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Felicity knew from the sound of Peter’s voice that something terrible had happened to Michael.  

Everything had run late that day and not finding Peter and Michael was the last straw.  Felicity waited at home, not knowing what on earth to do.  When the phone rang, she grabbed it.

‘It’s all your fault,’ Peter shouted. 

She held the phone away from her ear as her husband continued,

‘You promised. And you let us down! We couldn’t understand why you weren’t there to take us home. Now we’re at the hospital. At least I am. No, Michael’s here too. The Heath. Come, please come. There’s been an accident. A terrible accident.’ 

She heard his voice become tearful. He continued, ‘Just come. Now.’ 

‘Michael, is he......?’ 

She couldn’t bring herself to finish the sentence. It seemed an eternity until Peter confirmed, ‘He’s alive, just about, but with terrible injuries. They’re sorting him out right now.’  

After a moment’s silence, that Felicity hardly noticed, she was lost in thought, Peter cleared his throat and continued, ‘Please come, we both need you to be here.’

Felicity gathered herself together. She was so concerned about Michael that she hadn’t asked Peter the most obvious question. She forced herself to remain composed as she whispered, ‘And you, how about you?’. It was almost an afterthought. She’d noticed the tremor in his voice but assumed he was unharmed. ‘Me?’ Peter’s voice shook as he continued, ‘I’m OK... I think. But I feel bloody shaken up, I can tell you!’

She took a deep breath to calm herself and swallowed the tears welling up. ‘Tell me, what on earth happened?’ She heard Peter’s voice cracking as he answered, ‘Drinking. We were drinking. Too much, I know. After a few pints I wasn’t fit to stop him.  We thought it wouldn’t be a problem. Michael had his car, I let him take the wheel. But you let us down.’ 

Felicity pushed her damp hair away from her forehead and took a deep breath, ‘Peter, I’m not your mother! You both behaved like naughty children! Don’t blame me for this!’ She closed her eyes and wiped away her tears as her anger mounted. How could he blame her? Despite her fury about being accused, she knew what she had to do without further delay. ‘Tell Michael I’m on my way...’ 

Felicity put the phone down and sobbed. She knew she had to pull herself together and quickly. She blew her nose, washed her face with cold water, tied her hair back into a bunch and took a few deep breaths as she dashed out to her car.  She felt sick. It would be a long night and she hadn’t eaten all day. Even though she was used to dealing with the aftermath of accidents, this was very different. She prided herself about being a conscientious doctor, a GP, dealing with emergencies efficiently and professionally. But this was not the same. She grabbed her coat, her handbag and a banana that she peeled and took a bite out of. but couldn’t swallow it, so she threw the rest uneaten into the bin.

As she drove to the hospital, her thoughts ran away with her. She started to imagine scenes of carnage and people with blood and gore being wheeled in by paramedics shouting out their condition to the waiting doctors.

Her heart beat faster as she drove only a few streets away, picturing the worst and imagining her brother lying dead in the mortuary.  

It was only a ten-minute drive. She forced herself to concentrate. Her eyes blurred with tears and she wondered if she should have called for a taxi instead of risking her life too.  It was already dark as she parked at the hospital. She had to scrabble around for change and felt cross they dared to fuss about paying for parking when all she wanted was to run in and see Michael and Peter. Although she knew the layout of the hospital, she was confused about the quickest route to the intensive care unit. 

Her thoughts went around and around. Peter was all right. He’d been able to phone her, hadn’t he?  How come he was OK and Michael was injured? None of this would have happened if she’d been there. Peter blamed her, but they were both grown men. She wasn’t ultimately responsible for this happening. They must take some responsibility and not blame her.

How she wished she could turn the clock back.  She shouldn’t have spent so much time explaining the ins and outs of ovarian cancer to that nice woman. Why do such awful diseases happen to such lovely people? It was a superstition with her. If she took a long time explaining all the details to a patient and was very caring and empathetic towards them, she believed the outcome would be more positive. Now she wished she hadn’t been so good that afternoon.

It surprised her when Peter and Michael invited her to have a meal with them at that pub. It wasn’t a place she’d ever been to with Peter. Not that she and Peter went out for meals, just the two of them, often since Michael came to live with them.  Peter always suggested that Michael come along too. Michael had a problem (they never called him an alcoholic to his face, but they knew he must never have a drink). He would come with them and they felt virtuous monitoring and watching that no alcohol passed his lips. 

What was the big deal? If Michael used the opportunity to go against all the rules he’d kept to for ages, he deserved whatever happened to him. She immediately felt remorse for even thinking such wicked thoughts. Too many unanswered questions.  None of this would have happened if she had been on time. She realised how much her lateness caused this accident and blamed herself for what happened despite recognising their responsibilities. Peter should have stopped Michael having any alcohol, or at least called to find out why she was late. He had some responsibility for all of this too. Although he was twenty years her senior, Peter could be remarkably childish.  

As she walked the long corridor of the hospital towards the intensive care unit, she inhaled the familiar hospital smells, glad she wasn’t working there anymore. Two people she knew passed her and smiled.

‘Hello Doctor, how are you? Come to visit someone?’

‘Yes, my brother. I need to find him. He’s had an accident. Is the ITU along here?’  

The nurse pointed to the end of the corridor.

‘Yes, that’s right, Michael, isn’t it? Oh, I’m so sorry. He’s poorly, you’ll see what he’s like. Put on all the gear and wash your hands.’ 

Felicity reached the ITU and applied the requisite antiseptic gel from the wall-mounted dispenser and rubbed it into her hands. She put on the gown and mask before entering the intensive care unit. She covered her shoes with stretchy plastic overshoes. 

Then she saw him.  She gasped. Instead of the healthy-looking man in his early forties, he looked like an old man lying there. There he was, with tubes and monitors, beeping their rhythmic heartbeat. The wires connected him to some life, yet she wondered if this was the end for him. As she walked towards Michael, she saw Peter sitting next to the bed, his head in his hands, weeping silently. He didn’t look up as she came towards him. 

‘Peter...?’ Felicity put her arms around him and stroked his shoulders. At last he turned and held her hands.

‘Oh Fliss, I’m so pleased to see you. How can I ever forgive myself?’ He sobbed as he spoke and Felicity took some deep breaths when she saw how drawn and pale he was. He smelled of sweat and beer. His hair was unkempt and there were dark shadows under his eyes. She rubbed his shoulders again as she asked what had happened.

‘Go on tell me, how come the car crashed?’

‘Michael was driving. He insisted. But he’d had too much to drink and couldn’t control the car. Not at all. It slid and slithered across the road. It was awful. I thought we would both die.’

‘Too much to drink? He shouldn’t have had any. Why didn’t you stop him?’

Peter looked out of the window and said nothing for a while. Then he spoke softly. ‘I couldn’t stop him. I was having a beer or two, and he had a whisky. It got a bit out of hand. Something upset him.  He started to tell me they had suspended him from his job and he said he couldn’t tell me more unless he had a drink. By then I’d had a few beers and wanted to hear what he had to say. He lost control so quickly and there wasn’t anything I could do.’

‘OK, that’s bad enough but then to let him drive the car, that’s unbelievable.’

‘I couldn’t fight back. I just couldn’t. Anyway, it was his car, and he had the keys. I don’t know why it happened. I knew we shouldn’t have done it, but we did. I suppose I believed everything would be OK.’ 

‘How come Michael was so badly hurt and you got away with just a few bruises?’ The question hung in the air unanswered. She looked at Peter who was sitting up now and rubbing the sides of his forehead as he reached the glass of water on the bedside table and swallowed a large amount.  His eyes were red-rimmed and full of unwept tears. Then she turned to gaze at Michael’s closed eyes and she stared at the tube strapped to his nose and the mask over his face. There was a rhythmic beep, beep in tune with the beat of Felicity’s own heart. At least he’s still with us, she thought. The monitor behind the bed flashed with numbers and graphs. Felicity’s eyes blurred with tears so she couldn’t look at the screens with her usual detachment. She realised that the only thing keeping him alive was the technology surrounding him. She recited a silent prayer, aware of an overwhelming need to ask for strength to deal with whatever the next few days or weeks would bring. Peter seemed to be in another place. He had hardly spoken since she arrived, except in response to her questioning. He kept his eyes on Michael, who lay pale and motionless. 

As she stared at her unconscious brother, she tried to work out how, or if, she’d failed him. She hadn’t kept her promise of meeting them, that was true. Yet, surely, they couldn’t nor shouldn’t put all the blame onto her for this terrible accident. Felicity sighed, ran her hands through her blonde hair as she tried to remember why she’d let them down.  

She had been, as usual, drained and exhausted at the end of a prolonged session at the Surgery. She’d signed repeat prescriptions, dictated letters, and filled in endless requests for blood tests and X-rays. Her life had become far too busy and stressful.  She desperately needed an early night and some time for herself.  Lately, it was work and more work. She finished later than planned and after completing the patients’ notes she had glanced at the list for the next day and noticed the familiar heart-sink names and was annoyed with the double bookings already there. 

As she left the clinic, she remembered she had promised to meet Peter and Michael for a meal. She wondered if they’d mind if she opted out of the arrangement at this late stage. There was no way she could go straight from work. Maybe she could manage it if she went home first to freshen up. She tried to call Peter, but he didn’t answer his mobile so she left a message that she would be along later and not to wait to order their food.

She reached her car, still not sure what to do or whether to meet them, noticing how hot and sticky she was, she was certain she would feel better after a quick shower and a change of clothes even though it was getting late for a meal.  She was hungry and didn’t fancy going home to cook or buying a take-away. She tried Peter’s phone again and left another message. ‘Peter, work has delayed me. Long clinic again. I’ll be along in about an hour. See you.’ 

However, by the time she had enjoyed a longer than planned shower, hugely therapeutic for washing away the stresses of the day, and dressed again in fresh clothes, more than an hour had passed. She felt slightly better than before, though an early night would have suited her more than a late meal. 

As she showered her thoughts had drifted to thinking about herself and Peter and the nature of their relationship. They had a good connection and were reasonably happy, most of the time. However, even after five years together, he never let her forget that he was older and knew more about the world than she did. Although secretly pleased with herself for attracting such a mature and good-looking man to become her husband, she found his attitude annoying.  She overheard chit-chat about him going for a ‘younger model’ but tried to dismiss that as jealous talk. She was curious about why he’d split up with Sonia, his first wife, but he never talked about her.  That was fine; she didn’t really want to know the rest. Once she saw a photo that dropped out of a book he was reading and she picked it up and saw a fair-haired woman smiling, and handed it to him and he looked embarrassed. 

‘Oh, Sonia, not her again. Part of my past,’ he muttered as he grabbed the picture from her and stuffed it into his pocket without further elaboration and that was that.  Felicity remained curious and was waiting for the opportunity to find out more.

After her shower Felicity dressed in clean navy jeans and a white blouse.  Ready at last, she looked even younger than her thirty years. She loved ‘smart casual’ fashion, and she relaxed into her outfit. Very different from her more formal tailored trousers and shirts, she wore to work. It surprised her to see how late it was: half-past nine when she arrived at the pub. 

The place smelled of beer and people. She scanned the room quickly but didn’t spot Peter or Michael, so she went into the more formal restaurant area but most tables were empty by that time in the evening. There was no sign of them anywhere. She started to feel anxious and wondered if she’d come to the wrong place. She went back into the car park, checked her diary and saw it was where they’d agreed to meet and had a quick look around for Michael’s or Peter’s car.  Neither car nor man was there. She rushed back into the pub. Her heart was beating faster now as she checked the room again for her husband or brother and didn’t see either of them. Where on earth could they be? Had she got the wrong night? She searched the bar, the restaurant, and in the garden once more. She took some deep breaths.

‘Hello, Doctor. Looking for someone?’ asked the other barman. She looked towards him, pleased to see a familiar face though slightly peeved he’d called out ‘doctor’ so loudly. He was a patient of hers. It was not being able to get away from them that irritated her about being a doctor. Several people at the bar turned and recognised her. One called out to her. ‘Hi Doctor, got some time off have you?’ Felicity returned a smile, but resisted getting into a conversation with him.  Her mouth watered as the smells coming from the kitchen increased her hunger.  She could have eaten anything. But first she had to find Peter and Michael. This was ridiculous. She knew she hadn’t come to the wrong pub, but where were they? She turned to the barman grateful for his concern, but embarrassed too. 

‘I can’t find my husband and my brother.  We planned to have a meal here tonight. Have you seen them?’ she asked carefully, calmly, to hide her growing concern.

‘Michael and Peter, are you related to them?’ the barman looked at her as he pulled a pint. ‘Didn’t know Peter had a wife, Doctor. Well, fancy that! They come here often but never seen you with them.’

Felicity thought he must have made a mistake about them being regulars. Michael didn’t drink, he went to Alcoholics Anonymous meetings and Peter was often out at medical conferences in the evening. The barman scratched his bald head.  

‘I watched Michael, hardly able to get into the driving seat, it was scary, so I dialled 999. Heard the sirens come along the road about ten minutes later. I don’t know if they caught up with them. He shouldn’t have been driving. No way. Hope nothing happened.... they told me they weren’t driving when I suggested they’d had enough. Michael looked the worse for wear. They were arguing about who would drive. Neither of them should have got behind a wheel. I didn’t realise when I served them that they were planning to get into a car. They assured me they had transport arranged.’

‘We arranged a meal together this evening. I had to work late, and they haven’t waited for me. I am so cross. I didn’t enjoy coming out tonight. I’ve had such a long day.’ Her hunger was no longer her main worry. Now as she rubbed her hands together, she felt a sense of foreboding. 

Felicity, angry and shaken, felt confused. She couldn’t believe Michael had got drunk. If only the barman had stopped him getting into the car. But he tried and called the police too so he did the right thing. As she wondered what to do next, different scenarios raced through her head. What if they breathalysed Michael? What if he’d had an accident? What if this, what if that? Why on earth was Michael drinking, anyway? He’d promised her he’d given up. It puzzled her. Then suddenly she knew exactly what she had to do. She raced back to her car. I’ve got to get home. Now and fast. She could hardly see through her tears. How could he? How could they? Why, oh why did Peter sit by and let Michael have one drink?  She should have been there. But, how could she? She wasn’t ultimately responsible for her brother’s actions, was she?  But Peter promised. And he’d let her down. What on earth got into them both to drink so much? 

Felicity manoeuvred the car into her driveway and opened the electric garage door. She realised with a jolt that Michael’s car wasn’t there.  It wasn’t in the pub car park and it wasn’t in the garage. Her heart missed a beat. The Police. They must have stopped him after the 999 call. And breathalysed him. She should call the police station. Before she could decide what to do, almost as though it could read her thoughts her mobile phone rang. Her hands were moist as she saw Peter’s number on the screen. 

‘Hello, Peter. What’s happened?’ 

‘Oh, Fliss thank goodness you answered your phone. I’ve been trying to call you for ages.’ 

‘Where are you? What’s happened?’ She heard her voice get higher and higher as she became more agitated. 

‘Fliss you completely let us down tonight. You said you’d be there. We were relying on you for a lift home. What happened to you?’ 

‘Me, let you down?’ despite her growing anxiety, she was angry at his accusation. ‘Peter, it was you who absolutely let me down tonight. I am so cross with you!  You shouldn’t have drunk so much and you shouldn’t have let Michael have any alcohol. You know he shouldn’t have any. What on earth got into you both?’  

‘Fliss, don’t ask those sorts of questions now. There are more important things to tell you.’ 

‘Which Police Station are you at?’ She expected him to tell her where to go and the result of the breath test. 

‘Not any police station. The hospital. We’re at the hospital. The Heath. Come, please come. There’s been an accident.’ 

With a jolt Felicity remembered where she was and why. She looked down at her brother and sighed. Yes, it had been a terrible accident. And at that moment the outcome seemed to be inevitable. She wondered whether it would be sensible to call Mother to let her know what had happened. Could she, Felicity, be the powerful one and decide when she would let Mother know? Michael had always been the favourite but now Felicity found herself secretly grinning to herself that Mother would have to wait for news. 
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Chapter 2
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She sat, stared and listened to the bleep, bleep of the machines. She began to drift off to sleep as she thought back over the events of the past twelve hours and then the last six months. She thought about how her life had become so intertwined with her brother Michael again. She could hardly believe how much their relationship changed over the past few years. It had been a roller coaster ride getting to the stage of having a positive interaction with him and letting go of resentments she’d felt towards him for years. 

As children, they had not been good friends. She sensed that he was definitely the favoured one, especially by Mother who praised everything Michael did whereas she criticised Felicity. She never seemed to do anything right as far as Mother was concerned. Yet, more recently she and Michael mellowed in their feelings towards each other and she was beginning to care for him.  A few years ago, she would not have believed this was possible. 

She was aware of the beeping machines as she replayed the events of the last few hours. She could not believe it was yesterday when she arrived home exhausted and realised that she had forgotten to feed Michael’s tortoise again. Enough was enough, she thought to herself.  She had put up with Michael’s demands, ever since he had moved in with them. It was already early evening, nearly dark and he would be furious if she hadn’t done what she had promised. Why on earth had she agreed? The familiar pattern returned: he demanded, and she complied. She vowed to say ‘no’ the next time he asked her to do something she didn’t want to do. He annoyed her again, and she decided not to put up with his requests any more. Why should she? After all, the tortoise was Michael’s special pet, had been for twenty years or more and it came to live with her and Peter when Michael moved in with them. But from now on she decided she would not let a tortoise impinge any more on her conscience. However, she promised, and she never broke her promises, so she carefully prepared a mouth-wateringly good tomato and cucumber salad. As she chopped, her hand released some of her antagonism, and she felt herself becoming less angry with Michael and his pet. Tommy, the tortoise had gone into his little house, and she could say with honesty that she had kept her word. 

She hated saying no, especially to her brother. However, she was definitely not going to agree to any more tortoise feeding.  That was the evening she planned to put her foot down and tell him he was responsible from now on. For a moment she wondered where he was, but he often went out in the early evening and rarely had a meal with them these days, though the three of them also ate out a lot, maybe a bit too often for Felicity. Much as she didn’t mind his company, she would have also liked some time with her husband without Michael being there. Peter was usually out when she arrived home from work. Sometimes she was so tired and hungry she prepared a meal and ate it before he got home.

With a rising sense of annoyance about the imposition from Michael, she remembered the series of events which had led to him moving into their beautiful detached modern house in a leafy suburb in Cardiff.  Their house had plenty of room for an extra person, and Michael quickly settled into life with her and Peter. He became such an integral part of the family that the three of them spent a lot of their free time together, far too much, Felicity thought.

Felicity couldn’t help thinking about how different things had been a few years before. She remembered how jealous she had been of him and how she had felt she could never be as good, or as clever as he was. This sense of her own inadequacy had increased over the years, and she remembered her parents, or more precisely Mother, favouring her brother over her. As a result, Felicity grew up with a feeling of low self-worth. Even now, despite her profession and status in the local community, she was severely lacking in confidence. She found it much easier to go along with whatever the others suggested even when inside she wanted to do something else. 

Felicity hoped her relationship with Michael would develop onto a more even footing but until recently she was not able to do anything herself to improve it. She was apprehensive when Michael rang her with his news. He sounded so excited.
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