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        Monday night

        24th December – Christmas Eve

      

      

      It was nearing midnight on Christmas Eve when the crash bleep first went off and Dr Violet Winters was so shocked that she almost dropped it down the toilet. In a panic she darted out of the cubicle without remembering to tie up her scrub trousers which promptly slid down her legs, wrapped themselves around her ankles, and sent her hurtling into the wash basin. Thankfully nobody else was in the ward twelve staff toilet area to witness the festive sight of a junior doctor sliding arse over tit into a big heap on the floor. Neither was anyone there to observe her look of abject horror as the crash bleep continued to broadcast its uncompromising message. ‘Cardiac arrest. Ward seven. Cardiac arrest. Ward seven.’

      Violet clipped the small but terrifying device back into the top pocket of her scrubs, gave her hands a cursory run under the tap, and emerged onto the open ward a few seconds later, the bleep still crackling static and squawking like an alarmed parrot. The noise lent a justifiable air of urgency to her situation, and she didn’t turn it off until she had sprinted past at least three staff nurses and one of the orderlies cleaning the floor. The more people witnessing her emergency dash, the fewer there would be bleeping her in the next couple of minutes with the combination of alternately mundane and horrific tasks currently weighting her to-do list. If word got out that Dr Winters was attending a resuscitation then it was much less likely she would be called upon to take blood from the lady with the collapsible veins or write up the discharge drugs for the man in bed nineteen, a task deemed urgent at this hour by nobody other than the temporary ward clerk.

      Once out of sight of the nursing staff, Violet slowed her sprint to a manageable jog, both to preserve her lung function and to delay her inevitable arrival. As the most junior member of the medical crash team, one definitely did not want to be first on the scene of an arrest and the sign for ward seven was only a short way down the corridor, its peeling plastic numeral looming ominously from the wire hangers in the ceiling. Thankfully the sound of another set of trainers squeaking along the linoleum began to chime with the rhythm of hers, and a flash of blue cotton disappearing around the corner indicated that at least one other health care professional had beaten her to it. She felt able to step up the pace and followed the blue cotton through the double swing doors, narrowly avoiding a collision with a precariously balanced synthetic fibre Christmas tree that had seen better days. From the ward corridor she was directed towards a curtained area already bulging and humming with raised voices.

      Beyond the curtain three bodies moved urgently around a fourth lying prone upon the bed. Three faces turned expectantly in her direction. The fourth face, that of the patient, remained staring blankly at the ceiling, registering little of the frantic activity occurring around it.

      ‘Violet Winters,’ she said breathlessly. ‘I’m just the F1.’

      With those words the rest of the crash team were instantly alerted to the fact that Violet was a foundation year doctor, only a few months out of medical school – they would also doubtless be aware that five years of diligent attendance at lectures and hours spent trawling through textbooks rarely translated to clinical competence on the wards. Theory was no substitute for practice, and a straight-A medical student was worlds apart from a good, effective, confident doctor. Violet was living proof of this fact. She was as green as her crumpled scrubs and it was safer for everyone, including the patient, if they knew this immediately. She wasn’t one for pretending.

      The nearest nurse looked a little disappointed at this declaration of Violet’s junior ranking, although Violet had never been very good at interpreting facial expressions, particularly when they were fleeting – the nurse could just as easily be suffering with a bit of indigestion. She turned her attention to the man occupied at the head of the bed. He was hunched over the prone body and, like Violet, was wearing cotton scrubs except his stretched taut against the muscle of his shoulders where Violet’s billowed and flapped around her angular body like a sail in the breeze. He looked attractive, if any judgement could truly be made by glancing at the top of someone’s tousled head. And the clothing, along with the fact that he was confidently advancing a plastic tube into the mouth of the prone patient, indicated that he was likely to be a doctor. It was also likely that he was significantly more important than her, not that this was hard given that she felt about as senior and capable as a blancmange. Even the orderly mopping the ward corridor had more hospital experience than her.

      ‘Hello, Violet,’ the probably handsome probable doctor said, raising his eyes briefly from his bent position where he was dealing with the patient’s airway.

      Yes, from a purely objective point of view he was definitively gorgeous. His features were symmetrical, his jaw was just the correct degree of angulation to be neither pointy, nor breezeblock, his skin was smooth except for the areas where an acceptable amount of stubble was present, his smile was broad, and his dark brown eyes crinkled attractively at the corners. Violet knew that these were all considered to be ‘good things’ but what was most pleasing was that he had one of those expressions that she could read easily – a cheerful open countenance that made her feel relaxed. True, her knees went a little wobbly when he smiled at her – but that might have been from the running. She was wary of handsome faces as a rule, had been ever since a nasty incident at school, and she didn’t tend to come over all giggly and weird when confronted by them. Not normally anyway.

      ‘We could do with a bit more access if you can get a venflon in?’

      The nurse who had previously been either disappointed or had heartburn was now peeling the adhesive strips from the defibrillator pads and she indicated a nearby trolley where an array of needles and cannulas were scattered.

      ‘He’ll need at least a green if you can,’ she said kindly, pointing to the wide- bore cannulas. ‘He’s only got a pink in the other arm and his veins are pretty shut down.’

      Violet knew that pink venflons were the narrower variety of cannula, easier to put in but less useful for getting drugs and fluids into a patient quickly. Green, brown and grey venflons were the big boys, ideal for delivering emergency medication straight into a vein. Unfortunately, trying to site one of these javelins in an elderly patient whose peripheries were shutting down was like hitting a treble twenty when the dart you were using was actually a harpoon and the dartboard was located in the next county.

      ‘I tried my best to flush this one, Carol,’ said the nurse on the other side of the bed who was busy pumping the patient’s chest. ‘But I think it’s blocked.’ This nurse was wearing a set of Rudolph antlers, a novelty snow-angel jumper and a tinsel bow that kept getting tangled around his arms. ‘Really bloody stupid idea to go for the Christmas fancy dress option,’ he muttered to himself as he paused the chest compressions and shook out his wrists, a bracelet of sleighbells jingling loudly.

      Handsome Doctor squeezed a bagful of oxygenated air into the patient’s lungs and Heartburn Carol secured the pads to his torso. Violet reached for a green venflon from the trolley and slid a tourniquet around the patient’s wrist, hoping to make his veins more prominent and therefore accessible. Her own hands were trembling slightly as the curtains behind her gusted open and the reassuring sight of her senior colleague Anjali appeared.

      ‘Sorry,’ Anjali said, also pausing to catch her breath. ‘I was on MAU.’ The rest of the team made what sounded like sympathetic noises; the medical assessment unit was at the furthest end of the hospital, two floors down. ‘What’s the story?’ Anjali said, eyeing the patient critically from the foot of the bed.

      ‘Albert Thirkettle,’ said Handsome Doctor. For one moment Violet thought he was introducing himself. But he really didn’t look like an Albert. Five decades too young for a start, and those Slavic high cheekbones gave him an exotic edge that didn’t correlate with the robustly Anglo-Saxon surname. She leaned forward an inch and squinted at his name-badge which bore the legend Dr Gus Jovic – Anaesthetics. That was a better fit. And his being an anaesthetist also explained the practised confidence in dealing with Mr Thirkettle’s airway.

      ‘Eighty-nine years old,’ Gus continued. ‘Known heart disease, two previous strokes, admitted with pneumonia. Staff noticed him becoming agitated just before midnight, checked his observations, poor respiratory effort and rapid thready pulse. Is that right, Carol?’

      Carol was checking the dial on the oxygen as it hissed through the tube to the mask on the patient’s face. ‘Yep,’ she said, using a totally different type of smile with Gus to the one she’d used with Violet. ‘We put the call out straight away, started compressions.’ She looked at her watch. ‘He’s been down for about four minutes now.’

      ‘Looks like a shockable rhythm.’ Anjali directed her comment to Gus, and they both peered at the cardiac monitor now connected to the patient’s chest.

      ‘Agreed,’ said Gus, adjusting the power setting on the defibrillator. ‘Stand back, everyone.’ He moved away from the bag and mask he was holding over the patient’s face as the defibrillator beeped its countdown. ‘Everyone clear?’ he asked, checking around the bed. ‘You! Move!’ He pointed to where Violet’s trousers were still in contact with the blankets and she stepped back with a shriek just as the defibrillator kicked in. The patient’s chest jolted upwards in a second of suspended animation before returning to the bed with a thud. Everyone returned their attention to the screen which revealed little change. ‘On we go,’ said Gus grimly. He looked to his left. ‘You happy to keep doing compressions, Dean?’

      The nurse in antlers had now succeeded in removing one of his sleighbell bracelets. He cracked his knuckles and glanced at the others. ‘Reckon I’m man enough for the job,’ he said. ‘No offence, girls.’

      ‘Just try not to break any more of his ribs, Dean,’ muttered Carol as they all returned to their previous positions.

      ‘And have we got access?’ Anjali looked to where Violet was flicking the back of the patient’s wrist desperately hoping for a vein to miraculously appear.

      ‘Uhm, I can’t quite…’ Violet grimaced at Anjali.

      ‘We’ve got a pink over here where his antibiotics were going in, but I think it’s had it,’ said Dean.

      Anjali nodded and returned her attention to the arm Violet was holding. ‘I’ll have a look,’ she said, gently pushing her aside and expertly sliding a wide-bore grey venflon into a vein that Violet was certain hadn’t existed moments earlier. ‘There,’ she said. ‘Let’s get some adrenaline into this old boy.’
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        * * *

      

      Ten minutes later the patient had a passable heart rhythm but was still not breathing for himself. The anaesthetics registrar Dr Stringer had agreed to admit him to the high dependency unit and the resuscitation was being written up in the patient’s notes. Violet loitered near the nurses’ station feeling useless. Not only had she been unable to gain venous access, literally the only task she’d been assigned, she’d nearly got herself electrocuted in the process of failing at it. She scrolled through her list of interminable and fairly pointless things to do on the wards (not that she’d labelled it thus on screen) searching for any jobs that needing doing on ward seven, given that she was here already.

      ‘Sorry about that,’ said a friendly voice behind her. She turned and met the dark caramel eyes of the doctor who’d led the arrest. Gus.

      ‘Sorry about what?’ Her tone was more brusque than she’d intended but she was still feeling harassed and couldn’t imagine what this Adonis might have to apologise for, other than being so outrageously handsome and medically competent, in sharp contrast to herself. Perhaps that was what he was about to say? Sorry for being so devastatingly good-looking and making you feel like an inferior human being simply by being in the presence of my physical magnificence and clinical expertise. It was possible.

      ‘Sorry for forgetting your name when I shouted at you to get out of the way,’ he said. ‘You know – when you were…’

      ‘About to receive five hundred volts through my trouser leg?’ Violet said seriously. ‘I don’t think you need to apologise for that. In fact, I’m rather glad you saved my life.’

      ‘It probably wouldn’t have actually killed you,’ he said.

      ‘The embarrassment might have though.’ Her face was impassive. ‘Anyway, a paper in the Cleveland Clinic Journal of Medicine concluded that accidental caregiver shock from defibrillator use during resuscitation is likely to be grossly underreported.’

      Gus raised his eyebrows. ‘Is that so?’

      ‘Far more common than we realise apparently.’

      ‘O-kay,’ he said. ‘Thanks for the heads up.’

      She glanced at him, checking he wasn’t making fun of her. ‘You’re very welcome.’

      ‘Well, anyway,’ Gus said. ‘Sorry about the generic, “Oi, you, get out of the way” earlier. I’m usually good with names, but halfway through a midnight cardiac arrest I’m probably not on my best form.’

      ‘You seemed on perfectly good form to me,’ said Violet, cross with herself for the unexpected flush in her cheeks and hoping it could be attributed to the decidedly unseasonal temperature of the ward. ‘After all, you saved him – the patient.’ She was reluctant to be too cavalier with her compliments, after all, this Gus was probably used to receiving praise for simply existing, but she also wanted to give credit where it was due. ‘It was a successful resuscitation at least. I haven’t been to many of those.’

      Gus grimaced, ‘I’m not sure as I’d call it wildly successful,’ he said. ‘That guy’s got at least four fractured ribs, no respiratory effort and likely no brain function left. He might have a heartbeat but that’s about all we managed to save.’

      ‘Do you think we shouldn’t have resuscitated him then?’ As she said the words she wondered whether this was what her friend Dev would have called a classic Violet question – blunt as a thumb in your eye was how he usually described it – but how else were you supposed to discover what people meant when they gave you a load of subtext?

      ‘I don’t know.’ Gus gave a little shrug while Violet tried to concentrate on his words and not become too distracted by the neck and shoulders actively involved in the shrugging. ‘There was no mention of a Do Not Resuscitate in his notes. Anyway, it’s too late now, you can’t make those sorts of decisions retrospectively. But I do wonder what would’ve happened if the nurses hadn’t been checking his observations at that moment. You know, what if an eighty-nine-year-old man with multiple medical problems had just slipped away peacefully in his sleep? Would that have been the end of the world?’

      He sighed and tapped his fingers against the desk for a moment while Violet tried and failed to think of the right thing to say. Usually it was just the first thing that popped into her head; a surprising fact, a statistical anomaly or a reference to a recent randomised controlled study, but she knew that sometimes other people didn’t find that kind of response as interesting or appropriate as she did. There was, it seemed, a fine line between funny ha-ha and funny peculiar that she occasionally fell on the wrong side of, and for some reason the opinion of the Adonis mattered to her; this was clearly one of the concomitant benefits of having a handsome face – people wanted to impress you. She was still mulling over a few phrases that might sound clever and insightful, something about death and the human condition, when Gus spoke again.

      ‘Ignore me,’ he said, smiles restored. ‘I always have an existential crisis on my first night shift of the week. I’ll go and give them a hand getting him up to HDU now, who knows, he might make a miraculous recovery and be sprinting out of the door in a few days’ time.’

      ‘Hmm… I’ll keep an eye out for him vaulting over the bollards in the ambulance bay.’

      ‘That’s just a warm-up for his four laps of the outpatients’ car park,’ he said.

      ‘Followed by a quick jog down to the docks.’

      ‘Would he be taking in a short tour of the SS Great Britain while he’s there?’ Gus’s eyebrow was raised.

      ‘Of course he would – crazy not to. And then he’d probably want to check out the—’ She stopped abruptly. Gus’s bleep had gone off and she was also slightly shocked at herself for this burst of conversational enthusiasm.

      Gus looked down and checked the number flashing on his pager. ‘Oh well,’ he said. ‘No rest for the wicked. Still, I’ll keep you posted as to whether our patient makes it out of here in time to sign up for the next Marathon des Sable. I’m sure I’ll see you around.’ The smile he flashed in her direction was wide and warm. He seemed to have a lot of teeth, thought Violet, which was ridiculous because clearly he’d have the same number as anybody else – maybe he just showed more of them off at any given time?

      ‘Oh, and Happy Christmas,’ he said as he sauntered off, taking his easy manner, multiple teeth and perfectly chiselled face with him.
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      Anjali arrived at the nurses’ station just in time to catch the end of Violet’s long lingering stare, her eyes following Gus as he made his way down the corridor.

      ‘Don’t even think about it, Violet,’ she said.

      ‘What?’ Violet dragged her gaze back to the face of her senior colleague. ‘I wasn’t thinking about anything…’

      ‘I know he’s like a total snack; we were all in love with him at medical school, but he's properly off the market. Got engaged last year to his long-term girlfriend, broke about a billion hearts.’

      ‘Oh,’ Violet tried out a casual shrug. ‘That’s nice. For him I mean. And her. His girlfriend. Another doctor, is she?’

      Anjali narrowed her eyes a tiny fraction which must have meant she was suspicious. Clearly the shrug hadn’t been as casual as Violet hoped – maybe she’d overdone it – maybe Anjali thought she had some kind of muscular neck spasm.

      ‘No, I think she works in television,’ Anjali said. ‘Something glamorous, or more glamorous than hospital anyway.’ She smiled at Violet. ‘Look, there’s no harm in having a bit of eye-candy around when you’re working the wards on nights,’ she said. ‘But he’s a proper charmer. Not deliberate, it’s just his manner. He makes people feel special. I just don’t want to see you get sucked in.’

      ‘I won’t,’ said Violet, a little annoyed by both Anjali’s assumptions and the fact that she herself had been so obvious in her interest. ‘I don’t like charming men. Or handsome ones. And I especially don’t like men who are charming and handsome. I don’t trust them.’

      ‘Very wise,’ said Anjali who now seemed to be struggling to keep her own facial muscles under control. ‘Forget I said anything. Have you managed to get the blood gases done on Mrs Anderson yet?’

      ‘No,’ said Violet, relaxing now that they’d changed the subject back to more clinical issues. ‘I was on ward twelve looking at Mr Newton’s swollen ankles before the crash bleep went off. The staff nurse wanted me to write him up for a massive dose of diuretic to shift the fluid, said he’s complaining about his socks digging in.’ She didn’t want to add that she was putting off seeing Mrs Anderson because she hated checking blood gases. The procedure involved sticking a needle into the soft underside of a patient’s wrist which was painful for all concerned. The practical skills of ward work just didn’t come naturally to Violet and no matter how diligently she followed the advice about needle positioning she always ended up with arterial blood everywhere and a bruised, disgruntled patient sat amidst the gory crime scene.

      ‘Anyway,’ she continued. ‘Mr Newton’s kidney function was all over the place so I told the staff nurse that a high dose of the medication she was suggesting could potentially kill him.’ She paused. ‘Actually, I think I might have upset her – the staff nurse – she told me there was no need to be quite so rude and patronising. And then, well, she didn’t speak to me again.’

      ‘Oh, Violet. Not again.’ Anjali sighed and looked for a moment as though she wanted to say something else but thought better of it. ‘Look, don’t worry too much about Mr Newton’s ankles, they’ve been swollen for years. But I could do with some help with a new chap who’s just been transferred onto ward four. He’s stable but he’ll need clerking properly. It’s been hours since he was triaged down in A&E.’ She looked at her own list. ‘Mr Zeller. Eighty-four. Jaundice, weight loss and shortness of breath. Doesn’t sound like an ideal combination.’ She grimaced. ‘Anyway, I’ll head off to medical admissions and finish reviewing the woman with the abdominal pain and then I’ll do Mrs Anderson’s blood gases if you like?’

      ‘Thank you. I really hate doing blood gases.’

      ‘I know you do.’ Anjali laughed, and then she frowned. ‘Take a look at Mr Zeller’s notes, Violet, before you go and speak to him, okay? From what the team in A&E said, I don’t think he has any idea of what’s about to hit him. And they didn’t have the time to drop any hints. Too busy dealing with the steady stream of festive drunks. You might need to be a bit – uhm – delicate.’

      Violet’s insides turned over in alarm. ‘I don’t really do delicacy,’ she said. ‘You remember what that patient said about me last month, that I had the bedside manner of Dr Crippen.’

      ‘The man with the liver disease?’ Anjali seemed to be stifling a laugh as she recalled the incident. ‘Oh, he was just upset about the diagnosis. I’ve seen him before. He blames everyone else for what’s happened to him. I think he was just a bit surprised that you gave it to him both barrels.’

      ‘I only told him he had to stop drinking or he’d die of hepatic failure,’ said Violet. ‘It was the truth after all.’

      ‘Yes but you know what they say about patients,’ said Anjali, putting on a strange American accent. ‘They can’t handle the truth.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Sorry, I was trying to be Jack Nicholson in A Few Good Men,’ Anjali said. ‘But I guess it’s a bit before your time. Anyway, I’m sure you’re perfectly capable of being sensitive and diplomatic. Just have those skills in the forefront of your mind when you’re seeing Mr Zeller, yes?’

      Violet nodded but pulled a sceptical face as she pocketed her phone and Anjali clearly felt compelled to speak again. ‘And, while we’re talking about diplomacy,’ she said.

      ‘Ye-es.’

      ‘Don’t worry, this isn’t a telling off. It’s just…’ Anjali’s next words came out in a rush. ‘Do you think you could be a bit more tactful with some of your ward colleagues?’

      Violet’s heart sank. ‘Tactful?’

      ‘Like, the discussion you just mentioned, about Mr Newton’s kidney function and telling the nurse that her suggestion might kill him.’

      ‘But…’ Violet was confused. ‘You don’t think I should have prescribed a high-dose diuretic, do you?’

      ‘No, I don’t. But maybe you could have handled the situation a little better?’

      Violet paused, trying to pick apart the detail of what Anjali had said. ‘But – it’s a binary choice. I either prescribe the drug and mess up his kidney function further, potentially causing a lot of damage – or I don’t.’ She looked up at Anjali, trying to gauge her expression. ‘I made the right clinical decision – didn’t I?’

      ‘Well, yes but…’

      ‘So – what did I do wrong?’

      ‘Well, you’ve clearly upset one of the nurses by speaking to her in a…’ Anjali now seemed to be struggling to find the right word. (Welcome to my world, thought Violet.) ‘In a…’

      ‘Factually correct manner?’ she offered.

      ‘I was going to say, a dismissive manner.’ Anjali paused. ‘It just might make your life a bit easier if you were more, uhm, thoughtful in how you approach your colleagues.’

      ‘But’—a furrow had appeared at the top of Violet’s nose as her brows knit together—'I don’t want to do something wrong. And I don’t want to lie and pretend that I’m going to prescribe something I’m not. I’m sorry if I was rude.’ She sighed. ‘It’s not because she’s a nurse. It’s just that what she was suggesting was medically incorrect and possibly dangerous, so you know, I had to tell her…’

      ‘I know. As I’ve said, my comment wasn’t really about the clinical decision itself. And I know it’s not about her being a nurse. I’ve seen you be just as blunt with visiting professors.’

      ‘Exactly.’ Violet felt relieved. At least Anjali knew she didn’t have a superiority complex.

      ‘But that’s not necessarily a good thing either.’ Anjali’s eyes scrunched up at the corners. ‘Look – I didn’t want to have to tell you this over Christmas,’ she said, taking another deep breath before she continued. ‘But you need to know, and it might as well be now – two members of staff have put in a complaint about you.’

      ‘About me?!’ Violet was horrified. ‘Why? I – I’ve not made any mistakes. Have I – is it a prescribing error or a misdiagnosis or…?’

      ‘It’s nothing to do with your clinical skills, Violet.’ Anjali’s voice was gentle now. ‘Nobody has any concerns about you medically. It’s just what we’ve been talking about.’

      ‘The nurse on ward twelve has complained? Already?’

      ‘No, Violet. It’s not her. At least, I don’t think it is.’

      ‘Well, who is it then? Am I going to get struck off?’ Violet suddenly felt sick. It wasn’t even one in the morning and this was already turning into an extraordinarily bad Christmas Day.

      ‘I’m not exactly sure who it is,’ said Anjali. ‘Just two clinical members of staff, could be nurses, physios, other doctors, I don’t know. But you’re not going to get struck off. They’re not medical complaints – everyone knows you’re a competent doctor, more than competent, you’re hard-working and so knowledgeable. I’ve seen you interpret lab results and reel off differential diagnoses with your eyes closed. Really, please don’t worry about your clinical skills. As far as I know, their concern is regarding – how to put this – the problem is more about your attitude.’

      Violet could feel tears prickling at the back of her eyes. She dropped her gaze to the floor and gulped hard. It wasn’t the first time she’d heard this. Memories of medical school came flooding back.

      Anjali reached out and touched her hand. ‘I think Dr Corbishley is planning on having a word with you when he gets back from his skiing trip. There’s nothing to worry about – but it seemed fairer to put you in the picture now. Particularly while there’s still something you can do about it.’

      ‘What can I do though?’ Violet lifted her gaze and looked Anjali directly in the eye. ‘What can I do about my problematic attitude? It’s just me. My personality. It’s who I am.’ She shrugged Anjali’s hand away sadly. ‘What am I supposed to do about that?’
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      Gus meanwhile had accompanied the resuscitated patient up to the HDU and was talking to Barbara, one of the senior staff nurses on the main desk as he wrote up his notes.

      ‘You missed Christmas Eve with the fiancée then, love?’ she asked, handing him a continuation sheet with the patient’s neatly printed name label fixed to the top corner.

      ‘Yeah. Shame. Still, I’m sure she’ll have had a perfectly enjoyable evening without me.’ This was almost certainly true.

      ‘Same in our house,’ said Barbara. ‘Clive will have had a quiet Baileys in front of the fire and be glad of the peace. I just hope he didn’t have any carol singers get him out of the bath like last year… Stood on the doorstep listening politely to “God Rest Ye Merry Gentlemen” with only a flannel and some lily-of-the-valley scented bubbles to protect his modesty.’ She snorted fondly before turning her attention back to the issue of Gus’s girlfriend. ‘Still, you’ll see her later today? Got her anything nice?’

      ‘Damn, I forgot to look up Mr Jenkins’s liver function test results.’ Gus turned to the screen in front of him and keyed in the patient’s number. Again, this was half true. He had forgotten to look up the blood results but equally he wanted to shut this conversation down without being rude. As far as everyone at work was concerned, his domestic arrangements were ticking along quite nicely. The idea that Amelia, his devoted wife-to-be, was sat at home pining for her sweetheart to return from his night shift was laughable, but if that was what everyone else thought then who was he to disabuse them of the notion? In fact, the longer they believed it, the more he could convince himself that perhaps it was true. Maybe he would go home today, and there she’d be, cheeks aglow, pulling a turkey out of the oven while the fire crackled merrily in the grate and the Christmas lights twinkled on the tree. No matter that their flat had no fireplace, or that he hadn’t got round to buying a tree, or that Amelia had never cooked as much as a toasted sandwich. No matter that the most obvious flaw in this festive scene was the fact that his fiancée had actually walked out on him months earlier and was likely never coming back. If he stuck to his story of self-delusion and concentrated hard enough, he could almost picture it. Maybe, just maybe, she’d be there – the emptiness would fill and his life would be back on track. It was Christmas, after all.

      The diversionary tactic was successful. Barbara patted his shoulder and slid an open tin of Quality Streets across the desk towards him. ‘I’ll leave you to it,’ she said kindly. ‘Cuppa?’

      He shook his head and gave her one of his best beaming smiles as he unwrapped a strawberry cream. ‘You’re a star, Barb, but no, thanks. I’ll head off to the mess once I’ve finished updating this. Bleep me when his family turn up though? I’ll come and talk to them as soon as they get here, even if my shift’s finished.’

      She looked at him fondly. ‘I know you will, love. You always come when we need you. And you don’t make a big song and dance about it. Not like some of the other doctors I could mention.’ She pursed her lips.

      ‘I think everyone’s just busy, Barb,’ said Gus easily. ‘And the shift pattern, it’s a bit odd over Christmas. It makes a people a bit short-tempered.’

      ‘No excuse for being rude though, is there? No need for it neither.’ She folded her arms across her ample bosom.

      ‘You talking about Karen?’ Gus stifled a yawn; he knew when he was being led into a gossipy whinge. The HDU nurses were not enormous fans of his senior colleague Dr Karen Stringer. Mainly because she had no qualms about refusing tasks that she thought were beneath her.

      ‘I couldn’t possibly say.’ Barbara’s expression was arch. ‘But if certain people think they can swan around barking orders at us and questioning our decisions every moment… If certain people, who shall remain nameless, think they’re too big and important to attend to patients…’

      Gus wanted to point out that despite Karen’s aggressive demeanour she never let patient care suffer. She may have been bossy and domineering but she was an excellent doctor. However, he knew that if he said this to Barbara she might see him as siding with the medical establishment – pulling rank. And he wanted to stay on the right side of all the HDU nurses, just like he wanted to stay on the right side of everyone. He kept quiet and let her finish her rant.

      ‘Anyway, we know that if we want a job doing, we won’t be bleeping her in a hurry,’ Barbara said once she’d enumerated all of Karen’s shortcomings. ‘We always call you instead.’ Her expression softened. ‘And you’ll be here with a smile on your face, whatever the hour.’

      Gus briefly wondered how many tasks Karen had managed to avoid simply by cultivating the reputation of being a bitch. It was all well and good him being the default nice chap who nobody was scared of, but it probably meant he ended up dealing with more trivial stuff than perhaps he should, just to keep people happy.

      His expression must have given away something of his reservations because Barbara looked at him closely. ‘You’re tired,’ she said. ‘Get yourself off to the mess as soon as you’re done with those notes, okay?’ She made to head for the staff kitchen and then stopped. ‘Although,’ she said, ‘I know it’s cheeky, but would you mind just taking a look at bed five’s cannula before you head off? And if you could pop your head around the curtain of bed nine, have a word with his wife about the tracheostomy? She’d really appreciate it.’ She took another step. ‘Oh, and there’s a bit of tinsel… I know it’s daft, but none of the girls can reach it. It’s come unstuck above the door to the toilets and it’s just dangling there like a festive snake. I don’t suppose you could…’

      Gus resisted the temptation to look pointedly at his watch. ‘Of course, Barb,’ he said.

      She beamed at him. ‘You’re a little Christmas angel,’ she said making a move towards the staff kitchen area. Gus tucked himself behind the computer screen, smiling as he heard her admonishing one of the junior nurses who was moving stealthily in his direction armed with a piece of plastic mistletoe.

      ‘No, Janine,’ Barbara hissed. ‘He’s busy. Leave him alone. Anyway, I’m not sure that conforms to health and safety standards – is it even wipe-clean?’
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      After Anjali had dropped her complaint bombshell Violet had gone for a little cry in the toilets on ward four before she pulled herself together and found Mr Zeller’s notes. She rubbed her eyes now as she scanned through them, focussing on the medical conundrum in front of her rather than the more nebulous problem of her attitude and what it might mean for the rest of her career. She often found that a clinical case could distract her in this way. The science behind the symptoms, the detective work of diagnosis – these were reliable sources of comfort for a logical brain like hers and she leaned back in the swivel chair feeling a little more content. She liked visiting ward four as a rule. The staff knew their patients well and they didn’t tend to bleep her for spurious reasons. And then she had a horrible thought; what if they didn’t bleep her because they didn’t like her? What if one of these nurses working tonight was the one who had complained? How would Violet know?

      She shook her head, cross with herself. There was no point in trying to work out who the complainants were. If she was honest with herself, the list of people she had potentially offended over the past few months was probably quite lengthy, this being a recurrent and perplexing theme in her life. The more pressing issue was what she was going to do about it, and for now, that was too big a problem to get her head around. Best thing to do was simply get herself through this week of nights, focus on the job in hand, and worry about the difficult looming conversation with her boss, Dr Corbishley, some other time.

      Approaching Mr Zeller’s bed, she could see a rigid person-shaped mound huddled beneath the blankets with a small yellowish face poking above, eyes screwed up in a poor imitation of sleep given the bright overhead strip lighting. She hesitated briefly. It was always a little awkward, waking patients up in order to ask them exactly the same questions they’d already been asked a few hours earlier, but it was important to make sure nothing got missed. Besides, Violet could see that he wasn’t really asleep, so she pulled up a chair and announced herself.

      ‘Hello, Mr Zeller. My name is Dr Winters. I’m one of the junior doctors and I need to ask you some questions if that’s okay?’ She thought she’d used the right tone to convey that her question was rhetorical but Mr Zeller clearly wasn’t paying attention to her tone, either that or she’d got it wrong again.

      ‘No,’ he said, his eyes springing open to give her the full force of his jaundiced glare. ‘It is not okay. Not okay at all.’ He squeezed his eyelids firmly back together. ‘Kindly leave me alone and please turn off that overhead light. It is impossible to get a moment’s peace around here.’

      He huffed and attempted to roll away from Violet. Unfortunately, he was too frail to accomplish this without a great deal of shuffling and fidgeting in tiny incremental movements, and thus the grand gesture was somewhat lost in translation. He ended up flat on his back staring up at the bright ceiling like an upended tortoise, and huffed again, as if this was further evidence of the universe conspiring against him. Violet was reminded of the time she tried to regally exit a room following an argument with a physiotherapist only to slide on the heel of her shoe and enter into some cartoon style arm-flapping, legs-flailing manoeuvre just in order to stay upright. She understood how one’s body could sometimes undermine the most pointed of gestures. She tried again.

      ‘Mr Zeller, I’m afraid I can’t go away and leave you alone. I have a job to do and I need to ask you these questions in order to keep you safe.’ She looked across at him. He was still staring unblinking at the ceiling.

      ‘The good news is that the quicker we get this over and done with, the sooner the nurses can turn your light off and you can get some sleep.’ She glanced at her watch. Although what she said was true, it was only two hours before the drugs trolley would be coming round, and unfortunately that wasn’t as much fun as it sounded. Mr Zeller definitely wouldn’t be able to sleep through the clanking of that particular contraption, or the constant checking of those in the neighbouring beds. The ceaseless noise of a medical ward was enough to make you ill all by itself.

      She snuck another look at her reluctant patient. He had folded his arms and his facial expression made her think of the time a well-intentioned nursing home visitor had asked her grandmother whether she would like to join in with a nice singalong, and her grandmother had told him to eff off. She decided to go for a bit of ‘small talk’. Not that she was ever terribly successful in this particular field but she’d seen others have good results with the same approach.

      ‘Are you having a good Christmas?’ she asked, trying to copy the tone she’d heard the nurses using.

      Mr Zeller threw her another scornful look reminiscent of Granny as he gestured to his festive surroundings which included a paper chain hanging limply from the neighbouring curtain rail and two garish cards featuring improbably clothed cartoon creatures left by the bed’s previous occupant. They were silent for a moment as Violet wondered whether to ask another conversational question or just proceed straight to the clinical information (she had already worked out that an opener of ‘Looks like you might have something terminal’ was not going to be conducive to establishing a good rapport) when to her surprise Mr Zeller began to speak of his own volition.

      ‘Christmas is always bloody awful,’ he said, speaking quietly but firmly, as if conveying an irrefutable truth. ‘Hate it at the best of times.’

      Violet felt that something was expected of her at this point in proceedings. ‘Oh?’ she said, her pen tapping against the folder.

      There was a long pause. ‘But I don’t want to talk about it,’ Mr Zeller said eventually.

      Violet beathed out a sigh of relief. ‘Good,’ she said before she could stop the word emerging from her mouth.

      Mr Zeller barked a short laugh. ‘That’s not the party line, is it? I thought your lot were all for talking things over, endlessly examining how we’re feeling and sharing it with the world.’

      ‘Not me,’ said Violet. ‘To be honest, I just want to know about your medical symptoms. I’m not really interested in why you hate Christmas.’

      Mr Zeller turned his head towards her, his rheumy eyes fixed on her face. ‘You’re an odd one,’ he said, again stating it as fact.

      ‘I am a bit,’ she admitted and shrugged. ‘But it takes one to know one.’

      He half-laughed and half-coughed again. ‘D’you promise me something, Dr Winters?’ he asked.

      ‘Depends.’

      ‘If I answer your questions, will you go away and leave me alone?’

      She nodded. ‘I will,’ she said. ‘Although I can’t guarantee you won’t see me again this week. That’s just a cross you’ll have to bear.’

      ‘Fair enough. Let’s get this over with then.’
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        * * *

      

      Violet went through the standard history-taking, documenting Mr Zeller’s new symptoms and his past medical history with meticulous attention, despite the late hour and the fact that he’d already been clerked in by the A&E doctor. To be honest, she didn’t fully trust anybody’s else’s opinion and wanted to verify the details for herself.

      ‘I’ve only been in hospital once before,’ he said. ‘Dose of typhoid in my twenties.’

      ‘And nothing else at all?’ She gave him a dubious look.

      ‘I try to avoid doctors and hospitals,’ he said meaningfully.

      Violet raised her eyebrows. ‘And how’s that working out for you?’

      He barked another laugh and she moved on to the social history, aiming to get a brief outline of his domestic situation – only anything that might be medically relevant.

      ‘I live alone and I manage absolutely fine,’ he said, shutting the line of questioning down.

      ‘Cigarettes, alcohol, drugs?’ she said, working her way down the page.

      ‘Are you offering?’ Mr Zeller almost cracked a smile.

      ‘No. I meant do you smoke, or drink alcohol, or use any recreational street drugs?’ Violet said seriously.

      ‘I realised,’ said Mr Zeller.

      She then moved on to her examination, knowing from the previous notes what she was likely to find: the yellowing skin of jaundice, a knobbly liver edge protruding through a gaunt sunken abdominal wall, and a crackling noise indicating fluid at the base of his lungs. Again she made sure she was satisfied these clinical signs were indeed present, it would have been foolish to rely on someone else’s findings.

      ‘I’ll be off now,’ she said once she’d finished. ‘I’ll ask the staff nurse about turning the lighting down. You don’t want me doing it. I’d probably short-circuit the entire system and cause a blackout across the hospital.’

      ‘Dr Winters.’ Mr Zeller’s voice was thick with fatigue, but his eyes were alert. ‘Can I ask you a question now?’

      ‘Of course.’ Violet nodded, her hand stationary on the curtain she’d been about to pull back.

      He took a breath in. ‘Do you think I’ve got cancer?’

      Violet paused. She could easily fudge the answer. After all, there was no firm diagnosis despite the clinical evidence stacking up. On the other hand, she wasn’t generally a fudger – in fact, she prided herself on being exactly the opposite of a fudger, whatever that might be. Mr Zeller had asked her a direct question and deserved a truthful response.

      ‘I don’t know for certain,’ she said. ‘And I couldn’t give you a precise predictive value at this stage. But based on your clinical presentation it looks quite likely. And by likely, I mean around the eighty-five per cent probability mark. That’s if you find numerical references and percentages helpful. I know I do. But I also know that other people prefer narrative descriptors; chances of winning the lottery or being hit by a bus for example.’

      Mr Zeller nodded. ‘And sounds like this one might be a double-decker,’ he said quietly. ‘If it is a cancer, do you think it’s a bad one?’

      Again she paused; what did a bad cancer actually mean? Bad was such a subjective word and she much preferred objective terminology that couldn’t be misinterpreted. Probably best to break her answer down into factual information. She was always on safer territory if she stuck to that. ‘If it is a cancer, it may well have metastasised,’ she said. ‘Which means spread. Maybe to your lungs, maybe to your liver. Something like that would account for your symptoms: the weight loss, the breathlessness. Your skin is quite yellow, you might have noticed? And the whites of your eyes are the same, that sort of lemony colour. That’s jaundice. It can mean that something is blocking the liver, specifically the bile duct. And a blockage can be caused by something as simple as gallstones or something nasty like a tumour. But, like I say we don’t know for certain. Once you’ve had your scan things will be clearer. It’ll give us a picture of what’s actually going on inside.’

      They looked at each other for a beat of time. Violet wasn’t sure if she’d said too much, or not enough. She never really knew what patients wanted to hear and it was so hard to judge their need for information from the way they phrased their questions. Her usual response was the plain unvarnished truth, but as Anjali had pointed out with her weird American-accented impression earlier, some people couldn’t handle the truth. The problem was that Violet never knew who these people were or how to talk to them. Thankfully her bleep went off before she could overthink it and it seemed on this occasion at least that she’d got the tone right.

      ‘Thank you for being honest,’ Mr Zeller said, rolling back onto his side away from the festive cartoon animals and away from Violet. ‘None of those other buggers would tell me anything.’
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      Gus was in the doctors’ mess waiting for the kettle to boil when that funny, skinny girl from the cardiac arrest walked in and peered around the room.

      ‘You looking for Anjali?’ he said, calling through the serving hatch, his face partially obscured by steam from the kettle.

      The girl jumped, visibly startled, and then gathered herself. ‘Erm, yes, sorry, I didn’t see you there.’

      ‘She was in a moment ago, but she got bleeped by admissions. Said if I saw you to let you know she’d be back in twenty minutes.’

      ‘Oh. Right. Yeah. I guess I’ll wait a bit then.’ She stood awkwardly, adjusting her weight from one foot to the other before deciding suddenly to cross the room and sit on one of the sofas in the furthest corner near the Christmas tree. She stumbled slightly on her way over there, likely tripping on a corner of threadbare carpet tile. The flooring, like everything else in this place, was ancient and decrepit. Gus pretended not to have noticed.

      ‘Do you want anything?’ he called through the hatch which was strung with fairy lights. He felt like he was working in Santa’s grotto.

      She peered at him, confused and he gestured to the kettle for clarity. ‘Tea? Coffee?’

      The light dawned and she made a small ‘oh’ shape with her mouth. ‘No thanks, I’m fine.’

      He nodded and turned his attention back to selecting the least stained mug he could find for himself, but a moment later the girl appeared back at the hatch.

      ‘Actually,’ she said, ‘I’ll have a tea. Please. White. No sugar. And can you not leave the teabag in for too long. Please. I like it borderline anaemic. Thank you.’

      She seemed unsure of where to put herself now that she’d placed her very specific order, but her gaze was steady as she regarded him with those grey-green eyes. He’d been struck by the colour, that particular shade of soft rain, when he spoke to her after the resuscitation. It reminded him of country walks when the weather changed, mist settling over hilltops, breathing in the tiny droplets, feeling the moisture on your skin. Or maybe it wasn’t just the colour he’d noticed and more to do with how she had looked at him so directly, as if she knew his secrets. Feeling the weight of her scrutiny now, he dropped his own gaze, unable to avoid glancing over her as he did so. He could see the neckline of her scrub top was frayed at the edge, pulled to the left with the weight of the bleep attached to her upper pocket. It was possible to just make out a glimpse of creamy coloured fabric beneath the stiff green cotton, lying flat against her skin as it followed the curve of… Bloody hell, what was he thinking? He dragged his eyes away. Just because he’d had no action for the past few months was no excuse to perve on junior colleagues. He must have been missing female company more than he’d realised.

      He risked a quick glance back up at her face, hoping she hadn’t seen him staring. Luckily, in those brief seconds she’d managed to knock over the sugar bowl and was now concentrating on sweeping the scattered grains into a pile with her fingertips. Her hands were pale and delicate, fine-boned with long tapered fingers. No rings. No adornment at all other than the dusting of sugar crystals.

      ‘Borderline anaemic,’ he said as he reached for another mug out of the cupboard. ‘Absolutely. It’s Violet, isn’t it?’ His voice was deliberately casual. ‘See? Only two hours later and I still remember. Told you I was good with names. Most of the time.’

      ‘Yes. And you’re Dr Gus Jovic – resuscitator of the frail.’ She smiled, revealing neat white teeth. Her eyes focussed back on him as she absent-mindedly licked the sugar off her fingertips.

      He laughed, enjoying the moniker but also slightly discomforted by the sight of her fingers in her mouth, those neat teeth nibbling at the sticky sweetness of her skin. She evidently didn’t have a clue about the effect this simple action was having on him though. This girl was no practised seductress – he’d seen a few in his time. No, Violet still looked just as awkward as when she’d walked in. Which bizarrely made the whole thing much more erotic. Jesus. He really needed to get a grip.

      ‘I’m also the finest tea-maker this side of the Bristol Channel,’ he said, clearing his throat. ‘Go and sit down, I’ll bring it over.’
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        * * *

      

      ‘I’m just waiting for a bleep from HDU to go and speak to Mr Thirkettle’s family,’ Gus said as he joined her at the far end of the mess a moment later. ‘The chap who arrested – I think the daughter is heading straight over from Gloucester.’ He handed her a mug only marginally less chipped than his own. ‘Saved you the best cup,’ he said. ‘Is the tea weak enough for you? I made sure the bag had only a cursory glance at the water before I brutally whisked it away.’

      She regarded the battered mug and its milky contents. ‘Mmmm, bandage beige,’ she said. ‘Excellent. You are indeed a master tea-maker.’ She glanced into his mug and shuddered. ‘Although I see you prefer a shade more, what would you call it? Summerhouse teak? Tannin gravy?’

      ‘Oh, I drink mine any old how.’ He didn’t tell her that his own tea had gone that colour because it had stewed while he made hers again from scratch, wanting to ensure it was just right.

      ‘Did you know that the British drink more than sixty billion cups of tea every year,’ Violet said, fixing him with her serious gaze.

      ‘I did not.’ Gus smiled to himself. ‘But I can’t say I’m surprised. I wonder what proportion of that tea-drinking occurs in hospital?’

      Violet nodded and looked at him as if she found his question enormously interesting. ‘I wonder,’ she said. Gus had the feeling she might try and look it up later.

      She balanced her mug on her knee and closed her eyes briefly, resting the back of her head against the sofa, her neck exposed. ‘God, this night feels endless.’

      ‘Only a few hours to go.’ Gus took a seat on the sofa at right angles with hers, realising that it would be a bit weird to perch right next to her when there was seating for thirty in the large echoing room. ‘And then we can all get some sleep.’

      ‘And come back for more this evening.’

      ‘It’s an odd way to spend the Christmas week, isn’t it,’ Gus conceded. ‘Guess you pulled the short straw, first year of house jobs and you get the festive night shifts.’

      Violet’s expression became a little more guarded. He wasn’t sure why.

      ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Just bad luck, I guess.’ She shifted awkwardly in her seat. ‘Same for you though, unless you’re just finishing?’

      ‘No, I’m starting the week, same as you,’ he said.

      Violet nodded. ‘I thought you looked a bit fresh for someone who’s completed several nights in a row.’

      He raised his eyebrows at her funny turn of phrase. ‘Fresh?’

      ‘Yes. Fresh. You know. Bright-eyed. Perky. Cheery. Like a Christmas elf.’

      He scanned her face to see if she was making fun of him before he snorted a laugh into his tea. ‘O-kay,’ he said. ‘Well, I’ve been called worse than a Christmas elf, I guess. We’ll just have to see if I’m still perky and fresh by New Year.’

      They sat for a while scrolling through their respective patient lists, with Gus occasionally questioning whether the silence was a comfortable one, and whether the obligation was on him to break it. It didn’t look as though Violet minded the lack of conversation but maybe she was starting to find it a bit awkward, maybe she thought he was some kind of mute weirdo. Unsurprisingly, he cracked a few moments later and picked up the bulky remote control from the table.

      ‘Any preference?’ he asked Violet, pointing it towards the large television in the corner. He had the distinct impression that she would tell him if she did have strong feelings about the programming.

      Violet looked at her watch. ‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘Three o’clock on Christmas morning. I’m not sure what’s likely to be on. Surprise me.’

      ‘Okay. Boo!’ What? Why had he done that?

      She looked confused. ‘Sorry?’

      ‘You said, surprise you. So I…’ He trailed off lamely.

      ‘Oh, yes. I see. Boo! To make me jump. Got you.’

      He flicked the television on to cover his embarrassment, selecting a repeat episode of Ibiza Club Reps.

      ‘Festive,’ Violet said, but she continued watching and they discussed the relative merits of the various tattoos on display across the tanned flesh of the holiday resort staff.

      ‘I clerked in a patient a few months back with England inked over his right bicep,’ said Gus. ‘Except they’d left out an ‘N’ so it was Egland. He said it had taken him a month to notice and when he’d gone back and complained the only thing they could do was put a little arrow with a smaller N above it. Like a spelling correction at primary school. It was literally like a kid learning to write. Except it’s on his arm now. Forever.’

      ‘My housemate’s got some decent tattoos,’ said Violet taking a sip of her tea. ‘But he did make the classic mistake of having the name of the guy he was madly in love with written in Sanskrit across his lower back only to catch the same guy in bed with someone else a few days later.’

      Gus grimaced sympathetically as Violet continued.

      ‘He’s since had it covered over with some Aztec symbol that the tattoo artist said meant “warrior”. Dev says that really it just means “Don’t be a dick”.’

      ‘Meaning the ex-boyfriend?’

      ‘Yes, but also himself for being swept up in the romance. And to be honest he uses it pretty indiscriminately. If I’m having a go at him he’ll just point to his left lumbar region – like, don’t be a dick, Violet.’

      ‘Does he need to do that a lot?’

      ‘Of course not.’ She smiled. ‘I’m never a dick.’

      She pointed at the screen where a muscular man on roller-skates was carrying a tray of flaming sambucas to a poolside table. ‘Anyway, that sleeve is really too much. I mean there’s not even a pattern. It’s basically a blue arm – like someone set fire to a smurf.’

      Just then Anjali appeared through the main door, rubbing her eyes. ‘What shite are you two watching?’

      ‘Nothing.’ Gus flicked the television off and glanced conspiratorially at Violet as Anjali made her way to the kitchen area.

      ‘I’m going to put some toast on,’ she called through the hatch. ‘Either of you want any?’

      Violet screwed up her nose in consideration. ‘Go on then,’ she shouted over. ‘Brown please. Not too much butter though, Anjali. And please God don’t put any marmite on it. I’ll have jam though. If there is any. Only if it’s the seedless raspberry one. Thanks.’

      ‘Treat yourself,’ said Gus. ‘It is Christmas.’

      ‘Ibiza Club Reps, tea and toast,’ she said. ‘Living the dream.’

      He laughed, calling over to Anjali and asking her to put some on for him too. Through the hatch he could see her emptying half a loaf of bread onto the counter and dropping the slices into the catering-sized toaster, a treasured item within the hospital. Management had made the mistake of removing it for health and safety reasons after a cockroach had been found in the crumb tray, and again when a corner of bread wedged in the grill had caught fire and set the smoke alarm off. But they soon realised they’d have a mutiny on their hands if the toaster’s absence became permanent.

      ‘I’ll fill it up,’ Anjali said. ‘I saw Dinesh making his way over here. They’ve only just finished stabilising that lad from the motorbike accident. He’s been in theatre for five hours.’

      ‘And Dinesh eats like a horse even when he’s not been assisting in a pelvic fracture repair,’ said Gus. ‘Do you remember that time we went to the All You Can Eat night at Mancha’s and he totally cleaned them out?’

      He and Anjali slipped into a fond reminiscence of their student days while waiting for the toast to pop up. They’d been in the same year at medical school, graduating four years ago, and they occasionally bumped into each other on various hospital jobs. Gus was intrigued as to what Anjali thought of her current foundation year doctor. He imagined Violet would be interesting to work with, entertaining certainly, although perhaps her clumsiness, both physical and social, would be a bit of a liability. As Anjali returned to the kitchen he glanced back at the woman in question.

      Violet, evidently bored by their conversation, had taken the opportunity to close her eyes again, leaning her head back against the cracked pleather of the mess sofa. Her cropped hair was tufting up at the front and her lips were slightly parted. She was graceful in repose, Gus thought to himself. Alabaster skin and a rosebud mouth, like a Disney princess or a Millais painting. However, the effect was ruined a moment later when she woke with a full body jolt and gasping snort of air as her leg kicked out and hit the table, causing the baubles on the neighbouring tree to sway slightly. Gus, as usual, had the good manners to pretend he hadn’t noticed.

      Anjali brought out the plate of toast topped with a sprig of plastic holly she’d obviously found in the cupboard and presented it to her colleagues with a flourish. ‘Happy Christmas!’ she said.

      ‘Gawd bless us, everyone!’ said Gus in a cockney accent and they laughed, reaching out to grab the warm buttery slices and feeling that odd kinship of colleagues united in work while the rest of the world slept through to Christmas morning.
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      It was half past nine by the time Violet walked in through her front door and she was absolutely shattered. The house was cold, having been empty all night, but her housemate Dev had left the Christmas tree lights on and they were emitting a warm glow that diffused through to the hallway. He’d also left a note on the kitchen counter that made her smile.

      
        
        Happy Christmas Gorgeous!

      

      

      (At least, she thought it said gorgeous. Dev had used his characteristic loopy scrawl and some of his words were barely legible. He could just as easily have been addressing his festive salutations to a Gorgonzola.)

      
        
        I left your present upstairs on the landing (out of sight of burglars – safety first – you know me!) along with a couple of parcels addressed to you that look exciting. I have given them a good squeeze but no clues. I’ve also left you a little surprise in the fridge (don’t worry – it’s not the kind of surprise that Swedish guy left me in the fridge a few years back – I didn’t think you needed that on Christmas Day).

        Think of me spending time with those family members who believe that being gay is a crime against Bhagavan and know that I’d much rather be sinking festive tequila with you and Marvin. I’ll be back sometime tomorrow evening – sooner if Aunty Bheena starts trying to marry me off to some nice Hindu girl.

        Dev xxx

      

      

      On the middle shelf of the fridge were a series of labelled bamboo containers and a plate covered in a brightly patterned Christmas fabric featuring robins wearing bobble hats. Stuck on top of this was another note.

      
        
        Reheat me in the microwave (metal box in the corner) but remember to take off my beeswax wrapper beforehand or I will taste like candles and you’ll destroy yet another one of Dev’s eco-friendly kitchen products.

      

      

      Violet recalled the multiple times she had accidentally melted Dev’s eco-wrappers and idly wondered how many bees were required to produce sufficient wax to cover, say, an average dinner plate. She’d be interested to know. She looked at her watch as her stomach growled ominously. The last thing she’d eaten was a stale Rich Tea biscuit just before she cycled home, which had likely given her blood sugar a very temporary boost but hardly constituted a nutritious breakfast. Was it acceptable to eat a full Christmas dinner at ten o’clock in the morning? And if not, was there anybody here to judge her? No. She removed the wax and put the plate in the microwave as instructed, turned on the immersion heater and collected her presents from upstairs, assembling them in front of her on the table as she turned the radio up to full volume for Slade.

      Noddy Holder bellowed out ‘It’s Chri-i-i-i-stma-a-a-a-s!’ as she tucked into her meal for one. Once she had finished eating she video-called her parents, unwrapping her
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