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Prologue: The Last Patient
The contractors had started on the far end of the corridor at six in the evening, and by midnight they had reached the day room.
Eilidh Rennie could hear them from the nurses’ station: the soft rip of parcel tape, a trolley with one bad wheel, a man called Darren asking another man called Darren whether the fish tank was on the inventory or whether somebody was just meant to take it home. They were being quiet about it. Somebody had told them there was still a patient on the ward, and they had taken that seriously, which she had not expected and did not know what to do with. Every so often one of them walked past the station in his hi-vis and gave her a nod like a man passing a church.
There was one patient on the ward. There had been one patient on the ward for eleven days.
His name was Thomas Docherty, he was seventy-one, and he was in Bed Four because Bed Four had the window that looked over the car park to the Carntyne Road, and he had said on his first day that he wanted to see the buses. He had not seen much of anything since Tuesday. His breathing had changed at about half past ten, and Eilidh had written the time down on his chart and then stood at the foot of the bed for a minute with her pen still in her hand, because there was nobody left to hand the chart to in the morning.
The syringe driver clicked. The radiator ticked. Out in the corridor, Darren told Darren to mind the paintwork.
She went back in.
The boy was still there. He had been there since four in the afternoon, in the chair by the window, in a grey hoodie and a pair of trainers so white she suspected he had cleaned them for the occasion. He was twenty-two and his knee had not stopped going for eight hours. He was holding his phone at an angle that meant he was not reading it.
“Is he worse?” the boy said.
“His breathing’s changed,” Eilidh said. “Can you hear it?”
He listened. She watched him decide whether to be embarrassed about listening. “It’s like there’s a gap,” he said.
“That’s right. There’ll be longer gaps. Then he’ll catch up. It’s not sore for him. His body’s just doing it on its own now.”
“How do you know it’s not sore?”
“Because I’m watching his face,” she said, “and so are you.”
The boy looked at his grandfather’s face. Tam Docherty’s face had been a hard one once; you could still see the shape of it under the skin, a Barlinnie face, a face for a close in 1985. Now it was just tired, and loose around the mouth, and entirely peaceful in the way that the families never believed until they had watched it for an hour.
“His mouth’s dry,” the boy said.
“You can do something about that, if you want.”
He looked at her as if she had asked him to defuse something. She fetched a little tub of water and the pink sponge swabs from the trolley, and she showed him once, and then she handed him the stick and went and did something unnecessary with the curtain so that he would not feel watched.
“Just the lips and inside the cheek. He’ll not choke on it. Not too wet.”
“Like that?”
“Like that.”
He did it three times more than he needed to. She let him.
* * *
His name was Kyle. She had learned that on the first night, from the admission sheet, and on the second night from Tam himself, who had still been talking then and had said, when the boy went out for a smoke, “That’s my Kyle. He’s been in the jail. He’s a good boy.” Both of these things had been said with the same pride. Kyle had come every night after work, whatever work was, and sat in the chair, and said almost nothing, and gone home at ten. Tonight he had not gone home at ten. Eilidh had not suggested it.
Tam had been diagnosed with lung cancer in 2033, the first autumn of the rollout, and he had been one of the first in the east end to have the course. It had not worked. The consultant, in the days when there were still consultants to explain it, had called it an unusual response profile, and had sounded almost interested. They had designed him a second course in 2035 and that had not worked either. He was what the Course Design Service called a non-responder, a word that sounded as if Tam had been asked a question and refused to answer it. There were not many of them. There were, Eilidh had worked out once, fewer non-responders in the whole of Scotland than there had been beds in this one hospice the year she started.
That was why Carntyne House had stayed open until tonight. That was why she was here. The switchboard had closed a fortnight ago and the ward number had been diverted to her own mobile since, so that for two weeks every call about Tam Docherty, from the pharmacy, from the undertakers, from the boy asking whether there was any change, had come to the phone in her tunic pocket.
At a quarter to one Bernie, the healthcare assistant, put her head round the door with her coat on. “That’s me, hen. You sure?”
“Go home. I’m fine.”
“I’ll bring you a roll in the morning.”
“There’s no morning, Bernie. We’re shut.”
Bernie looked at the ceiling, which was what Bernie did instead of crying, and said, “I’ll bring you a roll anyway,” and went. Eilidh listened to her shoes all the way down the corridor, past the day room, past the Darrens, to the double doors. The doors had a sound she had been hearing for eighteen years, a sort of pneumatic sigh, and she thought: that’s the last time I’ll hear somebody go out of those doors on a shift. Then she thought: stop it. And went back to the chart.
* * *
The contractors had a pharmacist with them, a young man from a firm in Livingston with a laptop and a lockable case, whose job was to witness the destruction of the ward’s controlled drugs. He came to the station at two with a clipboard and a face that knew what it was asking.
“I’m really sorry. I need to log the stock. Whatever’s not in use tonight.”
“There’s a register in the cupboard. Take what’s not his.”
“I’ll leave everything for the patient. Obviously.”
“Obviously,” Eilidh said, and then, because he was twenty-five and it was not his fault, “Thank you, son.”
She counted with him. Morphine sulfate injection, ten milligrams in one mil, forty-two ampoules. Midazolam, eleven. Oxycodone. Haloperidol, which was not controlled but which he wanted to take anyway. Levomepromazine. Glycopyrronium. She said the names aloud into the dim cupboard the way she had said them ten thousand times before, and she found she was holding each box a second longer than she needed to, the way you hold the last of something. He wrote each one down and had her sign. It was an ordinary two in the morning job and she had done it on a thousand ordinary nights, and on none of those nights had anybody been waiting to carry the drugs out of the building afterwards so that they could never come back in.
“What happens to them?”
“Incinerated,” he said. “There’s a plant in Kent.”
“Kent.”
“Nobody up here does it any more.”
She locked the cupboard with what was left, which was what was in Tam’s driver and a bit over, and she gave him his case back, and he stood there for a second with it as if there was a form of words he had been taught for this moment and could not remember it.
“My gran was in here,” he said. “In 2029. Before.”
“What was her name?”
He told her. She did not remember. He could see that she did not remember, and it seemed to make him feel better rather than worse, as though it meant there had been so many that a name could get lost without anybody meaning it to.
“She said the nurses were brilliant,” he said, and went away with his drugs.
* * *
At three the gaps got longer.
Eilidh had sat through this so often that she no longer needed to count, but she counted anyway, under her breath, because the counting was for her. Twenty seconds. Then the catch, the long pull, the little sigh at the end of it. Then twenty-five. Kyle had stopped pretending about the phone. He had put it face down on the windowsill and pulled his chair right in against the bed, and he was holding his grandfather’s hand in both of his, and every time the breath stopped his whole body stopped with it.
“Can he hear me?”
“Hearing’s the last thing to go. So we think.”
“You think?”
“Nobody’s ever come back to tell us,” Eilidh said. “But I’d talk to him.”
Kyle looked at her with something close to panic. “What am I meant to say?”
“Whatever you’d say if he was sitting up.”
“He’d tell me to shut up.”
“Then say something he’d tell you to shut up about.”
Kyle thought about it. He rubbed his thumb along the back of his grandfather’s hand, over the bruises from the cannula and the old blue tattoo that had once been a swallow.
“Celtic got beat,” he said. “Saturday. Two nothing. At home.” He waited. “You’d have been raging, Grandad.”
The breath came, long and slow, and went.
“They’re rubbish,” Kyle told him. “They’re absolute rubbish, you’d have hated it.”
Eilidh went and stood at the window, which was what she did, so that the families could have the bed. Down in the car park the contractors’ van had its back doors open and its interior light on, and a man was sitting on the back step eating a sandwich from a foil tray. Past him, on the Carntyne Road, a night bus went by, lit up and entirely empty, heading for the city. She watched it until it had gone round the corner at the lights. She would have liked to have told Tam that one had gone past.
Behind her Kyle was still talking. It was about football, and then it was about a dog they had had, and then it was about a caravan at Seton Sands, and then it was about his mother, and Eilidh stopped listening on purpose because that part was not for her.
The breathing stopped at ten past four.
She knew it before Kyle did. She always did. She waited through the gap, and then through the length of time that would have been the next gap, and then she turned round and came back to the bed and put two fingers to the side of Tam Docherty’s neck, and waited again, because you always waited again.
Kyle was looking at her.
“Is that him?”
“That’s him,” she said. “He’s gone, son. I’m sorry.”
Kyle nodded as if she had told him the time. He kept hold of the hand. He looked at his grandfather’s face for a long time, and then at the window, and then back at the face, and then he said, in a voice she had not heard from him before, a small boy’s voice, “That was it?”
“That was it.”
“I thought it’d be…” He could not find it. “More.”
“It’s usually like that,” she said. “It’s usually just like that.”
* * *
She gave him as long as he wanted, which was twenty minutes, and then he stood up very suddenly and said he had to phone his mum, and went out into the corridor with his phone, and she heard the Darrens go quiet as he passed them.
She did the last offices on her own.
She had been taught them in 2004 by a ward sister in the Royal who had been taught them by a ward sister in 1970, and she had changed almost nothing. She took the syringe driver down and noted the time and the volume. She took out the line. She washed him with warm water in a basin, his face first, then his arms and his hands, the old swallow on the back of his left hand. She talked to him while she did it, because she always had. She told him the bus had gone past. She combed his hair, which was thin and white and had been black, and she put in his teeth, and she closed his mouth with a rolled towel under the chin, and his eyes were already closed. She put him in a clean gown and straightened the sheet and laid his hands on top of it. Then she opened the window a crack at the top, because Bernie always did and would have asked, and because it was the kind of thing that you did not believe in and did anyway.
It took her forty minutes. Out in the corridor, nobody moved a trolley the whole time.
When she came out, Darren, the older Darren, was standing by the day room door with his hands in his pockets. He took them out when he saw her.
“We’ll not go down that end till he’s away,” he said. “The undertakers. Till they’ve been.”
“Thank you.”
“My da was in the Royal Infirmary. 2027. Before all this.” He shrugged, not unkindly. “Same as that. Just like that.”
She did not know what to say to that, so she said, “Aye.”
* * *
The undertakers came at six. It was a firm from Shettleston that she had phoned a thousand times, and they sent two men she had never met, and one of them said, pulling on his gloves, that he had not done a hospice collection since November and that he thought this might be the last one he did. He did not say it as a complaint. He said it like the weather.
She walked beside the trolley to the back door, as she always had, and she stood in the cold with her cardigan pulled round her while they put Tam into the van, and she watched the van go out of the car park and turn left onto the Carntyne Road where the buses went.
Kyle had gone. She had not seen him go. When she went back to the nurses’ station to finish Tam’s notes and sign the last line on the last page of the last ward book, there was a can of Irn-Bru sitting on the desk beside the phone. It had been in a fridge somewhere. It was still cold, and there was a ring of wet on the laminate beneath it.
She sat and looked at it for a while.
Then she wrote up her notes. She wrote the time of death and the name of the nurse who confirmed it, which was hers. She wrote Family present: grandson, Kyle. She wrote Peaceful. She had written peaceful more times than she had written her own name, and she looked at it now on the page and wished, for the first time in thirty-three years, that there was a better word, and knew there was not.
At seven the contractors started on the ward.
She went round and switched off the lights herself, bay by bay, before they could. Bed One. Bed Two. The side rooms. The bathroom with the hoist. Bed Four last, with its window, with the gap at the top still open and the morning coming grey through it off the Carntyne Road. The switch was by the door, at the height of a nurse’s hand. She put her hand on it, and waited, because you always waited, and then she turned it off.
Chapter One
Bernie was in the car park at half past seven with a roll in a paper bag.
She was sitting in her wee Corsa with the engine running and the heater on full, and when Eilidh came out of the back door with her bag over her shoulder she leaned across and pushed the passenger door open, and Eilidh got in without either of them saying anything. The roll was square sausage and brown sauce. It was still warm. Eilidh ate it with the bag on her knee, watching the contractors carry the first of the beds out of the side door and into the back of a lorry, and Bernie watched her eat it.
“Was it all right?”
“It was fine. Ten past four.”
“The boy?”
“He was there.”
Bernie nodded. “Good.” She looked at the lorry. “Where are they taking them?”
“Poland, one of the Darrens said. There’s a place still buys them.”
“Poland,” Bernie said, the way the pharmacist had said Kent. She put the car in gear. “Do you want a lift?”
“I’ll walk.”
“It’s baltic, hen.”
“I’ll walk,” Eilidh said. “I want to walk.” And Bernie, who had worked beside her for eleven years and knew when not to push, reached over and squeezed her knee once, hard, and let her out.
* * *
It was not far. It had never been far; that had been half the reason she took the job in 2019, that she could walk it in twenty minutes and be home before the tea was cold. Down the drive between the dead rhododendrons, out through the gates with the NHS board on them that nobody had yet taken down, left onto the Carntyne Road where the buses went.
Glasgow at half seven on a Saturday in February was the same as it had always been, and it was not the same at all, and after four years she was still not used to the difference.
The pharmacy on the corner of Gartcraig Road had been a pharmacy for as long as she had been alive. Now the green cross was gone and there was a white sign in its place, the same white sign they had put up everywhere, with the same blue lettering and the Scottish Government saltire in the corner. NHS Scotland Course Clinic. Carntyne and Riddrie Hub. Appointments only. A queue had already formed outside, although the clinic did not open until nine. It was mostly old people. It was nearly always mostly old people. They were not there for anything much, she knew; the second course, the maintenance course, a check of a knee that had been cured of arthritis and had started to ache again because it was ninety years old and had been walking on Glasgow pavements the whole time. They stood with their flasks and their fold-up stools and their newspapers and they chatted. They looked, most of them, a good deal healthier than she felt.
A woman at the front of the queue, in a pink anorak, recognised her uniform under the open coat and said, “Morning, nurse,” in the voice of somebody who had not had a reason to say that to a stranger in a long time.
“Morning,” Eilidh said.
On past the Clinic, past the chip shop and the bookie’s and the place that had been a Cash Converters and was now a Cash Converters again. Across the road at the lights. The tenements on the far side of the Cumbernauld Road had every second window lit, which at this hour on a Saturday used to mean a shift worker or a baby. Now it meant nothing at all, or rather it meant that there were more people inside those flats than there had been rooms built for them, and that somebody was always up. She could see a man in a vest standing at a kitchen window with a mug, looking out at nothing, and behind him through the gap in his blind the shape of a bed made up in what should have been the living room. A granny. A great-granny. A son of forty who had never left. There was no way of telling from the street and no need to. It was every close in the city.
On the corner by the old Co-op there had been a funeral director. Mulholland’s. She had phoned them herself more times than she could count, mostly at night, mostly from the station at Carntyne with a family sitting behind her in the relatives’ room. The window of Mulholland’s had been whitewashed from the inside the summer before, and somebody had written on the whitewash with a finger, in big wobbly capitals, WHO NEEDS YOUS NOW, and somebody else had come along later and scrubbed the WHO off, so that now it just said NEEDS YOUS NOW. She had walked past it every day since August and she had never been able to decide whether the second person had been making a joke.
She turned up into Riddrie.
On her left, over the wall, was the long grey flank of the old prison. They had closed Barlinnie at last in 2031, when the new place out at Provan was finished, and for the best part of five years it had stood empty with its windows barred and nothing behind them. Last spring the developers had moved in. There was a hoarding along the whole length of Smithycroft Road now, with pictures on it of smiling families on balconies, and the words LANDMARK LIVING AT THE BAR in a font that somebody had been paid for. The flats would be full before the roofs went on, everybody said. Twelve hundred of them. There were eleven thousand names on the list.
Her street was quiet. Her house was the end one of a block of four, pebbledash and a hedge, the council semi her mother and father had never been able to afford and that she and Alan had bought in 2011 for a price that now made young people laugh out loud. The hedge wanted cutting. Alan had always cut it in March. She had cut it in March for five years now, badly, and she was going to cut it badly again in two weeks, and she stood for a second at the gate and looked at it and thought about that, and then she went up the path.
* * *
Her mother was at the kitchen table with the crossword.
She had the Saturday Herald folded into quarters and a pencil she had sharpened with a knife, and she was wearing her good cardigan over her nightie, and there was a pot of tea under a cosy that had been knitted by a woman at the Parish in 1994 and had never been washed. The radio was on low. Jean Rennie did not look up when her daughter came in, because Jean Rennie did not look up from the crossword for anybody, but she said, “There’s tea in the pot,” and she moved the milk an inch across the table in Eilidh’s direction, which was the same thing.
Eilidh put down her bag and took off her coat and sat down in her uniform.
The kitchen was warm. It was always warm. Jean kept the heating on from October to May because she had been cold for the first forty years of her life and she did not see why she should be cold for the rest of it. Eilidh poured the tea. It was stewed and strong and exactly right. She sat with both hands round the mug and let the heat go into her fingers and did not say anything.
Her mother filled in a word. Then she said, “Did he go?”
“He went.”
“When?”
“Ten past four.”
“Was it quiet?”
“It was quiet.”
Jean nodded. She wrote another word, slowly. She had very good handwriting; they had made her do it with a dip pen at Thomson Street School in 1953 and it had never left her. She was ninety years old, ninety-one on Monday, and her hand did not shake, and her eyes did not need her glasses for the small print, and she had the heart of a woman of sixty according to the last maintenance scan, which she had been told with great pride by a nurse practitioner of about twelve, and which she had repeated at the tea table that night in a voice that suggested she had been informed of a parking fine.
“Was anybody with him?”
“His grandson.”
“That’s good.” Another word. “Was he feart?”
“Tam? No. He was past it.”
“The boy, I meant.”
Eilidh thought about the knee going, and the phone held at an angle, and that was it? “A wee bit,” she said. “At the start. Then he was fine. He talked to him.”
“What about?”
“Celtic, mostly.”
Her mother made a small sound that was nearly a laugh. “Well. That’d do it.” She looked at the crossword for a while. Then she said, without any change in her voice, “At least he got to go.”
Eilidh was very tired, and she did not really hear it. She heard it later, much later, lying awake in the dark, and turned it over and looked at it, and put it down again. At the time she only said, “Aye,” and drank her tea.
“Is that it, then?” Jean said. “Is that you done?”
“That’s the ward shut.”
“Eighteen years. In that place.”
“Thirty-three, if you count the Royal.”
“I’m not counting the Royal, you hated the Royal.” Her mother put the pencil down and looked at her properly for the first time, over the top of the folded paper, with her head a little on one side. It was the look she had used on Eilidh at nine and at nineteen and at forty-nine, the morning after Alan, and it had not changed at all; it was the only thing about her mother’s face that the course had not somehow made younger. “What are you going to do?”
“Sleep.”
“After that.”
“I don’t know, Mum.”
“They’ll give you something.”
“They’ve offered me a course. A retraining course. I’ve to go in on Monday.”
“What as?”
Eilidh told her. Her mother looked at her for a long moment.
“A longevity,” Jean said, “wellbeing. What?”
“Navigator.”
“What does it navigate?”
“I honestly don’t know.”
Her mother picked the pencil back up. “Your father navigated,” she said. “He was on the buses forty-one year. He’d have given them longevity wellbeing.” And she went back to the crossword, and after a moment Eilidh laughed, really laughed, for the first time in a long time, with her head down on her arms on the kitchen table, and Jean let her, and did not look up.
* * *
Ross’s door was shut. His work boots were in the hall with the laces still in them, which meant he had come in late off the back shift and taken them off standing up, and there was the faint sound through the door of the radio he had fallen asleep with on. He drove for First, out of the Parkhead garage, mostly the 38 and the 60, and on a Friday night the 38 was a zoo. He was twenty-nine. His room was the room he had had since he was three, with the same wallpaper under a coat of paint he had done himself at fifteen, and the same view of the back green, and a double bed now instead of the single, which meant that you had to turn sideways to get to the wardrobe. His girlfriend Lauren stayed two nights a week. On those nights Eilidh heard them through the wall laughing at something on a phone, very quietly, like teenagers, and it broke her heart in a way she could not have explained to either of them.
The spare room at the end of the landing was her mother’s.
It had been Alan’s. Not his bedroom; his room, the wee box room he had kept his tools in, his good chisels in their roll, the offcuts he was saving for something, the radio that got the football. He had called it the workshop, which it was not, and he had gone in there on a Sunday with a mug of tea and come out three hours later with a birdbox or a spice rack or nothing at all. When he was ill he had gone in there less and less, and then not at all, and for two years after he died she had not opened the door. Then her mother’s flat in Dennistoun had got too much, and then her mother had had the course and got better, and then the flat had got too much again for different reasons, and in 2034 Jean had sold it to a young couple from Shawlands for twenty times what she and Bill had paid the council for it in 1991, and moved into the box room with a single bed and a wardrobe and a chest of drawers and the good china, and the chisels had gone into the loft.
She stood outside her mother’s door for a moment. She did not know why. Then she went into her own room and lay down on the bed on top of the covers in her uniform, with her shoes still on, and fell asleep before she had decided whether to take them off.
* * *
She woke at four in the afternoon and did not know where she was.
It was dark already, or nearly. There was a streetlight coming on outside and a smell of mince from downstairs and the sound of the television. Her mouth was dry. She lay and looked at the ceiling and waited for the ward to come back to her, the way it always did when she woke after a night: the handover, the names in the beds, who was on, what she needed to say to whom. She waited for the list.
There was no list.
She lay there with her shoes on for a long time. Somewhere outside a bus went past; she could tell from the engine it was one of the new electric ones, the ones Ross liked, that sounded like a fridge. Downstairs her mother said something to Ross and Ross laughed. Eilidh reached for her phone on the bedside table out of thirty years’ habit, to check whether the ward had called, and saw that it had not, and would not, and that there was one message, from a number she did not know, sent at eight minutes past nine that morning.
It said: thanks for looking after him.
There was no name. She knew who it was. She looked at it for a while, and then she put the phone back face down on the table, the way the boy had put his on the windowsill, and got up, and went to find out what she was for.
Chapter Two
“Ninety-one,” Jean said. “What’s to celebrate? I’ve done it before.”
“You’ve never done ninety-one before.”
“I’ve done ninety. It’s the same thing with a different number on it.”
It was ten past seven on Monday morning and Ross had got up early, before his shift, to make his gran a fry-up, which he did every year and which she complained about every year and ate every scrap of. He had put candles in the fried egg. They were birthday candles in the shape of a nine and a one, and they were melting slowly into the yolk, and Jean was looking at them with an expression of great patience.
“Blow it out, Gran.”
“I’m not blowing out an egg.”
“It’s tradition.”
“It’s been tradition since you were eleven and you did it for a laugh. That’s not tradition, that’s a habit.” She blew it out anyway. Ross cheered, alone, and Jean looked at Eilidh across the table as if to say, this is what you raised, and Eilidh looked back as if to say, you raised me, and it was an entirely ordinary morning in the house, and Eilidh held on to it with both hands because she had a meeting at ten about the rest of her life.
“There’s a card from Nan Duffy,” Ross said, handing it over. “And one from the Parish. And that one’s from Auntie Carol in Canada, it came Friday, I hid it.”
Jean opened them in order, read each one twice, and stood them up on the table against the teapot. Nan Duffy had been at school with her. Nan Duffy was ninety-two and lived in a flat in Cranhill with her daughter and her daughter’s husband and a grandson who had come back from London because he could not afford London, and Nan Duffy had had the course in the same month as Jean, and the two of them met on a Tuesday at the Parish lunch club and a Thursday at the Parish lunch club and phoned each other on a Sunday, and had done so for four years, and had long since run out of things to say.
“What’s she put?” Eilidh asked.
“ Many happy returns,” her mother read out. “ Another year, eh. Love Nan. ” She put it back against the teapot. “Another year, eh,” she said, to nobody. Then she picked up her knife and fork and ate her egg with the candle wax still in it.
* * *
NHS Greater Glasgow and Clyde kept its headquarters where it always had, on the Gartnavel site in the west end, in a building that had been designed in the 1990s to look like the future and now looked like a dentist’s. Eilidh got the train from Alexandra Parade and then a bus, and arrived twenty minutes early, and sat in the car park for fifteen of them.
There were four people in the room. There was a woman from Human Resources called Gillian who had been sent her file and had read it, which Eilidh noticed and was grateful for. There was a man called Frank from the Royal College, her union rep, who had been at the redundancy consultations for Carntyne since the previous summer and who had the grey, courteous look of a man who had sat through three hundred of these meetings in the last four years and expected to sit through three hundred more. There was a young woman from something called Workforce Transition who had a lanyard and a laptop and a folder of leaflets. And there was Eilidh.
It did not take long. They had all known how it would go since the summer.
Gillian read out the terms: the years of service, the enhanced package the College had fought for, the pension, which was protected, and the date the last payment would go in. Frank asked two questions on Eilidh’s behalf and got two answers he already knew. Eilidh signed where she was shown. The pen was a good one. She had a feeling somebody had bought a box of good pens specially.
“And now,” Gillian said, in the voice of somebody passing the ball, “Kirsty’s going to talk to you about options.”
Kirsty from Workforce Transition opened her laptop.
The options, it turned out, were one option. NHS Scotland had, in partnership with the Scottish Government’s Health Transition Directorate and an external training provider, designed a twelve-week programme to redeploy experienced clinical staff into a new community role. The role was called Longevity Wellbeing Navigator. Kirsty had a slide about it. The slide had a picture of a smiling grey-haired man in a tracksuit walking up a hill beside a smiling younger woman in a lanyard, and underneath it said Helping Scotland Live Well, For Longer.
“So essentially,” Kirsty said, “the thinking is, we’ve got this amazing clinical workforce, with all this experience of supporting people, and at the same time we’ve got this whole new population cohort, people living into their nineties and beyond, and a lot of them are, well, they’re a bit lost. They’re physically well, but they don’t necessarily have structure. So the Navigator would work with GP hubs and community groups to support older people to find purpose and activity and connection. Social prescribing, but more holistic.”
“Holistic,” said Frank, not quite under his breath.
“It’s really interesting work,” Kirsty said. She meant it; that was the terrible thing. “There’s a real need.”
“I’m a palliative nurse,” Eilidh said.
“Absolutely. And those skills are totally transferable. Communication, empathy, family work.”
“My skills are helping people die.”
There was a small silence in the room. Frank looked at the table. Gillian looked at Eilidh, and there was something in her face that Eilidh did not expect, which was recognition; Gillian’s mother, she found out later, had died at Carntyne in 2024, in Bed Six, of motor neurone disease. At the time she only saw that Gillian did not look away.
“I know,” Kirsty said, more quietly, and closed her laptop halfway. “I’m sorry. I know it’s not the same.”
“It’s not your fault, hen.”
“The first cohort starts on the sixteenth. At the SEC. You don’t have to decide today.”
“No,” Eilidh said. “I’ll go.”
She did not know why she said it. Frank looked at her sideways. Afterwards, walking back to the bus with him in the rain, he said, “You don’t have to go, you know. The package doesn’t depend on it.”
“I know.”
“Most of them go for the first week and then stop.”
“What do they do instead?”
Frank considered the question as if it were a clinical one. “The pharmacists are mostly driving,” he said. “Deliveries. The HCAs have gone into the care homes, the ones that are left, or into hospitality. A lot of the nurses went to Australia in the first two years, before the Australians got the course. Now the Australians have got it, so.” He opened his umbrella for both of them. “I’ve one lass, a theatre sister, thirty year in, she’s a lollipop lady in Bishopbriggs. Says it’s the best job she’s ever had. Says she’s saving lives.”
“Is she?”
“She’s standing in the road in a white coat,” Frank said. “I don’t know. She seems happy enough.”
* * *
The farewell was at Brennan’s on Duke Street, because Brennan’s was halfway between Carntyne and everywhere and because the Carntyne staff had been going there on a Friday since 1994. Somebody had put a sign on the door of the function room at the back. It said CARNTYNE HOUSE 1994 TO 2037 and had a photograph of the building printed off a website, slightly squint, and under it, in biro, somebody had added: Last orders.
There were about forty of them. There were nurses she had trained and nurses who had trained her. There was Bernie, in a dress, which was a first. There was the chaplain, Moira Tait, who had been redeployed to Stobhill in the autumn and had come straight from a shift there with her collar still on. There was Senga, who had cleaned the ward for forty-three years and was the only person in the building who had been there on the day it opened, and who stood at the bar with a Bacardi and Coke and told anybody who came near her about the first patient, a man called Mr Harkins from Shettleston, who had asked her on her first morning whether she was an angel, and she had said no, she was the cleaner, and he had said, same thing, hen. There was Dr Helen Arbuckle, the last consultant, who had taken early retirement in 2035 and moved to a cottage in Kippen and grown thinner and browner and happier, and who hugged Eilidh for so long in the doorway that people began to look.
There were speeches. They were bad speeches, as they were supposed to be. Helen made one, and cried. Moira made one, and did not cry, and said a prayer at the end of it that half the room did not know the words to and all of them bowed their heads for. Then somebody put a playlist on, and somebody else went to the bar, and it turned into a night out, which was what they needed and what they were good at. Eilidh stood by the fruit machine with a glass of white wine she was not drinking, and people came to her in ones and twos, the way they came to the station at the end of a shift, and she listened to what they were doing now. Care home in Airdrie. Lidl. Retraining as a primary teacher. Tattooist. Dubai. A lot of them were going to be Navigators. None of them had any idea what it was either.
At nine the door from the street opened and Callum Laidlaw came in, in a Tesco fleece.
It took her a moment to know him. She had not seen him for two years, and in that time he had put on weight around the middle and lost it from his face, and let his hair grow, and stopped doing whatever it was he used to do to his beard. He stood in the doorway of the function room with the rain on his shoulders and looked round it like a man looking for a bed number, and when he saw her he raised one hand, the way he used to raise it at the far end of the ward when he came in on a Wednesday for the liaison round.
He had come every Wednesday since long before she started there. He had been the Beatson’s palliative liaison consultant from 2008, and before the course he had been the doctor that every family on the ward was most afraid of and most wanted to see, because he was the one who told them the truth. He was very good at it. He took his time. He sat down, which consultants did not do. He had a way of saying I’m afraid at the start of a sentence that made the rest of it bearable. Eilidh had stood beside him at perhaps a thousand bedsides and she had never once seen him be cruel, or hurried, or wrong about how long.
“I heard,” he said, when he had got through the room to her. “Moira phoned me. I’m sorry I’m late. I was on the van till eight.”
“You’re not late. There’s no late.”
“I brought a card.” He took it out of the inside of the fleece; it was damp and bent in the middle. “I’ve written something appalling in it. Don’t read it now.”
“I’ll not.”
“How was the last night?”
She told him. He listened the way he always had, with his head down, nodding. When she said non-responder he closed his eyes briefly, and when she said ten past four he nodded once more and said, “That’s a good time. Four’s a good time. I always thought that.” Then he went to the bar and came back with a double whisky for himself and another white wine for her, although she had not finished the first, and they went outside to the pavement because it was too loud, and stood under the pub’s awning in the drizzle with the Duke Street traffic going past.
“You look well,” she said.
“I look like a man who drives a van for a supermarket,” Callum said. “Which I am. The Shawlands and Pollokshields route. Morning and afternoon slots. I’m very good at it. I’ve a five-star rating. I’ve had a five-star rating for sixteen months, which is something I never had in medicine, I’ll tell you that for nothing.” He drank. “I’m the most expensive delivery driver in Scotland. Strictly speaking, if you count the training. Fifteen years from matriculation to consultant. Something like six hundred thousand pounds of public money, I worked it out once. To bring people their messages.”
“You’re still a doctor.”
“I’m not, actually. That’s the thing.” He said it lightly. “I relinquished my licence in 2035. When the Beatson went. There didn’t seem much point in paying the GMC four hundred quid a year to be allowed to do a job that didn’t exist any more. I’ve still got the letters after my name. I just can’t use them for anything.” He looked at the traffic. “I teach a class. At the Mitchell. Tuesday nights. The History of Cancer. I’ve three pensioners and a student. The pensioners come because it’s warm. The student’s doing a dissertation. We’re up to Halsted.”
She did not know who Halsted was. She did not ask. She could see it was not really about Halsted.
“Do you miss it?” she said.
He did not answer that. He did not answer it for so long that she thought he was not going to, and she was about to say something else, anything else, when he said, in a different voice, “Do you know what I think about?”
“What?”
“At the end. At the Beatson. The last year or so, when it was nearly all winding down. We’d still get referrals in. Not many. A handful a month. People the course wouldn’t take.” He was turning his glass round and round. “Not non-responders like your man. Different. People it wouldn’t even design for. It would come back and say, record confidence insufficient. That’s the phrase. Refer for reconciliation. Their notes were a mess, you see, the machine couldn’t read them, couldn’t be sure they were who they said they were, or what had happened to them. Kids from care. Folk who’d been in the jail. Folk who’d been sleeping rough for years. So they’d get sent to us. As if we could do something.” He drank again. “And we could, for a while. Old-fashioned. Chemo. Radiotherapy. We still had the machines. And then we didn’t. And they kept coming, and we sent them on to reconciliation, which was a queue, and I don’t know what happened to them after that. I never found out. I never followed it up.” He looked at her. “That’s what I think about. On the van. Between Pollokshields and Shawlands. Isn’t that stupid?”
“It’s not stupid.”
“It’s probably nothing. It’s probably three people.” He finished the whisky. “It’s probably nothing,” he said again, which was how she knew he did not think it was.
Behind them the door opened, and Bernie put her head out, and said they were doing the photo, and they were to get in now, the both of them, she would not take no. And they went back in, and stood at the back of forty people in a function room on Duke Street under a squint picture of a building that was being taken to pieces a mile away, and somebody’s phone flashed, and that was the last photograph of the staff of Carntyne House.
In the taxi home she opened his card. It said, in his terrible consultant’s scrawl: To the best nurse I ever worked with, who never once let me get away with anything. God knows what we’re for now. C.
Thank You For Reading
That is the end of this sample of The Last Ward. Thank you for reading.
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