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	One

	 

	 

	The hospital was not, strictly speaking, a hospital. It was more of a rest home for fuddled gentlefolk. It occupied a big house in several acres of grounds tucked away at the end of a leafy cul-de-sac on the edge of Mill Hill, just far enough from the M1 for the double glazing to reduce the sound of the motorway to a low, reassuring rumble, but close enough to the main railway line out of St Pancras that, when the wind was in the right direction, it sounded as if intercity trains were passing through the gardens. It had been there long enough that its neighbours, a handful of similar large houses all shyly hiding their faces behind high walls, had long ceased to notice the private ambulances that came and went at odd times of the day and night.

	Entering via the front gates, which presented as antique wrought iron but were actually of a far more durable alloy and controlled electronically from the security office, one was first confronted by a small landscape of neat lawns and flower beds and rockeries, about which a gravel driveway looped, sufficiently wide to accommodate a single vehicle.

	Beyond that stood the house, a full-throated Mock Tudor monstrosity complete with half-timbering and herringbone brickwork, built in the 1920s for a minor dynasty of Home Counties brewers, now long extinct. To one side stood a vaguely Arts & Crafts structure known as ‘The Stables’, which now housed the Hydrotherapy Department – a fancy term for a swimming pool – where those residents who had demonstrated some innate talent for buoyancy could doggy-paddle for an hour at a time.

	At the other side of the house a paved path curved through a short avenue of trees and out to the formal gardens at the rear, planted with more shrubberies and rockeries and lawns, all centred on a single massive oak. The oak, said to be several hundred years old, had been here before the house was built; a remnant of a far older landscape. If you walked past the tree – quite a distance, the size of the gardens was always a bit of a surprise – you came to the high brick wall which surrounded the house. There was a kind of tide mark, at a little more than head height, where the original brickwork had been built up decades ago, until the wall was almost twenty feet high. You could still see periodic marks, near the top, where brackets had once supported closed-circuit television cameras, but these days surveillance was almost too small to see.

	Inside, the house smelled strongly of furniture polish, undercut by a faint, disquieting layer of disinfectant and sweat and boiled cabbage. There were noticeboards and a reception desk in the entrance hall, and worn institutional furniture. The staff all wore smart-casual clothes and identity badges clipped to their shirts, except when they ventured into the wing where the Acute residents were kept, when they suited up in full PPE as if they were entering the hot zone of a fever clinic.

	Michael had spent some time in the Acute wing. Logically, he supposed, it had been his first port of call on arriving at the hospital, although he had no memory of it, no memory of being attended to by gowned and masked figures. His first memory was of sitting in the Television Room, as if he had just woken from a long, restful sleep, watching a quiz show whose name he knew but couldn’t quite call to mind at that moment.

	Apparently, he had subsequently taken a bit of a turn and been returned to the Acute wing for a while, and he sometimes became confused as to whether his awakening in the Television Room had come after his first stay there or his second. Sometimes, the distinction seemed to matter.

	It was hard to work out how many residents – never ‘patients’ – there were. There seemed to be a discreet churn; new faces arrived without fanfare, became familiar, and then one day were simply not there any more. Michael thought there were perhaps a dozen or so at any one time, if one didn’t include the Acutes, who nobody ever saw until they were released into the general population blinking as if they had just spent a long period underground.

	“You know, I have no idea,” Bob, his therapist, said one day while they were taking a walk in the garden. “I’ve never done a head count.”

	“Someone must know,” Michael mused.

	“Oh, no doubt.” Bob thought about it. “Aggie would know; you could ask her. Is it important?”

	At the time, Michael had been having difficulty separating the important from the trivial, and he had been gently warned to be aware of incipient obsessions, so he just shrugged.

	Aggie was the Director’s secretary, a kindly Home Counties woman of a certain age who was most often seen bustling down the corridors with a bundle of files clasped to her bosom. The Director himself was not so often seen, although Michael thought they must have met because he had a memory of a small tweedy man in late middle age with watery eyes and a spiderweb of broken capillaries on his cheeks.

	Even more rarely seen was the Medical Director, a tall, slender woman named Reese, whose occasional appearances in public had the aspects of Royal visits. At the head of a little group of doctors, she would breeze into the big room where half a dozen residents were taking part in occupational therapy, always with a few words for everyone, congratulating them on their paintings or clay sculptures, and then breeze out again, not to manifest again for another week or so.

	The doctors were all young – Michael didn’t think any of them was over thirty – and relentlessly upbeat to a degree that he, not always inclined to be upbeat, sometimes found oppressive. They all had the same sheen of efficient anonymity, and he never learned any of their names. Similarly the nurses, who all had the stocky build and flatfooted centre of gravity of prison warders; and the security staff who amiably patrolled the grounds and kept everyone safe and had the look – to Michael’s eye – of people who had taken early retirement from the Met after a period with Special Branch. They’d nod hello if you bumped into them while you were taking a bit of a constitutional, but they weren’t inclined to conversation.

	As to why he was there, well, that was a bit foggy. He didn’t remember being unwell particularly, although he thought there had been a time when he had been very tired, and none of the doctors ever actually bothered to tell him.

	“What am I doing here?” he asked one of them one day.

	The doctor, who had been filling in a form on a clipboard, looked at him as if he’d enquired about her sexuality. “You’re here to get better,” she told him, forcing cheerfulness.

	“Better from what?”

	She finished the form and stood up. “You’re doing very well,” she said, and walked away.   

	Still, he supposed it was nice that he was doing very well.

	Even so, he found there were days which he had edited from his memory. All the days in the hospital were roughly the same and tended to run together into a single ur-day and it was easy to lose track of where you were in the week, but there were blanks, days when literally nothing had happened. Either he had briefly relapsed, or the doctors were fiddling about with his meds; he didn’t know, and again no one seemed inclined to tell him.

	In the early days, his meds had come in the form of a bewildering variety of pills, some large, some small; round and oval, white and beige and red and blue and salmon-pink, never the same combination two days in a row. As the weeks and months passed the combination settled down, and then tablets began to disappear one by one, until he was left with a red one and a blue one every day.

	“This is like The Matrix,” he told the nurse who brought his medication.

	“I wish,” the nurse said, noting down the time and dosage on his iPad. “I could use a nice new leather coat.”

	He’d grown accustomed to the morning knock at the door which announced the arrival of his meds and, therefore, the beginning of his day. This was followed by breakfast, which seemed designed to be as forgettable as possible. Then the rest of the day was his own. Every resident was given a laminated card which detailed the various activities available to them on different days, and there was a big calendar in Reception for those who found it difficult to keep track of where they were in the week. None of the activities was mandatory, but Bob was keen that Michael should take part in at least one every day, so some days he spent time in Occupational Therapy, and others he spent swimming laps in Hydrotherapy. Mostly, though, he sat reading in a corner of the Day Room, the long double-glazed gallery which had been built onto the back of the house at some point during the country’s last boom in conservatories. He was currently enjoying, in a slightly baffled way, a novel called The Heart of the Maze, about a private detective in 1930s Los Angeles becoming involved in some kind of satanic conspiracy. He thought he might have embarked on it more than once, his reading interrupted by one or more stays in the Acute wing, because some passages seemed familiar to him.

	In between, there were daily sessions with Bob. Bob was in his forties and favoured corduroy and seemed ever so slightly unmoored from the modern world, as if he lived most of the time in a little village out in the depths of the Wiltshire countryside without broadband or reliable television reception. Their conversations mostly revolved around the weather and cricket. Michael hated cricket, but he thought it was polite to make an effort.

	From what he could gather, Bob was something of a fundamentalist when it came to cricket. He poured scorn on the limited-over forms of the game, spoke darkly of something he called ‘Bazball’, and described the colourful uniforms worn by players in the modern game as ‘clown costumes’.

	“First-class cricket – three days at least,” he said one day. “That’s the purest expression of the game, Michael.”

	“Yes,” Michael said. “I agree.”

	Bob regarded him genially. “You don’t sound so sure, old son.”

	“I’m not really an avid follower of cricket, Bob, to be honest.”

	“Do you have an interest in any sports? I forgot to ask.”

	Michael thought about it. Did he? He had no idea. “Is it relevant?”

	“No, of course not,” Bob said, taking a pencil from the desk in front of him and tapping the end of his nose with the eraser end. “I’m just making conversation. Are you a rugby man? Football? Snooker?”

	It occurred to Michael to say yes to one of these, just to move the conversation away from the subject, because for no reason he could put into words he sensed danger here, but he knew if he did that rugby or football or snooker would turn out to be Bob’s second-favourite sport and he’d be stuck with having to talk about it, so he said, “Not really, no.”

	Bob put the pencil down. “That’s quite unusual, you know.”

	“Is it?”

	“Most people will pay attention to some sport, even if it’s just now and again. Wimbledon? The Olympics? The Grand National?”

	The issue of sport was a blank spot in his memory, but he wasn’t about to admit it. “It’s just stuff that’s on television,” he said. “I might watch the Wimbledon finals, if I’m not doing anything else.”

	“So you’re a tennis fan?”

	“No.”

	“Can you name a tennis player?”

	“Bjorn Borg.”

	“A recent one.”

	“Roger Federer.”

	Bob shook his head. “No, a recent one.”

	Michael thought about it, but he came up blank. He shrugged. “I told you, I’m not a fan.”

	Bob looked at him with an expression of mild exasperation. “Did you do sport at school?”

	“The usual stuff. Rugby, football. Cricket. Without any great distinction, I’m afraid.”

	“And none of it stuck?”

	“Not really, no.”

	“Extraordinary.” Bob shook his head. He reached out and tapped the face of his phone to wake it up and look at the clock. “Well, it’s lunchtime. See you tomorrow?”

	The more rehabilitated residents were allowed to take meals in their rooms, but everyone was encouraged to eat in the dining room, tucking into a menu of meat and two veg which was occasionally enlivened by a mild curry. The atmosphere in the dining room was very English, very quiet and polite and reserved, like a scene from Brief Encounter, but now and again there were distractions, like the day when one chap began to complain loudly and with much profanity that they had been served roast beef two days in a row and had to be wrestled out of the room and upstairs to Acute by three nurses. Some time afterwards, Michael couldn’t be sure if that hadn’t been him. Quite a lot of what he understood about the world at that point in his rehabilitation seemed to come to him with a bit of a time-lag.

	As a rule, the residents tended to keep themselves to themselves, even when eating or taking part in association time. The eldest was an old Foreign Office type with an unruly fringe of white hair, who spent most of his time sitting quietly in front of the television, and the rest in Occupational Therapy creating huge apocalyptic oil paintings. The youngest, a small, birdlike girl, faced the world through a permanent, brittle smile which seemed to take all her energy to maintain. Michael tried to engage some of them in conversation, without much success, and eventually he gave up.

	He presumed that all the staff of the hospital were either Service or ex-Service brought back from retirement. Certainly they would have to be vetted and cleared to a high level, as residents could occasionally, in extreme moments, be indiscreet. It occurred to him that Bob, as one of the therapists, probably had a higher clearance than he did, although they had never once discussed his work. And after that, it occurred to him to wonder what he was supposed to do if one of the other residents confided to him something that he was absolutely never meant to know. And then he started to obsess over the possibility that this had already happened during one of his blank periods and he was now, without realising it, in possession of information vital to national security. And shortly after that he started to feel tired all the time, and when he next paid attention to the calendar in Reception almost a week had passed and he had a vague memory of somebody shouting.

	Still, as the weeks passed and his good days began to outnumber his bad ones, he was allowed to walk the mile or so into Mill Hill, accompanied by one of the nurses, for what was termed Acclimat-isation. This initially involved buying small items in shops, using an allowance doled out to him by Aggie and which he had to sign for and return any change. The first time he tried this, he felt an almost physical wave of apprehension as he stepped out of the gates. The cul-de-sac beyond, with its neat grass verges and plane trees, seemed a landscape full of threat, and he had to force himself to walk along it to the junction with a side-road, and then to the main road, and then into Mill Hill. Here, visiting a newsagents’ to buy a tin of Coke and a bar of chocolate, he was so discomfited that he entirely forgot the function of money and had to be gently helped by the nurse. The woman behind the counter must have been used to residents coming into her shop, because she didn’t bat an eyelid.

	Subsequent ventures into the outside world went better, bit by bit and day by day, and eventually Michael and his minder graduated to having a coffee in a branch of Starbucks, and then to lunch, usually in an Italian restaurant on the Broadway. In the course of a monologue on the shortcomings of the Middlesex Cricket Club, Bob told him that these excursions were intended to allow residents to reengage with other people and the many small systems and rituals of society. It didn’t work for everyone. The birdlike girl went out for a solo Acclimatisation one day and never came back. She was glimpsed one more time, in the form of an almost unrecognisably sulky photo, in a police appeal for information on the news. One of the nurses hurried to change the channel, but she was too late to stop everyone in the television room hearing that the girl’s name was Bethany.

	Michael assumed that Bethany’s bid for freedom would put a crimp in the Acclimatisations, but they went on without pause. He was allowed to go into Central London several times with a nurse, and then one day Aggie was issuing him with his allowance and she said, “You know, there’s nobody available to go with you today, Michael. Why don’t you go alone?” and he gaped at her for so long that she had to remind him to sign for the cash and to bring back any receipts.

	He walked down to Mill Hill Broadway station and sat on a bench on the platform, convinced this was some kind of trap. Other passengers arrived in ones and twos, but no one paid him any attention. A southbound train came in and they all got on, and when it left Michael was still sitting on the bench, staring across the tracks at the northbound platform.

	A little behind him, on the other side of a wall, the traffic roared by on the M1. In short order, two intercity trains went by on a concussion of displaced air. More passengers arrived. Another southbound train came in. The passengers got on. Michael did not.

	He reached into his pocket and took out his allowance. He’d been given an Oyster card loaded with just enough money to get into town and back again, and sufficient cash for lunch and some odds and ends, with a little left over in case of an emergency. It wouldn’t get him far. He remembered that there was cash at home, but his keys were with the rest of his possessions, in safe keeping at the hospital, so he couldn’t get into the house. How had Bethany got away with it? Outside help? Michael could think of a couple of people who might take him in, but not for long and they weren’t in London anyway. He put the money away again and watched another train pull in and pull out.

	What the hell was he thinking? He was safe in the hospital. He was warm and he was dry and there were people there who wanted to look after him. The food wasn’t very good, but it was food, and he didn’t have to worry about shopping or cooking. It seemed, somewhere way back in his memory, that having too much to worry about was what had started all this in the first place.

	The simple fact of having a choice suddenly seemed paralysing. He could go into town, or he could just turn round and go back to the hospital. Or he could go for lunch at the Italian restaurant; there was no rule saying he had to spend his Acclimatisation wandering around the West End. The discovery of free will was agonising and exhilarating, even if it was only free will in a narrow sense – whatever he decided, he had to be back at the hospital in time for dinner. Perhaps that was the whole point of the exercise, to reintroduce him to the concept of Choice after weeks of having none. Perhaps one day he would have the choice of not going back to the hospital at all.

	If he had been given a choice, it seemed impolite not to exercise it. A southbound train came in. He chose.

	 

	After that, there were more excursions, and with each one came a gradual sense of relaxation. He still had to visit Aggie for spending money, but he was allowed to choose which day and time he wanted to go out, and eventually he was coming and going more or less as he pleased.

	One afternoon, returning from lunch in Mill Hill, he bumped into Bob in the entrance hall. They nodded hello to each other, then Bob said, “Oh, by the way, you can go home when you want.”

	Michael blinked at him. “I beg your pardon?”

	“You can go home.” Bob leaned forward and clapped Michael on the shoulder. “We’re all very pleased with your progress. Go and see Aggie when you’re ready, and she’ll make the arrangements.

	Michael found himself quite unable to think of anything to say.

	“It’s normal to feel a little bit overwhelmed, but we’re more than confident you’re up to it,” Bob told him. “We’ll be checking in from time to time, to make sure you’re settling nicely, but please don’t think we’re keeping tabs on you.”

	Michael said, “But…”

	“Or you could stay here a little longer, until you feel more comfortable with the idea,” Bob went on. “Entirely up to you, old son.”

	“You mean I’m all right again?” The concept seemed absurd.

	Bob chuckled. “Well, nobody’s exactly all right,” he said. “That was a psychiatrist joke, by the way,” he added. He clapped Michael on the shoulder again. “Really, you’ve made fantastic progress since we first met; you should be very proud of yourself.” He checked the time on his phone. “Got to go, but I’ll see you later. And don’t leave without saying goodbye, yes?” And with that, he walked away.

	Michael found himself completely flatfooted by the news. Upstairs, he stood in the middle of his room, his mind a blank. This little room, with its en suite shower and toilet, its little shelf of books, its rickety old wardrobe and chest of drawers, and its view out on the gardens at the back of the house, had been his home for… well, how long had it been? He couldn’t even remember his own home very clearly; it seemed ridiculous that he actually owned a house, when he had everything he needed right here in this one room. He sat down in the armchair by the window and looked out at fluffy white clouds ambling across the sky.

	Did he feel well? He couldn’t really remember what he had felt like before, so he had nothing to compare it to. Physically, he felt fine; he went for a long walk every day, and if the weather wasn’t very good he spent an hour or so on one of the exercise bikes in the basement Physical Therapy department. Mentally and emotionally? He had no idea. He seemed to be coping with the very simple demands his life here made of him, but that didn’t mean he would be able to cope in the wild.

	There didn’t seem to be any rush. He decided to leave it a couple of days, see how he felt after the weekend.

	On Monday, however, he didn’t feel any more confident. He mentioned this to Bob during their afternoon session, but Bob wasn’t overly worried. “Nobody’s going to push you, old chap,” he said.

	“I can’t stay here for ever, though, can I.”

	Bob thought about it. “Well, no,” he admitted. “This isn’t a nursing home per se. We like to send our residents back out into the world.” He made a note on the little pad balanced on his knee.

	Something occurred to Michael. “What happens to the ones you can’t?” he asked.

	Bob raised an eyebrow. “I’m sorry?”

	“You don’t cure everybody, do you?” Michael said. “The law of averages says there must be some you can’t help.”

	“We try not to think of it as a cure,” Bob said genially. “I’m inclined to resist absolutism.” They looked at each other for a moment, then Bob’s phone rang. He looked at its screen. “Sorry, old son,” he said. “I should answer this.” He put the phone to his ear and said, “Yes? Yes.” He looked at Michael. “Yes. Yes.” He hung up. “I’m afraid we’re going to have to cut this one short,” he told Michael, slipping the phone back into his pocket. “Something I need to attend to. Perhaps we can pick this up again tomorrow?”

	“Sure,” Michael said, but in the end they never did, quite.

	 

	A few days later, he decided the situation was ridiculous. If Bob and the doctors thought there was no reason to be there any more, all he was doing was taking up a bed that someone else might need. Eventually, he went to see Aggie, there was a flurry of form-signing, and less than twenty-four hours later he was standing outside the front of the house with his possessions neatly packed into three carrier bags, waiting for a cab.

	No one came to say goodbye. Not Bob nor Doctor Reese nor the Director or any of the doctors or nurses. He just stood outside the front door for five minutes and then a minicab driven by a young Asian man pulled up in front of him.

	“Cab for Brookes?” the driver asked.

	“That’s me,” Michael said, and without looking back he got into the taxi.

	It was only a few minutes’ drive from Mill Hill to Finchley, but it felt to Michael like the distance between the Earth and the Moon, and by the time the cab drew up outside his house beside Victoria Park he felt exhausted. He also realised, belatedly, that he had no money to pay the fare.

	“Already paid for, chief,” the driver said cheerfully. “All’s good. Have a nice day.”

	The cab drove off, leaving him standing on the pavement outside the house. He looked up at it, trying to make it fit into his memories. The window frames needed a lick of paint, but someone had been tending to the little front garden because it wasn’t notably overgrown. He looked both ways along the street, mentally logging parked cars and pedestrians. Across the road, beyond the park’s railings, he could see pensioners and dog walkers and young mothers with prams. He stepped forward through the gate.

	At the front door, he put his hand in his pocket and took out a small bunch of keys. There was a little cardboard tag attached to them with string, his name written on it in permanent marker in someone else’s handwriting. The keys felt unfamiliar to him, and he had to try twice before he found the right ones for the deadlock and the cylinder lock. The door was stiff as he pushed it open.

	Inside, the hallway was cold and smelled of furniture polish. On the hall stand, a stack of post almost six inches tall sat in a neat pile, and beside it a smaller pile of bills from Ania, his cleaner. Someone from the office must have got in touch with her and asked her to continue cleaning while he was away, but the courtesy clearly hadn’t extended to paying her. As he put the bills back on the table, he caught sight of himself in the mirror on the wall, a tall, gangly man a couple of months short of his sixtieth birthday with washed-out eyes and brown hair shot through with grey. It was quite a startling sight; there had been a mirror in his bathroom at the hospital, but he couldn’t recall actually having looked at himself in it, although, as he was clean-shaven, he assumed he must have. A barber had visited the hospital from time to time, but his hair was still longer than he remembered. There was a little calendar hanging on the wall beside the mirror, scenes from The Highlands. It was still turned to the page it had been when time stopped. Checking the date on his watch, he realised it had been five months ago. He stood thinking about that for a while.

	The house felt like a slightly shabby show-home, neat and clean and tidy but lacking a sense that anyone actually lived there, and he kept experiencing brief moments of dislocation when he didn’t know it at all, as if for a fraction of a second he wasn’t so much recognising it as populating it with memories. He looked into the living room and dining room, opened the door of the cupboard under the stairs, walked past his study and into the kitchen, where he finally put his carrier bags down on the floor. The back garden had been tended, too; the conifers at the far end had been trimmed and topped out, the lawn mown and the flower beds weeded. A rickety fence panel, loosened by a storm a couple of years earlier, had been replaced. He wondered what else had been done to his home while he was away.

	Seeing a charger sitting on one of the worktops, cable curled around it, he dug around in one of the bags and took out his phone. He had a dim memory of refusing to part with it – he thought he might have made quite an issue of it – but when he had regained himself enough to try and call someone he had found the battery was flat, and eventually it had been taken away for safekeeping. He plugged the charger into a socket, turned it on, connected the cable to the phone, and left it on the worktop while he carried his bags upstairs.

	Both bedrooms were neat and tidy, the beds made, carpets hoovered and surfaces dusted. The bathroom was clean, toiletries and bottles of shampoo and shower gel arranged on the shelves. He stood in the main bedroom for a while, looking out through the net curtains into the street, then he turned and went back to the spare bedroom and put his bags on the floor.

	Back downstairs, he took a key from a cupboard and walked down the garden to the shed. Here, again, was that faintly maddening sense of neatness. Whoever had been looking after the garden had cleaned and racked all the tools; the mower was hanging up on its pegs with its lead coiled around the handle. All the old bottles of weedkiller and boxes of grass seed were in a row on the back shelf, arranged according to size. Not even a cobweb. He took it for granted that he would be under observation, given the circumstances, but this was ridiculous. He was beginning to feel a distant sense of what might have been outrage that someone had been in his house and tidied everything up. Bob had told him that emotional reactions to situations were a good sign, although he seemed to recall that this had all started with emotional reactions in the first place.

	He suddenly felt very tired. He locked the shed and went back into the house, clicked the television onto one of the news channels and stretched out on the sofa with a cushion under his head. When he woke up again it was four hours later and it was starting to get dark and for a few alarming moments he had no idea where he was.

	Apart from three cans of Guinness, the fridge was empty. The only food in the house was either in the freezer or in tins, and he didn’t feel like cooking anyway, so he ordered a pizza, and when it arrived half an hour or so later it was delivered by Ismail himself, owner of the takeaway.

	Ismail was a tall, solemn man wearing a skull cap and jeans and a leather bomber jacket. “Been away, have we, Mister Brookes?” he asked.

	“Overseas posting,” Michael told him, which was what had been suggested he say to anyone who asked.

	“Thought we hadn’t heard from you for a while,” Ismail said, wrestling the pizza box out of its insulated bag and handing it over. “Anywhere nice?”

	“Bonn. Very dull.” Michael gave him two ten pound notes from the household budget jar in the kitchen. “Don’t worry about the change.”

	Ismail nodded. “That’s very kind of you,” he said, pocketing the money. “Enjoy your meal. And welcome back.”

	Michael found that he wasn’t terribly hungry after all, and he only ate a couple of slices washed down with a glass of water. He closed the pizza box and got up and finally went into the study.

	He turned on the light and stood in the doorway, looking around. There was the same sense of recently cleaned neatness. Desk at the window with his laptop on it, bookshelves, two small wooden filing cabinets, an armchair, an Aeron chair at the desk, half a dozen prints on the walls, West Country landscapes, mostly. Obviously, someone had been in here – there was no dust on the filing cabinets – but had anyone been in here? The keys to the filing cabinets and his desk were on the fob in his pocket, along with all his other keys, and they had been in safe keeping at the hospital with the rest of his possessions for five months, but Ania had a spare key to the front door and someone had obviously had access to the garden, so there was no knowing who had been tramping through the house. He supposed, considering what had happened, he would have to assume it had been searched, and he found the sense of invasion was not as great as he might have expected. There were, he had found down the years, procedures for everything. It wasn’t anything personal.

	He sat at the desk and unlocked the drawers and opened them one by one, but it was impossible to tell whether anything had been rearranged; he honestly couldn’t remember how they’d looked before he went away. In the bottom drawer was an envelope containing a thousand pounds in twenty pound notes. He took two hundred pounds out and put the rest back. He looked at the laptop but didn’t open the lid. It could wait till tomorrow.

	On one of the bookshelves was a framed photograph. In it, he was wearing jeans and boots and a waterproof jacket. There was no grey in his hair, and he was laughing. To his left there was a great expanse of rough, whitecapped sea, and to his right a cliff path wound away into the distance through gorse and heather. He had a little rucksack slung over one shoulder, and he remembered it had contained a thermos of coffee and two ham sandwiches made with doorsteps of fresh crusty white bread. Standing beside him was a short, sandy-haired woman. She was wearing walking gear as well, and she was grinning. They’d stopped a stranger, another walker on the path, to take the photo.

	“What we must never underestimate,” Bob had told him, “is the grief.”

	 


 

	Two

	 

	 

	The doctors at the hospital encouraged all the residents to have a balanced breakfast, even those, like Michael, who had spent their entire working lives starting their day with nothing more substantial than a slice of toast. Breakfast ran from half past six till nine, but if you went downstairs late you found that the food had been sitting under heat lamps for over an hour and was dried out and horrible, so he had grown used to waking early, and when he opened his eyes the next morning he experienced a moment of profound dislocation. Where was his room? Why did his bed feel different? Why was the light coming from another direction? He blinked, and blinked again, and felt most of the parts of the world settle into place.

	He sat up and swung his legs out of the bed, flexing his toes against the carpet. It felt disquietingly different to the carpet in his room at the hospital. He reached out for his meds, two small brown bottles on the bedside table, and tipped a tablet from each into his palm, one red and one blue . Meds were always taken first thing in the morning before food, never during or after. There were thirty pills in each bottle; the labels  only had his name printed on them, no dosage instructions or what the medication was or even the date and he had not been given a prescription form. He presumed that towards the end of the month, when his supply ran low, someone would be in touch to tell him what to do, although nobody had given him any guidance. He washed the pills down with a gulp of water and waited for a few minutes. As always, the pills had no discernible effect, and as always he wondered what would happen if he skipped them, just once. This had been a harmless little thought experiment while he was at the hospital and there were doctors available at a moment’s notice in case anything went wrong. Now, though, it just made him aware of how alone and unsupported he was.

	He showered and shaved. He microwaved a slice of pizza for breakfast, drank a cup of coffee with it, rinsed his plate and cup and put them in the dishwasher, and was walking along Ballard’s Lane towards Tesco by nine o’clock.

	Finchley had not changed at all while he was away, which was vaguely disappointing. He had been away almost half a year; he should have been greeted by a wall of skyscrapers and a monorail system, but it was just the same shops struggling gamely along in the face of whichever financial clustershambles was gripping the country at the moment, the same people putting a brave face on things, not because they were necessarily brave but because they had no other choice. Restaurants and cafés were offering lunchtime specials and all-you-can-eat Happy Hours. Traffic was busy and there seemed to be more people out and about, although that could have been his imagination. Some people were still wearing masks, but not very many.

	He stopped off at his bank and withdrew three thousand pounds in cash, and in Tesco he spent forty minutes or so pushing a trolley along the aisles, picking up essentials and other odds and ends. He was sorting through a tray of broccoli when he heard music coming from somewhere, the same few bars of an irritating tinny jingle repeated over and over again. He looked up, thinking it was coming from the store’s public address system or something, but it seemed closer to hand, and now fellow shoppers were giving him glances as they passed by, and he suddenly realised it was coming from his phone. He hadn’t heard it ring for five months and he’d entirely forgotten what it sounded like. He took it out of his pocket and looked at it for a few moments as if it was a baffling ancient magic charm. He touched the little green phone icon.

	“Old son,” Bob said. “How are you?”

	“I’m okay, I think. Just doing some shopping.”

	“Excellent. How’s that going?”

	Michael looked around him at the other shoppers. “It’s going all right, I suppose. It’s only Tesco.”

	“Don’t knock it, it’s a considerable advance. No anxiety? Disassociation? Memory lapses?”

	“How would I know?” He heard Bob sigh. “I’m okay, Bob. It’s all going very well.”

	“How about sleeping? Did you sleep all right?”

	He hadn’t felt able to use the main bedroom, so he’d spent the night in the spare bed. “Like a top,” he said.

	“Good, good. Sleep’s very important; we underestimate it.”

	“I’ve never underestimated sleep, I promise you.”

	“Great. Look, the reason I called, someone’s going to be popping by, just to introduce herself. Name of Jo. Jo does outreach. She’ll be the point of contact between you and us.”

	“Okay,” Michael said, although he didn’t see any need for a point of contact, particularly; he could walk to the hospital from here in an hour or so, if he set a good pace and took some shortcuts.

	“Good. Lunchtime work for you?”

	“I suppose. I won’t be doing anything.”

	“Great. Okay, you take care. I’ll be in touch again soon.”

	When Bob had hung up, Michael went back through the store to pick up a small carton of milk, in case his visitor took it in her tea and coffee.

	 

	Bob’s idea of ‘lunchtime’ was not quite the same as Michael’s; he was still putting his shopping away when the doorbell rang, and when he answered it he found a young woman wearing jeans and a hoodie standing outside.

	“Hi, Michael?” she said. “I’m Jo.” She held out a laminated card. “Bob called about me?”

	Michael leaned forward and read the card without touching it. It had the logo of the local hospital trust, and the usual out-of-date photo, and the name JoAnne Charnley. It gave her job description as ‘social worker’.

	“Is this a bad time?” she asked. “I can come back.”

	He looked at her. She was about his height, and she had short brown hair, and she was carrying a cheap leather-effect document case under her arm. “No, it’s okay,” he said. “I wasn’t busy. Come on in.”

	She put her hand in a pocket of her jeans and pulled out a piece of cloth. “Do you want me to mask up? Some people do.”

	The only people he had seen wearing masks in the hospital had been members of staff passing through the keypad-protected door to the Acute wing. “You don’t have to,” he said. “I’ve had my vaccinations.”

	“That doesn’t mean anything,” she told him. “My Gran’s had it twice and she’s had all her jabs.”

	“I’ve just spent threequarters of an hour wandering around Tesco’s and there wasn’t a soul there wearing a mask,” he told her. “I don’t mind if you don’t.”

	She looked at the piece of cloth. “I should,” she said. “Healthcare professional and all that.” She suddenly came to a decision and stuffed the mask back into her pocket. “But some things work better if people can see each other’s faces.” And she stepped through the door.

	As he led the way down the hall towards the kitchen, she said, “I’m sorry I wasn’t there yesterday; I should have been, just to say hello, but I had a bit of an emergency.”

	“Oh, that’s all right,” he said. “There wasn’t a lot of ceremony.”

	“Let me guess. They just put you in a cab, didn’t they.”

	“Yes.”

	He heard her sigh. “I’m sorry. I keep telling them. It’s such a simple little thing but it makes such a difference. Oh,” she said, seeing the groceries on the worktop. “You’ve been shopping.”

	“There wasn’t any food in the house. Please, sit down. Tea or coffee?”

	She pulled out a chair and sat at the kitchen table. “Only if you’re making one.”

	“I was just about to sit down with a cuppa,” he said, switching the kettle on.

	“I’ll have a coffee, then,” she said. “Black, two sugars, please.” She settled the document case in her lap, unzipped it, and dipped a hand inside. “Before I forget, I want to give you this.” She put a business card on the table. “It’s got my phone number and my email address, in case you want to get in touch.”

	“Thanks.” He spooned grounds into the two-cup cafetiere, took a couple of mugs out of the cupboard.

	“Did Bob tell you what I do?” She put a spiral notepad and a pen on the table and propped the document case against her chair.

	“He said something about outreach.”

	She pulled a face. “Kind of. I’ll be popping in once or twice a week, as often as you want, just to see how you’re doing, if you need anything, that kind of thing. I’m not a probation officer or anything. Just someone to chat to, if you need a chat.”

	“All right,” he said. “Thank you.”

	“It can be a bit of a shock, leaving somewhere people have looked after you. If you have any trouble coping, you must let me know.”

	“I will,” he promised. The kettle boiled. He poured water into the cafetiere, gave it a stir, popped the plunger on and brought it over to the table with the mugs. “So,” he said, sitting down across from her.

	“I’m employed by the local hospital trust,” she told him, “but I’m also on a retainer from your employers, so I’m fully vetted. But my clearance isn’t very high, so you should be careful what you tell me or we’ll both be in trouble.”

	“And we wouldn’t want that. Don’t we have our own… um… outreach workers?”

	She shrugged. “Once upon a time, maybe. Outsourcing’s gone through a lot of industries like a bad dance craze. I’m not complaining, particularly; the money’s not bad. It’s the paperwork that kills you.”

	He smiled and pressed down the plunger on the cafetiere, poured their coffee, nudged the sugar bowl towards her. “So, what do we do? Word association? Rorschach tests?”

	She shuddered. “Gods, no. I’m not a psychiatrist. I’m just a social worker, like it says on the badge.” She spooned sugar into her coffee and stirred it. “How are you?”

	“It’s still a little early to tell, really. It’s all a bit of an adventure at the moment.”

	“I know it’s a bit of a cliché, but you really have to be kind to yourself. Take it at your own pace. Have you been in touch with your employers?”

	When his phone had recharged, he had checked and found there were no messages or emails or missed calls at all, from anyone, which seemed rather sad. He said, “Not a word.”

	“Well, there’s no rush. Do you need anything?”

	He shook his head. “I don’t think so.”

	“I know you’ll be okay for medication because you only left the hospital yesterday. When things are going well the temptation’s going to be to think you don’t need them any more.” She saw the look on his face. “You’ve been thinking about it, haven’t you. Well, don’t worry, everyone does. But you have to watch out for it.”

	“I plan to be a good boy,” he said, putting sugar in his own coffee. “One day at a time, right?”

	She looked at him. “I won’t kid you and say it gets easier, because a lot of times it doesn’t. It’s a long, hard slog.”

	“Everyone seems determined to be rather downbeat,” Michael told her, remembering some of the things Bob had said.

	She thought about that. “It’s important that we’re honest,. Try to be optimistic without just patting you on the head and telling you everything’s going to be all right.”

	“I don’t mind being told everything’s going to be all right. So long as it turns out that way.”

	She smiled. “Well, let’s try to make sure it does turn out that way.” She sipped her coffee. “It’s important to remember that this isn’t a test. There’s no right or wrong way to do it, and there’s no prize at the end.”

	“Not even a certificate?”

	She shrugged. “I can knock you up a certificate, if you want. I could probably find someone mildly important to sign it, too.”

	He smiled. “There’s no need. I’m not really motivated by rewards.”

	“That makes you unusual, these days. Also, I should tell you that there’s no cut-off date, so we’re not working to a deadline. I’ll be available as long as you think I’m helping; when you think you’re ready to knock it on the head, just let me know. I won’t take it personally.”

	“What if you don’t think we’re ready to knock it on the head?”

	“Then I’ll give you my opinion and we’ll take it from there, but there’s no point in me turning up twice a week if you don’t want me here. It wastes my time and it wastes yours.”

	He thought about it. “Suppose I decide I want to knock it on the head right now?”

	She gave him a long stare. “Michael,” she said, “are you going to be one of the awkward ones?”

	He laughed and sat back. “No,” he said. “I promise. I just want a quiet life.”

	“Good,” she said, opening her notebook to a blank page. “That’s all any of us want.” She wrote the date at the top of the page and said, “So. How are you feeling?”

	He thought about it. “Unmoored,” he said. “A bit adrift, really.”

	She made a note. “That’s entirely normal when you’ve just left an institution.” She stopped and thought about it. “That sounds awful, doesn’t it? Institution? You’ve just spent five months in a place where everything’s been taken care of for you and help was never more than a few seconds away. Now you’ve got to rely on yourself, and that can be a bit dislocating. It will pass, I promise.” She glanced at the shopping bags on the worktop. “You did your shopping, which is good. You identified a problem and set out to solve it. You’d be surprised how many of my clients just sit at home, completely frozen, waiting for somebody to come along and sort it out for them.”

	“Acclimatisation,” he said.

	She raised an eyebrow. “Excuse me?”

	“At the hospital, they made us practice doing everyday things like shopping. They call it Acclimatisation.”

	She nodded. “Well, it seems to work, so that’s good.” She made a couple more notes.

	“What happens to those?” he asked, nodding at the notebook. “Do you file reports?”

	She looked up. “In triplicate, usually,” she said. “One copy to the referring authority, one to the Trust via my line manager, one for my files. In your case it’s a little different. Just the one copy, to the referring authority, which is your therapist, Doctor Bentley.”

	“Bob.”

	She shrugged. “I don’t know anything about him. As far as I’m concerned he’s just a signature at the bottom of a memo.”

	“So what happens to your notes?”

	“I write up my report and then I shred them.” Jo clasped her hands on top of her notebook. “I don’t know who you are or what you do, and I don’t want to know. What brought you here doesn’t concern me, although obviously I’m sorry it happened to you, whatever it was. I’m just here to help you with… this.” She gestured at the kitchen and the wider world outside. “To be honest it’s a pain having to get rid of my notes. Fortunately, I only have a couple of clients at the moment, so I can work from memory.”

	“I’m sorry,” he said. “It’s none of my business; I shouldn’t have asked.”

	“You have every right to ask, Michael,” she said seriously. “You have agency. You mustn’t ever forget that.”

	“All right,” he said.

	“Okay.” She looked down at the notebook again. “Is there anything you need?”

	“I can’t think of anything right now. It might be useful to know what my status is with work, but that’s not vital for the moment.”

	Jo jotted another note. “Haven’t they written to you?”

	He thought of the pile of letters on the hall table. “Maybe. I haven’t checked yet.”

	Another note. “They should have done, but if not, let me know and I’ll give them a poke.”

	The thought of anyone below Cabinet Office level giving the department a ‘poke’ was rather charming. Michael thought he would like to be a fly on the wall when that happened. “I’ll check later.”

	She nodded, still writing. “Let me know either way, yeah?”

	“Will do.”

	She put down her pen, sat back, and smiled at him. “Well, it’s still early days, but it’s a promising start.”

	“Is it?”

	“As I said, some of my clients are like rabbits caught in the headlights for the first few days. I have a feeling you won’t be one of those.”

	“Well, that’s good to hear.”

	“There was one more thing I wanted to ask. When I get a client, the Trust sends me a sheet with a potted bio – name, address, age, stuff like that – and on yours the next of kin box is blank.”

	“Yes,” he said.

	She tipped her head to one side. “No one?”

	“Not a soul.”

	“No uncles or aunties?” Michael shook his head. “Cousins? In-laws?”

	“Sorry, no.”

	“That must be weird,” she said. “I’ve got an extended family the size of a small country. You should see us at weddings.”

	“In practice, if anything happened to me, a flag would go up somewhere and Human Resources would be notified,” he said. “I don’t think I’m breaking the Official Secrets Act telling you that.”

	“It must feel lonely. Just you and HR.”

	“Not really. I’m surviving.” They both knew that not so long ago this had not been remotely true.

	“Well,” she said, closing the notebook. “Let’s see if we can get you doing better than just surviving, eh?” She took a swallow of coffee. “This is really good; what brand is it?”

	Michael shrugged. “I can’t remember. I probably got it from Tesco’s.”

	“Let me know if you ever find out.” She put her notebook back in her document case and took out a diary, bulked out with many inserted pieces of paper and post-it notes. “When can I visit again? Wednesday all right for you?”

	“Wednesday’s fine,” he told her.

	“Okay.” She opened the diary and leafed through it until she found the right page. “Same time?”

	“That’s good for me.”

	“Good. Wednesday about half past ten.” She made a note, closed the diary, zipped it and her pen into the document case, and sat smiling at him. “So, I’ll be off if there’s nothing else.”

	“I’m sorry I couldn’t give you more to do.”

	“Oh, don’t be.” She stood up. “I like a nice quiet client. But if there’s anything at all…”

	“I’ll be in touch,” he said, getting to his feet. “I promise.”

	He walked her to the door and watched her go down the path and out the gate, and she crossed the street to cut through the park and onto the main road. When he closed the front door the silence of the house seemed to lean down on him again.

	 

	“I know it sounds like a cliché, but keeping busy can really help,” Bob had told him. “Simple, repetitive tasks are good and they can give you a sense of being in control of the world around you. Even an hour or so doing the hoovering can be therapeutic.”

	The house wasn’t exactly in need of cleaning, but there was stuff he could keep himself busy with. The clothes he’d brought back from the hospital smelled of whatever industrial detergent they used in the laundry room, so he put them in the washing machine. He washed up the mugs he and Jo had used and tidied the kitchen. That brought him up to lunchtime. He made a sandwich and another jug of coffee. Then he washed and tidied up again.

	He took the vacuum cleaner out of the cupboard under the stairs and hoovered the living room and the hallway and the stairs. He didn’t hurry. He waited for the promised therapeutic effects to kick in, but they never did. Maybe he was doing it wrong. He sat for a while watching the news. The economy was in crisis. The Prime Minister seemed not to have a clue what to do. The Bank of England was floundering. It was as if he’d never been away. A minor Royal he’d never heard of had driven their Range Rover into the front of a branch of Argos in Canterbury, whether by accident or design was not discussed. Some kind of natural disaster had occurred on the Dutch coast, but he couldn’t make sense of the aerial footage and nobody seemed to have been hurt. A mass shooting at a mall in Sacramento. A teenager stabbed to death in West London. The search for a missing care worker in Shropshire was in its second week. He had always suspected that the news they were allowed to see in the hospital was carefully curated so as not to upset the residents, and it was a bit of a shock to encounter the raw unfiltered product again. He didn’t suppose it was doing him any good. On another channel a scientist was explaining to a journalist, who was boggling mildly on the audience’s behalf, that there was a nontrivial chance that the Cosmos was a colossal simulation.

	“The whole Universe and everything in it and all its backstory could have suddenly come into existence eight months ago, and we wouldn’t be able to tell,” he said.

	“How’s that different from God?” asked the journalist.

	“This has nothing to do with God,” the scientist said sternly.

	No, Michael thought, that would not have gone down well with the residents at the hospital, for many of whom Reality was already troublesome. He turned the television off. 

	At around five, he went back into the kitchen, heated up the oven and put the chicken in to roast. Later he ate a leg and a wing with potatoes and green beans. Afterwards, he did the washing up, removed the remaining leg and wing from the chicken,  and put them in freezer bags along with the breasts. If he was careful and mildly inventive he could make a chicken last almost a week, and he could boil up the carcass with some vegetables for soup.

	He took the pile of post from the hall table into the study and sat at his desk sorting through it. Junk mail – the majority of it from local estate agents – went straight in the bin. Utilities were all on direct debits and standing orders, but he was enough of a dinosaur to like having paper bills for his records. He opened the envelopes, and it seemed that the gas and electricity companies were still determined to suck the country dry before their associated hedge funds moved on to another unsuspecting nation. There was indeed a formal letter from HR acknowledging the status of his sick leave; it was so devoid of human warmth that it might as well have been written by a machine. A couple of letters from his local health centre asking him to get in touch to arrange an appointment. A letter from a hospital trust in Northwick Park inviting him to take part in a bowel cancer screening study. Not much, really, for five months.

	He put most of the money he’d withdrawn that morning into an envelope to pay Ania, wrote her name on the front, and propped it up against the desk lamp, then he sat back in the chair and looked out of the window. Outside, shadows were gathering under the trees at the bottom of the garden. The sky was a pale, translucent blue streaked with clouds lit orange with the sunset. A squirrel bounded across the lawn, took an impossible-looking leap at the fence, and was gone into next door’s garden.

	There was an unopened half-bottle of Famous Grouse and a glass in one of the drawers. He took them out and put them on one side of the desk. The surface of the glass was clean and shiny, not a mark on it. He turned on the lamp and then leaned down until his cheek was resting on the desktop. Looking across the surface, he thought he could make out a single faint smear on part of the desk he hadn’t touched since he got back, where someone had missed polishing the wood quite properly. When, he wondered, did one surrender wholly to paranoia?

	 

	The next morning, after breakfast, he mowed the lawn, and while he was weeding one of the flowerbeds – not that it really needed it, whoever had been looking after the garden had done as thorough a job as whoever had looked after the house – Jill from next door came out and stood looking over the fence.

	“I thought I heard you moving around in there,” she said.

	On his knees at the edge of the flowerbed, Michael sat back and looked at her. “Yes, that’s me back, Jill. Been on a business trip.”

	“Anywhere nice?”

	“Not really. Five months in Bonn.” He performed a comic shudder that made her laugh. “Very dull. How’s you?”

	“Not so bad, thanks. Oscar was poorly for a little while, but he’s okay now.” Oscar was Jill’s cat. Jill was a stout, white-haired woman in her late sixties. Her husband, the mildly racist Gavin, had died the previous year. Michael remembered having attended his funeral, but could remember no details about it, and he thought that was a sign that storm clouds had been gathering, even back then. He got slowly to his feet, hating the stiffness in his knees.

	“I didn’t know what to think when I saw that black boy in your garden,” Jill volunteered, reminding him that she wasn’t exactly PC herself. “I almost called the police.”

	 “I’m sorry about that,” he told her. “I should have said something, but it was all a bit of a rush. A colleague over there fell ill and they needed someone to fill in. You know how it is.”

OEBPS/cover.jpeg
TCHINSG

i





OEBPS/images/image2.jpeg





