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Dedication

For Allys, without whom, nothing.




Epigraph


	JULIET	I have forgot why I did call thee back.

	ROMEO	Let me stand here till thou remember it.

	JULIET	I shall forget, to have thee still stand there,

	 	Remembering how I love thy company.

	ROMEO	And I’ll still stay, to have thee still forget,

	 	Forgetting any other home but this.

	 	 

	 	   — William Shakespeare, Romeo and Juliet, 
Act II, Scene II
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1 

TRANSCRIPT NO. 273: Margaret Webb

DATE STAMP: 11 AUG. 2021

11 Hours, 0 Minutes, and 0 Seconds Until Dissolution

You’ve got eleven hours until reset. You need to tell me exactly what happened.

Where am I?

We’ve been over this, Maggie. It’s not important. The only thing that’s important is that you focus on me.

What do you mean ‘it’s not important’? I don’t know where I am. I don’t know who you are. How can that possibly not be important?

I’m Hassan. Do you remember me?

No … I mean, yes. I think. The name rings a bell.

Take a second. Breathe. You’re in a daze.

Have we …? We’ve met before, haven’t we?

We have.

Where is Stanley? Is he okay?

That is precisely what we are trying to find out.

What do you mean? Oh God, has something happened to him? Is he safe?

Calm down. We don’t have time. I need you to focus – to remember what’s going on. Let’s start by focusing on the present. Tell me about your surroundings. Talking it through will help. Tell me where we are.

We’re in a … is this an empty swimming pool?

Of sorts. Describe it to me.

What the hell is going on?

You’re disoriented. Your brain is recovering from the shift. Describe to me what’s going on around you – the small details. What do you see? What does it sound like? What time of day is it?

I’m … we’re inside. Is that right? The light is artificial, and there are no windows, like we’re underground. The pool is empty – totally drained – and I’m starting to question if it’s even a pool. It’s too blank, too clinical. More like a giant bath basin.

Where are we, the two of us?

Surely you can see it as well as I can. Oh God, the sunglasses. Are you blind?

I’m not blind. We’re just establishing a cognitive baseline. Think of this like a sobriety test; I need to check you’re properly focused, like counting how many fingers are on my hand.

Okay. Well, we’re set up at this desk right in the middle of the basin. You and me, and no one else, facing each other. It’s deserted. My arm is hooked up to an IV. Why? Am I sick?

What can you hear?

Right now? The only sound is our voices echoing through the room.

Good. That’s very good, Maggie. More. What’s on the table?

There’s … a small cylindrical container, like a pill bottle, as well as a glass of water. There’s a pen and paper and a recording device, as if I’m in some kind of interrogation room. But I’m not. I’m in a pool. Why am I in a pool? Why am I hooked up to whatever is in that IV bag?

The why is not important. You don’t need to worry about that right now.

Oh really? Well, young man, what do I need to worry about?

We need to know exactly what happened that led you here. It’s absolutely crucial, for all of us, that we know this. You need to tell me, in as much detail as you can, about the first time you saw me.

I can’t … remember. I can’t remember anything. What are you doing with that container?

This pill will help jog your memory.

I’ve not taken pills from strangers in a good few decades.

If you don’t start remembering soon, we will run out of time, and this will all be for nothing. The pill is not dangerous, I promise. It will just help clear the fog in your brain. Please. It’s very important that we understand what took place. We don’t have much time. We have to find Stanley.

Okay, okay. Fine. Keep your socks on. Jesus. If I weren’t eighty-three, I’d think you were up to something.

Urgh, that’s awful. I can feel that right in my throat. It stings. What the hell was that? And, at the risk of repeating myself, what the hell is going on?

Stanley isn’t safe. None of us are safe. Something happened, and I need your help to find out exactly what. Think back: when was the first time you saw me?

What?

We have to go from the beginning. We have to see every moment. It’s the only way we can know for sure. Close your eyes. Let your memories come back. Go to the first time you see me.

Okay, I’ll try, but I don’t know what you expect is going to … Wait. What on earth?

What is it?

I can see it. It’s as though … This is strange – this isn’t like a normal memory at all. I can see the whole room in front of me. It’s like I’m there.

That’s the pill starting to work. It’s a memory enhancer.

This is more than just an enhancer. I can hear the kettle boiling. I can taste the dryness on my tongue from the glass of wine I had last night. I’m not remembering, Hassan. I’m there.

Good – that is exactly what we need. The first time you see me, where are you?

I’m … I’m at home. I think. Or what used to be home. I don’t like calling it that any more.

Why not?

Because it was only home when Stanley was there. Now it’s just a house – big, too big for me, with too many bedrooms and an open-plan kitchen I used to love. I guess I still call it home when I’m talking to other people. Or when I’m thinking to myself, Okay, it’s been a long day, I should head home, or something similar. But that word’s just a sound now – it doesn’t carry the meaning it once did when Stanley and Leah were here. Because it isn’t ours any more, it doesn’t feel like mine. Does that make sense?

Am I in the house?

No. Not yet. It’s just me and Sandra, the lady from Sunrise – the care home. She’s talking to me about Stanley’s condition, but to be honest, I’ve stopped listening. Halfway through the conversation, I get up to make a cup of tea. Not because I want tea but because I can’t stand sitting opposite her any more. She gives me a sympathetic, condescending look, like she finds it cute that I’m so old and still boil my kettle on the stove. I hate that ageist nonsense – obviously I have an electric kettle, and obviously I know how to bloody use it – but boiling the kettle on the hob gives me an excuse to put my back to her. It allows me to pretend to listen, even while I’m drowning her out.

Do you always ignore people you don’t like?

Oh, it’s not her. It’s the mundanity of it: the back-and-forth about all the kind of nonsense I’ve never wanted to care about – Stanley’s bowel movements, food intake, medication. I used to hate those kinds of routines when I was young, feeling like I was trapped, like I was on a wheel. That feeling’s been growing in me more and more these days. I wasn’t always this callous, you know? At first, when Stanley went in, I obsessed over all that stuff. It was the only way I could establish any kind of control. But now? After the thousandth conversation, I just can’t face it any more. Frankly, I pay enough to that place that I have earned the right to ignore them when I want to. God, saying that out loud makes me sound horrible. What am I doing? Why am I telling you all this?

The drug I gave you – it encourages verbalization of your inner monologue, stimulating the pathways between your memory and your speech centre. This is all good, all these details. Don’t skip over anything. Is Stanley in the care home now? When did you last see him?

He is. I visited him at Sunrise just that morning. He didn’t recognize me, which wasn’t a complete surprise. That’s been happening more and more often recently.

It began several years earlier. When I’d visit, I’d sit by his bed and talk to him about what was going on in my life. Well, I’d invent things, because I never wanted him to know how dull my life had become. I used to tell him how Leah was doing – off travelling the world, making her mark – but she doesn’t talk to me any more, and I haven’t the faintest idea why.

But Stanley, he just … wouldn’t respond. He would stare off into the distance, occasionally mumbling something I couldn’t quite catch, and I thought, This is it. This is the moment when my husband forgets me.

But it wasn’t. Not then. I know that because it actually happened two years later. For all my fuzziness, that’s one thing I know I’ll never forget. I walked into his room to water the plants on his windowsill – I like to water them on Tuesdays – and the look on his face, oh God, it was one I’d never seen before. The confusion and the panic. The fear. It makes total sense when you think about it. It’s the same look any of us would give a complete stranger appearing in our bedroom.

He gave me the same look this morning, the morning I met you, but I’m used to it. It happens now and again – sometimes a couple of times a week, sometimes not for a whole month. It always makes me think about something Stanley said when we were younger, though, in our sixties. We’d just finished calling Leah after her first term at university, and the house was emptier than we’d thought it would be. For eighteen years, we’d been half-joking about the freedom we’d have once she left home to do anything we liked, but the truth was, we just missed her.

Stanley turned to me after she’d said goodbye, and he said, ‘It occurs to me that at some point, you pick up your child for the very last time. And you don’t know. At the time, you don’t know that it’s the last time you’ll ever do it.’ He was right, of course: endings don’t announce themselves. They sneak around you; they shuffle their way past unnoticed until, on some cloudy day, you look out on an empty street and realize everything ended some time ago.

I worry about that with Stanley now. That one day will be the last time he recognizes me. That one day will be the very last time he knows who I am, and for some stupid, silly reason, I want to make an ending of it. I want to tell him it’s okay. God, I almost want to pop open a bottle of champagne just to, you know, mark the moment. To say: if this is the end of fifty-two years of marriage, then that’s okay. I can accept that.

But it really hit me that morning that there won’t be an ending. I’ll just notice at some point that he hasn’t recognized me in months. And that will be that. It will be over.

Go back to the house, with Sandra. What’s happening?

She’s still talking. I’ve finished making my tea, and I’m realizing that I’ll have to sit opposite her again. Is this right? Am I covering the right things?

I can’t say. We’ll only know from certain very specific details. Keep going.

She’s not talking about Stanley any more. She’s telling me about her work at the care home, about Sunrise. She hasn’t been there very long – just transferred over from another owned by the same company down south. ‘Who’s humouring who here?’ I ask. She’s becoming dull, and I’ve almost finished my tea.

‘Excuse me?’

I put down my cup. ‘Are you still talking because you figure a lonely old bat like me needs the company, or am I the one pretending to care about your life out of social nicety? I only say because I think it might be both.’

‘Oh,’ she says, staring at her hands. ‘Oh, I see. I should be going.’ She gets up and collects her scattered things together, like a bird gathering twigs for a nest. When she gets to the door, she says, ‘There was no need to be rude.’

I roll my eyes. After eighty-three years on this planet, I’ve found that, actually, there’s no need to be polite.

I close the door and turn around. In front of me, there’s a corridor, a stairway to the right that leads up to two empty bedrooms and an attic. There are no pictures on the walls – I moved the ones that meant anything to Stanley’s room, to try and help him remember. The others I donated to the charity shop or the skip.

I move from the door and go into the living room. There’s a breeze coming through the windows, a gap in the insulation that I haven’t got fixed. It chills me.

Looking at the sofa, the coffee table, the curtains, I see flashes of my life inscribed upon them: Stanley rolling around on the carpet with Leah, tickling her; her running away, then rushing back for more; Stanley crying on the sofa after she left home and me hiding behind the doorway, not wanting him to see that I have seen him; two glasses of wine and a half-empty bottle on the coffee table, the TV on behind them. The images are there, but they aren’t there – pieces of the past superimposed upon one another, like a canvas that’s been painted over a hundred times. The last coat of paint doesn’t have any colour to it. Just an off-white hue. Barren.

I don’t know why Leah doesn’t answer my calls. It’s deliberate, I know that much. I know she’s an adult now, I do, even if I have to pinch myself and remember that she’s in her forties, but when Stanley started forgetting, she was all I had left. She doesn’t even give me the courtesy of letting my calls ring out, of pretending she’s not available. She just hangs up on me. I’ve sent her pleading text messages. I still send her long emails, hoping that she might read them. Recently, I’ve stopped calling, because I can’t deal with the physical pang of despair – like a wound in my chest – that stabs through me every time she turns me down.

She won’t even tell me what it is I’ve done. I think that’s the worst part. She’s just cut me out of her life like an unwanted piece of gristle.

My sister told me I should sell the house – move in somewhere smaller with fewer memories. One of those little one-bedroom flats where I can live out my days alone eating ready meals and doing ‘Seniors Yoga with Morganne’ on YouTube. But that feels like a betrayal. If there’s one thing I have left, it’s a sense of duty. A sense that if one of us is going to forget all about our family, then the other has to hold on as hard as they can. Every time I find myself forgetting something, anything at all – what birthday cake we made for Leah when she was eleven, what film Stanley and I went to see on our thirty-second anniversary – I feel an intense sense of guilt.

Sometimes I feel like I’m holding a hundred thousand balloons, all pushing to be released, to disappear up into the sky, but I can’t let any of them go. They’re all I have.

There’s a knocking at the door. I remember that clearly because it takes me a second to realize what the sound is. Nobody actually knocks any more.

Who is it?

It’s you. It’s the very first time we meet. You seem friendly. The first thing I think is how young you look, how rested and fresh. Nothing like you do now. Now you look awful.

What do I say to you?

You’re not going to react to that? You would have smiled before. I remember liking your smile, finding it intriguing. Anyway, when I open the door, you say: ‘How much do you know about Sunrise?’

I blink, taken aback. You’re tall, with a dark complexion and a certain sharklike look to your face. Not predatory, exactly, but there’s a hint of danger underneath it. I like that. I’ve always liked that in a man.

‘Who are you?’ I ask.

‘My name is Hassan.’ You step through the front door, right past me, and leave me standing there staring out into the street. By the time I’ve managed to turn around, you’re already in the living room and sitting on the sofa.

I follow. Twenty years ago, I probably would have called the police. Ten years ago, I would have screamed at you to get the hell out of my home. But this doesn’t feel like my home any more, and you’re the most interesting thing that’s happened to me in months.

‘What did you say about Sunrise?’

‘The care home, where your husband is. How much do you know about it?’

I’m standing in the middle of the room, staring down at you. In films, they use this shot to make one person look powerful and dominating, the other weak. It doesn’t work that way here. You put your hands together in a relaxed clasp and rest them on your crossed legs. I doubt you’ve ever looked weak in your life.

‘It’s a care home. My husband is in the memory ward there. They look after him. Who did you say you were?’

What are you thinking at this moment?

Is that important?

I can’t be sure.

There’s a little bubble of worry, because you’re talking about Stanley, and it feels like there’s something wrong. And beneath that, I feel a strange flutter of excitement, like butterflies in my stomach. Isn’t that odd? Like I’ve just bumped into a high school crush. And the moment that I recognize it, it gets swept away by a wash of guilt.

Guilt?

That I should be excited about something potentially worrying. That I should be getting excited at all. That’s not my job. My job is to take care of Stanley. ‘Why are you here?’ I ask. You cock your head slightly sideways, as if you’ve seen a squirrel darting up a tree. From out of your pocket, you pull a gold cigarette case and a packet of matches. Before I process what you’re about to do, you light one, taking a deep puff as it rests between your fingers. You glance at me, and your eyes look like they’ve been crafted from mahogany. But …

But what?

Now you’re wearing sunglasses, even though we’re inside this pool. You’re hiding your eyes from me. Why? What happened?

That’s not important. You need to focus on what happened to you – that’s what matters.

You lean forwards and say, ‘Let me tell you a story.’ And at that moment, I feel like I haven’t got a choice. I feel like from the moment you opened the door, I’ve been swept up in something, and I don’t have the power to change its course. There’s too much inertia. I’m too old. My legs hurt.

I think about taking a seat in the armchair opposite you. I don’t.

‘Three years ago, I met a man. Let’s call him K.’

‘Is that his name?’

You give a slight chuckle. ‘No. He was a young man – early twenties. He’d just come out of university and had managed to get himself an internship at a prestigious news agency in London. For him, this was it: a straight career path to high-flying journalism. Travelling the world. Seeing the sights. All the frills. After a few days of getting people coffees and being introduced to HR routines, he attended his first major briefing led by the editor in chief. He sat there, intently listening for the entire thing, and left with some great ideas for stories he might be able to chase down as soon as he found a spare moment. Ten minutes later, the editor called him into the big office. ‘What the hell was that?’ he was asked. He shook his head, unsure. ‘Look,’ the big editor said, ‘you get an internship like this, you should be thankful. You should appreciate it. I work damn hard, and so does everyone else in here. We certainly don’t expect some jumped-up kid to come in, sit down, and ignore all our hard work.’ Now, K didn’t understand what the guy was talking about and told him as much. The editor got even angrier. ‘You didn’t take any fucking notes. You didn’t even have a pen or a slip of paper. It’s like you couldn’t care less what was being said!’

I still haven’t sat down, and I’m not entirely sure why. I’m still perched over you like a bony old hawk, enraptured. I’m reminded, for a second, of that scene in The Jungle Book where the snake makes Mowgli look into his eyes just as his tail starts curling around Mowgli’s neck. Before I can really process the thought, you’re continuing.

‘K frowned at this, rubbed his chin, and then proceeded to recite every single word said at the briefing from beginning to end. The editor was dumbfounded. Turns out, K never forgot a thing. Most strangely, he didn’t realize until just then that other people did forget things. He’d grown up pretty secluded, thought everyone could do what he did. It had never seemed like a big deal, and no one had ever questioned him like this.’

You pause, as if for thought. I take advantage of the break in words and manage to quickly utter a sentence in a single burst of breath. ‘What has this got to do with Stanley?’

You reach over and ash your cigarette into a bowl. I don’t remember getting it out of the cupboard.

‘The thing about K is that he didn’t go unnoticed. Some people were jealous, others merely interested. He agreed to take part in a research study later that year for big money. He didn’t know what they were doing, exactly – apparently, that was part of the study. He’d just go in and get his brain scanned, then do some simple tests, word games, number skills, that sort of thing. Then he’d go home.

‘One day, he goes to work and doesn’t recognize anyone. He recognizes work. It’s the place he’s been going to for the past year. He knows where his desk is and where the office is, but all the people are different. They act like they know him. They nod at him and greet him. Someone hands him a coffee. He’s never seen a single one of them in his life. So what does he do? He calls up his friends, his family – doesn’t recognize any of them either. His mother’s voice on the phone doesn’t sound like any voice he’s ever heard before. A complete stranger is telling him that it’s okay, that she loves him. He panics. Three days later, he hangs himself.’

‘Jesus! Did that actually happen?’

You give me a single slow nod. ‘Absolutely. And what was the one thing in his life that changed before he forgot who everyone was?’

I look out the window at the street. A woman jogs past in full running gear. She doesn’t look at us, but for some reason, it occurs to me that nobody should be seeing this interaction at all. That it should be clandestine. It feels ridiculous, but I walk over to the window and close the curtains. ‘The research study?’ I ask.

‘Run by a group called Sunrise Medical. Of course, outside of a few very well-hidden paper trails, there’s no evidence that it ever took place.’

I’m pacing, trying to work out what the hell you’re saying. My heart is in my chest, beating hard. For some reason, I’m taking this personally. Too personally.

You finish your cigarette as your eyes track me across the room. ‘I think Stanley was involved in a similar experiment. I think he still might be.’

I stop dead. ‘You think they’re experimenting on him? You think … Wait, wait, wait. Are you actually saying that Stanley’s Alzheimer’s is … what? That they’ve done that to him?’

‘Yes.’

My whole body tightens. This is crazy. This is absurd. You’ve just walked into my house and started telling insane stories, and I have no idea who you even are.

But you believe me.

Yes.

Why?

I don’t know. As you’re speaking, I suppose, the idea occurs to me that if whatever’s happening to Stanley isn’t natural, if it’s being done to him, then it might be reversible. You’ve not mentioned that. You’ve not even hinted at it. But the minuscule chance that it might be within the realm of possibility is enough to make me want to believe you.

‘I should get him,’ I say. ‘Go sign him out. Bring him back here.’

‘That might not be as easy as it sounds.’

You stand up, and I notice how tall you are, and how intimidating. I swallow the spit that’s building up in my mouth.

‘What do you mean? It’s a care home, not a fucking prison. I’m his wife.’

‘When’s the last time you remember signing him out?’

‘I …’ I stare up at you, losing focus. ‘I don’t know.’

‘Since he was admitted, do you have any specific memories of taking him out of that care home? For any reason?’

I look down at my hands, and for a moment, it’s like I’m seeing them for the first time. I turn them over, looking at the wrinkles on the back, the curvature of the bones. I can feel your eyes on the top of my head. ‘I don’t know. But I know that I can. Take him out, I mean. In a general sense.’

‘Then why do you have no actual memories of doing so?’

I look back up at you. I am lost. I feel like a balloon has just slipped out of my hand and is floating up, up into the sky, never to return.

‘But that’s why I chose Sunrise. Because I wanted him close by. It’s just down the road. So I could …’

You put a hand on my shoulder, and I can feel its weight all through my body. ‘Do you actually remember choosing Sunrise? Do you specifically remember admitting him there?’

I turn away. I can’t take it any more. I stumble over to the kitchen to try and make another cup of tea so that I can get some kind of handle on reality. I’m trying to think about the day I came to the decision that I couldn’t care for him full-time any more. I can see myself flicking through brochures downstairs while Stanley’s in the bedroom because I don’t want to do it in front of him. Memories of staying up after Stanley had gone to sleep to read reviews on my laptop. And then … he’s at Sunrise. I’m trying to picture what it was like when I found their brochure or their website, or when I first called them. I’m trying to remember our first visit there and what the weather was like.

But I can’t.

It’s not there.

‘What the hell is going on?’ I whisper.

You appear behind me, closer than I would expect. I remember feeling both comforted and scared, all at the same time.

‘That’s what I’m trying to find out. I need you to listen closely to me: something very strange is happening in that building, and I don’t think anyone is allowed to leave. And I think Stanley might be the key to working out why.’ Then you say: ‘Will you help me?’

What happens then?

I say that I will. I’ve already decided there isn’t any other choice. Something’s happening to Stanley. Something’s being done to him. I ask you what you need me to do.

And what do I say?

‘I need you to break him out.’




2

Stanley

1950

The school gates were huge. Wrought iron. At least twenty feet tall. He didn’t know how long he’d been standing beneath them as they loomed over him, imperious and forbidding.

Everything in his life up until that point had been small and inconsequential – a fusty bedroom, a tiny kitchen, a cowering mother. The biggest thing he’d encountered in his daily life was a fist.

His father didn’t know he’d applied to Whelton College or even that he’d sat for the exams. As far as he knew, fathers were not the sorts of people you told these sorts of things to. They were creatures to be placated, to be avoided, to be feared. Stanley had never understood why anyone would need, let alone want, a father.

From a young age, he would look at that slurring, red-faced bully and he would tell himself: That is not where I came from. It can’t be. I won’t let it be.

He whispered it to himself at night, under the covers. He repeated it to himself in the shower. He ran it through his mind like a mantra when he walked through the streets of Ryhope Colliery. Boys from mining towns did not go on to do anything with their lives except follow in their father’s footsteps, join them down at the pit. But with each repetition, Stanley added links and chains to a promise that he kept tight in his heart: his story would not be the story of where he came from but, rather, the story of where he went.

And so despite a hostile and unwelcoming home – screaming, hiding, cleaning up messes – he managed to pass the entrance exams. He was now a student at one of the most prestigious boarding schools for boys in the country. With a full scholarship, no less.

But when he stepped onto the train platform with little more than his acceptance letter and a patched-up secondhand uniform, he expected to feel guilt – for leaving his mother behind to deal with that brute, for abandoning her. He thought he would be drowning in it. But he wasn’t. The truth was, he couldn’t picture her anywhere else but with his father. She’d been around that man so long it felt like she belonged there now, like a rat belongs in a cage.

As for himself? He felt freedom. He tasted it in the wind, acrid with railway fumes, that lifted his hair and blew hard into his face. He saw it on the horizon, across untold miles of green fields. He heard it in the screech of the brakes as his train pulled into the station.

There was shame too – at feeling so free, at being so happy to escape, and at the lack of guilt. Though he supposed shame was a form of guilt. Emotions tended to layer themselves like that: sets nested deep within supersets, like circles in an Euler diagram.

Before him now lay four centuries of imposition and expectation. Beyond the gates, stone archways and twisting turrets framed pristinely gardened courtyards; students swarmed in groups, tightly knit, weaving among teachers clad in gowns. He was stepping into a new world, and he knew he should have felt intimidated – terrified, even.

To Stanley, it was electric.

Joining third form at the age of thirteen, he found that the intake was tiny – the only other boy starting in the same year quickly got lost in the hubbub of the first few days, in the whirlwind of new experiences. Everything had its own name – lessons were ‘orations’; teachers were ‘professors’; classrooms were either ‘halls’ or ‘towers’. Periods that he had never seen before appeared on his timetable: Greek history, Latin, philosophy. This was a universe in which distant possibility became probable, in which dreams became something waking, not sequestered in the recesses of sleep.

This, he thought as he settled into a front-row bench in the Third Tower for an oration on calculus, is where I belong.

But it slowly dawned on him that few people spoke to him. Not properly. There was the beaming fifth-year who showed him around the school on his first day, but he had not seen him since. The first few days had been such a flurry of new ideas and thoughts, he’d barely been able to keep up. His English professor referenced books that every child his age must have read, except his house had never had books; his house had never had the safety needed to read one. He found science tricky and Latin trickier. Only maths offered a welcome break from the intensity – a comfort that it had always offered him. It was just numbers and shapes, lines and intersections. It made sense. It always had.

But by the time he was back in bed for the night, when other boys were chatting and playing, he was so tired that he just collapsed onto his mattress and fell fast asleep. By day four, he had seeped into the background – the new kid who didn’t speak, a ghost, a pattern on the wall.

There were odd people here too, particularly among the staff. One lunchtime, when he was sitting alone on a bench with his water bottle and a sandwich, one of the professors approached him. An old lady with silvery hair.

‘Excuse me, young man,’ she said, approaching him. Stanley glanced around him, unsure why he was being spoken to.

‘Y-Yes?’

‘I’m going to need that bottle of water.’

Stanley blinked, baffled. ‘My water bottle?’

‘Yes,’ she said, and held out her hand. ‘Now.’

Not willing to make a fuss, Stanley handed it over. She smiled at him and disappeared without another word. This kind of strangeness seemed almost a staple at this old institution, and Stanley found it a little intimidating.

But Whelton was a place of opportunity, not cowardice. He’d seen too much cowardice from his mother, too much acceptance of the brutalities of life. No – he had come here to leave cowardice behind. And so after a particularly challenging oration in the Lesser Hall on Plato’s Republic, he attempted to approach the three boys who had been sitting in front of him. Though only one of them was tall, all three felt towering in a way that Stanley couldn’t quite identify – a confidence in the way they held themselves, a certainty in the way they spoke.

‘Hello?’

The tall one – a boy with striking blond hair that flickered just above his eyes – turned.

‘Yes?’

‘I’m Stanley.’

The other two turned with him, like cogs. ‘Oh, look, Barty,’ one of them said. ‘The runt can speak.’

Barty laughed. ‘What do you want, runt?’

‘My name’s Stanley,’ he repeated.

‘Oh dear,’ the third boy jeered. ‘I think you’ve broken him. He’s stuck.’

‘That’s what happens when you come from cheap stock,’ Barty replied, his voice matter-of-fact, as though he were explaining a maths problem or a chemical equation. ‘Think about it, Charles. Like when people buy cheap foreign stuff and it falls apart in a day or two. If the raw materials are subpar, you’re never going to make anything with any quality.’

Stanley’s face bloomed red-hot. He opened his mouth to retort, but it came out as a breath of air. They weren’t even talking to him. They were talking about him, like he was a thing. A discarded object they were trying to decide what to do with.

‘Well?’ The boy called Charles leaned into Stanley, lowering his voice so that a passing professor couldn’t hear. ‘What the fuck did you want?’

Confronted by the immediacy of the demand, Stanley let out a quiet reply: ‘I wanted to make some friends.’

He curled inward as soon as he said it, cringing at the pathetic words that had weaselled their way out of him.

All three of the boys burst out laughing – a cruel, uproarious cackle. They embraced the mockery of it. They took pleasure in it.

‘Listen, runt,’ Barty said, cruel anger twisting the lines of his face. ‘I don’t know what begging your parents, if you even have parents, had to do to get you in here, or what charitable bullshit you’re meant to represent, but seriously, look at you.’ He roughly grabbed Stanley’s uniform and pulled at the secondhand fabric. ‘You don’t belong here. You’re never going to belong here. And it won’t be long before the school realizes and then sends you back to whatever shithole you came from. I wouldn’t bother wasting your time making friends.’

Stanley’s insides were burning. His fists clenched. But all he could do was stand there, frozen and speechless.

Barty leaned in, inches from Stanley’s face, and his cruelty suddenly flickered into a kind smile. ‘I’m sorry, little runt. I really am. But it’s not about you or me. It’s about quality. When you come from good stock, it’s not really fair to have to mix with people from bad. You know what I mean?’

He gave Stanley a little slap on the cheek, like he was inspecting a farm animal, then turned around and walked away, the other two boys following in tow.

It was all Stanley could do not to cry – both then and later in the dorm. He’d had practice bottling up his emotions, keeping them well under the surface so that he didn’t get punished for them. But this time felt different, because despite how angry he was at being spoken to that way, he knew they were right.

Stanley pictured the town he grew up in, its coal-blackened residents and ice-cold winds. He pictured his father, face red and puffy, drunkenly stumbling about the house.

If the raw materials are subpar, you’re never going to make anything with any quality.

Pressing his face deep into the pillow, he let the tears flow silently – so silently that no one would possibly hear him – until, at some point, he finally fell asleep.

It’s a strange phenomenon that a single event can completely define one’s perception of a place. For Stanley, Whelton College deteriorated almost overnight. The stone corridors and spiral staircases, once brimming with life, melted into a grey-brown sludge that stuck against his feet as he walked. The friendly faces of the professors held frowns and sneers behind their well-positioned smiles, knives behind their eyes.

As the weeks turned into months and the colours turned to greys, Stanley dwindled further.

He continued to attend all his orations but no longer sat at the front, where he was visible, where everyone could see his defects, his poor quality. He sidled into the back rows and was quietly forgotten.

It was easier, he told himself. It was easier if he wasn’t seen.

Once Friday came and he was no longer in class, he would go full weekends without saying a single word. He hid in the library or checked out books to take back to his dorm – on mathematics, on logic and chance. There was a certainty to those pages, with their balanced equations and measured proofs, that he no longer felt elsewhere.

Even during the week, he found himself speaking only once in lessons, just a sullen ‘Here, sir.’ In many ways, that exemplified his new existence: he was there in name only. The rest of him – his hopes, his dreams, his searching soul – were elsewhere. Or perhaps nowhere at all. Perhaps they were dead.

But just as a single event can change the course of a life, so can a single person.

It was a Thursday morning and towards the end of early lunch, when the younger students were allowed to eat while the older ones remained in class. Stanley was trudging his way up to the Second Tower for a dull lesson on ancient Roman emperors when he came to a stop outside an open door.

‘Well?’ a deep voice boomed out mid-lesson. ‘Are you all mute? Or do you perhaps think I stand here for your pleasure, like a clown?’

Through the doorway, a short, hunched man stood leaning on his cane. The front rows of the class were visible to Stanley – much older students, sixteen or seventeen, he thought. They watched the man before them quietly and intently. He spun around and whacked the board with his cane.

‘If we accept that eix is equal to cos x plus i sin x, then what happens when x is pi?’

The class stared at him, wordless.

‘Come on, come on.’ He waved his cane – not at the class but at the window. ‘Think! Work the problem!’

‘You get zero and minus one,’ Stanley said, then immediately put his hand over his mouth.

‘Yes!’ the man shouted gleefully. He did not turn to look at Stanley but instead started scribbling on a board that was just out of view. ‘Exactly! If cos pi equals minus one and sin pi equals zero, returning to our original equation, it follows that …?’

‘That eiπ equals minus one plus zero i.’ Stanley didn’t know why he was still speaking. Students were leaning forwards to look at him through the doorway now, to examine him. He was no longer in the background. He was exposed.

‘Indeed! Or, seeing as the i is cancelled out by the zero, we can write this as—’ He scrawled out the equation, eiπ + 1 = 0, then turned back to the class. ‘Now, why is this important? Why do we care?’

Stanley didn’t want to answer this time, all too aware of the attention that was on him. His heart accelerated in his chest. His palms dripped sweat. But still, as though compelled by fate, he spoke.

‘Because those are five of the most important constants in all of mathematics, and they’re all there in the same perfectly balanced equation. It’s the language of the universe, and it makes sense.’

The man frowned, turning slightly towards Stanley. ‘Why do you sound like you’re not in my classroom, boy?’

‘I …’ The professor now glared searchingly across the room – the grey hair, wrinkled brow, and large round glasses. ‘Because I’m not in your class, sir.’

‘Well, you’d better come in, then.’

The very thought of actually walking into the room and standing in front of a whole host of Whelton College boys – boys like Barty, like Charles, only older and meaner – horrified him. His feet froze in place. ‘I really think I should be getting on to …’

‘What is your name, boy?’

‘S-Stanley.’

‘Come to this classroom after the end of the day,’ he said, looking vaguely in Stanley’s direction. ‘At six o’clock on the dot. I do not tolerate tardiness. Is that clear?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Good!’ Spinning back to his whiteboard, he continued as though Stanley had already left. ‘If you turn to a new page in your exercise books and ready your pens, you will find …’

Dumbstruck, Stanley backed away, trying to escape what felt like a trap reeling him in, as he knew too well what happened if you got caught. As soon as he was out of the eyesight of the class, he sprinted, darting down the corridor and round the corner.

Sinking to the floor, he hugged his knees and took a few deep breaths. He was back in his room at home, hiding under the covers, his father’s angry footsteps shaking the stairs. He had been close – too close – to being seen again. He had promised himself that he would not let that happen. As his pulse slowed to a normal pace, he analysed the encounter. What had just happened? Was he in trouble? Why had he felt so obliged to speak?

These thoughts plagued him through Roman history and Latin, through the long corridors and hallways, and when he finally went back to that classroom, a good fifteen minutes before he was supposed to be there, he found the door closed.

He waited. And he waited.

With nowhere to sit, five minutes felt like an hour. Ten was an eternity.

Eventually, at precisely six, he knocked.

The door pushed open as he did, creaking backwards like it had only been held closed by the lightest of cobwebs. There were two other boys in the room, each sitting behind a desk. One was a boy about his size – a dark-skinned boy with black hair, leaning back in his chair with his feet up on the table. The second was taller – a slim and excessively lanky Asian kid with black hair that flopped over his eyes. He hunched over his desk, his knees pressed into the top of it and his elbows at sharp angles.

‘Hello,’ the smaller boy said. ‘I’m Jacques. What’s your name?’

‘Stanley. I was told to be here.’

‘Yes – that happens. Professor Waldman does that once in a while. To be honest, since Theo graduated, I’ve wondered when we’d get a new one. It’s just been the two of us for a good year.’ He cocked his head towards the older boy. ‘That’s Raphael.’

‘Raph,’ the tall boy murmured. He didn’t look at Stanley. His eyes darted all around the room.

Jacques smiled. ‘He prefers Raph.’

Stanley looked around, confused. He had only been just outside the door before, but now he could see the full shape of this room, and it didn’t look like any other in the entire school. Every single wall was a bookcase, and unlike the clinical organization elsewhere, each case was covered in a messy array of books, trinkets, board games and ornaments. A human skull sat on one of the shelves. There was a huge sword propped up by the window and an ant farm tucked into the corner.

‘Is this … not detention?’

Jacques burst out laughing, and Raph let out a few little chuckles. But it was not mean laughter – not like the mockery that had pushed its way into his brain and scarred him. It was warm, like honey.

‘Come take a seat,’ Jacques said, motioning to the chair. ‘And no – you’re definitely not in detention. You’re in third year too, right? I feel like I’ve seen you in a class somewhere.’

Stanley nodded as he crossed the room. ‘I’m new.’

The second his bottom touched the wood of the seat, the door slammed open. Professor Waldman barrelled into the room, his cane clicking furiously against the floor.

‘Good evening!’ he said to the window. ‘So, our newest recruit has made it.’

‘How can you tell?’ Jacques asked. Stanley blinked, taken aback by the boldness of such a question. Leaning forwards, he noted the way Waldman gazed not at them but slightly off-centre. The tight grasp on his cane. The cloudy white eyes.

He’d been so petrified earlier that he’d completely missed that the man was blind.

‘It’s the smell,’ Waldman replied, setting his cane against the desk. ‘I remember it clearly, Stanley. You have a very distinct smell.’

‘That’s rude,’ Raph murmured, looking down at his hands. ‘Some people might find that offensive.’

‘Can’t see why!’ he blurted, his old hands fumbling at his desk. ‘Ha! Get it? Can’t see why?’

Raph groaned.

‘I’m consistently amazed,’ Jacques said, ‘that even after all these years, you still manage to make blind jokes.’

‘Blind jokes?’ he cried, dramatically throwing his hands in the air. ‘Blind jokes? Nothing blind about them – I think you’ll find they’re very insightful. Ha!’

Jacques shook his head. ‘You know, the jokes would probably be funnier if you didn’t stress the punch line each time.’

Stanley stared at him. No one had spoken to a professor like that in his entire time at Whelton.

‘Oh, look at that!’ Waldman muttered to himself. ‘The great Jacques Bashar trying to teach me how to be funny. Might as well have a stone teach a sponge how to be absorbent.’ Opening a door, he pulled out a tattered old ream of paper. Hobbling over to the tables, he put pens and paper down in front of Jacques, Raph, and Stanley. ‘Today is chess day, and we will see if you can avoid embarrassing yourselves. But first, questions!’

Stanley stared at the paper in front of him, trying to work out what was going on. The classroom had taken on a different hue in the last minute; the colours had grown deeper somehow, and more welcoming. The walls felt a little closer, four people more than enough to fill the room. But even as the conversations were going on around him, he could feel himself fade.

‘Who was the thirty-second chancellor of the exchequer, which king did he serve under, and when did he die?’

‘Thomas Thwaites,’ Raph said, without touching his paper. ‘Edward IV, 1503.’

Stanley fumbled at the paper and pen.

What was he doing here? Why had he even come?

‘In 1587, a colony was set up by Governor John White on Roanoke Island in what is now the United States. What happened to it, and what word is associated with the event?’

‘Oh, I know this one,’ Jacques said, but no more words left his mouth. He gritted his teeth and slapped himself in the head as if to knock his memory to the surface. ‘I know it.’

‘They all disappeared,’ Raph said, smiling. ‘Nobody knows where they went. Like someone just erased them from the face of the planet. The single word left behind, carved on a tree, was CROATOAN, but it explained nothing.’

‘Good! Very good! Watch out, Jacques. He’s getting better than you. What is the seventy-eighth prime number?’

‘Ugh, primes?’ Raph complained. ‘Really?’

‘Yes, primes. Primes, indeed! Don’t be so impudent. You came to me, remember, Raphael? You said you wanted to learn everything there was to know. You do not get to be picky about what everything consists of.’

Jacques was scribbling furiously on his paper. Raph looked up into the air, his brow furrowed in concentration.

‘Quickly, boys,’ he goaded. ‘Quickly now.’

‘Three hundred and ninety-seven,’ Stanley said, the numbers leaving his mouth before he could stop them.

‘Good!’ Waldman shouted. ‘Very good!’ He was pacing in front of the table now, back and forth. ‘What is the longest-reigning empire in the entirety of world history, and how long did it last?’

Stanley held his breath. He’d spoken out – made himself the centre of the room – and nobody had reacted. Nobody had mocked him. Waldman had merely moved on, like Stanley had always been there, one of them, and his getting a maths question right was the most normal thing in the world. Letting out a deep exhale, he found that he was smiling.

‘The Kushite Empire of Nubia,’ Jacques said. ‘One thousand five hundred and seventy years.’

‘Ha!’ Waldman shouted. ‘Wrong! The Kingdom of Kush was defeated by the Axumite Empire in the year 350, putting its reign at one thousand four hundred and twenty years, a full sixty years shorter than the Imperial Roman Empire.’

‘Except’ – Jacques lifted a finger and leaned forwards – ‘a recent archaeological dig in Sudan indicates that there were Kushite kings in Napata a hundred and fifty years before the disintegration of the New Kingdom of Egypt. The overlap means we must count the Kushite Empire as early as 1220 BC.’

‘What?’ Waldman demanded, spinning around to face them. ‘Where did you read that?’

‘I didn’t.’ Jacques grinned. ‘I made it up.’

‘Ha! Excellent,’ he said, nodding his head. ‘Yes, most excellent. You almost had me believing you. Almost, mind you. Almost. Now, stop smiling. I might be blind, but I can feel your self-congratulatory smirk from here.’

‘I’m not smirking,’ Jacques replied, a grin plastered across his face.

‘Oh, come now, Jacques! Now you insult me in front of our new guest. I can smell the smirk on you. You might be getting good at deception, but you’re not that good. Now – chess! Stanley, I assume you know how to play chess?’

Stanley nodded quietly, then realized that Waldman couldn’t see him. Gulping, he said, ‘Yes, sir. I mean, I’ve read the rules, and some techniques, but I … I’ve never had anyone to play it with.’

‘A travesty! An absolute travesty! Come, we will show you the way.’

With the speed of a well-oiled routine, chessboards and pieces were extracted from the cupboards and drawers. They were slotted out of the bookshelves and appeared from under the desks. Before Stanley could properly process it, there were seven boards set up – three each in front of Jacques and Raph, and one in front of him.

‘Chess is played on the first and third Wednesdays of every month. When you manage to check me with one board, you may move up to two, and then three.’

‘What if I manage to beat you?’

‘Ha!’ he blurted. ‘Beat me? Nobody beats me.’

And so they played, Jacques and Raph working three games simultaneously, studying the boards in between turns and jotting down thoughts and ideas on their papers. With each move, they called out what they were doing to Waldman – ‘Rook to king’s rook five,’ ‘Pawn to queen six’ – and Stanley did the same, quickly picking up on the notation. Waldman, blind as he was, needed no more than this to keep all seven games in his head simultaneously. He did not study the board. He did not wait. The moment any of the three boys made their move, he immediately called his out a second later.

‘Knight to queen’s bishop three! Ha! Try stopping that!’

He won all seven. He beat Stanley in six moves.

Before he knew it, Stanley was there every day after school. The four of them would play everything – backgammon, the Checkered Game of Life, Go – but chess was always Waldman’s favourite. Jacques would lie, push, and weasel his way out of difficult corners. Raph would fumble awkwardly at the pieces but occasionally make a move so brilliant that Stanley would just stop and stare. As for Waldman, he would delight in thrashing the boys, in pushing them, in challenging their every move. And throughout it all, they would talk: Waldman would recommend books that Stanley would read late into the night and bring back to discuss the next day over a game of carrom or Camelot. Waldman would question them, test them, and somehow make the whole process feel not like learning but like life.

Stanley remained in the background in his classes, but where before he felt like he was fading, slowly receding into the wallpaper, he now felt alight with new ideas and new concepts – from Bach to Braque, from Milton to Bakunin.

And for the first time in his entire life, Stanley understood what it meant to have a home: the safety, the warmth, the freedom. He wondered if this was what it felt like to have a father, and if it was, maybe that wasn’t such a bad thing after all.

One evening in early December, when the snow had just started to fall and the light was dwindling, Stanley asked the question that had been on his mind since the very first time he stepped into Waldman’s classroom.

‘How do you do it?’

‘Hmm?’ Waldman asked, leaning over Raph’s second chessboard while the boy pondered his next move. ‘Do what?’

‘Remember the positions of every move and piece in every game we play. Remember all those different facts and ideas.’

‘Ha!’ He straightened up. ‘That’s nothing. There are people who can memorize seventy thousand digits of pi. There are people who can recite the entire works of Shakespeare, or the Bible, without breaking a sweat. It’s my certain belief that the human memory possesses unlimited depths. Unlimited! Depths that most people barely learn to even scratch. You could memorize every single word ever written if you only knew how to do it.’

Stanley looked up from his board, and for some reason, those words that had been carved into him months ago swam their way to the surface.

That’s what happens when you come from cheap stock … You’re never going to make anything with any quality.

He gripped the table underneath him. ‘Will you teach me?’

‘Oh, my boy.’ Waldman shook his head dramatically. ‘What do you think we’ve been doing all this time?’
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