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For Willow – who lay beside me as I wrote



Your mind is the garden

Your thoughts are the seeds

The harvest can either be flowers or weeds

WILLIAM WORDSWORTH




Chapter 1

Holly couldn’t help but smile as she stepped out into the glorious sunshine and saw the Market Place of Larkford humming with activity. There was an excitable holiday atmosphere in the valley today and she knew exactly who to blame. Taffy Jones and Dan Carter, her partners at The Practice, stood beside her, blinking in the brightness and running their hands tentatively over their newly shaven heads.

‘You look fine,’ she reassured them, putting aside her own misgivings that their fund-raising efforts were in grave danger of going too far.

Her young twins were not so tactful.

‘You look silly now,’ Ben said very seriously.

‘I can actually see your brain,’ said Tom, wrinkling up his freckled nose in mock disgust.

Taffy just smiled indulgently, taking Holly by the hand and holding her gaze, ‘It’ll grow back,’ he said, leaning in for a kiss. ‘If you hate it, I mean.’ A rare flash of vulnerability showed in his eyes, as though his confidence might have disappeared, along with his chaotic, tousled mop of chestnut hair.

Lucy, their perky, yet deceptively ferocious receptionist, wandered over to join them, shaking a large plastic bucket with the legend Health in the Community emblazoned on the side. ‘They really weren’t joking about the size of your head, were they, Dr Carter?’ she joked. ‘Shall we maybe fashion you a hat to make it look bigger? More, you know, normal-sized?’

Dan just laughed, well accustomed to their teasing. ‘Or you could get people to pledge even more cash, to make up for my emotional angst?’

‘Leave it with me,’ she said in a determined voice that made Holly fear for the contents of the residents’ wallets, as Lucy’s bobbing ponytail disappeared into the thick of the crowd.

It had not been your average afternoon at The Kingsley Arms, but there was no denying that it had all been in a good cause. The four partners at The Practice had been working their socks off to re-launch their Health in the Community programme, with each fund-raising idea becoming more and more extreme. There had simply been too many youngsters through their doors of late with totally avoidable health problems – it really seemed as though the very least they could do was to put aside their personal pride and, in Taffy’s words, ‘take one for the team’.

Only last month, Holly had screamed the whole way down Larkford church tower, having committed to a sponsored abseil in a brief moment of madness. The photos of her bottom in fluorescent leggings, outlined against the beautiful Cotswold stone backdrop, had been worthy of their own full-colour photo spread in the local paper and Holly still got wolf-whistles whenever she donned those self-same leggings to go jogging. It was rather a dent in her professional pride that her bum was now seemingly more recognisable than her face, no matter how much Taffy and Dan reassured her it was for all the right reasons.

As Holly looked around the vibrant town of Larkford, at the huddles of friends and neighbours, even she could see their point (although she still had plans to buy new leggings at the very next opportunity). There were truly very few places on earth that Holly would rather be and, as the afternoon sunshine illuminated the swathes of woodland sweeping down the hillside around them, she felt instantly calm and at home, even as the boys pulled on her hands excitedly.

Today, the entire Market Place was crammed with beautiful stalls, artfully stacked wooden crates and more bunting than was probably healthy. The pastel buildings that lined the streets were almost friendly with their open frontage, sash windows and sweeping rooftops. It was a picture-postcard scene and Holly wished she had remembered to bring her camera.

The new initiative by the Parish Council to give local producers their own dedicated venue each week was clearly paying off, as half the town and just as many tourists had turned out to stock up on gourmet salamis, seasonal veg and the odd jar of saucy pickle.

‘We should have realised sooner that Lucy would be the perfect fund-raiser,’ Taffy said, watching as she charmed a donation out of a notoriously tight-fisted farmer.

‘Maybe it’s the ponytail,’ wondered Holly, rather in awe of Lucy’s skills in raising money without risking life and limb. Taking no for an answer was apparently not an option, as the petite blonde worked her way through the queue at the bakery stall, gathering donations at every step.

‘Or the steely determination,’ said Dan. ‘Have you ever actually tried saying no to her?’

Holly and Taffy briefly caught each other’s gaze – Dan was gaining a reputation as a bit of a softie at work, utterly worn out from all the emotional wrangling at home with his girlfriend Julia Channing, the fourth partner at The Practice. Her ambition of late seemed to have eclipsed all other considerations and poor Dan was bearing the brunt of it.

Holly looked around, trying to spot her amongst the crowd. These days it wasn’t all that difficult, because wherever Julia went, a small huddle of men followed her, weighed down with television cameras, microphones and, more often than not, a clipboard bearing release slips for signature. It was fair to say that Julia’s role in the reality health show Doctor In The House had placed them all under a lot of strain.

True to form, Julia was at the quieter end of the Market Place doing a piece to camera and Holly was in no doubt that Taffy and Dan’s hairy heroics would have been captured on B-roll for use in the programme – whether they liked it or not.

As Taffy and the boys tried out their usual routine of trying to inveigle as many different samples as possible from each of the stalls, she stopped to buy a few crusty rolls for their traditional weekend bacon butties.

Pru Hartley from the baker’s began plying the twins with biscuits and Holly didn’t even have to ask to know that Pru would have remembered that Ben was on a strict dairy-free diet. The residents of Larkford had simply absorbed Holly and her boys into their midst and were more nurturing and supportive than any family that Holly had ever known.

She gave Pru a hug in greeting and looked her up and down. ‘You’re seeming a bit more sprightly there, Madam.’

Pru took a stiff little bow, her recent hip-replacement having put her out of action for longer than she’d anticipated. ‘I think we’re actually making progress now. The stairs are still a complete pain in the arse, but thank God we’ve had my niece down to help, or we wouldn’t have coped at the bakery. Feisty little madam she is, but she’s got us all organised. Shame she’s off to Bristol really . . .’

Holly couldn’t help but agree. Although she’d yet to meet Pru’s niece, Alice, it was clear that she’d worked wonders getting Pru’s recovery back on track after a shaky start. Young, dynamic and newly qualified, she was heading down to Bristol to join a GP practice in one of the trickier parts of the city. It was just a shame they didn’t have a vacancy here – Alice Walker sounded as though she might be the answer to all Holly’s prayers.

In a flash of ‘use it or lose it’ mentality, their patient roster had almost doubled overnight after their successful Save The Practice campaign last year. If only they had the staffing to keep up with the increased demand, it might almost be considered a triumph.

Pocketing her change and swinging an aromatic bagful of freshly baked rolls over her arm, Holly quickly found herself pulled into conversation.

Holly seemed to bump into so many of her patients at the Farmers’ Market, that she’d often wondered whether to simply admit defeat and hang up her shingle amongst the aubergines and goat’s cheese. She’d advised on cough mixture dosage, nappy rash and a sore throat by the time she made it to the coffee wagon. It was partly her own fault, she conceded. It felt mean-spirited to deny support to her friends and neighbours just because it was her day off, but sometimes . . .

Her face broke into a smile as one of the worst offenders hove into view. A car park consultation was the closest the Major had ever got to visiting any of the doctors at The Practice, since he’d taken on a bet with an old friend over a rare bottle of whisky. In the entire time since Holly had joined the team, the Major had never once made an appearance in their consulting rooms and defiantly refused to do so before his old friend had surrendered and consulted a physician first. With a bottle of the legendary Black Bowmore whisky up for grabs, they were both taking this bet ridiculously seriously.

Still, Holly actually had rather a soft spot for the old boy and she willingly accepted a whiskery kiss on each cheek from the Major and complimented him on his suntan. ‘So,’ she asked, ‘how was the honeymoon?’

The Major’s weathered face creased into a grin, ‘It was top notch, thank you, Dr Graham. Marion even caught her first salmon and there’s no way you could top that. Over the moon, she was. Few more lessons from me and she’ll be just grand.’

Holly smiled at the mental picture of the blousy Marion up to her thighs in a Scottish river, rather than lying on the sun-drenched beach she’d been hoping for. Still, it sounded like they’d had a lovely time. The Major and Marion had enjoyed a twilight, whirlwind romance – falling in love whilst falling out over a sausage roll. It may not have been the most auspicious of beginnings for some, but the Major had been pining away for a sparring partner and Marion Gains from the local supermarket had been the unlikely candidate that surprised them all.

‘No Marion this afternoon?’ Holly asked, looking around.

The Major shrugged. ‘Not today. She’s back on the checkout already. Can’t stop her,’ he said affectionately. ‘Had no idea I’d married a career woman.’

Holly silently applauded Marion’s decision to maintain a little independence – where would Larkford be without their local store and Marion’s encyclopaedic knowledge of everyone’s comings and goings?

The Major blew his nose noisily into an enormous spotty handkerchief, making his little terrier, Grover, jump. ‘Think I may have caught a chill on the river bank, you know. Best pop to The Kingsley Arms for a hot toddy, just to be on the safe side, don’t you think.’

Holly waved, as he adroitly made his way between the stalls, making a beeline towards Teddy Kingsley’s pub and the remnants of the fund-raising party that was now spreading out into the pub gardens.

Taffy and the boys reappeared at her side, each clutching a bag of delicacies from the sweetie stall. She couldn’t help noticing that Taffy’s bag of sweets was considerably bigger. He really did eat like a teenager, but it seemed to make no dent in his otherwise impressive physique.

‘Thought we might have a movie-night, Holls. I’ve got supplies and big plans for exhausting the nippers with a quick game of rugby. What do you say?’

Cassie Holland, local busybody and self-nominated arbiter of parenting lore, tutted loudly as she sailed past. Whereas Holly had learned to ignore her jibes, Taffy was still new to her judgemental ways. ‘Was there something you wanted to say there, Cassie?’ he said, his voice dangerously sweet.

She stopped in her tracks, unaccustomed to being challenged and clearly rather thrown. She spluttered for a moment or two, while Taffy stood patiently, one eyebrow raised and clearly awaiting a response. She nervously adjusted her poncho, before giving in to the urge to have her say. She nodded toward the bags of sweets and sighed, ‘It’s just hardly setting a good example is it, Dr Jones? All that refined sugar?’ She gave a mock shudder and, seemingly oblivious to her own son’s efforts to demolish the cake stall behind her, carried on, ‘Since you’re not a father yourself, you probably don’t even realise how much processed sugar can affect a child’s development.’

Taffy nodded, clearly riled, but trying hard not to laugh, as Cassie lectured on and her darling Tarquin – deprived as he was of anything that didn’t seem to involve agave nectar and honey at home – spun in circles and grabbed handfuls of flapjacks from the stall and stuffed them into his mouth, much to the stallholder’s disgust and everyone else’s amusement.

Cassie however was on a roll. ‘It’s quite a different thing, Dr Jones, being a role model to a child, rather than just playing at being dad, you know.’

It was a step too far and they all knew it. Holly remained silent, not trusting herself to speak but confident that Taffy was more than capable of handling himself. The bloody cheek of the woman!

It was par for the course in such a tight-knit community that there would be occasional disagreements and scuffles, but to be fair, Cassie did seem to cause a disproportionate amount of upset. Holly had learned the hard way to pick her battles with care. It was quite a skill to take the rough with the smooth in Larkford, but one that was infinitely worth fostering and Taffy, to give him his due, could use sympathy to better effect than anyone Holly had ever met.

‘Oh Cassie,’ he said, tilting his head to one side, an edge of steel creeping into his voice, ‘are you having trouble at home again? You don’t need to deflect, you know. You can just say . . .’

She scowled at him in frustration and, abruptly yanking Tarquin’s sticky hand away from yet another flapjack, she flounced away between the market stalls, clearly offended.

‘Seriously? What is her problem?’ Taffy muttered furiously, his brow furrowing in unfamiliar irritation.

Her jibe had obviously hit home with him far more than Holly had realised, but then that was Cassie’s unique skill. She had an innate ability to find your Achilles heel and hone in like an Exocet missile – never one to miss an opportunity to guilt Holly over the prevalence of un-organic, alcoholic or just plain naughty-but-nice treats in her supermarket shop, or indeed to pinpoint Holly and Taffy’s concerns about how to best integrate him into the twins’ lives.

Holly took Taffy’s hand and they walked home together, the boys weaving around their legs like excitable spaniels, alert to the promise of a throw-about with a rugby ball and already practically fizzing after a handful of sweets. Holly chose not to point out that Cassie may have a point about the sweets’ effect on her normally manageable children, but then they’d be running around the garden soon enough, so what did it really matter?

‘I don’t know how you women put up with Cassie Holland,’ Taffy was still grumbling. ‘Interfering old . . .’

Holly stopped him with a kiss. ‘Don’t let her ruin your afternoon. Anyone who’s that judgemental probably has issues of her own to deal with. Besides, it comes with the territory: from the minute you get pregnant, everybody starts having their say about how you should be raising your children. You just learn to tune it out.’

He sighed. ‘Well, you’re ahead of me on that one, Holls. Everybody keeps telling me how to behave around the twins and it’s starting to really piss me off.’

Holly pulled back a little, the ever-present protective part of her brain flinching at his tone and slipping, by default, into siege mentality – an unfortunate legacy of her failed marriage to Milo.

Taffy, however, was quick to qualify his statement, ‘I mean, I want to build my own relationship with them gradually – on our terms. They’ve had enough change this past year, haven’t they? The last thing they need is me marching in saying, “Just call me Dad”- don’t you think?’ he added in a voice that was tentative and heart-felt.

Holly smiled, hiding the relief that surged through her and loving that he’d given their feelings so much thought. ‘I think, just keep doing what you’re doing. The boys still can’t quite believe their luck that you’ll go outside and throw a ball about with them.’

He shrugged. ‘I think that says more about you-know-who’s shortcomings on the parenting front than it does about any prowess on my part though, Holly.’

She had to concede he made a valid point – the twins were just in Seventh Heaven having a man in the house who was prepared to put down his newspaper and engage with them, let alone the den-building, ball-throwing, river-swimming, finger-painting gamut that was a weekend with Taffy Jones at the helm.

As they strolled out of the Market Place and into the network of small residential streets that spread out like a cobweb into the valley, they passed Lizzie’s Georgian townhouse and stopped on autopilot, as the twins clamoured to collect Eric, the barmy Labradoodle that Holly had on a ‘puppy timeshare’ agreement with her best friend.

Holly paused, undecided.

‘Do you think it’s safe to go in?’ Taffy asked, looking uncertain.

Only this morning, Lizzie had bowed out of attending the Charity Head Shaving on the basis that her house currently resembled a scene from a Ridley Scott movie: Archie had nits, Jack had the trots and little Lily was under close observation for a possible parasite infestation. And of course her husband Will had chosen – chosen, Lizzie had stressed– this particular weekend to be away on business. Holly had already swung by earlier with supplies from the Pharmacy but had chickened out and left them on the doorstep. Anything that wriggled, bit or hatched was way outside her comfort zone, even as a doctor.

As the boys took matters into their own hands and hammered on the door, Taffy and Holly looked at each other aghast, before each grabbing the nearest twin. ‘Do not go in,’ Holly admonished, taking a few steps back.

The glossy front door creaked open an inch and Lizzie’s voice echoed through from the hallway, ‘Are you mental, woman? Save yourself and run . . . Words cannot begin to describe what I’ve been . . . What?’ She disappeared from view as she shouted back through to the kitchen, ‘Well aim for the bowl then!’ Her small, harassed face appeared at the crack of the door again, just as Eric decided that enough was enough and pushed his way out, leather lead dangling in his mouth and a hopeful expression on his tufty blonde face.

‘Shall we take him back with us? You look like you’ve got your hands full,’ Holly said, carefully making sure to keep Ben clamped to her legs.

‘Could you,’ replied Lizzie, ‘and if I haven’t emerged in a day or two, send in some gin. Sod mother’s ruin – at this point it might be the last known means of survival. You did say it had medicinal properties, didn’t you, Holls?’

Taffy chuckled. ‘Splash of tonic and you’ll be sorted on the malaria front anyway . . . Besides, gin’s practically an antibiotic.’

Lizzie just shook her head and went to close the door. ‘Just keep an eye on Eric, won’t you? He appears to be going through . . . well . . . a bit of a phase.’ The door clicked shut and Holly was left none the wiser. Eric just sat there, lead now dropped at Holly’s feet, doing his best love-me-love-me-love-me face.

‘Come on, Tiger,’ Taffy said as he bent down to attach the lead. ‘You can come and help me wear out these little tykes.’

To be fair to Taffy and Eric, it had taken a lot longer to wear out the twins than either of them had foreseen. Even Holly was struggling to keep her eyes open for the end of the movie and Taffy was dozing beside her, with Eric firmly wedged under his feet.

Even as she felt her eyes drifting closed, the sense of utter contentment only increased as she felt the weight of Taffy’s arm settle around her shoulders and pull her in to his side.

‘You snore,’ Taffy murmured drowsily, affection laced throughout his words as he kissed the top of her head.

‘So do you,’ Holly retorted lightly, pulling him in closer and snuggling down. At that moment, she didn’t care that it was late and there were jobs to be done, she just wanted to stay here, in Taffy’s arms feeling loved and appreciated and desirable.

As Taffy’s hand circled on her waist with gentle insistence and his arm tightened around her, she couldn’t help but be amazed by her own physical response and how he made her feel. She almost laughed now to think that all her qualms about what gorgeous, athletic Taffy might make of her stretch-marks and C-section scar had almost sabotaged their relationship before it had even begun.

It was fair to say that she needn’t have been concerned. Over the last year, Holly and Taffy had managed to forge the kind of loving partnership that some couples spent years of marriage trying to create or emulate. But still, Holly was aware that Taffy sometimes struggled with the constant chaos that was part of the package when four-year-old twins were involved (having conveniently forgotten that she, their loving mother, sometimes did too).

Right now though, his mind was clearly focused on something a little less PG. His hand slid up under her t-shirt and she batted away all other thoughts, letting herself just enjoy the moment. He leaned in and kissed his way along her collarbone and, as she realised just exactly how much she wanted this, her breath became fast and shallow.

She stroked Taffy’s head as they kissed, the new soft peach fuzz nestling intimately under her touch.

‘I’ve been wanting to do this all afternoon,’ she whispered, as she slowly unbuttoned his shirt.

He smiled wickedly and was on his feet in moments, scooping her up off the sofa. ‘Allow me?’

The romantic gesture was a little undermined by tripping over Eric, some Fireman Sam paraphernalia and then clipping Holly’s head on the doorframe as they made their way upstairs. By the time they reached the bedroom doorway, all talk of domesticity was forgotten and their kisses had grown increasingly urgent.

Finding two small boys sprawled out on their bed was not really the sight they’d been hoping for. Eric bounding noisily up the stairs behind them with Holly’s bra in his mouth was hardly ideal either. But whatever else they’d had in mind, Holly thought, at least they were able to laugh about it together.


Chapter 2

Holly rolled over in bed and sighed, one eye blearily registering the flashing red digits on the clock beside her. Less than two hours until a waiting room full of patients required her undivided and professional attention.

She yawned and wondered when it had become so much harder to get out of bed. She couldn’t ignore the fact that it might just have coincided with Taffy’s gradual ‘moving in’ programme and that her brand-new king-sized bed was now somewhere that she actually wanted to linger.

The phone trilled loudly beside her and they exchanged glances – phone calls at this hour in the morning rarely boded well with two doctors in the house. Avoiding their regular game of Rock-Paper-Scissors, Holly leaned over and picked up the handset, as the twins and Eric burst through the door.

‘Elsie!’ she exclaimed in delight, as the crackling connection cleared and she could just about make out the distinguished voice at the other end. ‘How’s Borneo? Have you adopted an orang-utan yet?’

‘Don’t be so utterly ridiculous, darling, I couldn’t possibly keep an orang-utan in Larkford,’ Elsie replied, taking her question completely seriously. ‘What’s all that noise in the background?’

Holly pushed back the duvet and walked through to the bathroom – often the only quiet place to take a phone call in the whole house – ‘Can you hear me now? It was a bit chaotic in the bedroom . . .’

Elsie chuckled, her sense of the double entendre still rather well-developed despite her advancing years. ‘Well, I won’t keep you long, my darling. I just wanted to tell you I’m heading home.’

‘That’s wonderful news,’ said Holly, who had been missing the indomitable Elsie far more than she’d been letting on. A small smile flitted across her face, thinking how proud Elsie would be to see all the changes she’d wrought in her absence. Of course, they chatted on Skype from time to time, as Elsie’s surprise fling with ’80s crooner Barry O’Connor seemed to go from strength to strength and they took ‘one last turn around the world’ together. Cheesy, yes, but also undeniably romantic – assuming you ignored the vaguely gag-inducing thought of what Lizzie referred to as Saggy Sex. ‘I’m so pleased.’

‘Hmm, well – let’s see if you still feel that way when I’m under your feet every day and being generally geriatric.’

Holly paused at Elsie’s tone, the undercurrent of negativity so wholly and completely out of character as to raise an enormous red flag. ‘Is everything okay?’ she asked.

A humming pause crackled along the airwaves and Holly had no way of knowing whether the connection was to blame. ‘I’m flying back next week and I’ve a lovely little man collecting me at Heathrow. We can have a drink and catch up once I’m home. No point clogging up the airwaves.’ She stopped for a moment and then ventured, ‘I’ve rather missed you, Holly. Do tell that delectable Taffy that he might need to share your attentions for a while, won’t you?’ She gave an echoing laugh and Holly was concerned to note an edge of hysteria quavering at the edges.

‘I certainly will and . . .’

The phone call ended with a decisive click, Elsie’s habit of not bothering to say goodbye on phone calls leaving Holly on the hop as usual. She wandered back into the bedroom to find that Taffy and the boys had dozed off back to sleep again.

As Larkford’s resident celebrity and Holly’s adopted matriarch, Elsie Townsend had a lot to answer for around here. Her tenacious drive to encourage any young woman to live to her best potential had spread ripples throughout their little community. She was a phenomenally influential and incredibly generous soul and Holly had missed her terribly.

Elsie’s Life Lessons had in fact changed Holly’s world beyond measure. She was becoming adept at picking her battles and her moments, and the dreaded should was still banished from her lexicon and now also that of her children. It was also, she’d discovered, so much easier to ask for what she wanted, now that she’d figured out what that actually was.

Speaking of which, she walked over to the bed and kissed Taffy’s newly shorn head gently. ‘Wake up, Sleeping Beauty, we’re running a bit late. And I think Elsie and Barry might have fallen out – she’s coming home.’

Taffy opened one bleary eye. ‘Does that mean you’re going to get all feisty again?’ he asked.

Holly grinned. ‘There is every chance.’

He snuggled down into the duvet some more, refusing to admit that it was time to get up, ‘Brilliant,’ he said sleepily. ‘I love feisty Holly.’

The next phase of morning madness swung quickly into action. Having spent ten minutes searching under every bed and cupboard for Ben’s mislaid trainers, they were finally unearthed in the laundry basket. ‘Because they were dirty, Mummy.’ Indisputable logic, to be fair, thought Holly as she reflexively checked her watch.

It was muddly, disordered, wonderful chaos and Holly loved it. Gone were the days of tiptoeing around Milo and his sensitivities. Now there was a genuine feeling of working towards the same goal – even if right now that goal of leaving the house on time with all four of them dressed in an appropriate manner might seem a tad unrealistic.

Tom sat on the bottom stair stubbornly refusing any help as he concentrated incredibly hard on doing up his new ‘big boy’ laces. Ben was determinedly taking everything out of his backpack in the search for his favourite Transformer and Taffy – well, Taffy seemed to be sporting reading glasses, a cravat and very possibly a beauty spot.

Holly raised an eyebrow. ‘Well hello, Handsome, did I miss something?’

Taffy looked bashful for a moment. ‘No. It’s just a silly . . .’

Holly managed to disguise the relieved smile that threatened to erupt. All this good behaviour for Julia’s camera crew had been putting rather a dampener on Dan and Taffy’s natural exuberance.

Taffy folded a handkerchief into his jacket pocket, carefully smoothing the silk into a perfect triangle. ‘Today’s challenge,’ he said, nonchalantly, ‘will be Face Buckaroo.’ He was trying to look casual, but Holly could tell he was secretly loving it. ‘Dan’s idea – you have to keep adding things to your face during a conversation until somebody notices. Or taking them away. It’s scientific research really, on how unobservant we all are.’

‘Brilliant,’ she said with gusto, ‘I do love a bit of science in the morning.’

Taffy leaned in and kissed her firmly, barely even objecting to the fact that one twin was wrapped around his leg and Eric was chewing his shoelaces as he did so. As with everything else, he just took it all in his stride. ‘You can join in if you like – I’ve a fake nose and a wig still up for grabs? Loser cooks supper . . .’

With the twins duly delivered to pre-school, Holly caught her breath as she walked around to The Practice. Even at this hour on a summer’s morning, the little town was bustling with energy and the sunlight danced along the River Lark. She smiled, happy to slow down for a moment and let Eric sniff his way along the verges. The Practice looked so welcoming, with its warm Cotswold stone and little red-brick ‘eyebrows’ over each window and some days, Holly had to pinch herself that she actually got to work there.

‘No dramas last night then,’ said Grace, their resourceful Practice Manager, as she walked into Holly’s consulting room with an armful of paperwork and handed Holly a printed copy of her morning patient list. ‘I suppose we should be grateful for small mercies. Although you won’t be thanking me when you see your ten o’clock.’ She perched on the edge of Holly’s desk, enjoying that rare moment of peace before the phones started ringing off the hook and the front door seemed to be in perpetual motion. A cry from the car park rang out suddenly through the stillness and Grace was on the move before Holly’s brain even caught up.

Cassie Holland stood outside the main entrance, tears streaking her face, clutching her son Tarquin, as he held out his hand in front of him, as though it might detonate at any moment. Holly swallowed hard; the sight of a ten-inch chisel protruding through the poor boy’s hand was enough to turn even the strongest of stomachs. She flicked a glance at Grace, the message clearly communicated without words.

‘Well, that looks incredibly uncomfortable there, Tarquin,’ said Holly calmly, taking care to keep her tone even and upbeat as she ushered them hastily inside. ‘Let’s pop you through to my room while Grace is calling an ambulance for you. I think you might even get to hear the sirens today, if you’re really lucky.’ She looked up at Grace, only to see her shaking her head and mouthing ‘twenty minutes’.

‘And I think we’ll just bandage that poor hand up for you while you wait.’ Holly turned to Cassie. ‘We need to make sure that the chisel stays in place. It’s important, Cassie, because the chisel is actually stemming the worst of the bleeding at the moment.’

Cassie nodded dumbly, sinking down into a chair as they walked through the waiting room, unable to go any further or formulate the slightest reply. Tarquin promptly sat down beside her, white-faced and on the verge of tears. His uncharacteristic quietness actually worried Holly more than anything else. Holly’s attempts to convince him out of the chair seemed to be failing and she was only too grateful when Taffy came through to see what all the fuss was about. He beat an immediate retreat and returned moments later with a complete and sterile First Aid tray from the Nurses’ Station.

‘Crikey, Tarquin,’ he said, ‘you’ve been in the wars this morning and it’s not even nine o’clock.’ Seamlessly, Holly and Taffy worked together to bind the chisel and the wound in a sterile bandage, each of them aware that one false move could trigger more bleeding. They certainly didn’t want him moving around until it was stabilised.

‘He was working on a woodwork project,’ said Cassie abruptly. ‘He’s home schooled.’ She glared at Taffy, even as he diligently taped the dressing in place and Holly held it firm.

‘Don’t judge me!’ she said, her voice cracking. ‘I can see you, you know, judging me as a parent . . .’

Taffy sat back on his heels and calmly held her gaze. ‘Cassie,’ he said gently, ‘I wouldn’t dream of it.’

Her face flooded with colour, her own conscience clearly reminding her that she herself had not been so magnanimous. She abruptly turned her attention to Holly. ‘Thank you, Dr Graham.’

‘It’s my pleasure,’ Holly said, as she rose to her feet and signalled through to Grace for an update on the ambulance. Dan ambled in from the car park, ear-buds in place and demolishing his morning croissant. He frowned at the sight that greeted him.

‘You’ve been busy,’ he said, ever the master of understatement, taking in the signs of disarray in the waiting room and Grace fidgeting on hold.

‘Ten minutes,’ she said to nobody in particular. ‘They’re asking for a sit rep?’

Holly nodded. ‘We’re looking good. But don’t let them de-prioritise this, okay?’ She turned to Dan. ‘Morning. You’ve missed all the fun,’ she said quietly, pinching a bit of his croissant. ‘It was looking a little hairy there for a moment.’

It was the hot metallic smell suddenly flooding her senses that made Holly look down and in that moment, time seemed to expand and contract around her. She took in the aghast expression on Tarquin’s face and the chisel that he had clearly seen fit to pull out of his hand.

So much blood . . .

Holly ran from the room, as Cassie gaped after her, mouthing mutely in disbelief at her abandonment. But only seconds later Holly was back, deftly inserting a cannula into Tarquin’s other arm for a saline drip, even as Taffy and Dan worked quickly together to pack the wound and apply a basic tourniquet. The whole time they were working, Dan was murmuring a small, soothing running commentary to Tarquin and Cassie. He seemed to slip so easily back into his army training and it was apparent that his field skills were still second to none: Holly had never felt more reassured by his presence.

She began feeding figures back to Grace on the telephone – in such a small child, a relatively small blood loss could trigger a hypovolemic shock and Holly was monitoring his pulse and blood pressure as though his life depended on it; she tried not to think about the fact that it probably did. She knew perfectly well that, by the time she registered a drop in BP, it would be a horribly ominous sign.

She barely batted an eyelid as Cassie swayed away from them, the sight of blood from her own child too much for her subconscious to take, as she slid down in the chair. Taffy hollered for support from the gaggle of nurses arriving to start their routine shift and stunned into silence by the scene in front of them.

Jade and Jason quickly swept Cassie into the recovery position and checked her vitals.

‘I’m getting rapid breathing here,’ called Holly. Taffy knelt back down beside her, oblivious to the blood seeping into his trousers.

‘Pale, sweaty, cold hands . . . How long, Grace?’ he called.

Even calm, unflappable Grace was on the verge of tears now. ‘Eight minutes,’ she managed.

There was a blast of cool air on Holly’s back as the door opened and closed behind her. She felt, rather than saw, Julia appear at her side.

‘Lucy,’ Julia said calmly. ‘Could you draw the blinds and ask the patients to wait in the foyer?’ The morning was proceeding without them, as the four doctors used everything in their arsenal to stabilise this little boy. In that moment, it didn’t matter that he was a rude and disrespectful little tyke; it didn’t matter that he’d actually pulled the chisel out himself – it was their job, their calling, just to keep him alive. Taffy rigged up another drip – it was time for emergency measures, but the plasma they needed was still speeding towards them down the A36.

‘Is the mum a type-match?’ asked Julia. ‘Does anybody know?’ Her efficiency to even consider a real-time donation was true to form. ‘Jade? Find out,’ she said abruptly. ‘It doesn’t take two of you to handle a fainter.’

Holly watched as Julia deftly supported Dan in applying pressure to the double-sided wound. She noticed that they didn’t even speak, as they manoeuvred around each other in close proximity, and Julia placed minuscule stitches around the sterile wadding to hold Tarquin steady for transport.

‘Three minutes!’ called Grace, and Taffy instantly began to assemble the team for maximum accessibility. Jason shepherded a blinking Cassie to the side and the double access doors were thrown open. Taffy gently took the receiver from Grace’s shaking hand. ‘Dr Taffy Jones here, can you patch me through?’ He spoke clearly and firmly to the paramedics, even as the echoing sirens could be heard from the Market Place. ‘Holly, it’s a Blood on Board rig – they’ve got O-neg. Can you get him prepped?’

‘Already on it,’ she called.

Dan looked up. ‘Tell them I’ve done a light tourniquet to minimise structural damage and we’ve been pressuring the puncture site. Ask them if they’ve an inflatable device?’

Julia shook her head. ‘That’s military kit, Dan. They’re not going to have one in a local ambulance.’

He glared at the offending wound in front of him. ‘Well maybe they bloody well should,’ he said grimly, as the paramedics dashed in through the doors and the team began the process of handing over their patient: Holly with relief, Julia with a litany of instructions and Dan with obvious reluctance. True to form, it was Taffy who shepherded Cassie into the ambulance beside her son, all personal acrimony forgotten, in his role as their family GP.


Chapter 3

By lunchtime, a sense of unease still spread throughout The Practice. So often the team’s interaction with their patients was limited to the mundane and routine, that this shocking and dramatic turn of events had shaken them all. Even Dan, who had no doubt seen so much worse in his army days, was quietly brooding over a cup of tea. Eric, sensing a need for comfort, was curled up on his feet and, for once, Dan made no complaints about the doctors’ lounge becoming Lizzie’s Doggy Daycare.

He looked up as Julia leaned against the table beside him, careful to keep any hint of dog-hair away from her tailored trousers. ‘Any news?’

She shook her head. ‘He’s still in surgery. Looks like there was quite a lot of nerve damage. Cassie’s in pieces apparently.’

Dan sighed. ‘Can’t help thinking we got lucky, though. All of us here . . . No film crew recording our every move . . .’ He watched Julia’s expression carefully, waiting to see if she would switch into defensive mode, but to his surprise she just nodded.

‘I’m trying not to think about what might have been, to be honest. Maybe our film-free Mondays actually were a good idea?’

Dan tactfully sipped his tea, choosing not to remind Julia that she’d fought them tooth and nail on that very concept. Of course, if it were up to him, then every day would be film-free, Dan thought.

Holly and Taffy walked into the lounge, chatting easily together and bearing a huge bag of doughnuts from Hartley’s Bakery. ‘Best cure for shock,’ announced Taffy as he tore open the bag on the table and the entire team descended like locusts. Even Jade, of the teeny-tiny uniform, managed to snaffle two before her fellow nurses could stake their claim. Only Julia held back, her lips forming a moue of distaste at the unseemly scrabble for carbs and the ridiculous contest that Holly had immediately instigated, not to lick your lips whilst eating.

Eric, to give him his due, was working his puppy dog charms on everyone and quickly began to look rather sickly at all the titbits heading his way.

‘Why is that dog here again, anyway?’ asked Julia, as Eric brushed past her immaculate trousers leaving a trail of the doughnut sugar caught in his whiskers. ‘Lizzie off on another course to find herself?’

Dan scowled at her dismissal of his cousin’s attempts to find her new niche in life since quitting her high-powered job as editor of local glossy Larkford Life. It was true, Lizzie had explored a succession of possibilities – a long line of passing fancies – each one begun with utter conviction and an expensive course, only to fade into obscurity as Lizzie continued on her quest for a job that was emotionally rewarding, paid well and meant she could be home in time for the school run. It was no small wonder she was having trouble finding the perfect solution. But then, what did he know? He wasn’t a parent and if Julia had her way, then he probably never would be.

Holly, ever the peacekeeper despite all Elsie’s efforts, could obviously sense the tension and stepped in. ‘You know, Jules, if you’re stressed, you could always get Lizzie to rub your feet. She’s been on a new reflexology course actually and I’m a rubbish guinea pig because I’m too ticklish,’ she suggested.

Dan noticed Taffy give her a slow, easy smile from across the room that implied intimate knowledge of her ticklish spots and brought a pink flush to her cheeks.

Julia just rolled her eyes. ‘Enough with the lovey-dovey crap, you two. You don’t see me and Dan all over each other like a couple of teenagers, do you?’

‘No,’ said Taffy, with conviction. ‘We certainly do not.’

Dan studiously avoided catching his friend’s eye, knowing that Taffy found the constant bickering between them both wearing and bemusing.

Julia raised one eyebrow but beat a tactful retreat. ‘Anyway, I thought Lizzie was studying floristry, wasn’t she, Dan?’

Dan shrugged, seemingly un-fazed by his cousin’s career carousel. ‘She was. But with the early starts and the hay fever . . .’

‘And the crapness,’ interrupted Taffy. ‘Don’t forget the crapness. I’ve never seen anyone make pink roses look quite so bloody miserable before.’

Holly laughed guiltily, as she snaffled the last of the doughnuts; Taffy’s comment, as always, was particularly astute.

Julia was laughing too, clearly amused by the notion, but there was no affection there. The undercurrents of rivalry between Lizzie and Julia were always just the right side of civil, but everybody knew that they were only really friends for Holly’s sake.

But then maybe that was okay, Dan reasoned. You couldn’t be best friends with everyone all the time. Even here at work, the petty disagreements could quickly escalate when essentially living and working in the Larkford bubble.

It was obviously challenging at times, and certainly a little unconventional, having the four managing partners at The Practice neatly coupled up, but mostly the four friends worked together extremely well.

Mostly.

Even if Julia’s ability to micromanage did drive them all insane from time to time. As if to prove his point, she raised an eyebrow at Taffy’s second doughnut, quietly pointing out the fat to sugar ratio in each delicious jammy mouthful.

But then, Dan thought, nobody ever said their plan was perfect.

He watched Julia pause mid-sentence and look at Taffy in confusion. ‘Since when do you wear glasses?’

Taffy silently passed a crisp ten-pound note across to Dan, who pocketed it with a nod and a smile. ‘Buckaroo,’ he said.

His afternoon having passed without incident, trauma or blood loss, Dan was finally starting to relax. He’d followed up with the ICU in Bath, where young Tarquin was now stable and there was every chance he’d retain full use of the damaged hand with some fairly intensive physiotherapy. He couldn’t deny that the poor boy had been on his mind pretty much constantly all day, and the relief he felt at hearing that news made him physically sag back in his chair.

His pulse leapt, automatically on high alert, as Taffy burst through the doorway, his laptop balanced precariously in one hand as he shoved the door open with the other. ‘You’re going to want to see this!’ he said.

Dan pushed his paperwork to one side, fully expecting to see some outlandish video of a cat on a surfboard or a water-skiing piglet. It wasn’t until he saw that it was the conference feed from last night’s National Healthcare Symposium that he belatedly registered the lack of humour in Taffy’s tone. If anything, all he heard was concern and confusion.

‘Just watch,’ Taffy insisted, clicking on the pause button to unfreeze the video.

‘That’s Harry Grant,’ said Dan, recognising the small bespectacled man who had been so influential in helping them save The Practice the year before. He was their go-to guy in the bureaucracy of the NHS machine and it never hurt that he had such a soft spot for Holly when it came to calling in the occasional favour. Even now, a year later, Harry still referenced her selfless offer to step aside, in order to let The Practice continue.

Harry was standing on a podium in a large auditorium, his hair smoothed down and a striped tie making him look incredibly uncomfortable and buttoned up. The banner across the bottom of the screen scrolled slowly, forcing Dan to read aloud in instalments, ‘Harry Grant – NHS South West – The Importance of Evolving and Symbiotic Relationships in Primary Care.’ Dan looked up at his friend. ‘Well, what the hell does that mean?’

Taffy shrugged. ‘Damned if I know, but here, this is the bit you need to see . . .’ He clicked on the little icon to increase the volume and held up his hand to stay Dan’s questions. ‘Just listen.’

‘Well, to answer your question, Derek,’ Harry Grant said in his nasal voice, the distortion from the microphone making it hard to make out his exact words, ‘I do believe there is a better way. A hierarchy in General Practice creates division – by necessity, there have to be leaders and followers. In my experience, some of the best ideas and input don’t always come from CEOs, Senior Partners or indeed the GPs themselves. I would like to encourage a wider forum – a more collaborative style of management.’

The camera panned around to where ‘Derek’ – whoever he may be – looked flushed and well-fed in an expensive suit that strained to accommodate his bulk. He had senior management written all over him.

‘It’s all very well speaking in generalities, Harry, but it’s just not practical, is it? You’d be letting the lunatics run the asylum. Let’s be honest, we applaud your ideals, but realities must weigh in. You can’t seriously expect us to fund a research project on a large scale just because you’ve dreamed up a management concept you “think” might work.’ He was patronising in the extreme and Dan, who had never even met the bloke, took an instant dislike to him. He could already see that this was the kind of guy who would loudly endorse cutting costs in community care, whilst happily charging his lobster dinner on expenses.

‘Twat!’ said Dan with feeling.

‘Keep watching,’ Taffy cautioned.

As the spotlight returned to Harry Grant, Dan felt a surge of solidarity for the poor bloke on the stage. Obviously he hadn’t heard the full paper that Harry Grant had delivered, but his passion and support of his troops on the ground was enough to have Dan on his side whatever was coming next.

‘But, Derek,’ Harry said, his calmness under fire almost unnerving, ‘I can prove to you,’ he swept his arm around the room, ‘that collaborative management does work. In fact I have evidence of it in my own jurisdiction. There’s a town called Larkford—’

Dan reached out and hit pause almost instinctively. ‘Oh, he didn’t?’

Taffy just nodded and set the video to run again.

‘Some of you may even have seen it in the press last year. The surgery there was blighted by inefficiencies, an unmanageable hierarchy and escalating costs. One year later, it has better doctor:patient ratios, patient satisfaction levels and higher efficiency ratings than any other practice I oversee.’

Derek butted in from the audience and the camera lagged behind in trying to locate him again, so his voice echoed from off-screen. ‘Well you were obviously right not to close it. So what?’

Harry smiled, as though he had Derek on the ropes. ‘So, they manage without seniority. There are four equal partners. Each with a vote, each with a say in how their practice is run. In my opinion, The Practice at Larkford is quite literally a model surgery. A model we should all be aspiring to.’

There was a bark of laughter from Derek and several others in the auditorium. ‘Well, that’s quite a claim to make in a public forum there, Harry. Let’s explore that, shall we?’ He turned to confer with the gentleman sitting beside him, an identikit bureaucrat in an even pricier suit. ‘We’ll give you a budget,’ he said after a few moments of whispering, as he made a show of standing up and striding on to the stage, ‘but there’ll be compliance and evaluation. Considerable oversight. Are you sure you’re ready to take this on?’ He held out his hand as though to shake on a bet. ‘No shame in backing down now.’

Dan wasn’t even in the room with him, but he could see that this wasn’t really the case. The gauntlet had been laid down and Harry Grant really had no choice but to pick it up and run with it.

Harry nodded, standing firm as he shook Derek’s hand. ‘I’m ready.’

Derek smirked slightly. ‘Well, let’s just hope the good doctors of Larkford are too.’

Taffy clicked on pause, freezing the image of the two men shaking hands and the first glimmer of doubt on Harry’s face.

‘Fuck,’ said Dan simply, sinking back in his chair.

‘My thoughts exactly,’ said Taffy.

Dan was frankly relieved to have got through evening surgery without dropping the ball. The sheer effort of concentrating on the job in hand and not having imaginary arguments with Harry Grant was exhausting. Nevertheless, as he waved Emily Frank on her way, clutching a prescription for some mild tranquilisers for panic attacks, he felt hard pushed not to prescribe something similar for himself. He wasn’t entirely sure whether it was fear of the impending scrutiny coming their way, or fear of telling Holly and Julia, but finding a calm equilibrium seemed like a good idea either way.

Taffy knocked on his door, this time gently, mindful that Dan might be off his game. ‘I’ve told the girls we need to talk. Come on, I’ve even bought chocolate Hobnobs.’

He pushed open the door to the doctors’ lounge to find Holly and Julia already waiting, bickering – or so it seemed – about biscuits.

‘Holly Graham, you evil temptress, get those bloody Hobnobs away from me. You know the camera adds ten pounds and Dan’s already been fattening me up on steak and chips. I basically feel like foie gras at this point.’

Dan watched as Holly obediently slid the packet to the other end of the table, as she tried not to laugh. It was just the tableau of normality that he needed to find his composure. Julia’s protestations were genuine enough – she was becoming paranoid about how she appeared on screen in her new role as TV Doctor. But to Dan’s eye at least, Julia looked just as slender, toned and elegant as she always had. If anything, he was worried that her obsession with her on-screen image was getting a little out of control. Hence the steak, and his recent insistence on Hobnobs (her secret vice) at every meeting. Julia, it seemed, could resist everything except temptation and this tiny foible made Dan love her even more, despite how hard it was sometimes to look beyond her prickly exterior.

He only hoped her openness to the media might extend to a little scrutiny from the NHS, at least without somehow finding a way to blame him for it.

‘Right,’ he said firmly, calling them to order. ‘Grab a seat and watch this.’ He set up the laptop on the table for them. ‘And then we need to have a little chat.’

There was a groaning creak as the door to the lounge was pushed slowly open and Harry Grant’s myopic face peered in. He clocked the laptop on the table and stepped inside. ‘I had hoped to, ah . . . that is, I was hoping to talk to you before you—’

‘Hi, Harry,’ said Taffy, stepping forward to shake his hand. ‘You’re a little late for that, I’m afraid. But since you’re here, maybe you can fill Holly and Julia in on your bet.’

Harry looked aghast. ‘Is that what you think this is? A bet? Dr Jones, I would never ever play God with your livelihood like that.’ He paused, obviously reflecting on the footage online. ‘Although, to be fair, I can understand why you might feel that way.’

Julia stood up abruptly. ‘I don’t mean to be rude, but perhaps you’d like to include us in your conversation?’

Holly had been staring at the paused image on the screen, where the usually scrolling banner flickered unmoving, bearing the title of Harry’s presentation. She looked up at Dan and he nodded. Clicking the mouse, Harry’s voice echoed around the room on high volume and everyone stood in silence as the video scrolled to the end.

‘Sounds like a bet to me,’ said Julia coldly.

It took a little while for the hubbub in the room to calm down to the point where Harry could actually address their individual questions, and he shuffled his feet as he composed himself. ‘The thing is—’ he began.

‘The thing is,’ cut in Julia, ‘you’ve committed us to something without even consulting us. And I have to be honest, I don’t even understand why!’ She was clearly baffled as to why anyone would think their chaotic brand of management was something to aspire to. Decisions by committee made Julia incredibly uncomfortable and more than once, Dan had borne the burden of her displeasure once they got home. He only hoped that she went a little easier on Harry, who would be unlikely to view her harsh words through his own filter of being madly in love with her.

Harry cleared his throat uncomfortably. ‘Sit down, won’t you, and let me explain.’ Nervous he may be, but Harry still took his time for them all to settle before speaking again. ‘You need to be aware of how incredibly impressive the turn-around here has been. You might not even realise how unprecedented it is, to go from imminent closure to the kind of numbers we’re seeing from here.’ He held up a hand to fend off another interruption. ‘And it’s not all about the numbers. The feedback we’re getting is that your team management style is contemporary and accessible and that there is a real community vibe here. It’s something we’d very much like to analyse and emulate elsewhere. And, of course, it means you have an absolute reprieve from closure,’ he paused, ‘so that’s something.’

‘Harry?’ Holly said quietly. ‘Is this a foregone conclusion? I mean, could we even say no if we wanted to? The reprieve is fabulous, of course and thank you – but can we consider how all this analysis will affect the patients – they are the priority here, after all.’ Dan could see that the whole notion of oversight and scrutiny would basically be Holly’s worst nightmare. She was all for putting the patients first and anything that interfered with that would struggle to get her blessing; Julia managing to insert her blasted film crew into their lives had only heightened that perspective.

Harry took off his glasses and polished them with a tea towel. ‘Well, technically you could, I suppose,’ he said. ‘But I’m honestly not sure why you would.’ He looked confident then, for the first time since entering the room. ‘There’s a rather healthy budget, you see. For you to spend as you see fit and another to cover the expenses of oversight. You’ll need some considerable support on the admin side, of course, but the reality is this. You can afford another GP if you’d like, or to modernise some of your systems and equipment—’

‘We could have an in-house physio,’ interrupted Taffy, whose support for the scheme seemed to have increased considerably with the prospect of a little working capital. ‘And you know, this could be just the thing to re-launch the Health in the Community programme properly,’ he wondered aloud, as Dan nodded encouragingly.

Julia nodded. ‘It might even mean that you two could stop with all the bonkers fund-raising schemes and concentrate on the job in hand?’

Taffy looked pointedly at Dan’s shaven scalp. ‘The lady does make an excellent point there, Dan – you could even let your hair grow back and then you can have a normal-sized head again.’

Dan had been doing his best to ignore all the one-liners about the fact that he had a teeny-tiny head – in proportion to his gym-honed body anyway – and he tried not to let his irritation show. Trust Julia to be all about the optics, he thought tiredly.

‘But, if you think about it,’ Julia carried on, ‘whilst a Physio would be nice, wouldn’t we be better off expanding the nurses’ clinics? They’ve been getting slammed recently, with all the chronic care patients. Our ratios are really skewed in that direction – everybody round here lives too damn long. They could really use the help.’

Dan sat back in his chair, a little ashamed of himself for having doubted her. He knew Julia was difficult. He knew her social skills were a little wide of the mark sometimes and she certainly came with baggage. But he should never have doubted that she also came with a good heart and the best of intentions.

He listened to the debate around the table, each doctor considering a different angle and Harry answering their quick-fire questions with patient attention.

Traditionally, Dan liked to steer well clear of bureaucracy – the regulations always seemed to have a rather loose affiliation with the reality of medicine – but in this case, he couldn’t help feel that this nomination might actually be a blessing in disguise.

There remained so much latent tension bubbling quietly under the surface at The Practice about the decision not to nominate a Senior Partner, even if nobody was prepared to admit it. At the time they’d all been so relieved to rescue The Practice from closure that it hadn’t seemed like a big deal to any of them. As the months had passed, it had become apparent that Dan was not the only one feeling that their career ambitions had been thwarted and secretly wanting to be in charge. Some days, it felt like a glass ceiling on any progression or promotion.

But now this – endorsement from on high – and it looked as though doing the right thing might not have been the wrong thing after all. For any of them.


Chapter 4

The next morning, as her clinic dragged on, Julia took another calming breath and made sure that her tone belied none of her impatience. ‘So, as I was saying last time you came in Mr Phillips, if you have a double espresso and a cigarette before you come in for your blood pressure review, it does make it terribly hard to get a sensible reading.’ She dutifully made a note of the terrifying numbers on a piece of paper, but didn’t enter them into the computer for fear of triggering an emergency response.

Much as Julia was loath to admit it, Dan Carter had a point when he said that having the TV camera crew following her every move would change how she behaved around her patients. From his perspective, the main concern had been that there would be some error caught on film and therefore The Practice would end up indisputably liable. Or even that Julia’s split focus between her patient and how she appeared on film might make her patients feel irrelevant, unheard or simply resentful of having their privacy invaded.

What neither Dan nor Julia could have foreseen is that the patients that opted to be included – and everybody was given the choice – were loving their five minutes of fame, and that Julia’s bedside manner had never before been so empathetic, patient or compassionate.

Admittedly, it had been a bit of a shock that first week when she and Quentin, her producer, had watched the rushes together. Catching sight of each sigh, tap of her biro and the occasional look of utter disdain had been a complete eye opener. They’d binned the lot and started again. She wouldn’t tell a soul this, of course, but now when the little light on the camera turned red, she would simply ask herself, ‘What would Holly say?’ and go from there.

Her patients were delighted. Her producer was delighted. Only Dan was getting the short end of the straw, because after a long day of being personable and caring, it was incredibly hard for Julia to go home and not pick a fight with the next person that moved.

It was fair to say that, if being ‘nice’ was this much effort, then maybe it was time to accept that it wasn’t her natural state. Pithy and judgemental made life so much easier to bear, apparently.

‘So I think it would be a really good idea if you sat down quietly in the waiting room for a little while and then we’ll check those numbers again,’ Julia said as she leaned forward in her chair, the epitome of caring compassion. ‘I just wouldn’t feel right about sending you home, Mr Phillips. Just in case.’

He shook his head, even as he agreed, ‘I suppose you’re right, Dr Channing. Better safe than sorry, eh?’ He pulled himself to his feet and sighed, playing to the camera as he shuffled out of the room in his tweed suit.

It was probably lucky that the camera panned to follow him out and missed the look of utter disbelief on Julia’s face. Seriously, how hard could it be to follow the instructions in the letter she now issued as a matter of course?

‘Are we nearly done for the morning, then?’ asked Quentin from his position tucked behind the camera. ‘Only I think we should have a strategy meeting about this Model Surgery business. Could be a little goldmine, that one.’

Julia bristled slightly. Somehow, it was okay for her to think about the commercial implications of the nomination, but it felt prurient and opportunistic when the self-same sentiments came from her erstwhile producer.

She shrugged. ‘Let’s talk in a couple of days when we’ve a clearer picture of what’s involved. At the moment it’s just a concept, really.’ A concept she couldn’t quite get her head around.

Quentin blinked slowly, his scrutiny of her face making her feel even more uncomfortable than the high definition cameras that emphasised every individual flaw. ‘Okay,’ he said eventually. ‘We’ll make an evening of it.’

Julia was never really sure of Quentin’s intentions. She knew that Dan had taken an almost instant dislike to him, but she had never been able to pinpoint the source of her boyfriend’s unease. Was it simply because he didn’t appreciate Quentin and his film crew disrupting life at The Practice, or could Dan see something that Julia herself had missed? Sometimes, when she caught a lascivious glance at her thighs or a lingering kiss on her cheek, she wondered what exactly Quentin’s real agenda was. Certainly right now, the notion of an evening out was not something that seemed terribly advisable, given how incredibly attractive he was and how vulnerable she had been feeling of late.

By way of distraction, she clicked on the appointment screen and, without prompting, turned to do a piece to camera.

‘So, Mrs Jennings will be here in a moment and she is actually one of our Frequent Fliers,’ she smiled charmingly as the little red camera light blinked, having been told by a focus group that they loved it when she was a little humorous. ‘She has a condition called Trigeminal Neuralgia, which presents as extreme facial pain and it’s been getting gradually worse over the last few months.’

Quentin’s slightly pompous voice interrupted her, clearly annoyed by her taking the initiative, ‘And will she be getting a referral to a Neurologist, or is she stuck on yet another lengthy waiting list?’

The original idea of the voice off-screen had been for Quentin to guide Julia’s pieces, but when he was rattled he would also take the opportunity to pose those questions that he claimed the viewers at home would be dying to ask. Julia felt that it was often a case of being contentious for the sake of it, but was rarely in a position to deflect his line of questioning, for when she did, he simply called ‘cut’ and started over.

Julia paused for a moment, marshalling her thoughts. ‘Mrs Jennings has already been reviewed at the hospital and her scans have all come back NAD. That’s the acronym we use for No Abnormality Detected. So really at this point, it’s a case of working together with her consultant to manage the pain as best we can.’

‘So there’s nothing to see? And there’s no way of knowing what triggers the pain?’ Quentin asked, his voice now laden with faux-concern for this woman he had never met.

‘I’m afraid at this point, we’ll probably call it Idiopathic Neuropathy, but that doesn’t mean that we can’t make Mrs Jennings more comfortable with a combination of pain relief and other medication.’ She didn’t go on to explain that in medical terms, the use of the word idiopathic was roughly the same as throwing up your hands and saying ‘fuck knows!’.

Luckily, Quentin didn’t pursue it, but his alternative agenda soon had Julia on her toes. ‘And aren’t you worried that in fact there is no facial pain and that, what was she called? – Mrs Jennings, that’s right – might actually be exhibiting drug-seeking behaviour?’

This was nothing short of sensationalising and Julia struggled to keep her face in neutral whilst swallowing the urge to strangle him. Pain was such a slippery beast to deal with: everyone’s opinion subjective and often with nothing visual to go on. It could be devastating for her patients and frustrating for her, as their doctor, to try and find them some level of comfort. Ignorant comments like that didn’t exactly help.

As the purported drug-seeker inched her way into Julia’s consulting room, hunched over a walking stick and looking every one of her eighty-seven years, Julia was pleased to see that Quentin at least had the decency to blush – perhaps not quite the stereotype he had in mind.

Julia took great pleasure in standing up to help Mrs Jennings into her seat, trying not to be irritated by the look of surprise on the old lady’s face. She’d surprised herself recently too. It seemed that half her patients came into The Practice with the simple requirement of a willing ear and a sensible, calming opinion. All these years, she’d felt as though they had come to her demanding miracles she could rarely produce. It had been a highly unsatisfactory arrangement, whereby both parties had gone away disappointed. And all she’d had to do to change gear professionally was to put herself in Holly’s (slightly dated, rather unfashionable) shoes.

If only it was so easy from a personal perspective, too.

After Mrs Jennings had departed, she could only feel grateful that Quentin had chosen that moment to step outside too, as her mobile phone began to trill. She noted the three missed calls earlier, all from the same number and tried not to let her agitation show. There were no voicemails – all part of the control game that her mother liked to play – ‘if you want to know what I called for, you’ll have to call me back, or perhaps you’d like to sit on the worry that it was something important?’ Of course, it never was, and Julia’s mum had become adept at manipulating her daughter into making contact at all hours, against all her better judgement and despite her jam-packed schedule.

She answered the phone with the sick feeling of dread that appeared to have become her default setting whenever her mother’s caller ID flashed up on the screen. ‘Hi, Mum,’ she said, forcing a certain lightness into her voice. ‘It’s not the best time actually, can I call you back?’ She glanced out into the corridor where Quentin and the team were packing up for lunch and quietly pushed the door shut with her foot. The last thing she needed was him nosing around her family situation.

Her mother’s sigh echoed down the airwaves. ‘Well, that’s a lovely way to start a phone call. I should be grateful you answered at all, I suppose. If you’re so busy.’ She imbued the word with as much doubt and disappointment as she could muster.

Julia determinedly refused to rise. ‘Well, I’ve a waiting room full of patients and the TV crew are here too, so why don’t we chat this evening when we’ve got more time.’

‘And you can start the conversation with “I haven’t got long” like you always do?’ said her mother astutely.

Julia felt the beginnings of the prickling heat on her neck, the one that warned that her tenuous grip on her patented ‘cool, calm and collected mode’ was in danger of letting go altogether.

‘I’ll make myself a cup of tea and we can chat for as long as you need,’ she said instead, squashing the voice in her head that angrily pointed out that she hardly had time for the bloody cup of tea, let alone seven verses of life’s-so-unfair and your-father-doesn’t-listen. Credit to Julia’s dad though, he seemed to have done nothing but listen for the last forty years – the opportunities for getting a word in edgewise around Candace in full flow were few and far between. But nevertheless, as an only child, Julia felt a cloak of obligation on her slight shoulders. There was certainly no point suggesting that Candace chat to her friends about her marriage – she’d managed to alienate almost every single one of them with her drunken bouts of ‘honesty’ over the years.

‘Hmmmm,’ said her mother, sounding suspiciously like Marge Simpson. ‘Well, make sure you do.’ She paused. ‘There are things we need to discuss.’

Had the way her mother stressed the word ‘things’ carried an ominous ring to it, Julia wondered yet again, as the conversation still niggled at the back of her mind hours later. She tried to block out the raised voices from along the corridor – let someone else deal with it, she thought, she had enough on her mind – and forced herself to concentrate on the referral letter she was dictating.

Dan pushed the door open abruptly. ‘So you are in here! Can you not hear what’s going on?’

Snippets of conversation filtered through and Julia shook her head. ‘Seriously? Not this again? Somebody needs to have a word with the nurses.’

‘They do,’ agreed Dan. ‘And since it’s your TV programme, it probably should be you.’

Julia scowled. It sounded as though Quentin had managed to rile the nurses for the umpteenth time, with his constant requests for B-roll footage and now apparently Dan had taken umbrage on their behalf.

‘Look, Julia,’ he said firmly, ‘you need to understand that they just don’t like it. It’s one thing to constantly interrupt their work and do tactless voice-over commentary whilst he’s filming them, but Jade in particular is getting very annoyed that he keeps referring to them as B-roll,’ he said.

Julia shrugged helplessly. ‘But that’s what it’s called. It’s the little bits of film that fill in the gaps – it doesn’t make her B-list if that’s what she’s worrying about.’

Dan stepped forward and held out his hand for her to take, almost giving her no option but to stand up and deal with the problem. ‘I’m only telling you, because you need to be aware – Quentin’s stepping on an awful lot of toes.’

She nodded, knowing full well that Dan’s toes were firmly among them. ‘I’ll talk to him again,’ she said tiredly, a small part of her resentful at being repeatedly put on the spot to justify Quentin’s behaviour. For all his drive and charisma – and neither were in short supply – he did manage to ruffle an awful lot of feathers. The nurses, the admin team, Holly Graham – none of them succumbed to his charm in the way that he was used to and it only served to make Quentin ratchet everything up a gear. It didn’t matter how many times Julia tried to tell him that life in the countryside was very much a ‘less is more’ proposition. His own insecurities meant that he just pushed harder.

She walked through to the doctors’ lounge, where Jade was standing with her hands on her hips, in full-on confrontation with Quentin. ‘You could try saying please occasionally, before you barge in on one of my clinics,’ she shouted, her eyes flashing in anger and her low-cut uniform barely coping. ‘And stop staring at my boobs every chance you get.’

Jason may have been leaning against the table in a more casual stance but his words carried just as much fury, ‘And don’t think we didn’t hear that line about “wannabe doctors” in last week’s show. We don’t have to put up with this, and if you keep throwing your weight around, then you’ll have a chance to see how much we “wannabes” actually do around here!’ Jason belatedly noticed Julia’s arrival. ‘Sorry, Jules, but this arsehole just needs to know his place.’

‘I think we can probably have this conversation without the profanities,’ Julia said awkwardly, as Jason, Jade and Quentin all glared at her, each expecting her to take their side – there was no winning solution to being the jam in this sandwich. It was one thing to mediate between her parents, quite another to attempt it at work as well; she felt as though she were being pulled every which way, with no respite.

‘Look, guys,’ she said to Jason and Jade, ‘we can work this out, if you can give me and Quentin a few days to look at the filming schedules—’

‘I’m not changing my schedules to fit around them,’ protested Quentin. ‘They’re only nurses. The programme is Doctor In The House, in case you’d forgotten.’

Julia gaped at him, his ignorance and lack of diplomacy only showing how little he really understood about the dynamics of The Practice. ‘Only nurses?’ she queried, her voice taut. ‘Only nurses? Quentin, you are way out of line. The support staff here are the backbone that holds the rest together!’

‘Actually,’ interrupted Jason, the self-nominated spokesperson apparently, ‘the film crew have upset Maggie, too. That’s what started all this.’

Julia looked around to where Maggie was cowering in the corner of the room, unhappy at being made the focal point of the dispute. ‘I only wanted them to be a bit more considerate about the amount of dirt and mud they were dragging in, with all their kit bags.’

Jade walked over and stood beside her in solidarity. They were unlikely bedfellows, but this common enemy had obviously brought them together, for now at least. ‘And you can stop making fun of how Maggie runs the pharmacy. She likes things to be organised and clean, so what? In case you hadn’t noticed, we’re quite big on clean around here – what with it being a place of medicine and all!’

Jason pushed himself off the table and stood next to Jade. ‘To be fair though, Jade,’ he whispered, ‘we all look at your boobs because they kind of draw the eye in that little dress.’

Jade elbowed him in the ribs. ‘I don’t mind people I like looking at them. Just not him.’

Julia sighed, taking in the angry red faces and acrimonious atmosphere. Dear God, maybe Holly had a point and they really did need a little time to get their ducks in a row before any official oversight began. She daren’t think what jowly Derek Landers would make of all this discord; he’d probably be delighted. Her phone rang out in her pocket and she automatically hit Decline, only for it to ring out again, and again.

Dan stepped forward. ‘I can hold the fort here if you need to get that?’

Julia shook her head. ‘It’s just my mother.’

The next moment, Dan’s mobile began to ring and he answered immediately. ‘Oh, hi, Mrs Channing.’

Julia glared at him, knowing he was about to pass the handset over and shook her head. ‘I am not here,’ she whispered urgently.

‘Oh, I’m sure she would love to talk to you, but perhaps she’s with a patient right now.’ He nodded into the phone. ‘Of course I will pass the message along . . . Yes, well, I’ll leave you two to organise a date . . . Yes, of course, I’ll look forward to seeing you then.’

He hung up to find all eyes on him. ‘What?’ he said. ‘How difficult would it be to have her here for a weekend? She’s obviously lonely.’

The very fact that Dan could make such a naïve statement told Julia everything she needed to know. He’d obviously grasped the intellectual notion of her mother’s drinking problem, but having had zero experience of living with an alcoholic, he had no frame of reference for the day-to-day realities. It certainly seemed to her as though he had never actually taken on board just how much her family baggage affected her.

Larkford was Julia’s sanctuary, her own little place to be: there was no way she would allow her mother to come barging in and ruin it all – let alone with Quentin’s film crew lurking around every corner. Judging by the beady expression on his face, his antennae were already pinging for a story. Besides, she wasn’t sure that her rapidly depleting bank account, let alone her own sanity, could cope with Candace Channing’s ever-escalating demands.

The atmosphere in the room grew heavier. ‘Right,’ said Julia, ‘it’s been a very long day and I don’t know about you lot, but I think we’ll all be much more diplomatic after a good night’s sleep. So, you don’t have to go home, but you can’t stay here . . .’ She echoed Teddy Kingsley’s favourite end-of-the-night phrase at The Kingsley Arms, aiming for levity, trying to soothe the disgruntled feathers just a little bit. She saw Dan watching her every move. ‘And if it’s easier to talk to me than to each other, then I’m happy to mediate any issues. How does that sound?’ It was an appeasing gesture that cost her nothing, but she saw that Dan’s demeanour softened instantly. He was forever harping on about people clearing up their own mess and apparently, this particular mess had Julia written all over it.

As everyone shuffled out of the room, Dan took her arm. ‘I can’t be arsed to cook, can you? Why don’t we grab a quiet supper at The Deli?’ His intentions were all in the right place, but for Julia the very idea of listening to chirpy Hattie at The Deli going on and on about her miracle twins was more than she could cope with after a hectic day on parade.

To Dan’s eyes, Hattie and Lance were prime examples of how becoming parents had changed their world for the better. Lance’s drive to overcome a bleak prognosis of testicular cancer had been phenomenal – his steadfast determination not to miss the arrival of his first-born had defied all statistical odds. His motivation had been further stoked when a later scan had revealed a second heartbeat, lurking in the background and catching them all off-guard. Lance’s remarkable recovery and strength of character had amazed them all and even Julia could acknowledge that they really made a lovely little family: Hattie, running the kitchen at The Deli and juggling her offspring, Lance behind the counter as master of his Gaggia and so clearly besotted and amazed by every milestone he was able to witness.

Julia felt the band of tension around her head tighten. She knew she was being unnecessarily defensive with Dan, but how on earth had she managed to fall in love with the only man in the world whose biological clock was ticking down so loudly that a detonation was inevitable?

And she really wasn’t in the mood to open that can of worms again.

Somehow, in her mind, the whole parenting/parent thing was muddled together. All the efforts she’d made to separate herself from her dysfunctional family were in danger of being undone, simply because she and Dan were now a proper couple. What was it about the road to domesticity that forced you to rekindle the concept of family, she wondered. That alone was reason enough for Julia to reject the whole notion of marriage and children out of hand, even putting aside the dark fear that, should she become a parent herself, there was always the incipient danger of turning into her mother.

She reached out and squeezed Dan’s hand. ‘I’ll cook,’ she said, a small but emotive gesture to try and show him that she cared. Julia was not known for her conciliatory nature, but even she could tell that Dan was edging towards the end of his tether with her. The only problem was, she had absolutely no idea what to do about it, short of sacrificing her every belief and conviction.


Chapter 5

Holly shuffled through the paperwork in front of her and felt utterly rattled. She was all for making hay while the sun shone, but the haste with which they were approaching the hiring of new staff was bordering on the ridiculous. She’d barely blinked and a week had flown past, punctuated only by an increasingly large amount of paperwork that seemed to end up, almost exclusively, on her desk. Julia’s TV crew had been breathing down all their necks, desperate to capture their reactions to the nomination on film and Holly had been forced to use her Lamaze breathing technique not to shove Quentin’s clipboard somewhere medically unsuitable.

Her mobile pinged beside her with a text from Lizzie:


Thank you for my bouquet – you nutter – how many wooden spoons could I possibly need though? Seriously? One of them is two foot tall . . .



Holly grinned – as so often was the case, the point had sailed right over Lizzie’s immaculately coiffured head. Based on the amount of meddling Lizzie had been up to of late though, it had seemed the perfect gift:


They’re for all the stirring you do! xx



The reply pinged back almost instantly:


Oh ha ha . . . Coffee? Please say yes – I’m sooooo bored . . .



Holly was thrown for a moment; now Lizzie was a lady of leisure, it was as though she had forgotten about pesky things like jobs and commitments. Sometimes, she honestly wondered what her friend thought she did all day, as she tapped out a quick reply that she had patients to see.

Ple-ease – I miss you came the plaintive response, playing right into Holly’s guilt that she hadn’t been there enough for Lizzie recently, through all the big changes in her life. She felt for Lizzie, she really did. It was hard to re-invent yourself career-wise, but a little bit of focus would surely help? And maybe not using her friends as guinea pigs for every crack-pot venture. Holly’s wardrobe still hadn’t recovered from Lizzie’s practice run as a personal stylist – she’d been sneakily buying her own clothes back from the Cancer Research shop ever since.

Let’s walk Eric together in the morning? she replied, feeling guilty that it was all she could offer right now, and then flicked her phone to silent to focus on the job in hand.

Pushing aside the heap of CVs, she took a deep breath and picked up the phone, hesitating for a second as she dialled the number that was almost engraved on her brain. How many times in the last week had she dialled it, only to lose her nerve and hang up? It felt disloyal, it felt sneaky and she still wasn’t completely convinced it was the right thing to do. The only thing she was sure of, was that there was no way she was signing up to this Model Surgery nonsense without a little more information.

‘Harry Grant,’ answered the disembodied voice at the end of the phone.

‘Harry, it’s Holly Graham from Larkford. Have you got time for a quick word?’

She’d never taken him up on his regular offers of support or advice before, but somehow knowing he was there in the background watching over Larkford had given her some measure of comfort. And now this! What on earth had Harry Grant been thinking, throwing them into the deep end like that?

‘I did wonder if you’d call, Holly,’ he said, seemingly unsurprised. ‘In fact, I’ve even been working up some figures for you. Patient care budgets, patient referral targets and – well, am I on the right track?’

‘Am I so very predictable, Harry?’

She could almost hear him shrug. ‘I’d be almost disappointed if you weren’t. Patients first, then plaudits, isn’t that the Holly Graham way?’

‘And the numbers?’ said Holly, refusing to be mollified too easily, although wildly flattered. ‘Do they add up? You have to realise, Harry, that this is hardly an ideal situation.’

‘I’m so sorry if I’ve put you all on the spot, Holly. And perhaps I should have been more upfront with you all about Derek Landers’ slash-and-burn policy – I’ve been shouting it down for the last few months, but he does have an awful lot of friends in high places. This is a life-line for The Practice, Holly, make no mistake.’

Holly took a breath, a little winded by this revelation. ‘Well, that does rather put things in perspective,’ she said.

‘I want you to know, Holly, that this isn’t a whim or bravado on my part. I’ve seen what you and the team have achieved and this is no small endorsement. I know the speed is almost improper and the commitments on your side seem a little loosely defined, but I want you to know that I have your back. I wouldn’t let The Practice enter into any agreement that I had doubts about – not after all your sterling efforts last year. It’s a little unusual, granted, but then so is your set-up in Larkford.’

‘So it’s really not just a bet, then?’ Holly ventured, daring to question out loud what she’d been dwelling on for days and unable to hide the concern in her voice.

‘It’s not a bet at all,’ said Harry tersely. ‘I know that your Dr Jones saw it that way, but if you could think of it as more of a challenge, I think we’d all be more productive.’

‘You know it’s the patient care angle that concerns me—’ she began, before he interrupted her smoothly.

‘And that is our priority too. Having another GP on the payroll, having extended hours for the nursing clinic – these are all measurable attributes and I can configure . . .’ He stopped with a chuckle. ‘Sorry, Holly, slipped into bureaucrat-ese there for a moment. Allow me to be blunt, off the record, of course?’

‘Of course.’

‘You and your team are really going to earn this extra funding one way or another. But I’m absolutely convinced that the improvements in patient care and patient services will more than offset the increased bureaucracy. If I’m being frank, it’s your admin team who will feel the weight of this initially.’

‘Poor Grace,’ said Holly under her breath.

‘Grace Allen?’ Harry said, clearly having no issues with his hearing.

‘She’s our Practice Manager,’ Holly reminded him, only to hear him chuckle at the end of the phone.

‘Oh, I know who she is, Holly. She’s currently making waves over in Bristol on their Medical Administration Diploma.’ He paused. ‘Leave that one with me – maybe we can sweeten the deal for her, by making all this compliance count towards her coursework?’

‘So, hiring a new GP?’ Holly ventured.

‘Go ahead and get it done, Holly. Spend the money while it’s on the table and between you and me, try and make hay with this one while the sun shines. You and your team can do no wrong at HQ at the moment, so before they come knocking on the door for a favour, get your house in order and get yourselves properly staffed. Plus, you know, it’s one in the eye for Derek bloody Landers.’

‘Thank you, Harry,’ said Holly with feeling, appreciating his blunt honesty more than he might realise. She wasn’t stupid, though: this nomination may turn out to be a sensible course of action for them professionally, but there was no denying that, on some level, for Harry Grant, this was personal.

As she hung up the phone, she clicked Send & Receive on her e-mail account and automatically scanned her Inbox for Milo’s name. It had become an unconscious action now. Every time she sent him an update about the twins, she would be twitchy and on edge for days, waiting to hear back. The fact that she never, ever did, hardly seemed to make any difference.

She jumped guiltily as Taffy pushed open the door. ‘Are you hiding away in here?’ he asked, his brow furrowing at her reaction.

Holly quickly pushed her mouse to one side, knowing what Taffy’s response would be if she explained. She honestly couldn’t bear him to patiently and sweetly rationalize for the umpteenth time why she really shouldn’t be bothering any more. She couldn’t listen to all the reasons why maintaining contact with the twins’ father wasn’t doing her any favours at all.

She focused instead on the light grazing of stubble on his jaw from where they had ‘overslept’ that morning and hustled out of the door, late and ruffled and laughing like teenagers. ‘Do you need me?’ she said, standing up and walking towards him with her folder of CVs, shoving a pen into her ponytail for safe-keeping.

‘Always,’ he said, sliding a hand around her waist and managing to find the tiny gap between her blouse and her waistband. ‘But in this case, actually in the doctors’ lounge because Julia has called a meeting.’ He pulled an aghast face, which pretty much mirrored Holly’s own feelings on that scenario.

Falling into step beside him and dropping her guard, she almost jolted when he spoke quietly to her, ‘You don’t need to hide your e-mails, Holly. I know you want to keep Milo in the loop about the twins and what they’re up to, but it doesn’t need to become a thing between us, unless you let it.’

‘I wasn’t hiding anything, I just—’

Taffy stopped and turned to face her, oblivious to the comings and goings around them. ‘You know how you get all defensive when somebody is mean to the boys? Well, imagine a version of that feeling. Imagine watching the person you love set themselves up for pain and disappointment over and over again.’ He shrugged. ‘Just think about it. I know you want to do the right thing by Milo, but is his radio silence doing the right thing by you, or the boys?’

Holly shook her head, touched and riled in equal measure, but not truly knowing how best to react, ‘This isn’t about sinking to his level. This is about the fact that, whether we like it or not, he is their father and he needs to know what his children are up to.’ Her tone was defensive and she could see Taffy reacting in kind, anger flaring in his eyes.

‘But does he respond, interact, appreciate your efforts?’ Taffy said abruptly, clearly trying hard not to be more outspoken on this particular topic – realising, as Holly did, that it was the only thing they ever argued about. ‘Does he know, do you think, how much it upsets you to write those e-mails? Because I do, Holly,’ Taffy said with feeling, ‘and I really want you to think about whose welfare comes first in this scenario – yours, or his?’ He took a deliberately deep breath and changed tack slightly. ‘You need to look at the big picture on this, Holls, and you know that. This is a marathon not a sprint, and if you don’t take a proactive approach to managing—’

‘What?’ Holly challenged, utterly riled. ‘The boys’ welfare? Doing the right thing? Or perhaps there’s some sports psychology theory that covers childhood abandonment issues that I might have missed?’ She caught herself before her tone could become more scathing. She knew her anger was misdirected, but Taffy’s habit of oversimplifying everything and his tendency to use sporting analogies for every facet of life, wound her up every time. She squeezed his hand. ‘Sorry. But honestly, there’s no right way to do this, Taff, we just have to find the way that works for us. But for me, this isn’t applied theory: it’s my boys. And their dad. And finding a path that gives them a reasonable shot at getting through a divorce with some self-esteem and confidence left over.’

Taffy smiled knowingly. ‘You see – big picture . . .You’re doing it already.’

And to his credit, he barely flinched when Holly elbowed him firmly in the ribs.

Holly still felt jangled by Taffy’s comments, irritated that Milo still managed to cause problems in her life even as an absentee, annoyed that Taffy weighed in so heavily on this particular issue every single time it came up. Even with the best of intentions, it still felt as though he was telling her what to do and that made Holly’s defences spring up on autopilot.
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