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‘Unexpressed emotions will never die.


They are buried alive and will come forth later in uglier ways’


SIGMUND FREUD
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They all stared.


The group of girls cooing over the fruits of their Christmas shopping trip stopped and slapped each other’s arms. The Marrieds ceased to argue and held hands. The Reading Man lost his page.


I stood in the Tube carriage among them.


A young suity-booty City Prick and a Sloane Ranger with a leg-kicking infant on her lap parted ways to expose a seat for me. I don’t believe out of politeness. Most likely out of fear, confusion. The fact my light-headed sways made it probable I’d fall their way.


Regardless of the reason, I was grateful, and squeezed my white taffeta-engulfed body between them, while attempting to keep the material under control, which proved impossible as the voluminous skirt overlapped onto them both.


The child, who I could now see was a girl, stroked my dress with her saliva-ridden fingers.


‘Look at the princess, Mummy.’


The mother buried her spawn’s head into her blazer, clearly wishing to God she’d just got a black cab as usual. However, her utter Englishness forced her to smile at me. I returned a semi-version, but was conscious of my front tooth, hanging by a minute thread of gum. It hurt. I closed my mouth and looked down at the blood covering my chest. It was odd how it had taken more to the embroidery than the taffeta.


Raising my head, I could see in the window’s distorted reflection Sloaney and City Prick looking at each other behind me in wide-eyed horror. Though they appeared to be strangers, I’d bonded them. Beyond their ghostly images was the huge High Street Kensington sign. It was telling me goodbye. I remember thinking I’d write a book about it one day. The Fucked Girl on the Train.


As we pulled away from the station, eyes screwed and faces twisted with calculations as they tried to decipher what had happened. Was I the jilter or the jiltee? But as you know more than anyone, Dr Franco, people are rarely what they appear to be on the surface. The Marrieds may have in fact been illicit lovers, the shopping girls been out on the steal.


Sloaney pressed her Chanel silk scarf against her nose. It was my vomit-laced veil she could smell. I was tempted to turn and tell her everything. Ask for her help. But I couldn’t, because I didn’t know her. I didn’t know anyone anymore.


She wouldn’t have given a shit, anyway. Her only concern being I didn’t scare Mini Sloane. I smiled at the kid. It cried.


I was already old news. People stopped gawking, or were doing so more subtly at least. They returned to their arguing, laughing, avoiding. Heads magnetically drawn down to phones. But then came the flashes. There was no doubt I’d feature heavily in conversations that day. Photo evidence was needed. I’d be trending on Twitter.


Reading Man glanced up from his book, The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People. Perhaps he was wondering which one my habit was. But then that’s what I love about London. Rather than staring, why didn’t they ask if I was OK? I was not fucking OK, people. In Manchester, I’d have been in someone’s house by then, being handed a cup of tea with six sugars and a Blue Riband.


The Tube slowed to a halt. Earls Court. I could see them on the platform waiting for me.


My tooth dropped onto my lap. 
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My darling Samuel,


I’ve never written a letter before. Love or otherwise.


As much as I’ve been desperate to tell you how much I miss you, think about you until my head spins, my stomach constricts, it was Dr Franco’s suggestion that I write.


You must know I intended to join you. I promise I did. But when it came to it, I couldn’t. Not now I have something to stay here for. I’m sorry.


It’ll be some time before I see you again and I can’t stop fretting that I never got to explain myself fully. Aside from the brief, clumsy attempt you allowed me that day. That terrible day. I can’t even steady the pen as I write these words.


Anyway, I’ve decided to take his advice. Tell you everything. From the beginning. My account of it all. My side. Moment by moment. Hurt by hurt. Though Dr Franco insists there are no such things as beginnings. Only the point from which someone is prepared to start telling their story. So I’ll start from our beginning. And I promise it will be the entire truth. Something no one else shall know. 
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I often think about the first time I saw you: when they broke the news that Dr Williams had been killed at the weekend.


Dr Harris and Dr Short had gathered everyone into the surgery waiting room, even menials like myself, and Harris relayed the shocking details. ‘You may as well hear it from me as there’ll only be speculation.’ Mrs Williams. An argument. The car that hit him as he ran across the road after her. How he was still alive when the ambulance arrived. How he was dead before they could get him into it. I heard it all. The terrible events. The intakes of breath. Linda blubbing next to me. I heard. But it was you who held my concentration.


You were the stranger among us. Kept your head down in respect. Or was it embarrassment? Your hair fell forward, draping your face in that way it does, and when you glanced up, your eyes, pale, unsettled, unsettled me.


Dr Harris hadn’t been speaking long before Linda felt faint. With difficulty, her being built like a walrus, I eased her round the Country Life-covered coffee table and onto the nearest section of modular seating, before fetching her a glass of water as instructed.


You stood in the doorway. I could smell you. Lemons. My hand brushed yours as I passed, but I didn’t acknowledge you or smile, merely walked on as if you were a ghost. On my return, you’d moved further into the room, meaning there was no accidental touch.


As I’m sure you’ll remember, Linda’s reaction was stronger than everyone else’s. Possibly even than that of Mrs Williams. It was always obvious she’d had a thing for him. We – Linda, myself and Alison – were responsible for all the doctors’ admin, as you know. But Linda coveted Dr Williams’s work. I could identify the glint through her cloggy eyelashes each time she had to go to his office. Poor Linda. The ‘speculation’ was that Mrs Williams was running away because she’d caught him with another woman. Another woman who wasn’t Linda. It wasn’t just his wife whom Dr Williams had betrayed.


I remember feeling conscious that I didn’t look upset enough. Or shocked. Even the unfriendly agency nurses, or the Ratcheds, as I called them, looked emotional. But I was just as shaken and moved by Dr Williams’s fate as everyone else. Only, I’d lost the ability to express. As you know, with me, it’s all inside. Always inside.


With Linda now settled into a low-grade wail, Dr Harris brought the meeting to practical matters. As a private practice, there wasn’t the option of telling people there was a three-week wait for an appointment. He wasn’t prepared to lose money, dead partner or not. That was when he introduced you.


I never liked Dr Harris. Mainly because he was a wanker. But also, the way he’d always point – no, jab – with his party-sausage fingers, onto which he’d somehow managed to stuff a ring. I wondered about the woman who’d screw such a man for a nice house and car. I presumed that was her motive. But I couldn’t imagine a house or car spectacular enough.


‘Constance, I’ll draft a letter for you to send out to all of Dr Williams’s patients. You and Alison call anyone due to see him today and give them the choice of rearranging with me or Dr Short for later this week or keeping their appointment and seeing Dr Stevens instead. Please encourage the latter.’ He summoned you further into the room. ‘This is Dr Stevens from our Harley Street surgery.’


Grateful I could now look at you directly, I contemplated the intricacies of your face. Soaked you in. You were the epitome of posh. Everything I despised. Yet I was conflicted about how attractive I found you.


I observed as you pushed your fine-cotton white shirtsleeves further up your forearms, which you folded, unfolded, folded again before daring to draw the long breath that enabled you to speak. Before the words sounded, you broke into a smile, which forced me to momentarily lower my burning face.


‘Hello . . . I’m so sorry about Dr W-Williams. I know he was very much loved by you all. Although it’s in the saddest of circumstances I’m here, I look forward to working with everyone and getting to know you . . . and the patients.’


You delivered your stilted lines almost perfectly. Aside from that stutter with his name. Yes, I noticed. But I’m sure no one else did. You’d clearly been practising. I suspect out loud in your full-length bedroom mirror. And I could sense the relief once it had left your lips.


Your micro-speech triggered Linda’s sobs to start up again and gather momentum. Dr Harris instructed Alison to call her a cab, and for me to pack up Dr Williams’s personal belongings in his office. I didn’t want to. The idea scared me. His stuff. But I nodded subserviently, as I always did.


I remained in the waiting room, prolonging the task. Dr Harris had already left for his office. The Ratcheds had disappeared too. Alison was helping Linda on with her raincoat. You were shaking hands and talking in a low, respectful voice with Dr Short. I wonder, were you suppressing a smile at the contrast with his name and his practically being a giant at six foot seven? It always amused me. Stood next to him, I looked like a tiny child. He treated me like one as well.


Throughout all this you hadn’t noticed me once.


To further delay going to Dr Williams’s office, I headed to reception to pull up his appointments for the day. Alison was shuffling Linda out of the building, passing the responsibility on to a bemused taxi driver. The front door banged shut.


Minus the crying, all was quiet until Alison made her way to the desk.


‘I can’t believe he’s dead.’ She leant over the wooden ledge separating us to deliver her whisper.


I feel bad saying Alison was boring. It sounds cruel. But is something cruel if it’s also true? Her boringness was a fact. And why do the boring ones talk the most? To be fair, I only listened to around forty per cent of what she had to say, so she may have been riveting for the other sixty. I even preferred the bitterness of Linda and her banging on about getting another thyroid test while tucking into her fourth KitKat Chunky of the day.


‘Yes, it’s terrible.’ I stared at the computer screen.


‘I just can’t believe it. Dr Williams. Dead.’


‘Yes. It’s horrible. But . . . well, people die.’ I knew it would show itself. My hands trembled over the keyboard, and I was overcome with queasiness.


‘So what do you think happened? All sounds a bit fishy to me.’


‘I think it was a terrible accident.’


I hoped she’d interpret my taut words as ‘Shut the fuck up’, yet she continued. ‘Hmm . . . I’m not so sure . . . Isn’t death weird, though? You’re just not here anymore.’


‘Don’t you think you’d better call his patients? I’m worried you’ll not catch them all in time.’


As she joined me behind the reception desk, I stood for her to sit in my chair, believing she’d finished, but no.


‘That Dr Stevens is lovely, isn’t he? I mean, I love my Kevin and wouldn’t dream of looking at another man, but he’s very handsome, isn’t he?’


‘I didn’t notice.’


‘So they say it was an accident, but Dr Williams’s wife – Margaret, is it? – wasn’t she—’


The door buzzed.


‘That’s Mrs Akeem. You’d better shush now,’ I said, before escaping into the back in search of a cardboard box.


On entering Dr Williams’s room, I’d expected you to be there, but it was pitch-dark. When I switched on the light, it wasn’t only the space that was illuminated, it was death. The silence. His things. Just there. How he’d left them on the Friday.


No doubt you’d be aware of that phenomenon: when someone’s belongings become both hugely profound and utterly useless at the same time.


The air, hot and clammy, made my nausea worse and I squeezed my stomach for relief. His Manchester United mug, half full with the tea I’d made him, looked lost. A large crumb – I’d guess from the stash of digestives he kept in his drawer – was stuck to the rim. During my interview, he’d picked up on my Mancunian accent. Presumed I was a Man United fan. I was by default, but I don’t care much for football. He told me he went to uni there. Lived in Fallowfield. The opposite end to where I was. He was full of nostalgia, yearnings for my hometown, and I’m certain that’s why he hired me. A link to his youth and happier times. Or maybe he just liked me. All I know is it wasn’t my experience or qualifications. I’d already felt lucky that I’d managed to immediately land a job pulling pints in a dive pub. But I saw the vacancy for the surgery receptionist in a copy of the Evening Standard someone had left on the Tube and applied that night on a drunken whim. When he called to offer me the job, I felt for that moment like I was a real person. Worthy of something good. But I soon remembered that I wasn’t at all.


I picked up the wooden-framed picture of him and his family, all smiles, and placed it face down in the box. Next, I reached over for the mug, but as I did, the nausea overwhelmed me, and before I’d had a chance to think, I’d run to the sink and thrown up. And again. And again. When it all seemed over, and I gripped the sides of the cold porcelain, breaths heavy, I felt a hand on my back and jumped.


‘Oh God . . . I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to frighten you. I was just . . . Are you OK? It’s a terrible shock all this, I know.’


I faced you. Aware of how I must have looked, I turned back towards the sink and pulled paper towels from the dispenser to wipe the remnants of vomit from my chin before throwing them in the bin. ‘Yes . . . yes, I’m fine. I . . . I don’t know what happened. I must have eaten something.’


‘Are you sick every morning?’


‘No . . . God, no. I’m not pregnant, if that’s what you’re getting at.’


‘No . . . I . . . Well, yes, I was getting at that, but I’m a doctor. That’s kind of what I do.’


‘Honestly, it’s nothing. I’ve probably just got a bug or something. Dr Franco went home with one on Friday.’


‘Dr Franco? I thought it was only Dr Harris and Dr Short?’


‘Yes, yes, it is. Dr Franco just rents a room here. He’s a psychiatrist or . . . psychologist. I always get confused. He’s not here all the time, though. He also works with inpatients at some hospital in Ealing.’ A strange look I was unable to interpret washed over your eyes. ‘Anyway, Dr Stevens, I’d better . . .’ I returned to the desk and picked up the mug.


‘Alison, isn’t it?’


You have no idea how much that stung. ‘Constance.’


‘Constance . . . of course, Constance. I’m sorry. I’m terrible with names.’


‘Alison’s in reception.’ I took the mug to the sink and rinsed it along with the residue of my breakfast.


‘And the office manager is Linda? Is that right? Is that it, then?’


‘Yes. Yes, that’s right. Apart from the R—’ I stopped myself. ‘Carol and Janet, the agency nurses. They’re just part-time, covering maternity leave. For Rayowa, the proper nurse.’


‘Well, thank you, Constance. For saving me from embarrassing myself again.’


I smiled, then turned back towards you, shaking the mug free of water. ‘I’ll leave all Dr Williams’s medical things here, but let me know if you need anything ordering. Stationery or other supplies.’


‘Are you feeling better?’


I dared to look at you properly, but your smile caught me off guard. ‘Yes, Dr Stevens. I feel fine now. Thank you . . . I’m just embarrassed, that’s all. Your first day as well.’


‘Yes, I prefer at least a week to go by before the staff vomit in my presence.’


I would have smiled back had I not been so mortified. Instead, I quickly grabbed the box and said, ‘I’ll let you settle in, Dr Stevens, shall I? Get the rest later?’


You followed me to the door. Held it open like the gentleman I thought you were. It was then I caught your eyes directly for the first time. They were cold in the paleness of their grey. Unnervingly familiar. I turned my head, focused on a bald patch of carpet until you said, ‘You couldn’t possibly get me a coffee, could you? White, one sugar. Strong but milky.’


I didn’t see much more of you during that first day. Not as much as I’d hoped, anyway. Most of Dr Williams’s patients cancelled, and I went to your room only twice. Once with the cup of coffee you requested, which had taken three attempts to get right. I was unsure what was meant by ‘strong but milky’. I’d made the first too weak, so chucked it down the sink. The second, I was certain I’d overdone the sugar, so remade it with a level spoonful. After placing the third version in front of you, I loitered at the door, waiting for the verdict, which judging by your expression, wasn’t very good at all. I was so annoyed at myself for not sticking with the sweeter one.


The second time was with a file you’d requested. You were busy sorting out your desk.


‘Hey, Constance. Come in. I’m just trying to make myself feel more at home.’


I’d already noticed that your hand was ring-free, but I still feared that the following day you’d be displaying a photograph of your own.


With the last patient gone, Alison and I tidied reception and prepared to finish for the day. I was hoping you’d leave at the same time. Prayed you got the Tube. But your door remained closed.


Outside, I stopped at the bottom of the entrance steps, breathed in the fresh air before digging in my bag for a desperately needed cigarette.


‘You shouldn’t be smoking, Constance. Not when working at a doctor’s surgery,’ said Alison.


Luckily, with the fag now hanging from my mouth, it was too awkward to tell her to fuck off. She lingered as I struggled to get a spark from my near-empty lighter. But thank God, she didn’t want to be late for her sewing class, so fucked off on her own accord.


Still determined to get the ciggie lit, I huddled into the adjacent wall and cupped my hand to shield it from the warm breeze. Finally it took. I turned back round and leant against the rough bricks. Closed my eyes. Thought about you as the chemicals performed their tricks.


When I reopened them, there was a face in front of mine that I wasn’t expecting.
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We never talked about Dale much, I know. I never wanted you to think there was . . . that I had any romantic feelings towards him. I didn’t. Whatever I share with you from this point, you must believe that. I’d avoided discussing him to prevent you from enduring unnecessary jealousy. Regardless of what you did, I’d never want to put you through that.


‘I’ve been calling and texting you all day. Nearly forgot to process the payment run, I was getting so worried . . . Would have given Jean yet another reason not to give me the account-manager job.’


‘Oh, have you? I’m sorry.’ I removed my phone from my bag. Although we had to keep them on silent at work, I would usually check and reply to his messages, which were generally asking if I wanted to share a pizza or go for a drink at Connolly’s. There were nine missed calls. Numerous blocks of blue text. I looked up at his concerned face. ‘Sorry. I . . . It’s been . . . Dr Williams died.’


‘Shit, man, you’re joking. Which one’s he? How?’


‘Run over.’


‘Run over? Jesus, who gets run over?’


‘At the weekend. It’s weird . . . He’s the nice one. The Man U supporter.’


‘Still, he didn’t deserve to die.’


I didn’t fake-laugh as I usually would, which forced him to back-pedal.


‘That sucks. It’s always the nice ones, isn’t it? You’ve remembered about tonight, though, right?’ My blankness must have shown. ‘The film? I knew you’d—’


‘Of course. I have . . . remembered. I thought you meant something else when you said . . . The film I have. I’m looking forward to it.’


‘Well, we need to get a move on, then. You know I get all angsty being late and that.’


As I flicked the rest of the cigarette to the ground and we headed off, I heard the surgery door open. I stopped, turned to look. You were oblivious to us. Chatting with Dr Harris as he locked up. You laughed. Forced. I understood. You were holding your linen jacket in one hand and your doctor’s bag in the other. Car keys dangled from your fingers, quashing my wish of us ever getting the Tube together.


‘Constance, for fuck’s sake. What are you doing?’


‘Sorry . . . I—’


‘Who is that?’


‘It’s just Dr Harris. And the new doctor.’


‘Right. Well, can we go, please?’ He tugged my arm to encourage me to move again, causing me to trip on a raised corner of pavement. ‘Why are you so clumsy?’


After walking for a few seconds, he said, ‘The new doctor looks a right dickhead. Where does he get his hair cut – 1995?’


I wanted to glance back at you once more. I didn’t. But noticed that Dale did.




It was a foreign-film festival at the South Bank and they were showing the only Almodóvar Dale hadn’t seen: Talk to Her. The last thing I wanted to do was to sit through some subtitled arty bollocks.


We were informed that the trailers had already started. This was, of course, my fault and he slipped seamlessly into a sullen mood. Before he could argue, I rushed towards the bar and stood on my tippy-toes to get served as quickly as possible. He followed me, once again gripping on to my arm, pulling me away.


‘I need a Coke . . . and a snack or something. I’m starving.’


In silence, he escorted me to the corner of the foyer. His eyes flicked from side to side, paranoid and spy-like. Two triangles of blush appeared on each cheek, and his signature stress-sweat seeped from his upper lip. He lifted the flap of his record bag to reveal two small Lidl apple-juice cartons with attached straws and a stack of cling-filmed cheese-and-piccalilli sandwiches that were as sweaty as he was.


‘Oh right,’ I said.


He dropped the flap back down, wiped his mouth with his sleeve. ‘Well, you don’t have to.’


‘No, that’s . . . Cheese and piccalilli is my favourite. Thank you.’


The cinema was fairly empty. Dale marched us to his desired spot – centre middle – then stood back against his chair to let me in. ‘Is that OK? I prefer the other person to be on my right.’


I felt him, smelt him, as I squeezed past. We’d never been to the cinema together before. Our hanging-out had mainly taken place at the house or at Connelly’s. An awkwardness rose between us. We smiled in unison.


I’d only known Dale for three months at that point. He was already a tenant of the house on Lynton Road when I’d moved in. I’d gone to the viewing in a state of desperation. Dale was at work, but Mr Papadopoulos, the breathless, fleshy landlord, showed me round.


‘This would be your bedsit . . . You share bathroom and kitchen with nice young man who live in room opposite. I’m in flat upstairs . . . Very quiet. You can come straight away. Anna, the other girl . . . nice girl . . . left one night and never come back . . . Left me up the shit’s creek.’


I wanted to cry as I stared into the damp-smelling room, decorated with greying woodchip, double bed on one side, brown velour sofa on the other. A torn paper lantern hanging from the ceiling. The only thing brightening the place was a lurid green dreamcatcher with dangling pink feathers hanging from the bedhead that I knew I’d be immediately throwing out. Dreamcatchers scared me. My dreams were something I’d never want to be caught. But after the horrors of the previous places I’d viewed that day, and the fact it was available immediately, I was relieved to accept.


I’d not long left Manchester behind, it all behind, and moved into my first London abode. A room in a house belonging to a middle-aged actor called Rupert James. It was ‘bijou yet airy’, aka minuscule with a window. But Rupert was interesting – colourful, let’s say, and I presumed gay. The roll-top bath had sold me. I’d only seen the likes of it in magazines. Above it was a shelf on which sat a skull. I hoped it was a prop from a Hamlet production and not his previous tenant.


All went well for a couple of weeks until one day I returned from work to find my bedroom had been cleaned and tidied. Bed made. Dirty clothes picked up. Dirtier knickers ditto. And Blusha, my one-eyed elephant, tucked up neatly under the covers with only her trunk on show. I was uncertain who was being the weirdo, him or me. But I didn’t like it. Inside.


Then one evening I went into the kitchen and there he was, smoking an enormous joint and holding an even more enormous glass of red wine, which explained his eyeballs and skin always having a matching crimson hue.


‘Constance.’ He removed a glass from the draining board, filled it with wine to a level higher than his own and handed it to me.


‘Constance, my dear, I need to ask you something.’


It was clear he’d noticed my change since Tidygate. I decided I’d be brave, tell him, politely.


Then it came. ‘Constance. Dear Constance. Would you like to fuck?’


‘Sorry?’


‘Would you like to fuck?’


Floored, scared and unable to think of a more repulsive prospect, I didn’t want to make him feel uncomfortable, so I said, ‘I’m really very tired, Rupert, but thanks anyway,’ then went to my room, locking the door behind me.


In bed, I pulled my knees to my chest, foetal, and squeezed Blusha with more intensity than ever before. Not only because of Rupert but because it hit me. The gradual drip, drip, drip from which I was running. As I bit Blusha’s ear to transfer my pain onto her, I realized I was completely alone. Unprotected. Unloved. If Rupert had added me to his skull collection, no one would have noticed. No one would have cared. That was my new reality. Immersed under the covers, I allowed myself to cry for the first time since I’d left home. This must have somehow carried me into a deep sleep because the clock said 03.07 when I woke to the rattle of my doorknob turning frantically, followed by the thud of a foot kicking against the wood. By 03.09 this stopped. By 04.30 my case was packed, and by 05.00, when I could hear definite snoring from the next room, I left. By 14.00 that day I’d moved into Lynton Road, and by 20.00 Dale and I were friends.


It’s hard being friends with someone who doesn’t truly know you. What you really are. But he was the only person in the world I had. The only person who cared.


Dale thoroughly enjoyed the film. I thought it was pretentious crap.


We were still arguing about it on the bus home.


‘But he loved her,’ he repeated for the hundredth time.


‘So?’ I repeated for my hundredth time, each one increasing in volume, intensity. For that last one I half stood up to say it. ‘He was just some nutter who sat watching her, obsessed. She didn’t even know him.’


‘Not all men can tell a girl he likes her, you know.’


‘Then the poor cow is in a coma and he shags her. No, no, rapes her.’


‘But he did love her.’


The cycle began again until I broke it with ‘Loving someone doesn’t excuse everything, you know.’


‘You’ve never even been in love, Constance.’


‘So?’ This ‘So?’ was considerably quieter than my previous ones, and I remained firmly seated to say it. ‘You haven’t either. You told me.’


He turned away. His usually soft marshmallow face stony in the window’s reflection.


I sat back and looked out towards the insane, lit-up London that I’d never feel part of. And as I did, against my will, your face strobed my mind. 
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The next morning it was still you who occupied my thoughts.


Not Dale. Not even poor Dr Williams.


Instead of swiping snooze on my alarm with increasing despair, I woke immediately. Facing the wall, for once I wasn’t irritated by the tear in the woodchip that exposed a rainbow from wallpaper of times gone by. My mind wasn’t darkly drawn downwards, through the mattress springs, beyond the wooden slats, to the suitcase below filled with realities I couldn’t face. Once out of bed, I wasn’t crestfallen by the disarray of my room. Or the mould that clung to the tiles round the bath when I showered. I even washed my hair and shaved my pits.


I wore a silk blouse that had only ever had an outing for my cousin Margot’s wedding. Applied a lick of make-up. Nothing obvious. I didn’t want it to be noticeable to everyone, to Dale.


As I snuck out of my room, Dale exited his, feigning surprise at my being there, smiling as if the night before he hadn’t slammed his door without saying a word.


I went along with the charade and we left the house, chatting about needing milk and bin day. At the end of Lynton Road, when we were about to part ways, he said, ‘You look weird today,’ then ran for his bus.


On the hot, stifling Tube, my blouse now ruined by ink blots spreading under my arms, I dwelt on Dale’s words. My single atom of confidence melted, I rubbed at my cheeks and stripped the lipstick with the back of my hand.


By the time I’d reached the surgery, I looked more bedraggled than usual. And when Linda glanced up at me, bemused, I was unsure if it was because of my appearance or the fact I was on time. Something I hadn’t managed since my first day.


‘Are you feeling better today, Linda?’


‘Not really. I’m . . . I’m just very sad, to be honest. He was a great man.’


‘Yes . . . Yes, he was.’ I dropped my head.


The moment hung like smog until Linda broke the silence. ‘When you’ve settled, can you take these files into Dr Stevens for me, please? I find it quite distressing going in there.’


‘Of course. No problem. You know, I . . . I can do all Dr Stevens’s stuff if you want. It’s no trouble. You mustn’t upset yourself, Linda.’


She mouthed the words ‘Thank you’, then performed a succession of fast little nods before running into the back room. I suppose I was expected to follow her, comfort her, but I took the file and headed to your office.


After calling me in, I realized you were on the phone. ‘Look, I can’t talk about it now,’ you said to the caller. I sensed it was personal. A woman. You bit the end of your weighty silver pen. After placing the file on your desk, I went to leave, but you raised your hand to stop me.


‘It’s nearly two months . . . Well, just get them, then . . . Look, I’ve really got to go. I’ll see you later.’


My stomach churned.


You ended the call, placed the pen in your inside jacket pocket, then smiled as you patted the file. ‘Sorry about that. Thank you, Constance. How are you feeling today?’


‘I’m . . . I’m fine. Much better, thank you. Dr Stevens, Linda’s asked if I can do all your work from now on. She feels too upset to keep coming into Dr Williams’s office. So if . . . if you need anything, just ask me. Not Linda . . . or Alison.’


‘Oh right. OK. You’ve not been sick again, then?’


‘No. No, I’m fine now.’ You looked directly at me, squinted, ensuring I was telling the truth. You cared. ‘Can I get you a coffee, Dr Stevens?’


Sitting back in your chair, you pushed your fingers through your hair. ‘Constance, do you think they’ll ever accept me?’


‘Of course. Of course they will. It’s just very early days, isn’t it?’


‘Because I like it here, you know. I do. I prefer it to Harley Street. I can tell already. For a start, I live less than a ten-minute walk away. Not that I’ve walked it yet, mind. Lazy bastard . . . Sorry.’


‘It’s OK. You can say “bastard”. I don’t mind.’


You laughed. I laughed too. Although I wasn’t sure what was funny.


‘I’m glad, anyway . . . that you’ll be doing my stuff.’


You have no idea of the overwhelming delight I felt at you saying this and forced a cough to conceal the evidence of blood surging to my face.


‘You really should give up the fags, you know.’


My surprise at you saying that transformed the fake cough into a genuine one, and you handed me a small half-empty Evian bottle from your desk. I unscrewed the lid. Aware I’d be placing my lips directly on top of where yours had been, I sipped. And while doing so, my blouse draped open and I was certain you glanced at my chest.


‘I noticed you smoking . . . with your friend yesterday.’


‘Oh . . . I . . . He’s not my boyfriend . . . just a . . . I will.’ I took more water. ‘I know I should . . . give up smoking.’


‘You OK now?’


I nodded, handing him back the bottle.


‘Good. Anyway, Constance, tell me – what are you doing for lunch?’


You probably noticed the sharp intake of breath. I couldn’t believe you were already inviting me to lunch.


‘Well . . . I . . . It depends . . .’


‘Do you ever go out for a sandwich or something?’


‘Yes, well, I’m sure I will . . . I mean, I usually do.’


‘Excellent. If I give you the money, will you pick something up for me as well? I’ve got all these patients to swot up on.’ You handed me a tenner. ‘Something chicken would be great. I’ll let you decide.’


Outside your office, deflated, I noticed Dr Franco bounding down the hallway. ‘Well, hello, young Constance.’


‘Hey, Dr Franco. Are you all better now?’


‘I am. I am, indeed. Thank you. Lost a couple of pounds in the process too,’ he said, patting his belly. ‘But it’s truly terrible about dear Dr Williams. I was so shocked. You must all be terribly shocked.’


‘Yes . . . yes, we are. It’s very sad.’


His tearfulness was magnified under the convex of his glasses and he rested his hand upon my shoulder. ‘It is indeed.’ He paused, then said, ‘Though, sadly, as life goes on, I must get going. I have a patient.’ And off he went up the stairs.


I liked Dr Franco. Still do. Despite everything he now knows about me.


The hours up until lunch went quickly. We were extra busy due to the patients who’d cancelled the previous day now deciding they wanted to be seen. Apparently, being rich permits such things.


Finally, able to escape, I headed to M&S. Tesco was closer, but I thought I’d get a higher-quality sandwich for you in Marks.


Once there, I grabbed a basket and within seconds had thrown in Alison’s requested tuna sarnie (Linda was on SlimFast) and my egg and tomato. Allowing me time to study the chicken selection.


After much stress, I opted for the last remaining chicken salad sandwich, in a bag rather than a plastic packet, but the lettuce looked decidedly ragged. I asked the acnefied boy filling the crisp stand if there were any more in the back, and after some resistance, he relented, returning with a much perkier one that I was happy to give you.


On the way back, fantasizing about us eating our lunch together in the staffroom, I realized I’d run out of fags, so popped into Mo’s kiosk. While waiting for my change, which took longer than it should, as Mo was, as always, on the phone and running a one-armed operation, my eyes scanned the papers next to me. ‘Austerity Not Over.’ A picture of an elderly woman being evicted from her council house. Then I noticed the date: 26 July.


I’d forgotten.


I’d never forgotten before.


Panicked, I searched for a card. An array of faded drawings with naff proclamations of happy occasions perched in what appeared to have once been a rotating stand. But lack of space and rack rheumatism meant it could barely swing a centimetre side to side. There was only one for a father. An embossed watercolour of a man playing golf. Happy birthday to the best dad in the world. I paid for it, along with a book of four stamps, and mouthed for Mo to lend me a pen so I could write the same words I always did. Happy birthday, Dad. Love, Constance. Beneath, my number and current address. On the envelope, MR PATRICK LITTLE, written in clear block capitals. A stamp.


Aware time was racing, I hurried back to work via the postbox.


A postman was filling a sack with all the mail. I hovered next to him.


‘Shall I take that, darlin’?’


I hesitated, placed the card in his hand, then swiftly continued down the road.


‘Hello . . . Excuse me, love,’ I could hear him shout. ‘Miss.’


I didn’t stop. But neither did he. ‘Woohoo, miss.’ He whistled. So shrill that I had no choice but to turn.


‘You’ve forgotten to write the address on it, my darlin’,’ he shouted.


I ran back to him. Smiling, rolling my eyes. ‘I’m such an idiot,’ I said, as I took it back. He handed me a pen he’d removed from behind his ear. ‘Oh . . . thank you, but I haven’t even come out with the address.’


We laughed. I thanked him. I continued down Kensington Church Street. Turned off onto the High Street, where there was another postbox.


I dropped in the card.


The air was still clammy, though smatterings of rain offered some comfort. The grey sky merged with buildings. Rain came properly then. Heavy. Umbrellas went up around me like mass flowers in bloom. People ran or stayed still under shop canopies. But I stopped. Stood in the middle of the pavement, raised my head, closed my eyes. It felt good. Well, better. Like it was washing things away. And only I would ever have known it wasn’t just rain that poured down my face.


I remained there for a few seconds. I think. I don’t really know. When I returned to the world, I was so soaked that I pushed back my hair, flat to my head and down my neck like I did in the shower, and ran. Ran like everyone else.


Back at the surgery, my wet blouse was paper-thin, see-through. I stood in reception in what looked like only my bra. Linda was eager to get me out the back. Away from the view of patients, who were somehow all immaculate and dry.


‘But I need to give Dr Stevens his lunch.’


‘Dr Stevens has gone out on house calls. He won’t be coming back today.’


I dried myself in the loo and put on a jumper that a patient had left behind yonks ago. Then I ate my sandwich in the staffroom with Alison, not you. She relayed, word for word, the previous night’s episode of Emmerdale and complained that I’d actually picked up salmon instead of tuna.


After counting down the minutes to home time, when it was nearly five, Dr Harris asked if I’d stay on and do some overtime, to sort through Dr Williams’s paperwork. Reluctantly, I agreed.


Everyone else had gone. Harris remained in his office. I was alone in yours. It spooked me, being in there. The feeling was heightened by the heavy rain. Outside was dark, oppressive. A humongous black cloud hung over West London, like the spaceship in Independence Day. The precursor to an inevitable storm. And storms terrified me.


When little, I’d climb into bed with Mum. She’d tell me God was angry at me for some act of childhood I’d committed that day. I’d cling to her, silently praying for His forgiveness. Not stopping until He’d given it.


Except that last time.


It was different that time.


While shredding documents, I noticed you’d left your jacket behind. It was hanging on the back of the door. Expensive. Soft, muted linen. I wanted to touch it. My eyes fell onto the pockets. More shredding. As the noise drilled, I found myself walking across the room. My fingers gently running down the crinkled cotton. I lifted it to my face. Only for a second. Lemons again. My palm traced its pocket. There was something in there. I craved information about you. I wasn’t going to look. That would have been wrong. My fingertips stroked the top of the opening. Moved slightly inside. Then an almighty thunderclap shook through me. I stepped away from the door. Looked up, apologized to God and returned to the paperwork.


It was almost eight by the time we left. As Harris locked up, I attempted to open a brolly that had been resting in the corner of the stationery cupboard since I started working there. I waited for the offer of a lift. At least to the station. It never came. Because he was a wanker.


We said our goodbyes and walked in opposite directions.


The brolly was about as useful as a child’s skirt on a stick. Dipped at the front, not only did it fail to prevent me from getting wet, it created a guttering effect that directed the water straight into my face. However, a few seconds into the battle, I heard Harris calling. I stopped and turned. There was no way he’d really let me walk in this, and I was overcome with guilt at always thinking he was a wanker.


‘Don’t be late tomorrow – we’ve got a lot of stuff to get through.’


Heading towards the Tube, I tried to ignore the deafening thunder and electric sky. The streets were empty. Practically post-apocalyptic. It wasn’t just the storm. A girl had been attacked nearby a couple of weeks prior and my imagination was in overdrive.


Too nervous to contemplate the cemetery cut-through, I took the longer route to Kensington High Street. Desperate for civilization, I picked up speed, but it was still a ten-minute walk away.


As I passed a row of elongated town houses, a cagouled man appeared at one of the doors with a beautiful greyhound. The dog looked as nervous as I was. The man nodded his head in my direction but didn’t say hello or mention the monsoon. We were still in London, after all.


Although happy to encounter another human, one who didn’t appear to be a rapist or killer, my imagination didn’t quit. Instead, in my head, I played out the following day’s interview with that man. The last person to have seen me alive. I’d cast him as Anthony Hopkins. The policeman was Tom Hardy. I played myself, grey, open-eyed, slit throat. A red rose placed on my chest. The first victim of a serial killer seemed better somehow. The greyhound barked once in the distance, immediately followed by whimpers.


I abandoned the useless brolly in someone’s wheelie bin, then turned into the last side street before the main road, which was darker than the others. The downpour turned biblical. I could barely see ahead, so took shelter under the pillared entrance of the mansion block I was passing.


After flicking rain from my face, hands, hair, I lit a fag and watched the water bounce off the pavement, until a noise louder than the downpour made me jump.


A car was coming to a violent stop on the opposite side of the road. A hundred nails on a blackboard. I wasn’t sure what kind of car it was – I’m not a car person – but even I realized it was beautiful, classic.


Just as I made out the shape of a man and woman through the steamed windows, there was a scream. I shat myself and was about to grab my phone when I realized the woman was screaming the words ‘But I love you, I love you’ over and over. I patted my heart and pulled hard on my fag to soothe myself, then watched the show.


It was mainly angry muffles. No clarity at first other than the odd words such as ‘love’, ‘selfish’ and ‘bastard’ from her. And ‘done’, ‘mental’ and ‘calm down’ from him. This went on for some time until her explosive ‘You’re such a fucking shit.’ She got out. Her door remained open and light burst from inside, creating silhouettes. I couldn’t see her properly, but she was tall, elegant. She stepped away from the vehicle, then returned to it.


‘I’ve been such a bloody idiot.’ She was crying.


‘Well, go back to him, then. Nothing’s stopping you,’ said the man.


She dipped her head back into the car to shout, ‘I hate you.’ Door slammed. This shocked the rain into lessening.


She was walking up the road then, prouder than her words had made her seem. The rain ruining more and more of her perfect hair. The clip-clop of her heels echoed. Percussion to her whimpers. Whimpers not dissimilar to those of the greyhound.


Does this sound familiar to you?


With the downpour less torrential, I stepped into the open air and took the last pull of my fag before throwing it on the pavement to sizzle to its death. But then came another slam. The man was outside the car now. His arms outstretched on the roof like he was being frisked by an imaginary policeman. His head facing the ground. His body wet.


It was you.


Flustered, I returned to my shelter and watched as you viciously kicked the front wheel, yelling, ‘Fuck,’ before running up the steps and disappearing through a huge black door.


Like you said, so near to work.


I stared up at your building. The lights went on in the first-floor windows. I imagined you in there. Furious. Tearing off your soaked shirt. Thinking of her.


And already I didn’t like it. 
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For the remainder of the week, whenever my mind wandered towards romantic notions about you, I forced myself to focus on your negatives. From the microscopic particle of spittle that flew from your mouth and landed on my arm when we discussed Mrs Jamison’s scan to the once-white-now-grey crumpled hanky you’d repeatedly pull from your trouser pocket because of your ‘bloody hay fever’. And on the Thursday you gave me the gift of wearing a salmon-pink jumper around your shoulders.


All may have remained that way, had the following not happened on the Friday.


I was gagging for the weekend, even though I knew it would involve a PlayStation tutorial from Dale. Linda had left early for the dentist, and Alison had taken a day’s holiday to climb Mount Snowdon with her rambling club. Both Dr Short and Dr Franco had said their goodbyes a while back. Harris’s last patient had left some time ago, but he was lingering in his office as always, and you were still in with Mr Brown after a peculiarly long time.


Unable to go home until all patients had left, I tidied reception and gathered my belongings for a quick escape. At five twenty, when I was considering popping out for a desperate fag, Mr Brown finally emerged, unresponsive to my smile or small talk. But I soon regretted mumbling ‘Rude’ under my breath as I turned for the stapler, because when I went into his file, I saw the diagnosis for colon cancer. I wonder if he’s still alive.


When I went to your office to ask permission to leave, your head was in your hands. I was unsure if you were angsting over Mr Brown or her. You looked up at me, your smile as phoney as my own.


‘Yes, of course . . . If you’ve done everything Dr Harris wants you to do?’


I nodded.


‘Well then, get off with you. Enjoy the weekend.’


As usual, the first hit of nicotine made everything better. Aside from my cough. Pausing at the top of the steps, I closed my eyes, relished the sensation. My head light with chemicals, I gathered my senses and set off towards the station.


It’s difficult to relay exactly what occurred next, as it happened in simultaneous fast forward and slow motion. I’m unsure if I made a noise. Or swore. But I recall my arms circling the air one moment, then the next my legs buckling beneath me. Immediate pain dispersed through my ankle, and my cheek burned against the abruptly met slab of cold pavement.


Dazed, I looked beyond the bottle top that brushed my lashes as I blinked towards my bag and its scattered contents. Just able to make out my phone, a Tampax and the Crunchy bar I’d searched everywhere for the previous night.


I’m not sure how long I was down, waiting for someone to come to my aid, but no one did, so I pushed myself up to reveal grazed, bloody palms, ingrained with tiny stones and particles of dirt.


A car sped past. My already pounding heart accelerated faster than the vehicle. Several attempts to stand ended in failure. The agony when I tried to put weight on my right foot was unbearable, making me want to chuck. Shock subsiding, tears came.


After hopping towards my bag, and managing, with difficulty, to bend down and retrieve both it and the contents, I turned back, and noticed the culprit. That same bastard bit of pavement I tripped on with Dale.


Gathering my remaining energy, I hopped back towards the steps and levered myself up the flight, the handrail acting as my crutch, then pushed the door open and called out your name. It must have been loud. Perhaps hysterical. As within seconds both you and Dr Harris were standing in front of me.


‘What on earth, girl?’ said Harris.


You placed my arm around your warm neck. Dipped to even our heights. ‘Constance, what the hell has happened?’


‘Did it happen in here?’ said Dr Harris.


I shook my head and gave in to the sobbing. ‘Outside, on the pavement.’


‘OK. Good . . . Well then, there, there . . . you poor girl.’ He turned to you and said, ‘Will you see to her?’ Then disappeared back into his room.


‘Come on. Let’s look at you.’ Cheek to cheek, an uncomfortable tango, you manoeuvred me into your office and lowered me gently onto the patient’s chair. It was strange being in such proximity to you and I was overwhelmingly self-conscious.


‘So, go on. What the hell did you do?’


I attempted to stop crying, though my words remained staccato. ‘I . . . I don’t know . . . My foot, it’s . . . killing me . . . It was . . . the fucking pavement. Sorry.’


‘That’s OK – you can say “fucking”. I don’t mind.’ You smiled. A smile I knew you wanted me to reciprocate, as if you were attempting to pacify a scriking child. I obliged. You pulled tissues from the box on your desk and handed them to me. Until then, I’d been oblivious to the string of snot hanging from my nostrils. I quickly wiped it away, hoping to erase it from both our memories as well as my nose.


It was then you crouched in front of me. Undid my laces with care. Gentle. Slow. You removed the shoe, like a reverse Cinderella, exposing my sock and the hole in its toe (which definitely never happened in Cinderella). Then you peeled that off with precision, making me wince as it disturbed the bruised skin.


I fixated on you the whole time. Concentrated on you concentrating.


‘Oh dear,’ you said.


My stare was broken and I glanced down. My foot was already bluing and looked as though an egg had been inserted under the skin. Tears rose again.


‘Don’t worry – I’ve seen worse.’


Your cold hands cupped my heel. Cold hands, warm heart, Mum would say. My self-consciousness increased. I hadn’t been touched for so long. And it wasn’t just anyone’s touch; it was yours.


Following your commands, I attempted to flex, point and wiggle my toes. None of which I could do successfully. Or at least not without experiencing pain I wasn’t prepared to inflict on myself. You pushed up the bottom of my trouser leg, but it refused to budge past the ankle.


‘You’ll have to take them off,’ you said.


I was convinced I hadn’t outwardly shown my anguish at this request, but you followed with ‘Don’t be silly, Constance. I’m a doctor.’


After turning away, you gathered various items into a steel tray. I undid my zip. Pulled them down. It proved difficult, as I had to remain seated, and accidentally brought my knickers with them before immediately whipping them back up. I sat there. Stretching my shirt as far over my thighs as I could, noticing how your hair was more unkempt at the back, the bottom strands matted with sweat.


You turned back round, with the pretence it was a coincidence I’d finished undressing. Once dropped into your chair, you wheeled yourself over.


‘OK . . . let’s see what’s going on here. Can you straighten your leg for me?’


You stretched it towards you, my calf in your hands. The sensation trickled towards my inner thigh. You were unaware of my reddened face as your fingertips pressed my pale flesh, inch by inch, downwards from my knee. With each application of pressure, you asked if it hurt. It didn’t, until you reached my ankle and I made it clear with an almighty ‘Jesus, yes.’ You remained silent, focused. Didn’t make eye contact with me once.


Snapped from your trance, you pushed your hair off your face. ‘OK, I think it’s just bruising and swelling on the knee, but I’m not sure if you’ve broken your foot or not. It could just be a bad sprain and ligament damage, which believe me, can be as painful.’ Your tone was professional. ‘Let’s clean up your cuts and grazes quickly, then get you to hospital for some X-rays.’


‘What? I . . . I really don’t want to go to hospital . . . It’s fine.’ I stood. Then sat again, realizing that I was both half naked and the pain still immense.


‘Sure you are. Look, you’ve got no choice, I’m afraid. You can’t ignore a potentially broken foot.’


‘I . . . I don’t like hospitals.’


You didn’t respond but turned my hands over to expose my damaged palms and placed them on your knees. We were even closer. I could smell coffee on your breath. Your hair draped your eyes as you cleaned my grazes with an astringent wipe. It stung, but I didn’t flinch. Only watched as you cared for me.


‘Can I get a cab on the work account and pay it back? I can’t afford—’


‘Don’t be silly. I’m taking you.’


I went to thank you but couldn’t speak, because without warning, you were pushing my fringe away from my face and touching my cheek. I stopped breathing. Until I realized you were once again cleaning my skin. I wasn’t even aware I was hurt there. The antiseptic was cold. Your lips so close. They dropped open slightly. Urging me to cover them with mine.


The murky sky and rain meant I hadn’t noticed your car was metallic pale blue the first time, or, more importantly, that it was a convertible. The top was down, exposing the beautiful navy leather interior to the people who stared in awe as we crawled through the rush-hour traffic. Yet you were so blasé about it.


‘I’ve never really seen a car like this before. What is it?’


‘A 1966 Austin-Healey 3000.’


‘It must have cost a fortune.’


‘My father gave it to me.’


‘I love it.’ I mentally compared it to Blusha. The most precious gift my father gave to me.


‘So do I.’


After that interaction, you remained quiet for the entire journey. Appeared nervous. And I wondered why. In contrast, the novelty of riding in such a car calmed me, distracted me from the foot pain and the anxiety associated with our destination. I daydreamed we were heading to the seaside for a picnic. That in the boot was a huge hamper filled with champagne and posh titbits like strawberries, olives, fancy bread and my mum’s favourite Gouda. You’d lay before us a woollen checked blanket, which would billow as it caught on the soft breeze. Then we’d eat and laugh, and tell each other our deepest secrets before we’d kiss.


Arriving at St Mary’s, the dream evaporated and my anxiety returned with force.


I hadn’t been inside a hospital since Manchester. And I’d vowed never to enter one again.


You pulled the car into a forbidden area and went to collect a wheelchair. After chivalrously seeing me into it, you instructed me to stay put while you parked up.


I tried to remember the list of negatives I’d conjured up about you, but I couldn’t. It was a pointless exercise, anyway. You can lie to other people easily, but it’s impossible to lie to yourself.


After lighting a much-needed fag, I took in the building’s vastness. Forced my mind to accept that inside, as babies were being born, people were also dying. Some already dead.


I took out my phone. Six missed calls. All from Dale. I called him back.


‘Hey. It’s me. Sorry.’


‘Where the hell are you?’


‘I had a fall . . . but don’t go crazy – I’m fine, but I may have broken my foot.’


‘Oh, you’re joking. Well, where are you? I’ll come now—’


‘No, no . . . I’m fine, honestly.’


‘But you can’t be on your own.’


‘I’m not . . . I’m not on my own. Dr Harris is with me. Look, I’ve . . . I’ve got to go – they’re calling me in.’ I pressed the red circle and blew the guilt into the air with my smoke.


An ambulance pulled up nearby. Paramedics opened its doors and wheeled some poor bastard out on a stretcher as they urgently babbled medical terms, most of which were foreign to me, except the word ‘stabbing’. I turned away, my heartbeat rapid. But, thank God, I saw you coming to rescue me.


Inside, I gave my details at reception. Citing Dale as my next of kin. They asked for my GP, but I hadn’t even signed up with one yet.


‘I’m her GP,’ you interjected, and gave them your full name. Dr Samuel Stevens.


Sam-u-el.




You’d gone to fetch us some tea. Alone, I scanned the waiting room. It was a typical line-up of London all-sorts. Bearded hipster with an ice pack on his arm. Farrow & Ball couple constantly checking the forehead of their little girl, who was clearly well enough to keep running around. I prayed she’d stay away, so I didn’t catch whatever it was she had. Then a man in a football kit sat in the row of chairs right opposite. The white towel he held against his head was gradually turning red. I tried to look away, but he was too near to avoid, and as the scarlet blot grew, I felt my own blood drain towards my feet.


‘Hey, are you OK?’ You were standing next to me holding two flimsy plastic cups. ‘Machine only, I’m afraid.’


I extended my tense hand out to retrieve mine, noticing you clock the bleeding man.


‘Are you cold? Let’s move away from the door,’ you said, and wheeled me to the other side of the waiting room.


With the man out of sight, I sipped on my tea to raise my blood sugar, as you advised.


‘You know, a fear of blood is common. It’s physiological.’


‘Yes . . . I’ve always been like this. Since a kid.’


But I hadn’t. I hadn’t at all.


I learnt a lot about you during that hour. Some of which I hadn’t already found out from the internet. The fact you’d moved into your flat a year ago. Another family heirloom. Your father wanted to sell it, but you convinced him to keep it because you loved the Georgian architecture and huge windows. It still looked like you’d just moved in – bare walls, no curtains (though you hated curtains). It still didn’t feel like home. Nowhere had felt like home for a long time. You missed your brother, who had emigrated to New Zealand, you believed to escape your father, whom you both hated.


‘Why would you hate your father?’


‘Oh . . . it’s complicated.’


You tried to read a classic novel every month. Currently Great Expectations. You watched too much TV and played poker every Tuesday night at your friend Paul’s house. It was the only time Tanya, his controlling wife, was out of the way, as she visited her parents Monday through to Wednesday because they were old and losing it, but you wished it happened on Fridays because you don’t get in until well gone eleven, which wasn’t ideal for school nights.


‘Every Tuesday? You must be a good player by now. Show me your poker face.’


You did and I laughed. Then employed my own to disguise how appealing I found it.


You loved to travel and detailed some places you’d been. Thailand was your favourite destination. Followed by Peru. I told you I hadn’t been anywhere apart from Benidorm and London. Unless you count Llandudno.


‘You should come out to Thailand with me. You’d love it, I swear.’


You know, Samuel, you really shouldn’t say things like that to people. Not if you don’t mean them.


‘Can I let you into a secret, Constance?’


I nodded. Unable to look you in the eye.


‘I don’t like hospitals either.’


I laughed. ‘What do you mean, you don’t like hospitals? You’re a doctor.’


‘I know. You’re right. I was just trying to make you feel better . . . Anyway, enough about me. What about you? What about your folks?’


A nurse shouted my name.


As you know, it wasn’t broken. Just badly torn ligaments and bruising. I was gushing words of relief as you wheeled me down the corridor, my crutches in hand. But as we approached the exit, a tall, blonde female doctor was walking towards us and you hurriedly turned off down a side corridor and stopped.
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   		According to Dale, …



   		The pollen was …



   		Which brings us …



   		He opened the …



   		Exiting High Street …



   		Then there was …



   		I can’t recall …



   		So there it …



   		My beautiful Constance …
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