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When Susan Grant died, Agatha was there; right next to the bed.

Susan was stuck in the air-conditioned hospice room, slipping in and out of consciousness.

Agatha knew she was aware of the cold, and the familiar smells of antiseptic and the chemicals they used to clean the machines.

Though she may not have been fully aware of the full extent of the room’s greyness; grey lino on the floor, grey paint on the walls, and grey laminated cupboards on the walls.

Even some kind of weird grey on grey abstract painting on the wall facing the bed.

Agatha wondered if the greyness was supposed to ease the transition between life and death, though anyone who wasn’t dying when they came in would certainly be when they walked out.

In fact, everyone was dying.

Day by day drawing closer to their deaths.

Except her of course, given she controlled the date and means of everyone’s death.

Agatha put her tiny posy of pale blue forget-me-nots in a plastic cup from the water dispenser in the grey waiting room and arranged them on top of the grey cupboard.

She put her shapeless bag on the grey vinyl covered foam padded chair beside the bed, and not wanting to be bothered with overly cheerful bustling nurses, shut the door.

The grey curtains around the bed were closed, as were the room dividing curtains and the windows curtains.

Way too much grey.

Susan’s poor, emaciated, corpse like body, clad in a grey hospital gown, was a mass of cheery red, blue and green wires and tubes hooked up to beeping machines.

This, Agatha knew, was not the way Susan had wanted to go.

Susan had looked forward to dying naturally.

Ideally on a park bench in some lovely gardens; tall gum trees, riotous flowers, and lots of bright chirping parrots.

Perhaps somewhere near a lake or river.

Somewhere tranquil and relaxing where she could lay her earthly worries aside before calmly moving on to whatever happened next. 

Too late for that now.

“I’ll just open up the windows and let some air in here shall I?” asked Agatha as she pulled back the curtains, and opened the window as wide as it would go to let the sunshine and clean fresh smell of warm eucalyptus into the room.

“You’re not any better I see,” she said as she ferreted out a couple of coins and laid them one at a time on Susan’s eyelids, then sat next to the bed.

Susan of course said nothing, but Agatha took her hand and put herself in Susan’s memory, which was about all that was left of her.

“Ah, you’re back,” Susan said.

Her memory place was very like the place she’d hoped to die in.

Agatha sat on the park bench next to her, “I am. I thought it was only fair to offer you one last chance.”

Susan laughed. “No, I’m good. It’s done now anyway.

“Still Mummy’s little soldier?”

Susan reached over to pat her hand, and Agatha stiffened, before relaxing.

“Perhaps my next life will be better.”

Agatha smiled, she hadn’t expected any different, “I’ll make sure of it.”

They sat in silence, watching the wind in the trees and listening to the birds and insects.

“You know, you’ve been my most constant friend,” Susan said.

“I can’t be your friend, I’m not human.”

Susan smiled, “yet whenever things felt the worse, there you were.”

“I’d hardly call three times over your lifetime constant.”

“Do you remember the first time we met?”

“I do, I even had the idea at the time you were an unusual girl.”

«« • »»

Susan was in some kind of dormitory, not exactly sure why, not exactly sure where. She thought she was in a Victorian basement.

The room was small, with filthy walls and floor.

There were six beds in the room, but the scary nurse had closed the creaking door with a solid thud, leaving her all alone.

There were no windows, only two old fashioned fluorescent bar lights hanging from the ceiling.

Which was low and covered with large, dented black painted pipes, suspended from the ceiling with steel ties. Also painted black.

She lay in bed, the covers pulled up high to her neck, fingers tightly linked together underneath them, looking up at a large dark stain on the ceiling.

It might have been mould or perhaps something worse.

Or maybe it was some kind of supernatural creature.

The closest light was flickering such that it seemed to be slithering across the ceiling.

Susan really wanted to call the nurse, but if anything, she was even more frightening than the thing on the ceiling. 

She didn’t think it was possible to be any more tense, until the door opened with a screech.

As her heart pounded, Susan thought she might die of fear until a cheery voice called out, “anyone home?”

At which point she got curious, released the choke hold on her fingers and sat up, “I’m home.”

A woman was standing in the door way. Or at least Susan assumed it was a woman as she wasn’t much more than a female shadow.

“Goodness, look at those lights,” the woman said smashing the wall once with the flat or her fist. The light flickered for another few seconds, then shone on brighter than before.

It was an old woman wearing a white dress like a nurse, but different. Though Susan couldn’t exactly pinpoint what the difference was.

“Are you all right in here Susan?” she asked.

“I haven’t had any supper, is there anything to eat in here?”

“Ah, no, I’m sorry,” the old woman said, “you’ve arrived too late for that, though I could rustle up a cup of tea and some biscuits.”

“I would appreciate that,” Susan said gravely.

The woman sat down on a chair next to her bed, reached into a shapeless bag Susan hadn’t noticed, and pulled out a thermos and a packet of chocolate coated digestives.

She opened the packet and laid them on the bed before Susan, who waited to be invited to take one, while she undid the lid of the thermos and poured the hot tea into it.

She blew a little on it to cool it down before handing it over to Susan. “Please help yourself,” she nudged the biscuit packet a little closer.

Susan closed her eyes and bowed her head and said, “For what we are about to receive, may the Lord make us truly thankful. For ever and ever. Amen.”

“Amen,” the old woman echoed.

Susan took a sip from her tea, then picked one biscuit from the plastic tray.

It looked enormous in her small hand.

Forgetting about the old woman for a moment, she nibbled the biscuit, trying to make it last.

“I like digestives, don’t you?” the old woman said.

“Yes, I do too. They help your digestion after dinner you know.”

“I’d heard that.”

“My name’s Susan, what’s yours?”

“Agatha.”

“That’s unusual, what does it mean?”

“Kind, or good.”

“That’s a good name.”

“It used to be Atropos, which means inevitable, but I didn’t like that so I changed it.”

“I can understand that. But my mother gave me this name, so I’m not sure I could change it.”

“She might not mind,” said Agatha. “She might think a new name would suit you better now you’ve grown up.”

“That’s true. But I can’t ask her, she died when I was born.”

“How very sad,” said Agatha.

“Yes, but I like to think she gave me all that she had. Besides my life I mean.

“I expect she’s in heaven looking down on me, and I don’t want to disappoint her.”

“What if you could have a new Mummy? One who was alive.”

Susan thought about it for a long time.

So long that she finished the tea and nibbled another two biscuits down to the crumbs.

“I’d have to say no. I’m not sure she’d like it if I gave up on her just because I hadn’t met her.”

“I see.”

Susan nodded her head emphatically, “it’s like that other nurse said, I’m Mummy’s little soldier. So I’ll soldier on through whatever comes toward me. And I’ll battle to become a woman who would make my mother proud.”

“It won’t be easy.”

“Then when it gets hard, I’ll swallow my tears and keep marching on.”

“Definitely Mummy’s little soldier,” Agatha dabbed her eyes with a big blue polka-dotted handkerchief.

“I tell you what,” she said rummaging in her bag again, “I’ve got a lovely book to help you through,” and she pulled out a small hardback, “it’s a sad story about some luckless children,” and gave it to Susan.

“Thank you,” she said.

“Grow up big and strong,” Agatha said as she put the thermos pieces together, and back into the bag, “and make your mother proud.

“Now I must be away, so you keep the biscuits hidden or that nurse will confiscate them.”

Susan watched her leave, and only once she was sure Agatha was gone, did she turn the book over and open it up. The first page had her name written in handwriting very much like hers.

She glanced up at the stain, and was relieved to see it was just a stain. As if one of the pipes had burst a long time ago.

«« • »»

Susan laughed, “my goodness, what a precocious brat! I wonder you could stand me.”

Agatha smiled, “you were so brave that first night in the orphanage, I had to keep track of you as the time passed by.”

“I’m not entirely sure I got any better.”

“I don’t know, it may seem an ordinary life to you, but others found you inspiring.”

Susan snorted.

“It’s true! Generally, people assume it’s their destiny to be happy, healthy and wealthy, but it’s people like you who make the most of their lives.

“And you’re almost always happier.”

Susan smiled, “I suppose I got to almost everything I wanted to.”

“Do you remember the second time we met?”

«« • »»

Susan pulled a handkerchief from her pocket, gave the wooden seat a quick flick to clean it, then sat on it to rest.

She tucked her backpack between her legs, took a sip of her take away coffee, and paused to read the graffiti on the chair.

For a so-called elite university, it was disappointingly common.

Jeremy loves Jason, she read.

Frida sucks balls.

Mr Singer is an imperialist.

At this level she’d hoped to find searing critiques of the patriarchy.

Or philosophical positions.

Or just something witty.

Then again, as always, graffiti calls to our most basic needs, so good on Frida.

Always assuming she did indeed suck balls, and the statement wasn’t libellous.

And she rather though that perhaps Mr Singer might be a fascist rather than an imperialist.

Unless, of course, he’d travelled here with an Emperor from an alternate universe to overthrow the democratically elected government. 

She pulled her favourite soft green cardigan more closely around her.

The gentle breeze was so gentle that most people wouldn’t have noticed it, though for Susan it cut deeply through the fine weave.

But, being her first day, she’d wanted to look pretty rather than practical.

There would be plenty of other days to be practical.

Though she was wearing her fine gauge silk Long Johns beneath her blue jeans and a camisole under her t-shirt, and thick woollen socks under her fashionably chunky boots.

The seat she was sitting on was in the quadrangle, which might once have been laid to lawn, but the volume
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