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			The White Prison


			Trapped. Trapped again. When I woke up in this white place a few hours ago, my first thought was that there might have been another one of my little episodes. Slightly too deep this time? I pull up my sleeves – while I was unconscious, an unknown person dressed me in a medical smock as colourless as the small room I’ve found myself inside – and inspect my arms. The scars on my forearms are old and familiar; thin white brushstrokes intersecting and dividing on the ochre canvas of my flesh. There are no obvious recent wounds. Pills, perhaps? No, my stomach is settled. There is none of that raw, reamed-out sensation that I’ve felt before when toxic sludge has been aborted from my belly.


			There are no edges or corners in this room. Its internal geometry is perpetually curving, the walls very slightly sloping. Could I be in a cave or an underground bunker? There must be a reason for the room’s strange shape. There must be a reason that there are no doors.


			There must be a reason why I’m trapped here.


			My room. My cell. White; everything is white except for a black video screen set into one wall. There is a humming sound, almost sub-audible, that may be coming from that screen. With no sign of the outside world, the screen is my window into whatever existence lies beyond this prison. Feeling brave, I touch the screen and it winks into life. I see an unlovely marshland painted in smears of brown and green, a breeze knocking the stocky heads of bulrushes together like drunks at last orders. This scene does not change, even though I study it intently as if revising for an exam. Nothing changes. Nothing changes for what could be hours. Eventually, growing restless and somewhat spooked, I tap the screen again. The scene flicks to blackness once more.


			I’ve woken up before in places I don’t recognise, after what I call my Great Waves. My tongue tracks over the broken incisor in the top of my mouth, a remnant of when I passed out in the bathroom at home – I thought I saw something move behind me in the steamed-up mirror, something familiar yet monstrous – and hit my face on the sink. I think that was the first of the Great Waves, or was it the second or third? This is how it happens: first, there is the despair, a sadness that swarms around my brain and makes me feel as if nothing will ever be good again and all hope is lost. There’s a smell; a boggy, decaying odour. Then I feel an enormous rushing sensation, like a tide big enough to swallow the world. Then I go away for a while.


			Right now, sitting in my holding pen, I feel no fear. Not yet, not quite yet. Because this is a mistake. Everything will be sorted out soon. I judge that I woke up here three or four hours ago – although obviously I have no way of telling the time – and I feel remarkably clear-headed. There is neither the threat of an oncoming Great Wave nor the memory of its passing. In a perverse way, I feel better than I have done for many years. Maybe the worst has happened. Whatever the worst might turn out to be.


			My name is Amaya Gemma Dala, or just Mya. There are a worrying number of gaps in my memory, like an autostereogram that never swims into focus no matter how hard I stare. If this place is a psychiatric hospital – the most likely scenario if it really was a Great Wave that washed me up here – the doctors wouldn’t leave hazardous items in the room. And they haven’t left that to chance. Maybe I could knot the bedsheets into a noose, but the covers are papery and fragile – and anyway where could I hang my slipknot on these smooth, smooth, smooth walls? I might try beating my head against the curvature but frankly I don’t have the energy. I think someone has their eye on me anyway. There are no visible cameras in the cell but I’m sure they are watching. Surely they wouldn’t leave me here alone.


			They. They? Who are they, Mya? I think of faceless men in white coats and that’s when the first jolts of panic race through my body. My heart begins to larrup and sickly sweat prickles out beneath my arms. Why am I here? Who put me here?


			‘Hello?’ I call out to the empty room. ‘Anyone there? Anyone watching, listening? Hello, anyone?’


			Silence, but for that scarcely audible buzzing. For a moment, I half expected the screen to smash into life and a hideously distorted voice to drone out of the void. Instead, I smile at the screen. I smile as sanely as I can manage. I wish I could see my reflection in its dead eye. For some reason it seems incredibly important to see my reflection right now. To make sure that I’m still me.


			‘Hello? Anyone?’ I try again. ‘Look, I don’t … You don’t understand … there’s been a mistake.’ I let out a casual, not-fussed-at-all laugh that splinters viciously like a broken glass. ‘It’s not a problem. But you’ve got the wrong girl. I shouldn’t be here. Right?’


			My nails dig into my palms. Trapped. Trapped again. Why am I here? Who put me here? So many questions, too many questions. It’s a mistake. It’s a terrible mistake. I shouldn’t be here. I can’t be here. I’ve got to get out. Get out. Right now.


			‘How long do I have to stay here?’ I yell at the screen, my control slipping as a tremendous pressure builds behind my eyeballs, feeling my entire body shaking. ‘What do you want from me? What do I have to—’


			Then the panic overwhelms me and I am on my knees, holding my head in my hands, rocking back and forth, whimpering to myself. No, no, I can’t lose control. I can’t let them believe I’m the person someone clearly thinks I am.


			I concentrate on breathing. Low and slow. Self-hypnosis. Get the fans going to cool down that overloaded hard drive of my brain.


			Breathe … breathe, Mya, breathe. Breathe. Nice and deep and slow. Breathe and calm. Breathe and calm. Calm. Calm. There. Well done.


			I’ve always had a tendency to lose myself in my own head. My brain has got me into this trouble. That means my brain must get me out. Turnabout’s fair play. My brain has taken me so very far in life and yet almost killed me a number of times. I can’t control my thoughts. Being in my head is like strapping yourself into an aeroplane seat and waiting to soar above the clouds or crash in fiery oblivion. She’s either a genius or a lunatic, one of my father’s colleagues told him once. Terribly unprofessional, but I think Dad was secretly quite proud. Why can Mya not be both? he had replied, a hint of a smirk playing around his lips. That was when we could still joke about my mental state. Right now I think I’m an unfixable problem for my father. I don’t mean to be. I hope Dad knows where I am; he cares about me so much.


			No, this won’t work. I’ll upset myself again. Think about the good times, Mya. The good times that will come back around so very, very soon. Once this silly mistake has been sorted out. Think about Marco, think about how you found one another and everything seemed brighter. He really is incredible, in his amiable and unassuming way, at easing out the knots and kinks in my psyche. Patient, serene, calming. God knows he needed to be. Some people said it would never work out. That I’d grow bored of him. Does he provide you with enough intellectual stimulation? my father asked once after I brought Marco home for the first time. There had been a mildly excruciating family dinner and then Dad had played one of his stupid psycho games. A remarkably uncomplicated fellow, my father told me the next day, as if I didn’t know already. Devoid of reckless emotions. This from the man whose obsessions had driven his own wife to a breakdown. I retorted that I’d seen the damage a stimulating, complicated, reckless man did to my mother. Dad sighed, scratching his whitening moustache, and fixed me with those limpid, hurting eyes. It was not an insult, Mya. You of all people should understand how great a compliment I have paid young Marco. I can’t remember why his remarks needled me so much. But I was angry. Marco’s not stupid. Not stupid at all. Okay, book learning isn’t his thing, and you won’t find him at an art gallery or the opera. He speaks one language and rarely eloquently. He has absolutely no idea what my job entails, what happens at the Academy. He is not, by any stretch of the imagination, a man who stretches his imagination. But his emotional intelligence is staggering. I’ve always found it difficult to be in unfamiliar places but I’ve never felt safer than when I woke up in his bed after our first night together and saw that close-cropped head on the pillow beside me, his powerful body at complete peace. He may look like a thug but he loves like an angel. He comforts, he listens, he consoles. He knows when a Great Wave is coming and shields me from the worst of the dark swells. He tries. He tries so hard.


			But did Marco try hard enough this time? I wonder. Have I pushed him away one too many times? Am I beyond his help, a lost cause?


			A lost cause. Those words could be etched on my tombstone.


			I feel drowsy. There is nothing to do here but wait, so I might as well sleep. At least my memories seem to be returning sporadically. A comfort blanket to wrap around me in this cold and colourless place. If I can hold on to the memories of those I love, then I can hold on to hope.


			Another thought strikes me as I pull the sheets over my head to block out the incessant glare of the white light. A thought that I expected to terrify me but instead find strangely soothing.


			Is this place heaven?


			


			Slept for hours, I think. A miracle under the punishing glare of the lights. My saliva is rancid – the usual sleep-grot, the product of a diminished saliva flow allowing bacteria to proliferate. But is there also a tang of something chemical? A sharp taste, weirdly tantalising, like nail varnish or aniseed. It could be paranoia. I don’t feel doped.


			Even though I could stay here forever in my bed sheet cave, I decide to face my future. I’ve always needed a reason to wake up in the morning. Marco. I think of Marco. I think of his lost-little-boy smile; how it slices ten years off his age and softens the crueller lines of his cheekbones and jaw. I fantasise that this has been a hilarious mix-up – oh, how we’ll laugh – and Marco is waiting outside this white room, grinning, waiting for me to wake up, waiting to spin me back to the flatlands on the pillion of his Suzuki Bandit. We’ll race home and he’ll take me up to his bedroom and hold me and comfort me and kiss me, and do whatever else he pleases, so long as we are far from this white place. This white prison. Anywhere will do. Anywhere but here.


			No. No more fantasy. It’s time to face the world, Mya. Face your future. Surely it won’t be so bad.


			If only I could believe my own lies.


			Biting down on my lower lip, I shove off the sheets. The whiteness almost blinds me, wiping out my vision with migraine-inducing intensity. I press my fingertips against my eye sockets and wait for the worst of the headache to pass.


			When my sight returns to normal, I see that there is a gaping hole in the side of my room. A door, I realise to my bemusement. A wide-open door. Where the hell did that appear from? I could have sworn I checked every single inch of my room for exit points. The door must have been set so neatly into the curve of the far wall that I hadn’t even noticed it. Now it is open.


			Is this a trap? Tentatively I push myself out of bed. My bare feet slap on the plasticky tiles. The floor is warm and seems to thrum gently beneath my toes, pulsing like a heartbeat. The light spills out of my room – no, not my room, the room, there is nothing of me in this place, nothing – and merges with the light from outside.


			My heartbeat is skittery. My mouth is dry. The tiny hairs on my forearms have pricked up to attention.


			Holding onto the doorframe for support, I peek outside the cell. I see a long corridor that curves away out of my line of sight. There are no windows, no other doors. No people, no signs of life. There are no sounds but for the blood rushing in my ears.


			My fingers find purchase in the wall. First there is flatness, then my nails sink into small gullies. I trace the indentations and carefully slide around to view the marks.


			Sickly panic sweat springs out on my skin as I see what has been carved into the wall. A name is chiselled by my door: Amy G Dala. They know me here, even if they’ve misspelled my name. This was no mistake. They have been expecting me.


			I should run. Who knows when I might have this chance again? But an aching weariness has settled into my bones. Worse, though, is the fear. I’m scared to see what lies beyond this room. I’m scared of who I might meet in that curving corridor. I’m weak. I’m weaponless. I’m barefooted. There is a strong urge to step back inside the cell and pull the sheets over my head and let what’s happening to me simply happen.


			No. I need to get out. I need to escape. I need to get back to Marco.


			Glancing back into the cold safety of my room, movement catches my eye. The screen has turned itself on. I stop shock-still, thoughts of escape obliterated. The scene of the flatlands is the same. But now two figures are walking together through the bulrushes. They are a young couple in their mid-twenties. Their body language – hand in hand, stepping in time, wrapped up in one another’s warmth – tells of total devotion. The couple are going to pass right by the static camera that feeds to my video screen. As they come closer, recognition flares and my breath catches in my throat.


			The man on the video screen is Marco. He is wearing his usual black leather jacket and a T-shirt with the logo of the Damned, one of his favourite bands. Shaved head and ripped jeans and cherry-red Dr Martens boots; it is unmistakably him. This is the Marco I know, the Marco I love. But who’s the girl with him?


			Who is that girl?


			I know her. Of course I know her. How can I not know her?


			This must be a joke. A fucking set-up. I’m on a reality TV show or at some mad party, or this is immersive theatre or a carnival attraction, a haunted house maybe, because this isn’t real. This can’t be real. Surely this can’t be real?


			As the couple walk past the camera, their faces come into focus. They are gazing into each other’s eyes, caught in a freeze-frame of shared intimacy. The girl beams up at Marco. And he looks back at her with such, such love. Because that girl is … oh God, that girl is me.


			She’s me.


			Or, at the very least, a girl who looks identical to me.
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			The New Intake (fresh meat)


			On the viewing platform at the top of the tower, the gentle autumn breeze teased her hair. The sun, when it managed to bully its way through the clouds, set about tinting her bare shoulders. She was staring down at the tiny specks of people two hundred feet below; humanity reduced to scuttling insects. Like kicking over a stone and disturbing an ants’ nest, exposing the chaotic industry. But there had to be a pattern somewhere.


			She watched the new intake of students emerging from the coaches, wheeling their suitcases or lugging rucksacks. They began to proceed across the white-and-black marble squares of the front court towards the main lecture hall. The glass doors were flung wide open, beckoning them inside. Some strode confidently – public school followed by Oxbridge, you could always tell – while others, more nervous, hung back or clung together in hastily formed pairs or trios. Mostly young, mostly enthusiastic, all curious to know what was inside the great edifice that loomed above the flatlands. The secrets locked away.


			The Academy looked better when you were perched on top of it, she thought, rather than staring up at that vast red-brick block. The building was shaped with two wings that curved around into a semi-circle, tapering like pincers, fiercely guarding the tower at the heart of the complex. Residents of the nearby town called it The Crab. There had been plenty of opposition to its construction almost a decade ago. A carbuncle, as the furious letters to the local newspaper had branded it, a monstrosity, an obsolescence. In the minds of nature enthusiasts, the silty marshes – mostly used for burning tyres, teenagers’ illicit parties and fly-tipping – had suddenly taken on the charms of the Hanging Gardens of Babylon. There had been arguments and there had been counter-arguments. The finest scientific minds in the country, the world, would soon be flocking to this undistinguished corner of East Anglia. The councillors insisted the Academy would provide jobs, transport links, the financial security of heavy government investment. Her father, who never had time for rows, had seen it slightly differently: the Academy needed to be built so the Academy would be built. You couldn’t halt progress – every empire had to start somewhere. New Yorkers were probably outraged when the first skyscraper shot up in Manhattan.


			She rarely troubled herself with the impact upon the surrounding countryside of the Academy, or – to give it its full title – the Meinhof-Dala-Smithson Academy of Science, Research and Learning. To her, it was simply home.


			Footsteps sounded behind her. A hand fell on her shoulder and squeezed affectionately. His scent was both slightly sickening and delightful; suffocating yet all-embracing. The rank residue of cigarettes, which she hated, and his heavily spiced aftershave – like exotic fruit that had fermented into boozy sugar – that she adored.


			‘New arrivals,’ she said with a smile starting to fray at the edges. The sight of the coaches arriving, crawling across the landscape towards the Academy like a wagon train in an old Western movie, caused anxiety to cramp her heart. This was her time. Her intake. Her new friends.


			‘Fresh meat,’ her father replied.


			She turned away from the new students milling below and stared at him. His glossy moustache and impeccable houndstooth suit were at odds with the wild sproutings of grey hair either side of his bald head.


			‘God, that sounds creepy,’ she said, digging him in the ribs with an elbow.


			A delta of incomprehension formed between his thick salt-and-pepper eyebrows. She thought, hardly for the first time, that while Dad charmed everyone he met in his politely baffled fashion, human nature would remain a mystery to him forever. ‘That is what they say, isn’t it? Fresh meat?’


			‘Oh,’ she said with a slight laugh, ‘you mean freshmen. First years are called freshman students in America. That’s what you meant, isn’t it?’


			‘No doubt,’ Gurdeep Dala replied. ‘In fact, we have a number of American friends joining us this year.’


			‘You won’t be weird with the students?’ she asked. ‘Promise?’


			‘My dear,’ her father said grandly, ‘no more weird than normal. Of that you have my word.’


			‘You really should shave your head,’ she said, flicking a fingernail at the whorls of hair above his ears. ‘Those things are totally out of control and bald guys are very hot right now. You look like you’ve got radio antennae sticking out of your head.’


			‘Tuned in to the celestial dial,’ he said, removing his gold-rimmed glasses and polishing them on his tie. ‘Calling occupants of interplanetary craft.’


			She huffed. ‘You said you wouldn’t be weird, Pops.’


			‘That was a last hurrah, I promise.’ He placed his glasses back on his nose and beamed at her. ‘A final wild fling with abnormality. Consider me chastened.’


			She tried to smile, then stared nakedly at him. ‘Do you think I’ll be okay?’ she asked. Her voice fractured upon the final syllable.


			The grip on her shoulder tightened reassuringly; she sank into his embrace and began to shake a little. ‘My dear, why ever wouldn’t you be? I can assure you that for the past eight years of accepting students – many quite fiendishly accomplished – not one of them could match your skill or aptitude. I should very much like to meet the prodigy who could best your talent. And in that case, I promise you, there is always nepotism to fall back on.’


			‘It’s not that,’ she said, flapping her hands hopelessly, ‘I just want them to think I’m normal. Don’t look at me like that. I know you hate normal people. I don’t care. I’m worried I won’t fit in. I’m worried they’ll realise I’m different.’


			‘What makes you say that?’


			‘Cambridge,’ she said in a small voice. ‘Cambridge was a disaster.’


			‘You were so very far from home,’ her father said. ‘Now … you are home. This time everything will be better.’


			She bit down on her lower lip. They both knew she had been barely fifty miles from home but she appreciated his efforts to make her feel better. With an effort of will, she shunted away the dark cloud that had begun to enshroud her thoughts. Instead, she concentrated on the real sky. So blue. So, so blue. Not a cloud in the sky. Breathe, Mya. Breathe.


			‘Shall I leave you alone for a few minutes?’ he asked. ‘At eleven o’clock, Frank Baumann will conduct the orientation in the main lecture hall. I would say that is an ideal time to assimilate yourself with your fellow arrivals.’


			‘Sure thing,’ she said, as brightly as she could manage.


			Her fingers brushed the rough red-brick surface of the wall that ran around the viewing platform, then clung tight to the black railings. She had grown up around the Academy and knew it as well as she knew her own body; she was so keyed into the building’s internal rhythms that sometimes she fancied she could feel it breathing. Her gaze tracked down once more to the students. The front courtyard with its chessboard pattern was almost deserted. The last of her new classmates were dutifully filing through the entrance foyer. A flash of vibrant colour caught her eye.


			‘Oh gosh,’ she said, almost to herself, ‘would you look at that?’


			The boy was walking alone across the courtyard with an exaggerated swagger. Despite the warmth of the day, he was wearing a black leather jacket. The colour that had distracted her was the Mohican haircut, dyed neon pink, that screamed up from his scalp. His heavy boots thumped on the concrete like a bass drum. She realised that the booming was matched by her heart.


			‘Behold, Mya,’ her father said solemnly. She had quite forgotten he was still there. ‘I spy a time traveller.’


			‘More like a throwback,’ she snorted. For some reason it seemed extremely important to set herself as far away as possible from the boy with the stupid punk rock hairstyle. There was a taste of trepidation on her tongue and it felt as if an iron manacle of pressure had clamped around her chest, restricting her breath. What the hell was wrong with her? She couldn’t prise her hands from the guardrail for fear her father would see them shaking. ‘He doesn’t look like a student. He looks like he might mug one of the students. Where are his bags, anyway?’


			Gurdeep Dala seemed remarkably unconcerned about the trespasser into his personal fiefdom. ‘You know we take all sorts, darling. Maybe he’s Kolstein’s selection. Or perhaps one of Frank’s local care-in-the-community projects. It isn’t like you to be so judgemental.’


			‘Maybe I’ve changed,’ she said, pulling her gaze away from that strange intruder. His rough dress, his pink spikes, his swagger, were utterly incongruous in the ascetic and intellectual perfection of the Academy; the life’s work of her father. ‘This is the new me, after all. A fresh start.’


			‘The first day of the rest of your life,’ he agreed, offering her his arm. She linked with him and they took their leave of the tower and the mellow glow of the September sun. The lift, she knew, could descend twenty floors in as many seconds, and as they dropped together, she felt like she was falling forever. ‘Shall we begin?’
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			The White Prison


			Depression is a cancer of the mind. A predatory presence. We need to eradicate it entirely. Hunt down those bad, rotten, stinking cells and cut them out. Inside this vacuum … something wonderful may bloom.


			Who said that? The voice is familiar, an echo in my dreams. I must have dozed off again. Rising and stretching on my cell’s single bed, I feel determination steel my spine. I was floppy before, listless and limp. My mind felt as pliant as soggy dough. I couldn’t think straight. I could barely think at all. A combination of whatever toxic shit I might have ingested before my Great Wave, and whatever equally toxic medically approved Big Pharma shit they pumped into my body to cure me.


			Cure me? Hah. I’m sure I’ve destroyed more psychiatrists and psychologists, shrinks and head-peepers than I care to count. In another life I think I was a jailbreaker, a criminal who couldn’t be bound by mere chains and bars and concrete walls. I’d always find a way free. Only now, the prison is not my mind. My prison is, in fact, a prison.


			Let’s get things straight. Set out the facts. I was brought here yesterday … or maybe the day before … surely not the day before that? Time is impossible to judge. What I can say for sure is that I haven’t seen anybody and I haven’t been fed. There is a water cooler set into one wall – but no cups, so I have to lap at the tap like a pet hamster in a cage. Humiliating. I hope the people watching – and there are people watching, of that I’m certain – are enjoying the show. Ablutions and evacuations take place in a small tiled cubicle, hidden by a sliding door set into one white wall. I found this miniaturised salle de bain by accident: I leaned on the wall, my elbow hit a spongy panel and the door opened. The shower is operated by a plastic button, the water a warm but thin spatter. I can’t alter the nozzle and there is no plug for the plughole; obviously they don’t want me to drown myself. The toilet is similar to those found on aeroplanes. No escape hatch, no convenient girl-sized hole to crawl through. They really have thought of everything.


			The door that opened before – if it really did open – has remained shut and I can’t even make out the joins when running the tips of my fingers along what I think is the crack of the doorframe. I may have missed my one opportunity to escape. But whoever constructed this white-walled prison left nothing else to chance. It seems more likely that they – the indefinable and unknowable they who watch – were testing me. Waiting to see what I do next. Making notes, watching the progress of the procedure. My mind conjures up images of tall men in white coats with dark glasses that conceal eyes – or at least conceal blank spaces where eyes should be. Men with long fingers and greyish skin, men who have seen suffering and heard screams and made tiny notations as they analyse the lab rat’s struggles. Men who cannot be reasoned with, men invulnerable to bribery or seduction or tearful pleas. Men who live for a solitary grim purpose. Men who … oh, for Christ’s sake, shut up, Mya. Where are we going with these flights of fanciful horror? Shut up that frustrated-gothic-novelist voice right this second. Breathe deeply. Breathe and calm, breathe and calm. There, that’s better.


			My mind got me into this trouble. I shouldn’t let it wander off its too-short leash. I’ve decided that I imagined seeing Marco with my doppelganger on the video screen the previous day. My thoughts were all over the place and my imagination tricked me.


			‘Enjoying this?’ I call out, addressing the screen. ‘Waiting to see if I have another panic attack? Want to see me curl myself up into a ball on the floor again? Nah, I’m not giving you that satisfaction.’


			No response. Do I really want a reply? Part of me wants to speak to whoever’s in charge here – demand answers, find out what happened to me, convince them I’m sane and need to be let out, right this moment. But I’m scared too. I’m scared they won’t believe me. Because I’m still not totally sure how much of this is real. Whenever the cliff edges of reality begin to crumble and my footing slips, my father and Marco are great at pulling me back to safe ground. But neither of them are here.


			Seeing Marco on that screen was a dream, obviously. Dad always says that dreams are like a psychic emetic. My subconscious was simply processing – then regurgitating – a situation it can’t comprehend. That girl on the video screen, I knew she wasn’t me. For one thing, I’ve never seen the marshlands as a perfect spot for a romantic stroll with Marco. And I’ve never worn one of those floaty, floral dresses like a silly little fairytale princess. But that’s not it; there was something wrong about her. The way she looked, the way she moved. I’ve been videoed before – for my father’s funny games – and I know my own posture, the expressions that cross my face when I think no one is watching. She didn’t walk like me. Her expressions were not the same. I’ve never looked so carefree, so blissful in ignorance. She was a stranger wearing my skin. A replacement.


			No, I’m starting to scare myself again. My doppelganger was a dream. A stupid dream.


			Despite my confusion and paranoia, I still feel remarkably clear-headed, physically fitter than I’ve felt in months. What did I think yesterday? That the worst had happened. Now I have to deal with the aftermath. I have resolve, determination. Better to feel anger – who put me in this place, who, who? – than the miserable drifting sensation that always overcomes me before a Great Wave hits. I can get through this, I can endure this, I can beat this.


			I will not stay here. This isn’t a place in which I can get better. It’s a White Prison and that’s what I shall name it. I will not live here. I will not die here. I will not accept my future lies here.


			The door to my cell slides open.


			Suddenly I am unable to move. I feel a strange itching sensation. I smell that dangerous odour again: a children’s sweetshop tang like aniseed. Nausea curdles in my veins, coating my limbs in sickly sweat. Too little oxygen, I’m drowning … I’m gasping for air …


			There is a squeaking sound and a trolley is pushed into the room. My imagination flexes like a muscle and I think they – whoever they might be – have come to take me away. Slap me on the gurney like a slab of meat and do whatever those clever, pallid men do to messed-up people like me. Then I realise it is too small, far too small, to be a stretcher. It’s only a food trolley, pushed by a dumpy, dark-skinned woman in a salmon-pink smock. The door whines shut behind her.


			‘Good morning, Miss Dala,’ she says.


			The sheer relief at seeing another human floods my vision with tears. I push back the rush of gratitude as if kicking against a warm current.


			She sets the trolley up against my bed. Two plastic domes are on the tray, one steaming from a spout at the top. I stare at the woman, who must be this unhappy place’s equivalent of a hospital orderly. Her eye sockets are set deep in her skull, craggy alcoves gouged out of a rock face. From the thick-cut lines on her forehead, I judge her to be in late middle age. The name-badge on the front of the orderly’s uniform reads: Anna.


			‘What pills are in the food?’ I demand.


			Maybe I shouldn’t have dispensed with small talk. The woman – Anna – just stares at me. Her eyes are tired yet kind. ‘No call for pills,’ she says quietly. ‘We don’t hold with that sort of thing here.’


			‘Seriously, what are your doctors giving me?’ I say, with a light laugh to convince Anna that I don’t blame her in the slightest. ‘I’m only curious. What medicine are they making me take?’


			‘How are you feeling today?’ Anna answers my question with a question. Although somehow that’s the answer too. I’m experienced enough in these situations to know when I’ve been knocked out, rendered incapable of committing harm to myself or anybody else; mostly myself. I stare closely at the orderly. There is no lie in those caves of eyes. They haven’t drugged me.


			‘I’m really hungry,’ I tell her.


			She smiles. I have pleased her. ‘Then eat.’


			I feel that same treacherous gratitude. All captives end up loving their captors; I read that in a book once. I repeat my mantra under my breath: I will not stay here … I will not accept this future.


			The orderly removes the plastic domes and I stare at the food. There is a pile of brown sludge on one plate and a sponge smeared with jam on the other. Surprisingly, I have cutlery – I was expecting to have to eat with my fingers. There is a metal fork, a knife and a spoon wrapped in a paper towel. I eye up the knife. It’s blunt but it’s still metal. Metal that could be sharpened.


			‘What’s in the casserole?’ I ask.


			‘Beef stew,’ she says. ‘Very tasty.’


			‘I’m Hindu,’ I tell her. ‘I can’t eat this. No way. Cows are sacred to me.’


			A wrinkle of confusion appears between Anna’s eyebrows. ‘No one tell me that in the arrivals form,’ she huffs.


			Arrivals form? This is interesting. Forms need to be signed; bureaucracy requires consent. Who agreed for me to be imprisoned in the White Prison? Who signed away my life?


			The beef stew smells inviting and my stomach cramps. I don’t think I’ve eaten in days. I’m starving. My Hindu claim is bullshit – it’s my father’s heritage but he’s far too clever for religion, and he passed on his atheism to his only child. But I can’t eat, not yet. Not when I have a plan.


			‘You not eat?’ Anna says, exasperated. ‘Very good. Made fresh specially.’


			Apologetically I shrug, but make no move to touch my food. I want to see what happens next. I sit silently with my hands clasped in my lap. I can wait. I have all the time in the world.


			Finally, the orderly reaches into the top pocket of her pink uniform and pulls out a small plastic intercom. She presses a red button and snaps a couple of words into the receiver. She fixes me with a glare that suggests I have been deeply unappreciative, then steps back and leans against the wall. I sit on the bed and rock back and forth. We remain in uncomfortable silence in our uncomfortable positions until I hear a knock on the door. Anna turns away from me.


			There is a short conversation at the door, blocked by her considerable bulk. This is the moment. I grab the knife, pulling it free from its comrades inside the paper napkin. The weight of metal in my hand is reassuring. It’s too late to wonder whether I am being monitored through the video screen – I’ll know soon enough. Perspiration springing out under my arms, I stow the knife under my mattress. The napkin looks untouched, if you don’t notice the missing cutlery … Oh, who am I kidding? I’ve mucked this up. I should have been patient. At the doorway I see Anna is being passed another dish. The door slides shut. Anna stumps over with the bowl and sets it on the trolley with a clatter. I stare at the food. It looks like a bowl of blood.


			‘Paneer,’ the orderly announces sourly.


			Anna’s paneer. Why does that seem fitting? Momentarily I consider telling her I’m vegan but decide not to push my luck. My heart is still pounding and my face is guilt-flushed. Obediently I bend to my food. The tomato sauce is acidic and the cheese is chewy nothingness. I don’t care. I don’t care so long as the orderly doesn’t notice that the knife has vanished. I finish the whole bowl then start on the pudding. The jam roly-poly tastes as if the flavour has been sucked out with a straw. I finish my dinner with long draughts of water, which has a stale taste and a vague whiff of camphor. Slightly too late, I wonder whether the water has been drugged.


			‘Good?’ Anna asks.


			‘Very good,’ I agree. ‘Thank you. Thank you so much.’ Good Mya, polite Mya. Docile and calm Mya. I’m a decent enough actor, I can play this role for a while. Any possibility of escaping the White Prison may depend on it.


			Anna clears away the plates and turns to leave. Again my luck holds and she doesn’t spot the missing knife. The door opens and she heads out, the trolley’s sticking wheel squeaking in a high-pitched rubbery gasp. If I had to listen to that sound every day, I think I would go insane. Even more insane? my mind-voice whispers, and I have to bite back a smile.


			As the orderly reaches the corridor, I remember the question I wanted to ask. ‘Where am I?’ I call after her.


			I don’t expect Anna to answer. I’m so surprised to hear her respond that later on I wonder whether I’ve imagined her words.


			‘You’re safe, Miss Dala,’ she says gently, turning to face me, offering me a small smile soaked with pity. ‘You’re home.’


			Then the door to my cell slides shut and I am alone once more.


		


	

		

			4


			The New Intake (fresh meat)


			‘It’s all in your head, Mya,’ somebody behind her hissed.


			Blushing, she refused to acknowledge the source of that sly voice. She tried to concentrate on the man talking on the stage of the lecture hall. She jotted down a few notes but the words were meaningless. It was hardly surprising; she couldn’t understand anything the professor was saying. Maybe if she had been concentrating from the beginning of the lesson, her pad might be scored with something more elucidating than half-formed doodles. It was difficult though. Her attention had been captured, as it was every day, by the young man sitting three rows away. The young man with the pink mohawk. The young man whose taut forearm muscles writhed like snakes as his pen sped across the paper. The young man wearing a ripped white T-shirt emblazoned with a crossed-out swastika and the words: Nazi Punks Fuck Off.


			‘He wasn’t looking at you, Mya. Don’t kid yourself,’ the voice whispered again.


			‘Didn’t say he was,’ she hissed back. She caught a word that sounded like signifier from the stage, saw her classmates frantically scribbling in their notepads. No, she was hopelessly lost. She wished she could pay more attention to Dr Baumann’s class. She liked him far better than most of the tutors at the Academy, with their white lab coats and unsmiling faces. Chubby, self-deprecating and never seen without his worn-out tweed blazer and colourful bow tie, Dr Baumann was more her idea of how a traditional college professor should look. Plus, she enjoyed the Morals and Ethics lectures. Her father had his truths, deeply held and incontrovertible. But to Dr Baumann – or Uncle Frank, as she had known him since her early teens – the world was a messy miasma, stuffed full of contradictory arguments and jumbled understanding and the impossibility of certainty.


			Yes, she went to Morals and Ethics every day. It was a shame that Marco Pellicci also went to Morals and Ethics every day. He was – she had to admit it to herself now, after three weeks – somewhat distracting.


			‘But you were looking at him,’ the girl behind her continued. She had folded her arms on the chair in front of her, resting her chin on her forearms, not troubling to take notes.


			‘And you were looking at me.’


			‘I’ve looked at you five times in the past hour, Miss Samsara. Each time you were looking at him.’


			‘Suppose you got lucky?’


			‘You might get lucky. If you ever work up the courage to talk to him.’


			‘No thanks. I’m happy staring.’


			‘I can see why. He’s a modern art masterpiece. Everything in slightly the wrong place.’


			‘Piss off, Clare.’


			‘Ah come on, I only want what’s best for you, Mya. In fact, Geraint and I were saying last night that—’


			A whine of static drowned out her friend’s words. The vast screen behind the lecturer blossomed into blue life and Dr Baumann stepped back from his podium.


			‘So, gang,’ said the professor, ‘since I’ve bored you long enough with words, here’s a pretty video from the Guru which touches on a few of these ethical conundrums. You might find it diverting.’ The bounce of his Australian accent turned the statement into a question. Baumann’s gaze fell upon her and, as his eyebrow raised, she felt herself blush again. ‘Even those malingerers in the back rows who prefer chatting to listening. Shame on you.’


			A few titters. Shuffling to the side of the stage, Dr Baumann fiddled with the remote control in his hand. The auditorium fell silent as the screen faded to black.


			‘Shame on you indeed, Miss Samsara,’ murmured the girl in the row behind, her breath tickling her ear. ‘Talking in class, you little rebel.’


			‘Me?’


			‘Didn’t see him looking at anyone else.’


			‘Remind me why you never get caught.’


			‘I screw the lecturers, remember?’


			‘Even Dr Kolstein? With the cleft lip?’


			‘Especially Kolstein. The cleft lip’s pretty sexy.’


			‘You’re sick.’


			‘You’re shallow. Go leer at Jimmy Rotter or whatever his name might be; I shan’t judge.’


			Rolling her eyes, she conceded defeat – as she generally did to Clare Key. The girl had hair the colour of autumn leaves, usually worn in pigtails that framed a pale, heart-shaped face. Her appearance was slightly doll-like, almost angelic; although frequently she couldn’t believe the jokes and obscenities that spilled from that grinning cupid’s-bow mouth. Clare’s accent veered wildly from scouse twang to cut-glass vowels to braying cockney, sometimes in the same sentence. It’s a Cheshire upbringing, darling, her new friend had told her early on. We haven’t had any culture of our own since the Romans buggered off, so we have to appropriate it from absolutely everybody else.


			They had been inseparable for more than a fortnight now, having met while Clare was kicking at a vending machine in one of the endlessly winding corridors on the Academy’s lower floors. It had been four days into her new life and still she hadn’t worked up the courage to talk to any of her new classmates. The girl was banging on the glass, stabbing at the buttons, chuntering under her breath. She approached. There’s kind of a knack to it, she explained, almost apologetically. As she swiped her passcard against the touchpad screen, the mechanical arm swooped out and grabbed the packet of chewing gum, then slid it down the tube into the pick-up slot. Hark at the smartarse, the girl groaned. Don’t tell me you’ve figured this weird place out already. It’s messing with my head, I’m telling you. Then she smiled, pulling a stray lock of Titian hair over one ear. I’ve seen you around. You seem to know where everything is, so I’d best stick with you. Care for a Juicy Fruit? Feeling only slightly queasy, she had smiled back at the girl who introduced herself as Clare Key. What the hell do you think we’re doing here, anyway? Clare asked. By way of answer, she merely shrugged shyly.


			She knew that Clare, just like the other students at the Academy, had received a letter precisely three months ago offering a salary, accommodation and the promise of a generous research bursary should their progress be judged sufficiently impressive. A golden ticket for young adults who wanted to change the world but hadn’t the slightest idea how to go about doing so. Her father still remained frustratingly vague about the selection procedure. What she had managed to ascertain so far was this: they were young, they were talented, they were creative and they were troubled.


			Fortunately, Clare never seemed to worry too deeply about why her friend Mya always knew exactly where to go and exactly where to be at the Academy. The other students blundered from testing labs to lecture theatres to consultation offices, stumbling into the wrong rooms and coughing apologies. None of them knew that the building’s layout was designed to encourage exploration rather than obedience. No place was forbidden. It was part of her father’s plan – to uncover the free thinkers, not ciphers who parroted the thoughts of greatness while never once questioning them. She was happy to play a part in his work, although she had to admit the past couple of weeks had been a little, well, distracting. Life was fine. Life was good. There had not been a Great Wave in some time.


			She turned her attention to the screen. A few coughs rang around the hall. Then there was a huge bang and a scream of twisted metal. Startled, she matched the sound with her own small shriek. As the din died away, she heard Clare chuckle.


			The screen lit up to show a mellow, hazy woodland vista. The low evening sunlight was dappled by the branches hanging overhead. It had been raining and water glistened on the road that cut through the forest; the water shone on the wheels spinning in an upside-down car. Judging by the black smears of the tyre marks, the vehicle had flipped as it skidded off a tight bend, soaring through the evening air, before its flight was halted by a copse of pine trees. Now the car rested on its crunched roof, rocking back and forth. There was the faint sound of the radio playing a soft rock ballad. Finally the tyres stopped spinning and the camera zoomed in to peer inside the car, probing voyeuristically. Two people hung in their seatbelts, unconscious. Blood ran from the neck of one of the passengers – it was impossible to tell the gender – and pooled on the cracked glass of the sunroof.


			She winced. She wished the Academy’s film crew wouldn’t make these Morals and Ethics videos so damned dramatic. Her father would get a complaint one of these days.


			The camera’s perspective flipped to the driver of another car, peering over his shoulder as he negotiated the bend successfully, pulling up beside the crash scene. The unknown driver killed the engine and stepped out. There was silence but for the tweeting of birds. Then a voice, slightly clipped as if the language was not the speaker’s first tongue, filled the auditorium.


			‘You are first on the crash scene. You see two people inside the car. They are wounded. Time is running short for both of them. You have a sweater that you can use as a tourniquet. But wait … you look closer. You see that the driver of the car is your partner. And the passenger is their lover. What do you do?’


			More nervous laughter scattered around the lecture hall like buckshot. A few seats away she heard Clare snort, muttering something that sounded like Let the bastard suffer. The camera focused on the drip-drip-drip of blood on the sunroof.


			‘Your partner is wounded severely,’ the narrator continued, ‘perhaps fatally. The carotid artery has been severed. Your makeshift tourniquet may well fail. Meanwhile, their lover has a wound to the femoral artery. They are far more likely to survive, but only with immediate medical assistance. What do you do?


			‘You have two choices. Tie the tourniquet around your partner’s neck, even though they betrayed you, even though their chances of survival are remote. Or tie the tourniquet around the thigh of your partner’s lover. They have a far better chance of survival. But you know all too well what they have done.


			‘So, class – what would you do? Just what would you do?’


			The lights went up in the auditorium. She could see the rest of the Academy’s new intake blinking, rubbing their eyes, staring around as if the answers might be daubed on the shining white walls of the lecture hall. She was the only person in the crowd who knew the voice of the narrator.


			Her father.
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			The New Intake (fresh meat)


			The group took shelter from the harsh sun in the gargantuan shadow of the Academy building. The grass beneath them was yellowed and brittle to the touch. The summer had spilled the whole way into the middle of September and rain was only a memory nowadays.


			‘I say let the bastard suffer,’ Clare announced, her eyes concealed behind a pair of huge sunglasses. She tossed her red pigtails as a murmur ran around the circle. The five females among the eight of them nodded appreciatively. The boys grinned sheepishly. Courtney, clad from neck to ankle in dark drapes despite the heat of the day, tapped out applause on her palm with purple-painted nails. ‘He made his bed. Now die in it.’


			‘I heard you whisper that while we were watching,’ she said. Clare smiled back at her. No one else seemed to have heard her speak. This happened a lot during the after-class discussion circles. Somehow she couldn’t quite make her presence felt.


			‘But isn’t it a wee bit more complicated than that?’ said Alec. His Scottish burr was so quiet that a mild gust of wind could have carried it off, but the gaze of the whole group was immediately upon him; the skinny boy with a blond quiff like a 1950s teen idol possessed a nervy charisma. He fidgeted with his plaid shirt tails, his seawater-grey eyes fixed on each of them in turn. ‘Your girlfriend – or boyfriend’s – lover … well, don’t they deserve a chance? They might not know. Might not be aware you even exist, like—’


			‘That’s what I’m saying,’ Clare broke in. ‘Who cares about the other person? They mean nothing. But the twat who cheated on me … yeah, I’d want to see them suffer. I’d let the other person live, just to spite whoever betrayed me.’


			‘Hold on now.’ Alec raised his hands in a placatory gesture. ‘Who’s saying you’re the good guy or gal in this whole mess? You might have been a bad partner. Pushed them away. Driven them into the affair, aye? Maybe there was a reason for them cheating on you, and if you save them you’ll find out why. Otherwise you might end up torturing yourself for the rest of your life.’ He spread his arms out wide. ‘More than that, think of how long you’ve been together. You still love them, despite what they did. Don’t they deserve a chance to, eh, patch things up? Bad turn of phrase, I admit.’


			‘You’re too soft, McTavish,’ Clare smirked, popping a stick of Juicy Fruit gum into her mouth. ‘They had their chance. Save the random bitch, let your partner die. That’s the only answer. Baumann’s losing it. Easiest M&E puzzle he’s set us so far. Too bloody easy.’


			‘Not much of a discussion,’ said a new voice, ‘if you’re telling everyone the answer.’


			Her head snapping over her shoulder, she followed Clare’s irritated gaze and stared up at the source of that voice and felt as if she might pass out. He was standing right behind her, his face concealed by shadows, the false perspective making his pink mohawk reach higher than the Academy’s tower. His cherry-red boots glinted like the blood in the video.


			‘I beg your pardon?’ said Clare, removing her sunglasses and staring pointedly at the new arrival.


			‘Just saying, we ain’t got the full facts, have we?’ said Marco Pellicci, brushing a hand through his neon spikes. ‘Look, there’s a boy in your missus’s car. How do you even know they’re shagging your girl in the first place? Might be an innocent explanation. Hitchhiker. Or an old school friend.’


			She felt her jaw working soundlessly – she had to say something, she needed to say something, because she had the answers, her father had given her the answers. Marco noticed her and paused, gesturing for her to speak. Struck dumb, she shook her head, blushing horribly for a record-breaking third time that day.


			Marco cocked his head, waiting for her until the silence grew uncomfortable, then shrugged and picked up his spiel. ‘Yeah, anyway, we was told lover in that video. But how can we know for sure? Ever heard of an unreliable narrator? Maybe it’s your own paranoia talking.’ The boy grinned wolfishly. ‘Maybe you did know. Maybe you’ve been stalking them, driving right on their tail. They’re running scared and took the corner too fast on a slippy road. In fact – you’re a psycho and you caused the crash.’ He clicked his fingers, forming a pistol with thumb and forefinger and pointing at her – at her, no one else, at her – as if aiming at her heart. ‘Now that, boys and girls, is a real moral and ethical fucking dilemma.’


			There was silence. Even Clare was lost for words, her gum hanging from her lower lip. She gawped up at the boy; the brutish boots, the leather jacket, the obscene T-shirt, the ludicrous hairstyle. His dark eyes were like coals, his upper lip curled as if daring anyone to challenge him. Then Marco looked at her again and his expression softened, his sneer smoothing into a gentle smile.


			‘That’s an interesting way of looking at things, big man,’ Alec said at last. ‘Why don’t you sit on down with us and, eh, expound your theory, as Dr Baumann might say.’


			‘Sweet,’ said the boy with the mohawk. She saw both Clare and Courtney shuffle over to make room for him and felt a stab of jealousy. But Marco ignored them and sat down next to her. His proximity was dizzying; apprehension and excitement entwining around each other. Synapses popped like fireworks as the rough cuff of his jacket brushed against her bare arm. ‘Pleased to meet you crazy kids. I’m Marco, yeah?’


			She already knew his name, unlike the others in their discussion circle. She also knew that Marco Pellicci didn’t belong here. He wasn’t a student at her father’s Academy. He was a trespasser, a fraud, an imposter.


			But that didn’t seem to matter right now.
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