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    It is a shock for John Cord, newly appointed Specialist Registrar in Obstetrics and Gynaecology, when he finds that the ward sister he must work closely with is his ex-girlfriend Eleanor. Refusing John’s offer of marriage, Eleanor ran away to New Zealand six years previously when she found she was carrying his child, determined to be independent. She only asked that he never tried to get in touch. John finds an unexpected joy at his newly discovered son, but will Eleanor take the risk of restarting what didn’t work out before?


  




  

    Prologue




    ‘Ooh, Doctor, do you really have to?’




    Mrs Simmonds was being coy again. She fluttered her eyes at John Cord, modestly pulling together the neck of her floral nightie. Mrs Simmonds was eighty-seven but resolutely refused to act that way. John loved her for it.




    ‘Sorry, Mrs Simmonds, it’s got to be in your bottom. I could inject you here in your shoulder but there’s just not enough of you. You’re too slim, that’s the trouble.’ John gently rubbed the wasted shoulder, feeling the bone so close under the skin.




    ‘You doctors are all the same,’ said Mrs Simmonds with a chuckle, then, to the young nurse standing by, added, ‘Help me over, will you, dear?’




    The nurse slipped back the bedclothes and with John’s help turned Mrs Simmonds onto her front, then eased up her nightie. John pulled the skin taut so the injection would not leak afterwards. He depressed the plunger of his syringe till a tiny drop of fluid gleamed at the end of the needle. Then he injected the diamorphine, carefully picking his site to avoid the sciatic nerve. There wasn’t much flesh left anywhere on his patient and the injection must have hurt a little, but Mrs Simmonds remained inexhaustibly cheerful.




    She had cancer of the colon, and it had metastasised and formed colonies in her lungs and liver. There now was no hope of treatment. Mrs Simmonds came from a generation who thought it improper to bother the doctor unless you had something serious so she had ignored the growing pain and discomfort. When she had complained it had been too late.




    But she flirted with all the doctors as if she were in the best of health and eighteen again. ‘See you later,’ John beamed.




    The young nurse’s name was Melanie and this was her first week on a real ward. She looked lost and frightened. Ideally she should have ‘shadowed’ a fully qualified nurse for a week or two, but there just weren’t enough staff to justify it. She had a willing pair of hands and had been trained – she could pick things up as she went along. John smiled at her encouragingly. ‘You’re doing fine,’ he whispered.




    Melanie looked up at him and nodded. ‘Yes, Doctor,’ she said shyly.




    It was nice to be respected, to be called ‘Doctor’, John thought to himself. Even if he had only been a real doctor for six weeks, and was quietly as nervous as Melanie.




    ‘I’m injecting her with painkillers at the moment,’ he said, ‘but when her condition becomes worse we’ll rig up an IV line and deliver them straight into the vein. That way we can control the supply more easily.’




    ‘I see.’ Melanie nodded solemnly.




    He swished the curtains back from Mrs Simmonds’s bed and moved to the next one. Melanie closed the curtains and they looked down at their next patient. ‘Hello, Mrs Apley,’ John said, and tried hard to keep the smile on his face. But it was an effort.




    Mrs Apley was young, belligerent, aware of her ‘rights’.




    She was just the opposite to Mrs Simmonds, simply too fat.




    She had just had a cholecystectomy, the removal of her gall bladder. Twice before she had come into hospital and the consultant and anaesthetist had united in refusing to operate until she had lost some weight. The danger of respiratory failure had been just too great. Her GP – for whom John felt a great deal of sympathy – had somehow persuaded her to stick to a diet and she had lost two stone.




    Now she had had her operation and was apparently losing no time in replacing the lost weight. A vast and half-eaten bar of milk chocolate was on her bedside cabinet.




    ‘Didn’t think much to breakfast this morning, Doctor,’ she started. ‘Is this what we pay taxes for?’




    John had a great urge to tell her to shut up and stop grum bling, but then he remembered that he was young, he was fit, and he hadn’t just had an operation. And not all patients were like Mrs Apley, there were just as many Mrs Simmondses.




    So he smiled even more broadly and said, ‘I’m sorry about that, Mrs Apley, but we do the best we can. Now, can we have a look at the wound here? Has there been any pain or discomfort?’ Melanie carefully eased off the dressing and John pursed his lips approvingly at the healthy pink flesh. ‘That’s very good, very good indeed,’ he said. ‘You’re healing more quickly than we could have expected.’




    ‘I should think so,’ Mrs Apley said complacently. Then she exclaimed sharply, ‘Careful, girl, that hurts.’ Melanie had been re-strapping the dressing, but now she looked up, worried.




    ‘There’s bound to be a little discomfort,’ John soothed. ‘It’s still a very tender area. But I’m sure you’ve got the character to put up with it.’ Mrs Apley indicated that she was prepared to suffer, and as Melanie drew back the curtains she reached for her chocolate bar again. John walked to the table at the head of the ward to fill out his notes.




    Melanie came to talk to him. ‘You were good with Mrs Apley,’ she said. ‘I thought she was going to shout at me.’




     ‘Don’t worry, Melanie.’ John winked at her. ‘I’ll tell you a secret. I was trying to get offered a bit of chocolate. But I didn’t succeed. I’m a medical failure. Now, I’ve got to fill in these notes so you skip back to Sister and find out what else she wants you for.’




    Melanie, now happy, tripped off down the corridor, and John looked after her and sighed. Melanie was about eighteen, six years younger than himself. And yet the gap in ages seemed enormous.




    He was more tired than he remembered ever having been in his life before. It was three o’clock in the afternoon and he had been working solidly since eight that morning. There was nothing wrong with that, but he had been on call the previous night, and at half past three in the morning the phone by his head had rung.




    It hadn’t been a great emergency, but the night sister had called him out to a case of hypertension – high blood pressure.




    John had found nothing seriously wrong, though the patient had been in some pain and was feeling very anxious. A painkiller and reassurance had caused the pressure to drop, but it had been an hour and a half before John had managed to crawl back into bed. He knew his blood sugar was down, but didn’t even have the energy to go and get a quick fix – a biscuit or a handful of sweets.




    He bent over the desk. The first and most important lesson for a house officer – always do your paperwork at once.




    The ward seemed hotter than ever. He wished he could take off his white coat – the new long doctor’s coat instead of the old short student’s coat – and loosen his tie a little. But those who had been doctors for only six weeks had to toe the line. There was a non-stated but definite dress code.




    So often the smallest problem caused the biggest outlay of time. When he was a student he had looked at cases – diseases rather than people. Now he had to deal with the complete person. He dealt with the family, the GP, the paperwork, the other health professionals who were just as intent on their particular job as he was on his. Sometimes it seemed that the actual illness was the least important thing.




    Out of curiosity he had counted the number of phone calls he had made about one patient who was in hospital for the most minor of operations, the removal of a cyst. There had been thirty-three different calls. He grinned to himself. Was he complaining? He loved it!




    He stood, stretched, easing the aching muscles of his back and thighs. His little self-appointed task was finished. He was up to date on all his paperwork. Now he could go to the doctors’ room, have a coffee, perhaps even shut his eyes for five minutes.




    He was stopped in the corridor before he got to his coffee, his chance of a little rest. ‘Doctor, when you’ve a minute could you come and have a look at Mr Hatton? He’s complaining that he’s in pain and you might want to look at his dosage.’




    Rocking slightly, bleary-eyed, for the first time he looked at Staff Nurse Roberts. Her name was Roberts, he was aware, because he’d seen her name on the duty roster. He knew she was a staff nurse because she wore a light blue uniform, not a white one like Melanie. But he guessed she hadn’t been qualified for long. Her uniform looked too new for a start.




    And he doubted that she was much more than twenty-one, three or four years younger than him. He’d been busy when she’d come on to the ward that morning, but now he had the chance to look at her.




    She was gorgeous.




    ‘First things first,’ he said. ‘My name is John and you’re …?’




    ‘Eleanor. Eleanor Roberts. It’s just that the other HO, Dr Pride, doesn’t like first names on the ward.’




     ‘Dr Pride is a –’ started John, then caught himself in time.




    ‘Sorry, must remember lecture on medical ethics. Dr Pride and I have to disagree, but I want you to call me John.’




    ‘I’d like that.’ She smiled, she had dimples! He took his time and looked at the rest of her. Her hair was a glorious pale blonde. He was no expert, but he would swear it was natural, not dyed. It was cut very short, an almost masculine crop, but it enhanced this one’s beauty because it emphasised the high, fine cheek-bones. Unusually for a blonde, she was tanned, which made her blue eyes seem even darker. Blue eyes like mine, he thought, then decided he was showing the first signs of disorientation through fatigue.




    ‘I’m showing the first signs of disorientation through fatigue,’ he said.




    From her pocket she took a bar of chocolate, broke off a large piece and handed it to him. ‘Have some instant blood sugar,’ she said gravely. ‘The last thing I want is an ill house officer on my ward.’




    He bit into the chocolate – dark, as he liked it. ‘Brilliant diagnosis, brilliant treatment, Staff Nurse. I think I’m already falling in love with you. But before I do, lead on to Mr Hatton.’




    ‘This way … John. I’ve got his case notes.’




    Eric Hatton had been operated on that morning. John checked and decided that there were no post-operative complications – this was a simple case of insufficient analgesia. He was still amazed at how diverse people were, how they felt vastly different amounts of pain from the same operation.




    He increased the dosage of IV-delivered drug at once, and watched as Eleanor followed his instructions. Together they waited for a result. It came quickly. The pain lines round the patient’s eyes and mouth disappeared, his breathing grew slower, deeper, his eyelids flickered then closed.




    ‘Keep an eye on him,’ said John, ‘but he should be all right now. You could have dealt with that just as well as I did.’




     ‘Nurses are not allowed to prescribe drugs,’ she quoted, ‘but, yes, I would have done exactly the same as you did. If I had the authority.’




     ‘It’s good to know you agree with me,’ he said sincerely. ‘I know I’ve still got a lot to learn and I’m willing to learn from anyone.’




    ‘What an unusual doctor you are,’ she teased. ‘D’you want to come to Sister’s office for a coffee?’




    ‘Thought you’d never ask. I think mine is the only human metabolism there is that functions solely on chocolate and coffee.’




    Suspiciously, she asked, ‘Is that a cunning request for my last piece? The piece I was hoarding for my own low blood sugar?’




    ‘Certainly not,’ he said indignantly. ‘It’s a cunning request for half of your last piece.’




    ‘Here.’ She broke the chocolate, and they had half each.




    ‘Now, a cup of coffee and I’ll rejoin the human race.’ He was rather looking forward to a short break, a couple of minutes’ chat with her, but no sooner had she poured two coffees than Melanie peered round the door.




    ‘Staff, I’m having trouble with Mr Yelland’s dressings.’




    Eleanor took a great mouthful of coffee and stood. ‘I’m coming, Melanie. You’ll get used to it in time.’




    When she’d gone he waited a couple of minutes in case she returned at once. But it must have been a bigger problem than she’d thought so he took his coffee and walked to the doctors’ room.’




    There were a set of TTOs to complete. The ‘to take out’ form was a prescription to the hospital pharmacy for the drugs patients would take with them when they were discharged, and also a summary for the GP of diagnosis, treatment, and further care. Each took time and care to fill in.




    John thought a minute about the last form, and then phoned the patient’s GP. In easier times old Mrs Gilpin would not have been released from hospital. She needed constant care. But the department had treated her medical condition, and now it was up to care in the community to look after her. Perhaps a few words with the GP might smooth things for her.




    When he finally decided to go, the nurses had changed shifts and Staff Nurse Eleanor Roberts had left. He felt a tiny touch of disappointment that she hadn’t called in to say goodnight to him but, then, he didn’t make a point of saying goodnight to every nurse either. He reminded himself to buy her a bar of chocolate. Then he walked down the three flights of stairs from Ward 27 – no way was he going to take the lift – and out into the courtyard of London’s River Hospital.




    It was good to be outside. The air wasn’t exactly fresh, but it was an improvement on the heat of the ward. He looked around at the brutal concrete architecture and decided again that it might be efficient but he didn’t like it. Then he headed for the doctors’ residence. He knew he ought to take some exercise, but decided that sleep would do him more good.




    There was a short cut through the staff car park, and there John heard a noise that never failed to annoy him. It was the whirring sound of a starter motor going on and on. Quite obviously the engine wasn’t going to start. It wasn’t his problem. His problem was getting enough sleep. The noise got louder as he walked past the serried ranks of cars until he came to an old Fiesta. An old and tatty Fiesta. Behind the wheel, looking angry, was Staff Nurse Eleanor Roberts. She hadn’t seen him.




    He paused for a moment – he really was tired – and then decided that it might be his problem after all. He walked over and had to tap on the glass twice before she heard him. She wound down the window. He thought even when angry she still looked gorgeous.




    ‘If you’re going to come out with one of those masculine things about women and motors,’ she snapped, ‘don’t bother. And if I have flooded it, whatever that means, then I’m sorry. I’ve had a hard day and I can do without more aggravation.’




    He knew how she felt. ‘Pull the release, let me look under the bonnet,’ he said mildly.




    She looked at him furiously, but did as he asked, without speaking. Wincing, he looked at the engine. There was everything there but a bird’s nest. He checked the oil level, the battery connections, the tightness of the fan belt. There was an overpowering smell of petrol. Then he saw the loose connection that was the cause of the problem.




    He walked round to the passenger door and she unlocked it so he could slide inside. ‘It is flooded,’ he told her. ‘There’s no way it’ll start for a few minutes. And you’ve nearly flattened your battery. My car’s on the other side of the car park, I’ll fetch it in a minute and help you start yours.’




    She was curious. ‘Do you know a bit about engines then?’




    He shook his head. ‘I know a lot about engines. They’ve always been my hobby. In some ways engines are better than people. Treat them right and they’ll never let you down.’




     ‘Are you saying I’ve neglected my engine? I put the best petrol in, don’t try to go too fast.’




    He looked at her judiciously. ‘Quite frankly, Nurse, if you treated a patient the way you’ve treated that engine, I’d report you to the General Nursing Council.’




    She looked glum. ‘That bad, is it?’




     ‘I’m afraid so. Where did you get it?’




    ‘My brother’s just gone to New Zealand – he sold it to me. He said there was another twenty thousand miles in it.’




    ‘You could get more than that if you treated it with a bit of care.’ He thought for a minute. ‘Look, if you want, I’ll spend a couple of hours with you on Saturday, show you what to look for, how to look after it. If your boyfriend doesn’t mind, that is.’




    ‘Is that your idea of subtlety?’ she asked acidly. ‘Let me put your mind at rest. At the moment I am man-free, quite happy about it, and not looking for a replacement. But … I really would be grateful if you could give me a hand with the car.’ She frowned. ‘Why should you, though? You’re dead busy, I know.’




     He grinned. ‘I’ll do it for love,’ he said. ‘I love … engines. Now, don’t touch that starter and I’ll fetch my car over.’




    He had to admit to a touch of male pride when he drew his car alongside hers. He could tell she was impressed. Well, either that or shocked. He had a twelve-year-old Mercedes which shone as if it had left the showroom that morning.




    ‘Did you buy that to impress people?’ she asked.




    He didn’t rise to the bait. ‘My hobby over the past two years,’ he explained. ‘I bought it cheap, spent all my spare time doing it up. Not that I had much spare time.’




    He rolled up his sleeves, fetched a large toolbox from his boot, and said, ‘First lesson. Come and see what wonders you have under your bonnet.’




    He was not going to do much now, but as he wiped and tightened he said, ‘When I’m fed up with patients who are unreasonable, I come and work on a car. It’s therapeutic. An engine never lies, never pretends to swallow pills, never makes itself deliberately ill. Treat it well and it will run indefinitely.’




    ‘You’ve convinced me,’ she said. ‘I’ll give up nursing to be a mechanic.’




    He tightened the last nut, and said, ‘Try to start it now.’ She climbed back into the car, and the engine started at the first twist of the ignition key. He gently lowered the bonnet.




    She put her head out of the window. ‘Thanks, John, I really am grateful.’ She looked at him assessingly. ‘Are you on call again tonight?’ He shook his head. ‘Definitely off till tomorrow morning. I’ll have a quick bath and a sandwich then lots of lovely sleep.’




    She appeared to be considering something, then said, ‘I live in a flat in Selwyn Road with another two nurses. Number thirty-seven. Supper tonight is leftover spaghetti bolognese. Would you like to come and share?’




    He felt a surge of excitement. He would very much like to spend more time with Eleanor Roberts. But he wasn’t going to show how he felt. ‘All right,’ he said casually, ‘I’d love to. A romantic evening. Will we dine by candlelight?’




    ‘Possibly, if the meter runs out. See you in an hour?’




    ‘Already looking forward to it. I’ll bring a bottle of wine.’




    She pointed at him. ‘This is nothing special, Doctor, just a little thank you for fixing my car. And you’re out at half past ten ’cos I need my sleep too.’




    He grinned. ‘Of course,’ he said urbanely. ‘In about an hour, then.’ The car pulled forward.




    It wasn’t an uncommon kind of invitation. In the past six years he had been out with a fair number of nurses and medical students. The girls he met seemed to find him attractive enough – certainly he was never at a loss for a party to go to.




    But his work had to come first and the casual social lifestyle suited him fine. However, Eleanor had impressed him rather a lot. Not only was she gorgeous-looking, she had wit and spirit to her. He was looking forward to his supper.




    He went back to his room, had a luxuriant bath in the annexe down the corridor, then dressed in cords and an open-necked check shirt. A group of other house officers were going to the pub later but he said he wouldn’t be joining them. Then he went to pump up the tyres of his old bike. A three-month spell in Accident and Emergency had filled him with a horror of mixing drinking and driving.




    Selwyn Road wasn’t far away, a row of large Victorian houses now mostly converted into flats. A lot of the hospital nurses lived there. He stopped halfway and bought a bottle of red wine from an off-licence, then thought for a moment and bought a bottle of white, too. Not everyone shared his taste for rough reds.




    The Fiesta was parked in the drive of number thirty-seven, along with a couple more rather run-down-looking cars. There were bells to two flats, and he rang the one marked Nash, Moran, Roberts. He felt perfectly relaxed, and so didn’t quite understand the sudden bump of excitement he felt when Eleanor opened the door.




    So far he’d seen her in uniform and in jeans and sweater. Now she’d changed into a blue sleeveless dress which made him uncomfortably aware of how attractive she was. When in doubt, make a joke. ‘You’ve got naked arms,’ he said. ‘I think they’re lovely.’




    In fact, they were. Like her face, they were lightly tanned, touched with the faintest of blonde hair. And the curves on them were firm muscle, not fat.




    ‘Thank you, kind sir,’ she said. ‘Do come inside, we’re on the first floor.’




    He thought she had rather appreciated his compliment.




    Good, he had meant it.




    They walked upstairs, through the plasterboard partition into her flat. A typical nurses’ place, he’d been to many. She led him into the living room, accepted the bag with the two bottles of wine and said she had to finish in the kitchen.




    ‘Pick yourself some music,’ she said, waving at a music centre on a table with a great stack of CDs by it. ‘I’ll be with you in a minute, I’m a bit behind.’




    He flicked through a lot of modern stuff which he didn’t much care for, and then found the Beatles. As ‘Sgt Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band’ filled the room she called from the kitchen, ‘That’s my mother’s favourite – she bought it for me for Christmas.’




    ‘A lady of taste,’ he called back. Then he wandered round the flat, looking at the textbooks he recognised, the duty rosters pinned to the cork noticeboard, the holiday postcards on the mantelpiece. The room was half tidy, half not, as if the people who lived there only did so briefly. This was a world he recognised.




    There was a thick notebook on the table with a pen by it, as if he had disturbed her writing something. ‘Still studying?’ he called. ‘What’s this on the table?’




    Eleanor came smartly out of the kitchen and whipped the notebook from the table. ‘It’s personal,’ she said. ‘It’s called “Life on the Wards” – a story of how I’ve learned that doctors know everything and do nothing.’




    ‘You’ve got us pinned down,’ he said. ‘How about a glass of wine each?’ She fetched the bottle for him to open.




    Although there were three girls sharing the flat, only Eleanor and John were to sit down to the meal she had reheated. One girl was away on holiday, the other, Mo Moran, came through looking smart in a dark dress, and said she was being taken out for dinner. She accepted a glass of white wine and sat with John on the settee for a while. He thought he’d seen her around the hospital somewhere; she was quite a bit older than Eleanor.




    ‘Mike’s taking me out on the river,’ she said, rolling the stem of her glass between two fingers. ‘It’s our anniversary. Anniversary of when we met, that is. We’ve been together three years now.’




    John thought she seemed nervous. ‘It’s a long time,’ he said. ‘You must get on well together.’




     ‘Oh, we do. Interests in common, same sense of humour – we get on very well.’




    The doorbell rang. She downed the rest of the wine, shouted that she was off, and ran to the stairs.




    ‘She seems in a hurry,’ John observed.




    ‘Mo is always in a hurry. But we can be more genteel. Dinner is now served, and to establish an atmosphere of gracious living – here’s your candlelight.’ She placed on the table a single, thick white candle stuck to a saucer.




    ‘I’m not sure I can cope with this sophisticated life,’ said John.




    The meal was what she had promised, spaghetti bolognese made with mince and tinned tomatoes, with grated cheese on top. It was the kind of meal he had often eaten before, the kind of meal that one girl would cook when it was her turn to cook for the other two. Simple, cheap, and nutritious. He loved it. They sat, forking and twirling spaghetti and talking easily.




    ‘I think I’ve had it with medicine for today,’ she said. ‘Too many nurses work all day then talk about it all night. I want to get away from hospital life,’




    ‘I know a fascinating story about the new Jaguar twelve-cylinder engine.’




    ‘All right, you can tell me about the operation you’re performing tomorrow.’ They both laughed. She was good company, easy to get on with.




     ‘What was Mo so nervous about?’ he asked her.




    ‘I know all hospital staff love to gossip, but I don’t want this going any further. You can help me – I want a male point of view.’




    ‘OK, I promise not to gossip.’




    She looked at him thoughtfully. ‘D’you mean that?’




    ‘Surprisingly, I do. I’m not quite a real doctor yet, but when I am, patient confidentiality will be important to me.’




    ‘Right then. Mo has been going out with Mike for three years now. They’re about the same age – she’s thirty-one. He’s a senior radiographer. He lives in his own house, no wife or ex-wife, no parents. She stays there once, twice a week, sometimes he stays here. They’re happy together. She wants to get married, I don’t know why. Failing that, she’d be very happy to move in with him. But he doesn’t want her to.’




    ‘You want the male point of view? Honestly? It’s simple. Marriage is a fine institution, but who wants to–’




    ‘– who wants to live in an institution?’ she interrupted him. ‘A typical selfish male point of view, Dr Cord. Remember, men are largely now unnecessary. We women are going to do without you. Since physical strength is no longer much use, all we need is one man per hundred women. You men are going to die out, Cord.’




    ‘The dinosaurs and now me,’ he said gloomily. ‘Is this how you encourage Mo?’




    ‘I tell her she’s still young, so why bother getting married? Both she and Mike have careers, be content with that.’




    ‘Have another glass of wine,’ he said, pouring her one.




    As pudding she had bought fruit, and they had an apple and a banana each. He offered to wash up but she said they had a dishwasher. Then they sat side by side on the couch, drank wine, chatted, listened to more music. He felt at home, under no pressure. After work this was what he needed, and Eleanor was good company.




    At five past ten she started to yawn, and couldn’t stop. He caught it from her and did the same. ‘Nearly bedtime, John,’ she said. ‘And that is a statement, not an invitation. D’you want a coffee before you go?’




    ‘No thanks, I’ll have a drink before I go to sleep.’




    He stood and yawned again. ‘Probably see you tomorrow morning, but otherwise I’ll be here about eleven on Saturday. We’ll spend a couple of hours on your car.’




    ‘Thanks. I appreciate that.’




    ‘Oh, and that night there’s a birthday party for one of my mates. We’ve got the back room of The Black Bull and there’ll be a bit of a disco. If you like dancing, would you like to come?’




    ‘I love dancing and I would like to come. But right now I would like you to go.’ She escorted him downstairs.




    In the hall he put his arms around her and kissed her, and she hugged him to her. Then she put her head on his shoulder and yawned.




    ‘Thank you for that tribute to my capacity to excite passion in you,’ he said.




    They both laughed. ‘I think you’re a nice young doctor, Cord,’ she said. ‘Now go home to bed.’ He stole one last kiss and wheeled his bike out of the hall.




    Twenty minutes later he was back in the kitchen by his room, making his customary evening cocoa. ‘Have a good night?’ a friend asked.




    ‘Not at all bad. Had spag bol with a nurse, bottle of wine.’




    When he was in bed, sipping his cocoa, he realised that his casual description of a pleasant but not unusual night hadn’t been entirely accurate. Eleanor meant more to him than he had at first recognised, something about her got to him. Still, he was going to see her again. He slept at once.




    ‘And I don’t think Mrs Chilton needs a chest drain any more,’ the specialist registrar said. ‘Take it out, will you, John?’




    ‘Straight away,’ John said. He’d never taken one out before but he had observed the procedure and he was there to learn.




    Mrs Chilton had had a pleural effusion, a leaking of liquid into the space between the lung and the membrane that lines the chest. The registrar had introduced a tube into the space, and the fluid had drained out. Now the tube could be removed.




    First John talked to Mrs Chilton for a moment, trying to put her at ease, explaining what he was going to do. Then, after clamping the tube, he undid the purse string suture that sealed the entry point of the tube. ‘Now, Mrs Chilton, blow out, but don’t let the air escape. You know, as if you were making your ears pop.’




    Mrs Chilton did as she was told. Gently John eased out the tube, hearing the hiss of the last bit of air as it came out. Then he pulled tight the purse string suture and applied an occlusive dressing on top.




    ‘That feels much more comfortable, Doctor,’ Mrs Chilton said.




    A job well done. He was learning.




    On Saturday morning the rain poured down. John was still in bed when Eleanor rang him to suggest that they should put off looking at her car until the weather improved. He listened to the rattle of rain on his window and agreed. ‘But I’m keeping you to it,’ she went on. ‘You’re the only mechanic I’ve ever met so I’m going to hang on to you.’




    ‘And I thought it was my charm, my wit, and my general good looks,’ he said sleepily.




    ‘In your dreams. Uh, we are still all right for the party tonight?’




    ‘Very much so. I’ll pick you up a bit early – I thought we might go for a bit of a drive first.’




    ‘I’d like that. What time?’




    He arranged to pick her up at about seven. As he snuggled under the bedclothes again he found he was very much looking forward to the evening. He was very much looking forward to spending some time with Eleanor. He realised he’d never quite felt like this before.




    ‘You look absolutely ravishing,’ he said. The compliment wasn’t planned, or half-ironic. He meant every word. She was wearing a simple white dress, long and sleeveless. It was made of some material that clung to her body, and as she moved he could see the line of her thigh, the curve of her breast. He knew she had a gorgeous figure, and this dress made it all the more obvious. Like all the other girls who would be there, she had taken extra care with her make-up.




    The deeper lipstick, the darkening of her eyes weren’t really necessary, but it made her beauty all the more striking.




    ‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘I’m afraid I can’t really say the same for you.’ She surveyed him critically. ‘I’ve spent all afternoon working hard to make myself look like this. You look like you’ve devoted all of ten minutes to getting ready.’




    He was dressed in what he knew would be the male uniform for the night – dark trousers, a white shirt, and a bright tie that would come off as soon as the dancing started.




    ‘I had the car washed,’ he pointed out, ‘and I sprayed the inside with air-freshener.’




    ‘What more could a girl ask? Shall we go?’




    It had stopped raining late that afternoon, and there was a weak autumnal sun shining. John escorted Eleanor to the passenger seat and shut her door with that satisfying clunk. Then he climbed in himself and turned the key in the ignition to listen to the deep musical burble of the engine.




    ‘You know, just for a minute I could feel what the attraction is in a car like this,’ she said.




    He slid the car expertly out onto the road. ‘Go on, tell me.’




    ‘It’s partly smell. These seats are creased but there’s still the scent of leather. And it’s those professional-looking dials, and the sheer comfort of sitting here, and even the engine sounds more expensive than mine.’




    ‘A lawnmower engine sounds more expensive than yours,’ he told her uncharitably. But he was pleased with what she’d said. There was a lot about what she said and did that pleased him.




    It didn’t take him long to get out of London. He had learned all the shortcuts, the quiet routes. They were soon in more or less green countryside, and he could show her how the car would accelerate, corner, brake.




    ‘Are you a safe driver?’ she asked.




    ‘I’ve taken the advanced motorists’ course and test. I like to think of myself as safe. And I really enjoy driving.’




    ‘I can tell. I like people who enjoy things. Enthusiasts.’




    He took his hand off the wheel to pat her thigh. ‘That’s not very safe,’ she said.




    He enjoyed the ride and thought that she did too. It was pleasant to have her to himself, to have her look at him in that sardonic but amiable way she had.




    ‘Do we have to go to the party?’ he asked. ‘I don’t want to share you.’




    ‘We have to go to the party – it’s your friend’s birthday and I’m looking forward to it. But I have no intention of being shared.’




    ‘That’s all right, then. Here’s The Black Bull.’




    As they pulled into the car park she asked, ‘Are you going to drink tonight? I know you’re a bit particular about drinking and driving.’




    ‘That’s right. No, I’ll enjoy myself and drink what I like and then we’ll take a taxi home. I can pick up the car some time tomorrow.’




    ‘Good. I can relax if I know I don’t have to worry about you.’




    It was a good party, and Eleanor knew quite a few of the people there. They found a table and sat with a cheerful group of ten or so. Probably they drank a bit more than was good for them, but they were young and healthy and in stressful jobs so they needed to relax as hard as they worked. The disco started and she insisted they dance. She loved dancing and he was happy to follow her as best he could. If she was happy, then he was too.




    To the slower music they danced cheek to cheek and he could feel her body pressed against his. She pushed him back gently. ‘This dress is tight enough already, John. I don’t want you inside it with me.’




    ‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘Actually not very sorry at all. But you can’t blame a chap for trying.’




    ‘You are trying. Very trying.’ But he knew she didn’t mean it.




    When there was faster music her skirt billowed out as she danced, showing long, slender legs, and she smiled as if in ecstasy. He thought she was glorious. ‘You’re the most beautiful girl here,’ he whispered, kissing the side of her face as they walked back to their seats.




    ‘Oh, Cord! I bet you say that to all the girls.’




    ‘Certainly do. But with you I mean it.’




    They were behind a pillar, hidden for a moment from the rest of the room. She stopped, took his head between her hands, and pulled him forward so she could kiss him. ‘I think you’re the most wonderful man in the room. And I don’t say that to all the men.’




    For a moment he was serious. ‘You mean that, don’t you, Eleanor? I’m a bit –’




    She didn’t want to change the mood. ‘Certainly I mean it. But I’m sure I’ll be sober soon, and things will be different. Now I’m hot and I don’t want any more alcohol. Could you get me a lemonade and lime, with lots of ice?’




    Shortly after that they left. Many of the other couples were leaving too and there was only a hard core of heavy drinkers still standing by the bar. John phoned for a taxi to Eleanor’s flat and she invited him in for coffee. Mo was staying out all night, and as Eleanor was making coffee the other girl came in, said goodnight, and swayed off to bed.




    John sat by Eleanor on the couch, put his arm round her, and kissed her. She had taken off the white dress and was now in her dressing-gown.




    They kissed for a while longer and after a time his hand slipped inside the front of her gown. He felt the softness of her breast inside the half-cup bra, touched gently and felt the growing hardness of her nipple.




    Gently, she moved his hand, kissed the palm. ‘Not yet,’ she said. ‘I’m a long way from being ready.’




    He felt the pounding of his heart, the urgency of his body, but Eleanor was a girl he – he what? He felt more for her than any other girl he had met for quite some time. If she wished, he would be patient.




    ‘Could I stay the night?’ he asked. ‘You wouldn’t turn a man out to walk home on a night like this.’




    ‘Certainly I wouldn’t. I’ll phone for a taxi for you.’




    ‘I could sleep on this couch,’ he persisted. ‘I’d be no trouble to you here.’




    ‘You might start on the couch,’ she said tartly, ‘but I wouldn’t be surprised if you got lost in the middle of the night and somehow wandered into my bedroom.’




    ‘So young and so cynical, Nurse Roberts!’




    ‘So young and so sensible, Dr Cord. Come on, finish your coffee.’ He finished his coffee and decided to walk home. He had things to think about and the walk would clear his head.




    Downstairs in the hall he kissed her again, a long languorous kiss, and eventually she pushed him away breathlessly. ‘Go on before I change my mind. You can phone me tomorrow.’




     ‘I’ll do that. ’Night, sweetheart.’ He left. It had been a good evening.




    After that John saw a lot of Eleanor. Well, as much as he could, and that was far less than he would have liked. The next day was fine. In the afternoon he serviced her car and, more importantly, showed her how to do it herself – what to look for in case of trouble. She was a quick learner, he thought, and she now understood something of his fascination with engines. He treated her to an evening meal – a Chinese takeaway.




    After that they smiled at each other on the ward, but it was the following Thursday before they could manage to meet for a quick drink in the pub at the hospital gates. They both had to work.




    Then his career took a different turn. The ward he was working on was a surgical one, and after a six-month period on it he would normally transfer to a medical ward for six months to finish his house officer’s year. But something came up. He told her about it as they sat in the back room of the pub late one night, squashed together in a banquette.




    ‘I’ve been offered the chance to work with Sir James Ogilvie on the Obstetrics and Gynaecology side,’ he told Eleanor.




    She blinked. This was most strange. ‘Why you? And they don’t have junior house officers on Obs and Gynae? You have to wait till you’re an SHO.’




    ‘Usually, yes, but Sir James can largely do what he likes. He’s picked me because I worked for him as a student for a while. I’d be supervised, of course, far more than where I am now, but it’s a wonderful chance to learn.’




    ‘You mean it’s a wonderful chance to impress Sir James,’ she contradicted. ‘You’ve always been interested in Obs and Gynae, haven’t you? It would be a great career move.’




     ‘I know. He’s got the reputation for being a slave-driver and he is, but I wouldn’t mind that – I like work. It would mean I’d leave your ward, Eleanor.’




    ‘Don’t you dare think of that as a reason for staying. We’ll still see each other, won’t we?’




    ‘I couldn’t keep away from you, you know that. Who else would save me from getting fat by eating all my crisps?’




    ‘You had a pie before I came – look, there’s the wrapper. John, I’m very pleased for you and in time you’ll be a fine Obs and Gynae man.’




    They did still see each other, the usual snatched hours and the longer half-days when both were off. They went to concerts, parties with friends, drives in the country. And sometimes they just sat in her flat or his room, listening to CDs and kissing.




    Then one Saturday night they were alone in her flat together. They had decided not to go out. He had cycled down, bringing the usual bottle of red wine, and they’d had a happy relaxed time, not doing anything very much. It started to rain.




    At eleven o’clock he opened the curtains and looked mournfully at the evil night outside.




    ‘You’re not going to kick me out in this?’ he asked as he usually did. ‘A chap could get wet, catch pneumonia, and die.’




    ‘No,’ she said quietly. ‘You can stay tonight.’




    The mood changed at once. He knew what she meant. Both knew they had been moving towards this moment for weeks now – it had only been a matter of time. But now it had arrived, John was worried. He sat next to Eleanor on the couch and kissed her, not passionately but gently. ‘Are you sure, sweetheart?’ he asked. ‘It’ll be the first time for you, won’t it?’




    ‘I’m sure,’ she said simply, ‘and, first time or not, it doesn’t matter if it’s with you. But … you will be careful, won’t you?’




    He knew what she meant. ‘I’ve got something,’ he assured her. ‘I’ll be careful.’




    For a while longer they stayed kissing there, and it was she who finally stood. ‘Go and get in the bed,’ she said. ‘I’m going to the bathroom. I’ll be with you straight away.’ He went to her bedroom where she had a double bed.




    Quickly he undressed and slipped in, leaving only the shaded bedside light on. She came from the bathroom with only a towel wrapped round her. She stood at the bottom of the bed and the towel was dropped to the floor. ‘You’re so beautiful,’ he said hoarsely. ‘Come to me, come to bed.’ She was shy, for a while he did nothing but hold her hand.




    Then her breathing calmed, and she turned to him so they lay face to face. He put his arm around her waist and drew her to him. She sighed as her breasts pushed against his chest and he felt her shiver as her leg touched his arousal. Then she clasped him, pulled him tight against her. He knew what she meant. This was something that they would do together.




    He kissed her, her mouth opening under his, her hand on his neck pulling him closer, even closer. Then somehow she was under him, gathering him to her with arms and legs as well, so he was with her, in her, the sweetness of her body more than he could bear. Some part of his mind hoped that he was not being selfish, but a force greater than he knew was urging him on and with a cry of delight he felt he was exploding inside her. Then he lay there, face down on her shoulder, as she stroked his back.




    After a while he rolled over, pulled her so that she was on top of him, and kissed her again. ‘You made me so happy,’ he told her. ‘I hope you were happy too?’




    ‘Yes, I was. I never dreamed it could be like that, it was marvellous.’ Half-shyly, she went on, ‘Now you’re supposed to say you love me. But I know you won’t, will you?’




    ‘I’m very fond of you,’ he said.




    After that they spent as much time together in her bedroom as they could. The weeks passed. However, Sir James was a harder taskmaster than John had ever dreamed. Even though they worked in the same hospital, often he didn’t see – just couldn’t see – Eleanor for three or four days at a time. Life was full but he was happy.




    It had been a hard morning. Sir James had performed a Caesarean section with, unusually, a general anaesthetic. John had observed, and had helped a little in the operation. But now the experts had gone off to drink coffee, talk, and congratulate themselves, and John was left to sort out the mass of paperwork and to keep an eye on the baby, who was himself drowsy because of the anaesthesia. John didn’t mind. One day he would be an expert too. His pager buzzed and he frowned when he saw the number. It was Eleanor. He could ring at once.




    As ever, she was direct. ‘I’ve not seen you since Monday, John. Not even a phone call.’ It was unlike her to complain – she knew how busy he was.




    But still … ‘Sorry, Eleanor, I’ve been hard at it. I think of you a lot.’




    Her voice softened. ‘And I think of you, John. Look, I’ve got to meet you. This is something important. Can you get away this lunchtime at all?’




    He glanced at his watch and hastily calculated what he had to do. Eleanor made so few calls on his time that he didn’t mind reorganising things for her. ‘I can get away for half an hour or so at half past twelve. But it can only be half an hour. Shall we meet in the canteen?’




    ‘No. I want to see you somewhere quiet. You know that bench looking over the river by the laundry? We’ll meet there – at this time of year it’ll be deserted.’




    ‘I know it. I’ll bring us some lunch. What exactly do you –’




    ‘Half twelve then.’ She rang off.




    ‘You’re what?’




    The usual smiling mouth was set in a straight line. ‘I’m pregnant.’ The words echoed dully between them.




    It was his worst nightmare.




    He looked round at the steel-grey sky, the leaden river, the leafless trees. Between them on the bench he had put the meal he had brought, four sandwiches and two plastic cups of coffee. She’d moved her head when he’d tried to kiss her so he’d sat at the other end of the bench from her.




    ‘How long?’




    ‘Three months now.’




    ‘But didn’t you know before …’




    ‘You know how it is. My periods have always been erratic, and with working so many nights I didn’t really bother to keep track. But I took the test this morning. Like I said, I’m pregnant.’




    It all seemed so unfair. ‘But we took precautions,’ he protested. ‘I mean, I was always careful to …’




    ‘Condoms are only ninety-eight per cent effective. You are looking at two per cent.’




    She allowed herself a grim smile. ‘I’m a statistic.’




    Now it was sinking in. ‘Three months,’ he muttered. ‘That’s not very long. You could –’




     ‘Don’t you dare say it! I’d hate you if you did. I want nothing to do with abortion – it’s not an option, d’you understand?’




    ‘Of course, I agree with you.’ He didn’t know what to think, what to say. ‘So you’re going to have it?’




    ‘Have it? This is a baby, not an it; a boy or a girl.’




    Never before had he seen her so upset. She had always been tough, so self-reliant. He moved the sandwiches and coffee, slid along the bench, and tried to put his arm round her. She didn’t shrug it off but remained unresponsive. And all the time he was trying to cope, to decide what to do. A baby now! Both their careers … Still, he’d just have to deal with it somehow.




    ‘I suppose we’d better get married,’ he said.




    There was silence. ‘Thank you, I shall always treasure the romance of that proposal.’




    Now John, too, was angry. ‘Eleanor, I’m sorry! This is as big a shock for me as for you.’




    ‘No. The bigger shock is mine. And the consequences will certainly be.’ There was another, longer silence. For want of something to do he picked up a sandwich and offered it to her. ‘Here. Keep your strength up. You’re eating for two now.’




    ‘Thank you, I already know that.’




    He struggled on. ‘So, we’ll get married, then?’




    ‘No. Not in a hundred years. If you were the last man on earth, John, I wouldn’t want to marry you. Just forget the idea, and I’ll forget you asked me.’




    He didn’t know what to say again. So far he felt he was not handling this situation very well. ‘I’ll support you, of course, it’s my responsibility. Whatever you need I’ll provide, and when I finish my house job I should be able to get something that pays –’




    ‘It doesn’t matter for now, John,’ she said impatiently. ‘We can worry about all that later. Just do one thing for me. Don’t mention this to anyone. I don’t want any of your male friends laughing at me.’
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