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The hearing is the last sense to go, and the first to come back. That was why doctors and nurses still spoke to coma patients even when brain scans showed no activity, and why the sound of his ringing phone interrupted Harry Kent’s dreams even when the low winter sun filtering into his living room hadn’t. The dream had been a vague one, mercifully peaceful, a series of vignettes interspersed with blackness. Purple skies and mountainsides full of lavender; a young woman, skin as pale as bone, hair dyed pink, trying to speak to him despite the plastic tube he was placing into her throat.


Harry woke up and saw his phone vibrating on the glass coffee table, but couldn’t get to it in time. He reached over and picked it up, squinting to make out the number. It was a mobile he didn’t recognise. He glanced at the time. Quarter to seven in the evening. Outside, it was already dark, and had been for hours. He returned the call and got a question from the voice that answered. 


‘Dr Kent? This is Dr Kent, yeah? The police surgeon?’


In the background he could hear chaotic shouting, engines. The voice was female, direct, well spoken.


‘Speaking,’ Harry said.


‘This is DI Noble with Southwark CID. Frances Noble. Call me Frankie.’


‘Harry.’


‘So, Harry. We have a bit of a situation developing and we’d like your input.’


Harry could hear a vehicle pulling up behind Noble. He stood up from the armchair he’d fallen asleep in and rubbed his forehead. The membranes in his brain were pulsating with every heartbeat, bringing a fresh headache with each strike. ‘What kind of situation?’


‘You’ll be briefed when you get here. But we need a doctor, right now.’ 


‘Which station?’


‘At a scene on Wyndham Road. We’ve closed off a section of the Camberwell Road just after the junction with Albany Road. There’s a strip of shops and takeaways. Know the place?’


It was half an hour’s walk from Harry’s apartment, the other side of the Elephant & Castle roundabout. Five minutes by car. 


‘Yeah,’ he said. ‘If someone’s hurt, you should call an ambulance.’


‘We already have one standing by,’ said Noble. ‘No one’s been injured yet.’


Yet. A knot turning in his stomach, Harry stumbled into the kitchen. The apartment had been his for only four weeks, and a lot of his life was still in boxes in the hallway. 


‘I can be there in fifteen,’ he said, breaking into a cough halfway through.


‘Great,’ said Noble. ‘Are you alright?’


‘Yeah, I’m fine. I was on call last night, finished at nine this morning. You woke me up.’


‘We could be here some time. I can ring someone else if you want, but the on-call FME is all the way down in Woolwich. I saw your address was nearby and I thought I’d take my chances.’


FME was his official title, Force Medical Examiner, but that sounded far too official and American for most people’s liking. Even if the old term, police surgeon, was a misnomer, given that Harry never performed surgery on his patients.


‘It’s OK, I’ll be there,’ he said. ‘But don’t hesitate to use those paramedics if things develop before I arrive.’


‘Sure,’ said Noble, and hung up.


He didn’t have time to shower, so pulled on a clean shirt, jumper and trousers, thick socks for his steel-toed boots and took a shot of mouthwash. Washed his face with his hands in his bathroom sink. He didn’t look too tired, which was good, and now his hair was shorter it was easier to control. 


Harry reached into the cabinet above the sink and rummaged until he found the prescription bottle in the back corner. It had an orange-and-white label, announcing its contents as aspirin, 300mg, to be taken as needed. The label was peeling at the top corner where Harry had stuck it to the bottle – the previous one had been turquoise and in a different font, and had read dexamphetamine, 10mg. Not to exceed the stated dose.


He put one of the amphetamines into his palm and swallowed it with water. Every hospital had its speed addicts among the registrars and senior house officers but Harry was careful – never more than one a day, and never more than two days in a row, even if he did fall asleep standing up in the lifts. Over the past week, he’d been the registrar on call for the ICU for three nights running. He picked up his medical bag from the hallway, checking that everything was in place, and retrieved the drugs pack he kept in a locked safe in his bedroom. In the hallway, he stopped to put on a woollen fleece. 


Harry headed out of his flat and onto the landing. The view northward was impressive: the Docklands, the Eye, the City, St Paul’s. From the roof terrace, two floors above his sixth-floor apartment, it was even better. It was why he’d bought it. The tower block on Borough Road had only existed for a few years, replacing what had previously been a council estate of over a thousand people. Those families had been shipped out to Croydon, their homes destroyed to make way for a posh new block of poky professional flats, each costing more than most of the previous inhabitants would make in their lifetimes. 


The lift arrived at the ground and Harry walked to his car, the red-and-orange medical bag hoisted over his shoulder. He was thinking about DI Noble and her ‘developing situation’. No one could be seriously hurt: not all police surgeons were trained in emergency medicine; many were GPs or psychiatrists. An anaesthetist by training, Harry was a relatively rare specimen. The vast majority of his police work involved taking forensic samples, or deciding whether substance abusers or the mentally ill were fit to be interviewed or detained. As he approached the car, he mentally flipped a coin. It was a little early for the junkies to surface, so he prepared himself for one of the tortured personalities the city might decide to throw at him.


By the time he was out of the car park, he had forgotten the dream.


 


The police had cordoned off Camberwell Road and the diversion was running riot with the evening traffic, sent north up Albany Road to join the Old Kent Road towards Peckham. The road was blocked by police cars parked facing one another and a line of blue-and-white tape. A second cordon inside went around the square of concrete that was Wyndham Court, leading onto a nondescript estate, the row of shops and takeaways Noble had mentioned blocked by larger police vans. Four uniformed officers stood at the outer cordon, two of them armed.


Harry’s stomach tightened again as he wound down his window. Police with guns at the cordons meant firearms involved at the scene, even in this part of town. Nightmare visions of a schizophrenic man waving a shotgun flooded into his consciousness. Whatever this situation was, from the sheer amount of police vehicles present it would evidently not be as simple as Harry had been hoping. 


‘Road’s closed, mate,’ the officer at the cordon mouthed. His white breath spiralled in the air and hit Harry’s windscreen. 


Harry reached out of his window and presented his ID card.


‘Dr Kent? You the police surgeon?’


‘No,’ Harry said. ‘I’m the police dentist. DI Noble’s six-monthly check-up is due.’


The officer shook his head and pointed over to his left.


‘Park up here. I’ll walk you in,’ he said, before turning to a colleague. ‘Sandy, log Dr Kent in. 19.16.’


Harry parked on a double yellow and locked the car, retrieving his bag from the passenger seat. Even with half the Met watching, it was still Walworth. He ducked under the tape, his medical bag bouncing on his back as he walked towards Wyndham Road. A line of patrol cars and vans had formed a semicircle around the shopfronts, a fried chicken takeaway separating an internet café from an Islamic cultural centre. A group of three people were standing behind a large police command unit at the apex of the horseshoe, its side labelled Territorial Support Group in stencilled letters.


The only woman was not in uniform, her black leather jacket reflecting the floodlights surrounding the group.


‘Guv, this is Dr Kent,’ the officer escorting him said.


Noble extended her hand. ‘Thanks for getting here so quickly. This is, er, rather rapidly getting quite hairy. I’m Silver Command.’


She stepped to one side to introduce the two men standing to her right. The officer in plain clothes was black, six foot four at least, and dressed in the tracksuit bottoms, blue camouflage hoodie and glossy gilet that was the uniform of the estates surrounding them. The other man was in tactical gear: a blue insulated jumpsuit beneath full body armour, complete with bulletproof helmet, visor and sidearm. ‘This is DS Wilson, he’s with me from CID. And Inspector Quinn, with Trojan. He’s Bronze Command.’


The police used the same Bronze-Silver-Gold system for major incidents as the NHS, so Harry was vaguely familiar with it. As the team leader with Trojan, the Met’s specialist firearms unit, Quinn was on the front line, in charge of whatever was going on behind the blockade of police vehicles, while Noble managed the scene and dictated strategy. Gold Command would be the chief superintendent at the borough headquarters, pacing anxiously around the office and watching video feeds. Harry nodded at both of the men and shook their gloved hands.


‘OK,’ he said. ‘So what’s going on?’


The TSG van’s side shutters had been pulled up to reveal a camera image displayed on a flat screen; Wilson moved to allow Harry to see it. It showed the takeaway’s façade, peeling blue paintwork above plate glass windows, behind which were four tables and a counter. A youth in a coat too big for him was sitting at the rear table, on which sat an empty box of chicken, three Coke cans and a small black gun. The other people were arranged in a huddle at one side of the room, all standing: two builders in orange high-vis, two men wearing Chicken Hut polo shirts, a family with a young daughter, a hipster with tight jeans and a knitted cardigan. 


‘This is Solomon Idris,’ said Noble. ‘That’s a provisional ID, DS Wilson and his team are working on confirming it as we speak. He’s been holding those people hostage for about an hour now.’


Noble’s explanation was concise and clear, but it left Harry cold. ‘I don’t know what you expect of me,’ he said. ‘I’m not a psychologist. If you want me to profile him, or negotiate, I can’t do that.’


She laughed. ‘Believe it or not, Dr Kent, we have our own specialist officers trained for just that.’


‘Where are they?’ Harry said.


Noble shook her head. ‘The ones attached to South-East London are all at a European police conference in Antwerp. I think there’s someone on their way from the Yard, but this is hardly high priority.’ 


Harry had some sympathy with them. A kid with a gun in a fried chicken takeaway, he thought. It wasn’t a Middle Eastern embassy siege.


‘So what happened?’ he asked. ‘Is he trying to rob the place?’


‘Not as far as we can tell,’ she replied. ‘We’ve managed to get the CCTV feed. He ordered and paid, sat down and started eating. Then he just pulled out the gun, fired into the air and told everyone not to move. He let three schoolkids who were there go and told them to call the police. And here we are.’


There was a chime from inside DS Wilson’s gilet, and he reached in to retrieve a BlackBerry, opening up an email. From his expression, Harry guessed it was something useful. 


‘Mo, what have we got?’


‘His record,’ Wilson said, waving the screen around.


‘Anything interesting?’ said Noble. 


‘Solomon Idris, seventeen years old, address on the Albany estate,’ Wilson summarised. ‘Got previous for possession of a bladed weapon, ABH, robbery. Used to be affiliated, Wooly OC, but he got himself shanked in 2010 and since then nothing. Looks like he’s gone straight.’


Everyone listened intently to Wilson, who spoke quickly, but with an almost mournful tone in his voice, like a disappointed parent. Noble was working a piece of chewing gum from one side of her mouth to the other furiously. Harry would bet that it was the nicotine-rich variety, and the chewing was an addict’s release. 


‘Some kind of vendetta?’ Quinn suggested.


‘After almost two years on the straight?’ said Noble. ‘Unlikely.’


She turned back to Harry.


‘Anyway,’ she continued, ‘he’s made a few demands. He wants to speak to a lawyer, and he wants to make a statement and have it broadcast on BBC News.’


‘Are you meeting them?’ Harry asked.


‘We’ve got some legal aid bod coming over from the Yard. We’re still working on Huw Edwards.’


Quinn put his hand to his earpiece and went running off towards the back of the van. Harry noticed two bored-looking paramedics with cardboard cups of tea, sitting in the front of the ambulance and waiting for someone to get shot. He stepped forward, his breath dancing in the cold air.


‘With all due respect,’ he said, looking between Noble and Wilson, ‘I still don’t see what I’m doing here.’


‘He’s sick,’ Noble said. ‘Solomon.’


‘What, you mean mentally ill? You want a psych assessment?’


‘No. Well, not as far as we know. The kid’s physically sick. He’s been coughing his lungs up, maybe once every few minutes, for about half an hour now. That’s why you’re here. Also looks like he’s having trouble breathing. We’ve negotiated a deal. Three of the hostages will be released in exchange for medical attention.’


Harry leaned in closer, as though if he could hear her better she’d make more sense. He put his palm up, then regretted it. Outside his fleece pocket his hand burned cold. ‘Sorry? You want me to go into the takeaway with Idris and treat him, am I right?’


Noble nodded and started to explain. ‘Look, we really think—’


‘And all this time he’s still armed, yeah?’ 


Inspector Quinn returned from behind the van and put a hand on Harry’s forearm, squeezing just too tightly to be considered reassuring. ‘Look, I know that sounds scary, but trust me. I’ve got sixteen officers deployed, four round the back covering the fire exit, six at the front, all eyes on the target.’ He pointed up at the council flats that looked down onto the takeaway. ‘Two sharpshooters up there. At all times at least one of them has a crosshair right on the subject. The other four guys are a walk-in team. They’ll take you right up to the door. Believe me, this guy makes even a fraction of a move for that weapon and my boys will take him out before you even start to shit your pants.’ 


Quinn laughed and Harry didn’t. ‘I’m glad you’re not negotiating,’ he said. 


‘So am I, mate.’


‘You’ll do it then?’ The voice was DI Noble’s, blunt, to the point. 


Harry hadn’t finished nodding before someone tapped him on the shoulder. He turned around. DS Wilson was holding up a Kevlar vest. ‘Let’s get this on under your fleece, then,’ he said. ‘Wouldn’t want you to get chilly, now, would we?’


 


Harry sat on the step of the van trying not to shiver. Inspector Quinn was next to him, addressing the four armed officers gathered in front. They were battle-ready, two with MP5 carbines slung across their chests, the others with heavy metal shields and handguns, hard-man bravado visible on their faces. Harry took one look and knew each was as nervous as he was. 


‘OK,’ Quinn said. He was holding a whiteboard tablet on which he’d sketched a map of the storefronts. ‘Charlie One and Charlie Two will advance up the street and wait behind the concrete bench here. Once they’re in position, Charlie Three and Charlie Four will escort Dr Kent up to the same position. From there, I want radio confirmation of eyes on target before Dr Kent approaches the front door. If at any point you lose your shot, radio in.’


Grunts of understanding from the four officers. Harry’s heart was starting to race. A familiar feeling was coming back to him, one that he hadn’t missed. But it had been different when he’d been in the field – he’d been a cog in a machine, whether in the safety of the hospital at Bastion, behind dozens of security circles, or darting out of the back ramp of a helicopter with a platoon of Royal Marines to take the heat for him. There, he’d had a mission, something he could focus on to ignore the flying bullets. The kid in front of him with three limbs blown off and half of his circulating volume soaked into the dust. 


Here, though, it was just him and a seventeen-year-old boy with a gun. The one who was really in charge of the situation, whatever the Met said. 


‘Radio check,’ Quinn ordered. Harry had been given his own earpiece and collar mike. He heard the armed officers’ call signs one by one as they checked their communications. He was trying to reassure himself that they had his back. It wasn’t working. He felt an itch under his right arm, and took a deep breath of freezing air.


‘And you, Doc.’


‘Check.’ 


‘OK,’ Quinn said. ‘Move up, stand by.’


The two armed officers took their positions between two police vans, one of the gaps in the armoured horseshoe protecting the officers from the siege in the takeaway. The media were starting to arrive at the far cordon, and Harry could hear a helicopter somewhere in the night. Quinn leaned out and nodded to Noble and Wilson, who were still standing by the command vehicle. Harry followed his gaze and made eye contact with Noble for a brief second. She nodded and smiled. At that moment he realised where he’d seen her face before, and felt a twist in the pit of his stomach. Putting the memory away, he watched her raise a black satellite phone and start talking.


‘Hi, Solomon. It’s Frankie again. How are you?’


I can’t imagine how he is, Harry thought. Coming to terms with the prospect of his life ending in a fried chicken takeaway. 


‘Is our deal still on? Good, that’s great to hear. OK, this is what we’re gonna do. You’re gonna see some of our officers in front of the shop. But don’t worry now, they’re just there to make sure Dr Kent gets in safe and to collect the other people when they come out.’ 


The other people. Harry guessed the book didn’t let her say the word ‘hostage’.


‘OK, I understand, Solomon. He’ll be with you shortly. Thanks for cooperating.’


Noble turned and nodded to Quinn, who put his hand over his earpiece.


‘Charlie One and Two, move to position,’ he said.


‘Copy.’


Harry watched the two officers walk round the corner, the one with the shield leading, his handgun poking out behind it, trained on the figure behind the panel glass. 


‘In position.’


‘Charlie Three and Four standing by.’


Quinn looked across at Harry and pointed to the two Trojan officers crouched either side of him, checking their weapons.


‘Good luck, mate.’


Harry filled his lungs with crisp, empty air and stood up, taking his position between the two policemen. 


‘In your own time, Charlie Three.’


They emerged from behind the van and Harry felt every muscle in his body tense involuntarily. The first two guys were now crouched behind a concrete bench, aiming towards the figure at the far table. Harry looked up at the logo next to the flickering Chicken Hut sign, the smiling cockerel, and wondered how thick the glass beneath it was, whether it would cause the bullets to ricochet. 


They reached the benches and the second pair of officers took up positions either side of him.


‘This is as far as we go,’ one of them said.


‘Excellent.’


Harry held the strap of his medical bag, the orange fluorescent stripe reflecting the takeaway’s lights. The internet café and cultural centre were closed, blinds down, their owners and staff no doubt evacuated earlier. His right armpit was itching again. He stood up, fixed his eyes on the blue strobes reflected in the takeaway’s front window and began to move. As he walked towards the light, he thought about what a good target the fluorescent strap across his chest was.


‘Romeo One Rifle, no shot.’


The voice was a new one, one of the marksmen somewhere on the tower block behind him. Rifle bullets were twice as long and travelled twice as fast as those in the officers’ carbines, or Solomon Idris’s revolver. If the sharpshooters missed, they could easily slice through Harry and then a hostage. 


Quinn’s voice: ‘Rifle Two, check in.’


‘Romeo Two Rifle, I have a shot. Standing by.’


Harry wrapped his hand around the metal handle of the door and pushed it in. A bell rang to announce his arrival. He took four steps forward so he was standing right in the middle of the shop.


Solomon Idris was sitting far from the door, his back propped up against the wall, one arm on the counter. Tracklines shaved into his hair, hands in the long front pocket of his hoodie, beads of sweat on his forehead, red, spider’s webs of blood on the whites of his eyes. The grainy camera image and the baggy hoodie had managed to disguise just how thin he was. DS Wilson had said that Idris was seventeen, but to Harry he seemed far older – his face was sunken, the cheeks sucked inward, close to the bones, and his eyes looked out with a stare Harry had seen before, an old man’s stare in young men who had seen things beyond their years. His figure shone in a halo of glowing meal deals, chicken buckets and side orders.


Harry looked around and buried an almost uncontrollable desire to burst out laughing. Here he was, less than an hour after waking up in an empty flat, the scaffold of his mind held up by speed, standing in a fried chicken shop with an armed teenager. A chill ran through him, despite all the layers he had on, and he saw that the hostages were all shivering too. 


The mobile phone on the desk next to the gun rang and Harry tried to conceal that it had made him jump. Idris reached down with a delicate, measured movement and picked it up.


Harry imagined Noble’s voice on the other end of the phone, firm but caring, like a schoolteacher. Idris’s face didn’t change and he said nothing. He hung up the phone and turned his gaze to Harry.


‘Take off the vest.’


No sooner was the command out of Idris’s mouth than he collapsed into a fit of visceral coughing, his body jerking with every spasm.


Harry’s eyes moved down to the gun on the table. A pocket-sized revolver, one of the thousands of street guns that circulated around the city. It looked small-calibre, not one of the magnum varieties which could cut through Kevlar like it was paper. At this range, Harry’s vest would stop the bullet. 


Idris nodded at one of the hostages, the young girl with her parents. ‘Take it off, bruv, or I waste the girl.’


Her father let out a whimper, and Harry released the Velcro strap keeping the vest in place, sliding his arms out of the fleece and laying it and the vest on the ground. He decided that under no circumstances would he give the vest to Idris. Two layers of clothing down, the cold bit Harry’s skin even harder.


Silence and cold air filled the restaurant and somewhere outside a distant siren stopped. Harry didn’t know what to say. The kid broke the deadlock.


‘Is you hungry?’


At the mere mention of the word, Harry’s stomach did a full turn. Night shifts meant working from 8.30 in the morning to 8.30 at night, and handing over at the morning meeting usually went on until 9.30. His last meal had been a toasted sandwich from the hospital’s twenty-four-hour café somewhere around one a.m., eighteen hours ago.


‘Yeah, actually, I am,’ said Harry. ‘Starving.’


Idris gestured towards the two Chicken Hut employees, their polo shirts the same colour as the blue plasters on their fingers, who jerked to their feet. 


‘Boss, make man some chicken,’ he ordered, before turning to Harry: ‘What you want?’


‘I’m fine,’ said Harry.


‘Nah you isn’t!’ Idris said, coughing again. ‘You’s hungry. That’s what they there for, innit? That’s what they get paid to do, yeah? Just like you’s a doctor. You make people better. Or you s’posed to, innit? They make us chicken.’


‘Honestly, I’m fine,’ said Harry. ‘But thanks for the offer, mate.’


Idris shrugged his shoulders and settled back into his chair. The smell of grease and spices hung in the restaurant, and Harry’s hunger worsened. The paradox of simultaneous hunger and zero appetite whatsoever was an all too familiar one to him.


Noble’s voice sounded in his ear. ‘Tell him we had a deal, Harry.’


Harry took a deep breath in.


‘You made a deal with Frankie about letting the other people go,’ he said.


Idris looked at him through the bloodshot eyes that had evidently seen too much, rolled his head from side to side and burst into another fit of coughing. Harry could see the sternocleidomastoid muscles above his collarbones jerking as his lungs spasmed.


‘Fair,’ Idris said once the coughs subsided. He pointed to the family gathered in the near corner of the shop and then threw his hand towards the door. ‘Go,’ he said, and pulled a napkin to his mouth and coughed into it. Harry watched it fall, noting red spots surrounding the smiling cockerel on his white background. The family ran into the arms of the Trojan officers waiting at the door, who shepherded them to safety, a chorus of boots on concrete.


As the officers melted back into the darkness, Harry felt more alone than he had in a long time. He tried to remember the sharpshooters behind him in the tower block, their crosshairs over the man, or rather the boy, in front of him. He looked at Solomon Idris and thought that he must be feeling pretty lonely, too. Probably lonelier than he had ever been before.


Over half the patients at Bastion had been enemy combatants, insurgents responsible for the deaths and injuries of his comrades, men willing to kill for an ideology that included shooting young girls in the head for demanding an education. Your patient has an inalienable right to life, he told himself now, as he had then. The teenager in front of him hadn’t done anything nearly as bad as most of the people he’d treated over there. Victims of birth: just like growing up in a theocracy where Westerners had destroyed your livelihood and culture made you an insurgent, if you grew up poor in a concrete mausoleum in North Peckham, life inside a gang was the only security you could ever hope for. 


‘Can I call you Solomon?’ said Harry.


Idris grunted and nodded. More coughing.


‘I’m Harry. Can I place my bag down on this table?’ He got an imperceptible nod in reply. ‘What seems to be the problem?’


‘Can’t breathe. Got bare pain in my chest.’


‘How long have you been coughing?’ said Harry.


‘Weeks, man.’


Harry reached into his medical bag and watched Idris wrap his fingers around the gun, releasing it when Harry withdrew his hand with a stethoscope entwined in it. How many gunshot wounds had he seen in his career? Six or seven in two years in London. Maybe a hundred in nine months at Bastion. Nothing quite as destructive as a bullet, its complete disregard for organ, bone or tissue, tearing through everything with equal malice.


‘You normally fit and well?’


‘Yeah.’


‘Any health conditions? Asthma? Diabetes?’


‘No.’


Harry tapped the diaphragm of his stethoscope to check it was set round the right way. 


‘Travelled anywhere recently?’


Idris rolled his bloodshot eyes over to meet Harry’s.


‘Solomon, I don’t work for the police. I’m a doctor. Anything you tell me falls under doctor–patient confidentiality, and I’ll only pass it on to the police in the event that not informing them would risk placing you or someone else in danger.’


Idris shook his head and laughed, but it quickly degenerated into coughing. Wet particles of saliva bounced off the table and onto Harry’s sleeve. He reached into the bag and put on gloves and a surgical mask. Once Idris was finished he indicated the two Chicken Hut workers, the builders, and the student in the cardigan. 


‘Bruv, I’s sittin here with a piece and these five bitches. I think you could get away with sayin I’s dangerous.’


Harry smiled. Idris didn’t react.


‘Maybe I could,’ Harry said. ‘But telling me if you’ve been abroad won’t change my mind. It might help me help you, though.’


Idris nodded. Harry watched the neck muscles he used whenever he breathed. 


‘Fair. I been in Nottingham a bit. I ain’t never left England.’


Harry said nothing and felt the weight of fear in his chest. Or maybe it was guilt. At Solomon Idris’s age, Harry had never left the country either. It was one of the things that had been most noticeable, that had embarrassed him most, when he’d arrived at medical school, his peers all fresh from gap years in Phuket or Paraguay or Paris, or from the family safari in Kenya. If things had been different, could he have been here? Surrounded by the filth, a gun in his hand, contemplating the prospect of his last meal being a box of chicken?


He ignored the feeling and put the diaphragm of his stethoscope just below Idris’s left collarbone.


‘Take a deep breath in.’


He did so. Harry heard crackled, muffled whispers of life. He looked down, saw the gun again, and imagined the bullet in his own chest. He wondered what would kill him if Idris decided to use it. Sometimes gunshot victims died before they had time to bleed to death: their lungs collapsed and the pressure in their chests built up until it crushed their hearts, or the great vessels leaked into the airways and they drowned in their own blood.


‘Have you lost any weight recently?’


‘Yeah.’


‘Since when?’


‘A couple months. But I ain’t been eatin, not much anyway.’


Idris erupted into the worst coughing fit so far, and Harry jumped backwards, pulling his stethoscope back over his neck. Idris bent double and retched, and Harry reached into his pack for a clinical waste bag, holding it at Idris’s chin so the teenager could cough into it. When the fit was finished, he leant over and inspected the sputum, but there was nothing in the bag despite the fact that the teenager’s lungs were audibly full of crap. Maybe there were cysts, or he was too weak to cough it up. Christ, Harry thought. 


‘How long have you been feeling like this?’


‘About a week. Thought it was a cold, innit.’


From the muffled breath sounds and the distress he was in, it was more than a mere chest cold. Harry suspected a serious pneumonia, maybe even tuberculosis, and when he spotted a greyness in the nail beds of Idris’s fingers, he went into his bag for a pulse oximeter. He had almost forgotten that he was in the midst of a police siege, because all this was routine. A sick patient, who needed a differential diagnosis and stabilisation. Ignoring the smell of fried chicken and the radio static in his ear, the sterile yellow light was the same as A&E at night.


Harry held up the oximeter and pushed it open.


‘Can I slide this onto one of your fingers, please?’


‘What is it?’


‘It measures how much oxygen is in your blood.’


‘No needles?’


Idris’s other hand closed around the gun’s handle, and Harry tensed again. Although it was a natural reflex, it was actually the worst thing to do. The bullet would do less damage if his muscles were relaxed when it hit him. The kid looked as terrified as Harry felt, although that was little comfort.


‘No needles.’


Idris released the gun. Another irony, Harry thought. A teenager who’d taken a knife blade to the thigh nervous about a needle-prick. The reading flashed up. Eighty-seven. Ninety-five and above was normal: Idris’s levels were life-threatening.


‘Solomon, listen to me—’


Idris grabbed the bag and coughed into it.


‘I need to go and get an oxygen cylinder for you to breathe from. Your oxygen levels are so low you’re in danger of damaging your brain.’


‘Go get it.’


Idris picked up his gun and gestured. Harry pictured the sharpshooters behind him breathing in and quickly out again, so their bodies would be totally still when they applied the modicum of final pressure to triggers they were already squeezing. His earpiece burst into life. It was Noble, her voice striking the reality of the situation back into him like a cold wind. 


‘Harry, stay where you are,’ she said. ‘We can use this as leverage to get the hostages out.’


Idris broke into another coughing fit, sending blood-streaked saliva into the clinical waste bag. Harry watched the muscles in his neck and shoulders contracting, every breath drawing a pained grimace, a new struggle for air.


He turned around and headed to the door. 


 


As Harry walked out of the shop, sleet hit him in the face. He stepped up to a run until he passed the concrete bench, where two Trojan officers emerged from the shadows and took him by the arms, practically dragging him to cover.


‘Give it a rest!’ he said through clenched teeth. ‘He’s not gonna shoot me in the back, is he?’


‘You don’t know that, do you?’


Noble, Quinn and Wilson were waiting behind the police van, and it was Noble who accosted him first. Harry headed past them towards the ambulance, instructing one of the paramedics to open it up.


‘Dr Kent!’


Harry turned to face Noble. Her calm exterior was gone, and the redness in her face indicated a mixture of cold and frustrated rage. He guessed that the friendly first names of their introduction were out of the window.


‘Is your earpiece working?’ she said. ‘You did hear me tell you to stay put, didn’t you?’


Harry pulled off the dirty gloves and mask and threw them into the clinical waste bag the paramedic was holding in front of him.


‘I did,’ he said. ‘But that boy in there is seriously ill, Inspector. He needs to be admitted to hospital or he could be in real danger.’


‘I get that,’ said Noble. ‘But if he starts shooting then those innocent people in there are in danger, as are my officers and as are you. You can’t just work against us, alright?’


‘OK,’ Harry said, raising his palms. ‘I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have disobeyed you. But don’t you forget, I’m a doctor, not a police officer. My first responsibility is to my patient and I won’t let his health be used as a bargaining chip.’ 


‘And my first responsibility is getting all five hostages out of there alive, so I’m afraid your patient’s health is not high on my list!’


Harry said nothing. One of the paramedics passed him an oxygen cylinder and he took it by the handle. 


‘How serious is it?’ Quinn asked. 


‘Without proper medical attention, he might not last more than a few hours. Maybe not even that. He’s heading into respiratory failure.’


‘Just hypothetically,’ Quinn said, ‘if we went in there, is he still capable of pulling the trigger?’ 


‘I can’t answer that; I don’t know. He’s incredibly weak. I doubt he’s capable of running more than a few metres before collapsing. In this state, he isn’t much of a threat.’


As he said the words, Harry realised they were false. It didn’t require much strength to lift a gun and pull a trigger: that’s why people used them. Firearms were great equalisers. 


Noble shot Quinn a crystalline look. ‘That’s staying hypothetical, Inspector,’ she said. ‘We’re not going in unless he makes a move. I am not going to let the Met shoot dead a young kid on my watch. This is my fucking patch, and I do not want it turning into Tottenham in summertime, understood?’


‘Absolutely.’


‘Good. You ready, Dr Kent?’


Harry nodded. As I’ll ever be, he thought. Ready to walk back into a place armed police had been forbidden to go, with his only protection lying on the tiled floor. He heard the sound of the helicopter overhead and for a second was back in the mountains. He felt the same fear, the same taste of adrenaline, as he had in the field. Discounted it, put it down to the amphetamine he’d taken. 


Noble’s voice destroyed the memory.


‘Inspector Quinn, have your men walk Dr Kent back in.’


 


Harry went back into the restaurant and the bell rang again. Both of the takeaway employees looked up towards the door, creatures of habit.


Idris was clutching the clinical waste bag and looked even worse. Those lungs had to be seriously diseased, he thought, for him to have deteriorated in the short time Harry’d been outside. Seventeen was too young for cancer, even though Idris had said he’d lost weight. If it was indeed pneumonia, then it had already progressed to the stage where his lung function was significantly impaired if he was running sats of eighty-seven. A lung abscess was possible, as was TB, even though Idris had denied going anywhere exotic. But these days, London was exotic enough. 


‘When’s the lawyer coming?’ Idris demanded.


Harry got out a non-rebreather mask from the oxygen cylinder’s bag and connected it to the valve, turning the gas supply on.


‘I don’t know,’ he said, passing it to the teenager. Idris tossed it back to him.


‘You first, bitch.’


Harry laughed. Of course kids of Idris’s age distrusted the police, but that level of paranoia was something new. He wondered if the fear in Idris’s eyes was something else, whether he was psychotic. As a young black man, he ticked most of the risk factors for schizophrenia. But those diagnoses could wait until they had him physically stable. Harry put the mask to his face and took a few deep breaths of the oxygen, then connected a sterile one to the cylinder and passed it over to Idris, who sealed it over his face and took long, laboured breaths. Each time he looked scared it would be his last.


‘If you need to cough again, take the mask off and cough into the bag.’


Idris nodded placidly. They sat in silence again while Harry checked the reading on the pulse oximeter. Eighty-nine, little change. His pulse was elevated too, a hundred and eighteen. He turned up the oxygen to four litres.


‘Fuck’s sake!’


The voice was from one of the five hostages, the fat, greasy man with the smiling cockerel on his polo shirt. Harry closed his eyes and felt his heart thump in his chest. One thing he’d learnt growing up in Lewisham, which had been reinforced by the military: keep your fucking head down.


Idris looked round slowly, like it was taking all of his physical effort.


‘Yeah?’


‘You gonna let me turn the heating back on? Or you gonna freeze us all to death?’


Harry had noticed the cold when he’d first entered the room, but then he’d forgotten it. Maybe it was the stress, the adrenaline warming his core. But he felt it now, biting at his skin, easily as icy as it was outside.


‘Too hot,’ was all Idris said.


Harry took Idris’s wrist, the one not resting on the gun, and felt his brow with his other hand. He was sweating profusely, the skin warm to the touch. Systemic fever. The infection in his chest was spreading. He could have septicaemia already.


‘Solomon,’ he said. ‘Listen to me.’


Idris coughed and looked up. His words were muffled by the mask, but Harry had heard the question so many times he could lip-read them without effort.


‘Allow it, mate. Am I gonna die?’


He said it with the nonchalance you might expect from someone on the street asking if it was going to rain later. Harry gave his stock reply. ‘Not if I can help it.’


Idris pulled off the mask and coughed violently into the bag, the plastic shaking as each expulsion of bloody mist hit it.


‘Solomon, we can help you, OK? But you have to let these people go.’


Harry winced inwardly, as if Idris was about to raise the gun and shoot him for sounding patronising.


‘I think you’ve got a serious lung infection. I can give you some fluids and drugs to bring the fever down, and the oxygen will help you breathe better. But only for a while. It might buy you an hour or two. You need to get to a hospital now, or you’ll be in big trouble. So let these people go, get in an ambulance with me, and don’t give them the satisfaction.’


Idris looked up at him. Harry watched him actually considering what he’d said, seeming to weigh everything up. Was that what this was, suicide-by-cop? If that was the plan, maybe Idris was working out if he didn’t need to provoke them into shooting him. It might be easier to simply fade away, let the disease take him.


‘I want the drip,’ said Idris. ‘But no hospitals.’


‘OK. Are you allergic to anything?’


‘Penicillin.’


Brilliant, Harry thought. That ruled out most of the drugs he’d want to start with, and all but one of the antibiotics he carried with him. He reached into his bag and pulled out a cannula, a tourniquet, a sharps bin and a packet of saline. Tied the tourniquet around Idris’s arm, started searching for a vein in his elbow. The sweat on his skin, and the shock from the infection, made them hide, so Harry went down to the wrist and found a bulging one on the dorsal surface of his hand. He rested the drip on top of his bag, twisting the valve and letting the fluid start running into Idris’s system. He watched the teenager wince as he taped the cannula to his arm.


No hospitals. There was only a limit to what he could do here. Examine him, provide initial care. He didn’t carry any antibiotics powerful enough to treat the infection which Idris could safely receive, just oxygen and fluids. And he really needed to get an X-ray. Maybe if he could get Idris talking, get him to trust him, then he would agree to come with him. He tried to pick his words, to sound friendly, approachable.


‘What’s this about, Solomon?’


The words were out of his mouth before he had time to regret it. It wasn’t his job to get this kid out of here, it was DI Noble’s – wherever she was, and whatever she was doing. Which at the moment looked like nothing.


The reply came through another bout of coughing.


‘Keisha.’


‘Who’s Keisha?’


Idris erupted into coughing, his head jerking as if he was headbutting the orange bag. When he was finished he wiped his eyes and looked up at Harry. That look was there again. The one that said the teenager had seen things he shouldn’t have. How many seventeen-year-old boys can look people in the eye and say they’ve come close to dying?


‘You don’t give a shit, bruv.’


‘You give a shit, don’t you?’ said Harry. ‘You wouldn’t be doing this otherwise.’


‘Fuck you.’


Were those tears in his eyes? Tears from the fever, the shortness of breath, or at his situation? He might have a gun, not to mention a criminal history most adults would shirk at, but here he looked vulnerable.


‘What happened to Keisha?’


‘She died. They fucking killed her. Killed her and you feds didn’t give a shit.’


The crap in Idris’s throat punctuated his speech, each word like a silenced gunshot. The words ran through Harry’s mind like the raindrops down the shop window, some meeting up and merging along the way. 


‘Who killed her, Solomon?’


‘Not talking to you. These ends, you don’t talk to the feds. You talk to the feds and mandem get you.’


‘I’m not with the police, Solomon,’ said Harry, aware that he sounded as desperate as he was. ‘I’m a doctor. I don’t work for them. I don’t do what they say. Let me get you to the hospital, and we can talk about Keisha while we’re getting you better.’


‘Gonna talk about Keisha when the lawyer comes. Gonna tell him and the BBC.’


Idris descended into coughing, the longest and most violent episode yet, now so short of breath he could barely form sentences. His head came slowly back up from the bag, and he replaced the mask. He raised a hand, palm open, and even that movement looked like it took most of his effort.


‘Unless you let us treat you, you might not make it that long,’ Harry said. It was on the dramatic side, but he wasn’t sure if Noble and the other police officers had any intention of granting the requests. He went through various scenarios in his head: he could take blood and have the police courier it to the hospital for tests. The messenger could return with broad-spectrum antibiotics usable with a penicillin allergy. He could start intravenous paracetamol to bring down the fever. But even that might not buy Idris more than a few hours.


Not good enough. Pulse elevated, pyrexic, respiratory rate up, blood pressure holding for now, but Harry had that hunch, that gut feeling, that told him it would crash at any minute. Patients like this were the ones he got called to on the wards because the nurses and the junior doctors were worried about them. 


‘When we get to hospital, we might have to sedate you so we can take control of your breathing and give you more oxygen,’ Harry continued. ‘We really don’t have a lot of time here.’


He thought about it. He had sedative drugs in his bag. Midazolam, ketamine, morphine. Would Idris buy it if he said it was an antibiotic for the infection, but gave him a bit of midazolam, enough to knock him out and let the police come in safely? Maybe not when he’d first come in, Harry thought, but now the teenager trusted him, it was possible.


Possible, but morally abhorrent. He’s your patient, and you do what’s best for him. That’s the first commandment, the unbreakable law. Noble’s looking out for the hostages, the ‘other people’. Nobody else is looking out for the kid with the gun and the haunted eyes.


‘Talk to me about Keisha. I’ll tell your lawyer, I’ll tell whoever you want.’


‘Feds didn’t give a shit then. They won’t now.’


Harry leant forward.


‘I don’t think—’


The gunshot was loud, cutting through the cold air, somewhere to Harry’s left. His earpiece exploded into life.


‘Shots fired!’


Harry’s eyes flashed down to the gun on the table, to Idris’s hand, which reached towards it, the clinical waste bag dropping into his lap.


‘GO! GO! GO!’


Feet crashing onto concrete, Harry diving for Idris, screams from the hostages, the bell of the opening takeaway door. Idris ducking sideways, hand sluggish, finger groping for the trigger, Harry rolling onto his back, men in black in the doorway.


‘DON’T SHOO—’


Crack. Splitting windows and rolling off the walls.


‘—T HIM!’


Nothing but ringing in Harry’s ears.


‘He’s down!’


Police flooded into the restaurant, some with guns raised, others grabbing the hostages and dragging them out into the night. Idris was on the floor, awkwardly propped between the counter and the table, blocked from Harry’s view by his medical bag. He felt hands on his shoulders, pulling him up.


‘Doc, you hit? Are you OK?’


He patted himself down, waiting for the adrenaline to subside, for the pain of the wound to strike, but nothing came. A tight agony spread from his chest to his right flank, and he felt alive, his vision heightened, his ears ringing. This was a feeling he knew. This was the fear and rage of war, in a chicken shop on the Camberwell Road.


Harry pulled himself to his feet.


‘I’m fine. Get the medics in here, now!’ he said.


A low moan from behind the table. A pair of Trojan officers who’d come in the back were patting Idris down, checking him for weapons. Harry grabbed the table between him and the teenager and threw it to one side, a leg snapping off as it hit the wall. He tapped the officer closest to him on the shoulder.


‘Let me through.’


Quinn was there now, his voice calm, the eye of the storm. 


‘Dr Kent, we need to get you out of here.’


Harry ignored him and knelt down. Idris was still conscious and moaning loudly, his eyes flickering between the various people crowded over his body. Harry cut off the hoodie with shears from his medical kit. He could see the entry wound, over to the left of Solomon Idris’s torso, underneath the curve of the ribcage. Probably too low to have hit the heart. Hopefully. But there was something hit, it was leaking blood, crimson against the white floor tiles.


‘Clothes off!’ Harry shouted. ‘Cut his clothes off!’ He patted Idris down, checking for other wounds. Found blood on the left wrist but it was just where the cannula had been pulled out as he fell. He reached underneath and felt for an exit wound, but there wasn’t one.


‘Stay still! Stay fucking still!’ 


The shouting was one of the Trojan officers, weapon still trained on Idris’s chest.


‘Gun’s clear!’ said Quinn.


Idris was thrashing on the floor, a combination of shock and fear. Like this, Harry could do nothing – couldn’t place another IV line, couldn’t keep him on oxygen, couldn’t dress his wounds. 


‘Get pressure on that wound and hold him down!’ he barked.


He reached over into his medical pack, putting the anaesthetic kit on the table in front of him and biting open the packaging of an intramuscular needle. He kept preloaded syringes with standard doses of anaesthetics ready to save time.


‘Scene is secure, get the medics in here!’ Quinn said into his collar mike. He was holding a clear plastic bag with the gun inside. Four Trojan officers were holding Idris to the ground as he struggled and thrashed, their weapons slung over their backs. One, wearing only a sidearm and with a green cross on his helmet, had managed to get gloved hands and a white dressing over the teenager’s shoulder.


‘Trigger-happy pricks,’ Harry muttered, attaching the needle to a preloaded syringe. Working out the dosage in his head. Sixty-kilogram teenager, ketamine in the muscle, call it seven hundred to be on the safe side.


‘He fired first,’ Quinn said.


‘Save it for the inquest,’ Harry said. 


He knelt down by Idris’s thrashing body and aimed the needle at the large deltoid muscle over the teenager’s good arm. Went in and was met by a pained moan, before the thrashing slowly subsided. Noise drifted in from outside as the ambulance pulled up, and the Trojan officers began to retreat, letting the paramedics through.


‘Jesus Christ, is he dead?’


The officer who’d fired the shot was young, maybe just twenty. The way he was shaking told Harry everything he needed to know about how he was handling the situation. Quinn grabbed him by the arm and led him towards the back exit, away from the massing crowd.


‘The doctor’s sedated him, Greg. Let’s go.’


Harry lifted the dressing off the wound to inspect it further – it was still bleeding, but not catastrophically. Looked venous, not arterial. There was always the risk of a major structure being damaged internally, but nothing he could do about that now. The area where Idris had been hit was rich with large blood vessels and vital organs: spleen; kidney; gut. All of them could exsanguinate if they were hit. If they managed to save the kid’s life, it would be on the operating table. 


Harry considered working on him there, securing another line, intubating him on the floor of the Chicken Hut, transferring him to the hospital once he was stable, but with the Ruskin no more than five minutes away on blue lights it wasn’t worth the delay – every second he spent at the scene was another one Idris was losing blood without replacement. Just like Helmand, he thought. Get the casualty out of the hot zone and run for their life.


‘You’re the police doctor?’ one paramedic said.


‘I’m an ICU registrar, too,’ Harry said. ‘Can we scoop him onto the trolley?’


He was waiting for the paramedic to take over, but she simply nodded and ran back towards the ambulance, leaving her partner waiting there. Harry stepped into the void.


‘Get a line in, as quick as you can.’


The paramedic knelt by Idris’s exposed arm and started searching for veins, and Harry replaced the pulse oximeter on the teenager’s finger. Got his stethoscope to examine the chest, and was relieved to still hear breath sounds, albeit dull, on the left side, even lower down, right near the wound. There was no way to tell if the dullness was due to infection or an internal bleed.


‘Sats are eighty-one.’


Still heading down. Harry reached over to the oxygen cylinder and picked it up, switching it to maximum flow, fifteen litres a minute, as the female paramedic returned with an orthopaedic scoop stretcher, which she broke in half. Harry placed it at one side of their patient, the paramedic mirroring him, and they joined the halves at the head and feet and arranged themselves either side of the scoop.


‘Ready, steady, lift.’


They carried Idris out of the takeaway like pall-bearers at a funeral. Got him onto the trolley and onto the lift at the back of the ambulance. The police medic looked up at Harry, his hands still pressing on the wound in Idris’s chest, while the male paramedic ran to the front door and started up the ambulance, blue lights on, so they could leave the moment the lift was up. They rolled Idris into the back of the ambulance on the trolley, and locked the doors.


Blasted sirens as the street lights, snow and concrete flew past through tinted windows.


‘Got the line in,’ the paramedic shouted. ‘Want the fluids?’


Harry looked up at the vital signs monitor. No blood pressure recorded yet, so he wrapped his fingers around Idris’s wrist and squeezed. A faint, fast pulse rebounded against the bloodied, sticky material of his gloves.


‘He’s got a radial, let’s hold off for now,’ said Harry. ‘Can we get a pre-alert in, make sure Resus knows we’re coming.’


The voice from the paramedic driving the ambulance squawked over his colleague’s radio. ‘This is call sign Papa 2-4-2, we have a Code Red trauma call. Seventeen-year-old male with a gunshot abdomen, unrecordable blood pressure. ETA three minutes.’


Truncating the tragedy of everything Harry had seen in the last half-hour into a couple of sentences transmitted over the radio. His fingers were still wrapped around Solomon Idris’s wrist, feeling the pulse slowly weaken.


‘Solomon! Can you hear me, Solomon? Squeeze my hand!’


Just a shiver, a hint of movement, even with the ketamine in his system. What else can we do for him? There were plastic tubes in his nose and mouth providing a temporary airway; he was on high-flow oxygen to optimise his ventilation; there were big peripheral lines in place, ready for a massive transfusion. Only blood and surgery could help him now, and antibiotics and ventilation to sort out his chest. Harry could think of a few surgeons good enough to help Solomon Idris, and every one at the Ruskin fitted that description. 


‘Solomon! Talk to me!’


Pulse still there at the wrist, vital signs monitor reading an ECG trace. Blood pressure crashing now, just like Harry knew it would. Eighty over sixty-five.


‘Get me a grey cannula, please, I’m putting in another line!’ he barked as the ambulance blared its horn, cutting through another red light.


As his gloved, bloodstained fingers squeezed Solomon Idris’s wrist more tightly, Harry felt the pulse disappear.


 


In a typical shift, a staff member at the Accident & Emergency department of the John Ruskin University Hospital can expect to watch one person die. On nights where the young men of Camberwell are feeling particularly virile, it isn’t unusual for six or seven teenagers to come in, wounded, bleeding and hopeless. Often with a moment’s notice, a team would assemble, like the one waiting in Resus now, gathered in the three minutes between the pre-alert and the ambulance’s arrival. A trauma consultant, team leader, at the foot of the bed, checklists and algorithms on a clipboard in front of her; surgeons, anaesthetists, nurses, junior doctors, radiographers. The porter was running to the blood bank for the emergency blood, O-negative, the universal donor type. There could be a hundred years of medical training between the team combined, but the man who could run for blood trumped them all. Tonight’s porter was Wallace, a semi-professional footballer who’d been working at the Ruskin for six years. His personal best, from bedside to blood bank and back again with four units of O-neg, was two minutes and thirty-six seconds.


‘He’s going into six!’ the charge nurse shouted as the paramedics wheeled Idris through the door. 


Harry pushed the trolley into Resus and immediately recognised three of the faces. The first was the team leader, Bernadette Kinirons, who watched over her team from behind wire-rimmed glasses, dark grey scrubs accentuating her mottled skin. Another was George Traubert, a senior consultant anaesthetist, and Harry’s educational supervisor. Traubert was in a blue scrub top but below that were cream chinos and Italian shoes, the uniform of someone who’d been ready to go home when the call had come in. The third face was tucked away in a corner of the resuscitation bay, disguised behind a green plastic apron and gloves and rectangular Armani glasses. James Lahiri had been his best friend in medical school, and gone with him to Afghanistan and back again, but they didn’t speak any more. Day to day, Lahiri was a GP in Camberwell, but three or four times a month he worked locum shifts in A&E. Plenty of GPs did, especially the younger ones, to keep their skills up, for a bit of a challenge.


Sod’s law said he was working tonight.


‘Harry!’ Traubert exclaimed. Lahiri looked up, the expression on his face frustrated surprise.


‘Do we have blood?’ Harry barked. 


‘On its way,’ Kinirons replied, as if scolding Harry for ever doubting the team.‘Are we going to get a handover?’


Harry nodded and took his place at the foot of the bed next to her as the nurses and junior doctors helped the paramedics slide the unconscious seventeen-year-old from the ambulance trolley to the bed. He found himself subconsciously assessing the team: Kinirons was rock solid, the surgical registrar he didn’t recognise, and then there was Lahiri. Even if Lahiri’s presence was unfortunate, there was no one he’d rather work with. On the other hand Dr Traubert was an academic at heart, and only ventured into A&E if the rota was in a dire state; the on-call anaesthetists must all have been busy with emergencies elsewhere, otherwise he wouldn’t have been there.


‘OK,’ Harry said, beginning the handover. ‘This is Solomon, he’s seventeen. About fifteen minutes ago he was shot by a low-velocity weapon. There is an entry wound in the left upper quadrant, just beneath the costal margin, no identifiable exit wound, no other obvious injuries. He has a background of suspected atypical pneumonia and baseline saturations around eighty-seven before being injured. Currently, he has no radial pulse, a central pulse of one-thirty, a respiratory rate of twenty-eight, and sats of eighty-two on fifteen litres of O2. I’ve put in airway adjuncts, he’s had two hundred of saline before he got shot but none since, seven hundred of IM ketamine for sedation, and he’s got a line in. He’s allergic to penicillin, and he’s got no known medical history.’


Everyone present recognised the description of a young man holding on to life by a thread, entering severe shock. The team each moved into their assigned task like a pit stop crew. Traubert straight to the head, checking the plastic airways Harry had placed in Idris’s mouth and nose. Lahiri and the surgical registrar assessed his breathing and circulation. Kinirons stepped back, looking at the big picture.


‘Did you say you gave him saline before he got shot?’ she asked.


‘Long story,’ said Harry. ‘I’m a police surgeon with the Met. He’d taken hostages, I was treating him, and then the police shot him.’


He looked across to see Kinirons staring at the ground, shaking her head. The doctors around Idris shouted out their findings, and Harry was back in the room.


‘We need to intubate!’


‘I don’t have any breath sounds on the left.’


‘Ultrasound shows fluid in the abdomen!’


Of course it does, Harry thought. He’s been shot there, and he’s going to bleed to death unless we get him on the table and a surgeon opens him up and stops it. Harry looked around the resuscitation bed and realised there was no senior surgeon present – one must surely be on their way. No breath sounds in the left chest, which was worrying. Kinirons barked an order, then a question.


‘James, make sure it’s not a pneumothorax. Have we a blood pressure yet?’


One of the nurses shouted a reply. ‘Eighty over fifty.’


Wallace the porter came crashing through the doors to Resus at a sprint, sweat dripping through his polo shirt, the insulated freezer bag of blood bouncing in his hand.


‘Are the blood warmers set up?’ said Kinirons.


‘Yes!’ 


‘We should have another line in, please,’ Kinirons continued. ‘Get O-neg going through his right arm in the meantime. Get the BP up. Then we’ll intubate and straight to CT.’


One of the A&E nurses hung up the first bag of blood on a drip-stand and ran it through the fluid warmer, connecting it up to the line the paramedic had placed in the ambulance; the other crouched by Idris’s other arm and started searching for veins. Harry realised he was pacing relentlessly.


‘Use me,’ he said. ‘We need to get access, I can help.’


‘You’re right,’ said Kinirons. ‘Wash your hands, and go get yourself an apron on.’


Harry returned to the resus bay with a plastic apron and fresh gloves, only to feel his heart sink at what he saw. The blood bag, the bridge between Solomon Idris and life, was up and running in, but the line had tissued – the blood was running into the soft tissue of Idris’s elbow instead of into his veins and thence to his heart, where it was needed.


‘That line’s blown!’ 


‘We know!’ Kinirons said. ‘Dr Traubert’s working on another one.’


Anaesthetists were the experts at placing lines, and Traubert had the most experience of anyone in the room, but Harry immediately knelt down on the opposite side of the patient to his supervisor and began searching the other arm. Without a good IV line, there was no way to get blood into Idris, and it would keep leaking out of the hole inside his abdomen, and he would die. It was as simple as that.


‘I’ve got nothing here,’ Harry said. All the veins in the usual places – the back of the hand, the inner surface of the elbow, the forearm – had collapsed. These are the moments you live for, Harry told himself. The moments you were trained to overcome. Get a neck vein, or a scalp one. Use the ultrasound machine to guide you in. Find a way, any way. In these moments, the chaos in his head would eventually stop and he would know the right course of action in an instant.


He knew. Turned to one of the A&E nurses.


‘Can you get me the IO drill, please,’ he called. Looked down at Traubert, waiting for confirmation from his consultant. Instead, what he saw was Traubert leaning over Idris’s ankle, scalpel in hand, methodically dissecting the fascia away as he searched for the great saphenous vein. It was a procedure so outdated Harry had only ever seen it in textbooks.


‘No need, Harry, I’m almost done here.’


George fucking Traubert, Harry thought. Even if he managed to get the vein, at Idris’s ankle the line would be miles away from his heart and brain, where the blood was needed. Harry’s plan was the right one, even if it was more brutal. The nurse handed him the drill, a device that would place a needle straight into the medulla of Idris’s bone, through which they could infuse the blood that would save his life. Directly from the humerus into the great vessels, and the rest of his circulation.


‘I’m doing it, Dr Traubert,’ Harry said. Placed the drill against Idris’s arm, heard the buzz as he squeezed the trigger, felt the change in resistance as the needle screwed through flesh, then hard bone, then the soft marrow where it locked in place.


‘We’re in,’ Harry said. ‘Get the blood up.’


Before he’d even said it, a familiar figure was behind him. Lahiri screwed in the connecting line to the bag of blood, and Harry stepped back, watching the viscous, red liquid start to flow into Solomon Idris’s arm, into his lifeless body, with its grey, pallid fingers, and motionless, bloodshot eyes. They didn’t have the look any more, the thousand-yard stare replaced by one of drug-induced indifference.


Harry looked up at Lahiri and their eyes briefly locked before his old friend turned away. It had been months since they’d seen each other. At least it was in a situation without much room for small talk. It felt bizarre, a bit like turning up to work after a drunken one-night stand at the Christmas party.


‘Can we do the same on the other side?’ Kinirons barked while Lahiri squeezed the blood bag as hard as he could. With good pressure, a unit could be run in within two minutes. Traubert stood up, seeming almost perplexed at what had happened.


‘Dr Kent, have you forgotten who—’ he started.


Harry handed him the bone drill. 


‘We need a line in the other side,’ he said. You can bollock me later, he thought. 


Traubert looked between the device and Harry, the mess he’d made at Idris’s ankle and the teenager’s lifeless face. Behind him, two Trojan officers arrived in Resus, guns low.


‘Um, you do it. You do it, Harry.’


Harry cursed under his breath as he bolted around the bed to the other side, fitted a new needle onto the drill and repeated the procedure in the other arm. As if in the distance, Kinirons was shouting out orders.


‘Get an aspirate from that line, and send it for urgent crossmatch, then hang up another unit, alright? James, let’s get a blood gas as well, please. A unit of FFP once the first bag of blood’s run through, yeah? Can we give him one gram of tranexamic acid and get ready to RSI. And where the hell is the surgeon?’


‘Abe’s on his way down,’ said the surgical registrar. Abe Gunther was an old-school trauma surgeon with a pox-scarred face, but he was one of the best in the country, and had pulled at least a hundred bullets out of bodies in twenty years at the Ruskin. If anyone could save Solomon Idris, Mr Gunther could. Harry took a step back, satisfied that they were now replacing the blood Idris had lost as fast as possible. Usually on a trauma call, Harry’s job was to wait at the head, ensure the patient had an airway, and put them under an anaesthetic if surgery was deemed necessary. As he stepped out of the bay, Gunther arrived, heralded by the sound of his rubber-soled Nikes on the floor. The surgeon was the shortest of the team by far.


‘Plan?’ was all he said.


Harry glanced over at the vital signs monitor. There was a blood pressure recorded, seventy-five over forty. It wasn’t good, but it was better than nothing. The first transfusion, almost done, was ready to be replaced.


‘Get him stable enough, intubate, then to CT,’ said Kinirons. ‘And then to theatre.’


Stable was a nice word to use, Harry thought. In situations like this it meant that the patient wasn’t at risk of instantly dying, which was something they couldn’t achieve here until they stopped the blood loss, turned off the tap. In the bay, Lahiri had commandeered the ultrasound probe from the surgical registrar and was running it over Idris’s bloodied chest, looking for a collapsed lung.


‘He’s got a left-sided pneumonia,’ Harry called.


Lahiri turned back. ‘If you say so,’ he said. ‘I can’t hear anything over his left chest, but it doesn’t look like a pneumothorax. Pneumonia would fit.’


‘Let me get in there,’ Gunther shouted. He moved in and began directing the ultrasound probe across Idris’s belly. Lahiri stepped backwards, out of the bay, taking a place between Harry and Kinirons. As he moved, he looked at Harry again.


‘Just like old times, eh?’ he said.


It was. He and Lahiri had made a good team. There was at least one squaddie walking around who wouldn’t have been without them, and a good few more who were wheeling. Locals Harry had put under while Lahiri operated, the two of them alone inside a forward operating base, fighting to keep some poor Afghan bastard alive until the helicopter could get them out. When we were inseparable, Harry thought, brothers-in-arms. Before Harry had fucked everything up.
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