Chapter One

The rain was driving horizontally into Ed’s face as he fought his way up the unmade track towards the house barely visible in the distance. Dismal-looking sheep regarded him with studious curiosity from the other side of the barbed wire fence, more used to seeing hikers in their standard uniforms of anoraks, red socks and boots than a solitary young man in well cut trousers, brogues and a sports jacket, carrying a black bag. Wary of bringing his car up, for fear of irreparable damage to the exhaust, or any other component that lurked too near to the ground, he had reluctantly made the decision that it would be less expensive to pay a dry cleaners’ bill than one conjured up by a car mechanic with a fertile imagination when it came to giving estimates of work required. A quick and frantic search in the boot of his car, the contents of which had been thrown in chaotically, had revealed that his waterproof coat was nowhere to be seen.  A sudden mental image then came to him of it hanging on the back of the kitchen door, having been left there since the weekend’s climbing when he had again been soaked to the skin. 
Only partly able to see where he was going, his eyelids continuously trying to blink away the jagged spikes of water that were lambasting him relentlessly, he cursed out loud as he stepped into a deceptively deep puddle of yellowy-beige mud and felt the water ooze over the top of his shoe and osmose through the flimsy protection of his sock. He now wished fervently that he had accepted the offers of his two partners, Ellie Bonnington and Clare Jennings to do this particular house call but his sense of fairness had prevailed as both of them already had several of their own visits to do and he had only one. 
It had been dry when he set off from the surgery, admittedly not sunny or bright but at least fine. As he had cruised down the country lanes in a relaxed manner, listening to some undemanding music on the car radio, the clouds had thickened and darkened, assumed a menacing air and then the rain had started. Initially, it had been nothing more than an irritating light drizzle, not enough to need the windscreen wipers on continuously but by the time he spotted the signpost for the house, raindrops were ricocheting in all directions and thundering a discordant fanfare on the roof of the car. 
More mud splattered up onto the hem of his trousers, instantly obvious as it was far darker than the light fawn of the material and he swore softly under his breath. He was well past the point where he could do anything about it. Rounding a slight bend in the track he saw his destination more clearly and hurried, with relief to the bottom of a recently paved driveway which led through some large and imposing wrought iron gates to a meticulous barn conversion of considerable dimensions that was hardly reflective of its diminutive title of Hawthorn Cottage. The main house was to the right, an architectural triumph in some ways, but an eyesore in far more. Little was recognisable of the original barn now the new build had taken over. A smart new roof, double glazing and red bricks that paid no respect to the far more attractive original stone had created a modern, practical house, rigidly symmetrical with matching turrets at each end and lacking, to Ed’s eyes at least, any attractiveness whatsoever.
To the left was a brand new block of stables. At the sound of someone approaching, three heads appeared over their respective half doors, hoping for treats, longing to be out rather than penned up for the day. Ed knew little about horses but suspected from just one look at them, that they were valuable beasts. Ellie would have probably known and Faith, the salaried assistant at the practice would definitely have been able to tell, never having known a time in her life where horses did not feature strongly.
Joining these two buildings was a garage of substantial size, capable of holding several vehicles. The doors were open and Ed noticed a gleaming, brand new black 4x4 and a crouching soft topped sports car, which also boasted the most recent number plate. Further back, he could not help but spot some surf boards- not much call for those in the Yorkshire Dales, mountain bikes and two matching quad bikes, none of which looked as if they had ever been used.
 Hanging baskets with flowers spilling out dripped despondently by the front door and curling rivulets from the row of neatly painted tubs, stuffed with colour-coordinated plants, forged their way down towards the gate. Ed stepped carefully over the worst of the water, paused on the doorstep to run his fingers through his sodden hair and rang the bell. Excited high pitched barking was evident, then a woman’s voice remonstrating and finally the indisputable noise of an argument and a small scuffle as the dog was herded back into the kitchen and after several attempts, the door slammed shut to prevent any escape.
As Ed heard the locks being unbolted, he fixed a friendly smile on his face, hoped that he didn’t look so bedraggled as to be unprofessional and picked up his bag.
‘Good morning!’ he started, holding out his hand. ‘Or rather, not such a good morning. Mrs Martin? I’m Dr Diamond from the health centre. I’ve come to see Kerri-Lee. May I come in?’
Mrs Martin reluctantly shook the very tip of his fingers with a loose touch.
‘Of course, you’re very wet? Don’t you have a car?’
Mrs Martin peered over his shoulder to the drive.
‘I’ve left it on the road. I wasn’t sure about the track up to your house.’
‘It’s dreadful. I’m so sorry. We haven’t been moved in long. Once we’re settled, I’m sure my husband will be pushing for planning permission to have it tarmacked over. I believe it’s a public right of way but that won’t put him off as it’s on our land. I told him it would cause a problem but he wouldn’t listen, as usual. He promised me it would be wonderfully private here but droves of walkers seem to come up here every day and most of them stare in quite rudely at our house while they’re passing. Some of them even stop and point. I’m sure they’re just admiring our lovely home but it does give one the feeling of living in a zoo sometimes.’
Mrs Martin glared worriedly at Ed’s feet.
‘Perhaps you should slip your shoes off. They’re very muddy.’
As he obeyed his orders, Ed could not help but notice the slippers on Mrs Martin’s feet. Like two giant tiger paws, complete with claws, they clashed to perfection with her tight leather trousers and over-sized animal print t-shirt which was tied nonchalantly in a knot over her right hip and slipped fashionably off her left shoulder to reveal a bra strap of gold chain and some artificially tanned, freckly skin. She was not unattractive but had gone to too many lengths to stave off the signs of advancing years. Skilfully applied make-up could not hide the signs of previous cosmetic surgery, anti-wrinkle injections and collagen fillers.
‘Thank you so much for coming, Dr Diamond. Kerri-Lee’s in the snug. This way please.’
Ed could feel his wet feet leaving tell tale footprints on the polished wood floor but hoped that they would have dried to invisibility by the time they returned. The snug turned out to be larger than his own lounge, which was the biggest room in his house. A massive flat screen television somehow miraculously stayed attached to one wall and two generously sized sofas were placed so that viewing was optimal. On one of them was a young girl, almost hidden by a large duvet as she lay spread-eagled and glued to some rather gross cartoon figures that were shrieking at each other on the screen. On the floor by her side were a can of pop, a plate of biscuits and a giant packet of crisps.
Ed advanced towards the sofa. The small girl paid no attention to him whatsoever, other than to twist her body so that she could look past him.
‘Hello,’ he tried, ‘You must be Kerri.’
‘It’s Kerri-Lee,’ Mrs Martin corrected him with firmness. ‘Anyway this is Cassandra, my middle daughter. She’s not ill.’
‘No school today then?’ asked Ed.
‘Well, there is but Cassie’s been quite tired recently, so today, she’s having a duvet day and catching up.’ 
Ed raised his eyebrows and Cassie, after a covert glance in his direction, continued to ignore him.
‘Where’s your sister gone?’ Mrs Martin raised her voice to compete with the manic violence that was on the television.
‘Don’t know. Upstairs maybe. Shh, Mum. I’m watching.’
‘I’m sorry Dr Diamond, she must be in her bedroom. I’m not surprised she doesn’t want to watch that rubbish. Follow me.’
The curved staircase wound its way ornately to the first floor. The wood floors gave way to carpets of gleaming white, still smelling new and recently fitted and the thick pile comforted his feet. They paused outside a door covered in notices which included amongst them a badly drawn skull and crossbones and a warning to keep out or face the consequences. Mrs Martin knocked timidly.
‘Kerri-Lee?’ she called softly, waiting a moment before turning the handle and opening the door slowly.
Expecting to find an ailing child in bed, Ed was taken aback to find a young girl, no more than eight years old, dressed from top to toe in pink, busy playing on her computer. The room was also mostly pink, from the bedspread to the curtains, the carpet and the clothes that were visible through the half open wardrobe door. There were pink fairy lights weaving their way around the bed head and yet more decorating the mirror on the dressing table. Even the toys that were visible were pink.
‘It’s the doctor, darling.’
Kerri-Lee looked up.
‘Hello!’
Ed smiled and returned the greeting. Kerri-Lee was a pretty girl with a huge grin and a countenance that looked anything other than ill.
‘Stop doing that for a moment and come and tell him what’s wrong,’ Mrs Martin was beginning to sound a little weary.
‘Hang on a mo, I’ve just got to save what I’ve done so far. I’m playing that new game Daddy bought me yesterday –it’s cool.’
‘Daddy buys you far too many things,’ muttered Mrs Martin, under her breath but loud enough for Ed to hear.
Sitting down on a chair, after moving a ridiculously large floppy pink dog to one side, Ed opened up his bag and extracted his stethoscope, ready to begin his consultation. As he hoped, Kerri-Lee left her computer and came and bounced onto her bed, turning to face him cheerfully. 
‘How can I help?’ Ed offered, his gaze moving from mother to child, waiting for some clues.
Kerri-Lee looked at her mother for approval.
‘Tell the doctor then,’ she was encouraged. ‘You don’t need me to do it for you.’
After a shy pause, Kerri pointed to her foot.
‘It’s my toes,’ she complained.
‘What’s wrong with them?’ asked Ed.
‘They’re horrid and they hurt.’
‘Let me see. Have you injured them?’
‘No.’
She carelessly kicked off a fluffy pink slipper.
Gently, Ed took the petite foot onto his knee and examined it carefully, finding nothing wrong until he looked between the toes and spotted a mild fungal infection.
‘Is that what you’re worried about?’
Kerri-Lee cringed hysterically.
‘It’s gross. I can’t bear to look at it.’
‘It’s nothing to be concerned about,’ Ed promised.
‘What have you found?’ Mrs Martin sounded alarmed.
‘A very slight infection. Athlete’s foot.’
‘Oh my goodness. What’s that?’
‘It’s caused by a fungus. It’s very common and easily treatable with some cream you can buy from the chemist. I’ll give you the name.’
‘But why on earth would she have a fungus? Our hygiene is perfect.’
‘I’m sure it is. But this is easy to pick up. Does Kerri, I mean Kerri-Lee go swimming?’
‘Yes, she does.’
‘Well, she probably picked it up there then. In the changing room where it’s warm and damp.’
He scribbled quickly on a scrap of paper from his bag.
‘Apply this twice a day and be careful to dry properly after you’ve been in the bath or shower. A good way of doing that is to use a hairdryer. Sounds silly, I know, but it works.’
Kerri-Lee skipped back over to the computer and was quickly immersed back into the game she had been playing. Ed closed up his bag, trying to formulate how to say his next words.
‘Thank you so much for coming, doctor. Such a relief to know it’s nothing serious,’ gushed Mrs Martin, leading him back to the front door and waiting while he persuaded his feet to go back into his cold, clammy unwelcoming shoes, which seemed to have shrunk. She cast a disapproving glance in the direction of frantic scratching noises that were coming from the back of the house.
‘Mrs Martin, I have to say that it was hardly a problem that necessitated a house call. You could easily have brought Kerri into surgery to see us. We’re very busy with house calls to patients who are genuinely unable to leave their homes.’
‘It’s Kerri-Lee,’ insisted Mrs Martin. ‘I didn’t like to bring her to the surgery in case she was infectious. You can’t be too careful these days. There are all sorts of horrible bugs around. Alternatively she could have caught something from someone else. Plus it’s raining and my car’s just been washed.’
‘Well, if you’re ever unsure in the future, you can always ring and speak to one of us, or one of the practice nurses and we’ll be able to advise you and make you an appointment. Don’t forget, apply the cream twice a day. Good morning!’
‘Doctor!’ Mrs Martin called after him.
Ed turned to look at her.
‘Yes?’
‘You’ve forgotten to leave a prescription.’ 
‘You can get the cream at the pharmacist’s in Lambdale. It’s not expensive.’
‘But if you leave a prescription it won’t cost anything…’
Ed looked round at the sumptuous surroundings, estimated roughly how much all of the work must have cost and then studied Mrs Martin, her perfectly manicured hands, expensive jewellery and glamorously coiffured hair. Shaking his head sadly, he turned on his heel and began to splash his way angrily back to the car.

In the staff room at Teviotdale Medical Centre, Ed was recounting the details of his frustrating house call to a captive audience of John Britton, senior partner, Ellie and Clare. Ellie had made tea, found the biscuit tin which Joan the receptionist had hidden and a towel for him to dry his hair on.
‘Then to rub salt into the wound, as I was plodding back down that horrible track, she bounced past me in her infernal 4x4, made no attempt to stop and I’d put money on the fact that she chose the biggest puddle to drive through for maximum drenching impact. I don’t think she’ll be in a hurry to see me again.’
‘Who are they?’ asked Ellie, dunking a biscuit and just catching the sodden result in her mouth before it dropped onto her blouse. ‘I’m sure I’ve never heard of them.’
‘New folk,’ replied John, who had a remarkable ability to know something about all his patients. ‘The husband works in Leeds –high up in some investment banking group and disgustingly wealthy. I met him last week when he came in with a knee problem, probably a torn cartilage. They’ve three children, all girls, who go to that outrageously expensive private school outside Harrogate. They bought that place and did it up so his wife could live in the countryside. Her mother lives with them. More money than sense if you ask me. There’s nothing wrong with the local secondary school. It did extremely well in the latest Ofsted visit.’
‘Of course not,’ agreed Ellie, aware that John was one of its governors. ‘That’s where my girls will be going,’ she added for good measure, referring to her twins, Lydia and Virginia.
John smiled magnanimously and smoothed his cord trousers, brushing off crumbs onto the floor before pulling the biscuit tin towards him and rummaging in the contents until he found two fig rolls, his favourite and fortunately despised by everyone else. He popped one into his mouth and rested the second on the arm of his chair before picking up some letters and starting to read. Slightly overweight but avuncular and sympathetic, he still adored the patient contact aspect of general practice, even after over thirty years in the job. The administrative side, the constant derision from the government and the institution of more and more guidelines drove him to distraction however and every Sunday evening while he pretended to watch television with his wife, Faye and a glass of whisky in his hand, he was mentally calculating just how long it was until he could retire but not sacrifice any of his pension.
Ellie, mid thirties, was still young and flexible enough not to be fazed by change. She was blessed with the ability to balance her home and professional lives, seemingly effortlessly. At work, she was efficient, well organised and excellent at her job. At home, she adored family life with her husband Ian and of course the twins, to say nothing of the selection of animals, which seemed to grow on a regular basis. Ian, whose only brush with the medical fraternity had been when he had had appendicitis at the age of fourteen, instinctively knew how to be a tower of support to his wife when she needed it and the twins were still young enough to be natural levellers without realising it.
Clare was the opposite-a worrier and a perfectionist, constantly self-critical and striving to do better. Her patients always came first, regardless of what else was going on in her life. Repeated gentle persuasions to leave her work behind her when she left the building fell on deaf ears and David, consultant psychiatrist and husband, knew that it was unlikely that she would ever change. Recently returned from long term sick leave, she was still, to an extent, trying to integrate herself back into full time work and sat quietly, checking and double checking that she had written up her notes from her surgery and had completed the work that had been generated, such as referral letters and research. She was only half listening to what the others were discussing, hoping that they had not noticed that they did not have her full attention, worried lest they think she was not behaving normally, not coping with her workload and showing the first hints that her mental health problem was starting to rear its ugly head again.
The door opened and in came Faith Faber, late morning surgery just finished. She had joined the practice to cover for Clare while she was off sick, proved herself to be a hard worker and had been asked to stay on. She loved working there and dreamed of being offered a partnership. In awe of John and his consummate skills, she envied Ellie’s glamorous good looks, appreciated Ed’s sense of humour and his ability to make the job look easy, but still felt wary of Clare, with whom she had not really had much of a chance to become acquainted. 
Following closely in her wake was the new registrar, Abigail Watson, who had been sitting in with her. Faith looked fraught, weary no doubt from Abigail’s endless stream of questions and criticisms, which had already exhausted the partners in the brief time she had been with them, to such an extent that the remaining eleven and a half months of her training that she would spend with them, seemed a very long time indeed. Serious and as yet, having revealed not even a glimmer of a sense of humour, she wore harshly rimmed spectacles and always dressed in what appeared to be the same navy blue suit and green checked blouse, a look which would not have been out of place behind the counter of the local building society branch but that was too severe for her new place of work. Academically, they could not fault her. Her knowledge was jaw-droppingly awesome. From the esoteric to the rare, she knew the symptoms that were characteristic of rare syndromes most of them had forgotten about once they left medical school to enter the real world and could quote facts and figures from the latest research projects from memory. Sadly, she was finding it very difficult to make the transition from hospital medicine to general practice and her communication skills lagged far behind her encyclopaedic mind. 
She had a way of talking to patients as though she was barking, uttering a quick fire of closed questions which invited only the briefest of replies. Her sole objective was to make a clear cut diagnosis, send off a barrage of investigations, prescribe at great cost and ignore the social aspect of her patients’ lives. Unsympathetic to those she felt were the victims of their own indiscretions, she ordered smokers to cease, had no time for alcoholics and was convinced that weight loss was simply a matter of putting your mind to it and anyone could do it. Her ability to sit and listen had yet to be conceived.
Ed, bestowed with the dubious honour of being her trainer, had spent some considerable time trying to help her which had proved awkward in the extreme as she had no perception that there was a problem in the first place. She had sat in with him for a whole week and failed to see how he related to his patients. She had even become irritated by his inability to run to time. So, in an attempt to acquaint her with the subtler nuances of consultation techniques, it had been suggested that she sit in with each of the other doctors in turn, so see how their styles compared and contrasted. Ed, initially optimistic, now felt this project was, so far, not proving to be the success he had hoped it would be. Rather than emerging from each session with a burning desire to read the classic works on doctor-patient interaction, all she brought back to Ed was a list of clinical omissions that she thought the other doctors had made, failing to consider the bizarre and nigh impossible in their differential diagnoses. The novelty of explaining about general practice was wearing off rapidly and Ed was glad of the support and help of his colleagues.
‘But why didn’t you do some blood tests on that last lady but one?’ Abigail was demanding of Faith.
‘Because she had food poisoning. All she needed was a stool sample,’ Faith justified her actions.
‘How can you say that? It could have been ulcerative colitis, Crohn’s disease or even a tropical disease. You never asked her if she’d been abroad recently.’
‘Abigail,’ Faith turned from the sink where she was filling the kettle, ‘didn’t you listen to what she told us? She admitted that she had had seafood last night and her symptoms started during the night, which admittedly were horrible for her but she’s already starting to feel a bit better. You’ve got to remember that common things are common. The only reason she came to surgery was for a sick note because she works in a kitchen.’
Faith raised her eyebrows at Ed, who smiled with his eyes to reassure her.
‘Come on Abigail,’ he called, heaving his lithe but rather etiolated body out of the chair, ‘let’s go and have a chat for twenty minutes before lunch.’
She was proving to be such hard work that it was increasingly difficult to keep up an air of enthusiasm. His last registrar, Rob, had been so straightforward. Unassuming but competent, he had grown in confidence on a daily basis and by the end of his attachment with them had not only been working as efficiently as a partner but he had also started going out with Faith, who had escaped, in the nick of time, from an engagement that was hurtling towards disaster, faster than she could see. He was now working some ten miles away at the local district general hospital but was still in contact with Ed, who had proved not just to be a trainer but a good friend and drinking partner on alternate Thursday evenings. Somehow, Ed could not envisage sitting in the pub with Abigail, laughing at ridiculous jokes and putting the world to rights.

