[image: cover-image, The Woman Who Couldn’t Find Her Room]
￼[image: SPlogo15x15.jpg]
 
Secret Paths Editions presents
The Woman Who Couldn’t Find Her Room
By Alan McCluskey
 
All rights reserved, no part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying or otherwise, without prior permission of the publisher.
First published March 2026
Secret Paths Editions, Mureta 2, CH-2072 Saint-Blaise
Copyright © Alan McCluskey
Cover illustration by Alan McCluskey
Indie Edition ISBN 978-2-940553-83-9

Books by the author
A modern day World of Stories
Stories People Tell
Local Voices
The Truth Mongers
 
Boy & Girl Saga
Boy & Girl - Book One
In Search of Lost Girls - Book Two
We Girls - Book Three
Colourful People - Book Four
 
The Storyteller’s Quest
The Reaches - Book One 
The Keeper’s Daughter - Book Two
The Starless Square - Book Three
World o’Tales - Book Four
Forget Me Not - Book Five
 
Other novels 
The In-Between
Bursting with Life
The Cloud Catcher
Chimera
The Boy in the Book
StoryFolk
The Woman Who Couldn’t Find Her Room
The Wormhole Tales (coming soon)
The Lost Academy (coming soon)
 

Part 1 - The Hospital

1.
Damn it! Which was her room? She squinted at the hospital bracelet on her wrist. It should’ve told her the number. Her name was legible enough. But the room number was a muddled mess as was her date of birth. Running a finger over the inscription revealed no sign of physical damage. Just neatly printed characters.
Taking a step forward, she peered at the room number stencilled large on the door. For all its bold lettering, it brought no relief, no click of recognition, just senseless gibberish. She eased open the door and probed the room in search of familiar landmarks, as if the mix of tables and chairs and beds could tell her this was hers. But they were in no mood to comply.
“Can I help?” an American accent asked. She spun round to find a tall cowboy, hat and all. He was alarmingly skinny, as if he hadn’t eaten in months. To her relief he wasn’t sporting a gun. Only empty holsters. Firearms scared her. She glanced up and down the corridor, ready to scream. No rescue was in sight.
“Are you looking for your room?” the man asked, his emaciated face alight with concern.
Some wasting sickness, she pondered absently. Anorexia maybe. “No,” she replied. It was a lie, but she was unwilling to reveal her plight. “Just out for a walk.” As if wandering these corridors could be called a walk.
“Do join me,” the young man said, indicating the alcove across the corridor with its inviting armchairs in the midst of a playground for physios with a clutter of contraptions resembling bicycles that lacked wheels. “I get so tired, I need to stop often and a conversation would do me good.”
A passing angel fluttered her pale blue wings by way of greeting and joined them. An angel? Really? She needed to have them reevaluate the dosage of her medication. “Why don’t you two sit?” the angel suggested. “You’ll feel much better.” The woman expected bell-like tones, but the angel’s voice couldn’t have been more corporeal and earthy. Not waiting to see if they followed her instructions, the angel flew off with a whoosh.
The woman would probably regret it, but she accepted the invitation, intrigued by this talkative young man. She sat in the armchair nearest the corridor, a precaution, if ever she had to run. Not that she could. Neither could he by the looks of him. “Where did you pick up your jolly accent?” she asked, for want of a better topic of conversation. She could imagine him drooling over films starring cowboys.
He eased into the armchair across from her. Judging from his grimace, sitting was a pain. “You okay?” she asked.
“Sure. Just difficult getting the old carcass moving again.”
“You’re not old,” she retorted.
“Maybe not. But I can assure you I feel as old as houses.” Removing his hat, he lay it flat on his lap, smoothing its brim with a loving caress. Without it, he looked more like an Indian, his scraggy hair standing on end like so many feathers of a warrior chief. Aware she was staring, he ran a gaunt hand through his hair in an attempt to calm the tribe, to little effect.
“How come you…?” She halted mid-sentence, embarrassed. Surely it wasn’t done to probe others’ illnesses. 
Guessing her intent, he replied, “Chemicals.”
She supposed it was something he’d taken. Drugs probably, although there were no telltale traces on his bared arms. Maybe he drank his toxin or lived with it. Some people had the gift of poisoning the existence of others. “Chemicals?” she asked, hoping to nudge him to confess. Incentives proved unnecessary. He was clearly eager to tell his tale.
“I stayed on a ranch not far from a chemical plant. I never paid the place much heed, apart from cursing the stench when the wind blew our way. It turned out they were quietly polluting the ground water, been doing so for years, and poisoning us with it. The insidious bastards. I only noticed when I returned here. I lost so much weight. It was like having my muscles melt. It happened so quickly. Within weeks I could barely stand. In the end I had to crawl from my bedroom to the bathroom. It was humiliating. That’s when they brought me here…”
Mid sentence he sank in slow motion to the floor, his breath whistling between pursed lips like a deflating balloon. Alarmed, she called for help. Two angels emerged from nowhere and swept up the cowboy, carrying him into a nearby room. Despite the gravity of his situation, she was fascinated by the whoosh of the angels’ deep blue wings. It sent a sensuous shiver down her spine. She sighed. What was this place?

2.
The woman shuffled after the two angels and peered in at the door. The cowboy lay on the bed with the two winged figures swirling round him, connecting wires and tubes. One spotted her and shooed her away, following her out. “Will he be alright?” the woman asked.
“Heavy metals are hard to eliminate,” the angel replied and, with a flutter of her wings, picked up a coil of tube from a waiting trolley and returned to the room, clicking the door closed behind her. It was only then she realised they had blue hands. Were these creatures blue-skinned? God forbid! She’d unwittingly wandered into an alien world. 
What a nightmare. Well, not a nightmare - it didn’t feel scary - more a very strange dream. She tried to remember the angel’s face, but all she could recall was a blur. One thing was sure, it wasn’t blue. No, she realised with relief, their skin wasn’t blue. They were wearing tight fitting blue gloves.
As she turned away, she vaguely wondered if these creatures had names. Didn’t you need names to address them? To distinguish between them? They certainly didn’t look alike. Apart from their wings, they resembled other humans. There were men and women, young and old, tall and short, not to mention their skins which varied from a delicious deep brown to a shockingly pale white. She’d have to ask next time she saw one. 
She didn’t have to wait long. A group of white-winged angels were approaching, clustered round a diminutive but impressive figure. Intrigued, she wondered what you called such a group? A host? No. There weren’t so many. A choir? A chorus? They weren’t singing. Or a flight? That seemed better. She chuckled. What if she called them a flutter?
The white-winged Authority - that’s what he seemed to be - stopped level with a nearby door and the flutter pressed closer, eager to hear his words. The reverence of the group was striking. Only one or two stood out as distracted. The woman hung back, hoping the Authority’s words would clarify her situation. They didn’t. To her ears it was an incomprehensible jumble of numbers and letters. Intuitively, she guessed they were talking about patients. What a peculiar pursuit, reducing people to numbers and letters.
She’d been so fascinated by their language, she’d failed to notice the odd contraptions they were pushing around. From a distance, they could be mistaken for stiff puppets on poles planted on a small base. They glided with a smoothness belying their rigidity. A glance at their base offered the answer. The magic was in the wheels. The angels addressed these contraptions from time to time and the wheelybots - that’s what she decided to call them - responded in a deep, metallic voice. If she hoped the wheelybots would make more sense, she was to be disappointed. They were quite in phase with their masters, reeling off the same word-number salad. 
When the flutter and their wheelybots moved on, she was tempted to linger in case the cowboy emerged. But she knew full well he wouldn’t. The way he’d been trussed up, he was unlikely to get free any time soon. Scratching an itch on her forearm, she recalled the trouble with numbers. Numbers! The place was riddled with them. The doors, the discourse of the robots, the talk of the angels, the many posters plastered on the walls, even the writing on her arm. 
Looking up, she was startled to find a pair of immense, red-rimmed eyes ogling her. The sight was terrifying. The bloodshot rims stood in stark contrast to the pale, pasty skin that hung loosely from the man’s skull. It looked for all the world like his eyes were trying to escape his body. She shuddered at the thought. He must have seen her alarm because he said, “Can’t sleep. Haven’t for weeks.”
“Do you dream awake?” she asked. Silly really, but it was the first thing that sprang to mind.
“How should I know?” he asked, his jaw cracking in an immense yawn. “Is any of this a dream?” He waved a slack arm vaguely embracing the corridor. “I no longer know.”
Her eyes tracked his gesture, taking in the wall facing the doors, scanning the many posters and drawings adorning the surface in a haphazard exhibition. 
“It’s all a muddle,” he continued. 
She wasn’t sure if he meant the display or his dream-sodden thoughts. She would have crossed the corridor to examine the colourful extravaganza, but turning her back on the man, for all his half-absent state, seemed rude. “Haven’t they given you something to help?” she asked.
He nodded vigorously, making his bulging eyes look even wilder. “Of course they have,” he muttered wearily. “Just makes things worse.” 
The more she listened to the Waking Sleeper, the more she felt herself drifting off. Those pesky drugs again. Her eyelids drooped as she fought a yawn that refuse to be tamed. All this searching was dreadfully wearisome. That said, it would help if she could remember what she was looking for.

3.
Soul washing in six easy lessons the poster proclaimed, amid a magnificent ark of bright blue water curving upwards only to fall in a shower of tiny droplets. She had to smile. What a ridiculous idea. As if the soul existed and, if it did, it surely couldn’t be cleansed with water. The next display bore tiny portraits of white-winged angels. A roster. At last she was to discover the names of these beings. No such luck. Some lout had scratched out each and every label. She ran her finger over the names to check it wasn’t her eyes playing tricks. It wasn’t. Only one name, the untouchable Authority, escaped unscathed. It didn’t actually say Authority, instead it read: Director. She recognised the diminutive figure whose very presence, despite his size, remained impressive, even in a photo. 
She searched for a similar poster of blue-winged angels, but no convenient roster was to be found. Maybe they didn’t merit photos. Odd really, when they bore the brunt of the work, shunting wheeled tables around, distributing meals, sizing up inmates with complex devices, communicating with wheelybots, administering medication and informing the angels.
Her scream shattered the silence. A little mouse had just scuttled over her foot, beeping as it did. Its multiple tiny legs pricked her bare feet. Knowing it wasn’t a real mouse was no consolation. On the contrary. It was even more disgusting. Shooing the beast away was a waste of time. The damn thing crouched in front of her, fixing her with its beady eyes, repeating its plaintiff beep. An echoing call rang out from high up on the wall.
“Go away,” the woman ordered, agitating her hands in its direction, to no avail. Unlike the wheelybots, mice didn’t understand language and were undaunted by threatening gestures. It was then a young angel surged from a side door and joined her, silencing the protesting beep with a brief pat on the mouse’s back. “What can I do for you?” she asked, placing a firm hand on the woman’s shoulder. The young creature was in her early twenties, yet she came across as mature and competent.
There were many things the Woman wanted to ask - What is this place? Why do you have wings? What do the different colours mean? And all these gadgets, what are they for? - but she simply asked, “What’s your name?”
“Sia,” the angel replied, her rosey cheeks beaming. The question seemed to amuse her. “Names don’t last long here,” Sia said. “They fade into each other. There are so many. People forget. It’s normal.”
“Sia. Pretty name,” the woman said. Of course, it could have been Pia or Mia. All were pretty. A gaggle of other names clamoured for attention. She slammed the door on them not wanting to be carried away by a tsunami of names.
“Thank you,” Sia replied.
Their discussion was interrupted by a second mouse, much slower this one, that laboured across the floor, its long, ponderous beep dragging after it. Sia turned to follow, saying, “Gotta go. See you later.”
The woman was not to remain alone long. A physio breezed up, a hint of a smile on his lips and invited her into a nearby alcove. Tall and confident, he looked like he’d spent the Summer basking in the sun. Despite his imposing stature, he came across as neither overconfident nor aggressive. On the contrary. His whole demeanour suggested he was there to propose solutions, not to force ideas on her. 
Despite his precautions, she felt her resistance grow and she brushed aside his instructions. Weak as she felt, she wasn’t going to sit and stand repeatedly even if it promised to strengthen her thighs and hips. As for blowing bubbles into a bottle, short of breath as she was, it was out of the question. 
It was this lingering sense of resistance that alerted her. Something was amiss. How often had that little voice dictated her life? Even in the simplest acts. Had it not led her to refuse the bowl of water and bar of soap an angel had offered? Why ever had she said no? She was grubby enough to merit several baths. Her refusal had been automatic, as if programmed. Now she was aware of it, she might be able to make other choices. 
“Let’s walk a bit,” the man said, “it’ll do you good.” He took her by the arm and led her along the corridor.
“I’ll probably not remember,” she said, shaking her head to clear the gathering clouds, “but what’s your name?”
“Gus.”
“Gus,” she repeated, as if that might fix the name in her head. She shuffled a few steps before halting again. “It suits you.” 
“In fact, my full name is August, but everyone calls me Gus. You can call me Gus, if you like.”
“August,” she whispered. “A proud name. I like it. Do you mind if…?” 
“Of course you can.” He encouraged her to continue walking, but she felt her knees give way and took refuge in a nearby chair. Remaining standing, he added, “That’s enough for now. I’ll take you to your room.”
She accepted a helping hand and let herself be led back the way they’d come. At least he knew where her room was.

4.
When she cracked open her eyes, the setting sun was casting long, dancing shadows heralding night. Captivated by the play of light and dark, she followed the movements intently. As she watched, they coalesced until she could have sworn grey forms were scurrying through her room. Some even halted at the foot of her bed to ogle her. Squeezing her eyes shut, she willed them to disappear. They didn’t. 
Pulling her knees up tight, she scuttled up in her bed, making a ball of herself, fearful the grey spectres might make a grab for her. To her horror several clambered onto her bed and began edging towards her, their movements slow and disjointed. “Don’t be afraid,” one murmured in a breathy voice. “We mean you no harm.” Stretching out a bony finger in her direction, the nearest one added, “We just want to be friends.”  It was time to scream for help.
The second she pressed the emergency button by the bedhead, a scurry of beeping mice appeared, scattering the grey shapes. Sia came hard on their heels causing the grey intruders to scuttled away like so many puffs of smoke driven by the breeze. 
 When the old woman describe what had happened, Sia said, “Don’t worry about them.” She prepared a concoction which she handed the woman in a tumbler. “Drink this. It doesn’t taste good, but it’ll keep the shadows at bay, for a while.”
The woman expected a foul liquid, but it was not so unpleasant. After a cautious sip, she swigged it down. “What was that?” When Sia indicated the empty tumbler, the Woman shook her head and clarified. “The shadows, I mean.”
“Oh, them.” She seemed surprised at the question as if the answer was self-evident. “You don’t know?” The woman shook her head. “They’re why you’re here. Our vocation is to help you get rid of them.”
When Sia turned to leave, the woman was seized with apprehension. “What do I do if they come back?” she asked.
“Just call a mouse and I’ll come.”
“Can’t you stay a while?”
But the young woman was firm, shaking her head in refusal. “You’re not the only one on the ward. I need to look after others too.”
A messy mix of images whirled through the woman’s mind as she grappled with being on her own in the growing dark. A small man, a controller of statistics, stood in a white suit examining his clipboard. How did she know he was to check figures? No idea. All she knew was that rogue statistics had crept into the picture. That didn’t seem to bother the young girl skipping joyfully round the man mouthing a song too softly for the woman to hear. The youngster must have waltzed out of a storybook, because she looked dressed to tempt any number of wolves in the forest. The controller was clearly no wolf. Her alluring presence left him unmoved as he pursued his studies.
The twirling of the girl with all its colours and her dainty movements was delightful if not soporific. It would be so easy to let herself be carried away by it. When she awoke, dawn was breaking over the distant lake, casting a rosey tinge on nearby trees. Well, at least she’d got through the night without being pestered by dark minions. That was a relief. 
In the distance, she could make out the tolling of bells through the insistent drumming of rain. It must be Sunday. Churches were summoning the faithful to celebrate or maybe - as someone had once whispered in her ear - their discordant clang was designed to chase the devils, freeing an unhindered passage for the faithful. She imagined them trudging in twos and threes, heads down, soaked by the driving rain, as they battled with umbrellas turned inside out. Not that any of that was visible to her. Fierce droplets of rain pelting against the windows blurred all sight.
“Sleep well?” a husky voice asked from her bedside, making her start. Spinning round, she discovered a wizened old man leering at her from the armchair. His wrinkled skin, his fine white hair, even his dour clothes that hung like sacks from his shoulders, looked as if they’d been peppered with an age of grey dust that no amount of movement could cast off. In a better world, his expression might have passed for a smile, but today it was - she hesitated to put a word to it - hungry. Yes. That was it. Given his emaciated form, she feared she was the meal he’d been yearning for for years.
When she didn’t answer, he leant forward, his form blurring as he did. Reaching in her direction, he shook his hand over hers causing a shower of grey dust to cascade onto her wrist where it settled like fine snow. Despite the near weightlessness of the stuff, its effect was immediate. Her wrist and hand lost all sense of touch as a numbing cold gripped her. Snatching her hand away, she frantically rubbed the dust, massaging her skin in a desperate attempt to bring back life.

5.
“No point resisting,” the grey man insisted, lounging back in his armchair, his lips curled in smug satisfaction. “You’ll only make things worse.”
She paid no attention. Instead, she rubbed vigorously, trying to prevent the numbness creeping up her arm. Mercifully, the blight stopped short of her elbow, before receding slightly, leaving a far-off echo of former feeling. Irritated by her opposition, the grey man leant forward, once again blurring as he did like a poorly executed hologram, and was about to sprinkle a new dose of his deadening dust on her, when she cried out, “Mice! Call Sia.”
Several mice beeped furiously in the corridor before the door flew open and a young angel she hadn’t seen before hurried in. Sporting a tiny pink aerosol, she promptly sprayed the woman’s arm causing life to rush back. For good measure, she let loose a jet of healing spray in the direction of the armchair, showering it in tiny droplets, but the grey man was long gone. The woman wondered what the spray would have done, had he been caught in it. She gleefully imagined the blighter shrivelling to nothing as he screamed in pain.
“I’m Isi,” the young woman announced. “I’ll be replacing Sia for the next shift. If you need anything, don’t hesitate to call.”
“It was terrible,” the woman began before Isi had a chance to hurry away. “I thought he was going to drain the life from me.”
“I doubt he could do that,” Isi replied. “He’d have to be much more powerful than he is.”
“Are there stronger ones?” the woman asked, giving vent to her alarm. She couldn’t help spotting the grimace that flitted across the angel’s face.
“They come in all shapes and sizes,” Isi replied. “But most are much weaker than him. He’s a real pest because he insists…”
“Couldn’t you give me one of those spray things? I could chase the monster away. It’d save you the bother and I’d be safer.”
“It doesn’t work like that. Only we can wield the aerosols.”
“That seems a little…” She was about to say ‘silly’, but didn’t want to insult those who painstakingly looked after her. “…a bit of a shame.”
“It must seem odd, but there are things we alone can do.”
“You have the authority?” the woman guessed.
She shook her head. “It’s not that. Those of us in blue have been chosen and trained for certain special abilities we have, one of which is the activation of aerosols.”
“What about those in white? Do they have special abilities?”
“We administer and they conceive.”
“Conceive? Like having babies?”
Isi chuckled. “Only metaphorically. Their role is to devise remedies against the ills that plague you. And, before you ask, no, they don’t make the mixtures themselves. Someone else does that. With the information they gather about you, they work to find solutions. That’s why they use what you call the Wheelybots so much. With the super intelligence of those robots, they can plot out possible remedies.”
Alone again, the woman plumped her pillow and lay back on her bed, thinking a siesta would do her some good, only to be awoken a few minutes later by a couple gabbing as they leaned against the balcony outside. Like the corridor, the balcony - open to the wind and rain and sunshine - curved uninterrupted the length of the building. The chattering couple might have been in their salon at home animatedly discussing a match on the telly, such was their lack of concern for those around them. Not only were the nearby bedridden unable to escape their every word, but they were engulfed in a cloud of smoke from the couple both of whom apparently couldn’t read the no-smoking signs.
Deciding she had to put a stop to the disturbance, the woman stepped out onto the balcony to complain. The man was extremely apologetic, vociferously so. There was no way she could voice the least complaint. Not wanting a confrontation, she withdrew, opting to walk the corridor instead. 
Unfortunately, there was no escaping the man, who promptly emerged from the next room. The stream of apologies took up anew with him protesting his good faith. As if coming to a decision, he held up a hand to silence her, not that she’d been saying anything. Fishing in his pocket, he pulled out an ornate, silver crucifix and flashed it at her, proclaiming, “May you be blessed.” Startled by this incongruous behaviour, she muttered her thanks, although the gesture was clearly no apology. Nor was it a blessing. Rather the cross was more like one of those get-out-of-jail-quick cards that pardoned any number of sins. 
The man must have judged his action sufficient, because he pocketed the crucifix and limped off down the corridor in search of an exit. As he did, she could have sworn his outline resembled the grey man trailing dust behind him. She shook her head, but the image persisted.
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She recognised him immediately. The man with the crucifix. He was not alone. His whole raucous family had joined him. His wife, several grownup children and a host of tots. The young ones had set up a cassette player on the balcony that drowned out their excited chatter. To cap it all, there was an aging aunt who had to be helped into a folding chair, complaining all the way. There were even several stray dogs, but they may simply have been lured by the smell of meat. The man was busy fanning the coals of a makeshift grill, wafting thick grey smoke into neighbouring rooms, while his wife prepared sausages, fending off snapping dogs as best she could.
Where were the angels, the woman wondered. Surely they’d never allow such a noisy, smelly gathering in such a place. She wanted to call out and summon the mice, but her limbs were dull and unresponsive. In a panic, she feared the grey man had returned and frozen her. It was at that moment the man with the crucifix leered at her, beckoning her to join them. He made wild gestures with grilling tongs in one hand and the crucifix in the other.
When she didn’t budge - how could she? She was frozen - he flew into a rage, stamping his feet and screaming obscenities. When that didn’t work, he set about tossing the grill and all the roasted meat over the balcony rail, much to the alarm of his wife. Dismayed dogs scrambled after their feast, only to cease their furious barking as they plunged. Having dispatched the meal, the grill and the tape recorder, the man began on his family, starting with the youngest. 
The carnage had the woman horrified. No one could survive such a fall. She would have screamed had her whole body not been solid as ice. The family seemed resigned to their fate, letting themselves be tossed unrepentant into the void. Even the wizened old aunt was not spared. When only his wife remained, the woman prayed for clemency, but the crucifix man was not to be deterred. He heaved his wife up in his arms, despite her considerable bulk, and rolled her over the railing to follow the others in deathly silence. 
My turn, the woman thought, as she mentally gripped the sides of her bed in terror. At least she’d put up a fight, if she could, unlike his family. Sure enough, the man turned to her, hatred in his eyes and mouthed a silent expletive. But rather than advance on her, he brandished his outsized crucifix, as if that could exorcise whatever demon he saw in her. To her surprise, he abruptly flung the sacred object over the railing and, clambering onto the barrier, followed his crucifix into nothingness. As he fell, silence rushed in from all sides to fill the void.
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“That must have been quite a dream,“ the angel exclaimed. “We’ve never seen you so agitated.  Do you normally talk in your sleep?”
She shook her head. “Not that I know of.” She tried to recall the nightmare, but all that remained was an acrid smell of burning flesh and barking dogs, and even that was fading fast.
“I’m Trevor, by the way. I’ll be looking after you today.” 
“What happened to Isi?”
“We take it in turns to look after you folks. She’s probably at home resting or off on a training course. You’ll see her again if you stay a while.”
“Training?”
“We’re constantly keeping up with new developments. That grey man you met…”
How the hell did he know? Her surprise must have shown, because Trevor explained, “Isi told us about your dusty adventure. We share that kind of thing. It’s a key part of our work. We need to keep abreast of their latest wiles. That’s why we do training.”
“In a way, it makes sense,” she said, “but what an effort! Why on Earth should the monsters go to such lengths to harm people?”
“Your guess is good as mine. It’s pretty horrible, I agree, but that seems to be the way of things.”
She studied his smooth-skinned, angular face as he took various measures. She wasn’t sure she liked being cared for by a young man, although she had no reason to complain, lest it be his steadfast seriousness. No doubt he had his reasons, even if she’d have preferred a smile. At least he was willing and forthcoming with his answers.
“What time is it?” she asked. If she’d been dreaming, it was probably night. Silly me, she thought, all she had to do was look out the window. It was pitch dark. But that didn’t answer her question.
“Four-thirty,” Trevor replied, his answer incomprehensible. “It’ll soon be dawn. You should snatch some sleep before breakfast.”
Did she feel tired? She wasn’t sure. Rather, she felt empty. That might be hunger, although the emptiness reached to every far-flung corner of her being. Had hunger ever been so all-consuming? “Why do I feel so empty?” she asked. Maybe Trevor knew.
“Battling greyness can do that,” he replied. When she looked worried, he went on, “It’s only an image, but you could say greyness drains your life, whereas we  nurture it.”
A strident beep rang out and a mouse scuttled in bring the insistent beep with it. “Gotta go,” Trevor said as he hurried out.
The woman shuffled to the door and peered out, expecting to find the corridor empty at that time of night. It wasn’t. Two doors down, a man coiffed in a smart cloth cap, was perched on the threshold. Leaning out, one hand gripping the doorframe, the other shielding his eyes, he scanned the far-reaches of the corridor. He could easily have been mistaken for a traveler awaiting a train. She said as much from the safety of her own doorway. He turned to observe her, startled at finding someone else on his deserted platform, if that was where he was. “What did you say?” he asked.
“Are you waiting for a train?”
His perplexity was clear to see. “Sorry?” he shot back, his brow crinkled in confusion.
“My mistake,” she said, trying to back out of a one-sided conversation. Apparently, she’d been the one on the platform, not him. Retreating into her room, she pulled the door closed and crossed to the window. Day had not yet risen, but a steady flow of lorries, their headlights crisscrossing the spotlights suspended amongst the cranes, manoeuvred along the quay to unload their wares. Was this more real than the train platform? She had no idea. But the swirling gulls, and their raucous cries, were real enough. One even landed on the balcony outside her window and, flinging back its head, let out a piercing shriek.
Startled by the cry, the woman stepped away from the window, her hands flying to protect her ears. It must have startled someone else because a curse behind her had her spinning round to find a young girl sprawled on the floor by her bed. 
Dressed in a flowery dress that billowed around her, the girl couldn’t have been more than fourteen. The most surprising thing about her, apart from her sudden appearance, was her hair which had been cropped barely millimetres short making her look almost boyish. 
“You didn’t see me,” the girl muttered as she scrambled to her feet and headed for the door.
“Wait,” the old woman said, intrigued by this intruder. “Don’t go. I rarely get visits.”
The girl hesitated, one hand on the door handle. 
“Are you one of the angels?” the woman asked. “You don’t look like them.”
“Angels?” The girl looked perplexed. 
“Yes. This place is riddled with them. They care for the patients.”
“Ah. You mean doctors and nurses.” When the woman nodded, the girl added knowingly, “It’s the drugs they feed you.” 
“Yes. I guessed as much. I was seeing angels everywhere. I asked them to reduce the dose.”
“Wise move. There are no angels here.” She sounded almost bitter.
“So you’re not one of them?”
“Good Lord, no. You need to be special to be one of them. I’m in no way special.” 
The woman didn’t agree. There really was something special about the girl. Almost as if she radiated life. She was about to say so when the girl cracked open the door and said, “I have to go. No one must see me. Please don’t tell…”
“Will I see you again? the woman asked. The only answer she got was a timid smile.

8.
“Hi. I’m Sylvie. I’ll be looking after you today.”
The woman cracked open her eyes to size up the new arrival, a slim youngster, dressed in blue like all the others. Her distinguishing features were her long, sleek black hair tied back in a ponytail and her prominent cheekbones. The woman rubbed the sleep from her eyes and, completely forgetting the girl’s plea not to mention her, she asked, “Have you seen the girl?” 
“What girl?” The question clearly had Sylvie perplexed, judging from her frown. “The children’s ward is on another floor. They never venture as far as here”
“No. She wasn’t a patient,” the woman replied. “She wasn’t dressed like one.”
“A visitor, then. Although, how she got in is a mystery. These are not at all visiting hours.” Heading for the door, she added, “I’ll be back with something to eat in a sort while. In the mean time, call a mouse if you need me.”
True to her word, Sylvie returned half an hour later with a breakfast tray. None of your bacon n’eggs swimming in a sea of beans, not that she’d eaten that in years, but bread rolls and butter and jam, along with a plain yoghurt and a bowl of grapes. “Looks good,” she said, popping a grape into her mouth. She’d forgotten how hungry she was. “Mm. Delicious.”
“Tea? Or coffee?” Sylvie asked, waving two metal canisters at her.
“Neither. I prefer plain hot water.”
Popping the last of the grapes into her mouth, the woman wondered how she’d cope at home without the personalised service. She was going to have to ween herself off the indulgent luxury.
“Can I come in?” a timid voice asked from the door. It was the girl. She’d forgone her pretty dress and donned a flowery jumpsuit instead. Her shoulder-length hair was tied up with multiple coloured ribbons making her look like a junior spiky-headed clown.
“Of course. I hoped you’d be back.”
A smile flitted briefly across the girl’s lips. “I wasn’t sure I would. I have to be very careful.”
“Why so?” the woman asked.
“Nobody must know I’m here. You’re the first person I’ve spoken to in ages.”
“Why me?”
“To be honest, I’ve been following you for quite a while.” The girl was clearly ashamed to admit it. 
“Are you some sort of teenage voyeur?”
“No. Nothing like that. Of all the people in the hospital, you were the one who had me fascinated. I felt a sort of bond, like you were family.”
“Should I be flattered?”
“Maybe.” The girl gifted her a shy smile. “What’s more, once I’d talked to you, I realised how much I missed having someone to talk to.”
“I asked one of the staff about you, but she knew nothing…”
“Thank heavens for that.” The girl sat on the very edge of the bed as if readying to escape. “I deliberately asked you not to talk about me.”
“I know. Sorry. I wasn’t fully awake. Why must you remain a secret?”
“I’ve been hiding here for several years…”
The woman wanted to know why, but instead she said, “That must be very lonely.”
The girl’s face scrunched up as if she were about to cry, but instead she said, “You get used to it.”
“You’re not in league with that grey guy?” the woman asked, horrified at the thought.
“Him? Good Lord, no. I have nothing to do with him. Mainly because that miserable old codger and all his kin might seem solid enough when they’re terrifying patients, but they’re more in people’s minds than really here.”
“That’s a relief.” The woman reached for the girl’s hand and cupped it in hers. “You at least are solid and present. I wish you’d come more often.”
“I’ll try. But for now, I have to leave.”
When the woman awoke, the girl was long gone and the breakfast tray had been removed. A couple of people, all dressed in brown, had just finished swabbing down surfaces and washing the floor in an impressive ballet of hands and feet. Shortly after, a young white-coat entered. White-coat? Since she no longer saw angels, she’d decided to name them after the colours they wore. “Good morning,” the white-coat said, “I’m Doctor Iris. I’m to be your resident doctor this week. How do you feel?”
The woman took a moment to respond. “Tired,” she replied. 
“Pain?”
“My throat. A little. Pharyngitis I think.”
Iris nodded in comprehension. The woman expected the white-coat to examine her throat, but apparently her interest lay elsewhere. Asking the woman to lean forward, she listened to her lungs with a stethoscope. Studying her levels of oxygen and her blood pressure, she said, “Your numbers are promising…”
“Numbers,” the Woman muttered, remembering her own struggle with them. “They seem to be everywhere here.”
“You’re right,” Iris replied, her expression thoughtful. “They are central to what we do. As concrete quantities they can be measured, assessed and compared.” Turning to leave, she said over shoulder, “I’ll be back later with the other doctors.”

9.
A dense blanket of fog shroud the port, leaving only a vague silhouette of cranes surging from the murk. Night was still a while off. The woman leant against the window, its cool surface refreshing against her forehead. Below, on the pavement, she could make out people scurrying home, coats and jackets pulled tight around their necks. Humidity clung to the window, depositing a myriad of tiny droplets each with its own minuscule rainbow. 
“Beautiful, isn’t it?” The girl was back.
“I’d never noticed before.” She turned to face the girl who’d changed wardrobe yet again. Ringed tights in multiple colours, leather shorts and a T-shirt sporting the image of a bright yellow flower. A dandelion, maybe. Paradoxically, for someone who needed to be inconspicuous, she dressed to be seen. “Where on Earth do you get all your clothes?”
The girl scratched her head. Gone were all the ribboned spikes, instead curls tumbled to her shoulders. A wig presumably. “Dunno,” she replied, shrugging off the question. “They’re just there when I  need them.”
“Come off it!” the woman retorted. “Seriously. You expect me to believe that?” 
“Okay. I’ve accumulated a vast collection.”
“That must have cost a fortune. What do your parents say about that?” the woman asked, realising how little she knew about the girl.
“Parents? Don’t bother yourself with them. I don’t.”
The girl’s answer left her profoundly unsatisfied if not irritated. “Don’t you live with them?”
The question must have disturbed the girl, because she frowned and didn’t answer immediately. “If your survival depended on keeping your existence a secret from everybody, not knowing who you could trust,” she said with vehemence, “you too would find it difficult to reveal the slightest of your secrets even to the most kind-hearted person.”
“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to pry.”
“I will tell you one thing. My name is Noemi.”
The woman was about to give her own name when the girl abruptly sprang up, as if an unheard alarm had rung, and skipped to the door. “Gotta go.”
Before the woman could demand explanations, the girl was gone. Thinking she might get a clue to her whereabouts, the woman stood in the doorway, looking out. Noemi was nowhere to be seen. An incessant procession of visitors - families with little children, old couples, aging codgers in wheelchairs, young men bearing motorbike helmets over their arms, younger women in skimpy shorts wreaking of aftersun - moved up and down the corridor. 
That flow was crisscrossed by staff shifting from patients rooms to offices and service spaces opposite. As if that wasn’t enough, both white-coats and bluecoats, and, above all, what she learnt were physiotherapists emerged from the stairwell, coming from other floors. As she watched, a strange thing happened. The different flows in and across the corridor and up and down the building seemed to coalesce to a blur of colour.
Shaking her head, she retreated into her room. “Daft,” she chided. As if the various movements in the corridor merited so much attention, when other matters were more urgent. 
“Like what?” the grey man asked lounging in the chair next to her bed like a ghost who couldn’t make up his mind whether to come or g.
“Who let you in?” she demanded, emboldened by her time with Noemi.
“Come closer,” he said adopting a husky, seducer’s voice that jarred with his decrepit air.
Rather than attract her, his tone repelled. “No way. You disgust me.” She wouldn’t normally be so forthright, but his presence pushed her to extremes.
With an infuriated growl, he sprang to his feet, blurring as he did, and launched in her direction at a speed that caught her off guard. All she could see was his mouth agape, teeth ready. There was nowhere to go. She flattened herself against the wall, her hands up in a feeble attempt to ward him off. Whether he really sank his teeth into her shoulder or not was neither here nor there. The pain was excruciating. She screamed an ear-splitting scream as she tried desperately to prise him off.
Two bluecoats burst into the room only to find her on her knees whimpering as she nursed the wound in her shoulder. “I’m Gaby,” one of the two announced as she set about cleaning the wound. The grey man might have run off, but it was almost as if he’d planted something of himself under her skin. “I don’t know what’s got into them,” Gaby said. “They’re not generally so virulent.”
“Will he hurt anyone else?” the woman asked, imagining the madman on a rampage amongst the crowd of unsuspecting visitors in the corridor.
“No. It would seem it’s you he’s after.”
The news sent a shudder down her back. Her own special monster. “Why me?”
“That’s what we’re trying to find out. If it’s any reassurance, each of our residents is beset by a grey being in some form or other. Our job is to eliminate them.”

10.
“Should I keep to my bed,” the woman asked, wincing as tried to move her shoulder.
“No,” Gaby replied, as she prepared to leave, clutching an aerosol in her hand. “The wound is only shallow. It’ll heal quickly. Go for a walk, get your strength up.”
“You can talk,” the woman muttered, unheard. “No one bit you.”
She didn’t immediately step out into the corridor, instead she shifted to the window. The earlier mists had lifted, but the port remained stilled in unaccustomed inaction as if recovering. Every ten minutes in one direction, then the other, she could hear the characteristic whoosh of the trolley as it halted below. Above, gulls whirled past, their plaintive cries strident in the air. Rather than opt for the port, they preferred the hospital. What spoils enticed them there? Nothing she could make out from her fifth floor perch.
The corridor was surprisingly empty. The earlier outburst must have chased away the visitors. They couldn’t know the grey man was no danger to them. He was her own private demon. Not an inspiring thought. What had she done to deserve him?
Looking the other way, she was greeted by an incredible sight. Led by a physio, a whole train of residents were shunting, one after another, along the corridor, one hand grasping a pole held in the hand of the person in front. Their other hand grasping a pole held by the person behind. With their arms held rigid, it was the back and forth movement of the physio that drove the swing of their arms. From her perspective, the poles looked like the coupling rods of a steam engine making its wheels turn in unison. She stood in admiration for a long moment, only to follow as if drawn by the scene.
A bluecoat, yet another, led her back to her room to measure her ‘constants’. Goodness only knew why they called them that. It was because they varied, that it made sense to measure them. “I’m Melinda,” she announced.
“Glad to meet you, Melinda,” she said, seating herself on the edge of the bed. “Without your help, I might never have found my way back. I keep getting numbers muddled, the number of my room in particular. It was never like that before. Numbers were my friends. I could work marvels with them.” A wild thought flitted through her mind. Was it possible the hospital staff’s intense work with figures was interfering with her ability to handle numbers? Absurd? Maybe? But no more than a grey man biting her. 
“How’s your shoulder?” the young woman asked, examining the bite-mark through a magnifying glass which hung conveniently on a lanyard around her neck.
“Dunno. It’s gone a bit numb.” She hoped the grey man’s mark wasn’t sapping the life from her even in his absence. “You don’t think he poisoned me?” she asked.
“It was one of the doctors’ hypotheses, but tests proved it wrong. There’s no residual material in the wound.”
As Melinda seemed willing to talk, the woman decided to find out more about her. “Tell me something about yourself, Melinda. I see so many of you bluecoats, but I never get to know you.”
“Bluecoats! It’s a jolly name.” She tapped her chest all in blue as if to say, ‘that’s me’. “What do you want to know?” the young woman asked, her eyes bright and alert. Her pale brown skin was flawless. Either she spent ages in front of the mirror every day or birth had gifted her impeccable skin. Judging by the casual ease with which she went about her work and her easy-going contact, it was the latter. Unlike some beauties, she didn’t parade around vaunting it.
“How did you end up here?”
“Simple, really. Like many of my colleagues, at a young age I was tested for the abilities that enable us to do our work. Mine turned out to be quite developed. I’d have preferred to train as a doctor but, being so capable, I had no choice but to join the blues.”
“Do all you bluecoats have as much ability?”
She chuckled, although the woman didn’t see what was funny. “It ranges from next to nothing to overflowing.”
“So those of you who are more gifted do more complex work?” 
Melinda nodded. “Exactly. You could say we have greater reach. We can manipulate more complicated aerosols.”
The woman wondered if Noemi was gifted. “Does everyone who’s gifted have to work as a bluecoat?” Maybe evading selection would explain the young girl’s need for secrecy.
“Mostly yes. There are exceptions, but it’s rare.”
The woman had a host of questions, but their discussion was cut short by a mouse. It scuttled into the room and sat imperiously opposite Melinda beeping balefully. “See you later,” Melinda said as she got up to go.
This business with numbers troubled the woman. Was she losing it? Worried, she promptly set about challenging her brain with daunting questions. Geopolitical conundrums that outsmarted politicians, psychological brain-pickers that brought tears to psychiatrists eyes, you name it, she could handle it. Just numbers, plain numbers - time, dates, room numbers, all the stuff the white-coats worked with - eluded her. 
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