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Chapter 1

‘Hi, waves, how are you today? Having a rough one? Me too.’

The question is shouted into the wind and the ocean answers, slapping a wave against a rocky outcrop on the beach where fifteen-year-old Jesse sits, dangling her legs above the water. It’s late summer, but despite the heat, she wears a long-sleeved T-shirt and shorts, far too big for her, belted tightly around her narrow waist. A large floppy hat in bright neon pink protects her face and neck from the sun. She’s very slender and tall, with big brown eyes in a pale face. A gentle spray reaches her knees and she smiles as she watches the water merge back into the body of the ocean.

‘You know why I’m here today, don’t you? Why we need to talk?’

Another wave crashes into the rock and this time the water sends a salty mist right up to her waist.

‘Thank you. So here goes: when Mum went to get Sammy from his friend’s place yesterday, I called Kelly, my social worker. She’s been there for me ever since it all started – well, you know how long she’s been in my life. We had a talk a couple of weeks ago and I told her what I wanted, if the time came. So yesterday I asked her to make it happen.’

The next wave slams into the rock, throwing seawater all over her. She laughs and wipes her face. ‘Don’t be like that, you knew this was coming.’

When the next wave reaches the bottom of the rock, it breaks in two, swooshing up around the girl, as if trying to embrace her.

‘Thank you. But it’s going to be fine and, more importantly, my family is going to be fine. But now it’s time for me to make sure my wish comes true.’

‘Jesse! Come on, honey, it’s time to go.’

Jesse doesn’t turn around at hearing her name called. She knows it’s fanciful to be talking to the waves but she’s always felt an affinity with the sea, especially when she sits on this particular spot, looking out at her favourite view in all the world. The spray of an incoming wave hits her in the face, drenching her. She squeezes water from her shorts and in doing so recognises how slack they are around her legs. These legs that had grown too long a few years back for her to continue her passion for gymnastics, and her feet turned into two lefts as she’d continued ballet classes. Wriggling her toes, she smiles. ‘But you never slowed me down, did you?’ she laughs to herself. Athletics had become her thing, once she’d accepted that she’d never be a prima ballerina. Had things been different, she would have been competing in the under-16s this year, and who knows where she would have gone on to from there?

A gust of wind whips around, lifting her now-soggy floppy hat from her head, but she catches it before it flies away. She rubs her hand over her scalp, enjoying the feeling of the downy regrowth. She’d been delighted to discover it was growing back the colour it had been when she was younger, a soft strawberry-blond, the envy of her friends. When she’d hit puberty, it had turned a mousy brown and she and her mum had expected it to regrow the same.

‘Jesse, please, we have to go.’

Jesse sighs, and her smile dissolves. Her mother Mandy is standing below her, beckoning for her to come down. Jesse looks at her mum and her heart aches. Since she was little, everyone said there was no denying that they were mother and daughter. She laughed every time she heard this. To Jesse, her mother is the most beautiful woman in the world, and she does not see that same beauty in herself. A few feet away from her mum, her eight-year-old brother, Sam, plays in the sand. He has the same strawberry-blond hair, bleached lighter by the sun. He, too, seems to be ignoring their mum, filling a bucket with sand only to plonk it haphazardly down, with no interest in creating anything resembling the elaborate castles the two of them have made in the past. Jesse has always felt connected to Sam – a typical protective older sister – and she hates how what’s happening to her is affecting his childhood, denying him the puppy he craves, the vacations and outings they once had. She scrambles down the rocks to her mother and hugs her.

‘Come on, Sam!’ Mandy calls to her son.

Sam acts like he didn’t hear her and continues pushing sand into piles.

‘Sam!’ Mandy calls out louder.

‘I’ll get him, Mum. You go on, we’ll be right behind you,’ Jesse tells her mother.

Mandy looks at her daughter, shaking her head. ‘I knew you’d be drenched; there’s a change of clothes inside the back door.’

Jesse kneels in the sand beside her brother. Gently, she lifts Sam’s chin. At first, he resists but then he gives in. Looking into his eyes, Jesse sees how worried he is. She knows that he wants to delay the inevitable, to stay here on the beach that he loves so much, in the hope that perhaps if they don’t face it, it will all go away. She knows how he’s feeling because she once felt exactly the same way.

‘We’ve got to go, Sam,’ Jesse whispers.

‘I’m not ready,’ Sam bites back.

‘I know, I know. I’m not either. But we still have to go.’

Taking his hand, Jesse pulls Sam to his feet and reluctantly he allows her to lead him away from their sanctuary: the beach, the water, the shells, the driftwood that he loves to collect, the smell of the sea. A place of peace. ‘Why can’t I live here?’ she remembers him asking their mother when Jesse first became sick.

They make their way to the gate that separates their property from the beach. As they pass through, Mandy hands them each a towel. Using the outside tap, they rinse their feet and dry them off before putting on the sandals their mother hands them. They walk slowly up the path that connects the beach to their rear deck with its hammock, empty now but once Jesse’s favourite spot to read, nap or gaze at the waves beyond. Another thing to leave behind. She follows her mother inside their modest home. There is no comforting smell of dinner cooking or freshly baked cookies cooling down on the bench for Sam to snatch. The table is bare, no places are laid. When Mandy and Sam return home later, Jesse knows that dinner will be taken from the freezer and reheated in the microwave, or it might have to be a sandwich if it’s close to Sam’s bedtime.

‘Get changed, honey, everything else is in the car, we will wait for you there,’ their mum says as Sam follows her through the house to the car waiting in the driveway.

Within minutes Jesse joins them outside. Before she gets in the car, she looks back at her home. Her eyes wander up to the window of the bedroom where she has spent more time than a girl her age should.

‘I’ll be back,’ she whispers. She’s not sure if it’s a promise to the house or to herself.

The dreamcatcher hanging inside the window flutters back at her. She must have left the fan on in her bedroom. She considers telling her mum and going inside to turn it off, but she knows Mandy will go into her room after Sam is asleep anyway. She will sit on Jesse’s bed, cuddle one of the soft toys and weep. Just thinking about how this will unfold, knowing there is nothing she can do to make things easier for her mum, causes Jesse to slump against the car. The heat from the car panel sears through her thin clothes and she jumps back. Head down, she takes her place in the front passenger seat.

In the back seat, Sam folds his arms defiantly and stares out the window as Mandy drives out of their quiet street and onto the main beach road, homes and apartments on one side, the grassed foreshore leading to the beach on the other. Outside of the car, bathed in the warm, golden light of early evening, people are going about their normal lives. Couples walk hand in hand, parents chase small children into the shallow waves, dogs run after sticks or balls thrown for them.

Something catches Jesse’s eye, and she pushes her hat further back on her head to see better. With that gesture, a memory comes back to her. Her father had bought her this hat six months ago, after she had left her favourite one in the hotel room during their last holiday, despite having been reminded not to leave it behind. Jesse had seen the perfect replacement in a shop, and dragged her tall middle-aged dad in with her, where he’d stood out like a sore thumb amongst all the pastels and neon-coloured clothes. ‘What do you reckon?’ he had asked the assistant, putting the hat on and modelling it for them before plonking it on Jesse’s head with a wink. She remembers the smile on his face; she knew she was forgiven. Always.

My last holiday, she thinks for a moment. Was that my last ever holiday? Then, she remembers what it was that had made her push her hat back to get a better look. A brightly coloured hot air balloon hanging low over the water. It is so close that Jesse can see the people inside the basket. They are laughing and hugging each other. She waves to them; they don’t wave back – they can’t see her.

‘I could never go in one of those,’ Mandy says, glancing away from the road to see what her daughter is looking at.

‘I’d love to. To be flying free like a bird, it must be wonderful. What do you think, Sam?’ Jesse asks.

Not even a grunt comes from the back seat. Jesse and her mother exchange a glance, sadness returning to their faces.

‘We’re here,’ Mandy whispers.

Having found a parking spot, Mandy gets the suitcase out of the boot while Jesse opens the rear door and holds her hand out to Sam. He ignores it. Gently she reaches in and undoes his seat belt before coaxing him out of the car. Hand in hand, they follow Mandy into the building. They take the lift, grateful for the stops to their floor that discharge the other passengers. As the doors open and they step out, all three pause and look at the sign in front of them.

PAEDIATRIC ONCOLOGY WARD, 6 EAST






Chapter 2

The doors automatically open, inviting them to take the steps that will lead them to the place that has become Jesse’s second home.

‘Deep breath,’ Mandy says, squeezing Jesse’s hand.

Jesse, in turn, squeezes Sam’s, though he doesn’t respond, instead gazes sullenly at his sandals.

Before they have taken two steps inside the ward, the warm greetings of staff, other patients and their family members bring genuine smiles to Mandy’s and Jesse’s faces. Nobody wants to be here, but everyone is trying to put on as brave a face as they can. The walls are painted in bright, vibrant colours, and light streams in through the windows. The three of them make their way down the corridor, past a mural of an underwater scene, where friendly fish, sharks, octopuses and dolphins wave hello. Mandy and Sam stop at the nurses’ station to sign Jesse into hospital as she continues to her usual room. She pauses for a moment in the doorway, watching a girl her own age, cross-legged on a hospital bed, engrossed in her Switch.

‘Taking you a while,’ Jesse says, and grins as the girl looks up.

‘Jesse!’ The console is thrown down on the bed just as Jesse lands on it. The two girls hug and laugh. Amy is four months older but Jesse half a foot taller. Amy’s Scottish heritage is reflected in her pale complexion dotted with freckles, and her striking green eyes complement what there is of her fiery red hair. Amy flicks Jesse’s hat off, revealing her tufts of hair, too short to style. The girls rub each other’s downy head playfully.

The two beds are close together, next to each is a bedside locker-cum-table that holds the few precious possessions the girls bring with them, with a water jug and glass on top. Two chairs near each bed are the only other furniture in the room. Either side of the beds, the walls are covered in large pinboards. Photos, posters, letters, dried flowers and drawings separated by creative borders provide a wonderful splash of colour in an otherwise drab room.

‘Oh Jesse, why are you back here?’ Amy says lovingly. ‘You’re the last person I wanted to share a room with – if you know what I mean.’

‘I missed you. I wanted to be with you, and if this is the only place we can be together, then here I will be. OK?’

‘You’re such a liar, but I’ve missed you too. I mean, Ryan and Luke are OK, but they can be such a pain.’

‘Mum told me they’re back too. Well, let’s make the most of it: the dream team are back together, and everyone better beware.’

The girls laugh, and hug again.

‘Do they know I’m back?’ Jesse asks.

‘Yeah, they came in a while ago to annoy me and saw the pictures. Your dad was here earlier today.’

Jesse looks over at the bed she knows is waiting for her. The opposite wall is covered in family photos, her poster of Taylor Swift, along with her other favourite singer, Harry Styles. Her father has been in and put it all back up for her. She smiles. The fact that her favourite possessions and memories are packed into a small case, ready to be taken from her home to a room in a hospital, and that this has long been considered normal, is a joke she and Amy share. ‘Doesn’t every teenager have such a case packed and ready, aren’t they all waiting for the day they’ll return to the children’s ward?’

‘I see you still think Harry is hot,’ Amy says jokingly.

‘I mean, look at him, and he has the best voice.’

‘For a guy, I guess. Did you hear Chappell Roan might do another tour?’

‘Might. That would be amazing!’

Amy sees Mandy and Sam cautiously enter the room. ‘Hey, Mrs Morgan,’ she calls out. ‘Hi, Sammy, are you OK?’

‘Hello, Amy, how are you doing?’ Mandy asks.

‘Great!’ Amy replies before glancing guiltily at Jesse. ‘I mean, you know, OK I guess, Mrs Morgan.’

Sam hasn’t responded to Amy’s greeting and is still gazing at his feet. Jesse quickly looks from her mother to Sam, then grabs the video game Amy had thrown on the bed.

‘What’re you playing?’

Before Amy can answer, Jesse switches the game on.

‘This is kids’ stuff, come on, I’ll beat your arse.’

‘Jesse. Language,’ Mandy says automatically.

‘Sorry, Mum.’

‘Bring it on,’ Amy yells as she knocks the console from Jesse’s hands, ending the game Jesse started. ‘My turn.’

Mandy places the suitcase on Jesse’s bed and begins emptying its contents into the drawers nearby, placing the most recent family photo on top of the bedside table. Sam curls up on Jesse’s bed.

‘When will Dad be here?’ he says sullenly.

‘He’ll be here soon, he had to go to work,’ Mandy tells her son, ruffling his hair.

‘He always has to go to work,’ Sam snaps back. He snuggles down on the bed, watching the girls playing, his eyes slowly softening and lighting up as they laugh and jostle one another.





Chapter 3

‘Inspire a Wish.’ A hand slaps Alex Daniels on the shoulder with phoney bonhomie.

Alex is hunched over his console at his workstation, screens surrounding him. On each screen are panes of code, animated sequences competing with timelines running at the bottom. To the side are panels of reference documentation and system notes, all needing to be considered, added or deleted. To the untrained eye, what Alex is working on would be incomprehensible. In this windowless room, Alex sits every day with several other men and women, each engaged in the quest to bring a virtual world onto the screens and into the headsets and homes of families across the world.

Alex chooses to ignore the words of his boss and shakes the hand from his shoulder, continuing to stare at his screen. He will turn thirty next birthday but looks much younger. He doesn’t know where he got his six-foot-two frame from but he knows it wasn’t from his mother: in the handful of photos he has of the two of them together, she appears as a petite woman, slight of frame. Judging by the photos, he did inherit his olive complexion and unruly dark hair from her. His wavy hair refuses to be groomed and generally stands on end after a day at his desk, as it is now. Alex’s vague memories of his mum calling him her Alexander the Great suggests to him that he has a strong link with Greece. Other than that, his origins are a mystery, just like the father he never knew.

‘Inspire a Wish, Alex, did you hear me?’

‘I wish you would go back into your office and let me get on with what you pay me to do. Inspirational enough for you?’

Ian Williams, the son-in-law of the owner of TriOptic Studios, your basic nepo-baby, swivels Alex’s chair around and leans down, his face too close.

‘The organisation, stupid. Inspire a Wish, you know? They help sick kids get a trip to Disneyland or meet their favourite footballer, whatever it is that will brighten their day. That’s what I’m talking about.’

‘OK? But I’m not sure what you’re after and I’d better get back to it.’ Alex swivels his chair firmly back around. With his mouse, he moves an animated sequence into a live character playing the same game, watching as the timeline stretches on one screen, decreases on the other.

Looking around Alex’s workspace, Ian whistles, playing to the others in the room, all of whom are listening intently while pretending not to and continuing to stare at their screens.

‘To be honest, Alex, it doesn’t surprise me that you don’t know about such a worthy institution. Look at you, all wrapped up in yourself. No photos, nothing personal . . . You really are a loner, aren’t you? Either that or you have a dark secret . . .’

Losing his concentration, Alex looks around at his colleagues’ workspaces. He’s been introduced, via photo, to all their partners and children, he’s responded appropriately when one of them has proudly shown off the artwork his four-year-old produced at nursery: ‘Yeah, for sure another Picasso there, Steve, should put him in art classes.’ He contributed generously to the wedding present bought for Sarah when she married Claire a couple of months ago. Alex has no such occasions to mark. He doesn’t think people would appreciate buying a gift for his dog – his only companion at home.

Ian knows this – he’s needling Alex by pointing it out to the whole team. Alex clenches his fists, his jaw. But he’s not going to give Ian the satisfaction of knowing how much he’s affected him. Alex breathes deeply, centring himself, before inching his chair forwards as far as he can to put some space between him and his overbearing boss. He could stand and face him eye to eye – in fact, he’d be looking down on Ian’s bald head. But he’s feeling a bit more generous today, so he makes do with reclaiming some personal space by extending his long legs, causing Ian to take a step back and stumble slightly. He might be the boss, but everyone knows it’s only because he married Frank’s daughter.

‘Ian, what do you want? I’m right in the middle of combining the animated sequences with the live action in the final cut of Stingrays Rule the Ocean.’

‘I’ve got a really important job for you. A bit of enthusiasm and appreciation wouldn’t hurt.’

‘Ian, I told you I’m busy.’

‘That’s not the attitude, Alex. Regardless of what I ask you to do I expect “Thank you, Ian, how can I help? Tell me more”.’

‘OK. Thank you, Ian, how can I help? Tell me more.’

Ian clearly chooses not to notice the sarcasm. ‘I need you to go to the Children’s Hospital tomorrow at three. You’ll meet a social worker there named, um, um . . . what’s her name?’

‘I don’t know, Ian, how could I?’

‘Kelly, that’s it. Kelly something or other. I’m sure it doesn’t matter, there can only be one social worker named Kelly. Anyway, she’s got a kid there, a young girl, who wants her own video experience to be customised for her family. Apparently, she’s really sick.’

‘Whoa, wait up a minute, what are you talking about?’

‘You need to listen, enough joking around. Frank, the man who pays your wages—’

‘And yours,’ Alex throws in.

Alex’s words make Ian pause for a second. He hates being reminded that he’s the boss’s son-in-law, and Alex knows it.

‘Frank got a call from a pal of his who knows the head of the local Inspire a Wish Foundation, asking us to help this kid out with a one-off video experience. Well, as you can imagine, Frank sees the chance for some positive PR for a change, instead of all this whining about how we’re poisoning the minds of children. I got the word from Frank: make it happen and put your best designer on it. And Frank, not to mention my lovely wife, Cheryl, won’t be pleased if we let him down.’

‘Ah ha. So obviously you’re asking your best designer. The one with the biggest workload. Ask Steve, he’s got kids, he’ll be better at this.’

On the other side of the wall that divides their cubicles, Steve instinctively hunches down to make himself invisible. Alex registers this and sighs. It was worth a try.

‘Sadly, you and I, as well as every other designer here, know you’re the only one with full knowledge of 3D CGI. Frank wants the best; Frank asked for you. I told him that you would grumble every step of the way, but he wouldn’t listen. Case closed as far as he’s concerned. Three o’clock tomorrow. The Children’s Hospital. Social worker. I told you her name.’

‘And if I don’t do it?’

‘If you were bothered to look up occasionally from your millennial bubble, you’ll see that business has been tough lately – mess up an opportunity for good PR like this and you’re putting all your colleagues’ jobs at risk. But yours would probably be the first to go.’

Alex and Ian lock eyes for a moment. Alex breaks contact and looks around the room. One by one his colleagues silently nod at him before looking away. No pressure, mate, they’re all thinking. Take this one for the team. Everyone knows TriOptics needs a lucky break right now.

‘Three o’clock tomorrow,’ Ian repeats. ‘Don’t be late,’ he throws at Alex as he walks away.

Steve gets up slowly and walks around to Alex’s cubicle. He’s the father of two young children, and Alex is sure that the thought of a very ill young girl at the Children’s Hospital fills him with horror.

‘Sorry, mate, you know how he is when his father-in-law tells him to do something.’

‘Yeah, it’s “how high do you want me to jump, Frank, what can I do to please you, Frank”.’

‘I gotta say, that’s a tough gig . . .’ Steve shakes his head. ‘For a dad, a parent, that’s the kind of thing you hope you never have to deal with. Might be easier on you, you know . . .’

Alex sighs. He knows Steve means well, but it’s hard not to react to the underlying suggestion that he doesn’t have a family to care about.

‘We’ll all help out if you need it.’ Steve calls out to the others in the room, ‘Won’t we? People? Are you with me? We’ve got Alex’s back?’

The mutterings of support, eyes still firmly on screens, don’t fill Alex with confidence.

One by one, Alex’s co-workers power down their computers. Around the crowded room screens flicker as slowly, individually and in small groups, they leave for the evening, laughing and chatting, calling out goodnight to Alex and telling him – as they do every night – not to stay late. The last to leave flicks off the main overhead lights, leaving the windowless room in semi-darkness except for the myriad of screens that surround Alex, illuminating him and casting a colourful glow.

Finally, Alex stands, stretches and looks around, realising everyone has left, yet again. He’s been distracted all day, his focus gone since his conversation with Ian.

‘No point staying here,’ he says to himself.

Powering down his machines, he retrieves his motorbike helmet from under his desk, grabs his leather jacket from the back of his chair and struggles into it as he passes the helmet from one hand to the other. His mood is dark, his anger at being given an assignment out of the office hangs over him, and he hates the way that Ian chose to do it in front of everyone, making it impossible for him to say no. He’s never been keen on socialising, he likes the work he does, squirrelled away at the end of the long room where he can ignore others and be largely ignored in return.

As Alex leaves the basement car park he is surprised by the strong sunshine outside. He’s used to driving home much later, in the dark. His ride takes longer than usual, which doesn’t improve his mood as he’s driving through peak-hour traffic. Another reason to stay behind.

Turning into his street, a suburban cul-de-sac, his neighbours’ kids’ bikes and skateboards left outside in front gardens and basketball hoops sagging above garage doors, he slows down, never knowing when a child might run across the street on their way home for dinner after a play date. He arrives at his neat townhouse, the grass perfectly manicured from kerb to building, no flowers or bushes to worry about, the drive leading to the garage, where his ageing car waits for his bike to join it. He hits the remote, entering without needing to stop. His home is Alex’s one luxury – that and his motorbike. A Ducati Panigale he spent a year saving for, now his pride and joy.

He is paid very well at TriOptic Studios, something that leaves him more anxious than satisfied. This is the first time in his entire life that he’s had a proper home, a place that’s his, safe, where he can’t be moved on from at short notice. Everything in his home is as he likes it: minimalist, clean, and all his. Growing up in the foster system, passed from one home to another, drove him to work and save, craving the security of a place of his own. The threat Ian made of him losing his job – and therefore his security – triggered Alex in a way that he doesn’t want to acknowledge. Alex’s childhood was far from picture-perfect. He was healthy, sure, but he was lonely, finding consolation and companionship in the games he played online, none of his carers pestered him with ‘too much screen time’, ‘you’ll get square eyes’ comments he’d heard other kids repeat from their parents. He wishes someone had cared about him the way people seem to be caring about this sick kid. That’s not her fault, he knows that. Still, it’s hard not to feel resentful of other people’s supportive families. Leaving his helmet on the bike seat, Alex enters the house from the internal door. Before he can call out, he is greeted by a large golden retriever who jumps up for his usual hug.

‘Hey, Max, how was your day, buddy? Same old, same old, huh? Me too. Well, not quite, I’ll tell you about it later.’

For the first time today, Alex smiles. Max makes his sadness and anger evaporate. They engage in their homecoming ritual of pats and cuddles before Max brings him his favourite toy to throw down the small hallway. Once they’ve had a play, Alex changes into shorts, a T-shirt and runners. ‘It’s early to eat. How about we go for a walk before dinner?’ Max jumps up excitedly at the word ‘walk’ and Alex attaches a lead to his collar.

Stepping out of the house, Alex and Max set a steady pace to the park at the end of the street. There, he releases Max from his lead to run free. Leaning against a large oak tree, he watches Max as his mind wanders back to the conversation with Ian. A small part of him has always wanted to go it alone, to create his own business, do things his way, rather than TriOptics’. But his fear of losing the stability he’s worked so hard to create for himself means he’s too scared to become his own boss. One day, maybe.

Alex picks up his pace on the run home; he needs to be in his safe place, his comfort zone. Kicking his shoes off when he enters the kitchen, he fills Max’s bowl with dry food and carries it into the hall. Thinking of going to the hospital tomorrow has made him lose his appetite.

‘Come on, boy, you can eat in my room.’

Opening the door to his office, Alex flicks on a small lamp before putting Max’s bowl down beside one of his many dog beds. In the glow of dimmed light, Alex sits at a large desk and powers up the screen in front of him. One by one, the screens around him come alive, creating a kaleidoscope of colour. Code scrolls across the screens, alongside a host of animated figures, created with the help of artificial intelligence, that blur the line between the real and the imagined. He dreams of creating a way for everyday people to make a film of their lives at a quality beyond anything done today. A combination of homemade videos and what he is an expert at designing: 3D CGI. A way for families to leave recorded legacies of who they were and what they did. Family. The one thing denied him. The one thing he wishes no other child would grow up not knowing. A faint smile plays on his face as he reads the small text watermarked across each image: ‘Designed by Alex Daniels, patent pending’.

Having scoffed down his dinner, Max ignores his comfortable bed, picking up a small soft toy. Curling up at Alex’s feet, he tucks the toy under his chin and settles down for the evening.






Chapter 4

The floodlights of the car park disguise the setting sun. There are more vacant spaces to park in than earlier in the day.

In one car, Dean Morgan sits hunched, looking through the windscreen at the doors opening into the hospital. Dean is tall and rugged, his face lined with a worry that turns quickly to anger, making him look older than his forty years. His tanned skin, light brown hair and brown eyes have no doubt contributed to his stellar rise in the most prestigious law firm in the city. But he’s not doing so well right now. The change in his confident, personal approach to colleagues, clients and friends has generally been excused by his daughter’s illness – people are sympathetic – but they need to trust their lawyers and Dean is failing to meet expectations. He knows he should try harder but feels powerless to control the anger and pain that surge up in him almost constantly.

His hands grip the steering wheel so tightly his knuckles are white, his expression tight with rage. He watches a couple with two young children leave the building, a boy and a girl holding their parents’ hands, all smiles and giggles. Dean hits the steering wheel hard, emitting a primal grunt. Slowly, he gets his breathing under control before getting out of the car. With one more gesture of anger, he slams the door.

Inside the hospital, Dean glances at the bank of lifts, any one of which would take him to his daughter. Instead, he walks down a busy corridor, past the cafeteria where patients well enough to leave their room have gathered with their visitors. Further on, he sees the sign indicating his destination – a place he has been many times before. A place he’d rather avoid. The Social Work Department. A staff member greets him and accompanies him to a private office. Knocking and opening the door, she ushers Dean in, closing it gently behind him.

Looking up from behind the desk where she’s seated, Kelly greets him. ‘Dean, thank you for coming, I’m sorry to ask you and Mandy to meet me after hours but there is something we need to talk about.’

Kelly Vincent is in her late twenties. She has large round eyes of a piercing blue, which is usually the first thing people notice about her. Her hair is twisted into a messy bun at the back of her head, held in place with a large claw hairclip. It always comes loose as she talks – she’s an expressive speaker, waving her hands for added emphasis. She dresses simply, privileging comfort above all else, and wears minimal makeup. Dean likes Kelly and admires the work she does and has often told her how he could never do it. But he also would be happy if he never saw her again. She represents their last two years of living hell.

Dean kisses Mandy quickly on the cheek and collapses into the vacant chair beside his wife.

‘We’re here now, Kelly, what’s this about?’ he asks impatiently.

Kelly clears her throat and settles her clear blue eyes on Dean and Mandy. Dean dreads what he’s about to hear, and he tries to prepare himself as much as he can, balling his fist up so that his fingernails dig into his palm.

‘When you got Jesse’s blood results showing her leukaemia had returned, Jesse got in touch with me—’

‘What do you mean Jesse got in touch with you? Mandy, did you know about this?’

‘No, Dean, Jesse hasn’t mentioned anything to me about contacting Kelly.’ Mandy’s voice is calm and she speaks slowly.

This placatory tone infuriates Dean further. He shifts in his seat, unable to get comfortable.

‘Why don’t we listen to what Kelly has to say?’ Mandy whispers, reaching out to take Dean’s hand, a simple gesture she has always used to calm him. He allows her a fleeting touch before pulling his hand away.

‘OK, fine, but for the record, Kelly, I’m not happy about this. So, what did Jesse want kept from us?’

‘Jesse asked me to contact Inspire a Wish—’

‘What?’ Dean yells, jumping to his feet.

‘This was her idea, Dean. Please sit down and let’s talk about it. What did she ask for, Kelly?’ Mandy asks, her voice barely above a whisper.

‘What the hell does it matter what she asked for! We’re not there yet!’ Dean says, his hands clenched into fists.

‘We are,’ Mandy whispers to him. She attempts to take his hand again, but he pulls away. Dejected, she puts her hands in her lap, looking down.

‘No. No, we’re not, we can’t be,’ Dean says quietly, seeing the tears slowly rolling down his wife’s cheeks. Fire and water – they used to joke about it. He’d be all blazing thunder when upset, she’d be quieter, weeping, turning inward. But since Jesse was diagnosed, their differing responses to their daughter’s illness have driven a wedge between them, Dean’s anger getting so out of control to the point where Mandy told him that she could no longer live with him and his fury. He takes his seat again and sighs. Raising his eyes to Kelly’s, he says, ‘Can we forget all this?’

‘I’m sorry, Dean, I can’t. Jesse asked for it. It’s my job to make sure she gets her wish. Last time she was in, Jesse confided in me what she wanted, which gave me the time to research where I could get the help she needs. I got in touch with Inspire a Wish then and they have already contacted a company who can help.’

Kelly sees on the Morgans’ faces the shock she was expecting to see, what she’s seen so many times before. The parents have not yet come to the place of acceptance that their child – her patient – has already arrived at. She sits with the silence, knowing that the next words will come from either Dean or Mandy, expecting it to be Dean.

Dean looks between the two women. All his anger, his impotence at failing to protect his family, spikes into rage. He glares at Mandy. ‘You’ve always been too ready to give up. You’ve got no fight in you, Mandy, you haven’t had for a long time.’

Mandy stares down her husband and says with a calm authority that shines through her tears, ‘I’ve fought this for two years, but . . . it’s over. We lost, Dean, we lost. I know you don’t want to believe it. But all we can do now is let Jesse tell us what she wants and do everything we can to give it to her. This round of treatment is only going to delay the inevitable.’

Kelly knows just how hard it is for Mandy to say the words out loud. She fights to hold back tears – if the parents can hold it together, she must manage also.

‘You just want it over with. Is that it? So, you can, what do you call it, move on?’

Devastated at the attack from the man she loves, the father of her children, rage flares up in Mandy. She stands, hovering over Dean.

‘How dare you,’ she says slowly.

‘Mandy, Dean, please,’ Kelly says, standing up from behind her desk. ‘I know this is hard for both of you but just think how much harder it is for Jesse. It will help her enormously if you can be there for her, support her, get through this together as a family.’

‘We haven’t been a family in a long time,’ Dean hisses, walking out of the room, slamming the door behind him.

The two women sit back down in shocked silence. Kelly has seen this sort of behaviour before, usually in people who are used to being able to fix things, to make things right. Dean is exactly that sort of person, and she recognises that need in herself. It’s what drew her to social work, and she knows how it feels when nothing you do is going to change the outcome. Still, she’s surprised by just how angry Dean is.

‘I’m sorry, Kelly,’ Mandy finally says, ‘I’m so sorry. He’s just so angry.’

‘He’s hurting, just like you’re hurting, and he doesn’t know what to do with that pain other than lash out. Would you like me to go after him? I presume he’s going to see Jesse.’

‘No, let him be. Sam is with Jesse; he won’t make a scene in front of the kids. I’m sure I can talk to him later. Thank you, Kelly, this can’t have been easy for you.’

‘I’m here for Jesse. I’m also here for you, Dean and Sam, you know that.’

Mandy smiles weakly. ‘I don’t know how we’d have got through the past two years without you. Let’s talk tomorrow?’

Mandy and Kelly hug each other tightly before Mandy leaves Kelly’s office. Sitting at her desk, Kelly allows a single tear to escape before wiping her eyes.

For what feels like the hundredth time, she asks herself, why do I keep doing this, putting myself through such painful situations? Her answer comes quickly, almost reflexively: I can make a difference. I can help. With each patient, I become a better person, a better worker, even if the change is small. She scans her office, noticing the stark emptiness. When she first came to the city she lodged with an elderly woman, exchanging free board for a carer role. Her income came from dog walking and pet sitting other elderly neighbours’ animals. She thrifted clothes, giving her a lifetime desire for quality over fashion. When it became obvious her arts degree would not guarantee employment, she added a social work degree in her third year and had her placement at the same hospital where she has now worked full-time for the past three years. Her life is small, but it’s hers, and she loves it.

She lets out a deep breath and decides to get on with work. There are no family or pet photos on the walls, no childish drawings scattered on her desk, nothing that hints at a life outside the hospital. When the day finally ends, long after her colleagues have left, she’ll drive to her modest apartment in an old car, eat a ready meal from a fridge that barely keeps things cold, and sit on a sagging couch, a gift from the elderly woman she lived with during her studies. She knows just which channel will offer the black-and-white movies she’s grown to depend on as her only comfort, preferring the steady, measured pace of older films to the frenzied energy of modern ones. It’s easier to lose herself in the happy endings of old movies than reflect on her days. And she’ll sit there alone, her face illuminated by the flickering light of a screen.
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