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Chapter 1

Life in the bus lane 

This wasn’t how she’d pictured her life ending. With the red light looming ahead and the car showing no signs of slowing, she prayed it would be a swift and painless exit. Hilary had contemplated death as often as any woman of her age, she imagined, but she’d always envisaged slipping away peacefully in her sleep. In the event of an accident she would have preferred something more glamorous and befitting a woman of her worldliness, say negotiating a hairpin bend in the mountains above Monaco, being eaten by a lion during a private safari or mauled by a polar bear on an Arctic cruise. Not in the passenger seat of a thirty-year-old Ford at the hands of her own sister. Hilary shut her eyes and braced herself against the dashboard, the seatbelt tugging reassuringly across her bosom. 

Airbags must still have been a luxury extra back when the Ford rolled off the production line. That the old blue bomb was still going was a miracle. That her 82-year-old sister Nancy was still alive was equally miraculous, given both her dubious driving credentials and her forty-a-day habit. The woman was indestructible, which is more than could be said for the iceberg lettuce and four wrinkled tomatoes inside the designer handbag resting on Hilary’s lap. For one ridiculous moment, her concern was for the welfare of the hand-stitched Italian leather and salad items in the event of the imminent collision. She held her breath and waited. 

Out of curiosity when the anticipated crunch and splinter of metal and glass didn’t occur, Hilary opened her eyes. The traffic light had turned green and Nancy was now in the bus lane, leaving other more patient drivers in her wake. Hilary released her breath and her grip on the sun-bleached dashboard. The windscreen was so encrusted with dead insects that she could only decipher the faint outlines of the children in the back of the school bus directly ahead. 

‘Nancy, we’re way too close.’ 

‘Do stop fussing,’ Nancy replied. ‘I’ve been driving a lot longer than you have.’ 

Six years. Six years that would always award her sister the final word. Even now, more than seventy years after the age gap had cast them into their respective roles. A lifetime of tiptoeing around her older sister, like keeping a wary distance from a tense boil that might burst at any moment. 

Hilary’s right foot splayed against an imaginary brake, the road frighteningly visible through a hole in the rusted-out footwell. The one saving grace was that this strip of moving tarmac at least led to the hospital. Their chances of survival were increasing with each crunching gear change. 

Nancy cracked the driver’s window and launched her smouldering cigarette butt into the path of the vehicle behind. 

Then she leaned across towards the glove box for another. Hilary retrieved the cigarette packet for her. At her age, Nancy was beyond redemption. In the end it all came down to damage limitation. 

‘For heaven’s sake, slow down,’ said Hilary. 

‘I don’t want to be late.’ 

Fat chance of that, Hilary wanted to say. Outpatients always ran late. It was a wonder they assigned appointment times at all. She’d often wondered why they didn’t use little paper tickets like the ones you had to tear off at the supermarket deli. ‘If you carry on like this we’ll end up in Emergency, not Outpatients.’ 

‘For your information,’ said Nancy, turning her entire body to face her passenger, ‘I have a clean driving record. I have never had an accident.’ 

It was true. Technically. The dents and scratches on the blue bomb all involved inanimate objects, like gateposts or brick walls, and had given the car’s bodywork what Hilary’s interior designer would have referred to as patina. As a result, other road users gave it a conveniently wide berth. 

‘I do wish you’d let me drive for a change,’ Hilary said. 

‘You’ve seen how dangerous the roads are around here. You have enough stress in your life already. I mean, with all your money, your friends and your dignity gone, all you really have left is your little job at the cafeteria.’ Nancy reached over and squeezed her knee. ‘And me. You’ll always have me,’ she said. 

Her liver-spotted hand, which should have been on the steering wheel, was little more than a thin glove of bones. In the ten minutes since they’d left the house, Hilary had counted eighteen occasions when Nancy had removed both hands simultaneously from the wheel. This included three bouts of coughing, two attempts to dislodge the jammed-in dashboard lighter, and once to extinguish a small fire in her lap. The other times were a miscellaneous assortment of personal readjustments, obscene hand gestures to other drivers, and an expletive-laden attempt to revive the defunct speedometer. Judging by the angle of her seat, tilted so far forward that her bony sternum almost touched the steering wheel, Nancy’s eyesight wasn’t great either. 

Hilary knew better than to pass comment. If the past seventy-six years had taught her anything, it was that Nancy had an answer for everything. 

Take the coughing and wheezing. ‘I’m allergic to next door’s cat,’ she’d respond. 

Or her over-reliance on prescription sleeping tablets. ‘It’s the worry.’ When asked what she had to worry about, she’d answer, ‘You, Hil. I’m worried about you ending up lonely and abandoned. Especially now you’ve lost your looks.’ 

As for the squalid state of the old family home they now shared – ‘You wouldn’t understand poverty, Hil. You have a big house and a rich husband.’ Then she’d backtrack. ‘Sorry, had a big house.’ 

Had a rich husband. 

Nancy had waited a long time for this moment and she was entitled to her schadenfreude. And Hilary knew it was no more than she deserved. She was past the disbelief and anger stage. The hurt and betrayal had left her numb more than anything. She was merely clinging to the wreckage of her former life and trying not to sink. 

This was usually Hilary’s cue to recite her ‘Debt of Gratitude’ speech. About how she could never fully repay 

Nancy for staying at home to care for their elderly parents, pointing out gently that she’d tried to make life easier by helping with the bills and expenses, stopping short of reminding her that even the blue bomb had also been a gift. Back when it was a solid, low-mileage, roadworthy vehicle and not a death trap that would surely have their mechanic father rolling in his grave. At least the engine was still running, unlike her luxury convertible that had failed to even start this morning. 

Cue Nancy’s ‘I Could Have Been’ speech. How she could have been a doctor or a lawyer, a catwalk model, even an astronaut if she hadn’t sacrificed everything so Hilary could run away and marry Jim. They were two seasoned actors following a script in a long-running play. And the curtain never really went down. 

When the blue bomb finally skidded to a halt outside the hospital, Hilary discovered tomato juice leaking between the hand-stitched seams of her handbag. The prognosis for the lettuce wasn’t looking good. But there wasn’t time to celebrate arriving in a car and not an ambulance. Nancy tugged on the handbrake and unfastened her seatbelt. 

‘You can’t park here.’ Hilary pointed out the red letters on the ground and the sign only millimetres from the front bumper. ‘This is the emergency drop-off zone. An outpatient appointment hardly counts as an emergency.’ 

Nancy made a sound through her nose. ‘If your sister having a shadow on her lung doesn’t constitute an emergency then I don’t know what does.’ 

‘Fine. Just don’t mention my name when they tow you away.’ 

A column of ash toppled from the drooping cigarette at Nancy’s lips. Leaning to one side, she disconnected some wires beneath the dash and finally the engine died. 

For a woman who was supposedly facing a potentially life-threatening diagnosis, Nancy looked remarkably well. Or at least no different to how she usually looked. She’d looked eighty since she was forty. Only her stained fingers and hacking cough hinted that her filthy habit might be catching up with her. 

The first customers would be checking their watches outside the cafeteria by now. Ten years of faithful service behind that counter and Hilary had never once taken a sick day or been late to flip the sign on the door. 

Nancy was talking again. She stubbed out the remains of her cigarette and emptied the overflowing ashtray through the open driver’s window before winding it up again. ‘Are you listening, Hil?’ 

‘Sorry, what was that?’ 

‘I said, don’t you worry about me. I’ll be fine. I’m used to doing things on my own.’ 

Here we go, thought Hilary. Act Two. Nancy’s whole shadow on the lung drama had unfolded remarkably quickly. There was something fishy about the timing, coinciding with a comment that she didn’t want to outstay her welcome and was thinking of looking for her own place. She was prepared to give her sister the benefit of the doubt but couldn’t muster any sympathy yet. The best she could offer was pragmatism. Nancy could take it or leave it. 

‘I told you I’d come with you to the appointment. Let me open up and give Joy her instructions then I’ll meet you in Outpatients. It’s right next door.’ 

‘No, I wouldn’t want to tear you away from your precious cafeteria.’ 

She knew Nancy didn’t really mean that, but she had a point. Even if Joy turned up on time for once – which was about as likely as Nancy agreeing to go to the optometrist for an eye test – Hilary couldn’t leave her to orientate today’s new volunteer unsupervised. Not when she was harbouring serious doubts about inviting Joy to stay on at the conclusion of her trial period next week. 

‘You’re right,’ Hilary conceded, picturing the potential mayhem Joy could cause in an hour. ‘Are you sure you’ll be okay?’ 

Lip quivering, Nancy nodded. ‘Do you have a spare pack of tissues in your bag or will Dr Goldman have a box?’ 

‘Don’t worry. I guarantee there’ll be tissues.’ It was true. There was always something to mop up in a hospital. 

The emotional pot shots continued out on the footpath as Nancy gave a conspicuous cough into her hand and appeared genuinely disappointed not to find her palm covered in consumptive blood specks. 

‘Pop in for a cup of tea afterwards,’ said Hilary brightly. 

She didn’t want to imagine her sister driving home alone after receiving bad news from the oncologist. If her role at the cafeteria weren’t so vital, she would simply put a notice on the door and be there for Nancy. Then again, this was the same woman who’d dragged Hilary back from a Mediterranean cruise supposedly to their mother’s deathbed, only for Hilary to find the old dear watching A Country Practice and tucking into a packet of licorice allsorts. 

Still, if it wasn’t for Nancy she would have found herself out on the streets six months ago. So where should her loyalties lie – with the children’s ward and the sea-life mural she’d vowed to raise the money for, or with her sister? 

Nancy cut a rather pathetic figure as she hobbled towards the hospital’s main entrance, swamped by the oversized raincoat she insisted on wearing, whatever the weather. When the giant glass doors eventually swallowed the fragile figure, Hilary saw her for what she was. For all their bickering, Nancy was her only living relative. Her own flesh and blood. 





Chapter 10

 

Best friends forever? 

Three soft knocks and a two-second delay before the door opened. Mum. Enough time for Chloe to minimise her browser and the photo of the angel-haired toddler from the bus she’d been editing before her mother appeared. Time to bring up her chemistry homework instead. At least her mum bothered to knock, unlike her father who simply barged in unannounced either to tell her dinner was ready or for a friendly chat, mostly to enquire about the grades she was so diligently withholding from him. More often, he was so cranky and distracted from his busy day being alpha male at The General that he left her to her own devices. Great doctoring, crap parenting. Mum at least had an excuse. She was going through the change, a condition that appeared to make women embarrassingly outspoken in public about local politics and plastic packaging. Most hormonal kids Chloe’s age had equally hormonal mothers like hers, and yet it was her father who’d turned into the cranky nag. The biology 

textbooks had it all wrong. Middle-aged fathers like Mark Foster put the ‘men’ in menopause. 

‘Hello, darling.’ Chloe noticed her mother glance at the computer screen before focusing on her face. Checking up on her. Pretending not to. 

Chloe made a noise in response. She’d been aiming for a ‘I’m trying to concentrate here’. It came out as more of a grunt. 

There was no glass in her mother’s hand and Chloe was too far away to smell her breath. However, the spaces between her words were too short for her to be sober. A dead giveaway. Besides, it was a Tuesday, her busy clinic day. Fridays used to be ‘wine night’, a reward for getting through another week. The night Chloe would invariably find her mother asleep on the sofa and an empty wine bottle in the recycling. Lately, wine night was as likely to be any night of the week, and the more her mother drank, the more she was on Chloe’s case. She wasn’t your average alcoholic. She was hardly in the gutter. Her skin was clear, her eyes bright and evidently she still managed to do her job without killing too many patients. 

Dinner had been a help-yourself affair, as it always was when her father was on call. For a house with a fridge the size of most people’s kitchens, and a butler’s pantry that was big enough to house an actual butler, there was very little food available. 

It was as if she’d grown up in an operating theatre, the walls of their architect-designed home stark and white, and the air-conditioning blowing out cold air all year round. The expensive home paid for by the irritable bowels of the city’s worried well. 

Chloe had said she wasn’t hungry when her mother returned home late and asked her if she had eaten. Another bonus of drinking plenty of water was that it quelled not only her anxiety but her appetite too. 

‘I’m sorry I was late back,’ her mum said, fanning her flushed face with the unopened mail from the mailbox. ‘Clinic ran over again.’ 

‘It doesn’t matter.’ Chloe turned back to her screen and tried to find her place in the chemistry practice paper she’d abandoned weeks ago. It was good to at least maintain the illusion that she was revising through the school holidays. Her most recent grades were less than spectacular but she’d figured that, with some better marks on her earlier course work, and a last-minute blitz, she could still scrape into medical school. That’s what privilege guaranteed, and Chloe’s head start in life came courtesy of the genes she’d inherited and a brain that was very efficient at remembering facts. Whether her brain could keep up that blitz for the next six years and beyond was another matter. She didn’t even want to think about that. 

Her mother hovered in the doorway. She wasn’t going away. 

‘How’s it going at the hospital?’ 

Was she hoping to hear that Chloe had already diagnosed a case of pyelonephritis, extracted a set of tonsils and cracked open her first chest in Emergency? 

‘Good, thanks.’ Sensing this was insufficient return on her mother’s investment in actually getting her the job, Chloe added, ‘The other volunteers are very nice.’ Well, Joy was nice. Hilary could be prickly. The problem was it was Hilary’s signature she needed. ‘I’m allowed to operate the coffee machine all by myself.’ 

‘That’s great. Really great.’ Sue sounded impressed, as if Chloe had performed her first organ transplant single-handed. 

Her mother’s tone was chatty and for several minutes they dissected Chloe’s day at the cafeteria, bound for once by the shared experience of the hospital. Usually Chloe tried to tune out of the medical talk over the dinner table, although she’d probably already absorbed much of the first year of medical training by osmosis. 

‘Did you meet any of the doctors?’ 

‘Professor MacKinnon came in with his team.’ 

‘Andy? He and I were friendly at university.’ 

‘So he said.’ Exactly how friendly? Some questions were better left unasked. 

‘I’ll leave you to it,’ Chloe’s mother said, retreating. 

After her mother had returned to the kitchen, Chloe listened at the bedroom door. The fridge opening. The clink of a glass. The fridge door closing again. What a piss-poor excuse of a family unit they were. 

Chloe skolled the last of the water from her bottle and luxuriated in the delicious fullness it brought. 

At least she had Sam, she thought as his avatar appeared on her phone screen. 

Hey. How’s the D of E thing going? 

Chloe loved that he always used punctuation in his messages and socials. It was cool for a kid his age, in an ironic, counterculture way. She smiled at his goofy face, some Snapchat experiment they’d both fallen to pieces laughing over. Sam as a girl in the altered image, surprisingly hot. Hotter than he was as a seventeen-year-old boy anyway. They’d been best mates since they’d held hands on a class excursion in kindy, back when Chloe’s parents, early in their careers and already paying two sets of private school fees, had reluctantly entrusted their only daughter to state education. She and Sam often joked they knew each other better than they knew themselves. His shoulder had been there at all the right times and she trusted his opinion on everything. 

Hey. Totally awkward. 

Now Sam’s grainy image filled her screen. He was in his bedroom, the one he shared with his little brother. He was tidier than most boys, his books neatly shelved and clothes hung in the wardrobe, but still pretty gross, leaving empty pizza boxes on his bed and a stack of mugs on his bedside table. 

‘Did you have pizza for dinner again? It’s so unfair,’ Chloe whined, eyeing the empty pizza box. 

‘You want to swap places? I’ll live with your parents in that mansion and you can share a room with my fart machine of a brother.’ On cue, Sam’s little brother appeared on the screen briefly and there was a tussle during which the computer jerked slightly. Sam reappeared and smoothed down his mussed-up hair. A bowl appeared and he slurped noisily. Noodles. 

‘Do you ever stop eating?’ 

‘Of course not. This is only my halftime snack,’ Sam replied. 

Chloe laughed. She remembered her brothers at the same age, the two of them were little more than calorie-consuming machines. Six or seven Weet-Bix each after school. Sam had been a late developer but had more than made up for his slow start. Each time they caught up now, Chloe was astonished by his height. All that was left was for him to fill out a bit and he’d actually be quite hot. 

‘So, I want to know all the gory details. What was so awkward?’ A long stringy noodle fell onto his chin and down 

onto his shirt. The camera wobbled as Sam swore and jumped up from his desk chair, which looked like it had come from a Formula One car. 

‘Where do I start?’ 

‘Will I need popcorn?’ 

‘Don’t joke. On my first day I smashed a customer’s mug and it pretty much went downhill from there. I’m such a noob.’ 

‘No way!’ 

‘And on my second day I nearly threw up over a table of doctors.’ 

Chloe tried to explain what had happened. Difficult, as she still hadn’t worked it out herself. One minute she was fine, the next there was not enough blood in her body. And all because of what? The professor’s invitation to join the ward round. Was there any chance it could be excitement? Anticipation? Not shock, and horror. 

‘What were the old ladies like?’ 

‘Hilary, that’s the manageress, already thinks I’m a complete klutz. It’s like having a school principal looking over my shoulder all the time. The other woman, Joy, is okay. She has bright orange hair and wears all this amazing jewellery. She even has sparkly blue eyelashes. She calls them her falsies.’ 

‘I literally love her already. I thought you’d be working with a couple of knitting nannas with perms.’ 

‘She’s a nanna, but the cool kind. Her grandchildren live miles away though, she hardly sees them. It’s so sad. She lives with her husband Len and someone called Ethel in a retirement village.’ Chloe wasn’t sure who Ethel was. She’d fallen behind in the conversation and been too embarrassed to ask Joy to backtrack. A daughter? A lodger? A dog or cat? 

Who knew. It wasn’t entirely her fault. Joy talked more than 

anyone Chloe had ever met before. 

‘I’m looking forward to seeing what we’ll be like at that age.’ 

Something about the way he said this made Chloe uncomfortable. It wasn’t picturing herself as an old lady, since she’d never given it much thought. It was more that Sam had imagined her that far into the future. And was talking about them as a ‘we’. She couldn’t imagine not having Sam in her life but the likelihood was that next year, when they went to separate universities, they would see less of each other. Lose touch even. She couldn’t bear to think that far ahead, let alone sixty years from now. 

She smiled at the memory of Joy flirting with McDreamy over the cappuccino. ‘I’m going to be just like her, wear what I like and chat up all the good-looking young doctors.’ 

Sam’s screen froze, or maybe it was his face. The little brother appeared, did an armpit fart to the camera and ran off. Sam batted him away, half-heartedly. 

‘So, are there a lot of hot young doctors at St Jude’s then?’ Sam sat back on his Formula One chair, picking at a loose edge of faux leather on the armrest, bowl and fork balanced in his spare hand. 

‘Only the one,’ she said before thinking. 

There was something about Leo Cheng that had really unsettled her that morning, nervous as she already was. It was more than his eyes, which she sensed were following her, and the perfect angles of his face. 

‘Go on, tell me more,’ said Sam, licking his fork. 

‘He’s pretty old,’ she said dismissively. ‘He’d be at least twenty-four or something.’ 

As a rule, she told Sam everything. Almost everything. He was her best friend, it didn’t matter that he was a boy. But something about this didn’t feel right. Increasingly, she was holding back, keeping some of the big stuff to herself, including the details of her recurring dream where she found extra unused rooms in her house. For as long as she could remember she’d dreamt that she found a door in her house. And when she opened the door she found it led to room after empty room. What were the rooms for? Why weren’t they being used? It seemed such a waste of perfectly good space. More to the point, why didn’t she know they were there? None of the obvious interpretations seemed to fit. Her already enormous house had more rooms than any normal family could possibly ever use. If they represented a place where she could hide away from her parents, then it was a wasted dream. Her mum and dad were rarely there and gave her more than enough personal space. 

She couldn’t tell Sam about the dream – her house was already three times bigger than his. Instead, she told him about the smokers, Vince and Lindy, who she was sure had escaped from the psych ward. 

‘I bet you can’t wait to get to med school now.’ Sam slurped from his noodle bowl like he was drinking from a cup and put it to one side, his expression solemn. 

Chloe’s chair seemed to swallow her. She felt tiny and everything around her seemed grotesquely large and distorted. She gulped more water and took a deep breath. Everything returned to normal. Sam was staring at her, his head tilted, waiting for an answer. 

‘I’m trying not to think too much about it yet.’ 

‘You’ll get in, no problem.’ It was true, kids like her always did. 

‘It’s not that, Sam. It’s such a big decision to make.’ 

‘You’ve literally been working towards it your whole life.’ 

Sam turned to speak to whoever had walked into the room. ‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘Gotta go and clean some toilets.’ 

She was too embarrassed to admit her mother employed someone to clean their toilets. Medicine was the capital V vocation that had planted a scalpel in her parents’ hands and not a toilet brush. Her father from a dynasty of high-flying North Shore doctors; her mother, the only child of a hardworking yet ambitious single mother, had paid her own way through her training. 

‘Medicine is a privilege,’ her mother had always told her. ‘It’s a way of life.’ She’d repeated it over and over, again and again, as though she was still trying to convince herself. 

Sam’s family were one big healthy, happy, home-brand family. They were rich in ways that Chloe’s would never be. 

‘Before I go,’ said Sam, bobbing briefly back into the frame, ‘I sent you a link to something.’ 

On her desk, Chloe’s phone pinged with a new message. She clicked on the link and waited for the page to load. 

Digital Photography Competition. It was an award for young photographers, aged under twenty-five. The prize was a thousand dollars cash, a professional camera and a year’s mentorship from one of the country’s leading photographers. Her eye skimmed the details. 

‘Thanks, Sam.’ She knew he meant well. ‘But the closing date is the day after tomorrow. There’s not enough time for me to come up with anything decent. I don’t even have a proper camera.’ 

‘Some of the shots on your Instagram feed are amazing.’ 

He was right. She could use one of the photos she’d already taken. The bus kid or one of her million arty sunsets. 

When Sam had gone, Chloe looked through the terms and conditions again. On the plus side, it was a national rather than an international competition. There was an entry fee – no biggie – and a list of categories: landscape, portrait, architecture, abstract and travel. The words and graphics floated off the screen and settled over her like a sprinkling of magic fairy dust. 





Chapter 11

 

A pair of falsies 

Joy unhooked the silver loops from her ears and peeled away her eyelashes. She kept a special ceramic bowl next to the sink in the bathroom for her mother’s charm bracelet, the bracelet she would one day pass on to her granddaughter. The falsies spent the night on her bedside table cuddled together like a pair of kittens. The make-up dissolved onto two cottonwool pads leaving her skin refreshingly clean and naked. Without it, her blue eyes all but disappeared beneath her pale brows. 

It wasn’t that Joy was trying to look younger anymore. Past a certain age, really, who cared? Len loved her, make-up or no make-up, wrinkles and all. She would never age in his eyes. As he never would in hers. What she feared, more than her fading youth, was becoming irrelevant. She wasn’t ready for invisibility. The bright colours saved her from being overlooked. 

Len was sitting up in bed when she returned from the bathroom with minty breath and hands slick from the luxurious hand cream she always treated herself to. He was reading, glasses slightly askew. Sometimes she thought he wore them like that on purpose, inviting Joy to straighten them, her hands inevitably lingering on either side of his sagging cheeks. She removed her collection of scatter cushions that Len patiently tolerated, lifted the bedclothes and slipped in beside him. Len closed his book and placed it on the bedside table. 

‘How was Michael?’ he asked. 

‘Busy. We didn’t talk for long. He was rushing out to something or other and only phoned to say hi.’ 

‘He worries about you.’ 

‘He needn’t. I’m doing so much better now you’re home again. I wasn’t very good on my own.’ 

It was nice of him to call, even if she’d had to run to the phone in the middle of brushing her teeth. Typical of her younger son. A pattern had formed since the boys moved out of home within six months of each other. That was – what? – thirty something years ago now. Stuart phoned from interstate every Sunday evening without fail. Long chats that Joy looked forward to. He’d put Olivia on the phone to talk about her dance and the books she was reading, then Alistair who talked her through his latest football game like a sports commentator. Even Estelle would have her allotted five minutes. She was a good daughter-in-law. Michael, on the other hand, phoned several times a week, even after he moved to Singapore. Brief conversations, always on the fly. He’d been like that as a kid too, never settling for long on her lap. Always in a hurry to get on to the next thing. 

‘You seem a bit quiet tonight,’ Len said. ‘Something on your mind?’ 

Joy wondered why he bothered asking when he could read her mind. ‘You know me too well, Leonard.’ 

This time between the fading warmth of the gin and the melting darkness of sleep was when they talked. The intimacy restored at the end of each day. Side by side. Not even needing to touch to feel togetherness. Until Len went into hospital that first time, they’d never spent a single night apart. Neither of them could have known what the X-rays and blood tests would show when he’d fallen over in the garden, even as Joy climbed into the back of the ambulance with him. She had never even heard of multiple myeloma, let alone realised what it meant for life as they knew it and the retirement they’d planned. 

‘I’m all right.’ The cream was fully absorbed now and her skin dragged as she continued to massage her hands together. 

‘Joy, love, I know you well enough to know neither of us is going to get a good night’s sleep tonight. Come on, spill the beans. That’s what I’m here for.’ 

She touched his pillow lightly. ‘Not now. It’s late. I’d rather read a few pages of my book and sleep on it.’ 

‘Not if that means having Herr Hilary in bed with us all night.’ 

‘Isn’t that every man’s fantasy?’ 

‘Not mine, love. You should know me by now. There’s only ever been one woman for me.’ 

Joy plumped her pillows and turned off the bedside light. She stared into the darkness, thinking, her mind limbering up for a full eight hours of worry. Her thoughts had already found the familiar circuit. 

‘I’m waiting, Joy,’ said Len across the darkness. ‘I can hear your brain working.’ 

Did she really want to open up at this time of night? Or at all? It would be like picking a scab and having the whole thing bleed once more. She’d come so far. The jewellery and the falsies. She was almost there, almost back to the old Joy. As the weeks passed, she was growing more confident in leaving the house too. Len was always there when she returned, sitting in his favourite chair reading, or out enjoying the evening sunshine on the love seat. This could jeopardise all the progress they’d made together. 

‘Dr Lorraine came to the cafeteria today. She’s changed her last name and she’s pregnant but I’d remember her face anywhere.’ Joy swallowed hard. ‘Her hair’s shorter, probably the baby splitting her ends,’ she added absently. 

‘It’s been over a year,’ said Len. ‘Plenty of time to get married and have a little one on the way.’ 

‘She’s with Professor MacKinnon. Kidneys. I thought she might have moved to The General, or be in private practice by now.’ 

In the dark, Joy could feel Len’s gaze on her. ‘How did it feel to see her again?’ 

‘Harder than I thought.’ A lot harder. The painful memories she’d thought were safely in the past rose like bubbles, popping uninvited into the present. If Dr Lorraine was going to be one of the cafeteria’s regulars, she would have to get used to seeing her face every day. She would have to talk to her too, even if it meant reliving those dark days. 

‘You’ll get there, love,’ said Len. ‘Give it time. Look how far you’ve come already.’ 

There was a long way left to go but each day she was a step closer. Today she had stumbled, that’s all. 

‘It’s one thing to pour tea in the cafeteria, Len, but quite another to go back to ward seven.’ 

‘You know in your heart of hearts that you have to. Sooner or later. Besides, I’ve thought of the perfect gift for Jane.’ 

Jane. Len’s favourite nurse. He always called her ‘notso-plain Jane’, even though she was, by anyone’s standards, a plain-looking woman. That was Len. He always saw the best in people. 

‘What did you have in mind?’ 

‘The fob watch.’ 

‘You mean the one with the red cross on the back?’ 

He’d been so excited when he’d returned home from an auction with the little silver watch. ‘Reckon it dates from the First World War,’ he’d said, holding it up for her to see. ‘Probably belonged to a nurse who worked in a military hospital.’ 

She’d hidden her real thoughts on it at the time, not wanting to hurt his feelings or spoil his boyish excitement. Joy couldn’t understand his need to collect old things. A link to the past, that’s how he described his stash of objects. 

Joy preferred to collect people rather than objects, however much history they might contain, or whatever their value at some unspecified date in the future. But Joy agreed with Len on one thing. The fob watch would be the perfect way to thank nurse Jane for her kindness. And since Len couldn’t go in person, it was up to Joy to deliver the gift on his behalf. 

‘Promise me you’ll do it.’ She’d been married to him long enough to know he wouldn’t rest until she had. 

‘I promise, Len. Soon.’ It was no good. She wouldn’t sleep now. ‘Shall I make us some tea?’ She may as well get up and tread the familiar path to the kettle. 

‘Don’t do that, love,’ said Len softly as if trying to lull her towards sleep. ‘Stay here with me.’ 

Joy turned towards her husband and pushed her left hand beneath his pillow. She took a deep breath and sighed out all the tension of the day. Hilary. Dr Lorraine. Hilary. 

Len was rarely in her dreams, too often filled with random unconnected events; of loose teeth or, almost nightly, of not being able to find a toilet. Never Len. Her husband was there in her waking hours instead. 





Chapter 12

 

Not so smoothie 

If the cafeteria was the beating heart of the hospital, then Wendy on reception was its eyes and ears. Nothing got past her. Today, however, Hilary was perfectly camouflaged. Thanks to the revolting state of the blue bomb’s passenger seat, her white tailored jacket was now conveniently closer to the putty colour of the builders’ boards. Unfortunately, Wendy had exceptional peripheral vision. 

‘Hilary. Over here. I say, HILARY!’ Wendy lassoed Hilary with her penetrating voice and reeled her in. 

‘Sorry, I didn’t see you,’ said Hilary, acting surprised. 

Wendy eyed her sceptically. ‘Have you heard the news?’ 

‘What news?’ With Wendy it could be anything, from which day they were servicing the car park boom gate and therefore when there was free parking, to more salacious topics including the latest extramarital affairs or speculation over sudden staff departures. Wendy was wasted at St Jude’s. She’d have had far more material at The General. 

‘The announcement of the franchises for the new Wellbeing Hub,’ she said, looking decidedly pleased with herself. She was the sort of woman who would be right at home in whatever a Wellbeing Hub was, Hilary decided. She was at that age when her middle-aged body stubbornly resisted her frantic attempts to diet or exercise it back into its original shape. Wendy was on a mission to find a magic bullet, something ‘natural’ that would turn the clock back ten years. Apparently she was pinning her hopes on whatever was hiding behind the hoardings. 

‘I’ve already seen the brochure,’ said Hilary airily. ‘Dave Rawlinson showed me yesterday.’ She didn’t mention the restless night she’d spent tossing and turning over the artist’s impression. Up until now, the cafeteria’s only competition had been Nitin’s soft drinks and confectionery, and the vending machine situated between the junior doctors’ on-call rooms and the mortuary. 

‘I’m sure there’s nothing for you to worry about. Platter sells low carb, healthy food. Very different to what you serve in the cafeteria. Apparently they have three types of chai.’ 

Hilary groped with a sudden bout of culinary dyslexia. Was chai the kind of tea or the annoying little seed? ‘I’ll have you know the cafeteria serves three flavours of juice box, Wendy,’ she said, defensively. 

‘Rest assured, if any visitors come to the desk asking for juice boxes or a good honest, no-frills cup of tea, I’ll send them your way.’ Wendy smiled patronisingly. ‘On the other hand, if they want contemporary décor and food options that won’t put them in coronary care, then there’s Platter. It’s a win–win really.’ 

‘Not if we lose half our revenue. Given the cafeteria is raising money for a good cause, we should have been offered first refusal on such a prime location.’ It would have meant having Wendy on the doorstep but that would have been worth it for a position that would have seen the fundraising target reached ahead of schedule, not to mention Hilary’s photograph in the newspaper and local magazine in time to rescue her reputation at the golf club. 

The behind-the-scenes machinations, including the tender process for franchisees, had clearly passed her by. Unless this was covered in the mysterious email Dave Rawlinson had alluded to, lost in her inbox amidst the scores of unread messages from Jim, with subject titles like PLEASE LET ME EXPLAIN or I’M SORRY, always in capitals. 

A visitor arrived and Wendy was forced to do her job. Hilary saw her chance and made an emergency exit. 

The seeds of doubt were already germinating when she turned the key in the familiar lock and saw the cafeteria through fresh eyes: tired, dated and, in spite of her rigorous cleaning and hygiene schedule, disappointingly grubby. The plastic tables and chairs were circa Marjorie Marshall and the floor – a dreary grey linoleum – was easy to sweep and mop but uninspiring. It had been years since the place had seen even a lick of paint. Sadly Marjorie’s legacy fund had run out a long time ago. From now on, no matter how much she tried not to, she would compare everything to Platter. And, like a love affair that had staled, the cafeteria was bound to fall short. Would her regular customers boycott the new café out of loyalty? How many would be seduced by three types of chai, or possibly chia? 

Hilary checked the clock. There was no sign of Joy. If she weren’t so popular with the clientele Hilary would have escalated her perpetual lateness to an official warning by now. 

‘Sorry I’m late.’ 

Instead of Joy, Hilary saw the new girl and did a double take. Unlike most girls her age, who dressed as if they were heading either to a nightclub or a funeral, Chloe was wearing a top with an image of Gustav Klimt’s The Kiss and, unless she was very much mistaken, Birth of Venus socks above her giant boots. How refreshing. And she’d turned up three days in a row. That was something. You could never tell with the Duke of Edinburghs. 

Hilary was mid-flip at the door when Joy lunged towards her like a runner reaching the finish line. 

‘You’re late again, Joy.’ 

‘Sorry, sorry, sorry,’ said Joy. ‘I had to see to Len before I left.’ 

The finer details of Joy’s excuse were lost in words and colour and movement. Today she was a blur of cornflower blue. For such a small woman, she could take up a lot of space in a person’s visual field. 

‘I’m prepared to let it go since you’re still on probation, Joy,’ said Hilary. And caring for a sick husband. Hilary wondered how she’d cope if or when Nancy needed a carer. There was no point jumping ahead. The biopsy result wouldn’t be back for days, and knowing her sister’s tendency to exaggerate, it would all turn out to be nothing. She wouldn’t waste energy worrying about what might not eventuate. Time to ‘circle back on this one’, as Dave Rawlinson might say. 

‘Here, sign this,’ she thrust a birthday card surreptitiously into Joy’s hand while Chloe was fetching an apron. ‘It’s Chloe’s 

eighteenth today. There’ll be candles in the odds and sods drawer. We can put them in a muffin after the morning rush.’ 

Joy tried unsuccessfully to stifle a squeal of delight and signed the card. 

For once, Wendy had shared some useful information although, as usual, she’d refused to disclose her sources. Rather than inflate Nitin’s bottom line, Hilary had fished out a kittens in a basket birthday card from the cafeteria’s stand. The words inside were a little saccharine but surely it was the thought that counted. 

When Hilary called Chloe over and surprised her with the birthday card, Joy proceeded to hug and kiss the birthday girl in a way that violated every rule regarding physical boundaries in the cafeteria manual. They followed up with a chocolate chip muffin complete with a single candle. After a wobbly rendition of ‘Happy Birthday’, Chloe blew out the candle. 

‘What did you get for your birthday, dear?’ Joy asked. 

‘I drove it here this morning,’ replied Chloe sheepishly. 

‘A car?’ Joy clapped her hands delightedly. 

Chloe shrugged. ‘My brothers both got cars for their eighteenths.’ Coming from anyone else’s lips it would have come across as entitled and ungrateful. But Chloe looked resigned and a little sad. Hilary tried to think of a way to cheer her up. An idea came to her. 

‘I know it’s early days,’ she said, ‘but I think it’s high time you learnt to use the blender. You can make yourself a special birthday milkshake.’ 

‘What a wonderful idea! I’ll show her.’ Joy hooked Chloe’s arm into hers and led her to the work surface behind the counter. ‘It’ll be good practice for all those medical procedures you’ll need to do.’ 

Hilary was itching to take over but she resisted, instead watching as Joy added the ingredients to the blender. 

It took several attempts for Joy to secure the glass lid in position. Chloe’s finger hovered over the pulse button. 

‘Don’t be afraid,’ Joy urged. ‘Just imagine you’re saving someone’s life.’ 

Chloe closed her eyes and pressed. 

One moment Hilary was polishing a milkshake glass on a tea towel, the next there was a volcanic eruption of raspberry goo spewing from where the lid should have been. Joy threw herself heroically in front of Chloe, leaving Hilary diving for the power switch. It was too late. 

‘Shoot!’ Chloe’s hands flew to her mouth. 

Face splattered in milkshake, Joy let out a great guffaw. 

‘Nobody move.’ Hilary surveyed the damage. The pink pebbledash coated every surface. Mercifully, the cafeteria was empty of customers but there was no time to waste. The doctors would soon be finishing their ward rounds and would be looking for coffee, not raspberry milkshakes. ‘Right, here’s what we’re going to do,’ she said handing Joy a tea towel to wipe her face. Hilary delegated roles like a seasoned general on the battlefield. Mop and bucket, Joy. Anything above shoulder height, Chloe with a sponge cloth. 

The clean-up operation progressed smoothly thanks to her calm and measured response. Emotion was wasted energy. She remembered how unemotional – or was it numb? – she’d been when Jim had told her about the bankruptcy and the house of cards came tumbling down. The emotions, plenty of them, came later. What’s done is done, she’d thought. All that was left was to clear up the mess and get on with things. 

She was sure they’d succeeded when she heard Professor MacKinnon call across the counter. 

‘Shall we send in the hazmat team, Hilary?’ 

Hilary swivelled round. ‘Morning, Professor.’ She did her best to obscure his view of the devastation. ‘As you can see I’m doing a spot of staff training this morning. We’re running 

a . . . spill drill.’ 

Why not? St Jude’s tested the fire alarms once a month and the compulsory annual staff CPR training must be due about now. 

‘In that case we’ll leave you to it,’ he said, preparing to leave. ‘We’ll wander down to the vending machine instead. Unless you’d like a hand?’ 

‘Thank you but everything is under control,’ Hilary kept her voice light. ‘I assure you normal service will be resumed shortly,’ she joked. 

Joy was doing her best but Chloe’s army boots were spreading sinister pink footprints faster than she could mop. Naturally, with a sixth sense for any drama, the next person to arrive was Wendy. 

‘You should call in the cleaners,’ she said. 

‘No need, Wendy, Joy is particularly experienced with spillages.’ 

Luckily, Wendy got the message and disappeared, presumably eager to share the incident with the nearest available set of ears. Hilary consoled herself. Things could have been worse. At least it hadn’t happened at lunchtime. 

‘Is this a bad time for my crying tiger?’ 

Dave Rawlinson was clutching a plastic container and peering down at her over the top of the counter. The general manager occasionally turned up mid-morning with his lunch. He was a busy man – and often a hungry one – and she often allowed him to jump the queue as a mark of professional courtesy. 

Hilary rose, gripping the edge of the counter like a rock climber as she hauled herself to her feet from where she’d been wiping the lower cupboard doors. ‘It’s never a bad time.’ She skidded towards the microwave with his Thai takeaway. 

‘This is what I admire about you, Hilary. You are the perfect woman to have in a crisis.’ 

Perfect woman. Something tingled inside. Before the brochure, she might have been prepared to overlook the fact that his comment technically constituted sexual harassment in the workplace and she’d have taken it as a compliment. Now she was more than a little annoyed. How dare he try to butter her up with flattery like this? The rectangular container circled behind the smoked glass door of the microwave. She had a good mind to confront him there and then about Platter taking prime position in the Wellbeing Hub, only she couldn’t be sure the error wasn’t hers. What if he had sent her an email? Several emails? Even a letter sometimes went astray in the internal mail. She would look foolish, not only in his eyes but those of her subordinates too. She couldn’t risk it. Not until she was sure of her facts. Especially when the floor behind her was still swimming in what looked like exploded entrails. 

An agonising ninety seconds later the microwave pinged and she handed back his steaming container. Hilary turned to her team and, in a voice loud enough for Dave Rawlinson to hear, she said, ‘I’d like to congratulate you all for your calm approach to the situation, ladies. This is a good time to reflect on our response as a team and moving forward, identify any opportunities for improvement.’ 

He’d reached the door now. 

Hilary raised her voice a fraction. ‘And from now on, the cafeteria manual will mandate full personal protective equipment for all staff when operating hazardous
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