Furtive children ran through the encampment. It was a kind of depopulated military
hospital. Its soldiers had gone; one way or the other. Children’s sniggers and the arrangements
of medical supply boxes suggested this was more of a playground than a home to adults. The
children — perhaps seven or eight year-olds and dirty in rags — were not so well hidden.

A woman wafted out from behind a sandblasted Nissen hut. “Lovely sir, welcome to our
refuge.”

Borrada felt unhappiness; one as grim as cemeteries. “What kind of place is this?”

“Kiltybegs Field Hospital. Evacuated of course.”

“Of course.”

“I'm the doctor here.” She held out her hand. “Dairine,” she said. “Children do come
out. Meet this nice man.”

The children loosened themselves from behind wall-stacked syringe packets and Unit-
One bags and from inside sterile glove boxes and morphine cases. They stood around him.
Borrada fel¢ their glares as though he were their killer.

This woman, Dairine put her arm in his. “Come,” she said. “Walk with me. Tell me all
your errors and your triumphs. Goodness, what a handseme ship you are to have sailed up my
canal. Your eyes are so densely populated. I'm taken with you a little, sir. Won't you tell me
where you've travelled from?”

“I've come across Carrauntoohil.”

“Fallen Mountain? You must be so tired but you're my guest now.”

She was unwashed, infection-reeking but entrancingly pretty underneath the stains. Her
voice was chirpy and broken like an old chorister but she had the precise elocution of a gentle
woman.

“You'’re my guest. And I do know how to treat my guests.”

She led him into the hut. The smell of urine hung like moulds. Ten beds, plainly sleptin,
comprised the accommodation. A door had her nameplate on it: Dairine Birch — Director of
Medical Services.

“My ofhice. Palatial-filthy one might say; dignified-insanitary like the hats atop greasy
politicians.”

He could hear the generator rattle to a start outside. It was not the unappealing ambi-
ence of the room that made him judder so much as the unappealing déshabille of his host and her
inexplicably high self-regard.

“Elevenses?”

Dreams took many shapes, he thought. She gave him tea and dry crackers and being the
first he had eaten in days his eating was at a modest pace for cramp-averting.

She peered out from her office window at the children playing. She seemed to single
them with her finger as though counting; or choosing. Her déshabille was almost the least of her
unbecoming traits. Her hair was long but tangled and unwashed, and in front of him she
fattened her lips with severe red and forced her cheeks with rouge like a wooden puppet.

“It’s a trifle hot and steamy, isn’t it,” she said and unzipped her medical coat slightly. He
could see she wore no undergarments, and as she leant across him her breasts collapsed outward.
He tried to keep eyes on her face but her expression was overpowering and he sought sanctuary
for his gaze upon the distraught linoleum floor.

She whispered, “Oh I know who you are. I know who you are.” And then sniggered, “The

Prime Minister.”
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