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CHAPTER 1



The woman in bay four was refusing to let anyone near her.

Sam could hear it from the nurses’ station — the high, thin voice cutting through the Friday afternoon chaos of North Manchester General’s A&E. Monitors beeped their tinny alarms. Someone’s phone rang unanswered at the triage desk. In Majors, a man who’d been waiting four hours for a bed was telling anyone who’d listen that he was going to discharge himself, and nobody was stopping him because they all knew he’d said the same thing twice already and hadn’t moved.

“She’s been like that since the ambos brought her in,” said Priya, dropping a set of obs onto the desk. “Won’t let me near her. Won’t let Dr Iqbal near her either. Keeps saying she wants to go home.”

“What’s the story?”

“Fall at home. Neighbour called 999 when she didn’t come to the door for two days. Suspected fractured neck of femur, but she won’t let anyone examine her.”

Sam looked at the whiteboard. Doreen Hartley, eighty-three. Arrived by North West Ambulance at half one. It was now gone four. Over three hours of being frightened in a department that smelled of antibac gel and sounded like the end of the world.

“I’ll have a go,” Sam said.

She picked up the portable obs machine and walked over. The curtain around bay four was half drawn. Behind it, a small woman sat bolt upright on the trolley with both hands gripping the rails as though the bed might tip her out. Her hair was white and uncombed. Her cardigan was buttoned wrong, one side hanging longer than the other. She looked at Sam with the wide, exhausted eyes of someone who had stopped trusting anything about this situation.

“Hello, love,” Sam said quietly. She didn’t touch the curtain. Didn’t reach for Doreen’s arm. She crouched down beside the trolley so they were at eye level, and she waited.

“I want to go home.”

“Course you do. You’ve been stuck in here all afternoon and it’s hardly the Midland Hotel, is it?”

Something shifted behind Doreen’s face. Not a smile, not yet, but the tight grip on the rail loosened a fraction.

“Have you got anyone waiting for you at home? Cat? Dog?”

“A cat. Biscuit.”

“Biscuit.” Sam let herself grin. “That’s a proper name for a cat. What colour is Biscuit?”

“Ginger. She sits on the windowsill when I’m out. Watches for me.”

“She’ll be wondering where you’ve got to, then.” Sam shifted slightly, still crouched. Her knees were starting to protest. “Doreen — can I call you Doreen? — the only way we can get you back to Biscuit is if we have a proper look at you. I know it’s been a rotten afternoon. I know this isn’t where you want to be. But if I can just do your blood pressure and have a little check, then we’ll know what we’re dealing with. And I’ll tell you exactly what I’m doing before I do it. Deal?”

Doreen studied her for a long moment. Then she released the rail on her left side and offered her arm.

Sam wrapped the cuff gently, talking the whole time — about cats, about the weather, about how the vending machine in the corridor only dispensed Bovril and nobody had worked out how to fix it. Doreen’s blood pressure was high but not alarming. Her left hip was visibly shortened and externally rotated, which confirmed what everyone already suspected. Sam documented everything, flagged it for Dr Iqbal, and stayed a few minutes longer than she needed to, because Doreen’s hand was resting on her sleeve and she didn’t want to be the next person to walk away.

By the time the orthopaedic registrar came down to review Doreen, the department had moved on. That was how it worked when you were bank staff. You came, you filled a gap, you left. The machine kept running.

Sam went back to the nurses’ station to finish her documentation. Her login had expired again — temporary system access, seventy-two hours at a time, and she had to ring IT every single placement to get it reset. She typed her notes standing up because the only free computer was the one wedged between the printer and the wall that nobody used because the screen flickered.

She didn’t have a locker here. Her bag was stuffed under the desk in a carrier bag. Her lanyard was a clip-on temporary one, bright red, which marked her as agency before she’d even opened her mouth. The permanent staff had blue lanyards. It was a small thing and it shouldn’t have mattered, but after five months of red lanyards at six different hospitals, it mattered.

Priya found her as she was logging off. “You’re magic with the older ones, you know that? Doreen was like a different person after you talked to her.”

“She was just scared,” Sam said. “Anyone would be.”

“Yeah, but not everyone can fix that.” Priya leaned against the desk. “When d’you start your new job, then?”

“Monday week. Manchester Royal.”

“A&E?”

“Yep. Permanent contract and everything. I’ll actually have my own locker. Might even get a pen that works.”

Priya laughed. “They’ll be lucky to have you.”

Sam smiled and didn’t say what she was thinking, which was: I hope so. I really, really hope so.

She changed in a toilet cubicle because bank staff didn’t get changing room access. Scrubs off, jeans and a jumper on, hair pulled out of its elastic and shaken loose. She looked at herself in the mirror above the sink: tired eyes, skin that needed a week of sleep and about four litres of water. A face that had been professionally pleasant for twelve hours and was now allowed to stop.

Her phone buzzed as she walked out. A group chat — nurses she’d worked bank shifts with at Wythenshawe and Trafford General, a loose collection of people who weren’t quite friends but weren’t strangers either. Friday drinks. The Crown, Deansgate. Eight-ish.

Sam stood on the pavement outside North Manchester General and considered her options. Her flat was a twenty-minute bus ride away. It was small, still half unpacked, and quiet in the particular way that made her scroll her phone too long and eat cereal standing up over the sink. She could go home, run a bath, be in bed by ten. That was the sensible thing.

But the flat would still be there tomorrow. And tonight she was tired in the way that sleep didn’t fix — the bone-deep tiredness of being competent and invisible, useful and unattached.

She’d moved to Manchester four months ago. A new city, a fresh start, all the optimistic language people used when they meant: I needed to get away from the life that wasn’t working anymore. She didn’t regret it. But starting over was lonelier than anyone warned you about. New streets, new supermarkets, a flat where she still couldn’t find things because she hadn’t finished deciding where things went.

She typed a reply to the group chat: I’m in. See you there.

Slipped the phone into her pocket, pulled her jacket tighter against the damp Manchester cold, and headed for the bus stop.

Tonight she wanted noise and people and the feeling, even borrowed, of belonging somewhere.


CHAPTER 2



The trauma phone rang at twenty past five, and Erin had the receiver in her hand before the second ring.

She listened, one finger pressed to her free ear to block out the noise of the department. Male voice on the line, calm and clipped: North West Ambulance, pre-alert, paediatric trauma. Five-year-old girl. Pedestrian versus car outside a primary school. Mechanism was significant. The child was conscious but confused, GCS fluctuating, tachycardic. Blood pressure was holding but they were worried about her abdomen. ETA twelve minutes.

Erin replaced the receiver and turned to the department. Everything in her went very still and very clear, the way it always did.

“Trauma call,” she said. “Paeds. Five-year-old. RTC. ETA twelve minutes. I need Resus set up for a child. Tom, you’re airway. Aoife, can you pull the paeds drug doses and get a warming blanket ready. I want O-neg on standby and someone ring the paediatric reg now, not in ten minutes, now.”

The department moved into action. That was the thing about a good team — you didn’t have to say things twice. Tom Reeves grabbed the airway trolley and started checking equipment, already talking himself through the intubation kit sizes for a five-year-old. Aoife Gallagher appeared from the nurses’ station with the Broselow tape and a face that said she’d heard the call and was already three steps ahead.

Erin pulled on a fresh pair of gloves and walked into Resus. She checked the monitoring, checked the suction, ran her eyes over the space the way she always did — looking for the thing that would go wrong before it went wrong. Twelve minutes. She had twelve minutes to make sure that when that child came through the doors, every single person in this room knew exactly what they were doing.

She used every one of them.

The girl’s name was Lily.

Erin learned this later, from the paramedics, from the paperwork, from the mother who arrived seventeen minutes after the ambulance with mascara down her face and a voice that kept breaking on the L. But in Resus she was a patient. Five years old, fifteen kilos, an abdominal injury that was bleeding faster than they could replace it, and a body that was trying very hard to compensate until suddenly, brutally, it couldn’t.

The primary survey was textbook. Erin led it with the same focused calm she brought to every trauma call, running through the steps she’d done hundreds of times: airway, breathing, circulation, disability, exposure. She directed the team with short, precise instructions. Tom managed the airway. Aoife ran the drugs. The surgical registrar arrived and stood beside Erin, assessing the ultrasound images that showed free fluid in the abdomen, a lot of it, too much.

They gave blood. They gave fluids. They prepared for theatre.

Lily arrested at nine minutes past six.

Erin ran the resuscitation. She stood at the head of the bed and she gave the commands and she watched the monitor and she counted the cycles in her head. Adrenaline every three minutes. Rhythm check. Continue CPR. She was aware of Tom across from her, aware of Aoife documenting the timeline, aware of the surgical registrar standing back because there was nothing surgery could do now. She was aware of all of it and none of it, because the only thing that mattered was the rhythm on the monitor and the feel of the team working around her and the small body on the bed that was not responding.

After twenty-two minutes, Erin looked at the clock. She looked at the monitor. She looked at Aoife, who met her eyes and held them.

“I’m calling it,” Erin said. “Time of death, eighteen thirty-one.”

The room stopped. Not all at once — there were still machines running, still the mechanical rhythm of equipment that didn’t know the job was done. Tom stepped back from the trolley and pressed both hands to the top of his head, the way people did when they didn’t know where else to put them. Someone turned off the monitor. The silence it left behind was enormous.

Erin removed her gloves. She dropped them in the clinical waste bin. She straightened her scrub top where it had come untucked, and she walked out of Resus to speak to Lily’s mother.

She told her in the relatives’ room. The small, airless box with the soft chairs and the terrible paintings that every hospital had, the room whose only purpose was to hold the worst moments of people’s lives. Lily’s mother was called Claire. She already knew — she’d known from the moment Erin walked in, because there was no version of a doctor’s face coming through that door that meant good news, not so quickly not with that expression.

Erin sat opposite her. She was clear and she was honest and she did not look away. She explained what had happened, what they’d done, why it hadn’t been enough. She used Lily’s name. She answered every question. When Claire asked if Lily had been in pain, Erin said no, and meant it, because that at least was true.

She stayed with Claire for as long as Claire needed her. When the family liaison nurse arrived, Erin stood, and Claire grabbed her hand and held it for a moment that lasted much longer than it could have. Erin let her.

Then she left the room, walked back down the corridor toward Resus, and stood in the empty bay where Lily had been. The trolley had been stripped. The equipment cleared. A healthcare assistant was wiping down the surfaces with the steady, methodical care of someone who had done this many times and understood that this, too, was part of the job.

Erin leaned against the wall. She pressed her shoulder blades into it and tipped her head back and breathed.

She didn’t cry. She hadn’t cried after a case in years. The feelings were there — she was not a machine, no matter what certain junior doctors seemed to believe — but they were locked behind a door she’d learned to close a long time ago. Control was how she survived this work. You felt it later, or you didn’t feel it at all. You did not fall apart in the department.

A voice from the doorway.

“You’re carrying that one again, Walsh.”

Aoife Gallagher leaned against the doorframe. She wasn’t asking a question. She wasn’t offering comfort. She was simply stating a fact, the way she stated most things — with a quiet precision that made it impossible to deflect.

Erin straightened. “I’m fine.”

“Didn’t say you weren’t.”

They looked at each other for a moment. Aoife had worked in this department for fifteen years. She’d outlasted four consultants, three restructures, and one near-closure. She had seen more death than anyone Erin knew, and she carried it with a steadiness that Erin had never quite been able to replicate, because Aoife’s steadiness didn’t come from control. It came from something else. Something Erin had never identified and wasn’t sure she wanted to.

“Go home, Erin,” Aoife said. It was rare for her to use first names with the medical staff. It landed. “Shift’s over.”

“I’ve got notes to finish.”

Aoife gave her a look that said she knew exactly what “notes to finish” meant: it meant sitting in her office for another hour, documenting everything with forensic detail because filling in the paperwork was a way of staying in the building, and staying in the building was a way of not going home to silence.

But Aoife didn’t push. She never did, quite. She just made sure you knew she’d seen you.

“Right, then,” she said, and left.

Erin sat in her office and wrote the notes. She documented Lily’s arrival, the primary survey findings, the interventions, the timeline of the arrest, every drug given and every decision made. She completed the incident report. She reviewed the notes for accuracy, twice, because that was what you did. You got the record right. If nothing else, you got the record right.

Her office was small and tidy. A desk, a computer, a shelf of emergency medicine textbooks and college exam guides. No photos. No plants. A mug that said WORLD’S OKAYEST DOCTOR that someone had given her as a joke three Christmases ago and she’d kept because it was the closest thing she had to a personal touch in here.

Her phone sat on the desk. No messages. There never were, not on a Friday night. Her parents would ring on Sunday, the same time they always did, and ask the same questions they always asked: was she eating properly, was she sleeping enough, was she still working too hard. She’d say yes, no, probably. They’d be proud of her but they would not ask how she felt, because that wasn’t how the Walsh family operated. Feelings were acknowledged only through practical gestures: food parcels in the post, a card on her birthday, her mum asking if she’d had the boiler serviced.

She was thirty-eight years old and she lived alone in a flat in Didsbury and she had chosen this life deliberately. The work mattered. The work was enough.

Most nights she believed that.

Tonight the flat felt like a punishment.

She was pulling on her coat when Tom appeared in the doorway, still in scrubs, hair pushed back, radiating the slightly manic energy of a junior doctor at the end of a shift that had included a paediatric death.

“Few of us are going to The Crown,” he said. “Pint? Debrief? Questionable music?”

Erin’s mouth was already forming the no. It was reflex. She didn’t go out with colleagues after work. She didn’t blur the line between professional and personal. She went home, poured a glass of wine, read something that had nothing to do with medicine, and was in bed by eleven. That was the routine, and the routine was the point.

But tonight the routine felt like a trap. Tonight she could feel Lily’s case sitting in her chest like a stone, and she knew with absolute certainty that if she went home and sat in her quiet flat with her wine and her book, the stone would grow until it filled the whole room.

“Yeah,” she said. “Alright.”

Tom blinked. He’d clearly expected the no. “Really?”

“Don’t push it, Reeves.”

He grinned and disappeared.

Erin stood in her office for another moment. She was aware that she had just made a decision that didn’t fit the shape of her life, and she couldn’t quite explain why. She didn’t want to talk to anyone. She didn’t want to debrief. She wanted — what? Noise. The presence of other people. Something to press against the silence that was waiting for her at home.

She picked up her bag, turned off the light, and walked out of Manchester Royal Infirmary into the damp October evening.

Oxford Road was loud with buses and Friday traffic. The air smelled of rain on tarmac and diesel fumes and the chip shop on the corner. A group of students spilled out of a bar, laughing at something on someone’s phone. The city was doing what cities did on Friday nights: it was carrying on, oblivious, while somewhere upstairs in the hospital a woman was sitting with her dead daughter.

Erin put her hands in her coat pockets and walked toward Deansgate.

She didn’t know what she was looking for tonight. She didn’t know that it was already in the pub, waiting for her at the bar, wearing a denim jacket and a tired smile.

She just knew she couldn’t go home.


CHAPTER 3



The Crown on a Friday night was the kind of loud that got into your bones.

Bass from the speakers. The clatter of glasses being collected too fast. Thirty overlapping conversations and a bloke at the quiz machine who kept swearing every time he got an answer wrong. The place was rammed — standing room only by the bar, every booth taken, the air thick with the smell of spilt lager and someone’s perfume and the vinegar from a bowl of chips being passed around a table near the door.

Sam loved it. She’d spent twelve hours in a department that ran on whispered handovers and the quiet beep of monitors, where every conversation mattered and every word carried clinical weight. This was the opposite of that. This was glorious, pointless noise.

She’d found the group easily enough — Maz and Dani from Wythenshawe, plus a couple of others she half recognised from various bank shifts. They’d grabbed a table near the back, already a round in, already talking about a patient who’d come into Wythenshawe’s A&E that morning claiming he’d swallowed a AA battery on a dare. Standard Friday night debrief. Sam slid into the booth, accepted a glass of wine, and let the conversation wash over her.

It was nice. It was fine. It was the kind of evening where she’d have another drink and catch her bus and be home by half ten and it would be perfectly pleasant and she’d forget it by Tuesday.

Then the wine ran out and she went to the bar.

The bar was three deep and the only person working it was a lad of about nineteen who looked like he’d been thrown to the wolves. Sam squeezed into a gap between two blokes arguing about United’s back four and waited.

That was when she noticed the woman next to her.

She was tall — taller than Sam by a good few inches. Dark hair, just past her jaw, tucked behind one ear. She was standing very straight, the way people stood when they weren’t used to being in crowds, and she was trying to catch the barman’s eye with a look of quiet authority that probably worked brilliantly in whatever professional context she’d come from, but was achieving absolutely nothing here.

Sam watched her raise one hand, composed and precise, like she was summoning a registrar. The barman sailed past without a glance. The woman’s mouth tightened.

Sam grinned.

Someone behind her lurched sideways and Sam stumbled forward, catching herself against the bar with one hand and nearly elbowing the woman in the ribs.

“Sorry — God, sorry —”

The woman caught Sam’s arm. Firm grip, quick reflexes. “You’re fine.”

Their eyes met. The woman’s were grey-green, steady, faintly amused. Up close she was striking rather than pretty — sharp cheekbones, a jawline you could draw a straight line with, and a mouth that looked like it didn’t smile often but would be devastating when it did.

“Thanks,” Sam said. “Though if I’d gone down, the barman probably still wouldn’t have noticed.”

The woman’s mouth twitched. “I’ve been standing here for ten minutes. I’m starting to think I’m invisible.”

“You’re being too polite about it. This isn’t the kind of place that rewards patience.” Sam leaned forward, caught the barman’s eye with a wave and a “Mate!” that carried over the noise, and turned back. “See? Controlled aggression. What are you having?”

The woman looked at her for a beat, as though recalibrating something. Then: “Gin and tonic. Thanks.”

“Sam,” Sam said, offering her hand.

The woman took it. Her handshake was firm, dry, brief. “Erin.”

They stood at the bar waiting for the drinks and talked about nothing. The queue. The music, which had shifted from nineties indie to something unidentifiable with a lot of bass. The rain, which had started again and was hammering the windows.

Sam was easy to talk to — she knew this about herself. She asked questions and she listened, and she had the kind of energy that drew people in without trying. But there was something about Erin that made her want to try harder. The woman was guarded, clearly. She held herself with a self-containment that most people would read as coldness. But Sam could see the edges of something else underneath — a dry, quiet humour that kept surfacing in half-sentences and the occasional perfectly timed deadpan that made Sam laugh harder than the joke probably warranted.

“So,” Sam said, leaning one elbow on the bar. “What do you do?”

Erin paused with her gin halfway to her mouth. Something shifted behind her eyes — a flicker of weariness, maybe, or calculation. Then she set the glass down.

“Let’s not do that.”

“Do what?”

“The whole ‘what do you do, where are you from, what’s your five-year plan’ thing. It’s Friday night. I’ve had—” She stopped. “A long week. Whatever I do, it doesn’t exist tonight. Can we just — not?”

Sam studied her. There was something raw behind the composure, something Erin was clearly working hard to keep below the surface. Sam recognised it. She’d felt it herself often enough: the particular exhaustion of a job that required you to hold people’s worst moments without flinching, and then go home and microwave a lasagne.

“Deal,” Sam said. “No work talk. No surnames. No LinkedIn profiles. Just first names and bad opinions.”

Erin’s mouth curved. Not a full smile, but close. “Bad opinions I can do.”

“Right then, Erin. What’s the worst meal you’ve ever had?”

The worst meal Erin had ever had was a goat curry in Marrakech that she was ninety percent certain had been camel. Sam countered with a prawn cocktail in Blackpool that had given her food poisoning so severe she’d missed a hen do and had to spend the night in the hotel bathroom while her friends did karaoke without her.

“In fairness to Blackpool,” Sam said, “ordering prawns was my first mistake.”

“In fairness to you, Blackpool shouldn’t be allowed to sell prawns.”

Sam laughed. It was the kind of laugh that came without permission, too loud, head tipped back, and she saw something change in Erin’s face when she did it — a softening, barely perceptible, like a door opening an inch.

They were still standing at the bar. Neither of them had suggested moving, and at some point Sam had stopped noticing the crowd entirely. The noise was still there — the music, the glasses, the bloke at the quiz machine — but it had become a backdrop, wallpaper, something happening to other people.

The conversation moved. Travel disasters. Erin had once been stranded in Edinburgh for three days because of a rail strike and had ended up in a B&B run by a woman who insisted on reading her tarot cards every morning over breakfast. Sam had missed a flight in Lisbon because she’d been distracted by a market stall selling hand-painted tiles and had to sleep in the airport on a bench next to a man who snored like a foghorn.

“Musical opinions,” Sam demanded. “Worst take. Go.”

“I don’t like The Beatles,” Erin said, with the air of someone confessing to a crime.

“You don’t like The Beatles.”

“I find them overrated.”

“You find The Beatles overrated. In Manchester. Out loud.”

“You asked for a bad opinion.”

“I asked for a bad opinion, not a declaration of war.” Sam shook her head in mock horror. “What do you actually listen to?”

“Nothing you’d approve of.”

“Try me.”

Erin took a sip of her gin. “Classical, mostly. Some jazz. Nina Simone.”

“Nina Simone is not embarrassing.”

“I also unironically enjoy Phil Collins.”

Sam put her hand on her chest. “Okay. That one hurts.”

Erin smiled properly then — a real smile, unguarded, and it did exactly what Sam had suspected it would: it changed her entire face. The sharpness softened. Her eyes warmed. For half a second she looked like someone who hadn’t worried about anything in her life, and Sam felt something shift in her chest that she couldn’t quite name.

She looked away first because she had to.

Somewhere around the third drink, Sam became aware of how close they were standing.

It had happened gradually. The bar was loud and they’d leaned in to hear each other and hadn’t leaned back. Erin’s shoulder was inches from hers. When Sam turned her head to say something, Erin’s face was right there — the line of her jaw, the small scar below her left ear, the faint trace of a perfume that was clean and understated and completely unlike anything Sam would have chosen for herself.

They’d covered food, music, travel. Sam had learned that Erin hated coriander with a passion that bordered on medical, that she’d run a half marathon once and hated every second, and that she had a younger brother who sent her increasingly elaborate memes that she didn’t understand but refused to admit to. In turn, Sam had admitted that she couldn’t cook anything that didn’t involve a jar of sauce, that she’d once cried at a John Lewis advert and still wasn’t over it, and that her guilty pleasure was true crime podcasts that she listened to in the bath.

What she hadn’t learned: where Erin worked, what she did, where she lived, what her surname was. The rule held. And the strange thing was, it made everything easier. Without the architecture of real life — jobs and postcodes and all the signifiers people used to place each other — they were just two women at a bar on a Friday night, and the space between them was getting smaller.

Dani appeared at Sam’s elbow. “Sam! We’re doing shots. You coming back to the table?”

Sam glanced at Erin. “This is Erin. Erin, Dani.”

Dani smiled and said hello. Erin was polite, measured. Dani looked between the two of them with the expression of someone who’d assessed the situation in about three seconds.

“Or not,” Dani said cheerfully. “Have fun.”

She disappeared back into the crowd. Sam felt her cheeks warm.

“Sorry. She’s⁠—”

“Observant?”

Sam laughed. “That’s one word for it.”

Across the pub, Sam caught a glimpse of a different group — younger, louder, mostly men, clearly hospital from the way they were dressed. One of them, a sandy-haired bloke with the nervous energy of someone who’d been over-caffeinated since medical school, spotted Erin and waved. Erin returned the smallest possible nod, the kind that communicated don’t come over here with surgical precision.

The bloke grinned, held both hands up in surrender, and turned back to his group.

“Friend of yours?” Sam asked.

“Colleague.” The word came with a faint edge, as though the distinction mattered. Then Erin caught herself and softened. “Sorry. No work talk. He’s just — someone I’m here with.”

“You don’t seem like you came here to hang out with him.”

Erin looked at her. Direct, steady. The green in her eyes was more apparent in the low light of the pub, and there was something in her expression that Sam couldn’t quite read — amusement, maybe, or surprise at herself.

“No,” Erin said. “I didn’t.”

The pub was thinning. Last orders had been called. Around them people were draining pints and reaching for coats and having the eternal Friday night argument about kebabs versus taxis. Sam could feel the evening narrowing toward a decision.

She met Erin’s gaze and held it. The noise of the pub seemed to pull back, just for a moment, leaving the two of them in a pocket of silence that felt deliberate.

Then Sam finished her drink and set the glass down.

“Another drink,” she said, “or...?”

She let the or sit there. Erin’s eyes didn’t leave hers.


CHAPTER 4



Erin didn’t answer immediately.

She stood at the bar with her empty glass in her hand and the noise of the pub closing around them and she felt the question land in the centre of her chest like a flare. She knew what Sam was asking. There was nothing ambiguous about it — the tilt of her head, the steadiness of her gaze, the way the or had been left open like a door.

The rational part of her brain — the part that ran trauma calls and structured her life into rotas and routines and clean lines — was already assembling reasons to say no. She didn’t do this. She didn’t go home with people she’d met in pubs. She didn’t make decisions at midnight that she’d have to live with at seven in the morning. That was the whole architecture of her life: don’t do things you can’t undo.

But underneath the rational part, something else was moving. The weight she’d carried out of the hospital was still there, the heaviness of Lily and the relatives’ room and Claire’s hand gripping hers, and layered over it now was something that felt dangerously like want. Not just attraction, though there was that — Sam was beautiful in a way Erin kept noticing and trying not to: the curve of her collarbone above her top, the way she pushed her hair back when she laughed, the warmth of her, the sheer physical warmth — but something deeper. The pull of being seen. Of having spent two hours with a stranger who asked questions and listened to the answers and hadn’t once made Erin feel like she needed to perform competence or authority or control.

She’d felt more like herself tonight than she had in months. And she didn’t even know this woman’s surname.

Sam was watching her. Patient, unhurried. No pressure. Just that open, steady look that said: this is your call. I’m here either way.

Erin set her glass on the bar.

“Not another drink,” she said.

Sam smiled. It started at the corners of her mouth and moved slowly, like sunrise.

They left together.

Manchester at midnight was wet and bright. The rain had eased to a fine mist that caught the streetlights and turned everything slightly unreal — the neon signs on Deansgate, the headlights of passing taxis, the canal glinting black beneath the bridge.

They walked close but not quite touching. The pub noise faded behind them and was replaced by the sound of the city doing its Friday night work: music leaking from basement bars, a group of lads singing across the road, a woman in heels clicking past them laughing into her phone. The air smelled of rain and chip fat and the particular dampness of Manchester that never quite went away, even in summer.

Without the crowd around them, the energy between them had changed. In the pub it had been playful — banter, jokes, the easy performance of two people flirting. Out here, in the cold and the quiet, it was something else. Sharper. More honest.

Sam spoke first. “I nearly didn’t come out tonight.”

“No?”

“I was going to go home. Microwave something. Watch four episodes of something I’ve already seen.” She glanced sideways at Erin. “I’m glad I didn’t.”

Erin looked straight ahead. “I never come out. This isn’t something I do.”

“Which part? Pubs? Talking to strangers? Walking through Manchester in the rain with someone you met an hour ago?”

“All of it.”

Sam was quiet for a few steps. Then: “Why tonight?”

Erin considered the question. She could give the easy answer — bad day, needed a drink — and Sam would accept it. But something about the way Sam had asked, the simplicity of it, made her want to be more honest than that.

“I had a bad day,” she said. “Not just a bad day. A day that —” She stopped. The rule. No work talk. She couldn’t explain about Lily without explaining what she did, and she didn’t want to break the spell. “A day that reminded me what it feels like when things don’t go the way they should. And I didn’t want to go home and sit with that.”

Sam didn’t push. Didn’t ask what happened. She just nodded, slowly, and said: “I get that.”

And Erin believed her. Not because it was the polite thing to say, but because something in Sam’s voice — a steadiness, a recognition — told her that Sam knew exactly what it felt like to sit in a quiet room with something heavy and no one to share it with.

Their hands brushed. The backs of their fingers, barely touching, but in the cold air the contact felt electric. Sam looked down at their hands and then back up at Erin, and Erin didn’t pull away. Sam linked her arm through Erin’s, easy and unhurried, as though they’d done it a hundred times.

They walked like that. Arm in arm through the wet streets, past closed shops and lit windows and the canal where the water reflected the city in broken lines. They didn’t talk for a while, and the silence was the kind that didn’t need filling.

The hotel was on a side street off Medlock Street. A Premier Inn — anonymous, functional, the kind of place that existed for business travellers and people who needed somewhere to sleep and nothing more. Sam had stayed in half a dozen of them when she’d first moved to Manchester, before the flat came through. She knew the drill: thin walls, adequate pillows, a kettle with two sachets of instant coffee and one of decaf.

They stopped outside. The automatic doors glowed yellow. A man in a suit was checking in at the desk, talking on his phone and not looking at anyone.

“Not exactly the Ritz,” Sam said. It came out softer than she’d intended.

Erin looked at the building. Then she looked at Sam. In the streetlight her face was half shadow, half warm light, and her expression was one Sam hadn’t seen all evening: uncertain. Not about what she wanted — that was clear — but about the fact of wanting it.

“This really isn’t something I do,” Erin said again. Quieter this time.

Sam turned to face her properly. They were standing close enough that she could see the faint lines at the corners of Erin’s eyes, the mist in her hair, the pulse at the base of her throat.

“It doesn’t have to be something you do,” Sam said. “It can just be something that happens. Tonight. And then tomorrow it doesn’t have to mean anything.”

She meant it. In that moment, standing in the mist outside a budget hotel in Manchester, she genuinely meant it. One night. No consequences. Two people who’d found each other in a loud pub on a Friday and decided to stop pretending they didn’t want to be closer.

Erin held her gaze. Sam watched the decision happen behind her eyes — the struggle and the surrender of it, the moment the careful, controlled woman let go of something she’d been gripping all evening.

“Alright,” Erin said.

She walked through the automatic doors first. Sam followed.

The lobby was bright and slightly too warm after the cold outside. Erin went to the desk and booked a room with the same calm efficiency she probably brought to everything. The man behind reception didn’t blink. Nobody looked at them twice.

The lift was small and mirrored. They stood side by side and watched the numbers tick upward. Third floor. Fourth. The hum of the mechanism filled the silence. Sam could feel the heat of Erin’s arm next to hers, could see their reflections multiplied in the mirrored walls — two women, standing close, not touching, on the edge of something.

The doors opened. The corridor was empty — beige carpet, white walls, the distant hum of an ice machine.

Erin walked to the room. Swiped the card. The light turned green.

She pushed the door open and looked at Sam. Not a question, not exactly. More like an acknowledgement: we’re here. This is real. We’re choosing this.

Sam stepped through the door.

It clicked shut behind them.


CHAPTER 5



The room was exactly what Sam had expected. White sheets, beige walls, a framed print of something abstract that had been chosen by someone who’d never been asked to choose art again. The curtains were the heavy blackout kind that didn’t quite meet in the middle. The heating unit hummed beneath the window, pushing warm air into the small space.

Sam stood just inside the door and let the absurdity of it catch up with her. A Premier Inn. Friday night. A woman she’d met three hours ago whose surname she didn’t know and whose job she’d agreed not to ask about. The fluorescent bathroom light was on and it spilled a hard rectangle of white across the carpet, making everything feel slightly overexposed and real.

Erin was standing by the desk, setting down the key card with that same precise economy of movement Sam had already noticed — everything placed deliberately, nothing wasted. She shrugged off her coat and hung it on the back of the chair, and in the gesture Sam could see her recalibrating. Gathering herself. Working out how to be in a room she hadn’t planned to be in, doing something she hadn’t planned to do.

“The décor’s really something,” Sam said.

Erin looked at the abstract print. “I think it’s supposed to be a sunset.”

“It looks like someone sneezed on a canvas.”

Erin laughed. A real one, short and surprised, and it broke something open in the room — the stiffness, the slight formality of two people who’d been brave in the pub and on the walk but were now standing in a hotel room with a bed between them and the full weight of what they’d chosen.

Sam crossed the room. She didn’t rush. She stopped in front of Erin, close enough to see the mist still caught in her hair, the faint flush along her cheekbones that might have been the cold or the gin or something else entirely.

“We don’t have to do anything,” Sam said. “We can just talk. Order terrible room service. Critique the art.”

Erin looked at her. Up close, her eyes were extraordinarily steady — the grey-green that Sam had noticed at the bar, but darker now, more intent. She was searching Sam’s face for something. Permission, maybe. Or proof that this was real.

“I don’t want to talk,” Erin said.

She kissed Sam first.

It was tentative, almost careful — a question rather than a statement. Her hand came up to the side of Sam’s face, fingers light against her jaw, and the kiss was soft and slow and tasted of gin and something underneath that was just Erin: warm skin, the trace of hospital soap she hadn’t quite washed away, the faintest sweetness.

Sam kissed her back. Gently at first, matching Erin’s pace, letting her lead. Then less gently. Sam’s hands found Erin’s waist and pulled her closer and Erin made a sound against her mouth — quiet, almost inaudible, but Sam felt it rather than heard it: a release. The sound of someone letting go of something they’d been holding too tightly.

They moved to the bed without discussion, the air thick with anticipation and quiet electricity. The awkwardness of their initial movements melted away as they found themselves in the small hotel room, the world outside fading into a distant hum. Sam’s heart raced, each beat echoing in her ears as she caught Erin’s eye, searching for reassurance.

Sam’s jumper went first, pulled over her head and tossed aside. She felt the cool air against her skin as Erin’s gaze lingered on her body, taking in the silhouette of her form before she reciprocated, lifting her arms for Sam to remove her top. Erin’s skin was warm and inviting, her body a canvas of sharp lines and soft curves. Sam’s hands glided along Erin’s sides, feeling her breath hitch under the delicate touch, igniting a spark that traveled through her veins.

Erin shivered at Sam’s exploration, a quiet response that sent a thrill through Sam. It reminded her that beneath Erin’s composed façade lay a woman who didn’t often let anyone this close. Sam leaned in, pressing her lips to Erin’s shoulder, feeling the warmth of her skin against her mouth. Every kiss, every touch, sent ripples of desire surging through their bodies.

“You can tell me to stop,” Sam murmured, her voice low, laced with concern and need.

But Erin’s hand found its way into Sam’s hair, fingers threading gently but possessively. “Don’t stop,” Erin breathed, her tone filled with an urgent softness.

With that, they began to explore one another, moving together with a mingled sense of urgency and tenderness. Sam was attentive, her hands memorizing the curve of Erin’s waist, the delicate slope of her back. She reveled in the way Erin responded, arching slightly into her touch, eyes fluttering shut as she absorbed every sensation.

As they kissed, the urgency heightened, transforming into a fervent hunger. Sam felt Erin’s body melt against hers, their movements becoming more instinctual, a dance of desire and need. She pulled Erin closer, feeling the heat radiate between them, the quiet rhythm of their breaths blending into a singular cadence that echoed in the small space.

Then, Erin pulled back slightly, her gaze piercing through the dim light, revealing a vulnerability that resonated deeply within Sam. There was a moment of hesitation, a silent acknowledgment of the gravity of what they were doing. Erin’s expression was equal parts desire and bewilderment, as if she couldn’t quite believe this connection was real.

“What?” Sam whispered, her heart racing as she sought to understand the whirlwind of feelings swirling between them.

Erin shook her head, her words caught somewhere between her thoughts and the desire spilling forth. Instead, she leaned in, capturing Sam’s lips with a kiss that was both fierce and tender, igniting a fire that consumed them both. Sam responded with equal fervour, her hands roaming freely, tracing the outline of Erin’s body with reverent care.

With a gentle push, Sam guided Erin to sit on the edge of the bed, where the dim light cast soft shadows over their bodies. She knelt before Erin, her hands sliding along the sides of her thighs, feeling the warmth radiate from her skin. Erin’s breath hitched as Sam’s fingers ventured higher, running her hands lightly over her already moist pants she brushing against the softness of her stomach and finally finding the delicate swell of her breasts, palms cradling the warm softness. Sam felt Erin’s heart race beneath her touch, the way her body responded with unrestrained desire.

“God, you feel incredible,” Sam whispered, her voice thick with longing. She leaned forward, her mouth finding Erin’s breast, kissing a path along the curve before taking a nipple between her lips. Erin gasped, her hands tangling in Sam’s hair, pulling her closer as if to guide her deeper.

Sam’s tongue swirled gently around Erin’s sensitive peak, drawing soft moans from her lips. She felt the tension coil within Erin, every gasp and sigh urging her on. Sam’s fingers continued to roam, teasing the contours of Erin’s body, exploring the soft flesh beneath the thin fabric of her bra, the warmth radiating between them igniting a fire within.

Erin, emboldened, moved her hands down to Sam’s waist, fingers slipping beneath the waistband of her trousers, tugging gently. Sam let out a breathy laugh, feeling an intoxicating mixture of vulnerability and excitement. She lifted her hips, encouraging Erin to explore, and in response, Erin’s fingers slipped inside her clothes, teasing the soft skin of Sam’s lower belly before venturing to her wet core.

The sensation took Sam’s breath away as Erin’s fingers found their way beneath her underwear, gliding through the slick warmth. Sam gasped, her body arching instinctively, yearning for more. “Yes,” she urged, her voice a mix of breathless pleasure and encouragement.

Erin’s fingers moved with exquisite precision, tracing her edges, before slipping with a sudden jolt inside before teasing and stroking her edges again in a way that made Sam feel dizzy with desire. Erins fingers began to move inside her rhythmically, her thumb still circling her edges Sam felt herself unraveling like never before, her breath quickening as she arched her body to meet Erin, deepening the sensation further until she could hold on no longer.

With newfound confidence and an eagerness to reciprocate, Sam guiding Erin back gently until she lay on the bed. She took her time, kissing a path down Erin’s body, savouring the feel and taste of her skin against her lips. Sam’s hands explored every inch of Erin, tracing the contours of her curves, feeling the warmth radiate from her core. She could sense Erin’s anticipation growing, could feel the heat pooling between them.

As Sam’s mouth reached Erin’s core, she paused to tease, breathing softly against her, eliciting a shuddering gasp. Finally, she allowed herself to give in to the desire, as Erin groaned with sheer please, Sam’s tongue delved into her core exploring with an eagerness that made Erin’s body arch in response. Sam revelled in the sounds Erin made, the way she writhed beneath her, the sheer joy of discovering what brought her pleasure.

In the heat of the moment, with the taste of Erin’s wetness Sam surrendered herself to the experience, letting go of all inhibitions. Erin’s fingers tangled in Sam’s hair, urging her on with increasingly desperate gasps until she unravelled, her body shuddering under the sensation. Erin lay on the bed entwined, the world outside faded away, leaving only the two of them—two women discovering the depth of their connection and the beauty of allowing themselves to be truly seen.

They lay in the dark. The heating unit ticked quietly. Outside, the city had gone as quiet as Manchester ever got — the occasional siren, a car door, the distant rumble of a late bus.

Sam was on her back. Erin was beside her, on her side, one arm resting across her own waist. They weren’t touching, but the space between them was small and warm and didn’t feel like distance.

“Well,” Sam said.

Erin made a sound that was almost a laugh. “Well.”

“That was⁠—”

“Yes.”

“I was going to say ‘significantly better than critiquing the art.’”

Erin’s laugh was quiet and real. Sam turned her head on the pillow to look at her. In the thin light that crept through the gap in the curtains — streetlight, orange and faintly buzzing — Erin looked different. Softer. The sharp lines of her face had relaxed and her hair was falling across her cheek and she looked, for the first time all evening, like someone who wasn’t bracing for anything.

Sam wanted to reach out and push the hair back from her face. She didn’t. There was a boundary somewhere in this strange, anonymous space they’d built between them, and she wasn’t sure where it was, only that certain kinds of tenderness might cross it.

Instead she said: “This was exactly what I needed tonight.”

She meant it simply. Honestly. No subtext, no bid for more.

Erin was quiet for a moment.“Me too.”

It came out smaller than anything she’d said all evening. Sam heard the weight in it — the bad day Erin hadn’t explained, the heaviness she’d carried into the pub, whatever it was she’d been running from when she’d agreed to break her own rules. Sam didn’t ask. That was the deal. No details. No real lives.

They lay there a while longer. Sam felt her eyelids growing heavy. The warmth of the room, the warmth of another body beside her, the particular bone-deep satisfaction of physical connection — it was pulling her under.

“I’m going to fall asleep,” she said. “Is that alright? I can go, if⁠—”

“Stay.”

The word came quickly. Erin seemed surprised by it herself. She adjusted, pulling the duvet up, turning slightly so her back was to Sam. Not coldness — habit. The instinct of someone who slept alone and didn’t know how to share a bed.

Sam closed her eyes.

Sleep came fast and easy, the way it only did when something had been released.

Beside her, Erin lay awake. She listened to Sam’s breathing slow and deepen and settle into the steady rhythm of sleep. She stared at the crack of light between the curtains and thought about nothing and everything. About how long it had been since she’d let anyone this close. About the fact that she’d said stay without thinking, which meant some part of her had wanted it before she’d had time to decide whether she should.

She didn’t know this woman’s surname. Didn’t know where she lived or what she did or who she was outside this room.

And yet.

Erin closed her eyes. She fell asleep with Sam’s warmth at her back and the stone in her chest, for the first time in a long time, released.


CHAPTER 6



Sam woke to an unfamiliar ceiling and the thin grey light of a Manchester morning pushing through curtains that weren’t hers.

For a few seconds she didn’t move. She lay still and let the room come into focus: the abstract print on the wall, the desk with the key card, the heating unit ticking away beneath the window. Hotel. Premier Inn. The whole evening reassembled itself in fragments — the pub, the walk, the door clicking shut, and everything that came after.

She turned her head.

Erin was asleep beside her, facing away, the duvet pulled up to her shoulders. She slept neatly, contained, even in sleep. One hand was tucked under the pillow. Her breathing was deep and slow. Without the alertness, without the self-possession, she looked younger. The tension that lived in her jaw and her shoulders had dissolved, and the curve of her spine beneath the white sheet was almost delicate.

Sam watched her for a moment longer than she should have. She was aware of the intimacy of it — seeing someone like this, undefended, in the morning light. It felt like a privilege she hadn’t earned.

She looked away. Stared at the ceiling. Told herself the sensible thing: this was one night. A good night — a genuinely, unexpectedly good night — but one night. They’d agreed. No names, no details, no future tense. She was not going to be the person who ruined it by wanting more.

The bathroom door was ajar. Sam slid out of bed quietly, gathered her clothes from the floor, and went to wash her face. In the mirror she looked exactly like a woman who’d been up past midnight doing things she didn’t regret: flushed, slightly rumpled, bright-eyed despite the lack of sleep. She pulled on her jeans and jumper and ran her fingers through her hair and decided it would do.

When she came out, Erin was sitting up in bed. The duvet was pooled at her waist. She’d pulled on her top from the night before and was pushing her hair back with both hands, blinking in the light with the slightly disoriented look of someone who needed approximately ninety seconds and a strong coffee before she could form sentences.

“Morning,” Sam said.

“Morning.” Erin’s voice was rough with sleep. She looked at Sam, dressed and upright, and something flickered across her face — not quite disappointment, but an awareness that the night was over and the morning had rules the night hadn’t.

Sam sat on the edge of the bed. Not too close, not too far. The distance felt important.

“There’s a kettle,” she said. “Two sachets of coffee, both terrible. One decaf, which is a crime against humanity.”

Erin looked at the hospitality tray with the expression of a woman weighing whether instant coffee was a sufficient reason to get out of bed. “I’ll survive without.”

“Probably wise. I once made a hotel room coffee that tasted like someone had dissolved a shoe in hot water.”

The corner of Erin’s mouth lifted. And there it was again — the half-smile that changed her whole face, that made Sam’s chest do something inconvenient. In the morning light, with her hair messy and her eyes still heavy, she was disarmingly human. Not the composed, sharp-edged woman from the bar. Just a person, in a bed, the morning after something she hadn’t planned.

They looked at each other. The room was very quiet.

“This was really good,” Sam said. She said it simply, the way she’d said it last night. No angle. No expectation.

Erin nodded. “It was.”

A pause. Sam could feel the moment thinning, the night receding. They were two strangers in a hotel room in daylight, and daylight changed things. Already she could see Erin reassembling — the set of her shoulders, the steadying of her expression, the subtle squaring-off that meant the armour was going back on.

Sam stood. She didn’t want to watch it happen. Didn’t want to see the open, unguarded woman from last night disappear behind whatever Erin needed to be in the outside world.

“I’m going to head off,” Sam said. “Before the breakfast rush.”

Erin got out of bed. She pulled on her jeans, her shoes, moved around the room gathering her things with that characteristic efficiency. They stood facing each other by the door, dressed and separate, the bed behind them rumpled and damning and already becoming a memory.

Neither reached for a phone. Neither suggested exchanging numbers. The rule held, even now — perhaps especially now. To break it would be to admit that this was something more than what they’d agreed, and neither of them was ready for that.

“Take care of yourself, Erin,” Sam said. She meant it more than the words carried.

Erin looked at her for a long moment. Then she reached out and touched Sam’s hand — briefly, just the brush of her fingers across Sam’s knuckles — and said: “You too, Sam.”

Sam left first. In the lift she stared at the mirrored walls and felt the night settle around her like a coat. She felt lighter than she had in weeks. Something had been loosened — the loneliness, the restless ache, the feeling of being temporary and unanchored. For one night she’d been seen by someone who didn’t need her to be anything other than herself. That was enough.

She walked out of the hotel into the grey Manchester morning. It was barely eight. The city was quiet — Saturday stillness, a few delivery vans, a jogger heading toward the canal. The air was cold and clean after the rain.

She thought about Erin once more. The laugh. The precision of her hands. The way she’d said stay. Then she let it go, gently, the way you let go of something good that was never yours to keep.

She walked to the bus stop and didn’t look back.

Erin stood in the room for three minutes after Sam left.

She didn’t know why. The room had nothing left to offer — just rumpled sheets and two empty sachets of nothing on the hospitality tray and the faint trace of Sam’s perfume, something warm and slightly sweet, already fading.

She sat on the edge of the bed and pressed her palms flat on her thighs and breathed.

What she had done last night did not fit any part of the life she had built. She did not go to pubs with colleagues. She did not talk to strangers. She did not sleep with women she’d met three hours earlier in hotels that smelled of air freshener and industrial laundering. She did not say stay. She did not wake up feeling like something fundamental had shifted in her chest.

And yet she had done all of those things, and the most unsettling part was that she didn’t regret any of them.

She got dressed properly. Coat on, bag collected, room checked with the automatic thoroughness of someone who never left things behind. She placed the key card on the desk and left.

Manchester outside the hotel was ordinary and indifferent. Saturday morning. Traffic on Medlock Street. A man hosing down the pavement outside a café. The world hadn’t changed. Only Erin had changed, in some small, tectonic way she couldn’t yet define, and the feeling of it rattled her all the way home.
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One week later it was Monday morning. Sam’s alarm went off at five forty-five and she was out of bed before it stopped ringing.

She’d laid everything out the night before. New scrubs, still creased from the packet. Her permanent ID badge, collected from HR on Friday — blue lanyard, her name and photo printed properly, MANCHESTER ROYAL INFIRMARY across the top. She’d pinned it to her scrub top and taken a photo and sent it to Maz with the caption: look, I’m a real person now.

She ate toast standing up. Brushed her teeth. Checked herself in the mirror: hair tied back, face washed, the nervous energy visible behind her eyes if you knew where to look. She looked like a woman on her first day of a job she’d waited months for, which was exactly what she was.

The bus from her flat in Levenshulme took twenty-five minutes. She sat on the top deck and watched Manchester go by — the curry mile, the university, the hospital rising out of Oxford Road like a small city of its own. She’d walked past it before, knew the main entrance, the sprawl of buildings old and new. But today it was hers. Today she was going inside and staying.

She thought, briefly, about the woman from Friday night. She’d thought about her a few times over the week — in the bath, lying in bed, once while queuing in Tesco, which felt faintly ridiculous. A warm flicker of memory. The laugh. The steady grey-green eyes. The way she’d said me too, as though it had cost her something.

A nice memory. Already softening at the edges, the way these things did. By next month it would be an anecdote. By the summer she probably wouldn’t remember the woman’s face.

She got off the bus and walked through the main entrance of Manchester Royal Infirmary.

The A&E department was bigger than anywhere Sam had worked.

She came in through the staff entrance at the side, following the directions she’d been emailed, and the first thing that hit her was the noise. Not the contained hum of the smaller departments she’d banked at — this was a major trauma centre, and it sounded like one. Phones ringing, monitors alarming, a porter wheeling a trolley past at speed, a child crying somewhere behind a curtain. The strip lighting was relentless. The air smelled of hand sanitiser and coffee and something metallic underneath that was just hospitals, everywhere, always.

She found the staff room. Dumped her bag in her locker — her locker, with a combination she’d chosen herself, a small metal box that belonged to her and nobody else — and checked her reflection in the small mirror someone had stuck to the inside of the door. Blue lanyard. Proper ID. She closed the locker and went to find the handover room.

It was down a corridor past Majors, through a set of double doors. She could hear voices before she reached it — the low murmur of a room full of people drinking bad coffee and waiting for the day to start. She pushed the door open.

The handover room was full. Twenty-odd people, maybe more: nurses in scrubs, doctors in scrubs, healthcare assistants, a couple of paramedics who’d come in to discuss a patient they’d brought in overnight. Everyone was talking, holding paper cups, scrolling phones. A whiteboard at the front was covered in overnight admissions, bed numbers, outstanding tasks.

Sam slipped in at the back. She didn’t know anyone. She found a space against the wall and stood there, taking it in, feeling the particular vulnerability of being new — the only person in the room without someone to stand next to, without an established place, without the ease that came from belonging.

A doctor was standing at the front of the room with her back to the door, writing something on the whiteboard. Sam registered her without paying much attention: tall, dark hair to her jaw, scrubs that fitted well, the posture of someone who owned the room. She was writing quickly and neatly, updating the board with information about overnight patients, and there was something in the set of her shoulders, the angle of her head, that nagged at the edge of Sam’s awareness.

Something familiar.

Something she couldn’t place.

The room settled. The doctor capped the whiteboard marker and turned around.

Sam’s stomach dropped.

The face that looked out at the room was one she knew. Not from this department, not from any hospital. From a bar. From a hotel room. From the half-dark at two in the morning, unguarded and close and beautiful in a way that had nothing to do with beauty and everything to do with honesty.

Erin.

She was wearing scrubs and a blue lanyard. Her hair was neat, her expression composed, her whole bearing radiating the calm, unshakeable authority of a woman who ran departments. And her lanyard — Sam’s eyes dropped to it, because she couldn’t help it, because she needed to see it and know it was real — read: DR ERIN WALSH. CONSULTANT. EMERGENCY MEDICINE.

Consultant.

Not a nurse. Not a registrar. Not a peer. The consultant. The person who ran this department, who made the decisions, who signed off on clinical care, who was — in every way that mattered professionally — Sam’s boss.

Sam’s could feel her face turn white. She felt the blood leave her face and then rush back in a hot wave. Her hands, hanging at her sides, went cold. Every instinct she had was telling her to leave — to turn and walk back through the double doors and down the corridor and out of the building and not stop until she was back on the bus, back in her flat, back in a life where Friday night was still just a good memory fading at the edges.

But she couldn’t move. She was standing against the back wall of a room full of people who were about to be her colleagues, and Erin was speaking.

“Right, good morning everyone.” Erin’s voice was clear, measured, professional. She ran through the overnight handover with the brisk efficiency of someone who’d done it a thousand times: patients in Resus, bed state in Majors, staffing for the day, outstanding investigations. She addressed the room, not individuals. She hadn’t scanned the faces at the back. She hadn’t looked at Sam.

She hadn’t seen her yet.

Sam stood very still and tried to breathe normally and failed.

The handover continued. Erin moved through the information cleanly, pausing for questions, delegating tasks. She was good at this — obviously, effortlessly good. The room listened to her the way people listened to someone they trusted without reservation. This was her department. These were her people.

A man in his late forties — solid build, kind face, charge nurse by the look of him — stepped forward as the handover wound down.

“Before we crack on,” he said, “we’ve got a new member of staff starting today.” He looked toward the back of the room and found Sam, and his face was open and welcoming and entirely unaware of the fact that the ground had just opened beneath her feet. “This is Sam Khan, our new staff nurse. She’s joining us from — where was it, Sam? — bank work across the city. Good to have you with us.”

The room turned to look at her. Twenty-odd faces, some smiling, some indifferent, one or two giving the appraising look that experienced staff always gave to newcomers.

And at the front of the room, Erin looked up.

Their eyes met.

Sam watched it happen. The recognition. The shock. It crossed Erin’s face like a shadow — fast, involuntary, devastating. Her lips parted. Her hand, holding the whiteboard marker, stilled. For one second — less than a second — she was not Dr Erin Walsh, Consultant in Emergency Medicine. She was Erin, standing in a hotel room doorway, saying you too, Sam.

Then it was gone. The mask came down with a speed that was almost violent. Her expression reset to professional neutrality. Her posture didn’t change. Her voice didn’t waver.

“Welcome to the department, Sam.”

First name. Not Nurse Khan — that would have been too formal, too deliberate, and someone might have noticed. Just Sam, the way you’d welcome any new starter. Warm enough. Distant enough. A masterclass in control.

Sam managed to nod. She might have said thank you. She wasn’t sure. Her mouth was working but she couldn’t hear herself over the roaring in her ears.

Erin turned back to the whiteboard. She continued the handover. She did not look at Sam again.

Around them, the department carried on. Monitors beeped. Phones rang. Staff filed out of the handover room and dispersed into the organised chaos of another Monday morning in A&E.

Nobody had noticed. Nobody had seen the flicker on Erin’s face or the colour drain from Sam’s. Nobody knew that the consultant at the front of the room and the new nurse at the back had spent last Friday night learning the geography of each other’s bodies in a Premier Inn off Medlock Street.

Sam stood against the wall and felt the weight of it settle over her like concrete.

Her new job. Her fresh start. Her locker with the combination she’d chosen herself.

And Erin. Right there. Every shift, every handover, every day.

She pressed her back into the wall and breathed, and thought: what have I done.


CHAPTER 7



The handover finished. People stood, collected coffees, dispersed into the department with the practised ease of a team that had done this every morning for years. Sam stayed where she was, back against the wall, and waited for the room to empty around her because she didn’t trust her legs to carry her anywhere yet.

Erin left first. She gathered her notes from the front desk, exchanged a word with the charge nurse — Mark, Sam remembered, Mark Bennett — and walked out without looking back. Her stride was unhurried, her posture immaculate. If anything was wrong, if anything had shifted in the last four minutes, she gave no sign of it. She moved through the doorway and was gone, absorbed into the department as if the handover room and everything it now contained was already behind her.

Sam breathed out.

She became aware that the charge nurse was making his way toward her. Mark Bennett was a solid man in his late forties with the calm, weathered look of someone who had been doing this job long enough to have seen everything and decided, on balance, that most of it could be managed with a steady hand and a decent brew. He smiled at Sam the way experienced nurses smiled at new starters: warmly, with a flicker of appraisal underneath.

“Right then, Sam. Welcome properly. Let’s get you orientated before the place goes sideways, which it will, because it’s Monday.”

Sam managed a smile. Her face felt like it was working independently of the rest of her. “Sounds good.”

“I’ll hand you over to Aoife — she’s our Senior Sister and she’ll show you the ropes. Anything you need, she’s your first port of call. Anything clinical, obviously, goes through the medical team. Dr Walsh runs a good department — she’s fair and she’s sharp and she’ll expect you to know your stuff, but she’ll teach you too. You’ll be fine.”

Dr Walsh. The name landed like a stone dropped into still water. Sam nodded and said nothing.

Mark led her out of the handover room and into the department, and the noise and motion of it swallowed her whole.

Aoife Gallagher was waiting at the nurses’ station with two mugs of tea and the expression of a woman who had already assessed Sam in the handover room and was now deciding what to do with her findings.

She was in her early forties, compact, with short dark hair threaded with grey and eyes that missed nothing. She moved through the department with a quiet authority that was different from Erin’s — less clinical command, more the gravitational pull of someone who had been holding things together for so long that the building would probably collapse without her.

“Sam,” she said, handing over a mug. “Milk, no sugar. If that’s wrong, now’s the time to say, because I’ll remember and I’ll judge you.”

Sam took the mug. “Milk, no sugar is perfect.”

“Good. We’ll get along.” Aoife tilted her head toward the department. “Right, tour. Keep up.”

She walked Sam through the department at a pace that suggested she had done this many times and had learned that the best way to orientate a new nurse was to keep them moving so they didn’t have time to panic. Resus first — four bays, fully equipped, the heart of the department. “If a trauma call comes in, this is where you’ll be. You’ll hear the alert over the tannoy. Move fast, don’t run, grab gloves on the way. Dr Walsh leads most of the traumas. She’s calm under pressure. You’ll learn the rhythm.”

Sam sipped her tea and tried to absorb the geography. Majors: twelve bays, curtained, the bread and butter of the department. Medical and surgical emergencies, acute presentations, the patients who were too sick for Minors but not dying. “This is where you’ll spend most of your time starting out,” Aoife said. “Busiest part of the floor. If it’s quiet, something’s wrong.”

Minors: the walking wounded. Sprains, lacerations, things that didn’t need a trolley. The paediatric area, separated by a set of painted doors that were supposed to make it less frightening for children and largely failed. The staff room, which smelled of burnt toast and contained a kettle that Aoife described as “temperamental but essential.” The coffee fund jar on the counter, which had a handwritten sign that read I KNOW YOU’RE NOT PUTTING MONEY IN. I WILL FIND OUT.

“That was Mark,” Aoife said. “He takes the coffee fund personally.”

Sam almost laughed. It was the kind of detail that made a place feel real — the small, human markers of a team that had history together. She wanted to be part of it. That was the thing that kept catching in her throat: she’d wanted this job so badly, and now it came with a complication she couldn’t tell anyone about.

Aoife introduced her to people as they moved through the department. Jess Patel, a junior nurse who smiled shyly and said she’d heard good things about Sam from someone at Wythenshawe. A healthcare assistant named Ronnie who had worked at the MRI for twenty years and responded to Sam’s introduction with a cheerful “You’ll either love it or hate it, pet. Most of us do both by lunchtime.”

And Tom Reeves. He appeared from behind a curtain in Majors, stethoscope slung around his neck, sandy hair in mild disarray, already grinning.

“New nurse! Brilliant. I’m Tom. FY2. I ask too many questions, I talk too much, and I will absolutely need you to save me from myself at least once a shift.”

“Good to know,” Sam said. “I’ll keep a tally.”

Tom laughed. He had the easy, slightly chaotic energy of a junior doctor who had not yet had it beaten out of him, and Sam liked him immediately. He was the kind of person who made a department bearable — the one who cracked jokes in the staff room and brought biscuits on night shifts and made the hard days slightly less hard by sheer force of friendliness.

Aoife watched their exchange with an unreadable expression. Then she touched Sam’s elbow lightly and steered her onward.

“Dr Walsh runs a tight ship,” she said, as they passed Erin’s office. The door was closed. “Fair, though. She’ll expect you to be on it — obs done on time, escalation done properly, documentation thorough. But she teaches well and she doesn’t throw people under the bus. You’ll learn a lot if you pay attention.”

Sam looked at the closed door. She could feel the proximity like a physical thing — the knowledge that Erin was on the other side of it, probably sitting at her desk, probably perfectly composed, probably not thinking about Sam at all because she was a consultant running a department and she had patients to see and decisions to make and she did not have time to stand in a corridor thinking about a Friday night in a Premier Inn.

“I’m sure she’s great,” Sam said. Her voice was steady. She was quietly proud of that.

Aoife gave her a look. It lasted a fraction too long — not suspicious, not quite, but attentive in a way that made Sam feel like she was being read. Then Aoife nodded and moved on.

The shift started properly after that, and the department did what departments did: it filled up.

Sam was allocated to Majors. Four patients to start, with more arriving by the hour. She fell into the rhythm of it quickly — obs, assessments, cannulations, drug rounds. The work was familiar even if the setting was new. She knew how to take a history. She knew how to escalate. She knew how to talk to frightened people and confused people and angry people and people who had been waiting four hours and wanted someone to shout at.

The team accepted her the way teams did: cautiously, then with increasing warmth as they saw her work. She was calm with patients. She anticipated what the doctors needed. She documented properly. By mid-morning, Jess had stopped hovering and started asking her questions instead, and Ronnie had started calling her “love” instead of “Sam,” which was apparently a promotion.

And through all of it, there was Erin.

Sam didn’t seek her out. She didn’t avoid her either, because avoidance would have been conspicuous and Sam was not going to be conspicuous. She simply worked, and Erin existed in the department the way a consultant existed — a presence, an authority, a voice giving instructions and reviewing patients and making decisions. Sam was aware of her constantly. The sound of her voice carrying from Resus. The flash of her moving through Majors, speaking to a registrar. The click of her shoes on the lino. It was like a low-frequency hum that nobody else could hear.

Their first direct interaction came just before lunch. A patient in bay six — a man in his sixties, chest pain, troponin pending — needed a medical review. Sam had done the obs, taken the history, documented her concerns. She picked up the phone and bleeped the doctor on call.

Erin answered.

Of course she did.

“Dr Walsh.”

Sam’s hand tightened on the receiver. “Hi — it’s Sam. Sam Khan. Staff nurse in Majors. I’ve got a sixty-three-year-old gentleman in bay six, came in with central crushing chest pain radiating to his left arm. He’s pain-free now, we’ve given GTN and aspirin. Obs are stable but I’m waiting on a troponin and his ECG showed some ST changes that I think need a review.”

A pause. Sam could hear the department noise on Erin’s end, the same noise that surrounded her, the shared air of the same building.

“I’ll come and see him,” Erin said. Professional. Neutral. Not cold, not warm. Exactly the tone she would use with any nurse presenting any patient. “Keep him on the monitor. I’ll be five minutes.”

“Thank you.”

Sam hung up. Her palm was damp against the receiver.

Five minutes later Erin arrived at bay six. She pulled back the curtain, introduced herself to the patient, and began her assessment. Sam stood beside the trolley and handed her the notes, the ECG, the obs chart. Their interaction was clean and efficient and entirely unremarkable. Erin asked sharp, focused questions about the history. Sam answered them clearly. Erin examined the patient, reviewed the ECG, made a plan: serial troponins, repeat ECG in two hours, keep him monitored, refer to the medical team if the troponin came back positive.

She spoke to the patient with the same calm directness she’d used in handover. She explained what was happening, what the tests would show, what the next steps were. The patient visibly relaxed. His wife, sitting in the chair beside the trolley, put her hand on his arm and exhaled.

Throughout the entire interaction, Erin did not look at Sam any differently than she would have looked at any other nurse. She was courteous. She was professional. She treated Sam as a competent member of staff doing her job, and nothing in her voice or her posture or her face suggested that she had ever seen Sam outside this building, let alone touched her, let alone fallen asleep beside her in a hotel room while the city went quiet outside the window.

It was, Sam thought, an extraordinary performance.

Except for one thing.

When Sam handed Erin the notes, their fingers came close — not touching, but near enough that the warmth between their hands was perceptible. Erin pulled the folder back a fraction too quickly. The movement was small, involuntary, the kind of thing nobody would notice unless they were looking.

Sam was looking.

The shift ground on. Sam threw herself into it. She took on extra patients when bay nine’s nurse went on break. She helped Jess with a difficult cannulation. She talked a teenager through an anxiety attack in the corridor outside Minors with the same patient, unhurried gentleness she’d used on Doreen at North Manchester General.

She was good at this. She knew she was good at this. And it helped, slightly, to anchor herself in the work — in the thing she could control, the thing that was unambiguously hers, the reason she was here in the first place.

Late in the afternoon, she was restocking the drug trolley in Majors when Aoife appeared beside her. Not arriving, exactly — Aoife didn’t arrive places so much as materialise, as though she’d always been there and you simply hadn’t noticed.

“How’s the first day?”

“Good,” Sam said. “Busy. The team’s lovely.”

“They are. Mostly.” Aoife leaned against the trolley. “You’re settling in well. Mark’s already said you’re a safe pair of hands. That’s high praise from him.”

“Thanks. That means a lot, actually.”

Aoife studied her. There was something in her gaze that Sam couldn’t quite decipher — not suspicion, not curiosity, but a quiet, calibrating intelligence. Aoife looked at people the way experienced clinicians looked at patients: noting what was presented, what was withheld, and the gap between the two.

“Dr Walsh seems a bit off today,” Aoife said, as though it were an idle observation about the weather. “Not herself. Can’t put my finger on it.”

Sam’s hands stilled on the drug trolley. She resumed restocking after a beat that was slightly too long.

“I wouldn’t know,” she said. “First day. I’ve got nothing to compare it to.”

Aoife nodded slowly. “Course not.”

She straightened, touched Sam’s arm lightly, and walked away. Her footsteps were quiet on the lino. Sam stood there holding a box of saline flushes and tried to work out whether that conversation had meant something or nothing, and couldn’t decide which was worse.

The shift ended at half seven. Sam changed in the locker room — the actual locker room, with her actual locker, the small metal box that was supposed to mean she belonged here now. She sat on the bench in her jeans and her coat and stared at her hands for a minute.

Her phone buzzed. Maz: How was the first day??? Tell me everything!!

Sam typed: Good. Busy. Nice team. Then she deleted it and typed: Really good actually. I think I’m going to like it here. She added a smiley face and sent it before she could think about whether it was true.

The bus home was crowded. She stood, holding the rail, watching the city slide past in the dark. The rain had started again. Manchester in October, doing what it did best.

She thought about the shift. The patients, the team, the geography of the department that was already starting to map itself in her head. She thought about Aoife’s shrewd, steady gaze. About Tom’s easy grin. About Mark’s quiet competence.

And she thought about Erin. The way she’d pulled the notes back too quickly. The fraction of a second at handover when her face had been open and shocked and human before the mask came down.

Sam pressed her forehead against the cold glass of the bus window and made herself a promise.

She had worked too hard for this. She had moved cities, rebuilt her life, spent five months as a red lanyard in other people’s departments. She had earned this job, this locker, this blue lanyard with her name on it. She was not going to let one night — however good, however unexpected, however much it had felt like something she didn’t have a name for — unravel any of it.

She would be professional. She would be excellent. She would treat Erin Walsh as her consultant and nothing else, because that was what Erin clearly wanted, and because it was the only option that didn’t end with both of them losing something they couldn’t afford to lose.

The bus turned onto her street. She gathered her bag, pressed the bell, and stepped off into the rain.

By the time she reached her flat she almost believed it.


CHAPTER 8



Erin’s office door had been closed for the better part of three days, which was unusual, and Aoife had noticed, which was inevitable.

Erin did not normally close her door. She was a consultant who operated on the principle that accessibility mattered — that junior doctors should be able to find her when they needed a decision, that nurses should feel they could escalate without navigating a closed door and whatever hierarchy it implied. She kept the door open. It was deliberate. It was policy. It was one of the many small, conscious choices she had made to be the kind of leader she believed in.

The door had been closed since Monday morning, and Erin was aware that this was a problem but couldn’t quite bring herself to fix it, because the alternative was sitting at her desk with a direct line of sight to Majors, which was where Sam was, and Sam was always there. Every time Erin looked up from her computer, there she was. At the nurses’ station, at a patient’s bedside, walking between bays with an IV bag or a set of notes or that particular expression of focused calm that Erin recognised because she’d seen it from much closer in a different context entirely.

It was Wednesday. Sam had been in the department for three days. Erin had managed three days of impeccable professionalism, three days of treating Sam exactly as she would treat any new staff nurse — courteous, direct, appropriately supportive — and the effort of it was grinding her down like sandpaper.

The problem was not attraction. Erin could manage attraction. She had been managing attraction in various forms for most of her adult life, and she was exceptionally good at compartmentalisation. The problem was that Sam was a good nurse, and Erin could not stop noticing.

She noticed on Monday, during the chest pain case. Sam’s handover had been precise and well-structured: the right information in the right order, a clear clinical impression, appropriate concern. She’d anticipated the questions Erin would ask. She’d had the ECG ready. These were not remarkable qualities in an experienced nurse, but they were noticeable — the difference between someone who did the job and someone who understood it.

She noticed on Tuesday, when a confused elderly man in Majors became agitated and tried to climb off the trolley. Sam was there before anyone else, not restraining him, not shouting, just placing herself beside him and talking in a low, steady voice until he sat back down. Erin watched from the corridor. The man’s hand was on Sam’s arm, gripping it, and Sam didn’t pull away. She stayed until he was calm, then she adjusted his blanket and went back to her other patients as though nothing had happened.

She noticed on Wednesday morning, during the trauma call.

It was a minor one, as trauma calls went — a cyclist hit by a car on Oxford Road, conscious and alert, probable fractured clavicle and some road rash. Erin led the primary survey with Tom on airway and Sam as the primary nurse, and she watched Sam work with the kind of instinctive competence that couldn’t be taught. Sam moved without being directed. She had the right equipment ready before Erin asked for it. When Tom fumbled the cannulation on the first attempt — nerves, the patient’s veins were poor, it happened — Sam caught Erin’s eye with the briefest look that said I can do that if you want, and Erin gave the smallest nod, and Sam had the cannula in and secured in thirty seconds.

No fuss. No performance. Just quiet, assured skill.

Afterwards, as the team dispersed and the patient was wheeled to X-ray, Tom said to Erin: “She’s good, the new one. Sam. Really good.”

Erin agreed professionally. Because Sam was good. That was the truth and there was no reason not to acknowledge it.

What she did not say, what she could not say, what she would not say to anyone: the way Sam moved through a clinical space reminded her of how Sam had moved in the hotel room. The same attentiveness. The same instinct for reading what was needed. The same quality of presence — fully there, fully focused, as though the person in front of her was the only person who mattered.

Erin closed her office door and sat behind her desk and pressed her fingertips to her temples and breathed.

The department didn’t care about Erin’s internal crisis. It kept moving, kept filling, kept demanding her attention with the relentless, indiscriminate urgency of a major A&E on a weekday. She saw patients. She made decisions. She taught Tom, who asked too many questions but was learning fast. She attended a management meeting about winter pressures and bed capacity and nodded in the right places and contributed useful things and thought, for one vertiginous moment halfway through a discussion about corridor nursing, about the curve of Sam’s collarbone.

She shut it down. Physically — jaw tightening, shoulders squaring, the conscious reassertion of control that was her oldest, most reliable tool. She had been doing this since she was a child: feeling something, noting it, filing it away, moving on. It had got her through medical school, through her registrar years, through every paediatric death and every impossible night shift and every moment where the weight of the job threatened to buckle her. Control was how she survived. It was the foundation of everything she had built.

And now there was a crack in it, and the crack was shaped like a woman who laughed too loudly and touched people’s arms when she talked and had said this was exactly what I needed tonight in a voice that still echoed, three days later, in the back of Erin’s head.

She went to the staff room to make tea. The kettle was temperamental, as Aoife had warned Sam during the tour — Erin had heard that, passing the door, and had kept walking because Aoife’s tours involved a great deal of useful information and she didn’t need to hear Aoife describe her leadership style to the woman she’d slept with.

The staff room was empty. Erin filled the kettle, set it to boil, and stood in the silence. The room smelled of burnt toast and the particular brand of institutional dishwasher tablet that every NHS building seemed to use. There was a rota on the noticeboard for the fridge cleaning schedule. Someone had pinned up a photo from the department Christmas party two years ago, everyone in terrible jumpers, Aoife wearing paper antlers with an expression of pure sufferance.

Erin looked at the photo and thought about the hotel room. About Sam sleeping beside her. About the sound of Sam’s breathing in the dark, and the weight of the word stay leaving her mouth before she’d decided to say it.

The kettle clicked off. She made her tea. She went back to work.

Thursday brought a development Erin had not anticipated, which was that Sam was becoming popular.

Not loudly, not deliberately, not in the way that certain people entered a new team and immediately tried to make themselves the centre of it. Sam was popular the way water found its level: naturally, inevitably, without apparent effort. She was warm with patients and easy with colleagues and she had the particular gift of making people feel noticed. She asked Ronnie about her grandchildren. She remembered that Jess was studying for her prescribing exam and asked how the revision was going. She brought in a packet of biscuits on Thursday morning without fanfare and left them in the staff room with a Post-it that read: For the coffee fund. Sorry I didn’t put money in yet.

Mark Bennett mentioned it to Erin during a corridor conversation about staffing. “The new nurse — Sam — she’s settling in well. Good with the patients. Good in a crisis too, from what I saw during the trauma call. I think she’ll be an asset.”

“Good,” Erin said. “Keep an eye on her during the settling-in period. Standard stuff.”

Standard stuff. She said it as though Sam were any new starter. As though Sam’s settling-in period were a routine matter of clinical supervision and competency sign-offs. As though Erin’s interest in how well Sam integrated into the team was purely professional.

It was purely professional.

It had to be.

But she kept noticing. She noticed Tom gravitating toward Sam during quiet moments, the two of them falling into easy banter that made the staff room feel livelier. Tom was harmless — Erin knew that, she’d mentored him for six months and he had the romantic instincts of a golden retriever — but something about watching him make Sam laugh produced a sensation in Erin’s chest that she did not enjoy identifying.

She was standing in the corridor outside Resus on Thursday afternoon, reviewing a patient’s notes on the computer terminal, when she heard Sam’s laugh from the nurses’ station. It wasn’t the loud, unguarded laugh from the pub — it was softer, a work version, but it carried, and Tom was saying something about a patient who’d come in with a Lego brick stuck up his nose and Sam was shaking her head and laughing and touching Tom’s arm the way she touched everyone’s arm because that was how she was, tactile and warm and open, and Erin’s grip on her pen tightened until the plastic creaked.

She stared at the notes and made herself read them. She read the same line three times.

This was the thing she hadn’t accounted for. She had prepared herself for the awkwardness of working with someone she’d been intimate with. She had prepared herself for the professional risk, the need for discretion, the careful management of proximity. What she had not prepared for was the slow, excruciating process of watching Sam become a person in her department — a real person with relationships and a reputation and a place in the team — and understanding, with growing clarity, that the woman she’d spent one night with was not going to fade into a manageable memory. She was going to be here. Every shift. Every handover. Getting more real, not less.

Friday. End of Sam’s first week.

Erin was in her office, door closed — again — finishing referral letters. The department had quieted for the evening. The Friday night rush hadn’t started yet. There was a lull, the kind that experienced staff knew to enjoy because it wouldn’t last.

She heard Sam’s voice in the corridor. Not the words — just the sound. She was saying goodbye to someone, laughing about something, her voice carrying that easy warmth that was, apparently, her default setting. Footsteps moved past Erin’s door and faded toward the locker room.

Erin sat very still. She listened to the sound of Sam leaving the department and she did not go to the door.

She thought about the hotel room. The way Sam had looked at her in the morning light and said this was really good with absolute simplicity. The way Erin had said it was and meant it more than those two words could hold.

She thought about the week. Sam’s clinical competence, her warmth with patients, the way she’d handled the elderly confused man without hesitation. The way she’d caught Erin’s eye during the trauma call with a look that said I’m here, I’ve got this, trust me — and Erin had, instantly, without question, in a way she rarely did with anyone she’d known for less than a year.

She thought about the fact that in five days Sam had become someone the team liked and trusted and relied on, and that Erin was going to have to work alongside her indefinitely, and that nothing about this situation was going to get easier.

She finished the referral letters. She turned off her computer. She put on her coat and checked the office the way she always did — methodical, thorough, everything in its place.

The department hummed around her. Monitors beeped. A phone rang. Somewhere in Majors, a patient pressed the call bell and someone answered it.

Erin turned off the light and walked out.

She told herself it would pass. That the awareness would dull with time, that the familiarity of working together would sand down the edges until Sam was just another colleague, just another face at handover, just another nurse doing a good job in a busy department.

She walked through the department toward the exit. Passed the nurses’ station where Aoife was doing the evening handover with the night staff. Passed Resus, empty and waiting. Passed the whiteboard with its lists of patients and bed numbers and tasks.

In the locker room, the door was just swinging shut. Sam was gone.

Erin pushed through the exit and stepped into the cold. Oxford Road. Buses. Rain. The chip shop on the corner.

It would pass, she told herself again.

She was almost certain of it.

Almost.


CHAPTER 9



The phone rang at fourteen minutes past two on a Tuesday afternoon, and the department changed shape around it.

Sam heard it from Majors. She was halfway through documenting a set of obs on a woman with abdominal pain when the sound cut through the department — not the ordinary ring of a ward phone but the sharp, insistent double-ring of the trauma line that meant someone, somewhere in Manchester, was having the worst day of their life.

She looked up. Across the department, she could see Erin through the glass partition of the Resus bay, already moving toward the phone. She watched Erin pick up the receiver, press one finger to her ear, listen. Erin’s face didn’t change. It never did during a pre-alert. She absorbed information the way a sponge absorbed water: completely, without visible effort.

Erin replaced the receiver and turned to the department. Her voice carried clearly.

“Trauma call. Stabbing. Single wound to the left chest. Male, early twenties. GCS fourteen on scene, dropped to twelve in transit. Tachycardic, BP holding but they’re worried about his output. ETA six minutes.” She scanned the room. “Tom, you’re airway. Sam, you’re primary nurse. Mark, can you pull the thoracotomy tray and get O-neg to the fridge. I want the surgical reg bleeped now. Let’s go.”

Sam’s body responded before her mind caught up. She put down the notes she was holding, told Jess to keep an eye on bay three, and moved.

The walk from Majors to Resus was thirty seconds. In those thirty seconds, everything that was not the trauma call fell away — the background noise of the department, the tension she’d been carrying for ten days, the constant low hum of awareness that had followed her since the morning she’d walked into handover and seen Erin’s face. None of it mattered. What mattered was the patient arriving in six minutes with a knife wound in his chest and a consciousness level that was dropping.

She pulled on gloves as she entered Resus. Erin was already there, checking the monitoring equipment, running her hands over the trolley with the quick, systematic confidence of someone who had done this so many times it was encoded in her muscles. Tom was at the head end, setting up the airway trolley, talking himself through equipment sizes under his breath the way he always did. Mark appeared with the thoracotomy tray and placed it on the side table without being asked where to put it.

Sam checked the drug box. Adrenaline, atropine, ketamine, suxamethonium — drawn up and labelled, ready. IV access equipment laid out. Fluid warmer running. She did her own mental sweep of the bay, the same way Erin was doing hers: looking for the thing that would go wrong before it went wrong.

Their eyes met across the trolley. It lasted less than a second. There was nothing personal in it — or rather, what was personal had been compressed into something functional. Erin’s look said: are you ready? Sam’s look said: yes. That was all. That was enough.

The ambulance bay doors crashed open.

The patient’s name was Callum. He was twenty-two. He had a single stab wound to the left side of his chest, just below the nipple, and by the time the paramedics wheeled him into Resus he was pale and sweating and his blood pressure was falling.

Ahmed Rahman, the paramedic, delivered the handover at pace. Sam had seen Ahmed at a few of the smaller hospitals during her bank work — he was known for dramatic handovers, but today the drama was earned. The mechanism was bad. The location of the wound was bad. The trajectory suggested the blade had gone deep enough to hit something that mattered.

“Right,” Erin said. Her voice cut through the noise of the bay — the monitors, the paramedic’s handover, the clatter of equipment. “Let’s do the primary survey. A first. Tom, how’s his airway?”

Tom leaned in. “Airway patent. He’s talking. Sats ninety-one on high flow.”

“Breathing. Sam, what are we hearing?”

Sam had her stethoscope on Callum’s chest. She listened, moved, listened again. The left side was wrong. She knew it before she’d finished — the absence of sound where sound should have been, the dull quality of the percussion. “Reduced air entry on the left. Dull to percussion. I think he’s got a haemothorax.”

Erin nodded. No hesitation. “Chest drain. Sam, can you set up for me. Tom, keep him talking — I want to know if his GCS drops any further.”

Sam moved. The chest drain kit was on the trolley — she’d checked it during the setup, knew exactly where every piece was. She opened the pack, laid out the equipment, prepped the skin on Callum’s left side. Her hands were steady. The adrenaline was there — it was always there during a trauma call, the body’s acknowledgement that something serious was happening — but it was channelled, controlled, useful. She felt sharp. Present.

Erin stepped beside her. They were close — shoulder to shoulder at the patient’s side, working in the same small space. Sam could feel the heat of Erin’s arm against hers as Erin infiltrated local anaesthetic and made the incision. She passed instruments without being asked: scalpel back, forceps ready, drain tube in Erin’s hand at the exact moment she reached for it.

They didn’t speak beyond what was necessary. They didn’t need to. The communication was happening beneath language — in the way Sam anticipated Erin’s movements, in the way Erin adjusted her position to give Sam space to connect the drainage bag, in the seamless, wordless choreography of two people who, for reasons neither could explain, understood each other’s rhythm.

Blood flooded the drain. A lot of it. The bag filled fast and Sam called it out: “Three hundred mls already. Still flowing.”

“Get the second unit of O-neg running,” Erin said. “And chase the surgical reg. I want them here now, not in ten minutes.”

Sam was already moving. She spiked the blood bag, connected it to the giving set, checked the rate. Across the bay, she could hear Erin continuing the survey — abdomen soft, pelvis stable, no other injuries identified. Callum was conscious but drifting, his eyes half-closed, the fight going out of him the way it did when the body started losing the argument with blood loss.

“Callum,” Erin said, leaning close to his face. “Stay with me. I know it hurts. We’re sorting it. You’re in the right place.”

Her voice was different when she spoke to patients. Sam had noticed it before but it hit differently at close range: the authority was still there but underneath it was something softer, something fierce. Erin spoke to frightened patients the way you’d speak to someone you were personally responsible for, which, Sam supposed, she was.

Callum’s eyes focused on Erin. He nodded. His hand twitched on the trolley and Sam took it without thinking — just reached down and held it, because he was twenty-two and scared and bleeding and someone should be holding his hand.

The surgical registrar arrived. Erin briefed her in thirty seconds flat: mechanism, findings, interventions, output from the drain. The registrar agreed: he needed theatre. They made the call. Within minutes the porters arrived and Callum was wheeled out of Resus with two units of blood running and Sam’s handwritten notes tucked into the folder on his trolley.

The bay emptied. The monitors stopped alarming. The sudden silence was like a pressure change, the air in the room adjusting to the absence of crisis.

Sam stood at the trolley and peeled off her gloves. Her hands were steady but her heart rate was still elevated, the adrenaline ebbing slowly the way it always did after a trauma call — not crashing but receding, like a tide pulling back.

Aoife appeared in the doorway. She’d been coordinating the rest of the department during the call — redirecting patients, managing the flow, keeping Majors running while Resus consumed the senior staff. She looked at Sam with an appraising calm that had become familiar over the past ten days.

“Where were you before this, Sam?”

The question was casual but the attention behind it wasn’t. Aoife was assessing. She’d been a Senior Sister long enough to know the difference between a nurse who could do the basics and a nurse who could run a trauma bay, and she’d just watched Sam do the latter with the kind of quiet competence that most nurses took years to develop.

“Bank work,” Sam said. “Bit of everything. Wythenshawe, North Manchester, Trafford.”

Aoife nodded. She didn’t say good or well done — that wasn’t her style. But the nod carried weight. It was the nod of a woman who had filed away a judgement and would act on it when the time came.

“Get yourself a cup of tea,” Aoife said. “You’ve earned it.”

She disappeared. Sam turned back to the bay to tidy the equipment — force of habit, the nurse’s instinct to leave a clean space behind — and realised she wasn’t alone.

Erin was standing on the other side of the trolley.

She hadn’t left with the surgical team. She was still in the bay, gloves off, hands at her sides, and she was looking at Sam with an expression that Sam couldn’t immediately decode. It wasn’t the professional mask. It wasn’t the carefully neutral face from handover or the corridor or the clinical interactions that had defined their first ten days. It was something underneath all of that — unguarded, complicated, almost pained.

The bay was empty. The monitors were off. The rest of the department was on the other side of the doors. They were alone for the first time since the hotel room.

The silence between them was enormous.

Sam held still. She didn’t speak. She wasn’t sure what would come out if she did.

Erin opened her mouth. Closed it. She looked like someone standing at the edge of something, deciding whether to step forward or step back. Her eyes moved over Sam’s face with a rawness that made Sam’s chest ache, and for one suspended moment the whole fiction of the past ten days — the professionalism, the distance, the pretence that they were consultant and nurse and nothing else — thinned to nothing.

Then the Resus door swung open. A healthcare assistant backed in pulling a mop bucket, humming something, and the moment shattered.

Erin’s face reset. The mask returned. She straightened, gave Sam a professional nod, and said: “Good work in there.”

Then she left.

Sam stood in the empty bay with the smell of antiseptic and blood and listened to Erin’s footsteps recede down the corridor, and thought: that was not nothing. Whatever just happened in her face, whatever she was about to say — that was not nothing.

The rest of the shift passed in the usual blur of patients and tasks and the small, relentless demands of a busy A&E. Sam worked. She documented Callum’s notes. She chased the blood results on two patients in Majors. She helped Tom with a dislocated shoulder that required sedation and felt the particular satisfaction of a job done well when the joint clunked back into place and the patient’s face went from grey agony to dazed relief.

She didn’t see Erin again. Or rather, she saw her the way she always saw her — at a distance, moving through the department, a voice on the phone, a figure in the corridor. The invisible thread between them was still there, taut and humming, but neither of them reached for it.

Late in the shift, Sam was sitting at the nurses’ station writing up notes when Tom dropped into the chair beside her. He was eating a biscuit from the packet she’d brought in, scattering crumbs on the desk with cheerful disregard.

“That trauma call today,” he said. “You and Walsh. That was something.”

Sam kept her eyes on her notes. “What do you mean?”

“I mean you two worked that like you’ve been doing it together for years. The chest drain — she didn’t have to ask you for anything. You just knew. How’d you manage that on your second week?”

Sam shrugged. “I’ve done a lot of trauma work. You get a feel for what’s needed.”

“Yeah, but it’s not just that. It’s like you two have some kind of—” He waved a biscuit vaguely. “Telephathy. Telepathy. Whatever. You know what I mean.”

“Telepathy,” Sam said. “And I think you’re reading too much into it.”

Tom grinned. “Probably. I read too much into everything. Ask anyone.” He stood up, brushed crumbs off his scrubs, and wandered back toward Majors.

Sam stared at her notes and didn’t see them. Tom’s comment sat in her chest like a coal: warm, uncomfortable, impossible to put down.

She thought about the bay. Erin’s face, unguarded and raw. The silence between them that had felt like standing on a fault line.

She thought: this is not going away.

And then, quieter: I’m not sure I want it to.


CHAPTER 10



Erin spent two days deciding to have the conversation, and the decision consumed her the way clinical problems never did — messily, without resolution, circling the same points until they lost their edges.

The trauma call had broken something. Not the clinical work itself — that had been good, textbook, exactly the kind of seamless teamwork that made the difference between a patient going to theatre alive or not. The broken thing was the moment afterwards, the thirty seconds in the empty bay where she’d stood across from Sam and felt the careful architecture of the past two weeks buckle under its own weight.

She’d almost spoken. She’d stood there with the smell of blood and Betadine in the air and she’d almost said something honest — she wasn’t even sure what, only that it would have been real, and that the realness of it would have detonated everything she was trying to hold together.

The healthcare assistant with the mop bucket had saved her. She was not going to rely on mop buckets as a long-term strategy.

She needed to say the thing out loud. To Sam’s face, clearly, without ambiguity. She needed to draw the line properly, because the line she’d been drawing in her head — the one made of closed office doors and careful eye contact and pulling her hand back too fast when they exchanged patient notes — was not holding.

And then there was Tom’s comment. She’d heard about it secondhand, from Mark, who’d mentioned it in passing: “Tom was saying you and Sam worked that trauma call like you’d been a team for years. High praise from a junior who can barely find the cannula tray.” Mark had laughed. Erin had smiled. Inside, something had tightened like a wire.

People were noticing. Not the secret — there was nothing to see, nothing anyone could point to — but the chemistry. The professional version of it, the clinical shorthand, the instinctive coordination that had no business existing between a consultant and a nurse who’d been in the department for twelve days.

If people noticed the professional chemistry, eventually someone would start wondering what was underneath it. Erin had spent fifteen years building a career on judgement and integrity and she was not going to watch it unravel because she couldn’t manage a conversation.

Thursday. She would do it on Thursday.

She found Sam in the early afternoon, during a lull that wouldn’t last. The department was in one of its brief, deceptive calms — patients being processed, beds turning over, the waiting room not yet at boiling point. Sam was at the nurses’ station, finishing documentation, her handwriting quick and neat.

“Sam. Can I have a word?”

Sam looked up. Her face did the thing Erin had watched it do for two weeks — the quick recalibration, the shift from open to guarded, the awareness of who they were to each other in this building. “Course.”

Erin led her to an empty office down the corridor from Resus. It was a consultation room, technically — used for breaking bad news to relatives, for private conversations with patients, for anything that needed four walls and a closed door. It smelled of hand sanitiser and the synthetic lavender of the air freshener someone had left on the windowsill.

Erin closed the door. She didn’t sit down, which she recognised too late was a mistake — it made the conversation feel more confrontational than she’d intended. But sitting felt too intimate, too close to the kind of private space they’d shared before, so she stayed on her feet and Sam stayed on hers and they stood three feet apart in a room designed for bad news.

Erin had prepared for this. She’d thought about what to say, how to frame it, which words to use and which to avoid. She’d rehearsed it in her head the way she rehearsed difficult conversations with patients’ families: clear, compassionate, honest. She was good at this. Difficult conversations were part of the job.

Except this wasn’t a patient. This was Sam, standing in front of her with her arms loosely at her sides and her blue lanyard hanging straight and her dark eyes steady, waiting.

Erin began.

“What happened between us — before we knew who each other were — it happened. I’m not going to pretend it didn’t, and I’m not going to insult you by acting as though it was nothing.”

Sam’s expression didn’t change. She was listening the way she listened to patients: completely, without interruption.

“But it can’t happen again.” Erin heard her own voice and was distantly satisfied by how steady it sounded. “I’m a consultant. You’re a staff nurse in my department. There’s a power imbalance there that isn’t theoretical — it’s real. I influence your rotas, your development, your appraisals. If anyone found out what happened, it wouldn’t just be awkward. It would be a professional conduct issue. For both of us, but especially for me. The GMC is very clear on this. So is the NMC. We both know what’s at stake.”

She paused. She wanted to give Sam space to respond, but Sam said nothing. She stood there, still and composed, and waited for the rest.

“The trauma call on Tuesday was excellent,” Erin continued. “You’re a very good nurse. The team already values you. I don’t want anything to compromise that — your position here, the reputation you’re building. And I don’t want anything to compromise my ability to do my job fairly, which means I need to be able to work with you the same way I work with every other member of this team. No different. No special treatment. No⁠—”

She stopped. The word she’d been about to say was complications, and it felt wrong in her mouth, reductive, a word that turned something human into a management problem. She swallowed it.

“I need us to be colleagues,” she said instead. “Just colleagues. And I need to know that you’re alright with that.”

The room was quiet. The synthetic lavender smell was faintly nauseating. Through the wall, Sam could hear the distant beep of a monitor and the murmur of the department going about its business without them.

Sam looked at Erin. She looked at her for a long time.

Erin had braced herself for arguments. For hurt. For the messy, emotional confrontation that she’d imagined at three in the morning when she couldn’t sleep. What she was not prepared for was the thing Sam actually did, which was worse than all of it.

Sam nodded.

“You’re right,” she said. “I know you are.”

Her voice was level. Measured. Perfectly controlled. It was, Erin realised with a lurch, a near-perfect imitation of Erin’s own professional register — the calm, detached, reasonable tone that Erin used to deliver difficult information. Sam had absorbed it, reflected it back, and the effect was devastating, because it meant that Sam was doing exactly what Erin did: locking the real thing away behind a performance of composure.

“You’re right about the power imbalance,” Sam continued. “You’re right about the professional risk. And I didn’t come to this job to cause problems. I came here to work, and I intend to do that well.” She paused. “So yes. Colleagues. I’m alright with that.”

She was not alright with that. Erin could see it. It was in the set of Sam’s jaw, the particular stillness of her hands, the way her eyes held Erin’s with an intensity that contradicted every reasonable word she’d just said. This was not a woman who was alright. This was a woman who was choosing to be professional because the alternative — saying what she actually felt — would make things impossible.

Erin recognised the sacrifice because she was making the same one.

“Thank you,” Erin said. “I appreciate that.”

The words sounded hollow. Clinical. Like something from an HR handbook. Erin hated herself for saying them and hated herself more for not being able to say what she meant, which was: I haven’t stopped thinking about you. I watched you hold that boy’s hand in Resus and something inside me came apart. I am standing three feet away from you and it is taking everything I have not to close the distance.

She said none of it. She stood in the consultation room with the synthetic lavender and the closed door and she kept her face steady and her hands still and she let the conversation end.

Sam left the room first.

She walked out and pulled the door shut behind her and stood in the corridor for three seconds with her hand still on the handle. Then she let go, straightened her shoulders, and walked back to the department.

The corridor was long and bright. Strip lighting, lino floor, the usual corridor detritus of wheelchairs and drip stands and a stack of blankets someone had left on a trolley. Sam walked through it and felt nothing and everything at the same time. The nothing was on the surface — her face was calm, her stride was normal, she was a nurse walking back to her shift after a quick conversation with a consultant. The everything was underneath: a hot, tight pressure behind her sternum that she recognised from other times in her life when she’d been told, in various ways, that what she wanted was too much, too complicated, too risky.

She’d been right. Every word Erin had said was correct. The power imbalance was real. The professional risk was real. The GMC and the NMC were real. And Sam hadn’t come to Manchester to fall for her boss — she’d come to start over, to build something solid, to stop being temporary.

But there was a difference between knowing Erin was right and feeling it, and what Sam felt, walking back through the double doors into Majors, was the particular sting of being managed. Of having something that had been real and mutual and honest reduced to a risk assessment. Of hearing I need us to be colleagues from a woman who had kissed her like the world was ending and said stay before she’d had time to think about it.

Sam went back to her patients. She checked the obs on bay three. She chased a set of blood results. She smiled at Jess and answered Tom’s question about fluid management and documented a discharge with meticulous accuracy.

She did not think about the consultation room. She did not think about the look on Erin’s face when she’d said just colleagues, the tiny fracture in the performance that had told Sam everything Erin wasn’t saying. She did not think about any of it, because if she started she would not be able to stop, and she had six hours left on her shift and patients who needed her to be present.

She was professional. She was excellent.

She was also, quietly and furiously, heartbroken.

In the consultation room, Erin did not move for a full minute after Sam closed the door.

She stood where she’d been standing and she looked at the door and she pressed her palms flat against the desk behind her and she breathed. In through the nose. Out through the mouth. The technique she used when a patient arrested and the adrenaline hit and she needed to be calm before she could be useful.

She had done the right thing. She had said the necessary words and Sam had agreed and the boundary was set and the situation was managed and everything was exactly as it should be.

So why did the right thing feel like a door closing?

She replayed Sam’s voice in her head. You’re right. I know you are. The devastating steadiness of it. The composure that Sam had pulled on like a coat, suddenly and completely, as if she’d reached some internal decision and committed to it without flinching. Sam had agreed without argument, without tears, without the emotional confrontation Erin had feared, and somehow that was worse — because it meant Sam was strong enough to accept it, and Erin was not entirely sure she was strong enough to enforce it.

She’d watched Sam’s face during the conversation. She’d watched for the cracks and she’d found them: the tightness in Sam’s jaw, the stillness of her hands, the way her eyes had said one thing while her mouth said another. Sam had been holding herself together with the same deliberate control that Erin used, and seeing her own technique reflected back at her had felt like being shown a mirror she didn’t want to look into.

This is what you do, the mirror said. This is what it looks like from the outside. This is the cost of control.

Erin pushed herself off the desk. She smoothed her scrub top. She opened the door and walked back into the department and she was, once again, Dr Walsh. Calm. Decisive. In command.

She saw patients. She made decisions. She signed off on a referral and taught Tom how to read a blood gas and attended the afternoon safety huddle and contributed clear, useful things. She did her job, and she did it well, because that was what she did. That was all she knew how to do.

Late in the afternoon, she passed through Majors on her way to Resus. Sam was at a patient’s bedside, adjusting an IV line, talking to the patient in that low, warm voice that Erin could pick out of a crowded room at thirty paces. Sam looked up as Erin passed. Their eyes met.

A polite nod. Professional distance. Two colleagues passing in a corridor.

At the nurses’ station, Aoife watched them both. Her expression gave nothing away. She turned back to her paperwork and said nothing, but her pen had stopped moving, and her eyes followed Erin all the way down the corridor.

The department hummed on. Monitors beeped. Phones rang. Patients arrived and were treated and were sent home or sent upstairs or, occasionally, sent somewhere from which they would not return. The machinery of A&E turned and turned, indifferent to the private disasters happening inside the people who kept it running.

Outside, Manchester did what it always did. Rain gathered on the ambulance bay roof. Buses crawled along Oxford Road. The chip shop on the corner opened for the evening trade.

And two women who had been strangers, and then lovers, and then strangers again, worked side by side in the same department and pretended, with increasing skill and decreasing conviction, that it was enough.


CHAPTER 11



The department at half past two in the morning was a different organism entirely. Sam had worked enough night shifts to know the pattern — the frantic chaos of pub closing time, the last of the walking wounded triaged and processed, the drunk and the injured and the frightened cycling through cubicles until somewhere around two o'clock a strange, suspended quiet settled over everything. Not silence. A&E was never truly silent. But a particular quality of stillness, like a held breath, the strip lights humming at a frequency that felt different in the dark.

She'd been on since eight. Six and a half hours in, and the department had given her a cardiac query in Majors, two lacerations in Minors, a confused elderly gentleman who'd been found wandering on Oxford Road in his pyjamas, and a sixteen-year-old with a suspected overdose who had turned out to be significantly drunk and was now sleeping it off in bay four with his mortified mother beside him. Routine. The kind of night that wasn't dramatic enough to qualify as a bad shift but ground you down all the same, one small case at a time.

She needed tea.

The staff room was at the back of the department, past the relatives' room and the stock cupboards, tucked behind a door that had a handwritten sign sellotaped to it reading STAFF ONLY — PLEASE in letters that managed to be both polite and exhausted. Sam pushed it open with her shoulder, her hands already reaching to pull her hair tie out and let her neck breathe for thirty seconds, and stopped.

The kettle had just boiled. The steam was still rising.

Erin Walsh was sitting at the far end of the table with a mug in front of her and a thin sheaf of papers fanned out beside it, a red pen lying uncapped beside them. She was in her scrubs, her lanyard tucked behind her lapel the way she always wore it on nights, and she was looking at the page in front of her with the particular blankness of someone who has been staring at words long enough that they've stopped making sense.

She looked up when Sam came in.

Sam's hand froze on her hair tie. Three weeks of very careful, very deliberate professional distance. Three weeks of handovers and trauma calls and corridor exchanges that lasted exactly as long as they needed to and no longer. Three weeks of making herself look at the middle distance whenever she felt the pull to look directly at Erin Walsh and simply stay looking.

The staff room at half past two in the morning with no one else in it was not a corridor.

"Sorry," Sam said, which was absurd, because she had every right to be here. "I didn't think anyone was — the kettle was on, I thought⁠—"

"It was me." Erin's voice was neutral. Not unwelcoming — just careful, the same careful it had been for three weeks. "I've just made one. There should be enough water for another."

"Right." Sam crossed to the kitchenette and pulled a mug from the rack — her mug, the white one with the chip in the handle that she'd claimed on her second day — and spooned in teabag and sugar on autopilot. Her back was to Erin. "Thanks."

The silence was not comfortable, but it was not quite hostile either. It was the silence of two people exercising great restraint in a small space, and it lasted until Sam turned around with her tea and found herself without a plausible excuse to leave.

She sat down. Not close — the other end of the table, the institutional distance of two people who were colleagues and nothing more — but she sat down, because she was tired and her feet hurt and she was not going to keep performing elaborate avoidance routines at two thirty in the morning.

Erin glanced up. Said nothing. Returned to her papers.

Sam wrapped her hands around her mug and stared at the table.

It was Erin who spoke first, which surprised her.

"How do you take it?"

Sam blinked. "Sorry?"

"Your tea. I was going to offer, but you'd already—" Erin gestured at Sam's mug with her pen. "I was just going to ask."

"Oh." A strange warmth moved through her, which she noted and set carefully to one side. "One sugar. Splash of milk." She paused. "You?"

Erin looked briefly as though she hadn't expected the question to be returned. "Just milk. No sugar."

"Right." Sam looked at Erin's mug, which was clearly the same pale, milky colour she'd observed her making tea for three weeks without once consciously cataloguing. "I knew that, actually."

The corner of Erin's mouth moved. Barely. "I'm a consultant. People observe me."

"I don't think that's why I noticed."

Erin looked back at her papers. But she didn't uncap the pen.

The vending machine became the subject of their first real exchange — or rather, the hot chocolate from the vending machine on the main corridor, which Sam had discovered on her third shift and found genuinely comforting, and which she mentioned now out of some instinct towards neutral ground.

"It's not terrible," she said. "I know that's a low bar, but⁠—"

"It's powdered chocolate dissolved in hot water from a machine that hasn't been cleaned since the last government," Erin said. "It's several categories below terrible."

"It's warm."

"So is a radiator."

Sam laughed, and the sound of it in the quiet room startled her slightly. It had been a while since she'd laughed in a way that wasn't performance — the social laugh she deployed in the corridor to make new colleagues feel at ease. This was smaller, more involuntary.

Erin was looking at her with an expression she couldn't quite parse. Not warmth, exactly. Caution, maybe. The look of someone approaching something they're not sure is safe.

"The nights are worse in winter," Erin said, after a moment. "Longer. The department gets heavier somehow. I don't know if it's the cold or the early dark or just the time of year."

"How long have you been doing nights?"

"Twelve years, on and off." A pause. "You stop sleeping normally. Your body just — decides that four in the morning is a reasonable time to be fully alert, and three in the afternoon is for lying on the sofa wondering what year it is."

"I moved here in July," Sam said. "So I've had the adjustment and the new job and the new city all at once, and my sleep schedule is — I genuinely couldn't tell you when I last slept through without the pager going in a dream."

"Manchester takes some getting used to."

"It rains more than I expected."

"It rains more than everywhere expects," Erin said, and something in her voice had shifted imperceptibly — lighter, less considered. "Where were you before?"

She'd asked the question before she seemed to register she was asking it. Sam watched her clock this, the slight tension in her shoulders, the prepared retreat.

"Leeds," Sam said simply. Then, because it felt fair to offer something, and because three weeks of careful professionalism had left her with a particular hunger for honest conversation at half past two in the morning: "I needed a change."

Erin didn't press. Sam appreciated that. She just nodded, in the way of someone who knew what it was to need a change without wanting to enumerate the reasons out loud.

"Didsbury," Erin said eventually, apparently in answer to a question Sam hadn't asked. "I've got a flat there. It's very tidy."

"Because you like it that way?"

A beat. Something almost rueful in her expression.

"Because there's nobody else there to — yes. Because I like it that way."

Sam looked at her, and Erin looked briefly back, and the space between that sentence and the next held more than either of them had said in three weeks of careful management.

They talked for twenty minutes. Maybe twenty-five. Sam lost track.

Not about the hotel, not about the pub, not about any of it — there was a silent, mutual agreement on that, as clear as if it had been spoken aloud. They talked about the department, about a patient from earlier in the shift who'd been found wandering — Erin knew the man's name, had spoken to his wife on the phone, had arranged a social services referral at eleven o'clock at night with the particular focused efficiency that Sam had come to associate with her — and somehow from that they talked about what the job did to you over time, the accumulation of it. Other people's emergencies, a hundred a week, a thousand a year.

"You don't get immune," Sam said. She wasn't sure why she was saying it, only that it felt true. "I thought you did, going in. That you built up — I don't know, scar tissue. But you don't, do you. You just get better at not showing it."

Erin was quiet for a moment. Then:

"That's exactly what you do."

It wasn't agreement, precisely. It was more like recognition — the sound of someone hearing a thing they already knew confirmed by another voice. Sam held her mug and watched Erin's face in the strange quiet light of the staff room and thought, not for the first time: I know this woman in a way I shouldn't.

And then Erin said something about the clinical incident report she'd been reviewing — a medication near-miss from earlier in the week, the kind of paperwork that followed you into night shifts and weekend evenings and every quiet moment you might have otherwise had to yourself — and she made a dry observation about the particular irony of a department that preached wellbeing and then required you to document every almost-error in triplicate. And Sam laughed. A real laugh, the same kind Erin had surprised out of her at the bar, and she heard it land in the room and she heard Erin hear it, too.

They both went still for a fraction of a second.

Neither of them acknowledged it. That was the deal, and they both knew the deal, and they kept to it.

The door opened. Ronnie, one of the healthcare assistants, came in with the purposeful expression of someone in pursuit of biscuits, which were in the tin on the counter beside the kettle. He found them, said a cheerful ''night, ladies,' and left.

Sam and Erin looked at each other in the sudden wake of it, and the spell — the particular quality of three in the morning and low voices and something that had begun to feel almost comfortable — rearranged itself into something more ordinary. They were colleagues in a staff room. The papers on the table were clinical incident reports. The mugs were almost empty.

"I should get back," Sam said.

"Yes."

She collected her mug and rinsed it at the sink. When she turned, Erin had recapped her pen and was stacking her papers in the precise, unhurried way she did everything. Not avoiding Sam's eye. Not watching her, either. Just existing in the same room, carefully.

"Goodnight, Sam," Erin said.

She hadn't used her first name since the morning after the hotel. Sam noticed this, and noted it somewhere she wouldn't examine until later, and said goodnight back.

Walking out through the department towards Majors, the strip lights buzzing overhead and the night still sitting heavy on everything, she tried to identify what had changed. Nothing dramatic. No crisis averted, no moment of rupture. They had talked — properly talked, not the transactional exchange of handover or the polished courtesy of the corridor — and the talking had been easy in a way that three weeks of practiced distance had made her forget things between them could be. That was all.

That was everything, and she knew it.


CHAPTER 12



The ambulance brought him in just after nine on a Tuesday morning, which was when the department was still finding its feet — the handover settled, the board filling, the day shift nurses pulling on gloves and taking stock of what the night had left them.

His name was Mr Reginald Okafor. Eighty-three years old. Retired secondary school history teacher. Brought from his care home by the crew on the understanding that his chest infection had not responded to oral antibiotics and had progressed in the night to something more concerning. The paramedic who handed him over — Ahmed, who Erin recognised from dozens of previous handovers — ran through the obs with practiced efficiency. Sats eighty-seven on fifteen litres. Temperature thirty-nine point four. Heart rate one twenty-two, blood pressure ninety-one over sixty. GCS fourteen, confused but rousable.

Erin listened, nodded, and made the assessment that took three minutes of clinical examination and twelve years of emergency medicine to produce: sepsis, likely source the chest, in a man whose advance care plan was explicit and whose resuscitation status was clearly documented. He was for active treatment of the underlying infection. He was not for escalation to ITU. He was not for resuscitation in the event of cardiac arrest.

These decisions were never simple, even when they were unambiguous. Erin had learned this early and the lesson had never left her.

She ordered the blood cultures, the arterial blood gas, the IV tazocin. She reviewed the advance care plan and the DNACPR form that had come in the envelope with his care home notes. She wrote up the treatment plan and spoke to the registrar who'd be managing his ongoing care. Then she went to speak to his daughter.

The relatives' room was beside the nursing station — a small, deliberately inoffensive space with three chairs, a box of tissues on the windowsill, and a poster about hand hygiene that nobody had ever thought to remove. Erin closed the door behind her and sat down across from a woman in her late fifties who had clearly driven to the hospital in whatever she'd been wearing when her phone rang, coat still on, keys in her lap.

Her name was Patricia. She had her father's eyes.

"Is he going to be alright?"

Erin had answered this question, or some version of it, more times than she could count. She had learned early that what people were actually asking was never quite what the words said. They were asking: tell me there is a version of this I can survive. They were asking: please don't make me understand what I already know.

"Your father is very unwell," she said. "He has an infection in his chest that's affecting his whole system — we call it sepsis. We're treating it aggressively with antibiotics and fluids, and we're going to monitor him very closely. But I want to be honest with you about where we are."

Patricia's grip on her keys tightened. "Honest. Right."

"He's eighty-three, and his body is working very hard. The infection will respond to treatment — we hope — but the process of fighting it is exhausting, and in someone of his age and with his medical history, that exhaustion has consequences we can't fully control." She paused. "Do you understand the document that came with him? The advance care plan?"

"I helped him fill it in," Patricia said. "Eighteen months ago. He was — he was still very much himself, then. He knew exactly what he wanted." Her voice cracked on the last word, the precise place where past tense became present tense and could not become future. "He was always very clear about that."

"Then you know what he decided."

"I know." Patricia pressed her lips together. "I know what he decided. I just—" She stopped. Started again. "When it was a document, it was — you can know a thing and not feel it yet, can't you. And then something happens and you feel it."

"Yes," Erin said. "You can."

She did not offer a platitude. She did not reach for reassurance that wasn't real. She sat in the small relatives' room with this woman and let her feel what she was feeling, which was the only honest thing to do.

Patricia asked the same question three different ways over the next ten minutes. Each time she asked it, it meant something slightly different. Erin answered each version, because each version deserved an answer. She talked about what the treatment could achieve and what it could not. She explained what to expect over the next twelve to twenty-four hours. She made sure Patricia knew that her father was not in pain, that the team looking after him knew his wishes, that he was warm and being monitored and would not be alone.

She said: "You can sit with him as long as you like. There's no visiting hours on this side of the department — come and go as you need to."

She said: "If anything changes, someone will come and find you immediately."

She said, at the end, gently: "Is there someone you can call? You shouldn't be doing this alone either."

Patricia looked at her for a moment with the particular look of someone who had just been seen unexpectedly. Then she nodded, and took out her phone, and Erin stood and left the room quietly and pulled the door to behind her.

She stood in the corridor for a moment. There was a particular discipline to this — the reset between the relatives' room and the rest of the department. You had to go in fully, give everything the situation required, and then you had to come back out again. Otherwise it accumulated, each family adding weight to the last, and the weight would eventually become unmanageable.

Erin had her own way of doing it. She straightened her lanyard. She breathed. She registered the sounds of the department coming back into focus — the monitor alarming somewhere in Majors, Tom's voice explaining something to a patient in bay three, the particular rhythm of a place in motion — and she let it reorient her. Let herself step back into it.

She had done this a thousand times. She was good at it. No one watching would have known she'd just spent twenty minutes sitting with someone else's worst morning.

That was the point.

She didn't know Sam had seen her.

Not immediately. She became aware of it gradually over the following two hours — or rather, she became aware that something in Sam's manner towards her had shifted slightly, a quality she couldn't immediately name. They worked the morning together in the usual careful way, professional and measured, the appropriate distance maintained. But there was something in the way Sam looked at her in passing that was different from the preceding days. Not warmer, precisely — or not only warmer. More like the look of someone who has processed new information and is still working out what to do with it.

At half eleven, in the lull before the post-school-run influx that always hit the department around midday, Sam appeared at the nurses' station while Erin was reviewing bloods on the computer. She wasn't there for any particular clinical reason — Erin could tell by the fact that she had no notes in her hand and wasn't looking at the board. She was just there.

Erin kept her eyes on the screen and waited.

"The family in the relatives' room," Sam said. "Mr Okafor's daughter. She seemed calmer when she came out."

It was simply observed. No implication attached to it, no register of significance — just a thing Sam had noticed and was saying. Erin could have responded in kind, a professional acknowledgement, moving on.

She looked up.

Sam's eyes were on her with the same directness that had, from the first evening at the bar, managed to bypass every defence Erin had spent years constructing. Not intrusive — she was not a woman who pushed. But direct. Seeing.

"She was in a difficult position," Erin said. "She knew what was right. She just needed someone to sit with her while she knew it."

Sam held her gaze for a moment. "Yes," she said. "I could see that."

There was a pause that Erin didn't fill, because she had learned in twenty minutes of conversation at three in the morning that not filling the pause was sometimes the honest response, and honesty was something she was finding increasingly difficult to avoid when Sam Khan was looking at her like that.

Sam said, quietly: "You're good at it."

"It's part of the job."

"Not the way you do it."

She wasn't being flattering. Erin would have known — she had an accurate and well-calibrated radar for flattery, the kind that junior doctors deployed when they wanted a more interesting case and management deployed when they wanted something from her. This was not that. This was just Sam saying what she'd observed with the particular transparency that seemed to be simply how she was built.

The monitor at the far end of Majors alarmed. Tom called Erin's name across the department with the particular upward inflection that meant he needed her but wasn't panicking. The moment dissolved into the ordinary motion of the ward.

Erin walked towards bay six and did not look back.

But she felt it behind her — the weight of having been seen doing something kind. Not the competence, not the decision-making, not the clinical authority that the department required of her and that she was very good at providing. The kindness underneath it. The thing she kept quiet about, the thing she'd been keeping quiet about for twelve years, because it was easier to be the doctor who made the right calls than the person who sat in a small room with someone else's grief and simply stayed.

Sam had seen it. And the seeing felt irreversible, and not entirely unwelcome, and both of those things were problems Erin was not sure she was equipped to manage.

She went to help Tom, and she thought about control, and she thought about what it cost, and she tried to remember who she was before that morning.


CHAPTER 13



The patient in bay seven of Minors was a man named Gerald Whitfield, sixty-one years old, retired, who had put his hand through a glass panel in his back door at nine o'clock that morning while trying to remove an especially tenacious spider, and who had then driven himself to A&E with his hand wrapped in a tea towel, which Sam privately considered either very calm or very foolish and had decided was probably both.

He was cheerful about it. This was the particular quality that minor injury patients sometimes had — the relief of being in the right place, the novelty of the situation, the fact that their emergency was contained and survivable and therefore slightly amusing in retrospect. Gerald Whitfield was the kind of man who would tell this story at dinner parties for years. He was already rehearsing it.

"The thing is," he said, while Sam cleaned around the wound and assessed the depth with the careful methodical attention she gave every laceration regardless of how routine it appeared, "the spider didn't even seem bothered. Just — sat there, afterwards. On the good bit of the glass. Looking at me."

"Did you go back for it?" Sam asked.

"I was a bit preoccupied at that point."

"Fair enough."

The laceration was a clean one, running diagonally across the heel of the hand, deep enough to need suturing but with no tendon involvement and no significant vascular damage — she'd confirmed the latter by checking his grip strength and circulation distal to the wound while he was still in triage, and his neurovascular status was intact. He needed local anaesthetic and about eight interrupted sutures and he'd be on his way. It was the kind of case that could be managed by a junior doctor with appropriate supervision, and under normal circumstances that's exactly who would have been doing it.

Under normal circumstances, the junior doctors wouldn't all be simultaneously occupied elsewhere.

Tom was in Resus with a chest pain that had turned out to be a STEMI and was now the entire department's priority. The FY1 was with a paediatric case in bay two. Dr Price had been pulled to cover a trauma in Majors. Which left, by a process of elimination that Sam had watched play out at the nursing station with a feeling she refused to name, Dr Walsh.

Erin had looked at the board, looked at the available junior staff, looked at the laceration listed against bay seven, and said, with perfect equanimity, that she'd handle it herself.

Sam was allocated to Minors.

Of course she was.
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The treatment room in Minors was not built for two. It had been designed with a single clinician in mind — one trolley, one procedure light on an adjustable arm, one stool on wheels that nobody ever sat on, a tray table and the instrument trolley beside it, the sharps bin bolted to the wall. There was enough space to work, just, if you were organised about it. There was not enough space to maintain three feet of careful professional distance from someone while also handing them sutures.

Sam had known this before she walked in. She'd known it and she'd walked in anyway, because the alternative was to explain to Mark that she needed reassigning to a specific bay for reasons she could not articulate without the conversation becoming something entirely different, and that was not a conversation she intended to have.

Gerald Whitfield settled himself on the trolley with the philosophical acceptance of a man who had already had a complicated morning. Erin came in behind Sam with the local anaesthetic drawn up, pulling the door to but not quite closed — the room was warm enough without the door fully shut, and there was no privacy issue with the position of the trolley relative to the corridor.

They arranged themselves around the patient. Sam on his left, Erin on his right. The instrument trolley between them.

"Right then, Mr Whitfield," Erin said, with the brisk warmth she brought to minor procedures — not the same register as the relatives' room, something more businesslike, calibrated to someone who was fine and knew it. "Small scratch with the local, and then I'm going to give it a few minutes to work before we start. You can keep talking if it helps."

"Oh, it helps," he said. "My wife says I'd talk through a general anaesthetic."

"Most people do," Erin said. "It's the nurses who go quiet."

Sam passed her the syringe without being asked, anticipating the reach. Erin took it without looking up. They had been working together for four weeks and whatever else had happened or not happened between them, in a clinical space they moved like a well-rehearsed pair, each attuned to where the other was and what they needed. Sam had noticed this early and had tried, with limited success, to find it unremarkable.

"So," Gerald said, as Erin administered the local and he flinched minimally and recovered immediately, "are you both — what's the word — colleagues? Or⁠—"

"Yes," they said, simultaneously. Then neither of them said anything else.

"Right," Gerald said cheerfully. "Just colleagues."
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They waited for the anaesthetic to take effect. Sam prepared the suture tray — laying out the instruments in the order they'd be needed, checking the lighting, repositioning the procedure lamp slightly to improve the angle on the wound. The lamp arm needed adjusting twice before she got it right, and the second adjustment brought her around the trolley and briefly alongside Erin rather than across from her.

Their arms were almost touching. Sam shifted the lamp, found the angle, and straightened.

She didn't move back.

Not deliberately. There simply wasn't the space to move back without stepping awkwardly away in a way that would have been conspicuous, and being conspicuous was the one thing she was trying to avoid, and so she stayed where she was and focused on the instrument tray and breathed through it.

Gerald was telling them about his daughter's wedding, which was in April. He'd been planning to do the garden before it — hence the new glass panel in the back door, which was the reason for the spider, which was the reason for all of this. He was hoping the scar would be faded by April. He was also, he mentioned, planning to wear gloves for all future spider-related interventions.

"Sensible," Sam said.

"Bit late," Erin said, which made Gerald laugh and made Sam press her lips together to keep from joining him.

The room was warm. Gerald was talking. The anaesthetic was working. Everything was completely ordinary.

Sam was acutely aware of exactly how far away Erin's forearm was from her own.
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Erin sutured with the same precision she brought to everything — neat, economical, the needle driver moving with a steadiness that Sam had watched in Resus and Majors and knew by now was not performance but simply how she was. Each throw placed exactly where it needed to be. Sam assisted: holding the wound edges when the angles required it, passing instruments, keeping Gerald engaged so he didn't reflexively look down.

Their hands crossed the space above the wound several times. Each time was clinical, purposeful, and briefly closer than any of the careful arrangements of the past four weeks had allowed.

Gerald was describing the garden layout when Erin asked Sam for the scissors, and Sam reached for them and placed them handle-first in Erin's extended hand, and Erin's fingers closed around the handle over Sam's before Sam had quite let go.

A second, maybe less.

Neither of them moved.

Gerald was saying something about a Japanese acer that had been the focal point of the garden for fifteen years and that his wife had strong opinions about the pruning schedule.

Sam released the scissors.

Erin cut the suture.
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"There we are, Mr Whitfield," Erin said, and her voice was entirely steady, which Sam noted with something that was not quite admiration and not quite envy. "Eight sutures. Come back in seven to ten days to have those out — the nurse at the front desk will give you a dressing care sheet and an appointment card."

"Brilliant." Gerald examined his hand with the pleased expression of a man who had been given a reasonable souvenir. "Will there be much of a scar?"

"Some. It should fade significantly over six months."

"So by April⁠—"

"Should be much less noticeable by April, yes."

He thanked them both with the warmth of someone who had genuinely enjoyed the experience, which Sam thought said everything about the particular gift of a good bedside manner combined with a talkative patient, and then he gathered his jacket and his tea towel — he'd asked to keep it, which she found endearing — and made his way out through the door, which swung shut behind him.

The room went quiet.

It was a very small room.

Sam turned to begin clearing the suture tray. Erin turned to do the same. They both reached for the used instrument pack at the same moment, the same angle, their hands arriving in the same small space above the tray at precisely the same time, and stopped.

Not a brush. Not an almost. Both of them still, hands a centimetre apart over an instrument tray in a treatment room with the door closed and the rest of the department on the other side of it.

Sam looked up.

Erin was already looking at her.

The consultant, the Senior Registrar, the woman who had said just colleagues with the clear flat certainty of someone who had made a decision and intended to keep it — she was looking at Sam with an expression that had nothing to do with any of those things. It was the same expression she'd had in the corridor at the bar, before the agreement, before the hotel. Before everything that had happened after, and everything that had been agreed since. Like the past four weeks had not occurred, or had occurred and simply didn't apply here, in this room, right now.

Sam did not look away.

She should have looked away. She knew she should have looked away. But she was four weeks past the point where looking away was simple, and the room was small, and Erin was looking at her with the mask off in a way she had not permitted herself since the morning after the hotel, and the distance between them was not three feet. It was one foot, and then it was less.

She wasn't sure which of them moved first. She didn't think it mattered.

The space between them was closing, breath and warmth and the particular quality of attention that had been building since that first night in the pub and had not, despite every effort and agreement and professional arrangement, stopped building for a single day since. Erin's eyes had dropped to her mouth for half a second and come back up. Sam's hand had moved — she was not sure where it was going, only that it was moving towards Erin and it was not stopping.

The door rattled.

A knock. Then Tom's voice, cheerful and oblivious and perfectly, brutally timed: "Sam? Have you got the suture kit in there? I need it for bay two — I've run out."

Sam stepped back. Her shoulder hit the instrument trolley. She steadied it with one hand, crossed to the door, opened it, and handed Tom the kit from the stack she'd prepared, and exchanged with him a sentence about the STEMI and whether he'd had lunch yet and that yes she'd be right out, all of it in a voice she barely recognised as her own, even and unhurried and completely ordinary.

Tom disappeared. The door swung shut again.

Sam turned back.

Erin had her back to her. She was at the sink, running water over her gloved hands, working methodically. The line of her shoulders was precise and contained. Every inch of her had retreated behind the professional arrangement, the mask back in place so completely that Sam might have wondered if she'd imagined the whole thing.

Except she hadn't imagined it. And she knew she hadn't, because when Erin turned off the tap and reached for the paper towel, her hands were not quite steady.

Just slightly. Just enough.
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Erin left the treatment room without speaking. Not abruptly — she said something about checking on the STEMI and it was an entirely plausible reason to be walking in that direction, and Sam had no cause to follow and didn't.

She stood in the empty room for a moment. The suture tray still needed clearing. The procedure light was still on, making a small warm circle on the trolley where Gerald Whitfield had sat and talked about his garden and his daughter's wedding and the spider that had started everything.

Sam pressed her hands flat on the tray table. The metal was cool under her palms.

The boundary Erin had drawn on a Tuesday afternoon three weeks ago — clear, reasonable, correctly drawn — had just sustained a fracture that was not going to repair itself, no matter how steadily either of them stood. She'd felt it happen. She thought Erin had too.

She turned off the procedure light and began clearing up, and tried very hard not to think about the way Erin's hands had looked, drying them on the paper towel, not quite steady.

She failed.


CHAPTER 14



Erin stayed late.

This was not unusual. She routinely stayed beyond the end of her shift to complete documentation, review outstanding bloods, chase referrals that were likely to sit in an inbox until the following morning if she didn't. The work was never genuinely finished in A&E — it was only ever handed over to the next person, who would also not quite finish it, and so on in a chain that stretched back to some theoretical beginning Erin had never located. She'd stopped expecting to leave on time years ago. Now she simply arranged her evenings around the assumption that she'd be an hour late and considered anything better than that a bonus.

Tonight she was two hours late, and it had nothing to do with documentation.

She was in her office — a generous term for a room that was in practice a repurposed store cupboard with a desk wedged into it and a single window that looked out onto a ventilation shaft — reviewing a clinical incident report on the computer with an attention she could not quite summon. The same paragraph, twice. Three times. The words organised themselves into sentences that her brain declined to process.

Gerald Whitfield's paperwork was complete. The STEMI had been transferred to cardiology. The board was clear. The department was running a quiet early evening under Aoife's watch, and there was no clinical reason for Erin to be here.

She was here because leaving required walking through the department, and walking through the department required the possibility of seeing Sam, and she was not yet confident that she could do that without her face doing something she could not account for.

She read the paragraph a fourth time and still couldn't tell you what it said.

The knock at her door was not a junior doctor's knock. Junior doctors knocked tentatively, with the energy of someone who wasn't quite sure they were allowed to be bothering you. This was two brisk raps, the knock of someone with reasonable authority and no particular anxiety about using it.

"Come in," Erin said.

Aoife Gallagher came in, assessed the room with the practised efficiency of a woman who had been reading spaces for twenty years, and pulled the door to behind her. She did not sit down. She leant against the filing cabinet and looked at Erin with an expression that was entirely neutral and somehow, despite its neutrality, communicating a great deal.

"You should have gone an hour ago," she said.

"I'm finishing the Whitmore incident report."

Aoife looked at the screen. Erin became aware that the Whitmore incident report had approximately four lines on it, which was not consistent with two hours of work.

"Right," Aoife said.

Erin looked back at the screen.

The filing cabinet creaked slightly as Aoife settled against it. She had a particular quality of patience — not passive, not the patience of someone waiting for their turn to speak, but the active patient attention of someone who had decided to be in a room and had no intention of leaving it until she was ready to. Erin had seen her deploy it with distressed relatives and with agitated staff and with registrars who were making poor decisions and not yet aware of it. It was, she had always thought, one of the more effective tools in Aoife's considerable arsenal.

She had not previously been on the receiving end of it.

"How long have you worked here?" Aoife asked, conversationally.

"You know how long."

"Four years as a registrar. Two as consultant. Six years I've watched you run this department." She said it without particular emphasis, as though she were simply establishing facts. "I've watched you cover every rota gap that nobody else would take. I've watched you stay with difficult cases until they were resolved. I watched you deal with the complaints officer for forty-five minutes last winter over something that wasn't remotely your fault, and I watched you come out of that room and immediately go back to clinical work." A pause. "You're the most reliably competent person in this department and everyone in it knows that."

Erin waited. It was clearly not a compliment — or not only a compliment.

"And for the past four weeks," Aoife continued, "you've been running this department with your door shut."

"I've had a lot of⁠—"

"Admin. Yes. You've mentioned." Aoife looked at her steadily. "You spend two hours at the end of every shift in here doing admin that, when I think back, you used to do at the nurses' station or in the break room or out on the floor. You've become — quieter. Sharper with the junior staff — not unkind, but shorter. And you look like someone who hasn't slept properly in a fortnight."

The accuracy of this was uncomfortable. "Night shifts⁠—"

"You're on days this week."

Erin said nothing.

Aoife didn't move from the filing cabinet. "I'm not asking you to tell me what's going on," she said. "You're entitled to your own life and your own business, and I'm quite aware of the lines here. I'm telling you what I can observe from the outside, which is that whatever you're managing, you're managing it by locking down, and I'm telling you now — that works until it doesn't."

"I'm fine," Erin said.

"You're not fine. You're functional. They're not the same thing."

She said it without heat. Just simply, the way she said most things, with the quiet precision of someone who had stopped bothering to soften truths that were better delivered plainly.

Erin looked at the ventilation shaft through the window. It was the kind of view that told you exactly what kind of room you were in.

"I'm handling something," she said. "And I am handling it. I just need—" She stopped. She didn't know how to finish the sentence. She needed what, exactly? More time? More distance? More of the rigorous compartmentalisation that was apparently not working as well as she'd believed?

"I know you're handling it," Aoife said. "That's not the question. You always handle everything. The question is what it's costing you."

Erin felt the sentence land somewhere in her sternum.

"I've been watching you do this for six years," Aoife said. "Every difficult thing — the bad cases, the complaints, the staffing crises. You absorb it. You internalise it. You make it invisible and you carry on. And I understand why, I do — it's effective, and it's necessary, and it's part of what makes you good at this job." She paused. "But I've also watched what it does. The way you close up tighter every time something gets through. The way you turn the control dial up a notch every time you feel something you don't know what to do with."

She pushed off from the filing cabinet then, just slightly. When she spoke again, her voice had the particular quality of someone saying a thing they've chosen carefully:

"Control isn't the same thing as strength, Erin. I've watched you hold this department together for years by being the most disciplined person in the building. But discipline that costs you everything isn't discipline. It's a cage."

The ventilation shaft was very still.

Erin was very still.

"You don't have to respond to that," Aoife said. "I'm not waiting for one. I'm just telling you what I see, because it seemed like someone should." She straightened, adjusted her lanyard, moved towards the door. "Go home, Erin. Whatever the incident report says, it'll say the same thing tomorrow."

She opened the door and left. The handle clicked shut behind her with the neat finality of a woman who had said what she came to say.

Erin sat without moving for several minutes.

Through the window the ventilation shaft was lit from somewhere below, a dull industrial glow that illuminated nothing useful. She'd never particularly thought about the view before. She'd barely looked at it. The office was functional and she'd filled it with function — the desk, the computer, the filing cabinet she'd never quite got around to labelling properly — and she'd been grateful for it as a place to think, not as somewhere to sit and look at things.

A cage.

She turned the word over. It had the quality of words that resist examination, the ones you push back against instinctively because the instinct to push back is itself part of what they're describing. She was very good at this — the managed response, the rational reframe, the construction of a reasonable argument for why the uncomfortable thing was actually fine, why the thing she was feeling was simply a problem requiring a solution rather than a state requiring attention.

The solution she'd constructed four weeks ago had been elegant, in its way. Simple. Clear. A line drawn with both hands, agreed upon by both parties, and — she had told herself — fair to everyone. It protected Sam's position in the department. It protected Erin's professional standing. It acknowledged that what had happened was real without allowing it to become a complication. It was the correct decision. She still believed it was the correct decision.

She thought about the treatment room this afternoon. The way the space had reorganised itself around the two of them without her quite noticing until it was already done. Gerald Whitfield's hand. The instrument tray. The specific fraction of a second in which she'd looked at Sam and the decision had become purely academic, a thing that existed in a room in her head that this particular moment was not occupying at all.

She'd spent the afternoon trying to rebuild the structure. The reports, the admin, the careful professional remoteness she'd been working at for four weeks. It was harder tonight. She was aware, at a level below argument, that it was getting harder rather than easier, and that this trajectory was not sustainable.

Her parents had not talked about difficult things. The house she'd grown up in had operated on the principle that what you didn't name couldn't accumulate into anything unmanageable. Be useful, be reliable, keep going. It was an excellent principle for getting through, for achieving things, for being the daughter who didn't cause trouble and the student who got the grades and the doctor who ran the department competently. She had built her entire adult life on the architecture of it.

She thought about Sam at three in the morning, saying: you just get better at not showing it. And her own voice — surprising her, slipping out before she'd decided to allow it — saying: that's exactly what you do.

Aoife had not asked her what was going on. She hadn't needed to. The question she'd been asking was different and more difficult: what was it costing.

Erin did not have a comfortable answer.

She turned off the computer. Gathered her coat from the back of the chair. The incident report would say the same thing tomorrow — Aoife was right about that, at least, which Erin found only mildly irritating given how right she'd been about everything else.

The department was quiet when she walked through it. The evening team were managing a steady but unspectacular board, the particular rhythm of a weeknight that hadn't yet produced anything dramatic. Aoife was at the nurses' station with Mark, reviewing the bed state with the focused attention she brought to everything. She glanced up as Erin passed, registered her coat, said nothing. Just a small acknowledgement, a slight easing of expression that wasn't quite a nod.

Erin walked out through the ambulance bay into the cold.

The city was doing its evening things — traffic on Oxford Road, a siren somewhere behind her, the smell of rain that hadn't arrived yet. She stood for a moment on the pavement outside the entrance with the hospital at her back and thought about what Aoife had said, and thought about the treatment room, and thought about Sam sitting at the other end of the staff room table at three in the morning, entirely at ease with her own honesty in a way that Erin had spent the following days trying not to think about.

She was not at ease with her own honesty.

She was excellent at her job. She was reliable and competent and her team trusted her completely and she had built that trust over years of consistent, disciplined, demonstrably controlled performance. She knew who she was in this building. She'd known who she was in this building since before she'd been the person running it.

She was less sure, standing outside in the cold, who she was outside it.

That was the question Aoife had placed in her hands, gently and without apology, and left her holding. Not a problem with a solution. Not a clinical decision with a defensible rationale. Just a question: what if control isn't protecting you? What if it's the thing you need protecting from?

She didn't answer it. She wasn't ready to answer it.

But she stopped, for the first time in four weeks, pretending she couldn't hear it.

She walked to the car park in the cold, and the question came with her, and she let it.


CHAPTER 15



The shift started ordinarily enough, which Sam had learned to regard with suspicion.

Handover at eight was clean — the night team had managed a steady board, no outstanding dramas, nothing left teetering on the edge of someone else's decision. The day team dispersed to their bays with the focused efficiency of people who'd had enough sleep and enough coffee and were ready for whatever the morning had for them. Sam took Majors, which she preferred to Minors on principle — the cases were heavier but the pace had a rhythm she'd grown to trust, a kind of organised urgency that suited how her mind worked.

By ten o'clock she had two chest pains being monitored, a query appendicitis waiting on bloods, and a woman in her seventies who'd come in with a fall and turned out to have a fractured neck of femur, which required the particular kind of careful, unhurried communication that the emergency setting made difficult and that Sam had always been determined to do properly regardless. She sat with Mrs Fenton for ten minutes while the orthopaedic registrar was bleeped, holding her hand and answering her questions honestly and making sure she understood what was going to happen next.

The registrar arrived eventually. Sam moved on.

Eleven o'clock was a twelve-year-old with a severe asthma attack, brought in by her mother in a school uniform, whose saturations on arrival were eighty-three and whose work of breathing was something Sam could see from across the bay. She drew up the back-to-back salbutamol nebulisers without being asked, positioned the child upright, got the oxygen on, and had the observations running before the registrar had finished clerking. The child improved. By noon she was pink and talking, complaining that she was missing a maths test, which Sam took as an excellent prognostic sign.

Just after noon a call came in from the ambulance bay — crew on scene, sixty-seven-year-old male, found collapsed by his wife, bystander CPR commenced by a neighbour, now on the monitor in VF. The team assembled in Resus with the particular automatic precision that Sam had come to associate with the department at its best: everyone knowing their role, the equipment ready, the communication clear and without drama. Erin was leading. Sam was on the left side of the trolley, airway drugs drawn and labelled, watching the clock.

The patient arrived. They worked him.

Forty-two minutes.

Erin called each rhythm check, each drug, each cycle with the same measured steadiness she brought to everything — no raised voice, no visible frustration, just the quiet authority of someone who had done this many times and knew that steadiness was the most useful thing she could offer the room. Shock delivered three times. Adrenaline at the correct intervals. The team rotating compressions to maintain quality, Mark counting, Tom bagging, Erin at the head with her hands on the patient and her eyes moving across the monitor and the team and the clock in a pattern Sam could have predicted by now.

At forty-two minutes, Erin looked at the monitor, looked at the team, and said quietly: "I'm going to call this. Time of death eleven fifty-seven." She paused. "Thank you, everyone. That was well done."

The room exhaled.

Sam stripped her gloves and went back to the board.

She had learned this, too — that the ones you couldn't save had to be set down quickly, not because they didn't matter but because the department kept moving and the board kept filling and the next patient needed the same quality of attention as every other. You set it down and you kept going. Later, maybe, in the car on the way home, you let yourself feel it. Not here. Not now.

She was good at this. She'd always been good at this.

Quarter past one: two RTCs arriving simultaneously, both minor, one requiring suturing and one requiring imaging. Sam coordinated with Jess to split the cases, managing the flow, keeping the board moving. The department was busy now in the way it got at lunchtime — not critical, but dense, the waiting room full, the corridors thickened with trolleys and relatives and the particular mid-afternoon energy of a place that had been running hard for five hours and had another five ahead of it.

Just after two. Sam was with the girl in bay nine. She was fifteen. Her name was Maisie. She'd been brought in by the school nurse after being found in the sixth-form toilets — not sixth form, Sam registered, not old enough, which meant she was younger than she looked and the uniform she was wearing wasn't quite the right size, as though she'd borrowed it from someone bigger.

The triage note said: query self-harm, superficial lacerations to left forearm, patient alert and cooperative. Sam read it at the nursing station and felt something settle differently in her chest — not the brisk professional attention she'd been running on all day, but something quieter and more careful. She noted it and went in.

Maisie was sitting on the edge of the trolley with her knees drawn up and her left arm cradled against her body. She had a quality of absolute stillness that Sam recognised — not calm, but the opposite of calm, the stillness of someone who had gone very far inside themselves and was waiting to find out if it was safe to come back out. Her eyes moved to Sam when she came in and then immediately away again.

"Hi," Sam said. "I'm Sam. I'm going to be looking after you for a bit, if that's okay." She didn't say Nurse Khan. She didn't say anything that lengthened the distance. "Can I sit down?"

A small nod.

Sam sat. Not at the chart, not at the computer — on the chair beside the trolley, at the same level, the way you sat with someone you were trying to make feel less like a patient.

She talked to Maisie the way she always talked to patients who were frightened and not saying so: gently, about ordinary things first, earning the territory before she walked into it. What school was she at. Whether she lived nearby. Whether there was someone they should contact. The answers came in short syllables, but they came, and Sam waited for each one without any visible impatience because she had all the time in the world and she intended Maisie to know that.

When she looked at the arm, she did it matter-of-factly, without the flash of expression that patients sometimes registered in people who weren't used to it — the brief recoil, the overcompensating gentleness that communicated discomfort more clearly than any words. Sam had been in this particular room in this particular register more than once. She knew what it asked of the person sitting across from you. She asked it of herself now: be steady. Be here. Do not flinch.

The lacerations were superficial and non-acute. She cleaned and dressed them with the calm efficiency of someone for whom this was simply the task in front of her. Then she spoke to the duty psychiatry liaison and completed the safeguarding referral and made sure the school nurse and Maisie's mother — who was in the relatives' room, white-faced and trying hard — were spoken to in the right order by the right people.

All of it correctly done. All of it managed.

The department kept moving. Three o'clock, four o'clock — more cases, the board turning over, the afternoon light flattening against the department's strip-lit indifference to the time of day. Tom said something funny near the nurses' station and a group of people laughed. Aoife redirected a family who'd arrived without triage with the particular deft authority she brought to everything. Mark updated the bed state and muttered about capacity. Ordinary things. The ordinary rhythm of a hard day.

Sam carried it.

She was good at carrying it. She was very good at carrying it. She had, she thought, spent a significant portion of her adult life becoming good at carrying things — first the years of hiding, the careful management of what she said and how she said it and who she said it in front of, the constant low-level calculation of safety. Then the period after she came out, when carrying had shifted to something different but no less heavy: the family silences, the missed calls, the particular pain of people who loved you not knowing how to love this version of you. She had moved cities partly to put that weight down. She had found that some of it had come with her.

Maisie, sitting on the edge of a trolley with her knees drawn up, had the look of someone who was still in the middle of figuring out whether it got easier.

Sam did not know, standing at the nursing station at four-thirty filling in the safeguarding form, how to tell her that it did, because she was not entirely sure it did. It changed. That was what she knew. It changed, and you changed with it, and eventually you found yourself in a city where nobody knew you well enough to expect a different version of you, and that was something. That was real.

She filed the form. She went to bay three. She kept going.

The shift ended at six.

Staff left in ones and twos — the particular quiet exodus of people who had used everything they had and were ready to stop. Tom said goodbye with the cheerful obliviousness of someone whose reserves were still, somehow, not quite empty. Jess waved from across the department. Aoife handed over to the evening Sister with the meticulous efficiency of a woman who never let the next team start with a question she could have answered.

Sam did not leave.

She told herself it was paperwork. There was paperwork — there always was, and the safeguarding form had generated two follow-up tasks she'd flagged to complete before the case was handed to the duty social worker. She completed them. Then she sat in the staff room with the lights on their automatic half-brightness — the timer that nobody had ever correctly set — and her hands loose in her lap and nothing in particular to do.

The composure that had held for ten hours was not exactly gone. It was still present, in the way a structure is still present after something has compromised its integrity — upright, functional to look at, but not quite bearing weight the same way it had at the start of the day. She was aware of the precise place where it had cracked. Bay nine. Maisie. The stillness of a girl who had gone very far inside herself and was waiting.

Sam pressed the heels of her hands briefly to her eyes.

She was not going to cry. She never cried after shifts — it wasn't a rule she'd made, just a fact about herself, the way some people cried easily and some people didn't and she was one who didn't, especially not here, not in this building. But her hands were not quite steady, which was something she noticed from a slight remove, as though checking the observations of a patient she happened to be inhabiting.

Hands: mildly tremulous. Affect: contained but compromised. History: one very long day on top of five and a half weeks of carrying something she'd agreed not to carry anywhere visible.

Diagnosis: she was tired. That was all. She was simply very tired.

She sat in the staff room with the lights on their automatic half-brightness and the department going quietly on without her on the other side of the door, and let herself be tired for a minute.

Just a minute. Then she'd go home.


CHAPTER 16



Erin had her coat on and her bag on her shoulder and she was walking through the department towards the exit when she stopped.

She stopped because she'd done a final sweep of the board, which was habit — she never left without looking at the board — and the board was fine, the evening team had it, there was nothing outstanding that required her attention. She stopped because the department was in good hands and she had eaten nothing since a cereal bar at eleven and her flat in Didsbury was clean and quiet and there was leftover rice in the fridge and she had no reason to stay.

She stopped because something was wrong.

She couldn't have said how she knew. It was not clinical information — there was no presenting complaint, no set of observations to interpret. It was the particular kind of knowing that arrived without evidence and that she'd spent twelve years trying to develop a language for, because it was real and it was useful and it also made her sound, when she tried to explain it, like she was describing something mystical, which she was not. She noticed things. She'd always noticed things. The way a department felt when something was off — the specific absence of something that should be present.

Sam had not left.

She was certain of it without knowing why she was certain of it. The rest of the day team had gone. She'd seen Jess heading for the locker room, seen Tom disappear fifteen minutes before the end of shift with his jacket already on. She hadn't specifically looked for Sam, which meant she'd been specifically not looking, which was its own kind of information.

She set her bag down on the nursing station. Looked at the board. Looked at the staff room door then headed to the exit.

The lights were on their dim automatic setting, the timer doing its usual inadequate job of approximating the end of the working day. Sam was sitting at the table with her hands in her lap and her back to the door, and she did not turn around when Erin came in, which told Erin that she'd heard her but hadn't wanted to appear to be waiting for anyone.

Erin took in the set of her shoulders. The particular quality of her stillness.

She put her bag on the counter. Took off her coat. Sat down — not opposite, not at the clinical remove of a consultant checking on a member of staff, but beside her, one seat away, close enough that the table between them was not the operative geometry.

She did not ask if Sam was alright. The answer was visible and the question would have required Sam to manage it.

Instead she said: "The girl in bay nine."

Not a question. A direction, offered gently, the way you might open a door and stand back.

Sam was quiet for a moment. Then she breathed out, a long controlled exhale, and her hands moved slightly in her lap.

"She was fifteen," she said. "She just looked — so alone. Even with the school nurse there, and her mum coming. She was just sitting there with this look on her face, like she'd decided not to expect anything." She paused. "I've had harder cases clinically. Much harder. I don't know why that one⁠—"

She stopped herself. Erin waited.

"I do know why," Sam said, more quietly.

She didn't explain further. Erin didn't ask her to. There was enough in the shape of it — the way she'd said it, what she'd decided not to say — and pressing for the specifics was not what this moment required. It required exactly what it had: the two of them sitting in a room and Sam being allowed to have said it.

"It gets into you differently," Erin said. "Some of them. There's no predicting which ones — it's not always the most serious cases clinically. Sometimes it's the cases that touch something that was already there."

Sam looked at her sideways. "Is that the official guidance on emotional processing in emergency medicine?"

"No," Erin said. "That's what I've worked out by trial and error over twelve years."

A beat. Something shifted slightly in Sam's expression — the defensive layer thinning, the quality of the room becoming marginally safer.

"Does it stop?" she asked. "The ones that get through."

"No," Erin said. "You get better at returning from them. But I don't think you get better at not being reached."

Sam looked at the table. Then, unexpectedly: "Good. I'd be worried about myself if I did."

They sat.

The department made its sounds on the other side of the door — the monitor tones, the occasional radio, the cadence of a space that ran through the night as steadily as it ran through the day. In here there was just the hum of the lights and the two of them and the particular quality of an evening that had asked a great deal of both of them and had not yet finished.

"Tell me about a bad one," Sam said. Not invasively — she said it the way she said most things, with the directness that had unsettled Erin from the beginning because it was neither aggressive nor naive, just honest. "One that got through. If you — you don't have to."

Erin looked at her hands on the table.

She was going to say: it's fine, I manage, the work has its costs and you develop strategies, here are the strategies. She was going to say something true and professional and carefully shaped to be useful rather than revealing. She had a repertoire of these.

She said: "There was a child. In November. Eight years old, brought in by ambulance, cardiac arrest, forty minutes of resus."

She said it flatly, the facts first, the way she always led with facts. It was protective and also genuine — she thought in facts, ordered them, she was not performing restraint when she spoke this way. But the facts were a container and there was something in the container, and she was aware of it tonight in a way she wasn't always.

"Her name was Lily," she said. "Her mum was in the relatives' room. I went in afterwards." She stopped. "The mum — Claire — took my hand. She held it while I talked to her. I haven't — I don't usually allow—" She paused again, and restarted differently. "I stayed with her for a while. And then I went back to the department and I ran the rest of the shift. That was the night I ended up at the pub. The night I met you."

Silence.

It was the first time she'd made the connection aloud. She hadn't planned to. She wasn't sure what she thought about the fact that she had, except that it felt accurate — the pub and the bar and the no-names agreement and everything that had followed, all of it sitting behind that particular shift, that particular small hand in hers, that particular dark drive home through Manchester when she'd been full of something she had no framework for and desperately needed to put down.

"That's why you were there," Sam said. Not surprised. Understanding.

"I don't normally go out," Erin said. "After shifts. I normally go home."

"I know." And then, quietly: "I'm glad you didn't. That night."

Erin looked at her.

Sam was looking back with the directness that she'd stopped trying to find a defence against, because there wasn't one, and besides, tonight she wasn't sure she wanted one. The dim light. The staff room. This conversation that had become something else without either of them steering it, the way the conversation at three in the morning had done, the same mechanism. Two people in a room, genuinely tired, genuinely present, talking without the performance that the department required of them.

"I put you in a terrible position," Erin said.

Sam frowned. "You didn't⁠—"

"Taking what happened and then making you navigate it. I know I made the right call professionally. I still think that. But I know it's been — I know it hasn't been easy."

Sam was quiet for a moment. Then: "No. It hasn't been easy."

The honesty of it sat between them.

"I moved here to be somewhere I could be myself," Sam said. "All of myself. I'd spent years — in Leeds, and before that — being careful. Deciding who got which version of me. Which was fine, it was necessary, I don't regret the decisions I made, but I'm tired of it." She paused. "I'm just tired of it."

"Yes," Erin said. She understood it — the tiredness behind the words, the specific fatigue of constant management.

"And I'm not asking you for anything," Sam said, and she said it clearly, not unkindly. "I'm not — I know what the situation is. I agreed to the boundary, and I've kept it, and I will keep it. I just wanted you to know that it costs something. That's all."

Erin said nothing for a long moment.

She was thinking about Aoife. About the filing cabinet and the question placed in her hands. About a cage and what it cost and what strength actually was, if it wasn't the thing she'd been building for years. She was thinking about Lily and Claire's hand and the pub and the agreement and the treatment room yesterday and Sam's face when she'd looked up, and the fact that she was sitting in a staff room at half past six in the evening having the most honest conversation she'd had in longer than she could easily remember with someone she'd been methodically trying to avoid having honest conversations with.

She was thinking about how tired she was.

"I know it costs something," she said. "I know. I'm sorry."

"Don't be sorry," Sam said, and she sounded as though she meant it. "Just — know it. That's enough."

They sat for a while longer. Not saying much. The department on the other side of the door. The lights on their insufficient dimness. At some point Erin made two cups of tea — milk, no sugar; one sugar, splash of milk — because it was something to do with her hands and because the kettle was there and neither of them had eaten since lunch, probably, and tea was the thing you made when you didn't know what else to offer.

Sam accepted hers and wrapped both hands around the mug and said nothing, which was fine. The silence was different now from the careful managed silences of the past four weeks — the ones that required maintenance, that were built out of deliberate inattention and studied neutrality. This one didn't require anything. It was simply two people sitting in a room that had become temporarily safe and making use of the safety.

Eventually Sam said: "I should go home."

"Yes," Erin said.

Neither of them moved immediately.

Then Sam set down her mug and stood, rolling her shoulders back, and the composure came back to her face — not the brittle holding-it-together of earlier, but something more genuine, the look of someone who has set something down and means it. She picked up her bag from the floor beside the chair.

"Thank you," she said. "For not pretending I was fine."

"You weren't," Erin said.

"No." A small, real smile. "But a lot of people would have let me pretend."

She went to the door. Erin stayed at the table.

"Goodnight," Sam said.

"Goodnight."

The door closed. Erin sat with her tea and the lights and the department sounds, and thought about what it meant to let someone stop pretending, and whether that was a thing you could do for someone and still maintain the appropriate arrangements. She thought it probably wasn't. She thought she'd known that for a while.

They left the hospital together. This was not planned — they emerged from the staff room at slightly different times, Erin pausing to drop a note on the registrar's desk, and met in the corridor near the ambulance bay exit with the mild surprise of people who had not arranged to be in the same place and found themselves there anyway.

They walked out into the cold.

Manchester was doing its evening things — buses on Oxford Road, the distant thrum of the city finding its nighttime register, the air carrying the particular smell of a November evening that couldn't quite decide between rain and frost. The ambulance bay was quiet, one crew restocking their vehicle, not looking at them. The car park beyond it, lit in orange.

They walked in the same direction because their cars were in the same direction, or because neither of them turned away. The silence between them was the good kind now — the kind from the staff room, that didn't ask anything of either of them.

At the edge of the car park they would have to separate. Their routes diverged there. Erin was aware of the geometry of it — a hundred metres, eighty, fifty — the remaining distance that they would walk together and then wouldn't.

She was also aware that something had shifted tonight that she could not un-shift. Not the treatment room, which had been about proximity and the failure of the body to cooperate with the mind's arrangements. This was different. Sam had said: it costs something. And Erin had said: I know. And the acknowledgement had made something real that she'd been keeping carefully unreal, and she didn't know yet what to do with that.

She knew she was going to have to decide.

Not tonight. Tonight they were both tired and the cold was honest and the city was doing its indifferent evening things around them and there was nothing to do but walk. But soon. She was going to have to decide whether the boundary she'd drawn was a protection or a cage, and she was going to have to be honest about which one it had become.

They reached the edge of the car park.

"Safe home," Sam said.

"You too," Erin said.

Sam turned left. Erin turned right. The cold went on around her, and she walked to her car, and she sat in it for a moment before starting the engine, and she thought: soon. Not tonight. But soon.


CHAPTER 17



They walked out of the hospital at the same time.

Not arranged. It happened the way things had been happening between them for six weeks — without design, by the ordinary mechanics of two people existing in the same building and emerging from it at the same moment, their coats on and their bags on their shoulders and the night air arriving cold and immediate after the recycled warmth of the department.

The ambulance bay was quiet. One crew at the far end, doing paperwork. Orange light on wet tarmac. The city beyond the gates doing its indifferent things — the low hum of Oxford Road, someone's music from a passing car, a siren in the north of the city that rose and then faded. November doing what November did.

They walked.

Neither of them spoke, and the silence did not require filling. It was the silence from the staff room — the good kind, the kind that had stopped costing them something, at least for tonight. Sam was aware of Erin beside her: her measured pace, the way she pulled her coat closed against the cold with one automatic hand, the particular quality of her presence that Sam had become fluent in without ever deciding to. Six weeks of proximity. Six weeks of careful professional distance. Six weeks of looking at the middle distance and knowing exactly where Erin Walsh was in the room.

Fifty metres to the edge of the car park. Forty. Thirty.

The place where they would separate.

Sam slowed, and Erin slowed with her, and they stopped.

Not at the edge. Before it. A streetlamp above them made a circle of amber light and they were standing in it and Sam was looking at Erin and Erin was looking back and there was no clinical pretext, no instrument tray, no Gerald Whitfield to talk about spiders. Just the two of them, and the cold, and six weeks of everything neither of them had said.

Erin moved first.

She closed the distance between them without drama — not urgency, not the unstoppable quality of the treatment room, but something deliberate, something chosen. She lifted her hand and touched Sam's jaw, very lightly, the back of two fingers against her cheek, and she looked at her for a moment in the amber light as though making certain that this was a real thing she was doing and not a thing she was imagining.

Then she kissed her.

Slowly. It was nothing like the hotel — that had been heat and momentum, two strangers choosing each other because the night had made it possible and nothing had made it impossible yet. This was slower. Deeper. The accumulated weight of six weeks pressing into it — every avoided eye contact, every careful corridor exchange, every conversation that had stopped just short of the truth. It was all of that, brought forward into this particular moment, this lamplight, this cold.

Sam kissed her back.

Her hand found the front of Erin's coat. Erin's fingers were in her hair. The city went on around them, indifferent, and for a moment neither of them was thinking about the department or the boundary or what came next. Just this.

When they drew back, neither of them spoke immediately. The cold settled between them again. Sam could see Erin's breath.

She said: "This time you know my surname."

Something crossed Erin's face — not quite a smile, not quite anything she had a name for. She pressed her forehead against Sam's, and closed her eyes, and stayed there.

"I know," she said.

They stood in the lamplight.

The siren had long gone. The ambulance crew had driven away without either of them noticing. Oxford Road hummed. The cold was real and neither of them moved away from it or from each other, and the city did its evening things around two women standing in a car park with their foreheads together, not solving anything, not making plans, just occupying the moment they'd been circling for six weeks and had finally, deliberately, entered.

Eventually Erin straightened. She looked at Sam with the same expression she'd had in the treatment room — the mask off, entirely off, something underneath it that Sam was only beginning to have words for.

"I don't know how to do this carefully," Erin said. It cost her something to say it. Sam could hear the cost.

"I don't need you to do it carefully," Sam said. "I need you to do it honestly."

Erin considered this. Then she nodded, once, the slight nod of someone who has accepted a condition they intend to meet.

"All right," she said.

The cold. The lamplight. The city.

"Come on," Sam said. "I'll walk you to your car."


CHAPTER 18



She noticed it on the third day.

Sam arrived at seven fifty for the eight o'clock handover, still in her coat, bag on one shoulder, and found a mug at her station — white, chipped handle, already the right colour. She looked at it. Looked at the nursing station. Looked across the department to where Erin was talking to Mark at the board, back turned, in the middle of something entirely unrelated.

She picked up the mug. One sugar. Splash of milk. Correct to the degree.

The next morning it was there again. And the morning after. Always before Sam arrived, always unremarkable — the kind of thing a consultant might do for any number of people, the kind of small department courtesy that nobody would look at twice. Mark got his coffee from somewhere. Aoife had her own thermos. Nobody was cataloguing Erin Walsh's domestic habits at seven fifty in the morning.

What they were not seeing: Erin, five minutes before handover, making two mugs of tea with the quiet efficiency she brought to everything, leaving one at the station and taking one to the board, and not looking at Sam when Sam arrived and found it.

Sam was seeing Erin not looking at her with considerable expressiveness.

She said nothing. Neither did Erin. The tea was there every morning she worked. On the mornings Erin wasn't in, it wasn't there, and the absence was its own kind of statement.

Sam drank her tea and did her job and did not smile at the middle distance.

She smiled at it anyway.

The first message arrived at nine forty-three on a Tuesday evening, when Sam was on her sofa eating toast and watching something she couldn't have named.

“The vending machine hot chocolate. You're wrong about it.”

She stared at it for a moment. Then she typed back: Strong claim from someone who hasn't tried it.

The reply came after a pause long enough that Sam imagined Erin composing it with the same precision she brought to clinical documentation: I have extensive anecdotal evidence of its inadequacy. Several colleagues. All reliable witnesses.

“Your witnesses are biased. They haven't experienced the specific comfort of something warm and mediocre at three in the morning.” Sam retorted.

“That's a very low bar.” Erin quickly replied

“Most comforting things are.”

A slight pause. Then Erin replied “That's unexpectedly philosophical for someone defending powdered chocolate.”

Sam laughed at her phone, alone on her sofa, in a way that had nothing performative about it. She was aware that this was dangerous — not in the clinical, professional sense, not the kind of danger Erin had been carefully managing for six weeks, but the private kind. The kind that crept up on you through text messages and tea made at the right strength and foreheads pressed together in lamplight until one day you looked at the accumulation and understood what it had become.

“Goodnight, Erin.”

The reply “ Goodnight” came immediately, which she noted, which told her something.

She put her phone down and ate the rest of her toast and thought: I am in serious trouble. She thought it with something that was not quite alarm.

The next shift they were on together the department was winding down — nine o'clock, the evening team across the handover, most of the day staff already gone. The corridor near the stock cupboards was empty in the particular way that end-of-shift corridors went empty, the energy of the place contracting back towards its skeleton.

They passed each other going in opposite directions. This was ordinary. They passed each other in corridors several times a day most days and had developed a fluent, professional version of it — the nod, the brief eye contact, the continuation in different directions without breaking stride.

Erin's hand found hers as they passed.

Two seconds. A brief, deliberate pressure of fingers — not a brush, not accidental, but a small intentional thing done quickly enough that it was over before anyone might have registered it even if anyone had been looking, which they weren't. Then they were walking away from each other again, in opposite directions, both still entirely composed, and Sam's palm was burning.

She turned the corner into the storeroom corridor and stood for a moment with her back against the wall and her hand pressed flat against her sternum and her heart doing something absolutely ridiculous.

She was thirty-one years old. She had been in relationships. She was not, by any reasonable measure, someone who was dramatically affected by holding hands.

Two seconds. Four fingers. She felt it for the rest of the shift.

Tom had organised drinks with his characteristic energy and approximate planning — a message sent to the department group chat at four o'clock on a Friday suggesting The Crown at seven, which about half the day team had taken him up on. Sam went because she liked Tom and liked Jess and was building something here in Manchester that required occasionally turning up to things, even when she'd rather be on her sofa.

She sat in the corner with Jess and a gin and tonic and listened to Tom describe a clinical interaction that had gone impressively wrong in ways that were entirely survivable and moderately hilarious in retrospect, and she laughed genuinely because Tom was genuinely funny, and she looked at her phone under the table at quarter past eight and saw “How's the pub without me?”

She typed back quickly “Louder. Worse music. Missing a critical gin and tonic.”

Pause. The response was quick “Your standards for critical are broader than I'd expect from someone in emergency medicine.”

Sam smiled. Jess, who missed nothing, said: "Someone funny?"

"Work thing," Sam said, which was not inaccurate.

"Mm," said Jess, in the tone of someone filing information they intended to retrieve later.

Sam put her phone away and drank her gin and talked to Tom about the STEMI from Tuesday and to Jess about whether there were any flats going in Jess's building and to a junior doctor whose name she could never quite retain about a patient they'd both managed last week, and she was present and engaged and genuinely enjoying herself, and also she was aware, at a low and constant frequency, of a woman in Didsbury who was apparently spending her Friday evening texting about gin and tonics.

She found this more satisfying than she thought she probably should.

The flat was on the second floor of a Victorian conversion in Levenshulme — tall ceilings, draughty windows, the kind of place that had charm in direct proportion to the effort you were willing to put into ignoring its inconveniences. Sam had made it hers in the way she made everywhere hers: quickly, thoroughly, with accumulated evidence of a lived life. Books on the sill. A print she'd bought from a market in Leeds she couldn't quite bring herself to put away. A spider plant on the kitchen windowsill that she'd owned for six years and that had survived three moves through sheer resilience.

Erin was on the sofa.

This was still, in its sixth occurrence, something Sam registered with a small interior adjustment — not surprise, exactly, but a kind of deliberate attention, the way you might note a good thing to make sure it was real. Erin Walsh on her sofa on a Sunday with a takeaway container on the coffee table and her shoes off and her legs drawn up sideways. Not performing relaxation. Actually relaxed, to the degree that Erin was capable of it, which was — Sam had discovered — more than she'd have predicted from the consultant version of her.

She was reading something on her phone. Sam was leaning against her, not quite using her as a pillow, close enough that she could feel the warmth of her through the sleeve of her jumper. The television was on at a volume that indicated neither of them was watching it. The rain made itself known against the window in the particular way Manchester rain did — not dramatic, just persistent, the city doing its standard thing.

Neither of them said anything for a long time.

Then Erin said, without looking up: "Your spider plant needs water."

"It always needs water. It's been saying that for six years and it's still alive."

"That's not how plant care works."

"It seems to be how it works for this plant."

A pause. "I have a cactus," Erin said. "I've had it for four years. I think it might be made of plastic."

"How do you water a potentially plastic cactus?"

"With deep uncertainty."

Sam laughed, quietly, the laugh that happened without preparation. She felt Erin's breath shift slightly — the way it did when she was resisting a smile, which Sam had learned to identify. She didn't push it. She just stayed where she was, warm against her side, and the rain went on and the television murmured something nobody was watching and the takeaway containers on the table had gone cold.

This was the version of it she hadn't dared want.

Not the charged silences or the near-misses or the lamplight. This: the absolute ordinariness of a Sunday evening with someone she wanted to be in the ordinary with. She'd had the other kind before — the intensity, the friction, the relationships that ran on the energy of their own difficulty. She'd thought for a while that was what wanting someone felt like. She was revising this.

Erin put her phone face-down on the arm of the sofa. Settled slightly. Her shoulder warm against Sam's head. Oh. This. This is it. Sam through.

She didn't say it. It was too soon to say it, or possibly the right time and she wasn't ready, or possibly those were the same thing. She filed it carefully, in the place where she was keeping all of it — the tea, the two seconds in the corridor, the lamplight, the forehead-to-forehead in the cold. The slow, detailed accumulation of someone becoming indispensable.

The rain. The television. The warmth of her.

I am seriously falling for her Sam caught herself thinking,

She thought it with something that felt, by now, almost like relief.

Sam looked up at Erin There was something about the way Erin's lips curved, a hint of vulnerability beneath her composed exterior, that beckoned Sam closer.

Taking a deep breath, Sam moved to sit beside her. Their shoulders brushed, and the warmth of Erin's skin sent a shiver down Sam's spine. “You know,” Sam said softly, her voice barely above a whisper, “I’ve been thinking about you.”

Erin turned to her, eyes wide and curious, a flicker of something deeper sparking between them. “Oh?” she replied, her tone teasing yet laced with sincerity.

Sam leaned in, the space between them collapsing as she whispered, “I want to make you feel good.”

Before Erin could respond, Sam gently cupped Erin's face, their foreheads touching. The world outside vanished as Sam focused solely on the woman in front of her. She brushed her lips against Erin’s, a soft caress that ignited a fire in the pit of her stomach. Erin responded immediately, her breath hitching as she leaned into the kiss, deepening it.

With a soft, encouraging smile, Sam pulled back just enough to look into Erin's eyes, gauging her reaction. “Trust me,” Sam murmured, her voice low and sultry. “Just let go.”

As they kissed again, Sam's hands began to explore, trailing down Erin's neck and across her shoulders, feeling the tension beneath her blouse. Erin let out a small sigh, her body relaxing under Sam’s touch, a sound that fueled Sam's desire.

Sam leaned in closer, her fingers deftly working on the buttons of Erin's blouse. Each one she undid revealed more of the skin beneath, soft and inviting. Erin's breath quickened, and Sam could feel the heat radiating from her body, matching the fire building within herself.

Once the blouse was open, Sam’s fingers slid beneath the fabric, brushing against Erin's skin, eliciting a shiver. “You’re beautiful,” Sam whispered, her lips trailing down to Erin's collarbone, leaving soft kisses along the way.

Erin’s hands found their way to Sam’s waist, pulling her closer, their bodies melting together. The urgency of their connection was palpable, the way they fit against each other igniting a primal urge within Sam. She wanted this moment to last, to savour every second, but her body was alive with need.

With a teasing smile, Sam maneuvered them until Erin was lying back against the sofa, her hair splayed out like a halo. Sam hovered above her for a moment, entranced by the sight before her. Then, without breaking eye contact, she began to pleasure herself, her fingers moving with deliberate slowness, in contrast to the racing rhythm of her heartbeat.

Erin watched, breathless, her eyes dark with desire. “Sam,” she breathed, her voice a mix of awe and need. “You’re incredible.”

“Just wait,” Sam replied, her voice thick with longing. “I promise I’ll make you feel good too.”

As Sam continued, her movements became more confident, the connection between them intensifying. Sam’s body responded instinctively as she moved her fingers in and around Erin, every gasp and sigh fuelled her desire to please them both. The air was thick with anticipation, each sound and movement drawing them deeper into the moment.

Finally, Sam leaned down, capturing Erin's lips with her own again, the kiss filled with passion and urgency. With every brush of their bodies, Sam could feel the heat building between them, a burning need that matched her own.

“Let go,” Sam whispered against Erin’s lips, and as their bodies moved together, time slipped away, leaving only the essence of each other, they both unravelled together, with the tension from their bodies dissipating the world around them melted away into insignificance.

As reality came back into focus what neither of them said, but both knew was it can't stay like this. The secrecy and moments of sheer lust were all on borrowed time and they both understood the lending rate. The department was a small place, and Aoife had eyes, and Tom noticed more than he seemed to, and the tea at the nurses' station was the kind of detail that sat quietly in people's peripheral vision until the day it didn't.

Erin knew this more acutely than Sam did, because Erin was the one whose career sat in the path of whatever was coming. The power differential. The professional exposure. The formal obligation to disclose, which she had not yet discharged, which she told herself was because there was nothing yet formal enough to disclose — which was, she knew, a sentence that was running out of road.

She thought about it on the drive home from Levenshulme in the rain. She thought about it during night shifts, in the particular two o'clock stretch when the department was quiet enough for thought to arrive uninvited. She thought about it and noted that thinking about it was producing less dread than it had six weeks ago, which was either evidence that she was getting used to the risk or evidence that the stakes had changed.

She suspected the stakes had changed.

She was not yet ready to examine what that meant. But the question that Aoife had placed in her hands on a Tuesday evening in a borrowed office was still there, patient as ever, waiting for the answer she'd promised herself she was almost ready to give.

Almost. Not yet. But the almost was getting smaller.


CHAPTER 19



It was Sam who suggested the bookshop.

Erin had suggested they do something — which was in itself an event worth marking, because Erin did not typically suggest things of this nature. She planned shifts and organised rotas and outlined clinical governance frameworks with the structured efficiency of someone for whom planning was a primary mode of being. She did not suggest leisurely days out. She had not, she suspected, suggested a leisurely day out in some years. The fact that she had suggested this one — casually, on a Wednesday evening over the remains of a takeaway, the words out before she'd fully decided to say them — had surprised her slightly.

Sam had not pointed this out. She'd just casually agreed “Aye, let's do that. And then, a beat later - I want to go to that bookshop in the Northern Quarter, the one with the cat.”

“There's a cat?” Erin had asked with some surprise

“There's definitely a cat. I've been told there's a cat.” Sam confirmed.

The cat, they discovered on Saturday morning at ten past ten, was real. A large, entirely self-possessed tabby who occupied a chair near the philosophy section as though the chair had been purpose-built for him and the bookshop was simply the structure erected around his needs. He regarded Erin with the mild contempt of an animal who had seen many humans enter this space and found none of them particularly necessary.

"He likes you," Sam said.

"He hasn't moved."

"That's how cats show affection. Tolerating you is the highest compliment."

Erin looked at the cat. The cat looked at Erin with the specific expression of an entity that had not agreed to be looked at. She found, unexpectedly, that she liked him.

The bookshop was the kind that required time — two floors, no obvious organising principle that Erin could identify, sections that bled into one another and tables piled with things that didn't quite belong to any category. She was not, by nature, a browser. She had a list when she went to bookshops, which she'd always considered efficient and which Sam, making her way along a shelf at a pace that suggested she intended to read the spine of every book in the building, apparently considered a waste of an experience.

"You're doing it wrong," Sam said, without looking up from the shelf she was examining.

"I'm looking for a specific⁠—"

"You're in a second-hand bookshop on a Saturday. There's no specific. That's the point."

Erin looked at her list. Looked at Sam, who had pulled a paperback from the shelf and was reading the back with the focused attention she brought to patient notes. Put the list in her pocket.

She picked up a book at random. It was a collection of essays about mountains by a Norwegian philosopher whose name she couldn't pronounce. She had no particular interest in mountains or Norwegian philosophy. She read the first two pages standing in the aisle and found them genuinely interesting, which seemed to prove Sam's point, which she had no intention of acknowledging.

She bought it anyway, along with a copy of something Sam pressed into her hands twenty minutes later saying only: "You'll want this, trust me," and which turned out to be a slim novel about a lighthouse keeper in the Outer Hebrides that Erin had not heard of and which she read in one sitting two days later.

She did not tell Sam this immediately. She told her on Tuesday, during the brief overlap between shifts, with the neutral expression of someone reporting a clinical finding. Sam's response was a look of profound satisfaction that she made no attempt to conceal.

Erin filed this away. The satisfaction of being known well enough to be correctly recommended a book. It was a small thing. It settled somewhere she hadn't expected it to.

They argued about lunch.

This was not contentious arguing — it was the low-stakes debate of two people who had different instincts and were discovering the pleasure of disagreeing about something that didn't matter. Sam wanted Thai. Erin wanted the Turkish place she'd been going to for three years and trusted implicitly. Sam had argued you can’t always go to the same place.

Erin had argued her point by reiterating the only reason she goes there all the time is because it's good.

Amused Sam had told Erin “you can't keep going to the same three places.” “four places” Erin had corrected. “I go to four places.”

"Name them."

A pause. "The Turkish place. The Indian on Wilmslow Road. The sushi — it's good sushi. And the Italian near the hospital which doesn't count because it's near the hospital."

"Four places," Sam said. "In a city of half a million people."

"They're reliable."

"That's—" Sam appeared to be searching for a word that wasn't too unkind. "That's very you."

"I'm choosing to take that as a compliment."

"It was offered as one. Mostly."

They got Thai. It was excellent, which Erin allowed herself to acknowledge with a conciseness that made Sam laugh. They sat by the window and the Northern Quarter did its Saturday things outside — people with interesting hair and coffee cups, a vintage market setting up across the road, the particular texture of a part of the city that had decided to be itself and had mostly succeeded.

Erin looked at Sam across the table.

She was pulling apart a spring roll with the focused concentration she gave to most things, telling Erin about a restaurant she'd loved in Leeds that had closed during the pandemic and that she still occasionally mourned. She was using her hands as she talked, which she did when she wasn't monitoring herself, and she wasn't monitoring herself today, not much — this was one of the things Erin had catalogued, the difference between Sam performing ease and Sam actually at ease, and today she was actually at ease, and the difference was visible in everything.

She was, Erin thought, a very particular kind of person.

Not comfortable to be around, exactly — Erin was not someone for whom other people were typically comfortable, she was too aware of them, too attuned, always processing. But Sam was comfortable to be around in a different sense: she was not alarming. Her directness did not have the quality of an attack. Her ease with feeling did not make Erin feel that she was being asked to match it. She was simply — herself, without performance, and she extended to Erin the courtesy of assuming Erin could be the same.

Erin was not always certain she could. But she was trying, today, in a way she hadn't permitted herself to try in a long time.

She picked up her chopsticks and tried to think of the last time she'd spent a Saturday doing something that wasn't work or the functional maintenance of existing — the shopping, the cleaning, the small necessary tasks that she moved through at the weekend with the same organised efficiency she brought to everything. She thought it might have been a very long time ago.

She realised she’d forgotten this was even an option, ==.

They walked after lunch. No particular destination — the canal path towards Castlefield, which took them out of the busiest part of the Northern Quarter and into the particular Manchester landscape of red brick and water, the city's industrial past sitting companionably alongside its present. Sam knew more about it than Erin did, which surprised her, given Sam's nine weeks of residence compared to her six years.

"I walk when I'm learning somewhere," Sam said. "When I moved to Leeds I walked for three months before I felt like I lived there. You find things." She paused, watching a narrow boat make its slow way along the canal below the bridge they were crossing. "Like that bookshop."

"By walking?"

"Someone told me about it, actually. But the point stands."

They held hands on the canal path, where there was no one who knew either of them. Erin was aware of the hand in hers with a kind of deliberate attention — she wanted to note it, wanted it to be something she was conscious of having, not something that slipped by unregistered. Sam's hand was warm despite the cold. She had a habit of swinging their joined hands slightly while she talked, which Erin found disproportionately charming and intended to keep to herself.

Near the Castlefield basin, where the canal widened and the old warehouses made a skyline that was specifically, recognisably Manchester, Sam stopped to take a photograph on her phone — not of Erin, just of the light on the water and the brick. Erin stood beside her and looked at the same thing Sam was looking at and tried to see it the way Sam seemed to see it: worth stopping for. Worth recording.

She thought she was beginning to understand the approach.

They passed the road that ran alongside the hospital on the way back. Erin registered it before Sam did — the familiar turning, the car park on the left, the shape of the building visible beyond the trees. She felt Sam's hand in hers and felt the instinct arrive, automatic and unpleasant: the calculation, the exposure, the should-they. She did not act on it. She kept her hand where it was.

Sam glanced at her. A small, private look. She'd noticed the moment too — noticed Erin notice — and she said nothing about it, just shifted her grip slightly and kept walking.

This, too, Erin filed away. The particular grace of someone who saw the difficulty and decided not to make it worse.

That evening they were at Sam's flat. The rain that had been threatening all day arriving finally against the windows with the conviction of something that had been building up to it.

They'd stopped at a shop on Stockport Road for things to make dinner — Sam's instinct, specific and practical, navigating the shop with the ease of someone who cooked often and enjoyed it. Erin contributed by carrying things and declining to have opinions about pasta shapes, which Sam said was the ideal support role.

The flat was warm. The rain was on the windows. Something with tomatoes was on the hob producing a smell that was making Erin aware she hadn't eaten since the Thai restaurant, which had been several hours and a great deal of walking ago.

She was sitting at the kitchen table — she'd offered to help and been redirected to the table with a glass of wine and the instruction to stay out of the way, which she'd accepted with the equanimity of someone who had recognised a competent person operating in their domain — and she was watching Sam cook.

Not watching, exactly. Observing. The way she observed things — not intrusively, just with attention. Sam cooked the way she did most things: with focus and without fuss, moving between the hob and the board with an economy of motion that was comfortable rather than efficient. She was talking while she cooked, something about the spider plant on the windowsill and whether Erin's cactus had shown any signs of being actually alive, and Erin was responding in the right places, but mostly she was watching Sam's hands, the quick certain movements of someone at ease in a space.

She thought, only being there a few times, the flat was already somewhere she felt like she knew.

She thought, with the particular quality of something arriving without announcement how she was getting herself further into difficulty here.

Not the professional difficulty, the one she'd been managing with varying degrees of success since Sam had walked into handover on a Monday morning nine weeks ago. Something different. Something that had a different weight and a different urgency and that she could not manage by staying late in her office or keeping the door closed or maintaining the three feet of professional distance that had been, in retrospect, never going to hold.

Sam tasted something from the spoon. Made a face. Added something. Tasted again and appeared satisfied.

"Ten minutes," she said.

"Right," Erin said.

Sam looked at her with that direct look, the one that came without warning and that Erin had stopped trying to prepare for because preparation had not proved useful. "You're very quiet."

"I'm always quiet."

"You're quieter than usual quiet." She put the spoon down and leant against the counter and looked at Erin with the particular attention she had for things she thought mattered. "You all right?"

Erin considered several responses. Chose the one that was true.

"It was a good day," she said.

Sam's expression did something that Erin had learned to read — the slight easing, the warmth arriving behind the eyes without quite making it to a full smile. She heard what was underneath, Erin thought. She usually did.

"Yeah," Sam said. "It was."

The rain against the window. The smell of garlic and tomatoes. The spider plant on the sill, ungainly and apparently indestructible.

Erin sat at the kitchen table in Sam's flat on a Saturday evening with the rain outside and thought: I didn't think I was allowed this.

She was still not entirely sure she was.

But she was here. And the pasta was nearly ready. And Sam was wiping down the counter and reaching for the bowls with the easy certainty of someone at home in her own life, and Erin was watching her, and for now — for tonight — that was enough.


CHAPTER 20



It was the tea.

Of course it was the tea.

Sam had known, in the abstract, that the tea was a risk — had known it since the third morning, when she'd picked up the mug and felt something private become something potentially visible. She'd told herself it was containable, that in a department of thirty-odd staff people did not spend their mornings auditing who had made tea for whom and filing it away for later use. This was a reasonable assumption. It was also, she understood now, slightly optimistic.

She'd been at the nursing station at half eight on a Wednesday, board round done, the day finding its rhythm, when she heard it.

Not directed at her. Jess and one of the bank nurses — a woman called Petra who'd covered the department twice before and who Sam knew by face and not much else — standing at the end of the station talking with the particular low energy of people who were between tasks and filling the gap. Sam had been updating a fluid chart. She'd been, if she was honest, not entirely concentrating.

Jess said: "...don't know, I just think it's a bit — I mean, she doesn't do that for anyone else, does she."

"Maybe she just.." Petra tried to interject

"No, but it's every shift. Every shift she works, it's there. And have you noticed they always.."

Sam straightened. Put down the chart. Walked in a different direction.

She did it without particular urgency, without anything that would have looked like someone who had just heard something that mattered. She'd had practice, over the years, in the art of the composed exit. She walked to bay four and spent longer than was necessary checking on a query DVT, and she kept her face entirely ordinary. Three weeks. That's all it took.

The rest of the morning she moved through the department with the heightened awareness of someone whose hearing had been recalibrated. She was not, she told herself, being paranoid — she was being observant, which was different, and which the morning had given her reason to be. And what observation produced over the following hours was — not much. Not a whisper campaign. Not the full machinery of hospital gossip in motion. Just the low, ambient hum of something starting: a conversation that stopped a beat too early when she came through a door; a look exchanged between two nurses that resolved into a perfectly ordinary expression a half-second too late; Tom asking, with slightly too much casual ease, whether she was coming out on Friday.

She might have imagined any one of these. She didn't think she'd imagined all of them.

The thing about hospitals, she'd learned, was that gossip operated at the level of infrastructure. It was not malicious, mostly — it was just the inevitable product of a group of people spending enormous amounts of time together under pressure, watching one another closely because watching closely was the skill that kept patients alive, and not always managing to turn that skill off when it wasn't clinically required. People noticed things. They noticed things and they talked about them, and the talking was rarely cruel but it was constant, and once something entered the current it moved fast.

She thought about Erin, at the kitchen table on Saturday evening, saying: it was a good day. She thought about the canal path and the hand in hers. She thought about nine weeks of careful management arriving at this Wednesday morning, a Wednesday like any other, and two bank nurses at the nursing station being curious.

This was always going to happen.

Aoife found her in the stock room at half eleven. This was not coincidence — Aoife's finds were never coincidence, she moved with the purposeful navigation of a woman who always knew where everyone in her department was — but she presented it as such, coming in for a box of gloves with the unhurried manner of someone who happened to need gloves at the same moment Sam happened to be counting dressings.

Sam kept counting.

Aoife found her gloves. Stood for a moment. Then:

"You've heard something today."

It wasn't a question. Sam set down the packet of dressings and looked at her.

"A bit," she said carefully.

Aoife nodded. She had the quality, in these moments, of someone who had already processed whatever she was about to say and was simply now releasing it at a pace appropriate for the recipient. "People talk. That's hospitals, and there's no preventing it. But it tends to run its course faster when it hasn't got anything solid to move on." She picked up a second box of gloves she didn't need and turned it in her hands. "The best thing you can do is give it nothing to talk about."

"Right," Sam said.

"I'm not telling you anything you don't already know," Aoife said. "And I'm not asking you any questions. I'm just saying — be careful. Both of you." She said both of you without any particular emphasis, as though it were an entirely unremarkable thing to say, which they both understood it was not.

Sam looked at her steadily. "You've known for a while."

"I notice things," Aoife said simply. "It's my job. And I'm not—" A pause. Something shifted slightly in her expression, becoming a fraction more personal. "I'm not going to make this harder for you than it needs to be. What I'm telling you is that I can shut down what's in the department, and I will. What I can't shut down is whatever happens if it goes further than the department."

"I understand," Sam said.

Aoife put both boxes of gloves back on the shelf. Looked at Sam for a moment with an expression that was not unkind.

"She worries too much," she said. "About all the wrong things. You might remind her, when it's appropriate, that she's not the only one responsible for managing this."

Then she left, taking neither box of gloves.

Sam told Erin at the end of the shift.

She'd waited until they could talk without being in the department — the car park again, early evening, the cold arriving with the darkness. She kept it straightforward: what she'd heard, what Aoife had said. She used plain language because plain language was what this required, and because hedging it would only extend the moment of Erin having to receive the information, which was not something Sam wanted to prolong.

She watched Erin's face while she spoke.

The response was not dramatic. Erin was not a person who responded to things dramatically. But Sam had spent two and a half months learning her, and what she could see, under the still surface of it, was the particular quality of fear — not embarrassment, not the social discomfort of being talked about. Something older and more functional than that. The fear of someone who had built something over many years and was now calculating the ways it could be lost.

When Sam finished, Erin was quiet for a moment.

"All right."

"All right?" Sam said.

"I'll — I'll be more careful. At work. We should both be more careful."

"Aoife said she'll manage it in the department."

"I know, but—" Erin stopped. Restarted. "It shouldn't have been visible in the first place. I should have been⁠—"

"Erin."

She stopped.

"You made me tea," Sam said. "Once a day, at the right strength. That's what was visible. I'm not sure that's the catastrophe you're treating it as."

Erin looked at her. The calculation was still running behind her eyes — Sam could see it, the professional machinery that had been managing risk since before Sam arrived in this city. It was not a reassuring look. It was the look of someone who had just remembered all the reasons they'd originally drawn the line, and was standing in front of them again, and finding them more substantial than they'd seemed from the warm side of Saturday evening in Levenshulme.

"I need to be more careful," Erin said again.

It was not the same sentence it had been the first time. The first time it had been directed at both of them. This time it was something she was saying to herself, with the slight withdrawal of someone pulling back into a position they'd only temporarily vacated.

Sam felt it. The cold that had nothing to do with the temperature.

"Okay," she said. Carefully. "Okay. You be more careful."

She did not say. I've done careful. I've done careful for years. I moved cities partly to stop doing careful.

She did not say it because this was not the moment, and because Erin's fear was real even when it wasn't proportionate, and because Sam had learned — slowly, at some cost — that there was a difference between patience and complicity, and she was still working out where this particular moment fell.

They said goodnight. The practical, professional goodnight of colleagues at the end of a shift.

Sam walked to her car.

She sat in it without starting the engine.

The car park was its usual orange-lit self, a few other cars, someone with a trolley heading towards the entrance. The hospital behind her, doing what it always did. The cold on the windows.

She was thinking about Maisie, in bay nine, three weeks ago. The stillness of someone who'd gone very far inside themselves. She was thinking about Leeds, about the years of managing what version of herself was safe to present to which room, the constant low-level calculation of it. She was thinking about the reason she'd requested a transfer, ultimately — not just the professional one, the department that was better resourced and the role that suited her better. The other reason, which she'd said to Erin in the staff room and meant fully: I moved here to be somewhere I could be myself. All of myself.

She was not, she decided, willing to give that back.

She wasn't there yet, not with this. She wasn't at the point of an ultimatum or a confrontation, because she understood that Erin's fear was not a failure of feeling but a different kind of courage deficit — the courage required not to manage but to trust — and you couldn't rush someone towards courage any more than you could rush someone towards a diagnosis they weren't ready to hear.

But she knew herself. She knew the version of this story where she made herself smaller to stay in the room, and she knew the cost of it, and she was not going to tell herself it was fine when it wasn't.

Aoife's voice- she worries too much about all the wrong things.

Sam started the engine.

She pulled out of the car park and onto Oxford Road and let the city move around her, and she thought: I am not going back into the closet. Not for anyone. Not even for her.

But a thought flashed through her mind - I'd quite like it to be her.

She held both thoughts at once, all the way home, and tried to work out what to do with them.


CHAPTER 21



The tea was the first thing she stopped.

Erin noticed its absence on the third morning — standing at the kitchenette in the staff room at seven forty, two mugs in hand by reflex, and then the reflex catching up with itself and stopping. She put one mug back. She made her own tea and carried it to the board and did not look at the nursing station.

It was correct. Everything she was doing was correct. She had reviewed the situation with the same methodical attention she brought to clinical problems and she had arrived at the same conclusion she always arrived at when she was honest with herself about the professional position: the arrangement required managing, and managing it required distance, and distance required the removal of the small daily warmth that had, she understood now, been visible to anyone paying sufficient attention. Which in this department meant Aoife, and possibly Jess, and quite probably Tom, who was less oblivious than he appeared.

So. No tea at the nursing station. No texts that were not functionally necessary. The rota adjusted — carefully, plausibly, in ways that would read as scheduling rather than avoidance — so that her direct clinical crossover with Sam was reduced. Not eliminated; that would have been conspicuous and also impossible in a department this size. Just reduced. Managed.

She was very good at managing things.

The department ran well. This was not, she told herself, incidental — a department ran well because its senior clinician was focused and present and not distracted by things that should not be distracting her, and she was focused and present and not distracted. The junior staff received clear instruction. The trauma calls were efficiently led. The documentation was completed on time, which it was not always, because she was staying later now and the extra hour went on the things that had previously been deferred.

Dr Hannah Price commented, during a lull on Wednesday afternoon, that the board was cleaner than she'd seen it in months. Erin said: good. Hannah looked at her with the considered expression she brought to most things and then returned to her patient notes without further remark. This was one of the qualities Erin had always appreciated in Hannah: she was not a woman who pressed.

Tom pressed, in his way, which was not so much pressing as persisting in a frequency that eventually became unavoidable. He asked, on Thursday, whether Erin wanted anything from the canteen. She said no. He asked whether she'd seen the thing on the board about the Christmas rota. She said she'd look at it. He lingered at the edge of the nursing station with the quality of someone who had something else to say and was deciding whether to say it, and then he said: "You all right, Dr Walsh?" in a tone that was several degrees more careful than his usual register.

"Fine," she said. "Thank you, Tom."

He nodded and went to the canteen.

She watched him go and thought: he knows something is different. He doesn't know what. He won't ask because she is his consultant and asking consultants about their personal lives is not something FY2 doctors typically risk. But he knows.

She returned to the blood results on the screen and noted that knowing and knowing were not the same thing, and that the distinction mattered.

The gossip, she had discovered, was not as extinguished as she'd hoped.

Aoife had done what Aoife always did — shut down the most visible circulation with the quiet authority of a woman who had been running floors for twenty years and knew exactly how to end a conversation without appearing to have done so deliberately. But Aoife could not be everywhere, and hospitals were particular ecosystems, and the particular ecosystem of this department had been given something interesting to think about and had not entirely stopped thinking about it.

She became aware of it the way she'd become aware of most things she'd prefer not to notice: incrementally, against her will, through the accumulation of details too small to individually contest. A conversation that shifted register when she walked into the staff room. A quality of careful normality at the nurses' station that was one degree too careful. Petra, the bank nurse who'd been covering Minors on Wednesdays, who looked at her once with a specific kind of assessment and then looked quickly away.

None of it was explicit. None of it could be addressed directly. It was simply there, ambient, the low hum of people who had formed a hypothesis and were waiting to see if the evidence continued to accumulate.

She managed this the way she managed everything: by giving it nothing further to work with. By being, at all times, exactly Dr Walsh. By ensuring that every interaction in this department was precisely what it should be, no more and no less, conducted with the professional warmth she brought to all her colleagues and none of the particular quality that she had — she understood this now, looking at it from a distance — been allowing to show.

The distance was clarifying. She did not like what it clarified.

She saw it on a Thursday afternoon, in the corridor between Majors and the relatives' room.

She had come out of a difficult case — a woman in her late thirties, PE, previously fit and well, the kind of case that reminded you that the department dealt not only in the expected deteriorations of age but in the arbitrary interruptions of lives that had not yet finished — and she was doing her reset, the thirty seconds in a corridor that allowed the case to be set down before the next one was picked up. The hospital carried on around her: the trolley going past, the HCA with the obs kit, the sound of a monitor in bay two doing what monitors did.

At the far end of the corridor, Sam was talking to a young man in a fleece jacket who had the look of someone who had been waiting a long time and was trying not to show how frightened he was. She was not touching him — maintaining the appropriate clinical distance — but her posture was turned entirely towards him, and she was speaking with the concentrated attention she brought to patients and relatives who needed to be met rather than simply informed.

Erin watched.

The young man's shoulders came down by degrees. It happened slowly, the particular visible release of someone who has been held together by anxiety and has just been given permission to set a little of it down. Sam said something. He nodded. She said something else, and he almost smiled, and she matched it — not a performance of warmth, just the real thing, offered without calculation because it was simply who she was.

Erin stood in the corridor and felt, with a precision that the preceding ten days of managed distance had not succeeded in blunting, exactly what she had done.

She had made this quieter. Not Sam herself — she was not so arrogant as to think that — but the department Sam inhabited, the daily texture of the place Sam came to for twelve hours and gave everything she had to. She had turned the temperature down, and the temperature had been turned down specifically and deliberately because of things between them, and Sam was still here, still warm, still doing the work with the full quality of her attention, and the fact that she was was — Erin stood in the corridor and looked at it honestly — not something that was making the distance feel correct. It was making it feel like a punishment she had administered without being asked to.

She walked back to Majors. She picked up the next case.

She did not let herself follow the thought to its conclusion, because following thoughts to their conclusions was, currently, not something she was prepared to do. The conclusions were there, patient, available whenever she chose to look at them. She was not ready to look at them.

Not yet.

That Friday evening in her flat. She had bought food on the way home — not the usual Friday thing, the good intention that typically resolved into toast or the Indian on Wilmslow Road, but actual food, the kind that required preparation. She cooked efficiently - the chopping, the timing, the management of multiple elements coming together at the right moment, which she was good at in the kitchen for the same reasons she was good at it in a trauma bay. She plated it. She sat at the table.

The flat was very clean. She had cleaned it on Wednesday evening, which was not her usual day, because she'd come home from a twelve-hour shift at half eight and found that she needed something to do with her hands.

She ate. The food was good. She cleared up with the same efficient attention she brought to everything, and she sat on the sofa, and she was asleep before nine with a journal article open on her chest that she had not read a word of.

She woke at two in the morning, stiff-necked, the article on the floor where it had slid. The flat was dark. The heating had gone off.

She lay in the quiet for a while before getting up and going properly to bed, and she did not check her phone, and the flat was very clean and very still around her, and both of these things had been, until recently, the definition of what she meant by home.

She was becoming, slowly and against considerable internal resistance, aware that the definition might need revising.


CHAPTER 22



The patient in bay nine of Majors was a woman named Diane Kowalski, forty-seven years old, a secondary school art teacher, who had arrived at eleven-fifteen on a Tuesday morning complaining of the worst headache of her life.

She said it exactly that way. Not the worst headache I've had in a while, or a really bad headache. The worst headache of her life. Sam had been in emergency nursing for eight years and she had learned that when a patient used that specific formulation, you listened to it with the full quality of your attention, because patients who said that were generally not exaggerating.

She took the observations. Blood pressure one fifty-six over ninety-four, elevated but not critically so. Heart rate eighty-eight. Temperature normal. Saturations ninety-eight percent on air. GCS fifteen — she was fully alert, oriented, answering questions coherently. The headache had come on forty minutes ago, she said, while she was marking books at the kitchen table. Suddenly. Like something going off in my head, she said. Like a bang.

Sam wrote it down. She wrote down the exact words, because the exact words mattered.

She flagged the case to Dr Marcus Hale, who was covering Majors for the week — locum registrar, competent, in his mid-thirties, with the particular confidence of someone who had been doing this job long enough that some proportion of his assessments were now running on pattern recognition rather than full attention. He was not a bad doctor. He was a doctor who had seen a lot of headaches.

"Migraine?" he said, looking at the triage note rather than Sam.

"She describes the onset as sudden," Sam said. "Thunderclap. And she's never had migraines before — no history."

"People have first migraines. It's not uncommon."

"She said it was like a bang. Those are her words."

He looked at her then. "I'll assess her," he said, with the slightly elevated neutrality of someone who considers the assessment to already be happening via the conversation they're currently having. "Get her some analgesia and I'll be over when I've finished with bay seven."

Bay seven was a query appendicitis that had been sitting for forty minutes. Sam understood the triage logic. She also understood that she had just reported a potentially life-threatening presentation to a registrar who had heard it as background noise.

She went to bay nine. She gave Diane Kowalski paracetamol and a sick bowl, because the headache was accompanied by nausea that was worsening. She sat with her for a moment — just a moment, the department was full and she had other patients — and she said: "We're going to get a doctor to you shortly. You're in the right place."

"It's very bad. I've never had anything like this." Diane said with fear in her voice.

"I know," Sam said. "I'm going to make sure the right people see you."

She went to find Erin.

This was the correct escalation. Sam knew it was the correct escalation — she had escalated to the consultant over the registrar's head exactly once before in her career, and the circumstances had been similar: a clinical concern that was not being weighted appropriately, a patient she did not feel comfortable leaving on the current trajectory. She had not been wrong that time. She did not think she was wrong now.

Erin was at the board. She looked up when Sam appeared beside her, and her expression did the thing it had been doing for the past ten days — a brief, controlled adjustment, the professional register applied like a second skin over whatever was underneath. Sam had stopped watching for it, because watching for it was its own kind of small cruelty to herself.

"Bay nine," Sam said. "Forty-seven-year-old, sudden-onset severe headache, thunderclap onset, no migraine history. I've flagged to Hale. He's going to assess when he's finished with bay seven."

Erin was already moving. "How long ago was the onset?"

"About an hour now. GCS fifteen, obs stable but headache worsening despite paracetamol."

"Has anyone examined her?"

"Not yet."

That was the extent of the conversation. Erin walked to bay nine and Sam followed, because she was the nurse allocated to Majors and because she had presented the case and because, regardless of everything else, she wanted to be in that bay.

Erin examined Diane Kowalski with the focused attention she brought to assessments that concerned her. She asked about the onset — where, when, what she'd been doing, whether there'd been any warning. She asked about vision, about neck stiffness, and Diane said yes, actually, her neck did feel stiff, now that she mentioned it. Erin tested it carefully. She asked about photophobia and Diane said the lights in the bay were making it worse and could they be dimmed.

Erin dimmed the lights.

She did not say what she was thinking. She did not need to, not to Sam, who had been in enough assessments now to read the particular quality of Erin's attention when she was looking at something serious. She was ordering the CT head before she'd finished the examination — not from alarm, not dramatically, just with the steady efficiency of someone who has made a clinical decision and is acting on it.

"I'm going to request an urgent CT head," she said to Diane. "I want to rule out some things before we make you more comfortable. The scan itself is very quick — a few minutes, and we'll have the images almost immediately."

"Is it serious?" Diane asked.

"Your symptoms need investigating," Erin said, which was precise and honest and gave nothing that wasn't useful. "We'll know more once we've seen the scan."

She caught Hale on the way out of the bay. A brief exchange, clinical, professional. She told him she'd assessed the patient and ordered imaging. He said: "Migraine presentation, I thought—" and Erin said: "Possible. The CT will clarify." Her tone was entirely neutral, which was, Sam had learned, more pointed than any emphasis.

Hale looked at Sam. Sam looked at the wall chart.

The CT took eleven minutes from the request being accepted to the images appearing on the screen. Erin was at the workstation when they came through. Sam was behind her, close enough to see the screen, not close enough for it to read as anything other than clinical proximity.

She saw Erin's posture change before she processed what she was looking at. A fractional stillness, a breath held for a half-second. Then Erin reached for the phone and called the neurosurgery registrar on call, and the conversation she had was short and specific and began with: "I have a forty-seven-year-old with a subarachnoid haemorrhage confirmed on CT. I need you now."

Diane Kowalski was transferred to neurosurgery within the hour.

Her outcome, as Sam would learn three days later from the neurosurgical ward sister's handover note, was good. They had caught it early enough for that to mean something.

The department moved on. This was what departments did — it was both the mercy and the difficulty of emergency medicine, that the work kept coming and the board kept filling and the space left by one case was immediately occupied by another. Sam had four more patients by the end of the shift. She managed them well. She went home at half six.

She did not, until the following morning, think very much about Marcus Hale and the look he'd given her on the way out of bay nine. She had filed it, without examining it, in the category of things that were not her problem to solve, because she had done what she was supposed to do and the patient was in the right hands and that was the job.

She thought about it on Wednesday morning because on Wednesday morning there was a message from Mark asking her to speak to him at the start of the shift, which was not how Mark usually began a Wednesday, and the quality of the request — careful, neutral, scheduled — had the particular flavour of a conversation that someone had been preparing.

Mark told her, with the practised gentleness of a charge nurse who had delivered uncomfortable news before and would again, that a concern had been raised. He did not say by whom. He said it had gone to Dr Shaw, and that Dr Shaw would like to speak with Sam at her convenience, and that convenient in this context meant this morning if possible.

Sam thanked him. She went to see Dr Shaw.

Dr Caroline Shaw's office was on the administrative corridor, past the staff room and the occupational health suite, in a room that had the functional tidiness of someone who managed a great deal of paperwork and had made a pragmatic peace with that fact. She was a woman in her early fifties with close-cropped grey hair and reading glasses pushed up on her head and the particular quality of stillness that senior physicians developed when they had spent years listening carefully before speaking.

She had a printed form on the desk. She did not look at it while she spoke.

"Sit down, Sam. Thank you for coming."

Sam sat. She kept her hands loose in her lap. She had the sense, acute and specific, of a conversation that would matter regardless of how it was managed.

"A concern has been raised," Shaw said, "about clinical decision-making in this department. Specifically, a concern that there may be a pattern of preferential clinical support from a senior doctor to a specific member of the nursing staff, in a way that could potentially influence patient care." She paused. "I want to stress that this is a concern, not a finding. We're at the investigatory stage."

"I understand," Sam said.

"I'd like to ask you about the case on Tuesday. The subarachnoid haemorrhage." Shaw looked at her steadily. "Can you walk me through your decision-making? Why you escalated to Dr Walsh rather than waiting for Dr Hale to complete his assessment."

Sam walked her through it. She did it in the order the clinical events had occurred — the presentation, the exact words Diane Kowalski had used, the thunderclap onset, the absence of migraine history, the photophobia and neck stiffness that had been present before she escalated. She said: I had a significant clinical concern that I felt was not being appropriately weighted. I escalated to the most senior available clinician. This is the correct escalation protocol for a concern of this nature.

She said it calmly and without defensiveness, because the escalation had been correct and defensiveness would have implied otherwise.

Shaw listened. She made a note. Then she said: "And your working relationship with Dr Walsh. Is there anything about that relationship you'd like to disclose?"

The question arrived with the particular quality of something that had been carefully constructed. It was not accusatory. It was precise. It left exactly the right amount of space for an honest answer.

Sam thought about Levenshulme, and the canal path, and the kitchen table, and the lamplight in the car park on a cold November night. She thought about professional colleagues and what it meant to say it.

"We have a professional working relationship," she said. "I have a great deal of respect for Dr Walsh's clinical judgement, which is why she was my first point of escalation in a case of this seriousness."

Shaw looked at her for a moment. "Is there anything else you'd like to add?"

"No," Sam said. "I don't think so."

Shaw nodded. "All right. I want to be transparent with you — the investigation is ongoing. The clinical outcome in this case is clearly good, and that will be part of the picture. But the concern about process has to be properly examined." She paused. "If there's anything you want to tell me, at any point during this process, my door is open. And if you have union representation you'd like to involve, that's entirely your right."

"Thank you," Sam said.

She stood. She shook Shaw's hand. She walked out of the office and down the administrative corridor and through the door into the main part of the hospital, and she stood in the corridor for a moment.

Professional working relationship. She had said it in a neutral voice, sitting in a senior colleague's office, and it had been — it was — technically accurate, and she had felt the accuracy of it as a specific weight, the weight of a sentence that is true in the way that matters least.

She went back to the department. She picked up the next case.

She told Erin that evening.

Outside, because their hardest conversations happened outside, in the cold, away from the fluorescent thoroughness of the building. The ambulance bay. The orange light. Erin listening with the focused attention she brought to important information, absorbing it without interrupting, her face doing the thing it did when she was processing something she didn't like the shape of.

Sam gave her the meeting precisely: what Shaw had said, what Sam had said, what Shaw had said in response. She left nothing out. She had decided, on the walk to the bay, that precision was the only useful thing she could offer Erin right now, because Erin's brain was a precision instrument and giving it anything less than accurate information was a kindness that would cost both of them later.

When she finished, Erin was quiet for long enough that the silence had a particular quality. Then "I should have recused myself from the assessment. I should have called Hannah."

"You were right about the patient," Sam said.

"That's not the point." Said without anger, without self-flagellation — just the flat acknowledgement of a doctor who held herself to a standard and had, in this instance, failed to meet it. "I was the correct clinical decision and the wrong person to make it."

"You were the senior clinician available."

"I was also someone with a personal involvement with the nurse who brought me the case. Those two things don't cancel each other out." She paused. "What did you say to Shaw? About our relationship."

Sam looked at her. "Professional working relationship. Respect for your clinical judgement."

Something crossed Erin's face — too brief to name precisely, but Sam thought it was the expression of someone who has been handed a thing they know is wrong but cannot, at this moment, argue with.

"All right," Erin said.

"It was accurate," Sam said.

"I know it was accurate."

Neither of them said what they were both thinking, which was that accurate and true were not always the same sentence, and that the distance between them in this instance had a cost that neither of them had been asked to calculate but both of them could feel.

They said goodnight. The professional goodnight of the preceding two weeks, nothing taken or given beyond what the surface required.

Sam walked to the bus stop. The city was doing its Tuesday night things around her, indifferent and ordinary. She sat on the bus and looked at her own reflection in the dark window and thought about Diane Kowalski, who was alive because Sam had trusted her clinical instinct and acted on it. She thought about the word accurate, and the word true, and the gap between them.

Something is going to have to give and I don't know yet which thing.

The bus moved through Manchester in the dark, and she let it carry her home.


CHAPTER 23



The texts thinned first.

Sam noticed it the way she noticed most things she would have preferred not to: gradually, against her better judgement, through the specific quality of checking her phone and finding it unchanged. This was not, she told herself, significant. People were busy. Erin had always been measured in her use of the phone — the dry one-liners and the deadpan observations that had started in November were never high-volume, never the reflexive sharing of a person who processed through communication. Sam had liked that about her. She had liked the particular weight each message carried, the sense that something had been worth saying enough to say it.

The messages that came now had a different quality. Functional. Occasional. The kind sent to maintain a baseline rather than to actually reach someone. See you tomorrow. Let me know if you need the discharge summary. A reply to something Sam had sent, brief and correct, closing the exchange rather than continuing it.

She read them and put her phone face-down and told herself she was not doing a count.

She was doing a count.

Erin did not come to the flat.

There was no conversation about this. No explicit withdrawal of the arrangement, no message saying I think we should keep some distance while the investigation is ongoing, which would at least have been honest and might have been manageable. Just the not-coming, which arrived with the particular eloquence of an absence that has been decided rather than happened. Sam knew the difference. She had known the difference since she was twenty-three, learning to read the spaces between what people said and what they meant, developing the skill for the same reason most people developed it: because the reading had been necessary for survival.

She cooked dinner for one. This was not a new skill — she had been cooking dinner for one for most of her adult life, she was good at it, she had a repertoire of things that scaled down without embarrassing themselves. She ate at the kitchen table and she looked at the chair where Erin had sat on a Sunday in November with the leftover Thai and talked about the canal and the bookshop and the Norwegian philosopher and whether the cactus in Didsbury was made of plastic.

She did not look at the chair deliberately. She just looked at it, because it was there, and because the flat had a new quality that it hadn't had in October when she'd arrived in it with her boxes and her spider plant and her complete ignorance of what the next three months would contain.

The quality was: she had been happy here. That was all. She had been happy here with another person, and the other person's absence had made the happiness visible in the way that things became visible when you could no longer take them for granted.

She ate her dinner. She washed up. She did not let herself dwell.

Dwelling was not going to help anyone.

At work they were professional. Genuinely, competently professional, which was almost worse than a performance would have been, because a performance would have left room for the thing underneath it, and this had no room. This was Erin at her most self-contained: precise, warm with patients, efficient with staff, conducting every interaction with Sam at exactly the register their roles required and not a degree above or below it.

Sam matched her. She had the skill for it — more practice than Erin, she thought sometimes, in the art of presenting one version of yourself while living in another. She moved through the department with the warm competence that had, over thirteen weeks, become simply how she was known there. She talked to Tom and made Jess laugh and was careful and thorough with her patients. She did her job.

She did her job and she carried the rest of it, and the carrying did not show, and she had not decided whether to be proud of that or troubled by it.

The investigation was ongoing. Shaw had spoken to Erin — Sam knew this because Erin had sent a message saying as much, functional and informational, the category of communication that was now their primary register. Shaw had asked Erin the same question she had asked Sam, and Erin had given, Sam assumed, some version of the same answer, because the investigation had not escalated and the department had not shifted and nothing formal had changed.

Nothing formal. Everything else.

Jess asked, tentatively, on a Thursday during a lull in Minors: "You okay?"

"Yes. Bit tired." Sam replied.

Jess looked at her with the expression of someone who had filed this answer and found it insufficient but was not going to press. "Okay," she said. Then: "You know I'm around. If you wanted to, like — get a drink or whatever. Not asking you to talk about anything. Just around."

"I know," Sam said. "Thank you."

It was kind. Jess was straightforwardly kind, without agenda, the kind of colleague who made a department bearable on the shifts that were otherwise going to grind you down. Sam was grateful for her in a way that had grown steadily since September without her fully registering it until now, when she was becoming more aware of the people around her who were genuinely present versus the presence she was currently managing the absence of.

She almost said something. She could feel the shape of it — not the details, she was not going to give Jess the details, but the shape, the this is hard and I don't know how to manage it, which she had not said to anyone and which was sitting in her chest with increasing insistence.

A call came from bay four. Jess went. The moment closed.

Sam went back to her patient.

Aoife found her in the corridor on the Friday afternoon.

Not engineered — or if it was engineered, Aoife did it with sufficient naturalness that the engineering was invisible, which amounted to the same thing. She fell into step beside Sam between Majors and the medication room, and they walked for a moment in the easy parallel that the department produced between people who had found their rhythm together over weeks of shared shifts.

"How are you doing?" Aoife said.

Not how are you, which was a social noise. How are you doing, with the particular weight that distinguished real questions from reflex ones. Sam had heard Aoife ask it that way with relatives and with junior staff who were struggling and once, that she'd witnessed, with a patient who'd been in the department for six hours and was starting to disappear into the waiting.

She said: "Managing."

Aoife walked beside her. "Right."

The medication room door. Sam pushed it open, found what she needed, began to close it. Aoife had not followed her in but was still there in the corridor, not waiting for anything in particular, just present.

"She's trying to protect you," Aoife said. Not as a defence of Erin — it wasn't in her voice as a defence, more as a statement of fact, the way she stated most things. "She thinks the distance keeps you safer. That's how she's wired."

"I know how she's wired," Sam said. She said it without sharpness. It was simply true.

"I know you do." Aoife looked at her steadily. "That doesn't make it easier."

"No," Sam agreed. "It doesn't."

They stood in the corridor with the department doing its Friday afternoon things around them. Aoife glanced, briefly and without visible intention, across the department to where Erin was at the board. The glance lasted half a second. It was not approving.

Then she said: "You're doing good work. Don't let this eat into that." And she walked away, back to the nurses' station, and Sam stood in the corridor with the medication in her hand and felt the particular quality of having been seen clearly by someone who was not going to pretend the situation was other than it was.

She went back to her patient.

Sunday evening. The flat.

She'd spoken to her sister on the phone earlier — Nadia, two years older, currently navigating a house purchase in Leeds with the exhausted determination of someone who had thought buying a house would be straightforward and had since revised this view comprehensively. The call had been mostly Nadia's mortgage situation and Sam listening, which she'd been happy to do, because Nadia's mortgage situation was uncomplicated compared to the current contents of Sam's own chest.

Nadia had asked, near the end "How are you finding Manchester?" The same question she asked every time, with the particular sisterly attention that could not quite be deflected.

"It's good," Sam said. "I'm settling in."

"You sound tired."

"I've had a long few weeks."

"Anything—"

"I'm fine, Nadia. Tell me about the surveyor's report."

Nadia told her about the surveyor's report. Sam listened. When they rang off it was dark outside and the spider plant needed water and the flat was very quiet.

She sat at the kitchen table. She picked up her phone.

She thought about not sending it. It's late, it's a Sunday, she's probably asleep, she has an early shift. She thought three words, that's all. Three words that are true and that I have not said and that she should know.

She typed “I miss you.”

She sent it before she could argue herself out of it.

She put the phone on the table and looked at the spider plant and waited. The waiting had a specific quality — not anxious, exactly, but attentive, the way she was attentive to patients whose obs were on a trajectory she was monitoring. Something could go either way. You watched it.

Forty-one minutes later, the phone lit up with a simple “I know.”

Sam read it twice. She looked at the spider plant, which had nothing to offer on this or any other subject. She thought about I know and what it contained — the acknowledgement of the missing, the acknowledgement that it went both ways, the acknowledgement that was also the exact shape of everything Erin was unable, currently, to do anything about. Two words, offered honestly, and not enough. Not enough by a long way, and also the most honest thing either of them had said to each other in ten days, and she sat with the specific complexity of both those things being simultaneously true.

"Yeah," she said, to the plant, to the room, to the situation.

She watered the spider plant. She went to bed. She lay in the dark and thought about I know and thought about the distance it contained and thought, with the quiet certainty of someone who had reached the far edge of patience without quite running out of it: this cannot go on much longer.

She was right about that.


CHAPTER 24



It was nothing that started it.

This was the thing Sam understood only afterwards, sitting in her car outside the flat in the dark — that what broke the arrangement open was not a crisis, not a clinical incident, not anything with a clear preceding cause that she could point to and say: there, that was the moment. It was just a Friday evening, end of a late shift, both of them coming out of the ambulance bay exit at the same time.

Coincidence. The accidental symmetry of a rota that did not make exceptions for the emotional arrangements of the people who worked it.

Erin was a few metres ahead, pulling her coat closed with one hand, her bag on her shoulder. The same exit, the same direction, the same car park that had been the setting for other evenings that were now on the other side of something Sam could feel distinctly even if she couldn't name the crossing point.

Erin clocked her. The professional nod — the one Sam could now translate precisely, the one that said colleague, that said managed, that said I know you're here and I am performing not knowing what that means.

She turned towards the car park.

"Erin," Sam said.

She hadn't planned it. The name came out before the decision to say it had fully formed, which was perhaps the only way it was ever going to happen — the ten days of managed distance and the Sunday text and the I know and the Aoife look in the corridor all compressing into the single act of saying a name.

Erin stopped. She did not turn immediately. A breath, a beat — Sam could see the pause from ten feet away, the specific quality of someone deciding how to answer a thing they'd known was coming.

Then she turned.

They moved away from the ambulance bay entrance — there were people, always people, the department's constant peripheral population of crews and porters and relatives who had stepped out for air. The edge of the car park, where the orange light was thinner and the city beyond the gates did its Friday evening things without reference to either of them.

Sam said: "I need us to talk."

Not we need to talk, with all the performative weight that phrase carried. Just I need this. Direct, without drama.

"All right," Erin said.

They stood facing each other in the thin orange light and Sam took a breath and said the thing she'd been turning over for ten days, in various configurations, trying to find the version that was most honest without being most destructive:

"I know why you've pulled back. I understand the professional position — the investigation, the concern about the complaint, the conflict of interest you're trying to manage. I'm not asking you to be reckless. I understand all of it." She paused. "But what you're doing isn't protection. It's disappearing. And those aren't the same thing."

Erin said: "I'm doing what the situation requires."

"You're doing what feels safe," Sam said. "Which I understand. But you're asking me to wait in the dark until you decide it's safe to acknowledge that I exist, and I won't do that." She said it without heat. She had spent four shifts rehearsing it without heat because heat would have made it about her feelings, and her feelings were not the point. "I've done that. Living as the version of yourself that's acceptable to the room you're in. I spent years doing that. I moved cities partly to stop."

"This is different," Erin said. "The professional⁠—"

"I know about the professional consequences. You've been managing those consequences so carefully for the past ten days that you've managed me along with them." Sam looked at her steadily. "I'm not a consequence to be managed, Erin."

The car park was quiet around them. A car on the far side starting its engine, reversing, leaving. The distant hum of Oxford Road.

Erin said: "I'm trying to protect both our careers."

Sam said: "You're protecting yours. You're managing mine. They're not the same thing."

The sentence landed. Sam saw it land — the slight tightening around Erin's eyes, the fractional stillness that was not composure but its opposite, the thing composure was holding down.

Erin spoke carefully. Sam had learned what careful sounded like from her — not the caution of someone choosing words for their impact, but the caution of someone who was trying to be accurate, who believed precision was a form of honesty and honesty was the minimum she owed.

"There is a formal investigation," she said. "Into a clinical decision I made. A decision in which my objectivity can be questioned because of my personal relationship with the nurse who brought me the case. That's not a perception problem — it's a structural reality, and the structure exists for good reason. If I'd recused myself from that assessment, as I should have done, we wouldn't be in front of an investigator."

"You're right," Sam said. "And I'm not disputing any of that."

"Then you understand why distance is⁠—"

"I understand why distance from the clinical situation is necessary," Sam said. "I do not understand why distance from me as a person is necessary. Those are two different things and you've been treating them as the same thing."

Erin opened her mouth and closed it. Sam watched her, because this was the thing — this was the exact thing, the place where Erin's precision became a problem for herself, where the very quality she brought to clinical reasoning became the tool she used to make fear look like logic.

"The investigation involves questions about our relationship," Erin said.

"Yes."

"Questions I answered⁠—"

"The way I answered them," Sam said. "I know. Professional working relationship. Accurate." She let that sit for a moment. "I answered it that way to protect us both, in the same moment. And I knew what I was doing when I said it, and I understood why it was the right answer in Shaw's office. But I need you to understand that it cost something. Every time I have to perform a version of this that isn't true, it costs something. And the cost accumulates."

Erin was quiet.

"I'm not angry," Sam said, and she meant it — the flatness in her voice was not suppressed anger, it was something more tired and more deliberate. "I'm telling you what's true. I moved here to stop paying that particular cost, and the thing I didn't expect was that I'd end up paying it anyway, and for someone who knows exactly what it costs, which is the part I find hardest."

The cold had settled properly now, the November evening doing what it did. Sam could see her own breath. Erin had gone very still with the specific quality of someone who has run out of counter-arguments and is in the process of recognising that fact.

"I know the impact it’s having" Erin said. She said it quietly. Not the managed quietness — the real kind. "I'm sorry."

"I'm not asking for sorry," Sam said. "I'm asking you to make a different decision. If that's something you can do."

The if sat between them.

The silence that followed was different from the silences Sam had learned over thirteen weeks to navigate. Not the charged silence of the treatment room or the warm silence of Sunday evenings on the sofa. This one had edges. This one was asking something.

"I don't know how to do this without putting you at risk." Erin said

"That's not your decision," Sam said. "What risk I'm willing to accept. You don't get to make that for me because you're more senior."

"The power differential⁠—"

"Is real," Sam said. "And it needs managing. That's different from you deciding what I can and can't handle." She paused, and when she spoke again it was with the particular gentleness of saying something difficult that needed to be said gently: "You're using the power differential as a reason to stay in control of a situation you're frightened of. I understand the fear. But you're frightened, Erin. You're not protecting me. You're frightened."

The longest silence yet.

She watched something move across Erin's face in the thin orange light — the particular movement of a defence lowering, not noisily, not dramatically, just the slow structural giving-way of something that had been held rigid for too long.

"Yes," Erin said. The word came out stripped of its usual containment, with no management applied to it. simply yes "I am. I am frightened."

"I know," Sam said.

"I've built—" Erin stopped. Started again. "There are things I've built, over a long time, that depend on things being a certain way. On being in control. On the professional not bleeding into the personal. On — on having a version of myself that can't be lost in the way other things have been lost." She stopped again. This was more than Sam had heard her say about herself in one unguarded moment, possibly ever, and the unguardedness of it was clearly costing her and she was doing it anyway. "If this goes wrong — professionally — I don't know who I am without⁠—"

"Your career?" Sam said.

"Yes."

"That's what you're protecting."

"Among other things." A pause. "Yes."

Sam looked at her. "I'm not going to tell you that's wrong," she said. "It's not wrong to want to protect the thing you've built. It's not wrong to be frightened of losing it. But I need you to see that what you're doing is hiding. And I won't be the thing you hide, even for reasons I understand."

They had reached, Sam understood, the edge of what this conversation could do tonight. They were both tired — the late shift, the cold, the weight of what had been said, which was more than either of them had said in ten days and possibly more than they'd said in the aggregate of the past fortnight. There was nothing left to gain from continuing it now.

She said: "I think we should stop."

She meant: we should stop doing this version. The invisible version, the managed version, the version where she waited in the dark for something that might not come. She meant: something has to change. She was not — she was not quite — ending it.

Erin heard something else, or chose to, or was too frightened in that moment to ask for the clarification that would have made the difference. She said: "All right."

The same two words from the text message. Carrying, now, a different weight entirely.

Sam opened her mouth. Closed it. The moment in which she might have said wait, I meant — that moment passed, not dramatically, just in the way that moments passed when two people were both standing very still and neither of them reached for the other.

Erin said: "I'll — goodnight."

"Goodnight," Sam said.

They walked to their cars. Different directions, as always — the geometry of the car park had never been kind to them.

Sam sat in the car for a long moment before she started the engine.

The car park was its usual orange-lit self. A porter crossing the far end with an empty wheelchair. The hospital behind her, doing what it always did, indifferent to the specific human arrangements being made and unmade in its shadow.

I didn't mean to end it. I don't know if I ended it.

All right, she said. Two words, and they meant — she didn't know what they meant. She didn't know if Erin knew what they meant. The conversation had reached the place it had reached and then stopped, without map, and Sam had said the true thing and Erin had said all right and now they were in separate cars in the same car park and neither of them had the information they needed.

She started the engine.

The city on a Friday. She drove through it without seeing much of it, the route home so familiar by now that her hands knew it without her having to think. She arrived at the flat and sat outside it for another minute.

She thought about Erin saying: I am frightened. She thought about the particular effort that had taken, the specific cost of saying a true thing without any management applied to it, and she thought that it mattered. It had mattered. Even if the conversation had ended in the wrong place, the saying of it had mattered.

But mattering was not the same as enough.

She got out of the car. She went inside. She did not text, because there was nothing she could say in a text that would improve anything, and the improvement — whatever form it eventually took — was not going to come tonight.

She made tea. She sat on the sofa. She looked at the chair where Erin had sat, and the space on the shelf where the Norwegian philosophy book had spent three weeks and was now back in Didsbury, and the spider plant on the windowsill which had developed, Sam thought, a quality of studied neutrality on all matters that she found both frustrating and obscurely comforting.

She drank her tea.

She did not know, sitting there in her flat on a Friday night, whether she had ended something or demanded something or simply told the truth at the wrong angle and watched it miss. She knew what she'd meant. She was not certain it had landed as what she'd meant.

All right, Erin had said.

Sam sat with all right, and all its possible meanings, for a long time before she went to bed.


CHAPTER 25



She had done the right thing.

Erin was aware of this with a completeness that should have been more reassuring than it was. The decision — if it had been a decision, if all right qualified as a decision rather than the failure to make one — was correct. The professional position was clear. The investigation was ongoing, the complaint was formal, and continuing a relationship with a member of her nursing staff while under investigation for professional misconduct arising from that relationship was, by any reasonable assessment, the wrong call.

She had therefore not continued it.

She told herself this on Saturday morning while she was running — she ran on Saturdays when she had nothing better to occupy her hands and her mind, and she had found lately that she had a great deal of nothing — along the path beside the Mersey in Didsbury, the November trees stripped back and the river running grey below the bridge. Her breath misted. Her trainers were wet from the path. The argument for the decision assembled itself in her head with the precision she brought to arguments: the conflict of interest, the formal exposure, the thing she owed to the institution that had given her the last six years of her career. The case was sound. She had done the right thing.

She ran for forty-five minutes and came home and the flat was very clean and she had done the right thing.

There was a period — a week, roughly — in which she managed the decision the way she had managed the retreat before it: through structure, through work, through the filling of every available hour with something that had a purpose and a completion. She had always been good at this. The quality that made her effective in emergencies was the same quality that made her effective in the private emergencies of her own life: the ability to generate forward motion in the absence of clarity, to keep performing the function while the deeper processing ran below the surface.

She wrote up the clinical governance report she had been deferring for a month. She reviewed three junior staff appraisals with thoroughness that impressed even Mark, who was not easily impressed by thoroughness since thoroughness was his own primary mode of operating. She attended a departmental audit meeting that most consultants found reasons to miss and contributed three specific improvement recommendations that Caroline Shaw noted with what appeared to be mild surprise.

She was very productive.

She was also, at three in the morning on a Tuesday with no clinical reason to be awake, lying in the dark in the clean flat thinking about the car park and all right and the particular gap between what Sam had meant and what Erin had understood, and whether those two things were actually the same thing or whether she had — in the way she sometimes did with precise instruments, where precision became a way of finding the interpretation that hurt least — heard something that confirmed the decision she'd already made.

I think we should stop.

She had heard: end it.

She was not, lying in the dark, entirely certain that was what had been said.

She was also not certain it wasn't. And the uncertainty sat in her chest with the particular discomfort of something she could not manage by being productive at, which was an unfamiliar quality and one she did not enjoy.

The department continued. The department always continued — it was one of the things she had come to rely on, the non-negotiable persistence of the work, the board that kept filling regardless of what was happening between the people reading it. She was, in the department, exactly Dr Walsh. She ran the handovers with the clear efficiency that her team expected and received from her without noticing it, because things done consistently well become invisible. She led the trauma calls. She supported the junior staff. She completed her documentation.

She and Sam were professionally excellent together.

This was the part that she could not quite process, sitting in the relatives' room between cases on a Wednesday afternoon with five minutes that the department had briefly granted her: the clinical attunement had not diminished. Not by a single degree. Sam still anticipated what Erin needed in a resus before Erin asked for it; Erin still tracked Sam's position and read her assessments with the same instinctive trust she'd developed over fifteen weeks of watching her work. On the level of the department, on the level of patient care, they remained what they had always been — a pair who worked well, better than the individual parts.

She sat in the relatives' room and looked at the tissues on the windowsill and thought: I have kept the professional and ended the personal, which was the correct professional decision, and there is no reason for this to feel like a loss of both.

There was no reason for it. She felt it anyway.

Aoife came to find her.

Wednesday afternoon, end of a shift that had been long without being dramatic, the particular exhausting ordinariness of a day that had asked everything and delivered nothing remarkable. Erin was in the relatives' room again — it had become, she noted with some irony, her preferred place for the five-minute intervals the department occasionally allowed. It was the right size. It expected nothing of her.

Aoife came in and closed the door and sat down in one of the three chairs, not the one directly opposite. The one beside the window. She looked at the car park for a moment, then at Erin.

"Are you all right?”

The same question she'd asked Sam in the corridor. The same inflection — real, weighted, not a social noise. Erin had been on the other end of this question from Aoife precisely once before, in the borrowed office on the night she'd delivered the incident report that wasn't an incident report, and the effect was the same now as it had been then: the professional apparatus was not quite sufficient to absorb it.

"Fine," Erin said.

Aoife looked at her. She had been a nurse for twenty-two years. She had the face of someone for whom fine had long since ceased to convey information.

"I'm managing," Erin said.

"I can see that," Aoife said. "You're always managing. That's not actually what I asked."

The car park through the window was doing its ordinary things. A crew restocking their vehicle. Someone in a visitor lanyard walking quickly towards the main entrance.

"I made the right decision," Erin said. It came out more defensive than she'd intended, which was itself information.

Aoife did not immediately agree or disagree with this. She sat in the chair beside the window with the quality of patience she brought to things that required it, which was most things, and she said: "You know where I am."

Then, after a moment, quietly: "She's all right, if that's something you're wondering about."

Erin said nothing.

"She's doing her job. She's doing it well." Aoife paused. "She's not — she's all right."

Erin nodded. She kept her face still with the effort she had been applying to it for two weeks, and she said: "Good. That's good."

It was an inadequate response. She could hear the inadequacy of it. Aoife could obviously hear it too, but she did not press — she stood, adjusted her lanyard, and moved towards the door with the unhurried walk of a woman who had said what she came to say.

At the door she paused. Didn't turn around.

"You've made a terrible mess of this," she said, with no particular heat, the way she said most things — as plain observation, without accusation. "I'm not saying it's not fixable. I'm just saying it's a mess."

She opened the door and left.

Erin sat in the relatives' room with the tissues on the windowsill and the three chairs and thought: yes. That is exactly right. It is a mess and I made it and I have been telling myself for two weeks that it is the correct mess and I am not sure, sitting here, that I believe that any more.

She did not know how to unmake it.

Not yet.

Friday evening she drove home from the hospital with the radio on and not listened to, past the Indian on Wilmslow Road that she had been going to for three years and that she stopped at on autopilot, because it was Friday and she was tired and the alternative was cooking for one for the fourth consecutive night. She sat at the kitchen table with a container of saag aloo and ate it with more attention than the food required, because attending to the food was something to do.

The flat was very clean. She had cleaned it on Thursday evening for the second time that week and she was aware that this was the action of someone who needed to do something with her hands and had run out of productive alternatives.

She sat on the sofa at half past eight. She picked up her phone. She looked at the last exchange with Sam — I miss you / I know — and the absence of anything after it, which was now ten days of nothing. She thought about adding something. She thought about it for longer than was dignified, composing and discarding various formulations, none of which were the right sentence because the right sentence was not a text message and she knew it.

She put the phone down.

She picked up the journal article she had been carrying around for two weeks. She opened it to the page she'd last read, which was page four, which was the same page she'd last read on every previous occasion. She read it. She retained approximately none of it.

At nine-fifteen she fell asleep on the sofa with the article on her chest, which was, she reflected in the brief moment before sleep arrived, becoming a pattern.

The flat was very quiet around her.

She had done the right thing, and the right thing had produced this: a clean flat and a half-read article and the specific quality of a Friday night that had become, without her quite noticing when, the wrong shape.

She slept.

In the morning she would be back in the department, and the department would ask everything it always asked, and she would give it, and that would be enough.

It would have to be.


CHAPTER 26



The department in December had a particular quality: the pre-Christmas surge arriving quietly at first, then less quietly, the waiting room filling earlier in the day and clearing later, the board never quite returning to the neat state it achieved briefly in the small hours. Seasonal illnesses compounding with the things people had been managing since October, the things they'd decided to wait out until after Christmas that had declined to wait. It was not, by A&E standards, dramatic. It was simply relentless, which was its own kind of pressure.

Sam was good in it. She had always been good in the relentless kind of pressure — it suited her in the way that some people were suited to sprints and some to distance, and she was built for the kind of work that asked you to stay steady over a long day rather than to peak and recover. She knew this about herself. She used it.

She used it now, in the particular way of someone who has redirected their reserves into the work because the work is where reserves are currently most usefully deployed.

They managed.

This was the word Sam kept coming back to, because it was accurate and because she had always preferred accuracy to comfort when the two were in tension. They managed. They were professional together in a way that was, by any external measure, entirely functional: handovers completed, clinical decisions sound, communication between them exactly what the department required. If you were watching from the nursing station and you did not know what you were looking for, you would see two experienced clinicians working a busy department with the kind of easy coordination that took months to develop.

If you were watching and you did know — if you were Aoife, say, or Jess, or Tom on one of his more perceptive days — you would see something else. You would see the specific quality of people performing normality rather than inhabiting it. The way Sam's gaze tracked slightly to the left of Erin rather than directly at her during handover. The way Erin's responses to Sam's clinical updates were fractionally more formal than her responses to anyone else's, the professional warmth that she brought to all her colleagues applied to Sam with a visible, careful deliberateness that was itself a kind of tell. The way they did not occupy the same space in the staff room. The way the department had a slightly different texture than it had had in October, or November, though most of the staff would have struggled to say precisely why.

The department knew, in the aggregate and the instinctive way that departments knew things. Not officially. Not in the way that produced action. Just — it knew.

Tuesday found them in resus together. A man in his fifties, brought in by ambulance after collapsing at his office. Query cardiac, GCS dropping on arrival, the crew having administered aspirin on scene and attached monitoring that showed a rhythm Sam didn't like before the trolley had cleared the bay entrance. She had the defib charged and the drug tray prepared before Erin had finished the handover from Ahmed, because this was what she did, and she was not going to do it less well because of anything currently happening between them.

They worked the case. Erin called each step in the sequence she always called it — rhythm check, drug, cycle — and Sam moved in the pattern she had learned over fifteen weeks of this particular department and this particular consultant's particular method. They did not need to speak much. They never had in resus; the communication there ran at a frequency below words, established by repetition and trust and the specific attunement of two people who had been paying close attention to each other for months. None of that had changed.

The rhythm resolved. The man — his name was Gary Fenton, and he had a wife who arrived twenty minutes later in a state of controlled terror and who Sam sat with in the relatives' room while Erin talked to the on-call cardiologist — stabilised enough for transfer. A good outcome. The kind of outcome that made the relentless days feel like they had a point.

Afterwards, Erin went back to the board. Sam went to document the case. They did not speak.

This was the part Sam was finding hardest: not the anger, which had arrived and dissipated over the weekend in the way feelings did when you didn't feed them; not even the missing, which she had developed, out of necessity, a kind of practised management of. It was this. The clinical intimacy still intact, the professional trust undiminished, the working partnership still exactly what it had always been — and then the afterwards, the turn in different directions, the deliberate not-speaking that lived in the space where something else had lived.

She documented the case. She went to the next patient.

Tom said, on Thursday during a lull at the nursing station, looking at nothing in particular: "Feels a bit — I don't know. Off, lately. In here."

He was not saying it to Sam specifically. He was saying it to the middle distance, in the way of someone thinking aloud rather than opening a conversation.

Sam said: "It's December. Isn’t it always a bit off in December."

"Right," Tom said. He looked at the board. "Yeah, probably."

He went to answer a call from bay four.

Sam watched him go and thought: he knows. He has known for at least a month that something was happening and then that something stopped happening, and he has the social intelligence to not ask about either, which was one of the things she had come to genuinely value about Tom Reeves — the way his awareness of a situation and his decision not to deploy that awareness could be, in the right circumstances, a form of kindness.

She looked at the board. She went to Minors.

Jess brought it up directly, which was more Jess's way of dealing with things— Jess did not typically communicate through implication, she communicated through the gentle, practical directness of someone who had decided that honesty was usually kinder than tact.

Friday morning, the locker room, before the shift.

"You don't have to tell me anything," Jess said, pulling on her lanyard with the brisk efficiency of someone who needed to be on the floor in four minutes. "I just want to say — whatever it is, it's been going on for a couple of weeks and you seem like you're okay but not okay, and I notice things, and I'm not going to not say so just because it's none of my business."

Sam looked at her. "It's⁠—"

"None of my business," Jess said. "I know. I'm not asking. I'm just saying I've noticed and I'm here if you want company that doesn't ask questions." She paused. "Tom's also noticed, for what it's worth. He told me last week he thought you seemed sad and then immediately told me to forget he'd said it, which is very Tom."

Sam absorbed this. Tom had thought she seemed sad and then tried to unsay it, which was — she felt something warm move through her that she hadn't expected — extremely Tom, and also accurate, and also the kind of thing that made a department feel like a place rather than just a job.

"Thank you," she said. "Both of you. Tell him I said — tell him thank you."

"He'll be embarrassed," Jess said.

"I know," Sam said. "Tell him anyway."

Jess grinned. She went to the floor. Sam followed two minutes later, and the department was in its December Tuesday form — full, persistent, requiring everything — and she gave it everything, because that was what you did.

She was building things here, she had started to notice. Not just the professional things — the competence established, the reputation quietly accumulated, the position in the department that felt solid in the way that things felt solid when you'd earned them. Other things too: the drink with Jess after a shift, the running joke with Tom about his optimism regarding patient handover times, the particular satisfaction of knowing a department well enough that you could feel when its temperature shifted before anything visible had changed.

Manchester was becoming hers. Not claimed — she hadn't claimed it, she didn't move to cities and claim them, that wasn't how she worked. But hers in the way of a place that had gradually, without announcement, started giving back as much as it took. The bookshop with the cat. The canal path she walked sometimes on days off, the red brick and the water and the specific quality of the light on grey afternoons. The flat in Levenshulme with its draughts and its high ceilings and its spider plant that had now survived six years and three cities and was apparently planning on a fourth.

She had moved here to be somewhere she could be all of herself. She was. Even now, even in the difficulty of now, she was — she thought about this on the bus home on a Friday, watching the city move past the window — she was more herself here than she had been in a long time. The work. The colleagues. The city.

All of that was real and none of it required Erin Walsh to be different than she was.

She sat with this, which was a new thought, or rather an old thought that had clarified: she had been framing this as a situation where she needed something to change in order to stay. She was beginning to understand that this was not quite right. She was staying. She was already staying. The question was what the staying looked like — whether it contained the thing she wanted, or whether it could not, and whether she had reached the point of knowing which.

She had not yet reached that point.

But she was closer than she'd been last week. Something was shifting below the surface of the managed days, patient and slow, working towards the kind of clarity that tended to arrive not as a decision but as a recognition.

It was a Thursday late shift just before nine o'clock, the department winding down towards the evening team's handover.

Sam was finishing observations on a patient in bay six when she became aware, at the low frequency she'd developed for it, of a change in the department's texture. Not dramatic. Nothing she could point to. Just the sense that the atmosphere had shifted very slightly, the way it sometimes did in the hour before something happened — the board a little fuller than it should be at this time of evening, the ambulance radio busier, Aoife moving with a quality of focus that was one degree more concentrated than usual.

She looked up from the obs chart.

Aoife was at the far end of the department, speaking into her radio. Her posture had the particular quality of someone receiving information and organising a response simultaneously — efficient, unhurried in the way that was its own kind of urgency.

Sam watched her for a moment. Then she looked back at her patient, finished the observations, documented them, and moved to the next bay.

She didn't know yet. Nobody did. The department was simply doing what it always did in the hour before things changed: holding its breath without knowing it was holding anything.

Aoife's radio crackled again.

Sam wrote up her notes. She checked the board. The evening felt ordinary in the way that evenings felt ordinary until they didn't.

She went home at nine-thirty and slept well, which she had not always been managing, and in the morning she came back and the morning was different.


CHAPTER 27



The call came in at seven forty-three.

Sam was at the nursing station doing the last of her pre-shift checks, coat still on, coffee not yet made, when she heard Mark's voice change. Not raised — Mark did not raise his voice, it was one of his most reliable qualities — but the register shifted, the way it shifted when information arrived that required immediate reorganisation of everything else. She looked up.

He was on the phone to ambulance control. His pen was moving. He was writing quickly.

She put down her bag.

M56 motorway, junction six. Multiple vehicle collision.

Lorry, six private vehicles. Wet road, morning rush.

Sixteen casualties en route.

Four Priority 1. Seven Priority 2. Five walking wounded.

MRI: designated major trauma centre for this sector.

Mark put the phone down. He looked at the board, then at Aoife, who was already beside him. The exchange between them lasted approximately four seconds and communicated, in the efficient shorthand of two people who had been running this floor together for three years, everything that needed to be communicated.

"Major incident," Aoife said to the department at large, in a voice that was entirely calm and very carrying. "Major incident protocol. All non-urgent activity suspended. I need everyone at their designated positions."

The department moved.

This was the thing Sam had heard described and had now seen twice since joining MRI: the transformation of a busy A&E into its emergency configuration. It happened faster than seemed possible and with less noise than you'd expect. Equipment trolleys repositioned. Resus bays cleared and prepared. The waiting room patients triaged again, the stable ones moved to designated overflow, the less stable ones flagged. Theatres alerted. Blood bank notified. The on-call surgical registrar bleeped. Porters redirected. The information flowing outwards through the hospital's channels in the widening rings of a major incident cascade while the department itself compressed inward, every available person drawing towards their station.

Sam had her position: Priority 2. The moderately serious, the non-immediately-life-threatening, the seven casualties who were not Erin's resus cases but who were still, each of them, someone in genuine danger who needed the full quality of a nurse's attention. She checked her bay. She checked the adjacent bay. She found Tom, already gloved.

"Right," she said. "You're with me."

"Right," said Tom.

The first ambulance at seven fifty-eight.

Ahmed at the doors, handing over a Priority 1 — fifty-three-year-old woman, traumatic brain injury, GCS nine, unequal pupils, the kind of handover that moved fast and went directly to Erin's resus bay without stopping. Sam clocked it in passing. Erin was at the bay entrance, gloved, ready. She took the handover without looking up.

The second and third ambulances within four minutes of each other.

Then the Priority 2 cases began arriving and Sam stopped tracking anything except what was in front of her.

A man in his sixties with a query rib fractures and a chest that wasn't moving symmetrically. A woman in her forties with a fractured pelvis, haemodynamically stable but not reliably so, the kind of stability that required watching closely and believing nothing. A teenager — seventeen, in school uniform, her mother somewhere in the system, still being located — with a significant laceration to the scalp and a GCS that had been fourteen on scene and was now thirteen, trending in the wrong direction.

Sam moved between them with the controlled efficiency she had been developing for eight years and had not, until these past weeks, fully understood she possessed. The obs, the lines, the drug draws, the documentation running alongside the clinical care in the parallel track that experience built. Talking to each patient in the thirty seconds available for talking — you're at the hospital, you're safe, we're looking after you, I'll be right back — and meaning all of it and making sure they heard it, because frightened patients deteriorated faster than calm ones and keeping them calm was part of the clinical work and not separate from it.

Tom was good today. She noted this in the peripheral way she noted things during major incidents — filed for later, not examined now. He was anticipating rather than following, positioning himself without being directed, running the obs on the fractured pelvis without being asked and reporting them back to Sam in the clear precise format she'd taught him three weeks ago on a less eventful Tuesday. He was earning his place today. She would tell him so, later.

Aoife moved through the Priority 2 area like weather — present everywhere, providing the coordination that kept multiple serious cases from colliding into each other, her voice a constant low clear signal in the noise of the department. She caught Sam's eye once and gave her a single nod: you've got this. Sam gave a nod back and went to the next patient.

The case that required everything was in bay seven, a man named Adrian Cole.

Forty-three years old. Priority 2 on scene — he'd been conscious, maintaining his airway, talking to the crew. The injury: multiple rib fractures, right-sided, mechanism consistent with seatbelt compression at impact. The problem, arriving with him and worsening as Sam assessed him: his saturations were dropping. Ninety-four, ninety-two, ninety on air. His breath sounds on the right were reduced. Not absent yet. Trending.

"Adrian," she called out, "I'm Sam, I'm your nurse. Can you take a deep breath for me?"

He tried. His face contracted with the effort and the pain of it and the breath was shallow and unsatisfying and she could see him working for it.

"Good. You're doing well. I'm going to get a doctor to you right now."

She escalated to the Priority 2 registrar, who was with the teenager and her declining GCS and could not leave. She escalated to Hannah Price in Majors, who was already managing two cases and could not come immediately. She assessed the clinical picture — saturations now eighty-eight, breath sounds on the right definitively reduced, dull on percussion — and she made the call she needed to make.

She went to the entrance of the resus bay.

"Erin." Quiet, direct. Not breaking the rhythm of the resus in progress — just placing the information where it needed to go. "Bay seven. Haemothorax, right side, sats dropping. I need someone now."

Erin's eyes came to her. One second of assessment — not of Sam, of the clinical urgency in Sam's voice and face.

"Hannah," she said immediately, to the registrar beside her. "Can you take bay seven? Suspected haemothorax, chest drain."

Hannah Price, who had been trained by Erin and thought like her, was already moving.

They set up the chest drain together — Sam and Hannah, the equipment laid out in the order it would be needed, Adrian Cole talked through it in the short calm sentences that were Sam's particular register for this: what's going to happen, why, that it would hurt less than it currently did breathing, that she'd be right here.

She held his hand during the local anaesthetic. She kept her eyes on his face.

"You're doing brilliantly," she said.

"I don't feel like I'm doing brilliantly," he said, through his teeth.

"Trust me on this one."

Hannah worked with the careful precision of a doctor who knew what she was doing and didn't need to show it. The drain went in. A beat — the held collective breath of a clinical procedure in the critical moment — and then the rush of fluid and air into the drain, and Adrian Cole's next breath was different, deeper, the right side of his chest moving again, and his saturations climbed on the monitor: eighty-nine, ninety-two, ninety-five, and still climbing.

Tom made a sound. Involuntary, brief — the small noise of someone watching a thing go right. Sam felt it too, the same thing expressed differently, the relief that never became routine no matter how many times you felt it.

"Good," Hannah said, quietly, to no one in particular. "Good."

Sam checked the obs, documented the procedure, updated the chart. She squeezed Adrian Cole's forearm — briefly, professional, the touch that communicated without overstepping.

"The hard part's done," she said.

He closed his eyes and exhaled and nodded.

She went to the next patient.

She was not aware, in the moment, of being watched.

She was aware of it only later — in the way you sometimes became aware, retrospectively, of a quality of attention that had been present without your noticing it at the time. She was with Adrian Cole, and the drain had just gone in, and she was checking his obs and talking to him in the thirty seconds she had between other tasks, and somewhere across the department Erin Walsh looked up from her resus bay.

She did not know this while it was happening.

She knew it afterwards. She knew it because of what happened in the car park, later, in the cold — because of the way Erin described it. But in the moment she was simply doing the work, moving between patients, the department noise around her and her attention fully on whatever was immediately in front of her, which was how she had always worked and how she worked now, without modification for the circumstances.

By two in the afternoon the incident was downgraded.

The critical patients stabilised and transferred. The Priority 2 cases managed or admitted. The walking wounded mostly processed. The board still full — it would be full for the rest of the week, the ripple effects of a major incident not dissipating quickly — but no longer at the extraordinary pressure of the morning. The particular collective exhale of a team that had run at everything it had and found that everything it had was sufficient.

Staff began to breathe. Tom said something that made the healthcare assistant near bay three laugh. Aoife did the board check with the methodical attention of someone who had been waiting to do it properly for six hours. Mark updated the bed state and said, to no one in particular: "Right, then," which was his version of well done.

Sam finished the documentation on Adrian Cole — thorough, because it always had to be thorough but particularly because the chain of decisions in that case deserved a clear record — and she set down her pen and leant briefly against the wall of bay seven.

She closed her eyes.

Six hours. Her feet knew about it. Her back knew about it. The particular cognitive weight of a day that had asked her to hold multiple serious clinical situations in her head simultaneously while keeping her voice steady and her face calm had the quality of something that would arrive fully in the morning, when the adrenaline had finished.

She opened her eyes.

Across the department, Erin was still at the board. Of course she was — Erin would be the last to stop, reviewing every case from the incident, checking the handovers were clean, confirming the transfers had gone correctly, doing the work that most people only did until they were tired and that Erin did until it was done. She was still in her scrubs, lanyard tucked behind her lapel, the particular quality of her focus that did not diminish at the end of a hard day but became, if anything, more precise.

Sam watched her for a moment. Just a moment — she had patients to return to, documentation to complete, a department that was not yet finished with her.

She looked at Erin at the board, doing what she always did, and felt something that she did not, right now, have the capacity to examine. She filed it for later.

She went back to work.


CHAPTER 28



By four o'clock the last of the Priority 1 transfers had gone.

Erin stood at the board and looked at it with the assessment she always made at the end of a major incident: what had been done, what still needed doing, what the department's position was relative to where it needed to be. The picture was — given what had arrived at seven forty-three that morning — as good as it could reasonably be. Two fatalities, both on scene before the ambulances arrived: nothing the department could have changed. The traumatic brain injury, the woman with the unequal pupils, was in neurosurgery and the early indication was guarded but not hopeless. The others — the Priority 1 cases that had come through her resus bay over six hours — were alive, transferred, in the right hands.

She did what she always did at this point: breathed. Looked at the department. Let the assessment settle into something she could carry.

Then she clicked on the notes for Adrian Cole.

She read them carefully. Sam's documentation was, as it always was, precise and thorough — the kind of nursing notes that told a clear story in chronological order, each clinical decision linked to its preceding observation, the escalation pathway described in the plain factual language that made a chart legible to anyone who came to it fresh. The deterioration: the dropping saturations, the reduced breath sounds, the percussion finding. The escalation: first to the Priority 2 registrar, then to Hannah Price, then — when neither could come immediately — to the resus bay entrance.

Sam had come to the entrance of the resus bay in the middle of a major incident and said: bay seven, haemothorax, right side, sats dropping, I need someone now. Not shouted. Not panicked. Said with the quiet precision of someone who had assessed the situation correctly and knew exactly what she needed.

Erin had looked at her and redirected Hannah in under three seconds.

The drain had gone in. Adrian Cole's saturations had recovered. He was in the thoracic surgery ward now, stable, with a working right lung.

Erin set the notes down.

She thought about the first time she had looked up from the resus bay — mid-morning, the incident at its peak, the department running at full pitch. Sam across the bays, talking to Tom, directing him. Her posture: contained, forward-leaning, the physical quality of focused attention that Sam brought to clinical work. Not performing competence. Just — competent. Doing the work.

She thought about the second time.

The second time had been after the drain. She had looked up from her own case — a moment between procedures, a brief stillness in the resus bay while the patient was stabilising — and her eyes had found bay seven without instruction.

Sam was at Adrian Cole's bedside. She had thirty seconds — Erin could read the department well enough to know exactly how much time Sam had before she needed to be elsewhere — and she was using all of it. Her hand was on his forearm. She was talking to him: not the handover summary, not the clinical update, but the thing underneath those, the human-to-human contact that kept a frightened man present in his own body rather than tipping into the panic that would have complicated his physiology and made the next hour harder for everyone.

It lasted thirty seconds. Maybe less.

Sam checked the obs, made a note on the chart, and moved to the next patient without breaking stride.

Erin turned back to her resus bay.

She carried what she'd seen with her for the rest of the shift. Not examining it — there was no time to examine anything during a major incident, and she would not have allowed herself to even if there had been. But carrying it, the way you carried things when there was nowhere yet to put them.

By five o'clock she was at the workstation reviewing the incident documentation. By six she had checked every transfer record and confirmed every handover note. By half past six the Priority 2 area had been cleaned and restocked by the evening team and the day team was dispersing in ones and twos, the particular quiet departure of people who had used everything they had.

She stayed.

She was reviewing Adrian Cole's notes again — the third time, which was not clinical necessity but something else. She read the escalation sequence. She read the drain procedure. She read the post-procedure observations in Sam's handwriting, the saturations climbing in careful documented increments back towards normal, and she thought about a forty-three-year-old man who was breathing with both lungs tonight because a nurse had assessed a deteriorating patient correctly, escalated appropriately, prepared the equipment before being asked, and kept him calm enough to tolerate a necessary procedure while his body was doing several frightening things simultaneously.

She put the notes down.

She thought: if something had happened to her today.

The thought arrived simply, without drama, the way certain thoughts arrived when you had been running at full capacity for six hours and the capacity for construction and management had been temporarily depleted. It did not announce itself. It was just there, clear and complete:

If something had happened to her today.

Not a career calculation. Not a professional risk assessment. Not the careful management of a conflict of interest or the formal exposure of an undisclosed relationship or any of the architecture she had been building for two months to contain what was between them. Just the plain, specific thought: if something had happened to Sam Khan today, in this major incident, in this department where things sometimes went wrong, and they did go wrong, she knew they went wrong, she had been present for every version of going wrong in the past six years and she would be present for more⁠—

She stopped the thought.

She sat with it stopped.

Then she let it continue, because stopping it was exactly the kind of management she had been doing for two months and she understood, sitting at the workstation with the evening team moving around her and the department beginning its night configuration, that she was done managing this particular thing in this particular way.

If something had happened to her today, Erin thought, finishing the thought this time, not losing the ending: the professional fallout would not be what she could not recover from.

That was what she had been avoiding.

That was the thing she had been building the framework around, the thing the framework was designed to make it unnecessary to look at directly. Not the investigation, not the conflict of interest, not the formal exposure or the career implications — all of those were real, all of them mattered, but they were manageable. Investigations concluded. Conflicts were disclosed and managed. Careers survived disclosed relationships every day in every institution in the country.

What she had been protecting herself from knowing was simpler and less manageable than any of that: losing Sam would devastate her. Not inconvenience her. Not require professional adjustment and an uncomfortable conversation with Shaw. Devastate her. In the way that certain things devastated people and other things merely damaged them, and the difference was whether the thing lost was replaceable.

She had known this and not looked at it. For two months she had known it and not looked at it, and tonight — this specific Thursday in December, in the aftermath of a major incident, sitting with the notes of a patient who was alive because of the nurse she had been trying not to love — she was looking at it.

The simplicity of it was something she hadn't been prepared for.

Aoife came to find her. Of course she did — Aoife always knew when Erin needed finding, which was one of the things Erin had spent six years being grateful for while simultaneously maintaining that she didn't need finding.

She came to the workstation and stood beside Erin and looked at the board with the same comprehensive assessment Erin had been making, seeing the same things and drawing, Erin suspected, the same conclusions.

"Hell of a day,"

"Yes."

"Everyone's all right."

She said it with the particular weight of a woman who had chosen her words carefully, and the particular emphasis on everyone that was specific enough to be unmistakable. Erin looked at her.

"Yes," Erin said. "Everyone's all right."

Aoife looked back at the board. Something in her expression had the quality of someone who had been waiting a long time for a particular thing and had learned to do the waiting without urgency.

Erin said, quietly, to the board rather than to Aoife: "I've been an idiot."

Aoife was quiet for a moment.

"Not an idiot," she said. "Just frightened. There's a difference."

She did not look at Erin when she said it. She looked at the board, as if she were reading patient information, as if this were a clinical conversation rather than the most important thing anyone had said to Erin in two months.

"Yes," Erin said. "I know."

Aoife nodded. She turned away from the board, back towards the nurses' station, back towards the eleven other things the department still required of her.

"Go and find her," she said. Not a command. Not even quite advice. Just a direction, offered with the matter-of-fact authority of someone who had been reading this situation correctly since Chapter 7 of a story that was finally approaching its proper ending.

She walked away.

Erin sat for another moment at the workstation.

The department around her was in its early evening configuration — the night team settling in, the last of the day team gone or going, the board doing what boards did. The major incident was over, in the sense that the immediate crisis had been managed. The work it had produced would run for days: the follow-up documentation, the debrief, the clinical governance review. All of that tomorrow.

Tonight there was something else she needed to do, and she had known it since she put Adrian Cole's notes down and thought: if something had happened to her.

She got her coat. She picked up her bag.

She had spent two months constructing reasons why the honest thing was also the dangerous thing, and she had run all of those reasons to their conclusions and examined what the conclusions produced, and the conclusions had produced a clean flat and an unread journal article and the specific loneliness of having chosen safety so thoroughly that safety had become its own kind of loss.

She was done with that particular construction.

She walked through the department — past the board, past the nurses' station where Mark was doing the bed state, past the bay where Tom was writing up his last notes of the day — and she did not stop at any of them, because stopping was not what was needed, and she pushed through the door into the ambulance bay and the cold arrived immediately, the December night doing nothing to soften its own edges.

She looked across the bay.

Sam was sitting on the low wall by the bay entrance, back to the building, face turned towards the car park. Her coat was on. Her bag was beside her. She was not on her phone, not doing anything in particular. Just sitting in the cold with the particular quality of someone who needed a minute between the building and the rest of her life.

Erin crossed the bay.

Sam heard her coming. She had always been able to identify the specific quality of Erin's footstep — she had learned it without trying, over sixteen weeks of the same corridors, and the learning had not gone anywhere regardless of what else had. She didn't turn around immediately.

She said, to the car park and the cold and whatever came next: "Hi."

Erin stopped beside her.

"Hi," she said.

The ambulance bay. The December night. The city beyond the gates, doing its Thursday things without reference to either of them.

"I need to talk to you," Erin said.

"I know," Sam said.

She turned around.


CHAPTER 29



She finished her handover at half past six.

Comprehensive, as always — she had never been able to do a slapdash handover, it went against something fundamental in her, and today particularly she wanted the record to be clean. The evening nurse was Priya, who was good and thorough and received the information with the attentiveness it deserved. Sam walked her through every patient in her bays: the obs, the current status, the things to watch for, the family members who had been told what and when. By the time she finished, Priya had everything she needed and Sam had nothing left to hand over.

She went to the locker room. She took off her lanyard. She changed out of her scrubs into the clothes she'd arrived in thirteen hours ago, which felt like they belonged to a different version of a different day.

She put on her coat.

She did not quite go home.

Tom found her at the locker room door — or she found him, it was hard to say which, since he appeared to be leaving at the same time without conspicuously having arranged to be. He had his bag on his shoulder and the particular quality of a person who has worked very hard and is allowing himself to know it.

"That was a good day's work," he said.

Not performed, not deployed for effect. Just stated, the way Tom occasionally said true things when he forgot to wrap them in the usual banter first.

Sam looked at him. He was watching her with something more focused than his usual expression — the social attunement she'd come to rely on, turned, for once, directly at her rather than at the room in general.

"Yeah," she said. "It was, wasn't it."

He nodded. He seemed about to say something else, and then he seemed to decide not to, which was its own kind of thing — Tom exercising restraint was notable, and the restraint was its own form of attention. Instead he said: "Adrian Cole's family came in. His wife. I spoke to her while you were with the other patient." He paused. "She was very — she wanted me to say thank you. To whoever had looked after him. I said I'd pass it on."

"I'll pass it on to Hannah too," Sam said. "It was her drain."

"Yeah," Tom said, "but she said the nurse had held his hand through the anaesthetic. Apparently he told her." He adjusted his bag on his shoulder. "Just so you know."

Sam looked at the wall of the locker room for a moment.

"Thank you," she said.

"Whatever else is going on," Tom said, with the particular quality of someone choosing their words carefully for the first time in recent memory, "and I'm not asking, I just want to say — you're ace at the actual job. That's not nothing."

He disappeared before she had to answer any of it, which was, she thought, the best possible thing he could have done. She stood in the corridor and felt something warm move through her that she hadn't been expecting — the specific warmth of being seen accurately by someone who was not obliged to see you at all, the kindness of it, the simplicity.

Tom Reeves, she thought. Who knew.

She went outside.

Not to the car park immediately. She needed a minute first — the ambulance bay, the wall by the entrance, the cold air after the thirteen hours of recycled hospital warmth. She sat on the low wall and looked at the car park and the gates beyond it and the city doing its December Thursday things without reference to what had just happened inside that building.

She was tired in the particular way she'd been tired before — after the shift with Maisie, after the difficult shifts in the months before this job, after the shifts that asked everything and left you sitting very still at the end of them, not because you had failed but because you hadn't, and the not-failing had cost the same amount regardless. Her feet, her back, the cognitive weight of sixteen weeks' worth of decisions made at the kind of speed that only revealed its cost once the speed was no longer required.

She sat with the cold and breathed it in.

She thought about the day. Not in aggregate — her brain would process the incident properly over the next few days, the detailed debrief that experience had taught her to expect, the 3am wakings when specific moments replayed themselves for inspection. Right now she was thinking about particular things, images from the day that had lodged themselves with the specific clarity that some images had and others didn't.

Adrian Cole's saturations climbing on the monitor. Ninety-two, ninety-five, ninety-seven.

Tom's involuntary sound.

Hannah Price, quiet and precise, saying good to no one in particular after the drain went in.

Aoife moving through the Priority 2 area like someone who had been built for exactly this, which she had, which was one of the most reliable things about her.

She thought about how much she loved the work.

Not as an abstract proposition — she'd known that for years, it wasn't news — but in the specific, grounded way that a hard day clarified things, stripping off whatever had accumulated around the centre of it and leaving the centre visible. She loved the work. She loved this department. She loved the specific people she did it with: Aoife's precision, Tom's warmth under the noise, Jess's uncomplicated kindness, Mark's undemonstrative thoroughness. She had built something real here in sixteen weeks, and the reality of it had not been diminished by anything that had happened over the past month, and she had been holding these things — the work, the people, the city, the self she was continuing to become — as though they were contingent on something she had not yet managed to resolve.

They were not contingent.

She was here. She was already here, already staying, already — as of today — one of the people who had helped hold this department together through something serious, and that had nothing to do with anyone else's decisions and everything to do with her own.

She sat with this, which was a new way of holding it. Not the framing she'd had for the past month — I need something to change in order to stay — but something more settled. I am staying, and the staying is mine, and the question is only what shape it takes.

And then, because the day had stripped everything back to the simple things, she let herself know the simple thing.

She wanted Erin.

Not the hidden version, not the carefully managed version, not the version available during the particular configuration of risk and circumstance that Erin could tolerate. Just Erin. The woman who made tea at the right strength and read the same journal article for two weeks and had, in a staff room at three in the morning, laughed with the surprise of someone who had forgotten laughter was available. Who pressed her forehead against Sam's in a car park in November and said: I know. Who was, right now, somewhere in that building doing what she always did at the end of a hard day — staying until the work was done.

Sam had been framing what she wanted as a condition: she needed Erin to be willing to stop hiding, and if Erin wouldn't, then Sam couldn't. This was still true. But underneath it, requiring nothing, making no demands, was the simpler thing: she wanted her. Without the conditions. Just for a minute, sitting on a cold wall outside a hospital at the end of a long day, she wanted to know what she wanted without the scaffolding.

She wanted her.

The conditions would go back on in a moment. They were real and they mattered and she was not going to pretend otherwise. But right now she was tired and the day had been a good day despite everything and the city was cold and clear around her and she was going to let the wanting be simple for exactly as long as it took to know it properly.

She heard the door behind her.

Footsteps on the tarmac — a specific quality of footfall that she had been learning without trying to learn it for sixteen weeks, the particular rhythm of a particular walk. She knew it the way she knew the sound of a monitor change in a busy bay: not consciously filed, just absorbed, available when it was needed.

She did not turn around immediately. She sat on the wall and looked at the car park and felt the footsteps cross the bay behind her and arrive beside her and stop.

She said, to the car park and the cold night and whatever came next.


CHAPTER 30



"Hi," Erin said gingerly

She stood beside the wall rather than in front of it — the geometry they had developed for hard conversations, side by side rather than facing, which she had not consciously chosen and which was, she thought, the right choice regardless. Less like a confrontation. More like two people looking at the same thing together.

The ambulance bay was quiet. The evening crew had taken over the department; the day's ordinary traffic had resumed its ordinary patterns. The city beyond the gates was doing its Thursday evening things in the dark.

Sam was still looking at the car park. Her profile in the orange light. The particular quality of stillness she had when she was waiting for something without performing the waiting.

"I need to talk to you," Erin said.

"I know," Sam replied turning around

Erin began with the truth, because the truth was the only place she had left to begin from and also because she had, over sixteen weeks, learned that Sam received honesty better than she received anything managed, and that beginning anywhere other than the truth was a form of disrespect that Sam would recognise immediately and that Erin could not afford tonight.

"I watched you today," she said. "Twice. Once during the incident — you were with Tom, directing him — and once after the drain. Adrian Cole's bay. You had thirty seconds and you used all of them."

Sam said nothing. She was listening with the full quality of her attention, which was something Erin had come to depend on even when depending on it had been the wrong thing to do.

"Both times," Erin said, "I thought—" She stopped. The thought was simple and it deserved to be said simply, without construction around it. "I thought: if something happened to her today."

The ambulance bay. The cold.

"Not in the abstract," she said. "Not as a category of professional concern. Specifically — if something happened to Sam. In this incident. In this department, which I know well enough to know that things sometimes go wrong in it, and they have, and they will again." She paused. "That thought—" Another pause. Shorter. "That thought is not the same shape as a professional concern. That's not the shape of something I manage. That's the shape of something I cannot lose."

Sam was looking at her steadily. The expression she had — not closed, not guarded, but waiting with a quality of patience that had nothing passive in it. Waiting as an active decision.

"I've been telling myself this is about the investigation," Erin said. "The conflict of interest, the formal exposure, the career implications. All of that is real. I'm not — I want to be clear that I'm not dismissing any of it. It's real and it matters and it needs to be addressed properly." She heard herself beginning to build the structure again and stopped deliberately. Stripped it back. "But I've been using it. Using the legitimate concern to avoid looking at something I didn't know how to look at."

"What?" Sam said.

The question was simple. It deserved a simple answer.

"That I'm in love with you," Erin said. "That I have been for some time, probably since the canal path if I'm being precise about it, and that I've been managing that fact with the same apparatus I use to manage everything I don't know how to hold — by building a framework around it and operating from inside the framework and calling the framework discipline."

She stopped. The words were out, which was different from having prepared them. She had not prepared them. They had arrived in the way that honest things arrived when you stopped preventing them.

Sam was quiet for long enough that Erin felt the particular vulnerability of having said a true thing and not yet received the response to it.

Then Sam said: "I know."

And then, without ceremony, without the weight that Erin had been unconsciously preparing to receive: "I love you too."

Just that. Sam's register — direct, without elaboration, the economy of someone for whom certain things were simple enough not to require decoration.

Erin stood in the cold and absorbed this.

The plain fact of it. Two sentences. True in both directions.

She had imagined, in the version of this that she'd half-constructed and then suppressed over the past weeks, something more effortful. More contingent. Something that required more of her than this. She had imagined she would need to argue for it, prove something, make a case — the structure she built around everything important, because important things required management.

Sam had said I love you too the way you said obviously, the way you confirmed a thing that had been established long before this moment and simply hadn't been said aloud yet.

Erin thought: I have wasted two months on a framework I did not need.

She thought: I know. I know I have. We can discuss the waste of it later.

She said: "I'm sorry. For the past — for how I handled it. The withdrawal, the managed distance. The way I made you invisible." She said it without self-flagellation, because Sam had no patience for self-flagellation and it was not, in any case, what the moment required. Just the acknowledgement, offered directly. "You told me you'd spent years being the version of yourself that was acceptable to the room, and I asked you to do it again. That was wrong. I'm sorry."

"I know why you did it," Sam said.

"That's not⁠—"

"I know it's not an excuse," Sam said. "I'm not making it one. But I do know why. You were frightened, and frightened people do what feels like protection even when it isn't." She paused. "I've done it. Not identically, but the version of it that was available to me. It's not a character defect. It's just — what fear does."

The generosity of this was, as it always was with Sam, startling in its lack of performance. She wasn't offering absolution. She was offering understanding, which was different — harder, actually, to receive, because it required Erin to accept that her failure had been comprehended rather than simply forgiven.

"Thank you," Erin said.

"Don't thank me," Sam said. "Just don't do it again."

Erin almost smiled. The corner of it — the involuntary thing. "I won't."

They stood together in the bay for a moment, in the way of people who have just said large things and are letting them settle before the next part.

"The practical situation," Erin said, because the practical situation existed and they were both adults who understood that love and institutional reality were not separate categories, however much the evening might feel like they were. "The investigation is still ongoing. I need to speak to Shaw. I should have done it weeks ago — I know that. I kept telling myself the relationship was over and there was nothing to disclose, which was not — not entirely honest."

"No," Sam said.

"I'll go to her Monday morning. Formal disclosure, before the shift." She paused. "I don't know exactly what the outcomes will be. Probably a formal note. A rota adjustment — I can't be your direct clinical lead, that needs to change regardless. There may be a requirement for the investigation to be reconsidered with this information. All of that⁠—"

"Erin," Sam said.

"All of that is manageable," Erin said, finishing her sentence. "I've been treating it as though it weren't. It is. I've seen consultants disclose relationships and navigate the formal process and continue practising. It is not the catastrophe I made it."

She heard herself say it and understood, on a level that had taken two months and a major incident and a very specific thought in a quiet workstation at six o'clock to reach, that she believed it. For the first time since the conversation with Mark about the formal concern, she believed it. The thing she had been treating as equivalent to the worst outcome was not the worst outcome. It was a process, with steps, and the steps were navigable.

"I know," Sam said. Then: "Are you sure? About Monday."

"Yes," Erin said. "I should have done it much sooner. The honest thing now is to do it without further delay."

Sam looked at her. The steady, direct look that Erin had found, from the first conversation at the bar, either bracing or essential depending on the circumstances, and had eventually understood to be the same thing expressed differently.

"Okay," Sam said.

One word. But in Sam's economy, one word that meant I trust you, and I trust you because you've just told me the truth without scaffolding, and this is what trust looks like when it's not yet fully restored but is choosing to be.

The cold had arrived properly now — the December kind, the kind that didn't soften after the first few minutes but settled in and made its intentions clear. They could not stay in the ambulance bay indefinitely. The evening team was moving behind the glass doors of the department; someone would be out for a crew handover shortly.

Sam said: "Come to mine. Tonight." She said it without making a question of it, which was Sam — not assumption, just the statement of what she wanted, offered without the performance of not wanting it. "Don't go back to the flat on your own."

Erin looked at her.

She thought about the flat. The dinner for one. The journal article. The sofa at nine o'clock with the heating ticking off. The three-in-the-morning certainty that something had gone wrong in the accounting, that the things she'd told herself about the right decision were correct in their components and wrong in their sum.

"All right," she said.

These were the same two words — all right — that she had said in a car park three weeks ago, and they had, on that occasion, carried the weight of a decision she had not quite made. Tonight they carried something else entirely. Acceptance. The end of a particular kind of management. The simple agreement of someone who has, after a longer route than was necessary, arrived at the place they were always going to arrive.

"Fifteen minutes," Sam said.

"Fifteen minutes," Erin agreed.

Sam got up from the wall and picked up her bag and walked towards the car park, and Erin watched her go for a moment — the particular quality of her walk, which she had learned without learning it, which she would know anywhere — and then she went to get her own things.

She sat in her car for a moment before starting the engine.

The car park was its usual self around her. A porter crossing at the far end, an ambulance reversing out of the bay, the hospital doing what it did through the night and into the morning and through the next day and all the days after, which was one of the things she had always found steadying about it — the work went on regardless. It asked the same thing of you regardless. It was, in that way, reliable.

She thought about I love you too, said without ceremony in a cold ambulance bay by a woman who meant it the way she meant most things she said — completely, without reservation, in the register of someone for whom honesty was not an effort but a default.

She thought: she knew. She has known for some time and she was waiting for me to arrive at knowing it too, and she did the waiting without making me pay for it, which is — she sat in the car park and looked at the steering wheel — that is an extraordinary thing to have done.

She thought: I am going to have a difficult conversation with Caroline Shaw on Monday morning and it will be uncomfortable and the outcomes will require adjustment and none of that, none of it, none of the formal machinery that she had been treating as a reason to keep this at arm's length, none of it came anywhere near the weight of what she had understood today.

She started the engine.

She drove through Manchester in the December dark — the city lit and ordinary and entirely indifferent, the city that had been the backdrop to all of this and that had, she thought, a certain quality of patience about it, the patience of a place that had been here long before any of the arrangements its people made and would be here long after. She drove to Levenshulme and the spider plant on the windowsill and the kitchen table where she had sat on a Saturday in November and said it was a good day.

It was a good day.

She parked outside the flat. The lights were on inside — Sam had arrived first, which was the fifteen-minute optimism of someone who knew Manchester traffic better than Erin did. She sat for a moment longer.

She thought: fifteen weeks ago she walked into a handover and I said welcome to the department, Nurse Khan.

She thought: of all the things I have said in my professional life, that was the most consequential.

She got out of the car and walked to the door and rang the bell, because she did not yet have a key, which was something she thought about on the step with the cold at her back and the light inside and Sam's footsteps coming to answer.

The door opened.

Sam looked at her. The same look she had been giving her for sixteen weeks — direct, warm, entirely without performance.

"Hi," she said again.

"Hi," Erin said.

She went inside.


CHAPTER 31



Sam had food in. This was not, on its own, a statement of anything — she usually had food in, she cooked properly, it was one of the things she'd carried from her mother's kitchen that had survived the move from Leeds and the years of shared houses and the eventual arrival at a flat that was actually large enough to cook in without the hob and the sink being the same surface. But tonight she was conscious of it in a way she hadn't been before: that there were ingredients in the fridge and that this mattered because there was someone else coming.

She took her coat off. She put the kettle on. She looked at the kitchen and thought: this is a thing that is happening now.

The bell rang twelve minutes after she arrived, which was better than fifteen and was about right for December traffic on the Didsbury road. She went to the door.

Erin on the step. Her coat still on, her bag on her shoulder, the December cold behind her doing its best.

The sun was setting, casting a warm golden light through the kitchen window as Sam stepped into Erin’s apartment. The familiar scent of fresh coffee lingered in the air, mingling with the faint aroma of something savoury simmering on the stove. It felt like home, a comforting refuge she had grown to love.

“Hey, you’re just in time,” Erin called from the kitchen, her voice warm and inviting. She stood at the stove, stirring a pot of pasta, her hair pulled back in a loose bun, a few strands cascading down and framing her face. Sam couldn’t help but admire the scene. Erin looked effortlessly beautiful, a mix of strength and softness that made Sam’s heart race.

“Smells amazing,” Sam replied, stepping closer, her eyes tracing the lines of Erin’s body. The casual comfort of the moment sent a thrill through her, igniting a familiar desire that simmered just beneath the surface.

“Just something quick,” Erin said, glancing over her shoulder with a playful smile. “I hope you’re hungry.”

“Always,” Sam replied, her voice low and teasing. She stepped closer to Erin, the warmth of her body radiating against Sam’s skin. An electric tension sparked between them, igniting a heat that made it hard to focus on anything else.

As Erin turned to grab a plate from the cupboard, Sam took the opportunity to wrap her arms around her waist, drawing her back against her body. The contact sent a shiver through both of them, and Erin leaned into Sam’s embrace, her breath catching slightly.

“What are you doing?” Erin asked, her voice teasing, but the breathlessness betrayed her desire.

“Just enjoying the view,” Sam murmured, her lips brushing against Erin’s neck. She felt Erin’s body respond, leaning back into her, inviting the closeness. Sam’s hands traveled over Erin’s sides, fingers dancing over her skin, igniting sparks of warmth wherever she touched.

“Not too much,” Erin warned lightly, but there was a hint of amusement in her tone. “Dinner first, remember?”

“Dinner can wait,” Sam whispered, her voice thick with desire. She turned Erin in her arms, meeting her gaze with a mix of hunger and affection. Erin’s eyes sparkled, reflecting the warmth of the setting sun and the heat of their shared connection. The air was thick with unspoken longing, and Sam knew they were both teetering on the edge of something beautiful.

With a swift motion, Sam captured Erin’s lips in a searing kiss. It was a kiss filled with all the pent-up desire they had shared, a kiss that tasted of longing and need. Erin responded immediately, her hands finding their way to Sam’s hair, deepening the connection as they melted into each other.

Sam’s hands roamed freely, tracing the curves of Erin’s back, sliding down to cup her waist. She pulled Erin closer, their bodies pressing together, heat radiating between them. The familiarity of the moment wrapped around them like a warm embrace, but the urgency heightened, filling the space with a charged energy.

As they pulled apart, breathless, Sam’s fingers deftly began to unbutton the top of Erin’s blouse. Each button released a fresh wave of desire, and Sam revelled in the way Erin’s breath quickened, her skin exposed inch by inch. The sight of Erin’s bare skin drove Sam wild, and she couldn’t resist leaning down to press soft kisses along her collarbone, savoring the warmth of her body.

“God, Sam,” Erin whispered, her voice laced with need. “You have no idea what you do to me.”

“I think I have an idea,” Sam replied, her lips brushing against Erin’s skin as she pressed forward, her hands sliding around to cup Erin’s breasts. The softness filled her palms, and she felt Erin’s body respond instinctively, arching into her touch.

“More,” Erin gasped, her hands gripping Sam’s arms, urging her on. “Please, don’t stop.”

Sam’s fingers found their rhythm, teasing and squeezing as she lavished attention on Erin’s breasts, kissing and licking with abandon. Each sound that escaped Erin’s lips fuelled the fire within Sam, she craved every moment of this intimacy, every sensation that drew them closer.

“Let me show you,” Sam murmured, her voice sultry as she gently guided Erin toward the bedroom, where the soft lighting and familiar surroundings wrapped them in comfort. The bed awaited, inviting and warm, and Sam felt a rush of desire at the thought of what was to come.

Once they reached the bed, Sam pressed Erin down gently, her body hovering above her, their eyes locked in a fierce connection that spoke volumes. The intimacy of the moment enveloped them, and Sam leaned down, capturing Erin’s lips once more, kissing her hungrily as their bodies melded together.

Sam’s hands began to roam again, exploring every inch of Erin’s body, mapping out the curves and contours she had come to adore. She revelled in the way Erin responded, her breath hitching and her body arching toward Sam’s touch, every kiss igniting a fire that burned bright between them.

“Your skin feels so good,” Sam whispered against Erin’s lips, her hands trailing down to her thighs, spreading them slightly as she nestled between them. The heat radiating from Erin’s core sent a thrill of excitement through Sam, and the moment was electric.

With a smirk, Sam leaned down, trailing kisses from Erin’s collarbone down to her breasts, savouring the sight of Erin lost in pleasure. She took her time, teasing and tasting, drawing out every exquisite moment as Erin writhed beneath her.

This was their space, their sanctuary, where they could indulge in the rawness of their lust without restraint.

“You drive me wild,” Erin gasped, and the words ignited another wave of desire within Sam. She looked up, meeting Erin’s gaze with a fierce intensity, and knew they were both ready to indulge in the passion that had simmered between them.

With a shared glance, they surrendered to the fire, the intimacy of the moment weaving through their bodies as they lost themselves in each other, exploring every inch, every touch, until nothing else mattered but the heat they shared.

Later, on the sofa. The plates cleared, the kitchen quiet. No television tonight — neither of them had the residual attention for it, and neither of them needed the noise. The flat did its December things around them: the draught under the front door, the particular creak of the old building settling, the spider plant on the windowsill receiving the lamplight with its customary indifference to atmosphere.

Erin said: "I should have come to you sooner. When the complaint was raised. When I pulled back — I made the wrong call."

Sam had been waiting for this, or something like it, with the patience of someone who understood that Erin needed to say it rather than have it said for her. "You were frightened," she said.

"That's not⁠—"

"It's not an excuse," Sam said. "I know. I'm not offering it as one. But I understand why it happened. I've been the person who chose safety over honesty and called it something else. Not in the same way — the specifics were different. But the shape of it." She looked at Erin steadily. "You're not uniquely terrible at this. You're just new to it."

Erin was quiet for a moment with the expression she had when something had landed more accurately than she'd expected and she was deciding what to do with the accuracy.

"New to what?" she said.

"To not being the most defended person in a room," Sam said. "You've been the person who holds things together for a very long time. Having something you don't want to lose — something that isn't clinical, isn't professional, isn't a role you were trained for — that's new. Being frightened of losing it is not a character flaw. It's just new."

Erin looked at her. The lamp. The spider plant. Her own hands around the mug.

"I'm going to speak to Shaw," she said. "Monday morning, before the shift. Formal disclosure. Whatever the arrangement requires afterwards — I'll do it properly. Recusal from your direct supervision, rota adjustment, however the structure needs to change." She paused. "I should have done it weeks ago."

"Yes," Sam said simply. "You should."

A beat. Then: "But you're doing it now."

"I'm doing it now," Erin said.

"Then that's the thing that matters," Sam said. "What you do now. Not what you should have done three months ago."

She said it without sentimentality, which was the only way it could be received. Erin took it in the register it was given — not as comfort, but as the clean, direct truth of someone who had decided to be here and was not going to spend the evening making Erin pay for the months it had taken her to arrive.

"What is it?" Erin said. "The relationship. If Shaw asks me what to call it."

Sam looked at her. The look that was direct without being challenging, warm without being performing warmth.

"What do you want it to be?" she said.

Erin thought about the canal path. The bookshop and its cat. The kitchen table on a Saturday in November. The sofa, and the particular weight of Sam beside her, and the ease of it — the specific, unexpected ease of being in a room with another person and not finding the being there exhausting.

"Real," she said. "I want it to be something I don't have to pretend about."

"Then that's what it is," Sam said.

The flat was quiet around them. The spider plant. The lamp. The old building doing its old-building things.

Sam leant back against the sofa cushion and looked at the ceiling with the quality she had when she was thinking without urgency. Erin sat beside her and looked at the same ceiling.

"My sister's going to want to know everything," Sam said.

"Is she."

"Every detail. She'll ask the same questions three different ways and act like she's not doing it."

"That sounds familiar," Erin said.

Sam turned to look at her. "Was that a joke?"

"It was an observation."

"It was a joke," Sam said. "You made a joke."

"I occasionally make jokes," Erin said, with the particular dignity of someone whose jokes were dry enough that they sometimes passed unremarked, and who had developed a certain satisfaction in the ones that were caught.

Sam smiled. The real one — not the ward smile, not the managing-a-difficult-situation smile, but the one Erin had first seen in a bar in November when they were strangers talking about travel disasters and music, the one that arrived without calculation and changed the quality of a room.

Erin looked at it and felt the familiar thing - the thought she had been circling for weeks, which was no longer a thought she needed to keep locked away.

She woke in the night — briefly, the 3am surface-break she'd been managing for weeks — and for a moment, in the dark and the not-quite-familiar ceiling, felt the reflexive reaching for the particular anxiety she'd been waking into. The flat. The investigation. The managed distance. Then she understood where she was. Sam's flat. The draught under the door. The spider plant a dim shape on the windowsill. Sam herself asleep beside her with the thoroughgoing ease of someone who slept well and did it completely.

Erin lay in the dark.

She thought about Monday and Shaw's office. The formal conversation she had been avoiding and was going to have and that would be — difficult, and manageable, and the right thing.

She reminded herself who was truly asleep beside her

She thought how she had been building a case for the wrong outcome for two months, and the wrong outcome is being in a bed without this person in it, and I am glad — she looked at the ceiling and allowed herself to be glad without qualification — I am glad I understand that now.

She closed her eyes.

She went back to sleep.

In the morning she would make tea. There would be enough milk because Sam always had enough milk. The day would ask what it asked and she would give it what it required, and Monday would come, and the conversation with Shaw would happen, and the formal machinery would do what formal machinery did.

But first there was the particular quiet of a flat at three in the morning with the heating off and the city outside going about its insomniac business, and she was warm, and she was here, and she was — she let the word land without construction around it — she was home.


CHAPTER 32



Saturday morning arrived grey and cold in the particular way of December in Manchester, which was to say it arrived without apology and with every intention of remaining exactly as it was for the rest of the day.

Sam woke first. She lay for a moment in the specific quality of early morning awareness, cataloguing the details: the grey light through the curtains, the spider plant a silhouette on the windowsill, the warmth of the duvet and the greater warmth beside her. She did the small internal accounting that she'd been doing every morning for the past three weeks and found, for the first time in those three weeks, that the accounting came out right.

She got up carefully. She made tea. She watered the spider plant, which had acquired, in recent weeks, a quality of pointed accusation every time she walked past it, and which received the water now with the indifference of something that had been making its point and was prepared to let it rest.

"You were right," she told it. "About the water. You're always right."

The spider plant offered no opinion on this.

Erin appeared in the kitchen doorway at half past eight in Sam's spare jumper — the grey one, the one Sam had stopped thinking of as the spare jumper approximately three weeks after Erin first wore it, which was around the time she'd accepted that certain things were going to recalibrate without requiring a formal decision. The jumper was slightly too large across the shoulders in the way of borrowed things, and Erin wore it with the particular unawareness of someone not thinking about what she was wearing, which was its own kind of domesticity.

She looked, Sam thought, like someone who had slept. Actually slept — not the managed sleep of her flat with the journal article on the floor and the three-in-the-morning calculations, but genuine sleep. Her face had the quality it had in the staff room at three in the morning before she'd become aware that Sam was watching her: unguarded, present, a person rather than a position.

Sam held out a mug.

Erin took it and looked at it in the way she sometimes looked at things — the fractional pause, the something-underneath briefly available — and drank.

"How did you sleep?" Sam asked.

"Well," Erin said, with the quality of slight surprise of someone reporting a fact they'd been half-expecting to be otherwise.

"Good," Sam said.

They stood in the kitchen in the grey December light and drank their tea, and outside the city was doing its Saturday things, and neither of them needed to be anywhere until they chose to be.

They were not going to go anywhere. The major incident had taken everything the week had, and the recovery from everything the week had taken was, for both of them, a Saturday at rest — not idle, not deliberately doing nothing, but the particular low-level productivity of people who were tired and were giving themselves permission to be tired without guilt.

Sam cooked eggs. Erin read something on her phone — not, Sam noticed, a journal article, which meant she was actually reading rather than performing it — and occasionally reported items of interest with the dry delivery she used for things she found genuinely compelling. A hospital in Edinburgh had published a paper on the management of major incidents in high-footfall urban A&E departments. The paper had a methodology section that was, Erin said, either very good or very bad, and she was going to need more tea before she could determine which.

Sam made more tea.

They ate at the kitchen table. The same table, the same chairs. The plate of eggs. The toast that had come out slightly darker than intended but which Erin ate without remark, which Sam filed as more evidence that the woman had qualities not always visible in the department.

Afterwards Erin sat with her phone and her paper and Sam sat across from her with a book she was intermittently reading, and the flat held them both without requiring anything, and the morning passed in the pleasant undemanding manner of a morning that has been given its proper weight.

Sunday came with slightly more light and the same cold. They walked along the canal in the afternoon — Sam's suggestion, accepted without discussion, the familiar route past the red brick and the water. Their breath misted. Their hands were in their pockets until they weren't, and the point at which they weren't was somewhere around the Castlefield basin where the path was quieter and the December light was low over the water and the holding of a hand was simply the thing that the moment asked for.

They walked. They talked about things that were not the department — Sam's sister and the surveyor's report, which had produced a second, more alarming surveyor's report; a film Erin had watched on a streaming service during one of the worst weeks of October and had found inexplicably comforting; the Norwegian philosopher, whose central argument Erin had thought about often and whose book was, she said, still in Sam's flat and probably should remain there. Sam said she'd noticed. Erin said she'd thought as much. Neither of them made a formal decision about the book. The book was there. It was staying.

They stopped at a café near Castlefield that Sam had been to once and remembered as good. It was still good. They sat at a table by the window with the canal visible outside and ordered coffee and a shared piece of cake that was not quite large enough, and Erin paid because she had reached the card reader first, and Sam objected on principle, and Erin said: "You made dinner last night," and Sam said: "That's not how it works," and Erin said: "I'm aware that's not how it works, I'm just noting the facts," which was so thoroughly Erin that Sam found herself smiling at her coffee.

"You're doing it again," Sam said.

"What?"

"Making jokes. You're developing a habit."

"I've always made jokes," Erin said. "You're simply now in a position to verify this."

Sam looked at her across the café table in the December afternoon light and confirmed how that was exactly right.

Back at the flat that evening. The kettle was on again, the reliable domestic rhythm of it. They sat at the kitchen table with their mugs and the particular quality of Sunday evenings that know they're about to give way to Monday mornings.

Erin raised it, because she was the one who had been holding it and she was the one who needed to own the action.

"Monday," she said. "Shaw's office, before the shift. Eight o'clock."

Sam looked at her. "What will you say?"

Erin had thought about this, as she thought about things she needed to do: precisely, with attention to the language, so that the saying of it was the same as the meaning of it without excess on either side.

"That there is a personal relationship between myself and a member of the nursing staff in my department," she said. "That it predated her joining the department, that I should have disclosed it when she joined and did not do so, and that I'm making the disclosure now in good faith and with the intention of complying fully with whatever working arrangement the hospital requires." She paused. "I'll also address the complaint directly — that the clinical decision in the Hale case was made on clinical grounds, that I stand by the assessment, and that I acknowledge it should have been made by a clinician without a personal involvement. That's a professional error and I'm not going to pretend otherwise."

"Will you be in trouble?" Sam asked.

"Yes," Erin said. "Some. Probably a formal conversation, a note on file. Shaw will be uncomfortable because she has to be — the process requires it. She may need to revisit the investigation findings with this new information, which adds time and difficulty." She said it evenly, as she said things she had assessed and accepted. "None of that is disproportionate. I made mistakes. The process exists for good reason."

Sam watched her say it — the directness of it, the lack of defensive construction around it — and felt the particular respect she had for Erin when Erin was being honest about something that cost her something. It was not a common register, but when Erin deployed it, it was completely without pretence.

"I want you to know," Sam said, "that if this damages your position — if there is a real professional cost — I'm not going to pretend that's fine. I'm not going to sit here and tell you it'll definitely be all right when I don't know that it will."

"I know,"

"I'm not going anywhere either way," Sam said. "I want to be clear about that.I'm not going to minimise it if it's real."

Erin looked at her. Something in the looking had a quality Sam had not often seen from her — not the vulnerability of the frightened version, not the careful warmth of the professional version, but something more settled. The quality of someone who has arrived at a decision that does not require revision.

"If there's a cost," Erin said, "we manage it together. That's — I think that's what this is. Managing things together."

She said it slightly carefully, in the way of someone learning a sentence that was new to them — not uncertain about the meaning, just noting the unfamiliarity of saying it.

"Yes," Sam said. "That's exactly what it is."

She said it with the warmth of someone receiving something they'd been waiting for, and the warmth did not embarrass Erin, which was itself a new thing — the discovery that warmth directed at her, by this person, was not something she needed to deflect.

She sat with it.

It was, she thought, one of the better feelings available.

Later. Sam was washing up and Erin was drying because Sam had cooked and Erin had a long-established private opinion that the person who cooked should not also do the washing up, which she had not previously had a domestic context in which to act on. The kitchen was small enough that they were standing close, the domesticity of it unremarkable and deliberate at the same time.

"What time is your shift?" Sam asked.

"Eight. So I should leave⁠—"

"Seven?"

"Quarter to." Erin dried a plate. "I'll need to go to my place first first, change."

Sam handed her a mug. "Or you could leave some things here. If you wanted."

She said it without excess, the way she said things she meant without needing them to be a larger statement than they were. Erin took the mug. She dried it. She looked at the cupboard where Sam's mugs lived, four of them, and the space beside them that was simply space.

"All right," she said.

Two words. Not the same two words as the car park three weeks ago, not the same weight. These were lighter — not careless, not unmeaning, but light in the way of things that don't require force because they're the right shape for the space they're going into.

She put the mug in the cupboard.

Sam said nothing. She handed Erin the next thing to dry.

Erin dried it.

The kitchen was warm and small and the city outside was doing its Sunday night things, and in the morning the formal machinery of the week would engage again and the conversation with Shaw would happen and things would be what they were.

But this was now, and now was the kitchen and the washing up and the space in the cupboard where a mug had been put, and it was enough. More than enough. It was, Erin thought, the kind of enough that she had not previously understood was available to her.

She filed the thought for consideration later, when she had more time.

She dried the next mug.


CHAPTER 33



She arrived at the hospital at seven-fifteen.

She did not need to be there until eight, which was the appointment time she had requested from Shaw's PA on Sunday evening via email — a brief, direct message, requesting a meeting before the morning shift, no subject given beyond a request to discuss a departmental matter. The early arrival was not anxiety, or not only anxiety. It was the thing she always did before a conversation that mattered: she got there first. She checked the board. She made certain the department was as it should be, the overnight handover clean, the night team leaving things in good order. She stood at the board and looked at it in the way she always looked at it, and she let it do the thing it did — ground her, return her to the place she knew and had built herself inside, the reliable fact of the work.

She made a cup of tea she did not particularly want. She read the overnight notes on two of the patients she'd been tracking. She was, she acknowledged to herself in the staff room at seven forty with the cup in her hand, doing what she always did when she was managing something she needed to get through: making herself useful until the useful thing was finished.

At five to eight she walked to the administrative corridor.

She knocked on Caroline Shaw's door.

Shaw was already in. She was a woman who arrived before her appointments, which was one of the qualities Erin had always respected in her — it communicated, without requiring statement, that the person coming to see her had her full attention. She looked up when Erin knocked, gestured to the chair, and set down her pen with the unhurried precision of someone clearing the desk before beginning.

She had reading glasses on, pushed up to her forehead as always. A stack of folders on the left side of the desk, squared-off. The kind of office that was lived in efficiently.

"Thank you for seeing me," Erin said.

"Of course," Shaw said. "Sit down."

Erin sat. She put both hands in her lap and she said, without preamble, because preamble was a form of management and she had decided to offer no management today:

"I have a personal relationship with a member of the nursing staff in my department. Samira Khan. Senior Staff Nurse. The relationship began before she joined this department, and I should have disclosed it when she joined my team. I didn't. I'm disclosing it now, formally, and I'm here to discuss whatever working arrangements the hospital considers appropriate."

She said it in the order she had prepared it, cleanly, without the defensive padding that would have made it longer and less honest. She waited.

Shaw looked at her over the desk. Her expression was not readable in the way that senior physicians' expressions were often not readable — she had spent thirty years learning to receive information without broadcasting her response to it before she had decided what the response should be. She said nothing for a moment.

"How long?"

"The relationship began approximately four months ago. She joined the department seventeen weeks ago."

"So it predated her joining the team."

"Yes."

"By how long?"

"A few days." She held Shaw's gaze. "We met before either of us knew we'd be working together. When she started I — I should have come to you immediately. I didn't."

"Why not?"

Erin considered the question for a moment — not because she didn't know the answer, but because the answer deserved to be given accurately rather than conveniently.

"Fear," she said. "Of the professional exposure. Of the implications. I told myself various things about managing the situation, and none of them were as honest as simply coming to you would have been."

Shaw looked at her steadily. She had not yet reached for a pen. "The Hale complaint."

"Yes," Erin said. "I need to address that directly. My clinical assessment of Diane Kowalski was made on clinical grounds. I stand by it — the outcome supports the decision and the escalation was textbook. But I should have recused myself and asked a colleague to assess, given my personal relationship with the nurse who had flagged the concern. I didn't do that, and that was a professional error."

"An error you're willing to put in writing."

"Yes."

Shaw said: "You understand this changes the picture on the investigation."

"I understand."

"Hale's concern — the substance of it — becomes less about clinical favouritism and more about an undisclosed conflict of interest. Those are different things with different implications."

"I understand that too," Erin said. "The complaint arose from the wrong place — Hale was covering a diagnostic error and I know that and you probably do too — but the conflict of interest it exposed was real. I'm not asking you to dismiss the complaint. I'm asking you to investigate the right thing."

Shaw looked at her for a long moment. There was something in the looking that was not, quite, surprise — more the quality of someone recalibrating a model they'd had of a person and finding that the recalibration was not wholly unwelcome.

"You should have come to me seventeen weeks ago," she said. It was not a question.

"Yes," Erin said. "I should."

"This puts me in a difficult position."

"I know it does. I'm sorry."

Shaw picked up her pen. She made notes — the kind of notes that were going to become a record, a formal record, the kind that lived on files and influenced outcomes. Erin watched her write and felt the specific quality of consequence: the thing she had been avoiding was now a fact in ink on paper in a folder with her name on it, and the fact being inked did not feel — she registered this with something like surprise — it did not feel like catastrophe. It felt like accuracy. It felt like the situation being what it was rather than what she had been managing it to appear to be.

"Going forward," Shaw said, not looking up from the notes. "You cannot be directly responsible for Khan's supervision or performance management. Any appraisals, any formal feedback, any disciplinary procedure in the event one became necessary — you're out. Someone else takes those."

"Understood."

"The rota will need review. I don't want you as clinical lead on shifts where she's a named nurse without another senior clinician as a buffer. That's a practical adjustment, not a punishment — it's just what the structure requires to be defensible."

"Yes."

"And if there's a clinical disagreement involving her, you recuse yourself from the resolution process. You call Hannah, or whoever the appropriate senior is."

"Of course."

Shaw set the pen down. She looked at Erin with the expression of someone who has completed the formal portion of a conversation and is now briefly, carefully, being a person rather than a process.

"Is it serious?" she said. "The relationship."

"Yes," Erin said. "It is."

A pause. Shaw looked at her hands on the desk. Then back at Erin. "You're one of the best clinicians in this department," she said. "You know that. I've told you that. I'm telling you again now because I want to be clear that nothing about this conversation changes that assessment." She paused. "But you've handled this badly. The delay in disclosure, the decision not to recuse yourself in the complaint case — those are serious mistakes in professional judgment and I'm not going to pretend otherwise."

"I know," Erin said. "I'm not asking you to."

"The investigation will need to conclude with this new information. That adds time. I'll need a written statement from you by end of week. I'll also need a statement from Khan, with the same scope — her account of the timeline, the relationship, the complaint case."

"I'll let her know."

"Erin." Shaw's voice had the quality that it had only occasionally, the quality of a woman who had been a senior physician for long enough to know the difference between the formal portion and the human one, and who did not confuse them. "You've been honest today. That matters. It matters for the outcome of the investigation, and it matters in a less formal way as well." A pause. "Don't make me have a version of this conversation again."

"You won't," Erin said.

Shaw nodded. She picked up her pen. "I'll have my PA send you the formal documentation this afternoon. The rota adjustments will come from Mark by end of week." She looked back at her notes. "That's all. Thank you for coming in."

"Thank you for seeing me," Erin said.

She stood. She shook Shaw's hand. She walked out of the office and into the administrative corridor and she stood in it for a moment, very still, in the particular way of someone checking the structural integrity of something after a test.

Everything appeared to be standing.

She went back to the department. She changed into her scrubs. She stood at the board and read it with the full quality of her attention, and it read back with the familiar language of a department at morning, the overnight cases sorted, the day's work beginning to arrive.

She checked her phone, typing “Done. Shaw was fair. Manageable outcomes. Tell you properly later.”

She sent it. She put the phone in her pocket.

The reply came in under a minute. She felt the buzz and looked at it.

It simply read “Proud of you.”

She stood at the board and read those three words. She had received, in her career, compliments on clinical work, on leadership, on the quality of her teaching, on the efficiency of her documentation. She had received them with the appropriate acknowledgement and filed them in the category of professional feedback, which was where they belonged.

This was not professional feedback.

Proud of you, sent by a person who had been in this situation with her, who knew what it had cost to walk down that corridor and sit in that office and say the thing without scaffolding — proud of you for that, specifically. For the honest thing rather than the excellent thing.

She put her phone away.

She went to start the handover.

She was, she thought, moving into the day with a lightness that had not been available to her since November, which was a long time to have been carrying the weight of what had just been set down, and she was not going to examine the lightness too carefully because examining it carefully was how she had got into this in the first place. She was simply going to carry it forward into the morning and let the morning be what it was.

She called the department to handover.

The department came.


CHAPTER 34



Two weeks after Monday.

Sam arrived for the eight o'clock handover in the way she always arrived - on time, coat off before she reached the department, lanyard on, the mental gear-change from outside to inside that she had been making every morning for seventeen weeks. The department was in its Tuesday morning configuration — the board already accumulating, the night team finishing their paperwork, the smell of someone's coffee from the direction of the staff room.

She went to the nursing station. She checked the board. She looked at the rota.

Erin was at the far end of the department, standing at the board, reading it the way she always read it at the start of a shift: systematically, left to right, the full picture before any part of it. She was in her scrubs, lanyard straight, the consultant posture that was simply how she stood. She looked exactly as she always looked at the beginning of a morning.

She looked up.

Their eyes met across the department.

Erin held her gaze for a moment — not the managed professional nod of the past month, not the careful neutral calibration of someone monitoring every interaction. Just: present. Warm, at the distance that the department required. Then she looked back at the board and continued what she was doing.

Sam looked back at the nursing station.

She thought: there it is. That's what it looks like.

She put on her gloves and went to her first patient.

The rota adjustment was in place. Sam's clinical lead for the shift was Hannah Price, who had been briefed by Shaw and who had received the briefing with the considering expression she brought to most things and then said, to Erin, in the two minutes they'd had alone in the corridor: "All right. Just don't make my job harder than it needs to be." Which Erin had accepted as both a fair condition and a form of collegial blessing.

It was, Sam thought, an entirely sensible arrangement. Hannah was a registrar, it was within her scope, and having Hannah as clinical lead introduced a clarity that the previous informal arrangement had lacked — whatever its other qualities. She had no difficulty with it. She had, she realised, no difficulty with most of the formal outcomes of the disclosure, which the past two weeks had revealed to be exactly as manageable as Erin had said they would be.

The investigation had concluded the previous Thursday. Shaw had spoken to Erin privately first, then sent a written summary: the conflict of interest was noted and formally recorded; the clinical decision in the Hale case was upheld as clinically sound; Hale's original complaint was found to be procedurally valid as a concern but not indicative of systemic favouritism. The formal note on Erin's file was one paragraph. The rota adjustment was the significant practical change. Everything else, as Erin had said, was manageable.

Sam had written her own statement the Tuesday after the disclosure. She had written it at the kitchen table in her flat, in the spare hour between the morning shift ending and the evening she'd planned, and she had written it with the same clarity she brought to clinical documentation: precise, honest, the timeline given factually and without editorial. She had given it to Shaw's PA at eight the following morning. That had been that.

These were the things that had happened. They had happened without catastrophe and without the world ending, which was not something Sam had ever expected to be remarkable but which she found, two weeks later, to be a source of quiet satisfaction nonetheless.

The Tuesday morning moved. She was in Majors for the first half — a good run of cases, the kind that required sustained attention and rewarded it, a thorough assessment on an elderly man with a UTI that had gone further than it looked, a young woman with a fracture that had been initially missed at a walk-in centre and that Sam flagged correctly and got the right result for. Good work. The reliable satisfaction of it.

She crossed paths with Erin twice in the corridor. Both times: professional, warm, the naturalness of two people who were not performing anything. The first time Erin was heading to Resus with a referral document and gave Sam a brief nod as she passed — consultant-to-nurse, the normal currency of the department, but in Erin's register, which Sam knew well enough to read the difference. The second time they reached the hand gel dispenser outside bay three simultaneously and Sam stepped back and Erin said "sorry" and stepped back at the same moment and they both said it at the same time and Sam said "go ahead" and Erin used the gel and walked on and neither of them made anything of it.

It felt, Sam thought, exactly like what it was: two people who had a professional relationship and also a personal one, managing both with the slight extra care that the situation required without letting the extra care become a performance of itself.

She went back to her patient.

Tom said nothing directly. He had been saying nothing directly for two weeks, which was its own form of eloquence.

What he did say, on Tuesday morning at the nursing station during a fifteen-minute lull, was: "Feels better in here lately." He was looking at the board when he said it, in the tone he used for observations he was making to himself rather than to anyone in particular.

Sam said: "Yeah. It does."

Tom nodded. He appeared satisfied with this exchange. He went to bay four.

Sam watched him go and thought: he has known something was wrong since November and he has been patient about it and he has not asked a single intrusive question and he has continued to show up and do his job and be kind to patients and make jokes at handover and develop an unlikely competence in complex procedures. He had earned, she thought, a great deal of credit, and she was going to tell him so at some point, probably in the oblique way that Tom received things best — by mentioning it sideways, in passing, as if it were simply a fact she'd noted.

She made a mental note to do that this week.

Jess came at lunchtime.

Not the locker room this time — the corridor near the medication room, which had become, Sam noted, one of the department's preferred locations for conversations that were brief and private and not quite clinical. Jess with the expression of someone who had been waiting for a moment and had decided the moment was now.

"Right," Jess said. "Was that always going to happen, or did I miss something?"

Sam looked at her. "Which bit?"

"Any of it." Jess crossed her arms, but the crossing was comfortable rather than challenging, the posture of someone settling in for a verdict they had every right to. "I noticed in October. I thought I was imagining it. Then November I thought: no, not imagining it. Then the last six weeks I thought: something's gone wrong. And now—" She gestured at the general vicinity of the department. "Now it looks like it hasn't."

"It hasn't," Sam said.

"Was it obvious? To everyone?"

Sam thought about this honestly. "The tension was. Maybe not what it was."

"I knew what it was," Jess said.

"You always know what it is."

"I'm very perceptive," Jess said, with the straight-faced delivery that meant she was pleased with herself. "Are you all right? Is it — properly all right?"

"Yeah," Sam said. "It's properly all right."

Jess looked at her for a moment with the focused attention of someone applying their perceptiveness to the question of whether the answer was true. Then she nodded, apparently satisfied.

"Good," she said. She uncrossed her arms. "I'm glad. She's — I mean, she's Dr Walsh, so she's a bit—" She made a gesture that encompassed, without verbal commitment, the general experience of Erin as a professional presence.

"Contained?" Sam offered.

"I was going to say terrifying."

"She's not terrifying," Sam said.

"She absolutely is," Jess said. "To the rest of us. To you she's clearly—" Another gesture, this one warmer. "Something else." She moved towards the medication room door. "Anyway. I'm glad. That's all I wanted to say."

She disappeared inside.

Sam stood in the corridor and felt the warmth of it — the specific warmth of being known by someone, the small, unremarkable miracle of colleagues who saw you clearly and wished you well. She had built this, here. Over seventeen weeks she had built this department, these people, this place. It was hers.

She went back to the floor.

End of shift. The day team handing over to the evening team in the ordinary way of things, the board transferring, the cases summarised, the night ahead acknowledged.

Sam was at her locker when she heard Aoife's footsteps in the corridor — recognised them the way she recognised most things in this department now, by quality and pattern, the learned fluency of a place she knew. Aoife moved with a particular economy: always purposeful, never rushing, the walk of someone who had been walking these corridors for long enough that the building had shaped itself around her.

She came down the corridor and slowed outside the locker room. Not stopping — Aoife rarely stopped unless she intended to, and when she intended to, you knew. She was slowing.

She stopped beside Sam.

She looked at her.

Not at the board, not at the department, not at the middle distance she sometimes addressed when she was delivering observations to people who needed them. At Sam, with the full quality of her attention — the attention that Sam had come to understand, over seventeen weeks, was the thing Aoife gave most carefully and most sparingly, because it was the thing she had most of value to give.

She nodded.

Once. Small. Deliberate.

The nod of a woman who had been watching since October and had seen every version of it — the spark, the tension, the barrier, the crisis, the retreat, the damage, and now this — and who was saying, with the economy she brought to everything that mattered: right. Yes. That.

Sam felt something complete in her chest. Not ending — the word wasn't ending, nothing was ending. Beginning was wrong too, because it had begun a long time ago in a bar in November. More like: arriving. The sense of a journey that had been longer than it needed to be but that had arrived somewhere worth the distance.

"Thank you," Sam said. "For — all of it. The things you said. The times you⁠—"

"Just do good work," Aoife said. A pause, brief and considered. "Both of you."

She walked away. Back to the board, back to the department, back to the seventeen other things that required her, which were always numerous and which she always gave their due. She walked with the same measured pace she always walked, and she did not look back.

Sam stood at her locker for a moment.

She thought about October — the first handover, the shock of seeing Erin at the front of the room, the particular terror of that morning. She thought about November, and the bar, and the no-names-no-titles rule that had not, in the end, held. She thought about the staff room at three in the morning, and the canal path, and the kitchen table, and the car park in the dark, and the ambulance bay, and Shaw's corridor, and two weeks of formal machinery doing exactly what formal machinery was supposed to do.

She thought about a woman who had just walked away down a hospital corridor, who had been watching all of it and had said, in the end, just do good work, which was everything and not quite everything at once.

She closed her locker.

She put on her coat.

She took out her phone and typed, before she was through the door:

Aoife nodded at me.

She was already smiling when the reply came.

On the bus home she watched the city through the window in the particular way she watched it now — not as a backdrop, not as somewhere she was still arriving at, but as hers. The red brick and the rain and the lights coming on in the early December dark, the city that didn't stop, that had been here before her and would be here after and that had given her, in seventeen weeks, more than she'd brought to it.

Her phone was in her hand. The conversation with Erin was open on the screen.

So far she had sent :Aoife nodded at me.”

“She nodded?” came the reply

“THE nod.”

“I know the one.”

“We have her blessing.” Sam said

“We didn’t need her blessing” Erin replied

“No. But it's nice to have it.” Sam typed out quickly

A pause of about thirty seconds before Erin responded with “Yes. It is.”

Sam looked at the exchange on the screen of her phone on the bus in December in Manchester.

Yes. It is.

She put her phone in her pocket. She looked out of the window at the city. She thought about going home — the flat, the spider plant, the spare jumper that was no longer quite spare, the mug in the cupboard — and she felt the simple and not-simple thing of being exactly where she was supposed to be.

The bus moved through Manchester and she let it.


CHAPTER 35



They came off the same shift at the same time on a Friday in December, which the rota occasionally allowed and which neither of them had done anything to engineer.

It simply happened. The way things simply happened now, without requiring management.

They walked to the car park in the cold with the particular quality of two people at the end of a week that had asked everything the week could ask, which was quite a lot, which was always quite a lot in December. Sam had her bag on one shoulder and her coat open because she had not quite made it to the cold yet, still warm from the building. Erin had both hands in her pockets and the quality she got at the end of hard Fridays — not diminished, never diminished, but settled, the energy turned inward rather than outward, the day being quietly processed below the level of conversation.

They reached the point where the car park divided.

Erin said: "Yours or Didsbury?"

It was not really a question. They both knew it was not really a question. She asked it anyway, because asking it was a form of the offer — the consideration given, the choice acknowledged — even when the answer was obvious.

"Mine," Sam said. "Obviously."

"Obviously," Erin agreed.

She went to her car. Sam went to hers. They drove to Levenshulme separately, as they always did, the fifteen-minute gap between them that was the geography of two people who had not yet resolved the question of whether separate cars on a Friday was still the arrangement or whether it was simply habit.

That question was for another Friday.

Tonight, Sam's key in Sam's door, the light already on because Sam had arrived first, because she always arrived first.

Erin sat on the second stair.

This was where she sat. This was the stair. She had not consciously designated it; it had designated itself somewhere around the third or fourth time, in the way that spaces in a life that is being quietly shared with another person became yours without paperwork. She unlaced her shoes — she always wore shoes that laced, which Sam had noted and which Erin had been informed was very consultant of her, which she had declined to confirm or deny — and set them beside Sam's trainers on the mat.

Sam was already in the kitchen. The sound of cupboards, the particular percussion of someone who knew where everything was and moved through the space accordingly.

Erin came through. The kitchen: bright, small, the spider plant just visible on the windowsill through the serving hatch. Sam was on the phone — a brief call, she held up one finger, just a minute — and Erin put her bag down and stood at the worktop and looked at the spider plant.

It had, she noted, been watered.

She had watered it on Wednesday, in the early evening, because she'd come straight from the hospital and Sam was on a late shift and she had a key and the plant had been reaching a state that suggested it had something to communicate. She had watered it without announcing this, because it did not require announcement.

The plant looked, as it always looked, entirely indifferent to her efforts on its behalf.

"Sorry," Sam said, hanging up. "Nadia. She had a question about the survey."

"Did you answer it?"

"I answered one of them. She had several."

"That sounds familiar," Erin said.

"You've never met Nadia."

"I've met you."

Sam looked at her across the kitchen. The expression she had when something had landed — the warmth of it, unguarded, the smile arriving before she'd decided to smile.

"Fair point," she said.

They ordered from the Thai place on Sam's phone with the easy efficiency of two people who had done this before and knew what each other would want. The order was the same as it always was with slight variation depending on what the week had required. Tonight the week had required something reliable, so the order was what it usually was, which arrived in twenty-two minutes and was the right temperature when it arrived.

They ate on the sofa. The containers on the coffee table. The television on at the volume that meant neither of them was really watching it, which was the right volume for a Friday night when the week was finished and the brain was reducing itself to something more manageable.

Sam ate with the appetite of someone who had been managing on hospital-canteen lunch and vending-machine provisions since seven that morning. Erin ate more slowly, with the consideration she brought to food she was actually tasting, and she said — having eaten the pad see ew that she had ordered for herself and a third of the spring rolls that had theoretically been for Sam — "This is very good."

"It's always very good," Sam retorted without taking breath.

"I know. I'm noting it."

"You note it every time."

"It continues to be true every time."

Sam looked at her. "Do you know what that is? That's you enjoying something without immediately moving on to the next thing."

Erin considered this. "I'm capable of enjoying things."

"I know. I'm just saying you're doing it."

Erin looked at the container in her hands and at the television saying something inconsequential to the room and at Sam beside her with the particular quality of ease that Sam had always had in this flat and that Erin had been learning, without quite noticing the learning, to share.

"Yes.I suppose I am."

Sam told her the handover story.

The one involving the patient in bay eleven — a man of sixty-something who had been brought in by his wife after a fall, who had given the paramedic crew an account of the fall that was both implausible and entirely committed to, and who had told Sam, when she'd asked him what had actually happened, that he had been attempting to retrieve a Christmas decoration from the attic while standing on a chair he'd been told not to stand on, and that he would be grateful if this did not reach his wife's attention. Sam had told him she could not speak to the clinical details with the paramedics but she had some discretion about what went into the social history section of the notes. The man had looked at her with the expression of someone encountering unexpected mercy, and she had documented the fall as unwitnessed, which was technically accurate.

She told it in the way she told things from the department — with the timing of someone who had learned when to pause, when the detail needed more room, when to let the ending land. Erin listened in the way she listened to Sam telling department stories: with the quality of attention that did not perform itself, that simply was. By the time Sam reached the part about the Christmas decoration, Erin's expression had done the thing it did when she was trying not to smile and not quite managing it.

"Unwitnessed," Erin said.

"It was unwitnessed. His wife wasn't there."

"His wife was in the waiting room."

"In the waiting room," Sam said, "is not in the room."

There was a pause. Then: "That is an extremely liberal interpretation of the documentation standard."

"He was sixty-three and he'd fallen off a chair because it's Christmas and he wanted to put the star up," Sam said. "He had a fracture and a bruised ego and his wife was already worried. I documented what I documented."

Erin looked at the middle distance with the expression of someone running a clinical governance argument and finding it insufficient. "The star," she said.

"He mentioned the star specifically."

"Was it retrieved?"

"I didn't ask."

"That seems like an omission in the follow-up."

"I'll note it for the debrief," Sam said.

The almost-smile had become the real thing. Sam watched it arrive — the particular quality of Erin actually laughing, which she did not do dramatically, which was simply a warmth that moved across her face and changed the temperature of the room by one or two degrees, and which Sam had been collecting, quietly, since the first time she'd seen it in a bar in November.

She added it to the collection.

The television continued its murmuring. The takeaway containers were still on the coffee table, where they had been for an hour and would remain for another, because it was Friday and neither of them was going to do anything about it tonight.

Sam was talking — about the week, about something Tom had said at handover on Thursday, about whether the rota in January was going to be better or worse than December, the ordinary conversational traffic of two people whose lives were wound around the same rhythms and who had stopped needing to explain the context of everything. The easy register. The one she'd been moving towards all week.

Erin listened. She contributed, in the smaller way she contributed when she was tired — a word, a question, the dry observation that Sam collected the way she collected the real-laugh. She was warm and she was present and she was, she had come to understand, exactly this: a person who was tired at the end of a week and not alone in it.

She had not previously understood, not really, not as a felt thing rather than a proposition, what not alone meant from the inside.

She understood it now.

Sam was saying something about January and Erin was listening, or had been listening, and had somewhere in the middle of a sentence about the rota stopped tracking the words and started tracking the particular quality of Sam's voice when she was comfortable, which was different from her clinical voice and different from her careful voice and different from her managing-something voice. The comfortable voice: warm, unhurried, slightly amused at the world in the way she was slightly amused at the world when nothing was requiring her to be otherwise.

It was, Erin thought, one of the finest sounds currently available.

She closed her eyes.

Just for a moment. The sofa, and the warmth of it, and Sam's voice doing the thing it did, and the week settling into the past where it belonged. One moment, just this. The pager was on the coffee table beside the takeaway containers, silent, as it had been all evening. The flat was warm. The city outside was doing its Friday things.

She did not open her eyes again.

Sam noticed when the weight changed.

Not dramatically — the shift was slight, the natural heavy settling of a person moving from the edge of sleep into it, the quality of Erin's presence beside her becoming stiller, the breath slowing in the way she'd learned to recognise. She kept talking for a moment, to the room, to herself, to the television, and then she stopped.

She looked at her.

Erin was asleep. Completely, genuinely asleep — the particular ease of it, the face that was always, in sleep, briefly different from the face she showed the world. The consultant expression gone. The containment gone. Just a person. Sam's person, tired and here and asleep against her shoulder.

Sam sat very still.

She looked at the ceiling of her flat in Levenshulme in December, at the familiar crack along the cornice that she'd been meaning to mention to the landlord since September, at the light from the lamp reaching the edge of the room, at the spider plant a dim green shape on the windowsill.

She thought about a bar in November. About a woman who had handed her a napkin and said something dry about the crowd and made her laugh immediately. About no names, no titles, and the particular way a rule could be the right rule and the wrong rule at the same time. About a morning in a hotel and a handover room and the moment a face turned and the world reconfigured itself in an instant.

She thought about sixteen weeks of this department. The strip lighting and the board and the particular smell of clinical space that she had stopped noticing the way you stopped noticing the smell of any place that had become yours. The patients — the ones who had mattered and the ones who had all mattered, which was all of them, which was the whole point. Maisie in bay nine. Adrian Cole and his lung and his wife who had wanted to say thank you. Diane Kowalski, who was alive because Sam had trusted herself. The elderly teacher and his daughter in the relatives' room and the person who had sat with them both, steady and present, who had not known she was being watched.

She thought about Aoife's nod.

She thought about all right said in a car park and all right said at a kitchen worktop and the difference between them, which was the difference between fear and arrival.

I moved to Manchester to be somewhere I could be all of myself.

She looked at Erin.I found it.

The pager was on the coffee table. Silent.

The takeaway containers were on the coffee table. Still there.

The spider plant was on the windowsill. Watered.

The city outside was Manchester, in December, doing what it always did: persisting, lit, entirely indifferent to the small and not-small arrangements of its people, the loves and the losses and the things that were finally, after longer than they needed to be, exactly right.

Sam reached across and turned the television off.

The room went quiet.

She did not move.

Erin slept on.

Safe. Together. Home.
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