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The tasking came at eleven forty and Morgan was moving before it finished.

Fall from height. Hackney. Male, fifties, not talking.

Three facts, and her body had already made its arrangements — the flat run across the apron, the kit swinging against her hip, the cold catch of the harness clip under her thumb. Ray was going through the start-up with the unbothered competence of a man doing something for the four thousandth time. Beyond the fence, London carried on not knowing.

She loved this part. Morgan never said it out loud, because there was no arrangement of words that didn’t sound like something she would have to defend over a Christmas dinner. A man had come off a roof and she was glad. Not glad — ready, which sat in the same part of her chest and answered to the same name, and she had given up separating them somewhere around year three.

Paige came out of the ops room with her helmet already on and her chin strap not yet done, which meant she had read the job on the move.

“Distance?”

“Eight minutes.”

“Landing site?”

“Playing field. Two hundred metres, then a walk-in through an alley.”

Paige got her strap done one-handed and climbed in. “Then we’ll want the drug bag on your side, not mine.”

Morgan already had it on her side. She didn’t say so. Once she would have said so, with a bit of edge on it, because she had been newer and more interested in being seen doing her job well. Now she let it sit there, obvious, and watched Paige clock it and say nothing, and the not-saying was worth more than the credit would have been.

The engines came up. The city dropped away and rearranged itself into the version Morgan preferred: gasworks, canal, a school field with its white lines burned pale by August, the whole thing laid out flat and legible, every roof a surface someone could fall off. Streets had stopped registering years ago. She saw scaffolding and A-roads and the gaps between buildings where a helicopter would fit.

Paige, beside her, wrote the time on the top corner of her sheet.

She always did that. Eleven forty-one, in a hand so small it looked printed, and then the airframe would move and the pen would not so much as skip. Morgan had watched her do it in weather that made grown pilots quiet. Something about it got under her ribs and stayed there, and she had never worked out whether it was the steadiness or the fact that Paige believed the time mattered enough to write it down while the ground fell away underneath her.

“Talk to me,” Paige said, into the intercom.

“Fifty-eight-year-old male. Went up to sort a leak before the rain. Roof’s flat, drop’s about four metres onto a concrete yard. Neighbour heard it. GCS was eight for the crew on arrival — severely impaired — and dropping.”

“Airway?”

“Snoring.”

“Then we’re doing it in the yard,” Paige said. There was no relish in it, and that was the thing about her: she delivered the frightening sentence in the voice other people used for the weather, and everybody around her got a fraction calmer without being able to say why.

They came down on the playing field with two dog walkers standing well back and a boy on a bike filming with his phone, because there was always a boy on a bike with a phone. Morgan was out and moving with the bag before the blades had wound down, Paige a stride behind her, both of them cutting through the gap in the fence and down an alley that stank of bins and hot brick.

The yard was small and full of people. A crew of two working hard. A ladder still up against the parapet. A woman in a supermarket uniform crouched by the man’s head with her hands hovering over him, not touching, as though touching would confirm it.

“HEMS,” Paige said, and the room reorganised.

Morgan went straight past the daughter and knelt at the man’s shoulder and started laying out the kit on the concrete in the order she would want it, and she did not look at the woman’s face, because that was the arrangement.

She heard her anyway. “He only went up because it said rain. He said he’d be five minutes. He said —”

“We’ve got him now,” Morgan said, and meant it — and did not learn the woman’s name, because she never did, because a name went in and stayed in and turned up eight months later in a supermarket car park with nowhere to go.

The man was grey and wet with sweat and pulling in ragged, snoring breaths that stopped for a beat and started again. Blood behind the ear. Left pupil doing something the right one wasn’t. Morgan got a hand under his jaw and lifted, and the noise cleaned itself up, and the paramedic beside her exhaled.

“He’s fighting me,” she said.

“Good.” Paige had gone in at the head, folded down onto her heels, checking with two fingers, unhurried. “How long has he been like this?”

“Twenty minutes,” said the crewmate. “He was talking to us at the start. Sort of.”

“And now he isn’t.” Paige looked up. Her eyes went past Morgan’s shoulder to the ladder, then to the parapet, then back down. Morgan could hear her doing the arithmetic. “Right. We anaesthetise him here.”

“Here?” said the paramedic.

“Here.” Paige had already turned her hands over, palms up, waiting. “Morgan.”

That was the whole instruction. Not a request, not an order, just the name, and Morgan’s hands were already going, because the choreography had been laid down over years and neither of them had to think about it any more. Drugs drawn and checked and shown. Tube laid out, cuff tested, bougie curled ready. Suction on. The monitor on the man’s chest arguing about the numbers and then agreeing. Somebody’s radio going off in the alley and somebody else killing it.

Morgan held up the first syringe. “Ketamine, one-fifty.”

“Ketamine, one-fifty.” Paige read the label herself, the way she always did — sixteen years in and still reading it, still saying it back, still refusing the shortcut that everybody else had taken by year four. It got Morgan every time. Morgan had worked with people who had stopped checking, and had watched what it cost them, and it had never once cost Paige anything, because Paige had never once stopped.

“Rocuronium, one hundred.”

“Rocuronium, one hundred.”

The man’s daughter had gone very quiet at the edge of the yard. Behind her, at the alley mouth, an old woman in slippers had come out to see. The sun came off the concrete and lit everything too clearly.

Paige put her hands either side of the jaw, took a breath in through her nose, and said, “In your own time.”

Morgan pushed the drugs.

There was a stretch after that, twenty seconds long, where nothing happened and everything did. The breathing slowed. The fight went out of the shoulders. The man went from a person to a problem in the space of one held moment — the same every time, and every time it did something to the base of Morgan’s throat that she had never bothered to name. Paige’s forearms braced against the concrete, sleeves shoved back, the tendons standing up as she took the weight of the head. A smear of somebody else’s blood along the side of her wrist.

“Cricoid off. Laryngoscope.”

Morgan put it in her hand.

“Tube.”

Morgan put that in her hand too, and Paige threaded it, and there was the small settling in her shoulders that meant she was in, and the capnograph came up in its clean square waves, and the paramedic said, “Nice,” under his breath.

Morgan taped the tube. Paige looked at the trace and looked at the clock on the monitor and said nothing, and then, quietly, into the space over the man’s face, “Twelve minutes.”

“That’s what I get,” Morgan said.

“That’ll be right, then.”

Paige came as near to a joke as she ever did on scene, and it landed in Morgan’s stomach and sat there.

They scooped him. They got him down the alley on the trolley with four sets of hands and the old woman in slippers moving back into her doorway. The daughter came as far as the fence, and Morgan told her, without looking round properly, that they were taking him to St Anne’s and someone would ring her, and the woman’s need came at her like weather off the river, and she turned into the field and let it go past her, the way she had taught herself to.

The flight was six minutes. Morgan sat with her hand on the man’s shoulder because he was going to be dead or on a ventilator by teatime and there was nobody else to do it, and out of the window the city ran underneath, silvered and dull, the canal going through it like a seam. Paige wrote her times.

At St Anne’s they came in over the roof and Ray put them down on the pad with the neatness he never mentioned.

Then the corridor, and the lift, and resus, and a room already turning towards them as the doors went.

Paige gave her handover standing at the end of the trolley with her helmet under her arm, and it went the way it always went: forty seconds, no wasted words, every number in the order the receiving team needed it, times to the minute — the fall at eleven twenty-two, the arrival at eleven fifty-four, the anaesthetic at twelve o’clock exactly, the tube confirmed one minute later. Nobody in the room wrote anything down while she spoke. They knew they wouldn’t have to. A registrar stood by the trolley watching Paige the way people watch fireworks.

“Thank you,” said the trauma consultant. “We’ve got him.”

“You have,” Paige said, and stepped back, and it was done.

Morgan signed the sheet where it needed signing. She restocked the drug bag from the resus store, because she always restocked before she left the building and never afterwards. She took her gloves off and binned them.

She walked out.

It was the part of the job nobody put in the recruitment video. You arrived at the worst hour of a stranger’s life, you did the thirty minutes that mattered, and then you gave them away to people whose names you half knew, and you left through the doors and did not turn round. Morgan had a rule about not turning round. She had never written it down or explained it to anyone — it had kept her upright for thirteen years, and it worked on the same principle as everything else that kept people upright, which was that you did not test it.

On the roof the wind had got up. She stood by the aircraft doing her chin strap and looking out at the river doing its brown work between the buildings, and her hands had the shake in them they always had afterwards — the body settling up its account, twenty minutes late, the way it always did. She put them in her pockets.

Paige came out of the stairwell with her sheet folded into her thigh pocket.

“He’ll do,” she said.

“He might.”

“He’ll do.” Paige stopped beside her, closer than the roof required, and looked at the same view. Blood had dried along the inside of her wrist and she hadn’t noticed it — somebody else’s, hours old by the time she washed it off tonight in a flat Morgan had never seen. Morgan thought about telling her. Thought about taking her thumb and cleaning it off herself. Didn’t.

Then Paige put her hand flat on Morgan’s shoulder blade.

Nothing at all. It was what you did on a roof in the wind to tell somebody you were getting in. It lasted two seconds, maybe three, and it came through a flight suit and a harness and two layers of padding — and Morgan’s whole body reorganised around it, like iron filings finding out where the magnet had been all along.

“Come on,” Paige said. “Before Ray starts singing.”

She climbed in.

Morgan stood there for one more beat with her hand on the frame, and had the thought she had been not-having for a long time now, which was that in four years she had never once found out what this woman did on her days off.

Then she got in, and Ray brought them up off the pad, and the hospital fell away beneath them with its lights already on in the middle of the day.
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Paige finished the sheet before the rotors stopped, because a sheet finished after the rotors stopped was a sheet written from memory, and memory was a liar with excellent manners.

Fall 11:22. On scene 11:54. Induction 12:00. Tube confirmed 12:01. Wheels up 12:16. Handover 12:31.

She wrote it in the back with the pen held against her knee and the airframe shuddering under her, and every figure went down clean, and none of it took her attention off the fact that she had put her hand on Morgan Ellis’s back at twelve forty-seven and left it there for three seconds.

She had decided not to. That was the trouble with it — she had decided not to on the walk from the lift, and then again at the stairwell door with her hand flat on the bar, a proper decision with reasons attached to it, the kind she made about drugs and airways and got right. Then she had crossed twelve feet of roof and done it anyway and stood there afterwards discussing the wind.

Three seconds. Through a flight suit. She could have made a case for it in front of anybody.

Which was what made it worth writing down.

At base the afternoon went the way afternoons went. Ray took the aircraft over to the engineers with the expression of a man handing his dog to a stranger. The ops room ticked. Somebody’s phone played half a bar of something before it was smothered. Paige washed her hands twice and found the blood on the inside of her wrist on the second go, dried to rust in the crease, and stood looking at it under the tap for longer than was reasonable.

Fifty-eight-year-old male. Went up for a leak before the rain, because it said rain, because it always says rain.

She dried her hands and went to write him up properly — and did not ring the unit to ask.

The rule was hers and it was old. The record was accurate, the handover had been complete, the receiving team had said we’ve got him and meant it. Ringing afterwards was not medicine. Ringing afterwards was appetite in the costume of diligence, and she had watched better doctors than her hollow themselves out on it, one phone call at a time, over years, until there was nothing left of them but a very good memory for other people’s sons.

Through the window, in the yard, Morgan was hauling a crate of shopping out of the boot of her car with one arm.

She cooked for the base on late shifts. Had done for years. Nobody had asked her to and nobody had ever quite worked out how it started, and twice a week the whole first floor smelled of garlic and somebody put a tenner in the tin that Morgan never spent. She did it standing up, plated it for eleven people, ate hers leaning against the counter with a fork, and was gone before anyone finished.

Paige stood at the window while she carried the crate across the yard, shoulder tipped against the weight of it, and the afternoon went soft and unreliable at the edges.

That was new. Not the wanting — the wanting was four years old and had a chair of its own by now, worn into a shape she could sit in without thinking about it. The new part was that it had begun to cost her something. It had begun to interrupt.

“You want feeding?” Morgan called up, not looking at the window.

Paige leaned out. “What is it?”

“Depends what’s in the crate. It was a surprise to me too.”

“Then yes.”

“Right.” Morgan shifted the crate onto her hip. “Big commitment for a woman who won’t sit down.”

“I sit down.”

“You lean,” Morgan said. “Not the same thing. Leaning is standing up with an alibi.” She got the fire door open with her elbow. “Half seven. Don’t be late and don’t be polite about the amount.”

And she was gone before Paige could find the end of it.

The difficulty with her was this. The trouble was never the flying. Anybody who did this job long enough could learn to be excellent in the thirty minutes that mattered. It was that Morgan Ellis clocked how a person held their body in a room, and said it out loud with no cruelty in it whatsoever, and then left — so that you had to carry it about with you for the rest of the day like a stone in a coat pocket.

The email came in at four.

Paige read it with a mug going cold at her elbow, and afterwards she could not have said what she had been doing in the ninety seconds before it arrived.

The sender was People and Culture. It ran to four short paragraphs and it had a document attached with a version number in the filename, and its subject line was Declared relationships: crewing arrangements.

Two colleagues on the other aircraft, it said, had made a declaration under the policy. Dr Priya Raval and Tom Iveson. Both remained in post. Both remained in operational roles. In line with the policy, and following discussion with both individuals, they would be rostered separately with effect from the fourteenth.

Then: We are grateful to Priya and Tom for the openness with which they have approached this.

Then, at the bottom, a line about where to find the form.

Paige read it twice.

There was nothing in it. No sanction, no inquiry, no suggestion that anybody had done anything but the right thing in the right order — and that was the entire engine of it. Priya Raval was excellent and would go on being excellent. Tom Iveson had been on the other aircraft since before Paige arrived and had a photograph of a whippet on his locker. They had told the truth. They had been thanked for it. They would never crew together again, and the whole transaction had been completed inside four paragraphs with a version number.

She thought about the word grateful.

She thought about the fourteenth, which was a Tuesday — how somebody had sat down with a roster and a coffee and chosen it, and how neither Priya nor Tom would have been in the room when it was chosen, and how the two of them would go on being perfectly civil about it in a corridor for the next fifteen years.

And she thought, because there was no longer any point pretending she wouldn’t: four paragraphs. That was the whole cost, laid out with a version number. Not a career. Not a reputation. Four paragraphs and a Tuesday, and then you never stand in the same aircraft again.

Then she closed the email and opened the patient record and typed up a fifty-eight-year-old man’s afternoon in the order it had happened, and her hands were steady, because her hands were always steady, and that had never once been the same as being all right.

Her flat took the last of the light at about seven.

That was why she had taken it, nine years ago, over two better flats with more rooms in them. The sitting room faced west over a yard and a wall and a slice of somebody else’s plane tree, and for forty minutes in the evening the whole room went the colour of the inside of a peach, and Paige had stood in it with the agent talking behind her and thought, this will do, and had never once regretted it.

There was one chair.

It was a good chair, chosen properly and placed where the light was best. For nine years it had not occurred to her to buy another.

Then one night last winter Keira Whitlock had come round with a bottle, stood in the doorway, surveyed the room and said, “Right.” She had not said anything else at all — had sat down on the floor with her back against the bookcase and poured the wine, and neither of them had mentioned it, that night or since. Keira was good like that. Keira saw everything and prosecuted almost none of it.

Paige ate standing at the counter. Which was, she noted, also leaning.

At half eight her mother rang.

“Eleven across,” Jean said, without hello. “Nine letters. Absence of feeling makes the heart go faster.”

“You’ve done it in pen again.”

“I do it in pen because I know the answers.”

“You do it in pen because if you’re wrong you go over the top of it until the square’s black.”

“That’s a very unkind way of describing confidence,” Jean said. “Nine letters.”

Paige put her plate down. “Numbness?”

“That’s eight, and it’s got no wit in it.”

“Then it’s a joke about a pulse. Palpitate? No.” She turned it over. “Anaesthesia is eleven. Analgesia is nine.”

In Southend, Jean paused, and Paige heard the small sound of a pen going down.

“Analgesia,” Jean said, pleased, and Paige could hear her writing it in. “You get that from me, that does. Your father couldn’t do a cryptic if you gave him the answer and a week.”

“He’d have argued with the setter.”

“He’d have written in.”

They talked for eleven minutes — the length of a call that has been the same length since about 2009. Jean’s neighbour had a new fence up without asking. Jean’s knee was behaving. There was a woman at the surgery who had been rude, and had then turned out to have had a bad year, and Jean had taken her a bag of runner beans about it, which was the entire moral architecture of the woman in one sentence.

She did not ask Paige about work.

She never did — not once, not in sixteen years. Twenty-two years on the phones in a room in Basildon had taught her something about what a person could be asked to carry, and her way of loving her daughter was to build a place where none of it existed, forty minutes a week, fences and knees and runner beans. Paige had understood this at about the age of nineteen. She had never worked out whether it was tenderness or whether it was a woman who had spent two decades taking calls she never learned the end of and could not bear one more open file, and she had stopped needing to know which. It was both. Most things were.

“Anything nice happen?” Jean said, at the end, the way she always did.

Paige looked at the last of the light going off the wall.

“Somebody cooked for me,” she said.

“Well,” said Jean, and left a space in it that Paige declined to fill. “That’s nice.”

Afterwards she washed up the one plate and the one fork and sat down in the chair, in the dark now, with her phone in her hand.

Whatever that was in the crate, she typed, it was better than anything I’ve

She read it back.

She took off whatever and made it the thing, and then took the whole line out and wrote thank you for feeding me, which was worse, because it was true in a way the first one hadn’t managed to be, and because it had the shape of a message a person sends when they are trying to keep a conversation open rather than close one.

She looked at it for a while in the peach-coloured dark.

Then she deleted it, letter by letter, the way she did everything — and put the phone face down on the arm of the chair, screen to the fabric, as though that settled it.

She got up to fetch the notebook out of her flight bag, because the day’s times still wanted transcribing into the back where she kept them, and she sat down again and turned to the working page and found that she had already written something on it, at some point that afternoon, in the small printed hand that never skipped.

12:47.

No patient. No job number. No note beside it at all.

She sat with the book open on her knee and the room going properly dark around her, and understood that she had recorded it before she had admitted it, which was, when she was honest, the order she did most things in.
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They came in over the river with the job still arriving in pieces.

Crane collapse. Southwark. One trapped.

Then, thirty seconds later, the fire service asking for them by name, which was the part that changed the shape of the morning. Fire officers did not ask for a helicopter. Fire officers cut people out of things for a living and were extremely good at it and were not in the habit of wanting a doctor on their ground.

“They’ve said trapped,” Morgan told the intercom. “They haven’t said how.”

“They’ve said trapped and they’ve asked twice,” Paige said. “That’s how.”

Ray put them into a car park two streets away, between a skip and a row of bollards, with about as much room as a man needs to park a van. Nobody remarked on it. Then came the walk-in, which was the part Morgan would come back to afterwards.

The two of them up a side road in September sunshine with the bags. A bloke locking his bike. A woman on the phone to her sister. A man outside a café doing something complicated with a pastry, a pigeon on a bollard, the whole of the rest of the world getting on with it.

Three hundred metres of an ordinary Wednesday, and then round the hoarding.

The site had gone silent.

The first wrong thing. A live site made a noise like weather; this one had stopped, and a hundred and twenty men in hi-vis stood about at the edges of it not knowing what to do with their hands. Dust hung in the air in a slab where the sun cut through, and it had not settled, which meant it was recent, which meant they were early.

A section of the crane’s mast lay across the block store. It had come down and taken a stack of concrete with it, and the stack had gone over, and somewhere in the middle of that arrangement was a man.

The second wrong thing was the office block.

It went up nine floors on the far side of the hoarding, all glass, and every window on the third and fourth had people in it. Twenty, thirty of them. Standing there with their phones up. The morning sun came off the screens in little hard flashes, dozens of them, like water moving. Not one of those windows was open. Whatever happened down here was going to happen in silence to the people watching it, and then it was going to happen again, later, to everybody else.

Morgan took it in, filed it, and put it down.

“Doctor?” A man came at them fast — site engineer, grey in the face under the dust. “Right. Right. It’s — the standing section’s not safe. There’s a hundred and forty tonne of counterweight up there and the slew ring’s gone and I can’t tell you what it does next. I can’t tell you.”

“How long have you got?”

“I haven’t got any. That’s what I’m telling you.”

Paige did not react to that at all, which Morgan had long ago stopped finding strange and had started finding necessary.

“Show me him.”

He was on his back in a gap the width of a doorway, with the fallen mast section lying across his left thigh and a slab of the block stack over that, and the whole assembly resting on something that had bent and would go on bending. Two firefighters were in there with him, one holding his head, one with a hand under a pack. There was no room to brace the load. There was no way to get a lift on it without shifting the whole weight of what sat on top.

And he was awake.

And that was the third. Morgan had gone in expecting a man who was somewhere else by now, and instead there was a young bloke with grit in his eyelashes looking straight up at her with an expression she recognised, because it was the expression of somebody who had worked out the situation entirely and was being very polite about it.

“All right,” he said. “You the helicopter?”

“We’re the helicopter.”

“Thought I heard it.” He swallowed. “Danny. My name’s Danny.”

And there it was, in her, for good.

Morgan got down beside him on the concrete and put her hand on his chest, high up, where he could feel it through the dust and the ripped shirt, and said, “Danny. I’m Morgan. That’s Paige,” and did not look at the leg, because Paige was already looking at the leg and one of them looking was enough.

Somewhere behind the cordon a man was shouting. He had been shouting for a while. Morgan had been letting it go past her the way she let everything go past her. Then she caught a word in it — Danny — and turned her head.

Two site lads were holding a third by the arms and the front of his jacket, and the third one was going at them with his whole body, and his face was Danny’s face with ten years on it.

“That’s Lee,” Danny said. “Tell him I’m all right.”

“I’ll tell him.”

“He’ll not believe you.”

“No,” Morgan agreed. “Probably not.”

Paige came round and knelt on Danny’s other side, and the firefighter shifted to make room without being asked, and she put two fingers on his wrist and looked at nothing for six seconds.

Then she said, “Danny, I’m going to tell you where we are.”

Morgan’s stomach went through the floor of her, because she knew that sentence. Four times she had heard it — and every time, what came after it was the worst thing available, said kindly, to somebody who had a right to hear it first.

“The structure over us isn’t safe,” Paige said. “The people whose job it is to know are telling me they can’t hold it. Getting you out the ordinary way takes an hour and we haven’t got an hour, and if it comes down while we’re doing it, it takes you and it takes everybody in this gap.” Her voice had not gone up at all. “Your leg is trapped under something we can’t lift. I can get you out of here in the next few minutes. I can’t get your leg out with you.”

The site engineer made a small noise and moved away.

Danny lay there and looked at the sky.

“Right,” he said.

“You understand what I’m telling you.”

“You’re going to take my leg off.”

“Yes.”

“Here.”

“Here. You’ll be asleep. You won’t feel it and you won’t remember it.” A beat. “I’m not going to pretend this is a choice you’d have picked. It’s the one that’s on the table.”

Morgan had her hand on his chest still. She could feel his heart going under her palm, fast and light, like something small in a box.

“Will I be able to drive?” he said.

“Yes.”

“Only I’ve got the van on finance.”

“You’ll drive,” Paige said.

He laughed — one note, wrong-shaped, the laugh of a man whose body was still in the meeting. Then his face came apart for about a second and a half and he put his forearm over his eyes and put it down again.

“Tell Kelsey I wasn’t messing about,” he said. “She’ll think I was messing about. I was stood where I’m meant to be stood.”

“You were stood where you were meant to be stood,” Morgan said. “I’ll tell her. In those words.”

“Yeah?”

“In those words.”

He breathed out. Something in his shoulders let go, and it was not relief, it was the thing that comes after relief has been ruled out, and Morgan had seen it perhaps a dozen times and it took a piece off her every time.

“Go on then,” he said.

The rest of it took eleven minutes.

Morgan drew up, checked, showed, pushed. Paige worked at the head and then at the leg and she did not hurry, which was the hardest thing in the world to watch when there was a hundred and forty tonnes of counterweight over your neck and a man in a window filming it. She did not hurry, because hurrying is how you make the second mistake, and because Danny Prentice was going to have to live in the body she left him with for fifty years.

Morgan held tourniquets and held drugs and held a man’s shoulder in both hands.

She kept her eyes on Paige’s hands, which was where she always kept them, and afterwards that would be the only footage she had of it: the wrists, the flat of a thumb, the small correction of an angle, the way Paige’s mouth went when a thing was harder than she had allowed for. Dust on her forearms. Blood past the cuff of her glove and up under her sleeve.

Nobody spoke except to say numbers. It was the nearest Morgan came to a religion, that silence: eight or nine people in a bad gap doing an unbearable thing carefully, and none of them making it about themselves. She would remember the quality of it for years. She would not be able to describe it to anybody who hadn’t been in it, and she would stop trying.

Somewhere in the middle of it Morgan understood that she was not frightened. Not of the crane, not of the noise it kept making, not of the dust coming off the standing section in a fine steady drift that everyone had agreed to ignore. What she had instead was worse, and had no name, and sat behind her breastbone like a swallowed stone. All of it was aimed at the woman kneeling opposite her. It consisted of one flat certainty — they are going to make her account for this — and of the knowledge, arriving with it, that there would be thirty pieces of footage of the accounting and none at all of the eleven minutes.

Then Paige said, “He’s free,” and the firefighters had him, and they were moving.

They went out across the site with six people on the scoop and the dust coming up off the boards, and the men in hi-vis had taken their hats off, all of them, without anyone starting it. Lee Prentice was still going at the two lads holding him. Morgan went past close enough to touch and put a hand out and got a fistful of his sleeve and said, “He’s alive, he’s asleep, he’s coming to St Anne’s, get in a car,” and his face did something terrible, and he stopped fighting them, and one of the lads started crying.

The flight was four minutes.

At the hospital they took him straight through, and the trauma team came at the trolley from every side like water going down a plughole, and Paige gave her handover in forty seconds with the time of the tourniquet in it to the minute, and a room full of people who had heard everything by then said nothing at all while she spoke.

Afterwards, in the corridor outside resus, in the fluorescent hush with a porter going past pushing an empty bed, Paige stopped and stripped her gloves.

She did it slowly. One and then the other, rolling them off the way you were taught in the first week of your first year, and she binned them, and she stood there with her hands hanging and looked at the wall for a moment like somebody reading a timetable.

“You all right?” Morgan said.

“Yes,” Paige said.

She wasn’t. A tremor went through her with nowhere to be, and her sleeve was ruined past saving, and she had not yet done the one act she always performed — the thing she had done in weather that made pilots quiet, the one duty she had never in her working life failed to discharge. She had not written the time down.

Morgan stood two feet away with her arms folded and did not close the distance, because there were eleven people in that corridor and a policy in a filing system and long practice at not doing it.

And she understood — plainly, in the body, the way you understand that a floor is there when you stand on it — that if Paige Thornton had knelt down on that concrete this morning and said I need you to hold this and I need you not to ask, she would have held it. Whatever it was. Without asking. For as long as she was told.

Wanting her was old news; it had been true since a corridor in Manchester and probably a good while before that.

This was a different fact entirely, and it had arrived with no warning at ten past eleven on a Wednesday, and there was nowhere in Morgan’s life to put it.

“Come on,” she said. “Let’s get you out of that shirt.”

Paige looked at her.

“That came out wrong,” Morgan said.

“It did,” Paige agreed, and went to find the sluice.
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Paige wrote the times up at twenty past four, from memory, at a desk.

The first thing that had gone wrong all day.

She sat with the notebook open and the pen in her hand and reconstructed a morning that had happened four hours earlier, and every figure she put down was almost certainly right, and almost certainly was a phrase she had spent sixteen years arranging her whole professional life to avoid. Tourniquet at 10:41. She was confident about 10:41. She was confident the way other people were confident, which was not the same as knowing, and she had never in her adult life had to make do with it.

She wrote it, and then she wrote a small c. in front of it, and looked at the c. for a while, and left it there.

Ray found her at half four and stood in the doorway with two mugs and the expression of a man delivering something to a bomb disposal team.

“You want to see it or you want to not see it?” he said.

“See what?”

Ray put the mug down. “Ah,” he said. “Right.”

There were eleven versions of it by then. The good one — the one that went everywhere, the one that was still going everywhere a year later — had been shot from the fourth floor of the office block on a phone held sideways, and it ran two minutes and nine seconds, and it was silent.

She sat through it twice in the ops room with Ray behind her looking anywhere else, and on the second pass she noticed the windows.

They were sealed. So none of it was in there. Not the hundred and forty tonnes of counterweight, or the slew ring, or a grey-faced engineer saying I can’t tell you what it does next. Not the fire service asking for them by name, twice, which no fire service had ever done to her before. Not Danny Prentice saying right, and will I be able to drive, and go on then.

What the film showed was a woman kneeling on concrete over a young man’s leg, and none of the reasons — and the reasons were the event. There was no way to put them back afterwards that would not sound like a woman explaining herself.

She thought, with a clarity that arrived from nowhere and sat down uninvited: this is how it happens. Not lying. Nobody in that office block was lying. Thirty people had recorded exactly what they could see through a sealed window from four floors up, and every one of those recordings was accurate, and the sum of them was a falsehood, and there was no villain anywhere in it at all.

“It’s had four million,” Ray said, to the wall.

“Right.”

“For what it’s worth⁠—”

“I know what it’s worth,” Paige said, and heard how that came out, and turned round. “Sorry. Thank you. I mean it.”

Kelsey’s message came at six, through the hospital, forwarded by a sister on the ward.

Kelsey has asked us to pass on that she is very grateful and she knows what you did. She said to tell you he woke up and asked for chips.

Paige read it standing at the sink in the crew room and had to put the phone down on the draining board for a second.

It ought to have helped. It did help — and it did the opposite at the same time, in the way gratitude does when you have not yet worked out what to do with your hands.

He woke up and asked for chips. Somebody had thought that was worth passing on. Somebody had stood at a nurses’ station and decided a woman she had never met would want that one small fact more than anything else on the ward, and had been right about it.

Lee Prentice rang the charity’s main line the following morning and asked to speak to the woman who did it.

They should not have put him through. Somebody new on the desk put him through, and then somebody more senior appeared at Paige’s elbow making a cutting motion across their throat, and Paige raised one finger and turned her chair to the window and took it.

“This is Paige Thornton.”

A long silence, with a corridor in it. Then: “You’re the doctor.”

“I am.”

“I was ten foot away,” Lee said.

“I know you were.”

“They had hold of me.” His voice was doing the thing voices did on their second day. “Two lads I’ve known fifteen years had hold of my arms so I couldn’t get to my brother, and I watched you do that to him, and nobody — ” He stopped. Started again. “Nobody asked me anything.”

Paige looked at the car park and the sycamore at the end of it and did not say any of the four defensible things that presented themselves.

“No,” she said. “We didn’t.”

“He’s twenty-seven.”

“Yes.”

“He does that job because I got him it,” Lee said. “Eight year ago. I put a word in.”

“He’d have said yes. I know he’d have said yes. That’s not —” and there it was, the real one, arriving underneath the anger the way it always did. “That’s not the point, is it.”

“No,” Paige said. “It isn’t.”

He breathed for a while.

“They’re saying you saved him,” he said, and it came out like an accusation, because it was one, because both things were true and he was going to have to carry both of them for the rest of his life and nobody had asked him about that either.

“Mr Prentice, I’m not going to tell you how to feel about Wednesday. I’d only be doing it to make myself feel better.” She kept her voice level and it cost her something. “You were ten feet away and you couldn’t get to him. That’s a thing that happened to you. It’s not smaller than what happened to him.”

The silence went on so long she thought he’d gone.

“He asked for chips,” Lee said.

“So I hear.”

“Stupid, that.”

“It’s a good sign,” Paige said. “Genuinely. It’s one of the better ones.”

He hung up without saying anything else.

Paige put the phone down and found that her hands were steady. She sat there for a minute understanding that this was the problem. Her hands were always steady. They had been steady on the concrete and steady during the film and they were steady now — and somewhere behind the steadiness a woman was standing in a yard in Southwark and had not yet come out.

The paper ran it on Friday.

THE DOCTOR WHO CUT OFF HIS LEG, over a still from the fourth floor, cropped so you couldn’t see the crane at all.

Anwen Hale came down to the base on Friday afternoon, which she did not have to do. She could have done it on a call. She was the charity’s medical director and she had a diary that ran in six-minute slices, and she got in a car and drove across London and sat in a room that smelled of other people’s dinners and made the tea herself.

She was about fifty-five and Welsh and looked permanently as though she had been up since four, which she generally had.

“Right,” she said. “First. I’ve read the clinical record and I’ve spoken to the fire service and I’ve spoken to the trauma team at St Anne’s, and I want to say this before anything else, and I want you to actually hear it.” She put the pot down. “I think you got it right.”

Paige waited.

“Second,” Anwen said, “we’re going to review it.”

“Yes.”

“You knew that.”

“I’ve known that since Wednesday lunchtime.”

“Then you’ll know why.” Anwen held her eye. “It isn’t because anybody in this organisation doubts you. It’s because four million people have watched two minutes of a nine-minute event with the sound off, and at some point somebody is going to be asked a question in public, and when that happens I need to be able to say that we looked at it properly and here is what we found. That is the whole of it. There’s no other agenda and there isn’t going to be one.”

“I understand.”

“Do you? Because I’ve seen clinicians hear that sentence and go away and start building a defence, and the defence is what does the damage. Not the film.”

“I don’t have a defence,” Paige said. “I have a record.”

“Which is a defence with better manners.”

“It’s a record,” Paige said. “It was there before Wednesday and it’ll be there after.”

Anwen almost smiled. “Yes. Everybody says that. Yours happens to be true, which is why this is going to be shorter than it might have been.”

She turned a page.

“Two witnesses,” she said. “You and Ellis. There was a fire crew in that gap and they’ve given statements and they’re useful, but on the clinical decision it’s you and it’s her, and that’s a narrow base.”

“It is.”

“So I need your accounts to be independent.” Anwen said it without weight, the way you’d read out a bus time. “Separately taken, separately signed, no comparing notes, no rehearsing, no kind soul in a crew room saying what did you put for the tourniquet time. If the two accounts line up because they’re both true, that’s worth something. If they line up because you talked, it’s worth nothing at all, and worse than nothing, because somebody will eventually ask whether you did.”

There was a pause in the room about the size of a door closing.

“Understood,” Paige said.

“Good. I’d rather say it now and have you cross with me than say it in six weeks and have you frightened.” Anwen poured. “How is she? Ellis.”

“She’s fine.”

“She’s not, but that’s the correct answer and I’ll take it.”

Morgan’s message arrived at ten past nine that night, while Paige was sitting in the one chair with the light gone and the television off.

Stood where you were meant to be stood.

All of it. No question mark, nothing to answer, no door left open.

Paige read it, and then read it again, and then put her head back against the chair and sat there in the dark with her hand over her mouth for a while, which was not a thing she did, and which nobody was ever going to know about.

She typed thank you and sent it before she could get clever.

The terms of reference came through at half eleven.

Four pages. Scope, method, timescale, the names of the panel. She read it the way she read everything, once for shape and once for teeth, and the teeth were in section 4.3, and they were not sharp, and that was somehow worse.

The panel will consider the decision in the context of the service’s own comparative data. The clinician is asked to provide, from her own records, scene-to-definitive-care intervals for major trauma retrievals undertaken over the preceding twenty-four months, to allow the decision of 9 September to be assessed against ordinary practice rather than in isolation.

Twenty-four months. Her own records. Every job she had ever handed over, laid end to end with a time on it.

The request was reasonable. It was, in fact, precisely what she would have asked for in Anwen Hale’s position — and she could see the sense in it from four directions at once, which was the trouble with being the sort of person she was. She was never going to get the relief of being able to object.

Paige sat with the laptop lighting her face in a dark flat and understood that she was about to open every one of her own doors and walk down the corridor behind each of them — and that there was no version of this in which she was permitted to stop at the ones she would rather not look at.

Two years of handovers. Two years of her own small printed hand.

She had spent her whole career believing that a complete record was a kind of safety. It had not once occurred to her that the record might be complete on her side of the doors and stop dead on the other.

She poured a glass of wine she did not want, and started with the oldest.
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The observer’s name was Neil and there was nothing wrong with him, which was the whole trouble.

He was somewhere in his fifties, ex-service himself, and he sat in the back with a clipboard and a lanyard and made himself as small as a large man can make himself, and he said don’t mind me on the first morning and then didn’t say anything else for nine hours. Enhanced oversight, the email had called it. Routine while a review is open. Nobody’s under suspicion.

Morgan had flown with observers before. Students, visiting consultants, a documentary crew once, a man from the Netherlands who took photographs of everything including the sandwiches. It had never mattered.

This mattered, and by the second day she had worked out why: it wasn’t Neil. It was that she and Paige had been told, separately, in two different rooms, by two people being scrupulously fair, that they were not to discuss the ninth of September with each other.

So they didn’t.

They flew three jobs on Monday and four on Tuesday and they handed over and restocked and briefed and debriefed, and every one of those conversations went perfectly well, and around the edge of all of them sat a thing the size of a crane that neither of them was allowed to touch.

Morgan had not understood, before that week, how much of what they had was made out of talking afterwards.

It had never looked like anything. Twenty minutes in the car with the engine off. A sentence over the top of a restock. That went well. That didn’t. Did you see his face when the mother came in. Years of it, unremarked, and it turned out that was not the decoration on the working relationship — that was the working relationship, and the flying was the bit you could put on a form.

On the Tuesday she came off shift and found Tom Iveson in the crew room eating a yoghurt with the wrong end of a fork.

He looked terrible. Not dramatically. Tired in the way that had stopped being about sleep some time ago and had moved on to other business. He had been on the other aircraft eleven years and had a photograph of a whippet on his locker, and Morgan had shared perhaps four hundred cups of tea with him over the years and knew almost nothing about him.

“Ellis.”

“Iveson.”

“How is it with the bloke in the back?”

“Fine. He’s fine. He’s nice.”

“Course he is.” Tom went at the yoghurt again. “They send you a nice one. That’s the whole method.”

She got the kettle on. Behind her he said, “Saw the video.”

Morgan put the kettle down harder than the kettle deserved.

“Everyone’s seen the video.”

“I only meant⁠—”

“Two minutes of nine minutes with the sound off,” she said, and it came out of her flat and fast and much too loud for a room with two people in it. “You know what that is. You of all people know what that is. There’s a hundred and forty tonne of counterweight over their heads and you can’t see it in the shot and there’s a fire officer asking for her by name twice and you can’t hear it, and everyone’s seen the video, and not one of the four million has seen the job.”

The kettle came up to the boil into the middle of an enormous silence, roaring away like an idiot at a funeral.

Tom put his spoon down.

“I was going to say,” he said, “that she looked like she knew exactly what she was doing. That’s what I was going to say.”

Morgan stood with her back to him and her hands on the counter and let that sit on her.

“I’m sorry,” she said.

“Yeah.”

“No, I am. That was — ” She turned round. “That was uncalled for and you didn’t deserve it.”

“You’re all right.” He moved one shoulder, and there was something wrong with the way he did it — some economy that had not been in him before, a man taking up less room than he was entitled to. “Everyone’s tetchy. It’s the week for it.”

And then, because she was still standing there and had not worked out how to leave:

“First one today,” Tom said.

“First what?”

“First shift.” He was looking at the yoghurt. “Since. They’ve put me Mondays and Tuesdays. She’s got Thursdays and Fridays. We do a Saturday each, alternate.” He turned the pot round on the table. “Eleven years I’ve done Thursdays.”

“Tom—”

“It’s fair,” he said quickly, and Morgan understood that he had been saying that sentence to himself for a fortnight. “It is. It’s a fair policy and they’ve been decent about it and nobody’s done anything wrong. We told them. You’re meant to tell them. We told them.” He put the yoghurt in the bin from where he sat and missed and got up to pick it up. “Only nobody says the bit out loud, do they. Nobody says, right, well, that’s the best working relationship of your life gone, thanks very much, we’ll see you at the Christmas do.”

He put the pot in the bin properly.

“Do you know what gets me,” he said, not as a question. “It’s that there’s nobody to be cross with. I’ve been going round the houses for a fortnight looking for somebody to be cross with and there isn’t one. Anwen was lovely about it. The girl in People and Culture was lovely about it. Priya was — ” He stopped and did something with his mouth. “Everybody’s been lovely. And here we are.”

“I’d still tell them,” he said, at the door. “Before you ask. I’d do it again tomorrow.”

He went.

Morgan stood in the empty crew room with a boiled kettle and no cup out.

She understood — with the flat clarity of somebody handed a photograph of their own house taken from the air, at an angle they had never seen it from, with the roof needing work — that the future had walked out through that fire door eating a yoghurt, and had been perfectly nice about it, and had left the door swinging.

She texted Robyn from the car park.

Can’t do Thursday. Sorry. Work’s mental. Kiss the girls.

The reply came back in ninety seconds, which was Robyn all over, and which was worse than an hour would have been.

No worries. There’s always the next one x

There was, as well. There always had been — that was the genius of it. That was the arrangement they had arrived at without either of them proposing it, somewhere around the time the eldest had started school, and it worked beautifully, and nobody had ever had a row about it, and Morgan had a niece who would be nine in November, and could not have told you the child’s favourite colour, or her teacher’s name, or whether she was frightened of anything.

She looked at the message for a while, at the kiss on the end of it, put there by a woman who meant it. Then she put the phone in the door pocket and drove to work.

On the Thursday they went to St Anne’s twice, and the second time was at the end of the day.

They came in over the roof at about half seven, the light going long and orange across the whole of the east, and put a sixty-one-year-old woman with a head injury into the lift.

By the time they got back up top the sun was doing what it does in September: sitting low and enormous over the west, lighting up ten thousand windows at once, so that half of London looked like it was on fire and pleased about it.

Ray had gone down for the paperwork. There was a wait on.

The roof door had a folded triage card wedged in the hinge to keep it from shutting. Somebody’s system. Morgan took it in and didn’t ask. It was somebody else’s building, and every building had its own private machinery, and you were only ever a visitor in anyone’s.

Over by the door there were two women standing close together not quite touching, one of them in ICU scrubs, both of them looking out at the same sunset with the specific stillness of people who have had a long year. Morgan registered them the way you register other people’s weather and left them to it.

Paige had her notebook out.

“You are not.”

“I’m logging the wait.”

“It’s four minutes.”

“It’s six.” Paige wrote. “Six and a half.”

“You’d time a sunset, Thornton.”

“It went at nineteen forty-one,” Paige said, without looking up, “and if you’d like to check that, be my guest.”

Morgan laughed. Out loud, properly, for the first time in nine days, and it went through her ribs on the way out like something with corners.

They stood.

The light did what it does. The river went from brown to bronze to something with no name and then back to brown, and the aircraft ticked as it cooled, and somewhere three streets away an alarm went off and stopped.

Morgan wanted, with a force that put her hands in her pockets, to say: are you sleeping? and did you take that call from his brother? and I have been sitting in car parks at night like a man watching a house. She wanted to say I spoke to Tom Iveson on Tuesday and I have not had a straight thought since.

She said none of it.

Some of it was the review. Some of it was not, and she was too honest with herself to pretend otherwise — standing on a roof being exquisitely careful with a woman she would have followed down a hole in the ground nine days earlier without asking one question about the depth.

Out past the towers to the south-east, the sky had gone a bad colour.

“Storm coming,” Morgan said.

Paige looked up. Considered it the way she considered everything, for slightly longer than the question required.

“It’s not ours,” she said.

“No.” Morgan watched the dark edge of it slide east, taking somebody else’s evening. “Ours came through already.”

Paige didn’t answer that.

She closed the notebook, and put it in her thigh pocket, and stood there a moment longer than she needed to before she said, “Ray’s back,” and went to meet him.

Afterwards, at base, Morgan sat in her car in the corner of the yard with the engine off.

The light went. The security lamp came on over by the bins and turned the whole yard orange and unfriendly. Somebody’s radio played in the workshop and stopped. A fox came along the fence line, unhurried, on business, and looked at her through the windscreen without any interest at all.

She had done this on Monday as well. And on Tuesday, and on the Wednesday of the crane, and she had not counted the ones before that, and she found now that she could not remember when it started.

Thirteen years of leaving buildings the moment the shift ended. Thirteen years of being first out of the car park, of never staying for the drink, of being told at three separate leaving dos that she was a nightmare to get hold of.

And here she was, at twenty past nine, sitting in a stationary car outside her own place of work because there was nothing at the other end of the drive that she wanted more than she wanted to still be here.

Morgan put both hands on the wheel and looked at the lit window of the crew room.

Something had gone badly wrong with her. It had been going wrong for a long time, quietly, at a rate that never once required a decision — and she had finally run out of road to have it out on.
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By the fourth evening Paige had a system, which was the only mercy available.

Two years came to four hundred and six retrievals. She did them in order, oldest first, because doing them in order meant she could not choose, and she had understood on the first night that choosing would be the thing that undid her. Job number. Date. Her own scene sheet from the flight bag. The service’s electronic record. Then the return data from the receiving hospital, which arrived as a spreadsheet with the columns in an order nobody would have picked on purpose.

Scene to definitive care. That was the figure Anwen Hale wanted — wheels down to the moment somebody did the act that stopped the patient dying.

It sounded simple until you tried it four hundred and six times. Definitive care for a bleeding pelvis is a theatre. For a head injury it is urgent neurosurgery, or there is no single decisive thing anybody can do. For an old woman with a fractured neck of femur it is a ward and a kind anaesthetist and a Tuesday. Paige made a rule for each category, wrote the rules down, and applied them without deviation, because a rule you bend once is a rule you have to explain in a room later.

She worked at the kitchen counter with the laptop and a mug and the flat dark around her, and every hour or so she got up and stood at the window for a minute looking at somebody else’s plane tree, and then sat down again.

What she had not been ready for was the handwriting.

Two years of it. Her own small printed hand, in biro, in pencil when the biro went, on a sheet gone soft at the folds from being in a thigh pocket in the rain. Bilat chest decompressed. Wife present. No fixed abode, name given as Michael, would not give surname. Two hundred pages of a woman being scrupulously careful — and behind every line of it a morning Paige could not now recall in any way whatsoever.

Nobody told you that part at the start. Not that you carried them all. That you didn’t.

She had believed, at twenty-six, that she would remember every one. It had seemed the least she could do. The truth was that four hundred and six people had gone through her hands in two years and she could summon perhaps thirty of them, and the thirty were not the worst or the youngest or the ones that ought to have stayed. They were arbitrary. A man’s tattoo. A dog barking behind a fence. The memory kept what it wanted and rendered the rest down into competence.

The June one came up on the third night.

Bridge. Second Tuesday. Standby at seven nineteen, and she could still hear the tone of the ops room that morning, the specific pitch of a room being told bus and a concrete lorry, twenty plus. Six of theirs. She and Morgan had taken two.

The second was Sadie Cole. Twenty-four.

Eleven minutes down before anybody got hands on her.

They had flown her in with everything running, and Paige had handed her over knowing precisely what eleven minutes buys you — and had said so, in the words she kept for that, which were plain and left nothing hopeful standing.

The return data went on and on.

It stopped her. The file did not end at the doors. It ran to ICU and past it — the days, the storming, the neurology, a consultant called Mensah whose notes were the best-written things Paige had read all week. Family present. Meetings, plural. A decision made slowly and correctly by people who were not in a hurry to be right. Withdrawal on the nineteenth of July. Time of death 15:56.

She read all of it, at eleven at night, at a kitchen counter, with the mug gone cold.

It was a terrible outcome and there was nothing wrong with it anywhere. Nobody had hurried. Nobody had hidden. A young woman had died of an injury she was never going to survive, in a room with her sister in it, on a Tuesday afternoon in July, and every hour of the seven weeks between the bridge and the nineteenth had been written down by somebody who thought writing it down mattered.

And Paige sat back and understood something she had known for sixteen years without ever putting a word to it: that this was rare. Not the death. The account of it. Somebody had written down what happened to Sadie Cole after Paige stopped being able to see her, in enough detail that a stranger could follow it, and that was not a small act of decency. It was the difference between a hospital and a building.

She made a note of Mensah’s name and did not know why, and moved on.

It would be six weeks before she understood that she had written it down because it was the only complete answer she was going to find all autumn.

October took her three nights to reach.

By then she was tired in a way that had stopped responding to sleep, and the flat had the smell of a place where somebody had been eating badly, and she had begun to hear her own handwriting in her mother’s voice, which was new and which she did not care to examine.

Job four-nine-one-two. Twenty-eighth of October. A Thursday.

Reid, C. M, 23. RTC, motorcycle v car, junction. Time on scene 16:11.

She looked at it for a while without anything happening.

Then it came, the way they came — not the job, not the road, not the weather. One detail, arriving whole and out of order, with everything else still missing.

He had apologised to her.

Twenty-three years old with a shattered pelvis and a belly full of blood, grey as a sheet, going out and coming back and going out again, and at some point on the way to the aircraft he had said sorry to her. Not for anything. People did it. It was the commonest word she heard from young men on the worst afternoon of their lives, and she had said what she always said, which was nothing to be sorry for, mate, we’ve got you, and had meant it, and had thought about it for perhaps four seconds since.

She sat in her kitchen and put her hand flat on the counter and left it there, the way you do when the room has gone slightly unreliable.

Then, because there was nothing else available to a person in her position, she read on.

Handover 16:34. Stable on arrival. Rx: theatre.

Theatre underlined. She had underlined it. She could see herself doing it, the small vicious downstroke she used maybe twice a year, the one that meant this is the sentence, if you read nothing else on this sheet, read this.

She had handed him over at twenty-five to five to a full trauma team in a major trauma centre, alive, with a pressure, with the thing that was going to kill him written on a sheet in her own hand and underlined.

Paige opened the return data.

It loaded the way it always loaded, in a plain grid, with a filter arrow on every heading, indifferent as a timetable.

She had to go across four columns to find it, past the admissions codes and the imaging times and something to do with bed management, and it was not flagged and it was not in bold and nobody had put a note beside it.

Knife to skin 17:26.

She read it. She read it again. Then she got up and walked the length of the kitchen and came back and read it a third time, standing, with her arms folded, which is not a position anybody chooses for reading.

Fifty-two minutes.

Fifty-two minutes between a bleeding twenty-three-year-old arriving at the door of a major trauma centre and a blade going in.

There would be reasons. There were always reasons, and she of all people knew what they looked like from the inside — a scan that had to happen, a theatre that had to be turned round, another patient who was worse and further up the corridor, a decision taken in good faith by somebody holding better information than a spreadsheet can hold. Fifty-two minutes was not, on its own, an accusation. Depending on the injury it was not even long.

Except that she had underlined it.

Except that she had put him in a room at 16:34 with a note that said what he needed, and eleven months later she was standing in her own kitchen finding out how long he had waited, from a column in the wrong order, on a Thursday night, by accident.

Callum Reid.

She knew the name. Of course she knew the name — everybody knew the name. There had been an inquest in the spring. There had been a consultant surgeon who retired, and something about a note written up from memory, and the whole thing had gone round the trauma network the way these go round, in half-sentences, at conferences, at the edge of other conversations. That business at St Anne’s. She had heard it and filed it under other people’s weather and had never once, not for a moment, joined it to the boy who said sorry to her.

And then the second thing arrived, and it was worse.

In March, a fortnight after the inquest, the service had circulated a note. Paige remembered it because it had been good news and there was so little of that. St Anne’s had permanently changed its theatre coordinator staffing. Two on every shift where there had been one. HEMS crews would find handovers to emergency theatre faster and more reliable with immediate effect.

She had read that email on a Tuesday and thought, well, that’s something, and got on with her day.

She had been working inside the improvement for eleven months.

Every clean handover she had taken since March — every time she had walked into that resus room and found two coordinators instead of one, and had noted, in passing, in the pleased and unexamined way you note good weather, that St Anne’s had got its act together — had been paid for by a twenty-three-year-old who said sorry to her in a side street in October.

She had taken the benefit for eleven months. She had never once asked what it cost, or who had paid it, or whether anybody had sat down with his mother and told her the truth in a room.

Paige stood in the kitchen in the dark.

She was not a fool and she was not a detective and she was not about to become either. There had been an inquest, and a finding, and a change in practice that had self-evidently worked. The system had done the thing the system is meant to do, which is notice, and correct, and go on. By every measure available, Callum Reid’s file was the one that had been dealt with properly.

And there was the trouble with it.

Because sitting on her screen, four rows up from his and eleven days earlier, was another of hers from the same autumn with a scene-to-definitive-care interval within a few minutes of his, and nobody had ever asked her a single question about that one, and there was no reason on earth why anybody would have.

She looked at it for a long moment — at the row, and the date, and her own job number, and the four columns you had to cross to reach the figure that mattered.

Then she closed the laptop, because it was twenty past one, and because she had a shift in seven hours, and because she was a person who understood the difference between a pattern and two numbers on a Thursday night when she was overtired.

She washed the mug. She turned off the light.

And standing in the hall with her hand on the switch, in the dark, in a flat with one chair in it, Paige Thornton finally asked the question she had been not asking for sixteen years, and it did not come out as a question about a system, or a hospital, or a spreadsheet with the columns in the wrong order.

What happened to him, after I left?
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The lorry had gone over the woman’s legs and stopped, which was the only good news available, and it had stopped in a way that meant nobody could move it for forty minutes.

She was twenty-six and her name was Bea and she was entirely awake.

The job was not the injury, which was survivable and which Paige and the fire service between them made survivable. The job was forty minutes lying on Commercial Street on a Friday morning with a woman’s hand in hers while the fire crew did the slow arithmetic of lifting eleven tonnes off somebody without dropping any of it.

Morgan had never got used to that maths. It ran opposite to everything she was built for — no dash, no decision, no thirty minutes where being fast was the same as being good. Just a crew of very calm men in yellow going round a vehicle with airbags and blocks, half an inch at a time, saying numbers to each other, while a woman underneath it made conversation.

Paige worked at the head end and kept the drugs where Morgan could reach them and said almost nothing. Every ten minutes she said, “Still with us, Bea?” and Bea said something rude, and Paige said, “Good,” and that was the entire clinical exchange for the better part of an hour.

Bea talked the whole time.

She talked about the meeting she was going to be late for, and then about the woman chairing it, who was awful, and then about whether being under a lorry was a good enough excuse, which she seemed to think was genuinely arguable. She talked about her flatmate’s boyfriend, who kept leaving the fridge door open. She talked about a dress she had bought online that was going to arrive on Tuesday, and her worry that it would look cheap in daylight, and she made Morgan promise to have an opinion about it, which Morgan did, at length, having never seen it. She said, twice, I’m not being brave, I just don’t want to look at it — and Morgan said, don’t look at it then, and put her free hand up beside the woman’s face like a blinker on a horse and kept it there until her shoulder screamed and then kept it there after that.

At minute thirty-one Bea said, “Are my legs still there?”

“Yes.”

“Both?”

“Both. I’m looking at them.”

“Will I dance at my brother’s wedding?”

“When’s the wedding?”

“May.”

“Then probably,” Morgan said, “though I’ve seen you dance, and honestly, the family might prefer the chair.”

Bea laughed and then cried, briefly and furiously, the way you do when something has caught you out, and then stopped and said sorry and Morgan said there was nothing to be sorry for.

They got her out at eleven twenty. She went to St Anne’s with a pressure and both legs and a fair chance of a May wedding, and in the corridor outside resus Morgan stood back to let the team in and did the thing she always did, which was nothing, and turn, and go.

She got three steps.

Then she went back and said to the nurse taking the details, “Bea. Her name’s Bea” — which they knew, because it was on the sheet, in capitals, where it had been for twenty minutes.

“Bea,” the nurse said. “Got it.” Kindly. The way you take a coat off somebody who is clearly too warm.

Morgan walked out with her ears going hot. In thirteen years she had never once done that. She could not have said, if anybody had stopped her in the corridor and asked, what she had wanted the nurse to do with it.

She stopped at Nina’s on the way back to the aircraft because Ray wanted a bacon roll and because she did not want to be sitting still.

The café was half full at half eleven in a way that suggested it was never anything else — three sets of scrubs, a porter reading the racing page, and a woman in a coat over pyjamas who had plainly been at somebody’s bedside all night and had been given a table by the window without asking for it. The woman behind the counter took the order without writing it down and without asking who anybody was, and there was a noticeboard by the door with a rota on it, and a postcard of a beach, and a card with a photograph of a market stall stuck to it at an angle.

Thank you from all of us. Sadie’s stall is still going — Sunday, Columbia Road end. Come and buy a hat you don’t need.

Morgan stood in front of it with two bacon rolls going cold in a bag.

“You all right, love?” said the woman behind the counter, not unkindly and not looking up.

“Yeah.”

“Mm,” said Nina, and went back to the machine, and asked her nothing at all, which Morgan understood at once was the deal in this building and was grateful for it beyond her ability to say.

She went on the Sunday.

She told herself, driving over, that she was going to a market, which was a thing a person could do. There were flowers. There were six hundred people and a man selling brownies and a dog in a coat. She parked badly and walked down through the noise of it — buckets of dahlias, a man shouting about brownies, somebody’s radio, the wet-earth smell of six hundred people buying plants they had nowhere to put — and there it was, four stalls from the end, with a striped awning and a hand-painted board.

Sunhats. Two for a fiver.

In September. In London. On a grey day with the leaves coming off and everybody in coats.

A table full of sunhats, and a queue for them.

The girl behind it was about twenty-seven and had a scarf round her hair and glitter on her nails, and she was talking to an old man about his greenhouse while she made change. She had Sadie’s face. Morgan had last seen its likeness on a trolley in June, with eleven minutes of nothing behind it and a tube down its throat and the glitter chipped off one nail. She had handed it over to a resus team at eight fifty-one in the morning and had not thought about it again until she read a card on a noticeboard three days ago.

Morgan picked up two hats.

They were terrible. One was straw with a green ribbon and one was navy and neither of them was ever going to be worn by anybody in her life.

“Two for a fiver,” the girl said. “Or if you want the good one, that’s the good one, and it’s still a fiver, so.”

“I’ll take both.”

“Course you will.” The girl grinned at her, entirely without effort, and it was the worst part of the whole morning. She wrapped them without wrapping them, in the way of markets, and looked up. “You’re not from round here.”

“No.”

“On you go, then.” She put the fiver in the tin. A photograph was taped inside the lid, face down to everyone but her. “Have a nice Sunday.”

Morgan said, “You too,” and took her hats and walked to the end of the road and stood by a wall and had to work at her breathing for a minute like a woman getting over a fright.

Morgan had not said it.

She had stood eighteen inches from that girl with a fiver in her hand and had not said I brought her in. And there were good reasons — what would it have been for, and what would it have done to a Sunday, and who was it going to serve except Morgan.

And underneath the good reasons, flat on the floor where it had been all along: she had spent thirteen years perfecting the art of not being in the room afterwards, and she had got very good at it, and it turned out that a skill does not know the difference between a wall you built and a wall you are stuck behind.

She put the hats in the boot and did not throw them away. They were still there on the Monday. They would still be there in November, and in March, sliding about under the parcel shelf every time she braked, and she would take them out twice and put them back both times.

On the Monday she and Paige had ninety minutes of standby with nothing coming in, and they sat in the car outside the base with two coffees because the crew room had Neil in it.

“You’ve gone quiet,” Paige said.

“I’m a quiet woman.”

“You are famously not.”

Morgan turned the cup round. Rain had started doing something half-hearted on the windscreen and neither of them put the wipers on.

“Went to a market yesterday,” she said.

“Did you buy anything?”

“Two hats.”

“Do you wear hats?”

“Never.”

“Two, though.”

“They were two for a fiver,” Morgan said. “It would have been rude.”

Paige waited. It was her trick, and Morgan had watched her use it on forty different men in forty different kitchens and had never once been on the receiving end of it, and she discovered now that it was completely unsurvivable.

“It was Sadie Cole’s sister’s stall,” Morgan said.

The rain did its thing.

“Ah,” said Paige.

“I didn’t say anything to her. I stood there and bought two hats and said have a nice Sunday.” She put the cup in the holder. “I’ve been doing this thirteen years and I’ve never once gone back, not once, and now I can’t stop, and I don’t know what’s happened to me and I don’t much like it.”

Not one word of that had been planned. It landed in the small wet space of the car and sat there, and she would have given a month’s wages to have it back.

Paige did not say that’s very human of you or you did the right thing or any of the eleven sentences a person reaches for.

She said, “I read her file on Thursday.”

Morgan turned her head.

“All of it,” Paige said. “Right through to the end. There’s a consultant called Mensah who writes like a person and not like a witness.” She was looking out of the windscreen at the fence. “She had seven weeks. Her sister was in the room. Somebody sat down every few days and put on paper what was happening and why — and I read the lot at my kitchen counter at midnight and then I stood at the sink and I could not have told you what I was crying about, because nothing had gone wrong. Nothing at all had gone wrong.”

That was more than Paige Thornton had said about herself in a year.

“Paige—”

“Don’t,” Paige said, not unkindly. “It’s fine. It’s the week. Everybody’s—” and she stopped, because everybody’s tetchy was Tom Iveson’s line and she had no way of knowing that, and Morgan had to look at the fence for a moment herself.

Then Paige said, “The conference is Thursday.”

“I know.”

“I’m on the second panel. They’ve moved it to the main hall.”

“They would.”

“Yes.” Paige drank some coffee. “You’re down to travel Wednesday.”

“I saw.”

A pause opened with a great deal of last year in it. A hotel with a lift that took a hundred years. A corridor with the carpet in that pattern hotels have, and a door, and a very long moment in which two people who were excellent at making decisions under pressure made no decision whatsoever.

“Last year—” Morgan said.

“I know,” said Paige.

And that was all either of them said, and the rain got slightly more serious, and neither of them put the wipers on, and neither of them got out of the car, and neither of them said one single further word for eleven minutes.
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Paige had been standing outside the ward for four minutes, which was three and a half minutes longer than the situation required.

A hand gel dispenser, a poster about hydration, and a window at the end with a view of an air conditioning unit — and Paige stood in front of all three of them in her own coat, out of uniform, holding nothing, and understood that she had no idea what a person did next.

She had walked into a thousand hospitals and never once entered one as a visitor.

In the end a healthcare assistant came past with a trolley and said, “You all right there?” and Paige said, “Danny Prentice,” and the woman said, “Bay four, love, he’s got someone with him,” and the door was open and that was that.

He looked wrong.

That was the first thing, and it took her a second to work out why, and then she had it: he was clean. She had only ever seen him with a site on him, dust in the creases of his neck, grit in his eyelashes. Here he was scrubbed and in a hospital gown with his hair flat, twenty-seven years old, propped up on four pillows with a frame over the bed and a young woman in the chair beside him doing something on her phone.

“Hiya,” he said.

He had no idea who she was.

Of course he didn’t. He had been asleep from about a minute after he agreed to it, and there had been nothing to see afterwards but a ceiling and a ventilator and a fortnight of morphine.

“Sorry,” Paige said. “I should have — I’m Paige Thornton. I was the doctor. At the site.”

The young woman’s head came up.

There is a thing that happens in a room, and Paige had been in it before from the other side, and it is not gratitude exactly, it is a kind of collapse of the ordinary, and she disliked being the cause of it intensely.

“Oh,” Kelsey said. “Oh. Oh God, sorry, I’m—” She was standing up, and putting the phone somewhere, and then not knowing what to do with her hands, and Paige said, “Please don’t get up,” in the voice she used for relatives, and Kelsey sat down and immediately stood up again.

“You’re her,” Danny said.

“I am.”

“Right.” He looked at her for a while. He had a good face, tired and young and not much given to hiding. “You’re smaller than what I thought.”

“I get that.”

“You’re not on the telly, though. That’s a still, that is. That’s not you.” He shifted, and something hurt, and he waited it out with the practised patience of a man two weeks in. “They keep showing us it. My mate keeps sending it. I’ve told him.”

“He’s an idiot,” Kelsey said, to the floor.

“He is an idiot,” Danny agreed.

Paige stood at the end of the bed with her coat over her arm.

“They said you asked me,” Danny said.

“I did.”

“I don’t remember it.”

“No. I wouldn’t expect you to.”

“But you asked me.” He said it flatly, and she understood that this was the entire purpose of her visit and that neither of them had known it thirty seconds ago. “Because I’ve had — there’s been a lot of it. In here. People being nice. Everyone’s very nice. And underneath it there’s — ” His jaw went. “There’s the bit where I don’t know if I got asked.”

Kelsey put her hand on his arm.

“You were asked,” Paige said. “I’ll tell you exactly what happened, if you want it, and you can stop me at any point.”

“Go on.”

“I knelt down and I told you where we were. I told you the structure wasn’t safe and that the people whose job it is to know couldn’t hold it. I told you that getting you out the ordinary way would take an hour, and that we didn’t have an hour, and that if it came down it would take you and everybody in that gap with you.” She kept her voice level and unhurried, the way you do. “I told you your leg was under something we couldn’t lift, and that I could get you out in the next few minutes, and that I couldn’t get your leg out with you.”

Danny had his eyes shut.

“And you said, right. And then you said, you’re going to take my leg off, and I said yes. And you said, here, and I said here.” Paige paused. “Then you asked me whether you’d be able to drive.”

His face came apart.

“I never.”

“You did. You said you’d got the van on finance.”

“Oh, mate,” said Kelsey, with her hand over her mouth, “that’s you, that is⁠—”

“And then you told me to tell Kelsey you weren’t messing about.” Paige looked at the young woman in the chair. “You were stood where you were meant to be stood. He was clear about it and he wanted it said in those words, and one of us should have got to you sooner than a fortnight, and I’m sorry it’s me and I’m sorry it’s now.”

Kelsey cried the way people cry when it has been queuing a long time.

Danny opened his eyes and looked at the ceiling and said, “And then what.”

“And then you said, go on then.”

“Go on then.”

“Go on then.”

“Yeah,” he said. “That’s me. That’s what I’d say.” And he laughed, wetly, and put the back of his wrist across his eyes the way he had done in the yard with a hundred and forty tonnes over him, the exact same gesture, and Paige had to look at the frame over the bed for a moment.

She stayed eleven minutes.

She told him about the fire crew: the four of them who had gone into that space with her and stayed in it, and the one who had held his head for twenty minutes without once being asked to, and the officer who had walked the site three times before letting anybody near it and had been right about all of it. Nobody had told him any of that. It mattered to him more than anything she said about herself, and she could see it mattering, and she let it run. She did not mention his brother, and neither did he, and there was a great deal of him not mentioning it.

At the door Kelsey caught her sleeve.

“Was it quick?” she said. “Only they won’t say.”

“Eleven minutes from the decision,” Paige said. “He was asleep for all of it.”

“Eleven minutes.”

“Yes.”

Kelsey nodded, and held on to that number like a rail, and went back in.

An old porter was on the corridor doing something to a radiator with a screwdriver he plainly had no use for, and he straightened up as she went past and said, “All right?”

“Fine, thank you.”

“Mm.” He went back to the radiator. “Long way down them stairs, that’s all. You want to do it slow.”

Paige got three steps before she understood that he had not been talking about the stairs, and by the time she turned round he was gone.

The lift had one other person in it.

Tall, dark hair with a streak of silver at one temple, scrubs, an air of enormous stillness. Paige knew her the way everybody in the network knew her, which was by reputation and by a handful of handovers in a resus bay over eleven years.

“Thornton.”

“Mr — sorry. Blackwood.”

“Rowan’s fine.” The lift went down one floor and stopped for nobody. “How is he?”

“Better than he should be.”

“Yes. I’ve read it.” Rowan Blackwood looked at the doors. “You’ll be having a lovely time.”

Paige laughed before she could stop it. “That’s one word.”

“They’ll be fair with you,” Rowan said. “That isn’t the same as it being pleasant, and nobody tells you the difference in advance.” The lift arrived. She put a hand on the door. “One piece of advice, and then I’ll leave you alone, because I hated every person who gave me advice.”

“Please.”

“Don’t start explaining. The minute you start explaining you’ve agreed that there’s a question.” She stepped out. “Your record’s the only friend you’ve got in this. Keep writing it down.”

The doors began to close.

“It gets better,” Rowan said, from the corridor, not turning round. “Absurdly, it does. And the people you think will be decent mostly are, and one or two of them won’t be, and you won’t guess which in advance.”

“That’s not comforting.”

“No,” Rowan agreed, walking. “It’s just true, and I’d have liked somebody to say it.”

Paige should have left then. Afterwards she would go back over the afternoon and find the exact point at which she could have walked out of the building with nothing on her conscience, and it was that lift.

Instead she went down to the second floor, because the theatre corridor came out by the stairs, and because a man in blues was leaning on the coordinator’s desk eating a Twix and looking at a whiteboard.

The badge said BEN LAWSON — THEATRE COORDINATOR, and he had the manner of a man who had never once in his life been in a bad mood at work.

“You’re the helicopter,” he said, delighted. “You lot never come up here. What’s happened?”

“Nothing’s happened. I was visiting.” She looked at the board — three columns, magnets, somebody’s handwriting in two colours. “Can I ask you something daft?”

“My favourite kind.”

“When we bring you somebody who needs theatre immediately. At night.” She kept it light, and she was aware of keeping it light, and she disliked herself for the awareness. “What actually happens? Between me handing over and a knife going in.”

“Ooh.” He put the Twix down and turned to the board with real pleasure, and for four minutes he told her, and it was clear, and it was sensible, and there were two of them on every shift now.

“Two of you?”

“Two of us. Since — ” He waved a hand. “You know. That business. Best thing that ever happened to this floor, and I’d have said that if you’d asked me the week before, and nobody did.” He said it entirely without edge. “Night’s a dream now compared to what it was.”

“And you log it? The request time and the start time?”

“Course. It’s all in there. Every job, every night, going back years.”

“Does anybody look at it?”

Ben Lawson turned round with the Twix halfway to his mouth. He had the expression of a helpful man being asked something in a language he almost spoke.

“Look at it how?”

“The difference. Between when we hand over and when they start.” Paige heard her own voice being very casual. “Does anything run? A report, monthly, quarterly. Does it go anywhere.”

“Not that I know of,” Ben said. “I mean — if there’s a Datix, obviously. If somebody puts a Datix in, then it all comes out and they’ll pull the times and you’ll get a meeting.” He picked the Twix back up. “But otherwise, no. Why would you? It’s just the numbers. Nobody’s asked for that in the fourteen years I’ve been here.”

“No,” Paige said. “Of course.”

“You want me to see if anyone can run you one?”

“No,” she said, much too quickly, and then, “no, thank you, honestly. Idle curiosity. I’m meant to be on a train tomorrow.”

“Manchester,” said Ben, who knew everything. “Give ’em hell.”

She walked out past the café opposite, where somebody had put pumpkins in the window a fortnight early, and got most of the way to the Tube before she stopped on the pavement outside a phone shop with the crowd going round her.

Two questions.

She had asked Ben Lawson how theatre three got booked at night, and she had asked him whether anyone ever looked. And a fortnight ago she had stood at a kitchen counter and asked what happened to a boy after she left, which was three, if you were counting properly, and she found that she was.

Paige Thornton, who had never in sixteen years opened a door she was not required to open, stood outside a phone shop in Southwark and could not for the life of her remember deciding to ask any of them.
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The recognitions started in the registration queue and did not stop for two days.

Morgan clocked the first one at eleven minutes past six on the Wednesday evening, standing behind Paige with two lanyards and a canvas bag full of pens nobody would ever use. A man in his fifties looked up from a delegate list, looked at Paige, looked at the list again, and then did something with his face — a rearrangement, quick and badly done, of surprise into blandness.

After that Morgan could not stop seeing it.

It came in three varieties. There were the ones who came straight over and shook Paige’s hand and said something short and meant it, and there were about six of those and Morgan could have kissed every one of them. There were the ones who looked away, which was most, and which was cowardice of the ordinary sort and did nobody any harm.

And then there were the ones who wanted to talk about it.

“They’re not being unkind,” Paige said, on the Thursday morning, over a breakfast neither of them ate. “It’s an interesting case.”

“It’s not a case. It’s Danny Prentice and he’s on a ward.”

“It’s both.” Paige put her cup down. “That’s the job. You know it’s the job.”

“Doesn’t mean I have to enjoy the buffet.”

Morgan had been coming to these for eleven years and had worked out early where she stood in them. Consultants talked to consultants. Nurses talked to nurses and to the reps, who were the only people in the building being paid to be pleased to see anybody. Twice on the Thursday morning a man read her badge, saw the word nurse, and finished the conversation inside four seconds with a smoothness that was almost impressive.

She minded less than she used to. Eleven years ago it had made her furious; then for a while it had made her funny about it, which is what fury becomes when it can’t go anywhere; and now it was weather.

What she minded was different, and new, and she had no practice at it. She had to stand off to one side of Paige all day like a bag Paige had put down. She could not say are you all right in a room. She could not put a hand anywhere. She had unbroken licence to be within eighteen inches of this woman in the worst places in London, and none whatsoever in a carpeted hall in Manchester, and nobody had ever explained that to her because nobody had ever needed to.

At half twelve she found herself in a corridor beside the exhibition hall watching a small woman in a red jacket cross the room at speed and take a tall dark consultant by both arms.

“Blackwood.”

“Devine.”

“You look well. You look appalling, actually, but you look well.”

“Thank you.”

“How’s the unit?”

“Mended-ish.”

“That’s the only honest answer anybody’s given me all morning.” The woman in red released her. “Come and sit with us at lunch, we’re the loud table, you’ll hate it.”

Morgan, who had handed over to Rowan Blackwood perhaps forty times in her career and had never once seen her in a room where nothing was happening, went and got a coffee and thought about the word mended-ish for longer than the word deserved.

The panel was at two, in the main hall, which held six hundred and was full.

It was billed as Decision-Making at the Limit, which had been chosen months ago by somebody who could not possibly have known, and it had four speakers, and Paige was third.

She was good.

That was the thing nobody in that room had prepared for, including Morgan, who had prepared for it. Paige stood at the lectern in a grey jacket with her hands quiet on either side of the laptop and took six hundred people through nine minutes on a building site with no adjectives in it whatsoever. The structure. The counterweight. The engineer’s exact words. The fire service asking for them by name, twice, and what that meant, and why it was the most important sentence in the account. The decision. The consent. The eleven minutes.

She did not once say I had no choice. She said I chose, and then she said what she had chosen between, and she let the room do the rest of the work.

Morgan sat in the third row with her hands in her lap and her heart going like a bird in a bag.

She had been in that yard — had drawn up the drugs and held the tourniquets and heard every word of it through her own ears — and listening to it now, spoken flatly to six hundred strangers by the woman who did it, she found she was learning things. Paige had known about the counterweight before they walked in. Paige had done the arithmetic on the alley as a way out and discarded it in about a second and a half. None of that had ever been said aloud. It had simply been carried, by one person, for a fortnight.

Then the questions.

The first two were real. The third was a man from a teaching hospital in the south who wanted to know, at some length, with several sub-clauses, about the evidence base — whether a decision of this kind could be said to be supported by anything other than the clinician’s own assessment of a structural risk she was not qualified to assess.

“It couldn’t,” Paige said. “That’s correct.”

The room went a bit quiet.

“I’m not a structural engineer. I took the word of the man whose job it was, and I’d take it again, and if he’d been wrong I would have been wrong with him. There isn’t a trial that helps you at eleven o’clock on a Wednesday with a load moving. There’s the person in front of you and the best information available and the clock.” She let it sit. “If you’re asking whether I’d like there to be better evidence, of course I would. If you’re asking whether I’d have waited for it, no.”

Morgan wanted to stand up and applaud like a lunatic at a darts match. She looked at the carpet instead and had a small private word with herself.

The fourth question was the one.

A woman near the front, pleasant, reasonable, notebook out. “Thank you, that was very clear. I wondered whether you had a view on the wider effect. The footage has had a great deal of attention, and there’s a perception issue for pre-hospital care generally — I suppose I’m asking whether you’ve reflected on the impact your decision has had on public confidence in the specialty.”

And from the third row, Morgan had it.

Nobody else did. Six hundred people watched a composed woman in a grey jacket pause for half a second before answering. What Morgan had was the two fingers of Paige’s left hand going flat against the wood of the lectern — the exact thing they did on a scene when a plan had fallen over — and the tendon standing up in the side of her neck, and the certainty, arriving whole, of somebody who has spent years learning one person’s body the way you learn a road.

Paige Thornton was frightened.

Never, not once, in all the time she had known her. Not at the bridge. Not with a hundred and forty tonnes over her head. Here, in a carpeted hall in Manchester, in front of a woman with a notebook.

Morgan’s whole body came forward off the seat about an inch, and there was nowhere for it to go, and she understood in the same moment the exact and complete uselessness of everything she was good at. There was no drug to draw up. There was nothing to hold. The one thing she wanted — to put herself physically between this room and that woman — was not available to her, had never been available to her, and would have been the end of both their careers if she had tried.

She sat back down in a seat she had not left.

“I’ve reflected on it,” Paige said, evenly. “I’ve concluded that if I’d let him die in order to protect the reputation of pre-hospital medicine, that would have been the story worth worrying about.”

It got a laugh, which she had not been going for, and the woman wrote something down, and it was over.

Then the small woman in the red jacket leaned into her microphone from the far end of the panel.

“Can I come in on that.” Frankie Devine put her elbows on the table. “Because I’ve listened to two days of us being terribly sophisticated about decision-making, and I want to say the unsophisticated thing.” She looked out at the hall. “Every single one of you would have wanted her on scene. Every one. If it was your brother under that load you’d be on your knees begging for exactly this woman with exactly this record, and then you’d go home and write a very thoughtful email about the evidence base.” She sat back. “I’ve been doing this twenty-six years in Manchester and I’ll tell you what I’ve learned, which is that the ones who agonise afterwards are the safe ones. It’s the ones who don’t that keep me up. That’s all. Sorry, chair.”

The chair said something about time, and the room made the noise a room makes when it has been told off and rather enjoyed it.

Afterwards there was the thing that happens after — the small crowd at the front, the handshakes, the man from the south being gracious now the room had voted. Morgan stood by a pillar with two coffees going cold and waited forty minutes and did not mind one of them.

Frankie Devine went past her, saw the two cups, and grinned.

“You’re the crew.”

“I’m the crew.”

“Take her for a drink and don’t let her be sensible about it,” she said, and was gone.

They got back to the hotel at half nine.

The lift took a hundred years, the way that lift always had. It had a mirrored back wall and a light that hummed and it went up at the speed of a man thinking about something else, and the two of them stood in it side by side in a silence that had gone somewhere new.

Fourth floor. The doors opened.

And Morgan, stepping out, understood where she was.

Same floor. Same carpet — that pattern, red and gold and pointless, that exists nowhere on earth except hotels. Same run of doors going away down the corridor with their little brass numbers, and the fire door at the end, and the window in it with the car park lights coming through.

Neither of them had chosen it. A booking system had done it, back in August, at a company in Warrington that arranges conference accommodation, and there was nobody anywhere to be angry with about that either.

They walked down it together and stopped between two doors, hers and Paige’s, four feet apart, exactly as they had stood eighteen months ago with two glasses of wine in them and the whole thing about to happen and not happening.

Paige had her key card in her hand.

“Well,” she said.

“Yeah.”

Neither of them moved.

Morgan looked at her properly, for the first time all day. The grey jacket. The smudge of tiredness under each eye. The two fingers that had gone flat on the lectern at two thirty-eight that afternoon.

She thought about the woman with the notebook, and a man on a ward with one leg, and Tom Iveson saying I’d do it again tomorrow.

Her own hand started to come up off her side.

It got about four inches.

Then Paige said, “Goodnight, Morgan,” in a voice with nothing in it at all, and put her card against the door, and the little light went green, and she went in.

Morgan stood in the corridor with her hand halfway to nothing.

Down at the end, the fire door creaked in its frame the way they do, and the car park light came through the wired glass, and somewhere below a taxi pulled away.

Eighteen months, she thought. Eighteen months, and the same carpet, and I still didn’t do it.
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By half eleven the bar had emptied down to its bones.

The loud table had gone at ten, in a body, singing. The reps had gone earlier with their branded holdalls. There was a barman restocking a fridge with the patience of a man who has an hour left, a couple by the window not speaking, and the two of them in the corner with a low table between them and the fourth round on it.

Paige had drunk more than she drank and was not sorry.

The distance did it. Two hundred miles from the base, from the aircraft, from the ops room and the whiteboard and the six people who could see them at any given moment — and something in her had come unbolted around nine o’clock and had shown no sign of going back.

“Go on then,” Morgan said. “One chair.”

“It’s a very good chair.”

“Nobody’s arguing with the chair. I’m asking about the second one.”

“There isn’t a second one.”

“I know there isn’t a second one. That’s the whole—” Morgan put her glass down and turned to face her properly, one arm along the back of the seat. “Nine years, Paige.”

“There’s a stool.”

“A stool.”

“In the kitchen. It has a purpose. Things go on it.”

“So if I turned up at your door on a Tuesday with a bottle of wine, where would I sit?”

Paige looked at her.

“You’d sit in the chair,” she said, “and I’d stand at the counter, and I’d have felt about it exactly what I feel about it now, which is that I’ve arranged my entire life so that nobody ever has to be given the chair.”

Morgan didn’t say anything for a moment.

“That’s the most you’ve ever told me,” she said. “Ever. That’s the most.”

“Yes. I’m aware of it.”

“Do you want me to leave it?”

“No,” Paige said, and heard herself, and did not take it back.

The barman came and took two glasses and asked if they wanted anything else and Morgan said two more and he went away.

“My turn,” Morgan said. “Ask me something.”

“Why do you leave?”

“Bloody hell.”

“You asked.”

“I did.” Morgan sat back. Her sleeves were pushed up and her forearms on her knees, and she looked at the carpet for a while. “Because it’s never gone wrong. That’s the honest answer and it’s not a good one. Every service I’ve left, I left it while it was still good. Ambulance, then the ITU, then Kent, then here. I’ve never once been asked to go. I’ve never had a row. I’ve had four leaving dos and they were all lovely and I cried at two of them.” She turned her glass. “You leave while it’s still good and then it stays good. It doesn’t get to turn into anything. That’s the trick and I didn’t work out I was doing it until I was about thirty-two.”

“And here?”

“Here,” Morgan said, and stopped, and started again. “Four years,” she said. “Longest by a mile. And the last eighteen months I’ve been walking round the place like a woman in a house she can’t afford.”

The new drinks came.

“I want to tell you something,” Paige said, “and I need you to let me get to the end of it.”

“All right.”

“There was a boy last October.” She turned the glass a quarter-turn on the table, which was Marion’s trick and she had no idea where she had caught it. “Twenty-three. Motorbike, junction, pelvis. We had him at scene at ten past four and I handed him over at half four with a pressure and a plan, and on the way to the aircraft he apologised to me.”

“Callum Reid,” Morgan said.

Paige stopped with her glass halfway up.

“You remember his name.”

“Yeah.”

“I didn’t.” Paige put the glass down without drinking from it. “I want you to understand what I’m telling you. I did not remember his name. I found it three weeks ago in a spreadsheet, spelled out in a column, with a job number next to it, and I sat at my counter and read it like a stranger.”

“They all do it,” Paige said. “I’ve had a hundred of them say sorry. And I said what I always say and I got in the aircraft and I went home and I never thought about him again.”

“Paige—”

“I found out three weeks ago what happened to him after I left.” She was looking at the table. “Not because I asked. Because a spreadsheet had the columns in the wrong order and I was doing my homework for a review, at midnight, at my counter.”

“Is he⁠—”

“He died. And there was an inquest and it was dealt with and things were changed because of him, and what changed has made my working life easier every week since March, and I didn’t know.” She made herself look up. “I never once asked. Sixteen years I’ve been doing this and I have never asked. Not one of them.”

Morgan turned her glass round on the table.

“I rang the ward,” she said.

“You—”

“About a fortnight after. I got a sister who was very kind about it and she told me he’d died and I said thank you and I put the phone down.” Her voice had gone somewhere flat. “And I never said a word about it to a living soul, including you, and I have sat next to you every working day since.”

“Why him?”

“Because his mum was on her way with a cake.” Morgan looked at the table. “It was in the footwell of the car. I saw it when they brought her up. It had gone over.”

Paige did not say anything at all.

“I’ve never turned round,” Morgan said. “Not once, not ever, except that one.”

“What?”

“In a corridor. After a handover.” Her voice had gone somewhere low. “It’s a rule. I’ve never written it down and I’ve never said it out loud to anybody and I’d have told you it was professionalism if you’d asked me last year. You give them away and you don’t turn round.” She was gripping the glass. “Same rule. You and me. From opposite ends.”

The barman put the towel over the pump and said, gently, that he’d be locking the till, and neither of them had any idea how long they had been sitting in silence.

They went up.

The lift did its hundred years and neither of them said anything and the light hummed, and Paige stood looking at the numbers with her heart going in a way she found frankly undignified in a woman of forty.

Fourth floor. The corridor. That carpet.

They stopped between the two doors, four feet apart, the same four feet as last year and as last night, and Paige got her key card out of her pocket because her hands wanted something to do.

And then Morgan said, “No,” quite quietly, and closed the four feet.

It did not happen quickly.

That was the part Paige would keep afterwards — not the kiss but the length of the approach. Neither woman hurried the last four feet. Either could have stepped back and made it a story about how much they’d had to drink, and both of them knew neither would.

Morgan’s hand came up and settled at the side of her neck. Thumb along the jaw, fingers spread into her hair at the nape, the whole warm weight of a palm that had spent that week holding a stranger’s shoulder in a yard and a woman’s hand under a lorry. It was so much warmer than Paige had allowed for. She heard herself make a small sound before anything else had happened at all, and had no time whatsoever to be embarrassed about it.

Then Morgan’s mouth, and four years arrived at once.

It had been coming towards them since a resus bay in a year neither of them could now name, at walking pace, without deviating once. The shock was not that it was happening. The shock was that it fitted.

Two people who had spent years being disciplined about eighteen inches turned out to know precisely how to do this. The angle. The pressure. The exact degree to which Paige tilted her head and the exact degree to which Morgan met it, first time, without a single false start between them. Paige’s hand went to the front of Morgan’s shirt and took a fistful of it before she had issued it any instruction.

Morgan made a sound into her mouth, low and half-swallowed, and it went through the whole length of Paige like something struck.

Morgan’s other arm came round her back and pulled, once, without asking — and Paige went, entirely, and there was a wall involved, and the small brass number four-two-one somewhere beside her ear, and the cool of the paint through her shirt at the shoulder blades.

She got her fingers under the hem of Morgan’s shirt.

That was what did it. Not the mouth.

Two inches of warm skin at the side of Morgan’s waist under her palm. Nothing at all, by any reasonable measure. The narrowest strip of an ordinary woman between a shirt hem and a waistband — except that it was hers, and warm, and moving with her breathing, and available; and Paige had stood within touching distance of it several hundred times and had not been allowed. Paige’s thumb moved across the ridge of Morgan’s hip bone. Morgan’s whole body answered, a single involuntary movement forward that she plainly had no say in.

And it went through Paige at forty years old — chest, stomach, the backs of the knees — like current down a wet rope.

They stopped at the same moment, which was its own piece of information.

Neither of them moved away.

Morgan’s forehead came down against hers. They stood in a hotel corridor breathing at each other, and somewhere below, a taxi.

“Paige,” Morgan said.

“I know.”

“Say it, then. Because you’re going to.”

Paige shut her eyes.

“The policy,” she said, “is that where two members of staff are in a close personal relationship, both parties are required to declare it in writing to their line manager and to People and Culture. It doesn’t matter who started it. It doesn’t matter how long it’s been going on. There’s a form and it takes about ten minutes.” Her voice came out level, which was its own kind of obscenity, standing where she was standing. “Nobody is disciplined. Nobody is investigated. Nobody’s competence is questioned and it doesn’t go on your record as anything except a declaration.”

“I know all this.”

“Let me finish. You asked me to say it.” Paige opened her eyes. “The service then applies a mitigation. In every case it has ever applied it, the mitigation has been the same. They roster you apart. Priya Raval and Tom Iveson declared in August and were rostered apart from the fourteenth of September, and everybody was thanked for their openness, and it took four paragraphs.”

Morgan’s thumb was still moving very slightly against her jaw.

“And there’s the review,” Paige said. “Which is the part I’d want you to hear even if the rest of it didn’t exist. Anwen has two witnesses to the ninth of September and that’s all she has, and she has told us both, separately, in writing, that our accounts have to be independent. If we declare now, everything either of us says about that yard is worth nothing. Not to Anwen — she’d believe us. To the person who asks the question in six months, in public, and they will ask it, and they’ll be right to.”

The corridor hummed.

“So that’s where we are,” Paige said. “And I want to be accurate about it, because I’m not able to be anything else, and because you deserve it said properly instead of me being brave and vague at you in a corridor.” She made herself say the whole of it. “If we do this, we never fly together again.”

Morgan looked at her.

Not away. Not down. Straight at her, from four inches, with her hand still warm on Paige’s neck, and there was nothing in her face that Paige could not read, which was somehow the most frightening part of the evening.

“I know,” Morgan said.

And she said it the way you say a thing you have already finished thinking about.
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They travelled back on the Saturday and talked about the buffet car.

Two hours and eight minutes. Morgan could have given you the running order under oath: the buffet car, the state of the trains generally, a man in the next bay conducting a long and increasingly desperate call about a kitchen extension, whether the woman with the sub-clauses had been rude or merely thorough, and then the football, which neither of them followed and both of them discussed for eleven minutes somewhere north of Stafford.

They did not touch. Not once, not by accident, not on the platform at Euston where the crowd pushed everybody into everybody. Morgan had spent the whole of Friday night with her back against a corridor wall and the whole of Saturday afternoon eighteen inches from the same woman on a Pendolino, being extremely interested in a kitchen extension.

At Euston Paige said, “Monday,” and Morgan said, “Monday,” and they went to different Tube lines.

Monday was fine.

Which was the horror of it. Monday was completely fine. They were courteous and efficient and neither of them put a foot wrong all day, and by half four Morgan had worked out that this was because they had both, separately, decided to be perfect.

She heard it on the radio. She had listened to Paige on that radio since the spring of the year they met and knew every register the woman had — and the one that came out on Monday was the one she kept for people she did not know. Copy that. If you could, please. Thank you, Morgan.

Thank you, Morgan.

They restocked in silence. They briefed in the correct order. Neil sat in the back with his clipboard on his knee and could not possibly have seen a single thing, because there was not a single thing to see.

Tuesday was the woman on the stairs.

Fifty-three, a fall down a flight in a converted terrace in Walthamstow, unconscious with a good story for it and a bad one, and they went in through a hallway full of coats with the crew already working and the daughter standing in a doorway with her hand over her mouth.

A proper job, this one. Head injury, deteriorating, needing the airway taken off her and needing it in the next few minutes — on the floor, in a hall, with the stairs at their backs and a bicycle two of them had to lift out of the way first.

The hall smelled of other people’s coats and of a dog. A school photograph hung on the wall at the height of a woman’s shoulder, and Morgan worked underneath it for twenty minutes without once being able to stop knowing it was there.

Morgan laid the kit out on a doormat in the order she always laid it out, and the daughter said, “Is she going to be all right,” and nobody answered her, and Paige knelt down at the head end and put two fingers under the woman’s jaw.

“Ketamine,” Paige said. “One-twenty.”

And Morgan’s hand stopped.

One-twenty was a safe dose. For a woman of that weight in that state it was arguably the better one, and Morgan had known so before Paige finished saying the number.

Morgan had expected one hundred. The clinical difference was negligible.

Her hesitation was not.

And what she did every single time, twice a shift, four hundred times a year, what she had done since she was twenty-four years old in the back of an ambulance in Kent — what the whole edifice stood on — was say, without any drama and without so much as looking up: say again?

Two words. They cost nothing. It was not a challenge, it was plumbing — the least dramatic act available to a human being in a hallway. Paige would say the number again and either it would be the same number, in which case fine, or it would not be, in which case they had just caught something. Morgan had said say again to Paige Thornton perhaps two thousand times and Paige had never been anything but pleased about it.

Morgan did not say it.

She knelt there on a doormat in Walthamstow with a syringe in her hand and thought, in the space of about half a second and with total clarity: if I query her now, is that me being a nurse, or is that me being the woman who had her up against a wall on Friday.

And she could not tell.

And there was the difficulty. She could not tell, and the not being able to tell was so unfamiliar and so frightening that it took her a full beat to get past it, and then another one, and then she heard herself say, in a voice that was almost her own, “Say again?”

“One-twenty,” Paige said, without looking up.

“One-twenty.”

They gave it. The woman went off to sleep the way she was supposed to. Paige got the tube first pass and the trace came up in its clean squares and the daughter in the doorway started crying because she thought something had gone wrong, and Morgan took ten seconds to tell her that it had gone right.

Thirty seconds.

Not thirty. Nobody was counting and there was no clock on it and if you had shown the whole job to Anwen Hale she would have found nothing anywhere in it. The dose was correct. The patient did well. The record would show a textbook prehospital anaesthetic in a difficult space, and it would be true.

Morgan sat in the aircraft on the way back and could not get warm.

The failure was not the dose; it was the hesitation.

What had happened on that doormat was that the system had come off its mountings for a second and a half — and the system was her. That was the part nobody outside a crew ever understood. Paige Thornton was the best clinician Morgan had ever worked beside, and the reason she was safe was not that she was right most of the time. It was that there was somebody eighteen inches away whose whole function was to say say again without thinking about it.

Morgan had thought about it. And nobody would ever know, and there was no incident form on earth you could raise for a woman thinking about it.

Say again had gone through a filter. No more than that. Two words that had never had to pass through anything in thirteen years had gone through a filter on the way out of her mouth, and it had cost half a second on a job where half a second happened not to matter.

She thought about the next one.

She thought about a job where it did matter, at three in the morning, in the rain, on a motorway.

They were quiet on the way back. Neil got out at base and said, “Good job, that,” in his mild way, and went to write something entirely accurate on his clipboard.

Paige stopped by the fuel bowser with her helmet in her hand and stood there long enough that Morgan had to stop too.

“That was a good dose,” she said.

“I know it was.”

“It was the right dose and you asked me anyway, and I want that on the record between us if it’s nowhere else.”

Morgan looked at the tarmac.

“I asked you late,” she said.

Paige did not say no you didn’t, which Morgan would not have forgiven, and did not say nobody would have noticed, which was worse.

She said, “Yes.”

And then she went in.

Morgan sat in the crew room at eight that evening with the door shut and the intranet open on the ancient desktop that everybody swore at, and found the form.

Request for variation to crew pairing.

Two pages. It asked for the requester’s name and role and the pairing concerned and the proposed alternative. Then it asked, in a box about four lines deep, for the reason. Three tick-boxes sat over the top of it: Operational. Developmental. Other (please specify).

Morgan clicked Developmental.

She wrote: Have crewed with Dr Thornton for four years. Would benefit from exposure to a wider range of clinical practice and I think the service would benefit from breaking up long-standing pairings generally. Happy to discuss.

She read it back.

Every word of it was true. That was the thing about her, and she had known it since she was thirty-two — she never lied when she left. Not once, in any leaving conversation of her life, had she told a lie. She just found the true sentence that let her out of the room, and she was extremely good at it, and by the time anybody worked out what had happened she was somewhere else being excellent.

Would benefit from exposure to a wider range of clinical practice.

True. Also: it would have cleared it. All of it, at a stroke, no declaration, no form to People and Culture, no four paragraphs and a Tuesday. Just a nurse asking for professional development, which is a thing nobody in that organisation would ever refuse or even remember. Different crews, different days. The review takes two independent witnesses who no longer work together, which is cleaner still. And in eleven months, when it had all gone quiet, two people who happened not to be colleagues any more could do whatever they liked and nobody would ever have had to be thanked for their openness.

The best idea she had ever had.

It would work.

It would protect Paige. It would protect the inquiry, and Danny Prentice’s file, and the eleven minutes in that yard from a barrister with a raised eyebrow and eighteen months to prepare. And it would get Morgan Ellis out of a room before the room turned into anything, which was the part she was least able to look at directly and the part that had made her open the form.

Her hand was on the mouse.

She thought about Tom Iveson saying I’d do it again tomorrow, and about a corridor with a red and gold carpet, and about a girl selling sunhats in September, and about the fact that this was the longest she had ever managed anywhere, and that she had spent every one of those years quietly waiting for the moment when it would be time to be sensible.

Here it was. Right here, in a box four lines deep, tidy as anything.

Morgan sat back in the chair.

She did not send it.

She did not delete it either, which she thought about afterwards a good deal more than the not-sending. She left it sitting in the browser with the cursor going in the box, the way you leave a door on the latch — and she got up, and turned the light off, and went out to her car.

She sat in it in the dark for forty minutes with the keys in her hand.

There was a word for a woman who stays. There was a word for a woman who goes. Morgan Ellis had spent thirteen years being unambiguously the second one, and had been proud of it in a quiet way she had never examined, and she sat in a cold car outside her own place of work at half nine on a Tuesday and could not have told a living soul what she was now.
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Paige found it because she sorted the column the wrong way round.

Nothing cleverer than that. Four hundred and six jobs in date order for a fortnight, dutifully, the way you are supposed to — and then on the Saturday morning, tired and cross and wanting to be finished, she clicked the little arrow at the top of the interval column and sorted by size instead.

The worst ones went to the top.

Paige sat back with her coffee halfway to her mouth and looked at what a spreadsheet does when you ask it a different question.

It had been sitting there the whole fortnight. That was what she could not get past afterwards. Every figure had been on the screen since the first Tuesday, in the right order, correct to the minute, and the shape had been invisible for eleven days because she had been reading it chronologically — which is how you read a life, and is the worst possible way to read a system.

Most of her working life sat where it ought to. Scene to definitive care ran between eighteen and forty minutes for the jobs where that figure means anything, across six hospitals and two years, and the median was twenty-six and she had never in her life felt anything about the number twenty-six.

At the top of the sorted list were eleven jobs.

Eight of them explained themselves in a second. A patient who needed a scan first and was always going to. A transfer that went to the nearest unit and then on. Two where her own note said, in her own hand, exactly why. Paige struck them out one at a time, ruthlessly, because if she was going to do this she was going to do it against herself.

That left three.

She went and stood at the window for a bit, because she had a rule about not making decisions inside the first minute of anything, and it had served her for sixteen years, and it did nothing for her at all this time.

All three had gone to St Anne’s. All three were between the middle of September and the end of November last year. The intervals were fifty-two minutes, sixty-eight minutes, and eighty-one minutes.

The fifty-two was Callum Reid.

She did not know the other two names by heart, which shamed her more than anything else that morning — so she made herself write them out longhand before she looked at another column. A woman of sixty-one on the eleventh of November. A man of forty-four on the seventeenth of October.

Both had gone to theatre. Both had survived to a ward. What became of either of them after that she had no way on earth of knowing, and she wrote that down as well, because it was the truest line on the page.

Then she did what she had been avoiding for an hour, which was to filter for St Anne’s only, and sort by date, and look at the shape of the whole thing.

Autumn last year: three intervals over fifty minutes in eleven weeks.

Everything since March: none. Not one. Her longest St Anne’s interval since the spring was forty-one minutes, and that was a man who had needed the scanner and got it.

She made herself say the obvious sentence out loud in her kitchen, because saying it out loud is the only way to hear how thin a thing sounds.

“Three is not a number.”

It wasn’t. Three cases were not a pattern. Over the next forty minutes she tested case mix, rota luck, her flying hours for the quarter, her own recording practice, and the same jobs run against a different hospital — and none of it explained the cluster, and none of it fell over either, which was the part she disliked most.

March mattered more.

Something had been wrong. That was not her opinion; it was the finding of an inquest and the reason a Trust had permanently changed how it staffs a floor. After the correction her longest interval to that hospital fell to forty-one minutes and stayed there for seven months. The improvement confirmed that a fault had existed. What she could not prove was how far it reached.

And if the autumn was not weather, then the woman of sixty-one and the man of forty-four had waited in the same building for the same reason as Callum Reid — on nights when nobody happened to be watching, and nothing happened to go badly enough for anybody to have to write it down.

Nobody had ever asked either of them a single question about it. There was no reason on earth why anybody would have. They lived.

Paige had three jobs out of her own two hundred to that hospital.

She was one doctor. One other doctor flew her aircraft. There were two more aircraft, four ambulance services, and people arriving at that hospital by car and taxi and on foot every hour of every night of that quarter.

She had no access to any of it, no standing to ask, and no wish whatsoever to become the sort of person who tried.

What she had was three lines on a spreadsheet and a date in March.

She drove to Southend on the Sunday because she had said she would three weeks ago.

Her mother’s flat smelled of toast and of the polish she had used since 1987. A jigsaw sat half done on the folding table — a harbour, mostly sky, the sort that takes a season — and the radio on low in the kitchen for company rather than content. Jean made her a sandwich she had not asked for and put it in front of her.

“You look tired.”

“I am tired.”

“Well.” Jean sat down with the paper folded to the cryptic. “Nine down. Hospital worker turns up in a fashion (7).”

“Matron. No.” Paige turned it. “Trained? No, that’s — ” She stopped. “Attends, is it? No. Give me the letters.”

“N, blank, blank, blank, blank, blank.”

“Nursing.” Paige rubbed her eyes. “Nursing. Turns up in a fashion. It’s not very good.”

“It’s dreadful,” Jean agreed, and wrote it in.

They did four more. Jean got two of them instantly and was wrong about one and went over the top of it until the square was a small black hole, and Paige watched her do it and thought about certainty.

“Mum.”

“Mm.”

“The calls you took.” Paige had the sandwich in her hands and had not eaten any of it. “Did you ever find out what happened? After.”

Jean did not look up from the paper.

“No,” she said.

“Never?”

“Now and again you’d hear. Somebody’d come in and say, that one on Tuesday, he was all right in the end.” She filled in a clue. “Once a woman sent a card to the control room. Nineteen ninety-six, that was. We had it up on the board for about a year.”

“And the rest?”

“The rest you don’t get.” Jean put the pen down. “That’s the job, love. You get eleven minutes of somebody’s life, the worst eleven minutes there’s ever been, and you do everything you can with it, and then the crew arrives and the line goes and that’s you. Next call’s already ringing.”

The radio said something about the shipping forecast.

“There was one,” Jean said.

Paige waited.

“Ninety-eight. Man rang about his wife, she’d gone down in the kitchen. I did the compressions with him. You do them over the phone, you count for them, you keep them going because they stop if you let them, they always stop.” Her hands had gone still on the crossword. “Eleven minutes I was on with him. He kept saying her name in between the counts. And the crew went in and I heard the door go, and then the line went, because it does, because he put it down, and quite right too. And the line went, and it ended there. Twenty past two in the afternoon. I had another one before I’d got my breath back.”

“Did she⁠—”

“I don’t know.” Jean picked the pen back up. “Fourteen, Meadow Rise. I could take you there now. I’ve never been down that road in my life and I could take you to the door.”

Paige sat in her mother’s front room with a sandwich going stale in her hands.

“Do you still want to know?” she said.

“Every day,” said Jean. “Twenty-two years and I stopped asking after about the first eighteen months, because it was that or give up the job, and I wasn’t giving up the job.” She looked over her glasses. “Why are you asking me this?”

There was a version of that afternoon in which Paige told her.

She could see the whole of it — the three lines, the date in March, the boy on the way to the aircraft. It would have taken four minutes. Jean would have listened to every word of it and would not have said anything useful, and would have been the only person alive who understood it in her body rather than her head.

“Work,” she said. “It’s nothing.”

“Mm,” said Jean, who had spent twenty-two years listening to people say it’s nothing down a telephone, and let it go, and put the kettle on.

At the door, with her coat on, Paige got as far as the step.

“Love.” Her mother was holding the door with one hand. “You’re not me.”

“What?”

“I never had a bit of paper in my life,” Jean said. “Not one. It was a voice and then it was gone and there was nothing left over for anybody to look at, and that’s why I stopped asking, because there was nothing to ask with.” She straightened the coat on Paige’s shoulder the way she had done since 1991. “You’ve got it written down. Whatever it is. You’ve got it written down, haven’t you.”

Paige stood on the step.

“Yes,” she said.

“Well then,” said Jean, and kissed her, and shut the door, and went back to the crossword.

She got home at half nine.

She did not put the lamp on. She sat in the chair with the laptop and opened a new document and typed the three job numbers into it, one under the other, with the dates, and the intervals, and the receiving hospital, and nothing else at all. No adjectives. No conclusion. No covering note.

She added the date in March, and what had changed on it, and a single line saying that her own intervals to that hospital had not exceeded forty-one minutes since.

Four hundred words. It took her twenty minutes.

She wrote it the way she wrote a scene sheet — which is to say she wrote it as though a stranger who disliked her would one day be reading it aloud in a room, slowly, to other people, with two years to have prepared.

At the end she pressed the keys to save it, and the box came up asking her what to call it, and the cursor sat there going in the little white field.

Paige looked at it for a long moment.

Then she clicked cancel, and closed the lid, and sat in the dark in a chair with nobody in the other one, because there wasn’t another one.
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Morgan had been on Paige’s doorstep for ninety seconds before she made herself press the buzzer, and she knew it was ninety because she counted, which was Paige’s fault and had been happening to her for weeks.

There were two bags. One had a chicken in it and one had everything else, and she had bought all of it in twenty minutes in a shop in Bermondsey with the specific reckless efficiency of a woman who has decided to do a stupid thing and would rather get on with it before the sensible part catches up.

The intercom clicked.

“Yes?”

“It’s me.”

A silence about four seconds long, which was three and a half seconds longer than it needed to be.

Then the door went.

The flat was on the second floor at the back and it was smaller than Morgan had pictured and much better. Books along one wall, properly read. A rug. A print of something maritime and unshowy. The window at the end with the black shape of a plane tree in it and, below, an orange yard.

And a chair.

One chair, set where the light came in, with a lamp beside it and a table the size of a dinner plate and a laptop shut on the arm.

“You didn’t say you were coming,” Paige said.

“No.”

“Is everything⁠—”

“Everything’s fine.” Morgan lifted the bags. “Where’s your kitchen?”

The kitchen took four steps to cross. It contained one excellent knife, one heavy pan, a chopping board that had been used hard for years and cared for properly, a stool, and almost nothing else. There was salt, and a jar of capers with three capers left in it and a use-by date that had been and gone while Danny Prentice was still working.

This was not the kitchen of somebody who couldn’t be bothered. Everything in it was good. There was simply nothing in it that assumed a second person.

“How do you live?”

“Efficiently.”

“You’ve got no garlic.”

“I don’t cook.”

“Everybody’s got garlic. It’s not cooking, it’s — ” Morgan started unpacking. “It’s a thing that’s in a house.”

She cooked.

It took an hour and she did not hurry any of it, because the hurrying was not the point and because she needed something to do with her hands. Chicken thighs, skin down, left alone until they let go of the pan. Garlic she had bought on the way. Half a lemon. A tin of beans and a great deal more butter than anybody needed. The window went black and the little room filled up with steam and noise, and Paige’s flat, which had smelled of nothing at all when Morgan walked into it, began to smell like somewhere people lived.

Paige stood at the end of the counter with her arms folded and got told to sit down twice and did not.

After the second time Morgan looked up. “Go and sit in your chair.”

“It’s your chair this evening,” Paige said, and went and got two glasses down off a shelf, and something happened in Morgan’s chest that she elected not to examine while holding a knife.

They ate at the little table with their knees more or less touching, Morgan in the chair, Paige on the stool she had carried through from the kitchen without commenting on it.

The food was good. Morgan knew it was good; she had been cooking this for eleven years and it was the only thing she did that she was uncomplicated about. Paige ate like a woman who had not been fed by another human being in years, and then apologised for a second helping, and Morgan told her to shut up and gave her a third.

They talked about nothing, which was the best hour Morgan had had all year.

Ray’s daughter had failed her driving test for the third time, on a roundabout, and Ray had described the roundabout to them at such length that Morgan could now draw it. Neil, it turned out, kept bees, and had been sitting in the back of their aircraft for a fortnight with two hundred thousand of them at home in Chingford, and neither of them had ever asked him a single question about himself. They talked about a man from the spring they had both entirely forgotten and both, it emerged within ten seconds, remembered exactly, including the wallpaper.

Then the plates were empty and the room went quiet in the way rooms do, and Morgan put her fork down.

“I need to tell you something,” she said, “and it’s not good, and I’d rather say it than have it sat in me.”

Paige put her glass down.

“Last Tuesday,” Morgan said, “after the job in Walthamstow. I went into the crew room and I filled in a request for a variation to crew pairing.”

Nothing happened in Paige’s face at all, which was how Morgan knew it had landed.

“I ticked developmental. I wrote four sentences and every one of them was true — that I’d been with you a long time, that I’d benefit from a wider range of practice, that the service ought to break up long pairings on principle. A good form. A really good form.”

“Did you send it?”

“No.”

“Morgan—”

“I didn’t delete it either.” She made herself keep her hands still. “It’s still sat there. I’ve looked at it twice since.”

Paige said, “Why are you telling me?”

“Because I’ve done it before.” Morgan’s voice came out lower than she wanted. “Not that form. But that. Four times. I’ve got a way of leaving, Paige, and it doesn’t look like leaving, it looks like a sensible woman making a professional decision, and it’s true every single time, and I have never once in my life had to lie to get out of a room.” She turned the glass a quarter-turn on the table and stopped herself, because that was Paige’s. “And I nearly did it to you last Tuesday at eight o’clock at night, and I’d have been out the door before either of us had to say a single hard word, and you’d have thought it was about the ketamine.”

“It was partly about the ketamine.”

“It was all about the ketamine and none of it was, and you know that better than I do.”

“Yes,” Paige said.

“Say the rest of it, then.”

“The rest of it is that you were right to fill it in.” Paige had gone quite still on the stool. “That’s what I’ve been carrying round since Tuesday. Not that you nearly went. That the form is the correct answer to what happened in that hallway, and I have read the policy eleven times in a fortnight looking for a way round it, and there isn’t one, and I’m too good at my job to pretend otherwise.”

Paige looked at the table for a while.

“Thank you for telling me,” she said.

“Don’t do that.”

“Do what?”

“That. The bit where you’re gracious at me.” Morgan sat forward with her elbows on her knees. “I’ve watched you be gracious at bereaved families and coroners and a woman with a notebook in Manchester and you’re the best I’ve ever seen at it, and I’m not a family, and I’m not a coroner, and I’ve just told you the worst thing about myself in your own kitchen.”

The plane tree moved about in the window.

“All right,” Paige said.

“All right.”

“What do you want me to say?”

“Nothing. That’s — ” Morgan stopped. Started again, because this was the part she had rehearsed in the car and it had sounded better in the car. “I want to ask you a question, and then I want to not fill the silence in afterwards, which I have never managed in my life, and I’m telling you that in advance so you know what’s happening and don’t think I’ve had a stroke.”

Something moved at the corner of Paige’s mouth. “Understood.”

Morgan breathed out.

“What do you want to happen?”

Paige opened her mouth.

“I’ve been thinking about the intervals,” she said. “There’s something I should probably show you, actually, because I’ve got three jobs from that autumn that⁠—”

“No.”

Paige stopped.

“No,” Morgan said. “That’s not what I asked. And I’ll look at your three jobs, I’ll look at them all night if you want, and I’ll bring you the sheets and the times and anything else you need and I’ll do it gladly.” She held Paige’s eye. “But that’s not what I asked, and you know it’s not, and if you’d like me to go home I’ll go home and I won’t be funny about it. What do you want to happen?”

And then Morgan did the thing.

She sat back in a chair that was not hers, in a flat she had never been in before, and she shut her mouth, and she waited.

The waiting was appalling.

At eight seconds she wanted to take the question back. Her hands moved towards the plates without being asked and she made them stop and put them flat on her own knees.

At twenty-five she had a joke about the capers ready to rescue them both, fully formed, warm and useful, exactly the right size to lift the room three inches and let them off.

By forty seconds Morgan Ellis had understood what thirteen years and four leaving dos had failed to teach her: that she had always called this rescue kindness, and that people had thanked her for it.

After a minute she stopped counting and could see Paige properly, and it got much worse.

Paige did not answer.

She sat on a kitchen stool in her own front room with both hands round a glass she had stopped drinking from. She looked at the plane tree. At one point she drew breath as though she had found the beginning of a sentence, and then let it go again without using it. Her thumb moved on the glass.

She did not say one word.

And Morgan, watching her not say it, understood that she was not being refused. She was being paid the compliment of a woman who would not give her an answer she had not finished being able to keep.

The clock in the kitchen was one of those that goes.

At some point — Morgan had no idea how long, she had stopped counting, which was itself remarkable — Paige got up.

Morgan’s stomach went over. Here it is.

But Paige did not go to the door and she did not go to the window. She went into the kitchen, and there was the sound of a tap, and she came back with the pan and a cloth and stood by the table for a second.

Then she put them down on the floor.

She sat back on the stool, and reached over, and took Morgan’s glass out of her hand and set it on the little table with her own — the two of them together, touching, on a surface the size of a dinner plate — and she still did not say anything.

But she did not ask her to go.

They sat like that for a long time, four feet from each other in a room with one chair in it, the way they had sat in a corridor in Manchester and in a car outside the base and in the front two seats of an aircraft for a very long time indeed, and the plane tree went about outside, and neither of them moved.
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Paige did it properly, because there was no other way she knew how to do anything.

Saturday evening, the lamp on, the laptop open, a new document with two columns in it. She had built the same table perhaps forty times in her career — for a job offer, for a flat, once for a relationship that had not survived contact with it — and she had never yet gone against what it told her.

She began with the policy, because you do not assess a thing you have not read.

She read all eleven pages. Not the summary. The whole document, including the annexes and the version history and the note at the bottom recording that it had last been reviewed in March by a working group of four people whose names meant nothing to her.

It was, she thought, rather a good policy.

That was the first unwelcome finding of the evening, and she made herself write it down at the top of the page before anything else, because a woman who starts an assessment by deciding the rules are stupid has not started an assessment. There was no cruelty in it anywhere. It did not moralise. It said, in flat and careful English, that the organisation recognised that people who work in close and demanding partnerships sometimes form close personal relationships, that this was neither prohibited nor regarded as a matter of conduct, and that the organisation’s only interest was in ensuring that clinical decision-making, incident reporting and the challenge culture were not compromised.

The challenge culture.

She sat and looked at that phrase for a long moment. Somebody had written it in an office, on a laptop, in a meeting-room chair, having never in their life knelt on a doormat in a hallway in Walthamstow — and they had been completely right, and Paige had watched them be right, from eighteen inches away, on a Tuesday.

There is a sort of anger available to a person who cannot fault the reasoning. She had not known that until this autumn. It has nowhere to go and it does not burn off.

Then the mitigations, in a list, in order of preference — supervision arrangements, reporting lines, recusal from appraisal, and four others, each less applicable than the last.

Then the sentence that mattered. In the case of operational crew, the standard mitigation shall be separate rostering.

Shall. Not may, not will normally. Somebody had sat in a room in March with a draft in front of them and had taken out a softer word and put that one in, and had been right to.

She downloaded the form. Two sides. Names, roles, dates, a box for the nature of the relationship in which somebody had helpfully written (brief factual description is sufficient), two signatures. It would take ten minutes.

The table came next.

The left-hand column filled itself, and ran to nineteen lines.

Two witnesses who had been told, separately and in writing, to remain independent. Danny Prentice’s consent, which somebody would one day ask him about — a solicitor, a journalist, a well-meaning man from a regulator with a bundle and a biro — and whose own conviction about his answer would rest on the word of two women who had turned out to be sleeping together and had not mentioned it. Three historic intervals that would be easier to dismiss the moment she looked compromised. And the certainty that she and Morgan would never crew together again.

A declaration would not make either account untrue. It would only make both unusable. It would not disprove the St Anne’s numbers; it would ensure they were handled instead of heard, and handling is how things stop.

She thought about him saying but you asked me in a hospital bed with his jaw going. She wrote Prentice and then a colon and then nothing at all for a minute and a half.

Under the pairing she wrote this is not a hardship, and read it back, and struck it out, because it was not true and she had a rule about that.

What she put instead took three attempts: I do not know what I am like without her in the left-hand seat. I have not been that person since before the pandemic and I have no assessment to offer of her.

The right-hand column she stared at for eleven minutes.

One line went into it.

I want her.

It sat there in twelve-point type looking absurd.

Nineteen lines on the left, several citing paragraph numbers, every one of them correct and checkable and defensible in a room. Three words on the right, in the voice of a woman who had never in her life written anything in that voice, and who had spent sixteen years assembling an existence in which such a sentence could not arise, and had succeeded, and had been congratulated for it at intervals by people who liked her enormously and did not know her at all.

The assessment was complete. It said no.

Paige sat in the one chair in a flat where a woman had cooked in her kitchen four days ago, and understood that she was going to go against it, and that she had no defensible reason.

And then — because she was still, underneath everything, a person who could not leave a piece of reasoning half done — she made herself ask why.

Not why her. That was easy and it would have taken an hour.

Why now. Why, at forty, after nine years in a flat with one chair and a decade of arrangements that ended tidily, was she prepared to set fire to something that had never once been on fire.

The answer arrived from an unexpected direction and it was not romantic in the least.

She had stopped at the doors.

Every single time. At the handover doors at St Anne’s at twenty-five to five on the twenty-eighth of October, where she signed her sheet and walked back to an aircraft while a boy who had apologised to her waited fifty-two minutes on the other side of a wall. At a stairwell door with her hand flat on the bar, twice — the roof being the one exception she had ever made and had immediately blamed on the wind. At a corridor in Manchester with a glass of wine in her, where she said goodnight and told herself for eighteen months that it had been the responsible thing, and it had been, and it had also been a woman stopping at a door because stopping at doors was what she did.

She had built an entire professional identity out of two things: the accuracy of what she wrote down, and the absolute reliability with which she stopped at the line.

And the accuracy had never once been the problem.

Paige closed the laptop.

She went and stood at the window for a while, which was the rule, one minute before any decision. She gave it four.

Rain, in the loose unserious way it comes in early October. The yard was orange under the security light. The plane tree had begun letting go of things, and a wet leaf had come up against the glass at eye height and stuck there, and she looked at it for most of the four minutes.

She picked up her keys.

Leytonstone took her thirty-five minutes.

The whole of London was out on a Saturday night, and the wipers were on the wrong setting for the entire journey, going too fast for the amount of rain, squeaking on the upstroke every three seconds — and Paige Thornton, who had never in her life driven a mile with a fault she could correct, did not touch them once. She noticed herself not touching them at about Hackney. She left them alone the rest of the way, and by Leyton the squeak had become the only thing in the car with her, and she found she rather liked it.

She parked badly, which she never did — half up a kerb outside a shuttered dry cleaner’s that had a Christmas display in the window already, in the first week of October, a plastic tree and four cards and a string of lights nobody had switched on.

The house was one of a terrace, with a hedge somebody had cut badly and a wheelie bin and a light on upstairs behind a blind. A bicycle in the front garden had plainly not moved since the spring. Two doors down, a party was going on with the windows open and somebody was being extremely funny about something.

Paige stood on the pavement in the rain with the keys in her fist and had, at last, the full and undivided attention of her own body.

The whole ridiculous cargo of it. The heart going. The cold coming through her shirt at the shoulders. The fact that she had not eaten since two o’clock, had not brought a coat, and had not at any point in the last thirty-five minutes thought of a single word to say.

There is no version of this you can do by email, she thought.

There is a version, said the part of her that had written nineteen lines. There is an extremely good version, and it involves waiting until the review reports and behaving impeccably throughout and then having a calm conversation in a car park in the middle of December, at which point everything on that list is answered and nobody anywhere is harmed and the whole of it costs nothing but eleven weeks.

Eleven weeks is nothing. You have given eleven weeks to a training course.

Paige stood in the rain outside a stranger’s hedge and found that she had nothing at all to say to that. It was correct. It was the better plan. It was, in every measurable respect, the right decision, and she had made an entire life out of the right decision, and she was so tired.

She crossed the pavement and went up the path and pressed the bell before she could assess one further thing.

It was the first act of her adult life that had gone straight from wanting to doing, with nothing in between, and her hand did it, and afterwards she would not be able to describe the moment at all.

Nothing happened for four seconds.

Then a light came on behind the glass, and a shape, and the sound of a chain, and Morgan Ellis opened her own front door at eleven o’clock at night in a T-shirt and bare feet with a tea towel still over her shoulder — and stopped dead, with her hand on the frame, and did not say one word.

Paige stood on the step with the rain going down the back of her neck.

“I’ve done the assessment,” she said. “It says no.”

Morgan’s hand stayed on the frame. The rain came down between them, off the little porch, in a line.

“Paige.”

“Nineteen lines,” Paige said. “I did it properly. I did it the way I do everything and it took me two hours and it is completely correct, and if you asked me to defend it tomorrow morning in front of Anwen Hale I could do it without a note.” Her voice had gone somewhere she did not recognise. “And I’m stood on your step in the rain at eleven o’clock at night without a coat.”

Morgan let go of the door.
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Morgan got the door shut with her foot.

It was the last thinking Morgan did. The rest of it arrived the way the rest of it arrives — Paige’s coat-less shoulders wet through the shirt under her hands, Paige’s back against the inside of the front door, the cold coming off her and the heat coming off her at the same time, and the little rattle the letterbox made.

“Say it again,” Morgan said.

“It says no.”

“Not that bit.”

Paige’s hands were in her hair. “I’m stood on your step in the rain.”

“You’re not on the step.”

“No,” Paige said, and pulled her in.

The first minute had no shape to it at all.

Morgan had wanted this for so long and in such detail that she had assumed she would be able to observe it happening. She could not. There was a wall and there was a woman and there was the extraordinary discovery that Paige Thornton, who had never touched her, took hold like somebody who had been counting.

Wet shirt. Buttons that would not. The hard line of the doorframe against Morgan’s forearm. Paige’s mouth at the side of her throat and Morgan’s own voice making a noise she did not authorise.

“Upstairs,” she said.

“Where?”

“Left.”

They did not go up quickly. That was what she kept afterwards, and it surprised her, because they had run up worse stairs than these together with a bag each and eleven minutes on the clock. They went up slowly, and stopped twice, and Paige’s hand went under her T-shirt at the second stop and stayed there, flat, warm, at the small of her back, and Morgan had to hold the rail.

The bedroom light stayed off. The street lamp did the rest.

The undressing was the part Morgan had not thought about.

Everything else, she had thought about. She had lain in that bed a hundred nights with her hand where it wanted to be and thought about this woman in a fair amount of detail, and none of it had been this: standing at the end of her own bed while somebody took her clothes off with total attention and no hurry whatsoever, in a room in Leytonstone, on a Saturday.

Because Paige had only ever seen her dressed for work.

Years of flight suits and gloves and a helmet. Years of hands doing the right work in the right order, of Morgan Ellis being unarguably excellent at something. And now a T-shirt going over her head, and everything under it an ordinary body, in a room, in the dark, with a woman looking at it who had never had cause to before.

“All right?” Paige said.

“Yeah.”

“Say it properly.”

“Yes.” Morgan got hold of the hem of Paige’s shirt. “Take this off. Please take this off.”

Paige’s skin was cold from the rain and went warm under Morgan’s hands within about a minute, and there was a mole below her collarbone that Morgan had never once in her life been in a position to know about, and she put her mouth on it.

Paige made a sound.

The first one. Morgan collected it and kept it.

They got to the bed. Morgan went to move: to do, to give, to be the one with the hands, because that was who she had been in every bed she had ever been in, and she was good at it, and it was the only way she knew how to be there.

And Paige put a hand flat in the middle of her chest and pressed her down.

“No,” she said. “Stay there.”

“Paige—”

“Stay. There.”

Morgan stayed there.

What happened after that took a long time and she was not in charge of any of it.

Paige’s hands.

Morgan knew those hands better than she knew her sister’s. On a lectern. On a wrist. Holding a jaw open on a doormat in Walthamstow. Coming off a pair of gloves in a corridor with an entire floor pretending not to look.

Now they went down her ribs one at a time with exactly that attention — unhurried, and not going to be hurried, and utterly certain of what they were doing — and every part of Morgan that had ever solved anything by being fast had nowhere to put itself.

Paige moved down Morgan’s body, slowly, the way she did everything. Collarbone. The flat between the ribs. The soft under the curve of a breast. She took her time over each of them, giving each one its due, as though there were nothing waiting anywhere in London and never had been.

By the time she got a mouth on the inside of Morgan’s thigh, Morgan had a fist in the sheet and had said nothing coherent for some minutes.

A hand came up and spread flat on her stomach and held her still.

“You keep moving,” Paige said.

“You keep⁠—”

“Let me.”

And that was the sentence that did it, because it was not is this all right and it was not do you like that, it was let me, and Morgan Ellis, who had spent thirteen years giving people away in corridors and leaving before the ending, found that she had no idea at all how to be given something.

She put an arm over her face.

Paige took it off. Put it down on the sheet. Held it there, by the wrist, gently, and went on.

There was no wall left to get behind after that.

She was not quiet, which she had not expected of herself. Quiet was her default and always had been.

She said Paige’s name at one point in a voice she did not recognise as her own. Later she said please, twice, and on neither occasion could she have told anybody what she was asking for. Her hand found the back of Paige’s neck and stayed there and shook, and Paige stayed exactly where she was and did not alter a thing, because she had found it, and she had understood some while ago that the way to do this was not to keep looking for something better.

When Morgan came it went through her in one long unwinding, from somewhere far lower than she had been expecting, and it did not stop where she expected it to stop. It went on. It took her arms and the backs of her knees and the top of her head.

She made a noise into the pillow. She turned her face into her own shoulder the way you do when something is too much to be looked at while it is happening — and found, when it had finally gone through her and let her go, that her cheek was wet.

Paige came up the bed and put a hand on the side of her face and did not say a single word about it.

That was what finished her.

“Come here,” Morgan said, when she could. “Come here. It’s my go.”

It was not the same and she had known it would not be.

Paige on her back was a different woman entirely.

The narration stopped. All of it, the times and the sentences and the careful ordering of the world, went out of her the moment Morgan got a hand between her legs. What was left could not get a whole word out and had stopped trying.

Morgan took her time.

She did it for both of them. She had been trained to be fast in every part of her life and she was not going to be fast here; she found the rhythm that made Paige’s breath catch on the intake and stayed on it, and when Paige’s hand came down and gripped her forearm she did not change anything at all. Morgan put her mouth on Paige and listened to her the way she listened to a chest. She had spent years reading this woman’s breathing across two feet of airframe with the rotors going; she could have picked it out of a room. Every alteration in it, she read, and gave back exactly what it asked for and nothing else.

Paige said, “Morgan—” once, high and unfinished.

And then Paige went, with almost no sound at all.

That was the thing Morgan would think about for weeks — that a woman who had stood in front of six hundred people and taken them through a building site without one adjective out of place had nothing to say about this whatsoever. One hand fisted in the sheet. The other still on Morgan’s forearm, holding on hard enough to leave four small marks that were faintly there on the Monday and that Morgan looked at, in the crew room, with a cup of tea in her hand, like a woman reading a letter.

Afterwards they lay in the dark and did not put the light on.

The rain had stopped. Somebody’s taxi. The street lamp did what it does through a blind.

“I’ve never done this,” Paige said, to the ceiling.

“You’ve absolutely done this.”

“Not this.” Her hand was moving very slowly on Morgan’s shoulder. “I’ve had — there’s been people. I’ve been perfectly all right at it. But I’ve never once let anybody stay, and I don’t know how you’d do that, and I would like it noted that I am forty.”

Morgan laughed into her collarbone.

“Noted.”

“You cried.”

“I did not.”

“You did, and I’m not going to make anything of it,” Paige said, “and I’d like you to know that I registered it and put it somewhere safe.”

Morgan lay there and looked at a ceiling she had looked at for two years on her own.

“Nobody’s ever made me stay still before,” she said.

“I know.”

“How do you know?”

“Because I’ve watched you work,” Paige said. “Nobody’s ever made you do anything.”

A long, good silence.

Then Paige said, “I have to say the rest of it.”

And the room changed.

Morgan felt it come — she had been waiting for it since the doorbell, and part of her had known it would arrive here, in the dark, lying down, when neither of them had any armour left. Nobody signs anything terrible in a car park.

“Say it.”

“Three weeks.” Paige’s voice had gone level, and Morgan hated it and understood it. “The interviews are the week after next. Anwen closes the evidence and then she writes, and she’s said we’ll have the finding by the end of October. Three weeks from Monday.”

“And in those three weeks we say nothing.”

“We say nothing, and we do nothing where anyone could see, and we do not declare.” A pause. “And then the moment the finding lands, we go straight to People and Culture, together, and we tell them the truth, and we take the rostering, and it’s done.”

Morgan lay still.

The worst part was that it was good. That was the trap in it and it snapped shut cleanly: three weeks was a nothing, three weeks was reasonable, three weeks protected the inquiry and Danny Prentice and the boy who said sorry and everything else that a hundred and forty tonnes of counterweight was still hanging over. Anybody would have said yes.

“Paige.”

“Mm.”

“I’m not built for it,” Morgan said. “I want that on the record between us, since you’re so keen on the record. I have never in my life kept a thing like this in my mouth. I say things. I say them at the wrong time and I say them to the wrong people and it’s cost me two jobs.”

“Three weeks.”

“Yeah.” Morgan turned over and put her forehead against Paige’s shoulder. “All right. Three weeks.”

So it was agreed, in a bed, in the dark, by two people who had done the correct thing all their working lives.

The rest of it she did not say, because there was no point in saying it.

Robyn had rung on the Thursday about the ninth of November, which was a Sunday, and which was a nine-year-old’s birthday, and Morgan had been on the point all evening of asking whether Paige wanted to come — of saying the sentence there’s someone I’d like you to meet, in a house in Dagenham, in front of her sister.

The ninth of November was five weeks away. Three weeks was nothing.

She lay in the dark with her mouth against Paige’s shoulder and did not ask her, and understood that she had just begun the first day of telling a lie she had agreed to tell.
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Paige bought garlic on the Tuesday, and it undid her more than anything that had happened in the bedroom.

Two bulbs, in a shop on the way home, at ten past seven — and standing at the till with them in her hand Paige had understood that she was buying them for a house that somebody else came to, and had had to stand outside on the pavement afterwards for a minute like a woman who has had news.

She bought a second glass on the Thursday. It did not match the first and she liked that about it.

She did not buy a second chair. She went as far as opening a page about one — a green thing with a wooden frame, delivery in eleven days — and looked at it for some minutes, and then closed the laptop without ordering it, and could not have told anybody on earth why.

Those were the good weeks. She would say so afterwards, without qualification, for the rest of her life: the first fortnight of that October was the happiest she had ever been, and she spent all of it lying.

There were rules and neither of them had ever written them down.

They travelled separately. They arrived at the base at least eleven minutes apart and they left the same way, and once Paige sat in her car in a supermarket car park for a quarter of an hour so that the interval would be right, doing nothing, with the radio off.

On shift they were faultless. Paige had never in her career been so careful, and the care was the tell, and she knew it was the tell and could do nothing about it. She said thank you, Morgan on the radio in the voice she used for people she did not know, and she watched Morgan hear it, twice a day, every day.

They did not touch anywhere with a window in it. Paige could have drawn a map of London by then, marked up in two colours: the places where a hand on a back would have cost them everything, and the four or five where it would not.

And then at night, in Leytonstone or in Bermondsey, they were something else entirely — and the something else was so good that Paige spent the fortnight in a state of low continuous astonishment, like a woman who has been given a house.

Morgan cooked. Paige learned that she talked in her sleep, in complete grammatical sentences, mostly about equipment. Morgan learned that Paige could not fall asleep unless something was touching her and had never once mentioned this to a living soul in forty years. There was a night when it rained hard and they ate sitting on the floor because the little table would not take two plates and a bottle, and Morgan said the flat needed a proper table and then heard herself and went quiet, and Paige said, “Yes, it does,” and neither of them looked at the other one for about four seconds.

There was a night when neither of them slept at all, and both were by any professional standard unfit for the following day, and both went in anyway and were brilliant, and neither of them ever admitted a word of it to anybody.

What Paige could see, and could not fix, was what it was doing to Morgan.

It came in small pieces, and Paige catalogued every one of them because cataloguing was what she had instead of a solution.

Morgan going quiet at the base and loud in the car. Morgan being funny with an edge on it, and then apologising for the edge, which she had never once done in all the time Paige had known her. Morgan telling Ray a story about her sister’s kitchen and stopping in the middle of it. Morgan looking at her across the crew room on the Wednesday with a cup in her hand, and then looking away so fast that it was nearly a flinch, and going out to check a bag that had been checked.

On the second Friday, Paige asked her.

“How are you doing with it?”

“Fine.”

“Morgan.”

“I’m doing it, aren’t I?” she said. “That’s what I said I’d do and I’m doing it. Ask me again on the twenty-ninth.”

Which was fair, and correct, and was also the first time Morgan Ellis had ever answered her with a procedural sentence.

She went to the Feathers on the Friday because Keira Whitlock rang her and said the words back room’s open again in a tone that permitted no refusal.

It smelled of new plaster. A photograph of a darts team from 1994 hung behind the bar, and a mug on the top shelf by the optics with WORLD’S OKAYEST DOCTOR on it, and the landlord took it down and filled it with white wine without being asked and put it in front of Keira, who received it as her due.

“Thornton. You look well. Which is deeply suspicious in a woman under review.”

“Thank you.”

“How’s Hale?”

“Fair.”

“That’s the worst kind.” Keira drank. “You want to watch the fair ones. The bastards you can at least enjoy.”

They talked shop for twenty minutes. Then a man from the ED came past and put a five-pound note on the table without stopping, and Keira wrote something in a small ruled notebook with a fluency that suggested long practice.

“What was that?”

“The book.”

“You’re not still⁠—”

“I have run the book on this department for eleven years,” Keira said, “and it has never once been in deficit, and I have paid for a fortnight in Kefalonia out of Grace Holloway alone.” She turned the notebook round. “Currently: your Neil and the tall one on nights, which I think is nonsense but the money likes it. Ray and the woman from ops, eight to one, drifting. And there’s a bloke in Radiology I’m keeping quiet about.”

Paige looked at two pages of small ruled handwriting and felt the room tip very slightly.

“Am I on there?”

“You?” Keira laughed, honestly and with her whole face. “God, no.”

“Oh.”

“There’s no odds on you two. Never has been.” She took the notebook back and shut it. “You can’t run a book on something everyone’s already decided. There’s no money in a certainty, Paige.”

The room went on being a pub.

“Everyone’s already decided,” Paige said.

“Everyone decided about three years ago. It’s not gossip, nobody talks about it, it’s just — ” Keira waved the mug. “It’s furniture. It’s like asking whether there’s odds on the lift being broken.”

She laughed. Paige laughed too, because it was funny, and because it was the single funniest thing anybody had said to her that autumn, and she laughed for about eleven seconds.

She stopped.

Because if everybody had already decided, three years ago, without any evidence at all — then a declaration in three weeks’ time would not be received as a declaration. It would be received as a confirmation. And the first question anybody sensible would ask, kindly, with a form in front of them, would be and how long has this been the case?

And they would say three weeks. And it would be true.

And it would sound exactly like the thing a person says.

Paige sat in the back room of a pub that smelled of new plaster and understood, with total clarity and about ten days too late, that the bargain she had made in a bed in Leytonstone had a flaw in it that no amount of behaving well was ever going to fix.

The flaw was not in what they did. They had done nothing wrong; they had done, in fact, exactly what the policy contemplated, three weeks early. The flaw was in what a reasonable person would assume — and a reasonable person had been assuming it since before either of them had admitted one word of it to themselves.

She had spent sixteen years believing that if the record was accurate she was safe. She had been finding out all autumn, in instalments, what a poor sort of safety that is.

“You’ve gone a funny colour,” Keira said.

“I’m tired.”

“Mm,” said Keira, and let it go, and told her a long story about a man who had come to the ED with a hoover attachment, and was kind for the rest of the evening in a way Paige did not deserve.

She got home at half ten. She did not put the lamp on. She sat down in the chair in her coat and opened the laptop, and the light off the screen was the only light in the flat.

The document had sat unnamed for a fortnight. Twice she had added to it: a line about her own flying hours that quarter, and a line — the hardest one — recording that she had considered and could not exclude the possibility that her recording practice had changed.

She reread the four hundred words she had built over the fortnight: three jobs, one hospital, the March change, and no conclusion she could not support. Anybody could read it and nobody could be hurt by it, and it could be handed across a desk without a word of covering explanation — which was the entire point, because Rowan Blackwood had stood in a lift and told her that the minute you start explaining you have agreed there is a question.

She pressed the keys to save it.

The box came up. The cursor went in the little white field.

She typed Intervals and deleted it. She typed St Annes autumn and looked at the missing apostrophe and deleted that as well. She sat with her hands off the keys for a moment.

Then she typed: Historic_intervals_StAnnes_v1

And stopped, with her finger over the return key, because of the v1.

There was no version two of a thing you were not going to do anything about. You do not number a document you intend to leave in a folder. The v1 was a promise she had made to herself without consulting herself, in a dark flat, at twenty to eleven at night, and it was the first entirely honest word she had typed in three weeks.

She left it in and pressed return, and the little wheel went round, and the file existed.

The email from Anwen Hale arrived at nine the following morning.

It was, as everything from her was, considerate and clear. The evidence sessions would run on the Tuesday and Wednesday of the following week, at the base, in the small meeting room. Paige at eleven on the Tuesday. Morgan at two. Twenty minutes each, longer if they needed it, tea available, no need to prepare anything.

And then, at the bottom, under a heading in bold, three lines of standard text that would have gone out to every witness in every review Anwen Hale had ever run, in exactly the same words, since about 2015.

Before your session, please consider whether there is anything that might affect, or might reasonably be perceived to affect, your objectivity as a witness. If so, please tell me at the outset. It is almost always straightforward to manage and it is very much better raised early than late.

Paige read it standing at the counter in her kitchen with a piece of toast in her hand.

None of it was aimed at them. That was the part she kept going back over afterwards. It had gone out unaltered to a fire officer in Southwark and to two paramedics and to a man from the crane company, in the same words, in the same font, because Anwen Hale sent it to everybody and had done for years, and there was nobody anywhere in the chain who had given Paige Thornton or Morgan Ellis one moment’s thought while composing it.

Then she put the toast down, and put both hands flat on the counter, and stood there for a while.
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The small meeting room had a jug of water in it, and a plate of biscuits nobody was going to touch, and a radiator that came on at ten past two with a noise like a man clearing his throat.

Anwen Hale sat at the end of the table with a folder. A young woman from governance sat beside her taking a note, who had introduced herself pleasantly and whose name Morgan had not retained, because Morgan did not retain names, and because she had spent the previous eleven minutes in a corridor doing her breathing.

Morgan had rehearsed it in the car, which she had never done for anything in her life, including two job interviews and a funeral.

It was the part she would come back to. She had sat in the car park at half one and gone through it like a checklist: the tasking, the walk-in, the engineer, the load, the consent, the eleven minutes.

She had gone through the other question too, the one at the bottom of the email. She had decided what she was going to say, and she had said it out loud twice to the windscreen.

“Before we start,” Anwen said, “the standing question. Is there anything that might affect, or might reasonably be seen to affect, your objectivity as a witness?”

“No,” Morgan said.

It came out easily.

That was the horror of the whole afternoon, laid down inside the first forty seconds. It came out easily, in an entirely ordinary voice, with no catch in it anywhere. The young woman wrote something short. The radiator cleared its throat. They moved on, and Morgan sat there for a moment discovering that she was a person who could do that.

The next thirty-five minutes were the best work Morgan had done all year.

She was good in that room. No surprise in that; she had known she would be. Give Morgan Ellis a factual account of a bad morning and she will give it back to you in order, with the times, without adjectives, without protecting anybody — and she did. The phones in the windows. The dust that had not settled. The engineer’s exact words, which she could still hear. The way Danny Prentice had said right, and you’re going to take my leg off, and go on then, and the way he had put his forearm over his eyes for about a second and a half and then taken it down again.

Anwen asked good questions. She asked whether Morgan had understood the structural risk, and Morgan said she had understood it the way a nurse understands it, which is not the way an engineer does. She asked whether the drugs had been checked and shown, and Morgan said yes and described how. She asked whether Danny had been distressed at any point and Morgan said he had been frightened, which is different, and that she had thought about the difference a great deal since.

At twenty to three Anwen turned a page.

“Right,” she said. “The last part, and then I’ll let you go. This is standard and I ask it of every crew member in every review of a clinical decision, so please don’t read anything into it.”

“Go on.”

“Did you have any concerns about the decision at the time?”

“No.”

“Would you have said so if you had?”

“Yes.”

“Was there anything at all,” Anwen said, “that might have made it harder for you to challenge Dr Thornton on the ninth of September? Anything in the situation, or the setting, or in your working relationship with her.”

And there it was.

Morgan sat in a small room with a radiator going and understood exactly what she had been handed.

There were two questions on the table and they had different answers.

The one Anwen had just asked was about the ninth of September. The honest answer to it was no. On the ninth there had been nothing: she and Paige Thornton had not touched, had not kissed, had not said one word out of turn. The woman had put a hand on her back on a roof, and that was the entire account.

The other question was the standing one, asked at ten past two, about anything affecting her objectivity. The honest answer to that was yes, and had been for twenty-four days, and Morgan had said no.

So she could answer the question in front of her truthfully, in one syllable, and walk out at a quarter to three with her professional conscience intact.

She sat there with her hands flat on the table.

And what came up in her — from nowhere, from somewhere she had not been consulting — was a theatre coordinator’s cheerful voice in a corridor. Look at it how? Nobody’s asked for that in fourteen years. And a boy of twenty-three who had gone into a building at twenty-five to five and waited fifty-two minutes, and every single person who had touched that afternoon had given an answer that was accurate.

That was how it worked. That was the whole of how it worked, and it had taken her thirteen years and one autumn to see it.

Nobody lied. Not one person. Everybody gave the correct answer to the question they had actually been asked, and went home to their tea — and it lay there under the floor for eleven months until a tired woman at a kitchen counter sorted a column the wrong way round by accident.

Anwen was waiting, with her pen down, entirely patient.

“No,” Morgan said. “Not on the ninth of September.”

The room did not change. Anwen Hale’s face did not do anything at all.

She said, “Would you like to say the rest of that?”

Morgan looked at the jug of water.

“Yes,” she said. “Sorry. Yeah.”

And then she said it, and she said it badly, in the wrong order, which she would mind about for a long time afterwards.

“There’s nothing on the ninth. I want that first because it’s the only bit that’s actually about your review. Nothing had happened. Nothing had ever happened. If I’d had a concern in that yard I’d have said it in front of the fire service and she’d have wanted me to.” She made herself keep her eyes up. “Since then, we’re — there’s a relationship. It started on the third of October. We haven’t declared it. We were going to declare it the day the finding landed and I know exactly how that sounds and I’d think the same if I was you.”

The young woman had stopped writing.

“And there’s another part,” Morgan said, “and this is the part I actually can’t sit on, so you’ll have to take it in the state it’s in. Two weeks ago we did an anaesthetic in a hallway in Walthamstow, and she called a dose I wasn’t expecting, and I stopped. Not for long. Half a second, a second. And the dose was right, and the patient did well, and the record’s clean, and there isn’t a form in this organisation you could raise it on.” Her voice did something and she went on through it. “But I stopped because I couldn’t tell whether querying her was me being a nurse or me being — the other thing. And that’s your policy, isn’t it. That’s the whole of your policy in one hallway. So you’d better have it.”

The radiator ticked.

Then Anwen Hale said, “Thank you,” and closed the folder, and Morgan understood at once that the interview was over and had been over since about a minute ago.

“I’m going to stop there,” Anwen said, “and I’m going to tell you what happens now, because you’ll invent something worse if I leave you to it.”

“All right.”

“You’ve done nothing wrong today except be three weeks late. I’d rather have you three weeks late than never, and I have had never, twice, and on both occasions I found out from somebody else and it was a great deal worse for everybody concerned.” She was writing something on the front of the folder. “The relationship is not a disciplinary matter and I want that said out loud in front of a note-taker. What it is, is a fact I now have to manage, and I’d have had to manage it whenever you told me.”

“Right.”

“Practically. Your account and Dr Thornton’s are no longer independent and I have to record that they were taken as such. I’ll be adding a note to the report setting out what you’ve told me and when, in your words, and you can see it before it goes anywhere.” A pause. “The crew pairing will change. I expect that will be actioned this week and I’m not going to pretend to you that there’s a version where it isn’t.”

“I know.”

“And the Walthamstow job.” Anwen looked up. “That was the hardest part of what you just said and I want you to know I registered it. I’ll want the date and the job number and I’ll want to speak to you properly about it, separately, and it is not going to be a hanging.”

Morgan’s throat had gone.

“One more thing,” Anwen said, “and then you can go and be sick in the car park, which is what I did in nineteen ninety-eight and it does help.” She stood up. “Dr Thornton sat in that chair at eleven o’clock this morning and answered the same standing question, and she said no.”

“Yes.”

“You knew that when you started talking.”

“Yes.”

Anwen Hale looked at her for a long moment.

“Right,” she said, and put the folder under her arm, and went.

The car park had gulls in it and a wind coming off nothing at all.

Morgan got as far as her own car and did not get into it.

She stood with her hand flat on the cold roof and her head down and let four minutes go by, and a gull walked past her at a distance of about a yard with the total indifference of a thing that has seen everything a car park has to offer.

Ten to three.

Paige would be at home. Paige had come off at twelve and had gone home to a flat in Bermondsey where there was garlic in the cupboard and a glass that did not match the other one, and she would be sitting in the chair, and she would have got through her own eleven o’clock, and she would be thinking that they had six days left.

Morgan stood in the wind and tried to build the sentence.

I told her. No.

I need to tell you something and it’s not good. She had used that at a little table with two plates on it and it had ended with a woman on a stool at midnight, and she could not use it again for this.

Anwen asked me about challenge and I couldn’t answer it without —

That was the true one. That was exactly it — and Morgan could hear, standing in a car park in Leyton with her hand on a cold car roof, precisely how it would sound to a woman who had spent nineteen lines and two hours and a drive across London working out what this was going to cost.

It would sound like a reason.

And Paige Thornton, who was the most rigorously fair person Morgan had ever met, would accept it, and would say something generous, and would mean every word of it.

That was what Morgan could not get past. Not that she would be shouted at. She had been shouted at before, and had walked out of two jobs with people shouting.

She stood there in the wind with the gulls going over.

There was no order of words in the English language that got her through the next hour without doing something to Paige that could not be taken back. She had done it anyway, on purpose, at twenty to three, in a small room with a radiator in it. And she would do it again.

She got in the car. She sat for a moment.

Then she started the engine and drove to Bermondsey.
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Paige was kind about it, which she would think about for a very long time afterwards.

Morgan had arrived at twenty past three on the Tuesday, still in her work trousers, and had stood in the middle of the room and said it in the wrong order and badly, the way she had said it to Anwen — and Paige had listened to the whole of it without interrupting, and had then said, “You did the right thing,” and had meant every syllable.

She had said other things too, and all of them at speed. That she would have done the same — which was not true, and which she had entirely believed while saying it. That it was going to be fine. That the note would be fair, because Anwen was fair. That six days was neither here nor there.

Morgan had watched her do it. That was in the room as well, and Paige had known it at the time and had gone on anyway, the way you go on with a resuscitation you have already privately called.

There had been tea. She had sent Morgan home at half nine because Morgan had a shift, and had kissed her at the door, and had stood at the window watching the car go up the road.

And she had felt nothing at all.

That was the part she could not account for. Not numbness — she knew numbness, she had been to enough funerals. This was closer to the hollow competence that arrived on a bad scene — the mechanism that let her kneel on concrete and say I’m going to tell you where we are in a voice like a bus timetable. Her body had put her into the register it used for other people’s disasters, and she had been perfectly gentle and perfectly clear and had not been present in the room for one second of it.

The consequences arrived the following day.

It took less than a working day, start to finish, and nobody involved was anything other than professional at any point — and afterwards Paige could not decide whether the speed was a kindness or the plainest statement of how little of it had ever been about them.

08:12. Anwen’s note, for comment, sent at eight in the morning by a woman who had plainly written it the night before and slept on it, which was the only detail of the whole day that made Paige want to sit down.

Four paragraphs. In Morgan’s words. Accurate. Ms Ellis raised the matter unprompted. The relationship postdates the incident by twenty-four days. On the evidence available I have no reason to doubt either account and I record that I have taken them as independent, which they were not. Paige read it three times looking for an unfairness to object to and could not find one.

11:40. A telephone call from People and Culture. A woman who was audibly reading from a page and who was extremely nice about all of it, and who said thank you both for your openness at the end without any idea what she was quoting. Declaration form attached. No action required today. Somebody would be in touch about the mitigation.

14:15. Somebody was in touch about the mitigation.

16:40. The roster.

It came as a spreadsheet with no covering note, because it was the roster, and the roster goes out at twenty to five on a Wednesday and always has.

Paige opened it in a crew room with two other people in it talking about a car — a Volvo, and whether it was worth the money, and whether the man selling it was to be trusted.

November, in the usual grid, in the usual colours. Her own name down the left. And on the line where, for four years, there had been one other name beside hers on every single shift, there was now a rotation of four — a locum she had met twice, two of the second aircraft’s crew, and a name she did not know at all.

She found Morgan on the third tab, on the other aircraft, on days that did not touch hers anywhere in the month.

Somebody had done that.

That was where she kept catching. Somebody had sat in an office in the last twenty-four hours with two names and a grid, and had solved it — competently, in about ten minutes, moving one name down and across — and had very likely sat back and thought there, that works, and gone to get a coffee, and told a colleague about their weekend.

“You all right, Paige?” said one of the men, about the car.

“Fine,” she said. “Yes.”

Renton rang at ten past six.

She was in her own car by then, in the corner of the yard, in the dark, engine off — which she had never once done in her life, and which she did not notice she was doing, and which Morgan Ellis had been doing since the second week of September.

“Dr Thornton. Charles Renton at St Anne’s. Have I caught you badly?”

“Not at all.”

“Good, good.” He had a warm voice. Nobody who described Charles Renton ever mentioned it, and it was the first fact about him. “Two things, neither of them urgent. Firstly, Mr Prentice. I gather he’s doing rather well, which is a pleasure to be able to say, and I wanted you to hear from us directly that this Trust regards the pre-hospital decision as entirely sound. Whatever the papers do.”

“Thank you.”

“Not at all. It’s the least. I’ve had our communications people take a rather firm line, which they enjoy.”

There was a pause of exactly the right length.

“The second thing is smaller and I want to be careful how I put it, because it isn’t a complaint and I’d be mortified if it landed as one.” Paper moved. “One of our theatre coordinators mentioned in passing that you’d been asking about our night-time booking process. Ben, I think. He was rather flattered, I gather.”

Paige looked at the security light over the bins.

“I was visiting a patient,” she said. “It came up.”

“Of course. And it’s an entirely proper subject to be interested in, and I’d be the first to say that our floor has been the better for the changes we made in the spring.” A small, generous pause. “I only mention it because of the timing. You’re mid-review. And people are — well. People are people, and a question from a clinician who is currently the subject of a process gets heard differently from the same question asked in March. That isn’t fair and I don’t defend it. It’s simply what happens.”

“I understand.”

“I’m sure you do. I’d hate for anything you might want to raise properly, at the right moment, to be devalued by arriving at the wrong one.”

The heater ticked as it cooled.

“Do come and see me when the dust settles,” Renton said. “We’ll have a proper conversation and I’ll show you what the floor looks like now. There’s a great deal to be pleased about.” And then, with the pleasantness entirely undisturbed: “Assurance abhors a vacuum, Dr Thornton. If nobody puts the account in, something gets written in anyway, and one has no control at all over what.”

“Yes.”

“Good. Well. My regards, and to Ms Ellis.”

He rang off.

Paige sat in a cold car in a dark yard with the phone in her hand and understood several things at once, none of them in the way she would have chosen.

Renton had not threatened her. Every word had been true and courteous, and a transcript would have read as nothing else, and that was precisely why the call worked. He had known it when he picked up the telephone.

Ben Lawson, the most harmless man in that hospital, had said something in a corridor because he found it interesting, and it had travelled four floors in eleven days without one person along the way doing anything wrong.

And the four-hundred-word document sitting on her laptop with a v1 on the end of it would now arrive at Clinical Governance alongside a note recording that she and Ms Ellis had not been independent, and had not said so, for twenty-four days.

A question from a clinician who is currently the subject of a process gets heard differently.

She sat there for eleven minutes.

Then she drove home, and did not eat, and sat down in the chair, and opened the laptop, and wrote it.

It took her fifty minutes and four drafts and she did not use one word she did not mean.

Morgan,

I’ve spent the evening trying to find a way to say this on the phone and I can’t, and I know exactly what it costs to say it like this, and I’m doing it anyway. That is the first thing you should hold against me.

I’m going to stop this. Not permanently, and not because of anything you did yesterday — you were right to say what you said, you were more right than I have been about any of it, and I’d think less of you if you’d sat there and said no. I want that written down where you can go back and read it, because you will go back and read it, and I want it to be there in the morning.

Here is the whole of my reasoning and then I’ll stop.

There is now a note in Anwen’s file recording that our accounts were taken as independent and were not. That note is fair and I wouldn’t change a word of it. But it means that anything I raise about St Anne’s from now on will be received as the conduct of a woman who is under review and who has recently been the subject of a disclosure. I have been told so this evening, kindly, by somebody who chose every word.

I have three job numbers and a date in March. Two of those numbers are people who are alive and who have never been asked a single question. I have no case and no standing and no right to any of it, and all I can do is hand it through the front door and hope that somebody whose job it is picks it up. That is my one chance at it and I get exactly one.

If we are still doing this when I hand it over, it goes in the pile marked difficult. If we are not, it goes in the pile marked timings.

I know how this reads. It reads as a woman choosing a spreadsheet over you, and I am not going to insult you by pretending it’s more complicated than that, because from where you are sitting that is precisely what it is.

I’m not asking you to wait and I’m not asking you to understand it. You have spent thirteen years leaving before the ending and I have just handed you the ending, gift-wrapped, with reasons attached, and if you take it I will not blame you for one minute of it.

You have been the best part of my working life and I have never told you so, which is the single most characteristic thing about me.

Paige

She read it back once.

She checked each sentence the way she checked a scene sheet, one at a time, from the top. They held.

It was, she thought, probably the most honest four hundred words she had ever written to another human being — written at a quarter to eleven at night, in a flat with one chair in it, by a woman who had not once in fifty minutes picked up the telephone.

She looked at the little envelope for a while.

Then she sent it.
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Morgan went to work.

For ten days that was all of it. She got up at six. She boxed under the arch on the Tuesday and the Friday and hit the bag harder than the bag deserved. She went to work on the other aircraft with a doctor called Priya Raval — who was excellent, and funny, and generous with her, and whose company Morgan could not tolerate for eleven consecutive minutes for reasons that had nothing whatsoever to do with Priya Raval.

They never once spoke about it. Priya had been rostered away from Tom Iveson for six weeks by then, and she was decent enough not to make the comparison out loud, and Morgan was grateful and could not have said so.

She did not reply to the email.

She read it, though.

Eleven times the first night, sitting on the floor of her own hallway with her coat still on. She made a rule about it and kept to the rule — once a day, in the morning, standing up, the way you take something you have been prescribed and do not enjoy.

You have been the best part of my working life and I have never told you so.

She saw Paige twice.

Once across a car park at a distance of about forty feet, both of them walking to different vehicles at the end of different shifts, and they had lifted a hand at each other in the way you do, and got in, and gone.

The second time was in a corridor at St Anne’s on the Thursday. Paige was coming out of resus with her helmet under her arm, and for about a second and a half the entire building went silent.

Then somebody said, “Morgan, have you got a size seven?”, and it was over, and neither of them had said a word.

She was, by every professional measure, fine. Anwen’s Walthamstow conversation happened on the Monday and lasted forty minutes and was, as promised, not a hanging. Neil finished his fortnight and shook her hand and gave her a jar of honey.

The email about Cornwall came on the Wednesday.

Morgs — this has just gone up and I thought of you straight away. Senior retrieval practitioner, Cornwall Air Ambulance, closes the 6th. You’d walk it. Housing’s mad down here but we’d sort you. Say the word. You’re always between things anyway. Bx

Bev. Kent, a hundred years ago, night shifts and a shared Thermos and a manager they had both despised. Kind, unthinking, and correct.

You’re always between things anyway.

Morgan sat with that on her phone in a crew room at half seven in the morning with her tea going cold, and read it about six times, and understood that a woman in Truro who had not seen her since 2016 had summarised her entire adult life in six words while being nice.

She did not delete it. She did not reply to that one either.

She opened the advert and read all four pages of it — twice, including the person specification, including the bit about the pension — and she could see the whole of it while she read: the sea, a smaller unit, new people who did not know one single thing about her, six months of being the interesting new nurse from London. It would be lovely. That was what nobody ever understood about her. It would be genuinely, uncomplicatedly lovely, and she had made an entire life out of that fact.

She put the phone face down on the table.

She went to Robyn’s on the Sunday.

Morgan had said she would, the way she always said she would, and this time she got in the car and did it, and the whole way down the A13 she kept having the feeling that she had forgotten something.

The house smelled of a roast and there were three coats on the bottom of the stairs. Robyn opened the door with a tea towel and said, “Bloody hell,” and then, “Ryan, it’s Morgan,” in the direction of the front room, in a voice that had rather more information in it than Morgan enjoyed.

Elsie was nine in a fortnight and a foot taller since the spring. She showed Morgan a rock she was extremely serious about, and a scab, and a dance, and then went back to the television with the total lack of ceremony of a child who has decided that a person is furniture.

Freya was four and hid behind her mother for eleven minutes and then sat on Morgan’s foot.

It was, start to finish, one of the better afternoons of Morgan’s year.

It destroyed her, and she was careful not to let a scrap of it show anywhere, and she washed up for forty minutes in order to have something to do with her back to the room.

At about half four, drying up, she saw the drawing.

It was on the side of the fridge, under a magnet shaped like a lemon, going soft at the corners and slightly furred where somebody had unstuck it and stuck it back. A helicopter. A stick figure with yellow hair in a doorway of it. Wonky capitals along the bottom: AUNTY MORGAN AT WORK.

“That’s been up there since March,” Robyn said, without turning round, in the voice of a woman who has been waiting eight months for a chance to say a sentence and has decided to say it lightly.

“Right.”

“She did it at school. They had to draw a person they were proud of.” Robyn put a pan on the drainer. “She asked me every week for about two months whether you’d seen it.”

Morgan dried a plate very thoroughly.

“Rob.”

“I’m not having a go.”

“I know you’re not, and that’s worse, and I’d honestly rather you had a go.”

Robyn turned the tap off and leaned against the sink and looked at her, arms folded, in the way she had been looking at her since 1996.

“You always ring when you’re about to move,” she said.

“What?”

“You do. Every time. Ambulance to the ITU, the ITU to Kent, Kent to London — you ring, you come for a Sunday, you’re brilliant with the girls, you do the washing up.” She said it entirely without heat. “And then about six weeks later there’s a text saying you’ve taken something new. I’ve got a system for it, Morg. I don’t put you on the party list till the March.”

Morgan stood in her sister’s kitchen with a tea towel in her hands.

“There’s a job in Cornwall,” she said.

“Course there is.”

“I’m not going.”

Robyn’s face did something complicated.

“Right,” she said.

“I’m not going,” Morgan said again, and heard it come out of her own mouth in a kitchen in Dagenham on a Sunday afternoon with a cartoon going in the next room, and understood that she had just said the truest sentence of her adult life to a woman in a cardigan with a tea towel over her shoulder.

“Are you all right?”

“No,” Morgan said. “But I’m not going.”

Robyn came over and hugged her, hard, for about four seconds, and then let go and said, “You’re doing that plate to death,” and put the kettle on, and that was the entirety of it, and Morgan loved her for it more than she had ever managed to say.

She did not tell her about Paige. She got as far as the doorway with her coat on, twice, and did not.

At the door Robyn said, “Ninth of November. Two o’clock. It’s a soft play, it’s horrendous, there’ll be about forty of them.”

“I’ll be there.”

“Mm,” said Robyn, and then, unexpectedly: “Bring who you like.”

She found the notebook that night.

Morgan had not gone looking for it. She had gone looking for a spare charger in the box on top of the wardrobe, which was where things went to be forgotten, and it was under a lanyard from a course in 2019.

Black, A6, elastic round it. The old sort, before the service went to the tablets. Her handwriting, which was not good.

She sat down on the end of the bed with it.

October. Half of it was jobs she had no memory of at all. Times, drugs, a sketch of a junction with arrows on it, a note to herself about a broken laryngoscope handle, a phone number for a taxi firm.

Twenty-eighth of October.

RTC m/c v car. M 23. 16:06 arr. Pelvic binder on by crew, resited. 16:11 ours. Bloods x2 in flight. Handover 16:34 — for theatre.

Her own hand. Her own watch. Written on her own knee in the back of an aircraft eleven months ago, at the time, by a woman who was not thinking about anything except getting the numbers down before she forgot them.

And on the facing page, in bigger writing, underlined twice:

MUM — DENISE. 07-

The whole number. She had taken it at the roadside from a police officer so that somebody in the building would have it, and she had written it big because that was the one you could not get wrong.

Morgan sat on the end of her bed in Leytonstone with a notebook open on her knees for a long time.

It proved nothing on its own. She knew that perfectly well.

It was one crew member’s scribble, and it agreed with Paige’s sheet to the minute — which was the entire point of it, because it had been written by a different person on a different knee with a different watch, and nobody at any stage had ever put the two side by side. There had been an inquest. There had been a coroner and a Trust and a finding and a change to a rota. And in eleven months not one person on earth had thought to ask the retrieval nurse whether she still had her book.

She could have texted her. I’ve got something you’ll want. Four words. Her thumb sat on the screen for a while.

But a text is a conversation, and a conversation is a door left open, and Morgan Ellis had spent her whole life being extremely good at leaving doors open behind her so that nothing ever had to be final.

She was not going to make Paige pay for this in that currency.

So she went out and bought a padded envelope from the shop on the corner that stayed open late, and she came back and put the notebook in it and wrote the address of a flat in Bermondsey on the front, and she sat with a pen over the inside flap for eleven minutes.

She wrote nothing.

Not one word. Nothing to explain it, nothing to ask for, no thought this might help, no no need to reply. Because every single one of those was a hook, and she knew what she was, and she was not going to do it.

The postbox was at the end of the road by the shuttered dry cleaner’s with the Christmas display, and the collection was at half nine and she had missed it, and it did not matter.

She stood there afterwards in the dark with her hands in her pockets.

It had gone. That is the merit of a postbox and the terror of one — you cannot get it back out. There is no version in which you reconsider at midnight and quietly undo it and nobody the wiser. She had put the only object she owned that mattered into a slot in a wall and let go of it, and there was nothing at all now between her and simply having to stand still and see what happened.

The wind came up the road. Somebody’s dog barked twice, two gardens down.

Morgan Ellis, who had left three services, two relationships and one city, all of them cleanly, all of them while it was still good, stood at a postbox in Leytonstone at twenty to eleven on a Sunday night and did not go anywhere at all.
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The finding came at nine on the Thursday, and it took Paige four minutes to read.

The decision to proceed to pre-hospital amputation was clinically appropriate, proportionate to the structural risk as it was reported to the clinician at the time, and consistent with recognised practice. Consent was sought and obtained in circumstances of extreme difficulty and was properly recorded. The panel finds no shortcoming in Dr Thornton’s practice and wishes to record its view that the outcome for Mr Prentice is attributable to the decision.

And then, further down, in a section of its own:

The panel records that Ms Ellis disclosed a matter affecting the independence of the accounts, unprompted, at the outset of the material part of her session. The panel regards this as precisely correct conduct and notes that it was volunteered at evident personal cost.

Paige sat in a crew room and read that paragraph six times.

Anwen had written it deliberately. Anwen had put it in a section with a heading so that it could not be lost, in a report that would be read by people who did not know either of them, and she had used the word cost, and she had known exactly what she was doing.

At half ten Paige went home, changed out of her flight suit, and put on the clothes she wore to meetings.

She took the file out of the drawer, and the padded envelope that had arrived on Tuesday, and got on the Tube.

Clinical Governance at St Anne’s was on the fourth floor, at the end, past Communications and a corridor with nothing on the walls. A small anteroom held three chairs and a window looking at another building, and a woman who took her name and said Dr Lancaster had eleven minutes at twelve and would that do.

It would do.

Verity Lancaster was about forty-five, dark, contained, with the desk of a person who has never in her life had to look for anything. She did not do small talk and did not appear to know that anybody did.

“Dr Thornton. Sit down. What have you got?”

Paige put the document on the desk and turned it round.

“Four hundred words,” she said. “Three job numbers, three dates, three intervals, one hospital. Retrieval jobs of mine from last autumn. Handover time in each case is from my own contemporaneous sheet, and the definitive care time is from your own return data, which I obtained lawfully for a review of my own practice.” She kept her hands still. “There is no conclusion in it and I’m not offering one. One of the three is Callum Reid.”

Lancaster read it. She read it the way Paige read a scene sheet, which Paige noticed and found unexpectedly steadying.

“You’ve noted the change in March.”

“I have. My own intervals to this hospital have not exceeded forty-one minutes since. That’s the only observation in the document and I’ve kept it to one line.”

“Why?”

“Because I’ve got three cases out of two hundred and I’m one doctor on one aircraft, and if I say anything more than what’s on that page I’m speculating, and if I speculate you’re entitled to discount all of it.”

Something happened at the corner of Verity Lancaster’s mouth that was not a smile and was adjacent to one.

“Quite right,” she said.

Paige put the envelope on the desk.

“There’s one more item. The retrieval nurse on the Reid job kept a paper notebook — the service used them until eighteen months ago. She still has it. Her handover time and mine agree to the minute and neither of us has ever seen the other’s record, and nobody has ever put them side by side, because nobody has ever asked her for it.”

Lancaster looked at the envelope for a moment.

“Nobody asked the nurse,” she said.

“No.”

“Mm.” She opened it, glanced at the page, and closed it again. “I’ll need her name and consent in writing, which I imagine you have.”

“On the inside cover. She wrote it there herself.”

Lancaster took a form from a drawer, filled it in without hurrying, and wrote an eleven-digit number across the top of Paige’s document in fountain pen.

“Right. This is logged under the historic case review protocol as of today. That means it goes to the standing panel, it sits with the other material, and somebody will look at it properly. It does not mean an investigation and I would ask you not to describe it as one to anybody, including yourself.”

“Understood.”

“You’ll get an acknowledgement in about ten days with that number on it. Keep it. If you hear nothing in three months, write to me and quote it, and I will answer you.” She squared the papers. “That is not a formality. People assume it is.”

Paige stood up.

And Verity Lancaster said, without looking up, still filing:

“That’s the second.”

“Sorry?”

“Under this protocol. This autumn. Yours is the second.” She closed the drawer. “I don’t draw conclusions from two, Dr Thornton. I do note them.”

She did not say anything else about it, then or at the door, and Paige went down four floors in a lift on her own and out through a foyer with a coffee stand in it and stood on the pavement in the cold with her hands empty.

She got to Leytonstone at half four with the light going.

Morgan opened the door in socks and did not say hello.

“It’s done,” Paige said. “This morning. Anwen’s finding is out and it’s clean and there’s a paragraph in it about you that I want you to read standing up. And I’ve been to Governance and I’ve handed it in, all of it, and your notebook, and it’s got a number on it, and a woman with a fountain pen told me somebody will actually look.”

Morgan stood in the doorway.

“Right,” she said. “Good.”

“That’s not why I’m here.”

“No,” Morgan agreed. “I didn’t think it was.” And then, because she was who she was, and because she had never once let a hard thing go past her without saying it: “You wrote me an email.”

“I know.”

“Fifty minutes, you said. You sat there for fifty minutes with a phone in the room.”

“Yes.”

“Say it, then.”

Paige stood on the step of a terraced house in Leytonstone in the last of an October afternoon and did the thing she had never done in her life, which was to say what she wanted out loud, in order, to the person concerned.

“I want to come in,” she said. “That’s the first one, and I’m asking rather than assuming, and if the answer’s no I’ll go and I’ll ask again on Sunday.

“I want to stop doing this by writing. I have written to you once and I am never going to do it again, and if I have something hard to say I will come here and say it with my face, and you can watch me be bad at it.

“I want you at my flat on Sundays. I want to buy a second chair, and I’ve had the page open since the ninth of October and I couldn’t do it while I was lying to Anwen Hale, and I would like to do it this evening with you sitting next to me being unbearable about the colour.

“I want to be at a soft play on the ninth of November. Robyn’s told you to bring who you like and I want to be who you like.”

Morgan’s hand had come up to the doorframe.

“And I want to take you upstairs,” Paige said, “and I want to tell you exactly what I’m going to do, out loud, the whole way through, because you have never once asked me for that and I have never offered it to anybody, and it is the only part of me I have got left that nobody’s ever had.”

A silence, with a great deal of Leytonstone in it.

“Get in,” Morgan said.

They did not hurry. That was the difference, and both of them understood it in the first minute and neither of them said so.

There was light. That was the other difference — the lamp on the landing left burning, and then the bedside one, and neither of them reached for a switch. Paige had spent three weeks in the dark with this woman and had decided, somewhere around the fourth floor of St Anne’s, that she was finished with the dark.

Paige undressed Morgan slowly — properly slowly, taking the time she had never once in her life given herself permission to take — and she talked.

Talking through all of it was the most exposing thing Paige had ever done. Each movement came with an explanation: I’m going to take this off, and then I’m going to look at you for a bit, and you’re going to let me. Her thoughts followed, plain and complete, in the voice she kept for the truth.

And Morgan Ellis, who had held a stranger’s leg under a hundred and forty tonnes of steel without her pulse changing, came apart under nothing but language.

“You can’t,” Morgan said, at one point, half a laugh in it. “You can’t just say that.”

“I can. Lie back.”

“Paige—”

“I’m going to tell you all of it,” Paige said. “That’s what I’m giving you. I’ve spent sixteen years writing down what happened after it happened. I’d like, once, to say it while it’s going on.”

And she did.

She told her what she was going to do before she did it. Then she did it, and told her she was doing it — and every sentence landed in Morgan’s body somewhere Paige could watch it land: the hitch at the base of the throat, the hand that closed on nothing, the leg that came up. She had spent sixteen years reading a body for information. It had not once occurred to her that she might be the one putting the information in. Paige told her about the roof at St Anne’s at twelve forty-seven on a September afternoon, and the time she had written down afterwards with no patient beside it. She moved on to the hotel corridor eighteen months earlier: what she had wanted there, and the room she had gone into alone instead. Then she said what she wanted now. The words came steadily and without embarrassment from a woman of forty who had never spoken any of them aloud in her life, one hand flat on Morgan’s stomach and her mouth an inch from her ear.

Morgan stopped being able to answer somewhere around the middle of it.

That was the thing Paige would keep — the reversal of it. In a bedroom in Leytonstone on a Saturday at the beginning of the month, Paige had lost her language entirely and had lain there with nothing to say. Now she had all of it, and Morgan had none, and what came out of her was her name, twice, and then nothing that was a word at all.

She took her time over it. There was no reason on earth to hurry. Nobody was expecting either of them anywhere; there was no shift, no clock, no three weeks, nothing at all left to protect. She used her hands and then her mouth, and she did not stop talking — low, unhurried, against skin, telling her what she could feel happening and what she was going to do about it. She knew the moment Morgan gave up trying to hold any of it back, which arrived some while before the end and which was the part Paige wanted most. And when Morgan went rigid and then let go, Paige said her name into the hollow under her hip bone and stayed precisely where she was until she was told to move.

Afterwards Morgan pulled her up the bed by the arm, ungently, and kissed her for a long time, and then rolled her over and returned the entire favour in complete silence, which was, Paige thought — later, much later, when she could think — precisely fair.

She did not go home.

That was the part that mattered, and neither of them mentioned it, and at ten past eight the following morning Paige Thornton sat at a small table in a kitchen in Leytonstone, in a borrowed jumper, with her hair unbrushed and her feet cold on the lino, and ate two pieces of toast that somebody else had made for her.

Nine years in Bermondsey. A decade of perfectly pleasant arrangements, all of them ended tidily and on good terms. Not once, in any of it, had she stayed anywhere for breakfast.

“You’re crying on the toast,” Morgan said.

“I’m aware.”

“It’s good toast.”

“It’s excellent toast,” Paige said, “and I’d like it recorded that I’m entirely all right,” and Morgan came round the table and stood behind her chair and put both arms round her, and neither of them said anything else for a while.
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It took Morgan until the first week of November to identify their last shift together.

She did it at the kitchen table with the old rosters open on the laptop, the way you go through a dead person’s diary, and it was not hard to find because there was only one candidate.

Monday the nineteenth of October.

Three jobs. A man off a ladder in Enfield who was fine, a bad one on the A12 that was not, and a woman with a head injury in the afternoon whose name Morgan had not taken. Sandwiches at half two from the garage because the base had run out of everything. A twenty-minute conversation with Ray about a kettle.

And at ten past six they had put the kit away and Paige had said, “Right. See you Wednesday,” and Morgan had said, “Yeah, see you,” and they had gone to two different cars.

That was it. The last shift they ever flew as a crew had a kettle in it, and a garage sandwich, and neither of them had the faintest idea.

Morgan sat looking at a spreadsheet in a kitchen in Leytonstone and arrived at what she thought was probably the truest fact about any of it: nothing gets marked. The last time you carry your child. The last time you see somebody. The last shift of a partnership goes past at ten past six on a Monday, with a sandwich wrapper in the bin and see you Wednesday — and nobody stands up, and nobody says anything, and the record shows three jobs and a fuel figure.

Ops rang at six in the morning on the twelfth.

“Morgan. You’re on the red today, Priya’s gone down with something. You’re with Thornton.”

She stood in her hallway with her boots half on.

“Say again?”

“You’re with Thornton. It’s a one-off, we’ve got nobody else — is that going to be a problem? I’ve got the declaration on file, I have to ask.”

“It’s not a problem.”

“Right. Half seven, then.”

Morgan put the phone down and stood in her own hallway for a moment with one boot on.

Then she went and washed her face for no reason at all, and looked at herself in the mirror over the sink for slightly too long, and said out loud, to nobody, “Behave.”

They were entirely professional about it, which was an agreement neither of them made and both of them kept.

They said good morning in the yard. They did the checks. They briefed with the pilot and went through the kit and Morgan restocked what Priya had used on the Tuesday, and it was, from the outside, an ordinary morning at work between two colleagues who had done this a thousand times.

Twice, though, Morgan caught Paige looking at the aircraft the way you look at a house you used to live in — from the pavement, for slightly too long, on your way to somewhere else.

They flew four jobs.

The one that mattered was the third, and there was nothing to it at all.

Twenty-two-year-old on a bike, hit by a van on the Old Kent Road at eleven forty, and by the time they got there the crew had him sitting on the kerb with a blanket round him and a graze on his chin, and he was completely fine. Not fine-for-now. Fine. He had gone over the bonnet and landed on a bag full of washing and got up.

They checked him properly, because that is the job and because he looks all right has killed more people than most of the things that frighten the public. It took eight minutes and it was thorough and it was, in the end, entirely negative.

The whole of the answer was that a young man was going to walk home.

Then his mother arrived.

She had run. That was the first fact about her: she had come from wherever she had been when the call came, and she had run some part of the way.

She got through the tape and saw the helicopter and the van and the police and her son sitting on a kerb. Then she went down on the pavement about four feet from him, with a noise Morgan had heard perhaps thirty times in her career and had never got used to.

Because there is nothing in a person that can tell the difference, at that moment, between a boy who is fine and a boy who is not.

Her son said, “Mum. Mum, I’m all right. Mum.”

She could not hear him. Which was the thing about it. He was three feet away, upright, talking, using her name — and there was no route at all from that fact into the place where she was.

Paige got down on the pavement next to her.

She did not say he’s fine. Morgan noticed that. Everybody says he’s fine and it never once works, because a woman in that state cannot receive a summary.

Paige said, “I’m the doctor. Look at me. I’ve examined him from top to bottom and I’m going to tell you what I found, in order, and then you can ask me anything you like.” And she did — all of it, the chest, the belly, the neck, the arms, the graze on his chin, in complete sentences, at a speed that took nearly three minutes and was the single most useful thing anybody could have done in that street.

And Morgan knelt down on the other side and put a hand between the woman’s shoulder blades and left it there, and then, when the shaking started to come off, said, “Have you got somebody to ring? Not for him. For you.”

They were there twenty-two minutes.

There was no drug given. No procedure. No time worth recording anywhere.

The electronic record for that job would show a twenty-two-year-old male, discharged at scene, no intervention — and a scene time of twenty-two minutes that somebody in an office would in due course put on a list and wonder about.

The best work the two of them ever did together. There was nowhere on earth that it was written down. And both of them knew it, walking back up the road with the bags, and neither of them said so, because what would you have said.

Walking back to the aircraft Paige said, “That was a good one.”

“Yeah.”

And that was the whole of what they were allowed to say about it, in a street, in front of a fire crew, and it had to do.

The flight home was eleven minutes.

Morgan sat where she had always sat, with her hand on the door frame and looked out at the whole of it going by underneath — the river doing its slow brown work, the cranes over Nine Elms, a school playing field with a hundred children on it in red, the endless roofs, all of it laid out and going about its business and not knowing.

This was the part she had never been able to explain to anybody. Not the flying. The two of them, above the city, in the noise, where nothing could reach either of them and no one else could get in — a country with a population of two that existed for eleven minutes at a time, several times a day, for four years — and which she had never once, in the whole of it, thought to be grateful for while it was going on.

They put the aircraft to bed at half six.

There was no ceremony available to them. Three engineers, a pilot, a woman from ops crossing the yard with a clipboard, and a policy in a filing system — so there was nothing to be done except restock the drug bag and sign the sheet, which is what they did, in the right order, both of them.

Morgan hung her helmet up and stood for a second with her hand on it.

“Morgan,” Paige said.

“Don’t.”

“No. All right.”

“I mean it. If you say a nice thing to me in this yard I’ll be no use to anybody.”

“Understood,” Paige said, and picked up her bag, and then stopped and said, entirely levelly, “Nineteenth of October. Three jobs. You told Ray a kettle was a false economy.”

Morgan put her forehead against the locker door.

“You worked it out as well.”

“I worked it out on the twenty-third,” Paige said. “I’ve been not saying it for three weeks,” and she went to her car.

The advert had been up since the end of September.

Retrieval Practice Educator. 0.6 clinical, 0.4 education. The postholder will fly with all crews on a rotational basis and will lead the design and delivery of the service’s clinical education programme, including induction, skills maintenance and the annual scenario programme.

Morgan had read it in September and thought: that is not a job, that is a woman giving up flying and pretending she isn’t.

She read it again on the Friday night, at the kitchen table, with a cup of tea going cold, and she read the whole four pages this time.

Rotational basis. Every crew. Every doctor. Every new nurse coming through the door for the next however many years, all of them taught the thirty minutes that matter by somebody who had spent thirteen years finding out what actually goes wrong in a hallway when there are four people in it and a bicycle to move.

She thought about a doormat in Walthamstow, and about half a second, and about what she now knew about say again that no textbook anywhere was going to tell a twenty-four-year-old.

She thought about the fact that she would never again be one half of a crew.

That was true whatever she did. That had gone on the nineteenth of October at ten past six, with a sandwich wrapper in the bin. Nothing she did now could get it back, and the only actual question in front of her was whether the thing she had learned in it went anywhere at all, or whether it left the building with her the way everything else always had.

Morgan Ellis had left three services, two relationships and one city, and had never in her life built a thing that would still be standing after she stopped touching it.

She filled the form in on the Sunday.

It took her four hours — which was three hours and forty minutes longer than the crew-pairing variation had taken, and she noticed that, and sat with it. She wrote the supporting statement twice. The first one was excellent and sounded like somebody else. She put in the second one, which had a sentence in it about a hallway in Walthamstow that she very nearly took out and did not.

She told Paige on the Monday, in the kitchen in Bermondsey, standing at the counter, with a second chair in the room that had come on the Thursday and that neither of them had stopped remarking on.

“I’ve gone for the educator post.”

Paige had a mug halfway to her mouth.

She put it down without drinking from it. Whatever went across her face happened all in one go, with nothing held back anywhere, in a woman who had spent sixteen years being unreadable on purpose.

Morgan had studied that face at a lectern and on a doormat and across two feet of airframe until she could read it in the dark. She had never seen anything on it remotely like this.

“Say something, then,” Morgan said.

“I’m trying to,” said Paige.
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The soft play had been the single worst environment Paige Thornton had entered in sixteen years of pre-hospital medicine, and she would defend that assessment in front of any panel.

Forty children. A ball pit with a smell that Paige had catalogued professionally and would not be describing to anybody. A structure of netting and foam tubes that a woman of forty could not get out of with dignity, and did not, and was extracted at one point by an eight-year-old who told her the way out was obvious and appeared to think less of her afterwards.

There had been a moment, at about half two, when Paige had found herself holding a paper cup of squash and having a serious conversation with a four-year-old about whether helicopters have brakes.

She had loved every minute of it.

Elsie had opened a present from Morgan — a proper first-aid kit, the real thing, with a tourniquet in it — and had then spent two hours bandaging her sister, three friends and a boy called Ivo who had not consented. Robyn had watched Paige across a table of party food for a while and had then said, “Right, so you’re the one,” and had not elaborated, and had given her a paper plate.

At half four, in a car park in Dagenham, with the light going and a balloon still tied to the wing mirror, Morgan had said, “Sorry about the noise.”

“I want to come to the next one.”

“It’s a whole year away.”

“I know when it is,” Paige had said, and Morgan had gone round to the other side of the car and pretended for some time to be looking for her keys.

The cake was on the twenty-fourth, in the staff room at St Anne’s, at three in the afternoon.

Fern Cole’s loophole had done its work by then and had spread through the building the way a good loophole does. Nothing in the rule said it had to be a birthday. So when a trauma ward discharges a patient who has been on it for ten weeks, there is cake in the staff room, and if anybody objects they are shown the rule.

The room was hot and full. There was a kettle that worked first time and a tin marked BISCUITS with nothing whatever in it, and somebody had put up a banner intended for a christening because it was the only one the cupboard had.

Danny Prentice came in on elbow crutches, sideways through the door, complaining about the door.

He had shaved. That was what got Paige, standing at the back with a paper cup of tea. A twenty-seven-year-old had shaved, and put a shirt on, and got somebody to help him with the buttons, in order to go and thank a room full of people who were paid to be there.

He was thinner. He was going to be thinner for a while. The trouser leg was pinned and he had stopped noticing it and the room had stopped noticing it too, which had taken the room about four seconds and had taken him ten weeks.

Kelsey was behind him with a bag of his stuff. Lee came in last and stood at the edge with his arms folded.

He made a short speech, plainly prepared, which went wrong immediately.

“I’m not doing a — right. Right.” He looked at the ceiling. “I’ve been in this building since the ninth of September and I’ve been horrible to about half of you, and Yasmin knows what I said to her on the second week and I’d like it noted I’ve apologised.” A laugh went round. “I’ll be honest with you, I don’t remember the first bit. Everyone keeps telling me about the first bit and I wasn’t there for it.” He shifted on the crutches. “So the person I want to thank is me mum’s neighbour Kev, who drove Kelsey up here every day for a month and won’t take petrol money.”

He stopped. The room waited.

“And whoever’s idea it was,” he said, “to ask me.”

Paige looked at the floor for a while.

Afterwards it turned into what it always turns into, which is thirty people eating cake off blue paper towel and talking about parking.

Ben Lawson had brought a knife from theatres, which somebody made a joke about and immediately regretted. George Kelly appeared at the door with a radiator key and no radiator to attend to and stayed forty minutes. Somebody’s phone went off with a tone from about 2009.

She found herself in a corner with a woman she had handed patients to for years and never once had a conversation with — Grace Holloway, ICU, who had a way of standing in a room like somebody who has decided to stay in it. A psychologist stood beside her with a chipped mug, and the two of them were not touching and did not need to.

“Thornton,” Grace said. “You’re the helicopter.”

“I get that a lot.”

“Everyone knows the helicopter.” Grace put her cup down. “That thing you did with his mum. On the Old Kent Road.”

Paige stopped.

“How on earth⁠—”

“She’s my auntie’s neighbour’s daughter,” Grace said, entirely deadpan. “It’s a village. Everything gets back.” She let that sit for a second and then said, more quietly, “She told half of Bermondsey a doctor knelt down on the pavement and listed everything she’d checked. She can still recite it. Bits of it are wrong but she can recite it.”

“Right.”

“You’ll want to know that,” Grace said. “Nobody ever tells you the ones that go right. They’ll ring you about the other sort within the hour.”

The psychologist beside her had not said a word and had been listening to the whole of it, and Paige had the distinct sense of having been assessed and let off.

Rowan Blackwood was by the window with Zoe Fairchild and a slice of cake that was not going to be eaten, and she caught Paige’s eye across the room and lifted the plate half an inch, which turned out to be a whole sentence.

Keira Whitlock arrived twenty minutes late and got the last piece of cake by a method Paige did not observe.

“Right,” she said. “I’m settling the book on Tuesday and I want it known that I have had a shocking quarter, and it’s your fault.”

“I’ve not done anything.”

“You’ve done nothing but. Neil has gone back to his bees, Ray’s woman from ops has got engaged to a man from Reading, and Radiology has folded entirely.” Keira looked at her over the top of the cake. “And there’s a great deal of money that wanted to go on you two and I would not take it. On principle. I have run this book for eleven years and I do not take money on a certainty.”

“There’s nothing certain about⁠—”

“Paige,” said Keira, kindly, “you’re at a cake.”

And so Paige Thornton, who had spent nine years in a flat with one chair in it, stood in a staff room at St Anne’s with a paper cup in her hand and said, out loud, to an emergency medicine consultant and to whoever else in that hot room happened to be listening:

“I’m with Morgan Ellis. Since the third of October. It’s declared, it’s on file, we’ve been rostered apart and that’s the end of it, and I’d rather people heard it from me.”

Somebody by the kettle said, “Yes, love, we know.”

Marion, on her way past with two cups, said, “The department’s known since the barbecue before last,” and kept going.

Keira ate her cake.

“Was that a moment?” she said. “It looked like it might have been a moment.”

“It was for me,” Paige said.

“Well then,” said Keira, and patted her arm, and went to talk to somebody about a rota.

She got twenty minutes at the window before she went.

The staff room at St Anne’s was on the first floor and looked out over the ambulance ramp and the back of a Sainsbury’s and, past that, a slice of river and the grey business of it going on into the murk. It was ten to four and already going dark, and the lights were coming up all over.

She had spent sixteen years above the city, moving over the top of it at a hundred and forty knots, going to the worst thirty minutes of a stranger’s life and coming away again, and it had taken until this autumn to work out that she had been doing it in order not to have to stand in a room like this one.

There was cake. There was a christening banner. There was a young man on crutches being teased by a healthcare assistant, and a brother at the edge with his arms folded who had come, which was the whole of it, and a nurse called Yasmin being reminded of something she had been called in week two.

Nobody in that room was ever going to write down what it was.

“Dr Thornton?”

A woman about her own age, dark bob, lanyard, a folder held against her chest with both arms, in the doorway rather than the room.

“I’m Nicole Bennett. Ward manager. I’m sorry, I’ve not — I’ve been trying to get five minutes with you since September and it’s got away from me.”

“Not at all.”

“I wanted to say thank you properly. Not for the leg.” Nicole Bennett had a way of saying things in the order she had decided on. “For coming to see him in October. He was in a bad way that fortnight and nobody could get near it, and then you turned up and told him what he’d said, and he was a different lad the following week. My staff noticed. That’s all. That’s the whole speech.”

“That’s kind of you.”

“It’s not kind, it’s feedback, we’re very short of it.” She moved the folder to her other arm. “Anyway. I’m late. I’m always late at the minute — I’ve been pulled onto a piece of work with Governance and it’s eating me alive.”

Paige said, “Oh?”

“Historic cases.” Nicole pulled a face. “Some review protocol. There’s a stack of them apparently, going back years, and somebody’s decided they want a clinical head on it rather than just the office, and Verity Lancaster asked for a ward manager and everyone else was quicker than me.” She was already half turned. “Six months of Tuesday afternoons in a room with a woman who says strictly speaking. Wish me luck.”

“Good luck,” Paige said.

Nicole Bennett lifted the folder about half an inch by way of farewell, and went.

Paige stood at the window with an empty paper cup.

Out on the ramp a crew was reversing an ambulance in with somebody walking it back, one hand up, unhurried. The lights were on all along the river. The cold came off the glass onto her face.

Behind her the room was still going. Somebody had found the last of the cake.

Somewhere in that building, on a floor she had been on twice in her life, three job numbers and four hundred words and a black A6 notebook with a phone number written large on the facing page had gone into a stack — with other things, put there by other people, for their own reasons, none of whom had ever met each other.

She had thought she was handing it in, and that this was the end of her part.

She put the cup in the bin and went to find her coat.


EPILOGUE


The tasking came at ten past eight on a Wednesday in December, in the dark, which is the only time the job is beautiful.

Cardiac arrest, twenty-nine-year-old, gym in Bermondsey. Bystander CPR from the start, which is the sentence that changes everything and which almost never arrives.

The doctor beside her was called Aisha and had been on the service eleven weeks and was going to be very good indeed, and Morgan had spent the last hour and a half teaching her a knot she did not need to know.

They went up.

That was the part Morgan had been quietly frightened of, back in November, when the roster came out with somebody else’s name beside hers: that it would be ruined. That the whole of it had only ever been one person, and that the aircraft going up over the river at night with the city coming on underneath would turn out to have been about Paige Thornton and nothing else.

Nothing was ruined.

Nobody tells you that part either. She sat in the same seat with her hand on the same door frame and watched the lights come up all the way out to the M25, and it was still the best thing she had ever been paid to do, and it was different, and both of those were allowed.

The job went well.

They worked on the floor of a gym at half eight in the evening with a spin class watching through a glass wall until somebody had the sense to move them, and a manager called Deniz did the compressions for eleven minutes with better technique than most nurses Morgan had trained, and there was a rhythm on the monitor by the time they were ready to move.

They took him to St Anne’s. Aisha gave a good handover, slightly too long, which is the right way round at eleven weeks.

And Morgan stood at the end of the trolley in the light of a resus bay and did the correct professional thing, which was to step back, and let the team in, and sign the sheet.

Then she went out through the doors and did not turn round, because she was working, and because you do not stand in other people’s resus.

She went back the next afternoon.

It took four minutes. She parked, and went in through the main entrance like a member of the public, and stood at the desk in ICU and said, “Hello — I’m the retrieval nurse from the arrest last night, the twenty-nine-year-old from the gym. I wondered how he’d got on.”

The nurse at the desk said, “Oh, he’s on eight. He’s awake. He’s been awake since about six this morning, he’s been an absolute nightmare, he wants his phone.”

That was the whole of it.

Nobody was surprised. Nobody asked her who she was or what right she had. A woman with a stack of obs charts under her arm told her a fact about a young man’s Thursday morning in the tone you would use for the weather, and then said, “Do you want me to tell him you came?” and Morgan said no, thank you, and that was all of it.

Four minutes. Thirteen years.

She stood in the corridor outside ICU afterwards for a while with her car keys in her hand, in a coat, among visitors, and had to work at her breathing again — not because of the young man, who was going to be fine and wanted his phone, but because it had been that easy the entire time.

Nobody had ever stopped her. There had never been a rule. There had never been anything at all except a woman with a system for surviving her own job, who had called it professionalism for over a decade, and who had been carrying every single one of them anyway, unnamed, in a box on top of a wardrobe.

She would not get the notebook back. Morgan had asked, once, and a woman in Governance had explained kindly that it formed part of a file now and would be retained, and Morgan had found that she did not mind in the least. It was the first object she had ever let go of on purpose rather than by leaving.

The letter had come to Bermondsey in the middle of November: three short paragraphs, an eleven-digit reference number, logged for consideration under the historic case review protocol. Paige had read it twice and put it in the drawer, and had then taken it out again and copied the number into the back of her notebook, in the small printed hand, where the times go.

The Cornwall post had closed on the sixth. Somebody else got it. Bev had sent a photograph of the sea, which was blue and unreasonable, and Morgan had sent back a photograph of Leytonstone in the rain.

The educator interview was on the eighteenth. She had done a teaching session on prehospital anaesthesia in a hallway for a panel of three, and had put in the bit about say again, and had told them plainly what had happened to her on a doormat in Walthamstow in October and what she now knew that no textbook was going to tell a twenty-four-year-old.

They rang her the following morning.

She would start in January and keep flying. Every crew, every doctor, every new nurse coming through that door for as long as she was there — and after, because that is what a programme is, and she had never in her life built one.

She got home at half five.

There was a light on in the front room of a flat over a yard in Bermondsey, and a plane tree with nothing left on it.

And two chairs by the window: a good one that had been there nine years, and a green one with a wooden frame that had arrived on a Thursday in November and that Morgan had assembled wrongly and had had to do twice.

Paige was in the wrong one, as she always was now, with her feet up on the arm of the other.

“Well?” she said.

“He wants his phone.”

Paige put down what she was reading.

“Say it properly.”

“He’s awake, he’s on eight, and he’s been an absolute nightmare since six this morning.” Morgan stood in the doorway with her coat still on. “I asked at the desk. She just told me. She had the charts under her arm and she just told me, like it was nothing, and then she asked if I wanted her to say I’d come.”

“What did you say?”

“I said no.”

“Why?”

“Because it wasn’t for him,” Morgan said. “It was for me. And I’d rather be honest about that than be a nice story he tells people.”

Paige looked at her for a moment.

Then she got up and crossed the room and took the coat off her, one shoulder and then the other, and put it over the back of a chair, and did not say anything at all, and that was the correct response and they both knew it.

She was on nights again the following week.

The tasking came at twenty past eleven and it was a bad one, and the whole of London was orange and black and going about its business underneath them, ten thousand streets and a river and the lit-up cliff of somebody’s office block where nobody had gone home.

Morgan Ellis sat in the back with her hand on the door frame and the noise all round her and everything she was good at laid out in the order she liked it.

She thought — briefly, the way you do at that height, in that light, with somebody else’s worst half hour eleven minutes away — that she had spent thirteen years above the city because up here nothing could reach her and nobody could ask her to stay.

And that she had a flat to go back to with two chairs in it, and a woman in the wrong one, and a nine-year-old’s next birthday already in her phone, and a programme starting in January that would still be running when she was gone.

Then the pilot said, “Two minutes,” and she stopped thinking about any of it, and did her job.

Underneath them, away to the north, the lights of St Anne’s came up out of the murk — the ramp, the windows, the pad on the roof with its ring of white — and went on burning, all night, the way they do, and the aircraft lifted over the river and went to work.


THE CRITICAL CARE SERIES CONTINUES IN:


BENEATH THE SURFACE

Nicole Bennett has run the trauma ward for six years and has never once been beaten by paperwork. Dr Verity Lancaster has never once been beaten by anybody. When Clinical Governance asks the two of them to review a stack of historic cases together, neither expects to find anything. Both are wrong.
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Some flights change everything.
Some landings change your heart.
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