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Prologue


How many phone calls had he made in his life? Ten thousand? A billion? OK, probably not a billion. It was like one of those weird Oxbridge entrance questions you hear about – calculate the mass of the earth or estimate the UK’s slug population. He thought of all his colleagues who’d been to Oxbridge – absolute weirdos the lot of them. Probably because they were selected with such stupid questions.


Why was this call so difficult? Well, apart from the obvious. And the fact it was being conducted from a phone box. How many times a day do phone boxes get used, given that everybody over the age of four has a mobile? That was a better question. Probably no more than seven times between the lot of them – they were basically toilets these days, the actual telephone aspect a mere side hustle. Sex workers didn’t even bother putting cards up in them any more.


He was definitely right about all this, wasn’t he? He picked up the receiver, comically large and unwieldy in his hand, and brought it to his ear. Well, near his ear. Not to avoid leaving traces of DNA – although, shit, he hadn’t thought of that – but because of the sheer volume of piss almost certainly dried onto it. He punched the number three times, using his knuckle to avoid leaving fingerprints, assuming that knuckleprints weren’t a thing. Nine. Nine. Six. Balls. Knuckles weren’t designed for this.


He jolted, stubbing his head as a passing police car turned on its siren, its decibels blasting through every bone in his body. Had they traced his call already? Come on, pull yourself together. He clicked the receiver. He’d rehearsed this over and over again in his head: just tell them the facts, then end the call. Nine. Nine. Nine.


‘Emergency services – which service do you require?’


He hung up immediately, slamming the receiver back into its metal cradle. The word ‘emergency’ had thrown him. Was it really an emergency if it wasn’t happening right now? What was the point anyway? They wouldn’t believe him. They’d say he’d lost his mind again.


Take three.


He dialled the number, put both hands on the receiver as if in prayer and gave his recitation. ‘I want to report a murder. Actually, two. A double murder. There have been two murders and I’m worried there might be another.’


Done. He took a deep breath, which was a mistake in a piss-soaked phone box.


‘I’m sorry, sir,’ said the operator. ‘Which emergency service do you require?’


‘I said double murder! It’s not the fucking coastguard, is it?’






PART ONE






CHAPTER ONE


All-night Bender


This wasn’t Cheers. Eitan wasn’t looking for the kind of bar where everybody knows your name. He wanted the sort of anonymity you’d normally only achieve by soldering off your fingerprints and buying a Bolivian passport on the dark web. Shelf was one of Vauxhall’s most airless caves – the walls bled sweat, the floor was sticky for what could have been any number of unsavoury reasons and the thudding tech house synchronised with the pounding in his temples.


Eitan felt profoundly overdressed from the moment he stumbled in. He was, for example, the only person who seemed to be wearing a T-shirt. He tugged and fussed at it, suddenly conscious of how it clung to his body – a creaking oak tree in a field of daisies. He had A-level results older than most of the boys in here. Nobody looked like they’d manage to spell their own name, let alone know anyone else’s.


Eitan pummelled his way through the shoal of human protein shakes to reach the bar. ‘Double whisky, thanks. On the rocks.’


‘Sorry, we don’t have ice,’ said the foetus behind the counter. ‘Or whisky. I can do a vodka and tonic?’


‘Sure.’


Eitan necked his tepid vodka tonic, a browning sliver of lemon floating on top like a corpse in a swimming pool. It was hard to gauge the boundaries of personal space in what was essentially a crowd crush with a PA system, but he became increasingly aware of someone standing closer than social norms dictated. He was either about to be pickpocketed, assaulted or engaged in conversation and couldn’t quite decide which he’d rather. The man edged gradually in front of him, as if he was on casters. The deep furrows in his forehead said mid-fifties but, judging by his backwards baseball cap, his mouth presumably liked to say he was in his late thirties.


‘Yo,’ said the man.


‘Yo,’ replied Eitan, unsure what the correct response was, having never spent any quality time with Flavor Flav.


‘I’m Chester.’ American, which presumably explained the ‘yo’. And the Chester. Why were Americans so fond of naming their offspring after miserable English towns?


‘I’m heading to Purgatory if you fancy it? Might be more our scene?’


Purgatory? Who named these clubs? Also, our scene? Eitan was vaguely offended at being lumped into the same category of the drop-down menu as this star-spangled simpleton. But not too offended to say no. The longer the night lasted and the more he anaesthetised himself, the further away the next day would be. Besides, the crowd seemed to be getting younger and twinkier with every thump of the awful music, and the bar probably wasn’t about to recruit an award-winning mixologist.


Chester talked animatedly the entire way, listing London’s various failings, from its overcrowding and treacherous pollution to its lack of air-con and poor portion sizes. When he’d left Shelf, Eitan hadn’t felt any particular allegiance to his city, but by the end of this roast he had the loyalty of a Beefeater. That said, he couldn’t be bothered with an argument, so just nodded along like a dashboard dog.


As they rounded a corner, Chester dug a key into a small bag of something grey and powdery and held it up to Eitan’s nose. ‘A little pick-me-up, guvnor?’ he said, in a mock English accent that would have lost Dick Van Dyke the Mary Poppins gig.


Eitan didn’t ask what it contained – ketamine, weedkiller or the cremated remains of a beloved Maine Coon – but smiled and graciously declined. Then immediately changed his mind and sniffed gratefully. Anything that would help with this mini-break from his thoughts.


‘Welcome to Purgatory!’ said Chester as they approached a door to what looked more like a bookie’s than a nightclub – a high street unit with the windows blacked out in case the innocent public might be tempted into corruption.


‘Are you paying together?’ asked a man with a line-beard behind a reception desk. A reception desk? Chester nodded. ‘Fifty pounds, please.’ Fifty pounds? Chester blipped his card and in return Line-beard stamped their hands, handed them a Rymans clipboard to sign and passed over a couple of towels. Oh, shit. This was a sauna situation. And not the kind with essential oils and a vitality pool.


‘I should go,’ said Eitan.


‘You could have said that before I’d dropped twenty-five bucks on you,’ tutted Chester.


‘No refunds,’ added Line-beard.


In retrospect, he should have probably taken Fiona up on her offer of an episode of Grand Designs and a bowl of carbonara. Although her carbonara always tasted like wallpaper paste was a central ingredient, and she’d have only spent the evening giving him ninth-rate therapy about tomorrow, which … no thanks.


The three of them entered into a brief, wordless staring contest in Purgatory’s waiting room. Oh, for god’s sake. Was he about to find himself in the middle of an orgy out of sheer British awkwardness, like some X-rated Hugh Grant film? Frotting Hill.


‘If it’s not your bag we can just get a drink,’ said Chester, which felt like a sensible middle ground, and Eitan allowed himself to be led down a set of barely lit, bleach-stinking stairs. He wondered if the overpowering stench of Dettol could possibly be better than whatever it was disguising and decided it probably was.


Unfortunately, the dress code for the bar area also involved changing into an off-off-white towel. He looked back wistfully at the stairs, but there was enough Bacardi in his bloodstream to persuade him through into the locker room. He was glad of the lack of mirrors in this particular changing area – after a lifetime of fitting into medium T-shirts and 32-inch jeans, he’d recently bought his first pair of 34s, with no possible explanation as to what might have caused this. Unless, of course, you counted eating daily takeaways and never exercising. His body negativity was somewhat eased by the fact that the rest of Purgatory’s clientele had the aerodynamic qualities of the trilithons at Stonehenge.


‘This way,’ said Chester, once they were disrobed and betowelled, leading him down enough twists of wipe-clean corridors to disorientate a Minotaur before hitting a large and dimly lit red-filtered room that was most definitely not a bar. It took quite a lot to shock Eitan, but his internal organs lurched at the mass of six or seven pensionable bodies writhing away in the middle like a rat’s nest, the occasional strobe revealing their complicated tessellations before plunging them back into darkness. He was preparing his excuse – either an early start or a gastrointestinal meltdown – when he saw the red baseball cap disappear into the geriatric severalsome. A relief, but somehow also a further insult.


Much as he didn’t particularly want to confront the real world, it was emphatically time to go. Now, which way out? He hadn’t thought to leave a trail of condoms, and Dante’s ninth square of hell had dozens of doors coming off it. He felt detached and trippy as he wandered from door to door, slightly regretting not knowing which chemicals were now meddling with his brain.


Door one: a man in a puppy mask hanging off a hook by his harness. No, but all credit to whoever was responsible for the Rawlplugs. He moved on. Door two: again, no – a couple of guys going at it like pigeons fighting over a box of KFC bones. How to escape this adult advent calendar?


Door three: a bloke Eitan half recognised – a former Blue Peter presenter maybe? – sitting on a bed, his towel open just enough to be blurred out on Google SafeSearch.


‘Like what you see?’ asked the man, as Eitan peered inside as if he was checking the hinges on a wardrobe.


‘Sorry, no,’ stuttered Eitan. ‘I mean, not “no, I don’t like it”, no, I’m not after—’


With vampire speed, the man shot off the bed and manoeuvred Eitan into the room. ‘I don’t bite.’ Exactly what a vampire would say.


‘I have to go and … find my friend,’ said Eitan, wondering quite how he’d got himself into this situation and hoping to convince Nosferatu that he had reinforcements. ‘We can be friends,’ said the vampire. Elodie had told him decades ago – she’d read it in a magazine called something like Teen Riot or Hormones Weekly – that you should never trust a man who tells you he wants to be friends when you’re in the bedroom. Whether or not this counted as a bedroom, she was definitely on the money today.


Eitan reached backwards for a door handle but the vampire snaked his hand around him and unfastened his towel. Eitan was calculating if it would be better to yell for help or kick the guy in the balls, when they were both distracted by a cry of ecstasy from the floor show outside. He wasn’t sure he’d heard anyone of that vintage orgasm before. A kind of strangled yelp – maybe that’s what happens to OAPs’ vocal cords with age, they crinkle up like their back skin. Then it stopped, and the screaming started.


Eitan shoved Dracula away from him and crashed back into the main room. A human bath mat of salt-and-pepper hair was lying arse-up on the lino as the rest of his furry frat club stood naked over him, flapping their invisible wings in terror. Eitan heaved the bloke over – not breathing, no pulse. Shit. That’s zero out of two on the ‘pretty important’ list.


‘Do we know his name? Anything about him? Has he taken anything?’


A man old enough to remember the Festival of Britain said, ‘Viagra?’


Eitan looked down. Stand aside, Columbo. This bloke could do with some of that blood circulating round the rest of his body. ‘Can someone call a fucking ambulance? And ask if they keep a defibrillator here. Let’s get the lights on, too!’


Eitan was consumed by self-consciousness as the harsh emergency strip lighting blinked on. He pumped his hands hard down on the man’s ribcage and wondered how many ribs were cracking unheard underneath ‘Call on Me’. 100–120 beats per minute, suggested the guidelines. It was impossible to do anything but compress along to the beat of Eric Prydz’s earworm – a bit fast he reckoned, but under the circumstances, it would have to do. He suddenly appreciated why CPR was a procedure normally carried out with trousers on as his penis slapped against the man’s mat of chest hair. Still, it’s what he would have wanted.


‘Are you a doctor?’ asked one of the pensioners.


‘I am.’


There were general murmurings of relief, apart from some suspicious walrus who asked, ‘What kind?’


‘A consultant rheumatologist,’ said Eitan with a superiority that he hoped would shut down any insurrection, then stopped compressing and moved on to the breaths. Lips locked. One. Two. God knows what this guy had been eating, but he already tasted worse than dead. Probably best not to think about what he’d been eating. Back to compressions. That must have been two or three minutes now – if his brain wasn’t reintroduced to oxygen sometime extremely soon then this bloke would be horizontal on a permanent basis.


‘Any sign of that fucking defibrillator?’


Right on cue, Line-beard ran in carrying the magic briefcase – it looked box-fresh, which was a little surprising. Eitan presumed the combination of age, temperature and pulse-hastening activities in the sauna would have probably seen off a fair few hearts. He greeted it like a wartime sweetheart, then turned it on and placed the paddles across the bloke’s cold chest.


‘Stand clear, shock advised.’ Its clipped public-school tones were clearly intended to sound reassuring, but only served to remind Eitan of his more irritating colleagues. Zap and … nothing. Fuck – there wasn’t a plan B here.


‘Stand clear, shock advised.’ Zap again and … nothing again. Double fuck – Eitan really didn’t want to appear in a coroner’s court to talk through this particular evening with an audience of learned friends. ‘Sorry, could you spell “felching” for me?’


He peered at the screen of the defibrillator – this thing was pussyfooting around with 200-joule blasts, barely enough for an electric fly-swatter. No wonder the guy was still in the land of the lifeless. Shit. He seemed to vaguely remember from some distant, godforsaken course that these things had a manual override function. Now, where might that be? He wrenched off a flappy panel on the front.


‘Are you sure that’s how you use this?’ asked the walrus.


Not especially. He stabbed at the menu buttons, not feeling particularly hopeful: he still hadn’t managed to turn off the Spanish subtitles he’d accidentally activated on Netflix two years earlier. There it was! He cranked it up to 360 for a stronger roll of the dice.


‘Stand clear, shock advised.’ And … bingo. The man spluttered back to life, just in time for a couple of paramedics to run in. One or two onlookers became rather more excited about this scenario than they should have been. Maybe it was the uniforms.


‘Fuck’s sake, gents!’ Eitan yelled. ‘There’s a time and a place!’ Admittedly, this was the place, although very much not the time.


‘You saved his life, you know,’ said one of the paramedics, as they scooped the patient up to continue his care in a more traditional environment. Eitan knew. He felt the familiar, mildly messianic rush that no amount of booze or nondescript grey powder had ever managed to replicate, the reason he went to medical school in the first place.


‘They said you’re a doctor. What’s your name?’


He wasn’t sure about the GMC’s position on treating a patient in the middle of a sex sauna, under the influence of god-knows-what. ‘I have to go,’ he said, striding off with as much pride as his sweating arse cheeks would allow. ‘It’s Moran,’ he said, trying not to catch their eyes, in case a smile betrayed him. ‘Douglas Moran.’


‘You signed in as Robert?’ said Line-beard.


‘I thought you said it was Eitan!’ cried Chester.


Eitan stumbled up the stairs and out into the night, feeling significantly more sober than he’d ordinarily expect to at 3 a.m. It was definitely time to go home, but he needed a little sit-down first. He lowered his aching body into the perforated metal of a bus-stop bench, leant backwards and sighed at the towers of Vauxhall looming above him. ‘Just one minute,’ he whispered to the air, and was asleep within seconds.






CHAPTER TWO


Return to Hoz


Eitan knew it wasn’t possible to wake up dead. Years of expensive and exhausting medical education had seen to that. But this felt pretty close. He lifted his head, which weighed a good ten stone more than he remembered. Ideally, a headache like this would be nursed away in an alpine clinic’s sensory deprivation tank rather than … he heaved himself onto his elbows to take in his surroundings: a bus stop with half the cars in London belching their way past.


Still, he’d made his bench and he had to lie on it. And as painful as this hangover was, he had to give alcohol credit where it was due – it always rewarded him with a decent fog of retrograde amnesia. Had he performed sex-club CPR last night or was that a bus-shelter dream? His wrists certainly hurt, and not for the fun reason. He braved a look at his watch, which, given he’d spent the night in a coma in Vauxhall, was surprisingly still wrapped round his wrist. Shit – 7 a.m. No time to go home. It was really happening, then – his first day back.


‘Just you wait,’ Mo had said. ‘When it finally comes around, you’ll be itching to get those gloves back on.’ Well, it finally had and he definitely, empirically wasn’t.


His ring hadn’t been stolen either, which was even more of a relief than the watch. That said, the diameter of his little finger had expanded sufficiently since medical school that any potential thief would have had to lop it off with bolt cutters.


He attempted to peel himself out of his seat and his legs buckled beneath him, like Bambi with a career-ending cruciate ligament injury. He steadied himself against the metal frame of the bus shelter, then launched himself onto the number 36, wobbling like he was between carriages on a train before homing in on a quiet corner. Priority seat: somebody may need it more than you, said the sticker on the window, now pressed against his left cheek, but Eitan was pretty sure that nobody on the bus needed this seat more than him. His throat was flammable, his eyes unfocused and his head felt like it was gestating twins. A woman across the aisle clutched her Strathberry bag a bit tighter and shot him a sharp stare, somewhere between disgust and pity. He hated that feeling of being watched, judged – as if a TV crew in some darkened studio was laughing away.


Eitan was not a stupid person – he had the A-levels to prove it, if you ignored his D in German – he just did stupid things. Going out on a catastrophic bender the night before his first day back was clearly a mistake. He could have stopped after he pulled on his Spider-Man T-shirt, which had felt fun and kitsch at the time, but now looked like he’d stolen it from a ten-year-old. He could have bailed after Shelf and still woken up in his own bed, feeling at least half-human. But, as always with him, it was all or nothing. And in retrospect, ‘nothing’ would have been the correct answer.


Mrs Strathberry gave him a full-body scan, from his mousy mop of hair the colour of a forgotten teabag, past his washing-machine white complexion, down to his ripped jeans, which seemed less like a fashion choice and more like he’d had a fall. She turned away and began typing on her phone. Shit, she didn’t work at the hospital, did she?


He had thought about asking for further time off – to live totally clean, then come back to work refreshed and ready and everything else he currently wasn’t. But he didn’t want to give them any more ammo. Besides, there was no point putting it off. Stay calm – that was the key. In through the mouth, out through the nose. In through the mouth, out through the nose. Hang on, that was the wrong way round – hopefully it hadn’t made him less calm. What would Elodie have said to him about today? She wasn’t one for empty platitudes. No ‘you’ve got this’ or ‘you’ll smash it’. It would be, ‘It can’t be any worse than your first day at school when you shat in the pool.’ He rubbed the ring on his little finger and smiled.


Stumbling off the bus at Paddington, Eitan shot Strathberry his best attempt at a winning smile, before tucking his head down and speeding up the stone stairs into the new wing at St Jude’s. Well, ‘new’ like the New Testament is new. He saw the crane-fly silhouette of Ciaran Bourke, a registrar he definitely couldn’t face speaking to, lumbering towards the door so turned the other way, hoping he could make it to his office without anyone spotting him. Then he remembered why atheists don’t pray, immediately bumping into somebody significantly worse. Douglas Moran. Voldemoran, the medical students called him. The hospital’s medical director, beach-ball impersonator and part-time puppy strangler. In all likelihood.


‘Rose,’ he said. ‘Good to see you back’, the word ‘good’ structurally unsound underneath the weight of his sarcasm. ‘You look like you need a run through a car wash. Are you sure you’re OK to be here?’


Of course he wasn’t.


‘Of course I am, Dr Moran. I’m excited to be back.’


‘So excited you’ve torn a hole in your trousers?’ That hideous amphibian smirk. ‘Everyone’s counting on you. Don’t fuck it up again.’


Eitan sped on, alternately cursing Moran and cursing his own luck for running into him. He liberated a pair of dark blue scrubs from a laundry cart and darted into the patient showers on the liver unit – the best bathroom for a quick freshen-up since the hospital had shuttered the staff showers as part of its commitment to ruining the lives of its employees. The shower had a fairly prostatic flow but a thoughtful fold-down seat, which he slumped onto, gratefully. Maybe he should get one installed in his flat? He turned the water up as hot as he could in the vague hope it might scour off a thick layer of skin and memories to reveal a fresh-faced young doctor.


Moran might be a bastard but it didn’t mean he was wrong. Everyone would be counting on him – well, the patients would be. The staff would just be judging him; they all knew what he’d done. He shuffled through the ward, bile threatening the back of his throat at the thought of it all. He chucked yesterday’s clothes in the bin – opting, probably correctly, for the yellow clinical waste one. Or maybe Mo was right: today might not be so bad. Apart from the endless meetings. And the crap computers. And the smell. And the Kafkaesque bureaucracy – he’d never read any Kafka, but other people always said it about the NHS, so it presumably made sense. But as long as he was helping people then he had a reason to stick around. He was rather looking forward to sitting in his knackered old chair and spending ten minutes in quiet contemplation. Albeit an enforced ten minutes while his decrepit computer booted up.


He opened the door. Something was up. Well, two main things. His desk had been relegated to the edge of the room. Still covered in the same mountain of paperwork, Twix wrappers and scribbled notes he’d left, but sat in the corner, like a naughty child. Secondly, the lion’s share of the room was taken up by another, bigger desk, occupied by Margaret Corcoran, human cardigan and one of the other consultant rheumatologists. In fact, the only other consultant rheumatologist now that Eleanor Gibney had retrained as a nail technician – earning twice as much, apparently.


Margaret was sobbing gently, the kind of controlled crying you get in the wake of an apocalyptic bawl. About what he could only guess. Actually, he wasn’t even sure that he could. He ran through everything he knew about her: late fifties, from the Scottish Borders – neither quite enough of a reason to burst into tears – sang in a choir, had three cats called … something or other. The cats were clearly a huge part of her life; there were grotesque paintings of them and their predecessors now displayed on all four of his walls. Maybe this was what she did every morning before clinic: sat in her office and cried her eyes out. He could see the appeal.


He was tempted to say, ‘What the terrible fuck are you doing in my office?’ but that’s not the correct form of address for someone who’s actively weeping.


‘Eitan! Welcome back!’ She began wiping away her tears.


‘What’s going on, Margaret?’


‘I’m fine, just had a bit of upsetting news.’


‘I’m sorry to hear that. But I meant … why are you here? Am I in the wrong room?’


‘Oh! No, of course, I thought someone would have let you know,’ she snivelled. ‘Douglas’s idea, basically. My office has been absorbed into what was Eleanor’s to make some kind of meeting room. Part of Plan 2040. I guess we’re … in it together now.’


Another meeting room, like they were running short of those. ‘Any idea how long we’re in it together for?’ He was aiming for light and jovial, even though his skull was hosting some quite heavy-duty roadworks.


Margaret gently shook her head. ‘I’m not sure if Douglas thought you were ever … well, anyway.’


So she’d taken root. Brilliant. Peebles knotweed. And he had the negotiating position of a turkey in late December. He slumped down into his chair, clicked the rocker switch – how many computers still had fucking rocker switches? – and reached into his drawer for his Histamize spray, turning it over in his hands. No, he could do without for now.


‘Hay fever?’ asked Margaret with genuine sympathy. ‘I’m basically a hermit for the whole of June.’


‘Yeah,’ said Eitan, pocketing the spray as the Windows flag flapped uselessly against a cloudy blue sky. Microsoft Windows 98, it announced, a reminder that the NHS had failed to upgrade the IT system in two and a half decades. Any time he heard a health minister talk about introducing AI to revolutionise the NHS, Eitan wanted to point out that the hardware it would exist on could barely even send emails.


‘And how is … everything?’ asked Margaret.


‘Everything’s pretty good,’ replied Eitan, telling neither the truth, the whole truth nor anything near the truth.


Margaret exercised her frown lines. ‘I know it must be very daunting—’


Whatever words of unwanted comfort Margaret was planning to impart were interrupted by the squeaking wheel of Nina’s trolley as she trundled into the office with what looked like all the ingredients for a very bad day. She was wearing a pink and purple tiger-print top, as part of her longstanding commitment to the continued success of the tiger-print industry.


‘Morning, Dr Corcoran!’ She handed Margaret a coffee in her favourite mug, adorned with a selection of her cats, a Christmas present from Nina two years ago.


‘Have you spoken to Annabel Stein? She’s moaning about Plan 2040 to anyone who’ll listen,’ said Nina. ‘She told me it was like rehanging the artwork on the Hindenburg.’


‘Is that right, dear?’


Plan 2040 was the hospital’s latest vision for its future – Eitan presumed so named because it would take them 2040 years to implement it. It was spearheaded by Dr Moran and about as popular as shigella.


‘Apparently she told Giles she hoped Moran got locked-in syndrome.’


Margaret gasped. ‘Why on earth would she say such a thing?’


‘Probably so she can become medical director?’ said Eitan, suddenly feeling like a voyeur in his own office. ‘Hi, Nina.’


‘Eitan,’ said Nina, flatly, as if he’d only been gone for a few minutes as opposed to four months. There was no coffee for him. She didn’t even use his surname. A near doppelganger (he was never sure if it had an umlaut on it – definitely should have concentrated more in German) of Mila Kunis, Nina had worked for Margaret for fifteen years. It was her first job out of secretarial college and she made no secret of the fact that she greatly preferred the previous regime when she only had one consultant. On paper, Eitan and Nina should have got on – they were both north London Jews of a similar specification; Eitan could have been her babysitter. But Nina was immune to his charms. Worse than immune, allergic. Even so, he had expected a welcome back at the very least. He got one, of sorts.


‘These clinics all need dictating,’ she said, gesturing at the leaning tower of paperwork in the corner. ‘They’re months old.’


‘Of course they are – I’ve been off for months.’


‘Well, you’re back now, aren’t you?’


‘Anything else, Nina? Someone coming to pull out my toenails? A daytrip to Pyongyang?’


She gave a tight smile. ‘It’s all in your diary.’


The Windows flag had disappeared, replaced with the pale ghost of a log-in window, burnt onto the screen like a bad tattoo.


‘Well, my computer’s still booting up.’


‘I’m sure it won’t be long,’ she ping-ponged back.


‘Might be quicker if you tell me?’


He hadn’t missed their daily battle of wills. Nina sighed.


‘Fine, well, I didn’t want to say in company, but Dr Moran will be sitting in on your clinic as part of your supervision order.’


Oh, that. Balls. Who knew this would be the first time in Nina’s career she’d ever decided to be discreet. Margaret walked over to him and whispered in his ear. ‘You know where I am if you want to talk.’


Eitan nodded, while his eyes prayed for a drone strike. He stood up and left the office, the chimes of his computer booting up behind him.
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Eitan blinked in the warm sunshine, leant back and stuck out his chest. He’d started coming to the roof during his darkest days. There was something very soothing about not having a ceiling penning him in. He looked out across the doggers and dog walkers in the park, the Albert Hall plomped in the distance like a terracotta beehive. He’d been in there once, for his graduation ceremony, but had never returned, being a fan of neither Cirque du Soleil nor Michael Bolton.


He’d thought about Cirque-du-Soleil-ing himself off the edge half a dozen times before he was persuaded to take a few months’ leave. How it might feel to tumble towards the ground, the air rushing through him as the tarmac hurtled closer, the sound he’d make, the shape he’d make as he hit. But everyone thought about jumping, didn’t they?


‘I could never do it myself.’ Eitan whipped round, his shoes scraping on the asphalt, and saw a young man.


‘Think of the mess – you’d ruin a street cleaner’s day. Plus you might squish someone.’ Mid twenties. Northern. Manchester?


‘Plenty of people I’d be happy to squish here,’ said Eitan.


‘Fancy a shove, then?’


The blond blur walked past Eitan and peered over the edge. Eitan admired the anatomical diagram of back muscles fighting through his polo shirt, and the way his trousers hugged his glutei. He’d clean up in Shelf.


‘A bit on the nose, though,’ said Eitan, ‘topping yourself at St Jude’s. I’m not sure she’d approve – the patron saint of lost causes.’


‘She?’ laughed the man. His eyes were bright and blue, with the hint of creases at the edges. ‘Pretty sure Jude was a bloke. Brother of Jesus?’


Eitan liked the cut of this guy, giving him a run for his smart-arse money, with a side order of goofy charm. Eitan shrugged. ‘Heavily lapsed Jew.’


The man pointed both his thumbs at himself. ‘Catholic primary school.’


‘Who’d want to be a member of a group whose symbol was a bloke nailed to two bits of wood?’ replied Eitan, stealing a George Carlin line and hoping the guy wouldn’t notice.


Blondie laughed again, husky and unchecked. Cheers, George! ‘I always thought Jesus gave off major “only child” vibes,’ babbled Eitan. ‘Did Jude get any of the same superpowers?’


‘Is this your standard chat-up routine? New Testament quiz?’


Was he chatting this guy up? Eitan hadn’t even realised. He had been told enough times that he was emotionally obtuse. Back in the day, Mo practically had to hire a skywriting plane before Eitan clocked he fancied him.


‘Is it working?’


The man smiled. ‘I’m Cole.’


Cole. Cool. Mysterious. Low in syllables, but cute nonetheless. Perhaps a tad too ‘American teen drama’.


‘Eitan.’ Strength, it meant. Reliability incarnate. Maybe you shouldn’t put too much stock in names, after all. ‘What are you up here for?’ he asked. ‘Rooftop yoga?’


‘Best place in the hospital to go for a fag,’ said Cole. Eitan bit his smart-arse tongue and Cole passed him his phone. ‘Number?’


How forward. Was this some kind of clinical cruising ground? Or was he at his most alluring with an extinction-level hangover? Either way, Eitan didn’t mind obeying him.


‘Don’t go jumping off any rooves without me, will you?’ Eitan called after Cole, as he walked away with admirable swagger.


‘Roofs!’ Cole yelled back. ‘Always good to meet another Carlin fan.’


Eitan cringe-smiled, grateful to find a chink of light in his thunderstorm of a day. And it wasn’t even nine-thirty.








From: Elodie Rose [elodiesmelodies@hotmail.com]


To: Eitan Rose [edr99@ic.ac.uk]


Date: Thursday 9 September 1999 21:04


Subject: GAY


Hey bro


Hope you’re ok. Sorry I didn’t get to see you before you left. I heard you though. How did it feel telling dad to go fuck himself? I’m sorry they had to find out about you like that. Sorry for you, I mean. And for them a bit, maybe. They can’t help being dinosaurs. Fair play to you for not denying it either. Not that you could, I suppose. Those pop-up adverts were pretty damning.


I reckon you might have got away with it if you’d been thinking straight (sorry), you could’ve said it was some kind of porn virus. If you hadn’t left that chat on ICQ open anyway. Dad’s face when he was telling Mum what that man in Bishop’s Cleeve had asked to do to you. DON’T MEET THE MAN FROM BISHOP’S CLEEVE. I’m not sure you’d be able to remove all that stuff he wants to put up you.


Sad news: RIP the family computer. Dad couldn’t face going into the shop to get the dicks wiped off, so he took a hammer to it. I’ll have to look up my homework on the computers in the library now.


I want to say something. First of all – you are GAY. And that’s great. I saw this programme called Queer as Folk, did you see it? I watched it with Celeste Baker. It’s about gay men in Manchester and one of them actually LICKS another guy’s arse.


I wish you had told me. I already guessed, and dating Poodle didn’t put me off the scent, she is 100% a lesbian. So what I want to say is that if you are worried that I might think a different way about you because you’re gay, I really don’t. I love you. YUK it makes me feel sick saying that but it’s true. In fact, having a gay brother is going to make the girls so fucking jealous, but I will keep it to myself for now. (Please give me permission to tell them PLEASE they’ll be well jel.)


I will talk to the rents. I can smooth it over. They are mad at you now, but not because you’re gay, I promise. It’s definitely just the fireman cocks all over the monitor when Dad was trying to get into Outlook Express.


All I want by way of payment is to come and see you and have a VERY gay night out. You owe me after the arse kissing I am going to do on your behalf. (Not like on Queer as Folk.) I’ll remind them how brilliant you are, even if you need to go on an IT course.


So can I come? Can I can I can I can I can I can I can I can I can I can I????? I will take that as a yes. I am thinking either end of October (but potential Halloween clash: Laura Horner is having a huge party and her parents have agreed to dye the water in their swimming pool red…) or 10th-12th November or maybe the week after? Tell me what is best for you.


I love you you stupid perv.


Elodieeeeeeeee xxxxxxxx


HBM/029






CHAPTER THREE


WhatsApp Doc


If not quite cloud nine, Eitan was certainly on cloud four or five. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d been taken at face value; usually his reputation walked into the room well before he did. OK, so it was only a couple of minutes of rooftop suicide chat, and the guy had joked about chucking him off, but it was new and it was real – a smile with no forced sympathy behind it. For the first time in a long while, Eitan felt as though he was at the start of something, rather than caught in the middle of the usual endless doom loop.


What’s more, clinics were his favourite part of the week, the double art in his school timetable. It was where he got to do what he was best at, and do it with some degree of panache. Unlike a lot of his colleagues, he knew the showmanship part was important – it was how you got the patients to relax, to remember what you’d said and to trust you. It’s all very well coming up with the perfect treatment – and he liked to think he could come close to that – but if they don’t trust you, then they’re never going to take it.


Eitan’s bounce was downgraded from full Tigger to soft croquet lawn when he remembered he’d have Moran as a plus one. The man himself was stood in the corridor, having one of his eight thousand daily altercations. Eitan marvelled briefly at the skills of whichever tailor had constructed several square metres of high-tensile fabric into Moran’s pinstriped suit.


His current victim was Dave Webb, a borderline creepy pharmacist of indeterminate middle age who looked like he’d been assembled from spare parts in clinical waste bins and a complexion that hadn’t seen daylight since Blair’s landslide. Eitan was torn between listening in and avoiding Moran’s sightline. He edged past them with the subtlety of a hippo falling through a skylight. ‘If I’m right about this then you won’t even be able to get a job handing out 3D glasses at a cinema.’


If Webb was in any way rattled, he was hiding it well. ‘That’s a very serious accusation, Dr Moran. If your staff are getting wasted at work, they’re bringing it in themselves. And can you blame them?’


Moran visibly bristled. ‘You need to watch your back, Webb.’


‘I’m not the one who needs to watch their back round here,’ said Webb with a smile. He nodded at Eitan and sloped off to his lair.


Moran surveyed Eitan. ‘Not looking so much like the winner in a corpse contest any more. Runner-up, maybe.’


‘What was all that about?’ asked Eitan – he wasn’t a born gossip, but it might be good bargaining collateral with Nina later.


‘I have reason to suspect that Webb is a drug dealer.’


‘Isn’t that his job?’ said Eitan.


‘Don’t be obtuse, Rose. I believe he’s filling the doctors of this hospital full of amphetamines and god knows what else.’


‘Wow. OK. I know he’s a bit of an oddball but he always seemed like a decent guy.’


Moran stared into Eitan’s soul. ‘Has he approached you? Given your personal history, shall I say. You can tell me in confidence.’


Eitan’s stomach sank a little. There it was again, that ‘personal history’ nobody would ever let him forget. ‘Webb has never approached me, no. Well, I’d better get to clinic.’


‘Yes, we better had.’


Eitan and Moran wandered into the outpatients waiting area, undecorated since the birth of the NHS. It scored three on Eitan’s decrepitude bingo: storage heaters, loose electrical fittings and black mould. It did, however, have a TV screen, to remind patients which century they were in. Please note that appointment times are indicative and you should not expect to be seen at this point, it announced – he almost respected the hospital’s decision to distance itself from the concept of time rather than employ enough staff.


Into rheumatology clinic room B, where Moran headed over to one of the blue plastic chairs and sat down. ‘As you know, it’s my responsibility to make sure you’re coping with the change of pace now you’re back.’ How infantilising to have a chaperone – a spare wheel propped up in the corner, breaking any kind of doctor–patient rapport.


‘You’re going to see your patients and act as if I’m not here. Bearing in mind, of course, that I am very much here and that shortly after clinic we will be having a debrief in my office.’


Eitan had had to sign up to these humiliation sessions as part of his return-to-work agreement, when he was very much a beggar rather than a chooser, so he just nodded, then picked up the top set of notes from the teetering stack on his desk.


‘Go on,’ barked Moran, opening up a leather-bound notebook. ‘Be nice if you could see the odd patient before the heat death of the universe.’


First up was Mrs Evadne Morrison, a frequent flyer. It took about four minutes for her to peel off multiple layers of outerwear, and by the end of her striptease, Moran was audibly rapping his fingernails on the chair, and the clinic floor was a charity shop changing room.


‘Back to see me again?’ Eitan asked. ‘People will talk!’


Mrs Morrison was pushing ninety but nobody was too old for some mild, sexless flirting. ‘You’re looking very handsome today, Dr Rose.’


‘I see you’re still waiting for your cataracts to be lasered,’ replied Eitan. Talking of lasers, he could feel Moran’s eyes burrowing into his head. ‘Don’t mind my friend Dr Moran here – he’s on work experience.’ Moran stopped writing and returned a look that could have smashed a bifold door.


Eitan’s phone buzzed. ‘Sorry, this might be an emergency, I won’t be a second.’


It wasn’t an emergency. It was Cole.


Is that the handsome man from the roof?


A pleasing combination of heavy flattery and correct spelling. A smile crept over Eitan’s lips. He became aware of a change in Moran’s breathing behind him.


‘Sorry, my dog’s at the vet’s,’ said Eitan, typing as quickly as he could.


That’s the second time I’ve been called handsome in a matter of minutes.


Moran coughed.


‘So, Mrs Morrison, how’s your shoulder been since the joint injection? How was my driving?’


‘Oh, you’re a miracle worker, Dr Rose – I could beat Andy Murray at tennis!’


‘That’s no great feat these days, Mrs M. How’s your range of movement?’


His phone buzzed again.


‘Never better. You get that, doctor, it might be important,’ she said, her hands knotted together on her lap. Well, if the patient wanted him to then who was he to argue?


Ah, so I’ve got competition?


Eitan’s entire body blushed. He felt like a teenager.


‘In that case, how about I release you back into the wild for another three months, my lovely? But if anything happens in the meantime, you get straight on the blower.’ Eitan scribbled his mobile number on a ‘Living with Lupus!’ patient information leaflet. ‘Any time, day or night,’ he said. ‘Except night.’
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