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In the beginning is the whatsitsname. The woman in the parking lot. She wears a nightgown and lies on her back, looking up at the sky. The nightgown is white and embroidered at the neck with blue… what do you call them? Forget-me-nots. A small crowd is gathered around her. All in their unicorns. Uniforms. All younger than the woman, much younger. They look at each other. They look up at the sky. They look down at the woman. They whisper.

I see them as I come out of the thing—the elevator. I push my walker across the foyer to the big sliding entrance doors and look at them through the glass. From here I can see the woman’s neckline with its blue forget-me-nots. There is nothing wrong with my eyesight.

I can see that they are whispering through the glass. I can see, through the glass, that they are whispering. In this place, they always whisper. Or else they shout, so you’ll understand them. There is the Doctor, or whatever he is, the Angry Nurse, the Filipino girl and several others, as well as the nice boy who mops the floors. And the woman in the nightgown. She isn’t whispering. She is intent on the sky. Intent upon the sky. Upon. Not a word you hear much. The woman is my age, and her nightgown is much like my own, except for the whatsitsnames around the neck. And I wouldn’t be wearing a nightgown in the parking lot. I get dressed whenever I leave my room. A proper dress or pantsuit, a decent blouse. I make the effort.

They look at her as if she is a delivery that has arrived unexpectedly. Will they accept the delivery? Every day there are deliveries. Every day trucks arrive in the parking lot and through the big sliding entrance doors come fellows wheeling upright trolley things stacked with boxes. And once, if I recall correctly, a famous cannibal, although that seems unlikely. But whether they are boxes or Hannibals, they always come with papers that need signing by the Angry Nurse. Is that what they’re waiting for? The paperwork? Is the woman in the nightgown a delivery that has arrived without paperwork?

No. She must be a new president. Resident. Of course. They’re just waiting for an available bed. Usually, the new ones arrive in wheelchairs. Usually, they don’t lie out there on their backs in the parking lot, looking at the sky. I imagine that she won’t be there for long nevertheless. When there’s a bed available in this place, it’s never for long. Never the less.



I go back up in the revelator, elevator, to my own floor. I push my walker along the corridor. My son has tied a piece of silk to the door handle of my room. Or my daughter. So that I know it is my room. My son. My daughter. My room.

But before I get to my own room, I go to my friend’s room. I know her door because it doesn’t have a piece of silk tied to it. Her door is open, so I look inside, but my friend isn’t there. What is strange is that her wheelchair is there, and my friend isn’t. It stands there, sits there, by the window that looks out over the parking lot. My friend doesn’t go anywhere except in that wheelchair.

I am the mobile one. I have my walker and go anywhere I want to in this place, whether I’m supposed to or not. It’s why I take the trouble to get properly dressed every day, despite the difficulties with buttons and hooks and zips and everything. I keep myself presentable. Unlike my friend, who turns up to lunch in her wheelchair wearing the same old nightgown that she wears when she lies propped up in her bed. It’s white, more or less, if you look past the food stains down the front that the Vietnamese girl takes a sponge to from time to time. At the collar there’s this faded line of embroidered blue flowers. What do you call them? Forget-me-nots.

My room is better than my friend’s. There are trees in my window. Or bits of trees, at least. Leaves, branches, that kind of thing. On the floor below the window are potted plants that my daughter waters whenever she comes. There is a TV, hanging high up on the wall in one corner. And I have a whatsitsname, with pictures on it. Photos. There is also a big diary, open at today. My son writes in this diary whenever something is going to happen. I’m supposed to look at it every day, so that I know.

The pictures are of younger people mostly—children and boys and girls and so on—as well as one picture of an older fellow toward the back. Apart from the older fellow, they are all smiling, which is nice. The people on the TV are smiling too, which is annoying. They sit behind a desk with coffee cups in front of them and they talk and laugh and agree about everything, but they never look at each other. They look at me, or at the wall above my head. They seem happy, but that can change. Sometimes there are murders or politicians or people driving too fast in ridiculously large cars or serious fellows pointing at numbers. Sometimes people sing, or eat hamburgers, or sing while they are eating hamburgers, although I never have the sound on. Sometimes people play cricket for surprisingly long periods. At other times the TV stops moving altogether, and there are pictures of this place, with information along the bottom about what time lunch is on or bingo or a bus trip—the same sorts of things I am supposed to check for in the big diary that’s always open there on the whatsitsname.

Whenever my son comes, the first thing he does, after pushing the picture of the older fellow toward the front of the whatsitsname, is to look at the diary, at the page it’s open at. At the page at which it’s open. At.

“Hello, dear,” I say to him. I try not to sound surprised.

“You sound surprised,” he says. “You have checked the diary, haven’t you, Mom? It says that I’ll be here today.”

“Then I look forward to seeing you,” I tell him.

He looks around the room, like he always does when he’s not sure what I’m talking about.

But today my son also does something different. He looks at me with an expression I can only describe as sad. Rather than worried, impatient, constipated.

“Mom,” he says, “are you okay?”

It is not possible to know what he means.

“There was a delivery today,” I tell him. Was it today? I wonder.

“I could take you out for morning tea,” he says, “if you’d like.”

“Somewhere nice?” I ask.

“Of course. Somewhere nice.”

“No thanks,” I tell him, and he looks around the room.

Still, it’s lovely of him to offer. He hates taking me out. Having to fold up my walker and put it into the what do you call it… the trunk, of his car. Having to fold me up too, to get me into the passenger seat, being careful with my head, then having to fiddle with the seat belt to make sure I’m safe, because my fingers can never manage the buckle thing. Having to find somewhere nice, having to explain the menu to me, having to worry about whether I’m enjoying myself. The poor dear, he is such a good son.

I tell him not to bother, we’ll just ask the Laotian girl to bring us a cup of tea and a biscuit.

“My friend might join us,” I say. “We could play Scrabble.”

I don’t know why I say this. My friend never comes into my room, and I never invite her. But he looks interested when I mention her, and I know he likes me to have whatsitsnames… interactions.

“She cheats, you know,” I add.



Lunch in the dining room is meatballs, which means it is a special day. I don’t ask. Maybe it’s Melbourne Cup, although nobody has hats on. Nobody has a hat on. Or it’s the end of the war again, or Christmas. The Angry Nurse is there in the kitchen, checking that the meatballs are gray enough. She is being angry at the Swedish girl.

I park my walker against the wall, under the big picture of the smiling sharks, and sit in my usual place. The sharks are in a swimming pool balancing beach balls on their whatsits. Snouts.

The fellow who doesn’t live here is in the chair beside me, as usual. I say hello and ask him, as usual, whether his room is on this floor or on the floor below or on the one above, like mine. He looks admonished. Astonished.

“Oh,” he says, “I don’t live here.”

“Oh, really?” I say. “Is that right?”

“I’m just visiting,” he says.

“Of course you are,” I say, and wait.

He looks around at everyone in their places at the dining tables, at the walkers and wheelchairs lined up against the wall. At the smiling sharks.

“I have a beautiful home,” he says. “With a white fence and a two-car garage.”

We eat our meatballs. The fellow who doesn’t live here wants to tell me something. But I have offended him. He is always offended when you don’t remember that he doesn’t live here.

After a while he can’t stand it anymore.

“Have you heard?” he asks me. He always knows things. For a fellow who doesn’t live here, he knows a lot about this place.

I don’t answer him right away. I look at the others around us in the dining room. None of them look like they know all that much. About this place or about anything else. I should be nice. The way they look at their plates, it seems that they are very keen to know everything there is to know about their meatballs.

“Heard what?” I say.

“The news.”

“Sometimes. Not so much anymore. I don’t like all the smiling.”

“No. Have you heard what happened? Here, in this place?”

“There was a delivery,” I tell him. He isn’t the only one who knows things.

“Someone died,” he says.

Then he tells me. Somebody fell out a window. One of the upper-floor rooms. Dead in the parking lot. He doesn’t know all that much, but what he does know he knows with great pride. He whispers loudly. His eyes are bright. I think his hands are shaking.

“You must be very happy,” I say.

He looks astonished again—offended again. What I have said is not what do you call it… applicable. Appropriate.



I go to my friend’s room. Her door is open, so I look inside, but my friend isn’t there.

“Hello, dear,” she says.

I say the same thing to her. It’s something my friend and I often do, even when we remember each other’s names. I do it to my daughter too, and my son.

She lies propped up on the bed, facing her window. It’s a different window from mine. Mine’s better. Hers looks out over the parking lot; mine, of course, has the trees. There’s one chair in the room: the same chair as in my room. It’s right beside the bed. I sit on it, parking my walker alongside.

“Scrabble?” my friend says, as she always does.

Sometimes I ignore her, but today I don’t.

“Why not?” I say.

“Why not, indeed?” she says, and reaches for it on the whatsitsname, knocking a photograph of someone or other onto the floor, as she always does.

“Fuck!” says my friend.

I tell her not to worry about it. The Malaysian girl will pick it up later, when she comes in to do the medication. My friend puts the Scrabble thing, the board, flat on the bed between us.

“What color would you like?” she asks.

“Black,” I tell her.

“I think I’ll have black too,” she says, and gives me a handful of the whatsits with letters on them.

My friend and I play Scrabble for a while. We don’t do it properly, and we don’t care. She has her parts of the board, and I have mine. We don’t build on each other’s words, never share each other’s letters, but we do praise each other’s efforts.

“What word is that?” she might ask.

“Zbtosmty,” I tell her.

“Most impressive,” she says.

If one of us doesn’t like a word, we grab the letters and throw them on the floor for the Peruvian girl to pick up later.

After a while, my friend decides that the game is over.

“I win,” she says. “But don’t be downcast, Rose, you put up a great fight.”

“I know,” I tell her. She always calls me by my name when she feels like showing off.

“See you at lunch?” she asks. “I think it’s something special today.”

We both laugh.

But I know my friend isn’t here. I know that right now I am the only person in her room. I know that perfectly well.



My daughter carries the potted plants, one by one, from the carpet in front of my window into the bathroom, where she puts them in the bathtub. Each one makes her sigh as she moves them. As she moves it. Each potted plant is one more thing in her life.

“Are you sure you’re okay?” she asks me.

She and her brother must have been talking.

“My friend fell out the window,” I say.

“Try not to dwell on it, Mom,” my daughter advises me. She doesn’t need one more thing in her life.

I see her flying out the window. My friend, that is. The food-stained nightie with the forget-me-nots was not a very good parakeet, I imagine. Parachute.

My bathroom has everything you could want in a bathroom, as well as lots of things to keep you from falling down, breaking your neck and so on. Right now it looks like a jungle because of the plants in the bathtub. My daughter waters them with a plastic whatsit. It’s the kind of thing she does. She worries that the pots will leak on the carpet under my window if I water them there. It’s the kind of thing she worries about.

“You’ve had your medications?” she says.

“The Sicilian girl gave them to me. With a cup of tea and a biscuit.”

My daughter looks annoyed. She doesn’t like too much detail. She has a very busy life. There is already too much detail in it; there’s no room for any more.

“I don’t know if I can come tomorrow,” she tells me. “Charity has a school excursion.”

“Never mind, dear. How is she?”

“I told you before, Mom. She’s struggling with biology.”

“Poor darling. Education is so… important. How is… the other one?”

She looks at me, sighs. It upsets her when I don’t remember things.

“Felicity, Mom. She’s having some issues with work experience at the moment.”

“What a shame,” I tell her.

My window is a much better window than my friend’s.



All through the dark night I lie in my bed, facing up to things.

Well, it is dark, certainly. And I may be lying, obviously. And what I face up to, really, is the ceiling. Lying in bed, looking up, it’s what I see. So I look at it. It offers very little of interest, but nevertheless. It is white, so it is something to look at in the night when everything else in my room is deep, dark shadow. The TV high up in the corner is an even deeper, darker shadow, having been turned off after my final medication. The whatsitsname with the photos on it is dark too, so you can’t see all the smiling. The big diary is open, though you can’t read it in the dark, and anyway it wouldn’t be right to read about what it says is supposed to happen tomorrow until tomorrow.

In the window there is more darkness, unless there is a moon, but even if there is it is a long way away. Apart from the moon, there is one tiny light in the bathroom, so that you don’t break your neck if you get out of bed to go in there. But why would I get up in the middle of the night just to go to the bathroom to break my neck?

Anyway, it’s not the darkness. It’s the time.

Time, in this place, is most unusual.

That’s not true. In this place there is so much time, there’s nothing unusual about it whatsoever.

There is no shortage of time here at all.

At night, in this place, you live forever.

Well, the night goes on forever, and being, to the best of my knowledge, alive, I go on with it.

Nothing happens, and it keeps not happening, then doesn’t happen some more. It continues, and I continue with it.

Nevertheless. If you lie in bed in this place and listen, you can hear things beyond your own darkness. You can hear people breathing. Or not breathing, which is slightly more difficult. You can listen to them if you get sick of the ceiling. Sometimes you can hear them remembering, which sounds interesting but is even more boring than the breathing or the ceiling.

But what is strange about time, if not unusual, is that there are two different types of it.

There is the time that is endless. In this time, nothing happens. Nothing goes on, and it goes on forever. This is time that has insomalia. Insomnia. The only way to avoid it is to be asleep or dead, neither of which I appear to be.

Then there are the tiny bits of time that aren’t endless. They do end; in fact, they end very quickly. Suddenly they are present, and then they are not. Except that they aren’t present, whatever they are. What is present is the ceiling, obviously, and the insomnia.

I know what this second type of time is. Of course I do. These tiny bits of time are the past. They are from a long, long time ago. And yet.

It is the present that is long. It is the past that is sudden, and happens, and is present.

This is quite a pardalote. Paradox.

And here is another one. The endless dark present does finish, finally. The light comes, in the window. But you don’t see it. Or you do, but before you see it you hear it. The sound appears in the window.

It is noisy. And it is now. And it is present.

And it reminds me of something.
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Sometimes I wonder. Sometimes I wander. Me and my walker. My walker and I. We wander the polished corridors, where the nice boy who mops the floors is. Where the nice boy is, who mops the floors.

My walker and I ride in the thing, the revelator. Elevator. I am able to operate the buttons, which are big and bright, better than the buttons on my blouse. The elevator has a sign warning you not to use it if you are on fire. I am not on fire. I generally try to obey the rules.

I know my way around this place. Some of the time I am invisible and can go wherever I like. At other times I appear not to be invisible. I appear. I am smiled at. Or smiled at and scowled at, if it’s the Angry Nurse. I am called dear. I am told I probably want a cup of tea. I am asked if I am looking for bingo. But when they’re too busy or preoccupied or not in the mood, then I’m invisible and free to wonder wherever I like.

Of course, there are others in this place who do the same. Some of them are invisible also. Some of them like to be smiled at. Sometimes I smile at them myself, just to be nice. Some of them really are looking for bingo.

There are all different kinds in this place. Some different kinds, anyway. Some, like my friend, hardly ever leave their rooms except for meatballs or bingo. Some are silent, some always want to tell you things. Some tell themselves things, talking away at themselves as they sit in their wheelchairs lined up against the wall, deep in conversation with themselves, asking themselves important questions, like why are there wheels on their wheelchairs when all they do is sit there against the wall.

Whereas. Whereas I am free to wander. Up and down, in and out, as far as the big glass sliding doors that lead out to the parking lot.

I like sliding doors, when they slide. When they see you coming and they open, as if they know what you want. Others won’t open at all, unless you know the whatsitsname. If you do know it, it’s easy. The code. If you don’t, then you are fucked, unless someone who does know it comes along and presses it in on the little Scrabble board thing beside the door and it opens, and then you and your walker slip through after them before the door closes, as if you knew the code all along but they just happened to get there first. This trick works more often than you’d think.

It doesn’t work, though, for the big sliding doors at the main entrance. These are guarded by the Angry Nurse. She waits there in her office behind a vase of flowers and knows as soon as you get anywhere near.

“What can I do for you, dear?” she’ll say.

The vicious, poisonous fury with which she says this is a miracle every time. Sometimes she’ll go even further.

“What exactly can I do for you?” she’ll say. And then she’ll smile. You want to have good control of your bowels at these moments.

She is good at what she does, the Angry Nurse.

Today she is on the phone, and if I could I’d get out those big glass sliding doors and into the parking lot. But of course I don’t know the whatsitsname that opens them, and there’s nobody else around. There’s nobody in the parking lot either. No body in the parking lot either. Except somebody’s child folding somebody into the passenger seat of a car, being careful with their head, taking them somewhere nice for morning tea.

The Angry Nurse has seen me. She puts her hand over the phone, as though it’s important to her that I don’t see it.

“What exactly can I do for you, dear?” she warns me.

I’m not afraid of her.

“My friend isn’t in her room,” I tell her.

“Don’t you worry yourself about that, dear,” she threatens.

I don’t say anything. I don’t move. She hates that.

“What you need is a nice game of bingo,” she says.

I would rather be pulled apart by horses.

“I’m sure that would be delightful,” I say, and I look out again at the parking lot.

We understand each other.



My window is better than my friend’s window. The window of my friend. The enemy of my enemy is my friend. The window of my friend is the friend of my window. Words are so…

My window is filled with trees. Close up and far away. So close that you can’t see them; you can only see the leaves. And so far away that you can see the tree but you can’t really see the leaves, just that they are green. Can’t see the whatsit for the something or other.

It’s the trees that I look at, when I’m not looking at the smiling pictures on my whatsitsname, or at the annoying TV. I don’t know what the trees are. They are trees, obviously. I don’t know what they are called. Trees. I don’t know their names. It’s not this that bothers me, exactly. It’s that I love them. Which doesn’t bother me. It’s that I don’t know why I love them, exactly. Or how, exactly, I love them.

I look at my window anyway, and I see the trees, and there is something. Something I love. Or something I remember loving, almost. I spend a lot of my time almost remembering. It doesn’t bother me, not really. But there is something.

My daughter tells me it’s nice that I have trees in my window. I tell her I don’t know what nice means. What is this word, nice? I ask. Is it French? She tells me that I am being impossible and she doesn’t have time for my games. She doesn’t have time for trees either. My daughter knows nothing about trees. She knows nothing about potted plants, for that matter, except that they need watering and can ruin the carpet. And are another thing which she doesn’t have time for. For which she doesn’t have time. She is such a good daughter.

My son never looks at my window. He can’t even see the trees. When he looks around my room the way he does, what he sees is what he pays for. Or what I pay for. Or what he pays for from my account, because he has the Power of Eternal. And every time he comes he moves the photo of the older fellow toward the front, for some reason. He is such a good son.

Sometimes, when he asks me what I’ve been doing today, I tell him I’ve been looking at my window. I tell him I hope that’s all right, because it isn’t written in the diary.

But when I look at my window, when I see the trees that are far away and the leaves that are close, there is something. I wonder about my friend’s window. When she looks at her window, where there is a parking lot, is there something too? Is there something also? Is there also something? In my window there is certainly something. Or am I just being impossible?



My friend is not in her room again. Again, my friend is not in her room. Someone else is. A man. A man is in my friend’s bed watching TV. Looking at it, anyway. He is on his back with his mouth open. He won’t stay there for long, I suspect. Men rarely do in this place. Except for the fellow who doesn’t live here, of course. When the fellow in my friend’s bed is gone, perhaps my friend will come back.

I decide to ask the Doctor, or whatever he is, about it. I go and stand outside his office, which is near the office of the Angry Nurse. The door is open. He often says that the door to his office is always open, which isn’t true, but today it is.

The Doctor, or whatever he is, is twiddling at his smart phone with his thumbs, the way young people do. I know what smart phones are. Felicity and Chastity are always twiddling with theirs, and you certainly get the impression that they are very smart indeed. The Doctor, or whatever he is, is very young. I’d say about fourteen. But he can’t be, can he? He isn’t at school, like Felicity and Chastity. He’s here, and he’s a doctor, or whatever he is. Unless of course he is doing whatsitsname… work experience. Like Felicity. Or Chastity. This is unlikely, I think.

When he sees me standing there in the doorway to his office, he smiles at me like he could eat me up. He is very handsome. He wants you to like him. He acts like he likes you.

“Rose!” he says, as if he is thrilled to see me and even more thrilled that my name is Rose. Some people use your name as though it’s the answer to some terrifically hard question and they’ve got it right and won the competition and are already thinking about what they’ll do with the prize money.

“People are falling out of windows,” I tell him.

He smiles at me as if he loves me and as if I am very, very stupid.

“And there is a man in my friend’s bed.”

I see him think about making a joke. Sometimes he does that. He might say something about how good you look, if you’re dressed up for Melbourne Cup Day or a bus trip, about how the fellows on your floor had better watch out. He’ll make his eyes big, put on a witless grin, just about nudge you with his elbow to let you know you should laugh or at least see what a funny fellow he is. Except you can see he doesn’t even think it’s funny, he just thinks that you will. It’s one part of his bedside… what do you call them? Manners. The other part of his bedside manners is when he talks to you straight out of some textbook, manual, that he has studied to become a doctor, or whatever he is. When he does this, he uses words like Individual. Care. Needs. Team. Feedback.

This is the way he decides to go now. After using my name one more time.

“Rose. You know our team here is committed to the highest level of Individual Care. Everything we do is in accordance with our Person-Centered Model. Integrated. Inclusive. Holistic. Best Practice. We value your feedback. If there’s anything we can do to better meet your needs, anything at all. That’s our Mission.”

And he smiles as if I am the most beautiful thing he has ever seen.

I’m not.

He is very good at what he does. Whatever it is.



When my son comes, I am pretending to read the big diary. This makes him happy.

“It says you’ll be here today,” I tell him. This makes him look around the room the way he does. Then he goes to the pictures and moves the one of the older fellow toward the front. He fiddles with the thing at the back, the stand, so that the frame is sitting to his satisfaction. Standing. It’s a nice frame. He doesn’t say anything about it, just fiddles with it, and asks me questions about my medication and whether I’m eating properly. I give him all the usual answers.

The older fellow in the picture looks at me. I look at him. He is just a head and shoulders, and you can see he isn’t wearing a tie. And he isn’t grinning, so it’s not one of those photos they take with their smart phones. Like Felicity and Charity, the way they hold out their smart phones at arm’s length and grin at them and then show you the phone with a picture of them grinning.

There is nothing behind the older fellow in the picture, as there always is with Felicity and Charity. Like a mountain or an ocean or a crowd of their friends. Or in front of them, like a kitten or their dinner. Perhaps there is green around him, like leaves, as if he is somewhere near a window. The older fellow isn’t grinning, isn’t even smiling. He just looks at you. And what he looks like is that he is just about to laugh. As if he has just told a joke and is waiting for you to get it, and when you get it, he will laugh. Perhaps you will laugh too, or perhaps the joke is not that funny. It’s hard to tell.

And there is something about his neck.

My son wants me to say something about the older fellow, I can tell. I don’t say anything. My son tries to be patient. He’s a good son. But he can’t help himself.

“What are you thinking about, Mom?” he asks me.

What I’m thinking about is the ridiculousness of the question. That can’t be a word, surely. How ridiculous the question is.

“I’m thinking about a game of Scrabble with my friend,” I tell him. I watch him for a reaction. For some sign. For a clue.

“Your friend…” he says. Then he looks around the room.

I keep watching him.

Again, he can’t help himself.

“Mom, I’ve spoken to the Care Manager. He’s concerned about you.”

“The Scare Manager?”

“No, Mom.”

“That’s good, then.”

“No, it’s not… Oh, forget it, Mom.”

So I forget it. That’s easy.



The nice boy who mops the floors is mopping the floor. I find him on the next level, near the end of a corridor, in the corner by a big double door with a sign on it. The sign says “Do Not Obstruct.” The nice boy certainly doesn’t look like he would ever obstruct.

He is always in a corner, or off to the side, or at the edge. He has a way of being there that is quite like not being there. It’s one of the nice things about him. When he moves from side to side with his mop, he’s always moving away as well. Even if he moves toward you, which he never does, he’s always at the same time moving away or sideways or both.

He has short hair but with a long blond fringe hanging in front of his face like a curtain, or a mop. Really it is grayish blond, or ash blond, but still blond, closer to the color of his mop than to meatballs.

Which is strange, since the nice boy who mops the floors is dark. Felicity and Charity tell me I am not supposed to say that. It’s not… appropriate.

“Nobody’s dark anymore, Granma,” Felicity tells me. “They’re Black. You can’t say dark.”

“Or maybe brown—you can say brown,” Charity informs me.

“Only if you’re brown yourself,” Felicity corrects her. “Otherwise it’s racist.”

Felicity and Charity know so much. They sometimes explain things to me when they visit, standing with their backs to the window and looking at their smart phones with their thumbs, while their mother waters my potted plants in the bathtub. They know all about the nice boy. Apparently he went to their school, but there were problems, so he is now on a special program.

“Probationary Work Placement,” explains Felicity.

“Community Involvement Pathway,” says Charity.

“Anyway, he’s Black,” they both agree. But when they say this, they both use those little marks in the air with their fingers around the word. Not the word Black. The word he.

The nice boy who mops the floors has a lovely voice. It is deep and soft at the same time, like a lovely private mumble, and it is impossible to understand a word he says. He has earrings in both his ears and in his nose and through his lips. Sometimes I think he has one in his mouth, stuck through his tongue. But that can’t be right, and I can never get close enough to tell. He is gentle and mysterious and kind of folded in on himself.

“He’s trans,” Felicity tells me. “Or inter.”

“And autistic,” says Charity. “Or Asperger’s. On the spectrum, anyway. Very, like, special needs.”

They know so much. I understand so little of it.

The nice boy who mops the floors never smiles. He is never cheerful. He never asks how you are, or what he can do for you, or calls you dear.

“Something has happened to my friend,” I tell him.

He says nothing, just mops. And sort of trembles, like water or leaves.

I realize I haven’t asked him a question, so I try again.

“Do you know my friend?”

He says something. His voice isn’t meant to be heard. It comes from somewhere deep inside him, and mostly stays there. He is polite, so he always answers. But his voice is a kind of silence. He swallows the words at the same time as he speaks them, so they come out sideways and broken and twisted, like little explosions that could even be curses. I don’t take them personally. Sometimes I imagine he is saying nice things, like what a lovely blouse I am wearing. Or that he likes the trees in my window. Other times I think it might be bitch, or cunt. I don’t care. Whatever he says is gentle and mysterious. I think he knows things.

“Do you know what happened to her?” I ask him.

He leans toward me, and at the same time shrinks away into the corner.

“Be careful” might be what he says.

Or it could be “Motherfucker.”

The nice boy always makes me feel better.



My daughter arranges potted plants in my bathtub. Then she cleans the toilet, while I watch from the chair beside my bed. I tell her the Norwegian girl will do it, but she ignores me. So I ignore her when she asks me how my bowels have been.

Apart from my bowels, what my daughter is concerned about today is Felicity. Or Charity. Felicity has lost her smart phone. Or Charity. Not lost it, really. Become separated from it. It is here: my daughter has it. Felicity or Charity left it in her mother’s car on the way to school, then her mother came here to clean my toilet.

“She’ll be distraught,” my daughter says.

“Poor Charity. Felicity.”

It is one more thing in my daughter’s life. It takes her mind off my bowels. When she has finished cleaning my toilet, she describes for me the problem in all its… enormity. She could call one of Felicity’s school friends and tell her to tell Felicity that she has it and will get it to her within the hour. Felicity’s friends are all inside the smart phone, it seems. My daughter waves the smart phone at me so I can see. That would be the simple thing, though things in life aren’t simple.

“Of course, it’s locked, isn’t it?” she asks me. It’s a whatsitsname question.

“Locked?” I ask her back.

Rhetorical, that’s it.

“Yes, Mom, locked.”

I can tell from her voice that what she would like to say is, YES, MOM, FUCKING LOCKED! But she is a good daughter.

I try to help.

“How do you unlock it?”

“With the password, Mom.”

“Password?”

“Yes, Mom, with the password.” HOW DO YOU THINK YOU UNLOCK IT, MOM? WITH THE FUCKING PASSWORD!

“What’s the password?”

For a second, I think she might laugh. Or burst into tears.

“Mom. I. Don’t. Know. The. Password.”

“Why don’t you call her and find out?”

This is fun.

My daughter has her own smart phone, and could call Chastity to find out her sister’s password. Except Chastity is in an exam. And anyway, Chastity wouldn’t know Felicity’s password.

“The girls have been taught never to tell anyone their passwords.”

“Is that right?”

“They’ve been brought up that way.”

“Really?”

“You never tell anyone your password, do you, Mom?”

This is my daughter’s small revenge.

“I wouldn’t dream of it. Obviously.”

When she has returned each of the potted plants from the bathtub to their place beneath the window, my daughter leaves to battle the traffic, as she always puts it, in order to go to the rescue of poor Felicity. Or Chastity.

As she leaves, she asks me if I have any plans for the afternoon. This might be a joke, although that seems unlikely. I tell her I might go and see my friend for a game of Scrabble.



The trees in my window, the pictures on my whatsitsname. When I’m not out wondering about this place with my walker, I look at the pictures or I look at my window.

Pictures. Window. These things are connected. I can see that. So, everything is connected. This doesn’t help. Connected to what? To everything else? To itself? To its connection? To me connecting it?

Whatever, as Felicity and Chastity like to say.

My son and my daughter have brought in the pictures. I understand why. They are such good children. They like everything to be the way it should be. Nice photographs in nice frames. Some of the pictures are of Felicity and Chastity. My daughter brings them in, changes them, sometimes without my catching her. In some pictures, Felicity and Chastity are my granddaughters. Babies, side by side in a whatsit. A pram. A bassinette. Bassinette. A word you don’t hear so much. Tiny pink toes. I can tell them apart. Not the toes. Chastity and Felicity. Yes, in fact, the toes. These toes Felicity’s, these toes Chastity’s.

In another picture, they are dressed up for a ball or something, in the sorts of dresses I sometimes see on the TV. All bosom and glitter. Bosom. One of them is Felicity and one of them is Chastity, I am led to believe.

There are pictures of my son and my daughter also, and many other pictures. Of course, I know who they are. My son and my daughter tell me so, often.

“Of course, you know who this is,” they tell me.

But they never say it about the picture of the older fellow at the back. They just move him more to the front, when they think I’m not watching. At least, my son does. My daughter is too busy; there are too many things in her life. I know that they are both waiting for me to say something about the older fellow.

This is when I turn to my window. To the trees in it, and the potted plants on the floor beneath it. Sometimes I ask my daughter or son to remind me of the name of a tree in the window or a plant in its pot. But my son and my daughter aren’t very good with the names of trees or plants.

“Of course, you know what this one’s called,” I tell them sometimes. I don’t think they get the joke.



There is a man again in my friend’s bed. Again, there is a man in my friend’s bed. He watches the TV. His eyes are open. His mouth is open. Both, all, are pointed at the TV. Three smiling people are sitting in a row behind a desk, being experts about something with coffee mugs in front of them.

I move my walker closer. I hear him breathe. There is no Scrabble board beside the bed, no wheelchair by the window.

The Nigerian girl comes in. She calls me Rose and says good morning, so I back my walker away toward the door. She straightens the fellow’s pillows, takes his pulse. His mouth stays open.

“He doesn’t play Scrabble,” I tell her.

She smiles at me and I go back out into the corridor, where the nice boy who mops the floors is mopping the floor near the “Do Not Obstruct” sign. He sees me and moves away toward a corner, his mop moving sideways with him over the floor. I watch the mop and the beautiful way the nice boy makes it move. Like a snake, like an endless figure eight, like some other symptom, symbol, that I don’t know. I wonder something, and wonder if I’ve ever wondered it before. I wonder whether the way he moves his mop is a message he wants me to understand.

“I don’t understand,” I say. “Have you seen my friend?”

He looks terrified. Poor boy. I try to calm him.

“She fell out the window,” I say.

He can’t get any farther into the corner, so he speaks. Or at least he makes a sound in that beautiful voice that goes deep inside him as much as it comes out of him.

“Eternal love” might be what he says. Or it might be “Asshole. Fuck.”

Just down the corridor, a sliding door slides open and the Angry Nurse comes through it, followed by the Doctor, or whatever he is. The Scare Manager. They go into my friend’s room. I turn my walker around to follow them, but just then the Ukrainian girl comes past and asks me if I’m looking for bingo. By the time I’ve gotten rid of her, the door to my friend’s room is closed. I knock and nothing happens. So I knock. Nothing happens. I listen. It’s a thick door. The nice boy who mops the floors mops his way out of his corner and comes closer. I have the feeling that he’s listening too.

“It’s a thick door,” I say.

“Love conquers all,” he says. “Motherfucker.”

Then the door opens, and we’re too close.

“Rose!” says the Scare Manager, or whatever he is, beaming at me as if I’m his girlfriend or a movie star.

The Angry Nurse slips past him and comes straight at me, all threat and smile.

“What, exactly, can we do for you, dear?”

Neither of them bother, bothers, to look at the nice boy who mops the floors, cringing away into his corner.

I have to say something.

“My friend’s wheelchair.”

They smile at me as if I’m a kitten that needs to be put in a box.

“It’s not by the window.”

Or into a sack.

“It was by the window.”

With a brick.

Time to go. I tell them I’m late for bingo but make sure I shuffle away with my walker slowly enough to overhear some of what the Scare Manager says to the nice boy, standing over him as he cringes down closer to his mop under the “Do Not Obstruct” sign. The Scare Manager doesn’t bother using his… bedside manners. Not the jokes and the smiling, anyway. Only those words of his that sound like they have come out of some book that only the Scare Manager has read.

“Probationary period,” I hear him say. “Conditional on. Performance, review of. Assessment, ongoing. Monitoring, continual. Interactions, problematic. Benchmarks, professional. Feedback, constructive. Team Player, be one.”
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