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    Sean and Luke both need Kate…




    




    Since his wife had divorced him, unable to cope with their son Sean’s severe leukaemia, Dr Luke Ryder had held women at bay. But when he saw Sister Kate Storm with her small patients he knew that she could give his mother support and help in caring for nine-year-old Sean. Kate needed a break, and Sean was in remission, so looking after the boy would be more holiday than work. Kate knew that Luke was the one for her, and Luke clearly found her equally attractive-but how could she convince him to trust again …?
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    Chapter One




    The white-coated doctor smiled at the figure lying on the bed and said, ‘You’re a Sister, aren’t you? I don’t know whether medical people are better or worse patients.’           




    Kate Storm smiled back. ‘I could be prejudiced, but I think nurses make good patients and doctors make bad.’




     ‘That’s entirely possible. Doctors don’t like to think they’re vulnerable, even to disease. Now, how’s the local anaesthetic working? Any feeling there at all?’ The doctor turned to his trolley.




    ‘It all feels quite numb.’




     ‘Good. Now, I know you know what we’re going to do but you don’t want to watch, do you?’




    Kate shook her head, and the nurse hovering in the background carefully erected a little screen immediately below her chin. Kate could just see the doctor’s head as he bent over.




    There was no pain but a vague feeling of pressure on her sternum and then a jerk as the needle broke through.She knew what was happening; as a cancer nurse she’d assisted at this many times herself. Perhaps it was a good thing for a nurse to be a patient once in a while.




    The doctor was thrusting a needle into her breastbone and drawing out a sample of bone marrow. He wouldn’t have enough for any kind of therapy, but just enough so that her marrow could be typed.




    Increasingly, patients with leukaemia were being given allogeneic transplants – healthy marrow injected into them from a donor. But finding a suitable donor was often difficult; bone marrow wasn’t as easy to match as blood.




    ‘Right, Miss Storm, we’ve finished.’ The doctor’s smiling face reappeared. ‘When this has been typed it’ll be entered on our database. I don’t need to tell you that there’s only a small chance of our wanting to harvest your bone marrow. But it’s good of you to volunteer. Someday you may help someone who desperately needs what only you can give.’




     ‘I’m happy to do it,’ she said. But later, as she walked away from the clinic, it struck her that she didn’t really feel pleased about what she had done. She felt indifferent.




    She was tired – not physically but spiritually. It wasn’t as bad as the complete burn-out suffered by some, and it could happen to any nurse. But a nurse working in a paediatric cancer ward was more at risk than most.




    Sister Kate Storm had thought that she was on top of her job. She had thought that she was mistress of the necessary combination of sympathy and detached professionalism. It seemed that she might have been wrong.




    It had crept up on her gradually. No longer did she have the same sense of joy when she walked onto Aladdin Ward. She didn’t have the same feeling of satisfaction at the end of each shift. She’d made one or two tiny mistakes – nothing important, of course, but it was worrying. And her personal life – well, she didn’t really have one. The hospital was her life.




    It was half past three in the afternoon and one of those rare quiet times when she felt happy taking a rest. Her patients were settled and comfortable, her staff had jobs that they could cope with, her paperwork was finished.




    She poured herself a coffee and sat in her office easy chair. Bliss! For fifteen minutes she could close her eyes and think of nothing.




    Of course, someone had to tap on the office door.




    ‘Come in,’ she called, half surprised at the sharpness of her voice and the unreasoning annoyance that flooded through her. But, after all, this was the first real break she’d had all day.




    Then her face cleared as a middle-aged man with spiky grey hair and half-moon glasses popped his head round the door. ‘Mike!’ she exclaimed. ‘I thought you’d finished for the day.’




    ‘I wanted to come back to see my favourite ward sister. I need a favour.’ Dr Mike Hamilton, consultant oncologist on Kate’s ward, walked into the office. ‘I don’t suppose there’s a spare coffee for me?’




    ‘Of course!’ Kate moved to stand up but Mike put a reassuring hand on her shoulder and pressed her down again.




    ‘Don’t get up. Everything’s quiet on the Western Front outside. I’ll pour my own and we’ll sit here and have a pleasant and civilised chat.’




    She relaxed into her chair with a sigh as Mike filled a mug and looked mournfully in her biscuit tin. ‘Chocolate digestives are in the drawer,’ she said. ‘I bought you another packet.’




     ‘You’re the perfect nurse. You anticipate my every need – be it scalpel, suture, or chocolate digestive biscuit.’




    Kate smiled. ‘Every nurse on this ward knows the way to your heart is through a packet of biscuits.’




     ‘It’s sad to be so transparent,’ he said, opening the packet with precise, surgeon’s movements. ‘But on the other hand it has its good points.’ He sat opposite her and for a while there was a companionable silence between them. All the staff on Aladdin Ward called each other by their Christian names. They thought of themselves as a team, with each member’s contribution being valuable and recognised. Kate knew how much of this camaraderie came from Mike’s leadership.




    ‘What is this favour you want?’ she asked after a while.




    He looked slightly sheepish. ‘This morning I checked the nursing roster. Apparently you’re off on Friday.’  




       She nodded. ‘It’s my long weekend.’




    ‘Have you got any plans? Going away, visiting anybody?’




    Shaking her head, she said, ‘Nothing planned at all. Why?’




    ‘I’ve got Sally Vincent coming back in – complete with family, of course. You’re the only person I know who can handle them.’




    Kate tried to suppress a grin. It was nice that the Vincent family doted on eight-year-old Sally. Unfortunately they did so loudly and emotionally. It often took all her persuasive powers to ensure that there was just a little peace near Sally’s bed.           Then she calculated and the smile slipped. ‘Sally’s not due back in for treatment for another month.’




     ‘She’s had a relapse,’ Mike said bleakly. ‘It doesn’t look good.’




    ‘I see.’ Kate remembered the solemn little girl. She had A.M.L. – acute myeloid leukaemia. It had seemed to respond well to treatment – but no treatment was ever certain.




    ‘There’s no problem,’ she said to Mike. ‘I’m sure I’ll be able to swap with Denise Cowley.’




    ‘Thanks, Kate. I truly appreciate it.’




    But even as he spoke Kate was conscious of a lowering of her spirits. She could have done with a full three days’ break. She loved her work; she knew that she was good at it. But recently it had seemed to stretch in front of her with no possible end.




    ‘How old are you, Kate?’ It was a personal question, but Mike was a friend; he was entitled to ask.




    ‘I’ll be twenty-six in a couple of months.’




     ‘Sometimes, when you close your eyes, you look older.’




    Now, that was hurtful. But she knew that Mike was a kind and considerate person. He went on, ‘You live in a hospital flat. And you’ve worked on this ward for the past two years.’




    ‘Yes.’ Kate felt uneasy. She didn’t know where these questions were leading.




    ‘How long since you had a fortnight’s holiday – say in Spain or somewhere like that?’




    ‘I’ve never been abroad. But last summer I had four days walking in the Lake District,’ she said defensively. Anyway, I don’t need holidays. The hospital is my life.’    




    ‘Quite. And before you started on this ward two years ago you had an unpaid year’s leave of absence. You stayed at home to nurse your father. He died of lung cancer.’




    ‘My father brought me up after my mother died,’ Kate said thinly. ‘He made sacrifices. What I did for him was little enough.’




     ‘So after he died you wanted to do more. You applied to work on a paediatric cancer ward – possibly the toughest kind of nursing there is.’




    Kate had had enough. She snapped, ‘I don’t see the point of these questions, Mike, and I don’t like them. My personal life is my own. Let’s keep it that way.’




     He smiled gently. ‘When I first saw you on the ward I wondered if you’d last. You had your arms round a little girl who was crying, and you looked near to tears yourself. You so obviously felt for her that I thought you’d never be able to take the pain that this job can bring. But that sweet face of yours is deceptive, Kate. There’s steel underneath. I think you’re probably the most competent nurse I’ve ever worked with.’




    It was a rare compliment and she appreciated it. But she still felt apprehensive. ‘What are you getting at, Mike?’




    He paused before answering and then said simply, ‘Sometimes you look exhausted.’




     That was ridiculous. With a short laugh she said, ‘Sometimes we all look exhausted. But I’m the hospital ladies’ squash champion. I swim four times a week. I eat well and I sleep well. If every nurse was as fit as me there would be fewer days lost through illness.’




     ‘There’s exhaustion of the spirit as well as the body, Kate.’




    When she made no answer he went on, ‘Is there any special man in your life?’         Now this was too much. She was about to tell him angrily that it was none of his business when he lifted a defensive hand and said, ‘Please answer, Kate. You know I’ve got your best interests at heart.’




    Gruffly she said, ‘There’s no man in my life, special or otherwise. I wish I could say there was but I just never seem to meet the right sort.’




     ‘I see. The reason I –’ There was a sudden muted buzz. From his pocket Mike took his pager and looked at it in disgust. However, he was a professional. Kate passed him the telephone and listened to the kind of conversation she heard so often.




    ‘Yes … He’s what? Look, it’s probably nothing but I think I’ll come and have a look anyway … You have the X-rays? I’ll be there in five minutes.’




    Hastily he swallowed the rest of his coffee and grabbed another chocolate biscuit. ‘Mother Goose Ward,’ he muttered to Kate. ‘Dr Norman has a problem – again.’ It was rather unprofessional of him to say that but Kate knew exactly what he meant. Dr Arthur Norman was the one piece of grit in a smooth-running machine.




    ‘Look, Kate,’ Mike went on, ‘I want to have a serious talk with you some time soon.’




     ‘I’m all right,’ she said soothingly. ‘Don’t worry about me.’




     ‘I do,’ he said, and left.




    A second later the door opened again and his head popped through. ‘I completely forgot to mention it,’ he gasped. ‘Got an old friend dropping in tomorrow.




    Name’s Ryder. If he gets here before me, make him comfortable.’ The door slammed a second time. Something sparked in her memory but she couldn’t think what.




           Kate poured herself another coffee and noticed that her hand was shaking slightly. Mike’s comments must have upset her more than she’d realised. It was good of him to think about her – but, of course, his ideas were completely wrong.




    As ever, she was late leaving the ward. She had to hand over to Mary Castle, the night sister, and they seemed to spend quite a time discussing their patients.




    After a light meal in the canteen she went back to her room and read for a while. She found that reading the necessary nursing and medical magazines kept her up to date. There were a couple of ideas on nursing care that she thought she’d bring up with Mike.




    At eight that night she had a squash match. She changed into her whites, walked down to the gym and had three hard, fast games. Afterwards she had a single glass of white wine in the bar and an hour’s hospital gossip with her colleagues. Then to bed.  As usual, it had been a full day. Just before she went to sleep she thought about Mike Hamilton’s warning. It was nice of him to be concerned about her, but he was wrong.




    Next morning she wasn’t so sure. She woke early and lay in bed for a while, her eyes wandering round the hospital room that was her home. It was comfortable enough and there were personal touches – books, pictures, flowers – to make it individual. But basically it was just a hospital room, pleasant but characterless.




    She showered and dressed. It was felt that the children who were their patients might be a little overawed by the traditional nurses’ uniform so Kate wore a pastel smock with pictures of elephants and giraffes.




    Before she left for breakfast she checked her appearance in the mirror. Did she look exhausted? Her body, she knew, looked well. She had been born slim and long-legged and exercise had kept her trim and supple. The smock she wore hinted at the generous feminine curves of breast, waist and hip. Her body was fine.




    What about her face? She sighed. There was a saying that your face is your fortune, but too often Kate’s face had been her misfortune. Her dark hair she now kept cut short; it was neat and convenient. Sometimes she wished that her face could be as practical. But it wasn’t. Wide eyes and ready smiling lips made her look sweet, guileless and totally innocent. Children were attracted to her.




    So were men, but they tended to think that her naive expression somehow reflected her character. It didn’t.




    Kate sighed again. Perhaps she was getting a little cynical. Her experiences with men hadn’t tended to be happy. And perhaps there were faint fatigue lines round the corners of her eyes.




    After breakfast she walked briskly over to Aladdin Ward. There were the usual routine tasks and then, in the middle of the morning, a new child to be admitted.




    Jamie Bartlett, a woebegone seven-year-old, clutched his mother with one hand and his teddy with the other. His parents looked as white-faced as Jamie did.




    The family was met and welcomed by Judith Doyle, the senior registrar, with Kate discreetly in attendance.




    The first few minutes were all important. If a child could be made to feel comfortable and happy in the little ward, then the treatment would be so much easier. Jamie’s mother was going to stay with him; she also had to be reassured.




    While Judith took the parents for a coffee and a chat to explain what was happening Kate took Jamie’s hand and showed him round. This was where she excelled.




    Children automatically liked and trusted her. She helped Jamie into his pyjamas, stuck his pictures on the wall and tucked Teddy up into bed. Then she stayed chatting until Judith came.




    Jamie had already had a blood count and his white-cell count was so high that his GP was practically certain that he had leukaemia. However, a bone-marrow test     would offer more information and determine whether he was suffering from lymphoblastic leukaemia or the rarer and more dangerous myeloid form.




    Judith started the long induction process. While Kate kept Jamie’s attention she carefully inserted a needle with a plastic tube attached into one of the veins on the back of Jamie’s hand. Then she withdrew the needle so that the catheter was in place for any drips or injections that might be needed. This was the first hurdle. Jamie’s lip trembled because it was quite a painful injection, but he didn’t cry. Both Judith and Kate felt relieved.




    The rest of the battery of tests followed quickly. There were measurements of height and weight, specimens and swabs to be taken, temperature, pulse, blood pressure, a trip to have his chest X-rayed. His blood was tested twice. And all the time Kate had to reconcile the necessity of the tests with the fact that Jamie was a half-terrified small boy. It was absorbing, rewarding work but it was physically and emotionally draining.




    Finally they were finished. Jamie was dozing in his new bed and a slightly reassured mother was lying on her bed nearby, watching as if the very intensity of her gaze would help cure her son. Kate took Judith back to the office for a coffee.




    ‘Thanks, Kate. I don’t know how, but you seem to make the work go easier. I wish all the nurses had your touch with the kids.’




    Kate shrugged. ‘It’s just a question of taking time. If they know and trust you … no trouble.’




     ‘You make it sound simple. I’ve got two kids of my own and I know it’s not. Anyway …’ Judith yawned and stretched .’I’ve got somebody to see over on Mother Goose Ward. Thanks again. I’ll be along to see young Jamie later.’ She left, her pink gown swirling around her.




    Kate sneaked a look at her watch. Lunchtime already! She hadn’t time to eat; she’d grab a sandwich later.




    The work of the ward went on. There were treatments, observations, and a young student nurse to be watched and guided. It was early afternoon before Kate felt that she could treat herself to the long-promised egg and cress sandwich.




    It was turning into a typical day – hard work but satisfying, and everything going more or less smoothly.




    Except … Kate frowned. Around her were the sounds of the hospital, so familiar that they weren’t even noticed.




    There was the rattle of feet on the corridor floor, the buzz of conversations, the rattle of cups and the ting of the lift arriving. But something else. In the distance was an angrily raised voice – not a TV programme, she felt sure. Who was shouting on her ward? Outside her office door the shouting was louder. ‘And I tell you she’s my daughter and I am going in there!’ There was some kind of low-voiced reply.




    Angrily, Kate hurried down the corridor and turned the corner to see what was happening.




    The scene was taking place outside one of the little rooms opening off the central corridor. Jenny Metcalfe, the student nurse, was standing red-faced and defiant with her back to the door. Facing her was a large, bearded man, dressed in a donkey jacket, with a large paper parcel incongruously under one arm.




    As Kate walked rapidly towards the couple she heard Jenny say, ‘I’m sorry, sir, but this is a sterile room and you can’t go in without permission. Why don’t you wait and talk to one of the doctors?’




    ‘I’ve waited long enough. Now just get out of the way and there’ll be no trouble.’ As Kate drew nearer she could smell the beer on the man’s breath, and as he turned to look at her she recognised the glassy look in his eyes. The man was drunk. As if she didn’t have enough problems! Quickly she placed herself beside Jenny, between the man and the door. In what she hoped was a suitably cold voice she said, ‘I am Sister Storm, in charge of this ward. Please keep your voice down; there are sick children here.’ 




           The man looked nonplussed at this chilly welcome.




    Kate turned to Jenny and said, ‘All right, Nurse Metcalfe, I’ll deal with this gentleman now.’ With a surprised look, Jenny scurried away.




    They were outside the room occupied by a little girl called Jean Stock. She had been brought in by her mother, frightened like all of the parents who came here, who explained that the father was away working on an oil rig in the North Sea. Jean had been in for some time now; she was very weak. Her treatment was well advanced; she would be vulnerable to any infection.




    Kate hoped that she could explain this to the truculent father. Trying to adopt a reasonable tone, she said, ‘Mr Stock? We appreciate your concern but it’s not a good idea for you to visit just at the moment. Jean is – ’




    ‘She’s my daughter and I’m going to see her. I’ve got rights, you know. I can take her out of here if I want and you can’t stop me. Doesn’t look like you’re doing her much good; you can come and see her at home.’




    Kate flinched. This man was far more drunk than she’d realised, and totally incapable of listening to reason. But she had to persevere.




    ‘I’m sure you only want what’s best for her, Mr Stock, and that’s what we’re trying to give. If you’d like to come to my office we could have a coffee and – ’




    ‘I don’t want coffee; I want to see my daughter. And I’m going to!’ He lurched forward and Kate winced at the thought of him crashing into the drips or the monitors surrounding his daughter. Jean was in the last few days of chemotherapy. To avoid infection Mike had suggested reverse barrier nursing. Nothing possibly infectious was allowed near Jean.




    Kate tried to reason again. ‘The consultant should be here any minute now, Mr Stock, and he’ll be able to explain to you …’ He stepped closer to her, his hand reaching for the door handle. Kate could smell the beer and sweat on him, see the grime on his collar. ‘I’ll talk to the consultant fellow when I’ve talked to my daughter. And you can’t stop me!’




    Kate’s determination to remain cool and professional snapped. ‘Oh, yes, I can! This is my ward and you won’t interfere with it!’




           This was fighting talk – perhaps not the best way to tackle things. He stumbled forward and grabbed her round the waist, throwing her so that her side crashed agonisingly into the door handle. Through the pain she wondered what to do next. A scream would probably work but she wasn’t prepared to risk her dignity or alarm the ward. Perhaps she could stamp on his foot or even knee him in the groin. Gasping because of the pain, she said, ‘You are not to – ‘           




    ‘I think it best if we discuss this quietly.’ From somewhere another man had appeared. Kate had a quick glimpse of a dark suit, of size and authority, of a frowning face. But her attention was all on Mr Stock who had now completely lost control.        ‘You mind your own business,’ he snarled, and reached out a thick arm to grab Kate by the front of her smock.




    The stranger’s movement was faster. He seized the arm and pulled it backwards. For a moment the two strained, locked still, and then Mr Stock’s arm was forced down by his side.




    The stranger’s voice was calm as he asked, ‘Do you want it on your conscience that you killed your own child? That’s what you’d be risking if you entered that room. What would your wife say?’




     Abruptly the fight left the man. There was one last, blustering attempt at hanging onto his dignity. ‘Only the best is good enough for my Jean. I can pay for it!’     ‘We’re trying to do the best for Jean. That’s why you can’t see her now.’




    Mr Stock’s wrist was released and he rubbed it with his other hand. Kate realised that it must have taken considerable strength to hold him still so effortlessly.




           ‘I’ve brought her a doll. It was the best in the shop.’




     ‘I’m sure she’ll love it. Now, why don’t you bring it back later when you’ve had a word with your wife? Should I get a porter to find you a taxi?’




     ‘Yes … I’ll go home now.’




    The stranger turned to Kate and lifted his eyebrows.




    She slipped down the corridor, to find an anxious Jenny hurrying towards her, accompanied by a porter. There was a quick explanation and within a minute the now abject Mr Stock was being shepherded out of the building by the porter. Kate thought that she saw the sheen of tears in his eyes.




    ‘You did well there, Jenny,’ Kate complimented the student nurse. ‘I’m afraid upset parents are one of the hazards of this job. But they’re not usually so drunk ‘




     ‘Are you all right, Sister?’




     ‘I think Sister may have bruised her side. She could certainly do with a coffee.’       




     Things had been happening too fast for Kate. She had been concerned only with the welfare of her patient, the smooth running of the ward. First she told Jenny that she was all right and to carry on with her routine duties. Then at last she looked at the man who, she knew, had dealt with a situation that she hadn’t been able to cope with.




    It appeared that he was used to taking charge. She began to say, ‘I really must thank you, Mr … err …’ when he took her arm and urged her gently down the corridor.




    ‘I think five minutes’ rest and a warm drink, don’t you? Your office is this way? I saw you wince when you banged against the door, but I don’t think you’ve cracked a rib.’




    His voice was soft and its very quietness gave it an air of authority. This was a man who expected people to listen when he spoke. It was also deep, and she thought that she could detect the vaguest hint of a northern accent. Unresisting, she allowed herself to be guided   along the corridor. ‘In here?’ She was taken into her own room.




    ‘I see there’s the ever present coffee-machine,’ he said as he headed her towards the easy chair. ‘I’d guess white – and just this time you’d better have sugar. May I pour myself one?’




     ‘Please do,’ she said. She felt bewildered. No one had ever taken control of her so completely and so quickly.




    Perhaps the bruise to her side had affected her more than she’d realised.




    She sipped the coffee handed to her and for a moment there was silence as she looked at him with frank curiosity.




    Her first, fleeting impressions had been correct. He was black-haired, tall, and broad-shouldered. Even as he sat opposite her, perfectly still, there was an air about him of controlled strength. She wasn’t in the least surprised that he’d had no trouble with the bear-like Mr Stock.




    His lightweight suit was a sombre charcoal hue. His white shirt had the sheen and texture that she knew could only come from silk. Fancifully she thought that all his outfit needed was one of the brightly coloured ties so popular among men at the moment, but this man’s tie was black and knitted.




    There was something else, something missing … she couldn’t quite work it out and then it struck her. She’d never seen him smile. His dark eyes remained cold and assessing; the well-cut mouth remained still.




    It was time to take charge again. She was Sister Kate Storm and this was her ward. ‘I’m sorry about that little scene,’ she said. ‘We try to arrange counselling for our parents but Mr Stock has been away working. It was just his natural feelings as a parent coming through.’




     ‘I’d sympathise with his natural feelings as a parent if he hadn’t been drunk,’ the stranger said. ‘There was no excuse for behaving the way he did.’




    ‘Perhaps I dealt with him the wrong way?’ Kate offered.




           ‘No. You dealt with him well. I was very impressed.’ The compliment was delivered flatly and she felt irritated. Who was this man to tell her how well she was doing her job? Yes, who was he and what was he doing on her ward? He was a disturbing man.




    ‘I’m afraid I don’t know your name,’ she said. ‘Have you come to visit one of the children?’




     ‘No. I’ve come to see Mike Hamilton but I think I’m a bit early. My name is Luke Ryder.’




    The minute he spoke she remembered – not only that Mike had said that he’d be dropping in but where she’d heard the name before.




    ‘Luke Ryder. You’re an oncologist at one of the big London hospitals. I read an article by you about palliative care of patients with AIDS and cancer.’




    He looked at her thoughtfully. ‘I’ve left London now and I don’t do quite as much AIDS work as I did. That article was a bit specialised. Did Mike tell you about it?’




     She shook her head. ‘No. It’s not only doctors that read medical journals, Dr Ryder. Nurses, too, like to keep abreast of new developments.’




    He seemed unmoved by her rebuff. ‘Some nurses do, but by no means all. Now, how’s the side? Would you like me to look at it?’ The very idea made her shiver; she wasn’t sure why.




    ‘No, thank you. It’s just a bruise; I’ve had far worse before.’




     ‘As you wish. I …’ The door rattled and opened; she looked up. It took an effort not to let the annoyance show on her face but somehow she managed it. Technically this was her office, and though all of the doctors were welcome in it they all recognised that it was her domain. All except for Dr Arthur Norman, that was.




    He was the most junior house doctor but was obviously expecting to go far. He was short, round-faced, with a large moustache which Kate privately thought looked ludicrous. Because of his size and the arrogant way he treated them, the junior nurses called him Napoleon behind his back. Kate didn’t; she felt that that kind of nickname could only interfere with the smooth running of the ward. But she had to admit that it fitted.




    ‘Sister Storm? Entertaining friends?’ It was spoken with a sneering smile and Kate took pleasure in answering.




    ‘This is Dr Luke Ryder, a consultant oncologist from London. He’s come to see Mike.’




    Dr Norman’s face altered rapidly. ‘Dr Ryder, I’m Arthur Norman, junior doctor here. So pleased to see you.’




    A hand was thrust towards Luke so he had to take it. ‘Dr Hamilton isn’t here yet but I’d be pleased to show you round if you like.’




    ‘I think I’d rather wait for Mike.’




    As usual, Dr Norman didn’t recognise the implied snub. He turned and said, ‘If you’ve finished your coffee, Staff, I’m sure you’ve got work to do. I’ll look after Dr Ryder.’




    Pointedly she looked down at her half-empty cup, but she knew that the hint was futile. Then she glanced at Luke. She wondered what he thought of her ill-mannered dismissal, but he didn’t appear to be about to say anything. Feeling vaguely annoyed, she said, ‘I’ll leave you both in my office then,’ and swept out. Dr Luke Ryder might be useful in a fight but he didn’t back up his friends. Not that he was a friend; she’d only just met him. So why did she feel so annoyed?




    ‘Are you all right, Sister? Isn’t he gorgeous?’ Jenny came bustling past, pink-faced with excitement.




    ‘Isn’t who gorgeous?’ asked Kate, knowing very well whom Jenny meant.




    ‘That man there; what’s his name? Is he a parent or something? I suppose he’s a bit old for me.’




    ‘That man there is Dr Luke Ryder, consultant oncologist. He’s a very clever man, but I don’t think he’s gorgeous.’




    The irrepressible Jenny giggled. ‘Every time you lie Sister, you get a little black mark on your soul. Of course you think he’s gorgeous.’




    She moved on too quickly to see the slight tinge of red on Kate’s cheekbones.




    As Kate pressed on with the never-ending work of the ward she found herself thinking about Dr Luke Ryder. She was irritated that he hadn’t smiled at her once. Most men did, and Kate knew that she was attractive. He was probably married – though she’d noticed that there was no ring on his finger. Perhaps he had personal problems; perhaps he was … Kate realised that she’d been standing motionless in front of the drugs register for nearly five minutes. This was ridiculous; she’d probably never see the man again in her life.




    In fact she saw him again that afternoon. Jamie Bartlett had to give a bone-marrow sample and have a lumbar puncture. Kate was called to assist and found that Luke was to look on as Mike and Dr Norman performed the two tiny operations.




    ‘I gather you’ve met Luke,’ Mike said genially as they walked to Jamie’s room. ‘I’ve been telling him how this ward wouldn’t be half as efficient without you.’




     ‘You just say that because I bribe you with chocolate biscuits,’ she joked.




    ‘I didn’t get a chocolate biscuit,’ Luke put in, straight-faced as always, but this time she felt that there might be just a touch of humour intended. It rather pleased her.




    What pleased her more was the sight of Dr Norman’s disagreeable face. He obviously thought that any conversation should include him.




    ‘I gather you’re not a paediatric oncologist, Dr Ryder,’ he said, carefully pushing his way between Kate and Luke. ‘Do you feel there are many differences …?’ Kate deliberately stopped listening. Behind the two men’s backs Mike grinned and winked at her.




    There was a small treatment room on the ward and so no need to take Jamie to theatre. Kate’s first job was to reassure the little boy while a short-acting general anaesthetic was fed through the drip into his hand. When he was unconscious she helped to roll him onto his side and draw his knees up. Then she held him steady as the doctors inserted a needle between two of his vertebrae and collected a few drops of spinal fluid. Analysis would show whether the leukaemia cells had infiltrated the central nervous system.




    The next task was to take a sample of bone marrow.




    Mike carefully fed a thicker needle into Jamie’s hip-bone and drew off a small amount.




    For Kate it was routine. Not for Jamie. Examination of the sample would show if he was suffering from leukaemia and, if so, what sort.




    Kate returned Jamie to his bed and reassured his anxious mother that everything had gone well. Then she went back to her office. Her day was nearly over and she found herself suffering from real fatigue. This was new, and she didn’t like it.




    The phone rang. It was Mrs Stock, half-tearful, half- angry. As much as she could, Mrs Stock stayed in hospital with her daughter, but she had other children and had needed to take a day away.




    ‘How could he do it?’ Mrs Stock sobbed. ‘He came back early off the rig and didn’t come home first. No, he had a few drinks and then came to torment you. I’ve told him, Sister, that he’s not to go near the hospital. He can go straight back to sea as far as I care. He’s – ’




    Gently Kate managed to calm the lady down, told her that she understood and that Mr Stock would be welcome to see his daughter just so long as he obeyed the hospital rules. Finally, a much calmer Mrs Stock rang off. Kate sighed.




    There was a knock and she shouted, ‘Come in,’ wondering what new problem there would be to plague her. But it wasn’t a problem. Luke Ryder opened the door and she was amazed at the wave of exhilaration that swept through her.




    ‘I have to go now,’ he said. ‘I just wanted to say thank you for letting me see round your ward.’ That was courteous, she thought. He didn’t have to say it at all.




    ‘I hope it’s proved useful,’ she said. ‘A pity you couldn’t stay longer.’




    He nodded gravely. ‘I should have liked to. But I’m flying down to London tomorrow morning. A day’s conference, and then back home.’




    She didn’t know why she said it. It just burst out. ‘There’s a ward party tonight in the nurses’ home. Why don’t you come along? We’ve booked the common room.’




    For the first time he smiled, and his face was transformed. ‘D’you  know I think I will? I’d like that very much.’




     ‘See you about half past eight, then?’ she asked.




    ‘About half past eight. Until then, good evening.’ She wondered why she so suddenly felt elated.
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