
 

 

Vital Signs 

 

The first day Lily Blake, student nurse, arrives in 
Outpatients, she wonders whether she has made the right 
decision to enrol on a nursing course. She is burdened by 
a secret guilt and a lost dream, but her eccentric outlook 
on life enables her to cope with the frustrations and 
boredom of the placement. 
Christian Hepburn, a colorectal consultant surgeon at the 
same hospital, has his life nicely balanced until a tragic 
mistake acts as the catalyst which rocks his world. A 
patient dies: his marriage disintegrates, a claim for 
negligence is threatened, and his SHO kills himself. 
Christian finds consolation in a consuming love affair 
with Laura, the specialist stoma nurse.  
Passions flare and mistakes leave tragic consequences, 
but the perpetual rhythm of the hospital continues, night 
and day. Lily realises she is moving away from her 
fellow student nurses to tread a lonely path into theatre, 
and realise at least part of her abandoned dream. 
Christian has found Lily an unexpected friend and ally in 
his troubles, and now plans to help her achieve her 
ambition in return. 
Despite this, Lily is still alone, seemingly surrounded by 
loving couples. She convinces herself that her future 
plans are enough, but Christian and Laura inveigle her 
into helping an old friend, and it is then that she meets 
Marcus, an anaesthetist, who shares her quirky outlook 
on hospital life and medicine. Now, for the first time, 
Lily has met a man who complements and understands 
her. 
  



 

 

 

KNIFE 
 
The mobile phone and the pager shriek together. 
Christian Hepburn, consultant colo-rectal surgeon, 
hesitates a second, chooses the mobile. 

“Chris, it’s Sam. We’ve got to go to theatre. Abdo 
trauma. I think it might be a hemi.” 

“OK. I’m on my way.”  
Christian minimises the internet on his office 

computer and swigs down a couple of mouthfuls of tea. 
His SHO is still talking in his ear, something about what 
happened in Resus when the woman was brought in. 
Christian runs down the stairs to theatres. He’s already in 
blues, as he always is when he’s on call. Except this 
morning he isn’t even meant to be on call: he’s covering 
for a colleague for a few hours. 

“Morning Mr Hepburn,” says one of the theatre 
orderlies. 

Christian shouts a greeting back over his shoulder, 
goes straight into Theatre One. The patient’s not up from 
Resus yet. This is just what he doesn’t want: an 
emergency on a Friday morning before he goes away for 
a week. In twelve hours’ time he’ll be on the plane for 
Melbourne and the Crohn’s conference. He won’t be 
around to see how the patient recovers, will have to leave 
her in the hands of his team. 



 

 

A clattering in the adjoining anaesthetic room. 
The patient has arrived. Sam Nicholls, his SHO, joins 
him at the long sink.  

“She’s still got the bloody stake in her,” Sam says, 
lathering his hands and forearms. 

“What the hell happened?” Christian asks, knocks 
off his tap with an elbow. 

“She was out riding with her mother,” Sam says. 
“Something spooked the horse, she came off, onto a 
wooden post.” 

Christian winces. 
“The husband’s distraught. Apparently they had a 

huge row the night before, and she stormed off to her 
mother’s to stay.” 

“One, two, three,” someone’s saying. A sharp 
rustling. Christian turns; the anaesthetised patient has 
been moved onto the table, the wooden stake still 
protruding from her belly. 

“What’s her name?” Christian asks. He’s heard it 
before, forgotten it already, ahead of himself: in his mind 
his hands are already inside her abdomen, sliding through 
the familiar warm wet films of muscle and bowel. 

“Lindsay Evans, thirty-nine, married, mother of 
two,” says the theatre nurse. 

The blinds are open. Outside it’s a blue and russet 
autumn morning. Christian imagines Lindsay Evans, only 
a couple of hours ago, on her horse, hacking through the 
brittle moorland grasses, inhaling the acrid air straight 
from the sea, worrying again and again over the harsh 
words of the night before, the spoken thoughts that 



 

 

should have remained unsaid. It’s something he does too 
often, narrating the stories of his patients to himself, 
inventing their dialogues, justifying their actions. No 
doubt he gets it wrong over and over.  

The orderlies have swabbed the patient’s 
abdomen, the anaesthetist nods to Christian. The radio 
comes on in the corner. One of the orderlies adjusts the 
light over the stained and bloody flesh. 

Christian pulls the cuffs of his gown over his latex 
gloves. His left hand is protected under the latex with a 
chainmail underglove. 

“Knife,” he says. 
 
James Evans snaps his fingers at the electric doors. They 
hiss open slowly, gasping, and he strides through. A 
young woman is pushing a man in a wheelchair into the 
hospital; James inhales a mouthful of her perfume as they 
pass. Outside his eyes sting with light and cold. 

“James.” 
Lindsay’s mother, Val, is behind him. She’s still 

in her riding clothes; there’s mud mixed with the tears on 
her cheeks, and some blood. Lindsay’s blood. 

“I should have brought the girls,” he says. 
“No,” says Val. “They’re better at school.” 
James starts to speak, stops. Neither of his 

daughters goes to Brackenfields, where he teaches 
English. Until he tells them about Lindsay, no-on will. 
That responsibility is his alone. 

“It’s my fault,” Val says again. 
“It’s not.” James says it automatically.  



 

 

He’s not sure if it’s Val’s fault or not. Maybe it is, 
or maybe it’s his fault. If he and Lindsay hadn’t fallen out 
the night before, she’d never have stormed off to Val’s. 
Val was only trying to take her mind off things, 
suggesting she go with her to exercise the neighbours’ 
horses, but Val knew Lindsay hadn’t ridden for ages, 
should have known the horse was too spirited for her. 
And maybe Lindsay wasn’t concentrating, her mind 
elsewhere. She hadn’t walked out on him like that for 
years, not since Kirsty was tiny. He never realised how 
much it meant to her, to have another baby. He never 
intended her to get so upset. He never wanted her to drive 
off in tears in the dark. He never wanted any of this. He’d 
have another baby, two or three even, if only it would 
erase this morning. 

“Do you think she’s out of theatre?” Val asks. 
James flinches.  
“And then what?” he says, watching the cars 

coming into the hospital car-park, the mesmerising lifting 
and falling of the red striped barriers. “You heard what 
they said. She might die.” 

“She can’t. They’ll be able to….patch her up.” 
“And if not? What then?” 
“They said they could join up the bits of bowel.” 
“They might not be able to do it.” 
Will she even be able to have another baby? James 

wonders. He hasn’t asked anyone. It wouldn’t be right, 
but he promises now that, if she can, they’ll do it. 
Anything to make her happy. He’ll make any bargain 
now, honour any deal.  



 

 

“I’m cold,” Val says. “I’m going back. There 
might be some news.” 

She moves away from him, walks back towards 
the huge glass doors. James stays where he is, his eyes 
aching in the wind, wondering what Val is really 
thinking. Since he met Lindsay she’s been a mother to 
him too. His father died when he was young; his mother 
has been in a mental hospital for years. Val has looked 
after him all this time. He knows her almost as well as he 
knows Lindsay. And now she blames him, as he blames 
her. The two people who love Lindsay the most are 
blaming each other. A house divided, James thinks 
silently, walks away from the clear blue sky and into the 
thick stuffy air of the hospital. 

 
“Good work. Thanks everyone,” Christian says, dropping 
his bloody gown in the skip.  

Lindsay Evans is on her way to Recovery. Sam 
was right: she did need a hemicolectomy. Her colon was 
badly damaged from the puncture. Her abdomen was 
flooded with blood and bowel contents. The injury was 
fresh, only hours old, so there was little inflammation. 
They’ve washed out the whole area, resected the 
damaged bowel, and created an anastamosis from the 
remaining parts.  

Really, it has been successful, Christian thinks, 
flicking on the taps. All being well, she should make a 
full recovery and be home in ten days or so.  

He glances at the clock. His colleague Will should 
be back by now. He can hand over the on-call pager to 



 

 

him and have a quiet afternoon in his office, catching up 
on paperwork and the like. He’s promised Michaela that 
he’ll be home in time to see her off to her sister’s silver 
wedding weekend. And he mustn’t forget to tune into the 
local radio station at eight to hear Simon Lucas speaking. 
He’ll make a note of that when he gets back to his office. 

“Let’s go and find the family,” he says to Sam. 
They call into Recovery on their way out of 

theatres. The anaesthetist and a nurse are stooped over 
Lindsay 

“All OK?” asks Christian. 
“She’s just waking up,” the nurse says. 
Lindsay coughs, the anaesthetist reaches out to 

extubate her.  
“What have I missed?” It’s Will, just coming into 

Recovery. 
Christian hands him the notes from the foot on 

Lindsay’s bed and drops the pager into the pocket of his 
blues. “This one could have been yours.” 

The nurse is speaking to Lindsay: You’ve had an 
operation. Everything’s all right. You’re going to be fine. 

Don’t make promises, Christian wants to shout at 
her. Never, ever, make promises. 

“Thanks Chris,” Will says. 
“You owe me.” Christian comes over to Lindsay.  

“Lindsay, I’m Chris Hepburn. We’ve removed the wood 
from your abdomen. Unfortunately we had to take out 
some of your bowel because it was too damaged to 
function. We’ve joined together the two ends.” 



 

 

She’s looking up at him, her eyes dull from the 
anaesthetic. She tries to speak, but her voice breaks. 

“I’m going away tomorrow,” Christian tells her, 
“but I’ll be leaving you in the capable hands of Mr 
Nicholls here.” 

Christian always talks to his patients in Recovery. 
Mostly they aren’t aware of his voice though the dark fog 
of Propofol, Midazolam and Fentanyl, but he always does 
it. It’s only fair, he thinks. He’s been reaching inside their 
bodies while they sleep; it’s only right they should know 
what he’s done, how he’s changed their lives for better or 
worse. 

“We’re just going to have a chat with your family 
now, Lindsay,” he says to the sleeping woman. “Coming, 
Sam?”  

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

THE STORM WILL BREAK  
 
Traffic lights count down: green, amber, red. Colours 
faded to pastel in the day reclaim their vibrant hues in the 
winter night. An ambulance races towards the hospital, 
blue light spinning, siren muted. 

Christian pulls out of the hospital car-park, out of 
the perimeter necklace of amber lamps, and onto the dual 
carriageway. Rain hits the windscreen like grit; his 
wipers blur the tail lights ahead into wet stars. The bright 
blue and gold morning has darkened into a wild, inky 
night. 

Speed camera on the right: Christian eases off on 
the gas. College on the left; for a second he notices the 
square panes of light in one of the buildings, so bright 
they are like ultraviolet strobes. The silhouette of a single 
human on the top floor. A cleaner? Teacher? Someone 
arriving for evening classes? The cameo shoots past in a 
heartbeat. 

Something forgotten flickers in Christian’s mind. 
Something he was supposed to do before he left work, a 
phone call he had to make, someone to see. He can’t 
remember. It can’t be that important then. Or was it? He 
guns down the acceleration lane onto the A road and 
reaches out to turn on the radio. Something to neutralise 
his mind; might make him remember.  Shit. That was it. 
Simon Lucas is speaking on the radio at eight and he 
promised to listen in. Christian glances at the ice blue 
figures on the dashboard clock.  Nearly ten past eight. 
Shit again. He swerves the Coupe into the outside lane, 



 

 

past a lumbering van, trying to tune the radio over the 
rain and speed and the engine. 

“….on the ward for a week. The drugs didn’t do 
anything and at the end of the week I was referred to a 
surgical consultant, Mr Hepburn. He was fantastic.” 

He was fantastic. Christian grins into the black 
night. You don’t hear that said about yourself that often, 
not like that on the radio. He’d only just remembered the 
interview in time. It would have been crap to miss that 
bit. 

 
Even though it’s November and the central heating is on, 
it’s cold in Erin Scott’s bedroom. Her room is on the end 
corner of the bungalow; her bed lies along the external 
wall. Only inches between her and the icy air.  Erin shifts 
on her elbow, lifts the pink curtain above her head. The 
pane is dark, streaked with rainwater. Her mother, Niki, 
is cuddled under the bottom end of the duvet, wearing 
Erin’s white furry bathrobe. She’s listening tensely to the 
radio interview, listening out for anything she thinks 
might be a premonition for Erin’s future. Erin wants to 
snap it off, or re-tune to her usual station for some music: 
anything to wipe out this sanctimonious toad. He can’t 
know what her body is doing, what her mind is thinking. 

She moves the curtain again. She can just make 
out the waving fronds of the palm tree in the garden. No 
street lamps. It is so dark. Somewhere across the bay the 
lighthouse will be flashing though the wind and rain. 
Three pulses, fifteen seconds, three pulses, another 
fifteen. Always there, always strong, like a luminous 



 

 

heartbeat. Even when the Atlantic storms rip down the 
power cables and the coastal towns are left in the dark, 
that lighthouse pulses its eternal pacemaker.  

Erin reaches to the floor, scoops up the first book 
her fingers rest on. The Duchess of Malfi. Her A level 
play. She opens it, forms the words in her mind, trying to 
use the verse as a mantra against the relentless drone of 
the radio.  

“….on the ward for a week. The drugs didn’t do 
anything and at the end of the week I was referred to a 
surgical consultant, Mr Hepburn. He was fantastic,” 
Simon Lucas is saying to the presenter. “Sometimes 
when you know the inevitable, it makes it a bit easier to 
take. Of course I was terrified of the surgery. I had never 
had an operation before. But I was in so much pain.” 

Surgery. That word again. Like thunder that 
rumbles round and round, that word never entirely leaves 
Erin’s horizon. One day the storm will break over her. 

 
It’s sods’ law. Laura Skerry - person officially with no 
life - is going out the night Simon is talking live on local 
radio. She doesn’t even dare count the number of days, 
weeks, probably even months, when she has spent all 
evening alone in her house. The pattern of her life is the 
same every day. Come home from the hospital, or from a 
patient’s house, check answer machine for exciting 
messages (none), wash hair, shower or bath. Then 
downstairs again. She might put on the TV to catch the 
news if it’s still on. Into the kitchen to fix tea. Something 
quick and simple: tomato pasta, chicken tikka masala, 



 

 

sometimes a steak when she has the energy to actually 
stand over the hob, rather than just leave a couple of pans 
to simmer. She and Phil always ate their meals at the 
kitchen table and, after he went, she continued to so do, 
until the table became a dumping ground for phone bills, 
biros, magazines and any other detritus that had no home 
anywhere else. Now she carries her plate into the front 
room and sits on the sofa to eat, her wine and the TV 
remote close at hand on the coffee table. 

But tonight everything is different. She’s meeting 
up with Glynis and Rosie, two of the girls she trained 
with. Glynis is an Outpatients ward sister in the same 
hospital as Laura, Rosie a district nurse. They met on 
their first day of training, when Glynis dropped her bag in 
the corridor, and Laura and Rosie crawled round with her 
finding missing coins, keys, Tampax and a cigarette 
lighter shaped like a spark plug. 

Laura has the radio on in her bedroom as she gets 
ready. Her hair is still damp, but she hates the hair dryer, 
even in winter. As she brushes it, the strands stretch 
unwillingly and pull at her scalp. Her eyes look too big 
because her hair is wet and flat on the top of her head. 
She’s wiped off her old make-up from work and re-
applied it, and it feels sticky because of the film of Nivea 
still underneath. Right now she wishes she could cancel 
the whole evening, tug off the heeled boots that are 
already making her feet ache, put on her faded paw-print 
pyjamas and go to sleep in front of the telly with the taste 
of red wine in her mouth.  



 

 

“Before surgery you meet the specialist stoma 
nurse,” Simon is saying on the radio. Laura hesitates; her 
hand had been about to silence the broadcast. “Laura 
came to see me on the ward, and talked about where the 
stoma would be sited. We also discussed the long-term 
effects of the procedure.” 

Laura smiles. She remembers the first time she 
met Simon. Must be five years ago now. A young lad of 
twenty, floppy dark blond hair, a wide smile, fear tensing 
his face. He’d asked her about girlfriends. Would he ever 
find a girlfriend after this kind of surgery? 

Laura cuts him off. She must go. Her taxi will be 
here any moment. She hears a car engine coming slowly 
up the close, stopping outside her window. Damp 
headlights. A car horn.  

It’s still raining when she steps outside.  
 

Simon laughs. “Yes, well, relationships are hard enough 
in any case, aren’t they? But imagine how I felt, if you 
can. There I was, only just twenty. I’d never even had a 
proper girlfriend, you know, a long-term one. And then 
this happened to me. What girl would ever want to know 
me, let alone love me? That’s what I felt like. It was very, 
very black. Yes, I had my life back, but at what cost? I 
really never thought I would find anyone who would 
want me. It’s not a good place to be.” 

Mandy Farrant can feel the last four years sliding 
away. She can hear the pain in Simon’s voice and she 
remembers that pain when it was red, raw, an open 
wound, as much as the wound on his body. It’s weird 



 

 

listening to him on the radio; his voice is different, the 
same but different. Some of the stuff he’s said tonight, 
she never thought he would really say on air, in public. 
It’s too graphic, too brutal, too private. 

Mandy’s got that fluttery feeling inside, the same 
as when she reads a book about a place she knows and 
loves. She’s waiting for the author to mention a certain 
road, a certain pub. Tonight she’s waiting for Simon to 
mention her.  

She scrubs the potatoes at the sink, chops them 
into a pan of cold water. Simon will be home about nine. 
She’s laid the table with the red handled knives and forks, 
put a candle in the centre. A celebration dinner, to 
celebrate his night, their past and their future. 

“You know how life goes,” Simon says now. 
“When you least expect it, something amazing will 
happen. For me that was meeting Mandy. We’ve been 
together nearly four years.” 

Mandy smiles at the bitter-sweet memories. 
I’ve got something to tell you, Simon had said. It’s 

important. The two sentences to make a girl’s stomach 
turn to glacier ice. The words that always come before 
I’ve met someone else, it’s not working, I’m so sorry – 
sorry? Like hell. 

But not this time. Not from Simon. 
“I’ve got Crohn’s disease,” he said. 
They were in a bistro, their third date. Mandy was 

scraping chocolate mousse from the sides of her glass 
bowl. 



 

 

“What does that mean?” she asked, putting down 
the spoon, exhaling as her heart rate dropped on its rev 
counter. 

“I have an ileostomy.” He watched her face as he 
said it. 

“What’s that?” 
“I wear a bag. It’s like a colostomy bag, but it 

comes out of a different part of me. Higher up.” 
“God, shit.” 
“Well, yes, exactly. I wanted to tell you now 

before….” 
Before we have sex. That’s what he was saying. 
 

Lily Blake is sitting cross-legged on her futon with a 
lined pad on her knees and a second (maybe third) hand 
pathology text book open beside her. The book tries to 
close again, and she wedges it under her left knee. 
There’s a stain across the picture of the heart – the usual 
one, the one from school, the one from A-levels, the one 
that makes it look like a two-thumbed fist – which might 
be coffee, might be food, or might be something else. 
Lily’s copying the diagrams below the heart, the ones 
that show the distribution of damage from regional 
myocardial infarctions. She’s using coloured pencils to 
shade in the areas of artery occlusion and subsequent 
infarct. The strokes of her pencil ruthlessly kill off the 
cells in the myocardial wall, and she hesitates a moment, 
thinking of her own heart. People actually have MIs in 
their thirties, Lily has read about it. Her arteries are no 
longer as soft and elastic as they were, there may be the 



 

 

first chalky deposits in her coronary vessels. Her own 
death could already be mapped out as clearly as the 
pictures in front of her. She drops the red pencil, reaches 
for her carotid pulse. Not there. Take a deep breath. Nose 
made of paper; no air going in. No vital signs. No signs 
of life at all. Stop it, stop it, just a panic attack. In, out, in 
out. Don’t even think these thoughts, Lily says to herself 
swiftly, sure now she can feel an irregular thump beneath 
her sternum, a flutter in her radial artery. Concentrate on 
Simon. She moves her knee and the text book springs 
shut, hiding all those damaged hearts with an inch of 
scuffed and dirty pages.  She shivers, and reaches behind 
the sofa to touch the luke-warm radiator. Its vital signs 
are failing too. Get a grip, Lily. 

Simon’s got balls, she thinks. It’s brave to live 
with the illness and the bag, braver still to go public on 
the radio. But Simon has a mission. 

“Before I was taken ill, I was a bit of a drifter, 
didn’t really know what I wanted to be, what I could do 
with my life,” he says. “Now I know exactly, and I’ve 
just started training to be a nurse. What I’d really like is 
to be a stoma nurse, that’s the specialist nurse who looks 
after people with all kinds of stomas.” 

Right on, Simon, Lily thinks, picking up her mug 
of tea, which is as cold as the radiator. He knows exactly 
where he’s going, exactly what he wants to do with his 
life. She’s glad that he’s being sent to the same 
department as her, for their first placement in the 
hospital. He knows so much more about the hospital than 
she does. He’s seen it before, lived in that world.  He’ll 



 

 

be great with the patients, whereas she has no idea how to 
make them respond to her, let alone actually touch them 
or do anything to them. She never felt like this years ago. 
Before. But that was then and this is now. And she is a 
different person on a different journey. Have I made the 
right choice? she asks herself again and, as usual, she 
does not know the answer. 

 
“So, when was the last time you went out then?” Rosie 
asks Laura. 

“God, I don’t know.” Laura takes the glass of red 
that Glynis has put before her, lifts it, drinks, anything to 
avoid elaborating. 

The bar is filling up: Friday evening becomes 
Friday night. As the voices get louder, so does the music, 
in an endless cycle of noise. Laura wishes she could sit in 
the corner where Rosie is, with her back to the wall; she 
hates perching on a stool, almost in the thoroughfare 
through to the bar counter. She can’t see the door, can’t 
see who comes, who leaves, can only guess at the number 
of people in the room. Large gatherings always sound 
hostile to her, even if there is only laughter and chat. It 
takes nothing - only a second - for laughter to turn to 
anger, chat to aggression. Every time she comes into a 
bar she feels she’s watching the deceitfully harmless 
prologue to a much uglier saga.  

“We should get together more,” Rosie says now.  
Glynis says something Laura can’t hear through 

the noise. She guesses it’s something along the lines of: 



 

 

she couldn’t make promises like that, she has a husband 
and three sons to look after.  

Rosie is newly divorced, no kids, only has herself 
to think about. The same as me, Laura realises with a 
leaden pulse. OK, not technically divorced because she 
has never been technically married, but she too, has only 
herself to consider. She could be out partying every night 
if she wanted to. Why doesn’t she? Because she is 
considering herself. In her own way. 

Glynis gestures towards the bar, says something to 
Rosie. 

“No, no, he’s too old,” Rosie’s laughing, looking 
at someone behind Laura’s shoulder.  

Laura turns. Must be that guy there with a floor-
length leather coat, greying hair. 

“More your age group, hey Laura?” Rosie’s 
saying.  

Laura pretends not to hear, drinks some more 
wine. Phil was eleven years older than her. That’s hardly 
a generation gap. And just because Phil was older it 
doesn’t mean that is the only age of man she’d fancy. 
OK, the truth is that she’s not really interested in any man 
right now. She’s been on her own, completely on her own 
for ten months, and she’s got used to it. Being alone is 
like wearing in a pair of shoes. New shoes hurt like hell 
to start with, they are the wrong shape, not what you are 
used to, they rip the skin off the tender parts of your feet 
and make you bleed, sometimes the pain leaves you 
breathless; then, imperceptibly, they have rounded off 
their sharp edges, their shape has become familiar, 



 

 

moulded to you and only you. They have become all that 
you know. Laura’s feet are still aching in her heels 
tonight. She has clearly got more used to living alone 
than to wearing fuck-me footwear. That probably speaks 
volumes, she decides. 

 
Christian enjoys the drive home from work. About half 
an hour down the main road, it’s a transition from his day 
at the hospital, a time of quiet, a time of not having to 
talk to patients, to nurses, not having to whip out a pager 
to see who’s called him. A time when no-one needs him, 
no-one is relying on him. A time when he is just a man in 
a car, heading for home, and whatever the coming 
evening may bring. 

Ahead the ground falls away to the bay. The sea 
and the sky are wine-dark. Below him is the sodium 
orange bowl of the town. If it were summer the view 
would be a hazy watercolour of rooftops and chimneys 
tumbling to the lavender sea, but tonight, if he didn’t 
know it was the ocean out there, it would look like the 
road were falling off into the universe. 

The automatic light comes on outside the house 
and the first thing he notices is that Michaela’s car has 
gone from its parking place. OK, it’s after half eight, and 
a shitty evening. He feels a swift flash of guilt: he did say 
he’d try to get back by six thirty. When he turns on his 
mobile he’ll probably find a message from her. Just the 
one though. She’s not like the wives and girlfriends of 
some of his colleagues who’ll leave ten in as many 



 

 

minutes. If she just has one thing to say that’s all she’ll 
say. 

He sits in the car for a moment, watching the 
rainwater run down the windscreen now the wipers are 
still. You can’t predict the pattern the rivulets will form. 
There must be tiny imperfections in the glass, or it’s the 
angle of the falling raindrops. He gets out, makes a run 
for the front door. The rain’s cold, stings his skin with an 
icy burn. 

The house is Victorian, tall and ornate, built in the 
era when the railways opened up the remote corners of 
the country. The long hall has a tiled floor and a stained 
glass panel over the front door. Christian flicks on the 
lamp, hangs up his wet coat, goes into the kitchen. 
There’s the note on the breakfast bar, where he knew it 
would be. It’s written in red biro on the back of a brown 
envelope. 

Chris, 
It’s nearly 8. I’m going now. Thought you might 

be back, but can’t wait any more. Tried your mobile but it 
was off. 

Bolognese on the stove.  
Should arrive between 11 and 11.30. I’ll call you 

when I get there. 
M 
He scrunches up the envelope, chucks it in the bin. 

She’s left the biro on the counter. That’s unlike her; she 
usually puts everything away. It doesn’t seem to have a 
cap. He drops it into the mug of pens. There are a couple 
of letters for him. He glances at them quickly, starts to 



 

 

open one, then drops it. Not now. He’ll go up for a 
shower, cook some food and then sort out his gear for the 
flight tomorrow. 

Twenty minutes later he’s back in the kitchen 
dropping a handful of brittle spaghetti in a pan of hot 
water. He’s poured a generous Shiraz, has turned on the 
portable TV. The gardening show is over - shit; now it’s 
a documentary about the Titanic. Close up of metal rivets 
excavated from the bottom of the north Atlantic, a Yank 
talking and gesturing with her hands. Christian prods the 
spaghetti with a wooden spoon, wonders how far 
Michaela has got. They must have passed each other on 
the A road. One pair of bright headlamps must have been 
her, speeding away in the opposite direction. Cars that 
pass in the night, he thinks. Michaela’s driving to Devon 
for her sister’s silver wedding. He’d have been going too 
if it weren’t for Melbourne next week. He’s presenting a 
paper on post-surgical sepsis and is insanely grateful for 
this trip. The thought of staying even two nights with his 
in-laws – including the lunch party on the Saturday – 
makes him break out in a sweat.  

While he eats he thinks back to the morning’s 
operation. Lindsay Evans, thrown from a horse onto a 
wooden stake. What bloody awful luck, he thinks. He 
knows she’ll be all right while he’s away, with both Sam 
and Peter, the registrar, to look after. But what about the 
wounds in her soul? They may take a lot longer to heal 
than the wound in her flesh. 

 



 

 

The relief is immeasurable. James Evans is loading the 
dishwasher with clangs and clatters. He knows he’s being 
careless because he’s had a few whiskies, but right now 
he doesn’t care if he smashes the odd plate, cracks the 
odd glass. Lindsay’s operation is over, it went well. 
Before he knows it she’ll be back at home with him and 
the girls. He unwraps the soap tablet, starts the machine, 
rinses his hands at the sink. 

“What were you and Mummy fighting about?” 
It’s Natalie in the doorway, watching him.  
“What d’you mean, doll?” 
“You and Mummy. Last night. You made her cry 

and she ran away to Granny’s.” 
“We weren’t fighting,” James says carefully. 

Natalie’s eleven, too old to bullshit entirely. “We just got 
a bit angry with each other. It’s not important.” 

“Liar!” Natalie cries. “I heard you. Kirsty heard 
you.” 

“Really, whatever you heard, well it isn’t –” 
“Is she having a baby?” 
“What? No. Christ, Nat, she’s just had a huge 

operation.” 
“Is she having a baby? Aren’t we enough for her? 

Does she want a boy? Is it you, do you want a boy?” 
“No, well, look, it was just something we were 

talking about.” 
“I knew it! Kirsty!” Natalie screams. “They want a 

boy. We’re not good enough for them.” 
“Natalie!” James yells as Kirsty stumbles into the 

kitchen. “It’s not like that. Listen to me.” 



 

 

“Why are you shouting, Daddy?” Kirsty whines. 
“You shouted at Mummy and she left us.” 

Oh Jesus, James thinks, wishes he hadn’t had that 
whisky. 

“OK, OK, I’m sorry” he starts. “I didn’t mean to 
shout. But Natalie’s shouting too.” 

“Don’t you love us?” Natalie says. 
“You know I do,” James says. “Actually it was 

your mother who was thinking about having a baby, not 
me.” 

“Baby?” wails Kirsty.  
“We don’t want a stinking baby,” Natalie says. 

“And it’s disgusting. Do you know how they make 
babies, Kirsty?” 

“Nat, please, not now.” 
“He puts his –” 
“Shut up.” 
Natalie shuts up, smirking. She’s got to him, and 

she knows it. He wonders whether to call Val, ask her to 
come round, but that means he’s failed even more with 
the girls. 

“Come on,” he says at last. “All that matters right 
now is that your mum gets better as soon as possible, and 
comes home, isn’t it? So can we please stop arguing? 
Give me a hug.” He holds out his arms. Kirsty runs to 
him, throws her own arms round his waist. 

“I’m going to bed,” Natalie says, and huffs out of 
the room. 

Later, when both Natalie and Kirsty are in bed, 
James tugs the stopper from his whisky and pours another 



 

 

measure. It tastes dry, as whisky does, always too dry for 
the honey-sweet colour. He holds his breath, feels the 
burn on his tongue.  

He reaches for a pad and pen, starts to draft a 
shopping list for the following morning, remembering 
how Lindsay does it, aisle by aisle. Hay and rabbit cereal, 
he adds at the bottom. The girls will have to clean out 
Fizz and Whizz after they’ve been shopping.  

Will Natalie have calmed down by the morning? 
When he put Kirsty to bed, Natalie’s door was closed 
tight shut. He edged it open. The lamp was off; Natalie 
was a humped shape under the duvet. 

“Nat?” he began. 
“I’m asleep,” she said. 
He sighed and left the room, leaving the door half 

open as Natalie left it every night. 
James inhales the last heady breath from his 

tumbler. The dishwasher is still running, making those 
noises like it’s chewing, then trying to swallow. James 
turns off the lights, starts up the stairs. Another night 
without Lindsay. As the stairs turn onto the landing he 
sees Natalie’s door is wide open. There is muffled 
giggling in Kirsty’s room. 

“Gross,” Kirsty says. “I’m never having a baby.” 
However bad things are, women can always laugh 

at a man’s penis. 
 
It’s like a step back in time. Michaela feels she’s come 
home. Well, she has really. There’s Katherine, her older 
sister, and her husband Tom. Their two children: twenty-



 

 

year-old Martin and fourteen-year-old Bethany. Also 
Michaela and Katherine’s little brother John. He’s almost 
forty but they still think of him as their little brother. And 
their parents. There’s only one person missing from the 
cast list of Michaela’s life, and that’s Chris. And the truth 
is that if he were here, he’d be the oddity he always is 
amongst her family and then she’d start to feel 
embarrassed because he’d never make the effort to fit in 
with them. She’d feel the awkwardness of being stranded 
between their perception of her, and his. She’d feel she 
had to make excuses for him: excuses as to why he stands 
grimly in the corner, drinking red wine, and nosing 
through the bookshelves, excuses as to why he doesn’t 
want to hear about people’s bowel symptoms all the time. 
He does not blend into her family; they both realised that 
years ago. It’s the same in reverse. Michaela can’t stand 
Chris’s sister and father, knows they think she’s not good 
enough for him. It’s always been her and Chris, isolated 
in their own little bubble, respective families hovering on 
the periphery. But it’s never been in a Romeo and Juliet 
kind of way. 
 
Christian’s watering his house plants when Michaela 
rings.  

“Hi,” he says, putting the Baby Bio back in the 
cupboard. There’s a sticky brown stain that marks where 
the bottle stands, and where its predecessors stood before 
it. “Trip OK?” 

“Not nice,” Michaela says. “I should have left 
earlier.” 



 

 

“Yes, I’m sorry I was late,” Christian says. “I had 
some bits to sort out before next week.” 

“Are you all packed?” 
“No, I’m going to do it in a minute and then get to 

bed.” He checks the time. It’s nearly twelve and he’ll be 
getting up in five hours’ time to drive to the airport. “I 
hope tomorrow goes well,” he goes on. “Give my best to 
Katherine and Tom.” 

Twenty five years is a hell of a long time to be 
married, Christian thinks, hanging up the call. It takes 
him a second to remember how long it has been for him 
and Michaela. Thirteen years. In some ways it doesn’t 
seem that long because they have not gone past the 
obligatory mile posts of first child, second child, maybe a 
third. Katherine and Tom have successfully passed Go 
twice now. He and Michaela, on the other hand, are still 
suspended in stasis, still in that time before events like 
that happen. Of course, it won’t happen now, not to them. 
Is he sorry? He’s not sure. Sometimes, yes, but he’s not 
really convinced children are for him. Michaela has 
enough of them at work; somehow she has found the time 
for other people’s, but not for hers and his.   

Christian always has Jess, his sister’s daughter, 
who, this time next year, will be starting her medicine 
degree. She wants to be a surgeon like Christian, but she 
doesn’t want the iron earthiness of colo-rectal. She thinks 
she might go for ophthalmology.  Something more 
delicate, more feminine. Wait until you see the raw 
cavern of an opened abdomen, Christian has told her. 
Wait until you’ve held the pulsing coils of bowel in your 



 

 

gloved hand. Wait until you’ve felt the heat of energy in 
that dark powerhouse. 

 



 

 

SOME AURA, SOME PREMONITION  
 
Waking has become part of Simon’s sleeping. He’s often 
aware, seconds before his eyes catch up with his brain, 
that he is going to have to get up and do something. 
Occasionally he’ll have been dreaming about the bag, 
dreaming that it needs emptying.  

He shuffles up against the headboard. The air is 
frigid on his bare shoulders. Three minutes to four, about 
the usual time. Carefully he peels back the duvet cover. 
Mandy is sleeping gently. The gap in the curtains allows 
a laser of streetlamp to fall across her cheekbones, her 
blonde hair. Simon eases out of bed, settles the covers 
round her. He can still feel the adrenaline surge of the 
radio interview eight hours ago. Has he changed anyone’s 
life this night? he wonders. He wants so much to come 
from his fifteen minutes of fame: acceptance for people 
like him, the realisation that they too feel love and fear, 
they too have ambitions and longings. Maybe there was 
someone out there suffering pain alone, maybe they heard 
Simon’s voice on the radio, and vowed that they would at 
last make an appointment with the doctor. Could Simon, 
in some tiny way, have helped someone reach a 
diagnosis, or find answers, or even absolution? 

In the bathroom he shuts the door firmly before 
turning on the light and, with it, the Vent Axia. He’s 
learnt all the tricks of moving around quietly at night, so 
Mandy isn’t disturbed by his trips to the bathroom. He 
drains the bag quickly, wipes its mouth clear with a cigar-



 

 

roll of Andrex, pads quietly across the hall to the 
bedroom. She hasn’t moved; she’s still asleep.  

I am lucky, Simon thinks, as he slides back in 
beside her. I said it live, on air, and I meant it. He knows 
he’d be lucky to share his life with Mandy regardless of 
the ileostomy, but sometimes, in his darkest moments, he 
is overwhelmed, humbled that this beautiful girl should 
love him. Him and his constant companion. 
 
Saturday morning on Brunel Ward. Lindsay Evans’ bed 
is by the window and, without moving her head, she can 
see the slate rhombus of sky, the dark smudge of the pine 
trees. Beyond the end of her bed is a glass door leading 
out onto a concrete balcony. It gives the third floor ward 
the feeling of a half-completed Marbella hotel, she 
thinks, then checks herself. The medication must be 
making her unhinged.  

Denise, the woman next to her, has had colon 
cancer. She’s going home today. Her husband is coming 
to collect her after lunch.  

“We had Christmas early,” Denise said to 
Lindsay. “Two weeks ago. Turkey, crackers, a tree, the 
full works. My son came down, and the grandchildren. 
Just in case.” 

“Yes,” Lindsay said quietly. 
She didn’t have time to plan, didn’t have time to 

buy Christmas presents for the girls just in case. Why 
didn’t I feel anything? she asks again. When I ran from 
the house that night, only two nights ago, why didn’t I 
feel some aura, some premonition? Why didn’t I stop 



 

 

before I got in the car, before I twisted the ignition, 
flicked on the headlamps, swerved unsteadily down the 
road? So many chances to stop time, destiny, whatever it 
is. I ignored every one of them. Not ignored; I never felt 
them. And if I had, would I have believed them? I 
thought I was invincible.  
 
It’s another bad day for Erin. The pain is hot and fierce. 
She had to strip her bed in the morning, bundled the 
soiled sheets and pyjamas in the washing machine and 
started it up before her parents woke. Niki will take out 
the washing and hang it to dry and she won’t say 
anything to Erin because, after so many years, there is 
nothing to say. 

“That was interesting, wasn’t it?” Niki had said to 
Erin after the radio broadcast the previous night. 

“No,” Erin said, still gazing at the tight print in the 
copy of her Webster, the pencil squiggles in two other 
scripts, that marked the ideas and interpretations of 
previous students. The person with the spiky writing had 
some good ideas, Erin had decided within a few pages of 
text; the round baby hand wasn’t worth reading. 

“He sounds a nice lad, that Simon,” Niki tried 
again. 

“Lad? He was like twenty something.” 
“Well, he’s a lad to me. I thought he’d done really 

well for himself, having the ileostomy, and now being a 
nurse. He didn’t even know he had Crohn’s till he was 
rushed into hospital.” 

“Yeah, I heard.” 



 

 

Now it’s after nine o’clock in the morning. Erin’s 
parents are stirring. Niki’s heading for the kitchen to 
make tea. She’ll already be hearing the gurgle of the 
washing machine. Erin’s curled up under her duvet. It’s 
lumpy because she was so tired and sore and cold from 
the shower when she made the bed again, that she just 
didn’t care about lining up the corners properly, shaking 
the quilt and smoothing it down. She’ll have to re-do it 
before bed tonight, it’s like a sandbag. The pain flares 
again and she winces, curls tighter into herself.  

“You all right, darling?” It’s Niki in the doorway, 
wearing a chunky black cardigan over her nightdress. 
“I’ve got you some tea.” She puts the mug down on the 
bedside table, sweeps back the curtain, lets white winter 
light into the room. “Is it very bad?” she asks gently. 

“I’m fine,” Erin snaps. She’s counting silently to 
one hundred. When she gets there the pain will have 
gone. Except it won’t. It never does. She counted to over 
a thousand once. 

“Not long to go till your appointment,” Niki says. 
“Maybe we should –” 

“No more fucking steroids. I’m fine. I told you.” 
 

Niki leaves Erin, pads back down the passage to the 
kitchen to fetch Dave’s tea. She’s surprised to see him 
leaning against the cooker drinking it. She never heard 
him get out of bed while she was with Erin. 

“Is she OK?” Dave asks quietly.  
The washing machine whirrs frantically. Niki 

watches the blur of colours spinning like a kaleidoscope.  



 

 

“Not really” she says at last, tiptoes to the door 
and pulls it to. “She’s seeing Dr Johnson in a couple of 
weeks. She’s just said she won’t take any more steroids.” 

“I don’t blame her,” says Dave. “They’re foul.” 
“So what then? She won’t have surgery. She’s an 

adult. We can’t make her.” 
“Could we phone the hospital and speak to Dr 

Johnson beforehand?” 
Niki shrugs. “I doubt it. She’s nearly seventeen. 

This guy on the radio last night said he had a brilliant 
surgeon called Mr Hepburn. If Erin could see this 
surgeon, maybe she’d change her mind.” 

“If you go with her to see Johnson, you’d better 
mention it.” 

“I can’t. It’ll cause such a scene in the clinic.” 
“It doesn’t matter. She can’t go on like this. She’s 

not living a normal life, she’s not doing normal things, 
she’s lying in bed in agony, too ill to even go to college 
half the time.” Dave rinses his mug at the sink. “OK if I 
have a shower now?” 

Niki nods miserably and unhooks the laundry 
basket to empty the machine. Dave’s right of course. Erin 
can’t go on like this. Dave has read books about Crohn’s, 
googled it on the internet, has learnt about ileostomies 
and the formation of stomas, but Erin won’t even talk 
about it. Niki’s thought back to her younger self at 
sixteen. How would she have felt at having her bowel 
pulled through her front, at having a bag attached 
permanently to her? Niki knows the answer to this. It’s 
the same as Erin’s. She would have felt ugly, 



 

 

unattractive, undesirable. And it’s an admission that she’s 
caved in to the disease, the disease has won. Erin won’t 
ever let the disease win.  

Why Erin? Niki thinks yet again as she drapes her 
daughter’s sheets over the clothes rack. Where has this 
evil manifestation come from? She is healthy, Dave is 
healthy, Dave’s son Danny is healthy. Where has the 
Crohn’s come from? How does it choose its victims? 

 
Laura’s having a guilty lie-in on Saturday morning. She’s 
dehydrated from the night before. Her head feels too big. 
Her eyes are scratchy. That’s because she couldn’t be 
bothered to take off her make up when she got in last 
night. It won’t matter this once, she’d said, knowing as 
she thought it, that in the morning her eyes would be sore 
and red, with tiny black flecks under the lashes. She gets 
out of bed, draws back the curtain. A purple car is 
reversing clumsily and noisily opposite, stopping, 
moving away, nearly bumping into a plastic dustbin. Her 
next-door neighbour is leaving the house in his running 
kit; long powerful strides take him swiftly down the 
close. I should be doing that, she thinks, or going to the 
gym, or playing squash, or swimming, or something. 
There just never seems to be time for everything. She’d 
like a dog too, but she knows she could never fit the 
training and the walks into her schedule. For now, it’s 
just her: Laura with no life.  

The phone rings. She reaches automatically for the 
silver handset on her bedroom windowsill. Her throat’s 
still dry, she could do with some water before she starts a 



 

 

conversation. It’s Bill Fielder, one of her stoma patients. 
He’s ninety five now, still living at home and managing 
for himself, but a bit more wobbly since his wife’s death 
almost a year ago.  

Not almost a year ago. Exactly a year ago. That’s 
why he’s ringing her. He wants to take some flowers to 
the crematorium, but he doesn’t drive any more, and he 
has no family, and no-one he can ask. Laura had always 
said to him: if there was anything she could ever do to 
help he had only to ask. Would she mind very, very 
much? It would mean everything to him. 

“Of course, Bill. No problem,” Laura says, 
wondering how much diesel she’s got in the tank. Not 
enough. She’ll need to fill up. The crematorium’s only a 
couple of miles from her house, but Bill lives half an 
hour away. She’ll have to go to his house, pick him up, 
take him to the crematorium, take him home again, and 
then come home herself. That will be a good deal of 
Saturday gone, but she likes Bill. He’s her patient, he 
needs her, so she will do it. That’s what being a nurse is 
all about. What it should be about anyway.  

 
Lily’s heading into town, to Tesco and the bank. She’ll 
probably have a mooch around too. The usual places: 
Claire’s Accessories, New Look, Accessorize. Town’s 
getting so busy now it’s only a few weeks off Christmas. 
The decorations are up, the Christmas market is coming 
next weekend. Lily hasn’t even thought about Christmas. 
She’d better start her shopping today. She’s going to be 
so busy the next few weeks, and come the weekends 



 

 

she’ll probably be too tired to stir out of bed, except to 
run her uniform through the high temperature wash to kill 
the MRSA and other bugs. 

Lily brakes, changes down at the roundabout. 
There’s the hospital on her left. Huge, grey, sprawling 
behind the sparse fir trees. It’s a magnificent edifice. 
Each time she sees it she feels a sense of awe. The traffic 
moves on. Past the nursing college, the doctors’ flats, the 
perimeter fence.  

The radio crackles softly with the news, and she 
remembers Simon’ broadcast from the night before. She 
and Simon are meeting up next week to visit the out-
patient department, which is where they’ll be for the next 
three months. They’re going to introduce themselves, 
have a quick look round. Lily remembers the call she 
made the other day to arrange it. 

“We could come about nine before college,” she’d 
said to the nurse on the phone. “Unless that’s too early 
for you.” 

“Too early?” the nurse repeated incredulously. 
“Most of us are here before eight.”  

Lily began to get a very bad feeling about the next 
quarter of a year.  

 
Laura feels better once she’s on the A road, heading west. 
She’s had plenty of water and some Anadin, and she’s 
got a bottle of Evian on the back seat of the Fiesta.  

She’s the only full-time stoma nurse working from 
the hospital and her job involves a lot of travelling. Much 
of her work is done in the patients’ homes, both before 



 

 

surgery, and as follow-up appointments. She also holds 
clinics at the hospital, and some patients prefer the more 
formal setting. Laura tries to be a friend as well as a 
nurse. Having a stoma is a huge event; it brings both 
sorrow and joy, anger and relief. Laura keeps huge lever 
arch files in her office; every patient’s history is 
recorded. She knows who they all are. If someone phones 
her up out of hours she never has to fumble through lists 
of names and faces, she always knows who is calling. 
Sometimes, she has even given out her home number to 
patients like Bill. He’s old and fragile. If he needed her in 
an emergency out of hours, there’s no point in him 
leaving a message on her office answer phone. 

The sky is wide and white as the land falls away to 
the coast. Ahead, she sees the steely sea of the bay, the 
jumbled rooftops of the town, the huge dome of the Guild 
Hall. Bill’s waiting for her on the pavement outside his 
house. He’s wearing a cravat for the occasion, leaning 
heavily on his walking stick. 

“Bill, how long have you been standing out in the 
cold?” Laura scolds him, as she opens the passenger 
door, settles him into his seatbelt. 

Getting in beside him, she feels a lightening of her 
spirits. She’s going to spend some time in the company of 
a decent man – something that doesn’t happen often 
enough. It may be an unconventional Saturday, but it sure 
beats scuffing round the house feeling lonely. 

“OK then,” she says, pulling out from the kerb. “Is 
there a florist round here?” 
 



 

 

James, Natalie and Kirsty arrive home from the 
supermarket. Natalie’s sitting in the front beside him, 
fiddling with her mobile phone. James isn’t sure if she’s 
actually texting anyone or just using it as a way of 
avoiding looking at him, talking to him. She’s been sulky 
and unresponsive all morning, throwing items into the 
trolley carelessly: tins on top of fruit, Pepsi bottles onto 
eggs. 

On the way home James stopped at the fish and 
chip shop, in an attempt to mollify the girls, and there are 
three greasy paper bundles in the boot alongside the 
plastic shopping bags and the sacks of hay and wood 
shavings. 

“We’ll put the food away, then have our lunch, 
then clean out the rabbits and then we can go and visit 
Mum,” he says as brightly as he can manage. But of 
course, what he means is that he’ll put the food away 
while the girls start on their chips, squirting tomato 
ketchup all over the place like stage blood. 

“Can we tell Mummy we had fish and chips?” 
Kirsty asks. She’s already got a blob of ketchup on her 
jumper. 

“I don’t think she’ll mind,” James says.  
“She says they’re junk,” Natalie says, eating chips 

with her fingers. 
James slams cereal and rice into the cupboard. 

Nothing he does is right with Natalie this weekend.  
“I thought it’d save time, Nat,” he says. “So we 

can get to see her quicker.”  



 

 

He tips his own meal onto a plate. He can’t be 
bothered to arrange the chips at the side of the fish, 
leaves them in a spiky pile on top of the batter. Kirsty 
seems to be enjoying her food, scooping up at ketchup on 
the end of her chips. James sits down at the table, reaches 
for the salt. 

“Good chips, Kirsty?” 
Kirsty nods. She’d better change that stained 

jumper before we go to the hospital, James thinks. 
“You’ll get fat,” Natalie says to Kirsty. 
“Won’t,” says Kirsty.  
“It’s all carbohydrate and fat,” Natalie says. “You 

know what Mum says about carbohydrate.” 
“It doesn’t hurt for once,” James says. 
Natalie scowls, eats chips, as if daring James to 

comment on her hypocrisy. 
“You’re fatter than I am,” Kirsty says. 
“Am not,” says Natalie. 
“Who’s fatter, me or her?” Kirsty asks James. 
“No-one’s fat,” James sighs. “Look, Nat, if you 

really don’t want those chips, I’ll have them.” 
“You’ll get fat too,” says Natalie. 
 
 
 
 
 

 


