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Chapter 1


The Newspaper Article


The reporter is young, with too much gel in his hair, and a habit of saying ‘wow, yeah, right,’ after everything Meg says. She doesn’t seem to notice, and has been happily chatting to him for half an hour.


‘I had cancer when I was a toddler,’ she tells him. ‘I got better, but the treatment left me with a heart problem.’ She shrugs, as if it was nothing, instead of an illness that has taken over our lives for the last twelve years. She is on the sofa in our living room, the reporter opposite her, on the armchair Steve sits on to watch the footy. I’m next to Meg, trying not to answer questions for her.


‘Wow, yeah, right,’ says the reporter, scribbling in his notebook. He’s wearing a suit that looks as if he’s borrowed it from his dad, and I wonder if he’s on work experience. I look at my amazing daughter and – like I do every single day – count my blessings. We have almost lost her so many times. Yet here she is, my strong, beautiful fourteen-year-old, calmly explaining her illness. Tiny silver earrings shimmer from under her brown hair, which is loose around her shoulders.


‘A normal heart pumps blood around your body,’ she is saying. ‘But my heart was too weak to do that properly, so my body wasn’t getting the blood it needed. I’ve always known I would need a heart transplant one day.’


When the local paper called last week about doing a story on Meg’s new heart, I wasn’t sure. ‘What if it makes her stressed?’ I said to Steve.


‘Then we stop the interview.’ He looked at me, seeing the uncertainty in my face. ‘It’s up to Meg, Lizzie.’


‘I want to do it,’ she said, the second we asked her. ‘I want to show other sick kids what’s possible.’


Meg has always been positive, even when she was too ill to go to school, or to play with her friends. Even when she only had enough energy to lie in bed, too tired even to lift the TV remote.


‘And how does it feel,’ the reporter says now, ‘to have someone else’s heart?’


This is the bit of the story they really want. The rest – Meg’s cancer, her heart problem – is just background. There are two hundred heart transplants each year in the UK, and only a handful of those are for children. Meg is a success story. Meg is a miracle. Our miracle.


The papers could fill their pages with Meg’s life and they’d still only know the half of it – what it’s been like, always knowing that Meg’s heart might give up at any moment. She was on the waiting list for six months, all the time getting more and more sick. Then, on a day just like any other, we got the call, and everything changed.


‘We’ve got a match.’


They had found one. The right size, the right blood group … the right heart for Meg. It was really happening. Meg’s second chance at life. I felt excited and sick all at once, and I ran upstairs and pulled open Meg’s door. She knew, the second she saw my face.


‘They’ve got one, haven’t they?’


Suddenly it hit home. Meg was going under the knife. Hours in an operating theatre, with all the risks that carried …


‘It’ll be okay, Mum,’ Meg said, and I thought how wrong it was that she was the one reassuring me.


She was in theatre for four hours, but it felt like four days. Steve and I sat in the hospital canteen as other people came and went, staring at the bleeper they had given us to let us know when it was over.


‘It must be strange,’ the reporter says now.


For the first time in the interview, Meg stops to think. She puts a hand on her chest, to where the scars are hidden by her hoodie. I feel my own chest tighten. She’s been through so much.


‘It is a bit,’ Meg admits. ‘But without this heart I would have died. Feeling a bit strange is better than being a lot dead.’ She grins, and I can tell that the reporter isn’t sure whether to laugh. Meg’s black humour takes a bit of getting used to.


‘Um … wow, yeah, right,’ he says. He frowns at his notebook, finding his next question. ‘What would you like to say to people reading this story?’ he asks. His pen hovers above the page.


‘To join the organ register,’ Meg says, right away.


I never even knew about the organ register, till Meg got sick. Now, we’re all on it: Steve, me, all our friends, all Meg’s friends. Your liver and kidneys are no good to you once you’re dead, but they could keep someone else alive.


The reporter is almost done. ‘Do you have a message for your donor’s family?’


I keep thinking about the person who used to have Meg’s heart. What would have happened if he hadn’t joined the register?


‘Just “thank you”,’ Meg says, and her eyes fill with tears. I put my arm round her and squeeze her tight. We don’t know who Meg’s heart came from. We know he was male, and that he died in an accident, and we know he was healthy. That’s it. We don’t know how old he was, or where he lived, or what sort of family he was from. It doesn’t matter, I suppose. It only matters that, before he died, he ticked that box to say he was happy for someone to have his organs. And I thank my lucky stars every day that he did.


The article is in the local paper on Friday, with a big picture of Meg holding a red, heart-shaped helium balloon. Thank you for my heart, reads the headline. Meg beams from the photo – so different to the pale, thin girl of six months ago. I add my silent thanks to Meg’s printed words.


I’m not working today. I used to be a teaching assistant in a primary school up the road, but I had to stop when Meg got sick. Since then I’ve picked up shifts where I can at the chocolate factory on the edge of town. We pack posh chocs into shiny gold boxes with black ribbons, and they don’t mind how much we chat, as long as the job gets done. The chocolates have to be perfect to go in the boxes, and any that aren’t go into the staff shop. A pound a bag – and you get a lot in a bag. Needless to say, Meg loves it.


I’ve promised to take her into town this afternoon to spend her birthday money, so I take a couple of hours in the morning to get the house straight. Steve is a roofer, and in the summer he works long hours, because in the winter he can’t. We don’t see him till eight or nine most evenings from June till September, and he’s fit for nothing but tea in front of the telly. So I do the housework. He helps out a bit more in the winter, so it all evens out.


At eleven my friend Samira drops by on her way to work.


‘Coffee?’ I ask, as we walk through to the kitchen.


‘You bet. It’s been a hell of a week.’


Samira was Meg’s nurse. We became friendly in the days after Meg’s surgery, when Meg drifted in and out of sleep. Samira would join me for a cuppa when the ward was quiet. We stayed in touch after Meg came home, and I know Samira has a soft spot for the girl she calls her ‘star patient’.


‘Did you lose someone?’ I say it quietly, even though Meg is upstairs.


Samira nods.


‘I’m sorry.’ I don’t ask who died, or how. Samira wouldn’t tell me, even if I did. I put a mug of coffee – white, one sugar – on the table, and push the tin of biscuits towards her. I couldn’t do her job. For every life they save, there’s another they don’t.


Samira picks up the newspaper, folded so Meg’s article is on top. ‘How’s she doing?’


‘Some days you’d never even know she’d had surgery. She’s going back to school next week.’ For two whole years Meg hardly went to school, and in the six months since her transplant she hasn’t been at all. A tutor worked with her in hospital and at home, but she’s missed a lot. ‘She has to do year nine again, but she’s got a great bunch of friends – they won’t leave her out.’


Samira is reading the article. ‘This is lovely. You must be very proud of her.’


‘I am.’ I look upside down at the article I’ve already read a dozen times. Fourteen-year-old Megan Thomas owes her life to a stranger, it starts. ‘I wish we knew more about him,’ I say.


Samira holds up one hand, palm towards me. ‘I can’t tell you anything, you know that.’


‘Even just a name would—’


‘Lizzie, I can’t.’


We’re interrupted by the sound of feet on the stairs, and Meg comes into the kitchen. ‘Mum, can I have—’ she stops short, her face breaking into a grin when she sees who is here. ‘Samira!’


Our friend stands, wrapping Meg up in her arms. ‘You look amazing,’ she tells her.


‘That,’ Meg says, ‘is because I am amazing.’ She pulls away and gives a twirl, then pats her chest. ‘Still beating.’


‘I should hope so too. Any pain?’


‘None.’


‘Out of breath?’


‘Nope.’


‘And you’re doing your physiotherapy exercises?’


Meg rolls her eyes. ‘You’re as bad as Mum. Yes, I’m doing my physio.’


This eye-rolling is all for show, like a panto where she’s playing the part of a teenager. Meg does her exercises every day. She takes her medication, eats properly, goes to bed when she’s tired. She’s the model patient.


‘I have someone else’s heart,’ she said, when she came home from hospital. ‘I have to look after it.’


‘Good girl,’ Samira says now. ‘Oh – I almost forgot.’ She slips an envelope out of her bag. ‘Happy birthday – sorry it’s late.’


Meg opens the card, her eyes lighting up as she spots the gift card for her favourite store. ‘Thank you!’


‘You shouldn’t have,’ I tell Samira, but she just winks at me, then drains her coffee.


‘I’d better get to work.’


Meg and I have a lovely afternoon walking around the shops. She spends her birthday money. When she spots a top she loves but can’t afford, I help out with a little extra we can’t really spare. I’d love to be able to spoil her. I’d love to be able to take her on holiday. I look at photos on Facebook of sick kids who get taken to Disneyworld, or go swimming with dolphins, and I wonder what Meg really thinks of our long weekend in Bournemouth.
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