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Chapter One: Are you sitting comfortably?
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Malcolm walked over to his living room window and timidly parted a yellow net curtain old enough to have witnessed World War II bombing. Peeping out he saw that the street was quiet. He always hated waiting in for people and today was no exception. The surgery said that ‘someone’ would call by at three in the afternoon, but three had come and gone. Presently, a small car drew up and parked, blocking his driveway. For some moments nothing happened then the door opened and a woman appeared. She was well built and, squeezing herself out, seemed like she was wearing the vehicle rather than driving it. She grabbed her case and headed to the door. Malcolm was confused: he was expecting a doctor and that, in his book, meant a man. But this was altogether worse: it was nurse Rhoda Nailsworth, the same one who had given him his Covid jab several years earlier. On that occasion both had parted as two people hoping never to meet again. Yet here they were! She rang the bell and when her patient answered the door, she adopted her best, professional manner.

‘Well, Mr. Tripp, so how are we today?’

‘Well, I can hardly speak for you, can I, but I’m in bloody agony. It’s these hemorrhoids; I can’t get a minute’s peace.’

The nurse didn’t expect the consultation to be a cakewalk. She put down her bag, wearily.

‘Let’s start at the beginning, are your bowel movements regular?  Could you describe them to me?’

Malcolm looked stricken. Could she not be a little more tactful? When he finally found his voice, he claimed that he was as regular as Big Ben. Nurse Nailsworth, however, was busy checking through his medical records, and they told a different story.

‘Last year you were admitted to hospital twice with severe abdominal pain and diarrhea. What caused that?’

‘It were those bloody frozen prawns. The packets are written in Vietnamese. I didn’t know you had to cook them first, did I?’

‘Righto, Mr. Tripp, I think you should close the curtains. I shall have to examine you.’

Malcolm went into a mild panic. He hadn’t factored in a physical examination, especially by a woman, and he was unprepared! Clean underwear did not figure high amongst his priorities and today was a prime example. Some years ago, while spending the afternoon at a male-only sauna he had visited their ‘Lost and Found.’ The place had amassed a pile of uncollected towels, clothing, and other items too indiscrete to mention. These were free to anyone brave or foolish enough to take them on. Malcolm had selected a pair of novelty trunks emblazoned with ‘I choked Linda Lovelace,’ though to be fair, he had not spotted that at the time. Nurse Rhoda was becoming impatient. 

‘I should like to see your anus.’

Even as the words came out of her mouth, she could hardly believe what she was saying. She struggled to remain professional. ‘Expect the best but prepare for the worst,’ she repeated under her breath.

‘Face the other way and hold your underwear over your privates. I promise not to look!’

Slowly Malcolm pulled down his trousers, followed by the faded orange trunks. Stepping out of the cheap, nylon garment, he picked up the pants and clutched them to his genitals. The nurse, now holding a small flashlight, approached his rear quarters to inspect further.

‘It does look very sore. Have you had anything up there recently?’

Malcolm cleared his throat.

‘I beg your pardon! Aren't you overstepping the mark?’

‘I was about to give you a DRE, digital rectal examination, but I can see that’s off the table. Have you been inserting suppositories up your anus to ease your discomfort? That’s all I meant?’

Malcolm was silent. He just wished this nightmare was over. The nurse, meanwhile, removed her glove and began writing. 

‘This is for some cream. Apply it yourself. It should ease the pain and hopefully the hemorrhoid will shrink back down to a manageable level. Right now, it’s like the Loch Ness Monster.’

Nothing was said as the unruly patient hoisted his pants and restored his dignity. Nurse Rhoda, unfazed by seeing men naked was surprised to find herself relieved that this little medical intervention was ending. Then out of the blue Malcolm asked,

‘Didn’t you have a sister called Elsie?’

‘I still do.’

‘Elsie? Elsie...?’

‘Blackdyke,’ helped the nurse.

‘That’s right. She was at school with me. She was a clever girl: they always said she would go far.’

Rhoda smiled with a mixture of pride and regret.

‘Yes. She started out as an air hostess in the days when that was a career, then she went into catering, built up a business and finally became Lady Mayoress.’

‘That’s right!’ said Malcolm, ‘now it’s coming back to me. So, she kept your family name; did she not marry?’

‘No, she was a career girl. But she’s kept in touch with so many folks over the years. I could give her your number.’

Malcolm’s stomach flipped at these words. He guarded his personal information like Fort Knox. But, as he tried to walk back the interest he’d shown, Rhoda was in full flow.

‘She lives on her own, at Abbot’s End, in a lovely cottage. She’s a real eccentric, very independent but she’s always telling me she wishes she had a man to do those little jobs that are too small for a tradesman but too big for her. And of course she has plenty of money; she would pay well.’

Until the word ‘pay,’ Malcolm had been so checked out of the conversation that he was mentally picturing 18-year-old Czechoslovakian wrestlers. Now, he is back in the room. The notion of a rich spinster, residing in a much ‘sought-after’ property, in an idyllic village was beginning to appeal to the aged bachelor. Feelings for the fairer sex had rarely, if ever, troubled him but now that his final years were more grey than golden might it not be a good idea to lend support to an old woman? So preoccupied was he with these thoughts that he scarcely noticed Nurse Rhoda’s departure, or the note she left on his table.

Malcolm was once a teacher, but his career was hardly illustrious, and he retained little interest in it apart from a slavish attachment to timetable: dividing his day into tasks, each with its assigned time and duration. Today, it was time for his trip to the library. Perusing the bookshelves for something to read would be perfect for a man who couldn’t sit without pain. And he had an overdue book to return. He gathered the volume and prepared to walk, rather than drive, to his destination. Malcolm was well-known, rather than well-liked, at the library owing to his uncontrolled booming voice. But today, the staff had another surprise for him.

‘This book is overdue, I’m afraid there is a fine to pay.’

‘You must be mistaken, young lady, I’m a gentleman of a certain age and those fines don’t apply to me.’

‘They do when you’ve had the book for six months. Now, let me check the details.’

Malcolm looked around, nervously.

“Oh yes, here we are,’ she continued, ‘The sex life of the SS. A deep dive into the Hitler Youth and their obsession with weapons.’  That will be £22.85p.’

‘Are you mad? Bloody book didn’t cost that!’

‘Well, why didn’t you buy it, then?’

‘Don’t be impertinent, I want to see your supervisor.’

‘I AM my supervisor, now what do you want to see me about?’

Malcolm needed to regroup. And as he planned his next move, the librarian was leafing through the well-thumbed book. She looked disgusted.

‘What on earth is sticking these pages together?’

‘Oh, now that I can explain. It was last winter. I had such a bad chest that I had to rub Vicks on it. I read in bed so maybe some of it got on the pages when I drifted off to sleep.’

The librarian laid down the offending volume. 

‘Pay the fine and you can keep the book. We can’t possibly put it back on the shelves.’

‘Do you take postal orders?’

‘Don’t be ridiculous!’

By now a small cluster of readers had abandoned their comfortable seats and were gathering to see what the fuss was about. One was a man in black clerical garb and wearing a dog collar.

‘I don’t mean to intrude, but I had that very book on reserve. Where does that leave me?’

A coarse-voiced bystander had the answer.

‘Don’t you worry, vicar. If you want to see all those blond-haired German boys with their cocks out, it’s all online now. Artificial Intelligence. The AI makes them fuckin’ huge, in fact...’

The librarian lost it.

‘SILENCE!’ She screamed. ‘I shan’t hesitate to close this library unless you return to your seats.’

She gathered up Malcolm’s cash and wrote out a receipt. Handing him the grubby book she observed, acidly,

‘I just hope that the next time you read it, you get the same results as the first time.’

Malcolm canceled his planned perusal of the shelves and left the building. The day was not going well. It just remained to go home and find something to do in the upright position. That reminded him. Collect Nurse Nailsworth’s prescription and take it to the pharmacy. Hopefully there will be no incidents there. As he approached his house, he could see the curtains closed. It reminded him of that awful moment when the nurse asked him to undress. What a job she must have, examining men’s private parts! Once inside, he opened the curtains and spotted the note she left, lying alongside the prescription. The handwriting was strong, clear, and to the point. It showed her sister’s name, address, and telephone number. Malcolm took a moment to let the information sink in. Most normal people might consider taking matters further and calling Elsie Blackdyke but not him. Instead, he reached for an ancient, topographic map of Abbot’s End. He found to his delight that there had once been a railroad, long since dismantled, running through the village. It might still be possible to stroll along the track bed and relive times gone by. Taking a moment to check the weather forecast, it predicted stormy conditions for the next 48 hours albeit that tomorrow morning would be fine. Cheered by that news, Malcolm picked up his prescription and got ready to collect it. The pharmacy was not walkable, and he must drive but help was at hand for his hindquarters. The old man unearthed an inflatable rubber ring which he placed on the driving seat of his car to better ensure that he kept all his attention on what lay ahead rather than beneath. Then he set off.
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Chapter Two: The Storm
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Malcolm passed a comfortable night and by breakfast time was confident enough to apply finger pressure to the ‘Loch Ness Monster’ and return the beast to the depths of the loch. The soreness which had bedeviled his anus was now just an unhappy memory and he was able to shower, clean himself and sing ‘What a friend we have in Pfizer’ before settling down to his customary five course breakfast.

Malcolm believed in the adage, ‘Breakfast like a King.’ But he applied it universally. It was his good fortune to be able to take on board 1000 calories per meal yet gain no weight. And not through exertion, for the man hardly moved. He was simply made that way. And so, having amassed a pile of festering food for his first meal of the day and gobbled it down, he congratulated himself on being ‘set up’ and then planned what else he might eat along the way. Today was special: he was going on an adventure walk. And for Malcolm, part of the adventure was doing everything in his power to make navigation as obscure as possible. For him, ley lines, and cattle tracks were more than motorways; crop circles better than maps; soil marks preferable to the national grid. He hated the modern age and went to ridiculous lengths to avoid it. So, it was entirely expected to find him driving along a rural road until the moment arrived, and he spotted an old, disused railway bridge. Eurika! The car
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