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    Being a male midwife is an unusual career choice for an Ex-army officer. But Chris McAlpine has chosen it - and he is good at it. At first his new boss, Joy Taylor, is suspicious of  Chris. But in time she recognises his dedication to the job and admires his organisational skills as well. In spite of herself, she finds that she is in love with the man.




    Chris feels the same way. But he knows he has to tell Joy - because of a wound while on active service, he can never father children. And Joy wants children. But they decide to stay together and see how things work out.




    Then the unimaginable happens and suddenly Joy hates Chris. It takes all his military skills - and some help from his father - for Chris to put things right.


  




  

    Chapter One




    CHRIS MCALPINE stood– a tall, white-clad figure in the door of number three low-dependency room, his face expressionless. In the room he could see Henry Trust, the obstetrics and gynaecology senior house officer, looking down at the panting woman on the delivery bed.




    ‘Everything seems to be all right so far, Mrs Price,’ Henry said indifferently. ‘There’ll be another midwife along in a minute. Sorry, but this one’s a man.’




    ‘You’re a man, aren’t you?’ Mrs Price gasped. ‘I don’t mind what he is so long as he can help me.’




    ‘Well, of course, but I am a doctor,’ said Henry. ‘There is a difference.’




    Chris coughed and entered the room. He didn’t want Henry to think he’d overheard. What Henry Trust thought or said no longer bothered him—the man was a mediocre doctor and a poor handler of people. But Chris had to work with him, so it was in the interests of their patients that he kept communications open.




    Henry looked startled as Chris came in. He mumbled something about perhaps seeing him later and left promptly. Chris wasn’t interested; he had a patient to see to.




    ‘Hi, Mrs.Price, I’m Chris McAlpine. Call me Chris. D’you mind if I call you Emma?’ He beamed down at the straining figure below him.




    ‘Call me what you like,’ she said, ‘just so long as we can get on with this.’




    ‘Be right with you, Emma.’




    He turned to the male figure standing uncertainly by the wall, offered his hand to shake. ‘Joe Price, isn’t it? I know this is a tough time for the husband as well as the wife, but I’m here to help you both through this. And everything seems to be going well, Joe.’




    Chris always made a point of knowing the first names of his patient and her partner before he entered the delivery room.




    ‘It’s taking a long time,’ said Joe. ‘I didn’t think it would be … like this.’




    Chris knew this was Emma and Joe’s first baby. Even after films, discussions, all the attendance at the antenatal clinic, the actual physical details sometimes came as a shock.




    ‘It’ll soon be over,’ he said reassuringly. ‘Now, I’ll just check Emma and then we can have a chat if you like.’




    He turned to Emma, snapped on a pair of rubber gloves. At handover he had received the early labour record and had been told that Emma Price was having regular contractions and was already on the monitor. He still checked everything himself, then glanced at the clock on the wall. ‘Half ten at night, Emma. D’you think you’ll have this baby today or tomorrow?’




    ‘Today would be best. I’m getting tired… ooh! That one hurt.’




    Chris passed Emma the mouthpiece of the Entonox, the gas and air pain relieving mixture. ‘Take a breath of this. It’ll make things easier.’




    Emma did as she was told, and her tense body relaxed. ‘Should we have the doctor back?’ an anxious voice said from behind him. ‘I don’t want her suffering more than is necessary. What about one of those… epidurals, are they called?’




    ‘I don’t think it’s necessary quite yet, Joe,’ he said. ‘But if it is, don’t worry, I’ll call.’




    Then something about Joe’s voice made him turn. The man’s face was pale and showed the sheen of sweat. ‘It’s very warm in here,’ Chris said. ‘Why don’t you go for a walk down the corridor, perhaps get a breath of fresh air? Nothing’s going to happen for a while and you’ll feel better.’




    ‘Yes, you go for a walk, Joe,’ came Emma’s voice, ‘then you can come back and hold my hand.’ Joe thought a minute and then nodded and left.




    ‘He’s always been a bit queasy,’ Emma whispered to Chris. ‘But really he’s excited and he’s looking forward to the baby as much as I am.’ She thought for a moment, and then said, ‘Well, not quite as much. Ooh!’




    ‘You’re both doing fine,’ said Chris.




    Things progressed, though perhaps not quite as quickly as Emma wanted. Joe came back looking distinctly better and held her hand. He seemed calmer now.




    Chris knew that some couples needed to be constantly reminded of the midwife’s presence, they felt lost without him. But now that Emma and Joe seemed quite self- contained, Chris would keep in the background for a while.




    It was well past midnight and for a while Emma seemed to be tiring. Chris glanced quickly at the monitor. The baby was still doing well. Then suddenly Emma rallied. ‘I’ve just got to push,’ she said. ‘I can’t help it.’




    Chris made a quick examination of the cervix. ‘You’re nearly fully dilated,’ he said. ‘Not long now, but pant instead of pushing.’ He smiled encouragingly. ‘You can do it.’ Then he rang for assistance. There were always at least two present for delivery.




    Tricia Patton, a trainee midwife, answered his call. Chris hadn’t worked with her before but knew she had been with the unit for a month now—longer than he had. She was a tall, pleasant girl, at twenty-five or -six perhaps a bit older than many of the other assistants. Chris was pleased to see how she came and introduced herself to the parents-to-be—he knew it calmed people.




    Now it was time for Emma to push. Chris could tell that the effort was tiring her but, red-faced and desperate, she did just what he told her. ‘You’re doing fine, Emma,’ he said. ‘Come on, not long now, you’re going to have a baby!’ His enthusiasm was contagious. He caught Tricia smiling at him, and managed to wink at her.




    But this baby just wouldn’t be born. And it was so close. Chris decided to perform an episiotomy. He motioned Tricia to go to Emma’s head, to talk to her loudly as he administered a local anaesthetic and made a short cut in the perineum. He knew Emma shouldn’t feel any pain, but quite often the sound of the scissors’ snip upset the patient. Then, at Chris’s suggestion, Tricia got a mirror and showed the tired mum the baby’s head emerging.




    ‘Joe, our baby! I can see its head!’ Emma’s cry was one of half pain, half excitement. Then baby Price was born. First the head crowned. Quickly, Chris checked that the cord wasn’t around the neck. Then, as Emma panted, one shoulder and then the rest of the tiny body slithered out. Chris let Tricia take the baby, quickly wrap her and place her for a moment between her mother’s breasts. Then he and Tricia stood back and waved Joe over so he, too, could see his new child.




    Chris noticed the silver of tears in the corners of the new father’s eyes. It wasn’t an unusual reaction in the fathers of first-born babies—or, indeed, of others.




    ‘I love this bit,’ Chris said. ‘It feels like a job well done.’ He and Tricia let mother, child, and father have a couple of minutes together, then they asked Joe to stand back so they could finish the rest of the processes to ensure that all was and would be well. The baby had to be assessed on the Apgar scale—given an assessment of heart rate, breathing, skin colour, muscle tone and reflex response. Three bands naming and identifying her were snapped onto her tiny limbs. This also was the time to stitch the perineum.




    Just at this moment Henry Trust decided to drop in. ‘Everything all right, Midwife?’ he asked Chris.




    ‘Chris here has been marvellous,’ Emma snapped. ‘He’s made it all so easy for me. This hospital is lucky to have him.’




    This didn’t seem to be the news that Henry wanted to hear. ‘Well, call me if necessary,’ he said, and walked out again.




    ‘He didn’t even ask to look at the baby,’ Joe said, amazed at the fact that anyone could not want to see his new child.




    ‘Well, he’s a very busy man,’ Chris lied. ‘Now, you’re all finished here, Emma. I’ll arrange for you to be taken to the postnatal ward. They’ve been expecting you and baby for a while. Isn’t she gorgeous?’




    ‘I’ve worked with other midwives, but they don’t seem to feel it as much as you,’ Tricia said. ‘You were really, well, enjoying yourself there weren’t you? It meant a lot to you.’




    ‘Not as much as it meant to Emma and Joe,’ Chris said. ‘But I think being a midwife is more than a job. It’s a privilege.’




    Tricia thought for a minute. ‘I suppose it is,’ she said, ‘but you’re the first person who has said that to me.’




    ‘How d’you know when to perform an episiotomy and when not to?’ Tricia asked Chris as they walked down the corridor towards the midwives’ station.’




    He thought carefully before answering. He regarded it as part of his job to pass on what knowledge he could. While he’d been training there had been too many midwives who’d thought that students learned just by observing. They had seemed to be unwilling to share their hard-earned knowledge. Chris believed this was wrong.




    ‘You perform an episiotomy to avoid a tear in the perineum,’ he said. ‘I know you know that. A clean cut is easier to suture than a tear. If you see the skin thinning so much when the baby’s head is pushing against it that you think it might tear, then you must cut. You saw that Emma’s skin was stretched, white, there was no elasticity left in it. And the baby had been waiting to be born a little too long—a few more minutes and she might have been in distress. The next birth you help with, ask if you can look at the perineum and try to contrast the skin there with what you’ve just seen. I’m afraid experience is the only way of learning.’




    ‘I see,’ said Tricia.




    They reached the midwives’ station and both glanced at the whiteboard that held details of who was working where. Chris marked up the fact that Emma Price and her baby had been sent to the postnatal ward, and were no longer their responsibility.




    ‘So you’re enjoying working as a midwife?’ Chris asked. ‘It’s just that some people are fine when they do the theory at college—but when they see the real thing, they aren’t so sure.’




    Tricia smiled. ‘I’ve enjoyed every minute here,’ she said. ‘This is what I want to do. Before this I worked in a shop and it was terrible. Now, can I fetch you a coffee while you’re writing up your notes?’




    ‘Please. Strong, black, no sugar.’




    He knew that note keeping was a pain but had to be done at once, so he finished his report and then sipped the coffee Tricia had brought. It was just as he liked it.




    At present neither of them were needed—babies came into the world unpredictably, but there were none on the way right now. So they had time to chat. On the other side of the room a midwife curled up in her chair and dozed, trying to catch a couple of minutes rest.




    ‘Someone said ‘you’ve not been here very long,’ Tricia said cautiously. ‘Just a couple of weeks or so.’




    ‘That’s right. I trained and worked in London before.’




    ‘Are you—have you a wife up here?’ With a rush Tricia went on, ‘I asked because you’re not wearing a ring, but if you have a wife, then perhaps both of you would like to come to the hospital barbecue. It’s a week next Saturday, in Dennis Park.’




    ‘I’m not married, Tricia, never have been, and at the moment have no prospect of being. I saw a poster about the barbecue, it looked interesting.’




    Trying to be nonchalant, Tricia went on, ‘Well, there’s a group going from the unit here. Perhaps you’d like to go with me, then? We could meet up with them.’            




    ‘Sounds like a good idea. But I gather Dennis Park is on the outskirts of town, and I won’t want to drink much, so why don’t you find another three or four pals and I’ll drive all of you? I’ve got a biggish four- wheeler.’ 




    Tricia was disappointed, but tried to hide it. ‘That’ll be great,’ she said. ‘I’ll ask around.’




    Chris finished his coffee and his notes, stood, and stretched. ‘Think I’ll go for a stroll,’ he said. ‘I need to stretch a bit.’




    ‘D’you find that working nights gets you down after a while?’ Tricia asked.’




    ‘Not really, you get used to it.’




    But his face darkened ‘as he thought about it. In his past he had often had to work nights. It wasn’t something he liked to think about now. Still … midwifery was different.




    The O and G unit was part of the hospital but self-contained. Chris walked along the corridor and passed the other sections, the other wards. He moved silently but quickly. A careful observer might have noticed that he seemed to favour his right leg—there was a very slight limp. But it was almost imperceptible.




    After the delivery suite there were the high- and low- dependency postnatal wards. He glanced through the doors, heard the sounds that now meant so much to him—the whispered conversations, the tiny cries of new-born babies. He smiled to himself. He was happy here.




    He let himself out of the locked doors of the maternity unit and breathed the fresh air deeply. This was better than London! There was a warm wind from the Yorkshire moors behind him, but he fancied he could also smell the tang of salt from the sea. Yes, he was definitely happy here.




    There was a little group of nurses and technicians clustered by a seat on the other side of the path, the glow of cigarette ends telling him what they were doing. No smoking anywhere inside Ransome General Hospital. You had to go out into the grounds. Chris smiled to himself and raised a friendly hand to a couple he recognised. He was glad he didn’t smoke.




    For perhaps ten minutes he walked hard across the lawn, passing the car parks and crossing the front of the A and E Department. Then he turned and walked equally quickly back. He would be bleeped if he was needed urgently, but he still didn’t like being away too long from his post. He tapped in the code on the locked door and let himself back in. ‘Anything doing?’ he asked the two dozing staff in the midwives’ station.




    Nothing was doing. He went to his locker, took out a textbook to read.




    The rest of the shift was quiet. He was called at half past two to help with a birth, just as Tricia had helped him earlier. Then, at five a.m., a taxi arrived, carrying a calm Melanie Coutts and her husband. Melanie had three children already, and knew the drill. ‘Contractions just over fifteen minutes apart,’ she reported to Chris laconically. ‘I knew I wouldn’t get a full night’s sleep tonight.’




    Tricia helped Melanie get undressed and into bed, and then Chris came and booked her in. Her heart and blood pressure were recorded, the electronic monitor set up to check the baby’s heartbeat. Chris gave his patient a quick internal, and found the cervix decidedly dilated.




    By the time he had finished the end of his shift was near. He left a settled Melanie, wished her good luck and went to hand over to Norma Parr, the midwife who would take over from him.




    ‘Still enjoying it here?’ Norma asked cheerfully. ‘Still happy in your work? You know the first ten years are the worst?’




    She was an older woman, but Chris had worked with her and knew she was a conscientious and able worker. ‘Still enjoying it,’ he said.




    Norma laughed. ‘And you can’t even get pregnant like the rest of us and have a few months off.’




    ‘You never know what modern science might develop,’ Chris said. ‘Morning, Norma, I’m off.’




    Just before he did leave he checked his pigeonhole, and found a note for him.




    Dear Mr McAlpine,




    Since you joined our unit while I was away, I would like to meet you and introduce myself.




    I understand you now have a two day break. As soon as you return could you arrange to see me as quickly as possible, please?




    J. Taylor, O and G Nursing Manager.




    It was a curt note, he thought. There was no word of welcome or congratulation on getting the post. Perhaps the woman was like that—although he thought the rest .of the midwifery staff seemed to respect her. He knew the letter came from Joy Taylor, who had unfortunately been away on a course when he’d been appointed. She had neither seen him nor interviewed him. Chris shrugged. Now they would meet soon enough.




    He walked out into a glorious early August morning, the air like champagne. It was too good to go to bed at once. He trotted down to the car park, jumped into his rather battered four-wheel-drive vehicle and drove the four miles home.




    Home now was a tiny end-of-terrace cottage in a nearby village. He had leased the house for a year, and been given the option to buy it at the end of that time if he wished. There was a small front garden and a much longer back garden which had a view over hills down to the sea. He knew nothing about gardening– he would have to learn.




    He changed into his running kit and then ran easily down the little dead-end road that led to the cliff tops. He never tired of this route. Sometimes he ran along it, sometimes he walked it­­– it was never the same. Below he could hear and see the sea, its salt scent in his nostrils. This could only be England and he was contented.




    After half an hour he ran back, showered and made himself the lightest of breakfasts. As he ate he looked proudly round his little home. It was furnished sparsely—he wondered how many men of his age had so few possessions.




    Finally he was ready for bed. His curtains were thick, he wouldn’t be disturbed. For a while he stared at the ceiling, wondering if he would dream. He hadn’t for a while. Then he was quickly asleep




    It was still fine when he drove back to work two days later. For a while he would be on earlies—working seven-fifteen in the morning till three in the afternoon. As ever, he arrived early—he liked to get his day well organised. He checked the rota and found he was working in the delivery suite again, although he had been told that in time he might be assigned to work in one of the other departments.




    ‘No babies for you straight away,’ said Alice McKee, the shift leader. ‘Just fill in as you’re needed. I’ve been asked to send you along to see Joy at nine. You know where her office is?’




    ‘I know,’ said Chris, ‘I’ll be there on the dot.’ He felt not apprehensive but curious. Any leader—and Joy Taylor was a leader—could be judged by their department. And Chris thought this was a good one.




    ‘So you’re going to see our Joy, are you?’ asked a junior midwife some time later. ‘Not a very good name for her, is it? She’s not very joyful.’




    ‘She’s not?’ Chris asked neutrally. ‘I thought people here liked her.’




    ‘Oh, we all do! She’s certainly the best boss I’ve ever worked for. But she’s a bit of a career woman. Appears to think of nothing but the job. I don’t think she has much of a sense of humour either. And she’s supposed to be going out with that SHO—Henry Trust.’




    ‘If she’s going out with Henry Trust then she must have a sense of humour,’ said Chris. He felt he owed no respect to Henry.




    It was second nature before going into a superior’s office to check his shoes, uniform, hair. He knew it wasn’t necessary—but now it was him. A voice called for him to come in when he knocked. He stepped into the office and resisted the automatic impulse to salute.




    ‘Midwife Chris McAlpine,’ he said. ‘You wanted to see me.’




    The woman behind the desk stood, extended her hand. ‘Mr McAlpine,’ she said coolly, her eyes still on the papers on her desk.




    Chris took her hand. Then she looked up and their eyes met. And Chris McAlpine’s carefully organised world fell apart. Suddenly his life was different. He had never met a woman like this before.




    But what was different about her, what was so special? Well … quite a lot of things really. But they all added up to one thing—she moved him more than any woman had ever yet done.




    Unaware of any ill manners, aware only of the shock she had given him, he stared at her. What was happening to him? It was happening to her, too. He could read faces, and hers was now transparent. He knew what she was feeling as surely as if she had told him. She felt just as he did. There was the involuntary expansion of the pupil in those glorious dark grey eyes. There was the held breath, the licking of suddenly dry lips. Each knew what the other was feeling. But neither could say anything.




    They seemed to stare at each other for what seemed an eternity. Then she half recovered, shrugging her shoulders as if heaving off a weight, taking her hand from his. ‘Please, sit down,’ she said, indicating a chair in front of her desk.




    Chris waited till she sat and then sat himself, silently, and watched her look among the papers on her desk, finding one that he recognised as his application form. Both of them needed time to think, to adjust. She looked down at the form as he looked at her.




    She was taller than average. She sat well behind her desk, her shoulders back. The lines of her crisp uniform couldn’t hide the generous curves of her body. Her hair was dark, long, he thought, but held tightly to her head in a French plait. The tightness of her hair emphasised the high cheek bones. Her eyebrows were thick, dark, and not plucked, which he liked. Now her eyes were downcast, but they were large and grey, dark grey.




    High on her left cheek was a mole and he half remembered … what did he remember? Well, there was the Eighteenth-century custom of wearing beauty spots, but that wasn’t it. He half remembered … why was his mind wandering this way? Her mouth was wide, her lips full, but as he looked at her he saw them tighten. She frowned, something wasn’t pleasing her. Whatever Joy Taylor had just felt, she wasn’t going to give way to it. She was fighting back. She looked up at him almost angrily, as if betrayed by her own emotions. Well, he felt just as at his own feelings. But he knew his own face would give nothing away.




    Smartly, she slapped the papers down on the desk, and the small noise seemed to wake both of them from some kind of trance. ‘I’m Joy Taylor, Manager of the O and G nursing section,’ she said. ‘I’m sorry we hadn’t met before but I’ve been away on a course in London.’




    ‘”Management for Senior Nurses in Hospital”,’ he said softly. ‘Run by Professor Miriam Gee.’




    Joy looked confused. ‘You know about the course?’




    ‘I’ve read about it in the nursing press and I’ve read both of Professor Gee’s books. I thought the books were interesting. Her arguments for a nurse-led rather than a doctor-led hospital are very persuasive. Was it a good course?’




    ‘Yes, it was a very good course. She often suggested that we …’




    Then Joy appeared to catch herself, to remember the job in hand. She looked down, shuffled her papers. Her voice lost its enthusiasm, became terse.




    ‘I see you were appointed three weeks ago, but managed to start work after just one week? That was unusually speedy.’




    ‘The hospital was short-handed,’ he said, ‘and I had some holiday time owing from my last job.’




    ‘It was very good of you,’ she said coldly, ‘to be so helpful to us.’




    ‘I like moving quickly.’




    ‘Speed is all very well, but not in the delivery suite, 1 trust?’ Her voice was still cold, the words not meant to amuse.




    ‘Babies tend to set their own pace,’ he said calmly.




    Joy turned over the papers in front of her. Chris suspected it was to find something to do with her hands— obviously, she already knew what was in them.




    ‘I see you trained in St Matilda’s Hospital in London, and then worked there for two years. You’ve got an excellent reference, they were obviously very sorry to lose you. Why did you move?’




    He wondered if he should point out that he had already been interviewed and appointed once. But then he realised that he quite wanted to explain himself to this woman. He wanted to know her. And he wanted her to know him.




    ‘I needed to move out of the city. I wanted somewhere with fresher air, purer water. And I wanted to live in a community. In London, everyone seemed to be just passing through.’ He paused a minute and then said, ‘But, of course, I did get lots of experience there.’




    ‘I can imagine.’ Joy’s voice got even more hostile. ‘I see before training for midwifery you were in the army for seven years. Invalided out? Are you fit enough to be a midwife?’




         ‘Yes,’ he said flatly.’ ‘I limp a little but I can still run ten miles. But not with a forty-kilo rucksack on my back.’




    Now she looked at him directly, an expression of distaste on her face. ‘Quite frankly, Mr McAlpine, I can’t say I have much time for military training or the military mind. Some of the ex-soldiers I’ve come across in hospital have not been … ideal.’




    ‘Mr Garner was a soldier,’ he pointed out slyly.




    David Garner was the O and G consultant in the hospital. Chris had known him some years previously.




    She coloured slightly. ‘Mr Garner and I work very well together,’ she said. ‘And I’m sure…I will work with you, too.’ It was said grudgingly.




    ‘If you find I’m doing something wrong, I hope you’ll tell me. I’m always ready to learn.’




    ‘I’m sure.’ She turned the pages in front of her restlessly, then returned to the attack. ‘Why midwifery, Mr McAlpine? Why not nursing–perhaps A and E? I would have thought that dealing with trauma would have suited an ex-soldier much better.’




    His voice was flat. ‘I’ve seen enough trauma. And…’




    ‘Yes?’ Joy had noticed his hesitation, she was a shrewd interviewer.




    He gave a soft answer. ‘Midwifery just seemed right for me.’




    She was obviously not happy with this. ‘Could you be more exact?’ she asked.




    ‘Midwifery deals with health, not sickness or injury. It’s life-affirming, it’s positive. I enjoy it.’




    At first she looked a little shocked at this. Then she recovered and said, ‘That sounds like a speech you’ve rehearsed for interviews.’




    ‘Quite possibly. But it’s still something that’s absolutely true.’




     ‘Hmm. I have to say that I’m not really sure that I approve of male midwives. I think it one area of medicine perhaps best kept for the female sex.’




    ‘That’s not an uncommon point of view. But I’ve found it held more often by older midwives than by the mums I’ve had to deal with.’




    Joy persisted.  ‘My personal experience of male midwives has not been a good one. I’ve worked with two. One was just generally poor. The other thought he was God’s gift to women and caused no end of trouble. However, you are entitled to be judged on your own merits.’




    He wondered if the questioning would stop now. Joy Taylor appeared to be driven by some inner force, he was still not sure why she had taken against him so much. Perhaps this was her way of coping with that sudden flash of attraction that they both had felt. He wasn’t sure how he was going to cope with it himself.




    ‘You know there was another applicant for this post?’ She was returning to the attack. ‘Paula Charles— she did some of her training here. I thought she was a good candidate and I gave her an excellent reference.’




     ‘Yes, I met her. She wasn’t too upset at not getting the job, she knows there’ll be plenty of bank work for her. Would you have preferred her?’




    But Joy was not going to be drawn. ‘The board’s decision is final. I notice you got a really remarkable reference from Mr Garner, and very properly he removed himself from the voting because he said he knew you.’




    ‘We were in the army together for a time,’ Chris acknowledged.




    ‘And so …?’




    ‘And so I hope I prove worthy of his recommendation.’




    Chris wasn’t going to talk about his time in the army. However, he felt that he could offer something. ‘I can understand your displeasure,’ he said. ‘You didn’t get the person you wanted, you don’t like the military mind, you don’t like male midwives. All possibly legitimate grounds for complaint. If you can tell me honestly in six months that I’m not up to the job, then I’ll leave.’




    This shocked her. ‘You mean that, don’t you?’ she asked after a pause.




    ‘I don’t say what I don’t mean.’




    ‘Well…’ Suddenly Joy was confused. ‘You’ve just joined my unit and I don’t think I’ve ever been so unwelcoming to anyone… I’m sorry, I’m sure you’ll do your job well here. Please, don’t take any offence.’




    ‘I shan’t,’ Chris said, ‘I like plain speaking.’ There was a pause and then he said, ‘Should I go now?’




    ‘Oh … er, yes, of course. And do remember that if you have any problem at all I’ll be happy to discuss it with you.’ She smiled unhappily, obviously aware that this little remark didn’t fit in well with what she’d said before.




    He stood, and then it came to him. He spoke before he could stop himself. ‘Margaret Lockwood,’ he said.




    ‘I beg your pardon?’




    ‘Sorry,’ he said, now confused himself. ‘Just something personal that I suddenly remembered.’




    ‘Margaret Lockwood? You’ll have to tell me, I’m intrigued.’




    He sighed. He hadn’t intended to get into this. ‘You have a mole on your cheek and it reminded me of someone. I couldn’t think who, and then it came back to me.




    Margaret Lockwood. She once played a highwayman— or -woman. She was very big in English films in the late nineteen forties, she was a famous beauty.’




    ‘Oh,’ Joy said, obviously at a loss. ‘I think I’ve seen her. On TV. She’s not at all like me. That’ll be all, Mr McAlpine.’




    ‘Thank you ma’am,’ said Chris. ‘And please, call me Chris.’




    Then it was just another day. Chris delivered a baby, assisted with two others. When he had time he dropped in on the postnatal ward to say hello to Emma Price and her new baby girl. He liked to do this at least once to show the new mums that they were more to him than just a job for a few hours. Once he passed Joy in the corridor, walking that quick nurse’s walk. It pleased him to see how gracefully she moved, her body as beautiful in movement as it was in repose. He said, ‘Good afternoon,’ and she nodded, smiled tightly and returned his greetings. He wondered if the short exchange had meant as much to her as it had to him. He hoped it had.




    Finally there was another baby to book in, then hand- over at three to the incoming midwife, and change and go home. An ordinary day—after his first meeting with Joy Taylor.




    In his cottage Chris changed again, this time into his walking gear and then drove twenty miles to the top of the Yorkshire moors. For a couple of hours he walked, as he so often did, to exercise his body and clear his brain. Then he stopped, sat in a little corner formed by rocks, and looked down at the view. In the valley below there was a village and he could see people, tiny dots to him, but with their own lives, their own worries, their own concerns. He swigged from the bottle of water he carried and ate a digestive biscuit.




    He was thirty-two. Most of the people he had been at school with were now settled, most of his friends married or in long-term relationships. But he wasn’t. He liked women. He got on well with them, in spite of sometimes appearing a bit of a macho figure. During his seven years in the army he had never felt sufficiently attracted to any woman to try to form a permanent relationship. He had known several—had been fond of them—but by mutual consent nothing had come of them. Then he’d had to leave the army.




    Training as a midwife and then practising as one had given him many chances of meeting attractive, available women. He had taken out more than a few—but had  never yet met the woman he wanted to spend the rest of his life with.




    So what about Joy Taylor? First of all, she didn’t like him. Well, she didn’t like the Chris McAlpine who had been presented to her by the application form. But there had been that sudden flash between them, that spark that both had recognised. Yes, both of them had recognised it. And both of them knew that the other had felt it. So both of them were vulnerable.




    He just didn’t know what to think or do. He had been told that Joy was a career-woman, but instinctively he knew just what she wanted. It was so ordinary and yet so precious. She wanted a home, a husband, children, probably a career fitting round them. A package he couldn’t give her.




    He had never expected this when he’d come to Ransome General Hospital. He had wanted fewer problems, not more. Perhaps he would leave in six months.




    But he didn’t want to. He wanted to stay and see more of Joy. Something between them would have to be settled.
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