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Kiev, mid-2014

The bloodied American soldier in the back of the ambulance
that was racing towards Kiev Military Hospital had an interesting
history. A talented actor, mimic, and comedian with startling
ventriloquist skills, Sergeant Hal White had managed to gain the
attention of a certain Ukrainian movie-maker and landed a role in a
Ukrainian TV comedy series. The producer had also enlisted the
services of his make-up artist friend, Sergeant Barry. But when the
conflict between the Ukrainian nationals and the separatists with
their Russian supporters escalated into military skirmishes
and threatened to evolve into a civil war, Hal had felt his
loyalties lay in supporting the nationalists and their American
allies. He returned to the army. By the time Hal realised once
again that he was certainly not military material, it was too late.
After a close shave with a land mine, it was only his superb acting
ability that persuaded the Russian detachment that he was dead and
enabled him to avoid capture. After the Russian officers had
abandoned their search for prisoners and returned to their base,
Hal had managed to stumble his way back to his unit before
collapsing.

The paramedics, sitting in the back of the racing ambulance
that was now carrying Hal from the eastern front to the
American-administered Kiev military hospital, kept a close eye on
the patient, in case there were internal injuries that could
threaten his life, in addition to the obvious external injuries to
his face and torso.

The last sliver of sun was sinking out of sight, its rays
imparting varying tones of pink to the western horizon
and the scattered clouds over Kiev, as the ambulance
approached Kiev Military Hospital Casualty.

Doctor Dean Anderson and Sister Maisie Trant reluctantly broke
from their embrace on the steps of the Hospital’s main
entrance. Dean glanced at his watch. “Sorry sweetheart, I am
on duty in five minutes.”

Maisie put a hand to his cheek, “Where you are needed most,
precious…” she smiled, “Thank you for a lovely afternoon,” then
headed toward the hospital’s staff quarters.

Dean pulled up his shoulders in a gesture of resignation. He
crossed the square foyer of the hospital, then stood still as the
paramedics from the ambulance wheeled the stretcher carrying Hal
White into Casualty. He took one look at Hal’s messy face and
bloodied body and turned towards Patty at Reception: “Patty please
page Doctor Baxter and ask him to get to Neurological if he is
available.”

Patty grabbed the paging mic.

“Calling Doctor Baxter. Calling Doctor Baxter. Doctor Anderson
requests that you please report to Neurological immediately. Doctor
Baxter to Neurological.” Pulling the reception cell phone towards
her, she repeated the message in text to Doctor Baxter.

A few minutes later, in the subdued lighting of the
Neurological Ward, Doctor Baxter hastily dried his hands on a
fistful of paper towels, while Doctor Anderson stood over Hal’s
prone figure.

Doctor Baxter walked over to Hal’s bed and looked at him for
some moments before carefully pulling some hair away from Hal’s
face and examining the gash on his head.

“Probably pieces from a land mine,” he said and pursed his
lips.

A weak slurred voice came from the bed: “Yeah, landed on my
mind.”

Doctor Baxter smiled with a measure of relief: “Not so heavily
that you lost it,” he said.

“Lots of it.…” Hal mumbled.

While Doctor Baxter checked the neurological vital signs,
Doctor Anderson carefully cut away the bloodied uniform from Hal’s
torso and swabbed the area clean. “There doesn’t seem to be any
major damage here,” he said at last, “mainly superficial
lacerations. Unless there is internal haemorrhaging. We’ll book him
for abdominal and chest x-rays.

Doctor Baxter said gruffly “Glad to hear that at least. I’ll
have a CT scan done too. This head injury … It’s remarkable that he
is conscious. The jaw is intact but the cranium has a crack that
may present problems. It’s impossible to know offhand whether there
has been penetration to the brain.”

“So will I be crackers?” Hal muttered.

Doctor Baxter gave a small smile and tapped his arm lightly
with two fingers. “It doesn’t sound like it, but you just rest and
let us handle it.”

“Maybe we should also consult Mould on the possibility of
repairing that face while she is in Kiev,” Anderson said to Baxter
as they exited the ward. “We could book him into the PS unit
provisionally. Do you think he will hold up under plastic
surgery?”

Doctor Baxter shrugged. “It’s a bit too early to tell.” He
hesitated a moment, “but if so, he would at least have a fighting
chance at a normal life. It would be good to give him a restored
face if all else is well.”

 


A few days later, Doctor Anderson and Doctor Baxter stood
looking at a series of images on the wall of the Radiology
unit.

“No internal damage,” said Doctor Anderson. “A few stitches
will sort out those lacerations.”

Radiologist Peak nodded in agreement, then pointed to a dark
patch on the head scan.

“Yes, this piece of shrapnel will have to be removed,” said a
frowning Doctor Baxter. “There has been some minor internal
cerebral bleeding but the damage is fortunately minimal. And this…”
circumscribing the shadowed section with his forefinger, “is
clearly not spreading. It is not an aneurism, merely a little
bruising. My prognosis is hopeful, Dean, but if we get that out and
repair the crack successfully I think Mould’s task is going to
prove to be the greater challenge.”

“So let’s try to book him for Theatre tomorrow.”

He pulled out his cell phone and texted Nurse Kishka: “Please
book Sergeant White in Neurological for Theatre tomorrow if
possible. Nil per mouth from tonight.”

The following morning, Hal, cleaned up, bandaged around his
torso, and semi-conscious under pre-operation sedation, lay quite
still while the orderlies lifted him onto a gurney, wheeled him
towards Theatre 3, and transferred him onto the operating table.
The anaesthesiologist Dr Brown, preparing a syringe, checked his
medical chart, glanced up at him briefly, then moved towards the
table. Doctor Baxter, fully robed in theatre gear, was busy
scrubbing his hands. Sister Maisie Trant stood quietly at the
instrument tray looking down at Hal’s ravaged face.

“Time for lights out,” Brown said, plunging the sedative
needle into the bulging vein.

“Lights on but no one at home…” Hal mumbled before succumbing
to the anaesthetic.

Doctor Baxter shook his head in disbelief at Brown who merely
shrugged and ventured a half smile.

There was silence for the next two hours while Doctor Baxter
carefully cleaned and disinfected the area around the crack in
Hal’s skull and probed carefully towards the location of the piece
of embedded shrapnel. At last with a relieved sigh, he lifted out a
tiny piece of bloodied metal and held it up to the light. “Bingo,”
he said softly then turned back to the wound, mopped up the
remaining blood and sutured the head wound closed.

“Phew, that was close!” said Maisie under her
breath.

Baxter glanced up at her. “Indeed! He was lucky. It might be
prudent to let him remain in the recovery room for couple of hours
to monitor him before he goes back to General.”

 


Meanwhile, 30 miles out from Kiev, four men gathered around a
table in a small windowless room at the far end of an isolated
farmhouse.

Ukrainian separatist general Aleksander Porochenko, a
thick-set fair-haired man with obvious military bearing, thumped on
the table.

“We are getting almost no intelligence any longer on the
movements of the nationalists, yet they seem to know quite a lot
about us. One moment they are here then they are in a different
place altogether. They are behaving in quite guerrilla fashion but
how do they find out so precisely where we are deployed and arrive
so well prepared? We are losing men. There must be a
leak.”

Viktor Ivanov, a middle-aged bulky Russian major with a bushy
grey beard, put his fists on the table. “If there are leaks they
must be identified and eliminated. Do you have any
ideas?”

Major Squeal, the razor thin staff officer at Kiev Military
Hospital, grimaced. “The only place they can access information is
from our headquarters. Have you checked it lately for
bugs?”

“Or from our people in the American hospital,” volunteered
Viktor. “Hospitals are supposed to be places of refuge, ‘do no
harm’ and all that stuff, but there must be intelligence harm
happening there.”

Boris, a young dark-haired Ukrainian gizmo whizz kid, spoke up
defensively: “I have built more than enough bugs for all those
wards, but there is nothing significant coming from
them.”

“I personally planted those bugs in very strategic but
undetectable places,” Major Squeal protested. “Maybe the Americans
are speaking in sign language or writing down their
communications.”

Viktor laughed. “Then remove all writing utensils and paper
from the wards and install cameras. What about the CCTV footage?
Are you getting anything useful?”

“Nothing conclusive so far,” replied Squeal with a
grimace.

Boris broke
in: “I can build some dedicated miniature cameras but it would take
a lot of time to build so many, and if we can locate a supplier, it
will also take time to put false papers in place and hide the paper
and money trail.”

“And cameras
would be more difficult to conceal,” added Squeal. “But if the
leaks are coming from the hospital…” he paused and gave a half
smile, “Okay I have an idea … if I can find the right person to
implement it.”

“So we meet
back here on Saturday, same time,” said Porochenko.

Back at the hospital Major Squeal approached his office door
frowning. “Bloody nationalists. They think the whole of Ukraine
belongs to them,” he muttered under his breath as he opened the
door and crossed over to his desk. His computer monitor was
blinking in standby mode. He sat down heavily and tapped in his
pass code. The Kremlin logo whirled over the screen. Squeal tapped
the Russian security services icon. As the page opened he leaned
forward to study the names that came up. A few names marked
новый (new)
featured at the top of the page. Squeal bent down to scan through
the names then leaned back in his chair with a grunt of irritation.
“Where the hell do you find decent people in this bloody game?” he
muttered then picked up his desk phone, and punched the key for the
switchboard. “Sally? Please can you put out a notice to the
hospital staff and copy it to the Kyiv Post that there is a vacancy for
an orderly / cleaner here?”

“Right away sir,” Sally responded.

 


Hal lay quite still in his bed of the general ward while the
slim fine figure of Doctor Mould bent over him and examined his
face, looking at him from every angle, occasionally glancing at a
series of photographs of Hal laid out on the food tray, evidently
garnered from his ID and military documents.

Another patient, with his head and one leg in bandages, whose
chart identified him as Sergeant B. W. Barry, watched curiously
from the bed at the far side of the ward.

“Hmm, let’s see if I can do something to get a smile out of
this guy,” muttered Doctor Mould at last. She pulled her phone out
of her pocket, selected contacts, and tapped a text message
to Sally – Theatre
bookings: ‘Book PS theatre please for
Sergeant Hal White and notify Doctor Brown and the on-duty surgical
assistant about the booking.’ As she exited the ward, Sergeant
Barry rolled over to examine Hal more closely.

 


The sun’s early morning rays were filtering through the edges
of the blinds in Maisie’s room when her pager beeped and blinked.
She groaned, turned over with an effort, and picked up the pager,
squinting through bleary eyes. “PS unit duty,” she muttered, “At
least that is not too demanding.” Swinging her legs over the edge
of the bed, she grabbed her bathrobe, staggered to the bathroom and
turned on the shower. A few minutes later, she emerged from the
steaming room and slowly started to dress. Fixing her
shoulder-length rich chestnut hair into a tight bun that ensured
every single hair would remain in place, took a little longer than
usual. At last, patting the hair strait-jacket confidently, Maisie
took a fistful of tablets from her nightstand, swallowed them in
one mouthful of water, pulled on her shoes, and headed for the
door.

The PS theatre red light for ‘occupied’ was already blinking
when she arrived at the door, but the door handle responded to her
twist and the door opened to reveal Doctor Brown already busy
preparing the anaesthetic doses and Doctor Mould busy scrubbing up.
Hal lay motionless under sedation on the surgery table, theatre
lights already trained on his face. A row of enlarged photographs
of Hal’s face shone dimly from the wall screen.


Hmm, not a bad looker, Maisie thought to herself, looking up at the photographs.
She glanced down at the man on the surgery table and
winced.

Doctor Mould looked up at her. “Facial reconstructive
surgery,” she said briefly, “The usual, Sister Trant.”

“Yes Doctor.” Maisie closed the door behind her, switched the
outer light to its red ‘Occupied – surgery in progress’ setting and
headed for the wash sink.

As Maisie decanted surgical soap onto her hands, Mould moved
towards the table, where the anaesthesiologist Doctor Brown was
jabbing Hal with a carefully measured syringe of general
anaesthetic. After checking the vital signs, he stood
back.

Minutes later, there was silence in the room as Mould bent
over the ravaged face. “Hmm.” Her eyes flicked towards the lighted
photographs, then travelled down to Hal’s legs.

“Scalpel.”

Maisie handed her the requested instrument.

“Okay, there goes some of your thigh, soldier boy; let’s put
some cheek back into you.”

The theatre was quiet while Mould worked on Hal’s face looking
up every so often to study the photographs. Maisie watched in
silence, a strong hope surging in her that the face would be
restored to a good measure of its original looks.

“And a bit of nose for you…” murmured Mould.

“And now to close up the gaps…” she expertly inserted the tiny
sutures around the cheek area, nose and finally the slit in the
thigh.

“That is as good as it gets. Let’s give him some time in
post-theatre till we are sure all is well…”

A few weeks later Hal found himself once again in the same
ward as Sergeant Barry, whose head bandage had now been removed. He
was sitting up and reading from a tablet.

As Hal stirred and awoke Barry looked over at him.
“Hal?”

Hal turned slowly towards Barry, frowning as his eyes tried to
focus on Barry’s face. “Buster?” His face registering faint
recognition, he gave a half smile. “Is that you or someone Buster
made up to look like you?”

Barry grinned back. “Well at least they didn’t blow away your
sense of humour. But your front is somewhat modified.”

Hal lifted a hand tentatively to his face. “Do I look
bad?”

“Not anymore. The pieces of whatever hit you from the land
mine didn’t exactly improve your appearance, but,” he studied Hal’s
face, intrigued “seems the plastic surgeon did a pretty good job
with you on her visit here. Your face is a bit red and swollen
but…you’ll pass for Hal White alright.”

Hal tried to sit up slightly. “What happened to
you?”

“Same land mine I guess. You were admitted just after me. I
got hit in the back of the head, and my leg caught pieces of
shrapnel from that mine explosion, but Alex, who triggered it,
didn’t make it, poor bastard. Apparently I just broke my leg, got a
few bruises and lost a chip of my skull. But halfway to fine
now.”

“Skulduggery from those Ruskies, or separatists or whoever
they were.”

Buster grinned. “Yep! Same old Hal.” He stared out the window
for some moments. “So I guess it’ll be back to the front for us in
a few weeks.”

Hal lay back, thoughtful. “Warfare is not for me, Buster.
There must be something useful I can do other than trying to take
out Ruskies and separatists. Speaking to the ceiling he asked: “I
don’t suppose you could do something about my front,
Buster?”

Buster digested this request for a few seconds. “What do you
have in mind?”

“Never mind.” Hal grinned impishly, then paused and looked
over at Buster. “Can you manage that?”

Half an hour later, Hal was sitting up and gingerly pulling
his legs over the edge of the bed. Buster hopped over to sit next
to him.

Hal leaned towards Buster’s ear and in a barely audible
whisper said: “Think you could exercise some of your make-up work
on me so I look at bit more damaged, especially make me look
retarded in some way?”

“A new front to evade the old one?”

“Something like that.”

A few days later, with the ward doors locked and a scrawled
‘Do Not Disturb, Patient Sleepers’ paper sign taped to the outside
of the door, Hal sat in the visitor’s chair while Buster, with his
make-up artist’s bag of tricks on the side table, leaned over him.
As he worked, the face slowly lost its healed, almost-Hal-again
look and regained a look of serious damage. A lopsided foolish
expression grew gradually under Buster’s expert fingers.

Hal squinted up at Buster. “Just don’t overdo it. I don’t want
to look like Frankenstein’s monster.”

Buster paused grinning. “Have no fear.”

At last he stood back to admire his handiwork and laughed
soundlessly. He checked the sides, hairline and chin of the make-up
and artificial skin on Hal’s face then sat down on the edge of the
bed. “It should be watertight, but try to avoid standing in the
path of firehoses or swimming down waterfalls or the
like.”

“I just hope I can pull this off.”

“Please don’t! This is one of my masterpieces.”

“Sure thing. Right on.”

“Anyway, you’ve played the fool often enough. This will be a
cinch for you. People judge by appearances.”

The next day…

Doctor Anderson laid aside his stethoscope frowning. “You’re
fit enough. Vital signs all good. There was no cerebral
haemorrhaging and the head wound is repairing nicely. Pity Mould
didn’t do a better job with your face. Or maybe there is some
muscular loss or wastage causing this lop-sidedness.” Changing his
tone to a more cheerful one, “Let’s hope it is restored when the
underlying muscles have recovered.” He paused, smiled and tapped
his head. “At least you still have your wits.”

Hal put on a foolish puzzled expression, and looked over at
the nightstand. “Wist?”

“Uh oh…”
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Major Squeal pushed away his keyboard with a frustrated growl.
“None of these will do,” he muttered. “All passionate nationalists,
the fools!”

As he leaned back there was a knock on the door.

“Come in,” he shouted grumpily.

The door edged open to reveal Hal with a foolish and slightly
scared expression on his face.

“What?” barked Squeal.

“Excuse me sir, I heard the hospital is looking for an
ord…something…um…cleaner or something. I am told I can’t – I am not
fit – to go back to the front, sir, so I thought maybe...” Hal’s
face took on an expression of extreme anxiety.

Major Squeal gave a gesture of impatience. “Not ‘sir’, it’s
Major. Major Squeal.”

“Yessir, Major S-s-sq-squeal,” Hal stuttered.

Squeal’s eyes scanned the scars from Hal’s facial and head
injuries. An idea dawned on him. “So can you clean and fold laundry
and push gurneys without tipping sick people off them?”

“Yessir, I mean Major. I don’t know about the gurney thing but
I can learn. And I can clean boots and uniforms and iron them,
s-m-major. I was pretty good at that in the army
s-major.”

Squeal stared at Hal for some moments then said with a shrug:
“Come first thing tomorrow morning to my office to sign an employee
agreement and then let’s see how you do…you can still read and
write and sign your name, I hope?”

“Oh yes major,” Hal’s face showed delight. “No problem
s-major.”

“Alright, I suppose you can start tomorrow then.” Squeal
opened up a window in his PC and frowned at it for a few seconds.
“You can take Room 10 in the hospital staff quarters. Do you know
where that is? If not, ask one of the orderlies to show you.
Dismissed.”

Hal saluted enthusiastically. As he moved towards the door the
glimmerings of a sly smile spread across Major Squeal’s
face. Just maybe…he said to himself.

Hal closed the door softly behind him, glanced down the
hospital passage in both directions and breathed a huge sigh of
relief. As he headed down the passage, Maisie Trant emerged from a
ward with an armload full of bed linen. Seeing Hal, she stopped and
a look of deep compassion came over her face. “How are you doing
Hal?” she asked.

“Uh…hello,” Hal stuttered. “Just fine Nurse…”

“Sister Trant. Maisie Trant.”

A uniquely male appraising look crept into Hal’s face that he
quickly suppressed. “Hello…” a bit bewildered, “Are you my Sister
Maisie Trant? I don’t remember…”

“No Sergeant White; that is just my title.”

Hal frowned in concentration. “Okay I see,” he said at last.
“Please can you tell me where to find the staff quarters, Sister
Maisie Trant?”

“Sure Hal, I am on my way there now after I have dumped this
in the laundry unit. Give me a few secs.” Maisie walked down the
passage and Hal accompanied her, trying hard not to be too overt in
his admiration.

Maisie shouldered the door marked ‘Laundry’ open, threw her
bundle onto one of the conveyor belts, and turned back to Hal.
“Righto, follow me, Hal.” She led Hal down to the end of the
corridor out of the doorway at the far end and across a small
courtyard towards a compact two storey building. The room doors
inside were all marked with numbers, odd numbers on the left and
even numbers on the right.

“Do you know your room number, Hal?”

“Uh…the major said number 10, I think,” responded Hal
slowly.

Maisie threw Hal a pitying look. “Let’s check if that one is
unoccupied.”

“Occupied…occupation…like the Ruskies in Ukraine hey Sister
Maisie Trant?”

“Yes Hal, like the Ruskies.” Maisie continued down the passage
looking at room numbers till they reached number 10.
God, I am talking to him like a
child, she
thought, Is that going to help him at
all?

Maisie led Hal up the stairs to the second floor and down the
passage to number 10. When she turned the door handle it opened
into a tiny sparse room furnished with a bed, bedside table, chest
of drawers and a chair in the corner. There was a glass sliding
door to one side. “There you go, Hal. Orderly Stan has
responsibility for stores where you can get bedding, your overalls
and cleaning stuff, and the keys to the wards and rooms. Make
yourself comfortable.”

Hal walked over to the window and looked out. The window
looked out onto a small courtyard surrounded by a low wall with a
gate leading to the street. He turned away from the
window.

“Thank you so much Sister Maisie Trant, you are a
darling.”

“You are very welcome Hal. If you would like me to show you to
Stan’s office, or if you need anything, just let me know. My room
is number 31 on the ground floor.”

“I will, thank you Sister Maisie Trant.”

“Just Maisie will do Hal.”

“Okay. Thank you Just Maisie. Is ‘Just’ another title?” Hal
asked, looking confused.

“No, umm… well, oh how do I explain? You can just call me
Maisie, Hal.”

“Oh. I see,” responded Hal with a smile of
comprehension.

After Maisie went out, Hal closed the door and sat down on the
bed with a huge sigh of relief. He laughed silently then lay back
shaking with glee. After a while he became more serious.
Am I going to be able to keep this
up? he wondered. If I slip up just once, I could be… what do they do to
deserters? Court martial? Yikes. He got
up, went over to the glass sliding door, and opened it. The room
contained a small shower, a toilet, and a basin with a miniscule
mirror tile above the basin. Hal leaned towards the mirror and
examined his face thoroughly. An inflamed face stared back at him
with its slightly scarred left cheek pulling his mouth slightly
down on one side. It gave him a distinctly foolish look. His eyes
looked back at him with a fully intelligent expression.
Eyes are a dead giveaway, he said to himself, I will have
to be really careful. Maybe if I let this eye droop closed
occasionally… That will make it easier. Hal practised this movement several times then laughed
approvingly at the effect achieved. He sat down on the single chair
in the room and looked around. I will
have to be sloppy and unintelligent even
here, he thought,
just in case someone decides to visit
me. His thoughts turned to Maisie and
dwelt for some moments on her. Nice
body, stunning face, beautiful hair and…she could even be an
actress, given some training. Hal shook
his head and dismissed the idea. But his thoughts lingered on
Maisie as he went off to find Stan.

The next morning Hal showed up at Major Squeal’s office in
cleaner’s overalls, and saluted.

“Aha, Sergeant White, I have the paperwork for you all ready.
You will be on probation for two months…do you understand what that
means?”

“Probe…um…not a hundred percent sure, sir,” Hal’s worried look
was difficult to maintain. Internally he was shaking with laughter.
“Will I be probing or cleaning…or… both? I am not sure I know how
to probe, sir.”

Squeal smiled a secretive smug smile. “You can do both if
necessary. I will explain the probing part later. But meantime you
will work at cleaning the wards and if all goes well, after two
months, you will be put onto the permanent staff.”

“I think I get it, sir, two months to test if I can do the job
alright then I am here for ever.”

“It’s ‘Major’, not ‘Sir’ Sergeant. But that’s about
right.”

Hal nodded. “Right Major.”

“So you can just sign here, and here, and here,” Squeal
pointed to the three places requiring a signature on the papers,
“You will receive your pay from my office every Friday afternoon
after you knock off.”

Hal leaned over, his face close to the papers and his tongue
hanging out to one side, and scrawled his signature laboriously at
the places indicated. It gave him time to compose himself and
practice a blank look.

The next day found Hal, dressed in a cleaner’s overalls,
pushing a vacuum cleaner down the main corridor in the Casualty
Section of the hospital. A few of the hospital staff smiled at him
as they passed and gave him pitying or compassionate
looks.

About mid-morning Orderly Stan found him in the same
corridor.

“Doing okay, Sergeant White?”

“Yessir, no problems.”

“Good. So when you have finished vacuuming this corridor, you
can come to me for the wet cleaning things and polish. Do you
remember where I am located?”

“I think so sir.”

“And you can call me Stan, okay?”

“Yes Stan.”

As Stan walked away, Hal moved towards the final section of
corridor near
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