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Chapter One

Woman – I
It would be hard to say  how long I have been lying here. Time swims into itself, fluid, 
distanced. Every time I wake up, I see the same room, from the same angle. For a while, I 
was shocked by it. Its bland uniformity  – the pebbledash lino, the off-white walls – frightened 
me. I tried to mark time by the shadows on the ceiling. I followed the light as it rose from the 
bottom right of the window, over to the left. But the shadows, though shifting, were a 
constant presence. Even at night, darkness was never complete. Light filtered from under the 
door and the window cast a purple, orange haze across the sheets. 

Slowly, as I swam on through the days, things took shape. I began to feel my body 
twitch and ache. Pins and needles seemed to course through my entire frame and the pain felt 
like a promise. I obsessed over every  muscle twinge, waiting for it, anticipating it, following 
it in the hope of movement. The pain across my face and along my left arm was particularly 
strong. When I opened and closed my eyes, I could feel something tugging against the skin of 
my face. What I had taken for a sheet, bent along my  line of sight, I recognised as a bandage, 
pressed hard across my nose, its edges scratching tape and plaster across the skin beneath my 
cheeks and by my ears. I strained my eyes along my aching arm to tubes at my wrist. I felt 
safe then. I knew I must be hurt or ill. I thought I was in a hospital and it comforted me. For a 
time I slept well, free of anxiety. I saw an end in sight. 

But that sleeping freedom did not last. I woke thirsty and alone, the sheets wet with 
sweat, my silent limbs dragging me deeper into the centre of the bed. I was more than at sea, 
I was in space, floating endlessly: suspended. There was nothing for me to hold on to. The 
room was the only constant. I could remember nothing else. I did not know why I was there. 
It was as if I was being sucked into the bed, my body and mind pulled into a black hole where 
there was no time and so no memory. 

I tried to scream. My lips were stiff and would not shape the breath that burst  them 
apart. Though my jaw moved and my mouth was open, the sound that came out was a broken 
bleat. Thick and dull, my tongue slept in my mouth, breaking the sound. I made my throat 
raw with muffled screams, fear turning to tears that fell in the channels of my wrinkles and 
welled cold in my ears and along my bandage with all the force my body could not muster. 
This one release triggered another. An ugly squelching sound echoed through the room, 
stifling the tears. With shame I felt my bowel move. Unable to control it, I waited for the 
smell of acrid cabbage, a warmth under my thighs, but neither came. The gurgling did not 
stop, seeping silently  into the sheets, instead it made the splashing, bubbling sound of water 
on plastic. I was spending pennies into bags. I lay  awake then, feeling my tears dry. I can’t be 
certain how much time passed, but I must have fallen asleep  again. All I know is that  I 
remember being woken by the sound of the door. I felt a surge of hope. There were people 
coming in. Though I knew someone must have come before, must have fitted me up with 
drips and bags, this was the first time I had been conscious of another person in the room.

The lady in front was a nurse. I could tell because she wore a uniform: light blue, 
pressed trousers and a shirt buttoned high at the collar.



 ‘Well, hello there, Mrs Eames. You’re awake. What a surprise.’ 
Her voice was unnecessarily loud and slow. It  was the kind of voice people use when 

they speak to very small children. 
Behind her, a woman and two young children straggled into the room. One of the 

children was carrying flowers.
 ‘You’ve got visitors. Look who it is.’ 

She stood back a little, presenting the woman and the children to me, smiling 
insidiously. Then she stretched out an arm towards me. 

‘Here she is. Why don’t you say hello.’ 
The child with the flowers, a young boy with messy brown hair sticking out at  the 

crown, walked towards me and held out the flowers with one hand. He was still quite far 
away, at the foot of the bed. He didn’t look like he wanted to be any closer.

He looked at me, then back at his mother and the nurse. They smiled him 
forwards. 

‘What’s wrong with your face?’ he said. 
The woman’s eyes and lips twitched at me rather desperately, as if apologising. 
‘Joe,’ she said, under her breath, her teeth gritted. ‘Remember what we talked 

about?’ 
Joe nodded and held the flowers out towards me. 
‘We brought you some flowers, Granny,’ he said. 
I stared at him. He wasn’t looking at me, but at his feet. He was wearing combat 

trousers and trainers, camouflaged for somewhere else.  
‘Let’s put those in some water, shall we?’ the nurse said.  
She took the flowers from the child and left the room. The boy looked up at me then 

and frowned. Behind him his mother shifted. The other child was clinging to her knees. She 
stroked this child’s head. 

‘Sorry  we haven’t come before,’ she said. ‘This is Joseph, Joe, and this little one here 
is Amy. You remember? Josh’s family.’ 

She paused, waiting for me to say something I suppose. 
‘I just thought you might want to see the kids,’ she added, looking up from the little 

girl, searching my face. She looked tired and upset. ‘Josh doesn’t know we’re here, but I 
know he’ll be glad we came. He would want to know how you are. He misses you, I know he 
does. He … he misses you.’ 

I just stared at her, this woman, blinking into her hands as she stroked her child’s 
head. I swear I didn’t recognise her. I could tell she was lying about Josh wanting her to be 
there, but who was Josh? It  was so confusing. Knowing I had found it hard to scream, I didn’t 
expect to be able to speak, but I needed to try. I kept opening my mouth, scratching my  upper 
lip  on the plaster, but I could only manage a sort of gasping, guppy  sound, my tongue 
paddling in saliva like a fish at low tide. I felt suddenly thirsty. 

The nurse came back in with the flowers in a vase. She set them down on the table on 
my right-hand side. She stood them next to a water jug and a glass. It was the first time I’d 
noticed them. I wanted to drink. 

‘There,’ she said, ‘doesn’t that brighten up the place?’ She smiled around at us. 
I looked at her hopelessly and opened my mouth again making more incompetent 

noises as if I’d never been able to speak. It  was so frustrating. I just wanted a sip of water. 
 



‘Can’t she speak?’ Joe asked the nurse. ‘Do you want to say something, Granny?’ and 
he turned to look right at me. ‘She’s crying,’ the little girl said. 

I wasn’t crying, but I could feel that my bandage was still wet. It itched. 
‘Now, now,’ her mother replied, ‘this is a bit of a shock for Granny, isn’t it? She didn’t 

expect to see us. Look how happy she is.’ 
‘Why doesn’t she say something?’ Joe asked the nurse again. 
‘Joe, darling, you know what Mummy said. Granny is very ill.’ 
‘Your mummy is right, Joe. Granny might not be able to say anything. When you 

have a stroke, you can’t always remember how to do things. You have to relearn. I can see 
your granny is very happy you’re here, aren’t you, Mrs Eames?’ She looked at me, head on 
one side. Her hair was greasy and pinned up with those old-fashioned hairpins. She had a 
particularly nasty batch of raw pimples on her chin and forehead. They were covered in 
foundation, but you could see them anyway. Where she had picked them, the broken skin put 
cracks in the make-up, leaving her break-out more obvious than it might have been 
otherwise. When she turned her face away from the others her smile soured, leaving fissures 
around the corners of her mouth. If I could, I would have punched her. I narrowed my eyes at 
her and summoning all my will, tried again to speak. 

‘hoo … iz mzuz eemz?’ I said. 
‘What did she say?’ Joe asked the nurse. 
‘hoo …’ I started again. 
‘Now don’t over-exert yourself, Mrs Eames,’ the nurse said, leaning in over me, a 

piece of her foul hair falling into my face, ‘there’s plenty of time for talking.’ 
She turned back to the woman. 
‘She has a speech therapist every other afternoon. She’s made a lot of progress.’ 
The woman nodded. She was trying not to cry. She held her daughter closer to her, 

stroking the child’s hair through her fingers over and over again. 
‘Josh would be pleased,’ she said. ‘I wish he would come.’ The nurse moved around 

the bed and patted the woman on the shoulder. 
‘There, there,’ she said, ‘I’m sure it  means the world to Mrs Eames. As soon as she’s 

talking we’ll never hear the end of it.’ 
‘hoo …’ I tried again. Joe was straining his ears and looking intently  at me. He began 

to move closer to the bed. I needed him to listen. I needed someone to explain things. The 
name, the speech therapy, this was all new to me. Could I really have forgotten so much?  

The nurse intervened. 
‘Right, Joe, do you want to hold your granny’s hand? I just want to check her 

medication and then that’s probably  enough for today. We don’t want to tire her out, do 
we?’ 

Joe looked very frightened. He turned to his mother, who was still stroking the little 
girl’s hair. She smiled at him through her tears. Reluctantly, I could see it in the way his 
hands stretched well beyond his body, he reached out to take my hand. His fingers were 
warm and clammy.  

‘That’s it,’ the nurse said, ‘you hold tight while I change this over.’ 
She added something to the drip, switching the bags, writing things down on my 

chart. It didn’t hurt, but I liked holding Joe’s hand. He didn’t  look like he felt  similar 
pleasure. He was hardly touching me at all. Against his flesh, my hand looked old, the veins 
standing up blue across the network of sinews barely covered by my skin. He looked 



terrified, staring at my  hand, my arm, the flesh falling thin off the bones. He had such a pretty 
plump hand. I squeezed his fingers. But he pulled his hand free as if he had seen a corpse 
move. Only the nurse seemed to notice. 

‘There,’ she said, flicking the drip  to check the timings of its fall, ‘see? She’ll be 
much better now. All finished.’ She put her hand on Joe’s arm. ‘Why don’t you go and walk 
around the gardens with your sister while I talk to your mummy, hmm?’ 

Joe hung his head and let her lead him, Amy and Mummy towards the door.
‘What happened to her face?’ he asked, looking back at me over his shoulder.The 

nurse pushed him out of the room, her hand firmly on his back, leaving the woman standing 
at the door. 
 ‘We’ll come again, Diane,’ she said, her little girl staring at me from among her skirts. 
‘I’m going to try and get Josh to come too. He’ll be pleased, he really will, to know you’re 
getting better.’ Pushing the girl in front of her, she left the room, firmly closing the door 
behind her. 

‘It’s such a shame,’ she said on the other side of the door. ‘I don’t know what I 
expected, but …’ 

Her voice trailed off, growing smaller until all I could hear was the pounding in my 
head. They hadn’t given me any water. I sank back into the pillows. Everything felt so heavy. 
There had clearly been some kind of mistake. I didn’t recognise these people. If I could talk 
to someone I could explain that I was sure, whatever my name was, it  wasn’t Mrs Eames. 
Perhaps then they  could tell me why  I was here and what had happened to me. But I was so 
tired and my eyelids, battered by waves of exhaustion, wouldn’t stay  open. ‘Mummy,’ a high-
pitched voice carried through the gap beneath the door, ‘Mummy, why did Granny smell 
funny?’ 

I’m not your granny, I thought, and fell asleep.   
When I woke, the room was darker. Apart from the drawn curtains, it was just as 

before. I wondered if I had dreamt up the family, the nurse. I strained my eyes around the 
room and, had it not been for the flowers, would have taken greater pleasure in the fact that I 
could move my neck, just enough to turn my head slightly, extending my vision. But there, 
on the side table, was a vase of flowers. They looked tired, their petals withered and 
drooping, but they were the same flowers the boy had brought.  

I remembered the name they used, Diane Eames. Diane Eames. I repeated it over and 
again in my head, closing my eyes around the sound, trying to visualise the letters curved, 
hand-written on a page. Could it be my name? I felt  very certain that it could not. Did you 
forget everything when you had a stroke? 

I tried to control the panic that began to creep over me. Could I remember nothing 
beyond this room? I tried to take comfort in the tightening of flesh I could feel all over my 
skin. Goosebumps were a good beginning. Perhaps in a few days, just as I could move my 
neck a little, I would be able to use my tongue. Perhaps I would be sitting up, reaching out for 
the water jug, or looking out of the window on to the street. Like my muscles, couldn’t my 
mind slowly come back to itself? I looked up at the light shining through the drawn curtains 
and waited for something to change. 

*
After that first visit, or what  I remember as my first visit, they came and fitted me with 
another tube that goes right down my throat. It’s a feeding tube. It hurt when they put it in 
place. There was no doctor, just the female nurse, her foul hair in my eyes and her breath like 



an armpit in my face as she pushed a thin plastic tube hard up  one nostril. My nose, they say, 
was broken during the fall. She had the gall to say, ‘There we are, much better,’ when she’d 
done it. It made me want to vomit. I could taste blood. I don’t know what they put down the 
tube, but even fed straight in I can smell it: it’s like rancid steak and kidney pie, tripe, the 
scraps of skin and bone crushed into dog food. It’s the same smell that lingers in my doorway. 
I hear them cleaning the floors, but no polish could cover it. It disgusts me. And of course, 
with this down my throat, there is even less chance of speaking. 

I can feel my body bloating and when I do get a chance to try my muscles, when the 
drugs are down low, there’s little movement. My strength is wasting away, turning to flab. 
When they come to look in on me, they turn me over and rub oil into my flesh where it  meets 
the mattress. I have bedsores. Straining my neck towards their hands, I can see that my skin, 
once red, is now wearing thick and grey like animal hide. I am glad there are no mirrors. 

*
When I say they, I mean the two nurses. Apart from Spotty, the greasy-haired young female 
nurse, who seems about thirty, thirty-four, there is a male nurse. He’s the kind of man I used 
to find attractive. It’s irritating and amusing that, of all things, I remember my sexual 
preferences. Tall, dark and foreign, he has a large hooked nose and hair that curls into very 
deep  brown eyes. His voice – not that he ever says much to me – is rich and melodic. When I 
first heard it  I was happy because it  triggered a memory: from the folds of his throat came the 
dark voice of Count Dracula. 

Though he is tall, he is very thin. His chest falls away from his shoulders, giving him 
the pinched look of a romantic poet about to catch TB. When he smiles, which is normally 
only in scorn, there are gaps at the back, teeth missing. And he’s got a big cock.
 I only  know because the bastard pulled it out on me one day. He was changing my 
colostomy bag and draining my catheter. They don’t change the bags all the time. Mostly 
they  empty them. Changing them takes longer. They are meant to clean the little bit of bowel 
they’ve pulled through the stomach muscle. It’s called a stoma, apparently  – Spotty explained 
it once – but it looks like a misplaced anus. Sometimes, when they change the colostomy bag, 
the stoma bleeds. 

That day was a changing day. They  normally empty the old bag first, clean the area 
and cut the attachments to size, before they  fix on the new bag. He took the bag out without 
emptying it. Little bits of shit dribbled over my belly. He looked me in the eye, waiting until 
he could see he had my attention. Then he picked up the full bag and waved it in my face.

‘You sure shit lot for old lady.’ He hardly  ever uses articles, leaving his words to float 
free of the precision grammar could offer.

He held the bag right under my nose. I thought he was going to pour it  all over me. He 
held it there, grinning down at me. I tried to scream, but no noise would come out and it  hurts 
yelling through plastic. I shut my eyes. Anything not to see his face.

I heard the bag smack onto his trolley. My stoma and the surrounding area was 
stinging, sharp pain searing into the broken flesh. He hadn’t bothered to clean me yet. Then I 
felt his hands close around my catheter. 

‘Look at me, lady,’ he said. His fingers, cold and slick with lubricant, traced over the 
catheter, nudging the lips of my vagina. ‘Look at me, just taking piss.’ He removed the 
draining tube. The catheter began to empty, lukewarm piss on metal bedpan. ‘Taking piss, get 
it?’ He let the urine splash onto the bed sheets. He held it like a hose, playing with the stream 



until the bag was empty. Then he got his penis out and started waving that around. 
 ‘Just taking piss,’ he said, laughing. I could see gold fillings in his molars.
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