

[image: Cover]




For my mother and father
who gave me Yorkshire
and much more




[image: title]




PROLOGUE


The land seemed to shift and disappear. Here, at the head of the Dale, so early in the morning that white mists still lay in the valleys and the far horizons vanished behind thin clouds, Dr Laura Grant felt keenly the limit of her skills.


She was on her way to Wingate, hoping to meet first with Rudi Grey to discuss her young leukaemia patients, Catherine Earle and Elliot Wood, and then to call in on Elliot in a side ward reserved especially for patients who had reached the terminal stage of their illness.


‘Sorry, Mr Grey’s been called to surgery,’ his assistant told Laura as she knocked on the consultant’s door. ‘He said to join him for coffee at ten-thirty, if you have time.’ So she went straight to the ward, stopping to chat in a corridor with a physiotherapist friend about the media attention the leukaemia cases were currently receiving, aware that she was putting off the moment when she must face Elliot’s mother, Hannah.


‘It’s a pity the families have to take some of the flak,’ the physio said. ‘Apparently a couple of journalists tailed little Elliot’s grandparents from the car park yesterday, to find out which ward he was in.’


Laura shook her head in dismay, then walked towards the paediatric unit, feeling guilty that she had delayed her visit.


Hannah was absent from Elliot’s room when she arrived. The tiny patient was propped high on pillows inside a child’s cot, surrounded by monitors and stand-by resuscitation equipment. A favourite soft toy had slipped sideways and caught on the cot bars. Laura leaned in and put it back on the boy’s pillow, afraid to wake him. Years of training and practice work still hadn’t prepared her for these moments that slipped out beyond the limits of medical knowledge into a hinterland of helplessness and confusion.


‘It’s all right, Dr Grant.’ Hannah had halted in the doorway, cup of coffee in her hand. ‘You won’t disturb him. They’ve sedated him for the pain.’


Laura set a chair for Hannah to sit close to the bed. She could tell that the mother had slid beyond hope into a huge, aching void. Her eyes were dark and empty, her posture half-slumped, motionless. ‘I went for a hot drink,’ Hannah explained unnecessarily. ‘But I don’t really want it.’ She offered it to Laura instead, who took it and put it to one side. ‘I can’t drink or eat with Elliot lying here like that. I even feel bad that I can get up and walk around when he can’t, poor mite.’


‘What have they told you?’ Laura asked gently.


‘That he hasn’t got much longer, though his heart’s still strong. Until three days ago he was sitting up and taking his meals, even playing with me and his grandad. We took him out into the grounds for a breath of fresh air. He sat on my knee in the sun and I made him a daisy-chain to go round his neck.’ Hannah’s full mouth fell half open as she remembered. ‘Then, that night, Monday, he went downhill. His temperature shot up and he had trouble breathing. They said it was an infection that he couldn’t shake off. Elliot showed them; he pulled back from that. But now he’s in a lot of pain. His bones hurt, only he can’t tell me, of course. He just looks at me and holds out his little arms to be picked up. I can’t bear it, the way he looks at me and says my name. I’m glad they’ve let him sleep.’


Laura held back, standing behind Hannah’s chair, looking down at Elliot’s almost pure white skin. ‘You can talk to him whenever you feel like it,’ she whispered. ‘He won’t wake, but he can probably hear what you say.’


Hannah nodded. ‘I’ve been singing songs to him when there’s been no one around to overhear. That’s what he likes.’ She turned to gaze at Laura. ‘It’s a funny thing; my heart’s breaking, but I go on.’


Laura crouched to hold her hand.


‘I buy myself a cup of coffee, I ring Mum to tell her to bring a pair of clean pyjamas, I ask the doctor questions. And all the time I’m thinking, how come I can still do this? Inside, there’s nothing left. My Gary’s gone … and Elliot’s slipping away. They’re my life, those two.’


Laura watched as tears slid unnoticed down Hannah’s cheeks.


‘I know you’ve done all you can. But the fact is, it’s not enough. We brought him to see you too late. If I’d have had those bruises looked at sooner … Only, I … we thought it was nothing.’


‘You mustn’t see it like that.’


‘Well, I wish it could be me lying there and not Elliot,’ Hannah cried. ‘What did he do to deserve this? What did any of us do?’




CHAPTER ONE


Nothing was solid, not even the hills. A clump of trees would appear, then the mist would swirl and envelop them. A bank of dark-grey cloud rolled across the flat ridge of Ravenscar and swept into the Dale. There would soon be rain.


Laura stopped her car. Her recently diagnosed ten-year-old leukaemia patient, Catherine Earle, was back home after two weeks in Wingate Hospital. The child was in early remission from the disease. The hospital and the family were optimistic.


But Laura needed to steel herself for this first home visit since Catherine’s return.


‘It’s not the physician’s job to take away hope.’ Laura remembered the words of her med school tutor. Harold Vaughan had urged his students not to bombard their patients with hard facts that they couldn’t process. ‘Remember, the landscape of disease is bleak and forbidding,’ he’d told them.


The land below echoed his admonition. Early spring, first light; cold and wind-swept.


It’s not my job to take away hope. Laura filed the dictum back into its memory slot. Suppose I don’t tell the Earles that of the thirteen hundred children who develop cancer in Britain each year only fifty per cent have a decent chance of survival? Suppose I remind them instead that after blood tests, X-rays, ultrasound and isotope scans, after the bone-marrow results and the two weeks of chemotherapy, Catherine’s condition has stabilised? Let’s put her among the lucky fifty per cent.


Am I giving them the sort of hope that I can justify? Am I doing what’s best?


To cure, relieve and comfort are the goals of medicine. She reminded herself of Harold Vaughan’s mantra as she faced the ordeal of visiting Catherine and her parents.


Laura drove on, passing Hawkshead Hall with its lodge standing empty by the stone gates. There was a glimpse of landscaped gardens, yew hedges, a Jacobean manor house with wide stone steps to a low doorway. Memories of Matthew.


Even now, on her way to what she knew would be a difficult interview, she had time to take in the sloping grounds, the canopy of beech trees to the west of the main house, the eighteenth-century landscaped garden and formal lake to the south. And now, as always when she came within sight of the Aires’ family home, she recalled her first introduction to Matthew’s mother, Maisie, and her own one-time hope that she and Matthew might have a future together in the Hall.


Before Luke, she told herself. In her early days at Ravensdale, when Matthew’s kindness had helped to convince her that the move from London had been the right one. Before Luke, she had loved Matthew Aire.


With an effort she pulled her thoughts back to the here and now. Haresby Farm, where she was headed, still belonged to the ancient Hawkshead estate, but Maisie Aire took little interest. She left its management to her son. In turn, Matthew trusted the day-to-day running of the dairy farm to Peter and Sonia Earle.


To comfort. Of the three goals, Laura recognised that this was probably her strength. Being on the same side as her patients, getting them to trust her, came naturally.


‘Don’t lose your human face.’ Vaughan had taken her aside during one of their early sessions in the anatomy lab. He’d flattered her by telling her that he’d singled her out for her evident compassion. ‘Forget “we” and “they”,’ he’d said. ‘Don’t go in for this emotional-distancing lark. In the end, we’re all in the same boat.’


At thirty-one, Laura was still young enough to feel the truth of her teacher’s message, experienced enough to know how hard it was to hang on to. Not because she no longer cared, but because compassion came expensive in terms of a doctor’s energy and resilience.


Like now. The country grew lonelier and the mists clung to the hollows in fields to either side of the narrow road. At the end of it, Sonia and Peter Earle had their daughter back home. But for how long no one could say.


Haresby Farm was stone-built and dated back to the seventeenth century. Because it was part of the Hawkshead estate, itself linked to the monks of Ravensdale Abbey, the house had certain elegant distinguishing features. The windows were built in Gothic style, there was a stone portico and a frieze of carved stone under the eaves. Its roof of thick sandstone slabs was mossy with age.


Laura parked by the side of the house, recalling the Earles’ first visit to the surgery three weeks before.


Catherine was tired and listless, Sonia had said. Probably nothing, but it was better to be safe than sorry.


Laura had smiled at the fidgeting girl. Like her mother, Catherine was dark-haired and thin-faced. Both were slight and reticent in manner. It was the first time they’d visited the health centre since Laura had been made a partner almost two years earlier. She’d asked about other symptoms; nothing except a slight loss of appetite.


She took things one step at a time. No need to worry, Laura had said. They would do a couple of further checks, though the girl’s temperature and blood pressure had shown nothing untoward. She’d asked about Catherine’s diet, sleep patterns, possible anxieties at school. And she’d had one eye on the clock, aware of the next patient sitting in the waiting-room.


A week later a blood test had come back from the lab with the devastating result.


On the second appointment she’d asked both Peter and Sonia to come into the centre without Catherine. It had been the last week in March and they’d begun their session by chatting uneasily about the family’s recently planned summer holiday in France.


‘Always assuming these tests Catherine’s been having don’t stop us going away,’ Peter had said. ‘Our son, Adam, has a French pen-friend in Paris. The two families are getting together for a fortnight in Brittany.’


One more step; Laura had explained about the immature white blood cells found in the blood sample. A slow lurch out of normality.


‘What does it mean?’ Sonia’s eyes had narrowed. ‘Immature white cells?’


‘They’re the type of blood cells that fight infection. We call some lymphocytes, and some neutrophils.’ Careful … careful. Laura had seen the flash of fear register behind the mother’s guarded eyes. ‘In Catherine’s case it seems to be the neutrophils that are failing to mature. This means that the bone marrow works overtime to produce more cells, but these don’t mature properly either, so soon the immature ones take over the system.’


Bone marrow had probably been the term that had done it. Sonia Earle’s hand had flown to her mouth. Peter had frowned and looked out of the window.


‘The immature cells are cancer cells.’ Laura had said the words calmly and plainly. ‘What the blood test shows is that Catherine has leukaemia.’


‘Are you sure?’ Peter Earle sat still.


‘Positive. Catherine will need to go to hospital for further tests. There are two possible types of childhood leukaemia and a bone-marrow test will identify which kind she has. But remember, cancer in children is very different from cancer in adults. The recovery rate is much better.’


Cancer. The biggest challenge.


‘What do we tell her?’ Sonia recovered first from the initial shock. ‘We’ve left her at home with a sore throat and a temperature. She knows something’s wrong.’


‘That’s largely up to you. At Catherine’s age I’d say it was best to give her the facts, backed up by lots of love and reassurance.’


‘Reassurance?’ There was anger in Peter’s echo. ‘You say we should tell our daughter that she’s got a fatal illness and at the same time urge her not to worry?’


‘Leukaemia in children isn’t necessarily fatal.’ Laura stressed recent progress in treating the disease. ‘We get long periods of remission when the patient has no symptoms and doesn’t need any treatment. If we reach five years of full remission, we can talk about a cure.’


To cure, relieve and comfort.


Through the shock and confusion, Sonia Earle asked the ultimate, unanswerable question. ‘If we get Catherine to hospital and they give her the chemotherapy and whatever else they need to do, she will be OK, won’t she?’


The family had weathered the first few traumatic weeks by reading a ‘yes’ into Laura’s response.


Sonia had been the practical one, arranging her work hours at a building society in Merton around hospital visits and care for their thirteen-year-old son Adam. When Laura had called in to see Catherine in the children’s ward, she’d found Sonia discussing the detailed diagnosis with Rudi Grey, the oncologist, and taking in complex information about the cocktail of drugs needed to slow down the production of cancerous cells. The mother was with Catherine for every dose of radiotherapy, explaining that the buzzing sound made by the high-tech linear accelerator meant that electrons were hitting a target of tungsten to make the X-rays that would zap the cancer cells out of her central nervous system.


‘She likes science fiction,’ Sonia told Laura with a faint smile.


Peter seemed harder hit. He had gone along with medical advice without questioning, lavishing presents on his sick daughter. But when he was away from her bedside, he had given up all pretence of taking it in his stride.


Now they had her home.


The Earles’ son, Adam, must have heard Laura’s car pull up beside the house. He came out of the barn across the farmyard, saw who it was and veered off to pick up his bike by the gate. He left without a word, up the lane and across country, riding the rocky track into the wet mist.


Laura noted the deliberate shun. Serious illness in the family was no fun for anyone. Adam was probably feeling badly left out and, if he was anything like his father, would find it hard to say so. She knocked at the door, putting the boy’s hostile reaction into context.


‘Come in.’ Peter opened the door. His bright voice and the smile on his regular, handsome face were brittle. ‘I saw your car. Sonia’s up in Catherine’s room.’


‘How’s the patient? What sort of a night has she had?’


He ushered her through the big square kitchen with its wide open fireplace and heavy beams. There were get-well cards scattered across the table, just out of their envelopes. ‘Catherine slept like a log. Sonia didn’t get a wink. She was up every five minutes, going through to check on Catherine.’


‘That’s normal.’ Laura followed him quietly upstairs.


‘They sent her home with one of these tube things attached to her chest. For the ongoing drugs and blood samples and so on. Sonia’s worried it’s going to come out if Catherine turns awkwardly in her sleep.’ Peter paused on the landing and glanced out of the window at Adam, cycling up the hill. He gave a short, suppressed sigh.


‘It won’t.’ Laura reassured him about the Hickman line. ‘These catheters are designed to stay in place for months. It shouldn’t impede her in any way.’


Peter nodded and went on. ‘It’s Sonia I’m worried about. She’s not getting any sleep.’


‘What about you?’ She could offer tranquillisers to the worried parents, if and when the time was right.


But Peter brushed her off. He climbed the broad stairs with a firm tread. He was brisk, pushing open the bedroom door with, ‘You should see the presents and cards. It’s like Christmas in here.’


Laura found Sonia plumping up Catherine’s pillows. The patient was propped up in bed, surrounded by stuffed toys. They were pink and round and fluffy. ‘Who are all these pigs?’ she asked gravely.


‘They haven’t got names yet.’ Catherine rearranged them in order of size, keeping the smallest in her hand. It had floppy arms and legs, and a logo on its middle in the shape of a red heart, with the words ‘I luv you, Cathy’. She showed Laura. ‘This one’s from Daddy.’


‘I like pigs myself,’ Laura confessed. She found Catherine bright and matter-of-fact. ‘Gloucester Old Spots are my favourites.’


The girl nodded. ‘I’m going to call this one William,’ she decided, letting Laura get on with the business of checking her catheter and taking her pulse. Two weeks in hospital had accustomed her to being prodded and poked.


‘Good girl.’ Laura realised that her battle to keep up morale would lie with Sonia and Peter Earle rather than with Catherine. ‘You needn’t stay in bed unless you want to,’ she explained. ‘If you feel like getting up and watching TV, that’s fine.’


‘Can I play outside?’


‘For a little while. But you must take it easy.’


‘Can I go to school?’


Laura glanced at Sonia. ‘What do you think?’


‘It’s too soon. I’ve taken time off from work to look after her.’ The mother’s angular face, framed by the dark, bobbed hair, looked determined. ‘I let school know that Catherine wouldn’t be back for a few more weeks.’


‘But I want to go.’


Sonia tutted. ‘Trust you, Catherine. Anyone else would be thrilled.’


‘Better do as your mum says.’ Laura got up.


‘If Catherine feels up to doing things, let her,’ she reminded Sonia as they descended to the kitchen.


Sonia sat down heavily at the table, gathering the recent cards into a neat pile. Her slim fingers patted and shuffled them into position. ‘I just want to wrap her in cotton-wool.’


‘That’s understandable.’


‘I don’t want her to catch an infection.’


‘It’s unlikely. Her blood count is nearly back to normal after her radiotherapy. That’s why Rudi Grey discharged her. He’s very happy with her. Look, if you’re under too much pressure, I could arrange a home visit from Carole Fawcett, our medical social worker.’


‘No thanks.’ The refusal came quick and sharp. ‘Peter would hate that.’ She looked up at the sound of another car pulling up outside. ‘That’s Mr Aire. He knows Catherine’s back home.’


Laura felt her heart jolt. She recognised the Range Rover from Hawkshead Hall, saw Matthew step down and head for the front door. She heard his quiet, low voice as he met and shook hands with Peter Earle.


‘That’s just like him to come and visit the first chance he gets. He’s very good to the kids.’ Sonia stood up, ready to greet their employer.


Matthew came in, stooping under the low lintel, carrying a card and a big box of chocolates for the invalid. His grey eyes flickered as they rested on Laura, but he’d evidently seen her car and prepared himself. ‘Hello, stranger. How are you?’


She smiled back. Once, she couldn’t have imagined the day when she would stand on neutral territory and think with cold objectivity, this was the man I held in my arms and loved. Once. Now a stranger, saying a dispassionate hello. ‘I’m fine, thanks.’


‘How’s Luke?’


‘Fine too.’ She passed Matthew in the hallway, checking her watch, seeing that she would just make it to the pre-surgery meeting at the centre. ‘Give me a ring any time you need to,’ she told Sonia and Peter Earle.


She got into her car and drove down the Dale. The mist was clearing, but she couldn’t dismiss Matthew from her mind. She recalled their winter parting, Matthew’s voice insisting that she couldn’t just walk away: from Hawkshead Hall, from him. His hurt face, his struggle to hold on to her came back to her now and sat uneasily alongside today’s superficial exchange at Haresby.


‘I can’t make you mean less to me,’ he’d told her then, warning her that he wouldn’t give up without a fight.


Yet aggression wasn’t Matthew’s style. Laura had loved him for his gentleness, which ran deep, and she hadn’t expected him to pursue her after her final visit to the Hall. Not after it became public knowledge that she and Luke were together. Especially not then.


That must have been hardest of all for Matthew. ‘It’s Luke Altham we’re talking about here,’ he’d accused her, telling her how impossible it would be to watch her with someone else.


Overhead, the clouds thinned. Sun lit the limestone walls and trees cast long shadows over the way ahead. The road levelled and followed the bank of the River Raven into Hawkshead. Laura forced her mind back on to the business in hand, wondering what else she might do to help the Earles through their crisis. Then she focused on the morning meeting with Philip Maskell and Piers Chandler, the new partner in the practice.


She wound through hairpin bends, between high stone walls. Across the valley, Ravenscar rose in deep morning shadow.




CHAPTER TWO


Laura glanced uncomfortably across the room at Piers Chandler. Beside her, Philip shuffled papers on his knee.


‘I want to try out a new spread-sheet,’ Piers told Sheila Knowles. ‘The system of accounting we have in use at the moment belongs in the Ark.’


“‘I grow old, I grow old,”’ Philip muttered under his breath.


Laura gave him a quizzical look.


‘Just a poem.’


Piers was six feet one inch of bristling progress. He knew every angle on fund-holding, basic practice allowances, particular fees, capitation and incentives. He waxed lyrical on state-of-the-art methods, which were way beyond Laura’s and Philip’s technological grasp. And he was upsetting their receptionist.


‘I’ve only just got used to the present one,’ Sheila complained. ‘When I first came to work here nine years ago none of the patients’ files were even computerised and we didn’t have to give a second thought to what everything cost!’ She glanced with a worried frown at Laura.


Come on, Philip, Laura thought. The sooner they moved on to the next agenda item, the better.


Philip stirred his coffee and rattled his spoon against the cup. Didn’t the ineffectual man in the poem measure out his life in coffee-spoons? Laura wondered. She pictured him sliding all too easily into the chair that Gerald Scott had just vacated. A GP of the old school who’d lived in Hawkshead all his life, Gerald had known most of his patients by their first names. He’d loathed computers and spread-sheets, whereas Piers Chandler seemed to have slipped from the womb computer-literate and spouting statistics.


‘It’ll be no problem,’ Piers insisted. He ignored Sheila’s flushed face and rattled on. ‘I’ve asked around to find out the best program for what we want. We could get it up and running within the week, believe me.’


‘Sorry I was late.’ Laura leaned over to murmur to Philip. ‘I had to drive up to Haresby to check on Catherine Earle.’


‘How is she?’ His question was personal rather than professional. Philip had known Peter and Sonia Earle since they were young.


‘She’s OK, considering.’


‘Is it myeloid or lymphocytic; do they know yet?’


‘Myeloid. I think Sonia realises it’s the hard one to beat, but I’m not sure that Peter does.’


Philip shook his head. ‘It’s not something he would take on board. How’s he coping?’


She shrugged. ‘OK, apparently. He’s angry, though.’


‘Who with?’


‘Everybody. He seems to be looking for someone to blame.’ She remembered him at Wingate on the day of the lumbar puncture, demanding why it was so difficult to get his distraught wife a cup of tea.


‘I don’t see the problem.’ Piers’s voice cut across Philip and Laura’s conversation. He was still hectoring the receptionist. ‘If it’s retraining we’re talking about, we can easily sign you up for an evening class.’


Laura saw Sheila’s face set hard as she spelled out her point of view. ‘What I’m saying is, it isn’t strictly necessary.’


‘You mean, if it ain’t broke, don’t fix it?’ For a few seconds Piers pretended to consider this. But he couldn’t hide his condescension. ‘In some cases I might agree. But when it comes to efficiency in submitting our claims for fees and expenses we have to be on the ball.’


Piers threw in colloquialisms to disguise his dogmatic assertions, Laura realised now. It was something she’d missed when she, Gerald and Philip had first interviewed him. And she’d paid too much attention to the traces of Geordie accent in his voice. It had made their new partner seem more approachable than in fact he was.


‘Ready, everyone?’ Philip chipped in at last with his usual opening to the eight-twenty meeting.


Laura watched Piers sit back hard in his chair, rocking it on to the two back legs, tapping a pencil against the edge of the table. Sheila sat stiffly next to Philip, whose posture mirrored hers. Trouble, she told herself. And it had been brewing since Piers Chandler had set foot through the door.


‘I did a study a couple of years back on the links between childhood cancers and environmental factors,’ Piers told Laura after what had turned out to be an edgy but uneventful eight-twenty.


After her disagreement with Piers over the new technology, Sheila had sat on the sidelines while Philip had brought everyone up to date about the usual shortage of beds in the psychogeriatric unit at Wingate and Laura had briefed them about her busy weekend on call. They’d both left the meeting promptly to get on with their work: Sheila to organise the patients already queuing in reception.


‘Yes, I remember. It was down on your cv. Did you find anything useful?’ Laura gulped the last of her coffee and glanced at her watch.


‘I had it published.’ Piers avoided a direct answer, but obviously wanted to engage Laura on his own wavelength. ‘I didn’t go for the usual antenatal or passive-smoking line. I was more interested in carcinogenic factors in diet, soil, water and so on. And I followed up a possible link between adults who had worked in the manufacture of PVC and a higher incidence of cancer in their offspring.’


Laura was heading for the door, eager to be on time for her first appointment, resisting the allegiance. ‘Causes of childhood cancers are notoriously difficult. But I haven’t heard the PVC theory. What is it?’


‘There’s a gas: vinyl chloride. It’s a known carcinogen.’ Piers followed her out, explaining the details, ignoring the patients sitting in reception.


Laura was aware of Philip staying behind his desk and sighing.


Maybe Piers’s singular lack of awareness of the effect he had on his colleagues would even out with the passage of time, she thought, as she settled in for her surgery. It was the keenness of the new boy, anxious to impress. After all, this was only his second month in the job. She compared Piers’s attitude with her own early days in Ravensdale and, like Philip, she found herself sighing.


When Laura had arrived, she’d had a mountain of prejudice to climb; first, she was a woman, second she was young, and third she’d come to them from a London practice. All these factors mitigated against her as far as many of the patients in the Dale were concerned.


She’d worked conscientiously to find the right combination of calm manner and sound medical practice to bring round the Kit Braithwaites and Dick Metcalfes. It had been a matter of fine diplomacy and her hunch was that it would take Piers considerably longer than the fifteen months it had taken her.


If Piers had the staying power. And if the rest of the staff at the medical centre didn’t mount a full-scale insurrection first.


Laura had just caught a glimpse through the door of Piers going behind Sheila’s desk and commandeering her computer. She saw him point and gesture, obviously rubbishing something on screen to prove his earlier point about the spreadsheet. The entry into the consulting-room of Laura’s first patient prevented her from witnessing the receptionist’s response, but the flushed patches on Sheila’s neck and throat didn’t augur well.


During the next two hours Laura listened and prescribed, examined, referred, considered and counselled. She took a phone call about eighty-two-year-old Lucy Marlow, whose osteo-arthritis might force her to accept sheltered accommodation. And, though her list was full, she squeezed in Marjorie Brown with a case of acute lumbago, which she was able to relieve with an anti-inflammatory drug.


She was still behind her desk, checking her remaining appointments, when Hannah Wood sat down with the toddler; a heavy, pale-faced woman of twenty-three with long, straight brown hair and a round, expressionless face. Her sleeveless salmon-pink dress emphasised the pale plumpness of her arms as she wrapped them round her squirming son.


‘How’s Elliot doing?’ Laura read the notes, which told her that the boy was an only child, with all the usual immunisations up to date. Looking at the toddler, she noted the strong physical resemblance between mother and son; the same grey eyes set wide apart, the same sturdiness.


‘He’s come down with something,’ Hannah explained. ‘I wasn’t worried at first, but it’s been going on for a few days now. I thought I’d better let you take a look.’


Laura smiled reassuringly and launched into the routine questions about appetite and sleep. ‘Elliot’s temperature is slightly higher than it should be,’ she said after a glance at the thermometer. ‘And he’s a bit chesty. He’s probably picked up some sort of virus.’


‘Like flu?’ Hannah Wood seemed relieved. She gathered the toddler in her arms and stood up. ‘Thank you, Dr Grant. Sorry if I’ve made too much fuss. I wouldn’t have brought him in, only Gary, my husband, said I should.’


‘Quite right.’ Laura studied the listless child. Elliot hadn’t put up any of the usual resistance to being examined. ‘You say he’s been like this for a few days? Off his food? No energy? And he’s been sleeping more than normal?’


Hannah gave her a blank look. Her light, still girlish voice tried to dismiss Laura’s concerns. ‘There’s nothing else the matter with him, is there?’


‘Probably not. Still, let’s take another look at him, shall we?’ Laura was about to propose that she should send the boy through to Joy for a blood sample when she rolled up the lightweight cotton trousers and discovered distinct bruising along the length of both shins.


‘He’s been falling over.’ Hannah stared at the brown and blue marks.


‘It’s OK. I’m not thinking anything sinister,’ Laura promised her.


Hannah seemed not to believe her. ‘We haven’t hit him. The bruises are from falling,’ she insisted. ‘I knew that’s what you’d think: that we’d been hitting him too hard. I told Gary, but he said to come anyway.’


‘Sit down again.’ Laura had been mistaken. Hannah Wood’s face hadn’t been expressionless when she came in; it had been scared. It was like the fixed gaze of a rabbit caught in a car’s headlights. ‘Don’t worry, Hannah. I’m not blaming you for Elliot’s bruises, OK?’


Slowly she nodded and sat down. Elliot buried his face in her chest, his plump legs with their tell-tale marks dangling over her knees.


‘I think we need to take a blood sample and do some tests,’ Laura told her gently. She watched for any reaction other than the glazed, scared look in the wide grey eyes.


‘We’ll do it straight away, but we won’t get the results for a week or two. When we do, I’ll give you a ring. Meanwhile, you take Elliot home and look after him. Give him plenty to drink, but if he doesn’t feel like eating, don’t try to force him.’


‘What for? Why do you need to do these tests?’ Hannah evidently hadn’t taken in much of what Laura had said, but she’d heard the word, ‘tests’.


Laura caught herself out in another mistake; she’d assumed that the boy’s pale complexion was inherited. Hannah herself had a pasty look. But now that she looked again and combined it with the bruising, she thought that the pallor might be significant. And the proneness to infection. ‘I just want to make sure that Elliot’s problem is a straightforward virus. Better safe than sorry,’ she explained, successfully disguising a niggling doubt.


And that was her third error. She’d underestimated Hannah Wood. Misled by the homely features and awkward manner, she had her down as a shy, unenquiring and passive girl. Someone she would automatically try to protect.


‘Gary was talking to Peter Earle the other day,’ Hannah told Laura. ‘He worked for Peter when he first left school. He asked after Catherine.’


Laura sat on the edge of the desk, hands clasped in front of her, waiting. The suspicion escaped from the dark recesses and roared to the forefront of her mind.


‘It turns out Catherine started just like this.’ Hannah recounted the symptoms. ‘She was tired, she wouldn’t eat.’


Now they came to the core of it; the real reason why Hannah Wood had brought Elliot in.


‘You suggested blood tests for Catherine, didn’t you?’ She looked up at Laura with her wide, hopeless stare. ‘That was when they found out she had the cancer.’




CHAPTER THREE


‘Are you on call?’ Luke asked Laura, above the hiss of the shower and the sharp pin-points of water on his face. He kept the thermostat as high as he could bear.


It was the last Sunday in May. Luke had stayed over at Abbey Grange after a day spent shopping together in York. The sun and the dawn chorus had woken them.


‘No. It’s Philip’s turn. For another whole twenty-four hours Hawkshead Medical Centre doesn’t exist!’


‘Then we should make the most of the day. What would you like to do?’ Luke pulled the shower curtain to one side and made room for Laura. She brushed against him as she stepped in, her long dark hair catching against his shoulder and sticking to his wet skin. She smiled, then turned away, letting him run his hand down the length of her back.


She lifted her face to the jet. ‘What sort of a question is that?’


‘A sensible, straightforward question; honest!’ He wrapped his arms around her, let the clean water collect in the angles of their crooked limbs and spill over. ‘Let’s do something special.’


‘We could go for a walk, up Black Gill.’


‘Hmm.’ He swayed her from side to side, holding her close. ‘That sounds more vertical than the activity I had in mind … If not quite so energetic.’ She made him ache with desire and disbelief, her body was so beautiful, with long, supple limbs and an incredible curve in the small of her back.


‘Concentrate, Luke. We could see if we could get over the top into Swiredale.’ With closed eyes and her head resting back on his shoulder, she described the route through the woods, past the deep pool and up the gorge to the limestone plateau of Ravenscar. Beyond that, the land dipped away again into a wider, more open valley.


‘That’s over ten miles,’ Luke protested, reluctantly giving up the idea of making love to her again. ‘Maybe it should be more of a stroll than a hike.’


‘We’ve got all day. And it’s beautiful up there. We can reach the top without seeing a single road and that means no day-trippers.’ Laura slipped out of Luke’s arms and reached for the soap.


Leaving her and putting on his trousers, Luke padded barefoot through the house, enjoying its sense of calm orderliness. Laura hadn’t changed many things since she’d taken over the old place. The walls were plain, the furniture shone a rich dark brown. Turkish rugs covered stone flags and oak floors; there were small square windows with deep sills. Opening the kitchen door, he looked out on to a walled garden dwarfed by the scale of Ravenscar rising almost sheer from the narrow valley bottom.


He took a deep breath and tried to assess where he and Laura stood. They were easy together; pleasant, relaxed. For him this was rare and enjoyable. Unlike other women he’d known, Laura didn’t crave attention or sulk when she didn’t get it. She gave him space.


If anything, he found himself wanting to crowd her. He stared up at the clear sky. What was so special about Laura? It was a particular combination of smooth skin and smile, of shining dark hair and deep brown eyes, and a way she had of interpreting what he was about to say before he spoke. She seemed to know the way his mind worked. Perhaps he loved her. The word exploded his attempt to analyse the situation.


A bird held steady against the warm breeze. It was a kestrel, hovering over an unseen prey, backed by the hulking limestone crags that formed Black Gill. Then the wind caught it and wheeled the bird away, until it found another gentler current and hovered again.


‘Ready?’ Luke retreated from his own thoughts and feelings, went back inside and called into the bathroom.


Laura was out of the shower, but still wrapped in her towel. ‘Five minutes,’ she promised.


He made coffee, simply glad to be here in the morning, with the whole day ahead of them.


They swore not to talk about work on their weekend off. As a junior partner at Bootham and Wood’s law firm in Merton, Luke specialised in criminal cases. But he was developing a growing reputation for fighting and winning environmental battles on behalf of the local community, and that was how he and Laura had met. Articulate and analytical, dedicated to his work, he’d had two significant long-term relationships with women.


The first had happened at university, when both he and the girl had looked to the security of a steady partnership as a defence against the tidal wave of new experiences thrown at them by student life. They’d weathered the storms and qualified for their respective careers, which then took them to opposite ends of the country. They didn’t survive the distance or the process of growing up, as Sara had called it in her farewell phone call.


His second serious affair, years later, had been with a woman just separated from a fellow lawyer in Luke’s firm. He’d known Maeve as Jeremy’s wife; a small, fragile-featured woman of good taste and little common sense. Her helplessness at the break-up of her marriage had brought out a protectiveness in him, which he later grew to resent. Maeve’s refusal to tackle life’s practicalities like gas bills and divorce papers came to seem manipulative, yet oddly difficult to resist. A good sex life kept them together much longer than was right for either of them, until one day she came across another, more established and wealthier protector. And that had been that.


In the event, Luke had reached his mid-thirties unmarried, unlike Laura who was a few years younger with a failed marriage behind her.


At first, when she’d been involved with Matthew Aire, Luke had taken an honourable, strictly hands-off approach to Laura. He’d done his best to ignore her physical presence, which he characterised as serene, sexy and beautiful.


The surprise came when he’d realised that Laura didn’t always want to do that. She’d been unhappy over Matthew’s ex-wife and kids, and confided her problems to him. Luke had made a slight move in her direction, taken a rebuff. Then he’d waited. He’d still been there the next time.


It was not so much a pursuit as a quiet persistence. As doubts drove a wedge between Laura and Matthew, so Luke’s support drew her to him. People might say it was Luke who had driven the wedge in, or that Laura had ditched Matthew for Luke. The truth, he knew, was always more complicated – and less conventional. Luke still had no idea where he and Laura were headed. He had his house on Tan Hill; a kind of warehouse for his few possessions to which he was wholly indifferent. And she had Abbey Grange, which she loved.


They set off in T-shirts and shorts, carrying sun-glasses and enough cash for a drink in a pub in Swiredale, should they get that far. By the time they’d crossed the field to the woods surrounding the Foss, Luke had described a manslaughter case he’d taken on earlier that week and Laura, without breaking patient confidentiality, had confessed her worries over a possible second case of leukaemia in the Dale.


‘I thought we said no work!’ Luke stopped by the deep, clear pool. Recent rain had brought a rush of water down the series of small waterfalls that fed the Foss. It splashed over the black rocks, shaking the small green ferns that clung to the scant soil.


‘Sorry.’ Laura kicked off her shoes and paddled into the pool. She’d told him that the family was still waiting for results, but Philip had indicated at an eight-twenty that bad news was probably on its way. ‘It’s just that two cases of leukaemia within such a short time is pretty unusual.’


‘Because you’re a small practice?’ Luke sat on a boulder and watched her. He called it his favourite leisure pursuit.
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