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CHAPTER ONE


Laura Grant woke to the pure white beauty of Ravensdale in winter. The wind had carved the overnight snow into drifts like cresting waves. Sunlight threw one side of the valley into sparkling, mysterious mounds, criss-crossed by half-submerged walls, the other into deep shadow. Even the river was thinly iced over, and the tracery in the windows of the ruined abbey opposite showed like old lace against the morning sky.


Not that she had long to let the sight sink in. The phone rang. At this time, just after first light on a Thursday in mid-January, it was bound to be a patient needing a home visit. Suddenly the snow seemed less impressive, more of an obstacle. How would the roads be, she wondered, as she hurried to pick up the receiver.


‘Dr Grant? Jim Blackwood here from Ravenscar Hall. Sorry to bother you.’


She recognised the businesslike tone; responded in kind. ‘That’s OK. How can I help?’ Downstairs in the kitchen, flicking on the kettle as she wedged the phone under her chin, she talked and listened. Once more she glanced out at the white world. Ravenscar, the great limestone escarpment, rose unblemished, its skyline sharp as a blade’s edge, tinged with pink.


‘Nothing too serious. One of our orienteers managed to get himself lost. He fell and sprained his ankle.’


‘Last night?’ Laura made herself coffee. Though Jim gave the impression that he had everything under control, the incident sounded serious enough to warrant a call. The visitors to his outdoor pursuits centre at Ravenscar Hall were all youngsters from Yorkshire schools, sent there on residential courses. Losing a pupil in rugged country during a snowstorm, in the dark, all alone, could create the sort of publicity that the new centre could well do without. ‘I’ll be up as soon as I can.’


‘Bring your shovel.’


‘Is the road that bad?’


‘It depends. What are you driving?’


She described the sturdy, off-road type of vehicle that she’d chosen to invest in before the winter had taken hold. Here in the dale, it was a necessity.


‘You’ll be OK in that. I’ll send Paul out with the snow plough. He’ll meet you half way.’


Forewarned, she forearmed herself with shovel, heavy boots, jacket and thick gloves. She rang the surgery and left a message that she would miss the eight hundred; Gerald Scott’s early morning meeting before the routine business of the day began. She said she hoped to make it back before surgery.


Setting out down the lane towards Hawkshead village, Laura was still new enough to the area – this was only her second winter here – to pride herself on being intrepid. In places, the snow had drifted to wall height on either side of the narrow road, blown by arctic winds and still lifting in powdery white flurries. The scale and force of the natural phenomenon struck her after a decade of sheltered city living. In London, two inches of snow snarled up traffic and frustrated the commuter; here she was coping with two feet or more, and a transformed landscape.


The chugging approach of Dick Metcalfe’s battered, open-topped Land Rover put her in her place, however. Well into his seventies, still running his farm on Hawk Fell single-handed, and now out taking feed to his needy flock of matted, stoical Swaledales, the old farmer cast a baleful eye as she struggled out of the valley towards Ravenscar. He had no need to say it; he reckoned nowt to her foreign car. He pulled in to watch as she skidded and ground to a halt.


Laura jumped down to survey her predicament. Despite traction from all four wheels, her back end had skewed sideways into a hidden ditch. She was a mile or so out of town, but still a further mile from the Hall at the top of the fell. ‘What’s the road like up ahead?’ she asked Dick, taking her shovel from the back.


‘Road? Nay, road’s right enough.’ He leaned out to criticise her digging technique, giving her to understand that this snowfall was nothing compared to the winter of ’79, let alone those of the forties and fifties, when a blanket of snow settled for months, from November through till March. ‘In those days it came and kept on coming, a real lap-up. Anyhow, where are you headed?’


‘Ravenscar Hall.’ She dug and grew hot beneath her jacket, scarf and hat. Then she flung the shovel into the car and jumped back in. It was a point of honour to get out by herself. Not that Dick was offering to help. She felt the weight of his prejudices, carefully revved the engine, selected her gear. To her relief, she eased forward out of the ditch.


‘Hmm,’ Dick grunted. ‘That’s another half-baked idea if you ask me.’ He offered no comment on her success.


‘What is?’ Laura noticed that he wasn’t wearing a scarf to protect his wheezy chest; only his regulation cap, moulded to the shape of his head, an open-necked shirt and an out-at-elbow jacket.


‘That outdoor adventure place, or what have you.’


‘Not your cup of tea?’ She edged past him, wing-mirrors touching.


‘Nay, I give it six months,’ he chuntered. A pregnant ewe in the back of his Land Rover clattered her hooves and reared up. ‘If that. Daft as brushes, they are.’


Concentrating on the road once more, Laura edged up the hill. She was glad to see the Hall’s yellow tractor, complete with snow plough, crawling towards her. Soon they would meet and her path to the tarn would be relatively clear. The plough heaved banks of snow into rough piles, leaving a smooth, packed surface to drive over. Within fifteen minutes she should reach her destination.


Paul Miller greeted her from his tractor cab. He was one of the partners at Ravenscar, along with Jim and Gabriella Blackwood, responsible for the ‘half-baked’ scheme to open up the old hall as a going concern. Now he backed into a gateway and swung the great metal plough clear of the track to let her through.


‘Morning.’ Laura manoeuvred past. ‘How’s the patient?’


‘Good.’ He jumped down and ran to accept her offer of a lift back to the Hall.


‘You mean you got me here under false pretences?’ A good-looking New Zealander, Paul was a born optimist, a team player, a man of action and few words. This was how he struck Laura, with his stocky physique, his deep, emphatic voice. Life meant running with the ball, expecting a tackle, going down and rolling out of trouble. To him, the spectacular snowfall was a challenge to be met head on.


‘No, the kid’s crook all right. It’s his leg. We had to bring you in to be on the safe side.’


‘I was joking. Will you have to send him home?’


Paul shrugged and gazed out across the icy tarn as they drew near the house. ‘We leave that to the teacher in charge.’


‘Who found him?’ She braked in the yard, then reached for her bag.


‘I did. He’d gone off-course and lost the others. But he did the right thing, took shelter in the trees by the tarn. He was late back, so I went out after him, no problem.’


Laura paused to glance up at the stark outline of Ravenscar Hall. The L-shaped building still kept the feel of its church ancestry. Once part of the vast Hawkshead estate, taken over from the monks of Ravensdale Abbey during the dissolution of the monasteries, in the eighteenth century it had fallen into the hands of a Quaker sect. It must have suited them, being plainly built with narrow windows and tall chimneys.


Its setting on the exposed moortop between Ravensdale and Swiredale demanded strength to withstand relentless winds, though there was some shelter in one direction from the scree slope to the north. In summer its view over the peaty, brackish lake across the limestone pavement on to Black Gill brought many visitors to soak up its isolated beauty. Today, in the strangely altered snowscape, the house seemed inhospitable, with its bricked-in windows, casualties of an ancient government tax, its heavy closed doors and low, snow-laden roof.


Inside, however, the stern impression was reversed. Recent renovation meant light, bright rooms with central heating, a modern kitchen to cater for groups of forty, and upstairs a series of small dormitories, six beds to a room, new bathrooms, the buzz of teenagers getting ready for another day of communal living.


Breakfast TV, loud music, glimpses of bright T-shirts, the hiss of showers took Laura back to her own school trips. Now, though, she sympathised more with the worried teacher who came down the corridor to meet her than with the raucous competition to be first, last, quickest, slowest in whatever pre-breakfast activity was demanded of the young visitors.


‘I must be getting old,’ she said to the teacher, following her to a room at the end of the corridor.


The woman showed her in and introduced her. ‘Sam, this is Dr Grant. She wants to check the damage.’


The door closed and Laura rolled back the bedcover to manipulate the injured leg, check reflexes and look for signs of swelling in the ankle joint. ‘That seems fine,’ she reassured the embarrassed boy. ‘Any other problems?’


‘Stiff fingers and toes,’ he admitted.


‘Still?’ She tested for loss of sensation.


‘A bit.’


‘You didn’t black out?’


He shook his head. ‘I told myself to stay awake.’


‘Good. Well, I’m not worried about hypothermia. Your temperature would have had to drop well below ninety-six degrees for there to be a real problem. And you were well wrapped up?’ Laura understood that Sam had been rightly scared, but that Paul Miller’s prompt action had saved the day.


‘I got straight inside my bivvy bag after I fell. I decided to stay put. And I had an emergency flare so I set that off and just waited.’


Laura stood back from the bed. ‘You’ll live. No frostbite, no broken bones. The sprained ankle needs a rest, that’s all. You won’t be charging across the moor for the rest of your stay.’


He jerked his head in reluctant agreement.


‘You were lucky,’ she reminded him. ‘Last night was the coldest on record for five years.’ She reached the door, turned to see him crestfallen. ‘And pretty sensible too. You didn’t panic. That took some nerve.’


‘Tell that to the others.’ He glanced sideways from under flopping dark brown hair. ‘I’m the nerd who got lost in the blizzard, remember.’


Laura smiled and left him to his crisis of confidence. ‘No long-term effects,’ she promised the teacher, then went downstairs to look for Paul or Jim. Instead, she found Jim’s wife, Gabriella, waiting for her.


‘I hear he’s OK?’ She came forward, looking scarcely older than the teenagers she supervised; a slight, eager figure with a pretty face and light brown hair swept back. ‘Thanks for coming anyway.’


‘That’s fine.’ Kids were going noisily about breakfast, dressed in big jumpers and trousers. There was a youth hostel style of self-service, followed by chores, directed in a laid-back fashion by Paul. ‘This looks great.’


‘I don’t know. It’s a bit chaotic.’


‘Well, chaos makes them feel that it’s not like school. More independence.’


‘In theory. Coming here is supposed to encourage self-sufficiency.’ Gabriella walked Laura to the door.


Laura appreciated the Blackwoods’ and Paul Miller’s level-headed response to a potentially serious situation. ‘There won’t be any repercussions for you after last night?’


‘Let’s hope not.’ She shrugged. ‘Jim’s on the phone to the parents right now.’


‘I envy you moving in here. It’s so nice and peaceful.’ Laura drew comparisons between Gabriella Blackwood’s situation and her own. They were of a similar age, both new to the area, and probably seeking similar respite from the stresses of city life. And she liked her modest air and practicality. She put down her youthful appearance to the fact that she was an ex-athlete; a runner still occasionally to be seen training on Hawk Fell.


Gabriella tilted her head sideways. Inside the house doors banged, voices laughed, crockery and cutlery rattled into metal sinks. ‘Call this peaceful?’


‘At least you brought the place back to life.’


‘Thanks. Drop in for a coffee some time.’


‘I’d love to.’ A new friendship was an appealing prospect. Laura braced herself for the drive and slide across the moor down into the village.


In Hawkshead she was, it had to be admitted, short of friends of her own age. She liked and admired the Dot Wilsons of the dale. Dot had been her landlady when she first arrived, before she moved into Abbey Grange. She was an astute, plain-speaking, rock-solid ally with a ferocious reputation as a cook, housekeeper and oral historian, but Dot belonged firmly to the old school. Gabriella, it seemed, could be more on Laura’s own wavelength. Before too long, she would contact her and make a firm date.


‘Two of your patients rang to cancel because of the weather.’ Sheila Knox greeted Laura in Reception with the good news. ‘The bad news is, we’ve had to arrange four more home visits already.’


She’d hardly set foot inside the modern, one-storey building by the river before her day ran out of control. Four more visits on top of the three she already knew she had to make, one as far out as Askby by the Lower Falls.


‘And Matthew rang to say he’s snowed in in York. He won’t get back before lunch, so don’t bother struggling over to his place as arranged.’ Sheila lowered her voice to pass on the private message, as Laura kicked off her snowy boots and changed into indoor shoes in the small cloakroom behind the Reception area.


Laura hid her sinking feeling at the mention of Matthew being in York. This meant he must have dropped Sophie and Tim at his ex-wife’s house and been stranded overnight. She tried not to imagine what this might have entailed.


‘Did Gerald grumble about me missing the eight hundred?’ She studied her list of appointments and smiled at the patients sitting quietly in the waiting area.


‘He hummed and hahed, as per usual.’


‘Did he twiddle his glasses?’


‘Twice.’


Laura smiled. ‘Nought out of ten, Dr Grant!’ As senior partner, Gerald Scott placed a heavy emphasis on attendance at their daily case conference. So did Laura; the best communication about their patients was still face to face, in liaison with their third partner, Philip Maskell, and with Joy Hartley, the practice nurse. But she didn’t go along with Gerald’s autocratic style, whereby non-attendance met with a definite frown of disapproval and a coded system of tell-tale fiddles with his steel-rimmed glasses; the more he twiddled, the worse his temper. Now she crossed the waiting area and poked her head around his door before she went into her own room and began consultations. ‘Sorry I couldn’t make the meeting, Gerald. Did I miss anything important?’


He glanced over the top of his glasses at her. ‘Laura? Oh yes, we got your message. Two referrals to Low Royds, one case of confirmed meningococcal meningitis; school informed.’ His vagueness and off-hand manner had the intended effect of putting her in her place. ‘What held you up?’


He knew very well, but she went through the rigmarole of telling him.


‘Hmm. That’s their third call-out in a week, isn’t it?’ Gerald indicated agreement with the Dick Metcalfe school of thought that the scheme to run Ravenscar in its present guise was a half-baked one that would make too many demands on their precious resources. ‘Can’t they get themselves down here to the health centre once in a while?’


‘Not if there’s a suspected fracture.’


‘And was there a fracture?’


‘No.’ Laura withdrew before Gerald had the chance to jump in with anything else and retreated to her own room. One to one with patients, dealing with glandular fever and glaucoma, abscesses and swollen adenoids, she recovered her equilibrium. There was satisfaction in making a correct diagnosis, in listening sympathetically and earning the respect of the wide variety of people who came through her door. Alert to unspoken signals, unearthing hidden symptoms, she would soon get things moving. After eighteen months in the far-flung practice, she’d had direct contact with most of the patients on her list and felt she was building a good rapport.


The last patient of the morning made his exit; a member of the Braithwaite clan from Swiredale, undeterred by deep drifts and biting winds. ‘It’s blowing a bit thin over the top,’ he admitted, on hearing that Laura herself had already been up to Ravenscar. He conceded she must be a hardy type, despite her city past. ‘And they’ve forecast worse to come.’ He went off cheerfully with a prescription to ease his angina, predicting blizzards before the day was through.


‘But there’s not a cloud in sight.’ Laura joined Philip for a coffee break.


‘Was that Harry Braithwaite?’ Philip caught sight of the sturdy back stooping into the old Rover car. ‘He’s famous for his forecasts up and down the dale.’ He handed her a mug, keeping to neutral territory. He’d caught the edge of Gerald’s criticism of Laura before Surgery.


‘… This lot up at Ravenscar,’ Gerald began as he too joined them for coffee. It was as if they’d never left off the subject. ‘Are they properly trained and insured to run that sort of place?’ He stirred his sugar with undue vigour. ‘They’re not just some cowboy outfit, are they?’


Philip sank into a chair and stretched his legs. ‘Wasn’t Jim Blackwood some sort of expedition leader before they came to Ravenscar?’


‘He’s a mountaineer,’ Laura confirmed. ‘One of the best in his day, apparently.’


‘That doesn’t mean he’s qualified to organise dangerous activities for youths unused to rushes of adrenaline brought about by unwonted physical exercise,’ Gerald pointed out. ‘Any fool can climb a mountain. It takes skill of a different order to plan it for others. And what about the other chap, the Australian?’


‘Paul Miller. He’s a New Zealander.’


‘Some kind of rugby player, isn’t he?’


‘Ex-international. He’s the one who went out and brought the boy back last night.’ Laura defended him.


‘Yes, but what are his qualifications?’


Philip drained his mug and stood up. ‘I’m sure they’re properly licensed, if that’s what you’re getting at. Personally, I hope they make a go of it.’


‘They’ll have us up and down there like yo-yos if we don’t watch out,’ Gerald muttered, shaking his head. ‘Before long we’ll find ourselves unwittingly involved in an unsavoury incident. Is it a mixed place; boys and girls?’


Philip laughed. ‘Yes, shocking, isn’t it?’


But Gerald refused to lighten up. ‘Asking for trouble,’ he insisted.


‘Better than a massive stone quarry.’ Laura knew that she was pushing her luck. Gerald had remained touchy about the failed plans to take rock from Ravenscar and it had caused difficulties between them during her first few months in the practice.


Philip sighed and left her to her fate.


Gerald watched him leave through narrowed eyes. ‘That’s funny; it’s not like Philip to walk out on a lively debate.’


Laura took his mug and as a concession rinsed it through. ‘Only this once,’ she warned. ‘You’re wicked, Gerald. You know exactly what you’re doing when you wind us up.’


In Reception, Sheila looked up from her correspondence and gave Laura a helpless shrug.


That night, starlight reflected off the crisp white snow. No blizzard, Laura noted. It was scarcely dark when Matthew finally turned up at Abbey Grange after seven o’clock. She heard his car, resisted the urge to complain about his lateness and went to the door to greet him.


Weary, his face strained after the difficult journey through Wingate and Merton, then on deep into the dale, he put his arms around her.


She kissed him and drew him indoors, shutting out the unnaturally bright evening light. The house was warm, as plainly furnished as it had been when she took it over from Lilian Rigg, an ex-patient and one of her first friends in Ravensdale. Its white walls were alive with flickering shadows from the open fire.


Matthew sighed and dropped into a chair. ‘Thanks, Laura.’


‘For what?’ She fixed him a drink and sat on the rug beside him.


‘For not giving me a hard time.’


She’d schooled herself not to nag about the complex situation with Matthew’s ex-wife and children. This was, however, the first time he’d stayed in York overnight. Noble restraint came with a high price-tag, she felt. A band of pain tightened around her forehead. ‘How was the journey back?’


‘A slow crawl all the way. The roads were clear by lunchtime, but nothing really got moving until much later.’ He didn’t want to talk about the weather. Instead, he rested his head back and closed his eyes. ‘Sorry about lunch.’


‘Don’t be. I made sure to give Maisie a ring to see she had everything she needed.’ Though no doubt stranded at Hawksworth Hall, Matthew’s mother was not the sort to be worried by the snowfall.


‘I know. I just stopped off at home. She’s invited a couple of friends around for the evening, cosy as anything. She says this snow reminds her of the good old New England winters. She’s come over all nostalgic; out with the family album.’


Laura rested her arms across his lap. ‘Do you want to talk?’


Matthew looked down at her, her face in shadow, firelight creating a haze of fine-spun, wavy hair down to her shoulders. ‘Not now.’ He bent to kiss her. ‘Later.’


What was she to do with this flux of emotion between them? Where was the still, calm centre?


Sometimes she found it when she was out walking with him on Ravenscar, with not a soul around. Sometimes in bed, like that night, for a time after they’d made love and she lay beside him, staring out of the window at the stars.


But not in the fractured, stuttering interchange that came later, when he wanted, needed to talk through his problem with Abigail. It was after midnight when she felt him sit up in bed.


‘Laura?’


‘I’m awake.’


‘She asked me to sleep with her.’


‘Abigail? Did you?’


‘No.’


‘Did you want to?’


‘No.’


Laura felt sick at heart. Abigail had left Matthew long before Laura came on the scene, and for a time had been dismissively scornful of their relationship. Then, when her own affair with David Worthing had come to an end, she’d turned her attention back to Matthew. Not in obvious ways at first, but she used their two children to tether him to her whims, complaining about lack of money, the lack of time that he was prepared to give them. Why did Laura always have to be around when they came to stay with him at Hawkshead? Didn’t Sophie and Tim deserve some exclusive time? It was a deadly card to deal to someone as prone to guilt as Matthew.


‘Abigail’s in a state,’ he began again.


‘What do you want to do about it?’ She knew she sounded detached and cool.


He swung his legs over the side of the bed. ‘What I want doesn’t seem important sometimes. It’s the kids I’m worried about.’


‘She’s blackmailing you, Matthew. She’s using them.’ But Laura knew that pointing it out was a long way from him seeing it and sorting it out for himself. She felt a hollow helplessness as she saw him sitting hunched, gripping the edge of the mattress.


‘You’re sure you don’t want to throw me out after what I just told you?’


She raised herself and put an arm around his shoulder. ‘Listen, I’d much rather know what Abigail’s up to. And you said you didn’t want to take up her offer.’ But Laura couldn’t convey the black emptiness she faced as she pictured Abigail, small and determined, imposing a long history of shared commitment on Matthew’s conscience. Laura had no illusions; his ex-wife wanted him back.




CHAPTER TWO


For the first day, maybe two, the snow lay pure white. Whipped by the wind, it clung to black tree trunks and hung heavy on their branches, until sun melted the ice on the river and the boughs sloughed off their snow. It froze again at night into giant, jagged icicles hanging from outcrops, from the roofs of barns and houses. By day, the snow would lose its grip, slide and thud in avalanches on to recently cleared paths. By night, ice would take hold once more.


Philip and Juliet Maskell drove from their home at Bridge House into Hawkshead on the fourth morning of the freeze, noticing the marred beauty. Patches of earth had begun to show through on the sunnier slopes, as if the snow blanket grew threadbare. Sheep trailed narrow paths across fields to their mangers, while ploughs had cleared drifts from every lane and farm track, heaping up rough mountains which would linger, dirty and debris-laden, long after the thaw.


Philip sighed at the familiar rhythm. Days lengthened; but it would be the end of February before they felt the benefits of lighter evenings. He counted up. It would be his twenty-first spring working as a GP in Hawkshead, Laura’s second, Gerald’s thirtieth.


‘Drop me here,’ Juliet suggested as they drove through the main square. She pointed to the bus stop outside the Falcon, preferring while the snow lasted to use public transport to reach her job as a dental receptionist in Merton. She gave him a kiss on the cheek, reminded him to post a couple of letters, then got out of the car. She glanced up at the pub and turned back. ‘When’s Alison’s baby due?’ The landlord, Brian Lawson, and his wife expected it to be any day now. ‘I must buy a card.’


Philip saw her off before he drove the final few hundred yards to the health centre, built on a flat stretch of land beyond the playing fields, backing on to Ravenscar. Was it his imagination, or was Juliet still finding it difficult to cope?


It had all started with his affair with Mary Mercer the previous summer; a one-off, mad, middle-aged lapse, he told himself. But Juliet had gone into herself, talked less, made fewer plans. He’d fancied that Christmas had brought about an improvement; having the three boys at home with their various girlfriends, living in a full house again. She’d made the holiday special as she always did, with that knack of making everyone feel welcome, and pulling out the stops over food and entertainment.


But afterwards, when Simon, Jim and Ian had gone back to jobs and university, she’d lapsed into that semi-detached manner of not asking him when he would be home in the evening, of failing to tell him about her own day. Often, she would drift off to bed without letting him know.


He accepted it. He deserved worse, if anything. The affair with Mary had come out of the blue, had flung him off a plateau of genial reliability into the dizzying depths of doubt and confusion, fuelled by desire. Mary, Mary; so unlike Juliet, almost young enough to be his daughter, deeply sexy, deeply dramatic. She had said from the start that it would never work out. She warned him not to get involved and had tried to protect herself from falling in love with him, had moved out of Bridge House where she’d arrived as a lodger, had done everything to discourage him.


But Mary had become his summer obsession, with her dark, painted eyes, her pale skin. She churned up his sleeping discontent, roused him from complacency. If he could love this other woman as he did, what then was his marriage worth? If he could lie and deceive in order to have Mary, ought he not to make a clean break with his old life, his preconceptions? These questions could have plagued him for months, for years even, if Mary hadn’t put a sudden end to it by chucking her job in Hawkshead and going to work more than a hundred miles away. Now he never saw her, except in his mind’s eye; disturbing sexual images of her, or tender memories of their time together.


And Juliet had made no fuss. She’d known all along, said she’d been waiting for him to tell her. He’d expected recrimination, a battle towards a new understanding. Instead, he experienced his wife’s withdrawal. In the autumn they’d entered a sort of limbo from which they’d never emerged.


‘Morning, Philip.’ Sheila handed him his mail as he walked into Reception. He sifted through it: results of biopsies, an update on the meningitis situation throughout the county, assorted fliers from drugs companies. ‘Gerald left a message; can you run the eight hundred for him? He’s been called out to Ginnersby. Old Tom Sutcliffe.’


‘His asthma?’


‘No, he woke up this morning with a painful swollen leg. Gerald went straight off.’


‘Hmm.’ Laura joined them. ‘Pity I don’t have any glasses to twiddle.’


They went into a huddle in Philip’s room, he, Laura and Joy Hartley, to discuss a referral for a case of worsening dementia in one of Laura’s patients, and for Joy to check in with news from her ante-natal clinic of the previous day.


‘I was a bit worried about Alison Lawson’s blood pressure,’ she told them. ‘No signs of foetal distress, but we’re still waiting for the baby to turn himself round.’


‘Breech presentation?’ Philip checked the notes. Alison and Brian had waited a long time for this first baby. They’d been ready to embark on infertility treatment just before the pregnancy happened spontaneously. He’d kept a close eye on Alison throughout the past nine months, and was anxious lest anything go wrong now. ‘What did you say to her?’


‘I told her to take it easy.’ Joy indicated that Alison wasn’t likely to heed the advice. Running the Falcon was a hectic business, and Alison tended to push herself to the limit.


‘Perhaps we should get her an ante-natal bed in Wingate?’ The b.p. chart wasn’t all that alarming, however; not high enough to indicate pre-eclampsia. He doubted that the hospital would free a bed for her on this basis. ‘I think I’ll call in later and suggest complete bed-rest.’


‘How will Brian manage?’ They were coming up to the weekend, the busiest time at the pub.


‘He’ll have to phone relief staff. Did she show signs of oedema?’


‘In her ankles.’ Joy nodded, then moved on. By eight-twenty they were ready to go their separate ways and meet their first patients of the morning.


Philip had Jim Blackwood at the top of his list, for a regular check on a diabetic condition that the owner of Ravenscar Hall was determined to keep under strict control. He admired the fact that Blackwood’s diabetes hadn’t held him back from leading the active life of mountaineer, expeditioner and now organiser of the centre. Visits to Philip were an essential monitoring exercise. He liked to keep his appointments early and short.


He came in now, exuding tough good health. Dressed in up-to-the-minute trekking gear – fleece jacket, running-trousers, high-quality boots – with his taut features and short grey hair, determination in the movement of every muscle, he looked distinctly out of place in a doctor’s surgery, and he wasted no time. ‘Can you give me something to clear up a couple of ulcers on my foot?’ He took off his boot to display a common side-effect of the disease.


Philip looked, then wrote out a prescription. ‘How are your hands and feet in this cold weather? Are they numb?’


Jim shook his head. ‘And no disturbed vision either. I stick to my diet.’


‘Eating little and often?’


‘Yes. No faintness, no sweats.’


‘It sounds as if you’re doing pretty well.’ Philip took out the blood pressure cuff and strapped it around his patient’s muscular arm. ‘No breathlessness?’


‘No.’


‘Sure?’ The reading was high. Unlikely as it seemed from Jim’s rugged lifestyle, there could be a future heart problem.


‘Sure,’ he insisted.


Philip put away the instrument. ‘No point telling you not to overdo it, I suppose?’


‘I’m not going to sit in an office all day, if that’s what you mean.’ He rolled down his sleeve. ‘No, I’ll keep on doing what I can, which is most things so long as I manage the damned condition properly.’


‘Well, we may be able to take your hypodermic away from you before too long, and put you on sugar-reducing tablets instead.’ Philip explained that some mature diabetics did begin to produce small amounts of their own insulin. Jim was forty-two; a candidate for this option.


‘I’ve thought about it but I’m not sure it would give me the same freedom to lead a normal life. We’re coming up to our first busy period at the Hall.’ Jim was on his feet, ready to leave. ‘And we’re down one member of staff.’


Philip recalled that the Blackwoods had arrived at Ravenscar as part of a foursome; themselves, Paul Miller and his wife, Marianne. But Paul’s wife hadn’t stayed the course. In fact, she was gone by Christmas, back to Leeds. Rumour had it that she wasn’t cut out for the outdoor life, nor the isolation.


‘I’m glad business looks good,’ Philip said.


‘Well, it was a risk, but we knew that. Ravenscar’s an ideal area for geological studies, and most schools have to send their kids on residentials as part of their geography courses. We combine that with outdoor pursuits. It seems to be paying off.’ Jim was upbeat and determined as he headed for the door.


‘I’m glad you’re here.’ Brian Lawson met Philip as he stepped inside the bar. ‘Alison’s not feeling too good. I made her go upstairs and put her feet up.’


Philip turned down his offer of a drink before he went up. The Falcon was his local, with its quirky display of old sporting paraphernalia; rowers’ caps and blades, cricket bats, fishing-rods. Faded team photos lined the walls. ‘That was going to be my advice too; bed-rest until the birth.’ His interest in Alison’s welfare was more than professional. He’d become good friends with her and Brian since they’d taken over the pub four years earlier.


‘She won’t like that.’ Brian came out from behind the bar. ‘There’s nothing wrong, is there?’


When Philip went into the bedroom, he found Alison lying fully-clothed, her feet propped up on two pillows.


‘Look at these,’ she complained, pointing to her swollen ankles.


He pressed the swellings and watched the depressions made by his fingertips slowly fill up. He noticed her wince with pain. ‘Have you been getting twinges?’


‘Not really. Well, a few.’ She wouldn’t look him in the eye.


‘Since when?’


‘Since first thing this morning. I didn’t want to say anything because I knew Brian would rush me off to hospital straight away.’


Philip turned his attention to his patient’s abdomen. To his surprise, he found that the baby had turned and that its head was engaged. The cervix too was already partly dilated.


‘Is this it?’ Alison tried to sit up.


‘It sure is. You’ve been in labour for a good few hours.’


He leaned over to listen to the baby’s heart. As he feared, the baby, starved of oxygen, was giving an irregular heartbeat. ‘We need to get you to hospital right away,’ he said quietly. He glanced round to see Brian hovering by the door. ‘We need an ambulance.’


The worried husband went off quickly to the phone.


‘When we get you in we’ll be able to monitor Junior’s heartbeat. Don’t worry, you’ll be in good hands.’


‘Will I need a caesarian section?’ Alston sounded frightened. She gave sharp gasp of pain.


‘Let’s hope not.’ He waited for her to recover.


Brian soon reappeared with news of the ambulance. ‘It has to drive over from Wingate. They’ll be as quick as they can.’ He sat by the bed and held his wife’s hand.


‘Awkward little sod, isn’t he?’ Alison tried to smile. ‘I don’t think this baby’s going to wait for any ambulance.’


‘What do we do?’ Brian appealed to Philip.


‘Sit tight. There’s still time.’ Philip kept his fingers crossed. It was rare these days for a GP to be involved in a delivery and a long time since he’d attended one as potentially complicated as this.


‘I’m sorry. It’s my fault. I kept putting off saying something!’


‘How do you feel now?’ Brian gripped Alison’s hand more tightly as Philip moved in again to check the foetal heartbeat.


‘Keep calm,’ Brian pleaded.


The more he panicked, the steadier Alison became. ‘Who’s having this baby, you or me?’ she reminded him.


Philip stooped to listen again. This time the heartbeat was stronger. ‘OK, you’re doing well now. And so is Junior.’


By the time the ambulance did arrive, blue light flashing, with all its paraphernalia, Philip was instructing her to push. Meanwhile, all the signs were that this was going to be a normal delivery after all.


He worked hard, encouraging Alison, then telling her to stop at the critical moment. At last the baby emerged. ‘There. You’ve done it. You’ve got a girl.’


‘A girl?’ Brian looked at Alison as though Philip had said ‘alien’.


The baby breathed after thirty seconds. He cut the cord, heard the lungs expand, and the first cry as he handed Alison her daughter.


Too late, the busy ambulance crew brought in resuscitation equipment while Philip watched the dark, bedraggled head of the baby girl against her mother’s breast.


Brian cried, the baby bawled. When they weighed and tested her, they found the muscle tone was good and the scores high; no apparent damage had been done by her rushed passage into the world.


Celebrations in the Falcon were well underway before Philip left.


‘News travels fast.’ Brian glowed with pleasure from his station behind the bar. ‘You’ll help us to wet the baby’s head, Philip?’


He relaxed into one of the best times a GP could have; an occasion that helped him realise what kept him in general practice year after year.


Brian re-told the story to anyone who would listen.


‘How often do you get that sort of service on the NHS these days?’ he crowed.


‘Alison’s the star of this show.’ Philip was pleased nonetheless. It felt good to know that a mother and baby were upstairs doing well, instead of anxiously wired up to a monitor in a hospital ward. Alison’s blood pressure had returned to normal straight after the birth, and he’d brought Joy over from the health centre to provide nursing care. Gerald and Laura had covered his afternoon appointments; now there was nothing to do but share in the general congratulations.


‘Impatient little beggar couldn’t wait,’ Brian told Dot Wilson after he’d offered her a celebratory sherry. Dot was one of those people who made up the backbone of Hawkshead. He’d fixed up for her to put in some extra cleaning hours to help keep things straight in the upstairs rooms for as long as Alison was laid up after the birth. She’d been glad to accept.


Dot insisted on knowing every detail: baby’s weight, hair and eye colour. ‘I expect you wanted a boy to join your cricket team?’


He declared he was over the moon, didn’t mind a bit. ‘Anyhow, girls can play cricket, can’t they?’


‘Yes, and you’ll have a bat in the poor little mite’s hands before she can even walk, knowing you.’ Dot didn’t give way to sentimentality. As a grandma, she didn’t believe in parents being over-ambitious for their offspring. ‘What’s she going to be called? Nothing too fancy, I hope.’


‘Emma.’


This seemed to be within reasonable bounds. Dot nodded and drank up, spry as ever; her routine of setting out from Town Head each day to clean at Bridge House and keep an eye on community affairs uninterrupted by the severe weather. She simply put on her dead husband’s thick socks and wellingtons, an extra cardigan underneath her coat, and waded out into the snowy streets.


She’d been passing through the village square when the ambulance arrived, on the scene at the Falcon when the baby’s birth was announced. ‘Here’s wishing her health and happiness.’ She put her glass on the bar, collected her shopping bag and went on her way.


Philip was leaving in her wake, saying his goodbyes and heading for the door, when he bumped into Abigail Drummond, Matthew Aire’s ex-wife. She recognised him and hauled him back in for another drink.


‘Or is your dinner already burned to a cinder?’ She explained that she’d just dropped Sophie and Tim at their father’s place for a long weekend.


‘How’s Juliet?’ Abigail was good at the civilities, but she usually worked her way quickly on to more interesting territory. ‘Did the boys come home for Christmas? I expect you were pleased. It was my second Christmas in York. I never thought I’d hear myself admitting this, but I did miss Hawkshead. I was nostalgic for the old carol service at St Michael’s and the get-together at your place on Boxing Day.’


Philip nodded in the right places and let her run on. He found himself unexpectedly warming to the conversation. Abigail was an attractive, boyishly slim woman with short blonde hair. She ran her own successful conservatory business and had not taken the Aire name when she married Matthew. Though she must be in her late thirties, she looked younger and had a technique of drawing people into confidences in a flattering way. In fact, he hadn’t seen her since the separation.


‘Tell me, Philip, how do you think Matthew looks?’


‘Fine, when I last saw him about a week ago.’


‘He didn’t look tired or stressed?’


‘Not especially. Why?’


‘Oh, I don’t know. I find him so hard to talk to these days. He seems unhappy.’ She paused. ‘Not just about Sophie and Tim. He’s bound to miss them. But he’s on edge and that’s not like him.’


Philip looked steadily at her. ‘How long have you known me, Abigail?’


‘Eleven, twelve years. Oh God, is it really that long? It’s OK, Philip, I didn’t really expect you to spill the beans. You can’t blame me for trying, though.’ She glanced round the bar at the regulars, mixed with one or two strange faces. ‘Who are they?’


‘The new people from Ravenscar.’ Gabriella Blackwood and Paul Miller sat down with another couple, presumably teachers in charge of a school party.


‘Things are changing round here.’ Abigail sounded surprised. Then she saw Dick Metcalfe arrive with Kit Braithwaite and a couple of other cronies. They tramped trodden snow into the carpet, wheezed and coughed. ‘Then again …’


They finished their drinks, then parted with friendly smiles.


‘Love to Juliet,’ she reminded him. ‘Tell her I’ll pop in and see her some time.’


Juliet received the message impassively. She was glad, though, about the Lawsons’ baby. ‘They must be thrilled.’ The evening meal was on the table, they sat and faced each other.


‘What about you? How was your day?’ The routine questions swathed whatever raw emotions still existed between them, burying them deeper from view. He expected the normal reply: ‘The same as usual, no news.’


‘I went to see Luke Altham at Bootham & Wood’s.’


They were solicitors in Merton High Street, well known locally. In fact, Philip and Juliet had got to know Luke personally during the quarry debate. ‘When?’


‘Today, in my lunch hour.’


‘What for?’


Juliet put down her knife and fork and looked straight at him. ‘I needed to find out what would happen if we were to separate.’


Still he couldn’t make contact. ‘Who’s talking about separating?’


‘I am. At least I think I am. I want to find out what happens to the house; who stays here and so on.’


‘Just like that?’ Fear darted through him, then a burst of anger.


‘No, not just like that. It’s taken me seven months to get as far as Luke’s office.’


‘Why? Why, in God’s name, couldn’t you talk to me about it?’ He got up from the table and strode to the window.


‘Because I would have weakened. I would have listened to you, Philip. You would have given me all the reasons why I should stay.’


He expelled air from his lungs like a boxer taking a body blow.


‘And I know them inside-out. I should stay because of the children. I should stay because this is my home, because it wasn’t me who had the affair.’ She cast a hand this way and that. Her normally open expression was creased with pain.


‘Because we’ve been together half a lifetime!’ Philip couldn’t stop himself from adding. They were middle-aged, they hadn’t built alternatives into their vision of the future.


‘I know that,’ she said quietly.


‘So, we have to talk about it. Let’s try to work it out.’ He couldn’t believe that Juliet’s visit to the solicitor was a final move. Perhaps it was a warning, meant to jolt him into action instead of treading carefully around her hurt feelings.


‘You know how sorry I am. Even at the time I couldn’t believe that I was doing it to you.’ He moved towards her across the carpet they’d chosen together last autumn, within the four walls that had contained most of their married life.


She pushed him away. ‘What am I supposed to do now? Be charitable, accept your apology? Philip, for heaven’s sake! I don’t need your guilt. It weighs me down.’


‘Right then, I’m not sorry!’ He couldn’t win, he knew. ‘No, that’s a lie. I hate what I did to you.’


At this twist into angry frustration, she rounded on him. ‘You traded me in, like a lot of men your age. You turned me into a victim. I despise that.’ She had been an independent woman. Staying with him since last summer had altered the balance. Now she was a wronged wife sticking by her man. She was shouting, hurling words across the room. ‘I never thought it could happen to me!’
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