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For Kevin because his story inspired mine


Chapter One

‘Doctors’ surgery, hold the line please!’

With deft efficiency, Joan cradled the receiver in one hand while running the tip of her pencil down the appointments list with the other. It was only twenty to nine, yet already the queue of patients stretched out of sight round the corner of the reception desk. Monday mornings, she thought, always the same!

She turned her attention once again to Mrs Donaghue, as she stood on the other side of the desk clutching her grey nylon shopping bag, her anxious face framed by neatly permed hair. The pensioner was staring down at the appointments sheet trying to make sense of it, even though it was upside down from where she stood. ‘No, it’s got to be Dr Gatward. He always sees me. He’d see me now, if he realised I was here. You ask him! I bake cakes for him. He’ll fit me in, I know he will.’

‘Sorry, but he’s so busy today. Dr Norris could see you …’

‘Too young. Still wet behind the ears!’

Joan stiffened, then pushed her glasses firmly on to her nose. ‘Alistair Norris is a fully qualified doctor. I can give you an appointment for later this afternoon.’

‘No.’

‘Dr Bryant then? Half past ten tomorrow?’

‘No.’

Joan sighed. ‘Well, you can see Dr Gatward at quarter to eleven on Wednesday morning. Will that do?’

‘I could be dead by then,’ huffed the older woman. ‘No, I’ll just wait. When he knows I’m here, he’ll see me this morning.’

‘He can’t,’ was the patient reply. ‘He’s only in the surgery for an hour, then he’s out on his rounds. Just look at the queue!’

But Mrs Donaghue was already heading for the only empty chair in the waiting room. ‘You tell him Doris is here,’ she called back over her shoulder, ‘then we’ll see!’

Further along the desk Moira caught Joan’s exasperated expression, and grinned. Although the reception team was now six strong, they had been the two original members of front-office staff when the practice first expanded many years before. Since then, they’d gossiped their way through everything, their children, in-laws, husbands, their business – and whenever possible, other people’s business too. In the overgrown village community of Berston, the doctors’ surgery was the hub of local life. It was the job of the receptionists to be good listeners, to notice when people had problems. And whether those problems were medical or not, very little got past the eagle eyes and ears of Joan and Moira. Their interest was kindly, and generally welcomed by the patients. It gave the practice a family feel, as if every single one of them mattered. And in honesty, to Joan and Moira, they really did.

As Joan began to deal with the next patient in line, a mug of steaming tea was placed in front of her on the counter below the desk. She glanced over her shoulder to thank the youngest member of the reception team.

‘That’s OK,’ acknowledged Christine, ‘and I’ve given you one sugar. You may be watching your waistline, but we all reckon you get grumpy if you don’t have your sugar fix.’

With a wry grin, Joan sighed. ‘I’m never going to get into that outfit for my daughter’s wedding. And her mother-in-law-to-be is like a bean pole. I’m going to look like a beached whale in the photos.’

‘Have you got any notes for me?’ Jill Dunbar strode through the door into the reception area.

‘Coming up,’ replied Christine. ‘They’re on my desk.’

Jill was a popular member of the surgery team, much sought after by the patients for her skill and compassion as the practice nurse, and appreciated by the staff for her quick wit and easy-going, yet totally professional approach to work. Considering they’d all celebrated her fiftieth birthday with a Blue Suede Shoes party a couple of years before, she was still a woman to turn heads, with her stylishly cut short dark hair, trim figure and smooth complexion that probably owed more to sunshine and fresh air than to expensive cosmetics.

‘Is Simon in?’ she asked, sifting through the pile of papers she’d been handed.

‘Since eight o’clock. And he’ll be here till eight o’clock tonight if he doesn’t get a move on, and keep his appointments to time. He’s twenty minutes behind already, and he’s only seen three patients.’

Jill smiled to herself. Typical of Simon. He didn’t watch the clock. That’s why all the patients loved him, especially those who simply wanted someone to talk to. Simon was a good listener.

‘Tell him I’d like a word before he goes out on his calls, will you?’

Christine nodded, and turned back to the computer screen.

In fact, along the corridor in Surgery Two, Simon wasn’t listening at all. He couldn’t listen. He couldn’t hear himself think. Young Abigail Williams, two and a half years old and in pain from an ear infection, was screaming like a banshee. She wouldn’t let the doctor look inside her ear. She wouldn’t let him near her. And she wouldn’t stop crying, not for her mother, not for a sweetie, and certainly not for the horrible man who was coming at her with something in his hand that looked as if it might hurt if he put it anywhere near her sore ear.

‘She’s tired, I think,’ her exhausted mother tried to explain. ‘She didn’t get much sleep last night.’

‘Neither did you, by the look of it,’ shouted Simon in reply. ‘Look, we’re not getting far, are we? I don’t like taking chances with children, and I’m pretty sure it’s just a common-or-garden infection. I’ll prescribe some antibiotics, and we’ll see how she gets on. If you have any doubts, just give me a ring, and I’ll pop in to see her later on home territory.’

‘Oh, doctor, would you? Thanks so much.’ Relief flooded across the young woman’s face.

As he began writing out the prescription, he smiled hopefully at Abigail who replied by unleashing another earsplitting scream. He grimaced. ‘See what a winning way I have with women!’

His next few patients were mostly women. There was Mrs Kennelly, who had arthritis and very limited movement in her shoulder. Then there was Miss Barber, who was imprecise about exactly what she’d come for until she reached the door handle on her way out, then burst into tears. She had been looking after her elderly mother with great devotion for years. Now the old lady was suffering from quite severe dementia which made her forgetful and difficult to please. Miss Barber was at the end of her tether, no longer able to cope on her own but torn apart by guilt that she should even think of her own dear mother going into a home. A quarter of an hour later, a quiet reassuring talk with Simon had set the wheels in motion to investigate what would be the best solution for both her mother and her own sanity.

And there was Ms Barbara Gordon (‘but please call me Babs’), the forty-something divorcee who’d become the talk of the village as she re-established herself as a single woman after her husband ran off with the woman next door. As Simon examined the wrist she said was painful, her eyes never left his face.

‘Good job it’s not my right arm, or I wouldn’t be able to play tennis. I love tennis,’ she added softly.

Simon didn’t reply.

‘Do you play?’

‘Not really,’ he answered, still looking down as he gently manipulated her wrist.

‘Only I wondered if you’d like to come along to the club one day? The exercise would do you good.’

He laughed. ‘It probably would. And I expect I’d give all the other players a laugh too, because I’m well past my best for chasing round anything other than a golf ball.’

‘I could teach you,’ she replied, looking steadily into his eyes.

‘Not my scene, I’m afraid. Well, I can’t find much wrong with your wrist. You’ve probably got a slight sprain. Try wearing an elasticated bandage for a couple of days to give it a bit of extra support. That should do the trick.’

‘Should I come back to see you if there’s no improvement?’

‘Of course – but stay off the tennis until it’s completely recovered. Goodbye.’

Next came his old friend Bert Davies, who’d done Simon’s garden for years. Bert’s back problem was hardly helped by the hours of digging and bending he put in every week at dozens of homes around the village. He was way beyond retirement age of course, but he loved his job so much the doctor knew that whatever advice he was given to cut down his workload would be politely ignored.

‘You’re your own worst enemy, Bert. I can’t help you, unless you help yourself.’

‘Want to dig your own garden then, do you?’

‘I couldn’t do it. Not enough time, and definitely not enough energy. But at least I know my limitations. You’re pushing yourself too hard. You need to slow down, hang up your wellies. Give that back of yours a chance to recover.’

‘I’ll slow down when you do.’

‘I’m fifty. You’re seventy.’

‘You’ll never slow down because you love your job. So do I.’

‘I’d like to send you for another x-ray.’

‘I can’t be doing with all that. Just give me some more of those tablets. They worked a treat.’

‘OK, I’ll stop employing you. I’ll get someone else to do the digging, and you can just sort out the flowers.’

‘And what about all the other gardens I do? Stop fussing, doc. Give me the prescription, and I’ll be round on Thursday morning as usual. By the way, you need a new wheelbarrow – and more petrol for the lawnmower. And you were very short on teabags last week. I hope you’ve got a new supply in.’

Two hours later Simon finally reached the end of his list for that morning, and even found time to squeeze in Doris Donaghue, who presented Simon with a walnut cream cake, spent five minutes moaning about her husband’s snoring, two minutes on her bunion, then left with a triumphant smile in Joan’s direction.

Simon looked up from the computer screen at the quiet knock, as Jill popped her head around his door. ‘If I make you a cup of coffee, can you spare a moment for us to catch up?’

He grinned gratefully. His friendship with Jill went back a long way, much earlier than twelve years ago when he’d joined the practice, to the days when they’d both been in London, he at the start of his GP training, she as a new staff nurse. They’d been part of a larger group of medical students and newly qualified doctors and nurses then, who’d worked, slept and drunk together in a fog of overwork and exhaustion. Jill had noticed Simon straight away with his sandy hair, warm blue eyes and tall well-built frame. The rapport between them was mutual and instant, except the romance Jill would have welcomed never quite happened. She’d always wondered why. The chemistry seemed to be there, for her at least. For him? Well, he teased and flirted in a way that made her feel special and attractive, but romance between them had never been more than wishful thinking.

She studied him now, as he finished his notes while the coffee cooled. He was still a striking man, the silver strands in his fair hair adding distinction and character to his long, pleasant face. His blue eyes mostly peered through glasses these days, but this was a man whose expression could be compassionate one moment and creased with good humour the next. The years had been kind to him. His frame was still tall and lean, much the same as she remembered him in the days when Saturday afternoons had been filled with bruising, boisterous rugby matches. Once, she had put her best nursing skill into action when his eyebrow was cut open by the studs of a rugby boot. The scar was still visible. Sometimes, she thought of reaching out to stroke it – but she never did.

The next ten minutes were spent discussing patients, paperwork and follow-up needed on cases that concerned them both. Then Simon leaned back in his chair and stretched, putting his hands behind his head.

‘You look tired,’ she said sternly. ‘You’re doing too much.’

‘Oh, don’t you start! I’ve already had Bert nagging me this morning.’

‘You take it all too seriously, Simon. You don’t have to jump every time a patient calls. You’ll be laid up yourself, if you don’t watch it.’

‘You sound like a wife.’

‘I am a wife – but not yours.’

‘Hmm,’ said Simon, the smile leaving his face. ‘How is Michael? Still raking it in?’

She shrugged. ‘You know what he’s like. Fingers in lots of pies.’

‘You’d think being a GP would be enough.’

‘Not for him.’

There was a silence for a moment.

‘Are you all set for tonight?’

He upended his cup to gulp down the last mouthful of coffee. ‘I can’t wait. What a barrel of laughs that should be – our respected leader, Gerald, talking about the Rotary Club all evening; his wife Patricia, our highly efficient practice manager, lecturing us on how we’re spending too much; and your beloved husband lording it over the lot of us. Thank God you’re going. At least you’ll be good company!’

Jill chuckled. ‘Oh, come on, it is Patricia’s birthday. And Michael’s not that bad. You don’t know him.’

‘He’s awful. You’re far too good for him.’

‘You’re probably right – but he proposed when you didn’t.’

He grinned. ‘Now, isn’t that the story of my life? Let it slip through my fingers!’

She got up abruptly to head for the door, laughing as she called back over her shoulder, ‘More fool you!’

Then closing the door behind her, she leaned against the frame for just a second as the familiar sense of loss swept over her. More fool her!

No one was at all surprised that Simon should be the last to arrive at the restaurant. The others had already chosen from the menu and were on their second aperitif when he hurried in to join them. He made straight for Patricia, sweeping her into a theatrical hug.

‘Happy birthday! Apologies for my tardiness! That home birth – Mrs Westfield – went into labour two weeks early, and I promised I’d be there.’

‘What about Wendy? Couldn’t she cope? Midwives don’t come much more experienced than her.’

‘Absolutely right,’ agreed Simon, pulling up a chair, and helping himself to an olive from a dish in the middle of the table. ‘She could have managed fine. And to be fair, Mrs Westfield probably knows a good deal more about having babies than I do – this is, what, her fourth? But because she was planning a home birth, and I’ve seen her right through this pregnancy, I did say I’d be there – although I reckon the only useful thing I did this evening was to make a cup of tea when it was all over.’

‘Simon, this was supposed to be your night off,’ pointed out Patricia. ‘It is a special evening, my birthday. Just for once, it would have been nice if you’d been here on time.’

‘Right again!’ agreed Simon. ‘I’m starving! What’s on the specials board?’

Jill stretched over to fill his glass with chablis. ‘Was it a boy or girl?’

He smiled at her. ‘A boy. Simon. Made it all worthwhile really.’

Much later, Simon cast a subtle eye around the group as they leaned back in their chairs, replete, yet still finding room for paper-thin chocolate mints to help their coffee down.

‘The thing is,’ said Michael on the opposite side of the table, ‘there’s quite a lot at stake here. As a company, Roxborough has always worked to nurture good relations with its employees. There are very few places to rival the conditions offered to people who work there. But some of them are just out to milk the system. All that business in the papers recently about working too long at computer terminals? That brought them out in their droves. I’ve seen three RSI women this week complaining their wrists are aching because of constantly working with them in the same position, and two men talking about headaches caused by staring at their VDU’s. And it’s not just a cure they’re after. It’s the sniff of compensation.’

Typical of the man, thought Simon. Always pontificating about something or another. He’d been exactly the same in all the years he’d known him. In those early days, Michael’s arrogance had come from the fact that he was two years older than Simon, and therefore two years further down the line in his GP training. It also stemmed from his well-do-do family and public-school upbringing, which led him to believe he had nothing to learn, as he was undoubtedly right about everything. He expected to make a good living as a doctor, and his ambition had brought him position and financial reward. His income as a part-time GP was boosted by a lucrative post as the Occupational Health Consultant at Roxborough’s, the largest engineering firm in the area. He added to that healthy bonuses from private clinics for treatments as varied as life insurance medicals to second signatures on abortions. And, of course, his cherished position on the local medical committee, allowing him to oversee the work of all general medical practitioners in the area, gave him added status. Whereas Simon was a doctor because he loved people, Michael saw his medical training as a means to power and position. Simon was appalled at Michael’s lack of genuine care for his patients. Michael was amused at Simon’s lack of acumen when it came to making his profession pay.

Why Jill had ever married him, Simon could only wonder.

His gaze moved round the table to Gerald, senior partner at the King Street surgery. He liked Gerald. True, he could be a bit stuffy and stuck in his ways, but he was getting on a bit now. As the pace of life quickened, and pressures increased on everyone in the medical profession, Gerald chose to remain stoically unmoved by progress. If it weren’t for Patricia as both his wife and practice manager, ten years his junior with her razor-sharp business mind, the partnership might have gone under years ago.

To look at them, they seemed an oddly matched couple. He was shorter than his wife, his thick greying hair and silver-rimmed glasses giving him a slightly boffin-like air. She, on the other hand, was an elegant, handsome woman, strong in both body and character. She ran the practice with painstaking efficiency, so that every patient, every hour, and every penny was accounted for. The only misshapen cog in the wheel was Dr Simon Gatward. The very qualities which made patients adore him and demand his time caused her endless irritation and inconvenience. He was always late, always missing, and always behind with paperwork. His surgeries overran, his list of house calls seemed never-ending, and cost didn’t even enter his head as he referred this patient, or prescribed that drug. She recognised he was a good doctor. Infuriatingly, over-generously good.

Jill caught his eye and smiled in his direction. In the soft light of the restaurant, Simon thought how lovely she looked, but then Jill’s beauty went far beyond the prettiness of her face, or her neat, eye-catching figure. She had a warmth about her which drew others in for comfort and confidences. It had been that warmth which had fascinated him from the start, and made her stand out from the noisy crowd of nurses of which she’d been part. He remembered how he’d sought her company to walk with him on leisurely meanders along the River Thames. He remembered the ease of their discussion, the daftness of their jokes, the simple pleasure they found in each other. They were intimate, but only in conversation. They hugged, but didn’t kiss. They were a pair, never a couple. Friends, not lovers.

He watched her now as she chatted to Gerald, and wondered yet again why he’d never made the move to claim her when the chance was there. Too soon, Michael had come on the scene with his classy car and even classier accent. Too late, he realised the newcomer was out to win her at all costs. While Simon buried himself in work, expecting the romance to blow over, Michael wooed her with his ambitious plans and smooth good looks. She was flattered and overwhelmed until before Simon knew it, they were engaged, married, and living in Berkshire. He lost touch with them then. Years passed, successful for them, with a well-appointed house and two fine children to their credit. And the years passed for Simon too – that dark time, too painful to remember …

‘Why didn’t you go, Simon? Israel would have done you a power of good!’ Michael directed the question at him across the table.

‘I’m not into freebies. There’s always a price to pay.’

‘It’s a perk, not a freebie. And it’s a conference, not a holiday. We had demonstrations and lectures …’

‘Which probably lasted a whole morning,’ interrupted Simon. ‘It was a free week’s holiday, provided by a pharmaceutical company, for doctors they hope will prescribe their product. Bribery. A freebie.’

‘It’s a good product.’

‘It’s over-hyped, over-priced and there are better, cheaper alternatives already on the market.’

Michael’s expression was dangerously calm. ‘It works.’

‘Come off it, Michael, this drug is nothing new. It’s just more of the same, with a glossy marketing package – and you don’t believe that rubbish any more than I do! We both know any drug can only do half the job. In the end, a patient with depression needs time as much as they need prescriptions, and I believe that’s where the real potential for healing lies – in doctors having time to listen, to counsel …’

‘Oh Simon, wake up! Time is the one luxury doctors don’t have these days! Ask Patricia! Ask anyone in medical practice!’

‘If you ask me,’ Jill’s voice cut in, ‘it’s getting late. You’ve got an early start in the morning, Michael. It’s been lovely. Thank you so much for inviting us.’ She rose to kiss Patricia and Gerald warmly, and with an intense look and the barest wave in Simon’s direction, she led the way as she and Michael left the restaurant.

‘She insists on seeing you. You know what she’s like.’

Simon had been cornered by Lynn Webster, the health visitor, the moment he came in from his house calls the following afternoon.

‘That woman is a martyr to her joints,’ he said, making his way through to the surgery with Lynn hot on his heels. ‘And she expects me to be a martyr to them too!’

‘It’s Mr Brown who really worries me,’ she replied, closing the surgery door behind her. ‘She has him running round after her like a little dog, and his shaking looked worse than ever this morning.’

‘Well, I’ve warned him. I’ve asked him to pop in to see me here, so we can do some proper tests.’

‘And if he came here, he might actually be able to talk to you himself. Have you noticed how if you ask him something in the kitchen, she’ll answer for him from the living room?’

‘How come you went there this morning? I pop in every fortnight, so it must only have been last Monday, Tuesday perhaps, when I was there? Did she have a problem today?’

‘She is a problem. She decided her knee needed dressing again. You know she took that tumble?’

‘Oh, that was fine, just a graze really. I put a very important-looking bandage on it, and that seemed to do the trick!’

‘So important, she wanted another just like it today. She’s a terror, really she is!’

‘And why does she want me to call in this time?’

‘Because she’s convinced her knee is infected. It isn’t, of course, but she thinks she won’t last the week unless she sees you, and nobody but you.’

Simon sighed. ‘I’ll ring her. That’ll do until I make my regular call next week.’

‘I wouldn’t give in to her – but then, that’s me,’ retorted Lynn, glancing at her watch.

‘How’s David?’

‘Busy. End-of-year accounts. He’s been burning the midnight oil all week.’

‘When he comes up for air, tell him I’m game for a round of golf.’

‘Will do. Look, I must go. Jamie’s in a swimming gala after school today, and I promised I’d be there.’

‘Rachel going too?’

‘Not likely! She’s going through her “I hate my brother” stage at the moment. Just thank your lucky stars you haven’t got kids. Nothing but trouble!’

And in the flurry of leaving the room, she didn’t notice that, just for a second, the smile left Simon’s face.

 

His surgery that evening was fairly typical for a Friday – mostly bouts of flu, and minor aches and pains, except for Bob Smith, whose wheezing chest almost drowned out the sound of the television the Patients’ Participation Committee had thoughtfully provided for the waiting room. The one bright spot of interest was a visit by Sean Williams, the hunky rugby player who was a bit of a local hero since he’d been selected for the England team. It always amused Simon to see the reception staff go into a twitter any time Sean was due to visit. Christine was even wearing a dress, and what a nice chance that made from her usual black trousers and serviceable jersey. As a young single mum, money was always tight, and her social life non-existent. Knowing how much she liked the look of Sean, Moira and Joan made sure she was on the desk to check him in. Being a man more of action than words, beyond giving his name, Sean said nothing – not that Christine noticed, judging from the starry-eyed look on her face.

‘I look just like him in shorts.’

Christine spun round to see Alistair Norris standing at her elbow. The young doctor, with his mop of light brown hair, round face and boyish good looks, had only just joined the practice where Simon was his special tutor for his third year of GP training.

She grinned back at him. ‘Your legs could never be as shapely as his.’

‘Oh yes they are – better, in fact! I haven’t got a gammy knee!’

She gazed over to where Sean sat totally oblivious to the fact he was the subject of observation. ‘I could kiss his knee better …’

‘Well, I do have the odd twinge in my knee every now and then …’

‘And I’d rub embrocation into all his important little places …’

‘My places are very important – and they’re not so little!’

Christine turned to face him, her face alight with laughter. ‘Alistair, behave! And you’re late for surgery. You’ve got two patients waiting already.’

Reluctantly, with a wink over his shoulder, Alistair headed off watched by Moira.

‘He fancies you, you know,’ she commented quietly.

Christine flushed, although her attention appeared to be completely focused on the appointments sheet. ‘Of course not. He’s just a typical bachelor, looking for someone to wash his socks.’

‘You could do worse. He’s a nice chap.’

‘I’m off men,’ Christine replied, looking cheekily out the corner of her eye at Moira, ‘except for Sean, of course.’

When Simon finally came to the last patient on his list that evening, he didn’t recognise the name. Keith Ryder. There were no notes on him, which was unusual. Obviously a new patient. His address suggested he was quite well-to-do. The houses in Byron Close were large and expensive. Probably an older man then. What was his date of birth?

The twenty-fourth of May, 1971.

The twenty-fourth of May … the words swam before his eyes, as he heard Mr Ryder’s tentative knock upon the door.

Keith Ryder looked ill at ease as he perched on the edge of the chair beside the desk.

Simon looked up, his face composed. ‘How can I help?’

‘I need a prescription, some things I’ve got to have.’

‘Uh-huh. Have you got a letter from your usual doctor?’

Keith began to fish in his jacket pocket. ‘It’s here somewhere.’

‘We’ve not met before, have we?’

‘No.’

‘You live here?’

‘I do now.’

‘And where were you before that?’

‘West Hampstead.’

‘London, eh? Been there long?’

‘Eight years.’

Keith finally found the paper he’d been searching for, and handed it over.

‘I like London,’ continued Simon as he started to read. ‘Spent quite a while there myself when I was training …’ The words trailed off as he took in the contents of the letter. Keith stared at the floor for several agonisingly silent minutes.

At last, taking his glasses off and placing them carefully on the desk in front of him, Simon leaned back in his chair.

‘We don’t get many cases of AIDS here.’

Keith said nothing.

‘How long have you been HIV positive?’

‘Just over four years.’

‘And you’ve been getting treatment at this centre?’ asked Simon, glancing down at the letter heading.

‘For most of that time, yes.’

‘Do you have a partner?’

‘He died five weeks ago.’ Keith’s face was expressionless, his eyes bleak.

‘Was he in a hospice?’

‘At Mildmay in the East End, but only for the last month or so. Before that, I nursed him.’

‘You lived together?’

‘For five years.’

‘What’s brought you here?’

‘Mum and Dad. I’ve come home.’ He made an attempt to laugh, a guttural, choking sound that became a rasping cough. Simon waited quietly while the young man recovered.

‘How’s that working out? At home, I mean.’

A shrug of the shoulders was the only answer.

‘Do your parents understand what you’re dealing with?’

‘You mean, do they know I’ve come home to die? My mum does. My dad doesn’t speak to me, so I don’t care what he thinks.’

‘We’ve got a counsellor here, attached to the practice. Do you think she could help?’

Keith aimed a steady gaze at the doctor. ‘Counselling would be wasted on my dad and I can take care of my mum. I don’t need to talk to anyone. I’m fully aware of what’s happening to me. I nursed Ian. I know the score.’

‘You might be familiar with the physical symptoms,’ Simon said gently, ‘but what about your emotions? You’re a very young man, just twenty-eight. Too young to be …’

‘… ready to face my own death?’ He paused, as if choosing from many painful thoughts. ‘I’ve done exactly that each day of my life for the past four and a half years. I watched the man I loved fade before my eyes. I cleared up his vomit, mopped his diarrhoea, and washed away his tears with tears of my own. I’m not only ready to face my own death. I want it. I long to die – because without Ian, I have nothing to live for.’

Blazing in his eyes was defensive defiance, and a depth of sorrow which made Simon’s heart lurch with pity. Plainly, this young man’s wounds needed a great deal more than just physical tending.

‘Keith, I can’t tell you much you don’t already know. What I can do is make sure that you get the treatment you need. There’s a genito-urinary unit in Southampton which specialises in HIV care. There’s so much that can be done now, with antibiotics and the triple therapy anti-retroviral drugs. I can organise for you to …’

‘No. I’m not looking for a cure, and I have no wish to prolong my life. I’ll just come to you for whatever I need to make it bearable. Apart from that, I don’t want anything.’

Simon eyed him for a few seconds before speaking again. ‘Well, we’ll see how things go, but for the time being I’m happy to handle your treatment. I’ll check you over today, to see how things stand. And let’s do a blood test to find out how your T4 helper cell blood count is doing.’

Keith’s expression didn’t alter, but his shoulders visibly relaxed. ‘OK,’ he said, unbuttoning his shirt, ‘let’s get on with it.’

That Friday afternoon, Lynn got back from her house calls early enough to grab a few minutes over a cup of tea with Jill. In spite of the age difference, the two nurses had always got on well, especially as, years before, Jill had been a health visitor herself. It had suited her to adapt her job not only to the timetable of her children over the years, but to the demands of Michael’s career and ambition. Since their marriage, they’d never been in a house for more than four years at a time. The move to this area three years before had been a very happy one for Jill. It was a lovely part of the country and a flourishing practice. And Simon was here.

It had been such a coincidence to bump into him again after so many years, on the day she’d come to be interviewed for the job. He’d enveloped her in a huge hug, surprised and delighted to see her. After that, her appointment had been a matter of formality, especially when Gerald and Patricia recognised her varied experience and first-class qualifications. Since then, her time at work had been nothing but pleasure. She’d enjoyed every moment of establishing her own clinics – asthma, diabetes, travel, immunisation, anti-smoking. And the company was good. After all, Simon was here.

Lynn kicked off her shoes as she slumped on to a chair, a steaming mug of tea in her hand. ‘Aah, I’ve just got to sit down for five minutes. My feet are killing me.’

‘Busy day?’

‘I don’t know what it is about May, but it’s always such a bumper month for babies! I blame the summer holidays. Do you know, I’ve called on eight mums today?’

Jill grinned. ‘Make you feel broody?’

‘Not likely! It’s enough to put you off for life! No, I’ve got the two best kids in the world, and that’s fine for me. I must admit I enjoy them much more now they’re a bit older.’

Jill dropped in a sweetener, and stirred her tea with a smile. ‘I loved it when the children were small, but it’s frightening how long ago that was. Jenny’s twenty-five next month, with a daughter of her own. And Jonathan’s getting married in about a year. I don’t know where the time’s gone.’

‘Has he qualified yet?’

‘Next summer, just before the wedding. Debbie’s a lovely girl, and they both plan to stay on at the hospital when they’re married. She loves the ward she works on – you know she’s in paediatrics? And Jonathan gets on well with the consultant orthopaedic surgeon there, so he’d like to stay with the same team, if they’ll have him.’

‘Isn’t he the spitting image of Michael? I thought it was uncanny when I last saw him.’

‘In looks, yes. In personality, no. He’s much more casual about everything, not as single-minded as his father. It’s always irritated Michael beyond belief that Jonathan is so laid back about studying.’

‘But he does well in exams, doesn’t he?’

‘Always.’

‘So Michael must be proud of him?’

‘You’d think so, wouldn’t you,’ agreed Jill with a sigh, ‘but Michael’s such a competitive animal. Even his own son is not allowed to match him, let alone beat him at his own game.’

‘Does Jonathan mind?’

‘He always talks about it as if it’s a joke – but yes, deep down, I think he minds a lot.’

‘Shame, in a way, that’s he’s chosen the same profession as his dad. It might have been better if he’d had a completely different career.’

‘Perhaps. Maybe then Michael could behave like any other father, and be proud of him.’

 

‘Everything all right, Alistair?’

Startled, the young doctor slammed shut the reception address book and turned to face Gerald with the most casual expression he could muster.

‘Fine. Yes. Just on my way home really.’

‘How it’s working out with Mrs Briggs? Are you comfortable there?’

Alistair thought of her austere front room, with the family photographs in a neat row on the mantelpiece. He pictured his bedroom, with its salmon-coloured candlewick bedspread and Victorian street scene picture above the fireplace. He shivered at the thought of the bathroom, where the water was always cold and the window rattled.

‘Fine,’ he lied, thinking that the sooner he could escape and find his own place, the better.

‘She’s a marvellous woman, Doris Briggs. A great friend of my family for years. Does wonderful work with the WRVS, I understand.’

‘So she tells me.’ Endlessly …

Gerald leaned against the desk, apparently in the mood for a chat.

‘And her house is such a convenient place for you to be based while you’re doing your GP training year here. Home from home, really.’

‘Umm,’ agreed Alistair.

‘And things are working out with Simon as your tutor? He’s putting you right on everything you need to know?’

‘He’s terrific, thanks. Most helpful.’

‘Good, I’m glad to hear it. And your father? How is he?’

‘Fine, thank you. Always busy – you know what he’s like.’

‘And your mother?’

‘Not so well, at the moment. A bout of shingles has laid her low for several weeks.’

‘How very unfortunate – and painful. How’s she managing?’

‘My sister is just round the corner, and pops in every day. She’s a nurse too, of course.’

‘Quite a family, yours! Well, do give your father my regards. I can’t recall how long James and I have known each other. The years have certainly flown by.’

‘He often speaks of his days at medical college with great affection.’

‘And your mother, of course. Please remember me to her.’ Gerald’s expression softened. ‘She was a real beauty, you know. Thought about marrying her myself at one time!’

The smile on Alistair’s lips was less than convincing. He glanced across at the clock on the wall behind Gerald, then bent down to pick up his bag.

‘Well, must go.’

‘Out tonight?’

‘Hope so.’

Gerald smiled indulgently. ‘Well, enjoy yourself. I’ll lock up, if you care to make your way out first.’

Pulling on his leather jacket, Alistair headed for the back door.

And as he sped off in his elderly Escort, a cheery wave thrown over his shoulder in Gerald’s direction, he wondered exactly how he would fill his evening. A pint down at the pub perhaps? He could join the other three people who were regulars there for a heart-stopping game of dominoes.

He sighed as he thought how different tonight might have been, if Gerald hadn’t come in just as he was looking up Christine’s home number in the address book. He might even have plucked up enough courage to ring her – and who knows what might have happened then?
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