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Chapter 1


Life in the bus lane 


This wasn’t how she’d pictured her life ending. With the red light looming ahead and the car showing no signs of slowing, she prayed it would be a swift and painless exit. Hilary had contemplated death as often as any woman of her age, she imagined, but she’d always envisaged slipping away peacefully in her sleep. In the event of an accident she would have preferred something more glamorous and befitting a woman of her worldliness, say negotiating a hairpin bend in the mountains above Monaco, being eaten by a lion during a private safari or mauled by a polar bear on an Arctic cruise. Not in the passenger seat of a thirty-year-old Ford at the hands of her own sister. Hilary shut her eyes and braced herself against the dashboard, the seatbelt tugging reassuringly across her bosom. 


Airbags must still have been a luxury extra back when the Ford rolled off the production line. That the old blue bomb was still going was a miracle. That her 82-year-old sister Nancy was still alive was equally miraculous, given both her dubious driving credentials and her forty-a-day habit. The woman was indestructible, which is more than could be said for the iceberg lettuce and four wrinkled tomatoes inside the designer handbag resting on Hilary’s lap. For one ridiculous moment, her concern was for the welfare of the hand-stitched Italian leather and salad items in the event of the imminent collision. She held her breath and waited. 


Out of curiosity when the anticipated crunch and splinter of metal and glass didn’t occur, Hilary opened her eyes. The traffic light had turned green and Nancy was now in the bus lane, leaving other more patient drivers in her wake. Hilary released her breath and her grip on the sun-bleached dashboard. The windscreen was so encrusted with dead insects that she could only decipher the faint outlines of the children in the back of the school bus directly ahead. 


‘Nancy, we’re way too close.’ 


‘Do stop fussing,’ Nancy replied. ‘I’ve been driving a lot longer than you have.’ 


Six years. Six years that would always award her sister the final word. Even now, more than seventy years after the age gap had cast them into their respective roles. A lifetime of tiptoeing around her older sister, like keeping a wary distance from a tense boil that might burst at any moment. 


Hilary’s right foot splayed against an imaginary brake, the road frighteningly visible through a hole in the rusted-out footwell. The one saving grace was that this strip of moving tarmac at least led to the hospital. Their chances of survival were increasing with each crunching gear change. 


Nancy cracked the driver’s window and launched her smouldering cigarette butt into the path of the vehicle behind. 


Then she leaned across towards the glove box for another. Hilary retrieved the cigarette packet for her. At her age, Nancy was beyond redemption. In the end it all came down to damage limitation. 


‘For heaven’s sake, slow down,’ said Hilary. 


‘I don’t want to be late.’ 


Fat chance of that, Hilary wanted to say. Outpatients always ran late. It was a wonder they assigned appointment times at all. She’d often wondered why they didn’t use little paper tickets like the ones you had to tear off at the supermarket deli. ‘If you carry on like this we’ll end up in Emergency, not Outpatients.’ 


‘For your information,’ said Nancy, turning her entire body to face her passenger, ‘I have a clean driving record. I have never had an accident.’ 


It was true. Technically. The dents and scratches on the blue bomb all involved inanimate objects, like gateposts or brick walls, and had given the car’s bodywork what Hilary’s interior designer would have referred to as patina. As a result, other road users gave it a conveniently wide berth. 


‘I do wish you’d let me drive for a change,’ Hilary said. 


‘You’ve seen how dangerous the roads are around here. You have enough stress in your life already. I mean, with all your money, your friends and your dignity gone, all you really have left is your little job at the cafeteria.’ Nancy reached over and squeezed her knee. ‘And me. You’ll always have me,’ she said. 


Her liver-spotted hand, which should have been on the steering wheel, was little more than a thin glove of bones. In the ten minutes since they’d left the house, Hilary had counted eighteen occasions when Nancy had removed both hands simultaneously from the wheel. This included three bouts of coughing, two attempts to dislodge the jammed-in dashboard lighter, and once to extinguish a small fire in her lap. The other times were a miscellaneous assortment of personal readjustments, obscene hand gestures to other drivers, and an expletive-laden attempt to revive the defunct speedometer. Judging by the angle of her seat, tilted so far forward that her bony sternum almost touched the steering wheel, Nancy’s eyesight wasn’t great either. 


Hilary knew better than to pass comment. If the past seventy-six years had taught her anything, it was that Nancy had an answer for everything. 


Take the coughing and wheezing. ‘I’m allergic to next door’s cat,’ she’d respond. 


Or her over-reliance on prescription sleeping tablets. ‘It’s the worry.’ When asked what she had to worry about, she’d answer, ‘You, Hil. I’m worried about you ending up lonely and abandoned. Especially now you’ve lost your looks.’ 


As for the squalid state of the old family home they now shared – ‘You wouldn’t understand poverty, Hil. You have a big house and a rich husband.’ Then she’d backtrack. ‘Sorry, had a big house.’ 


Had a rich husband. 


Nancy had waited a long time for this moment and she was entitled to her schadenfreude. And Hilary knew it was no more than she deserved. She was past the disbelief and anger stage. The hurt and betrayal had left her numb more than anything. She was merely clinging to the wreckage of her former life and trying not to sink. 


This was usually Hilary’s cue to recite her ‘Debt of Gratitude’ speech. About how she could never fully repay 


Nancy for staying at home to care for their elderly parents, pointing out gently that she’d tried to make life easier by helping with the bills and expenses, stopping short of reminding her that even the blue bomb had also been a gift. Back when it was a solid, low-mileage, roadworthy vehicle and not a death trap that would surely have their mechanic father rolling in his grave. At least the engine was still running, unlike her luxury convertible that had failed to even start this morning. 


Cue Nancy’s ‘I Could Have Been’ speech. How she could have been a doctor or a lawyer, a catwalk model, even an astronaut if she hadn’t sacrificed everything so Hilary could run away and marry Jim. They were two seasoned actors following a script in a long-running play. And the curtain never really went down. 


When the blue bomb finally skidded to a halt outside the hospital, Hilary discovered tomato juice leaking between the hand-stitched seams of her handbag. The prognosis for the lettuce wasn’t looking good. But there wasn’t time to celebrate arriving in a car and not an ambulance. Nancy tugged on the handbrake and unfastened her seatbelt. 


‘You can’t park here.’ Hilary pointed out the red letters on the ground and the sign only millimetres from the front bumper. ‘This is the emergency drop-off zone. An outpatient appointment hardly counts as an emergency.’ 


Nancy made a sound through her nose. ‘If your sister having a shadow on her lung doesn’t constitute an emergency then I don’t know what does.’ 


‘Fine. Just don’t mention my name when they tow you away.’ 


A column of ash toppled from the drooping cigarette at Nancy’s lips. Leaning to one side, she disconnected some wires beneath the dash and finally the engine died. 


For a woman who was supposedly facing a potentially life-threatening diagnosis, Nancy looked remarkably well. Or at least no different to how she usually looked. She’d looked eighty since she was forty. Only her stained fingers and hacking cough hinted that her filthy habit might be catching up with her. 


The first customers would be checking their watches outside the cafeteria by now. Ten years of faithful service behind that counter and Hilary had never once taken a sick day or been late to flip the sign on the door. 


Nancy was talking again. She stubbed out the remains of her cigarette and emptied the overflowing ashtray through the open driver’s window before winding it up again. ‘Are you listening, Hil?’ 


‘Sorry, what was that?’ 


‘I said, don’t you worry about me. I’ll be fine. I’m used to doing things on my own.’ 


Here we go, thought Hilary. Act Two. Nancy’s whole shadow on the lung drama had unfolded remarkably quickly. There was something fishy about the timing, coinciding with a comment that she didn’t want to outstay her welcome and was thinking of looking for her own place. She was prepared to give her sister the benefit of the doubt but couldn’t muster any sympathy yet. The best she could offer was pragmatism. Nancy could take it or leave it. 


‘I told you I’d come with you to the appointment. Let me open up and give Joy her instructions then I’ll meet you in Outpatients. It’s right next door.’ 


‘No, I wouldn’t want to tear you away from your precious cafeteria.’ 


She knew Nancy didn’t really mean that, but she had a point. Even if Joy turned up on time for once – which was about as likely as Nancy agreeing to go to the optometrist for an eye test – Hilary couldn’t leave her to orientate today’s new volunteer unsupervised. Not when she was harbouring serious doubts about inviting Joy to stay on at the conclusion of her trial period next week. 


‘You’re right,’ Hilary conceded, picturing the potential mayhem Joy could cause in an hour. ‘Are you sure you’ll be okay?’ 


Lip quivering, Nancy nodded. ‘Do you have a spare pack of tissues in your bag or will Dr Goldman have a box?’ 


‘Don’t worry. I guarantee there’ll be tissues.’ It was true. There was always something to mop up in a hospital. 


The emotional pot shots continued out on the footpath as Nancy gave a conspicuous cough into her hand and appeared genuinely disappointed not to find her palm covered in consumptive blood specks. 


‘Pop in for a cup of tea afterwards,’ said Hilary brightly. 


She didn’t want to imagine her sister driving home alone after receiving bad news from the oncologist. If her role at the cafeteria weren’t so vital, she would simply put a notice on the door and be there for Nancy. Then again, this was the same woman who’d dragged Hilary back from a Mediterranean cruise supposedly to their mother’s deathbed, only for Hilary to find the old dear watching A Country Practice and tucking into a packet of licorice allsorts. 


Still, if it wasn’t for Nancy she would have found herself out on the streets six months ago. So where should her loyalties lie – with the children’s ward and the sea-life mural she’d vowed to raise the money for, or with her sister? 


Nancy cut a rather pathetic figure as she hobbled towards the hospital’s main entrance, swamped by the oversized raincoat she insisted on wearing, whatever the weather. When the giant glass doors eventually swallowed the fragile figure, Hilary saw her for what she was. For all their bickering, Nancy was her only living relative. Her own flesh and blood. 










Chapter 2


 


The pencil of power 


In the hospital car park, Joy practised her smile into her compact mirror. The bright tangerine colour that complemented her hair had bled into the lines around her mouth. After trying to mop up the tiny tributaries, she decided the solution was another layer of lipstick. The wider her smile, she noticed, the less obvious the bleeding. 


This morning the onshore breeze outside the hospital had turned her new scarf into a spinnaker, and forced her to break into an uncomfortable jog. Joy reefed in the excess fabric and secured it beneath her bra strap. She hoped that would be sufficient to satisfy Hilary’s rigid health and safety protocols. If the manageress had her way, the volunteers would all wear theatre scrubs and plastic clogs to serve tea and buns. 


Today, Joy had experimented with an oversized ring, an impulse purchase at a craft market years ago, back when her fingers were still straight. The pale blue glass disc was the size of a quail’s egg and she imagined Hilary’s eyes on stalks when she saw it. But Joy decided to wear it anyway. Partly because once she’d managed to slide the ring across her bulbous knuckle, she couldn’t get it off again. She was stuck with it. And so was Herr Hilary. She only hoped it wouldn’t hamper her chances of being offered the permanent position, after all the effort she put in over the past four weeks. Every night without fail, Len tested her on The Manual – unofficially referred to as Mein Kampf on the volunteer grapevine – until she was word perfect. 


‘In the event the manageress is absent due to . . .’ 


‘Illness, temporary or permanent mental or physical incapacity . . .’ Joy tried to picture the last line on page twenty-one. ‘Or on compassionate grounds.’ 


‘Responsibility will automatically be delegated down the chain of command in the following order of seniority . . .’ 


‘I know this,’ Joy bubbled. ‘Full-time accredited volunteers, then trainee volunteers, followed by short contract junior volunteers.’ 


Outside St Jude’s main entrance, Joy gathered herself. The hospital was in the throes of a major renovation. Not before time. From a distance the imposing Victorian building, presiding over the town from halfway up the hill, looked positively Dickensian. It appeared to have been designed as a deterrent to sickness or infirmity of any kind, and although the interior had been modernised over the years, it still had an old-fashioned air of misery. Joy reminded herself that she was not here to judge the hospital on aesthetics after the exceptional care they had given Len on ward seven, rather she was here to repay those kindnesses. 


In truth, she was getting as much out of her volunteering as the hospital was. The Marjorie Marshall Memorial Cafeteria 


was a place where staff, visitors and patients could all draw breath, drink a hot cup of tea and find a sympathetic ear. For Joy, it was a place to connect and belong. 


‘Morning, Joy.’ A figure stepped out of a cloud of blue– grey cigarette smoke. It was one of the long-stay patients, Vince, a gentle giant of a man who always wore the same blank expression and a pair of large headphones that never appeared to be actually plugged into anything. Everything about him had been slowed to half speed. Joy suspected it was the drugs, both the illicit ones and the ones the psychiatric ward prescribed. He was perfectly harmless, as was his equally wide-eyed partner-in-crime, Lindy, her sinewy body in perpetual motion, her yellow-stained fingers impatient for the cigarettes the security guards regularly slipped her. 


‘Hello, Vince,’ said Joy cheerily as she ran the gauntlet. 


Lindy stepped towards her. ‘Spare a ciggie?’ 


‘Sorry, lovely,’ Joy replied. ‘But if you pop down to the cafeteria in half an hour, I’ll have the usual for you.’ 


The usual, a daily can of fizzy drink, cost Joy a tiny portion of her pension, since neither Vince nor Lindy ever carried any cash. It was a small price to pay to keep them happy and she never begrudged adding the few coins to the till when Hilary wasn’t looking. 


The half-speed man and double-speed woman stood aside and waved her through. Joy spritzed her neck with the perfume bottle she kept in her handbag. The Lily of the Valley was no match for Vince and Lindy’s Benson & Hedges but for a woman whose own clothes stank of stale smoke, Hilary could be funny about smells. Hilary could be funny about a lot of things. 


Joy plumped up the peacock-coloured chiffon around her neck, adjusted the oversized ring until the colour returned to her knuckle, and took a deep breath. 


‘You can do this,’ she told herself, as she had at the start of every shift since her interview last month. The familiarity of the hospital had knotted her stomach that first morning. It was getting easier, each day bringing with it less trepidation, as Len had assured her it would. 


‘You’ll get there, love,’ he’d said when she came home that first day and told him she didn’t think she was ready after all. 


‘It’s much harder than I thought it would be.’ 


‘It’s all right to take your time.’ 


‘I worry about leaving you on your own all day.’ 


‘I’m not going anywhere in a hurry.’ 


One day she would return to the ward where Len clocked up enough frequent flyer points to secure him his own birthday cake and a kiss from the ward clerk. The blood tests and scans and transfusions were all behind them now, as was the lipstick-stained cheek. When the time was right, Joy would return to ward seven to thank all the doctors, nurses and auxiliaries individually. Only then would she be ready to move on from those dark days. Closure. That’s what they called it, which seemed curious to Joy. To her it represented the opposite – a new beginning, an opening up. But she wasn’t ready to go back yet. The last thing she wanted was a reminder of all Len had been through. The position at the cafeteria was a step in the right direction, she told herself, an excuse to get out of the house every day now that Len was doing better. An excuse to wear her outfits again, if nothing else. 


First on the right inside the main entrance was the tiny newsagency. Nitin was in his customary spot standing optimistically behind the counter watching the ebb and flow of potential customers. He waved and gave her a toothy grin. 


‘The new edition is here, Joy,’ he shouted, waving a Luxury Traveller magazine. 


‘Thank you, lovely. I’ll pick it up on my way out.’ 


One day, she and Len would take that trip they’d promised each other. In the meantime, there was no harm in dreaming. 


Nitin never set foot inside the cafeteria, and Joy knew Hilary went out of her way to avoid the tiny newsagency, even if it meant driving to an out-of-town office supplier whenever she needed new stationery. The unspoken rivalry made no sense to Joy. The newsagency sold newspapers and magazines, and the cafeteria offered mainly tea and buns. Yes, it was true that Nitin also stocked confectionery and cold drinks, but Hilary also insisted on keeping a small display of greeting cards. St Jude’s was a busy hospital and there were plenty of customers to go round. Enough for Nitin to make a modest living and plenty for the volunteer-run cafeteria to raise money for essential equipment or fund small projects to improve the lives of the patients. 


Joy hurried past the reception desk, lest she be sucked into the gravitational field of Wendy’s latest conspiracy theory. She was the human equivalent of Twitter, sharing snippets of news and opinions with unsuspecting passers-by. Even the mild-mannered Nitin referred to her as Hashtag Wendy. 


By the time she reached the cafeteria Joy was quite out of breath. Avoiding Wendy was at least keeping her fit. Today marked a personal best. Unfortunately the physical signs of her exertion were unlikely to disguise yet another late arrival. 


As she’d feared, Hilary was already standing under the clock, arms folded. 


‘Eight fifty,’ she said. ‘You’re late again. This simply won’t do.’ 


‘Sorry, sorry, sorry,’ puffed Joy. ‘It’s only eight forty-five by my watch. I checked it against the World Service this morning.’ 


‘Even Greenwich Mean Time can’t be trusted. You should know by now that we go by this.’ Hilary pointed to the old plastic clock that hung behind the counter, hands almost obscured by years of grease and dust. What Joy wouldn’t give to have a go at that sad grimy face with the Spray n’ Wipe. If only she could do the same with Hilary’s scowl. 


Choose your battles, she heard Len say. GMT wasn’t worth getting into a lather over. 


She put her bag on the usual shelf in the overstuffed storeroom and found a clean blue apron. Her scarf became entangled with the apron strings almost straight away but Hilary was too busy grinding her pencil through the sharpener to notice. Every morning, Joy watched her test the lead point against her index finger until she was satisfied. It was reassuring to know that if theatres ran out of instruments, Hilary’s pencil was ready to perform open-heart surgery if needed. 


‘Where’s the Duke of Edinburgh this morning?’ Joy looked around for the nervous lad. She had grown rather fond of him. She’d always loved young people and delighted in the fact that at her age, most people were younger than her anyway. 


‘He had a mishap on the gold hike,’ replied Hilary. ‘Dr Nash is repairing his anterior cruciate this morning.’ 


Joy wasn’t completely certain what this meant but the fact that an orthopaedic surgeon was involved implied she was referring to a body part and not camping equipment. 


‘I’m sure we’ll manage,’ said Joy but she was going to miss him, not least because without his perceived shortcomings, hers would be under increased scrutiny. Mondays were the hospital’s busiest day, when the cafeteria was most under pressure. Still, they were hardly feeding the five thousand, although with Hilary as the official micro-manageress the task of supplying simple refreshments to a handful of customers often felt biblical in proportion. 


‘Don’t worry,’ Hilary said. ‘There’s a new girl starting this morning. She should be here at nine. Chloe Something-Pearson. Double-barrelled, so she should be good. Her father, I forget his name, is head of colorectal at The General. Her mother, Sue Pearson, is a surgeon too, works here at St Jude’s.’ 


‘I know that name. If it’s the same lady doctor I’m thinking of, she’s very good. One of my book club ladies was under her for her scare last year. Nice bedside manner. Warm hands.’ 


‘Apparently this Chloe girl is going to be a doctor too. It’s about time we had someone intelligent working here.’ Seeing Joy’s face fall, Hilary added, ‘No offence, Joy.’ 


‘None taken, Hilary.’ 


Hilary must have noticed the ring because she pursed her lips and made that little sound through her nose. ‘Since we’re already running late, I’ll do napkins myself.’ She nodded towards the almost-empty plate under the glass dome by the till, ‘You’re on muffins this morning.’ 


Joy washed her hands and set to work transferring blueberry muffins from a large plastic container in the storeroom to the plate. Last week, when the midweek muffin supply hadn’t arrived, Joy had microwaved a Monday muffin, dusted it with icing sugar and added a squirt of cream before she’d served it to a customer. Far from praising her ingenuity, Hilary had whipped the plate away from the customer and issued an immediate refund. 


‘In future I’d prefer it if you didn’t show too much initiative, Joy. We have a reputation for serving honest food here. Simple and fresh. This,’ she said, addressing the steaming muffin, ‘is not fresh.’ 


It was almost nine. When she’d finished with the muffins, Joy started on the fruit buns. She’d barely finished stacking the plump doughy buns when Hilary elbowed her aside and rearranged them into a tottering pyramid. 


‘Until you’ve been to Giza and seen what those ancient Egyptians built with their bare hands, you can’t possibly understand.’ Hilary stood back and admired the arrangement. She and her husband had ‘travelled’. Money bought stories, and in this case, guaranteed the final word on fruit buns. 


Hilary was on edge this morning, glancing repeatedly at the clock and apparently oblivious to the customers waiting patiently outside. As always, at the front of the queue was an immaculately dressed older man carrying a folded newspaper under his arm. Three times a week, on the days his wife underwent dialysis according to Wendy, the man with the newspaper made himself at home at the table in the far corner, where he read his paper from cover to cover. He was polite and proper, a real gentleman, but not one for small talk. Joy had introduced herself and he’d smiled warmly but never offered his name in return. She delivered a fresh pot of tea to his table every hour on the hour. On Mondays he ordered a sausage roll which he ate with a knife and fork. Wednesdays he liked a toasted fruit bun with butter, and on Fridays Joy always made sure she saved him his favourite, a chocolate muffin. At midday, he would rise stiffly from the hard plastic chair and after arching his back he always paid with a polite thank you and left, presumably to take his wife home again. 


‘Shall I flip the sign, Hilary?’ 


‘Very well, but remember to do it clockwise. I can’t put up with all that tapping again.’ 


The last time she had been allowed to flip the sign from closed to open, the breeze had caused the sign to tap against the glass door, much to Hilary’s undisguised irritation. Joy reminded herself again why she was here. She’d win the tyrannical manageress round in the end. Len always told her she had a way with people. So far, however, she hadn’t found a way with Hilary. 










Chapter 3


 


The new Duke of Edinburgh 


Normally so comfortable, Chloe’s Docs may as well have been made of lead. Each clomping footfall echoed off the sterile corridor walls, her mother’s words pulsing in her ears as she ran. 


‘Don’t be late, Chloe.’ 


Don’t be late. 


Shit. Her mother was going to go ballistic after all the strings she’d pulled to secure this volunteer position at the very last minute. 


‘I’m onto it, Mum,’ she’d insisted, referring to the blank paperwork sitting on her desk. She simply hadn’t got to it yet, that’s all. 


Chloe had been a bit miffed when her mother insisted on taking over and calling Hilary, the manageress, on Chloe’s behalf. She might be the youngest child but she was nearly eighteen. 


Tonight, Chloe would have to explain why she’d been late on her first morning. She imagined trying to tell her mum she’d been distracted taking a photo of a toddler on the bus. The sun had been shining through the kid’s blond curls and they looked like an angel’s wings. Chloe missed her stop and had to walk back to the hospital from the next one. 


Her mother would sigh, head on one side. Chlo-ee. The disappointment was way harder to handle than a full-on dummy spit. She wouldn’t understand how taking a photo could make someone miss their bus stop. No point explaining that the best shots were always the candid ones, and that if Chloe didn’t capture the beauty of the moment it would be lost forever. If the inside of a bus could be considered beautiful. Later, she would edit the photo on her laptop, cropping out the ugly background and experimenting with different exposures and filters. 


The sign on the wooden-framed door hadn’t changed since Chloe had spent what felt like half one winter at St Jude’s Hospital with recurring tonsillitis, not as a patient, since her parents always wrote the prescriptions for the sickly courses of penicillin, but in the waiting room with colouring-in pencils because she was too sick to go to school. Looking back she was amazed she’d survived childhood with two medical parents, a dubious privilege and renowned predictor of neglected illnesses or injuries. It had been other people’s mothers who’d taken pity on her when she’d had a fever, taking her to the cafeteria next door for an orange squash and a Kit Kat. Patients often complained about waiting an hour for their doctor. Chloe had spent half her childhood waiting for her mother. 


Even now, St Jude’s Hospital still brought bile to her throat. People always said that hospitals smelled of disinfectant. That wasn’t it at all. It was noise that made people uncomfortable. Bare walls and hard floors reflected every sound: the whistling of a wardsperson pushing a trolley, the nervous chatter of visitors, phones, pagers, elevators, the crisp snap of starched linen and the hiss of oxygen. Hospitals sounded clinical. Even the tinkle of the bell over the door to the Marjorie Marshall Memorial Cafeteria was enough to freeze Chloe’s insides. 


A beaming woman in a blue apron greeted her. ‘You must be Chloe.’ 


God, the place looked exactly the same. Nothing had changed at all in the last eleven or twelve years. The spindly greeting card holder in the corner. The knitted teddy bears lined up on the top shelf like sinister woollen voodoo dolls. The glass-covered plate of muffins. Even the old man in the corner with his newspaper seemed familiar. It was like stepping into a museum of memories, one that provoked an unexpectedly visceral reaction. Even her throat ached when she swallowed although her tonsils were long gone. 


‘Sorry.’ First rule of being Chloe Foster-Pearson: always start with an apology. She pulled a piece of hair away from her sweat-damp forehead and poked it behind her ear. ‘Are you the manageress?’ 


‘Oh no, dear.’ The woman seemed to think this was hilarious. ‘I’m Joy. The intern. She’s the manageress.’ She pointed to a woman in a red apron who was frowning at a tatty five-dollar note. 


She pulled a piece of lint from Chloe’s sleeve and lowered her voice, ‘A word to the wise, try and arrive before we open next time. And you might want to do something about your hair.’ She mimed pulling Chloe’s dense curls back into a ponytail. 


The woman in the red apron approached and shook Chloe’s hand formally. ‘I’m Hilary. Welcome to the Marjorie Marshall Memorial Cafeteria.’ She spoke with deference, in the slightly stilted way people usually addressed her parents. Pleasantries followed, mostly variations on how lucky they were to have Chloe volunteering there. 


‘Who was Marjorie Marshall?’ Chloe asked Joy as she donned an identical blue apron. 


‘No one can remember.’ Joy sniggered. 


‘Pay attention, ladies,’ said Hilary sharply. ‘We’ll start you on coffees, Chloe, since you’re practically a doctor.’ 


Chloe’s eyes widened when she saw the enormous printed labels stuck on the coffee machine. 


‘Val who used to do Tuesdays was very good with computers,’ Joy helpfully explained as she demonstrated the different functions. ‘Basically, it’s On, Off, Black, White. Anything fancy, like a latte or a flat white, just press White. If someone orders a cappuccino, add a few chocolate sprinkles on the top.’ Next, Joy showed her the fridge. ‘This is where we keep the milk.’ When Chloe frowned, she patted her arm. ‘Don’t worry, love, you’ll soon get the hang of it. We mostly serve teas.’ 


Chloe peered inside. ‘Is there a choice of milk?’ 


‘On Mondays we get Farmer’s Best delivered, but when that runs out, I’m afraid it’s supermarket home brand.’ 


‘I mean, like almond or soy?’ 


Joy laughed. ‘No pet, there’s not the call for it in here.’ 


‘What do we do about the customers who are lactose intolerant?’ 


‘I usually leave the intolerant customers to the intolerant manageress.’ 


‘But –’ 


‘Do your best. All that matters is that it’s hot and served with a smile. That’s what our customers value most.’ Joy thought of something. ‘Or you could offer them a juice instead.’ She indicated the line of coloured boxes on the shelf, the kind that Chloe used to buy from the school canteen before her mother turned into the sugar police. 


The first customer orders were already in, impaled on a savage-looking metal spike on the counter. While she waited for the kettle to boil, Joy demonstrated the more technical features of the coffee machine. She explained how to refill the coffee beans and where to empty the grounds. 


‘It’s a lot for you to take in on your first day, I know, but one day soon it’ll be your first day on the ward as a newly qualified doctor. Imagine that!’ 


Suddenly, Chloe couldn’t feel her legs. She removed a blue plastic water bottle from her bag and took a large swig. Her legs returned. 


Joy nodded approvingly. ‘It’s important to stay well hydrated when you’re working in a high-pressure environment like this. Hospitals can be very dehydrating. I keep my glass over there by the sink, have a little sip every time I pass it.’ 


Chloe watched Hilary walk over to the sink, empty the glass and put it into the dishwasher. When her back was turned, Joy helped herself to a clean glass from the cupboard, filled it and, with a wink, placed it next to the sink. 


Speaking behind her hand, Joy offered Chloe some final advice. ‘Don’t let her intimidate you, her bark is worse than her bite. Show some initiative, but not too much. Also, wash your hands like you’re a brain surgeon or she’ll make you do them again, and never, ever touch the pencil of power.’ By this, Chloe assumed she was referring to the pencil Hilary was using to write the customers’ order on a thick pad of paper. 


One tea, no sugar. One coffee, two sugars. 


It hardly seemed worth sacrificing a tree for a tea and a coffee. Surely Hilary could credit her staff with remembering two items, but as Joy fussed and faffed about with cups and saucers, took the milk out of the fridge to add to the tea, put it back in the fridge then removed it a second time for the coffee, Chloe understood. Who’d have guessed there were so many permutations of hot water, milk and sugar, so many opportunities for error. Far from complaining about the long wait or the unsightly dribbles down the sides of the cup, the grey-haired couple who’d ordered the drinks smiled and thanked her profusely when Chloe delivered the tray to the table. 


The other customers waiting patiently for their orders included a hipster couple holding hands and gazing into each other’s eyes, a nervous-looking older woman clutching a breast cancer leaflet and an overly made-up woman wearing a tight black business suit and scarlet nails who parked her briefcase on the spare chair at her table. A drug rep. The bane of her mother’s life. Her father, on the other hand, was more accommodating, especially of the younger, more attractive women. 


With Hilary engaged in a lengthy exchange with a woman at the counter who didn’t seem interested in anything except chatting, Chloe tried to keep herself busy. But there were only so many times she could fold and refold the tea towel and wipe down the countertop. It was going to be a long day. 


‘Psst.’ Chloe heard a noise from the storeroom. Joy beckoned her over and provided another titbit of advice. ‘That’s Wendy from reception. Come and hide in here ’til she’s gone. That woman’s like a human black hole. If she finds out who you are, we’ll never get rid of her.’ 


It was slightly awkward playing hide and seek like this. Her best friend Sam volunteered in a charity shop and told her about all the cool vintage clothes he’d found as he emptied the donations. He had a proper paying job too, helping his dad with his removal business at the weekend. Whenever Chloe mentioned looking for a part-time job her parents responded by upping her allowance. 


‘You need to concentrate on your academic studies this year, Chloe,’ her mother said over yet another strained family meal during which her father barked orders down the phone at his long-suffering registrar. 


‘If you need money for anything,’ her mother continued, ‘all you have to do is ask. You know that.’ 


Her father had muttered expletives and hung up on his junior. He turned his attention to dissecting the layers of his vegetable lasagne and excising what looked like a lump of broccoli. Her mother glared at him across the table and, to Chloe’s relief, dropped the subject of her study habits. Her results weren’t great this semester. She often wondered if she’d peaked too soon academically. The science subjects she was studying this year required real concentration and Chloe simply couldn’t muster the same enthusiasm as she had in previous years. It was only a matter of time before her parents discovered her slipping grades. 


Joy peered round the corner. ‘Wendy’s gone.’ Then, retreating, she said, ‘Quick, look busy, here’s the boss.’ 


‘What are you both doing in here?’ Backlit in the narrow storeroom entrance, Hilary stood with her feet apart forming the silhouette of an angry capital A. 


‘Joy couldn’t reach the sugar.’ 


At first this drew a blank until Joy finally caught on. ‘Yes, we’re out of sugar,’ she said as Chloe pretended to reach for the box on the top shelf. 


‘Well, hurry up. It’s five to ten. The ward rounds will be finishing soon.’ 


‘Good job you’re so tall,’ said Joy when Hilary had gone. 


‘My dad’s six foot four,’ said Chloe, handing over the box. 


‘He’s in colonics, isn’t he? At The General.’ 


‘Both my parents are colorectal surgeons,’ Chloe replied with a wry smile, resisting the urge to add her usual quip about how they counted the knives and forks at the end of each meal, making light of what other people found fascinating, and she found excruciating. 


‘Well, you must be a clever girl then.’ Joy patted her on the arm and showed her where to place the sugar sachets on the saucer. ‘Have you decided what you want to specialise in yet? Are you going to follow your parents into surgery?’ 


Why was this the first thing that people always asked her, as if she were somehow a perfect clone of her parents, or her two older brothers, Ryan and Dan, both pre-eminent in their own scalpel-wielding fields – Ryan removing brain tumours and Dan removing babies? As if to remind her she was the family’s genetic hiccup. 


‘I haven’t decided yet,’ was her stock reply. Preferably, it would be a specialty that didn’t involve hospitals. Or patients. Or getting out of bed. 


‘Never mind. That choice is years away.’ 


Years. Her brothers had made medical school sound like a six-year boot camp. A feat of endurance followed by an even tougher challenge as a junior doctor. It would be like finishing a marathon and, when you were expecting a cold drink and a lie-down, being herded towards another start line. 


‘Ladies!’ Hilary called sharply from the counter. ‘Positions please.’ 


‘Follow my lead,’ said Joy, once again taking Chloe by the arm and positioning her in front of the coffee machine. ‘You can line up the cups and saucers. We mustn’t keep the consultants waiting.’ 


When the first doctor walked in wearing dark blue scrubs and a paper theatre hat, once again Chloe’s legs turned peculiarly watery. 


‘That’s McDreamy,’ said Joy, noticing her staring. 


‘What?’ 


‘Anaesthetist. He could put me to sleep any time.’ Joy tried to wink and Chloe noticed for the first time that she was wearing false eyelashes. Unfortunately one had come adrift and she was desperately trying to make it stick again. 


‘Takeaway cappuccino,’ called Hilary over her shoulder. ‘Chop, chop.’ 


‘Don’t forget I like it extra hot, Joy,’ McDreamy said as he handed over a mug with a plastic patient identity bracelet around the handle. 


‘Would you like some sugar on the side?’ replied Joy, having sorted out her eyelash emergency. She dropped her voice for Chloe’s benefit. ‘We flirt a bit. I tell myself it’s okay to look but not touch. I’m a married woman, you see. Len’s his name. Fifty-three years in June and never a cross word.’ 


Chloe heard a crash. Scattered around her feet she saw broken white crockery. Mercifully, the mug that seconds before had been in her hand had been empty but it wasn’t going to earn her the best reference from Hilary. Chloe froze, hands shielding her eyes trying to unsee what she’d done. Joy rescued the individual fragments and made noises about finding the glue while Hilary glared. 


‘Sorry.’ It came out as little more than a whisper. 


McDreamy was very good about it and assured Chloe the mug was stolen anyway, the name on the ID band unreadable from repeated washing up. 


‘Don’t you worry, love,’ said Joy. ‘With my carpal tunnels it was like a Greek wedding here on my first day. Now, fetch me something so I can sweep this up.’ 


‘Do we have a broom?’ 


Joy whispered, ‘Hilary usually parks hers in the corner of the storeroom.’ 


Out of sight, Chloe opened her backpack and found her water bottle. Lingering, she drank, gulp after gulp until she ran out of breath and the bottle was empty. 










Chapter 4


 


At home on the Grange 


Behind the hoardings, the constant banging and drilling noises at St Jude’s gave little away about what was actually going on with the renovations. The phase one reveal was only days away and yet Hilary was still waiting to hear the finer details of the specific plans for the cafeteria. Indeed, she was yet to hear any details at all. The cafeteria was long overdue for a new coat of paint and the cracks in the old linoleum were shifting like tectonic plates. She liked to think she had a good working relationship with St Jude’s General Manager, Dave Rawlinson; he’d even started calling her by her first name, saving her the humiliation of still answering to Mrs Halliday. Fortunately, the customers judged the cafeteria on its food rather than its fifty-year-old décor. Unfortunately, far too many people still judged Hilary by what her husband 


– soon to be ex-husband – had done. 


It had been hard to ignore the initial barrage of pleading phone calls from him and the voicemail messages she’d deleted without listening to. When she’d changed her phone number, Jim had turned to bombarding her with emails. And when she’d stopped opening her inbox, he’d begun writing letters by hand. When she hadn’t answered those either, transferring the unopened envelopes from the mailbox directly to the bin, the letters began arriving directly from his solicitor instead. 


Hilary closed up the cafeteria for the day and headed towards the main entrance. By the time she headed home each day, the nail guns had usually fallen silent behind the hoardings. Today, the builders were still at it and if anything the powertool orchestra seemed even louder than normal, as if the work were reaching a crescendo. Wendy kept claiming to know what was happening, trying to dangle morsels of information in front of Hilary, but Hilary knew better than to trust her. She trusted Dave. 


‘Have you seen the newsletter?’ Wendy called out as Hilary hastened past reception. St Jude’s didn’t need a newsletter when they had Wendy. Although, now she thought about it, Hilary hadn’t seen a newsletter poked under the cafeteria door for a while. 


‘Very interesting, but it’s not really any of my business,’ she replied, now her standard response to Wendy. The phone rang and Wendy answered it, reluctantly. ‘Reception, this is Wendy speaking. Would you mind holding please?’ Wendy covered the mouthpiece and shouted, ‘You’ll need an umbrella, Hilary.’ 


Hilary waved in acknowledgement and carried on walking. Wendy was right about the weather though, a pregnant cloud that had been threatening all afternoon finally delivered its downpour at the exact moment the doors opened. 


Hilary fumbled for the miniature umbrella she always kept at the bottom of her handbag. It was a handy size for storage 


but sadly was no more use than a paper cocktail umbrella at keeping her dry. She was wondering if she should simply make a dash for the bus shelter, when she heard the impatient toot of a car horn. There was Nancy, waving from behind the arcing windscreen wipers of the old bomb. With blue–grey fumes belching from the exhaust, and white smoke seeping through the small gap at the top of the driver’s window, it looked as though the car was on fire in spite of the rain. 


‘I thought I’d surprise you,’ said Nancy, pulling away before Hilary had even fastened her seatbelt. ‘I didn’t want you waiting for the bus in this rain.’ 


‘Thank you but it really wasn’t necessary.’ Especially if Nancy had been the receiver of bad news this morning. Hilary examined her sister for clues. Her expression and body language were no different, and yet she’d failed to materialise for the cup of tea earlier today as promised. Nancy’s driving gave nothing away either, nor did her running commentary of the inferiority of the other road users as she weaved through the traffic. 


Give her space, Hilary decided. Let her bring up the subject in her own time. 


Nancy enquired about the new girl and Hilary shared her first impressions of Chloe Something-Pearson. How she’d had to help the girl tie her apron, which didn’t bode well for a future doctor, and how a casual observer might mistake her hand-washing technique for someone massaging a slimy fish in the sink. 


Nancy listened and asked question after question but remained maddeningly tight-lipped about her appointment with the specialist. Was this all part of the game? 


‘So? How did it go this morning?’ Hilary blurted out, unable to contain her curiosity any longer. ‘What’s the verdict?’ 


Nancy didn’t flinch. ‘It’s not looking good,’ she said, mistaking second gear for fourth and sending the ancient engine into a panic attack of revs. Steering with her wrists, she stayed in second gear – and the fast lane – while pulling another cigarette from the packet. 


Hilary prided herself on being solutions-orientated and had spent all day mentally preparing for the worst-case scenario when it came to her sister’s diagnosis. Whether it was becoming homeless at the age of seventy-five, or the unpleasantness surrounding Mrs Nicholson’s leaked resignation letter citing ‘personal differences’, she liked to think she could restore order from chaos. Sympathy would only encourage Nancy to wallow. Far better to offer the benefit of her medical knowledge and connections. 


‘In that case we need to focus on a bias towards positivity,’ she said, relishing the opportunity to practise the business jargon she used when addressing the hospital’s management team. ‘You’d be surprised what can be done these days.’ 


‘That’s just it. It comes down to how much you’re willing to pay.’ 


‘Do you have any idea how much it’s going to cost? Roughly? You know I’ll do everything I can to help, Nancy, I am your sister. It’s just the court seized all Jim’s assets. I’ve been surviving on the cash I withdrew the days before the bank froze our accounts, and my little slush fund is fast running out of slush. I don’t even know if I qualify for a state pension yet. I’m back to square one.’ 


‘A few thousand, he reckons.’ Nancy took a long final draw on her cigarette and tossed it out the window. 


‘Oh.’ 


‘What do you expect? It is a Mercedes.’ 


‘What are you talking about?’ 


‘Your fancy pants car. The mobile mechanic came to look at it today and said you need a new starter motor. It’s going to cost a fortune to replace.’ 


Hilary had no reason to doubt the mechanic’s diagnosis. When she’d turned the key that morning, nothing had happened. No lights, no radio. Not a sound from the engine. But this was beside the point. Nancy was being evasive, deliberately obtuse as usual. 


‘I wasn’t referring to the car.’ Secretly, the mechanic’s prognosis was equally devastating, but saying so out loud would make her a bad person, worse than she already was for even thinking it. She should have sold the useless car while it was still running. ‘I want to know what Dr Goldman said about you.’ 
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