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  CHAPTER 1




  The early morning mist enshrouds the small town, as the sun makes an attempt to break through. There is very little activity at this time of the morning, as it is only past 6 am. The main street of the town kicks up some dust as the first delivery vehicle stops I front of the General Store.




   




  Pioneer Lake, population 5010. The town used to be a bustle of activity up to 10 years ago, but has slowly changed into a retirement settlement since the sawmill closed down. The closest town with schools and a hospital is 100 miles due south. The remainder of what used to be the main street, has a General Store, a small Church, a Police Office, a visiting Pharmacy and a Medical Practice.




   




  Malcolm Brody, MD, has been the residing doctor in town for the past 10




  years. He inherited the practise from the previous doctor, who had taken it over from the doctor who has been the owner for 30 years, who retired suddenly. The new doctor only lasted 3 days, before he closed the practice One night, not to return in the morning. No “goodbyes”, just vanished.




   




  Sarah Johnston has been the Practise Nurse for almost 10 years, arriving just after Malcolm took over. She is married to a Director of a Global Company, who is never at home, as he travels the globe and is usually only home for the festive season.




   




  The town has an ambulance service, manned by “Smiley Pete”, a first aid responder, who can only administer the most basic first aid. His main role is to get patients as quick as possible to medical help.




  The practice opens at 7am, and runs through to 6 pm, rarely with a brake for lunch. Malcolm then has to take care of the afterhours calls, which he does at his residence. Patients would either phone or just show up at his door front, basically 24 hours a day. He spends most nights on his back porch, overlooking the lake, as he gets very little sleep in a 24 hour period. His only neighbour is an old man who seems to be on his back porch all day and night. They communicate infrequently, and the old man rarely exchanges any pleasantries.




   




  “ Mornin’ Suz”, Malcolm greets the nurse as he enters the practise via the back door.




  “ Morning Malcolm. Did you manage to get through the line forming in the main street?”, she smiles.




  “ I see we have the usual line-up for, what, 6:50 am.”




  “ And we’ve had the usual knocks on the door already. Here is your coffee, try to drink it before you start.” Susan hands him a mug of coffee.




  “ I can always try,” Malcolm grins.” Shall I do the honours of opening the doors?”




  “ Please, Sire” , Susan smirks.




  Malcolm walks to the front door, several knocks emanating from the outside.




  He passes in between the 2 consulting rooms, which forms a corridor to the front door. The room then opens up into a large space, which is the waiting room. A door to the back leads to the Nurse’s station, from which a double door opens to the back of the practise – for ambulance ease of access.




   




  Malcolm opens the front door, and greets in his normal fashion: “ Good morning all, what a beautiful morning to be outside and enjoying life.”




  “ Why can’t you open earlier? No, you have to chat with the nurse first!”




  “ He still has his coffee in his hand, so there was a lot of chatting and nothing else”




  “ How long are we going to wait to be seen today? I have to go to the Store as well.”




  Malcolm shakes his head at all the usual comments, as he turns around and enters room 1 to start his day.




  Susan enters with the first file.




  “ How can you do this to me? Did I do something to you I did not know of?




  Did I accidentally run over your cat? “ Malcolm ravels on.




  “ I don’t have a cat, and she only sees you once a month, this patient – miss Bernovitz”




  “ Once a year will be too much. Why is she living in this town, she feels she is too good for everybody in any case. I have to see at least 50 patients per day, or I will see 30 at night. She ALWAYS arrives with a typed list of complaints.”




  “ Good Luck,” Susan smiles as she leaves.




   




  “ Good morning miss Bernovitz, what can I help with? “ Malcolm starts as the patient sits down.




  “ Well, there are several things, I will start at the top of my list.” She unfolds a neatly typed paper with her list of complaints.




  ”Ma’am, we have discussed this at length. You have to give me your most worrying or serious complaint. I cannot go through your list every time.




  You have to consider everybody waiting outside. I need to get through the day’s consults, otherwise I will be working through the night.”




  “ Well, I want my blood pressure taken.”




  “ The nurse can take your blood pressure, you know that.”




  “ If I wanted to be seen by a nurse, I would not be in your room, would I?”




  Malcolm proceeds to take the patient’s blood pressure in both arms, and sits down to document the readings.




  “ Perfect, as always. Well miss..” She interrupts rudely.




  “I have not started as yet. That was not a concern, merely a check. You are a doctor, and your license depends on Insurance in this country.




  I am a patient, and you will do as I please, I can file any complaint against you at the statutory body, and you will receive a reprimand and increase in insurance premiums at the least. Just imagine – you refusing to listen to my complaint of chest pain”




  “ Are you having chest pain?”




  “ No, but I can always add it to my list, if needed.”




  “ Will you excuse me?” Malcolm leaves the room, then turns around at the door. “ I can take my time to see you, that cannot be a complaint, so I will continue to see patients in between your listed concerns.”




   




  The patient in room 2 has lived in town all his life.




  “ Morning Mr. Brown, how are you today , sir?”




  “ Good morning doctor, very well, yourself?”




  “ Very well. What can I help with?”




  “ The nurse has taken my blood pressure, tested my urine and sugar. I need my prescription and I think a blood requisition.”




  “Everything looks fine Mr. Brown. Can you have a seat on the bed?”




  Malcolm proceeds to examine the patient’s heart and abdomen, as well as his circulation.




  “ You are in very good shape. Here is your prescription and blood requisition, we will call you if anything is wrong.”




  “ No news is good news. Thanks doc. Bye.”




  “ Goodbye Mr. Brown, stay healthy.”




  “ If half my patients were as nice as you, I would dance to work and back every day”, Malcolm mumbles to himself.




   




  The morning drags on in the usual fashion, very few smiles and an abundance of unhappiness.




  Mrs. Bernovitz eventually left 90 minutes after her consult started, backing up the system and leading to generalised anger-all directed at Malcolm and Susan.




  They eventually close the door after the final consult at 6:30 pm.




  “ It’s only Monday, and I am drained”, Susan says.




  “ I can never figure out, although you have told me before, why you keep on doing this. With your husband’s job, you can practically live anywhere in the world. Imagine Hawaii, Cancun, Barcelona, wherever.”




  “ What about you, feeling “guilty” towards the patients if you should leave, as chances are good that you will not be replaced. You can definitely have an easier set-up than this.”




  “ Suz, my divorce left me penniless, that is why I took over this practise, I had no funds to buy anywhere. I definitely cannot retire financially, and I do not want to start over again. Yes, I do care about the patients’ ongoing care.”




  “ They don’t care about you one ounce.”




  “ Isn’t that why we are in Medicine, to help everybody, even the ones who do not like us?”




  “ I’m heading home to a hot bath, oh, by the way, I put the newspaper next to your keys. Read the article about the young GP who committed suicide after a Board decision broke up his marriage and bankrupted his practice.”




  “children?”




  “ 2 young daughters. Absolutely horrible. No life insurance payout due to the suicide, and his wife is living with her folks, working two jobs to make ends met.”




  “ I will take the negativity home with me. ‘Night Suz.”




  “ Good night Malcolm.”




  

  CHAPTER 2




  Malcolm opens the door of his fridge to make a selection from the various microwave dinners. He takes out the first one on top, and places it in the microwave. There is a knock at the door.




  “ Yes, how can I help you?” Malcolm asks the man at the door, an unfamiliar face.




  “ I have a problem with my back , which I need to get seen to.”




  “ How long have you had the problem, and are you from around here?”




  “ I’ve had the problem for three months, I live on the other side of town.”




  “ I have never seen you in my practice, who is your regular doctor?”




  “ Oh, he is in False Creek, 100 miles south.”




  “Now, why did you not see him for this problem?” Malcolm asks.




  “ I had been busy, and I just forgot.”




  “ What makes it so imminent now?” The bell of the microwave indicates that dinner is ready.




  “ I have to leave tomorrow morning at 6 am to catch a flight in False Creek, I want it checked before then.”




  “ Now let me get this right: You live here in town, drive 100 miles to see a different doctor, but now, 7 pm, on a Monday night, I am good enough.”




  “ I have never cared for you as a doctor, I prefer to see someone else. I only need this seen to now. I also don’t want to sit and wait for hours in your consulting rooms,” the man replies.




  “ I will make a note that you were here, and that you have a longstanding non-emergent concern, which you can take up with your own GP during normal consulting hours. Your name?”




  “ Just fuck off, call yourself a doctor. You’re a real quack.”




  “ Of course, here to serve and self-destruct, in the name of medicine”, Malcolm replies.




   




  He sits down at the table and opens the cardboard dinner.




  “ People in jail eat better. Cooked food, plenty of time to rest. I should not be thinking like that” he says to himself.




  He opens the paper whilst struggling through an almost inedible meal, and starts to read the article regarding the MD suicide. The young man apparently bought a large country practice, adjacent to a house, which was part of the sale. He was married, and had 2 children. At that phase in any GP’s career, hard work is all you are interested in, to repay all your student debts and try to create a life for your family.




   




  He had a case of sexual abuse brought against him by a young woman, who alleged that he had touched her genital area while he was examining her abdomen. His nurse was not present, as the patient’s partner said she would be present during the exam. There was no defence for him, as both women gave the same account of the events. His licence was suspended for 6 months.




   




  The apparent stress over the incident, as well as escalating debts, caused a break in his marriage. He subsequently doused all the premises with gasoline and set it alight, before hanging himself in the practice. In an interview, by the same paper, with the 2 women, they had no remorse or sympathy. Their opinion was that he was a medical professional and should have been able to deal with adverse circumstances.




   




  “ Bastards”, Malcolm says out loud, “ they caught him with the most rookie mistake-trust somebody to take the place of the nurse during a female exam.”




  There is a knock at the door, again.




  “ Yes, what can I do for you?” Malcolm asks the middle-aged woman.




  “ I ran out of my medication, I need a prescription”, she replies.




  “ The pharmacy is already closed, so you can’t get anything tonight.




  See me in the morning at the practice.”




  “ Then I have to wait until you see me before I can get the prescription?”




  “ Just like everybody else,” Malcolm replies, before closing the door.




  He walks through to his back porch, by now his dining and bedroom, seeing that he spends most of his time here. He does not like to get into bed, just to be awakened almost every hour of the night, and to get up at least 6-8




  times during the night for calls. He sees the old man in his rocking chair on his porch next door.




  “Helluva thing, the young lad did to himself. Got tricked and paid with his life.”




  “ Yes, and a young family with beautiful dreams and aspirations will struggle their whole existence to make sense of it,” Malcolm replies.




  they never look in each other’s direction, just a few sentences exchanged sometimes.




   




  Malcolm feels uneasy all night, through all the calls and knocking and sometimes bashing at the door. He sleeps in his chair for approximately 2 hours, before he hears the old man yelling: “ 6 am!”




  “ Oh , thank you for my wake up call. I presume breakfast is served on the terrace, some beautiful fresh fruit and Greek Yoghurt, coffee and scones. Or not.” He takes a shower and heads off to the practice.




   




  Malcolm arrives at the clinic at 6:45 am, and opens the front door for everybody in line to enter and get seated. He notices Smiley Pete and the police sergeant talking to Susan at the back door.




  “ Mornin’ all”, Malcolm greets.




  The all acknowledge the greeting.




  “ We are just discussing the MD suicide that was in the papers. Apparently those women has done exactly the same thing before, and they have been suspects in other cases of fraud as well,” the sergeant says.




  “ Don’t tell me-good lawyer,” Malcolm replies.




  “As usual, doc. The legal system seems only to benefit the guilty, and the innocent remains suffering. Have you ever heard a lawyer pleading for better rights for victims? Never.”




  “ The problem is that Medical School does not prepare you for the harsh realities of clinical practise. It comes with time, and in that time you are a “sitting doc”.”




  Everybody laughs at the comment. Patients start mumbling and complaining about the apparent discussion taking place that has nothing to do with the practise. The sergeant and Pete greets and goes in separate directions, as Malcolm and Susan takes on another day.




   




  Mrs Garnett is Malcolm’s first patient of the morning. Her sister is a nurse, that is usually her opening line.




  “Mornin’ mrs Garnett, how can I help you this fine day?”




  “ Well, my sister is a nurse, and we were visiting last week, when she told us of 2 people that had been seen during the past month Multiple Sclerosis.




  She says I should be tested for that and these diseases,” she hands Malcolm a paper with a list of 5 rare diseases.




  “ I do not think you need to be tested for any of these, you had a full medical exam 3 months ago, and everything, including ECG, lung functions and all blood tests, PAP smear and clinical exam were perfectly normal. You have no significant family history and you have no complaints eliciting to any of these diseases.”




  “ So you can ASSURE me I do not have MS, or any of those diseases?”




  “ Nobody can assure you of that, but the probability is very very low. If we were to just do special investigations with no other medical evidence, then no doctors will be needed anymore. Nurses can then treat patients.”




  “ Are you trying to make fun of my sister?”




  “ No, but you – and she for that matter-are making fun of me. I am the Doctor, I am responsible for a patient’s health. It is very easy for somebody on a lower tier of medicine to just suggest investigations. Doctors make those decisions, nobody else.”




  The patient gets up and walks out of the room.




  “ And a good day to you too,” Malcolm says as she leaves the room.




   




  Halfway through the morning Malcolm is seeing Mr Futter, a farmer from the outer district. After the usual greetings, Malcolm sits down.




  “ What can I help with today?”




  “ I have only seen you twice in the past 2 years.”




  “ Yes, “ Malcolm replies as he looks at the clinical notes.




  “ You might have forgotten about me, so I just need to inform you about myself. I am very knowledged in all the fields of medicine, I gained my experience by working with a Veterinary Surgeon, or Vet as commonly referred to, for many years. I am a cattle farmer, and that has helped me to gain insight and knowledge in diseases and medicine. I will rarely consult you for any illness, as I diagnose illnesses by myself, and also treat myself.”




  “ Is there anybody else who has the esteem privilege to be under your advanced medical care?” Malcolm asks.




  “ I only treat myself. I was ill with my back last week, and as it eased up, I developed stomach pains and diarrea. I knew that the 2 were linked through the nervous system, so I did a lot of back exercise, and everything cleared up.”




  “ And?”




  “ Well, I just wanted you to know and to write in my file what I had and how I treated it.”




  “ Uhm… yes. I will duly note our conversation. Is there anything else? Not.




  Well, have a good day Mr Futter.”




  “ Yes, and I wanted to tell you about something you can help your patients with. High dosages of Zinc, it blocks all viruses from entering the system and provides a barrier around the liver. I take an animal feed substance which contains high amounts of Zinc, and I am as fit as a fiddle.”




  “ Do you sleep outside with your cattle, or do you use a bed inside a house?”




  Mr Futter grunts as he passes Malcolm and exits the room.




   




  The early afternoon starts with a consult with Mrs Fink, an elderly lady who seems to have been born on a bad day, and it has not changed since.




  She hands an envelope to Malcolm at the start of the consult.




  “ What is this, “ Malcolm asks as he opens the envelope and pulls out a diagram of the human body, coloured in white, blue, orange and red.




  “ I had that Thermal Imaging done in False Creek last week,” she replies.




  “ False Creek, I do not know anybody that does this nonsense in False Creek.”




  “ The doctor, travels with a passenger van with the machine inside. Why do you say it is nonsense, you haven’t even looked at it?”




  “ Firstly, he is not a doctor, although almost anybody can be called ‘doctor’




  these days. Then, there is a large Diagnostic Imaging department in the Hospital, whit medical specialists in attendance. Now, if medical science had any proof that these imaging procedures were of any value, you would have found it done in the hospital. There are so many people out there that know how to create a buzz and takes cash money off unsuspecting patients. How much did you pay for this?”




  “ 160 dollars.”




  “ 160 dollars, eh. If I am not mistaken, you always have a problem with even a 5 dollar difference on your prescription medicine. You always bring the concern back to me, as if I have any control over the prices.




  This whole trip was well in excess of $200, but that does not bother you, you now want me to be part of the medical fraud.”




  “ Well I don’t care what you say, he said you should test my thyroid and liver, because the red parts shows over my liver and thyroid.”




  “ You have your thyroid and liver tested yearly, there has never been a problem.”




  “ I don’t care, I want it tested.”




  “ Here is your blood requisition, and your ‘Imaging’, or whatever it is known as.”




  Malcolm hands her her envelope and a requisition for liver and thyroid Blood tests.




  “ Why did you write ‘patient request’ on the bottom?




  “Because there is no medical indication to request the tests. Your insurance is not supposed to pay for your personal requests.”




  She folds the requisition in half, and continues to tear it into pieces.




  “ Typical doctor, nobody else can have any knowledge of medicine, I think you are all scared that other people might take your work.”




  “ Throw that in the trash bin, and please take a card from the nurse with all the practise details, forward that to your new ‘doctor’ as soon as possible, I will give him the practice-he does not have to pay a cent.”




  She storms out of the door, but as experience has taught Malcolm, she will be back soon, as nothing has ever happened.




   




  The day finally ends at 6:30 pm, as Malcolm locks the front door.




  “ Well, let’s both be off, retreating to our domains for an evening of heavy drinking and amnesia,” he jokes.




  “ I sometimes wish I had a liking for alcohol, just to take the edge off.”




  “I think the edge is too broad and sharp to be lessened by alcohol, Suz.”




  “ What I hate the most is that everybody that is drunk, becomes our problem, especially in emergency. We have to handle them with care, because they are ‘not responsible’ for their actions. If, however, I was to have a glass of wine with dinner, and somebody knocks at my door and smells it, I am branded as an alcoholic and every attempt will be made to get rid of me.”




  “ I will have my usual relaxing bath, see you in the morning.”




  “ ‘Night Suz.”




   




  Malcolm goes through his normal nightly routine of a cardboard dinner on the porch, in between answering the door and telephone. He falls asleep around midnight, and is awakened by his phone ringing at 2:30 am.




  The voice on the other side is a familiar one.




  “ Hi Rhonda, what can I help with?”




  Rhonda had suffered from severe anxiety and depression 4 years ago, and Malcolm had spent long nights counselling her on her way to recovery.




  She had a habit of choosing very unsavoury characters as partners, which did not improve her psychological state of mind.




  “ Calm down, calm down Rhonda. You are not making any sense. Ok, I will be right over.”




  Malcolm gets in his car and drives over to Rhonda’s house. He stops in front of the gate, and takes note of another vehicle standing in front of the house.




  He knocks on the front door, and hears Rhonda calling him inside. The house is dark inside, the only light is next to Rhonda on a small table, beside the couch she is seated on. The couch is next to the right sided wall of the dining room, and Malcolm has to pass through a small corridor to enter the room.




  “ What is wrong Rhonda, why did…”




  “ And who the fuck are you, might I ask?”




  He feels the cold steel of the barrel of a gun pressing against his left temple, obviously in the control of the male that just spoke.




  Malcolm feels how blood drains to his feet, and he has to concentrate hard not to pass out.




  “ I am the town’s doctor. Rhonda called me and asked me to come over.”




  “ Come over… for what?”




  “ She sounded upset, and I could not understand over the phone what the problem was, so I decided to come over.”” You must think I am a fucking fool,” the gun pressing harder against his temple. “ The only thing a man visits a lonely woman for this time of the morning, is to fuck.”




  “ Rhonda is my patient, she has been my patient for many years.”




  “ I don’t care, you can still be screwing her.”




  “ Don’t be absurd, I do not have any relationships with patients whatsoever.”




  “ Doesn’t matter what you say, honcho, I do believe you are here for some booty.” He takes another mouthful of alcohol from the bottle in his other hand. Malcolm can feel the instability of pressure of the barrel on his skin, indicating that the man is intoxicated.




  “ I think we should discuss this in a ……..”




  “ You are not here to think, and you will only talk when I tell you to!”




  It is clear that the man was also mentally unstable, increasing the risk that he will use the weapon. “On your knees!” Malcolm abides.




  “ Now, Mr doctor, how long have you been screwing Rhoda? I have been in jail, and I do not think she expected me tonight. She seems to be having a real good time of it, I had to beat the piss out of another idiot who I found with her earlier tonight. Real Ho. Could not wait for me, had to be active, stay lubricated. I must say, she does not really care for age or beauty.”




  “ As I have told you before, I have never had any sexual relations with Rhonda, ever, “ Malcolm tries to remain calm, but he can feel the sweat running down his face.




  “ I do not see her being anxious or depressed or unhappy, except for the last short while, since I arrived, so I do not buy your story.




  I should have shot that bastard earlier as well. Do you know what it’s like to kill somebody, mister?” The barrel of the weapon is turned side to side on his skin.




  “No, I do not know what it feels like.”




  “ Well I do, been doin’ it since I was young. I like how everybody always begs and make the wildest promises. Sometimes I shoot them just to shut them up. Must say, I have a very good lawyer, I have served very little time in the Pen. Well, doctor, where you are going, you cannot use a lawyer.”




  Malcolm closes his eyes, he has no thoughts, except wanting to live.




  “ DROP YOUR WEAPON AND PUT YOUR HANDS IN THE AIR! NOW!”




  Malcolm recognises the voice of the sergeant, and feels a bit relieved.




  “ I SAID NOW! DROP TO YOUR KNEES! PUT THE WEAPON IN FRONT OF




  YOU!” Sarge moves closer and kicks away the weapon. He orders the man to lie on his stomach. He proceeds to cuff him and read him his rights.




  “ Are you okay doc?” Pete asks from behind Malcolm.




  “ I am now , Smiley. I do not even want to think…. Rhonda, who is this?”




  “ He is my ex, we were fighting and I thought you could help.”




  “ Did you know he was armed?” the sergeant asks.” Is there anybody else in the house? Do not lie to me, I am not here to play games.”




  “ N-no,” Roxanne stumbles over the words.




  “ I am going to put this guy into my policecar, Rhonda, I want you to come along. Pete, can you take doc home in his car, I will pick you up at his house.”




  Malcolm walks behind everybody, and suddenly feels very dizzy as he goes down the stairs. He stumbles and falls with his left ankle caught between two wooden steps, as he goes over. He immediately writhes with pain. Pete turns around and helps him up.




  “ Are you alright doc,” he asks anxiously.




  Rhonda and her ex are in the back of the police car, as the sergeant and Pete helps Malcolm to his feet. His left ankle is visibly swollen, and he is unable to weight bear.




  “ I am going to drop these two off in the holding cells, I will meet you both at the clinic.”




  

  CHAPTER 3




  Pete phones Susan, who is already waiting at the rear doors of the practice when they arrive. She takes Malcolm’s shoe and sock off, while he is lying on the ambulance stretcher.




  “ This does not look good, Mal. I think you broke the fibula, hopefully nothing more. I am going to give you something for pain. I will put your lower leg in a splint and we will take you to hospital in the ambulance.”




  “ Thanks my angel of mercy.”




  “ Doc, how are you feeling?”




  “ Okay sarge. How are those two doing?”




  “ I figured that Rhonda could not harm herself while in a cell, and the other fella is going to spend the rest of his days inside a bigger facility. I am taking them both to False Creek tomorrow, they are sending someone to relieve me for the day.”




  “ Sarge, how did you know that there was trouble at Rhonda’s?”
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