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            Larger Ladies

         

         They were not as fat as she’d expected.

         Of the ten in Sonja’s care, only one was too big to stand. An extra-large bed had been borrowed from the bariatrics department at the Royal. Bariatrics, she’d learnt, was the type of medicine which specialised in making fat people thinner. When it arrived, the bed was almost as wide as it was long. It did not fit through the ward doors, so they were unscrewed and afterwards screwed back wonky. Now they made a noise like sliced cheese every time they opened. The special bed ate into the space between the beds on either side, so Sonja could only approach these patients sideways. Like a crab, she thought, which was a good comparison, for wasn’t she always pinching at them with needles and the device used for measuring flab?

         The other women were just a little overweight, what Sonja’s mother would have called plump: size sixteens and eighteens sheathed in pale, satin pyjamas. The damp, green glow from their monitors reflected off them so that they seemed to float on their beds like luminous squid, or jellyfish suspended in a tank. Her father, who had been more comfortable with livestock, would have called them hefty, would have seen no such romance swelling between the folds of their childbearing hips.

         But they were beautiful to Sonja in their every-day-different pyjamas: peach, lemon, lilac and baby’s-breath pink, all the colours of the ice-cream spectrum. They smelt clean while they slept, like the inside of Boots, the chemist. In the morning, Sonja went home smelling of them, sometimes talc and sometimes lavender. No one on the bus noticed or, perhaps, because this was East Belfast, they noticed and said nothing. Sonja did not mind their fat, or the way it wobbled when the machines went off. Neither did she allow herself to laugh.

         The most important thing was not to laugh, or to look at them with pity. This was easier to manage when she didn’t know their names.

         Here was one middle-aged lady sleeping in a hospital bed, and next to her, another. Who was to say they did not know each other in the outside world? Perhaps their husbands were business partners or their children attended the same private school. Perhaps they were even good friends and met once a week, at the nicer end of the Lisburn Road, for cappuccinos or manicures. The first lady might believe the second to be in Spain, holidaying, whilst the first claimed to be in Cornwall, visiting relatives. It was not beyond the realms of Northern Irish hospitality to imagine them exchanging small gifts before parting: a tin of fancy travel sweets or a tube of scented hand moisturiser. This same hospitality did not extend to truth sharing, especially those truths concerned with having, and retaining, a husband into middle age.

         Now, here they were on Sonja’s ward, two proud women in single beds shoved tight as a terraced row, two proud women who, in the outside world, would insist upon distance. The sort of women who drove two-seater sports cars and wore earplugs every time they stayed in a hotel, and whispered, guarding against the possibility of sound-bleed between rooms. Here they were now in unflattering positions: double chins doubling on the pillow, grey roots emerging along their scalp lines and shadows creeping across their upper lips like teenage boys. They were without make-up in this room, which is to say they were defenceless, and also without wigs and false nails and fake tans, without the corsets and girdles and hold-your-belly-in pants they never left home without. Which is also to say they were honest as they had not been since childhood.

         Arranged tightly together, they could hear the dry rattle of sleep breath catching in their neighbour’s nose, could hear individual teeth grinding and smell the briny stench of piss clouding in the next catheter bag over. Here, they were now, a whole herd of women more used to seeing each other on the Tatler’s society pages, sleeping and sleeping and never knowing whom they slept next to.

         Dr Turner had explained everything to Sonja. ‘They’ll sleep for a month or so, under anaesthetic. While they sleep, their beds vibrate almost constantly. It’s a very simple science. The vibrations make their muscles do the hard work so they don’t have to. They wake up thinner. It’s the equivalent of six months’ hard slog at the gym, and they won’t remember any of it.’

         ‘And does the weight stay off?’ she’d asked.

         ‘Hopefully not,’ Dr Turner replied. ‘If it doesn’t, they’re usually back here within the year.’

         It was hard not to look at the fat ladies with pity. Especially, first thing in the morning when the lights came up and there were thin lines of drool visible on their chins and pillows, like snail tracks, from all that shaking. It would be so easy to laugh at them. Many of the other nurses did, calling the ladies names which were not their real names, but funnier (Frog Face and Betty and Hairy Claire) and sometimes arranging their limbs to look like the arms and legs of disco dancers.

         One evening, Sonja arrived to take over from the day nurse and the day nurse had dressed several of the fat ladies up with bedpans for hats. She was taking pictures of them on her mobile phone; snip, snip, snip, the flash went off like a series of discrete fireworks. Even asleep, the women flinched.

         ‘What are you doing?’ Sonja had asked. She was particularly annoyed about the special-bed lady, whose head was so big that the bedpan sat oddly on the edge of her temple like the peaked hat of an American GI.

         ‘I won’t show them to anyone, only my boyfriend,’ the other girl replied, defensively.

         ‘I don’t care. You shouldn’t have done it in the first place.’

         ‘Why does it matter, Sonja? They don’t know what we’re doing to them.’

         ‘That’s exactly why it matters,’ she snapped back, and stood over the day nurse while she deleted every one of the funny pictures.

         The most important thing was not to look at the fat ladies with pity or laugh at them. Once she started laughing, Sonja knew she would not be able to stop.

         At night, when the overhead lights went off and they were curled up on a spare bed, shapeless beneath his Spiderman blanket, Sonja told Dylan stories about the fat ladies. ‘They are mermaids,’ she would say. He’d ask why they were sleeping, why they were wearing pyjamas and why they were not thin like the Little Mermaid off his DVD. He’d just turned four and there were so many questions in him.

         ‘These are wise, old mermaids,’ Sonja would reply. ‘They are not skinny like the Little Mermaid, who is really only a child. They are tired from many years of swimming in the ocean. They have come to Belfast to rest because this is a good place to be. They have swum here from Australia and China, America and Spain.’

         ‘And Poland?’ he’d ask. Sonja would nod. ‘Of course from Poland.’ The East Belfast pinch on his ‘A’s caught her in the gut every time, and made her question the wisdom of naming him Dylan. The local tongue was cruel. It scissored his name into such an ugly, stab of a word. At home she would have called him Karol after her father, but that was a girl’s name here, and Sonja wanted the child to be just like the other children, who were called Curtis and Jordan and other words which only sounded right on television.

         Every Saturday evening, she went over his hair with an electric razor. The other little boys on the estate kept their hair close, running the streets in tracksuits and fat trainers like a troupe of baby convicts. She wished to see Dylan included, but could not bear to let him out the front door. He was only four and still went to bed with a sucking blanket. Each Saturday night, the pink-white of his scalp, peeking through the stubble like a shocked marshmallow, made Sonja cry, but she did not stop cutting. The sound of the razor’s hum was stronger than her sobs, and more determined.

         She didn’t want Dylan to catch her crying. He was the kind of child who always asked.

         ‘Why are you crying again?’

         ‘Why does it never stop raining?’

         ‘Why do the policemen drive tanks?’

         ‘Why do we not have a garden?’

         ‘Where is my dad?’ This was a question he had not yet thought to ask. It was only a matter of time; most likely the questions would begin in September, when he started school. Sonja wasn’t sure what she’d say. She didn’t know the answer herself, but wished to say, ‘Don’t worry, son. I’ll get you one.’ This was what she said every time Dylan asked for something she could give him by saving or self-denial.

         The child was always asking.

         ‘Mum,’ he’d ask, when they were on their own in the quiet dark, ‘why are all the ladies in Belfast so fat?’ Sonja understood why he might think this. All the women on their street were large and leant against their front doors in slippers like individual Samsons bracing their homes against collapse. And, Mrs McMillen at the VG, where they bought their bread and milk, was as big as the unsunk Titanic. She kept her bosoms resting on the counter, partially eclipsing the Telegraph’s front page. And here he was, every other night, sleeping in a room full of lady whales. It was not the best way to bring up a child. Neither was it the worst, Sonja told herself. Occasionally she wrote this in letters to her mother, who was always asking why she did not move back to Poland.

         ‘They’re not fat, Dylan,’ she’d say. ‘Fat isn’t a kind word. They’re just a bit bigger than the ladies back home.’ Which was a silly thing to say to the child, for Belfast was his home now, and it would be years before Sonja could save enough to take him back to Lodz, even for a holiday. Her mother had only seen Dylan in photographs. Her father had died of a heart attack while he was still swimming inside her. Such a thoughtless thing to say to the boy; she hoped he hadn’t heard. Besides, there were fat people in Poland too.

         A circle of tubby grandmas had hung, like Christmas lights or bunting, around the edge of Sonja’s childhood. Interchangeable Elzbietas and Ludwikas in tie-at-the-waist aprons and head-scarves. They could be relied upon for hot food in mountains, tending the table as if it was some sort of altar and the gods were always hungry. They were fat as butter, these little women, and shaped like stacking dolls or the kind of hedgehogs who wear clothes in children’s books, walking upright on two of their four feet. They were quite happy to be fat. In Poland, fat was what you got when the blessings caught up with you.

         During her first week at the clinic, Dr Turner had taken Sonja aside and said quite firmly, ‘Never use the word “fat” in front of the patients. If you have to call them anything, call them “larger ladies”, please.’

         She’d written this in her notebook so that he could see the words ‘larger ladies’ neatly printed. She wanted the doctor to understand that English was no longer her second language.

         ‘And is it “larger gentlemen” for the male patients?’ she’d asked.

         Dr Turner had laughed then, exposing the whiteness of his teeth. They were like tiny fingernails lined along his gums. The taste of coffee came off him every time he opened his mouth, for he was the type of man who leaned too close to women when he spoke.

         ‘We don’t have “larger gentlemen”, Sonja,’ he’d said.

         ‘Do they go to a different clinic?’ she’d asked, confused.

         ‘No, they don’t have their own clinic. You’ve clearly not been in Belfast long enough to realise that we don’t have fat men here. We have fat women, and we have rich husbands who’ll pay to send them to places like this. But we don’t have men with that sort of problem in this city.’

         This was not true. Sonja knew it. There were plenty of fat men in Belfast: the kind who wore their weight evenly across their bodies, as if the extra flesh had been applied with a spatula, and the kind whose fat was more unbalanced, balling about their middle like it might on a heavily pregnant lady. Every other man she passed was carrying the equivalent of a honeydew melon.

         Sonja thought of Dylan’s father then, and the way his belly hung loose from the waist, slapping against her like a wet pillow every time they made love. When she’d sat behind him in a taxi, going to the shops or the pub, she’d been able to see three thick folds in the back of his neck. You could store things in there, she’d thought, like pencils or loose change. She’d never mentioned this to Dylan’s father. He hadn’t considered himself fat, for he’d once been a bodybuilder.

         Later, when she’d said to him, ‘I want to keep this baby,’ and he’d said, ‘Well, I don’t,’ and ordered her a taxi to, ‘wherever the hell you people go’, Sonja could easily have called him a, ‘fat bastard’. This would have been true and would have poked away at him like when an eyelash is in your eye and it will not blink itself out. She hadn’t said anything though, because Dylan’s father was bigger than her and sometimes had fists. There had been the baby to think about too. The idea of Dylan was already uncurling inside her. The next day, she’d sent him a letter which said, ‘You are a selfish man,’ and, ‘I did not ever love you even when I said I did.’ She’d signed it, ‘Yours sincerely, Sonja.’ This was the wrong way to end such a letter, but she’d been copying a template off the Internet and couldn’t think how else to finish it.

         Sonja had not heard from Dylan’s father again. Neither had she tried to contact him, even when the baby was born and looked just like him about the eyes. Once she’d seen him, out the window of a bus, on the way to work. Dylan had been three at the time, old enough to understand the difference between fathers and men you pass in the street without noticing. She might have lifted him onto her knee then, and said, ‘Do you see that man in the Liverpool top, outside the pub, smoking? That’s your dad, so it is.’ But she’d felt all of a sudden jealous for her child and turned his attention towards the opposite side of the road, where there was a crane and a small dog pissing against a bus shelter. She did not want there to be other people in his world.

         ‘Just you and me, kiddo,’ Sonja would say each night, as she tucked him in to the hospital bed, clinking his safety rails into position.

         ‘Just me and you, Mum,’ he’d reply, ‘and all the mermaid ladies.’

         The fat ladies buzzed in approval. Their beds were on a timer and went off at precisely eight each night, vibrating steadily through a three-hour cycle. Three hours on the treatment. Three hours off. It was necessary to keep this up for at least a month if a patient wished to leave the clinic thinner. None of the ladies ever left early, nor did they complain about the bruises. Asleep, they were incapable of registering discomfort. However, the thin lines running from one side of their monitor screens to the other sometimes rose or fell sharply as if words had failed them and electricity was their new language.

         After a week on the ward, Sonja was able to read the peaks and troughs of their dreams. The process of translation was not unlike Morse code or, perhaps, geometry. She traced their dreams out for Dylan, leaving greased streaks on the glass where her finger had made the shape of a mountain range.

         ‘This is what a fear looks like when you are dreaming,’ she would say, pointing out the lowest dips.

         ‘And what are the high bits, Mum?’ he’d ask.

         ‘Those are the shapes a good dream makes inside your head, son.’

         Sometimes, before Dylan fell asleep, they made lists of those good things they wished to dream about. Sonja insisted upon specifics: tastes, funny incidents, memories of day trips they’d taken on the bus to Newcastle and Derry-stroke-Londonderry (which was Dylan’s favourite place to say, on account of its length). Sonja was not surprised to discover all her good things were resting against his, like books balancing upright on a shelf. She could not remember how she’d been happy here before him.

         When the green lines were lowest, the fat ladies cried out in their sleep or thrashed around their beds like fish, straining against the leather restraints. This was how the bruises began. This was the noise of young sheep, or very old women collected together in a nursing home. Dylan could not stand it.

         ‘Make it stop, Mum,’ he’d say. ‘It’s too sad in here.’ Then he’d make a tunnel, pulling the Spiderman blanket over his head and keening softly into the mattress. Sonja would place her hand on the hill of his back, feeling each sob run up her arm and down her neck like a pulse of pure, electric grief.

         Later, when Dylan was asleep, she’d make her confession to one of the fat ladies, a different one every night. Sonja was not a Catholic. She wondered if perhaps she should have been, for she felt neat inside, and younger, each time she spat the truth out and left it curdling in a stranger’s ear.

         ‘I am a bad mother,’ she’d whisper, leaning across the safety rails so the stale-paper smell of their hair caught at the back of her throat. ‘I bring my son to work because there’s no one else to look after him. I am sad that he is here in this room with all of you. It’s not the right way to bring up a child. But I am not sad that there is no one else. I could find him a father if I tried. I am still young and I have not lost my figure. All the time, men look at me in shops and on the bus. I could easily find a father for Dylan, but I am selfish. I don’t want to share my boy with anyone else.’

         The bed rails vibrating against Sonja’s arms left marks and were a comfort to her. It felt as if the room and all its fixed occupants were offering her absolution.

         Occasionally, she sang over the machines, or tried to harmonise with them, songs from Mary Poppins and The Jungle Book. She’d learnt these in a clipped English accent, because this was how songs were sung on children’s DVDs, and there was nothing else to watch in the flat. ‘A spoonful of sugar makes the medicine go down’ and, ‘the bear necessities of life will come to you’; nonsense words in a dark room. The ladies settled when she sang, their lines evening out to form ribbons and almost flat roads. And Dylan slept more soundly beneath his Spiderman blanket. He was all knees and angles when he slept on the ward, like a creature ready to bolt. She was glad she could not see the cut of his dreams.

         Sonja did not sleep. She moved between the aisles taking wrist pulses and pressing her temperature gun into the ear of each lady in turn. The gun made a clicking noise upon entry and a thin beep when it was time to withdraw. This felt wrong to her, like shooting a person who is already dead. Sometimes she forgot to sterilise the gun between shots. This was not good enough. Sonja was normally tight on procedures, more so than the day nurses, who did all their checks in the last ten minutes of a shift and forged the patients’ notes with different coloured pens.

         ‘If they paid me a decent wage, I might be a bit more bothered,’ the day nurse told Sonja. ‘My last job was in an old folks’ home. I made twice as much, with better holidays and all I had to do was shovel porridge into them three times a day.’

         This infuriated her. It was not so much the absence of compassion as the laziness which made her wish to pull at this girl’s very straight hair and say, ‘Someday you will make a terrible mother.’ Sonja had always been the sort of person who enjoyed rules and, where there were no rules, would invent her own to keep the hours from falling idle.

         A quick squirt of hand sanitiser between patients.

         Disposable, rubber gloves for drip changes and emptying catheters.

         Dylan, to bed, as soon as the eight o’clock cycle begins.

         A chapter of Pride and Prejudice, read aloud, each evening at nine. (Sonja assumed that these were the kind of ladies who appreciated Austen for her manners and her well-planned dinner parties).

         With rules and order, the night could feel four to five hours shorter than it actually was. Before the tiredness had a chance to sink its teeth in, it would already be breakfast time. As soon as the day nurse arrived, she could sling Dylan over her shoulder like a damp carpet and slip away from this place. Sonja did not like to stay a second longer than necessary. She used Dylan as an excuse to leave. It was not the child. It was the way the room changed when the day nurse arrived, or Dr Turner. The ceiling felt lower, as if the room was only big enough to bear Dylan and Sonja and the sleeping ladies. The air was too thick to breathe.

         ‘All good?’ the day nurse would ask.

         ‘All good,’ Sonja would reply, her coat already buttoned against the Belfast drizzle.

         ‘I don’t know how you stand it, Sonja. It’d really creep me out being locked up in the dark with these freaks.’

         ‘I like it,’ she’d reply. ‘You can turn the lights on if it bothers you that much.’

         None of the other nurses wanted the night shift. It was strange to be in a room so full of people and yet so empty. At first, the stillness had sat heavily with Sonja. She’d paced the alleyways between the beds, talking to herself reassuringly, as she might’ve done in the presence of a ghost. Later, she’d grown to crave the silence. Living in Belfast made her twitchy. There were noises everywhere: helicopters, sirens, young men swearing at each other sharply in the street. She was always bracing herself. There was constancy here in the dark: the fat ladies slept, the machines mumbled gently, and no one from the clinic ever came unannounced.

         There was a line where the clinic ended and Sonja’s room began. Dr Turner crossed it first thing each morning, with a notepad in one hand and, in the other, a coffee mug. He stayed no more than three minutes, and for the entire time, looked uncomfortable in a room without accessories of any kind. Beyond the ward’s doors were pot plants and uniformed nurses, pastel wallpaper, en-suite bathrooms, and the warm, vanilla smell of private healthcare. Each of the fat ladies had checked into this holy kingdom. They had looked upon it and pronounced it entirely suitable for a short visit. ‘No different from a five-star hotel,’ they’d said, and packed their genuine-leather suitcases accordingly.

         In the clinic they were not averse to telling lies for their patients’ good. In the clinic it was understood (though never explicitly conveyed to the larger ladies or their husbands) that interior design of such a high calibre would be wasted on the comatose. And so, after sedation, the larger ladies were wheeled into Sonja’s room and locked up like surplus stock or holiday merchandise waiting to come back into season. This was sad and might even have felt wrong, if considered too closely.

         The doctors and uniformed nursing staff preferred to avoid the fat room as much as possible. They liked to see themselves as the bookends, supporting either side of a patient’s visit. This thought helped them not to feel like horrendous human beings each time they noticed the mountain of genuine-leather suitcases stacked in the corner of the staff room.

         ‘How long do the “larger ladies” stay for?’ Sonja had asked Dr Turner, during her second week at the clinic.

         ‘How long’s a piece of string,’ he’d replied. Sonja understood what he meant and wondered, as she’d often wondered, why the people here could not tell anything straight, always had a softer way of saying something hard.

         ‘Days, weeks, months, years?’

         ‘Good God, no, Sonja. We couldn’t have them here for years. All that shaking, their brains would be liquidised. Three months is about all the human body can stand with this sort of treatment. Even then there can be issues.’

         ‘What sort of issues?’

         ‘Oh, the usual side effects: back pain, migraines, psychological problems, nothing too severe. One lady told me she was still dreaming of earthquakes a full year after she’d left the clinic.’

         All this, and the slight possibility of death, had been explained to the fat ladies during their preliminary appointments with Dr Turner. It was their choice to come to the clinic. They’d signed the paperwork for themselves. ‘I agree to remain under sedation until my target weight of ten (or nine or eight and a half) stone has been reached.’ Generally, they ignored the small print, signed their names and then wrote the date below. However, it was the husbands who drove them to the clinic and picked them up afterwards, in low-flying weekend cars. More often than not it was the husbands who supplied the pens for signing.

         Sonja hated these husbands, though she’d never met any of them.

         ‘What is wrong with the men in this country?’ she’d written in a letter to her mother, who was only six months into her widowhood, and still grieving. ‘They are always wanting their women to be someone else. They are never looking at themselves in the mirror.’

         Her mother had written back, a week or so later, with news of the weather and her cousin who was getting married and, three short sentences in block capitals, worth paying attention to. ‘HOW QUICKLY YOU FORGET, SONJA. AREN’T THE MEN IN POLAND JUST THE SAME? FIND YOURSELF A DECENT ONE AND SETTLE DOWN.’

         Sonja had known her mother was right, that it was not geography but something more fundamental which made men one way and women another. But she’d ripped the letter into little squares and binned them anyway.

         On the evening she’d arrived at the clinic to find herself in custody of her first ‘larger gentleman’, Sonja was confused. She’d phoned reception, asked to be put through to Dr Turner, and got his receptionist instead.

         ‘I have a man in my room,’ she’d said.

         ‘You do indeed,’ replied the receptionist. ‘Mr McDowell, target weight thirteen stone. You’ll probably have him for about six weeks, Sonja.’

         ‘He doesn’t belong here, with the women.’

         ‘There’s nowhere else to put him.’

         ‘But Dr Turner said it would only be “larger ladies”. There’s no such thing as “larger gentlemen” in Belfast.’ Even as she said this, Sonja glanced over at the new patient, at the button-up pyjama top straining to meet across his belly and the way his thighs were splayed out on the mattress like ham joints. She realised how ridiculous this must sound to the receptionist.

         The machines began to vibrate. It was already eight. The sound of angry bees filled the room as the first cycle of the night lurched towards climax. Mr McDowell began to shudder along with the larger ladies, his jowls jiggling like set custard. Sonja had yet to do any of her routine checks.

         ‘Listen,’ she said, ‘I understand that men get fat too. And, I even understand that some of them might actually want to do something about it, but they can’t be treated in the same room as the ladies. They’d be so upset; they’d be mortified if they knew.’

         ‘They’re never going to know, are they?’

         ‘You can’t be sure they’re not aware of things while they’re sleeping.’

         ‘Dr Turner’s pretty sure they’re dead to the world.’

         ‘I don’t like it.’

         ‘You’re not paid to like things, Sonja,’ snapped the receptionist. ‘Get on with it or start looking for a new job.’ She hung up.

         Sonja held the phone against her ear for a moment, trying to regain her composure as she listened to the angry hum of a dead line. After a minute or so she placed the phone back on its cradle. She had wished to say, ‘This has nothing to do with the “larger ladies”. This is all about me. I don’t want a man in my room.’ But this was not the sort of thing she could say to Dr Turner or even his receptionist. Sonja was still struggling to admit it to herself.

         She looked up and across the darkened room. Dylan was sitting on the edge of the new patient’s bed, staring at him as if he’d never seen a man before. Sonja wondered for a moment if the child had ever seen a man before – really seen, not just in passing. Of course, men featured in his cartoon DVDs – broad-chested heroes and weaselly villains, rendered in bold primary colours – and there were men they passed every day; some they knew by name, like Phil, the postman, and Trevor, who came to do their windows twice a year. But there were no male staff members at the day care facility Dylan occasionally attended (these days, people were hysterical about men hanging around children), and he didn’t have a father or even a grandfather to learn from. Perhaps, this strange ghost of a man was the closest he’d ever come to the species.

         Was this a failure on her part? Would the child grow up odd for lack of role models? Was she being selfish, keeping him all to herself in this lonely room? Sonja didn’t particularly care. She had a hunger for her son that was too sharp to bear sharing with anyone else. She would not know how to say this to another person or explain it without sounding crazy, but sometimes she looked at Dylan sleeping like he was a thing she could actually eat.

         ‘Look Mum,’ he called softly from the other side of the room, ‘a mermaid man. He’s the biggest one we’ve ever had. Is he going to stay for a while?’

         There was a hook in the child’s voice, an echo of the way he sometimes said, ‘Can I go out to play with the big boys?’

         Sonja crossed the room in three soft strides, wrapped her arms around her son and felt his bony shoulders fold into her chest. His pyjamas were just out of the wash and smelt of lavender and outdoors air. His little body jittered frantically in time with the bed. This was always funny to him, and he was smiling now, beaming up at her with his big brown eyes, like mirrors of her own.

         ‘Come down from there, son,’ she whispered. ‘Leave the poor mermaid man to sleep.’

         Dylan followed her without question, across the room, to a spare bed where Sonja lay down next to him and held him tightly against her when the ladies cried out. Dylan slept. Sonja did not sleep, because she was not allowed to sleep on the ward and couldn’t have slept even if she’d tried. She lay straight beside him and knew that tomorrow there would be more questions about mermaid men, questions about where they came from and why there were no such creatures in his life. She would have to tell him lies.

         They were not safe now, Sonja thought, not even here in this dark, dark room. The machines clicked on and another cycle began. The noise was like an itch you could not scratch yourself loose of. She would carry it with her out of this place and into the next. It was nothing she did not deserve.
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