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‘Oh these bleak winds and bittern northern skies, and impassable roads, and dilatory country surgeons!’


Wuthering Heights, Ch. 10.




CHAPTER ONE


Laura Grant pulled her car off the unfenced road. Below her, a sweep of autumn heather melted into misty green as the high moor gave way to fields, bounded by stone walls that dipped and zigzagged into the valley. The hillside was dotted with low barns, and solitary slanting trees marked the far horizon.


Above, a hazy red sun settled into the arms of a tall ash tree where rooks had made their clumsy nests. It lit the sky with a pale golden glow and threw deep shadows down the length of Ravensdale.


She basked for a moment in its still beauty, and felt the problems in her own past slip away, as gently she put the car into gear and slid down the winding road into the ancient village of Hawkshead.


She mentioned the dry-stone walls to Gerald Scott, the senior partner in her new practice. They stood together on the threshold of the medical centre, a modern, one-storey building backing onto a playing field beside the River Raven. It had an open outlook across the narrow valley, where sheep grazed and the walls crisscrossed the green slopes. ‘It amazes me to think they’re all built without mortar, just stones slapped on top of one another hundreds of years ago.’


He followed her gaze. ‘Two separate walls tied together by through-stones, tapering, filled with rubble, capped with topstones, to be exact. They got paid three bob a rood. That’s fifteen pence for six metres to you. They were out there in wind, rain and snow.’


‘Slave labour,’ she admitted, forced to rein back her romantic vision.


‘Work was work in those days.’ He led her into the reception area. ‘You’ll get to see those damned walls in your dreams before too long, believe me. Along with every barn, every dip and curve of the horizon. But it’ll mean something different by then. How many minutes past the broken-down stretch by Capon Tower to War-boys’ place up at Askby? How far between Knowles’ converted barn at Fellside and old Oxtop, with the wind against you and five patients back here in Reception, fretting over their angina, their paranoia, their arthritis and their rutley chests?’


Laura nodded. She realised that she hadn’t escaped the crush and roar of London to an entirely peaceful life. These days, being a doctor meant pressure and more pressure, wherever you worked.


Following Gerald through the empty waiting room, she braced herself. Talking to him was like undergoing a viva at medical school. She had to be on her mettle, ready to prove she was worthy of this new partnership.


‘And these days there’s all this wretched form filling.’ He gave an exaggerated shrug. ‘Applying for this and that, certifying things, balancing funds.’ He shot her a glance. ‘I expect you’re good at that?’


‘I don’t know about being good at it. I only know it has to be done.’ This was the stance she’d taken during her interview; that administration was a nuisance but could be minimised by good organisation.


‘As if we didn’t have enough to worry about looking after our patients, without some faceless bureaucrat from the Department of Health dictating how we spend our time.’


Laura let him grumble on. She agreed, but also knew there was plenty of precious time wasted among traditionalists like Gerald on resisting the irresistible.


‘Look here,’ he said suddenly. He stopped and turned to face her. ‘I expect you’ll find us a bit out of touch here in Ravensdale.’


‘As a matter of fact, no.’ She gestured towards the newly computerised system behind the receptionist’s desk, and to the airy, well-lit waiting room with its feel of modern efficiency. ‘One of the things that attracted me to the job was the fact that the place has come right up to date, unlike some other rural practices I took a look at.’


‘If we’ve invested in the technological revolution, it’s due to Philip. He’s the moderniser.’


Philip Maskell was the third partner, someone Laura hardly knew yet. But she realised already that it was Philip, not Gerald, who had been responsible for bringing the first female doctor into the practice.


‘I’m the stick in the mud.’ He paused again. ‘A paid-up, card-carrying member of the Doctor Finlay school. Hands on, old fashioned GP, that’s me.’


Laura looked him in the eye. ‘That suits me fine too.’


‘After thirty years I’m not about to change my ways.’


‘As long as you don’t expect me to change mine.’ Laura widened her eyes.


He grunted. ‘Well…’


And as long as I don’t end up as the token lady doctor, Laura thought; overworked and disregarded. She meant to stand her ground and make her mark in her new job.


She glanced over her shoulder as a round-faced, dark-haired woman came through a back door into the cluttered office.


‘You’ve met Sheila? Sheila Knowles, this is Laura Grant,’ Gerald said, before he whisked her through to his own room. ‘Have you dropped your stuff off at Town Head yet?’ He checked his desk for messages, then sifted through the bulging buff envelopes containing the case notes for his next batch of patients. With his lean frame, his head of thick grey hair swept back from a high forehead above sharp, strong features, he seemed younger than his fifty-seven years.


‘Not yet.’


He gave her no time to expand. ‘No, I suppose you drove straight here. Don’t expect the Ritz. Dot Wilson doesn’t go in for newfangled luxuries like showers and central heating. You may find Town Head a bit on the chilly side when winter sets in.’


‘It doesn’t bother me, honestly.’ Laura’s glance strayed across the playing field towards the river. The sun had vanished behind the hill and drained the colour from the rugged landscape. ‘It’s only a temporary arrangement until I find my own place.’


Gerald grunted. ‘And take no notice of the village gossips you’re bound to bump into. They’re best ignored. In fact, apart from Dot, who’s a decent sort, you’ll give the whole WI clan a wide berth for a start.’ He looked up. ‘You know what they say around here, if you don’t watch out, folk’ll look down t’chimney to see what you’re having for breakfast!’


Laura tried not to react to the chauvinist picture being painted for her.


‘The whole bloody village is a minefield of dropped remarks and unguarded moments. That’s the women, of course. Now the men, they’re a different kettle of fish. You’ll be lucky to get a word out of some of the old farmers, what there are left of them.’


‘Right.’ She nodded firmly, feeling her spirits begin to sink. Gerald’s stale opinions were beginning to overcome her delighted reaction to the beautiful dale.


‘But I expect you’ll want to find out these things for yourself.’ He seemed to mirror her thoughts. ‘Don’t let me colour your first impressions.’


‘No.’ He already had. ‘Thanks anyway. I’ll just drop off my bag next door, then I’ll be on my way to Town Head.’ She felt a tinge of resentment at her senior partner’s implied opinion that she would need guiding like a novice. After all, she had four solid years in her north London practice to build on. She thought of herself as a hardworking doctor doing the best she could within the limits of the cash-strapped, changing National Health Service. She felt she was ready for the new challenges of a rural practice. Gerald obviously saw her as still wet behind the ears.


‘Fine. See you tomorrow, eight hundred hours.’ He signed something in an indecipherable scrawl, ending with a flourish. ‘Practice meeting. Come and introduce yourself to the whole team, eh?’ His pen hung poised over a pile of unsigned letters.


Laura nodded and left him to it. She went through to her own spotlessly clean consulting room and deposited her bag of books and medical instruments.


She went and sat behind her empty desk, then rearranged chairs so as to make herself more accessible to her as yet invisible, unknown patients. The room was painted a pale sea-green, with deeper curtains, a white blind and blue carpet. It was attractive but impersonal. But a peep through the blind revealed the dramatic, almost sheer, striated limestone cliff that rose to the north of the village. Through the open window she heard the wheezy wail and cry of a bird she couldn’t recognise, and saw its tumbling flight out of a dark orange sky onto the pearly white cliffs below.


‘This is beautiful, this is why I came,’ she reminded herself. The wilder, the more remote and removed from the city rush the better. It had been a big decision; the splitting away from friends and a safe job, the cushion of familiarity that life in Camden had provided. Everyone had shaken their heads at her plan. Colleagues warned that a switch to a Dales backwater practice, however beautiful, was not a smart career move. Friends spun the usual line that culture was dead north of Watford Gap. ‘It’s all ee-bah-gum and flat caps, and Nora Batty and sheep!’ They said she was mad.


‘There’s Alan Bennett,’ she argued.


‘He spends half his time here in Camden!’


‘There are theatres, galleries, cinemas up there, you know. In Leeds and Bradford.’


‘Exactly.’ Case proven. They thought it was a decision made in the throes of her separation from Tom. ‘You’re not in the right frame of mind to be taking such a huge risk. Why not stay put, see what happens?’


But these days surviving the city tired and depressed her. There, Thou Shalt Not Make Contact was written ten feet high on billboards and spray painted in all the underpasses. Thou Shalt Not Meet Another’s Gaze, Thou Shalt Not Smile (unless advertising toothpaste). Thou Shalt Make Love While Eating Ice-cream, and then only if the flesh is firm. ‘I come from Yorkshire in the first place, remember,’ she told them. ‘It’s not the ends of the earth, believe me.’


But her friends were right. The strongest reason for cutting loose and moving north was to put distance between herself and Tom. Now that the divorce was through, after their long, slow slide through animosity into indifference, she didn’t want him living round the corner, or knocking on her door, or sleeping on her sofa when his latest landlord or girlfriend kicked him out.


Tom was a journalist, and she still admired his work, even if she no longer loved the man. She wanted to read his campaigning pieces in the Guardian, not listen in person to his embittered accounts of the private lives of right-wing politicians. He said she was an ostrich, turning her back on everything real and relevant to Britain at the end of the millennium. He spoke as he wrote, in grand terms. So, according to him, she was running away to join a rural elite of second-home owners. He called Hawkshead the graveyard of ambition for clapped-out computer programmers and crooked financiers.


‘Leave my social conscience alone, Tom. It’s none of your business any more. I’ve been up to Ravensdale for a look round. I’ve decided to take the job.’ Now, as she stared out at the lengthening shadows and listened to the bird’s weird cry, she knew she’d found the space to breathe again.


A knock on the door disturbed her reflections. Philip Maskell waited for a response, then came in. She stood up to shake hands.


‘Good, I’m glad to see you got here safely.’ He thrust his hands into his pockets and nodded. ‘When did you arrive?’


‘Half an hour ago.’


‘I was out on a call.’


‘I already feel as if I’ve been here for days.’


‘That wouldn’t be because Gerald’s been giving you a hard time, would it?’


‘Oh no.’


‘Don’t worry, you’ll soon get used to him.’ He crossed the room to the door and raised his voice. ‘I’m telling Laura she’ll soon get used to your crusty old ways, won’t she, Gerald?’


There was a grunt by way of reply. Philip came back and sat on the edge of her desk. ‘Just to let him know we’re talking about him behind his back. He’d be crestfallen if he thought we were ignoring him.’


Laura found herself settling into Philip’s genial presence. He was tall and upright, with light grey eyes in a weathered face. She guessed he was nearing fifty. His spare frame suggested regular exercise; there was a suppleness and ease, a steady attractiveness.


‘How long will it take you to straighten yourself out, do you reckon?’ He picked up a pencil and waggled it between thumb and forefinger.


‘First off, I have to find my lodgings.’ Laura looked at her watch. It was almost half past six.


‘That’s Dot Wilson’s place?’


‘Yes. And please, don’t you tell me my new landlady’s a dragon with an uncanny ability to sense the ins and outs of my entire personal life whenever I so much as sneeze.’


‘I never said that!’ Gerald’s voice rang out.


‘Not sound-proof,’ Philip mouthed in a stage whisper. ‘New building, thin walls.’


‘I just dropped a couple of gentle hints.’ Gerald came through, half-moon glasses perched on the tip of his sharp nose. ‘Forewarned is forearmed, is it not?’


‘Dot’s fine,’ Philip assured her. ‘Trust me.’


‘That’s what I said, a decent sort.’ Gerald tilted his head to one side. Then he hitched his glasses off and twirled them. ‘Memory like an elephant. Can tell you exactly what you were doing, who with and where, when the Japs surrendered to the Allies in August 1945. That sort of thing. A walking local history book, a methodical woman is Dot.’ He delivered his verdict and departed. ‘If anyone wants me, I’m at home.’


Laura gazed after him. ‘Methodical?’ It sounded ominous.


‘That’s Gerald being complimentary,’ Philip assured her. Then more seriously, ‘Don’t let him put you off. And listen, as soon as you’re settled at Town Head why not come to us for a drink and a spot of painless induction into the mysteries of rural practice?’


‘Thanks, I’d like that.’ She stood up and raised her hair from her collar. She eased the back of her neck. ‘Who’s us, and where?’


‘Us is me and Juliet. The rest of us Maskells, Simon, Jim and Bean, are at college or off doing good works in far-flung corners of the globe. They’re our sons, and they sometimes remember the fact, especially at Christmas and whenever the bank manager gets in touch with a pressing reminder that funds are low.’


‘Bean?’


‘Ian. Anyway, now it’s just Juliet and me rattling around Bridge House all by ourselves, except for a lodger every now and then. You’ll find us by the old bridge, surprisingly enough. Would eight-thirty be OK?’


‘Sounds good.’


‘If you’re too tired, give us a ring and say so. We can easily make it another night.’ He stood to one side as Laura picked up her keys and headed for the door. ‘I’m here for another hour or so, catching up on paperwork, then I’ll be at home.’


‘I’m fine, really. I’d like to get into the swing of things as soon as I can.’


‘It’s bound to seem a bit strange at first.’ He followed her into the waiting room.


She nodded. ‘In one way I can hardly believe I’m doing this; starting something so different.’ She looked beyond Philip out of the window at the stunning layers of cliff, the tree-studded horizon. ‘Or living somewhere so beautiful.’


‘And in another way?’


‘I feel as if it was meant to happen.’ She tried to explain. ‘I mean, as if this was the best and most inevitable decision I ever made.’


‘Good. We’ll do our best to make sure it is. We’ll give you a right Yorkshire welcome, as we say.’


She took a deep breath. ‘You already have.’


Any lingering doubts slipped away as she stepped outside. The hills rose and rolled away in all directions, while the high curlews soared and called.




CHAPTER TWO


Philip Maskell watched Laura drive away. So far he liked what he’d seen and was eager to make her feel at home. He expected her to shake the place up a bit. Good; they were stuck in a rut, or he was at any rate. Same faces, same routine. Laura promised a change for the better. But he stopped in the porch to listen to two old-timers sitting in the sun.


The first cast a wary eye in Laura’s direction as she emerged from the building. ‘What’s up with you, Dick?’


‘Nay, Tot, that’s what I’ve come here to find out,’ came the short reply. The second old man sniffed and stared. Two pairs of disapproving eyes followed Laura’s car out of the car park.


Philip, hovering in the doorway, realised that Tot Dinsdale and Dick Metcalfe hadn’t registered his presence.


‘See yon young woman?’ Tot nudged his neighbour in the ribs and set him coughing. He spoke in an exaggerated whisper. ‘She’s taken over from Dr Williams.’


‘She never has!’


‘She has.’ Tot nodded, then summoned the wisdom of his eighty years. ‘If you must know, I reckon nowt to it.’


‘How’s that?’ Dick Metcalfe cleared his throat and leaned forward to rest his elbows on his knees. His breath came in difficult, long-drawn gasps.


‘Women doctors. It’s the same as them new women vicars. Somehow it don’t feel right.’


The two old men sat shaking their heads.


Philip decided it was high time he came forward to break things up. ‘Dick, Tot.’ He nodded, then leaned against the wall. ‘What brings you here? It’s after hours, you know.’ Afternoon surgery had ended an hour earlier.


‘Aye, but I saw your car, Doctor.’ Tot sat unperturbed. He didn’t mind who heard this opinion of the newcomer. ‘And I thought happen you could give me summat for my angina. I ran out of the stuff you gave me last back-end.’


Years of experience had taught Philip that the old farmers were no respecters of official opening times, either here at the surgery, or for that matter at the pub, the vet’s, or the village shop. He didn’t mind. In fact, he was grateful not to be dragged up on a home visit to Tot’s remote farm at Oxtop. ‘Come inside and I’ll sort it out. And something for your chest, eh, Dick?’


‘Aye. I saw Tot had dropped by, and I thought I might as well catch you while you were at it.’


All three went inside, and while Philip checked the details on the two old men’s records, he listened to them lay into modern trends with redoubled energy, well aware that they had an audience for their gripes.


‘Now, I hope you’re not going to make things difficult for Doctor Grant.’ Philip handed them both a prescription and tried to appeal to their better natures.


‘What was wrong with Dr Williams, that’s what I’d like to know.’ Dick squinted at his prescription.


‘One three times a day before meals,’ Philip instructed. He’d forgotten that Dick’s better nature lay deep below the surface. ‘And no driving if they make you drowsy.’


Dick cackled and coughed.


Tot recognised the cause of his friend’s amusement. ‘He’d have to be a darned sight worse than he is before it keeps him out of the Falcon of a night. Nodding off or not, he’ll be behind the wheel and coming down the hill on automatic pilot, and he won’t be happy until he’s got his fist around a pint pot, will you, Dick?’


Philip shook his head in defeat, while Dick took up arms against Tot this time. ‘Now don’t you go giving everyone the idea I can’t stay off the booze. Next thing you know, I’ll be on the wagon, doctor’s orders!’


‘I’m saying nothing,’ Philip said evenly.


‘No, but I can see you thinking plenty.’


‘I’m impressed.’ Philip began to usher them towards the door. ‘I didn’t know thought-reading was in your line, Dick.’


‘You doctors, you’re all the same.’ Tot joined forces with Dick again. ‘No drinking, no smoking, no eating what you like because it’s bad for you.’ He spread his arms in a courtroom gesture of appeal. ‘Look at the pair of us. We haven’t done bad on it, eh?’


Relenting, Philip smiled and held the door open for them. He noticed the muck trail from Dick’s boots across the carpet and sighed.


As he went by, Tot leaned confidentially towards him. ‘I’d just like to say, I’ll be sticking with you and Dr Scott.’ With his slight, sparrow-like build and gaunt face, he looked as if the first strong wind would fell him. But he’d farmed up at Oxtop for more than sixty years, and, like Dick, he still drove his rickety Land Rover at breakneck speed down the narrow lane to the Falcon every night without fail. ‘Can’t teach an old dog new tricks,’ he grumbled as he went out.


‘I want you back in for a blood test, Dick,’ Philip called after them. He thought that the old man looked frailer; perhaps a touch of anaemia along with his rutley chest. ‘Come in and see us as soon as you can.’


Dick didn’t swerve from his set path, heading for his Land Rover and grabbing the door handle. ‘Nay, it’s this cough. It’s knocked the stuffing out of me, that’s all.’


Philip grunted, while Tot veered back towards him. ‘You won’t see him for dust,’ he advised.


‘Why’s that?’


‘He’s afraid he’ll fall into the clutches of the new doctor. We’re not right taken with her, if you must know.’


‘Right, Tot, I think I’ve got the picture.’ Philip made as if to end the conversation.


‘Only, she’s young, isn’t she?’


‘Not that young. And she comes here with a good reputation, you know.’


‘She’s nobbut a lass,’ Tot persisted.


‘Over thirty, Tot, with a string of letters after her name.’ Philip looked pointedly at his watch and tried to close the door.


‘Book learning,’ he said with wheezy contempt. ‘Why, I once had a young vet come to my place, blethering on about inoculations and all that fancy stuff. Straight out of school, he were, right swanky. But could he get my best tup back on its legs? Could he heck. Tup pegged out as he was sat in the house, consulting a great thick book he brought along with him.’


Philip stared him out and Tot turned at last and made his way towards his own mud caked Land Rover. Laura would have to break down many such barriers as she started her new job; an uphill struggle which she might not have anticipated.


It hadn’t been so in his own early days as a GP in the dale. Twenty years ago, that generation of old farmers had looked on him with nothing worse than wry amusement as he stifled his squeamishness at gashed legs and torn thumbs. He had belonged to the natural order of things as they saw it; a young local man learning his profession through trial and error.


Philip clicked his tongue as he imagined the pub talk about his new colleague. It was partly his own responsibility; he’d been the one to persuade Gerald to move out of the dark ages by bringing in a female partner.


Gerald had resisted, argued that Hawkshead still wasn’t ready for it, and had only grudgingly given way when Philip had pointed out all Laura’s plus points. She was well qualified and experienced, and in touch with new aspects of the Health Service which the two of them constantly struggled over; the capitation fees, particular fees for night visits, immunisation, cervical cytology and so on. Funding was a nightmare, they had to admit, and Laura seemed willing and able to handle it.


What’s more, there were women patients who had delicately broached the subject of a lady doctor with Joy Hartley, their nurse, or with Sheila Knowles on Reception. Without seeming disloyal to Doctors Scott and Maskell, they said they would love to be able to see a woman. In the end, and because Laura was self-evidently the best candidate, Gerald had agreed.


As Philip sat at his desk to confront his pile of paperwork, he nevertheless found himself wondering whether Laura would be up to the challenge. She struck him at the time of the interview as someone with true intelligence and sensitivity. Senior colleagues in Camden wrote about her as sincere and hardworking. Her caring approach was one of her strengths, they said, and her willingness to sympathise with the underdog. The question now was, would she adapt to the more traditional ways here in Ravensdale? It would take a fine balance between tact and resilience to deal with the Tot Dinsdales in this neck of the woods.


A car drove up. He heard a door slam, followed by lively footsteps half-running up the paved ramp, then a loud knock on the door. Going to the window and pulling the blind to one side, he spotted his lodger, Mary Mercer, peering impatiently into the waiting room.


He went straight out, glad of any diversion, but especially pleased to see Mary. He didn’t know why, except that she would shake him out of the doldrums, standing there with her pale face and heavily fringed eyes, in her quirky drama-teacher clothes. ‘We’re closed,’ he said through the plate-glass of the door. ‘I’m not here!’


She flashed her eyes. ‘It’s not you I want!’ She flattened both palms against the glass and pushed.


‘Pity!’ He opened up. ‘I take it this is an emergency?’


She treated him to a disdainful look. ‘As a matter of fact, I came to see Laura.’


‘Laura Grant?’


‘Is there more than one Laura suddenly?’ Her accent changed, she became a Jewish momma.


He laughed. ‘I forgot. You two know each other.’


‘Darling, we’re positively prehistoric!’ Now she was Hollywood, more Gabor than Garbo. ‘We go back forever. We were at school together.’ She drawled the words through pouted lips.


‘You were at school?’


Mary drew breath and returned to her normal, throaty voice. ‘Thanks, Philip. It’s true they threw me out in the end, but for a time, yes, Laura and I did grace the hockey fields of Wingate Ladies’ College together.’


Philip laughed loudly, amused by Mary’s habit of wrong-footing him through these rapid changes of persona. It kept him guessing what lay behind the act. ‘Well, you missed her. She just left. She’s on her way to Town Head.’


‘Damn, that’s where I came from. I’m coming and going like a bloody yo-yo.’


‘Why don’t you come and have a drink with us later? Laura’s coming.’


‘I’m not sure.’


‘Why not? You don’t exactly have to go out of your way, do you?’ Since she’d come to teach drama in the secondary school at the start of term she’d been renting a room in their house.


‘So?’


‘So!’


Her face lit up. ‘Oh, I suppose I can drink at least. No problems about getting home afterwards. We can reminisce about the teachers we seduced and hearts we broke.’


‘We?’ He imagined Laura was too demure ever to have been Mary’s accomplice.


‘Yes. Laura and me. Laura and I. Which is it?’ She seemed reluctant to leave.


‘Work that out by yourself, while I shuffle some papers around my desk, would you?’ He tried to push aside how pleased he felt that she’d accepted the invitation.


‘And they said you were charming. Reliable, polite Dr Maskell. Your reputation goes before you.’ She began to pout.


‘I don’t have time to be charming.’


‘OK.’ She used her long slim hands in a gesture of surrender. ‘I’m going, I’m going. How did Laura seem, by the way? Nervous?’


‘No. She seemed – well, she seemed glad to be here. Don’t ask me why.’


‘She’s lucky she’s got you to look after her.’ Mary retreated down the ramp. ‘To protect her from big, bad Gerald.’ She grinned and got into her car.


Her driving was as outrageous as the rest of her, Philip noticed. It demanded attention. So why was he so keen to give it? He wouldn’t usually fall for such games.


She turned a wide circle in the car park and squealed to a halt where he stood by the door.


‘Scott alert! Scott alert!’ She leaned out of the window and spoke in an American cop voice. ‘Just observed heading this way!’


‘Who, Gerald?’


‘No, Aimee. I thought I’d better warn you.’


‘Thanks.’ Aimee, Gerald’s sixteen-year-old daughter, was crossing the road. Philip said goodbye to any hope of returning to his desk.


‘I wonder what she wants?’ Mary looked long and hard at Aimee’s slight, denim-clad figure. ‘Your father’s gone home,’ she called. ‘If that’s who you’re looking for.’


‘It’s not.’ Aimee swept past Philip into the waiting room.


Mary’s eyebrow shot up. ‘Hello, Aimee – Hello, Miss Mercer, how are you?’ She shrugged. ‘Good luck, see you later,’ she said to Philip.


He followed Aimee inside. ‘Then it must be me,’ he said, recognising that she must have chosen her time specifically to avoid Gerald.


‘Actually it’s not.’ She went to the reception desk, reached through the open glass screen and swivelled the appointment book towards her.


He went and slapped it shut. ‘Sorry, top secret.’


‘Yeah, yeah. So what if I want to make an appointment?’


‘You could ring up like everyone else.’ He’d grown used to Aimee’s surliness. She’d transformed overnight from serious, dark-eyed child to angry teenager.


‘And let everyone in the place know my business?’ She frowned. ‘I want to keep this private, OK?’


He acknowledged her right to do this. ‘OK, so who do you want to see?’


‘The new woman.’


That made a nice change, he thought. ‘Dr Grant?’ He opened the book. ‘When?’


‘Tomorrow. Early.’


‘It’ll have to be ten-thirty.’


She nodded. ‘I’ll get out of school. It’s only drama.’


Philip entered the appointment in the book. ‘I’ll tell Miss Mercer how much you value her lessons.’


Aimee snorted. ‘You must be joking. She doesn’t even notice who’s there.’


‘I think you’d be surprised.’ He clicked the end of his pen and slipped it back into his top pocket.


Aimee was already on her way out, without thanks, a smile or any sign of acknowledgement that he had done her a favour. She stopped in the doorway. ‘Look, don’t tell my dad, OK?’


‘As I said, highly confidential.’


Satisfied, she went off, head up, straight dark hair swinging down her back.


Suddenly tired, Philip rang home. ‘I’m on my way,’ he told Juliet. ‘Ten minutes.’


‘Your dinner’s in the dog.’


‘Am I late? Sorry.’ He checked; it was seven-thirty.


‘No more than usual. You sound worn out.’


‘No, I’m fine, see you soon.’ He put down the phone, found his keys and locked up.


Outside, an evening mist had settled on the river, a forceful reminder that soon the clocks would go back. Autumn had taken hold. Every year he liked it more; leaves decaying into the earth, the smell of damp, the turning of the seasons.




CHAPTER THREE


At Town Head Dot climbed the narrow stairs to the front bedroom for the umpteenth time. Although she knew it was unnecessary – she’d already checked twice that there were clean towels on the rack – she wanted to be sure that the room was in perfect order for Dr Grant. The landing floorboard creaked as usual, but that couldn’t be helped. The house, like her, was getting on in years, and since Arthur had passed away there had been no one to attend to all those small jobs. She would have to warn her new lodger about the pitfalls; the creaky floorboard, the sash window that tended to stick, the gurgle in the pipes in the airing-cupboard.


Yes, there were the two best striped towels folded over the wooden frame. Dr Grant was bound to be worn out after her long drive, she would appreciate hot water in the sink in the corner of her room. Dot went to pat the cream eiderdown. She twitched at the net curtain, suspected dust on the dressing-table mirror and flicked at it with the yellow cloth she always carried in her apron pocket.


New soap in the porcelain soapdish by the sink, a toothbrush mug to match. Freshly laundered white cotton sheets, new lining-paper in the bottom of the wardrobe, and the scent of lavender emanating from every polished surface. She nodded, squared the snowy pillow and gave it an extra pummel. There, Dr Grant couldn’t possibly find any cause for complaint.


Dot heard an unfamiliar car engine climb the hill. Since Town Head was at the top of a narrow cul de sac, her ear was finely tuned. This was definitely not a car whose sound she recognised; a smooth, powerful engine, no knocks and rattles as it approached along the cobbled street. She went to the window, taking care not to be seen through the nets. She wouldn’t want the doctor to think she pried, but she wanted to convince herself that the car carried her long-awaited lodger. Through the gauzy white curtain she spotted a low, silver model. Driving it steadily towards the house was a young woman with shoulder-length, wavy dark hair, complete with a set of good luggage stacked neatly on the back seat.


All male heads in the village square would have turned to follow this sleek car, Dot knew. Hawkshead lay at the top of the dale, where the made-up road came to an end and the wilderness of heather and rock took over. It was a determined sightseer who came off the busy tourist route, up the narrow, single track road to view the fine Georgian houses that fronted the square. True, it boasted a small wine bar, several cafes tucked down side ginnels, a pub and an antique shop, but strangers driving into town on a Wednesday evening were still a rarity.


‘There’s Dr Scott’s new lady assistant.’ The word would fly round and be greeted with suspicious silence which signified that judgment was withheld until such time as the observers standing at their doorsteps had found good cause to condemn the newcomer. Her first slip – a misdiagnosis, a delay over referral to hospital in Wingate twenty-five miles down the dale – would bring her critics clustering round the bar at the Falcon to discuss her lack of ‘gumption’ and ‘savvy’.


Dot knew that Laura must already have run the gauntlet of their tight-lipped stares, as she eased through the market square and up the steep hill, past the plain Methodist chapel and the Gothic Anglican church with its adjacent Victorian primary school. The houses further up this street lost their town façades of dressed stone and pillared porticos, reverting to farmhouse style of plain two-storey dwellings with narrow mullioned windows and massive, moss-covered roofs of Yorkshire stone, all crowded together without regard to town planning. The huddle of houses was linked by steps and alleyways into back streets and closes still cobbled and inaccessible by car.


As Dot maintained her bird’s eye view, she recognised that she shared the general scepticism about the new doctor. It wasn’t just the generation gap, though this was part of it. It was more the suspicion that someone as clever and sophisticated as Dr Grant must inevitably look down on the likes of Dot; been nowhere, done nothing, a dodo chained to tradition.


Laura parked and lifted her cases from the back seat, dumping them on the cobbled area outside the house. Dot waited for footsteps up the short path, the ring of the doorbell. She went downstairs to open the door and came face to face with a self-possessed young woman who smiled eagerly as she introduced herself.


‘Mrs Wilson? I’m Laura Grant.’


‘How do you do? Come in.’ She would be formal, take her own time to size up her new lodger.


‘I’m sorry if I’m late.’


‘Oh no, it’s given me plenty of time to get things ready.’ Dot stood to one side, aware of her own regulation uniform of flowered apron over fawn lambswool cardigan and tweed skirt. Beside Laura she felt, as she’d expected, faded and parochial. ‘Your room’s ready for you. I hope it’s to your liking.’ No smile softened her face as she turned to show Laura upstairs. ‘You can leave your cases where they are, they’re quite safe,’ she said stiffly. ‘And watch your step on the landing. I’ve a creaky floorboard, I’m afraid.’


Laura obeyed. They went upstairs to check her room; single bed with veneered headboard, matching dressing-table with wing mirrors and a small cast-iron fireplace. There was a huge solid mahogany wardrobe, rich and shiny as horse chestnuts just out of their shells. The wallpaper sported even more flowers than Dot’s apron. The lace-curtained sash windows looked down onto the street. There was a heavy washbasin with elaborate iron brackets in the alcove to the far side of the fireplace. A towel-stand and a plain cream rug over polished floorboards completed the spartan effect.


Dot stood in the doorway, awaiting Laura’s reaction.


‘Fine.’ She took in the utility furniture which clashed oddly with the seventies-style wallpaper.


‘It’s a nice, light room. It catches the morning sun.’


‘It’ll suit me fine, thanks.’ Laura meant it. Town Head, just a couple of minutes from the medical centre, with a view over the square to open hills, would be a good base. She even liked the unfashionable air of the place.


‘It’s nothing fancy, mind.’


‘No, it’s just exactly what I need while I get myself sorted out.’


‘There’s no fitted carpet, so you might get a bit of a draught through the floorboards. Bathroom’s down the landing on the left, separate WC.’ Dot listed the amenities, keeping a wary eye on Laura. She knew these modern young women expected refinements such as en suite bathrooms and cooking facilities. ‘The telephone’s in the hall. You’d see it on your way up?’


Laura confessed that she hadn’t. She’d spotted the cuckoo clock, the hat stand, the tapestry pictures, and decided that her landlady had a weakness for souvenirs and knick-knacks. This was confirmed when she followed her downstairs into the living room.


‘You’ll be wanting a cup of tea, I expect?’ Dot hovered by the step into the kitchen. ‘You’ve had a long drive.’


Laura seized the chink of sympathy. ‘Five and a half hours, actually. Yes please, I’d love a cup.’ She sighed and settled into an easy chair by the open fireplace; a massive marble affair with a tiled inset, neatly laid but unlit.


Dot took great pride in keeping things shipshape, from the polished brass teapot-stand in the hearth and the pair of china dogs on the mantelpiece, to the embroidered linen squares on the backs of the chairs.


The room was a devil to dust, with its shelves of glass ornaments, its plate-rack of fine porcelain commemorating coronations and jubilees, births, deaths and marriages of royalty dating back to the last century. But every piece was pristine. Laura praised them as Dot eased her hostess trolley down the step from the kitchen.


When Dot said ‘tea’, she meant a cup of best Yorkshire blend, followed by sandwiches, followed by scones and jam. Laura heaped the jam onto her plate with a silver spoon, while Dot went back for the fruitcake and fresh tea. ‘You’ll have a slice of cake with it?’ she prompted.


‘Oh no,’ Laura protested.


Dot gave her a sideways look.


‘Oh, go on then.’ She relented and held out her plate, realising that refusing Dot’s hospitality would be a black mark against her. A good appetite was obviously an essential credential round here.


‘So you’re from London?’ Dot untied her apron and hung it on a hook in the kitchen.


‘Not originally, no. I was born in Yorkshire.’


‘You don’t sound like it,’ came the sceptical reply.


‘Yes. Wingate.’


‘Ah, well.’ A significant silence developed. Dot had always thought the spa town toffee-nosed, not true Yorkshire at all. ‘But you’ve been living in London, from what I hear?’


‘Yes, I went to university there, and I just sort of stayed. You know how it is.’


‘No need to apologise. It’s one of them things.’


Laura laughed. ‘Was I apologising? I didn’t realise.’ Defending herself against the charge of having betrayed her roots was something she must have subconsciously conveyed.


‘Well, it’s nothing to be ashamed of, like I say. These things happen.’ Dot was determined to forgive the lapse. ‘You’re back now, at any rate.’


‘I expect you’ve lived in Hawkshead all your life?’


Dot nodded, still on her guard. ‘I was born here in this house. Bred here. And I expect they’ll carry me out feet first.’


‘Oh, not for a good few years yet!’ Laura smiled at the small, upright figure sitting opposite.


‘I’m seventy-three!’


And they were away, in a dam-burst of reminiscence. Dot told proudly of her marriage at the end of the war to Arthur Wilson, the village schoolmaster, which had been a step up in the world for her, a farmer’s daughter. She told Laura about their two children, John and Valerie, who had sadly both moved away to the town, and about the selling of the farmland behind the house. ‘Nothing would shift me out of my home, though; come what may.’ Arthur had been dead ten years, but still she clung on, letting a room here and there when money was tight, going cleaning four days a week to the Maskells. ‘I never owed a penny in my life, and never will,’ she vowed, wondering how this must sound to a young woman who probably didn’t understand the value of setting down roots and staying put.


Laura glanced at the framed photograph on the mantelpiece of a young Dot and Arthur, plus children. The four black and white figures squared their shoulders and shyly faced the camera, dressed in Sunday best; white sandals and stiff collars and ties. She picked up a familiar name. ‘You say you work for the Maskells?’


‘Yes. Down at Bridge House.’


‘That’s the connection, then. Dr Maskell actually suggested your place for me to stay. And he’s invited me down there later on tonight. Is it easy to find?’


‘You can’t miss it, right by the bridge, the only house that overlooks the river. It’s one of the oldest around. It’s a fancy sort of place, with carvings and things there was never any need for.’


‘And is it posh? Should I dress up?’


‘For Dr Maskell?’ Dot shook her head. ‘They don’t stand on ceremony.’


Laura smiled and rode the silence that followed. She had one other reason for being interested in the Maskells’ lifestyle. ‘Do you know my friend, Mary Mercer?’


‘A bit.’ Dot didn’t elaborate. In her opinion, Juliet Maskell had made a mistake agreeing to have Mary in the house. It didn’t do to open the door to temptation like that. You could see at a glance that Mary might not be the sort to keep her hands off another woman’s husband. Quickly she switched subjects. ‘Now, the Scotts, they’re different. Mrs Scott’s a stickler for doing things right, and the doctor himself has always liked hobnobbing.’


‘Oh.’ Judging it best to keep a neutral stance on this one, Laura let the subject hang in mid-air. She felt the ground she’d made up in the eyes of her landlady begin to slip away again.


Dot gave her a piercing glance. ‘Yes, and that daughter of theirs, Aimee. She needs a firm hand, but there’s fat chance of that, believe me. She’s off the rails, is that girl, and no one seems able to put her back on.’


Curiosity got the better of Laura. If Gerald had a problem at home, perhaps she’d better hear it after all.


‘They have a position to keep up, of course.’


‘And their daughter’s out to sabotage them, is that it?’


‘You could look at it like that, I suppose. Anyway, she’s set on making herself the talk of the village.’ Suddenly Dot drew back. She tightened her expression and leaned back in her seat, realising that Laura must think that she went in for non-stop moaning and criticising. ‘But then, maybe it’s me. Living in London, I’m sure you came across far worse than Aimee Scott.’


‘We’ll see. Most girls go through that phase.’


To Dot it looked more bizarre, brought up as she was on digging for victory and making suits out of blankets; whatever they had to do to make a decent impression during the war years. Aimee’s offence, it had to be said, partly lay in the length of her skirt and the colour of her nail varnish.


Dot pursed her lips then looked pointedly at the empty cups and saucers as the cuckoo clock in the hall chimed seven-thirty. ‘Now, I’d better get these things tidied up.’


Laura remembered her luggage, still standing at the gate, and went out to fetch it. Sure enough, the cases stood undisturbed in the dusk, silently watched over by a little girl in jeans and a red sweatshirt. She held the hand of her toddler companion.


Dot watched and listened from a safe distance.


‘Them’s too heavy to manage, Miss.’ The girl shook her blonde ponytail in disbelief as Laura lifted the biggest one clear of the cobbles. ‘Are you moving in with Mrs Wilson, then?’


Laura smiled and nodded.


The little girl’s eyes sparkled, and she galloped with toddler in tow towards a playground by the river, where she would no doubt spread the news. ‘A lady with three big suitcases and a silver car is coming to live at Mrs Wilson’s!’




CHAPTER FOUR


‘This is quite a place,’ Laura told Philip as he opened the door at Bridge House. She’d bathed, and changed into a long, straight skirt with a soft, light sweater, then driven to the Maskells’ house, recognising it by its riverside setting. It was an impressively large stone building, bearing the date and the mason’s initials above the doorway: WIW 1624.


‘Hard to miss, isn’t it?’ remarked Philip, as he welcomed her in and introduced her to his wife, Juliet.


Laura shook hands with a smiling woman, her face framed by short fair hair. Dressed in a red print blouse and dark trousers, Juliet sounded sincerely pleased to welcome her husband’s new partner. ‘I’m glad you’re here. You’ll be a breath of fresh air.’ She led the way into a sitting room with a blazing log fire.


‘Fresh air? I wouldn’t have thought that was in short supply round here.’ Laura took in the big stone fireplace and beamed ceiling.


‘It is fairly bracing, isn’t it?’ laughed Juliet.


‘The wind was the first thing I noticed. I stopped the car on the hill overlooking the dale to take a look. I found out straight away why all the trees slant heavily in one direction.’


They chatted on while Philip offered drinks. ‘It blows from the west,’ Juliet said. ‘In winter it’s bitter. You’ve only seen it at its best.’


Juliet’s unselfconscious manner put her guest at ease. She conveyed a genuine interest in Laura, asking for her first impressions of Hawkshead.


‘After all, I don’t count the time you came up to look around the medical centre. Interviews are such pressured situations, you can hardly get an accurate feel for a place.’


‘I like what I’ve seen so far. The place and the people. It remains to be seen whether or not they like me.’


Philip stepped in with advice as he handed her a drink. ‘Fatal first mistake, expecting your patients to like you. Especially up here. Liking comes way down the list.’


‘What’s at the top then?’ In Camden Laura had found it easy to win the confidence of her patients, particularly among the young.


‘Respect comes pretty high up.’


‘Fair enough. But how long will that take?’ She imagined a trial period, when she would have to prove herself.


‘Ask me again in ten years’ time.’


‘Philip!’ Juliet remonstrated. ‘Poor Laura will be packing her bags and heading straight back south if you’re not careful.’ She turned to their guest. ‘I take it Gerald gave you your official welcome when you first arrived?’


‘Why, is there a connection between the two?’


Juliet thought for a moment. ‘Oh I see. Gerald and heading back south. I didn’t mean it to sound like that!’


At least Juliet spared her the line about Gerald’s bark being worse than his bite. ‘I had the ritualistic warnings,’ Laura admitted. ‘But don’t imagine I came up to Ravensdale wearing rose-coloured glasses.’ She could have told them that coping with a multicultural, mobile urban list brought its own stresses and hazards, but she resisted. ‘I’m probably tougher than I look.’


‘I’ll go and tell Mary you’re here,’ Philip announced. ‘She missed you earlier when she came down to the centre, but I know for a fact that she’s dying to swap news; who’s in amongst your group of friends, who’s out, who’s married, who’s divorced.’ He stopped short.


‘There’s me for a start,’ she owned up without embarrassment.


Philip cleared his throat and left the room.


‘Big feet,’ Juliet said with a shrug. ‘He must have forgotten. But tact was never Philip’s strong point.’


‘I don’t mind. It’s one of the reasons I’m looking forward to a new challenge. After my break with Tom I needed a change of direction.’


‘And do you think you’ve got it?’


‘Ask me that in ten years!’


They were laughing when Mary swept into the room and swamped Laura in an expansive hug. ‘I didn’t hear you arrive. I wanted to give you the full prodigal whatsit treatment, waiting at the threshold with arms outstretched as the wanderer returned. You know, I never dreamt in a million years that we’d both find ourselves in Yorkshire. But I don’t know, it seems to have a way of dragging you back.’


‘Not so much of the dragging, please! This is a forward move for me.’


Mary perched on the arm of Laura’s chair. ‘Lucky you. At my age the parts begin to dry up. Too old for the romantic lead, too young for dotty old ladies. The last thing I did was a manic depressive housewife in some searing psychological drama. We toured the provinces to half-empty houses. After five weeks I was as crazy as the part I was playing.’


She exaggerated, but Laura read the signs of disillusionment in her friend, who had never been able to settle for half measures.


‘So what’s new, you might say. Anyway, after that it was back to the old standby of teaching. And that’s what brought me back here kicking and screaming.’ She stood up to join Philip by the fire. ‘Actually, I find it’s not too bad, much to my surprise. Do you mind if I show Laura round?’ she asked Juliet. They went into the hall. ‘Well, what do you think? Isn’t this an amazing house?’


‘Inside and out,’ Laura agreed. ‘Trust you to find somewhere like this, Mary. Lesser mortals would have to settle for a maisonette when they took a new job.’ Her friend had always done things in style.


Mary took Laura across the flagged floor, past another arched stone fireplace and oak panelling as elaborate as any church’s, up a magnificent staircase and along a gallery overlooking deep seventeenth-century windows. She glimpsed a bedroom with a four-poster, a bathroom complete with Victorian fittings, and vast overhead beams that listed at an angle of thirty degrees.


‘Impressed?’ Mary waltzed ahead, pointing out this and that. ‘My bedroom. Philip’s office.’ She pointed to a low door at the end of the gallery. ‘Do not disturb!’


Laura paused for breath. ‘Mary, how on earth did you land up in a place like this?’ She expected the story to be a good one. Mary’s life had been a film-script of hair’s breadth escapes, passionate affairs and far-flung adventures. She had the looks to match; strikingly tall and thin with a mass of unruly hennaed hair and heavily lashed eyes. It was a consumptive, interesting style, enhanced by dark, flowing clothes, big jewellery and attention-seeking hats.


‘Come into my room and I’ll reveal all.’


Laura sat down on Mary’s bed, expecting to hear how her friend had crammed in a couple of affairs, a serious breakdown and several jobs during the length of time it had taken her to leave Tom.


‘How I got here isn’t the point really. A friend of a friend, that sort of thing. But the fact is I’m lovelorn.’ She leaned back on her elbows on the bed next to Laura. ‘A poor lorn thing.’


‘Truly?’


‘Yes, and before you ask, my lips are sealed over the precise object of my affections. Suffice it to say that he is not free! Convention has a tight hold around here, as you probably remember, and a stiff upper lip is the order of the day. Find the heart and chop it out, in case things get messy.’


‘Ouch.’


‘We’d better change the subject before I go all feeble and break down. What do you think of the house?’


‘Wonderful.’ She recalled its impact as she first approached. The builders had worked with little regard to symmetry, so that the roof dipped unaccountably in places, and stone gargoyles leered at odd angles from the scrolled and fluted mullions.


‘Let’s go back down, shall we? My glass is empty.’ Mary led the way out onto the gallery. ‘How much do you believe in mind over matter, Laura? I’m asking you from the medical point of view.’


‘As far as illness goes?’


‘I was thinking more about love, actually. Is love matter? Does it go away if you simply refuse to think about it?’


Laura touched her arm. ‘Poor Mary, I don’t know. Love hurts, I do know that. And the loss of it. We’re the walking wounded, but who isn’t these days?’


Mary linked arms and swayed down the corridor. ‘The bloody house lists like a ship in a storm, or am I drunk?’ She went quiet. ‘Juliet.’ She came up with an answer to Laura’s question before they went down to rejoin their hosts. ‘Juliet’s not one of the walking wounded, lucky woman.’




CHAPTER FIVE


Laura woke next morning knowing that this was an important day for her; her first eight hundred, as Gerald called his early morning meetings, and her first surgery, when she would make contact with her new patients.


She dressed carefully in grey trousers and matching jacket, with an open-necked white silk blouse. She put on make-up and small gold earrings, took off the latter, put them on again, considered leaving her hair loose, then put a clip at the back to restrain the wavy effect, wanting to get the image just right. She made her way downstairs to negotiate the hazards of Dot’s kitchen; the ancient electric kettle, the temperamental toaster and the bread knife, sharp as a surgeon’s scalpel.


It seemed that her landlady’s attempts to update the Victorian kitchen had faltered some time during the late fifties, pre-fitted units but post-Formica. All was buttercup yellow and scrupulously clean.


Dot had already left the house and gone to work, leaving a note. ‘Dear Dr Grant, My work hours at Bridge House are seven until twelve. Please help yourself to breakfast items left out on the table. Dot Wilson.’


Laura made herself toast and coffee, and timed herself to arrive at the centre with just five minutes to spare. She prepared to meet up with the other members of Ravensdale’s primary care team: Gerald and Philip, plus Joy Hartley, the practice nurse.
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