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CHAPTER ONE

July 1976

 



Jillian Ridley told herself it was silly to be afraid of going home. It wasn’t as though she knew what she was nervous about.

She should be pleased. She wanted to see more of her father, didn’t she? She’d come home for a weekend only two months ago, and she’d been in a state of trepidation ever since.

As she drove along the leafy roads of Prenton Ridge, she caught a glimpse of the Mersey. She was almost there.

Through the gateposts of Links View then, and at last she could see the long, low house, set back by itself amongst tall trees.

The half-grown Virginia creeper she remembered from her childhood had bloomed to luxurious maturity and now covered the front of the house.

She drove round the side and left her car by the double garage, because her stepmother didn’t like cars left in front of the house.

The garden slumbered in the mid-afternoon sun. The back door as well as the french windows stood invitingly open, as though the house had nothing to hide. Jill dragged her suitcases from the back seat, her throat tight with tension.

She was surprised to see a hose pipe snaking in untidy coils across the patio, with the sprinkler spraying its cooling haze over a rustic seat. She ignored that, stepping eagerly over the threshold.

The kitchen had been recently refitted with smart new units. A pile of string beans on the table had been abandoned in a half-prepared state.

The light, airy hall seemed hardly to have changed in the many years since she’d last lived here. A middle-aged woman stood with her back to her, talking on the phone, metal curlers bulging through a headscarf. Jill knew she was one of the pair who came in for a few hours each day to help with the housework.

‘Still out on her rounds? What about Dr Meadows? I must speak to someone.’

Jill felt a trickle of unease. ‘Hello,’ she said, afraid now that something bad had happened. The woman was too engrossed to hear her.

‘Any doctor will do.’ She could hear the growing desperation in the woman’s voice. ‘Her mother’s had an accident. It’s urgent. You’ll let Dr Benbow know?’

Jill had to go closer and touch the woman’s arm. It made her spin round.

‘Hello. It’s Mrs Moon, isn’t it?’ They’d met briefly when she’d come on that flying visit, two months ago. ‘What’s happened?’

‘Jill — thank goodness you’ve come. Your mother said to expect you.’ Once the woman had got over the shock, her face was shining with relief. ‘You’re a doctor too, aren’t you?’

Jill saw Mrs Moon’s eyes fix in disbelief on the jeans and T-shirt she was wearing.

‘What’s happened to Gran? Is she hurt?’

‘Not ten minutes ago. Tripped over the hose pipe on the  patio.’ Mrs Moon was wiping sweating palms down her floral pinafore.

‘Where is she?’

‘In there.’ She was pointing to the sitting room.

Jill rushed to the door. Her grandmother’s eyes were closed. She was lying on a new cretonne-covered settee, cradling her right arm. The room was elegant, with long windows overlooking the lawn.

‘Gran?’ She looked at the putty-coloured face, took a deep breath, then knelt to kiss the slack cheek. ‘It’s Jill.’

Gran’s dark eyes jerked open. She screwed them up to peer at her. ‘You’ve got here then?’

‘Yes, I see you’ve hurt your arm. Is it very painful?’

‘Better now. I’ve taken something.’

Jill could see them both reflected in the Queen Anne gilt-wood mirror of which her father was so proud. A withered old lady with her white hair drawn up into an elegant bun, and her own hot, anxious face and wind-tossed hair that was almost but not quite blonde.

‘Silly woman, that Mrs Moon. I told her Lois would be out visiting.’ Gran’s voice was fretful. ‘She won’t listen. It’s a Colles fracture.’ She offered her arm up to Jill. ‘I’ll have to go to hospital.’

‘Gran! Are you sure?’

‘Of course I’m sure. I might be old but I’m not senile.’

Jill smiled. She was proud of the fact that the women of her family were all doctors. Well, step-family really. Stepmother, step-grandmother and step-great-grandmother.

Her great-grandmother Evelyn had qualified in 1904 at the age of thirty-six. Jill had been brought up on stories of the difficulties she’d faced and how she’d led the way for the rest of them. Gran had qualified in 1917, and it still hadn’t been easy for women then.

Now Jill examined Gran’s arm and had to agree with her  diagnosis. Even at eighty-three, she still had her skills.

‘No point in waiting for Lois. Call a taxi for me.’

‘My car’s outside. I can take you.’

‘Can you drive? It seems no time since you were a toddler.’

‘Gran, I’m twenty-six. Almost twenty-seven’

The dark eyes strained up at her face. ‘You still look a slip of a girl to me.’

‘Come on, hardly that. I’m a doctor too, remember? That’s where I’ve been all these years, training to follow in the family footsteps.’

As a child, she’d felt very close to Gran. Closer than she had to her stepmother. In those days Gran had had a flat of her own, but she used to come to look after Jill in the school holidays.

‘Don’t you wear glasses now? You don’t look as though you can see properly.’

‘There they are.’ The old lady nodded towards the mahogany sofa-table. ‘I broke them when I fell.’

They were in two pieces, the frame snapped at the bridge. Jill tried fitting the pieces together and decided she could tape them if she had to. ‘Do you have a spare pair?’

‘Yes.’ Gran brightened and pulled herself up a little against the cushion. The effort made her gasp with pain. ‘In the drawer by my bed.’

‘I’ll get them for you.’ Jill got to her feet. ‘Then I’ll take you to hospital.’

As she picked up the suitcases she’d left in the hall, she could hear the sound of beans being chopped again in the kitchen.

A strange feeling closed round her as she went up to the bedroom she’d used as a child. It was not nostalgia, she could remember so little of her early years. It was fear. These last few years, she’d felt haunted by the strange blanks in her memory that she couldn’t fill.

There was a faint smell of fresh paint. Lois had had her room redecorated and all the furniture was new. The bed was made up with a crisp new duvet cover.

Her dolls’ house had been put up in the attic after her first year away at school. All the books and toys and ornaments she’d had as a child had likewise been banished.

In the wardrobe there was nothing but a row of empty coat hangers. It was as impersonal as a hotel room, except for the new silver-backed dressing-table set and the tasteful paintings Lois had hung on the wall. It was almost as though her stepmother did not want anything to remind her of her childhood.

Something very strange and frightening had happened then. Jill couldn’t remember what it was but it had caused a family upset, and she’d suddenly been sent off to boarding school.

She’d never felt comfortable in this house since. Never felt at ease with her stepmother either. She’d dreaded coming home for the school holidays; really, had been a little afraid of doing so.

She’d tried to talk to Dad about it, and to Gran, and they’d put her off with reassurances.

‘Lots of children have nightmares,’ they told her. ‘You must forget it. Don’t worry about what happened all that time ago.’

But whatever it was, it still bothered her, which was why she’d so rarely come home once she’d grown up. Jill felt there were things in the background that her family were keeping from her.

She felt she was old enough to understand now. She wanted to lay this ghost in her past, rid herself of this nervous fear. She didn’t think she was neurotic, but it was making her act as though she was.

The upstairs landing seemed bigger than she remembered.  There was new carpet here, and less furniture. Not at all as it had been when she was young.

In her grandmother’s room, there was a Victorian dressing table with bottles of lavender water, and a snowy candlewick bedspread on a single bed. The filmy curtains moved in the slight breeze. She went to the bedside cabinet and opened the top drawer.

There were a lot of loose photographs in it, as well as other odds and ends. Her fingers were closing over a red spectacle case when she saw that the picture on top was of her stepmother as a young woman, cuddling herself as a baby.

Suddenly she was boiling with curiosity. Here was evidence of those early years she couldn’t recall. Jill picked the picture up for a closer look.

She wanted to be part of the family again. She envied people with strong family ties, it seemed to give them an added strength.

She looked about three months old in the picture, but it told her nothing; all babies looked pretty much alike at that age. Her stepmother’s chin was at the arrogant angle she remembered so well. Lois was inclined to congratulate herself on what she’d achieved in life.

Jill turned the picture over and read the fading scrawl on the back. ‘Lois with baby Phoebe.’

She gasped aloud. The picture was not of her? She burrowed into the drawer again and found another, clearer picture of the same baby. Somebody had written on the back: ‘Phoebe aged two months.’

Who was Phoebe? Here was clear evidence that her family were keeping things from her.

There were other photographs, many of them. Of her stepmother, her step-grandmother and her step-great-grandmother, all with the same young baby.

Of course it wasn’t her. What had she been thinking of? She did remember some things. Her father had not married Lois until she, Jill, was three years old.

Jill felt her heart thudding with shock. She’d never heard mention of any other child. She’d assumed Lois hadn’t wanted children of her own, that her career was more important to her than a family.

She pored over another picture, and found yet more to compare. She remembered that Lois had been married before, but was Phoebe older or younger than Jill was? And was her father also Phoebe’s father? He didn’t seem to be in any of these pictures.

How could she have forgotten she’d had a sister? Jill felt perplexed. It drove home just how little she knew about her family. Suddenly she didn’t seem part of it at all.

She shut the drawer with a slam. She had no time to deliberate on this. She’d been telling herself she was looking forward to being one of the family again. Now, suddenly, she wasn’t so sure where she fitted into it. They all seemed strangers.

She found a coat for her grandmother in the wardrobe. The afternoon was quite hot but Gran’s hand had been icy. It could be shock after her fall. And one thing she did remember was that Gran never went out without a hat. Jill picked out a grey toque.

Gran was shakier than she’d first seemed. Mrs Moon helped get her dressed and out to Jill’s car. It was a slow process.

‘What a good job you’re a doctor too,’ Mrs Moon said. ‘It makes things so much easier if you know what to do.’

Jill sighed. It had not been easy for her, though she’d always wanted to follow in her step-family’s footsteps.

‘It’s not in your genes,’ Lois had told her when she had reached the age of sixteen and there had been talks at school  about careers. She’d been home for the summer holidays at the time. ‘Your natural mother worked in the chocolate trade. That might suit you better.’

‘No,’ Jill had protested. ‘I want. . .’

‘You might not be able to cope with a profession like medicine. Still, there’s always nursing if you can’t get into medical school.’

Dad had been about to take her to a concert. She’d wanted his support. On the way she’d asked: ‘Do you think I could be a doctor?’

‘You must think about it carefully, Jill. It’s a big decision to make. You’ve a real head for figures, you know. Wouldn’t you like a career using them?’

‘You mean, be an accountant and work in the chocolate business like you?’

She remembered Dad’s gusty sigh. ‘I suppose that’s what I do mean. It’s the best training there is for running the business and I’d like to think I was just looking after it until you’re old enough to take over.’

‘I want to be a doctor.’ She’d been stiff with determination.

Dad had talked to her about her real mother, his first wife, Sarah Lambourne.

Jill had been four months old when her Lambourne grandparents had wanted to take her mother with them on holiday. The birth had been a difficult one and Sarah had been ill afterwards. They’d said that ten days in Italy would do her good, get her on her feet again. Instead, it had cost Sarah her life.

She knew that the Lambourne family had started the business making up-market chocolates, and had employed Dad as their accountant. He’d gone on to marry their only child. Since the accident, he’d had to run the business by himself.

‘Then you must go ahead. You’ll succeed, if doctoring is  what you really want. I know you will.’ He’d grinned at her then with encouragement.

‘What a nice new car,’ Mrs Moon enthused as she handed Gran into the passenger seat. The sun was sparkling on its bright red paintwork.

It wasn’t all that new now. Jill had started her general practice training with an old banger, but she’d had to have something more reliable. She’d bought a Mini with a bank loan so she wouldn’t have to ask her father for money. He’d already been over-generous through all the years of her training.

‘You’re going the wrong way.’ Gran pulled herself up in the seat beside her. ‘Left here, down to the motorway. Isn’t that the way you came this morning?’

It was, but before the new roads had been built they’d always gone the other way.

‘You’ve stayed away too long.’

Then she had to concentrate on driving, conscious all the time of Gran sitting beside her nursing her wrist. Her eyes were closed now, but she knew that they snapped open every so often to make sure Jill was going the right way.

It was a relief to get to the accident and emergency department at Clatterbridge Hospital. Jill had spent enough time in places like this to feel at home; the smell of antiseptic, the rows of chairs in the waiting area, mostly occupied, the nurses scurrying round.

She booked her grandmother in. ‘Dr Victoria Benbow,’ she said when asked the patient’s name. Then she sat down beside her to wait their turn. Gran’s eyes were closed again behind the spare pair of glasses.

Now at last Jill was free to mull over the strange phenomenon of the baby Phoebe. Perhaps she was making a mountain out of a molehill. Phoebe was just another of those gaps in her memory. She’d ask about her. Find out all about her  own family’s history. Straighten herself out on this.

‘Gran?’ But Gran’s eyelids didn’t flicker. The painkiller she’d taken had made her soporific. She’d not want to talk about it now.

Even Dad had never so much as mentioned baby Phoebe’s existence, and Jill had always felt close to him. He’d told her at a very early age that her real mother had died when she was tiny, and that Lois was his second wife.

Jill thought fondly of him. Dad was retiring by nature. He would have liked her to work in his business, but he hadn’t tried to persuade her.

Her memories of childhood were so few. Long ago, she had sorted out in her own mind exactly where those gaps were. She could remember very little from the time her father married Lois until she went to boarding school at the age of eight. Her doctor’s training made her question this.

Had she been jealous? Afraid that her father loved Lois more than he did her? Or was it stories like Cinderella and Snow White that made her imagine that all stepmothers were wicked?

She wanted to believe that her silly, half-formed fear of Lois wasn’t justified. Perhaps, as a child, she hadn’t given Lois a chance. After all, she’d wanted to follow in her footsteps and be a doctor. She had admired Lois for what she’d accomplished. How could she both fear and admire her?

She’d talked this over with a special friend she’d had, a fellow houseman in the psychiatric hospital where she’d worked for six months. He already knew something of her home circumstances.

‘Your mind has closed it out,’ he said. ‘Something happened that you didn’t like. Some trauma. Your way of dealing with it was to blank out all memory of that time in your life.’

‘But I can remember things from when I was very young.’

‘Clearly, you mean? Everything that happened?’

‘Not everything, but as much as an average toddler. I remember my father’s wedding. I wanted to taste the champagne and he let me have a sip, but I didn’t like it. I had a blue velvet dress. I was three at the time.’

‘The trauma happened after that. Something you couldn’t bear to think about. It was too painful.’

‘I don’t think I had a traumatised childhood.’ Jill had laughed at the very idea. ‘I’m a fairly normal person. I’ve got my feet on the ground.’ She laughed again. Normal, apart from this neurotic fear of the house and of Lois. ‘For goodness’ sake, I’m emotionally stable.’

‘I’m not saying you aren’t. You know as well as I do that when the mind shuts things out it’s a protective device. Your way of dealing with the trauma succeeded. You shouldn’t seek to fill the gaps.’

But curiosity was needling her. She wanted to know what had happened. She felt love for her father and grandmother, but she’d had to learn to hide her fear of Lois.

As a child, she could not have seen very much of her stepmother. In the evenings, when she would have been home from school, Lois would frequently have had an evening surgery to do.

With her stepmother working in a demanding profession, it must have suited family circumstances that Jill should go to boarding school. She did remember overhearing her father’s objections to this. It had made her feel better.

‘I shall miss her. She’s company for me when you’re out. The house will be quiet without her.’

‘You spend too much time with her, Nat.’

‘I can’t spend it with you if you’re working. She’s perfectly happy at school here. Why disrupt both of us? Besides, boarding school is expensive.’

‘It’ll be better for Jill in the long run.’

‘But not better for me, Lois. I like having her here.’

Jill closed her eyes and thought of St Hilda’s. It had taken her a long time to settle in.

It had been her father who had visited the school on prize days and sports days, her father who had taken her there and collected her, until she was old enough to make the journey on her own. She’d seen less and less of her stepmother.

Boarding school had done her no harm, not really. Sometimes she’d felt at a bit of a loss in the school holidays, having no friends nearby to play with, but often she’d been invited to spend part of the holiday with her school friend Jane, who lived near Manchester and had the same problem.

There had never been a convenient time to invite Jane back, because two children would be too much for Lois when she was working.

Dad had done his best. When Jill was at home, he’d come back early from the office to be with her. There was always a visit to the pantomime at Christmas, and occasionally to the cinema. She’d often spent a half-day with him at the chocolate factory. And Grandma had come to stay and taken her out and about.

But she’d never really known what was going on at home. As she’d grown older, she thought Lois rather strange at times, and noticeably less welcoming when she did go home. That caused her to make every effort to spend her holidays elsewhere.

Her father started taking her abroad for two weeks every summer. They both enjoyed dinghy sailing in the warmer waters of France and Greece.

She’d let them know she hadn’t changed her mind about a career in medicine. She’d been almost eighteen, having a last meal with the family before returning to school for her last term, when she’d said:

‘It’s time now for me to apply for a place at medical school.’

‘You’ll want to go to Liverpool?’ Her father had been eager that she should. ‘It’s got an excellent reputation, hasn’t it, Lois?’

‘It’s not the only good medical school,’ Lois put in sharply.

‘Both Lois and her mother went there.’ Nat beamed at his daughter. ‘You’ll be able to live here at home with us for a change.’

Lois had said coldly: ‘Perhaps she’d prefer not to.’

Jill was left in no doubt that Lois would prefer that she did not. For her own part, she’d already made up her mind to go elsewhere. She felt she had to. She’d spent only four nights at home this holiday; she didn’t feel she could face living with Lois for five solid years.

She applied to the Royal Free Hospital School in London, and breathed a sigh of relief when she heard she’d been given a place. Her step-great-grandmother Evelyn had trained there all those years ago. Only Dad seemed disappointed that she wouldn’t be coming home.

Since then, she’d gone home less and less and hadn’t felt part of the family.

Recently Dad had been writing to her more often. She had the impression, though he didn’t say so directly, that he was less content with his life. He seemed unhappy, sometimes even depressed, as though things were no longer going his way.

A few weeks before she completed her training as a general practitioner, Jill had been looking round for a job. She wanted to settle into something permanent now, rather than do a series of locums.

For the first time ever, Lois had written to her, suggesting she join the practice in which she was a partner. Jill hardly  knew what to make of it. It seemed a complete turnaround on her stepmother’s part.

By the same post she’d received a worrying letter from her father. It was not what it said, exactly — it had been full of trivia about his business. But the last page had only two or three lines at the top, and below that the indentation of other words in his heavy hand showed up clearly. As though he’d originally written something quite different and then had had second thoughts and torn up the page.

She could read the first indentations. He’d said: ‘I want you to come home, Jill.’

She’d studied the page then, even taken out a magnifying glass, and had eventually managed to decipher some more.

‘Things are getting out of hand. The business just won’t stand the. . . I just can’t cope with the demands for. . .’

It had made up her mind for her. She must come back and stay. If she found living in the house with them too oppressive, she could find a small flat for herself. If Dad needed her help, she had to give it. Her mind made up, she’d written to Lois showing interest in her suggestion.

Jill hadn’t heard much of her stepmother’s voice recently, but now she recognised it instantly. Rather strident, with clear diction, the sort of voice that carries well. She could make out every syllable that Lois said from the other side of the department.

She couldn’t drag her eyes away from Lois’s ramrod-stiff figure, and the way she stabbed her long, thin fingers in the air. She was asking a nurse where Gran was and whether she had been treated yet.

At fifty-seven, Lois was tall and thin with grey hair cropped short. Her bearing was commanding, her style mannish. She wore a very formal grey chalk-stripe suit that had a certain elegance.

The nurse was indicating the waiting area. Jill caught her  eye, and waved. The next moment her stepmother was striding across to her.

‘How fortunate you came home this afternoon.’ Jill felt a cool peck at her cheek. ‘How are you feeling, Mother? You’ve hurt your wrist, I hear.’

‘A Colles. . .’ Jill began.

Lois was already examining it. Closer to, her dark eyes prickled with impatience and her lips were a thin, determined line. Jill knew she couldn’t ask about Phoebe now.

‘Have you spoken to the sister in charge? Asked her to push you through quickly? We can’t just sit here and wait. Such a waste of time.’

Jill watched her stepmother stride off again and wondered why she’d ever wanted to be like her. Moments later, she knew: Lois was effective. Jill found herself escorting Gran into the examination room.

The houseman who came to attend to them was Asian. He seemed less than confident.

‘A Colles, by the look of it,’ Lois informed him airily before he’d had time to examine Gran’s wrist himself. ‘I’m Dr Benbow, by the way. General practitioner.’ Jill had known that her stepmother used her maiden name to practise. ‘We’re all doctors of one sort or another in our family. My mother was too before she retired.’

The houseman opened his mouth to say something.

‘I think we need an X-ray first, to confirm diagnosis,’ Lois told him. She had the sort of personality that steam-rollered over everybody else. Jill marvelled at the self-confidence that enabled her to do it.

The Asian doctor looked as though he’d like to tell her to go to hell but didn’t dare. Didn’t ask her to wait outside while he saw to Gran, either.

Jill closed her eyes in embarrassment. She’d forgotten what her stepmother was like. She had never seen anyone  quite so insensitive to other people’s feelings.

Gran went through the X-ray department in record time and was soon having a plaster cast put on.

‘I’ll stay to run Mother home,’ Lois announced.

‘There’s no need if you’re in a rush,’ Jill said. ‘I’ve got my Mini here.’

‘You were in too much of a hurry getting that. Your father would have bought you something better.’

‘The Mini’s fine. I like it.’

‘Yes, well, now I’m here, I’d better take Mother home. My car will be more comfortable for her. I’ll just be able to fit it in before evening surgery.’

When the time came, Jill helped Gran into the passenger seat of Lois’s large green Rover. It was parked under a sign saying that the space was strictly reserved for the hospital’s senior medical staff.

Lois said: ‘I’ve rung your father. Asked him to come home early to see to Mother, but he says he can’t.’

Jill felt a stab of disappointment. She’d been looking forward to seeing him again. ‘I’m here. . . Gran won’t be alone.’

‘He said to give you his love and that he’d be back in time for dinner. He’s arranged something special to welcome you back, so he won’t be late for that. Follow me home.’

Jill would have complied, but by the time she reached her Mini at the bottom of a distant car park, there was no sign of the green Rover. It left her wondering if coming to work in the practice with Lois had been a wise move.




CHAPTER TWO

Jill found the late afternoon uncomfortable. Lois had gone back to the surgery as soon as she’d settled Gran in bed and given her more painkillers.

Gran had asked for tea, and Jill had taken a tray up and had a cup with her, but the old lady’s eyes had been ready to close, so she’d left her to rest.

She’d unpacked her suitcases feeling like a visitor in the house, then took a shower and changed.

She was crossing the landing when she noticed that one of the bedroom doors was ajar. She could see a man’s dressing gown slung over a chair. Financial and trade magazines were piled up beside a double bed.

Jill pulled up in surprise. The well-worn slippers must belong to her father. Did her parents no longer sleep together? There was nothing belonging to Lois here, and besides, when she’d come up on that flying visit, she’d seen Lois heading towards the front bedroom that she and Nat had always used.

Jill hesitated a moment and then peeped into the main bedroom. It was a huge room, with two windows and a glass door opening on to a balcony. She could see face creams on the dressing table, medical journals by the king-size bed, velvet mules and a satin robe.

Poor Dad, it didn’t say much for the state of his marriage.  No wonder he’d sounded upset in his letters. She looked in on Gran, and finding her asleep, tiptoed downstairs to wait.

She felt restless and unsettled. This was her home, yet the feeling of not quite belonging, of not being at ease, was not new to her, which was why she’d come so seldom in recent years. She hoped it wasn’t a mistake to have come now.

She went into the dining room to see the painting of her step-family again. It was a collective portrait of three generations of doctors. This was how she’d pictured her family while she’d been away. They had been painted larger than life because the picture had been designed for an earlier and larger house. Here at Links View it hung over the sideboard, dominating the room.

Lois looked unbelievably girlish; Victoria had been in her prime when it had been painted; Evelyn looked very much like Victoria did now. They reminded Jill of the goals she’d set for herself. They had blazed the trail and she’d wanted to be like them. She hoped she’d do as well.

She could hear Mrs Moon clattering about the kitchen, and the most heavenly scents were drifting out. Four places had been set with the finest linen, glass and cutlery on the polished mahogany table.

She heard tyres crunching on the gravel outside. She went to the window and saw her father getting stiffly out of his old Wolseley. He seemed to have aged since she’d been home two months ago.

‘Dad!’ She rushed out to kiss him. ‘Lois said you’d be late, I didn’t expect you yet.’

He swept her into a bear hug. It was what he always did when they met. He smelled deliciously of chocolate.

‘I’m later than I wanted to be. We’ve got a big order from Harrods to make this week. I got away as soon as I could.’ Her father wholesaled Lambourne’s Luxury Chocolates through fifty shops up and down the country. He also owned  two shops on Merseyside that retailed them.

She put her arms round him again and gave him another hug, and felt the emotional tug. The bond between them was as strong as ever.

‘How are you, Dad?’

‘Fine. Busy, of course.’

For the moment she was glad to have him to herself. They talked about her journey and Gran’s accident. She noticed that he had bags beneath his eyes, rather like a lovable basset hound. And when he wasn’t making an effort, when he was lost in his own thoughts, there was a melancholy droop to his mouth that she hadn’t seen before.

Sympathy for him overflowed but there was no need to probe on her first night. She could take her time now she was back for good, let things come out gradually. The problem was something he couldn’t easily tell her about, otherwise he wouldn’t have rewritten that letter.

 



As soon as Lois came home, she went to the kitchen to check on the meal and send Mrs Moon home. Then she whisked upstairs to change.

She came down looking more elegant than ever, in a formal black dress, to announce that the meal was ready. When they reached the dining room door she was sweeping one place setting from the table.

‘Mother won’t be coming down tonight. Have you looked in to see her, Nat?’

‘Yes, when I went up to change. She was asleep.’

‘I think the least you can do is apologise. Leaving the hose where she could trip. . .’

‘Of course I’ll apologise, but the hose is always there when the sprinkler’s on. It has to run from the tap. And I did point it out to her.’

‘All the same, you could. . .’

‘She’s getting old, Lois. Sometimes she forgets. . .’

‘Nonsense! Not Mother. I do hope she’ll be all right.’

‘Has she broken anything else?’ Dad’s face showed concern. ‘Her wrist, you said. Is there more you haven’t told me?’

‘No, Dad,’ Jill assured him as she carried dishes to the table.

As a child she’d thought her father besotted with Lois, but now things had definitely cooled.

‘Just a broken wrist. She’s shaken up and it’s painful but she’ll be all right. Won’t she, Lois?’

‘I expect so. It worries me so when Mother’s ill. Nat, aren’t you going to open. . .?’

Her father fetched a bottle from the fridge. Only when she heard the cork pop did Jill realise it was champagne. She felt touched that they’d provided it for her homecoming.

‘Here’s to you, Jill.’ His smile wobbled a little as he raised his glass. ‘Lovely to have you home.’

Lois raised her glass too. ‘All the best for tomorrow in the new job.’

‘Thank you. You’re both very kind, putting on a delicious meal like this.’ Jill was savouring the lobster thermidor.

She watched the bubbles rising in her own glass, and felt that they were both trying very hard, but the welcome, the bonhomie, seemed a bit forced. Even from Dad. He looked tired and his face was more heavily lined than it should be. He was only eight years older than Lois, after all.

Jill studied him as she ate. He’d changed out of his hot business suit and wore an open-necked shirt and slacks. His hair was still dark but heavily streaked with grey. He’d pushed it off his forehead in an effort to keep cool and it stood up in an untidy tuft.

His grey eyes smiled at her over the rim of his glass. Champagne froth showed on his upper lip. She remembered  how he used to be, alert, on his toes, high-spirited. Tonight he was struggling.

‘It’s good to have you back and know you’re staying this time.’

Lois’s sloe-black eyes met hers across the table. ‘Nat, we don’t know that Jill wants to live here with us. Not permanently.’

Jill tried to smile. Tried to still the unease she felt. The trappings of welcome were here, but Lois was hardly hiding the fact that she didn’t want her.

She said: ‘When I’ve settled into the practice I’ll look round for a small flat for myself.’

Dad was quite upset. ‘Jill! This is your home. We want you to stay here, don’t we, Lois?’

Lois’s eyes were cold. ‘Of course.’

‘You’ll be working hard, Jill. It’ll be easier for you here, where meals are laid on and the cleaning done.’

Jill knew she’d be more comfortable with distance between herself and Lois. She didn’t like this house, and she’d been looking forward to cooking for herself, being independent.

‘Do say you’ll stay. I’ve been so looking forward to having you back.’

Jill wanted to stay close to her father. If she was to help him, she had to.

‘Of course I will, Dad. If you and Lois can put up with me.’

‘You know we’ll love having you here,’ her father grinned.

Lois’s smile was brittle. Jill didn’t know what to make of her. It had been Lois who had suggested she join the practice. Lois who had pressed her to accept the position when it was offered. She’d thought Lois had changed, that she wanted her here. That as adults they could be friends. For Jill, that had tipped the balance. It had given her another reason to come.

But Lois seemed to be playing fast and loose with her. Now, having her here seemed the last thing she wanted.

The anecdote Lois was telling them about a patient she’d seen in the surgery that morning came to an end. Jill wanted to ask about Phoebe.

She said: ‘When I was looking in Gran’s drawer for her spare spectacles, I came across some photographs of a baby called Phoebe.’

Before she’d finished the sentence she felt the atmosphere chill down ten degrees. Lois was staring at her, the colour draining from her cheeks.

Jill added lamely: ‘I just wondered who she was?’

She saw Lois swallow. She seemed dumbfounded. Neither she nor her father answered.

‘I mean, I’ve never heard of her. Did I have a sister or a stepsister?’

Her father recovered first. ‘A stepsister, she would have been. Yes, a stepsister.’

Jill looked from one to the other. Neither seemed to want to add to that.

‘It’s just that I find it strange that nobody has ever mentioned her existence.’

‘I expect you’ve forgotten,’ Lois said.

‘You’ve been away so much,’ Dad added, not looking at her.

‘Well. . . Now I’m here, won’t you tell me? I’d love to know more about her.’

‘It was all so long ago.’ Lois was uneasy and trying to dismiss the subject.

Jill said: ‘When was it?’

‘I suppose it would have been. . .’ Her father seemed to go into some sort of reverie. ‘She was younger than you. Just a few months.’

Lois was rattling the lids of the vegetable dishes. ‘More  beans, Nat? Jill? They’re the first this season.’

‘Thank you, they’re a treat when they’re fresh like this. The whole meal is delicious.’ Jill helped herself.

‘Out of the garden,’ Lois said. ‘Your father is taking more interest in it now.’

Jill said slowly: ‘I feel so silly sometimes, knowing so little about my own family. How did Phoebe die?’

‘A cot death.’ It was her father who answered. ‘You’ll understand how upset Lois was. A painful experience for her.’

Lois’s dark eyes were suddenly bright with unshed tears.

Jill knew that a cot death could bring searing grief to parents; she understood how bereft Lois must feel. In her job, she’d seen mothers devastated by it, had tried to help them come to terms with it.

‘Very painful memories,’ Lois said stiffly. ‘I haven’t been able to bring myself to talk about it.’

And still can’t, Jill thought. Lois was the last person she’d ever expected to see near tears. This afternoon she’d seemed as hard as nails, so bombastic and full of her own importance with the Asian houseman.

This seemed abnormal behaviour for her stepmother. Not at all in character. Jill had the feeling that Phoebe had not died a straightforward cot death. There must be more to it than that.

‘It’s not that I mean to pry,’ Jill wanted to explain how little she remembered of her childhood. That she needed to know more in the hope it would scotch her silly fears. ‘Please forgive me, but. . .’

‘Do you mind if we don’t talk about her?’ Lois’s voice was agonised, and she was gulping her champagne as though it were water. ‘I can’t bear it.’

‘Lois, don’t take on so.’ Dad put a sympathetic hand on top of his wife’s. ‘If Jill wants to know, there’s no  reason why we can’t tell her that. . .’

‘Now don’t you start.’ Lois whirled on him in fury. ‘There’s no need for the whole world to know every detail. It’s all in the past and I won’t have it raked up.’

‘Jill isn’t the whole world,’ Dad was saying gently. ‘It isn’t just idle curiosity. . .’

‘That’s enough, I’ve said!’ Lois screamed.

Shocked, Jill looked at her father. His eyes were brimming with concern. Whether for her or for Lois, she didn’t know. Suddenly her fear of her stepmother seemed more rational.

‘I’m sorry, Lois,’ she said. They finished the meal in an uncomfortable silence.

 



‘An early night?’ Dad suggested as soon as they’d drunk their coffee. Lois was already hurrying up to her room.

Jill went up more slowly. Her mind was boiling with questions. She felt wide awake and on edge. She’d thought that once she was home she’d easily fill the gaps in her memory. But nobody wanted to tell her anything.

She could understand Dad’s reluctance to talk about Phoebe in Lois’s hearing. He must have known it would upset her. She’d had to drag out of him the fact that Phoebe had been a few months younger than herself.

But she couldn’t understand why Lois was still so uptight about it. Or why the atmosphere in this house felt so heavy and full of ghosts.

It wasn’t as though it was an old building. It stood high on Prenton Ridge, newly constructed when her father and Lois had bought it at the time of their marriage. It looked well established, with the leafy creeper covering the front and spreading round the sides. Other people thought it a comfortable family home of five bedrooms and three bathrooms. Downstairs, the living rooms were all large and well proportioned.

Jill threw open her bedroom window. Here were far-reaching views over the trees in the garden, across the descending roofs and roads of Prenton. Tonight, she could see the rising moon sending a gleaming swathe of yellow light on to the black water of the Mersey.

From the rear, the house looked down over more descending roofs to the golf course, with semi-rural views beyond that to the Welsh hills. There should be nothing at all to make her nervous. Yet she couldn’t rid herself of this prickling apprehension.

 



Two months ago, and for the first time in years, Jill had come home one Friday evening for the weekend. Lois had written to her a second time.

‘You’ll want to meet the partners. See the practice premises. Find out what things are like before you commit yourself.’

Dad had told her he’d meet her at Lime Street Station.

Her train had been late. At the terminus, passengers had streamed up the platform and out into the station. She’d been looking for him but failed to see him in the crowd. At last she’d heard him call her name, then felt his arms crushing her to him. When she lifted her eyes to his face, she’d hardly recognised him. The change had shocked her.

In the two years since she’d last seen him, his heavy, handsome face seemed to have slackened and crumpled. He looked so much older. He’d lost weight.

‘How are you, Dad?’

‘I’m fine,’ he said, but he didn’t look it. And he didn’t look her in the eye. Jill felt guilty because she’d come home so rarely in recent years.

On the Saturday morning, Lois had taken her down to the surgery to meet Cuthbert Meadows and Miles Sutton, who would be her partners, and also Bill Goodbody, who was  retiring and whose place she would take.

It hadn’t been just a matter of meeting them. It had turned out to be a tough interview. She’d had to answer probing questions.

‘Choosing the right partner is almost as difficult as choosing the right wife,’ Goodbody had smiled at her. He was seventy-four, his almost bald scalp was darkly tanned and leather-like. A prominent blue vein snaked across his temple. ‘Got to be just as careful. It causes problems if we don’t have the same ideas about money and the same clinical standards. You mustn’t mind the third degree.’

Lois said in her brisk way: ‘You’d better start by telling them about your training.’

Like all doctors, following her five years in medical school Jill had worked for two years in hospitals.

‘Some call it training,’ Miles Sutton added sourly. ‘Others call it paying junior doctors a pittance and working them to death.’

The hours Jill had worked had been both long and unsociable. She’d had to give up things other girls took for granted: parties, outings, theatre visits and boyfriends. She’d told herself that once it was over she’d make time for life’s pleasures.

She told them about her first six months as a trainee general practitioner with an Edinburgh practice. She was just coming to the end of her second six months, with the practice near Exeter.

This was the last stage of hands-on training. Now she was expected to get on with the job. In fact, her trainer had gone away on a two-month trip. She’d discovered that night calls and evening surgeries fell heavily on the shoulders of the most junior.

The questioning had gone on all morning. She told herself they had to satisfy themselves that she was competent.  All the same, she’d felt pressurised.

To gain a breather, she asked them what the practice did by way of preventative medicine.

‘All for it,’ they agreed unanimously, but it turned out to be the usual: immunisations for children, taking a few blood pressures, and the odd smear.

‘It’s the time,’ Miles had said. ‘Acute cases have to come first.’

‘How do you feel about maternity work?’ Cuthbert Meadows had a slow, gentle smile and sympathetic brown eyes. He was softly spoken, a gentle giant of a man, six foot three tall with broad shoulders in proportion. ‘By the way, you must call me Titch. Everybody else does.’

‘Titch?’ She had to smile. No need to ask how he’d got his nickname.

‘Can’t stand being called Cuthbert. Fashions in names have changed in my time. Makes me feel ancient.’

‘Titch suits you better anyway,’ she told him.

‘Do you feel capable of coping with maternity cases?’

‘Yes.’ Jill felt on firmer ground here. She’d enjoyed her six months’ training in maternity.

‘Neither Miles nor I are keen. We’ll want to leave them to you and Lois. What about paediatrics?’

Jill liked young children. She’d taken a special interest in their illnesses.

‘You need to be a bit of a vet to deal with the very young. They can’t tell you much.’

Titch told her he was sixty, but she thought he looked younger. His hair was dark and showed no sign of grey; his moustache was thick and glossy. He wore heavy horn-rimmed spectacles and seemed friendly and kind. Yet behind the open manner Jill felt a wall of reserve.

She thought she’d get on well with him, but of Miles Sutton she was not so sure. She got the impression he didn’t want  her in the practice but was being overruled. She didn’t think the others got on well with him either. She had the feeling that they ranged themselves against him.

Miles was standing alone. His manner was that of a man fighting with his back against the wall. He was being unpleasant to her as a matter of principle. His whole bearing reflected his feelings of antagonism.

He was tall and lean; blond and broad-shouldered. At forty, he was the youngest of the partners, a handsome man with a commanding presence. Jill also thought he felt superior to most of the human race.

‘We’ve a lot of social and socio-medical problems on the practice,’ he told her. ‘I hope you’re long on patience because they can be very time-consuming.’

‘I think I am.’

At lunch time, Lois had brought them all home. They’d sat round the dining room table and the questioning had gone on.

Jill had had no appetite but anyway she hardly had time to eat. They were making her do most of the talking.

Did she take a moral stance over prescribing the pill to under-aged girls? And what about abortions? Had she given euthanasia any thought?

Just when she was beginning to relax, thinking the questioning over, Cuthbert Meadows said: ‘You seem very confident. Is there nothing about general practice that makes you nervous? Nothing you fear?’

Jill took a deep breath. There were hundreds of things. The confidence was a protective veneer she’d had to adopt. It was easy to be confident about treating conditions she’d seen before but there were many things she hadn’t yet met.

‘I’m afraid of not asking the patient the right questions. Of missing signs. Of making mistakes. Of doing harm instead of good.’

Titch had smiled in his benign way and said: ‘We’re all afraid of that.’

But Miles Sutton sniggered. ‘You’ll do that sooner or later. Drop yourself in it. Almost a certainty.’

‘Nonsense,’ Lois retorted. ‘Jill understands she has to be careful. We all need to be careful.’

The ferocity with which she glared at Miles made Jill guess that they’d had arguments about this before.

Miles said: ‘Some you win and some you lose. You’ll drive yourself into the ground if you think you can win them all.’

Jill knew she must have acquitted herself adequately because the terms on which she could join the partnership had then been outlined to her. Standard terms, what she had expected. She’d applied for her contract with the National Health Service.

 



Jill stirred and pushed her bedroom window further open. She wanted to catch more of the soft breeze coming off the river.

The moon was climbing higher in the dark sky, more light was sparkling on the water. It was brighter than the lights of Liverpool beyond.

That weekend visit here two months ago had awakened disturbing memories. She’d been worried about her father, and while he wasn’t about she’d gone to the study to have a private word about him with Lois.

It was a large room. Lois was working at a pretty mahogany Carlton House desk in front of the window. It was pushed against another desk that her father used; bigger, workmanlike and of recent manufacture.

‘Lois, is Dad all right?’

Lois’s thin, elegant legs straightened and re-crossed themselves. ‘Yes, why?’

‘He doesn’t look well. He’s changed.’

‘He’s working too hard. He never lets up.’

‘He says he’s all right but I thought he looked ill.’ She met Lois’s sloe-black eyes.

‘He had a hernia repaired last year, but he told you about that.’

She had known. She’d sent a get-well card to the hospital. Now she wished she’d done more.

‘Some men do go to seed fairly early. I’ve told him it’s time he retired.’

Jill thought Lois sounded unsympathetic. Worse, as though she knew she was wearing better and exulted in the fact.

‘Surely it’s more than that?’

The phone went, Lois reached across to answer it. Jill wanted to ask her if she would persuade Nat to have a checkup. She stood looking round.

This room, more than any other in the house, brought back ghosts of her childhood. Whatever it was that had frightened her had happened here. She’d no idea what it was, but it had involved Lois. It was a memory that wouldn’t quite come. It was there, just like a word on the tip of her tongue that she couldn’t quite recall.

She ran her hands across the red velvet of a Victorian armchair, one of a pair placed each side of the gas fire. One was dainty, designed to be used by ladies. The other was much larger, meant for gentlemen, with great wings to keep out the draughts of old houses.

Behind that, in the corner of the room, the sheen of a large copper urn drew her attention. It cast a glow across the carpet.

Inside was a pot containing a large plant. What had her father called it? Yes, an old-fashioned Japanese aspidistra. It must have been smaller all those years ago, but she’d thought of it as a tree. Now, its lush, broad leaves were touching the walls.

She could see her legs reflected in the urn’s polished surface. Legs distorted by curves. They were slim now, in dark stockings and plain court shoes, but they triggered a vision of short, sturdy limbs encased in the scarlet woolly tights of childhood. Her own. She’d worn a kilt of red tartan too.

Jill bent down and looked underneath the leaves, at what she’d called her secret garden. A dark circle of root-riven soil. She felt a leaf tickle her chin, a feeling she remembered well. How many times had she squeezed herself into the corner behind the plant and played quietly with the tiny dolls that were meant to inhabit her dolls’ house?

Often she’d creep in without her father knowing. Wanting to be near him. Unwilling to be parted when she knew he was home from work. She used to peep out at her father’s shoulders bent over his work at the desk. Waiting for him to finish, and have time for her.

When she saw him lean back in his chair and stretch, she knew he was about to close his ledgers, and she would come out. Then he would smile at her and take her on his knee. Asking her how long she’d been there, and telling her she was a good girl to play quietly while he did his work.

Something made her put her hand down between the plant pot and the inside of the urn. Her fingers drew out a pipe cleaner twisted into the shape of a dog, now filthy, damp and disintegrating. Then she found, blackened with damp, a toy garden seat.

That brought memories in a rushing torrent, making her catch her breath.

It was a dark winter afternoon, and evening was drawing in. Her father sat at his desk with his back to her, the soft glow of the lamp lighting up the papers he was working on. She’d grown tired of her games and had sunk back on the carpet behind the urn.

Jill heard the front door click shut. Lois’s steps came across  the hall. It was unusual for her to return home as early as this. The study door was thrown open, sending a cold draught across the floor.

‘Nat. Such luck! You know how disappointed I was when we couldn’t get tickets for Saturday?’

She could see Dad’s face now; tired but lighting up with welcome as he turned to Lois.

‘The ballet?’

‘Les Sylphides. Janet Goodbody has managed to get four tickets for tonight. She wants us to make up a foursome. Have supper afterwards. Bill’s booked a table at. . .’

Dad was suddenly frowning. ‘What about Jill?’ His voice was gentle but admonishing. ‘Have you arranged a baby-sitter?’

Jill felt a stab of disappointment that Dad was going out again after all.

‘Oh! No! Not yet.’

‘Mrs Crookshank can’t come. I’ve already asked her. That’s why we decided the ballet wasn’t possible.’

Mrs Crookshank cleaned up three mornings of the week. Jill liked her; she was plump and jolly, and usually came to stay with her when Dad went out. Mrs Tighe came in on alternate days and cooked dinner when Lois did evening surgery. She was thin and impatient.

‘Mrs Tighe?’ Lois’s voice was more shrill.

‘She isn’t on the phone.’

‘We can get Selma.’

‘You might have asked before you left the surgery. There’s only an hour before we’ll need to leave.’

‘No, not Selma. She’s doing evening surgery and won’t be able to leave there until seven. It’ll have to be one of the other receptionists.’

Lois sat down at the desk and reached for the telephone directory. ‘What’s Paula’s name? Hill?’

Jill heard her father sigh. ‘You’re asking her to drop everything and rush up here. She’ll probably be cooking an evening meal now.’

‘Yes, well, I don’t often ask them to do anything for me.’

Jill could feel the tension between her parents tightening. She remembered sitting as quiet as a mouse, hardly daring to breathe.

‘Damn. She’s not answering the phone.’

‘Lois, it’s difficult to go out on the spur of the moment.’

‘What a nuisance! I really wanted to see Les Sylphides.’

‘You go with the Goodbodys. I’ll stay here with Jill. I’m tired anyway. Could do with a quiet night.’

Jill remembered the jerk of pleasure that had given her. Dad was choosing to stay with her rather than go out with Lois. He loved her more after all.

‘Oh, for heaven’s sake, Nat! I’ll ring Esme Meadows. She won’t mind if we drop Jill off for tonight. We can pick her up in the morning.’

‘Jill’s never stayed with her before. Not overnight. She might be scared in a strange place.’

‘You coddle that child too much. I wish she’d grow up and get off our backs.’

‘She can’t grow up any faster than she’s doing.’

‘She stops us having any sort of life of our own. Any pleasures. We always have to stay home and look after her. She’s always between us. It’s not as though she’s grateful for what I do. She hates me. I wish her mother had taken her with her on that plane.’

The years rolled away, Jill was back crouching in the corner behind the aspidistra, a child again in red woolly tights. She could feel her eyes prickling with silent tears and their salty wetness as they had rolled down her face. The awful feeling of not being wanted.

It hadn’t come as a shock. She’d known what her  stepmother thought of her for a long time, but this was the first time she’d heard it put into words.

‘Lois, you know that isn’t true. You’re just tired and disappointed. She’s a lovely little girl, easy to love if you’d just let yourself. I’d hoped you would by now.’

‘How can I love her? You heard what she said, in front of the whole family. She made me feel guilty.’

Jill had crouched lower, not wanting to be seen. She knew exactly what Lois was referring to.

It had been just before Christmas, on one of the rare occasions when the family was gathered together. They were all having tea round the sitting room fire when Great-Grandmother Evelyn had said: ‘Jillian, what would you like Father Christmas to bring you?’

She’d thought about it, then replied gravely, ‘A mummy who loves me. A real mummy.’

She lived again through the shocked silence that followed, with four pairs of horrified eyes regarding her.

‘Lois is your mummy.’ Daddy had swept her up in his arms. ‘You’ve got a real mummy, darling.’ He’d laughed with embarrassment. ‘Here is your mummy.’

She’d wanted to cling to him but he’d handed her over to Lois. She’d sat uncomfortably on the bony knees, Daddy’s loving arms exchanged for Lois’s cool grip. One hand on her back, the other on her knee holding her in position.

Jill knew she’d disgraced herself further by struggling to get down.

‘Let her be,’ Victoria had advised, and Jill had crawled behind an armchair and sat apart, hugging her knees. Hurt as she always was that Daddy had aligned himself with Lois.

But there had been something worse. Much worse. Bad though this had been, it didn’t account for the terror that she felt Lois had stirred up in her all those years ago.

She was quaking beside the copper urn when Lois put the  phone down. Her stepmother’s black eyes seemed to pin her down.

‘Did you want something else?’ she asked.

Jill felt the hairs on the back of her neck stand erect as she groped mentally for what exactly it was that had terrified her. It wouldn’t come. There was just this awful, cold, crushing fear.

This was no childish phobia caused by fairy tales about wicked stepmothers. This was for real. She stared at Lois’s cropped grey hair and flat masculine body. This was to do with Lois herself.

Jill rushed to the door as another wave of dread swept through her.




CHAPTER THREE

The day had come when she was to start work. This morning, her short honey-blonde hair was neat and shining. It curved towards her chin, almost straight, with a feathery fringe across her forehead. Her green eyes stared gravely back at her from her mirror.

The trouble with a style like this was that it made her look younger than she was. The rounded rosy cheeks didn’t help either. She didn’t look like a doctor. How could she expect older people to take seriously the advice she gave them when she looked positively adolescent?

When she’d first started general practice she got herself a pair of plain glass spectacles. Large, owlish ones that made her look more the part. But she’d found it impossible to manage a fashion accessory when she was putting her mind to medical problems. She had to concentrate on those.

She bought herself executive clothes and they helped. No short skirts, but no ultra-long ones either. No fashion statements; middle-of-the-road classic styling and good-quality cloth.

Jill put on a new blue cotton dress; high at the neck with elbow-length sleeves, the dress of a professional woman. She wanted to look the part.

At breakfast Lois said briskly: ‘You’d better follow me down to the surgery. Or can you remember the way?’

Jill wanted to be on the safe side. ‘I’ll follow you.’

This was Dr Goodbody’s last day at work, and she had arranged to sit in with him for a few hours this morning. There was a host of things she needed to ask about: the patients he was handing over, which consultants he referred on to, and such like.

Her stepmother’s Rover was travelling at a good pace, and in the heavy traffic she had trouble keeping up. It took only ten or fifteen minutes, but the change from the comfortable detached houses around Prenton Golf Course to the surgery was dramatic.

It was near the edge of the Tranmere Hall Estate, which was the subject of a slum clearance scheme. New houses were being erected on it now and it seemed to be nothing more than a huge building site.

The surgery premises were in a gaunt Victorian semi-detached house of smoke-blackened brick, just outside the redevelopment area. Some time ago, the front wall and gate had been removed, and what had been a small garden had been tarmacadamed to provide parking space. It now had several pot-holes in it. An extension of raw-looking pink brick had been erected along the side.

The house to which it was attached looked even shabbier. It had been divided into flatlets.

The houses in the next road had already been demolished, and the grey mortar dust was trodden into the surgery at every session.

Jill eyed the brass plate alongside the open front door. It listed Dr William Goodbody, Dr Cuthbert Meadows, Dr Lois Benbow and Dr Miles Sutton. It brought her a feeling of satisfaction to think that soon her name would appear on it.

‘What a good job I’ve always practised under my maiden name,’ Jill knew that Lois had noticed her glance. ‘Better if we don’t appear to be related. More professional this way.’

Jill peered into the dark waiting room as she went in. It was filling with patients.

A family doctor had been practising from these premises since the turn of the century, but in those days he’d also lived here. The waiting room had been his dining room too; the old oak dining table still stood in the middle, now covered with several piles of well-thumbed copies of Woman’s Own.

The receptionist’s office had been recently partitioned off. The fluorescent light was bright and harsh on the other side of the hatch. Even so, the receptionist seemed glamorous, with lots of dark curly hair.

‘Hello.’ She smiled a welcome to Jill. ‘I’m Selma.’

Lois pushed forward. Her tone was cold.

‘What have you got for me this morning?’

‘These are yours.’ Selma pushed a pile of patients’ records towards her.

‘I’ll start straight away. Send the first in. I’ll leave you to it, Jill.’ Without another glance, Lois shot off towards her surgery in the new extension.

Through the hatch, Jill saw Goodbody emerging from amongst the filing cabinets. He came out offering a wrinkled hand for her to shake.

‘Last day,’ he exulted. ‘Give us ten minutes, Selma, before we start.’

His face was crazed with lines and folds, and even at nine o’clock in the morning he had a five o’clock shadow. But his eyes were alert and kindly and his manner brisk.

‘This is my surgery.’ He ushered her in, and Jill looked round the room with covetous eyes. Once it had been the house’s main sitting room; it was large, the ceiling high and ornamented with scrolls and ribbons in relief plasterwork. It was cool even on this midsummer morning.

Goodbody had started to clear out his personal belongings.  Back numbers of Pulse and General Practitioner were crowding his desk.

‘You don’t want to keep these medical comics?’ He swept them off and stacked them neatly in a comer where dusty piles of the Lancet and Mims were building up on the floor.

Now the big desk was cleared of its bric-à-brac, Jill imagined herself behind it. He seemed to read her thoughts.

‘Miles Sutton doesn’t like being upstairs. He has his eye on this room.’ He smiled, showing sparse and yellow teeth.

‘It won’t be mine then? I thought. . .’

‘It’s the best room here. Titch won’t let him have it, of course. ‘The pecking order, my dear. There’ll be a general shuffle round as soon as I’m out of the door. I’m afraid you might be the one to go upstairs.’

She tried to ignore the stab of disappointment. After all, what difference did it make which room she had?

They talked, and Jill elected to stay with him while he did his surgery. He told her about the patients, introduced them to her and then left her to get on with the consultation. She’d half expected that he would. He continued to clear out cupboards and drawers.

‘You’ll find this useful, I’m sure,’ he said from time to time, as he pushed books, equipment and drugs over to her.

Two large cardboard boxes were filling up. One with torn paper and general rubbish. The other with ball-point pens, memo pads, mats, and penholders, all free handouts from the drug companies advertising their various wares.

When the waiting room had been emptied of patients, Goodbody took her to the kitchen for a cup of coffee. Miles Sutton was already sitting at the table puffing out clouds of smoke. There was a packet of Rothmans in front of him with a gold lighter on top.

‘Sorry about this,’ he said sourly. ‘I expect you disapprove as much as the others, but I can’t give it up.’

Jill hadn’t taken to him when she’d met him at her interview. He was doing nothing to endear himself now. His handsome grey eyes raked her disdainfully.

‘So you decided to join the circus? Hope you find it as rewarding as you expect.’ Jill tried to ignore the sneer.

At her interview, she’d said: ‘Once I’m qualified, I want a job I can get my teeth into. I’m keen to start work. Settle down in a practice. I want to work hard and do the best I can for my patients.’

Miles Sutton had pressed her and she’d said more, rather too much, perhaps. About questioning everything and reading meticulously to keep herself up to date.

Miles’s pale supercilious eyes raked her again. ‘You came over as a bit of a prig. Too much idealism and humanity.’

That made her gasp. Was she over-keen?

‘What do you expect to get out of this?’

‘A fulfilling career.’

He laughed cynically. ‘Not here. You’re at everybody’s beck and call. They expect you to turn out in the middle of the night and they’re not our sort at all, mostly class four and five.’

She thought him an unbearable snob. ‘Aren’t they the easiest to deal with? The working classes, the salt of the earth?’

‘Working classes, that’s a laugh. Actually, there’s a growing underclass here, and they’re all with this practice. A new classification of six. All on the social and intending to stay that way. There’s a lot of drawbacks here and you won’t earn any fortune.’

Jill turned to him and stabbed: ‘What keeps you here then?’

Lois had told her: ‘He wanted a friend of his to join the practice, but Titch and I had to put our feet down about that. The fellow was not at all the right sort. He’d been with  three different practices in so many years, that’s never a good sign. Miles can be a bit difficult, we certainly don’t want another like him.’

‘You don’t like Miles?’

‘The patients don’t either.’

Jill thought she knew now why she’d been asked to join the practice. Lois hadn’t wanted her for her own sake, but as her stepdaughter, and newly qualified, she was less likely to cause trouble for them. Titch and Lois had wanted to get their candidate in to block Miles’s.

She got up and rinsed her cup at the sink. She was free to go home now for a few hours. First, she drove into town and walked down Grange Road to W. H. Smith to get herself a street atlas. Goodbody had offered her his, but the pages were loose and it was twenty years out of date.

 



Jill had made up her mind to ask Gran about Phoebe, in the hope that she would be more forthcoming. When she got back home, the old lady was still in her bedroom, but up and dressed.

‘You can help me downstairs,’ she said, but what Jill wanted was for Gran to get out all her old photographs and talk about the days gone by.

Phoebe was still on Jill’s mind. The more she thought about her, the more intrigued she was.

Lois arrived home for lunch shortly afterwards, and they all ate a salad at the kitchen table with Mrs Moon.

Jill was steeling herself to tackle her grandmother as soon as Lois set out on her afternoon visits, but once in an easy chair in the sitting room, Gran disappeared behind a newspaper and Jill could hear little snores. Her arm was painful and the medication was making her drowsy. Sleep was probably the best thing for her.

A tea party had been arranged for three-thirty to mark  Dr Goodbody’s retirement. Jill had been invited, and then at five she would take over evening surgery in his stead. Gran had been invited too, but after her fall, Lois insisted she spend the afternoon resting quietly at home. She woke up and decided to go into the garden in the shade of an old chestnut tree. Jill took out a garden chair for her but by then it was too late for a serious talk.

The Mini was hot and stuffy. Jill opened the windows as wide as she could. She wanted to arrive feeling bandbox fresh, not wilting.

Traffic was still heavy, but it was all going along Borough Road at a good pace. Jill’s mind was on Phoebe again when suddenly, somewhere ahead, she could hear tyres screaming to a standstill. There was a deafening crash as metal tore apart. Instantly, brake lights were going red in front. She jammed on her own brakes and the Mini juddered to a halt.

A road traffic accident! And not very far ahead. Jill felt a trickle of perspiration run down her back. The Mini was sticky on hot days like this, but it was a nervous reaction too. She got out but could see nothing. When she stood on the door frame she could see a car slewed into the approaching traffic.

She reached for her bag in the passenger’s footwell. She’d discovered it was rare for anything frightening to walk into a surgery, but an emergency like this still brought an unaccountable jerk of anxiety, because she didn’t know what she’d have to deal with. It had taken years of self-discipline to get a grip on her own emotions. She’d had to do that, because she needed her wits about her before she treated a patient.

As she ran up the line of stationary cars, she could hear raised voices, harsh with shock, and screams of panic.

‘Came straight for me, she did. There was nothing I could do.’ The man was excited, red in the face and throwing his  arms about. ‘She slewed across to my side of the road and rammed me.’

Fortunately, she’d hit the rear door of his car. He was unharmed.

Jill looked at the car that had spun out of control. The window was open and the driver was screaming. She seemed to be covered with blood, and the whole side of the car was badly dented.

‘We’ve phoned for an ambulance,’ somebody told her. ‘It’s on its way.’

A burly man was trying to wrench open the car door but it was proving difficult. At last the lock gave, and the door swung open.

The driver, a young girl, almost fell into Jill’s arms. She was streaming with blood, but was mobile and able to breathe.

Jill helped her to stagger as far as the pavement before she went down. Within moments there was blood everywhere; Jill was standing in it and could smell the hot, sticky odour. She wiped enough off the girl’s face to confirm that it was a nose bleed. The driver had apparently banged her nose against the steering wheel; there was a tiny abrasion in the skin.

The damage was much less than Jill had at first assumed, though the girl would probably have a whiplash injury to her neck too. She made the patient lie back, and was ripping open dressings from her bag to absorb the flow when she caught the flash of a camera from the corner of her eye. It brought a feeling of outrage. She was used to treating patients in the privacy of a surgery.

‘You’re not taking photographs of this? An accident? Rotten bad taste.’

The first thing she noticed about the photographer was his agility. He moved from one side to the other, his camera clicking, letting off flashes. He seemed very supple, bending  low, changing the viewpoint. Making sure he missed nothing. Jill felt a surge of annoyance.

‘It’s a bit ghoulish, isn’t it? Not everyone wants to be caught in extremis.’ The poor girl looked terrible but already she was losing less blood. She needed no other immediate treatment.

Jill saw another flash and knew he’d taken her picture too. ‘Stop it,’ she insisted, in tones that reminded her of Lois.

‘Press,’ he muttered, clicking away. ‘Don’t worry, all my pictures are tasteful.’

Jill was relieved to hear the ambulance arrive and see the onlookers part to let the paramedics through. She stood up, glad to relinquish her patient.

The man was at her elbow. ‘I’m Felix Kingsley.’

She wished he would go away, but he grinned at her as he closed the shutter on his camera and swung it over his shoulder. He looked about thirty. Brown wavy hair, an overgrown schoolboy’s face. Attractive.

‘Yes,’ she said shortly. ‘Press photographer.’

‘Journalist, actually. But I have to be both. Keeps the expenses down.’

Jill closed the bag, half interested in spite of herself. ‘Birkenhead News?’


‘I’ll offer this to them, but I’m freelance. Are you the new doctor?’

‘Do you know all the doctors here?’ Jill knew she sounded shorter than she’d meant to.

‘I’m on my way to do a piece about Dr Goodbody’s retirement. Nearly fifty years as a doctor. Stands to reason, if he’s leaving, somebody will have to take his place.’

‘You’re right. I’m going to.’

‘Dr Jillian Ridley, I presume?’ He offered his hand in a theatrical gesture that irritated her anew.

‘You do your homework, I have to admit that.’

‘Come on, what’s wrong with a picture of you coping with an accident victim? A good way to introduce you to your patients.’ He was beaming at her. ‘Show you staying cool in an emergency. Giving first aid. Saving a poor girl from bleeding to death. Dramatic stuff anyway.’

Jill wanted to laugh. ‘She was having a nose bleed. If you’d had a pad of cotton wool I’m sure you’d have managed just as well.’

‘Is that all it was?’ He was laughing too. ‘Then you should have taken care not to get all that gore down the front of your dress.’

Jill gasped as she saw the extent of the stain on her smart blue dress. It was all down her skirt. She fingered it. It was sticky and stiffening as it dried.

The traffic was beginning to move. She ran back to her car. By the time she reached the surgery, there were so many cars outside she had to park her Mini in the road. Once inside, she ran upstairs to the bathroom to sponge the blood off her dress. She got the stain out, but it left a dark patch, clinging damply to her knees.

There were a lot of people standing about in the kitchen when she went down. Selma was pouring tea. She glanced up at Jill, and her hand wavered, filling the saucer.

‘What on earth have you done to your dress?’

‘Had to sponge it down. Should be all right when it dries,’ Jill said self-consciously. Selma had changed into a smarter outfit since morning surgery and she was wearing scarlet slingbacks with four-inch heels. She looked more like a model than a receptionist.

She laughed. ‘I used to baby-sit you when you were little. Did you know?’

‘Really?’

‘Don’t you remember me?’

Jill studied the perfect features, the well-cared-for complexion,  the beautifully manicured scarlet fingernails. She didn’t. The awful blanks could be embarrassing in situations like this.

‘How old would I have been?’

‘I came off and on for years. Up until you went away to school.’

‘I was eight then. I should remember you.’ She had no recollection of ever being left with this woman. Selma stirred her interest. Here was an outsider who could tell her things about her past.

From a psychiatric standpoint she wouldn’t advise a patient to probe, but it was different for her. She felt strong enough to cope with what might come out. All right, she had strange and unaccountable anxieties when she was near Lois. She wanted to know why.

She had other irrational episodes of fear too. She’d tried to talk about them to her fellow students. They’d laughed and admitted to panic attacks too, but Jill knew hers were different.

‘I never thought you’d grow up to be a doctor.’ Selma’s brown eyes sparkled with life.

‘Why not?’

She was shaking her head. ‘Come and meet everybody.’

Jill was disappointed that she wasn’t going to tell her. She sipped her tea while Selma introduced the three part-time receptionists. She made herself concentrate so she’d remember their names. Polly was red-haired, Marina dark and Edith middle-aged.

She’d just finished telling them about the accident and the blood on her dress when she heard Lois come up behind her to look at the table.

‘What an inviting spread. Who are we to thank for all this work?’ The patronising note in her voice grated on Jill.

‘Selma mostly,’ Polly told her. ‘She organised it.’

‘You all helped,’ Selma laughed, tossing back her shoulder-length curls. ‘We each made a cake. Whatever sort we’re best at. I made the chocolate one.’

It was the biggest on the table and had pride of place on a board covered with silver paper. With a lot of hilarity, Goodbody was cutting it into generous slices. The legend on the top read: ‘Happy Retirement Dr Goodbody’.

‘Have some, Lois?’ He put a slice on a plate for her. Lois’s sloe-black eyes stared dubiously at it.

‘I think I’d prefer a little of the plain sponge.’ There was a piece already cut of that. Lois sliced it in two and slid half on to her plate. ‘I do envy you all, having the time and energy to bake cakes. And being able to eat so much chocolate.’
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