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Chapter One
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New Zealand, late 21st Century

It hit us like a plane crash via an announcement from our principal nurse Martin Hayes, followed up by a personal electronic notice for each of us. No one saw it coming. I didn’t. We knew things were bad in our rundown health system, but this? A month to decide and sign or not. If we sign up — another month to pack and sort out our affairs and then the hospital staff, their families and the patients go. To another world. Forced migration to bail out a woefully unprepared health department. 

This type of forced migration had happened to millions. It was usually to mining asteroids and moons. Companies, via complicit governments, had a set way to ensure continuing vacancies. Only men were sent to some places and only women to others so their populations could never become self-sustaining. Never become a proper community. Never become revolutionary or in any other way threaten the companies, the governments and the powers-that-be. At least Sanctuary didn’t do that – that we knew of. But we knew of whole factories and industries being sent to Sanctuary with their staff. It was impossible to keep all of this a secret, though the media tried.

And that was the other problem. All media was tightly controlled. Public information was propaganda, lies, half-truths and deception. Amongst all the lies was probably some truth but we disbelieved all or most of it. No one knew what Sanctuary was really like! The pictures we were fed via the ‘news’ could be AI generated lies. There were rumours, hints, numerous social media pieces but the only way to find out what it was like was to go there. And, it was rumoured, it was a one-way trip. Spot the problem.

The other problem was a proven suspicion. Our social media accounts and our phones were frozen until we signed draconian “confidentiality” documents. No hint of coercion was to be communicated by any means. Imprisonment and fines and confiscation of all our worldly goods was promised if any negative information got out to the wider public. We were volunteers, we were told. The only negative talk permitted was verbal and on hospital grounds. They couldn’t stop that.

We could talk of nothing else as I sat in the hospital dining room with my friends Freya, Yvette and Coral. Only Freya had no children to agonise over leaving behind. 

“I won’t go. I can’t leave my children.” I could not take all this in.

“What’s the alternative Dawn?”

Freya was coping better than me! “This is wrong.”

“We all agree Dawn but the alternative? No job, no income, no welfare and blacklisted. Your children would have to support you. At least they’re old enough!”  

Yvette had a point. Her children and Coral’s were school age. I sat, trying to deny reality. I was still trying as I walked back to my ward.

Coral looked after Dawn and murmured, “She walks like an old woman. Defeated.”

Freya stared at the retreating form of Dawn, “She does. I wonder if we all do. She’s slumped and walking at half her normal speed!” Freya looked around the staff dining room, normally a social, happy place with good cooking. It was so quiet. So abnormally quiet. There were around fifty staff here. There was no laughter, few smiles and the good food was being eaten slowly – most unusual. As she got up to go, Coral and Yvette behind her, she tipped her leftover food into the pig bin, noticing the bin had a lot more food in it than usual.  She put her plate on the slide. There was nothing wrong with the food and normally her plate would have been empty too.

“Poor appetites, low mood, minimal speech,” Freya yawned, “poor sleep, everything slowed down – gee I wonder what’s wrong with us!? Surely not reactive depression or anxiety? Or both?”

Coral and Yvette noted the sarcasm. 

As I worked, I ruminated. Could they do that? Could they blacklist us? We were told they could and they would. For us qualified staff, blacklisting included deregistering us. That meant we couldn’t work overseas either. Us, is nurses, doctors, psychologists, psychiatrists, social workers, nurse aides, all the cleaning staff, all the catering staff, the electricians and plumbers, everyone employed at the hospital. And the patients? They and their next of kin all got told they go to another world or their relatives, friends, whoever, have to take them home and look after them. Some had no next of kin or none that would acknowledge them. Some of the relatives will cope. Most tried and couldn’t cope which was why we were sent them. Some of the patients with acute illnesses will recover. But this hospital, because of its location and the skills of our staff, got sent the violent, the chronic, the criminal, those that are unlikely to recover and the unmanageable in other hospitals due to physical and mental illnesses and subsequent bad behaviour. 

It was so sad. So many families could not cope with the patients we had. Plus, among the forensic patients, were those “sentenced” to serve their prison time in a psychiatric hospital. Those judged insane, or insane at the time they committed the crime. Many of those were sentenced to “life” in a forensic hospital and life meant until they died. These were the criminally insane and the psychopathic. We had a lot of them.

But it seemed Sanctuary was quite okay with accepting them. Really? That can’t be right, I thought! Were they to be mine fodder? And what about those unable to work in the mines or in factories no one else wanted to work in? I smelt a huge rat. And no one was answering questions. All information we needed was on the ship, we kept being told. A bit late then! And what about our hospital? It needed to be empty, we were told. Why? Well I could figure that out! Because of the location of this hospital. Because it was self-supporting, remote, had its own water, sewage and power plant. So it was perfect for a quarantine facility. And, I suspected, because its present patients were deemed disposable, undesirable, unwanted and worth less than those that were coming here once we left. 

Because the new use for our psychiatric hospital was to be a quarantine hospital for those with the latest virus. Another manufactured one. They weren’t even calling them lab-leaks now. That ship had sailed early last century. And probably before. And these incoming patients also wouldn’t be voluntary and they would end up with a large bill each. Allied hospital was considered ideal for this. It had wards, each separated by gardens and space not doors. This meant the spread of the virus could be stopped from each ward because those doing the nursing of the sick would be staff in spacesuit style PE, the sick themselves or volunteers. These latter two groups would be confined to the ward or in trailers within the perimeter fences now being built. The volunteers and the sick would be working to pay off all or part of their medical bills. And many were medical staff because what was their job? Nursing the sick. Now, they were free labour. The patients would be separated into ‘query incubating,’ ‘incubating,’ ‘sick and can recover’ and palliative care – probably euthanasia. 

At the new entrance to the hospital, was going to be a Checker. They were usually found only on the star ships. They were very expensive and, in this case we were told, they would incur a charge. A charge for negative and for positive. The whole country saw the design of the extended hospital that was going to be built here. It was in the news every night and the preparation had started the day we had been told that the hospital as we knew it was closing. This had clearly been all intricately planned, possibly years in advance. Except for the ‘telling us’ bit.

The latest virus had reached New Zealand but hadn’t yet reached community spread. But it would. Refugees were fleeing here. Some selfish, unappreciative ones, coming from areas where the virus had been detected, had escaped from quarantine. The incubation period for this virus was thought to be 14-18 days. Some of the escapees would be incubating the virus. An outbreak might not happen soon but it was inevitable. 

So the government had decided that we, all of us, were going to Sanctuary to empty the hospital. It was a win-win, they said. That planet, light years away, needed the staff that were here and our skills, so we were cheerfully told. They didn’t have big psychiatric hospitals yet we were told. They had small units. We were to train their staff. Most of their staff were Teacher Machine trained nurses we were told. All theory, no practical. While there was some sense in all that, I was well aware that the best lies started with a bit of truth. And we were not volunteering to go. A little drastic and extreme all this seemed to me. So what were we not being told?

And who was going to staff our hospital with the plague victims? That was answered. The already sick with it, volunteers and the Teaching Machine trained nurses. The scourge of the workforce. Nurses-on-paper with no experience, rather than ones like me that had done the training at a tertiary institute and then piled nearly three decades of experience on top of that. The paper nurses were going to be taught how to look after one illness. Yes, they would be capable of that. If their patients had no serious side effects to medication. If they had no complications. If they had no existing, underlying problems like old age, other diseases etc. Co-morbidities that’s called.

Sanctuary was one of the new planets. Earth-like in that we could breathe the air but not eat the plants or animals yet. So our gardeners also were indispensable, especially those that ran the hydroponic sheds. They were included in the forced migration. Gardens would be being seeded now, where we were going, with earth bacteria that could survive and hopefully thrive there so we could grow food for the hospital and ourselves. We would have to. This hospital where we were going, was in the process of being built. I hope they could build fast. We were less than seven months away. Two month’s-notice, and about five months for the journey. If I had known the inventors of the star drive, I would have murdered them but they had died years ago. 

And who had decided to pick on us? On Allied Hospital? Our government. The needs of the country were more important than our needs or so we were told and we had to make the sacrifice for the good of others. We could return, we were told. We had to work for a minimum of two years and then we could come back. What’s the problem they asked? We got told all of this over our media screens. Remotely and via the letters they had sent. The cowards wouldn’t even face us. ‘Think of it as an all-expenses-paid working holiday,’ we were told. Yeah, right. But rumours told us otherwise. So did the Internet and relatives of immigrants. The fare to Sanctuary was subsidised by Sanctuary. The return fare was penalised, people said. Prohibitively expensive to deter returns? They said that the return fare would either be too expensive or we wouldn’t be allowed to return. I wondered if it was either or both of those reasons. And an expensive fare to return was only half the battle. How could we afford to live here when we returned? How long was the blacklisting going to last? Did it include any other jobs? It was terrifying that we got no answer to that question either.

The month sped on as some staff decided on early retirement, some decided to stay and challenge the blacklisting, some decided to try to get a different job. But that was risky. There was high unemployment as fewer and fewer jobs were available to humans. Robots, androids and AI had taken over so many jobs and even whole industries! Some staff decided to go to another world. Freya, Coral and Yvette decided they had no choice but to go. Yvette and Coral declared they were not taking their children to an uncertain future. They would come back for them if they could. 

All around us, the electrified security fences were built around each ward or several wards, the outer external fence was nearly finished and we could see four tall sentry towers and suspicious holes being dug out beyond the external security fence. Were these sensors or land mines? Our hospital was now looking like a high security jail. Other preparations included trailers being moved on site and mysterious buildings that were going up so fast they were clearly kit set. The speed at which this was all going on around us was frightening. 

Of the future of the patients, some relatives and friends said it was nothing to do with them. It wasn’t their responsibility to look after people who couldn’t care for themselves. It looked like most of the forensic patients would be going. Their relatives and friends had suffered the consequences of what they had done – sometimes within their own families. The physical, emotional, psychological, manipulative, financial and social consequences of an in-the-family murderer, rapist, abuser, fraudster, violent offender or such. Those patients under forensic sentences had no choice unless another forensic hospital or unit would take them and that wasn’t going to happen. They had no decision to make. They were going. 

And then there were the other consequences, the horrible ones. Marriages broke up, three staff suicided, there were four suspicious deaths. Deaths made to look natural but we nurses knew all about how to do that. Probably at least six suicides then, so far. Possibly one natural death, no doubt accelerated by stress. Children were parcelled off to relatives or to deserting fathers who suddenly found they were sole-carers for their children. Some parents decided to take their children, risking all on the assurance that they could come back. 

Those with two working partners, one health worker and one working elsewhere, had difficult decisions to make. Most decided they would stay on Earth and decided the health worker would get another job somewhere, hopefully, eventually. If the blacklisting didn’t extend to all jobs. But there was always the grey economy – under the table, cash or barter jobs. Some couples and families decided to go. With their children. Some saw it as an all-expenses paid trip to emigrate, with a guaranteed job at the new destination and a better future for their children in a better, newer world. I doubted any of that was true. If it was, why all the threats, blacklisting, cover-up and censorship? We carefully watched for the promised draconian punishment for telling our families what was really happening but it seemed someone, somewhere, had accepted that families needed to know. And we all warned our families to stay silent. Penalties for divulging truth might extend to them.

So decisions needed to be made. Those who rented were more mobile. They had more choices. I had few. I was nearly fifty-three, owned a home, with a mortgage and I had three children – two, Nathan and Danielle who lived with me and my eldest, Elsbeth working and renting in another city. Employment for all of them should never be a problem. There were four big cities within commuting distance of here and I had paid dearly for their education and training. That was why I still had a mortgage after nearly thirty years of nursing and doing all the overtime I could!

I looked at my options. I was only trained as a nurse. Could I risk the blacklisting? But what else could I do? And another problem we kept mentioning, that no one would answer, was the proportion of patients and staff that were going. A greater percentage of staff than patients were staying behind. There were not going to be enough staff to safely run the hospital. Distracted, I had to keep checking my work. I had barely slept last night – again – and my concentration was abysmal. Work I could usually do with half my concentration was an effort. 

The wolves gathered. The Real estate Agents, developers, car yard dealers and the worst ones were the bankers. The bankers who decided to foreclose or tried to foreclose. The bankers who decided to be difficult with mortgages. Especially ones like mine where it was more than half paid off – nearly two-thirds. Clearly, although it was never mentioned, so many people knew, or guessed, the reality of our situation. I wondered just how much this actually happened – this forced migration? How much was kept secret, denied, covered up?  

The car yards were offering half price for our cars. That’s half the price the car was worth to a car dealer and one quarter of the purchase price. But there were good people too. A local renting agency gave out flyers and advertised for rental property for the incoming staff. They offered a free service for those with leases and to home owners. They offered to arrange rentals for incoming staff. Because now, of course, we could only sell to developers because there was no time for house sales. So renting our homes was a better option. Or renting to sell to the tenant or someone else later. We were told we could sign up ahead for a house sale once enough staff came into the area and the market recovered. It appeared the quarantine hospital was to be permanent but would be repurposed between outbreaks. Rentals would be needed. The ‘news’ was that the population in the immediate area would increase. The size of the hospital was clearly expanding. This was evident. Four new large buildings were in the process of being erected. 

For house sales, we could set a reserve and the money could follow us. This was set up for us by the rental agency and a retired lawyer who started the process and promised to represent us for a nominal fee. His grandson was one of our nurses. This option stopped the fire sale of houses to developers. I’ll bet they hated that rental agency and that lawyer as they watched their massive anticipated profits disappear.  

An auctioneer told us he had decided to help. He rented a warehouse and some storage lockers and organised a massive auction three days before we left. Auctioned, was everything that we who were going, couldn’t pack into the equivalent of a few large suitcases plus donated goods. He promised to pay the money from the sale into our accounts that night.  

We were informed, repeatedly, that we had to take everything ourselves to the ship, load it onto the right conveyer belt and then take it off at the other end.  We were travelling cattle class. We could upgrade, but the cost was ruinous for singles like me. Curiously, in the last few days before we left, when cabin allocation was under way, we discovered that families were treated quite differently. They got a cabin to themselves. Families, were judged as committed immigrants and children were welcome. It was the first we’d heard of this in relation to us. I wasn’t sure why the discrepancy between what we were told by the Health Department and what we were told by the ship. Who was lying? Were we in a separate category? Coral and Yvette were unconvinced. Those families going together were all two-parent families, from what we could see. Was that why Yvette and Coral had been encouraged to ‘return for your children?’

And me? I was divorced with my three children all partially or fully self-supporting. I signed my home and mortgage over to my three children. I originally was going to go with nothing and counted on finding a rental property there and use my pay for the rent but my younger children, Nathan and Danielle, had done some research – in the notes online that I was too distressed to read. Notes for the permanent settler. That was me. And that was something I did not want to think of! But there was some good news in it. I was allowed to cash in my private superannuation for the purpose of purchasing a home on Sanctuary. I didn’t have much in it. But between them, my wonderful Nathan and Danielle downloaded the relevant paperwork and encouraged me to apply for that. Then they raised some money and my Danielle borrowed that money to buy my car off me and some extra money was banked. And some other things of mine went into the auction, in the hope of some pocket money. Every precious item I owned that wasn’t an essential item. 

All that money, combined, added to my meagre savings, gave me enough money for a single module on Sanctuary. I couldn’t afford a house and I couldn’t build on someone else’s land anyway. The best option available I could see was a module – a ‘house’ that could be started with one room and was designed to be added to. Crucially, the children said it would be plumbed in and powered. So I booked and paid for a one-room home. I had no idea what, exactly, I was buying but ‘plumbed in, powered and designed to be extended,’ sounded hopeful. But there was money left over. Bless them, my Danielle and Nathan then persuaded me to upgrade to two modules, pointing out that the conditions were that the second module could be secured with a deposit once the first one had been paid for in full. They read the small print. That gave me a bathroom module and a lounge/kitchen/bedroom. The land under it might be leased but the modules were mobile, they said, and able to be on-sold. I couldn’t bear any more stress. Nathan and Danielle did all the deciding and choosing of this second module for me. All at the last minute. Two days before we left. 

The auction had been huge and people had been generous. The auctioneer added an extra auction at the end. A box of nails, sacks of dog biscuits, a huge box of clothes pegs, second hand books or something little and he sold them one by one, in effect raising donations for each staff member going. Bless him. He truly intended to help us. And the crowd thought it was funny. Some had come primarily, just for this part of the auction because it had been well socially advertised locally, by surreptitious word of mouth – the whole sorry story. They got the intent and enthusiastically and with much laughter they put in bids. They bought one nail, one peg, one dog biscuit or something and paid generously for them. And they bid by phone and Internet as well. Clearly, a lot of people guessed, or knew, the reality of our situation. Or maybe they bought into the media lie that we were wonderful volunteers, going for the good of two planets. The money was divided up among those of us that had had something auctioned because we were emigrating. It ensured some of those who were leaving everything behind for spouses, children and/or parents, had something in their bank accounts to go with. And that night, as the Auctioneer had promised, the money was deposited into my account. The money for the things that sold in the auction and a share of the extra money he had raised for us. My kids commandeered that money. I wasn’t sure why and I was beyond caring.

Of course the news media were telling a whole different story. We were described as volunteers and leaving to be settlers with a free trip or going for an all-expenses-paid working holiday on another planet. We were described as lucky. Lucky?! But the main focus of the media was on the re-purposed hospital and what was being done. How brilliant all this planning was and how dedicated were those people who had spent so long planning this. How wonderful these planners were. And we weren’t the only ones in this predicament. A smaller hospital near Auckland and one in the South Island were in the same situation. And two recently closed hospitals and some nursing homes had been repurposed but it would be a while before they were ready. Temporary wards were being set up, usually in the car parks of many hospitals. All this last minute development. 

And all the time, during all this anguish and upheaval, we had to keep working. It always amazed me how I could work when disasters hit my life. When I miscarried, when my husband walked out on me leaving me with three small children, when I had fights with my self-centred daughter Elsbeth who stole from me when she left home. My daughter whom I still loved. Who was conspicuous now by her absence. My daughter who seldom wanted anything to do with any of us except to ‘borrow’ money she never intended to pay back. Elsbeth – the child of two mixed race parents who had somehow got a gene combination of blue eyes and blonde hair from two brown skinned, black-haired and dark-eyed parents. Her father was African/Spanish/Celtic and I’m English/Italian/Maori. She was my first and my golden child, but only in looks. My other children were like me – in looks, personality and morals. Except for the height. Elsbeth was little, like me, while Nathan and Danielle were both tall like their father. 

The night before I was due to leave, my wonderful Nathan and Danielle presented me with a card. I opened it. They had done some additional fund raising. There were names and amounts of money. Friends, my elderly parents, neighbours and relatives. All had each donated some money. Including my ex and my elder self-centred daughter Elsbeth who took after him! How had they gotten money out of them! Blackmail? And also the money commandeered off me from the auction. I opened something else in the envelope. It was my receipt for one module paid for and deposits on two extras – my lounge/bedroom, my bathroom and a kitchen module! I quickly looked at the choices and chose the sink bench with cupboards under, a pantry, a stove and a fridge. Having a proper kitchen would be wonderful. It gave me options. It gave me more space. It added a little bit of sanity to yet another appalling situation I was struggling with. Because I have a problem. Claustrophobia. It is mild but it’s the reason my house and my car are large. If I’m in something small I feel trapped. I want to push the walls out. They’re closing in on me. If I sleep in too small a room or dwelling I sometimes have nightmares. I wake up feeling suffocated or I dream I was drowning. My children knew this. They were looking after their Mum. But it could not help with the worst anguish. The worst thing was the knowledge that I would probably never see my children again. How could someone be so evil that they thought this was a good thing to make someone do!?  So many families were now separating. Tonight, would be our last night at home. Tomorrow we had to go with our patients to Auckland and get them onto a spaceship and into Cold Sleep and then the next day we had to board. We would be leaving that evening. Leaving our world. Many families would never see each other again. This would be bad enough if it was by choice. But it wasn’t. I felt shanghaied – like the sailors of old. Kidnapped and forced to work on a ship.
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The previous month

As they left the Allied Hospital dining room, a week before they had to sign, Tony said softly to Mark,

“I need to see you urgently. In private. I’ve found out something you need to know about. I’ll come around to your place after work.”

Mark stared after Tony in wonderment as he walked away. Tony had never been to his home before. Did he know where it was? For the rest of the afternoon, Mark wondered. Was Tony going to help him make a decision? He so hoped that he would. Because he couldn’t decide. Each choice seemed perilous, hopeless, incomprehensible. He needed to make a decision but for that he needed more information. Truthful information. And that was the last thing he was liable to get. His world was disintegrating around him and he didn’t know what to do. So he had done nothing. To do nothing was the only decision he felt capable of making.

Later that day as Tony walked quickly through Mark’s front door he said,

“Have you signed any contracts yet.”

“No.”

“Good. You know how we discussed that they might not be telling us everything? I’ve found out something. A lot of somethings.”

“How? No one else has!”

Tony couldn’t resist. “It’s not what you know, it’s who you know. And who knows you. One of my cousins works in the Health Department in Wellington. He’s a bit mercenary though. I had to buy the information off him. It’s not the first time he’s tipped me off and the last time his information was good. So I paid. I’m only telling you though, Mark and you mustn’t tell anyone else. I have a good reason for that. I’ve come up with a plan. We still have to go but we can come back. I’ve got it all worked out, but I need you to help. You help me, I’ll get you through all this. Deal?” 

“What do I have to do?”

“Just something simple to help me. Nursing stuff that you know well.” He’d skip the details until Mark was so badly committed and compromised that he wouldn’t be able to tell. Or refuse.

“And we can come back?”

“Yes. You need to fill out this rental agreement.”

Mark looked at it, “But why can’t I just leave my house as is?”

“You have a mortgage remember? And we’ll need to stay on Sanctuary, probably, for six months. And the trip is about five months each way. We’ll be away about sixteen months. Do you have enough savings to pay the mortgage for sixteen months? In advance?

“No.”

“So while you are away,” Tony said patiently, “You have to rent your house out to pay the mortgage. I do too. The rental agency will look after the property for you. They have been really helpful.”

“And they’re doing this for free?”

“Just the tenanting bit. The looking after your property for you, comes out of the rental.” 

Mark tried to think through the alcohol haze as Tony, by this time, was in the lounge. 

Tony looked around, trying to keep the contempt off his face. Clothes, takeaway food scraps and wrappers, snack package litter and other rubbish was dumped everywhere, mostly on the floor. Dirty dishes, mugs, empty booze bottles and glasses littered every surface, as well as the floor, spilling out into the adjoining dining room. The place stank of booze, mouldy food, dust and dog hair. The dog had died, was it two months ago? How long was it since he had cleaned up!? 

Finding it difficult to breathe through the stench, Tony pulled back the drapes and opened a window. Now it looked worse, but he could breathe. Mark had really let himself go after Elise had finally left him. But that must be nearly a year ago, surely. His brown hair badly needed a trim, his nose was red with tell-tale broken capillaries, he had gained weight, mostly fat around his stomach. He must be so unfit and he stank of whisky. He trudged like an old man now. And his speech had that precise diction of the drunk-pretending-to-be-sober.

Mark saw the disgust on Tony’s face and flushed. “Been a bit upset since Psycho died,” he muttered. It was okay for Tony, he thought. He always knew what to do. He loved planning. He would be in his element facing this nightmare, while everyone else was in despair. He was so organised from his trim grey hair to his immaculate clothes. How could he be so neat and tidy after working all day? Mark again reminded himself to clean up and do tonight, at the least, the laundry.

Tony added a cleaner to his mental ‘To-do’ list. Mark was desperate and helpless. This was going to be much easier than he had thought. “Sit down Mark. I have figured out a way to get through this ghastly mess and I’ll join you in on the deal but I need your help. I’ll help you through all this,” he gestured at the mess that was Mark’s lounge. “We need to stick together. Looking around, I guess I can eliminate studying and requalifying.” He saw the flash of fear on Mark’s face. “Yes, the rumours are true. Our qualifications are worthless on Sanctuary. You and I would virtually have to retrain. In our own time and at our own expense.” Tony leaned back on the old leather sofa after first clearing a lot of debris off to make room for his relatively small body. Only one chair was free of mess and Mark was sitting in it.  “No, put that down,” Tony leapt up and swiped a whisky bottle out of Mark’s hand. “You need to be sober for this.” 

Mark decided not to tell Tony he wasn’t sober. Hadn’t been for months, or more probably years. Neither was he drunk enough now.

“I’ve joined a group,” Tony told him. “They are going through all these documents and finding out what the probable truth is amongst all the small print. To summarise it, we are promised nothing, because Earth isn’t in charge on Sanctuary. These contracts are a lie and these guarantees are worthless. That means, sometime after we arrive on Sanctuary, our employment stops along with our wages, health benefits and even our right to stay on hospital grounds. We become unemployed and homeless. There are no welfare benefits on Sanctuary. You work or starve.” Tony wondered if Mark understood all this. He wasn’t bright and never had been. The booze was eroding the little light that was left.

“I won’t sign it. I’ll stay here. I never wanted to leave Earth.”

“How will you live? You’ll lose your job as soon as the hospital is repurposed and the new one here won’t employ you. It’s going to be a general hospital. Your nursing registration is now for psychiatric only because that’s all you’ve done for over twenty years and your general nursing is too out of date unless you upskill. You’ll be blacklisted anyway. That’s how they control people. The purpose here is to get our hospital empty and ready for plague victims. They’ve got no time to build another hospital. And probably no money. They were not prepared for this, not in any honest way and they should have been. It was obvious what was coming eventually. We couldn’t keep dodging the worst of these plagues. This tactic helps them fulfil their contracts at virtually no expense. Can you live on your savings?”

Mark shook his head, not wanting to tell Tony he didn’t really have any savings. He should not have kept borrowing back on the mortgage for his new cars but he just wanted the newest. He deserved it with all the work he did. Every time he had borrowed back on the mortgage for another new car, he and Elise had fought. She wanted to pay the house off. He didn’t care about that. He wanted a new car every two years. Paying out Elise when she left him, meant he had had to buy the house off her and re-mortgage the house yet again. His equity in the house was now less than twenty percent. And he had those papers from the bank he hadn’t read. Were the bank trying to foreclose? He could lose everything! 

“No, I don’t have enough to live on. I’ll lose the house.”

Tony nodded, “Well I can’t live on my savings either and both of us have years to go before we get the pension. If they don’t put the qualifying age up again.”

Mark worried about that too. Another twenty-one years to go before the state pension started. On its own, it would not be enough for him to live on. Especially not if he still had a mortgage or debts. The addition of his own work superannuation would add to that and be liveable on, but only if he had no debts by that stage. Mortgage and car loans would need to be paid off. He kept telling himself that, but he didn’t do it. There was something else he didn’t understand. The hospital pension should pay out with the repurposing of the hospital but the government had over-ridden that. Why?

“Why can’t I get my hospital superannuation paid out now?”

“Because the government rewrote the conditions. You get it on retirement age and not before. Only the private superannuation schemes are paying out. And some are only paying out what people have paid in. No interest.”

Mark remembered he had been told this. He knew not to ask why again. He just could not believe all this was happening. And happening this way. The rumours were that the roadblocks were to force most staff to go with the hospital. That was the condition from Sanctuary, they were told. Enough staff to care for the patients for the first six months. All staff; cooks, cleaners, nurse aides, nurses, pharmacists, psychiatrists, psychologists, social workers, doctors, tradesmen, administrators and office workers. It had been made, initially, to sound like a six-month working holiday until someone found out the price of a ticket back to Earth. More than a year’s salary for him. Before tax. And no job to come back to. And it might be even more expensive for a ticket home than the rumours said. 

All this had happened so fast! He had had less than two months’ notice that the hospital they knew was closing.

Tony saw Mark’s eyes were unfocused. He was struggling to understand all this. Good. The situation with that bloody virus could rapidly deteriorate. Last month’s border closure, contact tracing and quarantine had bought the country some time but everyone knew that luck would not last. The virus was in the country. It would escape. The hospitals would quickly become overwhelmed. Many these days distrusted any vaccine. Especially the ones made flat out, in an emerging pandemic, with all the safety protocols ignored. The Covid19 vaccine had taught caution towards the majority of pharmaceutical companies whose focus was now exposed to be focused on wealth not health. Many looked for existing or repurposed drugs, or naturopathy for help. Or all of the above. And sought to boost their immune system and eat healthy food not ultra-processed junk food. Well at least he ate healthy, didn’t smoke and seldom drank. Unlike Mark.

Mark shook himself to concentrate on now. He was down to the wire. He had six days to sign. “What do I do?” he begged in despair. He listened as Tony outlined what he knew, what he suspected and what he had planned. It sounded good but he knew he wasn’t hearing it all and would forget some of this soon.

“Do you want to go onboard or into Cold Sleep?”

“Cold Sleep. They say I’ll get vouchers for going into Deep Sleep. And they say alcohol is really expensive on board.”

“Yes, that’s apparently true. Both true. And smokes are twice the price. You can cash the vouchers in on arrival. You can get some money there.”

“And they said we can rent homes called modules.”

“You don’t want a trailer or caravan Mark? It’s a lot cheaper.”

“No! I’m claustrophobic. What about pay?”

“My sources tell me the new planet and Earth will squabble about who pays and probably no one will during the trip there. So there’ll be no disadvantage to going into Cold Sleep. And since you’re claustrophobic you’ll probably have to sleep the trip away anyway.”

“What do I do?” Mark repeated.

“I’ll organise it all for you. Every step. You’ll have to go into Rehab and get off the booze just before Cold Sleep. Take some leave. I’ll do everything at this end but I need you to help me at the other end. I’ve got it all planned out. You just have to help me. I’ll tell you what to do. It’s easy. And there will be pandemonium and no one will notice.” And then he told him what he would have to do. “Are you prepared to do that? For a huge pay out.”

“Yes. If that’s the only way. Is it?”

“Unfortunately yes. Our backs are against the wall in this. We have to do whatever we can to survive. I wish there was another way Mark but there isn’t. It’s us or them.” It was as he thought. Mark didn’t really care. Well, he’d done it before. He would do it again!

Mark felt huge relief at someone else organising him. Like Elise used to do. He missed that. “But why Rehab?”

“It’s not full Rehab, it’s just a five-day drying you out. To get all the alcohol out of your system before Cold Sleep. It’s fairly cheap. Alcoholics Anonymous and the Health Department share the major cost. And a lot of the labour component is volunteer. You pay only a quarter of the actual bill. Your holiday pay will be enough. You can’t go into Cold Sleep with alcohol in your system. Alcohol is a Central Nervous System depressant. It’s dangerous in Cold Sleep. You could die.”

Mark thought that wasn’t a bad idea. He could go to sleep and then it would all be someone else’s problem. He knew not to say that. Tony regarded the suicidal as cowards. Mark had learnt never to disagree with or cross Tony. He had seen what had happened to others that did.

“But this other. Why do I have to do it?”

“I explained that. It’s how we will get enough money to live on until we get our pensions. You just have to do it. I’ll do all the organising and everything else,” Tony repeated. “I’ll wake you up. We need to be careful so no one will suspect us of working together. Are you sure you’re okay with going into Cold Sleep?”

“Yes. No problem.” Mark refrained from explaining that he was terrified of the whole deal. Terrified of any change in his life. Terrified of confinement. Terrified of the daily reminder of where he was going. And claustrophobic. He knew he could not cope with the confinement. He just wanted to go to sleep and hopefully never wake up. He knew some people didn’t survive Cold Sleep. He hoped he’d be one. 

“But, how will you get them on board?”

“Both are depressed. I’ll tell them that Deep Sleep sometimes cures depression and it’s worth a try. That’s actually true – that the long sleep can stop acute and chronic attacks. I’ll get them on board with no fuss. I’ll tell them their husbands are liquidating the businesses and will meet them on Sanctuary with the kids to start a new life. I’ll tell them it’s a secret so the stock market doesn’t find out and force a fire sale of their businesses. Their husbands and I have every step organised but there must be no trace back to me from them and no motive leading to you.”

“What about my house? What about the mortgage?”

“Leave it to me. I’ll get a cleaner in tomorrow, organise a tenant and arrange for the contents to be packed up. Or you could rent it as is. Fully furnished, motel style. That’ll risk some contents but save you money, time and inconvenience. Walk in, walk out tenancy. Top price. Anything that’s precious, you could lock it in your car, or better still and safer, lock it in the shed or garage or put it in storage. Take the battery out of your car and lock it in the garage.” Tony was irritated. He had already told Mark all this! Mark was clearly overwhelmed. Never mind. He knew how to manipulate him. “Sign here,” he pointed.

Dazed and drunk, Mark did as he was told, going through the documents and just signing. He didn’t bother to read anything. He fetched the thousand dollars for Tony to add him in to the group doing all the research. What research? He couldn’t remember. Never mind.

“Don’t worry, “I’ll look after you. We all have to protect each other. We’ll get through this. Once we’re back, we’ll live frugally and we’ll be alright.”

As he left, Tony put the money in his pocket. It was as he thought. Mark didn’t really care what he had to do. He would do it! And the money for the fictitious research group would stay in his pocket. Idiot. So easy to manipulate. Mark would do what he had to do. It would be presented as no choice, which was what it was. He truly would have no choice. It wasn’t that he couldn’t do it either. He had done it before. Killed. Tony smiled, he was one of the few people who knew what Mark had done. So that, he could do again. But he had to sort out how to deal with Mark’s alcohol sozzled brain and there was only one solution he could think of. A Rehab dry-out. There were batches that had to do this every trip where Deep Sleep was needed. Mark wasn’t going to like it and he wasn’t going to like having to pay for it. Tough! He could not study and relearn; not with that booze addled brain. The nursing exams would be beyond him too, even if he could stay sober. But another smaller exam might not be. And Tony had known about the claustrophobia and that Mark would never cope, conscious, with a Starship trip. And he had no intention of putting up with him for five months while pretending to be his friend. But crucially, he needed him sober on the final day of the trip.
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Chapter Three
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Mark walked around the lounge and thought about what Tony had said. Frugal. He had never lived that way. That had been one of Elise’s main grumbles. Apart from his drinking and cars and bad temper. He shouldn’t have hit her so hard though. He sighed. It was tough without her salary. He had had no idea how much it cost just to keep the house insured and pay the rates. The power bill alone had shocked him. He had finally realised that what she had been telling him was true. He paid for just the mortgage, his car loan, his smokes and his booze. She paid for everything else. And she was paying more than he was as she frequently informed him. He hadn’t known that. He hadn’t believed her. And he had had no idea what groceries cost! And she had organised him from having his clothes set out for him and everything he needed for work on the hall table.

He looked around the house. He would need to pack his clothes. But he would need to clean them first. He could buy furniture there. Most of this stuff was hers. Her paintings, her sculptures, her ornaments, her nick knacks, her furniture. She had bought almost everything in this house. She’d wanted it to be nice. He could see no point in that. She had never come back for her stuff. Some of the kids’ stuff was in the attic. They had never come back for it either. He could put some of her stuff up there in the attic. He had better start cleaning up. He wandered around the house collecting dirty clothes, discovering that it would take several loads to get all this washing done. When had he last done the laundry? He put the first load in the washer. It would be nice to have clean clothes to wear tomorrow. He felt a little better. Tony had taken the contracts away and promised to hand them in personally for him. Thank God for friends like Tony who had this ability to discover things no one else could. That was something he had been told several times. Tell no one what he had learned tonight. Tony said he had paid a great deal of money for this information and to shut his trap. And there was more money he had to pay these informers wasn’t there? How much? He couldn’t remember.

He put an instant meal in the microwave and then discovered he had no clean dishes, so he ate it out of the container after cleaning a spoon. He went to load the dishwasher to discover it was nearly full of dirty dishes and stank. Really badly. He switched it on to ‘heavy wash,’ doubled the detergent and switched it on. He printed off the list Tony had emailed him that he had to get through and the list of ‘need to know.’ He read both but
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