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PROLOGUE



Shores of Coronation Gulf, Arctic Ocean, March 2006


He didn’t take the snowmobile as the elders advised. Like most boys, he enjoyed the roar of a noisy engine, but lately he had started to appreciate the sound of his own thoughts. He liked the rumbling and cracking of the sea ice, the rare gust of wind, the crunch that his mukluks made in the snow as he walked—and making progress by his own exertion made him feel more able, more in control.


He packed a knapsack with a few supplies, just enough for the day, and clipped a rope to the collar of his dog. The husky had belonged to an elderly neighbor, but over time, and with some stealth, the boy had made her his own. She was a large furry devil, fierce when provoked, loyal but unaffectionate.


He hung his rifle over his shoulder and slipped a flare gun into his outside pocket. He would be unlikely to need them for self-defense; the dog would see off any unwanted company. He double-checked his gear as he’d been told so many times to do, and then they set off from the village toward the sea.


First he had to cross the shoreline. He stopped there for a moment to consider the way forward. Massive ice sheets were crushed against the coast by the sea. Giant slabs had slid on top of one another or been pleated like paper, incandescent peaks reaching toward the sky, pinnacles, some felled and shattered, as he imagined a forest of ancient trees would look. He was a strong boy, tall and broad for his age, but when clambering across the jagged ice and shouting words of encouragement to the dog—sometimes muttering impatiently in the language of his people—his voice betrayed his youth. He was anxious to be out there, wanting to be a man.


Panting from the exertion, they emerged onto the open ice. With snow goggles shielding his eyes from the glare, the boy scanned the horizon. The vast expanse hid little, but it still held surprises and a man had to be observant. With a few words to the dog, he started out. After an hour he turned westward, following the distant shoreline. Striding at a good pace to keep out the cold, he scrutinized the world around him, looking for tracks. He knew there was only a vague chance of finding any fox. One rarely saw them wandering in an aimless fashion. The sly little critters scuttled furtively behind polar bears to feast on the leftovers from seal hunts, quickly making themselves scarce if danger threatened. There were intermittent tracks of both bear and fox across the ice, one set large and heavy, depressing the thin snow, the other tiny and nimble. Most tracks were days, even weeks old. He didn’t really mind. The graceful little fox was more appealing alive than dead, and the darkness of blood on its snow-white fur had always made him light-headed. He told himself that this expedition was more about the challenges of solitude and independence. Yet he knew he needed practice, to harden himself. Men must hunt to survive. Men must kill.


Walking in silent contemplation made time slip away. He stopped twice, sat on his haunches to drink the hot sweet tea from his flask and share a couple of strips of dried meat with the dog, but being motionless made him uneasy. It was very cold and best to keep walking. As the sun was making its low arc across the sky, he had turned northward, then eastward, and was returning from where he had come. The dog was patient, bored even, sometimes walking with her eyes closed. Despite his goggles, the boy’s eyes were also beginning to feel the strain. There were no shadows but their own.


Yet now he did see something. His heartbeat quickened at the fresh tracks diagonally across his path: a bear, possibly only an hour away, maybe less. The prints in the snow were large, and the boy anxiously scanned the horizon. The tracks disappeared into the graying distance. A slight tremor rushed up his spine. The people had an inborn respect for polar bears. As the old men said: Fox lead the hunter to Nanuk, whether or not the engagement is a happy one. The boy smiled at this foolish saying, but he felt vulnerable, wishing he had listened to sound advice and not come out on the sea on foot. He looked toward the shore and tried to measure the distance. The village was just visible. Smoke from the chimneys rose straight up into the still air in sharply defined columns. Half an hour at a trot, perhaps more, he wasn’t sure.


The dog had woken from her torpor and was walking briskly in the direction of the tracks, pulling the boy by the rope he had tied to his belt. The boy tugged sharply at the rope and shouted at her, but she did not much respond to commands; she never had. Annoyed, he booted her in the flank and she slowed reluctantly. A fearsome growl boiled in her throat, and the fur on her back had risen. Perhaps the source of her interest was just a seal hole, but the boy doubted it. He knew that the dog had caught the scent of the bear, and true to her wolf ancestry would welcome the chance to tackle it.


Though there was still plenty of light, he decided at once to return to the village, and after a brief tug-of-war with the dog they started back. But the wind was downward from the bear, and the dog, her snout twisting and snuffling, was reluctant to abandon the prospect of a good scrap. She kept turning and growling, stopping to take in the scent upwind, while the boy kept urging her with some force to go shoreward. Their battle of wills continued when suddenly the dog flung herself around and tore in the opposite direction, almost yanking the boy off his feet.


There, in the distance, was the bear. It must have heard or sensed their presence and turned from its route. Now it was following them. The triangle of black dots, the nose and eyes of the bear, soon came into focus in the gray light. They were fixed on the boy and the dog, no doubt a welcome sight of food. The boy stood immobile, all at once his strength draining away, making his knees tremble. He fought a sudden urge to urinate. The bear was becoming larger and clearer with each moment. It was approaching them with a peculiar lumbering gait. Its movements were deliberate but not obviously aggressive. Neither were they cautious nor mindful. Just purposeful. The bear was unusually large, but its winter thinness showed clearly through the pale yellow pelt. What finally jolted the boy into action was a sound traveling across the silence between them, the distant rasping, slavering breath of the starving animal. His thickly gloved fingers fumbled in his pocket for the flare gun. His hands were shaking as he loaded the flares, while shouting frantically at the dog to stop pulling and leaping. He could let her go, but he was still hoping that her snarling and yelping would see the bear off. The boy shot a flare with some skill. With a burst of light it hissed through the air and landed at the bear’s feet. The bear stopped for a moment, sniffed at it suspiciously, then raised its nose, its head moving slowly back and forth. Finding the flare not a worthy deterrent, it started up again, this time moving faster, more aggressively.


The boy fired off another half dozen flares in quick succession, but the bear dodged them and kept coming. The boy got the rifle ready. Shooting the animal was his last recourse. A wounded bear would become crazed with rage and its movements would be even more unpredictable.


Handling the heavy rifle, the boy’s hands were quivering and clumsy. He could not afford to remove his inner gloves with the danger of his fingers freezing, in which case they would be useless. Already, with his fear and his trembling, the cold was setting in. He could not stand there, motionless, much longer. The bear was now a mere thirty paces away and it was best to set the dog loose. With panic rising in his chest, he untied her and she charged toward the bear. The bear stopped, disconcerted. Its mouth was open as it watched the bundle of fury hurtle forward, then circle it and in one leap clamp her jaws around its hind leg. The bear twisted and turned to get at the dog, but she hung on as if all her strength were centered in those angry jaws.


The boy shook violently as he watched them battle. He had been told never to show fear of a bear, but the reality was different from the blustering stories of the elders, often told and much embellished. This colossal and furious animal was a terrifying thing; no man could deny it. Awestruck, he saw that his canine partner had no such fear. Small as she was in contrast to her opponent, she threw herself into the fight with a purpose born of ancestral rage.


Not knowing what else to do, the boy aimed the rifle at the bear. The dog would not let go, but some moments into their crazed dance the bear tore loose from her teeth and fled across the ice with its attacker in pursuit.


The boy shouted for his dog, but seeing her disappear into the distance he turned and started running toward the shore, rifle in hand, leaving his knapsack on the ice behind him. The village was farther away than it looked, but he ran heedlessly, his frozen fingers and toes coming back to life with the blood pumping vigorously through his body. He could see the houses clearly now, and he slowed a little, the sound of his heart pounding in his ears, breath deep and rasping, his lungs at bursting point with the icy air. The noises in his body prevented him from hearing the soft crunch of snow behind him. The bear was approaching him swiftly but silently from behind. The first he knew was the dog barking a warning signal. The boy turned and saw the bear bounding straight toward him. Then he saw the dog, injured and trailing blood, still in pursuit. As if time had no purpose, the boy just stood there, wondering how the bear had gotten around the dog and what sort of damage it had inflicted on her.


The bear charged, but at the last moment it stopped abruptly in front of the boy and raised itself to its full height on its hind legs. It was but five paces away and its shadow darkened the snow. The boy’s reactions were quick, and he aimed the rifle at the shaggy chest, but at the instant of firing the bear had come down on all fours and the bullet vanished into the air.


A swipe of the gigantic paw sent the boy skidding across the ice. A crushing pain in his chest left him breathless. He knew that bar a miracle he was going to die. In one leap the bear was on him and, although the boy felt nothing of the pain, he heard his leg rip like rotten moose hide.


The dog, too, was mortally injured, but her loyalty to her master and hatred of bears gave her the strength to renew her attacks. Dazed by shock, the boy watched her frantic efforts to distract the bear and wondered why he had sometimes treated the faithful bitch with such casual disregard, taking her so much for granted.


The bear was anticipating a good meal and, compared with the agile and pesky dog, the boy was immobile and waiting for it. The bear swatted at its tormentor in irritation. Still the dog sprang away from its claws and kept nipping at its hind legs, making the bear spin around and around in frustration and fury. In a moment of clarity, the boy saw his rifle nearby and he tried to crawl, but in vain. He could not move; he could barely breathe.


As he struggled to draw air into his lungs, something began to change within him. A quiet composure settled in his chest. He knew that the end was near, yet found that he had no regrets. As he allowed himself no further thoughts and feelings, his fear also ebbed away. His body relaxed and with the courage of impending death he turned his head to face the inevitable.


With mild surprise he saw a man, stooped and ancient, emerge from behind the frenzied churn of white and gray fur. The boy recognized him from sometime long, long ago. Wearily, the old man shuffled across the snow toward the boy.


“Come, son,” he said. “Take my hand.”


He held out his gnarled hand to the boy, but much as they strained to reach each other their fingers would not touch.





PART 1






CHAPTER 1



Cardiff, 2006


Dr. Dafydd Woodruff looked down at his wife’s face, a trifle detached. It was too early, in his mind, to be making love. Isabel was an insomniac and in the hours of dawn she made a habit of nudging him awake, poking him with her knees, grazing his back with her nipples, tossing and sighing.


Yet when she’d finally aroused his interest and gotten her way with him, as she had this morning, she often seemed far off somewhere, half pretending to be asleep. He knew better. Her eyes were shut too tight and her forehead had that telltale furrow of concentration. To Isabel, this was work. As their rhythm gathered momentum, she stretched her arms above her head and grabbed two posts of the headboard. The bed rocked, slapping rudely at the wall. Screws had come loose on the bed frame—they did so periodically—and Dafydd kept forgetting to tighten them. He tried to moderate his movements, but Isabel groaned in complaint.


When a rosy flush appeared on her chest and her thighs tightened around his hips, that unfortunate sense of duty engulfed him. As always, he tried to join her, closing his eyes and hoping the tide of her climax would pull him along. But, be damned, no.


“Keep going.” She opened her eyes, alert and gazing at him with feigned menace. “Don’t think I’m through with you.”


“Are you kidding?” he reassured her and continued, but no amount of gritting of teeth could save the occasion. That deep ambivalence he felt about the whole business had a direct link to his vital parts. He slowed to a stop.


“That’s it?” she said with a strained lightheartedness. “My last fertile day.”


“Oh, c’mon, sweetheart,” Dafydd said and rolled away from her. “It’s not as cut-and-dried as all that.”


Though Isabel’s face was pink with the heat of the exertion, she yanked the sheet up to her chin and stared at the ceiling. Dafydd heaved a sigh and turned to face her.


“Look, Isabel, I’m sorry. Your body might work by the calendar, but mine doesn’t.”


“All right,” she said. “But do please explain what exactly I’m doing wrong?”


“Oh, God, Isabel, let’s not. It’s five o’clock in the morning.” He plopped onto his back and looked through the skylight at the looming dawn. Wearily he reached for her hand.


“Let’s sleep. Your last fertile day hasn’t even started yet.”


“If you say so.” She turned her back to him but soon her breath changed, becoming deep and calm. Dafydd tried to switch his mind off, sweep away that exasperating sense of failure, but the cacophony of the birds in the garden seemed unusually shrill and startling. He shivered and hugged the covers around his cooling body.


He had finally dozed off when he heard the postman push the mail through the letterbox. The flap clicked open and the mail poured with a whoosh onto the hall tiles. He resisted being pulled back from a dusty sun-drenched place with a sharp blue sky, but the effort popped him to the surface of wakefulness like a cork through water.


He glanced across Isabel’s sleeping form at the alarm clock. It was just after seven. Isabel was on her back, snoring softly, and had the sheet pulled over her head against the light. He ducked under the covers to join her. She was almost his own height, and her long legs disappeared down the murky extremity of the bed. In the darkness he looked down at their naked bodies, of the same species, yet so different, and according to medical science quite incompatible. That union, sperm to egg, did not want to take place though they had tried in a variety of ways, exhausting almost everything that was on offer. Rhys Jones, an ob/gyn specialist with an impressive track record, had reluctantly admitted defeat. He’d patted them on the back and reassured them that a pregnancy could still happen naturally, given time and patience, consulting thermometers and calendars, but Dafydd knew he was alluding to a bloody miracle. They were in their forties.


Besides, he’d just about had enough. It was destroying what little passion was left between them. The thread of desire on his part had become so fragile it frightened him. He’d tried to tell her—that something vital had been lost, that he now felt too old to be a father—but Isabel was unwavering in her determination to press on.


He got out of bed, put on his dressing gown and went downstairs. In the kitchen he put the kettle on and opened the blinds. It was bleak. A typical drizzly Cardiff morning. Dead leaves stuck to the wet windowpane, and there was green mold on the sill. He couldn’t remember when he had last seen the sun, though it was supposedly still summer. Shoving a scoop of coffee beans into the grinder, he listened to the frenzied whir, tuning his ear to his wife, trusting the noise to wake the dead. Not a sound from above. He breathed in the pungent aroma, an incongruous mix of Mediterranean seaside bar and morning responsibilities.


While the coffee was brewing he went to pick up the mail. Spread out over the floor in the hall was the usual heart-sink pile. He scooped up the letters and sorted them into three stacks on the hall table: his, hers, and junk. Hers was by far the biggest, reflecting the surge of work that was coming her way. Yet the bills seemed to be all in his name. He took his handful of envelopes back to the kitchen. There was the agenda for the talk he’d promised to give in Bristol, a tedious affair that would need a lot of research. Flicking through the rest, he found the only vaguely interesting item was a baby blue envelope of flimsy airmail paper, addressed to him in curious childlike handwriting. He peered at the unfamiliar stamp. Canadian. The postmark quite clearly said Moose Creek, Northwest Territories.


“Moose Creek?” he blurted out loud, staring at the postmark.


Dafydd turned it over. There was a shiny sticker in the shape of a blue elephant sealing the flap. Perhaps someone had unearthed something he’d left behind, or someone getting in touch for old times’ sake. After all this time? The thought brought a slight tightening in his abdomen, and he slit the edge of the delicate blue envelope with his forefinger.


Dear Dr. Woodruff


I hope you don’t mind me writing to you. I think I’m your daughter. My name is Miranda and I have a twin brother, Mark. I’ve wanted to find you for so long, I’ve nagged my mom to death about it. Then a nice English doctor who came to look at our hospital helped my mom to find you in a medical directory.


In case you have forgotten my mom (Sheila Hailey), she is the beautiful lady you were in love with when you lived in Moose Creek (it’s a dump so I don’t blame you for leaving, honest). Now that I’m old enough (almost thirteen), she’s told me all about it. How you had to go back to England and how the two of you couldn’t get married or anything. It’s such a sad story. I wrote it all out for an essay for school. I called it “A Love Story” and I got an A for it. Miss Basiak loved it.


Please write or phone as soon as you get this letter.


Love, Miranda


Under this was a box number in Moose Creek, and a telephone number. For a time he stood motionless in front of the sink. Two, three times he read the letter, uncomprehending, until he became aware of his feet. The cold of the floor tiles had numbed them as if he were standing on bare ice. He looked down and saw frozen toes, swollen and blistered with frostbite, feet blackened by dying tissue. A girl, half naked and rigid in the snow . . . the beautiful endless snow. Flickering at the edge of this blinding whiteness were the sharp features of the little fox, a shadow creature of his conscience. He’d been told by an old man, an Inuit shaman, always to heed its presence. Dafydd’s heart started racing. This belonged to a strange episode of his past, and he felt suddenly and unaccountably afraid.


“Hey!” Isabel’s voice from above jolted him. “Coffee smells good.”


“Coming,” he shouted back. Shoving the letter into his dressing gown pocket, he resumed his morning routine.


Isabel smiled appeasingly as he handed her a mug of coffee, but he didn’t notice her contrite expression. His thoughts were on the letter, racing, sifting through a myriad of half-remembered details. Sheila Hailey . . . that’s crazy . . . impossible.


“Listen, sweetheart, I know I was being . . .” Isabel began, then stopped. “What?”


His resolve to keep the bizarre letter to himself was dashed. His past life was one thing, but he was hopeless at concealing things from her in the present. “I’ve had a letter. It seems someone has got me mixed up with someone else.”


“Really?” She cocked her head, smiling at him. “How much and at what rate?”


Jesus. This wasn’t particularly funny. He sank onto the bed beside her. “Brace yourself. It’s quite weird.” Reluctantly he took the envelope out of his pocket and gave it to her. “See what you make of it.”


Isabel looked at him as she placed her mug on the bedside table. She pulled the flimsy paper out of the envelope and unfolded it. He watched her face as she quickly read the letter, her lips silently forming each word. For a moment she was quiet, just staring at the paper. Then she read it again, out loud. She read it easily, her voice girlish with a distinct American lilt. She’d always been an excellent mimic. Her performance unnerved him, and for a second he wondered if she had written the letter herself. Some sort of joke. Or a test. But she was pale, her lips white.


Abruptly she flicked the letter onto his lap. “What is this?”


“What did I tell you?”


They stared at each other for a moment.


“Who is this person?”


Dafydd shrugged his shoulders helplessly.


“You left a pregnant lover behind in Canada?”


Red blotches were appearing on his neck. He could feel them, little explosions of heat. Isabel saw them and her eyes bore into him. She always read guilt, whereas he knew they were merely the marks of stress, always had been. At once he felt irritated.


“Oh, for heaven’s sake. Of course I didn’t.”


“Well, what, then?”


He didn’t know what to say and was asking himself why the hell he’d shown her the letter. It was only natural that she would be bewildered and want to question him. He could have ripped it up, binned it, thrown the coffee grounds over the remnants and it would probably have been the end of the matter.


“I know the name. Sheila Hailey was the head nurse at the hospital where I worked. But I can assure you I was never involved with her.” The burning sensation spread upward, toward his face. “I swear to you that I simply can’t have any offspring in Moose Creek. It’s totally impossible.”


The whole thing was absurd. “And let’s not forget,” he added sharply, “that my sperm count, as you so often remind me, is like three peas in a pail.”


“Yeah, I know,” Isabel agreed. “But that’s now.” She sank back against the headboard, taking small edgy sips from her mug. His fierce denial had apparently not reassured her.


Neither of them spoke.


Dafydd closed his eyes, swiftly running through his year in Canada. Could he have made someone pregnant without ever having found out about it? He’d never been promiscuous as such; it wasn’t his style. Yet it wasn’t impossible—it hadn’t exactly been a celibate time of his life, but with his mania for protection an accidental pregnancy was unlikely. Anyway, this was about a specific woman, Sheila Hailey, a woman he’d never gone anywhere near.


“Could you have got drunk, shagged this woman and then forgotten about it?” Isabel asked.


He could understand her consternation, but he didn’t like the hard edge in her voice. “Isabel, you know me better than that. And if you pardon, I’ve never done shagging.”


Isabel smiled. “Of course you have, darling. Why’re you being so defensive? It’s a perfectly reasonable possibility.”


He burst out laughing. “I’m not being defensive. Hell, you know everything about me there is to know. I’m telling you, it’s a mistake. Or someone over there has gone stark-raving mad. Cabin fever or something. What do I know?”


He didn’t want to hide things from her—she deserved better—but in fact she didn’t know everything about him there was to know, not absolutely everything. Over the years of laying bare their past and their conscience to each other, admitting to all peccadillos, the most outrageous and the most indecent, he’d managed to leave out most of his Arctic experience, a window in his life too brittle and in some ways too precious to open up to her sharp scrutiny.


The radio suddenly sprang to life, set for eight. Isabel reached over to turn it off, but Dafydd put his hand out to stop her. “Let’s hear the news.”


“Now? Are you serious?” She glared at him for a moment and then turned the sound up loud. They pretended to listen to the discharge of the day’s horrors and disasters, car bombs in Iraq, floods in China, and the continuing humanitarian catastrophe in Sudan. After a few minutes she bluntly turned it off. “Dafydd. Shouldn’t we be talking?”


It took him a couple of seconds to come back to the present, his eyes to focus. He looked at his wife. The light from the window fell on her thick blond hair, shifting and iridescent like sun on water. The disturbance of their morning had made sharper her aquiline features. Her nose seemed more pointed and her keen brown eyes were piercing. She was a striking woman, particularly in adversity. She’d always complained of the disadvantages of being tall and strong-looking. Men never credited you with being vulnerable. You had to fend for yourself, open your own doors. She was right—Dafydd couldn’t help himself smiling—she looked forbidding in the way only she knew how. She noted his smile and with a show of exasperation started to rummage in the drawer of her bedside table. A noisy search located a package of tobacco and some rolling paper. Dafydd watched her long, slender fingers grapple with the fragile paper as she rolled a lumpy, uneven cigarette, her wet tongue sliding back and forth along the gummed edge.


“Are you sure you want to do that?” he asked, although there was something faintly alluring about the foul habit. “You’ve quit, remember. It’s been three weeks.”


“Who’s counting?” she retorted and lit the fag, puffing at it with concentrated pleasure. “Dafydd, could this be some kind of prank? Maybe it’s a nasty stunt by some friend of yours with a sick sense of humor.”


Absently he stroked her thigh. “Who do we know who’d think of such a thing? I don’t think so. I’ve neither friends nor enemies with that great an imagination.”


Isabel coughed and stubbed out the fetid roach on the birthday card he’d given her the week before. “What about someone from back there, that redneck backwater? Did you piss someone off? What about this nurse? Has she got anything on you? Could this be some kind of blackmail?”


Dafydd shook his head. “Nah . . . Can’t imagine what or why. We’re talking fourteen years ago.”


“Seriously. Why would any woman try to pin paternity on a man so far away, a doctor, of all people?” Isabel hugged her knees with conviction. “A simple blood test would prove her wrong; anyone with reasonable intelligence would know it. I mean, she is a nurse? And the poor kids—twins—what sort of mother would let a child write in vain . . . to a father who wasn’t?”


“I suspect it’s just some young girl with some elaborate fantasy.” He looked at the clock. He couldn’t afford to lie about any longer. Patting her reassuringly on the arm, he made to get up. “Whoever she is, I am sorry for her.”


“Wake up, Dafydd.” Isabel banged her fist on the bed, upsetting her birthday card and scattering ashes on the bedclothes. “Not some girl with a fantasy. The mother has obviously gone to some lengths to find you. You think you can just close your eyes and—ping—the whole thing will just go away? That’s so you.”


Annoyed by her outburst, he got up and went to shower. He let a single jet of hot water beat down on his head, creating the blurry cupola under which he allowed himself no unpleasant thoughts, but this morning the exercise didn’t work. Sheila Hailey. He could see her clearly, too clearly. He turned his face up to the spiky assault of the shower to cleanse himself of her image.


* * *


Dafydd sat on a stool between operations waiting for Jim Wiseman, the anesthetist, to get the next patient ready. He fidgeted, glanced at the clock on the wall and felt his impatience mount. He knew he couldn’t afford to be distracted from the job at hand. He took a few deep breaths and flexed his rubber-gloved fingers to loosen the tightness in his hands. The day never felt right if he and Isabel parted on less than loving terms, and in recent weeks that unspoken tension between them affected their mornings more than any other time.


Her biological pulse throbbed the loudest in the stark light of daybreak, and she was often edgy. And now that damned letter. But he was utterly certain; the suggestion of paternity was preposterous. So why was he disturbed by it? Why even react to a sad misguided letter, a foolish suggestion aimed wildly at the wrong person from a distance of thousands of miles?


“All set,” Jim called to him, having finally gotten the patient anesthetized. The jolly new scrub nurse, a young Jamaican woman, swayed her enormous hips in tune with some music in her head. His other assistants stood waiting for him, inscrutable behind their masks.


“What’s that music you’re dancing to?” he said to the nurse as he made the incision in the abdomen in front of him.


“I can’t hear nothing,” she said, her colossal bust quivering with laughter. “Perhaps you don’t like that sort of music, Mr. Woodrot.”


“It’s Woodruff . . . and yes, you moving about all the time is a bit distracting. Do you mind?”


She misunderstood him. “Why should I mind, man? Everyone to his own opinion. I don’t take no offense.” She chuckled and continued swaying her hips.


Her impertinent response cheered him momentarily. Hell, they could do with some un-English sensuality around the place; everybody was so damned glum. They worked on in silence, the dancing nurse doing her job with exceptional skill.


Bloody Sheila, Dafydd mouthed quietly as he lopped off the offending appendix and tossed it into the specimen pot.


The nurse looked up at him. “Sorry, did you say something?”


“No, nothing.”


She handed him some instrument and he looked at it for a moment, not sure what it was for. He realized suddenly that his niggling apprehension wasn’t so much about the girl’s letter and her bizarre claim; it was Sheila Hailey herself. If that woman had put her daughter up to this (if indeed she had a daughter), trouble was sure to follow; Isabel was right about that. But why now, fourteen years on, and with him on the other side of the globe? Perhaps bitterness and hatred had no limits in time and space. A momentary shudder passed through his neck and shoulders.


“You okay?” the nurse asked, looking at him. Jim’s face poked around the drapes. The masks made it impossible to know what they were thinking. Both Jim and the nurse—he didn’t even know her name—seemed concerned. Dafydd bent over the job with a renewed effort of concentration. He had a thorough delve around the bowels for a possible Meckel’s diverticulum before starting to close up the peritoneum. In the end it was a very neat job, likely to leave only the faintest scar. The patient was a girl in her early twenties with a delightfully smooth tummy. She’d be happy.


Dafydd took off his gloves and gown and headed for the coffee room. He was on his laptop, putting down his comments for the patient’s records, when Jim came slouching through the door with his customary stoop.


“All right?” Jim asked casually, pouring himself a cup of tarry fluid from the coffee machine.


Dafydd looked up. “Yes . . . why?”


“Is everything okay?”


Had his lack of focus been that apparent? Jim was one of the few people at work who knew him well; he was aware of the difficulties he and Isabel had been having, of the fruitless fertility treatments and all the attendant distress.


“Yeah, fine,” Dafydd lied, and turned back to the screen.


“And Isabel?”


“Oh, well, nothing doing yet. She can’t lay it to rest. At least she’s got a lot of commissions on. She’s taking off in all directions. I should be pleased, really. Who knows”—he laughed impatiently—“early retirement, perhaps.”


“Don’t be daft. You’re in your prime. Look at you,” Jim said, looking down at his own expanding girth.


Dafydd closed his laptop and started to gather his things. Momentarily he felt tempted to tell Jim about the letter, but instead he poked him in the belly and said, “Get on yer bike, mate. Don’t just talk about it.”


He didn’t really want to go home. The allegation wasn’t something that could just be shelved. Isabel would want to talk about it all evening. They would scrutinize the letter for clues. There would be more questions and there was nothing more he could add.


He wandered down the corridor, diverged into the men’s lavatory and shut himself in a cubicle. Putting his briefcase on the floor, he sat down on the toilet lid. Someone came in, had a pee, coughed noisily and spat, then ran a tap. He watched a pair of slippers shuffle past and out the door. This was stupid. What the hell was he doing? He could be sitting in the canteen or on a park bench, or better still in a pub with a pint of beer.


He leaned his head into his hands. Moose Creek, of all places . . . Squeezing his eyes shut, he tried to picture the town, but all that came to him was a vast expanse of ice. He had always tried to suppress the memory of why he’d gone there in the first place, the incident that had spurred him to leave his blossoming surgical career all those years ago and go to that godforsaken outpost to which no sane human being, least of all a doctor, would ever dream of going voluntarily. But the impact of the catastrophe had never really left him. It was always there, skulking around in the recesses of his mind. This was one of many reasons he never spoke of his year in the Canadian wilderness.


Naively he had hoped that Moose Creek would be a haven from his shame. He had been so desperate to get away, he had no clue what he was going to. His only aim was to get as far away as he could, to the most remote place on earth as was possible to find.





CHAPTER 2



Moose Creek, 1992


Dafydd’s fingers were embedded in the armrests, his knuckles white. The tiny plane seemed to be dropping vertically toward the ground, then bounced along the tarmac like a flat stone skimming across a pond. Finally it swayed wildly before slowing to a stop near the end of the runway. Dafydd exhaled gradually, gave thanks to some higher entity and shook his hands to restore circulation.


He gathered up his belongings, smiled at the sturdy stewardess who emphatically herded him and three other passengers toward the ambulatory stairs. There was an urgency in the dispatch, as the plane was on its way to Resolute, the last outpost to the North Pole. As Dafydd stepped out of the plane, the heat felt like a wall. The air was dense, motionless. Within seconds he felt clammy. A steady low hum permeated the stillness, the apparent buzz of insects, although none was visible to the eye.


Two taxis were waiting outside the prefab terminal building. Dafydd’s fellow travelers quickly nabbed the cleanest of the two. The one remaining was a battered old Chrysler Valiant—an automobile he’d admired as a boy—with a nasty dent on the front bumper. Dafydd raised his eyebrows, and the woman behind the wheel nodded. He grasped his two suitcases and lugged them toward the car.


“I’ll be damned,” drawled the woman in a thick, unrecognizable accent as she attempted to help Dafydd load the cases into the trunk. “You’ll be staying with us for a coon’s age, by the looks of ya.”


“Yep, for ten months.” Dafydd smiled back at her jowly grin and got into the passenger seat, which was furred up with dog hairs.


“Watcha . . . working for the forestry?” The woman jumped in and stared at him unself-consciously.


“No,” he said firmly, as he sensed he was in for a grilling. “Could you take me to the Klondike Hotel?”


“Gotcha.” She revved up the engine and tore out of the gravelly parking lot, leaving billowing dust mountains in the still air.


“Watcher business, mister?” she insisted, giving his immaculate navy suit a good inspection. “That there fancy gerrup is gonna look mighty sorry in a day or two.” She chuckled.


“What do you suggest I wear?” Dafydd said testily, watching his trouser legs sucking up the dog hairs as if by osmosis.


“That ’pends on you job, mister,” she tried again, “and you ain’t neither trapper nor logger.” She cackled heartily at this assertion and then, taking her eyes off the road entirely, she turned to him to wait for an answer.


“I’m a doctor,” he quickly informed her.


“Right on!” She squealed in delight. “That’s what I figgered.” She swerved slightly to miss the ditch. “No one ain’t so glad to meet you as me, I do declare.” She detached a chubby hand from the steering wheel and grasped Dafydd’s in a hearty grip. “I’m Martha Kusugaq. I’ve got a canker on my foot that’s hurting real bad. It makes driving a real pain in the ass. Look.” She reached down and popped off her shoe to show him a pus-filled growth on the side of her instep.


“Bad one,” Dafydd agreed and fixed his eyes on the bumpy, curvy road ahead, hoping she would do the same.


“You’ll be at the clinic tomorra?” she asked, turning to him expectantly.


“I expect so.” His first patient . . . already!


“Okay, tomorra, then. Got yerself a date.” She slipped the shoe back on her foot. “Them docs we got here are shit, I don’ mind telling ya. You ask me anything an’ I’ll give you the lowdown.” She was obviously hoping for a barrage of questions, but when none was forthcoming she looked at him again from under her fringe and asked with a hint of suspicion, “What kinda cause brings a nice-looking guy like yerself to this neck o’ the woods?”


There was absolutely no reason to get ruffled, he told himself. Nobody knew anything about his background, apart from a straightforward CV. The hospital director, Dr. Hogg, hadn’t even checked his references. Anyway, he felt sure that if they knew why he was here, it wouldn’t have mattered in the least. Young surgeons didn’t come to Moose Creek for a lark.


Martha studied him with undisguised curiosity, waiting for his response. “Why do you ask that?” he inquired teasingly to mask his discomfort. “Are you saying this isn’t a fit place for a nice bloke like me?”


“Bloke?” Martha cackled. She put her foot hard on the brake to avoid a small furry animal darting across the road. “Oh, it’s an all right place, for the likes of me anyway. Around here we call this the assho . . . backside of the world.” She turned to him in that direct way she had. “They all come here cos they got noplace else to go. Workwise, that is.”


“Who?”


“You know . . . doctors.”


Dafydd felt his jaws clench involuntarily. “Have we got far to go?”


“See, we’ve got our own kinda medicine. I picked up a few tricks from my granny.” Again she gave him her sideways glance and chuckled low in her throat. “Bet I could teach you a thing or two.”


He capitulated and burst out laughing. So did she. He felt sort of acknowledged, as a human being at least, seeing as all doctors were shit (if only she knew).


“Should I start to worry?” he asked. “You’re taking me an awfully long way.”


“Mind you watch yerself, good-looking kid like you. There are plenty wimmin who wouldn’t mind getting their sticky paws on you, I can tell ya. Watcha . . . thirty, if a day?”


He smiled. “Close, but I’m not telling.”


He looked her over surreptitiously. She was somewhere between forty and fifty. There was no doubting that she was an indigenous Indian. Her head and neck were stout, sitting comfortably on broad, padded shoulders. Coarse black hair was braided in a single plait down her back. Her bust was small in relation to her potbelly; thinnish muscular legs were encased in some type of leggings. But she had a smooth, fresh face and her eyes had a mischievous gleam to them.


The town was coming into view. It seemed entirely flat, not a building over two stories high. It looked dreary and dry. Surrounding the town was sparse coniferous woodland and in the far distance hills or mountains. The heat shimmered above the buildings. They passed a motel of some feeble clapboard construction. Its low, rickety cabins lined the road, followed by Colleen’s Café, another tumbledown building. The car hurtled along a broad main street. Dafydd stared in dismayed fascination. This is it? he thought. He’d seen an aerial photo of the town on a faded postcard, enclosed by Dr. Hogg with the job description. The picture had looked quite exotic; a genuine subarctic outpost covered in snow and ice. A tourist leaflet described the place as in the midst of spectacular scenery, with tall mountains, raging rivers and sparkling lakes, endless boreal timberlands thinning toward arctic tundra. The reality was a collection of ugly, dusty, dilapidated buildings, set among thousands of square miles of desolate forest. He had to remind himself that this was late summer. That white, eerily mysterious landscape belonged to deepest winter when temperatures plummeted to fifty degrees below zero. He’d be exposed to it soon enough.


Martha screeched to a halt alongside a bizarre grandiose-looking edifice. It had a false front, like on a western movie set. The elaborately carved window frames and elegant balconies were fake, made of cheap molded plastic now cracked and discolored. A sign, klondike hotel, dangled from gilded chains.


“Here y’ar,” Martha declared with a hint of proprietorial pride. “Can’t get any better than that . . . not around these parts.”


She turned around to look him directly in the eye.


“Now, you listen, Doc. You wanna taxi, anytime, night or day, you call me, right?”


“Thanks, Martha, but I tend to walk everywhere. It’s a tiny town.” He laughed, pointing up and down the road. “When am I ever going to need a taxi?”


“You just wait,” Martha scoffed. “You’ll soon be like the rest. Nobody walks around here. It’s either too hot an’ dusty, or too cold an’ slippery, or you’re too hammered. Most likely the last.” Her voice softened a bit as she accepted a twenty-dollar bill, no change. “You look after yerself, young man. I mean it. This town’s no kid stuff.”


Several men were loitering outside the plastic portals of the Klondike Hotel. They seemed to be mainly indigenous Indians. In the bright sun they looked dried up and shrunken; short, squat men, poor-looking. Some of them appeared drunk, although it was only three in the afternoon.


As Dafydd heaved his suitcases toward the door, one of them darted forward and tried to grab one case out of his hand. Dafydd resisted, bewildered by the sudden assault. A brief struggle ensued, each of the two men clutching the handle and trying to wrench the case from the other. The rest of the men leaning on the wall of the hotel started sniggering. Nobody made a move to intervene.


“I’m not trying to rob you, mister,” his assailant exclaimed, letting go abruptly. Dafydd lost his footing and stumbled backward, falling over his other case, which he’d dropped to the ground.


“I was only going to give you a hand,” the man said, looking down at him where he was sprawled on the dusty sidewalk. “What you get here is a good ole northern welcome.” He shrugged, an impertinent grin on his dark face. “Take it or leave it.”


Dafydd jumped up and dusted himself off. “You could have said something.” He was sure that the man had made him trip over on purpose.


“Okay,” said the man. “Can you spare some change?”


Dafydd looked at him coldly for a moment. He was unnerved by the confrontation and wondered if these men had taken him for a visiting businessman and fair game, or would this kind of covert animosity be a daily nuisance.


“Are you serious?” he said angrily, determined to have the last word.


The men laughed. Somehow they appeared to be on his side now, and the incident suddenly seemed less menacing. Looking back, he saw Martha Kusugaq standing by her taxi with her arms folded. He thought she gave him an imperceptible nod, some stern encouragement. With as much composure as he could muster, he carried his heavy cases into the lobby.


* * *


He had a surprisingly good meal in the hotel restaurant. Moose pie, their specialty, with lingonberry sauce and rice. The house wine was well on the sweet side, but he drank it because it did what it was supposed to do. He was alone but for an elderly couple in a corner. They were working their way through a bottle of some dark amber spirit and two packets of cigarettes, his and hers, smoking doggedly in silence.


By contrast, the “beer parlor” was bustling. Dafydd had a good view of the bar through an archway, from which an abundance of smoke and noise trespassed into the restaurant. Men in rough clothing jostled for space around the small tables, while miniskirted waitresses dashed to and fro balancing enormous trays full of brimming beer glasses on one hand, an arm held aloft to clear the heads of the customers.


A couple emerged through the arch. They saw Dafydd and approached.


“Dafydd Woodruff?” the man inquired.


“That’s me.”


In the dim reddish light the man looked handsome and erect, if perhaps a bit on the lean side. His hair was blond and wavy, extending a fair way over his shoulders. He wore a pair of snug jeans, worn thin, held up by a belt of tooled leather with a large intricate silver buckle. The woman was a striking-looking redhead, dressed in a short, tight leather skirt. Her bust strained from a fitted white shirt. Despite the provocative clothes, she looked austere. They were of a similar age to him, early thirties or thereabouts.


Dafydd, somewhat puzzled, tried to place them as he shook the extended hand, but the man’s long hair and casual appearance gave no clues.


“Ian Brannagan,” he offered at last.


“Of course,” Dafydd exclaimed, trying to hide his surprise. There was something distinctly unmedical about his future colleague. “I didn’t expect to find . . . I didn’t think I’d meet anyone until tomorrow.”


“You’ll be in the thick of it tomorrow.” Ian Brannagan slapped him lightly on the shoulder and sat down, pulling out another chair beside him for the woman. She looked inscrutable, but Ian Brannagan looked open and friendly despite the sharp angles of his face. He had a square jaw and a long nose. His lips were thin and pale, but his smile was generous, showing a large number of good teeth. Closer to, he looked careworn and tired, both of face and dress.


Dafydd turned to the woman, waiting to be introduced.


“I’m Sheila Hailey,” she said, offering her hand in a firm clasp, but no further explanation.


“You’re a godsend, my friend,” Ian Brannagan said. “We’ve been desperate since our last one, Monsieur Dr. Odent, left us, two weeks ago now. There’s fucking chaos up at the hospital.”


“Really?” Dafydd leaned back in his chair, trying to look relaxed. Fucking chaos! And I’m what they need?


Ian Brannagan lit a cigarette and looked at the remains of the moose pie on the plate. “Mind if I smoke?” He sat back and studied Dafydd in a detached but sympathetic manner. The woman beside him was equally fixed on him, if less affably. She sat back from them somewhat, her slim legs crossed casually.


“How long have you been here, Ian?” Dafydd asked.


“Oh, just a year or so.” Ian’s brow furrowed slightly. “Two winters, to be sure. Jesus, time flies.”


“But you like it here?”


“So-so,” said Brannagan noncommittally and took a deep drag on his cigarette. A long tip of ash was forming on the end of it and he saw Dafydd looking at it. There was no ashtray. He allowed it to drop into the pastry shell that had contained the succulent moose. Dafydd flinched involuntarily. Lesson number one, he thought resolutely: no airs and graces.


An attractive dark-haired waitress emerged from the bar and came up to their table. She turned to Ian with evident familiarity. “Can I get you and your friend a drink?”


“Please.” Ian’s eyes locked with hers for a moment. “Get us a couple of bottles of Extra Old Stock. Iced tea for the lady.”


“I know what ‘the lady’ drinks,” the girl drawled impertinently, then hesitated. “You the new doctor?” She placed her hand on her hip and studied Dafydd with sharp expert eyes.


“This is Brenda,” Brannagan cut in, putting his hand out to touch her somewhere midsection. “You be careful around her. She takes no shit from no one. Do you, sunshine?”


Sheila Hailey coughed up a withering chuckle while the two men watched Brenda turn and go. She owned a pair of well-filled legs that emerged assertively from under a tight red skirt and disappeared into fancy-looking two-toned cowboy boots. Her straight black hair swung pointedly from side to side with every sharp little step. Brannagan muttered something appreciative, then said, “Oh, Christ, you drink beer, don’t you? Trust me not to ask.”


Dafydd laughed, realizing there was no need to make a favorable impression. Not with Brannagan anyway. He seemed a pretty curious specimen for a doctor.


“Are you attached in any way?” asked Sheila Hailey suddenly.


“I beg your pardon?”


“Are you single?”


“Ah, well, yes.”


Brenda’s boots clicked their way back across the wooden floor, and she neatly popped the caps off the bottles with one hand. She turned coquettishly on her heel and clicked her way back to the bar, buttocks grinding proudly against each other under the slinky red fabric.


“Give the man a moment to settle in, will you?” Brannagan said to Sheila, nudging her affectionately with his elbow.


“Oh, God, I’m not interested in the least,” she said, smiling for the first time. “I’m just trying to work out how long he’ll stay.”


Dafydd felt his neck prickle with the heat of indignity, but he didn’t want to appear lacking in humor. “What’s it to you?” he said lightheartedly.


Though the woman was stunning to look at, with a heart-shaped face, large piercing eyes, and a mass of red loopy curls, there was something deliberately obnoxious about her.


“Relax,” she said, looking him in the eye with a faintly condescending smile. “You’ll be very much wanted around here. If you’re any good, that is.”


Both Ian and Sheila laughed, while Dafydd broke into an unfortunate blush.


“Come on,” Ian said, patting him on the arm. “She means as a surgeon, not as a man.”


Trying to cover his annoyance, Dafydd turned to Sheila. “So are you connected with the hospital, or are you . . . a friend of Ian’s?”


Sheila and Ian exchanged a quick glance. Dafydd noted in that fleeting transaction not warmth or affection, not passion, but something else. Something connected them.


“I’m your head nurse,” Sheila stated in a manner that clearly meant that she was his boss. Ian looked at her deferentially; it seemed he openly accepted her authority.


The chain-smoking couple in the corner had roused themselves from their torpor and were having an argument. The three of them listened to the drunken squabble for a few minutes. It seemed to be focused around the pair’s respective rights to a certain pickup truck. Sheila lifted her glass and tossed back the last of her iced tea. Dafydd noticed her neck; it was slender and as white as porcelain but for a shower of pale freckles, barely visible in the muted light.


She stood up. “We start at seven forty-five sharp. Be on time.” As if to either emphasize or to soften her command, as she passed his chair she put a willowy hand on Dafydd’s shoulder, a touch that cooled the skin under his shirt and made him shiver slightly. “Please,” she added as an afterthought, and without a word to Ian she was gone. Ian smiled resignedly and shrugged his shoulders. “That’s Sheila,” he sighed.


A group of large women burst in through the archway, clad variously in jeans, peaked caps, and checkered shirts, looking just like female versions of archetypal lumberjacks. They sat themselves noisily at a nearby table. Ian threw his head back and laughed at Dafydd’s alarmed expression.


“Perfectly nice girls,” he admonished in a whisper. “You can’t be too fastidious around here.”


“Well, you tell me what sort of social life you have here,” Dafydd murmured.


“Womenwise do you mean, or generally?”


“I mean generally.”


“You interested in anyone, you could always ask me about her first.” Brannagan winked. “I’ll tell you if she’s worth it.”


Dafydd felt his irritation mount afresh. Okay, he was green, but he wasn’t stupid. At the same time he knew he should take it on the chin. He may well need an ally. Brannagan was an outsider like himself, but clearly the man with the know-how.


“Tell me about Moose Creek.”


“Ah, you’ll find out; it won’t take you long. Just over four thousand souls, about half Déné and Métis Indians, some Inuit and every white misfit under the sun. An unholy mixture. Livers like Swiss cheeses. If you don’t like people, there are plenty of bears—blacks, grizzlies . . .”


“How many people actually work in the gas plant?”


“About five hundred, perhaps.”


“And the rest . . . what do they do?”


“There’s quite a bit of logging. The stuff gets shifted only in the winter when the ice road is open. Tourism is getting to be the latest. People wanting to hunt and canoe the rapids.” He hesitated a moment. “You can buy just about anything here. Illegal substances, anything you want.” He paused to bite off a hangnail. “Some trapping . . . illegal dogfights . . . welfare, of course.”


“It doesn’t have the look of a very prosperous place.”


“Could have been.” Brannagan leaned forward in sudden animation. “They planned to build a mother of a pipeline some three, four years ago. It was a big deal. There’s enough oil and gas up here to put the whole Middle East out of business. But did they?”


“I read about it. That must have been a blow.”


“You gotta be kidding. Every kind of dropout came flocking north in anticipation. Virtual gold rush stuff. Some of them are still here. Everybody was hoping for a pot of gold without having to do much for it. Why do you think they built this ridiculous place?” Brannagan gestured around the mock-rococo room with a sneer. Directly he held up two fingers in the direction of the bar and nodded. The noise from the bar was deafening even at a distance. Hoarse manly laughter dominated the cacophony with periodic shouts and occasional shrill feminine shrieks. Shortly, another waitress brought two more bottles.


“This here is Tillie,” Brannagan offered with a wink.


Tillie was a woman of indeterminable age, anywhere between twenty and forty. She was very short but of vast proportions. Even so, she was strangely attractive. Her sparkly blue eyes, a button nose and rosebud mouth looked like isolated islands in an undulating sea of facial flesh. She had a mass of curly yellow hair. Her whole persona brought to mind a very voluptuous, and adult, Shirley Temple.


“Howdy, Doctor,” she said in a sweet voice. “Welcome to Moose Creek. I hope you like it here.”


“That would be a warm, motherly bust to rest a weary head on,” sighed Brannagan when Tillie had gone, “but she’s not interested in that sort of thing.”


Brannagan’s uninhibited behavior and his total lack of manners suddenly infected Dafydd. Perhaps he was getting drunk. He imagined himself casting off his wretchedness in this place where nobody knew him, where he could be anything he bloody well wanted.


Brannagan was smiling at him, evidently reading him perfectly. “So, you’re leaving something behind. No one back home pining for your return?”


“No,” Dafydd said curtly. After a pause he said, “That’s not true exactly. I had to put my mother in a nursing home before I came out here. Parkinson’s, but she’s completely on the ball. It wasn’t a nice thing to have to do. My only sister is married to an Australian. We’ve not seen her for four years. I tried to get a job down under so I could catch up with her, but then this came up.”


Brannagan studied him with hooded eyes, his head cocked to one side. “Yeah, that’s what I was referring to. Why this?” Here it was again. If only he could be allowed to put the whole business behind him completely. He would never speak of it again if he had a choice. He had to forget if he was going to be safe and effective.


“I was bored, restless, needing a change,” Dafydd said, trying to sound nonchalant. “I’d just finished my training and didn’t want to walk into a surgical job that would incarcerate me for the next thirty years.”


“That so? Funny choice of destination, though,” Brannagan insisted, peering closely at him through the smoke of his cigarette. “I saw your CV. Pretty impressive. You could have had your pick.”


Dafydd nodded wearily as his justifications dried up. “So what’s your excuse?”


“Oh, Christ.” Brannagan sighed, clearly trying to sound even more drunk than he was. “How long have you got?” He looked at a nonexistent watch on his arm. “I ’spect you’re moving into your trailer tomorrow. I’ve a feeling it’s not been cleaned since Odent left, and he had some funny habits; I’ll tell you about them sometime. You better muck it out yourself, just to be sure.” He swayed slightly in his seat, then tipped back the rest of his beer. “Tell you what. You don’t have to move in there, just because Hogg calls it the ‘locum trailer.’ He pockets the rent cos he owns the bloody thing.” Ian’s laugh had a mocking undertone, and he slapped Dafydd on the shoulder. “If you don’t like it, you tell ’im . . . right, buddy?”


“Got you.” Dafydd stood up stiffly. He’d had enough.


“No, man, I’ll get this,” Ian put one hand on Dafydd’s wallet while he fumbled around his pockets with the other. “You’re the new kid on the block. This is on the clinic.”


Every bone and muscle in Dafydd’s body ached. His head spun and his chest felt raw. A combination of jet lag, change of atmosphere and general overload, plus too much sweet wine and Extra Old Stock. He suddenly yearned to be horizontal.


“Bright and early, my boy.” Brannagan made a clatter of chairs as he got up. “Hogg’s a hopeless manager, but he’s a stickler for timekeeping. So is ‘the boss,’ as you no doubt gathered.”


Saying goodbye to Ian Brannagan, Dafydd went to find the stairs that led to the safety of his room. After rummaging for his robe he slipped across the hall to the bathroom and ran a bath. Submerged up to his neck, he dozed, but eventually the cooling water made him shiver and wake. The noises from below had abated: perhaps the bar was closing. He had no idea what time it was. He got out and dried himself off on a dingy yellow towel, threw his bathrobe on and made for his room. In the narrow corridor he ran straight into the dark-haired waitress.


“Hi, Dafydd,” she said, studying his loosely tied bathrobe.


“Well, good night,” he exclaimed.


“Can I get you anything . . . a nightcap? I could bring it to your room if you’d like.” Dafydd looked at her, speechless. Was this what he thought it was? Plenty wimmin would try it on . . . wasn’t that what his shrewd taxi driver had told him? And they obviously wasted no time.


“Thanks, ah . . . Brenda. I’m fine, but thank you anyway.” He feared he must seem very naive. She was a seriously sexy woman, but just like that . . . tonight?


Brenda smiled. “You sure about that, now?”


“Aha . . . yes,” he said.


“Okay.” She shrugged cheerfully, showing she was not slighted by the rejection. “You have a good night, now.” She turned briskly and her arse swayed voluptuously as he, mesmerized, watched her walk away from him down the hall.


* * *


There was a steady pounding against the bed. He could feel the vibrations of each thump traveling up the length of his spine to his skull. At the same time it felt as if someone were knocking on his head with a small hammer, sharp angry raps. He woke and jerked himself upright, peering around in the darkness. There seemed to be no one there, but the pounding continued, in fact increasing in speed and urgency. Suddenly it stopped dead and a long, low groan followed. Dafydd strained his ear to locate the source of the unearthly noise. Then voices and laughter.


Damn. The wall separating him from the copulating couple was like cardboard, and their bed was immediately next to his. After a few minutes of husky conversation, his spent neighbors seemed to fall asleep. As he listened to the sound of their breathing, he was sure he could feel the feathery draft of their exhalations across his face. He climbed out of bed and looked at the wall. He tapped it lightly in a few places and it undulated softly. Cardboard indeed. One of the two lovers banged on the flimsy material with a fist. It shook ominously.


“Fer chrissakes,” came a gruff man’s voice, “people are trying to get some rest here, you know.”


“Exactly,” Dafydd retorted quietly.


He tried to settle back on the knobbly mattress. There were bits of grit around his bare buttocks and he reached down to investigate. They felt like crumbs, perhaps even dirt from someone who’d not bothered to remove his boots. Hogg’s filthy trailer could certainly not be any worse, no matter what Dafydd’s predecessor, “Monsieur Dr. Odent,” had perpetrated on it. One of his neighbors farted. Dafydd huffed and turned his back on them, drawing his knees up into a fetal position to protect himself from further insult. He slept fitfully for a short while but woke with a start.


It was seven months ago, to the day. Even now he could remember the uncountable numbers of tequila shooters he’d been forced to down, interspersed with triple Jack Daniel’s and several pints of beer. Jerry and Philippa, two of his high-living colleagues in Bristol, had organized the bash in his honor. Partly to celebrate his thirty-second birthday but mainly because he was through with his training and was ready to apply for consultancy posts. He’d gotten to bed at five the following morning, grateful that he’d booked the day off work as part of his annual leave.


At seven the phone rang.


“Woodruff.” It was Briggs, the senior consultant. “I can’t see you down for any list.”


“Ah? . . . No, I’ve got the day off.”


“Never mind. I want a favor from you.”


No sooner had Dafydd hung up than he had some dark forebodings, as if the damage done to his brain by the massive amounts of alcohol he’d consumed had opened up his sixth sense. If only he’d phoned the bastard back and refused to do his bidding, told him he was still drunk or whatever. Instead he staggered into the shower, followed by Tylenol, mouthwash, and instant coffee, dressed in the least dirty shirt he could find and some tracksuit bottoms and actually got into his car and drove to the hospital. What the hell, lots of people did it, getting loaded and going to work the next day. Junior doctors were known for their binges, a form of escape from the unrelenting work schedule, the crushing responsibility and the hours of studying for exams.


He’d gone straight to the ward to see the little boy, Derek Rose, and his mother, aware of his red-rimmed eyes and telltale breath, but he needn’t have worried about making an impression. Sharon Rose was a poor single mother in her twenties, in frayed jeans, a cheap donkey jacket, and, by the look of her yellowed, anxious fingers, dying for a fag. She was the sort of unfortunate woman who thought doctors were omnipotent, men and women in white coats whose opinions should not be challenged since they could do no wrong. He wished he had put her right, there and then; told her he was not in a fit state to operate on her son. But Briggs had intimidated him and rubbished his objections; Dafydd was supposed to be a fully fledged pediatric surgeon, on the brink of consultancy, and Briggs’s references were going to be extremely important.
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