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I sleep, but my heart waketh.
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Helen looms into view as I come round. It might be days since the operation. I’m no longer in ICU but somewhere else, who knows, perhaps a private room. Helen, in all her loveliness, sailing towards me. It takes me a moment to realise that she is fifty years old and no longer my wife. The room is grey and deathly. I could be in the mortuary but no, dear God, here’s Helen gliding in – what a trouper! – Helen in a glorious splash of colour, cheeks glowing. It’s almost unbearable, the aliveness, the brightness, the sweetness of Helen – the shining chestnut of her hair, the eye-pricking green of her jumper. She is holding something out to me and moving her mouth; perhaps she’s talking.


When I make no reply she pulls things out of her bag. I can’t easily turn my head so I try to indicate interest – gratitude – with my eyes. I’m hooked up to an IV. They told me that when I woke up I would find an endotracheal breathing tube taped to my windpipe and that I would not be able to speak. The tube is connected to a respirator, doing my breathing for me; Helen is doing my talking. Oh and now, just to complete the arrangement, someone else’s heart is pumping the blood through my veins. Story of your life, Helen would no doubt say.


Helen shows me the gifts – a welter of colours. A can of Lilt and a packet of flower seeds. And a hospital leaflet: Your Recovery After Beating-Heart Surgery. Looking after Your New Heart: A Guide for Patients and Carers.


Ha. We both know that’ll go in the bin.


‘Sorry about the Lilt,’ she says. ‘Hospital gift shop. Unless you want a ghastly sweatshirt with a Papworth Hospital Trust logo. And these—’


‘These’: a packet of seeds called heartsease. Giant Fancy Mix. Pansy seeds to brighten your garden.


Helen gazes at the small red packet, presumably looking for the apostrophe.


‘Ah. I’ve just read the packet. You have to sow them Feb to April. Next year. But that’s nice, isn’t it? You know. Next year.’


She puts them on top of the grey cabinet next to the bed.


Helen. Bloody good of her to come. Hadn’t seen her for a few months, before all of this. And yes, I get the implication. Now I have a next year. I put my hand up and touch my throat as if I’d like to say something. Perhaps there are tears in my eyes. Helen glances around. Seems to be wondering whether a nurse will come and tell her what to say next. As one doesn’t, she sits down anyway beside the bed, turns her gaze towards me: a headlamp flashing onto full beam. I close my eyes and squeeze hard; I don’t want to seem rude, Helen, but you’re almost too much for me. Too alive. Too sparkly.


‘Bit like a golf club, this hospital somehow, isn’t it?’ she says, as if in answer to a comment of mine. ‘All those lawns.’


She is fidgety. Gets up, shifts Transplant News magazine from the bottom of the bed to beside the leaflet at the top of my metal bedside cabinet. Sits down again.


‘Glorious weather for October, though. Glorious. It’s like The Truman Show or something, you know? There are fires. Smoke in the sky. On the way here, I mean. Something on the news about fires near Ely. Stacks of straw. There’s black smoke over the roads. I don’t know, maybe it’s the weather. Too hot for autumn really, isn’t it? It’s not right. There was even an old couple on the grass picnicking. You know, deckchairs and a flask and everything.’


Between her pauses the room is deathly quiet. Soundproofed perhaps. Muffled. I could indeed be in my coffin, lying in padded grey silk. Perhaps I hear a TV murmuring somewhere. Hushed voices. Trolley wheels, the soft hum of machinery. I have a sudden tiny image of myself, lying in the operating theatre, my chest sprung open like a birdcage, with the door wide and the bird flown. Robbed. Like Thomas Hardy; wasn’t he, horribly, buried without his heart? Some dim memory of a story about a biscuit tin. The dog eating the heart, which had been kept in a biscuit tin, and Hardy’s friends having to bury someone else’s heart. Body and soul separated.


‘How long do you have to be here for?’ she asks. Her eyes stray towards my throat, to the tube there and somehow down to my chest, the grey, sprig-patterned hospital gown, as if reading my mind.


I daren’t put my hand there. Like a letter lifted from an envelope, something else slipped in its place. I haven’t yet checked the wound. I try not to look when they come to dress it. So many wires and bindings; I feel like a mummy. I swallow, trying to wet my throat; a searing dry pain is there. Helen shakes her head gently as if to say: no, don’t struggle, it’s fine. I’ll do it. I’ll talk, make everything OK for both of us, isn’t that what I’m good at?


‘Nice to have a private room. You’re lucky. We have a perfectly wonderful NHS, but then again . . . At least you’re not taking up space in the general ward, stealing a place away from somebody else. This nice chap let me off with the parking. It was two pounds fifty and I only had two pound coins and he said, oh well, tell me which is your car and I’ll cut you some slack! You wouldn’t get that in London, eh?’


We’re interrupted then. Helen falls silent while the male nurse comes to take my blood pressure and ask if I want the bed raising. I can’t shake my head so I shake my hand and he takes this as a no. Nurse Adam. He looks awkward. He glances at Helen and puts his hand to his own throat and says:


‘You know about infection, of course. That’s the main thing. He’s on very heavy immunosuppressants. Even a cold, a common cold . . .’


Helen gives him such a brilliantly withering look that, if I could, I’d chuckle.


‘I know that,’ she says. ‘I don’t have a cold.’


Nurse Adam nods and leaves. Helen waits pointedly for the door to close again and then leans in close. She bites her lip and puts a hand out, patting the sheet where my arm must be.


‘I got a bit lost coming here. You know me. And I saw the sign. Mortuary. Chapel of Rest. I thought: That must be where he is. If it is a he. I suppose it could be a woman. Did they tell you? Is it all a bit hush-hush?’


I want to lick my lips, crackly with lack of moisture, but my tongue won’t move.


‘When you’re up and about you could go there, you know, Patrick. Pay your respects.’


I don’t know what my eyes convey but Helen registers it.


‘No, you’re right. He – whoever’s probably long gone. They’ll be planning the funeral by now.’ She pushes a curl of hair behind her ear. ‘I wonder if the family knows. About you, I mean.’


She glances out through the glass in the door to the ward beyond, as if the family might be waiting there, ghouls all, ready to pounce and snatch back their gift. Nosy as ever, she darts forward to peer into the little cupboard next to the bed where folded trousers and shirt, my toothbrush and paste lie side by side in lonely bachelorhood. She shuts the cupboard door and smiles apologetically.


‘It’s odd, isn’t it – no flowers. I thought hospitals were full of flowers. On the way here, there was this funny place called, I think it was, St Ives, like in Cornwall and there were these buckets of flowers, I can’t remember what they are, must flower quite late, pinks, is it? – anyway, they were outside a house. And pumpkins for Halloween. Carrots. Just 60p a bunch for the pinks. Isn’t that nice? That they still do that round here? Money in a little tin and not worrying about getting it nicked. And I bet you’ll never plant these.’


She flaps the heartsease disdainfully.


‘It was sudden, wasn’t it?’


The word ‘harvest’ floats into my head. They used to say that they harvest the organs; I don’t know why. And it’s October, it’s harvest time. Safely gathered in.


‘All those tests. I thought you’d be on the waiting list for ages. That’s what Alice said. Poor Alice. She was so worried about you. And then – well, she rang me Monday night in hysterics, said you’d gone in, you’d got the call, all so suddenly, an ambulance, you were at Papworth.’


She’s biting her lip. ‘Some people wait for years, Patrick. Some people never find a – they must have rung you Monday, yes? That must be when he – when they heard . . . He, she, they must have carried a card. You’re lucky, you know.’


God knows what drugs are coming through that IV. Though I see her mouth is moving I can hardly concentrate on Helen’s words. The most powerful hallucinations are forming and fading in front of me, random words floating, and pictures. Roadkill. Squirrels squashed on the side of the road. Blood, a fox’s tail, mostly flattened. A heart bouncing alone, like a yo-yo with no string, into a river.


‘I asked him. The doctor. The Scottish one. The ugly one with the beer gut? Yeah. He said it all went well. That it’s only the third time they’ve done it that way. Beating-heart surgery, it’s called. Weird, isn’t it? You’ll be here for a while. Don’t worry, we’ll visit . . .’


Don’t go. Don’t go yet. Keep talking.


‘Alice will come tomorrow. I’m taking her stuff up to Cambridge this weekend but she’ll come tomorrow and maybe Friday too. I don’t know about Ben. Might be a bit much to ask of Ben. Is there anything you want Alice to bring you? You know, more cans of Lilt?’


Oh, Helen. What’s wrong with me? ‘Thy hyacinth hair, thy classic face.’ You look so lovely to me, so lovely with your freckles and your habit of fiddling with that necklace and your eyebrows that almost knit in the middle and make you look like you’re frowning when only I know you’re not, you’re not frowning at all! You’re concentrating. Any minute now, no matter how serious your face might look to others, to colleagues perhaps or those you meet in court, no matter what they might think, only I know that any minute you could burst into loud giggles, that giggling is never far away for you, is it, such ease, the way you bubble up sometimes, how irrepressible you turned out to be . . . Helen. Oh my God. I feel an ache in my chest, a pain so severe it’s like something is thrashing there, like a wire when you accidentally step on one end of it, whipping up at the other end. My hand wants to fly to the pad of bandages at my chest, but I refuse to let it. Is it a real feeling? Is it a physical one?


‘You have a fully functioning, healthy heart now. Look after it.’ Did some consultant doing his rounds actually say that to me, or am I imagining it? Patronising git. Like my old one was . . . Well, I suppose I was ill, OK, he has a point, but I don’t like his phrase: fully functioning. It’s damning, somehow. Like the bastard is saying I wasn’t fully functioning before.


‘It’s sort of creepy, though, isn’t it,’ Helen says, not meeting my eyes.


She’s twiddling the buttons on her black jacket, the smart professional woman’s jacket she took off earlier and draped over the back of her chair. Now she has it across her lap and is fiddling, one by one, with each button; twirling it. Her fidgets always irritated me. Now I’m transfixed.


‘The beating-heartness of it all, I mean, like a live animal or something? I can see the point, of course, can’t you? That they can keep it viable, you know, that if there’s no need to pack it in ice you get a bit longer, allow them time to transport it . . .’


Her voice trails off.


‘I hope the roads are cleared by now. Those fire engines. I have to be in court by three.’


She stops fiddling with the buttons and decides to put the jacket back on.


‘Well, I hope you feel better soon. So they didn’t – did they – do they – you know, tell you anything about the donor?’


I give a tiny shake of my head. She smiles then; that shake was my first proper reply. She nods and stands up.


‘Patrick. I do have to go now. I’m so sorry, love. I’m due back in court.’


Love. The Yorkshire term of endearment she can never quite stop herself using, even when she most patently doesn’t mean it. I watch her, watch the way her breasts jut out as she slips her arms into the black jacket. I think for the first time of what is under there. Under the black linen, the green jumper. Under her bra, under the lace and flesh of her, under the white freckled skin, the fine curved ribs. When you peel it all back. I see it for the first and only time and it’s a shock. What is it like? I know very well: I saw mine here on a screen. From a distance it looked like a baby alien, a sort of ET with a giant, all-seeing eye, moving, pumping, grimacing at me. The colours were all wrong too: livid purple and gold. That was before they explained it. The superior vena cava. The right atrium. The large aorta. The pulmonary artery, the mitral valve. I know, I know. I was married to her for sixteen years. It’s beautiful. It’s red in tooth and claw. It’s alive.


She closes the door behind her. Through the glass I watch her move into the ward beyond. Her upright shape, the backs of her heels, her splendid posture: all those years of wrenching her shoulders back manfully, putting up with me, shouldering. She pulls and pushes the ward door before managing to figure out the huge button on the wall that releases it, and looks back through the window at me to give a rueful smile over her shoulder, as if we both expected this.


A drumming starts up in my temples: tears threatening. For God’s sake, what on earth is wrong with me? I rub my eyes, hard. I don’t think I’ve cried since 1984. Just my luck: must have been a weeper, my donor.


A ridiculous thought. Everything tumbles and crowds me: a sick feeling sweeps through me. My back prickles cold with sweat. God, I hope I’m not about to throw up.


Helen didn’t kiss me when she left. There was only one, very small moment when I wanted to tell her about my unseemly, unmanly outburst of the night of the operation, how I wasn’t calm or prepared; fuck, I wasn’t even barely competent or adult. I wanted to ask her if any of the staff had mentioned it to her – that Scottish doctor, he must have mentioned it, surely? I wanted to be honest to someone, to fess up, be reassured. I was shit-scared. That’s what I was. Practically blubbing. The space between being told: your heart failure is now so advanced that you won’t live another six months and yes, we’ve found a donor, we can go ahead and operate – barely the space of eight weeks, hardly time to function, let alone ready myself. And in the middle of that, at work, came the letter, the accusation and the pending investigation . . . Then, as if that wasn’t enough, beating-heart surgery is new, there is an increased risk. Only the third time it’s been done that way.


In the middle of all this – I mean, in the middle of the operation – I suddenly saw a bird. In the hospital. Fluttering above my bed, wings outspread, beating heroically to master a strong wind. A kestrel. Only it wasn’t in the hospital and neither was I. I was on a long grey road, flat as a ribbon laid along a landscape, a road like a runway, leading directly to the sky. And in that white sky, a lone kestrel.


And if it’s not a hallucination then it’s a memory: the green masks of the operating theatre, the scrub-nurse just before, shaving my chest; the strange underwater lighting, their eyes all peering at me, above the masks, the soft swish of green curtains sweeping closed around my bed. Going under, deeper.


There was a moment when I was cracked open on that bed, emptied. Rigged up, machines doing my living for me. Awaiting. My heart lifted out and somewhere else. I shouldn’t be alive; I must be monstrous, or magical. No human being can have their heart scooped out of their ribcage, be without it, while they await another, and live, can they? It’s inconceivable.


Nurse Adam, the morning of the operation: This will be your life now. Four different pills to take. The itch of the stubble on my chest, wanting to return. The staples in my chest.


And then that other moment: in the green watery theatre, that object they wheeled in, smouldering like a witches’ cauldron, with something steaming and sputtering inside it. I didn’t see it, of course, I was anaesthetised by then. But in another way, I remember it perfectly. That cauldron held my donor’s organ. Littleport, I heard the scrub-nurse say earlier in ICU. That’s all I knew. The ambulance was bringing my heart from Littleport.


This is my only clue. Later, on my BlackBerry, I Google it. Littleport: the largest village in East Cambridgeshire, six miles north of Ely. Probably takes its name from the Latin word portus, meaning a landing place. Was once an island, before the Fens were drained, surrounded on all sides by fens (fields), meres (lakes) and marshes. Famous for the Littleport riots of 1816.


No man is an island. Littleport was. I am now. A strange man, unlike any other. I’m a burglar, carrying off the heart of someone else, one that doesn’t belong to me. I’d like to go back to my old self, to my old life, but I have a curious, powerful certainty: my old self won’t have me.


 


This morning I had my first heart biopsy: the best way to detect rejection, I’m told. Snipping a little piece of the new organ so soon? Then a chest X-ray. Then an ECG. I get to see my new heart on the monitor. That freaks me. There it is. The right ventricle and the left ventricle are pointed out to me. ‘Look how pretty your new heart is,’ says Dr Burns. He’s grinning like a madman. It’s been champagne and newspaper reporters for him since the surgery, and Helen’s right: he is an ugly bastard. I’m scratchy with lack of sleep but exhausted with a weariness beyond anything I’ve ever felt. Dr Burns tells me that two journalists from the local newspaper are here again and whenever I’m ready they’d love to talk to ‘Papworth Hospital’s Third Successful Beating-Heart Transplant Survivor’. I ask Burns for a Zopiclone and he says he doesn’t believe in sleeping tablets.


‘I don’t believe in heart transplants!’ I shout after his departing back. My voice barely rises above a croak.


A different nurse, a young Asian woman with a lisp, comes to tell me that a ‘deep dithspair’ is very normal after major heart surgery. Indeed, after any major operation or ‘near-death exthperience’. I stare at the little mouth while she’s speaking and ponder that strange phrase and how readily people use it. Near-death experience. She’s not the one whose diseased heart is lying lonesome and abandoned in a hospital bin somewhere.


She’s taken pity on me and got another doctor to prescribe Valium. I want to sleep, but, I tell her, I need it to be dreamless.


My second visitor is the transplant co-ordinator. Cheery, cute little woman I’ve already had far too many dealings with, called Maureen. She sits beside me, knitting. She has the hair texture of a Jack Russell terrier and she’s small for a grown woman, more the size of a leprechaun. Maureen says I can write to the ‘donor family’ if I want. My throat doesn’t feel as bad today. I grunt. I can form words again but I see no point in wasting effort on talking to a midget. She’s not allowed to reveal details of the family, she says, unless they permit it, and we must respect their privacy at this ‘tragic time’, but I could write to them and she would forward the letter, without revealing to me their address.


‘I could show you a sample letter, if you like,’ she continues, undeterred. ‘You know, an example of what kind of thing to write.’


‘I’m on the AHRC Research Council for American Studies. I think I could write a short letter without help, thank you.’


She giggles. After a pause she looks up from her knitting.


‘Remember those forms you filled out – psychiatric evaluations to see how you would fare after surgery on this scale? I remember you came out feisty enough!’


‘Feisty. That’s a woman’s word.’


‘Yes, it’s funny, that. How we say it about women more than men.’


‘It’s from the German. A little dog. Touchy and quarrelsome, over-sensitive. It’s hardly a compliment.’


‘Is that so?’ The needles clack while her diminutive brain seems to contemplate this. ‘Overly sensitive? Men. That’s right. They’re easy to wound, in my experience. Needy. I think women are stronger, emotionally.’


I’m about to reply to this ridiculous generalisation but I spy the glorious figure of Alice through the glass door to my room and Maureen follows my eyes and hastily stands up, stuffing the knitting into her bag.


‘That must be your daughter. What a lovely-looking girl!’ Maureen reminds me to take my pills and sweeps out, nodding to Alice as their paths cross in the doorway.


I think at first that Alice is simply standing there, wringing her hands in an old-fashioned way; then I realise that there’s some obligatory hand-washing lotion for visitors and Alice is obediently disinfecting herself. She bursts into my room, tries to hug me, stands back in horror at the sight of me and then starts blubbing. I immediately find my own eyes filling with tears. Then we laugh, glancing at each other, and she offers me a tissue.


She looks beautiful: her usual get-up of some girly kind of skirt or dress and clod-hopping Doc Marten boots, masses of black eye make-up (now all over her face) and bouffant blonde hair, like a young Brigitte Bardot. The pain on staring at her – pain, did I say? But it’s joy surely – the pleasure, the delight, it’s like a pinching, a twisting in my chest: it does actually hurt. My heart seems to be responding, racing, it’s definitely beating faster as I gaze at her. It’s working, then? Such a strange, delirious thought: the new organ responding to my feelings.


‘Oh, Dad!’ Alice says, plonking herself into the chair beside my bed and succumbing to another bout of weeping and sniffing. ‘You look really young and pathetic in that nightie!’ she adds.


‘Marvellous. I must wear a fetching hospital gown more often.’


Unlike Helen, she’s brought useful things. She’s been to my flat in Highgate and got my laptop. She’s bought me pyjamas and a nice pair, too, with a T-shirt instead of a shirt, not the old-man, button-up kind. Socks: warm, cashmere, the right size.


‘Come on now, poppet, what’s all this crying about?’ I say, when she doesn’t seem to be able to stop. ‘Look, I’m fine! I’m here. It’s all been fine.’


‘Did you know I was here, all the while they did it? I slept in the waiting room. They kept giving me updates but I never knew if they told you I was there. I had to go back to Cambridge afterwards so I didn’t get to see you when you first woke up.’


This takes a minute to sink in. Alice, who once accused me of being the World’s Most Self-Centred Dad and having No Fucking Interest Whatsoever in her life, and failing to keep one single appointment that Helen organised with the school about her GCSEs, A levels or university choices . . . Alice, bothering to come to the hospital and keep me company – though I didn’t know it – while I was having the operation. I don’t know what to say. I can’t even meet her eyes.


After a while, minutes perhaps, I stretch out my arms to indicate to Alice that she’s to hug me carefully, not to touch my chest, to mind the IV and the wires. We manage an awkward embrace and she pulls away, smiling at last. Her little-girl face with her big blackened eyes and her upturned nose.


‘I did think . . .’ She’s dabbing at her eyes with a shredded tissue but not making much impact on the huge smudges of war-paint. ‘Well, you’d been so ill. And then there was – you know. The strain. All that trouble. And the doctors told me it was – well, you know. Not everyone . . . some people reject it.’


‘So far so good, poppet.’


I tap my chest, trying to sound upbeat; trying to sound like a confident, reassuring father.


‘Mum said . . . she said you looked terrible.’


‘Charming! She looked very pretty, I thought. Has she lost weight?’


‘Dad! I don’t think so. She’s probably been worried about you. We all thought – God, I really thought . . .’


She bursts into tears again and the sobbing is long, and goes on some time. I tell her to find my clean handkerchief in my folded trouser pocket, in my locker, which she does, and starts to calm down.


The discovery that Helen has been worrying about me is equally astonishing. We’ve had telephone conversations, yes, and I suppose I had told her about the deterioration of my heart and that the chances of a transplant coming along were slim, but she had simply told me that my self-pitying was getting tiresome and now that we were no longer married she didn’t have to listen to it, and I’d taken her at her word.


‘Who was that woman?’ Alice asks, once she’s composed.


‘What, the knitting one? The woman with the haircut like an eighties feminist?’


She smiles; nods. ‘Yes. Is she a friend of yours?’


‘Jeez, Maureen? I don’t think she’s my type, do you?’


Alice grins. ‘Well, she’s pretty! Petite. But, I guess: no. Your type is more – you know. You like them to look like – an achievement.’


‘Cheeky! Anyway. Maureen. The teeny tiny transplant co-ordinator. She’d come to tell me about the donor family.’


Alice’s eyes widen. There’s a big blob of black eye-stuff on her cheek that I’d like to wipe away for her.


‘What about them? Who was it, do you know?’


‘No. She can’t tell me that. Confidentiality, I suppose. But . . . I have a hunch. I think it must have been a woman.’


‘Can that happen? I mean, does – the sex of the donor matter?’


‘Apparently not. You can have a woman’s heart. Or a woman can be transplanted with the heart of a man. The heart is an organ with no gender.’


‘Amazeballs.’


‘Quite.’


‘Why do you think that, then, what makes you sure your donor is a woman?’


‘Well, I fear my IQ has dropped.’


‘Dad! Seriously.’ Alice laughs and the black blob of make-up falls from her cheek.


‘Now I have the heart of a weak and feeble woman . . .’


‘Isn’t it, “I may have the body of a weak and feeble woman but I have the heart of a King”?’


‘So it is. It’s just that—’


I stop and consider. I find I can’t continue.


Alice leans forward: ‘Do you feel, like, really weird? Having it inside you?’


‘No. No, of course not. I feel – fine.’


‘You don’t look fine.’


‘Well, I know I could do with a shave.’


‘No, it’s not that. You look weird. Odd to me. Different.’


‘Well, poppet. You haven’t seen me in a while. And I have just had major surgery. I expect I’m not looking my best.’


I smile but close my eyes. The effort, the unaccustomed effort of talking like this to my daughter, leaves me breathless. I lean back onto the pillow.


‘Dad, am I tiring you out? Is it too much? I can come back early next week—’


I try to sit up properly; I’m slumping. Some backbone would help me.


‘You know how I used to joke that your mother had three thousand six hundred and twenty-two feelings and I had the requisite five basic ones which have an evolutionary purpose? Because, quite frankly, most of the time I didn’t know what the bloody hell she was on about? Well, since coming round from surgery I’m finding myself having others, another . . . perhaps the sixth emotion.’


‘What’s the sixth?’


‘Surprise.’


‘Surprise? Is that an emotion then? Separate from these five basic ones you’re on about?’


‘Yes. Happiness, anxiety, sadness, anger and disgust. It’s none of those. So it might be . . . wonder. Perhaps wonder. Which is, arguably, an aspect of happiness, so not in fact new.’


‘Yes. That’s OK then. Phew. Not a new one at all, just a variation on a theme?’


‘Still. It’s irksome. I don’t know what to do with this new feeling. Or feelings.’


‘But Dad. There’s nothing to do with feelings, is there? You just feel them.’


This sentence sits between us.


‘Ah,’ I say, eventually. ‘And there’s me thinking I had to intellectualise about them.’


She smiles. ‘Maybe it was a brain transplant you needed after all?’


I sit up, trying to shift the mood back to the familiar one, the old one. Me joking and batting away, Alice expressing things in Technicolor, rich enough for both of us. ‘I am on heavy medication of course,’ I say. ‘Might account for my new-found eloquence on the subject of emotions.’


‘You’re funny.’ She tries to ruffle my hair and goes instead for a kiss on the cheek. Both are painful, but not unwelcome.


I’m exhausted. My hand strays to my chest and I see Alice notice this.


‘Does it hurt then? Do you feel, like, weird there?’


‘You’ve asked me that. No, no, honestly, it’s fine.’


I tap the bandages through the hospital gown. I know that I have a scar on my chest, described by Burns as ‘single longitudinal sternal splitting’ but I haven’t examined it. With the various wires and drains in me, I think again of aliens. Yes, an alien creature is right, because who on this earth who is human carries a heart inside him that belongs to someone else?


I try a different tack. ‘You know when I was about nine I went on this big trip to London, went to the Science Museum, my mother took me. And they had this giant pumping model heart. Bright red and blue. A plastic model. Do they still have that? Have you seen it?’


Alice shakes her head.


‘Jeez, I hated it. It was bigger than a shark and suspended, I think, loud and booming, this amplified beat. It was probably demonstrating Harvey’s principles of circulation or something but I remember turning on my heel and running out, feeling sick. Cushie, my mother, was completely bewildered. What on earth was wrong with me? Scared by a giant booming heart.’


Alice grins at me. She’s looking hugely reassured now that I’m talking nonsense and sitting up properly again.


‘Why did your mum take you if it was scary?’


‘Oh, I don’t know. Part of her educational drive for me, I suppose. She wanted me to have a more rounded education, she said. She thought my school, my father too, I suppose she meant, was obsessed with my just passing exams and winning cups and achieving things.’


‘Did you? Win things all the time?’


‘Of course.’


‘You never talk about your mum. I’ve never even seen a photo of her.’


‘No? Cushie. A big lass and a bonny lass and she likes her beer. That was the song. Her real name was Constance, I don’t know why she was always Cushie. You’re lucky you didn’t get it – Helen hated the name.’


I change the subject then, remembering to ask Alice about Cambridge. The joys and horrors of having to read Edmund Spenser’s The Faerie Queene. Why it is that envy and other emotions are always depicted as female? Girton, and how it’s more relaxed than the other colleges. Punting and the price of wine and whether you can get Weil’s disease from swimming in the River Cam. The strange warm weather we’re having.


At one point she flicks through Transplant News and asks breezily: ‘So, when do you think you’ll be back at uni, Dad?’


‘Didn’t your mum say? I’ve got a sabbatical. After that business – well, I don’t have to face the hearing now. I don’t have to go back until the autumn semester next year. I was so ill.’


Her eyes are on the magazine. I watch her for a moment and then find myself saying:


‘Maybe I won’t go back. Ever.’


The thought is delicious. An absolute shock, but thrilling.


‘Huh?’


Alice’s equally shocked expression gives me pause. Did I really just say that?


‘Well, I just mean, I don’t have to go back. There is the possibility of doing – other things.’


Alice stops flicking through Transplant News and darts me a look.


‘What other things? What the – what would you do with yourself?’


‘I don’t know. You’re right. Yes, of course. Though . . . maybe I could take early retirement. I don’t know. It’s just occurred to me.’


Alice puts the magazine down and gives me a frown exactly like one of Helen’s.


‘Maybe not a good idea to make, like, major decisions when you’re in this – you know. Stage,’ she says.


‘When I’m not in control of all my faculties, you mean?’


She grins. ‘OK, I’m not bossing you around! I just think it’s a bit sudden, that’s all. You love that job. You’re like – obsessed with it. It’s always been everything to you. That’s all.’


‘Right. I know. It just popped into my head. That I could, that’s all I mean. Nothing’s stopping me. And there’s my book. I could work on my book.’


‘Your book. What is it again?’


She stops talking, aware that a nurse has opened the door to my room and is hovering. It’s Nurse Adam again, back on shift: powerful smell of Lynx aftershave and a florid spot on his forehead. He beams me a big smile; must have bad news. Alice stands up and picks up her denim jacket, which clanks noisily with its clash of brooches and badges and metal buttons.


‘No, don’t get up, Missy, a quick word with your father.’


She sits back down.


‘I asked Dr Burns,’ Nurse Adam says, in a confiding tone. ‘Apparently the cavity around your heart is still big. The new heart has lots of space around it so the chest drains will have to do more work than usual. Sorry. So that means the big one has to stay. I’ll take the small ICD drain out, that should make you more comfortable.’


Alice is biting her bottom lip, her eyes huge. I pat her hand. ‘Don’t worry, lots of space around my heart. I don’t think that’s bad.’


The nurse nods, busying himself around me and then turning slowly to give my daughter only a glancing look. (He must be gay.)


‘Is that why you want your laptop? Looking for another job?’ Alice asks, nodding towards it.


‘Oh, I don’t know. Just emails. Looking up stuff. Jeez, it’s just boring here.’


‘Read a book!’


She laughs. Touché. The times Helen said that to her, over many years, catching her on Facebook when she should be doing her homework, or was lying in bed texting on her mobile.


‘Dad!’


Alice is staring at me, making me wonder what my face is doing.


‘Mum said she’d come tomorrow. Visiting time is over, sorry.’


‘I know. Marvellous! I’ll be fine.’ I hesitate, while a hive of bees inside my head hums incessantly.


‘Is it just me or is that extractor really noisy?’


Alice agrees that it’s noisy.


‘And, you know, people keep talking to me and I can’t quite hear them with that sound going on.’


She seems disappointed; was she expecting me to say something else?


She takes my hand before she leaves and kisses my cheek with a waft of some light girlish perfume: the exact smell of a wooden lolly stick, warm from the sun. That damned snake inside my chest uncoils and leaps as she does so; I feel it struggle inside its basket as her breath touches my cheek. Blackberry bushes. Sherbert pips, the smell of grass on school fields. I’m just so glad of you, I want to say. Or, what did I do to deserve you? Or, look at you, all grown up, the strength of you, the solid, sunlit, living thing that you are with all that hair and those big eyes and crashing noise and daft boots. Thank you. Thank God for you. And then an obvious thought, one I’m surprised I never had before. If only my mother could have met you and seen what I produced. Look, Cushie, see how I did something right: look at good and solid Alice.


And my eyelids are heavy and Alice is right, I’m very, very tired. I don’t know when she leaves. I don’t remember her going. Maybe I took a sleeping tablet.


 


And then, in the middle of the night, I suddenly wake up coughing. The ward is lit with a peculiar blue light and there’s a high whine everywhere, like they are trying to scare off youngsters, or bats, with their sound warfare. And I see a couple of black dots on my hospital gown and wonder what they are, are they specks of blood? Alarm – there is a button on the wall by my hand. I reach for it, and then stop.


Is this it, then? Is this the moment my new organ fails and all that work, all those efforts, prove to be for nothing? I didn’t choose to be here – who does? (I didn’t ask to be born, I remember Alice screaming once in one of those flaming teenage outbursts, and Helen standing her ground and shouting back: you! Don’t give me that, you were kicking me from the day your first cell formed! You were begging to be born!)


I’ve made a cock-up for sure, an almighty cock-up, I’m fifty years old with one ex-wife and one ex-mistress and one daughter and one son I hardly see and one crappy job I no longer want and a case hanging over me and, God knows, nothing much to show for myself.


I am barely breathing, I stare into the room, willing my eyes to accustom to the strangeness of the light: the pale blue wall opposite, the square light switch, the pimpled vent above me on the ceiling with its collection of dusty fluff clinging to it. Do human ears prick up, like dogs’? My breath ruffles the sheets and seems to tear round the room in a sudden draught. Is there someone else here with me?


‘Who’s there?’ I ask. Really, my heart – his heart – the damn organ is going ballistic. Racing, pounding. The hospital room emits its terrible whine.


I cough again, a great wrench at my throat and lungs. ‘I know you’re there,’ I whisper. Show yourself.


When I was about ten, I had a religious phase when I prayed incessantly and under my breath in all situations. Dear God, please let me do well in the exam. Dear God, please let me score a goal. Dear God, please make me a good boy and help me to stop doing this. Dear God, please don’t let Mam die. That was the point I stopped, of course. When I realised He wasn’t listening to the mutterings of a boy in County Durham whose father was snoring on the sofa, still in his suit with the Telegraph over his face, and whose mother had suffered a car accident and lay on a life-support machine. I remember it now, though: prayer. The sense of quietly talking to myself and how comforting it was. Did I believe even back then that I was really talking directly to God, I wonder now?


I remember it like this: I knew that there were different parts of me. There were conscious thoughts like ‘Twelve times ten is one hundred and twenty’ and deeper, inchoate thoughts that I couldn’t reach. And in praying I briefly heard these different selves quietly chatting to one another.
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