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      This book is dedicated to Chocka - my daughter’s imaginary friend.

      Like Chocka, this book is a work of fiction, plucked from my imagination, and it is in no way, shape or form, real.

      Sadly Chocka is long gone, so there’s no one to blame when things go wrong. So if you do find anything wrong with this book, it’s probably my fault.
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      Elijah Cone’s fingers looked more like sausages than the unrecognizable items on his plate, which he'd been told were, in fact, sausages. His appetite fled after prodding them with his fork. The thud of cutlery in the dining room reflected how the rest of the folks felt about the evening meal. The insipid chatter between people who still thought the Watergate saga was newsworthy seemed to be the only accompaniment to the metallic clang of knives and forks on industrial crockery, along with dentures masticating the sorry excuse for supper they'd all been served.

      “You not eating, Elijah?” asked Benson.

      Elijah looked up and shook his head. “Not today, Benson, it hurts too much holding the knife. It's a shame when it looks so fine.”

      “You want me to cut it up for you?”

      Anger briefly flared in Elijah's eyes. The orderly meant no harm, but no one liked being babied. It hadn’t been a lie, what he’d told the other man. Cutting the sausages had sent a flame of pain so sharp through his knuckles, he thought he'd sawed off his own fingers.

      He shook his head and watched as Benson turned his attention to another resident.

      Abandoning his meal, Elijah shuffled back to his room. He didn’t belong here. His place was on the field with a whistle clamped between his teeth and a team of jocks hanging off his every word. And now Elijah Cone — the coach of champions — couldn’t even cut up his own sausages.

      Shutting his bedroom door, he lowered himself into the armchair he’d brought with him. A luxury item they’d called it. He could’ve brought a television too if he’d wanted, but there was no chance of that — he didn’t care to watch anymore. He didn’t want to chance seeing any footage of the game he’d once loved. You couldn't trust television programming these days; you never knew when the networks might slip in game highlights or breaking news about the players. Reading was his only pleasure now.

      Picking up a biography of a long-dead actress — where the likelihood of reading about football was as slim as experiencing any joy in the Rose Haven Retirement Home — he settled down to fill the hours before lights out, like an eight-year-old waiting for his mom to kiss him goodnight.

      The minutiae of the movie star's lackluster life sent Elijah to sleep. A sleep fractured by the half-heard screams of someone else. Someone from his dreams. Someone from a lifetime ago. Or perhaps someone from down the hall?
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        * * *

      

      Benson knocked on Elijah’s door before letting himself in. Prising a book from the sleeping man's talon-like hands, he covered Elijah with a blanket. The poor guy needed better pain meds. And not for the first time, Benson damned the insurance companies for refusing to fund effective arthritis treatments.

      Making a notation on his clipboard, Benson slipped out of the room, closing the door behind him. Tomorrow he'd ask Doctor Perry to prescribe something for Elijah, something stronger than what the old guy was on now. Doctor Perry really was a miracle worker, and the one good thing about the Rose Haven Retirement Home.
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        * * *

      

      Benson wasn’t the only orderly doing the rounds that night. Ricky Donovan snaked his way past an overstuffed armchair, a rainbow-colored crocheted rug, and a magazine rack heaving with copies of every gossip magazine ever produced, before reaching the old oak bureau on the opposite wall.

      “For fuck's sake!” he hissed as he stubbed his toe on another crate of magazines beside the bed. The old hag hadn’t followed the bloody rules — one piece of personal furniture each. One. There were fucking rules for a reason.

      With his eyes acclimating to the dark, Ricky grinned as he spied what he’d come for. Pocketing an ornate silver frame from on top of the TV, he carefully retraced his steps — avoiding the crate. The old bat probably wouldn’t even notice it was missing. This room wasn’t on his duty list so he knew he wouldn’t get the blame if she did complain in the morning. Management would chalk it up to early-onset dementia, or something like that.

      The woman groaned, and Ricky froze, or rather he froze as much as he could given the incessant itching under his skin. It felt like tiny bugs were running relays through his arteries. He scratched at the bugs, reopening a series of older scabs. Fresh blood blossomed, staining the once white sleeves of his uniform.

      Satisfied that she was still asleep, Ricky tiptoed out of the room, oblivious to the movement of the woman pulling her bedcovers up to her chin, her old nose wrinkling at the sour odor left behind by his departure.
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      Doctor Perry tugged at his sleeves. No matter how he hung his jacket, the fabric always looked as if he’d slept in it. He’d thought about investing in a better-quality suit, but that would be an extravagance. His clients didn’t care how he dressed. Most of the time, they couldn't dress themselves.

      He checked his schedule. Appointments filled the page, each patient allocated twelve minutes, leaving three minutes to write up his notes and prepare for the next one. Would it be possible to shave another minute off each appointment and fit in one more patient? He'd ask his receptionist to look into it. The extra income would be most welcome.

      His smile widened as he considered Molly. A talented receptionist and an efficient patient wrangler. Better than the last one—less curious. He’d found that an essential trait in an employee. Curious staff were a liability.

      He smiled at the regular booking for the Rose Haven Retirement Resort in his diary. Elderly patients without family made for profitable patients. He didn’t want long-term relationships with his patients. Having an old folks' home on his books had been a boon to his bottom line. He chuckled over the word Resort—the Rose Haven was as far removed from a resort as possible. Reeking of cabbage and urine, it housed pensioners too poor to go anywhere else—the dregs of a throwaway society. No one wanted them. No one except Doctor Perry.

      Doctor Perry pressed the button for the intercom. “Molly, please send through the first patient.”

      His first appointment was with Clarita Swann, a new patient. Before any new patient walked through the door, there was that delicious moment of not knowing whether they might be ideal for the little sideline he had running. Today, he might be lucky. She might be the one.
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      Elijah stared out his bedroom window. He wasn’t antisocial, but there was a television in the communal lounge, and even from here, the game was loud. If he ventured into the lounge, people might ask his opinion on the midfield or for deep insights about the field goals. No, it was safer waiting here until lunchtime.

      It was a Wednesday, which meant meatloaf was on the menu. He’d be able to manage that, along with the limp lettuce masquerading as a salad, which usually accompanied the meatloaf, followed by a tub of Jell-O for dessert. What was the reasoning behind serving Jell-O to the residents of a retirement home? Understandable at a kindergarten, which was a far more appropriate place for Jell-O. Mind you, he had his own teeth, while half of the other residents gummed their food to death. It was depressing to think that he could have a couple of decades of Jell-O Wednesdays ahead of him.

      His room looked out onto the road, where commuters and dog walkers kept him amused. He’d created lives for the regular passersby, including Rat Lady—an old woman with a rodent-sized dog. Elijah had no time for anything smaller than a Labrador. Small dogs were a waste of space.

      The Rat Lady always wore a long beige trench coat, regardless of the weather, and Elijah imagined that the coat was because she didn't bother changing out of her pajamas to walk the dog in the mornings. If she wore pajamas at all? He'd also noticed that she averted her eyes when she passed, as if merely looking at the dilapidated Rose Haven, she risked being sucked in.

      Elijah checked his wristwatch. Unlike his own ticker, it never missed a beat. Any moment now, School Mom would hurry past, wielding an enormous stroller like a Normandy landing craft. Dawdling behind would be her twins—two boys of such a likeness, he considered it unnatural.

      For weeks he’d examined them as they walked by, looking for differences—did one dawdle more than the other? Was there an affectation to a smile or a gesture? He continued his quest today, watching the children in their matching shorts struggle under identical backpacks.

      A commotion in the corridor caught his attention. He hoped it wouldn’t impact morning tea, although he wouldn’t be missing much—lukewarm tea and cookies well past their use-by date. He mourned the days of muffins slathered with butter and washed down with a mug of strong coffee.

      Coffee wasn’t offered to the residents at the Rose Haven, despite its scent filling the halls. He knew it was available—just not for the inmates, which is what he considered himself. It also lingered on the breath of the staff, most of whom seemed to revel in making the residents’ lives as uncomfortable as possible, probably in an effort to push them all into an early grave.

      Retirement homes were all about the churn, turning the residents over as quickly as possible without resorting to holding a pillow over their heads. Every time one of them died, the next person who moved in had to pay more for the privilege of living there.

      Elijah jumped at a solid thud against his door, followed closely by loud cries from the corridor. His curiosity piqued, he leveraged himself out of his chair, trying not to use his damaged hands more than necessary.

      His jaw clenched against the pain as Elijah grasped the door handle. Opening the door was an almost insurmountable obstacle every day—the pressure required to turn the doorknob felt like thousands of glass shards were embedded in his hands. He swallowed his pain to avoid drawing the attention of the nurses who were already in a lather over the disruption in the hall. Any deviation from the prescribed daily program wasn’t tolerated at the Rose Haven, and retribution was always swift.

      Elijah peered through the open door. Two orderlies were sitting on old Johnny Paulson, with a flustered nurse standing over them, yelling into her radio, summoning help from the bowels of hell. This was the most entertained Elijah had been since moving in. He’d offer to help, but knowing the vindictiveness of the staff, he held his tongue.

      Frightened faces appeared around identical doors decorating the corridor's edges. It was worth missing morning tea to watch this play out, and Elijah momentarily forgot his all-consuming pain.
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      Clarita Swann had presented with a minor skin complaint, one a simple over-the-counter steroid cream would have solved. There'd really been no need for her to see a doctor, but with another seven minutes left of her appointment, Doctor Perry had taken the time to check her blood pressure, temperature, and weight — all normal procedures for new patients. But he'd also asked some additional questions... questions uniquely peculiar to his medical practice. They gave a well-rounded overview of a patient's background, including family, friendships, and relationships. Fortunately, most of his patients never thought to question why he needed to know.

      Doctor Perry recorded the answers in his own form of shorthand, which was illegible to anyone else. He filed his handwritten notes alphabetically in floor-to-ceiling bookshelves in his office. Some files were fatter than others, while some were as slender as a fingernail. He didn’t trust computers; they were too easy to access remotely, and so he maintained this anachronism.

      “Miss Swann—” “Clarita is fine,” she replied. “Your results are nothing too concerning, but I want to monitor your blood pressure. For your age, it’s too high for my liking. Are you under much stress?” Doctor Perry steepled his fingers and smiled as Clarita seemed to squirm in her seat. When patients became nonverbal, he could tell they were holding something back. “You don’t have to tell me now, but I want you to come back in a fortnight so we can run more tests. We need to manage this before it gets out of hand. How about I write a prescription for your eczema and add some pills to help with your anxiety? I know from personal experience that moving to a new town can be stressful...” Clarita began to protest, but Doctor Perry cut her off. “These pills are all natural. I try not to prescribe my patients conventional drugs. These ones are a remedy of my own design, to ease things for people suffering the beginnings of stress. I’ll see you again in two weeks, and look, I’m sure there's nothing to worry about, but if there is, we can talk through some treatment options then.”

      After escorting Clarita to the door, Doctor Perry returned to his desk and drew a small red circle in the upper right-hand corner of Clarita's file. A circle no bigger than a newborn’s tiny fingerprint, which amused him.

      Clarita Swann’s appointment had at least demonstrated that he could shave a minute from future consultations. He’d track the feasibility of any potential time savings for another week before instructing Molly to amend the appointment scheduler. After all, medicine was all about evidence.

      Doctor Perry checked his watch. He had enough time to go to the bathroom and wash his hands before seeing his next patient. Hygiene was such an important part of good health, and it was a shame that more people didn’t subscribe to that belief. But then again, if they did, they probably wouldn’t be in his waiting room.

      

      After making another appointment with the receptionist, Clarita left the doctor’s office. She'd thought she'd felt fine coming in, apart from the ugly rash on her hands of course, but once the nice doctor had queried her stress levels, she'd felt the weight of the world descend upon her shoulders. And she felt sluggish, as if any energy she'd once had had vanished overnight. If she was being honest with herself, she hadn't felt like herself since leaving her family and moving to Florida for a fresh start.

      If it was stress causing the rash on her hands, it was a relief he'd prescribed something natural to help. She hated doctors who wrote out scripts for antidepressants like candy. This one seemed half decent, and she had a good feeling about Doctor Perry. After all, he was the doctor, and he would know best...
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      The orderlies had dragged Johnny Paulson away, leaving behind a foul puddle of urine on the carpet. As the nurse called for another orderly to clean up the mess, the wet patch seemed to mock the other residents as they sidled past on their way to morning tea.

      A subdued atmosphere blanketed the dining room as word of Paulson’s fight in the corridor spread through Rose Haven faster than a bout of dysentery. By the time the news reached Elijah's table, the tale had grown to epic proportions, and Elijah was told that Paulson had fought off three nurses before being brought down with a tranquilizer gun.

      Elijah had seen what had subdued Paulson, which was the embarrassment of wetting himself in public at the rough hands of an orderly not paid enough to care. So much for society promising to look after its elderly. It seemed that living at Rose Haven was now no worse than dying at home alone and having your corpse gnawed on by feral cats and well-fed rats.

      Elijah drank his tea quietly as he remembered how Johnny Paulson had begged to get up, swearing that he was looking for the toilet. That he’d been confused and had gone into the wrong room. It was easily done; the corridors were all painted an identical insipid beige with the only decor being bargain-bin planters of plastic ferns covered in decades of dust.

      Elijah would never forget the anguish on Paulson’s face, nor the venom in the voice of the nurse as she instructed the orderlies to drag Paulson to the sick bay.

      As always, Elijah rebuked any efforts at conversation from his table companions, refusing to be drawn into any discussion about Paulson. He wasn’t here to make friends. He was here to die.

      Elijah finished his drink and hurried from the room as best as he could on his failing arthritic knees. He should have had knee surgery, with implants of top-of-the-line titanium knees, but he’d been too scared. He’d seen too many surgeries go wrong. Now, there were knives under his kneecaps, and in every finger and joint. He was a living Freddy Krueger instead of the Bionic Man.

      Back in his room, Elijah twitched the curtains open. He preferred his own miserable company, but once a day, he enjoyed a tiny moment of joy. Every day, regardless of the weather, a woman would jog past and smile up at his window, a creature of habit. He too had his habits. He woke up, had his breakfast, and then a shower — if it was his allocated day for a tepid rinse. Federal prisoners were treated better than pensioners, although he didn’t deserve the luxury of prison. This living hell was the punishment he deserved.

      Sitting silently in his chair, Elijah breathed through the minutes, isolating the pain in his hands. He’d allow himself to feel it later, but for now he’d savor the simple pleasure of watching a woman jogging.

      And there she was. Her legs moving rhythmically, her top a kaleidoscope of colors, her body sculpted from shiny black marble, with a luscious ponytail swinging behind her. His youthful self imagined it loose across his pillow, although not at Rose Haven, where the industrial pillowcases were as gritty as the desert. Elijah laughed at the absurdity of his thoughts — the thoughts of a decrepit old man imprisoned behind glass.

      From the corner of his eye, he noticed the Rose Haven's van reversing out from its spot in front of reception. He’d never been in the van, despite the admission documents claiming that the sign-written vehicle was used for taking groups of happy residents to the theater and on vineyard tours... all lies. As far as Elijah knew, the only people who used the van were staff on emergency runs for cigarettes and candy — luxuries forbidden to the residents. But today... today he could see Johnny Paulson in the back of the van, and he was staring straight at Elijah.

      Elijah switched his attention to the jogger, just in time to see her drop her head to check her phone, earphones snaking into her ears. Was she changing the music or sending a message? Whatever it was, it meant she wasn’t looking where she was going. Elijah turned back to see Johnny hammering on the van's windows, his out-of-character behavior clearly distracting the minimum wage driver, who looked ready to knock Johnny Paulson into next week once he got a chance...

      Bart Stubbs — an orderly known as Smokey, sat behind the wheel. Smokey spent more time smoking in the courtyard than he did working. He smoked come rain or shine, day or night, summer or winter... and today he was driving, and smoking, and yelling at Johnny. And the beautiful jogger never, ever stood a chance.

      The official Rose Haven Retirement Resort van backed into the woman. The speed and impact of the reversing van jackknifed her in the middle, swallowing her black lycra-clad legs, and consuming the entirety of her ponytail and smiling face in one mechanical gulp.

      Elijah lunged at the window, railing his damaged hands against the window in a futile effort to push the woman to safety.

      Doors opened and slammed shut. Someone screamed. Voices tainted with fear filtered in through the window. Elijah wanted to help but he had nothing to add. He had no skills to assist. What use could he be anyway? He was a useless old man, a burden to society, and he'd learned that it was better not to get involved.

      The wail of approaching sirens joined the voices on the sidewalk. Nurses and admin staff circled the van like sharks around a swimmer. Someone had turned the engine off, which was the wrong decision, as the revving engine had at least drowned out Paulson’s manic screams. Not a sound could be heard from the jogger...

      The paramedics showed more professionalism than all the Rose Haven’s nurses and orderlies put together. The jogger was loaded onto a stretcher and into the back of the ambulance faster than Elijah had thought physically possible. And just before the ambulance doors closed, Elijah saw a small flutter from the jogger’s hand. Against all odds, she was still alive.

      As the ambulance sped away, its emergency lights flashing in concert with the waves of pain in his fingers, Elijah sank into his chair. Tears unexpectedly welled in his eyes. The jogger was alive, but he doubted that she would ever run again, which turned his world a little grayer, and nudged him one step closer to death. Good. Death was what he deserved...
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      Doctor Perry ran his eyes down the list, smiling as he reached the final patient's name. He always scheduled his special patients for the end of the day, after he had sent his receptionist home.

      In his neat cursive handwriting, he made a notation in the margin of the schedule, a smile playing on his lips until he accidentally smudged the ink, leaving a blood-like smear of red on the paper. It didn't matter; he wouldn’t need the schedule for much longer. It was almost time to move on, and he planned to tell his patients that he was retiring, choosing to close the clinic completely as he didn’t want the bother of trying to sell it in this market. He considered it prudent to quit before anyone started asking questions, but he still had a few late-night appointments ahead of him — patients whose treatments he wanted to complete. Experience had shown him that it was important to quit when you were ahead.

      Recapping his fountain pen, he slipped it into his pocket. It was time for the first patient of the day.

      A blushing Molly was still laughing at something the patient had said as she showed him into Doctor Perry's office. Doctor Perry noticed her shooting a final appreciative glance towards the patient before she closed the consulting room door. It was annoying, but Molly would have to be dealt with soon. It just didn’t pay to let the staff get too familiar with the patients. That was another lesson he'd learned over the years.

      “I’m surprised to see you again so soon. Is it that same joint pain, again?” Doctor Perry consulted Don Jury’s patient file but knew by heart what the notes said. This appointment was hardly a surprise; they always came back, especially those with a red circle in the corner of their file.

      “That's kind of why I'm here, Doc! The pain in my knees has completely disappeared; they feel like they did when I was playing football in my twenties. This time, it's my shoulder. Years ago I had some issues with my bursa joint and it’s flared up again.”

      Doctor Perry stared at the man, waiting for more.

      “It's probably because of all the swimming I did on my cruise last month. That damn boat had the best swimming pool, big enough for actual dolphins. I swam every day, which seems to have reignited the damage to my shoulder.”

      “And you thought of my joint tonic?”

      Don Jury nodded. For a man his age, he carried no extra weight, and his previous blood tests hadn’t shown any drug use, illicit or otherwise. Apart from overexercising in his youth, Don Jury was as healthy as a man of sixty could hope to be.

      Doctor Perry's tone changed, “I’ll need to run my usual tests — check your cholesterol and iron levels, but yes, I think my joint tonic will definitely help relieve the bursitis symptoms. Come through to my examination room and let's check that shoulder.”

      Doctor Perry made a show of rotating the man’s shoulder, noting that Jury's skin was unmarred by any childhood scarring apart from a circular tuberculosis vaccination mark on his upper arm.

      “We should be able to fix this up in no time because I can’t feel any serious damage in there. I'll administer a dose of my tonic today and we'll make an appointment for you to come back and see me next week. One more dose of tonic and your shoulder should be as right as rain after that, just like your knees.”

      Doctor Perry measured out a milky dose from a brown glass bottle, the viscous liquid moving as if it had a life of its own. Doctor Perry eyed up the dose before tipping a drop back into the bottle. It wouldn’t do to overdose the patient. He had to be careful. He’d made errors in the past which still haunted him, although he hadn’t had any accidents for a long time. And it had to stay that way until he moved on.

      Doctor Perry watched Don Jury drain the liquid in one gulp, cringing at the sight of Jury's pink tongue snaking out of his mouth to lick the rim clean.

      “Ten minutes in the waiting room to be safe, and then you're free to go.” Doctor Perry smiled as he noted the tonic already taking effect. The next appointment for this patient would go well if he was reacting this fast to such a small dose.

      As Don Jury returned to reception, Doctor Perry overheard him chatting with Molly. The easy banter between the pair made him uncomfortable, but there was no point worrying about it now; he would sort it out soon enough. Receptionists needed to concentrate on their work, not their relationships.

      

      The rest of his day progressed as normal, and when Doctor Perry stopped for lunch to eat his chicken sandwich, it was exactly the same as the chicken sandwich he’d eaten the day before and which he’d eat tomorrow, each mouthful as bland and predictable as its predecessor.

      Doctor Perry never looked at patient files during his break; his mind needed the rest. If only everyone else followed the same routine, the world would be a happier place. He knew that at least half his patients never ate lunch, or breakfast — the most important meal of the day — so it was no wonder his appointment book was always full. If they followed his advice, they wouldn't need him. And he knew that in hindsight, some of his patients would probably wish that they had never made an appointment to see him at all.

      There was a buzz on his intercom. What could Molly possibly want during his scheduled lunch break?

      “Sorry, Doctor, but I have an urgent call from Rose Haven. They want you to go in or they're asking if they can bring one of the residents here. I didn’t know what to say because your schedule is full, and you’ve got Mrs. Webb coming in this afternoon and I’ve already rescheduled her twice.”

      Doctor Perry wiped his mouth, swallowing both the mouthful of sandwich and his irritation at the interruption to his lunch break. He tried summoning a smile, but it barely made it to the sides of his mouth. “Transfer the call through, Molly, I’ll deal with it. We can’t reschedule Mrs. Webb again.”

      “Good afternoon, this is Doctor Perry. How can I help?”

      Doctor Perry jotted down the details; he didn’t want to forget anything. A new resident seemed to have a chest infection. A new resident who was also a widower, which was perfect, although not for the widower. Doctor Perry liked widowers. Not having an interfering spouse made his particular treatment options much easier, and a widower living in a substandard aged care home was even better.
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      Despite a promising few months as his receptionist, Molly was now starting to ask too many questions, just like Lily had before her. Why couldn’t they keep their painted mouths shut and their eyes on the patient schedule? He’d have to deal with her, but not today. Today was for home visits — a lucrative side of the practice, but he still didn’t like being away from the office for too long because you never knew what the staff might find. Unfortunately for Lily, she had found out what happened if you were too nosy, and now Molly was heading that way too.

      Doctor Perry tapped his fingers against the steering wheel of the sensible mid-range sedan. He’d considered purchasing something European, but he'd thought it best not to advertise his wealth, just in case his clients started questioning his fees. He also didn't want to risk attracting the attention of the wrong kind of people, especially not with the line of work he was in... work he didn't advertise. Still, despite the lack of any luxurious features, the air conditioning worked and the car was reliable.

      He pulled up outside of his first house call of the day — a Miss Mary Louise Jackson, who appeared to live in an unkempt bungalow, surrounded by a faded, shaggy lawn, and boasting a mailbox heaving with mail. It paid to notice these things, and he stored it away as useful information.

      Climbing out of his car, with an old-fashioned leather doctor’s bag in his hand, Doctor Perry walked up the overgrown path and rang the doorbell. Inside, the chimes of London’s Westminster bells echoed through the house.

      The door opened, and Doctor Perry slipped through, quickly closing it behind him in case anyone was watching. He needn’t have worried. Mary Louise Jackson lived in a working-class neighborhood where everyone who could went to work, everyone except Mary Louise. She wouldn’t be going to work anytime in the foreseeable future.

      “Thanks for coming,” Mary Louise said, shuffling further into the house. Doctor Perry followed behind, assessing his new patient's ease of movement, or the lack thereof, while trying to breathe through the oppressive fug of the stagnant air, which had been disturbed by his arrival.

      “Given what happened between you and the Rose Haven's van, it’s my Hippocratic duty to come, and also my pleasure. The Rose Haven has instructed me to do whatever it takes to get you back on your feet now that you’ve been released from the hospital.” Doctor Perry smiled and tried to infuse some warmth into his eyes.

      He watched Mary Louise lower herself into a chair in the kitchen, a higher-than-usual chair with padded arms and a straight cushioned back, its feet clad in non-slip rubber stockings. She accidentally knocked her crutches to the floor, and Doctor Perry bent to retrieve them.

      “How is the pain level?” he asked.

      “They gave me painkillers at the hospital, but I don’t think they’re working. I can’t sleep, and every time I roll over, the pain wakes me. Is there something stronger you can give me?” she asked.

      Now Doctor Perry smiled properly. “We can't have you in any discomfort. The staff at St. Albert’s are excellent, but their pain management techniques are ancient. They see opiates as a panacea for all ailments, whereas I have a more… holistic approach,” he said before searching through his bag and producing a brown pharmacy bottle filled with a milky viscous fluid.

      Doctor Perry saw what looked like relief flash across Mary Louise’s face. His patients generally wanted to get better and rarely questioned the means, especially when it was their doctor offering the cure. Everyone trusts their doctor.

      “I have everything you need right here, but before I administer your first dose, let’s check these injuries.”

      Pulling on a pair of disposable gloves, he lifted the woman’s t-shirt, revealing a swath of white bandages. “That’s good, no seepage. I’ll just quickly check for any sign of infection under the dressings.”

      “So, four broken ribs with one piercing the skin?”

      Mary Louise didn’t answer but nodded. It seemed like the combination of drugs, pain, and a lack of sleep had sucked the life right out of her.

      Doctor Perry prodded at the ugly stitches holding her together. It was such a shame because they would leave a scar, regardless of what he did from here. He hated seeing his patients scarred through the ineptitude of others, mainly because his other clientele preferred his patients to be in perfect condition. Still, she would be a profitable addition to his books. And scars did fade over time.

      “It’s healing, but you’ll need something to reduce the scarring.”

      “And my face?” she asked through huge gulping sobs.

      Globules of snot bubbled from her nose and Doctor Perry turned away, his stomach roiling.

      “Just grazes. They’ll heal without interference and won’t scar. Trust me. Once your pain is under control, the healing will speed up,” he said, offering her a box of tissues and turning away from her mucus-covered face. He loathed this side of doctoring.

      Doctor Perry winced as Mary Louise blew her nose, and his jaw tightened at the shoosh shoosh sound of tissues being pulled from the box, followed by more moist blowing sounds.

      Once she’d finished, Doctor Perry opened the medicine bottle and measured a dose of the opaque liquid into a small ceramic cup.

      “I'm sorry for the bitter taste, but it's true that the worst tasting things are often the best things for us,” he said, watching her tip the liquid down her throat. Satisfied, he whisked the cup away and tucked it back into his leather bag.

      “While it’s a long-acting formula, I must administer another dose next week⁠—”

      “How long till it works?” she interrupted.

      “You should feel some relief tonight. Keep taking the medication the hospital prescribed, as they’ll work in tandem, and I wouldn’t be surprised if you felt like a new woman in the morning.” He laughed, and the sound echoed around his chest and up through his throat, but it never made it to his eyes.

      Doctor Perry pulled off his gloves and packed them away with the brown medicine bottle. “Have you got anyone to look after you?” he queried.

      “I don't have any family nearby or friends. The nurse was coming twice a week, but that finished once they handed me over to you. I’m using a grocery delivery service, but if I’m not back at work soon, I won’t be able to afford that for much longer,” Mary Louise said.

      “Let's concentrate on getting you back on your feet, and you’ll be rejoining the workforce before you know it. Take care and ring my office if there’s no improvement with your pain in the next couple of days.”

      As Doctor Perry climbed into his car, a smile finally made it to his eyes. He patted the bag on his passenger seat before backing out of the driveway. The driveway of his new favorite patient. One with no family or friends. The perfect patient.
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      The residents of the Rose Haven Retirement Resort didn’t see Johnny Paulson at lunch or dinner, and by the next day, half the residents had forgotten him altogether, and not just those with dementia. But Elijah Cone hadn’t forgotten him. He looked for Johnny at lunch, and again at dinner, and by breakfast the next day he assumed they’d locked Johnny up. He didn’t want to get involved, but Johnny Paulson was the closest thing he had to a friend. Johnny was the only resident who hadn't tried talking about sports with him. Instead, they'd compared books and discussed politics — local more than national, with the occasional foray into events further afield. But now his life was empty. Which was as he deserved.

      “You’re not eating again, Mister Cone?” Benson asked, leaning in to cut the dry chicken breast Elijah was struggling with.

      “Leave it, I can do it,” Elijah snapped. “Why are you here? It’s not the weekend.”

      “I’m covering for Smokey while he’s on leave,” Benson replied.

      Smokey the orderly, who smoked more than a crematorium's chimney, and who had backed over the jogger.

      “Do you know if the jogger is okay?” Elijah asked.

      “Don’t go asking me. They don’t want us chit-chatting about what happened. It's best to let sleeping dogs lie,” Benson replied, looking over his shoulder.

      Elijah didn’t need the details; he just wanted to know if the woman was going to be okay.

      “The jogger, is she still alive?”

      Benson blanched and straightened.

      “And how are we today?” said a voice that sounded like nails on a chalkboard and belonged to Tracey Chappell, the manager of the Rose Haven Retirement Resort. A gussied-up sow in a silk purse with blonde hair, blue eyes, and a nasty streak to match. It was no wonder Benson now stood as if he had a poker up his backside.

      “We're fine,” Elijah muttered, his eyes on Tracey's face in an attempt to avoid staring at the acres of bare flesh on display below her throat.

      “I noticed Benson assisting you with your meal. We aren’t able to cater to residents with high needs here at the Rose Haven,” Tracey enunciated slowly.

      Elijah believed that Tracey’s life goal was to protect the illusion that she was running a pensioners' holiday resort and not a low-cost rest home shoehorned into an old motel complex, which had been altered on the cheap to meet the barest of planning consent requirements.

      Tracey turned to the orderly. “Benson? I want to have a word with you in my office when your shift is over,” she said, before returning her attention to Elijah. “And I think it's best that we schedule an appointment for you to see the Resort’s doctor about the issues you're clearly having. We do encourage all our residents to have regular checkups. Now, please enjoy your meal.”

      Elijah watched Tracey continue her rounds, checking for any infractions, leaving residents hunched over their meals, hoping that she wouldn’t notice them or their ailments. For many residents, the Rose Haven was the only affordable assisted-living facility in an eighty-mile radius.

      “I'm so sorry,” Elijah said to Benson.

      “No worries, Mister Cone, her bark is worse than her bite. I’ll be okay. Now, are you going to eat that chicken or am I going to feed you like little baby Jesus?” The orderly chuckled, and Elijah joined in, breaking the tension.

      

      The meal over, Elijah walked the long corridors, passing room after room, each adorned with a television set creating an impossible cacophony of noise through the open doors. He quickened his step in case one was tuned to a sports channel. As he rounded a corner, he collided headfirst into an immovable object. Elijah bounced off the obstacle, reeling with the force.

      “Hey there,” boomed a voice.

      Elijah looked up — he had to — the woman in front of him was at least six feet tall with a girth to match. The color of charcoal, her skin glowed under the shuttered bulbs decorating the long corridors — leftovers from when it was a motel, the current management would never have sprung for such expensive light fittings. In fact, Elijah was astonished that they hadn't been sold for a quick buck and replaced with something from Walmart or Costco.

      Swathed in layers of jewel-toned fabric, with gold dripping from her ears, wrists, and ankles, she tinkled as she breathed. Her rheumy, milky eyes provided a discordant edge to the picture.

      “Hello,” Elijah said.

      “Bumping into people is a fine way to make new acquaintances and to start a conversation,” the woman chortled, her heavy earrings dancing in her lobes, dragging them downwards to her shoulders.

      Making small talk wasn’t something Elijah enjoyed, but he still had manners.

      “You must be new. When did you get here?” he asked.

      “To this country or this place? I've been in the US longer than I care to remember, but I arrived here today. It's a sorry sort of welcome I got though. I can’t find my way to lunch, I've lost my room, and you’re the first friendly face I’ve seen. Not that I can see it. I’ve got as much eyesight as the last President had brain cells, and that’s being generous.”

      Despite being desperate to return to his room, Elijah didn’t think it would be polite to squeeze past her when she was lost. “Let me walk you to the dining room,” he offered.

      “But do I want to eat the food there? That’s the question. I can’t be fading away; there are too many malnourished skeletons already walking around in the world as it is.” Again, she laughed, and tinkled melodically.

      Reluctantly, Elijah offered the woman his arm, wincing as she grabbed it a little too hard. She loosened her grip and they walked towards the empty dining room. No one lingered over their meals; loitering was expressly prohibited. You learned early on to turn up to meals on time, you ate what was on your plate, you never complained, and you returned to your room. Day in and day out.

      Benson materialized at his side. “You know the rules; there are no second servings, Mister Cone.”

      “I'm not here for more, Benson, I’m escorting…” He paused and blushed. “I’m sorry, but I don’t know your name?”

      “It's Sulia Patel. I just moved in, and it's nice to meet you and all, but I’m starving and I could murder a burger or a big plate of lasagna.”

      "Lasagna?" Benson asked.

      She laughed at Benson’s surprise, “I’m not all curries and korma. I’ve been living in the US longer than you’ve been alive and I enjoy the taste of a good burger as much as you do. Now show me to my table.”

      Elijah tried leaving, but the woman called out, “I’m not eating alone. Now come sit and tell me all about this place.” And before Elijah knew it, he was sitting beside Sulia Patel, watching her hoover up the rehydrated potato and dry chicken breast, her knife and fork working in perfect harmony, ladling the food into her cavernous mouth. Her teeth chomped at the dry chicken flesh, and she smacked her lips as though she were masticating a gourmet meal.

      “Not bad, not bad at all,” Sulia said, wiping her mouth with a paper napkin.

      Elijah watched Sulia rub her stomach before she switched her cloudy eyes towards him. “There's nothing like a full stomach to settle the nerves. You wouldn’t expect that I’d be nervous moving into a place like this. But boy oh boy it reminds me of being the new kid at school when I was the only Indian there. Are you going to tell me that I'm the only Indian here as well?”

      Elijah flicked through the faces of the other residents and couldn’t think of a single other resident who wasn’t a subtle shade of beige.

      "Yes," he said.

      “I thought as much,” Sulia snorted.

      Elijah blushed at the lack of diversity in the place, more because he hadn’t noticed it until now. He’d been so self-obsessed that he hadn’t realized that the Rose Haven was essentially a recruiting poster for the Klan.

      “I can feel the heat of your blush from here. Don’t worry, they’ll get used to me, they always do, and before long we’ll all be tucking into plates of chicken korma.”

      It was highly unlikely that the Rose Haven would ever alter their cost-effective meal plan, but he wouldn’t tell Sulia that; he'd let her work it out for herself. There was no need for him to get involved. He started making his excuses as he stood up from the table to return to his room.

      “Oh my goodness, I recognize your voice now! I can't believe it took me so long; I'm normally so good with voices! You’re the famous Elijah Cone! What on earth are you doing in a place like this?”

      Elijah sank back into his chair, the plastic-covered seat squeaking.

      “It’s no secret who I am,” he replied.

      “One day you were on my TV, and then the next day you'd just vanished from the face of the earth, and no one ever said a word. It's like you'd never existed, but I’d recognize your voice anywhere. I listened to you for too many years not to. If only my friends could see me now, dining with a real celebrity.” Sulia laughed, sending her enormous girth undulating like jelly in an earthquake.

      Elijah would have bolted, but his arthritis meant he needed at least five minutes just to stand up straight.

      “Where have you been? What have you been doing? It must be at least five years since you were on TV. Have you been here all that time?”

      Sulia's questions were relentless and Elijah stared at the table. This was the last thing he wanted to talk about.

      “Why’d you disappear?”

      Elijah almost answered, but Benson reappeared.

      “Sorry, but we need to clean the dining room for the supper service.”

      “Right,” Elijah replied, avoiding Sulia’s cloudy eyes. He pulled himself up, grimacing for a moment, before hobbling back to his room.
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        * * *

      

      “I’m almost blind, but I don’t need eyes to see that he’s hurting,” Sulia said as Elijah disappeared.

      “Arthritis. Elijah hides it well, and he won’t let anyone help him," explained Benson. “Should I take you to your room or to the lounge?”

      “To the lounge, I think.”

      They made an odd couple — the young orderly walking beside Sulia Patel’s wrinkled features. The woman carried as much baggage under her eyes as a hotel porter working a convention.

      Benson left Sulia in the lounge, his mind already on his meeting with Tracey Chappell. He had completed the lunchtime handover sheet, noting the increasing difficulties Elijah Cone had with his hands. Normally, he wouldn't have put anything in writing, but he didn’t want Tracey to find an excuse to fire him, and documenting concerns about the residents' well-being was part of his job — a job he needed.

      Benson never once considered that he had just set in motion a destructive force that would soon threaten to crush them all.
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