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PART 1 >>















chapter 1


FARRELL














I can’t see.


I try again. Open my eyes.


Nothing.


Or rather, when I open my eyes there’s a shear of pain which might be light if I could see. But I can’t see and the light goes straight into my cortex and becomes pain.


This can’t be happening to me. I turn my head away from the doorway, and try to make the rest of my body follow, but it’s heavy and it takes all my effort to budge. When I do manage to twist my legs and arms over, there’s a rip in my right arm and a pinch and pull on my dick. I stay where I am, squeezing my eyelids closed, panting, head pressed against something hard and cold.


Someone grabs my sore arm and shoves it off my side with an impatient tut, and pulls at something embedded in the soft skin in the crook of my elbow. I try to move my fingers but my hand is bandaged. I smell sweat, bad breath, something medicinal, the reek of burned stew. Something’s clamped onto my finger, then there’s a liquid slosh and a rustle of cardboard or plastic. Finally the pain in my eyes recedes with a flash. Now I recognise it: somebody’s turned off the light.


Where am I? I open my eyes again, but I only see darkness for a second before the acid burn returns. I close my eyes and feel around with my left hand. Sheets, narrow mattress with a metal rail. Tape in the crook of my right arm, a narrow tube leading upwards. Muffled rattling sounds and beeps from outside, loud conversation, crying, a resigned moaning.


I’m in a hospital.


Where’s my iPhone? It’s an effort to pat down my body to check my pockets but I realise I’m wearing a short gown, tied loosely at the back. Where did I leave my camera? Where the fuck’s my stuff?


Hospital beds have call buttons, right? I feel along the cold edges of the bed – nothing – then probe my unbandaged left hand into the space beyond it. On my left, some sort of cabinet. On my right, nothing until the drip tube stretches and tugs at my vein. I try not to imagine a void, but the vertigo makes me want to vomit. I clutch my hands over my chest for a few minutes until the panic subsides. I feel behind me. Blank wall, then a plastic plate of some sort. I finger it for the call button until I realise it’s an electrical socket.


Fuck. What kind of a moron built this place?


Christ, I need my phone. How did I get here? What happened to me? I don’t feel like I’ve broken anything. I don’t feel any serious pain, except for my eyes when I try to open them. But I’m weak, and moving hurts. ‘Hello?’ I call. ‘Hello?’ My voice is too feeble. I try to knock my knuckles on the bed’s railing. Nobody comes.


I close my eyes. I draft a MindRead post in my head. 140 characters or less. MRers, help. Pls check my FindMe app and report back. Don’t know where I am.


I’m sure if I crowdsourced this problem one of my followers would help me out in minutes. But then again, if I could get online to post the problem I wouldn’t need to crowdsource the fucking solution in the first place.


I could just call Katya. She’d take my call, even after what happened. I could use the hospital’s phone. But I don’t even have the strength to turn over, let alone walk around looking for a phone. Oh yeah, and I can’t see to look for a phone. And nobody can hear me fucking calling. Jesus Christ!


This would be funny if it wasn’t happening to me.


‘Hello? Hello?’


Come to think of it, what did happen with Katya? I know something happened, but, when I try to think about it directly, it’s like I’ve got a blind spot. All I have in my head is this still of her leaving, crying. That doesn’t help. She’s done that a few times before.


But I didn’t do anything to hurt her, not that I can remember. What the fuck happened? Did Glenn do this? Where am I? And what’s wrong with me?


Maybe Glenn thought I cheated on Katya or something. That would give him the excuse he needed. Maybe Katya told him that. But she’d never do that if it wasn’t true. She loves me.


Oh Jesus. Glenn’s going to find me and kill me. He’s going to find me lying here, wherever the fuck I am, blind and half naked, and he’s going to kill me. Christ. Oh Jesus. Oh Jesus.


‘Hello? Help!’ At last I’m shouting loud enough.


‘Yes? What?’ A woman’s voice barks at me.


‘Where am I?’


The woman sighs. ‘New Hope Hospital. Green Section,’ she finally says, like a prisoner of war giving up his name and rank.


Oh shit. ‘New Hope? Why am I here? I’ve got medical aid.’


‘No. Medical aid had no record of you. They brought you here.’


‘What do you mean no record?’


I can just imagine her smirking at me. Rich man lying helpless in a state hospital, finding out how the other half lives.


‘Expired, actually.’


I’m going to fucking kill Lizzie. She’s supposed to handle my medical aid and bullshit like that. Jesus. I’ve heard horror stories about this dump. Everyone calls it ‘No Hope’. I can’t believe I’ve landed up in here.


‘You need to call Da Bomb Studios. Speak to Lizzie Gebhart, my assistant. She’ll sort it out.’


‘I’m not phoning for you. It’s your problem.’


‘Okay, then. Tell me where my phone is. I’ll call myself.’


‘Your personal belongings are in your cubby.’


‘Do you mind? Could you—’ But she’s gone.


I say, ‘Hello? Hello?’ a bit but I know I’m wasting my breath. I try to feel around the bed for my cubby – wherever that is – but I’m really tired. I curl up and imagine what I’d say if I could get online.


MR alert: &JoshFarrell has found self. In fucking No Hope, can you believe!?


&LizzieGstring you’re in deep shit. Prepare for a month’s mail duty.


At least that brings a smile to my face as I fall asleep.


I struggle to wake up. Someone’s talking to me. A man.


‘… so apologies for the cramped conditions. I’m afraid New Hope doesn’t have any private wards.’ He pauses, no doubt sharing a joke at my expense with the grumpy nurse. ‘But, after last year, nobody’s keen on a measles epidemic again.’


‘Measles?’


‘That’s what you’ve got, Mr Farrell.’


Measles?


‘As you can tell, it’s a serious disease. Especially in adults. It’s notifiable. Any idea where you caught it?’


‘No. How—’


‘Could be anywhere. I keep telling the board that it’s only going to end when mandatory immunisation kicks in. Eventually it’s going to kill everyone who doesn’t get vaccinated.’


‘Can measles make me… make me not able to see?’ I can’t even say the word ‘blind’. I can’t go blind. I’m a photographer, for God’s sake. Seeing is my work. Seeing is my fucking life. ‘I’ll get better, right, Doctor?’ I say in as deferent a tone as I can manage, as if he’s personally in charge of whether I will see again or not.


He breathes out a long pause. ‘Uh, there are rare cases of permanent eye damage. At the onset of the measles we typically advise that you take twenty thousand units of vitamin A and that will usually protect you. Your GP should have prescribed—’


‘I didn’t go to a GP. I don’t know how I got here. Or when.’


‘There is a good chance your sight will recover,’ the doctor says. ‘But it’s crucial that the ophthalmologist sees you and prescribes an antibiotic suspension. It’s a shame we missed him yesterday. He’ll be doing his rounds in this section again tomorrow.’


‘But… if I need the medicine now to prevent—’


‘We’ll see what we can do. The best thing to do is get the virus out of your system and recover. You need to rest and replenish. You have severe liver damage and bronchitis and your kidneys are in distress. All you need to do is lie still and let the drip do its work.’


The doctor leaves and I start to probe the space around my bed for the cubby.


‘Can I help you with that, Mr Farrell?’


I jerk with fright and then pretend I didn’t.


‘I’m Nomsa,’ the woman says in a comfortable, attractive voice. She’s standing near me, and she smells of quality soap and hand lotion. ‘I’m a supply nurse here. I’ve just come on shift.’ She presses something into my left hand. Her hands are leathery, but smooth. ‘Here’s a call button. We rigged up a remote one for you. I bet you don’t know you’re bedded in a supply closet. Closest we get to an isolation ward in Green Section.’ She laughs.


She makes me feel at ease for the first time in… since I came here. ‘Thanks. That other nurse…’


‘Sister Elizabeth?’


‘She’s not very helpful.’


‘No. But she’s good at her job. She’s here all the time. Almost runs the section. It’s thankless work and terrible conditions. At least I get a chance to work in the private clinics half the time. Get a break from all this.’


‘I suppose.’


‘You were looking for…?’


‘My stuff. She said it was in a cubby.’


Nomsa rustles next to my bed, and pushes a plastic bag into my hands. The bag’s handles are tied together at the top and I can’t open them with my right hand bandaged. Under the dressing, my palm hurts like hell. Nomsa takes over and opens the bags. ‘We should get that to the laundry, probably,’ she says as the stench hits me.


I dig around inside. I can feel my jeans by the oversized Batman belt buckle. They’re damp with what smells like rotten vomit and ammonia. I grit back the urge to puke as I rifle around for the pockets. Thank God. I drop the bag over the edge of the cot and wipe my iPhone and wallet on the edge of the sheet.


‘Is there a camera bag in there?’ I ask Nomsa.


I put my hands over my eyes while she shuffles through the cubby next to me. ‘No. Sorry.’ Jesus. Where could I have left it? I can’t even remember how I got here, where I was.


‘Nomsa, do you mind dialling a number for me?’ I hold out the phone in Nomsa’s direction.


She takes it. ‘Looks like it’s off.’


‘You can just turn it on. Little button on the top.’


A minute. ‘No. Nothing. Maybe the battery’s dead.’


Fuck. ‘You don’t have an iPhone charger, do you?’


She just laughs. ‘May I take your valuables for safekeeping at the nurses’ station? Safer than leaving them in here.’


I hesitate.


‘To be honest, patients’ valuables go missing all the time. It’s much safer to lock them up at the nurses’ station.’


What am I going to do with a dead phone anyway? ‘Okay. Thanks.’ She lifts the handset and wallet off my chest and I can actually feel my phone getting further away from me. It’s fucking ridiculous. I think about asking her to give me the photo of Katya from my wallet. But what would be the point? I can’t fucking see it.


‘Just press the call button if you need anything.’


‘Nomsa?’


‘Mr Farrell?’


‘What day is it?’


‘The sixteenth.’


‘What day of the week?’


‘Wednesday.’


It was Monday morning when Katya left. I must have been here two days. I can’t remember anything. What did I do?


Shit. Maybe Katya caught the measles too. I’ve got to get hold of her.


‘I need to…’ I try to sit up and a slump of blood pressure makes me woozy and nauseous. ‘Ugh.’


‘You just need to rest. That’s the most important thing, Mr Farrell.’


‘Nomsa?’


‘Yes, Mr Farrell.’


‘You’ve been really helpful. Can I ask you one more favour?’


‘Ask away.’


‘I need to get hold of my girlfriend, and someone at work. Could you call them for me?’


‘Of course. What are their numbers?’


Jesus. They’re in my phone, not in my head. But, with effort, I piece together Katya’s cell number and give it to her. ‘Work should be in the book, under Da Bomb Studios. Speak to Eduardo da Gama or Lizzie Gebhart.’


‘I’ll give them a call, let them know you’re here. You’ll have to pay, though.’


‘Sorry?’


‘Oh, don’t worry, Mr Farrell. Just joking.’


I hear a clink as she hangs another drip. As my nausea settles, I feel sleepy once more.


I wake up screaming. Acid scours along the veins in my right arm. I forget my eyes and open them wide; the pain belts me as I make out the figure of a large man standing by my bedside. Someone’s trying to kill me. I feel three drops of something fall onto my face. I give in to unconsciousness.


I dream someone’s lifting the sheets, removing my gown. I feel something soft running over my body, like a delicate fingertip. In the dream, I try to open my eyes to see Katya, but my eyes are glued shut. There’s a flash like lightning through my eyelids, then the sheet is replaced again.


When I wake, Nomsa is changing the J-loop of my drip. ‘I don’t know how this happened, Mr Farrell. Someone… did it wrong. Let’s replace it. This might…’ As she draws the needle out, it feels like she’s dragging a fish hook through my veins.


‘Hang on, hang on.’ She puts my arm down for a second and I hear the snap of rubber gloves and feel the slickness of blood trickling down my arm. ‘Eish,’ she says under her breath and squeezes my arm above the entry point. I try to open my eyes to see what’s happening. I see the vague shape of Nomsa silhouetted against a shaft of light from the doorway, in the exact same position as the large man in the night, then the pain kicks in and I have to flinch away and squeeze my eyes shut.


I saw! I saw for a second there! My eyes are getting better. They’re getting better!


‘Orderly!’ Nomsa calls into the corridor. ‘Orderly!’ Trying to disguise the panic in her voice. Someone else runs into the room.


‘Shit,’ he says.


‘Hold this,’ says Nomsa.


The fingers on my upper arm change owners. There’s a tug and a rub and another couple of tugs at the wound in my arm, then a dressing is pressed over it. Another scrub and a dressing is finally taped in position.


‘That… that was…’ Nomsa starts, but stops again. ‘We’ll need to put the drip in your left arm, okay, Mr Farrell?’


‘Mm,’ I mumble, worrying about the numbness in my right arm and wanting to sleep again.


Soon I’m hooked up again and my head tilts comfortably to the darker side of the closet, the side away from the door. I test my eyes. Open one-two-three burn. MR alert: &JoshFarrell can see. Open one-two-three-four burn. Open one-two-three-four-five burn. Then my eyes are too heavy to try again.















Chapter 2


LISA














‘Now, Ms Cassavetes,’ the doctor says, yawning and scanning my chart. ‘You haven’t been entirely truthful with us, have you?’


I’ve never seen her before. She’s a spindly woman with cheap hair extensions and late-onset acne, and she doesn’t seem to be bothered that I’ve lied about my medical history. The doctor I saw yesterday just before the op was an ancient man with a paunch, and to be honest I hadn’t actually had to lie to him. The consultation took less than ten minutes. He’d peered at my face, asked me if I was allergic to anything, outlined the procedure, and the next thing I knew I was being prepped for theatre.


I should have known then that I wasn’t going to get away with it. It had been way too easy, and it’s never that easy.


‘Ms Cassavetes?’ The doctor runs a hand through her plastic hair. ‘Do you understand what I’m saying?’


I flutter my eyelids, pretending that I’m still woozy from the anaesthetic.


‘Before we can let you go, I’m going to insist that a CAT scan is done. Just to be on the safe side.’


Oh God. That’s not good. How much will that cost? If they charge me extra, I won’t have the money to pay for a motel to hole up in while the bruising fades. If I’m forced to go home early, Dad will have a conniption when he sees the bruises. And Dr Meka will totally flip out. She’d flatly refused to condone any more surgery, even though she must know it’s the only way. Worst-case scenario I can phone Sharon, ask her to help me out. But after last time she’ll probably tell me to get stuffed and grass me up to Dad. I open my mouth to tell the doctor that I don’t want a scan; that all I want is to be let out of this hellhole, but I can’t get the words out and I end up just nodding meekly. Pathetic.


Shaking her head in exasperation, the doctor chucks the file on the end of the bed and stalks off. The nurse with her – the one Gertie has nicknamed Lumpy Legs – glares at me and angrily whips back the curtains shielding me from the rest of the ward.


Gertie looks up from her You magazine. ‘What was that all about, doll?’ she asks.


I shake my head and shrug. Luckily Gertie isn’t that interested. I get the idea that she thinks I’ve had some sort of surgery on my sinuses and there’s no way I’m going to put her right.


‘Ag shame,’ she says. ‘Still feeling kak?’


I nod. I’m usually pretty good at keeping myself to myself in hospitals, but my silence hasn’t stopped Gertie from going on and on about her ‘kak bowels’, the trouble she’s having with her ‘bitch’ of a daughter and how many months she’s spent in and out of various Joburg hospitals. This one, she insists, is the worst of the lot: ‘If you’re not at death’s door when you get here, doll, you will be when you leave.’


But I don’t really mind her constant chatter. Listening to her is better than being alone with my thoughts, and she hasn’t tried too hard to pry any personal details out of me, apart from the usual ‘Where you from?’ and ‘What’s a chick like you doing in a place like this?’ And if she thinks it’s weird that I’ve chosen to have the op in Johannesburg instead of a hospital closer to home in Durban, she hasn’t let on.


‘At least they’re giving you some attention,’ she gripes. ‘Count yourself lucky, doll. I could die just now and no one would even notice.’


I close my eyes and pretend to sleep.


‘Check it out, doll. New arrival,’ Gertie says, snapping me out of my doze. I have no clue how long I’ve been out, and for once I don’t remember dreaming.


I sit up as a new victim is wheeled into the ward. All I can see of her is a lump under a sheet and a whorl of grey hair. There’s something about the way the nurses are uncharacteristically fussing around her that makes me think she isn’t going to last much longer. A middle-aged man with a face as round and flat as a plate follows in the gurney’s wake, and the nurses swish the curtains around the bed, leaving him stranded. He pulls out a Bible and starts mumbling under his breath.


Gertie watches him carefully. She leans over to me and murmurs, ‘Don’t be fooled. He’s probably already plotting how to spend the inheritance. I know the type.’


I try to smile at her, but the painkillers are wearing off and it hurts when I move my cheek muscles. My nose feels as if it’s blown up to the size of a balloon, and I have to keep reminding myself to breathe through my mouth. Did it feel as uncomfortable and painful as this last year? I touch my nose gently, trying to feel if the bump has gone, but unlike last time, when the doctors used a discreet sticking plaster, this dressing is bulky and attached to my cheeks with layers of tape. Still, at least the bandages hide most of my face.


The Bible-toting man glances around the ward, clearly trying to catch someone’s eye, but, apart from me and Gertie, the other patients are all comatose, sleeping or attached to rusting oxygen tanks, battling for each breath. His eyes drift to mine and I look away, feeling blood rushing to my cheeks.


‘Would you like to pray with me, miss?’ he asks.


‘Don’t bother,’ Gertie says to him. ‘You won’t get a word out of her.’


‘Would you—?’


‘No thanks,’ Gertie says, cutting him off mid-sentence. ‘I’ll meet my maker soon enough. Then we’ll talk.’


He swallows and nods at the body behind the curtain. ‘It’s my mother,’ he says.


‘Oh ja?’ Gertie says, radiating boredom. Leaving the new patient’s curtains closed, the two nurses emerge and murmur something to him. He nods his head, bites his lip and sits down on one of the plastic visitors’ chairs.


‘Hey!’ Gertie calls to Lumpy Legs. ‘Where’s lunch? I’m wasting away here.’


‘On its way, Mrs February.’ She waddles over and fiddles with Gertie’s drip. ‘Have you managed a bowel movement yet?’


Gertie snorts. ‘You managed to stay off the doughnuts yet?’


Lumpy Legs tuts. ‘I know you’re uncomfortable, but there’s no need for that,’ she says in her no-nonsense voice. ‘Nothing wrong with being a larger lady, is there?’


‘Obesity is the number-one killer in the world,’ Gertie says to her, winking at me.


Lumpy Legs glares at me again as if it’s me who’s just insulted her. I clear my throat and force myself to speak. ‘Um. I’m supposed to have a scan. Do you know when it will be?’


‘When they’re ready for you,’ she snaps, before exiting into the corridor. I swallow the lump in my throat. If I start crying, that’ll be it. I won’t be able to stop.


‘Don’t mind her, love,’ Gertie says to me. ‘Miserable bitch. Shouldn’t let people like that be nurses. The caring profession, se gat. They’re all sadists.’


I’ve done my best to be as cooperative as I can, but it’s obvious that the nurses hate me. I’ve heard them grumbling in the corridors about the hospital’s new policy to attract private patients by providing non-essential procedures. They wouldn’t know that I’m here because I don’t have a choice. Even if I had the cash to splash out on a private clinic, I’d have to find a doctor willing to perform the operation. And with my history I’ve run out of options.


An orderly pushes a trolley piled with lunch trays into the ward.


‘Finally,’ Gertie says, clawing in the grubby water glass on her locker for her teeth.


I’m grateful that I can’t smell anything; the sight of the food is enough to turn my stomach. It looks like minced roadkill, the cracked plates slopped with gritty-looking meat and a smattering of lumpy mashed potato. The thought of watching Gertie shovelling that down her gullet makes me feel instantly sick. I kick my blankets away. Even the juice they provide is the colour of bile; the cheap concentrated kind that comes in huge plastic tubs.


‘Where are you going, doll?’ Gertie asks.


I have no idea where I’m going. All I know is that I have to get out of here. ‘Not hungry,’ I say.


The religious man looks up from his Bible as I swing my legs off the bed. I can feel his eyes grazing my thighs, hovering over my stomach and my breasts, barely concealed beneath the flimsy hospital gown. I know what he’s thinking: ‘How can a monster like that show herself in public?’ I grab my robe as fast as I can, and wrap it around my body. Ducking my head, I scurry out, slippers squeaking on the linoleum.


‘Hey, Lisa!’ Gertie calls after me. ‘If you’re going to the cafeteria bring me back a brandy and Coke.’ She roars with laughter which ends up in a coughing fit.


I know she’s got a packet of menthols hidden in her bedside cabinet. But her secret is safe with me. If she wants to kill herself slowly that’s her business.


God. This place is beyond grim. What would Dad say if he saw me here, shuffling down these crappy corridors, the green paint peeling off the walls, the linoleum on the floor scratched and worn with age and overuse? He’d probably say that it serves me right. That I’m getting what I deserve for lying to him again. At least the corridor is empty, the patients all tucking into their lunches, the nurses doing whatever nurses do when they’re not being mean – thinking up ways to torture the patients, or whatever.


I keep my head down to avoid catching a glimpse of myself in the glass that surrounds the nurses’ station, concentrating instead on the floor, the walls, the sounds of lunch being trundled into wards and forced down. My gaze is drawn to the sluice room; the door is propped open and the shelves are piled with overflowing bedpans and sputum bowls. I pass an abandoned cleaning trolley parked at an angle next to the shower room, the mop head thick with filth, a muscular cockroach skittering under its wheels. I’m glad I have the dressing over my nose so I don’t have to confront what it smells like in here.


I need to find somewhere quiet, somewhere private, so that I can go over my options again. But where? I can’t leave the ward – it’s blocked by a rusty security gate. The sight of it totally freaked me out when I arrived. I mean, I know that Joburg is a violent city, but this is a hospital, not a prison. When I was still able to convince Dad that the only way I was going to get better was to have another op, he booked me into a series of private clinics which specialised in cosmetic procedures. They were more like hotels, with private rooms, satellite TV and nurses who didn’t treat me like crap. A million miles from this dump.


Just past the men’s toilets there’s a grubby ‘Waiting Room’ sign tacked next to a door, and I creep towards it. I hesitate, then turn the handle and peer inside. I’m hit with a waft of smoky air. Two wizened patients are sitting puffing away under a huge ‘No Smoking’ sign, their drips standing behind them like disapproving relatives. They immediately stop speaking and stare at me in disgust, and I scuttle away as if it’s me, not them, who’s been caught doing something illegal.


Stiff with self-consciousness, I walk on. I’m nearing the end of the corridor, and the snoozing security guard jerks awake, glances at me distrustfully, and then rests his head on the gate again and closes his eyes.


I’m about to turn around and head back when I spot a narrow alcove diagonally opposite the security gate. There’s an open door leading into what looks to be a small, darkened storage room. Maybe I can hide in here. Gather my thoughts.


I head towards it, the sound of a cough stopping me dead.


No ways. There’s a man in here, lying on a narrow bed, a drip snaking out of his arm. What the hell is a patient doing in here? The cot he’s on barely even fits into the room. He’s one of the few people under sixty I’ve seen in the ward and he’s lying there, eyes closed, his face covered in a fine sheen of sweat. I creep closer, careful not to wake him. Even though he looks like he’s at death’s door I can’t tear my eyes away from his stubbly face and his shock of black hair. He reminds me of someone, someone familiar. I edge even closer. That’s it. Robert Pattinson. That’s who he looks like. But not like Robert was in Breaking Dawn, more like when he was in—


‘Ms Cassavetes!’ Lumpy Legs calls.


I jump guiltily and turn to face her.


She’s striding towards me, puffing with exertion. ‘What do you think you’re doing?’


A bored-looking orderly is trailing behind her, pushing a wheelchair. I drop my head, hiding my face behind my hair.


‘Are you deliberately trying to make my life difficult?’ she says.


‘Sorry.’


‘They need you in X-ray,’ she snaps, gesturing to the wheelchair.


‘I can walk.’


‘Hospital policy.’


I glance back at the storeroom. ‘There’s a man in the—’


‘Yes, yes, that’s none of your concern. Now please,’ she says, voice heavy with sarcasm, ‘if it’s not too much trouble.’


I do as she says. The chair is surprisingly comfortable and I lean back and pray that the orderly won’t try to chat to me. Thankfully as soon as Lumpy Legs is out of sight he plugs earphones into his ears and pops a strip of gum into his mouth. He mutters something to the snoozing security guard, who yawns, stretches and takes his time unlocking the gate. The orderly wheels me through it and into a lift, its stainless steel walls smudged with fingerprints, a wad of filthy tissues balled in the corner. We rattle down, my empty stomach turning in on itself, the orderly humming along to ‘Beautiful’ by James Blunt, popping his gum every so often. The lift shudders to a halt and he sweeps me out into another long corridor, this one painted a tired yellow, a stretch of wall scored with deep circular marks that look horribly like bullet holes. The strip lighting crackles and hisses, and we crawl along for what feels like miles, squeaking down corridors lined with foldaway beds containing passive patients, weaving around a woman in a wheelchair stranded outside the open door of a filthy toilet, and trundling past a group of skeletal, yellow-skinned men and women queuing patiently outside a barred dispensing window.


At last we draw to a stop outside the X-ray department. The wooden benches outside it are full of patients in hospital gowns waiting for their turn, but no one looks up as the orderly parks me behind a gurney containing an elderly man with a dried-up face and clawed hands. His mouth is open, revealing stumpy blackened teeth. A middle-aged nurse with bloodshot eyes pushes through the black doors, and for a second or two our eyes lock. Then she flinches and turns away, just like I knew she would.


‘You took your time,’ Gertie says, as I’m wheeled back into the ward. ‘You’ve been gone for hours. You missed all the excitement.’


She points to the bed opposite. It’s empty. The blankets are puddled on the floor, the mattress covered with a yellowing plastic sheet. It had once held a woman with swollen, blue-veined feet, dyed red hair and a hectic cough. ‘Another one bites the dust,’ Gertie says. ‘Off to the great morgue in the sky.’ She cackles.


I’m relieved to see that the religious man is gone, although his mother is still hidden behind the curtains. The woman on the other side of Gertie farts loudly and then moans in her sleep.


‘Charming,’ Gertie says.


Lumpy Legs bustles in. ‘Doctor’s on his way,’ she snaps in my direction.


‘Twice in one day, hey, doll?’ Gertie says to me. ‘I’m lucky if they remember to change my drip.’


‘Oh, Mrs February,’ Lumpy Legs tuts, whipping the curtains around my bed.


Another doctor appears behind her, this one an Indian man with tired eyes and a worried expression. He glances down at my chart.


‘Ms Cassavite,’ he says, mispronouncing my name. ‘We have your scan results here.’ His voice is high and girlish, heavily accented. ‘I am sorry to have to inform you that the news is not so good.’


Lumpy Legs looks at him with a mixture of reverence and fake concern. She fiddles with my sheet.


The doctor rattles off a flurry of medical jargon. ‘Are we clear?’


I shake my head, doing my best to smother the growing excitement. I understand exactly what he’s just said, of course, but I want him to repeat it. I want to be sure.


‘In the terms of that of a layperson, Ms Cassavite, if we do not operate again, you could have serious complications.’ He checks his notes again. ‘I see here that this is not the first time that you have been having this procedure. And that you were not informing this hospital of these facts. It is pertinent that you must sign another consent. And we must also be sure that you will be liable for the extra expenditure.’


‘When will you operate?’


‘In a few days. As soon as a theatre is available.’


‘And afterwards? Will I… will I look… different?’


‘Different? I am not understanding you fully, Ms Cassavite.’


‘Will I still look like the same person?’


‘We will not know for sure until the operation is over, Ms Cassavite,’ he says. ‘But you must prepare yourself for the worst. The shape, it could alter quite radically. The damage is extensive. Much reconstruction might be necessary.’


Okay, a couple more days in this horrible place, but it will all be worth it. The doctor’s eyes widen in disbelief as he takes in my expression. I’m not surprised. He wouldn’t know why I’m smiling.















Chapter 3


FARRELL














I know it’s night because the ward sounds different, more subdued. No ringing phones, no clattering carts or running children.


I listen to the quiet conversations of the nurses, the old women moaning in pain like mourners at a funeral, the building breathing, the stale air circulating, the tick of the drip machine. And underneath it all, a distant thrum, like the hospital is built over a massive beehive, or a full stadium buried hundreds of metres deep.


I’ve been drifting in and out of sleep all day, my rest more like a series of naps than the dead semi-coma I was in before. I’m more alert now, feeling more, and I scan my body: the ache in my right arm, the jag of the drip in my left, the pinch of the catheter, a sharp pain in the palm of my right hand. My lower back feels bruised and my throat is still acid-burned. My hands and toes are freezing and I can rub them together for a few minutes before I grow tired again. I don’t feel hungry or thirsty – the drip has kept me hydrated – but my lips are dry and cracked. My hair is filthy, unwashed for days. I must look and smell like shit.


I test my eyes compulsively, but I can’t get past the count of eight before they sting shut again. And while they’re open, I can’t really see anything, just blurred shapes as if something’s grown over the lenses. Christ, I can’t go blind. I can’t just lie here and lose my sight.


The light floods on and I hear what sounds like a drawer opening. I turn my head and force my eyes open.


One. The distorted outline of a man’s huge frame at a cabinet. White jacket.


Two. The shape turns to me. A smudge of dark grey over the hazy white of his coat.


Three. He looks down. Finds what he’s looking for in the drawer. Four.


Five. My eyes are burning, screaming. The man comes closer. I open them wide as a headlit deer’s.


Six. He looms over me. Takes my arm. Other arm under the pillow. I can’t find the fucking call button.


Seven. Two round blurs on his grey face. Massive glasses. Drops of sweat from his face fall onto my cheek.


Eight. He opens his mouth and his breath smells like rotting flesh. I have to close my eyes. He’s gripping my arm. Where’s the fucking button?


My eyes refuse to open again.


I feel him roughly pull the needle out of the J-loop, and he mutters something in a thick voice that I can’t make out. Then silence. As soon as my eyes can stand it, a minute, maybe two, later, I open them again and look. He’s gone; left the light on, but there’s nothing to see except the fuzzy glare of this storeroom.


It takes me three eight-second bursts of vision to find the remote. Once I have hold of it, I slump back and press the button, not letting go until my thumb stiffens. Minutes later a night-shift nurse stands in the doorway.


‘Yes?’ Shit. It sounds like Sister Elizabeth, the Ugly Sister.


‘Someone… changed my drip.’


‘Yes?’


‘What’s in it? Is it the right thing?’


‘Yes,’ she says from the doorway. She doesn’t come closer, she doesn’t check. She has no fucking idea.


I’m crushed by a wave of exhaustion. As I drift off, the panic becomes muffled. Someone – someone who shouldn’t be here – is putting something in my blood.


But I’m so tired. I can’t do any more.


‘Sister? Sister, have a look at this.’


I recognise Nomsa’s voice in my sleep haze. I feel her wiping my arm where she’s inserted another fresh drip needle.


The sister says something to her that I can’t make out.


‘But he can’t keep getting new needles. His veins are bruised.’


Sister Elizabeth lowers her voice and mutters again.


‘And I don’t know who put…’ I can sense Nomsa looking at me, probably trying to determine if I’m actually awake, although I’m doing my best to pretend I’m still asleep.


‘Besides,’ says the Ugly Sister, this time loud enough for me to hear, ‘the hepatitis is clearing up. The bilirubin counts are coming down. He’ll only need a drip for hydration.’ She leaves the storeroom.


It’s getting worse. I open my eyes and there’s no pain. Its absence is unnerving. All I can see are blotches over the doorway’s blurred radiance. I can feel the mould eating into my eyes, and, unless eyes spontaneously regenerate, I’m fucked.


‘Mr Farrell,’ Nomsa says. I hadn’t heard her come in. ‘How are you feeling?’


‘Okay, actually. I feel stronger. More awake… But my eyes…’ Suddenly I have an embarrassing urge to cry. I don’t want to go blind. And Nomsa is the only person in the world who seems to care. I hold myself together.


I feel her fingers opening my eyelids and she shines a light into them. ‘There’s much better reaction. And the conjunctivitis is clearing up. The antibiotics have worked well on that. Doctor will say whether we should extend the course. You say you still can’t see?’


‘Everything’s blurred. I can see light and shapes.’


‘I’ll ask Doctor about the ophthalmologist. But he’s only doing rounds this afternoon.’


‘But what if it gets worse? If it becomes permanent? If there’s something I can do now to avoid…’


‘I’m going to ask Doctor, and I’ll try to find out.’


‘Nomsa?’ I ask, not sure if she’s still in the room.


‘Mr Farrell?’


‘Did you manage to get hold of Katya and the studio?’


‘No answer. I left messages, so I hope they’ll get them. I’ll try again later.’


If I could get hold of Katya, she could call an ophthalmologist for me and he could come see me. I don’t want to go blind. Jesus… From fucking measles. There must be something simple I can do. If I can just get to the nurses’ station, they’ll let me use the phone. I’m sure I’m strong enough.


I push myself to a sitting position, and need to take several deep breaths before I have the energy to move again. I have to hoist my legs over the short railing at the side of the bed. Either that or work out how to lower it, which I guess would take more energy. I get my left leg over the side, but with it dangling there I can’t find the purchase to hoist my right leg over with it.


Then I make a stupid decision. I assume that, if my torso goes over the edge of the bed, my right leg will follow the rest of me. I’m correct. My body crashes onto the floor, my head hitting the edge of the cabinet. The drip line stretches, still attached to my vein. A jag of pain rips through my arm. At last the drip stand teeters and crashes down on top of me. The hook at the top thumps onto my skull and furious sparks fly through my brain, but at least the pull on my vein is slackened.


The Ugly Sister runs in bellowing something at me. The blurry shape of an orderly follows. As they manhandle me back onto my bed, I shout, ‘I need to use the phone. Nomsa? Can I speak to Nomsa?’


‘Nomsa is with another patient. Don’t do that again.’


When she leaves me, I’m too weak to move but my mind doesn’t stop racing. I can’t remember what happened that morning before I came here. All I have is this picture of Katya crying, leaving. I have the feeling she was going back to her parents’ – she always does. What happened that morning? My hands throb, as if in answer to a question I don’t want answered.


D &KatyaModel Please D me now. Please. R u ok?


I’m stuck here, with no way of knowing if Katya’s okay. I have to find out. But I can’t even get myself out of my fucking bed.


Later, Nomsa says I can try to walk. She reaches down and loosens my catheter. I feel like I’ve been released from a ball and chain.


She lowers the railing on the bed and this time it’s easier for me to flip my legs over and stand. I push myself up against the bed and Nomsa steadies me against the drip stand. I test my weight for a moment. Good to go. I start to shuffle off.


‘Keep left and don’t go too fast. Don’t overdo it.’


‘Ja, right.’


‘And don’t get lost.’


‘Thanks, Nomsa.’


‘It’s a pleasure, Mr Farrell.’


Once out of the storeroom I do as Nomsa suggests. I keep left, trailing the foot of the drip stand along the plastic skirting, stopping every minute or so to close my eyes and catch my breath. My sore hand throbs worse from gripping clumsily onto the drip stand. The top layer of the dressing is starting to come loose. I stick it back down as well as I can and shuffle through the blurscape at ten steps a minute, listening to the keening geriatrics, the rhythmic slap of a physiotherapist beating phlegm out of some old man’s lungs. There’s a limbo chatter in the wards, the trundle of gurneys, the pained circulation of the airconditioned air, and always, always, that subterranean thrum, like thousands of excited voices interred in the city’s rock. I get the eerie sense that we’re locked in, that nobody leaves this place except out the smokestack.


It’s just the isolation speaking. I wish I had my phone. Jesus, who knows how many followmobs I’m missing while I’m stuck in here. I’m going to lose serious Kred points.


The effort of my next minute of shuffling pushes the thought out of my mind. I reach the nurses’ station, their hustling dark-blue shapes whirling around in a complex dance like bees at a hive. The bustle makes me nauseous and I need to calm my stomach before I even think of asking someone for my phone. I move to a quieter stretch of hallway, press myself to the wall, close my eyes and catch my breath.


In the room next to me, a machine starts making a panicked alarm, but softly, as if it doesn’t expect anyone to listen.


‘I’m afraid she’s passed on, Mr du Plessis,’ comes a voice from inside the ward – it’s the Ugly Sister, sounding a touch less bitchy than usual. ‘I’ll call Doctor to prepare the certificate. My condolences for your loss.’


A wail. A man howling. It’s deep and overloud, and it annoys me. I can tell he’s a fucking rebo phoney. ‘Lord, Thy will be done,’ he shouts. ‘Oh Jesus, please take her into your blessed arms and—’


‘Your Lord doesn’t have much practice at hip replacements, does he?’ says another voice, the harsh croak of an old woman.


‘Mrs February!’ the Ugly Sister barks.


‘Well, it’s not right, making a scene like that. Disturbing everyone.’


‘Muh-muh-mother!’ the man wails again.


Something sweet-smelling rushes out of the ward door and almost smacks straight into me. I can make out a blur of long blonde hair, and catch a subtle scent that reminds me of gardens, reminds me of the girls at work. ‘I’m… sorry,’ she mutters as she slips past me.


‘Doll!’ the old woman’s voice calls. ‘Where you going? You’re missing the drama!’


‘I can’t… I can’t, Gertie!’


She scurries away, her shape flitting down the main corridor like a mouse making a break across a cat-guarded floor.


There’s something about this woman’s smell, her voice, some subtlety in her accent that’s not exactly normal, but it’s familiar. Everyone else here – nurses, doctors, orderlies, caterers and all the old, dying patients – is part of the hospital, they are part of this building; but there’s something about the sweet-smelling blonde blur that makes me know she’s like me, that she doesn’t belong in here. Maybe she’s got a phone she can lend me.


I gather myself and follow. It takes minutes for me to shuffle up, dragging the clinking drip stand with me, to where she’s standing in a crook of the wall.


‘Hi,’ I say. Her shape jolts, turns its back to me. Her shoulders are shuddering as if she’s crying. Christ, maybe this was a bad idea. But it’s worth a shot.


‘I wondered if you had a cellphone on you? I—’


‘No,’ she says, swallowing a sob.


Jesus.


‘Sorry,’ she says. ‘That was rude. I… I did have a phone. The battery’s dead.’


Shit. ‘Uh. Okay. Thanks anyway.’ I close my eyes and prepare to make my way back. I take a few deep breaths then turn, catching my foot in the drip stand and landing up slumped on the floor.


‘What’s wrong with you?’ she says. ‘Can’t you see?’


‘Not much,’ I say.


‘Oh,’ she says. Her hand awkwardly flutters onto mine, trying to help in some way, and eventually I pull myself up on the drip stand.


‘Thanks.’


‘I th—’


‘Muh, muh, mother!’ the man’s voice echoes through the corridor.


‘Ms Cassavetes,’ the Ugly Sister calls her in that offensive voice of hers. ‘What are you doing out of bed?’ Her bulk shoves past me like I’m just another irritating obstacle in her day.


‘S-sorry,’ the girl says, and scuttles back the way she came.


‘It’s just one call, come on. You can’t be fu— you can’t be serious!’


‘I told you,’ the blurry-faced drone behind the nurses’ station says. I hear her yawning. ‘It’s against hospital policy. No patients are allowed to use the phones.’


‘Please. You want me to beg?’


‘It’s the rules.’ She sniffs and her large blue shape drifts away.


Fuck. Now what?


Not knowing what else to do, I walk away, testing myself again to see how far I can go. This time I make it past the blonde girl’s ward, past the nook where we spoke, and all the way down to the ward kitchen, where I can smell the coffee and chips the visitors have smuggled in and the stink of meat pies nuked in the communal microwave oven. I feel my way along the green-striped wall towards the next door. It’s closed but I can smell cigarette smoke coming from inside it. I find the door handle and let myself in.


I close the door behind me and peer into the blur, squeezing at my bandaged hand to soothe it. It feels like it’s been cut. I make out the shapes of a few chairs, a yellowish table and a maroon or brown couch. The blonde girl’s sitting on it.


‘Hello again,’ I say. ‘Are you smoking?’


She takes a few seconds to respond. ‘No.’ She shifts herself so that she’s sitting at an angle away from me. Almost turning her back. As far as she can without physically getting up to stand in the corner. ‘I don’t smoke.’


There’s something nasal about her voice. I can’t really make out her face, but there’s a whiter smudge in the centre of it, probably some kind of dressing or bandage. Nose job? I sit on one of the chairs. The thick plastic which covers the upholstery sticks to my bare thighs and I wonder when last they were wiped down. I make sure my smock is covering my dick.


‘What are you in for?’ I say, trying to sound chatty, conversational. Her muttering is really annoying me and in ordinary circumstances I’d just leave. But here, blind as a fucking bat, I might need her help to get hold of Katya.


Another long pause, then a sigh. ‘My face.’


Jesus. This is like a bad day at work. Interviewing a fifteen-year-old model pre-shoot, trying to get her to ease up. I challenge myself to get more than two words out of her. ‘What’s wrong with it?’


A pause. ‘I had an accident.’


Definitely a nose job. That’s what they all say, as if it’s some sort of disgrace when who the hell cares? But why the fuck would she get it done in No Hope? Christ, surely nobody’s here if they’ve got another option?


I lean forward in my chair, and she shrinks back into the couch.


‘Don’t worry,’ I say. ‘Remember, I can’t see much.’


‘Are you blind?’


‘No. Well… at the moment. I have a problem…’ She shifts into an easier position. I want to tell her – convince myself – that it’s just temporary, but I can’t force out the words. The ophthalmologist will be here this afternoon, and it will all be better. I rub my hand again; the ache’s not improving. ‘This place is stuffy. I’m thinking of going for a walk outside,’ I say to divert the conversation. ‘You want to come?’


‘You can’t leave the section without being discharged.’


‘What?’


‘They won’t let you out without the paperwork… I think they’re afraid of criminals.’


I give it some thought. ‘Nah, more likely they don’t want patients wandering around. Just as well, I suppose. You could have people who are sick with really bad stuff wandering into this section if there’s no control.’ I don’t want to think too hard about the diseases that must breed in this place. ‘Locked in for our own protection, huh?’


She doesn’t say anything.


‘I’m Josh, by the way. Josh Farrell. But everyone calls me Farrell.’ Only Katya calls me Josh.


‘I’m Lisa,’ she says.


By three thirty the eye doctor still hasn’t come. I lie on my bed, trying to stay awake; my long walk earlier has really sapped my energy. But I can’t trust any of the nurses to remember me when he comes. I feel I should be standing right at the nurses’ station, waiting for the doctor.


I dream that there are pigeons in glass jars arrayed on the shelves in this storeroom, flapping silently in their panic, suffocating slowly.


I see a round grey face looming over the entire hospital like a malicious moon, an insane scientist watching his rats dying in their trap. There are people in the jars now, old people scrabbling at the sides, moaning, too weak to scream or kick, suffocating, coughing up mouthfuls of blood-streaked phlegm. The grey-faced moon watches over it all, its soulless eyes staring, sweat pouring down, dripping off its badly shaved chin. Dripping onto my face.


‘Mr Farrell, Dr Marx is here.’ Nomsa’s voice.


I try to rub the sleep out of my eyes, but my vision won’t clear. Then I remember.


‘Let’s have a look.’ The dark shape of Dr Marx’s face merges some of the dark spots into a shadowy patch. He shines a light into my eyes which glares and radiates. ‘Hmm. Yes, the conjunctivitis is clearing, but you do have quite serious ulceration because of the keratitis. We want to avoid this becoming an adherent leucoma. I’ll prescribe an antibiotic suspension, but it would have been better if we had seen to this earlier.’


‘But I’ve been waiting for—’


‘Nurse, please fill this as soon as possible. Two drops, each eye, twice daily.’


‘Thank you, Doctor,’ Nomsa says. The doctor bustles out without another word. ‘There you are, Mr Farrell. Your eyes will get better now.’


‘What does he mean “it would have been better if we had seen to this earlier”? The other doctor already knew what I needed yesterday morning. Why couldn’t he have given it to me then?’


‘Dr Koopman is not an ophthalmologist. He can’t prescribe—’


‘Okay!’ I snap. ‘Fine. Can I just get those drops now?’


Nomsa goes out without a word.


Dammit. I’ve managed to piss off the only decent nurse here.


Half an hour later, Sister Elizabeth comes in to check my drip.


‘Have you got my eye drops?’ I ask her.


Once again she barks, ‘No medical aid,’ as if that’s an answer.


‘What does that mean? I’m in a public hospital here. Free healthcare for the people and all that.’


‘You get generic if you don’t have medical aid.’


‘Okay, so? Where is it?’


‘There’s no stock at the dispensary. It’s on order.’


Oh God. ‘What?’ I’m biting my tongue, trying to keep myself calm, trying to keep the bureaucrat on my side. ‘How long will it—’


‘I don’t know.’


‘Is there stock of the medicine Dr Marx prescribed?’


‘Yes.’ She’s enjoying this.


‘So what do you want from me? What must I give you?’


‘You have nothing I want, Mr Farrell.’ She walks out.















Chapter 4


LISA














Lumpy Legs pulls at the Micropore tape holding the dressing in place, catching my skin with her fingernails. I try not to wince or let her know she’s hurting me, but I can’t help crying out when she yanks the cotton wool plugs from my nostrils. I breathe in through my nose for the first time in ages, but all I can smell is a faint tinge of disinfectant and the irony scent of dried blood. She drops the bandages and plugs into a stainless steel kidney bowl. They’re gross-looking, caked with black scabs and iodine. I lift my hand to touch the incision and trace the new shape, but she slaps it away.


‘Don’t touch.’


‘Sorry, I was just…’


Using a clump of cotton swabs she starts cleaning the bridge of my nose. It stings, but it’s not as painful as I was expecting – more a throbbing ache than anything else. She pushes my head back and wipes around my nostrils. ‘Eish,’ she says, scowling.


‘What does it look like? Is it bad?’


For a second her expression softens. For an instant I’m a real person, not some spoiled chick who’s had an unnecessary ‘procedure’.


‘It’s not too bad,’ she says.


She’s lying. I think about asking for a mirror, but there’s not really much point. I know from past experience that it will just make me even more anxious.


The Indian doctor rustles his way in through the curtains. He’s harassed and distracted and doesn’t even greet me or Lumpy Legs. He barely glances at my face.


‘The operation is to be done tomorrow night,’ he says. ‘So, Nurse, nil by mouth from midnight onwards.’


Lumpy Legs grunts in response.


I force myself to speak up. ‘So everything’s healing okay? It’s fine to operate again?’


He sighs. ‘That’s when we can fit you in. There are many emergencies.’


That’s not really what I wanted to hear. But before I can speak again he bustles out.


Lumpy Legs finishes replacing the dressing, her grumpy expression back on her face, and rips the curtains back.


‘Everything all right, doll?’ Gertie says innocently, although we both know she’s been eavesdropping.


‘I think so. They want to operate again tomorrow night.’


‘Shame. Sinuses blocked up again, ja? Like I said, my grandson Reuben – Larissa’s third – had trouble with his when he was a baby, and after his grommets we…’


I lie back and let her monologue wash over me.


If looks could kill, I’d be dead several times over by now.


Gertie’s daughter Kyra – a thirty-something woman with straightened brittle hair and a too-tight T-shirt – has been shooting me dirty looks ever since she arrived five minutes ago. I stare down at my hands and fiddle with the plastic hospital bracelet around my wrist. I’m way out of my depth here, not sure where to look.


I hate visiting time. Even the comatose women who are wheeled in here straight from theatre (‘the veggies’, Gertie calls them) attract crowds of family members every evening. I’m beginning to recognise some of the regulars. Most of the women look overtired and overworked, and they slump with relief onto the hard plastic chairs. They barely glance at the patients they’ve come to see, spending the time shouting at their children, who chase each other up and down the corridors, scattering bright-orange Nik Naks across the floor. The men all look bored and resigned. Still, the sight of all these families makes me feel homesick, painfully aware that I’m miles away from home, and that no one even knows I’m in here.


I’m itching to flee to the waiting room, but Gertie has asked me to stay for ‘moral support, doll’. And it looks like she’s going to need it.


Kyra curls a lock of limp hair around a finger. ‘Five hundred rand, Ma. It’s not much.’


‘Do I look like I’ve got five hundred rand?’ Gertie snaps. ‘When was the last time I was able to collect my pension?’


Kyra’s boyfriend hovers at the door. Well, I think it’s her boyfriend. He’s got a patchily shaven scalp, ferrety teeth and a lazy eye. His fingernails are dirty.


Kyra’s eyes narrow. ‘What you looking at, bitch?’ she says to me. ‘You looking at my man?’


Gertie snorts. ‘As if she’d look at that piece of kak! And don’t you talk to my friend like that. She’s worth two of you.’


‘Ma! Don’t call Jannie a piece of kak. He’s good to me.’


‘Good to me se moer. He’s a taker. A user. Just like you, my girl.’


‘I’m not a taker!’


‘What are you then? Coming to the hospital to beg from me! And what did you bring me? Fokkol!’


‘Ma!’ Kyra whines. ‘Don’t be like that.’


‘Get out. You’re making me sicker. You aren’t getting any blarry tik money from me.’


Kyra opens her mouth to say something else, changes her mind, shoots me another vicious glance and stalks out.


‘Sorry about that, doll,’ Gertie says.


‘It’s okay.’


‘It’s not okay. Three kids. And all of them blarry useless. Just like their father.’


Gertie heaves her bulk into a sitting position and rummages in her bedside cabinet. ‘Think you can help me to that place you were talking about? Need a ciggie.’


She’s suddenly hit with a coughing fit, as if just the idea of a cigarette is more than her lungs can take.


‘You shouldn’t smoke, Gertie.’


‘I shouldn’t do a lot of things,’ she says, struggling to breathe. She sounds defeated. ‘And I’ll have to face all that kak when I get out of here.’


She attempts to slide off the bed. Her hospital gown rucks up, showing off large mottled thighs riddled with knotty veins. I fetch her robe for her and help her steady the drip stand.


Using my shoulder and the stand for support, she starts edging out of the room.


‘Not a nurse in sight, eh, Lisa?’ Gertie puffs as we make our slow way down the corridor. ‘They always vanish during visiting time.’


She stumbles and I grab onto her upper arm to steady her. She’s a large woman, but her skin feels loose and saggy as if all the flesh beneath it has turned to jelly.


Two undernourished children with cheap lollypops stuck in their mouths race past, bashing into my legs. A woman with bloodshot eyes and a torn polyester shirt sits on a plastic chair outside one of the rooms, breastfeeding a baby. Two toddlers sit at her feet playing with a crumpled Coke can. Gertie smiles at the children, but they look at her with wide, empty eyes.


It’s a relief to reach the waiting room. Even the dead plants look cheery in comparison to the dull and hopeless green corridors.


I help Gertie settle on the couch. She lights up, and the first drag sets off a barrage of wet-sounding coughs. The second drag seems to dry them up.


‘That’s better,’ she says, jetting twin streams of smoke from her nose.


There’s a clattering sound from outside the door, and someone yells, ‘Shit!’


‘Wait here,’ I say to Gertie.


‘Does it look like I’m going anywhere, doll?’


I knew it. It’s the guy – Farrell. I smooth my hair behind my ears, forgetting that he can’t actually see me. He’s somehow managed to get his drip stand wedged in the doorframe and is groping at it with his bandaged hand.


‘Let me help you.’


His face relaxes. ‘Lisa?’


He remembered my name! ‘Yes.’


Gertie squints through the smoke and looks him up and down as I lead him in. ‘So this is why you keep slipping out of bed,’ she says.


Blood rushes into my cheeks – thank God he can’t see me clearly – but how could she possibly think someone like Farrell would be interested in me?


‘So,’ Gertie says to him once I’ve introduced them. ‘What are you in here for?’


‘Measles.’


‘Hey? That’s a kiddies’ disease, isn’t it? My three all went through that, and the grandkids, too.’


‘I had… complications. Problem with my sight.’


‘Ah,’ Gertie says, nodding wisely. ‘Heard of that. Neighbour of mine – real bitch – went blind one night, just like that, in her sleep. Just woke up and said that everything was black. Didn’t stop her saying all those things about my Reuben, though.’ She leans over and pats Farrell’s hand. ‘But that won’t happen to you. Don’t you worry.’


Farrell frowns. But who can blame him? It was hardly a sensitive thing to say. Gertie launches into an account of her bowel problems and drags in another lungful of smoke, before letting it drift out of her mouth.


Farrell coughs and waves his good hand in front of him. ‘Christ,’ he says, interrupting her. ‘Do you mind?’


Gertie stiffens. ‘I do mind. My ciggies are the only pleasure I’ve got in life.’


‘You’re not supposed to smoke in here.’


‘Oh ja? Who are you, the blarry cigarette police?’


This isn’t going well. I try to smile to defuse the situation, but Gertie’s eyes are narrowing dangerously, and for an instant she looks just like her daughter.


‘What are you doing here anyway?’ she snaps at him. ‘You don’t look like the type who’d show up here. Why aren’t you in the Sandton Clinic or whatever it’s called?’


‘Long story,’ Farrell says.


‘I got time.’


‘There’s some screw-up with my medical aid. So I ended up here with all the…’


Gertie narrows her eyes. ‘All the what, hey? The dregs?’


‘That’s not what I meant!’


‘We can’t all be rich whites with back-up plans.’


‘Gertie,’ I say, ‘Farrell didn’t mean—’


‘Save it,’ Gertie says. ‘Thinks he’s too good for people like me.’ She struggles to her feet. ‘Got to get back.’


‘I’ll help you.’


‘No. You stay with Frankie here. More your type, isn’t he?’


‘It’s Farrell,’ he says.


‘What kind of name is that? Sounds like a poof’s name.’


‘You can’t manage on your own,’ I say to her.


‘Don’t you worry about me, Lisa.’


She leans heavily on the drip stand and, dropping her cigarette butt at Farrell’s feet, starts shuffling off. Farrell and I sit in silence while she huffs her way out, muttering under her breath. Mind you, she seems to be finding it easier to walk than before.


‘Jesus,’ Farrell says. ‘Thought she’d never stop talking. She a friend of yours?’


‘Um… not really. She’s in the bed next to mine.’


‘Christ. That must be a nightmare. You ever get any sleep?’


He smiles at me and I find myself smiling back, feeling slightly guilty at sharing a joke at Gertie’s expense. Still, he’s right, she does go on and she didn’t need to take offence like that.


‘So when do you get out of this shithole, Lisa?’


‘I’m not sure. I have to have another op. Tomorrow, they said.’


‘Jesus. You think it’s a good idea to go under the knife again in a place like this? What are you doing in here, anyway?’


I don’t know what to say to this. I fiddle with the bracelet, touch the bandages again. What if I come out of the next operation looking even worse than I do already? A big gaping hole where my nose once was?


‘I don’t have a choice,’ I say. But is that true? Would they let me out if I insisted?


‘Your medical aid also screwed up?’


‘No… um. Nowhere else could fit me in.’ It’s as close to the truth as I can manage.


‘Seriously? Not even the Park Lane?’


I shrug. ‘I’m not from here. From Joburg, I mean. They had a vacancy here and so I just…’ I let my voice trail away.


‘So where are you from?’


‘Port Shepstone. The South Coast.’


He sniffs. ‘Oh yeah? Haven’t been there since matric. I knew you didn’t belong here.’


‘Really?’


‘Yeah.’ He smiles. ‘Well, it’s nice to meet someone normal in here.’


Normal! Heat rushes into my cheeks again and I’m suddenly hit with the perverse urge to tell him everything. Blurt it all out. About my disorder, the fact that I know I have a problem, that it doesn’t help knowing. That it doesn’t matter how often people tell me I look ‘fine’, that I look ‘normal’, that all the kind words in the world don’t make up for the truth I see in the mirror. But I don’t of course.


He flexes his shoulders and yawns. His teeth are very, very white. He’s actually better looking than Robert Pattinson, his jaw isn’t as heavy, and his nose is perfectly straight. ‘Shit,’ he says. ‘I miss my phone. My followers will be freaking out by now.’


‘Your followers?’


‘Yeah. MindRead.’


‘Oh.’


‘Aren’t you on it?’


I shake my head, wanting desperately to lie, but what if I do and he catches me out? ‘No,’ I say. Who’d want to follow my MindRead messages anyway?


‘You should be, Lisa. Trust me. It’s the best way to network. Got some of my biggest clients that way.’ He pauses as if he’s waiting for me to ask him a question.


‘Clients?’


‘Yeah. I’m a photographer.’


‘Really? That’s amazing. I’ve… I’ve never met a photographer before.’


He shrugs. ‘It’s not that great. Not really. But I’ve done some good gigs this year, apart from the commercial stuff. Like really creative. You know, a few shoots for Dazed & Confused, and you know Die Werk Kak? Seriously hot up-and-coming band?’


‘Of course,’ I lie, not wanting to appear stupid.


‘I did their publicity shoot. Real cutting-edge stuff, we shot it on location in Newclare, trying to get that raw gangland feel, you know?’


He carries on mentioning names and magazines I’ve only vaguely heard of and I find myself saying ‘wow’ and ‘that’s amazing’ and grinning like an idiot, barely able to believe that he’s telling me all this stuff. Me.


He pauses and leans forward, rubbing unconsciously at his bandaged hand. ‘Lisa. Look, this is going to sound batshit. But… have you seen something – someone – strange in the wards?’


‘What do you mean?’


‘It’s just… last night I woke up and it was as if… there was someone there. Someone… I dunno, dangerous maybe.’ He runs his hand through his hair. ‘Christ. I sound like I’ve lost my mind.’


‘No. You don’t sound crazy. This place also creeps me out.’


He looks at me gratefully. ‘Yeah. Jesus. I cannot wait to be out of here and away from all these fucking freaks.’


I feel my face falling and stand up. If he knew what kind of a freak he was talking to, what would he say? ‘I’d better see that Gertie’s okay,’ I blurt. Why did I say that?


He raises his eyebrows. ‘Fine,’ he says. Is he disappointed? For a second all I want to do is sit down next to him again. But that would look stupid. ‘See you around,’ he says, his voice sounding distant.


Stupid, stupid, stupid.


I slump out of the room. The corridor is empty. There’s a dirty nappy dumped under the chair where the breastfeeding woman sat, and again I’m grateful that I can’t smell anything.


Gertie’s propped up in bed. She sniffs when I enter and carries on flicking through her People magazine. ‘Boyfriend dumped you, hey?’


‘He’s not my boyfriend.’


‘He’s too stuck up for his own good, if you ask me. I know his type.’


‘He’s not stuck up, Gertie. He’s just… Look, I think he’s really worried he’s not going to get his sight back.’


‘Oh ja? We’ve all got our own problems. Call the fokken Care Bears.’


I lie down and think about what Farrell said about going under the knife in a place like this. What if it does make it worse? If there’s something wrong, shouldn’t I be seeing a specialist or something? A snapshot of the Christian man’s mother jumps into my head – Gertie said she only came in here for a hip replacement. I’ve put a fake name and number in the ‘In case of emergencies, contact…’ section on the hospital form, and if anything goes wrong tomorrow night…


For a second, all I want to do is call Dad, beg him to come and fetch me. But then what?


Gertie’s snoring gently, and the woman in the bed next to her whimpers and smacks her gums. Otherwise the ward is unnaturally silent; even the hissing oxygen machines sound quieter. I can’t sleep, and I have no idea of the time. It must be well past midnight though. My mouth feels dry and gummy, and the wound beneath the dressing is aching dully. I’m tempted to reach across and take a sip of Gertie’s vile orange juice, but I can’t. Not if they’re operating this evening.


The air is still and hot. Has the air con broken down or something? The back of my neck is damp and itchy, my hair feels limp and greasy. When did I last have a shower? I loathe using the bathroom, brushing my teeth and showering with other people around. But now would be the perfect opportunity. I’ll more than likely have the place to myself. I climb out of bed as quietly as I can, ditching the hospital gown for the single pair of silk pyjamas the nurses have let me keep in my locker, and grab my shampoo, towel and body spray. I creep out into the corridor. It’s deserted, the only sound the slap of my footsteps.


Thank God. The toilet stalls and shower cubicles are empty, their doors all slightly ajar. It doesn’t look as if they’ve been cleaned today, and I bet it stinks of urine and worse in here. I avoid the mirrors – they’re not real mirrors anyway, just polished squares of stainless steel, as if the hospital staff are worried people will smash the glass and slash their wrists. There’s a pile of dirty tissues in the sink and even the floor of the cleanest shower is grimy and slimy, a hank of black hair squirled in the drain. I decide to keep my flip-flops on as I shower, holding my head back so that the water doesn’t splash the dressing on my nose. It feels wonderful, and I try not to think about Farrell as I soap my body. As if he’d be interested in me, however clean I am, however made-up, however painstakingly groomed.


Through the hiss of the water I hear the bathroom door creaking open, and the shuffle of footsteps. They sound as if they’re heading my way. There’s a pause, and then the handle of my shower cubicle moves.


‘There’s someone in here!’ I call. How could they not hear the water running? Then I hear something else – a scratching sound. I quickly rinse the rest of the shampoo out of my hair and grab the towel.


‘Hello?’ I haven’t heard the footsteps again, and with the water turned off I can make out another sound – a raggedly huffing sound, as if whoever’s outside is struggling to breathe. My heart starts to thud as I remember what Farrell said about someone weird coming into his room.


Oh God.


‘Who’s there?’ My voice wavers.


No answer. I press my ear to the door. The breathing sound has stopped, and then I hear the scuff of footsteps receding. The bathroom door bangs shut.


Body still damp, I pull on my pyjamas. I count to three, hesitate and, before I lose my nerve, unlock the door and peer out.


The bathroom is empty, but I can’t miss the man-sized muddy footprints tracked across the floor, leading right to my shower cubicle.


I run out into the corridor. It appears to be as deserted as before, but then I catch a glimpse of movement. A bulky, malformed shape is shuffling towards the far end. There’s something… wrong about the way it’s moving, as if the proportions of its body are skewed. It’s too far away for me to figure out if it’s because its legs are too short, its arms too long or the head too big. It pauses, turns around as if it can feel me staring at it – and then it’s gone.


I have to tell someone.


The nurses’ station is deserted, but a few doors down from my ward I hear the murmur of voices. I race towards it. An exhausted-looking nurse, one I haven’t seen before, bustles out of the room.


She strides past me, fiddling with a beeper on her belt. ‘Excuse me!’ I whisper, touching her sleeve to get her attention.


‘Get back in bed,’ she snaps.


‘There’s someone in the ward! He was in the bathrooms. While I was showering!’


She sighs and rolls her eyes. ‘Just the cleaners.’


‘What cleaners?’ I gesture to the empty corridor. ‘Really, there was someone. I saw him!’


She mutters something in Zulu. ‘I will come just now. There are other emergencies tonight. You must wait.’


What else can I do but head back to bed? Should I go to Farrell, tell him what I’ve seen? He’ll hardly thank me for waking him up at this time of night. I can always find him in the morning. If he’s still talking to me.


Then I realise I’ve forgotten my shampoo and towel in the shower cubicle. I’m tempted to leave it until the morning, but it’s all I’ve got and I can’t risk it being stolen.


I enter the bathroom cautiously. One of the stall doors is shut. A toilet flushes, making me jump, and behind the closed door someone mumbles to themselves. Just another patient.


I head towards the shower cubicle.


Oh God.


This wasn’t here before. I’d remember.


Someone’s scratched a word into the door’s paintwork, the letters six inches high and angrily scored right through to the wood:















Chapter 5


FARRELL














Now that my mind’s working at full pace, and it’s just my eyes I’m waiting for, the images are starting to creep back in. Why was Katya crying like that? Why was there blood on her face?


I lie in the storeroom’s darkness, willing myself to remember. Monday morning is a blank. I’m not sure whether I can’t remember or if I’m choosing not to remember. I can smell my vomitty clothes next to this cot. I can hear that thrum again somewhere below, and I’m sure I can make out screams, or music, or something woven into the whine of the machine, just at the edge of my hearing. I know I’m making it up, finding a pattern in the white noise of the air-con fan, but, once I’ve heard the sound, there’s nothing I can do to loosen its grip.


I swear there’s something scratching in the glass-fronted cabinets at my side.


Concentrate. You’re just avoiding it again. Think.


Okay, this is what I remember.


Normal Monday morning. We were up about seven. Sunday night, I’d made Katya her favourite linguine and we watched a movie. Christ, what was it? We watched it… Why can’t I remember? Did we drink a lot? We had… let’s see… we had a bottle of red. Nothing special. That was all; Katya knew how I felt about her getting high at home.


I woke up tired. I took a shower, I think. The usual routine. Then next thing I know she’s crying. This is what I see in my mind. She’s crying like a toddler, snot dripping out of her nose, eyes red and ringed with black smudges. There’s blood on her face. I can’t understand the look in her eyes. I’ve never seen her cry like this before. Why, Kay? She backs away from me, as if scared. Let me go, Josh! That doesn’t sound right. This sounds like someone else’s story.


Then I remember I’m sitting on the couch, my head in my hands, elbows on my knees. Take a good, long look, she says, although I’m looking at her. It’s the last time you’ll see it. She doesn’t bother to wipe the blood off her cheeks. Take a good look at the face you love so much, she says again. She picks up a tog bag and leaves.


That picture of her face in my mind is—


‘Mr Farrell?’


‘Hhhr… Wha…’


‘Mr Farrell, I’ve got something for you.’


‘Oh, Nomsa. What time is it?’


‘Five thirty. I’m just about to start my shift, but I’ve got a present for you.’ The clatter of a little cardboard box, the crackle of a plastic seal breaking. ‘Lie back. Open your eyes.’


I do as she says.


The cleansing flush of cold drops on my eyeballs. Left eye. Right eye. Nomsa puts the little bottle in my palm and closes my fingers around it.


‘It’s the Maxitrol drops you need. Two drops morning and night for two weeks. Please don’t tell anyone; I’d get into trouble.’


‘But how will you—?’


‘Just don’t let them see it. Absurd that they have the medicine you need but won’t supply it.’


The thank you is forming on my lips but she’s gone already. I imagine the mould in my eyes burning away like mist in the sun, but I worry about what I’ll see when it has. Katya’s bloodied face. I squeeze my sore hand. It couldn’t have been me, could it? And if for some fucked-up reason I hurt her, I’m dead. Glenn will cut me up into little pieces if I’ve laid a finger on his daughter.


There’s no way I would have hurt Katya. Surely? But does Glenn know that?


‘Jesus. Did you hear?’


‘Yes. I’m going down now.’


‘We need all available staff from this floor in casualty. Skeleton staff to remain only.’


‘How many do they think?’


‘I don’t know. More than a hundred. Maybe two.’


‘Fuck.’


‘At least seventeen dead.’


‘We’d better get down there.’


As they hurry past my closet, my fingers itch to check my phone for the news, see what happened. A bomb? A crash? Where?


I get out of bed, pulling myself up by the drip stand. I unplug the tube from my arm. There has to be a TV somewhere on this floor, or a radio, or someone with a web connection. Maybe someone else’s visitors will be able to tell me what’s happened.


I shamble along the corridor. If it was five thirty a.m. when Nomsa came in, it’s about seven now. It should be busy this time of the morning but the section is dead quiet. One of the old women starts groaning again. It goes on and on; there’s nobody here to help her.


I stand against the wall across from the nurses’ station trying to get my bearings, waiting for someone to come past; waiting to hear something that will explain what’s going on. But all I see is quiet, still smudges. Then another two dark-blue nurse shapes run past me towards the Green Section’s exit before I can stop them, their soft shoes squeaking on the lino. A patient coughs up a gout of mucus in the ward nearest to me, then subsides into silence again. What the hell is going on?


‘Farrell!’ Lisa appears in my blur and grips my wrist. She’s breathing in heavy gasps as if she’s been running. ‘Thank God! This place is not… Something’s not right and last night I didn’t get any sleep and I was thinking about what you said about having another operation in here and then and then—’


‘Whoa, slow down.’


She takes another hitching breath. Christ, this is just what I need now. I try to wrangle my arm out of her grasp but she’s not letting go.


‘I need to get out of here,’ she says, and I can hear the tears in her voice. ‘There was a man in the bathroom while I was showering and I think… I think he was following me, watching me. I wondered if he… He was creepy, like you said.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘Big, limpy. Like his legs were different lengths. He had a white coat, like a doctor. But he wasn’t.’


Jesus. ‘Did he have, like, grey skin? A weird big head, sweaty?’


‘Yes, that’s him! He was following me. He followed me into the bathroom.’


‘Did he hurt you?’


‘No… he was… God. I’ve got to get out of here. I can’t stay here anymore.’


‘But how? We’re locked in.’


‘There’s nobody here. Even the security guard’s gone.’


‘I heard there was an accident. Do you know what happened?’


‘Yes, the Gautrain, you know, the one they built for the World Cup—’


‘I know what the fucking Gautrain is, Lisa!’ She whimpers. ‘Sorry,’ I say quickly. ‘What about it?’


‘It crashed. More than four hundred people on board. Lumpy Legs – the nurse, you know, the sister, the one that’s so mean – well, I overheard her talking to one of the other nurses about it this morning.’


Holy fuck. The fucking Gautrain…


‘Anyway, the security guard’s not at the gate. We can buzz ourselves out,’ she continues. ‘He’ll be back soon. Now’s our only chance to leave. I mean… I can help you if you also want to leave now. I think… I think something bad’s going to happen.’


This woman has serious issues, obviously. Something bad’s going to happen. But fuck. If she’s also seen that freak, maybe she’s right. I consid er my options: wait here till I can see and am officially discharged, or take the gap and get back into the real world. Find Katya, find out what happened. Find out if Glenn is hunting me. Then, when I’ve done that, go and see a proper fucking doctor.


‘Please, Farrell. The security guard’s coming… We have to go now.’


I’d have to leave my iPhone and my wallet behind at the nurses’ station. I can always claim the insurance though, provided that isn’t as fucked as my medical aid.


‘Okay,’ I say. ‘Let’s do it.’


She sighs with relief and starts hustling. She pulls me along, the cool air whistling through my bare-arse gown as we go. I turn back to see the dark shape of the guard strolling behind us. He’s in no hurry.


‘Stop, Lisa. Stop! If he sees us running, he’ll chase us. We’re just going for a walk, okay? Let’s go slowly. We’re still between him and the door.’


Lisa slows down but I can sense how panicked she is by the increasing pressure of her grip on my arm. That’s my fucked-up arm from the drip. I try not to cry out, and instead shift her fingers up to my bicep.


I dart another smudged look over my shoulder. The guard’s still some way behind us and we’re nearly at the security gate.


Oh shit. ‘Oh shit.’


‘What?’ says Lisa, tugging on my arm.


‘The eye drops. I need the eye drops.’ No way am I going anywhere without those. ‘You go ahead. Don’t worry. Good luck, okay.’


‘Where are they?’


‘They’re on a shelf on the far side of my bed.’


‘Dammit…’ Lisa casts around, indecisive, breathing heavily. ‘Oh God. Okay. He’s gone into the toilet. I’ll be back. Don’t go anywhere.’


She sprints off and I stare into space for a minute. I imagine that the blurs I see are getting just a little crisper around the edges. An image of Katya’s bloodied face blindsides me and I feel like I’ve been kicked in the chest. Glenn’s fat head looms over it.


Next thing, Lisa’s pressing the vial into my hand. Her quiet, shocked voice surprises me. ‘Did you see what was on the cabinet by your bed?’


‘I didn’t see anything. I can’t see.’


‘Okay.’


‘What was it?’


‘No, don’t worry. It’s nothing.’


‘Come on, Lisa! What the…? Lisa?’ She’s ducked out of my eyeline and now I can’t spot her blur anywhere. Has she gone without me?


‘Lisa!’ I call, aware that my voice is too loud in the deathly ward. I grope towards the security gate and walk into the guard’s patio chair; it clatters across the lino loud enough to wake the dead. ‘Lisa,’ I hiss. Fuck it.


‘I’m here. Here. I brought you something to wear.’ She shoves a cotton bundle into my hands. ‘Just some scrubs. They look clean enough. Better than that, anyway.’


Lisa leads me down a hallway to a lift and presses the button. The air smells different outside the Green Section, both fresher and ranker, as if fresh air from the outside world is mixing with the gasses of seriously diseased and decomposing people in other sections, each washing over us in currents.


The lift door opens with a ding and Lisa presses a button. Soon as the door closes, I struggle to orient the baggy pants, then pull them on, keeping the gown on over them. We descend for a bit, then the door opens again into a poorly lit space.


‘Where are we? What’s here?’


‘I don’t know. Two doors. One with a keypad.’ Her voice trails away as she goes. She rattles at the door and mutters something.


‘What’s there? Please keep talking.’


‘It’s locked. The other door looks like… Oh, Farrell.’


We both hear the lift grinding in the shaft behind us.


Fuck. ‘It could be the security guard,’ I say. ‘What about the other door?’


‘Uh…’


‘What’s the problem?’ The lift’s grinding closer.


More hesitation. Then she grabs my wrist. ‘Okay, come.’


I hear a heavy metallic click and a rubber squeal – somehow a familiar sound – and Lisa pulls me through the door with a squeaking shear, then slams it behind us. Clink. That’s it, that’s where I know that sound. It’s just like the lock on the beer fridge in a bottle store. They don’t open from the inside.


A muffled voice from the other side of the door, then it stops. I hear only our breath. When I open my eyes, the light is bright, light green, like underwater. It’s cold.


Dead silence. Then what my mind’s been trying to ignore. The smell kicks in. Lisa grabs me and hides her face, cowering between me and the door.


‘What is this place, Lisa?’















Chapter 6


LISA














‘Christ. It stinks in here.’ Farrell pulls up the top of his gown to cover his mouth and nose. ‘Fuck… Are we in the fucking morgue?’


‘Yes.’


‘Fuck.’


The morgues they show on CSI and Silent Witness are always clean, brightly lit places, clad in stainless steel and hi-tech fittings, but this area is small and dingy. The floor is covered in that crappy linoleum, and the dented cadaver drawers are grubby and scratched and smeared with dirty fingerprints. Although it’s chilly, it’s as if there’s not enough oxygen in the room, and I’m starting to feel light-headed. Still, as gross as it is in here, there’s a part of me that’s coldly fascinated by what I’m seeing.


Farrell shuffles to the side of the room and peers myopically at the three gurneys shoved against the drawers. They’re piled with lumpy, zippered black plastic bags.


‘Jesus,’ he says. ‘Are those bodies?’


‘I think so.’ Two of the bodies aren’t anywhere near large enough to fill the bags out and I try not to look at them.


‘Christ. Why aren’t they in the… freezer or wherever they keep them?’


‘I don’t know. Maybe there’s no space.’


Farrell flaps a hand in front of his face. ‘Christ… I’ve never smelled anything like it.’


‘Try not to breathe too deeply,’ I say. ‘You’ll get used to the smell soon.’


‘How the fuck would you know that?’ he snaps. ‘Look, let’s just go back.’


For a second I want to do just that. The light-headedness is turning into a weird disconnected feeling as if part of me has skipped away for a bit. But then I remember that grey-faced man and what I saw in Farrell’s room and the world snaps back into focus. We can’t go back.


‘Come on,’ he says, making for the door behind us.


‘Wait! Think about it, Farrell.’ I don’t recognise my voice. I sound sure of myself, in control. ‘There has to be another exit through here. I mean… I mean, it’s unlikely that they’d bring the dead bodies through the hospital.’


‘Lisa, what the fuck are you talking about?’


‘I mean, funeral directors have to fetch the dead people from somewhere, right? There’s probably a back entrance or exit.’


He hesitates. ‘Lisa, you’re creeping me out a bit here. How in the fuck would you know something like that?’


Heat races to my cheeks. ‘Um, you know. TV and books and stuff.’ A sudden image of my room back home flashes into my mind – the room I sometimes don’t leave for days at a time. What would Farrell say if he saw the pink flouncy coverlet, the piles of cheap true-crime paperbacks, my Grey’s Anatomy DVDs and the Girls Aloud posters that I haven’t bothered taking down for years?


‘Let’s try through here,’ he says, heading towards the double doors in front of us.


They’re made of thick black rubber and he has to push against them with his shoulder to shove them open wide enough for us to slip through.


‘Ah, man,’ Farrell says. ‘It smells even worse in here. Like rotten meat only... I dunno, sweeter.’


This room is far larger than the last. The walls and floors are covered with cracked porcelain tiles and mildewed grouting; shallow open drains criss-cross the floor. The light winks off a saw and pair of scales that are on a shelf next to the row of sinks at the far side. There are two stainless steel tables in the centre of the room; one is empty, but lying on the other is what looks to be a twisted, charred tree trunk. I don’t get it. Why would there be burned wood in a morgue?


But my stomach figures it out before my brain registers what I’m looking at, and I have to swallow convulsively as saliva floods into my mouth.


It isn’t wood.


Of course it isn’t.


I grab Farrell’s arm to steady myself. ‘Oh God,’ I breathe.


‘What?’


‘You don’t want to know.’


‘Christ,’ he says. ‘Is that what I think it is?’


The thing on the table was once a person, its back twisted into an impossible converse foetal position, its limbs drawn tightly into its sides as if they’ve shrunk into its body. Its skin is a cracked, hard, blackened mass; its fingers, toes and hair are gone. I can’t tell if it was once male or female, young or old. Then the nausea disappears and I find myself taking a step forward and gazing down at the face, nothing but a charcoal rictus mask. It looks fragile, like, if I touched it, it would crumble.


‘You think this is someone from the crash?’ Farrell asks.


I jump as a door in the far right-hand corner of the room swings open and bashes against the wall. A stocky man wearing thick green gloves and a gore-spattered industrial-looking apron appears. He’s mumbling to himself. He starts when he catches sight of us.


‘What are you doing in here?’ he says in a thick accent. ‘You should not be in here.’


Farrell clears his throat. ‘Sorry, we—’


‘No, no, no. This is not good.’ He’s foreign – Spanish or Cuban. I can’t tell how old he is; his olive skin is unlined, but his hair is wispy and thinning. He stares at the dressing covering my nose and my hand automatically leaps to my face. His gaze slides to Farrell’s hospital gown, blue scrub trousers and bare feet. ‘How did you get here?’


‘We’re lost,’ Farrell says, trying to grin charmingly. ‘We’d really appreciate it if you’d point us towards the exit.’


He remains impassive. ‘There is no exit down here. This is a restricted area.’


‘Yeah. Sorry about that,’ Farrell says. ‘Please, we—’


‘Which ward are you from? You are patients? You should not be here.’


The black doors smash open, and a porter pushing a gurney containing a sheet-draped body barrels in. ‘Incoming,’ the porter says. He’s a youngish guy with cornrows and bloodshot eyes.


The Cuban man sighs. ‘How many more times? Do not bring them in here. They are to go to the viewing room for storage.’


The porter stares at him blankly.


‘The viewing room. Now!’ the man snaps.


The porter shrugs. ‘Don’t know it, boss.’ He glances at me and Farrell, then at the charred body on the table, but his bored, slightly resentful expression doesn’t change.


‘Wait here,’ the Cuban guy says to us. Muttering under his breath, he herds the porter and the gurney back towards the double doors.


‘Now’s our chance,’ Farrell whispers when they’ve disappeared.


We head towards the door in the corner of the room. Farrell stumbles into one of the shallow drains in the floor and I grab his arm to steady him, trying not to step into the globs of… matter… and drying blood that haven’t been sluiced away.


The door opens into a long, narrow corridor. It ends in a metal rolldown shutter like the doors you see in warehouses and halfway along it there’s another door set into the wall. I jiggle its handle and push against it.


‘Locked.’


‘Fucking great,’ Farrell mutters.


‘There has to be a way to open that rolling door.’ Then I see it. There’s a chunky control panel hanging from a thick cord attached to the ceiling.


I race up to it and press the single red button.


Nothing happens for a second, and then there’s a whir as the metal door’s mechanism grinds into life. It starts inching upwards. Light seeps in from underneath. Daylight. I’m sure of it.


‘I think we can get out this way,’ I say, as Farrell shuffles up behind me.


The door behind us bangs open.


‘Hey! No, no! You must not open that!’ the Cuban man shouts. He jogs towards us. ‘No!’


I turn to face him. ‘I’m sorry, but you don’t understand. We really need to—’


‘What in the hell…?’ Farrell says, scrunching up his eyes and leaning forward. He sounds shell-shocked. ‘This can’t…’


I turn back to the door. It’s now halfway open, and my stomach clenches into a sick, hard knot. Even with his blurred vision, there’s no way Farrell could have mistaken what’s in front of us. I realise I’m looking straight into the back of a huge refrigerated truck that’s backed up against the doorway. There’s not enough space to slip around it, but, even if there was, I’m not sure I want to get any closer. The truck’s floor is piled with more of those black body bags, seemingly chucked randomly one on top of the other. To one side there’s a stack of bulbous transparent plastic bags, smaller, sealed with tape. I don’t want to think about what they contain.


I wait for the nausea to wash over me, but it doesn’t. All I feel is that strange detached calmness, as if my brain has decided that it’s not actually going to process what my eyes are seeing.


‘What the hell is this?’ Farrell says to the Cuban guy. ‘What the hell is going on?’


‘The accident – it is very bad. There are too many people to deal with. The city morgue is backed up as it is. We have to store them somewhere for now. It is standard procedure.’


‘You store them in a truck?’


The man nods. ‘Yes.’


‘But that’s disgusting. That’s not right!’ Farrell rubs a hand over his eyes. ‘How many bodies are there?’


‘There are many.’


‘Christ.’


The man shrugs. ‘You should not have been here. I now have no choice but to call security.’


‘Please,’ I say to him. ‘Please. We need to leave.’


‘How do I know that you are not thieves? Burglars? Ladrones?’


‘We’re not. You have to trust us.’ My cheeks are cold, and I rub my palms over them. Tears have leaked from my eyes without my being aware of them. ‘Please.’


He sighs. He looks from me to Farrell again, and seems to come to some sort of decision. ‘This way.’


We follow him back to the locked door. He pulls a bunch of keys out of his pocket, inserts one in the lock and opens the door. The hinges scream as if they haven’t been oiled in months.


‘What’s through here?’ Farrell asks. He squints his eyes and shakes his head as if he’s trying to clear his vision. ‘It’s too dark for me to see.’


The door opens into a dim, sloping concrete walkway that seems to go on forever. It looks dusty and unused.


‘It is the old service corridor. You go up here, yes? Take the elevator to the third floor.’


‘Thank you,’ I say. ‘We’re very grateful.’


‘You don’t tell anybody you were here. Okay?’


We head through the door, and it slams behind us, the lock clicking with finality. Farrell stumbles, bangs heavily into my side.


‘Christ,’ he says. ‘Can’t see a thing.’


I hold onto his elbow and guide him forwards. There’s something not quite right about the camber of the slope, the angle feels awkward. It’s slow going, but I begin to make out the lift doors at the end. They look old-fashioned, purely functional, larger than the kind you see in malls and parking lots. Made specially to accommodate the gurneys containing… But I don’t want to think about that. I don’t want to think about what we’ve just seen. I can’t. I tentatively touch the bandage on my face.


Farrell sighs, runs a hand through his hair. ‘Lisa, you think we’re doing the right thing?’


‘What do you mean?’


‘I mean, don’t you think we’re blowing this out of proportion?’


I pause and turn to look at him. It’s not warm in here, but sweat beads his forehead. ‘No. There’s something weird going on here, Farrell. What about that freaky guy who was spying on me?’


‘I know all that.’ He sounds irritable again, pissed off with me and I’m tempted to just agree with him. But I can’t. I can’t go back. ‘Say we get out of here,’ he continues. ‘What then?’


‘What do you mean?’


‘You got any money?’


‘No.’


‘So what are we going to do when we do get out?’


‘I don’t know. We’ll go across to the mall, call someone.’


‘Who? You’re not even from here.’


‘Haven’t you got any friends? Someone who’ll give us a lift?’ He doesn’t answer. ‘Let’s just play it by ear. After what we saw… back there, you really want to stay here any longer?’


He shrugs.


We’ve reached the lift. I press the button, and the doors slide open with a clank. The interior is clad in stainless steel and I can’t avoid catching a glimpse of my reflection. A tall skinny woman with a dressing over her nose and lank blonde hair drooping over her shoulders stares back at me. I don’t recognise myself. I look older, haggard, tired. I look like a stranger.


‘What floor did he say?’


‘Three,’ Farrell snaps, folding his arms and moving away from me. I can feel tears pricking my eyes again and I will them not to fall. I know he’s worried and probably as freaked out as I am, but… Please don’t hate me.


I press the button and the lift shudders upwards. My stomach drops and I’m hit with another wave of wooziness.


The lift grumbles to a stop.


I swallow the tears back and do my best to sound normal. ‘When we get out we just have to—’


The doors slide open onto pure chaos.


‘Where the fuck are we?’ Farrell asks.


But it’s obvious where we are. We’re at ground zero. Casualty. After the near silence of the morgue, the noise is overwhelming. Screams, howls, shouting, and above it all someone’s yelling, ‘I shouldn’t be here! I’ve got medical aid! Listen to me!’


The corridor in front of us is stacked with hospital beds and gurneys and, although I’m trying not to look too closely at the patients lying on them, I can’t help it: a half-naked woman, her thighs covered in seeping blisters; a sobbing boy, his knees drawn up to his chest; a nurse frantically trying to jab a drip into the arm of an emaci ated teenage girl whose face is a mask of blood. Nurses run up and down the corridor, shouting instructions at each other and a doctor in a bloodstained white coat hurries past us, screaming into a cellphone, ‘Don’t you understand? There are no more fucking beds!’


I grab Farrell’s arm to hold him back as a pair of grim-faced paramedics dressed in soot-smeared overalls speed past us clutching a defibrillator. They disappear into a curtained-off area.


‘Which way?’ Farrell asks.


I rip my eyes away from the sight of a nurse pulling a shard of glass out of the arm of a screaming boy, a woman with gore-soaked blonde hair bawling next to them, and search for the signs.


The right-hand corridor leads to Maternity, the left to casualty and admissions. There has to be an exit through there.


‘Left,’ I say. ‘Stay close.’


No one tries to stop us as we weave our way through the chaos. We edge past a man lying on a filthy sheet. His right arm ends in a bandaged stump and he stares up at us blankly. A small child sits huddled next to a woman wrapped in a blanket; neither looks up as we pass.


The noise intensifies as we head further into the casualty ward, and I realise that the patients we’ve already passed are the ones who are going to make it; the ones who aren’t going to end up in the black bags, stored in the refrigerated truck.


‘Triage,’ I mumble. ‘That’s what they’re probably doing.’


‘What?’ Even though I know he can’t see clearly, Farrell’s eyes are glassy with horror.


‘They’re prioritising the injured. Sorting them into the ones that are the most critical.’


‘Jesus, Lisa.’


A harried nurse pushes out of a curtained-off area, and for a split second I get a glimpse of a woman whose face is nothing but a mass of raw flesh. We stumble through what was once the waiting-room area. The plastic chairs have been shoved aside to make room for more makeshift beds and drip stands, and another pair of paramedics, their faces scored with exhaustion, race past us, pushing a twitching body on a gurney. Next to the nurses’ station a doctor is trying to revive a hugely fat man, his shirt cut away to reveal a fish-belly white stomach. The doctor yells for back-up.


Someone grabs my wrist. At first I think it’s Farrell, but it can’t be.


Head down, he’s making his way towards the glass exit doors, the flash of emergency lights blasting into the waiting room, saturating the scene in flickering red light.


I look down and straight into the eyes of a skinny dark-haired woman. She’s young, maybe a year or two older than me, and she’s lying on the floor next to the admissions desk. Even though her clothes are torn and covered in soot and filth, I can tell that they were once expensive. She tightens her grip on my wrist. I try to loosen it, but she’s strong.


‘Help me,’ she whispers. ‘My daughter – I need to find my daughter.’


‘I… I…’


‘Please.’ She begs me with her eyes. But what can I do? Farrell is almost at the exit doors now.


Follow him. Run.


‘I’m sorry,’ I whisper, hating myself. Pulling my wrist free, I skitter away. I don’t look back.















Chapter 7


FARRELL














I can still make out the whoops and wails of the ambulances as they negotiate their way through the chaos back there. I can even imagine screaming and crying, but that’s probably just reverberations from the hellish soundscape we blundered through. Whether it was the injured people or their desperate relatives I couldn’t tell, but all their shouts and cries meant the same thing: pain and fear. And the smell. Burned clothes, burned hair, burned flesh.


I inhale deeply to try to clear the person-ash out of my lungs and get my breath back. Take in air right to the bottom of my lungs, slowly out; deep inhalation, slowly out. As I do, I think of Katya. If Nomsa left a message for her, why hasn’t she come to see me? Was what happened on Monday morning that bad? Or maybe it’s just that she’s on a shoot. Yes. A job. That’s much more likely. I’ll get home, sort this out.


Next thing, I’m on my arse on the grass.


‘Are you okay?’ Lisa asks.


My mind comes back into focus. I must have just gone faint from all the heavy breathing. It’s the first time I’ve had some fresh air all week. For a moment I expect my vision to resolve out of the grey like it does after you’ve passed out, but then I remember that I can’t see. Where the hell are my eye drops? Have I lost them?


I fumble around on the grass.


‘Here,’ Lisa says, pressing the vial into my hand.


‘Thanks.’ I tip a couple of drops into each eye. Even though Nomsa said twice a day, morning and night, I’m desperate for this shit to clear out of my eyes, and to have my full senses back. Outside, in Johannesburg, you’ve got to be on your guard.


I concentrate on what I can make out. Greenery, spots of colour, a fresh smell: freshly cut grass and floral scent. I breathe again, careful not to overdo it, stay sitting on the spongy grass, my arse getting wet from the dew. I imagine the clean air replacing every molecule of the death stench we’ve been through. There’s birdsong.


‘Where are we?’


Lisa’s still standing by my side. ‘A garden. Someone’s house.’


‘How did we get in here?’


‘I don’t know, we were just running. I went through this gate across the road.’


I can picture the sort of house, those boxy suburban properties around the concrete monolith of New Hope Hospital. But why would anyone leave their gate open to the street? ‘We’d better hope there are no dogs.’


‘Let’s keep going.’ Lisa grabs my wrist and tries to help me up, but she crashes down over me when she starts to pull. Her body is warm, tense. She struggles off me, sits on the grass next to me and groans.


‘You okay? We both seem to be falling today.’


‘Ugh, headrush. I’m starving. I was supposed to have the surgery today so I haven’t eaten for ages.’


‘Are you sure it’s okay for you to be out here? I mean, if you were supposed to have an operation, then shouldn’t you—’


‘But you said that I shouldn’t risk having surgery there again!’


Christ. Is she really that suggestible? What do I know? ‘Why were they going to operate again anyway?’


‘They said… I had complications after the last one.’


‘Shit, Lisa. That doesn’t sound good. What kind of complications?’ Christ, what if she collapses on me or something? Starts haemorrhaging or whatever.


‘I’m not going back there. You didn’t see what I saw. I’m not just being paranoid. There’s something seriously wrong in that place.’


‘Christ, Lisa. Of course it’s going to be a bit weird. There’s just been a huge accident—’


‘Besides that!’ she snaps. ‘I know about hospitals, and I’m telling you, there’s something wrong there. Normal hospitals don’t just let psychos drift around stalking their patients. You saw him too!’


‘Okay,’ I say. ‘Okay.’ But now I’m out here, breathing normal air that doesn’t stink like puke and death and cheap disinfectant, I’m starting to think maybe I overreacted. What if that grey freak was just some deranged old man with dementia or something? That could be it. The Green Section was full of freaky old people.


‘Plus, that woman in my room,’ Lisa continues. ‘She died after a hip replacement. That doesn’t happen. That fre— that man. He was trying to tell me to run… Like he knows something.’


Honestly, I’m trying not to, but all I hear is a hysterical woman. I’m trying to give her the benefit of the doubt, but it sounds to me like she’s just got a notion in her head and is making up a whole plot around it. What a Z-type fuck-up.


I say nothing. Birds chatter in the trees around us. I smell a waft of fresh air. I don’t want to run around. I’d much rather just sit for a moment. This is the most comfortable I’ve been for a long time.


‘And then there’s what they were trying to do to you,’ she says.


‘What do you mean, do to me?’


‘Next to your bed… What they… Oh, hell. Never mind.’


‘Jesus, Lisa! What the fuck did you see?’


She’s silent for a while, deciding. A bee buzzes around my head, then leaves.


‘Pictures,’ she says.


I wait. She says nothing more.


‘What pictures?’ I’m losing my patience.


‘I shouldn’t have said anything. Never mind.’


‘Don’t fucking tell me to…’ Jesus. Her blurred shape flinches away from me again. I have to relax. How can I speak like this to someone I don’t even know? To anyone? ‘Sorry. I didn’t mean to… I’m sorry, okay?’


She doesn’t say anything. I look to her, but her shape gives me no clues. Now she’s just sitting there.


‘Lisa? You okay? I’m sorry.’


‘They were pictures of you. Those instant ones – what do you call them?’


‘Polaroids?’


‘Yes!’ Who the fuck uses Polaroids anymore? ‘That’s it. Like someone had been taking pictures of you as you slept.’ Her voice is flat, like she’s talking to herself. ‘But in them you were marked. You know like how a cosmetic surgeon will mark you with black felt pen before the surgery? Or like one of those diagrams in a butcher shop. You know, a cow, divided up into choice cuts.’


‘What the fuck?’


She reaches forward and for a second I think she’s going to jump on me, try to kiss me or something. Before I can push her back, she pulls the neck of my hospital gown down, then instantly recoils. ‘Oh my God,’ she breathes.


‘What?’


‘On your… on your… chest.’


I rip my gown up and crane down to see my torso. Through the blur I can make out bold black marks across my stomach and chest. Holy fuck. I feel like vomiting.


‘Jesus, Lisa. What the fuck’s going on in there? Some kind of sick joke? You think the nurses are trying to mess with me?’


‘I don’t know. How would I know?’


That has to be it. Some kind of sick joke they play on the rich people who wash up by accident on their wards.


I need to get some perspective. Calm the fuck down. Calm Lisa down. Take charge. I do my best to sound as rational and focussed as I can. ‘All we have to do is get far away from here, report this shit to whoever the authorities are and then I guess you should go to another hospital. There are loads of private clinics in Joburg, there must be a vacancy somewhere.’


‘I can’t go to a private clinic.’


‘You don’t have medical aid?’


‘It’s not that. There are other… complications.’


‘Like what?’


She doesn’t answer.


‘Like what, Lisa?’


‘Nobody else will do the surgery. It’s not safe. I’ve had too many. I only came here because they didn’t ask… because they said they would do it.’


‘What do you mean you’ve had too many?’


‘It doesn’t matter.’ She’s quiet, then she’s crying.


The air’s ripped by a helicopter’s blades chopping above us. Its dark shape squats down behind the trees at the hospital.


Lisa gasps and swallows as she stifles her tears. ‘Sorry, sorry,’ she says. I wish she’d stop apologising.


The helicopter’s noise is a wake-up call. Soon as I’m home I’m going to make things right. I get up. First step, find a phone. The hospital is my best bet. ‘Can you help me back to the hospital?’


‘No!’


‘Hang on, hang on. Just to Reception. They don’t need to know who I am. I’ll just ask to use the phone.’


‘No, Farrell, please. I told you, something bad is going to happen there.’


‘You don’t think your “something bad” has already happened? There are dead bodies piling up outside from a train crash and you think they’re planning to carve me up. What else can happen?’


She just shakes her head.


‘Besides,’ I say. ‘You have to have your operation. You should see a doctor straight away. I’ll just call someone to come and get us.’ Who? If Katya’s on a job, she wouldn’t be able to. What about Eduardo? I’ll just call a taxi, go home, sort it out from there. ‘It’s our only option.’


‘What if there’s someone here? Instead of going back to the hospital?’


‘Where?’


‘Here. In this house.’


‘Right. Like some householder’s going to let a woman and a blind man wearing a patient’s gown in to “use the phone”. Across the road from New Hope Hospital, which, if you weren’t aware, is where they patch up the crims and hijackers. Not bloody likely.’


Lisa’s up and pacing as a helicopter clatters over our heads. I can even see the outlines of her arms as she riffles her hair in agitation. I blink, blink again. It’s not a trick. I’m seeing better.


‘Farrell. There’s a—’


‘Freeze!’ I duck. CRACK!


‘Farrell!’


Holy fuck, someone’s shooting at us.


‘I said freeze!’


I stand still, raise my hands halfway up. The voice is coming from behind me, but I don’t know which direction I’m facing now.


‘Lisa!’ I whisper. ‘Lisa!’


The man shouts again, his voice tinged with excitement. ‘Shut up. Get down on the ground!’


‘Lisa!’


CRACK!


‘One more move and the next one’s in your back. It’s not a good day to test us.’


I crumble to my knees, wondering where Lisa is, why she’s not answering. She can’t be far. I sink to my belly. All I can hope is that this is a security guard. If it’s a burglar, we’re fucked. There’s no reason for him to keep us alive.


A walkie-talkie sputters. ‘Dispatch, come in. Goosen, Patrol 907. Two intruders apprehended at 67 Hospital Road. Request backup.’ Thank Jesus. I breathe again. This guy is probably private security, probably less likely than a criminal to kill us. I hear Lisa whimpering a few metres away from me, also from the level of the lawn. She’s okay. That’s good.


Then I hear the sssh-sssh-sssh of lawn-footsteps coming towards us.


‘Hey! Stop there! Identify please.’


‘I’m RN Nomsa Makgatho. I work at the… at the hospital. These patients got lost in the chaos there. I’m here to bring them back. Can I show you my ID card?’


The guard’s boots thump by us. Nomsa. Thank God. She’ll be able to explain what’s been happening.


‘Okay, Nurse. But you better keep a closer eye on your patients, okay? You’re blarry lucky I didn’t shoot them.’


‘Yes, Officer. I’m really sorry.’


Will Nomsa be able to explain the pictures in my room?


If there are any pictures.


The chilling thought hits me: Lisa’s the crazy one. Of course she is. It sounds like she’s addicted to cosmetic surgery, like Michael Jackson or something. She’s just paranoid and for some reason she’s making up some lie. What if she’s the one who drew the lines on me?


Nomsa will sort things out.


The guard radios back to dispatch. ‘Patrol 907 to dispatch. All clear. Situation at 67 Hospital Road resolved.’ His boots thud away.


Nomsa bends to help me up.


‘No,’ Lisa says. ‘I’m not going back!’


‘Come on, Clien— Ms Cassavetes,’ Nomsa says, moving away from me. ‘We need to prep you for the surgery, and you really shouldn’t be running around out here. You’ll need all your str—’


‘No! ’ Lisa screams. ‘Get your hands off me!’


‘Apologies, Ms Cassavetes, but you are in my care.’


Lisa half-screams, then she’s silent. I hear her flump to the ground.


Christ. ‘What did you do?’


‘I’m sorry about that, Mr Farrell, but it’s vital that we get Ms Cassa vetes back to the wards as a matter of urgency. She’s quite comfortable now, don’t you concern yourself. The orderlies are right behind me to collect her now. Why were you out here with her?’


‘I’m sorry. I thought… I don’t know. I just got spooked…’


She laughs. ‘Spooked, Mr Farrell?’


‘With everything going on, the accident…’


‘That’s understandable,’ she says soothingly. ‘We’ve never seen anything like it. But it’s all under control now.’


‘Lisa – Ms Cassavetes – she said there was something going on in the ward. She says she saw someone, a man stalking her or something.’ I don’t mention to Nomsa that I’ve seen him too; I don’t want Nomsa thinking that I’m as fucked up as Lisa.


‘Ms Cassavetes is overwrought, Mr Farrell, and I probably shouldn’t be telling you this, but she has quite a complex medical and psychological history. Prone to hysteria.’


That makes sense. Fuck it, I even knew Lisa was just hysterical, but I still let her drag me out of there. Messed-up chick. I actually feel sorry for her.


‘Now, shall we get back?’ She takes my arm.


‘Wait. She said there were photographs, Polaroids of me in my room.’ I pull my gown up, wishing to Christ that I could gauge Nomsa’s expression. ‘And there’s this.’


‘Goodness!’ Nomsa says. ‘How odd.’ She laughs a tinkly laugh. ‘Why have you been drawing on yourself, Mr Farrell?’


‘I didn’t do this!’


She tuts. ‘Probably one of the interns showing a little bit of disregard, then. Don’t you worry, I’ll make sure they’re disciplined. Now, let’s get you back, safe and sound.’


I want to ask her again about Katya – if she tried calling her again – but Nomsa’s already leading me briskly through the trees.


‘It will all work out, Mr Farrell, you’ll see. Ms Cassavetes will have her surgery tonight. And you, Mr Farrell, have an appointment.’















Chapter 8


LISA














Have I been sleeping?


I don’t remember passing out, but I feel that same grogginess that comes after waking suddenly from a deep sleep. And for some reason I’m lying flat on my back. I only ever sleep on my side.


I open my eyes, and the light makes them water. I blink frantically and try to turn my head away, but my skull feels like it’s been filled with cement. My temples throb.


And it’s not just my head that feels strange. I try to lift my left hand, but it doesn’t want to move. I attempt to wiggle my fingers. Nothing, maybe a faint tingling, but that’s it. It’s as if there’s a glitch in the wiring between my brain and body and the messages aren’t getting through.


Oh God.


The first wisps of panic start snaking through my body – my pulse rate picks up, blood pounds in my ears, and a cold hand starts squeezing my lungs.


I suck air in through my lips. I need to think about something else, divert my mind, stop the panic smothering me.


First things first. Figure out where I am.


I hear the clatter of something metallic. A bedpan? Then a groan, a hacking cough. And the ceiling looks familiar – grubby white paintwork and rows of strip-lighting. There’s the rustle of fabric being swished back, and someone nudges my shoulder.


‘Where you been, doll?’


Oh thank God! Gertie. So I’m definitely back on my ward. But how the hell did I get here? Think!


‘You were gone for ages,’ she says, ‘missed all the fun.’ Her voice sounds far away and muffled as if someone’s stuck cotton wool in my ears.


I can make my lips twitch, but my tongue feels swollen, stuck to the roof of my mouth, and when I try to speak nothing happens.


Could I have had the operation already? Is that it? That would explain why I’m paralysed. Still feeling the effects of the anaesthesia.


That’s it. That must be it. So I just have to wait for it to wear off.


‘Doll? You okay? They given you something? I thought you looked a bit spaced out when they wheeled you back in here. Listen, you’ll never guess what. You know Lulu next to me? She fell out of bed. And what with all the nurses buggering off it was up to me to help her back in. And, ooooh, my back is killing me now…’


Concentrate. Take a deep breath and try to get the words out.


Help me!


‘Lisa? Why are you crying?’


Am I? Now that Gertie mentions it I can feel the wetness on my cheeks, and my sight is getting blurrier.


‘I’ll get Lumpy Legs for you, doll.’


Yes! Get help! Get someone!


‘What’s that, Lisa? You trying to speak?’


Another rustle of the curtain around the bed; the squeak of footsteps on linoleum.


‘Oh,’ Gertie says. ‘It’s you.’


‘Yeah. Forgotten your name, sorry.’


The panicky grip loosens. Farrell’s here. He’ll help me. He’ll get me out of here.


‘Come to see her before she goes under the knife?’ Gertie says. ‘Shame, she’s been crying. Hasn’t said a blarry word though. Out for the count.’


So I’m pre-op, not post. But why can’t I move?


‘It’s okay, Lisa,’ Farrell says. ‘Everything’s going to be fine. Nomsa explained everything.’


No! The pictures, remember the pictures.


The mattress shifts as Farrell sits on the corner of the bed.


Gertie sniffs loudly. ‘Phoah. I’m not being funny, Frankie, but you need a shower.’


‘It’s Farrell.’


‘No need to get all uppity, it’s not me who smells like they’ve been rolling in streetkid shit.’


‘Christ. Ugh. I must’ve stood in something when we were in the garden. Some dog shit or something.’


‘What garden?’


‘Some house outside the hospital. Me and Lisa were trying to—’


‘Oh, I get it,’ Gertie interrupts. ‘Wanted some privacy, did you?’


‘No!’ Farrell says. ‘We were trying to get out of this fucking dump.’


‘Lisa never said she was leaving.’ Gertie sounds hurt.


‘Yeah, well, she was freaking out. Got spooked. Thinks there’s some crazy stuff going on here.’


‘I don’t blame her. I was telling her just now, it’s been blarry mad here—’


‘Back in your bed, Mrs February.’ It’s Lumpy Legs – I’d know that voice anywhere. She’ll get the doctor, get someone who can help.


‘What’s the matter with her?’ Gertie asks. ‘Why isn’t she talking? You given her something?’


‘Just a mild sedative. Standard procedure before an op.’


‘But she’s dead to the world!’


‘It’s quite normal.’


‘She’s not talking. How’s that normal?’


Good old Gertie.


Lumpy Legs sighs. ‘It says on her chart that she’s a nervous patient. The nurse who administered it probably upped the dosage.’


That’s not true! No! Please, I can’t! I’ve changed my mind, I just want to go home.


There’s the squeak of wheels approaching the bed.


No!


‘And what are you doing here?’ Lumpy Legs’s voice again. She must be addressing Farrell. ‘This isn’t your room. And where’s your hospital gown?’


Farrell mumbles something.


‘Better do as she says, Frankie,’ Gertie says. ‘Or they’ll stop giving you those bed baths I know you like so much.’ She cackles.


The mattress shifts again as Farrell stands up.


Don’t leave me!


Gertie pats my hand. ‘Don’t worry,’ she says. ‘They’ll get those sinuses fixed up lekker, you’ll see. Although you might regret it when you get a whiff of your boyfriend.’


I feel myself being lifted into the air, I want to struggle, to scream, but my body still isn’t listening. I’m shifted onto a harder surface, and cool air brushes my exposed limbs.


Someone throws a blanket over my legs. It feels too heavy.


And then I’m moving.


‘See you when you’re older, doll!’ Gertie’s voice floats after me.


This time I manage a strangled ‘Mmmfffff’.


Whoever is pushing me doesn’t dawdle, and I’m whizzed along the corridor. The ceiling tiles flash by above me, most are stained yellow, a few are cracked. There’s a slight bump as I’m wheeled into a lift. My heart throbs in my chest, and my lungs ache. I can’t seem to suck in enough air. The lift cranks into action. Are we going up or down? I can’t tell, and a surge of nausea joins the panic. I can’t throw up, I’ll choke.


Oh God, oh God, oh God.


The lift’s lights flicker, then hiss. There’s the sound of grinding gears as it judders to a stop. The lift doors ping open.


I’m wheeled down another corridor, the ceiling just as grimy as the last. The gurney slaps though a pair of black rubber doors, and jolts to a stop as it bangs against a wall. I can’t see where I am. All I know is that the ceiling is slightly cleaner, the light brighter.


‘Incoming!’ a voice behind me yells. Where have I heard that before?


Oh God.


That’s what the porter said in the morgue.


The cold fist tightens again. What if he’s taken me to the wrong place? What if they think I’m dead? That I’ve got that zombie disease when you don’t show any vital signs and they bury you or cremate you or—


A head surrounded by a halo of fuzzy white hair appears above me.


‘Hello, Ms Cassavetes. I’ll be your anaesthetist for today’s procedure.’ His accent is posh: old-school South African English. He looks to be about a hundred, his hair-filled nose pitted with large pores. He smiles down at me with stained teeth and kind eyes. He pats my arm. ‘There, there. There’s nothing to worry about.’


Speak!


All I can manage is another strangled ‘Mmmfffff’.


‘My, my, that sedative really worked on you, didn’t it?’ he says, chuckling. ‘Count yourself lucky.’


There’s the sound of Velcro ripping and something grips my upper arm.


‘Just taking your blood pressure, my dear.’ He whistles a meandering tune through his teeth.


The cuff on my arm tightens. I try to speak again, I need to tell him to stop, that I’ve changed my mind, that I don’t want this to happen.


‘Hmmm,’ he says. ‘You’ll do.’


The pressure on my arm eases and then I’m moving again. Another corridor, shorter this time. Another slight bump. I have to shut my eyes against the glare in here.


‘Now. There’s nothing to worry about. As the bishop said to the actress, one little prick and it will all be over.’


I feel the ache of the needle sliding into my arm.


‘Before you know it, you’ll be back safe in your ward. Count down with me, dear. Ten, nine, eight…’


There’s no point in panicking anymore. This is it. I can’t stop it, it’s too late.


Seven, six…


Music. I can hear music. My eyes are closed and white spots dance behind my lids. I open them slightly, but the light above me is still too bright. The music is familiar. Something from the sixties. Dad used to play this in the car on the way to school. Made me cringe in front of my friends when it was our turn to do the car pool. But what’s it called? It’s on the tip of my tongue.


Then I have it: ‘Hang on Sloopy’, that’s it.


Someone – a man – is trying to sing along with the song, but he’s getting the words wrong, just like Dad used to do. ‘He-ey Snoopy, Snoopy hold on, mmmhmmm, mmmhmmm.’


Something presses against my face. No pain. Just pressure. Is it warm or cold in here? I can’t tell. I have no awareness of my body at all. My mind could just as well be stuck in a jar somewhere.


‘Doing anything nice at the weekend, Doctor?’ a woman says. She sounds giggly, young.


‘Oh, you know… the usual. Golf, golf, golf!’ I don’t recognise the voice. It’s not the Indian doctor I’ve seen and heard before. This voice is similar to the anaesthetist’s – male, posh, clipped, but with an African edge. Nigerian maybe? ‘Swab for me please, Nurse.’


‘Yes, Doctor.’


‘And you, Alisha?’


A giggle. ‘Oh, you know, Doctor, just the usual. Party, party, party.’


‘You young people. All go.’


The music stops abruptly.


Footsteps approach.


‘Doctor, we have a problem.’ A different voice – a woman’s. It’s low and unaccented, familiar.


‘What problem?’ the doctor says.


‘There’s a mix-up with patient Cassavetes’s medical records.’


‘What sort of mix-up?’


‘With the payment options, Doctor. It’s a matter of the greatest urgency.’


‘Well, it will have to wait,’ the doctor says. ‘Can’t you see I’m—’


‘Doctor!’ the theatre nurse says, the giggles gone from her voice. She sounds nervous, unsure. ‘Doctor, quickly!’


The machine next to my head blips and then beeps and then screams.


There’s a sudden smothering pressure on my face.


‘What a freak.’


‘It’s just another brown.’ This from a different voice. ‘More karking browns at primo sales these days than normal people.’


Laughter. Cruel, cold laughter.


I open my eyes, wincing as they’re hit with that too-bright artificial light again. My vision is blurry, but I make out plate glass windows and a shadowy figure scurrying past me. I blink fast several times, trying to shift the fog from my eyes. Hang on. I’m standing up. I can move! But there’s something wrong with this picture. The scene is still out of focus, but… am I, am I… in a shopping mall?


Because that’s what it looks like.


But how did I get here?


Impossible.


I’m dreaming.


I must be dreaming. It doesn’t feel like it though. I touch my face. The dressing is gone, and I can’t feel any stitches. I pinch the skin on my forearm as hard as I can. Feels sore. Must be an especially vivid dream.


The woolly veil over my sight gradually lifts. It’s a mall all right, but I don’t recognise it. The shop opposite me is selling what looks like bondage gear. The mannequins in the window are headless, their bodies twisted into impossible shapes – a wrist bent back the wrong way, a knee joint bending inwards. And the place is immense, even larger than the Gateway in Durban. The aisle I’m in seems to extend for miles in both directions, a double bank of brightly lit shops stretching on forever. Distant figures weave back and forth, spectral shoppers criss-crossing the central passage. They’re too far away for me to see them clearly, but their bodies don’t look right, they look warped somehow.


A man slides out of the bondage shop’s door, pauses and heads my way. I shrink back instinctively. One of his eyes is smothered beneath a knot of scar tissue. He leers at me, sticks out a pointed tongue and waggles it. ‘Freak,’ he hisses. ‘Why don’t you modify?’ before slithering away into the shop next door.


It’s just a dream; that’s all it is. A stupid nightmare.


But my hollow stomach and clammy palms feel way too real. Dream or no dream, I have to get out of here.


A loudspeaker crackles. ‘Attention, shoppers!’ a voice croaks out. ‘Lockdown will commence in eight, seven, six, five…’


I need to run. I want to run, but I can’t move. My legs aren’t listening.


‘… four, three, two, one.’ With an ear-splitting screech, some sort of machinery clanks into life; it sounds as if it’s coming from below my feet. And something’s happening at the far end of the passage. A reedy scream echoes, mournful and distant.


Then I realise that the shop lights are turning off one by one, starting in the far distance and heading my way. The approaching blackness swirls and creeps, alive and ravenous, and I know with a chilling certainty that if it reaches me I’m finished.


The lights of the bondage shop opposite click off. Then the blackness comes. Laps over my feet, runs up my legs, and oh it hurts it burns it hurts it feels like fire…


Freezing. I’m freezing cold. Lying down again, this time on a hard, rough surface. I try to sit up, but something’s stopping me. Someone’s holding me down by my wrists. I struggle, try to pull them free. But the grip is too strong.


I crane my neck to see who it is but no one’s there. It’s not a person holding me down. Thick leather straps, like you see in asylums, pin my wrists to the gurney I’m lying on. I attempt to kick my legs up but my ankles are also strapped down, my legs spread wide.


Another nightmare?


Must be.


Has to be. But it’s also too vivid.


I let my head flop back down to ease the pain in my neck. I count to three and lift it as high as I can again so that I check out my surroundings. I’m in a long, dark room. The walls are made of polished white stone peppered with spots of mildew. Rivulets of water snake down the walls. The only light source is a single bulb swinging from the ceiling. There are several other hospital beds in here, all arranged in a long line, but I can’t tell if they contain other bodies or if the lumpy shapes on top of them are just empty sheets and pillows.


Deep down I know this is not a nightmare: it’s too real. The pain in my wrists, the ache in my neck, the freezing cold are all way too visceral to delude myself.


Is the operation over? Am I in a strange recovery room?


‘Hello?’ I call out. ‘Hello? Anyone?’ My voice seems to bounce off the walls; it sounds echoey and amplified.


A door slams.


‘Hello?’ I try again.


I hear the sound of scuffling footsteps, the sound of a dragging limp.


I lift my head again.


A bulbous figure is making its way past the beds, heading in my direction.


I can’t make out any facial features; there’s just a dark nothingness where the face should be, topped with a thatch of dirty orange hair. Simply a trick of the light. Right? It’s gloomy in here, but gloom or no gloom I can clearly see that the faceless figure is holding something in its hand. Something that glints in the bulblight.


Oh Christ, oh Jesus.


It’s a huge and viciously serrated pair of shears. The shape pauses at one of the beds. I hear the murmur of conversation, and then a schwick as the shears snap shut.


Please don’t come near me, please don’t! Please don’t, please…


The footsteps shuffle nearer. More muffled conversation. Another metallic clip, louder this time.


My bladder lets go, a flow of wet warmth on my thighs.


Please please don’t let it get me. Dad, I need you, come and get—


An icy, greasy hand, like the underbelly of a toad, presses down over my eyes.


‘Which payment plan would you prefer?’ a scratchy, obscene voice hisses. ‘Pieces of eight, or just pieces? Shall we take your eyes, or your tongue? A finger? A toe? What’s that? Oh yes. Good idea! A part payment. A lay-by. Yes. A toe. Perfect. Now hold still, missy miss. This little piggy went to maaaaaarket…’


The slippery hiss of spit being sucked back through teeth. The cold touch of the shears on my skin. The scything sound of them snapping shut.


This isn’t happening, isn’t happening, isn’t happening, please God, I’ll never do anything bad ever again just make this stop and I’ll—


Blip. Blip-blip. Blip. Bliiiiiiiiiip.


Bluish, comforting light. A smooth white ceiling, warm air, the soft hum of air conditioning.


The memory of that horrible thing snaps into my mind and immediately I check that I’m not shackled. Thank God! I can move freely again.


I force myself to calm down and breathe slowly. It was just a stupid dream. Just a nightmare brought on by the anaesthetic.


My legs are still a bit numb, but I can lift them a couple of inches off the mattress.


Now I just have to figure out where the hell I am.


I’m still feeling wobbly and groggy, but I make myself sit up.


This can’t be right. Have they moved me to a private room?


The place has the feel of a luxurious hotel suite. There’s a watercolour of a whitewashed farmhouse on the wall opposite, a flat-screen television on a stand in the corner and a plump armchair next to my bed. But it’s definitely a hospital. There’s a machine next to my bed that’s blipping continually, and there’s a drip stuck into my arm. The solution in the bag hanging from the stand is tinged with brown, as if a tea bag has been dropped into it. It’s probably some kind of antibiotic.


So, if I’ve had the op, then… I run my fingers over my face. My cheeks feel numb, but not unpleasantly so. There’s a slight tingle, probably the after-effects of the anaesthetic. My skin feels slippery and… rubbery. I gingerly touch my nose, trying to trace the shape. The slight bump on the bridge doesn’t seem to be there anymore, and, while it also feels oddly smooth, the bandage has gone.


It’s too quiet here, too comfortable. Did Dad find out where I was and transfer me to another hospital while I was out of it?


I can’t think of another rational explanation.


Then I see it.


The imprint of a buckle on my wrist.


Doesn’t mean anything.


It doesn’t mean anything!


So why am I so reluctant to pull the covers off my legs to check that my toes are all still attached?















Chapter 9


FARRELL














I wake up from a dream, images of the garden separating like mist. Poor Lisa. She’s a real space case. But I’m still amazed how easily I fell for her paranoid stories. It just goes to show that, if someone really believes in something, they can convince other people, even if it’s just a lie, even if it’s just a grotesque fantasy.


I wonder how her surgery went.


I open my eyes and see the supply cupboard, my little isolation ward. After that run through the morgue and the casualty ward, I feel almost as if I’m home again. I feel safe. The lights are dimmed, but I can make out the rows of drawers and shelves and cupboards. They’re all pretty neat, just a couple of discarded rubber gloves on the floor, some packaging overflowing the red bin under one of the counters, a dark stain on the mottled lino. The door’s open to the main passage. The lights are bright but it’s quiet, nobody rushing past. I lie still, watching the doorway, until eventually an old woman with a walker shuffles by. Sick, man. She didn’t make it to the toilet in time: the back of her pink gown is wet through.


Hang on. I’m seeing all this. I can fucking see!


I swing myself out of bed and stand up. No dizziness. I’m feeling stronger. And I can see! It’s time to go home.


Home. Katya screaming at me. Then blood. Something glinting. Blood on my hands. Blood on her face.


What the fuck? My knees give way and I slump down onto the tacky floor.


Katya’s crying. Josh, let me go! There’s blood on her lips. What did you do?


I don’t know. Jesus! What happened?


Take a look, Josh. Look at your hands.


I don’t want to look, but on cue the itching pain starts up immediately. The dressing on my right hand hasn’t been changed since I got here and is now caked with dirt and the end flaps loosely. The itch is deep inside my hand and I have to get at it. I wind the dressing off and after a number of layers get to a brown-crusted pad of cotton wool. I toss the roll of crepe aside, and, without thinking of the pain, I rip the padding off. The deep gashes glare wetly back at me: slices on my first two fingers, and the biggest one on my palm. There’s still a sheen of the russet disinfectant, but the large gash on my palm stings. What could have cut me?


That glint in the light. Remember, Farrell.


I remember. Flashes. It was glass. I was holding a broken shard of glass in my hand. You only love me for my face, Katya is screaming. Well take a good, long look, you bastard. It’s the last time you’ll see it. There’s glass in my hand and blood on her face.


Holy fuck. What have I done?


I feel like there are insects crawling underneath my skin, biting at me, pissing their acid piss into my wounds.


This is bullshit! I didn’t do anything to Katya. I love her.


So where do these cuts come from? What are these memories?


It could be anything. Hallucinations, dreams. I’ve been out of it for so long. But I can’t shake the image of Katya’s perfect skin smeared with blood. Her dark eyes smudged black and swollen with tears.


Christ. I have to find out what happened.


I struggle up and move out of the closet. The security guard is nodding off in his plastic chair by the security gate and there’s nobody at the nurses’ station, just a burly orderly mopping something down at the far end of the corridor.


Double-checking to make sure there are no nurses around, I reach behind the counter and pick up the phone. Shit. There’s just a long beep in my ear. I try pressing 0 for an outside line, but the beep doesn’t change. I press each of the other numbers in order. Nothing. Who knows if these phones are even connected? Come to think about it, I haven’t heard them ringing for ages.


Now what? Lisa said she had a phone – but the battery was flat. But what about the old hag in the bed next to hers? It’s worth a shot. Maybe Lisa can help me convince her to let me use it.


I pass the old women’s ward next to my closet. A low sobbing. One of the women moans in her dreams. Eight beds with eight permed grey hairstyles, all waiting. Like sheep for the slaughter.


Christ, Farrell, snap out of it. This is a fucking hospital. People come here to lie in bed and get better. And you think Lisa is the fucked-up one?


I hurry to Lisa’s room and peer inside. Only two of the eight beds are occupied. There’s a sweating mama in the far corner and, snoring in the middle bed on the right, that sour old bitch who can’t stop talking. Gertie: that’s her name. Lisa’s bed is empty, she’s clearly not back from surgery yet. I don’t want to deal with the old cow on my own, so I turn to leave.


‘Back again, Frankie?’ Gertie calls after me. She wipes her mouth with the back of her hand and sits up, rheumy eyes groggy with sleep. ‘What, can’t stay away from me, that it?’


‘It’s Farrell. Josh Farrell.’ I immediately feel like a prat. The name’s Farrell. Josh Farrell. I don’t know what it is about this woman that sets my nerves on edge.


‘You seen Lisa?’ she asks, pawing in a glass next to her bed for her teeth. My stomach rolls over.


‘Not since she went in for surgery.’


‘She should’ve been back by now. Missing her, are you? Sexy chick like that? Don’t blame you.’


I know she’s trying to get a rise out of me, but I can’t help snapping back at her. ‘It’s not like that. Lisa was… She’s… she’s got problems.’


‘You’re talking kak. Nothing wrong with that chick. You’re the one with the problem, you ask me. Mind you, you’re smelling a lot better now. I mean, seriously, Frankie. Let me give you a tip. If you wax your back and your bottom it’s more permanent than Veet, okay?’


What the fuck does she mean by that? Christ, she’s a bitch. I’ll have to play this carefully. ‘Look, I’ve got a bit of an emergency and I really need a phone.’


She looks at me craftily. ‘That so?’


‘Yeah. You don’t have one by any chance, do you?’


‘Might do.’


Jesus. It’s like pulling teeth. ‘I’d really appreciate it if you’d let me use it. I’ll pay for the airtime, of course.’


She looks me up and down. ‘What with? Your body? No thanks.’


What I really want to do is tell her to shove her phone up her flabby arse, but I need to get hold of Katya. ‘Please, Gertie.’


She points an arthritic finger at me. ‘You pay me back, you hear?’


‘I will. Soon as I get my stuff back.’


‘And extra.’


‘Yeah. When I get my wallet I’ll give you fifty rand, that cool?’


‘Hundred.’


Fuck. ‘Fine.’


She takes her time ferreting around in her bedside cabinet, then finally hands me a battered plastic Nokia out of the Stone Age. ‘Thanks,’ I say, grabbing it before she can change her mind.


‘Don’t use up all the airtime, Frankie,’ she says. ‘And I want my hundred.’


I step out into the corridor. Jesus, this phone is a piece of shit. I tap the number in, and wait.


Ring-ring. Ring-ring. I haven’t heard that sound for more than a week and it makes me feel part of the world again.


‘Hello? Hello? Who is this?’


I recognise June’s voice instantly. June always sounds like this: both timid and stoned, but she’s always liked me. Which is more than I can say for Glenn. So Katya went home to her parents. But why isn’t she answering her phone?


‘Hello, June. It’s Josh.’ Now that I open my mouth the nerves hit me. If these memories I’ve been having are true, I’m probably the last person Katya wants to speak to.


A long pause, and then an almost whispered ‘Josh’.


‘Uh, hello, um. I wanted to find out… Is Katya there?’


June sighs. ‘She’s not, Josh.’ Now she sounds angry – fuck, I’ve never heard June use that tone of voice. I can imagine Katya sitting there behind her, that furious look on her face making her even more gorgeous, folding her arms and shaking her head.


‘Do you know where she is? I need to talk to her. Find out if—’


‘Where are you calling from, Josh?’


Of course! They don’t know. ‘I’m in hospital. I’ve been here since Monday.’


‘Oh, Josh. I didn’t know. Why didn’t you answer your phone? The po— What’s the matter?’


‘I had measles. But it was quite bad. I couldn’t see. Could barely walk. I was completely out of it for a few days. I’m getting better now.’


‘We tried to get hold of you. There was no answer.’


‘I know. I’m sorry. I got taken to New Hope Hospital, and my phone’s dead. Nobody came. I’ve been desperate to get hold of Katya.’


Another pause. Someone talking in the background. A muffled whisper. ‘She’s missing, Josh.’


‘What?’


‘We couldn’t get hold of her on Monday so we went round to the flat. She wasn’t there.’


‘I can’t remember what happened, June. I think we had… a fight. I don’t know about what. Didn’t she go home to you?’


‘She didn’t,’ June says in an eerie, dead tone. More muffled talking. ‘When we went to your flat, there were… signs of a struggle. Her phone was lying on the floor. Tell me honestly, Josh. What happened?’


‘I can’t…’ I can’t remember? How does that sound? I have no fucking idea. Where the fuck is Katya?


‘And she was supposed to do the L’Oréal shoot this week,’ June says in that same weird voice. ‘There’s no way she would have just…’


That’s it! Maybe she was so upset after we broke up that she went on a coke binge or something. That would be like her. Fucking Noli and the other hangers on are always dragging her back. But June’s right. She would never have missed the L’Oréal shoot. Never in a million years.


‘Do you have any idea—?’


‘If you hurt our girl, you piece of turd’ – Glenn has come on the line – ‘I will kill you. Do you understand me?’


I don’t say anything. Of course I understand him. I know Glenn would do it, is just waiting for an excuse, in fact. He’s always hated me; I’m not fit for his favourite daughter. And he could kill me and get away with it. Glenn has a lot of money, a lot of people in his pocket.


‘Please stop, Glenn,’ I hear June saying in the background. ‘We don’t know tha––’


‘June’s had her way and called the police,’ Glenn continues. ‘And when they fuck it up, I will find you and make an example of you. Do you understand me, Farrell?’


I disconnect the call.


I send a text back to Katya’s phone, hoping June will receive it. <June, I love Katya. I’ll help you find her. J>


My legs are quivering again and there’s a sharp pain in my chest. I slump back against the wall. Until I remember exactly what happened that morning, I’m in serious shit. A harried doctor jogs through, pausing when he spots me. ‘Are there nurses on duty in this section?’ he asks, as if I’m in charge here.


‘Sorry, I haven’t seen anyone.’ I’m amazed at how normal my voice sounds. ‘I think they’re on skeleton staff. The train. How are things in casualty?’


‘They just keep pouring in. Two coaches jammed in the mouth of the tunnel until the middle of last night. So many dead. So many badly injured.’ He looks like he’s about to cry. His eyes are wild, unfocussed, like someone on a bad drug trip. ‘If only we had got to them earlier…’ he mumbles as he wanders off.


I think of what we passed through yesterday. I think of that mess getting worse. I can’t shake the sound of the kids whimpering quietly. That sound cut through all the running and shouting and screaming. Up here in Green Section, we’re safe. That’s why the old women are lying so still. The world outside has gone insane.


Shit! I told June I was here in New Hope and now Glenn will come looking for me. Who knows what they found at the flat? I don’t even know what happened. I glance at the dozing security guard. Will he be able to stop Glenn from getting in? Or the cops?


Glenn’s going to get here sooner or later, and I have to have a plan for when he does.


The ward is silent and still. I can hardly imagine the chaos just three floors down. The air-conditioning hum mutes any sound from outside. The lumbering orderly has mopped his way halfway up to my closet door.


I return to Lisa’s room to give the phone back to Gertie but she’s asleep, her teeth floating in the glass next to her bed. It’s only got one bar of battery life left, so, if I want to use it again, now’s my chance. I can’t think of anywhere else Katya would be. Or, rather, I can think of a hundred places she could be bingeing with those strung-out bitches she calls her friends but there’s no phone access in cocaine heaven. And her cellphone’s with June and Glenn.


None of this is getting me any closer to finding Katya. The fact is she’s not with her phone and nobody can get hold of her. Who else might know anything?


The phone’s time display reads 15.27. I dial work.


‘Da Bomb Studios, hello?’


‘Yeah, hi, Lizzie. It’s Farrell.’


‘Farrell. My God. Are you okay? Where are you?’


‘I’m fine. But in New Hope Hospital.’


‘No Hope? What the fuck are you doing there?’


‘Maybe I should ask you. They said there was a medical-aid fuck-up… You’re supposed to handle that shit.’


‘But Mike said that he’d checked you in at Morningside.’


‘Who the fuck’s Mike?’


‘The new guy in accounts. You know…’


‘No. Anyway, thanks for coming to visit.’


‘We tried! Christ, Farrell. Eduardo and I have been going out of our minds. We went to Morningside, they said you weren’t there. We thought maybe you’d been discharged. We’ve tried your phone a hundred times. I even went to your flat on Wednesday. Nothing.’


‘Jesus. Who’s this Mike guy again?’


‘That little guy, you know. The one with the limp. He actually hasn’t been in for a few days.’


‘Christ, Lizzie. Jesus fucking Christ. You should have checked. You should have taken me.’


‘I know, Farrell, I’m sorry. We’ve been so worried. Are you sure you’re fine?’


‘Ja, I’m feeling better. I’m hoping to get out of here soon. But now all the fucking doctors are busy on this fucking train thing… Tell me, Lizzie. What happened on Monday? I can’t really remember anything.’


‘You came in about nine, said Katya had left you. You were seriously bummed. Then next thing you’re all grey and sweaty and you collapsed. That’s all, really. Are things okay? I mean, with Katya?’ Lizzie knows as well as anyone that Katya has left me a number of times.


‘No… um, that’s what I was… She hasn’t phoned, has she? At work? My phone’s been dead.’


‘No. No messages. Sorry. Fuck, Farrell, can I do anything?’


‘Nah. Soon as I’m home it’ll be okay. See you soon. Tell Eduardo for me?’


‘Sure. Take care, boss.’


I disconnect, processing what I’ve heard. So Katya hasn’t tried the studio. Where the hell is she?


‘How are you feeling today, Mr Farrell?’


‘Nomsa. Jesus.’


‘Sorry, Mr Farrell. I should try to walk louder.’


‘I just heard… I just got some bad news. My girlfriend’s missing.’


‘Sorry to hear that, Mr Farrell. How did you find out?’


‘I borrowed a phone from Gertie.’


‘I didn’t know she had a phone.’


What’s this fucking interrogation about? ‘Is it important?’


‘It’s not, Mr Farrell. How are your eyes?’


‘Oh yes! I’m seeing just fine now. I’d say about eighty per cent normal.’


‘Excellent news. But you must keep using the drops twice a day, all right?’


‘Yes.’


‘I see you’re moving around a lot better too. But take it easy; don’t overdo it. Small steps. You’ll almost be ready.’


‘Nomsa?’


‘Yes, Mr Farrell.’


‘How’s Lisa? How did the surgery go?’


‘Oh, very well.’


‘Is she in ICU?’


‘No.’


‘Why isn’t she back in the ward?’


‘We’ve transferred her, Mr Farrell.’


‘Where to?’


‘The Wards.’


‘Yes, but which ward?’


Nomsa hesitates. ‘I mean… In the new wing.’


There’s a new wing? Lucky Lisa. I hope it’s fucking cleaner than this dump. ‘Can I go and see her?’


‘Not at the moment, Mr Farrell.’ Nomsa smiles. ‘She’ll need more time. Then you can join her. In the meantime, your job is just to get strong.’ Nomsa says this often.


I look at her, a thought on the edge of my consciousness. I can’t grab it.


‘You’re doing very well, Mr Farrell. You’ll soon be ready. Remember those drops!’


All the stuff I’ve just heard – about Katya and collapsing at work – is muzzing loudly in my head. I feel like it’s going to explode. Nomsa’s right. I need to take it easy. I’ve done more this afternoon than I have for days. I need to lie down. Then I can sort through all this information.


I get back to my room and check in the cubby that my stinking clothes are still there. I check on the top of the makeshift nightstand for the eye drops. Thank God they’re still there. But something else catches my eye, something I haven’t noticed before.


A stack of Polaroids.


Holy shit. They’re pictures of my body, lying on this very bed, marked out in segments. Just like Lisa said. In the pictures the sheet is folded aside and I’m stark naked. In seven of the pictures the drip tube is still shunted into my arm. In the rest it isn’t. In the corner of one of the pictures I make out a small hand. A woman’s hand.


I ruck my gown up. The fading black lines are clear as a map on my skin.















Chapter 10


LISA














There are no windows in here, so I haven’t got a clue of the time. But for now I’m happy just to lie here in this comfortable bed, safe and warm, savouring the fact that there’s no one around to look at me, talk to me or judge me.


I wiggle my toes again. All present and accounted for.


For now, a wicked voice whispers in my head. Snip, snip.


Stupid. It was just a crazy dream – a warped nightmare. Dr Meka says that I should write down all my dreams, but I won’t be telling her about that one in a hurry. She’ll only assume that I’ve started fixating on other parts of my body as well as my face. And the mall nightmare – well of course that makes sense. It’s been years since I’ve felt confident enough to just ‘pop to the mall’ without hiding behind a hoodie, sunglasses and layers of make-up.


And it’s hardly surprising that I freaked out after what Farrell and I saw in the morgue and casualty. But what did I expect? There had just been a major tragedy. Of course there would be blood everywhere and people screaming. And now that I’m in here, in this civilised, clean room, it’s mortifying to think about how I over reacted. Like Gertie is always saying, people die in hospitals all the time, and that awful grey-faced guy was just some pervert who tried to spy on me while I was showering. Big deal.


But what about the photographs of Farrell? And the lines on his body?


Some nurse’s idea of a sick joke. Has to be.


Farrell must think I’m some kind of neurotic loser. God, it’s embarrassing.


Cringe-worthy. When I see him again the first thing I’ll do is apologise.


If I ever see him again, that is.


But why shouldn’t I? I must still be somewhere in New Hope. Sure, it doesn’t feel like the same place, but the idea I cooked up that Dad moved me to another hospital is mental. I was careful. Very careful. I deleted the flight information and all the hospital details off my hard drive, and I even cleared out the computer’s recycle bin and browsing history. I paid the first instalment personally with a bank deposit, so there’s no way he’d be able to trace it to New Hope’s accounts department.


No. The only way he could have tracked me down was if he’d phoned every hospital in South Africa, and I really can’t see him doing that. The last thing he’d expect me to do is hop on a plane to Joburg, especially as just before I made the decision to go under the knife again I was going through another one of my ‘social isolation’ periods, reluctant to leave the house, unable to stand seeing anyone but Dad and Sharon; freaking out when Sharon’s school friends came over. The only time I actually ventured outside was when Dad insisted that I keep my cognitive-therapy appointments with Dr Meka, ramping up the emotional blackmail to force me into the car.


And I know how Dad’s mind works. He’ll probably assume that I took our last argument to heart and that this time I’ve left for good (one way or the other). Maybe he feels guilty now for leaving the latest batch of hospital bills on the kitchen table for everyone to see. My last trip to Margate Private Hospital’s emergency department wasn’t covered by the dwindling medical aid. Getting your stomach pumped isn’t cheap.


I can hear his voice now: ‘It’s not just you I have to think about, Lisa. What about Sharon? You’re tearing this family apart, bankrupting us! How many therapists and shrinks and God knows what have you been to in the last two years? Seven? Eight? How could you do this to us after your mother suffered like she did?’ And the last thing he said to me, a note of finality in his voice: ‘You have to get over this, or get the hell out. You’re twenty-four, for Christ’s sake.’ Perhaps he meant it this time.

OEBPS/html/docimages/Title.jpg
THE WARD
THE MALL
THE NEW GIRL
b. L.

G

p

Y
H Y
Aad -

ccccc





OEBPS/html/docimages/cover.jpg
THE MALL
THE NEW GIRL





OEBPS/html/docimages/ward.jpg
THE WARD

S.L.GREY





