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A MOTHER
FOR HIS SON


By Gill Sanderson




CHAPTER ONE


So this was going to be the new start to her life, thought Dr Cat Fraser. Working in a cottage hospital in the Lake District, miles from her beloved London. And in a rainstorm too. Well, the previous attempts at therapy hadn’t worked. Perhaps this new-start idea would work, though she doubted it.


She’d just had a quick tour of Rosewood Cottage Hospital, tiny in comparison with the great London hospital she had left. She had been invited to go to the doctors’ lounge to make herself a coffee, but as she started up the polished wooden staircase she saw a movement through the glass of the entrance doors. A man walked into the sheltered porch, head hunched in his hooded jacket. He took off the jacket, shook it, then walked through the swing doors into the centre of the foyer. He was limping—badly. As Cat watched he bent to rub the side of his leg. She wondered... old injury or new? Physiotherapy or A and E?


He looked around, finally fixed on her. Apparently unsure of where to go. Well, she had only been here an hour herself, but perhaps she could direct him. She went over to him, smiled. ‘May I help?’


‘Perhaps. Help is always good. And you are?’


Not the answer that she had expected. Still. ‘I’m... I’m... Dr Fraser.’ No need to explain that she wasn’t a doctor on the staff. Well, not yet anyway.


Now she was closer to him she could see him better. Her first impression had been of a well-built man, with broad shoulders. She’d seen plenty of them in her time. But was this man different? A few droplets of silver rain had fallen from the jacket hood and they sparkled in his hair. He lifted his head to look at her and she felt a shock thrill through her as she saw his face. A weather-beaten face. Not a pretty face but a face that fitted this iron-boned land. It was tough, there were harsh lines round his mouth.


Long afterwards, she wondered if she had fallen in love with those eyes the minute she had seen them. But now she was confused—and irritated.


She shook herself, realised that she had been silent for too long, just looking at him. But he had been silent too. He stood there, impassive, those blue eyes fixed on her with a faint quizzical expression.


‘Which department do you want?’ She couldn’t help it, her question sounded abrupt, irritated.


He didn’t seem to mind. ‘Well, Doctor, I’m going to the A and E department.’


Perhaps she could make up for her apparent rudeness. ‘It’s that way. Would you like me to go with you?’


‘If you would be so kind.’ His voice was low, musical, with a faint note of mockery, as if he found life a joke.


She said nothing more but took him down to A and E. ‘You can sit here a moment,’ she said, pointing to a bench. ‘I’ll get someone to come to see to you.’ But when she had pushed her way through the swing doors she found, to her annoyance, that he had followed her. ‘Please, wait outside,’ she said in her best clinical voice. ‘We’ll have someone with you as quickly as—’


Jenny Carson, an A and E nurse Cat had been introduced to a few minutes before, came into the room.


‘Oh, Dr McCain...’


‘It’s Dr Fraser,’ Cat said, assuming Jenny was addressing her. ‘My name is Fraser.’


There was silence for a moment and she was aware of being looked at, of being misunderstood. The nurse looked baffled. When Cat glanced sideways she saw a slight smile on the man’s face. And then she remembered. McCain! ‘Dr McCain? You’re not a patient, you’re a partner in the practice I’m joining!’


‘I am. And you thought I was a patient with an injured leg. Doctors shouldn’t jump to conclusions, Dr Fraser. We get enough patients coming to find us, we don’t need to go out and look for them.’


Cat saw the nurse smile, before she turned to rearrange the dressings on an already perfectly tidy trolley.


It hadn’t been said unkindly but Dr McCain didn’t intend to hide his amusement. The slight smile said it all. And what was worse, she knew that he was entirely correct. It cost her, but she said, ‘You’re quite right. Doctors shouldn’t jump to conclusions. I’ll do better next time.’


Her answer appeared to please him. He looked at her speculatively a moment, then said, ‘I’m sure you will. Don’t take it to heart, Dr Fraser, we all make mistakes sometimes. And yours was a tiny one. And motivated by kindness too.’


Dr McCain turned to the nurse and asked, ‘So what have you got for me this afternoon, Jenny? Frank Lyle again?’


‘Frank Lyle again.’ The nurse’s voice was resigned. ‘I’ve got him resting now. I’ve given him glucose, got his blood sugar up again. I’ve put temporary dressings on his injuries but I’d like you to have a look at him rather than just bandage him up.’


‘Fine. I’ll go and get something dry on and then we’ll see to Frank.’ He turned to Cat. ‘We weren’t really expecting you till this evening, Dr Fraser. For a general introduction to the practice and so on.’


She felt uncomfortable again. ‘I’ll be there for the introduction, of course. It’s just that...I arrived here in Benthwaite a bit early and...I saw the sign that said Rosewood Cottage Hospital. In his letter Dr Matthews said I’d be doing a lot of my work here... so I thought I might just drop in.’


Even as she said it, it sounded a bit weak, but Dr McCain didn’t seem to see it that way. ‘Good idea. Now, are you willing to help with this case? I might need an assistant.’


Cat blinked. This was the last thing she had expected. ‘Of course I’d like to. But am I insured and so on? Officially I’ve not joined you yet.’


‘You’ll be insured. Harry Matthews and our practice manager are demons at paperwork. Jenny here will take you to find you some scrubs and we’ll meet here again in ten minutes.’


Compared to the steely efficiency she was used to, it all seemed a bit casual to Cat. ‘Aren’t you going to ask to look at my papers or something, see I am who I claim to be? I’ve got papers in the car and...’


He shrugged. ‘I’ll know if you’re a doctor or not in five minutes.’


It was casual and Cat felt a bit uncomfortable. This would never happen in a London hospital.


‘If you’re talking about being a doctor,’ Jenny put in, ‘it strikes me that a doctor ought to know enough not to go out and get wet through. Give me that coat and I’ll hang it in the drying room. Anyway, what were you doing out walking in this weather?’


‘I needed the exercise,’ he said. ‘I was supposed to be off this afternoon.’


It was said lightly, but Cat caught an exchange of glances between the two and felt some undercurrent that she didn’t quite understand. Why did he need the exercise? Still, it was none of her business.


Jenny took her to a changing room, found her a set of scrubs and told her that she could scrub up in the A and E department. Cat wanted to know a little more before she went back to meet Dr McCain. She felt at a disadvantage, that things were moving too fast for comfort.


‘I don’t quite understand. If Dr McCain was supposed to be off this afternoon, why did you ask him to come in?’


‘It’s the way we work here. Technically, the hospital is independent of the practice. There’s no doctor on duty in the hospital A and E department, it’s supposed to be staffed by us nurses. The rule is, if we need help we make a formal request to the surgery. In fact, we just phone whoever we think is available and who will be most use. Harry Matthews is the senior partner, he’ll turn out for anything. Finn Cavendish used to be a surgeon, we send for him when there’s awkward suturing or anything like that to be done. Ross McCain is our star A and E man. And he’s treated Frank Lyle before.’


‘He seems very casual about it all.’


‘“Seems” is the right word. Don’t let his attitude fool you.’


‘He was limping when he came in. I thought he was a patient, that he’d injured his leg.’


Jenny didn’t answer straight away. Then she said, ‘It’s an old injury. Don’t ask him about it, he’ll tell you when he’s ready.’


‘Of course I won’t ask him,’ said Cat. It struck her that medicine here was going to be greatly different from that back in London. Things seemed far too informal and she wasn’t sure if she liked it.


Jenny accompanied her back to the A and E department and she found herself scrubbing up next to Dr McCain. She noticed that the shapeless scrubs that he now wore hinted at a fit body beneath. His bare forearms were muscular, tapering to broad strong hands.


Why should she care what he looked like? She was still annoyed at him for not telling her he was a doctor. He could have told her! No one liked to be made to look a fool.


He spoke to her, still in the same light, casual tone. ‘Dr Fraser, what is your first name? As I remember, it’s Catherine. Do you go with all of that? Or are you Kate, or Cathy, or Katie?’


‘Does it really matter?’ She hadn’t meant to be snappy, it just came out that way. It was the second time she’d been brusque with this man. She didn’t know why because it wasn’t like her. Perhaps she was tired. He didn’t appear to mind her shortness but answered thoughtfully. ‘We’re a team here, we tend to address each other by our first names. I’m Ross. We’ll call you whatever you’d like to be called.’ He smiled at her, his usual half-mocking smile. ‘Even Dr Fraser, if you wish.’


‘No, I don’t wish,’ she said after a while. ‘In fact, I’m usually called Cat.’


‘Cat?’ He turned, looked at her carefully. ‘Yes. You know, I think that’s very suitable. Have you heard the theory that a people grow into their names? Call a boy George and he’ll not be the same person he would have been if he’d been called Maurice.’


‘I’ve heard the idea. But I don’t feel like a cat.’


She didn’t want to talk about her name or how it affected her personality. She felt vulnerable. But the idea interested her. ‘So you’re a Ross. What is a Ross like?’


He thought a minute. ‘Ross means from a peninsula. Surrounded by water on three sides.’


This was odd. ‘Almost cut off, in fact? Are you almost cut off?’


‘Possibly. All doctors have to be, to a certain extent. But I am connected to the mainland on one side.’


‘Just as well. As you said, the name I was christened with was Catherine. It’s Greek, it means pure.’


‘Is that right?’ he said easily, and she sighed with relief. There had been so many men in her life who had felt compelled to make some witty remark when she had told them that—but this man didn’t. She liked him for it. And she liked him for the odd subject he’d picked to talk about. He seemed an interesting man.


She glanced at the clock on the wall. They seemed to have been talking for hours but it had only been two or three minutes.


‘Time to work,’ he said. ‘We’ll go and meet our friend Frank Lyle. But first...’ he picked up a folder and handed it to her, ‘...have a quick look through this. If it’s possible I always like to look at a patient’s case notes before I see him or her. But not in front of them. It makes them feel that you’ve taken some trouble, that you know what you’re talking about.’


‘It’s a good idea.’ But not a common one. In London she had seen far too many consultants arrive at the side of a bed, ignore the patient and just stand there, reading the notes. Of course, life was faster there.


She did as he’d suggested, had a quick flick through the notes. ‘Tell me what you think,’ he said after a while.


Common medical teaching practice. Ask a junior doctor to glance through notes, come up with a tentative diagnosis. Not a proper, serious diagnosis, of course, not one you could use to suggest treatment. But just to see that you could extract the most important facts from a thick sheaf of papers.


‘Young man, Francis Lyle, aged twenty-five,’ she said. ‘Diagnosed as insulin-dependent diabetic, the usual treatment—insulin, diet control. Seems to respond well to treatment.’ She flipped through the notes. ‘But... treated here four times in the last three years for assorted accidents—three falls, one RTA.’


‘Suggesting what, Cat?’


‘If he does respond well to treatment, takes his insulin—well, it’s just a guess. I’d need more proof, but I’d say that he gets over-confident, misses a meal or two, his blood sugar drops till he’s hypoglycaemic and then he endangers himself. All these accidents look as if they were his fault.’


‘So what do we do?’


‘Check to make sure I’m right,’ she said. ‘Then...well, it’s a social problem rather than a medical one. Persuade him to take his medication regularly and remind him that he has to eat regularly for it to work properly.’


‘Too true. Now, let’s go and look at the man in question.’


Frank Lyle was lying in a small side ward, temporary dressings on the side of his head and on his chest. He looked up at Ross, his expression plaintive.


Ross didn’t speak at once, just looked at the figure on the bed. Then he shook his head and said, ‘Frank, you know I’m wasting my time coming here. I’ve got better things to do. Why can’t you carry on with your injections, keep an eye on your food? Everyone else I know manages it. And we’ve been through what you have to do often enough.’


‘I’m sorry, Dr McCain. It’s just that I...’ The voice trailed away.


‘It’s just that you get a bit carried away. Forget about what you’ve got to do. Frank, it’s not good enough! You know what could happen?’


‘Well, yes. I suppose so.’


‘Don’t just suppose. Tell me.’


‘I could go into a coma,’ Frank muttered. ‘And then I could...’


‘You could die,’ Ross said. ‘And what would your mother think then?’


Rather to Cat’s surprise, he didn’t give Frank enough time to answer, but went on, ‘Anyway, how’s she doing in her new job?’


‘She’s enjoying it. Got fed up working in the shop. She likes it in the open air.’


‘Good. Be a pity if she had to come back to the shop just so she could keep an eye on you, make sure you kept up with your injections. Wouldn’t it be a pity?’


‘Yes,’ Frank said gloomily after a while. He realised he was being emotionally blackmailed but that there was nothing he could do about it.


‘Well, think about it. Now I’m going to have a look at you and then I’ve got another doctor here who’s going to stitch you up.’


Cat hadn’t expected that. She was still reflecting on the rather unorthodox way Ross had treated his patient. Though she had to admit it seemed to work. Still...


She didn’t have any of her own equipment handy so Ross had to perform the usual initial tests. But then Jenny pushed the trolley forward and it was time to suture. There was a slight initial apprehension, but then she thought that this was a job she had done many times before.


She had heard Frank explain how he had fallen off his quad bike while driving around the back yard of the builder’s yard where he worked. After a quick inspection she realised that there were only two injuries. First, a cut to the head, which had bled a lot. But there were no signs of concussion. Then a long jagged wound from the right shoulder down across to the pectoral muscles. That would take quite some skill to suture—but she had that skill.


Jenny was the perfect A and E nurse, knowing in advance what Cat needed, making sure it was to hand. At first Cat was slightly nervous, aware of the silent figure of Ross watching her. But soon she became engrossed in her work. It took a while but then it was done. ‘This is a slightly different suturing kit from the one I’m used to,’ she said. ‘I think it’s a bit... old-fashioned. But I’ve done the best I can. Would you like to check?’


‘Nothing to check. If you ever got tired of being a doctor, you could take up embroidery.’ He turned to her patient. ‘Frank, we’re keeping you in overnight, you’ve lost too much blood to send you home. But remember in future? Think of your mother?"


‘Sure thing, Dr McCain. I will.’


‘Good.’ Ross turned and winked at Cat. ‘Coffee time, I think,’ he said.


She remembered that she had been about to go for a coffee before they’d met earlier on. A quick glance at her watch—that had been only three-quarters of an hour ago! Suddenly her life seemed to be moving quickly since Dr Ross McCain had entered it.


It was a pleasant, slightly untidy doctors’ lounge. Ross poured them both a coffee, then opened a tin and looked gloomily into it. ‘This place is dreadfully run,’ he said. ‘Look! No chocolate biscuits! How can I function without a chocolate digestive?’


Cat took a non-chocolate digestive from the offered tin. ‘Chocolate is a comfort food,’ she said reprovingly, thinking of her own recent vast consumption. ‘Do you need comfort?’


‘Everyone needs comfort at some time.’


They were having a light-hearted conversation, she was enjoying it. But Cat wondered if there had been just a touch of bitterness in Ross’s last remark. Or perhaps she was imagining things.


He sat opposite her, drank from his coffee mug and smiled cheerfully at her. ‘So how do you think you’re going to like working here? Take your time, don’t rush your answer.’


It had not been the kind of first day she had expected. She knew that it would be a shock, moving from a vast London hospital with an international reputation and a staff of hundreds. She had come to work in a rural general practice where there was the promise of some work in a cottage hospital with a staff of perhaps fifty. The shock, the change was to be part of her therapy. And Dr Ross McCain was not the kind of partner she had expected to be working with.


Over the telephone she had talked at length to the senior partner, Harry Matthews. She had formed an impression of a steady, professional, caring man, the kind of GP she wanted to become. Harry had mentioned the two other partners, Ross McCain and Finn Cavendish, had said he was sure she’d get on with them. Well, she was getting on with one. After a fashion. Cautiously, she said, ‘Things here are a bit different from what I’m used to. Not like London at all. A bit more... casual? I mean, I haven’t even been through an induction programme yet. And was what I’ve just been through a test?’


‘If it was a test then you’ve passed. And as for being casual—what do you think is the basic purpose of a GP? You’ve just spent nearly ten years of your life trying to become one. Why? Once again, take your time. No need to hurry.’


She drank her coffee, staring at him over the rim of the mug, trying to make him out. She had not expected that kind of question, not from a man so obviously relaxed, mug in hand, feet on the coffee-table. She would have liked a proper induction programme. Ross McCain was a bit of an enigma.


As it had been suggested to her, she would take her time. She remembered a lesson from one of her tutors that had been invaluable.


When seeing a patient for the first time, don’t just start asking questions. Have a good look first. You can tell a lot about people just by their attitude. Are they scared, at ease, defensive, aggressive, uncaring? Look at their clothes, manner, jewellery; look at the way they walk, the way they look around. Listen to the sound of their words as well as the content. Feel for the person before you start to question.


So she looked closely at Ross, something she had not really done so far. Things had moved too quickly.


He was a few years older than her—perhaps six or eight years. Still young to be a full partner. She noted his muscular build, his apparently uncompromising face. But with those gorgeous blue eyes! Then it came to her almost as a shock. He was attractive! And he was even more attractive because he didn’t seem to care about it or realise it. Most unlike many of the men she knew.


She hadn’t recognised whether a man was attractive or not for quite a while.


That was his appearance. What about his character? He seemed friendly, as far as she could tell, got on well with staff and patients. His informal manner didn’t hide his obvious medical competence. But she couldn’t help feeling that there was something else to him, something hidden, a side he didn’t want to show. The casual, friendly, outward appearance hid something darker. She wondered what it was.


He had asked her a question. What was the basic purpose of a GP? It was both a simple and a complex question, and she decided to give him a simple answer. ‘A GP’s job is to look after her patients’ physical and mental health so that they have the chance to live a happy and productive fife.’


He sighed. ‘A good textbook answer—and I’m sure you really believe it. But it’s not entirely correct. A GP’s basic purpose is to work out if someone is really ill—and then send them on to the relevant consultant. Only one person in ten needs to see a doctor for treatment. A good nurse—like Jenny Carson downstairs—could do three-quarters of the average GP’s work. No, more than three-quarters.’


Cat was shocked by that but tried not to show it. ‘I think that’s a bit cynical,’ she said. ‘I really feel that I want to, that I can do, more than that.’


‘Just wait a few months until you’ve some idea of the average patient. You might change your mind. But, then, I don’t want to spoil your illusions.’


He smiled, and when he smiled he was more attractive than ever. She wanted to get to know him better.


‘Why were you limping when you came in?’ she asked.


Instantly she knew it had been the wrong question. His face set in a mask of displeasure, even the temperature in the room seemed to drop. ‘It was an old accident. It happened a long time ago, it seldom bothers me now.’


She knew she ought to leave things alone, he obviously did not want to talk further. But he had to know that she had a mind of her own. ‘It does bother you,’ she said. ‘I saw you limping, saw you were in pain. The nurse saw it too, and she sympathised.’


‘You observe quite a lot.’ His words were cool and she saw anger flare in his eyes. Suddenly, she was a little afraid. This man was to be her tutor, she ought to...Then she realised that her fear had little to do with their professional relationship. He was a man and she was a woman and he felt that his pride had somehow been... ‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘I shouldn’t have been personal. It won’t happen again.’


There was a pause. Then, with reluctant humour in his voice, he said, ‘I doubt that. I suspect it will happen again. You’ve got one of those enquiring minds that won’t let things go. You question and you want answers. A good thing in a young doctor.’


‘But not in an older doctor?’


It was a while before he replied. Then he said, ‘Perhaps older doctors know that to some questions there are no answers. And they learn not to let it worry them.’


He looked at his watch. When he spoke again his voice had reverted to the light tone it had had before. He said, ‘I’d like to stay and chat but time is passing, I have to go. We’ll meet again in the surgery at six tonight. Look forward to seeing you then. Why not stay here and drink coffee? It’s better than driving around in the rain.’


And he was gone. Cat thought that his limp was now less pronounced, wondered if he was making an effort for her benefit.


She poured herself another coffee then sat and thought. What was it going to be like, working here? She hadn’t met him in person yet but she knew she was going to like working with Harry Matthews. They knew where they were with each other. But she hadn’t even thought about the other two partners. What did she think of Ross McCain?


She couldn’t work out her feelings. She wasn’t quite sure that she liked his apparently casual attitude to life. And especially to medicine. But... she had always tried to be honest with herself. She had to face the facts. She was attracted to this man. She liked his sense of humour. She liked the odd things he talked about—like the meanings of names. She loved the sound of his voice. And when he smiled and turned those blue eyes on her she felt her legs go weak. This was ridiculous! She was off men. She’d had no great interest in them for a year now. She had parted from the one man she had been seeing because there hadn’t seemed to be any pleasure or point in being with him. And she knew it had not been his fault. Her therapist had suggested that she try to avoid falling in love until she was completely healed. It seemed a good idea. But now she felt... different.


From outside there was a sudden outburst of childish chatter, young voices calling and shouting. Curious, she went to the window. She remembered she had been told there was a nursery downstairs. Obviously the day was at an end.


Now she knew why Ross McCain had had to leave in such a hurry. Below her there was a handful of people collecting children. Ross was one of them. He held the hand of a little boy, was smiling down at him. He was a little boy of about four. A sudden stab of memory pained her, she had to look away.


She sat again, feeling angry with herself. Never, never, never jump to conclusions. Ross had a little boy, he was a father. And so, obviously, he had a wife.


Cat was surprised at how upset that thought made her.




CHAPTER TWO


Nothing was what it seemed in this topsy-turvy world. This morning, when she had set off from London, the sun had been shining. It had rained nearly all day after she had arrived in the Lake District. But now, in the evening, the sun was shining through her window and her room was warm.


She opened a window, let the air in. It was fresh, nothing like the smoke and fumes of London. She thought she liked it.


Her home, probably for the next year or so, was to be a cottage called Skiddaw View. And there was a view of Skiddaw from her living-room window. In fact, there was a view of a mountain or lake from nearly every window, Again, not like London. Her London home was quite a pleasant flat, but the only views it had were of other pleasant flats and a major road.


She had leased the cottage for six months with the option of extending the lease for another six months. At present the rent was quite expensive because it was the middle of the holiday season. Later it would be much cheaper. But altogether it was much less expensive than London. And she loved it already. It was like nothing she had ever lived in before. Things were changing. There was a fireplace. Outside there were logs, delivered by the forestry commission. She’d never had an open fire of her own. She wanted the weather to change so she could light a fire.


The meeting at the surgery had been brief. She had talked to Harry, liked him as much in person as she had over the phone. She had seen Ross again, but had said little to him. The third partner, Finn Cavendish, was away on holiday with his wife Alanna and his daughter Eleanor.


‘He’s our mountain rescue expert,’ Harry had said. ‘Often called out. You might be asked to cover for him.’


She had felt apprehensive. ‘Will I be asked to go out on rescues?’


Harry had shaken his head. ‘Mountain rescue is a highly skilled business. We leave it to experts. But still... 1 wouldn’t be surprised if, after a month or two, you wanted to go out to see what it’s like.’


‘Possibly,’ Cat had agreed, thinking that it was possible but not likely.


The next day she was to be shown round the practice by the practice manager. There were people to meet, papers to sign. Then she would shadow Ross for a day or two.
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