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NURSES’ CONDUCT


3.2 recognise and respond compassionately to the needs of those who are in the last few days and hours of life


8.5 work with colleagues to preserve the safety of those 
receiving care


8.7 be supportive of colleagues who are encountering health or performance problems. However, this support must never compromise or be at the expense of patient or public safety


9.1 provide honest, accurate and constructive feedback 
to colleagues


9.3 deal with differences of professional opinion with colleagues by discussion and informed debate, respecting their views and opinions and behaving in a professional way at all times


11.2 make sure that everyone you delegate tasks to is adequately supervised and supported so they can provide safe and compassionate care


13.3 ask for help from a suitably qualified and experienced professional to carry out any action or procedure that is beyond the limits of your competence


14.1 act immediately to put right the situation if someone has suffered actual harm for any reason or an incident has happened which had the potential for harm


16.5 not obstruct, intimidate, victimise or in any way hinder a colleague, member of staff, person you care for or member of the public who wants to raise a concern


20.3 be aware at all times of how your behaviour can affect and influence the behaviour of other people


20.6 stay objective and have clear professional boundaries at all times with people in your care


Professional Standards of Practice and Behaviour for Nurses, Midwives and Nursing Associates (Nursing and Midwifery Council), 2024


Ways to Kill a Patient


Drug error: NB nanograms/micrograms look similar


Omit basic patient observations


Do not escalate deterioration


Administer known allergen


Dislodge endotracheal tube


Paralysis before/in absence of sedation


Potassium in infusion


Unplug haemofiltration/ventilator


Air/blood/fluid in arterial line


Lack of oxygen – empty cylinder


Insulin/morphine overdose


Turn off/speed up infusion pump


Give intramuscular drug intravenously


Contaminated blood/drugs


Non-sterile/bad aseptic technique


Equipment failure


Misreported scans


Badly managed resuscitation


Allocate the patient the worst nurse on the unit





PROLOGUE



Sophie


Sophie liked to eat alone. She tried a new restaurant every month, always sitting at a window table. Instead of watching the world go by, she would listen to a true-crime podcast or read a second-hand novel that smelt even more delicious than the food. This food was mouth-watering, though. Japanese, a new place, buzzy, and Sophie had ordered sashimi, which was silky and beautifully presented on top of ribbons of tsuma that reminded her of Purkinje fibres, the microscopic muscle threads inside the walls of a human heart – structures that made us all beat.


She lifted the daikon with her chopsticks and took a bite. It tasted of pure electricity. Would a human heart taste similar? After all, everything living in this world is simply matter; humans are atoms and fibres and electricity. That was the most disturbing, comforting fact of all. We are simply made from stardust. A nurse’s job is to play in the sand.


The couple at the next table were onto their second bottle of red and talking loudly enough that even wearing earbuds, Sophie could hear every word. It was entertaining enough.


‘Honestly, Aoife, if another one of the FY1s asks for a mental health day, I’ll shoot myself in the face.’


Doctors. City Hospital was around the corner, so that made sense. Still, Sophie was impressed by the unprofessionalism so close to work, the fuck-it attitude, the loud drunkenness. The man was smartly dressed, slightly red-faced, a few tiny capillaries patterning his nose and cheeks; a drinker. Probably nearing fifty, he looked like the kind of man who’d been extremely good-looking a decade ago, and had muscle memory, but was also crumpled by life, cynical, possibly angry. The kind of man Sophie liked to fuck. Nostalgic. Grateful.


The woman next to him, Aoife, was also in her late forties. She wore a floaty dress and trainers, and was soft in every sense: body, face, eyes. There were silver bangles on her right arm that jangled every now and again. She looked like a woman who picked wildflowers and wore them in her hair. ‘Bless them, they’re an anxious lot. But I mean, if you’re a very anxious person, don’t get yourself a job in ED.’


Surely the Emergency Department at City was the only A&E around here? After all, they were moments away. These two might well be her new colleagues. Sophie slipped an earbud out and pretended to read her battered copy of Kindred.


The restaurant was a mixture of minimalist and not. Heavy velvet curtains and chandeliers alongside sleek surfaces: marble and glass. There were ghost chairs and elaborate candlesticks on the tables, and every single member of staff she’d seen had a buzz cut and a septum piercing. The whole place was loud and heaving, but the fuckable man on the table next to her was the loudest. He laughed and coughed in equal measure. He had exactly the right amount of stubble. A silver fox. ‘They’re so entitled. Out of medical school for five minutes, then expecting to be consultants. I had Ben requesting another weekend off and telling me that working over forty hours in any given week was in breach of the legal maximum working-hours limit. Forty hours in a week. Ha! I worked forty hours in forty-eight at that age.’


Aoife poured more wine into his glass. A siren wailed outside. ‘You still do, Michael.’ Her voice was softer, harder to hear. ‘But those were the days of a child with a saucepan stuck on their head. It’s now a war zone. My nurses are struggling too.’


Sophie turned her head further towards them. Nurses. My nurses.


They spoke like this and gulped their wine until Aoife had dark red edges to her lips and was staring at Michael as he slurred. Sophie took another bite of sashimi, letting it melt on her tongue as she watched them. When the bill arrived, Aoife got her purse out, but Michael wafted her away and paid. They left together, leant close. Were they lovers? It was hard to tell. Familiar, certainly, and more than friends, but colleagues in the NHS were closer than lovers. Despite being only eighteen months qualified, Sophie knew that much already.


This was only her second real job. At twenty-four, her schoolmates were already having babies and marrying men named Dave who worked as scaffolders or Sky engineers, or dealt cocaine to support a habit. Sophie craved a different life. Childhood leukaemia and hundreds of hospital appointments and painful procedures had given her a respect for blood and death. She could have become a serial killer, but she wanted to get paid. So, instead, she became a nurse. She’d spent years around nurses and understood that nursing was a language with many different accents. It wasn’t the compassionate, kind nurses she emulated. It was the hard-edged nurses, the ones who were in charge of their own universe and knew everything. Women with endless grit.


Sophie saw the commotion before she heard the screaming. There was a crowd gathered at the centre of the restaurant, anxious faces, waiting staff running, a few people clustered on the peripheries.


‘Can we have some help here? Someone call an ambulance.’


She picked up her book and turned the page. Boring. It would be a panic attack or, at best, a choking. During her hospital induction, the resuscitation team had told all the new recruits that the place where the most choking deaths happened in the UK were restaurant toilets, because the British would rather die than feel embarrassed in public. She had switched off at that point. Everyone knew that the British got off on public humiliation. I mean, everyone knew that. Still, the atmosphere intensified. She lowered her book and took the other earbud out.


‘We need a doctor. Any doctors? Is there anyone medical here?’


Sophie looked at the empty table next to her and glanced at the restaurant door, but Aoife and her companion were long gone. They were drunk anyway.


‘Help. We need some help!’ A waiter was shouting, yet still carrying a full tray of drinks, which Sophie thought impressive. She carefully folded the page she had been reading, closed her book and took a last bite of sashimi. Then she walked towards the drama.


People had stood up at their tables, and others crowded together around the scene. A few were filming on their mobile phones rather than actually helping. Sophie was short and skinny and could easily get lost in crowds, but the group parted for her as though they understood her authority.


‘I’ve called an ambulance.’ The waiter balancing the tray gestured to the woman on the floor, who was almost purple, the colour of an aubergine on the turn. The woman wore jeans and a sequined top, and cowboy boots. Her hair had half fallen out of a ponytail. Nobody seemed to be with her. Maybe she was waiting for a friend, or perhaps, like Sophie, she dined alone.


Sophie knelt on the floor as time slowed down. She felt for a medical alert bracelet on the woman’s wrists, then took her pulse, which was strong and regular, around 90 BPM. Her own heart beat in her ears, steady and strong. She tuned out all the noise and focused on what was right in front of her. The woman flapped around, a fish yanked from water, flailing and gasping. Sophie ran through the ABC list of priorities. Airway was first above everything else; without an airway there was no oxygen, and with no oxygen the brain and the rest of the organs would soon be dying. Sophie put her ear close to the woman’s lips and looked and listened carefully. A high-pitched squeak. A tiny amount of air was getting in and out, but not for long. Her face was blotched, and there was a rash rising up her neck. Her throat and tongue were swelling up.


‘Does anyone have an EpiPen?’ Sophie glanced at the waiter. ‘Check in her bag. Where’s the ambulance?’


The waiter nodded. ‘There’s someone waiting outside for them now.’ He put the tray down on a table, then turned and waved his hands over the diners crowded around. ‘Please. Go back to your seats. Please. Give her some room. Anyone?’


‘She needs adrenaline. Who has an EpiPen?’


Sophie looked around. Some people were crying, holding their hands over their mouths in shock. The fear was palpable, but nobody had what she needed. Sophie forced her face to look sad, with a touch of anxiety, but her heart remained steady as ever. It felt like a film she was watching, a scene she was outside of. It always felt like that. She never panicked. Instead, her skin goose-bumped.


‘Nothing in her bag.’ The waiter held up a rucksack in front of him. ‘We have her name, though. Sylvia, can you hear me?’


Sylvia had stopped moving and squirming around and her eyes were now rolling back in her head. Sophie could hear death whispering in her ear. ‘Get me a sharp knife,’ Sophie said. ‘And a chopstick.’


‘Are you joking me?’ The waiter had sweat moons underneath his armpits. ‘A chopstick?’


‘I’m serious.’ Sophie glanced at him as he ran towards the kitchen, then back down at Sylvia. The hissing noise she made was barely detectable. ‘Are you sure nobody has an EpiPen? Come on now, we’re in London.’


Blue lights, slamming doors, shouting.


‘What’s the story?’ A paramedic wearing a parakeet-green shirt and carrying a large red backpack and portable defibrillator rushed towards them and knelt down opposite Sophie. ‘I’m Claire,’ she said, looking up and smiling. Like so many paramedics, she was young, attractive and had thick forearms covered in tattoos.


‘Anaphylaxis,’ Sophie said. But Claire had already set down the kit and was giving Sylvia an injection of intramuscular adrenaline in her thigh, through her jeans. She ripped open the defib pads and pulled Sylvia’s T-shirt up, her torso by now covered in angry welts. As she attached the defib pads, another paramedic arrived, pushing a trolley with a stretcher balanced on top.


Sophie stepped back so they could take over. Sylvia was breathing more easily almost immediately, and soon regained consciousness. She reached out a hand towards Sophie, but Sophie wasn’t the hand-holding sort.


The waiter finally ran back from the kitchen carrying a smaller tray, upon which were three different-sized knives, and a single chopstick. ‘Is this what you need? Sorry I took so long.’ He stopped, and looked at the paramedics lifting Sylvia onto the trolley and strapping her in. The other diners began returning to their seats.


Claire looked at the tray, and then at Sophie. ‘What’s that for?’ She laughed nervously. ‘Wait, I didn’t catch your name. Tell me you’re a medic?’


Sophie didn’t answer but waved the waiter holding the knives and the chopstick away. ‘Not needed now,’ she said. ‘The cavalry arrived.’


The other paramedic shared a look with Claire, who raised an eyebrow. ‘What exactly were you planning to do with those?’


‘She was moribund,’ Sophie said, nodding at Sylvia, who by then had both eyes open, the redness already lessening. ‘I suppose I thought it might act as a bougie.’


‘So, you’re a doctor. You look twelve years old. Where do you work?’


Sophie shook her head. ‘Nurse. I start at City ED tomorrow, so I’ll probably see you around.’


Claire’s smile dropped slightly, and she nodded for her colleague to push Sylvia out to the ambulance. ‘Show’s over,’ she said, and the waiter disappeared. The diners had begun chatting animatedly. Claire stood close to Sophie and leant in next to her ear, whispering. ‘I mean, Christ alive, what were you thinking? A chopstick and a kitchen knife? Fuck me, have you been watching Grey’s Anatomy or something? You could have killed her!’


Sophie stared, unblinking. ‘She was dead anyway.’





ONE



Eden


‘I will be an excellent nurse.’ Eden whispered the words. It was her first day at City ED. She’d imagined it to be high tech and cutting edge, but the hospital was shockingly run-down. The mirror in front of her was cracked and there was a scruffy noticeboard up next to it, with a staff wellness sign-up sheet: ‘Lunchtime Yoga Sessions – All Welcome’. Underneath someone had scrawled in biro, I didn’t get to piss for twelve hours yesterday. Namaste. The changing room smelt of pickled onion Monster Munch. There were pairs of black clogs balanced on top of the metal lockers, scrubs strewn everywhere, and there were two cans of cheap lemon air freshener underneath the sink, next to an overflowing bin. Eden closed her eyes for a brief moment and visualised a thick pine forest, breathing deeply. Then she opened them and smiled at herself in the mirror, before reciting out loud: ‘I am doing the work that works for me. I am worthy of love and respect. I breathe in love and breathe out negativity. I am wise and kind and I control how I respond to others. I am deserving.’


Moments like this throughout the day felt a bit silly but were important. Every evening, no matter how late Eden got home, she wrote in her journal. Every morning, before any shift, she stole a few moments for positivity. Gratitude was underrated. Her mentor at university had reminded her that personal protective equipment wasn’t simply about preventing infection. Putting on psychological PPE, with essential self-care strategies, was just as vital as gloves and aprons in order to protect nurses’ mental health. One nurse a week tried to take their own life last year, the mentor had told them all.


‘I will make a good impression,’ Eden chanted. ‘My first day will be a success.’


She stopped, noticing smoke curling up behind her head, above the toilet cubicles. Then, the smell of cherries.


A young woman came out of the toilet, the vape still in her mouth. ‘Hey. Nice affirmations.’


Eden’s jaw fell open. ‘Oh no. How embarrassing. I didn’t know anyone was in here.’ She turned around. ‘Wait. Are you vaping?’ For a moment she was speechless, but then she shook her head. ‘You can’t do that in here. You can’t smoke or vape in hospital grounds.’


The woman shrugged, then put it in her pocket. She walked over and looked in the mirror. ‘Do you have any eyeliner?’


Eden blinked and looked at her chest for signs of an ID card. Was she a relative? ‘I have no idea what you’re talking about. These are the staff changing rooms,’ she said. ‘You need to use the toilets in the relatives’ room.’


The woman leant towards the mirror and pulled her eyelid down. ‘God, I look anaemic.’ She turned and faced Eden. ‘I am staff.’ Then she winked and walked out, leaving behind the smell of cherries, and a dumbfounded Eden.


Eden swiped her ID and pushed open the heavy doors to the main reception area. She had read up as much as she could about City Emergency Department, poring over the guidelines; the ‘Advice for New Starters’ pack that HR had sent to her. She knew that it would be overwhelming; it was one of the busiest departments in the country. The staff turnover here was eye-watering. One hundred and forty nurses on roll.


‘Beep-beep.’ A porter rushed past her, pushing a bed.


Eden stood to the side next to the queue of patients. A woman in front of her scratched away at large blisters all over her face, which were already open and weeping, the man with her shouting, ‘Fuck’s sake!’ Another patient at the back of the queue had a cardboard sign that had ‘JESUS SAVES’ painted on it. He was the skinniest man Eden had ever seen – even from 20 feet away she could see every one of his ribs through his T-shirt.


She carried on, following the direction of the porter, swerving a man in an electric wheelchair, oxygen cylinder balanced on the front, and then a family, a mum and dad holding the hands of a young, bald child.


Eden’s eyes watered. She forced her feet to keep walking. She pressed the automatic door sign, and when nothing happened, she leant on the heavy doors marked ‘MAJORS/RESUS’.


There were two signs on the wall in the next corridor, one that said ‘Aged 12–50? Please let the nurse know if you may be pregnant’. Twelve? Eden thought. The next was a warning about Mpox, advising patients to tell the staff if they had recently been to various central African countries, including the DRC and Burundi. A nurse in scrubs shouted a name out from a doorway, and a morbidly obese man wearing pyjamas stood up, moaning in agony, and limped over. When Eden swiped and walked into the clinical area, at least three people tried to follow, and she had to close the door firmly behind her.


She walked past a line of four tall, bulky security guards in black wearing yellow high-vis vests with ‘SECURITY’ written on their backs. One of them nodded at Eden, and crossed his eyes by looking at his nose. Eden didn’t smile. She turned to another man who was sitting in a doorway on a plastic chair. Inside the room a small person shouted, screamed and banged their head against the wall. The man in the doorway ignored them and began chatting to the cross-eyed security guard, all of them relaxed and laughing as if they were oblivious.


Eden continued, breathing deeply, but still, she felt dizzy. Her hands were tingly, and she had pins and needles in her feet. Patients were everywhere, sitting on plastic chairs, or standing next to the walls or doors, pain etched on their faces. They looked half dead, leaning their heads against the wall behind them. A woman in a hospital gown was shaking and trying to get a paper cup out of the holder by a water machine. Eden’s heart twisted. She placed her hand on the woman’s back. ‘Let me help you.’


After she had given the shaking woman a cup, other people asked for water, clearly too unwell to stand unaided and too weak to pull one from the holder. The strip lights above were flickering brightly and the alarms and the screaming were overwhelming. How was this a place of healing? Eden glanced down the corridor. It was clogged up with trolleys, upon which even sicker people were lying comatose, unattended, soiled. One elderly man had half fallen out; there were no sides on his trolley. Beyond that was another nurses’ station, and Eden could see the ambulances lined up outside, the paramedics all running between them. All the staff were rushing, doctors in dark-green scrubs, nurses in navy blue, volunteers in bright-orange T-shirts with terrified expressions walking around with packets of sandwiches or incontinence pads or cardboard urine bottles. A nurse rushed past her, pushing a bed upon which a young boy was strapped, head down, neck braced, a look of utter desperation in his eyes. She walked past a man sitting on the floor next to the side of the cubicles, who was vomiting into a Tesco bag for life.


Eden took a deep breath and strode, almost marching, forcing her legs to be confident, though her hands were shaking, but crashed into an equipment trolley, sending a kidney dish full of blood bottles and needles onto the floor. She knelt and picked everything up quickly, knowing that she should be wearing gloves to handle bodily fluids and needles, glancing around to see if anyone had noticed, but everyone was too busy.


She found the nurses’ station on the right side of the department. A few staff were there on computers or telephones. A woman sat at the desk, a receiver balanced against her ear. She was wearing civvies, and while her name badge clearly said ‘Here to Help’, her expression said otherwise.


‘Hi, good morning, Pam? I’m Eden, one of the new nurses.’ Eden smiled widely, despite the knot of fear in her stomach.


The woman tapped on the computer with aggressively long acrylic nails, then gestured to the other end of the ward. ‘Handover’s in the coffee room down the end. And it’s Pamela.


Eden smiled even more widely. ‘Oh, sorry. Pamela. I know about handover, that was in the information pack. I just wanted to let you know that somebody was vaping in the changing room.’


Pamela let the phone drop from her ear. ‘Vaping?’


‘She said she was a member of staff, but obviously not. Shall I mention it to security? It’s my first day, so I’m not really sure …’


Pamela snorted. ‘Are you for real?’


Eden stopped talking.


‘Well, my girl, you’re in for a baptism of fire here, if you’re wanting to report someone puffing on a vape.’


‘I thought – I don’t know. I mean, I didn’t know who to report to.’


The security guards ran past them towards the blare of a siren, one of them speaking into a radio. ‘Entrance to Resus.’


‘Handover’s in the coffee room,’ Pamela repeated, as if nothing had happened. She pointed with a long nail, jabbing the air.


As Eden walked away, she heard Pamela talking to a nurse who had been on a telephone behind her: ‘We’ve got a live one here.’


Eden had been on ED for about ten minutes, and she felt like crying already.


She went into the large room packed full of nurses sitting on threadbare sofas and plastic chairs, feeling small and unimportant. It was like starting secondary school. ‘Hi. I’m here for the handover but then doing the orientation day. I’m Eden.’


‘Welcome, welcome, Eden. Come on in. I’m Aoife. You’ll already know Obi, and Rhian – that’s right, isn’t it? I understand you all moved into Rose Cottage at the weekend? There’s another new starter today, so you won’t be alone.’


Eden sat next to Aoife, who had such comforting energy: a green aura. She gently squeezed Eden’s arm.


‘Hey.’ Her new flatmate Obi grinned. Eden smiled back. It was reassuring to recognise someone. Eden had moved in at the weekend and was still in the process of unpacking boxes and organising her room, but whenever she heard anyone in the communal kitchen area she made an excuse to say hello. Obi and Rhian were both nurses on ED with her. Ben was a junior doctor, also working on ED, and had been working there for two months already. He was less likeable, a bit full of himself, a know-it-all.


Eden scoured the other nurses’ name badges. Mary, the one in charge of the night shift that had just finished, was older, red-eyed and grey-skinned. The staff room smelt like the changing room: feet. ‘Grand,’ Mary said. ‘Welcome, Eden. Right, let’s get going. We’ve three sickies already and Rosy hasn’t turned up yet.’


A whip-thin nurse with psoriasis patterning her arms sat opposite. ‘Busy night?’


‘Hell.’ Mary sucked her teeth and stretched her legs out in front of her. ‘Rhian, you’ll need to cover breaks, we’re thin on the ground.’


Groans from around the room. Eden counted twelve nurses. Was that enough for Majors, Minors and Resus?


Mary yawned, then picked up a piece of paper. ‘We’ve six on the way in and two chest pains in ambulances outside, so brace yourselves. Cubicle one is a sixty-two-year-old man post-aneurism. He’s having decerebrate posturing, and the neurosurgical team want to do a CT this morning before making a plan. Two is a forty-one-year-old, Isabella – history of drug use and depression, drank a bottle of bleach and her trachea is now annihilated. Cubicle three: psychosis and waiting for a mental health bed, specialed but the mental health nurse, Priscilla, is vomiting and had to go home. This one’s been screaming all day and currently been waiting eighty hours in cubicles. Believes he’s the Archangel Gabriel. Apparently, he told Priscilla she was carrying the son of God, right before she started vomiting, so that’s exciting.’


There was a smattering of laughter, then Mary carried on talking. Eden didn’t find it funny. She jotted down the basic details of each patient but every now and then had to stop writing and take a deep breath. Eighty hours? Had she heard that correctly?


‘In Resus,’ Mary continued, ‘Craig, had a sudden cardiac arrest while running, which is a good advert for not running in my book. HEMS were on the scene, and he had ROSC within five minutes but he’s not fully regained consciousness, and GCS is nine. He’s sitting on BiPAP awaiting an HDU bed.’


Eden wrote down HEMS? ROSC? BIPAP? GCS 9?


She glanced at the nurses on duty, who all seemed nonplussed by these tragedies. Of course, she expected sadness – after all, this was emergency medicine. But as Mary spoke, Eden felt tears pricking her eyeballs, and her abdomen felt heavy, leaden. These poor people. Poor families.


‘Also in Resus, DV. Thrown down a flight of concrete stairs apparently,’ Mary said. ‘She’s likely straight to theatre this morning for halo traction; they’re setting up. She’s immobilised but her spine is unstable, so please, please, decent log rolls. Perfect, and I mean perfect. Looks likely she’s fractured at T2.’


The coffee-room door was flung open.


‘Hello, hello, sorry I’m late. I’m Sophie. Starting today.’


Eden’s eyes widened. It was the woman she’d caught vaping. She was now wearing dark-blue scrubs and clogs like the rest of them, except Aoife who had on a nurse’s dress. She’d pulled her hair into a ponytail on top of her head, stuck a biro into it and put an ID badge on: Sophie Ibrahim. Senior Staff Nurse.


Senior staff nurse? That must be a mistake. What kind of nurse, senior or otherwise, vapes at work? Sophie plonked herself down next to Eden, still smelling of cherries. She was chewing gum. Aoife watched her, Eden noticed, with a slight frown. Sophie frowned back. Did they know each other?


‘Hello,’ said Aoife. ‘Sophie, is it?’


Mary coughed. ‘You’ll need to get the handover from someone else,’ she said. ‘You’ve missed most of it. We start at eight on the dot.’


Sophie nodded.


‘Well, we’ve all had a first day. Just to reiterate,’ she said, looking around the room, ‘especially for new starters.’ Mary glared at Sophie. ‘Log rolls on an unstable spine can make or break an entire life. Right. Hope you girls have a good one. And gent,’ she added, turning to Obi, who grinned. ‘And that’s me over and out.’ Mary slid on her shoes, yawned again and stretched. ‘I’m offsky.’


Eden looked around the room. Mary’s words echoed off the wall somehow, full of lightness tinged with threat. It occurred to Eden that the vast majority of nurses in the room, aside from Mary and Aoife, were young, maybe early twenties, like her. She’d imagined a much more balanced mix. Where were all the older, experienced nurses? She leant slightly closer to Aoife.


‘Sleep well, Mary,’ Aoife said. ‘You back tonight?’ She glanced up from her large black diary. Eden tried to see what she was writing, so she could emulate it. Her own scrappy paper looked like a child’s doodle, and everything she’d written down had a question mark next to it. But Aoife snapped the diary closed.


Mary shook her head and performed a little jig on the way to the door, then left.


‘Right, you motley crew.’ Aoife’s eyes shone as she spoke, and the entire team hung on to every word. ‘Eden, you can shadow me today. Sasha, you can take Obi with you. Roberta, cubicles and lovely Rhian. Rhian, love, watch she takes her breaks, OK? She’s a terror for forgetting. Sasha, can you be corridor nurse? Breaks by four, latest. Let’s ship out the walking wounded and make space for the chest pains.’


Aoife kept talking as Eden wrote on the piece of paper in front of her and handed it to Sophie. You were VAPING?


Sophie didn’t look up. Instead, she wrote something down and folded the piece of paper, holding it in her hand. As people left the coffee room one by one to attend to their patients, Aoife sat down opposite them. ‘Right. So. I want to hear all about where you’ve come from and your experience and everything, but let’s get the boring stuff out of the way first, OK? Fire doors and alarms and I’ll show you round the unit, give you the secret access codes and all that. I’m sure you’ll settle in in no time, but always ask any questions. We are a great team here, and you’ll find everyone very helpful and friendly. OK, lovelies?’ She held out her hand, squeezed Eden’s. ‘Ah, you’ll be grand. Some days are a bit scary for us, let alone when you’re new.’


Sophie nodded and stood up, following Aoife to the door. ‘Thank you,’ said Eden. As they filed out of the coffee room, Sophie handed Eden the slip of paper that she’d folded. They fell back a few steps behind Aoife, and Eden opened it. Sophie had drawn a smiley face and next to it written the words: ‘SNITCHES GET STICHES.’


The streets surrounding City Hospital were lined with crumbly buildings and skinny pavements with alleyways shooting off them where people had dumped used nappies, old clothes and empty bottles. There was a small café with outside metal tables, where people all hours of the day or night smoked while they waited for a bacon sandwich. Next to that a launderette, the smell stopping Eden in her tracks. She stood outside for a moment and took a breath. She felt like a different person already, a before and after, as if one day working in the ED could alter a person’s DNA forever.


She walked on. A few other small shops on the main road sold everything from Tupperware to rat traps, and giant colourful feather dusters burst from the crates outside, peacocking out like tropical birds. The pavements were uneven, and potholes pock-marked the road, causing cars to swerve dangerously close to the pedestrians. Ambulances and buses, police cars, Ubers, even an old-fashioned rag-and-bone man on a horse and cart. Random people crossing the road in front of traffic: often disabled, mentally ill or drunk; sometimes all three. Eden had lived her entire life in leafy Keston, just south of London, a place her parents described as a chocolate-box village, but which was increasingly, in her opinion, like something from The Only Way Is Essex. The women had fake tans and eyelashes, and the men worked in finance. Everyone had a hot tub.


South London suited Eden far better. Her parents kept asking if she’d live at home to save money, and cut out articles from the Daily Mail about stabbings and schizophrenia and gang violence on the streets of Peckham, but Eden was ready to leave Kent. She’d moved to Edinburgh for nursing school to get as far away as possible, and not, as her parents had teased, due to her obsession with Harry Potter.


The only way to actually afford living independently anywhere near the hospital in London was to live in nurses’ accommodation. Aoife told her she was lucky. Nurses travelled for two hours each way on top of their twelve-and-a-half-hour day to get to work and home, at odd hours of the day or night and with dodgy trains. ‘It’s great, and it’s rare, that you’ve got subsidised accommodation for the first year,’ Aoife had said. ‘Though Rose Cottage has a bit of a reputation as a frat house!’ She’d laughed but didn’t elaborate.


Rose Cottage did not seem too crazy. If anything, it felt homely. Eden got to choose her own bedroom – the bigger of the doubles with a bay window looking out onto a block of flats, but it was warm, and the bed was comfortable with a new mattress. Moving-in day wasn’t particularly stressful, not like the first day at work. Eden had a large suitcase, and a few boxes of books and sentimental items, including her brightly coloured bedspread and a few cheerful pillows, dreamcatchers, tarot cards and her teddy bears from when she was little. She had yet to properly spend time with her flatmates but had at least said hello. Rhian had moved from a paediatric oncology ward, had a thick Welsh accent and had hugged her warmly. Ben had told her the first night that he went to Eton but got thrown out for taking cocaine in the school toilets, a fact that Eden would have assumed precluded him from medicine. ‘It was a long time ago,’ he said, despite being only twenty-five. Obi had already been working in the Emergency Department as a staff nurse for a while. He was ridiculously good-looking and spent most of his time in his pants. Eden found herself gazing at his physique and had to make a conscious effort to appear less impressed. The last flatmate was yet to appear. The accommodation office told them it was a last-minute swap as the clinical fellow from Spain who was about to move in had suffered a breakdown.


Eden unlocked the heavy front door and stood in the hallway. There was a sideboard piled with dozens of unopened letters – bills most likely. Who didn’t open their letters? People confused Eden. The hallway carpet was muddy and damp and smelt of old people. Rose Cottage was the largest flat, above a few smaller, self-contained family apartments, mostly inhabited, Ben had told her, by overseas doctors that the NHS had poached from Kuwait, Syria and Afghanistan. ‘Even Ukraine,’ he said. ‘Like those places don’t need doctors.’ Eden hadn’t met the residents yet, but she had heard the constant screaming, shouting and playing of young children, the thud of angry footsteps and the slamming of bedroom doors.


‘Hello, hello.’ She stepped in and walked past the bedrooms to the open-plan kitchen and living area, where there was a functional work surface, double oven, large fridge with a shelf each for them, a sofa with stains on it and a small square coffee table.


Obi was drinking a protein shake and smiled. ‘Settling in? It’s a bit extreme, isn’t it?’ He had the most incredible dimples Eden had ever seen.


She nodded. ‘Kinda. It was pretty hectic.’


Obi swigged his drink. ‘I know what you mean. There was this guy in Resus today who had a glass shoved up his arse, suction end first.’


Eden blinked. She felt her neck get hot.


‘His boyfriend smashed it with a small hammer, apparently, to get it out. Ruptured his spleen.’ Obi laughed awkwardly and clapped his hands together.


‘Oh my goodness,’ Eden started, her voice a bit strange, but then there was thumping at the door.


They both walked over but by then it was being unlocked and opened, and a woman was standing outside with a suitcase. She was carrying a taxidermy owl.


‘Sophie.’ Of course it was. She might have known. Still, Eden had to fight her own face to stop her frowning.


‘Hey.’ Obi reached out a hand to help. ‘The final one to move in. Sophie! Claire and Tanya were the paramedics at that restaurant and said to look out for you. I thought I’d recognised you in handover from Claire’s description. What the hell happened there? She said it was a near-miss prison sentence.’ Obi laughed. ‘Chopsticks.’


Eden stared at Obi – she had no idea what he was talking about – but they were ignoring her in any case.


‘How did she describe me?’ Sophie grinned at him.


‘Small, beautiful, dangerous.’


Sophie shrugged. She turned away from Obi and stared straight at Eden. ‘Oh, goody,’ she said.







TWO



Aoife


Aoife always wore a dress. No matter how much starch she used, and how well ironed, scrubs never looked as smart as a dress. She arrived at work long before the shift started and stayed late and never complained, no matter how tired she felt. Instead, she’d wake before the birds, sneaking around so as not to disturb Sam. He was not a morning person. She’d quietly pack her work bag with the freshly washed dress, and the belt, with its large silver buckle – a gift from her mum, also a nurse, before she had died – and then write a Post-it note, sticking it on the fridge:


Sam and James, my two favourite men. Be good and, James, if you can’t be good, be careful. Love you.


James, who was eighteen and still awkward, would no doubt roll his eyes at what he called her ‘dad jokes’, but they both liked her silly Post-its, especially when she had a string of long days and would be working non-stop. Family was everything, but nursing was the blood in her veins. Of course, the job had changed beyond belief since she’d started her training in the early 1990s, but its core remained the same. It had always been about kindness, compassion and dignity. Aoife had risen through the ranks to become the senior sister on ED, the most capable captain at the helm. Her colleagues loved her, and junior nurses looked up to her. Most importantly, patients felt safe with her in charge.


Michael also got to work early. ‘Bunch of new nurses started this week,’ she said, as they stood outside the mortuary while he smoked a cigarette and gulped a coffee. ‘Sophie, Eden, Rhian.’ She sipped her green tea and waved the smoke away.


‘At least they aren’t new doctors. I’m dreading when they arrive in August already.’


‘You say that, but I’ve already got Datix incidents coming at me, and the new director of quality and governance told me earlier this week that she’d attend all our morbidity and mortality meetings, because there needs to be, and I quote, a new sheriff in town.’ Aoife flapped the smoky air between them. ‘That’ll kill you, you know?’


‘Please, God,’ he said. ‘Who wants to be old?’


‘We are old.’ She laughed. It was true she and Michael had known each other a million years already. Neither of them had ever left City ED, their second home. Sam sometimes got jealous of Michael, who he called her work husband, pointing out that they spent more time together than she did with her family. ‘It’s the job,’ Aoife told him. But really, it was more than that.


‘Sophie, my new senior staff nurse, was vaping in the changing room apparently.’


Michael laughed. He’d always liked the leftfielders. ‘Kindness has its place,’ he’d once told Aoife, ‘but that place is not ED. We need badasses.’


Aoife disagreed.


‘Let’s get back to it,’ he said. ‘We’ve a whopping brain tumour in status arriving any minute and my FY2 today is Ben.’ He sighed exaggeratedly. ‘Ben. There’s a rumour afoot that he starred in an am-dram performance of Puppetry of the Penis during med school, which just about sums him up, really.’


Aoife giggled. ‘Ah, he’s not that bad. We were young once. Green around the gills.’


‘Never,’ said Michael, and gently squeezed her arm as they walked. The main ED entrance loomed before them in the largest of the hospital buildings, a helipad on the roof housing the helicopter emergency service, for those trauma patients sick to the extent that even a blue-light ambulance would be too late.


It was true they’d been naive and idealistic, like everyone young. Aoife remembered Michael’s first day at City, as a house officer back then. He looked like he’d never been near an iron in his life and cut his own hair. He was sent for ‘a heavy, long weight’ on this first day, and spent two hours diligently standing in the anaesthetic room of the cardiac theatres, after his boss, an old-school consultant, insisted medicine required such initiations. Those were the days when tricks were ten a penny. Even she had once been Plaster of Paris-ed from the waist down and, when completely immobile, pushed in a wheelchair into a lift and sent to the management floor. HR was more of a silent partner in the old days.


Aoife had been a staff nurse for a few years by the time Michael arrived, and was already married to Sam, but she remembered the first time Michael had touched her, shaking her hand, and the slight static electric shock they had both felt, which made them laugh. ‘That’s a sign,’ he’d said. How many times had he touched her now?


Eden’s long mullet was clipped into a neat ponytail. She wore a rainbow lanyard and yellow name badge: ‘My name is Eden Walsh. Staff Nurse’. A small brooch from Edinburgh University was pinned to her scrub top, and she had an overstuffed bumbag around her waist, and some alcohol hand gel attached to it with a large silver clasp. She looked shiny and professional. Even her regulation black shoes were brand new.
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