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      To Scott (SP), with all my love

    

  
    
      
        
          

        

      

      
         

         

         

         

        You can’t always pinpoint the precise moment that your life goes wrong. Most of the time it creeps up on you, year by year, moment by moment, until one day you look around and realise you’re so far from who you used to be you don’t even feel like the same person. It’s usually a gradual collapse, sneaking – a stone there, a pebble here; a slow erosion of who you are, bit by bit, piece by piece.

        But other times you can say exactly when it was your life fell apart. When all your carefully placed cards tumbled down, and your house collapsed, and you knew in that moment nothing was ever going to be the same again. In that moment, you weren’t sure if you would even survive, or be pulled under for ever. But you did. Somehow.

      

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              Day One: Make a new friend
            

          

        

      

      
        
          [image: Day One: Make a new friend]
        
      

      ‘Excuse me?’

      No answer. The receptionist carried on clacking the computer keys.

      Annie tried again. ‘Excuse me.’

      That was a level-two ‘excuse me’ – above the one she’d give to tourists blocking the escalator and below the one reserved for someone with their bag on a train seat. Nothing.

      ‘Sorry,’ she said, taking it to level three (stealing your parking spot; bashing you with an umbrella, etc). ‘Could you help me, please? I’ve been standing here for five minutes.’

      The woman kept typing. ‘What?’

      ‘I need to change the address on a patient file. I’ve already been sent to four different departments.’

      The receptionist extended one hand, without looking up. Annie gave her the form. ‘This you?’

      ‘Well, no.’ Obviously.

      ‘The patient has to change it for themselves.’

      ‘Um, well, they can’t, actually.’ Which would be clear if anyone in the hospital ever bothered to read the files.

      The form dropped onto the counter. ‘Can’t let another person change it. Data protection, see.’

      ‘But —’ Annie felt, suddenly and horribly, like she might cry ‘— I need to change it so letters come to my address! She can’t read them herself any more! That’s why I’m here. Please! I – I just need it changed. I don’t understand how this can possibly be so difficult.’

      ‘Sorry.’ The reception sniffed, picked something off one of her nails.

      Annie snatched the paper up. ‘Look, I’ve been in this hospital for hours now. I’ve been sent around from office to office. Patient Records. Neurology. Outpatients. Reception. Back to Neurology. And no one seems to have the slightest idea how to do this very simple task! I haven’t eaten. I haven’t showered. And I can’t go home unless you just open up your computer and type in a few lines. That’s all you have to do.’

      The receptionist still wasn’t even looking at her. Clack, clack, clack. Annie felt it swell up in her, the anger, the pain, the frustration. ‘Will you LISTEN to me?’ She reached over and wrenched the computer around.

      The woman’s eyebrows disappeared into her bouffant hair. ‘Madam, I’m going to have to call security if you don’t —’

      ‘I just want you to look at me when I’m speaking. I just need you to help me. Please.’ And then it was too late and she was definitely crying, her mouth suddenly filling with bitter salt. ‘I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I just – I – really need to change the address.’

      ‘Listen, madam…’ The receptionist was swelling, her mouth opening, no doubt to tell Annie where to go. Then something odd happened. Instead, her face creased into a smile. ‘Hiya, P.’

      ‘He-ey, everything OK here?’

      Annie turned to see who was interrupting. In the doorway of the dingy hospital office was a tall woman in all shades of the rainbow. Red shoes. Purple tights. A yellow dress, the colour of Sicilian lemons. A green beanie hat. Her amber jewellery glowed orange, and her eyes were a vivid blue. That array of colour shouldn’t have worked, but somehow it did. She leaned towards Annie, touching her arm; Annie flinched. ‘So sorry, I don’t mean to jump in front of you. Just need to very, very quickly make an appointment.’

      The receptionist was back clacking, this time with a jaunty beat. ‘Next week do ya?’

      ‘Thanks, you’re a star. Sorry, I’ve totally queue-jumped!’ The rainbow beamed at Annie again. ‘Is this lovely lady all sorted, Denise?’

      No one had called Annie a lovely lady for a long time. She blinked the tears from her eyes, trying to sound firm. ‘Well, no, because apparently it’s too hard to just change a patient record. I’ve been to four different offices now.’

      ‘Oh, Denise can do that for you; she has all the secrets of this hospital at her fabulous fingertips.’ The woman mimed typing. There was a large bruise on the back of one hand, partly covered by taped-on cotton wool.

      Denise was actually nodding, grudgingly. ‘Alright then. Give it here.’

      Annie passed the form over. ‘Can you send care of me, please? Annie Hebden.’ Denise typed, and within ten seconds, the thing Annie had waited for all day was done. ‘Um – thanks.’

      ‘You’re welcome, madam,’ said Denise, and Annie could feel her judgement. She’d been rude. She knew she’d been rude. It was just so frustrating, so difficult.

      ‘Brill. Bye, missus.’ The rainbow woman waved at Denise, then grabbed Annie’s arm again. ‘Listen. I’m sorry you’re having a bad day.’

      ‘I – what?’

      ‘You seem like you’re having a really bad day.’

      Annie was temporarily speechless. ‘I’m in the bloody hospital. Do you think anyone here’s having a good day?’

      The woman looked round at the waiting room behind them – half the people on crutches, some with shaved heads and pale faces, a shrunken woman hunched in a wheelchair in a hospital gown, bored kids upending the contents of their mums’ bags while the mums mindlessly stabbed at phones. ‘No reason why not.’

      Annie stepped back, angry. ‘Listen, thank you for your help – though I shouldn’t have needed it, this hospital is a disgrace – but you’ve no idea why I’m in here.’

      ‘True.’

      ‘So, I’m going now.’

      ‘Do you like cake?’ the woman asked.

      ‘What? Of course I… what?’

      ‘Wait a sec.’ She dashed away. Annie looked at Denise, who’d gone back to her blank-eyed keyboard stare.

      She counted to ten – annoyed at herself for even doing that – then shook her head and went out down the corridor, with its palette of despair-blue and bile-green. Sounds of wheeling beds, flapping doors, distant crying. An old man lay on a trolley, tiny and grey. Thank God she was finally done. She needed to go home, lose herself in the TV, hide under the duvet…

      ‘Wait! Annie Hebden!’

      Annie turned. The annoying woman was running down the corridor – well, more sort of shuffling, out of breath. She held a cupcake aloft, iced with wavy chocolate frosting. ‘For you,’ she panted, thrusting it into Annie’s hand. Each of her nails was painted a different colour.

      Annie was speechless for the second time in five minutes. ‘Why?’

      ‘Because. Cupcakes make everything a little better. Except for type II diabetes, I guess.’

      ‘Uh…’ Annie looked at the cake in her hand. Slightly squished. ‘Thank you?’

      ‘That’s OK.’ The woman licked some rogue frosting off her hand. ‘Ick, I hope I don’t get MRSA. Not that it would make much difference. I’m Polly, by the way. And you’re Annie.’

      ‘Er. Yeah.’

      ‘Have a good day, Annie Hebden. Or at least a slightly better one. Remember, if you want the rainbow, you have to put up with the rain.’ And she waved, and skipped – was it the first time anyone had ever skipped down the Corridor of Doom? – out of sight.

       

      Annie waited for the bus in the rain, that grey soupy rain that Lewisham seemed to specialise in. She thought what a stupid thing it was that the woman had said. Rain didn’t always lead to rainbows. Usually it just led to soaked socks and your hair in rat-tails. But at least she had somewhere to go. A homeless man sat beneath the bus shelter, water dripping off his head and forming a puddle around his dirty trousers. Annie felt wretched for him, but what could she do? She couldn’t help him. She couldn’t even help herself.

      When the bus came it was rammed, and she stood squeezed up between a buggy and a mound of shopping bags, buffeted by every turn. An elderly lady got on, wobbling up the steps with her shopping trolley. As she shuffled down the bus, nobody looked up from their phones to offer her a seat. Annie finally snapped. What was wrong with people? Was there not a shred of decency left in this city?

      ‘For God’s sake!’ she barked. ‘Could someone let this lady sit down, please?’ A young man with huge headphones slouched out of his seat, embarrassed.

      ‘No need to take the Lord’s name in vain,’ said the old lady, tutting disapprovingly at Annie as she sat down.

      Annie stared at her feet, which had left grimy marks on the wet floor of the bus, until she got to her stop.

      How had her life come to this, she wondered? Losing it in public over a change of address? Weeping in front of strangers? Once it would have been her raising her eyebrows as someone else had a meltdown. Offering tissues, and a soothing pat on the arm. She didn’t understand what had happened to that person. The one she used to be.

      Sometimes it felt to Annie like her life had changed in the blink of an eye.

      Eyes shut – she was back in the bedroom of her lovely house on that last sunny morning, and everything was good. She was filled with excitement, and hope, and slightly exhausted joy. Perfect.

      Eyes open – she was here, trudging back to her horrible flat, catching the bus in the rain, lying awake full of dread and misery.

      One blink, perfect. Two blinks, ruined. But no matter how many times she closed her eyes, it never went back to how it used to be.
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      The doorbell was ringing. Annie woke up with a jerk, her heart shock-started. What was it? The police again, the ambulance… but no, the worst had already happened.

      She sat up, registering that she’d fallen asleep on the sofa again, in the clothes she’d worn to the hospital. She couldn’t even remember what she’d been watching on TV. Tattoo Fixers maybe? She liked that. It was always comforting to see there were people who’d made worse decisions than she had.

      Riiiinnnngg. She moved aside the blanket Costas must have laid over her. As she stood up, crumbs and tissues and a remote control fell out of her clothes. It was as if she’d come home drunk, but drunk on misery, on grief, on anger.

      Riiiiinnnnnng! ‘Alright!’ Jesus. What time was it anyway? The TV clock read 9.23a.m. She had to hurry or she’d miss visiting hours. Costas would have left ages ago to do the breakfast shift, in and out without her even seeing him. A feeling of shame rolled over her – the Annie of two years ago would never have slept in her clothes.

      ‘Annie Hebden! Are you in there?’

      Annie winced. Through the door chain she could see a blur of jewel green – it was the strange woman from the hospital. Polly something.

      ‘Er, yes?’

      ‘I’ve got your hospital letter.’ A hand appeared in the gap, this time with silver nails, and waved an envelope under Annie’s nose. It had her name on it, but a different address. One in a nicer part of town. ‘You probably got mine,’ said the woman cheerfully.

      Annie looked at the pile of letters on the mat. Bills. A subscription to Gardening Monthly, which she really should have cancelled by now. And a bright, white envelope addressed to Polly Leonard. ‘How did that happen?’

      ‘I guess Denise got mixed up when you changed the address. I called her to change them round, no harm done.’

      Was the hospital supposed to give out her address? ‘So you came all the way here, just to give me this?’ It would have taken more than half an hour from Polly’s home in Greenwich to Annie’s in Lewisham, especially at rush hour.

      ‘Sure. I’ve never been to this part of town before, so I thought why not?’

      There were a million reasons why not. The area’s soaring crime rates. The monstrosity of its seventies shopping centre. The fact they’d been digging up the heart of it for years now, creating a traffic-clogged hellhole full of thundering drills and melted tarmac.

      ‘Well. Thanks for bringing it.’ She stuck Polly’s letter out the gap. ‘Bye then.’

      Polly didn’t budge. ‘Are you going to the hospital today?’

      Every instinct told Annie to lie, but for some reason she didn’t. ‘Oh – yeah. I will be, but —’

      ‘Appointment?’

      ‘Not exactly.’ She didn’t feel up to explaining.

      ‘I’m going in too. I thought we could travel together.’

      Annie had been known to stay in the office for an extra twenty minutes some days, just to be sure her colleagues were gone so she wouldn’t have to catch the bus with them. ‘I’m not dressed,’ she said.

      ‘That’s OK. I can wait.’

      ‘But… but…’ Annie’s stupid brain couldn’t think of a single reason not to let this annoying, overly colourful stranger into her home. ‘I guess… OK then.’ She let Polly in.

      ‘So this is your place.’ Polly stood in Annie’s drab living room like a Christmas tree. Today, she wore what looked like an ankle-length cocktail dress in crème de menthe satin, and, underneath it, biker boots. A fake-fur jacket and a knitted hat completed the look. The hem of the dress was damp and dirty, as if she’d just walked through Lewisham in the rain. She looked like a model on an urban fashion shoot.

      ‘I’m not allowed to decorate. Landlord won’t let me.’ The tenth-floor flat still had its depressing laminate floorboards and seventies knobbly walls. It smelled of damp and other people’s cooking. ‘Um, I need to shower. Do you want – you want tea or anything?’

      ‘That’s OK. I’ll just stay here and read or something.’ She looked round at the shabby room, the laundry on the rack, which had dried all crispy, Annie’s over-washed pants and leggings.

      Polly picked something up from the dusty coffee table. ‘How to Obtain Power of Attorney. This looks interesting.’

      Was that sarcasm? Annie wondered. A slim pamphlet with a sad stock photo of someone holding an old person’s hand, when really getting power of attorney was more like grabbing that old person’s hand and tying it to their side before they could hurt themselves. Or someone else.

      ‘Well, OK. I won’t be long.’

      Annie went into the bathroom – rusty mirror, mouldering shower curtain – and wondered if she’d gone mad. There was a strange woman in her house and she was just letting it happen. A woman she knew nothing about, who could be crazy, and quite likely was, judging by her clothes. Maybe that was why they’d met in the neurological department. Maybe she’d had a blow to the head and it had turned her into a person with no boundaries, who came to your flat and read your depressing private pamphlets.

      Annie had the world’s quickest wash, what her mum would have called a lick and a polish. For many months after her life fell apart, the shower used to be the place she cried, her fist stuffed in her mouth to muffle the sound. But there was no time for that today, so she threw on a near-identical outfit to the one she’d worn yesterday. No point in looking nice. Not for a place where people were either dying, or wished they were.

      On her way out – no make-up, wet hair bundled up – she heard voices from the living room. Her heart sank. He must be on a short shift today.

      ‘Annie!’ Polly beamed at her as she went in. ‘I was just meeting your lovely friend here!’

      ‘Hiya, Annie!’ Costas waved. Costas was Greek, gorgeous, and had abs you could crack eggs on. He was also twenty-two, had turned Annie’s spare room into a festering rubbish dump, and hilariously enough worked in Costa Coffee. At least, he thought it was hilarious.

      ‘He’s my flatmate. I need to go now.’

      ‘In a minute. Costas brought back some pastries!’

      ‘Boss says I should take away. Still good though!’ He was holding open a brown paper bag full of croissants and Danish pastries. He smiled at Polly. ‘You come to Costa sometime, I make you special Greek coffee. Strong enough to blow off your head!’

      Suddenly Annie was angry. How dare this woman come here and lift the lid on Annie’s life, the sordid flat, the unwashed dishes? ‘I’m going now,’ she said. ‘Costas, could you wash up your pans? You left green stuff all over the baking dish last night.’

      ‘Spanokopita – needs to soak.’

      ‘Oh, I love spanakopita!’ cried Polly. ‘I backpacked in Greece when I was eighteen. Yiasou!’

      ‘Yiasou!’ Costas gave her a thumbs up, and his widest white grin. He was always smiling. It was wearing. ‘Very good, Polly.’

      Annie put her coat on, as passive-aggressively as she could. ‘I’ll be late.’

      ‘Oh! Right, let’s split. Lovely to meet you, Costas-Annie’s-friend.’

      ‘He’s my flatmate,’ she said, opening the door crossly. She wasn’t entirely sure why.

       

      ‘Ladies and gentlemen, the bus will now stop to change drivers. It will take… er… we don’t know.’

      The carriage filled with a gust of sighs. ‘I’ll definitely be late now,’ Annie muttered to herself.

      ‘Bloody wasters,’ grumbled an elderly man next to her, who was wearing a hairy suit that smelled strongly of damp. ‘Two pound a journey for this. Lining their pockets, they are.’

      ‘Well, it gives us a chance to look around,’ Polly said, cheerfully.

      Annie and the man exchanged a quick incredulous glance. The view out the window was of a large Tesco and a patch of waste ground with a burnt-out car on it.

      ‘Or chat,’ Polly went on. ‘Where are you off to, sir?’

      ‘Funeral,’ he grunted, leaning on his stick.

      ‘I’m sorry. Friend of yours?’

      Annie shrank into her seat. A man in paint-stained jeans was already rolling his eyes. What if people thought she was with the woman who talked on the bus? The most dangerous London pest, worse than urban foxes or Japanese knotweed.

      ‘Me old mucker Jimmy. Had good innings though. Fighter pilot in the Blitz, he was.’

      ‘Oh, how fascinating. How did you meet?’

      A woman in a headscarf removed one earbud and tutted loudly. Annie cringed.

      ‘Grew up on the same street. Old Bermondsey. He was RAF, I was navy. I could tell you a thing or two, love.’ He gave an emphysemic chuckle.

      Annie picked up an abandoned Metro and began to ostentatiously read about gangland stabbings, as the old man droned on.

      ‘… And then Jimmy, he ’id in the wardrobe till ’er ’usband nodded off, then he nipped out the window…’

      ‘This is so sad,’ Annie said pointedly, waving the paper. ‘Three stabbings this month alone.’

      ‘Bunch of hoodlums,’ said the old man. ‘Jimmy and me were the terror of the streets but we never did no stabbings. A punch in the face, now, that’s civilised. Gentlemanly.’

      Annie closed her eyes: she could not endure another second of this. Luckily, the bus started to move, and Mate-of-Jimmy’s got off at the next stop, seizing Polly’s hand and planting a wet kiss on it. ‘Nice speaking to you, young lady.’

      ‘I’ve got some hand sanitiser,’ offered Annie.

      Polly laughed. ‘He’ll probably outlive me.’

      Annie raised her paper again. Everyone else on the bus had headphones in, like decent people. Only Polly insisted on staring round her, waving at babies and dogs, making eye contact all over the show. If she carried on like that, there was a good chance they’d be arrested by the London Transport Police and not even make the hospital.

       

      But they did make it. The homeless man was still sitting by the bus shelter, and Annie wondered if he’d been there all night. His head was bowed. Polly hunkered down to him, as Annie cringed again and stared off into the distance. ‘Hello. What’s your name? I’m Polly.’

      He glanced up slowly, clearing his throat. His voice was like sandpaper. ‘Jonny.’

      ‘Is there anything I can bring you when I come out? Hot drink?’

      Annie was blushing on Polly’s behalf. Wasn’t it patronising, to offer a hot drink instead of cash? He looked surprised. ‘A coffee would be nice. Anything hot really.’

      ‘Sugar?’

      ‘Eh… two, please. Cheers.’

      ‘See you a bit later, then. I’ve got to go in there now.’

      ‘Oh. Good luck.’

      Annie was already walking off, deathly embarrassed. Once inside, she did her best to shake Polly off. ‘I’m going this way, so…’

      ‘Me too. Good old neurology.’ Polly tucked her fur-clad arm through Annie’s. ‘It’s the best department. I mean, it’s your brain. Everything you are is in there. Much better than stupid hearts or legs, or the worst, dermatology.’

      ‘Yeah,’ said Annie with heavy sarcasm. ‘It’s great when your brain starts turning to mush in your head.’ They’d stopped outside the inpatient ward. ‘Well, I need to go in there.’

      ‘OK.’ Polly didn’t move.

      ‘I mean… only one person’s allowed at a time. So I better just…’ Why wouldn’t she go? If she didn’t leave soon then she might see…

      ‘Hello. Hello!’

      Annie flinched at the high, nervous voice of the woman tottering towards them in a hospital gown. She was pointing a bony finger at Annie. ‘You. Miss. Are you the nurse?’

      ‘So sad,’ murmured Polly. ‘Can we help you, madam?’

      Annie tried to block Polly off. ‘I don’t think we should —’

      ‘I’m looking for the nurse.’ Annie knew the woman was barely sixty, but she looked eighty. Her face was sunken, her hair grey, and under her hospital gown her legs were bruised and wasted, one wrapped in a bandage. ‘I need – oh, I don’t know what I need!’

      ‘I’m sure it’ll come to you. Shall we go into the ward?’ Polly was taking her arm, which was mottled with scars that never seemed to heal.

      ‘I don’t think you should do that.’ Annie wanted to scream.

      ‘Oh, come on, Annie, she needs help.’

      ‘Just leave it, will you?’ snapped Annie. ‘Go to your own bloody appointment!’

      The woman was staring at her. ‘You. I know you, don’t I? Are you the nurse?’

      ‘I… eh…’ Annie’s voice was dead in her throat. Polly was staring too, her forehead wrinkled. ‘No, I’m…’

      At that point a harassed-looking nurse dashed out from the ward. ‘Maureen! Come on, back to bed now. You can’t walk on that leg.’

      But she wouldn’t leave. She was still staring at Annie. ‘I know you. I know you!’

      Too late to pretend. ‘Yes. It’s me, Mum. It’s Annie. I was just coming to see you.’

      Charity – one of the nicer nurses, even if she did insist on praying over the patients – gave Annie a sympathetic look. ‘Come on now, Maureen. Your daughter will be in to see you soon.’

      As the ward doors swung shut, Polly looked at Annie. ‘That’s why you were here? You’re not sick yourself?’

      ‘No. Mum, she – well, she has dementia. Early-onset. She had a fall at the weekend, trying to get a chip pan out of the cupboard. Even though she hasn’t had a chip pan since 2007. But they’ll probably discharge her soon and then – I don’t know what then.’ Annie took a deep breath.

      Polly’s expression hadn’t changed. Interest, understanding, but no pity. ‘I guess that explains your attitude of barely suppressed fury.’

      Something broke inside Annie. ‘Look. I don’t know you, and you’ve got no right to say that. My mum’s not even sixty and she has advanced dementia. Why wouldn’t I be furious? I should be furious. So why don’t you just butt out of my life, OK? What gives you the right to… to come to my house, and interfere and —’ The rest was drowned in sudden, inconvenient tears.

      Polly reacted strangely to this tirade, which left Annie gasping for breath. ‘Come with me,’ Polly said, grasping her hand. Hers was cold, but surprisingly strong. She dragged Annie down the corridor.

      ‘What? No, I don’t want to – let go of me!’

      ‘Come on. I want to show you something.’ They’d reached a door with a sign on it that read DR MAXIMILIAN FRASER, MD FRS. CONSULTANT NEUROLOGIST. Underneath it someone had Blu-Tacked up a sign in green ink – No I Am Not A Supplies Cupboard. Polly threw open the door. ‘Dr McGrumpy! It’s your favourite patient.’

      A voice from the dark said, ‘Come in, Polly. It’s not like I’m in the middle of a highly confidential patient review or anything.’

      ‘You’re eating a Crunchie and watching cat videos on YouTube,’ said Polly, which was true. The room was tiny and gloomy – not much bigger than a cupboard, in fact – and one wall was covered in dark glass. Behind a computer sat a burly man in scrubs, his thick, dark hair sticking up as if he’d been running his hands through it, several days’ worth of stubble on his chin.

      ‘What do you want now?’ He had a Scottish accent. Annie saw his eyes rest on her, so she looked at her feet in their shabby black loafers.

      ‘I want to show the scan to my new friend Annie.’

      ‘Not again. Do you think I’ve nothing else to do, is that it? You think hospital funding is so luxuriant I’m basically your own personal AV monkey?’

      ‘Come on. You know I’m your best patient.’

      ‘He’s my best patient. No hassle.’

      Annie saw he was nodding to a glass jar, which held a floating human brain.

      ‘Go on then,’ he said, sighing. He clicked his computer and the wall screen glowed into life, revealing another brain, the ghostly image of one this time. White, spongy. One side of it was darker, tendrils of black curling through it.

      ‘That’s my brain,’ said Polly, proudly.

      ‘Oh,’ said Annie, not sure what she was seeing.

      Polly went over and tapped the glass. ‘Fingerprints,’ grunted the doctor. She ignored him.

      ‘That’s my tree. Glioblastoma – it means “branches”, see.’

      Annie looked at the doctor for guidance.

      ‘No one knows what that word means, Polly,’ he said.

      ‘Well, let me explain. That’s my brain, and this lovely tree-like growth here – well, that’s my brain tumour.’ Polly smiled. ‘I call it Bob.’

       

      ‘Take deep breaths.’

      Annie sucked in air. She was sitting on the doctor’s wheely chair. He was kneeling in front of her, peering into her eyes. His were brown and intelligent, like a kind dog. ‘Can you follow this?’ He held up a finger.

      ‘Of course I can,’ she said irritably. ‘I’m fine. I didn’t even faint.’ She didn’t understand why she’d freaked out. She barely knew Polly, brain tumour or not.

      Polly had gone to get ‘hot sweet tea’, as she’d brightly announced. ‘Isn’t that what they did in the war?’

      The doctor said, ‘You didn’t know, I take it. You never wondered why she’d so many appointments?’

      ‘We only met yesterday. And she’s acting like we’re, I don’t know, teenage pen pals.’

      ‘That’s Polly. It’s quite hard to avoid being friends with her.’ His accent rolled hard on the rs. He sat back on his heels.

      ‘So… she’s sick.’

      ‘Very sick.’

      ‘Can you – do anything?’

      He stood up again, wincing. ‘Christ, I’m getting old. I shouldn’t really tell you. Confidentiality. But since you just saw her brain scan I guess I can take that as patient consent. Because of where Bob is, there’s a strong chance removal would damage her brain.’ Annie remembered what Polly had said. About the brain being everything we are. ‘She’s had chemo, which bought a bit of time. We’re keeping an eye on it. Lots of MRI scans. Costing a bloody fortune. If it goes near the front cortex, well, that’s game over, and it’s very aggressive. Quite advanced already.’

      ‘If?’

      ‘When.’

      ‘How long?’ she asked.

      He scrunched up his face. ‘For the record, doctors really hate that question. We’re not clairvoyants. But we’ve told her about three months.’

      Annie gaped. So little. An academic term. A financial quarter. A season of an American TV show. Imagine if that was all you had, to cram a whole life into. ‘Oh,’ she said. In the circumstances, it was all she could think of.

      The door banged – ‘Don’t bring the bloody house down!’ he shouted – and Polly came in with a paper cup. ‘Whoops!’ She spilled some, licking her hand. ‘Here, drink this.’

      Annie peered into the cup. It looked disgusting, like soapy dishwater. Suddenly it was overwhelming, the tiny, dark room and the strange woman with the tumour, and her own mother in the ward nearby, with her brain also dying inside her. Annie stood up, her head swimming.

      ‘I’m sorry… I’m really sorry, but I can’t do this. I’m sorry you’re ill, Polly. I really am. But I need to go.’ And she rushed out, slopping the tea onto the floor as she went.
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      ‘Morning, Annie Hebden!’

      Annie had never been a morning person, not even when Jacob would wake her in the early hours, and she’d hold his warm body next to hers, feeling his soft breath on her neck. Lately, she wasn’t a night person either. There was sometimes a window around four p.m., after many cups of bitter coffee from the manky not-washed-since-2011 machine in the office, when she didn’t feel entirely horrendous. But six a.m. – that was pushing it for anyone, surely. She padded across her living room to the front door, which Polly was hammering on. ‘Is it morning? It’s pitch-black.’

      ‘It’s lovely out.’ Polly didn’t sound remotely tired.

      ‘It’s not. It’s six a.m. on a Wednesday in March.’ And why was Polly at her door so early? Why was she at her door at all?

      ‘Well, OK, but it’ll be lovely soon, and I have coffee and croissants, so let me in!’

      Two mornings in a row of being woken up by Polly, even though Annie had run out on her the day before. For a moment she thought about pretending the door had become stuck in a freak locking accident. Then she sighed and opened it. She didn’t bother with the chain this time. Twenty-four hours and she’d learned Polly could not be kept out.

      Polly was wide awake, today wearing jeans and a T-shirt that said, Yes We Can. On her feet were cherry-red cowboy boots. ‘How do I look?’ She shook her head from side to side. ‘Hannah Montana dying of cancer?’ With her short, fair, curls tied back, a large, bald patch was visible from chemo, the skin mottled red.

      ‘Ha.’ Annie hadn’t got used to Polly’s cancer jokes. She hadn’t even got used to the cancer.

      Polly held up a tray of paper cups. ‘Coffee! Do you have some nice cups? It’s a shame to drink from plastic lids.’

      ‘I’ll do it. You should sit down.’

      ‘I’m not dying right this second, Annie. Cups?’

      Annie gestured at the kitchen, as she sank into her nasty faux-leather sofa with the rip in the side. ‘Do you ever sleep?’

      ‘Oh, I don’t have time for that. I have three months to live!’ That phrase had surely never been said so cheerfully. ‘Or so Dr McGrumpy tells me. That’s what I call him.’

      ‘Yes, he did seem… grouchy.’

      Polly inspected, and discarded, a mug with Cartman from South Park on it: a gift from Annie’s work Secret Santa, despite the fact she had never watched an episode of South Park or expressed the slightest interest in it in her life.

      ‘Bless him. He’s your traditional grumpy Jesus-complex-but-can’t-save-everyone doctor, but he’s the best there is.’ Polly’s voice echoed from the cupboard. ‘Honestly, Annie, we need to talk about your crockery choices.’

      It seemed that in Polly’s world, the cups were a problem, but the cancer was just a fact of life. Finally, she found some old floral-print ones that had been a wedding present to Annie’s mum and dad. ‘Ooh, vintage?’

      ‘No, just really old and crap.’ Annie gave a yawn. ‘I need to go to work today. They would only give me so many days off for Mum.’

      ‘That’s why I’m here early. So we can make a plan.’

      ‘What plan?’ Annie didn’t have the strength for anything today.

      ‘I’ll explain. Here we are.’ She’d poured the coffee into the dinky little cups, and arranged the croissants on a flowery plate, showering flakes onto the floor, which Annie saw was already sprinkled with dust and toast crumbs. She was really letting things slide. Costas had grown up with seven sisters, and before moving to England had barely had to boil water for himself, so housework wasn’t his strong point.

      ‘So,’ said Polly, settling herself. She’d taken out a notebook, a hot-pink one with silver edges, ‘as you know, I have three months to live. So obviously, when I found this out, it was a bit of a shock. You know the drill, crying on the bathroom floor, desperate denial, staying in bed for a week…’

      Annie did know the drill. She’d practically written it.

      ‘… but I realised, eventually, I’d been given an amazing opportunity. I don’t have to bother with any of that rubbish we spend our time on: bills; pensions; going to the gym. My life, or what’s left of it, is now intensely concentrated, thanks to good old Bob the tumour. And I plan to make the absolute most of it.’

      Annie reached for a croissant. ‘Don’t tell me you’ve made a bucket list.’

      ‘It is the standard “three months to live” behaviour. But no, it’s a bit more complicated than that. I don’t want to just tick stuff off. Swim with dolphins, check. Go to the Grand Canyon, check. I mean, I’ve done all those things, obviously.’

      ‘Obviously,’ muttered Annie, mouth full of pastry.

      ‘I don’t want to just… go through the motions of dying. I want to really try and change things. I have to make some kind of mark, you see, before I disappear for ever. I want to show it’s possible to be happy and enjoy life, even if things seem awful. Did you know that, after a few years, lottery winners go back to the exact same levels of happiness as before they won? And people in serious accidents do too, once they’ve adjusted to their changed lives? Happiness is a state of mind, Annie.’

      Annie gritted her teeth again. The things that had happened to her weren’t a state of mind; they were very real. ‘So what’s the plan?’

      ‘Have you heard of the Hundred Happy Days project? One of those viral internet thingies?’

      ‘No.’ Old Annie would have liked such things, posted them on Facebook, shared inspirational quotes. New Annie was scornful of projects and plans and lists. It all meant nothing when your life had truly come crashing down around your ears.

      ‘It’s simple, really. You’re just meant to do one thing every day that makes you happy. Could be little things. Could be big. In fact, we’re doing one right now.’

      ‘We are?’ Annie looked round doubtfully at her shabby living room.

      ‘Breakfast on nice plates. Seeing the dawn in with a friend.’ Polly raised a cup to the reddening sky out the window, and Annie thought: friend? Was it as easy as that? And how could something so small make any difference at all? ‘Now, I reckon if I’m lucky – lucky in the “I have cancer” sense – I’ve got another hundred days left in me, so I’m going to do the project. And I want your help.’

      ‘Me?’

      Polly set down her cup. She had a line of foam on her upper lip, and her hair was suddenly burning red with the sun that had decided to come up, bloody and bright and beautiful. ‘Annie – I hope you don’t mind me saying this – you seem kind of the complete opposite of happy.’

      Annie blinked. ‘I’ve been having a tough time recently. You saw my mum.’

      ‘That can’t be it,’ said Polly. ‘An attitude like that takes years of work.’

      ‘Well, I live in a crappy flat full of plywood and mould, which I share with a Greek child who’d never washed a cup in his life before.’

      ‘Costas? He’s adorable.’

      ‘Maybe. But tripping over his dirty pants and chipping cheese off all my dishes – less so. Look.’ Annie rooted around under herself on the sofa, bringing up a pistachio shell. ‘He leaves these all over the place. Drives me crazy. And I haven’t even got started on my job, which I hate, and I’m going to be late for if I don’t leave soon.’

      ‘OK. So you’re miserable. That’s why I want you to do this with me. What do you say? For the next one hundred days – if I make it that long – we’ll think of one happy thing every day, and write it down. We can back-date it to when we met, shave a few days off – Time’s Winged Chariot and all that. I want to prove that happiness is possible, even when things really suck.’

      Annie thought of how to reply. ‘But… I’m not sure I believe that, Polly.’

      ‘You could try, though. Why not?’

      For a moment, Annie almost thought about telling her – explaining how much worse it got than a sick mother and an unwelcome flatmate and crappy flat – but she couldn’t. Polly was a virtual stranger.

      Instead she said, ‘There’s plenty of reasons why not. I need to go to work now, or I’ll be late. Again.’ She stood up, chucking down the remains of her frothy coffee (admittedly a big improvement on the bitter, instant stuff she usually made). ‘Look, Polly, it’s nice of you to ask me to join your project —’ (bloody interfering more like) ‘— but it’s honestly not my thing. I have a lot on my plate right now. Thanks for breakfast – I’m sure we’ll see each other around the hospital sometime.’
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      Much as Annie hated going to the hospital, she had to admit there was something strangely comforting about it. That hushed hum of activity, the sense the staff had things in hand, and you could just sit and wait and soon they’d come to take your blood pressure or scan you with their machines. All those notices about hand washing and crash carts – life in there was serious. There was no point getting upset about stupid things.

      Unlike at Annie’s office.

      ‘Annie. Nine-oh-eight. Just so you know, for your timesheet.’

      Annie gritted her teeth so hard she was surprised she didn’t spit out bits of enamel. ‘Right. Thanks, Sharon.’

      ‘Just make sure you note it down. That’s a quarter of an hour docked off, rounding up.’ Sharon, a bitter woman who lived off chips and Appletiser, was the only person in Annie’s office who didn’t hate the new timesheets. Once, Annie had approved of the system too. She’d even helped to bring it in, in her role as finance officer. Sure, she was sympathetic when people had sick children or late trains or broken boilers, but it was a workplace and they all had a job to do. Back then she’d worn smart trouser suits, or dresses with belts and cardigans, and she’d brought her lunch with her in Tupperware and she’d helped organise the Christmas do.

      Until everything changed.

      She sat down at her desk – dust and sandwich crumbs lodged in every crevice, no pictures, nothing nice. The plants she’d once tended had turned brown and dusty, and she’d thrown her wedding picture in the bin two years ago, shattering it. She switched on her computer, hearing it groan as it tried to come to life. She wondered if Polly still worked. She bet it had been somewhere with shiny, clean iMacs, and plants that everyone watered – not just Sharon, who passive-aggressively let them die, then prodded their desiccated corpses like victims at a show trial – and where everyone wore dark-rimmed glasses and had creative brainstorming sessions over table football.

      ‘Coming for the team lunch today, Annie?’ asked Fee, the office manager, scratching at her eczema. ‘Only I need everyone’s choices in advance.’

      Annie shook her head. She’d once made an effort to join in, but really she didn’t have anything in common with Sharon, or Tim who blew his nose onto his sleeve, or Syed who never took off his massive headphones, or —

      ‘Annie?’

      ‘Hi, Jeff.’ She pasted on a weak smile. He was her boss after all.

      ‘Can I have a word?’ He mimed a mouth flapping, as if Annie didn’t understand English. Jeff didn’t seem to realise that he worked in the world’s saddest office, where enthusiasm was about as useful as opening a vein right onto the floor. His office was plastered in motivational posters and Post-its with slogans like ‘Quitters never win. Winners never quit’. His bookcase was crammed with business books: Get Rich or Die Trying; Rich Middle-Manager, Poor Middle-Manager. Although how you were supposed to get rich running local government waste-processing services, Annie didn’t know.

      ‘Do take a seat in the chat area.’ Jeff, who owned about thirty-eight suits from Top Man and was trying to grow a beard, was a big fan of the ‘chat area’ – two spindly chairs and a table with fanned-out issues of the local government magazine, Inside Lewisham. ‘Annie. How are you?’

      Shit, she thought. Awful. Dying inside.

      ‘Fine.’

      ‘Because I’ve noticed you’ve been… not so present this week?’

      ‘I took some days as leave.’

      ‘Yes, yes, but – when you’re here, you don’t seem to engage with people?’

      Why did he turn everything into a question?

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘Well, people have mentioned that you don’t really chat in the kitchen, or go out for lunch, the old water cooler moments, you know, ha ha!’

      ‘That’s because I’m doing my job! And we don’t even have a water cooler since the budget cuts!’

      ‘Well. You know what I mean.’ He leaned forward earnestly.

      He was five years younger than Annie, she knew, yet he spoke to her like she was a stroppy teenager, which, admittedly, was how she felt right now.

      ‘Thing is, Annie, an office is more than just work. It’s a team. Friends, I hope. Like the crew of a ship.’ He mimed something that she gathered was meant to convey pulling on rigging. ‘So what’s the harm in a bit of chit-chat over a nice cuppa? And it might help if you smiled more. People find you a bit… unfriendly?’

      She felt the ache of tears in her nose again.

      ‘My mum’s ill. You know that.’

      ‘I know. I know. I’m very aware you’ve had… a rough time of things the last few years. And we’re fully committed to a family-friendly, er…’ Jeff trailed off awkwardly, perhaps remembering that Annie no longer had a family.

      He knew, of course. Everyone knew, and yet they still got upset about the franking machine and who’d used all the milk. What was the matter with them? ‘I know it’s been hard. But we have to bring a positive attitude to work, no matter what’s going on. PMA, Annie!’ He made a gesture as if he was swinging an imaginary baseball bat. ‘You know, there’s going to be more redundancies this year. We’ll all have to fight for our jobs. So… if you could just join in a bit more, smile, you know, ask after people’s kids and so on. I mean, it’s been two years, hasn’t it? Since… everything?’

      Annie stared down at her hands, humiliated beyond words. But she wouldn’t cry in front of him. She would wait until she could slip into the loo and sob her heart out there, as she had done at least once a week for the past two years. Through gritted teeth, she said, ‘I’ll try. Can I go now?’

      Annie stood in the work kitchen, waiting for the silted-up kettle to boil. It smelled permanently of tuna, and in the sink there was a spill of what was either vomit or instant pasta. Sharon had prised it off with a fork, like a food crime scene, and left one of her trademark notes about it: It is NOT the cleaners JOB too wash up you’re FOOD.

      There had to be more to life than this. Dragging herself here every day, on a bus full of angry commuters. Sitting in this office that was never cleaned properly, with people she would literally cross the street to avoid. As the kettle snapped off she felt a cold nugget of certainty settle in her chest. There has to be more than this. There has to.

       

      ‘There’s someone to see you.’

      Annie looked up from her screen a few hours later to see Sharon hovering. Sharon only seemed to have four outfits, which she wore in strict rotation. Today’s outfit was number two – a red cardigan covered in dog hairs (she had four) and an ankle-length skirt with a misshapen hem.

      ‘Who is it?’

      Sharon sniffed. ‘Some woman. Dressed like a mad person.’

      Oh no, that sounded like Polly. When there’d been no knock at the door that morning, she’d thought she was safe. Polly was clearly dealing with her diagnosis by seizing life, but would it last? The trouble with seizing life was eventually you had to pay some taxes or get your hair cut or regrout the shower. Why had she latched on to Annie, who wasn’t seizing life so much as hiding from it at all costs, crying in the loos? Maybe she could head her off.

      Too late; she saw Polly was already barrelling into the office, waving. She wore a red trilby and a big cape-like coat, and was carrying a cardboard box.

      Annie jumped up. ‘What are you doing here?’

      ‘I thought we could have lunch.’

      ‘I don’t have time for lunch.’

      ‘Annie! Are you paid for your break?’

      ‘Well, no, but…’

      ‘So they’re getting an extra hour out of you, unpaid, every day?’

      ‘Keep your voice down,’ Annie hissed, looking about her. Her co-workers were hunched at their desks, eating sandwiches or slurping up tinned soup, staring at their computers. ‘How did you know where I worked?’

      ‘Oh, you’re on the website. I brought you a care package!’ Polly shoved the box onto Annie’s desk: a silver photo frame; a mug that said, ‘You don’t have to be mad to work here, but you probably are’; sachets of tea; biscuits; sparkly pens; wet wipes; a little plant; a notebook with a blue silk cover. ‘Just a few things to brighten up your workspace. I bet it’s all dirty and nasty.’

      ‘It is not!’

      ‘You sure?’ Polly ran a finger over the base of Annie’s computer and brought it back, black with dust. ‘Everyone’s work desk is filthy. We spend so much time at them and we don’t even try to make them nice. Little things can really make a difference.’

      Annie sighed. ‘Come on, we should go out. We’re not meant to have visitors.’ She hustled Polly out the door, past a goggling Sharon who had finally found something more interesting than Farm World to look at.

      Polly looked at the building – hideous seventies concrete plonked beside ten lanes of traffic – with a critical eye. ‘I don’t blame you for being miserable. This place would bring anyone down.’

      ‘Exactly. And I have to work here every day, doing something I hate, so how will adding some teabags to my desk help?’

      ‘It’ll help. A journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step.’

      ‘You’re not going to suggest I open up and get to know everyone in the office, and learn that we’re all the same under the skin, no matter how much skin there is?’

      Polly laughed. ‘No. Some people are just awful. And some things need to be run away from, very fast, like an exploding bomb. You should quit.’

      Annie felt anger build again; who was this woman, telling her what to do? ‘I can’t. I need the money.’

      ‘You can do something else,’ said Polly cheerfully.

      ‘There’s a recession on.’

      ‘Excuses.’ Polly waved a hand. ‘Everyone uses that one, Annie. Oh, everything was always better in the past! Things are rubbish now that we’re not allowed to send our children down the mines! It’s just a cop-out.’

      ‘But —’

      Polly grasped Annie’s arm. ‘I know you’re cross, but, I’m sorry, cancer card. You’ll see I’m right, in time. Now come with me. We’re doing something for our hundred happy days. It’s a pretty simple one – take a lunch break.’

      ‘I never said I’d do the hundred days. And anyway I do take a lunch break.’

      ‘And what do you do? Go on Facebook? Run errands?’

      ‘Sometimes I buy a sandwich.’

      ‘In a nice place?’

      ‘There is nowhere nice around here. Tesco, usually.’

      ‘Do you at least leave your desk to eat it?’

      ‘And go where? The loos? The traffic island in the roundabout?’

      ‘What about here?’ Polly stopped, opening her arms wide in the manner of a Las Vegas showgirl.

      Annie looked sceptically at the square of grass they’d ended up beside. ‘The park? I’m not going in there; we’ll get kidnapped by drug dealers!’

      Polly was already pushing open the gates. ‘Hello, hello, anyone here selling drugs, I really want to buy some crack! See, nothing. I think we’re safe.’

      ‘It’s freezing.’

      ‘I have blankets.’ Parking herself on a bench, Polly took two heavy blankets from her tote bag.

      ‘I feel ridiculous.’ Annie was glad at least that the blanket partly covered her face. What if someone from work walked by and saw her picnicking in the cold, dreary park beside all the dog poop? They’d think she’d finally snapped her last thread.

      Polly whipped out two small cardboard boxes. ‘You’re not vegetarian?’

      ‘No, but —’

      ‘Then eat up!’

      In the box was a crumbly slice of cheddar, a juicy sliced pear, a thick slice of pink ham and a hunk of crusty bread. All topped with jewel-red chutney.

      ‘You didn’t get this round here,’ said Annie accusingly. ‘It’s all chicken shops and kebab vans.’ She tried a mouthful of the cheese, sharp and salty and crumbly in her mouth. Oh God, it was delicious. And to think she’d been planning to eat some Easy Cheese Singles.

      Polly took a few bites, then set down her own box. ‘Here,’ she said, taking something from her bag. ‘A list of ten things to do at lunchtime within ten minutes from your office. Yoga. A singing group. A street market.’

      ‘I can’t take a lunch break every day!’

      ‘Er, why not?’

      Annie didn’t have an answer for that. ‘I’ll think about it.’

      ‘It can just be tiny things. Look at this place, for a start. Isn’t it nice? There’s a football pitch – you could come and watch hunky men in shorts. There’s dogs to pet, and even a little coffee kiosk. Not to mention this play park.’ She nodded towards the swings, where kids were being pushed on swings and down slides, bundled up against the cold. Annie winced and turned away; she tried to avoid playgrounds.

      ‘I said I’ll think about it.’

      Polly leaned back, closing her eyes against the faint spring sun. ‘Don’t be your own worst enemy, Annie. There’s plenty of other people for that. Remember – today is the first day of the rest of your life.’

      Annie rolled her eyes, but she had to admit the fresh air and good food had lifted her mood somewhat. Better than a Cup-a-Soup while Sharon snooped over her shoulder and everyone talked about Strictly Come Dancing. She realised that Polly had now been to her office and her home – where she spent about 96% of her time these days – and she knew nothing about the other woman, except for her eccentric wardrobe and the fact she seemed to have swallowed the Little Book of Inspirational Quotes. ‘So… are you feeling OK?’ she ventured.

      Polly opened one eye. ‘I’m still dying. But within the context of that, yes, I’m OK. My energy levels are good, probably because I’m on so many pills I’m surprised I don’t rattle. Dr Max is paranoid the thing will grow a millimetre and I’ll start drooling.’ Annie paled, but Polly was still smiling.

      ‘And… have you given up work?’

      ‘Of course. I was in PR, you see. Who cares about campaigns for a new lipstick when you have three months to live?’

      Annie didn’t ask what she was doing for money. Only posh people were called Polly. Her head swirled with questions. Was Polly married? Did she have any kids? And most of all, why had she chosen Annie?

      ‘This project,’ Annie tried. ‘Are your friends doing it?’ She almost said, your other friends, but she and Polly were hardly that yet.

      ‘Oh, they’d love it. They’re all about Instagramming their morning avocado and blogging about yoga holidays. I don’t want that. Anyway they’ve got kids and jobs and marriages and stuff. They’re busy.’

      And Annie barely had one of those things, now. ‘So… why did you ask me?’

      ‘Because. I want someone who doesn’t believe in it. I want to know if it’s possible to make yourself happy, even when things really, really suck. I need to know death can have some meaning. Like it isn’t all just totally random bad luck. You see?’

      ‘Um, I guess.’

      Annie wasn’t someone who had a lot of friends. She preferred a small group, people she could trust, though this had backfired somewhat now that she could never speak to Jane again. So there was no denying it – there was a gaping hole in her life, which had once held the people she loved most. Mike. Jane. Jacob. And her mum. Maybe, just maybe, it would be nice to make a new friend. But Polly was unpredictable and posh, and, for Annie, a silly project would have been like putting a plaster on a severed arm. So she forked up bits of her lunch – so sweet, so crunchy – and said she’d better get back. ‘Can I pay you?’

      ‘Don’t be daft. I’ll stay here for a bit,’ said Polly, swaddled in the blanket. ‘I bet there’s some cool little shops.’

      ‘If you like fried chicken and stolen bikes,’ said Annie, but her heart wasn’t really in the jibe, and she realised she did feel better; refreshed, unlike when she sat at her desk with a sandwich in a plastic triangle from the corner shop.

      On the way back to the office, she passed the receptionist, who recoiled.

      ‘Shit, are you OK? Are you sick or something?’

      ‘No, why?’

      ‘Because, like, you just sort of smiled at me.’

      Back at her desk, Annie unpacked Polly’s box. She put the pretty stationery into the dusty desk-tidy, then on second thoughts wiped it down with her sleeve. God, it was filthy. She put the sparkly pens in a mug with Cotswolds Wildlife Park on it, where they’d taken Jacob on his first-ever day out. His last, too, as it turned out. For months afterwards she’d played it over in her mind. Had he caught a chill? Picked up an infection? She placed the plant beside her monitor, touching the thick, green leaves. Hyacinth, bright pink. She’d grown ones just like it in her little garden. She wondered if Mike and Jane were looking after them now.

      Sharon sniffed loudly, which was her way of getting Annie’s attention without having to say her name. ‘You were late back from lunch. That’s ten minutes.’

      Annie sighed. ‘I’ll put it on my timesheet.’

      ‘And you should answer that message. I don’t have time to be taking your personal calls all day.’

      ‘What message?’

      ‘Left it on your desk. Some foreign woman rang.’

      Annie hunted around, eventually finding the scrap of paper under the desk, alongside a sizeable dust bunny. She shot Sharon a dirty look, but her colleague had gone back to her very important work (Farm World).

      She unfolded it, and, for a moment, a thrill of horror went through her. This was her fault. She’d taken a break, let herself feel alright for a moment. And now look. She shot up, fumbling for her bag.

      ‘Where are you going?’ shouted Sharon. ‘You’ve got time to make up!’

      Annie ignored her. She really couldn’t care less about the timesheets right now.

       

      It was nearly forty minutes before she reached the ward, panting and sweating into her nylon top. ‘My mum… she’s taken a turn for the worse?’

      ‘Who?’ The receptionist didn’t even look up.

      ‘Maureen Clarke. Please, is she alright?’

      ‘Hang on.’ She tapped at the keyboard while Annie’s blood boiled. Why were all these women so unhelpful?

      ‘Annie? Is that you?’ She turned at the sound of the Scottish accent, to see Polly’s neurologist. He looked as if he hadn’t slept in days, his curly hair sticking up and his white shirt creased.

      ‘I got a message, my mum…’

      ‘Aye, she had us a wee bit worried there, but she’s OK, don’t take on so.’

      ‘What happened?’ Annie’s heart gradually slowed. ‘Why are you treating her? Aren’t you neurology?’

      ‘Polly asked if I’d take a look at her chart. Not really my area, of course, but I know a bit.’

      ‘Oh.’ Was Polly planning to infiltrate every area of Annie’s life?

      ‘Your mother was…’ He sighed. ‘Well, she was a bit agitated. Thought we were keeping her in prison. Look, why don’t you come with me. I want you to meet a colleague of mine.’

      Annie followed him down the corridor, which was painted the colour of baby puke. She noticed people nod to him as they passed, orderlies, porters, cleaners. ‘Afternoon, Dr Fraser.’ ‘Hi, Max.’ And he nodded back, not breaking his stride. They’d reached a door now, and he swiped his pass over it.

      ‘Mum’s locked in?’

      ‘For now. Annie, we thought she might hurt someone.’

      Her mother was in the bed, wearing just a hospital gown, shivering as if she was freezing cold, looking round the room with hunted eyes. Annie started to rush forward then stopped, horrified. ‘She’s chained
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