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There is blood on my neck.

A single drop, no bigger than a freckle. Minuscule in the grand scheme of things. A man lies before me with cut flesh and exposed bone; black, tar-stained lungs cranked apart to expose his heart. And yet for all the gore, all I can think about is that one small speck searing into me like a burn.

I switch the blade from my left hand to my right and roll my wrist until I feel the satisfying crunch beneath the skin. The room is so quiet that the sound carries a faint echo, ricocheting off the cold tiled walls.

Everyone in the room has their eyes on me, assessing the stillness of my hand, the glint of the scalpel beneath the bright strip lights, rosy at the tip from the man’s blood. And yet despite the scrutiny, my palms remain dry, and my grip holds steady. But buried beneath my scrubs, my heart is pounding so fast that I can almost taste it.

Peter’s heart, however, is stone cold.

Mr Downing’s double coronary bypass was straightforward, until suddenly it wasn’t. After cutting and sawing my way through the chest, I bypassed the blocked arteries using veins from his leg to return healthy blood flow back to the heart. By removing the clamp from the aorta to resume blood flow, and rinsing away the cold potassium fluid injected to keep it still, Peter’s heart should wake from its medically induced slumber.

I stare down at his splayed chest, waiting for a twitch, a spasm, the first jolt to signify life.

Nothing.

‘Lungs off, please.’

‘Lungs off,’ Dr Burke repeats.

‘Return to bypass.’

‘Returning to bypass,’ Karin calls back from the perfusionist’s station.

I pass the scalpel to my aide and wait in the deafening silence. When the heart is finally back on bypass, I feel the tension leave the room like a hot, stale sigh.

‘Let’s give it a minute,’ I say, and clamp the aorta. ‘Poor thing’s probably knackered.’

‘Aren’t we all?’ Dr Burke quips, giving me a supportive wink over the top of his glasses.

It is a thoughtful gesture, but we both know I am on my own. Each surgery is a collaborative effort up to this point: Dr Burke manages the medications, breathing tube and monitoring lines; Karin controls the heart–lung machine; the surgical care practitioner standing at the foot of the bed harvests the leg veins for transplantation; each specialist with their own aide. Beside me stands my own, Margot, assisting with every tool and swab. But when it comes to the heart, the responsibility is all mine.

A wave of heat scores my back, prickling across my shoulder blades.

Focus.

I assess the chest cavity. The bypass was done well: the grafts are good, with clean, airtight joins. We have given the heart time to recuperate, administered a cocktail of drugs to try and stimulate electrical activity, and run tests for metabolic abnormalities or any other complaints we might have missed. I have checked, rechecked and tidied my work, in the hope that it was due to a mistake I made and could ultimately fix. None of it worked.

I glance at the clock on the wall. We are fast approaching the end of the four-hour window we have before damaging the heart becomes inevitable. Once passed, each second ticked off the clock might as well be a nail hammering down the lid to the patient’s coffin.

My top lip tingles with approaching sweat. I fight the urge to dab it dry, and recite the advice my mentor once gave me.

Never show your nerves. If you panic, they panic. You can’t bring a ship into the dock if your crew has jumped overboard.

I squeeze the patient’s heart in my fist, contracting and releasing in the rhythm it has followed so many times before, and gently lay it inside the chest cavity. The flesh has turned rosy-pink from my grip. In a strange way, it almost looks pretty, like a cheek flushed from the cold.

‘Let’s give it one last go,’ I say, the implications pulsing behind my words.

I reach in slowly, prolonging the patient’s life for as long as I can, and release the clamp’s hold on the aorta. A river of blood flows into the heart.

Still, nothing happens.

I squeeze the heart repeatedly, but even with the potassium fluid flushed out it feels strangely cold; wet and slippery like a hog’s snout.

Come on, Peter.

My shoulders tense where I hunch over the table and put all of my strength into manually manipulating the heart. Sweat gathers upon my face; Margot slips in silently and dabs each droplet away.

I’m not sure how much time has passed – a minute, ten – but when I look up from the chest cavity, glistening with perspiration and breathing heavily behind my mask, I realise that the whole team is staring at me, their eyes awash with pity. That is when it finally hits me.

This heart won’t ever beat again.

Stress pains pulse behind my eyes, spasm in the knotted muscles of my shoulders. I look down at my hands, aching and trembling from seizing the heart so firmly, and release the smallest of sighs.

‘Bypass off, please.’

Karin nods once and looks away. A man will die today, and we will orchestrate it. Me, with the command. Her, flicking the switch.

‘Bypass off,’ she confirms.

‘Lungs off, please.’

‘Lungs off,’ Dr Burke replies.

And then we wait.

The heart–lung machine winds to a stop. The tubes clear of blood as it returns to the patient’s circulatory system. And then, the inevitable: the flatline of a motionless heart. The sound screams through all of us, piercing through the theatre in shrill echoes, ringing off every apparatus and stainless-steel tool.

I glance at the clock on the wall.

‘Time of death: 16:53.’
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‘I’m sorry for your loss.’

A weaker surgeon might look down at their feet at this moment. Too selfish to hold the gaze of the dead patient’s loved one as their heart breaks. But I keep my eyes on Mrs Downing’s and witness it all: the almost-silent gasp as the blow hits her, the tears sheening over her eyes. Nurse Val from the cardiology ward twitches nervously by my side.

I first met Mrs Downing during her husband’s initial consultation, and watched as she left my office with a hopeful bounce in her step. It was a standard procedure, with a very low risk of Peter not coming home. My reputation and experience helped her sleep at night; they are what urged her husband to sign on the dotted line prior to surgery. She will come to hate me for this, once the shock has passed.

‘Did he suffer?’ she asks, her voice breaking.

‘No. He wouldn’t have felt a thing.’

She might think me cold, meeting her eyes without flinching, but I’m merely well practised. Over time I have learnt not to look at a patient’s next of kin with too much sympathy, or they might find me patronising, nor too much sadness, in case they mistake it for guilt. If I had smiled too widely on my approach, I might have given Mrs Downing false hope. Being a cardiothoracic surgeon isn’t just about fixing hearts, it is also knowing how best to break them.

‘Mrs Downing,’ I say calmly, stepping cautiously around her shock. ‘My colleague Val is going to take you through the next stages now and answer any questions you may have. If you need anything, please don’t hesitate to ask.’

Val takes Mrs Downing’s hand and delicately guides her towards the chair; she manages to keep her sobs at bay until I shut the door behind me, that British stiff upper lip finally allowing itself to unfurl behind closed doors.

I close my eyes and take a deep breath to compose myself, before setting off down the corridor towards the changing room. I hadn’t lost a patient in a while, not until today, and I have the sudden fear that I may be at the start of a losing streak, but swiftly bat the thought away.

This is one failure after a long line of successes. Keep it in perspective.

But whether out of conditioning or habit, I know I won’t be able to get this procedure out of my head.

I step inside the changing room and yank off my scrub top as I approach my locker, quickly losing myself in my thoughts as I strip and redress.

‘You all right?’

Margot is stood at the locker next to mine, tying her hair into a ponytail. Her roots need doing.

‘I’m fine.’

I had been going through the procedure again, obsessing over every detail in search of the moment Mr Downing’s heart began to fail. Clearly, I’m not hiding my thoughts as well as I usually would. Failure often does that: it rattles the armour, revealing small glimpses of the tenderness within.

‘There’s nothing more you could have done.’

‘I know,’ I lie. ‘Thanks.’

I feel her eyes linger on my face a beat too long. My tone had been flat and direct. Emotionless. She must think me callous. Perhaps she is right.

I am inhumanly cold before calling time of death. I rummage around a chest cavity with the same emotional attachment as an electrician rewiring a circuit. I don’t think of the person hidden beneath the surgical drapes, or pay a thought to the family members sat outside the theatre, waiting to hear if their world is about to right itself or implode. I would go mad if I did. It is only when I leave the operating theatre that the weight of the repercussions presses down upon me, and I spend the rest of the evening redoing the procedure in my mind.

‘Ready for Saturday?’ she asks flippantly.

I had forgotten. Mr Downing’s operation had distracted me. The stress seeps back into me in an instant.

In two days’ time I will perform one of the biggest operations of my career: bypassing three blocked coronary arteries for Ahmed Shabir, MP for Redwood and, if the whispers are correct, the future leader of the Labour Party. He is referred to as Patient X by those in the know, sworn to secrecy to keep the procedure from going public so as not to affect his chances in the next election. There is nothing like having the fate of a potential prime minister dangling over one’s head while brandishing a scalpel.

‘Of course.’

Margot’s phone rings. She checks the screen briefly and throws it into her handbag to ring out. I catch the name Nick before it vanishes into her locker, and take my own from my bag, reading over the messages that Zack and I sent one another earlier in the day.


Zack

Please don’t make me go. U said u would come



He had sent it at lunchtime. While my son should have been playing, he had been texting me, worrying. I sent a reply between surgeries, feeling so nauseous with guilt that I had left my lunch untouched.


Me

I want to come on holiday with you more than anything, but I have very poorly patients who can’t get better without my help. We will go somewhere in the summer holidays, just you and me. Start thinking about where you want to go, and I will sort it xxx




Zack

U always put them first



I hadn’t known what to say to that.

‘Up to much tonight?’

Margot is rolling a cigarette, running the tip of her tongue along the edge of the paper before folding it shut and sticking it behind her ear.

She has tried to force a friendship between us a few times now, almost as if it is a challenge that she has set for herself. But I don’t muddy working relationships with personal affection. If colleagues become too familiar, errors inevitably follow. The operating theatre is no place to be relaxed. It is much safer if everyone remains on their toes.

I take my jacket from my locker and slip it on.

‘Not particularly, no. My brother is taking my son to Cornwall with him and his daughter tomorrow for the Easter holidays, so I’ll be spending the evening at home with him before he goes.’

She knows the life of an NHS employee well enough not to ask me why I’m not going with them. I am grateful to her for that, at least.

‘How’s he doing with everything?’

My hand freezes on the zip of my jacket.

‘Pardon?’

Her eyes widen at the sudden sharpness of my tone. She drops her sights to my hand.

‘Well, you’re not wearing your rings.’

My cheeks burn with a quick flush of anger. I take my bag from my locker and slam it shut.

‘That’s private,’ I snap, and turn for the door. ‘See you in the morning.’

‘Yeah,’ she replies bluntly, and mutters quietly beneath her breath.

Bitch.

I pause at the door, a slew of words pooling on my tongue, and shut it behind me with a soft click.



I reach my car and freeze.

In the distorted curve of the window, my face almost appears like a skull: dark, shadowy eye sockets; sharp cheekbones and a jutting chin.

Who on earth is going to want you now?

I clamber inside and chuck my bag on the passenger seat. The ignition turns over with a tired grumble, and lukewarm air blasts up from the vents to clear the fog from the windscreen. I lean back against the seat and close my eyes.

Zack will have eaten dinner by now and sprawled himself across the sofa in front of the TV, while Paula tidies my kitchen and completes any other chores she finds along the way. If one of my former neighbours in the city had offered to pick up my child from school and load my dishwasher, I would have slammed the door in their face and fixed the chain. It is amazing what a few miles and sheer desperation can do.

This is the first time I have sat down in six hours and I can feel my body seizing at the joints. The thought of taking the dog for an evening walk fills me with dread, but then I think of Bear’s little face, and my heart sinks. In getting Zack the dog he always wanted, I had hoped it would make my absence less noticeable. But all it did was add another name to the list of people I seem to let down.

I think of my reflection in the car window, how exhausted I looked, and pull down the sun visor to inspect myself closer. My skin appears pale and haggard beneath the thin veil of make-up, with dark shadows circling my eyes. The whites of them are a bloodshot pink, whereas my lips have almost no colour to them at all. I pull the skin taut with my fingertips to reverse time and freeze when I see it.

The fleck of blood is still on my neck.

I lurch forwards in a panic and scratch at my skin with my nails until it is red raw, my pulse drumming excitedly beneath my fingertips. It has dried to a crisp and peels away in flakes. When it has finally gone, there are long, jagged scratch marks in its place. I close my eyes and sink against the seat again.

The impulse is back.

It has been eating away at me since the heart refused to come off bypass. Like a worm in my brain, wriggling incessantly, eating away at my concentration. I crank open my eyes. The tired woman in the mirror glares back at me.

I peel off the strip of fake lashes on my right eye to reveal the near-bald lid. Only the odd strand has been left unpicked.

It has been weeks since I last gave into the urge. I have plucked at threads as I sat on the sofa of an evening, picked my cuticles until they bled, anything to distract myself from doing the only thing that calms me: the compulsion that has haunted me ever since I can remember.

My fingertips tingle as I imagine raising them towards my lids. I clench my hands into fists to squash the desire and inadvertently crush the fake lashes in my palm. I curse under my breath and try to straighten out the strip again, but it’s no use: the lashes are crumpled like the legs of a dead spider, stiff in its web. I remove the remaining strip, roll them into a ball, and chuck it in the passenger footwell.

The impulse hasn’t gone away. I push up the sleeve of my jacket and inspect the hairs on my forearm. Blonde, friable little things, some grown in at odd angles, others split in two after years of being plucked from the roots. If I am going to do it, I tell myself, I should use the arm. Easier to conceal. Less humiliating. But it just isn’t the same.

I tentatively raise my hand to my eye, as if I can outsmart my own wits, and feel a lash between my fingers. The need grows until I can think of nothing else: that one, compulsive thought like a mass on the brain. I roll the lash between my fingertips to savour the moment, growing dizzy from the tug-of-war firing inside my skull, before I finally give in – and pluck. A tiny pop, followed by instant release. Relief washes over me. I finish the ritual by placing it on my tongue.

I jolt to the sound of my phone ringing, and catch a brief glimpse of my face in the mirror. My cheeks have flushed a riled pink, and I am so ashamed that I can’t meet my own gaze.

I’m a freak. A sick, depraved freak.

I swallow the lash down and snatch my phone from my bag, Adam’s name flashing on the screen. I answer the call through hands-free and set off.

Just get yourself home.

‘Hi,’ I say, flustered.

‘Hi, you all right?’

‘Fine. You?’

‘I’m good. Just landed in Amsterdam for a meeting, thought I’d check in.’

There is a long, tense silence. We have only shared a few words and yet I can already feel my hackles rising. I reach the edge of the car park and pull out onto the main road. Only a few more turns and I’m home.

‘Are you driving?’ he asks.

‘I just finished work. Is there a reason you called?’

I stop at the zebra crossing as Adam hesitates on the other end of the line. A woman hobbles across, hunched over her walking frame with her face braced against the chill of the wind.

That’ll be you, the voice says inside my head. Withered and alone.

I clench my teeth until I hear the bones creak.

‘My solicitor wants to renegotiate my sum,’ Adam says finally.

The steering wheel rasps beneath my grip. I push my foot down on the accelerator. The engine growls so suddenly that the old woman jolts as she reaches the other side of the road.

‘No, you want to renegotiate.’

‘I’m sorry, Anna.’

‘If you raise your sum, I will have to sell the house. You know that. Zack is already struggling with all of the changes.’

‘I’m broke.’

I scoff. ‘We’re all broke.’

‘No, I mean I’m broke.’

I turn off the main road and drive down The Avenue, a long, winding road of large detached houses. Mine is situated just around the bend off its own private lane tucked away from the rest of the street, with only Paula’s house beside it and a small patch of woodland separating us from the back of the hospital grounds. To think Adam and I drove down here together for the first time just over a year ago, believing that the move out of London and into the outskirts would be the thing to save us. Bewitched by the long garden paths and our own little hideaway off the beaten track.

‘The reason we’re paying our solicitors a small fortune is so they can communicate for us,’ I say as I pull down the private lane. ‘You promised me that we’d leave the divorce to them and dedicate our communication to Zack.’

Gravel pings against the underside of the car. There are hedgerows to my left, the small mass of woodlands to my right. In the distance, the roof of my house slowly emerges through the trees.

‘My solicitor has got in contact, Anna. You haven’t got back to us.’

‘I’m trying to balance a full-time job with being a single parent, for Christ’s sake. You could cut me some slack.’

I reach the foot of the drive and slam down on the brake pedal.

Adam continues pleading his case, but it is nothing but noise. All of my attention is on the array of removal vans parked on the driveway. My front door is wide open and fluttering with the draught, and as I look closer, I spot shadows darting behind the windows.

There are people inside my house.
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I take such a sharp intake of breath that I almost choke. The sound of it lodging in my throat stops Adam mid-sentence.

‘What?’

‘There are bailiffs at the house!’

‘What?’

‘Bailiffs! There are vans. There are people inside—’

‘Are you sure? How would they get in?’

‘Does it matter? Just how broke are you?’

‘Look, don’t panic, it’s going to be all right. I’ll make sure of it. I’ll get everything ba—’

I hang up the phone and lift the handbrake, stumbling out of the car in a daze. Behind me, the engine is still running and the driver’s door hangs open with a faint beeping from the dashboard. But all I can think of is Zack watching strangers ransack our home, his eyes brimming with tears as our belongings are filed out of the front door piece by piece.

Oh God. Paula will have let them straight in. She is too kind for her own good. That’s what happens, isn’t it? If they can get in it’s fair game, and they take everything of value. They won’t care which belongings are Adam’s and which are mine.

Two men dressed in black overalls step out on the driveway and approach one of the vans.

‘Stop!’

They continue their conversation in a language I don’t understand, heading round to the back of the vehicle. I march towards them and prod the closest man in the shoulder.

‘Excuse me!’

The stranger spins around. He is young and good-looking, with hazel eyes and dark stubble encroaching his cheeks. He mutters something venomously before turning his back on me again. A small droplet of saliva landed on my cheek as he spoke. I dash it away and wipe my hand on my trouser leg.

‘Look, whatever this is about it has nothing to do with me. My husband and I are getting divorced. He doesn’t live here anymore, and everything of his was taken when he… Are you listening?’

The men are still talking among themselves, laughing with their backs to me. Even if they don’t understand English, surely they wouldn’t just ignore me. I am about to start shouting when I jolt at the sound of a power drill and whip around.

It is coming from inside my house.

I storm towards the door with my heart lodged in my throat, and spot that groundsheets have been laid over the carpet. The plastic crinkles under strangers’ boots as they snake in and out of my kitchen, my dining room, cross each other on the stairs. Everywhere I look, there are men with cropped hair, broad muscles, tattoos breaching their collars, black gloves covering their hands. The thought of them rifling through our things is so violating that I catch a sob at the back of my throat just in time.

I step inside and flinch at the sight of something hanging over me in my peripheral vision. A man stares down at me from a stepladder, towering over me with a power drill in his hand.

He is fixing what looks like a small camera into the wall.

I open my mouth to speak when plaster showers down from the wall in a thick, forceful mist. I stumble into the hall, coughing and spluttering into my hand as the drill blares behind me.

‘Zack? Zack?’

There is grit in my eyes, cutting into them with each blink. Behind the tears I spot the large bulk of a man heading down the stairs, each step creaking beneath his weight.

How many of them are there?

‘Paula?’ I call out. The drill drowns out my voice. ‘PAULA?’

I rub my eyes and wince as the grit digs deeper. Tears stream down my cheeks and swing from my jaw as I turn blindly about the hall. Bear should be barking. Why isn’t he barking?

‘Zack?’ I shout, just as the sound of the drill dies. My voice rings through the hallway and carries up the stairs to the landing. The terror is thick in my voice, even as it echoes.

Paula must have taken Zack next door. At least he doesn’t have to see—

‘Dr Jones.’

I spin towards the doorway to the living room with my chest panting.

‘Join us,’ a voice says from within.

The flippant invitation to step into my own living room is enough to vaporise any heartache I feel. Now my whole body is pulsing with rage, a venomous heat filling my chest until I feel sweat break out beneath my jacket. I wipe at my eyes with quick swipes and head into the living room.

Three men stare up at me in the doorway: two from the sofa, and one in the armchair, each with a mug of mine in their grips.

‘Take a seat,’ the man says from the chair, with the same calm voice as before. The other two men watch me intently from the sofa.

‘Who on earth do you think you’re talking to? Get out of my house!’

‘Sit. Down.’

The man looks at me with such enraged conviction that I flinch when our eyes meet. I am so furious that I’m shaking, and yet I feel myself sinking compliantly into the free chair beside the fireplace.

The man in the chair is in his forties, his dark hair peppered with grey, dressed in a suit and shirt that look too tight for his muscular frame. The men on the sofa are slightly younger and covered in tattoos. One has a shaved head and a heavy jaw, the other with cropped blond hair and acne scars pitted in his cheeks. Above their heads, a tiny camera watches me from the corner of the room. Were it not for the setting sun on the other side of the window reflecting in the lens, I might not even have spotted it.

I turn in my chair in search for more, and spot another at the opposite end of the room. It is as small as my fingertip and white all over, blending into the walls and ceiling so seamlessly that it would be difficult to spot if I didn’t already know this house like the back of my hand.

These people aren’t bailiffs.

‘You will find them in every room in the house,’ the man says from the armchair.

His presence alone is commanding, from his deep, gravelly voice to the muscular girth of him practically breaching the chair. His eyes, however, are the most dominating. They are a cold, piercing blue, so clear and menacing that I feel myself shrink within my seat.

‘What’s going on?’ I ask, feebler than before. ‘Where is my son?’

The man leans forward and places the mug on the coffee table. The one I use every morning. Zack hand-painted it for me for my birthday two years ago. To the best Mummy, signed and dated on the bottom, covered in yellow stars and jagged little hearts. A lump forms in my throat.

‘What I’m about to tell you is very important. I won’t repeat myself, so make sure you listen to every word I am about to say.’

I open my mouth to protest.

‘Your neighbour is dead.’

He says it with such ease that I almost don’t register the gravity of his statement. But when it sinks in, the news hits me like a blow to my temple. A high-pitched whistle screams into my brain.

‘… and we have your son.’
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I sit in the armchair before the men, frozen in place.

For a brief second, everything stops. My mind is wiped clean. My heart stalls with a painful jolt. Air catches in my lungs. And then it all comes crashing back. I inhale a desperate, guttural breath as tears bite at my eyes.

This isn’t real… It can’t be…

‘Dr Jones, I need you to focus. This is important.’

I nod obediently, a single tear falling silently towards my jaw.

‘Your son is in a safe place, and no harm will come to him if you do as we say. There are rules you must follow, and if you break them, your son will pay the price.’

This man, this stranger, is using my own tricks against me. He is employing the same tone I use when I tell a patient’s next of kin that they have died: sympathetic, yet firm. I’m sorry for your loss.

‘All you have to do is complete one simple task, and you will get him back unharmed.’

My heart leaps, so fast and violently that a pain slices across my chest.

‘A… a task?’ I ask, my voice hoarse with fear.

‘You must kill Ahmed Shabir on the operating table in two days’ time.’

My stomach drops. I’m going to be sick. My vision is swirling. I grip on to the arms of the seat and push the heels of my feet into the carpet in the desperate need to root myself.

‘If you repeat this to anyone, your son will die. If you are at any point discovered during your assignment, your son will die. If you fail to kill the patient, your son will die in his place.’

The two men on the sofa are watching me so intently that I can feel their glares burning into me, but I can’t take my eyes off the man in the armchair. He is asking for the impossible. Not just ethically, but pragmatically. But just thinking of the consequences for not doing as he asks brings fresh tears to my eyes. I want to ask him why, but he speaks again before I can.

‘Your locks have been changed so we can come in and out, and the cameras will survey your movements around the clock. This is the phone we will contact you on with the next steps.’

I stare down at the coffee table in a daze. There is a new set of keys, a cheap pay-as-you-go handset, and two phone batteries beside it.

‘For your personal and work phones,’ he says, following my line of sight. ‘To trace your movements and monitor your communications.’

I hear the mutter of voices from the driveway and spin around. The men I first set eyes on are meddling with my car.

‘They are fitting a tracker,’ he says. ‘If you try to remove it, we will know.’

This isn’t real, I tell myself, and notice that I am rocking lightly in the chair. I bite down on the inside of my cheeks to feel something other than the horrendous pain behind my ribs.

‘We will be watching every move you make,’ he says, reaching inside his jacket. ‘And if you slip up, I can assure you: you will regret it.’

He removes his hand and places a handgun on the glass coffee table with the quietest clink.

‘Remember, Dr Jones: one simple task, and all of this goes away.’

On the outside I am deathly still, staring at the barrel of the gun on the table, but inside my mind is a chaotic scramble of emotions. My eyes fill with tears with the sudden rush of helplessness, before drying up as a bout of rage scorches through me. I feel faint, yet alert to the slightest sound. A tumultuous mess of misdirection is firing inside my brain.

And then, out of nowhere, I shock everyone in the room. I laugh.

I laugh until tears stream down my face and it hurts to breathe. I feel myself turning red. Through it all, the men watch in stony silence.

‘You’re joking,’ I say, wiping my tears.

They stare back at me without a word.

My laughter dies in an instant.

‘Where is he?’ I ask, wild-eyed and frantic. ‘Where’s Zack?’

The man stares back at me in grim silence.

‘Zack?’ I call towards the hall, slowly tearing my eyes away from the man in the chair. ‘Zack?’

I jump up and head instinctively towards the stairs, bounding up them two at a time, and stumble just as I reach the top. A man laughs from my bedroom doorway, climbing down from a stepladder after fitting a camera in place. He has another in his hand, and I stare at the small white lens, the red and blue wires snaking out the back.

‘Zack?’

I scramble to my feet and sprint along the hallway towards his bedroom, where another man stands testing a camera in the corner of the room.

‘Get out!’

He jolts and whips around. When he sees the look on my face, he drops his eyes to the floor and mumbles something in his native tongue as he slips past me for the stairs.

Zack’s familiar scent fills my chest. His bed is made, and the room is clear of mess but for the pyjama top poking out from the edge of the laundry basket. I have the sudden, urgent need to bury my face in it and inhale.

Zack isn’t here.

His absence hits me instantly. It hadn’t truly sunk in before, but now, as I take in the sight of his room, his toys, the pyjama top I peeled off him just this morning, it hits me. He is really gone. A desperate sound reverberates up my throat, caught between a sob and a yelp.

No. This can’t be.

I slam the door shut and rip between the rooms, calling his name in furious panic and barging past the array of men filling my house, ignoring their laughter at my expense. Nausea comes to me in waves. I run and stop, run and stop, the urge to vomit clamping down on my stomach as acid stings up the back of my throat. I bound down the stairs and into the kitchen.

There should be pots and pans drying on the draining board, along with the plate and cutlery Zack would have used for dinner. But the surface is clear, and I spot drops of congealed jam on the countertop by the toaster where I had slapped our breakfast together in a rush.

‘ZACK?’

My voice blares back at me. I stand in the middle of the room with my chest heaving.

Next door. They must be next door.

I turn for the hallway and bolt towards the front door, pushing past the man on the ladder. He yells something at my back. I hope he falls, cracks his skull on his own tools.

The cool air instantly dries the tears on my cheeks. A man is inside my car, manoeuvring it out of the way so that the vans can clear the driveway, while another rifles through my bag that I left on the passenger seat. It is all happening so fast, I just want to scream at them to slow down, give me a moment to make sense of it.

I sprint down the driveway, sweat breaking out beneath my jacket, and cross Paula’s front lawn until I’m at the door, pounding on it with my fists.

‘Zack? Paula?’

When I get no answer, I push over one of the potted bay trees flanking the entrance. Soil scatters across my feet, and I dig among the dirt for the spare door key. My head goes light and I brace myself on the doorstep, quivering on my hands and knees.

Don’t fall apart.

When I open my eyes, I spot the glint of the key among the dirt.

I snatch it up and scramble to my feet. My hands are caked in mud, and my knees are soiled. I’m shaking so violently that I struggle to fit it into the lock, and turn it with such force that I fear it might snap.

The door swings open.

‘Paula?’

I expect to hear her call back to me, to see Zack turn the corner as he runs to greet me with Bear bounding excitedly by his side.

Silence rings through the house.

I rip down the hall, checking first the kitchen, and then the living room, and stop before the fireplace to catch my breath. The silence continues to pierce through the room.

They aren’t here, and yet, even with the evidence all around me, I can’t comprehend it. If I keep looking, if I keep running, I will find them safe and well. This won’t be real. My whole body is shaking, and it hurts to breathe, to think, with each new thought overcrowding my brain until I can’t think straight and shake even harder. I stand in the middle of the room for at least a minute, staring at a framed photo upon the mantelpiece. It is of Paula and her daughter.

Maybe they took Bear on a walk to get away from it all. That seems like something Paula would do.

But wouldn’t she have called me?

I instinctively paw at my pocket for my phone, my heart sinking when I remember leaving it in my bag. The very bag one of the strangers had been rifling through on the driveway.

I turn back on my heel and follow the soil I brought in with me from the doorstep, and bolt across the lawn once more. The evening is getting darker, and I have to strain to see the ground beneath my feet. Men are filing out of my front door one by one. Others are already packing up their equipment to the sound of van doors slamming shut.

They can’t leave until I know where he is.

I rush back into the house and tumble as the groundsheet is tugged suddenly from beneath my feet. My hip hits the floor first, and pain ricochets down my thigh. I look around in a daze.

A man is standing at the other end of the entrance hall with the plastic sheeting in his hands where he had been rolling it up for transport. A smirk creeps across his lips. When he laughs, I have the instant desire to throttle the sound out of him. I stagger to my feet and stumble inside the living room. The three men are stood expectantly.

‘Where is my son?’

I lunge at the man with the cold, blue eyes and snatch at his collar with such force that he stumbles back.

‘Where is he?’

I pound against his chest with hard, desperate thumps, swinging and hitting blind until I clip the end of his nose. Blood bursts from his nostrils.

Hands grab me from behind and yank me backwards with such force that I am almost lifted from my feet; they slam me into the wall with a deafening thwack. Something clicks inside my neck. My vision spins. I can smell the blood from the man’s nose, the sharp breath of the men pinning me to the wall.

‘Cover her mouth.’

A large, gloved hand clamps down over my lips.

‘DON’T!’ I hear, as I bite at the stranger’s palm. My head is knocked into the wall again, and a hot, stinging pain zings down my spine. The room spins violently. I heave for breath, moistening the leather of the glove.

I can’t breathe.

The blue-eyed man is scrolling through his phone and sniffing back blood, his face lit a ghostly white from the screen. I squint against the light as he holds it before me.

It is a photo of Paula. Her skin has turned a noxious grey. Her eyes are open, and her lips are apart. In the centre of her forehead is a deep, dark hole penetrating into her skull. Her body has been abandoned in what looks like a well, lying in thick, black water that has soaked through her clothes.

I scream into the stranger’s palm, and sob so hard that both men have to prop me up against the wall to keep me from buckling, and yet I can’t tear my eyes away. The man returns his phone to the pocket of his suit.

‘If you don’t do what is asked of you, your son will join her. I will stick the bullet in his brain myself. Understand?’

The hand is lifted from my mouth. I gasp for breath.

‘Why should I believe you? How do I know he isn’t already dead?’

I’m shouting, sobbing, but I can’t control myself. He stares at me with those cold blue eyes and sighs. A single drop of blood slips from his nostril and lands silently between his feet. He retrieves his phone and places it to his ear. We all wait, listening to the distant sound of the phone ringing.

‘Put him on,’ he says.

He approaches me and I flinch, expecting another slam against the wall, but instead he places the phone against my ear.

On the other end of the line, I can hear a shuffling sound, like trouser legs rustling together, and the echo of footsteps against a hard floor. A door creaks open and squeals on its hinges. I breathe heavily into the receiver with my eyes darting between the men.

‘Mummy?’

The sound of his voice knocks the wind out of me. I freeze, open-mouthed, tears streaming down my face.

‘Baby?’

Zack bursts into tears as if he has been trying to be brave all this time. I have never heard him so upset, and long to wrap my arms around him and stroke his hair, kiss every inch of his face. The distance between us only makes me cry harder. I bite down on my lip to compose myself, and force the words out as clear as I can make them.

‘Baby, listen to me. Are you listening? You are going to be okay. I promise I will get you back. You hear me?’

‘Mu-mu-mummy…’

Each sob is agonising. My chest is on fire. The men could beat me, strangle me, fire a round of bullets into my head; none of it would amount to this pain.

The man removes the phone from my ear.

‘No! I didn’t get to tell him I love him!’

The gloved hand is rising to my lips.

‘Please!’

It clamps down over my mouth. When he ends the call, my legs buckle. The two men drag me to my feet.

‘You know what’s at stake now, don’t you?’

I nod furiously behind the gloved hand, moist from my tears.

I can’t breathe. I can’t breathe. I can’t breathe.

‘Let her speak.’

The hand is lifted from my mouth. I gasp for air and exhale in a desperate sob.

‘Yes!’

The men release me. I instantly drop to the floor and slam down on my coccyx.

Through the blur of tears, I watch as the two henchmen leave the room, and the man I hit takes something from his pocket. My phone. He removes the battery and replaces it with the other on the table, then again, with my work phone. On the driveway, headlights turn on in quick succession, lighting up the room until I can barely see through a squint. I lean against the wall, my head spinning, listening to the grumble of engines firing up outside and the distant patter of footsteps, the waggle of foreign tongues.

‘One simple task, Dr Jones,’ the blue-eyed man says. ‘That’s all it takes.’

The door shuts behind him with a slam, the sound shuddering through the rest of the house.

I sob for a while, holding myself as I rock against the wall, saliva strung between my lips. When the spinning stops, I open my eyes.

The room is dark. The house is silent.

And just like that, they are gone.
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I’m not a bad person. That’s what I keep telling myself.

I steal a look over my shoulder and cock my head to listen to the room. It has a devious layout, with the array of lockers forming tight little corridors and copious corners to hide in. But all I hear are gurgles from the pipes lining the walls, and the faint murmur of voices from the corridor on the other side of the door.

When I am sure that I am alone, I slip the money from Karin’s purse and tuck it in the back of my jeans, closing her locker with a faint click of the lock.

If I were a bad person, I would have taken it all. I could have taken her phone, her debit card, the designer watch she always hides in the pit of her left shoe, but I only took ten measly pounds. But regardless of the excuses I conjure, I know that the reason I didn’t clear her out entirely wasn’t out of kindness, but a ploy to lessen the chances of her noticing anything was amiss.

The guilt flickers within my chest. I quickly snuff it out.

I’m not a bad person.

I head for the door and stop in my tracks when I spot that another notice has been taped to the back.


WARNING!

Thieves operate in this area. We ask that you keep your belongings safely secured, and only necessary valuables are kept inside the changing room unattended. All personal belongings are left at your own risk.

If you know of anything related to the recent thefts, please contact your line manager immediately.



My heart has picked up. Quick, nervous beats against my ribs.

It took months before anyone realised things were amiss. Months of hanging back until I was the only one left inside, rifling through my colleagues’ belongings and debating what to take. What would they would miss the least? What could they spare? But the more I did it, the less I thought of their predicaments during my sprees. By the time people started to realise something was wrong, I had advanced to slipping inside people’s lockers when they dared to turn their backs. I began to steal not only to get by and pay off my debts, but for fun, an itch that I never seem able to scratch.

I tell myself that I’m not a bad person. Perhaps one day I will believe it.

I open the door and flinch. My manager is standing on the other side of the threshold.

‘There you are,’ Kelvin says. ‘I was looking for you. Can I have a word?’

Kelvin has never liked me. He is professional, and rarely lets it show, but occasionally I catch the way he looks at me when he thinks I’m not looking – he is trying to figure me out.

Maybe I am being paranoid.

‘Can it wait until tomorrow? I have to dash off.’

My throat has restricted with nerves. We both hear it in my voice.

‘It won’t take long,’ he replies with a tight grin.

He knows.

I mirror his smile. My heart is racing.

‘Of course.’

He leads the way to his office in silence. Kelvin is short and stocky, with thinning wisps of mousey-brown hair and dark, round glasses that make his eyes appear far too small. When we find ourselves alone, Kelvin is usually the first person to force conversation to prevent any awkward silences, but now he isn’t even attempting that.

He doesn’t have to pretend to like me anymore. Not now he is going to fire me.

As we weave through the corridors towards his office, I think of all the ways my life will fall apart if I am let go. My debts will go unpaid, and I will fall further behind on my rent; I wouldn’t be surprised if Sandy has changed the locks by the end of the month. Nick has already called me today and left a string of aggressive messages about the money I owe him, and I wonder how far I would have to push before he gets violent. The more I think of it, the more I panic, until I am shaking all over and my mind becomes fuzzy. As we reach the door to Kelvin’s office, I am desperately trying to think of a convincing lie.

He opens the door with the sweep of his arm, ushering me inside.

Karin is sat before Kelvin’s desk with Belinda, a fellow scrub nurse. They both turn to look at me as I enter and, by the expressions on their faces, they don’t know the nature of the meeting either. Karin gives me a look of bewilderment. I shrug my shoulders.

‘Take a seat,’ Kelvin says.

I sit down beside Karin; her ten-pound note crinkles inside my back pocket. She gives me a quick smile and I force one back, the corner of my lips quivering from the strain.

Kelvin sits down and looks at each of us in turn.

‘Thank you for coming on such short notice.’

‘What’s this about?’ Karin asks, with a quick glance at her watch.

‘Are we being made redundant?’ Belinda asks, the panic evident in her voice, along with the smoker’s husk of her twenty-a-day habit. I really should quit smoking if I don’t want to look like her when I get older. Even the grim reaper would wince before he took her.

‘No, no,’ he replies, raising his palms in appeasement. ‘I’m meeting with everyone in the unit to discuss the recent thefts in the women’s locker room.’

Heat rises up my spine. When he glances at me, my eyelid twitches.

‘Why just our unit?’ I ask. ‘We’re not the only people who use the changing room.’

‘No, but after tracking the dates and times of the thefts, we have worked out that each incident occurred when it was in our use.’

I hadn’t thought of that.

‘Now,’ Kelvin says, clasping his hands together. ‘I’d like to know: have any of you noticed any suspicious behaviour recently, or had anything go missing?’

I have stolen something from everyone in this room: money, cigarettes, food from the staff fridge. I can feel my cheeks burning, and grit my teeth together to force composure. The body is such a snitch. It gives away everything.

‘I’ve had money go missing,’ I blurt out quickly. ‘Not much, just five or ten pounds, here and there. I thought I was miscounting at first, or forgetting what I’d spent, but then I tracked my spending. It didn’t add up.’

‘Right,’ Kelvin says, nodding as he writes down my statement. ‘Did you report this to anyone?’

‘I’ve only just come to the conclusion myself. As I said, I thought it might have been forgetfulness.’

‘I see.’

He doesn’t look at me, so I can’t gauge whether he believes my lie. I watch for the slightest tell: an arched eyebrow, the pursing of his lips. He gives nothing away.

‘The same has happened to me,’ Karin says. ‘Never large amounts, as if it was done in the hope I wouldn’t notice. But I have started counting my money after every shift and on a few occasions, I have been left five or ten pounds short.’

Five times, I think. I have stolen from you five times.

‘I’ve had cigarettes go missing,’ Belinda says.

Kelvin gives her a look. Belinda crosses her arms.

‘I have, Kel. I smoke twenty a day, never a fag more or a fag less, and almost every shift I’m down one or two. That adds up.’

‘Right. At least we know we’re looking for a smoker.’

The rollie I tucked behind my ear burns against my temple. It is pointed right at him. I run my hand through my hair to conceal it, careful not to knock it from its perch.

‘Forgive me,’ Karin says, leaning forward in her seat. ‘But are you only interviewing women? Male staff can just as easily enter the changing rooms. We all know it’s only a digit difference on the security code.’

I nod adamantly. ‘One-two-three-four and two-three-four-five aren’t particularly hard to crack.’

‘Exactly,’ Karin adds.

You’re one to talk, I think. The code to your locker is one-one-one-one.

Kelvin goes red in the cheeks.

‘We will have the codes changed. And as for the culprit, we are confident it’s a woman.’

‘Why?’ Karin asks.

He laces his fingers together upon the desk, his gold wedding ring glinting beneath the strip lights.

‘Along with personal belongings, we have also had stock go missing. Stock that only a woman would need.’

Oh shit.

‘Like?’ Karin asks.

My heart starts to race, and the bag straps in my grip moisten with nervous sweat. I hate this room. It’s so small and stuffy. I look to the window behind Kelvin’s head, but it has been sealed shut.

‘In the last few months there have been women’s sanitary products going missing, but just recently… pregnancy tests.’

My cheeks scald. I look down at my lap.

‘I see,’ Karin replies. ‘Well, you won’t have long before the thief starts to show, will you?’

‘That’s if the person is pregnant, of course,’ he replies. ‘And it wasn’t a negative—’

‘Kelvin,’ I interject. ‘Isn’t this a bit inappropriate? Members of staff shouldn’t feel guilty for getting pregnant. If this gets out, you will be putting every pregnant staff member under unnecessary strain. This has turned into some brainstorming meeting, and I’m not sure I want to be part of that.’

‘Me neither,’ Belinda adds quickly, although I can see by her aggravated foot-tapping that her desire to leave isn’t due to any moral dilemma, but her need to go outside and light up.

‘You’re right,’ Kelvin replies, blushing again. ‘I apologise. But if you do see or hear anything that might be connected to the recent thefts, I want you to know that you can tell me anything in the strictest confidence.’

The three of us stand in awkward silence, not a sound but for the scrape of chairs and the meaty thud of my heart.

‘Have a nice evening,’ he says towards Karin and Belinda. ‘Margot, a word?’

I have given it away. He saw my cheeks flush, the nervous sweat shimmering above my lip and brow. I nod but remain standing, listening as the door clicks shut behind me.

‘I just wanted to check in with you,’ he says. ‘See if everything is all right at home?’

I can feel the defensive venom seeping into my mouth. I do this every time someone attempts to pry; my tongue sharpens like a scalpel.

‘Why would you feel the need to ask that?’

‘Well…’ He looks me up and down. ‘You’ve lost quite a bit of weight recently.’

And you’ve gained some, I want to say.

‘Is that an appropriate thing to ask? Discussing a female employee’s body?’

His eyes widen a fraction; his spine straightens.

‘I didn’t mean anything untoward, I…’ he stutters, and clears his throat. ‘I was just concerned.’

‘You needn’t be. Can I go?’

He looks at me in bewilderment, as if he is trying to understand how his act of concern turned south so quickly, before releasing a small sigh.

‘Yes, you can go.’

I nod curtly and leave without looking back, my heart racing rampantly in my chest.

If he has noticed I’ve lost weight, he might wonder if I’m the thief. I have stolen the man’s lunch, for Christ’s sake.

I head for the lobby and think back to what Karin said.

Well, you won’t have long before the thief starts to show, will you?

My throat constricts with nerves. People start showing at what, twelve weeks? If that’s the case, I have only three weeks left. Maybe I will be lucky, and be one of those women who hardly show, even in the later months. But Ma used to joke about how she waddled with the weight of me by six measly months.

You were my greedy little Maggot, forever wanting more.

I have always hated that nickname. Maggot. But by the time I realised what it meant, the name had already stuck: everyone knew me as Maggot Barnes.

I step outside the hospital and take a deep breath. The chill of the breeze pinches at my cheeks. I pull out my phone to check the time, and spot the latest message.


Nick

You’re taking the piss now mate. Pay me by 5pm tomorrow or you’ll be picking up your own fuckin teeth



Every drop of saliva leaches from my mouth. I try to read the text again but the words blur in my shaky grip. He gave me a large stash of weed when I was in his good books, and said I could pay him back when I had the money. Problem was, I never did have spare money to give him because my debts continued to grow. Clearly his patience has run out.

I take out Karin’s ten-pound note and watch as it flicks in the wind. It is all I have to my name after my overdraft and debt repayments devoured this month’s salary. Next payday won’t help me either, because the same will happen again: my salary will be dragged into the red the second it lands in my account.

I jolt at the sound of my name and shove the note back in my pocket.

Karin passes me with a smile, her bag clamped firmly over her shoulder. I wonder if she has looked inside her purse yet.

‘Night, love,’ she says with a wave.

‘Night!’

I head for the bus stop with my head down, my hair flattened to my scalp from the wind. The guilt is soon replaced with a churning hunger that makes me feel ill.

I am not as lucky as people like Karin, with a rich family to fall back on when times get tough, or a husband who pays half the bills. I am the type of working class that only has to stumble once for their whole world to fall apart, a single misstep that they will pay for for years. I think of Dr Jones driving to and from work in her Mercedes, the diamond rings she used to wear on her wedding finger, and swallow the resentment down.

They might need the money. But I need it more.

My stomach rumbles so loudly that it breaks my train of thought. I take the cigarette from behind my ear and light it within a cupped hand to quell my hunger. I will grab a box of chips from the kebab shop on my way home.

Cheers, Karin.

But inside the guilt swells. I remember the thoughtful smile she gave me as I sat down beside her, completely unaware that kindness was the last thing I deserved. I push on, dragging on the cigarette as I try to ignore Ma’s voice whispering in my ears.

Greedy little Maggot.



I open the front door and step into my empty flat.

Every sound echoes from the vacant space and naked, hardwood floors. The walls are bare without art or picture frames, the built-in shelves without a single book. All that is left is a single armchair facing the floor-to-ceiling windows and the cheapest TV I could find at the pawnshop when I was selling the flat-screen. It’s a similar sight in the bedroom: all that’s inside is a mattress on the floor and my clothes folded in piles along the back wall.

I flogged everything that wasn’t nailed down: the sofa, the divan, every book from the cheap paperbacks to the signed editions my ex treasured. After the loan-repayment invoices started coming in, and I was pushed further into the red, I needed every available penny for rent. But all it bought me was an extra couple of months; that was a while ago now.

I shrug out of my wet coat and go to hang it up on the stand, only to remember that I sold it to someone online last week for fifteen pounds, which didn’t last a day. I hang my coat on the bedroom door, trying to ignore my footsteps echoing around the empty room, and sit down in the armchair with a heavy sigh.

I can see the whole of Redwood from here: a large expanse of lights glittering beneath the clouds. I sit awhile, wondering what other people’s lives are like behind the windows, if they are content, or if anyone is doing the same as I am: staring out from their rooms and wondering after the lives of others, daring to hope things might improve. Dan and I used to look out over the town together. We’d drink wine, smoke some green, and finish off the night with sex on the sofa that almost always ended up on the floor. We were happy.
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