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‘The individual suffering from moral distress need not be the one who has acted or failed to act; moral distress can be caused by witnessing moral transgressions by others. Moral injury can arise where sustained moral distress leads to impaired function or longer-term psychological harm. Moral injury can produce profound guilt and shame, and in some cases also a sense of betrayal, anger and profound ‘moral disorientation’. It has also been linked to severe mental health issues’


Moral Distress and Moral Injury: Recognising and tackling it for UK doctors, British Medical Association


‘Act with honesty and integrity.
65: You must make sure that your conduct justifies your patients’ trust in you and the public’s trust in the profession’


Good Medical Practice: The duties of a doctor registered with the GMC, General Medical Council





Prologue



The party was out of hand. Everyone was fucked. Everyone. I remember the air, thick with the smell of vomit and sweat. There was smashing, screaming, hysterical laughter, a thudding bass, a sticky floor. You can imagine it. The living room was packed, people dancing, a sofa covered in coats, coffee table full of empty beer bottles, pizza boxes, shot glasses. I had to move slowly, weaving, tiptoed, and I went past a couple really going at it, and someone I recognised from class was smoking a joint. He stretched his hand towards me and held my arm as I walked by, clinging on. I shook him off though, that was it, and stepped over more bodies, but he followed me into the bathroom. He was tall, gangly, a bit of a less good-looking Kurt Cobain.


He asked me for drugs. I told him I don’t do drugs, but he laughed, and there were plenty of drugs there, I won’t lie. A gold-framed mirror hung above the sink and I stared at my face as he kneeled and started chopping up and snorting off the toilet seat. My eyes looked different, which was weird. I’d put eyeliner on. That’s it. When I turned around he was laughing and his nose was covered in powder. ‘Enough to kill a horse.’ It seemed funny. It didn’t feel dangerous, or like anything was wrong. I mean I knew that enough drugs to kill a horse was a terrible idea, but it seemed normal, almost safe, warm. That’s until there was knocking on the door. Really angry knocking. When we went out, people were fighting. That’s when I knew for sure that something really bad would happen.


It turned into a big fight, immature, weird, almost like a school fight, and so we wanted to stay away from it. I saw an arm pulled back in slow motion, the rounded fist, then it sprung forward, arrow-like. I remember wailing and fists and splattering, chattering teeth. And screaming. It moved inside my skin and sat in my bones. Calcified. I wrote a poem about bones once. The pattern of bones, the honeycomb of our insides, like bees. It felt unreal, the whole situation, like I had stepped inside my own poem.


Another scream and then we ran upstairs. All three of us. And that’s when it happened.


I looked at their faces at the bottom, full of shock. There was shouting for an ambulance.


Everyone scattered, and I remembered a box of insects my brother collected when we were little, tipping it onto the carpet, and the creatures scuttling to the edges, the dark, safe spaces. I walked towards danger, that’s what people always said; to the point everyone is running from. But I couldn’t look this time. Not at first. We ran down the stairs though and I could see straight away, he was hurt, badly. He was lying on his back, his head tipped back, mouth open. He was waxy like a beeswax candle. He was the colour of bone, chalk-white, grey-eyed, translucent-lipped, dead-looking.


He wasn’t moving.


Everything was hazy then. It was like time stopped and there was a siren and screaming. I remember thinking: Is he dead?


There was a doctor there, wearing greens and working on him.


He wasn’t breathing. I stared at the red rucksack open on the floor, its contents spilling out: cannulae, oropharyngeal airways, bags of fluid. Doctor things that I recognised. I know doctor things.


The doctor had the boy’s head tipped back even further, and I tried to focus on the doctor’s rucksack, kit, stuff, and she was looking down his body and counting out loud, One; two; three; four …


The waxy waney bone boy did not move. His chest did not rise. There was only blood. So much blood.


I heard whoosh, whoosh, whoosh and then someone was pulling me by the hand. Then I heard sirens. Blue flashes filled the room, and it was really weird but somehow in that moment, I had a clear thought, that we are bioluminescent, blue-glowed. Guess I was in shock. Or we were just out of it.


Then there was shouting.


Someone switched on all the bright wall lights.


‘Wake up, snap out of it. Please. Please. Oh my God, oh my God. Fuck. He’s fucking dead. Fuck.’


And it’s like I was aware something was very, very wrong, but I couldn’t move, my feet frozen to the spot. There is so much blood in life, isn’t there?


Five; six; seven.


The doctor stopped counting, and her mouth was still moving, her eyes straight on me. The doctor. I hadn’t even recognised her! I think it was shock.


Run.


And that’s it, the truth. All of it. I did exactly what I was told. I ran, and ran and ran.





ONE



Olivia (2024)


Olivia looked at the patient’s heart and thought of a rib-eye steak. It was too marbled with fatty tissue, the arteries thickened and stenosed, the red of the blood not quite red enough. She’d been doing this job a long time now. She could almost tell by the shade of red of a person’s blood exactly how oxygenated they were, how likely to survive long term, the quality of that life. Olivia had once been dragged into a MAC store by her fifteen-year-old daughter, Freya, who insisted a £22 lipstick would enhance her look, and her life, and she’d stood in front of the red section, glaring at the different shades, giving them all a likely pH reading. Cardiothoracic surgeons never wore red lipstick.


‘I’m assessing acid-base balance of red lipsticks,’ she’d texted her husband, Dele. ‘We need a holiday!’


This man’s blood was Antique Velvet rather than Russian Red. He was in trouble. Olivia would fix him up and send him on his way, but she wasn’t a magician. She couldn’t undo years of bad choices, of processed foods, smoking, lack of exercise, and too much alcohol. God, she thought, she could use a drink herself. She stopped a moment, inhaled through the mask, smelling her own ketotic coffee breath. She hadn’t eaten breakfast, which was a schoolboy error, and supper the night before had been boozy and late. She was trying to blot out the panic, Laura’s face, her expression, the way she’d wrung her hands together, and mostly her words. Life will never be the same for them again. Not quite. Olivia had been anaesthetising herself with Dr Pinot all week since then, lest she wake wide-eyed thump-hearted, anxiety crashing through her system. Exhausted, anxious, hungover and hungry was not a good combination for any surgeon, a soup of risk factors. Still, she could do this operation with her eyes shut, and she often did. Dele said that during her sleep she moved her hands like a pianist.


The operating theatre was full and noisy, but Olivia liked it that way. She played music as soon as the patient was under: Beethoven symphonies, Prince, acid jazz, Little Simz, Philip Glass, all dependent on both her mood and how the operation was going. Silence was rare in this room, and it meant very bad things. If Olivia asked for the music to stop, everyone knew the patient would die, but this was a rare event, with her safe hands. Her hands were tiny. Her dad had always told her she’d either be a locksmith or a cardiothoracic surgeon. Her fingers were insured. Precious body parts and she cared for them as such, making sure to moisturise the skin, stretch them out, not overuse them by scrolling on Twitter. But of course her skin was permanently dry from so much washing, and arthritis an inevitability. She had started embroidery last year, which helped a little, after Anjali had given her a ‘profanity embroidery’ kit for her birthday which made her laugh and sent her into a rabbit hole of similar patterns, their downstairs loo now covered with expletives in delicate script. A quiet rage, Dele called it.


‘Pressure’s not ideal.’ The anaesthetist was relatively junior, slightly arrogant, full of bravado, a younger Dele. He’d need a few knocks to calm down. He was nodding to the arterial pressure, the wave pattern flattening slightly, the numbers dipping. None of the alarms went off in theatre, it was too distracting and too frequent. They had them permanently silenced. Instead, they measured the weight of the air, the expressions in each other’s eyes, the body language of the anaesthetist. Olivia was convinced that the air smelled different when things were about to go wrong, an outdoor smell, not entirely unpleasant. But Dele thought that was claptrap.


Olivia went into autopilot. Her body had developed muscle memory over the years performing the same operations, the same intricate movements time and again, dancing hands inside the patient’s chest. The scrub nurse today was Frankie, a pale and thin, permanently tired man who was cheerful despite his dour appearance. He cracked quiet jokes as he passed her instruments, sometimes instruments she never even asked for, as though it was him operating and not her. He’d been working there a long time, and she trusted him, which as far as Olivia was concerned was the single most important factor in medicine. Trust. If her patients didn’t trust her, or if she didn’t trust her colleagues, or vice versa, then mistakes happened. Quick and precise fingers and sharp intellect were important, but transparency and integrity were the real skills of surgery.


‘You’re away with the fairies today.’ Frankie handed her a scalpel and swabs. ‘Need a break?’


Olivia shook her head, looked again at the pressures, dipping and flattening, like radio waves going out of signal. ‘Let’s get another six units and some fibrinogen. Is the FFP thawed?’


A nurse standing at the back of the theatre lifted her hand. In the other hand she was holding the fresh frozen plasma, and gently rocking it forward and back, like a newborn baby, to thaw it slowly without disrupting the properties. Olivia focused on the colour inside the pouch, an almost mustard yellow, the colour of mead that she and her best friends Anjali and Laura used to drink a million years ago at medical school; Anjali’s parents used to send it up from Cornwall. She looked back down at her hands. They were not as steady as usual. She’d noticed that on the odd day: a slight tremor. It took all her energy and focus to keep them entirely still, and she stared at her fingertips until there wasn’t even a fraction of movement. A millimetre of error could result in cardiac tamponade, piercing the outer layer of the heart until blood filled it and compressed the heart itself, causing cardiac arrest if not treated urgently. It was a serious complication of heart surgery, and there were others too. Infection, thrombolysis causing stroke, blood loss, arrhythmia, sudden death.


Olivia pushed her hands inside the man on the table in front of her. Covered in sheets and painted with chlorhexidine, he didn’t look like a man anymore, rather a collection of parts. It was like looking inside a car engine, opening someone up. As she always told Dele, they were just mechanics or plumbers really. Coronary bypass surgery. Hours before, this patient had been propped up in A&E, grey, sweating, and with the most excruciating pain he’d ever experienced across his chest, as his fatty heart tried to squeeze the blood through an artery the diameter of a child’s straw, thickened with plaque. Ten years ago, he’d be dead. In other parts of the world, he’d be dead. It didn’t seem like he was a lucky man, sliced open and peeled back, his heart mechanically stopped so Olivia could fiddle around with it, all his circulating blood coming out of his body via vascaths in his neck, and around the bypass machine, a small fairground or waterpark of tubes and wires and large circular pads endlessly turning clockwise, perfusing his blood with the oxygen he was unable to himself, before going back into his body. He was lucky though, thought Olivia. They all were. The NHS might be underfunded and undervalued by the government, but it remained one of the best healthcare systems in the world.


It was helpful to think of this as a man, not, simply, a collection of parts. It drove her hands to be still and certain, her mind to be sharp. Olivia was quietly confident. No nonsense. She had never been a hothead like Dele, who once reportedly threw a surgical instrument in a fit of rage and had a discip­linary process thrown back at him. Freya had inherited Dele’s fiery temper. Miles was most like Olivia.


Olivia thought of the handmade card she’d seen next to the patient’s bed when she had visited him on the ward, a child’s drawing of a sunshine on the front, and squiggly handwriting inside: Get Well Soon Grandad, and she allowed images to flick through her thoughts, of this man with a grandchild on his knee, digging carrots in an allotment, slow dancing with his wife in the kitchen. She imagined him having a booming loud voice. She pictured him on holiday, maybe on a Greek island, gazing out at the sea, deep in memories. She noticed the crappy tattoo on his forearm, faded puddle green that looked like it had been self-administered with a compass and ink – a prison tattoo perhaps. She allowed these thoughts to invade her head, until she was no longer looking at a fatty heart, and bad choices, but a life. A human life. Full of joy and pain, darkness and light, triumphs and regrets.


There was a sudden flashing from all the monitors and the anaesthetist stood up. Blood filled the cavity that Liv had created. A lot of blood. ‘Fuck,’ Frankie leaped towards her with suction, more swabs. A nurse positioned the light above their heads, another began pushing in blood, squeezing the bag.


Olivia was famous for being calm during storms. She knew what she was doing, and she understood that stress simply got in the way of a good job. But something was wrong with her. She felt outside her own body, her own heart hammering her ribcage, her mouth dry, eyes blurred.


She could not help thinking of life outside the operating theatre, the man’s life in that moment, this man with an allotment and a wife he ate fish and chips on the beach with. And her life, the perfect life she had curated and worked so hard for, unravelling, opening, filling up with too much blood, a tear she had made in the artery. Squeezed. Compressed. Olivia, confident, capable Liv, who weathered the worst storms and was the safest, most trustworthy pair of hands, was losing it.


It was no surprise. Her head danced with danger. As hard as she tried to carry on, to minimise what had happened, what Laura had told her, the information was like a bomb, ticking away and about to explode at any moment. Or at least, this might be a dangerous fuse that could light a long-buried bomb. She couldn’t tell Dele. She couldn’t tell anyone.


Her fingers slipped and slid around, searching for the injury, all the while creating more trauma. Her mind raced with thoughts. He would die. He’d die and it was her fault. It was all her fault. She let him die. She was killing him. A murderer. A man dead because of her.


‘Olivia.’ Frankie grabbed her hands and nodded to the registrar opposite to take over. He was holding his hands in front of him as though being arrested, ready to assist, not quite prepared for this. ‘Find the bleed.’ Frankie pushed her slightly out of the way.


She stood, steeped in blood, and found herself unable to think, or pull herself together. She burned from her face to her feet, and felt sweat dampening her scrubs, the plastic of the inside of the theatre gown grabbing parts of her body. The room was buzzing and screeching but her head felt muffled, underwater. She heard a ticking inside her, and her hands shook. ‘Liv!’ Frankie was shouting. The registrar was frantically searching for the bleed, and someone had the internal defib paddles out, and she heard the noise of them firing up. They disappeared inside the patient like salad tongs.


‘Stand clear!’


‘He needs internal cardiac massage. Liv, we need you.’ Frankie put his bloodied hand on her shoulder, nothing was sterile anymore. Nothing was safe now. ‘Olivia.’


She heard her mother’s voice inside her, pull yourself to- gether. She shook her head a moment. This wasn’t right. She was behaving like Laura. Overthinking. Steady, safe, competent Olivia was nothing like Laura. She needed to snap out of this. Calm everyone down. Avert danger. Olivia pushed away what Laura had told her. She took a large, powerful breath, and swooped towards her patient’s open heart, plunged her hand inside and massaged in time with her internal ticking. It was hard to say where her arm ended, and she began to clear her mind and focus, focus, on saving this man’s life. She had his heart in her hands. Literally. Liv willed it to start, and her head to snap into focus, but she wasn’t even in the room, she was in front of a fire with Dele, and he was telling her that if you put one person’s heart cells in a dish with a stranger’s heart cells, they eventually begin to beat in time.





TWO



Olivia (1999)


She couldn’t stop looking at the ring. A single carat in white gold. It contained all the possibilities of the universe. Everything felt glittery and shiny. The colours of the flowers, the smell of the sunshine, music sounded better, food tasted amazing. She was too young. Much too young, her parents suggested, at twenty-one, and this was not the right time to think of marriage – mid medical school. But Olivia had never been more certain of anything. They’d gone together to visit them, driven up to Winchester in Dele’s beat-up MG convertible, roof down even on the motorway despite rain and cold wind, and Olivia’s face was reddened by the elements, flushed and excited.


‘Young women’s complexions aren’t what they once were,’ her mother said, before kissing her near, but not on, her cheeks. Her mother smelled, as ever, of Chanel perfume and wet dog. She looked scruffy and immaculate at the same time, cashmere jumper and mud-covered trousers. She kissed Dele properly, Olivia noticed, on both cheeks, and then started making coffee.


Dele had handed her mum a bouquet of hydrangeas that Liv had told him were her favourites, but she barely acknowledged them. She put them on the kitchen sideboard, and while the coffee was brewing filled a large glass with water, put the flowers in and balanced them against the wall, before muttering that she’d ‘sort them out later’.


Dele glanced at Olivia, half smiling. She’d warned him about her mum’s standoffishness, her cold moods. She put it partly down to her mum having her later in life: she was forty when she’d got pregnant with Olivia, and never really had what she called ‘young mum energy’. Her mum and dad had taken her, even as a toddler, to art galleries, and classical music concerts instead of to feed the ducks or the swing park. She’d be sixty-two next year, though looked a decade younger. ‘It’s not that she doesn’t love us,’ she’d said. ‘But, like a lot of women her generation, she has a hard time expressing emotion.’ Dele’s mum was the total opposite. She’d met her only twice, in London and Lagos respectively, yet on both occasions been squeezed and kissed like a long-lost daughter. It was hard to imagine her sending Dele off to boarding school at such a young age. Parents were confusing.


‘Where’s Dad?’ Olivia knew the answer. Her dad spent all his time in the office with the door closed, the room they’d been forbidden to enter as children. She imagined him in there, smoking a pipe, his small bowl of cough sweets, his photograph of her mum looking young and vibrant and happy.


Her mum didn’t even answer. She often did that, ignored questions entirely and with no explanation. Olivia looked at her and held up her hand. ‘We’ve got news.’


The diamond looked smaller somehow, and less sparkling as Olivia’s mum examined it. ‘Well, that’s a shock,’ she said. ‘I was rather thinking you’d travel a bit, first.’


‘I’m not becoming a nun and joining a convent,’ laughed Olivia. But her mum flashed her a look, and the laughter stopped abruptly, as though her mum controlled Liv’s vocal cords. She wasn’t sure what she was expecting, perhaps concern, or delight, or questions about an unexpected pregnancy, but there was a moment of shock in her mum’s eyes.


‘Well, we had better get your father.’ She left Dele and Olivia standing in the kitchen, and headed for the stairs, before shouting back, ‘Set the table for breakfast, Olivia. This is big news. We’ll need to digest breakfast first before digesting this bombshell.’


‘Well, that went swimmingly.’ Dele sat at the long farmhouse table, covered in coffee-cup marks and pen, and a lighter, sandpapered area that used to be a compass etching of a penis, which she had earned the belt for.


Olivia began opening cupboards. Her mum was forever moving things around, ‘reconfiguring’. The cupboard above the microwave, which used to contain coffee mugs, was now filled with spices and jars. She lifted up a murky-looking jar. ‘Out-of-date apricots.’ She held it to the light, to show Dele. It was full of sediment and the apricots themselves were purple and rotten. ‘She keeps things forever. Never, ever throws anything away, even when it’s poisonous. She’d rather make herself ill than part with anything. Best Before June 1982.’ She made a retching sound before replacing the jar.


Dele looked horrified. ‘Will we be staying for lunch? Or should we stop at The Coach?’


Olivia laughed. ‘Don’t worry. No chance. And yes, let’s have a good lunch somewhere later.’


The larder shelves that used to be full of tins now housed the antique cups her mum used for coffee, and there was a biscuit tin full of Garibaldis. She took out the tins, cups, biscuits and a tiny silver toast rack, then put some bread from the bread bin into the toaster. The toaster that was older than Olivia.


‘Doubt thou the stars are fire. Doubt that the sun doth move,’ Her dad had a booming voice, a bit like Dele’s, and he liked shouting lines of poetry or quotes. He was a big man, always stooping, as though he was worried his head might hit the ceiling, and clumsy. He knocked things over, and off shelves, and smashed so many glasses that her mum had threatened serving him only on children’s melamine plates. He wore a house key around his neck on a string after the third time they’d had to change the locks, following a lost key. He hugged Olivia and turned to Dele. ‘You know the rules, right? You ask the father first.’ His voice was angry, but his eyes were twinkling. That he liked Dele so much had been a surprise to Olivia. When she’d first met Dele, a year before at the doctors’ mess party, the night that Anjali christened the Doctors’ Very Messy Party, she had loved him immediately. It was the flicking of a switch, before and after meeting Dele, there was no sudden build-up, instead a feeling of total certainty that they’d be together always. She had never believed in love at first sight – until it happened. There was a moment, a split second, when Laura and Dele were laughing at the bar and Olivia wondered if he’d ask Laura out instead of her. Laura was beautiful, of course, and Dele was strikingly handsome, but it was Olivia who had everything in common with Dele. Within mere seconds of talking, Dele and Liv shared a look of total recognition, as if they had lived a lifetime together already. Olivia had wondered how her dad would react to Dele’s blackness; hers was the first mixed-race relationship in the family. But there were more similarities than differences between the pair: a privileged childhood, top schools, a love of cricket and romantic poetry, as well as more obscure subjects. When they discovered a mutual obsession with Korean horror films and had spoken animatedly about them all the way through supper, her mum had rolled her eyes and commented that they were like ‘twins separated at birth’. They hardly ever talked medicine, though both sat cross-legged occasionally leafing through recent copies of The Lancet, a large tumbler of whisky in hand, nodding in time and agreement with certain articles.


Dele liked her dad. ‘Doubt truth to be a liar,’ he said, ‘but never doubt I love.’


Olivia’s dad beamed widely, and patted Dele on the back. ‘Chip off the old block.’


Her dad was a surgeon too – ear, nose and throat. He scoffed at all but the most extreme cardiothoracic surgery: heart transplants or operations for congenital cardiac conditions. ‘Try getting a carotid blowout under control,’ he said. Once, as a teenager, Olivia was out shopping with her dad and a person rode past on a mobility scooter, with half their jaw missing. Her her dad nodded at them, leaned towards her and said, ‘One of my patients,’ adding, ‘head and neck cancer is no joke. Don’t smoke and don’t drink.’ After that, Olivia had been terrified throughout her entire teens to even have a puff of a cigarette.


Of course, her dad smoked (cigars, pipes) and drank alcohol. He had retired from medicine following a small stroke the year before, during which he drank Chianti and carried on with supper, famously announcing he’d ‘drink his way through it’, before her mother called an ambulance and sent their friends home, shell-shocked. ‘Nothing a decent Chianti can’t cure,’ he told the paramedics.


‘Stupid man.’ Her mum had called Olivia, waking her up, and talked about her dad’s stupidity and absurdity for at least ten minutes before mentioning that he was having a stroke and had been taken to the Royal Hampshire for thrombolysis. ‘His face was drooped, his speech was slurred, he could barely move his left side,’ she’d said. ‘And still he was filling his glass up. Eventually he smashed the decanter and there was red wine all over Martha’s handbag. Stupid man.’ But Olivia could hear the total fear in her mum’s voice. They had been married a lifetime. Her mother’s entire life had been dedicated to propping up her father, she could see that. She was anchorless without him. He recovered entirely, thanks to the medical staff at the Royal Hampshire, who reminded Olivia why she wanted to work as an NHS doctor. The team had consistently cared for him as if he was their own father, and he was not an easy patient by any means.


‘My little girl. Surely you are five years old, and we’re making a den this weekend? Or playing Star Wars? You’re not marriage age! It’s preposterous.’ He turned to Dele and patted him on the centre of his back.


Olivia noticed her dad glance at her stomach, his eyes no doubt trying to ascertain if there was a grandchild to find out about. ‘Dad, we wanted to tell you and Mum first before anyone.’


Her mother had sloped in, and began busying herself with toast and marmalade, putting the butter dish out. Olivia watched her back, as she often had, the straightness of it, her shoulder blades digging slightly through her clothes like tiny wings. Her mum was as slight as her dad was big. She never dropped anything. She put everything on the table, and they sat down as she poured coffee into the antique cups. Olivia watched all of this, trying to see in her mother’s small movements whether she was disappointed or happy. She was hard to read.


Olivia held her hand out for them to see the ring. It was a beautiful ring. Elegant, simple, classic. ‘I’d have been happy with a Hula Hoop,’ she said.


‘Don’t be so ridiculous.’ Her mother began buttering toast but put a piece down and held Olivia’s hand up, turning it side to side very slowly. ‘Not platinum?’ Her mum sat down and sipped her coffee. ‘White gold will fade over time.’


‘It won’t.’ Olivia looked at the ring, and pushed her hand into Dele’s, before looking at her mum. ‘It will change, but it won’t fade. We checked with the jeweller.’ Dele had wanted to give her his grandmother’s ring, an enormous sapphire that jutted out far enough that when he tested it with gloves it ripped them every time. ‘You’d never be able to wear it,’ he’d said, ‘not an appropriate ring for a budding cardiothoracic surgeon.’


‘Will you give up medical school?’ Her mum nibbled the edge of her toast.


Olivia looked confused. ‘What do you mean?’


Her dad patted Dele on the back again. ‘A son-in-law.’


‘Well, with Dele’s work there seems little point in you carrying on. Especially if you’re planning a family. You can’t possibly have two surgeons in the family. I can tell you that for free.’


Dele laughed out loud. ‘Olivia is fully committed to medicine, as well as committed to me.’ He lifted Liv’s hand and kissed it. It was true that despite being only two years qualified as a doctor, he was working all hours day and night, with an on-call rota that was eye-watering. She imagined their schedules when she graduated, the precious little time they’d have together. But there was no question they’d make it work. It wasn’t the fifties.


Olivia rolled her eyes. ‘Of course I’m going to work. Times have moved on a bit. I could even work part time or job share if and when we have children. So could Dele.’


Dele made a sound, a small noise like he was clearing his throat. Her parents shared a look, the kind of look that parents shared, and children were outside of, no matter what age the grown-up child. There was a moment’s quiet, then her mum stood up and began clearing the plates. Olivia closed her eyes a second, and behind her eyelids she was five years old and it was her grandpa’s funeral. Everyone was wearing black and standing around eating small sandwiches and speaking in hushed voices or crying into tissues. Her mum wasn’t standing still though. She was dry-eyed, weaving in and out of people, carrying a black sack, tidying and emptying rubbish into the bin bag. Liv opened her adult eyes.


‘Lovely news,’ her mum said. ‘But I must get on.’


Olivia thought about her parents all the way home. She loved them, of course, and as she emerged from her teenage years, and life was less black and white, she tried to understand them too. But although her dad was an open book, her mum remained a puzzle that frustrated her. Dele had noticed Liv looking pensive, her face scrunched up in the expression she always adopted when replaying conversations with her mother, and he’d put his hand on her knee and left it there all the way back. ‘You can’t pick your family,’ he said.


He was right, of course. Perhaps that was why Olivia invested and delighted so very much in her friendships. She had always had friends at school and at church but not best friends, until medical school.


She met Laura first, during orientation week, week one of medical school, in a lecture about fire safety. Olivia had watched Laura wide-eyed, studying the slides of different fires that had happened in hospitals, and the events that may have led up to them. She had put her hand up every time the trainer had asked a question, and stretched her arm high, and she’d reminded Olivia of a child desperate to have the right answers. Olivia couldn’t take her eyes off her, the paleness of her skin, her thick red hair. She looked like she’d stepped straight out of a Renaissance painting. After the talk they’d gone to the campus café for a cup of tea, and Olivia bought them both flapjacks.


‘I love your hair,’ Liv said, as they waited.


Laura winced. ‘Duracell battery.’


Olivia shook her head. ‘More like Botticelli’s Venus.’


‘Come again?’ She laughed, and looked down at a small dog near the counter. ‘Toto, we’re not in Kansas anymore …’


When Olivia handed the flapjack to Laura she had taken out her purse, despite Olivia saying don’t worry about it, and given her the exact money.


The next day, they discovered they lived in the same first-year halls, a boiling hot corridor that had mice, and a sign on the shared kitchen fridge that said ‘Stop Stealing Food Thief’ and which always contained milk so out of date it resembled cottage cheese. They had both been standing in the kitchen, trying to work out which cupboard space was theirs, when they first heard it. Eee aw.


Laura frowned. Olivia flicked her head towards the door. It would be students messing around, making stupid noises. Some of the other people she had met seemed better suited to football hooliganism than medicine.


Eee aw. The noise again. ‘Did you hear that?’ Laura opened the kitchen door and they both walked into the corridor. Eee aw. Eee aw. ‘It sounds like a donkey.’


A door opened a fraction and a head popped out, a small young woman with black-rimmed glasses wearing a messy bun with two biros pushed into it. ‘Hsss. Hey you two, look lively.’ She opened the door wider and ushered them both in. ‘I’m Anjali,’ she said. ‘Nice to meet you.’


Eee aw.


‘What is that?’ There was a strong smell thick enough to make Laura cough. Olivia looked around the room. Anjali had clearly just arrived. There was an unpacked suitcase open on the bed, and nothing else bar a packet of roll-up tobacco on the side. But then she noticed the small bucket of fish. Olivia and Laura stood looking at the fish, both now covering their mouths with their hands. ‘What is that?’ Olivia repeated. Then the noise sounded again.


Anjali smiled. ‘Oh yes, sprats,’ she said as if it was a normal thing to keep a bucket of fish next to your bed. ‘You have no idea how many it eats.’ Anjali opened the wardrobe door.


A penguin. A real-life big shiny black penguin with a tuft of hair and a mustard yellow beak, stood blinking at the three of them. ‘Eee aw,’ it said, loudly. Anjali reached into the bucket and took a handful of sprats, threw them at the penguin and closed the wardrobe door. She leaned against it, breathless, and nodded at Olivia and Laura. ‘Rag-week dare. I stole it but I didn’t realise it was a jackass penguin. I mean who knew such a thing existed?’


There was a moment’s silence in the room, and then Laura burst out laughing. She laughed so much she couldn’t get her words out. Olivia began to laugh too, and then Anjali joined in. The three of them laughed and laughed with the jackass penguin eee-awing in the background. They laughed like – they all agreed afterwards – they never had in their lives.


And so it was that goody-two-shoes Laura and pious Olivia spent the first week in halls wrestling a jackass penguin, wrapping it up in the Egyptian cotton bedcover Olivia’s mother had insisted she take to uni, and then carrying it in the dark through campus, like a scene from E.T., all of them making donkey sounds to hide the truth. There was a moment as they left the halls of residence when Laura looked worried and stopped dead in her tracks. ‘What if we get caught? I mean, I can’t lose my place here. I can’t.’


Anjali and Olivia looked at each other, a bit confused by Laura’s slight overreaction, her desperation to be a doctor as if her life depended on it. But then Anjali laughed, and they walked on. ‘I’ll take the blame if we get caught,’ she said.


Laura smiled broadly, so Olivia didn’t comment that it was Anjali’s fault anyway. They released Anjali’s penguin back into the grounds at London Zoo, throwing it over a fence onto a bush as gently as possible, and watched it waddle into the night.


Olivia loved them both from that moment on, but Laura seemed to love their friendship the most. She’d had it tough, Laura, and she told them she never had friends at school, not a single one. She’d been badly bullied as a result of her beautiful red hair, which was baffling to Liv. She alluded to the trauma it must have caused her, chipping away at her self-esteem, the cruelty of children. Laura’s hair wasn’t just any red, but fiery, the perfect colour of a sunset, or autumn oak tree leaf. But Olivia suspected that it was Laura’s intellect the mean girls were jealous of. She was whip-smart. The most academically able of all of them. But in any case, the bullying had clearly left internal scars and shadows and vulnerabilities. She was fiercely loyal as a result.


That first year of medical school they formed a solid trio, and by the second year were virtually inseparable, spending all their time when not at university glued together, weaving in and out of each other’s rooms. They told each other their biggest secrets and darkest fears, and as well as laughing, did plenty of crying too – or at least Laura did. Her dad had received a transplant for liver failure and was recovering at home, but still seemed to have complication after complication, and needed frequent, last-minute visits. Olivia drove Laura to Dartford whenever Laura needed to go, frequently dropping everything. Laura would get teary on the journey, partly because of worry about her dad, but also because she’d never experienced a supportive friend. ‘Liv, I’m so grateful. You have plans tonight. It’s probably nothing, Mum was worried, but you know how she is …’


‘Right, stop the tears. That’s not helping anyone,’ she said, as they sped towards Dartford in Olivia’s once-silver VW Golf. ‘Anyway, that’s what friends are for. We’re best friends, aren’t we?’


By year four of medical school the three of them were like sisters, or better. They shared everything: gossip, food, clothes, make-up, anatomy notes, cadavers, secrets, fears, and hopes. They knew how excited Olivia was to be engaged, and how much she loved Dele. It was all so perfect.


‘Did it go well?’ Laura couldn’t keep still; she was jigging with excitement. ‘Was your mum pleased? My mum would be delighted. She’s desperate to marry me off …’ She tailed off, and her skin changed colour. Laura’s neck reddened often, a mottled neck patch that spoke of slight embarrassment.


‘She reacted as expected,’ Olivia said. ‘Brisk. Bit chippy. Said all the right words but ice cold as usual.’ She sat in Laura’s bed in between Laura and Anjali, all three of them wearing pyjamas and eating ice cream from tubs with a shared spoon. Laura’s was the only room they ever congregated in. It was immaculate and smelled of cleaning products. She was surely the only medical student in the world who had fresh linen and a clean, organised desk. Olivia’s room was chaos, clothing choices strewn everywhere and too much stuff. She had trouble throwing things away. Anjali’s room was simply disgusting.


Anjali began singing, ‘Ice, ice, baby.’ Laura laughed. Olivia loved watching them both, how close they were to each other and to her.


‘It’s so, so exciting. We get to be bridesmaids. A hen weekend!’ Laura had spoken of nothing but exams for so long, it felt like opening the window to hear her talk of Liv’s wedding plans. She bought bridal magazines and sifted through them as if it was her getting married, not Liv. Anjali was less fussed. She lectured Olivia that marriage was an outdated social construct designed to keep women financially dependent on men, but once she’d ascertained that Olivia was happy, in love, and delighted to be marrying Dele, she warmed to the idea, and teased Liv wherever possible.


‘Same dick for the rest of your life,’ she said, scooping the ice cream. ‘Surely that will get old.’


‘Anj! Please. Be happy for me. I’ve had enough disapproval from Mum.’


‘Of course I’m happy for you.’ She smiled. ‘Dele is great. You’re great. You’ll make great babies. Twins. Triplets maybe.’


‘We could go hang-gliding.’ Laura was animated; she was like a young child when she got excited. ‘For the hen. Doesn’t need to be drunken.’


‘I can think of nothing worse than getting drunk with L- plates around my neck,’ Liv replied. ‘Except hang-gliding.’


They laughed.


‘I’ll be in charge of the hen.’ Anjali looked serious then. Laura and Liv glanced at each other, their eyes widening. Liv knew that Anjali in charge of anything was a bad idea, but in charge of the hen night was out of the question. She loved Anjali, but her wildness scared them all. Laura hardly drank alcohol these days, preferring to study late into the evenings, but Anjali was still a party person. She had no handbrake at all and seemed to be getting worse with the arrival of Paul, who was taking a lot of drugs.


‘A hen weekend organised by you would likely end in prison,’ Olivia commented. They all laughed at the idea that someone would end up in prison because of Anjali’s antics; it seemed both funny and ludicrous. Anjali was wild but she was also what Laura called ‘pure of heart’. Laura leaned into that – the contradictory nature of life, despite her love of control and order – in a way that fascinated Olivia. She spoke evangel­ically about the NHS as if it was a higher power, despite the delays and cancellations. ‘In the end,’ she told them, ‘the skill and dedication of the surgical team fixed my dad’s body, the nurses gave him dignity. What a gift.’ Her duality and ability to see good and bad in everything leaned her personality to medicine, more than all of them. Laura seemed to be a born doctor, able to hold both life and death in her hands at the same time, all the horror and hope that infiltrated hospitals. Olivia smiled, remembering Laura going through a Tarot phase shortly after they’d all met. Tower card. Danger, crisis and destruction. But also liberation, change, and resisting tragedy.


‘I’ll organise my own hen weekend. Maybe a cottage by the sea, some long walks, a cosy fire, some decent wine, and my best friends. That would be ideal.’ Olivia’s parents had a second home in the Cotswolds, another in France. She didn’t like shouting about it, especially to Laura, but it would mean they didn’t need to pay a penny. She hated that most weddings assumed wealth of all the guests. Expensive hen and stag weekends, the wedding itself in an obscure countryside place that required a hotel, a ridiculously expensive wedding list. Dele’s friends were all from money. He was planning an entire stag week abroad. Olivia had to remind him that her friends were skint, mostly medical students, and would already be in debt for a decade. But really, it was Laura she was thinking of most.


‘Fine. You win.’ Anjali stretched. ‘But don’t make me wear peach.’


Olivia looked at her best friends. She had never felt so full of love as in that moment, wearing pyjamas, eating ice cream and planning a hen weekend. They had their entire lives ahead of them, lives that would be filled with friendship and laughter, brilliant careers that they’d worked so hard for. ‘I love you both,’ she said, sitting up, suddenly earnest and serious. ‘I want you to know that. We’ll be friends forever.’


Laura and Anjali looked at each other, then burst out laughing. ‘You need to stop watching all those cheesy films,’ said Anjali.


‘I mean it,’ said Olivia. ‘I really mean it. Let’s always be friends, no matter what.’ She really meant it.


Anjali held up the ice cream. ‘Cheers to that.’





THREE



Laura (1999)


Laura’s mixed large, comprehensive school in Dartford was fairly typical of the times: disillusioned teachers, bin fires, not a great deal of learning, and even less inspiration. Nobody ventured into the library, but everyone went to the school disco, carrying smuggled-in lemonade bottles refilled with vodka. The teenagers were cruel, mostly, and ambitionless. They drew pictures of Laura rotund and spotty, and coloured her hair in with orange pen, writing ‘Ginger Minge’ underneath the drawing. They passed the picture around until it landed in Laura’s lap, and she gulped back tears as everyone laughed. From that moment on she was nicknamed GM, and she had few friends. She ran home from school most days to avoid fights. The risk of violence was real. The girls in her class threatened daily to ‘kick her head in’. She didn’t tell her parents. Or teachers. Instead, she would cry quietly into her pillow, her dog, Smudge, on her lap.


The day of the accident Laura was in the shower. She heard a scream first, her mum’s usually quiet voice, and came running out in a towel, dripping wet. Her dad was holding Smudge in a blanket, his body bloody and broken. ‘He was run over,’ her dad told her. ‘But I expect he’ll be OK. I’ll take him to the vets.’


Smudge was not OK. The vet told her parents that Smudge’s injuries were expensive to fix, and there were no guarantees that he’d survive the operation, so the kindest thing would be to let him go. She begged them to pay for the operation, to let him live. But they didn’t have the money. He was suffering, they said. Laura held Smudge’s head in her lap as the vet injected him and cried as his eyes slowly closed. It was enough to break a child. But instead, in Laura, it ignited something that hadn’t been there before. She didn’t cry. She thought of the meanness of girls at school, and Smudge dying, and her aloneness. That night, aged twelve, she announced to her parents that she would one day be a vet and she’d save lives, not end them. She felt better simply imagining it, that she might dedicate her life to helping animals and families like hers. It gave her a focus, a way to step outside herself; helping other girls like her was purpose that she’d never felt.


It was in the CT waiting room at City Hospital a year later that her ambitions evolved. Her dad was having the scan, and the waiting room was full of old people waiting for theirs. Laura, thirteen by then, sat with her dad’s plastic bag full of puzzle books on her lap, and listened to her Walkman. Her mouth was dry, as it often was when she thought of her dad unwell; whenever she worried, he’d hug her and tell her he was as fit as a flea, and not to be daft, that he just needed an MOT, is all. And she believed him. She believed him again.


The alarms began to flash above the heavy swing door, and there was sudden movement, a few doctors running, a nurse pushing a red metal trolley towards the corridor where her dad was having his scan.


‘Doughnut of death.’ The woman to Laura’s left leaned across her and started chatting with a man the other side of her, nodding to the CT scan sign. ‘That’s what they call it.’


Laura turned up her Walkman. But a tall woman wearing scrubs poked her head out of the door. ‘Are you here with Vince?’


She heard her dad’s name even above the music, and the alarms, and the now loud voices she heard echoing towards her. She ran towards the chaos. Her dad was lying in the centre of the room, making strange rasping noises, and his eyes were rolled back in his head. She stood unable to move, her feet stuck, then she rushed over and held his hand. ‘Dad …’ But he was far away. His face was tomato red, and his neck swollen. ‘What’s happening?’ Laura’s voice sounded small, like a younger child’s, and nobody answered. Her dad couldn’t breathe. She couldn’t breathe.


A doctor moved towards them and injected something straight into the top of her dad’s thigh, through the hospital gown. Laura closed her eyes and saw her dog, Smudge, close his, and she was gut-punched with terror. ‘Hey, are you Vince’s daughter?’ The doctor had her hand on Laura’s shoulder, and her voice was steady and calm.


Laura opened her eyes. Her dad was less red already. ‘What’s wrong with him?’


‘Anaphylactic shock – he had a very bad reaction to the contrast dye.’ Another doctor was opposite them, attaching a bag of fluid to her dad’s drip, holding it in the air like a lamp. ‘But he’ll be totally fine.’


Laura let out the tears then, and sobbed, folding over onto her dad, whose breathing was slower and less noisy. The doctor placed her hand on Laura’s back, and repeated, ‘He’ll be fine. I promise.’ Laura had never in her life felt so safe.


Laura had worked long and hard to get to medical school, and she would not fail. She was the first in her family to attend university, and the first in her school to attend medical school. Most of her class dropped out at sixteen and those remaining scraped A levels, a few Cs, at best, and went on to apprenticeships. Laura had four As, the best results her school had ever seen, but only Laura could claim credit for it. She was single-minded and determined and now she’d arrived she would not waste this opportunity. Sleep was wasted time. Instead, she sat at her desk, organised and spotlessly clean, her textbooks full of Post-it notes and comments in the margins. She had a chalkboard and a pinboard above her desk displaying a grainy photograph of her and Smudge at Southend beach. She loved looking at that photo, or rather, imagining her dad behind the camera taking it. He was beaming that day and had forgotten to put sun cream on his nose. They’d eaten Big Feast ice creams, and Laura had made him laugh, telling him it was the best dinner she’d ever had.


She no longer ate ice creams, or much of anything. Food was fuel these days, and eaten in a rush, or as she re-read Gray’s Anatomy or tried to memorise the BNF. She spent the weeks leading up to an exam drinking pots of coffee and taking caffeine tablets on top. Her eyelids twitched, but she needed to stay alert, absorb as much information as she could. Nothing was more important than this exam right now. She had to get an A, to maintain her average. Her last test score was not what she’d expected and came as a shock. A flicker of a thought ran through her head: what if I fail medical school? What then? She pictured, for a brief second, the look on her dad’s face if she ever had to tell him she hadn’t made it as a doctor. She pushed it out. She didn’t even want to imagine it. This was her entire life. Her parents were proud of her. She had worked so hard to get here. During her school years she had missed every sleepover, every party, in order to study. She had no real friends back then anyway. But she’d sacrificed her childhood for this, for them.
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