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‘Of all possessions, a friend is the most precious’

HERODOTUS




Chapter 1

Dr Holly Graham bit her lip hard and tried not to laugh. It was all very well promising to help out at the Larkford Country Show, but she’d had no idea that everyone would be taking things quite so very seriously.

‘I love you,’ she said, in lieu of being able to formulate any other sentient response as she took in her fiancé’s rakish attire.

Taffy Jones smoothed his hair back from his brow, his unruly curls attempting to escape the firm hold of whatever unguent he’d employed for the occasion. His quick change from Saturday-doctor-on-duty to debonair-gentleman-about-town had been achieved by the addition of not only a bow tie, but also a gaudily striped blazer and cane to boot. ‘Too much?’ he asked with a grin, pivoting to best effect in the doctors’ lounge at The Practice, knowing full well that he looked a right plonker, but unwilling to concede a win to Dan on their annual bet.

Holly walked towards him, laughter now shaking her slender shoulders, as she spotted the beribboned boater hat in his other hand. ‘You’re quite, quite mad,’ she said happily, leaning in to kiss him firmly on the lips. She didn’t dare hope that a similar wager on his wedding day attire might yet be avoided, but she was damned if she was even going to mention it, for fear of planting the seed of an idea. ‘Have you seen Dan yet? Does he realise what he’s up against?’ Holly asked, all thoughts of her stressfully rushed morning surgery forgotten.

‘He’s stuck on the phone with Shylock,’ Taffy grimaced.

‘Who?’ Holly queried, despite their years together still bemused at times by Taffy’s beloved shorthand references.

‘Derek bloody Landers,’ Taffy clarified. ‘You know, because he’s always after his pound of flesh. You’d think we’d have met all of our NHS commitments by now, but he’s always there, clammy paws outstretched, determined to squeeze a little extra.’

It was true: their nomination as a Model NHS Surgery had certainly brought The Practice all sorts of praise, plaudits and pecuniary incentives, but it had also come at a cost. Derek Landers – or Walrus-features, or now apparently Shylock – could be relied upon to renege upon his promises at every opportunity unless handled very firmly. And poor Dan Carter was bearing the brunt of it as The Practice’s nominated NHS liaison, alongside Grace Allen, their thankfully highly motivated Practice Manager.

‘What more can he want though?’ asked Holly. ‘We’ve offered up our records, Grace and Dan have handled all the endless seminars and I’ve filled in enough compliance forms to give me RSI.’

Taffy took her hand in his and gently massaged her aching fingers, her engagement ring rotating easily, as the pressure of the last few months had been enough to put even Holly off her Danish pastry habit. ‘Look, let’s not worry about that today. Let’s really try and switch off a bit and enjoy the show. I have to confess, I’m rather honoured that they’re trusting me with the commentary,’ Taffy said.

‘Actually, I was robbed,’ said Dan, striding into the room in a pair of cream, blousy trousers held aloft by some striking red braces and looking like someone from a Mary Poppins montage. ‘How did I get lumbered with the bloody judging and you get to hide behind the mic all afternoon?’ He shook his head and held out his hands as he gave a slow twirl. ‘But at least I’ll have my prize to look forward to at the end of the day. I think we can all recognise a winning ensemble when we see one? I hope you’ve been practising your Abba solo, mate?’

Alice Walker ambled into the lounge behind him, rubbing her forehead as though to erase the last three hours of thoughtful and considerate counsel. Coco, the small chocolate-coloured spaniel who served as Alice’s diabetes assistance dog, trotted happily at her heels in her little red jacket. Alice stopped dead and frowned. ‘Oh God, did I miss something? Were we supposed to come in fancy dress?’

Taffy scowled. ‘This isn’t “fancy dress”, you heathen. This is the appropriate attire for gentlemen doctors, such as ourselves, when attending a county event.’ He’d abandoned his naturally melodic Welsh tones to make his point, sounding plummily English and rather comical, Holly noticed. Taffy was never one to do anything by halves.

Alice looked from Taffy to Dan and back again in confusion, before turning to Holly, as she often did, for a little clarification.

Holly shrugged cheerfully. ‘Ignore them – it’s just another one of their bonkers bets. The Major is adjudicating and the loser has to sing “I Have a Dream” in the Main Arena later. Attention seekers,’ she accused them fondly, loving the fact that both their personal and professional relationships still had room for some stress-diffusing silliness.

Alice laughed. ‘Can we at least put it on YouTube this time? When Dan did his pirouettes in the Market Place at Christmas, we could have seriously raked in the Likes.’ It was typical of Alice, Holly realised, to think of social media, when the rest of them were still coming to terms with the fact that they had a camera on their phone. What a difference a decade made to their approach to technology.

‘Do you fancy swinging by Elsie’s on the way to the show?’ Holly asked, as Dan and Taffy wandered off to the men’s room to perfect their bow ties, bickering like brothers as they went. ‘I’ve traded childcare with Lizzie today, so I can’t be too late. She’s had the twins all morning and I’ve got hers all afternoon.’ She shook her head in amusement. ‘God knows what I was thinking – five kids, Elsie and Eric at the Country Show. What could possibly go wrong? But I have plenty of money for ice-creams and cake, so I’m thinking I’m on to a winner.’

‘I can help if you like,’ said Alice easily. ‘Jamie’s not coming along until later.’

Holly smiled, still quietly holding out hope that Alice and Coco’s trainer, Jamie, might yet make an adorable couple, no matter how much Alice denied even the possibility.

‘That would be lovely,’ Holly said. ‘I’m rather aware how much I’ve been calling on Lizzie for help with the boys lately, so I figured a child-free afternoon with Will might be just what she needs. The very least I could do.’ Holly shrugged, feeling a little helpless as always when it came to supporting Lizzie and her ongoing anxiety issues, but nevertheless determined to be on hand when her best friend needed her.

‘Well, I for one can’t wait to see what Larkford has in store. Every time there’s one of these bonkers events, I get a little more insight into how this town works,’ Alice said, a gentle rosiness colouring her cheeks. ‘You all really look out for each other, don’t you?’

Holly twisted her hair into an impromptu bun and stuck a pencil through it to hold it firmly in place, before ferreting around in her handbag for some lip gloss. ‘We do,’ she replied simply. ‘And that includes you, Miss Walker. If you’ll ever let us.’ She gave Alice a cheeky grin as she teased her, Alice’s determined self-sufficiency having already become a standing joke at The Practice. ‘So if you decide you want me to march down to the training centre and give that bossy Judith a talking-to, you have only to ask. It’s really not right to put you on the spot like this.’

Holly felt rather strongly about this particular issue, as it happened. Obviously it was wonderful that they’d been able to explore Coco’s inherent talent for sniffing out not only blood sugar fluctuations, but also rogue cancer cells over the last year. God knows, the whole team owed that little dog a vote of thanks, and Alice’s friendship with Jamie had certainly deepened as a result, but Holly didn’t envy them the decisions that were on their horizons. It was one thing for Coco to have acquired this amazing skill naturally and organically, it was something else for Alice to find a way to harness it, without making some enormous concessions with regard to her own health in the process. And Judith Lane, the head trainer at the Canine Oncology Department, wasn’t one to compromise willingly.

‘Actually,’ said Holly, ‘I could take Elsie with me. We’re quite the formidable good-cop-bad-cop team these days. You should have seen us the other day when those builders were flytipping in the parkland. Batman and Robin eat your heart out.’ She grinned and wrapped a soft cotton scarf around her neck and considered herself ready; there was very little point getting all dressed up for the show only to be covered in ice-creamy handprints and face paints within minutes.

Alice smoothed down her immaculate linen jacket and sighed. ‘I think we could all use a little Elsie Townsend on tap, don’t you? I bet Judith wouldn’t try any of her emotional blackmail on Elsie, now would she?’

‘She wouldn’t dare,’ Holly agreed. ‘Just say the word. Seriously.’

There was something very special about her relationship with Alice, Holly had recently decided. It wasn’t so much having another female doctor on staff, as having a like-minded soul who shared her beliefs and priorities, even if only in medicine and patient care. Socially, Alice remained a bit of an enigma, no matter what Holly tried. It didn’t mean she was ready to give up just yet though.

‘Right, let’s get Elsie and then it’s show-time!’ Holly waggled her hands in the air, having overindulged on the espressos that morning at merely the thought of the child-count this afternoon. Adding Elsie into the mix was often just enough to turn a picnic into a party, guaranteeing a seemingly endless supply of scandalous anecdotes about their neighbours and Larkford in years gone by. If Alice was on board as well, then they might even have a hope of staying in control! It certainly promised to be interesting.

Holly picked up her jacket and held open the door, Coco needing no invitation to head out into the summer sunshine and Alice seemingly revitalised by the prospect of Elsie’s legendary presence.

Elsie Townsend was Larkford’s resident celebrity. A star of stage and screen in her youth, she was now in her eighties and no less outspoken for it. Her sage and insightful advice, coupled with her fuck-it attitude and incorrigible sense of fun, meant that she was one of Holly’s favourite people in the whole world. Without Elsie, indeed, there was every chance that Holly would still be saddled with her narcissistic first husband, rather than embarking on a new life with Taffy Jones.

She left The Practice door on the latch; who knew how long Taffy and Dan would spend fannying around getting ready? Sometimes it was just easier to leave them to their own devices. A waft of warm honeysuckle filled the gentle breeze as fronds of acid-green foliage lifted and danced around the window frames. The Practice was a funny little building, built of Cotswold stone with small red-brick ‘eyebrows’ arching above each window. It was only the recently built glass atrium that lent light and space to their workplace, giving their patients a bright and airy waiting room and bringing this ancient building into the twenty-first century.

And indeed, much as Taffy and Dan’s outfits had given Holly a sense of stepping back in time, there was little in Larkford’s Market Place to jar the senses. The pastel-coloured Georgian buildings lined one side of the square, Elsie’s house bossily taking centre stage with its newly painted hot pink front door that had ruffled so many feathers on the local planning committee.

Even the golden stone of the shop-fronts on the other side of the Market Place bore wrought-iron signs hanging above their doorways, in keeping with the vintage-style lamp-posts that had been Larkford’s contribution to the Millennium. On a warm summer’s day like today, nestled in their lush green valley, there was nowhere else on earth that Holly would rather be. Or indeed, anyone she would rather spend her time with than the ramshackle group of friends and colleagues that had become her family.

She knocked smartly on Elsie’s front door, the brass jester doorknocker leering at her as always and giving her a frisson of discomfort. She wasn’t quite sure if she was imagining it, but Elsie seemed to be growing more and more troublesome with each passing month, taking an impish delight in disrupting the status quo. As if to reinforce that opinion, Elsie pulled open the door abruptly and posed in the doorway to her parquet hall.

‘Ta-da!’ she cried joyfully, one hand on her hip, the other resting on a lace parasol. The parasol was in fact the least bizarre thing about her outfit, which Holly vaguely recognised from the Audrey Hepburn movie My Fair Lady. Indeed, for a second, Holly found herself oddly moved to shout out to poor Dover-the-racehorse that he should, indeed, move his bloomin’ arse . . .

‘Well, don’t you look fabulous!’ she said, smiling, after the merest hesitation, leaning forward to kiss Elsie fondly on each powdered cheek.

‘Hi,’ offered Alice, hanging back, unusually reticent in the face of such lavish and oddly incongruous glamour.

‘You are such angels for coming to collect me, but you’re cutting it a little fine if you’re going home to get changed,’ Elsie said, attempting tact, but missing her mark as she eyed them both up and down.

Holly held out one arm for Elsie to take, as she pulled the hot pink door closed behind her. ‘Don’t worry, we’ll be fine as we are.’

Elsie squeezed her hand affectionately, clocking immediately the porridge that smeared Holly’s engagement ring, causing her perfect eyebrows to shoot up in alarm. Since the antique, square-cut diamond had previously been one of Elsie’s prized possessions, donated in the spirit of optimism and affection following her matchmaking between Holly and Taffy, they were both a little amazed by Elsie’s restraint in not commenting.

She merely leaned in and gave Holly an affectionate kiss. ‘You do well with your juggling, my darling,’ she said. ‘And I honestly don’t mind waiting if you want to get changed. I know it’s hardly Ladies’ Day at Ascot, but there will be photographs. And lovely young men to talk to. Did I mention my new physio is utterly divine? Sicilian, you know. Felice.’ She gave a little shiver. ‘So appropriately named! He’s popping along later.’

Alice caught Holly’s eye, and by tacit agreement they too said nothing. Elsie’s penchant for a glimpse of firm manly thigh meant that her physiotherapists had to be thoroughly vetted in advance, not to mention persuaded that Elsie was all talk and no trousers, before any more unfortunate misunderstandings could occur.

‘Well,’ said Alice, after a moment’s awkward silence, ‘I think it’s just wonderful that you’re joining in on Dan and Taffy’s bet. They don’t stand a chance against your fabulous outfit. You’ve definitely nailed it.’

Elsie looked at her in confusion. ‘What are you talking about?’ She glanced down at her ensemble and then turned to Holly, as Alice flushed. ‘I don’t know anything about a bet, darling, do you? Have I missed something?’


Chapter 2

Entering the showground on the banks of the River Lark, Holly pushed her hair back from her face and surveyed the chaos around her. She stepped smartly to one side as a Shetland pony barged past, head down, eyes on the prize of the apple-bobbing stall behind her. The young girl on board clearly had very little control and her freckled grin made it clear that she didn’t really care. After all, in the water meadows of the Larkford Valley, and with most of the population gathered together on this sunniest of Saturdays, there were more pairs of hands to help than was probably necessary.

Holly caught hold of the twins as they each attempted to pull in separate directions, Tom heading for the cake stall as per usual and Ben entranced by the Barn Owl Rescue Charity. Lizzie’s three children looped around her legs like excitable puppies, their little faces painted like tigers, already slightly smudged, and their energy certainly not in short supply. No wonder Lizzie had been so keen to hand them all over and take to the Main Arena for her moment in the spotlight.

‘We’ve got all afternoon,’ Holly protested. ‘We can do cakes and barn owls later. We need to get to the Main Arena or we’ll miss Eric and Lizzie in their competition.’

Alice fell happily into stride beside them. ‘I can’t believe how fantastic this is! It’s a proper country show. Elsie’s already ensconced in the VIP tent and I just walked past Cassie and Marion having a real to-do about the correct jam-to-cream ratio in a Victoria sponge.’ The rivalries in Larkford over the best cake/marrow/flower display had been building for weeks in anticipation of this very day and Alice was clearly enjoying every spat.

Holly noticed that Coco pressed herself tightly against her owner’s ankles, evidently not enjoying the spectacle quite so much. It took quite a lot to throw Coco off her game, but the general noise and hubbub of the Larkford Country Show seemed to be properly testing her bombproof credentials. The little spaniel flinched slightly as the loudhailer crackled into life and Taffy’s voice, returned to its more usual Welsh cadence, could be heard echoing across the meadows.

‘Could all the entrants for “Dog that looks most like owner” please come to the Main Arena. And to be clear, folks, we do actually need the dog and the owner to be there in person.’

Holly grinned. She knew exactly why this announcement had been necessary. Mrs Greene – undefeated champion for the last three years – had been threatening to enter by Skype this year, as the show happened to coincide with her family holiday to Ireland. The ruckus in The Kingsley Arms at the very suggestion had been quite the eye-opener as to how high the passions ran in this country market town when there were prizes and bragging rights up for grabs.

Alice bent down to scoop Coco out of the path of a vast four-wheel-drive pram, and stroked her silky chocolate-coloured ears. ‘It’s quite something, all this . . . I’m even slightly tempted to join in next year.’

Holly tried not to look surprised. Alice had been in Larkford for a year now, but although she had clearly softened to their way of life, there was still a certain reserve. She hadn’t leapt into Larkford with both feet the way Holly had, but then maybe, she thought, Alice had less to prove?

‘For the record,’ said Holly, ‘I think you’re quite mad to wait. You and Coco would steal the title now, if only we could persuade you to enter.’ Holly reached across and lifted a strand of Alice’s mahogany bob to prove her point. ‘I can’t tell where your hair ends and Coco’s ears begin. Definitely lookalike champions in the making.’

Alice blushed slightly, uncomfortable with the scrutiny. ‘I think Coco and I might lack the competitive edge,’ she said, as Major Waverly walked past, he and his terrier, Grover, sporting matching bow ties. To be fair, their salt and pepper whiskers and twinkling eyes made them dead ringers for one another, but it did bemuse Holly that a well-respected septuagenarian might set such store by a lookalike contest.

Holly leaned in, her twins hanging off each hand. ‘Do you know, I wouldn’t be Dan today for all the money in the world. Whoever he chooses to win, there’ll be consequences. When he chose your aunt’s brownies over Cassie Holland’s last year, she didn’t speak to him for a month!’

The two women both smiled, secretly thinking that a month without Cassie Holland in your ear actually sounded more like a perk of the job than a downside. ‘Speak of the devil,’ said Alice quietly.

Even Coco and all the children tensed slightly as Cassie hove into view, her clipboard pressed officiously to her hessian-clad chest. ‘Don’t dither around, ladies – if you’ve time on your hands then there’s plenty to do. We’re not just here to have fun, you know.’ She thrust a printed sheet towards Holly and waggled it annoyingly when Holly refused to take the bait.

It was one thing spending hours last night printing out blank certificates and twisting coloured ribbons onto safety pins for the prize-winners, but Holly had really hoped that she was now off duty and would be able to properly relax and enjoy the Larkford Country Show. If there was one thing she’d learned with Cassie Holland, if you gave her an inch she would take a mile. ‘I’ve done my bit, Cassie. I’m here with the children now,’ she said pleasantly, but firmly.

‘What about you then, Dr Walker?’ pressed Cassie with an edge to her voice. ‘Spit-spot. Don’t just dither on the edges in your designer togs. I do hope you’re not afraid to get your hands a little dirty?’

‘Oh Cassie, leave the poor girl alone,’ interrupted Holly, taking umbrage on Alice’s behalf. It was hardly as though Alice was teetering in four-inch Chanel heels; apparently merely looking smart, on-trend and un-muddied was the equivalent though, in Cassie’s beady little eyes.

Alice herself just shrugged. Seemingly unfazed.

Holly truly felt for her – they all knew that the locals enjoyed discussing Alice’s wardrobe, commenting without filter on her figure and her looks. As the newest young, single doctor in town, it was probably to be expected, and Alice seemed to accept a certain amount of scrutiny without question. But then, as Holly knew only too well, that didn’t mean she necessarily appreciated it. In fact, the more time she spent with Alice, the more she realised how carefully Alice guarded her privacy. A year in, and Alice’s hidden depths were no closer to revealing themselves. Holly was beginning to feel almost protective of her – not in a maternal way, more of a sisterly solidarity in the making.

The tannoy crackled into life again. ‘Would Cassie Holland please come to the cake tent. That’s Cassie Holland to the cake tent. Your son is, er, waiting for you.’ There was an ear-splitting squeal of feedback and Taffy carried on talking, clearly under the illusion that his conversation was no longer being broadcast. ‘And causing chaos. Little sod. I can’t believe he ate the Best In Show! What that boy needs is a— Ah, thanks, Lucy.’ With an abrupt click, the transmission ended.

Holly deliberately avoided catching Alice’s eye, the two of them frozen by some unspoken agreement to avoid the overwhelming urge to laugh. Cassie paused, the form she had been waggling in Alice’s face now hanging limply from her hand. She opened her mouth as though to speak and closed it again, before wordlessly turning on her heel and barrelling towards the cake tent.

If only there were a bollocking on little Tarquin’s horizon, thought Holly, there might still be time for him to become a decent member of their community. As it was, with his liberal and free-range upbringing veering towards the negligent – all in the name of child-centred parenting – he was actually becoming a mini-tyrant. Poor Marion had been forced to ban him from the Spar shop for pilfering the Pick-And-Mix, and many a resident automatically moved their beloved dog out of range as he ran by, for fear of a kick or a poke from his omnipresent stick.

‘Oh poor Taffy,’ said Holly in consternation, knowing only too well what it felt like to be on the receiving end of a Cassie-tirade.

Alice shook her head. ‘It really does take all sorts, doesn’t it? How does she get away with being so opinionated and so utterly wrong, without fuelling an angry mob?’

Holly nodded, still quietly fuming on Alice’s behalf about Cassie’s ignorant assertions the previous week. For God’s sake, as a doctor and a Type One diabetic, Alice knew perfectly well that diabetes was not a self-inflicted illness, but by the time Cassie had said her piece, the poor girl had looked shattered. Holly could only hope that Alice wasn’t allowing those vile comments to stick in her head and torment her.

‘She’s all talk though, isn’t she?’ Holly said reassuringly. ‘I just try to remind myself that every little dig and jibe is another window into her own insecurities. And that, actually, we should be feeling sorry for her.’ She paused and wrinkled her nose cheerfully. ‘Well, sometimes that works. Sometimes I have to physically restrain myself from clobbering her.’

Alice nodded, seemingly comforted that she was not alone in that temptation at least.

Holly turned her head to the sunshine, drinking in the laughter and conversation around her. The Larkford Country Show really did have to be seen to be believed – a slice of Middle England on parade. The Major’s cronies were demonstrating the best way to cast with fly-fishing rods over the River Lark; one of the farmers had rigged up a whack-a-mole (thankfully not with a real mole this year); the ladies of the Larkford WI were keeping the cake and produce competitions running and under control (no mean feat actually when the competitive edge around here was so acute) and there was a bouncy castle to exhaust toddlers and offer parental reprieve. Holly couldn’t help thinking that the Pimm’s stand would do a roaring trade if it had been adjacent to Kiddie Korner, but she wasn’t prepared to weather the looks of judgement should she dare to suggest it.

At least she could relax in the knowledge that Lucy, their ponytailed yet formidable receptionist, was on hand to keep Taffy on track in the commentary box today. Whoever had thought it was a good idea to give her garrulous fiancé free rein with a microphone clearly didn’t know him very well!

‘Oh, how lovely!’ exclaimed Alice. ‘Would you look at that?’ All heads turned as a parade of ponies trotted through the showground, all dressed up to the nines. The children on board sported immaculate white jodhpurs and fitted tweed jackets and their ponies’ highly groomed coats shone in the sunlight. It was a remarkable and beautiful sight to behold, if only because the riders themselves were so diminutive and yet so accomplished. This was no ordinary Pony Club, this was the Larkford Equine Association. There were Arabellas, Imogens and Clementines galore in this subset of their community and most of these children radiated the glowing health of privilege. In fact, Holly realised, she had rarely seen any of them in her consulting rooms – perhaps they had a private GP on the Pony Club payroll?

Their parents strolled casually through the parkland, their gilets and shades cutting quite the stylish dash through the quilted waistcoats and Tattersall check shirts of Larkford. Holly quietly bit her tongue, realising that young Alice may not be quite so quick to join in with the jokes about their voguish pack-mentality as Lizzie always was. It was tough out there on the streets of Larkford if you failed to measure up to the yummy-mummy standard; indeed Holly had long since given up trying and was all the happier for it.

As Charlotte Lansing strode into view, her lips pursed against a hunting horn, Holly tried hard not to laugh. Charlotte’s corduroy trousers and leather boots had a soundtrack all of their own as she marched past. ‘Ride halt!’ she bellowed, and every single pony stopped on a dime and turned into line – a noticeable improvement in obedience on the previous class of puppies and dogs leaping about excitedly.

Dan Carter strolled up beside them. ‘Well, I’m glad I’m not judging this class as well.’ He looked almost shell-shocked, covered in muddy paw prints and with an alarmingly vivid lipstick imprint on his cheek. ‘I’m not sure it was a good idea to put Lizzie and Eric in first place. Even if they were the best match by a mile. I can’t throw a brick around here without cries of nepotism!’

Holly laughed, delighted that Eric, the ‘time-share puppy’ she owned with Lizzie, had picked up a prize, even if her best friend’s lipstick on Dan’s face had obviously ruffled a few feathers. ‘What did they win?’

‘A year’s supply of doggie treats,’ Dan answered, ‘so it’s not as if I’m in for a cut of the swag, now is it? Even if she is my cousin.’

The tannoy above their heads squealed its introduction and Taffy’s increasingly tense, increasingly Welsh tones echoed around the valley. ‘Could the person with the Mercedes reg B16 DIX please move your vehicle – you are blocking the exit from the car park.’ There was a clunk of a button being depressed. ‘And you clearly need to get a life, I mean really, who are they kidding, Big Di— Oh, thanks, Lucy.’ Another squeal and the tannoy fell silent.

‘Somebody seriously needs to teach your fiancé how to use an off-switch,’ said Dan, laughing so hard it was only a silent exhalation.

‘In so many ways,’ Holly agreed. ‘He’s like a whirlwind of energy. All the time.’ She shook her head, still laughing. ‘It’s like living with the Duracell Bunny.’ And she loved it, she thought to herself; her house was filled with laughter and fun and chaos. So what if she occasionally needed a long, long shower just to get some peace? Living with Taffy Jones had changed her life and Holly treasured every moment.

As a small bunch of boys hurtled through their group, swinging around legs and tent poles in their haste to catch one another, Coco shied away and Alice bent down to pick her up again. Holly knew it wasn’t training protocol to do so in a busy area, but as the number of visitors multiplied and the number of events going on simultaneously grew, Holly was aware of a faint peripheral nervousness that she couldn’t quite place. Perhaps Alice had the right idea? She held on tightly to the children’s hands, gathering them around her, and looked about, trying to place the source of her unease.

Major Waverly marching up to Dan in indignation didn’t exactly help. ‘I’m very disappointed in you, young Daniel. Grover and I were clearly a shoe-in for that award. I have to confess I feel rather let down – and after I’d organised such a lovely surprise for you all as well.’

‘A surprise?’ asked Dan, looking around, refusing to be drawn into the debate.

The Major looked at his watch and then up at the sky. ‘Any moment now, in fact. Supposed to be my glory parade. Too late to cancel,’ he harrumphed.

A smattering of applause from the Main Arena announced that the ‘Under-Ten Ridden Show Pony’ class had clearly reached some kind of denouement and Holly wondered whether the entrants there would take the result as personally as the Major clearly had.

Coco suddenly scrabbled in Alice’s arms. It was so unlikely, so unusual, that Alice nearly dropped her. This trembling bundle of chocolate-coloured fur pressing tightly into Alice’s neck and whimpering took all of them by surprise.

Only moments later, it all made sense. A growling from the skies grew to apocalyptic proportions and a vintage biplane buzzed overhead. Holly barely had the chance to register that there were two small figures standing on the wings, before it turned into an ambitious loop-the-loop.

There was a second’s delay on the ground but that was all, before absolute chaos broke loose.


Chapter 3

Holly watched in sheer disbelief as the bucolic scene around her dissolved, as though hit by a tsunami of sound. Only those who actually had the presence of mind to look upwards could identify the source of the flattening roar – babies and small children simply burst into wails of confusion and distress. Lizzie’s children and the twins clapped their hands over their ears in mute astonishment at the scene in the sky above them, pressing themselves instinctively against Holly’s legs, mouths open in matching O’s. Coco whimpered pathetically, craving security and comfort.

But it was the intensity of the screams from the Main Arena that grabbed everyone’s attention, as beautifully polished ponies scattered in every direction, their riders clinging on for dear life or indeed bailing out onto the soft sawdust of the arena. Even Charlotte Lansing’s commands to her ‘gals’ were drowned out by the chaos.

As quickly as the biplane had arrived, it swooped up into the heavens again, leaving a trail of vapour and an aftermath of pandemonium. Holly instinctively looked around, assessing their immediate environment for casualties and breathing an enormous sigh of relief that everyone was still standing.

Everyone except the Major.

Dan was already guiding him towards a chair and loosening that ridiculous bow tie, as the Major’s face turned puce and he struggled for air. ‘He’s fine,’ Dan called over his shoulder to Marion, reaching for the Major’s nitro spray. ‘Just his angina acting up.’

‘That was close,’ Holly said to Alice. ‘That could have been so much worse. What was he even thinking—’ It was only then that the rhythmic hammering of hooves, punctuated by a gasping cry, caught her attention.

A small bay-coloured pony, its mane and tail exquisitely plaited and shining with health and vigour, was bolting towards them. Charlotte Lansing was in pursuit, but the wide-eyed fear on little Jessica Hearst’s face was clear to everyone watching as she clung on desperately. Out of control, the pony was picking up speed, the prized rosette for Best Turned-Out flapping on his bridle only serving to escalate his panic.

Mothers grabbed their children, dogs were pulled abruptly to heel on their leads, nobody wanting to be caught in Jessica’s path as she gamely tried to slow their flight. Perhaps she would have succeeded, her petite frame was certainly stronger than it looked, as she managed to regain her balance and sit deep, anchoring her feet into the stirrups to give herself leverage on the reins. Perhaps, thought Holly for a split second, everything really would be okay.

And then the world seemed to blur and refract around them, as a stray string of bunting caught in the light summer breeze and snaked out into the air, a twirling multicoloured rope of flags tipping the balance out of Jessica’s favour. That one second felt never-ending, as the distracted pony’s front hoof folded into a divot in the grass, his whole body crumpling in on itself as it hurtled towards the ground, with Jessica propelled forward by sheer momentum.

The impact of their bodies hitting the ground in tandem was nothing compared to the sickening thud as a flailing hoof caught Jessica’s helmet.

Hollow fear followed a heartbeat later, as the terrified pony staggered back to its feet and Jessica remained, motionless, on the ground.

Her twins and Lizzie’s brood were all truly sobbing now and Holly froze, utterly conflicted as to where her attention should be focused. But Alice didn’t even hesitate in taking the lead, thrusting Coco’s harness into Holly’s hand and dashing over to Jessica’s side, as others tried to catch the distraught and flailing pony before any more damage could be done. Gently, so gently, Alice reached for Jessica’s wrist, looking to find a pulse.

‘Don’t move her,’ called Holly unnecessarily, torn between trying to soothe the children and keep an eye on Alice at the same time.

The crack in the little girl’s helmet was like a fissure through the resin, as though an axe had struck her, and Holly looked around her for support. Marion Waverly swooped in, gathering all five young children into her ample bosom and allowing Holly to run over towards the poor girl still lying prone and unresponsive.

Teddy Kingsley was on his mobile only a few feet away, calling for an ambulance and trying to convey the severity of their situation. ‘Teddy!’ Holly called in an urgent whisper, trying not to alarm the people around them, who were already panicking. ‘Tell them there’s a GP on site, an obvious head injury, loss of consciousness and we need a direct transfer to Frenchay Hospital. Tell them we need the Air Ambulance.’ She paused, ‘Tell them it’s critical, Teddy.’

She crouched down beside Alice, who was checking Jessica’s vitals again, keen to ensure that she wasn’t missing anything in the stress of the moment – it had been a long time since her trauma rotation as a medical student, but Holly was impressed to see that Alice’s composure was absolute. ‘You’re doing fine,’ Holly encouraged her. ‘You’ve got this.’ Thank God.

Alice nodded, muttering, ‘ABC,’ over and over under her breath. She looked to Holly for reassurance. ‘Airway’s clear now. I did a modified jaw thrust because of the likelihood of spinal injury?’ It wasn’t really a question, it was a statement of fact, still it was obvious Alice needed Holly’s confirmation that she was doing the right thing. ‘She’s breathing on her own and there’s decent capillary refill.’ Alice pressed the fingernail bed on Jessica’s tiny hand again and counted until the colour suffused the tissue again. ‘And her heart rate’s pretty steady at sixty-five, but she’s still unresponsive. Pupils reactive though,’ she added, ever hopeful.

Holly placed a supportive hand on Alice’s arm. ‘You’re doing great, Alice. Keep an eye on her, tell me the minute anything changes, okay? I’ll talk to dispatch to get an ETA and make sure the team at Frenchay know she’s coming.’ Holly stood up and held out her hand for Teddy’s mobile.

Holly noticed in her peripheral vision that Cassie Holland was trying, in vain, to corral people away from the scene. Charlotte Lansing had managed to catch the pony, now tiredly lashing out in fear, and Holly could only hope that this gloriously rustic afternoon was not going to end in tragedy for anyone.

She looked up, utterly appalled that the thought hadn’t occurred to her sooner. ‘The parents? Where are Jessica’s parents?’

‘I’m on it,’ said Teddy, gratefully thrusting his phone into Holly’s hand, relieved of his post as ambulance liaison. He jogged away across the showground, heading straight for the VIP hospitality suite. There was no way that Jessica’s family would have been roughing it with the hoi polloi in the beer tent, but surely it wasn’t possible that the carnage outside their silk-lined cocoon had eluded them, thought Holly crossly.

The vulnerable figure of their only daughter lying on the grass in such an awkward position would be horrifying either way, Holly realised, shrugging off her jacket and laying it over Jessica despite the warmth of the day. Even though she wasn’t conscious, her slight body would be experiencing all manner of shock reactions.

There was a flurry of conversation behind them, as Holly methodically updated the trauma unit in Bristol as to what they might expect and Alice diligently checked Jessica’s vitals again – whispering, shouting, tears and a wailing sob that could only have been Lavinia Hearst. Quite why she was yelling at Teddy and the Major rather than rushing to her daughter’s side was not for her to say, thought Holly, but seriously? There would be plenty of opportunities for blaming and shaming later; herself included, for that awful moment of frozen indecision between her role as parent or doctor.

With no helpful information about the Air Ambulance ETA forthcoming on the phone, time seemed to expand and contract around her. Holly felt swamped. Somebody needed to talk to the parents and Jessica required absolute focus – there was no margin for error here. The slightest slip could mean paralysis or, with a traumatic injury to the head like this, there were any number of complications that Holly didn’t even want to contemplate.

But she simply didn’t know whether Alice was up to the job of coping with an hysterical Lavinia Hearst, and Jessica had to be their priority.

The discussions around her grew more strident as Lavinia ranted.

‘Lavinia? Hi, I’m Dr Graham. Jessica’s vitals are stable at the moment but there’s help on the way to take her to Frenchay. She’s had rather a nasty bash on her head. Can you take a deep breath for me, because Jessica needs you to be calm right now. We need to focus on Jessica. Okay?’ Holly said with gentle but non-negotiable firmness, unwilling to leave Alice unsupported in such a challenging situation for too long, but aware that Lavinia was two ticks away from spiralling into a panic attack.

Dan arrived, slightly out of breath from his exertions with the Major, and knelt down in the grass beside them; it was obvious from his whole demeanour that he didn’t come bearing good news. ‘You’re doing a great job, guys,’ he said softly, ‘but now I want you to listen to me and then we’re going to work together, okay? I’ve just spoken to dispatch. There’s no Air Ambulance available today. It’s not coming. This is going to be a longer journey for Jessica than I’d like.’

The commotion of voices and moving equipment broke over them like another wave, jolting Holly out of her focus, as the ambulance pulled up beside them and the doors were flung open. Discussions about the bumpiness of the track across the showground began throwing open a whole new set of problems.

Holly and Alice were both swept aside as Dan took over, conferring with the paramedics and taking control.

Holly gave Alice a hug. ‘You did such a brilliant job, Alice. But it’s time to let Dan step in. He really is the best person for this job now; the things he learned in the Army . . . ’

Alice nodded, her eyes never once leaving the tiny figure now being transferred to a backboard and swamped by the neck brace that the paramedics and Dan had prioritised before anything else. ‘It’s the right thing to do,’ Alice said awkwardly.

From this point though, as Holly remembered only too well from her years in A&E, ‘time was brain’ – it was a race now to stop any secondary swelling causing yet more irreversible damage.

They might not see too many traumatic brain injuries at The Practice, but they all knew that Dan was no stranger to life-changing injuries, and his experience patching together survivors of roadside bombs gave him the obvious advantage.

Holly turned her attention back to Lavinia Hearst, outlining in simple terms what would happen next and gently explaining the reality of the situation for her – a filthy concussion was actually a best-case scenario for Jessica right now, as she still remained unconscious. Not that Lavinia appeared to be listening – whether from shock or sheer bloody stupidity, she swung from yelling at the Major to trying to reach her daughter ‘just to hold her’.

Watching the paramedics gently transferring Jessica to a backboard was a lesson in caution all of its own; any benefit from rushing negated by the obvious risks of paralysis. Allowing Lavinia into the mix while she was so overwrought and unpredictable could have devastating consequences.

Holly glanced up and saw that Alice’s face was now sheet-white and her eyes were wide, as the shock of the whole accident began to catch up with her. ‘You okay?’ Holly said gently, grateful that Mr Hearst had finally turned up in time to comfort his wife in her transition from anger to terrified disbelief.

‘He was right to bench me,’ said Alice quietly, if a little begrudgingly. ‘I’m out of my depth.’ She waved a hand towards Dan, where he was intently discussing and implementing the optimum oxygenation rate for Jessica. It was all a question of balance to avoid the twin extremes of hypoxia and hypocapnea. ‘In all honesty,’ Alice confessed to Holly, ‘I’m not sure I would have remembered that, would I?’

Holly said nothing for a moment – it was a common rookie mistake: when it came to oxygen, the instinctive assumption was that more would be better. It was also much better that Alice had come to this realisation on her own. ‘Don’t overthink this, Alice,’ Holly said quietly. ‘This is why we have paramedics. Obviously we need to know the basics of trauma management, but we’re GPs, not A&E consultants. I can see you beating yourself up about this already, but we can’t all be everything. Or we’d end up being jacks of all trades and masters of none.’

Alice nodded, watching as Dan leapt into the back of the ambulance and the doors swung slowly shut. ‘You’re right, of course, but shouldn’t we have the best emergency training possible?’

Her plaintive question gave Holly the perfect opportunity to bring her back into the moment; whilst Jessica’s injuries were obviously life-threatening, there were still plenty of Larkford’s residents around them that needed their help. From cuts and bruises, to a shock-induced asthma attack, to the Major, who now seemed to be having some sort of nervous breakdown, aghast that his celebratory surprise might yet have such catastrophic consequences.

Holly took a deep breath. ‘That’s certainly a conversation we should have. Another day. Right now, our patients need us. You take the Major and I’ll pop Geoffrey Larch on the portable nebuliser,’ Holly said, surveying the damage.

Taffy had already established a triage system in the Main Arena and now had all the riders dismounted and under control. To Holly’s immense surprise it was Cassie Holland who was in her element. She was walking amongst them with her clipboard and a mobile phone, contacting relatives, handing out hot sweet tea to those in shock. She looked poised and in control – clearly someone who rose to a challenge.

Alice nodded and walked over to the Major, Holly watching her closely. It was clear that Alice had always considered herself to be one of those people too. And, as with all high-achievers, she could only focus on her weaknesses, rather than her achievements. Holly was quite convinced that Alice couldn’t see the amazing courage that had propelled her forward to Jessica in those first few minutes; she would, in all likelihood, be focusing instead on the ambulance driving away without her on board. Replaceable, replaced and out of her depth. Alice Walker was a fabulous doctor, no doubt, but she was also her own harshest critic.

Holly sighed deeply, hoping that Alice’s confidence wouldn’t be yet another tragedy of this afternoon’s events.


Chapter 4

It was only natural, Alice supposed, that she might experience a shock reaction to what she had seen – strike that, what she had been involved in, earlier that day. She still shuddered slightly at the idea that her own arrogance in pushing forward to help might ultimately have had a negative impact on Jessica’s recovery. She couldn’t put her finger on why she’d done it though, and with Holly standing right there beside her! And once she’d begun to take care of Jessica, she couldn’t deny that she’d felt personally invested in that little girl’s recovery and utterly piqued when Dan had swept in and taken over.

She shivered under the blanket that her aunt Pru had wrapped around her shoulders, tucking her feet up under herself on the sofa and sipping at her cup of tea – tea being the balm for all ills, in her aunt’s opinion. With Coco fast asleep beside her, Alice tried to relax.

But it wasn’t that easy.

‘Honestly,’ she said to her aunt, who was fussing around her sitting room, ‘do leave it. I’ll get everything sorted when I get a weekend off.’ It took all of Alice’s restraint not to leap up and prise the books and photographs out of her aunt’s well-meaning hands, as she continued to ‘give the place a little tidy’.

Catching the edge in her niece’s voice, Pru sat down reluctantly – one of those women for whom sitting idle was anathema. After all, she would reason, time spent chatting could also be time spent cleaning, cooking, gardening.

‘Alice, love,’ she began tentatively, casting her eye around the sitting room, ‘I really think you need to take some time to unpack properly. You’ve been in this house for months now and you’ve storage boxes everywhere. How long would it take for the two of us to really knuckle down and get you properly settled?’ She waved a hand at the large wall behind the sofa. ‘A nice bookshelf from that Swedish Eekoo place would do just the job.’

Alice couldn’t help but smile at her aunt’s earnest expression. ‘Do you mean Ikea, Aunty Pru?’ she offered, without judgement. She was well used to her aunt’s propensity for muddling up words – indeed this habit had often been the only highlight of family get-togethers when Alice had been small and the only child in the family, not a cousin in sight.

‘I think I’ll wait until I’ve time to do it properly,’ she said, taking a sip of tea and trying not to let the panic show on her face. The very idea of somebody else unpacking her boxes or decorating her sitting room made the skin on her neck prickle. She attempted to soften her abrupt tone as soon as she saw the hurt expression on Pru’s face. ‘It is my very first home of my own, after all. Even if it is just a rental. I want it to be fun and take my time with it – get it just the way I want it. Maybe head into Bath for the Antiques Market and sniff out a bargain?’

‘Of course,’ her aunt nodded, mollified at least that Alice had a plan in place. ‘You’re quite right.’ As Pru stood up yet again to go and fiddle in the kitchen, a running narrative floated through the archway that divided the ground floor of this terraced cottage in two, with Alice only picking up half the monologue. The other half of her attention was focused on ways to keep her aunt downstairs; if she thought this looked bad, there was no way Alice was going to allow her to see the bedrooms upstairs.

‘You know, I’m so grateful for you bringing me home,’ Alice began, pushing off the blanket and wandering through to the kitchen, ‘but I think a good night’s sleep is probably just what the doctor ordered.’ She didn’t specifically ask her aunt to leave, couldn’t bring herself to be that blunt, but the message was clear, as she let the sentiment dangle.

Pru wiped her hands on a tea towel and cast one more glance around the newly sparkling kitchen. ‘Well, at least I don’t have to worry about you starving,’ she said, with an attempt at humour. She waved a hand at Alice’s over-stocked larder. ‘In fact, with all that food in there, you’re probably covered through to Christmas.’ She leaned in and kissed Alice on the cheek, brushing away the stray frond of hair that always tumbled forward into her eyes. ‘I’ll give you a ring tomorrow, love, okay? Just to make sure there’s no ill-effects from your heroics?’

As the front door slammed shut behind her, there was a moment of suspended silence, before Alice’s anguished sobs could be restrained no longer. She slid down against the cabinets in the kitchen, her bizarre bunny slippers sticking out in front of her, as the roiling anxiety in her stomach was allowed free rein. Holding it together in front of her aunt had only served to exacerbate the angst – not just about poor little Jessica Hearst or the unexpected trauma of the afternoon, but all of it compounded by the stress of having someone, anyone really, rootling through her things.

She knew it wasn’t a proportionate reaction, just as she knew it was a sentiment best kept to herself. She simply couldn’t stand to share her space and incur judgement. And judgement was inevitable really, if anybody looked too closely.

Coco’s sniffing attentions brought her back into the moment, as they always did. There was only ever unconditional love and acceptance from her little spaniel – and for Alice, this was one of the greatest gifts of all.

Hours later, as Coco lay diagonally across Alice’s bed, the only light in the bedroom came from the flickering glow of Alice’s laptop. An early night may have seemed like the best recovery plan, but her body refused to comply. With her blood sugar fluctuating more than usual, Alice felt the ever-present nervousness about submitting to sleep. She knew that Coco was there to alert her to any problems in the night, but that wasn’t always enough to take away the fear. Especially after a day like today.

She missed Tilly, her best friend, confidante and social conscience. Tilly brought focus and perspective to Alice’s life, even though their friendship these days was mainly conducted via Skype and Facebook, while Tilly was busy travelling around the world, taking her medical skills to wherever needed her most. She was in South America right now and, to Alice, had never felt further away. She clicked onto Skype in hope more than expectation of finding a little green tick next to her name. No such luck.

So instead, Alice trawled the internet as she always did, erratically clicking from one designer website to another, with no particular goal in mind. The very action of hunting out a bargain soothing in itself.

As she compared prices on a particularly lovely MaxMara bracelet she categorically did not need, Alice’s focus was so absolute that she finally felt that ‘give’ – the release she’d been hoping for. It was hard to know when this habit had become a ritual, but Alice tried not to think about it. All she cared about was that it worked.

She clicked through the checkout, her card details already saved, but barely missing a beat when the font changed to red and her transaction was declined. She reached across a slumbering Coco for her wallet on the bedside table, ignoring the little dog’s groans of protest at being disturbed. Without hesitation, Alice picked a different credit card at random and typed the numbers in by the light of the screen. As her order confirmation number flashed up and the bracelet became rightfully hers, she sighed. Maybe this time, her pick-me-up purchase would actually do its job when it arrived.

The phone beside her trilled into the darkness, jolting Coco awake, startling them both – who could be phoning at this time of night, Alice cursed. ‘Hello?’ she answered curtly, before noticing the digits on the clock beside her – it was only ten o’clock.

‘Alice? It’s Jamie. Everything okay?’

Typical of him to notice every nuance of her tone, she thought as she hurriedly tried to regroup. ‘Fine, honestly fine,’ she said. ‘I just grabbed an early night, that’s all.’

‘And I woke you up? Shit. And here was me trying to be helpful and supportive!’ When Alice didn’t reply he blundered on. ‘I just saw the local news, that’s all. I wanted to see if you were alright?’ The openness and ease in his voice was something Alice envied – his motivations always transparent. If he said he was phoning to see how she was, that was actually what he was doing – this was no late-night booty call.

If only, Alice sighed, before sharply reining in her thoughts. Jamie Yardley was categorically not the answer to her problems. But he was her friend, one of her best friends really, and she appreciated their relationship more than he would probably ever know. ‘That’s very sweet,’ she replied, her tone softening. ‘And you only woke up Coco, so she’ll be expecting restitution when she sees you next.’

Jamie’s laugh rumbled down the phone line. ‘She can have some extra bacon, how’s that? I imagine she’s earned it today—’ The humour barely disguised the concern in his voice. After all, as Coco’s dog trainer, he was utterly au fait with the nightly balancing act that Coco and Alice endured, knowing only too well how much stress and adrenalin could throw a Type One diabetic off balance. There were certainly very few other people in her life who realised, truly realised, what she went through every day just to appear normal and functional. ‘How are you two really doing?’

Jamie was never one to be fobbed off lightly and Alice struggled with that – some days it was exactly what she needed, longed for even, but others? Well, it was only a small click over to intrusive.

‘We’re okay, Jamie,’ Alice replied, after a pause, where she had weighed up the options of bullshitting him. ‘It might be a long night though.’

She could almost hear him nod down the line, his phone wedged under his chin as always, another chronic multitasker. ‘The news said Jessica’s making a good recovery,’ Jamie said gently, ‘so you can relax now. Your part is over and, by all accounts, Walker, you did good.’

Alice took a breath, about to interrupt, about to tell him that she’d had no business stepping forward to help that girl in the first place, but something stopped her. She didn’t want him to see all her insecurities after all. ‘I might watch a movie,’ she proffered.

‘Do you want me to stay on the line and watch the same one, Harry-met-Sally style?’ he suggested teasingly, knowing exactly what kind of movie Alice always reached for. He’d tried to widen her horizons, offering DVDs of epic spy movies, Marvel superheroes or even Star Wars trilogies, but Alice was firmly wedded to the Happy-Ever-Afters – anything by Working Title, or starring Hugh Grant, and Alice was happy. It was the only area of her life where she was content to be a cliché.

‘Night, Jamie,’ she said instead, unable to disguise the smile in her voice at his suggestion. ‘Thank you though.’

‘You’re very welcome,’ he said, registering the change and seemingly content that all was now well. ‘Phone me if you get bored of Julia Roberts.’ He hung up with a click and Alice stared at the receiver in her hand, the dialling tone loud in the darkness.

She sighed. There was something about Jamie Yardley that made her smile every time; he seemed to know without prompting exactly what she needed. Just like every best friend should.

She scrunched up her eyes tightly in the darkness, as though by doing so she could ignore the room around her, the chaos around her.

And therein lay the solitary problem with Jamie – he was altogether too local. And if Alice’s dating life had one parameter, it was distance. Not so much the old adage that absence made the heart grow fonder, more that the likelihood of somebody sharing her personal space was dramatically reduced.

She opened her eyes, ignoring the shapes looming in the darker recesses of her bedroom, and stared intently at her laptop screen, clicking on the windows until her Match.com profile appeared and she could access her messages. Her heart did a small flip-flop as she saw that Ollie was already online.

Hey – she typed – how was the surf this morning?

They had nothing in common.

They would, in all likelihood, never meet.

But chatting with Ollie Turner online was the closest that Alice got to dating these days.

And, of course, it helped that Sydney, Australia was just far enough away to discourage any thoughts of sleepovers or spontaneous visits.


Chapter 5

Holly shook her head as Dan continued to rage on Monday morning, pacing up and down her consulting room at The Practice, being forced to make a turn every four strides. It wasn’t just that she didn’t agree with him; she simply couldn’t understand the scale of this reaction. She’d tried, without success, to interrupt him and explain the reality of the situation, but obviously Dan was so worked up that he wasn’t going to let something as boring as the facts get in the way of a good argument.

‘I mean, they have every right to be fucking furious, don’t they? The partners were all there – on the scene, literally as it happened – but we let Alice, our junior, take the lead?’ He rubbed his eyes tiredly and, whilst Holly could understand how spending the whole of Saturday night at the hospital with Jessica’s distraught (and litigious) parents might have taken its toll, she still owed him the truth.

‘Look,’ she reminded him gently, ‘it wasn’t as though Jessica was the only casualty. And I was there beside Alice until you took over her care. In many ways,’ she ventured, ‘we should be proud that Alice had the wherewithal to clear Jess’s airway so promptly and cautiously, or we could be looking at an entirely different outcome.’

They’d been going round in circles for ages, their coffees grown cold on the desk and their Monday morning anything but a fresh start. ‘Lavinia’s on the warpath, Holly. How this has become the fault of the people who saved her daughter, rather than that idiot pilot, or the Major for booking the bloody plane in the first place, I do not know.’ He sat down abruptly, as though somebody had cut his strings. ‘That poor kid,’ he said.

Holly nodded. There was no avoiding the fact that Jess had a long road to recovery ahead of her. The Traumatic Brain Injury team would be assessing her in the next few days, once the swelling had subsided. They could only be grateful at this point that there was no spinal injury or brain bleed. Only time would tell what young Jess Hearst was actually dealing with.

There was a gentle tap at the door and Grace, their Practice Manager and all-round saviour, poked her head into the room. ‘I’ve brought fresh coffee and a heads-up.’ She deftly placed two steaming mugs on Holly’s desk. ‘You two are giving the patients in the waiting room quite the show.’

Holly flushed instantly at the idea of their patients hearing their heated debate, as time had obviously run away with them, but Dan looked unperturbed.

‘Perhaps it’s a good thing they know they shouldn’t rely on the Air Ambulance around here,’ he said. ‘Do you know what the ground crew said, when I followed up? Budget cuts! Can you believe it? They only have one operational bird at the moment, because the other one’s in the workshop, awaiting funds for repair. Do you ever wonder how many other patients are missing out?’ He looked up bleakly. ‘It’s a vast area they cover too.’ Picking up his drink, he nodded his thanks to Grace and wandered dejectedly out of the room.

‘He’s taking this pretty hard,’ Holly said to Grace unnecessarily.

‘He’s taking it pretty personally too, from what I can see,’ Grace replied, tucking her bobbed hair neatly behind one ear to reveal a silver twisted-vine cuff that merely hinted at Grace’s Ayurvedic tendencies. She might be the one to keep the ship firmly afloat at work, but her personal life was altogether more Zen. She stretched out her shoulders and sighed. ‘I gather the Hearsts really laid into him yesterday too. I know they were probably frightened out of their wits, but it sounded as though they were pretty brutal.’ She shrugged, ‘I guess the same rules don’t apply to everyone.’

They both looked automatically towards one of the new posters that were now dotted throughout The Practice – ‘We don’t tolerate abuse’ – a zero-tolerance approach, allowing the staff to refuse treatment when confronted with angry, hostile or violent behaviour. It was such a shame they felt the need to display these, in Holly’s opinion, but it had become a necessity of late as the number of incidents had escalated. Normally drink- or drug-related cases, to be fair, but there was always the odd hothead that one couldn’t predict. They had drawn the line at a Perspex screen in Reception thankfully – none of them had any desire to work in a self-imposed prison.

‘He’ll be okay,’ Holly reassured her. ‘It’s probably a good thing you two are off-site today. Give him a little space and perspective rather than stomping around here like a bear with a sore head. Have you got supplies?’

It was widely known amongst the staff at The Practice that both Dan and Taffy were much nicer human beings when regularly fed. Indeed, Dan’s outburst this morning was most likely the direct result of skipping breakfast in his haste to get to work.

Grace nodded. ‘We’ll pick up some bacon sandwiches from The Deli before we leave. I’m not letting a h-angry Dan loose on a roomful of regional delegates!’

Holly nodded, pushing the door closed with her foot. ‘Hang on a sec, we can raid my emergency stash, if you like?’ She pulled a file box down off the shelf, flipping it open to reveal bags of Jelly Babies, Fruit Pastilles and mini Mars Bars.

Grace couldn’t help but look shocked.

Holly shrugged. ‘When you live with Taffy, it always pays to be prepared. Between him and the twins, ninety per cent of my handbag is snacks these days!’

Grace laughed. ‘Well, how Dan and Taffy eat that much crap and still look so great is beyond me, but I’m all for an easy life and it’s quite the drive to Bristol.’ She reached forward and picked out the family-sized bag of Jelly Babies. ‘Wish me luck then. One more day to get through and then that’s it! Last seminar done and dusted.’ The relief on her face at the prospect was plain to see and Holly didn’t dare mention that Derek Landers had already been pushing for more.

She pressed a couple of mini Mars Bars into Grace’s hand – just as a precaution. ‘Knock ’em dead,’ she said with a smile.

After a few hours of her regular Monday clinic, Holly could have been forgiven for thinking that all would be back to normal in no time. It was only when her last patient of the morning walked into the room that she realised she’d been kidding herself.

‘I’m so sorry to take up your time, Dr Graham, but I think I might need a little help with this.’ Charlotte Lansing slipped out of her quilted jacket and Holly tried hard not to look shocked. It was all very well that the Lansings prioritised their horses above all else, but never had she expected this. As she peeled back the veterinary dressing on Charlotte’s arm, the true extent of the wound became clear.

‘Oh, Charlotte,’ Holly exhaled, compassion laced into every syllable.

‘I know, I know,’ Charlotte said with a sigh, ‘but there was so much going on after the show and some of the ponies had been injured too. It just seemed easier.’

Easier in the short term maybe, thought Holly, as she examined the horseshoe-shaped gash in Charlotte’s forearm. She gently palpated the area around the open wound, checking the extent of the thickening and swelling. The angry redness of the wound itself told its own story. Simply packing a sterile dressing on a dirty cut was some kind of madness, but Holly tried not to judge her patients, aiming to guide them towards better choices if she possibly could. She couldn’t however completely hide her own stunned reaction to how appalling this wound was looking.

‘You can say it, you know,’ said Charlotte. ‘It’s infected, isn’t it?’ She shook her head. ‘You’d think I’d know better.’

Holly looked up, unable to offer a different perspective. ‘Did this happen at the show?’ she asked, trying to confirm a timeline that made sense.

Charlotte nodded. ‘Can you believe I didn’t even notice until later though? I was trying to help one of our novices after the plane went over and the pony just panicked. It looked pretty clean at the time.’

‘It’s still a hoof, though,’ said Holly gently. She didn’t like to draw the parallels with a filthy hiking boot, but nevertheless, who knew what bacteria were currently festering in this cut? ‘Charlotte, there’s no way around this, you’re going to need stitches. And this cut is pretty deep and angry, so they’ll want to irrigate thoroughly at the hospital, maybe take some swabs for the lab.’ She paused, before deciding that forewarned was forearmed. ‘A targeted IV antibiotic wouldn’t be the worst idea.’ She let the idea sink in.

Charlotte just shook her head though. ‘But that would mean staying in, wouldn’t it? I can’t do that – the horses—’

Holly interrupted smoothly, ‘There’s a time to prioritise them, and a time to prioritise yourself, Charlotte. It’s boring but true that a stitch in time saves nine. An infection like this can be quite virulent and it’s already had quite a head start.’

Charlotte nodded and Holly breathed a sigh of relief that she was now taking her own health seriously without Holly having to employ scare tactics. ‘I’ll just pop back to the farm and muck out and I’ll drive straight on to Bath, how’s that?’

Holly closed her eyes for a moment. Just because she was tired, it didn’t excuse the unfamiliar wave of frustration with her patient washing over her. She typed the referral into the computerised system to take a moment to compose herself. ‘Charlotte,’ she said gently, as she turned back to face her recalcitrant patient, ‘this has to be your priority now. I don’t know what kind of infection this is yet, but it is not good. Seriously, not good. And you need to get straight to the hospital. In fact, I’ve half a mind to—’ She paused, not wanting to make a fuss, but unable to ignore the persistent alarm bells at the back of her mind.

‘What?’ asked Charlotte abruptly, actually looking bothered for the first time, as it dawned on her that she wasn’t being sent home with a tube of industrial-strength Savlon.

‘I think we need to get you there as promptly as we can,’ said Holly apologetically, picking up the phone and typing in a number by heart. ‘Hi, this is Dr Holly Graham in Larkford. I need a Priority Two transfer to the RUH – an infected wound, five inches, deep, small possibility of NF from initial observation, but the wound was sustained yesterday and not treated, so—’

Holly looked up and could tell from the shocked expression on Charlotte Lansing’s face that she could hear the tone of the response at the other end of the line. ‘Is there someone you’d like to call to meet you there, Charlotte?’ Holly asked. ‘I think some company would be good, don’t you?’

Charlotte shook her head. ‘Henry will need to take care of things at home.’ She visibly bit back tears. ‘Dr Graham, what’s NF?’

Holly wanted to be evasive, to let the consultant at the hospital explore this possibility with her, but from what Holly had just seen, the likelihood of necrotising fasciitis – or flesh-eating bacteria as the media liked to call it – wasn’t out of the realms of possibility, especially in a filthy wound like this one.

Holly took Charlotte’s hand as the clock ticked round and they waited for the paramedic team to transfer her to Bath. One of the first things she’d learned as a med student was that, if you hear hooves, think horses not zebras – the most common illnesses being by definition the most likely. But sometimes, thought Holly, you still had to be prepared for a bloody great zebra to gallop through your surgery and be open-minded enough to see it.

Either that, or they were all on such high alert for drama after the weekend’s events that she was just looking for trouble. ‘It’s just a possibility, though, Charlotte. Better to be safe than sorry with this,’ she said reassuringly, as Charlotte’s grip tightened.

‘So you’ve scared me senseless for nothing?’ Charlotte said, her usually charming demeanour swamped by fear. ‘This is appalling, Dr Graham. You must see that?’

Holly held her ground. ‘If I didn’t mention the possibility to you, Charlotte, you’d have every right to say that you hadn’t been kept informed about your treatment.’ Sometimes bureaucracy was a bitch that would trip you up whichever way you turned, Holly had long since decided. Her best parameter, since the very moment she became a GP, had been to treat her patients as she would her friends, even if some of their prickly behaviour made that incredibly challenging at times.

Charlotte glowered, no longer apologetic for her part in the exacerbation of her infection.

Taffy’s timing could not have been more impeccable, thought Holly, as he tapped on the door and strode into the room. ‘Hello, hello. Are we getting a bulk discount on ambulance transfers this week?’ he asked, his entire demeanour at odds with the tension in the room. He smiled at Charlotte and offered his arm chivalrously to help her to her feet. The expression on his face as he caught sight of the offending wound was like a caricature of shocked disgust – after all, even doctors were allowed to be squeamish. ‘So I gather we’re going to pop on a sterile dressing for transport and the team in Bath know you’re coming?’

He looked meaningfully at Holly, clearly trying to transmit his own diagnosis without saying a word.

‘It’s alright, Dr Jones. You don’t need to bother with tact around here. Dr Graham has already given me a dressing-down for not taking care of it properly. The way she’s talking, I’ll be lucky to keep the arm!’ She glared at Holly, as though the whole conversation had been cleverly designed to chastise her for her flippant approach to her own health. The potential severity of her condition apparently still eluded her.

Taffy, however, was not in the loop of their conversation. ‘Better to cross that bridge with the consultant, Mrs Lansing. We’ll have a much clearer picture of the degree of infection once your labs come back. It’s possible a simple surgery can—’

‘Surgery?’ screeched Charlotte, wheeling round to glare at Holly. ‘You never said anything about surgery!’

Holly had never been so grateful to see the paramedics in the hallway. Never so grateful to pass the medical baton to somebody else. It was some measure of her own anxiety this morning that she could no longer see the whole picture here. Following her instincts was one thing, alienating her patients by overreacting was something else entirely.

She genuinely had no idea in that moment whether she had just royally pissed off one of her favourite patients, or actually saved her life. The only thing she could be sure of, after Saturday’s fiasco, was that she would rather be safe and unpopular, than sorry and potentially negligent.

As the ambulance pulled away, Holly leaned her head against Taffy’s chest. ‘I think Charlotte Lansing’s pretty furious with me right now.’

He leaned down and kissed the top of her head. ‘Yup. Until she talks to the consultant. Then I’m guessing she might just change her mind.’


Chapter 6

Dan clicked to the final slide of the presentation with relief. This was the very last of the fortnightly seminars and he had to confess that his enthusiasm had waned rather. With each repetition, the emotive and persuasive evidence that he and Grace put forward to their medical cohort had begun to sound somewhat pedestrian and uninspired. In light of the weekend’s drama, both of them appeared to be running on empty and he was a little embarrassed that today’s seminar would hardly count as his best work.

‘Was that okay, do you think?’ he asked Grace under his breath.

‘I think I may have zoned out actually,’ she replied sheepishly. ‘Sorry, but this is the twenty-fifth time we’ve done this now.’

‘Well done, you two,’ said Harry Grant, bustling over to congratulate them and completely missing their rather despondent mood. ‘That went extremely well, don’t you think?’

Harry, their bespectacled and unlikely champion, was their like-minded mole inside the Primary Care Trust. It had been his idea to nominate The Practice as a Model Surgery the year before and, despite his senior rank, he had chosen to continue co-ordinating the programme himself. His main role these days, however, appeared to be providing a buffer between the team at The Practice and the ever-escalating demands of his own superior, in the shape of Derek Landers. Harry was what Grace liked to refer to as ‘a good egg’.

‘I’ve been getting some really fabulous feedback, you know,’ Harry said happily. ‘That last diagram you added to the handouts? The one with the statistics about staff integration in the decision-making process? Well apparently it’s hopping its way around the internet, because someone from Harvard left me a voicemail last night. So you must be doing something right!’

He laughed at his own joke, such as it was, and clapped Dan on the shoulder, dropping his voice so the departing delegates wouldn’t hear him. ‘Now, be honest, how glad are you that this is all nearly over?’

Dan allowed him a small smile that spoke volumes. ‘What on earth makes you say that, Harry? Anything to help the PCT.’ He threw one arm around Harry’s shoulders and gave them a relieved squeeze.

Harry grinned. ‘I’d be careful what you say around here, or they’ll have you volunteering for all sorts before you can blink.’

‘Hmm,’ said Grace with a chuckle, ‘now why does that sound familiar?’

Harry had the decency to blush. After all, The Practice’s involvement in this Model Surgery programme hadn’t exactly been voluntary. ‘Right then, on that note, let’s get you packed up. There’ll be a few loose ends to tie up, but I think we can call the educational boxes ticked, don’t you?’

He followed them outside to Dan’s Land Rover, chivalrously offering to carry Grace’s files. She politely demurred, as Dan watched on with amusement – it was hardly an arduous load to carry two lever arch binders after all.

‘I’ll be in touch,’ promised Harry, as they drove away.

‘I’m sure he means to give us feedback, yes? Not to ask any more favours?’ Grace said, as Dan deftly manoeuvred into Bristol traffic.

‘I wouldn’t hold your breath there, Gracie. I reckon this nomination is the gift that keeps on giving, don’t you?’ There was an edge to his voice, behind the smile.

Grace reached into her bag and passed him a mini Mars Bar.

They drove in comfortable silence for a mile or two, as three lanes of traffic merged into one, and they could honestly have walked faster. Abruptly, Dan signalled and pulled down a side road, swung in a three-sixty arc and joined the free-flowing traffic in the other direction.

‘Worth it though,’ Dan said, as though their conversation had never paused. ‘Having Alice and the extra nursing clinics has been a godsend.’

‘It has,’ Grace agreed. ‘And whether we want to admit it or not, having one less partner has put the books in a healthy position for the first time in a long time. We’re even in danger of running a surplus this quarter.’

It wasn’t often that they spoke of Julia Channing. Occasionally, her name would crop up in the doctors’ lounge, so accustomed had they all become to her disparaging commentary on their dietary habits that nobody could eat a frosted doughnut without expecting to hear her voice. And of course, they would see her on television or in magazines from time to time, Unicef making full use of her media savvy to communicate their agenda on immunisation.

Dan nodded. ‘We manage okay with three though, don’t we? I mean, I even forget Alice isn’t a partner at times. She’s so switched-on, that girl. I just—’ He hesitated. ‘I just worry that she hasn’t really settled in to Larkford.’

Grace nodded. ‘I know what you mean, but I think someone like Alice is a slow-grower. Once she decides to settle, she’ll stick like glue, you’ll see.’

‘Hmm,’ replied Dan. ‘You might be right, but until then, I reckon she’s a bit of a flight risk.’

‘Not everyone is desperate to leave Larkford,’ Grace said gently, knowing all too well that Dan’s history with Julia was probably playing a part in his concern.

He nodded, sweeping around a roundabout and taking the exit sign for the motorway.

‘Er, Dan, I’m all for avoiding the traffic, but this short cut of yours seems to be taking us in the opposite direction,’ Grace said tactfully.

‘Ah, about that . . . ’ said Dan, avoiding her inquisitive gaze and pretending to concentrate on the road with deliberate nonchalance, ‘I hope you don’t mind, but I thought we deserved a little rendezvous after all our hard work.’

He glanced sideways to see the flush of unexpected pleasure on Grace’s face. ‘How very lovely.’

Her newly pink cheeks and the twinkle in her eye gave Dan a momentary start. The last thing he had ever intended to do was to give Grace the wrong idea, even if actually, normally, it would have been exactly the right idea, if he wasn’t so focused on—

His thoughts tumbled over one another quickly, making no real sense by the time he needed to open his mouth and actually say something.

‘The Air Ambulance HQ is just up here,’ he began and saw her expression change almost imperceptibly. ‘So, I thought we’d just pop in and have a look around. Talk to the troops, as it were – if I’m going to get involved I want to see for myself what they’re dealing with, you know?’

‘Of course,’ said Grace with studied ease, turning to look out of the passenger window at the countryside flying by as they left the city.

‘A pub lunch afterwards would be nice though, wouldn’t it?’ Dan offered belatedly.
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