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For The Ginger Ninja

my sanity-saving,

cushion-stealing,

Post-it-chobbling,

sounding-board

& perfect writing companion

Always



‘When you change the way you look at things, the things you look at change’

DR WAYNE DYER




Chapter 1

Dr Holly Graham swirled the pancake batter onto the Aga hotplate with almost surgical precision; just another one of the imperceptible ways she was subconsciously keeping her eye in while on maternity leave. Taffy wrapped his arms around her waist and lovingly rested his chin on her shoulder. ‘Can I just have one really huge one?’ He paused, weighing up the likelihood of success. ‘With lots of chocolate chips?’

Holly arranged a stack of perfect circles onto his plate and shook her head with a smile. ‘Keep dreaming, Taffs. We’re leading from the front, remember?’

They both glanced over at the huge oak kitchen table, round and stocky, their four children marking out the four points of the wooden compass that had dictated virtually every moment of Holly’s universe for the last twelve months. Typically, Elsie had stationed herself between Lottie and Olivia, seemingly oblivious to the mangled rusks that now adorned her silk dressing gown, perfectly happy to spoon dollops of apple-sauce-swirled yoghurt into their willing mouths as she embraced her role as honorary ‘Grandmother’. Ben and Tom, on the other hand, their appetites growing as quickly as their gangly six-year-old legs, wanted none of it. They were holding out for pancakes – gazillions of pancakes, to be precise – with lashings of maple syrup.

‘Well, at least the maple syrup’s organic,’ offered Taffy, his own tendency towards mainlining junk food having been brutally curtailed in his quest to become a decent role model, and to stand a chance of fitting into his morning suit for the wedding.

‘Do top up my coffee, there’s a darling,’ said Elsie, having recently decided that life was just too short to drink camomile tea, whatever her consultant may say. As a result, the entire household had been cunningly and covertly switched to decaf and Holly’s mood was suffering a little as a result.

‘Anything good on the cards today?’ Holly asked Taffy, as she flipped over another batch of Scotch pancakes to top up the rapidly diminishing supply on the table. Her tone was almost wistful with enquiry; she was missing her patients and the cut and thrust of practice life far more than she was willing to concede. Of course, it didn’t help that they seemed to be coping so indecently well in her absence. All her offers to step in, help out, lend a hand, had been politely but pointedly declined by the team at The Practice.

‘Don’t worry about it,’ Dan said. ‘Enjoy your babies,’ Alice said. ‘Make the most of your time off,’ they all repeated ad nauseam. Her grip tightened on the spatula at the very thought.

Time off!

Who were they kidding? Being at home with newborn twins had hardly been a picnic in the South of France.

Throw in another set of twins, five years ahead, and bouncing with all the energy of Duracell bunnies, a timeshare labradoodle and an increasingly needy (and enormous) piglet and Holly’s slate was full. Speaking of which, Nineteen grunted at the French windows for his breakfast, still seemingly disgusted at no longer being allowed into the kitchen, on the sofas, basically wherever he pleased – but weighing nearly seventy pounds, Nineteen was no longer an adorable, snuffling piglet: he was a hog in all senses of the word. Every attempt to give him more room in the meadows nearby had resulted in him making a break for home. It was yet another thing on Holly’s mental To Do list that needed attention.

Taffy swallowed his mouthful of pancake and took a slug of coffee for good measure, looking at his mug in confusion when it failed to deliver that morning boost he had come to rely on. ‘Not much on today, really. Same old, same old.’

Holly sighed, realising he had no idea how appealing the notion of ‘same old’ was to her right now. Not that she hadn’t adored this special time with her babies – and they were an absolute delight – she just sometimes felt as though her brain was turning to Play-Doh and her conversation to mindless jibber-jabber. Thank heavens for Elsie’s ongoing vacillation about her living arrangements. Although duly installed at Sarandon Hall – the retirement destination for the blue of blood and heavy of wallet – she still seemed to spend most of her days, and quite a few of her nights, here at Number 42 being generally eccentric and inspiring. Although once Elsie’s own family home, ensuring that Holly’s growing brood could now call it their home had been one of the greatest acts of generosity that Holly had ever witnessed. Spending the first few weeks of Olivia and Lottie’s lives quite literally holding Holly’s hand, as Taffy had been subsumed gradually back into work, had been another. From where Holly was standing, Elsie’s presence was a reassuring constant she’d be lost without.

‘Tell me,’ Holly said. ‘How’s the Major doing? Is Alice coping with her new clinic hours with Coco? What happened about Pru’s mammogram in the end?’ She wasn’t so much firing questions at him, as machine-gunning them into the room, the way Ben and Tom did when they were on a mission for information, snackage or attention.

Taffy just nodded. ‘It’s all good. Hey, haven’t the boys got a concert rehearsal this afternoon?’

Holly swallowed her frustration, along with a bite of pancake. At this rate, she’d be the size of a house before she found her balance. She nodded. ‘Dress rehearsal today, boys,’ she reminded them.

Ben and Tom looked at each other and scowled, perfect mirror images of disgruntlement. ‘I hate stupid Guy Fawkes,’ Tom said firmly, always the more outspoken of the twins, ‘and this stupid concert.’

‘I hate my costume and Tarquin is a big meany,’ Ben continued. ‘He keeps tripping me up when we do our stupid song.’

Holly frowned. She’d initially been quite on board with the new head teacher’s plan to add a performance by the primary school pupils to their traditional Larkford Bonfire Night festivities, until that is, she’d realised the commitment required to persuade twenty-eight children, each seemingly with two left feet, into their costumes and into the limelight without anyone being trampled, roasted or embarrassed to death. Even accounting for the little sod that was Tarquin Holland and his painfully right-on mother, Cassie, these Guy Fawkes preparations had quickly become a labour of love for all the parents of Larkford Primary. Of course, for some, the love had been somewhat enhanced by the very presence of said new head teacher. Mr Alec French had certainly swayed the pyjamas-to-mascara ratio on the school run in the opposite direction since his arrival.

The front door swung open and Alice and Coco barrelled through the parquet hallway and into the kitchen. Since her boyfriend Jamie had taken a temporary work placement in Ireland, it had become Alice’s custom en route to The Practice, to call in at Holly’s for the first coffee of the day – Elsie’s kitchen providing the central focus for most of their socialising these days. At times, Alice seemed quite lost without him, and Holly was only too delighted to provide company, coffee and distraction, in exchange for a little update now and then.

‘Morning! I hope you haven’t eaten already – I picked up Danish pastries,’ said Alice chirpily, her assistance dog Coco at her feet, as she carefully hung up her beautiful velvet coat. No longer one to keep things for best, she was a close contender with Elsie for the role of Larkford’s style icon these days. Not that Elsie seemed to mind.

‘I hope one of those pastries has my name on it!’ Elsie said, deliberately ignoring the look that passed between Holly and Taffy. ‘I’m in need of decadence today. All this puréed fruit is giving me a glimpse into my future and I’m not sure I like it.’

Holly noticed that Taffy, Ben and Tom had quickly squirrelled away all evidence of their pancake extravaganza and were holding out their plates expectantly. Seriously, thought Holly, it was like feeding an army in this kitchen most days.

Needless to say, Alice had thoughtfully picked out a dairy-free offering for Ben and soon contented yummy noises filled the room, to the accompaniment of Olivia banging her fists on her high chair in excitement at the sliver of buttery goodness heading her way.

‘Stick the radio on,’ said Alice, as she poured coffee for everyone, and Holly handed out orange juice in a tried and tested manoeuvre of choreography. ‘Lizzie had me in stitches just now. She’s on cracking form, have you noticed?’

Holly had in fact noticed that giving her best friend, Lizzie, ready access to a microphone and a Nespresso machine had been a masterstroke in her recovery from anxiety, not to mention with all three of her children now being at school, Lizzie was indeed generally on the up. It was fair to say that, in their small community, the ‘anonymous’ part of Lizzie’s Agony Aunt phone-in show on Radio Larkford was really anything but. Nevertheless, Lizzie’s advice was often on message, despite being off the cuff, and generally hilarious in its bluntness.

‘All I’m saying,’ came the emotional tones of today’s unwitting caller across the airwaves, ‘is that I’d just like a small break from my children climbing all over me, before my husband starts, you know?’

Holly and Alice both snorted their coffee across the table as they burst out laughing, recognising only too clearly the voice of Hattie from The Deli in town. Taffy merely looked perplexed.

‘But, surely it’s nice that he still fancies her—’ began Taffy, unwittingly stepping into a barrage of abuse from the women at the table.

Lizzie clearly had no scruples when it came to telling it like it is, even when on the airwaves. ‘You’re not a cappuccino machine,’ she said with feeling. ‘He can hardly expect you to be on the go with kids and The D— I mean, with work all day and then get hot and steamy at the flick of a switch.’

Taffy swallowed his laughter in a moment, when he saw how intently his beloved was listening to the answer. Holly offered him a watery smile in reassurance, but Lizzie was on a roll.

‘Seriously, any new dads out there feeling all hard done by because they’re not getting much duvet action need to take a long hard look at themselves. You can’t be Mary Poppins one minute and Jessica Rabbit the next. Your wives may be mothers now, but that doesn’t mean you should stop wooing them. When’s the last time you ran them a bath, or cooked them supper? Maybe looked after your kids for a bit so they could regroup? Hat—, I mean, our caller has a point – there needs to be a transition from mother to partner and you guys need to make that happen!’ She spoke with feeling and gusto and Holly laid odds that there were women all over Larkford cheering her on, not to mention husbands curling their toes. ‘Ask them what they want! And now here’s Journey with a little reminder.’ As the lyrics of ‘Any Way You Want It’ blasted out around the kitchen there was an uncomfortable silence for a moment.

Ben looked around the table in consternation. ‘Aunty Lizzie gives weird advice on the radio. If they like climbing so much, she should just tell them to buy a climbing frame—’

Alice excused herself from the table as orange juice spurted from her nose and Holly held her sides laughing.

‘Out of the mouths of babes,’ said Elsie drily, as her magpie attention was caught by Alice’s vintage necklace, as she passed around handfuls of napkins to deal with the problem.

Taffy took Holly’s hand as she went to stand up and clear the table. ‘Tell me what you want,’ he whispered with a smile, taking Lizzie’s advice to heart.

Holly’s eyes flashed at the possibilities. ‘Anything?’

Taffy smiled wolfishly. ‘Anything at all.’

She sat back down beside him and kissed him. ‘Can I take your diabetes clinic today? You could stay with the girls?’

Taffy laughed. ‘Oh, Holls, you’re so funny.’ He stood up and dropped a kiss on top of her head. ‘Think about it, though, I’m serious. Dinner? A spa day with Lizzie maybe? Whatever you need, just say.’ He kissed Olivia and Lottie, somehow escaping their outstretched sticky grasp, and chivvied the boys to get their school shoes on.

Holly mutely watched as he turned away, momentarily speechless. ‘But I just did say,’ she managed, only for her words to be drowned out by the chaos of locating last-minute school clobber and performance paraphernalia.

She bent down to kiss both the boys as they swung their arms around her thighs and to check their faces were free of maple syrup. She couldn’t quite face a ‘friendly chat’ on the tiny chairs from the glorious Mr French just yet. It would surely be better to meet him properly before her first official dressing-down.

‘I’d best be off too,’ said Alice, as everyone realised the time and hustled together. Even Elsie wandered through into the hall to prepare for her morning ahead. Another class with the Silver Swans, no doubt, reliving her misspent youth at the barre and brushing up her pliés.

In fact, in less than three minutes, Holly’s kitchen went from being a hive of sociable activity to the front door swinging quietly shut behind them with a dull whumpf.

She turned to the girls, their hands outstretched and their faces smothered with sticky pastry crumbs. ‘Well,’ she said after a moment, mustering a cheery smile, ‘as I’m obviously not playing doctor today, you two are going to be my partners in crime, okay?’ She kissed their foreheads adoringly. ‘Now, what do you two little poppets want to do this morning?’


Chapter 2

Holly glanced down at her vibrating mobile as she attempted to insert a reluctant Olivia into the pushchair. Three missed calls, all from the same number. She ignored them, as Olivia arched her back grumpily and made a bid for freedom.

There was only so much pep that a person could take at this time of the morning and Patricia, her return-to-work coordinator from the local Commissioning Group was just two degrees south of a California cheerleader – not to be taken without prior preparation, to wit, a glass of wine in hand.

Holly allowed the voicemail to play out loud, as she looked around her at the scene of devastation from simply getting all three of them washed, dressed and ready for Toddler Tambourine. Getting back to work was clearly going to require a lot more organisation and even less sleep!

‘Go-ood morning,’ trilled Patricia, with approximately two hundred per cent too much gusto for this hour on a Monday morning. Voicemail had definitely been the right call. ‘It’s Patricia calling again. I just need a moment of your time to discuss your return-to-work strategy, Dr Graham. We’ve some lovely workshops coming up for our ladies wishing to return to General Practice and I thought of you.’

Holly took a deep breath, trying not to rise at the incredibly patronising, not to mention sexist, tone that young Patricia always chose to adopt. She was sick of explaining that a year’s maternity leave hardly qualified as a ‘career break’. Holly truly felt that shadowing someone for a fortnight to remind her what to do in her own practice was taking the mickey. A simple concept that seemed to elude her nominated case-worker.

‘So,’ continued Patricia, ‘if you’d like to call me back, I can talk you through the Return to Work Protocol again.’ She paused, the doubt at Holly’s willingness to comply almost voluble down the line. ‘You will need to comply with the four steps, as we discussed before, Dr Graham. I’m only here to help and it’s my job to guide you through, one step at a time. No need to over-face ourselves. So, well, call me back.’

Patricia seemed to subscribe to the notion that an upbeat, positive attitude may not solve all of life’s problems, but it would annoy enough people along the way to make it worth the effort.

Holly couldn’t help a small smile of satisfaction that Patricia’s bounce had considerably less amplitude by the end of the message. Bureaucracy was such a farce sometimes.

Lottie began to whimper and, like dominoes, Olivia swiftly followed suit. Holly sighed, knowing that there were hoops she needed to jump through and ignoring them was seemingly no longer an option. But it made more sense, to her at least, to get her familial ducks in a row first.

Holly offered Lottie a conciliatory teething cracker to gnaw on, rather than her sister’s outstretched fingers, and for a moment there was silence. Poor Patricia was only doing her job – she did realise that – but surely, as an experienced doctor Holly could be trusted to look four steps ahead without throwing in the towel?

‘Knock, knock, coo-ee!’ called Lizzie, opening the front door and letting herself in. ‘I must seriously love you, Holly Graham. I’ve barely got my own kids off to school and you’re making me endure bloody Toddler Tambourine all over again!’ She grinned to show that she was joking but there was a certain amount of truth in her words. She scooped Lottie up into her arms and covered her with kisses. ‘Who’s ready to go and sing some songs,’ she said, before turning to Holly with a smile, ‘and then who’ll be ready to go and drink some gin?’ she continued with the same upbeat sing-song delivery.

Holly burst out laughing as Olivia clapped her approval at this plan of action. ‘I seriously owe you one for this, Lizzie. It’s almost impossible to do these classes with only one pair of hands. God knows what it will be like when they start running everywhere.’

Lizzie blew a raspberry on Lottie’s tummy. ‘Well, hopefully you’ll have a nanny all sorted by then and you can have a little balance between work and home. I’m still reeling that it’s actually cheaper to have a proper nanny than pay four sets of childcare fees. That has to focus the mind a little.’

Holly nodded, feeling oddly choked up at Lizzie’s instinctive understanding of her situation – no judgement, no comment – it was obvious that she’d already walked several miles in her shoes.

‘Any progress on that front?’ Lizzie asked, as they made their way through the streets of Larkford, the autumn sunshine lambent across the Market Place, picking out the pastel-fronted buildings and giving Holly just the boost she needed.

‘I’ve a few booked in for interviews next Monday, but to be honest that may not be my biggest hurdle anymore . . .’ She outlined the delightful Patricia’s plan and was gratified to see Lizzie’s face pucker in consternation. ‘Bonkers, right?’

‘Completely,’ Lizzie agreed. ‘What does Taffy say about all this? Surely there’s a sneaky shortcut for partners who’ve been away less than a year?’

Holly’s cheeks flushed suddenly and it had nothing to do with the swift breeze lifting her hair. ‘I may not have mentioned it, actually. He seems so happy having a stay-at-home mum for the girls and it’s not as though they’re exactly shorthanded at work now, is it?’ Not for the first time, Holly felt a shiver of regret for having found such wonderful maternity cover in the form of Tilly Campbell. Outspoken, compassionate – young, but experienced – Tilly had seemingly slotted into life at The Practice like an old friend. Which of course, to Alice, she was.

‘Do you ever feel superfluous to your own life?’ Holly asked quietly, as they ambled through the sunshine, ochre leaves drifting to their feet as they crossed the park, watching a team of volunteers add yet more timber, branches and old furniture to the ever-growing town bonfire under the Major’s roaring supervision.

Lizzie looked at her sharply, only too familiar with the swirly rabbit hole that was negative thinking. ‘You are anything but superfluous to these gorgeous girls though, Holls. You’re just too close to see it, right now. And don’t forget, I’d have been lost without you, during my whole going-completely-fecking-mad phase.’

Holly nodded, stroking Olivia’s precocious blonde ringlets that bounced in the pram in front of her and smiled at Lizzie’s irreverent take on life. ‘I know. I do. And I count myself incredibly lucky to have options, but I can’t help thinking I would appreciate all of this so much more with a little professional challenge thrown into the mix. A little light and shade? Rather than everything changing at once?’

‘Ah well, you know what Elsie would say? “Adapt or die, my darlings. Darwin was right all along.” ’ Her off-key impression of their favourite octogenarian was so on-point, it gave Holly just the boost she needed.

‘Point taken,’ Holly said with a smile. ‘As long as we agree that I’m no Galapagos Tortoise?’

‘Hmm,’ said Lizzie impishly, ‘then maybe we should talk moisturiser?’

Any time for silliness and gossip disappeared the moment the two women stepped inside the chilly church hall, hearts sinking in tandem at the sight of Cassie Holland with her trusty guitar and basket of maracas, ‘shaky eggs’ and, of course, the eponymous tambourines.

‘Dear God, shoot me now,’ whispered Lizzie none too quietly, provoking a flurry of titters from the new mums already seated on the floor in a circle, their various offspring perched on their laps.

‘Ladies, ladies, take your seats for baby’s welcome song,’ said Cassie, her chirpy voice oddly reminiscent of Patronising Patricia. Since when did having a baby mean that women had to be treated like children too, wondered Holly. Even as Cassie’s enthusiasm roused the room into a cheerful rendition of ‘The Wheels on the Bus’, Holly’s attention was wandering. Not only because Lizzie was making snarky comments in her ear about the likelihood of any of these well-heeled children ever having to take the bus anywhere – except possibly at the airport – but also because, not so very long ago, the women in this room had been her patients. She could glance around the hall and do a quick visual check of Kerry’s rosacea, Victoria’s progress with her battle of the bulge and, judging by the animated tambourine-bashing, Lara’s chronic migraines were now well under control.

Holly pulled her attention back into the moment, revelling in Olivia’s tenacious grasp on her ‘shaky egg’ and her seemingly instinctual sense of rhythm – something she could only have inherited from her father! Holly breathed in deeply, watching Lottie’s face light up with excitement and glee as she bashed on a bongo drum with determined fists, despite Lizzie wincing with each percussive blow.

She was exactly where she was supposed to be right now, she reminded herself, taking pleasure in her daughters’ delight at the cacophony.

It was odd how she’d experienced none of this conflict during the first few months, excitedly – if exhaustedly – embracing the role of motherhood and the constant demands of two sets of twins. It was only as they’d found their daily pattern and their sleep had improved that Holly’s existential angst had emerged. She was a mother first and foremost, of course, but being a doctor wasn’t just a job for her, it was a part of her identity. Without it, she felt as disoriented as if she’d lost her own shadow.

As Cassie took a break between songs to pour forth her traditional breast-is-best-only-organic-for-baby lecture, Holly bit her lip and tried not to smile. Lizzie’s impression of this very monologue had the ability to reduce her to tears of laughter after a glass or two of rosé. As mothers cracked open their mini Tupperware and doled out dutifully healthy snacks under Cassie’s watchful scrutiny, Holly began to wonder when parenting had become so regulated and restricted. The irony, of course, being that Cassie was the biggest local advocate of free speech and individuality – so long, apparently, as it dovetailed nicely with her own beliefs about child-rearing.

Holly paused, an odd sensation prickling her scalp. Instinctively, she leaned forward to check both Lottie and Olivia, ignoring Lizzie’s queer look of concern. It was the faintest whisper of a noise, but Holly’s hearing was long honed over the years of medical practice and she knew that her ears weren’t deceiving her.

She slid Olivia gently into Lizzie’s arms and stood up, holding out a hand as though directing traffic. ‘Stop, stop—’ she said gently, turning within the circle until her gaze alighted on Mims, the vet’s wife, and their darling baby boy, Henry. A hubbub of conversation grew around her bizarre behaviour as Holly dropped to her knees and held out her arms for Mims’s baby.

‘Hello, darling,’ she murmured calmly, clocking the grapes in Mims’s Tupperware pot with alarm. Cut in half, the way everyone advised, but not lengthwise and so still a miniature grenade . . . His weak, whistling breaths and the hint of blue to his lips told her everything she needed to know.

In that moment, Holly was oblivious to the people around her, even her girls balanced on Lizzie’s lap, and the murmurs of consternation building in the background. She took Henry, slight for his age, and checked inside his mouth, before laying him along her forearm, face down, at an angle, making sure that her fingers supported his neck and chin. Five adept blows between his shoulder blades with the heel of her hand elicited no sound from Henry, only the sharp intake of breath from the women surrounding her.

Holly murmured a running commentary to Mims, as she turned Henry onto his back and placed two fingers in the middle of his breastbone, positioning them carefully in line with his nipples before giving five firm thrusts.

Still nothing. And Holly’s heart began to race.

It was all very well being the doctor on site, but emergency measures were always stressful in any scenario, let alone with a full audience and a fleeting suspicion that she might be a little more out of practice than she’d realised. Turning Henry over onto her forearm again, it was the third blow that did the trick – a mangled grape flying from his mouth and the reassuring gasp of air, and then tears, that followed.

From beginning to end, less than a minute.

To Mims, and to Holly, it felt more like a lifetime.

Henry’s puce and screaming face was the most welcome sight Holly could possibly imagine.

‘Why don’t we call it a day here and head over to The Practice? I think a little reassurance that young Henry here is none the worse for his adventures is a good idea, don’t you?’ Holly said, amazed that her voice could still sound so calm and reassuring, while her heart was pounding and sweat prickled in her hair.

‘There’s nothing to worry about, but it’s definitely time to call it a day,’ said Holly calmly, as she helped Mims to her feet and scooped up Lizzie and her girls in less than a minute, leaving Cassie mouthing vaguely at the front of the class.

Leaving the church hall, the low sun was almost blinding, and Holly squinted her eyes to refocus.

‘Well,’ said Lizzie with feeling. ‘Say what you like about a morning with you, Holls, but it’s never dull. How did you even hear this little tyke wheezing above all that noise?’

Mims nodded, still mute with shock, as she cradled Henry to her chest. ‘I can’t believe I didn’t—’

Holly shook her head. ‘No recriminations, Mims. It happens to all of us, sooner or later. Although grapes are the very devil and I spend more time cutting them in quarters than I care to imagine. Ben choked on a piece of apple, Tom choked on a— now, what was it?’

‘Malteser, I think,’ said Lizzie matter-of-factly. ‘And my Jack has been banned from eating those bastard lollies with the round balls on a stick. The number of frights he’s given me . . .’

Mims looked at each of them and then back again in disbelief. ‘You mean, it’s just something I have to get used to. Choking?’ She clung ever tighter to little Henry until he squawked in protest.

Holly nodded. ‘I mean, it’s not a weekly occurrence or anything, but kids do shove things in their mouths and it does happen more often than you’d think.’ She leaned forward and smiled at Henry’s pink cheeks and steady breaths.

‘Maybe a baby first-aid class wouldn’t be the worst idea,’ Mims said, her brow still concertinaed in concern. ‘I still can’t believe I hadn’t even noticed there was a problem before you were across that room like a gazelle.’

Lizzie snorted with laughter at the notion of there being anything gazelle-like about Holly these days. ‘And don’t forget, as another bonus,’ Lizzie chimed in, ‘you get a guilt-free pass on Tambourine Torment. It’s been a win-win situation really.’

Mims nodded, as they followed their feet to The Practice. Even as Mims watched Henry like a hawk, Lizzie leaned in close to Holly. ‘Hey, Miss Marple, you did well back there. I hate to think what would have happened if we’d skived off and gone to The Deli instead. It’s probably just as well I pissed off Hattie on the radio this morning, or that’s exactly what I would have suggested.’

Holly managed a smile; the suggestion had been on the tip of her tongue too. It was only the ever-present guilt trip about socialising her babies that had propelled her into the church hall that morning.

Pushing open the door to The Practice, she was assailed by the sights and sounds of her professional life and she had to confess that she craved it like a drug. Even briefing Alice as she reluctantly handed over care of Henry and Mims in the middle of a heaving morning surgery felt like a primeval wrench.

Their Practice Manager, Grace, gathered Holly into an impromptu hug in reception. ‘Aren’t you a sight for sore eyes?’ she said affectionately. ‘No pressure from me, but it’s properly lovely to see you.’ She dropped her voice. ‘We’re in danger of letting the lunatics run the asylum if you stay away much longer.’ She nodded towards the Staff Photo wall, where Taffy, Dan, Alice and Tilly smiled down benevolently, albeit with the recent addition of moustaches and devil horns. Grace hugged her again. ‘But it’s good to know you haven’t lost your touch. Good save with young Henry.’

Reluctantly saying goodbye, Holly returned to Lizzie and the girls outside. It was only then that she realised: there’d been no hesitation, no need for work-shadowing or retraining that morning. She had been a doctor, pure and simple. A doctor in mum’s clothing, to be sure, but nevertheless her instincts had been fast and faultless. She allowed herself to smile.

‘Now, how badly did you piss off Hattie, or can we have a celebratory cappuccino at The Deli without threats of violence?’

Lizzie shrugged. ‘Let’s live a little and take a chance. I only suggested she might like to experiment a little in the bedroom—’ She paused. ‘And I may have accidentally let slip who she was . . .’

Holly shook her head. ‘For what it’s worth, we were all listening over breakfast and it was a hoot and a half. You’ve got a real skill for the radio.’

Lizzie clasped her arm in excitement. ‘That’s what we should do! You’ve just proven you’ve still got your head in the game – stuff Patronising Patricia – come on air with me. We can be a duo to contend with and, frankly, I know the producer would leap at the chance – he keeps saying I need more credibility. Madness, right? Apparently raising three children isn’t enough experience to advise Janet not to let her hamsters sleep in her children’s beds!

‘But still, Holly – come on . . . You know you want to. I can be the Agony Aunt and you can be the Doc of the Airwaves!’ Lizzie’s voice had risen in excitement with each suggestive sentence. ‘Seriously. Let’s do this.’

‘Well . . .’ hedged Holly.

Lizzie fixed her with a look and adopted her best radio announcer intonation. ‘Dr Holly Graham – Radio Larkford needs you . . .’

‘Well, it is always nice to be needed,’ laughed Holly. ‘But seriously, what on earth could I possibly talk about?’

‘Come and talk about the hazards of choking on a grape, talk about toddler biting, or immunisations, or whatever the hell you like – it’s never stopped me. Say yes!’

Holly paused and then slowly nodded; there was more than one way to be a doctor, it seemed. Might this actually be enough to placate the clamouring medic inside her?

‘Woohoo!’ cried Lizzie, making Holly jump and the twins clap in excitement. ‘Big morning all round!’

Holly paused, her mouth a perfect O. ‘Lottie clapped! That was the first time! Did you see that? She clapped! Oh you clever, clever girl.’

Lizzie fidgeted uncomfortably for a moment. ‘Probably not the best time to tell you that she did it in class this morning too. While you were holding Henry, she watched Olivia do it and then just copied. It was terribly sweet actually . . .’

Holly felt the glow of accomplishment from her morning’s efforts quickly extinguish, to be replaced by a thud of guilt. She’d missed it. Another milestone in her babies’ lives and she’d missed it. And if it felt like this now, how on earth would she cope if they decided to take their first steps while she was at work, or their first words while she was covering the evening shift?

Maybe frightful Patricia had a point and there was more to be figured out about going back to work than she’d realised?


Chapter 3

Alice pulled the door closed behind her and allowed herself a smile; it had been so lovely just now to be back talking medicine with Holly, however fleetingly. And thank God she’d been so on the ball about little Henry Hallow; sometimes a matter of moments could make all the difference with an airway obstruction, especially in one so young.

Right now though, she had her own patient to concentrate on and this conversation wasn’t going to be easy.

‘Lady Peal. Thank you so much for coming back in,’ said Alice, as she ushered the formidable, yet delicate dowager into her consulting room. The way Coco sat instantly beside her and laid one paw on her thigh yet again confirmed what the hastily drawn blood tests had already confirmed; there was something seriously amiss with Lady Peal’s immune system.

‘All this fuss just to get some decent travel insurance,’ said Agatha with a nervous laugh. ‘Although I can’t fault the NHS – I’ve seen you more of late than my own children, Dr Walker.’

‘How are things at home?’ asked Alice tentatively. Since the passing of Lord Peal a few months previously, she knew only too well the frustrations and grief that had been dogging one of her favourite patients. Wandering alone through the echoing halls of Peal Hall – or The Big House, as it was affectionately known locally – couldn’t be easy, and knowing that neither of her high-flying, career-driven children were keen to return couldn’t help.

Agatha Peal shrugged, a world of eloquence in her tweed-clad shoulders. ‘Well, I must admit everything’s a little easier now everyone’s stopped tiptoeing around me. It’s hardly as though the old bugger’s passing was a surprise to anyone.’

‘Still,’ said Alice, a little blindsided by her matter-of-fact approach. ‘Bereavements, not to mention funerals, can be stressful—’

Agatha shook her head. ‘We had plenty of notice, Dr Walker. I suppose it makes me sound callous, but Mary and I had stocked that freezer with enough vol-au-vents and sausage rolls to feed his entire regiment, although he was an absolute pest for trying to eat them before we could get them frozen,’ she said fondly. ‘Old sod.’

‘Right,’ said Alice, trying to recalibrate; the older Larkford residents really were cut from a different cloth. ‘And your children?’

‘Well,’ continued Agatha, ‘I’m more convinced than ever that there’s very little point in me spending my dotage keeping the home fires burning, if my little darlings have absolutely no intention of actually coming home.’

Alice nodded sympathetically, all too familiar with the burden of family expectation and the pressure of the looming line of inheritance. ‘Maybe they’ll change their minds when they see Larkford in all her Christmas finery?’ she suggested. ‘Perhaps they might like The Big House as a weekend retreat from the city?’

Aggie snorted unappreciatively. ‘The Big House is no weekender, Dr Walker. She’s a lifetime’s commitment. Frankly, if they can’t step up, I’ve half a mind to sell her to the highest bidder – no need for a fortnight in Florence if I can move there indefinitely, is there?’

Alice faltered; Aggie’s plans for emigration would clearly be under threat by the news she was about to impart. ‘Well, let’s get you hale and hearty before you make a break for the Uffizi, shall we? How’s the tiredness been?’

‘I would suggest that tiredness would be somewhat of an understatement. I just can’t seem to rally. I know they said grief was exhausting, Dr Walker, but I can’t help thinking it’s disproportionate to how much grieving I’ve actually been doing.’ She looked up at Alice and her hands clenched repeatedly around her long strand of pearls. ‘I rather think there might be something else going on.’

‘I agree,’ said Alice quietly. ‘In fact, I’d like to refer you over to one of my colleagues at the hospital in Bath. In the absence of any obvious symptoms to point us in the right direction, I think a scan might be in order. Your tiredness and the weight loss, we could obviously put down to what’s been going on in your life, but your blood tests do suggest there is, as you rightly suggest, something else going on.’

Aggie looked down at Coco, still sitting vigilantly at her side, her specialist skillset no secret, and the gentle but considered demeanour of her doctor. ‘So, it’s cancer then, I suppose.’

‘Let’s not make any assumptions, before you’ve seen Mr Choudari. He really is the most wonderful consultant and I know you’ll like him. Let’s get the ball rolling at least. The sooner we know what’s what, the sooner we can have you sipping Campari in Florence. How does that sound?’

‘It sounds as though I should have sold the house and buggered off years ago—’ began Agatha, her voice quavering slightly before her stiff upper lip was able to reassert itself. ‘You’re not in the market for a very beautiful, rather crumbly but historically important money pit, are you, Dr Walker?’ she said, as she left the room on shaky legs.

‘Let’s keep in touch,’ suggested Alice, as she held open the door to reception and wished, as always, that there was something more she could do.

‘Was that Aggie Peal?’ asked Dan, emerging from his consulting room and joining Alice as she headed to the doctors’ lounge for a much-needed caffeine infusion. He was, of course, the only one who dared call Lady Peal that – all the other doctors being too intimidated by her status even to attempt familiarity. Dan, on the other hand, wasn’t fazed.

Alice nodded. ‘Not great news, I’m afraid. Coco seems to have a hundred per cent track record at this point.’

‘Bugger,’ said Dan succinctly. ‘And you can bet your last tenner that her spoiled kids won’t be coming back to hold her hand.’

They pushed open the door to the lounge only to find Taffy guiltily necking a triple espresso. ‘Don’t tell Holly,’ he said by way of greeting.

‘Oh the power . . .’ grinned Dan. ‘Now, dance my puppet, dance!’

Taffy just shook his head in bemusement. ‘Blackmail’s hardly your strong suit now, is it? What are you two whispering about, anyway?’

Alice shrugged. ‘Looks like The Big House might be on the market if you know anyone with a few spare million to fling around?’

‘Is that what it’s worth?’ Taffy asked, clearly out of step with local property prices.

‘Three point four, I reckon,’ replied Dan, who had made something of a habit of devouring every single property paper since he and Grace had decided to shop for a doer-upper together. Sadly, even the most neglected of townhouses in their chosen area seemed to be completely out of their price bracket. It was lovely that Larkford was on the up, quietly recognised by those in the know as one of the most aspirational market towns in the Cotswolds, but it did also mean that their community was in danger of succumbing to a nasty outbreak of weekenderitis – houses standing empty all week, only to be overrun by retreating Londoners every weekend. Even boosting local tourist appeal was in jeopardy, as picture-perfect cottages were snapped up as second homes, rather than holiday cottages.

‘Listen, while it’s just us,’ said Taffy, blushing wildly at whatever he was about to say and looking around, ‘I really think somebody should have a word with Tilly. It’s just that, well, there seems to be a trail of lovelorn young men propping up the bar at The Kingsley Arms every weekend—’

‘Oh, let the girl have her fun,’ interrupted Grace, walking in mid-conversation. ‘If she was a bloke, you wouldn’t be having these worries, now would you?’

Taffy shrugged. ‘I might, actually. It really is getting a little out of hand. I mean, I know we all thought it might take her a while to settle back into a normal routine after all her far-flung doctoring, but it’s been months and she’s still behaving like a sailor on shore leave. People are talking.’

‘So let them talk. She’s a big girl and she can make her own decisions. It’s not as though it’s affecting her work, now is it?’ Grace said firmly.

Dan and Taffy looked at each other. ‘I suppose.’

Alice sipped her coffee thoughtfully. ‘You don’t think that maybe it just means she doesn’t see Larkford as a permanent position? I mean, if you’re just passing through, you might care less what people think, right?’

Dan nodded. ‘Makes sense. And we should probably talk about that too. We have no idea how long we need her for, do we?’ He turned to look at Taffy. ‘We all want Holly to take as long as she needs. I’m certainly not going to be the one who pressures her back to work—’

‘Even if we do seriously need her steadying hand on the tiller,’ finished Grace wistfully.

Alice looked from one to the other in confusion. ‘But she is ready to come back. It’s obvious she’s missing her working life. She even turned up here with an emergency patient from the Toddler Tambourine class!’

Taffy shook his head. ‘Well, that’s Holly for you. Even when she’s off duty, she can’t help looking out for her patients. We all know she’s an amazing doctor, but right now she’s allowed to just be a mum.’

‘But have you actually asked her, I mean, properly talked about it?’ Alice persisted, realising she was slightly overstepping the mark as she did so.

Taffy sighed huffily. ‘I think I’d know, don’t you, Alice? She’s just had twins. It’s hard to even begin explaining what that’s like. She’s going to need more time at home with them and they have to be the priority. Let’s not put any pressure on her. Please.’

Alice frowned, unused to Taffy being anything other than open-minded, and certainly caught unawares by his (to her ears) slightly condescending explanation. From where she was standing – childfree obviously – Holly was showing every sign of wanting to come back to work. In fact, she’d seemed almost upset to be handing over Henry’s care earlier. Alice sighed; if Holly could see the almighty juggle that was going on in her absence, she reckoned it would seal the deal. Sure, they had four doctors, two of them female, but she was the first to admit that neither she nor Tilly had Holly’s experience, intuition or rapport with the mothers of Larkford.

And she had to think that a conversation between the partners was long overdue. Obviously Tilly had no idea whether she was coming or going – it was hardly the optimum scenario for her to put down roots.

‘If Tilly thought she was staying longer, do you think she’d go out with Teddy at the pub? His crush on her is almost painful and it has to be killing him seeing her go home with a different bloke every Friday night,’ Taffy said, his compulsion to couple up all of his mates growing ever stronger since he got married himself.

‘I’m not sure you can base our entire business plan on getting Teddy the girlfriend of his dreams, Taffs. He might have to step up and actually ask her out—’ Dan began.

‘Oh God no,’ interrupted Alice. ‘If he really wants to stand a chance with Tilly, he needs to be as unavailable as possible. I’m not saying it’s logical, it’s just really effective.’

There was a flurry of activity and conversation about coffee as Tilly made her way into the room, texting at warp speed as she walked and somehow avoiding colliding with every obstacle in her path. ‘Hi,’ she mumbled, as she clicked refresh on her Twitter feed and pored over the latest news headlines. Tilly’s world on Twitter was so tightly curated as to give her an extremely focused view of current affairs, Alice had recently decided. She would have no clue of any events in the local vicinity, or indeed on TV and radio, but she could tell you exactly how many children were being affected by the famine in Somalia, or the bombings in Aleppo, or indeed under the purview of social services in the UK. ‘What’s new?’ she asked, yawning widely after another night on the tiles – a Sunday night at that.

‘We were just wondering who was up for staffing Big Bertha at the Sixth Form Health Day?’ Taffy blurted. Their Health in the Community initiative had gone from strength to strength and the addition of Big Bertha, their big yellow bus that housed a mobile health unit, had become their crowning glory.

‘Yup, I’ll do it,’ said Tilly easily, tucking her mane of blonde hair behind one ear and ripping open a bag of what might have been parrot food. ‘Anyone want some Chia seeds?’

Grace made wide insistent eyes at Dan across the room that Alice struggled to understand.

‘Oh, you’re sweet for volunteering, Tilly, but the boys need to take their turn with Bertha too – no fobbing it off all the time,’ Grace said eventually, her visual semaphore missing its mark entirely.

Tilly smiled. ‘I don’t mind. The students are lovely. And the headmaster said I was a big hit with the sixth-formers last time I went in, so . . .’

Dan’s gaze flickered between Tilly’s microscopic skirt, endless forty-denier legs and Grace’s face until slowly the penny dropped. ‘I’m sure you were,’ he said with feeling, ‘but Grace is right. Some of those sixth form lads don’t have much by way of a male role model, so Taffy and I need to take a turn at the helm as well.’

‘Okay,’ she said easily. She popped her empty wrapper in the bin. ‘I mean, you wouldn’t want me flirting with the underage lads as well as a different bloke every Friday night.’ She gave a little wave as she left the room, leaving them in no doubt that she had overheard every word of their earlier conversation.

‘Well, that went well,’ said Alice drily.

Dan and Taffy looked at each other and blushed. ‘Are you going to make us take the Tactfulness in the Workplace seminar again, Gracie?’ asked Taffy ruefully.

‘Well, it wouldn’t be the worst idea, now would it?’ answered Grace, looking just as uncomfortable for her part in the proceedings. ‘I mean, it’s hardly any wonder the girl can’t settle down if she still feels like she’s under scrutiny all the time.’

Alice couldn’t help thinking Grace had made a valid point. The issue from her perspective was somewhat thornier: professionally she couldn’t wait for Holly to return, she missed her guidance and her company, but personally, there was also the risk that Holly’s return would mean that Tilly’s time in Larkford might be over and Alice wasn’t yet ready to relinquish her best friend to the jungles of South America again, especially with Jamie still gadding about in the wilds of Donegal.

Not for the first time, she wondered whether it had been some kind of madness to put their fledgling relationship to the test like this. A nine-month placement ought to be manageable, shouldn’t it? But then, why did she miss Jamie quite so very much, or become so easily perturbed by thoughts of him meeting new people, new clients, new friends . . . After all, hadn’t she been one of his clients when they met?

She turned and emptied a packet of Jammie Dodgers onto a plate – little point searching for a biscuit tin, the whole lot would be scavenged in moments – before deciding that pushing the agenda for Holly might have to take a back seat for a while. After all, Holly had her husband on staff to communicate her wishes, didn’t she? Who did Tilly have on her ‘team’, except Alice? And possibly, right now, vice versa.

‘Got any new pictures of the babies, Taffs?’ Alice asked, in a sure-fire manoeuvre to change the subject, for her own benefit as much as Tilly’s.


Chapter 4

‘I can’t believe you get to be on the radio!’ said Elsie the next morning. ‘Did you not tell your Lizzie that I was available?’

Holly smiled. ‘I imagine she thought Radio Larkford might be a bit of a comedown from what you’re used to.’ She had a point; far from being the hi-tech studio of the local BBC, or indeed Media City where Elsie had last been interviewed, Radio Larkford occupied a nondescript office suite above the fishmonger’s. Quite regularly, the echoing shouts of the boys downstairs for ‘another bag of scallops, Bill’ could be heard in the background, not to mention the pervasive smell that seemed to cloak Lizzie whenever she’d been on air. Holly wasn’t quite sure why she hadn’t mentioned this morning’s plans to Taffy earlier – perhaps it was because, secretly, she wondered whether he’d consider being a radio phone-in doctor a bit of a comedown too?

‘Do I look okay?’ asked Holly nervously, doing a twirl for Elsie’s benefit. ‘I don’t want to wear anything too nice or it’ll end up stinking of halibut.’

Elsie snorted. ‘Does my halibut look big in this?’ she laughed. ‘Nah, you look fine – besides, my darling, this is radio, remember? You could turn up in your pyjamas and nobody would notice.’

Holly grinned and rolled her eyes. ‘Well, if you’d told me that an hour ago . . .’ She turned and settled Olivia and Lottie into the pram, holding her breath as the inevitable tantrum failed to materialise. ‘Wow,’ she whispered under her breath, unwilling to jinx whatever magic was making her morning run so smoothly. ‘And are you sure you want to come and watch?’

‘I wouldn’t miss your radio debut for toffee,’ confirmed Elsie. ‘The girls and I will hang out in the Green Room with some refreshments and be your entourage for the day. You should always have an entourage, darling.’

‘I always do,’ said Holly, managing a wry smile; the days when she could scoop up her handbag and keys and follow her feet were long gone.

*

‘And now, we have a very exciting addition to our line-up this morning,’ crooned Lizzie into her microphone an hour later, as Holly fidgeted nervously beside her, sipping water from a plastic cup. ‘Dr Holly Graham is joining the show to offer some words of wisdom on the medical front – so if you call in today, you can have two opinions for the price of one. Good morning, Dr Graham. Thanks for joining us.’

‘It’s lovely to be here,’ Holly said, holding herself stiff and trying not to let her voice wobble. She glanced up to see Elsie watching her through the glazed partition and swallowed her laughter at the hastily handwritten sign she was holding up: Just remember not to bloody well swear, when you’re talking live on the bloody air. She felt her shoulders drop and a smile spread across her face and into her words. ‘I’m delighted to have the opportunity to connect with our Larkford listeners.’

Lizzie nodded her approval and flicked a switch on the complicated-looking control panel in front of her. ‘Well, if you want to talk to Dr Graham or myself – Lizzie, your Agony Aunt – then get dialling and in the meantime, let’s start as we mean to go on. Here’s Robert Palmer with a “Bad Case of Loving You”.’ She faded in the song and sat back in the swivel chair with a grin on her face as Mr Palmer called repeatedly for the doctor. She held up her hands. ‘See? Easy peasy. And if that light’s showing, we’re off air and can talk privately, okay? I’ve got a whole doctor motif running in my play list this morning.’ Her face puckered for a moment and she went a slightly sickly colour.

‘The fish smell getting to you too?’ asked Holly, who had been breathing through her mouth for the last five minutes.

Lizzie shook her head. ‘I don’t think so. It’s just something I ate; it’s the last time I’m being adventurous with the curry menu. I was so sick last night and I’ve still got awful tummy ache.’ She winced again, waving away Holly’s concern. ‘Bloody Will and his competitive spiciness.

‘And here’s hoping Mr Palmer makes a speedy recovery,’ Lizzie said, back on air, in her upbeat-radio-DJ voice that made Holly want to giggle despite her concern. ‘Let’s take our first caller, shall we, Dr Graham? Hello, caller, you’re on the air.’

‘Hi,’ said the caller, her voice tentative and quiet. ‘I wanted to ask about restless legs? I’m finding it really hard to sleep at night and I keep kicking my husband.’ She sighed. ‘We’re both exhausted and grumpy and to be honest it’s causing a few marital issues. I wondered what you’d recommend?’

Before Holly could even formulate a response, Lizzie had dived right in. ‘Well, it seems to me, caller, that we might be looking at this from the wrong angle. Which came first, the chicken or the egg? I mean, if there are unresolved tensions in your marriage, might the kicking actually be your subconscious way of expressing your frustrations?’

‘Oh,’ breathed the caller, utterly winded by the suggestion. ‘Well, I didn’t think we were unhappy. We’ve been together so long, you see, and barely a cross word. But we do both love our sleep, so I put the recent problems down to that.’ She sounded really concerned now. ‘Maybe I was just kidding myself?’

Lizzie nodded. ‘It’s always easier to be objective from the outside looking in.’

‘If I could just ask,’ Holly interrupted, unable to sit idly by while this poor woman’s apparently happy marriage was taken apart on live radio, ‘have there been any other changes in your life of late? Moving house, hormonal milestones?’

‘Not really,’ replied the caller. ‘I’m too young to be menopausal, if that’s what you’re suggesting.’ She sounded a little peeved actually and Holly rallied quickly.

‘What about dietary changes?’ she offered.

‘Oh, well, yes. I suppose. I became a vegetarian about six months ago. I couldn’t stomach the idea of food-with-a-face anymore.’

Holly watched the colour leach from Lizzie’s already pale and clammy face with concern. ‘Are you okay?’ she mouthed silently.

Lizzie nodded, waving her hand at Holly’s microphone to continue.

‘The reason I ask, caller,’ said Holly, completely relaxed into her zone now, nerves eclipsed by the distraction of Lizzie looking increasingly awful, ‘is that iron deficiencies can be one of the triggers for restless legs at night and, if you’re not making sure to get enough iron from your new meat-free diet, it may be a contributory factor.’

‘You mean, me giving up steak might have caused this?’ the caller clarified in bewilderment.

‘Well, obviously, it’s hard to say exactly without meeting you, but it would seem like a promising place to start, before you begin looking for problems in your marriage that might not even be there. Have you been feeling guilty about this, by any chance?’

‘Yes!’ exclaimed the caller. ‘So weirdly guilty about all sorts of things actually.’

‘Okay, so when you go to the doctor’s, it might be worth asking them to check your Vitamin B12 levels, as well as your iron. Guilt is a recognised symptom of B12 deficiency and can often go hand in hand with anaemia. In fact, to everyone listening, it’s worth remembering that your body’s engine can only run efficiently if you give it the fuel it needs – a balanced diet, plenty of fruit, veg and protein and don’t forget to drink some water.’

‘Good advice in theory there, Dr Graham,’ said Lizzie. ‘And maybe we should have a call-in one day about how to eat well in practice?’

Holly grinned. ‘Good idea. But my general advice still stands – give yourself a good foundation and then a little of what you fancy does you good.’

‘There you have it, folks, your doctor agrees that a glass of wine and a bar of chocolate may actually be good for you.’

Holly laughed. ‘Well, dark chocolate is an excellent source of iron—’

‘And now it’s time for the news and traffic from our partners at Bath Radio,’ Lizzie said, clearly using up the last of a very deep breath. She flicked the switch and the ‘off air’ light pinged on. ‘We’ve got five minutes now if you need a wee. You’re doing great, by the way.’

‘But you’re not feeling so good, are you?’ Holly said. ‘Come and get a breath of fresh air. I need to look in on the twins anyway.’ She stood up and held out a hand, wondering how anyone could spend hours each day in this sweaty, stinky little cubicle.

To Holly’s absolute amazement, the twins were happily sitting in their pram, legs swinging contentedly and gurgly noises a-go-go. ‘Wow, check you out, Elsie – you must be the baby whisperer.’

‘Oh, I just pop a splash of gin in their bottles; it keeps them ever so good,’ laughed Elsie wickedly, clearly enjoying the flash of alarm on Holly’s face. ‘Oh calm down, it’s just the water from your baby bag. It is very hot up here and I thought they might get dehydrated. But they seem to enjoy hearing your voice on the radio. I have to say, darling, you do seem to be a natural.’

‘You might need to be, today,’ said Lizzie with another grimace, bending forward from the waist and clutching her stomach. ‘I do not feel good. Bloody super fancy phaal curry – I’ll kill Will when I get home. Do I care if it’s all the rage, do I heck?’ She winced again and checked her watch. ‘We should really get back in there. If I keep pressing buttons and doing the links, can you keep talking?’

‘Sure, no problem,’ said Holly, looking to Elsie for support. ‘But if you feel this bad, maybe we should cancel the show?’

Lizzie shook her head and the very action made her sweat. ‘Can’t have dead air, Holls. Not on my watch.’

*

By the time they’d taken several more calls, Holly was beginning to wonder whether all was entirely well with Lizzie’s marriage. So far she had managed to persuade an older gentleman that his wife’s sudden interest in tennis meant she was having an affair, a teenager just starting at university that long-distance relationships were doomed to failure – she crossed her fingers that Alice wasn’t listening – and even a nervous young bride that she could relax, safe in the reassurance of knowing that a first marriage was just a good place to learn the ropes.

‘Hey, Lizzie,’ Holly said as they switched through to the travel update again, ‘what’s with you this morning? Are you and Will having a fight?’

Lizzie swallowed another wave of nausea, pressing her hand to her side. ‘He’s just being a stubborn old goat, that’s all. He reckons I’m spending too much time with Connor.’

Holly sighed; she could actually understand Will’s perspective on this one. Connor Danes, although recently widowed, still carried the panache and good looks of the world-class rock star that he was. Despite being old friends with Will, it was Lizzie he had been turning to over the last year as he attempted to rebuild his life, Lizzie he spent hours talking to over a bottle of wine in the afternoon, Lizzie who had become his confidante. Now, he was on a mission to move to Larkford permanently and Lizzie was skittering around the countryside looking at fancy houses with him. It was all totally innocent. Apparently. But still . . .

‘Can you believe he was furious that I went house-hunting with Connor? Just because the newspaper caught a picture and ran some dodgy headline about Connor’s “mystery blonde” doesn’t mean Will has anything to worry about, does it?’ Lizzie said angrily, her face increasingly bearing a sheen of perspiration from each wave of pain. Pain that, to Holly’s eye, seemed to be growing in intensity.

Lizzie shook her head and flicked the switch. ‘And now we’re back with Dr Holly Graham to answer your questions, but first, a little Aqua with “Doctor Jones”.’

The moment Lizzie hit play, her face crumpled. ‘Jesus, Holly, this isn’t right. It hurts like hell.’ Within moments she had comprehensively hurled into the waste bin, as she clutched her abdomen.

Holly yanked off her headphones and was around the desk in moments, laying Lizzie down on its surface and gently palpating her stomach. ‘On a scale of one to ten, how bad are we talking here?’

‘Ten!’ screamed Lizzie, as Holly evidently zeroed in on the problem. ‘It’s been so much worse since I had those antacids,’ she groaned. ‘Even the hot-water bottle didn’t help.’

Holly looked up as Elsie banged on the window, some kind of Morse code that completely eluded her. Well, Elsie was a parent herself, albeit long out of practice; she could certainly deal with the twins for a moment while Holly got Lizzie the help she needed.

‘Okay, Lizzie. So I’m going to call you an ambulance. I think you have acute appendicitis, actually. And there’s a chance that those antacids may have tipped inflammation over into a possible rupture. So keep still, keep breathing and we’ll get you to the hospital.’

She rested a hand on Lizzie’s forehead and was shocked to feel the burning temperature of her skin, even as she dialled 999 and conveyed the necessary information.

‘You’re going to be fine,’ she reassured her friend, as the next song looped on to play in the studio. ‘A little op and a few weeks taking it easy.’

‘Last time I eat spicy curry,’ Lizzie groaned.

Holly managed a smile. ‘It won’t be the curry. It’s more likely all those apple cores you insist on eating.’

‘Waste not, want not,’ breathed Lizzie, aiming for humour but sounding a little delirious.

Holly checked her watch; the ambulance should be due any moment. Elsie hammered on the window again and Holly pulled open the studio door. ‘I’m going to have to get Lizzie to hospital. I think her appendix may have burst.’

‘I know,’ said Elsie, ‘and so does the whole of Larkford!’ She pointed towards the ‘on air’ light; the music may have been playing, but their mics had been live the whole time. ‘The switchboard’s lit up like Christmas. What do you want me to do?’

A banging door downstairs followed by running feet preceded the arrival of the paramedics.

‘No dead air,’ called Lizzie from her supine position on the desk. ‘Not on my watch.’

‘Right,’ said Holly. ‘Elsie, you’re up. Can you handle the show for the last hour?’

‘Handle it?’ said Elsie with aplomb. ‘I have every intention of rocking the airwaves.’

It was some testament to how bad Lizzie was feeling that she didn’t even blink at the suggestion, or attempt to flirt with the dishy paramedics. Even as she was bundled into the ambulance, with Holly wielding the twins in their pram and promising to meet her at the hospital, all Lizzie could keep muttering about was finding the perfect house for Connor. It gave Holly a small insight into Lizzie’s subconscious and, for the first time, she conceded that Will might have every good reason to be worried.


Chapter 5

‘Seven children is definitely too many!’ exclaimed Holly the next morning. Tired, dishevelled, but ultimately relieved, she had spent the night in a state of anxious unrest waiting for the phone call from Will to confirm that Lizzie’s surgery had gone well. Having Lizzie’s three worried children to stay had been the obvious solution, as Will had rushed to his wife’s bedside. Thank God they’d got her into surgery before the ruptured appendix could lead to peritonitis. It had been all Holly could think about all night long – she knew too much, perhaps, about what could go wrong.

At least now they’d spoken to Will on the phone, Archie, Jack and Lily seemed a little more at ease as well – happy to go to school and continue their day as normal. Getting everyone fed and dressed on time had been a different story.

Elsie laughed. ‘Well, only four of them are keepers . . .’ She lined up five juice boxes, five morning snacks and five packed lunches, rallying in a crisis as always, and Holly made sure everyone was wearing the right uniform and had their trusty book bags packed. She couldn’t be more grateful to Elsie for ditching the Dinner Dance at Sarandon Hall to stay the night with her and lend another pair of hands, as Taffy, seemingly piqued about her radio heroics, had made himself scarce yet again: the ‘mental load’ of running this household increasingly falling on Holly’s shoulders, since she ‘wasn’t working’. Still, there was no time to be riled about that now; there were too many children to be considered.

The hustle to the school gate was farcical in the extreme, as Holly shepherded her own expanded crocodile through the streets of Larkford, Eric weaving between her legs and one strap of her dungarees continually making a break for freedom. ‘Okay,’ she said, crouching down in the playground. ‘Has everybody got everything?’

‘Do I need my sports kit if I’ve got gym first lesson today?’ Lily suddenly wondered, wide-eyed and innocent. Holly didn’t have the heart to remind her that she’d asked them all, repeatedly, at home about their kit requirements. Tears slowly welled in the corners of Lily’s eyes. ‘I don’t want to get a detention!’ she began to wail.

Holly looked around helplessly, wondering if there was time to nip home and get what she needed. ‘You won’t get a detention, darling, I promise,’ she said rashly, distractedly waving off Jack and Archie who dived into the football-hive in the playground with barely a backwards glance. ‘I’ll pop back and get your kit, okay, Lily?’ Ben and Tom hovered beside her in their duffel coats, rather unaccustomed to such a chaotic school drop-off and awaiting their hugs.

Naturally Lottie and Olivia chose that exact moment to kick off, Ben and Tom jostling for Holly’s attention as she crouched down beside the pram to settle them and Lily worked herself up into a snot-bubbling state of drama.

‘It’s tooooo laaaaaate . . .’ she sobbed. ‘You won’t get back in time!’

It wasn’t exactly how Holly had foreseen speaking to the new headmaster at Larkford Primary for the first time, but then nothing about this morning was going the way she’d planned. Deprived of sleep, worried about Lizzie, and doing her best to be upbeat and chirpy for the kids had clearly taken its toll and she was now being singled out for pastoral care!

‘Can I help?’ came Alec French’s deep gravelly voice, as he too crouched down beside their little huddle, his well-worn brogues and soft dark moleskin trousers Holly’s first proper introduction to the man himself. She looked up from settling Olivia and stalled, her decaffeinated brain no match for his piercing blue eyes. His heavy tortoiseshell glasses seemed to be the only thing stopping his fringe from tumbling into his eyes completely and, as he offered her his hand – partly by way of greeting, partly as they both made to stand up at the same time – Holly found it hard to align everything she’d heard about their new headmaster with the man standing here before her.

‘Everything okay?’ he continued. ‘I got an email from Mr Parsons updating me on the situation, so I thought I’d pop out and offer my support. Tricky times all round.’ He bent low and rested a hand on Lily’s shoulder. ‘Don’t cry, munchkin, I have special plans for you today. How would you like to be my special assistant – are you any good at blowing a whistle, I wonder? And I need a little help setting up an obstacle course, for gym class.’

Lily’s tears dried instantly, to be replaced by an almost visible hero worship. No wonder Ben and Tom had been so much happier at school lately, with this switched-on and empathetic head at the helm. It was a far cry from the ramshackle situation last year under the old regime. In fact, listening to him chatting easily with the children about what books they could recommend to him, Holly realised that the only way he could be a more perfect head teacher in her eyes was if he’d been a woman.

Almost as though he was reading her mind, Alec French left the three children chatting about Paddington Bear and turned to hold Holly’s gaze, intrigue and interest in his eyes. Well, maybe not a woman, exactly, Holly reconsidered. From where she was standing, he was doing a pretty good job just being a bloke.

‘I have to say, it’s lovely to meet you in person at last, Dr Graham,’ he said with a smile. ‘Your boys have certainly been keeping me on my toes. It’s actually a delight to have two such enquiring minds in our little school.’

Holly smiled. ‘Well, I hope you still feel that way by the end of term,’ she joked, knowing only too well how many questions her twins could cram into a day and hoping that Alec French’s patience was as long as his eyelashes. She blushed furiously at the very thought. ‘Well, I must get going. Are you sure it’s okay that Lily doesn’t have her sports kit?’

He nodded, his gentle empathy warming his expression. ‘I think you’ve got your hands full enough for one day, don’t you? Send Mrs Parsons our love won’t you, Dr Graham?’

‘Of course,’ she said. ‘And please, do call me Holly.’

‘Holly,’ he said, almost experimentally.

She flustered a little when he made no reciprocal offer, before he leaned in a fraction and dropped his voice. ‘I have to be Mr French at school; I hope you understand. Otherwise, I’m Alec.’

*

Holly was still slightly thrown off her game by the time the school bell had rung and the tide of children and teachers had surged into the old stone school-house. Standing in the playground, suddenly adrift, Holly shook her head to clear her thoughts. Surely she was imagining it? With her hair hurriedly stuffed into a bun, a chunky roll-neck older than the twins and her ancient dungarees hardly making an erotic ensemble, she was not exactly the most alluring of mummies on the school run, but she was quietly convinced he’d been flirting with her. Maybe he had a thing about The Good Life and her Felicity Kendall look was actually ticking his boxes?

‘Oh, Mr French,’ she murmured as she pushed the pram out towards the Market Place. ‘Perhaps we should put you in detention?’

‘Are you talking to yourself, there, Holls?’ called Alice cheerfully, striding across towards her, with Coco trotting neatly at her heels and a coffee in her hand, neat bob swinging with every step.

Holly glanced down at her own hurried attire, noticing for the first time the dribble of raspberry jam on her top and sighed. It was one thing to know you were dropping the ball, it was something else entirely to be spotted doing it.

‘Morning,’ she said, gratefully accepting Alice’s heartfelt hug. ‘You’re looking super bouncy this morning.’

Alice grinned. ‘Well, Jamie Skyped first thing and woke me up, so I had time for a run. Perked me right up – you should join me sometime? You were talking about getting back into it, weren’t you?’ Her heart was in the right place, bless her, thought Holly generously, but it was also obvious she had no idea of the metaphorical marathon that Holly had already run this morning, just to get to this point.

‘I see you’ve met the dishy Mr French?’ Alice continued. ‘He’s perking up the mummies of Larkford a treat.’ She looked around as though imparting state secrets. ‘You wouldn’t believe how many have signed up for the “Fit Over Forty” programme since he arrived.’

‘Whatever it takes, I guess,’ Holly said, mortified that only seconds after meeting Alec French, she too had been considering the Pilates class in question.

‘I’ve got to dash,’ Alice said, apologetically checking her watch. ‘I’ve poor Lady Peal coming in early for a chat.’ She sighed, clearly wanting to share but professionalism holding her back. Holly may still be a doctor by name, but until she was back on the roster, it still felt like a breach of confidentiality. ‘I don’t suppose you know someone with money to burn and a fondness for Georgian architecture, do you? It looks like The Big House might be looking for a buyer.’

Holly shook her head. ‘It’s a little rich for my pockets. Gorgeous house, though – I have to confess I thought that one would stay in the family for ever.’

‘I guess you never know, right?’ shrugged Alice. ‘You heading back home for a lovely coffee?’ she asked, having clearly bought into Taffy’s beliefs about how Holly spent her day.

‘Something like that,’ Holly managed with a smile, unwilling – or possibly unable – to burst Alice’s bubble about her idyllic ‘time off’.

‘All right for some!’ Alice laughed as she bounded across the Market Place, Holly’s heart sinking further with every tap of her three-inch heels.

Holly took a breath and determinedly turned the pram away from home, away from the lure of the biscuit tin and the six loads of washing demanding her attention, and along the lane to Blackleigh Farm. She told herself, as she hummed to the girls in the pram, that they were stretching their legs, enjoying the somewhat bracing fresh air, getting a little exercise. But even in her head it sounded unconvincing.

Ever since Charlotte Lansing and Jessica Hearst had been so badly injured in the incident at the Larkford Show, Holly had taken it upon herself to keep a casual eye on them. In her opinion, the mental scars took much longer to heal than the physical ones and she’d been rather moved to find that Charlotte and Jessica had struck up an unusual friendship, the decades between them no barrier, along with the Major – no bitterness or blame for his decision to hire the little biplane that had caused so much pain and drama in their lives.

A little stroll up to Blackleigh Farm every now and again could easily be classed as exercise, should anyone look closely enough to ask. And Holly had to admit that the riot of red and gold leaves celebrating their last hurrah was incentive enough to get walking; the drifts of colour already forming by the roadside blanketed Holly’s path and brightened her morning with each crisp, satisfying step. Was there anywhere finer to be on an autumn morning than here in the Larkford valley? She thought of Alice at her desk, with a patient beside her, and pushed the mental image away – she had never felt so conflicted.

*

‘Helloooo!’ Holly called, as she pushed the pram up into the stable yard at Blackleigh Farm twenty minutes later and wildly out of puff. The slope up out of town caught her unawares every single time, but the view along the way made the effort worthwhile.

‘In the kitchen!’ called Charlotte, well used to Holly’s impromptu visits by now.

What Holly still struggled to adjust to, however, was the row of empty stables – no horses looking out and whickering in greeting, no longer the sound of metal-shod hooves on the lane. Selling her eventers had been a heart-wrenching decision for Charlotte, but after narrowly avoiding losing her arm, she’d quickly found that, while she’d saved the limb, she’d comprehensively lost her nerve and couldn’t be persuaded to do more than amble around on her retired hunters.

Swinging the pram around to the French windows so the girls could slumber on peacefully in the fresh air, tucking them in tightly under their blankets, Holly wandered into the kitchen and stopped dead in her tracks. Charlotte, the Major and young Jess were all sitting cross-legged on the flagstone floor, looking up at her expectantly.

‘Err—’ managed Holly in confusion. ‘I think you had the tumble dryer too hot. You seem to have shrunk your horse.’ She looked at each of their beaming faces again in turn and then returned her attention to the beautiful, perfectly-formed miniature horse in Charlotte’s kitchen. Eric froze in the doorway, his face a picture of confusion, tail clamped down with uncertainty.

‘He’s called Banana,’ said Jess happily. ‘Because he’s a palomino.’

‘Okay,’ said Holly, still completely lost for words, as she tentatively held out a hand and Banana trotted over to say hello, his velvet muzzle snuffling into the palm of her hand, and his withers barely reaching mid-thigh. ‘He is just adorable.’

‘Clever too,’ said Charlotte with a smile, pulling herself up and putting the kettle on. ‘What do you think? Will the stable yard sound like home again when I’ve a stud full of these little beauties?’

Holly couldn’t help the spontaneous smile that lit up her face. ‘Are you serious? A pony stud?’

Charlotte nodded, glancing over at the Major. ‘We’ve decided to go into business together. They’re all the rage among people who love horses, used to ride maybe, but life has kept them from pursuing their dream.’ She paused, only too aware that she herself fell firmly into that category. ‘And they’re not ponies,’ she said firmly. ‘They’re proper horses – just a lot smaller.’

‘So you can’t actually ride them?’ Holly checked, as Banana leaned easily against her legs and harrumphed happily as she affectionately scruffed his mane.

The Major shook his head. ‘No, no. They’re more like a dog than a horse, really. Only, you know, with hooves and whatnot.’

‘Look,’ said Jess excitedly, by way of demonstration, ‘Banana! Banana! Kisses? I’m doing a project on him for my tutor.’ It was the first time Holly had heard Jess be anything but disparaging about her time being home schooled.

The little horse turned away from Holly and ambled straight over to Jess, reaching up to nuzzle her ear and making her giggle. ‘Isn’t he wonderful?’

‘He truly is,’ said Holly, grateful that Taffy and the boys weren’t with her, as they would no doubt start campaigning for a miniature horse to be joining her own menagerie the moment they knew of Banana’s existence. ‘And you’re going to breed them?’ she asked Charlotte, delighted to see the colour in her cheeks and a sparkle in her eye at long last. She’d even forgotten to pull her sleeve down over the hideous scar on her arm in all the excitement.

Progress indeed.

In fact, now Holly came to think of it, as she listened to Charlotte outlining her plans, it had been a long time since she’d seen the three of them as animated, happy and relaxed. She stroked Banana’s soft palomino coat as he contentedly explored his new surroundings. Therapies came in all shapes and sizes, she decided. In this case, around thirty-two inches of brown-eyed, shaggy-maned, equine enjoyment.

‘I just need to find someone who wants to rent out my paddocks,’ Charlotte continued. ‘These little chaps won’t even make a dent in sixty acres of prime pastureland. I wondered whether to offer it to the school as playing fields, but apparently there’s all sorts of liability issues, according to that lovely Mr French. And then Lizzie mentioned she might know of someone who’d be interested, but he needed the house as well, so . . .’ She shrugged her shoulders. ‘I guess it’s the last thing on her mind at the moment.’

OEBPS/html/docimages/title.jpg
Poruwg Ponfes
Snowed In

at The
Practice

SSSSS
SSSSSSSS





OEBPS/html/docimages/9781471164040.jpg
drama, '

.
.

 warmth, humour,

‘everything

9

» Iaughter and a few tears






OEBPS/html/fonts/EBGaramond-Regular.ttf


