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    Dr Delyth Price was stunned by her reaction to her new boss, the intriguing Dr James Owen. He was everything she’d ever wanted in a man. But Delyth was the seventh daughter of a seventh daughter and had a gift that not everyone understood. James, at least, seemed prepared to listen, if not to believe … and he asked her out, even if he was clearly holding something back. 




    Then she discovered his light-hearted side, and fell even more deeply in love. 




    

      


    


  




  

    Chapter One




    It only happened occasionally, which made it hurt more. And when it did Delyth was never wrong. She knew with an absolute certainty that the young man in the bed in front of her was dangerously ill. He might die before morning. And yet she could find little wrong with him.




    It was midnight, and she had been bleeped to admit him to Gregory Ward – a surgical ward – from A and E an hour ago. He claimed his name was Birdie Jones, one of many young street-dwellers, and he’d been knocked down by a hit-and-run driver and brought in by ambulance. Apart from shock, abrasions, and general bruising, he had a closed fracture of the radius – a broken arm.




    ‘Don’t think there’s much seriously wrong with him,’ the A and E registrar had cheerfully told her. ‘We’ve put a plaster on his arm and patched him up. But keep him in for a couple of nights for observation.




    Feed him a bit, and then he can go out on the streets again.’




    This was a hospital in the centre of London and there was something she had been told more than once: ‘We provide medical care only. We cannot concern ourselves with social problems – we are not funded to do it.’ Delyth knew this was a harsh but necessary doctrine.




    Now young Birdie was in her care. She had clerked him carefully and followed the set procedures, keeping a close eye on blood pressure, pulse, abdominal signs. All was as expected. Although thin, he wasn’t malnourished.




    But the knowledge had come with the strength of a physical blow. Birdie was in real danger. She checked all her findings again – what had she missed? Apparently nothing.




    Delyth sighed. She was the humblest of doctors, a mere house officer. She had only qualified a few weeks ago. The correct procedure in case of doubt was to refer upwards, in this case to James Owen, the specialist registrar. But she knew James had been at work since six that morning, and he wasn’t going to like being disturbed.




    So far she hadn’t met him. For the past fortnight he had apparently been away at a conference. Earlier today she had seen him in the distance, walking rapidly across the ward, white coat flying behind him. Even from a distance he gave an impression of energy, of determination. If it was possible to work out such a thing from just one glimpse, Delyth decided he didn’t look a man who easily put up with fools. She sighed again.




    She had been told that she could learn a lot from the senior nurses, that their opinion was always worth asking. So she asked Sue Ashton, the staff nurse in charge at night, what James was like. How would he react to being disturbed?




    Sue was fortyish, married with three children who always phoned to wish her goodnight before they went to bed. She smiled amiably. ‘Dr Owen? He’s gorgeous, Delyth. Sort of tall and lean and dark. He’s a good doctor but he frightens me – he’s all intense. Are you going to get him out of bed? I hope you’ve got a good reason.’




    As Delyth thought of it, the conviction struck her again, stronger than ever. Birdie was ill. Whatever James Owen thought, she was going to call him. ‘If he’s in bed he’ll have to get up,’ she said. ‘Can I use your phone?’




    The phone was picked up practically at once. ‘My house officer, Dr Delyth Price,’ a dry voice said. ‘Dr Price, you are talking to a very tired man. He is also stark naked, dripping wet from the shower, and has a mug of cocoa in his hand. He’s on his way to bed. I hope this is important.’




    It was an attractive voice. It was deep, with just a touch of humour to it which she suspected could easily become cutting. He didn’t sound angry – yet.




    The feeling flashed back. Birdie was ill, she knew she was right. But how to explain this to the SR? ‘I’ve just admitted a young man from A and E. He’s a road accident victim, just generally knocked about and with a fractured radius. He’s in for observation.’




    ‘What have you done for him?’ She detailed the necessary procedures, knowing that she had done everything properly.




    ‘And there are no adverse signs? No cause for worry? Why have you called me?’




    This was the difficult part. Drawing a deep breath, she said, ‘I think I’ve missed something. I don’t know what, but I have. So I called you.’ There was a pause. Then he said, ‘You are a doctor now, you know. There are decisions that you have to – that you must make. You can’t have your hand held for ever.’




    She could hear the iron in his voice, but didn’t think he was angry with her – yet. ‘I’m making a decision. I’m calling you.’




    Now his voice was neutral. ‘I’m on my way. Expect me in about ten minutes.’




    Gregory Ward was on the fourth floor and Delyth waited near the entrance, expecting to hear the lift sighing upwards. But instead there was the patter of fast feet on the stairs – he was running upwards. In the dim light of the hallway she could see his open white coat, and underneath it a white T-shirt, jeans, trainers without socks. He had come in casual clothes. He moved well, like an athlete. Then, too quickly, he was up to her, facing her.




    He wasn’t even out of breath. She felt his presence and it was a shock to her. Inside her that distant voice which was never wrong told her that this man would have an effect on her. She was not sure what – it could be a bad one. But she knew it, just as certainly as she knew that Birdie was ill.




    The voice was never wrong. Her life and this man’s would be somehow intertwined. The knowledge frightened her a little.




    He was tall, lean, his hair dark brown and cut short. Even when perfectly still, as he now was, there was that impression of poised energy. His face was unsmiling but he wasn’t angry. She felt him assessing her, waiting to give judgement. And she knew she wanted this man’s good opinion. Not just because he was her senior. She wanted him to … like her. Delyth blinked. She had never felt this way about a man so soon after meeting him.




    ‘I don’t really need to sleep,’ he said wryly. ‘What have you got for me?’ Hearing him speak again, it was yet another thrill for her. She thought a voice was more affecting than simple good looks in a man. James’s voice was deep, musical, with a tiny trace of a northern accent.




    He held out his hand. ‘Missed meeting you this morning, Dr Price. I’m sorry. I’m James Owen. I hope we’ll work well together.’




    ‘I’m sure we will,’ she murmured. His handshake was firm but not forceful; it was their first bodily contact. The thrill of it ran through her.




    Now he was closer she could see his eyes were dark grey. She saw them flick across her, noting her trim body, the black hair now tied tightly in a French plait.




    ‘Don’t tell me, you’re Welsh,’ he said.




    ‘You get no points for that diagnosis, not when I have a name like Delyth Price.’ She had to fight back.




    ‘True. But doctors should never trust what is apparently obvious. You have a Welsh voice, and if there is a Celtic facial type then you’ve got it.’




    This could turn into an interesting conversation, she thought. He might have thought the same, but instead he said abruptly, ‘Let’s have a look at this young man.’ He yawned as he spoke, and when she remembered what he had already done that day she felt guilty. But, no, she was certain.




    They strode down the ward corridor together, she conscious of how she had to step out to keep up with him. She went through Birdie’s story and offered him her neatly written notes, telling him which tests she had conducted, what observations she had made. They reached Birdie’s bedside.




    ‘You seem to have followed every procedure absolutely correctly,’ he said, ‘and the results you have don’t seem too worrying. Why did you call me out?’




    ‘I’ve missed something,’ she said flatly. ‘I’m certain I have.’




    He looked at her but said nothing for a moment. Then he shrugged and said, ‘Well, let’s take a look.’ His examination was as thorough as hers had been. And his results were exactly the same. There was nothing life-threateningly wrong with Birdie.




    ‘Let’s go to the doctors’ room and have a coffee,’ he said, after one last sharp look at the comatose form between them.




    She poured him a coffee and he sipped, before saying, ‘There was no need to call me out. Possibly there might be something wrong with your patient, but it isn’t obvious from any signs.’




    He looked perplexed. ‘Quite frankly, I’m surprised. I wouldn’t have thought you were the kind of person to call for help unnecessarily. You seem both confident and competent.’




    She thrilled to the compliment but there was nothing she could say. She still had that sense that something was wrong, but there was no way she was going to tell him now. She realised how easily he was letting her down: other registrars would have been angry.




    ‘I’m sorry,’ she mumbled.




    ‘Don’t be. You did what you thought best.’ He yawned again. ‘Bedtime but, don’t forget, you can call me any time. Goodnight.’




    He was gone, at the same speed with which he had arrived. Again, he didn’t take the lift. She went over to the window and watched him walking quickly across the outside quad. He turned to see her looking at him and raised an arm in farewell. She blushed as she waved back.




    ‘How did he take being called out?’ asked Sue as Delyth collapsed into a chair next to her.




    ‘He took it very well. There was nothing there. I was wrong.’




    ‘He didn’t tell you off?’




    ‘No. Perhaps he wanted to. Or perhaps he was too tired.’




    ‘I’ve never seen him too tired to do what he really wanted,’ said Sue. ‘He is gorgeous, isn’t he?’




    Delyth was too fed up to lie ‘Yes,’ she said simply.




    She didn’t wish Birdie any harm but she wished Dr Owen had found something wrong with him. Then he might think better of her. Still … he wasn’t angry with her, apparently.




    She could have gone back to bed. If there had been any serious change in any of the patients Sue would have rung her. Instead, she occupied herself with simple clerical tasks, then tried to doze in the doctors’ room. At regular intervals she checked Birdie’s condition. And at four-fifteen it happened. There was a sudden dramatic drop in his blood pressure. She looked, then fetched Sue to confirm her findings.




    ‘If you don’t send for the doctor, I will,’ said Sue.




    ‘This is an emergency all right.’ So Delyth phoned him again.




    His voice was sleepy. ‘Owen here.’ She had an unexpected vision of him in bed, but banished it at once.




     ‘Sorry, Dr Owen, Dr Price here. That patient you saw – his blood pressure has dropped like a brick. It was OK five minutes ago, but it’s going down fast.’




    The sleepiness had gone. ‘Right. Start phoning. We want a theatre, an anaesthetist, and we want them fast. Prep him as best you can and I’ll be there in five minutes.’




    After one last look at the now-obviously-ill Birdie, she went to do as James had asked. He arrived as she was putting the phone down. He was dressed just as before, but there were drops of water on his face and hair, and she realised he had dipped his head in a basin or under the shower.




    Together they went to see Birdie, and once again he eased back the blankets and examined the bruises. Gently he palpated the abdomen. ‘Concealed haemorrhage doesn’t necessarily show itself at once. You can lose up to half your blood volume without any change in blood pressure. I’ll bet this man has a ruptured spleen or something and he’s been bleeding internally.




    ‘Perhaps we should have had an ultrasound scan or a laparotomy but – I agree with you – there didn’t seem any need to open the abdomen. You’ve got his blood cross-matched?’




    ‘And ordered,’ she said.




    ‘Good. I’ve a feeling we’re going to need it. Come on, let’s go and scrub up.’




    Birdie’s spleen was indeed ruptured, and they had to take it out. She had seen and assisted in a splenectomy before, but had never seen it performed with such speed. He wasn’t slapdash, but swift. And he gave her the chance to watch and to help with the more simple procedures. But finally it was finished, and Birdie was moved into the recovery room.




    James stretched and yawned. ‘A good job well done. I’m going to have a coffee before I get out of these greens. You need one too, I suspect.’




    She peeled off her gloves and threw them into the bin. The excitement of the operation was now over, the adrenaline no longer pumping through her system. Suddenly a vast fatigue fell on her. ‘I do need a coffee,’ she admitted.




    He poured two cups, passing her one. ‘Now we have a problem,’ he said. ‘I’m supposed to be the expert, you the lowly house officer. But you spotted something that I didn’t. You were absolutely certain there was something wrong, weren’t you? Even when I said there wasn’t.’




    It was a difficult question, but she mumbled an honest answer. ‘Yes,’ she said.




    ‘I want to know why and how you –’ He broke off. With his forefinger he lifted her chin and looked at her. It was an intimate and exciting gesture, and she loved it. ‘You’re in no fit state to give thoughtful answers, are you? Have you arranged to sleep in tomorrow?’




    She tried to conceal her feelings as she pointed to the window. ‘The sun’s shining – it is tomorrow morning. But, yes, Matt Dee, the other house officer will be in and I’ll have a few hours in bed.’ She was sorry when he took his finger away.




    ‘Fine. I’m not going to ask now, but there are things I want to know. Have you been to the Clubroom? Can we meet there for half an hour tonight if you’re not doing anything else? Say about nine?’




    It was a completely unexpected invitation. Also unexpected was her rush of pleasure at it. ‘I’d like that.’




    ‘Good. Now I’m off back to bed.’




    Before she could go back to bed she had notes to write up. Then there was one last look at Birdie, and she was off across the sun-splashed quad to the residence. As she climbed wearily to her room she passed the kitchen shared by the five young doctors on her floor. A voice shouted, ‘D’you want a cup of tea, night-owl?’




    ‘Love one,’ she called back, without bothering to stop.




    Quickly she undressed, the habits of a lifetime making her put her discarded clothes away neatly. Then she pulled on her dressing-gown just as there was a knock on the door.




    ‘Come in, Matt.’ Matt Dee was her fellow house officer on the consultant Michael Forrester’s firm. The two had come to St Helen’s Hospital together and had formed a friendship based on mutual need. Occasionally it occurred to Delyth that Matt would like their friendship to progress to something deeper, but for the moment she had enough to deal with. He was broad-shouldered and blond-haired – unlike her, he was a native Londoner.




    ‘Busy night?’ he asked, handing her the mug of tea and sitting on her bed.




    ‘Interesting. I’ve just finished assisting with an emergency splenectomy. I had to turn the SR out of bed twice.’




    Matt whistled. ‘James Owen? I did a ward round with him yesterday. He’s like a dynamo. Makes me tired just to watch him.’




    ‘Any good?’ asked Delyth, too casually.




    Matt nodded. ‘Knows his stuff and still has time for a word with every patient. Just cuts right down to essentials. I hope I turn out to be as good as he is.’




    ‘So do I. Come on, Matt, off you go. You’ve got work and I need my beauty sleep.’




    ‘Cast out of your bedroom again,’ he said amiably, pulling himself to his feet. ‘Delyth, a few of us are going to the Old Town Walls tonight – there’s Singleton’s Jazz Band playing. Fancy coming along?’ The Old Town Walls was a pub not too far away – she’d been there with a group once or twice before. She would have liked to have gone again, but remembered with a flash of pleasure that she was already meeting someone that night.




    ‘Love to, but I’m meeting someone at nine. I’ll try and catch the last few minutes, though.’




    ‘See you there, then.’ Matt sauntered out.




    Clutching her tea, Delyth sat at the head of her bed. Her back propped against the wall, she looked round her tiny room. She supposed she was lucky to have it, to live here. St Helen’s Hospital was in the centre – the very centre – of London. She could walk to Soho, Hyde Park, along the Embankment . It was very different from the tiny village she’d been brought up in north Wales.




    She finished her tea, picked up a towel, and walked along to get a shower. She would have preferred a bath, but knew that once in it she’d sleep. There was still tea in the pot when she returned, though the others had gone, and she helped herself to another mugful. Then she went back to her room to sleep.




    But she didn’t. This had happened before. There was a stage of fatigue so deep that she just couldn’t sleep. The others had told her of it happening to them. So she sat up in bed and tried to write home. She hadn’t had a chance since sending the first scratched note when she had arrived. And she had so much to write about – everything was so different here. A mixed residence for a start. She picked up her pen. She would only need to write one letter, to her parents. She knew her mother would photocopy the letter and send copies to anyone likely to be interested. Bronwen Price was efficient. With seven daughters she had learned to be.




    Delyth looked round the tiny room she had now lived in for a fortnight. Lived? She had done little else but sleep in it. It was clean, quiet; had a bed, chair, desk, drawers, wardrobe, washbasin. Oh, and a window, but not a big one. It was painted a trouble-free white. She supposed it was all right. When she’d first moved in she’d allocated herself exactly three hours’ homemaking time. She’d bought a tray for the window ledge, a set of pot plants, and matching bright rugs for floor and bed. Fixed to the wall was her best buy, a four-foot square of plywood covered with cork tiles. On it were pinned pictures of her family, of the landscape round her village. Now the place felt like home.




    ‘Dear all,’ she wrote, ‘Eight in the morning, been up all night and such a lot has happened. I’m so glad I came …’




    It had been a definite decision. She’d spent most of her life in rural Wales, trained in a Welsh university, done her elective in a cottage hospital, working with Alun Roberts, the local GP, who had helped her so much in her ambition. But when she’d finally qualified she’d decided she needed something different.




    Probably she’d spend the rest of her life practising in Wales – why not see something of the rest of the world? So she had come to this central, metropolitan hospital.




    So far she had been made very welcome. Her consultant, the head of her firm, the man technically in charge of her further training, was Michael Forrester. She’d only met him twice. He seemed caring, but he had an international reputation and spent much of his time on committees and travelling abroad. Mostly, she would learn from the two specialist registrars, James Owen and Peter Kenny. The other house officer she knew. He was, of course, Matt Dee.




    Matt came from London and had trained locally. He knew London well, was streetwise in a way she was not. She’d happily accepted his offer to show her round in the odd few hours they could get away.




    All this she wrote, in her usual chatty way. The hard work, the long hours, the difficulty in understanding some people – and those who pretended not to understand her Welsh accent.




    ‘This morning I got the SR out of bed – twice,’ she wrote. ‘He didn’t like it much, but in the end I was right. He seems …’ She laid down her pen. How did James Owen seem to her? Perhaps she was too tired to examine her own feelings. She merely wrote, ‘His name may be Owen but I don’t think he’s Welsh.’ Then she went to sleep.




    Her last thought was that she was to meet him later. She was surprised at how happy it made her feel.




    Because she had worked all night she was allowed a few hours’ sleep, but she was back on the ward in the late afternoon and early evening. She was chatting to one of her patients who was about to be discharged, going through the seemingly interminable procedures that had to be followed and which were the special duties of the house officer.




    She was getting a doctor’s ear. There was the usual background noise to the ward – the rattle of feet, the hum of conversation, the tinkle of spoon on glass. And in the middle of it she heard a soft thump. A thump that shouldn’t have been there.




    Excusing herself, she darted into the next small room. On the floor by the bed lay an untidy pile of bedclothes, with a wizened head peering out of the top. Eighty-seven-year-old Mrs Ransome had fallen out of bed.




    Calling for a nurse, Delyth knelt by the frail old lady.




    ‘What am I doing down here?’ Mrs Ransome asked, with some surprise. ‘I was having a lovely dream.’




    ‘Don’t worry, Mrs Ransome,’ Delyth said gently. ‘Let’s just make sure you haven’t hurt yourself. You can get back to bed in a minute.’




    With the shocked nurse’s help she inspected Mrs Ransome for bruising or bleeding. Then she looked for fractures, looking especially at the wrist, hip, and scaphoid bone – the one on the thumb side of the hand. Old people broke bones very easily, and the scaphoid bone was the one that fractured when people tried to stop a fall. But this time there were no breaks.




    Carefully, she and the nurse lifted Mrs Ransome back into bed then Delyth checked the old lady’s temperature, blood pressure, pulse, and respiratory rate. All were satisfactory. There was no need to assess the consciousness level on the Glasgow coma scale. Mrs Ransome never stopped chattering. She had apparently suffered no ill-effects at all.




    Delyth asked if side panels could be fitted to the bed, and wrote an account of the accident in Mrs Ransome’s notes. She was given an accident form, which she completed and signed. Then she looked at her watch. Three-quarters of an hour had passed. It was a busy life.




    On the way back to her room she called at the canteen to buy a couple of sandwiches. She could eat them as she changed. She made herself the usual mug of tea and sat on her bed to consider. She was meeting Dr Owen in the Clubroom. It wasn’t really what you would call a date, just meeting a senior colleague who wanted to get to know who he would be working with.




    After all, the consultant had taken her for coffee in the senior lounge. But she wanted to look – nice. Delyth brushed her hair. Then she put on black velvet trousers and a white silk shirt. A thin grey jacket in case it got cold later. As she set off she felt a throb of anticipation. Dr Owen was an attractive man.




    She crossed the great quad, looking up at the red Victorian buildings on each side, then out of the main gate and into the busy London street. It still seemed strange to her, the hospital so close to the pulsing city centre. Down the road, past the vegetable stall that sold




     strange things she’d never tasted but had promised herself she soon would.




    Affecting the casualness of a habitué – though she’d never been there on her own before – she entered the Saracen’s Head. Bypassing the main bar, she walked down a dark corridor and pushed a door at the end under a sign saying NO SMOKING. This was the Clubroom – the unofficial meeting place of the medical staff of St Helen’s Hospital. Technically it was a public room, but it was used almost exclusively by doctors and nurses. It was a comfortable room, dimly lit, with no piped music or arcade games. The paper and upholstery were dark red, the woodwork ornately carved. The landlord had a soft spot for doctors. St Helen’s had successfully treated his wife for cancer.




    Though Delyth was new to the hospital, there were a few people she recognised. And there in a corner was James Owen, standing to meet her. She didn’t know what to make of the thrill she felt when she saw him, the dryness of her mouth and the shiver up her back.




    Probably nervous at meeting a senior man, she decided. ‘Delyth, it’s good to see you. It is Delyth, isn’t it? And now we’re off the ward you must call me James.’ That gorgeous voice. Listening to it felt like being stroked by warm silk.




    ‘You said the clubhouse at nine,’ she reminded him, then, hearing herself, added, ‘Sorry, didn’t mean to sound sharp.’ What was wrong with her?




    ‘No matter. You’re here now. Sit in the corner there. What will you have to drink?’




    ‘I’d like a white wine spritzer please, with chilled soda.’ It was a drink to which Matt had introduced her, refreshing and only slightly alcoholic. As he went to order at the little window that opened into the main bar she glanced around again at the other people there. She had to admit it, there was an expression of curiosity on the face of a radiographer and frank envy from a gaggle of nurses.




    She looked at James as he chatted to the landlord. He was still in jeans and a T-shirt He looked like an athlete, she noted. There were no signs of a paunch. Too many male hospital doctors led disorganised lives, eating the wrong food at the wrong time, drinking too much alcohol, and getting no exercise. By the time they reached thirty this life was having an effect. But not on James Owen. He looked well.




    He came back with her spritzer and a beer for himself. ‘One thing in the African bush I missed was good beer,’ he said. ‘There were imported wines and spirits, but only native beer. And it was horrible.’




    She was interested. ‘I didn’t know you’d been to Africa.’




    ‘Spent two years there, working in a rural hospital. No end of work, too. You have to move fast, but you learn a lot. I learned a lot of surgery there – but it’s not a way to learn that I’d recommend to anybody.’.




    ‘Why not?’ she asked curiously.




    ‘No one to ask advice from, no one to consult. Professionally, you’re alone. People think you have the answer and you know you don’t.’




    ‘So you weren’t tempted to stay?’




    The answer was long and drawn out ‘No-o.’




    ‘Again, why not?’




    He smiled at her. ‘Look round a bit,’ he said, indicating the rest of the room. ‘This is the Clubroom. People come here to get away from the hospital – and they bring it with them. They’re all talking about medicine.’ She let her ears take in the hum of conversations round her. He was right: ‘We just need more beds …’ ‘Particularly tricky incision …’ ‘Not drug induced.’




    ‘You’re right,’ she said. ‘Aren’t we a boring lot?’




    There was a burst of giggling from the nurses in the corner, and a voice said,‘But the hem was far too low.’




    ‘There you are,’ Delyth said with some satisfaction. ‘They’re talking about dresses. Girl talk. It takes a woman to get away from work.’




    He sniffed. ‘I’m not convinced. I know that girl. She’s a scrub nurse – she’ll probably be talking about theatre gowns, not ball gowns.’ They both smiled. She liked being with him, felt at ease with him. This surprised her. Usually she was a shy woman, rather in awe of her superiors. And James was an awesome man. So why did she feel so comfortable with him?




    ‘You were going to tell me why you left Africa,’ she reminded him. She wanted to know all about him – his history, what he liked, why he liked it.




    He pursed his lips. ‘Well, there was my career, of course. I want to make consultant in time, and, rather sadly, time in Africa doesn’t seem to count for much. But, more importantly, I just got angry. I know I shouldn’t have, I know it wasn’t fair, I know a good doctor just accepts people as they are. But …’




    He was angry, Delyth could tell. There was something about the set of his shoulders, the bleakness of his face. He was one of those frightening people whose voice got lower when they were angry – she was glad he wasn’t mad at her. ‘Go on,’ she said.




    She could see the conscious effort he made to relax.




    ‘I didn’t like the system there,’ he said flatly. ‘No, it’s more than that, I just couldn’t live with it. It’s a fault in me. I should be able to distance myself from it, but I felt sympathy for the people involved.’ He shook his head, as if to banish his bitter thoughts.




    ‘Anyway, the last straw was when we had a lad brought in on an ox-cart. Name, Joseph. Problem, “pain in belly”. It was a hell of a pain, too. I examined him. It wasn’t a hard diagnosis – the lad had a hiatus hernia. I operated at once and sent him back to the ward, thinking I’d done a good job. Compared to ours, the wards were primitive – the rain used to rattle like fury on the tin roofs. But the staff were willing and competent. We were training them. Joseph was fine the next day. Told me he’d like to be a nurse or a doctor if it could be possible, and I encouraged him.




    Three days later I had to go to a village nearby to take a clinic. When I came back Joseph was gone. His mother had brought him in but his father had taken him out. There was nothing the staff could do. The father said they had no business interfering with a family matter.’ James paused and drank deeply from his glass.




    ‘Did you ever see him again?’ Delyth asked gently.




    ‘I certainly did. A week later he was brought back again, weak, emaciated, his temperature sky-high. I looked at the incision I’d made. Somebody had pulled off the dressing and smeared it with all sorts of muck. The infection had gone too far. In spite of massive antibiotics, he died two days later. It turned out that some local healer type had said that the problem was devils, and that he would scare them out of the belly.




    He took off my dressing, smeared on his own, and Joseph died.’




    ‘Even in England people believe in some odd things,’ she pointed out.




    ‘Don’t I know it. People read their horoscopes and believe in them. Medicine’s affected too. There’s an entire army of con artists, offering cures for what can’t be cured. Fake faith healers. Loonies who wave crystals over you and divine your illness. People with the power.’




    Delyth was beginning to feel slightly apprehensive. His obviously sincere anger worried her. She didn’t entirely agree with everything he’d said, and she suspected she was shortly going to have to tell him so.




    He turned to smile at her, his sombre expression gone. ‘I’m sorry to get all agitated,’ he said. ‘It doesn’t happen very often. Now, what I’m really interested in is how you saw something that I missed this morning: You were absolutely certain that young Birdie was ill, weren’t you?’ ‘I … thought so,’ she said weakly, ‘but you did every possible test, and so did I. There was no indication at all. We all know that ruptured spleens often don’t present straight away – that’s part of the trouble.’




    ‘But you knew. How?’




    The trouble was, she knew his interest was absolutely sincere. He did want to know, if necessary to learn from her. As he looked at her he moved nearer.




    She could feel the warmth of his body, his muscular forearm grazing hers. She liked him being so close, but she knew that what she was about to say would anger him. He hated what he called superstition.




    ‘I just knew,’ she offered. ‘Call it woman’s intuition.’




    He shook his head decisively. ‘Not good enough, Delyth. You weren’t being intuitive – whatever that might be. You were absolutely certain. I want to know why.’




    He frowned when she hesitated. ‘I’m hoping to learn from you, Delyth. I like to think that I’m willing to learn from anyone. A doctor who thinks he knows everything is a positive danger.’




    She had to try. ‘I will tell you,’ she said, ‘but, please, don’t tell anyone else. And don’t laugh at me, and don’t get angry with me.’




    ‘Don’t laugh at you and don’t get angry with you? This is getting more and more intriguing.’




    She sighed, thinking of what he had said about superstition. ‘You’ll think this is a Welsh old wives’ tale, and I suppose it is. It doesn’t happen very often. Sometimes I just … know that someone is seriously ill.




    I can feel it and I’m absolutely certain. And I’ve never been wrong. It’s not the medical evidence – it’s something from deep inside me.’




    She paused, then looked at him accusingly. ‘You’re trying not to laugh. Or you think I’m a silly little girl.’ She searched his blank face.




    ‘A part of me thinks that,’ he admitted. ‘Quite a big part. But there was some proof. You diagnosed Birdie so I have to take you seriously. Tell me about another occasion it happened.’




    She thought. ‘Sometimes – often, in fact – it’s obvious. The doctor in charge already knows. It’s just that I know before I’ve read the notes or examined the patient. Once, when I was a student, I was sent to a local hospital to observe. I was in A and E and it was Saturday – we were very busy. A girl was brought in, triaged, and put in a cubicle. The nurse who saw her thought her case was serious but not life-threatening. I knew it was life-threatening. I tried to tell the doctor, but he told me not to be so silly. He was madly busy, had serious cases to see to. And he had. The girl died. She had a brain haemorrhage. There was no way of telling, but I knew.’




    The horror of that night was still with her. It could be heard in her voice. He put his hand reassuringly over hers. ‘Remember, Delyth, we’re not gods. We do the best we can, but some we lose.’




    He may as well have the full story, she thought. ‘Now I’m going to annoy you,’ she said. ‘You know the seventh son of a seventh son is supposed to have magic powers?’




    He nodded. ‘Yes. It’s a superstition I’ve heard.’




    ‘Well, I’m a seventh daughter. And my mother was a seventh daughter too. Now you can laugh.’




    Shaking his head, he said, ‘I’m not going to laugh. I’m impressed. But I’m not going to believe you either. There was a famous case of a horse who could count. Show it two cards, one with the figure five and one with three on, and it would stamp its hoof eight times on the floor. Its owner – and other people – believed implicitly that it had read the cards. But what really happened was that the horse was watching its owner, and it saw him tense after the eighth stamp. It reacted to that subtle signal, and the owner never realised what was happening.




    ‘I’m not a horse,’ she said.




    ‘There are doctors who can tell what’s wrong with a patient just with one look. It’s not instinct, just lots of little clues they’ve picked up without realising. You’ve got that ability, but you’ve got it early. In time you’ll be a brilliant diagnostician.’




    Well, he hadn’t laughed at her. His theory was a good one, but she still felt he was wrong. No matter, now they could carry on as … How were they going to carry on?




    He finished his beer. ‘D’you want another drink? I’ve taken up your time. You might have other plans for tonight.’




    She’d really like to sit here and talk to him. But they’d only just met – she wouldn’t be too forward. Still, she was certain she didn’t want to part from him.




    ‘I’d better not have another drink here. I’ve been invited to go to the Old City Walls with a group of young doctors. There’s a jazz group there and I’d like to hear them.’ She paused a moment, hoping. ‘You could come if you liked.’




    ‘If I liked?’ He was teasing her.




    ‘I’ll rephrase that. I’d be glad of your company tonight and I’m sure everyone else would. Please come.’




    ‘I’d love to,’ he said. ‘Let’s go.’




    She was glad to sit down when they got to the pub. She thought of herself as a fit country girl, but James walked like one possessed. He had long legs, was a fast mover. When she mentioned it he slowed down – to just above a normal fast walk. ‘Sorry,’ he apologised. ‘When I get time I do some running.’




    Like all jazz pubs it was crowded, noisy, and cheerful. She was squashed into a corner with Matt and others she vaguely knew. James got on well with everyone there, but she noticed a certain amount of deference to him. He bought a round of drinks, and she was interested at one stage to hear him telling Matt about the drum beating he used to hear in Africa.




    When the band had played its last number, Matt and his friends decided to stay on. But Delyth told them she was tired and was going home. James offered to walk her back.




    ‘This is so different from the silence at home,’ she said as they paced through the London streets, still vibrant with night life. ‘At this time most of my village is in bed.’




    ‘Do you like London? Not too much of a culture shock?’




    ‘Medicine here is a bit different,’ she said cautiously. ‘I sometimes think I ought to be a social worker as well as a doctor. And sometimes I think I should be a linguist. But I love it. It’s so big and there’s so much to do. It’s so alive. I know I’ll never see all I want to.’




    They walked on in silence for a few moments. She noticed he’d moderated his pace and felt vaguely pleased. ‘I’ve been in London since I was eighteen,’ he said, ‘apart from the two years I spent in Africa.




    Would you like me to show you something of the city – say on Saturday morning? I’ve looked at the roster. I know you’ve got a couple of days off.’




    She was rather intrigued that he’d bothered to look up her off days. ‘I’ve already arranged to go out with Megan, my sister, on Saturday morning,’ she said, ‘but I’d love it if you’d come with us.’




    He seemed rather taken aback by this. Only after a moment did she realise that he’d wanted her to himself. ‘Wouldn’t I be in the way?’ he asked.




    ‘Not at all. Megan would love to see you. The thing is … where were you thinking of taking me?’




    He shrugged. ‘London is full of places. I thought Covent Garden, maybe, or a walk in a park if it was fine, perhaps down the Mall.’




    She would have liked all those things, but Megan had work to do. ‘I’ve arranged with Megan to meet in the British Museum.’




    ‘The British Museum!’




    ‘Yes, well, Megan likes looking at the stone carvings there – and so do I. But don’t come if you don’t –’




    ‘Stone carvings? Just a minute – is your sister Megan Price the sculptor?’




    Delyth was rather pleased he had heard of her. ‘Yes, as a matter of fact, she is.’




    ‘Good Lord. I had no idea. I’d really like to meet her.’




    They were now in the quad of the hospital. He walked her over to the residence, and she stopped outside. Formally, she said, ‘I’ve enjoyed the evening and your company, James. I won’t invite you in because I’m tired.’




    ‘I’ve enjoyed the evening, too, Delyth. I don’t think I’ve ever had a house officer like you. Shall we meet here at ten on Saturday morning?’ He bent to kiss her briefly, like a friend. ‘Goodnight.’




    He watched her as she walked into the residence lobby, then turned to go. She started up the stairs then peered back round the corner. He was walking away, fast again. James was driven.




    She undressed and prepared for bed. Then she thought about the kiss. It had been friendly, no more than that. She thought she wanted more. James had affected her more than any other man she’d ever met.




    But she didn’t know what she meant to him.
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