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CHAPTER 1

 


The lightning cast shadows of the trees
outside onto Lucy’s bedroom curtains and she hugged her teddy bear
and counted off the seconds until she heard the rumble of thunder
in the distance. ‘Six seconds,’ she whispered to her bear. ‘That
means it’s just over a mile away.’ She pressed her cheek against
the bear and flinched at another flash of lightning. ‘One elephant,
two elephants, three elephants, four elephants, five…’ The bedroom
windows shook as a clap of thunder rang out, the loudest yet. ‘That
means it’s getting closer,’ she said. She hugged the bear tighter
but it didn’t make her feel any better. She slipped from under the
duvet and padded over to the door, hoping that she could get to it
before the lightning flashed again. She pulled the door open and
hurried towards her mother’s bedroom. The door was ajar and she
pushed it open and stepped inside. ‘Mum, I’m frightened, can I
sleep with you?’ she whispered. There was no reply. ‘Mum, I’m
scared,’ said Lucy. She took a step towards the bed but stopped
when a flash of lightning illuminated the room for a fraction of a
second. The bed was empty. Then the darkness was back and she was
counting again. ‘One elephant, two elephants..…’

She clasped the bear to her chest and went
back to the hallway. The bathroom was next to her mum’s bedroom.
The door was open and the light was off. A loud thunderclap split
the air when she reached four elephants, so powerful that it made
her stomach turn over. But the sound that came after the thunder
was a thousand times more scary - she heard her mother begging.
‘Please, please don’t.’

Lucy walked slowly across the carpet to the
bannisters where she could look down into the sitting room.
Sometimes when her mum sent her to bed, Lucy would creep out and
sit at the bannisters and watch television as her mum sat on the
sofa. It had always felt like a safe place, but not tonight.

Lucy gasped as another flash of lightning
illuminated her mother lying on the sofa, a big man looming over
her. The man was dressed all in black and had a wool cap on his
head but she could see his face clearly. Her mum was lying on the
sofa, her hands over her face.

The room was plunged into darkness and Lucy
started counting again but almost immediately there was another
flash. The man had tied a scarf around her mother’s throat and was
pulling it tight. For a fraction of a second Lucy locked eyes with
her mother and then it was dark again and she was just a shadow.
The man moved over her and put his knee on her chest and when the
lightning flashed again, Lucy couldn’t see her mother’s face.

Lucy dropped her bear and backed away from
the bannisters, her hands over her mouth.

A clap of thunder shook the light fitting
above Lucy’s head. She looked around frantically. She didn’t know
who the man was or how he could have got into the house. Her mum
was always careful to make sure all the doors and windows were
locked, ever since dad had left them to live with his secretary
three years earlier.

Was the man alone? What if there were more
men in the house. She jumped as something banged down in the
sitting room. It sounded as if the coffee table had been tipped
over. Lucy kept her back to the wall as she moved slowly along the
hallway to her bedroom.

There was a flash of lightning and she saw a
giant shadow cast across the bottom of the stairs. She turned and
ran towards her bedroom. She hurried inside and closed the door.
She went to her wardrobe. It was one of her favourite places when
she played hide and seek with her friends. She opened the door. It
was her favourite place but they always found her eventually. She
closed the mirrored door just as another flash of lightning showed
her reflection. Her blonde hair was in disarray, her skin was
pallid and her eyes were wide and fearful. Then she was back in
darkness.

Under the bed. She could hide under the bed.
But wasn’t that the first place anyone looked? She stood in the
middle of the room, panting. She had a sudden urge to hug her bear
but she had dropped him in the hall. She heard a squeak from the
stairs but it was immediately blotted out by a long roll of
thunder. She remembered something her father had said, before he’d
left. He’d been talking to her about what to do if there was ever a
fire. Keep low, he said. It was the smoke that killed you, not the
flames. But if there was too much smoke, or the heat was too bad,
she was lucky because she could escape through her window. The
window overlooked a garage and it wasn’t a big drop and her father
had said that if she was ever in danger she could get out that
way.

Lightning flashed and she hurried towards the
window. It was raining and the drops were splattering against the
glass. As she pushed the window up, water blew in, soaking her
face. She climbed onto the window sill. Her father had told her the
safest way to drop would be to hold the window sill and lower
herself as far as possible before letting go. Her nightdress was
already soaked and her hair dripping wet as she eased herself down.
Just as she was about to lower her head below the sill there was a
flash of lightning and she saw her bedroom door opening. She let go
of the window sill and fell backwards, into the rain.


CHAPTER 2




Tommy O’Keefe banged his NHS walking stick on
the floor. ‘I need to go to the fucking toilet and I need to go
now!’ He glared around the room. ‘I’m going to piss myself again!’
There were fifteen people in the day room, but no one was paying
him any attention. Mrs Kincaid was in her usual spot, a high-backed
winged armchair by the door. She was counting on her fingers. No
one knew for sure what she was counting, but that was what she did,
hour after hour, day after day.

Three female residents were sitting on a
plastic sofa facing a television set showing an Australian soap
opera. Their combined age was just shy of two hundred and seventy
and they had all been transferred from a home in Bradford which had
been gutted by fire the previous month. All were in various stages
of dementia and clearly had no idea where they were.

‘For fuck’s sake, why won’t anybody help me?’
shouted Tommy, and he banged his stick again.

Sitting at a table by the window were two men
playing dominoes. Charlie Cooper was in his late-seventies, with
silvery grey hair that was slicked back and he was peering at the
dominoes through horn-rimmed spectacles. An old wooden walking
stick was leaning against the wall next to him. His playing
partner, Billy Warren, was about the same age but looked a fair bit
older with pallid skin and watery eyes. Charlie was wearing a
corduroy jacket over a plaid shirt and a wool tie. Billy was more
casual, as usual, sporting a black polo neck sweater with the
sleeves pulled up, and Levi jeans.

There were fifty-five dominoes in total, from
double zero to double nine. When they had first started playing
they had used a double six set but the games went too quickly and
the one thing they had plenty of was time so they had switched to
the larger set.

‘We should get one of those clock things,’
said Billy.

Charlie frowned. ‘What clock things?’

‘You know, those clock things they use in
chess matches.’

Charlie looked up from his tiles. ‘What the
fuck are you talking about?’

‘You’ve been staring at them for five fucking
minutes.’

‘I’m thinking.’

‘For five fucking minutes?’

‘Not about this,’ said Charlie, waving his
hand at the tiles on the table in front of them. He gestured at the
room. ‘About this.’

‘What about this?’

‘I fucking hate it here.’

Billy laughed. ‘We all hate it here. But what
can we do? I’ve written a shit review on TripAdvisor but it didn’t
make any difference.’

‘I’m serious, if I don’t get to the toilet
now I’m going to piss myself!’ shouted Tommy from the far side of
the room.

Billy looked around. ‘Where the fuck has
Everton gone?’

‘He was here five minutes ago.’

‘Yeah, well he’s not here now and Tommy
sounds serious.’

‘He’s wearing diapers, isn’t he?’

‘He refuses to wear them. Anyway, he’s not
incompetent, he just needs help to go.’

‘Incontinent,’ said Charlie.

‘What?’

‘The word is incontinent. Incompetent is what
you are.’ He put down a tile. ‘Your go.’

‘Yeah, give me a minute,’ said Billy. He put
his hands on the table to help push himself up off the chair, and
walked across the room to Tommy. He walked by Mrs Dean, who had
recently celebrated her 90th birthday and who was convinced that
Billy was her son, Jim.

‘Jim!’ she shouted.

‘Hi mum, I’m busy right now,’ said Billy,
giving her a friendly wave. Billy knew from experience that
correcting Mrs Dean always ended badly, with the woman getting
tearful and agitated. It was better just to go along with her.

‘Okay,’ she said, and went back to staring
into space. She was dribbling from the corner of her mouth and her
lips were dry and flaking. Mrs Dean’s son had died five years
earlier but even when he was alive he rarely visited his mother.
Now that he was dead, she had no one. She was one of the
longest-serving residents. She had survived several bouts of flu
and shrugged off the coronavirus as if it had been a head cold, but
dementia had taken its toll and she spent most of her days in a
mindless haze, sitting at one end of a plastic sofa, her hands in
her lap. The only time she ever perked up was when she saw
Billy.

Billy went over to Tommy and he looked down
at him. ‘What’s the problem, you old fart?’ he asked.

‘I need a piss!’ shouted Tommy.

Billy grinned and held out a hand. ‘Come on,
I’ll take you,’ he said.

Tommy grunted and reached out to grab Billy’s
arm with gnarled fingers. The nails bit into Billy’s flesh like
talons as Tommy hauled himself out of his chair, using his stick to
help. When he finally managed to get to his feet he swayed back and
forth, breathing heavily. Billy waited until Tommy had steadied
himself, then walked him slowly across the room. As they passed Mrs
Dean, she waved excitedly. ‘Hello Jim!’

‘Hello mum,’ said Billy.

‘Mad as a hatter,’ muttered Tommy.

‘Her or me?’ asked Billy.

‘Both of you.’

Billy walked Tommy to the door, then took him
along the corridor to the toilets. The door to the staff room was
shut. Billy had half a mind to knock to see if there was anyone on
duty but it was clear that Tommy was running out of time. They
reached the toilet and luckily it was unoccupied. Billy pulled the
cord to switch on the light and helped Tommy inside. There was a
lemon-scented air-freshener on a glass shelf above the sink but it
did nothing to cover the smell.

There were chrome safety parts around the
toilet and an alarm cord with a red handle which summoned help when
pulled. The sink taps had extensions on so that they could be
operated with elbows and there was a pedal bin labelled
BIO-HAZARDOUS MATERIAL There was no window but switching on the
light also operated a fan which grated in the ceiling above their
heads.

‘Help me get my trousers down, will ya?’
asked Tommy.

‘You said you wanted a piss.’

‘Yeah, well now I want a shit. Come on, don’t
fuck about.’

Billy sighed and undid Tommy’s belt, then
opened his trousers and pulled them down.

‘And my underwear,’ said Tommy.

‘Tommy, you’re not wearing underwear.’

‘What?’ barked Tommy.

‘You’re not wearing any fucking underwear.
You’re commando.’

‘I wasn’t a commando. I was in the guards.
The Household Cavalry. That bastard nicked my medals.’

’Who?’

‘You know who. The Irish tea leaf. Connolly.
Fucking pinched my medals and then said I never had any.’

Tommy turned around, sat down heavily and
immediately farted loudly. Billy backed away. ‘Fucking hell, Tommy,
give me a chance to get out, will you?’

‘Where are you going? You know I can’t wipe
my own arse.’

‘Tommy…’ groaned Billy. He looked up and down
the corridor but there were no caseworkers to be seen. He turned
his back on Tommy, leaned against the walls and folded his arms.
‘Go ahead,’ he said wearily.

It took Tommy the best part of five minutes
and a lot of moaning and grunting to evacuate his bowels, at which
point he used his stick to get to his feet and shuffle around. ‘I’m
ready,’ he said, and bent forward.

Billy sighed and tore a strip of toilet paper
off the roll. He leaned behind Tommy and ran the wad of paper
between his cheeks and wiped as best as he could. ‘Get in there, it
won’t bite you,’ said Tommy.

‘I swear I will swing for you one day,’ said
Billy. The smell made him want to throw up but he gritted his teeth
and did the best job he could of wiping Tommy’s backside. It took
three wads of toilet paper before Tommy was satisfied. Billy tried
not to look at the soiled paper as he pressed the button to flush
it away.

Tommy saw the look of disgust on Billy’s
face. ‘Wait until you get to eighty,’ he said.

Billy laughed. ‘I’m eighty-four, Tommy.’

‘Like fuck you are.’

‘What can I say? Clean living.’ Tommy wasn’t
able to pull up his own trousers so Billy did it for him, then
fastened them and buckled his belt. He held Tommy’s stick while he
washed his hands using antiseptic soap from a dispenser on the
glass shelf, then Billy washed his own. He’d just about got used to
the smell as he opened the door and helped Tommy out into the
corridor.

Tommy gripped Billy’s arm with his left hand
and steadied himself with his stick in his right as they walked
slowly down the corridor towards the day room. The door to the
staff room was ajar and Billy looked in as they went by. Three of
the home’s staff were drinking coffee. Jackie Connolly, a big
bruiser of a man who had been a prison officer in Belfast, was
sitting by the door. He had a military haircut and a neatly-trimmed
moustache and his pale blue eyes hardened when he saw Billy.
Sitting opposite him was Raja, an Indian guy in his thirties with
Bollywood movie star looks and slicked-back glistening black hair,
and Sally, a cheerful West Indian who was the longest-serving
care-worker at the home.

Only Connolly saw Billy and Tommy and he
kicked the door shut on them.

‘Bastard,’ muttered Billy under his
breath.

‘What?’ asked Tommy.

‘Nothing, Tommy, Come on, one step at a
time.’

Billy helped Tommy down the corridor to the
day room. As he reached the door, Everton Roberts came out of the
dining room. Everton was a huge Jamaican with a shaved head and a
broad smile that revealed two gold front teeth when he wasn’t
wearing a covid mask. He had a plastic apron over his blue
overalls, bright yellow Marigold rubber gloves and was carrying a
mop and bucket that smelled strongly of bleach. He frowned when he
saw the two men. ‘What’s happening here?’ he asked.

‘Tommy needed the bathroom,’ said Billy.

Everton put down the bucket and leaned the
handle of the mop against the wall. ‘You’re not insured to help the
residents like that, Billy,’ he said. ‘You should have called for
help.’

’I did fucking call!’ said Tommy. ‘I shouted
until I was blue in the face that I was about to shit myself and no
one fucking came.’

‘Language, Tommy,’ said Billy. ‘It’s not
Everton’s fault.’

‘Well whose fucking fault is it?’ said Tommy.
He began to cough and bent over double.

Everton rushed over to him and held his right
arm. ‘Are you okay, Tommy?’ he asked.

Tommy took a deep breath to steady himself.
‘I just need to sit down,’ he said. He began to cough again.

Everton and Billy helped Tommy into the day
room and over to his chair, then they carefully eased him down into
it. Tommy’s walking stick slipped from his bony fingers and Billy
bent down to retrieve it.

Tommy grinned, showing a mouth devoid of
teeth. ‘Thanks, Billy. You’re a diamond.’ He took the stick and
held the handle with both hands.

‘Don’t mention it,’ said Billy. He grinned
back. ‘I’m serious. Don’t mention it to anybody or I’ll have to
kill you.’

Tommy began to chuckle as Billy went back to
the table by the window, where Charlie was still studying the
dominoes in front of him.

‘You love being the good samaritan, don’t
you?’ said Charlie as Billy sat down.’

‘He was going to shit himself.’

‘How is that your problem?’

‘Remember the last time he shat himself in
his chair? The smell?’

‘My sense of smell isn’t what it was,’ said
Charlie. ‘Not since that covid. My sense of taste never came back
either, but considering the shit they feed us, that’s no bad
thing.’

Billy looked up from the table and shook his
head. He sat back and folded his arms, and sighed. ‘I know what you
did,’ he said.

Charlie looked up and smiled as if butter
wouldn’t melt. ‘What?’

‘You know what.’

‘What?’

‘You’re cheating. You changed your tiles
while I was away.’

Charlie’s jaw dropped. ‘How can you say
something like that? I’m hurt.’

‘You will be if you do it again, you cheating
bastard.’

‘Billy, on my mother’s life….’

‘Your dear old mum has been dead going on
thirty years. Now look me in the eye and tell me you’re not
cheating.’

Charlie stared at Billy, his eyes narrowed.
Billy stared back. They locked eyes for a good thirty seconds
before Charlie burst into laughter and pushed his dominoes into the
pile. ‘You can’t blame a guy for trying,’ he said.

‘What’s the point of winning if you have to
cheat?’ asked Billy, pushing his own dominoes into the mix.

‘Winning is the point,’ said Charlie.

‘But we’re not even playing for money.’

‘It’s not about money,’ said Charlie, with a
grin. ‘It’s about winning.'


CHAPTER 3




Billy sighed and opened his eyes. Someone was
crying, in one of the rooms along the corridor. It was a woman but
that didn’t narrow it down much because three quarters of the
residents were female. Women lived longer than men, that was just a
fact. And those extra years were at the end of life, obviously, and
at the end of life there was a lot to cry about.

Billy sat up and took off his CPAP mask. He
needed a continuous positive airway pressure tank to provide extra
air as he slept, the result of a severe attack of the COVID-19
virus that had left his lungs and heart in bad shape. During the
day his oxygen levels were generally fine but at night he tended to
wake up gasping for breath unless he was attached to the tank.

He leaned across to his bedside table and
opened the drawer. He took out a small clear plastic case
containing two foam rubber earplugs. He rolled one of the plugs
between his finger and thumb, then inserted it into his left ear
canal. He repeated the process with his right ear. The plugs
gradually expanded, cutting out the noise, but he still heard a man
screaming off in the distance. Screams were as common in the home
as crying. There were screams of pain, of rage, of frustration,
screams for help and screams for medication. Sometimes the screams
were answered but often they were ignored. Not long after Billy had
arrived at the home, he had screamed at night, just the once. It
had been a scream of frustration and he’d muffled it with his
pillow. He had actually felt slightly better afterwards, but it was
the first and last time. Screaming was as pointless as crying
because, at the end of the day, nobody cared.

The earplugs continued to expand and
eventually there was no sound, just the steady thump of his
heartbeat. He re-attached the mask and lay down. Sleep never came
easy. The mattress was hard and the two pillows were too soft for
comfort, but Billy closed his eyes, sighed, and tried to fill his
mind with happy thoughts.


CHAPTER 4




Charlie was already sitting at their usual
table by the window when Billy walked into the dining room. There
were only three window tables in the room. Charlie had already
claimed ownership by the time Billy had moved into the home and had
insisted on a half hour interview before agreeing to allow Billy to
sit with him. Charlie always took the seat on the left, allowing
him a view of the staff carpark and the entrance to the road.

The table was set for two and there were
already two glasses of weak orange juice on the white plastic
tablecloth. There were two triangles of toast in a stainless steel
toast rack. Charlie was staring out of the window but he looked
over as Billy sat down. ‘Morning, squire.’

‘Morning,’ said Billy. He nodded at the toast
rack. ‘They both mine?’ They were allowed one slice of bread each
day at breakfast, cut in half. The crumbs and smear of jam on
Charlie’s side plate showed that he had already helped himself.
Next to the toast rack was a tub of supermarket margarine and a jar
of strawberry jam. The label on the jam jar was torn and faded from
years of use, it was refilled every couple of days from a 5kg
plastic container.

Charlie grinned, then reached over and took
one of the two remaining triangles. ‘The early bird gets the worm,’
he said.

Billy shook his head. ‘Help yourself, it’s
not much more than warmed up bread.’

Charlie added margarine and supermarket brand
strawberry jam to his slice and took a bite. Everton came out of
the kitchen carrying two plates and he brought them over to the
table and put them down in front of them. ‘Morning, Gents,’ he
said.

‘Morning, Everton,’ said Billy. He looked
down at the plate and sighed at the scoop of watery scrambled eggs
that had come from a packet, an orange frankfurter sausage and half
a tomato.

Charlie picked up his knife and fork and
tucked in as Everton walked away.

Billy looked around the dining room. There
were two dozen tables in all, most of them seating four people
though there were a few against the wall that were set up for two.
There were three meals a day - breakfast between eight and eight
thirty, lunch between twelve-thirty and one, and dinner at six. Not
all the residents ate in the dining room, there were several who
were so frail they took their meals in their rooms, served on the
sort of trays they gave passengers in economy on budget airlines,
complete with plastic cutlery. At least the meals in the dining
room came on china plates with metal cutlery, but the quality of
the food stayed the same.

‘You want your sausage, squire?’ asked
Charlie.

‘Knock yourself out,’ said Billy.

Charlie leaned over and stabbed at Billy’s
sausage with his fork. ‘I’m going to get some cereal,’ said Billy.
He stood up and walked over to a trestle table next to the kitchen.
It was covered with plastic sheeting and there were three large
Tupperware containers with Aldi cornflakes, instant porridge and
muesli, and plastic jugs of milk, one of which was labelled SKMD.
Billy poured cornflakes into a bowl and added a splash of regular
milk. There was a blue plastic bowl of fruit at the other end of
the table containing a few apples and two bananas. One of the
bananas was speckled with brown but the other seemed in reasonable
condition so Billy grabbed it.

As he walked back to his table, one of the
women sitting on her own began to cry. She was holding a fork of
scrambled eggs but her hand was shaking so much she couldn’t get it
to her mouth. Billy looked around but there were no care workers
available to help. There were only three on duty - Everton was
serving and Sally and Connolly were already attending to residents
who weren’t able to eat on their own.

Billy looked away as he went by her,
embarrassed by her tears. He sat down opposite Charlie, then used
his knife to cut the banana into pieces which he scattered over his
cornflakes.

‘You’re not going to eat your eggs?’ asked
Charlie.

‘I’m going to eat them, but I want my
cornflakes first.’

The woman was still crying. Billy looked
around. Sally was spoon-feeding Jimmy, a ninety-year-old Irishman
who had once flown Jumbo Jets for British Airways. Jimmy could
barely do anything for himself. He had to be washed and dressed in
the morning, then fed, then wheeled into the day room where he
would stare at the television with unseeing eyes.

Connolly was sitting opposite one of the
female residents, Mrs Chalmers. Mrs Chalmers had dementia or
Alzheimers, Billy wasn’t sure which, and her attention span was so
short that she couldn’t feed herself. She had been a model in the
sixties, and Everton had once shown Billy her portfolio. She had
been a breathtaking beauty back in the day, and some of the
photographs had been taken by the legendary David Bailey. In the
photographs she was long-legged and had porcelain white skin and
soft blonde hair cut short. She was heavier now and her hair was
white and little more than a fuzzy halo around her liver-spotted
skull, but she still had the most amazing green eyes.

Connolly was toying with her, holding out a
spoonful of porridge and then moving it away each time she opened
her toothless mouth.

‘Leave it out, squire,’ said Charlie.
‘There’s nothing you can do.’

Connolly held out the spoon and tapped Mrs
Chalmers on the nose, leaving a streak of porridge on her skin. She
tried to get her mouth to the spoon but Connolly moved it away
again.

‘He’s a fucking monster,’ said Billy.

‘Yup, but he’s a big bastard and if he gets
on your case he’ll make your life a misery and I might be
collateral damage. Stop staring at him.’

Connolly tapped the spoon against the woman’s
chin. Even from across the room, Billy could see the tears welling
up in her sorrowful green eyes.

‘Bastard,’ whispered Billy.

‘Leave it alone,’ said Charlie.

Connolly turned to look at Billy and for a
second their eyes locked. Connolly’s eyes narrowed, then a savage
grin spread across his face. Billy looked away. Charlie was
buttering the last slice of toast. He waved his knife at Billy.
‘You’ve got to pick your battles,’ he said. ‘And you won’t win
against Connolly. The staff have the power in here, you know that.
Prison rules.’

‘We need to get the fuck out of here,’ said
Billy. He started to eat his cereal and banana.

Charlie took a bite of his toast and then
dropped it onto his plate and piled scrambled egg on top of it.

‘We need to get out of here,’ said Billy
again.

‘I heard you the first time.’ Charlie
snorted. ‘It’s not as if we have a choice, squire.’ He waved his
knife around the room. Do you think anyone would choose to be
here?

‘I know,’ said Billy. He picked up a
stainless steel tea pot and poured some tea into his cup. He knew
from experience that there was only one teabag in the pot and that
it had to stretch to two cups. ‘It’s just…’. He left the sentence
unfinished.

‘I hear you,’ said Charlie. ‘But beggars
can’t be choosers.’

‘Is that what we are, Charlie? Beggars?’ He
added a splash of milk to his tea. There was hardly any colour to
it, or taste.

‘As good as, squire,’ said Charlie. He
frowned as he looked over at the doorway. ‘Hello, another lamb to
the slaughter.’

Billy turned to see what he was looking at. A
middle-aged woman with permed hair was pushing a wheelchair in
which sat a grey-haired man wearing a dark blue polo shirt and
brown trousers. She was wearing a plastic face shield and had the
blue plastic shoe covers that they gave to what few visitors were
allowed in. Next to them was the manager of the care home, Mrs
Woodhouse. She had taken up the job after her predecessor had
suffered a nervous breakdown in the wake of the coronavirus
epidemic. Mrs Woodhouse was a no-nonsense married mother of two
teenage girls. Her daughters occasionally turned up to help at the
home but it was clear from the constant look of disgust on their
faces that Mrs Woodhouse used it as a punishment. Mrs Woodhouse was
clearly giving her usual introductory talk, and the woman was
nodding enthusiastically. Mrs Woodhouse had donned a face shield
and was wearing latex gloves for the occasion. The man in the
wheelchair was looking around but didn’t seem happy at what he was
seeing. Billy couldn’t blame him. He’d had the same feeling of
dread when he’d first set eyes on the Sunnyvale Nursing Home. Mrs
Woodhouse could sugar coat it all she wanted but at the end of the
day it was a place where people came to die. Billy shuddered. The
man looked across at their table and made eye contact with Billy.
Billy saw a flash of despair in the man’s eyes before he looked
away.

The woman patted the man on the shoulder as
if offering her reassurance. The man turned and looked up at her
and said something and she laughed and shook her head.

Mrs Woodhouse was pointing at the kitchen,
probably explaining how often the residents were fed. The man
looked at his watch as if he had somewhere to go.

‘Seems okay,’ said Charlie. ‘Still has his
wits about him by the look of it .’

‘How old do you think he is?’

Charlie squinted over at the group. ‘I dunno.
Seventy-five?’

‘Seventy-five? You think he’s younger than
me?’

‘I dunno. Eighty? Eighty-five?’

‘He’s in a wheelchair.’

‘That’s nothing to do with age. We all end up
in a wheelchair eventually. If we live long enough. Bloody hell,
Billy, what crawled up your arse and died? I don’t know how old he
is and I don’t care.’

The woman turned the wheelchair around and
Mrs Woodhouse led them out of the dining room. Billy turned back to
his cereal. ‘I just wish I was somewhere else.’

‘You and me both. But when you don’t have two
pennies to rub together, the council decides where we go. And we’ve
been sent here.’

‘And that’s it. Fait accompli?’

‘Fait a-fucking-ccompli it is, squire. Are
you sure you’re going to eat your eggs?’

‘Take them,’ said Billy. ‘I’ve lost my
appetite.'


CHAPTER 5




Charlie studied his dominoes and then looked
at the tiles on the table over the top of his glasses. He sighed
and wrinkled his nose. Billy sighed in frustration. ‘What?’ asked
Charlie.

‘Are you going to make a move, or not?’

‘Of course I’m going to make a move. But I
want to make the right move.’

‘You’re taking forever, Charlie.’

‘Squire, time is the one thing we’ve both got
plenty of.’

Billy groaned, folded his arms and leaned
back in his chair. There was a game show on television, the sound
up loud because many of the residents had hearing problems. The
three old ladies from Bradford were sitting on a sofa staring at
the screen. It was hard to tell if they were watching or not.
Another resident was sitting in an armchair facing the television.
Billy wasn’t sure if her name was Emma or Amy, she seemed to answer
to both. She spent most of her hours knitting though she didn’t
seem to be making anything in particular. Her current project
appeared to be a scarf but it was already at least ten feet long
and she seemed in no hurry to finish. The first section was red,
then she had switched to yellow and then blue, and now she was
using green wool.

Everton was kneeling down next to Tommy.
Everton was chuckling and Billy figured Tommy was telling him one
of his many off-colour jokes. Tommy could barely remember what he’d
eaten for breakfast or where he’d left his slippers but he could
reel off dozens of dirty jokes without pausing for breath.

A wheelchair appeared in the doorway. It was
the man they’d seen earlier with the home manager. He’d changed
into a red polo shirt and had a newspaper in his lap. The man
looked around and nodded at Billy when they had eye contact. Billy
nodded back. The man wheeled himself over to the television and
parked next to the sofa. He said something to the three women
sitting there but they ignored him. The man spoke again, louder
this time. He was asking for the remote.

Billy chuckled. The remote had been
confiscated during the coronavirus crisis and had never been
returned. The only way to change channels or the sound was to use
the controls on the set.

Charlie finally made his move. A double four.
‘Are you kidding me?’ said Billy. ‘All that thinking to place a
double?’ He sighed and shook his head.

Charlie looked at him over the top of his
glasses. ‘It’s the right choice, squire.’

‘Of course it’s the right choice. But why did
it take you ten minutes to decide that?’

Charlie shrugged. ‘I was considering my
options.’

Billy put a tile down. A four to go against
the double, with a nine showing.

Charlie nodded thoughtfully and stroked his
chin. ‘For fuck’s sake,’ Billy muttered. He looked over at the
television. The man was leaning towards the nearest of the three
ladies. He reached over and tugged at her sleeve. ‘Are you watching
this?’ he shouted. She looked at him blankly, her mouth open.
‘Never mind’ said the man. He stood up and walked over to the
television. Billy’s eyes widened in surprise. ‘What the fuck?’ he
said.

‘Don’t rush me,’ said Charlie.

‘Look at this,’ said Billy. ‘He can
walk.’

Charlie looked up from the tiles and frowned
as he saw the man lean over the television and fiddle with the
controls. ‘The Lord be praised,’ said Charlie. ‘It’s a
miracle.’

The man found the button to change channels
and he began to flick through them. ‘What’s he playing at?’ asked
Billy.

‘He’s changing the channel,’ said
Charlie.

‘I can see that you soft bugger,’ said Billy.
‘I mean what’s he playing at with the chair?’

Horse racing appeared on the screen and the
man straightened up. He watched for a few seconds, then went back
to the chair and sat down.

‘Well that’s not something you see every
day,’ said Charlie. He shrugged carelessly and went back to
studying his tiles.


CHAPTER 6




Billy came down the stairs just as Everton
was helping Tommy towards the toilet. Everton was supporting Tommy
by holding his left arm while Tommy had his stick in the right.
‘You’re one of the good guys, Everton,’ said Tommy.
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