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A NURSE WORTH
WAITING FOR


By Gill Sanderson


Kate Wilder comes home from Las Vegas for her twin sister's Jo's wedding - only to discover that. at the last moment, it is cancelled. Then Jo has an accident, a compound fracture of the leg. Of course, Kate will stay to look after her sister for as long as is necessary.


The GP in charge of Jo is Dr Steve Russell. He and Jo are close friends, in fact once they thought that they loved each other. But now it is Kate who finds herself falling for Steve. Sadly, he tells her he only wants casual relationships in future. Is this what she wants? Kate wonders what to do.




CHAPTER ONE


It couldn’t be him! Please, no, it just wasn’t possible!


Community Nurse Jan Fielding’s summer holiday was ending with a bigger shock than she had ever thought possible. And whatever good the holiday had done her seemed instantly to drain away.


The call had come in the very early morning while she had been getting dressed. There had been that instant thrill of apprehension – early calls were often bad news.


It had been her boss, Dr John Garrett, calling, and his familiar voice had calmed her.


‘Hi, Jan – have a good holiday? Come back fit and ready for work?’


‘Both fit and ready, John. But why the early call? I’ll see you in a couple of hours.’


Now the thrill of apprehension was turning into a sense of excitement. This was an emergency call.


She glanced out her bedroom window as rain rattled on the glass. It might be summer but this was the Lake District. She guessed what was wrong.


‘Don’t tell me – you’re turning out the mountain rescue team?’


‘Sort of. I’m not turning out the full team, I don’t think it’s necessary. A couple of reasonably competent walkers have been stranded on the top of Yeaton Pike all night. They’re experienced, they had bivouac equipment and they’ve just used a mobile phone to say they’re on their way down. But the man seemed a bit doubtful about his wife. I told him to wait until someone meets them and leads them down Kelton Downfall.’


‘Not a good place to be if you’re tired and wet through,’ Jan agreed. ‘It can be treacherous in the wet. And there’s that cliff edge nearby. So what do you want of me?’


‘I want a couple of people to go up there, pick this couple up and escort them down. Walk in coils if necessary, just as a precaution. Are you up to it?’


Now, that was an insult. ‘Of course I’m up to it. And I’ll finish my normal day’s work later. Who’s coming with me? You?’ John was leader of the Calbeck mountain rescue team.


His voice was hesitant. ‘Not me this time. I’m getting a bit too old for it and, besides, I’ve twisted my ankle. Park at the head of Kelton Brook, there’ll be someone there to go with you. He’ll bring all the equipment you need. OK?’


‘I’ll be there. And I’ll be in surgery later. Thanks, John.’


After ringing off she turned and looked at her blue community nurse’s uniform laid out on the bed. Then she laughed, and reached in the cupboard for her climbing kit. She’d take her dress with her. She could change afterwards, in the surgery.


It was good to be back. As she drove her ancient Land Rover across country to the head of Kelton Brook, she felt a deep content. After the brilliant blue of the Mediterranean Sea and the dusty brown of the scrublands, the rain-soaked softer shades of the English Lake District seemed even more beautiful. She saw the peak of Sea Fell in the distance, half-hidden in mist. Yes, it was good to be back. She was ready to work among the people she knew and loved.


For two weeks she had luxuriated on the beach or at the poolside on a small Mediterranean island. She had picked a small, a quiet hotel. There was enough excitement in her life at home. Besides, she hadn’t wanted to be up half the night drinking, dancing and carousing. Not any more. Not for years now.


She had enjoyed the local food and wine. She had wandered through a village or two, comparing the white-walled cottages with the grey stone of her own home. She had photographed olive groves and ancient buildings, tried out her guidebook Italian. But mostly she had just slept and read.


A couple of men had invited her for a drink and she had automatically declined. The last thing she had been interested in was a holiday romance. But she had quite enjoyed being asked. Perhaps she was now ready to start a proper life again. But now she was home, rather proud of her carefully acquired tan, but more than happy to exchange her bikini for her wet-weather gear, and quite content that it was raining. She was home.


She drove to the head of Kelton Brook, stopped by a second Land Rover in a muddy field. Rain and mist swirled round her. She saw that the vehicle already parked was John’s Land Rover – strange, he had said that he was not coming. He must have lent it to someone.


She could see a figure inside, who jumped out as she switched off her engine. The figure was taller than John; the hood of his blue anorak was up and his head was bent against the wind. Jan felt the first touch of anxiety. There was something she vaguely recognised about the figure – but she couldn’t decide what. She knew all the other members of the rescue team, and it wasn’t one of them. She didn’t want to work with a stranger.


She felt more and more uneasy. Something was tugging at her memory. That walk?


Her passenger door opened, and the figure climbed in. He sat beside her, and pushed back his hood.


Then she knew why she had been apprehensive, as recognition came in a flash. She felt sick, clutching at the side of the door for support. This couldn’t be happening to her, this wasn’t possible!


Chris. Dr Chris Garrett. A man she hadn’t seen for six years. A man she never wanted to meet again.


Her heart was thudding with a tumult of feelings, emotions, memories. And slowly, one question emerged. Why had he come back to haunt her? This had been the man she had thought she loved – even, in those far-off days, had thought she might marry. Until … until …


She caught her breath, in a sigh, a sob, and he looked directly at her. He didn’t smile, and his voice was thoughtful.


‘Hello, Jan,’ he said. ‘It’s been a long time.’


From somewhere she found the strength to reply.


‘Hello, Chris,’ she said. ‘It has been a long time. But not long enough.’


Somehow she managed to wrestle open her door, leaped out of the Land Rover and ran for the edge of the brook. One question hammered in her mind. What was Chris Garrett doing here?


She stopped and stared at the turmoil of waters, matching the turmoil of her own emotions. How could he come back? What did he want here? Had he come to torment her? She heard the squelch of his boots in the mud, and he came and stood facing her. She lifted her head, stared at him.


He seemed bigger. Before he had been tall, broad-shouldered, but also what her father had described as whippet-thin. Now he was heavier, but she could tell that the weight was muscle. Paradoxically, his face was thinner. There were lines down the sides of his cheeks, at the corners of his eyes. It was not the eager face of the young man she remembered. He looked older, like a man who had experienced more than he ought. But he still had the bluest of blue eyes.


At first nothing was said, and she was aware that he was studying her, too. Then he spoke and she shuddered as she heard that so-well-remembered voice.


‘This is not the place I would have picked for a reunion,’ he said. ‘But we’ve got work to do. Can we put off any arguing till later?’


Her voice shook. ‘I’ve got nothing to argue about with you. Anything I have to say I said six years ago.’


‘Quite so. I remember it well. Now, are we climbing to the top of Kelton Downfall or not? I can manage without you if necessary.’


‘Send you on a rescue on your own? You feel up to it? I think I’d better come along, just in case.’


She saw anger flicker in his eyes but he merely said, ‘I’ve got the necessary kit in a couple of rucksacks in the back. Let’s go.’


She followed him to the back of his Land Rover, and reached in to take the larger of the two rucksacks. He took it from her. ‘You take the smaller one. I’m bigger than you, stronger, too. It’ll be more efficient.’


She decided not to argue. But she led the way. Heads down against the howling wind, they set off for the bottom of Kelton Downfall. Jan set a hard pace. She was young, fit and trained, and there weren’t many people of either sex who could keep up with her. But Chris could. He stayed just behind her, slightly to one side.


They walked in silence for half a mile until they came to the bottom of Kelton Downfall.


The Downfall was a steep rocky slope, bordering a cliff edge. It didn’t get much sun. The rocks were covered with lichen; when wet, they were a slippery death trap. But it was the quickest way down from the top of Yeaton Pike. Jan started the ascent.


She had to alter her pace a little: it was necessary to be safe. But a mean part of her wanted to know just how good Chris was, so she kept moving quickly.


After five minutes he caught up with her. ‘If this is a competition, I suggest we keep it until there’s only the two of us. Moving at this pace is dangerous. And right now we have patients to think of.’


He was right, of course, which only made her more angry; but she slowed down. And mysteriously they fell into a rhythm. He seemed as sure-footed as ever, his pace matching hers.


They could have made a good team.


In time they reached the top of the Downfall. Yeaton Pike was largely flat, and the wind tore across it, making even standing upright a difficult task. There was a little outcrop of rocks two hundred yards away. Chris lifted his arm, pointing, and Jan saw a flash of red there, obviously from an anorak. The couple were sheltering. That was good.


They were Paul and Dawn Kerrigan, a couple aged about forty. Jan looked approvingly at their kit: they were properly dressed, and obviously knew what they were doing. But Dawn looked pale.


‘Sorry to put you to this trouble,’ Paul said. ‘It’s good of you to turn out.’


That wasn’t all that usual. Most people didn’t realise that the mountain rescue team was all volunteers, working in their own time without any reward.


‘No problem,’ Chris said. ‘Has either of you fallen? Any cuts, bruises, any aches that won’t go away?’


‘We’ve slipped a couple of times,’ Paul said, ‘but nothing serious.’


‘How d’you feel? Cold? Miserable? Tired?’


Paul answered. ‘I’m not too bad. I slept a little, Dawn didn’t.’


Jan noticed that so far Paul had done all the talking. And what little she could see of Dawn’s face was very pale.


Chris unslung his rucksack, and took out a Thermos and two mugs.


‘There’s something here to warm you up,’ he said, ‘but first I’d like to check your temperatures and then your pulse.’


Jan watched as he carried out a lightning check-up of the two. Then he turned and nodded curtly at her. Apparently nothing seriously wrong.


‘You’re easing towards hypothermia,’ he told Dawn. ‘You were right to send for us. We can get you down and then sorted out.’


‘I’ll take your rucksack,’ Jan said.


Dawn shook her head and spoke for the first time, her voice low. ‘You’ve got one already, and I …’


Chris took the rucksack from her. ‘It’ll be more efficient if Nurse Fielding takes it,’ he said simply.


Dawn accepted this and Jan slipped the rucksack easily on top of her own. She’d carried far more than this, both while training and when operational.


They waited until Dawn and Paul had drunk the sugar-thick coffee and then headed for the top of the Downfall. There, Chris took the rope from round his shoulders, tied it round his waist, round the waists of Dawn and Paul and then Jan’s. There was about twenty feet of slack between each person. ‘You’ve walked in coils before?’ he asked.


Paul answered. ‘Only in snow, on a beginner’s course in the Alps. Do we really need to here?’


‘This can be as hazardous as any snowfield.’


The small party would walk close together, each holding much of the slack rope in coils in their hand. If one person were to fall the other three would act as an anchor. It was a simple but sometimes very effective precaution.


They set off down, Jan leading the way, Chris coming last. He was the strongest, the heaviest. Progress was necessarily slow. Dawn was tiring rapidly, and slipped three or four times. Once the rope pulled taut, though, she was in no real danger. Each time Chris was there, to help her to her feet, to assure himself that she was all right, to keep up her spirits by a couple cheerful remarks. And, in time, they reached the Land Rovers.


Chris helped them both into his Land Rover, and came to speak to Jan. ‘I’ll take them back to the surgery. I don’t think it’s necessary to send them to hospital, but I’ll give them a quick check over and get them to rest.’


‘Shouldn’t your uncle look at them? After all, he is the doctor.’


‘I’m a doctor, too, remember. And at the moment I’m the locum at the practice.’


‘The locum! You mean you’ll be working with me?’


‘For a few months, yes.’


Jan swayed with the shock.


It was a half-hour drive to the surgery. Jan followed the other Land Rover and deliberately tried not to think about what had happened. Her calm, well-ordered life had been turned upside down, and this was something she didn’t know how she could deal with. This was not the time to think, but she needed to know what had happened. Why was Chris back when he had said so forcefully that he never wanted to see her again? And she had never wanted to see him again either. It had been six years ago, but she still felt the same way. Why didn’t he?


She couldn’t, wouldn’t think. She turned up the volume on her disc player and heard Ella Fitzgerald singing about the man she loved.


Great choice.


She wasn’t needed to look after Dawn and Paul at the surgery – that was already in hand. So she shook hands, accepted their thanks and went to the changing room. The surgery was the meeting place of Calbeck Mountain Rescue Team, so there was provision for people to change and dry their wet clothes.


Jan showered, changed into her uniform, dried her hair. And slowly she gained control of herself. She was Jan Fielding, Community Nurse, working in one of the highest and hardest areas in England. She was known and respected; she could cope with anything. She would not cry. She would cope, as she always did. As she always had coped – almost.


She put on a touch of lipstick, straightened her uniform and her hair, and smiled at herself in the mirror – though there wasn’t much to smile about. Now she was composed. And she felt a new emotion welling inside her. So far she had felt nothing but shock. Now she was feeling anger. How dare he show his face, come back to her home, her territory? She was going to find out and then make sure that everyone knew how she felt!


She marched out to do battle.


The door to the staff lounge was open and there were two men in it. Chris was there. He too had changed, presumably in the men’s changing rooms, and was now smart in white shirt and dark trousers, not a mountaineer any more but every inch the doctor. The other man was the doctor in charge of the practice, her boss, John Garrett. He had been a family friend, known her parents. He had known her all her life, had encouraged her to become a nurse. Now he was stooped, moving more slowly. He was getting old, talking of retirement. She was sad about that.


But she still intended to take him to task when she had a chance. How could he have brought Chris back? Even if he was the younger man’s uncle, he knew what she felt, knew what had been between Chris and herself.


The two hadn’t yet noticed her. So she looked at Chris, the man she hadn’t seen for six years. She knew she had changed – she was no longer a fresh-faced apprentice nurse. Her body, her face, her spirit had all matured. So how had Chris altered?


Then she saw him smile. Something John was saying was amusing him, and he smiled. It overwhelmed her with memories, and she felt something tugging at her inside, some kind of longing. And that reaction angered her even more.


She stepped forward, deliberately making herself heard, and the two men looked up. John looked as serene as ever, but there was a wariness in Chris’s eyes.


‘Well, you’ve worked together already,’ John said, ‘but perhaps it’s time for more formal introductions. You remember Chris, my nephew, of course. He’s been working in the floodplains of Bangladesh for the last six years. But now he’s come home.’


‘I remember him very well,’ Jan said, unsmiling. ‘How could I not?’ She offered her hand to shake. ‘What brings you back here, Dr Garrett?’


Chris was equally unsmiling. ‘You know my uncle’s trying to take things easier – that he’s looking for a partner? Well, it’s not going to be me. But I’ve offered to act as a locum for a couple of months, until he finds someone suitable.’


‘So you don’t intend to stay?’


He nodded at the mountains they could see out the window. ‘The landscape doesn’t suit me. I want something flatter. I thought Lincolnshire, or somewhere on the fens.’


‘Is that so? Well, I hope you’ll be happy in your short stay.’


‘Happy?’ He seemed to consider the idea as if it were new. ‘We’ll have to see about that.’


‘Chris has started taking surgery for me,’ John broke in, ‘but he hasn’t seen much of the district yet. Apparently the latest thing in general practice is for every new doctor to have an induction period – learn about procedures, protocols and so on.’


‘Always a good idea to know what you’re doing,’ Jan said unkindly.


‘Quite so. I know he’s been here before but if you don’t mind, I’d like you to take him on your rounds today. I know you’ll be wanting to see your regular patients. The locum nurse we hired was very good, but people round here want someone they know. Can you fit them all in this morning?’


Jan glanced at her watch and blinked. It was only an hour later than she normally started work. Of course, she had got up very early. ‘I can fit them all in,’ she said. Then she shot a glare at John, who appeared unruffled. ‘Take Dr Garrett round with me?’ she asked. ‘Exactly why?’


‘So he can get to know the area again and see some of our more distant patients. The people a doctor has to go out to see, because they have difficulty getting into the surgery. And I had a phone call from Mrs Thwaite at High Force Farm. She thinks her husband is getting worse, but he refuses to come down to see me. And I want a doctor to see him.’


‘Fair enough,’ Jan said reluctantly. ‘I told you I wasn’t happy with him. OK, I’ll just check my messages and then get straight off. In, say, half an hour, Dr Garrett?’


He still didn’t smile. ‘Half an hour is fine,’ he said. ‘But I’d prefer it if you called me Chris. As you did before.’


‘Call you “Chris”, as I did before,’ she said. ‘Well, why not? Call for me in half an hour, Chris.’ And she left.


There was a lot of work to do before she could get out on her rounds. There were letters, memos, e-mails, telephone messages. She had to forget Chris for a while – though it was hard. She was still seething inside. How could he …? Work!


The nurse who had substituted for her had been fine. Jan had met her, had liked her. In the official diary she had listed the calls made, the medicines given. There were also a couple sticky notes attached – easy to take out and destroy. Often it was necessary to pass on information but not want it to be preserved in a semi-official form.


In fact, one note was about Herbert Thwaite, of High Force Farm. “Alzheimer’s?” the nurse had pencilled. She was only a locum, the condition wasn’t yet too serious and she obviously thought that a test and a decision about future treatment should be left to the regular team. But the couple of test questions she had asked had not been properly answered. “Unusually awkward and uncooperative. Wife not coping too well with the strain,” the note went on.


This was a problem Jan had seen coming. She sighed. Something would have to be done about Mr Thwaite – but it wasn’t a nurse’s job to decide.


The next note was even more worrying. Ben Mackie was a forty-year-old paraplegic – he had damaged his spine and was now confined to a wheelchair. In fact, Jan knew much of the blame was his: he had been drunk and driving his motorbike far too quickly. But Ben didn’t accept it was his fault. It was the fault of the doctors, the nurses, the National Health Service, the country, his wife. Ben was bitter and made everyone’s life a misery.


The nurse had noted: “Set of old and new bruises on face of Ben’s twelve-year-old son. Boy says he fell over in yard. I doubt this. Query non-accidental injury?”


Jan sighed again. It wasn’t her job to go looking for cases; she wasn’t supposed to be a social worker. But, in fact, she often was. She kept an eye on people. If Ben was beating his son then something would have to be done by someone. She’d make a couple of discreet enquiries and then phone Social Services.


Jan made sure her case was full, checked that she had all the medicines that she would, or might, need. Her job was to visit the patients who couldn’t – or sometimes wouldn’t – come to the doctor’s surgery. Much of her work was dealing with palliative care. She kept an eye on those who were on long-term medication. She visited the diabetics. A sad part of her work was visiting those with a terminal illness, who wanted their last days to be spent at home.


She glanced at her watch. Just a minute to go until half an hour had passed – and almost to the second there was a tap on her door. She didn’t shout ‘Come in’, but went to open it. Chris was there.


‘Ready for me now?’ he asked.


‘Oh, I’m ready for you.’


The two of them walked out to her Land Rover. Typically, the rain had stopped and there was weak sunshine filtering through the clouds. She looked round, thrilled, as she always did when she saw what she thought of as ‘her’ mountains. Then she glanced at Chris. He seemed less than thrilled: in fact, there was a definite frown on his face. This wasn’t his ideal landscape.


But he looked well. He stood tall, seeming more confident than he had done when last she had seen him. And when he walked, she remembered the easy, long-legged stride that seemed so casual, and yet which ate up the miles. It was an odd reason for being first attracted to a man: because of the way he walked. But she remembered their very first meeting. She had seen him walking towards the surgery and …


What was she thinking? Suddenly she was angry at herself because she could remember, feel the attraction again. But it was long gone.


They reached her Land Rover and he frowned again when he saw the number plate for the first time. ‘I remember this car when it was nearly new,’ he said. ‘It was …it was …’ His voice trailed away.


‘Yes, it was my father’s car,’ she told him. ‘I kept it after he … after his death. Get in, it’s unlocked.’


They set off with a jerk, but she didn’t mind, because she was blazingly angry. Yes, it was her father’s car. So, yes, he did remember. She wondered what else he remembered about her and about them … because she remembered every second of their time together. Even though she tried not to.


She was driving too fast. She took a corner and he was thrown against her, then she had to brake suddenly to let a sheep back scramble into its field. ‘Do you always drive like this?’ he asked calmly.


Only when angry was the answer, but she said nothing. She slowed down, though. No one else ought to suffer because of her bad temper.


After ten minutes they were well out of the village, heading up a narrow road towards the dale head. She slowed then pulled off the road and sat for a moment, staring at the green-sided mountain ahead, hoping it would settle her turbulent feelings. Perhaps it did – a little. Chris sat silent, and she was glad of that.


After a while she said, ‘We have to talk. I never expected – never wanted – to see you again. I thought you felt the same way. Why did you come back?’


He paused before replying. ‘As a favour to my uncle,’ he said. ‘You know he’s not well. He’s desperately looking for someone suitable to be a partner, perhaps eventually to take over from him.’


‘Yes, I know that,’ she said. It calmed her a little, the thought that there were people with bigger problems than her. ‘So?’


‘So he knew I was looking for a job and he wrote to ask if I would come and help for a while. Just till he got someone permanent.’ Chris’s voice was cold. ‘I didn’t want to come. There’s nothing for me here.’ He waved at the mountains. ‘I hate this landscape, it oppresses me. I want somewhere flat. You can keep your mountains.’


For Jan this was near heresy but for the moment it was irrelevant. ‘You could have said no,’ she said. ‘Pretended that you had a job lined up.’


‘I could have. But John is my closest relation. Both my parents are dead.’


Out of the corner of her eye she saw him wince as he realised what he had said. She could have let him off, but she chose not to.


‘Both my parents are dead, too,’ she said. ‘In fact, you were there when my father was fatally injured. Weren’t you?’


There was silence in the car for a while and then she said, ‘So don’t you have bad memories when you come back here? Doesn’t the past haunt you?’


‘I do have some bad memories.’ He frowned a moment, then went on, ‘And, I must say, some good ones too. But the past doesn’t haunt me. In the past six years I’ve seen so much pointless, unnecessary death that I think I’ve gone beyond being haunted. I’ve got used to it – or as used to it as you can be.’


‘Well, I haven’t got used to it. When I look at you, I see the man who … the man who …’


She fell silent and the vision came back: She had it less often now. It used to come regularly, at night when she was overtired, or when she came across a forgotten photograph, or when she talked to someone.


Always the same – a dark, wind-howling night, the rain spattering down – her father, lying on a stretcher, his face illuminated only by the light of the lamp fastened to her forehead – a great contusion on the side of his temple. And he was dead. When she glanced upwards there was Chris’s face, wet, desperate and confused. It was unusual to have the vision during the day. But when she did …


She stared across the fell, biting her lip to stop herself crying. But she knew that a couple of tears were rolling down her cheeks.


‘Sorry to cause you pain,’ Chris said gruffly. ‘But it won’t be for long. Soon I’ll be gone and I’ll never come back. Don’t let it worry you.’


‘You’ll never worry me,’ she snapped. ‘Now, we can work this out.’


She thought a moment, considering the days ahead, wincing at the prospect. Then she said, ‘You’ll only be here for a couple of months, and I can live with that misery for a while. Knowing that soon you’ll be gone.’


‘We can work together when we have to, but it won’t be too often. I’ll do my job in the surgery and other than that I’ll see as little of you as possible. And then I’ll be gone. Happy?’
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