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To everyone who has their organ donor card



 


There are two teachers in the school,

One has a gentle voice and low,

And smiles upon her scholars, as

She softly passes to and fro.

Her name is Love; ’tis very plain

She shuns the sharper teacher, Pain.

Or so I sometimes think; and then,

At other times, they meet and kiss,

And look so strangely like, that I

Am puzzled to tell how this is,

Or whence the change which makes it vain

To guess if it be – Love or Pain

Susan Coolidge, from ‘In School’, What Katy Did
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Chapter One

It should have started with ominous dark crows; great murmurations and flutterings; bad omens taking to the sky; great storm clouds rolling in; clocks striking thirteen.

In fact, it started with an extremely undignified argument with an old lady over a bar of chocolate.

‘But you have a bar of Dairy Milk right there in your hand!’

Mrs Marks looked up at her, heavy and glowering, from the cracked brown leather sofa.

‘I do not!’

‘Behind your back!’

Like a tiny child, Mrs Marks refused to remove her hand, just shook her head mutinously.

Lissa Westcott put down the medical equipment she’d been packing away and strode back into the centre of the room, exasperated.

‘You thought I’d gone! You thought I was leaving the room and you were making a grab for a hidden Dairy Milk!’

Mrs Marks fixed her with beady eyes.

‘What the bleedin’ hell are you then, the chocolate police?’

‘No. Yes!’ said Lissa rather desperately. She held out her hand. Mrs Marks finally handed the chocolate over. It was, in fact, a bar of Bournville.

‘Ha!’ said Mrs Marks.

Lissa looked at her.

Old Mrs Marks lived on the fourteenth floor of a South London tower block where the lifts were often broken. Her foot was gradually giving in to diabetes, and Lissa was trying her absolute hardest to save it. She glanced out from the dingy, fussy room with its dusty fake flowers everywhere, towards the beautiful views over the river to the north: the great towers of the City were glinting in the light, bright and beautiful, clean and full of money, like a vast array of glittering palaces, completely out of reach, less than two miles away.

‘We’ve just been talking about your diet for twenty minutes!’ she said to the poor woman, who was practically a shut-in, with only her daughter to visit her. Watching EastEnders with family bars of choccie was one of the few pleasures she had left, but it wasn’t doing her any good.

‘I don’t want to have to be coming up here one day and finding you in a coma,’ said Lissa as severely as she dared. Mrs Marks just laughed at her.

‘Oh, don’t you worry about me, duck. Whatever will be will be.’

‘That’s not how health care works!’ said Lissa, glancing at her watch. She was due in Peckham in twenty minutes. Driving in London was an absolute fool’s errand but she didn’t have any choice; she couldn’t carry drugs on the tube.

Lissa was an NPL: a nurse practitioner liaison. She followed up on hospital discharges who had trouble attending outpatients departments in the hope that they wouldn’t become readmissions. Or, she said in her more cynical moments, she did half of what community nurses used to when they still had the budget, and half of what GPs used to do when they could still be arsed to leave the office. Originally trained as an A&E nurse, she loved her job – which involved rather fewer drunks spewing up on her than casualty did – particularly the bits of it when she got chocolate.

Her hopes, though, in Mrs Marks’s case, were not at their highest.

‘You’re not exactly a sylph yourself,’ said Mrs Marks.

‘You sound like my mum,’ complained Lissa, who had inherited her curvy frame from her mother, to said parent’s alternately vocal or silent disappointment.

‘You take it then,’ said Mrs Marks grudgingly. Lissa made a face.

‘I hate dark chocolate,’ she said. But she took it anyway.

‘Please,’ she said again. ‘Please. I’d hate them to admit you again. Next time you might lose your foot. Seriously.’

In response, Mrs Marks sighed and indicated the entire old brown three-piece suite. Lissa put her hands down the back of the cushions and found chocolate bars behind every single one.

‘I’m donating them to a food bank,’ she said. ‘Do you want me to buy them off you?’

Mrs Marks waved her away.

‘No,’ she said. ‘But if I do end up back in that place again, I’ll blame you.’

‘Deal,’ said Lissa.
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It was chilly for early March as Lissa left the tall building, but the sun was shining behind a faint cloud of smog, and she could sense spring coming, somewhere on the horizon. She prayed, as she always did, that nobody would have seen the medical personnel sticker on her car and attempted to break into it in case she’d left any drugs in there. She also contemplated the new Korean barbecue place she was due to meet some friends in later. It looked good on Instagram, but this wasn’t necessarily a good thing – sometimes quite the opposite if it was just full of people photographing cold food.

She noticed boys loitering in the stairwell, which was nothing unusual. It was hard to tell with some teenage boys whether they should be at school or not; they were so big these days. The best thing to do was keep her head down, hide her ringletty hair in a tight braid or a scarf and just keep moving past them. She remained profoundly glad of the unflattering green trousers she wore as part of her uniform that rendered her practically invisible.

These boys, however, weren’t interested in her; they were arguing with one another. Just the normal teenage beefs, showing off, puffing out their chests with peacocks; a mix of races, tiny little wispy beards and moustaches, lanky legs and elbows too pointy, a strong smell of Lynx Africa and massive trainers the size of boats. It was slightly endearing in its way, watching them try to pretend they knew how to be men. But intimidating too, and she was about to give them a wide berth when she realised she recognised one of them. The fact made her wince. It was one of Ezra’s cousins. Ezra, beautiful Ezra, whose graceful body and lovely face made him irresistible whenever he messaged her. Unfortunately, Ezra was well aware of this, which was why he felt obliged to spread himself pretty thinly all around South London. Every time he ghosted her, Lissa swore blind she’d never fall for it again. She was not much better at keeping that promise than she was about not eating Mrs Marks’s leftover chocolate.

But she’d met Kai – by accident; Ezra had never introduced her to the rest of his family – down Brixton Market one morning when they were grabbing breakfast supplies. He was a bright, mouthy fifteen-year-old and should, Lissa thought with a sigh, really be in school. She wouldn’t mention that.

‘Kai!’ She raised her hand.

Just as she did so, he turned to face her, his open mouth already starting to grin as he recognised her, and then, out of the blue on a chilly spring day, there was a sudden horrifying tear of an engine braking, a screech of brakes, a sudden glint in the sky as something was thrown, crashed down, and an intake of breath, and a sickening roar.
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Chapter Two

Five hundred-odd miles north by north-west, in the small village of Kirrinfief, on the shores of Loch Ness, a cool March wind was blowing off the water, rippling the white tops of the little waves; and the clouds were hanging heavy off the tops of the purple mountains.

Cormac MacPherson, the town’s NPL, glanced at his watch. Joan, the GP, had been over the other side of the moor tending to a hiatal hernia. In a human, Cormac assumed, although with Joan it could be hard to tell. She rarely travelled anywhere without being surrounded by a dust-cloud of wire fox terriers. So Jake, the local ambulance man, had corralled him in to help with a DNR on a very old lady. Jake knew Cormac could never say no to someone in distress and took wide advantage of his soft nature. They had sat with the family, made sure Edie was made as comfortable as possible to the end, in the little cottage and the bed she’d been born in ninety years before. As these things went, it had not been bad.

Now they were heading out for a well-deserved pint.

‘Not a bad way to go,’ said Jake philosophically as they headed down the cobbles, the air cool on their faces.

‘Mmm,’ said Cormac, glancing at his phone.

‘Emer on you again?’ Jake glanced over.

‘Aw crap, she came over to make me a surprise dinner.’

‘That’s terrifying.’

‘It’s not terrifying,’ protested Cormac weakly. ‘It’s sweet.’

‘She must know you’re out on calls all the time.’

‘I said I was off duty.’

‘Yeah, well,’ said Jake, not looking remotely embarrassed. ‘Might as well have a pint now though.’

Cormac glanced at his watch and shook his head just as a door opened from the little row of terraced houses (the sitting rooms came straight on to the street) they were passing.

‘Jake! Cormac!’ came a soft voice. ‘I didnae want tae—’

‘—bother the doctor,’ finished Jake for them. ‘Yup, we know.’
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Chapter Three

A glint of something in the air. An incredible cacophony of sound.

She had only caught it briefly out of the corner of her eye while she had been watching the boys, gauging with that innate city sense whether or not they were dangerous or whether it was likely to escalate – Lissa had a good antenna for trouble, having mopped up the effects of so much of it – when she heard what sounded like a car speeding.

At first, she’d ignored it, but then she realised that rather than slowing down as it had rounded the corner into the estate, it had sped up. She had turned instinctively to where her own car was to make sure it didn’t crash into it, and by the time she turned back, there was a huge howling screech from the engine as the vehicle mounted the kerb – deliberately mounted the kerb – and she saw . . . the only thing she saw was the glint of a phone, bouncing up in the air, spinning, catching the light, almost lovely, so slow . . .

And then everything happened so fast and there was a twist and a turn of a hideous shape; a thumping noise, horrible, wet and loud, reverberating around her head; something unthinkable following the phone, and the car’s wheels, still moving, still revving, and the even harder, cracking noise as the huge, unthinkable shape hit the ground, lay there, twisted and misshapen. Lissa couldn’t actually believe what she was looking at – it could not, absolutely could not be Kai – and she lifted up her eyes and found herself staring straight into the face of the driver, who was revving his engine while his mouth was drawn back in a snarl, or a leer, or something – something, thought Lissa, that through her incomprehension, through her panic she couldn’t figure out, not at all, as there was screaming, something about ‘staying out of Leaf Field’ – and then the car sped on.
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There was a moment’s silence, then the yelling started – disbelief, fury – and suddenly Lissa found herself clicking into action; found her training propping her up, propelling her forwards.

‘I’m a nurse. Move away please – I can help.’

She expected to have to clear a path, but the other youths started yelling as they bounced upwards, shouting their heads off and dashing in screaming pursuit of the car.

‘Dial 999!’ Lissa shouted as she knelt down to examine Kai, pulling her phone out of her pocket. She had no idea if the lads could catch a car, and she was terrified they’d get hit again as there was only one way out of the estate – it would have to double back at some point – but she had to prioritise.

She looked down at the figure on the pavement, his head sideways on the stone, cigarette ends strewn in the gutter.
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‘Can you hear me? Can you hear me, sweetheart?’

He was beautiful; so young. Lissa couldn’t get over it. Not that that mattered; of course it didn’t. It had absolutely nothing to do with it. But as she bent over him, desperately trying to save him while she finally, finally, heard the sirens she’d been waiting for, she couldn’t get over the sheer heart-stopping beauty of the young soft skin, the curve of the neck, the dark hair. He was a child. She couldn’t bear to think of how the family was going to take it. She cursed herself; her best friend had deleted Ezra’s number from her phone, for her own good, so she couldn’t even call him.

Even when the paramedics arrived, she didn’t stop CPR. She carried on compressing, using the heels of her hands as they joined her, monitoring the oxygen, grabbing the adrenaline to shoot into his heart. She knew the paramedics; they trusted her and brought her along to hospital, Ashkan working with her, Kerry driving like a fiend as the blue lights screamed over the traffic. The overwhelmingly crowded London roads were completely clogged up, too stuffed full with lorries, vans, taxis and motorbikes, everything jammed up so tight they could barely find room to pull over to let an ambulance through.

The body suddenly contorted, bouncing in the air as Ashkan shouted ‘Clear’, and Lissa had jumped back instinctively, watching it twitch, wondering at the back of her mind if the policewoman back at the crime scene had started the weary business of figuring out who he was, had started the unbearable process of contacting his family.

Lissa let her training take over completely so she wouldn’t let herself think any more about that, automatically putting the oxygen mask back on the boy’s lips, still blue, injecting another shot of adrenaline and loading another pint of blood above his arm. All of them were desperately hoping he could hold on just until they got there. None of them spoke apart from the basic terms used in the attempt to resuscitate him, and while trying to get more blood into him than was leaving him.

Attempts to resuscitate are, even with the most extraordinarily advanced equipment in the world, much more unsuccessful than not. People see miracle returns from the dead on TV all the time so they don’t see blood pumping out as fast as it could be pumped in, the lack of response in the pupils every time they’re checked, the artificial twitching and stimulation of the young body, the barked commands and steady listening for independent breath and the hot chaos of it all. The ambulance swerved and howled through the thick London rush hour, only one of many screaming sirens, helicopters, despatches; pain and blood.

‘The doctors are going to call it,’ predicted Ashkan, glancing at his watch.

‘You can’t,’ said Lissa.

Ashkan swore. The pointlessness of it. A hit and run that looked deliberate. On a child. He turned away and tuned into the police radio for a bit, then even half smiled.

‘They got him,’ he said grimly. ‘The rest of the lads jumped on the car, wouldn’t let it leave. Smashed in his windows. It must have felt like a zombie attack.’

It didn’t register with Lissa at all.

‘Carry on,’ said Lissa fiercely, and redoubled her efforts, hissing into the boy’s ear, ‘More blood! Now! Come on, Kai! Wake up! WAKE UP!’
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They arrived at Guy’s Hospital where the ambulance doors were hurled open without ceremony and two porters and an A&E doctor jumped aboard.

‘Move,’ said the young doctor, who looked about nine.

‘I’m not finished here,’ said Lissa strongly as she continued to work the oxygen mask, shining light in Kai’s eyes, checking for vitals.

‘Yes, you are,’ said the doctor. ‘Let me look at him.’

‘I can do it!’ said Lissa. His face. His beautiful face. He was a child, a child asleep; still warm – or was that their efforts? – still sleeping, dreaming, losing his homework, wishing he was a footballer or a rock star.

‘Stand back!’

‘I CAN DO IT!’

Lissa didn’t realise she had screamed; didn’t realise everyone had stopped to look at her, as Ashkan pulled her back gently, his face a mask of concern. The junior was already moving in, ignoring her.

‘Step back.’

‘I just . . .’

It was unheard of for a nurse to defy a doctor in this way, even if this particular doctor looked like he’d drawn his moustache on with a biro that morning.

‘Step back!’

But she couldn’t. She could only stand as if she had absolutely no idea where she was, her arms reaching out uselessly, muttering ‘Kai . . . Kai . . .’ into thin air, still believing fervently, even as the doctor looked at his watch and shook his head, even as the blood was no longer dripping on the floor but was getting ready to pool, to congeal. The only thread to life was her.

‘I can just . . . try one more time . . .’

‘Get her out of here,’ the young doctor was muttering as the porters tried to move the body onto the trolley. Several other medics appeared; Lissa recognised them despite her state of shock.

‘Is next of kin here?’ yelled one of them, and Lissa watched in horror at the tense, impersonal work of the transplant team.

‘He’s not even dead, you vultures,’ she found herself screaming, and Ashkan really did move then, bodily removing her from inside the ambulance as she swore and pulled away. ‘He’s not even . . .’

‘I’m calling it,’ said the doctor. ‘Take him to the HDU.’

This was where they held transplant patients in a twilight world between life and death, just holding on for long enough to get the necessary signatures; to beg and plead that a life taken in vain would not be entirely in vain.

‘15.38,’ the doctor said. ‘Can we move it fast?’

And his voice sounded so very, very weary.

‘Hit and run incoming.’

Lissa collapsed onto the wet pavement and burst into tears, deep racking sobs. She was a professional; had been doing this for four years, had seen road accidents, murders, every kind of horrible thing it was possible to see.

But it was a boy she knew, whose name was Kai who broke her, at just gone six-thirty, on a totally normal Tuesday.




[image: illustration]

Chapter Four

Ashkan tried to move her again.

‘Mate,’ he hissed under his breath. ‘Mate, you have to move. They’re going to haul you into the nutter room.’

There were no gentle words among the London Ambulance Service when it came to occupational health and the therapy unit. As far as paramedics were concerned, they were a gang of outlaws; pirates, screaming through the streets on a mission to save. Once you started wobbling the lip about it, like every other bugger would, well then. What was the point of you? Someone had to scrape people off the ground; someone had to hold the line. If you started crying and needing therapy and basket weaving, well, then you were no use. Nobody denied that it was a tough gig. That was the point of it. Paramedic teams relied on each other like little else.

Lissa was finding it impossible even to get up, even as the rain – when did that start? – was creeping down the collar of her heavy green jacket.

‘Everything okay?’ said Dev, the station controller, coming over, his kind face concerned, his glasses up around his bald head – they were always dangling around his neck, in his pockets or wherever he wouldn’t be able to find them as soon as he needed them.

‘Fine!’ said Ashkan breezily. Lissa was aware they were there, that they were around, but somehow she couldn’t concentrate, couldn’t really focus on what they were asking of her or why she was sitting on a wet pavement. It was like her body didn’t belong to her at all, that she was somewhere else and everything was going on without her, and the person sitting on the wet pavement didn’t belong to her.

Dev looked concerned.

‘Lissa? Were you on the hit and run?’

‘She knew the lad,’ said Ashkan. ‘Bad bloody luck. Bit of a shock.’

Lissa couldn’t even nod her head to respond. The police took her away for a statement which she gave, blindly. Ashkan waited for her, even though his shift had ended.

‘Come on,’ he said gently. ‘Let’s fill you up with tea.’

He frogmarched her towards the canteen, and Lissa let him, as if her legs were moving without any input from her at all, as if it was someone else.

The ground-floor canteen was quiet at this time of night. There were on-duty doctors keeping an eye on their bleeps and phones; one poor soul was fast asleep by a pot plant, his head looking uncomfortable on a wicker divider. There was also a clutch of porters playing cards and a few nervous-looking family members, as if they were not sure they were in the right place. The catering staff was gone for the day; it was just vending machines and hideous coffee in plastic cups with plastic stirrers. Ashkan brought back two teas and gave both of them to Lissa, pulling out his own flask of vegetable juice he’d squeezed himself. He took his health extremely seriously and usually headed straight for the gym at the end of his shift. Lissa had always teased him about how vain he was – he spent longer on his black shiny quiff than she did on her spirally curls, which were liable to turn into frizz in the wet, so she just got them out of the way in a tight ponytail. Plus, the fewer things that stood out about her physically, the less abuse she normally had to take from people not quite in their right minds by the time they showed up at A&E.

Lissa took the tea, feeling it burn her fingers through the thin plastic – Ashkan was fiercely opposed to single-use plastic, so his doing this was a clear sign of how concerned he was. She understood all of this – kind of – from a long, long way away. She could sense how worried he was. But somehow, she just didn’t care. About anything. Because that boy was dead, and nothing mattered, and she felt half-dead herself.

The harsh strip lights felt purgatorial; the rain-spattered windows showed nothing but them reflected back to them. Lissa wondered, for a second, if they had all died in that ambulance. Her eye was drawn to the door as a bent-over woman entered, her face anxiously scanning everybody in the room. When she saw Lissa, she blinked. She couldn’t have been much older than Lissa; was surely only in her thirties. But the expression on her face as she approached them was that of someone who’d lived a million lives.
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Chapter Five

The woman was pulling her cardigan round herself, shuddering in the cold wind, the rain spattering from the south.

‘Och, hello there, Cormac.’

‘Hello there yourself, Mrs Coudrie.’

There was a pause.

‘Could you just . . .? I really don’t want to bother the doctor.’

Cormac turned to Jake.

‘Off you go,’ he said. ‘I can get myself home.’

Jake grimaced.

‘Is it wee Islay?’

The woman nodded.

‘Aye, aye, I’ll come along,’ said Jake with the resigned voice of a man who knows that their dream of a lovely foaming pint and possibly a quick flirt with Ginty McGhie has almost certainly just vanished for ever.
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Chapter Six

Lissa lifted her eyes to the strange woman’s. The lady’s face was drawn with pain.

‘Excuse me,’ she said.

It was as if someone was speaking from far away. Lissa managed to blink.

‘Yes?’

‘I’m . . . I’m Kai Mitchell’s mother?’

She said it so quaveringly, as if she wasn’t completely sure whether she was or not, or whether she could still describe herself as such. Perhaps, Lissa found herself thinking. Perhaps she wasn’t a mother any more. She must be Ezra’s auntie.

Ashkan jumped up and offered her a chair.

‘No,’ she said gravely. ‘No, thank you. I don’t want to sit.’

She looked around the clinical chilly cafeteria.

‘I’m not staying.’

Ashkan leant over.

‘I am so, so sorry for your loss.’

She held up her hand.

‘I’m not. I’m furious.’

Lissa nodded, something stirring within her.

‘Me too,’ she said. Ashkan shot her a warning glance that she ignored. Instead, she stood up.

‘I’m furious too.’

‘I just wanted to know,’ said the woman. Behind her, at the door, stood a cluster of frightened, upset people; friends and family. Outside, Lissa knew, would be cameras, journalists; the media, desperate to spin another narrative of death.

In here, in this now silent room, was just a desolate mother.

‘You have people helping you?’ said Ashkan, looking over. ‘You won’t be alone?’

‘Yes, I will,’ said the woman. ‘Were you with him?’

Ashkan indicated Lissa. ‘She was with him the most. She did the most.’

‘I didn’t do enough,’ said Lissa dully. If she’d been braver . . . If she’d realised the car was going too fast and shouted a warning . . . If she’d paid more attention . . .

‘You need to know,’ said Ashkan, for they couldn’t be too careful these days, with lawyers hanging around like carrion crows. ‘We did everything we could. We tried . . .’

But the woman wasn’t listening to him. She had stepped forward and was taking Lissa’s cold hands.

‘You held his hand?’

Lissa nodded.

‘This hand held his hand?’

‘We tried,’ said Lissa. And suddenly the two women were weeping in each other’s arms, clinging on to one another. Ashkan was very unhappy. This wasn’t appropriate, not at all. He wasn’t sure what to do.

‘I’m so sorry,’ Lissa sobbed.

‘Did he say anything?’

Lissa desperately wanted to say he had asked for her or said to tell her that he loved her. But she couldn’t.

‘He was . . . he was already so unwell,’ she said. The woman nodded.

‘Oh well,’ she said. ‘I’m glad . . . I’m glad someone was with him.’

Lissa nodded, wishing she could do more.

‘All those people shouting at me,’ said the woman, looking confused. ‘You know, they want to chop him up! They were shouting at me! To chop him up! To cut up the body of my son! Before he’s even cold! To cut bits off him!’

Ashkan winced. The transplant people were so desperate, so determined, and if Kai had good organs, oh, what a difference they would make to people.

Lissa seemed to snap out of herself a little then, and she straightened up.

‘What did you say?’ she asked.
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Chapter Seven

The cottage was nearly identical to the one they’d just left, but furnished in a neutral, modern style, with a wood-burning stove and large prints of the children in black and white on the walls.

‘Hello there, Islay,’ Cormac said cheerily. ‘Why aren’t you asleep then?’

The tweenager was lying on the bed, blue and breathing heavily. Nonetheless, she attempted a grin for Cormac and a slightly flirtatious look for Jake, who was generally a hit with the ladies.

‘Ach, you’ve looked better,’ said Cormac, understating the case. The child had severe cardiomyopathy, and absolutely nothing seemed to be helping. The pacemaker was just the latest line in therapies that were failing her.

‘I was thinking about maybe taking her in,’ said her mother. They were extremely familiar with the hospital in Inverness.

‘Well, let’s have a listen,’ said Cormac, pulling out his stethoscope. ‘Those beta blockers not working on you, Islay?’

Trying to be helpful, the child shook her head just a fraction. How used to and how tired she was of the constant invasion, the constant questions. She looked so weary. Cormac felt his own heart sink. He’d left the Army to get away from the endless trauma cases, but this, in its own way, was just as difficult. Jake took her blood pressure and frowned.

‘Well?’ said Mrs Coudrie.

‘I’ll talk to Joan,’ said Jake. ‘This . . .’ He wrote down the number on a piece of paper, but Elspeth Coudrie already knew it by heart. ‘. . . is when we’d blue light. But I think we’ll see what Joan has in her armoury.’

Cormac patted Islay on the hand. ‘I know you want to stay up all night watching Mr Drake on the television.’

Islay rolled her eyes.

‘It’s Drake,’ she wheezed. ‘Not Mr Drake. And I don’t like him anyway.’

‘That’s good,’ said Cormac. ‘He’s too old for you.’

Islay tried to smile.

‘But the best thing you could do is get some sleep,’ said Cormac.

This wasn’t true. The best – and rapidly turning into the only – thing she could do was to get a heart transplant. If only it were that simple.

‘Imagine,’ said Mrs Coudrie as Islay tried to settle into bed. ‘Imagine waiting for someone else’s child to die. Imagine hoping that they will.’
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‘I don’t know!’ said Kai’s mother, her voice hysterical. ‘They were all yelling. And I just wanted to see my boy. He’s my boy! And they wanted to chop him up.’

Lissa took the woman’s hands.

‘Did you say no?’ she said softly.

‘I didn’t know what I was saying!’ said the woman, looking up at her. ‘Yes. I think I said no.’

‘Do you know,’ said Lissa very softly and quietly, as if trying to soothe a child. ‘Do you know what would be the most wonderful thing you could do for Kai, and Kai could do for the world?’

‘But they want to chop him up! My boy! My beautiful boy!’

‘He’d be giving his life for others,’ Lissa said. ‘That . . . that is very beautiful.’

The woman gently touched a small crucifix around her neck.

‘He could save a life,’ repeated Lissa.

‘But my beautiful boy . . .’

‘Would be a hero. A hero beyond heroes. For ever.’

The tears didn’t stop falling. Mrs Mitchell stood back.

‘Is it too late to say yes?’

Lissa shook her head, even though she wasn’t sure; even though it might be.

‘Come, please,’ she said. ‘Please. Can you come with me? Quickly?’

And together they ran back through the long corridors, the devil at their heels, Lissa terrified they would be too late, that they would have unplugged their machines, gone on their way, their tragic work unsuccessful.

They clattered into the HDU, panting and terrified. Thank God, thank God, thank God for all the cuts, was the only thing she could think. The staff had taken a break; the shift who would come on and remove the tubes and make up the body had not yet been called in – and there he still was, still connected.

They both froze. Kai’s mother made a sound, an animal noise, as if it was all happening over again.

‘You can do this,’ said Lissa. ‘You can do this.’

The officious young transplant woman was summoned with a beep, and she came clattering down the corridor, the fussiness in her face transformed, suddenly, into something like hope.

‘Mrs Mitchell?’

The woman nodded blankly. She sat by his bed again, stroking the beautiful, still-warm skin.

‘She made me come back.’

‘I didn’t!’ said Lissa. And looking at the boy, so close to sleeping – so close she could totally understand the instinctive horror at cutting him up, parcelling him out and using him for parts.

‘Give me the thing to sign,’ said Mrs Mitchell. ‘Quickly please. I don’t want to change my mind again.’

The nurse brought the paperwork over.

‘You have to understand—’

‘That it’s binding, yes, yes, I know that. Quick, I said!’

‘No,’ said the transplant nurse, straightening up. ‘I just really want you to understand. What you are doing is the bravest, the most wonderful thing you can do.’

Mrs Mitchell stared at her, her mouth hanging open.

‘You sound,’ she said, ‘like you want me to be pleased.’
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Chapter Eight

Kim-Ange was up and waiting for Lissa. She helped her friend pull off her clothes, take out her contacts, put on her thick black-rimmed glasses and get into her tracksuit bottoms. Lissa couldn’t deny being pleased to see her. Living in the nurses’ home was hardly the lap of luxury – it was a grimy old sixties block near the hospital – but it was still much cheaper than trying to rent privately in London, or even getting the train in every day from where her parents lived in Hertfordshire, and it had the added benefit, even if it was noisy and the showers were peeling and the kitchens got very grim, of there always being someone to talk to if you’d had a bad day. A really, really, really bad day.

Kim-Ange had her hands up.

‘I know,’ she said, her face a mask of sadness. She was holding up a bottle of something. That was the good thing and bad thing about nurses’ homes; word got around.

‘It was Ezra’s . . .’

‘I know that too.’ Kim-Ange swallowed. ‘He’s been seeing Yasmin.’

‘Ah,’ said Lissa, even in her exhaustion and misery registering that Ezra had been spreading himself round the exact same place she actually lived.

She felt utterly hollow inside.

Kim-Ange waved a bottle of some mysterious plum-coloured substance.

‘Come try this.’

Ever since she’d found an old cocktail cabinet in a skip which she’d hoiked home single-handedly, Kim-Ange had been on a mission to invent something new, which meant experimenting with a lot of things that were disgusting. Lissa didn’t care that evening though.

‘So how bad are you feeling about it?’ said Kim-Ange, eyeing her shrewdly. ‘Tracksuit bottoms bad? I mean, you know other people can see you?’

Kim-Ange had extremely high sartorial standards. She herself was wearing a long pink and red nightdress, matching robe, marabou slippers and a full face of make-up.

‘Yes,’ said Lissa. ‘It was a hit and run. Possibly deliberate. Fifteen years old.’

‘The way they talked about it on the news,’ said Kim-Ange. ‘As if, you know, what do you expect.’ She sighed.

Lissa sighed. ‘Give me the purple elixir of joy and/or misery then,’ she said, holding out her tooth mug for Kim-Ange to fill up.

‘Oh my God, that’s revolting,’ said Lissa, collapsing onto her bed. Then she took another sip. ‘Still bad.’

There was a pause and she tried again.

‘Okay, now it’s not so bad.’

‘There we are,’ said Kim-Ange, pleased. ‘A three-sipper. One of my best yet!’ and she started absent-mindedly folding Lissa’s clothes.

‘They’re going to call me in too,’ said Lissa after a while. ‘Disciplinary, I think. I didn’t get out of the way of the doctors. I messed up with the transplant protocol.’

‘You stopped a transplant?!’

‘No, I made one happen.’

‘Oh, that is terrible.’ Kim-Ange snorted sarcastically. ‘And don’t tell me, did you have a baby doctor who didn’t know his arse from his elbow and couldn’t tap a vein in either of them?’

‘No, I crossed the line,’ said Lissa.

‘Thank God there’s such a plethora of highly trained paramedical staff they could fill your job from,’ said Kim-Ange, looking mischievous. Lissa half smiled.

‘How short are they at the moment?’

‘Four grade eights,’ said Lissa.

‘Haha,’ said Kim-Ange. ‘They’ll never get rid of you. I mean, seriously. What else did you do? Did you have full sex in the ambulance?’

‘KIM-ANGE!’

‘I’ll take that as a maybe.’

‘No!’

‘Did you steal the car afterwards?’

Lissa bit her lip.

‘Stop it.’

‘No, seriously, I am trying to work out ways they’d actually let you go. Did you make the ambulance stop at the KFC drive-through on the way to the hospital?’

‘No.’

‘There you go then. It’ll be a telling-off.’

‘I hate those too.’

Kim-Ange rolled her eyes. ‘That’s right, terrifying NHS management sitting on their fat arses ticking boxes all day. They are pretty tough and scary, right enough. I heard they don’t even cry when they get a papercut.’

‘Tell me about your day,’ said Lissa, changing the subject. ‘Hang on, didn’t you have a date tonight?’

Kim-Ange approached Tinder with more or less as much tenacity as her job in cardiology.

‘Hmm . . .’ said Kim-Ange.

‘Oh no!’

Lissa scrolled down her phone.

‘But look at you on Insta! You look amazing!’

‘I do,’ said Kim-Ange.

Lissa looked at her, then back at the picture, then up at Kim-Ange again. ‘Stop doing that!’

‘What?’ said Kim-Ange innocently.

‘Giving yourself a waist. It looks really weird.’

‘Beautiful weird?’

‘I’m taking Facetune off your phone. You have gone too far. You look like a shark has bitten a chunk out of you.’

‘Piss off!’

‘You’re beautiful as you are,’ said Lissa, and Kim-Ange sighed.

‘So, don’t tell me. He was a shark-bite fetishist and then you turned up without a chunk out of you?’

‘No,’ said Kim-Ange. ‘He just kept going on and on about kimchee.’

‘Oh, you’re kidding,’ said Lissa. ‘Did you tell him you’re from Margate?’

‘Yup. That’s when he started telling me I really ought to get to know my own culture.’

Lissa laughed and rolled over on the bed, stuffing her pillow on her face. ‘NOOOOO! “Know your culture” bro strikes again! Nooooo!’

Kim-Ange checked her waist in the mirror and breathed in, quite hard.

‘What else did he say?’ said Lissa from behind the pillow.

‘Oh! He went to Cambodia on his gap year.’

‘So?’ Lissa removed the pillow.

‘So! Obviously, I would want to hear all about that!’

Lissa screwed up her face, then pulled up her phone.

‘Oh well. Let’s see what everyone else is up to.’

‘You mean, let’s see where everyone else is face-tuning themselves?’

‘And Lip Filler Watch.’

‘On it,’ said Kim-Ange, and she refilled their glasses with the filthy purple alcohol and they sat down and scrolled through the absurdly over-filtered pictures of everyone they’d ever known, and then for good measure made their own ridiculously over-filtered, face-tuned pic that turned them both into busty size sixes with vast fish lips, stuck their figures onto a background of a golden beach and posted them. Immediately the likes started pouring in.

‘Oh, for God’s sake,’ said Lissa, rolling her eyes.

‘Now everyone’s going to ask me how Hawaii was,’ said Kim-Ange, getting up to go to bed.

‘Tell them you got sponsored by a luxury holiday company to go for free for the ’Gram,’ suggested Lissa.

‘I will, I will.’ And Kim-Ange kissed Lissa on the cheek and she went to bed, feeling slightly better, or at least a little drunk.
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Chapter Nine

Cormac wasn’t entirely disappointed to notice that Emer had gone by the time he got home. There was a text on his phone he didn’t read the whole of, but it definitely included the phrase ‘you’re like a really shit “Batman”’. He was pondering this when, for the third time that evening, Jake rang. Cormac hurried out to meet his friend.

‘That was quick,’ said Jake suspiciously. ‘I take it she left.’

‘Don’t you start,’ said Cormac.

‘Ah,’ said Jake. ‘The thing about lady problems is . . .’

‘Don’t start,’ said Cormac. ‘And, for the third time, I’m not even on call.’

‘I know,’ said Jake as he tried and failed to suppress a smile.

Cormac gave him a sideways look. It wasn’t like any job was great fun. Unless, in Jake’s case, a supermodel had got herself stuck in the bath or something ridiculous like that.

‘What?’

‘I thought you might like this one.’

‘What?’

‘It’s your young Islay.’

Cormac’s heart started beating extremely quickly.

‘What about her?’

‘It’s only come up. Ten minutes ago.’

‘You are kidding,’ said Cormac.

Jake shook his head. ‘Nope. Some poor kid down south.’

‘The right age?’

‘Fifteen.’

‘Oh God,’ said Cormac. Then: ‘Oh God.’

‘I know.’

Jake whistled through his teeth. ‘I never thought we’d get there.’

Heart and lung transplants were so rare and the chances of success were so slim that normally only the heart was transplanted into patients who really needed it.

‘It’s the right size: he was tiny. Couple more years’ growing, and they can do it together.’

Cormac had watched the clock run down on patients before and had been fully expecting it to happen again.

‘Chuffing hell,’ he said. ‘That is absolutely brilliant news.’

‘Want to come with me to get her?’ said Jake.

Cormac did.

And he clasped his hand on Jake’s shoulder as they climbed into the van, Tim the Silent Driver pulling away.
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Lissa couldn’t sleep.

Outside the nursing block, with its single-glazed windows, was the ongoing sound of London, rumbling away. Normally Lissa didn’t mind it. In fact, she quite liked the steady reassuring noise of lorries delivering goods, glasses being recycled from pubs, bin pick-ups, sirens, shouting, as well as the omnipresent scent of dope smoke drifting up on summer evenings. It was the city she’d been born in, the city she’d always known. It was her lullaby.

But tonight, it was getting right on her nerves, as she lay there, eyes dry and wide, wondering how many other Kais were out there, how many other boys wouldn’t make it home to their mothers.

Normally in her job she followed people into their homes. Alive people, who got better hopefully, or at least reached a stage of acceptance and learned to deal with whatever hand of cards they’d been dealt.

This had happened the wrong way round and all she could see was a dripping pool of blood and wide staring eyes and someone who could have been her brother; could have been anyone she’d been at school with . . .

Every lorry stopping on the road sounded like danger; a car’s screeching brakes made her stiffen. She could feel the adrenaline shoot through her without warning, feel it spurting through her system even as one bit of her was chanting ‘must rest must rest’ and her phone glowed on the table, counting down the minutes until she had to get up, even as she could see the sky lightening through her cheap thin standard issue curtains. She groaned, turned over in bed and stuffed her head under the pillow, feeling simultaneously grimly alert and as if all her limbs were pinned down by stones, and the night ground on.
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Chapter Ten

Joan had arrived by the time the boys got back to Islay’s house. All the lights were on in the quiet village street, blazing away. Mrs Murray, who ran the village shop, lived next door and had got up to see what all the fuss was about, just in case she missed any vitally important gossip. She didn’t consider what she did to be gossip, but instead an intensely important life force to the surrounding area and in fact a moral source for good, practically heroic. And so she was standing in her eiderdown dressing gown on her (spotless) front step at one o’clock in the morning. Plus, poor wee Islay, everyone had known her from a bairn, knew it wisnae fair, the poor lass. When all the other kids were running themselves ragged down at Tara’s nursery, she’d had to be kept home like a china doll sat on a shelf, never moving, jumping, running – everything children wanted to do – as if she was made of porcelain and couldn’t be let out. It was a real hardship to live somewhere as beautiful as Kirrinfief, which had the loch close by, the mountains and as much freedom and space to play in as a child could dream of, and be stuck indoors all the time watching TV or playing with her iPad.

And here was all the medical folk of the town: Joan and Cormac and Jake as well – my goodness, a full house. But they were smiling and chatting and everyone was excited, and the next minute out came Islay herself, being wheeled on a stretcher, sitting up, a tube in her nose to keep her blood supplied with oxygen.

‘I can’t believe it,’ Islay’s mother was saying, clutching her hands to her chest. Gregor, her dad, was blinking hard, trying to shush her, saying that it was very early days, that these things weren’t always a definite, that there were false alarms.

‘Wheels up!’ shouted Jake from his walkie-talkie, face beaming.

‘Och, listen to you,’ said Cormac, helping him wheel the bed. ‘With your fancy language! What are you, on Air Force One?’

‘They’re sending a plane with the heart in it.’

‘Who is?’

‘British Airways! They volunteered!’

‘They volunteered to fly here?’

‘I think they have to move a plane,’ said Jake. ‘Anyway. They’re rushing it.’

Cormac shook his head. ‘That’s amazing. That’s just amazing.’

He patted Islay on the shoulder.

‘Can you believe this? They’re rolling the red carpet right out for you.’

They hopped in the ambulance, Jake in the front, Cormac and Islay’s parents in the back. Even though Islay was thirteen, she was still clinging to an old raggedy toy seal she must have had since she was a baby.

Jake had every new gadget on his phone and pulled up an app that identified planes as they flew overhead. They ignored him at first, then gathered round
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