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      Anna sprinted through the abbey gate and onto the main road through the village of Nunswick. She had planned out her lunch break meticulously between her two tours that morning.

      A glance at her watch told her she had fifty-eight minutes left. Bang on time.

      Passing the grand abbey house that lay beside the entrance to Nunswick Abbey, she joined the high street, stepping into the road to avoid a meandering, elderly pedestrian.

      Her dad’s doctor’s appointment was in thirteen minutes. She’d given him strict instructions that morning to be ready for her arrival. He wasn’t exactly known for his reliability, so she’d factored in a contingency to be safe.

      An unwelcome pain kicked her in the abdomen. A stitch. Despite her best efforts to ignore it, she knew she’d have to take a breather, potentially throwing out her whole schedule. She made a mental note to knock twenty percent off her contingency time.

      Slowing to a stop, she regained her breath, blaming the years spent behind a desk in the city for her pathetic level of fitness. Eyeing her garden gate down the road, it mocked her weakness. Pulling herself up straight, she forced herself towards it.

      Another check of her watch told her that her dad would need to be ready to go. She pushed the gate open and almost crashed into the front door of the cottage. As she scrambled with her key in the lock, the door opened. Her father greeted her, still in his slippers and cardigan.

      “Dad, what did I tell you? I needed you to be ready,” Anna said between panting breaths.

      “Sorry, love, I must have lost track of time,” he mumbled, looking around for his shoes.

      “Two minutes, Dad,” she barked as she made her way into the small sitting room.

      “I was watching Escape to the Country. Lovely couple. Didn’t buy any of them, though.”

      Anna placed her hands on his shoulder and made eye contact with him. “That’s great, Dad. I’m glad you enjoyed it, but…” She tapped at her watch.

      “Oh, sorry, love. I know, you’re on your lunch break. Have you had anything to eat? I could make you a sandwich,” he said, shuffling towards the kitchen.

      “I won’t have time and I told you not to touch anything sharp in the kitchen, remember?”

      “Oh yes, of course.” He held up his shaking hands and moved them around in circles.

      “Stop with the silliness, Dad. We need to go now.” She breathed heavily, trying to push away the knot she could feel twisting in her stomach. Planning the schedule had kept her mind off the fact that they’d be getting news on her dad’s health today. Now that was slipping, she could feel the protective wall she’d built around her crumbling.

      “Have you been to the toilet recently?” Anna continued, trying to refocus on the task at hand.

      “Oh, yes, I think so,” he replied, with the look of someone who was clearly trying to recall the last time they went, remembering a time they did and then trying to work out if that was a memory from today or another day.

      Anna guided him to his chair. As she put his shoes on, she reminded herself that she still needed to buy him some Velcro ones that he could put on himself.

      During the seven weeks since she’d moved home, she’d realised that, with his increasingly shaky hands, laces were a difficulty for him. He’d initially put up a fight against her helping him but gave in when he tripped over a lace that had come undone.

      As she knelt in front of her dad and finished tying his lace, she blinked away warm tears that were stinging her eyes. It always took her back to when she would sit on the bottom step of the stairs as a little girl and watch with fascination as her mum or dad tied her shoes.

      She tied them far more efficiently than she had the first time; that had been a strange experience. Not just the physical tying of the laces effectively in reverse to what she was used to but the reversed roles; she was now the parent.

      With shoes on, he was ready to take the slow walk over to the doctor’s surgery. That element of the job could not be rushed, and she had to walk at his speed. With every short step, though, she fought the urge to lift his small frame and carry him over the road.

      They arrived at the surgery with one minute to spare. Anna almost gave herself a celebratory slap on the back but reminded herself that, unless she was back at work on the hour, there was no praise to be had. With timing in doctor’s surgeries a law unto itself, everything was still left to play for.

      Anna left her father to find a seat whilst she queued at reception. It was a stark contrast to her previous surgery in the city where you acknowledged your arrival on a touch screen. She used the moment to try and calm her nerves, taking deep breaths in and muted breaths out for fear of upsetting the person in front of her.

      It had been on a visit four months ago that she realised her dad’s health wasn’t what it had been. He had markedly slowed down, beyond what ageing would do to a healthy person. His speech, thoughts, and movements had changed, and a shaking in his hand had confirmed her suspicions that, neurologically, all was not well. She had chastised herself for not visiting more often. Life had taken over as it always seemed to.

      Her girlfriend at the time, Jessica, hated the countryside and spent most evenings clubbing. There wasn’t a club within fifty miles of Nunswick, and the village only had one pub, which was frequented by the over-fifties. Jessica was a few years younger than herself, and Anna couldn’t blame her for holding on to her youth, but she had found herself struggling to keep up with her.

      Following the realisation that she would need to be in Nunswick more regularly, if not full time, Anna decided that there was no future for them beyond the city. She packed in her much-loved job as a researcher at the National Archives, broke up with Jessica, and moved back home. She chalked the break-up up to experience and decided if she would date again, she would need someone older and wiser, ideally more on her level.

      Reaching the front of the queue, a snooty receptionist informed her that the doctor was running about ten minutes behind. She looked at her watch. There goes the contingency. The receptionist looked around her to the next patient in what looked like an attempt to shoo her away.

      Anna huffed loudly and scanned the waiting room for her dad.

      “Ten-minute wait, Dad,” she said, collapsing into the seat beside him. She placed a careful hand over his twitching ones.

      “I didn’t have to wait last time, but she’s such a lovely doctor, you’d wait forever and a day.” He grinned. “She’s what we would have called glamorous in our day, you young’uns would call her ‘hot’.”

      “Dad!” Anna turned to look at him.

      “What? I’m a red-blooded male as much as the next man,” he chuckled.

      The man sitting beside him grinned, as if in agreement with what he had overheard.

      Anna examined the waiting room. This is what it looks like sitting in God’s waiting room. Four men were sat with their noses in magazines, and all looked over the age of eighty. They would have been in their sixties when she left Nunswick twenty-odd years ago; a time when they would have been retiring and playing golf at the local course followed by a tipple after the eighteenth hole. Now they all sat, waiting for the call from above. She shuddered at the thought of what her own future looked like.

      She couldn’t imagine willingly picking up a copy of Good Housekeeping or Woman’s Own like half the patients there. They were no doubt fighting to get that week’s copy, having read the previous week’s when they’d been in for their endless string of appointments.

      Having the time to read them was another thing altogether; reading was a luxury not afforded to Anna since she’d moved home. As a researcher, she had spent all day with her head in one book or another, often just skimming for particular words, but she got the gist from what she did read and picked up a lot of knowledge along the way. She couldn’t help but smile at those simpler times.

      The only reading she had managed recently was The Tour Guider’s Handbook, given to her by the abbey when she first started. A handbook it was not. It was only named as such because someone had scribbled it at the top of the front page in marker pen. It comprised a few photocopied sheets from a book published in the 1930s about the history of the abbey.

      During her interview at the abbey, the trustees had explained that Abbey House, the neighbouring property, once included the ruins of the abbey and its land. The developers who purchased it renovated Abbey House and divided it from the abbey, selling them as two separate properties. The trustees had been after the abbey itself for years, unfortunately the price was always too high as it had always included Abbey House.

      After having read the few pages from which she had been expected to create a tour, she promised herself she would present the abbey with a more comprehensive version as soon as time would allow her. That was unlikely to happen now. A warmth washed over her as her lungs tightened. Closing her eyes, she inhaled short, controlled breaths, telling herself good things would happen again in time and that she had to focus on what was important now — her dad.

      “This is ridiculous,” Anna puffed out.

      “Don’t make a fuss. I’m sure your work will understand if you’re a bit late back.”

      She was grateful for his attempt to reassure her, but he couldn’t understand her situation.

      “I need to make a good impression; we need this job or you’ll be on baked bean rations.”

      “What will you be on?”

      “Thin air, Dad.”

      He scrunched his face and went back to thumbing through what looked like a classic car magazine but could have been a car magazine that had sat in the surgery since the seventies.

      Anna fidgeted in her seat. Noticing there was no queue at the reception desk, she leapt to her feet.

      “You said a ten-minute wait. We’ve been waiting for fifteen minutes now,” Anna said, loudly enough for all eyes in the waiting room to turn and stare at her.

      “I’m sorry, madam, our doctors spend the time they feel they need to with their patients. I’m sure if your father required more than the allotted time you would want him to have…” The woman trailed off and returned her attention to her computer screen. A grin spread across her face.

      Anna frowned at her and was about to chastise her for her insolence when she felt a presence. She turned. A doctor had appeared beside her. Although the same height as Anna, the doctor loomed over her, assisted by a pair of enormous breasts suffocated behind a white silk blouse. Anna went to step back to take her all in but found herself frozen on the spot.

      “You must be… Miss Walker? I’m Dr Atkinson, but please call me Katherine. I’m sorry to have kept you and your father waiting,” she said, finishing with a smile so wide it created an attractive crease line on either side of her mouth, just below her prominent cheekbones. Her whole manner exuded confidence and glamour.

      Anna opened her mouth to speak; nothing came out.

      “If you have somewhere more important to be, I can give your father his diagnosis alone?” She gave a little twist to her head and a raise of her eyebrows as if straining to hear an answer she knew wouldn’t come.

      Again, Anna opened her mouth to speak, but the doctor interrupted whatever may have eventually come out.

      “I thought not,” she added, looking around the waiting room. “Ah, Mr Walker, if you will?” She gestured towards her office.

      Her dad had been correct; Dr Atkinson was something to behold. If Anna hadn’t been given a severe ticking-off from her, she might have embarrassed herself with a floppy jaw.

      The room was unlike any other doctor’s office Anna had been in. It appeared to have been arranged to put you at ease upon entering. Even the cold, metal examination bed was covered in a tasteful throw and cushions, giving it the appearance of a settee. A vase of flowers on the windowsill gave off the scent of a summer meadow and blocked the view of the car park. The only thing that was missing was a collection of candles and background whale music.

      Dr Atkinson directed them to two chairs opposite her desk.

      “Miss Walker, I see you admiring my décor. Do you approve?”

      “Yes,” was all the response Anna could manage.

      “Who wants to walk into a dreary consulting room, let alone work in one?” the doctor asked rhetorically.

      Anna mustered a smile in reply and checked her watch. Half past; time was ticking on. She covered her watch and looked up to find Dr Atkinson’s eyes boring into her as she picked up some papers from her desk. Anna bit her lip; she felt like a teenager again.

      The doctor tucked her chair in and walked around to the side of the desk, perching herself on the corner closest to her patient.

      Anna observed that there was the perfect amount of room on the desk corner that she could perch without knocking anything over. No doubt she used this move on patients to try and put them at ease when delivering bad news. Though, in Anna’s mind, it was likely the sight of crossed, stockinged legs and a short pencil skirt that did the easing. Her heart rate picked up as she tore her gaze away. She was more nervous for her dad than she had realised. 

      “Now, Mr Walker, I have your test results, and it’s not good news, I’m afraid. Your scans confirm what we suspected; it is Parkinson’s disease.”

      He lowered his head and nodded in response to his sentencing. Anna took his hand and gave it a reassuring squeeze.

      “Early to mid-stage three, I would hazard a guess.”

      Anna’s body twitched as anger coursed through her. “Hazard a guess?”

      Dr Atkinson glared at her, as if not expecting questions from the audience at this stage of her deliberations.

      “Are doctors always in the habit of guessing rather than working from fact? Can’t the scan tell you what stage he’s at?”

      A flat smile spread across the doctor’s face as her eyes softened. “Miss Walker.”

      “Anna. My name is Anna.”

      “Anna,” Dr Atkinson replied calmly. She put her papers down and crossed her legs in Anna’s direction. “Parkinson’s is a long-term degenerative disorder which presents with a myriad of symptoms which vary between patients at different stages. Some of these symptoms can even be found in other diseases. We carried out the scan, which I understand you were insistent on, only to rule out other diseases. No test can conclusively show that your father has Parkinson’s disease. A thorough physical examination of him had already led us to this conclusion. We cannot cure it, so we simply aim to improve the symptoms with medication. As the disease progresses, the medication can become less effective. There are typical patterns of progression in Parkinson’s which we define in stages, and we look to categorise a patient within a stage so we can monitor the speed of the deterioration and prepare patients for what may come next.”

      Any attempt Anna had made to climb out of her box had been met with a forceful hand pushing her back into it. She was quickly concluding that Dr Atkinson might be the most infuriating doctor she had ever met yet the woman’s self-confidence gave Anna confidence in her.

      The doctor got up and seated herself at her desk. Taking a band from around her wrist, with one swift motion she placed her blonde, shoulder-length, wavy hair up into a loose bun. She opened a glasses case beside her and placed a pair of black-rimmed glasses on her nose.

      Anna sucked in her breath at the sight of her.

      “I’m going to give you a prescription, Mr Walker. You’ll need to come back in for a review in eight weeks,” Dr Atkinson said, looking at him over her glasses.

      He smiled and nodded obediently.

      Her fingers flew across the keyboard of a laptop, and within seconds a printer behind her was waking up.

      “Anna, do you live with your father?” the doctor asked, meeting Anna’s gaze, which was still fixed on her.

      “Yes,” Anna answered, quickly looking away.

      “If he has any ill effects from the medication or you notice a change in behaviour, let me know straight away. He should, initially, see some improvement. I would refer you to a Parkinson’s nurse, however, we find ourselves lacking in that department. I do have extensive experience with the condition myself, so I’m happy to be your primary contact.”

      “Well, I’d rather you looked after him…” Anna stopped herself, realising she was saying the words aloud. 

      The corners of Dr Atkinson’s lips curled up.

      Anna could have kicked herself for letting those words slip from her mouth. It looked like the doctor knew it as she leaned back in her chair and played with a pen.

      “You work at the abbey?” she enquired, pointing her pen at the logo on Anna’s sweatshirt.

      Anna looked down and swept her long, brown hair behind her shoulder to better reveal the logo.

      “Yes. I give the tours,” Anna replied, unsure where this new direction of the conversation was going.

      “I have a friend visiting this weekend. We were planning on visiting.”

      “Oh, I might see you, then?” Anna replied with a neutral tone. She wasn’t sure if the presence of the doctor at her place of work would be a positive thing.

      “Yes, you might.” Dr Atkinson smiled again and then wheeled over to the printer to retrieve the prescription.

      She passed the slip to Anna, who took it as a cue to leave and helped her dad to his feet.

      “Goodbye, Mr Walker,” Dr Atkinson said as she crossed the room and opened the door for them. “If you have any concerns or questions, do let me know.”

      “Thanks, doc,” Anna’s father replied.

      Dr Atkinson narrowed her eyes and smiled at Anna. “It was nice to meet you, Miss Walker.”

      Anna was about to respond when the doctor shouted the name of her next patient and disappeared back into her office.

      As she guided her dad out of the surgery, she checked her watch. Time felt as if it had slowed down in the doctor’s office, and her stomach knotted at the sudden panic that she might be late. She had fifteen minutes to get back to work. Plenty of time to get her dad settled and sprint back to work. Slipping her arm around her him, she helped him across the road.

      “How do you feel about it all?” Anna asked as they reached the front door.

      “It is what it is, love. No use fighting it, eh?”

      “Don’t worry, I’ll look after you. I’m not going anywhere,” she said, giving him a little squeeze on the shoulder.

      “I know you will, love, and I’m grateful to you.”

      “I wasn’t here for mum, so I’m going to make sure you get the best care there is, I promise.”

      As she took the short sprint back to the abbey, she realised that the knot in her stomach was still there, and she knew why. Dr Katherine Atkinson was the most infuriating yet attractive woman she had ever met. She had single-handedly made her feel ashamed and embarrassed by her behaviour. What niggled her most was that Dr Atkinson had no idea why it was her instinct to behave like that around doctors, especially those she didn’t fully trust yet.
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      Katherine felt the sun warming her legs. It was only early summer, but with little wind and a secluded patio, it was the perfect spot to catch the sun on a lounger.

      Little chirps nearby pulled her attention from her book to the bird feeders in one corner of the patio. They had been one of her first purchases for Abbey House when she bought it a few months before.

      The old Georgian house had been extensively renovated by the developers and decorated perfectly to her taste. A few colour coordinating throws and cushions were all that had been required to bring it into its own, and she loved any excuse to buy those.

      The host of sparrows perched upon the bird table took off in fright; a small mewing behind her indicated the reason.

      “Hello, Virginia.”

      A small, black-and-white cat leapt onto her lap and pushed itself against her book until she stroked it. She had felt a pang of guilt when she first encouraged the birds into her garden but calculated there must be an endless number of other threats for small birds to deal with. One laid-back cat that spent most of its time asleep indoors would unlikely make for much of an added threat.

      Bored of reading — but not of her book, Katherine never bored of reading early twentieth-century women’s literature — she snapped it shut and took a gulp of water from her glass. It was warm. This weather demanded something more refreshing than water, and she felt the need to stretch her legs. A walk into the village was in order.

      Nunswick’s high street had made a big impression on her when she first came to look at the house. So many other villages had narrow, claustrophobic high streets with a poor blend of historical and modern styles. This village held an array of architectural styles, the proximity of the abbey to the high street had likely saved the village from the senseless ideas of modern planners.

      Her end of the village consisted of proud, Georgian houses until you reached the quaint, fifteenth-century pub in the middle of the high street. Beyond the pub, several small shops nestled in a row of what were once Victorian houses. They were joined by the library and surgery, both crammed into what was the old Victorian schoolhouse next door.

      Opposite stood a long row of small, Edwardian terraces, which she had been informed were owned by the council. Although out of keeping with the historic nature of the village, they were a blessing compared to the more modern council houses that were so often shoehorned into other villages.

      People were milling about, chatting over garden walls; they nodded in her direction as she passed. She’d received a huge amount of support from the villagers since arriving, and she had become very popular with patients at the surgery. Overwhelmingly so, with many asking to change doctors as the rumours went around as to her polite bedside manner and welcoming smile. Only working part-time meant she had limited space, and a waiting list had been started, though with the ever-ageing population of Nunswick, the wait wasn’t long.

      She crossed over the road to the row of shops, all beautifully ordered with large windows beside a door, housed within their gable-fronted Victorian shells. The tearoom was the last shop on the right.

      Katherine had been warned about the tearoom and its gossipy owner, Gloria, when she first came to the village. It was the perfect place to let slip a bit of news that you couldn’t be bothered to tell an entire village individually. One of Katherine’s colleagues calculated that news of her pregnancy had worked its way from the tearoom and around the village in under thirty minutes.

      Katherine had avoided the place up till now. Not that she was ashamed of her “news”; she just wanted to give the village time to get to know her before it became common knowledge. People were always more judgemental of those they didn’t know.

      She pushed into the tearoom and was greeted by a short woman with her hair pulled back into such a tight bun that it almost took her eyebrows with it. From the description she’d been given, she knew this was Gloria.

      “What can I get you, love?” she asked with a smile.

      Katherine was taken aback by the coarseness of her tone; it wasn’t particularly fitting for the type of establishment the tearoom presented itself as. Not one to judge, she looked at the chalkboard beside her and responded.

      “One of your vitamin smoothies please.”

      Gloria grinned. “They’re new. You’ll be my first customer to try one.” She scurried away into a small kitchen behind her.

      Katherine examined her surroundings whilst she waited. A business card holder sat on the counter; she picked up one of the cards and examined it at arm’s length. It read Gloria’s Lay and Leave Buffet. Katherine smirked and placed it back in the holder.

      It was a relatively small tearoom, quaintly decorated in the post-war style, or possibly just not decorated since then; she wasn’t sure. The abbey, she noticed from reading a leaflet she had found in the library, had its own more modern-style cafe.

      A gramophone sat in one corner of the small room, with a thin layer of dust on top. Katherine decided it was likely an ornament rather than an entertainment system. Beside it was a small table by a window, with two older-looking ladies sitting on either side, affording them a direct view on to the high street and of the door.

      “Don’t you mind those two. They’re my regulars, the twins,” Gloria said, appearing back at the counter with a clear smoothie cup restraining a green liquid.

      Katherine did a double take back at the twins, only to be met by the same face and enquiring expression facing her. She did a quick one-eighty back to Gloria.

      “You’re the new doctor, aren’t you?” Gloria continued.

      “Yes, how did you guess?” Katherine enquired, knowing full well the news would have spread as to her appearance.

      Gloria’s head twitched. “Oh, er, lucky guess, I suppose.”

      Katherine smiled at her and passed her some pound coins. She picked up the smoothie and, encouraged by Gloria’s gesturing head, took a sip. It was surprisingly good.

      “You know, that’s not bad,” Katherine said taking another sip. To her, anything was a welcome change from tea, especially in this heat.

      Gloria beamed and placed her hands on her hips. “You see, recommended by the doctor herself,” she shouted over to the staring twins.

      They shrugged and returned their attention to the window.

      “You not got a husband joining you? Seems a big house just for one.”

      Katherine knew immediately she had been correct in avoiding the tearoom up to now, yet she felt she had enough support from the village that she could be truthful. “No, I don’t have a wife joining me sadly. I’m not married,” Katherine replied.

      There was a clatter from behind her. She and Gloria both looked over to the elderly twins who would have clearly heard; one was leaning over to pick up a teaspoon from the floor. The other dropped a sugar lump into her tea and focussed on stirring it in.

      “Well, you’re most welcome here anyway,” Gloria added.

      Katherine frowned. She wasn’t sure how to take the statement but felt sure there must be good intent behind it, so she smiled and thanked her as she left. As she passed the twins, she made sure to give them a smile. In return they eyed her with suspicion.

      Luckily, Katherine didn’t mind who knew her preferences; if anything it might work to reduce her waiting list of new patients. As far as she was concerned, people could think what they liked about her. They usually would anyway, and she did like accuracy, so it was better that they make informed judgements rather than ill-informed ones.

      As soon as she reached the pavement, her phone rang inside her handbag. She placed it on one of the outside tables with her smoothie and delved into it, extracting her mobile. The name “Rebecca” flashed onto the screen.

      “Hey, where are you?” Katherine asked, answering it quickly.

      “I’m outside your house. Where are you?” came the sharp response.

      “Oh, sorry, I popped over the road for a smoothie.”

      “Smoothie? This doesn’t look like the type of village where one can get a smoothie. Am I in the right place?”

      Katherine laughed. “Yes, I can see you. Look at the row of shops and you’ll see me.” Katherine waved, much to the surprise of passing pedestrians.

      “I see you. I’ll come over; I need a drink after that journey.” Rebecca hung up.

      Katherine watched as her tall, red-headed best friend navigated her way across the road through her enormous sunglasses.

      “Darling,” Rebecca shouted as she approached Katherine, arms wide open.

      They hugged and air-kissed.

      Rebecca lifted her sunglasses onto her head and looked around. “Well, well, what have you got yourself into here? It’s beautiful, I’ll give you that.”

      “I did grow up in the country,” Katherine reminded her.

      Rebecca pulled the corners of her mouth down. “I know. I also know I’ve lost you completely to it now. There’s no persuading you back to the inner city, is there?”

      “Afraid not.”

      “Oh well, you’re probably better off here anyway, and I do need a country break occasionally. This looks just the place.”

      “You know you’re welcome any time. Let’s walk up an appetite, and then I’ll take you for a pub lunch.”

      Gloria appeared from inside the tearoom to clear a table. Katherine got the feeling that something was always left outside so she could clear it if she needed a better look at something on the high street.

      Katherine shoved the smoothie at Rebecca, who took a sip.

      She pulled away and examined the green liquid. “That’s good.”

      Gloria grinned.

      “Another smoothie if we may?” Katherine requested.

      “Certainly.”

      Katherine and Rebecca followed Gloria inside. Rebecca gawped at the decor as Katherine had.

      “What’s up with those two?” Rebecca questioned, nodding in the direction of the twins.

      “Don’t worry about them. They just think we’re lovers.”

      “Are you breaking hearts already?”

      Katherine choked down laughter and was glad to see Gloria appear with the smoothie. She popped a note on the counter and passed the smoothie to Rebecca. “Keep the change,” she called to Gloria.

      Rebecca grinned and took Katherine’s hand, leading her out of the tearoom. They burst into giggles outside much to the annoyance of the two faces glaring at them from the window.

      “Right. Let’s walk and earn our lunch,” Katherine said.

      Rebecca hooked her arm through Katherine’s. “Lead on.”

      Katherine took Rebecca on the circular walk that started beside her house, then looped around the back of the abbey site and along the river to the other end of the village. They ambled back along the high street to the pub.

      “I don’t know about you, but I’m exhausted.” Rebecca collapsed onto a chair at one of the outside tables overlooking the road.

      “It was only two miles. I do it most days, so it has little effect on me. Have a glass of wine to revive you.”

      Rebecca beamed at the suggestion.

      Katherine checked her watch. “Our tour is booked for two o’clock, so we’d better order.” She levelled a look at her best friend. “And you ought to only have one glass of wine.”

      “Do I have to come?” Rebecca moaned. “Can’t I just sit here in the sun and drink?”

      “No, you can’t! I’ve been waiting for you to come so I could visit. No one wants to turn up for a tour on their own. I know I’m sad and lonely. I don’t need everyone else knowing it.”

      “You have Virginia,” Rebecca teased.

      Katherine scowled at her. “Don’t bring my cat into this.”

      “What on earth?” Rebecca said, suddenly surprised. “Is she training for the Nunswick Marathon?”

      Katherine turned to look in the direction Rebecca was staring. A figure sprinted past them on the other side of the road and headed into one of the small, Edwardian council houses.

      “I think that may be Miss Walker on her lunch break.”

      “She’s cute.”

      “Is she?” Katherine lifted her eyebrows.

      “Like you hadn’t noticed. Look at the long, brown hair. Just your type.”

      Katherine frowned at her. “I think my type is a little more than long, brown hair, thank you.”

      “Chiselled face, brown eyes? Has she got those too?”

      Katherine booted her under the table. “You can see for yourself later. She’s our tour guide.”

      “Uh-oh.” Rebecca put her hand to her mouth. “She works at Nunswick Abbey — a history buff too? No wonder you’re so desperate to visit.”

      Luckily for Katherine, a waitress appeared beside them and took their order.

      Katherine hadn’t — well, she didn’t think she had thought about Anna in that way. In the short time she had spent with her during her father’s appointment, she had found the woman impertinent.

      The waitress disappeared, and Rebecca gave Katherine a look that told her the conversation was far from over.

      “I was too busy reprimanding her for her behaviour when I met her to even look at her,” Katherine added reluctantly.

      “Reprimanding?” Rebecca’s eyes widened. “You do know there is a very fine line between your serious schoolmarm persona and you being overtly flirtatious.”

      Katherine’s face dropped. “You don’t think…”

      “No, but she might,” Rebecca answered, nodding towards Anna’s house.

      “Oh.” Katherine clenched her teeth.

      Rebecca stretched back in her chair and took in the sun.

      “Well, this lifestyle certainly seems to suit you better — pub lunches, abbey tours, walks in the countryside, green goop. Helena would be proud of you.”

      Katherine dropped her sunglasses down her nose and glared at Rebecca. “Please don’t.”

      “Sorry.” Rebecca pinched her lips and zipped them with her fingers.
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      Katherine had seen parts of Nunswick Abbey from her bedroom window, so she was vaguely familiar with the layout of the grounds. She led Rebecca, who’d had not one, but two glasses of wine, through the visitor centre to the tour pick-up point, as instructed by the young woman at the desk.

      Katherine felt strangely nervous; she had been worrying all through lunch that she may have appeared flirtatious to Anna during the appointment when she certainly hadn’t meant to - it would have been far from appropriate.

      Bang on time, Anna appeared from the visitor centre, introduced herself to the small group, and gave a brief yet informative history of the abbey. She led them off into the grounds, and her group obediently followed.

      Rebecca leaned over to Katherine and whispered in her ear. “That’s a chiselled face if ever I saw one. And what fine brown eyes.”

      It earned her an elbow in the side.

      Katherine was impressed by their tour guide. She was not only knowledgeable but engaging and humorous, traits Katherine had not seen on their first meeting.

      Anna appeared to be avoiding eye contact with her, yet she must have noticed Katherine’s presence in her group. Perhaps she had given her the wrong impression and now Anna was embarrassed. Maybe Katherine should rein in her schoolmarm act, she thought. She could see now how it could look flirtatious to men, but surely Anna wouldn’t have noticed a woman flirting with her. Not, Katherine quickly confirmed to herself, that she had been.

      Katherine felt herself completely drawn into Anna’s tour. She spoke so animatedly and passionately about the architecture of the abbey, the people who lived there, and its ultimate downfall during the Reformation. Watching Anna so closely, Katherine realised the tour guide was wiping her forehead regularly. It was warm, sure, but there was a cool breeze. Katherine couldn’t help it when her doctor senses began tingling. She moved closer to Anna as they walked on, and when they stopped to admire the north wall of the abbey, Katherine made sure to place herself at the front of the crowd.

      Anna was about to restart her talk but began to sway instead, her eyes locked onto Katherine’s with desperation. Her arms shot out and her head dropped. Her knees buckled just as Katherine darted towards her and wrapped her arms around her tightly. She felt Anna’s body go limp and slowly lowered her down to the ground.

      The crowd broke into a round of applause and moved forward to get a closer look.

      “Get rid of everyone,” Katherine hissed at Rebecca.

      Rebecca turned to the group. “Right, show’s over, everyone. Please make your way back to the visitor centre to join the next tour or proceed to the next point on your map for a self-guided tour.”

      The crowd immediately dispersed.

      Katherine looked up at Rebecca, impressed.

      “What?” Rebecca looked down at herself. “Barrister.” She then looked where the crowd had been. “Courtroom.”

      Katherine returned her attention to Anna. She took a jumper from around her waist and placed it under Anna’s head.

      “Is she going to be all right?” Rebecca asked, more concerned now that it was just the three of them.

      “It’s nothing a good meal and a rest won’t fix, I’m sure. Have you got any food in your bag?”

      Rebecca rummaged and pulled out a chocolate bar.

      “Here, I picked this up at the service station this morning.”

      “Thanks,” Katherine said, taking it.

      Anna started to come around.

      “What happened?” Anna asked, blinking at the sun that was directly in her eyes. “Oh, Dr Atkinson.”

      “It’s Katherine, remember?” she said, helping Anna sit up. “You fainted. Are you diabetic?”

      Anna shook her head and tried to get up. “Sorry, how embarrassing,”

      “Not at all, and please sit for a minute. Have you eaten today?”

      “No, I haven’t had time yet.”

      “Here, eat this and then we’ll try getting you up.” Katherine passed her the chocolate bar.

      “Thanks,” Anna replied, stripping the chocolate of its wrapper. The bar disappeared in seconds and the colour returned to her face.

      “It’s likely your blood sugar dropped. I’d like you to make an appointment with your doctor to make sure.”

      A member of staff made their way over to them at a trot.

      “Hi, I’m Carrie, Anna’s supervisor,” she said. “I can take it from here; I’m a first aider.”

      “Katherine’s a doctor,” Anna informed Carrie.

      “Oh, right, good job you were here then,” Carrie said, looking relieved and taking a step back.

      “Definitely, she caught her,” Rebecca piped up.

      Anna looked up at Katherine. “Thanks.”

      “I would say, ‘Any time,’ but please, no repeat performances. I couldn’t follow you around all day; I would never keep up.”

      A smile danced on Anna’s lips.

      Annoyingly, Katherine knew that Rebecca was right. Anna was her type.

      She turned to Carrie. “Please make sure she books an appointment with her doctor as soon as possible and that she attends.”

      “I will,” Carrie assured her, helping Anna up from the ground.

      “And make sure she eats something,” Katherine added firmly.

      Carrie nodded as she walked Anna back to the visitor centre.

      Rebecca put her arm around Katherine.

      “Come on, let’s get back and open a bottle of wine. I think you deserve it.”

      Katherine nodded her agreement as she looked over at Anna. She knew she’d need to keep her eyes fixed on her; it would be an easy task. The hard task would be keeping them off her.

      Rebecca looked at the fence marking the boundary between the abbey and Katherine’s house. “Shame you haven’t got a gate. A shortcut always comes in handy, especially when a damsel needs rescuing.”

      Katherine chuckled. “Hopefully she will have learned a lesson from this, but I fear it’s unlikely.”
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      Anna tapped the glass of the fish tank from her seat beside it, causing the fish to scuttle to the nearest hiding place. She never understood why doctor’s surgeries always had a fish tank. Usually, it was one that looked like the water was never changed and often had a dead fish floating around the top, hardly a good advert for a surgery if they couldn’t even keep the fish alive. She’d felt sorry for them as a child. She’d sit next to the tank if she could and watch them swim around and around, trapped. Now she realised she was the fish.

      Her fainting episode had given her a chance to stop and assess; it had been a frightening experience. She knew she was overdoing it; she didn’t have a choice. There was nothing she could do, and thinking about it just made her situation worse. She felt her lungs tightening as she sat, waiting for her name to be called, and took some shallow breaths.

      The worst part of it all was Katherine being there to witness her collapse, not to mention her posh friend. Anna felt so embarrassed and was relieved to see Carrie so she could escape.

      Katherine was a complete contrast to her and obviously wealthy. Carrie told her that she’d caused quite a flutter at the visitor centre after buying a lifetime pass. The new doctor had been the talk of the town when she moved into Abbey House a month ago, only seven weeks after Anna had moved home herself, something she was glad of, as the locals had someone new to talk about, and boy, had they done that. Katherine was self-confident and popular around the village. No doubt she had a string of friends that she would have over for dinner in her enormous kitchen. She was the sort of woman everyone wanted to be, more so as she was so annoyingly beautiful.

      All the abbey staff had seen the sales catalogue once the neighbouring house had gone on the market. They had listened to the renovations going on for six months and were overjoyed when it was finally finished. The interiors were sublime; it was everyone’s dream house, and with a price tag of one million, it would remain everyone’s dream house.

      Although Katherine had been kind to her when she’d fainted, Anna had put that down to professionalism; she had simply been doing her job. She would continue to think of Katherine as the snooty doctor who had put her in her place without knowing any of her past experiences. Admittedly she found Katherine attractive. You would have to be blind and insane to not want to spend the night with her given the opportunity. Anna chastised herself, knowing it was wrong to demean the woman to a sex object.

      Anna checked her watch, though only through force of habit. She was in no rush to get back to work. Carrie had insisted that she take the time off work for her appointment. Hopefully it wouldn’t take long, and she could check in on her dad on the way home.

      A door opened; not the one she expected. Katherine walked into the waiting room, and Anna gulped. So much for avoiding her.

      “Ah, Anna. Dr Lomax got called to an emergency, so I’m covering his surgery this afternoon. Is that okay?”

      Anna stood up before her brain had even had a chance to process this news, and she soon found herself sitting opposite Katherine in her office. She felt as if she had no control over herself when Katherine’s commanding presence was around. It was beyond frustrating.

      Katherine leaned forward. “Before we get started — ”

      “I’m sorry, my behaviour… before,” Anna interrupted her. She knew that Katherine was going to raise the issue, and she was determined to get in there first to try and lead the conversation. That way she might have some control over it. “I’ve, we’ve — I mean, my dad and I.” Anna cursed the doctor; she was making her tongue-tied. She tried again. “We’ve had bad experiences with doctors before. We’re a little cautious, to say the least.”

      “Understandably so. You only want what’s best for your father,” Katherine replied, visibly shocked by her apology.

      “Yes, that,” Anna agreed, annoyed that Katherine could state her thoughts more clearly than she could.

      “Right, let’s see if we can work out what’s wrong with you, shall we?” Katherine smiled and stood. “Come over to the couch and let’s have that jumper off.”

      Anna removed her green abbey jumper and sat on the couch in front of Katherine as instructed.

      Katherine took the stethoscope from around her neck and warmed it with the palm of her hand.

      “May I?”

      Anna nodded her consent, and Katherine tucked her stethoscope inside Anna’s polo shirt. She could feel the warmth of her hands radiating through her skin and her calm, soothing breath on her face. It hadn’t gone unnoticed that Katherine’s breasts were directly in her eye line.

      “How did you know to catch me?” Anna asked, suddenly feeling the need for a distraction.

      “I noticed you had started wiping your brow a little while before. The temperature was warm but not enough to cause heatstroke or for the average person, moving sedately as you were, to work up a sweat.”

      “You were paying attention,” Anna said, looking up at her.

      “You were very captivating,” Katherine responded. “I moved closer to you to get a better look at you, by which time I could see you were about to faint. I just happened to get there in time.”

      Anna had never been told her tours were captivating before. She’d had compliments, lots of them, this one was the best so far.

      “Well, thank you. You probably saved me from splitting my head open.”

      “You’re very welcome. I’m glad I was there to catch you,” Katherine replied as she moved the stethoscope around.

      Anna inhaled whiffs of her fresh, light, floral perfume as she moved; she smelt divine.

      Katherine hooked the stethoscope back around her neck and collected a blood pressure monitor from her desk.

      “Any possibility you are pregnant?”

      Anna laughed. “No possibility.” She inserted her arm into the sleeve presented by Katherine.

      The room fell silent as the machine did its work.

      She knew Katherine must be thinking she didn’t have time for sex in her schedule, but as Anna had known she preferred women since puberty, pregnancy was never likely to be in the cards. A shame, as she’d always liked kids, though, at thirty-eight, she knew her baby days were numbered.

      A long beep and a hiss of air indicated the machine had finished.

      Katherine removed it from her arm. “Well, that’s higher than I’d like.”

      “I don’t like doctors’ surgeries.”

      “I got that impression, however, it’s unlikely to be the cause.” Katherine felt for her pulse on her wrist. “That’s faster than it should be too. Was that the first time you’ve fainted?”

      Anna nodded. “I have felt hot and dizzy before. My heart races a lot, even when I’m sat down.”

      Katherine sighed. “Pop your jumper back on.” She returned to her desk. “It’s quite clear your body is stressed out, Anna. The symptoms you are experiencing are its way of telling you to slow down.” Katherine tapped on her laptop. “Run me through an average daily routine.”

      “I get up about six, tidy the house, get the laundry on. I wake Dad about half seven, help him dress, get him his breakfast, and then often help him with it. Put him in front of the television. Tidy up again so he doesn’t trip on anything. I leave for work at eight fifty and grab a coffee at the tearoom. Work until lunch when I go back to check on Dad. I stop at the shop first if I need to get anything, then prepare his lunch, again helping him with it if he needs it. Tidy up again and get any laundry out. Run him over to the library if I can. Then I head back to work until five. Go back home and prepare dinner, help him with it as dinner is often the messiest. Evenings are a mix of getting him in the bath, folding washing, planning meals, and then getting him to bed about nine. I have two days off a week, and they are much the same without going to work.”

      Anna looked up at Katherine. She was staring at her in disbelief. It was a moment before she spoke again.

      “You work… what, a sixteen-hour day with no breaks, and you don’t see a problem with that?”

      “Of course I see a problem with it,” Anna replied, raising her voice. “What I don’t see is a solution. I can’t reduce my hours as we need the money to keep a roof over our heads and food on the table.”

      “Well, what about getting help for your father?”

      “Care costs, lots!” Anna replied indignantly. “I’ve spoken to the council about getting help, but as he doesn’t require nursing care, they won’t send anyone out. It seems you must be sitting in a pile of your own piss three times a day to gain their interest. All they did was put in a couple of handrails. To them, he is well cared for, by me, and I can’t just stop caring to make them start.”

      The room fell into silence, except for the faint sound of Anna catching her breath. She wondered if she had overstepped the mark with her crudeness. She told herself she didn’t care what the doctor thought of her; deep down she couldn’t fool herself.

      “Do you not have family or friends?”

      “Our family are dead, and I don’t have time for friends,” Anna responded dejectedly.

      Katherine chewed at her lips. “It’s my turn now to apologise for my previous behaviour, suggesting you might have a more important place to be rather than beside your father. It was unprofessional. I can see you have a lot to deal with.”

      Anna was taken aback by the apology. Perhaps the doctor did have a heart after all.

      “But you need to slow down. Take time for yourself, eat properly, relax, laugh.”

      “Are you serious?” Anna could feel her blood boiling. “How do you suggest I do that? Where does that fit into the schedule? Others are juggling and struggling, they manage. I just need to work harder at being better at it.”

      Anna felt a tightness across her chest similar to how she had felt before she fainted. A wave of panic washed over her; she felt hot and rolled up her sleeves. She wanted to get out of the stuffy room, away from the enchanting doctor and her annoying suggestions on how she should live her life.

      But Katherine was leaning a concerned face closer to her. “Are you okay, Anna? You’ve gone pale.”

      “I’m fine, I just need some fresh air. Can I go?”

      “You are not a prisoner here, Anna. You are free to leave when you please, but do think about what I said. You are no use to your father in this state,” Katherine said calmly, passing her a prescription from the printer. “I’m prescribing you propranolol. It’s a beta blocker for your heart. Take one to two a day and at the same time each day if you can. It will reduce the physical symptoms whilst you work on trying to reduce the stress.”

      Anna glared at her.

      Katherine’s expression softened. “As much as you can anyway, and avoid stimulants like coffee.”

      Anna scrambled out of her chair and headed for the door.

      “Please book a follow-up appointment in a week to recheck your blood pressure.”

      “Why? Nothing will have changed,” Anna said, closing the door behind her.
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      To Anna’s surprise, there was a queue at the tearoom. She waited outside in the fresh air until it cleared. She knew the appointment would be a waste of time, but she’d at least managed to check in on her dad, who was sat in front of the television as usual.

      “Anna, my darling,” Gloria shouted to her when she finally stepped inside. “Usual?”

      “You bet,” Anna replied. Bollocks to Katherine’s advice. A coffee would at least keep her awake for her last tour of the day.

      Gloria fired up the coffee machine and proceeded to make a double espresso.

      “What are you doing out at this time? A bit late for lunch, isn’t it?” Gloria asked, placing the small paper cup in front of her and squeezing a lid on. “You have had lunch?”

      Anna shook her head and placed some coins on the counter.

      “I had a doctor’s appointment.” Anna touched her pocket with the small packet of pills in it. They would have to wait until later; she needed coffee now. A quick Google search whilst she waited for her prescription told her to have one tablet before bed. She never had coffee at bedtime anyway, so she would take one then and see if it had any effect. If it didn’t, then she may have to consider taking them in the morning and cutting back on the caffeine.

      “I hope you’re looking after yourself. How’s your dad?” Gloria asked, taking the last sausage roll from the display counter, and placing it in a brown paper bag.

      “He’s okay, thanks. They’ve put him on medication now.”

      “Here, have my last sausage roll. Your mum wouldn’t have wanted me to let you go hungry.”

      “Thanks,” Anna said, sweeping it up. She was starving.

      Gloria’s assistant handed a green vitamin shake to the customer standing next to Anna.

      Anna frowned at it. “Gloria, why are you serving snot to customers?”

      Gloria laughed. “That’s a vitamin shake and very popular with our new doctor.”

      Anna rolled her eyes; it sounded about right.

      “It’s so nice to have a female doctor at last, and such a good one I hear. She’s one of your lot, did you know?”

      Anna stared blankly at her.

      “You know” — Gloria nodded — “prefers the lady folk.”

      Anna nearly choked on a sip of espresso. It couldn’t be true, surely, yet Gloria was rarely wrong. Anna tried to act casual even though her heart was pounding.

      “How do you know that?” Anna asked, holding her breath that Gloria’s answer would hold some actual weight.

      “She told me herself,” Gloria said proudly.

      Anna breathed out; that was the answer she was looking for. It was probably the only bit of gossip she’d ever had straight from the horse’s mouth. So the doctor was a lesbian. Who would have thought it? There would be a lot of disappointed men in Nunswick.

      She tried to look disinterested, but she could feel her lips starting to betray her. She took a sip of her espresso to hide them.

      “Well, must get back to work, I have a tour soon. Thanks for the food, Gloria.”

      “Any time, darling. Don’t want you wasting away.”

      Anna tried to process the information she’d acquired as she walked back to the abbey. She still couldn’t believe it. Not that it affected her either way; the doctor must be at least ten years older than she was, and would no doubt prefer women her own age that had their shit together as she did. No one wanted baggage, and Anna could fill a jumbo jet with hers.

      She tried to push all thoughts of Dr Atkinson from her mind as she arrived at the abbey but was unable to stop herself from having a peek towards her beautiful house as she passed.
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      Katherine raked at the gravel on her drive, teasing the weeds away from their hold below. Although her gardeners would carry out the task if she asked, she found it very therapeutic. A few years ago, when things had been rough, Rebecca had advised her to work a three-day week to help reduce her stress levels, but Katherine hadn’t realised how bored she’d get with four days off a week, much less how being bored would increase her stress levels.

      It was important for her to keep busy, whether it was reading a book, weeding, or just taking a walk, so long as it was calming.

      Working on the drive afforded her a view of the high street and the entrance to the abbey, though this did make her feel like a busybody who moves into a village and immediately resorts to curtain twitching. She absolved herself with the thought that she was doing good work with the weeds, and if she could see Anna once a day, she would know she was all right.

      Anna’s situation had been distracting Katherine all week. She’d been keeping an eye on the appointment list to check if she had booked a follow-up appointment. A week later nothing had appeared for any of the doctors. Katherine hadn’t expected Anna to want to see her again — they seemed to clash no matter how she tried to contain the conversation — she had hoped Anna would see one of her colleagues.

      Their last meeting had not gone as planned. She had hoped to clear the air, apply a little pressure to help Anna take stock of the situation, but after Anna showed signs of a mild panic attack, things had escalated and Katherine hadn’t had a chance to rein them in.

      Katherine could understand Anna’s frustration; she’d told her she needed to slow down then failed to help her find a way to do so. Anna was short-tempered for sure, no doubt due to whatever was also causing her panic attacks.

      She’d been stunned into silence after Anna explained her daily routine, and had even felt the need to take a moment before her next patient. Just hearing Anna’s schedule had made her feel overwhelmed.

      She had wanted to hug Anna and tell her everything would be okay, but she wasn’t sure it would be. Katherine had personal experience with this sort of situation, and if Anna didn’t resolve it herself, Katherine knew all too well that something else might. It had crossed her mind to share her past with Anna — surely it would make her rethink things — yet Katherine didn’t feel ready to talk about that night, let alone with someone who really was just a stranger.

      The sound of footsteps running on gravel drew her attention to the abbey drive. Anna was on time. She watched the woman as she sprinted down the path. At least she was getting plenty of exercise, especially with the ground she covered on the tour.

      The problem was Anna didn’t feel like a stranger to Katherine. It had been a long time since she’d found anyone she’d like to be friends with, which hadn’t been helped by the year that she completely withdrew from society, but she felt Anna could be one.

      Rebecca would be overjoyed if Katherine had a second friend; she regularly raised the subject with her and encouraged her to open herself to others again. If she was going to open herself back up to people, Anna would be a worthwhile candidate.

      She resolved to take a new approach. If Anna wouldn’t come to the surgery, she would go to her. She knew her last tour finished at four o’clock, she’d read the abbey leaflet about ten times already, so she’d take a stroll around the grounds then. That would give her enough time to finish up in the garden and shower.
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      Katherine had just finished dressing when her phone vibrated and flashed Rebecca’s name. She grabbed at it and mashed the buttons to get the camera on.

      “Hey, just letting you know that I’ve landed safely at Heathrow, you can stop fretting about my plane ditching into the Atlantic.” Rebecca’s face moved about on the screen.

      “I’m sorry for worrying about you.” Katherine replied, with more than a hint of sarcasm.

      Rebecca tilted her head. The delay on the screen made her look robotic. “Well, I suppose it’s nice to have someone who worries about you.”

      “You’re all I have left to worry about.”

      “Not made any friends yet then… not even your damsel?”

      Katherine frowned at the suggestion. “No.”

      “Why are you so dressed up? You don’t work weekends. You going somewhere nice?” Rebecca’s face came close to the phone as if it would give her a better view.

      Katherine adjusted her phone so Rebecca could only see her face.

      “A girl can dress up at a weekend, can’t she?” Katherine replied defensively.

      “She certainly can, but not without telling me why.”

      Katherine tried to keep her voice as casual as possible. “I was just going for a stroll.”

      “Making full use of the lifetime abbey pass then?”

      Katherine rolled her eyes.

      “I knew it.” Rebecca laughed.

      “Right, I’m hanging up on you now.”

      “Don’t forget to put your hair up and your glasses on. She won’t be able to — ”

      Katherine hit the end call button before Rebecca could finish. The screen froze on Rebecca’s nostrils before turning black.

      She stood and looked at herself in her full-length mirror. Maybe she did look like she was going to work, but she didn’t want to appear too casual. Just somewhere between the two would do.

      She slipped out of her skirt and blouse, opting instead for a pair of blue jeans, a striped top, and a dark blue jumper to place around her shoulders. She admired herself in the mirror again. Much better.

      She opened the top drawer of her dressing table and took out her band. She caught a look at herself in the mirror and questioned her motives. Did she really need the hairband?

      She threw it back in the drawer.

      Her intentions weren’t to seduce Anna. What had she been thinking? Probably reacting to Rebecca’s enthusiastic joshing. Katherine settled on the intention of making a good impression on someone she was trying to help, and that she felt perfectly dressed for.

      Katherine entered the tearoom just before four. She thought the least she could do was take Anna a drink. She scanned the room and was pleased to see the twins weren’t there.

      She looked at the menu as Gloria approached the counter.

      “Afternoon, Gloria. Can you tell me what Anna usually orders?”

      Gloria laughed. “Double espresso!” She folded her arms and narrowed her eyes at Katherine. “She’s not been in so often as late. Has that got anything to do with you?”

      Katherine grinned. Perhaps Anna had been taking note of her medical suggestions. “Patient confidentiality. Let’s make that a mint tea instead.”

      Gloria laughed again. “You’re brave. She won’t thank you, you know.”

      “Perhaps not, but one must try.”

      Gloria eyed her. “What can I get you?”

      “I’ll have the same, please.”

      Gloria was probably right; Katherine wouldn’t get any thanks, but she certainly wasn’t going to indulge Anna’s bad habits. If making big changes in her life was impossible, Katherine could at least encourage her to make small ones. The first challenge, it seemed, was stopping her reliance on double espresso.

      Gloria soon presented her with two takeaway cups. “Good luck to you, but I won’t hold my breath.”

      Katherine turned to leave, but then a question came to mind. “Do you know Anna?” she asked. “Personally, I mean.”

      “I used to babysit her when she was little. Knew her mum ever so well.”

      “Did something happen to her mother?”

      “Oh, I’m not one to gossip. You’ll have to ask her, or better still your colleagues.”

      Katherine smiled and made a swift exit. She hoped Gloria wouldn’t say anything to Anna. She’d gleaned from Anna that the family had a problem trusting doctors, at least she now had an inkling that it concerned her mother. If Anna’s mother was deceased, the records at the surgery would be closed, and she had no reason to request the password. She’d have to trust that Anna would tell her one day, though she couldn’t focus on that just yet; getting through to her today was going to be a challenge itself.

      She took the short walk to the abbey and was greeted cordially by every member of staff that saw her. News must have got around about her purchasing a lifetime pass to the abbey. It was hardly a large cost, but she felt it was as worthy a cause as any. Just from her bedroom window, she could see the work that went into its upkeep. As it was an independent charity, she knew they needed all the help they could get.

      She spotted Carrie at the desk and approached her.

      “Dr Atkinson, how lovely to see you. You have a pass, so you don’t need to come to the desk. You are free to come and go as you please.”

      “Thank you, but I was hoping to catch Anna. She has just finished a tour, correct?”

      “Yes, she’ll be up at the far end.”

      “Is it okay if I catch up with her? Just a quick check-in, you know.”

      “Oh yes, please do.” Carrie nodded. “To be honest, I’ve been a bit worried about her since she fainted.”

      “Don’t worry. I’ll look after her.”

      Katherine exited the visitor centre and set off to the top end of the abbey. She regretted getting hot drinks now; although it was a cool day, the heat from the cups was burning into her hands.

      She found Anna sitting in the ruin of the chapel. She was in a small, low window frame, her back to the side and her legs stretched out along the sill, gazing out of what remained of the window. She looked peaceful yet burdened.

      “Hello,” Katherine called out softly.

      Anna jumped.

      Katherine approached her. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to make you jump. I’m glad to see you resting, but perhaps you shouldn’t be sitting down on the job.”

      “I was just taking five minutes. Doctor’s orders if I remember correctly,” Anna replied sullenly.

      “You’ll find no argument from me.”

      “I don’t remember making an appointment.”

      “You didn’t, and that’s exactly why I’m here. Don’t fret; I cleared it with Carrie.”

      “I heard you bought a lifetime pass; you’re practically royalty now.”

      Anna swung her legs around and moved up. Katherine took the hint and sat beside her.

      “Look, I’m sorry if we got off on the wrong foot when we first met. I get told I can be a little intimidating. I get a lot of questions; especially with the internet, everyone thinks they’re a doctor.”

      “I get it, and yes, we did,” Anna said softly.

      Anna seemed different to normal, not that Katherine knew what her normal was, she seemed dejected and spiritless compared to their previous meetings. It saddened her to see Anna like this; her spirit was one of her most attractive qualities.

      “Here, it’s not coffee. I couldn’t bring myself to buy one.” Katherine handed her a cup. “You know it’s basically an addictive poison.”

      Anna took the cup from Katherine. “Thanks. I thought it was supposed to prevent heart disease.”

      “It can also cause heart disease; it really depends on your genes.”

      “I’m sure you didn’t come all the way from over there to talk to me about coffee.” Anna gestured towards Abbey House with her head.

      “No, I came to see how you’re doing and in hopes you wouldn’t do a runner on me again. I’m not sure I’d keep up; I have a few years on you.”

      Anna gave a weak smile. “I’m still alive, less so kicking.”

      “Have you tried the tablets I prescribed?”

      “Yes, they’ve actually helped. Thanks.”

      “Good. I hate to bring it up, and please don’t shout at me, but I’ve been thinking about your predicament all week. Have you thought about a care home?” Katherine asked cautiously.

      “Am I that shouty?” Anna said, her head dropped.

      Katherine regretted her choice of words. She was really concerned now.

      “You do know your father’s condition won’t improve, right? It will gradually worsen until he needs full-time care.”

      Anna suddenly broke down in tears. It wasn’t something Katherine had expected; Anna had seemed such a hard nut that she’d thought the direct approach was best.

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to upset you,” Katherine said.

      She wasn’t sure what to do, so, listening to her instincts, she placed her arm around Anna and pulled her closer. Anna willingly and surprisingly collapsed against her. Katherine placed her cheek on Anna’s head and held her tight as she sobbed. Katherine was close to tears herself; she knew what Anna was going through, and it brought back painful memories.

      Anna pulled away and sat up.

      “I just… I just can’t face it, after Mum.”

      “What happened with your mother, if you don’t mind me asking?” Katherine hoped Anna would share; she was desperate to know what was haunting her so much.

      “My mum had been suffering from stomach pains and nausea for a while. The doctor said it was indigestion. Then it got worse, and I came to visit and noticed she’d lost loads of weight. It was so gradual Dad hadn’t noticed. If I’d just been here more often, not so bloody busy with my job, I might have realised what it was.”

      Katherine’s hand shot out to Anna’s. “Stomach cancer.”

      Anna nodded. “By the time they worked it out, which they only did after a lot of shouting from me, it was too late. She spent the last few weeks of her life in a care home. It was a hell hole. I’m not doing that to Dad.”

      “The time will come when you can’t cope anymore. You must see that.” Katherine braced herself. She knew any questioning of Anna’s ability to cope with her caring responsibilities would likely trigger her; it was a common occurrence.

      “Of course I see that,” Anna said, raising her voice. She stopped and took a deep breath before she carried on more calmly. “I try not to think about it. I
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