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Prologue

How many phone calls had he made in his life? Ten thousand? A billion? OK, probably not a billion. It was like one of those weird Oxford University entrance questions you hear about—calculate the mass of the Earth or estimate the UK’s slug population. He thought of all his colleagues who’d been to Oxford—absolute weirdos the lot of them. Probably because they were selected with such stupid questions.

Why was this call so difficult? Well, apart from the obvious. And the fact that it was being conducted from a phone booth. How many times a day do phone booths get used, given that everybody over the age of four has a mobile? That was a better question. Probably no more than seven times between the lot of them—they were basically toilets these days, the actual telephone aspect a mere side hustle. Sex workers didn’t even bother putting cards up in them anymore.

He was definitely right about all this, wasn’t he? He picked up the receiver, comically large and unwieldy in his hand, and brought it to his ear. Well, near his ear. Not to avoid leaving traces of DNA—although, shit, he hadn’t thought of that—but because of the sheer volume of piss almost certainly dried onto it. He punched the number three times, using his knuckle to avoid leaving fingerprints, assuming that knuckleprints weren’t a thing. Nine. Nine. Six. Balls. Knuckles weren’t designed for this.

He jolted, stubbing his head as a passing police car turned on its siren, its decibels blasting through every bone in his body. Had they traced his call already? Come on, pull yourself together. He clicked the receiver. He’d rehearsed this over and over again in his head: just tell them the facts, then end the call. Nine. Nine. Nine.

“Emergency services—which service do you require?”

He hung up immediately, slamming the receiver back into its metal cradle. The word “emergency” had thrown him. Was it really an emergency if it wasn’t happening right now? What was the point anyway? They wouldn’t believe him. They’d say he’d lost his mind again.

Take three.

He dialed the number, put both hands on the receiver as if in prayer and gave his recitation. “I want to report a murder. Actually, two. A double murder. There have been two murders and I’m worried there might be another.”

Done. He took a deep breath, which was a mistake in a piss-soaked phone box.

“I’m sorry, sir,” said the operator. “Which emergency service do you require?”

“I said double murder! It’s not the fucking coast guard, is it?”






PART ONE






CHAPTER ONE

All-Night Bender

This wasn’t Cheers. Eitan wasn’t looking for the kind of bar where everybody knows your name. He wanted the sort of anonymity you’d normally only achieve by soldering off your fingerprints and buying a Bolivian passport on the dark web. Shelf was one of South London’s most airless caves—the walls bled sweat, the floor was sticky for what could have been any number of unsavory reasons and the thudding tech house synchronized with the pounding in his temples.

Eitan felt profoundly overdressed from the moment he stumbled in. He was, for example, the only person who seemed to be wearing a T-shirt. He tugged and fussed at it, suddenly conscious of how it clung to his body—a creaking oak tree in a field of daisies. He had university degrees older than most of the boys in here. Nobody looked like they’d manage to spell their own name, let alone know anyone else’s.

Eitan pummeled his way through the shoal of human protein shakes to reach the bar. “Double whisky, thanks. On the rocks.”

“Sorry, we don’t have ice,” said the fetus behind the counter. “Or whisky. I can do a vodka and tonic?”

“Sure.”

Eitan necked his tepid vodka tonic, a browning sliver of lemon floating on top like a corpse in a swimming pool. It was hard to gauge the boundaries of personal space in what was essentially a crowd crush with a PA system, but he became increasingly aware of someone standing closer than social norms dictated. He was either about to be pickpocketed, assaulted or engaged in conversation and couldn’t quite decide which he’d rather. The man edged gradually in front of him, as if he was on casters. The deep furrows in his forehead said mid-fifties but, judging by his backward baseball cap, his mouth presumably liked to say he was in his late thirties.

“Yo,” said the man.

“Yo,” replied Eitan, unsure what the correct response was, having never spent any quality time with Flavor Flav.

“I’m Chester.” American, which presumably explained the “yo.” And the Chester. Why were Americans so fond of naming their offspring after miserable English towns?

“I’m heading to Purgatory if you fancy it? Might be more our scene?”

Purgatory? Who named these clubs? Also, our scene? Eitan was vaguely offended at being lumped into the same category of the drop-down menu as this star-spangled simpleton. But not too offended to say no. The longer the night lasted and the more he anesthetized himself, the further away the next day would be. Besides, the crowd seemed to be getting younger and twinkier with every thump of the awful music, and the bar probably wasn’t about to recruit an award-winning mixologist.

Chester talked animatedly the entire way, listing London’s various failings, from its overcrowding and treacherous pollution to its lack of air-con and poor portion sizes. When he’d left Shelf, Eitan hadn’t felt any particular allegiance to his city, but by the end of this roast he had the loyalty of a beefeater. That said, he couldn’t be bothered with an argument, so he just nodded along like a dashboard dog.

As they rounded a corner, Chester dug a key into a small bag of something gray and powdery and held it up to Eitan’s nose. “A little pick-me-up, guvnor?” he said, in a mock English accent that would have lost Dick Van Dyke the Mary Poppins gig.

Eitan didn’t ask what it contained—ketamine, weed killer or the cremated remains of a beloved Maine coon—but smiled and graciously declined. Then immediately changed his mind and sniffed gratefully. Anything that would help with this mini-break from his thoughts.

“Welcome to Purgatory!” said Chester as they approached a door to what looked more like a bookie’s than a nightclub—a high street unit with the windows blacked out in case the innocent public might be tempted into corruption.

“Are you paying together?” asked a man with a line-beard behind a reception desk. A reception desk? Chester nodded. “Fifty pounds, please.” Fifty pounds? Chester blipped his card and in return Line-beard stamped their hands, handed them a Rymans clipboard to sign and passed over a couple of towels. Oh, shit. This was a bathhouse situation. And not the kind with essential oils and a vitality pool.

“I should go,” said Eitan.

“You could have said that before I’d dropped twenty-five bucks on you,” tutted Chester.

“No refunds,” added Line-beard.

In retrospect, he should have probably taken Fiona up on her offer of an episode of Drag Race and a bowl of carbonara. Although her carbonara always tasted like wallpaper paste was a central ingredient, and she’d have only spent the evening giving him ninth-rate therapy about tomorrow, which… no thanks.

The three of them entered into a brief, wordless staring contest in Purgatory’s waiting room. Oh, for god’s sake. Was he about to find himself in the middle of an orgy out of sheer British awkwardness, like some X-rated Hugh Grant film? Frotting Hill.

“If it’s not your bag we can just get a drink,” said Chester, which felt like a sensible middle ground, and Eitan allowed himself to be led down a set of barely lit, bleach-stinking stairs. He wondered if the overpowering stench of Dettol could possibly be better than whatever it was disguising and decided it probably was.

Unfortunately, the dress code for the bar area also involved changing into an off-off-white towel. He looked back wistfully at the stairs, but there was enough Bacardi in his bloodstream to persuade him through into the locker room. He was glad of the lack of mirrors in this particular changing area—after a lifetime of fitting into medium T-shirts and 32-inch jeans, he’d recently bought his first pair of 34s, with no possible explanation as to what might have caused this. Unless, of course, you counted eating daily takeaways and never exercising. His body negativity was somewhat eased by the fact that the rest of Purgatory’s clientele had the aerodynamic qualities of the trilithons at Stonehenge.

“This way,” said Chester, once they were disrobed and betoweled, leading him down enough twists of wipe-clean corridors to disorientate a Minotaur before hitting a large and dimly lit red-filtered room that was most definitely not a bar. It took quite a lot to shock Eitan, but his internal organs lurched at the mass of six or seven pensionable bodies writhing away in the middle like a rat’s nest, the occasional strobe revealing hints of their complicated tessellations before plunging them back into darkness. He was preparing his excuse—either an early start or a gastrointestinal meltdown—when he saw the red baseball cap disappear into the geriatric several-some. A relief, but somehow also a further insult.

Much as he didn’t particularly want to confront the real world, it was emphatically time to go. Now, which way out? He hadn’t thought to leave a trail of condoms, and Dante’s ninth square of hell had dozens of doors coming off it. He felt detached and trippy as he wandered from door to door, slightly regretting not knowing which chemicals were now meddling with his brain.

Door one: a man in a puppy mask hanging off a hook by his harness. No, but all credit to whoever was responsible for its installation. He moved on. Door two: again, no—a couple of guys going at it like pigeons fighting over a box of KFC bones. How to escape from this adult advent calendar?

Door three: a bloke Eitan half recognized—a former children’s TV presenter maybe?—sitting on a bed, his towel open just enough to be blurred out on Google SafeSearch.

“Like what you see?” asked the man, as Eitan peered inside as if he was checking the hinges on a wardrobe.

“Sorry, no,” stuttered Eitan. “I mean, not ‘no, I don’t like it,’ no, I’m not after —”

With vampire speed, the man shot off the bed and maneuvered Eitan into the room. “I don’t bite.” Exactly what a vampire would say.

“I have to go and… find my friend,” said Eitan, wondering quite how he’d got himself into this situation and hoping to convince Nosferatu that he had reinforcements. “We can be friends,” said the vampire. Elodie had told him decades ago—she’d read it in a magazine called something like Teen Riot or Hormones Weekly—that you should never trust a man who tells you he wants to be friends when you’re in the bedroom. Whether or not this counted as a bedroom, she was definitely on the money today.

Eitan reached backward for a door handle but the vampire snaked his hand around him and unfastened his towel. Eitan was calculating if it would be better to yell for help or kick the guy in the balls, when they were both distracted by a cry of ecstasy from the floor show outside. He wasn’t sure he’d heard anyone of that vintage orgasm before. A kind of strangled yelp—maybe that’s what happens to elderly vocal cords with age, they crinkle up like their back skin. Then it stopped, and the screaming started.

Eitan shoved Dracula away from him and crashed back into the main room. A human bath mat of salt-and-pepper hair was lying arse-up on the lino as the rest of his furry frat club stood naked over him, flapping their invisible wings in terror. Eitan heaved the bloke over—not breathing, no pulse. Shit. That’s zero out of two on the “pretty important” list.

“Do we know his name? Anything about him? Has he taken anything?”

A man old enough to remember the Festival of Britain said, “Viagra?”

Eitan looked down. Stand aside, Columbo. This bloke could do with some of that blood circulating round the rest of his body. “Can someone call a fucking ambulance? And ask if they keep a defibrillator here. Let’s get the lights on, too!”

Eitan was consumed by self-consciousness as the harsh emergency strip-lighting blinked on. He pumped his hands hard down on the man’s rib cage and wondered how many ribs were cracking unheard underneath “Call on Me.” 100–120 beats per minute, suggested the guidelines. It was impossible to do anything but compress along to the beat of Eric Prydz’s earworm—a bit fast he reckoned, but under the circumstances, it would have to do. He suddenly appreciated why CPR was a procedure normally carried out with trousers on as his penis slapped against the man’s mat of chest hair. Still, it’s what he would have wanted.

“Are you a doctor?” asked one of the pensioners.

“I am.”

There were general murmurings of relief, apart from some suspicious walrus who asked, “What kind?”

“A consultant rheumatologist,” said Eitan with a superiority that he hoped would shut down any insurrection, then stopped compressing and moved on to the breaths. Lips locked. One. Two. God knows what this guy had been eating, but he already tasted worse than dead. Probably best not to think about what he’d been eating. Back to compressions. That must have been two or three minutes now—if his brain wasn’t reintroduced to oxygen sometime extremely soon, then this bloke would be horizontal on a permanent basis.

“Any sign of that fucking defibrillator?”

Right on cue, Line-beard ran in carrying the magic briefcase—it looked box-fresh, which was a little surprising. Eitan assumed the combination of age, temperature and pulse-hastening activities in the bathhouse would have probably seen off a fair few hearts. He greeted it like a wartime sweetheart, then turned it on and placed the paddles across the bloke’s cold chest.

“Stand clear, shock advised.” Its clipped public-school tones were clearly intended to sound reassuring, but only served to remind Eitan of his more irritating colleagues. Zap and… nothing. Fuck—there wasn’t a plan B here.

“Stand clear, shock advised.” Zap again and… nothing again. Double fuck—Eitan really didn’t want to appear in a coroner’s court to talk through this particular evening with an audience of learned friends. “Sorry, could you spell ‘felching’ for me?”

He peered at the screen of the defibrillator—this thing was pussyfooting around with 200-joule blasts, barely enough for an electric flyswatter. No wonder the guy was still in the land of the lifeless. Shit. He seemed to vaguely remember from some distant, godforsaken course that these things had a manual override function. Now, where might that be? He wrenched off a flappy panel on the front.

“Are you sure that’s how you use this?” asked the walrus.

Not especially. He stabbed at the menu buttons, not feeling particularly hopeful: he still hadn’t managed to turn off the Spanish subtitles he’d accidentally activated on Netflix two years earlier. There it was! He cranked it up to 360 for a stronger roll of the dice.

“Stand clear, shock advised.” And… bingo. The man spluttered back to life, just in time for a couple of paramedics to run in. One or two onlookers became rather more excited about this scenario than they should have been. Maybe it was the uniforms.

“Fuck’s sake, gents!” Eitan yelled. “There’s a time and a place!” Admittedly, this was the place, although very much not the time.

“You saved his life, you know,” said one of the paramedics, as they scooped the patient up to continue his care in a more traditional environment. Eitan knew. He felt the familiar, mildly messianic rush that no amount of booze or nondescript gray powder had ever managed to replicate, the reason he went to medical school in the first place.

“They said you’re a doctor. What’s your name?”

He wasn’t sure about the medical board’s position on treating a patient in the middle of a bathhouse, under the influence of god-knows-what. “I have to go,” he said, striding off with as much pride as his sweating arse cheeks would allow. “It’s Moran,” he said, trying not to catch their eyes, in case a smile betrayed him. “Douglas Moran.”

“You signed in as Robert?” said Line-beard.

“I thought you said it was Eitan!” cried Chester.

Eitan stumbled up the stairs and out into the night, feeling significantly more sober than he’d ordinarily expect to at 3 a.m. It was definitely time to go home, but he needed a little sit-down first. He lowered his aching body into the perforated metal of a bus-stop bench, leaned backward and sighed at the towers looming above him. “Just one minute,” he whispered to the air, and was asleep within seconds.







CHAPTER TWO

Return to Hoz

Eitan knew it wasn’t possible to wake up dead. Years of expensive and exhausting medical education had seen to that. But this felt pretty close. He lifted his head, which weighed a good hundred pounds more than he remembered. Ideally, a headache like this would be nursed away in an alpine clinic’s sensory deprivation tank rather than… he heaved himself onto his elbows to take in his surroundings: a bus stop with half the cars in London belching their way past.

Still, he’d made his bench and he had to lie on it. And as painful as this hangover was, he had to give alcohol credit where it was due—it always rewarded him with a decent fog of retrograde amnesia. Had he performed sex-club CPR last night or was that a bus-shelter dream? His wrists certainly hurt, and not for the fun reason. He braved a look at his watch, which, given he’d spent the night in a coma in South London, was surprisingly still wrapped round his wrist. Shit—7 a.m. No time to go home. It was really happening, then—his first day back.

“Just you wait,” Mo had said. “When it finally comes around, you’ll be itching to get those gloves back on.” Well, it finally had and he definitely, empirically wasn’t.

His ring hadn’t been stolen either, which was even more of a relief than the watch. That said, the diameter of his little finger had expanded sufficiently since medical school that any potential thief would have had to lop it off with bolt cutters.

He attempted to peel himself out of his seat and his legs buckled beneath him, like Bambi with a career-ending cruciate ligament injury. He steadied himself against the metal frame of the bus shelter, then launched himself onto the number 36, wobbling like he was between carriages on a train before homing in on a quiet corner. Priority seat: somebody may need it more than you, said the sticker on the window, now pressed against his left cheek, but Eitan was pretty sure that nobody on the bus needed this seat more than he did. His throat was flammable, his eyes unfocused and his head felt like it was gestating twins. A woman across the aisle clutched her Mulberry bag a bit tighter and shot him a sharp stare, somewhere between disgust and pity. He hated that feeling of being watched, judged—as if a TV crew in some darkened studio was laughing away.

Eitan was not a stupid person—he had the exam results to prove it, if you ignored his D in German—he just did stupid things. Going out on a catastrophic bender the night before his first day back was clearly a mistake. He could have stopped after he pulled on his Spider-Man T-shirt, which had felt fun and kitsch at the time, but now looked like he’d stolen it from a ten-year-old. He could have bailed after Shelf and still woken up in his own bed, feeling at least half-human. But, as always with him, it was all or nothing. And in retrospect, “nothing” would have been the correct answer.

Mrs. Mulberry gave him a full-body scan, from his mousy mop of hair the color of a forgotten teabag, past his washing-machine-white complexion, down to his ripped jeans, which seemed less like a fashion choice and more like he’d had a fall. She turned away and began typing on her phone. Shit, she didn’t work at the hospital, did she?

He had thought about asking for further time off—to live totally clean, then come back to work refreshed and ready and everything else he currently wasn’t. But he didn’t want to give them any more ammo. Besides, there was no point putting it off. Stay calm—that was the key. In through the mouth, out through the nose. In through the mouth, out through the nose. Hang on, that was the wrong way round—hopefully it hadn’t made him less calm. What would Elodie have said to him about today? She wasn’t one for empty platitudes. No “you’ve got this” or “you’ll smash it.” It would be, “It can’t be any worse than your first day at school when you shat in the pool.” He rubbed the ring on his little finger and smiled.

Stumbling off the bus at Paddington, Eitan shot Mulberry his best attempt at a winning smile, before tucking his head down and speeding up the stone steps and into the new wing at St. Jude’s. Well, “new” like the New Testament is new. He saw the crane-fly silhouette of Ciaran Bourke, a resident he definitely couldn’t face speaking to, lumbering toward the door, so he turned the other way, hoping he could make it to his office without anyone spotting him. Then he remembered why atheists don’t pray, immediately bumping into somebody significantly worse. Douglas Moran. Voldemoran, the students called him. The hospital’s medical director, beach-ball impersonator and part-time puppy strangler. In all likelihood.

“Rose,” he said. “Good to see you back,” the word “good” structurally unsound underneath the weight of his sarcasm. “You look like you need a run through a car wash. Are you sure you’re OK to be here?”

Of course he wasn’t.

“Of course I am, Dr. Moran. I’m excited to be back.”

“So excited you’ve torn a hole in your trousers?” That hideous amphibian smirk. “Everyone’s counting on you. Don’t fuck it up again.”

Eitan sped on, alternately cursing Moran and cursing his own luck for running into him. He liberated a pair of dark blue scrubs from a laundry cart and darted into the patient showers on the liver unit—the best bathroom for a quick freshen-up since the hospital had shuttered the staff showers as part of its commitment to ruining the lives of its employees. The shower had a fairly prostatic flow but a thoughtful fold-down seat, which he slumped onto gratefully. Maybe he should get one installed in his flat? He turned the water up as hot as he could in the vague hope it might scour off a thick layer of skin and memories to reveal a fresh-faced young doctor.

Moran might be a bastard but it didn’t mean he was wrong. Everyone would be counting on him—well, the patients would be. The staff would just be judging him; they all knew what he’d done. He shuffled through the ward, bile threatening the back of his throat at the thought of it all. He chucked yesterday’s clothes in the bin—opting, probably correctly, for the yellow medical waste one. Or maybe Mo was right: today might not be so bad. Apart from the endless meetings. And the crap computers. And the smell. And the Kafkaesque bureaucracy—he’d never read any Kafka, but other people always said it about hospitals, so it presumably made sense. But as long as he was helping people, he had a reason to stick around. He was rather looking forward to sitting in his knackered old chair and spending ten minutes in quiet contemplation. Albeit an enforced ten minutes while his decrepit computer booted up.

He opened the door. Something was up. Well, two main things. His desk had been relegated to the edge of the room. Still covered in the same mountain of paperwork, Twix wrappers and scribbled notes he’d left, but sat in the corner, like a naughty child. Secondly, the lion’s share of the room was taken up by another, bigger desk, occupied by Margaret Corcoran, human cardigan and one of the other consultant rheumatologists. In fact, the only other consultant rheumatologist now that Eleanor Gibney had retrained as a nail technician—earning twice as much, apparently.

Margaret was sobbing gently, the kind of controlled crying you get in the wake of an apocalyptic bawl. About what he could only guess. Actually, he wasn’t even sure that he could. He ran through everything he knew about her: late fifties, from the Scottish Borders—neither quite enough of a reason to burst into tears—sang in a choir, had three cats called… something or other. The cats were clearly a huge part of her life; there were grotesque paintings of them and their predecessors now displayed on all four of his walls. Maybe this was what she did every morning before clinic: sat in her office and cried her eyes out. He could see the appeal.

He was tempted to say, “What the terrible fuck are you doing in my office?” but that’s not the correct form of address for someone who’s actively weeping.

“Eitan! Welcome back!” She began wiping away her tears.

“What’s going on, Margaret?”

“I’m fine, just had a bit of upsetting news.”

“I’m sorry to hear that. But I meant… why are you here? Am I in the wrong room?”

“Oh! No, of course, I thought someone would have let you know,” she sniveled. “Douglas’s idea, basically. My office has been absorbed into what was Eleanor’s to make some kind of meeting room. Part of Plan 2040. I guess we’re… in it together now.”

Another meeting room, like they were running short of those. “Any idea how long we’re in it together for?” He was aiming for light and jovial, even though his skull was hosting some quite heavy-duty roadworks.

Margaret gently shook her head. “I’m not sure if Douglas thought you were ever… well, anyway.”

So she’d taken root. Brilliant. And he had the negotiating position of a turkey in late December. He slumped down into his chair, clicked the rocker switch—how many computers still had fucking rocker switches?—and reached into his drawer for his Histamize spray, turning it over in his hands. No, he could do without for now.

“Hay fever?” asked Margaret with genuine sympathy. “I’m basically a hermit for the whole of June.”

“Yeah,” said Eitan, pocketing the spray as the Windows flag flapped uselessly against a cloudy blue sky. Microsoft Windows 98, it announced, a reminder that the hospital had failed to upgrade the IT system in two and a half decades. Any time he heard a health minister talk about introducing AI, Eitan wanted to point out that the hardware it would exist on could barely even send emails.

“And how is… everything?” asked Margaret.

“Everything’s pretty good,” replied Eitan, telling neither the truth, the whole truth nor anything near the truth.

Margaret exercised her frown lines. “I know it must be very daunting —”

Whatever words of unwanted comfort Margaret was planning to impart were interrupted by the squeaking wheel of Nina’s trolley as she trundled into the office with what looked like all the ingredients for a very bad day. She was wearing a pink and purple tiger-print top, as part of her longstanding commitment to the continued success of the tiger-print industry.

“Morning, Dr. Corcoran!” She handed Margaret a coffee in her favorite mug, adorned with a selection of her cats, a Christmas present from Nina two years ago.

“Have you spoken to Annabel Stein? She’s moaning about Plan 2040 to anyone who’ll listen,” said Nina. “She told me it was like rehanging the artwork on the Hindenburg.”

“Is that right, dear?”

Plan 2040 was the hospital’s latest vision for its future—Eitan presumed so named because it would take them 2040 years to implement it. It was spearheaded by Dr. Moran and about as popular as shigella.

“Apparently she told Giles she hoped Moran got locked-in syndrome.”

Margaret gasped. “Why on earth would she say such a thing?”

“Probably so she can become medical director?” said Eitan, suddenly feeling like a voyeur in his own office. “Hi, Nina.”

“Eitan,” said Nina, flatly, as if he’d only been gone for a few minutes as opposed to four months. There was no coffee for him. She didn’t even use his surname. A near doppelganger (he was never sure if it had an umlaut on it—definitely should have concentrated more in German) of Mila Kunis, Nina had worked for Margaret for fifteen years. It was her first job out of secretarial school and she made no secret of the fact that she greatly preferred the previous regime when she only had one consultant. On paper, Eitan and Nina should have got on—they were both north London Jews of a similar specification; Eitan could have been her babysitter. But Nina was immune to his charms. Worse than immune—allergic. Even so, he had expected a welcome back at the very least. He got one, of sorts.

“These clinics all need dictating,” she said, gesturing at the leaning tower of paperwork in the corner. “They’re months old.”

“Of course they are—I’ve been off for months.”

“Well, you’re back now, aren’t you?”

“Anything else, Nina? Someone coming to pull out my toenails? A daytrip to Pyongyang?”

She gave a tight smile. “It’s all in your diary.”

The Windows flag had disappeared, replaced with the pale ghost of a log-in window, burnt onto the screen like a bad tattoo.

“Well, my computer’s still booting up.”

“I’m sure it won’t be long,” she ping-ponged back.

“Might be quicker if you tell me?”

He hadn’t missed their daily battle of wills. Nina sighed.

“Fine, well, I didn’t want to say in company, but Dr. Moran will be sitting in on your clinic as part of your supervision order.”

Oh, that. Balls. Who knew this would be the first time in Nina’s career she’d ever decided to be discreet. Margaret walked over to him and whispered in his ear. “You know where I am if you want to talk.”

Eitan nodded, while his eyes prayed for a drone strike. He stood up and left the office, the chimes of his computer booting up behind him.
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Eitan blinked in the warm sunshine, leaned back and stuck out his chest. He’d started coming to the roof during his darkest days. There was something very soothing about not having a ceiling penning him in. He looked out across the cruisers and dog walkers in the park, the Albert Hall plomped in the distance like a terra-cotta beehive. He’d been in there once, for his graduation ceremony, but had never returned, being a fan of neither Cirque du Soleil nor Michael Bolton.

He’d thought about Cirque-du-Soleil-ing himself off the edge half a dozen times before he was persuaded to take a few months’ leave. How it might feel to tumble toward the ground, the air rushing through him as the tarmac hurtled closer, the sound he’d make, the shape he’d make as he hit. But everyone thought about jumping, didn’t they?

“I could never do it myself.” Eitan whipped round, his shoes scraping on the asphalt, and saw a young man.

“Think of the mess—you’d ruin a street cleaner’s day. Plus you might squish someone.” Mid-twenties. Northern. Manchester?

“Plenty of people I’d be happy to squish here,” said Eitan.

“Fancy a shove, then?”

The blond blur walked past Eitan and peered over the edge. Eitan admired the anatomical diagram of back muscles fighting through his polo shirt, and the way his trousers hugged his glutei. He’d clean up in Shelf.

“A bit on the nose, though,” said Eitan, “topping yourself at St. Jude’s. I’m not sure she’d approve—the patron saint of lost causes.”

“She?” laughed the man. His eyes were bright and blue, with the hint of creases at the edges. “Pretty sure Jude was a bloke. Brother of Jesus?”

Eitan liked the cut of this guy, giving him a run for his smart-arse money, with a side order of goofy charm. Eitan shrugged. “Heavily lapsed Jew.”

The man pointed both his thumbs at himself. “Catholic primary school.”

“Who’d want to be a member of a group whose symbol was a bloke nailed to two bits of wood?” replied Eitan, stealing a George Carlin line and hoping the guy wouldn’t notice.

Blondie laughed again, husky and unchecked. Cheers, George! “I always thought Jesus gave off major ‘only child’ vibes,” babbled Eitan. “Did Jude get any of the same superpowers?”

“Is this your standard chat-up routine? New Testament quiz?”

Was he chatting this guy up? Eitan hadn’t even realized. He had been told enough times that he was emotionally obtuse. Back in the day, Mo practically had to hire a skywriting plane before Eitan clocked he fancied him.

“Is it working?”

The man smiled. “I’m Cole.”

Cole. Cool. Mysterious. Low in syllables, but cute nonetheless. Perhaps a tad too “American teen drama.”

“Eitan.” Strength, it meant. Reliability incarnate. Maybe you shouldn’t put too much stock in names, after all. “What are you up here for?” he asked. “Rooftop yoga?”

“Best place in the hospital to go for a fag,” said Cole. Eitan bit his smart-arse tongue and Cole passed him his phone. “Number?”

How forward. Was this some kind of clinical cruising ground? Or was he at his most alluring with an extinction-level hangover? Either way, Eitan didn’t mind obeying him.

“Don’t go jumping off any rooves without me, will you?” Eitan called after Cole, as he walked away with admirable swagger.

“Roofs!” Cole yelled back. “Always good to meet another Carlin fan.”

Eitan cringe-smiled, grateful to find a chink of light in his thunderstorm of a day. And it wasn’t even nine-thirty.


From: Elodie Rose [elodiesmelodies@hotmail.com]

To: Eitan Rose [edr99@ic.ac.uk]

Date: Thursday 9 September 1999 21:04

Subject: GAY

Hey bro

Hope you’re ok. Sorry I didn’t get to see you before you left. I heard you though. How did it feel telling dad to go fuck himself? I’m sorry they had to find out about you like that. Sorry for you, I mean. And for them a bit, maybe. They can’t help being dinosaurs. Fair play to you for not denying it either. Not that you could, I suppose. Those pop-up adverts were pretty damning.

I reckon you might have got away with it if you’d been thinking straight (sorry), you could’ve said it was some kind of porn virus. If you hadn’t left that chat on ICQ open anyway. Dad’s face when he was telling Mum what that man in Bishop’s Cleeve had asked to do to you. DON’T MEET THE MAN FROM BISHOP’S CLEEVE. I’m not sure you’d be able to remove all that stuff he wants to put up you.

Sad news: RIP the family computer. Dad couldn’t face going into the shop to get the dicks wiped off, so he took a hammer to it. I’ll have to look up my homework on the computers in the library now.

I want to say something. First of all—you are GAY. And that’s great. I saw this program called Queer as Folk, did you see it? I watched it with Celeste Baker. It’s about gay men in Manchester and one of them actually LICKS another guy’s arse.

I wish you had told me. I already guessed, and dating Poodle didn’t put me off the scent, she is 100% a lesbian. So what I want to say is that if you are worried that I might think a different way about you because you’re gay, I really don’t. I love you. YUK it makes me feel sick saying that but it’s true. In fact, having a gay brother is going to make the girls so fucking jealous, but I will keep it to myself for now. (Please give me permission to tell them PLEASE they’ll be well jel.)

I will talk to the rents. I can smooth it over. They are mad at you now, but not because you’re gay, I promise. It’s definitely just the fireman cocks all over the monitor when Dad was trying to get into Outlook Express.

All I want by way of payment is to come and see you and have a VERY gay night out. You owe me after the brown-nosing I am going to do on your behalf. (Not like on Queer as Folk.) I’ll remind them how brilliant you are, even if you need to go on an IT course.

So can I come? Can I can I can I can I can I can I can I can I can I can I????? I will take that as a yes. I am thinking either end of October (but potential Halloween clash: Laura Horner is having a huge party and her parents have agreed to dye the water in their swimming pool red …) or 10th–12th November or maybe the week after? Tell me what is best for you.

I love you you stupid perv.

Elodieeeeeeeee xxxxxxxx

HBM/029









CHAPTER THREE

WhatsApp Doc

If not quite cloud nine, Eitan was certainly on cloud four or five. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d been taken at face value; usually his reputation walked into the room well before he did. OK, so it was only a couple of minutes of rooftop suicide chat, and the guy had joked about chucking him off, but it was new and it was real—a smile with no forced sympathy behind it. For the first time in a long while, Eitan felt as though he was at the start of something, rather than caught in the middle of the usual endless doom loop.

What’s more, clinics were his favorite part of the week, the double art in his school timetable. It was where he got to do what he was best at, and do it with some degree of panache. Unlike a lot of his colleagues, he knew the showmanship part was important—it was how you got the patients to relax, to remember what you’d said and to trust you. It’s all very well coming up with the perfect treatment—and he liked to think he could come close to that—but if they don’t trust you, then they’re never going to take it.

Eitan’s bounce was downgraded from full Tigger to soft croquet lawn when he remembered he’d have Moran as a plus one. The man himself was stood in the corridor, having one of his eight thousand daily altercations. Eitan marveled briefly at the skills of whichever tailor had constructed several square meters of high-tensile fabric into Moran’s pinstriped suit.

His current victim was Dave Webb, a borderline creepy pharmacist of indeterminate middle age who looked like he’d been assembled from spare parts in medical waste bins, with a complexion that hadn’t seen daylight since the mid ’90s. Eitan was torn between listening in and avoiding Moran’s sightline. He edged past them with the subtlety of a hippo falling through a skylight. “If I’m right about this, you won’t even be able to get a job handing out 3D glasses at a cinema.”

If Webb was in any way rattled, he was hiding it well. “That’s a very serious accusation, Dr. Moran. If your staff are getting wasted at work, they’re bringing it in themselves. And can you blame them?”

Moran visibly bristled. “You need to watch your back, Webb.”

“I’m not the one who needs to watch their back round here,” said Webb with a smile. He nodded at Eitan and sloped off to his lair.

Moran surveyed Eitan. “Not looking so much like the winner in a corpse contest anymore. Runner-up, maybe.”

“What was all that about?” asked Eitan—he wasn’t a born gossip, but it might be good bargaining collateral with Nina later.

“I have reason to suspect that Webb is a drug dealer.”

“Isn’t that his job?” said Eitan.

“Don’t be obtuse, Rose. I believe he’s filling the doctors of this hospital full of amphetamines and god knows what else.”

“Wow. OK. I know he’s a bit of an oddball but he always seemed like a decent guy.”

Moran stared into Eitan’s soul. “Has he approached you? Given your personal history, shall I say. You can tell me in confidence.”

Eitan’s stomach sank a little. There it was again, that “personal history” nobody would ever let him forget. “Webb has never approached me, no. Well, I’d better get to clinic.”

“Yes, we better had.”

Eitan and Moran wandered into the outpatients waiting area, undecorated since the birth of the NHS. It scored three on Eitan’s decrepitude bingo: electric heaters, loose electrical fittings and black mold. It did, however, have a TV screen, to remind patients which century they were in. Please note that appointment times are indicative and you should not expect to be seen at this point, it announced—he almost respected the hospital’s decision to distance itself from the concept of time rather than employ enough staff.

Into rheumatology clinic room B, where Moran headed over to one of the blue plastic chairs and sat down. “As you know, it’s my responsibility to make sure you’re… coping with the change of pace now you’re back.” How infantilizing to have a chaperone—a spare wheel propped up in the corner, breaking any kind of doctor-patient rapport.

“You’re going to see your patients and act as if I’m not here. Bearing in mind, of course, that I am very much here and that shortly after clinic we will be having a debrief in my office.”

Eitan had had to sign up to these humiliation sessions as part of his return-to-work agreement, when he was very much a beggar rather than a chooser, so he just nodded, then picked up the top set of notes from the teetering stack on his desk.

“Go on,” barked Moran, opening up a leather-bound notebook. “Be nice if you could see the odd patient before the heat death of the universe.”

First up was Mrs. Evadne Morrison, a frequent flyer. It took about four minutes for her to peel off multiple layers of outerwear, and by the end of her striptease, Moran was audibly rapping his fingernails on the chair, and the clinic floor was a charity shop changing room.

“Back to see me again?” Eitan asked. “People will talk!”

Mrs. Morrison was pushing ninety but nobody was too old for some mild, sexless flirting. “You’re looking very handsome today, Dr. Rose.”

“I see you’re still waiting for your cataracts to be lasered,” replied Eitan. Talking of lasers, he could feel Moran’s eyes burrowing into his head. “Don’t mind my friend Dr. Moran here—he’s on work experience.” Moran stopped writing and returned a look that could have smashed a plate-glass window.

Eitan’s phone buzzed. “Sorry, this might be an emergency, I won’t be a second.”

It wasn’t an emergency. It was Cole.

Is that the handsome man from the roof?

A pleasing combination of heavy flattery and correct spelling. A smile crept over Eitan’s lips. He became aware of a change in Moran’s breathing behind him.

“Sorry, my dog’s at the vet’s,” said Eitan, typing as quickly as he could.

That’s the second time I’ve been called handsome in a matter of minutes.

Moran coughed.

“So, Mrs. Morrison, how’s your shoulder been since the joint injection? How was my driving?”

“Oh, you’re a miracle worker, Dr. Rose—I could beat Andy Murray at tennis!”

“That’s no great feat these days, Mrs. M. How’s your range of movement?”

His phone buzzed again.

“Never better. You get that, doctor, it might be important,” she said, her hands knotted together on her lap. Well, if the patient wanted him to, then who was he to argue?

Ah, so I’ve got competition?

Eitan’s entire body blushed. He felt like a teenager.

“In that case, how about I release you back into the wild for another three months, my lovely? But if anything happens in the meantime, you get straight on the blower.” Eitan scribbled his mobile number on a “Living with Lupus!” patient information leaflet. “Any time, day or night,” he said. “Except night.”

As soon as Mrs. Morrison’s outfit had been reconstituted, Eitan helped her back into the waiting room and ushered in her successor, taking the opportunity to reply to Cole, out of Moran’s sight.

My dance card is extremely blank.

Damn, did that make him sound too desperate? He was criminally rusty at all this.

“Good morning, Mr. Pottinger. My name’s Eitan Rose—do take a seat.”

But Trevor Pottinger didn’t do anything of the sort. He stood in the doorway, grinding his bear-trap jaw, with a motorway network of veins bulging from his forehead down to his neck, and his nostrils flared like a Spanish bull.

“Sorry, are you OK?” asked Eitan, to this man who was quite clearly in no way OK.

“I’m not sitting anywhere with this guy in the room.”

Shit. Had he heard about the… everything? No, he was staring at Moran. Well, that was fair enough—Eitan felt much the same.

“I won’t be saying a thing, Mr. Pottinger. I’m just here to observe Dr. Rose, who has been off work after some… personal struggles, shall we say.”

What a shit—that hardly felt like mission-critical information. Anyway, this was a good chance to get rid of him.

“I’m sure Dr. Moran will be happy to sit this one out,” said Eitan.

“Unfortunately not.” Moran smiled at the patient. “Under the terms of Dr. Rose’s supervision order. You’re welcome to book in to see someone else at a later date.”

Pottinger sighed like a bouncy castle with a flesh wound, and reluctantly lowered himself into a seat.

What was this guy’s issue? Eitan opened his notes. Sixty-two years old. Past history of Guillain-Barré syndrome. Osteoarthritis right knee. Blah-di-blah-di-boring. “Why don’t you tell me about the problems you’ve been having with your knee, Mr. Pottinger?”

“Wanna guess how many times I’ve had to sit on one of these crappy chairs and explain all this? Six! You’re the seventh doctor I’ve seen. And now I’m down to the ones who are struggling.”

“I should point out that I was not one of those doctors you saw,” said Moran.

“No, you were even worse,” replied Pottinger. “And I thought you weren’t speaking?”

Eitan stood up abruptly and Moran flinched, presumably unsure if Eitan was going to walk out, kiss Pottinger or lamp him. Instead, Eitan slid his wheely chair toward the patient.

“No one could argue with you about the chairs. Why don’t we swap?” Surprised and suspicious, Mr. Pottinger shuffled over into the business-class seat. “I might be the seventh doctor you’ve seen here, but what if I’m the first good one?”

The small gasp Moran produced made Eitan wonder if he might have overstepped.

“Right—fire away.”

Tale as old as time—a GP under untenable time constraints packs the patient off to slightly the wrong clinic where they see someone slightly too junior. A scan is misinterpreted. Money is wasted on medication and physio, with zero change in lifestyle and zero change in symptoms. Eitan enjoyed fixing problems like these—it was the part of the job that gave him a buzz. His phone also gave him a buzz, so he risked a quick look. “Sorry, I’d better reply to this. They’re taking… Nigel to surgery. Nigel’s my dog.”

Moran rolled his eyes, perhaps wondering—not un-reasonably—if anyone calls their dog Nigel.

“Why don’t you hop up on the bed and show me this knee of yours?”

Then you better mark my name on it. What’s your favorite dance? I’m a Time Warp man.

Eitan’s fingers hovered over the screen as he formulated the words, then typed his reply with a bomb defuser’s caution.

All that dancing will get us working up a thirst. We should hydrate in preparation. Fancy a drink later?

The answer came straight back.

No, sorry.

Eitan’s insides lurched—he was genuinely surprised by how disappointed he felt.

Oh, OK, no problem.

“Sorry about that,” said Eitan. “Tumor the size of a grapefruit.” Before clocking the patient’s horrified eyes and adding, “The dog, not you. So, the orthopedic surgeon reckoned osteoarthritis…”

“Apparently,” said Pottinger, clearly already resigned to leaving another consultation room with a face like a plane crash.

“See how your big toe’s the color of a London bus?”

Moran cleared his throat of what sounded like broken glass.

“Yeah?”

“Same thing in your knee: gout, Mr. Pottinger,” said Eitan. “That’s why nothing has worked. We’ve been treating the wrong disease process. And by ‘we’ I mean ‘they.’ ”

“Gout? I thought you got that from port and Stilton?”

“Nul points, I’m afraid. Mostly genetic, to be honest. But it’s all very treatable—I’m going to start you on a delightful little drug called colchicine. One quick blood test first to check your kidneys and whatnot.”

“Another one? It should say in my notes—I hate needles.”

“You tried EMLA cream before?” asked Eitan. Pottinger looked blank.

“It’s a local anesthetic cream—tattoo artists swear by it. Rub some on your arm an hour beforehand and you won’t feel a thing. You can pick it up for five pounds in the chemist. Actually, hang on.”

Eitan rummaged through a chaotic drawer in his desk, produced a tube and handed it over. “Early birthday present. There you go: seventh time lucky—you’ll be knee modeling before the year’s out. I’ll see you back here in two months.”

Pottinger relaxed abruptly, like a puffer fish on an anger management course. “Thank you, doctor. On your own next time, I hope.”

Moran looked at Eitan, half-surprised and half-impressed, as if a children’s entertainer called Bonks the Clown had just won the Fields Medal for mathematics.

The patient left the room. “What’s his beef?” asked Eitan.

“I’m the one asking the questions today, Rose,” replied Moran.

Another buzz from his phone.

I’m working tonight, I’m afraid. How does brunch tomorrow sound?

“Yes!” hissed Eitan, his internal monologue leaking out and becoming more external than he’d intended.

“They think Nigel’s going to make it.” Moran’s mouth pulled in cat’s-arse tight.

Why did this feel… different? Was it the old-timey flirting that felt so innocent? The way their intellectual wavelengths interlocked? The wholesome face? Eitan couldn’t put his finger on it—he wasn’t normally one for sentimentality. Since splitting up with Mo, he hadn’t managed to make it much past a few dates, occasionally convincing himself he liked someone because he wanted the echo in his flat to feel less hollow. But, as ridiculous as it seemed after half a dozen text messages, he was sensing stardust again.

It’s a date! Although I should warn you: watching me eat croissants is NOT pleasant. I make the Cookie Monster look like Lady Di.

Cole replied:

Can’t wait. I’ll bring a poncho.

The rest of the clinic flew by. Eitan’s banter rolled off his tongue like he’d never been away, and Moran eventually relaxed into his seat. It seemed like he’d gotten away with it.

“My office at two, then, Rose.” He snapped his diary shut. “Oh, I meant to ask. Have you heard of a nightspot called Purgatory?”

Eitan’s heart stopped for almost as long as that promiscuous pensioner’s.

“My PA had a call this morning from somebody who reckons I saved his life there last night.”

“No,” said Eitan, as convincingly as he could muster. “Doesn’t ring any major bells, I’m afraid.”

“Just thought I’d check,” smiled Moran. “It says Purgatory on that stamp on the back of your hand, you see.”

Fuck. Maybe he hadn’t gotten away with anything.


MEDICAL PRACTITIONERS TRIBUNAL, 23 MARCH 2023

1. At this review hearing the Tribunal has to decide, in accordance with section 1 of the Medical Act 1983, whether Dr. Rose’s fitness to practice is impaired.

Background

2. Dr. Rose’s primary qualification is an MBBS, which he attained in 2004 from Imperial College School of Medicine, in London. He undertook postgraduate general medical training in London and completed training in 2018. He took up a substantive role as consultant rheumatologist at St. Jude’s Hospital in London later in 2018.

Initial Hearing

3. Dr. Rose’s initial hearing took place in December 2022. The concerns that led to Dr. Rose’s initial hearing can be summarized as follows. In March 2022, Dr. Rose failed to check the potassium level on a blood test for Patient W. This was one of a series of errors [made by colleagues, with no further involvement from Dr. Rose] that ultimately led to the death of Patient W.

4. The 2022 Tribunal found that Dr. Rose’s actions, while very unfortunate, did not constitute negligence. A simultaneous hospital investigation, following a complaint by the family of Patient W, similarly exonerated Dr. Rose. However, Dr. Rose’s professional conduct deteriorated in the weeks following the death of Patient W and the resulting complaint, which he described as a considerable stressor.

5. The 2022 Tribunal heard of a number of Dr. Rose’s behaviors and actions, all of which were admitted by Dr. Rose, and all of which were corroborated by witness statements from Dr. A, Dr. B, Dr. C, Patient D, Mr. E and Patient F.

6. Dr. Rose frequently arrived at work late. Outpatient clinics were delayed due to this on twenty-seven documented occasions.

7. Dr. Rose admitted to the recreational use of cocaine, a class A substance, during this period, although denied use of the same at work. He denied ever working under the influence of recreational substances.

8. Dr. Rose repeatedly accused Dr. A and Dr. B of holding “secret meetings” about him and “checking up” on him.

9. In the presence of Dr. C, Dr. Rose challenged Patient D, an 84-year-old patient with osteoarthritis of the hip, to a game of hopscotch, resulting in a further hospital complaint.

10. Dr. Rose mistook Patient F for singer-songwriter Ed Sheeran and refused to review Patient F in clinic unless they first performed the 2017 hit “Shape of You” in the rheumatology outpatients waiting area.

11. Dr. Rose spent a night in the Medical Records department, trying to locate a misplaced set of notes, and leaving the room in disarray. CCTV footage showed Dr. Rose to have been there looking for notes in excess of fourteen hours.

12. Dr. Rose read out blood test results to colleagues Dr. B and Dr. C “in the style of a bingo caller.” When Dr. B objected, Dr. Rose called him “an uptight fucksickle.”

13. Dr. Rose repeatedly referred to outpatient clinic coordinator Mr. E as “Sauron” in front of colleagues and patients.

14. In light of the above, Dr. Rose’s registration was suspended at the date of the initial hearing, pending this Tribunal.

Submissions on Behalf of Dr. Rose

15. Dr. Marcus Medwell, a consultant psychiatrist, submitted a detailed report in support of Dr. Rose. Dr. Rose has been under the care of Dr. Medwell for twenty-three years, with a diagnosis of bipolar disorder. After an inpatient stay at the time of initial diagnosis, Dr. Rose’s condition has been broadly stable on lithium carbonate throughout this time. Dr. Medwell ascribes Dr. Rose’s behavior as detailed in the 2022 Tribunal to an acute manic episode.

16. Dr. Medwell firmly believes that this episode was triggered by the death of Patient W and the subsequent complaint.

17. Dr. Medwell notes that Dr. Rose came off his medication at this same point, which will have exacerbated his symptoms. Dr. Medwell further notes that Dr. Rose experienced the breakdown of a long-term relationship at the time, which is again likely to have been detrimental to Dr. Rose’s mental well-being.

18. Dr. Medwell notes that Dr. Rose made a reasonably swift recovery from this acute episode of mania on an outpatient basis, following recommencement of lithium. Dr. Medwell now describes Dr. Rose as entirely asymptomatic from a psychiatric perspective.

19. There was a letter in support of Dr. Rose from Prof Jayaraman, Chief Medical Officer of Doctors with Addictions. Prof Jayaraman describes Dr. Rose as having engaged and cooperated fully with the service. Dr. Rose has been entirely abstinent for over six months and has completed a course of cognitive behavioral therapy. Prof Jayaraman believes Dr. Rose to represent a low risk of relapse.

20. The Tribunal was provided with numerous positive witness statements from patients and colleagues alike, collated in Appendix A.

21. Dr. Rose has provided a Statement of Reflection dated 2 March 2023.

I accept that my behavior while I was unwell fell well below the reasonable standard expected of me. Living with bipolar disorder, I have always managed my condition and known that with medication and by staying alert to potential triggers, I can be just as good a doctor as someone who does not live with this condition. The initial complaint following the death of Patient W, and my part in it, incontrovertibly derailed my mental health. I have the utmost respect for my patients and colleagues and have apologized profusely and personally to each and every one of those affected by the list of misdemeanors assessed by this Tribunal. (With the exception of Mr. E, who I hope to see once he has returned from compassionate leave.) They have almost all graciously accepted my apologies and, like me, are keen to put the matter behind them.

My reputation means a great deal to me, but the safety of my patients means far more, and will be my sole priority should this Tribunal result in my being allowed to return to work. Since the initial Tribunal and my resulting suspension, I feel like I have lost everything—my relationship ended and I have disappointed mentors, patients, colleagues, friends and family, but most of all myself. I am rebuilding from the foundations up and hope the panel will agree that I am now well and fit for work.

The Tribunal’s Determination on Impairment

22. The Tribunal recognizes the letters in support of Dr. Rose as well as Dr. Rose’s own reflections. It is clear that he was unwell at the time of the episode in question and is now in much improved health. The Tribunal also notes Dr. Rose’s unblemished record prior to these events.

23. The Tribunal finds that Dr. Rose’s fitness to practice is not impaired by reason of misconduct or otherwise. The Tribunal has determined that his suspension be revoked with immediate effect.

24. The Tribunal however recommends that, upon his return to work, he be placed under close supervision for a period of six months, to ensure he maintains a high standard of care and professionalism.

25. That concludes this case.
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CHAPTER FOUR

Appraise Be!

Despite consuming every available species of carbohydrate in the canteen, Eitan still didn’t feel ready for a psychological torture session courtesy of Douglas Moran. It wasn’t that he was frightened of the bloke—he was used to dealing with bullies, from his dad to any number of children and teachers at school. It was more that it all seemed so unnecessary. In an alternate universe, where the hospital gave the shiniest shit about its staff, Eitan’s period of supervision could have been constructive, warm and nourishing, keeping one eye on his well-being and steering him safely through his return to work. In the current universe, however, Douglas Moran was approximately as nourishing as a slab of concrete. Wasn’t it a medical director’s job to make their staff feel safe in their working environment?

To be honest, Eitan wasn’t totally sure what a medical director did. They certainly got a nice big office, which they didn’t have to share with sixty watercolors of someone else’s cats. They sent a lot of pass-agg emails, which generally started, “Colleagues are kindly reminded that…” And they pocketed £220k a year for going to meetings all week instead of actually seeing any patients, save for the odd “keeping your hand in” clinic, like the head teacher who takes the occasional Latin lesson to prove they’ve still got it.

Word was that mortality on the stroke unit went down about 20 percent a year ago when Moran was upgraded to medical director and thereby removed from the wards. Eitan certainly rated him in his top five least competent doctors—somewhere between Drs. Nick and Lecter. His elevation generally came as a bit of a surprise, not least to Annabel Stein, a microbiologist who’d been limbering up for that particular race for as long as anyone could remember, but he’d taken to it like a fucker to fucking.

“Sit!” he barked as Eitan walked into his office.

“Oh, did you bring your dog to work, Dr. Moran? Heel! Stay!”

Moran exhaled in irritation and Eitan sat down as instructed, hearing Mo and Elodie in each ear telling him to shut the hell up. An oversized and strangely shiny depiction of Christ stared down at Eitan from the wall, reminding him that things could be marginally worse—at least his suffering wasn’t eternal. A whip was coiled up opposite Jesus, a memento of some antipodean holiday, which gave the place a particularly menacing aura. There was a chinoiserie decorative screen behind Moran’s desk, presumably there to make him appear well-traveled and culturally erudite, but instead rather looking like he was about to perform a magic trick. Tellingly, the room had a distinct absence of peeling paint and penetrating damp.

Eitan had always asserted that doctors, generally speaking, were nice people. A profession based firmly on the concept of care tends to attract a decent bunch, and, even if the hundred-hour-week junior doctor hellscape knocks a bit of compassion from some of them, most consultants still come out the other side as the sort of person you wouldn’t mind sharing a jalfrezi with. But, as in every other occupation, there are always a few bad apples—a murderous pope or a fireman on the nonce list. In medicine, like fatty turds, they tended to float to the top.

Moran flipped open his diary. “Why don’t we talk about today’s clinic?”

“Well, I think it went pretty —”

“By which I mean I’m going to talk and you’re going to listen intently, only speaking when I give the nod.”

“Roger that,” said Eitan, immediately regretting his breeziness when Moran stiffened in front of him.

“Speaking of rogering, perhaps you’d get through your clinic rather faster if you stopped flirting with patients old enough to have their own spinning jenny? I’m sure I don’t need to tell you that hospital protocol is to give the clinic phone number, not your personal booty-call hotline.”

“I find it establishes a rapport —”

“A rapport?” Moran howled. “You’re a rheumatologist, not a lion tamer. Your patients expect speedy assessment and a treatment plan, not a ninth-rate Rudolph Valentino. Project 2040 is all about the Efficiency Mindset, and that should be your buzzword from now on.”

That’s two words, Eitan managed to say in his head this time.

“Doling out random dusty tubes of drugs you’ve found, like you’re running some demented pick ’n’ mix? Call me old-fashioned, but I tend to write prescriptions. Oh, and we can do without the superhero nonsense too. I’m sure the doctors who treated that gentleman with gout did so to the best of their ability.”

Eitan bit his tongue so hard he almost drew blood. They did their best? That’s what you say about toddlers.

“And as for your mobile, I have no idea what you were doing, and I don’t want to know.” He paused and closed his notebook. “In fact, I do want to know. And before you answer, bear in mind that your secretary has kindly informed me that you don’t have a dog.”

Nina! What a traitor! After all he hadn’t done for her! But maybe Moran had a deeply buried human side. Perhaps a sliver of humanity could build a bridge between them—or at the very least get him out of there with his bollocks intact.

“It was personal, Dr. Moran, I’m sorry. Friends wishing me well on my first day back. They were being supportive. But I understand it wasn’t the best time. I’m sorry.”

Eitan held his breath and waited for Moran’s heart to melt. And, right on cue, the old fossil eased back into his chair.

“I’ve got children myself, Eitan. A fair bit younger than you—Duncan has recently qualified from Manchester, in fact. Davina and I were talking to him a couple of weeks ago about what he might specialize in—I was hoping he’d be a neurologist, and Davina clearly wanted him to say anesthesiology. And you know what he said? He said, ‘I don’t care, as long as I’m happy.’ And I’ve been reflecting on that these last couple of weeks, thinking that’s the most important thing of all in this game.”

Eitan nodded along. No one was immune to his rapport—it was only a case of unlocking it.

“But today I realized there’s something I want for Duncan far, far more than that. I just want him not to be an absolute fuck-up like you.”

Ouch. Maybe Moran had innate immunity.

“You want to talk personal? The state of you this morning when you arrived. Whatever the hell you said or did in my name at some debauched club last night? Is that personal too?”

Eitan suspected that anything he said would be taken down and used to permanently extinguish his career.

“You do realize that after each of these sessions, I fill out a form for the medical board? And at the bottom of this form I circle either ‘concerns’ or ‘no concerns’? We are literal hours into six months of this and you are already a gnat’s pube away from me circling ‘concerns,’ Dr. Rose, and bouncing you straight back into another one of those tribunals. Do you understand me?”

“Yes, of course, Dr. Moran.”

Eitan dropped his eyes, which landed straight on a pamphlet for Thrive at Jude’s, the so-called staff well-being program and another Plan 2040 innovation. Moran caught him looking at it.

“We’ve added a full medical screening for any staff over fifty-five. Had my CT colonography a couple of weeks ago, and Stuart Guy gave me a stress echocardiogram.”

And that was exactly it. They were happy to spunk thousands of pounds on a member of staff’s health as long as it was physical.

“Both plumb normal.”

“Oh, I’m sorry to hear that,” replied Eitan, genuinely surprised that Moran was probably in better shape than he was himself.

Moran puffed out his cheeks and crossed his arms. “It’s probably twenty years since we first met, isn’t it?”

Eitan’s stomach and hands balled into fists and the ring pinched into his skin. Was he really going to go there?

“The first of your little… mistakes. And yet here you are, decades later, still making them. But the big problem with this job is that when we make mistakes, Rose, people die. Don’t they?”

“I…” Eitan’s tongue wouldn’t do the work.

“If you can’t pull this together for yourself, or your patients, do it for your sister. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

Eitan barely croaked out, “Yes, Dr. Moran.”

“We’ve got a lot of changes coming in the hospital with Plan 2040, and none of them involve dead weights. Now, play the game and man up, or I’ll have you out of here faster than you can kill your patients. And this time you won’t get away with blaming it on the voices in your head. You know as well as I do that it’s perfectly possible to have an illness and still be an incompetent arsehole.”

How dare he? Bringing up his illness like that. His sister. Eitan felt breathless with rage. He pulled the Histamize spray out his pocket the moment he was outside the room and took a deep sniff. Empty. Fuck everything.


DAILY MAIL, PAGE 11, 5 MARCH 2000

UNI TRAGEDY: Talented Teenager Died After Horror Infection Mistaken for Hangover, Inquest Hears

A promising music student tragically died after a boozy night out, when the symptoms of a lethal disease were dismissed as a hangover, delaying essential medical attention for hours, an inquest was told.

Elodie Rose, 17, a pupil at the exclusive £11,000-a-year girls’ school Godolphin and Latymer in West London, had been partying on 18 November 1999 with her older brother, and woke the next morning with a high fever and vomiting. Brother Eitan, 19, a second-year medical student at Imperial College in London, said he failed to raise the alarm straightaway because he thought that Elodie was just feeling the effects of the night before. He eventually called for an ambulance to his student digs in South Kensington when he discovered she had lost consciousness.

Medics at St. Jude’s Hospital found that Elodie had been struck with meningococcal sepsis, a dangerous infection of the lining of the brain which spreads to the blood. As the medical team battled to save Elodie, her parents, Professor Arnold and Mrs. Eva Rose, raced from their holiday home in France to be by their daughter’s bedside, but she died in the Intensive Care Unit before they could get there, on 20 November 1999.

In a statement read out to the court, Elodie’s parents said she was “a bright, kind and charming girl with infinite possibilities ahead of her.” Elodie had a place to study at the Guildhall School of Music and Drama.

The family made no statement after the hearing, but a concerned friend claimed their lives had been destroyed by the tragedy. “It’s ripped them apart,” said the family friend. “Eitan and Elodie were inseparable. He adored her and she always looked up to him.”

Elodie’s brother, Eitan, is understood to be continuing his medical training. When approached for comment, a representative for Imperial College said, “We do not discuss individual students.”
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CHAPTER FIVE

Gay Paris

It says a lot when you sleep significantly better in a bus station than on your own mattress, and Eitan held Moran entirely to blame. How dare he bring Elodie into it. Eitan played over various director’s cuts of their conversation in his head—everything from a selection box of witty retorts to driving a stapler through Moran’s stupid eye and out the back of his stupid skull. He checked the coast was clear and ducked into Stairwell F, where Dave Webb was waiting between floors two and three.

“We really should stop meeting like this, Dr. Rose.”

He said that every time, presumably a hangover from watching too many bad movies, and leaving his patter as stale as the fug from his blue and white uniform. Strictly speaking, Eitan had told Moran the truth when he said that Webb had never approached him—Eitan had done all the chasing himself, the second he found out from one of the interns that there was a pharmacist with something of a portfolio career. Plus a flair for creativity, it turned out. Eitan felt a little guilty whenever someone sympathized with him over his incessant allergies, knowing that they were both completely fictional and being treated with liquid cocaine.

Eitan had agonized about whether to text Webb. In an ideal world, the world he’d worked hard to inhabit for the past few months and had certainly planned to remain in, he would have jettisoned this habit—but this week was turning out to be that bit too much for him to deal with. In short, his plan had underestimated the full awfulness of Douglas Moran. It was only a tiny bit of chemical assistance, he told himself, and it would only be for the first couple of days. But he told himself a lot of things. “There you go,” he said, handing over a bunch of twenties.

“Merci, madame, enchanté.” Webb reached into the pocket of his tunic as he prattled on and pulled out a fresh nasal spray.

“I might have to call time on these magic moments if Moran keeps sniffing around you,” Eitan said. “He already wants my guts for guacamole.”

Webb’s jaw clenched involuntarily at Moran’s name. He took a moment to find the words, which finally slithered out of his mouth. “He’ll back off, don’t you worry. I’ve got friends in low places.”

Maybe he’d been watching too much Sopranos. Unless he meant Sean, the mortuary attendant in the basement.

“Right, I’d better get back to it,” said Webb, slinking up the stairs. “Got another drop.”

“See you later, Pablo.”

Next on Eitan’s list of pick-me-ups was the somewhat less frowned upon Toblerone he was 90 percent sure he had stashed in his bottom drawer. He opened the door to his office to find Margaret and Nina ransacking the place. Margaret was poking through his desk like a rat in a bin, shuffling through various empty Diet Coke cans, pamphlets, deodorant bottles and god knows what else, while Nina was rifling through the stack of notes on his admin trolley. Perhaps they were after his Toblerone, too?

“Can I help?” asked Eitan.

“Why can’t you keep anything tidy? It’s not fair that I have to pick my way through all this detritus, Eitan,” sighed Margaret.

“Great news!” he replied. “You don’t! It’s my desk. Or have you annexed that as well?”

“She’s lost her phone,” said Nina.

“Well, I very much doubt it’s in a Pringles tube,” said Eitan. “Have you tried ringing it?”

“Of course I’ve tried ringing it,” spat Margaret. “Dingbats. I have to take Lilt to the vet’s now.”

“I’m late for a meeting, Margaret, but I’ll have a look for it when I’m done, OK?”

Margaret smiled. “Thank you. And I’m sorry for snapping,” she said in her soft Scottish brogue. “I’m sure it’ll turn up.” Concern spread across her face—it was almost touching. “You know there are television programs where they help hoarders sort through their things?”
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When he left the house, Eitan was pretty pleased with his work/date outfit: skinny jeans that functioned as an effective corset for his thighs, and a white shirt with a subtle Vivienne Westwood logo on the pocket, which he reckoned said “successful man about town who shops on Bond Street.” But now it suddenly felt a lot more “Outlet mall, 2016, reduced to £18,” which was, as it happened, the truth.

Not that there was much of a dress code at the hospital canteen, grandly and bafflingly named A Taste of Paris, and located in one of the pre-fab shelters that constituted at least half of the hospital. At least half of every hospital. Its sign outside was an anemic croissant and a baguette seemingly modeled on a fallen bollard, wonkily positioned in front of a pixelated Eiffel Tower. Eitan walked in for his brunch date. Brunch. A date. Neither of those things would have interested Eitan even a month ago, but now he was borderline buzzing at the thought of a pain au choc with a near stranger. He owl-necked at its tables, superbugs wiped across them every six hours or so with the cloth that had once mopped the brow of the dying Lord Nelson. The usual clientele. Patients in bum-exposing gowns, their arms attached to drip stands, fed up with the slop on the ward and discovering that the alternative was somehow even worse. Nurses and doctors deep-throating pre-packed sandwiches as quickly as they could in their lunch-minute—he’d been there a lot. Terrified relatives nursing lukewarm lattes—he’d been there too. And, in one corner, with the light of heaven shining directly on him, Cole. He stood and waved. “Eitan!”

Eitan bounded up to his table and stuck out his hand—it had been so long since he’d been on a date that he couldn’t quite remember the rules. Cole countered with a hug. Strong. Solid. 8/10.

They headed to the metal troughs and heaped up their plates with brunch—a couple of slices of solidified scrambled egg for Eitan and what was advertised as “shakshuka” for Cole, although it looked more like someone had dropped an egg into a bowl of cream of tomato soup.

“How was work last night?” Eitan asked as they sat back down to taste their Paris.

Cole shrugged. “It pays the gas bill. Well, it used to. Now it contributes the best it can. What is it you do here?”

“I’m a rheumatologist,” said Eitan, wishing it was something sexier. Neurosurgery. Air ambulance, maybe?

“Ah! Snap, crackle and pop, we call it,” said Cole. Eitan liked that—he hadn’t heard it before. “I haven’t seen you round here? But I guess the hospital’s a big place.”

“I’m just back actually. After… a tech sabbatical.” It wasn’t a total lie—he’d mostly spent his days on Uber Eats and Candy Crush. Whatever the rules were, not mentioning the details of your mad leave (as Fiona always called it) was most likely one of them. “How about you?”

“I’m a porter,” said Cole.

“Oh, very good,” said Eitan, with a see-what-you-did-there smirk.

Cole’s smile faltered. “Someone’s got to do it,” he said.

“Exactly,” said Eitan. “Birds do it, bees do it.”

Still nothing.

“You really are a porter?” clarified Eitan, suddenly feeling bad that he’d assumed that you couldn’t have that job and a working knowledge of biblical genealogy, and worrying quite how insulting he’d been.

“Oh, you were doing a Cole Porter bit?” said Cole. “What’s it called—nominative determinism? I guess I could get a job as an Old King next?”

His smile reappeared, much to Eitan’s relief. And what a smile it was. Eitan bet it came in handy in the hospital: it wasn’t only swipe cards that opened doors. A code blue went off, alerting half a dozen doctors, who abandoned their trays and skedaddled outside. Cole looked over at them.

“You’re all heroes if you ask me,” said Cole.

Eitan laid his hand on Cole’s wrist and felt a crackle of electricity.

“I sit in a room, adjust the dose of someone’s steroids, then tell them to come back in three months so I can adjust them again. Probably to the original dose.”

“Well, that proves it,” said Cole. “No hero would ever admit to being a hero.”

Eitan tried not to roll his eyes.

“Except Batman,” Cole added. “Arrogant little shit.”

As they rattled through the standard-issue first-date questions, Eitan thought of Elodie—she had very specific criteria when it came to matters of the heart. Matters of Eitan’s heart in particular, given his first catastrophic crack at gay dating. It was a small mercy that his cautionary tale of box dye predated any Facebook evidence.

“Just be yourself,” she’d told him. It didn’t feel like a great plan right now—why would this vision of youth and energy have any interest in a mentally ill, life-beaten wrecking ball? But their personal favorites seemed to complement each other nicely. Box sets (Eitan: Breaking Bad, Cole: Black Mirror), profanities (fuckhead, twat), takeaways (Domino’s, Indian), musicians (Ben Folds, Janelle Monáe). Eitan imagined Elodie ticking boxes on a flip chart. “Cool, but not pretentious. Good taste in swearing.”

Cole said his favorite book was The Great Gatsby.

“Oh, did you have to do it at school?” asked Eitan.

Cole swept his fringe to the side. “No, I just like it. You know, how money can’t buy you happiness. Or class.”

“I guess I don’t know how many porters would choose that?” said Eitan, then immediately wanted to stuff the words back into his mouth.

“What are we meant to read? Dan Brown? The Very Hungry Caterpillar? There’s the odd bookshelf in council estates, you’ll be astonished to hear.”

Fuck fuck fuck. Cole patted his legs, ready to stand up.

“Don’t go, I’m sorry. I’m out of practice at this. And I wasn’t any good even when I was in practice. You’re smart and funny and clearly out of my league and I’m nervous and that was crap. Double-crap because I know what it’s like to be judged about…” How much of his life did he want to give away? “About all sorts of things. Can we start again? Please?”

“It’s fine, I get it a lot, don’t stress. You posh fuck.” The twinkle in Cole’s eyes toggled back on. “Best… holiday?” Cole asked lots of questions, but he wasn’t prying; he seemed genuinely interested. “So what about your family, then—got any brothers or sisters?”

Eitan impressed himself by not stuttering or blinking, simply channeling his inner junior minister and answering a slightly different question. “Parents divorced. My mum likes a drink. Or drink likes my mum. And I see my dad once a year, which we’re both pretty happy with—I think he’d rather I was straight.”

“Why do you think that?”

“He wrote me a twelve-page letter telling me.”

It felt unfair to Elodie not to mention her, especially here. The decor and the table layout might have changed in the ensuing decades, but he still remembered almost to the exact inch where he’d been sitting when he found out she’d died. His father didn’t even have to say the words as he walked toward Eitan—his mouth hanging slack, his eyes reduced to tired pinholes. Eitan shivered at the memory, but quickly shook it off—he didn’t want to bring the mood down. She’d have wanted that even less.

Brunch morphed into lunch, and the pair of them barely noticed as the tables emptied and filled up over and over. “I’m on an admin day,” said Eitan. “And I have no intention of doing any admin. How about we head somewhere that does marginally better food? I’m thinking… any other hospitality establishment on earth?”

“Ahh, I don’t mind it here,” said Cole. “It’s good for people-watching.”

It was also good for people-listening. Exhibit A: the unmistakable vicious whispering of a stifled row at the table next door. Nothing too unusual about that, except that one of the participants was Dr. Moran. That wasn’t too unusual either, except on this occasion he was having it out with his wife, Davina Hallowell, one of the consultant anesthesiologists. She had stuck with her maiden name, Eitan had decided, out of sheer embarrassment.

Eitan wasn’t sure if he’d ever seen them together like this—he didn’t tend to think of Moran as a human with a home and a marital bed. Whatever this row was about, Eitan was on Hallowell’s side.

“Who’s that, then?” whispered Cole, following his gaze.

“My nemesis. Well, one of them.”

“Oh, yeah?”

Another landmine he didn’t especially want to tread on.

“Hang on, looks like we’re getting to a good bit.”

She batted away his attempt to lay a hand on her arm.

“Get off me, Douglas.”

“But Davina…” It was undeniably enjoyable for Eitan to see Moran on the back foot—like trapping the wasp that just stung you in a jar. He tried again with a calming hand.

“I said leave me alone, you pervert.”

If this had been a saloon in a western, the piano player would’ve stopped right then. As it was, the only soundtrack in A Taste of Paris was the gasping of a coffee machine in urgent need of palliation. A firetruck-red Hallowell got to her feet. Moran stood up to follow her and, inevitably, caught Eitan’s gaze.

This was the first place the two of them had met. It hadn’t had the big Taste of Paris rebrand then—it was still the St. Judes’ Canteen, with its well-intended but ultimately misplaced apostrophe. The tables were the same Formica squares, though, and the lasagna in the trough seemed roughly the same age too.

“Elodie Rose’s brother?” he’d said. He remembered the exact table—two across from where he was sat, toward the window—the strange specificity of grief. Eitan had nodded and stared down at his untouched toast, waiting for the “Sorry for your loss” or the “We did everything we could.”

“An interesting case,” he’d said. Interesting? What the fuck was interesting about your sister dying? He could have lined up every adjective in the English language, and almost every single one of them would have come before “interesting.” Tragic. Heartbreaking. Awful. He struggled to think of a single one less appropriate. Sexy, maybe?

“Looks like he’s her nemesis too,” said Cole. “Why’s he yours?”

Eitan sighed. He’d find out as soon as he mentioned Eitan’s name to a couple of people anyway—gossip traveled through the hospital via the air vents. But he didn’t know yet, and that felt refreshing.

“He… wasn’t very kind to me as a medical student.” No word of a lie. “And he’s still a bit of a…”

“Cunt?” suggested Cole.

“You’re a very good judge of character,” said Eitan.

“Fossils like him need to lighten up.”

“You could fill him with helium and he still wouldn’t float. Honestly, I spent a large percentage of yesterday thinking of different ways of taking revenge on the bastard.”

Cole smiled. Mischievously.

“Let’s get him back, then.”

Get him back? That’s what kids on playgrounds do, not adults with jobs and responsibilities and… supervision orders. But the kid on the playground clearly still lived in the back of Cole’s eyes.

“Just a little trick, maybe?”

Cole held his hands out, and Eitan grabbed them, steadying their tremble. Eitan imagined him jumping up and down in front of the TV as a child.

“I’m not sure he’s the sort of person who responds well to tricks.”

“Didn’t you ever put plastic wrap on the toilet when you were a kid? A water balloon above the door?”

Eitan tried to imagine his father finding humor in a prank. He didn’t even find humor in humor.

“My favorite was moving furniture around,” Cole squeaked, becoming increasingly animated, his accent sharpening. “Even if you shift something like a couple of inches, it drives them mad. He’ll be bumping into everything, like an auntie after too much wine.”

Eitan smiled. “What are you? Ten? Life isn’t a Roald Dahl book.”

“Ooh, an author you think I’ve heard of! Come on—live a little. Let’s sneak up to his office and give the place a discreet makeover.”

This was, by every possible measurable metric, a deeply terrible idea. Eitan obviously knew this. But Cole’s enthusiasm was undeniably infectious and had left Eitan a lovestruck teenager. Also, fuck Moran—the very least he deserved was a bruised knee. Eitan reached into his pocket, then took a deep puff of Histamize.

“Go on, then.” For Elodie.







CHAPTER SIX

Prank Call

When they first walked into Moran’s lair, Eitan felt like Thelma and Louise picking up the keys to the Thunderbird. The room was deathly quiet and the air heavy, like a storm was due. Then it just seemed… odd; being there without the pop-eyed monster tearing him a new one. But as Cole nudged the furniture around, and Shiny Jesus stared down disapprovingly, Eitan felt something he hadn’t for decades: naughty. He’d often been bad. Reckless, absolutely. But he hadn’t been naughty since he was, what, eleven? Bunking off school with Elodie to go to PetsWorld. Why even PetsWorld? Their parents never allowed them so much as a stick insect.

Eitan joined in, sliding the suprisingly flimsy chinoiserie screen, then heaving Moran’s filing cabinet with his full body weight. He managed to shift it a solid millimeter, but in fairness it hadn’t been arms day at the gym for nearly three years. The absurdity made him giggle and the effort made him gasp. The two of them stood and waited for their breathing to slow back to normal. They looked at each other. And kept looking. And looking.

Eitan leaned across the space between them, half closing his eyes, hovering in anticipation as he parted his lips, hoping the world’s least authentic Singaporean noodles hadn’t done too critical a number on his breath. But nothing happened. When Eitan opened his eyes again, Cole hadn’t moved. He was standing there still, grinning wider than ever.

“The mission is not yet complete, Dr. Rose.” That youthful spirit. That carefreeness. There was definitely something of the Elodies in there, something unspoiled by the world. And that smile. Armies would march for that smile one day, Eitan was quite sure.

Cole began opening drawers and Eitan felt the first panicked waves of stomach acid rising. “What are you doing? I thought we were only moving the furniture?”

“Relax… Moran certainly does.” Cole fished a bottle of whisky out of Moran’s bottom drawer. Eitan smiled uneasily. He remembered why he’d grown out of naughty—there are consequences. He tentatively opened the first drawer of the filing cabinet. And then paused. “Umm, and here’s what he gets up to after that…”

His fingers were like chopsticks plunging into yakisoba as they pulled out what was unmistakably women’s underwear. He was far from expert in the terminology used here, but they were silky, purple and rather scanty. If Moran was into wearing women’s knickers, he was delusional about sizing—these wouldn’t cover half an arse cheek. Although it might explain Hallowell calling him a pervert.

Eitan, light-headed and desperate to hear Cole’s laugh again, put the knickers on his head. “Do I get a kiss now?”

Cole grabbed Eitan’s face hard but kissed him gently, running his tongue over his lips.

“I’m jealous, though,” laughed Cole. “You don’t have a hat like that you can lend me?”

Another laugh, followed by a hand on his trousers. What should have been a quick unbuttoning was rather more complicated thanks to the skinniness of Eitan’s jeans and thirty-six too many Domino’s in the preceding four months. Cole pulled his own trousers round his ankles while Eitan hunched over him, breathing deeply into his ear.

When the door flung open, there wasn’t a human being on earth, family members included, who Eitan less wanted to appear in his direct line of sight than Dr. Douglas Moran. No emoji could convey the horror, anger, bewilderment and confusion that flashed across Moran’s eyes.

“Rose, what the hell?”

Cole re-trousered and shot out the room like a ferret from a howitzer. Moran was too busy slow-shaking his features at Eitan to care.

“Dr. Moran…” stuttered Eitan. “I can… I can totally explain.” Obviously he couldn’t. Not even partially. He had broken into the man’s office, rooted through his drawers and now had his trousers down, with a pair of women’s underpants on his head. Self-evidently, his career was vaporized, like an ice cream in a stir-fry.

But, as with all medics, Douglas Moran had learned a world-class poker face, the benign mask you adopt as your patient witters on about anything from their mucopurulent discharge to their fetish cave. He breathed out deeply through his nose and reset his expression to neutral.

“Take off what you shouldn’t be wearing, put back on what you should, and I’ll see you here, first thing in the morning.”

Guilty gurgles replaced the words that Eitan couldn’t find. He made his way to the door. Moran raised his hand as if swiping up on the world. “You really are a fool, Rose, do you know that?” He sighed. “The worst of it is, you could have been a genuinely good doctor. First thing tomorrow. Now get out.”

Eitan walked through the door, closed it behind him and wept.







CHAPTER SEVEN

Every Cloud

When he was an intern, months out of medical school, an anesthesiologist had told Eitan the secret hack to falling asleep. No need to go full Michael Jackson with the propofol; all you need is two Benadryl and a good slug of red wine. It fucking worked too. Although sometimes, depending on the weight of the day, Eitan took three Benadryl rather than two, and sometimes the slug would be a bit more generous. Last night it measured precisely three bottles, which did the job very nicely indeed.

He even enjoyed a pleasant few seconds when he first woke up and couldn’t remember the contents of the previous day. It was clearly too big to stay forgotten for long, though. He sat on the corner of his bed, playing out a series of alternative futures, each more depressing than the last. How could he have been so stupid, letting himself get carried away like that? A cat chasing a laser pointer over a cliff. And, more pressingly, what the fuck was he going to do? He’d used up all his chances. There was nothing and nobody left to scapegoat. He couldn’t blame his mental illness any more than his eczema or his tonsil stones.

His surroundings certainly weren’t making things feel any sunnier—a basement studio wasn’t the ideal environment in which to have your universe disintegrate around you. Fiona called it “the cell” and Mo claimed the damp agitated his asthma. (Asthma he’d never once mentioned in the course of their five-year relationship.)

After they broke up, Eitan wanted to find the opposite of their suburban three-bedroom new build. He’d never even heard of Raynes Park before they moved there—it sounded made-up, like Westeros or Hobbiton. The thought of living on Sloane Square, in the middle of it all, an address that was every bit as glamorous and desirable as Eitan himself wasn’t, proved too tempting to resist. He’d once heard some self-declared property expert on TV wang on about buying the worst house on the best street, and Flat 19A, Court Lodge, Sloane Square, certainly fit that bill. It was originally a cupboard for a now redundant boiler, repurposed by an estate agent, who crossed his cloven hooves behind his back and marketed it as a one-bed flat. He supposed it was technically a flat with one bed in it, albeit very little else. There wasn’t even space for a bookshelf, so Eitan had hauled armfuls of paperbacks to the thrift store and invested in a Kindle, which had the added advantage of nobody knowing if you’re reading homoerotic fiction on your commute. But he would have loved a window to stare dolefully out of.

What to do? Enough time had gone by that he no longer reflexively tried to call Elodie when he was in a hole—he kept her number on his phone, even though the network had long since cut it off. His mother would be in a Smirnoff stupor until noon and like fuck was he going to tell his dad.

Mo would have the answers—kind, brilliant Mo. He always managed to find the clearest straight line to a practical solution. Was it too early to call? He looked at his watch: 5 a.m. “I’ll always be there for you—any time” were his parting words as he helped Eitan with the last of his moving boxes. Well, he was about to put that to the test. Straight to voicemail.

He cursed Alasdair, Eitan’s successor, who doubtless had a “no phones in bed” policy. Stupid, useless Mo.

He stared at the ceiling for a few more hours, then began the trudge through the park to the hospital. It wasn’t until he was close enough to smell the disinfectant and C. diff that he realized he hadn’t been in touch with Cole since he’d made his escape from Moran’s office. He reached for his phone.

I’m sorry about yesterday. I should have messaged. Are you ok?

Nothing.
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Maybe it was sleep deprivation, but Eitan felt a peculiar emotion wash through him as he traipsed along the St. Jude’s lino—a kind of aching pre-nostalgia. There was probably some wildly specific German word to describe it. He was going to miss the unnaturally fast revolving door that had once famously removed the finger of a physiotherapy student. He smiled warmly at the huge, much-photographed sign that pointed to the EMEGENCY ROOM. He’d miss the patients most of all—the reason he had converted his straight A’s into medicine instead of something rather more lucrative. What a waste of twenty years of his life, donated to medicine at the expense of almost everything else. A particular waste of the last two, fighting tooth and nail to hang on to his job, only to shit it up the wall.

He thought it would probably be polite to say goodbye to Margaret on his way to see Moran. And he could retrieve his Toblerone at the same time. She was one step ahead, already weeping dramatically at her desk. Again. Nina stood by her side, the flat of her left hand moving slowly back and forth over Margaret’s back. How had she heard already? And, pleased as he was that she’d taken the news so badly, he wasn’t quite sure why—they didn’t exactly have matching friendship bracelets, and she’d she’d finally get to take full possession of his office. Maybe it was all the extra clinics she’d inevitably wind up doing—they’d failed to replace Eleanor Gibney, and that was two years ago.

“Let’s not go overboard!” he ventured, hoping to lighten the mood. “It’s not like I’m dying!”

Margaret’s sobs turned into a wail. “For god’s sake, Eitan!” snapped Nina. “Show some respect!”

Eitan realized in an instant of simultaneous relief and disappointment that he wasn’t the reason for Margaret’s tears. It had to be one of the cats. He sighed and prepared himself to sympathize, even though cats are a good deal more replaceable than medical licenses.

Margaret wiped her wet face with medical-grade blue roll. “It’s Douglas,” she stuttered. “Dr. Moran.”

“He died,” hissed Nina.

“A massive MI,” added Margaret, before bursting into fuller, more desolate tears.

“A heart attack,” Nina clarified, with a lack of faith in Eitan’s medical knowledge that he found alarming.

Eitan’s mouth fell open and his eyes widened. Fingers from both of his hands alighted upon his cheeks. Realizing his reaction probably appeared less like grief and more like what it really was, he let out a nicely ambiguous “No!” The sensation was almost extracorporeal—he’d only felt it once before, when he’d misread an email from the lottery and thought he’d won a million pounds. (He’d actually won £25.) If Moran was dead, then he’d got away with it. The house had landed squarely on the Wicked Witch of the East—what were the fucking chances? Probably about the same as winning the lottery.

With relief and disbelief threatening to overflow into out-and-out celebration, he turned back to Margaret and Nina, offered his condolences, then grabbed his phone.

Big news. Everything’s fine. Better than fine. Roof?

Cole is typing…







CHAPTER EIGHT

Eitan Rose and the Chamber of Secrets

Eitan mainly didn’t spin a cartwheel because he thought it was an unsafe thing to do on a roof. And also because he’d never spun a cartwheel in his life. He offered Cole a rather less acrobatic high-five.

“Eitan! A man’s died!” Cole gasped. “It might be good for your job, my job, but… what about his poor family?”

Yes, fair enough; poor Davina—he didn’t have any beef with her. And while he’d talked about revenge, he definitely didn’t mean this level of karma. But from where he stood, it still felt like a meter-thick, practically cloudless silver lining. And it wasn’t only about Eitan’s job. It was about Elodie as well. For his constant sanctimony, Moran was hardly doctor of the year himself. He was the negligent medical resident on the worst night of Eitan’s life. One-all, fuckface.

“You didn’t know him.” Then he froze. “Wait… what if he didn’t die soon enough?”

Cole looked confused.

“Well, if I’d caught another consultant breaking into my office, with his trousers down and a set of lingerie on his head, I’m pretty sure I wouldn’t have been able to keep it to myself overnight.”

Cole, the calming oil on Eitan’s frothing sea of doubt, soothed him. “I can’t exactly see him heading straight to TikTok with it, can you?”

“No, but he could have sent an email.”

“Why don’t we nip back to his office and check?”

Eitan was genuinely shocked. As if Cole had just suggested performing a post-mortem circumcision.

“We did it yesterday,” Cole offered.

“And how did that go?! This is my mess, Cole. I should really —”

Cole kissed him into silence. “Not your mess. My dumb idea.” Cole waggled his security pass. “After work. We can be in and out in two minutes and nobody will know.”

Eitan bit his lip. As much as he’d convinced himself he’d accepted his fate, the thought of keeping his job after all was fairly irresistible. It’s what he was trained to do, probably what he was designed to do. And, crucially, the only thing he knew how to do.
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While the rest of St. Jude’s was very much a 24-hour operation, the executive corridor wound down at 5 p.m. on the nose. Eitan and Cole waited till 5:30 just to be sure, then made their way to Moran’s office as nonchalantly as they could. Eitan started whistling as a cleaner walked by, which was roughly as nonchalant as Wile E. Coyote balancing an anvil.

One blip of Cole’s digital skeleton key later and they were inside. Eitan felt instantly uneasy—while he could be pretty certain Moran wouldn’t walk in this time, it still felt like rotten karma to be back at ground zero the very next day. Sweat beaded down his neck as the computer’s cold glow lit up the room, its login screen popping up within picoseconds. How come Moran got such a fast computer? Eitan half considered emailing IT to see if he could have first dibs on it. But before then, he had to find out if he still had a job, and the answer to that was on the other side of a password.

“Any ideas?” asked Eitan. Cole had clearly learned from the day before and listened at the door in case someone walked by to lay a wreath on Moran’s desk. Quite what they’d do if anyone did he was unsure. Hide behind a potted plant?

The hospital password system insisted on both numbers and letters, uppercase and lowercase, and as many characters as Game of Thrones. It wasn’t going to be easy, but who was to say he wouldn’t be able to work it out? After all, medicine was nothing if not detective work.

Cole strode over to help, leaning across the keyboard like a mechanic weighing up a knackered Fiesta. He pointed to a framed photograph of two boys on some kind of hike. They’d both dived head-first into the shallow end of the gene pool and found themselves with the same features as their dear departed dad.

“I don’t suppose you know his kids’ names, do you?” asked Cole. “It’s always a kid’s name.”

Damn, Eitan did know this. He was ransacking his brain—one was another Scottish D-name. Donald?

The answer came from an unexpected place. A loud voice outside the door. “No, Duncan. Why the hell would I know his social security number? You can tell HSBC to go fuck themselves.”

On the one hand, that was a useful bit of intel. But on more hands than Vishnu, this was extremely bad news. Eitan wanted to scream “I knew this was a terrible idea!” if it wouldn’t have made things markedly worse. Or “Why the fuck did you stop watching the door?” which was also a good point. Cole looked round desperately, then gestured to the screen behind Moran’s desk, and Eitan followed him behind it, as if he were a five-year-old playing hide-and-seek at a birthday party, rather than a panicking middle-aged man.

The door creaked open, schlocky horror fashion, and in strode Davina Hallowell.

She sat down at the desk, quickly typing what turned out to be the correct password. She clicked, tapped and scrolled for a minute or so, her eyes narrowed in almost furious concentration. Then she picked up Moran’s diary, the one where he’d registered every cough and fart Eitan had produced in clinic, leafed through the pages, scanning for god-knows-what and chucked it on the side.

She surveyed the room, then strode to the filing cabinet and opened the top drawer. Much as he was a fan of heist movies, Eitan wasn’t particularly enjoying being in one himself—he held his breath and prayed to any god who might have been listening that his phone didn’t go off. It was actually his stomach which betrayed him. Not even a polite gurgle, but a rattling growl. Clearly nobody in Ocean’s Eleven had particularly bad IBS. He pulled his arms into a tight seatbelt, in case they miraculously muffled the noise, and hoped she somehow hadn’t heard his colonic concerto.

She might have flung back the screen and nabbed him had the knickers not been such an eye-catching Pantone purple. She paused, then stared down at them as if they were radioactive, before turning them over and over in her hands, perhaps hoping they would mutate into something more innocuous.

“Pervert,” muttered Hallowell, before stuffing them into her handbag and marching across to the opposite wall. She ran her fingers over the whip slowly, deliberately, as if reading Braille, before taking it down and running the length of it through her half-closed fist. She glanced around, as if she knew she wasn’t alone, then coiled up the whip as small as it would go and tossed her coat over it. And with that she left.

Eitan and Cole didn’t emerge from behind the screen for a good two minutes. Cole was first out, and sat down at the computer. “What the fuck was all that about?” he asked.

Eitan wasn’t sure. He tried to think of other times he’d met Hallowell, before the incident in the canteen. She usually seemed pretty calm and together, as anesthesiologists generally are—it’s not where the panickers tend to end up, luckily enough. But with her husband only recently at room temperature, what had just happened was definitely weird. She’d clearly come in looking for something, and she’d found it: an ornamental whip and some knickers. They can’t have been hers—or if they were, she didn’t seem particularly pleased by the reunion.

Cole tapped the keyboard and the screen bounced into life.

“How did you see the password from back there?”

Cole gestured to a curled-up Post-it note stuck to the desk. On it, the magic code: Krebs!1961. “Classic old people.”

Eitan laughed, failing to mention that he did exactly the same thing with his computer, then leaned over and delved into the sent items folder of Moran’s Outlook. He let out a sigh of relief. “That’s it, then,” he said, closing down the PC. “It’s like it never happened!”

They high-fived, and Cole shot him that smile that could melt marble. He wanted to spend a lot more time with that smile. It wasn’t fair lying to him—he needed to put a pin in this now, before the lie metastasized out of control. Eitan took a deep breath.

“I have to tell you something.” Telling a new person about his illness was like coming out, cubed. A sentence that would change their perception of him forever—tarnishing everything he would say afterward with a thin smear of judgment, making them silently worry about every single patient who came through his doors.

“Thing is, I didn’t take a sabbatical to work in tech—that wasn’t entirely true. In fact, it was entirely untrue. I was suspended. I’d been ill. A patient died—not my fault, but there was a complaint and I think it sent me a bit… Well, anyway. I had… an episode, and now I’m on parole basically. Everyone treats me like I’m a fucking leper. Worse than a leper, actually—they’d care about a patient with leprosy.”

“OK…” Cole paced round in a figure of eight. “Why did you lie to me?”

Great. Another disappointed face to add to the collection. “I didn’t want you to think any less of me.”

“And why would I think less of you?”

“Because doctors aren’t meant to get ill. They’re definitely not meant to need a psychiatrist. And who wants a crazy boyfriend?”

“I’m your boyfriend now, am I?”

Eitan let out a close-mouthed squeak, like he’d just trodden on a dog toy, and Cole hugged him. There’s a lot of nuance to a hug. It can be a lazy way to avoid difficult conversations, or it can be an entire conversation in itself. Right now, Eitan felt safe. He felt understood.

“I’m sorry for causing you extra stress,” said Cole. “I suspect it’s not what you need right now. Let’s do this somewhere else.” He reached across the desk and grabbed Moran’s diary. “Anything in here? She was pretty interested in it.”

Eitan snatched it from Cole and flicked through the pages. He turned to the previous day’s date, then gasped and snapped the diary shut as if to prevent a horde of demons from flying out. He held it tightly to his chest and ran to the door.


EXTRACT FROM DR. DOUGLAS MORAN’S DIARY

—Entered my office, 4th floor admin corridor, at 1840.

—Dr. Rose and one other individual present.

—Other individual—male, approximately 6ft in height, approx age 25, muscular build, blond hair, blue eyes, clean shaven, trousers and undergarments removed.

—Dr. Rose was stood behind my desk wearing a shirt. Trousers and undergarments around his ankles.

—Other individual bent forward over my desk in front of Dr. Rose, hips flexed to 90 degrees.

—Dr. Rose and other individual seemingly engaged in anopenetrative sexual intercourse, with other individual the anoreceptive partner.

—Dr. Rose disengaged from apparent coitus immediately after I entered the room.

—Both parties reconstituted their clothing.

—The other individual exited the room, penis tumescent.

—Left office at 1842.

To inform tomorrow:

1. Suzanne Gillow

2. Medical board

3. Royal College of Physicians
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CHAPTER NINE

Cold Case

Eitan wasn’t exactly gliding through the air the next morning, but there was a definite spring in his step as he hurried through the hospital car park. Although Moran’s death was of course a source of sadness for his loved ones (his wife potentially aside), from where Eitan was standing, the picture was an awful lot brighter. Not only was his job safe, but he’d never have to sit through another of those arse-kickings in clinic. And while he wasn’t usually one for psychotwaddle, this felt very much like “closure,” twenty-four years in the making. He waved a cheery hello to a passing porter—he felt a fresh connection with them these days, and a vague guilt that he’d never really noticed them much before.

He couldn’t shake the feeling that something was a bit weird about Hallowell’s treasure hunt in her late unlamented husband’s office. Mourners did strange things, sure, but her expletives didn’t sound like the usual grieving-widow patter. Eitan accepted he’d had the occasional tendency to turn instant noodles into a ten-course tasting menu, but something was definitely up here—she was in there looking for some kind of evidence.

There was something else too: the bloke had told him in his office that he’d had a normal stress echo. It’s literally the “are you about to have a heart attack?” test—the textbooks say the chance of your heart conking out after being signed off is one in two hundred. Sure, nothing’s ever certain, and in Stuart Guy’s hands you might as well ask a Magic 8 ball, but Eitan’s job was all about gut instincts: spotting the malignancy from the malingerer the moment they walk in the room. Right now, his gut was speaking louder than during one of his apricot-induced IBS flare-ups.

“Dr. Hallowell,” said Eitan when he bumped into her in the corridor. It would be rather pushing it to say this was a coincidence—he’d been waiting outside the anesthesiology department for forty minutes. “My name’s Eitan Rose—I’m one of the rheumatologists.”

Hallowell sighed and held her phone to her chest. “I know who you are.” Their bedroom banter must have been scintillating.

“I just wanted to say, I was so sorry to hear about Dr. Moran. He was a… great mentor to me.”

He was happy to tell a white lie to a grieving widow.

“More than a mentor, an inspiration. A visionary, if you think about what he was achieving with Project 2040, and —”

She shot him a smile which barely reached her nostrils. “Well, I’m very sorry for your loss, Dr. Rose.”

Shit, this wasn’t going well. “It’s good to see you back so soon. It must be a comfort to be… here, where he was so respected.” He had no idea what he was saying.

“The waiting lists are too long for me to sit at home reading sympathy cards,” she said, her expression as fixed as the photo on her husband’s desk. “The show must go on. It’s what Douglas would have wanted.”

That was the saddest part. Moran would have wanted exactly that: half an hour of measured grieving, then back to the grindstone. When Margaret’s mother died, Moran only agreed to give her time off for the funeral if she arranged her own cover. Which had been Eitan, naturally. And Margaret was one of Moran’s best mates.

“If it’s any consolation,” said Eitan, a phrase that guarantees whatever follows will be absolutely no consolation whatsoever, “Dr. Moran is utterly irreplaceable.” Unless of course Lucifer were to emerge from the bowels of hell via a sinkhole. Right, enough pleasantries—the first step in reaching a diagnosis was taking a careful history.

“Where was he, I wonder, when he was taken?”

Taken, as if he’d been plucked from the earth by a pterodactyl.

Dr. Hallowell drew her spine up to its full height. “And why might you wonder such a thing, doctor?”

A reasonable question. His patients tended not to push back like this—they’d generally assume there was some clever reason why he asked anything.

“I’d… be honored to organize some flowers from the department—to lay where the tragedy occurred.”

She read his expression for a few seconds. “I can’t give you the exact coordinates of where they scooped him up—he was out jogging near Kilburn Park Road.”

Moran? That zeppelin in a suit? He’d never exactly screamed “health nut.” Also, it made him the only jogger in the UK not to mention their 10Ks in every conversation.

“Something wrong, Dr. Rose?”

“I didn’t know he was into his fitness, I suppose.”

“He was into all sorts of things.”

Eitan couldn’t remember disdain being one of the five stages of grief. Hallowell looked away, her hands gripping her phone so tightly she was in genuine danger of crushing the screen. Hands that no longer wore a wedding ring—that was quick. Was she on Hinge already, too?

“Now, don’t let me keep you,” she said and walked off. Perhaps they’d met at charm school?
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Cole accompanied Eitan to the Postgraduate Education Centre, for a debrief on Dr. Moran’s death. He wasn’t sure why they were having a debrief—were all theater staff about to be asked to wear black scrubs out of respect?

“What kind of cheese is this?” asked Eitan, as they split a vile wrap from A Taste of Paris.

“Doesn’t say. But it can’t be from a cow.”

“Can you milk dogs?” asked Eitan.

“Nah, this is badger cheese. I’d recognize it anywhere.”

Eitan smiled—he couldn’t remember the last time he’d had verbal volleys with an opponent of equal seeding. He liked it. He could hear Elodie laugh as well. He twirled the ring on his little finger—well, forced it round. Another pound of gourmandizing and he’d need a pair of pliers.

Eitan filled Cole in on his weird two minutes with the marginally warmer of the Moran household.

“Jogging?” said Cole, wiping his hands on his trousers.

“So she said, which… well, you saw him.”

“Didn’t look like he’d be able to run a bath.”

“Exactly. And here’s the weirder thing. He told me he’d had this test done, where they put you on a treadmill, then do an ultrasound of your heart.”

“So a stress echo? Bruce protocol, all of that.”

“Yeah, exactly. Sorry, I forget you’re a —”

“Non-idiot?”

Gah. “I was going for ‘health care professional.’ Anyway, the echo was normal, so he shouldn’t have really been going round having fatal heart attacks. Then the second I start talking to Hallowell about him jogging, she gets defensive. And she’s ditched her wedding ring. Do you think…” Eitan paused, nervous how it might sound coming out of his mouth. He scanned the car park, making sure his audience was limited to one. “Do you think she might have had something to do with his death?”

It was Cole’s turn to pause. “It’s a bit of a stretch.”

Great. Another massive star on the crazy chart. But then he stopped and puffed out one cheek. “I guess it could be a guilty conscience?”

“Exactly!” said Eitan. “Assuming she had a conscience.”

“Afternoon, Dr. Rose,” said Gillian Clipboard, who ran the Postgraduate Education Centre. That probably wasn’t the name on her birth certificate but it was how she was universally known at St. Jude’s. She stared at Cole like he’d just disemboweled her family dog. “Clinical staff only, I’m afraid.”

Eitan was about to tell her where to shove her clipboard when Cole said, “It’s always the same; don’t worry.” He blew Eitan a kiss, then shared a quick hug with Naomi, Gillow’s saint of a PA, as Ms. Clipboard waved the distinctly non-clinical finance director through the door. Eitan’s stomach gurgled with frustration—maybe he should have said something? The only thing necessary for the triumph of evil is for good men to do nothing, and all that. Or maybe there was some apricot in the badger-cheese wrap.

The hall was pretty much full when Eitan arrived, so he grabbed one of the remaining seats near the front. He never sat at the front for anything, haunted by his childhood fear of being labeled a swot—it was hardly as if they were going to throw sweets into the crowd. The chief exec of the hospital, Suzanne Gillow, stood there suitably solemnly. She had taken the position when her predecessor had been deemed too incompetent to be the chief exec of a hospital, which is an astonishingly low bar. She had once been a nurse, a fact she managed to crowbar into approximately every fifth sentence, and she still wore a nurse’s uniform as a strange affectation, even though she hadn’t worked in a clinical setting since before the fall of the Berlin Wall.

Gillow announced the sad news of Dr. Moran’s “passing,” a term that made Eitan think of psychic mediums in regional theaters, and said that the hospital would support staff in “any and all ways possible.” (Although she then revealed that this amounted to a page of links to bereavement websites on the hospital intranet.) The cosplay nurse then announced that Professor Stein would be serving as interim medical director.

Naturally, everyone turned around to see whether Stein was in the room. She was easy to spot, being the best part of nine feet tall, composed mostly of sharp angles, and wearing a Dior dress that probably cost more than the new CT scanner. Right now, she looked like she’d won the showcase showdown on The Price Is Right, except instead of a speedboat and an Electrolux 1034 Washer-Dryer with 4.5 kg capacity, she’d pocketed the job she always thought she should have had in the first place.

Eitan made sure to catch her afterward—it felt like a strong idea to get his new supervisor on side.

“Prof Stein,” he said. “Eitan Rose, I’m sure you won’t remember me, we —”

“Eitan! Of course. We did that medical school interview panel together a couple of years ago. Nothing to make you feel older than spending a day with a bunch of eighteen-year-olds in flammable suits, is there?”

“Well, other than one of your colleagues dropping dead, I guess,” replied Eitan.

“Awful business,” said Stein, with a little too much of a lilt in her voice. “Anyway, I’m sorry to hear you’ve been having a rough ride. We should catch up soon about the old supervisory forms, when you’ve got a moment.”

He reckoned she’d be a decent enough supervisor. Mostly because she’d loathed Kaiser Moran with the fire of a squillion suns, and his enemy’s enemy was his friend. All he had to do was not get caught in her office with his cock out and a pair of knickers on his head, which felt broadly doable.
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You needed a pretty good reason to go to the morgue. “Oh, I just fancied poking about in the cabinets” didn’t usually cut it. Eitan’s visits tended to center on “ash cash.” In what he considered an extremely poor incentive to keep patients alive, any time someone opted for cremation, a doctor was required to complete a form, for which they were paid £82. It was a simple form, confirming that the ex-patient met two essential criteria for their crem-based sojourn. One, they were dead, and two, they didn’t have a pacemaker wedged in their chest. The first was important for obvious reasons; the second because if a pacemaker happened to find its way into a furnace, the odds are it would explode, taking with it the patient, the crematorium and its staff. So, to avoid any collateral cremation, someone has to check the corpse for electronics, and that person would often be Eitan. It should really have been one of his residents or interns, but since they’d all fucked off to Australia, he got to pocket the pocket money.

You had to be summoned there by a mortuary attendant; it wasn’t the kind of venue where a doctor would customarily tout for business—but faint heart never won fair cadaver, so Eitan made his way down to the basement of the hospital, the bafflingly named Upper Lower Ground Floor. The morgue had previously, and rightly, been the gloomiest corner of the hospital, but in one of Suzanne Gillow’s initiatives to make the place even fucking weirder, it had been given a makeover. It was now somehow worse than the blinking-fluorescent-light and damp-blistered-paint it used to rock: an oppressively bright white space with a frieze of rainbow decals titivating the walls, like Pride month on the International Space Station.

Eitan got buzzed in and was immediately hit by the fiery smell in the back of his nose which he knew he’d be able to taste for a full day. It was a strangely sweet aroma, not something you might expect from a room full of a dozen corpses.

Sean was on duty, sitting at his computer and eating Rolos by scraping off the base with his incisors, then noisily sucking out the caramel, all while looking as morose as you’d probably expect a mortuary attendant to be. The word “smile” would only occur to him if it featured in the quick crossword. (Facial expression—limes, anag.) And even then, not before “slime.”

“Afternoon, Sean! How’s it going in corpse-town?”

“What do you want?”

Presumably it’s not a job you go into for the sparkling social interaction.

“I had a message from Nina about a crem form that needs doing?”

He hadn’t, obviously. He was borrowing a technique from Fiona who, on a night out, would march up to the front desk of any restaurant with a ballsy, “I’ve got a reservation for two at 8 p.m.—Humphries.” She never did, but they’d always find

“her” table. After all, who in their right mind would invent a restaurant booking? And who would invent a dead patient in need of flame grilling? Actually, whether or not he was in his right mind was a thread Eitan didn’t particularly want to pull at.

Sean was puzzled. “Don’t suppose you’ve got their name?”

Eitan gave his head a microshake and Sean scuttled over to the windowed box to one side, covered with half-closed, half-functioning venetian blinds. Eitan wandered off as casually as possible, as if he was shopping for a new bathroom suite. He’d always hated these places—admittedly, nobody had their wedding receptions in them—but he really hated them. Mortuary fridges opt for the bunk-bed model, with five bodies stacked in each of the four units—the world’s most morbid filing cabinets. The fridges were separated into male and female, which made less and less sense every time Eitan thought about it.

He tugged at his ring and wondered which of the anonymous drawers Elodie had been in, her skin marbled with deep purple bruises… no, that wasn’t a helpful line of thought. He shook off the chill in his shoulders, then hurried over to the cupboard where personal effects were kept—anything which didn’t fit the morgue’s au naturel dress code. Eitan glanced across to the office, where Sean’s silhouette was still tapping away at a keyboard.

He pulled the cupboard door open, revealing a wall of identical plastic bags in a giant wine rack of pigeonholes. What would have been in hers? That gray Ellesse jumper she’d borrowed from him because she felt so cold. The ring, of course. He didn’t have the time or the emotional stamina for this. He gently teased out the bags, one by one, until he could see the hospital sticker on top. And bingo. Moran, Douglas Simon. Bloody hell, was he only sixty-two? White definitely does crack.

Eitan opened the bag as quietly as he could, coughing gently over the plasticky crunch, like a butler about to announce afternoon tea in the music room. He needed some kind of confirmation that his instincts hadn’t gone on the blink, that there was something iffy about all this. Or, failing that, he’d settle for knowing that Moran’s deathday suit was as embarrassing as possible—a pink Lycra number hopefully. Behold. A pair of jeans. An XXL jumper from the Association of British Neurologists 2015 annual meeting in Harrogate. And a pair of betasseled loafers. Not your classic jogging getup, even for a man as advanced in years and devoid of style as Moran. Weird. And no wedding ring either—Hallowell clearly wasn’t just getting hers resized. Eitan’s Spidey-senses had passed their MOT. But what did this all mean?

There was no time to mull it over, as Sean clomped back through.

“Nothing on the system. I’ll have to ask Jan when she’s back in tomorrow.”

“No hurry!” said Eitan, whipping out his phone.

He wasn’t jogging. Or he was pretending to. So either Hallowell was lying to me, or he was lying to her. I’m in clinic this afternoon. Let’s go through the diary. There’s got to be something in there.







CHAPTER TEN

Diary of a Gimpy Kid

“Excuse me, Mrs. Gosforth,” said Eitan as he opened the door to Cole. “This is my colleague, Dr.… Coles. We need to quickly discuss another patient and then I’ll get that drained for you.”

The Mrs. Gosforth in question was lying up on the examination couch with a knee the size of a family Christmas pudding.

“Take your time, love…”

Eitan wasn’t sure if she was being sarcastic, understanding, or had spotted the size of the harpoon that was heading her way. In any case, she was well prepared for this eventuality and pulled out some knitting.

“There’s definitely something odd about this case,” said Eitan.

Eitan flicked through the diary, and his eyes lit up like Joan of Arc’s when he reached the final entry, the day Moran died.

7 p.m. NW6 4JW—DD.

“Can we look up the postcode of this clinic?”

Cole pulled out his phone. “Tennyson House. Isn’t that the tower block on the Nickleby estate?”

“What was he doing there? Doesn’t really sound like his normal stomping ground? And what’s DD?”

Cole’s forehead concertinaed. “Direct Debit? Doris Day?”

Eitan raised an eyebrow. “Do you think this might be a clinic that Dr. Hallowell wasn’t aware the patient was attending?” he asked. “It might explain the support garments she retrieved.” Not that those lacy scants could have supported very much.

“A rival service to Dr. Hallowell’s? You think he was registered with two separate doctors?” asked Cole.

“Perhaps. But why would he put the full address if he was a regular patient?”

“Well, maybe it was a one-off consultation?” said Cole.

Eitan gasped.

“You think he was a private patient? Paying?”

“I’m starting to wonder if I should have gone private,” said Mrs. Gosforth, taking a break from her knits and purls.

“Won’t be a second, Mrs. G,” said Eitan. “And don’t you worry—we’re just as good here. Although we might borrow one of your needles, if that’s OK. Save us a couple of pounds.”

Eitan typed a few search items into Google that would probably set off a siren at the local vice squad, until he happened upon a website which looked like it had been built over the course of nine minutes in 1992. It contained thousands of thumbnails of sex workers, their ages, locations and names, what they would do to you, what you could do to them—27,200 of them in London alone; eighty-five of them within three hundred meters of NW6 4JW.

Including… bingo! Sporting a large red bouffant, eyes hidden behind a shiny black leather mask, a woman who called herself Diana Deluxe.

“Do you think we might have found our DD?”

Diana Deluxe was obviously excellent at what she did, with an overall rating of 4.7. Eitan scanned the reviews—was nothing immune from customer feedback these days?

“You’re in very safe hands. And very firm ones too.”

“This was my 17th flogging and I’ve already booked my 18th.”

Suddenly, everything made sense. Eitan mimed a whipping gesture at Cole, out of the patient’s eyeshot.

“The… medical appliance that Dr. Hallowell removed from the office. This can’t be a coincidence. Surely?”

The patient’s cough was as pointed as the needle in Eitan’s hand. “All yours, Mrs. Gosforth,” he said. “And don’t worry, my hand’s nice and steady.” She laughed. “It’s funny how a couple of drinks gets rid of the tremor, isn’t it?” he added, and she didn’t laugh. They never did at that bit, to be honest. He drained Mrs. Gosforth’s knee of gunk like he was teasing a cork out of a bottle of vintage Krug and sent her on her way. Another semi-satisfied customer.

“Do you think we’ve got enough to take this to the police?” said Eitan when he and Dr. Coles finally had the room to themselves. “Hallowell discovers that her husband has been frequenting our friendly neighborhood whip-wielder and purple-knicker-owner, so decides to bring her anesthetic work home with her and put him under. To the tune of six feet.”

“It’s possible, I guess? Although they might just think you’re mad.”

Eitan felt his jaw harden. “I’m not mad.”

“Sorry, sorry, I know you’re not, that’s not what I meant,” said Cole, his face flushing stop-sign red. “But if you thought a patient had a tumor in their kidney, say —”

“I’d refer them to the right specialist,” Eitan cut in.

“No, hear me out. And that was based on, like, your clinical suspicions and some blood tests and urine tests and so on. Would you perform an operation without an MRI or a biopsy first? To see what’s going on in there?”

“No, of course I wouldn’t. Not without a tissue diagnosis.”

“Right, well, isn’t that what we’d be doing now if we called the police? I get what you’re saying about the echo and the jogging and all that, but you don’t know for sure that Dr. Moran even met this woman.”

“So you’re saying I need to confront Hallowell?”

“I’m saying you need to make an appointment with Diana Deluxe,” said Cole.

“To thrash it out?”

“To thrash it out.”







CHAPTER ELEVEN

You’ve Got a Friend in Mo

Once a week, Mo, Fiona and Eitan would arrange to get together for wine and carbs. And on about one in four occasions, Eitan would actually turn up. It generally wasn’t his fault—the shit show that was medical staffing at St. Jude’s meant that more often than not he was the only doctor in a clinic that would frequently drag on well into the evening.

Very few people who witnessed the dying moments of Mo and Eitan’s relationship could believe that they were still friends. Least of all Eitan. Their social circle had inevitably cast Eitan as the villain of the piece and sided with the person who hadn’t cheated and who wasn’t under a compulsory psychiatric treatment order.

Fiona was the only one who hadn’t taken sides. Mostly because she used both of them for dog-sitting. Fiona had always been very good at separating the art from the artist—she was definitely the only person on the school run who was still happy to blast out Gary Glitter. “ ‘I’m the Leader of the Gang’ is a banging tune, and nothing the pervert has said or done will ever change that fact.”

Fiona was signed up to about thirty foodie newsletters so was always in charge of choosing the venue, inevitably the kind of pop-up effort or supper club that prioritized authentic cuisine and quirkiness above an experience that was in any way enjoyable. They’d once eaten fideuà (a kind of Spanish spaghetti, it turned out) on the top floor of a multistory car park. Tonight’s roll of the culinary dice was relatively tame by her standards—a moodily lit mac-and-cheeserie inside a defunct department store on Oxford Street.

Eitan was late, as always. His excuse that he’d been texting a dominatrix in Kilburn to arrange an appointment for later that evening didn’t feel like a particularly good opener. As Ms. Deluxe confirmed details and Eitan plunged further out of his comfort zone, he sincerely hoped he wasn’t chasing wild geese down rabbit holes. His after-dinner plans had him shitting himself. Happily, not literally—point 4 of the rules and regs had made it perfectly clear that scat play would not be on the menu.


	I provide domination services only.

	I do not remove any of my clothes.

	You may not touch me.

	No “waste products” whatsoever.



Another reason he was late: he couldn’t shake the feeling that someone was following him. He couldn’t say for certain, and maybe it was explainable by the dark and the rain and the shadows, but something didn’t feel right—he was sure he could hear footsteps starting and stopping, even when he went back on himself or took a side road. Either way, he must have arrived noticeably flustered and disheveled from the glance Fiona and Mo shared as he slipped off his jacket. This was the trouble with meeting them. It wasn’t what they said, rather how they said it. It was also what they said, now he thought about it. They looked at him with bruised expressions, the weary stares of people hoping for the best, but waiting to be disappointed again. He definitely wasn’t going to lead with the dominatrix material now.

Eitan employed his preferred deflection technique, bombarding them with questions about their significant others.

“Alasdair’s landed this huge new contract at work and he’s finally decided on a design for the garden so we can’t wait for that to start!”

Mo had never shown any interest in gardening when they were together, unless you counted killing a weekly parade of supermarket basil plants. He was pleased for Mo, he truly was. He even liked to take some of the credit for his perfect relationship with darling Alasdair—if Eitan hadn’t been such a fuckawful boyfriend, Mo might never have sought out someone so entirely boring on the rebound.

Fiona updated them on the latest school-gate dramas (the head of pastoral care is having affairs with two separate mums) and on last weekend’s jaunt to some godawful-sounding festival called Mudlark (her attempt to smuggle in vodka by filling up three empty bottles of shower gel proved a failure because she hadn’t adequately rinsed them). But he couldn’t prevaricate forever.

“How’s work?” asked Mo.

“Work’s fine,” said Eitan, catching Fiona mouthing along as he said it.

“Taking the meds?”

“Yes, Dad.”

“And…”

That was enough of that. Time for a hand grenade. “I’ve met someone.”

Mo and Fiona’s forks stopped halfway to their mouths and goopy strings of Gruyère dangled in mid-air. He told them about Cole, their romantic rooftop introduction and their all-day date in A Taste of Paris. Fiona and Mo beamed as Eitan ran through a dictionary of superlatives—E is for enthusiastic, erudite, effortless—but their eyes were cloudy, waiting for the punchline.

“Sounds like quite the little double act you’ve got there,” said Mo, brightly.

Eitan took a moment to decide how far to continue. Ah, fuck it.

“Actually, we do have a bit of a Holmes and Watson thing going on.”

He could see Mo and Fiona were nervous about asking any follow-up questions in case this was a deerstalker-and-pipe sex thing. So he told them the tale of Moran, the echo, the knickers, the whip, the wife, the rings, the diary and the loafers as dispassionately as he could, like he was reading out the football scores, trying not to sound too excited in case they… ahh, in case they looked exactly like they did at that very moment. They would clearly have preferred the sex-in-a-smoking-jacket version.

“Eitan… are you really taking your meds?”

This happened every time with Mo. The green paint in the kitchen. The charity skydive. Every little flash of energy or spirit was immediately put down to his diagnosis rather than genuine enthusiasm. Eitan produced his wallet, took out his blister pack of lithium, removed two tablets, swallowed them with a swig of water, then smiled broadly—deliberate and performative, like he was hosting a YouTube tutorial.

“Mo’s joking, sweetheart,” said Fiona, using the tone of voice she typically employed with her kids.

“No, I’m not,” replied Mo. “Maybe it’s time to check in with Dr. Medwell? You don’t always see it coming, you know?”

That last episode had been tough for everyone around him, but especially Mo. He’d tolerated so much for so long, but even a saint would have snapped by the end. That was then, though. This was clearly different.

“I didn’t always see it coming. Past tense. I’m fine, I promise you.” Eitan couldn’t bear that look in Mo’s eyes, the cocktail of pity and condescension.

“I’m just saying, when you focus on stuff like this, you get obsessive, it clouds your judgment…”

“Mo, honestly. I’ve got hard… hard-ish… evidence that something isn’t right with Moran’s death. I’m not doing it because I’m bored or mad or…” He realized his voice was raised, which probably wasn’t helping his position, so he whacked down the volume. “I’ve got to trust my instincts here—I’d bet my life on it.”

“You’re betting your job on it,” said Mo.

“Wouldn’t it be an idea to keep your nose clean for a bit, darling?” suggested Fiona. “You know, while you’ve got this silly supervision order thing hanging over you?”

“Fine. But explain to me why he was out for a jog in loafers. Loafers!”

“Why do you even care, Eitan?” asked Mo. “I thought you hated the guy?”

“In my line of work you don’t only treat the people you like.”

“Of course!” replied Mo. “I keep forgetting that you’re a police officer—for one silly minute I thought you were a doctor. Why, Eitan?! Why, out of everything else that’s going on in your life, is this what’s taking up space in your head? God!”

Mo shoved his chair back from the table, then laid his hands flat down, as if trying to stabilize. “Remember when you thought someone was stealing from the bins, and you waited three nights in the car to catch them?”

“Two nights,” muttered Eitan.

“I’m not saying it’s as bad as that, but you were certain then like you’re certain now. Just because you’re sure doesn’t mean you’re right.”

A compelling speech, no doubt—but that was why he made a good lawyer. Shame he wasted it all on conveyancing: doing radon searches and arguing over verge maintenance responsibilities.

“And Cole’s going along with all of this too, is he, darling?” asked Fiona, right on cue. The old tag team trying to take him down.

“Yes! Because he doesn’t think I’m some bipolar time bomb who’s about to explode at any moment! He believes me. He’s helping me!”

“I used to go along with everything too,” sighed Mo. “It was like trying not to wake a sleepwalker, or talking someone back from a window ledge. I bet he’s doing exactly the same.”

“I’ll tell you what, it’s a nice change to have a friend who’s in my corner rather than pissing on my parade.” Eitan thumped the table and a percussion section of plates, glasses and cutlery crashed together. Then silence.

“What do we reckon to desserts?” asked Fiona after a ten-second pause that felt like a month. “Pretzel Pecan Pie sounds nice. Rocky Road Pavlova could go either way.” But Eitan could tell from the tremolo in her voice that she was shaken. He’d done it again. His specialty—ruining everything.

His phone rang, as if conjured up by the god of awkward silences, finally taking pity on him. A London landline. “I’d better get this,” he said and dashed outside.

“Yeah? Oh, hi, Mrs. Morrison. It is, yes. How can I help?”

The big risk in giving your number to patients is always that they call you.

“I’m sorry to hear that. Fully frozen? How high can you raise it? OK, I wouldn’t go to the ED, no—you’ll get your telegram from the king before they see you, the way things are at the moment. Can you pop into my clinic tomorrow morning at nine? I’ll squeeze you in before I start and you’ll be painting the Sistine Chapel by dinner.”

He fired a quick email off to Nina to sort it out, then briefly polished his halo before it immediately tarnished and flaked. Mo and Fiona knew what was coming before he’d even opened his mouth. “Guys, I’m so sorry—work emergency, big staffing crisis on the wards. Let me know what I owe you and I’ll ping it over. I wouldn’t do this if it wasn’t serious.”

Eitan kidded himself that they bought it, the seven-year-old who thinks they’re a convincing liar.

“You’ll drop this dead doctor stuff, right?” said Mo. “Fat bloke had a heart attack. End of story.”

“Yeah, you’re right. I was just having a bit of fun—a dollar store detective, you know?”

How dare Mo? Classic gaslighting, that’s what it was, making him doubt his own mind like that. He grabbed his jacket, checked over his shoulder that nobody was following him, took a quick sniff of his marching spray, and blew them an empty kiss.







CHAPTER TWELVE

Whipping Boy

Mo and Fiona’s voices were so loud in Eitan’s head as he made his way to his appointment with Diana Deluxe, it was as if he was listening to them on a podcast. Eitan’s Gone Mental, brought to you by Squarespace. He’d been a bit disconcerted by how unconvincing they’d found his pitch over dinner. They couldn’t be right, could they? That his investigation was built on quicksand? No, they clearly didn’t understand the significance of the stress echo. Plus, their judgment was colored too rigidly by things he’d done when he’d actually been unwell. Also, fuck them.

This was Eitan’s first visit to the Nickleby estate, although he’d heard about it on the news. When it came to throwing missiles at law enforcement, Nickleby residents were Olympic standard. Was this the kind of place where Cole grew up? Crowds of youths were gathered under the streetlights like goth moths. Some ne’er-do-well was busy breaking into a “knife amnesty” bin, turning it into a Little Free Library for zombie knives and rather undermining its function. Eitan decided to hide his phone away—he’d only recently finished paying for it and wasn’t sure that AppleCare extended to armed robbery.

He thought about the strange bimodal population of patients in London hospitals: ones who live on estates like this and others who live in the great glass dildos on the canal. How the poorer patients end up with worse outcomes—they present later into their illnesses, they’re less pushy, the staff treat them less seriously. Eitan liked to think he treated everyone the same. Although, admittedly, he had just put his phone away.

He smiled as he passed a woman pushing a pram, although on further inspection it turned out to contain several bottles of cooking oil. As he rounded the corner, a hooded figure lumbered toward him, lopsided thanks to the large rucksack over one shoulder which clearly contained any number of human heads. The man stopped alongside him and stared.

Fuck. This whole thing was a massive mistake, wasn’t it? Mo was right, he was wrong and now he was about to end up with his liver kebabbed into his spleen, all for nothing. He decided to be polite in his final few seconds. “I’m so very sorry,” said Eitan, trying to keep the shitting fear out of his voice. “But I don’t have any money.”

“You and me both, mate. Here.” The man handed Eitan a piece of paper—a list of demands or an incantation he wanted Eitan to recite before cutting out his entrails? Or… a residents’ association leaflet. “Have you heard of Clean Up Nickleby? We’ve got a meeting on Tuesday—maybe see you there?”

Was this a sign? A near-miss telling him to go home and stop barking up a nonexistent tree? Or was it a test of his instincts and his resolve? Either way, he could see Tennyson House now, so—in for a penny, in for £220. He wasn’t convinced that Lord Tennyson would have been thrilled with the building named after him, which had clearly taken its design inspiration from a cinder block.

He texted Diana on arrival as instructed and she replied with the instruction to press “092 hashtag” on the intercom outside the block. Whereas Eitan would have explained that the # key wouldn’t be called a hashtag in this scenario, it wasn’t really Phil’s style. Phil Holroyd, to give him his full name, was Eitan’s alias for the evening—an easygoing insurance underwriter from Leeds visiting London for a few days for his company’s annual conference. Eitan had fleshed out every possible aspect of his character, in case there were any questions. (The event was taking place at the Park Plaza Hotel in Waterloo and Mark Watson from Taskmaster was hosting.)

She buzzed him in and he found the lift. It was occupied by a man who looked like Beetlejuice had been incompletely resuscitated at the scene of a car accident. He was holding a broken bottle and was using it to score graffiti onto an already conclusively desecrated mirror.

“You coming in or what?”

“Er, yes. Ninth floor, please.”

“Press it yourself. This ain’t fucking Harrods.”

“What about you?” said Eitan, his balls settling nicely in his throat. “Which floor?”

“Mind your own fucking business.”

They rode up in the achingly slow shit-scented lift—it was sadly too long a journey to hold his breath the entire way—and arrived at the ninth floor, just as the man was completing what was probably meant to be a swastika but looked more like two plus signs fucking.

“Have a good evening.”

“Fuck off.”

Eitan edged along a bleakly lit corridor to Flat 92. Before he had the chance to press the bell, the door was opened by a man built like an out-of-town Asda, dressed head to toe in black, with the tiniest pair of Oakleys over his eyes. “You Phil?”

Eitan decided against replying, “You Tarzan?”

The red-maned woman from the website appeared behind his shoulder, minus her mask and plus about fifteen years. She quickly sized Eitan up, then smiled.

“Oh, don’t mind Dennis, love—he doesn’t bite. That’s my job!”

She laughed about thirty times more than her joke merited, then showed Eitan/Phil through to a small living room. A fake coal fire flickered and a TV on low volume burbled out the companion spin-off for a reality show he’d never heard of. The sofas were too big for the room and groaning with cushions, like a soft-play area. Was it happening here? Is this where Dr. Moran got his balls flayed, with sequinned soft furnishings and some TV chef on in the background?

“Card or cash? It goes through as ‘Diana’s Bakery,’ so there’s nothing to worry about.”

Eitan started counting out notes.

“That’s £220 for the half hour, then, love.”

A good three times his own locum rate—the flensing had already begun. “What about an NHS discount?” he asked, abandoning Phil Holroyd’s carefully hewn backstory within about thirty seconds.

“Aww, you deserve so much more for how hard you work. I always pop a poster up in the window when you’re on strike… But no, love, no discount.” Put your money where your mouth is, Diana.

She led Eitan through to the bedroom, which gave away significantly more about her profession than the sitting room: you’d definitely tidy certain things away if an estate agent was coming round to take photos. The bed, for starters. It was the size of a four-poster, but made out of thick black metal caging, with multiple fastening points for what Eitan assumed were restraints rather than child car seats.

On the far wall was a tool rack (Eitan was pretty sure he’d bought the exact same one for his shed back in Raynes Park) festooned with every manner of whip, paddle and cuff. Most worrying of all was the hall of fame on the opposite wall—dozens of framed photographs of previous customers, their backs like ’nduja. He studied the photos—did any of them look as if they might belong to Moran?

“Right,” said Diana Deluxe. “In terms of today’s treatment…” Treatment! Like he was at a spa! “I can hang you up by your arms to start with, or we can do the full session horizontal?”

“Lying down, please. Very much so.”

“And in terms of whips—they go from softest to hardest, with the nylons on the left, moving through to the leathers and the rubbers. Then there’s the dragontails and signal whips and so on. How hard do you normally go?”

Every single one of those things looked an awful lot more painful than the swooshers and tickling sticks in his imagination when he’d made the booking. “I’d say light. Very light.”

“Pop your togs off, then and leave them on the footstool. And once we start, you need to call me ‘mistress.’ It helps set the boundaries. And Diana’s not the sexiest name, let’s be honest.”

Eitan started performing the world’s slowest striptease. He could do this. His entire job involved extracting information from people—information they didn’t know they had, information they were embarrassed about. Anything that got him to a diagnosis.

“So, do you get many doctors coming in here, then, mistress?”

“Oh, I get all sorts, love.” She wasn’t giving anything away. The Famous Five made this shit look easy.

“I guess it makes a change from us hurting our patients!” Maybe he’d charm her into indiscretion.

“Suppose so, love.”

Or maybe not. He started folding up his T-shirt excessively neatly.

“I bet you see plenty of senior doctors here, mistress?”

“Rest assured, I never talk about my clients to anyone.”

She clearly took confidentiality far more seriously than Eitan ever had. If something sufficiently weird or disgusting happened at work, he barely waited until a patient was out the room before texting Mo or Fiona about it.

His jeans were folded now too. Fastidiously enough for a table at Selfridges.

“I was recommended you by a friend of mine, mistress!”

“Oh, that’s kind of them. On the bed now, please.”

“Another doctor. Douglas. Mistress.”

“Oh! Douglas Moran?” she didn’t say, to Eitan’s moderate frustration. Instead, her face said, “I’m done with this shit,” and her hand gestured to the mattress.

How could he get out of this? Pretend he’d left the iron on? He was about to have the shit beaten out of him and leave with nothing. In fact, with £220 less than nothing. He lay down on the black rubber bedsheet with a squeak and a slight friction burn.

Diana Deluxe took a whip from the far left of the display, where Mo used to hang the pruning shears. “What do you say I start with this?”

She laid the silky strands of a short cane-handled whip across Eitan’s back and he automatically clenched everything. If he’d wanted an evening of excruciating pain, he’d have met his father for dinner instead of his mates. She lifted up the whip and he braced for impact.

“Sorry… but do you mind if we just talk? I’m a bit nervous.”

“Of course, love.” She screeched down on the bed next to him. “First time, I take it?”

One last attempt to prove his instincts right and get the dirty on Moran. He tried more of a sledgehammer approach.

“First time, yeah. Douglas Moran sends his love, by the way. Have you seen much of him recently?”

Diana’s entire demeanor changed.

“Dennis!”

Within seconds, the tank who was previously parked in the hallway was through the door and had Eitan pinned to the bed by his throat.

Eitan tried to articulate his side of the story, but Dennis’s grasp on his tonsils left very little airway to do so. The room began to tilt, its edges blurring and colors dulling to gray. Wondering briefly if passing out was going to somehow incur him an extra charge, his eyes tracked to the gallery of satisfied customers and their shredded backs and arses. Alive or dead, he’d probably be the first person to leave the place welt-free. Hang on! That was it!

He signaled to Dennis to let go of his throat.

“I’m really sorry,” he said. “Can I… go? Please? Mistress?”

Diana nodded at Dennis, who loosened his Sith Lord choke. Eitan staggered to his feet, covered his genitalia for reasons of modesty that didn’t quite make sense and scrambled over to the footstool.

He persuaded his T-shirt back over his head and gratefully inhaled deep lungfuls. “I couldn’t ask about your refund policy, could I?”

Diana smiled, shooting him a flash of Turkey’s finest cosmetic dentistry. “Of course, love. Dennis, show him our refund policy, will you?”

The refund policy turned out to be written on the end of Dennis’s fist. Within two minutes, Eitan was back outside, panting for air, drenched in sweat and relief, desperately needing an ice pack, a vomit and a piss. He might have left with zero dignity and the beginnings of a black eye, but he still felt like Archimedes fresh from the bathtub. He couldn’t wait to phone Cole for a debrief. Although, as it happened, he decided to delay calling until he was within a hundred meters of a deli. He fixed his eyes on the ground in front of him and launched into a run. He slowed to a jog thirty seconds later when he started to taste blood in his mouth, then to a walk shortly after that when he developed a stitch in his side so painful that he wondered if he’d been shanked after all.

Eitan slumped onto a bench at the first signs of middle-class civilization—a beanied hipster on a folding bicycle and a fromagerie—and pulled out his phone.

“So?” asked Cole. “How was your sex worker?”

“She wouldn’t tell me if Moran was a client.”

“Damn.”

“But all she does is whipping—whip whip whip, nothing more. She’s the indecent Indiana Jones.”

“OK?”

“So, if we can prove he’s got whip marks on his body, then we know for certain that’s our DD! I’ve seen photos of her victims: his arse would be like a Frazzle! Surely we can go to the police now? They can confirm the state of his backside.”

Eitan heard Cole take a large swig of something. Here we go.

“Are you positive we’ve got enough evidence? You know, what are the police going to say if you go mouthing off about Moran wearing the wrong footwear, getting whipped by a sex worker and murdered by a highly respected anesthesiologist? Maybe I should tell them instead?”

“What difference would that make?”

“It’s just… what are they going to think when they find out about… your tech sabbatical?”

Not Cole as well. Eitan had seen enough smiles droop and eyes dull to know that once people found out you had any kind of mental health issue, it was all they could see—but he’d thought Cole was different.

“So you’re saying I’m nuts. Cute.”

“No. I’m saying that I know what it’s like not to be taken seriously. It means you’ve got to work twice as hard to prove yourself. It’s not fair, but it’s life. Oh, and you might struggle to explain why you’ve got his diary in the first place.”

Eitan tried to think about the situation logically. Making mistakes in the past didn’t mean he had to discount his feelings now. And something was telling him at ten thousand decibels that this was all hugely sinister.

“Be honest with me—you’d tell me if you thought this was a load of nonsense?”

“I agree. Something doesn’t add up,” said Cole. “But look, the police are shite anyway. My bike got nicked three months ago, and I didn’t hear a peep, then I got a text message asking me to rate them on a scale of zero to five to help improve the quality of their service, like they were a fucking Marriott.”

Eitan took a deep breath. “Right, then. I guess it’s time to check out the freezer section.”







CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Casket Case

Another bad night’s sleep. This one was a fitful, clammy and unpleasant anti-sex dream, imagining what would have happened if he’d stayed with Diana Deluxe and her cat-o’-fucking-loads-o’-tails. His brain was a fatberg of investigation-board red string along with some understandable dread about having to give Moran’s corpse the once-over in the morgue. While he could bring himself to imagine almost any man naked, never in his most desperate hours had he harbored a desire to see this bloke’s fleshy arse, especially now it had potentially been whipped to a pulp by a dominatrix masquerading as a pâtissière.

Eitan stifled a yawn and swung his office door open to find Margaret applying what might, in some cultures, be described as makeup. She was wearing a nice dress, rather than swaddled in her usual cardigan, and sat stiffly in her chair as she squinted into a compact. Maybe the king was heading to her outpatient clinic for a review of his gout-ridden extremities. Or could it be a date? It occurred to Eitan that he’d never once inquired as to whether Margaret had any romance in her life—pretty poor form given the half-decade they’d worked together. He instinctively assumed she was perpetually grieving over a childhood sweetheart who’d died at Dunkirk, even though the numbers didn’t quite add up.

“What happened to your eye?”

Eitan instinctively touched the small patch of purple and held in a wince. “I’m allergic to my moisturizer. What happened to your cardigan?”

“I’m going to visit Douglas.”

“Oh, what are the visiting hours in Hades these days?”

Eitan instantly regretted his comment, remembering how inconsolable she was at the news of his death. But instead she just rooted around in her makeup bag for reinforcements and said, “He’ll take a long time to burn, won’t he?”

Hell clearly hath no fury like a woman with her office taken away.

“There’s an open casket at his house this evening,” she added. Made sense—he was (a) Catholic and (b) a disturbing, intimidating weirdo. But, shit. That definitely ruled out a day trip to the morgue. Perhaps Mo was right—even if someone had killed him, what difference did it make? Maybe he should let it all be buried with Moran and get his work life back on track.

Then again. Eitan had been through so much already, surely it didn’t make sense to drop it all now? He wasn’t too up on sinister burial rituals, but he knew that an open casket meant access to Moran’s body: a once in a deathtime opportunity to check if Diana Deluxe had left her mark.

“I should probably come with you and pay my respects.”

Margaret’s lipstick slipped, giving her a lopsided, dusky peach Glasgow smile.

“What are the visiting hours in Hades these days?” she snarked right back at him.

“It doesn’t matter how you feel about the person who’s died, Margaret—it’s about the people left behind.” He paused. “Blessed are the mourners. 2 Corinthians 18.” Margaret raised an eyebrow at his sudden liturgical expertise. Well, it was the sort of thing some Corinthians might have said.

Eitan typed urgently:

We’ve got a lead. Fancy a vol-au-vent?
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Eitan had walked down these roads in Warwick Avenue before, wondering who might live in such giant lumps of house. Answer: the Morans. They probably bought it for £500, back in the days when a seven-bed Georgian house in London cost the same as a package holiday, but even so—the difference between their living arrangements and Eitan’s was stark. He almost felt jealous of the bloke before remembering why he was visiting.

He waited outside for Cole, who waddled down the street a few minutes later in a shiny gray suit. He looked like the Incredible Hulk, two frames before his clothes were reduced to shreds. Apart from his shorts, obviously. Marvel doesn’t want anyone to see an Incredible penis.

Cole clocked Eitan’s raised eyebrow.

“I thought I should be smart for this.”

“So you stole a suit from a nine-year-old?”

Cole bristled. “Yeah, my tailor’s busy this week.”

Balls. His foot-in-mouth disease was proving resistant to treatment. They walked up the driveway and through the open front door. A huge corsage of lilies hung from the lion’s-head door knocker—the funereal equivalent of a Christmas wreath.

Eitan and Cole each liberated a glass of tepid Tempranillo from the kitchen counter, then hovered near the fireplace in one of the house’s endless supply of living rooms. Eitan decided to wait for the guests to thin out, convinced that his aura was a billion-watt flashing billboard warning everyone that he was about to examine the cadaver lying two rooms away.

He’d clocked both of Moran’s cue-ball-skulled sons, half a golf club’s worth of peri-retirees and practically every consultant at St. Jude’s—an extra layer of torture for Eitan, who only spoke to colleagues when absolutely necessary. Annabel Stein was floating around in a dress that Eitan recognized as Gucci, (because it said Gucci on it about six hundred times) to pay her lack of respect. Or maybe just to check he had definitely died.

Nina, wearing a gray and black tiger-print dress, a species of tiger which almost certainly doesn’t exist in nature, stood consoling a disconcertingly desolate Margaret, her cameo pendant swinging wildly off her neck as desperate tears sluiced away her painstakingly applied makeup. There’s no accounting for grief.

Eitan was about to discuss this with Cole when he was approached by Govind Gupta and Stuart Guy—cardiology’s answer to Laurel and Hardy. “Eitan! Is this your…” Stuart wasn’t homophobic, but he was still light years away from being able to say “boyfriend” without invoking his acid reflux.

Cole stuck out his hand. “Hi, I’m Cole. Eitan’s boyfriend.”

Eitan’s heart somersaulted. Boyfriends! So it was official.

“What an unusual name,” said Govind. “I assume it’s as in ‘Nat King’ rather than ‘sack of’?”

“And what do you do, Cole?” asked Stuart, as if he were talking to a child about their favorite lesson at school. He always liked to know how useful someone was to him as early as possible in the conversation.

“I work at St. Jude’s too,” said Cole. Knowing what was coming, Eitan mentally assumed the brace position.

“Do you now?” asked Stuart, visibly searching his memory for who Cole might be. His suit clearly didn’t scream “C-suite.” “I must say, I haven’t seen you around.”

“Don’t worry, nobody notices the porters.”

There was a protracted silence and the polite chatter of nearby mourners came into earshot. (One of the radiologists was thinking about moving to Wales but it would mean wrenching Abigail out of school and she was pretty well settled.)

“Nice strong arms,” said Govind. “You’ll never have to carry your bags on holiday again, Eitan!”

“And if you take your pills for long enough to make it to old age,” said Stuart, “he’ll be a whiz at wheeling you around.”

Cole looked winded. “I guess we’re all pieces of the same jigsaw.” Eitan thought back to Gillian Clipboard at the Postgraduate Education Centre and decided to make up for lost chivalry.

“He’s better at his job than you are, Stuart. Probably better at doing echos too.” He pointed at himself. “And this piece of the jigsaw hasn’t punched you in the fucking uvulas only because we’re at a wake.” Well, and because he hadn’t punched anyone since Nick Singleton at prep school. But it was enough to see the cardiology twins skulk back to the mixed nuts. Cole smiled and squeezed what passed for Eitan’s left biceps.

Eitan spied a flash of floaty scarf and saw Hallowell disappear into the kitchen.

“Are you OK to hang out here? I should go chat to her.”

“Shouldn’t you wait until after your… you know, game of peek-a-boo?”

But that was the thing. Securing a tête-à-tête with the body was proving about as easy as getting a GP appointment. Mourners were taking their sweet-ass time to file in and out of his temporary chapel of rest and check that Moran had packed his factor 50.

“She might let me skip the queue. Some alone time with my master and mentor. And if you get stuck for conversation, ask Nina about the physio who’s doing some weird foot shit on OnlyFans—she’s got a good twenty minutes on him.”

Cole gave Eitan a peck on the cheek. “Good luck. And be careful—you know what she does to people who piss her off…”

Davina Hallowell was standing with her back to him as Eitan sidled into what an estate agent would call the large family kitchen. There was an island the size of an island, and a set of doors yawned out onto some utterly tasteful landscaping. Eitan cleared his throat and she turned around slowly. In her right hand was a fairly large knife. His pulse started to thwack out the Boléro.

“You,” she said, correctly.

“Me,” Eitan replied, dumbly. “I… just wanted to see how you were, but if you’re busy, I’ll…”

“Shut the door,” she said, never something you particularly want a person with a knife to suggest. “I’m making a couple of G&Ts. Would you like one?”

“I’d love one, thank you.”

Eitan hated gin—it was simultaneously bitter and fusty, like last week’s food-waste bin. But it wouldn’t hurt to be polite to the woman with the seven-inch blade in her hand. He stood next to her and watched as she sliced the lemon slowly and evenly, staring straight ahead rather than looking down.

“That was one of Douglas’s little rules—to have a G&T waiting for him when he got home. And then he’d complain that the ice had melted, even if he was two hours late, which he generally was. I guess that’s what people do when they prefer their jobs to their wives.”

She turned to Eitan with an arctic smile. He opened his mouth to speak but couldn’t find anything in stock.

“ ‘You’re just one person. I’ve got thousands of patients.’ It’s not a great feeling to think you’re number one and then…”

She dragged the knife through the lemon with such force that half of it skidded along the granite chopping board. Eitan was vaguely concerned she might turn around any second and sweep it across his neck.

“He always liked lemon wedges. I prefer slices.” She tapped the board with the tip of the knife. “What do you want, Dr. Rose?”

“Sliced is fine, thanks.”

“I mean, why are you in my kitchen?”

Eitan battled to summon up enough breath to speak. “I… umm… I was wondering if I might have a few moments alone with Doug —… Dr. Mo —… your husband, to tell him how grateful I was?”

She straightened up, as if roused from a trance, then dropped a couple of lemon slices in glasses, which fizzed like Alka-Seltzers. Eitan considered breaking the strained silence by mentioning that the fizz was a result of the citric acid in the lemon deprotonating and driving hydrogen carbonate in the tonic water to release carbon dioxide. Luckily, she spared him the need.

“I think his mother’s still in there, repenting for his childhood,” she said. “I’ll tell her you’re next.”

Eitan sincerely hoped she meant next to see the body rather than become one himself. If he wasn’t certain she had killer potential when he walked into the kitchen, by the time she slid out through a second door he was convinced. (Why did all these rooms have multiple doors? Being rich must be like living on the Clue board.)

Eitan retrieved Cole and they slalomed their way through the house into the dining room—contents: one coffin on a mahogany dining table, eight chairs pushed out to the sides and a question-mark-shaped woman, older than the whalebone in Queen Victoria’s corset, who had taken the black dress code extremely seriously. It had never previously occurred to Eitan that Moran would have parents, let alone living ones. He’d just assumed he’d been grown in a dish from some kind of dark matter. But it wouldn’t take long to charm her—schmoozing the decrepit was a major part of his job, like being a gigolo or Barry Manilow.

“You wait at the door and hold off anyone who wants to come in,” he whispered to Cole. “Ideally do a better job than in Moran’s office. Twice…”

He approached the Dowager Moran and she clapped his hand with her rice-paper palms. “Eitan Rose,” he said. “I’m so sorry for your loss.”

“And you yours,” she replied, hobbling to the door. “I gather my Douglas was something of a father figure. Davina said you wanted some time?”

It didn’t feel great booting out a mourning nonagenarian. But it was a lot better than the task at hand. Thankfully Eitan’s job didn’t involve that many dead bodies—one of the reasons he chose rheumatology, in fact. The first time he set foot in an anatomy class as a student, he was struck by quite how unhuman they looked, more like the waxworks in a knock-off mid-European Madame Tussauds.

The coffin was only open at Moran’s top half, like a comforter pulled down so his legs didn’t get cold. Poor fellow, total shit though he undoubtedly was. No one deserves to be killed. On the plus side, he was strikingly thinner now—death definitely became him.

Eitan took a deep breath, glanced back at the door that Cole was guarding and lifted the bottom half of the coffin like a piano lid. He paused, almost unable to process what he was about to do. First up, the belt. What the fuck did a dead body need with a belt? He whispered an apology, then unbuckled it with a deftness that paid testament to his two decades of practice in removing men’s trousers, then grabbed the body in a bear hug, trying not to recoil at its lack of warmth and pliability. It was like hugging a Fiat Punto.

Consoling himself with the fact that this was all for the right reasons, Eitan heaved Moran’s mortal remains onto their front and, after a good deal of tugging, he was finally confronted with the bare buttocks of his ex-ex-boss. Fuck. Not a single scratch. Mo’s words suddenly played over in his head—had this been just another bin raid? His mind colluding against him?

Maybe there were welts hidden under a mortician’s makeup—there’s a whole industry dedicated to making the dead appear less horrifying, after all. Eitan’s eyes scoured the room in case someone had left a bottle of micellar water lying around. No such miracle. He licked two fingers on his right hand and smeared them across an arse cheek. Nothing. Shit. He jammed his hand between Moran’s thighs to prize his legs apart and inspect his coin purse. Again, nothing. Moran’s arse, balls and perineum were all completely ordinary, aside from the fact that they belonged to a dead man and were lying fully exposed in a coffin. Fuck. This was a pretty fatal blow for his thrashing theory—whatever had happened, Hallowell hadn’t killed him for visiting DD. Had she even killed him at all?

What next? he wondered, as he began to pull the underpants back up over Moran’s blemish-free buttocks.

As it happened, “what next” turned out to be a piercing scream. Standing at a different door, one that was very much unguarded, was Dr. Davina Hallowell, a tumbler of gin shattered at her feet, her shrieking mother-in-law and sphere-skulled sons at her side and, even more unexpectedly, a whip in her hand. The whip, from Moran’s office.

“It’s not what it looks like…” began Eitan. What did it look like? He put himself in the widow’s black Blahniks. Even allowing for the most charitable interpretation, it looked very much like Eitan was trying to fuck her dead husband. Almost immediately, a crowd of mourners appeared, to join in with the screeching. Margaret reached out to the coffin, her hand clawed like a litter-grabber. But no one there, least of all Eitan, expected Hallowell’s response.

“Et tu, Dr. Rose? Were you shagging him as well?”

There was a collective gasp and, like Centre Court at match point, everyone’s heads shot to Eitan.

“I—”

“One last look before he goes? One last insult to my marriage? You wouldn’t be the only one. You wouldn’t even be the only one in this room.”

Eitan weighed up his best response—in the red corner: “I was checking his arse for prostitute’s lashes”; and in the blue corner, “Yeah, we were boffing each other senseless.” Catch 666. Eitan said a quick prayer to a god he’d last checked in with during verse one of “We Plough the Fields and Scatter” at a harvest festival in the late 1980s.

The elder of Moran’s moon-headed sons pulled his trousers to a more respectable level as everyone waited for Eitan to say something. Here goes nothing. “So, there was this wasp, and it flew into the coffin and —”

Hallowell cut in, thankfully. She traced her fingers over her husband’s cold, dead lips, her voice quivering like she was cycling across cobblestones.

“I tried everything I could to make our marriage perfect. Then I tried everything to make this perfect. Open casket, just as he asked. Burying him with a memento from when we renewed our vows in the Whitsundays, just as he asked.” She placed the whip in the coffin. “But you can’t account for other people, can you? Dr. Rose set on desecrating his body. Dr. Corcoran set on destroying our marriage.”

Margaret stepped forward. “Davina…”

Margaret?! That was why she was so upset by his death… well, some of the time. Nina looked half-shocked, half-thrilled to be in at the ground floor with some nuclear-grade gossip. Eitan’s brain couldn’t begin to envision the two of them at it, malfunctioning like an Excel spreadsheet trying to divide by zero.

If Hallowell did kill him, she was one hell of an actress—the woman seemed utterly broken. Margaret laid a hand on her arm, but she shook her off.

“Davina… maybe now’s not the time?”

“I think now’s the perfect time.”

Hallowell reached into her handbag and produced a pair of familiar purple knickers, then launched them at Margaret. They landed on her outstretched hand, like a game of quoits.

“I loved him so much,” cried Hallowell. Margaret carefully removed the knickers and dropped them into her own handbag.

Nobody said a word. The room was frozen. Until one man, old enough to have tended the bar on the Titanic, said, “Sorry, have we forgotten that this young man was trying to sodomize Douglas’s corpse?”







CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Inhuman Resources

“Just let me do the talking,” said Mo.

Eitan nodded—he had no intention of doing any of the talking whatsoever.

He hadn’t enjoyed persuading Mo to represent him at this hearing, and he certainly hadn’t enjoyed explaining what he’d done to necessitate one at all, made far worse by Alasdair chipping in with gulps and gasps instead of minding his own fucking business.

They walked into Meeting Room 4, with its mesmerizing ceiling-tile fresco created by a decade of water stains. Suzanne Gillow, in a no-way-unsuccessful attempt to look intimidating, was sitting bolt upright in her chair. Next to her was a man who introduced himself as Peter Stone, the head of HR, who had the approximate personality of a sheet of misfed printer paper. Stone opened proceedings by reading out an account of the events at Moran Manor.

It all sounded so much worse when narrated in the cold fluorescent light of day. Eitan shifted uncomfortably in his seat and stared at a rusted radiator valve on the opposite wall in an attempt to avoid making eye contact with anybody. Stone spoke in the kind of low quiet monotone used in those ASMR videos beloved of hipster insomniacs. Presumably in an effort to make it sound more official, he’d made the deranged decision to expurgate every expletive, of which there was no shortage.

“You then shouted, ‘I’m not trying to eff him. Why the eff would I want to eff him?’ You were escorted from the room while Dr. Moran’s mother remonstrated with you.”

Eitan whispered in Mo’s ear. “She assaulted me, if that helps your case. She hit me with her handbag. I thought only Miss Piggy did that!”

Mo wrote a short note on a piece of paper and slid it over to Eitan, like in a courtroom drama. Unlike in a courtroom drama, the note read SHUT UP.

“In considering the actions of Dr. Eitan Rose…” Peter Stone continued, mispronouncing his name.

“It’s Eitan,” he corrected. “Rhymes with spray tan.”

“My apologies. But in considering these actions, there is no doubt they outraged public decency.”

“I will ask you to retract that,” said Mo, leaning forward on his palms. “Outraging public decency is a common law offense under English criminal law. As you will be aware, the Liaison and Diversion Team at Kensington Police Station determined that Dr. Rose’s situation was a mental health matter rather than a criminal one.”

Peter Stone blustered and Suzanne Gillow took over speaking duties.

“I am not only a chief executive, I am first and foremost a nurse.”

Weird, she’d never mentioned that before.

“I have had the privilege of working directly alongside many hundreds of doctors throughout my career and I must say that I have never witnessed anything that comes anywhere close to this kind of behavior. From any health care professional, in fact. It flies in the face of every single one of the values of St. Jude’s. We respect one another, we support one another and we are kind to one another. Dr. Rose, you are already under supervision and, as such, I’m afraid the only option available to us is to remove you from the workspace, and protect not just the caring, nourishing environment we have striven so hard to establish, but also to see to it that you, too, are protected from your own behavior.”

Fuck fuck fuck. What a way for his career to end—in a condemnable meeting room, delivered by a human spreadsheet. Shamelessly pretending it was all in his best interests too. At least Putin was honest enough to fling his enemies out the window. Eitan slumped into his seat and Mo stood up, which, at his height, had the effect of making him appear considerably less threatening.

“Ms. Gillow, you mentioned a caring working environment. I would suggest that the hospital’s duty of care to Dr. Rose has not been satisfactorily met. Beyond his employee health meetings and perfunctory checks from the medical director, there has been scant support since his return. In one week alone, Stuart Guy, a consultant cardiologist, said, ‘If you take your pills for long enough to make it to old age’; and I regret to report that the late Dr. Moran himself talked to Dr. Rose about ‘the voices in his head’ as well as violating Dr. Rose’s confidentiality in a clinic by needlessly informing a patient of his mental health diagnosis. It’s naturally hard to consider those comments from your senior staff to be particularly caring. Despite being a first-rate doctor, he has been treated like a third-class one. He has lived with his mental health diagnosis for the many years he has worked at St. Jude’s, not taking so much as a morning off work, and at the first sign of needing any support, Dr. Rose has instead been let down and subjected to widespread and ongoing discrimination.”

Suzanne Gillow looked like her mouth was suddenly full of somebody else’s vomit. Peter Stone cleared his throat, but Mo wasn’t finished.

“Dr. Moran’s death was a great shock to Dr. Rose, and one which triggered a sharp deterioration in his mental health.”

Eitan stared at Mo. This wasn’t what they had discussed. He turned to Mo for permission to speak. Mo shook his head.

“As a consequence of this deterioration, which went un-noticed and unsupported by his workplace, Dr. Rose became preoccupied with the notion that Dr. Moran had died under suspicious circumstances. The unfortunate episode described by Mr. Stone merely represented part of Dr. Rose’s… investigations.”

The cogs turned visibly behind Suzanne Gillow’s eyes.

“Dr. Rose, I appreciate that maybe you were feeling somewhat…”—Eitan imagined her rejecting insane, batshit crazy and out of your fucking mind—“not yourself, but I struggle to see what could possibly have necessitated removing the trousers and undergarments of the corpse of a colleague? I’m as open-minded as they come—years spent as a nurse in a London emergency department will tend to prepare one for anything—but even I… perhaps you could help me out here?”

“The exact nature of my client’s clinical symptoms is of no relevance. Any more than it would be if a member of staff with pneumonia developed fevers or migraines.”

Eitan wasn’t sure if he was more cross with Mo for going off-piste with his mental illness fixation, or for thinking that pneumonia gives you migraines. But, either way, the chief exec was shuffling awkwardly in her chair like a toddler who needed the potty, so it seemed to be working.

“Rather than removing Dr. Rose from the workplace, I sincerely hope that, on further consideration, you decide to assist him in his recovery. As you’ve kindly reminded us, at St. Jude’s you support one another and you are kind to one another. Of course, I hardly need mention your obligations under the Employment Rights Act of 1996 and the Equality Act of 2010, or indeed the specter of adverse publicity that may tarnish the hospital’s name and reputation, were it to insist on taking a more censorial approach.”

Eitan watched the invisible gut punch land, as the eyes, mouths and presumably anuses of Stone and Gillow puckered to pinpricks. Mo was undeniably good at this—he was wasted on flying freeholds and fixtures and fittings.

“So, how do you suggest we can best support Dr. Rose in this situation?” asked Gillow.

“I’m sure you’ll agree,” said Mo, “that when someone is unwell they receive time off work. Perhaps let’s say a few weeks in the first instance?”

Gillow gave Stone a slow, resigned nod.

“Of course,” he replied. “Dr. Rose’s well-being remains foremost in our minds, as well as the best interests of his patients.”

Eitan recalled one of his favorite Wikipedia finds: François Ravaillac had assassinated Henry IV of France so was, understandably, arrested, then sentenced to death by “disruption,” which involved being covered in molten lead, then having each hand and foot tied to a separate horse, all sent running in different directions. Eitan felt equally disrupted. Much as he didn’t fancy losing his job, he also wasn’t particularly keen on the humiliation of being signed off for an illness that wasn’t currently affecting him.

“If you’re thinking of the best interests of my patients, don’t dump them on someone else. Let me —”

He felt a sharp pain in his thigh, as Mo reached over and shanked him with a pen.

“Let me get better, so that when I return I’ll be able to serve them, and St. Jude’s, to the very best of my ability.”

“We will arrange an employee health review for you, Dr. Rose,” said Peter Stone, “and, in the meantime, I know you’ll benefit from Thrive at Jude’s, our employee well-being program.”

Eitan didn’t entirely agree that he’d benefit from fortnightly Zumba classes, a half-hour chat with a call-center counselor and a 50 percent discount on a meditation app.

“I know how tough it can get in the trenches,” said Suzanne Gillow in her volte-face of a summing-up. “As a nurse, I often took solace from the words of Winston Churchill: ‘Do not judge me by my success. Judge me by how many times I fell down and got back up again.’ ”

Eitan was pretty sure those words were Nelson Mandela’s, but he wasn’t about to argue with her. The important thing was he still had a job. Somehow.
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They sat in A Taste of Paris—Eitan opting for a Parisian egg and cress sandwich, Mo the typiquement français curly fries.

“I owe you, Mo.”

“It’s nothing, honestly.”

Mo squeezed out some Mellmann’s mayonnaise—luckily he wasn’t a copyright lawyer. “Actually, that’s not quite true—I hated every second of that. You owe me.”

“Come on, you must have enjoyed Gillow’s reverse weasel at the end? And do you reckon Peter Stone knows that his Christian name also means ‘stone’?” asked Eitan. “So he’s basically Stone Stone!”

Mo laughed. His laugh had changed in the years since they’d split. It was more staccato now, more like Alasdair’s. Was that a thing that happened? Did a couple’s laughs sync up, like menstrual cycles apparently do?

“I’m proud of you, Eitan. It can’t have been easy admitting all of that in there.”

“Technically, I didn’t admit anything in there. Nor do I necessarily agree with what you admitted on my behalf, but I see why you did it. It was a good play.”

“It wasn’t a fucking tactic, Eitan,” said Mo, bursting with frustration. “I meant it, and I thought you meant what you said too. I know you don’t want to hear it, but can I suggest you use some of this time off to see Dr. Medwell?”

“Maybe some time off wouldn’t be such a bad thing. I can tie my investigation up, for one—whatever was or wasn’t on his arse, you’ve got to admit it’s still all a bit iffy. Fair enough, it probably wasn’t Hallowell, but Margaret? She has this secret dalliance with Uncle Fester, then suddenly his perfectly healthy heart gives out?”

“Tell me I didn’t save your skin in there so you could carry on with this bollocks?” spat Mo.

“If someone you knew was a secret shaglord and then died under suspicious circumstances, tell me you wouldn’t want to get to the bottom of it?”

“Shaglord? Say I’m old-fashioned, but I’d tell the police, not risk my career chasing some weird conspiracy.”

“Everything’s a conspiracy until there’s evidence, Mo,” said Eitan. “What if it’s just that nobody’s joining the dots yet?”

“And why is it that you’re the only one who can see the dots? It’s not rational behavior.”

Ah, the old rational behavior card—carte blanche to negate anything he ever said or did. Eitan was preparing to call him out on it when he looked into Mo’s eyes and saw the sad resignation of a man imprisoned by his own loyalty.

“So, you’re saying I should hand this over to the police, then?”

Mo sighed. “I’m losing sleep over you, Eits.”

Eitan preferred the anger. Anger was only shouting and throwing and slamming doors. Sadness was much harder to deal with.

“Message received,” sighed Eitan. “I’ll drop it.”

“Promise?”

“I thought my promises?”

“Eitan.”

“If that’s what you want, that’s what I’ll do. You’re worth more to me than some dead doctor. I hated the scumbag anyway.”

Eitan briefly wondered if hate was too strong a word to say out loud about someone who’d been murdered. But no, he hated him. If Moran had been a better doctor, if he’d done something different that night, then Elodie would still be alive. Fuck, she’d be forty now. He couldn’t even picture that—he could just about extrapolate her to uni, but… would she have kids? Maybe? Probably? She’d always liked the name Mason. Eitan, the uncle he’d never be. The ring dug into his finger like cheesewire, as if it was an amulet in one of those shitty fantasy books and being set in this place increased its powers.

A Dr Pepper. That’s what he’d been drinking when his dad staggered in with the news. It’s funny how the human mind works, or doesn’t—he couldn’t say what he’d done at the weekend, his PIN often took a couple of attempts to get right, but he could remember that drink in his hand, lukewarm from the hours he’d been nursing it, waiting for the news that would irreparably shatter his world, his future, his health.

“Honestly, Mo. On Hemsworth’s life.”

Mo managed a half-smile. Swearing allegiance to Hemsworth (Chris, obviously, not Liam) was as close as Eitan had to a religion. Eitan stretched his hands across the table, either side of a grim-looking splat of what was probably soup in a former life, and Mo took hold of them.

“Sherlock is officially hanging up his deerstalker.”

As they stood up, Mo hugged Eitan tight and whispered, “Thank you.”

The thing was, Eitan meant it. He’d let Davina Hallowell bury her stupid husband in peace and get on with his life.

But he did also have a duty to check that Margaret was OK. He wasn’t investigating, he was simply being a concerned colleague. And while he was at it, if she’d been quietly bumping unmentionables with a married medical director, what else did she have to hide?







CHAPTER FIFTEEN

We Don’t Talk About Bruno

Eitan was never a “time off” sort of person. To start with, he didn’t have any hobbies, unless you count reading—although he’d only managed four chapters of Sex in Sicily in a fortnight, which didn’t feel like a huge achievement by any metric. Or eating takeaways, which were the only addictive substances he hadn’t successfully ditched, in an effort to clear his head and maximize his chances of staying in a job. Eitan liked structure and routine, which work gave him, and which this second enforced holiday rather failed to. He fundamentally disagreed with the concept that taking time off was a universally good thing—some people might unwind, sure, but others unravel.

It had been a big step for Eitan, inviting Cole round. He’d been avoiding it—it was more a turkey coop than a love nest—but seeing as they were boyfriends now, he texted over his address and waited. Three, two, one…

You live on Sloane Square?!?!?!

Whatever you’re imagining, don’t.

As Eitan boiled the kettle, Cole made a valiant effort not to show his disappointment that Eitan’s fancy address was all a stucco-fronted charade. He moved round the room as best he could, taking in the scant furniture: a single armchair, a pull-out bed, a rickety table and ancient sink.

“Cozy place…”

“It’s got everything I need,” said Eitan. “Apart from an oven. And a wardrobe. And a window, if I’m being fussy.”

“How do you even cook?”

Eitan gestured to the hot plate on the kitchen work surface. He’d bought it from a camping supplies shop, and it did the job perfectly well. The job being to sit there unused while he ordered Domino’s.

“What are you going to do with your time off, then?”

“I’ll probably take up large-scale sculpture. Christ the Redeemer kind of stuff.”

“That’ll look lovely in here,” said Cole, tugging at the mechanism of the pull-out bed. “Is this definitely strong enough for two?”

“It’s taken four in the past,” replied Eitan. “But two of those were teenagers.” Cole’s face implied the urgent need for clarification. “Fiona brought her kids over one weekend, on her way to the Science Museum.”

Eitan deployed the bed and they launched into a version of chapter three of Sex in Sicily—although it was a considerably abridged version and one that was accompanied by next door hoovering rather than the crashing waves of the Ionian Sea. Eitan swam in the comfortable stillness of the afterglow—it felt different with Cole. Good different. It wasn’t the hurried epilogue of a transactional hookup, everything muted by alcohol. This was calm and… intimate. As these things should be, he supposed. Cole leaned up on his elbow and stroked Eitan’s chest.

“Is that your first gray chest hair?”

“Why do you have to bring the mood down?”

“I like it—it’s… dignified.”

“No one likes gray chest hairs. You got a liver spot fetish too?”

“So, what are you thinking about all this Moran stuff, then?” asked Cole.

“I promised Mo I would drop it.”

Cole might have been born fifteen-odd years after Eitan, but it wasn’t yesterday. “However…”

“However, if, oh, I don’t know, one of my colleagues happened to confess to bumping off Moran, and Mo happened to witness it, then strictly speaking I would have both kept my promise and solved a murder.”

“You honestly think Margaret might have killed him? Isn’t she all cats and cardigans?”

“I’m just saying she’s been behaving really fucking strangely. In floods of tears about Moran one minute, snarky the next, then back to the wailing… although she had caught me molesting him at that point, admittedly.”

“Also, all those cats,” said Cole. “They’re probably there to eat corpses.”




[image: Illustration of a syringe half-filled with a liquid, featuring measurement markings along the side and a thin needle at the end.]







Mo and Fiona were both happy enough for Eitan to bring Margaret along to one of their get-togethers—they were hardly going to let a spare wheel put them off seizing another chance to evaluate his mental state. Margaret took a little more persuading, especially when Eitan announced the venue as Can Do, some bizarre pop-up in the bowels of East London.

“You’re kind to check in, Eitan, and I do appreciate the offer. But you’ll understand why I’d rather keep myself to myself right now—there’s a little too much speculation floating around for my liking.”

Oh, you don’t know the half of it, Mags. “Well, if you’re sure. It’s just I’m struggling a bit being off work, and I think it’ll help me reintegrate if I don’t lose touch with everyone in the meantime.”

Murderous tendencies or not, Margaret managed to sideline her misgivings and agreed to join them for dinner.

Cole gave Eitan a pep talk as he got ready. “Try to make her open up. Chuck in a few ‘aren’t men terrible’ comments, see what vibes you pick up.”

“Are vibes admissible in a court of law?”

Cole kissed Eitan gently. “What I’m saying is, be subtle—don’t run in screaming ‘Murderer!,’ you know?”

Can Do was one of Fiona’s worst choices in years, which was saying a lot. The food was all needlessly served in cans, which diners opened themselves, for an authentic sense of what it must be like to be a schnauzer.

Margaret arrived first and sat with a weak smile on her face that Eitan suspected was masking faint disgust—Eitan suddenly remembered that she didn’t even feed her cats out of cans. Something about microplastics. Fiona and Mo walked in together a couple of minutes later, full of department store shopping bags, air kisses and high-caliber icebreakers for Margaret, honed over the course of a billion dinner parties.

“How’s your time off going, Eits?” said Mo, with a face that was clearly praying Eitan’s answer didn’t involve painting the walls of his flat in his own shit while wearing a tinfoil mankini.

“Fine,” said Eitan, hoping that there wasn’t too much in the way of follow-up. Fiona brought along the news that she and her husband, Bruno, were having a trial separation, which for Eitan, on some level, was secretly thrilling. Not that he enjoyed seeing one of his only friends in the world unhappy, more that it was an undeniable relief not to be the only fuck-up round the table for once. Mo was full of sensible, practical suggestions of help with the school runs and batch-cooked frozen lasagnas. Margaret offered her sympathies although, disappointingly, didn’t offer up her top twenty tried and tested ways of knocking off your lovers.

“I just don’t want to fuck up the kids through all this,” said Fiona. “Apollo set fire to the dog’s tail last week and Florrie’s Spanish tutor told me that she’s confused an imperfect subjunctive with a pluperfect subjunctive.”

“You’re doing everything perfectly,” said Mo. “You seem like a brilliant mum to me,” said Margaret. “Remember how you told us his balls were the size of Maltesers after your first date?” said Eitan. It was partly in an effort to cheer Fiona up, but crucially to get Margaret to ramp up the whole “men, eh?” discussion. In fairness, Fiona did smile a bit. Mo, on the other hand, kicked Eitan under the table, which he interpreted as a reminder that it was only a trial separation and to stop before this light sautéing became a full-blown roast.

Eitan needed a way to open Margaret up like a can of…well, anything on the menu. He ordered a round of lethal-sounding Passionfruit MarTINNYs, which were surprisingly enjoyable despite their postapocalyptic aesthetic.

Eitan waited until Margaret was onto her second tinny, hoping it would WD-40 her tongue. “Fi, you should team up with Margaret. She’s had a bit of bad luck in the man department too.” He didn’t bother glancing over at Mo—he could imagine his face.

“You might say that,” said Margaret, looking like she’d rather pole-vault over the Shard than utter another syllable. Eitan willed her to keep talking.

“He died.”

“Oh, Margaret,” said Fiona, in that 50-tog-duvet of a voice that the posh are so good at. “I’m so very sorry. What was his name?”

“Douglas,” said Margaret, trying her best to steady her vibrato.

Mo’s eyes flickered as he suddenly realized what Eitan was up to and why Margaret was there.

“How long were you together?” asked Fiona.

“Ten years, on and off. Mainly off, but quite a bit of on.” She held her empty can aloft like the Statue of Liberty. “I’m going to need another one of these if we’re doing this.” Eitan happily obliged. In vodka veritas.

“Shall we check out the desserts?” offered Mo, cheerily hoping to change the subject. But Fiona wasn’t done being a supportive sister.

“Where did you and Douglas meet?” she asked.

“Oh, I’d known him forever through work—he’s another doctor at St. Jude’s. Was another doctor. But we traveled to this sixth-form college in Nuneaton to talk about careers in medicine. And being on the road together can be very…bonding, you know.”

She was making it sound like Fleetwood Mac on a world tour rather than a night under polyester sheeting in a Travelodge, but Eitan wasn’t about to fact-check her fantasy and stop the details coming. Neither was Fiona, who seemed gripped as Margaret recounted a boozy dinner at an all-you-can-eat buffet. Mo was staring down at his feet, silently cursing Eitan and presumably considering his next intervention.

Fiona’s expression flipped when Margaret mentioned the other woman. The main woman. “That must have made you feel extremely guilty,” she said, with the warmth of an Easter Island statue and leaving no doubt in Eitan’s mind what had led to her own separation from Bruno.

Margaret chewed thoughtfully on her canned chicken chasseur. “I didn’t think about her at all. Just as nobody ever really thought about me.”

Eitan would never have categorized Margaret as the wanton sidepiece. But this was very much his cue to maneuver her into speaking ill of the dead. “It must have affected you eventually—all the hiding and sneaking about. And Douglas could be very… challenging as a person, right?”

Mo tried to vaporize Eitan’s skull using his eyes, but when the lasers failed to materialize, he leapt in with a quick, “I don’t think Margaret wants to talk about this.”

Fiona proved Eitan’s unwitting ally in his attempt to stir up some virtual truth serum. “Don’t speak on behalf of women, please, Mohid, it’s not 1750. Do you mind if I ask, Margaret, were you happy with the amount of Douglas you got?”

Margaret sighed. “I don’t believe anyone who says they’re happy to be the forbidden fruit. The truth is, everybody wants to be the…”

She paused.

“Tangerine?” offered Eitan.

Margaret ignored him and continued. “The silence was always so loud in the house after he left. But he said things would never change, he couldn’t, because of Davina and the boys. The boys! Like they were four! I realized it would be like that forever, if I let it. So I… I did something stupid.”

Fucking actual hell. Here we go.

“I left a personal item of mine in his car, knowing Davina might find it.”

Oh. Not quite as tasty as murder.

“She didn’t take it well. Neither of them did. Douglas called me crazy, said I’d made things worse, that it was over. I was so upset I could barely concentrate. He forced me to move out of my office for some reason and turned down every request for study leave I put in—I missed EULAR for the first time in fifteen years, can you believe that?! He even took me off the clinical governance committee. That’s why I was struggling a little the morning you came back to work.” Eitan would have been doing handsprings down the corridor if he’d been booted out of a committee, but each to their own. “It was like I was a criminal.”

“Which is why you killed him.”

Record scratch. Mo and Fiona’s mouths hung open like garbage trucks. Margaret dabbed at her nose with her tissue. “I beg your pardon?”

Eitan retreated. “I’m sorry, Margaret, that was my attempt at a joke. Gallows humor, you know.” He tapped at his heart. “It’s all spanners and fuse wires in there.”

Mo and Fiona’s expressions told Eitan he was about to receive a level of torture that would make Guantanamo look like Glastonbury. Margaret gave them the perfect opportunity by going to the loo.

“Eitan,” said Fiona, disapprovingly, “the poor woman was pouring her heart out.”

“I was kidding,” said Eitan, as convincingly as a politician on the telly. “But if I wasn’t… she had every reason to bump the bloke off, didn’t she? Isn’t a lover’s tiff like the number one motive to kill someone?”

“You promised me there’d be no more detective work,” groaned Mo.

“I’m not being a detective. She’s telling us stuff.”

“You know I’m a lawyer? My job is to spot when people are lying.”

“Your job is investigating easements.”

Mo sighed like a deflating dinghy. “Why are you back on this bullshit, Eits? We talked about this.”

We talked about this—the vocab of a disappointed parent. He already had two of those, without Mo muscling in on their territory.

“Margaret has just said —”

“She hasn’t said anything!” yelped Fiona. “Some stupid selfish married man has fucked her over, like stupid selfish married men do every single day, in every hotel in the country. In every country. It doesn’t make her a killer. The woman clearly wouldn’t even tread on an ant!”

“But you have to admit it’s all very strange?”

“He had a heart attack. Doctors do!” Mo and Fiona exchanged a glance. “They have stressful jobs! Look at your diet. It’s all vending-machine chocolate, delivery pizzas and Chenin Blanc. I’m half surprised you’ve made it to the mains.”

“And I don’t know the last time you played Clue,” added Mo, “but Captain Mustard gets his brain stoved in with lead piping, he doesn’t have a coronary.”

“Firstly, she’s a doctor. She could have induced one. And secondly, it’s Colonel Mustard.”

“Eitan!” yipped Fiona.

“Fine, I get it—it’s not my job to be doing this. I’ll tell the police. They’ll have to investigate, won’t they?”

Eitan could see it was taking Mo all his strength not to let his head flop into his hands. “Shit gets real when the police become involved, Eitan,” said Mo, using a phrase that he probably wasn’t taught in his LLB. Although he did go to Reading, so maybe it was.

Fiona spoke very softly, like she might to a stranger with a machete. “They won’t only look at the case. They’ll also look at who brought it to them.”

“Let’s play along with your thinking,” said Tweedledum JD. “Let’s say he was killed. Do you think they’d suspect lovely, unkillery Margaret or the guy who the victim caught shagging on his desk?”

“You did what?!” shrieked Fiona.

“I can’t say anything further,” added Mo. “Lawyer-client privilege. But that’s the thrust of it.”

Eitan had always hated other people being right. It was why he’d worked so hard at med school, to make sure that he was always the person who was right. But, at the same time, it was hard to disagree with them.

“And what if the police didn’t know it was me telling them? An anonymous tip-off!”

“It would be immediately filed under ‘C’ for crank,” Mo replied. “Right next to the guy who thinks 9/11 was an inside job masterminded by JFK, off his tits on 5G.”

Margaret returned just in time for pudding: tinned cheesecake with a can of Sauternes. Eitan attempted an apology, but Margaret laid a hand on his wrist and smiled.

“No need. Where would we be without humor?”

She hadn’t laughed once since she got there.

“Douglas Moran’s bedroom?” he offered. That didn’t make her laugh either.

“I’m not stupid. I understand why he couldn’t leave Davina. He was always an honorable man, deep down. It’s one of the things I admired the most about him.” Honorable was fairly low on the list of adjectives he’d use to describe Moran, but sure. Eitan wasn’t quite done yet, though—he still had a seismic question wedged up his sleeve. He was just about to ask Margaret where she was on the evening he’d died, when she offered up the answer unprompted.

“I was at the bell-ringing AGM that night,” she said, her voice cracking like, well, the Liberty Bell. “As he passed away, we’d have been arguing about the budget for our ringing exchange with St. Lawrence’s in Ipswich. I keep thinking about him in pain. I should have been there to hold his hand.” Mo put his arm around her shoulder as Margaret’s composure finally collapsed and she broke down.

Eitan started to rack his brain for various convoluted ways an assassin might stop somebody’s heart from ten miles away, when he conceded to himself that Fiona was probably right: Margaret would no more plan Moran’s murder than stage an invasion of Nagorno-Karabakh. He’d hit a dead end—Margaret’s only crime was convincing herself that Moran was capable of love. By the time Eitan had zoned back into the conversation, Mo was boasting about the splash Alasdair’s home-brewed pomegranate cider had been making at the local farmers’ market. Margaret said she’d be sure to pop along on her way back from helping at the soup kitchen. As if to prove precisely how unmurderous she was.

As they split the bill (printed on the lid of a can), Fiona took Eitan’s hand. “Look after yourself,” she said, which was her code for “Don’t do anything too mental.”
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Working Together for a Happier, Healthier and Safer St. Jude’s

1 June 2023

Dear Mr. Stone

Re: Eitan Rose, dob 08/17/1980

Thank you for referring Dr. Rose for his Fit for Work assessment. Dr. Rose has been on a medical leave of absence for five weeks, following an acute exacerbation of his known bipolar disorder.

He continues to refuse to share any correspondence from his psychiatrist, telling me to “go fuck myself.” This is of course his right and cannot prejudice my recommendations, a fact of which he reminded me on four occasions during our meeting. I am therefore unsure whether he has seen his psychiatrist during this episode. Likewise, he declined to discuss his current medications.

This is Dr. Rose’s second medical leave of absence at St. Jude’s, the first being a four-month period earlier this year, following an acute psychotic episode. My understanding of the full chronology of his illness is limited, for reasons as above, but he has certainly been well during his tenure at St. Jude’s save for the two episodes this year. His diagnosis was initially made at university in 1999 when he had his first psychotic event, following a family bereavement.

Dr. Rose describes himself as “fit as a fucking fiddle” and suggested that I “fill out the form like a good boy” so he could return to work.

My examination findings as to his current state are as follows:

Appearance and behavior

42-year-old white male dressed casually in a medical school hoodie and jeans. (I will note that, at this point, Dr. Rose pointed to his hoodie and asked me if Employee Health was what I dreamt of when I applied to medical school. He also mentioned on multiple occasions that Employee Health wasn’t a “proper” branch of medicine, and referred to me as “Back Pain Betty,” even more so when I asked him to desist.) Well-groomed with good hygiene. Significantly uncooperative but not aggressive. No psychomotor agitation.

Speech

Speech fluent, not pressured and normal in rate, rhythm, volume and tone.

Mood and affect

Mood reported as “Tickety-fuckity-boo—would you like me to spell that for you?” Euthymic affect with low frustration tolerance as noted.

Thought process and content

No suspicion of disorganized thought processes. There was a definite preoccupation with the death of a colleague at the hospital, mentioned three times during our meeting. It is of course difficult to say whether this preoccupation was pathological, given his absence from the hospital was related to events following this death.

Perception and cognition

No delusions or hallucinations. No change to cognition.

Insight and judgment

Dr. Rose has a good understanding of his illness, quizzing me in some depth on my knowledge of it and again calling me “Back Pain Betty,” plus on one occasion “The Wart Whisperer.” Judgment not manifestly impaired. I have no alternative based on today’s clinical picture but to overall declare Dr. Rose as medically fit for work and to confirm his planned date of return as Monday 26 June. However, as I told him at the end of our meeting, I am glad that I do not require outpatient rheumatological care at this hospital.

I recommended a follow-up review in six weeks to assess his progress. He asked if it was mandatory and, when I informed him that it wasn’t, he impolitely declined.

Yours sincerely

Dr. Damian Barnett MBBS FFOM

Consultant in Occupational Medicine
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Poor Unfortunate Cole

Eitan scanned his suit for stains, then wet a paper towel and set to work. He’d long decided that dry-cleaning was a scam—all they did was steam your clothes, spray them with something that smelled vaguely of chemicals and chuck them in a plastic bag. The front door swung open and Cole shuffled in carrying… a safe?

“Happy two-month-aversary!”

Oh yeah, that. Eitan had never been one for anniversaries—even the more conventional kind. He would tell people that relationships were organic entities, like flowers, which needed to be able to grow, blossom or wilt rather than just be obsessively measured. But the truth was that Elodie’s death had bequeathed him so many miserable ones that he’d rather gone off the concept. Also, he was crap at remembering them. Still, Cole pitched the idea with such fizzing eagerness and excitement that Eitan couldn’t bear to shit on his spark.

Cole put the safe down on the worktop, reached into his jacket pocket and chucked Eitan a small wrapped gift.

He opened it—a pair of handcuffs, the rainbow-fur trim suggesting they weren’t strictly police-issue. “Thank you?”

“In case you missed Diana Deluxe! And I’ve brought this from my flat—to cook something yourself, maybe?”

Oh, not a safe—a microwave, now occupying 80 percent of the available kitchen surface. Eitan considered protesting that he didn’t need mothering, but his Uber Eats account would have disagreed. This was something sweet from someone who cared for him. He kissed Cole on the lips and retrieved his gift from under the pillow—it wasn’t a flat particularly stuffed with hiding places.

“Let me guess?” said Cole, holding the small rectangular object in a paper South Kensington Books bag. “A nice new bike?” Cole unwrapped it. Well, unbagged it. A green and yellow plastic-bound book the size of a pocket dictionary. His face cycled through a flurry of microexpressions: initial wide-eyed excitement while he registered it, then an arch of the eyebrows—was that irritation or surprise?—settling into an exaggerated smile.

“Wow! The… Oxford Handbook of Clinical Medicine?”

“It’s the junior doctor’s bible, known as the ‘cheese and onion,’ because of the colors, obviously. In case you ever wanted to, you know, better yourself.”

“I’m sorry? Better myself?”

Fuck. This again. “No, no! Bad choice of phrase.”

“Being a doctor’s better than being a porter, is it?”

“Not at all! It’s just you’re so interested in medicine and so knowledgeable already, I thought it might be… fun? I was trying to be…”

Cole shut Eitan up with a kiss.

“You’re very thoughtful. Sorry if I didn’t seem grateful. I really am.”

Eitan didn’t feel totally convinced. Cole riffled through to a random page.

“What’s… Marchiafava-Bignami disease?”

“No idea. Something to do with the brain?”

“I knew it.” Cole laughed. “You’re a charlatan. Oh, I meant to ask, how was your back-to-work thing?”

“Pointless. But he signed me off to return in a couple of weeks.”

Cole beamed. “See—I told you! Play their game, it’s all they want.”

Eitan wasn’t keen to go into the details of the degree to which he’d played any kind of game, and continued wet-wiping a particularly tenacious green stain.

“So the suit’s not for a job interview, then?”

“Cousin’s wedding. Tomorrow.”

“You didn’t say you were going to a wedding!”

“I don’t know if I am.”

Eitan would normally turn down any invitation to a family event faster than a vindaloo through a five-year-old, but, with Margaret and Hallowell downgraded to “probably didn’t kill the fucker,” there wasn’t much else in his diary. Besides, he actually liked Talia—she’d always been among the least-worst attendees at Rose family gatherings.

Whether that was enough to get through an evening with his dad he wasn’t quite sure. His was a family that prized “normal” above all else, and normal in this context meant “married with children.” The wedding was due to happen in an ultra-luxe hotel, with the extended family there to celebrate the fact that Talia was no longer on the shelf, like some Jane Austen plotline.

“Would it be any better if I came with?”

Eitan conceded defeat to his suit and hung it on the wardrobe door. It absolutely would. He used to ride out these family circuses by gossiping his way through them with Elodie—maybe it wouldn’t be so awful with Cole there to bounce off.

“Miles better for me—but fucking awful for you. Unless you get off on emotional trauma? Seriously, I’m the nice one in the family. Imagine.”

Cole nudged him playfully. “Come on. I like wedding cake and I’m good with parents. I know the rules: don’t get them wet, don’t feed them after midnight.”

“If you’re sure. But don’t come crying to me when my aunt Miriam scars you for life by oversharing her medical history.”

Cole kissed him in a way that said he was extremely sure.
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Oh, this was very fancy. Any shindig in the ballroom of the Dorchester Hotel was going to be relatively sprauncy, but the currently happy couple had clearly ticked every single box on the extras list—miles of silken ribbons dangled from all possible protrusions, each table had a flower display that would happily rest on a monarch’s coffin, and the caterers had apparently done Tom Jones’s eightieth. Eitan walked in with a Hollywood-handsome porter on his left arm and a glass of fizz in his right hand, and wondered if that made him a champagne socialist. A part of him was aware that it probably wasn’t the best idea to press pause on his sobriety, but he wasn’t convinced he’d get through the evening otherwise. Besides, as the cliché goes, it was only one glass.

Eitan waved to Talia across the room. She blew a kiss back, then her eyes dilated in mock horror to warn him that someone, or something, was behind him. And there he was: Eitan’s father, dressed in his best formal garb—tasteful, elegant and subdued, without a scintilla of color on his outfit or face. Eitan hugged him in a cool embrace. Two seconds in, his father gave him a tap on the back to let him know the hug was over.

“Cole, this is my dad, Arnold.”

“Nice to meet you, Mr. Rose,” said Cole, like a schoolboy on an open day, showing unimpressed parents around the aging sports facilities.

“Please,” he replied. “Call me Professor Rose.”

Eitan’s dad was long retired from his job in the anthropology department at University College London but would continue insisting upon his title until his final breath—his place in the imaginary pecking order of life.

“It’s always nice to see one of the children getting married,” said Arnold, pointedly, his face set to death-mask. He then moved on to listing the various successes of family members who weren’t Eitan. “Your cousin Rachel just had her second, and she’s a partner at Ernst and Young now.”

“Rachel? Was she the one who threw her phone at the nanny? How did her tribunal go in the end?”

Despite himself, Eitan couldn’t help but feel slightly miffed that he was a consultant in a London teaching hospital and yet still a disappointment to a Jewish parent. That was meant to be an absolute slam-dunk. Clearly the double whammy of homosexuality and mental illness was the piss in the prosecco. But he wasn’t going to let the fucker get to him—it’s what he wanted, after all.

“And you, Mr. Cole, what is it you do?”

“I’m a porter, Professor Rose. At St. Jude’s.”

The esteemed professor very nearly smiled. “Cole the porter. The nose of the great Durante?”

Eitan felt nauseated that his dad had made the exact same joke he had.

“Very good,” said Cole, which was exactly what Arnold wanted to hear.

“So, is that a common occurrence? Doctors romancing porters?”

Cole squeezed Eitan’s hand.

“We let them look us in the eye occasionally,” said Eitan, scanning the room for someone else to talk to. A cousin who once shat his pants in Arnold’s Volvo 240 on the way back from a birthday party. Nah. Maybe. An extremely fit guitarist from the wedding band, setting up some pedals and leaning over a pleasing amount as he did so. Probably inappropriate. But then the red-tailcoated MC bellowed them all to dinner, so they took their seats.

The last-minute addition of Cole had turned an already intimate table for ten into an actively invasive table for eleven. Arnold, who used a knife and fork like he was elbowing invisible quarterbacks out of the way, complained throughout about the less-than-free-range scenario.

Eitan reasoned that his recent foray into sobriety had been a noble experiment in self-care but one that was now a rubber ring in the rapids. Besides, he’d already broken the seal with that glass of champagne. He grabbed a bottle of Chateau Something-or-Other and the knot in his stomach immediately loosened. It wasn’t the perfect answer, but it was better than nothing.

“Still a doctor, Eitan?” asked some uncle on the other side of Arnold.

“On a pause just now,” Eitan replied.

Arnold shot Eitan a look that strongly implied the phrase “imminent disinheritance.” Eitan smiled straight back.

“They’ve signed me off for going mad.”

“What do you do?” Cole asked the girl on his left, urgently attempting to sidestep any Rose family dynamics.

“Oh, I’m at medical school,” said Lucie, one of Eitan’s more distant cousins—the kind of relative who you’d be legally allowed to marry, but not without a fair number of raised eyebrows.

“A proper family business, then?” said Cole.

“Well, yeah. I’m not sure I’d be there without Daddy putting in a good word. My exam results were bad. I mean, literally BAD. B in maths, A in chemistry, D in physics.” Cole twitched. “I’m hoping to be a cardiologist. Wouldn’t it be funny if I ended up at Jude’s with you, Uncle Eitan?”

“I wouldn’t do cardiology at Jude’s—useless department,” said Eitan, with the careful over-enunciation of someone in the middle of one too many.

“Really?” asked Lucie.

“Well, they couldn’t help that old blimp Moran. Bodged his stress echo, then failed to save him after his MI.”

“Douglas Moran?” asked Arnold, suddenly interested.

“Did you know him too, Professor Rose?” asked Cole. The question hung in the air like gas from an aging dog.

“He was a fine doctor,” replied Arnold.

“Like fuck he was,” added Eitan.

“More importantly, he was right about my son.” Arnold locked eyes with Eitan, who responded by downing his entire glass.

“Careful or you’ll end up on the road you drove your mother down.”

Eitan responded by necking another, this one not even touching the mucosa of his mouth.

“I take it this is a new relationship, Mr. Cole?” asked Arnold. “Has Eitan told you what he did to his sister? Or rather what he didn’t do for her?”

“I didn’t know he had a sister, Professor Rose,” said Cole, hesitantly.

Arnold reeled, visibly winded by this. He pushed away his smoked salmon. “Eitan? Wish to share?”

“I don’t care what the cunt said. He was negligent.”

“It’s always someone else’s fault with you, isn’t it? No matter how much evidence there is to the contrary. You’d think that doctors might be interested in evidence.”

Eitan stood up and grabbed the remaining two bottles of wine from the center of the table. But Arnold wasn’t done.

“I saw you sneer when I said how nice it was to see one of the children getting married. Well, there’s one who never will now, isn’t there? And not through lifestyle choice. I see you’re still wearing her ring. Looks painful, cutting into your fat finger. I hope you feel it every single minute of your life. The way your mother has to. The way I have to.”

As Eitan stormed out, Arnold pushed the newly vacated chair away from the table and shuffled into the increased space.

It used to annoy Eitan when Mo called it his “self-destruct mode.” Probably because nobody likes to be told that their actions aren’t rational. But, as with most things in their life together, Eitan eventually realized that Mo was right. He’d also discovered over time that his detonations were best carried out well away from anyone else. He found his spot in the Orchid Room. It felt a bit like being trapped inside a Wedgwood fruit bowl, but it contained the two things he sorely needed: a wineglass and nobody else.
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“Eitan? Are you in here?” Cole’s voice sounded so sweet and angelic ringing off the impossibly shiny marble of the washroom. In his cubicle, Eitan leaned back and closed his eyes, hoping that Cole wouldn’t be able to hear his breathing or, worse, somehow identify it. Had he been searching the hotel for… how long was it? An hour? Two?

“I think it’s going to be the first dance soon. It’s better than it was in there. Well, there’s cake now, at least. I’ve had three slices. I did say I liked it. Oh, and I met your aunt Miriam—she showed me her hysterectomy scar. And your dad’s leaving soon, so then it’ll get a lot better. Do you think you should say goodbye, maybe? Make peace? I mean, only if you want to.”

Eitan pressed his lips together, shut his eyes tight and tried to ride out the urge to reply. But it became too much. “I’m fine. I’m sorry. I think I just need to be alone a little longer.”

But of course Cole wouldn’t go away. Why should he? And where would he go? He was a curious soul, brimming with youthful optimism and the naive belief that his looks and charms could change anyone’s mind. Eitan heard him push the door of the adjacent cubicle, clamber onto the loo seat, then hoist himself up and peek over the partition.

Oh, his face. That beautiful, trusting face. Watching his happiness slide away, like a Labrador puppy shot in the side. There was no mistaking the scene that Cole was witness to, no wiggle room whatsoever. Eitan’s palms were pushed flat against the walls of the cubicle, trousers around his ankles, knees splayed, the wedding band guitarist’s head bobbing away rhythmically between them, slowly, not quite silently, in an almost comical motion.

Cole’s head disappeared. He stepped out of the stall. Eitan heard water being splashed on skin. “What the fuck’s wrong with you, Eitan?”

Eitan disengaged with a reluctant sigh and the guitarist stumbled to his feet.

“Cole. I destroy everything I touch. I’m King Midas with a bulldozer. You’re too nice for me—get away while you can.”

More water being splashed. The guitarist mimed leaving the cubicle. It was clearly all a bit fucking weird. Eitan roughly put his finger to the man’s lips.

“Just go, Cole. You deserve better. I’m sorry.”

There was a sound. A sob, Eitan thought, then three or four footsteps and a swing of the door. He was gone. Eitan looked upward, then pushed the guitarist back down to his knees. The first dance would have to wait.


From: Douglas Simon Moran [douglas.s.moran@doctors.org.uk]

To: Patricia Morales, PALS [patricia.morales@stjudes.nhs.uk]

cc: Prof Rhys MacKenzie, Dean of Undergraduate Studies [rwm2@ic.ac.uk]; Dame Judith Clark [provost@ic.ac.uk]

Date: Tuesday 20 June 2000 09:24

Subject: Complaint/Elodie Rose

Dear Patricia

Thank you for your email of 15th June regarding the complaint made by Professor Arnold Rose about the care received by his daughter, Elodie Rose, at St. Jude’s. In response to your specific questions:

1. I confirm I was the on-call senior medical resident overnight on 19th/20th November 1999.

2. I confirm I received a call from ED to review the patient at 01:31 and attended at 01:38.

3. I would describe the patient at this stage as moribund with sepsis.

4. I do not believe that I, or any doctor of any grade in any hospital, could have done anything further or preferable to the actions taken by myself or my colleagues on ICU. At the time of presentation, the patient was already in septic shock, with disseminated intravascular coagulation, and had begun an irreversible descent into multi-organ failure. To be brutal, the only thing that could have saved the patient would have been a time machine.

I would like to make one further comment in addition.

Prior to her attendance at ED, the patient was staying with her brother, Eitan Rose, a student at Imperial College School of Medicine. It is truly unthinkable that a medical student could have failed to spot the signs of sepsis at such a late stage. He needed to make one simple intervention: to call an ambulance at an earlier point. A day would have certainly saved her life. Perhaps even an hour would have done. Of course, he is yet to qualify but, to be frank, it raises the question of whether he ever should. It is not without precedent for the GMC to strike off a medical student for negligence ahead of qualification or registration.

I have copied in Prof MacKenzie and Dame Judith Clark at the Medical School.

Yours sincerely

Douglas Moran

HBM/038









CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Give Me a Stein

Sherlock Holmes had a mind palace to store his memories for easy Rolodex access; Eitan Rose operated something more like a nest of safes to lock his thoughts in. And that’s where Cole went, filed away like a holiday romance. Miki, Eitan’s therapist, would have asked him why that was, and they’d have spent several sessions working through concepts like cowardice, guilt and trauma. But fuck Miki, the nosy bastard—it’s probably why Eitan hadn’t spoken to him in six months. Besides, he had far more important things to not think about.

Such as another first day back. It was a shame this part of his life wasn’t a bit more Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind—infuriatingly, he could remember everything in 4K quality. Worse still, so could everyone else—he saw it in their eyes as they passed him in corridors.

“Good morning, Dr. Rose!” said Omar, one of the physios, with a smirking undercurrent of “I heard you tried to fuck Dr. Moran’s corpse!”

At least he knew of a way to make his mind a little more spotless. He texted Webb to arrange a tearful reunion on Stairwell F.

“We really should stop meeting like this, Dr. Rose.” Webb hadn’t taken the opportunity of Eitan’s absence to work on his banter. Eitan peeled off the usual five twenties, but Webb’s hand didn’t move.

“Obviously, with the economy in the state it’s in, my costs have been going up and unfortunately I’ve had to…”

Eitan added another twenty, and then another, after which Webb smiled and produced the goods. Late-stage capitalist greed had finally found its way into Stairwell F.

“I should warn you, word is that Stein is even worse than Moran—she’s pushing for random staff drug testing. She’s gone full Al Capone since she got the medical director gig.”

“Meaning?”

“Meaning that kind of interference always comes with a price.”

“You’ve just upped your prices! Ten seconds ago!”

“I’m only letting you know. Better skedaddle, it’s the maternity social tonight and they’ve put in an order for a kilo of ket.”

It wasn’t the best news about Stein’s “Just Say No” routine—that was two medical directors on the trot trying to make life harder for him. Eitan wondered if the hospital would run properly if everyone was sober? He started to bound up the stairs, until he heard the drawl of Ciaran Bourke, the person in the hospital he least wanted to see. Eitan dashed out the stairwell and grabbed a lift up to his office. A yellowing handwritten notice which said Emergency phone out of order. Technician has been notified had been taped to the wall since Eitan first started there. The technician had probably died of old age since then. The lift doors opened on the fourth floor and in stepped Davina Hallowell. Perhaps Bourke wasn’t the person he least wanted to see, after all. She hardly seemed pleased with her lift-mate either.

“Dr. Hallowell. I wanted to say… I’m so… I obviously wasn’t in my right mind when I…” Might as well stick with the story.

She looked him up and down. “He had a strange effect on people, my husband—it’s been interesting, all the ripples he caused. You’ve seen that Corcoran woman, she’s a shell. And Annabel Stein—she might have got his job and started dismantling his legacy, but she’ll always know he had to die for her to do it.” She touched Eitan on the shoulder, disarming him. “I didn’t realize quite how unwell you’d been, and I do hope you’re doing better now,” she said, with a quiet kindness. “It can’t be easy in a place like this.”

The lift pinged and she stepped out. Eitan couldn’t process his emotion, but it was definitely a form of shock. It might have been the closest to empathy he’d ever had from a colleague. And from Hallowell of all people; after everything he’d done.

Eitan wandered down the corridor and opened his office door, half wondering how many more consultants might have been crammed in there. Just Margaret! Although her quest to claim the entire place had continued apace in his absence.

“Oh! Eitan! It’s today! Of course it is. Welcome back.”

He lifted a piece of horrendous kitten-shaped pottery off his desk and held it up to the light.

“I was… brightening the place up a bit while you were gone.”

She scurried over to what had been Eitan’s half of the room and grabbed an armful of her personal effects.

“Nina will be pleased to see you. She’s at the dentist. She was going to pick you up a cake on the way back—don’t think we’d forgotten!”

Margaret was a terrible liar. He realized how ridiculous his earlier suspicions had been—if she’d murdered someone, she would have placed a full-page confession in The Times. It was a miracle she’d managed to conduct a semi-successful affair. He watched as she reached for her phone and set about sending a surreptitious text. Presumably to Nina, along the lines of:

HE’S BACK! BUY A CAKE!

“I just saw Davina Hallowell in the lift,” said Eitan. “She was…nice to me.”

“She’s OK when you get to know her. Well, OK might be pushing it. But we’ve had a couple of chats.”

“Like a Douglas Moran support group?”

Margaret pulled her mouth in navel tight. “We have to stick together now that Annabel Stein’s in charge.”

“Oh yes?” Stein being mentioned for a third time that morning—she was clearly making her presence felt.

“She doesn’t like women much,” said Margaret. “Prefers men. Ironic, given she made such a fuss about Douglas becoming medical director.”

Eitan intervened as he saw her drifting into some sepia-tinted sex memory of Moran. “Has she said something to you, Margaret?”

“She’s made it clear she thought my relationship with Douglas was unprofessional. And she’s tearing up Plan 2040.”

Shame she wasn’t tearing up his drugs bust.

“I don’t know,” said Margaret. “It feels almost —”

“Vindictive?”

“Exactly that. Vindictive.”

The curtains in the far corners of Eitan’s mind started to billow.







CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Taking a Nosedive

Eitan wandered into outpatients and deposited a tray of Krispy Kremes with Martin, the senior administrative officer, or receptionist, to use the term that had worked perfectly well for the 150 years before St. Jude’s decided to retool the English language. Doughnut donation was Eitan’s equivalent of tipping the dustmen at Christmas in the hope they turned a blind eye to your haphazard attempts to subdivide the recycling. Then he strode across the waiting room, slaloming past the rainwater buckets and toward Professor Stein, who was perched on one of the high-backed chairs, its stuffing leaking into the air. She was wearing a long black-lace dress tessellated with Chanel logos: Morticia Addams meets Harrods. Her hands were perched on her lap, like she was waiting for Rigoletto to kick off; incongruously elegant in the shabby unchic of a waiting room three budget cuts past a refurbishment.

“Morning, Professor Stein. Knees given out already? Well, you’ve come to the right place.”

She laughed, as hollow as an Easter egg. “I thought it might be good to get to know each other a bit better.”

“Of course, Professor Stein. I use clinic room B.”

She waved her hand as if a moth was about to land on her nose. “Annabel, please.”

He could ideally do without Stein sitting there like a dementor with a UTI, but he wasn’t going to fight it. If not exactly a fully fledged wake-up call, his break from work had at the very least briefly jolted Eitan out of REM sleep enough for him to realize that he needed to go through the motions until the end of his supervision. Plus, he had a few questions to ask her about Douglas Moran.

“How are you?” she drawled, with a two-second “are” and a smile thinner than an onion skin. “You know, given everything you’ve been through.” The words weren’t a million miles from Hallowell’s but the meaning couldn’t have been further away—this was a veneer, an illusion of concern about his health while she quietly freaked out that someone with his diagnosis had been let loose with patients. The same reason he spent an entire career hiding from everyone at work, until he couldn’t and the label became inescapable.

“Eitan,” she said, clasping her hands together like she’d caught the moth, an apologetic smile threatening her lips. “Between you and me, do you think there might be a bit of a drug culture at Jude’s?”

Eitan did his best to feign surprise, hoping that parting his lips slightly wasn’t overkill.

“I thought you might have your ear to the ground?”

How dare she! Even though she was absolutely correct. “My ears are all the way up here these days, I’m afraid.”

“Well, do let me know if you hear anything—I obviously offer absolute confidentiality for whistleblowers. Right, shall we see a few patients?”

That sounded an awful lot better than DrugsChat™. He picked up a set of notes and she looked at the ceiling, a bulging piñata full of god-knows-what. “Should you ask maintenance to get that fixed?” she suggested brightly, as if he hadn’t been doing exactly that since the day he got the job.

Eitan mirror-signal-maneuvered his way through his first few patients. Professor Stein responded to his thoughtful, thorough management by blending further and further into the background. Eitan felt like the subject of an Aesop’s fable, finally learning that toeing the line resulted in an easier life. You wouldn’t have known she was there at all if it weren’t for the odd bout of insistent sneezing. Eitan was compelled by common courtesy to say “bless you” every time, but at a certain point it does start to sound sarcastic. There should probably be some kind of law that after two “bless yous,” you’re on your own.

Next up: Gary Madsen, fifty-three years old, rheumatoid arthritis. He remembered this bloke: voice like gravel. Eitan leafed through the notes. “So, I last saw you… two months ago and we switched you onto cyclophosphamide. How are the old crackers?”

“Crackers?”

“Isn’t that the rhyming slang for knees? Crackers and cheese?”

“Chips, doc. Chips and peas. And they’ll be calling me up for Millwall at this rate.”

“I don’t know if you’re saying that’s good or bad, to be honest, Mr. Madsen.”

Stein sneezed from her corner.

“Any blood in the urine?”

“None at all.”

Eitan grabbed a form from the corner of his desk, slapped on a sticker and ticked a couple of boxes. “In that case, my work here is done. I’ll sort out another blood test to check on the old white blood cells, and I’ll see you in six months. Deal?”

“Deal!”

“Use the parking machine on the second floor,” said Eitan, pointing to the ticket the patient had pulled out his wallet. “It permanently thinks it’s a Sunday, and only charges you 50p.”

“Ah, cheers, doc!”

He creaked his way out the room and Eitan grabbed the next set of notes from the stack of foolscap on his desk.

“It does strike me—and please don’t take this as any kind of criticism—that this gentleman had a very short consultation, Eitan. The poor chap barely had time to sit down.”

That did very much sound like a criticism. As far as Eitan could tell, he’d managed the guy perfectly well and was unsure what else she expected him to spend the rest of his time slot doing. Quick round of mah-jongg?

“Dr. Moran was always very big on efficiency,” said Eitan.

“Dr. Moran’s ideas on efficiency are no longer relevant, thankfully,” she replied, before launching into another sneezing fit. “I do apologize, I think I must be allergic to something in here.”

Exemplary clinical management, perhaps, thought Eitan.

“Probably the mold spores.” Stein looked at the ceiling, before jabbing her twig of a finger at the fresh box of Histamize on his desk. “Is this unopened?”

It all happened so fast. Half a blink. Before Eitan knew it, she’d reached over, torn through the packaging and Webb’s bottle was in her hands. Hands which report to the medical board. “May I?”

Eitan searched desperately for an excuse. “It’s not really a particularly effective —”

But Professor Stein wasn’t waiting for permission. She gave the container a brief shake, popped the nozzle into her left nostril and took two decent hits. Then she did the same with her right nostril. Her eyes immediately scrunched as the sharp pain seared through her sinuses. She clutched at her nose as if trying to hold it in place.

“Good god!” she cried. She held the bottle up and peered at the label through watering eyes. “It’s… extremely astringent, isn’t it?” She tapped her lips together as if nibbling the air. “Strange taste. Like… Play-Doh.”

“I guess I’m used to it,” said Eitan. This was true. Professor Stein, however, was not. Consequently, within a few minutes, Stein was a great deal more animated than he’d ever seen her.

“He’s doing a lovely job, isn’t he?” she piped up as Eitan examined the sacroiliac joint of a patient in her seventies with ankylosing spondylitis. “Suitably thorough, but not wasting time. There’s a sweet spot in medicine, I always think. You don’t want to miss anything, but the patient doesn’t want to miss the last tube, am I right?”

“Thanks very much, Professor Stein,” said Eitan. “That’s very kind. Now, Mrs. Chavez, can I see you walk across the room for me?”

“I do like your belt, Eitan. Where’s it from?”

Eitan paused—not so much to remember where it came from, but to work out what to do with the cokey-monster in his consulting room. Eitan cast his mind back to how he’d felt the first time he’d tried cocaine: Matt Chew’s room in Falmouth Keogh halls of residence. He couldn’t remember being anywhere near as garrulous as Prof Stein, who had taken advantage of this pause to offer up endless suggestions about where he might have bought his belt.

“Was it Burberry? They do nice ones. Paul Smith? Calvin Klein”

“I think it was a gift. That’s great, Mrs. Chavez—I’d say we’re definitely moving in the right direction. I’m going to refer you for some hydrotherapy sessions: they tend to make a decent difference with anky spond. And even if they don’t, it’ll be like a lovely spa day.”

As soon as the patient had limped out the room, Stein started rattling through anecdotes like an old-timey auctioneer—delivering a rapid-fire soliloquy on the difficulties of finding a decent kitchen fitter in Muswell Hill and the social and sexual deficiencies of her ex-husband.

Following his initial wave of alarm, Eitan attempted to capitalize on the situation. After all, a considerably less recreational substance had seen Margaret spilling various varieties of bean. “I don’t think I’ve congratulated you on becoming medical director, by the way… Am I right in thinking you were down to the last two when Moran was appointed?”

Stein lowered herself onto the ground, spreading her limbs into a spindly snow angel. “Oh, you dear sweet boy. I was down to the last one. We’d had final interviews and that smear of shit Gillow couldn’t have given me a stronger wink that it was mine. And then within the hour, HR receive some allegation of bullying about me. Me! Can you imagine me bullying anyone?”

Yes, but do continue.

“So, they’re ‘taking it very seriously’ and all that claptrap but, meantime, guess who they parachute in as medical director. And it’s not fucking me, is it? Cut forward a week and the complaint’s been dropped. They obviously never said who was behind it, but two separate little birdies told me that it was Ginger Spice.”

“I’m sorry… Ginger Spice?”

Stein yawned so hard her jaw almost dislocated, then she propped herself up on one arm, showing surprising core strength for a human car aerial.

“Hallowell!”

If Suzanne Gillow had been told that when she entered rheumatology clinic room B, one of the two doctors present would be attempting a one-handed downward dog while singing “Spice Up Your Life,” she would absolutely have put her money on the one who was under GMC supervision with a recent history of sexually assaulting a deceased colleague.

“Good morning, Eitan, Annabel…”

Stein uprighted herself remarkably gracefully, and began to bounce from side to side as if she was shadowboxing. “Oh, look who it is,” she bleated, in a very away-crowd-at-a-football-match tone.

“I… thought I’d spin by and see how everyone was doing…” said Gillow.

“We’re having a gold star morning, aren’t we, Eitan?” replied Stein.

Suzanne Gillow smiled nervously. Annabel Stein wasn’t normally known for her positivity. When the provost of the university had emailed with the news that she was to be promoted to professor of microbiology, she’d famously replied with the one-word answer “Noted.”

“You know, Suzanne, I just wanted to say that I bear you no ill will over picking Moran—we got there eventually, didn’t we?” Stein was garbling at the rate of the chap who recites the terms and conditions at the end of a payday loan advert. “You could have sacked him, though, couldn’t you? Once that vexatious complaint was dropped, once you’d spotted he was clueless and doing his best to run the hospital into the ground. Luckily, he had the good sense to drop dead before he could cause any permanent damage.”

Eitan had an urge to phone out for popcorn. Gillow gawped.

“But you have your principles, don’t you, Suzanne? And those principles are: hide in your office and ignore what’s happening on the front line. I almost didn’t recognize you out of your swivel chair. Did somebody have to draw you a map to get here? You don’t have a clue about what this place needs, or how it works. I mean, have you seen this ceiling? It’s pregnant with triplets!”

His enjoyment rather tempered by terror, Eitan watched Gillow try to process what was happening.

“Annabel, as a nurse myself, I know full well what it’s like on the front line, nose to the grindstone.”

Stein danced over to the chief exec, the concept of personal space no longer featuring in her social vocabulary, and wrapped an arm around her shoulder like they were on the same darts team. “You always say that, but when was the last time you did a drugs round or took someone’s blood pressure? They were probably still using leeches.”

In a double-headed effort to stop himself laughing and to stave off the very real possibility of Gillow going full Godzilla, Eitan grabbed the next set of notes from the stack on his desk.

“Why don’t the two of you discuss this somewhere else, and I’ll crack on with my clinic?”

Gillow immediately obliged, leading the oblivious and potentially murderous Professor Stein babbling from the room.

“Annabel, I think I need to get you a taxi.”
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Back in his office, sitting at a desk that was now entirely kitten-free but home to a welcome-back carrot cake, Eitan was attempting to process Stein’s tirade. He didn’t need Inspector Morse smashing through his wall in a regency red Mark II Jag to tell him that she had the most astronomical motive for killing Moran. He replayed their conversation as he set about scrolling through the 4,971 work emails that had accumulated during his time away, looking for the odd needle of clinical correspondence in a haystack of staff satisfaction surveys and memos about display-screen equipment mandatory training. Forty minutes, an encouraging huff of antihistamine and 1,836 emails later, his prime suspect suddenly appeared at his office door with a face like a half-empty Hacky Sack. Official diagnosis: comedown.

“Eitan.”

There were two potential issues here. First of all, she may have regretted some of the tea she’d spilled about her history with Moran—it’s probably not a great idea for a murderer to think you’re onto them. Secondly, she might, quite reasonably, have been wondering what the fuck was in that spray. Eitan decided the best thing to do all round was to act like everything was completely normal.

“Professor Stein, Annabel. Good to see you again.”

Stein dragged Margaret’s chair from behind her desk and wheeled it over to face Eitan, then sat down with the slow deliberation of a Stasi officer about to relieve you of your fingernails.

“You have one attempt at answering this question. What was in that spray?”

Eitan jammed his leg between his chair and the desk to stop it trembling and attempted insouciance. “Histamize? I think the active ingredient is azelastine?”

“Try again,” she spat.

Stein leaned over the desk, her elbow angling perilously close to the cream cheese frosting.

“Gillow wouldn’t even let me defend myself. She told me we’d talk when I was sober. Sober! I drink two glasses of wine a year. Something in that spray made me feel like… I could control the weather.”

“Are you sure it was the spray? You mentioned a reaction to the mold spores. Then there’s the radiators in clinic which don’t turn off—you’ve heard of sick building syndrome, I take it? I do wonder if —”

Something suddenly changed in Stein’s face—she looked almost feral. “Do you know how hard I worked to get this job, Dr. Rose? The things I had to do? Gillow wants to see me tomorrow lunchtime. Me! In front of the chief exec?! I will not let you snatch this away from me.”

The corner of Eitan’s lip twitched. The things I had to do?! Was that a confession? Stein screwed her hands into fists. Eitan could see her long nails breaking the skin of her palms. Her eyes shot wide open.

“Give me that.”

Before Eitan could register what “that” referred to, Stein grabbed the bottle of Histamize from his desk. Eitan cursed himself—for taking the stuff, for leaving it out like a fucking idiot for her to pinch for a second time.

“What do you think this will show when it’s been tested?”

Eitan tried to swallow the panic that was spreading across his face like a bushfire.

“Azelastine?” he suggested, about an octave higher than his vocal cords were expecting.

Stein unfurled to her full height and flexed her hands. For a moment he thought she might be about to assault him. He flinched, and Stein smirked as she walked out, almost enjoying the idea that he was frightened. Just how a killer would. All he had to do was prove it. Although first there was the small matter of the career-ending bottle of cocaine in her handbag.







CHAPTER NINETEEN

What Becomes of the Brokenhearted

Eitan’s watch gave him a sleep score of 11/100, which he thought was pretty good considering he’d not so much as blinked all night. He’d been caught white-handed by the drugs czar. It was over. He knew that. Every conceivable route through the flowchart of the next few days ended in a box saying, YEAH, YOU’RE FUCKED. Well, almost every route. If he could prove that Stein was the murderer before she sacked him, then he might be OK. In Very Bad Things Top Trumps, murdering a colleague was surely a bit worse than possession of a narcotic nose spray.

He persuaded himself into a shirt and trousers, then walked to work like a man who’d contracted gut-rot from his last meal on death row. How long did he have until the ax fell? He knew Stein was meeting Gillow at lunchtime. What was that? Twelve? He had to gather as much evidence as he could before she handed over the Histamize and destroyed his good name. Well, his bad name.

Three hours to avoid a Gillow-Stein firing squad. He needed a plan. Stein’s office was probably a good place to start—Moran’s had been a fount of knowledge, after all. And another chat with her would be handy: if she thought he was going to confess, she’d probably agree to meet up.

“Morning, Eitan!” said Margaret, with a chirp in her voice. Maybe she’d started another affair. With Sauron, perhaps, or Skeletor. “Just thinking about our table at Judebilation,” the unforgivably named St. Jude’s summer party. “Will… Cole, is it, be joining us?”

“We broke up,” replied Eitan, then instantly regretted saying anything that could be considered gossip within Nina’s earshot. While Margaret practically self-immolated and offered to accompany him to restaurants and museums, a thousand memories suddenly burst through the seawall, from their rooftop meet-cute to that awful wedding. Back into the safe with all that—there was work to do.

“I’m fine, Margaret, but thank you. Nina, do you have Annabel Stein’s mobile number?”

Nina patted the Burj Khalifa of undictated notes on the floor. Not this again. Not now, especially.

“I’ll dictate the letters, Nina. I promise I’ll dictate them. Tomorrow I will gaffer-tape that microphone to my face and dictate every single last one of them. You will marvel at the carpet space I free up. But meantime, I really, emphatically, desperately, genuinely need that phone number.”

“Have you finished?” asked Nina, as if she was officiating a four-year-old’s meltdown. “I was going to say I’ll get it to you as soon as you’re back from the estates subcommittee meeting. I’ll text Nikki for it now.”

Ah, fuck. Estates subcommittee. The medical equivalent of jury duty.

“I think I’ll need to pull that.”

Margaret looked up from her desk.

“Eitan, I don’t mean to interfere, but participating more actively in hospital governance was something you committed to. Just tick the boxes and you’ll be out of supervision in no time.”

If only you knew, Margaret. Balls. Right. How long could one meeting take?




[image: Illustration of a syringe half-filled with a liquid, featuring measurement markings along the side and a thin needle at the end.]







“All I’m saying,” droned Ian Henderson, the Deputy Director of Non-Clinical Resources, “is that a larger badge makes staff names and roles more visible, with obvious benefits for the visually impaired, not to mention space for supplementary second-level information.”

“And all I’m saying,” said a dermatologist called Stephen St. John-Stevens, holding up a prototype badge the size of a Jiffy bag, “is that this is the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever seen.” Which may have been a mild exaggeration, although if your name was Stephen St. John-Stevens, you’d probably want it in a fairly small font.

They’d been back and forth on this one point for thirty minutes now, and Eitan’s will to live was running perilously low. He gave a rib-crackingly deep sigh and yearned for a blast of his spray, desperate for a spaced-out tingle to transport him from this airless, charmless room. Before he remembered that was why he was in so much egesta in the first place.

“I move that we revisit this at the next subcommittee,” said some Deputy Whatever of Blah, sentencing everyone to at least another hour of this enervation in a few weeks’ time. Eitan was briefly grateful that he might well be sacked before then.

“If we could now turn to item eight on the agenda,” said Terry, whose (normal-sized) badge declared that he was a Radiology Practice Education Facilitator. “We’ve been looking at patient toilets, with a view to switching to screwless locks on the cubicle doors.”

Eitan ground his teeth. Of course they fucking had. “Screws become loose and protrude, leading them, eventually, to catch on patients’ clothing, and even, in worst-case scenarios, their skin.”

Eitan checked his watch. His knees were jumping under the table, causing a water jug and two glasses to clink together on top of it.

“Last year alone the hospital received three separate complaints from…”

Fucking hell. Enough. There was potentially a murderer out there, and his career was on the edge of a crumbling cliff face, while he was stuck in this church of immovable bureaucracy, talking about toilet doors. Eitan raised his hand.

“Yes, Dr. Rose.”

“We all know this is pointless, don’t we? It’s well-meaning, and in an ideal world our badges would be perfectly proportioned and our toilet doors as smooth as a baby’s arsehole, but it’s still totally pointless. If a patient needs a heart-lung transplant and a bunion repair, you do the heart-lung transplant first. Let’s talk about funding and staff retention. Let’s talk about the ceiling in my clinic that’s been bulging like a horse’s ballsack for the past five years. Let’s talk about things that actually make a difference to the running of the hospital, to the patients, if you remember those?”

Stephen St. John-Stevens began to clap but stopped upon realizing he was entirely alone. With a sigh, Deputy Dawg said, “Are you feeling quite yourself today, Dr. Rose?”

Here we fucking go again. Eitan tensed at yet another entry from the list of euphemisms for “mad.” It had long struck Eitan that there were two types of mental illness. The kind that had recently become socially acceptable—anxiety, depression—ones you could mention at a dinner party, where half the table could compare notes about their therapists and SSRI side effects. Then there was his kind—bipolar disorder, schizophrenia, the conditions that made people recoil at the very concept, which brought to mind screaming in the street, talking to vanity units and believing yourself to be Hildegard of Bingen. Where people would make their excuses and leave the dinner party. Eitan checked his watch: 10 a.m. That was enough of this shit. “I’m sorry,” he announced to the room. “Something’s come up on the wards.”

Naturally, not a single person looked like they believed him, presumably imagining that this was a butt-hurt flounce following a poorly received speech. It was unlikely any of them imagined he was about to race to the executive corridor and unmask a dangerous criminal.

Eitan rushed past the renal unit, where a porter was trundling an empty wheelchair his way. He still made a point of smiling at porters, Cole’s legacy—it felt like a way of karmically rebalancing a few of his more patronizing remarks over the course of their short relationship. As he smiled, he realized that the porter heading toward him was in fact Cole, and his face melted into one of awkward embarrassment.

“Oh. Hello.”

“Hi, Eitan.”

“Sorry I abandoned you at that wedding, cheated on you with some random, then ghosted you—I’m such a cunt,” Eitan should have said, but didn’t. Instead, he paused uncomfortably before landing on, “How have you been?”

“I’m OK. How have you been? I haven’t seen you for a while.”

Cole appeared superficially unchanged by any grief Eitan had inflicted. That face. Cheekbones you could chop tomatoes with and a jaw drawn with a set square. Cole smiled at him, and Eitan experienced that hitched-breath, heated-blanket feeling for the first time since he’d fucked everything up. That soft, chronic happiness.

“Sorry about what happened at the… I’ve… not been in a good place.”

If he could have taken back what had happened at the wedding, he would have. But then, he’d probably have done it again, in some other way. Reaching for the self-destruct button was just who he was. He’d finally told the truth in that toilet cubicle—Cole really was too good for him, and you don’t keep a puppy in the same cage as a wolf.

“Do you want to chat?” asked the puppy.

The wolf resisted the urge to look at his watch. Don’t ruin this, he told himself. You can spare another ten minutes, fix this before everything else falls apart. “If you promise not to ask why I haven’t replied to any of your messages for the past two weeks.”

“Deal.”

They ventured to the ambitiously named hospital garden, a patch of brown grass the size of a wardrobe door, and sat on Eitan’s favorite bench in London, dedicated to ALAN HIGGINS MURPHY, 1923–1994, WHO HATED THIS PLACE. Pleasingly, no one knew whether he was a patient or a member of staff.

“Right, first of all,” said Cole. “Why haven’t you replied to any of my messages for the past two weeks?”

Eitan punched his lovely solid arm and launched into his latest batch of self-made woes. Cocaine. Supervisor. Rumbled.

“Hang on. You had cocaine in your inhaler?”

“It’s not an inhaler, it’s a nasal…” He ran out of words. “Yes.”

Cole didn’t seem to judge. Then again, he never did. His eyes didn’t roll, his perfect jaw didn’t jut off to one side. He simply nodded and assimilated the new information.

“I’ve been relying on it for a while now, to get me through the shittier days. To make them bearable, anyway.”

“I wish you felt you could have told me.”

“I wasn’t using it so much when we were… whatever we were.” He almost said that Cole had made the coke un-necessary, but he worried it would sound schmaltzy or, worse, manipulative.

“There’s something else,” said Eitan, preparing to say the words out loud for the first time and wondering how they would land. “This new supervisor—I reckon she’s the killer. She said some pretty fucked-up stuff, and I don’t think it was just the cocaine talking.”

“Did she threaten you?”

Eitan took a moment to enjoy the fact Cole hadn’t told him not to be stupid, or to stop banging on about this. “She’s going to see Gillow and get the spray tested. I’m fully fucked unless I can prove that Stein killed Moran first.”

“Annabel Stein?” asked Cole.

“Exactly. And yes, I realize how it will sound. The consultant with a known record of cocaine use, who’s recently back from his second load of mad leave, versus Professor Stein, the highly-respected-for-some-reason —”

“I take it you haven’t heard, then?”

“Heard what?”

“She was admitted here a couple of hours ago. Massive heart attack.”

The world began to revolve a little slower. The sky started to sway. The color drained from Eitan’s face like a slashed blood bag as he tried to calculate what this meant.

Well, it certainly meant she wouldn’t be handing over any cocaine-laced nasal spray to Gillow. But also, fuck… what if the cocaine had done this? Eitan slapped a hand across his mouth, his eyes wide with fear.

“She took my coke! Four massive nosefuls. Is she dead? Did I accidentally kill my boss?”

Cole put his hands on Eitan’s shoulders. “Calm down. Take a breath.”

Eitan and Cole stared at each other for a few seconds. The sky stopped moving.

“Right,” said Cole. “Your inhaler, nasal spray, whatever, couldn’t have caused this, OK? She came in this morning, and she’s not dead, by the way. If it was the coke that gave her the heart attack, it would have happened within an hour of her snorting it, tops.”

“How many cocaine-induced heart attacks have you had?!”

“It was on an episode of Grey’s Anatomy.”

“Fuck. I was about to sew this thing up. It’s weird, she seemed in such good nick.”

“I suppose it happens.”

It happens. That’s what everyone had said when Eitan was fishing around for evidence about Dr. Moran. Hang on. Eitan’s cogs began to creak. Another heart attack out of the blue.

“It happens. Sure. But not twice in quick succession. To two senior doctors, two medical directors, at the same hospital.”

Cole tried the hand-on-the-shoulder trick, but Eitan jumped to his feet, fizzing with static electricity.

“I was fucking right—I’ve just been looking in the wrong place!” cried Eitan. “It’s a pattern. She was saying herself how everybody tried to get in her way, to stop her becoming medical director. Where is she? I need to see her.”

“She’s in ICU. Surely you can’t go poking around in there?”

“Cole, if I can pull off a dead man’s trousers at a wake, I can poke around in a ward at my own hospital.”

“Remind me how that went again?”

Eitan’s phone buzzed. Nina texting with Stein’s number. A bit fucking late, mate. When he didn’t reply after ten seconds, she followed up with YOU’RE. WELCOME.
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In the same way that even the worst hotels can somehow manage to pull together a half-decent foyer, the most run-down hospitals can manage a convincing intensive care unit. The ICU at St. Jude’s was clean, safe and well staffed. It always struck Eitan that ICUs look exactly as you’d expect, awash with white walls, glass and enough screens and machines to furnish a fleet of Starship Enterprises. Or was it Starships Enterprise, like attorneys general?

He blipped his badge and the double doors swooshed open. There was something almost calming about the noise inside; the syncopation of a dozen monitors bleeping and the ventilators wheezing mechanically underneath, like Darth Vader on a sex chat line.

Eitan took a deep breath—he was seconds from solving this, from vindicating himself, from stopping whoever was wreaking this havoc. There had to be a clue here? All he needed was a few minutes alone with her. He glanced up at the screen in reception, the patients listed like airport departures—Annabel Stein, Side Room 7. He strode purposefully in her direction, workshopping a backstory as he did. If confronted by any ICU staff, he’d say that he’d recently advised Stein to take diclofenac for some shoulder pain, and he was there to make sure the drug chart had her nonsteroidal anti-inflammatories on it.

He stared through the big glass window into the side room—intensive care units are places you don’t want your patients too hidden away, for obvious reasons. Even though Eitan and Stein had hardly spent their time together braiding each other’s hair, it was still upsetting to see her stretched out there in a rough cotton gown, her vital functions subcontracted to machines, more wires coming off her than a telephone substation and a bank of monitors all pronouncing how well she wasn’t.

There were at least eight doctors and nurses in the room: they were clearly throwing everything at getting Stein out of the department. (On her feet, through the front entrance, not on her back, out the back.) Getting the best available medical attention was pretty much the only perk of the job, although Eitan reckoned that if it was him, he’d have probably been palmed off with some third-year medical student brandishing a stethoscope from a “sexy nurse” Halloween costume.

A tall woman in her thirties was sitting taut and nervous at her bedside in the kind of plastic bucket chair only ever seen in schools and hospitals. Stein Junior. Eitan wondered what sort of mother Stein might have made: he imagined rigid homework timetables and refusals to stay up late and watch The X-Files. What must it be like, to sit in vigil next to a moribund parent? Do all the harsh words and petty grievances of the past simply wash away? Does love take over?

Eitan needed to look at her notes, but it would have to be later. Did they already know about the cocaine in her system? Would they test for it specifically? Would it even still be in there? Eitan may have spent years shoving poison up his nostrils but toxicology had never been his strongest suit.

Actually. What was it that Webb had said? This kind of interference always comes with a price. Shit. It had been under his nose the whole time! Stein had just paid her first installment!







CHAPTER TWENTY

Saved by the Bell

Eitan stopped on the bridge across the Serpentine River in Hyde Park. He had a brainstem response to stop on any bridge and throw a stick in, a hangover from a childhood of Pooh-sticking with Elodie. He instinctively fussed with the ring on his little finger. Which wasn’t that fat, thanks, Dad—god knows how you’d go about losing weight from a finger, anyway. He shook his father from his head. He hadn’t quite been able to decide what Elodie would say about his investigation. It could have gone either way. “Why waste your energy on that guy, after everything he did?” But, then again, she’d always had Eitan’s back. Even if, in the end, the same couldn’t have been said about him.

Eitan took a slow, measured breath, then looked around for a stick. He couldn’t see one. Probably for the best—he might have brained a passing wild swimmer. Wild swimming was surely one of those things where the reality could never match up to the expectation, like having a child or shaving your anus. Maybe he just didn’t have the right technique. His immediate thought on hearing someone squeak “Dr. Rose!” was that it was a patient. He considered hoisting himself into the water to avoid them. Instead, he turned to see Saima, one of the residents at St. Jude’s. Although recently, in an attempt to make doctors sound more like Star Wars robots, they’d been redesignated as CT1s and CT2s.

“Saima! Call me Eitan, please.”

“Oh, I can’t. It would be like calling my grandma by her first name.”

“Christ. Is that how you see me?”

Eitan had always liked Saima. She’d worked with him in rheumatology in the good old days, when there were enough junior doctors to go around. When Eitan first graduated from medical school, he had certain expectations of what life might be like as a consultant. They weren’t unreasonable—no summer chateau, no members’ club, not even a vintage Rolls-Royce with a driver called Danworth. He’d simply expected that, as a consultant, he would, as the OED suggests, consult. A flock of dedicated juniors would do the grunt work, then call on him for those tricky cases that needed his wealth and weight of experience. But then, cut after cut after cut took its toll, and the concept of a team all but evaporated.

“Where are you working now?”

“ICU.”

Fucking bingo! Right, play it casual, Rose.

“Terrible business with Annabel Stein!”

“Yeah, bloody hell. It’s so weird treating someone you know—I imagine that’s how the doctors who looked after the queen felt.”

“How’s she doing?”

“She died, Dr. Rose. Didn’t you hear?”

“What?!”

“There was a big funeral on telly.”

“Sorry, I meant Professor Stein.”

Saima smiled. “She’s pretty good considering. We’re planning to extubate her this evening.”

Eitan involuntarily pumped his fist and said, “Yes!”

Saima looked surprised. “I’m sorry, I didn’t realize you two were that close.”

Eitan muttered something about how supportive Stein had always been, and said his goodbyes to Saima. But this was extremely positive news. The one thing people can’t do with a tube stuck down their throat is talk. Well, not the only thing. They also can’t yodel, eat a Sunday roast or play the French horn. But talking was key, if he was to nail this on Webb, who had seemingly been going around the hospital knocking off anyone who was threatening his little enterprise. Eitan had been down a few dead-ends so far, admittedly, but this one was clearly different—he could feel it in his gut. And he hadn’t eaten apricots for weeks. He suddenly understood why Poirot walked around like he had the biggest balls in Belgium. All Eitan needed was for Stein to confirm to him what he already knew.

Eitan messaged Cole, almost shaking with excitement.

They’re extubating Stein tonight! I can talk to her tomorrow!

He watched the dots as Cole typed.

I’m on shift tonight if you want some moral support and an all-access swipe card?

That was an excellent point. This was perhaps the first day in his medical career when he’d actively wished that he was on call. But Cole was busy operating his clairvoyance service…

See who’s on call & offer to swap?

He checked the rota—MJC. Margaret! She’d be a piece of cake. Things were really coming up Eitan Roses.
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Eitan sauntered into the office, commenced the agonizing process of turning his computer on, and popped a cup of Taste of Parisian coffee on Margaret’s desk.

“Good morning, Mags!” he sang.

“Goodness! You’re in high spirits today…”

“Yes, I’ve come off my meds!” replied Eitan, enjoying the look on Margaret’s face as she urgently assessed whether or not he was joking. He asked the question he already knew the answer to.

“Up to anything nice tonight?”

“Well, Wednesday’s bell-ringing, but I’m on call so I’ll be taking it easy.”

What the hell did “taking it easy” mean? Only using the small bells? Missing the Ketel One and ketamine after-party? Anyway, time for some selfish chivalry.

“Why don’t I do your on-call? I don’t have any plans. And I’m sure I owe you for all the work I’ve missed recently. Go and yank on a big one for me.”

Margaret attempted a smile, but ended up with a wince. “Only if you’re sure,” she said, handing him over a pager. “You’re a good man, Eitan. I’m sorry if not everybody here sees that.”

Eitan smiled. He’d always liked Margaret—well, to a certain extent. He could trust her.

“They’re hoping to extubate Stein tonight,” he said.

“Oh, that’s very positive,” Margaret replied.

“Weird, though, isn’t it?”

“Very worrying, yes. But fingers crossed.”

“I said weird, not worrying. Two medical directors in the same hospital having an MI in the same month? There are writers on Doctor Who who’d flag that as too far-fetched.”

Margaret fixed Eitan in a tractor beam of a stare.

“Eitan, there are over 100,000 hospital admissions with MIs every year. Yes, two doctors from round here have had them. And I imagine two fishmongers have, two loss adjusters and two specialists in Etruscan bronzeware. We’re not talking about acute febrile neutrophilic dermatosis, are we?”

“You’re seriously saying it’s a coincidence? Then explain how Moran had an MI straight after a normal stress echo?”

“Because he was the one in two hundred people who that happens to. Somebody has to be, don’t they?”

Eitan suddenly worried that he sounded like one of those patients who was perpetually convinced they were desperately ill, despite any evidence. And Margaret was dealing with him exactly as you’re meant to deal with those patients, by speaking clearly and calmly.

“What’s the alternative, Eitan? That there’s a masked murderer stalking the wards inducing heart attacks in senior medical personnel?”

“I’m not stupid, Margaret—I know exactly what everyone’s going to say, the names they’ll call me. Doesn’t that tell you how sure I am there’s something fishy going on here, that I’m prepared to stick my head above the parapet in the knowledge of what they’ll throw at it?”

Margaret paused, laced her fingers together and blinked slowly.

“I don’t doubt that you’re certain, Eitan, and I’m clearly not going to convince you otherwise.” Her Scottish accent was well suited to the task, soothing but firm—the reason they put so many call centers north of the border. “But, and I don’t think this is particularly controversial advice, if you truly think someone’s been killed, then I recommend you tell the police, not a consultant rheumatologist.”


TRANSCRIPT OF PHONE CALL TO POLICE, 28 JUNE 2023


HANDLER

Hello, you’re through to the police. Can I please take your name?




CALLER

I’d rather not do that, if you don’t mind.




HANDLER

That’s not a problem. How can I help you?




CALLER

I’m not sure. It’s difficult to know quite where to start.




HANDLER

Are you reporting a crime?




CALLER

Yes, I am reporting a crime.




HANDLER

What crime has been committed?




CALLER

A big one. One of the biggest. Murder.




HANDLER

[long pause]

Sorry, did you say murder?




CALLER

Yes, well, murders, actually. One definite murder. And one attempted.




HANDLER

Is this crime currently in progress?




CALLER

Not really. I mean, kind of. One of the victims is in hospital so they might die. You know what hospitals are like.




HANDLER

Is the crime currently in progress?




CALLER

Nobody’s murdering anyone right now. Can I just explain? There have been two suspicious heart attacks.




HANDLER

In what way suspicious?




CALLER

They happened to two senior doctors at St. Jude’s Hospital in Paddington. Both out of the blue within a few weeks of each other. And… there’s something very weird about it.




HANDLER

Are you a doctor yourself?




CALLER

[pause]

No.




HANDLER

Is there a reason you want the police to become involved?




CALLER

Am I not being clear? Murder! I think the same person is responsible for killing, well, trying to kill two doctors. And I’ve got a good idea who it is.




HANDLER

You think someone caused the heart attacks? What makes you say that?




CALLER

Well, first of all there was the loafers. Moran went running in loafers. Who does that?




HANDLER

Moran?




CALLER

Dr. Douglas Moran. Mike. Oscar. Romeo. Alpha… Night. “Night” as in bedtime, by the way, not as in “of the realm.” No, it can’t be “night.” What’s N?




HANDLER

November, sir. Tell me about the loafers. You mean like the shoe?




CALLER

Exactly! Who goes running in loafers? Plus he’d had a normal stress echo, which is this test where… doesn’t matter. So I went through his diary and found a sex worker called Diana, but when I looked at his arse there was nothing on it. Not so much as a graze. His balls were also fine.




HANDLER

[pause]

I have to ask, sir, is this a serious telephone call?




CALLER

Of course it’s fucking serious. People have been fucking murdered!




HANDLER

Just to advise you, sir. I am obliged to terminate this call if there’s another instance of profanity.




CALLER

Well, that’s fucking nuts for a start. What if someone rings up and says, “Some cunt’s stabbed me in the fucking eye”? You’d hang up on them, would you? I had no idea the police force was being run by a bunch of fucking primary school teachers.



[Caller hangs up]
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

The Curious Incident of the Doc on the Night Shift

“What are you going to say to her?” asked Cole, as Eitan paced up and down the corridor outside the ICU, a human Van de Graaff generator. He hadn’t thought that far ahead. Cut to the chase and ask how Webb had done it? Would she even know or remember? Surely she would.

“Go easy,” said Cole. “She’s had a massive heart attack—you don’t want her having another one.”

They strode onto the ICU, looking as purposeful as they dared. There were a few nurses and the odd doctor milling around, but no one in Stein’s side room itself, a stark reversal of the last time Eitan was there—the feast or famine of a hospital at day and night. Eitan tiptoed into her room, its lighting dimmed like an overnight flight, and Cole stood at the door. There was only one entrance to this room, so Eitan hoped he’d make a slightly better fist of keeping guard. Third time lucky.

Stein was lying in bed, her eyes closed, her breathing even.

“Professor Stein, it’s Eitan Rose.”

She didn’t react. Again, louder. Nothing.

He touched her on the shoulder and she immediately recoiled, her eyes springing open. She took one look at him and closed them again. Charming.

“Professor Stein, can you tell me what happened to you?”

Her eyes remained closed, but she licked her lips and chewed her tongue as if trying to work up enough saliva to speak.

And… nothing.

Only a loud exhalation, which probably translated to, “Of course I fucking can’t—I’ve just had a tube yanked out of my throat and I’m swimming in sedatives.”

“I want to help. To find out what happened to you.”

Stein pointed to her neck. Either reminding him that she couldn’t speak or else threatening to cut her own throat unless he left her alone. It would have been easier to hold a seance and contact Dr. Moran. One knock for natural causes, two for murder. Actually, that wasn’t such a bad idea.

“Professor Stein, I’m going to ask you a question, OK? Do you know Dave Webb? From Pharmacy? One tap for yes, two taps for no.”

She gazed at Eitan helplessly—it must have been taking all her strength to keep her eyes open. But then, slowly stretching out her finger, much like E.T. phoning home, she tapped Eitan lightly on the knuckle.

Unfortunately, it wasn’t the clearest of contacts—it could have been two taps, or it could have just been one with a bit of a judder.

“Sorry, Professor Stein. Was that a ‘no’?”

Stein put her hand on Eitan’s and clearly tapped twice. Oh, hang on.

“Sorry. Was that two taps for ‘no, I didn’t mean no’ or two taps for ‘no, there wasn’t anything suspicious’? Hang on, let’s start from scratch. Did Dave Webb do this to you?”

Stein pulled her hand back and closed her eyes—this level of effort for someone in intensive care was the equivalent of James Corden swimming the Atlantic. Eitan sighed. This stuff always looked a doddle on cop shows. His phone buzzed. It was Cole, cementing his position as the country’s least effective security guard.

Sorry, got to ferry someone to CT. Good luck!

Eitan stood there for a minute, listening to the bleeps and whirs of the ICU. He wondered if ICU staff became desensitized to these sounds over time, the medical equivalent of living on a highway. Grabbing a pen from his pocket and a notepad from Stein’s bedside table, he gave her shoulder another soft shake and pushed the pen into her bewildered hand.

“Sorry to disturb you again, Professor Stein. Write here. Anything that might help. Anything you want me to know.”

After a few labored grunts, she managed to scribble something down, before her arm flopped back onto the bed with a thud.

“Thank you, Professor Stein. I’ll leave you alone now.” Eitan quickly surveyed her room in case there was a handbag containing a borrowed bottle of nasal spray but, as he suspected, people tended not to bring their handbags to ICU.

Eitan stared at the piece of notepaper in his hand. Doctors are famously famous for their illegible scrawl, but this was ridiculous. He attempted to make sense of this meandering procession of collapsed capitals. An R or a P, then an A or an H? Next up: another A or maybe an R. And then a big cross. Or a T. Eitan rattled through the possible combinations. RAA+. RHRT. PHAT. PHR+. Pharmacist. She was trying to spell pharmacist! He felt a frisson of excitement.

Eitan walked out the ICU, leaned against the wall and replied to Cole.

I think I’ve got a lead…

Exciting! You free in five?

Sounds like a date. I know this all-night place not far from here. Have you tried the cuisine of renowned chef Pierre de la Vending Machine?

Ah oui! Didn’t he get his first Michelin star for le bar de Mars avec un boisson de fizz?

And then he saw Ciaran Bourke walking toward him and immediately broke into a sprint in the opposite direction, as if running to a sudden, thundering emergency.
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Sitting in the lifeless Taste of Paris with a selection of junk from the machine, Eitan shook his head at the empty food troughs in the servery, wondering how hard it would be to keep a vat of chili warm overnight. Surely night-shift staff would work better and harder with a bowl of hot food inside them? Or maybe fewer of them would quit. Tomorrow’s menu was already up in its little metal frame.


Cream of turnip soup

Vegetarian meat loaf

Cod in orange



Actually, maybe more of them would quit.

Eitan watched Cole’s face as he scrutinized the scribbled note like it was the Epic of Gilgamesh. Cole sucked a thread of caramel from his Twix off his bottom lip, which Eitan found a surprising turn-on.

“Can you see it? The way she tapped my hand, I could tell she was trying to communicate something.”

Cole’s brow furrowed.

“Does it say PISS OFF?”

“Look again!” yelped Eitan. “She was trying to write pharmacist!” He whipped out his phone.

“You calling the police again, then?” asked Cole.

“No. The dispensary.”

“Hello?” whispered Webb, after a good eight rings. His voice had the layer of dust on it of someone who had just woken up. And in fairness to the guy, it was the middle of the night.

“I know what you did,” said Eitan, calmly, flatly, forensically.

There was a long pause. A suspiciously long one.

“Is this about the poppers in the doctors’ mess?” he eventually croaked out. “I’m going to replace them on Tuesday.”

“Let me put it another w —”

But before Jessica Fletcher-Rose could go any further, he was interrupted by his pager.

“Crash call. Intensive Care Unit, ninth floor. Crash call. Intensive Care Unit, ninth floor.”

It couldn’t be, could it?

Eitan ran as fast as he could. But it was. And it was too late.







PART TWO






CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

At the Coleface

When Cole was a boy, tucked up in bed with the duvet tickling his nose, he’d fight away sleep so he could listen to the dulled echoes of his mum watching TV through the gossamer-thin stud wall of their flat. A couple of decades later, some twat on the internet would name it FOMO, but for now it didn’t need a name, it was just part of human nature. His favorite way to fend off unconsciousness was to weigh up the pros and cons of every possible superpower. He’d consider lifting cars above his head over playing hide-and-seek in the clouds, before he’d inevitably arrive at the same conclusion—invisibility. If you can disappear, you can do anything you want.

He’d be able to climb out of bed, walk right through into the living room, sit on his beanbag in the corner and watch whatever was playing—Prison Break, Lost, Grey’s Anatomy. Hopefully Grey’s Anatomy. And when his mum fell asleep on the sofa, as she always did after a fourteen-hour shift, he’d switch channels and watch the late-night horror movies through his fingers. Then he’d slip out of the flat and down to Mr. Sharma’s, and help himself to the pick ’n’ mix. If his mum really had to be there seven days a week, then he wanted something in return. Maybe he’d spell out “BOO!” on the counter in gummy bears to give Mr. Sharma a ghost story to tell his grandchildren—that would be a 10/10 prank. Uncle Dan would definitely approve.

And now he finally had his superpower—there’s no better cloak of invisibility than a porter’s uniform. Staff and patients alike pushed past you with barely an apology, and nobody bothered to look you in the eye unless they wanted something. And even then, not always. Bar the odd secretary and security guard, no one outside his department knew his name—“the porter,” individually irrelevant, one of a horde of worker ants.

He’d never been able to afford a smartwatch to count his steps, not that he loved the idea of some Californian brogrammer tracking his every bowel movement, but he must have covered at least ten miles a day. And those were efficient miles. He knew every shortcut, every broken lift to avoid, every dark corner to smuggle a patient who fancied a crafty smoke. He’d moved down to St. Jude’s six months back, to be nearer a guy, of all the stupid reasons to do anything in life, and he’d genuinely loved generating a brand-new set of nooks and hacks.

The powers that be lumped porters into the non-clinical directorate, which made him realize quite how little they knew about the job. To them, it was clearly nothing more than physical admin, ferrying around linen trolleys and gas cylinders, maybe the odd dead body. They’d never consider the small box leaving the maternity ward, hidden away in a blanket. Cole was often the bereaved parents’ first interaction with the outside world; having to find them the right few words, having to express a couple of thousand more with his face.

Much of his job was about making patients relax in transit: on their way to theater, to a scan, to a new ward. He was the icebreaker, the warm-up act. He’d always thought he might end up in a job that involved talking—a tour guide, perhaps—but the only place he knew well enough was Harpurhey, his suburb of Manchester, and tourists were pretty thin on the ground there.

For older patients, he’d lead with how things are getting worse these days: the weather, customer service, anything really. For the Notting Hill poshos, he’d apologize the wheelchair wasn’t a Rolls-Royce and that he’d left his peaked cap at home. And for patients with anything approaching his own accent, it would be how Yorkshire puddings were shite within London. Then something a bit more specific about where they were headed. “Think of it as a massive Life Saver,” for the MRI scanner. “When was the last time you had seven hours of uninterrupted sleep?” to the patient having their abdomen exenterated.

And then to hand over to the doctor: the main act, the MVP. He’d always thought doctors were extraordinary, ever since his first brush with an ED, aged eight. Sorting his own dinner so he could tell Mum he’d eaten when she got home, he’d sliced his thumb on a can of tuna. Once it became clear the blood-flow wasn’t going to stop, he took himself off to hospital. One at a time, everyone on the bus looked, then looked away—fascinated enough to observe, but not enough to help. The lie felt spiky in his mouth when he told the receptionist his mum was just parking the car, hoping that Uncle Dan would get there soon. He held his arm aloft like he’d seen on Grey’s Anatomy, tea towel wrapped tightly round his hand, until the medics whisked him off and patched him up.

While Dan drove him home and concocted a plausible-enough backstory for the stitches that wouldn’t make Cole’s mum feel too guilty, Cole embarked on a rhapsodic monologue about the doctors who worked their steady-handed magic with well-placed swabs and sutures. Now that was a superpower: going toe-to-toe with death, disease and disaster. But like all the best superheroes they had their flaws—that’s what made them interesting.

Sometimes a bit too interesting. That morning he’d dropped a patient back to 12 West when a rail-thin doctor waggled a tube of blood in Cole’s face like a hypnotist.

“Drop this over to path for me.”

“Could you possibly phone the request through, if it isn’t too much trouble? I’ve got to —”

“Would I have asked if it wasn’t too much trouble?”

Cole took the tube and smiled. He’d long learned to respond to situations like this by smiling. If you speak like a Hiddleston or a Cumberbatch, you’re standing up for yourself or expressing an opinion. With his accent and job title, it was known as “being aggressive.”

Not every doctor was like that, of course they weren’t. They probably just didn’t meet too many people without chalets in Verbier and parents without Wikipedia pages. Even Eitan had to retune his prejudices to accept that Cole might have read a book or two, that they weren’t so different. Eitan, now practically his flatmate. Cavemate. Ordinarily, a relationship moving at this speed might set off alarm bells, but it suited Cole pretty well—Eitan clearly needed a pair of eyes on him, and that was going to be a lot easier in person. Cole had invested two weeks’ beer money in a book called A Companion’s Journey: Navigating Bipolar Together by the world’s most American-sounding person, Professor Riley S. Mitchell III.

Much like the questionable joke Uncle Dan once told him about hiding something from a Frenchman by putting it under a bar of soap, Cole tucked the book away inside the microwave. It had over a thousand reviews on Amazon (a fair number commenting on the poor quality of the binding), which made it somehow reassuring that there were so many people in a similar boat.
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When Cole turned the key, he found Eitan sitting cross-legged on the bed speaking into what looked like a giant child’s microphone.

“Practicing your karaoke?”

Eitan yeeted it across the room. “Cole, meet the single worst piece of kit the hospital has ever introduced, and believe me, I don’t say that lightly. The PreTRANscription machine.”

“What does it do?”

Eitan tapped on a small mound of patient notes to his left. “It’s easier to tell you what it doesn’t do—its job. In the good old days, I’d use a Dictaphone and a nice human would transcribe it—well, Nina would—but now I have to speak into this hot-wired dildo. Then, when I plug it into my computer, it magically transforms it all into on-screen text. Except it doesn’t, because it’s got the accuracy of a remedial Spanish student, and software that makes Pong seem like ChatGPT. And don’t get me started on the name. I think it’s supposed to be a play on words, you know, prescription, transcription, PreTRANscription.”

“Sounds more like a gender dysphoria clinic,” said Cole, and Eitan laughed. There was something very pleasing about getting a laugh out of the class clown. More than that, though, A Companion’s Journey had suggested he put together a list of “glimmers.” It brought to mind a range of eye shadows for teenagers, but essentially meant a first-aid kit of homespun techniques to help with the bad days, or to prevent the bad days from happening in the first place. The opposite of triggers. Making Eitan laugh and giving him back rubs were top of the list. Home cooking, too—well, microwaving, but it was 800 watts in the right direction.

Cole unscrewed a bottle of Sancerre and split it between a couple of mugs. He had often wondered what doctors’ lives were like out of scrubs, but even in his most conservative version of events, he’d assumed most consultants would own a wineglass. Admittedly, Eitan was far from most consultants. But he was currently calm and he hadn’t mentioned his investigation for at least ten sentences. Eitan looked to the heavens. Well, to ground level, technically.

“Fucking Webb,” he sighed. And there we go again — number of minutes since last incident: zero. “I was so sure it was him. It had to be. But being in bed, in Harlesden, on the phone to me when she had her second heart attack is a pretty bulletproof alibi. I can’t think of anyone else who’d want them both dead. There are miserable bastards everywhere, pissing people off and for the most part going totally unmurdered.”

“Sordid love triangle with Moran and Margaret?”

Eitan laughed—another gold star on the glimmer chart. “I guess nothing’s off the table, but… it would have to be a pretty big table.”

Cole grabbed the steering wheel of the conversation before Eitan started off-roading again. “Who are they going to make medical director now?”

“Dunno. Margaret’s turned it down. Says she likes her patients too much. Although she probably just doesn’t want to be murdered.”

Eitan necked his wine. “It hardly looks good on me, does it? That both my former supervisors are now keeping Lucifer company.”

Where had this come from? Was this one of the six pillars of paranoia?

“Are you adding yourself to your own list of suspects?”

“No, but somebody else might.”

“Why would they?”

“Moran’s office? The drugs? My sister? My diagnosis?”

Cole rubbed the small of his back. “Shall we watch something on telly?”

“Sure. How’s your Spanish?”
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A Taste of Paris was the main refinery for hospital gossip as far as Cole was concerned. The crude products may have come from cleaners vaping together on fire escapes and nurses crossing paths in store cupboards, but this was where the information was repackaged and exchanged. He stood in the queue with his not particularly French sausage butty behind two bored-looking doctors, with matching blond ponytails. One was drumming her fingers on her reusable cup, the other peering into the toughened glass of the cake cabinet, either admiring or lamenting her reflection.

No surprise what they were talking about—having two medical directors go from cock of the walk to coq au vin in a couple of months eclipsed any chat about lamotrigine shortages and locum rates.

“Hope Burkey’s not taking this personally,” said the cup drummer.

“What do you mean?”

“Well, he’s all on his own in micro now. And didn’t he work for Moran last year?”

“Fuck, he did! The things people will do to get away from him…”

“Typhoid Burkey.”

A bulb in Cole’s brain blinked in time with the dodgy lighting. Someone who worked for both victims—that was exactly the kind of lead Eitan was after. The old superpower strikes again, the coffee-shop chameleon, blending into the background. The question was, would it do any harm to pass it on?
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Cole was staring out at the skyline when he felt hands over his eyes.

“Guess who?”

He leaned back into Eitan’s arms, like a trust fall. “I guess I can safely exclude Dr. Moran and Professor Stein?” Eitan laughed, then spun Cole round and swept him into a brief and poorly executed waltz. “You’re in a good mood.”

Eitan smiled but Cole could spot a hint of discomfort in there. Whenever he’d commented on Eitan’s behavior, however innocuously, he would stiffen at being assessed. Cole made a mental note to avoid doing that.

“Who wouldn’t be in a good mood with thirty-two osteoporotic patients waiting for them in clinic? What’s going on?”

“Who do you know called Burke? Some doctor, worked for both Moran and Stein.”

“Kathy? Definitely on my dream dinner party list.”

“Some doctor, worked for both Moran and Stein.”

Eitan’s face fell like a public health infomercial about strokes. He backed away and slapped against an air-con unit.

“You know him, then?”

The channel flicked behind Eitan’s eyes. “Fuck! Ciaran was there, that night in the ICU when Stein died! I pegged it down the corridor to avoid him.”

“Well, time to call him for a catch-up, I reckon,” said Cole.

Eitan pulled a face. “You know what, I’ve been hogging this investigation. Maybe you should have a go. A fresh approach, no baggage.”

Cole suddenly regretted fanning these particular flames. “No registrar is going to want to talk to me.”

Eitan took a deep breath, as if he was about to mount a defense. Then he let it out and tried a different tack. “How can I put this? Cole, you’re an extremely handsome man. Bourke will absolutely want to talk to you.”

“So he’s gay?”

Eitan nodded.

“You know that for sure?”

Eitan nodded again.

“So you and him have… ?”

A third, almost guilty nod. Right.

“Why should I chat up your ex when you already have an in?”

Cole felt his neck flush—was he actually jealous or just uncomfortable? Either way, surely Eitan wouldn’t put him through this?

“ ‘Ex’ would be making a meal out of a canapé,” said Eitan with a sigh that could have blown out the birthday candles on an octogenarian’s cake. “I don’t know about an ‘in.’ It was literally one in, followed by an out, and then maybe a couple more ins and outs and a Marlboro Light. After that, I ghosted him harder than Jacob Marley.”

“So was this before Mo or after?”

“I’d say… during. But at the end. It was kind of the cause of the end. But I wasn’t super-well at the time and, sometimes, with my illness —”

Cole had read all about this in A Companion’s Journey—the same thing that happened with that guitarist at the wedding: textbook hypersexuality of mania. He could understand why Eitan might not want to return to the scene of the crime.

“Is he hot? If I’m expected to act interested it might help if he doesn’t look like he lives under a bridge.”

“You don’t actually have to shag him, you know.” Eitan rummaged through the dregs of his camera roll and held his phone up for Cole.

Shit. The blood tube waggler. “I know him.”

Eitan raised an eyebrow. “How well?”

“He basically told me to fuck off.”

“Oh.” Eitan bit his lip. That wounded face, unable to disguise his disappointment. The book said to “avoid letting down your partner’s tires”—was this what it meant?

“How would I even get him to meet me?”

Eitan planted a kiss on Cole’s forehead. “Do you happen to have a photo of yourself in a vest? Ideally a designer one.”







CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

Sleazy Listening

Dr. Ciaran Bourke took a gulp of white wine and, in a move that presumably aimed for sensual and alluring but unfortunately landed on menacing, grinned with one corner of his mouth, his lip lifted by invisible piano wire. Then again, it was difficult to look even moderately seductive in the strip-lit severity of Café Maggiolini.

Café Maggiolini was a popular haunt for St. Jude’s staff—it was close enough to dash back from if summoned by a pager, and it was cheap. They’d somehow barely raised their prices since the 1990s, so you could get a pizza the size of a hubcap for six pounds, featuring industrial quantities of oil and only a moderate risk of gastrointestinal catastrophe. It had been known as Café Maggotini since 2018, when an outbreak of E. coli had practically knocked out the entire medical population of St. Jude’s.

Right now, Cole would have gladly settled for a few days of the dirty squirties over this particular dinner. He reminded himself what it said in A Companion’s Journey: “It’s the illness that is selfish, not the individual,” but he still found it a little bewildering that Eitan was putting his investigation over his own boyfriend.

“I must say, Cole,” Bourke leered, “I was surprised to get your message. I suppose we must have crossed paths many times without me realizing.”

Cole had decided not to mention their little butting of heads the other day, guessing correctly that Bourke wouldn’t remember. God knows how many colleagues this guy put through the rotisserie—not that he would probably consider porters to be colleagues. Maybe a double life sentence would do him the world of good. “I don’t normally do this sort of thing, but I knew I’d kick myself if someone else got there before me.”

Bourke leaned in, his inky eyes sucking up the moisture off Cole’s head, and tore a greasy bruschetta in two with his thumbs. “I’ve been told I have that effect on people.”

Cole swallowed his rising stomach contents and nodded eagerly, as if he was in an audience with the Dalai Lama. Bourke wiped his hands on his trousers as the waitress delivered his marinara pizza and Cole’s spaghetti, oil forming a holographic film on the watery sauce, like a rainy petrol station forecourt. “Thanks so much,” said Cole. Bourke stared straight ahead and acted as if the plates had floated there by themselves.

“I guess sometimes things happen in life that make you reassess, don’t they?” said Cole. “You know those two doctors, the ones who died? It really brought it home for me.” Cole was quietly pleased with his gear change, and hoped that Eitan would be impressed too, tapping into the conversation through the phone on Cole’s lap.

“It must be tough for you,” said Cole, “having to process their deaths?”

Bourke puffed out his cheeks to contain his laughter and an explosion of anchovies. “Process? I barely paused to high-five god.”

Bourke sized him up and down like a nightclub bouncer, landing on the shirt button he had deliberately undone.

“What did they do?”

“They were bullies. Interpersonal skills of syphilitic hyenas. Liars too.” He wiped his mouth on his napkin, smearing grease down to his chin. “Let me tell you a story. A few years ago, me and Moran came to a little agreement—I’d applied for this amazing neurology fellowship in New York. It would have been life-changing. He was mates with Prof Jankowski, the head of the unit there, and said he’d make it happen for me if I put in a complaint to HR about Annabel Stein.”

Cole rested his hands under his chin, his swamp-water spag bol untouched. He knew from childhood to always clear his plate—it was good manners but, more importantly, it was calories. That said, it was proving hard to find much of an appetite right now. Hopefully this would be the only personal principle he’d be compromising tonight.

“I take it he didn’t stick to his side of the bargain?”

“I know you’re just a porter, but do I look like I’m in fucking New York? No, he didn’t, and meantime he gets the medical director gig thanks to my complaint.”

“That’s awful. And what was this Professor Stein like?”

Bourke walked his fingers across to Cole and rested his hand firmly over his. Ugh. “I think she wanted everyone she worked with to be as miserable as she was. Nothing was ever good enough—she once hauled me over the coals for the font I’d used in an email.” He dropped his voice to a whisper. “You know what, I’m glad they’re dead. They treated everyone like dogshit for breathing, and only got away with it because they were somehow important.”

He was pressing quite hard on Cole’s fingers now. Cole tried to work out what Eitan would have to do to make this up to him. It probably involved a Ferrari.

“The kicker is they weren’t actually decent doctors. Dozens of patients complained about them—there was even some bloke who complained about them both! And the thing with crap doctors is they’re almost impossible to sack. Nothing anyone can do—not by… ethical means, anyway.”

Cole managed to smile, imagining Eitan’s heart bounding as he listened. “So,” asked Cole in his best gee-whiz-you’re-so-clever voice, “how can you get rid of them?”

“Ah, well, that’s the question, dear Cole.”

The waitress returned and stood, waiting to be acknowledged. Bourke didn’t look up. Cole found himself smiling dumbly at her, embarrassed that a stranger would think he was dining with this no-mark out of choice. “Can I take these for you, sir?”

“Yes, thank you,” said Cole.

She gestured to his barely touched bowl. “Was everything all right with your food, sir?”

“Oh yes, thank you,” said Cole. “My eyes are bigger than my stomach, that’s all. Thanks so much.”

She busied herself loading up her arm with plates and cutlery and sweeping crumbs into a small pile, which disappeared with a sleight-of-hand flick. It reminded Cole of Uncle Dan pretending to steal his nose when he was little.

“Can I tempt you with dessert?” she asked, producing a dog-eared menu from her waistcoat and laying it between them. “Thank you,” said Cole.

“How many times can one man say thank you?” yawned Bourke, oblivious to the waitress still standing at his left elbow. “Seriously, you should count next time. She’s paid to do this, you know?” Cole tried to wrestle a lid onto the volcano of anger inside him. When his mum had worked shifts over Christmas at the TGI Fridays in the retail park, she’d told him about every chauvinistic bastard who made her feel ten inches tall that day. Every Bourke.

“This place is deader than Stein. Why don’t we go back to mine? I’ve got a gorgeous bottle of Malbec that’ll go down smoother than… well, me. Malbec’s a red wine, by the way.”

Almost every line that came out of Bourke’s mouth felt like a form of sexual assault. Cole pictured his flat, some pristine two-bed in a new-built tower with a yoga mat on the balcony and a concierge who resentfully called him “sir.”

“Well? I must admit I’ve never had a porter over before.” Bourke’s prowling smile began to fade and Cole felt his patience tapering.

“That sounds nice, but…” Cole’s voice faltered, “I’ve never had tiramisu before. Do you think we could get some?”

“You’ve never… ?” Cole watched Bourke contemplate whether he could resist playing Professor Higgins. “Sure, why not?” He snapped his fingers at the waitress, who sprang over. “Tiramisu, love.”

“Of course. Any teas?”

“One T, a couple of Is, an R, an A…” Bourke laughed loudly at what he presumably considered to be a joke. Cole flinched. He knew never to trust anyone who talked down to waiting staff. He stood up.

“Just popping to the loo.”

“Want me to join? Hold something for you?”

“Umm, I can probably manage, thanks.”

Slipping his phone into his pocket, Cole walked as nonchalantly as he could toward the gents.

“What do you think?” asked the voice from inside a cubicle.

“Come out. I’m not talking to a door.”

Eitan emerged, chewing his finger. “He definitely hated them, right?”

“For sure,” said Cole. “But I reckon I’ve gone as far as I can with this.”

“Seriously?” replied Eitan. “But you’re so close!” protested Eitan.

“To what? Getting killed or molested?”

Eitan stared incredulously at Cole. “To a confession!”

Cole stared right back at him and listened to his off-kilter breathing. Was Eitan’s judgment so clouded that he’d suggest going home with someone he genuinely believed to be a killer? Chapter eight of A Companion’s Journey talked about dealing with fixations, but didn’t get into the weeds of being farmed out to a murder-perv.

“Eitan, I’m really not comfortable with that.”

“If it unmasks the perpetrator, then —”

Cole closed this down with a teacherly glance.

“What I mean is…” Cole watched Eitan attempt to switch across five lanes of mental traffic. “Go back to the table via the bar and grab a couple of cocktails. Elephant-strength for him and mixologist’s piss for you. See if that’s enough to get his tongue a bit looser. It worked with Margaret.”

“It’s not his tongue I’m worried about.” Cole paused for a moment. “Actually, yes it is. Plus another muscle that’s only joined at one end.”

“For me. Please?”

How on earth had he ended up in this situation? In some crazy reverse cuckold scenario with a sociopath who had more red flags than a Soviet rally? Bourke was every bad dating-app experience turned flesh, every man who’d ever let his mum down. Bipolar mania must be a strong fucking sauce to have made him an appealing prospect. But the expression in Eitan’s eyes suggested Cole’s decision had the potential to break him.

“One cocktail.”

“Thank you. Oh, and…”

Cole waited for the “Be careful.”

“… there are two muscles in the penis: ischiocavernosus and bulbospongiosus, and they’re each joined at two ends.”

When Cole finally got back to the table, gyroscoping the overfull martini glasses, Bourke was picking his teeth with the dessert menu, the tiramisu boxed up in front of him and his chair slid right next to Cole’s. Cole braced himself and sat down.

Bourke took a decent swig of the cocktail. “Jesus. The vermouth didn’t even send a postcard. Is that pure vodka?”

“You look a bit like James Bond,” said Cole, his throat closing on the “Bond” as Bourke grabbed Cole’s hand, yanked it beneath the table and placed it on his crotch, with all the eroticism of a wrestling move. Fucksake.

“The Man with the Golden Gun, I like to think.”

Cole cursed the system which allowed this sex-weasel to sidle into medicine just because of his school tie. And then he cursed Eitan, who put fingering Bourke above everything else. And finally, he tried to get the word “fingering” out of his head given his current situation.

“Have you ever dreamt of getting revenge, like James Bond in…” He couldn’t even name one of those stupid films. The Bond Ultimatum? “You know… tracking down your enemies?”

Bourke shot Cole a crocodile smile. “I don’t have any enemies.”

“What about Moran? When did you last see him? Did you get the chance to tell him to go fuck himself?”

“It’s enough to know he died in pain.” Bourke drained the last of his martini. “Funnily enough, when I read that he’d croaked on the residents’ WhatsApp group, I already had a glass of champagne in my hand to toast his death.”

“What do you mean?”

“I’d just landed in Santorini. My friend Alice has got this villa there. Well, her parents do. Have you been?”

On a net salary of £372 a week? It took all of Cole’s strength not to say he flew over every weekend to restock on cold-pressed olive oil. “So you were out of the country when Moran died?”

“Yeah. Why do you ask?”

Cole whipped his hand away from Bourke’s crotch like it had bitten him. “I’m not feeling very well.”

“Lucky you’re here with a doctor, then.”

Bourke watched on as Cole rushed out of the restaurant, not even waiting for Eitan to catch up. Bourke was many things—a sociopath, a misogynist, a narcissist, very likely a sex offender—but he couldn’t be a killer.


From: Mitchell, RS {Psychological Sciences} [mitchellr@missouri.edu]

To: dohertyd [dohertyd@protonmail.com]

Date: Monday 3 July 2023 15:44

Subject: Re: Help!

Dear Cole

Thank you for your email and for your kind words about A Companion’s Journey. It is genuinely heartwarming to receive a message like yours. Of course I don’t mind you getting in touch. And well done on finding my email on the university’s labyrinthine website—you have already done a lot better than many of my students!

My gosh, what a complicated situation, especially so early in your relationship. The first thing to say to you is that you sound like a kind, compassionate and thoughtful young man. Everything you have described in terms of your support for Ethan sounds very sensible indeed. I would say he is lucky to have you by his side to stop him “falling to bits” although I’ll admit that’s not the preferred medical terminology!

In response to your second question, I would be hesitant to suggest anything which unbalances that relationship. If you argue with Ethan when he’s unwell, then you’re simply arguing with a symptom—you might as well argue with a temperature or a rash!

And, as you will have read in chapter 14, you should never dismiss a delusion. If you’re not sure if a delusion is even a delusion, then I’d say that counts double! I do realize there’s something of a tightrope to tread between “fanning the flames” as you call it and making him feel loved and supported.

As you say, you don’t want to sound like you’re nagging (particularly if that’s how he reacts to others), but you should definitely attempt to find out if Ethan is overdue an appointment with his psychiatrist. I have every confidence you can keep his trust as you do so.

And I can assure you there are a huge number of doctors not just living with bipolar but thriving in their jobs and their lives. In fact, my colleague Prof Anya Reed published an article last year in the Journal of Clinical Psychiatry which estimated that over 240,000 doctors worldwide have the condition. You may well have consulted with one yourself! I would be very happy to send you the paper.

Stay positive! And be sure to look after yourself through all this too.

Kind regards


Riley S. Mitchell III PhD ABPP

Associate Dean, Professor

402 McAlester Hall

573-884-9702
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Proposing a Toast

Considering Eitan’s wardrobe only seemed to contain about five items, he’d managed to show Cole about eighty different combinations before settling on a blue suit jacket and black T-shirt. It was like how there are more ways to shuffle a deck of cards than there are atoms on Earth or something. Still, this party was the first thing Eitan had been excited about in weeks that didn’t involve maybe-murdered colleagues.

Cole was rather less excited about being the plus one at Eitan’s ex’s fortieth birthday party—he could have certainly done without meeting that last ex—but he decided it probably wasn’t wise for Eitan to be going anywhere on his own right now. He checked his watch—he couldn’t get used to the lack of windows, like a casino where you never knew what time it was—and called across to the bathroom. “We should probably go if we need to be there for eight.” No reply—just hissing jets of water and various strange crackling and popping sounds. Cole stood up and peered through the bathroom’s saloon doors, uncertain if he was going to find Eitan eating Rice Krispies, pulling crackers or cooking bacon. If only. Eitan was surrounded by empty blister packs, popping and dropping his pills into the spray. Shit.

Cole wasn’t sure whether to make it known he’d seen this. Could he face the “should you see a doctor” chat? He didn’t want to spook him. He wanted Eitan to trust him, and to know that he was trusted. The professor had said as much. But then again, maybe he should test the water. He waited for Eitan to streak back through.

“How are you feeling?”

That wrinkle of doubt across Eitan’s face. “Great! Why?”

“Do you think… what’s the name of your doctor, again?”

A storm began to gather in his eyes. “Have you been talking to Mo?”

Oh god. Reverse, reverse. “No? I was… updating the emergency contacts in my iPhone and I put you as mine—hope that’s OK—but it’s got space for your doctor’s too, did you know that? Anyway, may be worth putting all that in. Never know when a double-decker’s going to plow you down, right?”

“I probably won’t need a psychiatrist if it does,” said Eitan, his pan coming slightly off the heat.




[image: Illustration of a syringe half-filled with a liquid, featuring measurement markings along the side and a thin needle at the end.]







Cole tried not to look at the meter as the digits rolled higher and higher—the number 22 went all the way and would have been cheaper and equally as fast. How easy it is to waste money when you’re not scraping along the seafloor of your overdraft. Eitan was sat next to him, either typing a frantic message or competing in the Tetris world final.

“All OK there?”

“Yeah, just texting Nina,” replied Eitan. “Remember Bourke mentioned some patient who complained about both Moran and Stein?”

Ding ding, round eight thousand. “Yeah, around the time he cupped my balls.”

“Exactly. So this patient sees nothing’s been done and starts to get frustrated about another medical cover-up. You’d want to do something about it, wouldn’t you?”

“Maybe?”

“Idiots are always standing up for what they reckon they believe in. Making stupid, life-changing decisions without thinking, and before you know it—boom, they’ve killed someone.”

“Two people, though?” said Cole.

“I guess you develop a taste for it. Anyway, I’ve asked Nina to find out who complained.”

“Naomi said that Nina calls you Satan Rose on the secretaries’ WhatsApp group. Is she really going to be doing you favors?”

“I’ll have you know, I’m on excellent terms with my team. She said she’d be delighted to speak to her friend Caleb in PALS. And I’ve said she can have three weeks off over Christmas.”

They pulled up at the restaurant, its exterior clothed in thick black marble, waterfalls rushing over the windows, blurring the lights and faces inside into a diamanté haze. Cole felt like Dorothy fresh into Oz. A homeless guy was lying to the left of the steps, willfully invisible to the tuxedos and cocktail dresses trooping in. Cole wrung his pockets for change and tossed the bloke a pound.

And then back to unreality. A Wes Anderson character led them down a Trumpworthy gold staircase, through a pair of vast mahogany doors and into a room with forty people seated round a Tudor king’s table, nibbling their scallop starters.

“I thought you said it started at eight?” whispered Cole.

“Might have been seven,” said Eitan. The guests turned to stare, with the same enthusiasm as if mustard gas had started seeping in through the air vents. Cole and Eitan sat down at the two empty chairs, next to the famous Fiona.

Fiona was pretty, with blond hair scraped back and held in place with a large jeweled clip, and wearing that kind of shimmery, floaty jumpsuit that seemed to be the official uniform in Chelsea. She gave Cole a dainty kiss on the cheek. “You’re every bit as handsome as Eitan said.”

She caught Eitan up on her insane life, all approximately as relatable to Cole as a game of pétanque on Mars. She was dragging herself back to Tignes next week because the snow wasn’t up to snuff when she was there last month. Her dolt husband, Bruno—a sociopathic Jack Russell’s name back on the estate—had outraged the school gates by matching with Eloise’s nanny on Tinder. And her neighbor had left her job as a constitutional lawyer to set up “Uber but for calligraphy,” whatever the hell that might involve.

Cole felt like he should be waiting this table, not sitting at it. How must it be to live Fiona’s life? A chaotic catalog of ski resorts, feckless husbands and quarter-baked business ideas sketched out from the safety of a mortgage-free mansion. He wondered how Fiona would have coped if she’d been born with his mother’s luck. What life looks like when you’ve been kicked to the ground and abandoned with no crash mat and no savings account. Cleaning offices each morning before a full day at Mr. Sharma’s, then cleaning more offices in the evening, and into the night. Collapsing onto the sofa afterward, telling him what a good boy he’d been for ironing his own school shirt and fixing his own tea.

“You’re the proper man of the house,” she always said, and it was true—most other candidates were either frightened away by the prospect of bringing up someone else’s kid, or simply not up to the job. Cole thumbed the pale ridge of scar tissue that ran along the length of his thumb. It was best that Fiona didn’t have to experience it, to be honest; he wouldn’t wish it on anyone.

Cole was making a start on his Korean spatchcock chicken with creamed jalapeño sweet corn when a guy to his left tapped him on the shoulder.

“That’s the butter knife, old chap,” he said with a voice that could freeze oil, and nodded at another piece of the endless cutlery set in front of him. Cole tensed up until he could convince himself no malice was intended. This was probably just some toff who knew about forks and such because he’d taken advantage of all the wonderful opportunities life had chucked his way. And that was the difference: life had chucked opportunities his way.

He imagined Uncle Dan here, in this room. He’d have loved all this bollocks, once he’d located an ashtray and got a waiter onside to ensure constant wordless refills of his pint. He was the one who’d always told Cole he should move to London. “You deserve the world,” he’d say. “Head where the money is.” And there was certainly money at this party. London was Dan’s plan too. But the plan came to nothing when he fell off the scaffolding, working overtime well into the dark, two weeks before Christmas.

That’s when they moved out of the flat on Fernclough Road, without Dan around to help with the rent. And it’s when he started to see his mum even less, her face an increasingly un-familiar blur between shifts, as she worked even crazier hours “so we can have nice things.” If you count electricity as a nice thing. Dan had a picture of Cole in his wallet, she said, and it made Cole smile to think he was with him, even in some small way, when he died. Uncle Dan and his mum. They were worth ten of everyone in here. Twenty.

Cole zoned back into the ting-ting-tinging of knife against glass, as a man who he assumed was Alasdair rose to his feet. “Good evening, everyone, and thank you all so much for coming here tonight to celebrate Mo. You’re our closest friends, so you don’t need me to tell you what a diamond he is. But I will anyway. In a nutshell, Mohid Nassar is the kindest person I have ever met.”

Cole whispered in Eitan’s ear, “I thought the cheese course was meant to come later,” but Eitan raised an eyebrow at him and joined in with the “ahh”s. What was that all about? Eitan hated mushiness and gushiness. And Alasdair.

“Every one of Mo’s first forty years has been spent trying to make the world a better place. He’s my biggest champion and my biggest inspiration, and I know how lucky I am to have found the one I was waiting for. I love you, Momo.”

Eitan squeezed Cole’s hand under the table and leaned in, eyes wide and slightly wet in wonder. Or maybe just in wine. Oh god, was this going to be the wedding all over again?

“You OK?” asked Cole.

“Never better!” replied Eitan, before standing up, grabbing a knife of his own and bashing it against the stem of his well-used wineglass. “I’d also like to say a few words.”

Cole clenched every muscle in his body. The entire room turned and stared. Mo and Alasdair shared a worried glance. Cole immediately knew the conversations they’d had about Eitan late at night—every word showed on their faces.

“The ex normally does a speech, right? I’m kidding. Anyway, great party—sorry we missed the start, although I must say the invitation was a bit ambiguous.”

Cole was glad he couldn’t hear what everyone was muttering. He knew something big was coming but had no idea what. He wasn’t convinced Eitan did either.

“When we were together, Mo, I was a bit… complicated. Dead sister; sectioned; suspended—the usual. I took you for granted, and I’m not going to make that same mistake again.” He turned to his left. “Cole…”

Cole could feel the glare of every eye in the room shifting a few degrees to the left. He didn’t like surprises.

“You’ve got me through a dark couple of months—dark and… weird, what with the murders. Oh, don’t look so worried, Mo, I’ve hit a bit of a dead-end with the investigation anyway. But I don’t think I’ve ever said thank you, Cole, or how much I appreciate you.”

No one applauded. You don’t applaud a hijacking. At least it was over. Cole forced out a smile. Eitan grabbed his hand and hoisted him to his feet, so everyone could enjoy the full length of his undersized, underpriced suit. “And that’s why I want to say, in front of all our friends, well, all Mo’s friends, that it would be the honor of my life if you would marry me.”

Absolute silence. Cole could hear Fiona’s earrings rattling in the air-conditioning. Fuck. Saying “no” would humiliate Eitan in front of everyone, and that was the very last thing he needed. And it was hardly as if an acceptance was legally binding…

“Yes.” His voice sounded tinny in his head. He put some more power behind it. “Of course I will!”

A few people clapped, the smattering easily drowned out by a wave of awkward mumbling. It’s rare for an engagement to be met with such little enthusiasm, except perhaps those between septuagenarians and teenagers. As he allowed Eitan to fold him into a hug, Cole spotted Alasdair trying to stop Mo getting to his feet. In vain.

Mo marched over to Eitan and Cole, who were frozen in an increasingly uncomfortable embrace. “What the hell was that?”

Fiona stood up and attempted her best UN peacekeeper impression. “Mo, darling, maybe let’s do this another time? You get back and enjoy your night.”

“Did you forget something?” asked Eitan. “Like ‘congratulations’?”

“Why tonight, Eits? Why my party?!”

“Let’s all just take a moment, shall we?” said Fiona.

Cole decided it was probably a good idea for him to take a moment too. After excusing himself from the room and mistaking several mirrored corners for toilet doors, he finally shut himself in a cubicle to try and figure out what on earth this all meant. He spread his arms and touched each wall of the cubicle, the marble cool beneath his fingertips. Gradually, his breathing slowed.

When he eventually emerged, he was surprised to see Mo waiting for him, leaning against the mirrored washbasins. He looked strangely serene for someone whose very expensive party had just been ruined by their ranting ex—Fiona was clearly a skilled diplomat. This was the kind of night that would have started a generational grudge back home. One of the weird things about posh people was they seemed to accept occasionally treating each other appallingly as an essential building block of a friendship. Fiona walked in herself, her innate entitlement evidently superseding any signs on toilet doors.

“I’m so sorry,” said Cole. “I obviously didn’t know he was going to do that. And I’m sure he wasn’t trying to steal your thunder. I think…”

“Is everything OK with Eitan?” asked Mo. “I mean, it’s clearly not OK. Is he still taking his meds?”

Fuck. What was he supposed to say? He wanted to share the weight of his knowledge, but if Eitan ever found out, that would be the end of their trust, the single biggest thing he needed to maintain.

“He’s… I don’t know.” Here goes. “No, I don’t think he is.”

“Bloody hell,” said Mo. “OK. When did he last see Dr. Medwell? Do you know when he had his lithium levels done? He could be subtherapeutic. You know that alcohol can affect this?”

Shit, yeah, there was definitely something in the book about that. Cole was trying to process quite how much he’d been fucking everything up when Fiona swept him into a hug.

“Main question: are you OK?”

A much easier question. Cole would have cried if he hadn’t had a lifetime of training himself not to.

“I’m not OK. Not at all. I’m trying so hard to do everything right and, I’ve got this book, and I’m writing to this professor bloke, and there’s his glimmers, which is this list of… I thought I could manage on my own, but… it’s a lot.”

“Oh, sweetheart,” said Fiona so warmly that Cole hastily recorded over his first impressions of her, every lazy assumption he’d made that evening. “You’re doing brilliantly. Don’t be so hard on yourself.”

“We’ve had a decade of experience and we’re still guessing with all this,” said Mo. “Congratulations on the engagement, by the way.”

At which point the door flung open to reveal a goggle-eyed Eitan brandishing an iPhone.

“Have you seen this in the Standard? No, why would you have? Anyway, huge news! Who’s heard of takotsubo cardiomyopathy?”


STANDARD.CO.UK/NEWS/LONDON 8 JULY 2023

PADDINGTON MEDICAL BOSS DIES OF RARE HEART DISORDER

Dr. Douglas Moran, a consultant at St. Jude’s hospital in Paddington, who died aged 62 on 10 April, was revealed to have lost his life due to a rare heart condition called takotsubo cardiomyopathy.

Dr. Moran, who was also medical director of the hospital, collapsed on Kilburn Park Road, around a mile from his family home in Little Venice. A passerby called an ambulance after they witnessed Dr. Moran clutching his chest and falling to the ground. He was commended by the coroner for attempting CPR on the senior doctor.

The coroner also noted that the London Ambulance Services attended within four minutes but resuscitation attempts were not successful and Dr. Moran was declared dead upon arrival at his own hospital.

An autopsy identified the unusual condition, which is a weakness in the left ventricle of the heart, the main muscle which pumps blood around the body. “Takotsubo” is the Japanese word for an octopus pot used by fishermen that has a similar shape to a left ventricle affected by this condition.

Takotsubo cardiomyopathy is also known as “broken heart syndrome” because it can be brought on by extreme emotional stress, such as the death of a loved one, major arguments or even financial problems. There have been rare cases when takotsubo cardiomyopathy has also been caused by happy events, such as a wedding or winning the lottery. In 2019, a woman in Israel developed the condition after eating a very large quantity of wasabi, believing it to be an avocado.

Dr. Moran is survived by his wife, Davina, also a doctor at St. Jude’s hospital, and sons, Rory and Duncan.
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TAKEN FROM COLE DOHERTY’S iPHONE 12, WHATSAPP GROUP “EITANTOURAGE”

9 JUL 2023

Who’s that in the group icon?

08:19

FIONA FRIEND OF EITAN

Umm Jack Nicholson in one flew over the cuckoo’s nest? How old aren’t you?

Is this relationship even legal?

08:23

MO FRIEND OF EITAN

How’s he doing?

09:11

Yeah, OK? I think? Got up at 6 which isn’t too bad for him right now.

He’s been on his laptop mainly, didn’t want to go out for breakfast.

09:14

MO FRIEND OF EITAN

Any more engagement chat? [image: Two rings with a single clear gemstone set in a six-prong setting on each ring.]

09:14

I’ve not really been engaging (lol) he asked if I was excited and I said I was…

09:15

MO FRIEND OF EITAN

I’ve been thinking about how to approach this. It never goes well if you mention Dr. Medwell.

That’s his psych

But he might agree to see his GP—he’s registered with a place on Milner St.

I’m thinking if the GP sees him and gets worried, then we might get somewhere?

09:17

FIONA FRIEND OF EITAN

Or if you’d rather not, then I can just text him to go for some celebration bubbles and hit him with THE CHAT myself.

Can’t find a padded cell emoji…

[image: Emoji of a man in a white coast with a stethoscope in the center, flanked by chains on each side, and two sponges on the outer edges.] ?

09:20

No it’s fine. I’ll ask about the GP.

Thanks!

09:22

MO FRIEND OF EITAN

Good luck!

09:24

OK. Job done.

And… curveball. He’s already seen Dr. Medwell! About a week ago.

He’s taken him off the old drugs and put him on… sodium valaprate?

15:05

MO FRIEND OF EITAN

Valproate.

Great work!

FIONA FRIEND OF EITAN

Do you believe him?

15:09

I want to…

15:18

MO FRIEND OF EITAN

I guess switching meds would make him a bit up and down?

Keep an eye open for now? And stay in touch!

15:22

Copy! Thanks guys.

15:23

FIONA FRIEND OF EITAN

What do you think for next Thursday? There’s a new Israeli burger joint in Wood Green called Five Goys or a “fermentation-focused” restaurant in Spitalfields?

18:34
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

Webb Content

Webb didn’t seem like any of the dealers where he grew up. They wouldn’t be seen dead in Crocs, for one. Maybe defying the stereotype was part of what made him good at his job. Not that Cole had bought anything stronger than Rothmans in his life—he couldn’t ever see the appeal of being out of control. Besides, he knew what happened to boys like him who were on more than nodding terms with the Webbs of the world: they never got out.

Cole’s gut was churning like an ice cream maker when they arrived at the second floor of Stairwell F. Even if they weren’t buying anything, meeting a drug trafficker at work felt like a fairly sackable offense.

“Sorry about that phone call,” said Eitan, as breezily as he could. “Think I’d had a couple too many shandies.”

“How thoughtful of you to check up on me. Who’s your friend?” asked Webb, shiftily.

“This is Cole, my fiancé. We’re getting married.”

“So they haven’t changed the meaning of the word fiancé, then? I’m afraid I’ve stopped doing referral bonuses.”

“We’re not here to buy,” said Eitan, biting his bottom lip. “I wondered if I could ask you something about drugs. I mean medical drugs, not drug drugs.”

Webb put his fingers under his chin and drummed them together, relishing his big moment, like that guy with the gadgets in those stupid Bond films. Cole was interested in this blip in the natural order of things, a doctor asking a pharmacist for help. He couldn’t imagine Bourke ever doing that.

“Mais oui. How may I avail you of my expertise?”

Eitan looked edgy, absently twisting that ring round his finger and lightly swaying. “What drugs can cause a takotsubo cardiomyopathy? The internet’s being fucking useless.”

“Think about it. It’s a condition of excess catecholamines causing vasospasm, right?” Webb said. “Normally endogenous, but anything that contains catecholamines, anything that causes their efflux—they’d all have takotsubo as a risk.”

Cole’s head went back and forth as the pair of them spoke — efflux, endogenous, catecholamines—he used to think medical vocab was impressive, now he wondered if it was a deliberate effort to keep out the kind of people who didn’t study Plato at play school.

“So obviously that means adrenaline or noradrenaline themselves, plus dopamine, dobutamine, phenylephrine and ephedrine, vasopressin, midodrine…”

“What’s that one?” asked Eitan.

“Another alpha-1 agonist, used for orthostatic hypotension and so on. Then there’s a whole load of chemo drugs like 5-FU, then random shit like SNRIs, cortisone, thyroxine and so on. It’s madly rare, obviously.”

“But in overdose—like a ton of adrenaline or whatever?”

“Oh, for sure. Your heart would balloon out like the Goodyear Blimp.”

“That’s phenomenal!”

Webb raised an eyebrow at this response. “OK… Anyway, if that’s everything, I’ve got actual work to do. Ping me when you fall off the wagon.”

Eitan bounced down the stairs and Cole followed, unsure exactly what Eitan had just figured out.

“This proves it,” Eitan said, speaking at Mach 10. “Moran might as well have had a sword stuck through his temples. There’s a shopping list full of drugs that could cause takotsubo, and one of those was the murder weapon.” Eitan’s phone beep-beeped and he whipped it from his pocket.

“OK, Nina says she’s booked Christmas in Sandy Lane.”

“Right…”

“And… hurry up with the typing! It’s your literal job! Here we go: one patient complained about both Stein and Moran in the same year. Lives at… 28B Leopold Road. Looks like we’re paying a home visit to Harlesden. To someone by the name of… oh, fuck.”

Eitan turned lab-coat white.

“What?”

“I know him. Well, I’ve seen him in clinic—Trevor Pottinger. Angry bloke with gout. Who fucking hated Moran! That’s our man! Right. Fuck. Grab me a pair of scissors, a razor and a face mask.”




[image: Illustration of a syringe half-filled with a liquid, featuring measurement markings along the side and a thin needle at the end.]







Cole scrambled to catch up with Eitan as he slalomed round litter bins and lost tourists. Leopold Road was a vision in pebble dash: an endless row of two-up two-downs. Cole had grown up around houses like this, he’d knocked on their doors and run away a thousand times. This was a whole different universe of prank, though.

Eitan checked himself out in the glass of Trevor Pottinger’s door. It would be hard to describe it as a strong look—the blue hospital face mask and hurriedly shaven and still scabbing scalp made it seem like he’d chewed his way out of prison. The question was whether Pottinger would recognize Eitan as the doctor he’d seen in clinic just a few months earlier.

They found out shortly afterward, as Pottinger stood in the doorway, occupying about three-quarters of it and scrutinizing the two men in front of him. To Cole’s huge relief and slight surprise, it only took a flash of Eitan’s hospital swipe card to have Trevor Pottinger accept that they were plain-clothes police officers.

He showed them to the kitchen where Eitan refused a cup of tea, whispering to Cole, “in case it’s poisoned,” while Pottinger busied himself at the sink. Cole wasn’t convinced that Dr. Medwell’s new drugs were an especial improvement. If they even existed at all.

Eitan had knocked the edges off his accent to give it an almost Estuary flavor, which Cole didn’t find too unconvincing. His impression of a copper leaned into the pompous and authoritative, as he explained that he was investigating the deaths of two senior doctors, Dr. Douglas Moran and Professor Annabel Stein. “We’re especially keen to talk to anyone who’d been in contact with both of them.”

Pottinger seemed alarmed. “Do you think… someone killed them?”

“We haven’t ruled out suspicious circumstances,” said Eitan, channeling the language of stoic sergeants in police news conferences. It all made Cole wonder how good a liar Eitan might actually be. “How would you characterize your relationship with Dr. Moran and Professor Stein?”

“I think ‘relationship’ is a bit much,” said Pottinger. “I’ve seen them both in clinic over the years.”

“And I understand you had grievances against each of them,” said Detective Inspector Rose. “Is that fair to say?”

Pottinger seemed to be able to spot which way this particular weather vane was pointing. “Yeah, and I caught fucking bed bugs in the Best Western in York, but I didn’t burn it to the ground afterward.”

Eitan took out a pen and a folded-up history sheet from his pocket. Cole cringed at Eitan’s lack of a notebook—it made him look like he was about to sketch the bowl of fruit on the kitchen table.

“Let’s start with Douglas Moran. When did you last see him?”

“Are you fucking serious?”

“Do I not look like I’m serious?” said Eitan, settling nicely into his role.

Pottinger frowned in concentration. “Back in… April this year. He was sitting in on some smarmy other doctor.”

“I wouldn’t say… Well, that clearly postdates your complaint. I presume it was a different appointment that made you so angry?”

“It didn’t make me angry, it made me complain. Calmly.” The quickening of Pottinger’s breathing told Cole that he was angry even at the memory.

“Go on.”

“He was a proper, you know… arsehole. I went to him with pins and needles in my ankles, he told me that my shoes were too tight, and I needed—his exact words—‘a shoe shop, not one of the country’s most eminent neurologists.’ I mean, fuck off!”

“And did you seek a second opinion?”

“Yeah, the bloody emergency department a couple of months later when my balance totally went and I couldn’t walk. Turns out I had an extremely serious condition called Jillian-Barry syndrome.”

“Guillain-Barré syndrome,” corrected Eitan. Cole inhaled involuntarily at Eitan’s slip-up. “My cousin had it,” Eitan added. “Are you doing better now?”

“Well, no thanks to Moran. People die from it, you know?”

“And what was the upshot of this complaint, may I ask?”

“Absolutely fuck all. I got some letter telling me some other mates of his at the hospital agreed that it wasn’t a standard presentation of X-Y-Z and just like that he’s off the fucking hook.”

“That must have been very frustrating for you.”

“Life goes on,” shrugged Pottinger.

“And if we can move on to Professor Stein? Am I right in thinking that you complained about her as well?”

“Fucking right I complained about her. They admit me to hospital from the ED and this Stein woman swans in and before she’s even introduced herself she whips out a whacking great needle. I fucking hate needles, and this one’s the size of the Hubble telescope—anyway, she jabs it into my spine. Wants to get some fluid to check for Christ-knows-what.”

“Albuminocytologic dissociation,” said Eitan.

There was a moment of panic where time stood still and the words practically hung in the air in front of Cole, repeating to the tune of “Supercalifragilisticexpialidocious,” before Eitan added, “It was in your medical notes.”

Pottinger barely noticed. “She’s got all these young doctors stood around her and she’s banging on about this and that like she’s House fucking MD, and before you know it I’ve got this headache like nothing on earth because my spine’s now bleeding in-fucking-side. And then, as if I didn’t have enough problems, I get an infection—so she was dirty as well as incompetent—and I end up lying in bed on a drip for a whole fucking week.”

Worthy of a complaint, for sure, but as motives for murder go, it hardly made Pottinger prime suspect. Even Eitan had more reason to kill her. Far more, in fact, what with her threatening to end his career. The same went for Moran, to be honest.

“You’ve clearly had an awful time at that hospital, Mr. Pottinger,” said Eitan, leaning back in his chair and feigning nonchalance. “But did you really have to kill them?”

The question hovered in the air like a guillotine blade. Pottinger hunched forward and opened his mouth. The words didn’t come out for a few seconds, like he was on a satellite delay.

“Can I see your ID, pal?”

Eitan’s voice wobbled as he spoke. “I already showed you.”

“And I want you to show me again.”

“Let’s just get back to my question, if you don’t mind. Why did you go so far?”

“You know what, I do mind.” Pottinger’s hand crept toward the pocket of his cords. Cole’s colon coiled. A gun? Surely not. No, a phone. “You wouldn’t mind if I gave the station a quick call, check it’s OK to speak to you? Which one did you say it was again?”

Cole saw the panic flash in Eitan’s eyes. He hadn’t said.

Pottinger turned to Cole now. “You, PC Mute, where are you from?”

Cole tried to think of the nearest police station. The one at Paddington Green had shut down. It was probably a huge block of luxury twatflats by now.

Pottinger stared back at Eitan. “Take your mask off a second?”

“I can’t, sir,” confabulated Eitan. “I’m… on an immunosuppressant. It wouldn’t be safe. Methotrexate. Twenty-five milligrams.”

Pottinger’s shoulders suddenly squared. “Hang on, that’s where I know you! You’re that doctor I saw. The smarmy one! What the fuck are you doing in my…”

Eitan bolted toward the front door. “Run!”

Pottinger lunged forward like a vending machine toppling over, his bear paws grabbing at Eitan, who pushed past him with a yelp. Cole tore out of the flat after Eitan while Pottinger scrambled to his feet. Within seconds, Cole was back out on Leopold Road, chasing after Eitan who, for some reason, was running in a zigzag. Did he think there were snipers out for him?

Cole couldn’t leave him on his own, on the loose. He gave chase, calling Eitan’s name over and over again. But Eitan either wouldn’t stop, or couldn’t.


TAKEN FROM COLE DOHERTY’S iPHONE 12, NOTES APP

Evidence Eitan did it

—Moran motive: guy was a total piece of shit to him. Major beef about sister (hid it from me until cousin’s wedding—why?). Was going to sack him after catching us in the office. LOTS GOING ON THERE.

—Stein motive: found out about coke in nasal spray

—Getting more unstable

—Off meds ?how long ?on new one at all

—Drug use at work

—No alibi for either death

—Investigating—to point finger elsewhere?

—Tampering with Moran’s body (!!!)—returning to the scene of the crime?

—?Last person to see Stein before she died

—Likes the attention

Evidence Eitan innocent

—Job means cares about human life

—He loves me—wd confess rather than lie?
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

Autopsy-turvy

It was nearly 6 p.m. when Cole finally caught up with Eitan, at Craven Park, stuffing his jacket into a bin.

“What the hell are you doing?”

Eitan was pale, as if he’d sweated out all the blood inside him, his eyes desperate and pleading. His hands went to his scabbing head, and although Cole tried to gently remove them under the auspices of a hug, they stayed where they were. “I’ve never been on the run before. I don’t exactly have a game plan.” He looked at the bin. “I should probably get this out, though. It was £200 from Zara. People always say how nice it is.”

Cole never had. “Come on. Let’s get you home.”

“But that’s the first place they’ll check!”

Eitan slumped onto the ground, resting his head on the bin behind him. Even the dimmest of detectives could conclude that Eitan wasn’t in control, that he’d invested a tiny bit too much in these murders.

“This Pottinger stuff isn’t going to look good when it shakes down, Cole. And that’s if I’m right about all this. And god knows if I am. I’ve not been thinking straight. I didn’t see Medwell, he didn’t put me on valproate. I shouldn’t have come off the meds. I thought it would help me see clearer, but… oh god, I’ve just fucked everything up.”

He wasn’t wrong, it looked like a total power-shower of shit. Perhaps unsurprisingly, A Companion’s Journey didn’t have a chapter on this scenario, and it felt well beyond back rubs. That morning he’d reread the section about bad days: Eitan needed reassurance, reassurance, reassurance. And then pages 17–32 fell out—the binding really was terrible. He needed to check back in with Mo and Fiona on the group chat right now, tell them things were alarmingly out of hand.

“I fuck everything up, you know,” Eitan continued. “You know what my dad said at the wedding… about Elodie, my sister. Well, Moran didn’t do what he should have done, he was to blame too, but I… I did something that —”

Eitan liquefied into tears.

“It’s going to be OK,” Cole said.

“You don’t know that,” gasped Eitan. “Pottinger knew who I was—the police will have already spoken to the hospital. They’re gonna take my job away from me. I was already nine stops beyond my last chance. I’m a good doctor. I loved that job, I…” Eitan puffed his cheeks out and exhaled. “I honestly reckoned I was getting somewhere, you know. I had it in my sights. After what Webb said about the takotsubo, the ways you can bring it on…”

“Sure, but there’s no evidence that Stein had the same thing, is there? It’s OK to get stuff wrong. It happens, even to good doctors.”

“I mean, we won’t know what caused Stein’s MI until pathology have got her out the chiller and butterflied her. But…”

Eitan’s eyes ignited. And, just like that, he was off again. That moment of calm, the brief vacay into rational thought, had only served to recharge his battery. “Of course! Why didn’t I think of that earlier? If Stein had takotsubo, it would be a… I don’t know… a trillion-to-one chance that it was a coincidence. A zillion to one.” He bounced to his feet. It was like he’d eaten a Super Mario power-up mushroom, Popeye mainlining spinach. “I’ve got to get to the morgue.”

Cole tried hugging Eitan again, wondering if it might de-charge him, like an earth wire. He felt Eitan’s enthusiasm coursing through his veins, his heart racing. He had no real idea how to stop this train.

“You’re… not going to cut her open, are you?”

Eitan tore back off down the road. Cole pulled out his phone.
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“Shhh!” Eitan put his finger to his lips. “Someone will hear!”

Cole glanced behind him down the empty corridor. “I’m not making a sound.”

“I wasn’t talking to you!” said Eitan, tapping his nose and pointing to the squeaky wheel of the ultrasound machine. “Nearly there,” Eitan whispered as he dragged it into a lift. It wasn’t clear if this was aimed at Cole or the machine—so many of Eitan’s threads were coming loose at once.

Cole checked his watch. They needed to hurry up. Until then, he was at least grateful for the small mercy that nobody was about to be spatchcocked. Eitan looked at Cole with a child’s wonderment. “Thanks for coming, Cole. It’s… important to me.”

“Where else would I be?”

That was true, at least. There was no chance he was leaving his side until this was over.

“You’re so beautiful,” said Eitan. “Did you know that?”

This compliment, delivered with heartfelt sincerity, rubbed awkwardly against Cole’s feeling of disloyalty about what he’d just done.

“I’m about to blow this right open. Imagine Gillow’s face when I prove it. The amount of fucking crow she’ll have to eat. Caw caw!”

Caw caw? Jesus. The lift pinged and Eitan hummed tunelessly as he sloped through the doors, pulling the machine behind him. It reminded Cole of the toy dog Uncle Dan bought him when he was little, that he could pull behind him on wheels. It was supposed to bark, but after Dan died no one ever replaced its batteries.

A poster on the morgue door declared that it was strictly a nine-to-five operation, which meant there were even fewer signs of life than normal. Eitan blipped his security pass. No luck. He grabbed Cole’s. Still nothing.

“Don’t worry,” replied Eitan with an unsettling grin. “These doors have a manual opening system.”

This turned out to be a big red fire extinguisher which Cole knew from his mandatory fire safety sessions was full of water, and therefore used for wood and paper but not for live electrical equipment. For these purposes, it wouldn’t have mattered if it was filled with toothpaste and blue cheese. Eitan started battering the door with it, using all his force, as Cole looked on in shocked fascination, fixated on the huge vein throbbing on the side of Eitan’s shaved head as he took each swing. The supratrochlear vein, to use the terminology Eitan would have clearly preferred. To use some terminology that Eitan wouldn’t have liked, there was no denying his fiancé looked like a fucking lunatic.

Three hard whacks and the door gave in, now significantly worse for wear. Eitan nudged it open, pulling the ultrasound machine along with him, as if coaxing it onto a dance floor. He suddenly stopped. The machine was at least four inches too wide to fit through.

Side-on, diagonally, tilted dangerously on its wheels, it wasn’t going to play ball, no matter how much Eitan wiggled or yanked it. Cole’s heart was pounding as Eitan attempted to solve the riddle. Surely he would give up now?

“Only one thing for it,” sighed Eitan. “Mohammed will have to come to the mountain.”

Eitan strained as he maneuvered Stein’s body out of the cabinet, like he was inching a sideboard across a living-room carpet. Cole watched through his fingers until Eitan and the corporeal remains of the late Annabel Stein had made their way to the ultrasound machine in the basement corridor. He winked at Cole as he began unzipping the bag. “Should’ve probably checked I’d got the right one before lugging it over!” Eitan said as he unzipped the bag. Cole wasn’t sure if this was the mania speaking or a doctor using gallows humor to avoid the true horror of the situation.

But, either way, there she was. Eitan let out a sigh of relief. Unzipping further, he seemed to be making an effort not to look directly at Stein’s bare chest, attempting a modicum of privacy, even as she lay dead and naked on the hospital lino, her dignity now a speck in the rear-view mirror. Eitan grabbed the gel from its holster in the side of the ultrasound machine. “This will feel a bit cold,” he said to his already exceedingly cold patient.

Kneeling over her, Eitan ran the transducer across her bony chest, like a stick across railings, and swanned his neck to keep both eyes on the screen. The moment of truth.

“My sonography isn’t up to much,” said Eitan, peering into the grainy soup on the screen. “I only usually scan joints. I know what a normal heart looks like, though.”

“And?”

“Fuck.”

“What?”

“No doubt about it—that left ventricle is ballooned to buggery. It has to be takotsubo. You could trap a family of octopi in the fucker.”

Eitan let out a sharp flare of laughter, then turned to his ex-boss. “I’m going to get whoever did this, I promise you.” He caught Cole’s eye. “This is great… Why are you crying?”

“Dr. Rose?”

Eitan stared up at the two men behind him, one in uniform, the other in a raincoat that could only be described as police-shaped. Cole watched as Eitan’s initial alarm turned quickly to relief.

“Excellent,” he said. “I was just about to call you.”

“You are Dr. Eitan Rose?”

“This obviously seems unorthodox, but if you give me a moment to explain, you’ll agree I have conclusive evidence that —”

“Eitan Rose,” said raincoat cop, striding forward with purpose. “I am arresting you on suspicion of the murders of Dr. Douglas Moran and Dr. Annabel Stein.”

“Professor Stein,” muttered Eitan, as if it mattered now. Stubborn to the last.

“You do not need to say anything, but it may harm your defense if you do not mention when questioned something you later rely on in court. Anything you do say may be given in evidence.”

The words Eitan chose to say to be given in evidence were an echo of Trevor Pottinger’s earlier that day: “Are you fucking serious?”

Their seriousness was evidently not in question. Cole’s gaze dropped as Eitan was hauled to his feet by the one in uniform, his face pressed hard against a hand-washing poster.

“I’m the one solving the murder, you sub-idiot. There’s a killer out there!” shouted Eitan. “Tell them, Cole!” Eitan clicked at the same time as the handcuffs round his wrists did. “Wait, it was… you called them? Why would you do this? I thought you…”

Eitan gave Cole a pleading glance as he was dragged away, his face crumpled in confusion. Cole opened his mouth to say something, but no words came out, the air lost in some internal vacuum. There was nothing more he could do.


TRANSCRIPT OF POLICE INTERVIEW, 04:13 11 JULY 2023

DR. EITAN ROSE in the presence of his legal representative MOHID NASSAR and police officers DI LOUISE BROCKLE-HURST and DC EDWARD MASON.


DI BROCKLEHURST

Eitan Rose, you remain under caution for this interview. You do not have to say anything but it may harm your defense if you do not mention something when questioned that you later rely on in court. Anything you do say may be given in evidence. Do you understand why you’ve been brought here today, Dr. Rose?




EITAN ROSE

You caught me doing an ultrasound on a dead body in a hospital corridor this evening, so I’m going to run with that. Unless it’s about the time I jumped the barrier at Waterloo.




MOHID NASSAR

My client understands that he’s under arrest, even if it’s very unclear how you’ve arrived at the allegations.




DC MASON

How would you describe your relationship with Dr. Douglas Moran?




EITAN ROSE

Non-exclusive.




MOHID NASSAR

Eitan. Please.




EITAN ROSE

He was my boss—the medical director at the hospital.




DC MASON

Did you get on?




EITAN ROSE

We didn’t not get on, but we didn’t go on mini-breaks together. Does anyone like their boss? Do you like whatshername, DI Broccoli?




DC MASON

You gave your name as Douglas Moran to a paramedic at the Purgatory gay bathhouse in the early hours of the ninth of April, presumably with a view to discredit him?




MOHID NASSAR

Jesus Christ.




EITAN ROSE

That was a joke!




DC MASON

And records of your supervision meetings with Dr. Moran call you uncooperative and antagonistic.




EITAN ROSE

I am uncooperative and antagonistic. With everyone. Ask around. But I’ve also been trying to tell anyone who’ll listen for weeks now that Moran and Stein were murdered.




DI BROCKLEHURST

Everyone except us.




EITAN ROSE

I did phone the police a couple of weeks ago, actually.




MOHID NASSAR

You did what?




EITAN ROSE

If they’d taken me seriously, they’d have seen something didn’t add up.




DC MASON

It all adds up perfectly, Dr. Rose. First equation… do you recognize this? For the tape, I am showing Dr. Rose exhibit HBM/005: a polybag containing a diary belonging to Dr. Douglas Moran. Do you want to tell me why you had a dead man’s diary in your flat? I’m sure there’s a perfectly reasonable explanation.




EITAN ROSE

Exactly. There was… a misunderstanding.




DC MASON

And was this misunderstanding before or after you killed him?




MOHID NASSAR

My client naturally won’t be answering that.




EITAN ROSE

Why on earth would I have killed him?




DI BROCKLEHURST

You’re looking for a motive? Perhaps I can quote Dr. Moran’s diary. “Dr. Rose and other individual seemingly engaged in anopenetrative sexual intercourse.” How much detail do you want me to go into? He was quite thorough. Or shall I cut to the chase? “To inform tomorrow: medical board.”




MOHID NASSAR

My client won’t be commenting.




DI BROCKLEHURST

Dr. Moran was dead a matter of hours after writing that entry. You had to do everything you could to stop him, isn’t that right?




EITAN ROSE

No, it’s not.




DI BROCKLEHURST

You must have been very upset, your career thrown away over some little fling.




EITAN ROSE

It wasn’t a fling! OK, it was then, but it’s not now.




DI BROCKLEHURST

This has been a long time coming, hasn’t it, Dr. Rose? What is it, twenty-three years since Dr. Moran was involved in your sister’s death?




EITAN ROSE

Twenty-four.




MOHID NASSAR

My client is merely correcting the record, rather than responding to your groundless claim.




DC MASON

What were you doing on the evening Douglas Moran died? The tenth of April between the hours of 1900 and 2100.




EITAN ROSE

I was at home.




DC MASON

And who was with you?




EITAN ROSE

Just me. And three bottles of Pinot Noir.




DC MASON

So would it therefore be fair to say your memories of that night might be a little hazy?




EITAN ROSE

I…




MOHID NASSAR

My client went home to relax after a busy day as a hospital consultant. And there’s no crime in that.




DI BROCKLEHURST

Mr. Nassar, for my information, would you say there’s any crime in impersonating a police officer in a patient’s house? We’ve not charged Dr. Rose for this yet, but I’m just interested in your opinion here.




MOHID NASSAR

I… would, of course, need sight of any evidence before commenting.




DC MASON

Let’s move on to your motivation to kill Professor Stein. In an email found in her drafts folder, she wrote that she felt extremely ill and disorientated after borrowing, quote “that spray he’s always cramming up his nose.” Why might she have felt ill?




EITAN ROSE

I wouldn’t know. Maybe she had a migraine. Or a urinary tract infection. Schistosomiasis. Bubonic plague.




DC MASON

Again, for the tape, I am showing Dr. Rose exhibit HBM/008, a photo of a pump spray labeled Histamize, taken today from Professor Stein’s house. What are we going to find when this comes back from analysis? Or the identical one taken from your person upon your arrest?




MOHID NASSAR

Why would you possibly expect my client to speculate on this?




DC MASON

Let me ask a different question, in that case. Dr. Rose, who was the last person to see Professor Stein alive?




EITAN ROSE

No comment.




DI BROCKLEHURST

We spoke to a Dr. Bourke who saw you leaving her ward immediately prior to her death.




MOHID NASSAR

Ciaran Bourke?




DI BROCKLEHURST

For the tape, Dr. Rose whispered “sorry” to his lawyer. Perhaps you could explain why a rheumatology consultant needed to visit an intensive care patient?




EITAN ROSE

No comment.




DI BROCKLEHURST

Again? What a shame. You were so chatty before. Now, what was in the coffee that you bought her fifteen minutes before she collapsed?




EITAN ROSE

I’ve never bought the woman a coffee in my life.




DI BROCKLEHURST

Is that right? When did you graduate from medical school?




EITAN ROSE

2004.




DI BROCKLEHURST

Imperial College, right?




EITAN ROSE

Yes, why are you…




DC MASON

I’m showing Dr. Rose exhibit HBM/011: a polybag containing a hoodie, inscribed with “Imperial College School of Medicine 2004 Leavers” on the back, with Eitan Rose listed among the alumnums beneath.




EITAN ROSE

Alumni.




MOHID NASSAR

You’re not helping.




EITAN ROSE

I’m helping with their Latin. Pig Latin, haha.




DC MASON

Is this your hoodie?




EITAN ROSE

Could well be. Yeah, there’s a cum stain on the shoulder. Weird how it bleaches, isn’t it? I guess it’s a pH thing.




DC MASON

Do you wear it to work?




EITAN ROSE

Sometimes. Depends.




DC MASON

On what?




EITAN ROSE

The weather, how much of a rush I’m in when I leave the house, what else is clean, if I’m having a bad hair day, lots of things.




DC MASON

I’m showing Dr. Rose a still image of CCTV footage taken from the Taste of Paris canteen in St. Jude’s Hospital at 8:12 a.m. on the 27th of June 2023, exhibit reference HBM/013. Who can you see?




EITAN ROSE

It looks like Prof Stein.




DC MASON

It does. And is. And who’s next to her?




EITAN ROSE

No idea. Their back’s turned and their hood’s up.




DI BROCKLEHURST

No idea? As in none? Do you recognize the hoodie?




EITAN ROSE

Yes, it’s similar to the one you’re holding.




DI BROCKLEHURST

Similar, or the same?




EITAN ROSE

Well, it isn’t me. So, similar. Do your “enhance” thing like on the telly and you won’t see the cum stain.




DI BROCKLEHURST

How many 2004 Imperial College medical graduates are there at St. Jude’s, would you say?




EITAN ROSE

A few? It’s not like I’m the last of the Mohicans.




DI BROCKLEHURST

But how many of them would wear that hoodie?




EITAN ROSE

I’m gay. I don’t play by your fashion rules.




DI BROCKLEHURST

Let me rephrase. How many of them do you think would be wearing a leavers’ hoodie and paying for Dr. Stein’s decaf flat white with your debit card?




DC MASON

Dr. Rose? Anything to say?




MOHID NASSAR

My client has no comment to make.




DC MASON

I was hoping that he would explain the debit card transaction. A decaf flat white and a caramel latte. The receipt was in your flat, Eitan. It matches the timestamp on the CCTV. It’s what we call, in the trade, a smoking gun.




EITAN ROSE

It can’t have… I wasn’t…




DC MASON

Perhaps I can jog your memory? You went to ICU to finish the job you started in the canteen, the moment you found out she was improving and would be able to implicate you.




EITAN ROSE

This doesn’t make any sense.




MOHID NASSAR

Everything so far is circumstantial to the point of being laughable. The arrest of my client will be the subject of a formal complaint.




DC MASON

I’ve got one more detail for your complaint, if you’d like? I’m showing Dr. Rose a photograph with exhibit reference HBM/003. Do you know what this is?




EITAN ROSE

No.




DI BROCKLEHURST

I’m happy to help. These are strips of a drug called midodrine. They’re in a drawer. Do you recognize this drawer?




EITAN ROSE

I don’t know what’s happening.




DI BROCKLEHURST

Luckily, I do—it’s your drawer. This drug was responsible for the deaths of Dr. Moran and Professor Stein. In overdose, it causes the exact cardiac symptoms they suffered. We know you did it, Eitan.




EITAN ROSE

Stop it! No, you don’t!




DC MASON

Needless to say, your client will be detained in custody, Mr. Nassar.




MOHID NASSAR

I presume he will be receiving an urgent psychiatric evaluation?




DI BROCKLEHURST

Dr. Rose was assessed by the Forensic Medical Examiner who found him fit to be detained and fit to be interviewed. We will keep a close eye on him and have him reviewed if anything changes.




EITAN ROSE

Is no one listening to me? I didn’t fucking do this! I don’t think?




DC MASON

Interview terminated at 4:22 a.m.



[End transcript]
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PART THREE






CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

It’s Me, Margaret

At 6:15 exactly, just as it did every morning, the Bentima alarm clock next to Margaret Corcoran’s bed sounded its shrill analog bell. Margaret had enough bleeps and bloops in her life without going digital in the alarm department. Besides, it had served her faithfully since 1992. She swung her legs out of bed and straight into the slippers bought for her by one of her nephews three Christmases previously. Two new, unopened boxes of slippers, from subsequent Christmases, waited at the top of her wardrobe—how quickly did he think she wore through slippers? There wasn’t space for a third box, so she should probably say something to him. After slugging down a multivitamin tablet and treating herself to a spray of vitamin D, Margaret turned down the radio—she could never pee while anyone was talking. She flossed and brushed her teeth, then went down to the kitchen. Her cats Lilt, Fanta and Rhett wound appreciatively round her legs, purring.

“Morning, my darlings.”

She shook Iams into each of their bowls, which she’d been delighted to find out via her pub quiz team, The Consultant Quizicians, was named after its founder, Paul Iams. Her face tightened as she spotted Rhett’s excrement in front of the cooker—his eyes weren’t what they used to be, so he kept missing the litter box. Or maybe his brain wasn’t what it used to be, so he kept ignoring it. He was the last of her Gone with the Wind trio—Scarlett’s ninth life was taken by the 414 to Putney Bridge, and Melanie had succumbed to leukemia. Poor Rhett probably didn’t have long to wait before he joined them on what her Facebook pet group embarrassingly called “The Rainbow Bridge.” She’d miss his little white ears and the curly black mustache shape round his whiskers. Like Poirot.

Closing the fridge door, her hand rested upon a postcard, held in place by a pineapple magnet the same nephew had bought her a good decade previously—he evidently started buying fourth-rate gifts at a very young age. Music in the Tuileries—such an overhyped Manet, far too static. She flipped it over to read the back, as if it wasn’t already memorized from a hundred readings. W.Y. W. H. M.Y. M. L. D. M. Then a toddler-standard heart. Margaret had never seen the need for all that ridiculous code. It wasn’t particularly sophisticated—or even romantic, she realized now—and Davina had hardly been camping out on her doorstep hoping to intercept the postman. Poor Davina. How cheap and dishonest it felt now, in the cold light of a post-Douglas world. Not Margaret’s usual style at all. She pincered the postcard between her fingers, slowly tearing it in two, then four, then eight, dropping the pieces into the bin. Followed by the pineapple magnet.

She allowed Radio 4 back on—a man with an accent she placed somewhere around Sheffield was talking about transport infrastructure budgets—and worked her way through a bowl of muesli, then rinsed it out in the sink and placed it gently in the dishwasher. She’d read that you weren’t supposed to rinse them, something about confusing the machine’s turbidity sensors, but she only turned her dishwasher on once a week and the thought of muesli hardening onto her Royal Doulton faintly repulsed her. She carefully packed her tote with everything she needed for the day and said goodbye to each of the cats. Fanta meowed in recognition, Lilt skulked by her empty bowl hoping to induce pity, and Rhett licked the toaster. Maybe it was his brain after all.

Margaret inspected her 1975 911S Targa in the muted gray daylight. She’d bought it as an intern even though her dad had warned her it would be a money pit. A weird thing to say, she always thought—nobody suggests not having kids because they’re money pits. Still, he was right, that’s absolutely what it had turned out to be. But it brought her joy every morning, which was more than children could be relied upon to do. Nephews in particular. She listened to Phyllis Nelson’s “Move Closer” one and a half times on the short drive to the lido, before nabbing a space two away from the entrance—not bad for this time of day.

Six minutes later she was standing at the side of the pool, letting the air settle around her. She loved this part of her morning—the ridges on the tiles beneath her feet, the beginnings of goose bumps as the whisper of a breeze brushed her skin—she could be about to dive into an alpine lake. Margaret closed her eyes, breathed in for six and out for seven. It sounded like the rushing sea from the darkness of a cave.

“Morning, Maggie, how are you?” Margaret opened one eye to the unwelcome sight of Andy Vickery. No sign of his wife at the pool today. Margaret, Mags to a limited inner circle and very much not a Maggie, suspected she’d finally seen sense and buggered off.

“Good morning, Andrew.”

She was aware of his eyes on her body. She’d had half a century of ignoring men’s leers, but this wasn’t quite that. He wasn’t just looking, he wanted her to know he was looking. Usually she would dive in, but she couldn’t face him thinking she was showing off, so she sat on the edge, swung round, lowered herself in, and began her lengths. She swam every morning from March to October and every other day November to February. She was fast and always used the same lane, second from the left. She heard a depth charge, then saw Andy Vickery bobbing around like a hairy space hopper. She veered off to the next lane to avoid kicking him, reached the other end and spun round. There he was again. She swerved and carried on, hitting the other end and tumble-turning back into her original lane. Again, Andy was starfishing right in her path.

“Fancy seeing you here!” he said, grinning like the Joker on nitrous.

Margaret removed her goggles. She had twelve more lengths to do before work and had had more than enough of married men for this particular lifetime.

“Andrew, if you get in my way again…”

“Oh, don’t worry about me, I’m sure I can handle a kick from those dainty little legs of yours.”

Margaret smiled. “Oh, you misunderstand me. I was going to say, if you get in my way again, I’ll punch you in the fucking throat.”

Andy steered well clear after that. Margaret was showered, dressed and back in her car within twenty-five minutes. Best swim in ages.




[image: Illustration of a syringe half-filled with a liquid, featuring measurement markings along the side and a thin needle at the end.]







Now she shared an office with Eitan Rose, Margaret never knew what to expect when she arrived at work. Even so, she was nonetheless surprised to see the place sealed off with police tape. Flicking through her the telly, she had occasionally spent five minutes or so in the middle of some dreadful American police drama, but she never dreamt she’d find herself in the middle of an episode of CSI: Paddington. What had the silly boy done now? Christ, was he dead?

She peered inside the room. There were no chalk outlines or blood splatters. More importantly, there were no police officers telling her she couldn’t limbo under the tape and creep over to her desk—they were probably just as stretched as the health service. She spent a moment looking for and failing to locate the PreTRANscription microphone, then she got to work on an email to HR about pension deductions—wrong for an almost impressive twentieth month on the trot. She was getting into her stride when she heard the familiar scuff of Nina’s trainers in the corridor.

“Morning, Dr. Corcoran.”

“Hello, Nina,” said Margaret. Nina’s voice lacked its usual willful sunshine, which, surrounded by police tape, seemed appropriate.

Nina looked from Margaret to the cordon and back again, in almost cartoonish disbelief, her texting finger twitching in anticipation. She clambered under the tape, taking a strand of it with her, before standing in the middle of the room in full Wonder Woman hands-on-hips power pose and clearing her throat. “Suzy Gillow has called an all-staff meeting at nine!”

Margaret finished typing her sentence, then did a thorough proofread—she’d never got over emailing HR that she was “disappointed to have been pissed over” rather than “passed over” for a clinical excellence award. She listened to Nina rapping her nails, desperately waiting for her to give the go-ahead for a frenzy of speculation.

“Has Ms. Gillow said what it might be about?”

“Nothing official, but… there’s no sign of Eitan today, so…”

“I suppose I’ll be stepping in for him in clinic, then,” said Margaret. Eitan’s patients’ faces always fell when they realized he wasn’t there, which was remarkable considering, well, everything.

“I do hope he hasn’t done anything daft.”

“I heard he dressed up in a policeman’s uniform, then climbed through the window of somebody who complained about him.”

Eitan was many things, but Margaret never had him pegged as a housebreaker. Mind you, she hadn’t had him down as someone who’d start dogging in the middle of a wake either. “How on earth would he have got their address?”

Nina chewed her thumbnail. “I hope he’s all right, though. If you know what I mean.”

Margaret kneaded her knuckles together, almost involuntarily, as if considering a prayer. “I do, Nina. Right, let’s grab a coffee and hear what Ms. Gillow has to say.”
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Suzanne Gillow looked like she was officiating at a funeral as she strode to the front of the lecture hall of the Postgraduate Education Centre. She stared ahead, stony-faced, until the general hum of conversation dwindled away.

“Good morning and thank you for coming. I have some news that many of you will find upsetting.”

Nina let out a small gasp in anticipation, and Margaret patted her gently on the knee. Gillow took out her phone and began reading from a note she’d presumably cobbled together on the train. She lived in Surrey, if Margaret remembered correctly.

“Following the very sad losses of our beloved and much-missed colleagues Dr. Douglas Moran and Professor Annabel Stein, I am heartbroken to inform you that their deaths are now being treated as suspicious. In addition, I can inform you that an arrest has been made.”

An orchestra of gasps filled the room. Margaret’s breath caught in her throat. Oh, Douglas. He may have been many things, but she had never dreamt it would end like this. She looked around for poor Davina, who had clearly had the good sense to stay away. Nina placed one hand on Margaret’s shoulder to comfort her, while the other texted furiously in her lap. There was always someone desperate to be the first to break news to a wider audience—Margaret often wondered what the psychology behind that might be: insecurity, probably, or some need for social currency.

Gillow continued, head bent as she squinted at her own phone screen. “I would ask that none of you talk to any members of the press, and that any such enquiries are immediately passed on to Poppy Easthope in our media team, whose details are available on JudeNet. We must leave the police to do their job, work out exactly what happened to Douglas and Annabel, and bring those responsible to justice.”

Margaret felt sick as she walked out of the lecture hall, her legs leaden and head spinning. Douglas. Murdered. And not just that. Eitan was right. He’d said it all along. She’d completely dismissed him. It had sounded too bizarre, too fantastical, too much like the ravings of someone who was a fair few violas short of a full symphony. Maybe she should have listened more closely to him. She liked to think of herself as nonjudgmental, but… what was that term she’d learned about on that away day at London Zoo? Unconscious bias. Would she have taken him more seriously if she didn’t know about his diagnosis?

“Caleb reckons they’ve arrested Eitan,” said Nina, plugging straight into her stock exchange of gossip and tapping on her phone with eight fingers, like a virtuoso piccoloist. Surely not? Holding back a tsunami of nausea and feeling suddenly close to overwhelmed, she dashed off to her rapidly filling clinic, her head full of far too many thoughts for this time of the morning.

“I don’t think we’ve got Dr. Rose today,” she said to Martin, the whatever-his-job-title-currently-was. Martin sighed, although that might have been because he’d been banking on a tray of Krispy Kremes. “Shove his patients onto my list, somehow, and ring round a couple of residents—see if Luke Cheng can get here.”

“I’m not sure he’ll make it from Melbourne in time,” said Martin.

She closed the door to her clinic room and heard a collective moan rise from her patients as the screens changed and their waiting times shot up by two hours. It was going to be one of those mornings that lasted till mid-afternoon.

Margaret was struggling to concentrate. She couldn’t even get excited about a putative diagnosis of Churg-Strauss syndrome, which would ordinarily have had her posting immediately on the Rheumatology Ravens Facebook group. She was about seven patients in when there was a knock at the door.

“Dr. Corcoran?” said a police officer. It’s obviously a cliché that policemen are getting younger these days, but this chap couldn’t have contributed more than a couple of pounds a year to Gillette’s bottom line. Maybe everyone was just getting younger, comparatively. Margaret wasn’t sure she’d ever come face-to-face with a policeman before.

“I’d like to have a word if I may?”

Margaret kept it formal, friendly, and distant. “What about?”

“In connection with the deaths of Douglas Moran and Annabel Stein.”

She rose from her chair, enjoying the cool metallic feel of the door handle as she rested her hand on it.

“I’ll be very happy to talk to you, Constable.”

“Oh great, so —”

“However, I have a clinic to finish and my patients have waited quite long enough. Do take a seat. I’ll let you know when I’m done.”

Her face never slipped, not even for a second, as she gently pushed the door to a close, making the little boy in blue step back to stop it shutting in his face.







CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

Eitan Mess

“Take a seat, please, Constable… I’m sorry I didn’t catch…”

“It’s PC Kowalczyk, Dr. Corcoran.”

The young man sat down gingerly, and the foam seat cushion exhaled at length through its pen wounds. Margaret turned to face him, rested her arms in her lap and smiled. It had been three whole hours since they’d met and he was markedly less bright-eyed and bushy-tailed after a bit of downtime in the waiting area. He must have really wanted to chat.

“So, PC Kowalczyk. How can I help you today?”

Her words were obliging, warm even, but her tone was direct. This was Margaret’s act with patients, honed over the decades—always kind, but with a definite hint of gentle authoritarianism. It made them confident she knew what she was talking about, something she’d always butted up against, particularly with patients of a certain age and, well, gender. Balm for bigots, taking them back to head teachers of yore who they begrudgingly respected.

She scrutinized the police-child as he asked his questions. Basic, general stuff to start with, before he amateurishly tried to lead her down a path. You’re not the only person who interviews people for a living, son.

“I’d like to talk about Eitan Rose.”

Oh, goodness. Was Nina right after all?

“What was your relationship with him?”

She noted the swelling and slight malrotation on the ulnar aspect of his right hand—a poorly healed boxer’s fracture, most likely. A misspent youth bare-knuckle brawling or a policeman who goes around punching people? Wouldn’t be unheard of, if the papers were to be believed. “We are colleagues.”

“And were you friendly?”

“We didn’t tend to socialize outside the hospital, if that’s what you mean? We have very different interests.”

“Do you know what Dr. Rose’s interests are?”

Now, there was a question. What did this policeman expect her to say? Strangling people on the subway? Eitan clearly had interests that involved a much later bedtime than her own — some mornings he looked like he’d been fired into work from a cannon.

“I never thought to ask.”

“So you’d say he was secretive?”

“I didn’t say that, PC Kowalczyk. He did the usual things for someone of his age. I’m just of a different age. Seeing friends, pub lunches, drinks.” Definitely drinks—some days he smelled like he’d slept in a drip tray. She would always try to make sure the aspirin she kept in her top drawer was out on display, so he could take some without having to ask.

“Would you say Dr. Rose had any personal issues with Dr. Douglas Moran or Professor Annabel Stein?”

“Constable, nobody is everybody’s best friend. Professor Stein could be difficult, obstructive, and Douglas…” She wondered whether to lay her cards on the table. She didn’t have anything to hide and Davina would doubtless tell them anyway. Maybe she already had. “Few people liked Douglas. I may have been in a minority there. I had a relationship with him.”

The officer shifted forward in his seat. “Was it a clandestine relationship, Dr. Corcoran?”

Clandestine! Such vocab at his kindergarten. “It was a romantic…” Was it, truthfully? For the purpose of this interview it was. “… a romantic relationship of which most people were unaware, yes. It ended around two months before Douglas died. If Eitan had his own opinions and frustrations with Douglas or Annabel, he was not alone, but overall I would say he respected them and their authority.” Well, to a certain extent.

Kowalczyk managed to shrug using only his face. “Can I show you something, Dr. Corcoran?”

Clearly something more interesting than Margaret’s love life. He reached into a green Adidas gym bag, which wasn’t doing much to make him look any older, and pulled a photograph from an envelope.

“We found these in Dr. Rose’s desk drawer, in the office you share. Have you ever seen them before?”

Margaret relieved him of the photograph. There were three strips of midodrine tablets lined up neatly inside the drawer, like soldiers on parade. Midodrine? Did he have orthostatic hypotension?

“Not to the best of my knowledge.”

Margaret pulled out her phone. “Can I take a photo of this? In case it jogs my memory.” She did so, before Kowalczyk even had a chance to reply. Portrait mode, whatever that was, but still.

“I’m sure that’s fine. Dr. Corcoran, were you surprised when you heard that Dr. Rose was arrested on suspicion of murder?”

So, it was confirmed, then. Oh, Eitan. She didn’t know what to say. “I’m hearing that for the first time now.”

“I’m sorry, I thought I was clear.”

Margaret looked down into her lap. Eitan. Murder. How are you even meant to react to something like that? She’d only known one other person who had been arrested before, that smug accountant Kevin Garrity from bell-ringing, some tax evasion scheme involving a company in Guadeloupe. Kowalczyk coughed to let her know he was still expecting an answer.

“I can imagine Eitan getting arrested for all sorts of things. Unpaid parking tickets, disturbing the peace, but murder? He has an unshakable belief in helping people. It doesn’t make any sense.”

“But what about when Dr. Rose isn’t… himself?”

“What do you mean?” asked Margaret, knowing full well what he meant.

“He does have a serious mental health diagnosis.”

Margaret jumped up from her chair, startling the policeman, and accidentally knocking her bad knee on the table. “Do you know how many people in this country have a mental health diagnosis? It’s millions, PC Kowalczyk.”

Once he realized that Margaret wasn’t sitting back down, he got up too. “It feels like a reasonable —”

“If everyone with a mental illness was a murderer, you wouldn’t have time to come here and interrupt my clinic with your unpleasant, stigmatizing questions. I suggest you reflect on what you’ve said, and I suggest you do that elsewhere.”

“Dr. Corcoran, I apologize if I’ve upset you.” He held out his card to her. “If there’s anything you need to discuss, then…”

She snatched it from him. “If that’s all, I have a mountain of paperwork to get through.”

It took a reasonable proportion of her self-control not to slam the door behind him.
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Nina was smoothing down her cheetah-print skirt in Eitan’s chair, and leapt up when Margaret walked in.

“Did the hot copper come to see you?”

Margaret flopped into her own seat, a Herman Miller rip-off she’d received a few years ago as part of the hospital’s Back Care Counts! campaign.

“The young constable called into clinic, yes.”

Nina circled Margaret’s desk. “He was very direct with me — asked me straight out if I thought Eitan was capable of… well, you know. I didn’t think that was allowed. I reckon they might have quite a strong case against him.” As excitable as Nina could be, it was at least worth hearing her theories. She certainly had her ear to the ground.

“Why do you think that?”

“Oh, come on, Dr. Corcoran, it’s obvious. I’ve heard it a million times on Crime Junkie… it’s this true crime podcast. Murderers do things that make people notice them. What do you think that business at the wake was about? Then surprise, surprise, it was him all along. Plus, he’s got serial killer eyes.”

Margaret was beginning to get a headache. Something about this didn’t add up. If Eitan were ever to actually kill a person, he was so, what was the word? Rambunctious. He’d drop a piano on them from the top of the London Eye, not sneak around overdosing people into cardiac dysfunction. And why would he go to all the trouble of making it look like they’d died of natural causes, then tear around molesting their bodies and running Paddington’s chapter of QAnon?

“Lianne who works for Stephen St. John-Stevens said the police caught him trying to feed Professor Stein’s body bag into an MRI machine.”

Lianne was not what Margaret would call a particularly reliable witness—she’d previously claimed she used to babysit for Lenny Kravitz. Margaret dismissed Nina’s theory with a sniff. “You know what, they asked me about Eitan’s interests and I came up totally blank,” she said, sadly. “Isn’t that terrible? We’ve worked alongside each other for five years and I’ve talked about the choral society, the cats, the campanology, and I don’t think I know one single thing about his home life.”

“I’m not sure Eitan got up to anything particularly exciting, Dr. Corcoran. Knocking off doctors aside.”

“Nina!”

“Sorry, but he’s been arrested! There’s no smoke without fire.”

Tell that to the smoke machine Margaret bought for the choral society spring concert. They were doing “The Phantom of the Opera” as their “fun” song, and the machine proved wonderfully atmospheric with not a fire in sight. Although it did set off Claudia Abbott’s asthma, making her miss the whole of the Messiah.

Margaret picked the box of aspirin off her desk. “Nina, could you do me a huge favor and dash down to the Friends’ shop and grab me a bottle of Volvic? I can feel one of my headaches coming on.”

Margaret handed Nina a five-pound note and, once she’d scrabbled off, inspected the photo on her phone again. Why did it make her stomach sink? Where was the uneasiness coming from? It wasn’t only that they may well have been the drugs that killed Douglas and that awful Stein woman. There was just something about the boxes. It was funny how a few tablets could be so catastrophically harmful. They looked perfectly innocent, neatly lined up there like dominoes. Wait. That was it. They were so neat! Placed there deliberately, deftly almost, not slung around like everything else Eitan touched. Margaret peered over at the remnants of Eitan’s chaos strewn across his part of the office, like a Tasmanian devil had been let loose in the stationery cupboard. Why would this drawer be the only tidy part of the room? And even if he was guilty, why would he leave the murder weapon in such an obvious and incriminating place?

This wasn’t right. She had to do something. Quite what she wasn’t sure, but definitely something.







CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

Out of Hours Appointment

Margaret was surprised to find the street door wide open — she had expected the residents of Sloane Square to be more selective about who was allowed to wander their extravagant Edwardian hallways. Her shoes click-clacked on the tiles. Beautiful, probably originals, but they could definitely do with some TLC. She could pass Eitan the details of the guy who redid her utility room. Assuming he hadn’t murdered two of their colleagues, that was.

The smart decor petered out as soon as she walked down the stairs—clearly these used to be staff accommodation. There were eight doors in the basement, many more residences than the footprint seemed capable of accommodating. Margaret rapped on 19A and chucked on an uneasy smile, knowing she was likely to be scrutinized through the spyhole. Eventually, the door creaked open, like in a horror movie, except instead of a nine-foot butler or a hunched manservant there stood an angelic young man with matinee-idol hair and the faint shadow of a mustache over his top lip. Almost exactly like that fifties film star her mother had loved—Margaret had found ten posters of him when she cleared out her flat. Tab Hunter, that was his name. Her mum had been so upset when it turned out he was of the lavender persuasion.

“Can I help you?” Northern, but hard to place. Manchester, maybe?

“Yes, hello, sorry to bother you. I’m Margaret Corcoran, a friend of Eitan’s. Well, we work together, but in a friendly way. For the most part.” She wanted Cole to know that she was someone at the hospital who Eitan didn’t hate, but she’d only succeeded in sounding a little deranged.

“Course you are, sorry. You were at that wake where…” His voice caught in his throat.

“It’s Cole, isn’t it? My poor dear. You must be beside yourself. Oh, please don’t cry.”

As soon as she was inside, Margaret reached into her handbag for a tissue and offered it to Cole. However blessed you might be with a handsome genome, there’s no way of crying and not looking like a damaged blancmange. It’s why the vain wear sunglasses at funerals. But Cole appeared to get younger before her eyes.

“I don’t know what to believe,” said the beautiful boy.

“You can talk to me,” said Margaret. “I’m here to help.” Well, she was here to secretly investigate, but making this lad feel a little better would be harmless collateral.

Margaret’s short journey of piecing together Eitan’s life was already a bit of a rollercoaster. Ten minutes ago she was wondering how a young consultant managed to afford one of the world’s most ultra-luxe postcodes; now she was wondering why a rheumatology consultant would settle for a windowless wardrobe. Cole took some deep breaths and his tears slowed.

“I was helping Eitan investigate what happened. You know, with Dr. Moran and Professor Stein. He was so determined to get to the bottom of it all—he was convinced. And he almost convinced me. But now the police have been and turned the place over.” Was this it in its turned-over state? It was no more of a shambles than his office on any given day. “And they’re saying it was him all along.”

“This must be impossibly difficult for you, Cole. Can I make you a cup of tea?”

Cole nodded and flumped back onto a metal-sprung bed that looked like it folded into the wall. Margaret flipped the switch on the kettle and searched in the single wall-mounted cupboard for a mug.

“I know it’s a difficult question, but do you think he might be guilty?”

“I don’t want to believe it but… all this evidence they’ve got—it’s fucking mental. Sorry…” Margaret waved away his apology with a smile, and Cole went on. “He was behaving so weirdly with me and I assumed it was the illness, you know? But it’s like they’ve got him bang to rights. And now I’m asking myself what else was a lie? You know, I only found out about his sister because someone else mentioned her. Did he even love me like he said?”

Was Eitan really so… calculating as to lead Cole on like this? He was always difficult, of course, but never vicious.

“And is he still in custody?”

“Yeah. But he’s out of the police station now. He’s being assessed for psychiatric… something or other, I can’t remember the exact term they used. I haven’t been to see him yet. I’m feeling a bit guilty—I got freaked and texted his friend Mo to call the police. Does that make me a terrible person, not visiting?”

“Not in the slightest. It’s the most natural human reaction to a difficult situation. I would be the same if…” What would be her equivalent? If one of her cats were tried for arson? “If I were in your shoes.”

“And what if he’s innocent—despite everything—and I’m letting him down at the worst time of his life?”

Or maybe she did have an example. “I always regretted not visiting my dear Chutney that last night at the vet’s. I told myself I thought she might hang on, but in my heart of hearts I know I was too scared to say goodbye. It’s something we do to protect ourselves. Does that make sense?”

Cole stood there motionless, his sad blue eyes gazing at her through tear-plumped lashes. The kettle clicked off. Margaret searched through what she supposed passed for a kitchen and failed to find any teabags. She clapped her hands together.

“Tell you what, why don’t you pop a jacket on and I’ll take us out for a drink. We can have a nice glass of wine and decide what we’re going to do about our Eitan, eh?”

Cole grabbed a faded blue jacket from the cluttered coat hook on the back of the door and Margaret guided him out in front of her, a solacing hand on his back. And, just as the door was about to close, she reached inside and clicked the latch to unlock it.

“You look like a Sauvignon man to me. Am I right?”
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CHAPTER THIRTY

Proofreading

When Margaret’s car pulled up outside, Nina was already sitting on the steps, wearing camouflage-colored tiger-print leggings, evidently embracing her fledgling career in espionage.

“So sorry, Nina, dear,” Margaret said as she wound up the window and, after a gentle struggle, eased herself out. Her car seemed to get a little bit closer to the ground every week. “That poor young man needed an awful lot of consoling — he’s had a terrible time of it, as you might imagine. Have you been waiting long?”

“I think I’ll have to apply for planning permission if I sit here any longer.”

Once in her house, Margaret treated the cats to a few cubes of compressed fish skin and poured herself and Nina a modest glass of Sangiovese. Then they sat at the dining table with the bottle, exactly as she and Douglas had sat there on so many nights, bitching about colleagues into the wee hours. “How did you get on, then?”

“OK, I think,” said Nina. “I was a bit rushed because… you know, I was kind of crapping myself. I still don’t know why you didn’t just ask Cole if you could look about?”

“Would you let a complete stranger go snooping around your flat while your boyfriend was up on a murder charge?”

Nina thought for a moment. “Probably. Well, it’s done now. Where do you want me to start?”

“Talk me through what you found, dear.”

“I always thought he’d live somewhere a bit more ‘elite gay,’ didn’t you? Marble worktops, loft conversion sort of thing.”

“I suppose it’s a little on the poky side,” Margaret conceded.

“First up. I found about twenty sets of patient notes and the PreTRANscription microphone—that’s where it bloody went!”

“Well, it’s good he was catching up on his dictation, I guess.”

“His TV’s got Spanish subtitles turned on, if that’s a clue to anything? Oh, and opening drawers in that place was like the freakiest game of pass-the-parcel ever. Would you like to hear about the sex handcuffs?”

Margaret gasped. She couldn’t help herself. She’d never quite been able to shake that reflex—there was no way she could have managed genitourinary medicine clinics. Luckily rheumatology wasn’t particularly rich in sexual revelations. “Are they relevant?” she asked.

“A bit,” said Nina. “OK, not that much. But this certainly is.” Nina reached into her overstuffed handbag and produced a Kindle. Margaret felt queasy, like she’d waded a few feet too far from the shore. “I’m not sure we should be appropriating things from his flat, Nina.”

“We already broke in. What’s nicking a Kindle? An extra month in jail? Two, tops.”

Margaret turned alabaster.

“I’m kidding. So, the police had clearly done a search of the place under a Section 18, but it must have been some constable rather than a PolSA on the job because —”

“I’m sorry?”

“I forgot, you don’t listen to Crime Junkie. Basically, they’ve nabbed his laptop and phone and all the obvious stuff, but they did a pretty basic job. Like, there was a book about how to care for a partner with bipolar disorder hidden inside the microwave.”

Just when Margaret couldn’t have any felt worse about tricking Cole.

“Anyway, his Kindle was sitting out there on his bedside table.”

“And what use is it to us?”

“Look at some of the stuff he reads. Lots of… sex stories. Banged by a Billionaire. My Summer with the Plumber. Sex in Sicily is my favorite. The writing’s appalling.”

Nina pressed a couple of buttons on the Kindle, then channeled her inner audiobook narrator. “The forbidden fruit beneath strained at the thin fabric, barely holding in his thick raw masculinity. His taut, enticing curves were pressed hard against the material, almost as if they were vacuum-sealed by —”

“At the risk of repeating myself, Nina, what use is this to us?”

Nina smarted. “Well, you can also use the web on a Kindle, can’t you? So I checked out his internet history. On the ninth of July he searched ‘how to cause fatal takotsubo cardiomyopathy.’ ”

“Let me see that.” Margaret snatched the Kindle from Nina. And there it was in black and white. Or as near to white as Kindles were able to manage. She couldn’t believe it. Well, she didn’t want to believe it, but now she had no choice. She slumped back in her chair, defeated. He’d done it—he’d murdered two ex-colleagues. Her former lover! People with families, dreams, memories, all taken away in the name of… what? Revenge? Fun? It was all too horrible to bear.

“Dr. Corcoran? Are you all right?”

“Sorry, Nina, dear. I just can’t believe he actually did it.”

“Well, that’s the thing!” Nina’s tiger-print nails rapped the screen so fast it sounded like a Geiger counter in downtown Chernobyl. “Look at the date when he did those searches: the ninth of July. Professor Stein and Dr. Moran were already dead by then.”

Margaret couldn’t quite manage the mental arithmetic in time, so Nina plowed on.

“If he’d already done it, why bother searching? It’s not like watching a film, then looking it up on Wikipedia because you didn’t understand the ending. If you were working out how to murder someone, you’d google it first, right? So he could well be innocent! Even if he does have serial killer eyes.”

Margaret sat practically paralyzed, staring straight ahead at her knock-off Strawberry Thief wallpaper, while Nina went back to Sex in Sicily.

“ ‘Come to my ocean-view suite,’ commanded Fabio. His voice was as deep as the tectonic plates so common around Sicily, and as velvety as the seats at the opera he was accustomed to attending after a long day working as a CEO in the finance sector…”







CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

Hearing Aid

As a medical student, Margaret had seriously pondered a career in psychiatry. She found the human mind fascinating and, as a branch of medicine, it felt exciting, still in its relative infancy. As it happened, psychiatry remained depressingly unchanged in the intervening decades: almost no money was spent on research, its patients apparently deemed less worthy than those with an illness you could see or cut out. Ultimately, it stemmed from a deep-rooted stigma that she’d always felt was one of medicine’s greatest cruelties.

And likewise, very little money ended up being spent on psychiatric facilities. Margaret hadn’t heard of Queen’s Lodge Medium Secure Unit, let alone been there before. It was utterly miserable. Poor Eitan would be hating it. He’d probably hate the phrase “Medium Secure” as much as anything, grammar Nazi that he was. She could imagine him screaming, “It should be ‘Moderately Secure’!” to anyone who’d listen.

She was directed to a particularly tired and gloomy part of an already unloved hospital, where Eitan’s tribunal would take place in room 1.108. She wanted to see him, to check that he was OK. And also to look him straight in the eyes and decide if he could possibly have done it. Sitting two seats down was a nonspecifically familiar man in a nice suit… Oh! Mohid! She felt a sudden rush of gratitude on Eitan’s behalf that he had someone fighting his corner. She had rather hoped to see Cole there too, but alas. A shame, for Eitan more than anything. She supposed Cole was too fragile, too unsure, too bewildered. Mohid held out his hand.

“Margaret! Nice to see you again. Kind of.”

“A shame it’s not under better circumstances. Although it’s probably an improvement on that restaurant with the tinned food.” Margaret still hadn’t got over that—what were they thinking? “Forgive me if I’ve misremembered, but I thought conveyancing was more your thing?”

Mohid grimaced and ran his finger round his collar as if he was being garrotted. “You’ve remembered very well,” he said, “but I like to think a property lawyer is better than no lawyer at all when he gets into one of his… pickles.”

Goodness, this only counted as a pickle, did it? How many more people would have to die to escalate it to a scrape or a jam? Right. First item of business. “Does Eitan know it was you who called the police?”

Mohid choked on air, like a lobster claw was wedged in his throat. “I… He doesn’t, not yet. I feel really guilty about it, but Cole and I agreed at the time it was the right thing to do—he was a danger to himself, Margaret. Impersonating a police officer! Manhandling a murder victim!”

“I don’t disagree with what you did, I simply think you should get it out in the open.”

“I will, yes,” said Mohid, with the enthusiasm of somebody who’s just agreed to shower with Prince Andrew. “When he’s out of here, perhaps.” Margaret arched an eyebrow. “And how are you, Margaret? How are your cats?”

Had she even mentioned her cats when they’d met? Or is that how people thought of her? Margaret with the cats?

“Oh, they’re all doing well, thank you.” Not strictly true but she had seen enough eyes frost over in her time to know that the ups and downs of feline health care didn’t make for spectacular small talk. “So, what’s going to happen today, then?”

“Well, they’ll either decide to keep him on his section or release him from it. And if they release him, well… he’s off home.”

Margaret admittedly didn’t know anything about the criminal justice system, but she was pretty sure they wouldn’t let a suspected murderer walk free on the say-so of their mate, no matter how good he was at dealing with the Land Registry.

“But he’s been charged with double murder!”

“What can I say? I’m good at my job.” Mohid brushed some imaginary dust off his shoulder—Margaret had never seen anyone do that in real life before. And then, as if embarrassed by his sudden braggadocio, he sank lower in his seat. “He’s not actually been charged yet. He’s on what’s called police bail—it means he needs to hand in his passport while they have a few more weeks to investigate. To be honest, pretty much everyone gets let out at this stage.”

Mohid opened his folder and riffled through—it was full of emails, photos and transcripts of text messages. “I couldn’t have a look at those, could I, dear?”

Mohid paused, then decided he couldn’t face an argument and passed them over.
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Room 1.108 had an oppressive Ikea-inspired color scheme—the walls were painted primary blue, set off with canary yellow woodwork. Somewhere out of sight, a housefly was determinedly head-butting the wall.

Mohid and Margaret were seated around a plastic table, the kind you might run a yard sale from. Eitan shuffled into the room, accompanied by a nurse. He attempted a half-smile at Mohid and seemed genuinely shocked when he spotted Margaret. His scared eyes searched the room for Cole, before dipping to the floor when they inevitably failed to find him. Eitan didn’t look himself at all—he was pale and hunched over, his hair in a buzzcut, and in desperate need of a shave, some deodorant and a hug. He wobbled as he sat down, steadying himself on the side of the chair, then fiddled with his ring. Margaret’s heart went out to him. Where was the human pinball who barrelled into the office and berated the sloth-speed fuckery of his computer every morning? She wondered how much of this Shadow Eitan was a reaction to the reality of his situation, and how much was purely the crashing low that his illness guaranteed would follow the high.

Another half-dozen people filed in and took their places around the table, then a man called Graham Stanley read out some wearisome blurb about the Mental Health Act and announced that he was the chairperson of the tribunal. He appeared competent but boring, the sort of person who might retrieve the data from your Sprite-soaked laptop or run an all-staff away day in a municipal complex. He asked everyone to introduce themselves in turn, like it was their first day of school.

A lady from Cardiff called Caitlin Marsden announced herself as the lay member of the panel, followed by an independent psychiatrist called George Bloom. Then there was Eitan’s social worker, Priya, who didn’t offer a surname, and his psychiatrist, Dr. Nsanze, who didn’t offer a first name. Margaret knew it anyway because they’d been at medical school together. Ed. AKA “Loose Ed” if she recalled correctly—some kind of rugby reference. Margaret was no fan then, and she certainly wasn’t about to change her mind about him now that he was fighting to keep Eitan locked up. Finally, Eitan introduced himself as “the lunatic in question,” which she didn’t think was the most helpful opening gambit, although it was nice to see that the old Eitan was still simmering away inside there somewhere.

Graham Stanley said that Eitan was allowed to make an opening statement should he wish. Eitan wished.

“Thank you to everyone for taking the time to come along today,” he said. “I just wanted to say that this is a fix and you can all go fuck yourselves.”

Old Eitan was definitely still in there. Nsanze was up next, with a summary of Eitan’s behavior since his arrest. It didn’t sound particularly promising. He’d been award-winningly uncooperative, dogged by persistent delusions that were firmly at odds with hard evidence, he’d shown no understanding as to the seriousness of the situation and demonstrated no remorse whatsoever. “It is my firm professional opinion,” concluded Nsanze, “that the only safe and sensible place for Mr. Rose is at Queen’s Lodge, under the provisions of the Mental Health Act 1983.”

Margaret winced as three members of the tribunal gently nodded their heads in agreement. But then Mohid got to his feet and she smiled, awaiting his big Erin Brockovich moment.

“Members of the tribunal panel. While my client absolutely refutes the allegations leveled against him, he is no longer plagued by any of the delusions that saw him admitted in the first instance, and it thereby would be fair to conclude that the reasons for his psychiatric admission under section no longer hold.” Mic drop.

Unfortunately, Ed Nsanze caught the mic before it hit the carpet tiles.

“In my professional opinion as a consultant psychiatrist, an opinion that is fully supported by four of my consultant colleagues and the nursing staff on the unit, there is no evidence whatsoever that Mr. Rose’s delusions have improved in any way.”

“That’s because I never had delusions in the first place,” added Eitan, unhelpfully. Graham Thingy shuffled his papers together, ready to pronounce his verdict, and it wasn’t difficult to guess what it would be.

Margaret cleared her throat gently. “I’d like to say a few words, if I may?”

“I think you’re confusing this for a free-for-all at a church committee meeting,” said Ed Nsanze.

Mohid stood up. “As Dr. Rose’s advocate in this matter, I would like to invite Dr. Margaret Corcoran to speak on behalf of Dr. Rose’s friends and family.”

Graham nodded. “Dr. Corcoran.”

“Hello, and thank you for your time. My name is Dr. Margaret Corcoran and I am a colleague of Dr. Rose’s. Dr. Nsanze, could you tell me if Dr. Rose has spoken to you about what he would like to do upon his release?”

Nsanze didn’t seem happy to have a quizmaster. “He has mentioned his partner and a forthcoming wedding.”

“And did he, by any chance, mention that he would like to murder his partner at the wedding? Or maybe all the guests? Like in Game of Thrones?”

“You’ll understand that the system doesn’t allow people to walk into tribunals from the street and give medical evidence.”

“Dr. Nsanze, I’m simply a concerned friend asking some valid questions of the medical team,” said Margaret. “Let me rephrase, perhaps. How would you characterize Dr. Rose’s attitude toward the future with his partner?”

“He was looking forward to it,” replied Nsanze, grudgingly.

“That’s all very positive. Making plans sounds unlike someone who is in danger of causing harm to themselves or others, does it not?”

“Dr. Corcoran is of course referring to the wording of the Mental Health Act on the basis of which Dr. Rose’s admission is justified. But she falls into the common and, forgive me, rather amateurish trap of thinking that posing a danger simply refers to deliberate or conscious thoughts of self-harm or harm to others. A patient can be at risk by the mere nature of the severity of their symptoms. They might walk in front of traffic as a result of disordered thought, they might cause a fight and endanger themselves by confusing a stranger with someone else.”

“They might, Dr. Nsanze, but I’m yet to hear evidence that Dr. Rose would.”

“I have already given my professional opinion.”

“That’s my worry.”

Eitan smiled for the first time since he’d set foot in the room.

“Jesus Christ, Margaret,” said Nsanze. “A week ago he was performing an unauthorized ultrasound on his boss’s corpse in a hospital corridor!”

“If delusions alone were enough for psychiatric admission, then the system would be a hundred times more stretched than it already is. And if performing an unnecessary ultrasound warranted psychiatric admission, we wouldn’t have a radiology department left at St. Jude’s.”

“I don’t think you should be underplaying the nature of the allegations, Margaret.”

“And I don’t think you should be considering the allegations in the first place, Ed. As far as I know, you’re a psychiatrist and your only jurisdiction here is over Dr. Rose’s health and not what crimes he may or may not have committed. Isn’t that right?”

“That’s right,” muttered Ed Nsanze.

“So, please state your specific evidence that Dr. Rose currently poses a danger to himself or others.”

“Well —”

“But before you do, I want you to think about whether you’re prepared to stand up in front of an Upper Tribunal to defend your decision.”

Ed Nsanze sighed and pushed his paperwork away from him, like a five-year-old who’s done with their Special K. “I withdraw my recommendation for continuing with the section.”
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Margaret, Mohid and Eitan sat in what was labeled the “family room.” A toy box crouched in the corner, full of ancient Duplo, the colored plastic faded to pastels with age. The kids they were originally bought for were probably retired by now.

“Thanks, you two,” said Eitan.

“Mostly Margaret, let’s be fair,” said Mohid. Margaret considered a bit of modest bluster, but she knew she’d earned it. Eitan was hollowed out, his gaunt, shell-shocked face with its sunken eyes and jutting cheekbones all the more jarring next to the crinkly-eared Mickey Mouse sweatshirt he was wearing.

“Where’s Cole?”

Mohid tutted with fake consternation. “Nice to see you too.”

“You know what I mean.”

Margaret decided to take this one. “I think he was a bit spooked, Eitan. Being arrested is one thing. Being arrested for multiple murders is quite another. It’s a lot for anyone to handle.”

Eitan rubbed his eyes hard with the palms of his hands as if trying to scrub away the memory of the past few weeks.

“I’m sure he’s waiting for you at home,” said Mohid.

“He’s not,” said Margaret. She firmly subscribed to the ripping-the-plaster model of breaking bad news. “I think it’s cancer” is generally a lot kinder than “there’s a shadow on the scan,” because there’s nothing helpful about false hope, or the confusion of wrapping facts up in euphemism. “I’m afraid Cole has moved out.”

Eitan deflated. He picked at the skin around his fingernails and searched her face for a sign that she might be wrong, or lying for some reason.

“How do you know?”

“We’ve been in contact. Why don’t I see if we can’t arrange a get-together,” she said. “Then you can spend some time talking everything through.”

Eitan looked as though he might cry.

“Why are you doing all this for me, Margaret? I’m a pain in the arse and we both know it.”

This was true. There were plenty of reasons not to give a damn about Eitan and let him drown. She reached for his hand and took it gently in hers. “Because I know you, and I believe you.” She looked at him—haunted and unkempt. She believed him at least 90 percent.

Eitan tipped over the edge into full-blown sobbing.

“Well, Mohid says they’ve got your passport, so you can hardly pop over to Disneyland, Mickey. Also, it’s a total nightmare fitting in your clinics on top of mine.” Margaret released his hand and stood up. “I’m afraid I have to get back for the cats—I’ll be in touch when I’ve spoken to Cole. Now, I think Mohid has something to tell you.”

She put her hand on the door handle as Mohid visibly racked his brain for a credible lie. “About how he was the one who called the police.”


CHAIN OF MESSAGES WITH MARGARET CORCORAN, TAKEN FROM DOUGLAS MORAN’S NOKIA 105

PIZZA HUT (MOBILE)

Douglas, can we have a quick chat? I’ve just read the email about the office changes. Really? Is this set in stone? Have you seen Eitan’s room? It’s like the Somme for stationery.

2/2/23 10:18

Following up on this from yesterday. I do hope I’m not being punished here.

3/2/23 17:29

ME

Per the email, any feedback about Project 2040 can happen through the dedicated portal on JudeNet.

3/2/23 18:27

PIZZA HUT (MOBILE)

With the greatest of respect, fuck you Douglas.

3/2/23 22:07

Actually, with no respect.

3/2/23 22:07

Can I pop to see you in your office in twenty minutes?

10/04/23 18:19

ME

Sure.

10/04/23 18:22

HBM/009









CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

A Cat’s Dinner

Margaret opened the oven door to check on her rosemary focaccia, breathing in its comforting, homely scent. There was no denying she did a 10/10 rosemary focaccia. Truth was, rosemary focaccia was the only thing she could reliably make—any other breads she attempted, even other focaccias, had the consistency of a hockey puck. She was explaining to Fanta that the tuna tartare wasn’t for him when the doorbell trilled.

Eitan handed Margaret a bouquet of flowers which looked as though it had spent the past week taped to a lamppost, commemorating a road fatality.

“That’s very thoughtful,” she said, recognizing the brand from the Shell garage round the corner. “Come through to the front room and I’ll fetch you a drink.”

She deposited Eitan onto a sofa, sending the cats scattering, then scuttled into the kitchen and rummaged in the freezer for some ice. She bought ice in bags these days, which somehow felt madly decadent. Her mother would have tutted emphatically at it, probably with a shake of the head. But she was a woman for whom pre-made sandwiches were a sign of the End Times.

She wandered back in and handed Eitan a lemonade. His mood wasn’t back to normal, but it was certainly better than how she found him at the tribunal. “Eitan, I wanted to say that Jenny Elsom, one of the psychiatrists at Jude’s, told me about a Facebook group, Manic Medics, for doctors with bipolar disorder. I wondered if it might be useful to chat to some other people in the same boat?”

“Is there a subgroup for suspected murderers?”

“No, but I think there’s one for ungrateful bastards.”

“Sorry, Margaret—I know you’re only trying to help. Thank you. I just… I’m not sure this evening’s a good idea. I’ve called him and texted him but he hasn’t replied once. Not even to tell me to fuck off.”

“Sometimes these things work better face-to-face. I imagine he has lots to say.”

Eitan took a sip.

“Have you got anything stronger?”

“There’ll be a glass of wine with dinner. Maybe two, if the focaccia’s on the dry side.”

“I need some Dutch courage, Margaret. I’m no good sober.”

“You’re hardly terrific drunk either. Relax. He’ll be here soon.”

Right on cue, the doorbell. “Now sit up straight and let’s see that lovely smile of yours.”

“What lovely smile of mine? I’ve never smiled in front of you, Margaret. I’ll never smile again.”

But Margaret had already left the room.

Cole hugged her on the doorstep and handed over a bottle of lowest-common-denominator red wine. “Oh, that’s so kind of you, dear.” She’d probably be able to use it in a beef casserole at some point. “And thank you for coming—I know this isn’t easy.”

The poor boy looked like he hadn’t been sleeping. “I was stood on your doorstep for two minutes working up the strength to ring the bell. I just can’t get over it, Margaret,” said Cole. “Everything he’s done…”

“Might have done. He’s not been found guilty of anything yet.”

“I know, but… I feel like such a fool.”

“Try to keep an open mind, for a few hours. And even if tonight is your last evening together, it’ll give you some closure, I promise you. And I know how much it means to Eitan.”

Before he could change his mind, she steered him down the hall by his elbow.

“Cole,” said Eitan, awkwardly.

“Eitan.” he replied, the curt full stop entirely audible.

They stood at different ends of the front room. Margaret was never quite sure what to call this room. When she went round for “chips and dips” at that arrogant cardiologist Stuart Guy’s place, he called it the drawing room, but then he would. Growing up it was the lounge, which always felt a bit too “Gatwick Airport.” “Front room” would have to do.

Margaret was reminded of when Lilt and Fanta first arrived, and how Rhett and Scarlett stood opposite them, like the Sharks and the Jets. It’s how she expected it all to play out today—a bit of shrieking, a scratch or two on the nose, perhaps a spot of territorial urination, then things would eventually settle down.

When they relocated to the dining room, it became clear that this was going to take more than a quick tussle in the litter box to resolve. Cole was utterly closed off, his trust in Eitan irreparably broken. The room was so silent, Margaret could hear every crunch of her (she was right, damn, overbaked) focaccia, and the glug-glug-glug of Riesling was both louder and more frequent than she’d anticipated. The tuna tartare remained largely untouched.

“So, Cole. Where are you living now?” She was struck by how fake and overly bright she sounded, like a magazine show presenter trying to feign interest in a segment about the failing otter population.

“Back at my old flat.”

Eitan looked wounded. “I thought you said it was the worst place on earth.”

“I just had to get away from —”

“Me?”

Cole didn’t reply. This was going to be a long night. As they worked their way through the eggplant parmigiana, Margaret made her umpteenth attempt to get some form of conversation going. (She wasn’t happy with this course either, to be honest—far too oily, even though she’d salted the eggplant first, as the recipe had suggested. Then again, it was from the Allrecipes website, which is all user-generated. She might as well have asked a patient in myositis clinic for one.)

“I was talking to my brother-in-law,” said Margaret. “He’s a criminal barrister—although he specializes in fraud rather than —”

“Murder?” suggested Eitan.

“Well, yes. But he’s given me a list of a few lawyers who it might be worth getting in touch with. I know that Mohid is keen to pass on this particular baton.”

“Does he think that any of them will believe me?”

“Of course,” lied Margaret.

“Not everyone does,” said Eitan, with all the subtlety of a bull buying crockery.

“I believed you when you told me those doctors had been murdered. I was the only one who did,” said Cole, with an adolescent sharpness. “What changed was the murderer being you. That never quite came up, did it?”

“Cole,” said Margaret with a little more certainty than she truly felt, “I must say that I’m not convinced Eitan had anything to do with it.”

Cole set his fork down on his plate. “And you think that because you’re a good person. I tried seeing the best in him too—I spent months being dragged along on this whole wild goose chase, constantly walking on eggshells, trying to do the right thing, even when he put me in horrific positions. But I’ve heard the evidence—all the stuff the police said to me, what they’ve got on him. Literally everything points in one direction.”

“Well, not everything.” Margaret began to clear away the plates, eager to move on to a course she had a bit more faith in—the shop-bought brownies and gelato. She would normally hide the packaging, but given the state of the mains, she thought that seeing a flash of Waitrose green might inspire some confidence.

“For instance, there was an internet search on Eitan’s Kindle. Looking up how to cause a takotsubo cardiomyopathy. But after Douglas and Annabel were dead. Which makes sense for someone who’s forgotten his basic undergraduate cardiology, but no sense for someone who’s already committed those crimes.”

Margaret saw something in Eitan’s eyes for the first time—a crumb of hope. Immediately followed by a large slice of confusion.

“When were you going through my Kindle?”

Rats. Margaret had forgotten that she hadn’t gained the information by entirely lawful means. “It was all available on the cloud,” she lied again, not remotely sure what the cloud actually was, before moving quickly on. “Then there’s the whole business with the text message. It’s part of the police’s evidence which Mohid showed me. Something I’d apparently sent Douglas, Dr. Moran, the day he died.”

Eitan’s ears practically swiveled round, like one of the cats. “What do you mean?”

“Well, first of all, I didn’t send Douglas a message that day—I’d have remembered getting in touch with him after months like that. Besides, I couldn’t have done: it was the evening my phone disappeared. But the biggest thing is ‘my’ message and his reply weren’t in my phone at all, just on his. They’d been deleted!”

“By who?” gasped Eitan. “What did the message say?!”

“Something like, Can I come and see you in your office?—boring enough.”

“I’ve been set up, then!” said Eitan. “It’s what I keep saying!”

“I want to believe you, Eitan, I do,” said Cole, his hands propping up his temples, like he was in an Advil advert. “But none of this proves anything. You could have planted that internet search to take the heat off you. And a missing phone message doesn’t explain the pills in your drawer or buying Stein a drink moments before she collapsed or…”

Eitan sighed. “I thought you of everyone would know that I simply couldn’t hurt anyone.”

“Eitan, by the time you were arrested, I barely knew you at all.”

Eitan pushed his chair back. “Fine. I get it. You’ve made your mind up. I’m guilty and you hate me and you’ll never believe me even if someone marches through those French windows wearing an I KILL DOCTORS sweatshirt.”

“What am I expected to think, Eitan? Can’t you put yourself in my shoes for a minute? Try to imagine what I’ve been through. The police interviewed me for three hours about the patient’s house you dragged me to—I was that close to getting charged for impersonating a police officer. I’d have lost my job, Eitan! And for normal people, without savings accounts and loaded relatives, that’s game over.”

“I’m gonna go out on the longest limb here and suggest that not losing your job isn’t quite as bad as getting arrested and locked up in the crazyhouse. You think I’m ever going to work again? This is my life now, and I’ve got nobody in my corner except Margaret and Mo. And Mo’s useless, frankly. So I’m fucked. Even though no one can offer me anything near an explanation as to why I might have wanted to kill Moran and Stein.”

Eitan folded his arms in defiance. Then rethought and unfolded them.

“OK, fine, you could maybe confect some kind of reason for me having an issue with Moran. At a stretch.”

“He was going to end your career. And you blame him for your sister’s death,” said Cole. “That’s hardly much of a stretch.”

“Well, what about Stein? I had no beef at all with her. None—she was supervising me, sure, whatever. I think before that I’d met her twice in my life. We spoke at the same conference breakout session about the management of septic arthritis and we were on some medical school interview panel together, years ago. We even went to the pub after that—we were practically pals by the end! And that’s it. No reason to kill her.”

Margaret plonked down the plates of brownie and rapidly liquefying salted caramel gelato. Why on earth would they put salt in ice cream? That’s how they melt ice on the roads.

“How about accidentally getting her high on your cocaine and shitting yourself that it would be traced back to you? You said yourself, she threatened to ruin you.”

“Cocaine?” Margaret sighed. “Oh, Eitan.”

“You didn’t know about his little antihistamine habit, I take it?”

All at once she felt angry, disappointed and stupid. But still, something told her that this addition to the evidence didn’t necessarily need to shift the feeling in her heart that she was right. That he was innocent.

“It was a one-off, Margaret.”

Margaret knew when people were lying. You don’t sit opposite hundreds of patients every week swearing blind they’ve been doing their physio or taking their meds despite overwhelming evidence to the contrary, without picking up some of the tells.

Cole shook his head bitterly. “Please stop lying, Eitan. You took it constantly.”

“You’d know all about taking, wouldn’t you? Not to worry, though, I’m sure you’ll find another nice doctor to put you up soon enough.”

Eitan stormed from the dining room through to the kitchen and Margaret briefly weighed up her options. She should probably go and console him, although her preferred course of action at this point was to insert herself head-first into the InSinkErator. She laid her hand on Cole’s.

“I’m sure he didn’t mean it.”

“I can’t do this anymore.” Cole unscrewed the Lysol-grade wine he’d brought along and poured himself a large glass. “That’s not unreasonable, is it?”

“It’s not, dear.”

Margaret got up from the table and found Eitan staring through the kitchen window, the kettle burbling away next to him.

“I’m sorry, Margaret. I didn’t mean to make a scene.”

“I’m the one who should be apologizing—I shouldn’t have invited you both and… I just hoped that… well, hope isn’t really a strategy, is it?”

“I’m out of strategies too, I’m afraid. What about a cup of tea? When all else fails, eh?”

“Go on, then.”

Eitan sloshed the kettle into a couple of mugs and went to the fridge. “I’m not stupid. I realize the police aren’t making this stuff up. Everywhere you turn it leads to me.”

Eitan placed a tea down in front of Margaret and she took a sip—5/10. Under-brewed, milk ratio far too high.

“What are you saying, dear?”

“Well, my head hasn’t been on the right way in weeks. It means a lot that you believe me, despite what’s staring you in the face.”

Margaret’s heart felt like it was sinking into her legs. “Oh, Eitan—don’t say that. You can’t give up. On this, or on Cole.”

“I’m not sure I have enough fight left in me.” Eitan shrugged. “I should go.”

When they walked back into the dining room, Cole was slouched on the sofa with the posture of a melted candle. He looked up. “It’s over, Eitan. I’m sorry.”

Eitan nodded. Margaret hated to see it end like this. In her dining room, specifically.

Cole lifted his glass. “A toast. To you, Margaret, for giving it a go.”

Nobody felt like celebrating, not least Margaret, who didn’t fancy a mouthful of cat’s piss. But manners won out, as they always tended to do. Margaret made sure to catch each of their eyes as they raised their wineglasses, like her father had always insisted. The clinks rang as loud as a church bell—a small treble, maybe.

“Right,” said Cole. “It’s time I called it a night.”

Eitan cleared his throat. “Fine, if that’s that, then can you come pick up the microwave. It barely fits in the kitchen, and… I’m not being petty, I promise, I just don’t want to be reminded of you right now.”

Cole looked at Margaret.

“Jesus Christ, I’m not going to kill you,” said Eitan.

“OK, fine,” said Cole, theatrically removing his phone from his pocket. “I’m texting three people my live location, just so you know.”

Margaret stood on her doorstep and watched Cole silently clamber into an Uber. She didn’t envy either of them the drive back. Or the poor Uber driver. Eitan lingered next to her so she took another sip of her quite bad, almost gritty tea. It was going down the sink the second he was gone, but the people-pleaser in her didn’t want to upset him any further.

“I’m genuinely grateful for everything you’ve done for me, Margaret,” he said, in a low, controlled voice that she hardly recognized. “And I am sorry. Truly.”

He leaned in, kissed her on the cheek and trudged down the path to the Uber. What a strange end to a messy evening—it felt surreal. Margaret cleared the plates as the cats slalomed around her ankles, hoping for some of the tuna tartare.
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Nobody thinks they’re having a heart attack at first. They put it down to something more innocuous, something they’ve had before and recognize. Terrible reflux maybe? But within a couple of seconds, there’s no mistaking it.

Margaret was rinsing the dishes when she felt the crushing, tight, deep, agonizing pain smack in the center of her chest. She clutched herself in shock, like in the movies. The horror of what was happening had barely registered on her face as her body became a dead weight and she dropped to her knees. No, this couldn’t be happening. She folded, her face slowly coming to rest on the travertine tiles, the cold almost a relief against her cheeks.

“You little cunt,” she said. He’d done it. He’d actually gone and fucking done it.

Lilt was the first of her cats to realize something wasn’t right, and after briefly locking eyes with Margaret’s lifeless stare, he leapt to the side of the sink and began happily tucking into the tuna.







CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

Med School Reunion

Eitan was struggling to think of a more awkward car journey he’d been on. It was probably pipped by the drive back from that hospital the night Elodie died, his mum gasping with sobs, his dad staring at his shoes, Eitan talking to the driver about Formula One with a view to making things less uncomfortable, but achieving the opposite. He felt bad about Margaret, obviously. She’d tried her best.

Cole gazed impassively through the window, not so much looking at anything as not looking at Eitan. The noise of Friday night in Fulham seeped through the window, competing with R. Kelly tinkling out of the speakers. Was it appropriate to still listen to R. Kelly? You wouldn’t listen to Rolf Harris. Well, Fiona would. Eitan googled to see if Kelly had been convicted—he got twenty years! Christ. Maybe he’d dock the Uber driver a star for that.

He glanced at a busy pub with punters spilling out onto the street. The Frog and Sock. Who thought up these names? Probably some roomful of interns riffling through preschool flash cards until they generated a combination that was dripping in enough ironic banter. Pubs, eh? Would he ever set foot in one again? The thought of spending the next god knows how many years in prison for a crime he hadn’t—as far as he was aware—committed, suddenly took his breath away. He worried the ring around his finger.

They passed another magnetic-poetry-set pub name: the Chilly Apprentice. He’d discussed this exact pandemic with Annabel Stein when they went for a drink after that medical school admissions panel. God. Annabel Stein. He was pretty certain he hadn’t killed her—he’d done all sorts of things over the years in bipolar blurs and boozy blackouts, but murder? Surely not. He remembered them bemoaning the loss of the Red Lions and King’s Heads and Ploughs with… who was it? Moran! He was on that panel too. Bloody hell, Eitan was the last man standing. It must have been 2021. He searched through his emails, strangely nostalgic for a day that had meant absolutely nothing at the time. There it was—Undergraduate Medical Office, February 2021. He thumbed through the email from Janine Blow, Head of Admissions, thanking him for his time, and opened the PDF of applicants. All those baby faces. How many of these quivering would-be medics had they given the gladiatorial thumbs-up? About half, maybe? Hang on. As the Uber pulled to a halt outside his block, Eitan’s heart started to beat dangerously fast.
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Eitan paced anxiously around the flat as Cole unspooled the microwave’s cable from the nest of wires on the kitchen surface. Maybe this place would have proved perfect training for a life inside—Fiona had always called it “the cell,” after all.

“You know what the funny thing is, Cole?”

Cole lifted the microwave to the ground, its glass plate and… was that a book—surely not—knocking about inside? “None of this is funny, Eitan.”

“What I’ll miss most in there isn’t the job I’ve done for twenty years or my friends I’ve known forever. It’s you.”

Cole raised an eyebrow. “Well, maybe you shouldn’t have…”

Go on, say it, thought Eitan. Killed all those people? Cole scanned Eitan’s face, as if looking at him for the first time.

“Tell me you don’t still feel something?” said Eitan. “Anything?”

Cole smirked. “What are you saying? You want a goodbye hatefuck?”

“I don’t hate you, Cole.”

Cole bit his lip. Whatever they’d had clearly hadn’t been completely bleached out of existence. Eitan pushed Cole down onto the bed. They wriggled out of their shirts and Eitan drew his fingers down Cole’s chest just how he liked. A body he knew his way around so instinctively—that was something else he’d miss. He tracked the length of Cole’s torso with his tongue, fairly sure that Cole’s replacement in C-Wing wouldn’t have abs like these. Eitan returned to Cole’s face, kissing him forcefully and pressing him down into the mattress, threading his fingers through Cole’s as he spread out like a starfish to every corner of the bed. As their lips docked and Eitan tasted Cole’s moans at the back of his throat, he reached into the drawer of his bedside table, retrieved the rainbow-fur handcuffs and, with a dexterity that surprised him—it normally took him a good two minutes to uncork a bottle of wine—threaded one loop through the mechanism of the bed and the other round Cole’s right hand. They snapped shut with a satisfying click.

Eitan slid down the bed and gripped Cole’s trousers by the belt loops, then unzipped them with his teeth. It was the closest thing he had to a party trick, although it was admittedly only suitable for a small minority of parties. Eitan stroked his cheek against Cole’s briefs and received a purr in return.

“You like that, Donal?” asked Eitan.

“Mm-hmm. Yeah.”

Eitan had the good sense to jump off the bed before Cole grasped what he’d said and thrashed out with his legs. But he wasn’t going anywhere.

“Do you want me to call you Donal or Cole, by the way? It’s always weird getting used to a different name. Like when Paul Wilson at university changed his to Napoleon.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, Eitan. You’re obviously not well. Why don’t you uncuff me and we can call Dr. Medwell together?”

“Oh, Donal, mate. The gig’s up.”

Eitan reached for his phone and scrolled through the PDF until he landed on candidate A100/851, Donal Doherty. He zoomed in on the photo of the timid young man with a shaven head and glasses. He held it up to Cole: the before and after.

“I can see why you grew the hair out—you’re much more handsome in your disguise. And you look better with more meat on you now too. Ah, so that’s why your suit didn’t fit.”

Sweat trickled down Cole’s forehead.

“When were you going to tell me? When you came to visit me in prison, doing time for your murders?”

Cole paused for a little too long before replying. “It must be scary, your thoughts not making sense like this. It’s just the illness. You’re paranoid.” He twisted hard in the cuffs, digging magenta lines into his wrists.

Eitan was impressed at how well they were holding up — whichever Chinese drop-shipping site Cole had bought them from presumably hadn’t intended them for the restraint of criminals.

“Thing is, Cole or Donal or whatever your real name is, you were sloppy. Doctors can’t be sloppy. That sweater on the CCTV, my debit card—who else could have taken those? DD in Moran’s diary, you fucked up giving him your real initials there. And you really egged me to go all-out, didn’t you? Making me feel like I was the only one who could get to the truth, nudging me until I took everything ten steps too far. No wonder people thought I was crazy. Stein tried to tell me in her note, didn’t she? PORTER—that’s what she wrote. You.”

“Is that all you’ve got?” There was a shift in his voice.

“Oh, I’m only getting started. You nicked Margaret’s phone so Moran would catch us and give me some kind of motive. Didn’t think to delete the message off his phone, though, did you?”

“Everyone will think you’ve gone mad again. They already do.” Cole sighed and stopped struggling against the cuffs. “Three times.”

“What?”

“I applied for medical school three fucking times. Not enough work experience the first time. Not enough extracurricular bullshit the second time. I played the stupid game. I joined a rugby team, I got a job as a porter. Every penny I earned went on paying for coaching for my interview: you three were my last chance—I couldn’t put myself through it again. I gave it everything and you tore me to fucking shreds.”

Eitan felt a twitch of guilt from somewhere deep inside him. “Rejection can be tough, I know that.”

“You don’t know shit. You sailed into medical school—they can’t get enough public-school piano-playing twats like you and that sex-case Bourke. Or your shit-for-brains cousin at that wedding, only at medical school because her dad put a fucking word in. Can’t you see how disgusting that is? You know there are more consultants at St. Jude’s who went to Harrow than went to state school? That cunt Moran picked my application to pieces, then that snooty cow Stein practically tore up my personal statement in front of me. And there was nothing wrong with it. Nothing. I kept that shit tight. You all looked down your noses at me. Snobbery, plain and simple.”

Cole grunted as he tugged again at the handcuffs, then flopped back in resignation. “You just wanted another face like yours. You didn’t care how much I wanted it, how good a doctor I might have been. I barely saw my mum growing up, because she was working every hour for a better life for me. Her son getting into medical school, that would’ve been like seeing god. But I was tainted, wasn’t I?” He ground his teeth. Eitan found himself stepping back an inch or two.

“ ‘You deserve the world,’ my uncle would tell me. But there’s always been somebody making sure I never get it. Someone like you.”

“I remember standing up for you!” said Eitan. He didn’t remember that in the slightest, but he liked the idea that he was the sort of person who might have done.

Cole laughed bitterly. “Yeah, to be fair, I suppose you did, in your own way. I guess that’s why you’re still here. The plan, as you seem to have slowly figured out, was to do humankind a favor and send those two twats into the ground, then make everyone think it was you.”

What kind of fucked-up Scooby-Doo horseshit was this?

“Go on, then. How did you get to Moran?” Eitan asked.

“Oh, I thought you were the big clever doctor? I texted the bloke to say I had evidence of your criminal activities and then he couldn’t bite my arm off fast enough to meet me. He clearly told someone at home he was off for a jog. And then we had a coffee together, round the corner from your S&M session. His was a flat white with two sugars and half a dozen midodrine.”

Eitan puffed out his cheeks. “I… I honestly thought you loved me. You were my wingman.”

“Wingman?” Cole snorted and gave one last tug of the handcuffs. “Backseat driver, maybe. Sometimes you went so far off the rails you almost accidentally worked it out or trashed everything. Telling me to apply to medical school—wow, that would never have occurred to a mere porter! Breaking up with me, so I couldn’t keep tabs on you. Luckily, Naomi in Gillow’s office told me Stein was drunk in your clinic, so I was able to put two and two together and sort her out while you’d given yourself such a good motive. You know, I even had to buy a fucking book about how to calm down your mental partner.”

Eitan slammed both his palms hard down on the worktop. “Do you have the first clue what it’s been like living in my head these last few months? Certain of things one minute, questioning every thought the next. Those times I thought someone was following me, that was you, wasn’t it?”

Cole was smiling. This was clearly all a game to him.

“I could have gone to prison for something I didn’t do! Two people are dead! For the crime of… being a slight arsehole in an interview.”

“You think that’s all it is? An interview? Do you realize how many doors have been slammed in my face just because I didn’t grow up in some big house and go to the right schools?”

“Not enough, clearly.”

“Wake up, Eitan. You might know my name, but you don’t know anything about me. You don’t even realize the size of the bubble you live in.” Evidently, Cole thought he was the prick to pop it.

“Look, I’m sorry the NHS is full of classist wankers. It’s also full of wankers who think that mental illness is something you can shake off like a wet walk from a Labrador’s back. But if you want me to feel sorry for you, specifically? I can’t do that. It’s shit for loads of us, but we don’t generally go around killing people, do we?”

“Well, maybe we should.”

“And you really reckon you could have been a doctor? You might have been smart enough, but you’re hollow inside. No empathy, no compassion, no… soul.”

Silence hung between them, as if the air was too heavy for sound. It was Cole who finally broke it.

“That hatefuck still on the table or what? You must really want to teach me a lesson now.”

Eitan ran his eyes over Cole. Imagine being so beautiful and so warped by hatred. Eitan would tell people that he turned on his heels that very moment. The truth was that he mulled Cole’s offer for a good ten seconds first.

“Who’s going to believe you over me, Eitan?” Cole called after him. “It’ll just be another one of your whack-job conspiracy theories.”

“Yeah, maybe,” said Eitan, as he walked out, picking up his shirt and the PreTRANscription microphone that had been recording since the moment they’d entered the flat.







CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

No Weddings and a Funeral

Eitan wasn’t sure what music he’d want at his own funeral, but he knew he could cross “All Things Bright and Beautiful” off the list—it made the place feel like a school assembly. Top tune, though, a proper pew-rattler. He googled it—anything to take his mind off… well, everything. Written by Cecil Alexander. A woman called Cecil, as it turned out. Also responsible for “Once in Royal David’s City,” another banger. He recalled some comedian saying his perfect funeral song would be “If You Don’t Know Me by Now.”

Someone tutted in the row behind so Eitan put his phone away. He stared ahead at the coffin. This was his fault, really—there was no getting away from it. And everyone here knew it. Poor Margaret. How could he ever make it up to her? He couldn’t. It was too late. Her bell-ringing crew had come through for her, though. It wasn’t likely to become the definitive rendition of “Because You Loved Me,” but the sentiment was there.

He felt a hand on his shoulder and a voice in his ear. “I want you to know I don’t hold you responsible.”

Eitan appreciated that, and took genuine comfort from it. “Either way,” he said, “I should probably have found the body a little sooner than I did.”

“Maybe,” said Margaret. “But Rhett had a good innings. I do wonder if he was waiting for me to be out of the way, to spare my feelings.”

While Margaret had been recuperating in hospital, she’d insisted that Eitan move into her house, to look after the cats and get away from what she’d described as his “holding facility of a flat,” with all of its complicated memories. After a week, he’d noticed there was one fewer cat than usual and, after a further couple of days, he’d opened the understairs cupboard and was confronted with Rhett’s somewhat inflexible corpse. It was roughly at this point that he remembered he was supposed to have been giving Rhett some quite important-sounding medication for his ventricular arrhythmia. As it turned out, it was critically important, but Margaret didn’t need to know the full details. They listened as the celebrant gave a meandering speech about a cat who sounded a great deal friendlier and more animated than Eitan’s limited experience of Rhett suggested was entirely true. But then again, obituaries weren’t generally even-handed write-ups. Eitan imagined that his own obit probably wouldn’t touch on the various episodes of corpse-handling. Or indeed this episode with the cat.

Eitan wasn’t sure how Margaret had persuaded the vicar to turn his church over to a ceremony that should by rights have been happening in a back garden. Perhaps bell-ringers get special privileges? Or maybe Nina had dug up some extraordinary kompromat on the bloke. Either way, it was a decent turnout. Very decent, considering it was a fucking cat: the entire choral society, a peal of bell-ringers and Govind Gupta and Stuart Guy, who pretended not to notice him. On the other side of Margaret was Nina, enveloped in a full-length faux fur coat with arctic wolf markings, and chewing gum as if her life depended on it. Maybe she’d borrowed his Histamize.

“How did your meeting with Gillow go?” Margaret whispered as “Jerusalem” kicked in.

“She was… umm, very apologetic.”

“Fucking bet she was,” said Margaret and a couple of bell-ringers tutted.

“I heard she cried in the board meeting, and they took away her parking space,” Nina added.

Apologetic was something of an understatement. On top of a number of letters from the police force, the Trust and various strata of the NHS that Eitan had never previously heard of, Gillow had groveled like a lickspittle lackey, offering him everything from clinical excellence awards to a revised job plan and a new office. She was quaking in her kitten heels about whether or not she’d keep her job, and, pleasingly, it all rather came down to Eitan’s response. The simple fact was, he’d been right the whole time, even if his investigation methods had fluctuated between the unorthodox and the criminal, but he’d been discounted because of his mental health. In the end, Eitan decided he’d graciously accept Gillow’s apologies—there was no harm in having a chief exec on his side for the first time in his life.

He didn’t get off fully scot-free, however: he’d have to attend drug counseling again and he strongly suspected that any further nasal indiscretions would see him banished for several eternities. Not that he had a supplier anymore. Webb had elected to close the doors of his pop-up pharmacy on Stairwell F and take a job on the south coast. A fresh start all round, kind of.

“I joined that Facebook group, by the way. It’s been quite… good for me, I think.”

“Oh, I’m very glad, dear. And I’m sure you’ll be thrilled to hear they’re apparently taking mental health a lot more seriously at the hospital. I hear that Thrive at Jude’s now gives you 80 percent off the meditation app…”

Eitan smiled. “I can come back next week, if I want. Which I think I do. You’ll both be glad to know that Gillow has given me an office of my own, so I’ll be out of your hair at last.”

“Suit yourself,” said Nina, surprisingly put out by this. She stood up as the bell-ringers played the recessional music, a chaotic rendition of “Mr. Mistoffelees.”

Margaret stayed back and put her hand on Eitan’s. “You don’t want to be holed up all on your own—I’m happy to share. I can keep an eye on you, and you can keep an eye on me.”

Despite himself, Eitan felt his throat seizing up. “Sorry, it’s funerals. I can’t handle them. Even pet ones, it seems.”

“They’re a part of life, Eitan. A celebration.”

“Not always…”

She gave him a kind smile, nudging his sentence onward.

“My sister’s. Elodie.” Saying her name was still a struggle — every time he did, he saw it spelled out in flowers, arranged by her classmates. Eitan’s parents thought it was tacky but they were too sodden with grief to object. The whole service was etched into his brain, like compass scars on a school desk.

“You know the butterfly effect? It’s weird realizing that you’re the butterfly. My sister died, my parents separated, my mum started drinking more—that’s one hell of a tornado.”

“Your sister’s death was not your fault,” said Margaret in the calming tone she’d clearly employed with a thousand terrified patients.

“Tell that to my dad,” replied Eitan.

“Give me his number,” said Margaret, meaning it.

“Thing is,” said Eitan, choking back tears, “I always blamed Moran for everything because that was easier. But the truth is, I wasn’t there for her. I… I don’t think I’ve told anyone this before but… I went back with this guy. She’d been egging me on at the club to get with him—I was having too much fun, too much to drink. I spoke to her on the phone the next morning, told her she was just hungover. By the time I got back home it was the evening and… oh god, Margaret, you should have seen her.”

“Fine, sure, it might have been your fault a bit. It might have been Douglas’s fault a bit. It might have been a hundred people’s fault. Or nobody’s fault. You’re going to have to learn to forgive yourself.” Margaret stood up and joined the traipse. Not everything in life is black and white. “We all oversimplify, but when we do we miss out on the complexities of life, or we become complacent. Same reason nobody listened to you about Douglas, because they couldn’t see past your diagnosis. Why it was so easy for that wretched young man to isolate you and make you look out of control.”

“I’m sorry he got to you too.”

Margaret smiled. “My own fault for almost rumbling him. Luckily, I only took a sip of that wine—it was foul. I still don’t know if it was the midodrine making it bitter, or if that’s just what Morrisons wine tastes like. Mind you,” she said, straightening her hat, “it wasn’t as bad as your tea.”

Outside, the guests milled awkwardly around, unsure about the protocol. For most of them, it was their first cat funeral. There wasn’t even a graveside to focus their awkward milling around, making it more awkward still. Like his predecessors, Rhett would be laid to rest in an increasingly large corner of Margaret’s garden.

“Oh, I do love your nails, Dr. Corcoran,” said Nina. “What would you call that color? Chartreuse?”

“Pistachio, I think. Eleanor Gibney squeezed me in yesterday.”

“You know she’s driving a Maserati these days?”

As awkward milling turned to weird loitering, Eitan peeled off to order an Uber and found himself stood next to an attractive man with cornflower blue eyes, a tweed jacket and a coltish smile.

“Tom. I’m the token guy at bell-ringing.”

Hang on, was that token guy or token gay? Eitan shook his strong, soft bell-ringer’s hand. “Eitan. Colleague of Margaret and former double-murder suspect.”

“Oh yes!” squeaked Tom at an altitude that made “token gay” seem much more likely. “We’ve heard all about you!”

“I wish I could say you’ve been misinformed…”

Tom laughed. “I’ve got to get back to my shop now, I’m afraid, so I won’t be joining you at Margaret’s for rock-hard focaccia.”

“Shop?”

“Bookshop. Rainbow Reads in South Kensington.” That settled it—definitely a campanologist. “I was wondering if you fancied, umm, meeting up sometime?”

“Has Margaret put you up to this?”

“Absolutely not. I’m pretty autonomous in my dating life.”

Tom read out his number and Eitan punched it into his phone. He radiated a soft charm—Eitan could imagine wine tastings, weekends in the country house hotels and talks at his bookshop by MPs who’d shat out a memoir. But Cole had seemed nice too, hadn’t he? Too good to be true, in retrospect. Like this probably was. “To be honest, Tom, I’ve just come out of a…” Was it a relationship? Hmm. “A situation.”

Tom smiled awkwardly. “With the murderer. Margaret said. After he tried to murder her.”

“Yeah, it was sort of worse than that. I thought someone loved me and they didn’t. So, I think I’m better off not dating for now.”

“That’s rough,” said Tom. “It’s not really worse than double murder, though, is it?”
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Burger Pizza was apparently the ultimate fusion restaurant. As they walked from the subway station, they wondered exactly what a “burger pizza” might constitute. Eitan insisted it had to be burger meat on a pizza, but Fiona said that couldn’t possibly constitute enough of a unique selling point for a pop-up. Mo thought it was more likely a burger bun with a slice of pizza inside, although surely that would be a “pizza burger”? Fiona put her money on burger buns made out of pizza, which sounded far too absurd to be possible, but, irritatingly, turned out to be on the money. Although she had booked the restaurant, so it was quite possible she’d cheated.

“Mo, are you eating a burger with a knife and fork?” Fiona cackled as she poured the wine.

“I wasn’t dragged up, you know. Besides, I’m pretty sure there’s no correct way to eat a burger pizza.”

A text flashed on Fiona’s phone from Bruno.

“How’s life going without that pea-balled fuckwit?” Eitan asked. Mo immediately stamped on his foot and Fiona explained that, yes, Bruno had moved back in and they were giving it another shot.

“Did I say ‘pea-balled fuckwit’?” said Eitan. “I meant to say scrotally understated —”

Fiona cut him off. “Yeah, yeah. Look, he has many excellent qualities.”

“I hope it works out, sweetheart. You deserve a good man in your life.”

“As do you, Eits,” said Fiona.

“I had dibs on one today, actually. A preppy young bookseller at the cat funeral.”

Mo almost choked on his McAloha—an Aberdeen Angus burger between two triangles of Hawaiian pizza. “The wedding speech is writing itself: our eyes met over the coffin of a cat that I manslaughtered.”

“Catslaughtered, surely?” offered Fiona.

“Meowdured,” suggested Mo, looking pleased with himself.

Eitan smiled and raised a glass. The smile was a choice; it’s what Mo and Fiona wanted to see. What sat underneath was a lot more complicated—that the brief suggestion of happiness in his life had turned out to be a mirage, that the person he was in love with was about to see out his days in prison. Disney movies don’t have happily-ever-afters if you’re in love with Jafar.

Fiona and Mo clinked.

“To not going to prison,” Mo suggested.

“To fresh starts,” added Fiona.

Eitan felt himself becoming emotional. He’d made it out the other side and for the first time in a long, long while, he was genuinely grateful for what he had. It was all over.

“To marriage,” said Eitan, clinking with Mo.

“To marbles,” he added, clinking with Fiona.

“And to friends,” he concluded.

Fiona refilled their glasses.

“Sorry if you thought we didn’t believe you,” said Fiona.

“Thought?!” spluttered Eitan. “He called the police on me!”

“Do you think Cole was even gay?” Mo asked, instantly changing the subject.

“God,” said Eitan, “I’d never thought of that. If he wasn’t, he was certainly committed to the bit.”

Fiona prodded Eitan. “You should give the bookseller a go. You’re no good on your own, Eits. Terrible in fact.”

“I don’t want life to get complicated.”

“Life’s meant to be complicated,” replied Fiona, which was very true.
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Eitan stood on the roof of the hospital and tried to work out what number “first day back” this was. Fifth? Sixth? Either way, he was here for good now. He stared down at the hundreds of people getting into cars, out of ambulances, waddling onto maternity wards, hobbling into emergency departments. Everyone the star of their own medical drama, everyone oblivious to his. He took out his phone and sent a text message.

Hey Tom. It’s the not-killer from the cat funeral. Let’s go for that drink.

Then he sent a second one.

You need to answer one question first, though. Have you, at any time, applied and/or failed to get into medical school?







Epilogue

Eitan moved along the rows, smoothly and swiftly, like Pac-Man. He wasn’t sure he’d remember the way—it had been twenty years, after all—but as soon as he got to the gates it was like a magnet pulling him in the right direction. He could feel his breathing becoming deeper, his body preparing him, soothing him. And there she was. What a strange thing to feel calm among the dead, especially after the dead had caused him so much stress in recent months.

He wanted to kneel but wasn’t fully convinced he’d be able to get up again. He leaned over instead and traced his fingers along her name.


ELODIE ROSE

FOREVER YOUNG



She would have laughed out loud at the slightly hysterical schmaltz, but it’s hard to make good stonemasonry decisions when you’re in the middle of a cyclone of emotions. The same reason people give babies shit names.

“Sorry it’s been a while,” he said. “Ever since the funeral, I couldn’t… well, I just couldn’t. And I’m sorry about… everything. I think about it every day, about you. And I know you wouldn’t want me to be sorry forever—you’d tell me to get a grip.

“A friend said last week that I needed to learn to forgive myself. I don’t think I can do that. But I can try to move forward, start sorting my life out. Seeing as you’re too stubborn to come back and sort it out for me. Typical.”

He stood up straight, arched his back and raised his chest to the sun. He tugged and tugged at the ring on his little finger, which turned printer-paper white. Eventually, the skin on his knuckle ripped as the ring shot free with one final yank. Then he bent down and rested it at the base of her headstone.

“I really miss you, El.”

As he walked back, he stared at a text message that had been sitting in his drafts folder for a month.

I know things haven’t been great between us and I’m sorry for my part in that. Maybe we could grab a coffee soon? No pressure dad but it would mean a lot. E x

Sent. Then he opened Zillow and scrolled through flats to rent. Windows. He needed windows. Fucking massive windows, to gaze out at the future.
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