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			THE PART BEFORE ALL OTHERS

			When the Voices Came

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			The Unit

			Monday, 11.31 a.m. (49 hours to go)

			The Unit’s day room was a too-bright suntrap. The yellows of the walls and floor glowed. The air was tepid and still. Only one window opened and the seats nearest to it were all taken. There was a hodgepodge of other seating options, some chairs boasting arms and cushions, others made of plastic with hard seats, and daily arguments raged over who got to sit where, mainly due to there being too many patients and not enough chairs. There weren’t enough beds, either.

			The Unit was past capacity. It was a twenty-four-bedder ward but cots had been brought in over the last few days. They lined the corridors, pushed up against the walls. At breakfast, Jackson had counted thirty-six heads, and that didn’t include the patients in isolation.

			He’d have liked to watch the news, but the single flat-screen TV attached high on the wall played only sitcoms, PG-13 rated movies and daytime TV. Currently Adventure Time was on. It was a kids’ show, but everyone seemed to either like it or tolerate it. Three sofas hemmed the TV in and Jackson sat on the one furthest right. It was angled so he could see the nurses’ station and the corridors that branched off from it. He could see the whole room without turning his head.

			Sol passed in front of him, walking his rounds. He was on his second circuit, each wall touched, each table-top and chair patted, the open-faced cupboards that housed board games and decks of cards tapped on each shelf, the stereo system stroked. He was on his way to count the magazines and books, paperbacks and hardbacks alike. They were an area he was especially fastidious over. At one time, Sol would have even touched the potted plants, but a new patient had arrived and the flowerheads had begun to disappear, the leaves found with chunks bitten from them. No more potted plants. One less thing for Sol to worry about.

			In hospital bathrobe and boots (Jackson often wondered why the guy was happy to wear a robe but refused hospital slippers), Sol cut a strange figure. He was tall although not big, the robe hitting him at knee-level and leaving his legs bare to his boots. Jackson was grateful the guy wore boxer shorts.

			Sol was harmless enough. As long as you didn’t interrupt him or get in his way.

			A short buzz sounded and the Unit’s main automatic doors unlocked, yawning their slow, creaky way open.

			Abernathy nudged Jackson with her elbow and leaned closer. ‘They’re bringing more in.’

			Jackson could have closed his eyes and still known it was Gibbs walking across the foyer; the cadence to the jangle of his keys was unmistakeable. One of two ward managers, Gibbs hadn’t worked on the Unit the last time Jackson had been admitted, and Jackson didn’t like or dislike him. He was just a guy who covered the day shift and inhabited part of Jackson’s life here. Gibbs believed there was an innate goodness in everybody, that everyone wanted to help each other, and that humans were an amazing species – no, they were the best. Abernathy said that kind of talk usually meant the person hadn’t had much shit to deal with in their life.

			Gibbs paused at the nurses’ station, a kid on either side of him. He said something to the woman behind the partition window, tapped the glass to punctuate the end of the conversation, and walked into the day room. The kids trailed behind him as if pulled along by invisible leashes. Raw, acned faces and gangly-armed awkwardness marked them as teenagers. Their feet dragged and their too-large clothes draped their angular bodies. Teenager No.1 projected a nonchalance that screamed of bravado. Jackson remembered being that age; outwardly indifferent to the world yet angry at everything in it. Teenager No. 2 wasn’t angry; he was timid and fragile, as if a single touch might shatter him. This kid knew how scary the world could be. He nervously tugged the cuffs of his hoodie’s sleeves over his hands until only the curled tips of his fingers peeked out.

			‘Weird,’ Abernathy said. ‘Why’re we getting minors in here?’

			Gibbs caught Jackson’s eye and made a beeline for him. Jackson’s stomach sank, a tugboat slowly taking on water.

			Gibbs looked exhausted. His eyes were the bloodshot eyes of a gambler three days into a week-long bender in Vegas. His thinning hair was messy, as if fingers had been repeatedly run through it. He blinked too many times as he stopped in front of them.

			‘Newbies.’ Gibbs had to speak over the din of the room: the murmurs of patients, the arguing over someone cheating at cards, the TV. ‘I’m trusting you to give them the tour. Lunch is in thirty minutes. Make sure they get fed, okay?’

			The argument was escalating, one moment mutters, the next a deck of playing cards erupting in the air in an explosion of confetti. Gibbs closed his eyes. A flash of something crossed his face.

			Impatience? Despair?

			No. Defeat.

			It surprised Jackson. Much like the day room, Gibbs was a human suntrap, catching unwilling victims in his sunny disposition wherever he went. This sallow-faced, weary-eyed man was a stranger. Gibbs said nothing more and headed over to the poker players, two of whom were on their feet, their chairs pushed back. Sol had almost reached them on his circuit. Jackson counted the steps as the big man headed their way. One, two, three, four, I declare a thumb war. Above their heads, trapped in its domed metal cage, the black eye of a security camera stared blankly. Its red light blinked. A lot of damage could be done in the time it took whoever was monitoring the feed to get in here.

			‘Hey there.’

			Teenager No. 1 smiled at Abernathy. It was a lewd, crooked smile, full of arrogance.

			Jackson felt Abernathy sigh, the couch sighing along with her.

			‘What?’ she said.

			The kid’s grin widened, as if they were playing a game. ‘How’s it going, girl?’

			‘Don’t “girl” me, you fucking retard. There’re three people sitting here. Say hello to all of us.’

			Teenager No. 2 quickly said hello. The guy at the end of their couch didn’t look away from the yellow cartoon dog frolicking on the TV’s screen.

			Teenager No. 1’s smile had vanished. A slow flush mottled the base of his throat.

			The sinking tugboat of Jackson’s stomach hit the bottom. He got up from his seat, not waiting for the teenager’s embarrassment to turn sour. Fights on the ward were handled swiftly and severely. A new kid didn’t need that kind of hassle, not on his first day.

			‘There’s no room for you on the juvenile ward?’ Jackson asked him.

			The kid’s face rearranged itself into confusion. ‘Huh?’

			Abernathy got up, too, and Jackson watched the teenagers’ eyes follow her. Her hair was unwashed and unbrushed and her clothes were an unflattering baggy schlump, but she still could have turned these kids to mush with one smile if she’d wanted to. Which she didn’t. Jackson rarely saw her smile in a nice way at anyone.

			‘You’re in the adult psych ward, Junior,’ she told him. ‘We don’t take kids.’

			‘I’m not a kid. They said they had nowhere else to put us.’

			‘It’s getting to be a squeeze in here, too,’ Jackson said. ‘We’re running out of space for cots. You know what’s going on?’

			Junior switched his attention from him to Abernathy and back again. ‘Maybe. What’s it to you?’

			Teenager No. 2 shot Junior a look, worried by his hostility.

			‘Aw, did we hurt your feelings, baby?’ Abernathy cooed, and Jackson had to hold back from rolling his eyes. ‘Should I have flashed my tits at you instead? Would that have been better?’

			‘It wouldn’t have hurt.’

			Gibbs had calmed the poker players down, had even collected all the playing cards off the floor and dealt them another hand. Jackson was starting to think he shouldn’t have rushed over there, not now tensions were gaining traction on this side of the room.

			He can’t be in all places at once.

			‘Know what I think?’ Abernathy propped her hands on her hips, eyes narrowing on Junior even as the kid’s gaze dropped to leer at her pelvis. ‘I think you’re trying too hard.’

			Jackson sighed. Here it comes.

			‘I think you’re here because you’ve been sucking on Daddy’s cock too long and got to like it too much.’ Her smile was slow and taunting.

			Jackson wanted to take a step back from this scene, extricate himself from it, but Abernathy was already moving on to the universal mime of fist pumping to her mouth and tongue prodding into her cheek.

			‘Got it in one, didn’t I?’ she said.

			Junior’s reaction was immediate and unavoidable. He spat out a ‘Bitch!’ and launched himself at her.

			Any sane person would have ducked out of his way but, of course, this place wasn’t exactly full of sane people. Abernathy swung a punch and hit Junior in the head, cracking him above his ear. The kid fell into her and they tumbled on to the couch. The guy at the end, who’d been minding his own business, got kicked and elbowed as the two laid into each other. Abernathy was laughing breathlessly. Jackson heard the exhilaration in it.

			‘Hey! Break it up!’

			Junior landed a solid punch to Abernathy’s side – Jackson heard the hollowed-out thud – and her laughter cut off.

			Gibbs pushed past and grabbed Junior by the collar, worming his arm around the kid’s shoulders, about to heave him backwards when the kid let out a high, bleating squeal. He practically leapt into Gibbs’s arms, and they both fell, Gibbs collapsing under the teenager’s weight.

			Abernathy spat and a gob of red meat sprayed out. She grinned and Jackson winced at the red stain on her teeth, the dribble of blood rolling down her chin. She lay half sprawled over the guy who’d been sharing their couch. He was curled in a ball against the couch’s arm, hands locked over his head. A long monotonous droning came from him.

			‘What?’ she asked, seeing Jackson’s expression.

			He shook his head at her.

			‘Blood!’ a woman shrilled. ‘Blood! They’re killing each other!’

			‘No one’s killing anyone!’ Gibbs called, struggling to his feet. He bent down to inspect Junior’s head. The kid was rocking back and forth, his hand clamped over his ear. ‘Jesus, Abernathy,’ Gibbs muttered.

			Jackson caught a glimpse of the ragged tear in the kid’s ear, a piece of it missing. Well, not missing – the glob of flesh was stuck to the parquet flooring where Abernathy had spat it.

			‘He attacked me first,’ Abernathy said, sitting up and wiping the back of her wrist over her bloody mouth. She straightened her sweater. ‘I was defending myself.’

			She frowned at the guy huddled in his ball beside her. He was still emitting his one-note drone. ‘Jesus. You sound like a cow getting fucked up the ass.’ She poked him in the arm.

			His moan cut off and his head came up. Seeing he was no longer in danger of catching an elbow to the face, he threw Abernathy an affronted look, snatching his arm away from her and uncurling from his ball. He left her on the couch alone, her legs splayed, arms limp and hands resting palm up.

			Footsteps pounded into the day room. Three orderlies came with them, Peter Bird being one. His black hair, normally slicked neatly back, had worked its way loose and stringed in his eyes. On seeing him, Jackson almost felt sorry for Abernathy.

			Birdy wasn’t a big man, but he didn’t need to be. He had plenty of ways to get patients to do what he wanted, few of which relied on force. He was exactly the kind of person you didn’t want working in a place like this. Abernathy was one of only a select number of patients he sometimes resorted to getting physical with, and Jackson had a few theories as to why that was, not least of which was that Abernathy was a far better manipulator than he was. Birdy’s techniques didn’t often work on her.

			Orderlies two and three veered off to go calm down the other patients. Violence always seemed to unlock a primitive wildness in some of them, a call to chaos that was difficult to tame once it broke out. One woman had started to wail and yank at her hair. An older, frailer man had fallen to his knees, his bloodied fingernails scratching at the parquet, as industrious as a dog digging for a buried bone. Sol had pinned a man against the wall with his forearm but had dropped it when he’d seen the orderlies enter and backed up a full five steps, his eyes tracking Birdy.

			A clinking noise brought Jackson’s eyes back to Birdy, too. A set of leather wrist restraints dangled from his hand. Jackson frowned.

			‘Oh, come on, Birdy,’ Abernathy said, eyeing the cuffs as he advanced on her, and Jackson saw a flash of unease in her, even if no one else did. ‘There’s no need to get all bondage-happy. I’m docile as a lamb.’

			‘Katherine,’ Gibbs said, still bent over Junior, who continued to rock and snivel on the floor. ‘You bit off his ear.’

			Abernathy pinned the ward manager with a dangerous look. ‘That’s not my name.’

			Birdy didn’t say a word. Didn’t even pause. He went past the injured teen and grabbed Abernathy’s arm. From the clenched look on her face, Jackson knew he wasn’t being gentle about it, either. In a neat economy of movement – a quick twist and a shove – Birdy had her face down on the couch with her arm pinned behind her back with his knee. She immediately began to struggle, her cries muffled as he pushed her head into the cushion. He leaned in to speak in her ear.

			‘The more you struggle, the more you’ll hurt yourself.’

			She bucked at his words, hips rising under him, the buried fury at being made to look so powerless in front of others eating her up, Jackson had no doubt. But he didn’t move to intercede, didn’t speak up in her defence, because Birdy had wrongfooted him by coming in here and manhandling her from the outset. That wasn’t his usual modus operandi. It had left Jackson hesitant, uncertain.

			He hadn’t heard Sol approach but suddenly he was there, crouching next to Abernathy, one hand coming to rest on her shoulder near to Birdy’s mouth. The man jerked back as if afraid he’d catch something.

			‘Enough,’ Sol said to her, and Jackson could imagine the angry heat of her burning into Sol’s palm, feel the tautness of her trembling muscles. ‘Stop.’

			As if Sol had spoken a magic incantation, all the tension drained from Abernathy and she lay still.

			‘Take your hand off her.’

			A white build-up of saliva had gathered at the corners of Birdy’s mouth, bits of it threading gossamer strands between his lips. He stared at Sol, his eyes black holes dug into hard-packed dirt. Nothing moved in them. No bugs or worms. They were as cold and indifferent as the earth. ‘Take. It. Off.’

			Birdy’s words weren’t so much a warning as a line drawn in the sand. And Jackson knew Birdy wanted Sol to cross it. One tiny step over, that was all it would take.

			Sol returned his stare, and it wasn’t confrontational, only considering. The kind you gave a kid after he’d stomped on a caterpillar for no good reason, when you were trying to figure out why he’d do such a thing when the kid himself didn’t even know why.

			‘Sol,’ Gibbs said quietly, his gaze flicking nervously from him to Birdy. ‘Come on, now. That’s enough.’

			Jackson didn’t know if Gibbs’s gentle tone was what tipped the balance, but Sol was the first to break eye contact. He stood, taking his hand from Abernathy’s shoulder, and stepped back. No lines were crossed and no missteps taken. He turned his back on them and retreated to the other side of the room, to the corner he always occupied when he wasn’t walking his rounds.

			Birdy finished buckling Abernathy’s wrists in the restraints. Jackson saw the extra cinch he gave the cuffs so that her skin pinched tight, the flesh whitening above the leather. Birdy glanced across the room at Sol, but he wasn’t watching them; he was gazing out the window, seemingly lost to everyone but himself. Birdy’s expression didn’t change, but he used more force than necessary when he gripped Abernathy under her arm and jerked her upright. She didn’t cry out and she didn’t fight back. She’d stopped mouthing off altogether. A wave of hair obscured one eye, but Jackson spied no amusement lurking in the eye he could see, no sense of fun. She gave him a faint smile then winced when Birdy wrenched her around and frogmarched her from the room.

			Lunch was meatloaf and gravy. Jackson hated meatloaf. Teenager No. 2 sat across from him and didn’t seem to like it much, either. The kid pushed bits of it around his plate with a plastic fork.

			‘You don’t like meatloaf?’ Jackson asked him.

			The kid glanced up but quickly dropped his eyes to his food again. ‘It’s okay, I guess. I’m not very hungry.’

			His hoodie’s sleeves had been shoved up while he ate, baring his fingers. Jackson could see the sore, cracked skin around the kid’s fingernails, as if he’d gnawed on them like sticks of celery. His wrists were as slim-boned as a girl’s. Jackson studied the delicate line of the kid’s jaw, the pronounced angle of his cheekbones. The blade of his nose was thin enough to cut. He’d say he looked anorexic, but that wasn’t a guy thing.

			It’s not a gender-specific condition.

			Jackson forked a bite of mashed potato into his mouth. ‘They watch you more closely if you don’t eat,’ he said around the food.

			‘Oh. Right.’ It was mumbled but the kid bent back to his food. A minute later, he laid his fork down and cleared his throat. ‘I didn’t do anything wrong. I don’t need watching. I shouldn’t even be in here.’

			‘Okay,’ Jackson said, looking down at his tray and spearing a baby carrot. He didn’t want to have this conversation.

			‘What’re you in here for anyway? You seem pretty normal.’

			Jackson took his time chewing, his insides knotted into the size of fists. His appetite had suffered over the past few days and he suspected it would only get worse. He wished Abernathy hadn’t gotten herself locked in her room and left him on babysitting duties.

			‘You don’t ask questions like that,’ Sol said, not looking up from his tray (his meatloaf was almost gone). He sat at the far end of their table, away from everybody, and no one had sat near him. Jackson didn’t think he’d be in a talkative mood after the incident in the day room.

			‘It’s bad etiquette,’ Jackson explained when Sol didn’t elaborate. He shrugged. ‘People share when they want to, or they don’t. Either way, it’s no one’s business but theirs.’

			The kid leaned forward, his face moving into Jackson’s orbit, too close. It made him want to lean back.

			‘I’m here because I want to kill myself.’ The teen didn’t blink as he said it.

			If he was expecting a response, Jackson didn’t know what to give him. When neither he nor Sol replied, the kid picked his fork up and went back to pushing his food around.

			Jackson glanced at the kid’s hand. The fork trembled in his grip.

			Bet he ate a bunch of pills.

			‘I tried to hang myself,’ the kid murmured at his tray. ‘With a dishcloth.’

			A dishcloth? How is that even possible?

			‘My mom found me and called 911. I was assessed, got admitted, got dumped in here, but it doesn’t matter. Not really. I’ll try again when I can. I have to. I can barely bring myself to swallow any more.’ He looked up, the brightness in his eyes fevered and intense. ‘The thought of my own saliva sliding down my throat is like . . . it’s like . . . ugh.’ He heaved, his Adam’s apple bobbing, a floating fisherman’s lure with a bite snagged on its hook. Bob, bob, bob. ‘I can’t do this any more. It says I don’t have to do this any more.’

			Jackson didn’t know what to say. He wasn’t a therapist. He had no fairy-tale words to make it all better. He looked over at Sol but the man was sat gazing at his near-empty plate, his hands and cutlery held still.

			Jackson hissed in pain. The kid had gripped his forearm, his fingernails digging in.

			‘It’s not just me,’ the teenager whispered. ‘Loads are doing it. That’s why we’re here – there’s no room in the juvenile psych ward. There’s too many of us. Everyone is realising we don’t need to deal with this shit any more. It’s okay to let go, you know? You don’t need to be scared or feel like you’re alone, because we’re not alone, are we? No one’s really alone. And your parents will be happy deep down, right? They say they love you but you can see the pain in their eyes. They hide it just like we do, but this’ll all be for the best, you’ll see. You’ll understand when you get out of here.’

			Jackson pried his arm out from the kid’s grip. Fingers clung for a moment, nails scratching. The teenager slammed his fork down and for a split second Jackson thought he’d impaled his own forearm with it, but the tines were stabbed upright in his uneaten meatloaf. He tore at the ground beef, shredding it to bits. The kid gagged again, louder than before. A stream of saliva drooled from his mouth. He hacked, his bony shoulders hitching with the effort.

			Jackson glanced at Sol and this time found the man watching, dark-eyed and grim.

			A huge volume of spit had pooled on to the kid’s lunch tray now. He spat and heaved and more saliva strung from his mouth. It drowned what remained of his destroyed meatloaf.

			The teenager started laughing, his wet lips stretching wide and drool spilling out of his dumb, grinning mouth. But it didn’t sound like laughter to Jackson, it sounded like the kid was drowning.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Isolation

			Jackson drifted towards the women’s corridor. There were twelve women’s rooms in total, six on either side of the hall. Between each room, and hugging the walls, a further six cots had been set up. Three were currently occupied. A woman was stretched out on her back, feet flat, knees raised. She held her heavily bandaged hands aloft, staring at them as if she couldn’t fathom whether they belonged to her or not. She didn’t acknowledge him, and that suited him just fine.

			The two other cots’ occupants didn’t move. They appeared to be sleeping.

			He sat with his back to her door and crossed his ankles. Couldn’t get comfortable and had to shift his hip to slip a slim paperback from his rear pocket. He smoothed it straight on his thigh. He’d taken the copy from the day room’s bookshelf after asking permission from Sol (he didn’t want to be responsible for causing a meltdown if Sol was one book short on his next count).

			Jackson heard the squeak of bare feet but knew better than to look up, even when Abernathy’s roommate stopped at the end of his outstretched legs. The lazy hem of a gypsy skirt brushed the tops of her naked feet, the stitches loose and frayed.

			‘When can I go in?’ Pip said. ‘I need my stuff.’

			Jackson flicked through the pages of Slaughterhouse-Five under the pretence of searching for his place. ‘When they unlock it again,’ he said. None of the doors was supposed to be locked. People weren’t supposed to be kept in isolation or held in restraints, either, but that happened a lot, too.

			‘I didn’t do anything.’ Pip’s bare foot stomped down, making a soft, ineffective thump on the floor. ‘I shouldn’t be the one being punished.’

			‘Quit whining.’ Abernathy’s voice came from the other side of the door. ‘I promise to resist using your contraband tweezers to manicure my pubes.’

			Pip audibly gasped. It brought Jackson’s eyes up.

			It was uncomfortable looking at Pip directly. Her smooth and unblemished face, with its absence of eyebrows and eyelashes, always made him feel like he was meeting a new species. She had painfully removed all evidence of eyebrows and eyelashes, each hair meticulously plucked out, one by one. Recently, she had started plucking the hair at the top of her forehead, giving herself a prematurely receding hairline. The staff routinely spot-checked rooms, but they’d never been able to find where Pip hid her treasured tweezers. Seemed Abernathy was the only other person to be let in on the secret.

			She’ll look like an egg by the time she’s through with them.

			Pip shuffled past his legs and smacked her palm against the door. ‘I swear, Abbie, you touch them and I’ll make you sorry.’ Panic laced her voice.

			‘Sorry how? You’ll break a couple more teeth off my comb? How about refusing to sit next to me in group therapy? You’re not fooling anyone, Pip-Pip. We all know you won’t do shit.’

			Pip’s breathing had become short and choppy, and Jackson worried she might burst into tears. The hand flat against the door rubbed at the wood, as if trying to placate.

			‘She won’t touch your tweezers,’ Jackson said, returning Pip’s gaze when she looked down at him. She appeared even stranger with her eyes wide and no eyebrows to add expression to them. He raised his voice. ‘Will you, Abernathy? You’ll leave them alone.’

			‘Fuck, man, you’re such a party pooper. I’m only winding her up. I won’t touch her precious hair pluckers, okay? Cross my heart and hope my hair drops out.’

			‘You swear?’ Pip asked her, and there was such a plaintive, childlike pleading on her face that Jackson had to look away.

			‘I said so, didn’t I?’ Abernathy said. ‘Now get lost.’

			Pip retreated a few steps, glanced back at Jackson, then wandered further down the hallway, heading for the faint sounds of a quiz show coming from the day room. She shot a few more glances back up the corridor at him before she disappeared.

			‘I can feel your disapproval right through the door, you know.’

			‘You’re mean,’ Jackson said. ‘Even when you don’t need to be.’

			‘We’re all mean. I just don’t hide it like the rest of you do.’

			‘Maybe. But some people deserve it more than others.’

			He heard her laugh. ‘Pip is the meanest little shit in here. You should hear what she says when I’m stuck in here alone at night with her. She’s vicious.’ The position of her voice had slid lower, as if she’d moved to sit on the other side of the door to him. ‘You wouldn’t believe what she says about you.’

			Part of him wanted to ask, but he knew Abernathy was baiting him and it would bring her great pleasure if he bit. He heard a tiny thump and a small grunt come from her. Something bumped against his back. ‘Did Birdy take your restraints off?’

			‘What do you think?’

			He frowned down at his book and quietly closed it. ‘How’re your hands holding up?’

			‘What hands? I stopped feeling them an hour ago.’

			‘Want me to go kick up a fuss about it?’

			‘Nah. What’s the point? Maybe I deserve a little discomfort. It won’t kill me.’

			They were quiet for a while.

			Jackson checked the cots’ occupants. No one had moved. The corridor was getting dim but the ward’s fluorescent lights hadn’t turned on. Long shadows crept along the gleaming floor. The tall window at the far end gave the illusion of freedom, the outside world just beyond that single sheet of opaque, chicken-wired glass. Normality. Life. The world turning and people going about their business, and here he sat, surrounded by mad people.

			Yeah, but Twin Peaks is starting soon.

			He didn’t mention it to Abernathy. She’d be pissed if she missed it.

			‘Two more days,’ she said through the door.

			He’d been having this countdown from her for the past week. ‘I know.’

			‘Scared?’

			‘No.’ His gut twisted on the lie.

			‘If you are, we could make a daring break for freedom.’

			He couldn’t tell if she was joking or not.

			‘I’m more than happy to get out of here,’ she said. ‘Did you see how Birdy came at me? No sweet-talking, no nothing. Something’s up with him. He’s never done that before.’

			‘He’s never seen you eat someone’s ear before.’

			‘Har har.’

			He decided to change the subject. ‘I talked to that other kid at lunch,’ he told her. ‘You know, the one you didn’t try to chew on? He had some weird things to say.’

			‘What kinds of things?’

			He filled her in on everything. Even mentioned the hacking-up-of-saliva part, stopping before he described how it had run over the lip of the kid’s tray by the time an orderly intervened.

			‘That’s disgusting.’

			‘Yeah. I never knew a person could make so much spit.’

			‘What did he mean by “loads are doing it”?’

			‘No idea.’

			‘I know.’ The woman who was lying across from Jackson, her hands bandaged into bulky white mitts, had turned her head towards him. She was middle-aged, maybe in her mid-forties, attractive in a clean-cut sort of way. Her greying hair curled under her cheek, her parting crisp down the centre. Her eyes were clear and intelligent.

			‘You know what the opposite of “not being alone” is?’ she asked him. ‘It’s having company. And I have all the company I’ll ever need. Right here.’ She smiled and touched a bandaged hand to her temple.

			A crawling sensation skittered up the back of Jackson’s neck.

			‘I’d be worried if I thought I was crazy,’ she continued. ‘But I’m not crazy. For the first time in my life, I’m seeing everything so very, very clearly. Like a switch has been flicked on.’ She rolled on to her side to face him and he saw she was wearing a smart silk blouse and dark tapered trousers. As if she had dropped by on her way home from the office.

			‘Lawyer. I work in a law firm. That’s what you’re wondering, isn’t it?’

			He was. He couldn’t lie. Jobs could say a lot about a person.

			She tucked one bandaged hand under her head, cushioning her cheek. She looked comfy. ‘I should be locked up in a holding cell somewhere, not in here. But the police are very busy. They have their hands and their heads full.’

			Jackson could feel the stillness behind the door at his back. He imagined Abernathy with her ear pressed to the wood, listening.

			‘Want to know what I did to land myself in here?’

			He took in her bandaged hands again. Looking closer, he noticed the black smears on the sleeves of her blouse, the singed cuffs, a missing button beneath her breasts. The frilly peek of a lace camisole.

			‘You have to say it if you want to know.’

			Did he?

			Yes. Tell her you want to know.

			He rubbed at a cold spot at the back of his head and heard himself say, ‘I want to know.’

			Another smile passed over her lips. ‘Well, first, I deactivated the sprinkler system. Which is a lot easier than you’d think. Then I blocked the fire exits to my office floor so no one could get out, and pushed a coffee table to block the elevator doors from closing and being called to their floor, and then I went to the copier room and doused it and every entrance with lighter fluid and set it all alight on my way out. It was all very simple.’ She lifted the bandaged hand that wasn’t being used as a cushion, showing it to him. A single, silver-tracked tear slid over the bridge of her nose. ‘Got my war wounds to prove it.’

			‘Did they die?’

			‘I think so. I hope so.’

			‘Why?’

			‘Because it explained everything to me. It told me what had to happen.’

			Jackson shook his head. Wet his lips. ‘What told you?’

			More tears followed, slipping from the corners of her eye to soak into the bandages beneath her cheek. ‘The voice in my head, of course.’

			The overhead strip lighting still hadn’t come on. The gloom cast an ominous quality over the motionless women in their cots. The lawyer, who’d burned her colleagues to death, had silently turned her back on him after her admission.

			Jackson got to his feet and stretched, hearing his spine crack. He didn’t take his eyes from the dark, slumbering shape of the lawyer. A bandaged hand was tucked over her waist as if she were hugging herself in her sleep.

			‘Jack?’ Abernathy whispered. ‘You there?’

			‘Yeah.’ He slipped Slaughterhouse-Five into his rear pocket.

			‘I think I’m about done in here. Get me out?’

			‘Sure. Hang tight.’

			He had to pass the day room on his way to the nurses’ station. The only illumination in there came from the TV. It flickered in static flashes as a car chase ran in frenetic motion on the screen. The room was half full. No one talked. Everyone sat, stood or lay silent. It was eerie. Jackson did a quick scan for Birdy, but he wasn’t in attendance.

			Sol had diverted from his usual corner to stand next to the nurses’ station, his arms folded. From this vantage point he could see the length of the women’s corridor as well as the day room’s occupants. Jackson had to wonder if the man had moved so he could keep a watchful eye over Abernathy’s room. He nodded to Sol as he passed, but Sol didn’t respond. The whites of his eyes flashed with the TV.

			The nurses’ station was empty. Jackson lifted up on to his toes to check the area at the bases of the three swivel chairs. They often left handbags down there, totes containing snacks, a piece of fruit maybe, a Kindle or a magazine.

			The space was free of clutter.

			He checked the large clock hanging on the back wall. 5.46 p.m. Fourteen minutes to dinner. He sidestepped to peer up the backbone of the ward – the central corridor that led to the dining room, a bank of telephones, the crafts room and the men’s bedrooms. There was no rattle of food trolleys. No hum of activity. Two of the phones were in use, but the speakers’ conversations were hushed, secretive, buried behind hunched shoulders.

			‘What do you want?’

			It was all Jackson could do not to flinch. He turned to find Birdy standing five feet away, watching him, eyes dulled to an anaemic shine in the dimness.

			‘Where are the nurses?’ The nurses were the only ones who could dispense medication, and meds were doled out before and after dinner.

			‘Running late. Off sick.’ A shrug. ‘You have me.’ And Birdy smiled, slow and pleasant. He reached under his smock and pulled out a set of keys. A furry brown rabbit paw dangled from its chain. The keys bristled as he searched through them and Jackson took an instinctive step back. Birdy glanced up. The keys, with their jagged edges, were spread out, sharp tips pointing at him.

			Something hung in the air, hot and alive.

			Be careful of him.

			Birdy moved and Jackson tensed, but all he did was brush by him and insert the key into the door’s lock. A white dot had been stuck to the lock plate, as small and round as a tab of Risperdal. Jackson was supposed to take his meds before food. A nurse needed to be back for then.

			Birdy let himself into the nurses’ station and went to the control panel on the far wall. The fluorescent strip lighting came to life section by section – at the far end of the main corridor, outside the dining room, over the bank of telephones, outside the crafts room, blinking on over Jackson’s head. The day room flooded with artificial light and a tidal wave of fluorescence swept up the women’s corridor, dead-ending at the tall chicken-wired window. It was dark beyond the glass. Full evening had arrived.

			The light banished some of Jackson’s unease, the soft buzz emanating from the overhead tubes throwing a calming blanket over his nerves.

			‘Better?’ Birdy asked as he came out of the office. He tugged at the door to make sure it had locked. Birdy was average in all regards – height, weight, age – but there was hidden nuance in everything he said. When he said ‘Better?’ what he meant was ‘Scared of the dark, pussy?’

			‘Abernathy needs out,’ Jackson said.

			‘Does she now?’

			‘It’s been over five hours.’

			‘You’re right, it has.’

			‘It’s against protocol to keep someone in restraints past when they’re needed.’

			A long beat of silence. Birdy tilted his head to the side. ‘You telling me you know more about my job than I do?’

			Jackson thought it best he didn’t answer that.

			‘Don’t worry, I’m sure Abernathy likes it. Has a real taste for it, if you get my meaning.’

			Jackson didn’t get his meaning. Not one bit. ‘Look, she’s calm. It’s past time she was let out.’

			Birdy’s tone didn’t change, but something in his face did. ‘Maybe it’s past time you minded your own business.’

			This isn’t going well.

			‘I’m not trying to step on your toes here—’

			‘No. That would be a stupid thing to do.’

			A few patients wandered out of the day room, dopey-eyed and listless, roused from whatever stupor they had fallen into by the switching-on of the lights. Sol hadn’t moved and Jackson got the distinct feeling he was silently watching him and Birdy. Maybe he was counting invisible things, like the seconds in which neither of them spoke.

			As the moment stretched out, Jackson’s frustration grew. He didn’t want to wage a war with this guy. He was in here because he’d been getting worse. All he wanted was to take his meds, get his shit together and get sprung. Birdy meant nothing to him. All he was trying to do was help Abernathy out.

			An electronic beep sounded and the access-controlled doors to the ward opened. The sight of Rosie, in all her overweight frump, banished the last of Jackson’s unease. She was Gibbs’s counterpart, the second ward manager. Old-school. A stickler for the rules. Jackson heard tell she’d reported an orderly a few years back for squirting shaving foam down a patient’s throat when they’d refused to stop screaming. The staff on duty covered for over a week before Rosie prised the truth out of them. She wasn’t having any of that shit on her ward.

			‘What’re you boys standing around like lumps for? It’s almost chow time. Dinner trays are on their way up.’ When neither of them moved, she glanced from Jackson to Birdy. ‘It’s up to us to maintain a semblance of normality here, Mr Bird. Now, I believe the water jugs will need filling.’

			‘I’ll do it,’ Jackson said. ‘You were in the middle of your rounds, right, Birdy? You said you still had the women’s corridor to do.’ Jackson’s inference was clear: go let Abernathy out.

			Birdy smiled and bobbed his head. ‘Sure did.’ One of his front teeth was darker than the rest. A bluish-grey. It was what happened when the root died. Jackson couldn’t help but wonder what it felt like to have something dead sitting inside you like that.

			‘Teamwork, that’s what I like to see. Now, shoo.’ Rosie clapped her hands to get them going. ‘There’s lots to do.’

			Birdy was still smiling as he turned away to head up the women’s corridor. His smiles held nuance, too.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Group

			Tuesday, 10.17 a.m. (26 hours to go)

			‘It’s like this,’ Abernathy said to her trapped audience. ‘Every woman who has a kid becomes a milk-producing, shit-cleaning, dribble-wiping automaton.’

			There were seven of them in group therapy this morning, their chairs organised into an informal circle, the crafts room’s tables pushed back to the edges. It had taken a while for everyone to settle: their usual group leader was absent and Gibbs was filling in.

			Pip gazed at Abernathy, captivated, her mouth partway open and fingers absently stroking the place where one eyebrow used to be.

			‘A new mother’s sense of self sloughs off at the same moment her placenta slops out of her.’ Abernathy spread her thighs and mimed catching something that plopped out from between her legs. Jackson stopped listening.

			Gibbs was staring down at his notes. If the guy had looked exhausted the last time Jackson saw him, he now looked as though the concept of sleep was some vague, ungraspable activity he’d enjoyed back in his college days. A silver twinkle sparkled under his left eye, a herpes-like glitter contaminant from one of the craft boxes they had moved to clear space.

			A humming started up in the back of Jackson’s head, a verse of ‘Moonage Daydream’ drifting through, all electric eyes and space faces. Gibbs looked up, an artificial haze of attentiveness dampening his tired eyes. They got taught how to feign interest, desks in rows, a projector beaming suitable facial expressions on to a screen matched with its accompanying emotion. EMPATHY. COMPASSION. UNDERSTANDING.

			Condescension.

			Yes. That, too. Although Gibbs was much better at hiding it than most of the staff here.

			Abernathy was slinging the invisible afterbirth over her shoulder when Jackson brought his attention back to her. ‘Et voilà. Her old self dies, discarded with the offal, murdered by the very baby she wanted so desperately to have in the first place.’

			‘That’s so gross.’ Junior’s nose had wrinkled as if it had caught the heavy copper scent of the imaginary placenta. He was draped slovenly in his seat, his ear bandaged in a dressing so white it hurt to look at. In comparison, his salivating buddy next to him hadn’t glanced up since entering the room; he sat in silence, a sleeved hand pressed tight over his mouth as if he were muzzling himself.

			Probably working up a whole gutful of saliva to share later.

			‘No,’ Abernathy corrected. ‘What’s gross is how unfair it is that you get to rut to your heart’s content with no consequences to worry about. Unless you count dick-rot from sticking it in one too many rank holes.’

			‘Oh, I’ve stuck my dick in plenty of holes.’ He grabbed his crotch at her.

			‘Enough,’ Gibbs told them. ‘You’re both on thin ice, especially after yesterday.’

			Abernathy held up her hands, contrite, although the teeth in her smile said she didn’t give one shit about any ice, thin or otherwise. ‘You’re right. I’m sorry. I’ll try not to talk about such adult topics in front of the kiddiewinks.’

			Junior’s face shut down. ‘What’re you even so butt-hurt about? Does your mom hate you for being a crazy bitch and ruining her life?’

			‘Hey now, let’s tone down the language.’ But there was no real conviction in how Gibbs said it.

			Abernathy twisted in her seat to face Junior. She was smiling but her lips were thin, her jaw tight. Jackson felt the muscles in his back tense.

			‘It’s funny you mention being butt-hurt, Junior, because I wanted to apologise for outing you yesterday. I shouldn’t have done that. I know how you queers like to come out on your own terms.’

			Pip burst out giggling. She smothered the sound with her hands.

			Junior’s chair went clattering.

			Here we go again.

			Jackson scraped his own chair back a safe distance, and Pip, hiccupping laughs, hiked her bare feet up on to her seat, not wanting them to get trampled. Her gleeful eyes darted from Junior to Abernathy to Gibbs, who’d shot out of his seat along with Junior. He slotted himself between the teenager and Abernathy, using himself as a buffer as the kid tossed obscenity after obscenity, a crass roll call of expletives that was pretty inventive in parts. Abernathy didn’t bother to retaliate; she leaned back in her seat, looking bored and inspecting her fingernails.

			Junior shoved Gibbs in the chest and he staggered away. The ward manager bumped into a table, his folder of notes dropping to the floor. Sheets of A4 slid across the laminate. Jackson trapped a few pages under his foot, spying paragraphs written in blocks of red, green, blue and purple ink. Pages of text in a rainbow of colour-codes.

			Sol stood up. He’d been there the whole time, of course, but he never talked in group. No one expected him to. He was there as a box-ticking exercise.

			Pip’s giggles choked to a stop and Junior’s tirade wound down as fast as it had begun. The room fell silent.

			Jackson found himself gripping the edges of his chair.

			The kid with the bandaged ear eyed Sol warily.

			‘No,’ Sol said. One word. That was all. The most he’d ever said in here. There was displeasure in the utterance. An offence dealt. Jackson wasn’t sure if it was the push to Gibbs or the messy scattering of papers that had done it.

			Abernathy rose from her chair, hand held out, a placating gesture that said, Take it easy.

			Gibbs had straightened himself on the table. He ran a hand over his thinning hair and met Jackson’s eyes for an instant. ‘It’s all right,’ he said to the room. ‘Everyone calm down. It was just an accident.’

			Still, nobody moved.

			Drawn-out seconds passed while Sol stared at the kid. Everyone in that crafts room felt it, that long stretch of time; it was almost painful, the stillness of it. Jackson’s forearms burned from holding on to his chair. He didn’t want to have to throw it. Didn’t want to have to get into a brawl. Abernathy had a soft spot for Sol, and Jackson had moments when he understood why. There was more to him than his circuits and his counting. Sometimes you caught unexpected glimpses of it, like flashes of sunlight behind the swaying, green-leafed branches of a tree.

			At last, Sol broke eye contact and bent to the floor. He began gathering Gibbs’s spilled notes together.

			Jackson unclamped his fingers from his chair and took a slow, deep breath. He leaned over and collected the paper he’d trapped under his foot. Sol accepted the sheets from him without comment and slid everything inside their folder. He sat down with it.

			Jackson didn’t miss the tension uncoil from Junior’s arms and fists. He seemed to slump where he stood. An almost imperceptible twitch caught at the corner of the kid’s eye when Abernathy stepped up to him. She was taller, besting the teenager by a good three inches.

			‘You need to stop being such a sensitive little flower,’ she told him quietly. ‘You react like that to everything you don’t like, you’ll end up with no appendages left. Not even your favourite one.’ She shot a meaningful glance south to his crotch.

			She leaned in, mouth moving towards his unbandaged ear. The kid froze but didn’t shrink back. He was too proud for that. She whispered something, too low for Jackson to hear, and Junior’s face smoothed out, softened.

			He calmed down pretty quickly after that. Even righted his chair and apologised to Gibbs for pushing him. It turned out to be the most civilised group therapy session Jackson had ever attended.

			‘Jackson, can I have a word?’

			Jackson considered opening the door and leaving the crafts room anyway. He didn’t want a word with Gibbs. He wanted to grab a cigarette, bum a light from one of the orderlies and stand outside in the sunshine for five minutes, inhaling smoke into his lungs until the singeing burn eased the tightness that lived in his chest.

			‘It’ll only take a minute.’

			Gibbs waited for him to release the handle. As soon as he did, Gibbs moved in to rest his hand flat to the door, physically preventing Jackson from leaving. The guy’s fingernails were bitten and chewed painfully short. The third fingernail was broken and ragged.

			‘I need to ask – what’s it been saying to you?’

			Jackson frowned. He didn’t know what he was talking about.

			‘The voice. I know you still hear it.’

			Busted, said that dark, hidden voice that sounded so like him.

			Gibbs glanced over at the Perspex windows into the corridor, checking that no one was peering in at them. Abernathy was out there but she was deep in conversation with Junior, of all people.

			When Gibbs’s eyes returned to him, they were earnest, but an underlying urgency ate away at the tiredness in them. ‘You get this look on your face. Your head cocks, just slightly. Only small tells, but they’re there. The drugs aren’t working, are they?’

			He’s cleverer than he looks. Need to be more careful.

			‘Unless you’re honest with us – with me – we can’t help you.’

			You can trust me more than you can trust him. I mean, look at him. He writes in purple pen and wears glitter like David Bowie. He’s a flake.

			Jackson closed his eyes. ‘I know,’ he said, unsure who he was answering.

			‘I’m not asking you this because it’s my job.’ Gibbs’s eyes flicked to the windows again. Abernathy was still out there but Junior had disappeared. She saw them looking and tapped her bare wrist as if to say Tick-fucking-tock. Like they had anything more pressing to do than play Connect Four and watch Maury on TV.

			‘My partner . . .’ Gibbs stopped, a ghost of uncertainty passing over his face.

			Jackson glanced at the man’s hand, at his ring finger. Bare. That made sense. It was best to keep your personal business separate from this place.

			Gibbs tried again. ‘Not just my partner, but generally. People are acting . . . odd. There’ve been incidents. This morning a pilot flew a commercial A330 into Mount Elbert in Colorado. They don’t think any of the two hundred and sixty-two passengers could have survived. Even one of our new admissions here – she works for Brooks & Heinemann downtown; a high-end law practice – she burned up her entire office. Twenty-two people dead.’

			As successful at setting fires as she is at practising law.

			‘People snap,’ Jackson said. ‘Stresses at home. Debt. Lots of reasons.’

			‘I agree. But not like this. Not so many. There have been multiple road accidents. Cars, motorbikes, buses. Statistically speaking, buses hardly ever crash. Four have been involved in collisions resulting in fatalities since last weekend. Four. And that’s just in St Louis. On Friday evening a bomb was disarmed at Union Station. Right next to the Ferris wheel. Listen to me.’ Gibbs placed a hand on Jackson’s shoulder, drawing him away from the door and towards a chair, and in that one action Jackson realised how rattled Gibbs was. He never touched patients, not unless he had to restrain one or to stop someone from hurting themselves.

			Jackson found himself sitting without fully knowing how he’d got there. Gibbs pulled a chair out and sat opposite him. The skin of his neck was flushed, his bloodshot eyes darted, and it wasn’t just fatigue that had rimmed them red. This guy was scared.

			‘I’m not coming to you with this lightly. You must understand I would never normally talk about these things with a patient. Not ever. But I’ve already discussed this with colleagues, with doctors, with professionals, and no one wants to face up to the facts.’

			Jackson tried to not look at Abernathy, who had pushed her face up against the window so that her mouth and nose squashed grotesquely against the Perspex. ‘I’m listening,’ he said.

			Gibbs fixed him with a look. ‘My partner hasn’t done anything. Not yet. But he says . . . he says he hears someone. A voice. Talking to him. He has no history of mental illness. He’s had no fevers, not on any medication. He’s been sleeping fine. Way better than me. But he says it’s been telling him to . . . to do things.’

			‘What things?’

			Gibbs bit his bottom lip. ‘Hurt me. Hurt himself.’

			Jackson stared hard at him. ‘This isn’t some whacked-out therapy role play I don’t know about, is it?’

			‘No. I swear to you. This isn’t a game.’

			‘All right,’ Jackson said slowly, studying him carefully, that tiny bit of glitter stuck to his cheek twinkling at him, a sparkle of cheer in all this macabre talk of death and violence. ‘Let me get this straight. You’re telling me he’s hearing voices.’

			‘Yes. No. A voice. Singular.’

			‘You think what’s happening to him is happening to others?’

			‘You don’t see what’s going on out there. The news channels are full of this stuff.’

			Tell him what Light ’em Up Lawyer and Spit McGee said.

			‘Have you read the admission notes for those two new teenagers yet?’ Jackson asked.

			‘Yes. I’ve had one-to-ones with them both after everything that happened yesterday.’

			‘That one kid – the nervy one – is there any previous history of audial hallucinations with him?’

			‘No. None. Until now.’

			They stared at each other.

			‘At lunch yesterday, he told me he’d tried to kill himself. He has some kind of eating problem.’

			Gibbs nodded. ‘Anorexia nervosa, yes.’

			I told you it wasn’t gender-specific.

			‘He ever try to kill himself before?’

			‘No. He’s had suicidal ideations in the past, but it’s never manifested in more than thoughts. He said he’s had low points but never considered following through on them before. He said he was coerced. That it picked at him. Told him he was a burden to his parents. That it would solve everyone’s problems. That everything would be better for everyone if he were gone. We sometimes call it the “bullying voice”.’

			‘And what about the lawyer?’

			‘God, I’d get into so much trouble for telling you this. It’s confidential.’

			‘The lawyer?’ Jackson repeated.

			‘Same thing but targeted differently. Outwardly, on to others. She’s been overlooked for promotions twice this year while some young male hotshot waltzed into senior positions. Whatever she was listening to worked on her until she broke. It made her resent her co-workers. Hate them. Especially her bosses. She’s repentant for what she did – horrified, even – but there’s more to it than that. I think there’s a part of her that’s proud of it.’

			We saw the proud part. She didn’t seem very sorry, though.

			Jackson stared past Gibbs, his thoughts turning. He barely saw Abernathy mime putting a noose around her neck and stringing herself up, her patience all but run dry. ‘You need to get your partner help,’ he said finally.

			‘You think I haven’t thought of that?’ The ward manager was wringing his hands. There was a wet shine to his eyes as if he was holding back tears. He spoke fast, words tumbling over one another. ‘You haven’t wondered at all the new admissions in here? Why we’re running on a skeleton staff? All the psychiatric services are overrun. You should see the emergency room downstairs. It’s utter chaos. There is no quick help. There’s too many of them and nothing seems to be working. Your drugs aren’t working, are they?’

			Jackson hesitated but only for a second. ‘Not entirely,’ he admitted. ‘But apart from the occasional breaks when it completely fucks me over—’

			I’m looking out for you, it defended. I’m the only one who does.

			‘—it generally doesn’t try to hurt me.’

			‘I need to know if it’s said anything to you. Anything different. Anything . . . destructive.’

			‘Not any more destructive than normal. The drugs have quietened it a little, which helps.’

			It’s not that easy getting rid of me, Gibbs.

			‘It’s not tried to get you to do anything?’ Gibbs asked, watching him.

			‘Not since being admitted, no. It’s good for me . . . being in here.’ It was a hard admission to make but he felt that, for this, honesty was needed.

			‘Okay. Okay.’ Gibbs seemed to deflate, leaning back in his chair, digging his fingers into his hair. He studied him for a long, protracted moment and Jackson began to wonder if he should get up and leave. But then Gibbs let out a heavy sigh and dropped his hands to his lap. ‘I read in your notes you’ve been scheduled for ECT. Did you know that?’

			ECT. Those three letters were like taking punches to the chest. It left him a little breathless. ‘Abernathy’s not likely to let me forget. She’s been enjoying counting down the days.’

			‘Dr Tanner discussed it with you?’

			‘Yeah. It’s scheduled for Wednesday.’

			‘You think it’ll work?’ Gibbs asked.

			Jackson laughed, which surprised them both. ‘Zapping electricity into my head? What do you think? You’re supposed to be the expert.’

			‘I’m just a ward manager, Jackson. Honestly, at this point, I’d say it couldn’t hurt.’

			‘So what were you two jabbering about?’

			He and Abernathy were standing in the birdcage. That’s what everyone called the smoking area, accessed by a single fire door off the women’s corridor. It must have contravened a slew of fire regulations: a narrow, slabbed patio, entirely caged in from ground to roof, the grated walkway overhead making up part of the fire escape for the floors above. There was a gate at the south end of the birdcage but it was chained and padlocked. Jackson had never seen it open. The padlock had been rusted back on his first visit here three years ago and it hadn’t been changed since.

			He had bummed a cigarette from Abernathy. She had somehow got a whole packet from somewhere. She drew in a long, hazy inhalation of nicotine and held it. Her voice sizzled as she breathed out, one eye squinting, muddied by smoke. ‘It looked pretty intense,’ she said.

			Sol came over and she wordlessly handed him a cigarette. Lit it for him. He went to sit in a patio chair a few feet away from them. Abernathy smiled after him; a small, fond smile that Jackson couldn’t square with the Abernathy everyone else knew in here.

			‘He’s worried about his partner,’ Jackson replied, watching her watch Sol.

			‘Can’t get his pecker up to satisfy her?’

			Jackson blew out a stream of his own smoke. It gave him time to swallow his annoyance. ‘Why is it always about dicks and peckers with you?’

			Her attention came back to him. She seemed amused. ‘Because I’m sex-obsessed?’

			‘You aren’t, though.’

			She arched an eyebrow and silently drew on her cigarette.

			‘He said his partner’s been hearing voices,’ he told her. ‘He’s worried. About him. About what’s going on.’

			Her eyes widened. ‘Holy shit, Gibbs is gay?’

			‘That isn’t the point.’

			‘I know. But God. He doesn’t come across as gay, like, at all. Does he? It’s not just me, is it?’

			‘Abernathy.’

			She shrugged, flicked ash off her cigarette and took another drag. ‘It was bound to happen at some point, I guess – his work following him home. These things always end up bleeding into each other.’ She squinted an eye at him. ‘What does your little voice say about all this?’

			Jackson sent a quick glance around the birdcage. Luckily, only Sol was close enough to hear and he was hunched over in his chair, elbows on thighs, cigarette burning forgotten between his fingers. The other smokers had congregated around the two patio tables a staff member had carted in during the first week of summer. Jackson and Abernathy tended to shirk the comfort of a patio chair in favour of staying close to the gate. It was the last part of the birdcage to be warmed by the sun. It was also the spot Jenks came to when he was out on the prowl.

			‘You know better,’ was all he said, the constriction in his chest tightening another inch.

			‘Yeah, I do.’ Abernathy stubbed her cigarette out on the hospital’s red-brick wall, not looking at him. ‘But my question still stands.’

			‘It has nothing to say. Why would it?’

			She shrugged again. ‘I don’t know. But it’s all kind of freakily connected, don’t you think? Something weird’s going on. Even I can see that and I’m amazingly self-involved. I’m starting to think breaking out of this place is the best idea I’ve had all week.’

			She’s right when she’s right.

			‘Until she’s not.’

			‘Say what?’ Abernathy said, frowning at him.

			‘Nothing. Thinking out loud.’

			‘Sure you are. But I’m being serious. All that padlock needs is a solid whack and it’d pop right off.’ She tilted her chin, indicating the chained gate.

			‘A whack with what? There’s nothing out here but plastic garden furniture.’

			‘I could find something.’

			He stared at the crusted padlock, at the red flakes of rust fusing it solid, and his limbs began their own oxidising process, his joints stiffening and seizing up. It felt a lot like panic. ‘Nothing short of bolt-cutters are getting that thing open,’ he said.

			Abernathy was watching him closely. ‘Did you know Sol’s been having ECT, on and off, since he got here? He was probably just like you when they started on him.’

			Jackson looked over at him. Smoke from Sol’s cigarette, pinched between two fingers, drifted upward, curling into his eyes, but Sol didn’t move and he didn’t blink. A cascade of ash disintegrated from the end, landing in glowing flakes on the slabs.

			Abernathy turned her back to the gate, leaned a shoulder against the railings. ‘How long would you say we’ve known each other?’ she asked.

			This was the third time she and Jackson had crossed paths in here; the first time was on his fourth visit and her on her first. In total, their time together probably amounted to little more than nine months.

			‘A few years, on and off,’ he answered.

			‘And yet I don’t know a single thing about you. Your family, what jobs you’ve worked, whether you had a dog called Spot when you were a kid or how old you were when you popped your cherry. Nothing.’

			‘I know you’re from Milwaukee,’ he said, and that was the sum total of his knowledge. They didn’t generally talk about their personal lives.

			‘Sure, a city of six hundred thousand people. Big deal. Do you know why we don’t know any of that stuff?’

			He knew she had the answer ready, she just wanted him to ask for it. ‘Why?’

			‘Because it doesn’t matter. Not to us. Not even to crazy Sol there. These dick-holes in here, they’re obsessed with learning who we were to understand who we are. But us? We don’t need that stuff, because we’re not trying to fix each other.’

			She turned away to gaze out across the lawn to the hospital’s back lot. Even from here the orange staff parking permits were clearly visible on the windshields. The cars didn’t move for most of the day. The hoods and fenders gleamed in the sun, a rainbow of hot metallic paint, like children’s toys newly unboxed and lined up. There was something charged in them, the latent kinetic energy in their wheels, the resting gasoline in their tanks. All it would need was a crisp turn of a key and the engine would spark to life, rumbling, growling, vibrating with intent. An escape from this place.

			Further out, on the far side of the interstate, winks of sunshine glittered on the surface of the Mississippi. It brought with it an even greater sense of ungraspable freedom. Such a huge stretch of water, winding its course far away from here. From them.

			Abernathy had wrapped her slim fingers around the birdcage’s rails, a prisoner gazing out at the type of freedom neither of them could ever truly have, but now she glanced at him from the corner of her eye. It was an assessing glance, gauging his reaction. She smiled one of her sneaky smiles. ‘Wanna know what Junior said to me while I was waiting for you to finish your gay conversation with Gibbs?’

			He didn’t comment on her change of subject. ‘Sure?’

			Her smile became more genuine. ‘You don’t sound very sure.’

			‘Oh, I am. The anticipation is killing me.’

			‘Of course it is, but you’ll like this, I promise. He said, and I’m quoting, “The world is crashing.”’

			‘“Crashing”? Is that videogame speak?’

			‘“Videogame speak”. What are you? Fifty? Who knows what it means. But it’s like Bam! More cryptic shit to add to the heap. He didn’t say what it meant.’ She waved a dismissive hand, as if it didn’t really matter. ‘He’s a drama-queen teen who’s got himself admitted after throwing his little brother down the stairs.’ She leaned in and added in a stage whisper, ‘That’s a secret. Don’t repeat it. He’s telling everyone it was an accident.’

			‘Fit of pique?’ Jackson asked.

			‘That, or the voices told him to do it. I meant what I said, you know – about getting out of here. Your time’s running out. Hey! Jenks!’ Forgetting their conversation entirely, she dropped to a crouch and made a shushing ch-ch-ch sound that always made Jackson think of sashaying belly dancers and their tiny finger-cymbals. It worked. The big ginger tom sauntered over, tail high, its tip flicking.

			Abernathy slid her arm through the fence, her sleeve snagging. It pushed it up to reveal a colourful tattoo winding around her lower arm. If they hadn’t been in direct sunlight, Jackson doubted he’d have seen the white scarring running up the inside of her forearm. Dozens upon dozens of healed cuts expertly camouflaged by inked ocean waves, an old-fashioned timepiece and a matching set of swallows. No, not swallows. Swifts, she’d told him, seemingly disappointed that he’d been so predictable in his guess. Sometimes things weren’t what they appeared, she’d said.

			The cat preened against her hand, rubbing himself along the fencing, turning around and rubbing his other side on the railings as Abernathy stroked an arching back.

			‘Sorry, buddy. I had porridge for breakfast.’

			A scrape of a chair leg and Sol was out of his seat. He slipped one hand inside his bathrobe’s pocket and pulled out a folded green napkin.

			Abernathy accepted the napkin from him and opened it, beaming a smile at its contents. ‘Want to do the honours?’ she asked him.

			Sol frowned as if she’d suggested he stick pins in his eyeballs. He returned to his seat and his rumination of the slabs.

			‘I guess that’s a “No”.’

			‘Who’s ever heard of a cat who likes toast?’ Jackson asked as Abernathy poked a bread crust through the fence. The tom sniffed at the offering before delicately taking it between his teeth. He dropped the crust to the grass, sniffed some more, then started gnawing on it.

			‘He’s a stray. He’ll eat whatever’s going.’

			‘A stray? Look at the size of him. He’s fat.’

			‘Shhh. You’ll give him a complex.’

			There was a notch in the tom’s ear and a bald patch on the top of his head; a perfectly round circle the size of a dime. Jackson leaned against the railing and watched Abernathy play with the cat’s tail, winding it through her fingers.

			A clanging boot shook the fence and Jackson jerked away, his heart clanging with it.

			‘Smoke break’s over,’ Birdy said. He gave the fence another kick but the cat was already a good twenty yards away, staring back at them and licking his chops. ‘This isn’t a petting zoo. Stop feeding the wildlife.’

			Abernathy stood and, not once taking her eyes from Birdy, emptied her napkin, the remaining bits of toast tumbling to the grass.

			Jackson smiled at her act of rebellion.

			Birdy bent and picked up a pebble. Smooth and rounded. He idly tossed it up and down, speaking to Jackson without breaking Abernathy’s stare. ‘Nurse wants to speak to you, Jackson. At the nurses’ station. Now.’

			The rest of the smokers had filtered back inside, leaving the birdcage empty but for the three of them and Sol (who continued to sit and stare at the ground as if it held all the secrets to the universe).

			Birdy caught the pebble he’d been tossing and threw it, hard and fast. It passed easily through the birdcage’s railings, hitting the grass a foot away from Jenks. The cat streaked off.

			‘Hey!’ Abernathy snapped.

			Birdy tracked Jenks right up until the cat disappeared behind a row of parked cars. ‘Next time,’ he told her, ‘I won’t use something so small as a stone.’

			Jackson didn’t move. He looked a question at Abernathy. He didn’t want to leave her out here with him.

			She was frowning but she nodded at him to go. ‘It’s fine. I’m fine. No big deal.’

			‘Go on,’ Birdy ordered when he still didn’t move. ‘Or do you need me to escort you?’

			There was that unspoken nuance again.

			Jackson started walking away, noticing how Birdy leaned casually against the fence, having already forgotten him. It was the same way a guy in a bar would lean as he sweet-talked a girl, the dull beat of music and alcohol thumping a stupid confidence into him. Abernathy’s face stayed locked up, eyes tight against the sun, right up until Jackson pulled open the fire door and he caught sight of Sol.

			The man’s head had turned. Their eyes met and an understanding seemed to pass between them. The edge of worry that had been nibbling away at Jackson withdrew and he stepped inside.

			A muted patter of running shower water reached his ears as he wandered up the corridor, but it wasn’t the noise that made his steps falter. A spreading cloud of steam had leaked into the hallway. Each of the three single-occupant shower stalls had its own ventilation fan that did a pretty good job of dispelling mist, and yet the steam from under the middle door had turned the floor slippery with condensation. He stopped in front of it. The hot steam broiled his legs from the shins down, his socks turning soggy in his slippers.

			The colour marker on the door was slid to green. (There were no locking mechanisms on the showers, only a simple colour-coded system: green for available, red for occupied.) He looked over his shoulder at the only other person in the corridor with him, an older woman lounging on her side on her cot like Cleopatra waiting to be served a bowl of grapes.

			‘Did someone go in here?’ he asked.

			Cleopatra lifted a hand and held it, palm out, offering a high-five. She said nothing and it dawned on him that she wasn’t offering a salutation but blocking him from her view, as if the sight of him offended her.

			‘Great.’ He turned back to the door and knocked. ‘Hello?’

			No answer.

			‘Anyone in there?’

			He should get a nurse. It wouldn’t go down well if he walked in on a woman while she was showering. But something stopped him, an invisible hand on his back, holding him in place. His feet were boiling but a cold clamminess closed over the nape of his neck. He peered at the green marker on the door, and what did green mean again?

			Green means go, that voice whispered in his head.

			‘Green means go,’ he whispered.

			A fissure of energy zapped through his hand and he pushed open the door.

			A wall of muggy heat hit him. Sweat broke out on his brow. Steam swirled around him as the cool outside air stormed an attack. He wiped a palm down his damp face as the mist cleared.

			The lawyer was slumped in the bottom of the shower tray, her wet, greying hair stuck to the side of her face. He hissed at her boiled skin, a red so bright it brought to mind lobster shells, clown’s noses, fire hydrants. The skin had peeled away in sheets from her shoulders, her breasts, the tops of her thighs. Fluid-filled blisters as large as his palm covered her arms and chest. The bandages were missing from her hands and his eyes flinched away from what was left of them.

			Jackson lurched inside and a glove of ice encased him, instantly followed by a thousand puncturing bee stings. He gasped and slipped, his shoe squeaking as it jolted against the shower tray’s lip, almost dumping him on top of her. He instinctively turned his face away as acid ate into his cheek and neck, streamed down his chest, plastering the scalding material of his shirt to his skin. He groped blindly for the shower controls, a scream burbling in his throat as his burning fingers fumbled for the dial.

			The water shut off.

			It was hard to breathe. All the oxygen had been sucked from the room, leaving him in the vacuum of space: no gravity, no time, everything spinning in a vortex of whirling steam. The thundering pound of water continued to drum in his ears, to blear his eyes, but the lawyer didn’t move. Didn’t wince or cry or scream. All he could see was the scalded red line of her scalp in the perfect parting of her hair. And what was red again?

			Red means stop.

			‘Red means stop.’ And his voice was the hiss of water as it panted out of him.

			He grabbed her arm, called her name, shook her. Her flesh separated from her arm, peeling away in a sleeve; it was like stripping the skin from an overripe peach. He stared in horror at her degloved flesh hanging from his fingers. He realised he was murmuring, ‘Oh my God, oh my God, oh my God.’

			‘Overcooked.’

			He looked over his shoulder. Cleopatra filled the doorway, her white bedsheet draped over one shoulder like a Grecian robe.

			‘They overcooked her,’ she said. ‘Meat’s too tender.’

			‘Get help.’

			She didn’t react.

			‘Get help!’ he roared, and she blinked, her face creasing in a frown, more scandalised by his tone than by the scalded woman slumped dead at his feet.

			All the patients had been relegated to their rooms until the lawyer was wheeled away under a sheet. The rattle of her gurney’s castors had been the only sound in the hallways as it rolled by. It had taken a long time for anyone to come and collect her. Longer than it should have. Jackson was reminded of Gibbs’s words about other parts of the hospital falling into chaos.

			The removal of her body lifted the pall of silence on the ward and, long into the evening, panicked shouts, bangs, thuds and animalistic howls echoed through the corridors. Restlessness ran like a fever, crawling under skin and scratching at brains with fingernails that, for many, had been sharpened by years of anxiety and paranoia. At one point, Gibbs poked his head into Jackson’s room, checking on him, coming in only to hand Jackson a book.

			‘I’ve seen you reading,’ he whispered, so as to not disturb Jackson’s sleeping roommate. ‘I wanted you to have this.’ Gibbs laid his palm flat on the book Jackson held. ‘My gift to you.’

			Beautiful Chaos. A book of poetry. It weighed heavier in Jackson’s hand than it should have. He thanked him.

			The ward manager’s presence was ghostlike and brief, his eyes unwilling to meet Jackson’s again after he’d lifted his hand from the book’s cover. The jangle of his keys as they faded down the corridor was an ethereal sound, like an old, half-forgotten memory. Jackson put the book on his nightstand, unread.

			While his roommate snored, Jackson lay above the covers in a pair of shorts, the chill night air crawling over his hot skin. The thought of the covers rubbing against him was unbearable; his shoulders and chest stung from his brief dousing under the scalding shower.

			He stared at the red light of the CCTV camera, its eye watching, and wondered if Birdy was sitting on the other side of it, staring back.

			Sirens warbled out in the real world, emergency vehicles speeding to some unknown catastrophe where hot, jagged metal scorched into the road and oily smoke belched from twisted wreckages. From the other bed, his roommate yipped in his sleep like a pup that had been stolen from his litter and yearned to be back among his warm, wriggling siblings.

			Outside his room, nothing stirred. No regular pit-pat of footsteps as an orderly made their rounds, no ticking of the big wall clock hanging behind the nurses’ station (which Jackson often convinced himself he could hear in the dead of night). No soft murmur of voices as staff talked about what they’d had for dinner, how the latest episode of a popular TV show had ended, what the chances were of this sports team winning over that in the next game of the season.

			The door cracked open and a bar of tepid, greyish light painted the wall, growing as the gap widened and blacking over as someone slipped inside.

			Silence.

			Stillness.

			Breathing.

			A shadow detached from the wall and Jackson’s heart thudded in his chest, a sluggish beat as if he’d been drugged, as if this were all a dream and soon he would wake in his bed to the smell of pancakes, his mother pottering in his childhood kitchen. He felt fingers smooth over the bedcovers near his arm, move down and brush the back of his hand. They curled around his fingers and gripped. Tugged at him to get up.

			He rose stiffly to his feet, breath hissing through his teeth, and was led from the room. No one was in the nurses’ station to ask them why they weren’t in bed. In the unlit day room, a silhouette stood in front of the only window that unlatched. The blinds were cracked open, strips of moonlight slashing the front of the man’s body, slicing him vertically as if cut by the precision of a surgeon’s scalpel. His bare skin was alabaster-white where the light laid it bare, and even if Sol didn’t speak at first, even if he was missing his bathrobe and was dressed only in boxers, he still wore his boots.

			‘It’s happening,’ Sol murmured, gazing out the window. ‘Burning. So much madness and death.’

			Abernathy clasped Jackson’s hand tighter, and her fingers were cold, the moonlight having somehow slipped inside with them so that she carried it within her cells. She pulled him to the window and reached for Sol’s hand with her other, standing between them, shored up on both sides.

			Out in the night, lights flared. Not the oxidised glare of streetlights, although the hospital grounds were flooded with those. These were further out. Wavering. Hot. A long line of fires. Burning in the darkness.

			‘What is that?’ Jackson asked.

			‘Interstate 55,’ Abernathy said.

			Another flash lit up the night, a mini detonation, a billow of orange, starkly bright and somehow more real against the murky artificial haze of the city. It was like a brief-burning bulb filament branding itself on his retina, the explosion compacting back down in size to add another blaze to the line of vehicle fires. They perfectly delineated the I-55 for a number of miles. Car wrecks. Scores of them.

			Through the open window, over the faint scent of mud and cold Mississippi River water, the city burned.

			‘Junior was right,’ Abernathy said, her cold fingers painfully clenched around Jackson’s. ‘The world, it’s crashing.’
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