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CHAPTER ONE
Lydia doubted that anyone had ever made not getting a job quite so complimentary.
“Your qualifications are, of course, excellent, and your recommendations are second to none,” said the man in the gray suit.
“You’re obviously a very capable young doctor,” added the woman in the burgundy suit.
“We were all very impressed with your interpersonal skills,” said the man in the blue suit.
Lydia crossed her legs and tried to smile because no matter how good all of this sounded, the fact remained that she just wasn’t getting the job. Which was a shame because the neat little practice was exactly what she had in mind.
The town was pretty, the clientele were wealthy enough to be interesting, and she’d be a half hour drive to her sister’s. All in all, just what the doctor ordered. Well, just what she ordered, but since she was actually, really, truly a doctor now, the aphorism still held.
“However, the unfortunate fact is,” went on gray-suit.
“That you’re just not right for us,” said burgundy-suit.
“Unfortunately,” agreed blue-suit.
Lydia nodded as though she completely understood.
Gray-suit smiled sympathetically. “This is a family-oriented practice, we’re looking for someone more… family-oriented.”
She had a sister, and both a niece and a nephew, but apparently those things didn’t count. No. The tall, thin man that had eventually got the job had a wife. And she was pregnant. Lydia sighed internally.
“I completely understand,” she said, even though she really didn’t. “And I do hope you’ll keep me in mind if there are any further openings.”
Which there wouldn’t be, because this was the kind of practice where you got in on the ground floor and stayed in, working your way up to investing and being a partner and then working three days a week so you could play golf on the other days. Not that Lydia played golf. Yet.
“We will,” smiled burgundy-suit, glad to have got the uncomfortable task of informing the candidate that they just weren’t married enough or attached enough to actually get the job. “We really will.”
All of which left Lydia five minutes later walking down the sunny path toward her car wondering just where her carefully laid plans had all gone wrong.
“IT’S ILLEGAL,” LEAH said, putting down a plate of biscuits on the coffee table and slapping two-year-old Finn’s hand away from them. “Or at least it should be.”
“I don’t think it is,” Lydia said, holding her warm coffee. “I mean, they’re not allowed to ask me about my marital status, but I did sort of… well, it all came out during the mixer and probably I should have kept my mouth shut.”
“Who cares whether you’re married or not? Or whether you have a girlfriend? It’s not like it makes you any worse of a doctor. What, does having someone to share a bed with mean that you’re more likely to diagnose correctly or something? I mean, really…”
Lydia shrugged. “I mean, it’s their prerogative. It’s their practice. They can hire who they like, and I suppose I can understand them wanting to go for someone they know will fit in.”
“Maybe it was because you’re gay,” Leah said thoughtfully, shifting her sleeping daughter slightly so that she could sit down. “Do you think Riley’s got a temperature?”
Lydia reached over and touched her niece’s cheek. “No, all kids get warmer when they sleep. And nice try, but the lead practice doctor was gay, so I don’t think my sexuality had anything to do with it. More like the fact that I’m not getting any opportunities to practice said sexuality.”
“Sex?” Finn asked, his cheeky face covered with biscuit crumbs.
Lydia pulled a face at Leah. “Sorry.”
Her sister sighed. “He’ll forget it in an hour. He’s at that stage.”
“Sex,” Finn said more defiantly.
“The trick is to just ignore it.”
“Right,” Lydia said uncertainly. She turned back to the matter at hand. “It was the perfect place though.”
“Maybe that’s part of the problem,” said Leah, grappling with her son and wiping his mouth with a tissue before pulling him up into her lap.
“What? That I want to work in a nice place?” asked Lydia.
“No, well, yes,” Leah said. She sighed again. “You just… you’ve always had a plan, you know?”
Which was true. Lydia had wanted to be a doctor for as long as she could remember, since she’d been putting plasters on teddies and bandaging doll heads. She’d got her GCSEs, then the A Levels she needed, she’d gone to medical school, done her training, and everything had gone like clockwork, there’d never been a doubt in her mind.
Alright, it hadn’t always been easy, but nothing worth having was easy, was it? She’d worked hard, but she’d got what she wanted. Or she had up until now.
No, the reason not getting the job had irked her so much was that the plan, her plan, said that by now she should have the job. By now she should already be developing patient relationships, already setting down roots in a community, already be preparing for the next stage.
Which was obviously family. She shot her sleeping niece and struggling nephew a look. Maybe not kids yet though.
“What’s wrong with having a plan?” she asked.
“Nothing,” said Leah. “Nothing at all, just…” She looked down at her children. “You know, none of this was planned.”
“I’m well aware,” Lydia said. She could well remember the day her little sister had come to her panicking because she thought she was pregnant. Seeing Leah so distraught had torn her up inside. It was her job to look after her, and she couldn’t help feeling for a while that she’d failed. Except everything had turned out alright. More than alright.
“But that sort of makes it better,” Leah was saying now. “I mean, the problem with a plan is that once you have it, there’s only two options. You achieve it or you fail at it. So there’s a fifty percent chance of being disappointed. As opposed to just going with the flow, where everything’s a pleasant surprise when it works out.”
“Mmm,” said Lydia. There was some faulty logic there. “But then there’s still a fifty-fifty chance, isn’t there? I mean, it might be a pleasant surprise, or it might be a terrible one?”
“You know what I mean.” Leah finally settled Finn down into her arms. “You just… You have this idea of how everything is supposed to go, which so far has worked out great for you. But what happens when everything doesn’t go the way it’s supposed to go?”
“Jesus, you’re making it sound like I’m on my last legs or something,” Lydia grumbled. “It’s not like there’s a shortage of jobs around. The world will always need doctors.”
“Maybe that’s the answer,” said Leah, finally picking up her cup of coffee.
“What is?”
“The world. Maybe you should go get a job at one of those charities, like on telly. Go to Uganda or Zaire or something.”
“Zaire doesn’t exist anymore,” Lydia said. “And I don’t want to go to Uganda. I like being here. I don’t want to go anywhere.”
“I do hope you don’t mean that literally.”
Lydia laughed. “I don’t. I won’t be cluttering up your spare room for much longer, I swear. I’ll get myself sorted out. This was just… a small setback, that’s all. I’ll get the next job.”
“What about in the meantime?”
“In the meantime, I’m still on the locum register and will go wherever I’m sent,” Lydia said. “And there’s another position that I’ve already applied for.”
“Of course you have. Because you’ve always got a plan.”
“Listen, I’m going to be a fully-fledged GP by the time I’m thirty, that’s what the plan says, and that’s what I’m going to do.” Lydia stretched out her legs and crossed them at the ankles.
“I’m sure you will,” Leah said, sniffing.
“What’s the sniff for? I said I’m going to do it, so I am.”
“I’m not sniffing at you, fool,” said Leah. She sniffed again, then pulled a face. “Finn needs a change.” She lifted her son up onto her shoulder and stood. “Don’t scoff all the biscuits before I’m back.”
“As if,” Lydia said, leaning forward to grab a chocolate digestive as her sister walked out of the room.
She had always had a plan, and there was nothing wrong with that. And things had always gone to plan. This latest rejection was nothing more than a tiny hiccup in proceedings.
But perhaps, just perhaps, she had overlooked certain things. Like a social life, for example. It wasn’t hard to notice that most other people around her age were married or at least in relationships. Whilst she had… well, she’d been busy. She’d had a plan to stick to, after all.
Now she was actually qualified though, well, now she had a bit more time on her hands, maybe it was time to start thinking of things other than her career. She sucked air through her teeth, thinking. Or perhaps it would be better to get that first real job first, then she’d be more settled and able to look for someone.
Unless, of course, the lack of someone meant that she lost out on yet another job. Was that a risk she was willing to take?
She bit into her biscuit, chewing it carefully. Her mobile rang just as she swallowed, dancing across the coffee table as it vibrated. She made a grab for it.
“Yes, yes, hello?” she said, glancing over at Riley to make sure she was still sleeping. “Hello?”
“Yes, this is Barbara from Medical Staffing Ltd., am I speaking with Doctor Carlisle?”
The title still gave Lydia a shiver down her spine. “You are.”
“Excellent, I have a locum position available, can I send through the details?”
Lydia sighed. She might as well. The money would be good and it would keep her skills honed while she went through the application process for yet another practice. “Yes, of course,” she said. “You have my email.”
By the time Leah came back with a sweeter-smelling Finn, Lydia was already reading the practice details. A small, one-doctor clinic in a place called… she skimmed back to the beginning of the email… a place called Whitebridge.



CHAPTER TWO
Magda folded her hands over her pregnant stomach. “The problem with Hunter was that he was—”
“An arsehole,” supplied Cordelia, eyes on her computer screen, clicking through the day’s appointments.
“No,” said Magda. “The problem with Hunter was that he—”
“Was an arsehole,” said Cordelia again, squinting and wondering if it was time to break down and finally get some reading glasses.
“Cord! Can I finish a sentence?”
Cordelia turned to where Magda was sitting on one of the uncomfortable plastic practice chairs. “Magda, you’re my best friend in the world, and I’d hate to have to punch a pregnant woman, but I swear to God, if you mention my ex-husband’s name one more time I’ll be forced to do things that you’re going to regret.”
“Fine,” said Magda, rolling her eyes. “The problem with your ex—”
“The problem with my ex is that he saw fit to walk out on ten years of marriage in order to sate his carnal desires with someone younger, fitter, blonder and considerably more forgiving than me,” said Cordelia, turning her chair to the filing cabinet and pulling out a stack of new patient forms.
“No, that’s not a problem,” Magda said. “I mean, given that he was, as you say, an arsehole, the fact that he left was probably the best thing that he ever did.”
“Mmm.” Cordelia started to gather together a motley collection of pencils.
“The actual problem was that he was a perfectionist, controlling wanker with a revolving door on his trousers instead of a zipper.”
“Mmm,” said Cordelia again.
It’s not that Magda was wrong, she wasn’t particularly. Nor was Cordelia wrong, Hunter had been an arsehole. But he’d been her arsehole. And whilst walking out and disappearing off to wherever the hell he now was had probably been for the best in the end, the fact was he hadn’t just walked out on her.
He’d walked out on all their plans, everything she’d thought she’d ever wanted. Leaving her here, close to forty, childless, working as a receptionist to possibly the world’s grumpiest doctor in the little town she’d grown up in.
“Was she really blonder than you?” Magda asked. “I mean, you’re pretty blonde.”
“I have no idea,” said Cordelia. “I said it for effect.”
And Magda was her best friend, really was, which was why when Cordelia felt a spike of envy every time she saw Magda’s growing belly she ended up feeling doubly guilty. She was delighted for Magda. She just couldn’t help feeling a wee bit disappointed for herself.
She frowned, looking around.
“Magazines,” said Magda helpfully.
“Right.” The practice wasn’t due to open for another quarter of an hour. Cordelia twisted her mouth in thought. Where had she stacked the week’s magazines now?
“Er, I think they’re over there,” said Magda, nodding toward the fish tank in the corner.
“Who put them there?” said Cordelia crossly.
“There’s only me and you here, and it certainly wasn’t me,” huffed Magda. “Speaking of which, where’s the doc? Shouldn’t he be in by now?”
“Chance’d be a fine thing. He cuts it closer every morning. He’ll stroll in here at one minute before opening like a bear with a sore head.” She grabbed the magazines and splayed them out on the table in the middle of the waiting room.
“It’s been a year,” said Magda.
Cordelia sat back in her chair. “A year?” she said absently, just remembering that she’d left her packed lunch sitting on the kitchen table at home.
“Since the divorce.”
Cordelia glared at her. “Are you just here to talk about my failure of a marriage?”
“I’m here for my monthly check up,” Magda said, crossing her legs at the swollen ankles and tucking a lock of red hair behind her ear. “It just happens to be a good time to discuss these things, that’s all.”
“A good time. Right.”
“Well, we’re in a public place and there are likely to be other people in the general vicinity, meaning there’s less chance of you actually decking me.”
“I wouldn’t bet on it,” said Cordelia.
“You’ve been stuck here too long,” Magda went on.
“No, no.” Cordelia made sure the ringer on the surgery phone was switched on. “I’ve seen the films, read the books, this is what’s supposed to happen.”
“What, you’re supposed to sit around waiting for Prince Charming to show up and sweep you off your feet? Sorry to disappoint, but there’s a severe shortage of princes in Whitebridge just at the moment.”
“No, I’m supposed to return to my home town to lick my wounds and then reconnect with an old high school flame and fall in love with small town life and never return to the big city.”
Magda raised an eyebrow. “Alright, well, first, you’ve never actually left Whitebridge, you’ve lived here your whole life, so God knows what big city you won’t be returning to. And secondly, he-who-shall-not-be-named was your high school flame, so other than Josh from the pub who you kissed in Lower Infants and who is very firmly now gay, I don’t know who you’d fall for.”
“I didn’t make him gay,” said Cordelia. She looked at her desk. Something was missing. Ah, right. She patted her pockets and came up empty-handed, so she picked up her bag and started to search it.
“I never said you did, I just said that…” Magda sighed. “Never mind.” She uncrossed and crossed her ankles again. “What do you want, Cord?”
“To be left alone,” Cordelia said, voice muffled as she searched the bottom of her bag. She looked up. “I might get a cat.”
“What are you looking for?”
“Phone,” said Cordelia, plunging back into the depths of her bag. She found a letter to the gas board that she’d meant to post a month ago, a red pen without a cap that probably explained why her makeup bag looked like it was dripping with blood, and half a Mars bar covered in fluff.
“It’s not there.”
“How do you know?”
Magda held up her own phone. “Because I just called it and it went to voicemail.”
“Crap. I must have left it at home.”
“Wouldn’t be the first time.” Magda shuffled uncomfortably in her chair. “Are you sure the doc shouldn’t be here by now?”
Cordelia eyed the big clock on the wall. He was cutting it pretty fine. He had at least two referral letters to write before surgery started. “I’ll give him a ring. Maybe he overslept.”
But there was no answer when she called Doctor Morris’s home number, nor when she called his mobile. “Huh,” she said, hanging up the phone.
“Is he on holiday?”
“I think I’d know,” said Cordelia, but she checked the computer just in case. “Let’s give him another few minutes.”
“Which gives me enough time to tell you that you really need to get back out there or try some online dating or something,” Magda said.
“No and no,” said Cordelia firmly. “I’m perfectly happy alone and I really don’t want to talk about this.”
“Cord, you have a lot to offer.”
“Like what?” asked Cordelia. “My natural charm? My empathy? My renowned kindness?”
“You’ve got pretty eyes,” Magda said, somewhat doubtfully. “I just… I hate seeing you like this, Cord. We used to have such fun and I don’t want you to become a wrinkled old spinster who gets her face eaten off by a cat.”
“Do they do that?” asked Cordelia, reconsidering her plan to adopt one.
“They do if you die alone and they’re hungry.”
“That won’t be a problem then. I’ve got every intention of moving to that nice old folk’s home on the edge of town. You know they have Margarita Mondays? I’d move in tomorrow but they’ve got an age limit.”
The waiting room door opened. “Morning Cordelia, morning Magda,” said Mila, blue hair shining in the sun. “I’ve just popped in for a new inhaler prescription for Dash, is the doc in?”
“Not yet,” Cordelia said, starting to wonder now if something was actually wrong. “But he shouldn’t be long. Why don’t you have a seat?”
“Swollen ankles?” asked Mila, sitting down next to Magda. “They’re the worst part, or they were for me.”
“It’s the hemorrhoids for me,” Magda said.
Cordelia blocked her ears, she didn’t need to hear this. Not that she didn’t hear worse in the waiting room, but Magda was her best friend and the less she knew about her lower anatomy the better.
Time was ticking on and the doctor still wasn’t here. Plus, there was a full day of appointments to get through. She tapped her fingers on the desk in thought. There really was only one thing she could think of to do.
There were sick people to see, she needed a doctor. Any doctor would do at this point.
Wondering if she was really doing the right thing, she looked up the number for the agency online and dialed it. She was put through to a lovely lady who seemed very surprised at the call. Not as surprised as Cordelia was when she finally put down the phone though.
“Who was that?” asked Magda.
“The locum agency,” said Cordelia.
“So you’re getting another doctor in?” Mila asked.
“No, well, yes,” Cordelia said.
“Yes or no, which is it?” Magda said.
“Yes,” said Cordelia. “But not until tomorrow morning. She said it was already planned, the locum is already informed. But I certainly didn’t plan anything.”
“Weird,” said Mila.
“Annoying,” said Magda. “What are we supposed to do now?”
Cordelia shrugged. “I’ll call and cancel today’s appointments, I’ll put up a sign directing patients to the practice in Castor, that’s the closest to here. And then we’ll be back in business in the morning.”
Mila stood up. “I’ll be back tomorrow then, it’s almost time to open the bookshop, so I’d better go.”
“I’ll wait with you while you lock up,” said Magda. “We can go and get some cake at the cafe if you want?”
“Mmm, yeah, alright,” Cordelia said. She looked around the waiting room, saw the closed door to the actual surgery. Where had the doc gone? And why had somebody told the locum agency but nobody had told her?



CHAPTER THREE
“I don’t understand why you can’t stay here,” Leah said, stirring the pot of spaghetti with one hand, her other hand busy steadying Finn on her hip.
“That’s fine talk from someone who just yesterday afternoon was telling me that she hoped I wasn’t going to stay in her spare room forever,” said Lydia, sliding Riley into her child’s seat and buckling the belt.
“Liddy leaving?” Riley asked.
“Just for a little while,” said Lydia, kissing Riley’s head.
“Here, or she’ll scream,” said Leah, passing Lydia a plate of carrot sticks and celery to place in front of Riley.
“Better give me that one too,” Lydia said, taking Finn and strapping him into his high chair. “There, both imprisoned and unable to escape.” She breathed a sigh of relief. She was always antsy with the kids around the kitchen even if Leah seemed to take things in stride. There were just too many dangers.
“That does make it sound like I’m holding them hostage,” said Leah. “And so, why aren’t you staying here?”
“Because Whitebridge is an hour drive and I’m not willing to wake up at four o’clock every morning.”
“Like Finn isn’t waking you up at that time anyway.”
“Do you know that driving tired is as bad as driving drunk?” asked Lydia.
“Ah, Lyds, always the practical one,” said Rowan, coming in and kissing his wife on the cheek. “If I couldn’t drive tired, I’d never get to work a day in my life.”
Lydia chose to ignore this. She liked her brother in law, really liked him. He was good to Leah, great with his kids, and funny to boot. If he had an unfortunate tendency not to take risks and health matters quite seriously enough, and a propensity toward trying to set Lydia up with every single lesbian he met, she was willing to overlook it. As long as Leah was happy.
“How was work?” Leah asked.
“Fantastic as always. And why exactly is Lydia getting up at four in the morning?”
“I’m not getting up at four in the morning,” Lydia said patiently. “That’s sort of the point. I’ve got a new locum position for a few weeks and I’ll be staying there. The agency have set up a B and B or something for me, since it’s technically a bit out of my range. So you two’ll have your privacy back for a while.”
Rowan wiggled his eyebrows suggestively at his wife.
“Don’t start,” Leah said. “Two kids is enough to handle, thank you very much.” She started to dish out spaghetti onto plastic plates for the children.
“So where’s this job at then?” Rowan asked, leaning against the kitchen counter.
“Place called Whitebridge,” said Lydia.
“Never heard of it.”
Neither had Lydia until she Googled it that afternoon. It had seemed… quaint. Small. The surgery was only for a single doctor, so the population couldn’t be that big. Not exactly the bustling practice that she’d dreamed of, but then she wasn’t planning on staying there full time.
“Maternity cover?” asked Leah.
“Unlikely,” Lydia said. Though, to be fair, that was the reason for most of her locum work. “The doctor’s a man. But that’s really all I know. They didn’t exactly give me a lot of info.”
“Ah, you’ll see, you’ll fall in love with it,” Rowan said. “You’ll meet the love of your life and settle down to country life and raise cows and goats in the garden.”
“I don’t think you can raise cows in a garden,” Lydia said. “It would be a health code violation if nothing else.”
Leah put plates in front of the children and Riley immediately began to cry. Rowan raised an eyebrow at his wife. “What’s all that about?”
“She’s decided she doesn’t like food that touches,” Leah said tiredly. “Although how the hell I’m supposed to deal with that when we’re having spaghetti bolognese, I don’t know.”
Lydia picked up Riley’s plate, tipped the portion onto one of the adult plates and grabbed two extra plastic bowls from the cupboard. Into one she put some spaghetti, into the other some sauce. She placed both in front of Riley, who immediately stopped crying.
Rowan grinned. “You know, as much as it might cramp my style, I’m getting used to having practical Lydia around.”
“Who’s cramping your style?” Lydia asked tartly. “You don’t have any style.”
Rowan gave a pained look and Leah laughed. “She’s got a point,” she said. “You still wear the same shirts your dad got you when you left for college.”
“Hey, shirts never go out of style,” Rowan said. “They do, however, get stained with spaghetti sauce, so I’d better go and change.” He dropped another kiss on Leah’s cheek before leaving the kitchen. Leah stared fondly after him.
They were so comfortable together. Lydia wondered how that happened. How two people could know each other so well that the intent behind their words was always clear, that their movements could dance around each other, that they could combine themselves and make little mini versions that walked and talked.
She clearly saw the end result and was self-aware enough to realize that occasionally she was jealous of her sister. Jealous because Leah had already reached an end point in a task that Lydia hadn’t even started. It was the beginnings that worried her. How did you start building something like this?
“How did you know that Rowan was the man you wanted to marry?” she asked, as the kids chomped down on spaghetti and spread sauce over themselves and every available surface.
“It wasn’t like I had much choice,” Leah said, serving adult portions.
“No, really.”
Leah turned to her in surprise. “Really?” She smiled a little. “I had an inkling, of course. But I think the real moment was when I told him about Riley.” She shook her head. “I’d been putting it off, I was so sure he was going to be… angry or disappointed or something. But do you know what he did?”
“What?”
“He cried,” Leah said simply. “He was so happy that he cried. That’s when I knew. Dunno why, it just… it just made me see him the way he really is, I suppose.”
Lydia digested this far from helpful information. She couldn’t go around making women cry until one of them gave her a funny feeling. Nor could she have a surprise pregnancy.
“What are we talking about?” Rowan said, coming back in wearing a t-shirt with a hole in one shoulder.
“About why I fell in love with you,” said Leah.
“Not like it was hard,” he said with a toothy grin. “I’m very lovable.”
“Occasionally,” said Leah.
“Why? Are you thinking about falling for someone?” Rowan asked Lydia. “Because there’s this woman in accounting—”
“No,” interrupted Lydia. “Thank you, but no. If I need a date, I’ll find my own. Besides, I don’t have time.”
“You don’t make time,” Leah said. “You do know that there are married doctors, right? It’s not like being a priest, you don’t have to stay single.”
“Priests are technically married to God,” said Lydia.
“Does that make them gay?” asked Rowan.
“Gay, gay,” chirped Finn.
Leah grimaced, but Lydia thought that gay was a step up from sex, so she kept silent. Leah served dinner and they ate and talked and laughed at the kids as they got covered in spaghetti sauce. But Lydia was still thinking about relationships when Leah took the children up for a bath and she and Rowan were stacking the dishes.
“Leah said you’d applied for another job,” Rowan said. “Anything good?”
Lydia thought back to the practice prospectus, the shiny desks and tiny computers and online services the surgery offered. She thought about the young and dynamic community of doctors that the prospectus promised, about the opportunities for advancement. It wasn’t quite the same level as the job she’d just lost, but it was close.
“Quite good,” she said, not wanting to jinx things too soon.
“I’m sorry about the place today,” said Rowan. “I know you wanted it. And, not that it helps, but I think it was a pretty shitty thing to say, implying that you weren’t family-oriented enough. You’ve helped me and Leah out more times than I can count and I honestly don’t know what we’d do without you.”
Lydia sighed. “Yeah, I know. But maybe I sort of see their point. I’ve been… focused on my career. Perhaps I’m not balanced enough.”
“You’ve been focused on becoming a doctor,” said Rowan, laughing. “I’d say that’s a pretty good thing to focus on. As for balanced, well, you could maybe do with having a bit more fun.”
Lydia handed him a stack of plates to put into the dishwasher. “To be honest, I’m not really sure I know how.”
“It’s not difficult, and you’re clever, you’ll figure it out,” Rowan said with a wink. From upstairs came the sound of screaming and Rowan gritted his teeth in a look of concern “I’d better go up and help out, it sounds like someone’s getting murdered.”
“Rather you than me,” Lydia said.
“Mmm, you might want to be careful what you wish for,” Rowan said as he wiped his hands on a tea towel. “Being family-oriented isn’t all cute pictures and snuggles you know.” Upstairs Riley began shouting the word no in rapid succession and ascending volume.
“Go on, I’ll finish up here,” Lydia said.
He left and she started wiping the table down. She was at a crossroads, a decision needed to be made here, and she was lost. For the first time in as long as she could remember, Lydia wasn’t entirely sure what to do next.
Having a life plan was all very well and good, but she was starting to see that she might have made a slight mistake in not actually planning any further ahead than becoming a doctor. She pulled out Finn’s high chair and wondered if she should just take it out into the garden and turn the hosepipe on it.
Still, tomorrow morning she’d been in Whitebridge and away from all this. Maybe she’d have a little time to think things through and come up with the next part of her plan.



CHAPTER FOUR
Cordelia, full of the most excellent cheesecake from the newly remodeled cafe on the high street, was promising herself a full afternoon of sitting on the couch and watching Law and Order SUV when she turned into her street.
The mystery of Doc Morris aside, the day wasn’t turning into a bad one. She had a rare day off, she’d gossiped away most of the morning with Magda, and she’d even get to eat the packed lunch that she’d accidentally left at home. Not bad at all.
She had made sure to pass by the doc’s house on her way home, but the door had been closed tight, and a sneaky peek through the lounge window had revealed nothing untoward. He couldn’t be lying there dead or fatally injured, she was pretty sure, since fatal injuries made it notoriously difficult to register for a locum.
Still, the matter was preying on her mind as she opened up her own front door and walked into the sunny house.
She’d been lucky, she supposed, that she’d got to keep the house. So many divorced women didn’t. She wouldn’t have been the first woman that had had to sell her home to keep herself afloat.
Fortunately, the house was paid off. More fortunately, the house was in her name and hers alone. Understandable, since the place had once belonged to her parents, but uncharacteristic in that Cordelia was, admittedly, not the ideal of the responsible homeowner.
But the house had been left to her and as much as Hunter had bitched about putting it in both their names somehow, luckily, they’d never got around to doing so. All of which meant that she’d kept her home.
She kicked off her shoes, adding to the unsteady pile by the door, and went into the kitchen, hitting the switch on the coffee machine before remembering that she was out of coffee. She was eyeing a bottle of wine on the kitchen counter when she heard the sound of scratching at the front door.
Frozen, she listened as unbelievably, a key slid into the door. Then she gritted her teeth. This was her damn house. She grabbed the bottle of wine, holding it over her shoulder like a baseball bat and strode into the hallway just in time to see Hunter push through the front door.
“What the fuck,” she said.
“What the fuck,” he said.
They stared at each other as Cordelia’s stomach began to sink. She held out her hand. “Keys.”
“No, these are my car keys,” said Hunter.
“Give me the house key,” Cordelia said. She was already mentally cursing herself for not making him leave them before. How could she have been so stupid. “And then you can leave before I call the police.”
“Aw, Cord, come on,” he said. “I didn’t mean to scare you. In fact, I didn’t think you’d be here at all.”
“Yeah, that’s really not an excuse. It’s just even more of a reason why you shouldn’t be in my house,” said Cordelia.
“Our house,” he said.
“No, no. My house. Mine. As in I own it and it’s mine and you have no right to be here.” She was looking at him as she spoke, slowly registering that he was carrying shopping bags and something that looked an awful lot like a bunch of flowers. “My house,” she said again, still computing what all this was supposed to mean.
“Cord, come on,” he said again, his dark eyes wrinkling in the corners in a way that once upon a time had made him seem almost irresistible.
“Come on, what? You’re breaking and entering.” She put her hand to her pocket before remembering that her phone was somewhere in the house and she hadn’t found it yet.
“Look,” he said, holding up the carrier bags. “I was going to surprise you for our un-iversary.”
“Our what?”
“Un-iversary,” he said. “It’s the anniversary of our divorce and I thought, well, I thought a year was long enough and we really should get back on a more even footing. After all, we were married for a decade, Cord.”
She felt her blood start to get warmer. “We were married for a decade until you decided that you needed an upgrade.”
He sighed and put the bags down. “Fair, fair. That’s sort of part of the reason that I’m here. Apologies and all that. I realize that what I did was hurtful and I’m here to atone.”
Cordelia needed the wine she was holding in her hand more than ever now, so she stalked toward the kitchen. Maybe she’d find her phone in there too and call Max, the village policeman, to come and escort Hunter out.
“Can we at least have some coffee?” Hunter asked, putting his bags down on the kitchen table.
“No,” said Cordelia. She thawed slightly. “Because there isn’t any.”
Hunter shook his head. “You should keep it in that glass jar by the machine, that way you’ll see when it’s running out.”
She un-thawed again. “Take the house key off your keyring and put it on the table,” she said, hands on her hips, eyes searching for her stupid mobile.
“Listen, Cord, I sort of have an ulterior motive here.”
Ha, finally. She grabbed her phone from where it was hiding behind a cereal box.
“You should really put those cereal boxes away,” said Hunter. “They’ll go soft if you don’t seal them and put them in the cupboard. Or even better, pour the cereal into one of those tupperware things.”
Feeling more confident now that she had her phone in her hand, and angrier now that Hunter had criticized her not once but twice in her own house, Cordelia snapped. “Put the key on the table or I’m calling the police.”
Hunter raised an eyebrow. “Max? You think he’d throw me out?”
“Throw you out of my house? Yes, yes I do actually.”
Slowly, Hunter began sliding the front door key off the metal ring. “Cord, come on now, listen to me. It’s just for a couple of weeks until I get things figured out.”
She smelled a rat. “What’s just for a couple of weeks?”
Hunter had the grace to blush slightly and she remembered that he could be quite adorable at times. “It’s Casey, she’s, uh, well, she’s none too happy with me at the minute and—”
Cordelia started to laugh.
“What?” Hunter asked, straightening up, door key still in his hand.
“You,” Cordelia said. “You honestly think you can come over here to make amends, criticize me, and then tell me that your piece on the side has dumped you and you need a place to stay?”
“I’m on my knees here, Cord,” Hunter said somewhat miserably.
“No, actually, you’re not,” Cordelia said conversationally. “Though feel free to get down and beg if it would make you feel like you’ve tried all avenues. But the answer will be the same.”
“Cord, come on.”
“Stop saying that. First of all, my name is Cordelia, and second of all, there’s no ‘coming on’ about anything. You walked out on me, Hunter. You walked out on this and everything else because you thought you had a better offer, and now you’re crawling back expecting me to be sitting here waiting for you. You’re an idiot.”
“I wasn’t expecting you to be waiting for me,” Hunter said, his lower lip sticking out.
He could be attractive, Cordelia thought. He had been attractive. It was just that now, he had the patina of experience on him, and every time she looked at him she could see the affair, could see how he’d secretly been excited when he’d walked out, how he’d been thinking about his new life. And that all stopped his attractiveness from attracting her somehow.
“You need to leave.”
Hunter was looking around. “You know, I’m not useless. I could clean this place up, put things in order. Think of it as a way to pay for my keep.”
“Hunter, I feel like you’re really not listening to me.”
“You should have a shoe rack by the door, for example,” he said. “And all those spices that are sitting on the counter, they need a shelf, or somewhere where you can clearly see what they are, and—”
“Listen!”
Her voice came out stronger and harder than she thought she was capable of and it almost made her laugh. Hunter stopped, frozen in his tracks.
“Listen to me,” she said, not shouting now, but clear and calm. “You are going to put the key on the kitchen table and then you are going to turn around and walk out of my house for the last time. You will never set foot in here again, is that clear? I have no desire to be friends with you in any way, shape or form. All I want is to be left alone.”
“Cord—Cordelia, I…”
There must have been something on her face that said she wasn’t kidding because with a sigh, Hunter put the key on the kitchen table.
“Cordelia, can’t we talk about this?”
“There’s nothing to talk about. Now take your bags and go, I don’t want to see you again. I don’t want to talk to you again. This is it. It’s over. No mercy.”
She watched as he picked up his carrier bags, as he walked slowly down the hall, as he turned back one last time to speak. But she simply shook her head. So wordlessly, he unlatched the front door and walked away.
It took a second before she could move. A second for her to realize that that was really it, it really was over. Like anyone, she’d wondered what she’d do if he ever came back, but now she knew, she had to wonder no more.
She thought about calling Magda, but Magda would be tired now and napping. Besides, Magda couldn’t drink, and if there was one thing that Cordelia really, really needed to do right now, it was to open that bottle of wine.
A glass of wine in a perfectly empty house where she was free to do as she pleased. She could hardly believe that she’d been afraid of the silence when Hunter had first left. Now, she reveled in it.
Wine, TV, a frozen pizza. And the mystery of whatever had happened to the doctor would have to wait until the morning when his locum would finally show up.



CHAPTER FIVE
It was a pleasant little town. That was Lydia’s first thought as she yawned and drove slowly down the main street. She reached for her coffee cup, draining it as she searched out a parking space.
There was a pub at the end of the road, a little police station, a cafe, what looked like a bookshop of sorts. A quaint English village. She could already imagine the kind of patients she’d get here. It’d be all wonky hips and arthritis with a bit of high blood pressure thrown in for fun.
Not the most exciting of practices, but then, since she wouldn’t have another doctor there to bounce ideas off, maybe that was no bad thing. She had to be practical about this, every opportunity brought something with it. Whitebridge was, medically speaking, likely to be quite boring. On the other hand, she’d be fully without supervision for her first time ever.
A little thrill ran through her stomach.
Spotting a space, she quickly reversed her little car into it, switched off the engine and pulled up Google Maps on her phone. There, a five minute walk should get her to the surgery.
She yawned again. It was a good thing that she wasn’t commuting from Leah’s. The early start this morning had been enough to throw off her whole routine. But she was early enough that she could find some breakfast somewhere around town.
Leaving her bags in the car, she backtracked to the little cafe she’d seen, finding it just open but empty, other than a cheery black woman behind the counter.
“What can I get you?” asked the woman, the name on her apron identifying her as Cass.
“Um, are those croissants?”
“Pain au chocolat, actually,” said the woman, pronouncing it as ‘Pain O’Chocolate’ like it was some kind of Irish delicacy.
“I’ll take one,” grinned Lydia.
“You’re not from around here,” the woman said, reaching for a pair of tongues. “What you up to in these parts?”
“I’m the new locum doctor, actually,” Lydia said politely.
“Cor, you know what’s happened to Doc Morris then?” asked Cass, eyes big and pain au chocolat paused half-way into its bag.
“Not a clue, I’m afraid,” Lydia answered. “Bit of mystery there, is there?”
“I’d say, he just didn’t show up to surgery yesterday. Cordelia was mad as a snake.” The pastry went into the bag. “That’ll be your receptionist, Cordelia, that is.”
“Right,” said Lydia unsurely. “I suppose this is the sort of small town where everyone knows everything then.”
“I’d say,” said Cass, grinning. “It’s not so bad though, you’ll get used to it. We’re a friendly lot for the most part. Come on down to the pub after work and I’ll buy you your first pint, you’ll make friends fast enough.”
“I’m not actually planning on staying here,” said Lydia. “I’m only a locum.”
“Right, right,” Cass said, still grinning. “Still, there’s loads of people that don’t plan on staying here and still manage it. Plus, you’ll need to eat and the pub grub’s lovely. We provide all their desserts and their quiches.”
Lydia couldn’t help but smile. “I’ll think about it.”
“You do that. Enjoy your breakfast.”
Lydia went back out into the morning sun and headed to her car. She should get her case and medical bag and take them to the surgery, she’d decided. Whitebridge might be a small town, but that didn’t mean it had zero crime, and the last thing she needed was to have all her possessions stolen.
✽✽✽
Cordelia’s head felt like it was stuffed with socks. All that and in the end she’d only had two glasses of wine, and she hadn’t had a drop after five in the afternoon. Oh, the pleasures of being almost forty.
She groaned as she opened an eye, then saw the time and shot bolt upright. Fuck. It was quarter past eight already and the new doctor was supposed to be arriving any minute.
She practically threw herself into the shower, danced under the water for seconds, scrubbed herself dry and didn’t spare a thought as to what she’d wear. A pair of black jeans and a shirt would have to do the job.
No time for breakfast, no time to pack a lunch, barely time to find her mobile, which luckily turned out to be sitting on the coffee table in the living room. She slid her feet into shoes, picked up her handbag, grabbed a stack of old patient files that she’d been digitizing onto the system from the hallway table, and rushed out without a backward glance.
Today was really not starting well at all.
✽✽✽
Pulling her suitcase with one hand and eating her pain au chocolat with the other, Lydia was drinking in the little town as she walked toward the surgery. She came to the conclusion that it was the kind of cute place that American tourists would flock to in the summer months.
Still, hardly the bustling town she saw herself living and practicing in.
She pulled her case across a road that it was hardly worth looking both ways on before crossing, up over a curb and, if Google Maps could be trusted, she just had to round the next corner and she’d be there.
✽✽✽
Cordelia was practically running, she couldn’t have the locum show up and find all the doors locked. Whoever they were, they might just turn around and head back home again. There was no telling with locums, they could be a fussy bunch.
They got paid well, more than a regular doctor to make up for the inconvenience of working freelance. But Cordelia had always found them slightly suspicious. They were, in her opinion, the kind of doctors that no one wanted to work with. Because otherwise, why didn’t they have practices of their own?
Well, either that, or they were part time doctors, focusing half their attention on worrying about picking their kids up from school or learning about rare tropical diseases before departing for a research position in a rainforest.
Whichever, whoever it was that turned up today was likely to be a pain in her arse and demanding to boot. Locums could never find anything, and never went to the effort of searching things out either.
She hurried on, reminding herself to take a paracetamol as soon as she got into the surgery. Just around the corner now and she’d be able to go in through the back door and get everything unlocked and ready and hopefully, maybe even have time to brew herself a coffee.
✽✽✽
Lydia crammed the last part of her pain au chocolat into her mouth, turned the corner, and ran straight into what felt very much like a brick wall. The force of the blow winded her and her eyes started to water until she coughed, swallowed, and managed to take a breath.
Only then did she realize that the wall she’d run into was actually not a wall at all and was standing there viewing her with icy blue eyes that looked like cut blue diamonds and a sharp determined chin firmed in what Lydia was sure was irritation.
“Oh God,” said Lydia.
“These are going to take forever to pick up,” groaned the woman, looking down in dismay at the papers still fluttering toward the pavement.
She had blonde hair, the kind of light blonde that caught the sun, a smattering of freckles on her nose, long eyelashes. She was wearing dark pants and a shirt that was buttoned wrongly and Lydia wondered if she should point it out but decided probably not. The woman seemed cross enough as it was.
✽✽✽
“So?” Cordelia said.
The woman looked back at her, one eyebrow slightly raised.
She had dark eyes, a soft chocolatey brown, and dark hair pulled up into a bun. Her features were smooth and even, her skin slightly olive, and she wore a sensible trouser suit and sensible shoes. In fact, everything about her screamed sensible.
“Are you going to help me pick these things up or not?” said Cordelia finally.
The woman blushed slightly. “Oh God, yes, sorry,” she said, bending down.
Cordelia bent down too, their heads millimeters apart, and started collecting files.
“You should use a color-coded filing system,” said the woman, picking up a bunch of papers. “The eye recognizes color faster than letters, making color-coded more efficient.”
Just the words ‘you should’ gave Cordelia a shuddering memory of Hunter. Every other sentence with Hunter ended up starting with ‘you should.’ “Maybe you should look more carefully before turning a corner,” she said acidly.
“Hey, I was walking, you were the one practically running,” said the woman.
“You bumped into me,” said Cordelia. “Which means you should have been paying better attention. What if I’d been an old woman? Or a small child?”
“You’re neither, this…” The woman stopped.
“What?” Cordelia asked, looking up and finding herself disconcertingly close to searching brown eyes.
“Are these patient files?”
“Not that it’s any business of yours,” Cordelia said. “But yes.”
“Ah.”
“Ah what?” asked Cordelia.
The woman scooped up the rest of the files and stood, so Cordelia did the same. “Ah, I think we might have got off on the wrong foot.”
“What foot is that?” Cordelia asked suspiciously.
The woman held out a hand. “Lydia Carlisle. Doctor Lydia Carlisle.”
Cordelia’s heart sank. The new locum. Of course. For fuck’s sake. What a way to make a first impression. She should have known that those sensible shoes could only belong to a GP. “Cordelia. Cordelia Beckett, the—”
“Receptionist,” finished Lydia with a grin. “Already heard all about you from the lady at the cafe.”
“Right. Um, sorry about all this.”
“Why exactly do you have patient files? Aren’t you digitized?” asked Lydia.
“Mostly,” Cordelia said. “Just a few of the older files left, patients that don’t come in often so they slipped through the cracks. I was adding them to the system at home.”
“Mmm, there are definite legal implications there,” Lydia said briskly. “In the future, patient files shouldn’t leave the surgery. Okay?”
Cordelia opened her mouth to protest that she wasn’t exactly stealing Whitebridge’s medical secrets here, but Lydia was already walking off down the street, inexplicably dragging a suitcase behind her.
“Coming?” Lydia asked over her shoulder.
Cordelia bit her tongue and followed. Fantastic. As though she needed life to get worse. Now she had a play-by-the-rules sensible-shoe-wearing nightmare as a temporary boss. Fucking fantastic.



CHAPTER SIX
Lydia bounced her suitcase over the threshold of the waiting room and stopped to look around. It was clean, which was a good start, and the small room seemed comfortable enough. There was a corner with toys for kids, a receptionist’s desk, and she spotted a door off to one side.
“My office?”
“It’ll be locked,” Cordelia said. “There’s drugs in there after all, wouldn’t want to violate any health and safety protocols, would we?”
Lydia smiled. “Obviously not.” The woman had seemed like she was being sarcastic, but since Lydia had no idea why she’d want to be sarcastic about something as important as that, she decided not to respond in kind.
Instead she waited as Cordelia rooted through a large purse, presumably looking for keys.
She was tall, about a half head taller than Lydia. And her eyes, as well as being that icy blue color, were almond shaped and exotic looking. Lydia could see she was attractive, she wasn’t blind. Attractive in a kind of absent-minded way.
Absent-minded was the right word, since Cordelia was now rifling through the top drawer of her desk.
“You should really have a designated place for keys,” Lydia said helpfully.
Cordelia glared at her. “You should really check into your hotel before coming to work.”
Lydia frowned then looked down at her suitcase. Of course. “Actually, I’m not staying in a hotel. I’m staying somewhere in town but I don’t have the details and I’m not expected until tonight. I suppose I’ll get an email from the locum agency about where I’m sleeping. I didn’t want to leave the case in the car though.”
“No one in Whitebridge is going to run off with your knickers,” Cordelia said, bending down to look in the next drawer down. “Well, except old Jim, but he’s safely ensconced in the old folks home, so you should be safe.” There was a clattering sound and what looked like a metal lock box dropped to the ground.
Honestly, how could someone so obviously disorganized be a receptionist? Lydia dreaded to think what the appointment system looked like. Cordelia barely seemed capable of dressing herself in the morning.
“Can I do something to help?” Lydia asked, desperately wanting to move things forward.
“I don’t see what,” said Cordelia. “There’s a spare key here somewhere. The doc has his own keys with him, obviously.” Her head poked up over her desk. “Don’t know where he is, do you?”
This was a town that was used to knowing everything and it was clear that it was irritating people not to know what had happened to their regular doctor. Lydia wondered if she could find out. Knowledge like that would be prized around her, it could do a lot to ingratiate herself if she knew.
Maybe then Cordelia would actually like her.
What a foolish thought. As though it mattered if the receptionist liked her. Except Cordelia clearly didn’t and it niggled at Lydia.
You can’t please all of the people all of the time, her mother had used to say. But Lydia liked pleasing people. She liked being liked and being good at things, and honestly, didn’t everyone? It was stupid to pretend otherwise.
“Well, do you know or not?” barked Cordelia.
“Not,” Lydia said firmly. “Sorry. You are the second person today to ask me though and I’ve only been in town for five minutes.”
“Get used to it,” Cordelia said, bending even further to rummage in the bottom desk drawer.
Lydia sighed and looked at the big clock on the wall. Half an hour until surgery was supposed to start. Presumably she’d be inside her actual surgery at that point.
“So, Cordelia then,” she said, thinking making conversation would maybe make things go faster, or at least make them slightly less uncomfortable. “’Love’s not love when it is mingled with regards’ and all that.”
Once again, Cordelia’s face appeared over the desk, her hair messy and her expression confused.
“King Lear,” Lydia said. “Cordelia.” She waited a heartbeat. “She was one of Lear’s daughters. His favorite. Shakespeare. The play.”
Cordelia’s face cleared slightly and she went back to rummaging. “I was named after an aunt that my father hoped would leave him money in her will. She never did.” She stood up. “Here we go.” A single silver key dangled from her fingers.
As Lydia reached out to take it, her hand brushed against Cordelia’s and for an instant she grew warm. Then she snatched the cold key and backed off. “Right, I’ll, er, get started then.”
“You’d better leave the suitcase out here,” Cordelia said after her. “Otherwise your patients will think that you’re living in there.”
“Right, right,” Lydia said, looking around for somewhere to store the thing.
Cordelia sighed. “Give it to me, I’ll deal with it.”
Reluctantly, Lydia let her take it. She just hoped that she’d find it again when the surgery closed. From the look of things, Cordelia found it hard to keep track of her own head.
Unlocking the door, Lydia found a pleasant set of rooms. There was a consulting room with a large window and a big desk, two examination rooms with couch beds covered in paper, a kitchen, and a storage room filled with the necessities. Not bad, she thought, after she’d looked around a little.
Whitebridge was a small town, but the doctor’s surgery was well equipped. The people here would be well looked after. There were no bells and whistles, no freakishly futuristic scanning devices or slim-lined laptops. The computer on the doctor’s desk looked like a relic from another age. But the basics were here.
Lydia sat herself down and switched the computer on.
She had a rule for herself. She only ever opened the top drawers of a locum desk. The top drawers were where one found pens and paper and useful things. Lower drawers tended to hold more personal items so she left them alone.
She found herself a pen and some paper, she liked to be able to jot notes down, and then began to explore the computer system. But twenty minutes later she was baffled. She could see notes, she could find notes, but she had no idea how to edit them.
Which left only one choice. Cordelia.
How could you be called Cordelia and never have read King Lear?
Mind you, there was every possibility that she had and then had simply forgotten it.
Uncharitable, but Lydia wasn’t exactly in the best mood. Medical data systems should be easy and intuitive to use since they often needed to be accessed in a hurry. Having to ask someone to fill her in was annoying.
She stomped out and opened the door to the waiting room, only to find it crammed with people. She gasped. Cordelia caught her eye and Lydia beckoned her into the office.
“Who on Earth are all those people?” she said, hurriedly closing the door to the waiting room.
Cordelia snorted. “Well, you’re a doctor, this is a doctor’s surgery, I’m sure you can work it out.”
“Work what out?” Lydia asked, feeling the panic rising in her chest. There were too many of them. There was no way she could handle this. And she was the only doctor, there was no one here to help. “They can’t all be patients!”
“Hold on, you are actually a doctor, aren’t you?” Cordelia’s eyes had widened slightly.
“Yes, of course I am. What? Do you think I’d just go around pretending that I’m a doctor to get into other people’s offices? That’s insane.”
“Yes,” agreed Cordelia. “On the other hand, most doctors do expect to see patients at some point.”
“Not that many of them! I’ll be here until tomorrow morning,” Lydia protested.
Cordelia rolled her eyes. “They’re just curious about the new lady doctor,” she said. “It’s a small town, there’s not much entertainment. And frankly, half of them don’t care that much about you, they just want to know if you know what happened to Doc Morris.”
“Then get rid of them,” Lydia said.
“How exactly?” retorted Cordelia. “I can’t go around throwing people out of the surgery, think of the headlines, NHS patients being denied service.” She looked at Lydia. “We do have a newspaper, you know.”
Lydia sighed, rubbed her eyes, and then came to a decision. Practical as ever, she walked back out into the waiting room, Cordelia trailing her.
“Who here has an appointment?” she called over the general chattering in the room. Around a dozen people put up their hands.
“Excellent, you can stay,” said Lydia. “As can anyone who has a fever, a serious medical condition, or who is in desperate need of a repeat prescription. Everyone else will need to make an appointment with Cordelia here and then you will have to leave.”
Not a person stirred.
Lydia sighed again. “I do not know where Doctor Morris is or what has happened to him,” she said loudly and clearly.
There was a general grumbling and slowly people started to move until eventually there were about fifteen people left, all seated in chairs.
“That’s how it’s done,” said a smiling woman with blue hair.
“Well, I honestly can’t see every verruca in Whitebridge on my first day,” Lydia said.
“Nah, you need to leave some excitement for tomorrow,” grinned the woman. “Mila Browning, by the way. I own the bookshop just down the street. Pop in and I’ll set you up with a nice medical mystery, we’ve got a whole section of them.”
Lydia welcomed a friendly face. “I might just do that,” she said. “Thanks for the offer.”
She turned back to Cordelia who was now back behind her desk. “You should vet patients a little more carefully,” she said. “No more looky-loos, please. We’re busy enough I assume, given that we have to catch up with yesterday’s patients as well.”
Cordelia looked truculent but Lydia had had enough. The woman didn’t have to like her, but she did have to do her job, and as far as Lydia was concerned, a receptionist was a doctor’s first line of defense.
“Right, who’s first then?” Lydia asked.
A red-head raised her hand and stood up, her pregnant belly making the movement less than graceful.
“Alrighty then, come on through and let’s get you looked at,” Lydia said kindly.
She let her first ever Whitebridge patient lead the way into the examination room.



CHAPTER SEVEN
“She’s seems alright,” Mila said, leaning on Cordelia’s desk.
“That would be because she hasn’t said ‘you should’ about eight million times to you,” Cordelia replied.
“And… it’s bad enough that you’re thinking about running away?” asked Mila, nodding toward the suitcase that was behind Cordelia’s chair.
“No, that would belong to Her Royal Highness, apparently she’s staying somewhere around here, but not in a hotel.”
“Ah, that’s right, Sylv from the shop was talking about taking in a lodger for a few weeks, it’ll be there,” Mila said. “She’ll get good food at least, Sylv’s the best cook in town.”
Something clearly evidenced by the fact that Sylv was as round as could be. Cordelia rubbed at her face. It had been a morning already and she really didn’t like the locum. “Let’s just hope that the doc comes back soon, wherever he is.”
“Tried calling him?” Mila asked.
“About a zillion times, the grumpy old sod. I can’t believe he left us in the lurch like this.”
“Except he didn’t, did he?” Mila said reasonably. “He arranged for a locum.”
“She’s fresh out of med school and knows less than I do,” complained Cordelia. “Except when it comes to organizing files, finding keys, and quoting Shakespeare.”
“All very important in a doctor,” Mila laughed.
The surgery door opened and Magda slipped out. “You can go in and get that prescription,” Cordelia told Mila. “You want to make your next appointment?” she asked Magda as she reached the desk.
“I… Cord.” Magda was pale as a sheet.
“What? What is it? Is it the baby?” said Cordelia, jumping up.
“No, yes, I don’t know.”
Cordelia dragged her to the receptionist’s chair, sat her down forcibly and squatted next to her. “Tell me what happened?”
Magda took a shaky breath. “She, er, she did the check, did the little ultrasound thingy, then asked if Doc Morris had said anything about the baby. And when I said no she said it was nothing to worry about but that she wanted me to go up to the hospital and have another scan there.”
Cordelia’s skin prickled. “She said it was nothing to worry about?”
“Mmm,” Magda nodded doubtfully.
“Then it’ll be nothing to worry about,” Cordelia said. “It’ll be absolutely fine, just a precaution. It’s because she’s a locum, she wants to cover her arse, make sure she doesn’t make any mistakes. And she’s so young, look at her, I mean, she’s barely out of school. She doesn’t know anywhere near as much as Doc Morris does.”
Magda was regaining some of her color. “Right. Yes, you’re probably right.”
“I’m definitely right. Trust me,” Cordelia said, mentally cursing Lydia for whatever she’d found or thought she’d found. “Listen, you get home and have a rest. I’ll ring through and make sure the hospital puts you at the top of the list and then I’ll pinch little Miss Know-It-All until she tells me what she found, alright?”
Magda smiled. “Thanks, Cord. It’s probably nothing.”
“It’s definitely nothing,” said Cordelia. “But I’ll water-board her if I have to.”
“Don’t do that, she’s quite lovely really. She’s got nice warm hands, and she was very comforting.”
“Mmm. We’ll see about that,” Cordelia said, standing up and giving Magda her hand so she could pull her out of the desk chair. “Go on, off you pop, if you hurry you can still catch the beginning of This Morning.”
She was going to crush Lydia Carlisle, Cordelia thought as she watched Magda waddle her way out of the surgery. Worrying a pregnant woman like that, what kind of bedside manner was that?
IT WAS SO close to lunchtime that Cordelia could feel her stomach starting to complain. She’d been ready to eat for at least the last half an hour and had even thought that they might finish up early. Lydia might not be her favorite person in the world, but even Cordelia had to admit that she was breezing through her appointments efficiently.
When the last patient had disappeared into Lydia’s office forty minutes ago, Cordelia had been certain that lunch was only a matter of minutes away. After all, NHS protocols dictated an average GP appointment length of less than ten minutes.
Which was just as well since the current patient, Nat Greene, had left her two year old son Toby sitting in the play corner.
Cordelia looked over and the child gave her a toothy grin and babbled something that she didn’t understand.
“Mummy won’t be long,” she said, wondering if he understood what she was saying.
He shook a toy and it rattled, making him grin, and then dropped it. His round face dropped at the same time. Within a second, his bottom lip was trembling and then he let out the loudest shrieking wail that Cordelia had ever heard.
Jesus.
She hurried over to the corner and handed the toy back to him, but he simply continued to cry until, delicately and reluctantly, she picked him up.
His cries decreased slightly and a bubble of snot appeared out of his nose.
“Hold on, there’s a tissue here somewhere,” she said, patting at her pockets and then heading back to her desk to find the tissue box empty.
The boy squawked in her arms and she deposited him on the desk chair so that she could search the drawers for some tissues.
“This is not my job,” she mumbled as she looked. “This is really not my damned job.”
Finally, she found a box, tore it open and held a tissue up just in time for Toby to turn his head and wipe snot up her forearm.
“Fantastic, lovely.”
Toby wailed louder.
“Look, look,” she said, picking up her house keys from her bag and jingling them in front of him. He stopped crying immediately and grabbed at them.
Cordelia heaved a sigh of relief at the silence and checked the clock again as she wiped her arm clean. Going on forty five minutes. What was she doing in there?
Toby munched on her keys placidly and Cordelia’s stomach rumbled again and then she started to worry. Nat Greene was all of twenty three or four. Surely there couldn’t be anything that wrong with her?
She knelt up so she could see the computer and clicked on Nat’s appointment, but there was no further information there. Maybe it was something awful?
“Are you really letting that child eat metal?” Lydia said as she pushed open the surgery door.
Guiltily, Cordelia snatched her keys from Toby who immediately began to wail again.
“It’s alright, bubba,” Nat said, hurrying over and picking Toby up. The child quietened and nestled into his mother’s neck. “He’s just hungry,” said Nat, patting his back. “I’m sorry he was with you so long, I didn’t think it would take that long.”
“Is everything alright?” Cordelia asked.
“Oh yes,” said Nat, smiling a little now. “Much better now actually, thank you.”
Nothing serious then, Cordelia thought as Nat carried her son out of the clinic. She turned to Lydia. “I’m not a babysitter, it’s not in my job description to pick up snotty children, you know. I do actually have responsibilities of my own.”
“Responsibilities that over-ride putting patient welfare first?” Lydia asked tartly.
“How was that in the patient’s welfare?”
Lydia sighed and shook her head. “What happens in the surgery is confidential, as you well know.”
“But whatever it was required me looking after Nat’s kid, huh?” Cordelia was hungry and irritated.
“Fine. It’s not your job. I understand that. I had no idea he was here, to be honest with you.”
Cordelia felt slightly less angry at this. She supposed that Lydia might not have known about Toby. But then she remembered Magda. “And what about you scaring patients half to death?” she demanded.
Lydia’s eyes opened a little wider, deep dark brown and puzzled looking. “I haven’t scared anyone.”
“Then why was Magda out here looking like the paint on that wall?” asked Cordelia. “You terrified her.”
“Magda…” Lydia said. “Oh, the pregnant woman?”
“Very much so, and you’re going to tell me right now what’s going on so that I can allay the fears that you’ve instilled.”
“As I told you before,” Lydia said patiently. “What happens in the surgery is confidential other than to patients and close family.”
“I am close, tell me,” Cordelia said, angry and worried now because despite what she’d told Magda she wasn’t so sure that Lydia didn’t know what she was talking about.
“Absolutely not, since…” Lydia trailed off. “Oh, oh dear, I didn’t know, I’m afraid I didn’t really understand.”
“Understand what?” Cordelia asked, wrong-footed by Lydia’s sudden change of tone.
“I really should have thought before I spoke, I’m so sorry, my apologies. It shouldn’t make a difference at all, but I am gay myself so I really should know better.”
“You’re gay?” said Cordelia. For a second she saw Lydia in a different light, restructuring her opinion of her to take in this new information. Except… except it didn’t really matter, did it? “What’s that got to do with anything?”
“Nothing, nothing at all,” Lydia said. “But I’m afraid that the rules do still stand, if you’d like to come to your partner’s appointments with her then you’re very welcome as long as Magda agrees, and if she’s there then I’m free to talk to the both of you about any concerns you might have.”
It took a minute. Cordelia’s brain finally caught up and put the pieces together. “Wait, you think…” She started to laugh.
“What?” asked Lydia.
“Nothing, nothing,” said Cordelia. “I’m just thinking about what Oliver will say when he hears this.”
“Who’s Oliver?”
“Magda’s husband.”
“Wait,” said Lydia. “So you’re not…?”
Cordelia shook her head.
“And the baby’s not…?”
Cordelia shook her head again. “Magda is my best friend though. And she’s worried. Very worried.”
Lydia took a heartbeat. “I’ll give her a call over lunch and try and calm her a little more. I should have done better during her appointment.” She hesitated for a moment. “I can’t tell you anything, of course, but I urge you not to worry. Not until there’s something to worry about.”
Cordelia gritted her teeth. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
“That there haven’t been any tests done and there’s no information available at the moment, therefore worrying is inefficient and pointless,” Lydia said, walking back off to her office.
Not helpful, Cordelia thought. And she wondered if Lydia was always this cool and practical. But then, given what was about to happen, cool and practical were, it was to turn out, just the necessary qualifications.



CHAPTER EIGHT
Lydia closed the office door and leaned back against it, horrified at what she’d just done. Not only had she falsely assumed that Cordelia was Magda’s partner, but she’d also outed herself in the process.
Not that she had a problem with people knowing she was gay, but generally she kept that information for those she was close to, rather than random doctor’s receptionists that hated her. And it was becoming very clear that Cordelia really had little time for her.
She groaned and went to her desk. It had not been her best morning. Barking at a roomful of patients, irritating her receptionist. To be fair, she’d had no idea that Natalie Greene’s son was in the waiting room.
But even if she’d known, she probably would have done the same. Nat needed a break, she needed a friendly ear, and as often happened in small practices, she had no real medical problems, she just needed someone to listen.
Lydia sighed and picked up the phone. She needed to call Magda and make sure that she knew that right now, there was nothing to be worried about. At least not until she’d been to the hospital. Lydia thought about the ultrasound she’d done. She was no expert and she couldn’t be sure, but there was something just not right about it. It needed a more practiced eye than hers, and she wasn’t willing to commit to any diagnosis.
The best she could do was hurry Magda through the system and get her seen as soon as possible. That and stay calm and confident so that Magda also stayed calm.
She looked the number up on the system and got down to it. Then she had referral letters to write and charting to do and enough other things that actually eating lunch looked like it really wasn’t going to happen.
AFTER A FLOOD of patients in the afternoon surgery, Lydia was ready to eat a horse and really not in the best of moods. She let her final patient go with a reminder to come back for a blood pressure test and looked at the clock. Surgery should have ended an hour ago.
Stretching as she got up, she went into the waiting room to make sure there weren’t any patients left.
“How does this process work?” she said to Cordelia, who was looking about as grumpy as Lydia felt.
“What process?” Cordelia asked, clearing her desk by sweeping everything into her handbag.
“Well, obviously you have patients with appointments. What about walk-ins?”
“We have plenty of those, as you’ve seen this afternoon.”
“Yes, but how are they seen? In which order do we see them?”
Cordelia shrugged. “I ask them what the problem is and then decide where to slip them into the schedule.”
Lydia eyed her. “You use your extensive medical knowledge to decide who goes first?”
Cordelia rolled her eyes. “No. But I’m not an idiot. I’ve been doing this job for over a decade. If it’s a simple repeat prescription then I slide them in for a couple of minutes between regular appointments. If it’s something serious sounding, like a baby with a fever, I get them straight in. If it’s something minor then I make them wait.”
“Right,” said Lydia, shaking her head.
“Listen: blood, puke or poo makes it through, that was Doc Morris’s rule.”
“You should be using a numbered waiting system,” Lydia said. “Obviously, emergencies have to go straight through or be sent to casualty, but the rest of them, they should be waiting their turn in a fair fashion. People who have the foresight to make appointments should be able to keep that appointment time.”
“That’s not the way the world works,” Cordelia snapped. “I don’t know how long you’ve been doing this, but actually, not many people plan on getting ill. Which makes it a bit difficult to make an appointment, what, with the majority of our patients not being psychic and all.”
“I’m just trying to help,” Lydia said. She really was. The practice was fine as it was, but it could be better. It was clear that whoever this Doctor Morris was, he was an older physician and a few of the newer techniques had passed him by.
“And it’s none of your business,” said Cordelia. “You’re a locum, a temp, you’ve got no business coming in here and trying to change things. It’s not particularly helpful.”
“It would make your life easier,” said Lydia. Not saying that Cordelia was so hopelessly organized that she could probably use all the help she could get.
“I don’t need you to make my life easier,” Cordelia said. “In fact, the one thing that would make my life easier would be if everyone just left me alone.”
There was a beat of silence as Lydia wondered how to respond to this. Cordelia was a snappy person, easily irritated, primed to go on the defensive. And Lydia wondered what had made her that way. Not that it was any of her business, as Cordelia had pointed out.
The ringing of the phone meant that she didn’t have to find a response.
Cordelia snatched the receiver up. “We’re closed,” she began, but quickly shut up, her face turning paler as she listened.
Lydia might be relatively new to this, but the look on Cordelia’s face was one she’d learned to recognize very quickly. Without thinking about it, she dashed back to her office and picked up her medical bag. By the time she came back, Cordelia was hanging up the phone.
“Give me your key,” Cordelia said.
Promptly, Lydia handed it over. “What is it?”
“Someone’s collapsed,” said Cordelia. “You’re going to go out of the main door and turn left. Take the first right and go straight, you’re looking for the village shop, you should see a crowd there. I’ll lock up here and join you. Go.”
Lydia didn’t say anything, she was already leaving.
Left, first right, the sun was shining and warm on her shoulders, and then she saw them, a small cluster of people around the pavement, and she hurried as fast as she could.
“Make room, doctor,” she barked as she got close enough.
The crowd split to reveal a large woman sitting on the pavement, her back against the wall of the shop. Lydia already had her suspicions just from first glance, but she needed to know more.
Looking around she recognized blue hair.
“You, Mila, call the ambulance.”
“Already done, they reckon eight minutes,” Mila said.
“Then clear the onlookers away please, give her some privacy here,” said Lydia, already squatting down.
The woman was pale, for sure, but she was also lopsided in a disconcerting way. Lydia put one finger under her chin and tilted it. “Smile,” she ordered.
In response she got a lopsided smile and a trail of drool. She checked the woman’s pupils, took one wrist and began taking a pulse and ran through protocols in her head. She was calm, clear, her breathing even, and, thought Lydia, her own state was much the same. Lydia took a deep breath, then picked up the woman’s other hand.
“I want you to push against my hands,” she said. “Like you were trying to push me away.”
The woman gurgled and pushed unevenly against Lydia’s hands.
“Beautiful, lovely,” Lydia said, remembering to smile. “Not long now, the ambulance is on its way. I’m the new doctor, by the way. Well, the locum doctor. My name’s Lydia. What’s yours?”
There was a gurgling in response and the woman’s eyes widened in panic.
“Sylv.” Cordelia’s voice came from over Lydia’s shoulder. “Her name’s Sylv.”
“Alright, Sylv, we’re doing just fine here, you’re in safe hands,” Lydia said, keeping up the flow of words, wanting to keep the woman as calm as she could.
Lydia noticed that her hands were steady as she reached for her medical bag, something that didn’t surprise her now that it was actually happening, but still, she was terrified inside. This was the first time she’d handled something like this alone.
“Is she going to be alright?” someone shouted.
“She’s fine,” Lydia said firmly. “Absolutely fine.” She pulled out a box, popped a tablet out of its pack, and used a thumb to open Sylv’s mouth. “Just going to pop this under your tongue. It’ll taste nasty, but just keep it there, let it do its job.”
“That’s it?” hissed Cordelia.
Lydia glared at her and Cordelia flushed and closed her mouth just as the first wailing of the sirens came.
She hadn’t quite realized how on edge she was until the ambulance sirens made her take a breath. Finally, someone to share the responsibility with.
“You’re just going to pop to the hospital,” she said kindly.
“I’ll go with her,” Mila said, bending down and taking Sylv’s hand. “Cord, call Max and tell him where I’ve gone, eh?”
“Absolutely,” said Cordelia.
And then the ambulance was pulling up and the paramedics were getting out and Lydia was standing up and shaking a big warm hand.
“Suspected ischemic stroke,” she said quickly. “Pupils fine, face and arm test showing signs of inequality, I’ve popped a junior aspirin under her tongue, but she’s a classic. You’ll need to get her to the nearest stroke center ASAP.”
“It’s seven minutes on blue lights,” the paramedic said. “Well within the safe window. We’ve got this, doc.”
Lydia’s heart lightened. Care within an hour had the best outcomes. There was no doubt that this was serious, but Sylv was going to be in good hands, she had the best chance she could have.
The paramedics got her onto a stretcher and Mila barked orders telling people to close the shop and look after things, and then, with a revving of engines and a whoop of sirens, the ambulance was gone and the crowd was dispersing.
Lydia finally took a full breath.
“Is she going to be alright?” Cordelia asked, voice low.
“She’s got the best chance she can have,” said Lydia. “But from what I saw, I give a tentative yes. The symptoms weren’t too advanced and she’s off to the right place. I’ve seen people recover from worse.”
“Thank god,” said Cordelia.
Lydia smiled a little. So Cordelia did have a heart.
“Although, that does leave you with a problem,” Cordelia added.
“What’s that then?” asked Lydia, fastening her bag and picking it up.
“Well, that was your new landlord,” said Cordelia, staring after the ambulance.



CHAPTER NINE
Lydia’s face looked so despondent that even Cordelia took pity on her. Well, that and the fact that Sylv had still been breathing when she got into the ambulance. This led to Cordelia thinking that actually Lydia was probably quite a good doctor, even if she was annoying.
“Come back to the surgery. I’ll make you some tea.”
“Are you sure?” asked Lydia, bag in her hand.
“Well, you’ll have to wear dirty knickers if you don’t, since your suitcase is still back there,” said Cordelia, leading the way. She sniffed as they turned the corner. “Did you seriously give her a baby aspirin for a stroke?”
“Standard care,” Lydia said. “And by the way, if you ever question my judgment in front of a patient like that again, I will get you fired.”
“Good luck with that, I think I’m the only one brave or stupid enough to put up with Doc Morris’s temper,” Cordelia said. She took a breath. “You’re right though, I shouldn’t have started to say anything. I realized as soon as I opened my mouth. Sorry about that, it won’t happen again.”
“I’m not saying I won’t accept criticism,” Lydia said earnestly.
“Oh good.” Cordelia side-eyed her. “You give out enough of it, you’d better be able to accept it as well.”
“Obviously. If you think I’m making a mistake you should absolutely say something, we all make errors. Just not in front of a patient. A patient needs to trust his or her doctor, it’s important.”
“Understood,” said Cordelia, who did understand.
“And I don’t.”
“Don’t what?”
“Give out a lot of criticism,” said Lydia.
Cordelia snorted. “Do you not? Could have fooled me. You’ve only been here a day and you’ve already told me to improve the filing system, improve the waiting system, and find somewhere to keep all the keys.”
“That wasn’t criticism. That was advice.”
“Huh. Thin line there, I suspect,” said Cordelia unlocking the surgery door and letting Lydia go in first. “And in the spirit of being open with one another, and this really isn’t a criticism at all, am I right in thinking that might have been your first time out there?”
“It was certainly not my first time treating stroke patients,” Lydia snapped.
“I said it wasn’t a criticism, and that’s not what I meant anyway. I meant it was your first time taking sole responsibility for an emergency.”
Lydia paused, bit her lip, then nodded briefly. “What gave it away?”
“Dunno,” said Cordelia, searching for the office key yet again. “You just seemed a bit… highly strung. Tense maybe. I don’t think anyone else noticed. Mind you, they haven’t spent the day with you. Here you’re relaxed, out there you were… on edge perhaps.”
“It was terrifying,” Lydia admitted, sitting down on one of the waiting room chairs. “Not that I didn’t know what to do, I did. It wasn’t that kind of scary. It was more… the weight of it, the responsibility of it. I wonder if I’ll get used to it.”
“Holding someone’s life in your hands?” asked Cordelia, finally locating the key. “Probably not. I mean, it’s a pretty big deal, isn’t it? Plus, you’re a GP, not a heart surgeon or anything, I suppose it’s not something you’ll have to do too much of.”
“Good,” Lydia said and Cordelia thought that she looked tired. “Not that I don’t want to save lives, I do. I’d just rather do it in a slower and less weighty kind of way.”
Cordelia held the key up. “Come on, I’ll get the kettle on, hot sweet tea, isn’t that the prescription?”
Lydia laughed. “Yes.”
“Just as long as you don’t complain about how I make it,” added Cordelia, not at all sure that Lydia would be able to stop herself from doing so.
But a few minutes later they were both back out in the airy waiting room with tea in their hands and Lydia hadn’t spoken a word the whole time.
For the first time, Cordelia found herself feeling slightly sympathetic. It couldn’t be easy walking into a new place all the time and finding your feet. It was probably exhausting, come to think of it. Not something she’d like to do.
“You can use the surgery phone,” she said.
“For…?”
“To call the locum agency,” said Cordelia. “Maybe they’ll have a back up plan?”
“Right,” said Lydia, putting her mug down on the reception desk. “You’ll be wanting to get home to your family, I suppose. Give me a minute, let me see if I can get hold of them.”
Cordelia watched as she dialed. Her fingers were long, her nails short, she wore no rings. But then, Cordelia supposed that being a locum wasn’t exactly conducive to being married, so maybe Lydia was single.
“Answering service,” Lydia said, pulling a face as she hung up.
“Bad luck,” said Cordelia. The sun was getting lower in the sky and the waiting room was turning orange in the light. “I’m divorced.” Now why had she said that?
Lydia blinked. “Oh. Er, I’m sorry?”
“Don’t be. He was an arse. My ex. No kids. No family to get back to is what I meant.”
“Oh,” Lydia said again. “Me too.” She flushed, a pretty pink glow on her cheeks. “Not divorced. Never married. Not really um, well, I’ve been busy and things.”
“Right,” Cordelia said, only now remembering that Lydia had said she was gay.
“No family. Except my sister and brother in law and niece and nephew.”
“Sounds like family to me,” Cordelia said. So she guessed there was no girlfriend in the mix. Well, she could get on board with that. The single life had plenty to offer.
“Yeah, they’re great. I’m sort of staying with them on and off, but coming here was meant to be a break for all of us. I think Leah and Rowan could use a little private time, if you know what I mean. Well, that and the fact that the drive here this morning took over an hour.”
“Rough commute,” Cordelia said.
“Right.” Lydia blew out a breath. “I guess I could stay in a hotel or an inn or something. Anything like that in town?”
Cordelia laughed. “Are you kidding? Not even close. Though there is the Banks House. Some company brought that, a big place on the outskirts of town. I think they use it for corporate events or something, not like a real hotel though.”
“Ha, the pleasures of small town life.”
“Right.”
“Someone should open something, a bed and breakfast maybe.”
Cordelia took a sip of tea. “You use that word should a lot.”
“It’s a perfectly serviceable word,” Lydia said.
“Ever thought it might be the reason that you’re single?” blurted out Cordelia without really thinking about it.
Lydia turned to her and blinked owlishly. “Meaning?”
“Meaning you should maybe stop telling people what they should do. It’s bossy. And… and irritating.”
“Mmm.” Lydia didn’t look convinced. She did, however, look pale and tired.
“Did you eat lunch?”
Lydia shook her head. “No time. I had charting to do and more referrals to write.”
“Well, in terms of should, you should eat lunch. Or at least have a protein bar handy or something. You look like you’re about to drop, and given that you’re the doctor here I’m not entirely sure who I’d call if you did.”
Lydia smiled weakly. “I’ll do better tomorrow. In the meantime, I suppose I’d better get going.  It’s a long drive home. Though I suppose I could look for a hotel somewhere between here and my sister’s. The agency is paying for it.”
“Really?” asked Cordelia, more out of nosiness than anything else. She wondered how much Sylv would have been paid. “How much do they give you then?”
Lydia told her and Cordelia’s eyebrows rose. The amount per week would cover her electric bill and half the gas as well. It was alright for some.
“By the way,” Lydia said. “I called the hospital and had them fast track Magda’s appointment. They got her in at the end of the week, so she shouldn’t have to wait long.”
“Wait long to find out what exactly?” Cordelia said. It was worth trying again.
“Still can’t tell you,” said Lydia, actually looking penitent. “I’m sorry, really, I am. But it’s not worth my license. I know she’s your friend, and I know you care for her. If you like, I can give you the time off to go to the appointment with her?”
A nice gesture actually. Cordelia wrinkled her nose. She hated it when people she thought she’d already judged went and did something she considered uncharacteristic. “Thanks,” she said gruffly. “But Oliver will want to go with her.”
“Then the best that I can tell you is that the results should be pretty immediate, there shouldn’t be too much waiting involved, if that helps at all.”
And Cordelia could see that actually, she really was trying to help. That as interfering and critical as she could be, the woman had gone out of her way to help Magda. To help Sylv, for that matter. And, like it or not, the town needed a doctor.
“You definitely don’t know what happened to Doc Morris?” Cordelia said.
Lydia turned big, dark eyes on her. “Not a clue, sorry.” She drank down the rest of her tea. “I’ll rinse this out and then get out of here. It’s probably best if I drive back to my sister’s for tonight.”
She disappeared back off to the kitchen and Cordelia had time to think.
The money would be useful, money always was, wasn’t it? And people were used to having a doctor in the village. Look at what happened to Sylv. What would have happened if she’d been ill after business hours, with a doctor all the way in wherever the hell Lydia’s sister lived?
As much as Cordelia might hate other people doing uncharacteristic things, she wasn’t past doing them herself.
When Lydia came back, Cordelia was standing at the front door, Lydia’s suitcase in her hand. “Come on then,” she said.
“Come on?” asked Lydia, puzzled.
“You might as well come home with me, I suppose.” Cordelia stared at her, daring her to laugh or complain or say anything involving the word ‘should’. But Lydia just stared back. Cordelia narrowed her eyes and just in case Lydia was getting the wrong idea she added, “There’s a spare room.”



CHAPTER TEN
The fact that she was trotting along after Cordelia, suitcase in hand, like a recalcitrant child was by far the most surprising part of Lydia’s day. Mostly because Lydia could have sworn that Cordelia actively disliked her.
The late summer sun was still shining as they turned the corner into a pleasant street lined with small houses.
“It’s this one,” Cordelia said gruffly, turning up a small driveway.
“It’s a beautiful house,” said Lydia dutifully.
She wasn’t lying though. The house was neat and gray, nestled into a small garden, and had a bright blue front door. It looked like the kind of house newly weds would buy, the first family house, which was why, even though Cordelia had told her she was single, Lydia was surprised at the silence when the door opened.
It just looked like the kind of house that children spilled out of.
“This is very kind,” said Lydia as she stepped inside.
“It’s practical,” Cordelia said, kicking off her shoes and adding them to the small pile by the door. “There’s no point having a doctor that isn’t around when we need him or her. And the money will come in handy.”
“Right,” Lydia said, biting her lip. Practicality, of course. She was the practical one, she could have figured that out. This had nothing to do with whether or not Cordelia liked her and everything to do with the fact that Whitebridge was used to the luxury of having a doctor onsite and Cordelia wanted help with a few bills.
“Besides, you looked tired,” added Cordelia.
Which put Lydia right back at the beginning. So it wasn’t just practicalities then? She took off her own shoes and carefully laid them side by side next to the door. “Thank you,” she said.
“For saying you looked tired? I wish everyone was as easy to compliment.”
“No, thank you for taking me in. I… I had other options, but this is by far the best. And you’re right, it’s practical.”
Cordelia pulled a face and in the light Lydia could see what she might look like if she actually smiled. Now that she thought about it, had time to look, Cordelia’s face was very interesting. All angles and generous mouth, those eyes like almonds and the color of bottle-washed glass. It was a sharply attractive face that was trying hard not to be attractive.
“Well, I like my privacy, as I’m sure you do,” Cordelia said roughly. “So don’t go thinking this’ll be all girls’ nights in and sappy films and the like, because it won’t.”
“I’d never dare think that,” said Lydia, a smile twitching her lips at the thought of Cordelia watching anything other than shark documentaries and serial killer mini-series, which is what she was sure she watched.
“Good,” sniffed Cordelia. “Give me a minute to make up the bed in the spare room. Kitchen’s that way.”
She went off up the stairs and Lydia left her case in the hall and wandered through the rest of the downstairs.
It was strange, seeing someone’s space so intimately and barely knowing them. Cordelia’s house was… pretty. Nicely cared for, nicely decorated in calming tones of pale green and cream and blue. The kitchen had large french windows that opened onto the garden.
Alright, it wasn’t the neatest space she’d ever seen. But the bare bones were there. Everything smelled faintly dusty and faintly like Cordelia herself, a mixture of perfume and flowers and something musky and spicy she couldn’t name.
There was a pile of unopened mail on the table and the front of the fridge was bare, no photos, no magnets, no reminders.
It was, Lydia thought, the kind of house that didn’t give away much. The kind of house with no memories in it, or perhaps the kind of house where the memories had been scrubbed away in an effort to forget. Cordelia was divorced, she remembered. Maybe it had been a bad divorce.
“You’ll be upstairs on the right,” Cordelia said, coming into the kitchen. “The bathroom’s opposite, you can’t miss it. You’ll have it to yourself, no sharing.”
“Right,” said Lydia. She cleared her throat because just at that moment in the light from the garden she’d very suddenly realized that Cordelia was awfully attractive.
Her body curved under jeans and a shirt, she moved with grace, the arch of her neck was perfect, and Lydia’s mouth went very dry.
“I suppose we’d better do something about dinner,” said Cordelia. “Eggs alright? Don’t get used to it, I won’t be cooking every night.”
“Wouldn’t dream of it,” Lydia said, brought back to the ground by Cordelia’s words. “And I can cook, if you prefer?”
“It’s my house.” She busied herself getting supplies from the fridge before realizing that there was no butter. “Fuck.”
“You should have a reminder board somewhere in here,” Lydia said without thinking as she grabbed a bottle of olive oil instead. “That way you’d remember when you used the last of something.”
Cordelia glared at her and took the oil. “I should, should I?”
Lydia sighed. “You know, it’s hard to have a conversation without using the word should. It’s a perfectly serviceable word.”
Cordelia turned on the pan and started the oil heating. “It’s a perfectly loathsome word.”
“You never use it then?” Lydia asked, grinning at her.
Reluctantly, Cordelia grinned back. “Maybe once or twice, but not as often as you.”
“Fine.” Lydia leaned back against a counter. “Then maybe we should move on to safer subjects. Lived in the house long?”
“Not a safe subject,” Cordelia said. “Safe subjects are things like ‘how was the traffic?’ and ‘isn’t the weather lovely today?’.”
Lydia sighed. “Fine, isn’t the weather lovely today?”
Cordelia scowled at her. “How about we talk about you instead? How long have you been a doctor?”
“Long enough, I’m fully qualified.”
Cordelia scowled again and Lydia could see smoke starting to rise from the pan behind her.
“Cordelia, you should—”
“Stop saying that.”
“The pan…”
Cordelia turned and swore and began to scrape at the pan before picking it up and dumping it in the sink in disgust.
Surprised, Lydia looked up at the ceiling and then frowned. “You know, you really should have smoke detectors in here, right?” she began.
“Enough!”
She looked down again to see Cordelia’s eyes narrowed. “What?”
“Enough. This was a stupid idea. It’s not going to work out.”
“Why not?” asked Lydia, slightly confused. She hadn’t thought things were going that badly.
“For the simple fact that if you stay much longer I’m going to have to smother you in your sleep,” said Cordelia through gritted teeth. “You should, you should, you should.”
“But you should have smoke detectors,” protested Lydia. “It’s a health and safety thing, they could save your life.”
“They’re not going to save yours at this rate,” growled Cordelia.
Lydia took a breath, then nodded. “Alright, okay, I understand. Clash of personalities and all that.”
“You can stay tonight,” said Cordelia. “I’ve already made the bed.” She looked at the sink. “I’ll order a pizza or something, I suppose.”
Lydia nodded. “That sounds nice. Um, thanks. Even though it’s not going to work out. Thanks anyway.”
“I’d say nothing personal, but we both know I’d be lying.” Cordelia was starting to calm down now, her cheeks less pink. “I’ll, um, I’ll get online and order that pizza. Cheese alright with you?”
Lydia nodded. “Fine.”
When the pizza came, they ate in front of the TV, watching the news, not shark documentaries. And as soon as it was decent, Lydia excused herself, saying she was tired. Cordelia barely wished her goodnight.
Lydia waited until she was in the little spare room before she finally let out a breath she thought she might have been holding all afternoon. What a day. She hadn’t been lying when she said she was tired.
She listened carefully, establishing that Cordelia was still downstairs watching TV before she pulled out her phone and called her sister.
“Hello there sexy,” Leah said.
“What?” said Lydia. “Leah!”
“Jesus, sorry, I thought you were Rowan. He should be home any minute now. I’ve finally got both kids in bed and asleep, I’ve ordered an Indian, got the nice plates out. I’ve even got candles.” She paused for a second. “Might have shaved as well. And not just the places that show, above the knee too.”
Lydia chuckled. “Right, well, I can see you’re making the most of your time alone.”
“You’re not kidding. Now all I’ve got to do is hope that one of the kids doesn’t wake up or vomit down the stairs or something equally horrific to ruin the mood,” Leah said.
Looking down at the soft white sheets on the bed Lydia realized that Leah and Rowan needed this. They needed the time alone, they needed to be a family. One without a random aunt and sister showing up at all hours. She swallowed. She’d been about to tell Leah that she was coming back, commute be damned.
“You alright over there?” Leah asked. “Everything going according to plan?”
The bedroom window looked out over the garden and Lydia leaned her head against the glass. “Yes,” she said brightly. “Everything’s going great. Just checking in to let you know that it’s all going swimmingly.”
“Swimmingly?” Leah said. “That’s not a good word. That’s the kind of word people use when they want everyone to think everything’s okay.”
“Everything is okay,” said Lydia, afraid she’d blown it.
But over the phone came the sound of Leah’s front door opening and Rowan shouting hello. “Jesus, he’ll have the kids up again,” Leah said. “Alright, I’ve got to go. Wish me luck. You sure you’re alright over there?”
“Perfectly fine,” Lydia said. “Go on, off you go. Good luck.”
She let the phone drop onto the bed. She’d find somewhere else to stay, a hotel somewhere close enough to commute to, something like that. It would be more comfortable. Cordelia was right about the personality clash. Lydia didn’t particularly think that she’d done anything wrong, but then, she didn’t want to walk on eggshells for the next few days, so it would be better to move out.
So she didn’t bother unpacking. She used the bathroom, pulled her laptop out of her bag, lay on the comfortable bed, and started looking for alternative accommodations.



CHAPTER ELEVEN
It wouldn’t have worked. Apart from anything else, Cordelia worked better alone. She wanted to be alone. Ever since Hunter had left she’d positively thrived being alone. Which didn’t exactly stop her feeling guilty when Lydia walked into the surgery the next morning and placed a paper bag on her desk.
“We were out of milk. And bread. So I figured you hadn’t had any breakfast either,” Lydia said. “It’s a bagel from the cafe.” She turned to go to her office, pulling that stupid damn suitcase behind her. “Oh, I ran to the shop and there’s milk, bread and coffee in the kitchen. Just as a thank you for letting me stay last night.”
Then she was gone and Cordelia was gritting her teeth and trying to pretend that she really didn’t want the stupid bagel, when in actuality her stomach was threatening some kind of rebellion if she didn’t eat it.
“The doc stayed with you last night?” Jules, the barmaid at the village pub, had been leafing through a magazine. Now she was looking at Cordelia and waggling her eyebrows suggestively.
“Well, she was supposed to be staying with Sylv,” said Cordelia.
“Right. Word is that Sylv’s doing well. Mila was in the pub last night, they were all sorting out a rota to keep the shop open. According to her, Sylv should be fit as a fiddle in no time and back on her feet in a couple of weeks.”
Cordelia felt a release of pressure around her heart. “Good,” she said briskly. Lydia was a good doctor, there was no doubting that. And it was likely that without her intervention, Sylv’s outlook would have been much worse.
“Still, it’s good that the doc’s staying with you,” Jules went on. “Think how long we’d have to wait for someone to come over in an emergency. Doesn’t bear thinking about.”
“Right,” said Cordelia. “Actually—”
But before she could finish, Lydia was calling Jules’s name and she was disappearing into the surgery.
Cordelia sighed and clicked on her computer. Having Lydia stay and complain all the time that she should be doing things was not going to happen.
“I heard that the doc’s staying with you,” Mila said when she rushed into the surgery later that morning. “Thanks for that, Cord, it’s a nice thing to do. Is she in? I told Sylv I’d thank her.” She disappeared before Cordelia could say anything.
Next, it was Billie, Jules’s wife, with their young son in tow. “Ben’s ear infection is back,” she said, leaning on the little counter. “And well done getting the doctor to stay in the village. We’re all really grateful. Having her around is a weight off my mind.” Ben squirmed in her arms.
“Yeah,” Cordelia said. “About that…”
But Billie was already hiking Ben up and putting him in the play corner and then she was picking up a magazine and then it just all seemed too late to say anything.
Cordelia frowned at her computer, trying to focus on something that wasn’t the increasing guilt she felt about being continually thanked for letting Lydia stay in her spare room. Like she was Mother Theresa or something. Some kind of saint for giving up a few meters of space.
Lydia did criticize. But Cordelia tried to be fair. If she’d stop using the word ‘should’ she might actually be a nice person. She was a good doctor, kind, caring.
The village needed their doctor.
She gritted her teeth.
For God’s sake.
She wasn’t really contemplating changing her mind, was she?
Perhaps, she thought, there was a compromise here. Okay, so Lydia needed to stay in the village. But what if she stayed with someone else? Like… She racked her brains. Like…
She sat back in her chair.
Like…
Nope, it was no good, no one came to mind. No one with a spare bedroom at any rate.
Maybe they could do a rota, like Mila had done with the shop. Maybe they could just pass her around from house to house, say, for one night a week. She could handle Lydia for one night a week.
She’d been quiet. She was relatively unobtrusive.
She had a nice smile.
Wait.
Where had that come from?
Still, objectively, she did have a nice smile. It was warm and inviting, and her lips crinkled a little around the corners. Actually, now that she thought about it, the doctor was an attractive woman. There was an energy about her, the way she moved, the way she talked with her hands sometimes.
“Christ,” Cordelia mumbled under her breath. “It’s been too long since you’ve been laid.”
Which was probably true since she hadn’t, in fact, touched a soul since Hunter had left. Since before that, actually. And dating prospects in Whitebridge weren’t immense. Not that she had any intention of dating or being anything other than alone.
Bringing her all the way back to the fact that Lydia couldn’t and shouldn’t and wouldn’t be living with her. No matter what the entire village seemed to think about it. There would be another solution.
Probably.
IT WAS HALF past three before she realized.
The surgery had been busy enough for a Thursday, with people in and out. And then at about half past two she’d needed to pop out on her break to get some coffee creamer for the practice kitchen and a package of biscuits too, because why not?
Being in the shop made her think of Sylv, of the calmness on her face once Lydia had started to talk to her, the relief that had been there. And then it made her think of the milk and bread and coffee that were waiting at home, staples that she’d forgotten to pick up for at least three days running.
Maybe a shopping list or some kind of reminder system wasn’t the worst idea.
He must have been there when she came back from the shop, but she didn’t particularly make note of it. There were patients coming and going and there was generally at least a couple of kids in the play corner at this time of day.
The primary school had let out and so either the kids themselves were patients, or mums and dads had no choice but to bring their wee ones along to their own appointments.
It wasn’t until half past three that she realized that Toby Greene had been quietly amusing himself in the play corner for perhaps slightly too long. And that was only because he gave a gurgle of frustration when he dropped a toy.
She just about had time to wonder if Nat was in with Lydia, and if so, how long she planned on staying in there, when the phone rang with someone wanting to make an appointment. The call lasted longer than normal and her computer was acting up, all of which put Toby Greene firmly out of mind.
So firmly, in fact, that she could very well have locked him in the surgery all night, and it was only because he was giving off the smallest of wheezy snores that she remembered him at all.
She was picking up the magazines and making sure the chairs were straight and it took her a second to hear the sound, and another second to figure out what it was and then to track down the source.
Which was when she found Toby Greene lying on his stomach on the play carpet, thumb in his mouth, calmly napping and snoring like a contented cat.
With a note pinned to the back of his jumper.
Cordelia looked around.
There was no one there. Not a soul. And the last three patients had gone in and come out again in a normal fashion. So Nat Greene wasn’t in with Lydia.
She growled to herself.
This wasn’t a day care. She should have been far clearer about that to Nat. Far clearer about that to Lydia as well, since the doctor seemed to be the one encouraging Nat.
She picked the note off Toby’s back, read it and then read it again in absolute disbelief. Just to be sure, she read it one more time, and then swung around, seeing the promised bag sitting by the front door, stuffed full to overflowing with things she assumed the child would need.
Turning her back on the sleeping child, she marched to Lydia’s office and flung the door open.
“Yes?” asked Lydia, intent on her paperwork.
“You have a problem.”
Lydia looked up, eyes tired enough that for a brief second Cordelia felt that surge of guilt again. “I do?”
“Come out here.”
Without a word, Lydia pushed her chair back and followed Cordelia into the waiting room. Cordelia pointed at the sleeping child.
“I… I don’t understand,” Lydia said.
“Do you not?” asked Cordelia, passing the note along to her. “Because it seems that your ‘patiently listen and encourage your patient’ technique has backfired on you.”
“But… but how? Why? What’s going on?” Lydia asked, note still in her hand.
“What’s going on is that we’ve been left holding the baby. Literally holding the baby,” Cordelia said, looking down at Toby. “He’s been left, and I quote, ‘in the care of the practice.’”
“Oh,” said Lydia. “Oh no. Oh dear. Oh… Oh no.”
“Oh yes,” Cordelia said, quite firmly. “So what do you suggest that we do about this?”
Lydia blew out a breath, looked at the child, then at Lydia, then back at Toby again. But before she could say anything, before Cordelia could force her into coming up with a solution, Toby stirred, blinked, then began to cry.
“Oh no,” Lydia said again, stooping to pick the child up, bouncing him gently and cooing to him. “Don’t cry.”
She was a natural, was the first thought that came to Cordelia’s mind. She looked so… normal. Lydia cradled Toby against her chest and he quietened. Cordelia sighed. “I’ll call the police,” she said.



CHAPTER TWELVE
The policeman rubbed a hand over his swarthy face and shook his head. “Take me through it again, you just found the child here?”
“Max, it’s not rocket science,” Cordelia said. “Yes. He’s a child. It’s not like he brought himself here. Anyway, there’s a note.”
“A note,” said Max.
Lydia looked over to where she’d laid Toby down on the soft cushions in the play area. He’d gone back to sleep, a decision that she suspected might be about to come back and haunt her. She bit her lip and turned back to Max. “I’ve got a feeling this might be my fault.”
“Your fault?” asked Max. “How exactly?”
Lydia sighed. “Nat Greene was in the surgery yesterday. She, uh, she’s been struggling a bit.” She wondered how much she could say without breaking confidentiality. But then, surely this kind of emergency trumped spilling something that couldn’t possibly be a secret from the whole town.
Fortunately, Cordelia stepped in. “Elias has gone walkabout again.”
Which more or less summed up what Nat had told Lydia. Her erstwhile partner, Elias, had gone off ten days ago now, leaving Nat and Toby alone. Something that Nat was finding hard to deal with, given both her young age and the fact that she had no close family living nearby.
“So Elias has gone walkabout and what?” asked Max, eyeing the sleeping Toby.
“And it appears that Nat has gone after him,” Lydia said, taking control back now that she wasn’t forced to mention anything Nat had told her during her appointment. “At least that’s what the letter she left says.”
Max looked down at the note. “It also says that there’s a bag?”
“Over there by the door,” said Lydia. “I’ve already been through it. It’s stuff for the baby, nothing else.”
“And this note specifies that she knows that Toby will be in good hands and that she’ll be back as soon as she can,” said Max, frowning at the letters like they might reveal more. “Well, it’s clear she hasn’t abandoned the child at least.”
“No, no,” said Cordelia. “She hasn’t. What she has done is leave him in the care of the surgery. Or, I suppose, in Lydia’s care since she’s the doctor.” Lydia felt Cordelia’s eyes on her and her back itched. “And since Lydia appears to have been the catalyst for all this.”
“All I did was recommend that she rely more on family and friends for help, I told her she didn’t have to handle all this alone,” protested Lydia.
“And she took you at your word,” said Max. He rubbed his face again and blew out a breath. “Sorry, I’m not at my best. Dash has had us up two nights in a row now. The combination of that cold that’s going around and his asthma isn’t a good one. Alright, let me think about next steps.”
“Surely next steps are that we call social services,” Lydia said. She was already pulling her phone out of her pocket.
“Hold on, hold on,” said Max. “Let’s not be too hasty here.”
“It’s the logical thing to do. Probably the legal thing to do,” said Lydia, turning to Cordelia and expecting to see clear agreement. But Cordelia wasn’t nodding, instead she was frowning, worried-looking. “What?”
Cordelia flashed a look at Max who nodded at her. “The problem with calling social services is that once you’re in the system, it’s hard to get out again.”
“But the system is there for a reason,” Lydia began.
“And normally I’d be the first to agree with you,” Max said. “But I know Nat and Elias. They’re young, impulsive, not always the best decision makers, we can all agree on that. Something else I think we can agree on though, is that Toby is a loved and well looked-after child. There’s no signs of abuse or anything that would make me worry about him.”
“Other than that Nat just left him here and waltzed out,” Cordelia said thoughtfully.
“Yes, but she didn’t leave him unattended, she left him where she knew he would be looked after with people she knew would care for him,” said Max.
“What are you saying?” Lydia said. Toby was starting to shift in the cushions, a sign that meant he was about to wake again.
“I… I don’t know exactly what I’m saying yet,” Max said.
Lydia looked at Cordelia. She’d thought that Cordelia would be the first to want to get rid of Toby. The first not to accept responsibility. But maybe she’d misjudged. Perhaps Cordelia was nicer than she’d thought. Or, more to the point, perhaps Cordelia was nicer than she’d like people to think.
Now Cordelia was sighing. “We’ll keep an eye on him for a couple of hours,” she said.
Max grinned. “Would you? It’d be a weight off my mind. And Nat did trust you with him, after all. Just give me time to go around town, chase her down, see if she’s around or at least get a number for her.”
“We’ve got her mobile number in the practice records,” Cordelia said, going to her desk. Max followed her. “But there’s no answer. It just goes straight to voicemail.”
Toby stirred again. Lydia went over to him and picked him up. He wasn’t a large child, and he nestled nicely against her, calming immediately. But it wouldn’t be long before he woke up, before he was hungry, before he missed his mother. Then what?
“Alright,” said Max. “I’ll drop by in a couple of hours, hopefully with some good news.” He grinned at Lydia. “Good thing that you’re shacking up with Cord, it’d be a nightmare if we had to decide which of you Nat had intended to leave the nipper with.”
“Actually,” Lydia began, but Max was already whistling his way out of the surgery, leaving Lydia holding Toby and Cordelia tutting and shaking her head.
“Won’t be long before he’s hungry,” Cordelia said.
“I’m sorry about this,” said Lydia, honestly meaning it. She hadn’t meant for Nat to take off to find her partner. But she could see now how Nat might have interpreted things that way. “I have a hotel booked, I’ll call them, I’m sure having a baby there won’t be a big deal. Or I can just stay here for a couple of hours until Max has more news or…”
“Oh no,” Cordelia said. “Or nothing. You’re not leaving me holding the baby. And I’m not letting an almost-stranger take a child. You’re coming home with me until we get all this sorted out. And don’t think that means I’m happy about it.”
She didn’t seem… unhappy about it though, Lydia thought. Which just reinforced her idea that Cordelia was far nicer than she wanted people to think. Cordelia stepped in and lifted Toby from Lydia’s arms, held him close to her body and the child nuzzled her.
For a moment, they were all smiling. Cordelia at the warmth of a milky child, Lydia at the sight of Cordelia being sensitive, protective. The look suited her and she thought what a shame it was that Cordelia didn’t have children of her own.
Although maybe she didn’t want them.
“Go on then, get your things together,” barked Cordelia, breaking the moment. “I’m sick of the sight of that damned suitcase.” She sniffed, then sniffed again. “Actually, strike that, I’ll take the case, you can deal with whatever this stench is.” She hoisted the now awake Toby over to Lydia’s arms.
“Why do I have to do it?” Lydia asked, pulling a face at the very pungent smell.
“You’re a doctor, aren’t you? Surely you’ve seen worse things,” said Cordelia. She yanked at the handle of Lydia’s suitcase. “I’ll be outside.”
IT WAS AFTER seven when Max knocked on the door and Toby was smeared in tomato sauce and had a chicken nugget clutched in one hand.
“Looks like he’s in good hands,” said Max when Lydia led him through to the kitchen. “Although I’m not sure that eating on the floor is the best idea.”
“It’s clean, I cleaned it,” Lydia said. “And we don’t have a high chair, so…”
“Right,” said Max. “Well, the news isn’t great, I’m afraid.”
“What news?” Cordelia asked. She was leaning against the kitchen counter with a cup of tea in her hand and looking for all the world like it was perfectly normal to have a child covered in ketchup on her floor.
“I’ve been all over town and by all accounts, Nat left this afternoon. Someone saw her in a taxi, presumably on her way to the station. Which leaves us with a bigger problem than we might have thought.”
Cordelia looked at Max, then at Toby, then at Max again. Max put up both hands.
“Look, I’d take him myself, Cord, you know that. But with Dash’s cold I can’t. It wouldn’t be fair on either of them. And there’s every chance that Nat will be back tomorrow with Elias in tow.”
“And if she’s not?” Lydia asked.
“Then I’ll put out a BOLO and say she’s a person of interest, it won’t be long before someone tracks her down,” Max said. “In the meantime though, do we really want to call social services on this little tyke?”
All three of them looked at Toby who was happily munching on his chicken nugget. And Lydia knew that technically they should be involving the authorities. But she also knew that children that went into care often stayed there longer than they should, that the system wasn’t perfect, that Toby was a well cared for child. And that Nat Greene didn’t deserve to be punished for one impulsive decision.
She was about to tell Max that she’d take responsibility for all this. But Cordelia spoke first.
“We’ll keep an eye on him for a couple of days,” she said.
Lydia didn’t miss the ‘we’ in that sentence.
“Great,” said Max with relief. “I’ll keep you posted with whatever I find out.”
Cordelia showed him to the door and Lydia watched Toby and thought that she’d misjudged Cordelia quite badly. She wasn’t the defensive, prickly, chaotic woman that she’d initially met. Or maybe she was. But she was also caring, generous, and kind.
And none of this was really her fault at all.
When Cordelia came back into the kitchen, Lydia was wiping ketchup up off the floor. She looked up. “I’m supposed to be moving out,” she began, ready to make her apologies, ready to offer to do whatever it took to fix this situation.
“Fuck no,” Cordelia said. “You got us into this situation, you’re damn well sticking around until it’s all solved. In fact, take that suitcase upstairs right this second, you’re not leaving this house until Nat Greene’s back or Toby’s somewhere else safe.”
Lydia smiled.
“Don’t grin, I’m not doing you a favor,” said Cordelia.
But Lydia smiled anyway because Cordelia was all bark and no bite and because for an instant back there, when Cordelia was holding Toby, she was pretty sure she’d seen a glimpse of the real Cordelia.
And she liked her.



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
It was half past eleven. Toby was chuckling in front of the television. Lydia looked as though she was about to drop, and Cordelia was regretting whatever life choices had led to this. She was exhausted and desperately wanted to be in bed.
“We shouldn’t let him watch TV,” Lydia said.
“Got any other ideas?” snapped Cordelia. “Maybe we could take him clubbing, or, I don’t know, perhaps there’s a death metal concert in the neighborhood?”
“No need to get snappy,” said Lydia, sniffing and sitting a bit more upright. “We should have woken him up earlier, letting him nap all that time this afternoon means that he’s not tired now.”
“Excellent, another ‘should’ statement. Very helpful, thank you.” Cordelia rubbed her eyes and then sighed. “Sorry.”
“Sorry?”
“Yes, I can apologize on occasion. You’re right, I snapped, and I’m sorry. This is neither of our faults, I suppose. At least the not sleeping part isn’t, the jury’s still out on whether being labeled permanent babysitters is on you.”
“I was trying to help,” Lydia said.
Cordelia glanced over. She looked tired. Her eyes had smudges underneath them and looked too big for her face. Cordelia thawed slightly. “I know you were. Despite all else, you’re clearly a good doctor. I mean, you obviously know what you’re doing, but it’s more than that, isn’t it? You honestly care.”
“There’s not much point going into a caring profession if you don’t care,” pointed out Lydia as a blue dog on television got prepared for dinner. “But you’re right, I do care.” She paused. “And I’m sorry. This obviously isn’t what you wanted to do with your evening.”
“Not in the slightest, but needs must,” Cordelia said briskly. “Anyway, having Toby around puts us more on an even footing. You’re a lot less critical of me now that you’re busy scraping up ketchup.”
“I’m not critical,” said Lydia. She closed her eyes for a minute. “And I know you’re about to say something about me using the word should all the time and that you’re allergic to it or whatever. But I really don’t mean to be critical, just helpful.”
“Yeah, well, my ex was the same. Except in his case, I think he really was being critical. And then he had the audacity to run off with someone else. Oh, and to come back here the other night hoping for a place to stay while he and his new girlfriend work out some kinks in their relationship.” She hated the thought of Hunter stepping foot in the house again.
“That must have hurt.”
“It wasn’t pleasant,” Cordelia said.
“And I can understand wanting to be alone for a while after that, wanting to shut yourself off and heal. Maybe not really trusting people much.”
“Christ, now you’re a shrink too, are you?”
Lydia looked a little hurt at that. “No, once again I’m trying to be nice. Sorry for the effort.”
They both turned back to the TV and the blue dog.
“It did hurt,” Cordelia said after a couple of minutes. “It hurt because he took all the possibilities with him when he left. But then, being sad about things that didn’t happen sounds a bit stupid.”
“No, it doesn’t,” said Lydia softly. “It sounds perfectly sensible to me.”
Cordelia looked at her. “Yet you’ve never been married or anything.”
“I’ve never had time,” Lydia said. She glanced back at Cordelia. “Becoming a doctor is quite hard, you know.”
“So I’ve heard.” Cordelia shifted on the couch, re-crossing her legs. “Here’s something I don’t get though. You’re good at your job, you’re personable, and yet you’re still a locum. What’s up with that? Is there something about you that I don’t know?”
“I literally met you yesterday and there are immense amounts of things about me that you don’t know.”
“So… You’re a serial killer? You faint at the sight of blood? What is it? Your fatal flaw?”
Lydia turned her eyes back to the television. “I’m not married.”
Cordelia scoffed, laughed, then slowly realized that Lydia wasn’t kidding. “What? Wait. You’re not married? What’s that got to do with anything?”
With a sigh, Lydia explained.
✽✽✽
“That’s ridiculous,” Cordelia said.
“A bit,” admitted Lydia. “But then I suppose I can understand wanting to have a partner that fits in with the practice.”
“Not to the extent that they can demand you have a family or get married or whatever,” said Cordelia. “It’s an insult, is what it is. Like you couldn’t be a perfectly good doctor as a single woman. Like single women aren’t worth anything, like we’re—”
“Cordelia,” Lydia interrupted. “It’s not like that, it’s… It’s complicated.” She was strangely flattered at how seriously Cordelia was taking this, how insulted she seemed on Lydia’s behalf. Except it was on both their behalves, Cordelia was taking this personally.
Hardly surprising given how insular she wanted to make herself.
“How did they know anyway? They can’t ask questions like that during an interview. Or is it different for doctors?”
“There’s nearly always a mixer,” Lydia said. “You go up for an interview and there’s a couple of other people there too. And then the night before or the night after there’s a little social event. Maybe dinner at one of the doctor’s houses, maybe drinks somewhere. And that’s where it all comes out.”
“Huh,” Cordelia said. “That’s quite a good idea, isn’t it? Having a social element like that. Let’s you see if that man in the suit is really a racist arsehole.”
“Not sure that’s the point of it,” grinned Lydia. “But yes, you get to know people a little better. It’s a bit old-fashioned I suppose. But that’s when you turn up with your wife or husband or whatever and that’s, apparently, where I fall down.”
“It shouldn’t be an issue.”
“Maybe it shouldn’t. But I’m applying to work in family practices, and I can see their point. They want someone family oriented, not some young professional that might walk away at the first opportunity.”
“You wouldn’t,” Cordelia said.
The television was moving on to another episode now. “No, I wouldn’t.”
Cordelia sniffed, the light from the TV catching her hair, her face half in shadow. “Well, you just call me next time.”
“Call you?” Lydia asked. “Why would I do that?”
“I’ll be your date,” said Cordelia. “We’ll show up to that stupid mixer together and say that we live together. Which is technically true. There’s no law saying we have to be married, or that you have to start the job with the girlfriend that you interviewed with, is there?”
Lydia laughed. “No, I suppose there isn’t.”
Not for the first time she was thinking that Cordelia was a lot nicer than she wanted people to think. Even if she was kidding, it was a nice thing to say.
“I’m not kidding,” said Cordelia, like she could read Lydia’s mind. “You get an interview while you’re down here in Whitebridge and I will come to the mixer with you. Give you a sporting chance. I don’t like things I consider unfair.”
“Alright,” said Lydia. She turned to smile at Cordelia, but Cordelia was back to watching the blue dog on TV.
It was a kind thing to say, a kind thing to do. Whether or not Cordelia was serious, whether or not it actually happened.
It was particularly kind given the fact that Lydia had upended Cordelia’s life in ways that neither one of them could have suspected. And nice in other ways too. Ways that Lydia couldn’t help but think about as she looked at Cordelia’s even profile in the light from the TV.
Not that anything would ever happen, of course. Not that she would even think about mentioning the possibility to Cordelia, let alone doing something crazily unforgivable like, oh, kissing her or anything like that.
Lydia felt herself blushing in the darkness.
“Hey.”
She closed her eyes for a second, caught her breath, opened them again.
“Lydia,” whispered Cordelia. “Lydia.”
Just the sound of her name in that whisper made Lydia inexplicably warm. She gulped. Cordelia couldn’t actually read minds, could she? “Mmm?” she said.
“Look.”
Lydia looked over to where Toby was comfortably curled up on the carpet in front of the TV. “Oh, thank god.”
“You pick him up, we’ll make up a bed for him upstairs.”
“In my room,” Lydia said. “This is my responsibility.”
“Come up in about five minutes.”
Cordelia got up and left and Lydia bent down and picked Toby up. He really was a sweet child. No fussing really. He had a wide grin and hair that constantly stuck up and he smelled of milky goodness. Lydia found herself cradling him close and sniffing his hair. Wondering if she’d ever have the chance to have something like this of her own as she slowly walked up the stairs.
“Best I could do,” Cordelia said.
She’d laid down an air mattress on the floor of the spare room and covered it with bedding.
“You should remove the pillow,” Lydia said.
Cordelia bared her teeth.
“No, I mean it,” said Lydia hurriedly. “It might be a hazard for a child this young. I think they don’t use proper pillows for a while.”
“Alright, alright.” Cordelia removed the pillow and Lydia crouched down, laying Toby in the make-shift bed.
She stood up again and Cordelia stepped in, leaning over her shoulder so that they were both looking down at the sleeping infant. Lydia could feel Cordelia’s warmth, could smell her skin she was so close. And she took a hiccuping breath.
She wasn’t normally like this. She generally had a good hold on her emotions. Even when she found a woman attractive, and she was beginning to realize she definitely found Cordelia attractive.
“I’ll be off to bed then,” Cordelia whispered from behind her.
The hairs on the back of Lydia’s neck stood up. She turned around. “Were you serious?” she asked. “About the mixer thing?”
Cordelia nodded from the doorway. “Serious.”
“Just… just it’s a nice thing to offer,” Lydia said, smiling a little at her.
Cordelia rolled her eyes. “If it gets you and your trouble out of my house then it’ll be worth it.” She turned and went off down the hallway.
Ah.
So that had been it then.
Cordelia wasn’t trying to help her, and wasn’t even, god forbid, in any way attracted to her. Not that Lydia had been expecting that much. But she also hadn’t seen the offer as a way to get rid of her. Which is what it obviously was.
She sighed and looked down at Toby.
She’d better get to bed.



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
Being woken by the ferocious cries of a wet and hungry two year old was not, as it turned out, the start that Cordelia really wanted to her morning.
She lay in bed, listening to the screams, hearing Lydia attempt to calm Toby, and wondered if it would be different if it were her own child. Obviously it would have been different. Different to wake up with Hunter here by her side, anxious to get to his son, with the two of them swapping chores and trading off holding the baby so the other could shower.
Just different.
She sighed, got up, dressed herself, and prepared for the day. It was only when she was opening her bedroom door that she remembered it was Friday. Magda’s appointment was today. And here she was bitching about being woken up by a crying child.
Christ, she needed to do better. Grumpy and untouchable was one thing, being an outright bitch was quite another.
By the time she and Lydia had fumbled Toby into dry and clean clothes, fed him, redressed him in new dry and clean clothes, and closed the front door behind them, they were already running late.
“I’m not a babysitter,” Cordelia said, as they walked quickly down the pavement.
“I didn’t say you were. But I can’t exactly have a child sitting in the surgery with me, can I?” said Lydia. “I’ll take him at lunchtime and whenever I’m not with a patient. The rest of the time he has to stay in the waiting room.”
Cordelia sighed. Like she had a choice. “Fine.”
She had had a choice, however, when she’d foolishly offered to be Lydia’s date the night before. No, rewind that. She’d been indignant and in the right when she’d offered to help Lydia get the kind of job she wanted and couldn’t get because she was single.
She’d been foolish in not realizing that actually, that did sound an awful lot like proposing some kind of date to Lydia.
A thought that had kept her awake last night and that still niggled at her slightly.
Not that Lydia was unattractive. But really. A date with her? A date with any woman? A date with anyone at all in the whole history of the world that would probably just turn out to be as big an arsehole as Hunter had been? Right.
When they finally trotted up to the surgery, Toby in Lydia’s arms and Cordelia searching for the keys that once again she seemed to have lost, Max was standing in the doorway, a pile of things beside him.
“What’s all this?” Lydia asked as Cordelia rooted through her bag.
“Help,” Max said. “In return for taking care of this little one.” He took Toby from Lydia and Lydia pulled the surgery keys from her pocket.
“You left them on the table by the door,” Lydia said to Cordelia. “I grabbed them on the way out.” She turned back to Max. “What kind of help?”
“Well, there’s a high chair there, and a pushchair as well, so you can take him out for walks. There’s a spare pack of nappies too.”
“Wonderful,” Lydia said, unlocking the front door. “Thanks.”
“Thanks but… He’s not moving in, you know,” Cordelia said. “One house guest is very much over my maximum limit of house guests.”
“I’m on it,” said Max. “I swear. It’ll be a couple of days at most. But in the meantime, you can’t have the boy eating off the floor, can you?”
Cordelia sighed and picked up the high chair. “Fine.” She carried it in. Lydia went to unlock her office and Max trailed in still bouncing Toby in his arms.
“I’ll get this sorted as soon as I can,” Max promised, sliding Toby into the high chair that Cordelia had placed behind her desk. “You’re doing a good thing though, thank you.”
Good things weren’t particularly high on Cordelia’s list of things to do. Staying alive things and private things and being alone kind of things were all far higher. Still, Max owed her something at this point. “Listen, we need to talk about the doctor,” she said.
“What about her?” asked Max, looking toward Lydia’s door. “She seems competent, nice, a great addition to Whitebridge, I’d say.”
“Well, that’s kind of the point, isn’t it?” said Cordelia, lowering her voice a little. “She shouldn’t have to be an addition to Whitebridge. And that wasn’t the doctor I was talking about, anyway. Technically, we’re supposed to have our very own doctor. And listen, I know what you’re about to say, Doc Morris is an adult and can do as he pleases, but this has gone on long enough. I want to report him missing.”
“Missing?” Max said, dark eyes widening in surprise. “The doc? Why?”
Cordelia looked around, bending down to peer under the coffee table. “Well, unless I’m a complete idiot, he doesn’t appear to be here. In fact, one might go as far as to say he’s… missing.”
“Ah,” said Max in a way that told Cordelia that he knew more than he was letting on.
“Ah what?” She glared at him. “You know where he is, don’t you?”
Max held up both his hands. “Cordelia, I can’t tell you anything. This is a matter of confidentiality and it’s not my job to let you know what’s happening. All I can say is that the doc isn’t missing, that he’s as safe as he can be, and that I’m sure he’ll contact you when the time is right.”
“Very reassuring,” Cordelia said, tightening her mouth.
Max shrugged. “Not much I can do about it, Cord. I’m sorry. Now, I’d best be off. I should get that BOLO out for Nat Greene. I’ll be in touch.”
Cordelia was frowning after him when Lydia came back through from her office.
“What’s wrong with you?” Lydia asked. “You look like… oh, oh, I forgot, I’m sorry.”
“Forgot what?” Cordelia said.
Lydia stepped up, looking up at Cordelia, her eyes dark and sad, her expression one of deepest sympathy. “About Magda. About your friend. You must be so worried.”
And before Cordelia could respond to that, Lydia was wrapping her arms around her in a tight hug, hand rubbing her back. Cordelia stiffened, but her nose was directly in Lydia’s hair and it smelled nice. Like flowers and things. Nice enough that Cordelia took another sniff and relaxed slightly.
She even leaned in a bit.
Her tummy felt funny. Sparkling and bubbly, like she’d drunk too much champagne. Not that she’d ever done that, except once on her wedding day. And Lydia’s arms were strong and warm around her and she knew that she shouldn’t like it, that she should pull away, but she’d had more than enough of should.
Besides, said her brain, you’re enjoying this.
She was. Enjoying it. And maybe Lydia was too because… wasn’t this a little long for a hug?
Not that Cordelia had much experience but now that she was thinking about it, weren’t hugs just a second or so? Certainly no more than thirty seconds. Definitely not coming up to a full minute of sweet-smelling hair and strong arms and…
Toby yelled and Lydia jumped back.
“Right,” she said brusquely. “I’ll leave everything here in your capable hands.”
“Right,” echoed Cordelia. “Right, right, yes.”
Then Lydia was walking away and Cordelia was shaking her head and wondering what the hell had just happened and Toby was yelling again.
“Okay, okay,” Cordelia said, reaching to lift him from the high chair. “Why don’t you go and play in the play corner for five minutes while I get things set up here. Then we’ll find something to keep you occupied. Want more blue dog?”
“Boo dog,” burbled Toby.
Cordelia looked down at his chubby face. “Wait, you can talk? You could talk this whole time?”
“Boo dog,” Toby said seriously.
“Fine, we should work on that vocab,” Cordelia said, putting him down in the play corner. “In the meantime, try and figure out where your mum might have gone, we’re open to all ideas.”
THE SURGERY WAS quiet, it always was on Fridays, so taking care of Toby didn’t turn out to be an issue. He was sleeping quietly on the play carpet at two o’clock when the phone rang. Cordelia hurried to pick it up, not wanting it to wake him.
“Cord? It’s me.”
Her stomach tightened into a stone that weighed her down. Her hand started to shake. “Magda, are you alright? Do I need to come?”
“Relax, everything’s fine,” Magda said. “It’s serious but not too serious. I’ll tell you everything, I promise. But listen, Oliver’s taking me away for the weekend. He’s got a posh hotel and everything. We were so worried, I just…”
“I know,” Cordelia said, swallowing down what could have happened. “I know.”
“I’m on my way out the door. I’ll come by on Monday and tell you everything, okay? But I swear there’s nothing to worry about.”
“Alright,” Cordelia said.
“And I need to thank that new doctor too.”
“Okay, I’ll slide you into a short appointment,” Cordelia said.
“New business?” asked Lydia, coming out of her office just as Cordelia was hanging up the phone.
“No, that was Magda.”
Lydia stopped. “And?”
For a second, Cordelia considered telling her that it had been a private conversation. But she didn’t have the heart. “And everything’s fine, she’s coming in on Monday to tell us everything.”
“Oh, thank god,” Lydia said.
And before Cordelia knew what was happening, Lydia was stepping behind the desk and bending over, wrapping Cordelia back into another hug. Just as sweet-smelling, but slightly more awkward given that Cordelia was sitting down. Also, slightly shorter, as Lydia seemed to force herself to let go.
“Yeah, right, thank god,” Cordelia said.
Lydia gave a sharp nod. “I’ll get back to writing referral letters then. I’ve got an appointment coming in in ten minutes.”
“Right,” Cordelia said again.
Lydia disappeared back to her office and Cordelia wondered if hugs were going to be a thing now. They were unexpected but not unpleasant. But it made her feel weird to think about them. Weird and sort of warm.
Lydia should definitely stop hugging her.
Probably.



CHAPTER FIFTEEN
“Hold him down.”
“He’s not a prisoner, I can’t just restrain him,” Cordelia said.
“Yes, but you could stop him from falling off the kitchen table,” said Lydia, struggling to unfold a nappy with one hand.
“Could we not do this where people eat?”
“There’s a changing mat down, calm down,” said Lydia as Cordelia took hold of both of Toby’s hands. She stuck the nappy into place and breathed out. “There.”
“Hold on, he needs clothes too,” said Cordelia, digging around in the bag. “Here.” She threw pants at Lydia and took the sweater herself. “That should be warm enough.”
Together they managed to dress Toby. Cordelia repeating the word ‘jumper’ at random intervals.
“You’re not going to teach him to speak fast enough that he’ll be able to tell you where Nat went,” Lydia said. “And even if you could, children’s brains don’t work that way. He won’t remember.”
“How do you know?” Cordelia snapped.
“Um, doctor? Remember?”
“Oh, yeah.” Cordelia put Toby safely down on the floor. “We need to pick up fruit from the shop. Strained apples or something, that’s the one he likes.”
“Plus more milk and something for dinner tonight,” Lydia added.
“Oh, and some breakfast cereal and a loaf of bread.”
“Right, you should write that all down,” said Lydia.
Cordelia raised an eyebrow at her.
Lydia cleared her throat. “You ought to write that all down.”
“Mmm, not really any better.”
“Fine, I’ll write it down,” Lydia said, pulling out her phone and opening the notes app. She was typing away when she noticed the email icon at the top corner. Finishing up the shopping list, she went into her email.
“Oh,” she said, a jumping starting in her stomach. “Oh.”
“Oh what?” asked Cordelia, who was struggling to get Toby into his coat. “Oh good? Oh bad? Oh you’ve just won the lottery, in which case can we please get a nanny?”
“A nanny?” Lydia asked, still reading through to the end of the email. “He won’t be staying that long.”
“It’s been three days,” Cordelia said.
“Two and a half,” said Lydia. She closed the app. “And I’ve just got a job interview.”
“Huh.” Cordelia picked up Toby. “Congrats then, I suppose. No, I mean it. Congratulations. Somewhere nice?”
“A place called Castor? About twenty minutes or so from here.”
Cordelia nodded. “Yeah, I know it. It’s a nice place. Bigger than Whitebridge. Quite bougie, lots of holiday homes and upwardly mobile young families. They opened a new clinic there a year or so ago.”
“And they’re looking to expand,” Lydia said. Her heart was still beating harder than it should. She wanted this. Not quite as much as the last job, but still, enough. Everything about the job looked perfect. Everything. From the young team down to the modern surgery. Even the location was exactly what she was looking for.
“Alright then,” said Cordelia. “I’ll dig some glad-rags out of the wardrobe. There’ll be something presentable in there.”
It took Lydia a second to understand, then she blushed and her heart, unbelievably, sped up even more. “Oh, I don’t hold you to that, I’m sure you were just speaking out of tiredness or something. It’s—”
“No, I said I’ll do it and I will.” Cordelia hitched Toby further up on her hip. “It’s a job you want, isn’t it?”
“Well, yes,” Lydia started.
“Fine then. When is it?”
“Next Saturday.”
“Let’s hope this one’s back with his mum by then,” Cordelia said, going out into the hallway to buckle Toby into his pushchair.
Lydia leaned against the kitchen table. She did want the job. She wanted it so much she could taste it. But did she want it enough that she was willing to let Cordelia come with her to help her get it?
There was a problem there. A small but quite significant one.
Just yesterday she had hugged Cordelia not once but twice. The first time had been pure instinct. It had also made her skin buzz and her heart pump and her legs feel all wobbly. As a scientist, Lydia was well aware that one set of results did not a conclusion make. So she’d done it again, just in case. And the same thing had happened again.
All of which led her to believe that there could be the small possibility that maybe, just perhaps, she might be developing some kind of crush on Cordelia.
Ridiculous and probably purely a matter of proximity.
Still, it would make pretending to be together, even just for a couple of hours, a strange and perhaps slightly risky endeavor.
She’d had crushes before, obviously. She’d had flings before, equally obviously. She wasn’t a nun. And she was fairly sure that once out of Whitebridge all this would go away and she could focus on a new job and, with more time on her hands, really settle down to the task of finding someone suitable.
In the meantime, she simply had to behave herself and try not to pine. Or look too much. And definitely not to hug. No more hugs.
Like it or not though, there was a pretty big chance that Cordelia posing as her significant other could make a difference in getting the job she wanted.
A risk that she had to be willing to take.
“Are you coming or am I walking this child myself?” Cordelia shouted through from the hall. “Though why it should count as a walk when one of us is being wheeled around, I don’t know. I’m the oldest, you two are spring chickens, I should be the one being wheeled if anyone is.”
“He can barely hold his own weight up,” Lydia said, hurrying out of the kitchen. “We’d be walking at a snail’s pace if we let him out of that chair.”
“There are advantages to having no skills of your own,” observed Cordelia. “Come on then, let’s go.”
She opened up the door and maneuvered the pushchair out of it. Lydia was about to follow when she spotted the house keys dangling from the inside lock. With a sigh, she pulled them out and stuck them in her pocket. How on earth Cordelia functioned without someone to look after her, she had no idea.
SHOPPING BAGS DANGLED from the handles of the pushchair and Lydia had to use effort to get the thing started.
“Put your back into it,” Cordelia said.
“I’m trying.” Finally, they were walking down the high street. “It’s a bit weird, isn’t it?” Lydia said.
“What?”
“All this.”
Cordelia snorted. “A week ago I was a single, divorced woman living alone. Now I’ve got a fake girlfriend and a child. Yeah, I’d say it’s a little odd.”
“None of it was planned,” said Lydia. “Mind you, I suppose it’s good practice.”
“This what you want then, is it?” asked Cordelia. “A family, a… a wife, I suppose.”
“Of course. Don’t you?” asked Lydia without really thinking. Then she cursed herself. Not a question she should have asked.
“I did,” Cordelia said. “And then, well, it didn’t work out, did it.”
“Which doesn’t mean it won’t work out in the future.”
“I’m almost forty and, frankly, I don’t think I’m cut out for family life.”
“Oh, I don’t know, I wouldn’t have been able to do this without you,” said Lydia loyally.
“Personal question,” said Cordelia. “Um, that smell…?”
Lydia sniffed and groaned. “No, it’s not me, but thank you for asking. We need to change him again.”
Cordelia sighed. “The surgery is just around the corner. We can do it there.”
Lydia changed direction and continued pushing.
Five minutes later she was rifling through the many bags hanging from the pushchair and silently berating herself for not double-checking what Cordelia was supposed to have done. “How could you come out without a nappy?”
“Well, you didn’t pack one either,” said Cordelia, who was holding Toby at arm’s length. “Go look in the office. There are spare nappies back there, I’m certain of it. There’s a cloth one that Doc Morris uses to show mums how they work if you can’t find disposable ones.”
Gritting her teeth in frustration, Lydia went into the back. A quick look through the store cupboard found nothing so she went into the office, opening drawers and cupboards at random and still coming up empty handed.
Finally, she sat down at the desk. If the doctor used a cloth nappy as an example, then he must keep it close to hand, right?
Breaking her own rule, she started going through the desk drawers.
Nothing in the top, nor in the middle, nothing on the right side, so she started on the left. She slid open the bottom left drawer as carefully as she’d opened any of the others. Then she looked inside. And closed it again.
Shit.
Being a locum was a good living, it was good experience, but it had only ever been a temporary measure. Most postings lasted a week at most. She couldn’t lie, she was enjoying this one. Whitebridge was a quaint and nice place to live.
Alright, so things weren’t exactly going to plan. But it was all temporary. All of it. Toby, Cordelia, the whole thing.
She even had an interview for a new job. One she desperately wanted.
The contents of the bottom left drawer had changed things, however. Changed things because now Lydia knew that this wasn’t necessarily going to be a short-term position. She knew damn well now where Doc Morris was. And she also knew that he wasn’t likely to be back for weeks at best.
Weeks that she couldn’t spend here. Wouldn’t spend here.
But weeks that she could, if she wanted to.
For the first time in her life, Lydia felt torn. Truly torn. Torn between the plan she had, the definiteness of it, the clarity of it, and something else. Something new and exciting and un-understandable and…
She took a breath.
It had lasted an instant. Just the quickest moment.
There was nothing here for her. The agency would just have to find a new locum once she got the new job, that was all. Someone else for Cordelia to annoy.
She stared at the drawer. She’d keep his secret. It wasn’t her job to tell the town what had happened.
But something told her that Whitebridge would be interviewing for their own new doctor sometime soon.
“Did you find something?” Cordelia yelled. “Things are getting… urgent here.”
A job that Lydia wouldn’t be applying for.
“Be right there,” she said, hurriedly going through the rest of the drawers and finally finding what she was looking for.
Besides, even if she did apply, Cordelia wasn’t interested in having her around. By her own admission she wanted Lydia out of her house and, by extension, out of her life. And Whitebridge without Cordelia wasn’t an option she was prepared to take.



CHAPTER SIXTEEN
Magda came into the surgery with the brightest of smiles on her face and Cordelia realized that she’d still been worried, worried right up until this second when she could see that Magda was okay.
Lydia was spooning apple sauce into Toby, who was sitting behind the reception desk in his high chair, she grinned when she saw Magda too. “Good news, I take it?” she said.
“Good news,” confirmed Magda. “And I need to thank you. I don’t know why Doc Morris didn’t notice, but you did and as much as I wish I hadn’t needed to be so worried for the last few days, I am glad that you found what you did.”
“Found what?” Cordelia asked in frustration.
Magda put her bag down on the desk. “The doc here saw some… abnormalities in the scan,” she said. “Something that didn’t look right, so the hospital took a more detailed look and, well, there are abnormalities, but nothing life threatening. It’s something called...situs inversus?” She stumbled a little over the unfamiliar words.
“It’s very rare,” Lydia said, holding a spoon out in front of Toby. “Around one in ten thousand births. Your little one is quite special.”
“Special how?” asked Cordelia, still frustratingly feeling like she was being left behind in this conversation.
“The baby’s organs are all inverted, like a mirror image,” explained Magda. “But they did a detailed scan and some tests at the hospital and they say that bump is perfectly healthy, there’s no complications. There’ll be some extra precautions at the birth, but everything should go fine.”
Cordelia let out her breath. “Thank god for that.” And there she’d been, so wrapped up in all this ridiculousness with Toby and Lydia and Doc Morris. All inconsequential things compared to what Magda had been going through.
“Um, are you two babysitting then?” Magda asked, frowning.
“I’m not a babysitter,” Cordelia said promptly. She rolled her eyes at Lydia. “Not like that, he’ll never eat it, you need to do the train in the tunnel thing.”
“Maybe you should feed him,” Lydia said, starting to move the spoon and make train noises.
“I’m going for lunch. I’ve had him all morning. Don’t forget to change him. Oh, and don’t let him sleep after lunch or he’ll be a bear tonight.”
“Yes, boss,” Lydia said, pulling a face that made Toby laugh.
“Um, tonight?” asked Magda. “Wait…” She looked from Cordelia to Lydia. “Are you two…?”
“No,” Cordelia said hurriedly. “There’s no ‘us two’. We’re just… it’s complicated.”
“It’s not complicated,” said Lydia as Toby took another spoon of apple sauce. “We’re just looking after Toby here. Oh, and I’m staying with Cordelia since it was somewhat my fault. Which reminds me, did you find an outfit for the mixer on Saturday?”
Cordelia narrowed her eyes at Lydia. “Just look after the baby until I get back.”
“But… what? What’s going on?” asked Magda.
Cordelia took her arm and propelled her out of the surgery. “I’ll fill you in on the way.”
By the time they got to the little cafe on the high street, Magda was fully up to speed. Or at least she had all the facts, letting them sink in was probably going to take a little time.
“So, why are you going to a mixer? That’s a party, right?” she asked, taking a seat.
“I told you. Lydia can’t get a job at a family practice because she’s not attached, so I’m doing her a favor and going with her.”
“As her girlfriend.”
“Well, yes, I suppose. But not actually, I mean not that there’s anything wrong with that. Or with her, for that matter, but, it just… Listen, I told you it was complicated.”
“She’s quite attractive,” said Magda thoughtfully. “I mean, she is attractive. Those eyes, and that long dark hair. And of course, she’s got that delightful air of efficiency, that’s quite sexy too.”
“Lydia is not sexy.”
“Oh, I don’t know, that’s the new doctor, isn’t it?” Cass, part-owner of the cafe, was tableside, order pad at the ready. “I thought she was a bit of alright.”
“See?” said Magda. “She is attractive.”
“Who’s attractive?” asked a blonde head popping over the counter, Amelia, the other owner of the cafe.
“The new doctor,” said Cass.
“Haven’t met her,” said Amelia, disappearing again.
“I do like that practicality of hers,” said Magda. “It makes you think that she’d be, well, good at things. All things. You know?”
“I know what you mean,” said Cass. “Plus, she’s a doctor, so, you know, she knows where everything is.”
Magda laughed. “That would make a refreshing change.”
Cordelia coughed. “Excuse me?”
“Oh, right,” said Cass. “Orders?”
“We’ll both take quiche,” said Magda. “And I’ll have a water with lemon.”
“Same,” Cordelia said. Cass left to pick up the food. “And I wasn’t disputing that Lydia is attractive. Just that things are complicated and there’s nothing like that going on.”
“Really?” Magda asked. “Because the two of you were sounding like an old married couple back there.”
“Very funny. She’s irritating, constantly tells me what I should be doing in a way that’s disturbingly reminiscent of Hunter, and she’s only around for a handful of days.”
“Mmm,” said Magda.
“Mmm, what?”
Magda shrugged. “Just mmm. I mean, none of that really commented on whether or not you were attracted to her, they were just excuses.”
“I don’t need excuses, I don’t need anything. There’s nothing going on between me and Lydia Carlisle.”
“Other than the fact that you live together and now have a child.” Cordelia growled and Magda laughed. “Listen, Cord, if there’s really nothing going on then maybe you should think about something going on. You deserve it. And you could do worse than an attractive young doctor.”
“Enough!” The conversation was making her uncomfortably hot.
“Fine, enough,” Magda said. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to touch a nerve. I just… I want to see you happy again, Cord.”
“I know. And I am happy. Happy-ish. I’ll be happier when Lydia and Toby are gone and I get my own house back.”
“Will you?” asked Magda. “Or will you just be lonely again?”
Cass placed two large slices of quiche on the table. “Enjoy,” she said.
Cordelia took the opportunity to change the subject. “Are you and Oliver busy on Saturday?”
“I don’t think so, why?”
“Because Lydia and I have to go to this thing.” She sniffed, realizing how that sounded and quickly moved on. “And if Nat Greene isn’t back, we could use a babysitter.”
“Not a problem,” Magda grinned. “It’ll be good practice. Heard any more about Sylv from the shop, how’s she doing?”
And Cordelia started on her lunch and the gossip began.
AS LYDIA READ, Toby’s eyes began to close. Cordelia watched the two of them, cuddled up in an armchair in the living room. There was nothing between her and Lydia. She hadn’t lied to Magda.
But would it be so wrong if there were something?
She didn’t need convincing that Lydia was attractive. And competent. And efficient. And, if truth be told, slightly bossy in what could be a sexy way if it weren’t irritating.
She was kind, gentle with Toby, funny sometimes. Having someone in the house had been odd at first, but it wasn’t so bad. Not now that they had Toby to look after. Sharing the responsibility was kind of nice.
She was a woman, of course. But that didn’t particularly bother Cordelia. Attractive was attractive, and whilst the essentials differed she didn’t think it could be as difficult as switching from an iPhone to an Android, say.
It could be convenient even. Having someone in the house like that. Someone who was sure to move on in a short amount of time. That put a time limit on things, didn’t it? A natural ending point, which was no bad thing.
Cordelia squinted her eyes, trying to imagine what it might be like to kiss Lydia, to hold her, and a little shiver went down her back. “You should lean in more,” whispered ghost-Lydia in her ear, ruining the moment.
Yeah, right, her and Lydia. Lydia and her shoulds. Bad plan.
“He’s off,” said real Lydia, nodding down at Toby. “I’ll take him up.”
“It’s my turn tonight,” Cordelia said. “I’ve set up his bed in my room already.”
“Alright, I’ll just be a minute.”
She stood up slowly and carefully, conveying Toby out of the room. And Cordelia noticed a second too late that the precious blue dog that they’d found at the bottom of the bag Nat had left was sitting on the armchair.
She sighed and got up, grabbing the dog. If Toby woke up without it, there’d be hell to pay. She quietly went up the stairs, sneaking into her own bedroom to find Lydia standing over a sleeping Toby, tears running down her cheeks.
“What?” hissed Cordelia. “What on earth’s wrong? What are you crying for?” Her hands started to shake. She wasn’t used to this, hadn’t expected Lydia to be, well, whatever this was. Less than practical.
“It’s nothing,” said Lydia, dashing the tears from her cheeks.
“Bullshit.”
Lydia gave her a watery smile. “It’s just… sometimes I think I’m not as smart as I think I am.”
“In what way?”
“All this,” said Lydia, gesturing at Toby. “I mean, I plan out my whole life, all the steps to becoming a doctor and getting the job that I want, and I forget about something as important as this. I forget that I might want something in my life that isn’t a career.”
“You’re not exactly ancient,” Cordelia said. “There’s plenty of time.”
“I suppose. But it’s so easy to forget how much you might want something when you don’t see it every day, isn’t it?”
Cordelia looked down at Toby and in that instant the thought of him not being there, of him leaving, broke a piece of her heart. Without thinking, she put a hand on Lydia’s shoulder. “I don’t think you’re stupid. And I think you have plenty of time to find what you want in life.”
“Yeah, I’m not so sure,” sighed Lydia. “I’m not so definite about what I want. Having a crisis of faith or something, I suppose.” She shifted a little.
Suddenly, she was looking right at Cordelia, they were centimeters apart, and Cordelia, who had just been trying to imagine what kissing Lydia would be like, was able to see in exquisite detail how it could happen.
“You should get some black out curtains in here,” said Lydia. “It’d help Toby sleep longer.”
Cordelia let her hand drop. “Right,” was all she said before Lydia walked out of the bedroom.



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
Lydia was closing up her office when Max walked in. The policeman looked tired and stressed. Enough so that Lydia considered offering him a blood pressure test. Just as she was about to do so though, she noticed that Cordelia was looking pale.
She sighed. This was taking a toll on everyone, she could see that. And it was kind of her fault. She had told Nat to seek help. She just hadn’t expected Nat to go to Timbuktu to find it.
“Ladies,” said Max.
“News?” Lydia asked.
He looked at both of them and shook his head. “That’s why I’m here. It’s already Wednesday evening, that makes this a week long investigation. I think it might be time to start getting things into shape and making things official.”
“Official?” Cordelia asked.
“You two can’t be expected to look after Toby forever. And this really isn’t above board. The boy should be in the hands of someone registered to take care of him.”
“Do you think we’re doing a bad job?” asked Cordelia, eyes gleaming hard.
“No, no,” Max said quickly. “Quite the opposite. But, like I said, it’s been a week and there’s still no sign of Nat.”
“She’s coming back,” Lydia said. “I’m sure of it. She loves Toby to bits, she wouldn’t walk out on him. I mean, she left a note and everything.”
Max swallowed. “I’m sure she intends to come back. If she can.”
“What does that mean?” asked Cordelia.
Max shuffled his feet.
“He means that something could have happened to her,” Lydia said quietly. “Something that means she can’t come back.”
“We have to consider all possibilities,” Max said, looking pained.
“I understand,” Lydia said. She didn’t want to give Toby up, not least because he was a little delight to be around. But Max had a point, it had been a long time. Plus, she couldn’t think of an argument to keep the child, no matter how much she might want to.
Add in that Cordelia probably wanted her home back and, well, there weren’t exactly a lot of choices.
“No.”
Lydia looked up and saw Cordelia holding Toby, her face flushed now but her eyes still hard.
“No,” Cordelia said again. “He’s not going into care.”
“Cord,” began Max.
“Listen,” said Cordelia. “Nat has family, we know she does. She went to stay with her mum for a couple of weeks after Toby was born. I remember because he had his first vaccinations there and the doc was all up in arms about it, said it ruined his record keeping.”
“Okay,” said Max.
“So, track down the family instead,” said Cordelia. “Find Nat’s mum, see if she’ll come down and take Toby. That’s got to be better than going into care. If you start all that then Nat will get into trouble, we don’t want that.”
“At some point I’m going to have to charge her with child abandonment,” said Max.
“No. She didn’t abandon him, she left him with us,” Cordelia said firmly. “And we’ll look after him for as long as it takes. Won’t we?” She turned to Lydia.
Lydia, who was trying quite hard not to cry, simply nodded. Cordelia was coming to Toby’s defense. Not what she’d expected.
Max scratched his head. “Alright,” he said finally. “We’ll give it another week. You could argue that getting a babysitter for a two week holiday isn’t beyond the realms of possibility. But by next week if she’s not back and we haven’t found further family then things need to go the official route.”
“Agreed,” Cordelia said.
Lydia was expecting her to complain about the word babysitter, but she didn’t. She just jogged Toby on her hip a little and he giggled.
“I’ll let you be getting on with things then,” Max said. “Mila offered to step in since Dash is better, but I’m supposing you don’t want that now?”
“Mila has enough to handle running her own bookshop and helping run the shop for Sylv as well,” said Cordelia.
“Tell me about it,” said Max. “I’ll check in in a couple of days.”
When he’d left, Cordelia turned to Lydia. “Sorry.”
“For what?”
“Um, just putting us in the position where we have to keep him for longer. I should have asked you first, I suppose. Although you could move out.”
Lydia took a breath, trying hard not to look into Cordelia’s blue-green eyes because she was a bit afraid of them. Afraid that they might make her do something stupid one day. “I’m not moving out.”
Cordelia nodded. “Alright.”
WHEN TOBY WAS in bed, Cordelia opened a bottle of wine and they took glasses to the living room.
“You all ready for your interview then?” Cordelia asked as Lydia sprawled on the couch.
“I live ready. I’ve researched the practice and the town, there’s not much else to do other than impress them with my wit and charm.”
“Shouldn’t be too hard then,” said Cordelia. Except she blushed a bit after she’d said it, making Lydia think that she’d been unintentionally complimented. “What’s the deal with Saturday night?”
“Nothing big. Drinks and nibbles in the actual surgery itself, which is an old vicarage so it should be nice. We show up and mingle, make small talk, and then go home. I’ve done it a hundred times.”
“I haven’t,” observed Cordelia.
“Well, just be…” Lydia was about to say ‘be yourself’ but Cordelia could be so snappy and defensive and that was the last thing she needed. “Be nice,” she finished lamely. “And again, there’s no pressure, you don’t have to be there.”
“Actually, a night out might be quite nice.” Cordelia stretched her legs out.
“I thought you wanted to be a hermit.”
“I never said that,” Cordelia said. “I just like my space. But to be honest, after a week of looking after a toddler, I’m not averse to a bit of adult company.”
“I’ll have to meet you there, I’m afraid.” Lydia sipped some of the wine, fruity and full. “My interview is the last of the lot. So I’ll text you the directions and then order an Uber for you, if that’s alright?”
“Uh, yes, alright then.”
“That way at least you can have a drink,” explained Lydia. “I’ll be in my car, so I can drive you home.”
Cordelia raised an eyebrow. “Do I look like a drinker to you?”
“You have a glass of wine in your hand,” Lydia pointed out.
Cordelia scowled, then, to Lydia’s surprise, she laughed. “Caught red-handed. I suppose a nice night out won’t kill me.”
“What might kill you is being nice about me for an evening,” Lydia said, stretching her own legs out too. Christ, she was tired. And Toby was in her room tonight. She prayed that he wasn’t going to wake up.
“Oh, I don’t know.”
Lydia froze. Her heart was still beating, but that was the only movement. She had to force herself to swallow. She had to force herself to speak. “Oh,” was all she managed.
“Don’t get me wrong,” said Cordelia. “You’re still a pain in my backside. What with all your shoulds. But I’m not an idiot. I couldn’t have looked after Toby without you.”
“You wouldn’t have had to look after Toby without me.”
“True.” Cordelia sighed. “Be that as it may, this last week has… It hasn’t been as bad as I would have expected.”
Which was high praise from Cordelia, probably as good as she was going to get. Lydia felt all warm inside. She sipped the rest of her wine and closed her eyes.
“If you fall asleep there, I’m leaving you there,” said Cordelia, getting up. “There’s no way I’m carrying you up the stairs.”
Instantly, Lydia had a picture of Cordelia carrying her up the stairs. Her insides melted and her cheeks flushed. She took a breath. “Right, yep, I’m up. Time for bed, I suppose.”
“Mmm,” said Cordelia, going off into the kitchen.
Leah called as Lydia was crawling into bed. “Hey,” muttered Lydia quietly, not wanting to wake Toby.
“Hey there yourself. Thought I’d call for a gossip, but you sound knackered. Everything alright? Ready for your interview?”
“Yeah, yeah, everything’s fine,” Lydia said, stretching out in bed and thinking about Cordelia’s back-handed almost compliment. “Really good actually.”
“Good,” said Leah. “Because the kids miss you and so do I. You’d better get this job so that you can be closer.”
“I’ll do my best.”
“And what about your tiger of a landlady then?”
“She’s not a tiger,” said Lydia.
“Oh, you sure? She sounded like a bit of a handful.”
“She’s fine. Nice. She’s just a bit… defensive. Depressed even maybe. But actually, she’s nice deep down.” Lydia thought about how hard Cordelia had fought to keep Toby. “Really nice. In fact, she can be lovely.”
“Ah. Lovely.” Leah let the word hang in the air.
“Not like that,” said Lydia.
“Mmmhmm.”
“Leah…”
“Lydia.” Leah echoed her sing-song tone. Then she sighed. “Lyd, I know you entirely too well. If you say she’s lovely that means that she’s more than lovely. You might not be a relationship expert or anything, but I’ve heard you talk about women before, you know.”
Lydia closed her eyes. “Fine. Yes. Alright. She’s, um, she’s attractive. But entirely impractical. She’s almost definitely straight, for a start. Oh, and she mostly hates me. There’s a million reasons why I shouldn’t like her.”
“But you only need one reason to like her,” said Leah, laughing. “And perhaps a little impracticality is what you need. You spend so long planning everything out that maybe this is the spontaneous little flirtation you need to break you out of your habits, to make you think different. You’re not a student anymore, Lyd. You’re a full grown adult with a career, and if you want a family then you’re going to have to start looking for someone.”
“That someone isn’t Cordelia.”
“Sounds like you like her. You’re living with her and you’ve got a kid.”
Lydia rolled her eyes even though Leah couldn’t see her. “I’ve stayed in her spare room for a week and we’re taking care of someone else’s kid. Not the same thing.”
“Oh well, you know what they say. The heart wants what the heart wants.”
“Quoting lesbian poets at me does not make things better.”
Leah laughed again. “You sound tired. Get some sleep. Good luck with the interview. Ring me when you’re done?”
“Will do.”
Lydia put the phone down and closed her eyes. The heart wants what the heart wants. But what was it exactly that her heart did want?



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
The problem started when Cordelia showed up wearing that dress.
Lydia waited at the corner, the late sun still warm on her shoulders, knowing that the interview had gone well. She’d had enough practice at this point and the interviewing committee had relaxed and even smiled on occasion. She knew she could fit in here if she was given a chance.
She knew that this was the job that she’d been dreaming of.
So she was happy if slightly distracted when Cordelia’s Uber showed up.
Then Cordelia climbed out of it and Lydia saw the dark, midnight blue dress that clung to Cordelia’s breasts and flared out over her legs ending just at the knee. And Cordelia moved and the slit up the side of the skirt bared her thigh and Lydia came very, very close to dying right there on the spot, just freezing up like a Medusa victim.
Enshrined in stone on the corner of a country-town road.
What a way to go.
“Right then,” said Cordelia, turning around. “Shall we get on with this?”
Lydia couldn’t open her mouth.
There was make up too. Grey pencil surrounding blue-green eyes, longer, darker lashes, a pinker mouth. She wanted to kiss it off. All of it. She wanted to kiss it off as she stripped that dress away from pale, soft skin.
“Lydia?”
Lydia squeaked. It was a sound at least.
“Lydia? Are you alright? Was the interview that bad? Lydia?”
She took a breath, then another. “You look nice.” Words, actual words.
Cordelia smiled. “Thanks, you’re not looking so bad yourself.”
Lydia looked down at her own little black dress, it was classic and nothing special. “Um, thanks.” She cleared her throat. “We’re, er, we’re just down here.”
Cordelia chattered about her afternoon with Toby as they walked down the path and Lydia thought that this couldn’t work. Who would possibly believe that someone like her could be with someone like Cordelia. Honestly, she looked… Like a film star or something.
And part of Lydia was crying inside because she knew she couldn’t have this and yet couldn’t remember ever having wanted anyone so much in her life.
Then they were inside and the head practice doctor was coming to greet them, shaking Lydia’s hand once again and turning to Cordelia.
“This is Cordelia Beckett,” Lydia said.
“I’m Lydia’s girlfriend,” added Cordelia with a wide smile, and her hand moved to the small of Lydia’s back and Lydia froze once again.
Fortunately, the doctor didn’t notice. He was too busy smiling at Cordelia and asking about the journey, whether she knew the town or not, and Cordelia was too busy being charming and Lydia could stay frozen.
It took a while to warm up to things, a while to be comfortable with this side of Cordelia that she’d never seen before. But once she did, Lydia could see it working. Could pretend, just for the evening, that Cordelia was hers.
So she started smiling, started relaxing a little. Because she thought she could get this job. Really thought that she could get it.
The only tiny problem was that a little, bitty piece of her was wondering if she did actually want it. Which was ridiculous because of course she did.
She turned around in time to see Cordelia with a glass in her hand laughing. “Oh, not me,” she was saying to one of the other candidates. “I’m no doctor.  That would be my girlfriend, Lydia, the one over there in black. She’s the clever one.”
Clever, it was a compliment, she supposed. Maybe not the greatest compliment, but she had to take what she could from Cordelia. Sure, it’d be nice if Cordelia thought she was attractive too, or maybe even funny. But clever would have to do.
Clever Lydia.
Except if she was so damn clever how come she hadn’t planned for any of this? How come she could plan her academic and career choices down to the last dot but not think about anything else? Not think about how someone like Cordelia could bring brightness to her life?
“Lydia, darling, come over here,” Cordelia was saying now.
Lydia went, thinking how she needed to remember this evening, remember Cordelia looking this way, remember how beautiful she was.
✽✽✽
The problem was that Lydia had apparently poured herself into that dress. That or she’d actually painted it on. It literally stretched across every generous curve she had, leaving exactly nothing to the imagination. And Cordelia could not stop looking.
She caught herself yet again glancing across the room and seeing the curve of a hip and blushing, feeling a warmth building up inside. She caught herself feeling breathless and hot, flustered in a way she hadn’t known she could feel.
She picked up another drink from a tray going around and downed half of it. She wasn’t sure it was helping.
Lydia was, indisputably, sexy as hell. Not that Cordelia hadn’t known that deep inside. But now she was having it rubbed in her face, paraded in front of her, and she was very abruptly coming to the conclusion that she wanted Lydia Carlisle.
Probably a bad plan. Certainly a bad plan.
But she could dream, couldn’t she? She was playing pretend right now anyway. So why shouldn’t that game of pretend include lusting after the village doctor? The female village doctor? It wasn’t like she was going to do anything.
“You should be careful with those.”
She blinked and Lydia was in front of her. “With what?” she grumbled, registering the word should immediately.
“The drinks.”
“I can handle a little aperitif thank you very much.”
Lydia’s eyes sparkled a little and Cordelia wondered how her eyelashes got so long. “Um, you know that that’s gin and Dubonnet, right?”
Cordelia looked down at the glass then back at Lydia. “What?”
“Gin and Dubonnet. A favorite drink of the late queen, I believe. It’s gin mixed with what’s basically a spiced wine. Alcohol mixed with alcohol in other words.”
Which might explain all the warmth and funny feelings. Cordelia blew out a breath. “How the hell was I supposed to know that?”
“I’m pretty sure the waiter is telling people.”
“Yes, but I thought Dubonnet was some kind of mixer. You know, like sour mix or something. I’d no idea I was necking what’s basically a triple shot.” Come to think of it, she was feeling a bit… relaxed. She grinned then remembered where she was and wiped the smile off her face. “Shit. Sorry.”
Lydia looked at her for a second, then laughed. “How many have you had?”
“About three in the last half hour,” Cordelia said anxiously.
“Lucky this place is buzzing and no one’s noticed then,” Lydia said cheerfully. “Besides, you’ve been charming and lovely, so, you know, I don’t think anyone would notice if we quietly took our leave.”
“We don’t have to go yet,” said Cordelia, but it came out a little louder than she’d meant it. Lack of volume control was always the first sign that she’d had one too many.
“Listen, take that door there,” Lydia said, pointing. “It goes out into a little garden. Go get some fresh air. I’ll just say some goodbyes here, then I’ll come and get you. I’ve got a feeling that alcohol’s going to hit you pretty hard pretty soon.”
Shit. She really should have been more careful. “Mmm-kay,” she mumbled, making for the door.
✽✽✽
“I’m sorry.”
The garden was cool and dark and Cordelia was sitting on the stone step, moonlight on her blonde hair, looking like a disheveled fairy and Lydia’s heart pumped harder and the warmth between her legs grew.
“Nothing to be sorry about.”
“I shouldn’t have had all those drinks,” Cordelia said miserably.
“Bullshit. You deserve a night out, as you said yourself,” said Lydia, sitting down on the step above her. “And it’s a beautiful night, don’t ruin it with regrets.”
Cordelia sighed. “It is beautiful, isn’t it? I love this time of year, when the summer’s just leaving and everything seems warm all the time.” She turned just a little. “You’re looking quite beautiful yourself, truth be told. That dress is… Just… Yeah.”
“Alcohol got your tongue, huh?” teased Lydia, secretly flushing at the unexpected compliment. “But you’re the one that’s stunning. That blue dress is incredible.”
“Hunter never liked it,” Cordelia said, turning her eyes back to the stars.
“Your ex sounds like an idiot.”
“Something we can agree on at last,” said Cordelia.
Lydia swallowed. There were things they could agree on, weren’t there? “Thank you,” she said quietly. “For tonight.”
“It was nothing,” murmured Cordelia.
“No, it wasn’t. It was a kind thing to do. You were lovely in there, I know it was all pretend, but you were exactly right. You charmed everyone and, well, I really think you made the difference. If I don’t get this job then it won’t be through lack of trying.”
“Really, it was nothing.”
Lydia laughed a little. “I disagree. It was a lot. Especially for someone you don’t particularly like.”
There was silence and stillness for a long minute.
“I never said that.”
“What?” Lydia asked, starting to feel drowsy.
Cordelia turned and the fact that Lydia was one step up meant that their faces were close to the same height. “I never said that,” she said again. “I never said that I don’t like you. I find you irritating for sure, annoying, definitely. But not liking you? I didn’t say that.”
“So you do like me,” said Lydia, trying to make light of it.
Cordelia frowned. “Of course I like you. I like you so much that my heart beats funny, that I don’t know where to look sometimes, so much that even though I shouldn’t I…” She stumbled, ran out of words.
Lydia snatched in a breath.
“I like you,” Cordelia said again.
Her hand went to Lydia’s knee and Lydia stared at it, registering that her blood was pounding.
“Oh, fuck it,” Cordelia said.
Then she was leaning in and tilting her head and her lips, sticky with alcohol, were brushing Lydia’s and Lydia’s entire world stilled in that instant as, for the space of a heartbeat, they connected.



CHAPTER NINETEEN
“You literally ran away.”
Lydia swallowed and Cordelia could see that she was uncomfortable but that didn’t mean they weren’t going to have this conversation.
“You. Ran. Away. I don’t know how many times I can say this. Or in how many different words. I tried to kiss you and you ran away.”
“Cordelia.”
“No, no, no, no. If you can’t even admit that then I don’t know what the hell we’re going to do. You do realize that you live with me. That we have a child.” Cordelia opened the car door and got out. “What about Toby? Did you think about him?” She slammed the door and walked toward the house.
“Cordelia, please,” Lydia said, trotting after her and locking the car with a beep as she went.
“Do you have any idea how hard that was?” Cordelia said, turning on her. “First, I’ve never kissed a woman. Second, I haven’t kissed anyone since my stupid arsehole of a husband left me for another woman. Third, I don’t even know why I like you. You’re absolutely infuriating. And now this.” She turned back and stalked to the front door.
“Cordelia.”
“No, you’re right. It was a stupid thing to do. Stupid and thoughtless and I don’t know what I was thinking. It was the alcohol talking. Acting. Whatever. And you’re going to have to move the hell out.”
She finally got the door open and walked in, letting Lydia close it behind them both.
“And I’ll tell you another thing. I’ve never, I mean never, had anyone run away from me like that before.” She was starting to boil with anger.
“Cordelia.”
“Stop saying my name, you absolute imbecile, you stupid, foolish, idiotic woman—”
Whatever it was she expected to happen, whatever it was that she was building up to, it certainly wasn’t what happened next.
Something seemed to fly at her, to push her, until she was backed against the wall and then, and then… And then her heart stopped beating as hot, hungry lips found hers and suddenly she was getting the kiss that she’d longed for, the kiss that she hadn’t meant to start at all and yet was now the only thing she could think about.
Lydia’s body pressed against hers so that she could feel every delicious curve of it, her hands tangled in her hair, her tongue slipped between her lips, until Cordelia honestly couldn’t tell where she ended and Lydia began.
Then Lydia pulled away, her eyes hazy and her lips swollen. “Sorry,” she said. “But it seemed to be the only way to shut you up.”
“To shut me up?”
“You’ve been shouting at me for the entire twenty minute ride home and you wouldn’t let me get a word in edgewise. I needed to shut you up.”
“So you kissed me.” Cordelia’s breath hitched in her throat. Her legs were shaking, she realized, and she needed to lean against the wall to hold herself up.
“I shut you up,” Lydia said again. “I need you to understand that it wasn’t the kiss I was running away from. Come on, come with me.”
Obediently, Cordelia followed as Lydia led her into the kitchen, poured a large glass of water, and sat them both down at the kitchen table.
“Can I talk now?” Lydia asked, pushing the water toward Cordelia.
Cordelia nodded.
“Fine. Thank you.” Lydia took a deep breath. “Firstly, let me say that I did not run away. I backed out of an unclear situation because I was unsure on how consenting you were able to be and it made me uncomfortable.”
Cordelia spluttered on a mouthful of water. “Unclear on consent? I was the one kissing you.”
“You had had three very strong drinks,” pointed out Lydia. “Plus, you know, you do spend a lot of time telling me how irritating I am.”
“I came to your party.”
“Because you said it was the quickest way to get me to move out,” said Lydia. Her lips were still swollen and Cordelia felt the urge to kiss them again. “Add in the fact that you’re divorced and hurting, I was wholly unaware of the fact that you like women as well as men, and that we, as you pointed out, live together albeit for a short time, and, well, can you see why there could be some confusion?”
“I suppose,” Cordelia said grumpily. The kitchen lights were harsh and Lydia looked tired. “You still didn’t have to actually run away though.”
“I panicked,” Lydia said quietly, looking down at the table.
“You panicked?” Cordelia downed half of the water in her glass. “Lydia Carlisle, efficient and practical doctor, panicked?”
Lydia rubbed her nose. “It’s just… Nothing. It’s nothing.”
“It’s not nothing.” Cordelia leaned forward. “Tell me.”
Another deep breath. “Okay, I like you, Cordelia. I don’t think you’re at all what you want people to think that you are. I think that underneath all the snap and the bite, you’re soft and warm and all you’re doing is trying to protect that softness from getting hurt, and I get that.”
“Wonderful.” Okay, she wasn’t thrilled at being described as soft, but she’d take it. “Then we don’t have a problem, do we?”
“Do we not?” Lydia asked. “You don’t want to get hurt again, I’m a temporary addition not just to your home, but to your town as well. And in the drunkenness of the moment, with the stupid moonlight and the stars and everything else, I feel like you might have forgotten that.”
A very fair point. Cordelia finished her water. “And I’m not in your plan. Your carefully planned life that leads you to being perfectly happy and successful, I’m no part of that. An older, chaotic, divorced woman who can barely remember her own name let alone her house keys.”
“Cordelia, that’s not at all what I’m saying.”
“You’re saying this isn’t practical,” Cordelia said, getting up. Because if she was going to get hurt she was damn well going to do the hurting herself. She wasn’t going to let someone else wound her again.
“It isn’t practical,” Lydia said, standing too. “You know that it isn’t. Plus, you know, there’s the whole Toby situation to think about and, well, I’ll be leaving in a little while and you’ll have a whole new doctor to deal with and, who knows, maybe you’ll fall in love with them instead.”
“No one mentioned love,” said Cordelia. Then she frowned. “What do you mean, a whole new doctor? I’m assuming that Doctor Morris is going to be back soon enough. What do you know that I don’t?”
Lydia bit her lip and it was very clear that she’d said more than she intended.
“Come on, out with it. It can’t be a professional secret, he’s not your patient.”
Lydia shook her head. “It’s not my secret to tell.”
Cordelia growled at her.
“Seriously, Cordelia, it’s not my secret. Let’s just say that I don’t think Doc Morris will be back for a while, if he comes back at all. He may very well decide to retire his practice, he’s an older man.”
There was a spark in Cordelia’s heart even though she was still annoyed. “Fine.”
“Fine as in we’re fine?” Lydia said.
Cordelia took a deep breath and shrugged. “I suppose.”
“This is complicated, I get that. But we need to do the best thing, we need to think about consequences and decisions and everything in between. I don’t know what we should be doing, to be honest, but then, maybe that’s the answer. We shouldn’t do anything. We should just… go on as before.”
“Should,” Cordelia said, closing her eyes for a millisecond. That kiss. It still burned her lips, she could still feel Lydia’s body against hers.
“Sometimes should is the only word that works, the only one that’s important,” Lydia said quietly. “I don’t really know what’s going on, what the right answer is between you and I. But I do know that we should steer clear of making decisions when we’re tired, when it’s late, when one of us has been drinking.”
“Christ, you make me sound like an alcoholic. It was an accident. It’s not my fault I don’t know what Dubonnet is. I just thought it was fancy soda, like San Pellegrino or something.” Cordelia had to keep making excuses, had to keep being normal, because if she didn’t she was afraid of what would happen.
“Cordelia, we need to go to bed.”
And her body ached for it, ached for her, just the thought of Lydia’s hands on her skin, of her lips on her skin, of… Cordelia took a hiccuping breath. “Fine. Go on then.”
“Can we take a little time?” Lydia said.
Cordelia shrugged. “As you wish.”
There was a big sigh then. “Fine, I’m going to bed. I’m tired and we need to pick Toby up early in the morning. Goodnight, Cordelia.”
Cordelia sat down again, cradling her empty glass.
Maybe it had been the wrong thing to do when she did it. But it hadn’t been the wrong thing to do on the whole. From the minute she’d seen Lydia in that dress, from the second she’d put together the feelings she was having and recognized them for what they were, she’d known that she had to kiss her.
Just to see, just to find out how it felt, how she felt. It had been necessary.
Alright, probably the alcohol had helped. Maybe she wouldn’t have been so hasty otherwise.
There was an overwhelming truth here though, one that Cordelia didn’t particularly understand but that was there anyway. She liked Lydia. Her calm efficiency, her buxom curves, the whole bursting package of her.
It shouldn’t be surprising. After all, Lydia had done nothing but up-end her life from the very second they met so why wouldn’t she up-end it in this way as well? Yes, there were problems, yes, things weren’t ideal. No, this didn’t fit into anything that Cordelia had wanted in the last couple of years.
Things changed though, didn’t they?
They changed and got better and that was just the nature of life. Yes, it was complicated. But if Lydia was right and Doc Morris really wasn’t going to come back, well, that meant that there was a job right here in Whitebridge if Lydia wanted one.
Cordelia closed her eyes. Or maybe they should be practical, just like Lydia wanted. Which was easier said than done. Because that kiss hard up against the wall hadn’t been practical in the slightest.



CHAPTER TWENTY
When surgery finished on Monday evening, Lydia was so tired she could barely move. The combination of a full day at work and of tiptoeing around Cordelia was getting to be too much.
She was an idiot, that much was very clear to her. She should have either stopped things before they started or gone all in. The dancing around was where things got dicey.
Unfortunately, two other things were also clear. One was that Cordelia was a lot more fragile than she seemed. And the second was that Lydia very, very much liked her. As in, she woke up at night thinking about that kiss up against the hallway wall. The kiss she really shouldn’t have started. The kiss that she was beginning to think was going to rule the entire rest of her life.
“Come on, bubba, let’s get you home,” she said, picking Toby up off the changing mat on the floor of her office.
He giggled and grabbed for her hair. “Boo dog?”
“You can watch Blue Dog after dinner,” she said, lifting him onto her hip. Which reminded her, there was absolutely nothing to eat in the house. She’d been planning to go to the big supermarket on the outskirts of town but just hadn’t had the chance.
“Boo dog?” Toby said again, hopefully.
“Let’s see what Cordelia has to say, shall we?”
“Dee-la.”
Lydia paused and looked at him. “What did you say?”
“Dee-la?”
Lydia started to grin, hurrying with him into the waiting room where Cordelia was packing up the high chair and some toys. “Cordelia, listen.”
Cordelia turned just as Toby pointed and said “Dee-la, Dee-la.” A smile spread across her face and for a second, the room lightened and Lydia started to laugh. “Dee-la,” said Toby again, laughing too.
“Oh, you little monster,” said Cordelia, holding out her arms. Toby laughed harder as he wriggled away from Lydia and Cordelia took him, holding him close.
For an instant, Lydia thought she saw a glimmer of tears in Cordelia’s eyes, so she turned politely away. This was all ridiculous, so ridiculous. What was she waiting for? Why was she not just going for what she wanted? For what she thought Cordelia wanted too? Because it wasn’t in some stupid plan? Because for once she didn’t know what the future held?
It bit deep into her, the idea that this could be hers. Someone like Cordelia, holding a child that might be hers, in a doctor’s surgery that might be hers.
She took a deep breath. They were both adults, they needed to work this out. They would work this out. Cordelia wasn’t a china doll that could get broken, not as long as they were both careful and sure about what they wanted.
Lydia nodded to herself. Tonight, once Toby was in bed, they’d talk. She’d talk. They’d both be sober, both clear, and they could set some boundaries, some rules to how this was going to work.
She grinned.
“What are you doing over there like the Cheshire Cat?” Cordelia demanded, still jogging Toby up and down on her hip.
“Thinking,” Lydia said.
“About?”
“You,” said Lydia simply.
Their eyes connected across the waiting room and Cordelia’s eyebrows rose slightly and Lydia shrugged. “We’ve had a couple of days of sulking and licking our wounds. Maybe it’s time we talked about things like adults?”
Cordelia sniffed. Her hair was wild, flopping over her face and almost obscuring one eye, but her lips were red and swollen again and Lydia very much wanted to kiss them. But this was not an appropriate place.
Lydia cleared her throat. “I was also thinking about the fact that we don’t have anything in for dinner and, to be honest, I’m not at all sure that I can be arsed to go to the supermarket.”
“Right, well, this one has food at home, so how about I take him back and get him fed and you pick up something from the pub.”
The world seemed like a nicer place, suddenly, brighter and lighter and Lydia couldn’t stop smiling. “Yeah, okay, that sounds like a plan.”
THE PUB WAS bustling and Lydia had to wait her turn at the bar.
“Hello there.”
She turned and saw blue hair. “Hello yourself. Does everyone around here drink on a Monday?”
Mila laughed. “I think we’re all recovering from a boring weekend,” she said. The woman next to her was smiling expectantly. “Ah, you won’t have met. This is my business partner, Anthea. Ant, this is the new doctor, Lydia.”
Lydia shook hands. “Temporary doctor,” she said.
“Mmm,” Mila said, non-committally.
“Oops, gotta go,” said Ant, smiling at Lydia. “My wife’s just come in.”
“And that would be Adelaide Park, famous crime novelist and Ant’s wife,” Mila said. “Whitebridge’s most famous resident. Well, if you don’t count Billie Brooke, the violinist.”
“Who would be my wife,” said the blonde bartender, coming to take Lydia’s order. “What can I get you ladies.”
Lydia placed her order then turned back to Mila. “So, um, is everyone here gay or…”
“We do seem to have a little lesbian enclave here,” Mila laughed. “There’s Hope and Ava over at the school too, but you won’t have met them, they’re both healthy as horses. I’m straight, if that helps.”
Lydia nodded. “Any news from Max?”
Mila shook her head. “Not that I’ve heard. But he’ll be in later if you want to stick around and ask him yourself.”
“Don’t have time,” said Lydia. “I need to get food home, Cordelia will be starving. And then it’s reading and bathtime and bedtime.”
“For Toby, rather than you?”
“For all of us, I think,” Lydia said. “It’s all a bit exhausting.”
“And yet such a kind thing to do,” said Mila. “We do all appreciate what you’re doing for Toby. And what you did for Sylv at the shop as well.” She looked Lydia up and down. “Don’t suppose you’d think about staying in Whitebridge?”
“You have a doctor already,” Lydia said, thinking that was probably the easiest way to answer the question without actually answering the question.
Mila quirked one eyebrow, then leaned in. “There’s not much that goes on around here that I don’t know about, or that I don’t find out about eventually. And I’ve got a feeling that you know too. So, on the off-chance that Doc Morris doesn’t come back, well, there’ll be a position to be filled here, won’t there?”
Lydia looked at her, thoughts flying through her head. This wasn’t the job she was looking for. It was too small, too independent. There were no colleagues, a smaller population meant fewer interesting cases.
But what about the other considerations?
What about Cordelia?
For god’s sake. She couldn’t base a life-changing decision on someone she barely knew. Someone who could just end up being a fling.
Which meant she really didn’t know what to say to Mila.
Fortunately, the barmaid placed a bag on the bar in front of her and in the flurry of paying and leaving, Mila’s question got forgotten and Lydia escaped the pub.
SHE COULD HEAR the screams as she walked up the street toward the house. She’d be surprised if half the town couldn’t hear the screams. She started to jog, then run, as Toby’s high-pitched crying rang through the night.
Her hands fumbled with the keys and she dropped the food just inside the front door, not caring if the bag was upright or not, and ran into the kitchen.
Cordelia looked disheveled, her face flushed, her forehead sweating. Toby was in his high chair, face red and mouth wailing.
“I don’t know what happened,” Cordelia said. “One minute he was fine, then this started.”
Lydia looked at the normally placid child and went into automatic mode. She checked his skin, felt his temperature, pulled him up out of his chair and palpated his stomach and felt up and down his legs and arms.
Still, Toby cried, his screams turning into hoarse cries as snot bubbled from his nose.
“Have you got ice lollies in the freezer?” Lydia asked.
Cordelia hurried to the freezer and grabbed one, Lydia took it and smashed it against the table, breaking it. Then she opened the package and took out a chunk of colored ice, pressing it against Toby’s mouth.
In an instant, he stopped screaming, his lips smacking, then he grabbed the ice and began gnawing on it. Lydia lifted him and put him back in his chair.
“What is it?” Cordelia asked.
“Dunno,” said Lydia. “But there’s nothing obviously wrong with him other than he’s a bit hot. Did you check the temperature of his food before you gave it to him?”
“You think I burned the child’s mouth? I’m not that stupid,” snapped Cordelia.
Toby started to wail again and Lydia quickly gave him another chunk of ice. “I wasn’t accusing you of anything.”
“It sounded like it.”
“There’s a bottle of Calpol in his bag,” said Lydia, ignoring the jibe. “I’ll give him a dose, cool him down. Then let’s see if he’ll eat and we can get him to bed. Maybe the poor thing’s just tired.”
“Aren’t we all,” Cordelia said, but she broke off another piece of ice as she said it.
It wasn’t until Lydia opened up the toddler’s mouth to dose him with bright pink medicine that she saw his gums were irritated and red. She groaned.
“What?” asked Cordelia.
“He’s teething.”
“He has teeth already, look,” said Cordelia.
“Right, but he doesn’t have all of them,” Lydia said. She was so tired she could lie down on the couch and sleep right now. “I think it’s going to be a long night.”
And it was her night too, her turn to have Toby sleeping in her room. She straightened herself up. She could do this. She’d suffered worse when she was a resident, working shifts on no sleep at all. Toby sniffled and started to cry again, the screams drilling through Lydia’s skull.
She closed her eyes and when she opened them, Cordelia was looking at her, head tilted. “It’ll be alright,” Cordelia said. “It’ll be fine. We’ll do this together.”
The dread in Lydia’s heart lifted just a little. She smiled. “Together.”



CHAPTER TWENTY ONE
Toby was a sweating, writhing bundle and Cordelia could hear his screams in her bones and nothing she did made him quieten.
“Shh, shh,” she said, rocking him in her arms. But he just wriggled to be free.
She checked the clock. Three in the morning. He couldn’t have more medicine for another half an hour. In desperation, she took him down to the kitchen and popped open the freezer.
“Here,” she said, handing him a strawberry ice lolly.
It was like magic, suddenly, the screaming stopped.
Cordelia sighed. It wasn’t like it was his fault. As desperate and strained as she felt, she understood that Toby wasn’t intending to make her feel this way.
Which didn’t make her feel like slapping Lydia any less.
Lydia, who in all honesty had started all of this, who had taken what was a lovely and quiet little life and turned it into some kind of scream-laced hellscape. Lydia, who could take her good deeds and put them somewhere where the sun didn’t shine.
Lydia, who had kissed her so hard up against that wall that she’d thought she’d never breathe again.
“What…” Lydia appeared in the door, all the color suddenly dropping from her face. “Jesus Christ, oh, Jesus, Oh, Cordelia, what have you done?”
She rushed to Toby, who was now so smeared in strawberry ice that he looked like he’d committed some kind of massacre. And for an instant, Cordelia was angry, mad that Lydia could even think that she’d done anything to hurt Toby.
Then she saw the funny side and started to laugh. “It’s ice lolly,” she sputtered.
Lydia pulled out a chair and collapsed into it. “Jesus.” She took a deep breath. “It was suddenly so quiet I thought… I don’t know what I thought.”
“You thought that I’d done something horrific and unforgivable,” said Cordelia, pulling out a chair of her own. “Though to be fair, I’m not denying that some pretty bad ideas fleetingly crossed my mind.”
“Your brain is weird when it’s tired,” said Lydia, yawning. “It’s not the thoughts that count, it’s the actions. And it’s nothing that most parents haven’t occasionally thought. It’s only natural when there’s a situation like this that you have no control over.”
Cordelia looked over to Toby, who was contentedly munching on his ice. “I don’t think I realized how hard it was.”
“We’re lucky,” agreed Lydia. “He’s a good boy for the most part. Nat’s a lucky mum.”
“Is she?” asked Cordelia. There was something that had been preying on her mind. “I mean, is she really?”
“What do you mean?”
Cordelia tapped her fingers on the table. “Do you think she’s really going to come back?”
Lydia looked away so fast that Cordelia knew she’d been wondering the same thing. “Of course she will. It’s not been two weeks yet.”
“And if she does, are we really going to hand Toby back to her like nothing happened?” Cordelia pressed.
“That’s not our decision to make.” Lydia didn’t look up.
“What if we…” Cordelia trailed off. She was tired and not thinking properly and it was a stupid idea.
But Lydia reached across the table and took her hand. Her fingers were warm and soft, her eyes were dark and sympathetic. “Cordelia, we’re not his parents. And we can’t protect him forever. There are procedures in place for things like this.”
“Procedures we’ve already broken.”
“And maybe we shouldn’t have,” Lydia said. “The longer this goes on, the more I think we should have gone to the authorities in the first place.”
“He’s just a little boy,” said Cordelia, and her heart felt like it was breaking.
Lydia squeezed her hand tight and said nothing, because there really wasn’t anything else to say.
THE DOORBELL RANG at ten minutes after eight, which was about five minutes before they needed to leave for the surgery. Lydia was struggling to get Toby into his pushchair, so Cordelia opened the door.
“Cord, I’m so glad you’re here. We were hoping to catch you before you went to the surgery,” Max said. “It’ll make things so much easier just to take everything from here rather than to have to come back and pick up Toby’s things.”
A cold wind blew inside, which was odd because the sky was blue and sunny and it really didn’t look cold at all. “Sorry,” Cordelia said. “What’s happening?”
Max stepped to one side and Cordelia opened the door further to see an older woman standing there. “This is Nat’s mum, Toby’s grandma.”
“Thank you so much for everything you’ve done,” said the woman, smiling gratefully. “I don’t know how to repay you.”
“So we’ll just grab his stuff and be out of your hair,” said Max.
Cordelia’s chest felt full, her heart straining to beat. “Sorry, what?” she said again.
“Cord.”
She felt a hand on her back and turned to see Lydia.
“It’s alright,” Lydia said. “It’s alright. It’s time for Toby to go home, that’s all.”
“Oh, not home, not really,” said the woman. “Well, sort of, I suppose. I’m planning on taking him back to Nat’s until she comes back, that’s all. But if she doesn’t…”
“We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it. Which I’m sure we won’t,” Max said cheerfully. “So, he’s already in his pushchair, let me grab that high chair, and Cordelia, would you just throw his things back into his bag. I don’t want to keep you, I know you need to open the surgery.”
“Bag…” Cordelia’s throat felt tight.
“I’ll do it,” Lydia said, hurrying off. “It’ll just be a second.”
Without Lydia behind her, Cordelia felt cold again.
“You’ve done good,” Max said. “You and Lydia really stepped up, you’re heroes really, at least to little Toby.”
Cordelia couldn’t look at him, couldn’t meet his eyes.
“Here we go,” Lydia said, running down the stairs with a bag. “If there’s anything we’ve forgotten I can drop it by later.”
“Perfect,” said Max, wheeling the pushchair out of the door.
Toby’s grandmother bent down, stroking his face, ruffling his hair.
“He’s teething,” Cordelia said, the words sounding brittle and broken.
“Well, we’ll bring him by if there’s anything we can’t handle,” promised Max. “Thanks again.”
He pulled open his car door and Cordelia slammed the front door shut because she couldn’t watch. Her breath was heaving and she didn’t know what was happening to her.
Until Lydia calmly and slowly pulled her into her arms. “It’s alright,” she murmured. “It’s alright.”
And Cordelia started to sob.
For what felt like an hour she couldn’t catch her breath, couldn’t make herself stop. But slowly, gradually, she came back together again. Enough that she could pull away from Lydia.
“Sorry,” she said.
“Nothing to be sorry about,” said Lydia, eyes gleaming. “It’s alright to be sad, Cordelia. It was a sad moment. And one that you were unprepared for.”
Cordelia snorted. “You’d think that the one thing I would be prepared for would be someone leaving.”
“Toby’s going to the right place. He’s with his grandmother. He’s going to his own house with his own toys and clothes and everything else. He’ll be happy.”
“But for how long?” Cordelia asked. “You heard her. She’s there until Nat comes back. But if Nat doesn’t come back, well, who knows what will happen to him.”
“And you heard Max,” Lydia said reasonably. “We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it. Do you trust Max to do the right thing? Didn’t he bend the procedures so that Toby could stay with us? He’ll do what needs to be done.”
“I suppose,” Cordelia said. Lydia was standing so close that Cordelia could see each individual eyelash. She took a breath. “Terribly practical, aren’t you?”
“It’s in the job description,” Lydia said. But she was still looking at Cordelia, her eyes soft and kind and her lips very, very kissable.
Cordelia rolled up all her feelings into a ball and stuffed them deep down inside her. “I suppose we’d better go and open the surgery then.”
“I’ll go,” said Lydia. “I’ve got the keys anyway. You get yourself together, wash your face, and come in when you’re ready. I’ll take care of things until then.”
One more long look, one more shaky instant where Cordelia had a flashing vision of that kiss, and then Lydia was going and the house was quiet for the first time in what felt like centuries.
Cordelia leaned back against the door.
What was she doing?
She was getting her life back, the one that she wanted. Toby was being looked after by his grandmother. Lydia was no longer tied to her. In fact, she could leave at any moment.
Cordelia felt that pressure in her chest again and, determined not to give into it this time, she pushed herself away from the door and went upstairs to wash her face as ordered.
IT WAS ALL for the best, she was thinking as she pushed open the surgery door. After all, Toby should be with family. And Lydia was right, she did trust Max to do the right thing, whatever that ended up being.
In fact, maybe this was all a good thing. Maybe now, without a teething toddler around, she’d have more brain space to figure out this whole Lydia thing. The Lydia thing that she was, inexplicably, more and more sure that she actually wanted.
Not that she had a clue what she was doing.
She just knew that there had been something about that kiss that told her she wanted more of this. More of Lydia.
“Ah, there you are,” Lydia said as Cordelia came in.
“You told me to take my time,” said Cordelia, immediately on the defensive.
“Calm down, I’m not criticizing you,” said Lydia. “I was just waiting for you, that’s all.”
“Again, you said to take my time. Anyway, I’m not even late, the surgery doesn’t open for another ten minutes.”
“Again, not a criticism,” said Lydia and she was smiling broadly.
“Well then why are you waiting for me?”
“To tell you the good news,” Lydia said, smile getting even wider. “I just got a call from the practice in Castor. I got the job.”



CHAPTER TWENTY TWO
It was the look on Cordelia’s face that really told her just how insensitive she’d been. In that second she realized that she’d just blurted out the news barely half an hour after Toby leaving. And leaving was something that Cordelia didn’t handle well. In fact, leaving was the worst thing that had ever happened to Cordelia.
“Well… good for you,” Cordelia said, sliding behind her desk and switching her computer on.
Or maybe leaving was the worst thing that could happen to Cordelia except when it came to Lydia. Because Cordelia had wanted her to leave, hadn’t she?
“I, uh, I can get started next week,” Lydia said.
“Good,” said Cordelia. “And you’ve got a patient coming in in ten minutes. Everything set up and ready?”
Lydia bit her lip and nodded. Maybe this was no bad thing. Maybe the timing was pretty perfect actually. Now they had no Toby to look after and there was no reason for her to be staying with Cordelia and no reason, really, to be staying in Whitebridge.
She went back to her office.
This was the job she wanted. Well, almost. The job from a couple of weeks ago in the fancy clinic, the one where she’d been eliminated because she wasn’t family oriented enough, the one in Waymouth, that had been the real one. But this one in Castor was a close second. Very close.
She’d worked years for this. Literally. Everything had been building to this. Now it was all within her grasp and… and what?
Lydia sat behind her desk.
She’d thought she’d be more… excited maybe?
The morning got busy and she dealt with the usual parade of sniffles, sore throats and wound dressings. Then, just before lunch, she got a very special visitor.
“Got a minute?” Cordelia said, poking her head around the door.
Lydia looked down at the pile of notes she needed to input into the system and thought miserably about the sandwich she’d been about to go and buy from the cafe, then smiled and nodded. All part of the service, part of being a village doctor, she supposed.
Cordelia held the door open and in walked someone who looked somewhat familiar. But Lydia couldn’t quite put her finger on why. The woman was large, round, her smile was slightly lopsided still, and she had a stick in one hand.
But she was walking under her own power and she was, very definitely, smiling.
And then, so was Lydia. “Sit down, sit down.”
“I’m still a bit shaky on my feet, doc,” Sylv said, maneuvering herself into a chair. “But they said at the hospital that the more exercise I do, the better I’ll get. And anyway, I needed to come by here, didn’t I?”
Lydia frowned and typed something into the computer. “Actually, no, not really. The hospital have sent all your notes down, so we’ve got everything we need.”
The large woman raised an eyebrow. “Not what I’m talking about, doc.”
Lydia turned back to her in surprise. “Oh, gosh, I’m sorry. Do you have other issues you’d like to talk about?” It was easy, when a patient had had a serious diagnosis, to become buried under that and to forget that other things might be going on.
Sylv grinned again, and it was almost straight this time. “No, doc. No other issues. I’m talking about coming to say thank you.”
A warm blush spread over Lydia’s face. “There’s nothing to thank me for, I was just doing my job.”
“And you’re good at it, from what I hear,” Sylv said. “The talk around town is that you’re not just a pretty face. Young Magda’s going on about how you helped save her baby, and Max Browning is telling everyone that’ll listen that you’re practically a saint. And then there’s me. Not sure what would have happened if you hadn’t been around.”
“The ambulance was minutes away,” Lydia said.
“Mmm, except every minute counts, doesn’t it. That’s what they say on the stroke ward.”
Lydia didn’t say anything to this because she didn’t want to scare the woman. Sylv had had enough scares, she suspected.
“Anyway, that’s what I came to say, thank you. I’m a lucky woman that you were around. And we’re lucky to have such a nice young doctor. At least for the time being.” Sylv paused for a second, cocked her head. “Unless you were thinking about staying?”
Lydia felt herself flush again. “I, uh, I mean…”
“Oh don’t be like that,” said Sylv. “Doc Morris has been on his last legs for a while now. Mind you, he used to be fun when he was younger. Got up to a bit of no good did the doc and I when we were both a lot thinner. But I’m no fool. Something tells me that there’ll be an opening around here soon and you know the lay of the land, so to speak. So you could be the perfect candidate.”
Lydia cleared her throat. “Yes, well…”
“Except, a nice young doctor like you, you’re looking for something a bit more upmarket, I suppose. One of those fancy clinics?”
This conversation was very much out of Lydia’s control and she wasn’t sure how to get it back. “I, um…”
“You know, there’s something I’ve learned, if you don’t mind an old woman sharing something with you,” said Sylv, shuffling forward in her seat. “And that’s that the best laid plans don’t always… go to plan. And the things you think are important when you’re young aren’t always what’s actually important at all.”
“I’m not that young,” Lydia said, finally managing to get a full sentence out.
Sylv laughed. “You look young to me, love. And I remember being just like you, full of vim and vigor and wanting to take on the world. You know, Jim Hawthorne and I had plans to run away together. He was going to take me up to London, he was.”
“What happened?” Lydia asked curiously.
“Never showed up, did he?” cackled Sylv. “Then I met my husband, so, you know, it was probably for the best. Not the plan, but the way things turned out wasn’t so bad.” She pushed herself into a standing position. “I’ll get out of your hair then, doc.”
“Just you let me know if there’s anything you need,” said Lydia.
“One of the pleasures of living in a small town,” Sylv said. “You get to know everyone, and everyone knows you. I can’t move for casseroles in the freezer and my shop’s been open every day I’ve been in that hospital. Whitebridge might not be exciting, but it’s a nice place. You could do worse.”
Lydia, determined not to discuss her career prospects with patients, got up and opened the door for her. “Come back any time you like.”
“Even if you’re not here?” grinned Sylv. “And thanks again, doc. I can’t say it enough.”
She was just steering her bulk through the corridor when Cordelia appeared, face white, phone in her hand. “Lydia?”
Sylv popped out into the waiting room and Lydia came behind her. “What is it?” she asked, preparing herself mentally to grab her bag and run. “An accident?”
“No,” Cordelia said. “No, nothing like that. It’s, well, it’s Magda.” She nodded to the phone she was holding. “She’s not feeling the best and—”
“Tell her I’ll be right with her,” Lydia said, turning to go back to get her bag. “Print me some directions to her house and tell her to lie on the couch and put her feet up until I can get there.”
SHE KNEW THAT she should hurry back to the surgery, that there were probably patients waiting. But Cordelia could handle that for the minute. And it wasn’t like she was dawdling, just not hurrying, that was all. The warm sun on her shoulders, the easy breathing of a relaxed doctor.
Magda had been pale and worried, but perfectly fine. Braxton Hicks contractions were perfectly normal at her stage of pregnancy, and Lydia told her to rest up and prepare for the baby. It had been a nice interlude in her day.
A day that should be turning out to be a good one. She’d finally got a job, a real, permanent one. Her stroke victim had been recovered enough to come and thank her in person. Her unusual pregnancy patient was doing nicely even if she was getting a little anxious about the birth. Even the sun was shining.
But all was not right with Lydia’s world. And she couldn’t quite see why or what she could do about it. At heart she knew that Cordelia was buried in there somewhere. Her feelings for Cordelia, the ones she was trying very hard to bury away and ignore.
Yet Cordelia had congratulated her, had wanted her gone, so why was she still feeling like there was unfinished business here? Why did she feel like she was torn between having what she wanted and had planned for, and having what apparently Cordelia didn’t want her to have?
She turned the corner toward the surgery, remembering just a couple of weeks ago turning the same corner and running into a tall, blonde woman with messy hair. And then she remembered kissing that tall, blonde woman with messy hair.
And there were feelings there, she couldn’t deny it. Except Cordelia wanted her gone and was fragile anyway and… and none of this was part of the plan.
She sighed as she walked into the oddly empty waiting room. There wasn’t a soul in sight.
“Cordelia?”
It was a pleasant little practice, with the sun shining through the big windows like that.
“Cordelia?”
But not a place she should stay. Too small. Too provincial.
“Cordelia?”
“Back here,” came the answer finally.
When Lydia followed the voice to her own office, she found Cordelia sitting behind the doctor’s desk, the bottom left drawer open, and a serene look on her face.
“What are you doing in here?” Lydia asked.
“I think we need to talk, don’t you?” said Cordelia.



CHAPTER TWENTY THREE
“The practice is closed until three,” Cordelia said, crossing her legs. “There’s a note on the door, I’m surprised you didn’t see it.”
“I wasn’t exactly paying attention,” said Lydia.
She looked uncomfortable and Cordelia took a breath. She’d had enough of this, whatever it was. She was a grown adult and she knew what she wanted. Watching Toby be taken away this morning had only cemented her feelings.
There were options here. She might be the messy one, the illogical one, the one that lost the keys. But she could see that Lydia wouldn’t break out of her shell, wouldn’t bend her plans, unless somebody else gave her a reason. So maybe it was time she stepped up to be the reason.
“Magda?”
“She’s fine,” Lydia said. “False labor.”
Cordelia nodded. “You’ve done a lot whilst you were here, don’t think it’s gone unnoticed. You’re a good doctor and you’re right that I tell you you’re irritating all the time, but even I can admit that you’re good for Whitebridge.”
Lydia shuffled in her chair. “Um, thanks?”
Cordelia looked down at the open drawer, the empty bottles arrayed inside it like tin soldiers. “I was looking for disinfectant wipes,” she said. “And this is what I found.”
The drawer clinked as she closed it again. “It happens more often than you might think,” said Lydia, dark eyes serious. “Being a GP is a stressful job, it’s a lot of responsibility. Don’t think too badly of him.”
“I don’t,” sighed Cordelia. “I don’t really. And I think most of us knew, at least deep down. He was in the pub more often than not. Not that I think he was drunk in here, at least not when patients were here. I’d have said something.”
“I know.” Lydia sat forward a little. “We have special facilities, you know? Places where medical professionals go for rehab and de-stressing and the like.”
“Do you?” Cordelia lifted an eyebrow. “That sounds pretty nice.”
“One of the few perks of the job. I assume that’s where Doc Morris is. And he’s likely to be there for at least a couple more months, depending on what actually happened. I know that Max knows about it, so potentially he was involved and it wasn’t a voluntary decision, I don’t know.”
“And the doc’s close to retirement age anyway,” Cordelia said. “So there’s every chance that he won’t come back at all.”
“Always a possibility.”
“Leaving a position vacant here.”
Cordelia’s words hung in the air between them.
“I don’t know why you’d say that to me,” Lydia said eventually.
Cordelia watched her cross her legs, watched her body move, and felt a pulse of electricity run through her body. How much she wanted to crack Lydia’s efficiency, wanted to mess up that hair, wanted to… She took a breath.
“You run,” she said.
“What?”
“You run. When the phone rings and there’s an emergency, you run. I’ve seen it twice now. Once with Sylv and once with Magda just today. There’s no hesitation, there’s no thinking twice, you just go. That’s the kind of doctor I want. The kind of doctor we deserve here.”
“I’m not denying that,” Lydia said. “Everywhere deserves good medical care. That’s not the question right now. My question is more… why are you saying this to me.” She looked at Cordelia. “You want me to leave.”
The air stirred slightly and Cordelia could smell alcohol. She hoped it was the medical kind, rather than a whiff of the empty bottles in the drawers. She had told Lydia she wanted her to leave. She couldn’t deny that. “What if I changed my mind?”
“Changed your mind?” Lydia said, half-laughing. “You literally pretended to be my date so that I’d get a job and be able to move out of your house that much faster.”
Cordelia closed her eyes. “Things change.”
“What are you trying to say?”
She opened her eyes again. “I’m trying to say…” She trailed off, then took a deep breath and plowed onward. “I’m trying to say that you’re the most irritating person I’ve ever met. That I never wanted you living in my house. I certainly didn’t want to attempt parenting with you. I wanted to be left alone.”
“You’re not making a compelling argument for me to stay.”
Cordelia looked down at the scratched metal desk. “I’m trying to say that… That you make my heart beat funny, that you make me swallow more than I should when you’re around, that I think about kissing you more often than is healthy, and I think…” She sighed. “I think I have feelings. Real ones.”
There was a long minute of silence. “Could you sound any happier about that, do you think?”
Cordelia bit her lip and shrugged. “It wasn’t my plan. You of all people should understand that. You should get what it’s like to have an idea of what’s supposed to happen and then to have that idea up-ended.”
She watched as Lydia rubbed her face with her hand. “I want to work in a big practice. I want to have colleagues. That’s my plan, Cordelia. And I can’t say that I want to stay in Whitebridge just because you’re here.”
“How did this all become about your job?” Cordelia asked, leaning back in the creaky deskchair.
“It’s not just about that.”
“Is it not? Because that’s what it sounds like. Except I’m starting to think that maybe that’s an excuse. That maybe you’d like to think that you haven’t had a relationship because you’ve been too busy having a career, but in truth, you’ve been afraid to do something that’s out of your control. Afraid to rely on anyone other than yourself.”
Lydia got up, and for a second, Cordelia thought she might leave. But she came around the desk, perching on the edge of it, close enough that Cordelia could touch her. “Okay, you might be right, I can take that. But then, what about you?”
“What about me?”
Lydia was almost looking down on her now and Cordelia saw that her eyes were tired, that her cheekbones were sharper than she remembered. “You close yourself off because you got hurt. Your ex-husband walked out on you. Tell me, did you have any idea it was going to happen?”
Cordelia shook her head, remembering that afternoon that she’d come home and Hunter was just… gone. She’d planned chicken for dinner and thought they could plan to start renovating the garden over the weekend.
“I didn’t think so. That kind of trauma… it’s hard to process. I get how people leaving would be problematic for you. I saw how you reacted to Toby leaving this morning. So how can I, a responsible adult, agree to get involved with you when I know that leaving is precisely what I’ll be doing.”
“Why?”
Lydia blinked. “What?”
“Why would you be leaving? Are you thinking about taking a job in Australia? Or perhaps New York? Where are these exotic job offers coming from exactly?”
Lydia blinked again.
“Listen, the situation is a little awkward, I give you that,” Cordelia said. “You already live with me and all, not that I particularly wanted that to happen. But moving out and leaving are two different things. Alright, I’d like you to at least consider applying for the position here, but I get that you might not want to.”
“Thanks,” Lydia said dryly.
“And that’s purely because I think Whitebridge should have a doctor as good as you. But even if you take the other job, Castor is a twenty minute drive away. It’s not the ends of the earth, is it?”
“No,” allowed Lydia. “I suppose it’s not.”
“So in the end, maybe this is all an excuse, a way of justifying the fact that you’re afraid of something happening. Or…” Cordelia took a breath but she needed to say this. “Or you’re not exactly interested in me, which is fine as well, but you have to tell me.”
“Cordelia,” Lydia said, putting out a hand and then re-thinking and quickly withdrawing it. “Cordelia.” She shook her head. “You’re more complicated than anyone I’ve ever met. You’re defensive and snappy and chaotic. You can’t hold onto a set of keys. You held Toby like he was your own, you defended him and protected him. You do what’s right, even if you don’t want people to know about it.”
She stopped and Cordelia’s heart beat a little harder. “Seems like a mixed bag to me,” she said. “But aren’t we all a bit of bad with the good?”
Lydia smiled and Cordelia wanted to stroke her face. “You make me feel things. Things I’m not always comfortable with. You make me want you, want to wake up next to you, want to make you smile. And you’re right, part of that scares me. It scares me because I don’t know how to make those things happen, and because more than anything, I don’t want to be the one to hurt you, to ruin your life.”
“You’ve already broken every promise that I’ve made to myself,” Cordelia said.
“And you say that like it’s not a bad thing,” said Lydia. She shook her head again. “You’re asking me to unleash something that I don’t know how to control and then try not to hurt you with it.”
“I know what I want,” Cordelia said. Now she was the one reaching out, her hand grazing Lydia’s knee, her fingers grasping her thigh. “It might be new for me, it might be wrong, it might be the last thing that I should be doing, but I want you, Lydia.”
Lydia sucked air in over her teeth and her eyes half-closed. “Think about this Cordelia. Think about it hard because there’s no promises here.”
Cordelia pushed herself up, put her hand to the back of Lydia’s neck, pulled her in. “Did I ask you for a promise?” she growled, every cell inside her contracting with the thought of taking Lydia right here, right now on this desk.
The phone rang.
Cordelia dropped her hands.
“I mean it,” Lydia said as Cordelia made for the door, the urgent ringing sounding loud in the empty waiting room. “Think about what you want, Cordelia.”



CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR
The cafe door was open but the place was empty as Lydia hurried through. “Doctor,” she called out.
“Back here.”
She followed the voice and walked into what could only be described as a blood-bath. Swallowing against the iron smell of the blood she quickly took everything in. The patient was on the floor, crouched against metal cabinets, arm clutched to her body and wrapped in towels. Cass, Lydia suddenly remembered her name, the girl who had served her on her first morning in town.
Someone else was there, another woman. There was a large box with a blade on a cutting board and blood dripping in places where there definitely shouldn’t be blood. And Cass’s normally rich brown skin had turned gray. Okay, she had this.
“Arm up,” Lydia said, moving to Cass’s side and lifting the towel-bandaged arm above Cass’s head.
“Shit, yeah, I knew that,” Cass mumbled. “Did a food safety course and everything. Gotta get the bleeding above the… the whatsit. Above the heart.”
The other woman squatted down. “What if it’s, like, your thigh or something?”
“Dunno,” said Cass. “That’s what I asked and they told me to save my questions for the end.”
“Then you’d lie down flat on the ground, put your feet up on a chair and a pillow under your bum,” said Lydia, grateful that her patient was distracted. “Or at least that’s the idea in principle. I’ve yet to find someone gravely injured who’d benefit from a pillow under the bum.”
“Oh, I don’t know,” Cass said. “This floor is hard as rocks, I wouldn’t mind a pillow.”
The other woman immediately got up, was gone for a second, and came back with a cushion from one of the cafe chairs.
“Actually,” Lydia said. “It’d be good if we could get a chair in here, or get the patient out there. Better light and better access.”
“What do you think, Cass?” asked the woman worriedly. “Can you get out into the cafe?”
“Yeah,” Cass said. “With a bit of help.”
“I’m Amelia, by the way,” said the other woman to Lydia. “And thanks for coming so quickly.”
“All part of the service,” grinned Lydia. “Let’s get her up, shall we?”
Together they managed to lift Cass to her feet and supported her to a chair in the main cafe.
“Best lock the door,” Lydia advised. “We don’t need an audience. And keep that hand up above your head, please. Now, what happened?”
“She was slicing cucumbers for sandwiches on that stupid Madeline thing,” Amelia said, coming to sit next to Cass and taking her hand, threading her fingers between Cass’s like it was the most natural thing in the world.
“Mandoline,” corrected Cass.
“That’s a musical instrument,” said Amelia.
“And a kitchen gadget,” Cass said. “And that’s currently where my fingers are.”
“Your fingers?” Lydia asked, the situation suddenly looking a lot more serious than she’d feared.
“S’what it felt like,” Cass said, going even paler.
Lydia saw Amelia’s knuckles go white as she squeezed Cass’s hand. “It’s alright, it’s all going to be fine,” she said. “But you’re going to have to let me have a look. Amelia, do you have more clean towels?”
“Yeah, I’ll grab some.”
“Perfect.” Lydia shuffled a little closer on her chair. “I’m going to take your arm down now, Cass. We’re going to lower it to the table and then I’m going to unwrap those towels to have a look, alright?” It was best to let the patient know what was happening, to take the mystery out of things.
“Do you have to?”
“Of course she has to, you silly lump,” Amelia said, coming back with towels. “She hasn’t got x-ray vision, has she?”
“It’d be useful though, wouldn’t it? For a doctor, I mean,” Cass said as Amelia sat down beside her and took her hand again. “Out of all the superpowers. Though I suppose flight would be good too, since you could get to emergencies faster and what not.”
“I’ve always fancied invisibility,” Amelia said.
And Lydia recognized the fact that they were trying to distract each other. “It might be better if you both look away,” she said, pulling at the edge of the first towel.
She had a clean towel ready, not sure if she was expecting a spurting artery or something worse, but as she peeled back the layers she could see that the injury wasn’t as bad as she’d feared. Cass’s fingers were still there, though a large gash that crossed the back of three fingers was still oozing blood faster than she’d like to see.
“I think I can see the bone,” Cass said.
“How did you manage to cut the back of your fingers on a Madeline?” asked Amelia.
“Mandoline,” corrected Lydia. “And at a guess, I’d say she slipped as the blade was coming toward her and was trying to move her hand away but wasn’t quite fast enough.”
“Are you going to amputate?” Cass asked, looking far more cheerful than the situation really warranted.
“No,” Lydia said with a grin. “Not right now. Although what the hospital will say, I’ve got no clue.”
“She’s kidding,” Cass said, turning to Amelia as though to soothe her.
“I know that, you idiot.” But Amelia was looking pale now too.
“Alright, here’s the plan,” Lydia said quickly. “I’m going to give this a quick clean and a new bandage. Amelia, you’re going to go and make some hot, sweet tea. And then when the injury’s stable I’ll drive you both to the hospital.”
“Seriously?” Cass groaned. “I was going to make oven pizza and watch that new Kate Winslet thing tonight.”
“Sorry,” Lydia said. “I can’t do stitches here. And I think you’re probably going to need a plastic surgery consult before anything permanent happens. Best I can do is get you cleaned up and into the right hands. How about that tea, Amelia?”
Amelia nodded and disappeared back into the kitchen. Giving worried relatives something concrete to do was usually the best way to keep them from panicking. Lydia settled down to repair what she could.
Fifteen minutes and a cup of sweet tea later, the job was done. “There, that wasn’t so bad, was it?” Lydia said.
“It’s alright for you, it wasn’t your fingers,” grumbled Cass. But she was smiling. “Much better though.”
“Alright, I’ll just go and get the car and then I’ll drive the two of you over to the hospital.”
“You don’t need to do that,” Amelia said.
“I don’t, but I’d like to see you put in the right hands and I want to make sure there’s a plastics consult and do a proper hand-over,” said Lydia who knew she didn’t have to go but wanted an excuse to check out the local hospital’s facilities.
“Alright then, but there’s a problem,” Cass said.
“Is it hurting?” asked Lydia, worried.
“No, but that tea’s gone straight through me, I’ve got to have a pee before we leave.”
“Not a huge problem,” grinned Lydia.
“Not for you, but one of us only has one hand and some very tight jeans.” Cass stood up.
“Come here,” Amelia said. She flicked open Cass’s jeans and undid the zip. “Go and do your business and come back and I’ll do ‘em up again.”
Cass went gratefully, leaving Lydia alone with Amelia. “She’s lucky to have you,” Lydia said.
“Are you kidding? I’d be lost without her,” said Amelia.
“You’re a cute couple.”
“A… what?” Amelia started laughing. “We’re not together. She’s just my best friend.”
“Really? But you seem so close,” Lydia said, confused.
“We are. We’ve known each other since pre-school. Don’t do many things alone, to be honest. We’re not together in that way, but I love her more than I’ve ever loved anyone, I think.” Amelia sniffed. “Relationships are all different, you know? Finding your life partner doesn’t need to be sexual or anything like that.”
Lydia flushed. “Right, yeah, you’re right, I’m sorry for assuming…”
“It’s alright, most people do assume,” Amelia said. “And to be honest, there’s a lot of similarities, I get why people would think we’re a regular couple.”
“You do sort of seem… connected.”
“Well, we would, wouldn’t we? Because we are,” said Amelia. “And I’ll tell you something for nothing, when you meet someone special, you don’t let them go. Not for anything. Not even if it’s not the kind of person, or the kind of relationship, you thought you’d have for yourself. It’s simple enough really.”
For the first time since the phone rang in the surgery, Lydia found herself thinking about Cordelia. She’s been so focused on protecting Cordelia, on not hurting that squishy inside, that maybe she’d forgotten that she could be protecting herself too.
When you meet someone special, you don’t let them go.
It wasn’t rocket science, was it?
She might not have known Cordelia long, but she knew that she was special. She could see it in the way she held Toby, in the way she hugged Magda, in all kinds of ways. She could feel it in the way her body responded when Cordelia walked into a room.
She’d put this off for far too long. Prevented herself from opening up, from taking risks, with the excuse that she was busy, that she didn’t have time for a relationship. The truth was though that she could have made time. She just hadn’t met the kind of person she wanted to make time for.
The kind of person like Cordelia.
“You should go for it,” Amelia said.
“Go for what?”
“Whatever it is that’s made you look like you’ve just realized that the Earth is round and the sun is hot,” she said, grinning.
“Maybe.”
“No, no maybes,” said Amelia, leaning in seriously. “The world doesn’t have time for maybes. Out of eight billion people in the world, there are so few that ever make that connection with you. Don’t be foolish enough to throw one of them away, who knows how many others there’ll ever be?”
“Am?” Cass’s voice came from the bathroom. “If I walk any further my trousers will fall down and I’ll show the whole high street my knickers.”
“Be right there,” Amelia said, getting up.
Lydia looked out of the window onto the quiet, calm evening street.
When you meet someone special, you don’t let them go.



CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE
It was late when Lydia got home. Cordelia knew that she’d been at the hospital with Cass, had known that there were long wait times. She was already in bed and had been for an hour. Lying there, thinking about what she wanted, doing exactly what Lydia had told her to.
No matter how many times she thought it over, she just kept coming to the same conclusion. Lydia had changed her life, like it or not. Lydia was someone special. Someone that Cordelia couldn’t let walk out of her life, no matter how irritating she was. No matter how scary her attraction to the woman was.
She could hear Lydia in the shower, could hear her brushing her teeth, could hear her going into her own room and closing the door quietly so as not to wake anyone.
And it took every ounce of courage Cordelia had, every speck of bravery, every cell of pounding, wanting fear, to climb out of her own bed and pad across the corridor. They’d started something that afternoon, and it was going to be finished tonight. Whatever the outcome, whatever might happen tomorrow.
She knocked gently on the door but didn’t wait for an answer before she went in. The light was still on, but Lydia was in bed.
“Did I wake you up?” Lydia asked, dark eyes looking worried.
“Nope. Wasn’t asleep. Everything alright with Cass?”
Lydia nodded.
“Good,” Cordelia said, sitting down on the edge of the bed as close to Lydia as she dared.
Lydia’s face was sharp in the light of the lamp, her hair was down and Cordelia could imagine her fingers running through it. She swallowed a couple of times, gearing herself up to do what she knew she had to do. What she wanted to do.
“Lydia, I don’t like the word should,” she said, looking at the duvet. “But if that’s your language, then I’ll speak it.” Another breath and she looked up, she had to see Lydia’s face when she said this. “We should do this.”
Lydia was reaching out, taking her hand, twining her fingers into Cordelia’s so that Cordelia’s heart tripled its speed. “When you find someone special, you don’t let them go,” she said quietly.
“I know what you’re afraid of. Or I think I do. But the truth here is that neither of us can plan for anything because neither of us are clairvoyant. We don’t know what the future holds.” Cordelia squeezed Lydia’s hand. “But if there’s one thing that I’ve learned, it’s that things can be over in a second. Your life can change in a heart beat. And you can either bury yourself away and hope that nothing ever changes again, or you can step forward and make things change, because that’s what’s going to happen anyway.”
Lydia squeezed her hand back. “I really like you.”
“Good,” Cordelia said, getting a little bit of her normal confidence back. “I like you too.”
“So…” Lydia was breathing a little harder.
Cordelia grinned. “So… this is only a single bed, do you know that? I mean, I’m not averse to it, but there’s not much room.”
“We should go to your room,” said Lydia quickly.
Cordelia stood up, pulling Lydia with her by the hand. “You know, that’s the first time you’ve used the word should and I’ve thoroughly agreed with you.”
“Do you ever stop with that?” asked Lydia. “I mean, I get that you think of it as a critical word, but honestly, it’s just a convenience, it’s very hard to avoid a word that’s so common and, frankly, useful, I mean—”
She couldn’t finish her sentence because they were already in Cordelia’s bedroom, and Cordelia was already pulling her in, already crushing her lips against Lydia’s because if she had to wait for a single second more she might actually explode.
“Jesus,” Lydia drawled as Cordelia finally pulled away. “That was…. something.”
“FYI, I don’t know what I’m doing here,” Cordelia said in a business-like fashion. There was no point in pretending. Lydia was a doctor, Cordelia thought that she’d probably pick up on what she did and didn’t know about anatomy.
“I’d say you made a pretty good start,” said Lydia. She took Cordelia’s hands and pulled her closer. “Can I take these off?” she asked, plucking at Cordelia’s pajamas.
Cordelia’s heart-rate skyrocketed. “If I can return the favor.”
With careful fingers, Lydia began to unbutton Cordelia’s top until her fingertips were brushing Cordelia’s skin and Cordelia’s pulse was beating through her whole body. She was warm, between her legs was already wet, and they’d barely even started.
In more of a hurry now, she lifted Lydia’s t-shirt and bared full breasts and had to bite back a gasp. Lydia grinned and fell back onto the bed. “Come here,” she said, patting the mattress. “Let’s have your first lesson.”
Obedient, Cordelia perched on the end of the bed and Lydia laughed. “What’s so funny?”
“You,” Lydia said. “Just you.” She sat up slightly. “Cordelia, bottom line here. I find you so attractive that I’m already half-ready to cum just from looking at you. Just so you know. I think the time for shyness and tiptoeing around is probably over. You are absolutely gorgeous and there’s nothing that I want more than to fuck you and be fucked by you. Clear?”
Cordelia felt her breath catch in her chest, felt heat rise up inside her. “Clear,” she said, pushing Lydia back, grasping at the soft skin of her thigh and parting her legs. “Abundantly clear.”
She was rushing things, but she had to know. She pressed her hand against Lydia’s center, then parted her folds. Lydia gasped and her eyes started to close and Cordelia felt for what she needed and was astonished when two fingers slid easily up inside Lydia.
“Jesus,” breathed Lydia again.
“Jesus yourself,” Cordelia practically choked. “You’re so turned on already.”
Lydia started to move her hips, started to ride Cordelia’s fingers as though she couldn’t wait and Cordelia’s center clenched in anticipation.
No, she told herself, this wouldn’t do. This was the first time, it had to be better, slower, more special. But Lydia was still moving on her hand and she couldn’t just pull out of the warm, wet, sweetness of her.
Instead she moved over, insinuating herself between Lydia’s legs, leaving her fingers where they were and leaning in so that her breasts brushed Lydia’s chest. She had to hold her breath for a second to regain control of herself.
“Kiss me,” Lydia demanded, eyes flying open even as her hips continued to move.
Cordelia grinned. “Where?” she asked.
But she didn’t wait for an answer. She bent her head and softly, gently kissed Lydia’s nipple. Lydia groaned in response and Cordelia felt her clenching around her fingers and suddenly understood that slow and steady were not going to win this race. She bent further, taking Lydia’s nipple into her mouth and sucking.
Lydia arched up to meet her, her back curving as she began to pant, to cry out. Cordelia slicked her fingers in and out, raised her thumb and began to rub it against the hard bump of Lydia’s clit as she did so.
One final thrust and Lydia arched up, the world stilling and silencing for a moment until she broke into cries of release and her muscles spasmed around Cordelia’s fingers, holding them tight until slowly, Lydia began to regain her breath.
“First time, huh?” Lydia said, still panting.
“Quick learner,” said Cordelia, pulling her fingers away, feeling their stickiness, feeling the heat burning deep inside her.
“Come to me,” said Lydia, pulling her down, pulling her into a kiss that made Cordelia feel like disappearing into the young doctor and never coming back.
Then hands were pressing her down, skirting her hips and Cordelia’s blood was pounding, but she pulled away from the kiss.
“Er, listen,” she said.
“You want to stop?” asked Lydia, pulling her hands back immediately.
“No, god no,” said Cordelia, mesmerized by Lydia’s swollen lips. “Not at all. Really. I just… Um, you should know that I don’t always orgasm. Er, it’s not that I’m not turned on, I really, really am. But I sometimes have problems and, well, I don’t want you to think…” Christ, this wasn’t the time for this conversation, was it?
“Perfectly normal,” Lydia said briskly. She slid back onto the bed until she was sitting up against the headboard, legs parted. “Come and sit here.”
Not really knowing what was happening, Cordelia did as she was told, sitting so that she was between Lydia’s legs, her back pressed against Lydia’s breasts. Lydia reached down and took Cordelia’s right hand in her own.
“Now, show me what you like,” Lydia said, her voice whispering in Cordelia’s ear and sending shivers down her spine. “Show me what you do to yourself.”
Feeling awkward and a little shy, Cordelia moved her hand between her legs, Lydia’s hand still covering it. Slowly, she started to touch herself, turned on as much by the sound of Lydia breathing behind her as the touch of her fingers.
As she began to respond, her breath came faster, and then Lydia was pushing her own hand under Cordelia’s and taking over. Cordelia groaned and Lydia’s other hand rose, stroking at a sensitive nipple until Cordelia’s legs started to shake.
Until her breath stopped coming.
Until her hips pressed against Lydia’s hand.
Until every cell in her body was throbbing and pushing and then releasing and waves of sensation passed down over her.
“I’m not sure that you have problems orgasming,” Lydia said. “I think you might just have problems with inattentive or impatient partners.”
“That’s your official diagnosis, is it?” Cordelia said, wiggling so that she could see Lydia’s face.
“Well, there’s really only one way to scientifically form an opinion,” said Lydia, her arms coming up to cradle Cordelia, to pull her in, her lips coming closer.
“Really?” Cordelia asked, the breath that had barely returned suddenly making a move to desert her again. “What would that be?”
“Continued experimentation,” Lydia said.
“Hmm.” Cordelia let her lips brush against Lydia’s for a heart beat. Then she moved, sliding downward and turning at the same time so that she was still between Lydia’s legs but in a very different position. “I’m no doctor, but as I understand it, there should be a control in any good experiment.”
“You—” began Lydia.
But the words caught in her throat as Cordelia started to kiss up the inside of her thighs, first one side, then the other, until her tongue reached the bitter-sweet citrus wetness between Lydia’s legs.



CHAPTER TWENTY SIX
What woke Lydia up was the sun streaming in through the thin curtains. She groaned and turned over. “You really should get thicker blinds,” she mumbled before actually realizing where she was and blinking her eyes open properly.
“Good morning,” Cordelia said, her blonde hair spread out over the pillows.
“Good morning,” said Lydia.
“Right, with the politeness out of the way, would you like to go back to telling me what I should be doing?”
Lydia reached up to itch her nose. “No?” she tried.
“Good girl,” said Cordelia.
Lydia felt a growing wet warmth between her legs. Good girl indeed. She reached out for the curve of Cordelia’s waist, pulling her closer.
“I suppose that answers my first question,” said Cordelia softly, brushing her lips against Lydia’s forehead.
“And what would that have been?”
Cordelia pulled back, looking down at her earnestly. “Whether or not this was a one night stand.”
“Do I look like the kind of person that does one night stands?” Lydia asked, somewhat stung.
“What does the kind of person who does one night stands look like?”
Lydia sighed. “Fair point, I suppose. But no, I wasn’t planning on this being a one time thing.” She cleared her throat. “Um, you?”
Cordelia narrowed her eyes as though thinking, then shrugged. “I suppose not.”
Lydia knew she was kidding and laughed. “Good. Glad to hear it.”
“I do think that there need to be some kind of ground rules though.”
“Ground rules?” asked Lydia. She considered the idea, then nodded. “Fair enough. I think ground rule number one needs to be me moving out, but since that was going to happen sooner rather than later anyway, that shouldn’t be an issue.”
Cordelia’s hand snuck around to the small of her back pulling her a tad closer. “You do need to move out then?”
Lydia pushed her leg between Cordelia’s thighs so they could get even closer. “I should,” she began, then realized what she was saying. “I ought to.”
“We’ve talked about this, ought is no better than should.” Cordelia was pressing against her leg, breath coming slightly hoarser.
“It’s no way to start a relationship, already living together,” Lydia said, lips close to Cordelia’s skin. “Too much pressure. I need to move out and we need to date and then, maybe, one day, we’ll want to live together again.”
“Castor is only a twenty minute commute from here,” Cordelia pointed out as she pulled Lydia even closer so that her own thigh was also pushed up against Lydia’s center.
“Not the point,” Lydia said, finally starting to have a little trouble concentrating.
“Fine, I concede your point,” said Cordelia, starting to rock back and forth. “As long as a) you don’t move too far, and b) the subject of living together in the future remains open.”
“Excellent, then that’s our first ground rule agreed upon,” Lydia said, breath starting to come in short, sharp hitches. “Resolved. I, uh, I submit that we…” She groaned as Cordelia pressed harder against her. “That we table the rest of the motions until we take a short break.”
“Short?” Cordelia asked, bending her head so that she could nip at the sensitive skin between Lydia’s neck and shoulder. “A significant break might be in order.”
“Yes, ma’am,” Lydia managed to say as Cordelia nuzzled into her neck and began rocking harder.
“I’M NOT SAYING I get a say in the decision, I’m saying that we need to be open about things,” Cordelia said as they strolled along the high street.
“That’s… fair, I suppose,” said Lydia.
“You have a plan for your life and I don’t want to interfere with that. That wouldn’t be fair. I don’t want to stop you becoming what you’ve always dreamed of becoming. I would never do that. So you need to be upfront about what it is you want and I’ll support you in it.”
“Alright, alright,” Lydia said as they came to the cafe. “But equally, you’re going to have to communicate about what you want in the relationship too. And not by just yelling at me every time the word should comes out of my mouth.”
“Fair.” Cordelia paused. “I, um, have problems with criticism. My ex was overly critical and it’s something I’m sensitive to.”
“Understood, so it’s something I should be wary of and careful about.”
“See?” Cordelia said. “This ground rules thing is going well. Can we actually have some breakfast now?”
“I can’t believe they’re open after yesterday,” said Lydia, pushing open the door to the cafe.
“Well we are open,” Amelia said, bustling around the front of the counter and coming to hug Lydia. “Cass says she’s fine and she’s all bandaged up. I’ve moved the Madeleine out of her reach.”
“Madeleine?” Cordelia asked.
“Mandoline,” said Cass coming out of the kitchen. “Morning, doc. Breakfast’s on the house. What can I get you?”
“A full English, but it’s definitely not on the house. I can’t accept favors.”
Cass rolled her eyes, but nodded and Lydia and Cordelia sat down at a table. Amelia started asking Cordelia about making an appointment at the surgery and Lydia tuned out.
Life really could be like this.
The sun was shining through the windows, the town was pretty in the summer light. She was sitting opposite someone she truly had feelings for. A growing warmth inside her told her that this was what she’d been missing, this perfection, this happiness.
Why had she been such an idiot in denying herself this?
She had been scared, she realized now. Afraid of opening herself up. Afraid of doing something that she couldn’t learn from books or exams or interviews. But this, this was so easy. Okay, maybe it wasn’t totally ideal. Yet her new job was only twenty minutes away. This was definitely doable. She would make time for Cordelia, for this growing… whatever it was going to be.
The sun caught Cordelia’s hair and Lydia watched her smile and her heart grew three sizes in her chest. This could be her life.
“WE’RE JUST GOING to the playground,” said Toby’s grandmother.
“Boo dog,” Toby said to Cordelia quite seriously. He raised his arms, wanting her to pick him up.
“I’m sick to death of that blue dog,” confided his grandmother to Lydia. “It’s all he wants to watch.”
“Children thrive on sameness,” Lydia said automatically, watching Cordelia hug Toby close. This too could be her life one day. She hadn’t thought that far ahead. But Cordelia was good with children, she would want them.
Lydia straightened up a little. Actually, she wanted them too, she realized. They just hadn’t factored into her plan until right now.
“I could do with a little less sameness,” grumbled Toby’s grandmother.
“No sign of Nat then?” asked Lydia. She’d been wrong on that one, she had to admit. She’d been so sure that Nat was a doting mother, that she wouldn’t leave her son. But she barely knew the woman. She’d obviously been wrong.
“Still chasing that wreck of a boyfriend of hers,” sniffed the grandmother. “Never liked him much.” She turned to her grandson. “Come on, kiddo. Let’s go to the park.”
Toby reluctantly left Cordelia’s arms, but grinned when he saw the swings not far off. “Swing?”
“Absolutely,” his grandmother said, and the two of them left.
“I can’t believe I was that wrong about Nat,” Lydia said.
Cordelia shrugged. “People leave, it’s what they do.”
“No,” said Lydia. “They really don’t. People stay. People stick around even though it might be hard, even though there might be other options out there. People stay because they’ve made promises and because, well, because it’s the right thing to do.”
“Don’t,” said Cordelia, turning around.
“Don’t what?”
“Don’t ever stay just because it’s the right thing to do, just because you’ve promised something. That’s… It’s not right. You should be able to make yourself as happy as you make someone else.”
“But if you commit to something,” Lydia began.
“No. It’s another ground rule.”
Lydia sighed. Not that this was likely to become an issue. “Fine.”
They continued their walk toward the shop, needing to pick up some milk, and ran straight into Max and Mila, a tow-haired little boy swinging between them.
“Morning,” Max said cheerfully.
“Off to the park?” Lydia guessed.
“Ag has a piano lesson, so Dash here gets mum and dad,” grinned Mila.
“Any news about Nat Greene?” Lydia asked.
“I’m still working on it,” said Max. He winked at Lydia. “Not ready to give up on her quite yet.”
“Mmm,” said Lydia, who was more than willing to give up on her given that she’d now left Toby for more than two weeks. “At least Toby seemed happy enough.”
“Not sure how long his grandmother’s going to want to stick around though,” Max said.
“Dad? Dad? Look how fast I can run.” Dash… dashed.
“Crap,” said Mila. “We’d better go, he’s full of beans today. I’ll drop by the surgery next week for his check up, if that’s alright with you?”
“I’ll pencil you in,” Cordelia said.
What a town, thought Lydia. You didn’t even have to phone to schedule a doctor’s appointment. You just ran into the doctor and her receptionist on the street and got the job done that way. It was kind of sweet actually.
As Max, Mila, and Dash went off to the park, Lydia slipped her hand into Cordelia’s.
“So we’re going public, are we?” Cordelia asked.
“Public?”
“Darling, this is a small town, this news will be buzzing through the streets before we’ve even got home.”
Lydia removed her hand. “Is that a problem for you?” she asked.
Cordelia stopped, looked down at her, and finally smiled. “A problem that I’m actually… happy?”
“You’re happy.”
Cordelia nodded. “I am.”
“Well then,” Lydia said, putting her hand right back into Cordelia’s. “I’m guessing it’s not a problem. Since we’re both… happy.”
She couldn’t stop the smile spreading across her face as she led Cordelia by the hand into the shop.



CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN
What Cordelia couldn’t quite get her head around was that every single time she looked at Lydia she started to smile. It just wasn’t like her. Not in the slightest.
Yet every look, every glance, every touch made her filled to the brim with happiness. It was a most disconcerting feeling and so utterly unlike her that she was actually relieved when she couldn’t find the surgery keys. At least she hadn’t changed that much.
“You didn’t bring them?” she asked Lydia.
“Nope. I thought you did. Plus, I did tell you that you really should hang them by the front door so that you see them as you’re leaving.” Lydia pulled two keys from her bag. “I’ve got this.”
“That’s your office and the side door,” said Cordelia. “Which gets us into the building, but we need to be able to open the front door or else people won’t get in.” She sighed. “I’ll run home and get them.”
“No, I’ll run back,” Lydia said. “You stay here and open things up and answer the telephone.” Just as she’d started to speak, the phone had begun to ring outside. “And I’m faster than you anyway.”
She was right, but Cordelia still felt bad.
“It’s fine, you can reward me,” Lydia said, a twinkle in her dark eyes. “Later, that is.”
Cordelia’s heart skipped a beat and then Lydia was leaving and Cordelia was walking around to the side door. The telephone inside stopped ringing. Still, they’d call back if it was important. They always did.
It was strange, being happy. Lighter. Friendlier. Not that she thought everything was going to be perfect from here on out. But still, there was a sense of… rightness about things. A rightness that she couldn’t remember feeling with Hunter.
Maybe she’d been wrong all along, maybe she and Hunter had never had what she’d thought they had. Or maybe this was just different because Lydia was a woman. It was hard to tell.
She went into the empty surgery, dust motes floating in the air. She’d barely put her bag down when the phone started to ring again.
“Whitebridge surgery,” she said automatically as she picked it up.
“Ah, Cordelia. I was hoping to get you before the crowds descended,” drawled a very familiar voice.
Cordelia sat down. “Doctor.”
“Well, technically, yes. They haven’t revoked my medical license as of yet, so I suppose you can still call me that. Still, it seems odd, does it not? To call me doctor when I’m not actually… doctoring.”
“Right,” Cordelia said faintly. “I mean, I suppose… No, I’ve known you as doctor since I was a child, can’t change that now.”
Doc Morris chuckled on the other end of the phone. “I should have rung before. I know that. Not sure why I didn’t, other than that I was embarrassed. Shouldn’t have been, of course. It’s an illness like any other. As a doctor I should know that. Still, we’re not always good at taking our own advice, are we? I suppose you’ve heard.”
“Heard?” Cordelia said. “Heard what?”
He chuckled again. “Well, well, well, who’d have thought that young Max Browning could keep a secret?” There was the rustle of someone settling themselves on a chair. “No point in keeping it from you. Not now. He found me on the front lawn. Drunk as a skunk, as they say. No trousers on. Not my finest moment. Fine young man that he is, he got me inside and gave me an ultimatum. Recognize the problem and do something about it and the case would go no further.”
“I, uh, I know about the drinking,” Cordelia said, feeling herself blush. “Bottles in the desk drawer.”
“Always been a drinker,” said Morris. “Not anymore, I suppose. But always was.” He coughed. “Which brings me to why I’m calling. I’ve got another few weeks to do down here, rehab, that is. And when I’m done, I’m thinking about going to my sister’s in Devon. It’s nice down there. Quiet. A good place to retire to, I think.”
Cordelia took a breath. “Right.”
“I won’t be coming back, Cordelia. I wanted to be the one to tell you. I’m too old to start again, too old to re-learn how to do the things I’ve forgotten. And too old to want to.”
“Right,” Cordelia said again. This could all still work out, she was thinking. If Lydia wanted to stay, she could stay. It would be easier.
“And I wanted to thank you,” Morris was saying. “For all you’ve done. For putting up with a grumpy old man. I’ll of course write you any references that you need. The new doctor would be lucky to have a receptionist like you.”
“Thank you,” Cordelia said.
They chatted for a few more minutes before Cordelia put the phone down and sat in silence, looking around the surgery. Deep down she knew that this wasn’t Lydia’s plan. She also knew that it was what she wanted for Lydia. She wanted them to be together, to work together. They’d fallen into a rhythm.
She took a breath. Alright. She wouldn’t force the issue. But she would mention it, they would talk about the pros and cons of it. If Lydia decided that she really didn’t want to work in Whitebridge, it was fine. But maybe now it was real she’d change her mind. There was always that possibility.
Cordelia was humming as she set out the magazines on the waiting room table.
✽✽✽
Lydia was half-hurrying back to the surgery. She wasn’t exactly late and the sun was nice on her skin, but she was hoping to steal a kiss from Cordelia on her way in, so she wanted to beat the patients.
“Morning,” Max called as she walked past the police station. He was sweeping the step.
“Morning, Max. No Nat news?”
“Not yet,” he said, still smiling cheerfully.
“Fingers crossed then,” said Lydia. “Lovely day, isn’t it?”
He looked up at the sky. “Beautiful, but not likely to stay that way, I’m afraid. There’s rain forecast for tonight, and then it’s going to pour down for the next few days.”
“Oh well, can’t say we haven’t had a nice summer, I suppose. It’s been wonderful so far.”
“Just make sure your car windows are all rolled up,” laughed Max as she waved him goodbye.
Her phone buzzed in her pocket as she walked away. She pulled it out, fully expecting it to be Cordelia wanting to know where she was.
“Hello? Is that Lydia Carlisle?”
“Speaking,” she said, coming to a stop. The voice was familiar but she couldn’t quite put her finger on why.
“This is Doctor Ford. You interviewed with us a few weeks ago up in Waymouth?”
Ah, right, gray suit, had liked her recommendations and qualifications. “Yes,” she said cautiously, because she had no idea why he might be calling her.
“The thing is, well, I’ll be blunt with you. The doctor we ended up hiring has reached the end of his probation period and we’ve all decided it best to part ways.”
“Ah,” said Lydia, continuing to walk now because she didn’t want to be late.
“Unfortunate, rare, but it does happen,” said Ford. “And, well, you were obviously very much in the running for the position and… Well, and we all wondered whether you’d be willing to consider coming to work with us after all?”
Whatever she’d been expecting, it wasn’t this. Her heart started to race and her mouth went dry. This was it. This was the job she’d really wanted, the one she’d dreamed of, the one she’d seen herself doing from the very beginning.
She turned the corner and saw the Whitebridge surgery and her heart slowed the tiniest bit. She took a breath. “That’s very kind.”
“We understand, of course, that other options may have appeared in the meantime,” Ford was saying.
Lydia swallowed, thinking. She wanted this so bad she could taste it. But she also had ties here now, there was no denying that. She rubbed her nose. She had to talk to Cordelia. That was the only solution.
Besides, it was a good thing to take time to consider the options, wasn’t it?
“I’m flattered by the offer,” she began carefully. “Would you mind if I took a little time to think it over?”
“Of course, of course,” Ford said, sounding sort of relieved. “Shall we say, the end of the week? I’ll expect to hear from you by then.”
“Right,” Lydia said faintly. “Thank you.”
She hung up the phone and looked toward the surgery, keys jangling in her hand. Waymouth was what she wanted, she reminded herself. It had everything. The practice was top of the line, the mix of patients was interesting, the doctors were well-trained and she could learn from them, there were plenty of options for additional training and promotions.
This had always been her dream.
A weight descended into her stomach.
But there was this now. Whitebridge and Cordelia and the practice over in Castor and… And it was all a compromise, but wasn’t that what life was about? Compromising?
She walked toward the surgery fully intending to tell Cordelia everything. But as soon as she walked in, Cordelia stopped her.
“Sylv is in your office,” she said. “She was feeling dizzy and she’s worried, so I put her straight through.”
“Right,” Lydia said. Work came first.
Cordelia brushed a kiss onto her cheek. “Have a good day,” she whispered, and Lydia’s skin prickled with wanting.
IT WAS LUNCHTIME before Lydia got a chance to say anything. A host of patients had been through. Nothing serious, which was fortunate, because Lydia knew that she was distracted. Even Sylv had been suffering nothing worse than dehydration, common in patients that had mobility problems and who wanted to avoid too many toilet visits.
But Lydia didn’t hold back.
The second that the last patient had walked out of the waiting room and all was quiet, she told Cordelia that they needed to talk about something.
“We do,” Cordelia said. “I had a phone call this morning.”
“So did I,” said Lydia. And before Cordelia could stop her, she spilled her news. Not making any effort to hide anything.
Cordelia’s face stilled and she looked like she might be holding her breath. But she didn’t hesitate in the slightest. “You have to take the job,” she said.
Lydia collapsed into one of the plastic waiting room chairs.



CHAPTER TWENTY EIGHT
“Why would you tell her to leave?” Magda struggled into a sitting position on the couch.
“You’re taking this whole ‘your best friend’s crushing on a woman’ thing pretty well,” Cordelia said.
“Yeah, well, just at the moment I’ve got slightly bigger problems if you haven’t noticed?” Magda grumbled. “Like the fact that I’m quite literally so full of another human being that I might pop at any moment.”
“You can’t go into labor now,” Cordelia grinned. “You don’t like getting your hair wet.” The rain was bouncing off the pavement outside, coating the windows.
“It gets all frizzy,” said Magda. “Now can we go back to the subject at hand?”
“Me being gay or Lydia moving to the Outer Hebrides?”
Magda sighed. “Waymouth isn’t the Outer Hebrides. It’s a two hour drive. Three at most. And you do know that bisexuality is a thing, right?”
“What do you know about it?”
“I know enough to know that you don’t just turn gay because you meet one woman. You’re allowed to like both, it’s a valid choice. You loved Hunter, now you love Lydia, see?”
“No one mentioned love.”
“Did they not?” Magda asked, shifting position again. “Because I’ve known you a long time, Cordelia Beckett, and I think I’ve got a pretty good read on you. You don’t let just anyone inside that cranky exterior, so if Doctor Lydia has been granted access to the soft interior, something pretty special must be going on.”
Cordelia groaned. “You’re actually making things worse.”
“How?” The wind blew and rain clattered against the window. “You think I’m making things worse because I’m pointing out things that you actually already know but don’t want to admit to yourself. You like Lydia and you like her a lot. There’s nothing shocking in that for me. She’s a nice woman, she’s pretty, she’s great at her job. What’s not to like?”
“My problem isn’t liking her.”
“You deserve someone, Cord. You’ve been alone for a long time now and you’ve been sad for a long time now. Don’t think that I don’t know that.” Magda studied her for a second. “And don’t think that I don’t know that me being pregnant hasn’t helped matters at all.”
“Hey, I’ve been nothing but thrilled for you.”
“I know,” said Magda gently. “But it’s been hard too, and that’s okay. You see something that you think you could have had and you’ve missed out on. That hurts, and it’s okay to hurt. Just like it’s okay to love. Is Lydia good for you?”
Cordelia rolled her eyes but the question echoed in her head. Was Lydia good for her?
For the first time in what felt like years, she woke up in the morning without heaviness in her heart. For the first time in ages she actually wanted to be around someone. Lydia made her smile. With all her irritants and shoulds and everything else, Lydia somehow made her life seem better.
“She is good for you, Cord, I can see that,” said Magda.
“Not everything is black and white,” Cordelia said. “I can like her and not like her at the same time, you know?”
“Sure,” said Magda. “But at some point, one of those sides is going to have to outweigh the other.”
“Do you want more coffee?” Cordelia asked. “Or some water?” Anything to escape the scrutiny of Magda’s analysis.
“Water, I suppose. Although it’s only going to make me wee again.”
Cordelia went to Magda’s small kitchen.
She was right about this, she knew she was. Or she thought she was. One or the other. She poured water into glasses. How could she stand in Lydia’s way? If Lydia got her dream job, how could Cordelia be the one to stop her taking it? That wasn’t something you did to someone you… liked a lot.
She wasn’t prepared to use the word love, no matter what Magda thought.
“So why did you tell her to take the job then?” asked Magda as Cordelia brought the water back.
So much for hoping that they might discuss something else.
“Listen, there’s not much excitement in my life right now,” said Magda, seeing the look on Cordelia’s face. “I get to lie on the couch and wait to explode. I’m living vicariously through you and your torrid love life.”
“There’s nothing torrid about it.”
“Oh yeah? Because you’re all glowy and that tells me that you’ve been laid in the last week. Sure there’s nothing torrid going on?”
Given the choice between discussing sex with Lydia and Lydia leaving, Cordelia came down very firmly on one side. “This is her dream job, I can’t tell her not to take it.”
“Of course you can’t,” Magda said, reaching for her water. “But you can make your feelings known, let her know that you’re not just sending her away, that her going will impact you. Otherwise she’ll just think that you want her to go.” She sipped some water. “Do you want her to go?”
“No.” She didn’t even think about that.
Magda growled. “Then why are you being so stubborn?”
“Because I won’t be left again.” There. The words were out there. She’d said them and they sounded just as stupid as they sounded in her head.
Magda looked at her with wide, sad eyes. “Fucking Hunter.”
“What does he have to do with anything?”
“He broke your heart, that’s what he has to do with it. He broke you and left you scarred and scared and now you’re letting him ruin this nice new thing that you’re building.”
“He has nothing to do with this.”
“You’re so afraid that Lydia might choose to leave you, that you might have to feel the way you felt after Hunter, that you’re willing to tell her to go just so that you get to make the decision this time. That’s fucked up, Cord.”
Cordelia breathed. “It’s not like that.” It was very much like that.
“What does Lydia want?” asked Magda.
“She wants the job, obviously. It’s what she’s always wanted, it’s the perfect position, it’s what she’s worked so hard for.”
“I wasn’t asking about her career plans.”
Cordelia bit her lip. “She wants to work on this long distance.”
“So she doesn’t want to break up at all?”
“Does it matter?” asked Cordelia. “It won’t work. Nothing that far apart can work. Not when we barely know each other.”
“You barely know each other yet you already have feelings for her,” said Magda. “You apparently know her well enough to start making career decisions for her.”
Cordelia put her glass down. “I came here for a little support, you know?”
“You’re being stupid. Why would I support you in being stupid? I’m your best friend in the whole wide world and I love you to bits. But I’m not going to sit around and let you be a martyr to yourself and the stupid hurt that Hunter left you with.”
“You don’t understand.”
“Then explain it to me.”
“How can I ask her to stay? How can I interfere at all? I like her, Magda. I like her a lot. So how can I put her in a position where she has to choose between her dream job and me? That’s a terrible thing to do to someone. It’s just putting all the responsibility on her.”
“Except that’s not the problem, is it?” Magda asked quietly.
Cordelia was silent, the rain pattering on the glass, her feelings roiling inside her. Finally she shook her head and looked at Magda. “What if she doesn’t choose me?”
Magda leaned forward, grimacing at the ungainliness of it, but getting close enough to take Cordelia’s hand. “That’s the risk you’ve got to take, isn’t it? But that’s the risk we’ve all got to take in everything we do. Protecting yourself is all very well, and it’s important. At some point though, you need to lower the gates enough that someone can get in. If you don’t, you have to stay all alone in your castle, watching everyone else live the life you could have. Is that what you want, Cord?”
Cordelia could feel tears prickling in her eyes and she refused to cry. She blinked rapidly, sniffed, and pulled her hand away from Magda’s. “You’re sitting here brewing a human and here I come whining about my silly problems,” she said.
“They’re not silly.” Magda leaned back again, her bulk sinking into the couch cushions. “But I’ll tell you something for nothing, this part of the process isn’t anywhere near as fun as the beginning part.”
“I don’t need to hear about you and Oliver making the two-backed beast, thank you very much. Where is he anyway?”
“Business trip,” said Magda. “But he’s on constant alert and can be here within thirty minutes, so no need to worry.”
“Mmmm. I worry anyway.”
“I’ve got at least three weeks yet,” Magda said. “And everyone always says that first babies are late.”
“First implies there will be others.”
“Yeah, well, let’s see how this one goes first, shall we? I wouldn’t mind a biscuit if you’re getting up.”
Cordelia hadn’t been getting up, but she did now anyway and went through into the kitchen to fetch the biscuit tin.
What was she doing?
What Magda said sounded right, sounded logical and sensible. Yet Cordelia didn’t think she could do anything about it.
The truth was that Lydia had made decisions long before they’d met. And those decisions culminated in a job like the one she had just got. Years and years of sacrifice and hard work came down to one prize, and Lydia had won it.
So how could Cordelia say anything but go?
Long distance was all very well, but Cordelia knew herself. She knew that she’d only just got to the point where she could have someone in her life, someone in her house. She didn’t think she could handle more than that.
She didn’t think she could handle the long times alone where all she’d have was the voice in her head telling her that this could never work out, that Lydia couldn’t feel the same, that Lydia would leave at the first chance she had.
So the only decent option, the only right thing to do, was to tell Lydia to take the job and leave.
“Are you eating all the biscuits in there? Because I’m too fat to do anything about it if you are.”
Cordelia sighed, picked up the tin, and went back to Magda.



CHAPTER TWENTY NINE
“I’ve known her a few weeks, staying here just for her would be ridiculous,” Lydia said, pacing around her bedroom, phone glued to her ear.
“People do crazier things,” said Leah. “I mean, they bungee jump and go into space and do all sorts. Staying in town because of a woman seems like nothing in comparison to that.”
“It’d be helpful if you’d take my crisis just a little more seriously,” Lydia said, finally sitting down on the edge of the bed.
Leah laughed. “If this is a crisis I dread to think what’ll happen if you decide to, I don’t know, have kids together, or get married. This isn’t a crisis, Lyd. It’s a decision. Do you like her?”
Lydia blew out a breath. “Yes,” she said.
“That’s sounds… indecisive.”
“It’s not about liking.” Lydia closed her eyes. “Leah, I’ve never done this before. I don’t know what I’m supposed to be feeling. I don’t know what’s the right thing to feel.”
There was silence for a second. Leah sighed. “It’s… it’s sort of everything and nothing all at the same time.”
“Helpful, thanks.”
“Give me a chance,” Leah said. “What I mean is… You know when you see in the movies or read about it in a book, love is sort of… overwhelming, it’s everything, it takes over your life, you couldn’t live without them and blah blah blah?”
“Yes.”
“I agree with that in that it sort of takes over your thoughts. But then it’s nothing too.”
“Again, going to need a bit more there.”
Leah sighed again. “Look, I know I wouldn’t die without Rowan. I know that I could go on living and probably live a comfortable and satisfying life in the end.”
“I’m sure he’ll be delighted to hear that.”
“But I wouldn’t want to is kind of the point. Life without him in it would be… duller, less shiny, less important. Everything I do is just a bit better because he sees it or is part of it or benefits from it. I don’t know that I’m doing a good job of explaining this.”
“No,” said Lydia. “No, I think I’m starting to understand better.”
“Loving is a whole accumulation of things. It’s the way he moves his head, the smile when he’s tired, it’s the way he touches my arm when he knows I’m anxious. It’s the way he holds our kids. But mostly, mostly, it’s just looking at someone and knowing that there’s no one else in the whole world I’d rather be doing this with.”
Lydia kicked her shoes off and swung her legs up onto the bed. “I’ve spent years and years getting to this point,” she said.
“I get that the job’s a good opportunity. I get that you want to take it. I think what you don’t understand is that life’s about more than just one thing. Having a career you’re good at and that you love is amazing, but so is having a partner, having a family, having friends. There’s balance in there, Lyd, something that, shock and horror, you might not be very good at.”
“Say what now? I’m great at balance. Do you have any idea what kind of discipline and efficiency and planning it takes to study medicine, practice, exercise, eat right and sleep right and everything else?”
“I do. I understand because I also see what you sacrificed along the way,” Leah said. “And I’m not going to lie to you, Lyd. There were plenty of times when I was jealous of you, still am as a matter of fact. Times when mum and dad were praising you, when you won prizes, when everyone talked about what a great doctor you were going to be.”
“I didn’t mean to make you feel lesser,” Lydia began, feeling bad.
“I know. And it’s fine. Because there were plenty of times when I was so glad not to be you. Times when I was going out with my friends, when I was having fun, when I didn’t have that huge weight of responsibility to be successful on my shoulders.”
“Ah.”
“Balance. Compromise. Call it what you will. Life can’t exist without giving something up in order to get something. It’s like… the natural order of the universe.”
“So you think I should give up the job to stay here with a woman I barely know?” Lydia demanded.
“No. Absolutely not. I think that you should come to your own decisions about what it is you want in life. You’re smart and you’ll figure things out. I want you to remember that you’re loved and that you deserve love as well. There is nothing, absolutely nothing in this life that I want more for you than for you to be happy. Whatever that looks like for you.” Leah paused. “Remember what I said when you came out?”
Lydia grinned. “Yeah. Fuck all.”
“Right. Because it wasn’t important to me. Still isn’t. As long as you’re happy, that’s all I care about. That’s the most love somebody can give someone else, putting their happiness above all else.”
Lydia stroked the bed sheets with her fingers, thinking about Cordelia making the bed, thinking about Cordelia smiling, about Cordelia doing anything really. It made her feel warm inside. But that didn’t detract from the fact that this was all new and slightly frightening. And that it might fail.
“What if it doesn’t work out?” she asked. “I could stay here and then it doesn’t work out with Cordelia and I’ve sacrificed for nothing.”
Leah laughed. “Every relationship ends,” she said. “There is no such thing as together forever. One of you will leave eventually. You have to concentrate on what you have while you have it, because the end point is a story that’s already been written. You’ll break up or divorce, or one of you will die. There’s no forever, Lydia.”
Lydia closed her eyes, sparkles appearing beneath her eyelids. “She told me to go, Leah.”
“Maybe she means it,” Leah said roughly. “Or maybe she’s telling you to go because she thinks that’s what you want. Or maybe she’s doing it because it’s easier on her. I don’t know the woman. I do know that there are plenty of reasons to say something that you don’t really mean.”
“See, this is why I don’t do this. This is why I left dating out of my master plan. Why can’t it be easy, black and white, one thing or the other.”
“Oh, because I’m sure medicine is like that, there are no mysteries in the human body, are there?” asked Leah sarcastically.
Downstairs, Lydia heard the front door open. “Alright, alright, point made,” She sighed. “Kids okay?”
“Doing fine but missing their sensible aunt. You need to come and visit.”
“I will,” Lydia promised. She opened her eyes and looked at the window, sheets of water were rushing down it. “It’s raining like the sky’s broken here. I don’t think I’ve ever seen so much water.”
“You won’t melt,” said Leah cheerfully. “Besides, a bit of water seems like the least of your problems. Aren’t you busy deciphering human relationships and making major life decisions.”
“You know, there are times when I wonder why I talk to you at all.”
“Because I’m your sister and I am wise to the ways of the world,” said Leah, laughing. “And this is all part of growing up, I’m afraid. Even if you are figuring this out a little later than the rest of us did.”
“So now I’m a late developer as well,” groaned Lydia. “You know, I suggested going long distance. That’s a compromise, isn’t it?”
“It is. But maybe it’s a compromise too far. Or maybe she doesn’t believe in you. Or maybe it’s just not what she wants. Honestly, Lyd, you’re talking to the wrong person here. I’m thinking that this conversation would go a lot better if you were talking to the other half of the equation, rather than someone who has no stake in the outcome.”
“Yes, yes, I get it. I’m not naive enough to think that relationship problems are solved without communication. I’ve been around you and Rowan yelling at each other often enough.”
“We don’t yell. We have spirited conversations.”
“Mmmhmm. Well, maybe it’s time for Cordelia and I to have a spirited conversation. Or at least an honest one.”
“Go on then, I’ll talk to you soon. And Lyd?”
“Yeah?”
“Maybe think about bringing this Cordelia when you visit. I’d like to meet her.”
“Right.” Because that was likely to happen in the near future.
Lydia hung up and spent a minute more lying on her bed wondering just how she was supposed to make decisions like this one.
Truthfully, she’d never really had to make a major decision. Once she decided that she wanted to be a doctor, which had happened so early she could barely remember it, everything else had been planned or sort of fallen into place.
Meaning this was the first time she’d had to do something like this.
Cordelia meant something to her, she knew that. She could feel the crackling in the air when she was near. But what exactly did she mean? And what did she, Lydia, mean to Cordelia? And could all of that be weighed up against an entire career, against something that had been planned and worked at for so long?
Christ. Whatever Leah might think, Lydia was convinced that medicine was easier than this.
Still, there really was only one thing to do. She sighed, got up, straightened her clothes, and squared her shoulders. She and Cordelia needed to talk. Openly and honestly. She wasn’t sure if Cordelia could do that though. Not when she was so used to keeping her feelings hidden away. Not when she was so afraid of getting hurt again.
Still, there was only one way to find out.
Lydia opened her bedroom door and made her way downstairs.



CHAPTER THIRTY
Cordelia hung her dripping coat over the banister and went into the kitchen. She knew Lydia was home, there’d been another dripping coat in the hallway. And she knew that the time had come, that they needed to actually talk, rather than just having a throwaway conversation in the waiting room.
What she didn’t know was precisely what she should say. She didn’t even know what she wanted to say.
She switched the kettle on because it gave her something to do with her hands and besides, she was cold after being out in the rain. Then she noticed the new box of teabags on the counter. Lydia had, of course, remembered to buy some.
Because Lydia was so organized.
Because Lydia made life better in so many little ways that up until now, Cordelia didn’t think she’d noticed them.
She closed her eyes as the kettle boiled, thinking about Lydia comforting Toby, taking his sweating, crying body out of her arms and calming him when Cordelia herself was so sleep-deprived and tired that she could barely see straight.
She thought about the teabags by the kettle.
She thought about the coat in the hallway.
And she knew, deep down, that there was nothing that she wanted more than for Lydia to stay.
Want wasn’t the problem though, was it? She could want all she wanted and it didn’t make things right, it didn’t mean she had the right to ask for what she wanted. To demand it. To put herself in first position over Lydia.
Jesus.
Say one thing about Hunter, life with him had been simpler. He’d made the decisions and she’d gone along with them. Easy. Well, easy until he left and then she’d discovered that she was now terrible at deciding anything since she was so out of practice.
She felt rather than heard Lydia come into the room. A little shiver went down her back, her skin felt a little warmer.
Yes, there were feelings there. Big ones, she was pretty sure. Iceberg like ones, where only the very tip of something very large had so far showed its face. Deciding what to do with those feelings, deciding how far to tip the iceberg, how much of the buried ice to show, that was key.
“Tea?” she asked, not turning around.
“Please,” said Lydia.
More than anything else right now, Cordelia wanted Lydia to come up behind her, wanted Lydia to wrap her arms around her waist and bury her face in her back and hold her, just for a moment.
Which was why when it actually happened she was breathless for a second.
Lydia’s arms were tight and strong and in an instant Cordelia felt like maybe things could be okay. Then Lydia let go and everything went back to normal.
“Sorry,” Lydia said.
Cordelia turned around. “Sorry about what?”
Lydia blushed. “Um, maybe that was inappropriate? I mean, I guess we’re sort of… arguing or something and, well, I didn’t want to be manipulative. I just suddenly wanted to hug you for a second. So I’m sorry if there’s mixed messages or something. Jesus.” She let out a breath. “Fuck. I’m a bit bad at this.”
Cordelia poured water onto two tea bags. “I’m not an expert myself. But, um, it wasn’t inappropriate, I don’t think. I liked it. I was just wishing you’d do exactly that.”
“We need to talk about all of this, Cordelia. You know that, right?”
“I do.”
“And not in a ‘hide everything away’ kind of way. Not in a ‘you just telling me to leave’ kind of way. But in an absolutely honest kind of way. The kind of way where we both bare our souls and hope like hell the other one doesn’t take advantage of it.”
“I’d never take advantage of you,” said Cordelia, taking the two mugs and putting them on the table. She added an extra plate for the tea bags. “Biscuits?”
“Biscuits?”
Cordelia shrugged. “I don’t know. All this sounds like a bit of negotiation, you know. I thought biscuits might be the thing to have. Plus, I know you went shopping because you got tea bags and I therefore conclude that you bought biscuits too, because logical Lydia knows that the two go together.”
“Fine. I got biscuits,” Lydia said, smothering a smile.
Cordelia opened the cupboard closest to the kettle. “Of course they’re in here. Practical. And chocolate digestives, another practical choice. Not boring like a Rich Tea, but not overly indulgent like a Jammie Dodger. Good choice.”
“Thank you,” Lydia said. “So, shall we sit down? Let the negotiations begin?”
Placing the biscuits on the table, Cordelia pulled out a chair and sat down. She still didn’t know what she needed to say. She cleared her throat. “This rain won’t let up, will it?”
Lydia shook her head. “There was a puddle so big on the high street that I practically had to ford it to get to the shop.”
“It gets that way sometimes after it’s been dry too long,” Cordelia said. “Like the earth has forgotten how to drink the rain in and just leaves it lying on the surface. It’ll flood if we’re not careful.”
“I’d be surprised if it hasn’t flooded already outside of town at the rate this is coming down.” Lydia took her tea and sat down. “Well, that seems to be the small talk part of the negotiations taken care of. Shall we move on?”
Cordelia swallowed. “Okay. Um. I don’t really know where to start with all this. I suppose that first I’d like to say that…” She took a deep breath. “Fuck it. Alright, I have feelings for you.”
Lydia smothered another smile.
“You know, this isn’t going to work if you keep laughing at me,” said Cordelia.
“I wasn’t laughing at you.” Lydia sat up straighter. “And since we’re on the subject, I have feelings for you too. I don’t think that’s the part that we’re in any doubt about, is it?”
“No, I suppose not.” Cordelia sipped her tea, it was burning hot. Rain smashed against the window. “Then I suppose we should move on to… other parts of the conversation.”
Lydia sighed. “Cordelia, this is an impossible thing to decide. I’m not so sure that there’s a right answer here.”
“Isn’t that what we’re here to talk about? To lay the options out? Make the best of what we have?” Cordelia said tightly, wishing now that the conversation was finished already, that everything was already decided.
“I think,” began Lydia, but she was interrupted by the ringing of her phone.
“What do you think?” pressed Cordelia, because maybe logical and brilliant Lydia had thought of something she hadn’t, maybe Lydia actually had an answer to all this.
“Cord, I have to answer this, I’m a doctor,” said Lydia, picking up her phone.
“Right, yeah, right, of course.” Maybe Lydia being a doctor was part of the problem, Cordelia thought uncharitably. A thought that was rapidly chased away when she saw Lydia’s face pale.
“Magda?” Lydia said into the phone.
“Magda?” echoed Cordelia.
“Alright, everything’s okay,” said Lydia. “I need you to stay calm and talk me through things, okay? Are you feeling contractions?” She looked at Cordelia and nodded. “And you’re sure your waters broke.” She nodded again to Cordelia. “Alright, alright, there’s nothing to worry about. I’ll be there in just a few minutes, you just stay calm and stay where you are, alright? I’ll deal with getting the ambulance, don’t worry.”
She banged the phone down on the table and stood up. “I need to get over there ASAP, just to be on the safe side. I need you to call the ambulance and give them her address. Where’s my bag?”
“By the door,” said Cordelia, already reaching for her own phone. But even as she did, it started to ring. She answered it immediately. “Yes?”
“Cordelia? It’s Max. Is Lydia with you?”
“Yes, but she’s on her way out. There’s an emergency,” Cordelia snapped.
“I need to speak with her urgently,” said Max.
And there was something in his voice that made Cordelia hand over the phone without question, quickly passing it to Lydia who listened and then sank back down into her seat.
“Okay, okay,” Lydia said, eyes closing. Cordelia could almost see her thinking. “Alright, I’ll be there. Give me ten minutes. Are you with her now?” She breathed slowly and deeply. “Alright, keep her calm please.” She hung up the phone.
“Max is with Magda?” Cordelia asked, worry creeping over her.
“No,” said Lydia. “Max is with Toby. He found him wandering around in front of his house in the rain. Then he found Sharla, Toby’s grandmother, lying on the living room floor. She’s had a fall and Max thinks she’s broken her hip.”
“Shit,” Cordelia said, her mouth getting dry.
“Oh, it gets worse,” Lydia said. “The roads are all flooded. The ambulance service say it’ll be hours before they can get through.”
“Shit,” Cordelia said again, standing up even though she didn’t know what she was supposed to be doing.
“Stay calm,” Lydia said. Cordelia didn’t know if she was talking to her or herself. “Let’s think this through.”
There was a heartbeat of quiet.
“Right. Cord, I need you to go to Magda. You need to sit with her so that she’s not alone and keep her calm.”
“What if she’s having the baby?” Cordelia said, panicked. “I don’t know anything about giving birth. The closest I’ve seen is James Herriot with his hand up a cow’s bottom.”
“She’s not giving birth. Not yet. And if labor goes on then she’ll know what to do. She’s been to her birthing classes. You can call me anytime you need to and I’ll be there as soon as I can.”
“Then go to Magda first and I’ll go to Max and Toby’s grandmother.”
“Sharla is going to need pain medication and you can’t handle that,” Lydia said decisively. “I’ll go and get her some morphine, make her comfortable and let Max take Toby over to his and Mila’s house. When he gets back and when Sharla’s as comfortable as she can be, I’ll come over to Magda’s, okay?”
Not seeing that she had much choice, Cordelia nodded.
Lydia stepped closed, grabbed her hand, squeezed it. “Everything’s going to be fine,” she said.
And Cordelia completely believed her.



CHAPTER THIRTY ONE
It was raining so hard that Lydia could barely see, let alone properly follow the directions that Cordelia had so hastily given her. It was only when Max started turning the front light on and off like a lighthouse that she finally stumbled into the right garden.
The door was already opening and she entered dripping like she’d waded through the river to get there.
“She’s in the living room,” Max said. “I didn’t move her.”
“You did right,” said Lydia. “Where’s Toby?”
“I’ve got him upstairs in his mum and dad’s bedroom with the telly on.”
“Great. Well, I’m going to need you to help me get Sharla stabilized. That’s the priority here.”
She took a deep breath before walking into the living room, keeping herself calm would keep the patient calm. But as soon as she saw the woman’s face she knew that she was in a great deal of pain.
“Well, well, what have we got here then? Been in the wars?” she asked cheerfully as she got down beside Sharla.
“Fell over one of Tobe’s toys,” groaned Sharla.
Lydia nodded. “Alright, I’m just going to feel that leg a bit. It’s going to hurt, but once it’s done I’ve got some nice drugs I can give you to take the edge off, alright?”
Sharla nodded, face pale and clammy. “Can’t hurt any worse than it already does.”
Lydia did what she had to do, establishing that the hip was definitely broken. Then she quickly and efficiently drew up a morphine shot, sticking it in Sharla before she knew what was happening.
“Now, has Max kept you clued in?” she asked.
Sharla nodded. “No chance of an ambulance any time soon.”
“But it’s not going to be a problem. You’re in no immediate danger, you’ve got us to look after you. I need to stabilize that hip though. So in a minute, once the meds have taken hold, Max and I are going to tie your legs together and then splint the broken one as much as possible. Once that’s done we’ll move you to a more comfortable position, alright?”
Sharla bit her lip but nodded.
“In the meantime, I’ve got another patient and I need to make a phone call. I’ll be right back.”
She went out in the hallway before calling Cordelia.
“It’s me, how is she?”
In the background, Lydia could hear cursing. “Yeah, she’s not comfortable,” Cordelia said. “But she’s fine as far as I can tell. Um, she says it’s alright to walk around, is it? I don’t want the baby falling out or anything.”
Lydia laughed. “The baby won’t fall out. She can walk around if she wants to, as long as she’s not actively pushing. She’s not, is she?”
“No, mostly she’s just actively swearing.”
“Good, keep her calm. I should be there in a half hour or so.”
“Right, good.”
“And Cordelia?”
“Mmm?”
Lydia didn’t even think about the words, they just came out. “I’m glad you’re doing this with me. Thank you.”
She hung up before she could say any more and went back to the living room. She and Max managed to splint Sharla’s leg using materials they found in the garage, and to move her enough that she was sitting on a cushion, sitting up slightly against the couch. Lydia didn’t want to risk moving her up onto the couch itself.
“Alright,” she said to Max. “Grab Toby and run him over to your house. Mila can take care of him. Then I need you to come straight back. Fast, right? I need to get over to Magda.”
“Magda’s ill?” he said, looking alarmed.
“Magda’s going into labor by all accounts.”
“Right, I’ll be as fast as I can.”
He went off and Lydia settled down next to Sharla. “You’re doing fine.”
“Aye, worse things have happened, I’m sure. I’m glad you had those painkillers though,” said Sharla, looking a lot happier. “Mind you, I’d be happier if Nat came home to look after her son.”
“Where do you think she might be?” Lydia asked, to keep Sharla awake and alert as much as anything.
Sharla sighed. “Who knows? She’s a child herself really. She was barely twenty when she had Toby. I should have been down here more, should have helped more, I suppose. But I thought she’d made her bed and she should lie in it, you know? Wasn’t thinking enough about Toby.” She sniffed. “It’s not a mistake I’ll be making again.”
“He’s a good boy.”
“He is. Wasn’t planned, of course. But now he’s here, I wouldn’t have it any other way. Though I’m a bit old to keep up with him now. He deserves his mum back.”
“Max is still looking for her,” said Lydia, taking Sharla’s pulse.
Speaking of which, the front door banged open and then closed. When Max came in he was red in the face and dripping wet. “Reporting for duty,” he said with a grin.
“That was fast,” said Lydia.
She gave him instructions on how to care for Sharla and strict instructions on calling her every half hour or if Sharla needed something.
“I’ll only be down the road,” she said. “I can be back here in just a couple of minutes. But with Magda and the baby I think I need to be more on site.”
“Understood,” Max said.
Lydia turned to Sharla to apologize, but the woman waved her off. “I’m fine here in my little dreamland. You just come back before I need more of that morphine.”
And then Lydia was flinging herself back out into the darkness and the wind and the howling rain, battling to get the front gate open. Sharla seemed like she was in good shape, she just hoped the same was true for Magda.
She tried not to think about the baby. The ultrasound had been done, there was probably no real risk of things going badly. But even the hospital had planned to have extra staff just in case the baby’s condition warranted it. Lydia had nothing.
No. Lydia had Cordelia.
Somehow the thought of her there warmed her, calmed her a little.
The front door was open and Lydia let herself in.
“Thank god,” Cordelia and Magda said in unison.
“Let me wash my hands and I’ll be right there with you.” She went to the kitchen sink. “How far apart are the contractions.”
“Four minutes,” said Cordelia.
“You counted that in elephants,” Magda shouted over. “You’ve not even got a watch on.”
“I counted carefully,” said Cordelia. “And I don’t think you should be walking around anymore.”
“It’s common practice,” said Lydia.
“It’s terrifying, she should lie down,” said Cordelia.
“Oy, I’m the one having the fucking baby, how about you get back over here?” shouted Magda.
“Calm, calm,” Lydia said, making her way over. “Low blood pressure, please.”
“It’s alright for you to say. You aren’t about to push a bowling ball out of your hoo-ha,” said Magda, teeth gritted against the pain. “You have done this before, haven’t you?”
Lydia found both Cordelia and Magda were looking at her with wide eyes. “Ten times,” she said truthfully.
They looked relieved and Lydia didn’t have the heart to tell them that ten deliveries was the absolute bare minimum needed to pass obstetrics and therefore become a doctor.
“Let’s have a look at how things are going,” she said.
She did what she needed to do and could feel the shock showing on her face as she did so.
“What?” Cordelia asked quickly.
“Nothing,” said Lydia, arranging cushions on the floor. “Just… things may be proceeding just a wee bit faster than we might have liked.”
“Thank god,” groaned Magda. “I’m very ready to get this over with.”
“Where’s your husband?” Lydia asked, as she helped Magda maneuver herself onto the floor cushions.
“Business trip,” Cordelia said from Magda’s other side.
“Alright, well let’s give him a call, shall we? A video call if you can.” Cordelia looked at her and Lydia shrugged. “Now,” she mouthed.
“It’s not supposed to be this fast,” said Magda, her voice getting higher and panicky.
“Well, baby wants out, she’s anxious to meet you,” smiled Lydia as Cordelia got Oliver on the phone. “And you’re in very good hands.”
Hands that had delivered precisely the minimum of ten babies. Christ. Even Lydia’s heart was beating hard in her chest.
“Here’s Oliver,” Cordelia said, passing the phone over to Magda.
“Alright, we’re going to sit you up a little,” Lydia said. “And we’re going to need you to do your breathing exercises. Oliver can help with that, can’t you?” she asked into the phone.
“I’ll do anything,” said Oliver’s face. He was clearly in his car, parked along a dark road, attempting to reach his wife.
“And when I tell you to, you’re going to start pushing,” instructed Lydia. “But not until I say.” A wave of contractions passed and there was a moment of quiet. Lydia gestured at Cordelia to move away. “Give them a moment of privacy,” she said.
“Is she going to be alright?” asked Cordelia.
Lydia swallowed. “I can’t say that. I can say she’s in good hands. I’m not making promises, no doctor would.”
Cordelia paled, but nodded.
Magda’s face grimaced.
“Alright, we’re ready,” said Lydia.
Cordelia went to Magda’s side, Lydia between her legs. And Magda growled with pain. “We didn’t plan things like this,” she said, half to herself, half to her husband.
And who could plan something like this? Lydia realized. Actually, who could plan anything at all really. Because it wasn’t the plans that were important, was it? It was the outcomes. Plans fell by the wayside every single day, and life went on just as it intended.
Life in little villages where actually, things weren’t quite as boring as they might have been.
Little villages where a doctor could be dealing with broken hips and full on labor within minutes.
Lydia looked up and Cordelia was watching her and just in that instant, just as Magda started to bellow, she realized something very, very important.
There was no one else in the whole world that she’d rather be doing this with.



CHAPTER THIRTY TWO
It was all far messier, bloodier, and smellier than Cordelia had ever imagined it to be. On the other hand, her heart was full and she was crying when she finally heard the baby scream.
Then Lydia looked up at her and an instant message passed between them. Cordelia gripped Magda’s shoulders, pulled her in and held her tight. “Just a minute,” she said. “Just give Lydia a minute.”
Magda was panting, sweating and crying and on the phone Oliver was crying just as hard. She turned to Cordelia. “You were here,” she said.
“Every step of the way,” said Cordelia.
Magda’s eyes were big in her face. “Is it going to be alright?”
And it wasn’t a pronoun mistake. She wasn’t calling her baby it. She didn’t mean just the baby. She meant every day of the rest of her life. Was every day after this going to be shattered and broken?
Cordelia glanced over at Lydia, who was examining the baby, hands bloody and covered in god knew what else. She squeezed Magda’s shoulders again. “She’s in good hands.”
Good hands. Good, safe, strong hands. Hands that could be trusted. Hands that Cordelia had held and stroked and knew that she should trust. She was asking Magda to entrust her child’s life to this woman and she wasn’t even able to trust her heart to her? A woman who refused to make promises she knew she couldn’t keep.
How stupid was that?
How stupid and broken and flat out wrong.
Because Lydia was everything. Lydia was a rock. Lydia had led them all through this with calm confidence and if Cordelia couldn’t see that, couldn’t extrapolate from that how Lydia could lead anyone through anything, then she didn’t deserve someone that amazing.
Then Lydia was turning to both of them, was smiling, and Cordelia could feel Magda holding her breath. But Lydia was practically beaming, offering up the baby who was wriggling now, small and red and messy.
“Magda, meet your daughter.”
Cordelia bit her lip because any second she was about to start sobbing. Then she looked up and saw that Lydia was looking at her, looking at her in a deep and important way that meant something that Cordelia couldn’t quite put her finger on.
But she knew that things had changed.
Something had changed.
“She’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen,” Oliver was sobbing over the phone.
“Have you chosen a name?” Cordelia asked to stop herself falling apart.
“Jacqueline, after my mother,” Oliver said, wiping his eyes.
“Over my dead body,” said Magda.
“But Mags, we talked about this,” said Oliver.
“You call her that then we’re calling her Jaqueline-Agnieszka after my mother too.”
“You can’t call our daughter something that I can’t even spell,” moaned Oliver.
The baby snuffled a little and Magda’s face lost its irritation as she looked down. “What about Ewa?” she said. “Even you can spell that.”
The camera was pointed at the baby, and Oliver’s face softened. “Ewa,” he tried. “Yes, Ewa, I like it. Little Ewa.”
And this was what it was all about, wasn’t it? Not babies necessarily, though Cordelia wouldn’t draw a line. But about creating something together, whatever that may be. About compromising and  arguing and fixing until you were proud of what you had together. About trusting.
She could do that.
She could do that for someone like Lydia.
So what if she was going to live an hour away or ten hours away. People did that all the time, didn’t they? It shouldn’t be a deal breaker. She should trust that Lydia knew what she was doing because Lydia did. She should…
Should.
She grinned to herself.
“Um, I’m no expert here,” Magda said. “But, er, I don’t think we’re actually done?”
“You just have to pass the placenta,” Lydia said calmly, swooping in.
Magda looked up at Cordelia and then carefully, preciously, passed Ewa to her. Cordelia grasped the little bundle, unfathomably light in her hands.
“Cord?”
“Yes?” said Cordelia, already entranced by the wrinkled nose and tiny fingernails.
“If anything happens, Cord,” said Magda.
Cordelia looked at her. “Nothing’s going to happen.”
“Yes,” said Magda, eyes still big. “But if it does.” She looked down at her daughter. “If it does, you need to be her mum, okay?”
“Oliver will—”
“Oliver will fall apart and be useless. You’ll need to keep him in line,” Magda said briskly. “You’re her godmother, it’s up to you to make sure she gets the strong female role model that she needs.”
“I’m her what?” asked Cordelia.
“You heard,” Magda said, face already starting to crease a little in pain.
MAGDA WAS FEEDING Ewa, the two of them cuddled up on the couch, Oliver still on Facetime, watching on adoringly. Lydia was packing things away, throwing towels into the washing machine, scrubbing her hands.
“That was incredible,” said Cordelia, coming up to the kitchen sink.
“It usually is,” said Lydia. “One of the better parts of being a doctor.”
“I’m not sure I really realized,” Cordelia said, leaning against the counter. “I mean, it sounds stupid, but I don’t think I realized just how important you are. You’re there at the beginning and there at the end. You’re the first person some people see, and the last person others see. I guess… I guess I understand why they call it a calling.”
“Cordelia Beckett, are you being sentimental?” Lydia laughed.
The rain spattered against the window, the wind slowing a bit now. “Seems like a sentimental kind of night, doesn’t it?”
“It’s a busy kind of night,” Lydia said. “Now, I want you to keep an eye on Magda. Everything should be fine, but if there’s excessive bleeding then you need to ring me immediately, alright? Anything that seems a bit… off, just call me. It’s better to be safe than sorry.”
“Where are you going?”
“I still have another patient, remember?” Lydia said, drying her hands off on a clean kitchen towel. “But you’ll be fine here. There’s no one I trust more.”
Cordelia nodded. She’d forgotten about Toby’s grandmother in the heat of the moment. “I’ll deal with things here.”
“I’ll get an ambulance over here as soon as I can. The two of them need to be checked over, even if I’m relatively sure that everything’s fine.”
“Right.”
Lydia paused for a second. “Thank you,” she said quietly. “There’s no one I’d have rather had here with me.”
“Not even an obstetrician?” Cordelia said.
“Well, maybe one of those as well,” grinned Lydia. “Now I need to go.”
THE RAIN WAS no more than a steady drizzle when the shining blue lights of the ambulance finally gleamed through the windows. Cordelia checked her phone. Two twenty five. She watched carefully as the paramedics loaded Magda and the baby into the back of the ambulance.
“Sure you don’t want me to come?”
Magda fussed with the baby and shook her head. “You’ve done more than enough. Anyway, Oliver’s already at the hospital. Which seems weird. I mean, for the husband to be there before his pregnant wife.”
“Um, you’re not pregnant anymore,” Cordelia said.
Magda laughed. “Guess there go all my excuses then.”
“Yes, we’ll just have to stop the car every five minutes because you’ve actually got a small bladder, not because you’ve got a baby inside to blame it on,” Cordelia said. She leaned in and kissed Magda’s cheek. “Well done.”
“Couldn’t have done it without you,” Magda said, beaming down at Ewa.
Whitebridge was quiet as Cordelia walked home, the light rain tickling her face.
She walked down streets she’d known since she was a child. Streets she’d never really thought to leave before. She loved it here. It was safe, it was home. But only now was she starting to think that perhaps leaving might not be so bad. If there was something worth leaving for.
When she got home, she fell into bed exhausted and was asleep before she knew that she was falling asleep. And it was light when she woke up, a brand new sparkling morning shining in through the curtains that, now that she thought about it, probably really weren’t thick enough.
She stumbled into the shower and only when she got out of her room did she notice that Lydia’s door was open. She poked her head in. The bed was still made. Lydia hadn’t come home.
Downstairs, she brewed some coffee using coffee filters that Lydia had remembered to buy. And it was sort of an anticlimax.
Important things were burning inside her, but she had no way of letting them out. Lydia wasn’t here. The things she wanted to say couldn’t be said. She growled to herself as she drank her coffee. People in the movies didn’t have to wait around to make their big declarations of love.
Huh.
The L word had just sort of… slipped into her thoughts just then.
And now that she rolled it around in her head, it didn’t seem so bad, it didn’t seem so scary.
She was about to try and say it out loud, just to practice in case Lydia came back soon. Because, who knew, she might not be able to say it, only think it, and she didn’t want to make an idiot of herself. But the doorbell interrupted her.
“Love,” she muttered underneath her breath as she went out into the hall. “Love.” It was a sharp word, with a lovely round middle.
She was still thinking about it when she opened the front door.
“Cordelia.”
She shook her head. “Hunter, what are you doing here?”
“What do you think?” he said, stepping forward and leaning against the doorframe.
“I think that this isn’t your house.”
He sighed, his face still handsome even though it was so familiar. “Cord, I had to see you again.”
“I’d have thought that you’d seen far more than enough of me.” She stayed in front of the door, not letting him in.
“When I saw you before…”
“You mean when you broke into my house.”
“I had a key!”
“Which you should have given back,” said Cordelia.
“Fine. Whatever. When I saw you, Cord. I realized what an idiot I’d been. And you looked so sad and so fragile and…”
Cordelia sighed. “Hunter, I really don’t know why you’re here. I’ve had a long night and I’m really not in the mood for you.”
“Can you at least hear me out?”
She shrugged and after a moment’s thought stepped aside to let him in. She might as well put an end to this now. That way she’d be free to move on. If Lydia ever came back, that was.



CHAPTER THIRTY THREE
Lydia washed her face in the tiny bathroom sink and then stretched. She was no stranger to sleepless nights, but the combination of lack of sleep and the responsibility of dealing with two crises alone, had left her feeling like a wrung-out sponge.
But all was well now.
Magda and Ewa were doing fine, she’d checked up on both of them. And Sharla was safe in a hospital bed awaiting surgery. She’d acquitted herself well and she wondered now why she’d ever thought that working alone wasn’t for her.
It wasn’t until she’d been in the middle of things with no one else to turn to that she’d realized that actually, this kind of doctoring was exciting. It wasn’t all snotty noses and vaccinations. Whitebridge, she’d realized, had only one person to rely on for whatever happened.
There was a challenge in that.
It was more though.
Being connected to her patients like this, knowing who they were, made things somehow more personal. More important even. Magda wasn’t just a name over a hospital bed. She was a person. Someone whose life had been in her hands, someone she’d have to face every day. Someone who could thank her or cry on her shoulder.
Someone that she’d helped.
She straightened up as she walked out of the bathroom, only to find a guilty looking Max patrolling the hospital corridor.
“Lurking outside women’s toilets isn’t a great look, Max,” she said.
He pulled a face. “Probably better than going in there after you. Although much longer and I might not have had a choice. Is everyone doing alright?”
“All safe and sound, with much thanks to you,” Lydia said. He was antsy though and still looked worried. “What is it?”
“Nat,” he said.
“Nat Greene? Toby’s mum?”
He nodded. “She’s been found. And, um, well, things are a bit of a mess, I’m afraid.”
“Where was she? What was she doing? Is she alright?”
“She was with Elias. Her partner. They, well, they were working, following some band around.” He sighed and rubbed his face. “Here’s the thing. Nat wants to come home.”
“Right,” said Lydia, not quite following.
“Which, as an adult, it’s her right to do, of course. The problem is, that having left her son, Nat can’t exactly go back to how things were before. Social services are involved and, well, there’s an emergency meeting happening in a half hour to determine what happens to Toby and Nat and, well, everything.”
He looked miserable. Lydia took a breath. “And you want me there?”
“You’re Nat’s GP, it’d make a difference if you were there.”
She looked at him. “I can’t promise that I’m about to walk in there and back her to the hilt, recommend that she get her child back.”
“I wouldn’t ask you that. Just… just talk to her and then go in and see what can be done for the best. I trust your judgment on this, doc.”
Lydia was tired. So tired that all she wanted to do was fall into bed. But she nodded. “Alright. You’d best drive me where I need to go, I’m in no state to do it myself.”
NAT WAS SITTING on a hard plastic chair in a corridor outside the room where the meeting was supposed to be held. Lydia put her hand on Max’s arm. “Maybe let me talk to her alone, if that’s alright?”
He nodded. “I’ll go and track down some coffee.”
She smiled gratefully at him and waited until he was gone before she walked over and took the seat next to Nat’s. “Alright if I sit here?” she asked gently.
Nat bit her lip but nodded.
“I’m going to go in with you, Nat. So you’ll have at least one friendly face there.”
“Are you friendly?” Nat asked, not looking at her.
“I am.”
“Even after everything that I’ve done?” Her voice sounded so sad and small and young.
Lydia breathed in. “Even after everything. But it would help me a lot to understand what went on before we go in there. Can we talk about that?”
Nat did look at her now. “I fucked up,” she said simply. “I fucked up and don’t know how to unfuck things.”
“Right, well, maybe that’s something you need a bit of help with,” Lydia said, taking Nat’s hand. “So how about we start with what happened when you left.”
Nat shrugged. “I found Elias, he was working as a roadie for this band, following them around and getting paid. I told him I needed him home and he said that he’d come home in a few weeks when the band’s tour was finished.”
“And a few weeks was too long to wait?” suggested Lydia.
Nat sighed. “At first it was a bit like a holiday. There were no responsibilities. I could wake up when I wanted and do what I wanted. But then after a few days I got scared. Scared that if I came back I’d be in trouble and that they’d put Toby in care.”
“You left him though,” Lydia said.
The girl nodded miserably. “I did. And I shouldn’t have. And I regret it with everything I have, doc. I swear I do. I just… I couldn’t do it on my own anymore.”
“But that doesn’t mean that you could leave Toby with me.”
Nat’s head shot up, her eyebrows arched. “Oh, I didn’t leave him with you, doc. I left him with Cordelia.”
Lydia felt slightly offended at that. Not to mention confused. “With Cordelia?”
“Yeah, course. I know she’s a bit rough sometimes and she can get snappy and, well, she doesn’t always remember my last name and things like that. But she’s kind and reliable. And I knew she’d be good with Toby, sensible, you know, like a mum should be. Like… like I’m not.”
For a second, Lydia thought about Cordelia holding Toby. “She was lovely with him,” she said honestly. “You couldn’t have chosen better.”
“I don’t want to not have him,” Nat said, eyes filling with tears. “That’s not what any of this was about. I swear to you, doc. I love Toby with all my heart. He’s the best thing that’s ever happened to me. But… but it all got too much and I honestly only ever intended to find Elias and bring him back. But then I got scared.”
“You need help,” Lydia said.
Nat nodded. She sniffed. “I didn’t mean for things to turn out this way.”
“You know,” Lydia said, stretching out her legs. “I’ve learned something very recently, would you like to hear about it?”
Nat nodded.
“I’ve learned that plans are quite good. They make you feel safe, they let you do big things step by step without getting lost. But they’re also quite limited. The problem with plans is that they’re not very realistic. See, life doesn’t always do what it’s supposed to. Sure, maybe if you live your life by the ‘shoulds’ all the time it might.”
“Shoulds?” Nat asked.
“You know, you should go to bed early, you should eat all your vegetables, you should take the job that pays you more. Those kind of shoulds. But living by shoulds isn’t very… exciting. Or possible. Because sometimes you don’t know about the shoulds, or the shouldn’ts, until later.”
“Yeah,” Nat said sadly. “It’s pretty easy sitting here and knowing that I shouldn’t have left Toby at the surgery. But back then it seemed like the only option.”
“Right,” Lydia said. “So plans are all very well and good, but then life comes along and gives you a surprise. Maybe it’s a lovely surprise like Toby. Or maybe it’s a not so lovely surprise like finding out how hard it is to be a single mum.” Or maybe it’s the perfect surprise all wrapped up and ready for the taking, like Cordelia. “And then your plans don’t seem to work anymore and you get all het up and stressed about not keeping to the plan.”
“When really, it was the plan that was the problem in the first place,” Nat said. “Cos plans have to change, don’t they? I was going to be a hairdresser before I had Toby, you know.”
“Not all plans have to change,” Lydia said. “You can still be a hairdresser. Plans have to be flexible though, they have to bend a little here and there to accommodate life’s little surprises.”
Nat looked up at her. “Doc, are they going to take Toby away from me?”
“I can’t promise that they’re not, Nat. But I can promise that we’re going to go in there and put your side of the story to them.” Lydia rubbed her face. “Life isn’t going to go straight back to the way it was before.”
“I know.” Nat looked down at her hands. “It shouldn’t. I did something wrong. But more than that, I need help. I’d sort of like to think that these people do want to help me.”
“I think they do, Nat. But I’ll be there with you, alright?”
Nat nodded. “Thanks, doc. It’s probably more than I deserve.”
“No,” Lydia said. “No, it’s not. What you deserve is support and love. And we all let you down a bit, didn’t we? You were struggling and we should have stepped in to help more. You came to me and I didn’t see how much you were struggling. So this is me stepping up now to help you. And to help Toby.”
Nat squeezed her hand. “I’m a bit scared.”
“Me too,” Lydia said.
She wasn’t scared about the social workers. She knew they were there to help. She knew that Max would be there.
She was, however, scared about talking to Cordelia. Scared because she didn’t know exactly how Cordelia would react. Scared because changing plans was always scary, wasn’t it? And scared because after all this she was pretty sure that she was falling in love with Cordelia.
But she wasn’t sure that Cordelia was falling in love right back again.



CHAPTER THIRTY FOUR
Lydia should be back by now. Unless something terrible had happened. The longer Cordelia waited, the more convinced she was that perhaps Lydia wasn’t coming back. Which was ridiculous, because all her things were in the house. She couldn’t have just run away.
“We had good times,” Hunter was saying.
Lydia rolled her eyes.
“No,” he said. “No, be fair, come on, Cord. We did have good times.”
She sighed. “Yes,” she said. “Yes, we did.”
“Then why can’t we have them again?” he asked.
“Do you really have to ask that question?” She’d give things another hour maybe. Then she’d start calling. She didn’t want to be one of those… people… who called all the time. Who made a fuss. And she’d almost used the word girlfriend then, just in her head, but still.
Hunter looked pained. “Cord, I’ve apologized. I’ve apologized so many times that I don’t have words to do it again. I screwed up, I hurt you, I know that I did. I ruined everything. But I’m here on my knees trying to get you to understand that I’m willing to do all the work necessary to get you back.”
Of course, she needed to get rid of Hunter first. The last thing she needed was Lydia walking in and seeing her ex-husband here. Think of the conclusions she might come to.
“Hunter,” she began.
His face lit up a little and for an instant Cordelia did remember that they’d had good times. She remembered that they’d loved each other. That not everything had been a disaster. A little piece of her thawed a little inside.
“Hunter,” she said again, more gently this time. “I loved you, I don’t want to deny that I did. I loved you with everything that I had. We weren’t perfect though, and you know that. We argued. You’re critical and I’m thin-skinned and those two things never work well together.”
“I’ll be less critical,” he said, sitting forward.
“No, Hunter. No. It’s not going to work that way.”
“Why not? I can change. You’ve changed. I see it in you. You’re more confident, you’re taller, you smile more. We’ve both grown and changed, Cord.”
“There’s something we can agree on. We have both changed.”
“Then let’s give this another shot. I was an idiot to think that I could walk away from you, Cord.”
“It’s flattering to hear that.” She sat up straighter. There was nothing there, she’d suddenly realized. Nothing at all.
She’d spent so long being angry with him, hating him for what he’d done so much that she deliberately made herself unlovable so that no one else would repeat his actions. But somewhere along the line, that anger had fizzled out. Just disappeared.
“It’s flattering, but a relationship has to be built on something, Hunter. And there’s nothing here. Can’t you feel it? Or not feel it, I suppose. The lack of… of anything.” She smiled. “I’m not even angry with you anymore.”
“That’s a start,” he said.
“No, no it’s not,” Cordelia said. “It’s a finish. I don’t feel enough for you anymore to even be angry. You need to move on, Hunter. You need to go back to your girlfriend, or move on to another. You need to remember what we had and try and find someone to build that with again.”
He looked at her with clear blue eyes for a long moment. Then he swallowed. “That’s what you’ve done, isn’t it?”
Even now, just the thought of Lydia was making her feel warmer, safer, better. “I have,” she said quietly.
“Who is he?”
Was there anger in that question? The skin on the back of her neck prickled. Hunter had a temper, but he’d never turned it directly on her. She took a deep breath. “Want some coffee?”
He nodded.
“Coffee as in just coffee, not a symbol of anything, not a sign that we’re getting back together. Just coffee.”
A shadow of frustration passed over his face. Then it was gone. “Just coffee,” he said.
✽✽✽
“I don’t understand,” said Lydia.
“I don’t know what to tell you,” Mikey said on the other end of the phone. “I’ve searched the database, there’s nothing here. And if there were a vacancy, then we’d know about it. I can start a list and put you at the top, if that helps?”
Lydia frowned. “I’ll let you know, thanks anyway.” She hung up.
“What was all that about?” asked Max, indicating as he turned a corner. “If you don’t mind me asking, that is?”
“It’s about me changing my plans,” Lydia said. “Though I sort of thought if I was going to prove that I’m changing them then it might be best to have a concrete plan B, but it looks like things aren’t going the way I thought they would.”
“Uh, okay,” said Max, eyeing the rear-view mirror. “You do know that none of that made sense at all, don’t you?”
Lydia was tired. Tired and cranky and all she’d wanted was to present Cordelia with proof that she was staying. “It’s a long story.”
“Try me, if you like,” said Max. “We’ve got time, traffic’s always bad at this time of the morning.” He gave her a glance, then smiled. “And besides, we’re having a good morning, you and I. I don’t think things could have worked out any better, do you?”
The emergency meeting had resulted in a temporary foster situation for Toby. Nat would be seeing him every day, would be attending parenting classes, and eventually, the plan was for Toby to move back home permanently. It was the logical, best solution that any of them could have hoped for.
“I’m in love with Cordelia,” Lydia said simply.
Max snorted.
“What?”
“Nothing,” he said. “Just, well, I mean it was pretty obvious.” He waggled his eyebrows at her. “But I am a detective, so…”
“Not a surprise at all then?” she asked.
“Not really,” he said. “But the two of you are a good match, if that’s what you’re worried about.”
“We’ll be a good match, which is kind of the point,” said Lydia, looking out of the windshield at the wet road ahead. “We need to compromise and be flexible but I think it’s worth the effort. I know it’s worth the effort.”
“Alright,” Max said. “So what’s the problem?”
“I’ve realized that I want to stay,” Lydia said, the words making her feel warm just by saying them. “That I don’t want to take a job a million miles away, that I want to stick around and prove to Cordelia that I can be here, that I won’t leave her like that idiot ex. I want to see where this is going to lead.”
“Sounds fair enough.”
“Yeah. But that was a contact of mine at the RCGP. According to him, there’s no listing of any vacancy in Whitebridge at all.”
Max frowned at this. “That makes no sense. I mean—” He stopped abruptly.
“It’s fine,” Lydia said. “I know what happened to Doc Morris.”
“Well then. You know that he’ll probably not be coming back.”
“Right.”
Max slid the car over a lane to avoid a building queue of traffic. “Give me a minute,” he said. “Let me make a phone call.”
Lydia leaned her head back and closed her eyes. “Take your time,” she said sleepily.
She must have dropped off for a few minutes, because Max was shaking her elbow and when she opened her eyes they were parked in front of Cordelia’s house.
“Sorry,” she said, blinking in the sudden light.
“Nothing to be sorry about. You’ve had a long night,” said Max. “Um, I called around and put a few feelers out about the practice. Give me the rest of the day, I’ll ring you when I hear something, alright?”
“Yeah, yeah, thank you, Max. I appreciate it.”
He shrugged. “It’s nothing more than you deserve.”
She smiled a little.
“No, I mean it,” he said earnestly. “You were a hero last night. I don’t know what Whitebridge would have done without you. You were there when we needed you, you were selfless, you went above and beyond. And as far as I’m concerned, that’s the kind of doctor we want here. That’s the kind of person we want here.”
“I was just doing my job,” Lydia said.
“Maybe. But you were also being a part of our community. We won’t forget this, Lydia, no matter what else happens. Come what may, you’ll always have a home here. I’ll make sure of it.”
“Actually,” Lydia said, coming more fully awake. “There might be something you can do.”
✽✽✽
“She sounds… nice,” Hunter said.
Cordelia smiled. He was trying hard. “She is nice. I think you might even like her given the chance.”
“Yeah, well, I’m not so sure about that,” said Hunter.
“Listen,” Cordelia said. “Don’t be bitter. Take it from me, someone who was bitter for far too long. Your relationship ended, and it doesn’t feel good. But there are others out there. Somewhere there’s someone just waiting for you to show up in their life.”
“But not you,” Hunter said.
“No, not me,” said Cordelia. “I’m, um, I think I might be already taken.”
“Might?” Hunter’s eyes widened. “She’d be an idiot to turn you down. Take it from me, someone who was that idiot.”
Cordelia laughed and then came the sound of the front door opening and her stomach dropped a little.
“Uh-oh,” Hunter said.
“Hush,” said Cordelia quietly. “In here,” she said slightly louder.
Lydia walked in, her hair flat, her face wan and tired, looking slightly like she’d been knocked over by a bulldozer. And Cordelia saw the exact moment that she realized who Hunter was. Saw the blink and the recalibration.
Please don’t let her think the wrong thing, she prayed. And please don’t let Hunter be an arsehole about this.
Then Hunter was standing up, reaching out a hand, introducing himself, smiling even. And Lydia was smiling back at him.
“Three’s a crowd,” said Hunter. “And I have to be going.” He looked down at Cordelia. “Apparently, there’s someone out there for me, I just need to find them. So there’s no point in me sitting around here when I could be searching.”
He dropped a kiss on Cordelia’s cheek. “Bye, Cord.” And nodded to Lydia, sniffed. “Look after her,” he said gruffly, before letting himself out.
And finally they were alone.



CHAPTER THIRTY FIVE
“That… was not exactly how I expected that to go,” Cordelia said.
“You thought that I’d mistakenly assume that your ex was back to reclaim you and get jealous?” Lydia said, smiling to show that she was kidding.
“Maybe,” Cordelia said. “And, just for info, he was coming to reclaim me. I told him to sod off.”
“Oh? Well done you, then.” Lydia collapsed onto the couch.
“Listen, there’s something that needs to be said,” said Cordelia.
“There is,” Lydia answered. “But if you don’t let me start I’m afraid that I might fall asleep.”
“Where exactly have you been?”
Lydia told her. “And I’m exhausted,” she added at the end.
“Well, let’s make this short and sweet then.” Cordelia sniffed. “I think I might be falling in love with you and I’m willing to date long distance and potentially even move if the moment is right.”
Lydia blinked and then blinked again before reaching down and roughly pinching her arm. “Ow. Jesus. Sorry. Just making sure I wasn’t actually asleep. You… what?”
“Sorry,” said Cordelia. “Did I not distill that down simply enough?”
“No, no.” Lydia cleared her throat. “Just, um, well, it was a bit… blunt?”
“I thought you’d appreciate it,” Cordelia said. “Being all practical and efficient and everything. But I can go the sappy route if you prefer?”
“Um… I’m not sure?” offered Lydia because she thought she might need to hear what Cordelia was thinking but, on the other hand, she wasn’t quite sure she was ready to have Cordelia bare her soul just in case it contained something terrifying. Always a possibility.
Cordelia turned around so that her knees were almost touching Lydia’s. “Alright, here goes then.” She sniffed again. “I’ve been an idiot.”
“Alright.”
“I’m not done. I’ve been an idiot for not seeing what was in front of my face. I don’t know why I’m falling for you, Lydia. But I am. I could go on about hearts beating and flushes and all the rest of it. But the truth of the matter is that you make me feel safe. You… you feel like home.”
Lydia’s heart rose up into her throat and she blinked.
“You’re irritating and can be critical, but you’re selfless and you’re generous. You just appeared out of nowhere and turned my entire life upside down. And suddenly I can’t imagine my life without you in it. I’ve been depressed and afraid and lonely for so long that I’d started to think that was how life was supposed to be. Except you showed me different.”
“Cordelia—”
“No, wait, let me finish now that I’ve got started,” Cordelia said. She took a breath. “I don’t know how this will end, and… and that’s scary but it’s okay. I want to see what’s going to happen. For the first time in a long, long time I want to wake up in the morning and have something new to discover.”
She looked down.
“Lydia, I like you a lot, I know that you like me a lot, and I propose that we try very, very hard to come to some kind of compromise to make this work. If that means being long distance, or if that means me moving, then I’m fine with that. Your job is important, I saw that last night, and we’ll go wherever you need to be.”
Lydia discretely pinched herself again, just to really make sure that she wasn’t asleep. “So one night of crisis and suddenly we’re moving to Australia?” she said.
Cordelia paled. “Australia? I didn’t… I mean, yes, if that’s what it takes, I suppose.” She sounded slightly doubtful.
Lydia laughed. “It’s not what this requires, but I appreciate the sentiment. You see, I have something to say too.” She took her own deep breath. “I realized last night that there’s no one else that I’d rather have gone through any of that with. And I realize now that yours is the face I want to see every morning. It’s really that simple for me.”
“But what about all your plans? What about your new job?”
“Plans should be flexible enough to change. I should be flexible enough to change. And I have changed, being here has changed me. I’ve discovered that actually I like working here, I like being responsible for myself. But I’ve discovered more than that.”
“Oh?” asked Cordelia, lip trembling a little. “Like what then?”
“Like having a relationship, a partner, maybe even a family, is much more important to me than I’d ever imagined. That priorities change. And that…” She took a breath and then grinned. “And that I think I’m falling for you too.”
Cordelia looked away for a second to gain control of herself, and then looked back. “What about Australia?”
“What about it?” asked Lydia, feeling heavy with sleep.
“Um, your job?”
“It’s not in Australia, I told you. And anyway I thought I could probably work here but then Mikey said it wasn’t here and Max said to let him deal with things because he’s a detective.”
“Who’s Mikey?” Cordelia asked.
“Oh, Mikey’s lovely, he’s… Actually, it’s a long story and I’m quite tired.”
But Cordelia was already moving. Lydia felt her legs being picked up and spun around so that she was lying on the couch. She felt a cushion being pushed under her head. But she didn’t feel the blanket that Cordelia placed over her because she was already asleep.
LYDIA’S PHONE RANG in her pocket and she stirred, waking up with a dry mouth. “Yes,” she said, answering it automatically, her brain already prepping for whatever emergency was about to come.
“It’s Max, I’ve got news.”
“About what?” asked Lydia, struggling to sit upright.
“The job. I’ve talked to a friend on the council and he says that the Whitebridge surgery is going to be combined with the one over in Castor, that’s why they’re not advertising the position yet. The local trust wants to keep both surgeries open but to combine the training, billing and admin into one.”
“Ah,” Lydia said. “Alright, yes, I suppose that makes sense.”
“Hope it helps,” Max said cheerfully.
“Oh, you’re awake,” said Cordelia, coming in as Lydia hung up. “Um, you sort of fell asleep in the middle of a conversation there.”
“I did?”
“You were muttering something about Max being a detective?” Cordelia placed a hot cup of tea on the coffee table. “And we were tentatively planning not to move to Australia.”
“Ah.” Lydia picked up the tea gratefully. She took a sip and then started explaining, watching Cordelia’s face bloom and then sink in disappointment at the end.
“Hold on, there’s no job?” she demanded.
“Not exactly. There is a job, just the two surgeries are being combined,” explained Lydia. “And since Castor have already offered me a position, I thought they might be amenable to me asking if I can work in this surgery. With you. Unless you think that might be a problem?”
“You want to work with me?”
Lydia grinned. “I’m sorry, I must have been exhausted. I thought I’d made all this perfectly clear.” She put her tea down and shuffled forward, taking Cordelia’s hands in hers. “I want to do everything with you.”
“You do?” Cordelia’s eyebrow twitched.
“You’re infuriating and you can’t hold onto a key to save your life. Yet you’re reliable and kind and…” Lydia just remembered something. “And do you know that Nat left Toby with you, not with me? She said you were more like a real mother.”
“She did?” Cordelia asked, blushing.
“And she’s right. You are my person, Cordelia. I don’t know how I know it, I just do. I know that you’re the one I’m supposed to be here with. I know that I want to make this work and that I’m not staying here for you, I’m staying here for me. I want this.” She tilted her head. “Also, I’m moving out.”
Cordelia narrowed her eyes. “Not generally what one says when one’s declaring love.”
“Max is helping me find a place. Just a short term lease, so we can both keep our own spaces and let this relationship grow properly. I think it’s best.” She hesitated. “Unless you think I’m making a mistake?”
“No,” said Cordelia grinning. “Actually, I think you’re right. And I think that when the time comes we should look at getting a place together. A new place. Not this house. Something that’s ours.”
Lydia’s heart swelled. “I think I’d like that.”
“So is that all the logistics worked out then?” Cordelia asked.
Lydia grinned, pulling herself a little closer to Cordelia. “Most of them,” she whispered, letting her lips brush against Cordelia’s. “But I did say that I want to do everything with you. Which might include some more… adult activities?”
She felt Cordelia’s lips smile. “I could get on board with that.” Cordelia’s hand was on her back, pulling her ever closer.
Lydia pressed in, letting their lips truly meet and… the phone buzzed on the table.
She snatched herself back, grabbing the phone.
“Lydia,” she said. “Yes, yes.” She listened again. “I’ll be right there,” she said, trying to keep the sigh out of her voice. She put the phone down.
“Emergency?” asked Cordelia, sounding amused.
“Someone called Jules at the pub has dropped a glass and now has a piece of it sticking out of her foot,” Lydia said. She sighed. “You sure that this is what you want, Cordelia? Because I’m definitely willing to compromise. But I’m a doctor, this is what my life is like and I can’t change it.”
“Well, will you be coming back at some point?”
Lydia grinned. “We were rather in the middle of something.”
“Then that’s alright then,” said Cordelia airily. “As long as I know you’re not just leaving and that you’re coming back.”
The rain had finally stopped and weak evening sunshine was coming in through the windows when Lydia took Cordelia’s hands and looked deep into her eyes. “I’m always coming back,” she said. “That’s something that I can promise.”
In answer, Cordelia kissed her, softly and gently, pressing her warm lips against Lydia’s until Lydia was seeing stars. Then she drew back. “Alright then, off you go, Doctor Carlisle, your patient awaits.”



EPILOGUE
Lydia taped the box she’d been working on closed and stood up, stretching. “I’ve got to say, if this is the last time we ever move, then I won’t be complaining.”
“Mmm, I’m not sure that’s terribly practical,” Cordelia said, grabbing a stack of books and putting them in a box. “I mean, I assume at some point we’re going to want to move to a bigger house.”
“Ah, when we have all those babies you say you want,” Lydia grinned.
“Hey, we talked about this.”
“We did, and I’m thoroughly on board,” said Lydia, marking her box with a pen so she knew what was inside. “However, I’m committing to one and seeing how it goes before deciding we need a football team.”
“I never said I wanted a football team,” Cordelia said, tongue sticking out of the corner of her mouth as she tried to tetris books so that they all fit into the box.
“Fine, fine.” Lydia stretched again and went to Cordelia’s side of the living room. “Um, you really should split the books between different boxes, you know? Otherwise you’re going to have a couple of really heavy ones and they might break.”
There was a tiny second of silence. Cordelia bit her lip. “My boxes, my way,” she said finally, looking up and daring Lydia to say anything further.
“Okay, okay,” Lydia said, holding her hands up. She walked away, taking in the vast amount of boxes that they’d already packed. Honestly, packing up Cordelia’s house had taken longer than she’d planned. “Alright, so, the movers will be coming in tomorrow morning at seven. That gives us a few hours to get done packing up here. We need to be finished before it gets dark.”
“Yeah, remind me of why that is again?”
“Because there’s no electricity.”
“Yes, I know that. Remind me of why that is again?”
“I already explained it,” Lydia said patiently. “Since we’re moving a day after billing day it was easier to have the services cut off before we moved out, rather than having to pay another month of bills when we won’t be living here.”
“Mmm. I suppose.”
Lydia looked down at the pile of boxes by the wall. All had pristine brown outsides. “Um, Cordelia, none of these boxes have anything written on them.”
“Yeah, so?” Cordelia had tied her hair up in a messy bun on the top of her head. Tendrils hung down in ways that made Lydia want to kiss the soft skin on the back of her neck.
“You should write on the outside what’s on the inside so that we know when we get to the new house.”
“Why?” Cordelia said. She looked up now. “That doesn’t make any sense.”
“Obviously it does. Because, you know, knowing what’s inside every box would be useful.”
“We’re moving in,” Cordelia said. “We have to open every box anyway. That’s how moving works.”
“We’re not opening a hundred boxes all at the same time,” Lydia said.
“You’re just picking at things because I’m not doing this the way you think I should be.”
“I’m not,” Lydia said, putting her hands on her hips. “I’m just trying to make sure that this goes as smoothly as possible.”
“Then stop being critical. You’ve got all this planned like it’s D-day.”
“I’m not being critical, Cord. But you should—”
“If you say that word again, I’ll explode.”
“Honestly, you’re so impractical sometimes I could scream,” Lydia began, exasperated. Then the phone rang, saving them both from any further argument. “Lydia Carlisle,” she said, answering it. Twenty seconds later she put the phone down. “I’ve got to go.”
“Of course you do,” Cordelia said, taping down another box. She sighed. “It’s probably for the best. We should know better than to do things like this together.”
“If you could only…” Lydia started before she could think. Then she sighed and shook her head. Getting Cordelia to think about anything logically was impossible and she really should give up trying.
It wasn’t that Cordelia didn’t have good qualities. She very much did. She was an excellent cook, providing that she remembered to go shopping and also providing that she had a shopping list so that she didn’t forget something essential.
She was caring and kind, but forgot everyone’s birthday.
She had the most unrealistic dreams that Lydia had ever heard of, including having a football team’s worth of children, though now she thought about it, Cordelia might have specified a cricket team rather than football.
“Just go,” Cordelia said. “I’ll meet you at the new house later.”
“Fine,” said Lydia and she left, still annoyed that Cordelia hadn’t at least been able to see why labeling the boxes was a good idea.
✽✽✽
Ewa tore around the small garden on newly discovered legs.
“Christ, she’s fast as an eel,” Cordelia said, cradling her cup of coffee.
“Yeah, you try catching her when she doesn’t want to go home from the playground,” Magda said, sinking into a garden chair. “And aren’t you supposed to be packing rather than gossiping around here with me?”
“We aren’t gossiping,” Cordelia said, sitting down too. “And I needed some sanity. Sod the packing. If it’s not finished this afternoon we can finish it tomorrow morning when the movers are there.”
“What’s the matter with you?”
“Lydia,” Cordelia grumped. “She’s doing her ‘should’ thing again.”
“Oh yeah?” Magda said, raising an eyebrow.
“She’s got this whole move planned to a tee, honest to god, it’s like a military operation. And all she does is complain that I’m not doing things right.”
“Like what aren’t you doing right?”
Cordelia shrugged. “Like I’m supposed to be writing on the outside of the boxes what’s on the inside of the boxes, for example.”
“And you’re not?” asked Magda. “Because… you don’t want to know which box the toilet paper’s in?”
Cordelia opened her mouth to speak then slammed it closed because… actually that was kind of a good point.
Which was the problem with Lydia.
Lydia was by any metric amazing. She was funny and smart and well-organized and calm and confident and a million things that Cordelia couldn’t believe every day. She was also irritating as all get out, especially when she started with her ‘shoulds’. Even worse, her shoulds almost always turned out to be sensible and right.
Magda settled comfortably into her chair. “You know what you need?”
“What?”
“To calm down.”
“Helpful, thanks,” Cordelia said.
Magda grinned. “I try my best.” She put her coffee down on the grass next to her chair. “You know Oliver does this thing where he cuts all his toenails and puts the cuttings into a little pile for the end instead of throwing them away one by one.”
“Ew,” said Cordelia.
“I know, I hate it,” Magda said. “But I just let him get on with it because, well, because it’s not wrong, is it? It’s just his way of doing things and really it’s none of my business. I close the door on him and let him do it his own way. What’s the point in fighting over something when you’re both right in your own way?”
“You’re comparing me and Lydia fighting to collecting toenails.”
“He doesn’t collect them, just to be clear, he throws them away at the end,” Magda said. “But yeah, I suppose so. You don’t have to rise to the bait every time, Cord. You’re touchy about criticism or implied criticism, and Lydia is aware of that, I’m sure she is. But you have to meet her halfway.”
“I should label the boxes.”
“You should have a little more patience about the little stuff,” Magda said with a smile. “Because the big stuff is what’s important, you know that.”
“I know, I know,” groaned Cordelia. “We’re tired, moving is stressful and, yeah, there’s no excuse really.” She perked up a bit. “I’m trying to be more responsible though, I really am. I picked up the keys from the estate agent this morning, for example.”
“Go on then, show me,” teased Magda.
Cordelia laughed and put her hand in her pocket. Her empty pocket. She stopped laughing. The other pocket was empty too. Shit.
✽✽✽
Sylv handed Lydia a bottle of water. “Honestly, this heat will be the death of us,” she said. “It’s not natural, being hot like abroad in England.”
“Climate change,” Lydia said, snapping the water open. “We need to educate people better though. Half the problems I’m seeing are simple dehydration.”
“Well, I’m sure that old Jim was glad that you were here, even if all he needed was a cup of tea,” Sylv said.
The old man had had a funny turn in the shop, but Lydia was sure it was just the heat. “Happy to help, it’s my job.”
“We’re still grateful to you,” Sylv said. “We know that we’re lucky. And I know that I’m lucky. I won’t find a lodger as good as you now that you’re moving out.”
“And I won’t find meals as sustaining as yours,” Lydia grinned. “But I’m not leaving town, I’ll be just down the road. In fact, I’ll probably be here every day, you know what Cordelia’s like. I’ll be having to pick up whatever she forgot to buy on my way home from work.”
“Aye, she’s not a practical one, that Cordelia,” Sylv said. She sniffed. “I am happy for you though, I don’t want you to think that I’m not. You’re moving on to the next stage of your life, and it’s a precious, exciting thing.”
“Thanks, Sylv.”
Sylv nodded thoughtfully, her chins wobbling. “It goes fast, so it does. Don’t let the minutes slip through your fingers for the sake of the hours.”
Lydia straightened up. “I won’t.” She needed to be easier on Cordelia, needed to understand that they saw things differently sometimes. It was just infuriating when… She took a breath.
Sylv was looking misty-eyed into the distance now. “I remember when my Art and I moved in together. Right after the honeymoon it was, in those days you didn’t live together before you got married.”
“Was he a good man?” Lydia asked. Sylv’s husband had been dead for more than a decade by now.
“He was always good to me,” Sylv said. “Course, he was a pain in my arse as well. Always demanding dinner on the table and wanting a bit of action when he came home from the pub and was incapable of doing anything about it.” She smiled. “But he was kind. And he made me laugh. You can’t ask for much more than that.”
“No,” Lydia said. “No, you can’t.”
“Hold on to what you’ve got, love. It can go at any moment,” Sylv said. “That’s my advice to you. Now, I’ll have customers to serve, unless they’ve all fainted away from this heat. I’d better get back to it.”
Lydia left. She needed to apologize to Cordelia. She shouldn’t be so critical. But before she even reached the corner, her phone rang again. This time, it was Max.
✽✽✽
Cordelia upended the box of books, spilling them everywhere, but there was not a single clink of metal. No keys there. She groaned to herself.
This couldn’t be happening. Lydia was going to be so cross. She was cross with herself. She’d put the keys safely in her pocket and now they were just… gone. She gritted her teeth. The damn things had to be around here somewhere.
In their new house she was going to make sure they installed a key rack right by the front door, just like Lydia had always said they should do.
“Please, let me just find them,” she said out loud.
And, and she’d never, ever snap at Lydia again for telling her how to do things properly. Not if she could just find the stupid, stupid keys.
She eyed the pile of boxes that she’d packed that morning. No. Please no. But it didn’t look like there was any other option. She had no idea where else the keys could be.
With a huge sigh, she lifted the top box off the pile. She might as well get this over with.
✽✽✽
The accident was on the road leading into Whitebridge and Lydia got there as fast as she could. But as she climbed out of the car Max shook his head quietly and her heart sank.
“Motorcycle,” Max said. “He hit the curb from the looks of it. Wasn’t wearing a full face helmet. He didn’t stand a chance.”
Lydia closed her eyes for a second, then nodded. This was a part of her job. A part she hated, to be sure, but a part of it. She looked over to where the ambulance had already arrived, at the long shape covered by a white sheet and took a breath. “Need me to declare it?”
Max shook his head. “The paramedics can handle it. Sorry for calling you out, Lyd.”
“Don’t be. If there was the smallest chance…”
Max put a hand on her shoulder and they both stood in silence as the paramedics lifted the covered body.
And Lydia knew that it could all pass so quickly, that the universe could change in an instant. She’d witnessed it herself so many times, how one person slipping away tilted the world on its axis for one or two or a whole family.
She knew what was important.
They waited until the ambulance was on its way, no need for flashing blue lights.
“Want me to stay?” she offered.
“No, there’ll be road accident police along shortly,” Max said. He was pale.
“Get yourself a hot cup of sweet tea,” Lydia said.
“In this heat?” asked Max, smiling slightly.
“Or a sugary soft drink,” she said. “And get out of the sun. If you want to talk about this, just drop by the surgery, alright? Don’t be macho about it.”
Max smiled a little more. “What about me exactly screams macho?”
She smiled back. “I’m here if you need me, Max.”
“I know, thank you.”
She got back in her car, pulling slowly away. The afternoon had practically gone. She needed to find Cordelia, needed to apologize, to assure her that she was going to do better, that she was going to let more small things slide.
And it was late enough that Cordelia would be at the new house now. She put the car in gear and drove into town.
✽✽✽
Lydia was going to kill her, there were no two ways about it. She was going to be mad as a sack full of snakes.
Not only had she lost the only set of keys to their brand new house, but she’d undone most of the packing they’d accomplished that morning, and she’d thrown off their entire schedule. Not to mention the fact that they’d be sleeping in the old house with no electricity tonight.
Cordelia paced around the tiny front garden of the new house, just waiting for Lydia to arrive. She really, really wished that she didn’t have to admit that she’d done this.
Lydia’s car glinted in the sun as she drove up and parked. Cordelia’s stomach felt wobbly. Lydia climbed out, her dark hair damp with sweat and her shirt slightly sticking to her back. Just seeing her face made Cordelia relax, made her smile, despite current circumstances.
“I’m so glad to see you,” Lydia said, practically running up the front path and taking Cordelia into her arms. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry about this morning and I’m sorry about being anal about packing and I’m sorry about everything. I need to work on being more patient and less critical.”
Cordelia pulled out of the hug and felt her face flushing. “Um, you might want to hold on to those apologies for the moment. There’s been a, uh, a development.”
“A development?” Lydia asked, face turning serious. “Like what?”
Cordelia took a breath. “Um, well, the thing is…” She closed her eyes because she didn’t want to see the look on Lydia’s face when she said what needed to be said. “I, uh, I’ve lost the keys.”
There was a ticking silence.
Then a soft snorting.
A throat clearing.
Then an actual laugh.
Cordelia opened her eyes to find Lydia laughing so hard that tears were starting to appear in her eyes.
“You’ve lost the keys on the very first day?” Lydia sputtered.
“I’m so sorry,” said Cordelia. “I swear I didn’t mean to. I’m going to get a locksmith in first thing in the morning and then I’m going to buy a key rack to put right by the door, and I was thinking maybe one of those tracker things to put on my keys?”
Lydia stopped laughing but was still smiling. “It’s fine.”
“Fine?”
Lydia nodded. “Fine. As in, not a problem. Well, a small problem, but nothing insurmountable.”
“You’re not angry?”
“Nope.”
“You’re not going to tell me I should have put the keys somewhere safe?” Cordelia asked, disbelievingly.
“Nope.”
“But I should have,” said Cordelia.
“Life’s too short for should have,” said Lydia, looking up at Cordelia with big dark eyes. “I’m sorry it’s taken me a little while to understand that. And I’ve been thinking… since we’re moving into a new house, maybe we should make some new rules. Like banning the word should.”
Cordelia’s heart grew as she looked down at Lydia. “Is that practical?”
“Not in the slightest. But we can try. I can try.”
“Hmm. And what about all these moving plans?” Cordelia asked. “I’ve got to admit that I might have, um, made a bit of a mess back at the old house when I was looking for the keys.”
A tiny flash of irritation crossed Lydia’s face, but then she relaxed into a smile. “Then I’ll pick up some torches and lanterns from Max’s emergency stores and we can go back there and pack things up. How about I order a pizza?”
“I’m not sure that I’ve told you today,” Cordelia said conversationally. “But I love you.”
Lydia put up one hand to cup Cordelia’s face. “I love you too.”
“And I’m never going to let a day go by without saying that again. No matter how irritated I get with you.”
“Sounds like a plan,” said Lydia, leaning in to kiss her gently. “And you know how much I like plans.”
For a moment they stood in the fading heat, in front of the house where they would raise their family, and just breathed. Then Cordelia took Lydia’s hand. “Come on, there’s packing to do.”
Lydia let Cordelia lead her by the hand down the path, then she looked down and noticed something. “Those aren’t the trousers you were wearing this morning,” she said.
“No,” Cordelia said absently. “I got too hot. I pulled these ones out of a box. I know they’re a bit wrinkled but I didn’t think it mattered that much, but—” She stopped abruptly. “Oh shit.”
Lydia just laughed. “Well, at least we know where the keys are now,” she said.
“You really must love me,” groaned Cordelia.
“I wouldn’t have anyone else in the world,” Lydia said, as they climbed into the car. “Although if you’re going to insist on pineapple on this pizza then we might need to re-negotiate a few things.”
They drove slowly through the streets of Whitebridge as evening began to creep in, arguing about pizza toppings and very much in love.
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THE DAMAGED HEARTS BARGAIN
Chapter One
The day her mother died, Callan Roberts was propping up a bar somewhere in the north of France, hitting on a waitress, thighs throbbing from the heat of the motorcycle that was standing outside. All in all, it was a good day. Less so for her mother, admittedly, but Cal bedded the waitress, so, silver linings and all that.
Perhaps the day would have been slightly less good if Cal had known that her mother had died. But since she didn’t, the fact had no bearing on the rest of her trip.
It was close to three months later when she got the phone call. This time she was propping up a bar from the opposite side in a firmly English pub, watching Syd wipe glasses and contemplating going for a smoke break even though she hadn’t smoked for fifteen years. Sometimes she just liked to go out back and feel the sun on her skin for a few minutes.
Her phone buzzed in her pocket and it was an excuse to go outside so she pulled it out. “Gotta take this,” she said.
Syd nodded, intent on polishing the glass she was holding, and Cal slipped out back before she answered.
“Yep?”
“Callan Roberts?”
Was it ever a good sign when someone called you by your full name? Cal had been in enough trouble in her life that she felt an automatic shiver go up her spine. “Depends on who’s asking.”
There was an exasperated sigh from the other end of the phone and then the man collected himself. “I’m a solicitor.”
“I’m a bartender.”
A second of silence. “Right, um, okay.”
Cal took pity on him. “And I’m Cal. Is there something I can help you with?”
“I’m afraid I’m the bearer of bad tidings.” Papers shuffled. “I’m, er, calling to inform you that a Mrs. Pamela Roberts has unfortunately passed away. Your mother, I believe?”
Cal looked up at the uncharacteristically hot sun and thought about this for a second. She let the information sink in through her skin with the sunlight, felt it begin to percolate inside her, and wondered just how she felt about it.
It didn’t take that long to figure out that she didn’t feel that much different from how she’d felt thirty seconds ago. Just slightly warmer.
“Yes, my mother,” she said. Not that the word meant that much. Not anymore.
The solicitor cleared his throat. “The thing is, Ms. Roberts, we’ve had some trouble in tracking you down. The, uh, deceased’s will lists you as both the executor and sole beneficiary.”
“Huh,” said Cal. Though now that she thought about it, that probably made sense. She was an only child, her father had died when she was five. Her mother hadn’t had anyone else to leave anything to.
“And, well, um, there is the question of what you’d like to do with the property and its contents.”
“Right.”
Again there was that confused silence. “Uh, perhaps I should call back at a more convenient time?”
“No,” Cal said, sniffing and straightening her back. She should go back inside, start cutting lemons, help Syd. “I’ll come down next week. Deal with things then.”
“Right, yes, of course,” said the man. “I’ll, uh, email you the details and such, shall I?”
Cal gave him her email address and then hung up, sliding her phone back into the pocket of her jeans. She took a second to check on her bike before she went in, polishing a non-existent spot with the sleeve of her shirt. Then, satisfied, she went back into the pub.
“Everything alright?” Syd asked, glasses all arrayed and ready for opening now.
“My mum died,” said Cal, getting out a knife and pulling the basket of lemons closer to her.
“Shit.”
Cal looked up and Syd was staring at her.
“Sorry?” tried Syd.
Cal shrugged. “Don’t be. Haven’t seen her since I was seventeen. We weren’t what you’d call close.”
“Still though,” Syd said, tucking her blonde hair behind her ear in a way that Cal had found sexy this morning but didn’t now. “It’s your mum, isn’t it? It must be… strange.”
Was it strange? If she thought about it, maybe. She’d left home at seventeen and never gone back. She supposed that her mother had always been there, but she’d not spared her many thoughts over the years. Not after what had happened.
She’d thrown herself into her own life. Working bar jobs, traveling when she could, saving up for the bike. Sleeping with bartenders and waitresses, that seemed to be a theme. Speaking of which, Syd was still looking at her somewhat expectantly.
“Um, yeah, I suppose it’s strange,” Cal said.
Syd stepped up to her, put a hand on her arm. “I am sorry.”
She had friendly dark eyes and was as sweet as they came. Not that it made much difference now, or would have even before. There were rules to this. No more than six weeks. Six weeks behind one bar, six weeks in one bed. That was how things went. Cleaner and easier.
Cal turned back to the lemons and started slicing. “So, uh, I’ll be heading out at the end of shift, things to deal with and all of that.”
“Yeah, yeah, of course, I’ll take you off the schedule. Take as long as you need.” There was the smallest of pauses. “Um, how long do you think that might be?”
Cal leaned on the bar. She was under no illusions about how she looked. A fully butch lesbian, short hair, pot belly and all. She was no super model. And yet… there was always someone who found her interesting enough to spend time with.
She never stopped being grateful for that. Never stopped being thankful that she didn’t have to spend too many nights alone.
She also never made any promises, which made the conversations like the one she was about to have all the more difficult.
“Listen, Syd.”
Syd’s face fell. “I already don’t like where this is going.”
“You know that you’re amazing. I know that you know that,” Cal said. “You’re beautiful and you’ll find someone for real one day and remember all of this with a smile.”
“And… you’re not coming back, are you?”
Cal rolled a lemon on the cutting board, softening it up. “I was only ever the pre-summer help. It doesn’t make sense for you to hold a job for me when I was going to be leaving anyway.”
“You could have stayed,” Syd said. Then she looked like she might be regretting saying that already.
Cal laughed. “See? You know as well as I do that this was just a bit of fun. Well, a lot of fun.” She quirked an eyebrow and Syd blushed satisfyingly. “But life moves on and so do I.”
Syd sighed and came to stand next to her, nudging her aside with a hip so that there was room at the cutting board for both of them. “I suppose so,” she said, grabbing a knife.
“Is that a good suppose or a bad suppose?” Cal asked, eyeing the knife. “Because if you’re going to gut me with that thing you should know that I’ve just mopped all the floors back here.”
“Trying to get on my good side now, are you?” asked Syd, slicing into a lemon. “Do all your break ups end up like this?”
“Like what?”
“You know, sort of… happily, I suppose?” asked Syd, still chopping away.
“So, you’re happy that I’m leaving?”
She stopped chopping for an instant and looked up. “No, Cal, no, I’m not happy. But… I get it. No strings attached, going where the wind takes you, I wasn’t under any illusions that you were going to stick around for me.”
“I try not to make promises that I can’t keep,” Cal said.
“Yeah, you definitely didn’t do that.” Syd grinned and went back to chopping. “I suppose you’ll want a pay check as well.”
“I’ve done the work,” Cal said. Then she reconsidered. “Mind you, I’m an heiress now, apparently, so maybe I don’t need it.”
“Rich, was she? Your mum?”
“Nah,” said Cal, thinking back to the little house. “Not rich. We did alright though.”
“Not alright enough to be upset that she’s gone.”
“It was three months ago,” Cal said.
“Yes, but you’re just finding out about it today.”
Cal sighed and put her knife down. “It’s… complicated.”
“Isn’t it always?” Syd said. She put her knife down too and turned, clutching at Cal’s arm to make her turn as well so that they were face to face. “Cal.”
“It’s fine.”
“It’s not fine,” Syd said. “Losing your mum is a big thing. Whether you liked her or not. There’s still going to be a hole where something once was and isn’t anymore.”
Cal said nothing to this. How could Syd understand? She hadn’t been there.
“You deserve more than all this, Cal,” said Syd quietly. “You don’t see yourself as others do. You’re kind and patient. You’re—”
“I’m a drifter who doesn’t like being tied down. I’m a bull dyke that most people think is a man, and I luck out every now and again and find someone nice like you,” Cal said. “And then I promptly leave them.”
Syd shook her head. “You’re kind, patient, generous, and loving, Cal. It’s obvious that you’re running away from something. But at some point you’re going to need something to run to.”
“And you’re suggesting that’s you?”
Syd laughed again. “No, Cal. I’m not that naive. What I’m saying is, once you find that thing, and you will find it, don’t let all of this… attitude, this stereotype you have of yourself, prevent you from seeing that you do deserve a nice life.”
Cal rolled her eyes. “Fine. And, since you’re asking, no, not all my break ups are as weird as this.”
“Shut up and get those lemons sliced. We’ll be here all day,” Syd said.
So Cal went back to doing her job for her last shift, trying very hard not to think about the fact that she was going to have to go backward. That she was going to Tetherington, a place she’d sworn she’d never set foot in again.



CHAPTER TWO
“Which one of you is going to wear the dress?” George demanded, setting down a plate of roast potatoes with rosemary.
“George!” Billy, George’s husband, slapped his wrist. “They might both want to wear a dress.”
George looked at Lucy and they both snorted.
“What?” Ash demanded.
“I rather think that they find the idea of you in a dress amusing,” said Pen, helping herself to potatoes. “Which is a fair point. Even I’ve barely seen your legs and I’m about to marry you.”
“She does have legs, doesn’t she?” Lucy asked, scooting her chair back to peer under the table.
“Of course I have legs,” Ash said. “We came over here for moral support, not to be bullied about our sartorial choices, thank you very much.”
“Friends tease friends,” said Pen, patting Ash’s arm. “It’s all a part of the process.”
Lucy felt a little spark of jealousy as she saw Pen touching her fiancee. Not that she had a crush on Pen. Well, not a real one anyway. She had, once, had a stray thought that being cuddled by Pen would be awfully nice.
But that was mostly because Pen had saved her. Sort of. It had been Pen who had given her a job and a place to stay when she’d been living on the streets. A new start that had resulted in Lucy now living in George and Billy’s spare room, painting in their garage, and working at the local newsagent.
A life that should be more than satisfying after one too many nights on park benches or under bridges or just shivering on the sand and waiting for the sun to come up. So every time she felt that spark of jealousy, Lucy tamped it well down and did her best to ignore it.
“I’ve had friends before,” Ash complained. “I know when I’m being teased.”
“Ladies, play nice,” said George, finally sitting down at the table. “And why on earth do you need moral support?”
“We don’t, not really,” Pen said. “But Ash’s mother called this morning asking about the wedding again, so she’s in a snit.”
“I’m not in a snit,” Ash said. “I just want to make sure that everything’s… the way it’s supposed to be.”
“You’ve got the most simple wedding known to man planned,” Lucy put in, taking a slice of cold roast beef. “You literally have nothing left to plan. We all turn up, there’s some flowers, you get married, we all eat sandwiches and cake. I don’t think you can make things any less complicated.”
“It’s not how complicated things are,” Billy said slowly. “It’s how much it means to you that’s the problem.”
“Well, in our case, it’s my mother’s long, long experience with weddings that’s the problem,” Ash said. “Nine weddings of her own and she’s some kind of expert.”
“Yes, love, but this is going to be a one and only kind of wedding, so it’s best that we do it right,” said Pen, patting Ash’s arm again and making Lucy feel that spark of jealousy again.
“And you’re literally getting married for the tax break,” George threw in.
“And the honeymoon,” said Pen. “Don’t forget that.”
“I’m an accountant by trade,” said Ash. “There are several tax advantages to marriage, including—”
“No,” George said. “No accounting talk at the table. If you want to advise Billy on our taxes, you’re very welcome. But we won’t discuss such vile things over dinner.”
“Dinner? It’s only four o’clock,” Ash said.
“Which is dinner time if you’re a postman and have to be up at the crack of dawn,” said George, flashing an adoring look at Billy.
All this adoration. That was the problem. It wasn’t that Lucy begrudged her friends each other, it was more… More that she was lonely, she realized as she watched them. Surrounded by people who loved her, who laughed with her, and still lonely.
“Personally, I love eating dinner at four o’clock,” Pen said dreamily. “It means there’s plenty of time for snacks later. I’ve been working on one of those new Crookie things, you know, a mixture of croissant and cookie dough, and it’s incredible.”
“So what’s going to happen to the bakery when you’re on your honeymoon?” Lucy asked, feeling like she should take part in the conversation a little more rather than wallowing in her own misery at being lonely.
“I’m happening to it,” George said proudly.
Pen smiled at him calmly and then turned to Lucy. “Actually, I was going to ask you if you could help out a bit. Just when you’re not at the newsagents. There’ll be no fresh bakes, just heat up from frozen, so between the two of you it should all be fine.”
“Absolutely,” Lucy said, because she’d do anything for Pen. “You don’t even have to ask.”
“Are you both wearing dresses then?” George demanded.
The table devolved into wedding chatter and Lucy concentrated on eating and trying to be happy for everyone. She was happy for everyone. But that didn’t mean that she wasn’t a little jealous too.
By the time six o’clock rolled around, Pen and Ash had said their goodbyes, Billy was loading the dishwasher, and Lucy could take her glass of wine out into the little garden.
It was unseasonably hot, the sun still biting at her skin as she looked out over the sea, trying to examine why she wasn’t as happy as she really thought she should be.
“You alright out here?” George said, coming out with two steaming mugs. “Here.” He swapped the dregs of her wine for a hot cup of coffee. “Drink too much of the red stuff and you’ll be complaining of a headache all day tomorrow and that’s the last thing we need.”
She took the mug. “You don’t have to look after me.”
“Don’t I?” George asked, cocking his dark head. “’Cos it looks like someone should. You’ve a face like a wet weekend. What’s going on?”
Lucy sighed and sat down on the kitchen step, letting the soft breeze blow her hair back. “Just… Just being the third wheel is getting a bit old, I suppose.”
“Fifth wheel,” George said, coming to sit beside her. “You’re the fifth wheel.” He calmly considered the view. “Mind you, it has been a while since you’ve had any action.”
“George!”
“What? Your bedroom is across the hall from ours, it’s not like we wouldn’t know if you had a woman in, so to speak.”
“Fantastic. Things to remember if I ever hit on anyone ever again.” She sipped at her coffee. “Not that that seems likely anytime soon.”
“Ah, the dangers of living in a small town.” George nudged her with his shoulder. “Cheer up, Luce. Life isn’t that bad, is it?”
It wasn’t. She of all people should know that. She hadn’t exactly had the greatest life up until she moved to town. Now though, now things were going far better. She had money, a roof over her head, she was painting again.
“That canvas on the easel in the garage is pretty stunning,” George said, like he was reading her mind. “I peeked.”
“I told you not to.”
He shrugged. “It’s huge. I was curious. And anyway, it’s very good.”
“Let’s just hope it’s good enough.” She didn’t really want to think about it, didn’t want to jinx things.
“You’re more than good enough to… to do whatever this thing is.”
She grinned at him. “It’s a residency. They sort of, pay you to sit around and paint. It’s only for a few weeks, but it’d mean being in London, meeting some important people.”
“Sounds amazing.”
“Sounds competitive,” she said. “And I probably won’t get it. But there’s no harm in trying.”
“And why can’t you be so optimistic about your dating life?” George asked, nudging her again so that she almost spilled her coffee.
Lucy looked out over the cool blue sea. “I know, I know.”
“You’re only, what, twenty seven?”
“I know,” she said again. “But sitting around watching you and Billy and Pen and Ash being all loved up, it just… It rubs it in a bit, I suppose.”
George laughed. “Luce, give things some time. You can’t force them to happen.”
“Especially when there’s not a single person in town of the right age or sexuality.”
“Maybe you should be more fluid,” George said. “You know, consider dating a few men, just for practice. Or dogs. I hear they’re pretty loyal.”
“I might just buy some cats and move into a shack by the sea and live out my days alone,” Lucy said.
George snorted. “You’d be bored. Besides, there’s no need to move out of here. Billy and I love having you here and the rent really helps out with the bills. We’re not throwing you out or anything.”
She hooked her arm through his. “I know. Thank you. You two are amazing.”
“And we don’t mean to rub things in your face,” said George. “I’m trying to be restrained, I swear. It’s just that every time I see Billy’s sweet baby face I want to kiss it off.”
“He doesn’t have a baby face.”
“Does so,” said George. There was a crashing sound from the kitchen. George grimaced. “He also has butter fingers. I’d better go and make sure everything’s alright.”
“Go on then.”
“You going to stay out here and dwell on how miserable and lonely life is?”
Lucy sniffed and checked her watch. “For another three minutes or so?”
“Sounds like a plan,” said George, going back into the kitchen.
Life wasn’t that bad. She knew that, deep inside. The problem was that she didn’t know if she was willing to settle for ‘not that bad’ when she could have ‘crazy in love’ like everyone else she knew.
Not that there were any prospects on the horizon.
Still, she thought, stretching her legs out in the evening sun, the summer was young, and Tetherington got plenty of tourists. Just because she didn’t have anyone yet didn’t mean she wouldn’t have someone soon.
A girlfriend by the end of the summer. That didn’t seem too much to ask, did it?
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