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  THE CONSULTANT’S RESCUE




  Gill Sanderson




  A new life.




  Jane Wilson is now the new ward manager of the Special Care Baby Unit at the Wolds hospital. After nursing her dying husband for three years, she decides to put behind her the hopes of having a family and concentrate on the work she loves.




  But then she finds herself working for consultant Chris Fielding - who has problems with a nearly-ex wife. Jane and Chris are drawn together- even more so because both have suffered.




  Can they find happiness together?




  Chapter One




  It was no hardship for Jane Wilson to be up early. She had not slept really well since...well, since. So, though her motel bed was comfortable, she had risen, thrown on the nearest clothes and walked to her car. Now she was standing on the beach, staring at the everlasting waves.




  This was different from London. She could see the sun, rising from the east over the sea. To her right the beach swept on, apparently endlessly. To her left were high white cliffs. There was the sound of gulls crying, the rhythmic beat of the sea on the sand. And everywhere the pervasive smell of salt. She liked it here.




  In the distance, coming from the little town, she saw a jogger. In no time he was passing her, shouting a cheerful, ‘Gorgeous day, isn’t it?’




  ‘Absolutely gorgeous,’ she shouted back, and watched him till he was just a coloured spot on the sand. Once she’d run to keep fit. Perhaps she could start again.




  Suddenly she realised just how much she wanted to move here. She could start a new life, perhaps after a while even be happy again. Of course it would be a fight. The jump in rank from Band 7 Nurse was a big one. But perhaps a fight was what she needed. It was what he would have wanted. The thought of him gave her new strength. She would start a new life. If not here, why, then somewhere else.




  As she so often did, almost unconsciously, she twisted her wedding ring, took it off and kissed it. Then she slid it back on.




  She glanced at her watch. Time was passing; she needed to be just a little bit early.




  Back in her motel room she showered, quickly dried her short blonde hair. For the interview she had bought a new dress. It seemed so long since she had bought any new clothes. But this was a sober, efficient dress. Smart, not dowdy, well cut and in an obviously expensive fabric. But it suggested a person who was in control. It was blue and now she realised it looked rather like a nurse’s uniform.




  She looked at herself in the full-length mirror, a detached, appraising look. No unsightly, bumps or creases. The dress didn’t hide her femininity, her arms were still good, her breasts generous, John would have said... The pain of memory lanced through her like a scalpel cutting flesh. For the moment forget him! Not that she could. But she had to be strong.




  She forced her hand to stop trembling, put on her normal understated make-up. Then looked again. Yes, she would do. She might not get the job, but she’d put up a good fight.




  Outside it was getting even warmer. Unlike London, there was no smell of traffic fumes, but still the ever present smell of the sea. She liked this little bit of the Yorkshire coast.




  For a moment she couldn’t see her car—surely no one would have stolen the rusty old thing. But then she remembered she was not looking for her large station wagon. She’d got rid of that quickly, it had too many memories. Instead she had bought a tiny red car, exactly big enough for her and her alone.




  She liked the look of the Wolds Hospital. It was on a small hill just on the outskirts of the little seaside town of Denham. You could easily walk into town from it. She drove through tree-shaded lawns, looking at the older red-brick buildings and the new constructions. A big building programme here. Plenty of parking space, too. Jane liked what she had seen so far.




  She followed the map she had been sent, went into Reception and was directed to a waiting room where she was greeted by a smiling middle-aged secretary.




  ‘Jane Wilson? I’m Judy Edwards, secretary to the chief administrative officer. Do sit down. Would you like a coffee or perhaps a drink of water or juice?’




  ‘Water would be fine,’ Jane said. She didn’t want her caffeine levels too high.




  Judy ticked off her name on a list, then fetched the water—with ice and a slice of lemon, Jane noted. Then she lifted her phone and said, ‘Mrs Wilson is here, Mr Carrington—yes, about five minutes.’




  Replacing the receiver, she said, ‘We have five candidates for the position, Mrs Wilson. The board will see them at hourly intervals. We hope to give you a decision at about five o’clock. Now, could you just fill in this expenses form for me please?’




  Jane dipped into her bag for the bills she had brought ready. As well to be prepared.




  It really was quite nice here, she thought. She could be happy here. It was a while since she had been interviewed for a job, but surprisingly she felt quite calm. This wasn’t good! If she wanted the job then she should try to fight for it. Get away from the feeling that nothing really mattered.




  The phone rang and after a muttered conversation Judy went through double mahogany doors and then came out and said, ‘The board would like to see you now, Mrs Wilson.’




  Jane stood, took a deep breath. Now for the fight.




  Judy took her into the room, pulled out a chair so she could sit at one end of a brightly polished table. Jane made herself comfortable, took a second to glance round the room. This was in the old part of the hospital, with panelled walls and oil paintings of long forgotten dignitaries.




  Five people were seated at the top of the table. An older, pleasant man stood and smiled. He said, ‘Hello, Mrs Wilson, I am Paul Carrington, Chief Administrative Officer of the Wolds Hospital. On my left we have Mary White, the senior nurse here, and Peter Knowles, our finance officer. On my right is Ms Fay Donahue who is in charge of Human Resources. And, finally, Mr Fielding, who is one of the two consultants in the neonatal unit.’




  As they were introduced, most of the board members smiled and mumbled a greeting. Jane thought she detected a touch of fellow feeling in the smile of Fay Donahue. Perhaps she’d been through this recently herself. The last person to be introduced, Chris Fielding, didn’t speak. He inclined his head, smiled briefly, as if his thoughts were elsewhere. He looked to be a striking but a thoughtful man and Jane guessed that his questions might be troublesome. Well, she would cope.




  ‘Before we start, I’d like to make something clear,’ Paul Carrington said. ‘The trust has decided to develop and expand the Wolds Hospital here at Denham. It is in process of closing down the Princess Mary Hospital twelve miles away in Caltonvale. We believe that this amalgamation will eventually be in the best interests of staff and patients.’




  He sipped from his glass of water. ‘In particular, the neonatal unit in Caltonvale has been closed down and the staff transferred here. There has been a lot of bad feeling among the staff, a lot of uncertainty. The leaders of both units—here and at Caltonvale—have both left. One has retired, one has gone to a senior job in Birmingham. We need someone who can pull the new unit together and so we advertised for a new ward manager. Now, I’d like you to start by telling us about yourself and your nursing experience and qualifications.’




  She had expected this question, had thought about it and researched how to get all the important facts across without going on too long. So she spoke and at the end of five minutes Paul Carrington nodded approvingly.




  ‘Very satisfactory,’ he said. ‘Now, I’ve told you about our amalgamation. How would you deal with a member of your staff who has been transferred and is now complaining bitterly about her new conditions?’




  A tricky one. Jane thought for a minute and then said, ‘I’d first see if there was any genuine cause for her complaint. If there was, I’d try to put it right. But in general I would say that the new unit is providing a better service to the public. Our neonates now stand a better chance. Nurses are professionals. We do not take our ill feelings out on our patients.’




  ‘Isn’t that a bit harsh?’




  ‘No. Staff are happier if they know where they stand.’ Jane hesitated and then said, ‘But I would feel very guilty if I didn’t know that we were providing a better service.’




  ‘Quite so. Now, you say in your application form that...’




  It was a gruelling interview. The panel knew what they wanted and the questions they asked were searching. But Jane kept calm, thought for a couple of moments if she was not quite sure of her answer and at times admitted that there was something that she just didn’t know.




  Finally it was the turn of Chris Fielding to question her. Something told her that this man would be the hardest to convince. He looked thoughtful, assessing. He would be the man she would be working with—or working for. This was the man who had most to gain or lose by this appointment.




  He didn’t speak at first, just looked at her. But she managed to look back at him coolly, confidently.




  ‘This is a new unit. We need someone to devote all their time and energies over the next two or three years to get it running smoothly. There must be no breaks. Are you capable of that devotion?’ He paused a moment, gave her that brief smile she had seen before and then went on, ‘And, please, don’t just say, “Yes, of course I am.’”




  He was challenging her. She looked at him again, more closely this time. So far he had only been a man in a dark suit. Now she saw the muscular shoulders, the trim body and the slightly long dark hair. She guessed he was in his early thirties, young for a consultant. His expression, his eyes, were calm, distant. She couldn’t tell what colour his eyes were. When he smiled, he was quite attractive. But he didn’t smile too often. What was on his mind?




  The question was obviously designed to test her. She knew what he was getting at and she decided to fight back. ‘It sounds as if you are asking me, as a married woman, if I’m likely to have children in the next few years,’ she said. ‘As I’m sure you know, such a question would be most improper. But I’ll answer it. I am a widow. I have no children. I have no intention of remarrying and certainly no intention of having children. Yes, I am capable of the devotion you require.’




  Paul Carrington spoke then, very quickly. ‘I am sure that Mr Fielding didn’t intend to ask a question which, as you say, would be most improper. But thank you for your honest answer. Chris, have you any more questions?’




  ‘No. I am satisfied.’ He smiled at Jane. ‘I’m sorry if you felt I was being personal and I apologise. I was only trying to do my best for the unit.’




  He doesn’t look very sorry, Jane thought, and gave him a cold little smile back.




  ‘Then I think your ordeal is over, Mrs Wilson,’ Paul said, smiling and reassuring. ‘Now, we hope to have a decision by five this afternoon. No need for you to hang around. Why not have a walk in the sun?’




  As if by magic, Judy appeared at Jane’s elbow and escorted her out of the room. Jane felt battered. It had been a hard three quarters of an hour.




  ‘Have a sit-down for a few minutes,’ Judy said, leading Jane back to a chair in her office. ‘I’ll fetch you a coffee now. I’ll bet you need it.’




  ‘Yes, I’d like a coffee.’ Jane leaned back, closed her eyes, sighed and tried to relax her shoulders. She had been more tense than she’d realised.




  Then she opened her eyes and realised that there was someone sitting opposite her.




  The woman smiled, stretched a hand across the coffee table. ‘Hi. I’m Fiona Law, we’re after the same job. May the best woman win and all that sort of thing.’




  ‘Hi. I’m Jane Wilson. As you say, may the best woman win.’




  She looked at the woman curiously as so far she had not met any of the other candidates. Fiona Law looked confident. She was a bit older than herself—say in her early thirties. Her dark suit was obviously expensive but Jane thought that the skirt was just a touch too short for a formal meeting. Her make-up had obviously taken quite a long time and her long blonde hair curled down her back.




  ‘Where are you from?’ Fiona asked, pleasantly enough. ‘I know you’re not local, I know all the local candidates.’




  ‘I’m from London.’ Jane named her own prestigious hospital. ‘Are you from around here?’




  ‘Born and bred. I suppose I’m the sitting candidate.’ Fiona gave a self-satisfied laugh. ‘I’ve been here ages—in fact, I did most of the work of running the unit. Poor old Marcia Kent, who has retired, just couldn’t cope.’




  ‘I see,’ said Jane.




  ‘But don’t worry, I’m sure the interview will be fair,’ Fiona went on. ‘You’ll be given your chance.’




  ‘I’m not worrying.’ Jane wasn’t worrying. But she was getting increasingly irritated.




  Judy came over. ‘Miss Law, the committee will see you now.’ With a blinding smile Fiona stood, smoothed her short skirt and swayed towards the committee room. Jane decided it would be too hypocritical to wish her good luck and so stayed silent.




  ‘Would you like another coffee?’ Judy asked. ‘You must have had quite a hard time.’ There was sympathy in her smile and Jane guessed that the secretary was referring to listening to Fiona rather than the interview. Fiona was obviously not everyone’s best friend.




  ‘Not too hard a time, nothing I can’t cope with,’ she said cheerfully, ‘but, yes, I’d love another coffee. And then I think I’ll go for a walk.’




  ‘A very good idea,’ said Judy. ‘You don’t want to spend all your time chatting.’




  For a moment she stood, just looking round and enjoying the grass, the trees and the difference in the air. There were little green and white signposts everywhere and she looked for one that might direct her to the SCBU, the special care baby unit where she hoped to work. She wondered what it was like.




  ‘Are you lost?’




  A voice behind her asked, deep and calm. She turned to see Chris Fielding. He looked even more imposing standing up but he seemed quite friendly and she felt happier.




  ‘I thought I might look at the outside of the unit,’ she said. ‘You know we were told that it would not be possible to look round before the interview.’




  ‘I’m afraid that was my decision. We’re short-staffed and I want to keep disturbance to a minimum. But if you come with me now I’m sure we can give you a glimpse for a few minutes.’ He strode on in silence for a moment and then said, ‘I’m concerned about one of my charges. She’s twenty-nine forty; we just can’t get her to gain weight. I suspect some kind of bug is making her vomit—but we can’t identify it.’




  ‘I see.’ Jane knew instantly what was wrong; a baby born prematurely at twenty-nine weeks instead of the usual forty. For them, early life was a struggle; one in four babies didn’t survive.




  ‘So using a nasogastric tube wouldn’t be a good idea. Are you feeding her intravenously?’ she asked.




  ‘No, I decided to go beyond the stomach. I’ve inserted a transpyloric tube, feeding milk straight into the small intestine.’ He looked at her thoughtfully. ‘A technique you’re familiar with?’




  ‘Of course. We had a case, a baby I nursed two months ago. Successfully, I might add.’




  ‘I’m pleased to hear that. This particular child suffered because her incubator temperature wasn’t checked. It was no one’s fault. I looked into it, just a consequence of too few nurses. But now that baby is just hanging onto life. I’m hoping that the new appointee will stop that kind of thing.’




  Jane winced. Neonates needed a precisely calculated temperature if they were to survive. Too hot and they lost energy by sweating, too cold and they lost energy by shivering. And they didn’t have much energy to spare.




  There was another pause in the conversation and then she said, ‘You’d be my consultant if I got this job?’




  ‘I would. There is another paediatric consultant but I’m the one who specialises in the neonatal side. Do you think you could work with me?’




  ‘I can work with anyone if they are professional,’ she said coolly.




  ‘Good. Then we will—sorry, we would—get on. I approve of being professional.’ They paced on a little further and then he said, ‘In the interview, you suggested that my question to you was unprofessional.’




  ‘I did. And you know I was right.’




  He chuckled, and it made him seem more human. ‘You were right, it was unprofessional. But I thought you were a good candidate and a good candidate deserves a hard question.’




  ‘One way of looking at things,’ she said. It struck her that there was more to Mr Fielding than she had at first thought.




  Yet another pause. He evidently didn’t see the need to indulge in unnecessary chit-chat. Then something struck her.




  ‘You’re not interviewing?’ she asked.




  ‘No, I withdrew for this one session. I can’t interview fairly because the candidate is my sister-in-law. It could be said that there is a conflict of interests. I shan’t vote either. But I’ll attend the interviews of the other candidates and I shall help with the deliberations at the end. I believe this to be a very important appointment.’




  They had reached a new building, an attractive single-storey wing to the main hospital. He led her through the waiting room, nodding briskly at the receptionist, and turned to the neonatal ward. There he tapped in the code that opened the door. Jane sighed. She knew it was necessary, but to have to lock a ward in case of crime seemed to her to be so sad.




  Inside she felt instantly at home. There was that atmosphere, that smell that was subtly different from all other wards. She loved it, this was where she worked.




  ‘If you would wait here a minute, Mrs Wilson?’ Chris Fielding pushed through a door. A moment later he returned with a smiling woman in green scrubs. ‘This is Nurse Erica Thornby,’ the consultant said. ‘Erica, if you have time, could you show Mrs Wilson here a little of the unit? If you’re too busy, send her back to Reception.’ He looked at Jane. ‘Is that all right?’




  ‘I wouldn’t have it any other way.’




  Nurse Erica Thornby, another member of the staff of the unit. Jane looked at her and thought that she would like her better than Fiona Law. Erica was a pretty woman in her mid-thirties, her dark hair in a French pleat.




  ‘I’m just going to do the obs on a couple of the babies,’ Fiona said. ‘D’you want to borrow a gown and a mask? Then we can talk as I work.’




  ‘Love to,’ said Jane. ‘Where can I scrub up?’ No way was she walking into a ward without being as infection-free as it was possible to get.




  ‘Follow me,’ said Erica.




  There were three babies in the little ward, all in incubators. Jane recognised that these weren’t high risk babies. She could tell by their movements that they were gaining in strength. At the moment there were no parents there, this meant they could talk. Jane watched as Erica deftly recorded temperature, blood pressure and breathing rate.




  ‘Where are you from?’ Erica asked when things were running smoothly. ‘Why do you especially want to come here?’




  It seemed that everyone was asking the same question. So she gave the same, honest answer—even if it was only half of one. ‘I’m from London. I need a change, a complete change. And this looks a well setup unit.’




  There was silence for a moment and then Erica said carefully, ‘This is just my opinion. But we need a leader. Trying to amalgamate two departments has been a nightmare. Some of us need a good kicking. There have been too many meetings, too much trying to suit everyone. Holidays, shift times, two people thinking they’re entitled to the same single job, we argue over everything. Somehow they’ve taken two happy departments and turned them into one miserable one. Which is daft because most of us really love the work.’




  ‘I see,’ said Jane. ‘I was talking to one of your colleagues—Fiona Law. She must stand a good chance of getting the job.’




  Erica’s face was turned away from Jane but in the reflection from the glass in the door she saw her grimace.




  ‘Possibly,’ she said.




  ‘Apparently the sister-in-law of the consultant?’




  ‘True. But that won’t sway Chris Fielding. He does everything perfectly properly. He’s a stickler for the rules.’




  ‘But you like him?’




  ‘I do. He’s super with the kids, he’s very thoughtful of the parents and he’ll help anyone so long as they’re willing to work. Of course, it takes a while to get to know him. Don’t be fooled by that abstracted air he has. He knows exactly what he’s doing.’




  ‘I can imagine,’ Jane said.




  Erica lifted the lid of an incubator and lifted out the baby. Cradling the tiny thing in one hand, she reached for the ready prepared bottle and eased it to the pink mouth. The baby started sucking at once, and Erica smiled down. ‘You’re learning, little Harry,’ she murmured. ‘This is your mum’s milk, and it’s so, so good for you.’




  Jane looked on approvingly. She could work with Erica.




  After a while Erica asked, ‘If you come here, if you get the job... have you... I see you’re wearing a wedding ring.’




  ‘I was married, now I am a widow. And I have no children.’




  ‘Oh, I’m sorry. I—’




  ‘It doesn’t matter, Erica, it’s over now.’ Jane decided to change the subject ‘Are you married?’




  ‘Not yet. I’ve lived with the same man for five years, perhaps we ought to... I’d like a family and I’m getting on a bit...’ Erica laughed, but Jane realised she had accidentally touched a raw nerve. The other woman had been just a little too falsely bright. And it was just a bit early to be exchanging intimate details.




  At that moment one of the other babies woke and started to cry. Strange how they knew when was the most inconvenient time. Erica walked over and peered down. ‘You’ll have to wait, baby McKay,’ she said. ‘Got my hands full at the moment.’




  But baby McKay paid no attention. He carried on screaming, his naked little body jerking on the mattress.




  Jane listened for a moment and then said. ‘If it’s only feeding, would you like me to...?’




  ‘Thanks,’ Erica said promptly. “The feed’s over there, you know what to do.’




  Indeed, Jane did know what to do. She picked up the baby, felt that instant stab of love and compassion for someone so small. The little body stopped squirming, the blue eyes stared at her, unfocussed. Jane reached for the bottle. Baby McKay was hungry.




  For a while she forgot she was at the hospital to be interviewed, she was doing what she knew and liked. Erica had recognised her competence at once and had not hesitated to leave the room to mark up the obs. And when Jane finally stopped to place the now dozing baby back in his incubator, she discovered that Chris Fielding had stepped silently into the ward.




  He looked at her thoughtfully. ‘I can see you’re very competent, Mrs Wilson,’ he said. ‘But as yet you are not a member of staff of this hospital. I don’t even know if you’re insured. I’m not sure that I’m happy with what you’re doing.’




  She said nothing until she had settled the baby in his incubator. Then she stepped back, pointed and said, ‘He approves. He’s happy. There’s no way I’m going to stand back and let a baby suffer when I think I can stop it.’




  She saw him think about this. Then he said, ‘Of course, you’re quite right. But now I think that it’s time that we left.’




  ‘You’ve seen your patient?’




  For the first time he smiled fully and his face was transformed. ‘I have. She needs no help from us; she’s recovering on her own. She’s putting on weight and looking much happier. Let’s just say that I’m now looking forward to seeing her father this evening, instead of dreading it.’




  He led her outside, told her to remember to be back for the interview decision at five o’clock, said good morning and strode off briskly. This was turning into a full day, she thought as she watched him disappear.




  She glanced at her watch. She had hours yet, so she set off to walk down into the little town. Would she like working with Chris Fielding? She thought she rather would. He was competent, reasonably friendly, but much of the time his thoughts were obviously elsewhere. Just what she wanted. Of course, he was attractive—when he smiled, really attractive—but he was probably married to Fiona Law’s sister. Jane wondered what his wife was like, how it would be to be married to such a man. Not her business. Anyway, she hadn’t got the job yet.




  She liked Denham, it was so different from London. It was both a seaside town and a centre for the local farming community. There were a lot of holidaymakers but not as many as there would have been before Continental holidays had become so popular. Many of the people she saw were probably locals. She passed through what she heard called the Old Town, very different from the seaside front. She’d like to live here.




  At lunchtime she found a cafe by the harbour, an ordinary place with plastic tables and pictures of trawlers on the walls. She just had to order fish and chips. The meal was fantastic and it cost her about half what it would have cost in London. When she said this to the smiling waitress she was told that the fish had been in the sea that morning and the chips were from potatoes from a farm not ten miles away.




  She walked out, looked down at the harbour and then—as happened so often—memories tore apart the life she was trying to build herself. It was so clear, like yesterday! Eating fish and chips with John at a little cafe near the hospital. They had only known each other a while—but they had both known that what they had was going to last. For a minute she couldn’t move and squeezed her eyes together, hoping to stop the tears from appearing. She would have to stop this!




  There was a lot to do and see in the town, but quite early she walked back to the hospital. She wanted to know the news. No good falling for this place if there was no job for her.




  She walked into the waiting room and this time was offered tea. The other four candidates were already there and there was the usual strained atmosphere when people knew they were in competition and only one of them would be lucky. Three of them were staring at nursing magazines. The fourth—Fiona—was talking loudly to the secretary, calling her by her name at regular intervals, making it very clear that she was the internal candidate, and thus ought to be the favoured one. Jane picked up a magazine herself.




  The door to the interview room opened and Paul Carrington appeared. His previously smiling face was now serious as he looked at the five pairs of eyes staring at him.




  There was a moment’s silence then he said, ‘Mrs Wilson, the board would like to see you please.’




  Silence still. Somehow Jane managed to walk to the door held open by the CAO.




  ‘Please, sit down, Mrs Wilson.’ Paul Carrington had taken his place at the centre of the interviewing panel again. ‘Now, you have read the conditions of service for this position, you understand the salary offered?’
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