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  Chapter 1


  Holly blew her fringe from her eyes and the familiar hot prickle of embarrassment began to crawl across her chest. ‘Please don’t let anyone be watching,’ she

  murmured under her breath, as she turned the steering wheel even harder to the right, until the ancient suspension on her beloved Golf groaned in complaint. Tentatively, she lifted her foot off the

  clutch, gingerly checking that, this time, she actually was in reverse.


  It made no sense to anyone who knew her. As a doctor, a mother, a bright, articulate woman, she had always been the capable one – the one you’d go to in a crisis – but somehow

  the part of Holly’s brain that was required for parallel parking simply refused to engage.


  The sound of metal on metal always made Holly shudder. This morning, her first day at her new job, the sound of Golf on Mercedes nearly made her sick.


  It was hardly the first impression she’d been hoping for and Holly swallowed hard to regain her composure. She slipped out of her car to survey the damage. She was just reassuring herself

  that her own car had taken the worst of the impact when a tiny powder-blue Fiat whipped into the car park. The driver was barely visible above the steering wheel, but nevertheless executed a

  faultless one-two-slide into the minuscule space that Holly had previously given up on.


  ‘Perfect,’ muttered Holly, awkwardly rubbing at the ding in the Mercedes’ paintwork with her sleeve, ‘out-parked by a pensioner.’


  ‘Well, good morning to you!’ called the Fiat’s driver, as she attempted to exit her car and untangle herself from the seatbelt at the same time. Holly turned in surprise,

  recognising the voice and struggling to place it. As she watched, a glamorous old lady, probably as vintage as her vehicle, emerged from the Fiat and it only took a few seconds for Holly to realise

  who it was.


  Elsie Townsend, star of stage and screen and Larkford’s resident celebrity, stepped out as if she were on the red carpet. She was sporting a glamorous confection of scarves and draping

  cardigans that were clearly eye-wateringly expensive and belied the fact that they were standing in a rather muddy, country doctors’ car park at 8:30 on a Thursday morning.


  ‘Hi,’ managed Holly, quietly in awe.


  ‘Chatty little soul, aren’t you?’ said Elsie drily. ‘Don’t be shy now. Do please tell me that you’re the new GP. We’ve all been simply longing

  for a lovely lady doctor.’


  Holly felt her fingers being taken in a surprisingly strong clasp by a delicate hand that looked and felt like paper, but somehow supported a sapphire the size of a gull’s egg. Before she

  could reply, she’d been pulled into a half embrace and powdery air kisses were whistling past both cheeks.


  ‘You’ll be like a breath of fresh air around here, young lady,’ Elsie said.


  Holly felt her cheeks growing pink and she couldn’t help smiling. All the nerves this morning, not to mention the hideous sweatiness of the parking debacle, slipped from her mind in the

  warmth of Elsie’s appraisal. ‘First day today, in fact. I’m Holly Graham by the way. It’s a pleasure to meet you Ms Townsend.’


  Elsie’s eyes danced with delight at being instantly recognised, ‘Elsie, please. Well then, Dr Graham, may I be the first to welcome you to Larkford. We’ve all been looking

  forward to your arrival. I’m afraid some of our residents may even have been speculating about your reasons for joining our little community. They can’t help it – not a lot to do

  but gossip, some of these old biddies.’ She gave Holly a conspiratorial look.


  Holly laughed, loving the fact that even though Elsie herself was clearly in her eighties, she certainly didn’t regard herself as one of the ‘old biddies’. ‘Ah, well,

  then I’m sure I shall provide plenty of fodder for the gossip machine, especially if I make a habit of reversing into expensive Mercedes.’


  Elsie shrugged and waved a hand. ‘That’s just Dr Bruce’s car. He’s actually a bit of a shit,’ she pronounced incongruously, ‘so I rather think you’ll

  win Brownie points from the locals for that one. Might even bring him down a peg or two. If there’s one thing people round here don’t like, it’s uppity people looking down on

  them, and Henry Bruce is just so full of himself, he can’t see how offensive he can be.’


  ‘Brilliant,’ said Holly quietly, having met the indomitable Henry Bruce at her interview and already suffered his condescension for having the nerve to be a woman, a mother and a

  doctor all at the same time. She knew full well that he was the only partner not to have supported her application and now she’d reversed into his car!


  ‘Worry not, my petal. We, your loyal patients, will support you,’ Elsie announced, holding out an arm as if she were on the stage at Stratford and reeling off a bit of Will

  Shakespeare. ‘Come on, or I’ll be late for my slot with the delicious Dr Dan. I’ve been summoned in for bad behaviour,’ Elsie confided disgustedly. ‘Again! It’s

  unseemly, apparently, for a woman my age to be caught having fun. Gets all the neighbours in a pickle, you see. Quite why I can’t dance around my garden in a nice evening frock doing a bit of

  gardening, I do not know. But here we are and the dementia drums are beating . . .’


  Holly felt Elsie tuck her arm through hers. ‘Well then,’ Holly said, ‘we can’t miss your slot now, can we? Not if it’s with Delicious Dan Carter. He always was

  rather easy on the eye, even when we were teenagers. He’s my best friend Lizzie’s cousin actually.’


  ‘Excellent,’ replied Elsie, ‘I do love a bit of healthy nepotism. I hope that’s why you’re here in Larkford?’


  ‘Partly,’ replied Holly diplomatically. The car park was hardly the place to divulge the intimate tangles of her life, but it did remind Holly that she needed to work out a public

  version of events sooner rather than later.


  Elsie’s intent gaze missed nothing, as she appeared to clock Holly’s discomfort and nervous anticipation all with one assessing look. ‘My darling girl, I’m sure

  you’ll be an asset to our little community whatever your reasons. And here you are on your first day . . . Such bliss to have a new project – all those new people to meet, new

  adventures to have, the possibility of an affaire du coeur. Oh, I envy you a little, I really do.’ Elsie’s hand fluttered to the diamond pendant at her throat, highlighting the

  sharp contrast between the perfectly smooth skin of Elsie’s cheek and the crêpe de chine of her neck.


  Holly flushed a little, discomfited by the picture Elsie was painting. Searching for a change of subject, she eyed up Elsie’s perfectly parked vintage Fiat, the early sun glinting off the

  powder-blue bonnet. ‘I must get you to show me how to do that snazzy parking manoeuvre one day, Elsie. My husband, Milo, has given up trying to teach me. It was going to end in divorce if he

  didn’t!’ She just about managed a gentle laugh.


  Elsie followed her lead, albeit watching her expression closely. ‘Well, I’ll teach you my little trick, if you like. Steve McQueen taught it to me in 1965 and it’s never let me

  down yet. Now, what was the name of that movie we did together? Oh, that’s going to annoy me all day now . . .’


  Holly guided Elsie around a puddle in the gravel, trying not to be a little jealous of the old lady’s stylish leather boots, and they walked over towards the main entrance. The Practice

  building itself was newly renovated and nestled comfortably on the edge of the market town. The older part of the building was warm local stone and the windows were capped by arches of red brick,

  giving the building the appearance of having eyebrows. A sweeping wisteria climbed the walls and the tiny pendulums of buds promised a stunning display to come.


  The newer section was clearly bolder by design, featuring huge picture windows with frosted glass. Having already been inside for her interview, Holly knew that the light now flooded into the

  building, relieving the dark, oppressive feeling that haunted so many doctors’ practices. All in all, the building had a pleasant airy feel that was welcoming and spacious.


  She pushed open the doors and breathed in the ubiquitous smells of Deep Heat and antiseptic. It felt like coming home. Whatever her reasons for leaving the hospital behind, Holly knew that the

  move to The Practice was the right thing for her professionally. All she had to do now was to make sure it worked for her disastrous personal life too. She couldn’t help smiling as she saw

  her name newly painted on to the list of doctors at The Practice.


  Elsie gave her arm a squeeze, ‘Bonne chance, Dr Graham. It’s been a pleasure.’


  •   •   •


  ‘Holly? Holly Graham?’ A petite woman with a harassed expression managed a welcoming smile as she bustled across the office, ‘I’m Grace Allen, the

  Practice Manager.’


  ‘Grace, hello. So lovely to see you again,’ said Holly sincerely, recognising her from the interview day, and comforted to be met by a familiar and friendly face.


  Grace flushed a little and Holly remembered how thoughtful Grace had been to all the candidates, briefing them beforehand on areas of special interest, making sure they knew about schools and

  housing in the town.


  ‘I can’t thank you enough for all the information you sent through to me, Grace. It made the move so much smoother and the boys are settling into Pinetrees Nursery already. I

  won’t say it’s been a painless transition,’ said Holly, with classic understatement, ‘but your tips made all the difference, truly.’


  ‘Well . . .’ parried Grace, obviously delighted by the compliments but embarrassed nevertheless, ‘it’s stressful enough moving house, let alone starting a new job. But I

  do remember what it’s like juggling work and the little ones, so if you ever need someone to talk to, I’ll be right here.’ Her cheeks flushed a little more, setting off the auburn

  highlights in her bob, as she leaned in a little. ‘Although, I also seem to remember that some days it was nice to come to work for a rest! Now let’s see what we can do about getting

  you some coffee and we’ll sort out that bit of porridge on your skirt at the same time.’ Grace gave her a sympathetic smile which made Holly want to hug her, despite having known her

  for all of five minutes.


  She looked down at the small white handprint on her skirt and shook her head in dismay, frustrated with herself for fulfilling the ditsy working-mother-stereotype right off the bat. She really

  needed to get her act together. She always aimed to be professional, calm and compassionate at work. This morning, it was fair to say, she was falling well wide of her target. She scooped a wet

  wipe from her handbag and rubbed at the stain ineffectually. ‘I don’t know how they manage it. I walked all round Tesco with yoghurt down my back when the twins were tiny and nobody

  said a word.’


  Grace laughed and patted Holly’s shoulder. ‘We’ll watch your back for you now you’re here.’ Her expression darkened as a tall, blonde woman swept through the office

  without even acknowledging their presence, merely dropping a stack of paperwork on Grace’s desk and leaving. ‘Well, most of us will, anyway. But we can save that one for

  later.’


  Holly craned her neck, wondering who this woman was, to provoke such a reaction in seemingly mild-mannered Grace. Other than being slightly in awe of the endless legs, the perfect make-up and

  the expensively tailored dress, Holly struggled to form an opinion on the basis of one fleeting moment. The stethoscope looped around her neck marked her out as one of the doctors and the jigsaw

  pieces clicked into place: Julia Channing. No wonder everyone seemed so delighted to have a new female GP starting, if this über-perfect ice maiden had been their previous option. Holly could

  easily believe that such perfection would hardly be conducive to baring one’s intimate issues.


  •   •   •


  A few minutes later, coffee in hand, Holly was taking notes as Grace whistled through the daily schedule at The Practice with a ruthless efficiency directly at odds with her

  genteel appearance.


  ‘I’ve popped you in for your own afternoon surgery later, but I thought we’d spend the morning just showing you the ropes, the systems and making sure you feel at home,’

  said Grace. ‘Dan has requested that you sit in with him for one or two patients and you can meet the rest of the team for elevenses. Now, how does that sound?’


  ‘Sounds perfect, Grace,’ Holly smiled, all her worries about finding her feet unfounded, and relieved to have such a welcoming and well-organised Practice Manager. She knew that, in

  reality, it was probably Grace that held the whole show together. ‘I can’t wait to meet everyone.’


  A little white lie on that front couldn’t hurt, justified Holly to herself. After all, Grace didn’t need to know that she was quietly terrified at the prospect of meeting the rest of

  the team. Not Dan, obviously, but she’d have to meet Julia Channing properly at some point and there was still Henry Bruce to win over. Holly couldn’t see any hope of a lasting

  friendship with the terrifyingly young and overly confident nurse they had passed in the corridor either.


  She was suddenly pathetically, ridiculously glad to have Dan here. There were some days, Holly decided, when it took more than a medical degree and a pair of lucky pants to keep one’s

  confidence up.


  Grace took her cup and ushered her down the hall towards a door marked Dr D. Carter. ‘Well, you’ve already met Larkford’s most glamorous resident, so I’m afraid

  it’ll all be downhill from here.’


  Holly crinkled her brow. ‘Do you mean Elsie Townsend? Isn’t she wonderful?’ she said with genuine warmth, quietly thinking that if she were able to choose her own old age,

  eccentricity was looking pretty appealing.


  ‘Oh she’s a card alright. Fabulous fun, but a terrible influence. Whatever you do, never let her mix you a Martini – you’ll be dancing on tables before you know it. Trust

  me. But if you’re ever bored, buy her a drink and she’ll tell you about her cat fight with Marilyn Monroe and her steamy affair with Steve McQueen.’


  Holly laughed, before coming back down to earth with a jolt as she remembered their earlier conversation about Steve McQueen. ‘Actually,’ Holly dropped her voice to a whisper,

  ‘I do need to find Dr Bruce at some point. I . . . well, I . . . I kind of need to speak to him about his car.’ Holly’s throat flushed red and Grace didn’t miss a trick.


  She looked left and right and pulled Holly sharply into the ladies’ loos. ‘You know, Holly, after you’ve been here a little while, you’ll find that all the doctors have

  their weaknesses,’ she said, with a studied intensity. ‘George Kingsley for example, is a sucker for a decent steak and kidney pie. Dan Carter gets his shorts in a twist about

  discovering a new running trail. And what you need to know about Dr Bruce, is that when it comes to his car, he can sometimes be a little, well, obsessive. So all I’m really saying here is

  that, unless his bumper is half way across the car park or you’re a secret petrol-head, I would aim for a nice positive introduction. Yes?’


  ‘Um,’ said Holly, still desperate to make that first positive impression on all her colleagues, but also knowing that Dr Bruce would doubtless notice the two-inch dent on his beloved

  motor sooner rather than later. ‘But I really need to tell him it was me that . . .’


  ‘That noticed nothing at all in the car park as you walked in?’ said Grace carefully and deliberately.


  Holly shook her head. ‘No, that it was me that . . .’


  Grace was the one shaking her head now, her voice surprisingly forceful as she continued, ‘Holly, you’re a very sweet girl and clearly a very good doctor or you wouldn’t be

  here. But tell Dr Bruce that you scratched his car and your first day could well be your last. Okay? So, as I was saying, you noticed nothing at all . . .’


  Holly was struggling to remove the stricken expression from her face, when Grace leaned in and whispered kindly, ‘He’s off to do rounds later and the lanes are really muddy. Trust me

  on this one. Just let it go.’ She squeezed Holly’s arm and bundled her out of the ladies, leaving Holly with the distinct impression that Grace was turning out to be a bit of a dark

  horse.


  



  Chapter 2


  Moments later, Holly settled herself quietly in the corner of Dan’s consultation room and tried not to be obvious about the fact that she was staring. She always felt

  that you could tell a lot about someone by the state of their desk and, if that maxim held true, then Dan appeared to be suffering from some sort of split personality.


  One side of his imposingly solid desk was arranged with almost military precision and, whilst there were serried ranks of various gadgets and gizmos, there was definite order in the chaos. By

  contrast, the other side was a teetering mass of paperwork, unopened post and empty coffee cups.


  Holly looked up. Caught in the act, there wasn’t much she could do but smile. ‘Sorry. Just being nosey,’ she managed. ‘Trying to get a feel for the place . . .’


  ‘And trying to work out how it’s possible to have so much paperwork in a paperless office?’ said Dan wryly. ‘Just don’t tell Grace. It’s my guilty little

  secret.’ He sat down and swivelled his chair until he was facing her. ‘It’s great you’re here, Holls. You’re going to love it. Quick question though? Dr Graham? Was it

  just too much paperwork to change when you got married or should I read something into that?’


  Holly shrugged. To Milo, she’d blamed the paperwork, but in reality? ‘Nothing sinister afoot. Just that I didn’t really want to be known as Dr Payne. It’s nearly as bad

  as Dr de’Ath at med school.’


  Dan laughed, ‘God, yes, I remember him. But Milo Payne – ooph – that’s a tough one to carry off. When you put it like that, Dr Graham is probably the way to go. But, I

  will warn you, it’s a little bit old-fashioned round here sometimes – you may find yourself constantly explaining that you haven’t upped and left him.’


  Holly laughed nervously, earning herself a quizzical look from Dan, so she quickly filled the conversational black-hole. ‘It seems like a really friendly town, though. The boys are

  settling in well and I’m obviously over the moon to be nearer Lizzie. How often, as grown-ups, do you get to see your best friend every day?’


  ‘It’s great,’ Dan agreed, thankfully letting any awkwardness about Milo pass. ‘Although half the people in this town are completely eccentric and there’s rarely a

  dull moment. In fact, to be honest, even the staff at The Practice can take a little getting used to. There are one or two characters here that you’ll either love or hate, but I’ll let

  you form your own opinions on that.’


  Dan looked at his watch and made an obvious gear change to professional mode. ‘In fact, the first thing you’ll notice today is that General Practice is a rather different beast to

  being at the hospital and we all have our own individual style. The important thing for you, Holly, is to hold your own. Don’t be swayed into any decision that makes you feel uncomfortable,

  but try and stay open to other possibilities. Granted, it’s a bit of a balancing act, but give it a go.’


  ‘Okay,’ nodded Holly, suddenly unable to formulate anything more eloquent. She watched as Dan pushed back his tousled mop of chestnut hair that appeared to be resilient to any cut,

  style or product.


  ‘Okay then,’ echoed Dan. ‘And I gather you’ve already met Elsie Townsend? Who, by the way, is simply fabulous, but she does rather keep us all on our toes here.’ He

  grinned. ‘Bit of a handful really, but we do love her. Watch out though, she has a sort of mesmerising voice, and before you know it, you’ve agreed to anything . . . So, up you hop and

  get her from the waiting room then.


  ‘Dr Carter’s first rule of medicine, never miss an opportunity to get a little insight into what’s really going on. Most of our patients will lie through their teeth at some

  point, but you can tell so much about someone’s health from the way they stand up and the way they walk. Why would anyone want to miss that, if it might help with a diagnosis? But still,

  you’ll find some people here just love their intercom.’


  •   •   •


  Holly left the room, secretly over the moon that she was getting to see Elsie again and that Dan seemed to be exactly the kind of doctor she’d hoped. Even if all the

  local tales about the other doctors were true, at least she’d have one friendly soul to chat to.


  Pushing open the door, she cast her gaze around the spacious new waiting room in the atrium. Light and airy, it was certainly relaxing and welcoming: windows that actually opened, along with

  heating that actually worked and cosy chairs in clusters, all combined to make the inevitable wait a little more restful. Sure, there were the predictable and pervasive wafts of Olbas Oil in here,

  together with the Deep Heat and antiseptic she’d noticed earlier, but it was easily the most inviting doctors’ surgery Holly had ever visited. She sighed happily, still unable to

  believe her luck in landing the position here.


  ‘Elsie? Elsie Townsend?’ she said, trying to catch the old lady’s attention from where she seemed to giving an impromptu poetry recital to a huddle of toddlers in the play

  corner. She certainly had their rapt attention and as Holly got nearer she could understand why. Elsie’s poem seemed to be almost exclusively about poo. Well, technically, farts and

  poo, but she had her miniature audience in the palm of her hand.


  •   •   •


  Having finally prised Elsie away and got her settled in Dan’s consulting room, Holly had to acknowledge that he had a point. In fetching Elsie from the waiting room

  herself, in guiding her down through to the consulting rooms, waiting for her to catch her breath after only a few short paces, Holly had learned more about her patient than she would have done in

  a five-minute conversation. She had also learned a very funny limerick about potty training a koala that she knew would delight her twins no end.


  ‘Am I in trouble again, Dr Carter?’ asked Elsie with a winsome smile. ‘I was only having a bit of fun, you know. I haven’t completely lost my marbles.’


  ‘Indeed,’ said Dan, ‘but I did get an awful lot of phone calls, Elsie, and we did agree . . .’


  ‘Phooey,’ dismissed Elsie instantly, with an edge to her voice. ‘Just because my neighbours are a bunch of boring busybodies, it doesn’t mean they can boss me around.

  I’ve been waiting a very long time to be old and eccentric, Dr Carter, and I’m not prepared to start being all straitlaced now because Cassie Holland has got a bee in her bonnet about

  appropriate behaviour.’


  Holly noticed Dan glance sideways at her to see if she was taking all of this in. Taking it all in was the least of her challenges, though. She was actually hooked, wanting to know more –

  frankly, if she was honest – wanting to join in with whatever inappropriate behaviour Elsie had been up to, because no matter how much it had obviously shocked her neighbours, Elsie seemed to

  have mastered a skill that Holly had been struggling with lately – she knew how to have fun.


  Holly watched Dan as he listened intently, rolling his fountain pen between his palms, his soft brown eyes filled with concern. Elsie’s latest misdemeanour was obviously the latest in a

  long line and Dan had clearly had a number of calls about her, judging by the scattering of Post-its on his desk.


  Holly had to smother a smile, as Elsie began to justify why she’d been found at midnight in the Market Place. Dressed for the Oscars and gaily planting daffodil bulbs in erratic clumps

  amongst the grass verges, she’d clearly been having a wonderful time. Although, if her celebrity status was to be believed, it was probably a small mercy that none of the nosey neighbours had

  thought to alert the press.


  Sensing in Holly a kindred spirit and not missing a trick, Elsie clasped Holly’s hand emphatically. ‘My darling girl, you’ve no idea how stultifying tedious it is

  being old. There really is only so much Antiques Roadshow I can sit through without being bored senseless and needing a little pick me up.’


  Elsie was on a roll now, playing to her audience of two and clearly loving the attention. Her husky voice made the simplest of statements sound like an invitation and her accent was crisp and

  redolent of a bygone era. The light danced for a second in her deep grey eyes, every inch the star of stage and screen. ‘Every time I have a bit of fun, everyone says I’m going dotty.

  By my reckoning, I’ve been going dotty for the last six decades then . . .’ She laid a weightless hand on Holly’s arm, paper-thin skin and fragile fingers still somehow supporting

  the enormous sapphire Holly had noticed earlier, not to mention several eternity rings, each no doubt presented with love by a succession of eligible husbands. ‘We girls are allowed to let

  our hair down occasionally, aren’t we?’


  Holly tried to remember Dan’s cautionary words, but felt unable to resist the captivating pull of Elsie’s fabulous personality, wavering further as Elsie fixed her with a determined

  and persuasive smile.


  ‘Back me up here, Dr Graham. I really don’t want to take any more of those pills that Dr Bruce gave me. They make me feel so muzzy-headed and slow. And I can feel old and stupid and

  clumsy without the help of pharmaceuticals, thank you very much.’


  Holly breathed in and caught a stern hold of her medical objectivity. Every personal instinct was suggesting that she and Elsie nip to the pub later, for lunch and a couple of G&Ts, but her

  professional voice was nudging insistently at her conscience. Even putting aside the question of medication, Holly could see that, beneath the veneer of glamour and sophistication, all was not

  running smoothly for Elsie. Holly’s gaze took in the mis-buttoned silk blouse, the tell-tale food stain on the sleeve of her cashmere cardigan and the eyeliner that had been carefully and

  immaculately applied to only one eyelid.


  If Elsie was in fact starting to deteriorate, then they were hardly going to get to the bottom of things in a ten-minute appointment. In fact, at that moment, the light on the desk phone flashed

  repeatedly to remind them that there was indeed a waiting room full of patients demanding attention.


  Holly was about to speak up when Dan leaned forward in his chair. ‘Elsie, no one is begrudging you your right to have a bit of fun, but there are a lot of people in this town who care

  about you and are worried about how you’re doing. So, I’m going to get Lucy on reception to book you in for a triple appointment with me and we can review all your medication and

  if,’ he held up a hand to stop her interrupting, ‘if you still feel that we need to tweak things a little bit, we can take our time. In the meantime,’ he continued in an

  affectionately commanding voice, ‘I am going to send one of the team over every day to check in with you. It’s all very well you putting on a bravura performance every time you come in,

  but I want you to accept that we’re all here to help. You might even have to come clean and tell us if there are things that you’re struggling with. Now how does that sound?’


  Holly nodded along as he spoke, delighted to find that this was a practice where it clearly wasn’t frowned upon to get involved in their patients’ lives, rather than simply reaching

  for the green prescription pad.


  Elsie tilted her head to one side to consider his offer, finding comfort in the pretence that she actually had a choice in the matter. ‘Fine,’ she said with some authority.

  ‘You can send young Jason round. It would be such a treat to have a male nurse to corrupt.’


  Dan and Holly both laughed: Dan, because he knew that ‘young Jason’ was finding his first year with The Practice an eye-opening experience and a visit to Elsie’s beautiful

  Georgian townhouse would doubtless be an entertaining one; and Holly, because she was a little bit shocked, a little bit in awe and a little bit smitten with the feisty Elsie Townsend.


  ‘We’ll see,’ said Dan, gently guiding Elsie towards the door, and holding it open to usher her through, his height and broad shoulders only serving to emphasise her petite

  fragility. ‘If you’re really good, I might even let Dr Graham here pop round. It is her first week though, Elsie, so you’d have to be gentle with her.’


  Holly had to satisfy herself with a simple goodbye, appreciating how unprofessional it would look to be excited at the prospect of a house call. Elsie gave her wrist a squeeze as she left,

  flashing another conspiratorial grin, leaving Holly with a mixed-up excitable feeling that she couldn’t begin to place.


  Dan sat down at his desk and began typing his notes into the system. ‘Don’t worry if you feel a bit all over the place, by the way. She seems to have that effect on everyone –

  a sort of star-struck, post hurricane sort of thing. To the best of my knowledge, she has half the town wrapped around her little finger.’


  Holly took a calming breath. ‘I would actually love to look in on her though, Dan. Yes, I mean, I know she’s fabulous and all that, but it’s fascinating, isn’t it? So

  together and eloquent in here, but I’d put a fiver on the table that there’s more to these funny episodes than boredom.’


  ‘I’m not sure I should take that bet. We’ll let Jason go tomorrow and you can pop round on Saturday morning and see what you think. I’d be delighted to have another of

  the GPs on my wavelength. Between you and me, and you’ll find all this for yourself soon enough, Dr Bruce can be a bit quick on the draw when it comes to prescribing. He doesn’t feel

  it’s our job to look too deeply. But actually, one of the reasons I supported your application is that you clearly look at your patients’ ailments as a part of the big picture too. So,

  now you’re here, don’t let me down and start handing out the hard stuff as if it were Smarties, okay?’


  ‘You won’t have any worries on that score, I can promise you. It never ceases to amaze me that people are so quick to risk all the horrible side effects of some of these drugs. I

  mean – well! – some of them are worse than the original problem aren’t they?’ Holly said fervently. It was something she felt passionately about and had been the cause of

  many heated debates with her last boss at the hospital. He’d been more of a ‘Treat-’em-and-Street-’em’ kind of doctor.


  But not Dan, whose face broke into a grin, ‘Well said.’ He swivelled his chair from side to side, watching her carefully. ‘How crazy is this then, Graham? Who’d have

  thought we’d end up working together? I might even have to be nice to my mad cousin for pulling this off.’ The lines crinkled at the side of his eyes and Holly was reminded of how

  extremely attractive Dan Carter always had been.


  She shrugged, her cheeks a little pink. ‘I can’t tell you how pleased I am to be here. Hospital life was wearing a little thin and, now there’s the twins to consider . . .

  Well, this is exactly what I needed. So, thank you.’


  ‘Well, to be honest, we should probably be thanking you. The other candidates were awful. You know that mentality some people have where they think they’re absolutely bloody

  wonderful, with nothing at all to back it up? It was like the X Factor or The Apprentice in here for a week. Lots of bullshit and very little skill. And then you walked in. Sensible, experienced,

  eloquent . . . we’d have been idiots not to hire you.’


  Holly sat back in her chair, feeling any residual awkwardness evaporate. She hadn’t realised it, but Elsie’s comment about nepotism had hit a nerve. She had wanted the job so badly,

  that she’d been prepared to overcome her principles and hope that Dan could pull a few strings. If there had been no need for string-pulling, she could finally breathe a little easier. All

  she had to do now, was live up to their expectations.


  



  Chapter 3


  In the doctors’ lounge, Holly cradled a cup of coffee in her hands and tried to remember everyone’s name, as Grace introduced her to the support staff.


  So far, she’d had a lovely conversation about hand-sanitisers and antibiotics with Maggie, the germ-phobic pharmacist, who had surreptitiously wiped her hand only moments after shaking

  Holly’s. Holly had tried not to react or to take offence, but had watched in amazement as Maggie had wiped down the handle of both her mug and her teaspoon before even attempting to make a

  drink. Nevertheless, it was easy to warm to Maggie – her curly hair and dancing eyes making it look as though she was always on the verge of laughter. It also seemed that Maggie was

  self-aware enough to make jokes about the irony of choosing a career in medicine that called for industrial strength wet wipes on an hourly basis.


  Holly had tried to ignore the blatant head-toe-head appraisal and subsequent snub she’d received from Jade, the junior nurse she’d seen earlier. Jade, who appeared to have got her

  uniform off the internet simply by googling ‘slutty nurse’ and then doing her utmost to live up to the label. Clearly a Lad’s Lass, Jade couldn’t even bring herself to pass

  the time of day with Holly, before fluttering over to Dan Carter with a flirtatious smile and shoulders well back.


  Holly had also gained a deeper understanding of why Elsie Townsend might think ‘young Jason’ would be fun to have around. To be fair to the male nurse, he seemed like a nice enough

  lad, but his passion for his fitness regime was bordering on the evangelical. Holly had certainly struggled to muster the requisite enthusiasm when discussing interval training techniques, although

  the results of said training schedule were clear to see. It remained to be seen whether there was anything of substance lurking beneath his chiselled exterior.


  It was hardly the most auspicious of beginnings and Holly began to wonder what she’d taken on, or indeed whether she would ever fit in here. At least at the hospital, the medical staff had

  all been thrown together into a kind of siege mentality, where bonds of friendship quickly formed and were not so easily broken. Shared adversity had indeed increased intimacy among her colleagues

  – often beyond the bounds of ‘civilian’ acceptability.


  At least by consciously stepping out of the intensity, Holly knew that her statistical likelihood of death, divorce and depression had halved. Whether spending more time with Milo would

  counteract those statistical improvements, remained to be seen.


  Grace gave her shoulder a nudge and interrupted her train of thought, as the door to the doctors’ lounge swung open. ‘Now then, Holly, plaster on a smile and come with me. It’s

  time to play nice with Dr Bruce. But remember, he’s a suave old bugger, so don’t take any nonsense, and whatever you do, don’t mention the car!’


  •   •   •


  ‘Dr Graham. How wonderful to see you again. I trust you’re settling in well.’ Henry Bruce stroked his pink silk tie and Holly could feel his eyes travelling

  appraisingly down her body. He seemed to have conveniently forgotten that he was the only partner to oppose Holly’s appointment and was now laying on the charm. ‘I am sorry we

  haven’t had chance to catch up. Busy-busy, you know.’


  ‘No problem,’ Holly replied, cradling her cup of coffee in front of her, subconsciously blocking Henry’s assessment of her physical attributes and creating a natural barrier

  between them. ‘Grace has been wonderful in showing me the ropes.’


  ‘Good, good. Obviously we’re a team here, but you may find that some of us are a little more on the ball than others, so my door is always open if you need to discuss anything. Not

  literally, of course!’ He leaned in closer as he laughed at his own feeble little joke and Holly could smell the coffee on his breath mingling with his potent aftershave.


  Holly suppressed a slight shudder as Henry’s little pink tongue darted out and moistened his lips. He certainly was Mr Smooth, standing there in his Savile Row suit and highly polished

  brogues. He looked as though he’d come straight from his Harley Street practice and he’d certainly look at home behind the wheel of his obscenely expensive Mercedes.


  Holly flushed at the thought of her deception and was about to confess all, when Dr Bruce clearly misinterpreted her blushes. ‘Any questions, Holly, I mean it, do come to me. Bright young

  thing like you though, won’t take you long to work out the lay of the land, will it?’ He placed a soft, manicured hand on her arm and gave a gentle squeeze.


  Holly awkwardly took a step back as he leaned yet further into her personal space. ‘That’s very kind, Dr Bruce. But I’m finding my feet already and as you rightly say, you have

  such a wonderful team here,’ she hesitated for a moment, slightly caught off guard, quietly longing to ‘accidentally’ spill her coffee down his front and tell him to Back Off.

  Politely, of course. ‘In fact,’ she said, finally managing to locate her resolve and looking him straight in the eye, ‘they have all gone out of their way to get me fully up to

  speed with everybody’s little foibles.’


  Dr Bruce looked at her sharply, but Holly just smiled innocently. She’d met his type before amongst Senior Doctors – give this one an inch and he’d certainly take a mile.

  She’d already heard rumours of his extra-marital activities and she had no desire to become his new pet. She was actually rather inclined to agree with Elsie Townsend’s earlier

  assessment.


  His face tightened, his advances clearly rebuffed, but then he just shrugged, ever the professional, ‘There’s a lot to be said for a small community, of course. What you sacrifice in

  privacy, you gain in intimacy.’ He gave her a long appraising look. ‘I happen to believe though, that this Practice could be more efficient if we stopped resting on our laurels and

  looked to the future. Simply delivering half the town’s population into this world and still dealing with their snivelling offspring twenty years later, doesn’t automatically make

  anyone the best doctor here. It’s not James Herriot, you know.’


  Holly followed his gaze towards the door where George Kingsley, the genial Senior Partner had ambled in with a smile and a kind word for everyone he passed. He’d been so lovely to her at

  the interview that Holly felt as though she already knew him, and his benevolent approach to The Practice made her like him even more.


  She jumped as Henry clasped her upper arm firmly and dropped his voice, coffee fumes still wafting warmly across Holly’s cheeks and the warmth of her cup now sandwiched between them.

  ‘Don’t make the mistake of confusing compassion and medical care, Holly. It’s all very well knowing the entire family history, but I think you’ll agree that this touchy

  feely approach to medicine can cloud the judgement. We’ll have a drink one evening and have a chat about it, shall we? I think we’ll be of a like mind, you and I, both being from a

  hospital background.’


  Holly took another step back, but Henry just leaned in closer. ‘It’s not a popularity contest, being a GP, Holly. It’s the curse of living in a small town, you see – your

  patients are also your neighbours, blah, blah, blah . . .’ He made a small winding motion with his hand, clearly dismissive of anyone who might have the temerity to disagree with him.

  ‘Take my word for it, you’ll find that keeping a bit of distance is more illuminating – helps you keep your perspective professionally.’


  Holly’s relief was palpable as Dan’s gravelly laugh interrupted them, ‘Do put her down, Henry. And how about you follow your advice about keeping a bit of distance?’ Dan

  fished the end of Henry’s expensive silk tie out of Holly’s cup of coffee and grinned. ‘Not quite dipping your pen in the company ink there, Henry, but ten out of ten for effort.

  Holly, all this time and you never said you took your coffee with a spoonful of smarmy lechery.’ Dan grinned cheerfully and patted Henry on the back. ‘Cheer up, Henry, surely even you

  can see that the delectable Dr Graham is off limits.’


  Henry drew himself up to his full height, which would have been more impressive if Dan didn’t still tower over him, even casually slouched against the doorframe. Muttering something about

  childish behaviour, Henry left the room, head held high and perfectly tailored shoulders firmly back. Without the handful of limp, stained pink silk in his hand and the seething expression on his

  face, he would have looked almost impressive.


  ‘Thank you,’ Holly said simply and with feeling.


  Dan just shrugged. ‘I’d like to tell you he’s harmless, but he just does seem to think he’s God’s gift to women sometimes, smarmy git, and he really does need to

  learn a bit of discretion.’ He grinned broadly. ‘Besides, anyone can see, you’re way out of his league.’


  Dan plucked Holly’s cup from her fingers and plonked it down beside them. ‘Now, come and say hello to a few friendlier faces. Oh, and Julia. You’ll need to meet her too . .

  .’


  •   •   •


  Dan steered her across to the battered old sofas that formed a U-shape at one end of the room. ‘Now this reprobate is Taffy Jones, our ever-present locum and my best

  mate.’


  Dr Taffy Jones unfurled himself from his slumped position at the end of the sofa and stood up, holding out his hand for Holly to shake. He was tall and strapping and his hand enveloped

  Holly’s in a firm grip. ‘So you’re the infamous Holly Graham? It’s a pleasure to meet you at last.’


  His face, already welcoming and friendly, broke into an enormous grin. His soft Welsh lilt was strangely hypnotic and Holly was sure it must have melted the inhibitions of many a local girl. She

  was disgusted to find herself blushing yet again, not quite sure how to respond and feeling completely wrong-footed.


  ‘Don’t worry, Dr Graham, it’s all been good so far. Mostly, anyway. But your reputation does precede you, I’m afraid. Dan and the lovely Lizzie have been spilling the

  beans on all your youthful exploits. I do hope you’ll return the favour, I could use some dirt on our golden boy here.’ Although he was standing still and, Holly couldn’t help but

  notice, still holding her hand, the energy simply radiated from him. He was basically a spaniel, Holly decided, with his eager expression, slightly chaotic hair and chocolate brown eyes. She felt

  her cheeks burning and panicked slightly as she realised that there were simply no words forthcoming from her addled brain.


  Luckily Dan stepped in to rescue her yet again. ‘Back in your box, Jones, and be nice to her, okay. She’s just had Henry Bruce leering all over her and I haven’t even

  introduced her to Julia yet.’


  ‘Understood,’ replied Taffy seriously, finally releasing Holly’s hand from his. ‘I shall be the soul of discretion and I certainly won’t take this

  opportunity to dish the dirt about Henry shagging young nurse Jade behind his wife’s back. And I certainly shall not let on, that until a few months ago, Dan and the terrifyingly

  ambitious Julia Channing were quite the hot item around here.’ His face was a picture of amused innocence and he gave Holly a conspiratorial smile that knocked the breath from her chest.

  ‘Now, was there anything else I’m supposed to be keeping quiet about?’


  Dan shook his head. ‘I give up, I really do.’ He sat down on one of the sofas and started rummaging around in the biscuit tin. He snaffled a couple and passed it over to Holly, who

  perched on the arm beside him. All the good ones were gone, she noted, casting aside half a Jammie Dodger and the broken corner of a chocolate Bourbon. Settling resignedly for a rich tea finger

  with the consistency of cardboard, she was frankly just glad of the distraction. Anything that meant she didn’t need to add to the speedy back and forth banter around her. They clearly were

  the best of friends, she decided, as the two men mocked each other mercilessly for her benefit.


  By the time she’d finished off her biscuit, she knew more about their personal lives than was probably healthy.


  Dan had clearly had a hideous break-up with Julia Channing. Holly was actually really looking forward to meeting her properly now, because the mental picture building from their descriptions was

  somewhere in the region of Cruella de Vil. She also got the impression that Dan wasn’t quite as together as he’d have her believe. There was the occasional sharp glance in Taffy’s

  direction that seemed to be warning him not to overstep. But, if Julia was even half as awful as Taffy maintained, it was hard to imagine Dan being too upset about the split.


  Holly didn’t miss the warning look from Taffy either, as Dan teased him for being the local Romeo. ‘Quite the heart-throb of the Larkford Rugby Club, aren’t you, Taffs?’

  It seemed his commitment issues extended into his work life too – preferring to have the freedom and flexibility of a locum contract, despite working here almost every day. And it certainly

  seemed as though Taffy was not short of female company, if everything Dan was saying happened to be true, much though Taffy protested.


  An inexplicable wave of disappointment washed over Holly. She managed to smile and laugh along with the joke of course, but every time she looked over at him, Taffy’s gaze was resting on

  her. She felt a little stupid and embarrassed now, for imagining that it meant anything more than a friendly welcome.


  Holly was actually getting quite exasperated with herself. She really didn’t feel that she was putting her best foot forward today. She’d been nervous, of course, but she

  hadn’t expected to feel quite so drowningly overwhelmed. Obviously, it would take a little while to settle in – she was walking into a tight-knit practice, where the team’s

  personal and professional lives clearly overlapped. Grace, Dan and Taffy were going out of their way to put her at ease and to bring her into their circle, but Holly was getting frustrated. Here

  she was, tongue-tied and blushing like an imbecile. She wanted them to meet bright, witty, attractive Holly. So far today, she had less charisma and drive than a Victoria Sponge.


  •   •   •


  With no warning, Dan suddenly stood up and strode across the lounge to where Julia Channing, the tall slender blonde, had made an entrance. She clearly wasn’t running

  short in the self-confidence department, thought Holly tetchily. Words were being exchanged and Julia was waving a day-glo Post-it in Dan’s face. Holly strained to hear what was being said,

  but Taffy reclaimed her attention.


  ‘It’s like watching a train wreck in slow-motion with those two. Personally, I can’t help thinking that to dislike each other quite so very much, there must still be something

  there . . .’


  Holly watched as Julia flicked a silken curtain of hair over her shoulder and, giving Dan one last disparaging look, she sashayed across the lounge towards them.


  ‘Incoming,’ muttered Taffy under his breath. ‘Brace, brace, brace.’


  Holly took a deep breath and willed herself to make a better showing. She didn’t wait for Dan to introduce her, but stood up and took a pace forward. ‘Dr Channing? Hi, I’m

  Holly Graham. We didn’t get chance to meet earlier.’ Remembering Julia’s earlier performance, Holly tried very hard not to let an edge creep into her voice.


  Julia herself was also clearly having issues with tone. She shot Dan another filthy look and forced a smile on to her face. ‘Yes, yes, lovely to have you here . . .’ Julia rattled

  off insincerely. ‘Hope you settle in okay . . . do feel free to ask if you’ve any questions . . . etcetera, etcetera . . .’ She turned pointedly to Dan, ignored Holly, and waved

  the Post-it at him. ‘Happy now?’


  From where Holly was standing, she could just make out Dan’s handwriting:


  Please welcome Holly to the team and FOR FUCK’S SAKE – BE NICE!


  Holly couldn’t help it; the pressure of the morning had clearly got to her. Rather than getting her hackles up, as was obviously the intention, she burst out laughing. ‘Oh, Dr

  Channing, thank you for that. Here I was, feeling all nervous about meeting everyone, and you manage to make me laugh. Brilliant. Just brilliant!’


  Julia turned slowly, her mouth puckering until it closely resembled a duck’s arse. She clearly had no idea how to react to Holly’s mirth, especially since Taffy and Dan also seemed

  to find the whole situation so amusing.


  Holly felt a moment’s guilt as she watched Julia’s internal struggle. After all, she didn’t personally know this woman from Adam, but she was damned if she was going to be

  bullied from the start. Holly knew instinctively that if she didn’t lay down her marker now, there would be no way to earn Julia’s respect later. Humour had been the only way to go.

  Well, conceded Holly, it was that or a spot of mud-wrestling . . .


  It briefly crossed Holly’s mind, looking at Julia’s expression, that Julia may be one of those people who actually had no discernible sense of humour, in which case, she might have

  been better served to opt for the mud. Holly felt the first bite of panic that she’d completely misjudged the situation, before deciding that she was already in for a penny.


  There was an awkward pause and then Holly reached out and took the Post-it from Julia, smoothing it between her fingers. ‘This just has to go on my noticeboard, Julia, I hope you

  don’t mind. It’s just so funny. And you’re so kind, putting me at ease. Now, I gather from Lizzie that your Larkford Life column’s going really well. You must be

  over the moon.’


  Dan and Taffy swivelled their heads back and forth, as though they were watching Wimbledon.


  ‘Yes,’ said Julia tightly. ‘I had forgotten that Lizzie’s your friend. You must be pleased to be living nearer to each other? Where were you before – Reading,

  wasn’t it?’ she said, unclenching a little and struggling to make an effort. Clearly Julia was not familiar with the concept of small talk.


  ‘Yes, at the hospital. It’s a big change, coming here. I’m actually quite looking forward to meeting all the locals. Maybe you can give me a heads-up on the ones to watch out

  for? The bonkers ones? The hypochondriacs?’


  Julia smoothed her dress over her enviably taut stomach and, if Holly hadn’t known better, she would have thought that Julia was the one to be nervous. Her own heart was still thudding

  ominously against her ribcage and she felt as though she were in a scene from a David Attenborough wildlife programme, where the pecking order was being established: ‘See the doctors of

  the Serengeti posturing for position . . .’


  Holly just needed Julia to understand that she was posing no threat to her role as Alpha female at all, but she refused to be dismissed or discounted. A little healthy respect was all Holly was

  aiming to achieve at this point.


  Julia softened still further, ‘Okay then,’ she said, as she made to walk away.


  ‘Great. Lovely to meet you, Julia,’ Holly said brightly, slowly breathing out and willing her pulse to return to normal. She took another calming breath and turned to the two men who

  were gaping at her. ‘Well, I thought that went rather well, don’t you?’ Holly could feel her confidence flowing back and she couldn’t help but smile. Sod Victoria Sponge

  – that had surely been a Chocolate Roulade performance.


  ‘Bloody hell,’ said Taffy in amazement, once Julia had left the room. ‘Who are you, Holly Graham?’


  ‘Told you she was a keeper,’ said Dan with pride, giving Holly a wink.


  ‘Rites of Passage have been negotiated,’ said Taffy seriously and in wonderment, sounding so very Welsh it was almost musical. ‘I never thought I’d see the day!’ He

  turned to Holly and laid his hands on both her shoulders. ‘You’re a bloody marvel, you are.’ His eyes danced with mischief. ‘You have tamed the notorious Channing and

  without bloodshed. I could kiss you, I really could.’


  Holly’s heart rate rocketed again, as her moment of eloquence dissolved, a mental picture of that very scenario already taking precedence in her mind.


  



  Chapter 4


  ‘Come on. You sit down and rearrange your face, try and look like you’re happy to be here, and I’ll go and order us some lunch. What do you fancy?’ said

  Lizzie, taking control of the situation as Holly had known that she would.


  Holly felt her shoulders instantly relax, free from the responsibility of making decisions. ‘Whatever contains the most calories – it’s been that kind of morning,’ she

  said gratefully. She couldn’t really let on in the genteel surroundings of Larkford’s organic deli-slash-café-slash-fair-trade-emporium, that what she was really craving was a

  big juicy burger – the kind where you could actually feel your arteries clogging with every delicious bite. She spent her days advising patients to have their five-a-day, to stay away from

  saturated fat and processed sugar, and then felt honour-bound to live by those same strictures herself. And most of the time she did.


  ‘Right then, Holly, lunch will be here in a sec. Now spill,’ ordered Lizzie in full executive boss mode.


  Holly didn’t really know where to start. All she’d known was that there was a forty-minute window in her day and her best friend worked around the corner. The opportunity for moral

  support had seemed too good to pass up.


  ‘How great is this – having lunch together on a work day?’ she dodged. ‘It’s like being back at uni.’


  Lizzie’s glamorous façade wobbled for a second and Holly saw a flash of the girl she used to be: the girl who had dodgy braces and flat brown hair. This Lizzie sitting in front of

  her now was altogether more glamorous, as her job as Editor of local glossy magazine Larkford Life dictated. But the twinkle in her eye was sheer retro and Holly felt instantly more

  comforted and less intimidated.


  The downside to having a best friend whose life revolved around material gratification was that Holly genuinely struggled to give a stuff and it sometimes put a strain on their friendship.

  She’d rather look nice than ghastly, of course, but she’d also rather read her boys a bedtime story than blow-dry her hair to perfection. In a way – a way that she would never

  confess to – she felt a bit sorry for Lizzie. The pressure to be perfect, to live the dream, must be exhausting, but she’d tentatively mentioned it once and been instantly shot down.

  She wouldn’t be mentioning it again.


  ‘I have to confess, your call came at the perfect time,’ Lizzie confided. She looked around the room as if checking for eavesdroppers. ‘Work’s hellish at the

  moment.’ She talked about print deadlines, fluctuating ad revenues and temperamental columnists until she ground to a halt. ‘But that’s old news. Tell me then – how’s

  the first day going?’


  ‘In a sec, but I’m starving. What did you order? Pasta? Panini? Pie? I’m in need of comfort food.’


  Lizzie wrinkled her nose apologetically. ‘Oh. I didn’t think you meant it! I’ve ordered you a goat’s cheese salad. It’s organic and the goat is called Betsy and

  lives down the road, if that helps.’


  Holly shook her head and smiled. ‘Good old Betsy. Where would we be without her? I don’t suppose there’s an Aberdeen Angus around here who’s planning to give his life for

  the enjoyment of others, is there? I could literally kill for a burger.’


  ‘Nope, not in here anyway . . . Strictly veggie. But I am reliably informed that there’s an organic grapevine in Herefordshire whose self-sacrificing actions have made this possible

  . . .’ Lizzie proudly produced a bottle of cloudy liquid that claimed to be Organic Sauvignon Blanc. She unscrewed the lid and waved the bottle vaguely in Holly’s direction before

  pouring herself a large glassful.


  Well, glassful wasn’t really the word, thought Holly, as she put a hand over the top of her own vintage jam jar and sighed. ‘Not for me. I’ve got my first solo clinic after

  this and I’m not sure that turning up sozzled is the right note to start on. Although, frankly a bit of Dutch courage might just be what the doctor ordered.’


  Their meals arrived and Holly sighed deeply, poking at her salad without enthusiasm. ‘I am not my best self today, Lizzie. You know how you only get one chance to make a first impression?

  Well, if that’s actually true, then I’m a little bit screwed.’


  Holly recounted her morning, starting with denting the Mercedes and ending up with her Life on Earth stand-off with Julia Channing.


  She grimaced slightly as she ran out of steam. ‘Be honest. How bad is it?’


  Lizzie clapped a hand over her mouth and tried to stifle the laughter. ‘Oh Holls, what are we going to do with you? It’s not that bad, honestly. I mean, given, when you string it all

  together like that, it’s not really ideal . . . Did you really stand up to Julia?’


  ‘Yup,’ said Holly despondently. ‘I just didn’t want her to think she could walk all over me, like she does every other female at The Practice.’


  ‘Well then, hats off to you – she’s horrifically ambitious, that woman. Her bedside manner may leave a little to be desired, but she’s a cracking doctor. Her

  column’s getting loads of really positive feedback and, strictly between you and me, I had a call from a TV production company last week, asking for a reference. You never know, she may not

  be around for too much longer.’


  ‘Cool,’ said Holly. ‘I get the impression that everyone’s a little bit scared of her. Apart from Dan, obviously, since they went out.’


  ‘Oh he told you that, did he? I wondered if he would,’ Lizzie said with studied casualness.


  Holly frowned. ‘No, Taffy Jones let it slip. Is there a story there I should know about?’


  Lizzie shook her head. ‘Let’s just say that seeing those two together was World War 3 just waiting to happen. The only irony being, that they were actually really smitten with each

  other to begin with; we even got a glimpse of the softer side of La Channing. Then it all sort of imploded and nobody really knows why.’


  ‘Another reason not to get involved with a colleague,’ said Holly vehemently.


  Lizzie gave her a strange look. ‘Quite.’


  There was a lull in the conversation, then Lizzie picked up where she left off, reviewing Holly’s opening act. ‘Did you really go all tongue-tied with Taffy then? I wouldn’t

  worry. He’s such a sweetheart, he won’t hold it against you and he’s been a good mate to Dan too. Actually, your job is starting to sound much more fun than mine. Assuming you can

  avoid interacting with the patients, of course!’


  ‘They’re quite the comedy duo,’ said Holly, ignoring Lizzie’s theatrical shudder. ‘They seem to have a really good bantering thing going on – it was almost

  like being back at med school. They even eat like teenagers. And obviously, I still have the emotional maturity of a nineteen-year-old – all it takes for me to go all pathetic is some dishy

  rugby player to hold my hand and smile, and I forget how to speak!’


  Lizzie raised a deprecatory eyebrow but said nothing.


  ‘What?’ demanded Holly.


  ‘Nothing. Nothing at all. I just suddenly can’t help feeling that this thing with Taffy has thrown you more than all the other stuff put together. Am I right?’


  ‘Maybe,’ replied Holly slowly. ‘I’m really not nineteen any more. It is a bit feeble, you have to admit.’


  Lizzie tilted her head to one side and took in her friend’s obvious discomfort. ‘I’d just let it go, Holls. I’m pretty sure that nobody noticed but you and you’ve

  got a lot on your plate at the moment. Stressing about this is just easier than focusing on all the changes you’ve got going on.’


  Holly half-heartedly chewed on a spinach leaf. Lizzie certainly had a point. It was a lot nicer to think about Taffy Jones holding her hand than it was to think about the reality of her

  situation at home.


  ‘I don’t know if I can do this, Lizzie,’ she said quietly. ‘The pressure in my head is crazy. I just can’t get past the responsibility, you know? Of knowing that

  it’s my call.’


  Holly looked up to see her friend watching her appraisingly, jam jar full of cloudy moonshine pressed against her bottom lip. Lizzie cleared her throat, took another slug of wine and sat forward

  in her seat. ‘Are you honestly saying that checking a bunch of old biddies for high blood pressure and the odd nit-check is more stressful than being at the hospital? You were in A&E for

  years – I don’t get it.’


  Holly shrugged, frowning slightly as she realised her ramblings had given Lizzie the wrong idea. ‘I didn’t mean the patients. That bit’s easy. Shit – that sounds

  arrogant. What I mean is . . .’


  Holly pushed her uneaten salad away and slumped in her chair. ‘Please don’t make me burn my bra – for one thing it’s actually my only nice bra that fits and for another,

  I’m not letting down the sisterhood by saying this. It’s just a fact of life. If we’d relocated for Milo’s job, it would be fine, yes? If we’d sold the house and moved

  the boys to a new nursery and uprooted everyone, it would just be . . . well, something we all had to do.


  ‘But, Lizzie, I’ve kicked up such a fuss about this. I’ve essentially forced the move and now, I’m here: the buck stops with me. And if this doesn’t work out, if

  the boys aren’t happy . . .’


  ‘It will all be your fault,’ suggested Lizzie calmly.


  ‘Well, yes,’ said Holly quietly. ‘I never really felt responsible for everyone else’s happiness before. And now, because I insisted on moving as part of our

  whole “Fresh Start” . . .’ She mashed Betsy’s special cheese into a paste with the back of her fork and swallowed hard.


  Lizzie refilled her jam jar and looked Holly straight in the eye. ‘Do you want me to say “there, there” or can I give you some home truths?’


  ‘Why do you think I needed an emergency lunch summit? You may be drinking for one, but I need you thinking for two. Give it to me straight.’


  Lizzie grinned. ‘Ooh Carte Blanche – where to begin. Shall we start with the new fringe or those hideous shoes?’ She flapped a hand at Holly’s open-mouthed protest.

  ‘Only joking, Holls. But let’s just put a few things in perspective, shall we?


  ‘One, you’ve hated working at the hospital since the boys were born and you’ve been a trouper and just got on with it. But then, you were offered a choice. Something a bit

  different: a way to see the boys more, to see me more and to be happy in your work.’


  Lizzie paused for breath and another drink and then began ticking her points off on her beautifully manicured fingers. ‘Two, Milo isn’t on a voluntary research sabbatical from the

  University and I don’t care what he goes around telling everyone. You and I both know the truth. Frankly I think the University Board were pretty amazing for not firing him and you’re

  made of sterner stuff than me for not punching him, leaving him or let’s face it, castrating him. If I thought Will was mucking around with a student, he’d be out on his ear . .

  .’


  ‘Hey, that’s not entirely fair,’ interrupted Holly. ‘There was no actual misconduct, the Board said so . . . Milo said so . . . And, for what it’s worth, I

  do believe him, Lizzie. The Board just thought it would be better all round if he took some time out to work on his manuscript.’


  Lizzie’s eyebrows rose under her fringe and she took a deep breath, clearly restraining herself. ‘Putting aside for another day, whether you do or don’t believe he’ll

  ever really change, I will say this and I’m going to be harsh, okay? His book is niche publishing: he might sell twelve copies if he’s lucky. He’s not on paid sabbatical.

  He has, to all intents and purposes, been banished. You, my darling, are now the primary and sole breadwinner in the family. And forgive me, if I think that gives you the right to choose

  what job you do – endless nightshifts full of car crashes and drunks in Reading A&E, or a nice set up as a country GP, seeing the boys, supported by your oldest friend and

  earning more money than you were before!’


  There was an awkward moment when the café fell silent just as Lizzie was building to a crescendo and Holly’s face flushed to a painful hue. ‘Don’t mince your words

  there, will you, Lizzie?’


  The pregnant pause went on so long it was in danger of having triplets, before Holly sighed, the breath seeming to come from the much loved but much maligned ballet slippers on her feet. Perhaps

  Lizzie had a point – maybe Holly’s value system was as dated as her footwear? ‘Look,’ she managed, ‘in my head, I agree with everything you’re saying, Lizzie,

  you know that. But, in my heart, I still feel that the pressure is on me to make a go of this. I’ve got Milo brooding at home and spending hours bemoaning the lack of a decent research

  library for his manuscript. I’ve got his mother breathing down my neck and questioning my priorities at every turn. And I just know that I have to make this job work.’


  She reached over and took a slug of Lizzie’s wine. ‘Which is presumably why I’m behaving like an absolute imbecile on my very first day.’


  ‘Well, jack it all in then. I’ll give you Julia’s column and you can stay home all day in your ghastly yoga trousers being my roving reporter.’ Lizzie was playing

  devil’s advocate and Holly knew it. They were the best of friends, but their approach to work came from opposite ends of the spectrum. Working together was not a good idea.


  ‘I can see the headlines now,’ said Lizzie, giving her a nudge as she made a rainbow headline with her hands. ‘Local Doc Discovers Chemical Weapon in Laundry Hamper!


  ‘Or,’ she said enthusiastically, getting into her stride, ‘Local Doc Slays Cheating Husband with Cyanide!’


  ‘That’s it – I’m cutting you off – no more Agatha Christie for you!’ Holly grinned, glad to be back on lighter, more bantering terms with her oldest friend,

  but slightly alarmed at the way Lizzie’s hand had tightened possessively on her jam jar when Holly had proclaimed she was cutting her off.


  ‘Go on – I dare you,’ said Lizzie, with a glint in her eye. ‘I cannot stand that bitch Channing anyway. I’d much rather work with you. She thinks she’s

  oh-so-bloody-perfect. I keep hoping that pride comes before a fall with that one,’ Lizzie confided gleefully, ‘but no . . . It’s just not normal to be that accomplished at

  everything.


  ‘Still, you never know, maybe she’ll burn out and have a complete nervous breakdown by the time she’s forty?’ Lizzie suggested hopefully, a spiteful undertone to her

  voice that indicated she wasn’t really joking, which took Holly by surprise.


  No matter how many years they were friends, Holly still found it hard to get her head around how competitive Lizzie could be. Woe betide anyone who got on the wrong side of her. Holly was even

  ashamed to admit that, on occasion, she’d been known to edit her own stories and news, if she felt there was even a chance of provoking Lizzie’s ire.


  Truth be told though, it had been so long since they’d seen each other every day, that Holly had simply assumed it was a trait her friend had grown out of – like leg warmers, dodgy

  haircuts and retro music.


  Holly watched her friend drain her jam jar and decided to continue as though Lizzie’s outburst had never happened.


  ‘If we were men, we wouldn’t be worrying about any of this,’ said Holly bluntly. ‘And we wouldn’t have worried about appearances either. We’d be in the pub

  now, with a big juicy steak.’


  ‘And you might be forgiven for wearing tragic shoes and we’d be talking about the new motor, the latest rugby results and our friendship would be about as deep as a puddle,’

  countered Lizzie with a grin, following her lead. ‘But alas alack, no. We are instead Mothers-with-Jobs, which roughly translates, as you very well know, as the brave (or possibly futile)

  attempt to Have It All, by the simple application of Doing It All.’


  ‘Speaking of which,’ said Holly, looking at her watch and ignoring the scene of devastation on her plate, ‘I’m on in five.’


  Lizzie pushed her chair back, batted Holly’s wallet away and threw a twenty-pound note on the table. She leaned in and kissed Holly firmly on both cheeks, gripping her shoulders hard.

  ‘Don’t let the bastards get you down, okay. And don’t let them walk all over you either. You’re a bloody good doctor and they’re lucky to have you. As am I. Kitchen

  supper at mine tomorrow?


  ‘Oh and Holly?’ called Lizzie as they parted. ‘No funny business with anyone at work today, okay?’ She grinned like a loon, waggling her fingers in parting, as her mobile

  phone began to ring, her Barry O’Connor ringtone blaring cheesy 70s schmaltz across the Market Place. For a stylish, savvy woman, it had to be said that Lizzie had appalling taste in

  music.


  •   •   •


  Holly looked around her new consulting room and breathed a sigh of relief. She’d run the gauntlet of the outer office, remembering everyone’s name and at no point

  had she crashed into anything, blushed like a teenager or engaged anyone senior in a battle of wills. Cool. Calm. Confident. How hard could that be?


  ‘Come on then, Graham. You can do this,’ she murmured. She made sure all her bits and pieces were unpacked, lingering over a photograph of the twins swinging like monkeys from the

  climbing frame, Ben’s little face wrinkled with the sheer effort of keeping up with his brother. It was all the incentive Holly needed; if her boys could make the most of their fresh start,

  then so could she.


  She pushed back her chair and walked through to the waiting room. ‘Prue Hartley?’ she called. This may not be A&E, there may not be much call for her excellent wound cleaning and

  stitching skills, but she knew her stuff. It wouldn’t be such a bad thing for her to remember that occasionally.


  •   •   •


  ‘I need to talk to you about my poo.’ Prue settled herself into the seat opposite Holly and shuffled a little to get her generous bulk comfortable as she cradled a

  capacious tangerine leather bag on her lap. ‘I’ve been meaning to come in for ages actually and when my Alan told me that the new lady doctor had started, well, I thought it was about

  time.’


  Holly nodded. ‘Okay. What in particular is worrying you?’ She liked to start out with a few open-ended enquiries, get a more accurate picture of the problem, without any leading

  questions.


  ‘It’s tricky to describe really. It’s just not quite right, you know?’


  ‘I see. In what way do you mean, not quite right?’ Holly asked delicately, wondering how to get Prue to open up a little, but her patient seemed more interested in ferreting

  around in the enormous handbag.


  ‘Now before I forget, this is for you, Dr Graham.’


  Prue proudly handed Holly a small brown paper bag and nodded encouragingly. Holly tentatively unrolled the top of the bag and looked inside, trying and failing not to look shocked.


  ‘That’s . . . well, that’s just . . .’ Holly struggled to find the right words. ‘It’s wonderful that you’ve planned ahead for your appointment

  obviously, but to be honest, we normally prefer you to use the special plastic pots provided. It’s just a little more, um, sanitary.’


  Prue Hartley looked blank for a moment and then a delighted grin rippled across all five of her chins. ‘Oh, Dr Graham, you are such a hoot! You had me going there, you really did. Ooh wait

  ’til I tell my Alan . . . It’s a brownie, Dr Graham! A brownie!’ She chortled merrily, not in the least offended. ‘Prue Hartley? The clue’s in the name – Hartley

  Bakery? My chocolate brownies are the best in Larkford and I thought you could have it for your afternoon tea, by way of a little welcome.’


  Holly found herself lost for words. Of course it was a bloody brownie! She was beginning to think that living with two small boys was beginning to warp her view of the world. ‘I’m so

  sorry, Mrs Hartley. Do forgive me. I have two-year-old twin boys at home and you’d be surprised how much of my day is spent discussing poo.’


  Prue was still tittering away to herself, but at least she now looked relaxed and at ease, even if it hadn’t been achieved by conventional means. ‘That’s the best laugh

  I’ve had in days. I knew I was right to wait and see you. That Dr Channing’s a right cold fish.’ Prue shifted her not inconsiderable bulk in the chair and leaned forward

  confidingly. ‘When I gave myself an injury trimming my bikini line, she was right sniffy about it. Kept making comments about me in a bikini that I did not appreciate. I didn’t dare

  tell her about my purple poo.’


  ‘And when you say purple,’ replied Holly, without missing a beat, ‘are we talking Professor Plum or Miss Scarlet?’


  Prue nodded approvingly, clearly getting Holly’s Cluedo reference straight away. ‘I’d say Professor Plum, in the downstairs cloakroom, for a good half hour, with a rather

  pointy candlestick . . .’


  Holly started jotting down notes before losing her nerve. ‘So just to clarify – it takes you half an hour to have a bowel movement and when you do, it’s a bit sharp and

  uncomfort- able – and of course – purple?’


  ‘That’s about the size of it,’ said Prue, tapping the round crystal paperweight on Holly’s desk for emphasis.


  ‘Okay, so nothing else unusual?’


  ‘No, I mean that paperweight there – that’s about the size of my poo!’


  ‘Crikey,’ said Holly a little taken aback. ‘Then we need to talk about stool softeners and samples. All very routine. Probably nothing to worry about, but better safe than

  sorry.’


  Holly began to run through the usual chat about keeping regular and the benefits of lots of water and fruit and veg. Prue took it all in and seemed to be happy with the plan that Holly outlined

  for her, even shaking her hand when it was time to go.


  ‘Do stop by the bakery, Dr Graham. We’ve some lovely unusual bakes – I bet your little lads would love my meringues and if it’s vegetables you’re after, my Alan

  does some lovely carrot cakes and his little beetroot cupcakes are to die for. I can’t get enough of them, with a nice cup of tea.’


  Holly’s expression lit up with amusement. ‘Erm, Prue? Obviously we’ll stick to the plan we’ve outlined, but to be honest, you might just want to stay away from the

  beetroot cakes for a couple of weeks. Just to see if it helps.’


  Prue’s face flushed a decidedly beetroot-y colour and she let rip the most echoing chuckle. ‘Oh for God’s sake, Prudence Hartley, you dolt. Beetroot cake!’ She shook her

  head. ‘I’m so sorry, Dr Graham. I just didn’t think . . .’


  Holly opened the door to usher her out, making Prue promise to drop in a sample anyway and up her water intake, and the two of them were laughing like old friends by the time they got back to

  the waiting room.


  ‘You seem to be finding your feet there. Nice to see a happy customer,’ said Dan Carter, as he came through to call his next patient. It threw Holly for a moment, to think of her

  patients as customers, but of course he was right. It was all about customer service these days, wasn’t it?


  It was probably a timely reminder, as her next patient appeared to have more piercings than Holly had thought physically possible. But, in a society where the customer was always right, did it

  mean that Holly’s job now was to patch up the one through his nose that was clearly infected, or could she give him a stern lecture on the risks of self-mutilation and refer him for

  psychiatric evaluation?


  She made do with a brisk talk about hygiene and sent him off with lots of antibiotics and sterile cleansing solution, since it turned out that his Prince Albert was also causing him a bit of

  grief in the bedroom since he’d had a few issues with ‘snagging.’ Holly had gamely managed to keep a straight face, showing neither the bubbling humour nor burgeoning disgust,

  that was threatening her resolve to remain Cool, Calm and Confident.


  It was fair to say though, that she was never going to look at a willie in the same way again. And to be absolutely fair, she didn’t feel terribly keen to eat that brownie either.


  



  Chapter 5


  Holly pressed rewind on the Bob the Builder DVD, to the twins’ incredulous delight. There was a time to be strict about these things and a time to be practical. At this

  anti-socially early hour of the morning, practical beat principles every time.


  Although it was only her second day at The Practice, Holly was still determined to get their morning routine running smoothly, even if that meant a few compromises on the television front.

  Somehow, tiptoeing round their tiny terraced house while Milo slept on made everything so much harder. Not that he would have been helpful if he’d been awake. It was just that quietly rushing

  seemed to be an oxymoron in Holly’s experience, especially when you added a pair of two-year-old boys into the mix. So, as far as Holly was concerned, as long as she could hear Neil

  Morrissey’s dulcet tones coming from next door, it meant she had a chance at some breakfast.


  Milo’s unprecedented appearance in the kitchen made Holly do a double-take. He lounged back against the kitchen worktop, hair artfully tousled and yawning widely. He stretched his arms

  above his head, giving the yawn a deeper resonance and lifting his t-shirt to reveal perfectly honed (and time-consuming) abs. He yawned again, stretching still further and adding in a little

  satisfied sigh.


  Holly tried to think gracious thoughts as he picked up her toast and chomped on it contentedly – she probably wouldn’t have time to make another piece, but it seemed petty

  to complain. Milo didn’t like it when she was petty and, to be honest, neither did she.


  Pinching the last of her coffee, he dropped a sleepy kiss on her forehead. ‘Morning, Holls. Aren’t you going to be late?’


  ‘Probably,’ sighed Holly, flicking a glance towards the station clock that took pride of place on her kitchen wall and which dictated her schedule in a more benevolent manner than

  her husband or children.


  She looked wistfully at the empty coffee machine, forgoing the time to make a fresh cup in favour of shovelling a pile of crockery into the dishwasher, before rushing through to the sitting room

  to give the boys their ten-minute warning of imminent departure, as advised by Baby Whisperers everywhere. She wondered if it ever actually made any difference to the mad scramble out of the door,

  but nevertheless it had become part of her routine.


  Captivated by the sight of the pair of them snuggled up together, Holly simply watched for a moment, pausing in her frantic rush, to focus on committing this picture to memory. She leaned

  against the door frame, enchanted as always by her boys, cross-legged in front of the TV, their soft cord trousers riding up their plump little legs. She adored the way their actions unconsciously

  mirrored one another, as they always had done, leaning inwards like a pair of book-ends. All the stresses, all the compromises – all totally worth it in moments like these.


  The phone pealed suddenly throughout the house, prompting a volley of grumbles from the kitchen about who could be calling at this ungodly hour. Milo had settled down to read the newspaper and

  showed no sign of movement so, with a harried glance at her watch, Holly grabbed the receiver before it disturbed Bob the Builder’s big announcement or set Milo off on another one of his

  spiels about telephone etiquette.


  ‘Hello,’ she managed, her voice sounding unusually gruff and strangled.


  ‘Jesus Christ, Holly, if that’s your best doctoring voice, it certainly needs some work,’ said Lizzie with a snigger.


  ‘Morning, Elizabeth,’ managed Holly. ‘Only you could sound this chipper at stupid o’clock in the morning.’


  ‘Only because I’ve been up for bloody hours! Anyway, I know you’re dashing but I just wanted to check you survived yesterday afternoon and that you’re still up for supper

  tonight? I want all the gory details.’


  ‘Sounds perfect,’ said Holly, secretly longing to dissect the rest of her first day at work. Milo’s enquiries last night had been brief to the point of disinterest, but then,

  she had been fast asleep in front of the television by nine o’clock: hardly scintillating company herself. ‘The boys are looking forward to it already.’


  ‘Then I shall have something entirely pointless and non-educational lined up for them to do. Speaking of pointless, will your darling husband be joining us?’


  ‘Lizzie!’ Holly protested, feeling disloyal for the laughter that automatically bubbled up. It was just that Lizzie had this unerring knack of putting into words exactly the feelings

  that Holly would never admit to. Lizzie firmly maintained that Milo’s primary role in family life was purely decorative and Holly tried to remind herself daily that he was doing his best and

  that not everyone could multi-task or prioritise on the hoof.


  True, there were times, like last night, like this morning, when it grew increasingly difficult to ignore the deteriorating state of her marriage, but Holly knew that if she stopped to dwell on

  it, even for a second, she would lose the momentum she relied upon to carry her through each and every day. It was all about keeping focus. Much better to focus on the things that made her happy

  – her boys, her work, her friends . . .
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