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You could point to moments earlier in my life when it all started to go wrong. But the more I think about it, the more I believe things really began to change the first time I saw Anna. That stuff about everyone sharing the blame is just soft talk from women’s magazines, if you ask me. I don’t buy it. Life is what happens to you. They’ll tell you a person always has a choice, but that’s not true. We’re all just muddling along. There is no plan. The only clear sight is hindsight. At first I lay for what seemed like ages in a room of my own. They kept it dark. Machines beeped. Cool hands touched me. Then I was moved. In silence they wheeled me down corridors, bumping me into a wall here, a doorpost there. I counted the lights on the ceiling as I rattled along—twenty-one till I came to a halt and they turned my bed. A man in a police uniform sitting beside the door gave me a quick wave. I tried to guess his age but couldn’t. Instead of waving back, I turned my head away and closed my eyes. The orderlies rolled me roughly into the room and when I opened my eyes again I was looking at a white curtain. As if I wasn’t there, they hooked me up to a bunch of machines and left. The curtain stayed closed, the door clicked shut, and that’s when I heard it: there were other people in here with me. Someone across from me and someone over to the right, each breathing heavily in their own way. Apart from that it was quiet. None of the hustle and bustle I had heard outside the 11



room, no nurses chatting, no trolleys trundling past, no soles squeaking on linoleum. Nothing. I must have dozed off, because suddenly I was jolted awake by a loud voice beside me. ‘Anna van Veen?’ said a nurse, sliding open my curtain an inch or two. ‘Mrs Van Veen? Can you hear me?’ I nodded and lifted my hand to feel my head. ‘Mrs Van Veen?’ the nurse shouted a second time. Her voice was piercing as well as loud. ‘How are you feeling?’ ‘Fine,’ I croaked. I felt my side. Apart from a collapsed lung and assorted cuts and burns, things were looking up. The nurse ran her hands gingerly through my hair, examined the skin behind my ears, checked my bandages and the machine with the tube that burrowed into my body. ‘There’s no need to chain you up for the time being!’ The touch of her hands was as soft and gentle as her voice was loud. ‘You’ll be staying here for a while,’ she hollered. ‘With your new roommates. You’re coming on a treat. Isn’t that good news? Mrs Van Veen?’ I nodded. She smiled. I felt my head again and my fingertips tingled. The nurse smeared the bare patches on my scalp with dollops of Vaseline. ‘They make this stuff from petroleum. Funny, isn’t it? The thought of rubbing petroleum on burned skin always makes me chuckle. It’s like magic. Don’t you r eckon, Mrs Van Veen?’ I shrugged. She spread some Vaseline on the stubble 12



where my eyebrows used to be and ran her thumb down my cheek. She smiled at me again. ‘You’re going to be just fine,’ she said. ‘You wait and see. I know these things.’ ‘Okay,’ I said. She jotted something down on the clipboard and hung it on the hook at the foot of my bed. I wanted to ask her how long I’d been here. I looked up at her. ‘We’ll leave the curtain closed for now,’ she said. ‘Give you time to get used to your new surroundings.’ I’ve never been a people person. I can’t abide people who say they’re a people person. ‘Fine,’ I said. ‘Or would you like it open?’ I shook my head. ‘Ring the bell if you need anything.’ She pointed to a red button beside my bed. ‘If the button’s working, that is,’ she added. ‘Those things don’t always cooperate. The wiring around here has a habit of letting us down.’ I took another look at the button—a glowing red dot in a haze of white and beige. More than anything, I wanted to latch on to her white coat and beg her to take me back to my old room, where I’d been on my own. No TV, no magazines, only the beeping of the machines and the hum of the pumps and someone to give me the occa sional once-over, as if checking a houseplant for greenfly. But I’m coming on a treat, or so she said. I should be happy. As she disappeared through the opening in the curtain, she turned around. ‘So if no one comes it means the bell’s not working and 13



you’ll have to let out a good old-fashioned cry for help. Or you could always send Mrs Vandersteen to fetch the cavalry.’ I nodded. ‘Sure you don’t want a magazine to flick through?’ I shook my head. ‘You can’t get out of bed, you know, so once I’m gone you’ll have nothing to do. Positive you don’t want something to keep you occupied?’ I shook my head and thought about the tube sticking out of my side, and the daily ritual of the bedpan. What would that be like, now I had company? No sign of needing to go yet. That was something, at least. Perhaps some kind of distraction, just in case, wouldn’t be such a bad idea. I spied a little notepad sticking out of her breast pocket and cleared my throat. ‘Do you have a spare one of those?’ I said softly. She looked down at her breast pocket. ‘Would you like to write something?’ she asked. I nodded, and she handed me the pad and a pencil. Before they wheeled me in they had told me I was to be transferred to a secure hospital as soon as possible. They hadn’t exactly showered me with tender loving care on the way here, rattling my bones every time they bumped the bed. Still I had survived, though perhaps that was the irony. Chances were I’d be sharing a cell before long. This was the lesser of two evils, most likely. So by the sound of things there were two other people in the room. One kept hawking up phlegm. They didn’t say a word to each other. For long stretches all I could hear was the turning of pages. The old magazines that 14



do the rounds in hospitals, pages fingered by one set of hands, then another, then another, flicking through last week’s news and gossip, killing time, the things you do in a place where all you can do is hope and wait. I heard gentle snoring, the sound of a TV through crackling old speakers. Now and then I heard the phlegmy woman shuffle over to the toilet for a pee. I lay there and listened in silence. Then I fell asleep. I was woken up with a bang by the breakfast trolley, walloping through the door like a battering ram. During the night I’d had to ring for the bedpan. The nurse with the loud voice had shoved it resolutely under my backside— cold, hard, and fit for purpose. Her silence seemed to amplify the clatter. I’d been mortified by the thought of my roommates listening in, and though my bladder was fit to burst, it felt like a lifetime before the first drops began to flow. After that I’d slept soundly. No one came to visit. No visitors in the room on my own and none now that I was sharing with the others. I can’t say I was surprised. I knew my place. The breakfast trolley trundled past and the woman to my right was seized by a coughing fit. I glanced at the little clock on one of the machines beside my bed. Eight o’clock on the dot. I reached for my notepad, clamped the pencil between my teeth and began searching for words. Dear Nelis, I wrote. The person in charge of the trolley didn’t say a thing. I couldn’t help but notice. People don’t like keeping quiet. There are rules and regulations for how much you should say. Safe margins. Saying nothing isn’t good, but neither is saying too much. Be 15



friendly to all and sundry, except for nutjobs. The nutjobs of the world need to be put in their place so they know that they have to make more of an effort. I looked at the words on the page and decided this would only be a rough draft. I crossed out Dear. Then came the sound of plastic trays being slid onto bedside tables and liquid being poured into cups. Coffee. My curtain was yanked aside. The runners in the rails gave a little shriek, as if they’d got a fright themselves. The nurse gave me a lingering look and I gazed over her shoulder in an attempt to avoid her eyes. Her ash-blonde hair was swept up into a big fat bun at the back of her head. You might have called her friendly, but for the telltale lines around her mouth that revealed she was no stranger to the fairground of mangled dreams. Six balls but never a coconut. Behind her I saw two doors and a washbasin. Everything here was beige. ‘Good morning,’ I sputtered. My voice was a creaky yodel. The queen of the fairground maintained her silence and hurled the tray onto my bedside table with the steely conviction of a discus thrower. It was all I could do to halt its trajectory. The slices of bread skidded off the plate and my pencil rolled onto the floor. When I looked up she was standing to attention and holding two thermos flasks in the air. I didn’t have a clue what she meant. She bobbed the flasks up and down impatiently. ‘Oh,’ I said. ‘Of course.’ I pointed to the flask with the T on it. She poured. Perhaps she wasn’t a nurse at all but a volunteer who helped out. A trauma victim who had lost the power of speech. 16



‘Ah, just the ticket,’ I said, to be friendly. ‘Nothing beats a cuppa first thing in the morning.’ ‘Don’t think you can sweet-talk me,’ she said in a tone that thwacked me in the face like a rubber band. ‘I know your type. And I’ll do everything I can to make sure you’re out of here as soon as possible. Fourteen forms I have to fill in for the privilege of bringing a sweaty slice of cheese to your bedside. So you can cut the sweetnessand-light routine. I know your type.’ With a bang—what was it with this place and banging everything around?—she slammed the flask back down on the trolley and snapped the curtain closed. The trolley trundled off and the door clunked shut. For a while all I could hear was chewing and slurping. A knife clinked on a plate, a cup was returned to its saucer, then everything went quiet. Somebody was thinking. I could feel it. ‘An old writer once said… ’ It was the phlegmy voice. ‘I propose that from now on we defecate in public and eat our meals in private cubicles so no one has to see that filthy business. It’s a view you share, Mrs Van Veen, unless I’m very much mistaken.’ I’ve spent my whole life feeling ill at ease. It’s no big deal. That’s just the way it is. I liked being on my own. Nelis used to say it was because I was an only child, but through the years I’ve met plenty of only children who have no trouble getting along with other people. I never saw the problem, but people always seemed to take offence at the fact that I didn’t want to tag along, that I didn’t look forward to office excursions with my husband’s colleagues or weekends away with his family. 17



They would try to force me, make me join in the fun. I’ve never understood how that works, why people are so keen for you to join in when it’s the last thing in the world you want. ‘Everyone was asking after you,’ Nelis would say when he got back. When I stayed at home, people thought it reflected on them, that I meant something by it, that there was something wrong with them. You might think you’re playing the lead, the star of your own show, but when it comes right down to it you’re mostly just a bit player in other people’s lives. That’s how I see it, in any case. ‘They can get along fine without me,’ I’d reply. ‘It’s not like the party will grind to a halt because I’m not there.’ ‘That’s not the point.’ ‘Exactly,’ I said. ‘Just you wait. There’ll come a day when they won’t ask you anymore. Then it’ll be a different story.’ ‘Lost something?’ The curtain twitched open. To my right, a slight, spindly woman wearing reading glasses and a neat turtleneck of bandages peeped through, brandishing my pencil. I nodded. Pinkie raised, she held it between her long, thin fingers like an antique tin whistle, a relic from ancient Ireland. ‘Are you a writer?’ she asked. I shook my head. The woman put the pencil to her lips and pretended to take a couple of drags. She leaned in slowly, took the pencil from her mouth and said, ‘I’d kill for a cigarette.’ 18
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