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At every moment of our lives, we all have one foot in a fairy tale and the other in the abyss
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Prologue


The darkness seems to pull her towards it, holding her in a freezing embrace as she moves down the lane and deeper into the treacle-thick night. The air electrocutes her lungs with each icy inhale, and her legs feel slick, sure of their new direction. She hears the stream bubbling by her side and the branches from the silver birch trees creak over her head like arthritic fingers knitting together.


The moon shines its mottled, kindly face, silvering her path like a fairy godmother; she smiles up at it before it vanishes again behind a fast-moving cloud. She feels entirely of the world; it moves easily along with her, as though some invisible force has, with a small sigh, been released within her, and she’s in step with life. She starts to hum, surprising herself, something made-up, childlike; it’s a nonsense but she doesn’t care and she doesn’t feel ashamed.


Why didn’t she notice before how smooth the world can be?


Her hum turns into a name. She calls out long and light, ‘Maisie!’ She stops and calls louder this time, ‘Maisie!’ She listens. The silence of the night is like a presence itself, taut and endless. Any moment now, there’ll be a scampering in the hedgerow, a sweet snap as Maisie’s nimble paws break delicate twigs. But for now there’s just a thick silence. She chooses not to worry; Maisie will be running in some nearby field, her body tight with adrenalin, nose to the ground, tail wagging, deaf to everything except the cacophony of smells around her. She adjusts her bag on her shoulder, calls again and keeps walking along the familiar pock-marked lane.


The flash of the car lights from behind startles her, like they’re intruding on her private moment and have caught her doing something no one else should see. The car is familiar. She waves, casting shadows on the tarmac, her arms preposterously long.


She breaks into a little run; there’s a passing point ahead, they can stop and talk there. But it’s as though running has caught the car’s attention – exposed some weakness in her – and she feels as if the car lights have locked onto her back with an animalistic ferocity, like the glazed eyes of a wild animal in a trance of instinct, nostrils full of prey. She feels the lights coming faster and faster, galloping towards her. A scream rips from her throat, but the wind whips her voice away, as if it’s needed elsewhere, at another drama. The car growls, so close behind her now.


Her bag falls from her shoulder and her neck whips round as the car bites into her hip. She feels her bones crack as easily as porcelain; the impact makes her spin, an insane pirouette to the edge of the stream. Her feet can’t keep up and she falls back. Thorns shred her useless hands as she clutches the hedgerows for support, but it’s just brambles and loose branches; it doesn’t even slow her down. She hears herself scream, distant, as if it’s coming from someone else far away. Her head sounds like a piece of meat slammed down on a butcher’s table as it hits something hard.


The stream is quite narrow; it fits her well, snug as a coffin. Her heart beats energy around her body with such force she can’t feel anything else. Even the ice water that busily trickles around her, trying to find its new flow with her in the way, doesn’t sting any more. The freezing air smells of wet, rotting things and her breath leaves her in blowsy clouds like small spirits, as if part of her was escaping, dissolving into the night.


She opens her eyes; the sky is still inky with night-time, and raindrops sting her face like tiny wet kisses. The car has finally come to a mechanical panting halt above her.


She places her hand between her thighs and raises it to her eyes. There’s no blood. Thank god, there’s no blood. Maisie, naughty Maisie, barks. She hears footsteps against the tarmac. They pause above her. She wishes they wouldn’t. It’s a relief when they walk away again. Pre-dawn silence seems to cover her, tucking her into her new bed. She feels held by the stream, calm in the silence, and she decides to drift off, just for a while, and when she wakes up, everything will be clear and she’ll feel free again.




1


Alice


I sit down in my usual chair, facing him. His head is turned towards me, patient, waiting for me to begin. I don’t expect a welcome, which is good because he never offers one. He just waits, professional, for me to start talking, which eventually I always do.


‘Hi, Frank – Happy New Year. Hope your Christmas was all right. It’s good to see you.’ I smile at him.


He doesn’t move; his expression doesn’t even flicker.


‘It feels like I’ve been away for ages.’ I look around; his sparse little area is just the same. After all the rain, the bright January light from the window is a relief; it catches dust motes floating in the air.


‘Our Christmas was quite fun. Remember I told you David and I went to the New Forest to see my folks? Claire’s moved my mum and dad into the barn they converted, so now her, Martin and the kids have the old house. I thought I wouldn’t mind but it was pretty weird. The house we grew up in but with someone else’s stuff. Anyway, David thought my folks seemed pleased with the set-up and that’s the most important thing, of course.’


The plan had been hatched and carefully executed by my sister, Claire. Younger than me by just eighteen months, Claire decreed it was ridiculous our parents were rattling around in the four-bedroomed Georgian house we grew up in when she and her family were squeezed into a three-bed rental. An annex conversion was designed by my architect husband David and hastily constructed in just six months from the old black-stained barn. My parents gathered up their bird books, their mugs and the old oak table that still has ‘Alice Taylor’ engraved with a protractor on the long edge and, in their usual quiet way, shuffled across the drive to their new home. Claire hired a skip for everything else.


Frank waits for me to start talking to him again.


I shift in my seat.


‘The kids were sweet. Harry, Claire’s five-year-old, had head lice recently and realised my name spells A-Lice so he called me ‘Auntie Lice’ or ‘A-Lice’ all Christmas. David thought it was hilarious. I sort of hinted that Martin might want to tell him to stop but either he didn’t get the hint or he couldn’t be bothered to do anything. I never can tell with Martin.’


The jury was still out on my languid, shoulder-shrugging brother-in-law. I thought he was either a quiet genius or not at all bright. David just thinks he’s figured out how to have an easy life, which, if true, makes him a genius in my book, considering he’s married to my sister.


‘Claire and I didn’t piss each other off too much, thankfully, but, oh god, there was one thing on Christmas Day.’ I lean in towards Frank. I can’t tell stories about the kids to most people, so I’m going to enjoy this. ‘I’d just given Harry a bath and went down to the kitchen and caught Claire peeling grapes for Elsa … peeling grapes, for god’s sake! I mean I get it for a baby but a three-year-old? I think Claire knew what I was thinking, and immediately said Elsa wouldn’t eat them with the skin on. David came in though, thank god, and stopped me from having a go at her.’


This last bit wasn’t strictly true; David’s presence stopped a full-blown argument erupting but I hadn’t been able to stop myself from muttering, ‘You are wrapped around her finger’, at the sight of Claire bowed over their new kitchen table, chipping away at the grape skin with her nail while Elsa had sat in her booster seat, kicking the side of the table like a tiny dictator.


Claire had snapped up from her work. ‘What did you say, Ali?’


Elsa had stopped kicking the table to look at me, her cheeks flushed red, rashy, glistening with grape juice. She’d looked affronted by my interruption when she’d had things working so nicely.


‘Oh, come on, Claire. You’re seriously still peeling grapes for her?’


Claire had finished the grape she’d been working on and handed it to Elsa who, without shifting her gaze from me, had snatched it from her mum and steered it greedily into her mouth with her podgy fist.


‘I just want her to have more fruit and this is the only way,’ Claire had said with forced restraint. Elsa had started sucking the grape, trying to get her teeth to grips with its slippery, skinless surface. Claire had taken a swig of wine before saying, ‘Just leave me to it, OK, Alice?’, the subtext being, ‘You don’t have kids, so how could you possibly understand?’ That’s when David had come in, perfectly timed as always, his paper hat torn at the seams, his prematurely grey hair poking out at strange angles. He’d known I had been drunk and tired enough to pursue a petty row.


‘Come on, Alice; come and help your dad and me beat Martin and your mum.’ They’d been playing board games in the sitting room while I’d helped Claire with the kids. David can’t bear rows so I’d sidestepped around Elsa’s seat and had gone to play Trivial Pursuit. As I’d walked away, I’d seen something like a light-green eyeball pop out of Elsa’s little mouth. Later David had stepped on the peeled grape and I’d apologised to Claire and the two of us had laughed at the grape trail David had smeared all over the slate tiles.


It would be at this point in my story that a therapist might ask, ‘And how did your sister’s comment make you feel?’ But not Frank, it’s not his style.


I pressed on. ‘Everything else was fine really. Mum and Dad were sweet and quiet as normal. Still completely obsessed with Harry and Elsa; they love having them so close. I guess it’s like how families used to be: grandparents mucking in, teaching their grandkids things, telling them what it was like when they were children, all that stuff.’ I pause, swallow, unsure how I fit into this wholesome family picture. I wonder if Frank notices how quickly I change the subject.


‘We had Simon, David’s dad, to stay for a few days and then we went to our friends Jess and Tim’s for New Year’s – they’re the local friends I told you about – so it was pretty low-key, more board games and wine.’ I shrug, ‘It was nice.’ A widower for five years, since David’s mum Marjorie died from breast cancer, Simon has found love again with golf. He seems content enough. I can’t think of anything else to say. I sense Frank knows there’s something I’m not telling him, a promise I’ve made that I keep trying to bat away like a persistent fly.


I sit back in the visitor’s chair. Frank hasn’t changed during the break. His cadaverous head rests heavy on the pillow. He is partly obscured by breathing apparatus; his tracheotomy is attached to a great blue plastic tube like an octopus tentacle, which runs cruelly from the middle of his throat. His body is shrivelled, like a line drawing, but his head is as hard and heavy as a marble carving. The respirator and monitor screens behind him click and beep away endless seconds. They seem louder, more intrusive than I remember.


Lucy, Frank’s daughter, once told me he has a broad West Country accent. I love accents. It’s a pity I may never hear him talk. I look down at his face; it’s a tired suggestion of the Frank I’ve seen in photos. Like some over-loved old teddy, his skin is sallow from hospital air and his hair is white and spidery like frayed cotton.


When he was first admitted, two months ago, it was mahogany, like my hair; I remember one of the nurses – Carol maybe – saying we could be brother and sister. Perhaps it was that comment that made me start talking to him like this. Or maybe it was because he’s been here so long and weeks go by without anyone coming to visit, or maybe it’s just because Frank’s such a good listener.


My instinct is that Frank’s more conscious than his brain scans and test results show, but instinct doesn’t count for anything on 9B; everything must be proven by a machine or a graph before anything changes. When Frank was first admitted, talking to him was like talking to an empty box – he was off somewhere; I don’t know where – but now when I sit with him, I can feel his presence. I know he’s listening. Without moving a muscle or saying a word, he comforted me just before Christmas on the anniversary of my first miscarriage. I told him about the first as I cleaned his tracheotomy; I think it surprised us both. Then I told him about the seven that followed. I even told him about the ones David doesn’t know about, my body snuffing out tiny life as efficient and silent as a candle in a jar. I felt better after talking to Frank. I suppose it helps that he can’t move, that I don’t have to watch the familiar struggle to hide the pity I see on most peoples’ faces. I stroke Frank’s downy hair, soft as breath on the back of my hand. This New Year marks the end of trying and the beginning of trying to accept we won’t have our own family. I promised David; I agreed eight years of trying is all we can take. It’s over.


I bite my bottom lip. I mustn’t get into a habit of talking to Frank about myself too much – it’s not fair on him – so I pull my hand back and look away from Frank. The nurses working over Christmas have wound some purple tinsel around the frame of Frank’s bed, by his feet. I know their intention was good but now it looks a bit silly.


I get up from the chair, grateful for something to do. I pick the Sellotape off the bed frame and unwind the tinsel. I imagine Frank thinking, Thank god for that, and I smile and say, ‘You’re welcome, Frank’, as I drop it in his bin.


Apart from the purple tinsel and a plastic Santa and sleigh with reindeer that look like they’re hiding forked tongues, 9B has got off quite lightly this year. The only other decorations around Frank are a couple of Christmas cards stuck to the side of his bedside table. I leave them for now.


I hear voices at the end of the ward: the other day-shift nurses arriving. I’ve got rounds in five minutes so I say goodbye to Frank and walk down the wide corridor that makes up Ward 9B at St Catherine’s Hospital, or ‘Kate’s’ as everyone calls it. We’re part of the ‘Nines’: the three critical-care wards at Kate’s. 9B is a small High Dependency Unit with four operational bed spaces. All our patients here teeter on their own personal tightrope between life and death. Us nurses share patient care but since he was admitted in November, I always put myself forward to nurse Frank.


My white trainers squeak against the tacky dark green plastic floor as I walk back towards the entrance of the ward, the sound as familiar to me as a kettle boiling. Today, everything seems the same but Christmas has subtly altered the ward somehow; there’s a sense of possibility this morning. There are some new members of staff, fresh diaries and the carpet in the nurses’ room has been cleaned. The smell’s the same though, the air like another presence in the hospital, a humid puff of overly boiled potatoes and hand antiseptic. Visitors find it stifling, but when you work here you get used to it.


I’m on my way to join in the post-holiday chatter that bubbles out of the nurses’ room like foam when Sharma, one of the ward consultants, walks stiffly out of his office, ready for rounds. He looks much older than his forty-seven years, as if Christmas has aged him. He’s even more precise and starched than normal, as though Santa Claus brought him a steamer, a ruler and spray fixer. His small moustache, like his hair, is jet black, shiny and symmetrical. His shoulders are right angles and the three pens in his breast pocket – black, blue and red – rest ready for action. It’s unsettling. How can anyone like him work in a world of piss and vomit? I always feel a little anxious doing rounds with him, as though I’m dirtying him by proxy, talking about bedsores and bowel movements.


In the nurses’ room, I hear Mary chatting to the new junior nurse, Lizzie. Lizzie starts laughing at something Mary’s said. Both of them were working over Christmas. Mary can be an acquired taste, so I’m pleased it sounds like they got on.


I pick up the ward-notes folder from the reception table. Sharma likes to do rounds with the most senior nurse on duty instead of with each patient’s nurse; I suspect it’s to avoid talking to too many of us. As ward manager, I’ve been called up today. I turn towards Sharma.


‘Hello, Mr Sharma. How was your holiday?’


‘Bonum. Thank you. Shall we proceed?’ Sharma sprinkles his speech with Latin, which incenses Mary – ‘The pompous arse. Who does he think he is? Julius Caesar?’ – but it just makes me laugh.


There are only three patients on 9B at present. Just after Christmas, Caleb in bed two caught a nasty infection after his cancer-ridden spleen was cut away. He was ready to go, as they say; even though he was as weak as a lamb, he still found the strength to try and pull out the IV that pumped the antibiotics into his arm. His wife Hope wrote us a thank-you card after he died; it’s still pinned up behind reception. Winter is usually a busy time here, with pneumonia for the old and more accidents from slippery roads and revelry for the young; odds are Caleb’s bed will be filled by the end of the day.


Rounds start with bed 1: a cardio patient called George Peters, recovering from a recent bout of pneumonia. Sharma moves on to Ellen Hargreaves in bed four, an eighty-nine-year-old with multiple organ failure, dementia and cancer, before lastly coming to Frank Ashcroft. Sharma finds Frank the most vexing patient on the ward. Not because of his symptoms but because of his prolonged presence. Frank has been on 9B for too long in Sharma’s opinion; most other patients stay for a few weeks, maximum, Frank’s been here two months already. On our way to Frank’s bed, we pass Lizzie who waves, grins and blushes at me. She’s already making up Caleb’s old bed, bed two opposite Frank, sticking ‘I’m sterilised’ stickers onto everything that has been made ready by the healthcare assistant.


‘No tinsel for Mr Ashcroft, I see,’ Sharma says as we stand at the foot of Frank’s bed. His voice still contains some notes from Hyderabad. Accents can’t be bleached.


‘Oh, no, I already took it down actually.’


‘Can you see to it that all the other stuff is removed as well?’ he asks as he looks down at Frank’s notes.


I bite my bottom lip as he talks.


‘Righto, Frank Ashcroft, fifty, our brain stem stroke. Coma for a month and now probably PVS since some involuntary eye movement was observed. EEG showed extensive damage with some upper and lower pon activity. He’s been on a ventilator since he arrived, is that correct?’


Sharma knows about Frank’s medical care, of course, but he still likes to go through the motions. I nod.


‘It was thought we’d try and encourage him to breathe independently, check his diaphragm function, so we tried a reduction but he suffered another minor stroke.’


‘Yes, that’s right.’


Sharma likes pliant nurses. He decided Frank was in a Permanent Vegetative State after a few minutes of looking at his scan results and less than two minutes of being with Frank. The protocol for diagnosed PVS requires approval from two other consultants. Sharma only has approval from one. If Sharma gets his diagnosis that would be the end for Frank; he’d be moved to a facility, a morgue waiting room, kept alive until he got an infection and the antibiotics stopped working. I have to hope for something better for him; otherwise, what’s the point?


‘I recall he doesn’t have any family to speak of. None that are involved in his care anyway?’


I wish I could shush him up; Frank is just a couple of feet away.


‘He has a daughter.’ I speak quietly. ‘Her visits are infrequent. He’s estranged from his wife; a couple of his friends and his mum visited once or twice but she’s now moved abroad. She wanted to come over for Christmas, but I think it was too expensive. But, no, apart from them, I don’t know about anyone else.’


Sharma looks down at Frank and then back at his notes, his forehead creasing. ‘Well, as you know, he’s been here a long time. It’s a huge drain on resources. I’m afraid it’s the times we live in; we have to find somewhere for him to move on to. I heard a care home in Reading is looking to invest in new equipment. I’ll make some enquiries.’ Out comes the blue pen and, with that, rounds are over until this afternoon. I imagine Sharma, retreating to his office, doing sums with his red pen, working out how much money Frank’s life is costing.


I peer through the square window leading to the little nurses’ room at the end of the ward. Carol – a middle-aged matron with short, permed hair, a quick laugh and big boobs that give her back ache – is sitting behind her desk, which overflows with policy and procedure manuals, lists and memos. On the far wall of the small, windowless room Carol has framed a photo of all the permanent ward staff on the ‘Nines’. Everyone on the ward hates the photo, our tired faces ghoulish and aged by the strip lighting, but we all like Carol too much to take it down.


With five years under my belt, I’m the second-longest-serving nurse on 9B. My friend Mary – who is, this morning, sitting opposite Carol, eating a half-price mince pie and drinking a cup of tea – brings home the medal with twenty years’ service on 9B.


Nearing retirement, Mary is small and, in her words, ‘shrinking fast’; she’s thin but always eating. She has short, grey, cropped hair and huge, goggly eyes, which she says grow the more she sees. Even the consultants revere Mary, who’s been known to diagnose patients faster and more accurately than the most senior practitioners. In the safety of the nurses’ room, Mary treats them with a mixture of pity and disdain, calling them the ‘Ist’s’, her catchment term for the Intensivists, Neurologists, Chemists, Oncologists, Cardiologists and so on who visit the ward daily, most of them like nervous insects, hovering by a patients’ bed before scurrying back to the safety of their desk and their books.


Carol and Mary both give me a hug. We ask about each other’s Christmases, and then Mary gets back to the rant I interrupted.


‘The Ist’s don’t get it. They don’t get it at all.’


She’s angry; she’d been nursing Caleb with her usual painstaking care and attention when he died over Christmas. Caleb’s wealthy family sent the consultants tickets to an England rugby game as a thank you for looking after Caleb. The nurses got a dozen crispy cremes.


Mary, as usual, keeps talking. ‘They think everything they could possibly need to know must be in a book. Most of them don’t even bother looking properly at the patient, let alone speaking to them. But here we are, day in, day out with our patients, their families; we see it all. Nurses are like hospital furniture. Everyone else constantly moves, the Ists get promoted, patients go home or die but we stay, steadfast, waiting to be sat on, leant on, perhaps kicked about a bit.’


Carol chuckles at Mary and Mary rolls her round eyes at me. I turn to the rota board so neither of them see me smiling; I know how irritated Mary gets with Carol’s perpetual jolliness. She comes round to stand next to me and squeezes my shoulder with her thin, strong hand that has lifted, wiped, squeezed and caressed so many sick and dying over the last two decades.


‘Here we go again, eh? Happy New Year.’ With that Mary walks back out on the ward and starts calling to the ward technician, ‘Sue, hey, Sue!’, before the door shuts behind her.


I take the seat opposite Carol, where Mary had been. Carol’s shaking her head at the door and beams at me as she says, ‘Something about old dogs and new tricks, huh?’


Carol, who is already wearing one pair of glasses, starts fishing in her permed hair for her reading glasses, which are, as usual, roosting somewhere in her thick hair.


‘I know,’ I say. ‘She keeps talking about retiring, you know. I can’t tell if she’s doing it for attention or if she’s serious. Either way, I can’t imagine this place without her.’


Carol nods at me as she swaps her glasses and, opening a file, she says, ‘So, what’s happening today?’


As ward manager I’m part matron, part nurse. At Kate’s the matrons are managers who perform hundreds of administrative duties on the three critical care wards of the hospital. 9B has a core nursing staff supplemented by roaming ‘bank’ nurses. It is a reflection of the strange hospital hierarchy that the amount of patient contact within a role dictates that role’s position in the hospital food chain. Many hours of patient contact – healthcare assistants, porters, cleaners and nurses – are the plankton and krill, yet positions with very few or no direct hours with patients – most of the ‘Ist’s’ – are the sharks and whales of this peculiar ocean. Despite my increased administrative duties, I’d never give up the patient contact. I studied medicine at UCL but failed the first round of doctors’ exams. I was devastated at the time, of course, hated the way my parents quietly hinted I was more suited to nursing. As it turns out, they were right; I am more suited to the human part of medicine. I administer drugs, change sheets, comfort families and hold the hands of dying patients until their last breath. I’m with them. I’m happy to be plankton.


‘OK, let’s see here,’ Carol says, reading from the schedule. ‘Well, you’ll continue with Frank, Brighton have requested bed two for a thirty-year-old head trauma, GCS 4 coma patient, but she won’t be arriving until this evening or maybe even tomorrow. Lizzie is getting the bed ready now. If you could take on Ellen Hargreaves, she’s got all sorts of appointments today; Paula said she’s been bad, especially at night, getting very agitated. She keeps calling out like she’s back in the Blitz, poor love. Oh, and the notes mention something about mouth ulcers and her g-tube needing to be checked. We have a meeting with her children at two o’clock. Then if you could do afternoon rounds, check in with George Peters’ family – he was with a bank nurse over Christmas so I think they need some attention – and then get going with the Nursing rota that would be great. I was also wondering, Ali … you wouldn’t mind keeping an eye on Lizzie for the next few weeks as well, would you? Just make sure she’s finding her feet, that sort of thing.’ She lobs a grin at me again and I smile back, before walking onto the bustling ward to meet the long day ahead.


I pull in to our drive at 22 Blackcombe Avenue just before 7.30 p.m. David and I have lived here since we got married, seven years ago. It’s one of those houses that’s shrouded in evergreen bushes, giving the impression that it’s much smaller than it is. Like something from a children’s book, the dark front door seems to peep out of the shrubbery like a kindly eye. Built in the fifties, it was considered indescribably ugly when we first bought the red-brick two-storey house – perhaps that’s why the previous owners planted the shrubs – but now it’s called ‘retro’. David tells me that – as he knew it would – mid-century’s become cool again, so we’re bang on trend apparently. David describes the house as ‘Old Hollywood’, a phrase I’m sure he picked up in one of his architecture magazines, which he now uses to make me laugh and give me an excuse to call him an ‘Archi-wanker’. I have to admit, though, it’s a fairly good description. The house has a balcony around the back, with glass sliding doors that overlook the sloping garden. David loved the generous proportions and the opportunity for building an extension; I loved the three bedrooms and the opportunity for building a family. Of course, now we just have two spare rooms.


It’s dark in the house so David must be out. David works for the Planning Permission Trust, and for the last six months he’s been working from home, which suits his budget-minded boss and also suits David who I know carves out extra hours to work on his private architecture projects. David said this year will be the year he reduces his hours at the Trust to finally practise full-time as an architect. His job at the Trust, where he pursues and debates controversial planning applications for local government, was always supposed to be just a stop-gap, a year tops, while we settled into our new semi-rural Sussex life. But as the financial crisis hit, people stopped planning expensive home conversions while Tesco’s still needed their car parks, so David dug his heels in and clung onto his desk and we talked at night about how it’d just be for another year or so, until the economy improved.


David’s out now though; he’s taken Bob, our black Labrador, with him. I fondle the wall for the light switch and shrug my coat off, dropping my bag with a thud on the stone floor in the hallway. Claire once described our house as ‘adult tidy’. No muddy trainers or wooden toys dot the floor. There are no safety locks on the cupboards or potties behind the toilet.


Our kitchen is a miniature farmhouse kitchen with a little larder and big windows out to the garden. David, I know, would prefer something modern but I’ve always been a sucker for anything rustic. I step over Bob’s chewed sleeping rug and stare into the fridge. I quite fancy a glass of wine but we always try and do a month off booze for Dry January, so I pour myself a large glass of fizzy water instead and lean against the trough-style sink to text Jess.






Can you guys come for dinner next Thursday? David wants to catch up about the extension. I’ll get him to cook and we could make a night of it? X








As I press send the outside light flashes on and through the kitchen window, I see David. He looks like he’s recently been on fire; white clouds of sweaty heat billow around him like smoke, puffing up from his Lycra running top. He’s breathing hard and puts one hand flat against the driveway wall as he uses the other to grab his ankle and stretch out his long thigh, the muscles in his standing calf tense with his weight. He only holds the pose for a couple of seconds, before he does the other side. Stretching’s never been his thing; he’ll be sore tomorrow.


There’s a light scratch at the front door. I open it and Bob’s slick black head pushes forward, pink tongue lolling out, urgent for affection. I give him a pat on his cold, muscular shoulder. He’s breathing hard but still manages to raise his eyebrows in pleasure as I look in his loving eyes and reassure him he’s a good boy.


David walks through the door, kicking off his ancient running trainers. His greying hair clings to his forehead in sweaty curls as he leans towards me for a salty kiss. His eyes rest on mine, taut just for a second, scanning to check I’m OK.


To reassure him that I am, I look down at his sweaty running kit and say, ‘I’m impressed. New Year’s resolution number one.’


He laughs. ‘I know, big bloody tick for Bob and me. I have to say though, Bob didn’t do much for morale, did you, Bobby?’ Bob, at the sound of his name, only has the energy now to thump his tail a couple of slow, heavy times against the floor where he’s already collapsed in his basket on his side of the kitchen, his black flank moving wearily up and down.


David refills Bob’s water bowl before pouring himself a glass from the tap. He drinks it in three gulps and says, ‘He was doing that stopping thing he does, you know, where he just sits down, refuses to budge and then starts trotting home. I had to drag him along.’


I laugh. Bob can be as stubborn – and heavy – as a mule.


David strokes my bottom as he passes me to get to the tap for a refill. ‘How was your day?’ he asks.


I drop the post I was flicking through onto the counter and bend down to take my trainers off. After the break my feet hurt more than usual.


‘Busy,’ I say, ‘but fine. You know, Mary’s been at Kate’s for twenty years now? Seriously, that woman’s got stamina. I don’t know how she’s done it. That’s another resolution actually: I need to make a plan, think about what I’m going to do next.’ I’m pleased I keep my voice breezy. Our first few years together in our tiny Hackney basement flat – me as a newly qualified, overwhelmed nurse, David finishing his architecture training – we’d talk over pints in our damp local about the future; Hackney at that time was more associated with ‘Murder Mile’ than flat whites and pop-up restaurants. In my plan, we’d have kids in our late twenties and early thirties, I’d stop nursing while they were tiny and maybe do something completely different when they went to school, like working in an art gallery or designing jewellery, something creative that would allow me to always be there for any sick days and holidays, by which point, David would have his own flourishing practice. We’d live in a rambling farmhouse near the sea and our kids would grow up with dogs, chickens and goats and they’d be the boisterous, ruddy-cheeked type, unafraid of adults and the future. I had it all figured out.


David turns to hug me; he probably knows what I’m thinking. I fit perfectly under his shoulders and instinctually he bends to kiss me somewhere on my face. His lips land near my eyebrow.


‘How was your day?’ I ask, my voice muffled against his chest. He kisses me briefly on the lips this time before we let each other go.


‘Oh, fine, you know. I did some more drawings for Jess and Tim’s extension; it’s starting to come together pretty nicely.’ David’s charging our friends a mates’ rate but it’s worth it to get his name more visible locally.


‘That’s exciting!’ I say, opening a mobile phone bill and immediately putting it back on the counter top without looking at it. ‘I just texted Jess actually. I invited them over on Thursday next week. I thought you and Tim can geek out on the drawings and Jess and I can have a proper catch-up.’


David rinses out his glass. ‘Sounds good, I’ll make one of my famous lasagnes.’ He winces into the fridge. ‘What shall we have for dinner? God, it’s a jungle in here.’ He’s talking about the bushels of spinach and kale I bought. Resolution number five: actually use the juicer I bought David for Christmas. David pulls all the green stuff out of the fridge until he finds an old block of cheddar, which he starts chopping directly on the counter top and eating in chunky pieces. Through a mouthful of cheese he puffs his cheeks out and nods. ‘Looks like it’s going to be good old kale with lettuce on the side and spinach for pudding tonight. God, I miss Christmas.’


I laugh as he drops his head dramatically down onto the wooden counter and I pinch the last bit of cheese as he murmurs in an injured voice, ‘Promise me the year is going to get better than this.’


I grin at him, but I don’t reply. I start walking upstairs towards our bedroom instead, because I don’t want to make David any more promises I can’t keep.
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Frank


When I was a kid, around six or seven maybe, my mum got ill. Nothing too serious it turns out but she had to go away for a couple of weeks and me and my brother went to stay with our grandparents. They were nice enough to us, but the point is, it’s the first time I can recall missing someone. Not a vague everyday kind of missing, but a sort of reverse umbilical wrench. Without my mum I felt embryonic, incapable on my own; every instinct wanted to be back inside her, where it was safe, where I couldn’t be alone. Then we went home and everything was normal again and in the way of kids, all the crying and calling out for her, well, it was as if it never happened.


Without Alice, I remembered that time, how I felt when my mum was ill. I’ve been panicky these last few days, scaring myself imagining her never coming back. She told me she wouldn’t be around for Christmas but I thought it’d just be a day or two. There were a couple of bank nurses over the holiday who didn’t even bother to learn my name. To them, I was just ‘the patient’.


That new one, Lizzie, tries the odd joke with me.


‘It’s turkey flavour today, Mr Ashcroft,’ she said from under her Santa hat on Christmas Day as she emptied a syringe into one of the tubes that spools out of me, pumping brown ICU mush directly into my stomach. Nice of her to try, but she should know I couldn’t tell the difference between turkey and tarmac. Lizzie’s new to us veggies as well; it’s obvious. She moves my head in hesitant, cautious jerks. It’s quite sweet really. She doesn’t want to hurt me, but she could take a cheese grater to my chest and a lighter to my balls and I’d feel it, every grate and burn, just like anyone else, but I wouldn’t be able to scream. I wouldn’t even be able to bat an eyelid.


I often wonder if Sharma had believed Alice and her diagnosis of ‘Locked In’ rather than ‘Persistent Vegetative State’ how different things would be for me here. PVS, as far as I can gather, is a pretty way of saying dead in all ways that count for the living. The PVS patient is balancing between life and death, their brain empty as a cloud but their lungs pumped with oxygen. The docs keep the patient going, like kids with a butterfly on a piece of string, they will not let go, but stick grimly to their game, because to turn off the machines, to let go of that string, would be to lose the game, to let the butterfly float away, and that can’t happen. It can’t be helped though, I suppose. The living are usually obsessive about life.


So that’s PVS, lights on but no one home. My situation is a little different, I’m home but my fuse has blown to the ‘off’ setting, Alice calls it ‘Locked In Syndrome’. An itchy nose, a sense of humour, sex drive, a voice in my head, needing to shit, regret, I’ve got it all, all those urges, needs and desires, as clear, prickly and torturous as ever. But I’m stuck, I can’t ‘do’ any of them. There’s no scratching, laughing, shagging, chatting, crapping or crying. It’s all done for me or over me, apart from the shagging.


Alice is still the only one who can sense me in here, trapped in my body, like a straitjacket.


This morning, I hear her before I see her; I know her step anywhere now. Her walk sounds like a pianist’s fingers across the keyboard. She lifts and lilts, the heel notes low and the toes higher. Relief pulses through me and crests as she comes into my line of vision.


Alice is back. She’s here.


A few strands of her wavy brown hair have escaped from her bun and bounce down towards me just inches from my face. Her blue eyes crease a little as she smiles, a dimple on her left cheek, and, yes, there it is … there’s the gap between her teeth; like a tiny secret cave, it only shows when she smiles. She told me once that when she was a student she tried to save enough money to have the gap closed up, but she went on holiday instead.


‘Hi, Frank, Happy New Year. Hope your Christmas was all right. It’s good to see you.’ I want her to touch me, to put her hand against my cheek, to tell me like my mum told me that she’s back and she’ll stay with me now. I don’t think even Alice knows how long ten days can be trapped in here. She chatters away about her Christmas, her niece and nephew, but I know what she’s thinking about as she bites her bottom lip. If I could, I’d tell her I know how loneliness gnaws, how rage blisters, I’d tell her we may be different, but she’s not alone.


She picks the tinsel off the end of my bed and I think, Cheers, Alice, not my sort of thing, to be honest. She hesitates for a moment by my Christmas cards, but she doesn’t take them down, and then she’s gone, off for rounds. I’m grateful she leaves the cards; I’ve only seen them once, when Lizzie opened them just before Christmas. The rest of the time they’ve been stuck onto the side panel of my bedside unit and it’s rare they move my neck far enough to the right for me to see them. I only got three this year, which is fair enough, I suppose, considering I didn’t send any. I can remember them fairly well; my brain’s good at taking photos now. Small mercies. There’s one from my little brother Dex who about a year ago moved to Costa del Somewhere with his new wife. My mum moved out of the house in Swindon we grew up in, where she lived on her own since Dad died, twenty-nine years ago, to live with Dex and his new wife, Bridget, in Spain six months ago. I was amazed Dex had done something for Mum, for the family, but then I found out the minicab company he’s set up is in her name for tax breaks, and she has to be registered as living in the Costa del Somewhere. Their card is of a cartoon Santa in his sleigh landing on a roof. My mum would’ve chosen it; when Lizzie hovered the card in front of my face, I saw the writing is in her spidery hand.






All OK here. Dex’s business is going well and most shops sell English food so I can get my Branston and cheddar so I’m happy! No one told me it gets so cold down here over winter but it should pick up again soon. We’ll come and see you next time we’re over. Sorry we couldn’t come for Christmas, love, but things have been tight since the move. Hope you’re keeping your chin up! Love Mum, Dex and Bridget.








Dex and Mum visited me before they left for Spain. I didn’t see Mum properly; she didn’t like looking at me. I don’t blame her. Instead she sat in my chair and cried softly while Dex paced around me, wincing at the tubes that plunge into me, and said something about how we’re kinder to animals. He’s never been the tactful type.


My other card is of a wintery scene with a hare running across the snow. It was from my old mate John, another site manager I worked with for years, before the redundancies rolled in. He didn’t say much, as I recall. No one ever does when they think you’re as good as dead.


The last one – an ice-skating polar bear – was from my Luce. She knows, of course, that someone will read out my cards so she doesn’t say much either but she included a photo: me dressed as Santa Claus and a five-year-old Luce sitting on my knee with dark pigtails and a red tartan dress, in our new-build semi on Summerhill Close just outside Brighton. Moments before the photo, she’d pulled down my beard, and seeing me underneath, stammered, her eyes wide with the magical truth, ‘Daddy! You’re Santa Claus!’ It became a Christmas tradition for me to tell that story every year. Imagine if she could pull away my breathing tube, look beyond my putrefying body and see, really see, me here, now – ‘Daddy! You’re here!’ – but I shoo the thought away. It’ll mess with my head.


Celia, George’s wife, visited for most of Christmas Day. She’d been to church and brought along some of her church friends after the service for a visit. I get the impression church is Celia’s interest and George’s triple bypass and the pneumonia that has led to his incarceration here on 9B have provided Celia the perfect platform to really try and hammer Jesus into George’s re-upholstered heart. On Christmas Day, the prayers muttered around George were longer and said with even more gusto than usual, Celia’s soft West Indian accent floating above all the other voices for the ‘Amen!’ One of the members of the congregation started humming ‘Hark the Herald Angels Sing’ and by the time they’d got to ‘Glory to the newborn king!’ everyone else had joined in, and before I knew it there was an impromptu carol concert here on 9B and for a moment the ward felt as much like home as any house I’ve lived in.


At the end of the carol, I heard the curtain between George and me slide back, exposing me. Someone sucked their teeth. Celia stepped towards me and peered into my face. I’d only seen her properly once before, although I hear her weeping over George most days. I’ve only had a glimpse of George; he’s so covered in tubes he looks like a drawing a child tried to scribble out. I suppose he might think the same of me. I saw just a puff of white hair and his lower arm and hand, his skin must have been dark once, but now it’s almost chalky; so different to Celia’s which is the colour and silky texture of milky coffee. On Christmas Day, her eyes were alight either with the Holy Spirit or with the sweet sherry I smelt on her breath.


In a voice that seems to freshen the air, she said, ‘Merry Christmas, Mr Ashcroft, here’s a little something from us all at The Risen Lord church.’ She leant forward and whispered, ‘It’s a bible’, into my ear as if she’d just given me the elixir of life and everyone else on the ward would try and steal it if they knew. Still, it’s a happy surprise when someone thinks it’s worth whispering to me at all. She left the bible on my bedside unit. It must still be there now.


Lizzie opened my other present for me, which was a scarf from Luce. It prickled and scratched my skin like sackcloth all day. Although I’m sure the nurses felt sorry no one visited, I’m pleased Lucy didn’t come. I’d only make her feel low.


Ellen, an elderly patient, had her quiet, doughy-faced grandchildren with her for a few minutes on Christmas Day. She must have been unconscious. She started her bloody wailing while they were with her. ‘No! No!’ she called. ‘The siren!’ They left a few minutes after she started, their faces singed a sunset pink, probably worried the nurses would think they were doing something to upset her. They shouldn’t; she calls out like that all the time.


Today, I watch Lizzie across the ward tuck in the sheets in the bed opposite with aggressive movements. She’s not tall; she has to stand on her tiptoes and lean over the bed to pull the sheets taut. She reminds me of one of Luce’s friends from school. Her cheeks are freckled and pillow-like, and she has round hazel eyes that look like they’ve cared for people for many years already. There’s a well of feeling in those eyes. She still jumps every time one of our alarms goes off. She’ll get used to all the noise soon enough. It won’t take long for her to know which alarms are normal and which alarms mean someone is trying to escape. When she’s finished, the bed looks like it could be on a barracks not a ward. She sees my eyes are open and she smiles.


She comes over to me and says, ‘Morning, Mr Ashcroft’, before she moistens my eyes with a cotton bud soaked in saline solution. My eyes burn with relief. Because I don’t blink, my eyes have to be moistened when they’re open, at least every hour or so, otherwise they’ll dry up like raisins. Alice asks all the nurses to moisten my eyes whenever they see them open. I’m troublesome like that; it’s why some of the nurses will stroke my eyes shut when no one’s looking, as if I’m dead already. I’ve heard Sharma call my eye opening an ‘involuntary spasm’ and I’ll give him the involuntary – my eyelids do seem to follow their own laws – but Alice said it can be a sign of getting better too and although I don’t often let myself linger on the thought, this morning, as a treat, I rest there for a while, letting myself believe that it might be true.


Lizzie comes over to me some time during mid-morning, when the sunlight has settled into its space on the ward. She piles towels, waterproof blankets, soap and extra blankets in front of me.


‘Alice is busy, Mr Ashcroft,’ she says. ‘She asked me to give you your sponge bath. I hope that’s OK.’


To be honest, I’m a little disappointed it’s not Alice, but I’m in no position to make demands. Lizzie has forgotten to draw the curtains and I’m just bracing myself for a new humiliation, imagining Ellen’s kids and grandkids arriving and seeing Lizzie cleaning my arse like a toddler when, with a titter at herself, Lizzie remembers, and draws the curtain around us, saying, ‘Better to have some privacy, eh, Mr Ashcroft?’


Lizzie moves a soapy cloth methodically over my skin, over every inch of me. She talks about the weather. The water is warm. I feel each individual skin cell react to her massage, each pore opening like a starved mouth to the cloth. She moves me onto my side to wash my back. Every bed bath feels like the first time I’ve ever been touched, like an entirely new sensation.


‘So my dad reckons this cold snap is going to last for a few more weeks, like last year, remember?’ The water runs over me, sheds my old skin, makes me new. Lizzie glances over an area on my back with her sponge. It doesn’t have as much feeling as the rest of me. ‘Oh, you’ve got a sore here, Mr Ashcroft. I’ll pop a dressing on that later.’ But now that she’s touched it, even so lightly, I can feel the skin around it start to pucker and burn, and I know what’s coming and I’m swearing and fucking livid that this moment is going to be ruined and here it comes, the lightest tingle at first, increasing in waves before the whole area explodes in a tsunami of itchiness.


‘Of course all my mum can think about is her bulbs; too much cold can kill them off apparently …’


The itch burrows itself into my back like a maggot in an apple, the flesh around it rotting with longing, longing to be scratched.


Dear God.


‘… and all my brother can talk about is getting a day off school if it snows.’


Please, Lizzie, please


The itch spreads; like an army of ants marching, it branches from the base of my spine up towards my shoulders


Scratch it!


I can’t enjoy her washing the backs of my legs or my feet; I can’t even think about it. I start counting with my breathing machine. It’s all I can do to distance myself from the million tiny feet drilling the itch deeper into my back.


SCRATCH IT!


‘I don’t really care either way, I like snow but I can’t stand slush!’


Finally, at count fifty-six she rolls me from my side onto my back and the relief is like a blanket on a fire. I can still feel the itch, licking up the base of my spine, but the worst of it has been snuffed out for now.


The last thing she does is move my head, rub the cloth behind my ears and gently dab my neck, avoiding the hole where my tracheotomy disappears into my throat. She rests my head back on the pillow, at the usual thirty-five-degree incline, and then she says, ‘That’s better isn’t it, Mr Ashcroft. Nice and clean.’


I hear a crinkle as she drops the sponge, soap packet, plastic apron and gloves she just used into the waste bin.


Lizzie leaves me and I silently thank her. She’s like Alice, with her well-tuned heart. I know my dignity is more important to her than her own. I’m facing forward, staring at the empty bed opposite, the heart monitor, IV and other machines, ready and waiting to slide into the new patient’s veins. Caleb went off to a whole orchestra of outraged wails and beeps from his machines, Mary barking at everyone on the ward, following the family orders to ‘do anything’ to keep poor old Caleb ticking. I hear everything that happens on the ward. A side effect, it seems, of being suspended in life is my new supersonic hearing. Like when someone loses a sense, another one becomes more acute, I can hear people talk quietly about ten metres away, at the end of the ward. None of the docs have picked up on it. I’m glad of that; I don’t want any tubes in my ears and worse, I don’t want people getting nervous, self-conscious when they talk. It’s my only entertainment. I never realised quite how much people moan before, about the weather, the neighbours, their children. It’s so petty, so mundane, so exquisite. I love hearing Carol cursing her bunions, or Mary bitching on the phone to some poor mug in India about how she still can’t access online videos. Small mercies.


By afternoon, my eyes have closed. In, out, in, out. I count along with my breathing machine as I listen to the nurses making the final preparations for the new patient, neat little footsteps checking machines, plastic being torn away from sterilised apparatus. In, out, in, out. I never know whether the next breath will come, whether I’ll die here today or whether I’ll be cocooned within myself as months turns to years, each day decomposing a little more, as life clatters on around me. People will fall in love, they’ll go on adventures, they’ll cry and shout, there’ll be wars and long, lazy summer days but I’ll still be here, staring at the grey ceiling, a statue, longing for some wonderful day when my feeling exhausts itself, and I’ll be left with a numbness so complete it’ll sweetly smother any memory of who I once was, who I once thought I could be. If I don’t die soon, my hope is to be relieved of hope, and even though my body may still be pumped, prodded and wiped, my mind will be frozen and Frank will be gone.
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