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You only tell the truth when you’re
wearing a mask.


BOB DYLAN












I was on my way to scrounge some tobacco from Lucy, who I sometimes call L-Plate, and is probably the poshest person I’ve ever met – who doesn’t like anyone touching her and thinks the world is flat – when I heard it all kicking off in the little room next to the canteen. The room with the yellow wallpaper and the settee. The ‘music’ room, because there’s some dusty bongos on a shelf and a guitar with four strings.


I could still smell that watery curry Eileen had done for lunch.


I’d eaten it all, don’t get me wrong. Two plates full, because I’ve always had a big appetite and you eat what’s put in front of you, but the whiff of it an hour or so afterwards was making me feel slightly sick. Yeah, I remember that. Mind you, lots of things make me feel a bit green around the gills these days and it’s not like this place ever smells particularly lovely, let’s be honest.


So … I was bowling down the corridor, trying not to think about the smell and gasping for a fag, when I heard all the shouting.


Swearing and screaming, stuff being chucked about, all that.


This was a Wednesday afternoon, two days before they found the body.


The sound really echoes in here, so I didn’t think too much about it to begin with. It’s not like I haven’t seen people lose it before, so I thought it might just be a row that sounded a lot worse than it was and it wasn’t until I actually got to the doorway and saw how full-on things were that I knew I was going to have to do something about it. That I needed to step in.


I’m an idiot. Three days before they found the body. Three …


It was a proper scrum in there. A couple of people were watching – one bloke I don’t know very well was actually clapping, like he thought it was some kind of special entertainment that had been laid on – but everyone else was grabbing and grunting, lurching around the room and knocking furniture over. Watching from the doorway, I couldn’t really tell who was doing the fighting and who was trying to stop the people who were doing the fighting. It was too late to work out what had started it, but I guessed it didn’t really matter by then and had probably never mattered much to begin with.


It doesn’t take much round here.


Half a dozen of them tangled up, scratching or pulling hair and calling each other all sorts. A mêlée, that’s the word, right? French, for a bunch of bad-tempered twats making idiots of themselves.


Wrestling and cursing, spitting threats.


The Waiter, he was there, and the Somali woman who likes touching people’s feet was getting properly stuck in, which was amazing as she’s about five foot nothing and skinny as a stick. Ilias was throwing his considerable weight about as was Lauren, while Donna and Big Gay Bob wriggled and squealed. And The Thing was there, obviously … he was right in the thick of it, kicking a chair over then trying to swing a punch at Kevin, who was backed up against a wall, while somebody else whose face I couldn’t see beneath their hoodie was hanging on to The Thing’s arm for dear life.


I mean, Christ on a bike.


I wasn’t remotely surprised that none of the people who get paid to sort out stuff like this were in much of a hurry. They’ve seen it all before, that’s the truth. What I’m saying is, I couldn’t just hang about waiting for one of that lot to get their arse in gear and put a stop to it. Besides, I’d broken up plenty of rucks in my time, so it wasn’t a big deal. I’ve been trained for it, haven’t I?


Bloody hell, Al … get a grip. Getting the facts straight is important, right? Something else I’ve been trained for.


The first body. The first of the bodies.


It was obvious pretty quickly after I’d steamed in that I wasn’t really making a lot of difference, that I wasn’t going to be able to do much physically. To be fair though, I didn’t have my equipment – baton, pepper spray, taser, what have you – so I wasn’t going to give myself a hard time about it. In the end, the only thing I could do was climb on to one of the few chairs that was still the right way up, take a breath and scream louder than anyone else until I had their attention.


Well, most of them at least, though a few were still muttering.


‘I’m going to give you one chance to break this up before things get serious, all right?’ I left a little pause then, for what I’d said to sink in, because I’ve always thought that’s effective. Makes them think a bit. ‘So, do yourselves a favour and stop playing silly buggers.’ A good hard look after that, at each and every one of them. ‘Do you understand what I’m saying? I’m not messing around, here. This is a public order offence and I am a police officer …’


And I have to say, that did the trick, though watching some of them put the furniture back where it belonged while the others drifted back out into the corridor, I can’t say I felt particularly proud of myself. Like, I wasn’t exactly happy about it. I knew even then that, later on, crying myself to sleep, I’d be thinking about why they’d done what I wanted.


Not because I’d made anyone see sense or frightened them.


Not because I had any kind of authority.


Truth was, they just couldn’t be bothered fighting any more because they were all too busy laughing.









PART ONE


SUDDEN OR SUSPICIOUS









ONE


In the interests of getting the key information across as efficiently as possible, as well as jazzing the story up a tad, I’ve decided to pretend this is a job interview. I think I can still remember what one of those is like. So, imagine that I’m dressed up to the nines, selling myself to you in pursuit of some once-in-a-lifetime career opportunity, and not just mooching about in a nuthouse, wearing tracksuit bottoms and slippers, like some saddo. Right, nuthouse. Probably not the most politically correct terminology, I accept that, even though it’s what the people in here call it.


So …


Acute. Psychiatric. Ward.


That better? Can we crack on? Last thing I want to do is offend anyone’s delicate sensibilities.


My name is Alice Frances Armitage. Al, sometimes. I am thirty-one years old. Average height, average weight – though I’m a bit skinnier than usual right this minute – average …everything. I’m a dirty-blonde, curly-haired northerner – Huddersfield, if you’re interested – something of a gobshite if my mother is to be believed, and up until several months ago I was a detective constable in north London with one of the Metropolitan Police’s homicide units.


To all intents and purposes, I still am.


By which I mean it’s something of a moot point.


By which I mean it’s … complicated.


The Met were very understanding about the PTSD. I mean, they have to be, considering it’s more or less an occupational hazard, but they were a little less sympathetic once the drink and drugs kicked in, despite the fact that they only kicked in at all because of the aforementioned trauma. See how tricky this is? The so-called ‘psychosis’ is a little harder to pin down in terms of the chronology. It’s all a bit … chicken and egg. No, I’m not daft enough to think the wine and the weed did a lot to help matters, but I’m positive that most of the strange stuff in my head was/is trauma-related and it’s far too easy to put what happened down to external and self-inflicted influences.


In a nutshell, you can’t blame it all on Merlot and skunk.


Very easy for the Met though, obviously, because that was when the sympathy and understanding went out of the window and a period of paid compassionate leave became something very different. I’m fighting it, of course, and my Federation rep thinks I’ve got an excellent chance of reinstatement once I’m out of here. Not to mention a strong case for unfair dismissal and a claim for loss of earnings that he’s bang up for chasing.


So, let The Thing and the rest of them take the piss all they like. I might not have my warrant card to hand at the moment, but, as far as I’m concerned, I am still a police officer.


I think I’ll knock the job-interview angle on the head now. I can’t really be bothered keeping it up, besides which I’m not sure the drink and drugs stuff would be going down too well in an interview anyway and the work experience does come to something of an abrupt halt.


So, Miss Armitage, what happened in January? You don’t appear to have worked at all after that …


Yeah, there are some things I would definitely be leaving out, like the whole assault thing, and, to be fair, Detained under Sections 2 and 3 of the Mental Health Act, 1983 doesn’t tend to look awfully good on a CV.


Actually, limited job opportunities aside, there’s all sorts of stuff that gets a bit more complicated once you’ve been sectioned, certainly after a ‘three’. Everything changes, basically. You can choose not to tell people and I mean most people do, for obvious reasons, but it’s all there on your records. Your time in the bin, every nasty little detail laid bare at the click of a mouse. Insurance for a start: that’s a bloody nightmare afterwards and travelling anywhere is a whole lot more hassle. There are some places that really don’t want you popping over for a holiday, America for one, which is pretty bloody ironic really, considering who they used to have running the place.


It’s the way things work, I get that, but still.


You’re struggling with shit, so you get help – whether you asked for it or not – you recover, to one degree or another, then you have loads more shit to deal with once you’re back in the real world. It’s no wonder so many people end up in places like this time and time again.


There’s no stigma when you’re all in the same boat.


Anyway, that’s probably as much as you need to know for now. That’s the what-do-you-call-it, the context. There’s plenty more to come, obviously, and even though I’ve mentioned a few characters already, there’s loads you still need to know about each of them and about everything that happened. I’ll try not to leave anything important out, but a lot of it will depend on how I’m doing on a particular day and whether the most recent meds have kicked in or are just starting to wear off.


You’ll have to bear with me, is what I’m saying.


Difficult to believe, some of it, I can promise you that, but not once you know what it’s like in here. Certainly not when you’re dealing with it every minute. When you know the people and what they’re capable of on a bad day, it’s really not surprising at all. To be honest, what’s surprising is that stuff like this doesn’t happen more often.


I remember talking to The Thing about it one morning at the meds hatch and that’s pretty much what we were saying. You take a bunch of people who are all going through the worst time in their life, who are prone to mood swings like you wouldn’t believe and are all capable of kicking off at a moment’s notice. Who see and hear things that aren’t real. Who are paranoid or delusional or more often both, and are seriously unpredictable even when they’re drugged off their tits. Who are angry or jumpy or nervy or any of the other seven dwarves of lunacy that knock around in here twenty-four hours a day. You take those people and lock them all up together and it’s like you’re asking for trouble, wouldn’t you say?


A good day is when something awful doesn’t happen.


A murder isn’t really anything to write home about in a place like this, not when you think about it. It’s almost inevitable, I reckon, like the noise and the smell. You ask me, a murder’s par for the course.


Even two of them.









TWO


I know they found Kevin’s body on the Saturday because it was the day after my tribunal and that was definitely the day before. Official stuff like that never happens on a weekend, because the doctors and therapists aren’t around then and certainly not any solicitors. They’re strictly Monday to Friday, nine to five, which is a bit odd, considering that the weekends are probably the most difficult time around here and you’d think a few more staff might be a good idea. Saturdays and Sundays are when reality – or as close to it as some people in here ever get – tends to hit home. When the patients realise what they’re missing, when they get even more bored than usual, which often means trouble.


The Weekend Wobble, that’s what Marcus calls it.


Again, in the interests of accuracy, I should say it was actually my second tribunal. I’d already been through one when I was first brought into the unit on a Section Two. That’s when they can keep you for up to twenty-eight days, when theoretically you’re there to be assessed, and obviously I wasn’t remotely happy about the situation, so I applied for a tribunal as soon as I could. Why wouldn’t you, right? No joy that time, though, and a fortnight later, after a couple of unsavoury incidents which aren’t really relevant, my Section Two became a Section Three.


A ‘three’ is a treatment order that means they can keep you for up to six months, because they think you’re a risk to yourself or others, so you won’t be very surprised to hear I got another tribunal application in before you could say ‘anti-psychotic’. Trust me, I was knocking on the door of the nurses’ office before they’d finished the admission paperwork.


Whatever else happens in here, you should never forget you have rights.


My mum and dad wanted to come down for this one, to support me, they said, but I knocked that idea on the head straight away because they’d made no secret of the fact they thought this was where I should be. That it was all for the best. To be honest, apart from the solicitor – who I’d spoken to for all of ten minutes – I didn’t really have anyone fighting my corner, but you certainly don’t want your own nearest and dearest agreeing with the people who are trying to keep you locked up.


I might not be well, I’ll grant you that, but I’m not mental.


So, it was the usual suspects: a table and two rows of plastic chairs in the MDR (Multi-Discipline Room) at the end of the main corridor.


Marcus the ward manager and one of the other nurses.


Dr Bakshi, the consultant psych, and one of her juniors, whose name I forgot straight away.


A so-called lay person – a middle-aged bloke who smiled a lot, but was probably just some busybody with nothing better to do – and a judge who looked like she’d sucked a lemon or had the rough end of a pineapple shoved up her arse. Or both.


Me and my solicitor, Simon.


To begin with, I thought it was going pretty well. There was a lot of positive-looking nodding when I made my statement, at any rate. I told them I’d been there six weeks already, which was longer than anyone else except Lauren. Actually, I think Ilias might have been there a bit longer than me … I’ve got a vague memory of him being around the night I was admitted, but those first few days are a bit of a blur.


It doesn’t matter …


I told them I thought I was doing well, that the meds were really working and that I wasn’t thinking any of the ridiculous things I’d been thinking when I first arrived. I told them I felt like I was me again. Marcus and the other nurse said that was very encouraging to hear and told the judge I was responding well to treatment. That sounded good at the time, but looking back of course, what it really meant was: so more treatment is definitely a good idea.


You live and learn, right?


Even then, I still felt like I was in with a chance, until they read out an email from Andy. I’ll have a lot more to say about him later on, but all you need to know for the moment is that Andy’s the bloke I’d been in a relationship with until six weeks earlier, when I’d smashed him over the head with a wine bottle.


He was worried about me, that was the gist of his email. He wanted the doctors and the judge to know how very concerned he was, following a phone conversation with me a few nights before, when I had allegedly told him I still suspected he was not who he said he was. When I got hysterical and said that I wouldn’t hesitate to hurt him if I needed to defend myself against him or any of the others.


She still believes all that rubbish, he said, the conspiracy stuff.


She threatened me.


There was a bit of shouting after that was read out, I can tell you. Crying and shouting and I might have kicked my chair over. While the judge was telling me to calm down, I was telling her that Andy was full of it, that I’d never said any such thing and that he was gaslighting me like he always did. Making it all up because of what had happened the last time I’d seen him.


The bottle, all that.


Anyway, to cut a long tribunal short, I walked out after that and it wasn’t until about twenty minutes later that Simon found me and told me the decision. They would send it in writing within a few days, he said, along with information about when I could apply again, but I’d already decided that I wouldn’t bother. Nobody enjoys repeatedly banging their head against a wall, do they? Well, except Graham, who likes it so much that he has a permanent dent in his forehead and they have to keep repainting his favourite bit of wall to get the blood off.


That afternoon, after the tribunal, when I’d calmed down a bit and had some lunch, I was sitting with Ilias in the music room. I was wearing my headphones even though I wasn’t actually listening to anything. Sometimes I am, but if I’m honest, most of the time the cable just runs into my pocket. It’s a good way to avoid having to talk to people.


Ilias waved because he had something to say so I sighed and took the headphones off. Waited.


‘I’m glad you’re staying,’ he said.


‘I’m fucking not,’ I said.


Someone started shouting a few rooms down, something about money they’d had stolen. Ilias and I listened for a minute, then lost interest.


‘Do you want to play chess?’


I told him I didn’t, same as I always do. I’ve never seen Ilias play chess and I’m not convinced he knows how. I’ve never even seen a chess set in here, although there are some jigsaws in a cupboard.


‘What day is it?’ Ilias asked.


‘Friday,’ I said.


‘It’s Saturday tomorrow.’ No flies on Ilias. ‘Saturday, then Sunday.’ Just a nasty rash on his neck. ‘Saturdays are rubbish, aren’t they?’


I couldn’t disagree with him, though the truth is I was never a big fan of the weekend in any case. All that pressure to relax and enjoy yourself. That was if you had a weekend. Criminals don’t tend to take the weekend off, the opposite if anything, so working as a copper never really gave me much time to go to car-boot sales or pop to the garden centre anyway. One of the things I liked about the job.


‘Boring. Saturdays are so boring.’


Like I said before …


‘They last so much longer than all the other days and nothing interesting ever happens.’ Ilias looked sad. ‘I don’t mean like fights or whatever, because they’re boring, too. I mean, something really interesting.’


Remember what I said about memory? What I might and might not have done? I can’t swear to it, but I really hope that, just before Ilias broke wind as noisily as ever before wandering away to see if anyone else fancied playing chess, I said, ‘Careful what you wish for.’









THREE


The alarm goes off in this place a couple of times a week, more if it’s a full moon, so it’s not like it’s that big a deal. Yeah, the nurses snap to it fast enough, but the patients don’t rush around panicking or anything like that. Mostly you just carry on chatting shit – albeit a bit louder – or eating your tea or whatever until it stops. But this time there was a scream first, so it was pretty obvious something bad had happened.


Debbie, the nurse who found the body, has got quite a gob on her.


This was the Saturday night, just before eleven o’clock, and most people were already in bed. I was sitting with Shaun and The Thing in the canteen – which in a pointless attempt to sound a bit more upmarket is officially called the dining room – just letting the last meal of the day go down a bit and talking about nothing.


Music probably, or telly. Bitching about the fact that Lauren never lets anyone else get hold of the TV remote.


When we walked out into the hall, we could see Debbie running from the corridor where the men’s bedrooms are, so that’s when I knew it was her who had done the screaming and most likely her that had sounded the alarm. All the staff have personal alarms attached to their belts and, if they press them, it makes the big alarm go off all over the unit. I remember a patient getting hold of one once and hiding it, then pressing it when he was bored and causing mayhem for days.


Anyway, Debbie looked seriously upset.


The three of us stood and watched as George and Femi came tearing out of the nurses’ station, and even though Debbie was trying to be professional and keeping her voice down when she spoke to them, once the alarm had stopped we all heard her say Kevin’s name and the look on the other nurses’ faces told us everything we needed to know.


‘Fuck,’ Shaun said. ‘Oh, Christ, oh fuck.’ He started scratching hard at his neck and chest, so I took hold of his arm and told him it was going to be all right.


‘Maybe the Thing got him,’ The Thing said.


I stepped away from them and moved as close as I could to where the nurses were huddled so as to try and hear a bit more, but George looked at me and shook his head. Then they all hurried back down the men’s corridor, presumably heading for Kevin’s room to take a look at what Debbie had found. A few minutes later, Debbie and Femi came back, grim-faced, and shortly after that George began herding those who had been in the other rooms on the men’s corridor towards the lobby. Most of them stumbled along peacefully enough, bleary-eyed, one or two clutching their duvets around them. A few were shouting about being woken up and demanding to know what was going on.


‘You can’t make me leave my room.’


‘I’m sorry, but—’


‘It’s my room.’


‘There’s been an incident—’


‘I don’t care.’


Once the bedrooms had been emptied – well, apart from Kevin’s, because that poor soul wasn’t going anywhere for the time being – George stood guard at the entrance to the corridor to make sure that nobody went back. He just stared and raised one of his big hands whenever anyone looked like they were about to. Under normal circumstances, that would probably have been Marcus’s job as ward manager, but he doesn’t work nights. I wondered if anyone had called him, if he was on his way in, but I don’t remember seeing him until the next day.


‘Where are we going to sleep?’ Ilias asked. ‘I’m tired.’


‘We will get it all sorted out,’ Femi said.


It was easier said than done, of course. With eight or nine blokes to find rooms for and no spare places on the female corridor – even as a temporary measure – it took some doing. Drugged up and sleepy as most of them were, nobody was very happy about the situation. Ilias and The Thing immediately volunteered to take the two ‘seclusion’ rooms and planted themselves outside the doors to make damn sure they got them. There happened to be a couple of empty rooms on the ward directly opposite this one and a few more on the floor below, though nobody was particularly keen on that, because by all accounts there’s some hardcore head-cases down there. There wasn’t much choice in the end and, except for a couple of the Informals who were collected by ambulance and taken to a nearby hospital, all the male patients were bedded down again by the time the police arrived.


That was the worst bit for me, the real kick in the teeth.


Shunted out of the way, like I was useless.


Like I was the same as the rest of them.


Even though it was the men’s corridor where the ‘incident’ had taken place, the nurses made it clear straight away that they wanted all the female patients who weren’t in bed already to return to their rooms.


I was wide awake, buzzing with it, but not being anything like ready for bed wasn’t the most annoying thing. I marched straight up to Femi like she didn’t know the rules. ‘We don’t have to be in bed until midnight.’


‘I know,’ she said. ‘But this is not … normal. We need everyone in their rooms so that the police can do their job when they get here.’


‘That’s the point,’ I said. ‘I can help.’ My fingers were itching to wrap themselves around a warrant card that wasn’t there. ‘I know how this works.’


Femi just nodded, flashed a thin smile, then placed a hand in the small of my back and pushed. I pushed back, but only because I was pissed off. I knew it was a waste of time, because I could already see Lauren and Donna and a few of the others who had been woken up by all the commotion drifting back towards their rooms.


‘It’s not fair,’ I said.


‘We have a protocol,’ Femi said.


‘When someone dies, you mean?’


Femi said nothing, just made sure I was moving in the right direction.


‘Kevin is dead, isn’t he?’


For obvious reasons, women are not allowed on the men’s corridor and vice versa. For some of the same reasons they’re not awfully keen on anyone going into anyone else’s bedroom. I mean, privacy is important to everyone, I get that. That doesn’t mean certain stuff doesn’t happen between patients, because trust me, it certainly does. In plain sight, quite often, because I’ve seen them at it.


A quick hand-job in the corner of the music room.


A fumble in the bushes when patients are allowed outside.


Still, isn’t it nice to know they have rules that are meant to prevent such terrible things?


I reckoned, though, that with everything that was happening on the ward that evening, and with coppers causing chaos all over the show, the staff would probably be way too busy to worry about an innocent spot of bedroom-hopping. So, half an hour after I’d been safely tucked up, I knocked quietly on a couple of doors and brought L-Plate and Donna back to my room to see what they made of it all.


‘He killed himself, didn’t he.’ Donna wasn’t asking a question.


‘Most obvious explanation,’ L-Plate said. She was sitting on the end of my bed brushing her hair, wearing expensive pyjamas with embroidered stars on them that her parents had brought her from home. ‘I don’t think he’s been awfully happy lately.’


L-Plate’s lovely, but even if you discount the heroin and the flat-Earth stuff, she’s not the sharpest tool in the box. ‘How many people in here are happy?’ I asked.


‘Well, yeah … but even less happy than usual.’


‘Topped himself,’ Donna said. ‘Course he has.’


‘How’s he done that, then?’ I stared around my room, a replica of the other nineteen on the ward. A single bed and a grimy window behind a rip-proof curtain. A chair made deliberately heavy so nobody can throw it. A wardrobe with three shelves and nothing you can hang anything from.


Least of all yourself.


‘You want to do it bad enough, you find a way,’ Donna said.


Donna, the Walker, who was here because she’s threatened to do it countless times, who has been doing it for several years in one of the slowest and cruellest ways possible. I looked at her, perched on the chair that probably weighed three times what she did. Wrists that a baby could wrap its hands around and a collarbone knitting-needle-thin beneath her ratty pink dressing gown. ‘Not sure I buy it,’ I said.


Killing yourself in here is actually incredibly difficult and you won’t be surprised to hear that’s because it’s supposed to be. If you’re deemed to be at risk, then they tend to keep an eye on you, like all the time. Plus, you’re permanently denied anything you might be able to hurt yourself with, and even when you first come in, when you’re getting the measure of the place and the staff are getting the measure of you, they take away anything they class as risky.


That first night, once I’d stopped wailing and trying to kick whichever nurse was daft enough to get close, they took away all sorts.


My trainers (laces, right?).


My belt (OK).


Nail scissors (fair enough).


Tweezers (annoying).


A bra with under-wiring (taking the piss).


They confiscate your phone, too, and God knows how anyone is supposed to kill themselves with a Samsung. Maybe they’re worried you might choke yourself with it, or call a hitman to come and do the job for you, but to be fair, unless there’s some specific reason not to, they do give it back within a couple of days.


I mean, thank Christ, right?


If I wasn’t allowed my phone, I think I might actually want to kill myself.


‘So, what do you think happened, Al?’ L-Plate asked.


I didn’t tell her what I thought because, to be honest, I was scared as much as anything. I was excited, don’t get me wrong, all those professional instincts starting to kick in, but I was … wary. Right then, with a body cooling just yards away, it was no more than a feeling and I try to steer clear of those, with good reason. Eighteen months before, I’d had a feeling that the crack-head who’d invited us in to his flat on the Mile End Road was harmless. If it hadn’t been for that, there wouldn’t have been any PTSD or any need for the variety of things I poured and snorted and popped into my body to numb that pain. I would not have ended up thinking that the people I loved most in the world were trying to kill me or that strangers could read my mind. I would not have hurt anyone.


Looking at L-Plate, I could feel myself starting to shake a little. I tried to smile and shoved my hands beneath my thighs so she wouldn’t see.


I said, ‘I really don’t know.’


It was a feeling that put me in here.









FOUR


Fleet Ward (home to yours truly for the time being) is located directly opposite Effra Ward, one of four acute psychiatric wards in the notably knackered and unattractive Shackleton Unit – the dedicated Mental Health Facility at Hendon Community Hospital. Fleet – don’t ask me, the names are something to do with lost rivers of London – is a mixed ward that can take up to twenty-one patients at a push, but usually holds somewhere between fifteen to eighteen. Normally, there’s more or less a fifty-fifty split between men and women, and around the same when it comes to the voluntary patients – the ‘Informals’ – and those who had no say-so in the matter.


Those of us who were dragged here, kicking and screaming.


Or were tricked into it.


Or don’t even remember.


I don’t tend to hang around much with the voluntary lot, because there doesn’t seem any point trying to get to know them. Most of the time, they’re only in for a few days and some of them are only here at all because they’re homeless and fancy a bed for a couple of nights and four meals a day. ‘Revolving door’ patients, that’s what the nurses call them. In, out, then back in again, when they get fed up with cardboard mattresses and getting pissed on by arseholes in the middle of the night. When it all gets too much or there’s a cold snap.


Fair play to them, they’re probably every bit as messed up as the rest of us, but as far as the business with Kevin and everything that happened afterwards goes, they’re not that important.


So, for now I’ll stick to talking about those who were around at the time and, in most cases, still are. The strangest of the strangers who, ironically, stop me going mad. My fellow Fleet Ward Fuck-Ups. My best friends and, every now and again, worst enemies. My tribe … my family.


This wild and wet-brained gang of giddy kippers I knock about with.


The sectioned …


So, to coin a poncey phrase … allow me to introduce the ladies and gentlemen of the chorus.


Blokes to begin with, I think, because there’s a fair few to remember.


KEVIN. Well … dead, obviously, but it doesn’t seem right or kind that’s all he is, or all you ever know about him. He was ten years younger than me and he supported West Ham, which was a shame, but there you go. He had ‘issues’, of course, and you can take it as read that everyone I’m going to describe has plenty, so I won’t use that stupid word again. Kevin’s were all about his parents, I think, but he never went into details. He was one of the friendliest in here. Too friendly sometimes, if I’m honest, meaning that certain people took advantage and he didn’t really stand up for himself enough, which you’ve got to in this place. I think he was a skinhead before he came in and I remember how much he smiled when he showed me his tattoos. He had a lovely smile. I never found out how he ended up on Fleet Ward, what went on before he was sectioned, but I do know there’d been a lot of drugs, probably still were … well, you’ll see.


He was fit, too, I don’t mind telling you that.


GRAHAM, aka The Waiter. I should point out that nearly all these nicknames are ones I’ve come up with myself and most of the people concerned don’t even know about them. I’ve always been rubbish at putting names with faces, so they helped me remember who was who early on, and now sometimes I use real names and sometimes the ones I’ve made up, depending on my mood or my memory, or how drugged up I am, which tends to affect both those things. This one isn’t the most inspired nickname, I’m well aware of that, but it works. Graham doesn’t bring people meals or carry drinks or anything like that. He’s the waiter because he waits, simple as that. All the bloody time, waiting. You always know where Graham is, because once he’s had his breakfast he’ll be standing at the meds hatch, waiting for it to open. As soon as he’s taken his meds, he’ll be outside the dining room waiting for them to start dishing up lunch. Then back to the meds hatch, then the dining room, then the meds hatch again, same daft routine every day. You get used to seeing him, just standing there staring into space, always the first in line even if it’s half an hour early. Once, when it had started to get on my tits a bit, I marched up to the meds hatch (which wasn’t due to open for like an hour) and asked him what the hell he was standing there for, what the point was. He looked at me like I was an idiot and said, ‘I don’t like queuing.’


Graham is probably pushing fifty and always wears Fleet Ward’s limited edition and stylish pale-blue pyjamas. He is very tall and very thin; a bit … spidery. His face never changes much and he’s not exactly chatty. In fact, that might have been one of the longest conversations I’ve ever had with him.


ILIAS, aka The Grand Master. The chess thing, right? Greek, I think, or maybe Turkish. Ilias is early thirties, I’m guessing … dark and squat and properly hairy. I know that, because he’s fond of walking about with his shirt off, and sometimes his pants, no matter how often the staff tell him it’s not really appropriate. He can lose his temper at the slightest thing and when that happens it’s like he really hates you, but ten minutes later he’s crying and hugging you and, frankly, that can wind you up a bit. I’m talking about massive mood-swings, when you don’t know whether you’re coming or going. I’m no expert, but my guess is that he’s a proper schizo; I mean like bipolar to the max. He certainly comes out with the weirdest shit of anyone here, just out of nowhere. Stuff that can make you fall about one minute, then something else that makes you feel like you need to stand under a hot shower for a while. I say that, but basically he’s a big, stupid puppy most of the time and, if anyone was to ask, I’d still tell them Ilias was my mate and that I think he’s probably harmless. Obviously, nobody in here is completely harmless, I mean tell that to Kevin, but you know what I’m saying, right?


He’s harmless enough.


ROBERT, aka Big Gay Bob. Robert, who’s, I don’t know … forty? … isn’t particularly big – he’s actually a bit on the short side, and a lot on the bald side – and I have no evidence whatsoever that he is even remotely gay, but sometimes it’s how things go. What everyone around here does know is that Bob talks about the women he’s slept with constantly. I promise you, he’s got shagging on the brain, and if you find yourself in a conversation with him – and he does like a chat – it’ll end up on your brain, too. I swear, you could be talking to him about anything – football, steam engines, the fucking Holocaust – and he’d find some way to crowbar in a story about the things he once got up to with some ‘pneumatic blonde’ in a hotel room in Brighton or the ‘foxy redhead’ he got seriously fruity with in a pub car park in Leeds. I don’t want you to think he’s sleazy though, because he’s really not. It’s more comical than anything, actually, a bit … Carry-On. All that happened was that one of the women – maybe it was Lauren – pointed out that constantly banging on about your success with the opposite sex is a clear sign that you’re actually preoccupied with your own. A closet-case or whatever. So, that was when the nickname first got thrown about for a laugh and it stuck. It’s all a bit of fun and the truth is that Bob seems to like it, plays up to it even, as if he’s secretly thrilled to have an … identity, you know?


And the truth is that, actually, he is rather camp.


*


SHAUN, aka The Sheep. Yeah, he’s Welsh, so shoot me for being predictable, but it’s actually a boss nickname because he’s a … follower, you know? Shaun’s one of the younger ones and he’s just a bit lost, I think, but the fact is he’ll do pretty much anything anyone tells him to and believes whatever you say to him. Literally, anything. I’m secretly a multi-millionaire. I was on Love Island. You name it. Who knows if he was that gullible before whatever happened to him happened, but something’s got messed up in his head and now it’s like he’s a blank page or just something that other people can twist and mould into whatever suits them.


The other thing you should know is that Shaun can be a bit needy. Almost every day, he’ll come up to you more than once and point to some tiny blemish on his chin – a spot or whatever – and ask, ‘Am I going to die, am I going to die, am I going to die?’ Once he’s been reassured that he’s not likely to pop off any time soon he’s right as ninepence, but half an hour later, he’ll be panic-stricken and asking you again. I mean, my mum’s a bit of a hypochondriac, but that’s ridiculous.


He’s not daft though, I really don’t mean that, and he’s probably the person I’ve had the nicest conversations with … the most normal conversations. He’s pretty bloody lovely as a matter of fact, but he was very angry for a while after what happened to Kevin. They were close, those two, I might as well tell you that. I’d thought they were just mates, until one lunchtime when I saw Shaun with his hand on Kevin’s cock under the table in the dining room, so I suppose it’s understandable that he was a bit upset. He hasn’t stopped being upset, actually. He still cries, a lot.


*


TONY, aka The Thing. Now, the thing you need to remember about The Thing is that he isn’t actually the Thing. He’s just called The Thing because the Thing is the thing he’s obsessed with. The Thing is what scares him to death twenty-four hours a day. The Thing is … his thing. You also need to bear in mind that Tony is what a lot of people would think of as seriously scary himself. He’s a massive bloke from Croydon who looks like Anthony Joshua, if Anthony let himself go a bit. I’m telling you, he’s built like a brick shithouse, but just the mention of the Thing … seriously, just one malicious whisper of the name … is enough to reduce him to a gibbering wreck. Screaming, trying to climb out of the nearest window, the full works. So … the Thing – according to the World of Tony – is an evil entity of some sort that, for reasons none of us can or particularly want to understand, is trying to kill him and – here’s the crucial bit – has the special power to transform itself into anything it wants. Anything or anyone. The Thing could be me, then the next day it might be one of the staff. Or a dog, or a daddy-long-legs, or a pair of shoes. The Thing is a hugely powerful and endlessly cunning shape-shifter.


My ex-flatmate Sophie came in to visit me one day and found herself alone with Tony in the music room for a few minutes. To this day, I don’t know what he said to upset her so much, but a few days later she sent him a postcard which read: Dear Tony, it was lovely to meet you. Oh, and by the way, I have transformed myself into this postcard. Have a nice day. Lots of love, the Thing x


Tony did not leave his room for almost a week afterwards.









FIVE


I can’t say it was the most restful night’s sleep I’ve ever had. I was far too excited by what was likely to be happening on the other side of the ward, though to be fair it probably had more to do with the fact that I’d set an alarm on my phone to wake me up every half an hour. I wanted to see what was going on.


Why wouldn’t I?


I didn’t want to miss anything.


The first time I crept out, Femi ushered me back to bed as soon as she saw me. I didn’t make a fuss, just told her I needed the toilet on the way and, after lurking in the bog until I thought she’d probably got bored, I managed to sneak another few minutes before she collared me again.


Eyes like a hawk and ears like a bat, that one.


The corridor that Kevin’s room was on had been cordoned off with crime-scene tape. Just seeing that familiar ribbon of blue and white plastic was a proper buzz. Made the butterflies start to flutter a little, you know? Kevin’s room was at the far end, so I couldn’t hear anything that was actually being said or see much beyond the odd figure wandering in and out of the bedroom in question, but that didn’t matter. I knew what was going on, obviously. I knew what stage they were at.


A Homicide Assessment Team. Just a couple of officers, probably, there to examine the scene and try to establish whether or not a sudden death was actually a suspicious one. There to decide if they needed to bring in detectives, CSIs, all the rest of it.


There was a local uniform standing just in front of the cordon and I picked my moment to try and grab a few words. Femi had gone back to the nurses’ station and from where I was standing I could see her and George drinking tea and talking to Debbie. Femi laid a hand on Debbie’s shoulder as she was still clearly upset at finding the body. When I was sure they wouldn’t see me, I darted across to see what I could get out of the uniform. Like a bloody ninja, I was.


‘Oh,’ he said. The poor lad had obviously been told that all the patients were safely tucked up out of the way and clearly hadn’t got the foggiest what to do, confronted with me. He actually jumped a little and began looking around for help.


‘What do you reckon?’ I asked. ‘The HAT team going to call it?’


‘Sorry?’


‘It’s OK,’ I said. ‘I’m Job.’


He looked at me: nodding up at him, all business, in a ratty dressing gown and slippers. He said, ‘Yeah, course you are,’ then began waving over my head to try and attract the attention of someone in the nurses’ station.


I could happily have slapped him, but I knew I wouldn’t be doing myself any favours and I guessed I didn’t have long. I saw an officer stepping out of Kevin’s room, so I raised a hand and shouted past the uniform.


‘Tell Brian Holloway that Al says hello.’


My DCI. One of the decent ones. A good mate, as well.


The officer at the far end of the corridor glanced my way, ignored me, then stepped back into Kevin’s bedroom. I don’t really know what I was expecting, because Hendon isn’t my team’s area anyway, so I wasn’t likely to know any of this lot and there was next to no chance they would know any of mine. It was annoying, all the same.


I turned back to the uniform. ‘Holloway’s my guvnor,’ I said. ‘We’ve worked a lot of cases together.’


Now, the bloke had his arms spread and his size tens firmly planted, like he was expecting me to bolt past him at any moment. He still hadn’t got a clue what to do with me, that much was obvious, but before I could make things any harder for him Femi and George arrived to save his bacon, giving it ‘Come on, Alice’ and ‘Back to bed, there’s a good girl …’


I couldn’t help but smile at the look of relief on the woodentop’s face as I trotted back towards my bedroom like a very good girl. I wasn’t that bothered, because I already knew how things were going to pan out. The next steps on the investigation’s critical path.


I’d taken those steps myself plenty of times.


They’d be bringing in the big guns soon enough, and I’d be there when they did.


Maybe being stuck in here’s thrown my timing off a little, because an hour or so later – I’d decided to leave it a bit longer, in case Femi and the rest were keeping an eye out – when I snuck out of my bedroom again, things had moved a lot faster than I’d reckoned on. The most irritating thing was that I’d missed them taking Kevin’s body away and that’s not because I’m ghoulish or anything, but because that’s a moment that counts for something as a copper. Should do, anyway. It’s about paying the proper respect, besides which, as someone who’d cared about the victim – and I’d already decided that’s what Kevin was – I had no way of knowing when or if any of us would get the chance to say a proper goodbye.


I’d wanted to be there when they carried that body bag out.


By now, the forensic bods were busy doing their thing, coming and going with toolkits and evidence bags, decked out in their plastic bodysuits and bootees, same as the detectives. It was easy to tell who was who though, because, as usual, the detectives were mostly standing around and nattering, looking uneasy, waiting for the CSIs to finish. I’d found a spot just inside the doorway of the dining room where I knew I couldn’t be seen directly by anyone in the nurses’ station and I watched one of the CSIs on their way out. I guessed all the emergency vehicles were parked outside the main entrance. I watched him – I think it was a him – signal to the nurses’ station, then wait at the airlock for one of the staff to open up. A minute later, Malaika – one of the healthcare assistants – came running towards him brandishing the keys.


‘Sorry,’ she said.


‘No rush,’ the CSI said.


Not for poor bloody Kevin, at any rate.


For the half a minute or so the CSI was standing inside the airlock waiting to be let out the other side, it was like something out of a science-fiction film. I imagined he was an astronaut about to step into the blackness of space or on to the platform of an orbiting station, and not just that grim brown lobby and the stinky lift down to the car park. I remember thinking it would be fun to tell people that, wondering who would get the biggest kick out of it. I could probably convince Shaun that I had seen an astronaut, of course.


I was also wondering exactly what that CSI was carrying away in his Styrofoam evidence box; what they’d found in Kevin’s bedroom. A weapon, maybe? Was there a lot of blood? Debbie had certainly screamed like she’d stumbled across something horrific, and, trust me, it takes a lot to give a mental-health nurse the heebie-jeebies.


A knife would have made sense, I decided. Easy enough to pinch one from the kitchen or even bring one in from the outside. Yes, they’re supposed to search you if you’ve been out, but on the rare occasions they bother to pat anyone down, it’s always a bit … sloppy.


They’re more hands-on at the average airport.


When I looked away from the airlock, I could see that one of the detectives was standing near the men’s toilet staring at me, so even though I knew I wouldn’t be given very long I wandered out into plain view, shoved my hands into the pockets of my dressing gown and stepped across to have a word.


‘Who’s the SIO?’ I asked.


‘Excuse me?’ He had his hood down, so I could see the confusion. He was forty-something, with a shaved head and glasses. Like a football hooligan trying to look clever.


‘Only, you can tell whoever’s running the show that I’m around if they want a word.’


‘I’ll pass it on,’ he said.


It was hard to tell if he was taking the piss or not, but I decided to give him the benefit of the doubt. ‘I’ve got intel, make sure you tell them that.’


‘Good to know.’


‘Inside intel.’


‘Right.’


I nodded and he nodded back. I said, ‘You know where I am, yeah?’


Sadly, it quickly became clear that Femi and George knew where I was, too. They loomed behind the detective who immediately stood aside when he clocked what was going on.


‘Alice,’ Femi said. ‘What do you think you’re doing?’


I shook my head and pressed my wrists together, like I was waiting to be cuffed. I glanced at the cop to see if he appreciated the joke, but he didn’t seem to find it any funnier than Femi and George did.


George began guiding me back towards my own corridor. He said, ‘This is getting silly, now, pet. You do know we are dealing with a very serious situation.’


‘Of course I know. Why do you think I’m out here?’ I looked back at the cop who was watching them lead me away. I shook my head, like, Isn’t this ridiculous? Like, They just don’t get it.


When we were outside my bedroom door, George said, ‘If we catch you out of your room again, we’re going to have a problem. You understand?’


I knew he was talking about changing the status of my obs. At that time I was on hourly observation, like most of the others, but he could easily change it to fifteen-minute intermittent obs if he thought I was playing up, or within eyesight observation, or even the dreaded within arm’s length, which would mean someone being in my bedroom with me. Nobody in their right mind wanted to be on WAL.


I told him I understood perfectly and leaned across to give Femi a hug.


‘She’ll be good,’ Femi said. ‘Won’t you?’


Half an hour later, when I opened my bedroom door again, Femi was sitting outside, smiling at me. Half an hour after that, she was still there and, this time, she didn’t even bother looking up from her magazine. I told her she was an ugly bitch and slammed my door and shouted for a while, but I knew she wasn’t going anywhere.


I didn’t sleep much for the rest of the night, but I didn’t try and leave my room again.


It wasn’t a big deal, because I’d seen what I needed to. I’d put a word in where it mattered, I’d made myself known. I kicked off the duvet and lay awake thinking about Kevin and my ex-partner Johnno and about knives twisting in bellies. I closed my eyes and tried to imagine what it would feel like to be the knife. Sliding and turning, hard and sharp and wet.


I knew that, by the morning, Kevin’s bedroom would be sealed off and that the staff would be doing their best to get things back to normal. Ilias, Lauren and the rest of the gang would be mooching around, curious, but none the wiser. I knew that the crime-scene tape would have been taken down and any crucial evidence logged and locked away. I knew that the homicide team would be gone.


It was cool, though. It was all good.


Because I knew they’d be back.
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