

CHAPTER ONE

The sun was shining as Alison got into her car. It was one of those beautiful autumn days that make you glad to be alive. She took a deep breath of the fresh, cool air and smiled. It smelled different here, slightly salty. There was something about being so close to the sea that reminded her of holidays. She wondered if that would change, when she had been living here longer. She hoped not.

Before starting the car engine, she paused for a moment, looking once again at the house she called home, for the time being at least. Situated on the outskirts of town, it was a real chocolate-box cottage with its thatched roof and the promise of roses around the door in the summer. It had a log burner in the sitting room; she had felt cosy and warm the night before as she sat with Paws, her rescue cat, curled up asleep on her lap. Even though she’d been surrounded by cases and boxes that she had yet to unpack, it felt good to be away from London and the turmoil of the past few months. 

And now there was just excitement about what the future might hold. A new day, a new beginning.

She drove along the shore road on her way to work. It probably wasn’t the shortest route, particularly in the summer, but she had plenty of time before she was due at the hospital and she wanted to see the town at its best, take in the view that the tourists came for and that featured on a million postcards. She pulled over by the beach, got out of the car and stood by the sea wall looking across the bay to the town that was to be her new home. She could understand why it was so popular, with its sandy beaches and lively marina area surrounded by restaurants and bars. There were plenty of green spaces spread throughout the town, breaking up the rows of houses. It really was lovely. The sunlight was glittering on the water but there was a light, chilly wind. She shivered slightly and wrapped her coat tighter around her and trying to still the butterflies in her stomach, she took deep, calming, breaths of the salty air. 

It was unlike her to feel nervous, but she told herself it was only natural to be anxious about her first day as medical director at the local hospital. There was no doubt in her mind that it was going to be the biggest challenge of her life to turn things around and improve its CQC rating. She had come to help, but she knew she would be resented by some, the ones who didn’t want to change, didn’t think they were part of the problem – though they usually were. She wondered about the chief executive, who she had only met when she was interviewed by the board. Was he a strong enough leader to drive the sort of change that the hospital needed? She knew he had been there only two years, but in that time had not managed to improve the ratings. It was only natural that he was in a hurry to put things right now, before he was ousted by the board, like Alison’s predecessor already had been. No one had told her exactly why he had resigned suddenly, but there had been hints dropped during her interview about a clash of values, a disagreement over what needed to be done to improve the hospital. It had made sense and she had thought it a good sign that the chief executive had stood his ground and the board had backed him. They could work together, she thought, and do a good job. At least she hoped they could. 

With a final look at the town and the whitewashed villas – mostly B&Bs and small hotels rather than family homes that lined the sea front – she got back into her small car. 

Inside, away from the wind, she adjusted the rear-view mirror so that she could see herself and ran her fingers through her straight, shoulder-length blonde hair, checking it was tidy and that she was looking business-like and neat. She needed to make a good impression, not turn up looking like she had been in a force-ten gale. Satisfied, she started the car and drove the short distance on to the hospital. Her hope was that it would be possible to see the sea from her office, but she was pretty sure, located as it was at the back of town, the hospital would be too far inland. From the roof perhaps? 

She parked her car in the staff car park and left a handwritten note on the windscreen – giving her name and letting the parking staff know who she was should suffice. She didn’t want to get a parking ticket on her first day, that wouldn’t be a good omen at all! Grabbing her bag and locking the car, she made her way towards the hospital, a mish-mash of the original building, which was a decidedly ugly tower block from the 1960s, and some more modern additions connected by a number of covered walkways.

It would take time before she would be able to confidently navigate her way around the place, but she had taken a look at the map on their website the night before, and she had a pretty good idea of where to find the main administrative offices where she was to report to the chief executive, Brian Hargreaves. At her interview she’d thought that he seemed nice enough, but nice wasn’t what she needed if she was going to turn the hospital around in a short space of time, so she hoped he could be tough as well. She was looking forward to when she could get actually stuck in, because she knew that the morning was bound to be spent doing mundane things like getting her ID badge sorted, meeting people and being shown her office. It would be a while before she could get on with her real job.

As she went towards the main entrance, she noticed how tired and lacklustre the exterior of the hospital seemed. There were weeds growing in the flower beds either side of the path up to the door and the whole building could do with a lick of paint. She had read the CQC report saying that the hospital was ‘in need of improvement’, but she hadn’t thought they meant the structure. Perhaps that’s what happened when morale was low, no one could even be bothered to keep the place neat and tidy. There would be time to address that over the next few months; it might not be important to have a neat and tidy garden, but it gave a bad impression before the public had even got through the front doors. It was then that she noticed the cigarette ends scattered on the ground on either side of the entrance, right next to the No Smoking signs. That would have to be cleared up straight away, she couldn’t possibly let it wait. She would have a word with the staff on reception to make sure this practice was nipped in the bud.

She put a smile on her face, not wanting to come across too grumpy so early on, and walked across the reception area to an empty desk with a sign saying ‘We’re here to help you’ – but clearly only when they could be bothered to be there. Smile slipping, she waited a moment or two, but when there was still no sign of anyone coming to help, she continued walking, trying to recall the layout of the building. She made her way to the lifts, head held high and a look of steely determination on her face.

She was left regretting this decision when, having finally managed to rouse someone to let her into the section of the hospital where all the administration staff worked, she found she was not even expected and Brian Hargreaves was away at a conference. Treating it as further evidence that she was needed, that she could really do something to help this hospital improve, she had merely smiled and asked to meet his deputy and the chief nurse.

‘And can you let HR know I’m here? It makes sense to get ID badges and such like underway, er, Ms …?’ Alison looked pointedly at the elderly administrator’s name badge which was hanging from a lanyard round her neck but had twisted so that her name and title were not visible.

‘Oh … Doyle, Mary Doyle,’ the woman answered, straightening the badge which lay on her ample, twinset-covered bosom. ‘I’m Mr Hargreaves’ PA.’

‘Good morning, Mary, I’m very pleased to meet you,’ Alison said with a friendly smile, trying not to look at the thick pink lipstick that had seeped into the wrinkles around the woman’s mouth.

‘Yes, of course. I’m so sorry, Dr Wilson. If I’d known you were arriving today …’ She sat there, looking flustered, touching her tightly curled grey hair as Alison waited expectantly. She wondered why the woman hadn’t retired, she was certainly old enough to have done so.

‘Could you show me where my office is, Mary?’ she finally said when it became clear the woman wasn’t going to do anything without being given clear instructions. ‘Is it all right if I call you Mary, or would you prefer Mrs Doyle?’ Alison tried to see if she was wearing a ring, but couldn’t see one.

‘Oh, Mary’s fine, just fine. I’m not married.’ She finally stood up and, grabbing a key card from the top drawer of her desk, led the way out of reception and into the corridor. ‘Follow me,’ she instructed Alison and led the way along to a door labelled: Dr Richard Atkinson, Medical Director.

‘I’m sorry, we haven’t …’ Mary once again didn’t finish her sentence before opening the door and showing Alison into an office which was little more than a store cupboard. It looked as though her predecessor had merely grabbed his personal belongings when he left, there were files and papers everywhere she looked. 

There was no way she was going to hit the ground running. Perhaps it was good that she had arrived a week earlier than they were expecting her, it would take her that long to straighten out her office! 

Once Mary had left, Alison made a start on the pile of papers balanced precariously in the tray marked urgent. She moved a waste bin next to the desk so that anything out of date could be filed there and she could ask Mary to shred it later. The other papers she put into two piles, those that needed to be dealt with now and those that could wait until later. She was still only about halfway down the pile when there was a knock at the door.

‘Come in!’ she called out. The door opened and a woman poked her head around the door.

‘Hi, I’m Eliza, Chief Nurse. Mary gave me a call, may I come in?’

‘Of course,’ Alison replied. ‘Sorry about the mess.’ She indicated the piles of paper surrounding her. 

There was a pause as Eliza picked something up from the chair just outside the office door and then backed into the room.

‘I come bearing gifts,’ she said as she looked around for somewhere to put down the tray she was holding. Alison quickly cleared a space on the desk by simply dumping a pile of files on the floor. The tray had two cups, a cafetière of steaming coffee, a milk jug and biscuits. None of the crockery matched, but it was a welcome sight all the same.

‘I’ll leave if you want some time to get yourself sorted,’ Eliza said as she eyed the disorganisation around her.

‘No, no, it looks worse than it is, I’m sure.’ Alison didn’t sound all that sure, but the coffee and a chance to speak to someone from senior management was an opportunity not to be missed. ‘Have a seat, please. Thank you for coming up and for bringing much-needed coffee.’

As Eliza moved a chair over to the desk and then busied herself pouring coffee, Alison took the opportunity to take a good long look at the chief nurse, her right-hand woman in the job of improving clinical practices at the establishment. Like Alison, Eliza must have been in her mid-to-late forties, but with her short hair in a pixie cut and a small, lithe body, she could pass for much younger, even though her dark hair was streaked with grey. She had an attractive face, despite wearing no make-up, and an infectious smile. In fact, it was more of a cheeky grin, and Alison felt immediately that this was a woman she could work with, could even be friends with. She began to relax.

‘I’m sorry there was a mix-up with your start date,’ Eliza said once they were settled with coffee in front of them. ‘To be honest, Mary could do with a hand, she sometimes struggles a bit. Do you mind if I …?’ Eliza indicated the biscuit plate.

‘No, of course not.’ Alison declined to have one herself, and watched as Eliza helped herself to two. ‘I did wonder as she seemed a little confused about, well, everything. She’s Brian Hargreaves’ PA?’

‘That’s what she likes to be called, but really she’s shared across the senior team. Been here since the year dot, way before I came along,’ Eliza explained between mouthfuls. ‘I think retirement would kill her.’ 

As a warning shot, this was a very gentle one. Letting Alison know that she would meet resistance if she tried to oust Mary, even if she proved to be completely senile.

‘I rather think that’s up to the chief executive as she’s his PA and I see no reason to interfere.’ Alison was letting her colleague know that she was not going to do anything, for now anyway. ‘To be honest, I was rather hoping to have an office on the stroke ward rather than here, as that will be my clinical working area. Do you think that will be possible?’

Eliza hesitated before replying. ‘Dr Carrick has his office there. He is … was head of the Stroke Unit and much as you are senior to him in the hospital hierarchy, I’m not sure he’s quite ready to hand over his kingdom just yet.’

Alison knew that it was going to be hard on him, having a stroke consultant from London parachuted in above him, but the poor results from his service was part of the reason she had been appointed. She was going to have to tread very carefully.

‘Of course, I won’t rush in,’ she said reassuringly, but inwardly wondered if that was exactly what she should do. Dr Carrick might leave if she did, but better that than have him hanging around organising resistance to any changes she might need to make. ‘I will be doing some clinical sessions in stroke, and I may want to change some things.’ There was no may about it, if she was honest. ‘But I’ll try and be as gentle as I can.’ She hoped that Eliza would believe her.

‘What made you come to St Margaret’s?’ Eliza asked. ‘I mean, there’s such a shortage of stroke consultants, you could have gone anywhere. Stayed in London, even.’

It was a good question and one she had been asked by friends, colleagues, not to mention the board when she was interviewed for the post.

‘The challenge,’ she gave her stock answer. ‘The feeling that I could do some real good here, not just coast along, having an easy life.’ She didn’t mention the word escape, or that she was desperate for a way out from her life in the city, not even to herself. ‘That, and I have always loved the seaside. Good enough reasons?’ She smiled, hoping to take any unintended sting out of her words.

‘Absolutely.’ Eliza stood and picked up the coffee tray. ‘Right, are you ready to face the world? I’ve alerted HR so they are poised and ready to take your photo and get your pass organised. IT will be here at eleven o’clock to get your laptop set up, they have a morning meeting until then and heaven forbid we should interrupt that, so we have time for the full guided tour beforehand, if you’re up for it?’

For the first time that morning, Alison felt a sense of relief. She could do this; with this energetic, efficient woman beside her, she could turn this hospital round, no matter how bad things seemed at the moment. She could make a difference, and find herself and a measure of peace while she did so.

‘Yes,’ she replied with a smile. ‘I am definitely up for it.’




CHAPTER TWO

Her tour of the hospital with the chief nurse had given her several ideas of where she should start and the stroke ward was undoubtedly one, along with the emergency department. She felt sure that a certain amount of reorganisation in those two areas would bring the ratings up. Dr Carrick, the stroke consultant had not been on the unit when Eliza took her there. The ward sister, Joyce Fletcher, a plain, no-nonsense sort of woman in her fifties, explained that he was busy in outpatients when she was introduced. Alison knew she would have to work hard to get Joyce’s support because she was one of Dr Carrick’s greatest fans, according to Eliza. Alison was glad that the nurse had warned her as they walked onto the ward, because she knew that getting the sister onside was vital if she was going to successfully make any changes to their current practices, and she was pretty sure she was going to need to do that. Alison did her best to be friendly, listening carefully as the sister and Eliza exchanged greetings. 

‘Perhaps you could show me around the ward, Joyce?’ Alison smiled at her, hoping the sister hadn’t noticed her wrinkle her nose at the smell of cigarettes that wafted around her. ‘Introduce me to people? Talk me through your patient pathways? If you have time.’ 

‘Of course, Dr Wilson,’ Joyce replied. ‘I’m sure I can make the time.’ Her quick look around the ward suggested otherwise. 

‘I’ll leave you in Joyce’s capable hands then,’ Eliza said, before she left. 

As they walked around the ward, with Joyce pointing things and people out, Alison got to know more about her. Joyce was single. Not ready for retirement, or ‘to be put out to grass’ as she put it just yet. There was no doubting her enthusiasm or her dedication to caring for her patients, but Alison was getting a feel for where she would need to make changes.

‘And this is Mrs Rossi.’ Joyce stopped at the bedside of a woman in her sixties, who Alison would describe as ‘ample’, if she were being kind, sitting in a chair next to her bed. She was dressed in a hospital gown, with a pink towelling robe over the top, and a pair of sturdy pink slippers on her feet. 

‘Good morning,’ Alison said to the patient, trying to ignore the Tupperware containers stacked on her locker. There were some Italian pastries visible in the open foil container on the table in front of Mrs Rossi, and a lot of crumbs suggesting she had eaten some already.

‘Good morning, darling,’ Mrs Rossi said to Alison and Joyce. ‘Here, would you like one?’ She held out the container. Alison recognised cannoli but there were other pastries in the box that she couldn’t name. 

‘That’s kind of you, but not for me, thank you,’ Alison said.

‘They are homemade, by my daughter, she is a very good cook.’ Mrs Rossi was not going to make it easy for her to refuse.

‘I’m sure she’s a wonderful cook but I’ve already had breakfast,’ Alison explained, ‘and I need to finish my tour.’ 

‘She’s the best. Here, sister, you take them for the nurses’ coffee break,’ the woman insisted and after putting the lid on the container, handed it to Joyce. 

‘The Rossi family run the ice cream shop on the front,’ Joyce said as an aside as they continued the tour of the ward. ‘And a few of the vans you see around the town, as well. Lovely ice cream,’ she added.

‘I can believe it,’ Alison answered, the pastries had certainly looked delicious. 

Alison felt exhausted as she pulled up outside her cottage after what had been a very strange day. Suddenly, she wondered if it wouldn’t be better to live closer to the hospital, so that she didn’t have to drive at all after a long day, but she knew the importance of creating a bit of space between work and home life. After all, that was one of the reasons she had moved here.

As she opened the door to the cottage, Paws, her sleek grey cat, appeared and wound himself around her legs – a trip hazard if ever there was one, but it was nice to be welcomed home, even if she knew it was just cupboard love.

Once Paws had been fed, Alison opened the refrigerator, hoping something in there would strike her as appetising enough to be worth the effort of cooking. She hadn’t yet unpacked all her cooking utensils – that was a job for the weekend – so she couldn’t tackle anything that required too much preparation. There was a ready-made salad and some microwave meals none of which tempted her, if she was honest, but she settled on a pasta dish, knowing that she needed to eat something. She had only found time to grab a quick sandwich at lunchtime, and she thought longingly about the pastries that Mrs Rossi had offered her. Perhaps she should have sneaked some to eat at home. With a shake of her head, she looked at the bottle of chilled Cabernet Sauvignon, ready and waiting. She hesitated before taking it out, but if she didn’t deserve a glass of wine today, then she never would.

She put her meal in the microwave and took her wine through to the sitting room. Although it was late September, it wasn’t yet cold enough to need the heating on, let alone light the log burner, but it was still a room that made her feel warm and cosy. She put her wine down on a side table next to the sofa and switched on the lamp before sitting down and pulling her laptop case towards her. She had downloaded the most recent metrics and wanted to look over them again. 

She smiled as she thought about the chief nurse, Eliza. She was so glad that at least one person at the hospital seemed to be on her side and up for the challenge of improving the hospital. Alison had no illusions, her stay at St Margaret’s would be short-lived if she didn’t manage to do the job she had been expressly brought in to achieve.

She stretched out on the sofa, and having finished his dinner Paws jumped up on her lap, purring. She was asleep before the microwave pinged.




CHAPTER THREE

‘Dr Wilson, I’m so sorry I wasn’t here to greet you when you arrived.’ 

Alison had no difficulty recognising the man who strode across the room with his hand outstretched as the chief executive of the hospital trust, Brian Hargreaves, even though it had been several months since she had been interviewed. In his fifties, slim and silver-haired, he came across as competent and friendly, but Alison was reassured that he also looked as if he could be ruthless when needed.

‘And this is my deputy, Jonathan Selby, I’m not sure …’ He turned to his deputy, who also came forward with a smile and his hand outstretched. He was young, handsome and well turned out, without a hair out of place, every inch the ambitious young executive. 

‘No, we just managed to miss each other last week,’ he said. 

Alison decided to play nice; she was well aware that Selby had deliberately ignored her repeated efforts to talk to him over the previous week. 

‘How are you settling in?’ Selby asked her.

‘Just fine, thank you. I’ve sorted out the office, got myself up and running with IT and HR.’ No thanks to you; the subtle subtext was there. ‘Mary is trying to organise meetings with all the heads of department and Eliza has been a great help, taking me round and getting me orientated.’ 

‘Great, great.’ Selby’s smile never wavered; it seemed implied criticism was like water off a duck’s back to him. ‘And how about at home? House sorted? Is your husband moving down here to join you?’

‘Everything’s fine, thank you.’ She was quite sure he was aware that she was recently divorced and chose to ignore that part of his question. She turned to Hargreaves. ‘I’m working on an action plan that I’d like to go through with you at some point.’

He nodded his approval.

‘You’ve hit the ground running, I see. That’s good. Let’s get Mary to put a meeting in the diary, sometime later this week, is that all right?’

She agreed and allowed herself to be ushered towards the door, smiling to herself at the look of discomfort on Selby’s face. He certainly didn’t like the fact that she had hit the ground running, that was for sure.

As she returned to her office, Alison walked past Mary and stopped to ask her to schedule the meeting that Hargreaves had suggested.

‘Good morning, Mary,’ she said, aware that Mary seemed flustered, but equally aware that this wasn’t unusual. There was the clunk of a door closing behind her and Alison turned to look down the corridor, surprised to see that there was no one there.

‘It’s just the wind,’ Mary told her quickly.

Alison didn’t think that was the case. She couldn’t help notice that the chair next to Mary’s desk was slightly askew and that there were two cups of tea, both half-empty, on her desk, but only one had traces of her bright pink lipstick on the rim. Still, if Mary chose to lie about her visitors, it wasn’t really anything to do with Alison.

‘Brian asked if you would set up a meeting between us for later in the week, Mary,’ she said.

‘I’ll set it up and put it in your diary, Dr Wilson,’ Mary said, more calmly. ‘And I arranged some meetings with the department heads, but you seem to have cancelled them.’ 

‘Well, if you could rearrange them?’ Alison asked patiently; she certainly hadn’t cancelled any meetings, but she was beginning to learn that Mary wasn’t the most reliable secretary and made a mental note to check that they were indeed arranged. 

Back in the tiny room that served as her office, Alison was irritated to see that she still didn’t have a label for the door. She had removed Dr Atkinson’s name plate the first day she was there but had hoped it would not take long for her own name to be up there, certainly not as long as this. She would mention it to Mary, again. Meanwhile, she wrote Dr Alison Wilson, Medical Director on a piece of paper and taped it to the door. It would have to do for the time being.

The office was unrecognisable from the room she had walked into on her first day at the hospital. The paperwork that had covered every surface was now mainly gone. What little she couldn’t store on the hospital’s secure electronic system was all filed away, organised so that she knew exactly where to find it. She had moved the desk round so that it was sideways on to the door and her back was to the filing cabinets rather than the window. Being able to see outside was important to her, even if it wasn’t much of a view, across the car park and out to the main road – but she could see the sky and sometimes she needed that more than being able to see anyone walking along the corridor, as Dr Atkinson had clearly wanted. She could imagine him sitting behind his desk, with the office door open, keeping track of the comings and goings of all the other senior staff. She was building up a picture in her mind of the man she had replaced but had no idea if it was a true one or not. 

As she looked around her tiny office, she thought back to what had been, what she had lost when she moved to this small provincial hospital by the sea. At the time, the losses had seemed so big that they were insurmountable, but maybe, just maybe, she could resurrect her old life, or build a new one here, by the sea.

The new bitch is interfering in the running of the hospital, interfering way too much for my liking. She is asking questions, wanting to know about every department, actually listening to what she is told. Some people are being far too quick to tell her what they think is wrong with the place and she is even asking for ideas on how to change things. I can’t let that happen, can I? She is a nuisance and one way or another she has to go. I have an idea about how to do it. There is a tension, an uncertainty, a brittleness about her that tells me that there’s something not quite so perfect about her past. Something that has gone wrong. Personal or professional? I don’t know. Does it matter? Not at all, I just need to find it, find her weak spot, that place where I can undermine her, apply pressure and watch her implode. She won’t stay here long, I will see to that and I will enjoy doing it. 




CHAPTER FOUR

The stroke unit, her ward, was the place where Alison always felt she belonged. When work was hard, or her home life was falling apart, the stroke unit was where Alison would go to think things through as she worked, reassuring and helping her patients. She was sitting in Dr Carrick’s office on the ward, having what she had referred to as a strategy meeting and he had called a coffee morning; he certainly seemed to have allocated the same amount of importance to it as one. A small, neat and precise man in his fifties, Alison had taken an instant dislike to him, but was doing her best not to show it.

‘If you look at the metrics,’ Alison started, holding out the chart she had prepared for him, but he waved the paper away.

‘For me, it’s about the patient experience and their long-term prospects, not about numbers on a page.’

‘Yes, but these numbers reflect the patient’s long-term—’

‘Now what we need is more therapists,’ he interrupted, talking over her as if her thoughts were not relevant, ‘and that would undoubtedly help your metrics.’

‘I absolutely agree,’ she replied and got a startled look from him. ‘I have put forward a business plan to increase therapists and I’m hopeful that it will be approved at the next board meeting.’

‘That’s good.’ He nodded and took a biscuit from the plate in front of him, nibbling at it thoughtfully. ‘A good start, anyway.’

Alison began to think that she was winning him round, by conceding that he was right about this area. She knew he had been complaining about lack of therapy time since before she arrived.

‘But we do also need to look at the other measures – the time it takes to get through the emergency department and have a CT scan, for instance.’

He went to interrupt but she held up her hand to stop him.

‘I’m working with the consultant and the ambulance service to get them to pre-alert so that a member of the stroke team can be there, at the door, waiting for any potential stroke patients to make sure they go on the fast pathway and get their clot-busting drugs as quickly as possible.’

‘Impossible!’ he almost shouted and banged his coffee cup down so hard, Alison worried it might break. ‘I can’t have senior members of the team leaving the ward to hang around A&E. Not unless you increase the number of staff we have on duty. We need them here, not swanning round the hospital checking out every patient the ambulance service think might possibly have had a stroke. They’d end up having to sort out all sorts of things that have nothing to do with this unit. Migraines, confusion, dementia and we’d lose them from the ward all day.’ He jabbed a finger at her to emphasise his words.

‘Perhaps if—’ but he never let her finish her suggestion that an extra member of staff should be recruited for each shift so that it wouldn’t bring their numbers down.

Instead, he stormed out of the room, muttering, ‘Absolutely ridiculous!’

Alison took a deep breath and rubbed gently at a spot on her temple that might well be a migraine developing, she thought.

It wasn’t just on the stroke ward that Alison was facing opposition to her plans. The A&E consultant was scathing about trying her plan to meet the stroke pathway needs. To be fair, he had much more pressing worries about his own four-hour wait target, which he was failing. He told her he was happy to listen to her plans to use someone from the stroke team to help speed patients through the department to scanning, just so long as she didn’t expect him to free up any of his staff, because, just as Dr Carrick had told her, he didn’t have anyone spare.

And, as she had suspected, she wouldn’t get the support she needed from Jonathan Selby, who was much more interested in making sure he was the chief executive’s blue-eyed boy. To top it all, every time she went back to her office, the name plate on her door, albeit only the hand-written one she had taped there, had always fallen off. It didn’t seem to matter how securely she fixed it, somehow it was always on the floor when she came back. She suspected someone was doing it deliberately, but complaining about it would just make her look paranoid. So, she contented herself with asking Mary Doyle, once more, to see what had happened to the permanent one that had been ordered.

Her working day seemed to be one long round of battles, or skirmishes, she supposed they would be better described as. She didn’t even feel as if home was the haven she that had hoped for. Yes, it was a lovely cottage, and yes, there was always Paws to keep her company, but she hadn’t exchanged more than a handful of words with her neighbours or the people who ran the local shop/post office. She really needed to make more of an effort to make friends or at least acquaintances locally if she was going to stay. A big if. She had seen this post merely as a way back to her upwardly mobile career. Sort out St Margaret’s and maybe, just maybe, one of the big London hospital trusts would be interested in offering her a post, but if she left having failed, that would be it. No one would touch her, not after what had happened before. She had to make it work, she had to succeed. Failure was just not acceptable to her. 

Closing her laptop, she decided to go home. She might have more success there.

Deciding that she really needed to make an effort to get to know the local area, she thought it would be a good idea to stop at the local convenience store before she went home and maybe pick up some cat treats for Paws to placate him for being out so late. 

‘Hi,’ Alison said as she entered the shop, giving the lady behind the counter a smile.

‘Good evening,’ she replied, busily rearranging the display of sweets.

Alison picked up a basket and wandered round the shop. She didn’t really need anything but she wandered round the shelves, picking up a couple of things, some cat treats for Paws, a tin of salmon and a packet of biscuits she could take to the stroke ward for the nurses’ tea breaks, bribery being one of the more effective tools to get them onside. The shelves were packed solid with a vast array of different stock lines, and where shelf space had been insufficient, crates of bottled water and stacks of cereal packets reduced the aisle space still further. She took her basket to the checkout.

‘Are you new round here?’ the lady asked as she rang the items through the till.

‘Yes, very new.’

‘Well, welcome to Wayleigh. My name’s Jenny.’ 

‘Thank you, my name’s Alison.’

‘What brings you down here?’ Jenny looked at the total on the till. ‘That will be five pounds ninety. Cash or card?’

‘Card.’ Alison held out her card and paid for her shopping. ‘I’m working at the hospital.’

‘Lovely.’ Jenny smiled. ‘If you need anything ordered in, or delivered, just let me know, so long as you’re local, that is.’

‘Thank you, yes. Very local. Just around the corner in fact, Glebe Cottage, such a lovely home.’ Alison smiled at the woman and turned to leave. Was it her imagination or did Jenny’s smile disappear when she said she was renting Glebe Cottage? Deciding that she must have imagined it, she carried her shopping bag outside to her car.

A man was standing on the pavement, watching the door as if he had been waiting for her to leave, but he turned away from her when she came out. There was something furtive about the way he did so, which made Alison look harder at the man. He was spare and stooped, in his sixties, she guessed, and dressed in what were clearly once smart clothes but now looked unwashed and uncared for, trousers sagging and grubby, his dress shirt frayed at the collar. Alison wondered if he was a local down-and-out, or just a lonely old man, but he hurried away as soon as he realised she was looking at him. 

‘Going to the shop was a good thing to do,’ she told Paws later, as he licked salmon from his paws and purred deeply. He clearly agreed. He would be happy living on tinned salmon every day. ‘It’s good to try and get to know the people round here if I’m going to stay.’

She was still a little unsettled by the look on Jenny’s face when she told her she lived in Glebe Cottage, and also by the man who had been hanging around outside the shop and, for a moment, a thought crossed her mind that perhaps she might be better off not getting to know the locals. 

‘But that’s just me being silly and letting my imagination run away with me,’ she told Paws, wondering if she really ought to be talking to a cat. She looked around the room. It looked much more like home now, even though it wasn’t her furniture and some of it, she might not have bought if it had been her choice, but the house itself was perfect.

‘I’ll get a couple of rugs, and some throws,’ she told Paws, having decided that it was probably quite normal even though he didn’t seem to be very interested in her plans. ‘They would cover up the stained carpet and the worst of the chintz chair covers.’ She looked around the sitting room, thinking that an extra lamp in a dark corner would brighten the place as well. ‘And maybe, if I decide to stay at St Margaret’s, I could see if the landlord was willing to sell me this house, and then we could really make it our home.’ She looked at Paws, but he just carried on trying to get the last remnants of salmon off his whiskers. 

‘Now, I’m going to take a good look at the garden. Coming?’

Dusk was just beginning to fall as she went out through the back door to the small lawn which was surrounded by flower beds. Everything looked a bit straggly, and there were lots of dead flowers on the rose bushes. Autumn was here and the summer long gone. In London, she and Ed had lived in a townhouse with nothing but a small patio garden furnished with a few pots containing evergreen plants that needed little or no care, but still seemed to die and need replacing on a regular basis. There was little change from one season to the next and gardening was not something she was used to having to do, and anyway, Alison hadn’t brought any gardening equipment with her. She went in search of any her landlord might have left and found a few bits and pieces in the shed, using the torch on her phone as what little light was left was effectively stopped by the grime on the windows. Armed with a pair of rusty secateurs, she set about dead-heading some of the roses near the house where the light spilling out from the kitchen windows helped her see what needed to be done. It would be good to get some garden lights and she might need to find out about a local gardener who could help her keep things tidy. Maybe she could put a notice up in the shop? She would ask Jenny if that was okay next time she went in.

She found it incredibly peaceful, soothing even, as she pottered about the garden as the last of the evening light disappeared. Paws even ventured out to join her, finding a warm spot on the patio to curl up and snooze. She stood and listened. There was so little noise, just an occasional car passing or a child crying to break the silence. London was never this quiet. She wondered if things would have been different if she and Ed had had children. Would they still be together? She doubted it. Children didn’t stop men having affairs, they just made divorces more complex. She only had to look at the papers, or listen to her friends to know that. 

Friends. She didn’t have many, but the few she did have, she treasured. She made sure she was there for them when they needed her, made sure she didn’t hurt them. It was a shame the same couldn’t be said about them. Her best friend had always been Ed, her husband. 

‘Ouch!’ Paws looked up as she pulled the thorn from her finger and sucked the drop of blood that appeared. At her feet lay several perfectly good blooms that she had dead-headed while her mind was elsewhere. Perhaps gardening wasn’t such a good idea after all. It was too dark anyway, and there was a chill in the air. She wondered what her predecessor had done to relax when he wasn’t




AUTHOR’S NOTE

Having worked in the NHS for many, many years, I have experienced the different pressures of A&E, midwifery, practice nursing and even managing clinical networks across large regions. I have worked part time, full time, and been able to mould my working life around bringing up children, writing for television and moving around the country when my husband changed jobs; the NHS always adapted around me and my needs as an employee. I would like to say I have loved every minute, but of course I haven’t. There have been moments when I wanted more than anything to do something more normal, less stressful, less sad, and there have been other times when I have believed it to be the best place to work in the world.

Every day we seem to read about some new calamity, some new failure: patients left to die alone in corridors, ambulances that don’t arrive, the vulnerable being mistreated in care facilities, but in all my time in the NHS I have never met anyone working there who didn’t want to do good, to help people, who didn’t care. Are doctors, nurses and carers really harming their patients deliberately? Most definitely not. In fact, the cases of deliberate harm are few and far between; what seems more common are mistakes, and as pressure increases from sheer numbers of patients or some new bureaucratic demand, the mistakes get more frequent and bigger. 

This book is a work of fiction, and I am not in any way suggesting the events in it have happened and I hope that they would never do so. I know that around the world there have been a number of well-publicised events where health care workers have turned to murder – we can never forget Shipman, nor should we, but I cannot believe there are many like him, and I certainly hope there are not. I want to reassure readers that I have certainly never come across anyone that evil myself.

Whenever I have been seen as a patient, I can honestly say that everyone involved has treated me with respect and care and done their utmost to help me. Whether they were nurses, doctors, ambulance personnel or cleaners, they still all wanted to help to the best of their ability. They cared and they cared for me, sometimes under incredibly difficult circumstances. And I am very grateful. The food, however, can be pretty horrendous – so if you are going to be a patient in the NHS anytime soon, I would recommend you take a packet of biscuits with you. And a good book!
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