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    Sister Lisa Grey loved her work on the Infectious Diseases Unit, but she knew there was something missing in her life. She had been the linchpin of her family after her mother’s death, but when she met Dr Alex Scott and his two small children, Holly and Jack, she realised she badly wanted to share in his family too. The children were willing, so was their grandmother who cared for them, and so was Lisa –but what about Alex?




    




    Three caring sisters




    ~in need of a loving family~


  




  

    Chapter One




    Sister Lisa Grey walked down the centre corridor of Ward 28, ever-alert blue eyes checking and registering that all was well. Only occasionally was there excitement on the infectious diseases ward, but today seemed even quieter than normal.




    For the moment Lisa’s paperwork was done. She knew the auxiliaries were preparing beds for new arrivals. Nurse Sarah Rogers was helping the junior house officer as he checked on old Mr Benson’s gastroenteritis. Her other nurse was doing the regular round, taking each patient’s temperature, blood pressure and pulse.




    On Ward 28 each patient had his or her own tiny room and, if she peeped, Lisa could see people reading, listening through headphones or just resting. One or two with their doors open raised hands in salutation to the tall red-haired sister, and she waved back.




    The afternoon sunshine of early spring shone through onto the gleaming floor, illuminating the eggshell-blue curtains and paintwork. She could even detect that indefinable hospital smell – a mixture of food, disinfectant and polish – which acted on her like a drug whenever she started work. After the first five minutes it was usually never noticed.




    It was peaceful.




    She could sit in her office, pour herself a coffee and just relax for five minutes. Then, even as she thought it, Lisa started a countdown. Ten, nine, eight, seven, six ...  It never stayed peaceful for that long.




    But it did. She was even thinking the unthinkable – had she time for a second mug of coffee? She had – and then the JHO, Dr Paul Evans, and Sarah Rogers joined her.




    ‘I think we’ve sorted out Mr Benson, Sister,’ Paul said, self-importantly. ‘When you get on a bit I’ve learned you must expect the odd ache and pain.




    Hospitals can’t cure everything. I don’t think there’s anything to worry about.’




    ‘No, Doctor,’ Lisa murmured, and exchanged a secret amused glance with Sarah. Dr Evans was all of twenty-four years old and, to twenty-eight-year-old Lisa, and Sarah – who was over thirty – he seemed inexpressibly young.




    He was being more bouncy than usual, more the super-efficient doctor. ‘Bleep me if you need me, Sister. I’ll drop in again later. Must rush.’ Paul drained his coffee mug, and left in a self-satisfied swirl of white coat.




    There was a moment’s silence, and then Lisa said dryly, ‘I think you’ve made a conquest, Sarah. That little show of medical expertise was for your benefit.’




    ‘What?’ Sarah was obviously genuinely surprised.




    Then she smiled. ‘Oh, my goodness. He must think I’m an older woman! But I still feel young. I don’t want a toyboy!’




    ‘Perhaps I should have a cautionary word with him,’ Lisa suggested, giggling. ‘Advise him about the dangers of women with experience.’ This time both of them laughed. They liked Paul, but he was still a bit too conscious of his recently acquired medical diploma.




       She could also see just how attractive Sarah Rogers was, with her blonde hair, neat figure, and a piquant face. Originally Sarah had trained as an SEN – a state enrolled nurse – and had then been persuaded to leave nursing by her new husband. She’d become a hair-dresser and beautician. Now she was divorced, she had returned to her first love of nursing and was taking a conversion course to become a state registered nurse.




    Lisa liked her. She was a hard worker, with a calmness that reassured their patients. But her training as a beautician still showed. Her blonde hair was well shaped, her make-up unobtrusive but effective.




    ‘I’ll bet he asks you to dinner later,’ Lisa teased. ‘What will you say?’




    ‘I’ll invite him to come and meet my mother. Say she always wanted me to marry a doctor. That’ll frighten him off.’




     There was more of the easy laughter of colleagues who knew and trusted each other. Then Sarah asked, ‘Is he a good doctor, Lisa?’




    Instantly Lisa recognised the warning signs. That was not a fitting question for a nurse to ask. ‘He’s willing but he’s young and inexperienced,’ she said cautiously. ‘Now, tell me, why did you ask that?’ A cynical corner of her mind remembered her count-down. It wasn’t peaceful any more.




    Sarah was choosing her words with care. ‘Well, it may be nothing. You know I’ve been nursing Mr Benson for the past week?’




    ‘Severe gastroenteritis. He didn’t call his GP until he was badly dehydrated and needed a hospital stay because of his age. He’s now off his intravenous saline and dextrose. I thought he was doing fine.’




     ‘That’s it. He’s getting better and he’s never complained before, even when things were bad. But now he is complaining. He says his shoulder aches. And I wondered ...’




    ‘Let’s have a look at him.’’ Lisa put down her coffee mug. ‘It’s probably nothing but we can check.’




     ‘I’m sorry to alarm you,’ Sarah said as they made their way down the ward. ‘I don’t want to cause unnecessary trouble.’




     Lisa shook her head. ‘If you hadn’t told me I’d have been upset.’




    It didn’t take her long to decide that Sarah’s suspicions had been correct. Certainly Mr Benson should feel weak, and possibly he might have apparently unrelated aches and pains, but the pain he described seemed too particular to be the result of general ill- health.




    ‘I’m going to bleep Dr Evans,’ she told Sarah. ‘And this time I’ll be at the bedside with him. You go and help the auxiliaries.’




    Dr Evans was less than pleased at being called back to the ward. ‘I’ve just examined Mr Benson, Sister, and I don’t think there’s anything wrong.’




     ‘I’m not happy about that shoulder,’ Lisa said calmly. ‘If you wouldn’t mind examining him again.’




    A comment she couldn’t quite hear indicated that Dr Evans did mind. He sounded resigned as he said, ‘I don’t really need this time to study. I’m coming up, Sister.’




    Although he was perfectly polite with Mr Benson, it was obvious that he thought this was a wasted journey. He palpated the arm and shoulder, asked when the pain had first started and how the patient felt in general. Outside the little room once more he said, ‘Nothing new wrong with him, Sister. All he needs is rest and painkillers, and they’ve been prescribed already. Now, if there’s nothing else ...’




    ‘I think we should send for the consultant,’ Lisa said flatly.




    Dr Evans looked at her, startled. ‘Whatever for? I’ve just told you, there’s no need. Sister, doctors diagnose, nurses treat.’




    ‘This is my ward and I’m responsible for it. I want Sir Arthur to look at that shoulder.’




    Inwardly Lisa was quailing – she knew she was exceeding her authority.




    Dr Evans looked at her in disbelief. Then he said, ‘By all means, send for him. I know he’s in the hospital. Whether he’ll be pleased at being disturbed I don’t know.’ They were now in Lisa’s little office. She phoned the consultant’s secretary, who said that Sir Arthur would be along shortly. Lisa and Dr Evans sat waiting in frozen silence.




    There was no specialist registrar in Infectious Diseases at the moment, although one had been appointed and would be joining them shortly. This meant that for a while the consultant, Sir Arthur Miles, had to work harder than ever. Lisa hoped he wouldn’t think this was a wasted visit.




    There was a tap at the door and Sir Arthur entered; a man of medium build, dapper, with highly polished shoes and his signature blue bow tie. Lisa knew that under that unassuming exterior was a brilliant medical mind.




    ‘A little problem?’ he asked gently as Lisa offered him the case notes: ‘I thought Mr Benson was doing just fine.’




    Suddenly Paul Evans went up in Lisa’s estimation. Before she could answer he said, ‘Sister spotted something that I’d missed, Sir. It might be nothing but I –we – thought you ought to see it.’




     Keen eyes flashed from sister to doctor. ‘I see,’ Sir Arthur said mildly. ‘Well, let’s take a look.’ His examination didn’t seem to be any more detailed than Paul’s had been, though Lisa knew he was seeing far, far more. As ever, Sir Arthur managed to talk to his patient as he touched and pressed so Mr Benson seemed quite relaxed. Finally, rather to his surprise, Paul was asked to take a blood sample and Lisa to organise an X-ray. Then the three went back to Lisa’s room.




    The blood was dispatched to the lab for analysis.




    The results would be back in a few hours. Sir Arthur said, ‘Well spotted. We need confirmation, of course, but I would guess that Mr Benson has reactive arthritis. If there’s septicaemia it could be quite serious – but I think we’ve caught it in time.’‘What treatment will you prescribe, sir?’ Paul asked.




    ‘Oh, at this early stage, none. When the results come through from the lab we’ll make a decision. Once again, well done.’ Sir Arthur went to the door, smiled his reassuring smile and said as he left, ‘See you tomorrow evening, Lisa.’




    ’




    Paul sat silent for a moment. Then he said, ‘There’s a lot to learn in medicine. I’ll go and look up reactive arthritis.’ Lisa grinned as he left.




    The next thing to do was to tell Sarah that she had been right. Lisa firmly believed it was all-important to praise her staff when they got things right. After all, she didn’t hesitate to do the opposite when they got things wrong.




       ‘It was just luck,’ Sarah said dismissively. ‘Paul would have seen it the next time around. Anyway, I’m glad we can do something for Mr Benson. He’s a tough old bird.’




    She glanced down at the watch pinned to her apron. ‘Soon be time for handover. I’ll be round at your flat about three tomorrow, Lisa.’




     Lisa looked confused. ‘Are you sure you still want to? After all, it’s Saturday. Is there nothing else you want to do?’




    Sarah shook her head. ‘You’ve spent a lot of time coaching me, and I’d like to do something in return. Besides, I want to keep my hand in – and I’ve been waiting for the chance to get at you. You need a change.’




    Sarah says I need a change, Lisa thought. Perhaps I do.




    Lisa lived in her own little custom-built one-bedroomed flat. Until two years ago she had lived with her family – but now they were scattered. She loved them all dearly but she had to admit that she now liked her little bit of independence and self-indulgence. From the comer of her sitting room she could see the sea – just. She enjoyed having a place of her own.




    By three o’clock she had finished her washing and all the little household duties that had piled up, and was waiting for Sarah. Tonight was the Blazes Ball –  a fund-raising event for her hospital. Tickets were sixty pounds each, and all the senior members of the hospital and local dignitaries would be there.




    She was going as Sir Arthur’s partner. ‘The meal will be excellent,’ he had said, ‘but the speeches will be boring! I should know, I’m giving one. However, the dancing is quite fun and, if we stick to the waltz, quickstep and foxtrot, I’m sure I won’t disgrace you.’




    ‘I’d really love to come,’’ Lisa had said.




    It wasn’t the first time he had invited her to formal functions. She knew he found her dependable, and a defence against the wives of the other consultants who felt that he should remarry. And she found him good company – he reminded her a little of her father. If other people found it strange, well, she didn’t care. She and Sir Arthur were a good professional team.




    But, just for once, she was feeling restive. Life seemed to be passing her by. She felt she’d like to go to the ball with someone – well, nearer her age. She’d had relationships before, but never one that had made her feel that this was the one that counted. And she’d like to. She was now twenty-eight. When she thought of her friends from school she realised that nearly all were married and had had children. A couple had been married, had had children and were now divorced. Now there was a thought! So, egged on by Sarah, she’d decided that tonight would be – different. She’d bought a midnight blue dress, rather low cut, spending what was for her a ludicrous amount of money. And Sarah was coming round to dress her hair and help her with her make-up.




    Her doorbell rang, and from the intercom Sarah’s voice called, ‘It’s me.’ Feeling a little apprehensive, Lisa pressed the switch that opened the door.




    ‘I’ve been itching to get at your hair for months,’ Sarah announced. ‘It’s a glorious red – why don’t you do more with it?’ With a comb, she lifted a strand from Lisa’s forehead and let it fall again.




        Lisa was sitting in her bathroom, a towel round her shoulders. ‘It’s convenient for the job,’ she mumbled. ‘Nurses don’t want hair flying all over the place.’ Her hair was short. All it needed was a quick pass with a brush first thing every morning and then she forgot about it.




    ‘If you’ve got it, flaunt it. I know people who would kill for hair like this. You’re going to be the best-looking woman in the room.’




    ‘Well, just for tonight,’ Lisa said uneasily.




    ‘Fine. But when I’ve finished with you I’ll bet no one ever forgets you.’ Sarah began spraying.




    Lisa had never quite realised that some of the skills of a hairdresser were similar to those of a nurse. Sarah kept her at her ease, explained what she was doing, and why and showed considerable dexterity.




    She was a good teacher, too. As Lisa’s hair was drying she showed her how to apply her new make-up. ‘Your eyes are a wonderful blue so you must direct people’s attention to them. Now, look how a line here ...’ she drew with a dark pencil ‘... will make the colour seem even bluer.’ Finally it was done. Sarah whisked the towel away, brushed energetically and then led Lisa to the full-length mirror in her bedroom. Lisa blinked. This wasn’t Sister Grey! She knew she was reasonably attractive but, apart from her red hair, had thought herself nothing out of the ordinary. But look at her now! Her dress was a bit daring, and with her new bra the rich blue sheen of the silk emphasised the swell of her breasts and the creamy skin that redheads often had. Her hair contrasted well, a wild, brilliant halo.  Her eyes shone blue, accentuated by the clever use of mascara.




    ‘I don’t look like that. That’s not me,’ she said, unbelieving.




    ‘Oh, it is you,’’ Sarah said. ‘This is the you that’s underneath. I’ve always known it’s been there. You just needed bringing out.’




    Sarah stayed for a sherry and then left. Lisa waited for Sir Arthur to call, a vague feeling of excitement and anticipation churning in her stomach. Perhaps to- night would be different.




    From her window she saw the old black Rolls Royce pull up outside and Sir Arthur walk to the entrance hall. She knew he liked things to be done properly – he wouldn’t want her to be waiting for him downstairs.




    When he entered her flat he noticed the change in her appearance at once. ‘Goodness, my dear, you look – extravagant tonight,’ he said. For him she knew this was praise indeed.




    ‘I feel a bit like Cinderella,’’ she said. ‘‘Would you like a sherry before we go?’




    The ball was being held in the formal rooms of Lacombe Grange, a grand old home built in earlier, more opulent days. Lisa had been there before and had been over-awed by the crystal chandeliers, the rich red satin curtains, and the white and gold paint on the walls. Tonight, for some reason, she felt happy and at home. She had changed her image – perhaps her life would change. She felt a tiny dart of anticipation.




    The reception was being held in the Great Hall. Afterwards they would move into the dining room and then the ballroom. Sir Arthur captured a glass of champagne for each of them, and they chatted.




       She knew quite a few people there – the hospital chief executive, some of the consultants with their wives. She was particularly pleased to see Mike Gee, the youngish A and E consultant, and his wife, Liz.




    ‘Lisa, you look absolutely stunning,’ Liz said. ‘That’s a wonderful dress.’ ‘Stonehouse’s sale,’’ Lisa said, naming a local department store, ‘but I did lash out a bit.’




    ‘I’ll get down there tomorrow. Mike, don’t you think that Lisa looks well tonight?’




    ‘I certainly do,’’ Mike said, ‘but I’d rather have her in uniform and in my department.’




    Sir Arthur placed an arm round her waist. ‘I’m afraid Sister Grey already has a position,’ he said, ‘Don’t poach!’




    Laughing, they all walked on. ‘You’re the belle of the ball,’ Sir Arthur said. ‘I think I’ll ask the chief executive for money for a new nurse for the ward.’




     ‘He’s not that smitten,’ Lisa said.




    The dinner was as good as Sir Arthur had said it would be. Afterwards there were the speeches. Lisa thought they were mercifully short but just a little too gloomy. All that talk about money! Then it was Sir Arthur’s turn, and he started, ‘I came to a meeting of medical men and found myself listening to a set of bankers.’ There was a round of laughter and applause. His was the last speech, and when he had finished the company stood and drifted next door to the ballroom. The business of the evening had not finished, but was just beginning.




    Tables surrounded the polished dance floor. As Lisa and Sir Arthur were led to the table reserved for them, she noticed with a hidden grin that it had two extra chairs. No one stayed at their own table.




        Sir Arthur ordered a bottle of champagne and then led her onto the floor for an enjoyable dance. When they returned to their table there was a paediatric pro- fessor from the local university waiting. ‘Just thought I’d pop over for a chat, Arthur,’ he said, after the usual introductions and courtesies. ‘Now, about the new ...’ Demurely, Lisa hid her smile.




    Mike Gee came over and asked her for a dance. ‘Liz is on a couple of hospital committees,’ he explained. ‘She’s seen someone who can help her with some equipment, and she’s stalking him.’




    ‘It’s like a great bazaar,’ Lisa agreed, as they swirled around in the centre of the floor. ‘Look at them all. And it’s not hunters and hunted. They’re all hunters.’




    ‘They are, indeed.’ It was an open joke at the hospital that more important decisions were taken on this night than at any hospital committee meeting. All unofficial, of course, but probably more binding because of that.




    Mike returned her to her seat and she found Sir Arthur now deep in conversation with John Leckie, the cardiac consultant, and his wife, Alison. ‘I must ask you – where did you go to get your hair done?’ Alison asked. ‘It looks so nice.’




    ‘It was done by Sarah Rogers, one of the nurses on my ward,’ Lisa said.




    ‘One of your nurses! John, see if you’ve got anyone on your ward you can swap for this Nurse Rogers!’




    ‘No deal,’’ Lisa said, smiling. ‘But I’ll give her your name if you like.’




    John and Alison left – not for their own table, Lisa noticed – and Sir Arthur said, ‘If you could just excuse me a moment, Lisa, I – ’   




     ‘You go,’ Lisa said. ‘I’ll be perfectly all right on my own for a while.’ Arid she was. More people she knew came over and chatted. She was enjoying herself, among friends.




    But ... there was no magic to the evening. Her new dress, her new image, were fun – but they’d made no difference to her evening. Still, what had she been expecting? Only Cinderella met Prince Charming.




    It happened during one of the periods when Sir Arthur had returned to their table, but was deep in conversation with another doctor. Lisa let her gaze wander round the room, looking at new alliances being formed, new proposals being discussed.




    At the far end of the room a man entered. In his dark dinner jacket there was nothing at first to distinguish him from all the others there, but for some reason he caught her eye.




    He stood confidently, slowly looking round the room. His gaze passed her table – then flashed back.




    For a moment he appeared to be staring straight at her. She caught her breath in confusion, but refused to look down. Instead, she let her gaze stray to the dancers.




    When she glanced upwards he was moving round the floor, threading his way through the maze of tables. She saw him smiling, waiting, apologising. She couldn’t keep her eyes off him.




    As he got closer she could see him in more detail.




    His dinner jacket hadn’t been cleverly cut to disguise a paunch. He was taller than most of the men who eddied around him, and she noted the easy way he caught a waitress who backed into him. He must be strong. With hammering heart she suddenly realised that she was staring, and that he’d caught her doing so.




    He smiled at her, and after a tentative return smile she wrenched her gaze away. She raised her glass. It was easier to pretend to drink, while looking at him covertly.




     He wasn’t what she’d call a really good-looking man. His dark hair was too short. He looked almost a bruiser, with high cheek-bones, the skin and muscles of his face taut. But when he smiled, as he was doing now ...




    ‘Sir Arthur, I’m a gatecrasher. But you said to come if I could.’ It was a warm voice, with just a touch of West Country burr. Lisa’s mother had been an actress, and had taught her daughter always to listen to voices.




    This voice was warm and comforting, transforming his rather bleak face – just as his smile did. It made him approachable. Just for a moment Lisa wondered if he knew this was the effect he made – and traded on it.




    ‘Alex, my dear chap, how good to see you!’ Sir Arthur didn’t need to say how pleased he was – it was obvious. ‘Let me introduce you. Lisa, this is Alex Scott, my new specialist registrar. Alex, this is Lisa Grey, the best ward sister in the hospital. She was away on a course when you looked round last month. And, as unpaid extra duty, she accompanies me to functions where I’m likely to be harassed if I’m on my own. I don’t know what I’d do without her.’




    Now Alex looked at Lisa directly – his eyes were as blue as hers. But were they guileless? Eyes, she believed, were the windows of the soul. She’d spent most of her nursing career in an A and E department, and she’d got used to looking into people’s eyes. So many people there, from road accidents or domestic incidents, had something to hide. She wondered if she was wrong to detect wariness in this man’s eyes.




    ‘Sister, it’s good to meet you,’ he was saying. ‘Sir Arthur told me that working with you was one of the benefits of this job.’




     ‘All Sir Arthur wants is his own way,’ she said with a smile. ‘I hope you like working hard.’ His hand clasp was firm, without being forceful.




    She thought he held her hand just a little longer than was really necessary! Sir Arthur, meanwhile, was vigorously waving at a waiter to fetch another glass. ‘I’m really glad you’ve come, Alex,’ he said. ‘There are a couple of things we need to sort out. I …’




    Lisa wanted to stay, she really did. But she knew Sir Arthur of old. If there were things he wanted to discuss with Alex he’d do it best on his own. Rising, she said, ‘This is a good time for me to go and have a word about the hospital friends’, committee. Will you excuse me?’




    Sir Arthur and Alex both came to their feet. ‘Of course,’ Sir Arthur said urbanely.




    Alex said, ‘You are coming back?’ He seemed quite anxious.




    ‘I’ll be back,’ she assured him. His obvious wish to see her again quite excited her.




    There were one or two ladies she had to speak to about the committee, but her business was soon done and so she walked to the ornate cloakroom. She sat in a gold chair in front of a large mirror, carefully repairing the wonderful job Sarah had done on her. It was quite warm, but that didn’t explain the sparkle to her eyes, the faint touch of pink in her cheeks, even the warmer tone to her skin. She’d known the man    for less than five minutes, but Dr Alex Scott was the most exciting man she’d met in years.




    Knowing Sir Arthur, she wasn’t entirely surprised to see Alex on his own when she returned to their table. She walked up behind him, admiring his broad shoulders, the column of his neck. She said, ‘Hello again.’ He came easily to his feet and drew back her chair, settling her carefully.




    ‘Sir Arthur leaves his apologies,’ he said, the humour underlying his words quite clear. ‘He asked if I’d look after you – or if you’d look after me. I’m glad you’re back. I was feeling quite lost. Lonely even.’




    She eyed him, perfectly relaxed with a half-smile on his lips. ‘You don’t look very lonely,’ she said drily.




    He waved at the scene around him. ‘I’ve got no other friends to run to. I’ve never seen such a party for wandering from table to table. It’s like one of those children’s games. I expect the music to stop, and everyone will have to pretend to be statues.’




    She giggled. ‘Networking,’ she explained. ‘Don’t let the smiles fool you. This is the only occasion when all the money men and all the senior clinical staff are together. There are a lot of decisions being taken out there.’




    He grimaced. ‘I know. These days all hospitals are the same. Still, if in the end – Ah!’ A waiter bent over the table, showing Alex the label of a bottle. Alex glanced at it and nodded. ‘That’ll do very well, thank you.’ As the man deftly pulled the cork with a satisfying pop, Alex explained, ‘I took the liberty of ordering another bottle. I hope you’ll join me?’




    Normally Lisa drank very little, but she was warm and she was enjoying herself. Why not? There were only the two of them at the table. Deep inside her she realised she was doing more than enjoy herself. This might – this could – turn into the magic kind of evening she’d been wanting. She knew he was attracted to her. And ...




    She’d only just met him. Forcing herself to be calm, she asked, ‘You’ll be coming onto the ward next week?’




     ‘I certainly hope to. There are a few bits of local organising to do, but I’m looking forward to starting work.’




    ‘Where are you from? Certainly not around here.’




    Laughing, he shook his head. ‘I’ve been near Bristol for the past four years and I needed a change, but I wanted to be near another seaport. I also wanted to work with Sir Arthur. You know he has the reputation of being a bit of an alarmist in the medical press? About the spread of bacteria that are resistant to antibiotics?’




     ‘You mean his article on methycillin-resistant staphylococcus aureus?’ Lisa asked calmly. ‘Yes, I read it.’




    ‘You know about MRSA?’




     ‘Nurses can read as well as doctors.’




    ‘He laughed again. ‘Sorry, sorry! Well, I think Sir Arthur is right, and I wanted to work with him. So, when the job was advertised, I applied.’ He sipped his champagne. ‘It’s always interesting, coming to a new job. You make new friends, even hear new accents.’ He smiled at her, quickly, even intimately, and her heart bounded. ‘You’re also not from around here, are you?’  




      ‘No,’ she said, both pleased and surprised. ‘Can you tell that from my accent?’




     ‘I think so. Is there a tiny touch of Welsh there?’




     ‘Not bad. I’m from Shropshire, actually. Quite near the Welsh border.’ She mentioned the little town where she’d been born, where she’d spent the first twenty-six years of her life.




    ‘I’ve been through it,’ he said. ‘Why move to this great city from that beautiful place?’




    There were reasons, but for the moment she didn’t want to go into them. After all, she didn’t know the man very well. Shrugging, she said, ‘Like you, I needed a change. And I was in a rut. And my family ...’ It nearly slipped out, and he spotted her hesitation.




    ‘Tell me,’ he urged gently.




    He was very easy to talk to. She felt at home with him, but they’d only just met and she must keep something back.




    The music struck up again and people trooped onto the floor. ‘I’m monopolising you,’ he said, ‘Very happily, I may add, but did you ought to be seeing other people? Networking yourself?’




    She giggled. ‘No, you’re not monopolising me and, no, I didn’t ought to be seeing other people. I like talking to you.’




     ‘Well, would you like to dance?’




    ‘I’d really love to.’




     She’d danced four times already. Sir Arthur, especially, was a very good dancer, but this was different. Alex’s arm slid tightly round her and she was aware of his body, of the muscles under the formal suit. His hand held hers gently but there was an electric bonding between them. He was a good dancer and she swayed and moved with him, for a while in a little dream of her own. He didn’t speak. When the music stopped she stood still for a moment, not wanting to leave the fragile world she’d created for herself.




    But it had to end. Gently he propelled her back to their table. ‘You were telling me about your family,’ he prompted, and refilled her glass.




    Well, she could tell him something. Most of it, in fact. ‘My mother was an actress. She died in a car crash when I was seven. I’ve got two younger sisters, Emily and Rosalind. We’d always been a close family, and when my mother ... died we became closer.’




    ‘With you acting as mother?’




    This was too perceptive. ‘No, no,’ she said hurriedly. ‘I loved them as sisters. I love them still.’




     ‘But you were still mother. You couldn’t help it.’




    ‘Perhaps, just a bit.’ She decided to hurry on to other things. ‘Anyway, I trained locally as a nurse, and lived at home while I was training. My sister, Emily, trained as a midwife. She had a bit of a hard time and now she’s working in Africa. My youngest sister, Rosalind, is at university here, training to be a doctor. I see her quite often.’




    ‘Three sisters, all in the caring professions. None of you wanted to follow your mother?  Be an actress?’




    ‘None of us,’ she said flatly.




    ‘And your father?’




    Her face lit up as she thought of him. How could a man have made such a good job of bringing up three daughters without help? ‘He’s gone walkabout!’ she said. ‘Two-and-a-half years ago he said he loved us all, but we had our lives to get on with. We had to separate, get out into the world. And all his life he’d wanted to visit South America. So he was going, leaving us. When he came back we’d be closer than ever.’




    ‘He sounds a very shrewd man,’ Alex said, ‘and a very loving one. He’d be a hard act to follow. Are you looking for a man like your father?’




    She was surprised at this, but not annoyed. It seemed a fair question. ‘Perhaps,’ she said, ‘but I haven’t found one yet. Emily was married briefly. When her husband died the pain was almost unbearable – not just for her but for all of us,’




    He moved his hand over hers and squeezed it briefly. ‘Things pass,’ he said. ‘You learn to live with the pain.’




     ‘I hope you’ve not been missing me,’ a voice broke in. ‘Sorry to leave you so much, Lisa.’




    She smiled up at Sir Arthur. ‘No, you’re not,’ she said. ‘You enjoy going to other people’s tables because you can walk away when you’ve finished your business.’




    He winced. ‘There are times when you’re too acute, Lisa. Of course, you’re quite right. Now, it’s half past eleven and I’m on call tomorrow. Please don’t let me hurry you but ...’




    Lisa grinned. This happened every time they went out. Sir Arthur was famous for always wanting to get home at what he called ’a reasonable hour’. She couldn’t keep him longer than midnight, but ...




    Alex looked at her and a message flashed between them, unspoken but as clear as the air in winter. ‘Would it be all right if I drove Lisa home?’ he asked.




    ‘Well ... Lisa?’ Sir Arthur looked properly concerned.




    ‘I would like to stay just a little longer, if it’s no trouble, and Alex doesn’t mind driving me back.’ 




    Alex said that it was no trouble and he’d love to drive her back. Sir Arthur said he had enjoyed himself tremendously, then set off for the exit.




     ‘Just watch him,’ Lisa said affectionately. ‘It’ll take him half an hour to get to the door.’




    Alex leaned over and touched her arm, a touch that burned like fire. ‘He’s very lucky to have someone like you as Ward Sister,’ he said softly. ‘And I’m sure he knows it.’ For a moment the two of them were silent. The noise in the room around them faded and they were aware only of each other.




    ‘Hi, I gather you’re the new special reg. in Infectious Diseases. I’m Mike Gee, A and E.’




    Lisa looked up, startled. A smiling Mike and Liz were standing at their table. How had they got so close without her noticing? Collecting her wandering thoughts, she made introductions and asked Mike and Liz to sit down. Soon the two men were deep in medical gossip, leaving Liz and Lisa to amuse themselves as best they could.




    ‘I suppose it could be worse,’ Liz said resignedly. ‘They could be talking about football.’ After ten minutes, however, she had had enough.




    She leaned forward and said, ‘This is a dance, not a medical convention. Mike, we’re dancing!’




    ‘Yes, dear,’ he said, mock-submissively, and rose to his feet.




    ‘Why don’t we do the same?’ Alex asked, holding out his arms to Lisa.




    ‘Try and stop me,’ she said.




    By this time the normally staid medical staff were letting themselves go a little. The dancing was noisy, vigorous. Alex picked Lisa up, whirling her round effortlessly, and she marvelled at his strength. When they returned to their table there were more people waiting and she had more introductions to make. Blazes’ staff were friendly. It was all very pleasant but she wanted him more to herself.




    ‘I’ll never remember all these people,’ he whispered to her as they snatched a dance in between conversations. ‘I’m getting bewildered. Isn’t there anywhere we can go where we can talk in private?’ He looked at her cautiously. ‘That is, if you want to, of course.’




     ‘It is getting a bit overwhelming,’ she agreed. ‘I think there’s the Garden Room at the back.’  Leaving Lisa at their table, Alex went to explore.




    She was alone for a moment – and discovered that she was happier than she’d been for years. She felt alive, as if she’d woken from a half-sleep. Then she told herself not to be so foolish. He was just an agreeable man she was going to work with.




    He reappeared and once again she felt that odd bumping movement in her chest. ‘I’ve ordered a table in the Garden Room,’ he said. ‘We can have supper there. A lot of people are leaving now. We can do the same.’




    She waved to Mike and Liz, and Alex escorted her to the foyer. ‘I must be getting old,’ he said, ‘I used to love all this noise late at night.’




     ‘You don’t look tired,’ she said.




    He squeezed her arm. ‘I don’t feel it.’




    The Garden Room was smaller, more intimate. At one end there were great windows, opening onto softly illuminated formal gardens. The room was dimly lit, each table with its own tiny lamp.




    Quite a few couples were still having supper. Then, as they were led to their table, a flame suddenly leaped from a table where a waiter was leaning over a silver chafing dish – a great blue flame, about four feet high. She could feel the heat, smell scorching meat.




    Lisa couldn’t help it. A terrified moan burst from her lips and only Alex’s arm, quickly thrown round her waist, stopped her from slumping to the floor.




    The waiter was alarmed. ‘Is Madam feeling well? I hope the flame didn’t surprise you – our flambé dishes are a speciality of the house.’




    Somehow she managed to push herself erect, but she still needed Alex’s arm round her waist. ‘I’m fine,’ she said through gritted teeth. ‘It was just a shock. Is this our table?’




    It was Alex who pulled out the chair and eased her into it. ‘We’d like two brandies,’ he said quietly. ‘My friend just needs to get her breath back.’ He sat by her side.




    Her body was stiff as she grasped his hand, unable to speak. When the brandy came he spoke to her gently, reassuringly, holding the glass to her lips. She sipped, and as the warmth of the liquid trickled through her she slowly relaxed. ‘I’m sorry,’ she mumbled. ‘Silly of me. It’s just that I wasn’t expecting it and it came as a bit of a shock.’




    She knew the explanation sounded lame. Feverishly she continued, ‘Now I remember this place is famous for its flambé dishes, they heat alcohol and –’




     ‘Lisa!’ His voice was quiet, reassuring. ‘Stop talking and drink your brandy. It doesn’t matter. Everyone gets a shock at some time.




    His hand released hers and his fingertips slid to her wrist. ‘Let’s play doctors and nurses. Your pulse is fast – but it’s slowing.’ 




       ‘I think I’m all right now.’ She sat in silence as he talked in low tones to the waiter. Their bottle of champagne was fetched from the ballroom, and Alex ordered a light supper. She tasted the brandy again, and her jangling heart slowed down.‘This is a nice room,’ she said brightly. ‘I’ve never been here before.’ She hoped the events of the past five minutes had been forgotten. They hadn’t.




    He said, ‘It’s not my business, if you don’t want to tell me, but your reaction was far more than simple shock. It might help to talk about it.’




    For quite a while Lisa didn’t answer, but he didn’t press her. His hand stroked her forearm. It was pleasant, comforting. Finally she spoke. ‘It’s got to be inside a room. Not in a fireplace, but in a room. Outside is fine, I love barbecues and I love bonfires. But flames inside a room terrify me.’




     ‘I should think they terrify a lot of people,’ he said gently. ‘Do you know why?’




    She shrugged. ‘I was always a bit frightened. Perhaps because of something that happened as a child. But then, about three years ago, I was working as a staff nurse in A and E. There was an old lady who lived just down the road from us. It was the usual story – she lived on her own, damp, old cottage, refused to move. The district nurse and Social Services were trying to sort things out, and I got into the habit of dropping in, too. I used to put her to bed at night.’




    Memories of that night were crowding back on her, and she could feel her pulse accelerating. But perhaps talking about it to this calm man might lay the devils that sometimes tormented her.




    ‘Anyway, one night I was delayed. These things happen in A and E. I was three-quarters of an hour late. The old lady had put herself to bed, but she’d pulled one of those evil paraffin heaters into her bedroom. And it had fallen over. I got in just as her quilt and curtains caught fire. I could see her looking at me, with flames all round her. Well ...’ Lisa’s voice shook as she relived that appalling moment ... ‘I dragged the quilt off her and pulled her out of bed. Fortunately, she’d just had a telephone installed so I rang the fire brigade and the ambulance. We were both taken back to my own A and E Department.’ She could tell that her voice was unnaturally high but there was nothing she could do about it.




    ‘You’ve no idea what it does to your perception of a job to be a patient instead of a nurse. Perhaps it was good for me. Anyway, the old lady was fine. In the ambulance she asked if we could have the siren going.’




     ‘What about you? Were you hurt?’




     ‘A few days in bed. My hands and arms were burned, but not badly enough to need skin grafts – otherwise a happy ending. The old lady decided to move into sheltered accommodation and she’s still there, perfectly content.’




    For a while there was silence, and then Alex said, ‘The story’s not ended. Tell me more.’ He was shrewd – he’d be a good diagnostician. He knew when to listen, when to push.




    Sighing, she went on, ‘The hospital was quite close to a foundry and we constantly had minor burns coming into A and E. I found that I just couldn’t take it.




    Any other injury, yes, but not burns. So I decided I needed a change.’




    She tried to put on a light-hearted tone. ‘I wanted something as far as possible from the speed of A and E, something where I could build up a relationship with patients. I thought about Geriatrics, but I finished up in Infectious Diseases.’




     Lisa was getting back to normal. Telling her story had somehow eased the tension – he was a good listener and she could now relax. She finished the last drop of her brandy and Alex poured her more champagne. At that moment the waiter reappeared with their supper, a plate covered with titbits, some warm, some cold. It had been quite a while since dinner, she realised, and such a lot had happened to her since then.
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