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To the NICU team at the John Radcliffe Hospital, Oxford.

Thank you.


PROLOGUE

Leila looks around the courtroom. Only the handful of press given permission to attend are moving, their pens making swift marks in shorthand, recording every word the judge speaks. Everyone else is quite still – watching, waiting – and Leila has the strange sensation of being frozen in time, that they might all wake, a year from now, and they will still be here in this courtroom, waiting for the ruling that will change so many lives.

Leila swallows. If it is this hard for her, how impossible must it be for Pip and Max to listen to the judge’s words? To know that in a few moments they will hear their son’s fate?

Before the break, Max and Pip Adams were sitting at opposite ends of the long bench seat behind their legal teams. They are still on the bench, but the distance between them has contracted, and now they are sitting close enough to touch each other.

In fact, as Leila watches, and as the judge draws closer to his ruling, she sees movement. She could not say if Max moved first, or Pip. She can’t be certain they even know they are doing it. But as she watches, two hands venture slowly across the no man’s land between them, and find each other.

Dylan’s parents hold hands.

The judge speaks.

And a courtroom holds its breath.


BEFORE


ONE

PIP

Dylan was six hours old when I noticed a mark behind his left ear the size of a thumbprint. I lay on one side, watching him, my free arm curled protectively across his body. I watched his perfect lips quiver a breath, and I traced my gaze across his cheeks and round the whorls of ears still too new to have found their shape. And then I saw a thumbprint the colour of milky tea, and I smiled because here was something totally new and yet completely familiar.

‘He’s got your birthmark.’

I showed Max, who said he’s definitely mine, then, and tiredness and euphoria made us laugh so much the nurse popped her head round the curtains to ask what was the commotion. And when Max had to leave, and the lights were turned low, I touched the tip of my finger to the milky-tea mark that linked the two people I loved more than anything else in the world, and thought that life could never get more perfect.

There’s a low keening from somewhere on the ward; an accompanying murmur from a parent up as late as I am. I hear the squeak of rubber shoes in the corridor, and the bubble of the water cooler releasing a dose, before the shoes take it back to the ward.

I rest a hand gently on Dylan’s forehead, and stroke it upwards. His hair is growing back in fair wisps, like when he was a baby, and I wonder if it’ll still be curly. I wonder if it’ll turn brown again, like it did when he hit two. I trace a finger down his nose, careful not to touch the narrow tube that snakes into one nostril and into his stomach.

The endotracheal tube is wider than the feeding one. It pushes between Dylan’s lips, held in place by two wide strips of tape, one across his chin, and one above his lips. At Christmas we brought in the sticky moustaches that fell from our crackers, and chose the curliest, most extravagant for Dylan. And for a few days, until the tape grew grubby and needed changing, our almost-three-year-old boy made everyone around him smile again.

‘Is it OK to touch him?’

I look across the room, to where the new boy is; to where his mother, anxious and uncertain, hovers by her son’s bed.

‘Of course.’ The charge nurse, Cheryl, smiles encouragingly. ‘Hold his hand, give him a cuddle. Talk to him.’ There are always at least two nurses in here, and they change all the time, but Cheryl is my favourite. She has such a calming manner I’m convinced her patients get better just from being in her presence. There are three children in this room: eight-month-old Darcy Bradford, my Dylan, and the new boy.

The name Liam Slater is written in marker pen on the card stuck to the end of his bed. If the children are well enough when they’re admitted to intensive care, they get to choose an animal sticker. They do the same on the nameplates above the pegs at Dylan’s nursery. I chose a cat for him. Dylan loves cats. He’ll stroke them oh so gently, and widen his eyes like it’s the first time he’s felt something so soft. Once a big ginger tom scratched him, and Dylan’s mouth formed a perfect circle of shock and dismay, before his face crumpled into tears. I felt a wave of sadness that he would forever now be wary of something that had brought him so much joy.

‘I don’t know what to say,’ whispers Liam’s mum. Butterfly breaths flutter her throat. Her son is bigger than Dylan – he must be at school already – with a snub nose and freckles, and hair left long on top. Two thin lines are shaved into the side, above his ear.

‘Pretty cool haircut,’ I say.

‘Apparently everyone else’s parents let them.’ She rolls her eyes but it’s a pale imitation of a mother’s frustration. I play along, giving a mock grimace.

‘Oh dear – I’ve got all this to come.’ I smile. ‘I’m Pip, and this is Dylan.’

‘Nikki. And Liam.’ Her voice wobbles on his name. ‘I wish Connor was here.’

‘Your husband? Will he be back tomorrow?’

‘He’s getting the train. They get picked up, you see, on a Monday morning, and brought back on Friday. They stay on site during the week.’

‘Builder?’

‘Plasterer. Big job at Gatwick airport.’ She stares at Liam, her face ashen. I know that feeling: that fear, made a hundred times worse by the stillness of the ward. There’s a different atmosphere on the cancer ward. Kids up and down the corridors, in the playroom, toys all over the place. The older ones doing maths with the education team, physios helping reluctant limbs behave. You’re still worried, of course you are – Christ, you’re terrified – but … it’s different, that’s all. Noisier, brighter. More hopeful.

‘Back again?’ The nurses would say when they saw us. Soft eyes would meet mine, carrying a second conversation above the light-hearted banter. I’m sorry this is happening. You’re doing so well. It’ll be OK. ‘You must like it here, Dylan!’

And the funny thing was, he really did. His face would light up at the familiar faces, and if his legs were working he’d run down the corridor to the playroom and seek out the big box of Duplo, and if you saw him from a distance, intent on his tower, you’d never know he had a brain tumour.

Up close, you’d know. Up close you’d see a curve like the hook of a coat hanger, across the left side of his head, where the surgeons cut him open and removed a piece of bone so they could get at the tumour. Up close you’d see the hollows around his eyes and the waxy tone of skin starved of red blood cells. Up close, if you passed us in the street, you’d flinch before you could stop yourself.

No one flinched in the children’s ward. Dylan was one of dozens of children bearing the wounds of a war not yet won. Maybe that’s why he liked it there: he fitted in.

I liked it, too. I liked my pull-out bed, right next to Dylan’s, where I slept better than I did at home, because here, all I had to do was press a button, and someone would come running. Someone who wouldn’t panic if Dylan pulled out his Hickman line; someone to reassure me that the sores in his mouth would heal with time; to smile gently and say that bruising was quite normal following chemo.

No one panicked when I pressed the button that last time, but they didn’t smile, either.

‘Pneumonitis,’ the doctor said. She’d been there for the first chemo cycle, when Max and I fought tears and told each other to be brave for Dylan, and we’d seen her on each cycle since; a constant over the four months we’d spent in and out of hospital. ‘Chemotherapy can cause inflammation in the lungs – that’s what’s making it hard for him to breathe.’

‘But the last cycle was September.’ It was the end of October. What was left of the tumour after surgery wasn’t getting any bigger; we’d finished the chemo; Dylan should have been getting better, not worse.

‘Symptoms can develop months afterwards, in some cases. Oxygen, please.’ This last was directed to the nurse, who was already unwrapping a mask.

Two days later Dylan was transferred to paediatric intensive care on a ventilator.

The atmosphere in PICU is different. Everything’s quiet. Serious. You get used to it. You can get used to anything. But it’s still hard.

Nikki looks up. I follow her gaze to where it rests on Dylan, and for a second I see my boy through her eyes. I see his pale, clammy skin, the cannulas in both arms, and the wires that snake across his bare chest. I see his hair, thin and uneven. Dylan’s eyes flicker beneath their lids, like the tremor of a moth within your cupped hands. Nikki stares. I know what she’s thinking, although she’d never admit to it. None of us would.

She’s thinking: Let that boy be sicker than mine.

She sees me watching her and colours, dropping her gaze to the floor. ‘What are you knitting?’ she says. A pair of needles pokes from a ball of sunny yellow yarn in the bag by my feet.

‘A blanket. For Dylan’s room.’ I hold up a completed square. ‘It was this or a scarf. I can only do straight lines.’ There must be thirty or so squares in my bag, in different shades of yellow, waiting to be stitched together once I have enough to cover a bed. There are a lot of hours to fill when you’re a PICU parent. I brought books in from home at first, only to read the same page a dozen times, and still have no idea what was happening.

‘What year’s Liam in?’ I never ask why kids are in hospital. You pick things up, and often the parents will tell you, but I’d never ask. I ask about school instead, or what team they support. I ask about who they were before they got sick.

‘Year one. He’s the youngest in his class.’ Nikki’s bottom lip trembles. There’s a blue school jumper stuffed into a carrier bag at her feet. Liam’s wearing a hospital gown they’ll have put on when he was admitted.

‘You can bring in pyjamas. They let you bring clothes in, but make sure you label them, because they tend to go walkabout.’

Cheryl gives a wry smile.

‘You’ve got enough on your plate without chasing after a lost T-shirt, isn’t that right?’ I raise my voice to include Aaron and Yin, the other two nurses on duty, in the conversation.

‘We’re busy enough, certainly.’ Yin smiles at Nikki. ‘Pip’s right, though, please do bring in clothes from home, and perhaps a favourite toy? Something washable is ideal, because of infection, but if there’s a teddy he particularly loves, of course that’s fine.’

‘I’ll bring Boo.’ Nikki turns to Liam. ‘I’ll bring Boo, shall I? You’d like that, wouldn’t you?’ Her voice is high and unnatural. It takes practice, speaking to a sedated child. It’s not like they’re sleeping, not like when you creep into their room on your way to bed, to whisper I love you in their ear. When you stand for a moment, looking down at the mess of hair poking out from beneath the duvet, and tell them Goodnight, sleep tight, don’t let the bedbugs bite. There’s no soft sigh as they hear your voice in their sleep; no echo as they half-wake and mumble a reply.

An alarm sounds, a light flashing next to Darcy’s cot. Yin crosses the room, reattaches the oximeter to the baby’s foot and the alarm stops, Darcy’s oxygen levels reading normal again. I glance at Nikki and see the panic in her eyes. ‘Darcy’s a wriggler,’ I explain. It’s a while before you stop jumping at every buzzer, every alarm. ‘Her parents are normally here in the evenings, but it’s their wedding anniversary today. They’ve gone to see a musical.’

‘Ooh, what are they seeing?’ Yin has seen West Side Story eleven times. Pinned to the lanyard around her neck are badges from Phantom, Les Mis, Matilda …

‘Wicked, I think.’

‘Oh, that’s brilliant! I saw it with Imogen Sinclair as Glinda. They’ll love it.’

Eight-month-old Darcy has meningitis. Had meningitis: another reason why her parents are having a rare evening away from PICU. They’re finally through the worst.

‘My husband’s away, too,’ I tell Nikki. ‘He travels a lot, with work.’ I turn to Dylan. ‘Daddy’s missing your big day, isn’t he?’

‘His birthday?’

‘Better than a birthday.’ I touch the wooden arm of my chair, an instinctive gesture I must do a hundred times a day. I think of all the parents who have sat in this chair before me; of the surreptitious strokes from superstitious fingers. ‘Dylan’s coming off the ventilator tomorrow.’ I look at Cheryl. ‘We’ve tried a few times, haven’t we, but this little monkey … Fingers crossed, eh?’

‘Fingers crossed,’ Cheryl says.

‘Is that a big step forward?’ Nikki asks.

I grin. ‘The biggest.’ I stand up. ‘Right, my darling, I’ll be off.’ It feels odd, at first, talking like this, with other families all around you. You’re self-conscious. Like making phone calls in an open-plan office, or when you go to the gym for the first time and you think everyone’s looking at you. They’re not, of course, they’re too busy thinking about their own phone call, their own workout, their own sick child.

So, you start talking, and three months later you’re like me – unable to stop.

‘Nanny’s coming to see you at the weekend – that’ll be nice, won’t it? She’s missed you terribly, but she didn’t want to come anywhere near you, not with that horrible cold she had. Poor Nanny.’

It’s become a habit now, this prattling on. I’ll catch myself talking out loud in the car, at the shops, at home; filling the space where See the tractor? and Time for bed and Look with your eyes, Dylan, not your hands should be. They tell you it’s good to talk to the kids. That they find it reassuring to hear Mum and Dad’s voices. I think it’s us who find it reassuring. It’s a reminder of who we were before we were PICU parents.

I drop the side of Dylan’s cot, so I can lean over him, my forearms resting either side of him, and our noses touching. ‘Eskimo kiss,’ I say softly. He never let us forget that final goodnight kiss, no matter how many cuddles had been given, how many raspberries blown.

‘Keemo!’ he’d insist, and I’d drop the cot side once more, and lean for a final goodnight, and he’d press his nose against mine and wrap his fingers around my hair.

‘Love you, baby boy,’ I tell him now. I close my eyes, imagining warm breath on my face, sweet from bedtime milk. Tomorrow, I think. Tomorrow they’ll take out the tube, and this time it won’t go back in. I kiss his forehead and raise the cot side, making sure it clicks safely into place so he can’t fall out. ‘Night, Cheryl. Bye, Aaron, Yin. See you tomorrow?’

‘Off for three days,’ Yin says, holding up both hands in a hallelujah.

‘Oh, so you are – you’re going to visit your sister, aren’t you? Have a lovely time.’ I look at Nikki Slater, who has pulled her chair a little closer to her son, so she can rest her head beside his. ‘Get some rest if you can,’ I say gently. ‘It’s a long road we’re all on.’

I say goodnight to the girls at the nurses’ station, and to Paul, the porter who brought Dylan from the cancer ward to PICU, and who always asks after him. I collect my coat, find my keys, and walk to the car park, where I feed another ten pounds into the ticket machine.

You can buy season tickets, if you’re visiting someone in intensive care. I always make sure new parents know about it, because it all adds up, doesn’t it? Especially when you have to bring two cars here, like Max and I often do. It’s ten pounds to park for twenty-four hours, but they’ll give you a week for twenty quid, or a whole month for forty. I bought the month ticket in November, and again in December, but when January came and I stood by the office with my purse in my hand, I couldn’t bear to ask for another month’s parking. It felt so … defeatist. We wouldn’t be here for another four weeks, surely? Not when Dylan was so much more stable.

Frost glitters the tarmac. I scrape the ice off the windscreen with an Aretha Franklin CD case, and put the heating on full blast till the glass clears of mist. By the time I can see, it’s so hot I have to open the window to stop myself from falling asleep.

The drive home takes a little over an hour. The hospital has accommodation for parents – three bedsits with tiny kitchens as new as the day they were installed, because who thinks about cooking when your child’s in intensive care? We stayed there for most of November, and then Max had to work, and Dylan was critical but stable, and it felt right to give up the flat for someone who needed it more. I don’t mind the drive. I stick on one of my programmes and before I know it I’m pulling up on the drive.

I’m listening to Bringing Up B, a podcast recorded by a mum who sounds about my age. I don’t know B’s name, only that she has two siblings, she likes piano music and velvet cushions, and she’s profoundly disabled.

We’ve known for a few weeks now that Dylan has brain damage, not just from the tumour, but from the surgery required to remove as much of it as possible. Thinking about it makes my chest tighten until I feel as though I’m the one who needs help to breathe, and so listening to Bringing Up B helps me find perspective.

B can’t walk. She spends most of her time lying flat on her back, watching the CDs her sisters have strung into a shiny mobile to make rainbows on the ceiling. They collected the CDs from friends, and B’s mum found them ribbon and buttons, and they chattered to B as they argued gently over what should go where. There was laughter in her mum’s voice as she told the story for the thousands of listeners she won’t ever meet, and I wondered how many of them were like me. How many were listening with tears in their eyes but fire in their hearts, thinking I can do that. I can be that mum.

The house is dark and unloved, the answerphone blinking. A neat pile of post on the table in the hall tells me Mum’s been here, and sure enough, there’s a Tupperware in the fridge marked lasagne and a note by the kettle saying Love you, M & D x. I feel suddenly tearful. My parents live in Kidderminster, where I grew up – more than an hour across Birmingham from the house Max and I bought just outside of Leamington. They visit Dylan at least twice a week, but Mum’s caught one cold after another, and they both decided it would be best to steer clear of PICU for a while. Nevertheless, every few days one or both of them still makes the two-hour round trip to Leamington to make sure their daughter and beloved son-in-law are eating.

My parents fell for Max almost as quickly as I had. Mum was charmed by his accent; Dad by the earnest way he promised to take care of their only daughter. With Max’s relatives all in America, my mum made it her duty to fuss over us both.

It’s too late to eat, so I put the lasagne in the freezer with the others, and make a cup of tea to take to bed. I pause in the hall and look around in the shadowy light thrown down from the landing. It had seemed extravagant, buying a four-bedroomed house when we only needed two. Future-proofing, Max called it.

‘We might have a whole football team of children.’

‘One will do for now!’ I’d laughed, finding it hard to visualise Dylan as anything other than an enormous bump that meant I hadn’t seen my feet in weeks.

One will do. My breath catches.

I open the door to the dining room and lean in the doorway. This will be Dylan’s new room. The little blue-and-white nursery upstairs was already too babyish for a two-year-old more interested in football than Peter Rabbit; this time last year we were talking about redecorating. This time last year. It feels like another world, and I screw up my eyes against the what ifs that jab at me with accusing fingers. What if you’d noticed sooner? What if you’d trusted your instincts? What if you hadn’t listened to Max?

I open my eyes and distract myself with practicalities. Dylan’s almost three now. He’s easy to carry, but in a few years he’ll be too heavy to take upstairs to bed. In the dining room, there’s space for a wheelchair, a special bed, a hoist if we need one. I imagine a mobile of shiny CDs above Dylan’s bed, dancing rainbows across the ceiling. I close the door, and take my tea to bed.

I message Max.


Good day today – sats stable and no sign of infection. Our boy’s a fighter! Fingers crossed for tomorrow x



I’m too tired to work out the time difference, or whether Max will already have left Chicago for New York – the last leg of this trip before he comes home. There was a period in my life when I could have told you what time it was anywhere in the world. New York, Tokyo, Helsinki, Sydney. I could have recommended somewhere to eat, told you the exchange rate, suggested a good hotel. The cabin crew in business class aren’t just there to pour drinks and recite the safety briefing. We’re PAs, chefs, tourist guides. Concierges in a five-star hotel. And when the work stopped, the party started. Dancing, drinking, singing …

Whenever I miss the good old days, I remember why I left. I couldn’t do the hours on long haul once Dylan arrived, not with Max away so much with work, so I swapped my stylish blue uniform for garish polyester, and luxury layovers for budget trips to Benidorm. Full-time for part-time. I didn’t love it, but it didn’t matter. It worked for Dylan. For our family. And then, when Dylan got ill, I stopped. Everything stopped.

Now, PICU is my job. I’m there by seven, before the winter sun makes it across the car park, and I leave long after it’s dark, long after the night staff have come on duty. I take a turn around the hospital grounds mid-morning, and again in the afternoon, and I eat my sandwiches in the parents’ room, and the rest of the time I sit with Dylan. Every day, every week the same.

Upstairs, I switch on the television. When Max is away the house is too silent, my head too full of the beeps and whirs of intensive care. I find a black-and-white movie and turn down the volume until it’s almost inaudible, and pull my pillow into a Max-shaped lump beside me.

Three times they’ve tried to extubate Dylan. Three times he’s crashed and they’ve had to put him back on the ventilator. Tomorrow they’ll try again, and if he can manage on his own – if he can just keep taking breaths … then he’ll be one step closer to coming home.


TWO

MAX

‘Something to drink, sir?’

The flight attendant has bright white teeth and shiny hair. We’ve barely left Chicago, but I’m exhausted. The client I was summoned to see is new – an Illinois start-up with academic funding – and I’m expected not just to keep their business but double it. I spent the first day presenting quick-wins to justify their choice; the evening impressing them with a reservation at Schwa. When we finally left – One more for the road? – I sat up till three getting set for the next day. And repeat.

‘Sounds like we’re in good hands,’ the client said as I left, but we both know it’s results that count. The proof of the pudding is in the eating, as the Brits say.

I yawn. Those three a.m. finishes have taken their toll. I’d give anything to sleep now. Dylan was sleeping through the night around ten months old, but you never sleep the same when you have kids, do you? You’re always listening for a noise, half ready to wake. I’d be convinced Dylan was lost somewhere, and I’d wake with a start and my legs would be out of bed before my brain kicked in and told me I’d been dreaming. Even then, I’d have to cross the hall and stand in his doorway to check that he really was in his crib.

But in hotels, when I knew Dylan was safe at home? Boy, could I sleep … Sure, the jet lag was tough, but nothing beats a sound-proof hotel room with black-out blinds, a mini-bar, and a room service breakfast.

‘How was the trip?’ Pip would ask when I got back from Phoenix, or New York, or Toronto. ‘Nice hotel?’

‘Not bad,’ I’d say. ‘I was hardly there.’ And I never am – our clients pay big bucks and my God do they make every cent count – but those hours that I was … I swear I’d never slept so well.

Those deep hotel room sleeps stopped when Dylan got sick. I started having the dreams again, only this time Dylan wasn’t just lost in the house, or in the park, he was underwater, and if I didn’t find him he would drown. I would lie awake in my pitch-black room and wish I was at the hospital, or home making sure Pip was OK. I watched CNN and felt numb to other people’s grief.

I order a vodka and Coke, then open my laptop. If I can finish my report in the air, I can ‘work from home’ once I get back to the UK, and spend the time at the hospital with Pip and Dylan instead. If I can get this report done. I stare at the screen, my eyes gritty and my head someplace else, then I move my finger across the trackpad and open Photos.

When Dylan was born Pip started a shared album. She posted a new photo every day, and invited the family to join. It was a neat way of bringing everyone together, despite the distance between them. Scrolling through the photos fast is like flipping through one of those animated books, only instead of a stick man it’s my son, growing from baby to toddler, with hints of the man he’ll one day become.

The blond hair he was born with – as fair as Pip’s – began darkening last year, and by the time chemo started, the strands left on his pillow were as dark as mine. But he was still the spit of Pip. Big, brown eyes, with long lashes and round cheeks. Hamster cheeks, Pip calls them, puffing them out and making me laugh.

Beneath the photos are comments. So adorable! He likes his food, then? He looks so much like you in this one, Pip! I have a picture of Max on the beach just like this. Oh do please share – we’d love to see it! Grandparents who have only met once, at our wedding, united across an ocean by their only grandson.

Each photo triggers a memory. Dylan’s first flight, to visit Granny Adams in Chicago. The farm park with the NCT gang. Birthday parties, Thanksgiving, Dylan’s baptism.

‘He’ll break some hearts when he’s older.’ The flight attendant takes my empty glass. ‘Have you chosen your meal?’

‘The salmon appetizer, please. And then the beef.’

She smiles at the screen. ‘Cute kid.’

The photo on the screen was taken last summer. Dylan’s wearing a pirate outfit and a pink tutu he refused to take off.

‘Just while you sleep,’ Pip tried, but no one ever negotiated successfully with a toddler, and for three weeks Dylan slept with a circle of pink net around his dinosaur pajamas.

‘He looks like some of the women on my Ibiza flight yesterday,’ Pip said. We were walking through the grounds of Packwood House, Dylan’s tutu at odds with the T-shirt and shorts underneath.

‘Hen party?’ I said, the English term still foreign to my ear, even after ten years in the UK. My American colleagues tell me I sound British; the English ones say I’m Yank through and through. Pip says she can’t tell anymore.

‘All I hear is Max,’ she always says.

We turned into the topiary garden, where centuries-old yew trees covered the lawn like giant chess pieces, and Dylan ran between them with his arms outstretched, like an airplane.

‘Yup, hen party. Tutus and wings, and half-cut before the seat-belt signs went off. Too tight to pay for pre-booked seats, so they spent the whole flight running up and down the aisle, and sitting on each other’s laps.’

‘Bit different from yours.’ Dylan ran to hide behind a huge tree, and I ran the opposite way, shouting boo! and making him squeal.

Pip and I had borrowed from both sides of the Atlantic for our pre-wedding celebrations, hosting a party in the pub down the road in something that was part wedding shower, part bachelor party, part rehearsal dinner. No presents, we’d said, but people brought them regardless, or sent them after the wedding via an endless stream of delivery drivers.

‘It’s an etiquette thing,’ Pip had said, as our kitchen table wobbled beneath the weight of more carefully wrapped boxes. ‘People feel rude not giving us something.’

‘Surely it’s ruder to ignore a request from the happy couple not to bring presents.’

‘Maybe it’s all for my benefit,’ Pip said, with a sideways glance and a mischievous glint in her eye. ‘They think a nice crystal vase might make up for the fact I married this horrible American, who tries to stop people giving me presents and wouldn’t let me wear L plates and a nice pair of fluffy wings at my hen party—’

I’d grabbed her and tickled her till tickling had become kissing and kissing had become something we had to push the boxes to one side for.

The flight attendant is smiling at the photo of Dylan. ‘How old is he?’

‘He turns three in May. That was taken last summer.’

‘They change so fast, right?’ she says. ‘I bet he’s completely different now.’

I manage a tight smile and the attendant goes to fetch my meal. She leaves a trace of something floral in the air. Pip would know what it was. She knows perfume the way some people know cars, or music.

‘Jo Malone, Pomegranate Noir?’ she’ll say to someone in the elevator. And they say Americans are direct.

I liked her straight away. I was flying home to Chicago after a trip to a client in London – pretty much the reverse of what I do now. She had the longest eyelashes I’d ever seen in my life, and I was so busy wondering how women got eyelashes to grow like that, that it was several seconds before I took the hot towel she was patiently holding out.

Afterward – when we found ourselves in the same bar in River North and were three cocktails down – I complimented her on them.

She laughed. ‘I have them stuck on.’

It was like being sixteen again, and realizing girls padded their bras and tanned their skin, except I wasn’t sixteen, I was twenty-eight and hardly inexperienced. I knew what false eyelashes were, I just didn’t know they looked so … The truth of it, of course, is that I’d been blown away by how gorgeous she was.

Pip put both her hands on her head. ‘And then of course, there’s my wig.’ She moved her hands and her scalp shifted forward and back, and I’ll admit that for a second …

‘Your face!’ Another burst of laughter. When Pip laughs, her whole face lights up. Her cheeks dimple, and her nose screws up, and it’s impossible not to laugh too.

‘I wouldn’t care,’ I said recklessly.

‘You wouldn’t care if I was bald?’

I’d kissed her, then, right there in the middle of the bar, and she’d kissed me back.

I wasn’t even supposed to be on that flight. I’d booked with American, then the flight got canceled, and the office switched me to British Airways.

‘Imagine,’ I said to Pip once, after we got engaged. ‘If my flight hadn’t been canceled, we never would have met.’

‘We’d have met,’ she said, right away. ‘If something’s meant to be, it’s meant to be. No matter what.’

We saw each other again, the next time she flew into Chicago, and again when I found myself in London with a few hours before my flight, and she had just finished work. I started to miss her, and she said she missed me.

‘Couldn’t you get a transfer?’ she said.

‘Move to England?’ I said, in a tone that was only half joking. But I was already in love with her, and I figured I could just as easily work from the UK office as the Chicago one, and the rest, as they say, is history.

I tap the keypad and move the images forward, one by one. Dylan with a football, Dylan with his balance bike, Dylan with the goldfish we won at the fair. Each photo is different, each one freezing a moment in time we’ll never get back.

The daily photos stopped in October. Pip continued, for a while, after Dylan got sick. The photos show him losing weight, losing his hair, making a double thumbs-up by the door of the oncology ward. They show him helping out on hospital radio, and playing with his buddies in the room at the end of the hall. But then he got pneumonitis, and they transferred him to PICU, and as one day bled into the next, the photos weren’t marking change, but instead reminding us all how little progress he’d made.

I look instead at the WhatsApp message Pip sent last night. Our boy’s a fighter!

My message history is a cross-section of our lives, in texts and images. Flight times, airport photos, tired selfies and silly gifs. Photos, too. Ones that the grandparents don’t see. Photos that speak for us, when we can’t find the words. A glass of wine; an empty pillow; the car radio playing ‘our’ song. Dylan’s blood test results, his feeding tube, the labels from new drugs. When I can’t sleep I hit up Google and look up the drugs, search for success rates.

At dinner, homesick and jet-lagged in some forgettable hotel bar, I’ll scroll back through our conversations until I get dizzy; until I hit last summer, before we knew Dylan was sick. I read our messages, and it’s like listening to a conversation between two people you once knew, but have long since lost touch with.


Back by 8. Take-out, bottle of wine and some sexy time once D’s asleep?

Dude, not if you call it sexy time.



I smile, carry on scrolling. That bloody dog has been barking for an hour!

Did we really care about next-door’s dog? About an hour’s disruption to our otherwise perfect lives? The last six months have brought life into sharp, painful focus.

‘Your appetizer, sir.’

I put away my phone and move my laptop to the empty seat beside me. The flight attendant waits for me to make room. ‘Sorry.’

‘No problem. Would you like some wine with your meal?’

‘Red, thanks.’

If we hadn’t had Dylan, Pip would still be working transatlantic flights. It’s funny to think of her here, pouring wine for tired business execs, and touching up her make-up mid-flight. She missed it, when she left – missed the big planes, the big destinations – but she never complained.

‘Short haul fits far better around Dylan,’ she always said, when I asked. Now it’s as though she’s never worked, as though she’s always spent her days in a hospital ward.

I envy Pip the time she spends with Dylan, but at the same time, I don’t know if I could do it. Time away from the hospital gives me strength for when I come back. Eating proper food fuels me for when I don’t eat at all. Seeing healthy, happy people around me reminds me that’s the life we once had. The life we’ll have again.

‘How’s the family?’ my New York client asked as he shook my hand in reception last month.

‘Great!’ I said, not just to spare his awkwardness, but because for that moment I could pretend that it was.

I watch the flight attendant as she walks back down the aisle, stopping to fill someone’s glass. In the galley kitchen at the end, she leans against the counter and lifts one foot out of her shoe to rub the heel. She’s talking to someone I can’t see, and I see her laugh at something they’ve said. I feel a wave of homesickness, and for a second, I miss Pip so much it physically hurts.

When Dylan got sick I stopped giving a shit about work. My inbox filled up, my phone blinked with unplayed voicemails. We spent all day and all night at the hospital, we didn’t eat, we didn’t sleep. And then the consultant took us to one side.

‘Go home. Eat. Get some rest.’

‘But Dylan—’

The doctor was firm. ‘You can’t help him if you’re sick yourselves.’ It was advice we’d hear a lot over the coming weeks; advice we quickly began to give ourselves, to new parents arriving on the unit. Get some rest. You have to stay strong for your son, your daughter, each other. It’s a marathon, not a sprint.

Neither of us had been to work in weeks. Pip’s boss couldn’t have been more supportive. He put her on open-ended compassionate leave; paid for the first six weeks, and with an open door whenever she’s ready to come back. Exceptional circumstances. We’re all so sorry. If there’s anything we can do, just ask.

My firm, Kucher Consulting, holds family days twice a year, where middle managers are photographed handing out candy and shooting hoops with starched teens briefed to look like they’re enjoying themselves. Last year Forbes listed us in the top twenty-five US companies nailing work–life balance.

When I told Chester my son had a brain tumor, he gave me three days. I used all my vacation allowance, took a week off with fictitious flu, and then I simply went AWOL. When I finally listened to my voicemails they were all from Chester, each terser than the last. What am I supposed to say to the clients, Max? Schulman are threatening to go to Accenture. For fuck’s sake, Max, where are you?

I wanted to quit, but Pip stopped me.

‘How will we live?’

‘I’ll get another job.’ But even as I said it, I knew I couldn’t quit. I was good at my job. I was respected – to a point. I had flexibility – within reason. I was well paid.

I went back to work.

None of us knows what Dylan will need when he comes home. He might need a wheelchair. Special equipment. A live-in nurse. We don’t know, and that unknown could be expensive. The bottom line is, I need this job. And, if I’m honest, I couldn’t do what Pip does. I couldn’t be at the hospital, day in, day out. I don’t know how she does it.

The flight attendant takes away my salmon and replaces it with roast beef, complete with tender vegetables and a tiny jug of glossy gravy. I’m not hungry but I eat it anyway, twisting my head toward my laptop between bites, to remind myself what I’ve written so far. The attendant takes it away; offers me cheese, dessert, coffee, more wine. I take the coffee. Around me, people are finishing their meals and sliding their seats into beds. The attendants hand out extra pillows, unfold blankets, lay out snacks. The lights dim.

I fight tiredness. Get this report done, I remind myself, and you get to see your boy. The boy who – God willing – is going to breathe on his own tomorrow.

I look at my watch. It’s already tomorrow in the UK. I sit up straighter, focus harder. Today. Dylan comes off the ventilator today.


THREE

LEILA

Leila Khalili’s alarm goes off at five thirty. Frost from the windows ices the air above her bed, despite the central heating, which she is resigned to keeping on overnight until her mother acclimatises. It is only ten degrees colder here than it is in Tehran, but seventy-two-year-old Habibeh Khalili feels each one of them in her bones.

When Leila goes downstairs Habibeh is already there, dressed in the mint-green velour tracksuit she wears in the house.

‘Maman! How many times have I told you? You don’t need to get up when I do.’ On the television in the sitting room, an immaculately made-up woman in a lemon-coloured suit is demonstrating the non-stick qualities of a saucepan set. Shopping channels are Habibeh’s guilty pleasure, and QVC her drug of choice. In the last two weeks Leila’s kitchen has acquired a spiraliser, a pineapple corer, and twenty microfibre cleaning cloths.

Habibeh kisses her daughter. ‘I’ve made you a lunch. What do you want for breakfast?’

‘Just tea. But I’ll make it. You go back to bed.’

‘Sit!’ She presses Leila into a chair and boils the kettle, rinsing the teapot Leila only uses for visitors.

‘Maman, I don’t have time for breakfast.’ Leila doesn’t tell her it’s unlikely she’ll have time for lunch, either, and that the kotlet and pickles Habibeh has lovingly packed into boxes will stay in Leila’s bag until the end of the day, when she might find time to eat them as she walks to her bike.

Leila drinks her tea, accepts a slice of flatbread with her mother’s famous strawberry jam. ‘I need to go. Will you take a walk today?’

‘Maybe. I have a lot to do here. Your windows are a disgrace.’

‘Don’t clean my windows, Maman, please. Go for a walk.’

Beneath the porch, Leila’s bike is silver with frost. Her neighbour, Wilma Donnachie, waves from her bedroom window. It is half-past six – why does no one want to be in bed today? When Leila is retired, she thinks, she will sleep in every day. She waves back, but Wilma points down at the pavement, then disappears. She’s coming down. Leila checks her watch. It takes twenty minutes to cycle to work, and she has only a little more than that before her shift starts.

‘Morning, love. I just wanted to see how Mum was settling in.’ Wilma is fully dressed, a thick cardigan buttoned over a roll-necked sweater. ‘I didn’t see her at the bake sale in the end.’

‘Sorry.’ Habibeh has been here for two weeks, and has not yet left the house. Leila spent a long time persuading her mother to visit the UK. She spent an even longer time persuading the authorities to allow her. Leila worries Habibeh will now spend the six months permitted by her visa shut inside Leila’s two-bed-roomed terraced house in the suburbs of Birmingham.

‘I’ll pop round to see her, later, shall I? For a cuppa?’

‘You’re very kind, thank you.’

Leila takes off the flowery shower cap keeping the seat of her bike dry, and drops it in the old-fashioned basket at the front. ‘If she doesn’t open the door …’

Wilma smiles. ‘I won’t take it personally.’

Leila likes cycling to work. She likes the subtle change in landscape as the suburbs become city; the freedom of sailing past a queue of cars, their occupants drumming impatient fingers on static steering wheels. She likes the fresh air that bookends a working day without daylight, and the exercise she would otherwise have no time to take. There are days when it is a joy to cycle through Birmingham; through Highbury Park, and past the Central Mosque, with its crescent-topped minarets. Then there are days like today.

The rain seems to come at her horizontally, regardless of which direction she’s travelling in. Icy water trickles past her sodden scarf and down inside her T-shirt, and despite her waterproofs her trousers are sticking to her legs. Her trainers are soaked; her feet numb. Lack of sleep makes Leila’s limbs heavy; makes each turn of the pedals an effort.

There’s a flash of silver in the corner of her eye; the brush of a wing mirror against the fabric of her sleeve. A car slices past, far too close, and she feels the clutch of fear that comes with a near-miss. This stretch of road isn’t quite wide enough to overtake when there’s oncoming traffic, but that doesn’t stop people trying.

Another car passes her, and another, and as Leila looks over her shoulder to see what else is coming, she feels her front wheel sliding away from her, derailed by this break in concentration. There’s the harsh sound of a horn, then two, three cars whipping past, keen to move on before an accident happens that might force them to stop.

Leila’s shoulder hits the ground first, with a bang that instinct tells her will bruise, but not break. Her head, next, then her body, concertinaing the air from her lungs in an involuntary curse. ‘La’nati!’

She hears a clatter of metal, the skid of rubber on tarmac. Her head wants her to sit up, but her body won’t comply. Someone is holding her down.

‘Lie still, that’s it. Can someone call an ambulance?’

‘I’m OK – I don’t need an ambulance.’

There’s a woman in a blue cagoule kneeling over Leila, looking up at a knot of passers-by who have gathered to gape.

‘My bike—’

‘Never mind your bike,’ the woman says bossily, ‘don’t move your head – you might have broken your neck. Ambulance!’ She shouts again.

‘I haven’t broken my neck.’ A dull ache radiates from Leila’s shoulder. She wiggles her fingers and toes, to check they still work, then unclips her helmet and pushes it off, suddenly claustrophobic.

‘Never take off a helmet!’ the woman shrieks, and for a second Leila thinks she might try and ram it back onto her head. She tries again to get up, but she’s still winded.

‘Can I help?’

There’s a man standing on the other side of Leila. She moves her head to get a better look at him, and cagoule woman shouts at her to stay still.

‘I’m a trained first aider, and an ambulance has been called.’

‘I’m a paramedic,’ the man says. ‘I’ll take a look, then I can update the crew.’

‘You’re not in uniform.’

‘I’m on my way to work.’ He shows his identification, and above Leila’s head she sees the familiar colours of the hospital ID card.

‘She took her helmet off – I did tell her.’

‘I’ll take it from here.’ He walks around Leila and kneels, leaving the other woman no choice but to move out of his way. Leila hears her muttering to someone she can’t see.

‘You’re not supposed to take helmets off. I did tell her …’

The man smiles. ‘Hi, I’m Jim. What’s your name?’

‘Leila Khalili. I’m a doctor. And I’m fine.’

Jim rolls his eyes. ‘Ugh, you lot make the worst patients. Dentists are a close second. Always know best. Mind you, the general public aren’t much better – they’d rather put their trust in Doctor Google, than in someone actually trained to do their job …’ While he talks, he’s examining Leila; gently checking her skull, the back of her neck, her ears and nose. He loosens Leila’s scarf and runs his fingers over her collarbone. Leila gasps.

‘Painful?’

‘No, your hands are bloody freezing.’

He laughs, a rich sound that matches the warmth in his face. ‘Sorry.’ His brown eyes are flecked with gold. A smattering of freckles covers the bridge of his nose.

‘I landed on my left shoulder. It’s just bruised.’ The throng of people has broken up now, the level of drama insufficient to merit getting soaked through. Jim continues with his methodical examination. He isn’t wearing a coat, and the rain has darkened his blond hair.

Finally, he sits back on his heels. ‘It’s only bruising.’

‘I know,’ Leila says, exasperated, but she’s smiling because he is, and because she knows that, in his shoes, she’d have done exactly the same. She takes the hand he holds out, and gets gingerly to her feet. Cagoule lady has retrieved Leila’s bicycle which – apart from a dented mudguard and a bashed basket – has escaped unharmed. ‘Thanks for your help,’ Leila says to them both.

‘I’ll cancel the ambulance,’ Jim says. ‘My car’s over there. Sling the bike in the boot and I’ll give you a lift to work.’

‘Thanks, but I’m—’ Leila stops herself. The ache in her shoulder has intensified, she’s soaked and freezing, and late for work. ‘That would be great.’

With the back seats down, there is just enough space in Jim’s Passat for Leila’s bike.

‘Sorry about the mess.’ He sweeps an armful of clothes from the passenger seat and dumps them behind them. The footwell is a thick soup of empty water bottles, sandwich packets and McDonald’s wrappers, and something that crunches beneath Leila’s feet. ‘I had to move out of my flat a couple of weeks ago and I haven’t found a new one. I’m kipping at friends’, but it means I’m kind of living out of my car, and … well, it’s hard to keep tidy.’

‘I should lend you my mum.’

‘Does she like tidying?’

‘I daren’t put a mug of tea down till it’s finished – she’ll have it washed and back in the cupboard in ten seconds flat.’

Jim laughs. ‘She sounds like the perfect flatmate. Will you be all right here?’ He pulls into the bus stop by the children’s building, gets out and sets down Leila’s bike, bending the mudguard so it no longer fouls the wheel. ‘Might be worth taking it somewhere to be checked over, to be on the safe side.’

‘I will. Thanks again.’

On her way to the ward, Leila stops by Neurology, poking her head round the open door of a large office lined with shelves. Her mentor, Nick Armstrong, is reading a file, leaning back on a chair balanced on two legs. He rocks forward when he sees Leila, the chair landing squarely on all four legs with a thud.

‘What happened to you?’

Leila looks down at her waterproofs, which are smeared with mud. ‘Fell off my bike.’ She sits, and roots in her rucksack for 50 mg of codeine; puts it on her tongue and swallows it dry. ‘I’m fine.’

‘I don’t suppose you’ve got anything to eat in there?’

Leila takes the two Tupperware containers from her bag and slides them across the desk. ‘Kotlets. My mother’s finest.’

‘How is she?’

‘Driving me nuts. She won’t leave the house.’

‘You’ll miss her when she goes back.’

Leila looks around Nick’s office; at the shelves crammed with reference books, the walls covered with pictures of his wife and their four grown-up children. On the windowsill behind Nick is a photo of him with the Queen, when he received his MBE in 2005. He has a few more lines now – his hairline starts perhaps a little further back – but otherwise he hasn’t changed. His suits are permanently creased, his tie always crooked. Today he looks particularly crumpled.

‘How long have you been here?’

Nick looks at his watch. ‘Five and a half hours. Subarachnoid haemorrhage on the stroke ward.’

‘Have you slept?’

‘I managed a couple of hours under my desk.’ He rubs his neck. ‘I wouldn’t recommend it.’

‘And the patient?’

‘Died.’ He takes a mouthful of kotlet. ‘This is amazing. What is it?’

‘Beef mince and potatoes, covered in eggs and breadcrumbs then deep fried. Very fattening.’ Leila grins, because Nick is tall and skinny, with the enviable ability to eat whatever he fancies without ever putting on weight. Leila is the opposite. Not quite as diminutive as Habibeh, or as comfortably built, but curvy and able to absorb kilos simply by looking at a pastry.

‘Busy day ahead?’

‘Isn’t it always? We’re extubating Dylan Adams this morning.’

Nick wrinkles his forehead. ‘Remind me.’

‘Three-year-old medulloblastoma.’

‘Pneumonitis?’

‘That’s the one. We’ve attempted three times and each time he’s been back on the ventilator within twenty-four hours.’

‘Airway reflexes?’

‘Intact.’

‘Secretions?’

‘Manageable. He’s definitely ready. We’ve weaned with SIMV and pressure-support over the last forty-eight hours – all the signs are good.’

‘Happy days, then,’ Nick says, through a mouthful of kotlet. Leila says nothing. She can’t shift the feeling that something bad is about to happen.

She hears the raised voice before she gets to the ward, and she quickens her pace until she reaches Room 1, where Cheryl is speaking calmly to the source of the shouting; a thick-necked man with an England football shirt stretched across a barrel stomach.

‘Like I said, I can’t do that.’

‘Then find a fucking doctor who can!’

‘Good morning, everyone,’ Leila says brightly, as though she hasn’t noticed anything is amiss. A second nurse, Aaron, stands next to Cheryl, fists clenched, like the men on the fringes of a pub brawl.

Pip Adams has one arm across her son’s pillow. In her free hand is a small hairbrush with soft bristles – the sort you’d use on a baby. She strokes the sparse fluff on the boy’s head; a far cry from the soft brown halo of curls in the photo on the wall by his bed.

Dylan Adams, almost three. Medulloblastoma. The details pass through Leila’s thoughts almost subconsciously, like the caption of a photograph flashing on screen.

On the other side of Dylan’s cot are Alistair and Tom Bradford, Darcy’s parents.

Darcy Bradford, eight months old. Bacterial meningitis.

‘How was the theatre?’ Leila asks them, partly through politeness, and partly to diffuse the atmosphere.

Alistair smiles. ‘Very nice, thank you.’

‘Happy anniversary for yesterday.’

There’s a derisive snort from the other side of the room, and suddenly Leila both realises what’s going on, and at the same time hopes she is wrong. She walks over to Liam Slater’s bed, to where mum Nikki is standing with the barrel-stomached man Leila assumes must be her husband. She extends her right hand. ‘Dr Leila Khalili. I’m one of the consultants looking after Liam.’

The man stares at Leila, who resists the urge to flinch. She holds his gaze and keeps her hand outstretched until it is clear he isn’t going to take it.

‘This is Connor,’ Nikki says, her voice shaking as though she isn’t certain. ‘Liam’s dad.’

There’s a vein throbbing in Connor’s neck. Leila can smell fresh sweat and the faint trace of stale beer. Finally, he speaks. ‘I want Liam moved.’

Liam Slater, five years old. Asthma attack. Critical but stable.

‘Moved? Mr Slater, your son is very sick. Paediatric Intensive Care is the best possible place for—’

‘Don’t patronise me, Doctor.’ He makes it an insult. ‘I want him moved to a different bed. Away from these people.’ He spits the words in the direction of Tom and Alistair Bradford.

Leila lets her face show confusion she doesn’t feel. ‘I’m sorry – away from who?’ She hopes Connor Slater will baulk at spelling it out, but Tom Bradford doesn’t give them the chance to find out.

‘Away from the gays, he means.’ There’s amusement – real or manufactured, Leila can’t be sure – in the exaggerated way Tom says it, and Connor’s top lip tightens.

‘Really, Mr Slater?’ Leila is a doctor, not a guardian of social morals, but judgement colours her question nevertheless. She thinks of the night Darcy came in, her temperature sky-high, and a tell-tale rash covering her little body. Alistair and Tom, white knuckles intertwined. Parents, like all the others, frightened for their child.

‘I want him moved.’ Connor Slater’s voice is harsh and angry, his fists clenched by his side; but his eyes are swollen and red-rimmed. There are parents who cry openly on the ward; others who would rather die than be seen crying. Connor Slater, Leila suspects, falls into the latter category.

‘I’m afraid that’s not possible.’

‘I think it’s incredible Tom and Alistair are being so calm when you’re talking about them in such a revolting manner,’ Pip says. ‘It just shows what lovely people they are.’

‘Thank you, darling, you’re pretty lovely yourself.’ Tom adopts a camp voice Leila has never before heard him use. He raises one hand and lets his hand dangle limply from the wrist.

Alistair rolls his eyes. ‘Not helpful, Tom.’

‘I’m not having my son exposed to’ – Connor’s face is turning puce, so screwed up in rage he’s struggling to get the words out – ‘to that.’

Aaron takes a step towards Connor. ‘Come on, mate, you can’t—’

‘I’m not your fucking mate!’

A visiting parent, walking past the open door, stares openly. Leila holds up both hands, palms raised. ‘That’s enough! This is a hospital, Mr Slater, there are critically ill children and their terrified parents within earshot and your behaviour is not acceptable.’

‘I pay my taxes—’

‘—for which the NHS is truly grateful. There are no other beds, Mr Slater. Liam is here because this is where he needs to be. If he’s moved, it will be because of a medical need, not because of personal preference. Particularly when that personal preference appears to be at best unpleasant, and at worst homophobic.’ Leila stops abruptly, before she oversteps the mark. Perhaps she already has.

An ugly red flush creeps over Connor’s neck as he continues to stare at Leila. He gives a twisted smile and furrows his brow, before looking at his wife and shrugging. ‘I can’t make out a word she’s saying, can you?’

Leila looks again at Connor Slater’s red-rimmed eyes. She reminds herself that he is teetering on the brink of losing a child, that it is the world he is angry with, not her. She speaks slowly and clearly. ‘I will not be moving Liam, Mr Slater.’

He holds her gaze. ‘Sorry, I can’t … it’s the accent, love.’

There is a sharp intake of breath from somewhere behind Leila. Pip, perhaps. Leila does not react. Connor Slater isn’t the first, and he won’t be the last. ‘Would you like me to find another doctor to speak to you?’

‘Yes.’ Ill-disguised triumph floods Connor’s face. ‘Yes, I would.’

No issue with her accent that time. ‘That’s no problem at all. I believe Dr Tomasz Lazowski is on duty. Or perhaps Dr Rehan Quereshi?’ There’s a beat, as Leila and Connor Slater lock eyes, and then Connor breaks away.

‘Going for something to eat,’ he tells his wife. She scurries after him, and as the door swings shut – a safety mechanism preventing the slam Connor no doubt would have liked – there’s a slow hand-clap.
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