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A Guide to the Chain of Survival: Part 1


This is how to save a life.


Imagine a room with a hundred people in it: a packed pub, maybe, full of people you know and care about.


One by one, without warning, your friends and family members begin falling to the floor. Eventually, only six or seven are left standing.


That’s the truth about cardiac arrest. Without immediate help, fewer than one in ten people will survive.


It can happen to anyone, anywhere.


And the moment it does, the clock starts ticking. The heart no longer pumps blood to the brain and the body, starving them of oxygen.


But with the help of someone like you, many more patients could survive. Imagine thirty of those people you care about standing back up and dusting themselves down, alive and ready for their second chance.


It’s ordinary people like us, not doctors, who are most likely to be there when the worst happens. At work, in the park, at home, even in the pub.


A person’s chance of recovery depends on what happens next – starting with you.


This is the Chain of Survival. And the first link in the chain is both the easiest and the most important. 


It’s simply recognizing that someone has had a cardiac arrest – and calling for help.


[image: image]


1: If you see someone unresponsive and not breathing normally, call 999. Every single second counts. 












Chapter 1: Kerry


31 December 1999


Six minutes. I have six minutes left to be kissed.


Three hundred and sixty seconds and counting, if I don’t want to end another year – let’s face it, an entire millennium – as the only seventeen-year-old in Brighton who has never snogged another human being.


Most of the girls in the sixth form have gone all the way. You can tell from the way they move: dancing wildly on the shingle, wearing heels that keep sinking into the gaps between the pebbles, unsteady and sexy and—


‘Which do you think will implode first, the National Grid or air traffic control?’ Tim says, passing me the can of Diamond White. 


When I raise it to my lips, all that’s left is apple froth. I look up at the sky. ‘You probably shouldn’t be quite so excited about the idea of Armageddon.’


He grins. ‘I can’t help it if I crave a bit of drama sometimes.’


You and me both.


‘We don’t have long to wait to get our share of it.’ 


This time next December, I’ll be at Manchester Uni. And, impossible as it seems now, the odds are that by then I will have been kissed – and hopefully a lot more. The prospect of finally losing my virginity isn’t even the most exciting thing about the year 2000. Because in a year’s time, I will be training as a doctor. With a bit of luck, and the right questions on his physics exam paper, Tim will be doing the same.


‘If the millennium bug doesn’t wipe us out . . .’ he looks at his Swatch, ‘five minutes from now. Makes me feel quite reckless, being on the brink of disaster.’ 


Reckless isn’t Tim’s style, but his eyes are bright: I can see the beach fires the hippies have lit reflected in them. Except it’s not just the flames. There’s something else in his face, an intensity . . .


Oh shit.


He’s going to try to kiss me.


He mustn’t.


Maybe it wouldn’t be the absolute worst thing, if we did it in private. We’ve rehearsed slings and burn dressings on each other, so why not kissing? Both of us want to be prepared for when it really matters. Practice makes perfect.


Except I don’t think he’s thinking of this as a rehearsal . . .


I move backwards, out of reach, and I break eye-contact, staring resolutely over Tim’s shoulder to where Joel and his mates are having a knockabout on the Lawns, lit by the Victorian lamps that line the Prom. The frost has set the earth like concrete, but the boys don’t seem to notice. They’re too busy trying to outrun Joel, even though they know they never will.


He moves twice as fast as the others, the football always at his feet. He was in the same class as Tim and me, but we stayed on to do A levels, while he got signed for a football apprenticeship by the Dolphins FC. He’s one in a million. Everyone either wants to be him or be with him, me included. I think Tim might be the only person I know who doesn’t care about Joel one way or another.


‘. . . Perhaps we can blame the Pagans. You know, for deciding New Year should happen in December,’ Tim says, embarking on a new lecture. I let the words float over me. ‘Or I suppose it might have been the Romans.’


‘Maybe.’ I shift again, increasing the distance between us. Everything has to be clear for Tim: he’s one of the smartest kids in the sixth form, but sometimes he’s also the densest, and I can’t let him convince himself it’s a good idea to kiss me.


Kiss me.


I imagine saying those words to Joel. Let myself believe, just for a moment, that instead of laughing in my face, he might do as I ask.


On the Lawns, Ant makes a clumsy attempt to tackle Joel but falls over his own big feet, and Joel vaults across his best friend’s legs to score again.


The ball flies over two Gap sweatshirts laid as goalposts.


Six–nil to Joel. I’ve been counting.


‘. . . But why didn’t they choose the summer solstice to mark a new year?’ A speck of cider foam sits on Tim’s top lip, and I’m about to lean over and brush it away. Except . . . what if he thinks I am flirting?


I want it to go back to how it’s been since we were seven: in and out of his garden and mine; every Tuesday, checking each other’s vital signs in the Scout Hall. I hate the new us: how he guffaws at my jokes when they’re not funny and gives me sideways looks as though he’s only just noticed that I’m female.


‘Summer solstice would make for a better party. Sacrificing virgins, roasting pigs. Or the other way round.’


I get so twitchy listening to his meandering monologues. I imagine walking away from him. Kicking off my sore Shelley’s heels. Heading on to the playing field, the icy blades of grass spiky through my tights.


In this other reality, I leap towards the ball like Bambi. Score a goal. Joel would embrace me in a victorious hug.


Louise Norman’s jaw – newly braced but sadly not wired shut – would drop, astonished at my daring.


My grace.


I’d settle for being surprising. For being noticed. At school, at home, here. Anywhere would do.


At the edge of my vision, Joel is running. And then he’s not.


He doesn’t trip, or throw out an arm to right himself or break his fall. Instead, he drops, face down, legs outstretched. The boy who fell to earth.


The others play on: Fat Matt does a double take when he gets possession of the ball, whoops as he propels it towards the neglected goal.


I wait for Joel to get up. What’s he playing at? He’s not a joker the way Ant is, and I can’t believe he’s risked injury by falling so clumsily. In his last year at school, before he got his big break with the Dolphins, Joel was the only one of the cool kids never to smoke or drink. Even tonight he’s stuck to orange juice . . .


Ant pivots back, calling out, ‘Come on, Joel, you knob,’ and when he reaches his friend, he nudges him with his big black shoe. Once. Twice. The third time is more of a kick.


Joel doesn’t move.


Certainty strikes me like lightning. I drop the can of cider – Tim is still waffling on about the satanic origin of Christian rituals – and though I fully intend to walk towards Joel, my legs have other ideas.


Even as I run across the Lawns, I’m cursing myself for being so obvious, but I can’t stop. After keeping my crush secret for nearly seven years, I’m about to blow it.


I speed up. Almost there.


Joel’s stillness makes me catch my breath. The other boys circle round him, shouting at him to get up. Ant frowns, and as I step into the circle, our eyes meet. I brace myself for mockery – Ant teased me on and off all through school – but instead, I glimpse panic.


‘What’s wrong with him?’ Ant asks.


‘He’s messing about,’ one of the lads says. I’m already kneeling down beside Joel, the grass sharp against my shins.


‘No,’ I say, ‘he’s not.’ My loud voice surprises all of us. ‘Be quiet. I need to listen, check how often he’s breathing.’ 


If he’s breathing.


ABC. The first-aiders’ alphabet flashes through my mind, anchoring me. I’ve been trained for this.


I lean in, close to Joel’s face. If he’s just blacked out, I should be able to feel the warmth of breath. But apart from the sweet smell of orange juice, there is nothing.


Airway. I tilt his chin, feeling the slight prickle of stubble under my fingertips. I part his lips with my fingers, no longer seeing him as the boy I fancy, but instead as a puzzle to be solved. Nothing seems to be blocking his throat. He should be breathing.


‘Ant. We need to move him, onto his back.’


Joel is heavy. A dead weight. But as we wrestle, I feel powerful. Joel’s on his side for a moment before he flops down onto the grass with an obscene smack.


‘Watch it!’ Fat Matt says. ‘His legs are insured for ten grand each.’


They’re worth nothing if he’s dead.


Breathing. His chest isn’t moving. Nothing is moving. Time has slowed, but my thoughts are faster, clearer than they’ve ever been.


I glance up. ‘One of you needs to run to the call box and phone 999. Ask for an ambulance. Tell them he’s not breathing. Tell them to come fast.’


The five boys stand there, goldfishing, as though I’m talking a foreign language.


‘Paddy, you go.’ 


He shrugs and kicks at the earth, as though he’s unsure whether to obey me and risk having the piss taken for the next year.


‘I’m serious. Go now.’ I get back to work, pulling Joel’s long, lean arms to his sides. ‘Run. And Matt – go and stand by the road. Try to flag down a police car.’


When they do what I say, we’re all equally gobsmacked.


‘Tim!’ I call out.


He’s pushed his way to the front. As I pull Joel’s sweatshirt to reveal his chest, I wait for Tim to kneel down at my side, to take over. In drills, he’s always the one fighting to step in.


But when I look up, he’s just staring at me. I don’t have time to work out why.


C is for . . . Circulation.


Am I really going to do this? 


There is no one else.


‘Get everyone to move away,’ I tell Ant as I shuffle closer to Joel, my knees touching his arm.


His dark-gold skin is covered with a film of sweat. I’m trying to find the right spot between his ribs; my pale hands look like a little girl’s against his broad chest, and my nails are ragged and bitten.


Doubt fills me. He cannot be dying. Any moment now he’ll sit bolt upright. Laugh in my face. I’ll be known forever as the idiot girl who fell for Joel’s wind-up.


But as I glance down past his torso, I see a dark patch around his groin. And then I smell the sharp tang of urine and I know this is not a joke.


‘Please, Ant, nobody needs to see this. Move them away.’


‘You lot, move. Give the girl some room.’


I place my right hand over my left and push down for the first time.


No. Too cautious. The plastic training dummy always popped up and down jauntily. Joel’s ribs and muscles seem to fight me.


I do it again. Harder. There’s nothing jaunty about this. I have to be savage.


The third time feels right. I do what I was taught to, tuning into my own voice as I count out loud.


‘One and two and three and four and five and six and—’ 


They taught us the right, rapid rhythm using the old kids’ song, Nellie the Elephant, but right now, the nursery-rhyme pace feels wrong. Jaunty, again. The jokers in the ambulance cadets used to try to find the most inappropriate songs with the same tempo.


‘Stayin’ Alive’.


I repeat the lyrics in my head to time what I am doing, but they’re so inappropriate they sicken me. My hands feel too weak for the violence needed to force the blood around Joel’s athletic body. Was that a rib buckling? He will be so badly bruised when he wakes.


If he wakes.


It’s not the movies. Hardly anyone survives in real life.


I mustn’t think like that. Push harder. Try a different song.


‘Another One Bites the Dust’.


But the lyrics to that one are even harsher.


Fourteen, fifteen, sixteen, seventeen—


I realize I’ve been holding my breath. I try to take in as much air as I can to give to Joel.


Twenty-eight, twenty-nine, thirty.


I tilt his head back, the smooth skin of his throat taut and still warm. Pinch his nose as hard as I’ve been taught to pinch the vinyl nostrils of Resusci-Annie, to stop precious oxygen escaping.


Lower my head. Seal his lips against mine.


Close by I hear one cheer, then a volley of them. Somewhere in Brighton, fireworks explode.


It’s the year 2000.


I taste orange juice. As I look left, down Joel’s body, I wait for his chest to rise, for his lungs to inflate.


And I pray – though Tim and I have discussed this at length and are unsure God could exist – that this horrible primitive thing I’m doing might, against the odds, be enough.









Chapter 2: Tim


1 January 2000


I cannot move.


I stare at Kerry, kneeling on the grass next to Joel, and I know she needs me, they both need me, but I cannot move.


Do not panic. Perform a primary assessment: Danger? There is none. Responsiveness? 


I am responsive, I can breathe, I am uninjured. But I can’t bloody move.


What’s wrong with me? 


Not syncope, because if I had fainted, I would be lying next to Joel, but I am still upright.


Around me, the world is in motion, exactly as it was before midnight. The traffic lights are still in sequence, the music still blares from the clubs, the sky is still free of burning aeroplane debris. So much for Armageddon . . .


And Kerry is giving Joel CPR.


But I cannot move.


Why? Think, Tim.


Signs and symptoms. This is not full paralysis because I can breathe, and swallow, and feel my body, from the tips of my fingers to the end of my toes. So probably not a stroke or spinal injury . . .


The millennium bug was meant to bring Armageddon, but instead, I am the glitch.


It should be me doing the compressions and rescue breaths. Kerry might be cleverer at school, but she always comes second to me in cadet competitions. She’s too impetuous, which can lead to catastrophic errors, while I always analyse with clear-headed efficiency. It’s why she takes silver when I take gold. I even made it to the national finals. 


But my body won’t let me, my legs are leaden. It’s like I’m in a nightmare. Sweat prickles in my armpits, my groin. I think I can smell worse. Have I pissed myself or is the stink coming from Joel?


Even when I try to open my mouth, to call out for help, my jaw seems to be locked in position.


But perhaps this is a good thing. I can’t draw attention to myself, and no one should see me frozen like this, least of all Kerry. Plus, she must not be interrupted. Nothing is as important as what she’s doing now.









Chapter 3: Kerry 


As I prepare for the next rescue breaths, a horrible gagging noise comes out of Joel’s mouth. Animal, not human.


‘Joel. Joel, are you waking up? Can you hear me?’


I stop the compressions, willing his ribcage to inflate on its own, and for him to open his eyes and fight me off.


Nothing happens.


I remember something the resus instructor said. Agonal breaths are a sign that the brain is dying from oxygen starvation.


I restart the compressions.


Some girls crowded around are crying. Further along the Prom the hippies are drumming and singing, and the fireworks keep filling the sky with sparks of colour.


Unless Tim’s predictions have come true and it’s actual planes falling out of the sky.


‘What’s Kerry doing to him? Not a doctor yet, is she?’ I hear Louise Norman lisping to someone.


‘Is Joel dead?’ another girl asks.


‘Don’t be stupid,’ Ant says. ‘He was running with the ball just now. Of course he’s not dead.’


Except Ant might be wrong. Joel doesn’t look dead – yet. But if I’m right, his heart has stopped, which means my hands are the only things keeping his blood flowing, my breath his only source of oxygen.


It can’t possibly be enough.


I don’t hear a siren, but the grass around me changes colour: blue, orange, blue, orange. The rhythm of the flashing light confuses me, breaks my own pattern, and I tune back into ‘Nellie the Elephant’, pushing, pushing, pushing . . .


For the first time, my arms are tired. When I reach thirty compressions and dip down to give Joel another rescue breath, I realize how ragged my own has become. But exhaustion is no excuse.


I seal my lips against Joel’s again. Exhale. Is it my imagination, or is his face colder now?


‘Kerry. Listen. I’ll take over the compressions after your two breaths.’ Tim’s voice.


Where the hell have you been? 


I don’t look up. Can’t break the cycle. Every beat counts.


As I raise my head from the rescue breath, our bodies touch, and Tim slips into position.


Like me, he looks surprised at how much effort it takes to force down the ribcage. He pumps once. That’s not hard enough. Have I done the wrong thing, letting Tim take my place?


He pumps a second time.


‘Lads, come on. Let us through.’ A man’s voice, world-weary. The edge of my vision fills with the lemon brightness of a fluorescent jacket. I think – hope – it’s a paramedic. 


‘What have we got here? One too many to see in the New Year or—’ The paramedic stops abruptly. I look up just as his frown turns to understanding. ‘Jeff!’ he shouts out, ‘I think we’ve got an arrest. Get the defib.’ 


He understands.


‘All right, mate,’ the paramedic is saying to Tim. ‘You’ve been doing a grand job. First-aid trained, are you?’


When Tim doesn’t answer, I speak for him. ‘He’s a St John cadet . . . So am I. The patient . . . we think . . . he’s in cardiac arrest.’ I sound as though I’ve been running cross-country. ‘He collapsed . . .’ I remember the fireworks. ‘Just before midnight. We’ve been giving . . . two rescue breaths every . . . thirty compressions.’


The paramedic nods. ‘All right, love, give us some space to do our work now.’


I have no strength left to move.


‘The patient’s name is Joel.’ Tim speaks now, his voice imitating the calm tones the paramedic used. ‘He’s seventeen. On his way to being a pro footballer with the Dolphins. At least, he was.’ 


The man flinches. ‘Right. My name’s Roger. Who are you?’


‘Tim.’


‘All right then, Tim. I will take over after the next fifteen compressions. My colleague Jeff is coming with a defibrillator from the ambulance. You’ve done a brilliant job.’


Roger shoots me an impatient glance as he pushes in between me and Tim. I shuffle backwards as the paramedic takes over. Tim looks shell-shocked, even though he’s done less than a minute of CPR. I did ten, or longer.


A hand reaches for mine, steadying, pulling me up.


‘Is he going to be all right?’ Ant’s hand is strong but his voice is small. ‘Kerry?’


I’m surprised he remembers my real name, after years of calling me nasty nicknames. ‘I hope so.’


Ant is still looking at me, but his hand has dropped to his side. ‘What were you doing to him? I feel like I’m in an episode of Casualty.’


‘I was . . .’ It seems unbelievable already, what I just did. ‘I was making sure Joel’s blood kept circulating. To keep the oxygen reaching his brain.’ 


Ant nods. ‘On telly, they wake up. Why hasn’t he woken up?’


My hands are starting to shake. The paramedic continues CPR. A second crew member runs towards Joel’s prone body, carrying a bulky bag.


‘The cardiopulmonary resuscitation can’t wake anyone on its own.’ Tim brushes his hands against his jeans. ‘They need to shock his heart back into the correct rhythm, using a defibrillator.’ 


I don’t think Ant will have understood Tim’s answer.


‘Everyone move back, please,’ one of the ambulance men calls out.


‘You heard them!’ Tim shouts, shooing the other kids away.


‘How did you know to do that?’ Ant asks me, shaking his head.


‘I do first aid. For a hobby. Tim and I both do.’


‘Weird hobby.’


I hear an electronic beeping, followed by a robotic female voice. There’s a gap where the other kids have broken the circle and I move so I can see Joel again.


Analysing . . . analysing. 


Shock advised.


Stand clear.


It’s impossible not to look. Will this work? If it doesn’t, am I to blame?


Joel’s body buckles upwards from the grass as the shock is delivered. How many thousand volts is it? They told us in cadets. It’s enough to create movement where there was none. As he crashes back down to the floor, I hold my breath.


Analysing . . . analysing.


Shock advised.


It hasn’t worked. Joel is still dead.


For the first time, I hear sirens. They must have sounded before, but I was too preoccupied to hear them. A second ambulance and a police car mount the pavement and drive across the grass towards us.


Stand clear.


A couple of the lads are hiding cans under their coats and shuffling off, a reflex response to approaching police.


Joel’s body bucks and crashes down a second time.


I hold my breath.


Analysing . . . analysing.


‘We’ve got a pulse,’ one of the ambulance men calls out.


Ant’s eyes widen. ‘He’s gonna be OK?’


It is eighteen minutes past midnight: that’s how long Joel’s brain and body have been deprived of oxygen. Even if his body is responding, the odds are that what I did wasn’t enough. 


He stares at me, his face fierce. ‘A pulse means his heart is beating, right?’ 


The second ambulance crew are setting up kit on the Lawns, like a mini field-hospital. Tim is talking to the police; the officers frown as Ant and I approach.


‘Keep your distance, lad,’ the policeman says.


‘He’s the patient’s best friend,’ Tim tells the female officer. She’s skinny with grey wiry hair under her cap. Her colleague has a huge belly and his face is slick with sweat, as though the walk from the car has been too much for him.


Yet it’s Joel – the fittest kid I know – lying on the cold earth. 


The policewoman leads us towards the car, but Tim holds back. I see the determination on his face: I think he’s hoping to cadge a lift in the ambulance.


Let him.


‘Bet this is your first time in the back of a cop car,’ Ant says, as we climb in.


I manage a weak smile: he’s trying to help us forget what I did, what he saw. ‘This definitely wasn’t how I thought tonight would go.’


It feels like years ago I was that girl worrying about whether Tim would kiss me.


‘We’ll follow the ambulance,’ the policewoman says. We look out of the windows, see a group of women tottering by in short fur coats and strappy heels, like a line-up of chorus girls. Behind them, the lights of the Palace Pier blur and that’s when I realize I’m crying. Why?


I’m nothing to Joel. He barely recognizes me, even though we walked the same route home from school for five years. But I still want to be at the hospital when he wakes up.


If he wakes up.









Chapter 4: Tim 


People worship heroes, but it’s all down to the amygdala. We think we make rational choices, but it’s this almond of cells, buried deep in the brain, that determines whether we’re courageous or cowardly, if we fight or if we freeze.


So it wasn’t my fault. Right?


‘Are you all right there, Tim?’ asks Jeff or Roger. He’s told me his name twice now but I can’t seem to make it stick and I can’t see his badge. Roger or Jeff is in the back with Joel. ‘Big thing you did for your mate. He’s got the best chance, thanks to you.’


‘I know.’


I know that fewer than one in ten patients who suffer out-of-hospital cardiac arrests survive. Will Joel be the lucky one?


‘And the girl who was hanging around? Was she the lad’s girlfriend?’


Kerry. What was it about her amygdala that made her able to act while I froze? She’s always been more impulsive than me, but even so, we both should have been prepared.


‘No, definitely not his type. Kerry and I are . . . friends. And first-aiders. We’ve both applied to medical school.’


‘Doctors-in-waiting, eh? At least you’re not afraid to get hands-on when it counts, which is more than I can say for some.’


It was the siren that snapped me out of my paralysis. By then, Kerry must have been exhausted, her compressions becoming inefficient, reducing Joel’s chances. Taking turns was the best way to maximize the chances of a good outcome. When I took over, I brought fresh energy.


Who am I kidding? I screwed up. I failed.


We turn left, and Jeff/Roger puts his foot down.


‘How’s he doing, Roger?’ The driver – Jeff, I must remember that – calls over his shoulder.


‘Stable. Hanging on in there.’


I wish I was in the back with Joel, where everything needed to preserve life is stored, neatly shelved, ready for use. After the unbearable chaos of that scene on the Lawns I crave order.


‘You know, whatever the outcome,’ the driver says, glancing at me briefly, ‘whatever happens to the lad in the end, you mustn’t feel guilty. You must tell yourself, I stepped in. When everyone else was standing around gawping, I was the one who tried.’


I open my mouth to confess to my paralysis: those shameful minutes when I left Kerry to work on Joel alone. This man will absolve me, reassure me that it doesn’t matter who gave the CPR, all that matters is someone did.


My failure to act could even help Mum accept that becoming a doctor might be beyond my capabilities. She’s in denial about the rejections I’ve already had from three of the four med schools I’ve applied to. It only takes one, Tim.


‘Tim . . .? Will you promise me that, Tim?’ the driver continues.


As I try to form the words to explain what really happened, I picture my mother’s face instead.


She can’t know what a pathetic failure I am: it would kill her. 


Next time I’ll be better.


I close my mouth.


The lights of A & E are ahead. This hospital represents Joel’s only hope of coming back from the dead. And my only remaining hope of becoming a doctor. I get a guaranteed med school interview here in my home city because I’m Mum’s carer.


It’s all I’ve ever worked for, all she’s ever wanted. My mother knows me better than anybody else in the world – except Kerry – and if she believes I can do it, I should believe it too.


She’ll certainly never forgive me if I don’t do it.


I should see what’s just happened as a lesson. Next time round, I can override my amygdala. Learn from my mistakes. And I did step in, eventually. I can talk about that at my interview, make my strategic thinking a positive. It will be the five years of training that make me the doctor I was born to be, not a few minutes of indecision.


‘I promise, Roger.’


‘It’s Jeff,’ he says, ‘but under the circumstances, I think you can be forgiven.’









Chapter 5: Kerry 


A & E is deserted. The twitchiness I felt in the back of the police car turns into full-blown panic.


Where is Joel?


‘Hello? Is anyone there?’


My hands and arms ache and tingle from the CPR. But the feeling of powerlessness is worse. I need to do more.


I bang on the screen window at reception but no one appears. I bang again, beyond caring whether I smash the glass. At least that’d attract attention. The policewoman gently pulls my arm away.


‘We don’t need you slashing yourself, on top of everything, do we? It’s quiet because this is the calm before the storm. Your friend was lucky to get here before the new year punch-ups start.’


Lucky.


She goes to look for someone in authority. There are a few pissheads in the waiting area, handing round cans of beer and laughing too loudly.


A & E has never scared me before. The opposite, actually: I’ve been here three times, thanks to various scrapes, and each time I’ve liked the buzz more.


I even mentioned my experiences as a patient at one of my med-school interviews. The first time was after I fell out of a tree in Tim’s garden – I’d ignored him when he told me not to climb too high. The agony after my shoulder hit the earth was all-consuming. 


But when I came into the hospital and they took me beyond those swishy double doors, a young woman – the most junior of junior doctors – took one look at me, laid her hands on me and warned me it would be excruciating for three seconds but then everything would be OK again. 


I told the interview panel: She was right. It was like magic, the way she knew what to do. I want to be able to do that for people, too.


‘Kerry?’


I look up and Tim is walking towards Ant and me. The drunks stare at us, ready to kick off if we jump the queue. When Tim holds me, I remember how close we came to kissing, and I pull away.


‘They said we’re allowed to use the family room over here; it’s more private.’ 


And more claustrophobic: two rows of five chairs each, facing each other. I sit next to Ant, who has finally stopped jabbering about everything and nothing.


Tim sits down opposite us. ‘So, Joel has been taken to resus. He was stable in the ambulance. What Kerry and I did helped keep him alive, but now it’s up to the doctors.’


‘Has he woken up yet?’ Ant asks.


Tim and I exchange a look.


‘He probably won’t wake up for a while,’ Tim explains.


If at all.


‘I could talk to him, like they do in the films.’ Ant steps towards the door. ‘Anyone got a Walkman? He hates Westlife, so if I play “Flying Without Wings” or something, he’ll definitely wake up.’


Tim stands in his way. ‘He won’t, because he’s sedated so the doctors can do tests, work out what caused the problem with his heart.’


I want to say something to make Ant feel better but my mind is blank.


‘Your hands are shaking,’ Ant says.


I look down. He’s right. I grip my knees through the sequinned material of my dress, but still my hands tremble. Ant reaches across to hold them with his so mine can’t shake anymore.


‘Joel Greenaway? Where ARE you?’


The voice comes from the corridor. We head back out into the main waiting area, where Fat Matt is shrugging off a policeman.


‘Matt, we’re over here.’ Ant goes over to embrace his friend and the sound of their back-slapping reverberates. I see tears in Ant’s eyes, which he hastily wipes away, disguising the movement by running a hand through his hair. ‘Is Joel’s dad with you?’


Fat Matt shakes his head. I realize he’s not even fat anymore, just sturdy and muscular. I guess the nickname will stick forever, a lifelong reminder of a brief chubby phase in year 10. ‘The doctors took him straight in to see Joel.’


‘That’s good news, ain’t it?’ Ant says. ‘So how come you look like you’ve seen a ghost?’


‘Not a ghost. A woman,’ Matt says. ‘Mr Greenaway was with a woman who was definitely not Mrs Greenaway. The copper had to bang on the door loads of times and eventually when Joel’s dad opened it, I could see her behind him. Not much older than us. In a dressing gown!’


Ant tuts loudly. ‘Enough, OK? You don’t mention this to anyone, especially Joel. Hear me?’


Matt looks pissed off not to have had the chance to tell the full story. I tune out while Tim plays the grown-up again, explaining what’s what, and I am suddenly so tired I could lie down on the lino now and sleep for twenty-four hours.


But I won’t leave until I know if Joel has made it.


As A & E fills up, the volume increases too: shrieks of laughter, singing, sobbing. Two more of Joel’s mates have found their way to the hospital and we’re crammed into the smaller waiting room. One of the lads asks what I’m doing there, but Ant silences him with a warning look.


At two-ish, I try to call home from the payphone but there’s no answer. They’ll all still be at the Pier Players’ New Year Bash. My big sister, Marilyn, tried to persuade me to go – Come on, there’s costumes and everything – and the fact she thought dressing up might be a clincher just proves how little she knows me.


What if I had gone with them? I catch my breath and my palms tingle again. No one else would have known what to do . . . Except Tim, of course.


But he froze. It was me, or no one.


A nurse finally tells us there’s no point waiting, that Joel has a long night ahead and only family will be allowed in to see him. The others slope off, but Ant and Tim and I huddle under the porch outside, the cold like a slap in the face.


‘I don’t want to go home,’ I say. ‘Not when he’s here.’ 


Ant lights a cigarette. ‘You could come to my parents’ caff. They’ll still be up. They were catering for a big party tonight.’


‘My mum will be wanting me home,’ Tim says.


‘She’s got this disease called lupus,’ I add, before Ant starts calling him a mummy’s boy. ‘She needs a wheelchair sometimes and Tim looks after her because his dad’s not around.’


Ant shrugs and takes another drag on his cigarette. If he already knew, he doesn’t let on.


The doors to the hospital slide open and a man stumbles outside. It takes me a moment to realize why he’s so familiar. When Joel got signed to the Dolphins as an apprentice in year 10, they printed a picture of him with his parents in the Argus. All the girls in our class agreed Joel’s dad was cute for an old guy, that he’d passed on his looks to his son.


The man is Joel’s dad, except now he looks at least a hundred years old.


His hand reaches into his jeans pocket, but when he removes a packet of cigarettes, he just stares at them, as if he’s forgotten what they’re for.


The automatic doors begin to close again but then stop because Mr Greenaway is still in the way. It happens twice more before Ant walks towards him. He takes a cigarette from the packet, lights it, and hands it back.


‘Come with me, Graham,’ Ant says, and it’s weird to hear him use a first name for someone’s father. But Mr Greenaway does as he’s told and we stand there in a huddle, like the kids at the bike sheds at lunch break.


The cigarette burns down to its tip and Ant takes it, stubbing it out under his trainer. I see grass in the grooves of his sole from the earlier kickabout.


‘What if he doesn’t make it?’ Mr Greenaway says. ‘What if Lynette doesn’t get home in time?’


Ant frowns. ‘You’re not allowed to say that, Graham. None of us can give up on him. Not now. Not ever. These guys didn’t.’ He points at Tim and me.


Mr Greenaway looks up; I don’t think he’d noticed us before. A brief, automatic smile appears on his face and I see Joel in his features.


‘You’re friends of Joel’s?’ he asks, his voice hoarse. 


‘These guys saved his life!’ Ant announces, and I wait for Tim to clarify what really happened. 


‘We’re first-aid trained,’ Tim says to Joel’s dad. ‘We happened to be in the right place at the right time. And now he’s in the right hands.’ When I try to catch his eye, he stares into space. Does he even realize he’s lied by omission?


‘Joel’s a fighter, OK? Everything’s going to be fine,’ Ant says.


I want to speak up, because I don’t think it’s fair to give Mr Greenaway false hope. Joel might not be Joel anymore.


But instead I stay silent. Sometimes it’s kinder to let people work out the truth for themselves.









Chapter 6: Joel


2 January 2000


You don’t really want to hear too much about waking up from a coma because it’ll stop you believing in happy endings.


Spoiler alert: I lived. According to the tabloids, I am the ‘Millennium Miracle’.


But coming back from the dead is nothing like the movies. No stepping towards a heavenly light, before a soppy voice tells you, It’s not your time. No opening your eyes to find your loved ones weeping with happiness by your bed and Robbie fucking Williams singing ‘Angels’ in the background. Definitely no pretty nurse mopping your brow.


Instead it’s this nightmare of buzzers and beeps and gloom interrupted now and then by harsh lights. It’s a cycle of waking and falling and waking. Like being in a dodgy old computer game, but instead of Lara Croft holding you down, it’s a gang of killer medics. 


They tell me I woke up twice before I actually spoke. I don’t remember that. There is so much that’s been wiped from my memory.


But the first time I really remember waking up, she was there.


‘Joel?’ 


At first, her features were blurred, like I had snow in my eyes.


‘Joel!’ She was shouting now. ‘Stay awake. OK? I’m Kerry. Kerry Smith. From school.’ 


She said it like she didn’t expect me to recognize her or even know her name. But I knew plenty about Kerry Smith. When we were in year 7, I followed her and Tim bloody Palmer home from school every day.


Sometimes, instead of heading up towards the avenue and my own huge house with its electronic gates and triple garage, I’d hang back and watch Kerry instead. I thought her house, with its plastic hanging baskets and that yellow Fiesta parked badly on the narrow drive, was the definition of ‘normal’. And normal was what I wanted.


On Tuesdays and Wednesdays her mum didn’t work, so she’d greet Kerry with a hug and a glass of orange juice. The other days, Kerry would watch Casualty or ER. One time, there was this massive row between Kerry and her big sister, Marilyn: cushions, magazines and a bright red shoe sped past the window. I couldn’t hear what they said through the double-glazing but they made up within minutes. I envied them. I had no one at home to argue with, though the fridge was always full and we had Sky Sports years before anyone else I knew.


‘Joel?’ Kerry repeated. Behind her, zombies in white moved so quietly I thought they must have been floating. Was this heaven or hell, or something else completely?


‘What’s happened?’ My throat felt like someone had sandpapered it. I couldn’t feel the rest of my body except for my hand, which throbbed as if I’d been stung by a bee.


‘I should get your dad; he’s only in the waiting room.’


Dad’s here? This was serious.


‘And your mum will be here in the early hours. She’s been desperate to get home but the flights from Australia were booked solid.’


Mum was going to leave a live broadcast, her first presenting gig in ages, to be with me? It didn’t get more serious than that.


‘What time is it?’


Kerry glanced up above me. I tried to move my head but it didn’t budge.


‘It’s ten thirty. At night.’


Why was she lying to me? There hadn’t been more than a few minutes until midnight when I was playing football near the West Pier. 


And Dad? Dad was at home, drinking champagne, probably shagging some girl who wasn’t Mum. Because Mum was on air on the other side of the world . . .


My brain felt as slow as dial-up internet, trying to make sense of where I was, pixel-by-pixel, waiting for the full picture to load.


I reached towards Kerry but something stopped my hand going any further. I was in hospital, but why? ‘Did someone jump me?’ 


Yobs sometimes pick fights with me because I’m in the squad, or because I drive a nice car, or just to look macho in front of their girlfriends.


She leaned forward; her cheeks were pink but under her eyes the skin was blue-black, as if she hadn’t slept for days. ‘No. You had a problem with your heart. You were playing football, do you remember?’


‘Course I do. Are they going to let me leave in time for the fireworks?’


Kerry blinked. ‘Joel, you . . . missed them. I know this is going to sound mad, but it’s January the second, now. Night time. You’ve been asleep.’


‘For two days? Don’t wind me up.’


‘OK. Not sleep, exactly; in a coma. The doctors kept you that way, to protect your brain.’ She looked around for someone to rescue her. ‘I can get the consultant. He’ll explain it better than I can—’


But I’d heard enough. I tried to swing my legs off the bed. But instead of my feet hitting the floor, my upper body lurched forward while everything else stayed where it was.


A sharp pain at the crook of my elbow made me gasp. I was falling towards the floor, a metre below me, and I braced myself for it to hurt like hell when my face smashed onto the shiny grey lino— 


‘Nurse! He’s trying to get out of bed!’ 


The white-uniformed zombies were on me. The enemy! Loads of them. I punched and kicked and tried to bite myself free, but nothing was working properly; my arms and legs were flailing and— 


Dad.


I smelled my father before I saw him, espresso and Aramis, and his body broke my fall, my head wedged against his chest, his strong arms trapping me in a hug, mumbling soft words into the top of my skull.


Joel, Joel, Joel, like a football chant, my son, my boy, my Joel.


I’d been stronger than my dad since the age of thirteen. Probably hadn’t hugged him since then, either. The shock of that hug made all the remaining fight drain away. 


My body had never let me down before. My whole life, it had done what I asked, made me faster and stronger than anyone else. 


And now, suddenly, it was a traitor. 









Chapter 7: Kerry


5 January 2000


‘Have I got toothpaste on my face?’


Tim checks me over as we cross the playground. ‘You look fine.’


‘Then why is everyone staring at us?’


As he looks round, one of the year 9s is actually pointing at me, as though I’ve grown an extra head.


‘You’re right. How . . .’ he searches for precisely the right word, ‘peculiar.’


This attention is freaking me out. The last thing I want is to be indoors after four days at that stuffy hospital, but we run up the steps to the stinky pre-fab that serves as the Sixth Form Common Room to escape the stares. 


The temperature inside is colder than outside, but at least we’re out of sight. I empty the kettle of water that’s sat there since we broke up for Christmas, watch the beige flakes of limescale disappear down the plughole. Could it have been hard water that made Joel’s heart malfunction? 


I can’t stop asking myself the same questions over and over again. Why did it happen to him? Why then? Why was I there? And the big one: did I get the CPR wrong? Is that why Joel is consumed by terrifying rages since he woke up – because I failed to get enough oxygen to his brain? 


The answers aren’t clear; as the doctors keep saying, all we can do is wait and see.


I focus on spooning coffee granules into two mugs, pouring over boiling water, adding sugar.


As I hold out the coffees, the last drops of water in the kettle come back to the boil. The guttural sound is chillingly familiar. My heart pounds and I close my eyes as I realize what it’s like: Joel, lying on the grass, his mouth opening, gasping for breath, that same agonal gurgling . . .


I hear the mugs smashing before I register scalding coffee splashing against my legs.


‘Watch out, butterfingers!’ Tim calls, but it’s too late; the liquid has soaked through my tights, trapping the heat against my skin.


Despite the pain, I crouch down to pick up the shards of china.


‘Kerry, you’re hurt!’ He’s at the sink, filling the washing-up bowl with water. My shins prickle as blisters begin to form but I keep going.


‘For God’s sake, Kerry, stop doing that.’ 


I straighten up, holding the broken mugs in my coffee-sticky palms. Without warning, Tim tips the bowl towards me. A wave of icy water splashes over my knees, my legs, down into the new Doc Martens I got for Christmas.


‘What the hell did you do that for?’ My boots are flooded, but my scalds don’t hurt any less.


‘I . . .’ He blinks, as though he’s as mystified by his behaviour as I am. ‘It’s what you’re meant to do with burns. I couldn’t just stand there and do nothing.’


It’s on the tip of my tongue: What, like you did on New Year’s Eve?


We stare at each other.


Should I tell him, finally, how dreadful it was for me? How alone I felt as I pushed and puffed and knew I had someone’s life, literally, in my hands. I want to ask him, too, why he’s taking equal credit for the resuscitation when it was almost all me.


As the liquid puddles on the floor, I decide it has to be said. I see him flinch, as if he knows what’s coming.


‘Tim, about that night—’


‘Please, Kerry. I’ve learned my lesson, it’ll be different next time.’


I stare at him. I have to tread carefully. ‘It’s nothing to be ashamed of. And it doesn’t mean you’re not suited to be a doctor or anything like that. But maybe it’s better we clear it up, especially as we don’t even know if I did it right and whether Joel is going to recover properly—’ 


His eyes widen. He looks as scared as he did on the Lawns. ‘Mum can’t know,’ he whispers. ‘It’d destroy her if she knew what really happened. That’s the only reason I’ve not explained—’


The bell rings for class.


Like Pavlov’s dogs, we respond as we’ve been trained to. Our conversation can wait. 


As we go towards the science block, my wet feet chafe against new leather. After class, I’ll talk to Tim again, before things get even more out of hand. I understand why he doesn’t want people to know. Elaine Palmer isn’t quite the sweet, brave single mother everyone else sees. She will be upset. Angry.


But still, the truth matters more. I did step in. Whether Joel’s rages are permanent or not, if I hadn’t acted, he wouldn’t have stood a chance.


I’ve never seen myself as vain. But perhaps I am, because there’s a part of me that wants people to know it was mousy Kerry who saved the day.


As I squelch into Chemistry, the familiarity of the lab makes me feel normal for the first time in five days. Our classmates are staring at us, but I tell myself it’s because my skirt and legs are drenched.


Mr Sykes emerges from the store cupboard and blinks at us as though he’s spent the last fortnight here guarding the petri dishes and Bunsen burners.


‘Well, here we all are. You will recall that I was sceptical about the idea that the so-called millennium bug would lead to the end of the world. My delight at being proved right is tempered by the fact that rather than picking over a post-Armageddon landscape for scraps, I am fated to spend the morning with you lot, attempting to explain the nucleophilic addition mechanism as it relates to aldehydes.’


He twists his face into something that resembles a smile.


‘However, before we embark on that doomed quest, there is something else.’ He reaches underneath his desk and retrieves an old Marks & Spencer carrier bag: he pulls out a rectangular box and presents it to us as though it’s a momentous breakthrough in organic chemistry. In fact, it’s a battered-looking chocolate yule log.


‘The elephant in the room needs to be addressed. Because two of our number did rather an extraordinary thing on New Year’s Eve, I took the liberty of buying cake – half-price for cosmetic reasons, and now only two days past its sell-by date. I propose we spend twenty minutes dissecting the log and bombarding Mr Palmer and Miss Smith with questions, and then nothing more will be said. Agreed?’


When I look at my six classmates – most of whom have never paid me any attention before – there’s the same hunger I saw in the eyes of the year 7s when I walked across the playground. They want to talk to me.


Is this what school life might have been like if Tim and I had never been neighbours? I wasn’t always the nerdy girl. At primary school, I was invited to parties, even Louise Norman’s seventh birthday at Chessington World of Adventures. I never won a Barbie-lookalike contest – unlike my sister – but I was passably pretty. In year 3, I even got two Valentine’s cards from boys in my class.


But just as my Sylvanian Families phase ended, Tim moved into the bungalow opposite. His dad was still around at first, but he left within a year of moving into Hazelmere Crescent and Tim turned from a shy boy into a mini-adult. At first, I hung round with him because I felt sorry for him, but then we bonded over first aid and chemistry sets, no longer ashamed of being different from our peers and our families.


When people judge Tim, they don’t see what his life is really like. It’s not just the drudgery of constant caring, which involves things no kid should have to do for a parent. It’s also riding the rollercoaster of his mother’s moods.


Her obsession with him becoming a doctor was the reason we joined St John Ambulance together. Though we both love it. He’s hard-working and eager to take medals home, while I like the disaster-movie rehearsals for a compound fracture or a catastrophic bleed. 


Mostly I am OK with being weird, though sometimes I wish I was ‘allowed’ to flirt with Ant and Fat Matt and Joel – especially Joel. Or go to a party as Ginger Spice to Louise Norman’s pigtailed Baby.


As Mr Sykes passes out precisely calibrated slices of cake on hospital-green paper towels, the questions begin.


‘How did you know he was dying?’


‘What was it like to kiss Joel Greenaway?’


‘Will you be getting a medal?’


‘One question at a time, you rowdy lot,’ Mr Sykes says, but he really is smiling now. ‘Why don’t you start at the beginning, Miss Smith?’


Tim glances at me nervously. This is my chance to tell the truth: the new version will have travelled around the school by the final bell.


Except his mum has never been prouder of him than she is now. Does telling the truth matter more than their happiness? He might have failed once, but when I think of what he does, day in, day out, he’s the bravest person I know.


I can’t punish him for a few minutes of weakness. So I begin to tell a new version of our story that is not the truth, but is believable. If I focus hard enough, it’ll replace what really happened in my head.


‘We were down on the Lawns, waiting for midnight, with a bunch of people from our old tutor group. And, like always happens when Joel Greenaway is around, there was a kickabout . . .’









Chapter 8: Joel


5 January 2000


I call them bastard liars when they tell me I died.


The doctors, nurses, pharmacists, Dad, Mum, even Ant. They’re all in on this conspiracy to keep me in the hospital by making up stuff about what happened to me. They say I ‘died’ for eighteen minutes, and that it was only Tim pounding on my chest that kept me going.


Bullshit.


Sure, my ribs are knackered and every breath hurts like hell. And there are times when I can’t control my body, so my limbs spasm at random, jerking and lurching with all the power of my best kicks.


It’s bad, yeah, but I can’t have died. Even a dumb footballer knows that’s a one-way street.


Out in the real world, Sunday turns into Monday which turns into Tuesday and now it’s Wednesday and I’m already being left behind. My parents have given up their round-the-clock vigil, and when they come in at lunchtime, they’re all over each other, like my trauma has made them fall in love again or something. 


Ant’s gone back to catering college and Kerry’s back at school, so there’s been no one to protect me from the staff who keep coming to prod or poke or scan the body that doesn’t look or feel like mine anymore.


But now it’s dusk. She’s here. Kerry, I recognize her footsteps. I feel safe, as long as she’s nearby. 


‘How are the jerks?’ she asks when she reaches my bed.


‘Driving me mad,’ I reply.


‘Oh no.’ Her forehead creases with worry. ‘I thought you looked a lot less . . . juddery?’


‘I was talking about the doctors. The jerks. Get it?’


It takes her a moment, but now she’s grinning so broadly she looks about five years old. ‘A joke! Joel, you made a joke.’


‘Yeah, and?’


‘Jokes are hard. They take . . . word play and understanding and a sense of humour. It means . . . well, it means you’re still you.’


Every time she comes in, she repeats the jerks question and I give the same answer: it’s our in-joke. She’s the only one I trust not to be part of the conspiracy.


‘They’re going to move me,’ I tell her on Friday. Or is it Saturday? No, I’d know in my bones if it was match day.


‘About time. You don’t belong in here with this lot.’ She looks over her shoulder at the other patients, who are mostly out of it. ‘I mean, they’re not great conversationalists.’


‘Neither am I, Kerry. I kick a ball and grunt occasionally, and I didn’t pass a single exam.’ Not that I’ve ever cared about exams. All that matters to me is football.


Kerry laughs. ‘You don’t need GCSEs to be a mega-star and the nearest our school had to a pin-up.’ 


I realize she’s blushing. Why would she blush when she’s paying me a compliment? My brain feels foggy as I try to work out what I should say next. Am I meant to say, No, I’m not that good? Because that would be a lie. I am good. I really bloody am.


The silence has gone on a bit too long and I’m in danger of saying something that proves what a dickhead I am. Since I woke up from the coma, I can’t always control what comes out of my mouth. Before, I found it easy to get on with people, have a laugh. Kerry is wrong: I’m not still me. The new me is unpredictable and rude. A stranger. I hate it.


My nurse, a dark-humoured blond-haired giant from the Czech Republic, comes into view. 


‘I’m hoping it’ll be livelier on the cardiology ward. That’s where I’m going, right, Vaclav? Can’t wait.’


‘You’ll miss us when you’re gone. This place is like first class on the aeroplane. Downstairs it’s economy, no more one-to-one VIP service. And the view is not five-star.’


The view is the one thing I like about ICU: I feel like I’m in a helicopter that hovers over the city. Vaclav has moved my bed so I can see the beach and two piers floating on top of the grey water. 


‘The main thing is it means they think you’re getting better,’ Kerry says.


I shrug, which bloody hurts. When Tim visited me, he explained it was because he must have bruised my ribs when he gave CPR. I banned him from visiting again because he’s to blame for the pain that comes when I breathe or twist or laugh. ‘I don’t think there was anything wrong with me in the first place.’


She leans in and I can smell the flowery perfume my first girlfriend used to wear. Weird. I’ve never seen Kerry as a girly girl. Or as a girl at all. ‘There must have been. People our age don’t drop dead for no reason, there has to be a cause and they need to find it. We’ve talked about this, Joel—’


Have we? People keep telling me we’ve already discussed all kinds of stuff, and when I tell them I don’t remember, they blame the drugs that put me in the coma.


But what if it’s not the drugs? What if my brain was wrecked by the eighteen minutes that I wasn’t breathing? 


‘So you think I died as well, do you?’ 


‘Well . . .’ Kerry picks at the nail on the ring finger of her left hand. All the other nails are short, but this one is red raw and almost down to the quick, as if she’s chosen to take all her stress out on it. ‘Only technically.’


My foot begins to shake under the bed sheet. We both watch it – Vaclav looks up from paperwork, always vigilant. After a few embarrassing seconds, the movement stops of its own accord. ‘People can’t come back from the dead, except in Stephen King books.’


‘It wasn’t like that.’


‘What was it like? Tim told me some of the details but . . . I forgot.’ 


Only three people saw the whole thing close up: Ant, Tim and Kerry. Ant won’t talk to me about it because it’s ‘too mental’, and if I ever see Tim again, it’ll be too bloody soon.


‘You remember playing on the Lawns that night?’ she asks, placing her hands under her legs, so she can’t inflict any more pain on her bleeding finger.


Do I – or is it a memory I’ve pieced together from other times? ‘Sure.’


‘It was nearly midnight and I . . . happened to be looking across the grass when you fell.’ She blushes again. ‘I ran over and you didn’t seem to be breathing, so Fat Matt went off to get an ambulance while I—’ She stops. ‘While I did rescue breaths to put oxygen into your blood and . . . Tim . . . did CPR because your heart had stopped beating.’


‘And broke my bloody ribs, yeah, he told me. But what made you think I was dead?’ 


‘There were signs.’


‘What signs? Some bloke with a tail and fire coming out of his arse trying to carry me off to hell?’ I’m shouting but I can’t seem to stop. This keeps happening.


She sighs. ‘Your eyes were blank. You made a funny noise. And the other thing is . . . you wet yourself.’


‘I pissed myself? In front of everyone?’


Kerry nods glumly. ‘It was only me that noticed. I tried to stop anyone getting close enough to see. Don’t be embarrassed, it’s just the muscles relax when someone . . .’


When someone dies. I close my eyes. The others are bastard liars. But Kerry? If Kerry says it, it has to be true.


‘We kept doing the CPR and rescue breaths till the ambulance arrived.’


‘You mean the kiss of life?’ A horrible thought occurs to me. ‘Tim did the kiss of life on me?’


‘No. I did.’ Her cheeks are bright red now. ‘It’s not a real kiss. It’s just transferring air from my lungs into your lungs using my . . .’ She hesitates. ‘Well, using my mouth.’


This new detail is overwhelming. ‘I can’t stand this.’


‘Sorry, I wouldn’t have done it if there’d been any other—’


‘Go home, Kerry.’ 


‘Joel, I’ve only just got here. Dad’s not picking me up till seven.’


‘Then walk. You need the exercise; you’re too chubby.’ She’s not chubby, she’s just right. But I want to hurt her, like she hurt me telling me about me wetting myself like some wino on the Level. ‘At least you can leave. I fucking can’t.’


‘If you’re embarrassed, don’t be,’ Kerry says flatly. ‘Everyone knows you were out cold. No one thinks you’d ever kiss a girl like me if you had the choice—’


‘Just go.’


Something slaps onto the bed: a sports magazine. She always brings me a present. ‘I was wrong about you being the same, Joel. You might have ignored me before but you were never deliberately mean.’


I close my eyes. She zips up her coat and her steps fade away.


‘She’s gone now,’ Vaclav says. When I open my eyes, he’s by the bed shaking his head, his massive eyebrows meeting in the middle as he frowns. ‘You want to say sorry the next time you see her; you’re going to need all the friends you can get.’


Vaclav is an idiot. I’ve never had a problem making friends. If anything, I’ve got too many.


The moods, the tiredness, the pain – the difference – it’s got to get better, if I try hard enough. The real me will be back before you can say Joel Greenaway is the Dolphins’ greatest hope.


The day after I move wards, Coach Coley and Murray, the Under 23s’ team captain, show up at my bedside carrying what looks like Tesco’s entire fruit aisle.


‘All right, Banana Man? Brought you some supplies.’ 


I got my nickname because I’m the only football trainee to take nutrition seriously, eating fruit instead of chocolate, drinking OJ instead of beer. Now I wonder: why did I bother?


In my tartan granddad pyjamas, I feel like a sick person and I can tell from the pity in Murray’s eyes that I look like one too.


Screw him. I’m the better player and rumours say he’s going to be dropped this season anyway.


‘We lost the match without you, sunshine,’ Coley says. He’s the one I have to impress. His own career ended after an injury, and I’ve always felt sorry for him – it’s my worst nightmare. ‘Taylor got stretchered off after a nasty tackle.’ 


I grin. ‘You wanna see a really nasty tackle?’ Even as I start to unbutton my pyjama top, I’m beginning to regret it. But I’ve committed now. I pull the two sides apart to show them my chest. ‘I woke up thinking I’d done ten rounds with Tyson.’


But they don’t laugh, they cringe. My torso is black and blue and purple and green, like Joseph’s Technicolor dream coat.


Murray pulls a face. ‘That must have hurt.’ 


I’m about to tell him I didn’t feel a thing because I’d been dead at the time, but I stop the words coming out. ‘No big deal. I’ll be back on the pitch before you know it.’


Coley is still staring at my chest. ‘You can’t rush getting fit again, all right, Joel?’


He’s never used my first name before. At the club, apprentices are treated worse than squaddies. In our first year, they broke us down – cleaning the bogs, skivvying for the adult players. This year, they’re building us back up again as footballing automata. We put up with it because nothing in the world feels as incredible as playing.


Coley’s eyes meet mine, and a flash of understanding passes between us.


I put on my best determined face. ‘Sure, coach. But I won’t let you down. The game is everything to me.’ 


‘All right, Greenaway. However long it takes, we’ll wait for you.’ 









Chapter 9: Kerry


12 January 2000


‘No one is looking. But you’ve got to hurry!’


Blood rushes in my ears as Joel scuttles out of the bay behind me, towards the double doors.


I don’t want him to leave the safety of the ward, but if I don’t help, he’s threatened to sneak out alone, and I can’t risk that. Plus, I need him to trust me tonight.


The nurses are distracted by undertaking painstaking surgery on a lemon drizzle cake brought in by someone’s relative. They don’t see us dash along the corridor and into the emergency stairwell. We’re planning to walk down to the WRVS cafe together.


Except now he’s panting like a pensioner on eighty fags a day. ‘Maybe we should take the lift after all,’ I say.


He doesn’t even have the puff to argue, so we wait for him to get his breath back. We’re on the fifth floor and I stand guard next to the top step, so if Joel does collapse, at least he won’t tumble down the stairs.


This is the new me: ready for action. In the dinner queue, on the bus, at Churchill Square Shopping Centre, I scan the people nearby for signs of imminent cardiac arrest.


Airway, Breathing, Circulation is written through me now, like words in a stick of rock. The muscles in my arms have finally stopped aching but they’re primed to pump and pummel someone else’s chest, to the beat of ‘Nellie the Elephant . . .’


‘Kerry, I’ll need to . . . borrow your coat.’


I am halfway through taking it off before I realize what he means. ‘Oh no. No way are you going outside. It’s below zero.’


Joel shrugs, and the movement makes him wince: the cartilage between his ribs could take another month to mend, the doctors say. ‘All I’ve smelled for the last twelve days is hospital food, bedpans and antiseptic. I need fresh air.’


‘You won’t be told, will you?’ 


‘I usually get my own way because I’m so charming.’ 


Charming is the last thing Joel has been over the last few days. 


We both hear the lift ding as it arrives on our floor.


‘Act normal,’ he says, and straightens up, but I see the pain in his face as he pulls open the fire door. There are several patients plus a nurse in the lift already. She looks at us suspiciously. We’re out of place in the hospital: too young, too alive. 


‘Lovely afternoon for a stroll,’ Joel says, and the nurse glances pointedly at his slippers.


He waits until everyone has left the lift before shuffling out. ‘Please, Kerry? I haven’t even breathed year 2000 air yet, have I?’ He fixes me with deep amber puppy-dog eyes. I blink away the memory of those same eyes staring sightlessly up at the black sky.


I make a decision I could come to regret. ‘Are you hungry?’


Joel shrugs. ‘I’ve forgotten what real food is like.’


The chippie is empty except for us. The windows are steamed up and, while we wait for our order, I clear a patch of glass with the palm of my hand so I can see the hospital’s lights just up the hill; I’m already worried Joel won’t manage the incline heading back. He’s taken ages to catch his breath after the walk downhill.


‘You see, the air’s exactly the same as it was last century.’


He shrugs. ‘Yeah, but the smell of those chips beats the farts from the old guys in my ward.’


His jokes give me hope that the old Joel might gradually win the battle against the new, nasty version. He’s still beautiful – ordinary words like good-looking or fanciable aren’t up to the job. But his skin is greyish and his eyes sink into their sockets.


The guy who took our order comes out from behind the counter with the warm parcel. ‘Not gonna die on us, is he?’ he asks me.


Joel and I exchange another look: a shared knowledge. If only you knew, mate.


I start giggling and so does Joel, and it’s turning into one of those back-row-of-assembly laughs, the ones you try to contain but just can’t, because the hilariousness grows out of proportion and has to find a way out.


He laughs and coughs, laughs and coughs, and the chippie man brings over a mugful of water.


‘What’s so funny?’


‘My sides are splitting,’ Joel says and that pushes us over the edge again.


Eventually he runs out of energy. I unwrap the chips; the trapped steam has made them soggy and delicious. This is the smell of our hometown.


We eat. Or rather, I watch Joel eat. I’m not hungry. It’s partly the stress of being responsible for him, but mostly because I’ve already had a traitor’s afternoon tea.


His parents picked me up from school earlier, took me to the Grand. I thought it was a thank-you treat, but the scones stuck in my throat when I realized what they wanted from me in return. Joel has to have the operation, Lynette kept repeating, and it felt strange to hear that persuasive voice, so familiar from TV shows and adverts, directed at me.


I don’t think she’s used to people saying no.


Water dribbles down the pane in droplets, Joel is still stuffing his face.


‘Don’t eat so fast,’ I say. ‘I’m not so confident about my Heimlich manoeuvre.’


‘Is it not as good as your kiss of life?’ 


He gazes at me. If I didn’t know better, I’d say he was flirting. But no one flirts with Kerry Smith, especially not Joel Greenaway. ‘You’re not nearly dead enough for that.’ 


He looks away, eats another handful of chips. ‘You’re really gonna be a doctor, then?’


‘So long as I get the grades.’


‘Once they let me out, I won’t be seen dead in a hospital again.’ He grins.


‘Have they said when you might be discharged?’ I stare ahead so he can’t read my face. I already know the answer. His parents told me everything.


‘Soon. They’ve run out of tests to do on me.’


‘Have they found what caused it?’


He sniffs. ‘No. Just bad luck. But lightning doesn’t strike twice.’


‘Except, if they haven’t found the problem, what’s to stop your heart stopping again, Joel? Next time someone might not be there to help.’


‘Fuck’s sake. You sound like my mum. They’re sending me home with pills, it’ll be fine.’


I take a deep breath, taste bile and strawberry jam in my throat. ‘Only . . . isn’t there some operation they can do? I read about it. Some gadget to fix your heart if it does misbehave again.’ 


Joel’s mum held up a cigarette packet to show how ‘tiny’ the implant would be. But I’ve seen Joel’s body. Forcing a metal box into his toned torso would be like painting a moustache on the Mona Lisa.


Didn’t someone already do that? Tim would know.


‘They got to you,’ Joel says. ‘My parents.’


I can’t deny it. ‘That’s not why I’m saying this. But ever since it happened,’ I say very quietly, ‘I wake up every night, just before midnight, from the same nightmare. We’re on the Lawns. You fall but I can’t run. The fireworks go off and you’re there, lying on the ground, and nobody sees you except me.’


‘Get over it, Kerry. It’s only a pathetic dream.’


A flash of anger lights me up inside. ‘You know, they’ll never let you play again if there’s the slightest risk you could drop dead on the pitch.’


He gawps at me.


‘Face it, Joel. Without the operation, you’re done as a footballer.’


His jaw drops further. I want to take my words back, even though they’re true. 


‘Fuck you, Kerry. If I can’t ever play again, there’s no fucking point to anything.’


Now he’s stumbling towards the door, but he doesn’t even have the strength to open it. I follow and do it for him, hating the helpless expression on his face.


‘Joel, I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have said it like that—’


He stares at me. ‘They’ll let me play, with the box thing?’


I didn’t dare ask his parents that question, though I have my doubts. Joel plays an elegant game, but football is a rough sport. Would any team field a player with an implant that’s vulnerable to the smash of a ball or even a deliberate tackle? I don’t know for sure. What I do know is that the metal box is the only guarantee he’ll stay alive. So I smile as I reach for his elbow to help haul him back uphill. ‘I think it’s got to be your best shot.’
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