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It was cold in the basement.

Not colder, Del didn’t think, than most basements were, but he’d never been in a basement before this one, and he didn’t really know. It was to do with being underground, and well-ventilated, too — Doc Hanif said that operating rooms were often a little colder than other rooms in a hospital, to make sure that surgeons kept cool even working under pressure.

The basement’s walls were plastered in white and the floor was tiled a sort of wan beige colour, pale enough that blood showed up on it very obviously.

When Del had first started working here, about five years ago, it had all been one room, high-ceilinged, with a few powerful lamps on stands, like floodlamps. Last year, after the doc had done a job for Del’s old boss, who laundered his money through construction — his daughter had gotten stabbed and had needed a kidney transplant without any questions asked — he’d done some work in the room.

Now, the basement had two floors, although the second floor was a kind of crawl space and Del wasn’t allowed to go into it all the way, because only the walkway had full steel reinforcement instead of beams. The guy that had put it in had taken one look at him and said he couldn’t guarantee Del wouldn’t go right through the floor of it.

The ground — or, below ground, but Del didn’t think that counted as funny — floor was separated into three spaces. Two big rooms underneath what the construction guys had built, and a kind of waiting room at the base of where the two sets of stairs met, one going up into the café’s pantry, the other opening into one of the storage rooms in the vet.

Del stood now with his arms crossed loosely across his chest, his shoulders against the wall, at the foot of these two stairways, and watched Doc Hanif read through her docket for today.

She was a little woman, stout but barely five feet high, and she wore — like she did every day, even though she ended up scrubbing in six days out of seven — a collared shirt and suit trousers underneath her white coat. She studied the docket intensely, her dark brows furrowed together, and when a dog started barking in the backroom upstairs, she swore under her breath in Urdu, glaring up at the ceiling.

“Wish they’d put it down,” she said.

“I think they’d be out of a job if they went around doing stuff like that,” said Del. “Anyway, it’s that Rhodesian Ridgeback with diabetes. You’d cry if you had to be back in the vet’s every few weeks.”

“It’s not the diabetes that brings him back here,” she said. “That dog is accident prone. He keeps eating things he shouldn’t, and falling on walks, and skidding on ice.”

“I think we’d be out of job if there were no accidents,” said Del.

“Bah,” said Doc Hanif. “Like you help.”

“Like I help, sure,” said Del. “Six bonuses you’ve paid me this year so far, Doc — six times you’ve needed me to scrub in and assist when Ben wasn’t available.”

“Only because Ghita chose to have a baby,” said Doc Hanif gruffly. “She’ll be back in March.”

“And for now, I promise I won’t get pregnant any time soon,” said Del. “Pinky swear.”

Hanif looked up at him with a scowl on her face. She wore purple lipstick, which Del had always thought was a pretty funny thing, given that everything else Doc Hanif said and did was so conservative and understated.

Well — Except for the job, maybe.

“This is all for today?” asked the doc suspiciously. “Only two surgery consultations?”

“You know,” said Del, “every time you complain that our schedule is thin, we end up having to suddenly sew somebody’s hand back on in the middle of the day.”

“Do you ever consider,” replied Doc Hanif, expression blank, “that it is you telling me that I have cursed the day that curses the day, and not me saying that it is quiet?”

Del grinned. “It’s Sunday,” he said idly. “We always gets walk-ins on Sunday.”

Doc Hanif sighed and moved across the room, setting the clipboard down on her desk. “Go,” she said. “Send Ben down when he arrives.”

“Yes, Doc,” Del said and jogged up the stairs, stepping into the backroom of the café.

He’d wanted to be a nurse, growing up — or, he wanted to be a doctor, and then all his teachers pointed out he’d never have the grades, so he’d thought he’d be a nurse, but it turned out he didn’t have the grades for that, either.

Doc Hanif didn’t care about that . He’d done a first aid course on the company dime when he’d been a labourer, before he’d fucked his shoulder, and on top of the stuff he learned from Doc Hanif and her surgical assistants, she sent him on courses to learn other stuff here and there. He knew the basic stuff, knew how to do CPR, how to work the defib, how to intubate someone, how to give an injection, how to set up the drip. He couldn’t medicate most stuff off the top of his head, but he always made sure to listen closely when she needed him to scrub in or help downstairs, and hey, it would never be official, but he was kind of a nurse now, so who needed a degree?

Doctor Hanif, of course, had her degree, but before she’d started doing this, she’d been a GP, and Del was pretty sure that the GMC wouldn’t be keen to license this kind of operation.

When his old boss had gotten him the job — it had been his daughter’s fault Del had wrenched his shoulder, grabbing her before she could go through a loose board in the scaffold she wasn’t meant to be on, and Gaz had felt bad — it had just been to be the face in the café, and be a bit of muscle on the door for when the doc needed it.

Del was fucking scary to look at and he knew it, and that had been the case even with his arm in a sling so he couldn’t move his shoulder. Doc Hanif had agreed to take him on based off that — when he’d said he knew first aid and that he’d wanted to be a nurse, she’d been fucking delighted, although it hadn’t showed in her face. It never did : she wasn’t that kind of woman.

They ordered in a lot of medical stuff through the vet’s, and that stuff never raised an eyebrow, and then the more specific human medication and shit, as well as the occasional kidney, were normally smuggled in with the café inventory.

Del had thought, when he’d first started, that the café would have people in and out all the time, but that wasn’t the case at all. Where the vet had a big frosted window that opened out onto the other street, the café had a tiny window that opened into the little alleyway between this building and the next one, and it had a big, brown wooden door no one ever looked twice at, the sort that looked as though it might just belong to a flat rather than a store or business.

The alleyway didn’t have any lights in it, barely had enough space for a small car to squeeze through, and even when people took it as an ill-advised shortcut, next to no one tried the café — and the ones that did push the door open took one look at the four grotty plastic tables and mismatched chairs, the dim lights, and the big, scowling guy behind the counter, and fucked off again.

They had a few hot plates set up, a toaster, a microwave, but Del only ever used them to cook himself lunch when he didn’t have time to walk out to get something, and most of the time, they weren’t even plugged in. The kettle got a good bit of use, but only for when people wanted a cup of tea when they were waiting for their mate to come out of surgery downstairs, and most of the time, they didn’t want a cup of tea anyway — they wanted vodka, whiskey, or gin, which he kept underneath the counter.

The café was just an entrance, really, and a place to keep excess people without Doc Hanif having to look at them — there was a goods lift for taking people down when they were on a gurney, accessible from alley, for emergencies, and even then, people still had to call ahead for Del to operate it.

What Del typically didn’t have, especially at six in the morning on a Sunday when he was about to start doing stock take, was a little man sitting at the counter beside the till.

Del took a moment to consider this, lingering in the doorway from the café’s backroom. He was sat up on one of the battered bar stools, but Del could see from the guy had his legs underneath him, barely even touching the footrest, that he probably wasn’t much taller than Doc Hanif. He was wearing a grey suit and had a mess of uncombed hair, one elbow resting on the counter, his head leaned on it, as he stared down at his tablet, which was lighting up his face.

The overheard lights weren’t even fucking on.

Del wondered if this was some kind of new fucking intimidation tactic from someone the doc had refused help to, sending a miniature god damn accountant-looking bloke, and flicked the switches beside him.

With a quiet buzz of humming electricity, the lights flickered on in the café, first the ones over the tables, and then the ones over the counter — he turned the switch on for the light in the window, but that was just habit. The bulb in that had died three years ago, and he’d never bothered to switch it out for a fresh one.

The guy at the counter didn’t even look up, although
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