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  Chapter One



IT WAS A PERFECT day for a wedding.
The small stone church was surrounded with a sea of golden daffodils, nodding happily in the gentle nor'-westerly breeze. The sky was a perfect, clear blue. The low covering of snow on the Southern Alps away to the west declared the ski season to be far from over, but as usual August in Canterbury, New Zealand, was giving a definite hint of better things to come. A promise of renewal. A new beginning. Hope.
Toni Marsh closed her eyes for a second, concentrating on the well-rehearsed tones of the minister’s voice.
‘Dearly beloved, we are gathered here together in the sight of God, and in the presence of this congregation, to join together this man and this woman...’
Toni could feel the magic of the ceremony, the beauty of a public declaration of love and commitment. She knew exactly how Sophie Bennett must be feeling, especially when Oliver Spencer’s voice caught with emotion as he repeated his vows, knowing that in a moment she would have the chance to declare her own devotion to him. Till death parted them.
It touched a deep chord within Toni. She didn’t care what the statistics said. Some people were capable of finding the right person, were faithful and loyal and giving enough to make it last. To grow. To become something that could never be demeaned by statistics or written off as an outdated institution. Some people still believed inmarriage. Like Sophie and Oliver.
Like Toni.
‘... in sickness and in health, to love, honour and cherish, till death us do part.’
Toni’s gaze dropped to the bouquet she held. The tiny jonquils nestled amongst the miniature white roses and gypsophila. This was the first time she had stood at the front of a church as a member of a wedding party. Separate from the congregation. Close to the minister. She could almost imagine it was her own wedding. If someone waved a wand and made Sophie and Oliver vanish then she would be standing there... with Dr Josh Cooper.
‘Could I have the rings, please?’ The minister nodded at the best man.
Josh felt inside the left pocket of his suit jacket. Then he tried the right pocket. His eyes widened in consternation. Toni felt a flicker of alarm but then saw the grin Josh couldn’t quite suppress. He produced the ring box from his inside breast pocket. Oliver and Sophie exchanged amused glances but Toni gave Josh a disapproving glance.
It was typical of Josh to do something to try and defuse an emotionally charged situation. Anything heavy simply had to be lightened. It was a wonder Oliver had managed to talk him into being best man at all. Josh’s horror at the prospect of marriage had been continually reinforced over the years Toni had known him. Any mention of the ‘M’ word ensured that the guilty woman received an even shorter than usual inclusion in Josh Cooper’s social agenda.
‘I now pronounce you husband and wife,’ the minister said with relish. He smiled benevolently. 'You may kiss the bride.’
Toni saw the expression on Oliver’s face as he adjusted Sophie’s veil, and her breath caught. She would settle for a look like that being bestowed on her, just once in her life time, and she would feel it had all been worthwhile. Tears, which hadn’t been faraway for the whole ceremony, prickled ominously. Toni blinked furiously and hoped that her mascara was waterproof. It had been so long since she’d worn any it hadn’t occurred to her to ask. It had been Sophie’s idea to take advantage of the make-up expert available at the hairdressing salon. The occasion had already been enough to encourage Toni to make some serious changes to her appearance. What was one more, after all?
The collective sigh of satisfaction from the congregation as the kiss became prolonged made Toni smile. The threat of smudged mascara receded and she glanced at Josh to see if he was also enjoying the enthusiasm the bridal couple were displaying. But Josh wasn't watching Oliver and Sophie. He was staring at Toni, a puzzled frown creasing his forehead.
He moved to stand beside her as Oliver and Sophie went to sign the register.
‘You look... different,’ he said accusingly. His brown eyes raked her face.
'Do I?’ Toni’s pulse jumped.
How different? she wondered. Different enough to change his opinion of her? Different enough to promote her from long-time reliable employee, dogsbody and long-suffering repair technician for any personal or professional hassles? Different enough to be of interest as a woman? 
‘Must be the dress,’ she said lightly. ‘You’ve never seen me dressed up before.’
‘Hmm.’ Josh’s gaze travelled down her slim figure, outlined by the elegant, jonquil yellow silk sheath. He smiled thoughtfully and nodded. ‘You scrub up rather nicely, Swampy.’
‘Thanks.’ Toni’s tone was dry. Did he have any idea at all how much she loathed the nickname? Probably not. It had never occurred to Toni to complain because it was always delivered affectionately— one of the few treasured indications that Josh Cooper was fond of his practice manager. A sign that she was special enough to be given a name only he used. It was only recently that it had started to rankle. The name made her think of dark, damp, boggy places. Undesirable. Like her.
The garden surrounding the little church was a little damp and boggy underfoot but nobody was complaining. The gnarled trunks of the venerable oak trees with the carpet of bluebells was a wedding photographer’s dream. He arranged the wedding party and began taking pictures.
‘Is my lipstick okay?’ Sophie asked Toni anxiously. 
‘Tasted fine to me,’ Oliver declared.
‘That’s what I’m worried about.’ Sophie grinned. ‘I think you ate it all.’
‘Looks fine,’ Toni assured her. She reached out to tuck the veil further back from Sophie’s face. ‘Shame to hide that gorgeous hairdo,’ she murmured. The bride’s shoulder-length, straight hair had been drawn up into an intricate knot, dotted with tiny white flowers. Tendrils had been left and curled into ringlets that framed her face.
‘At least we can see yours.’ Sophie smiled. ‘It looks stunning, Toni.’
‘I like it, too,’ Toni agreed shyly. ‘I would never have had the courage to make such a major change if it hadn’t been for your hairdresser.’
‘That's what it is.' Josh announced triumphantly. ‘I knew there was something different about you. You’ve got your hair loose.’
Toni and Sophie exchanged smiles.
‘Men!’ Sophie clucked happily. She linked her arm with Oliver’s and beamed at the photographer. ‘You’re all hopeless.’ It was clearly too much to expect Josh to notice that the length of Toni’s hair was shorter by at least twelve inches. Now it was only slightly longer than Sophie’s and the layering had released waves Toni had been unaware of possessing.
‘It’s not just the hair, though, is it?' Josh ignored the photographer's plea to look straight ahead at the camera. He was still staring at Toni. ‘There’s something else.’
‘Spell it out for him, Toni,’ Oliver advised, ‘otherwise we’ll never get through.’
‘I’m not wearing my glasses,’ Toni told Josh. ‘I don’t need them any longer.’
Josh was silent, clearly disconcerted that he hadn’t noticed something so obvious. Toni felt sorry for him. She knew how different she looked. It had been an astonishing revelation, looking in the mirror as she and Sophie had made the final preparations for the wedding. It reminded her of those classic movie scenes where the secretary ripped off her spectacles and loosened the tightly scraped-back long hair, transforming herself from boring to voluptuous in one fell swoop.
Toni’s swoop had taken a little longer. It had been three months since she'd begun the process of laser surgery to cure her short-sightedness, but it was only in the last couple of days that the spectacles had finally gone, no longer needed even to hold the post-surgical padding in place. Her face felt curiously naked without them. Vulnerable. Especially under the intense scrutiny Josh was subjecting her to. He didn’t look as though her transformation had unleashed any secret passion, however. Toni sighed lightly before she smiled at the photographer again. Josh looked vaguely worried—as though the change in her appearance might herald a similar disruption to her professional capabilities.
The photographer took a series of pictures of the bride and groom, before calling for the best man and bridesmaid. Toni felt conspicuous, standing alone with Josh. She smiled a trifle grimly, keeping her line of vision focused on a scene well behind the camera.
St David's practice nurse, Janet Muir, was standing beside the minister. She was clearly giving her twin sons a good telling-off. The minister also looked dis-approvingly down at the small boys who stood, temporarily repentant, with bunches of illicitly plucked daffodils in their fists. Toni's mouth twitched into a much more genuine smile and she complied with the photographer's request without hesitation, moving closer to Josh and linking their arms.
‘A bit gruesome, isn’t it?’ Josh murmured. He glanced down at Toni with a twisted smile. ‘Do you know, I broke out in a cold sweat during that ceremony? I could almost imagine it was me tying the knot.’
‘Too close for comfort, was it?' Toni caught Josh's gaze as she looked up quizzically. She searched his face briefly, wondering if Josh had really been protesting too much over the years and whether his real opinion of marriage was something quite different tohis advertised beliefs. The swift grin she received put an end to that line of thought.
‘You know me so well, Swampy. I won’t be doing this again. For anyone!'
She did know him so well. Josh live-life-to-the-full Cooper. Too fond of fast cars and fast women. Too interested in hedonistic pursuits, like drinking fine wine, sampling gourmet food, dancing and the adrenaline rush of dangerous recreational activities. Josh of the catch phrases ‘life’s too short’ and ‘just go for it’. Josh who could never take anything personal very seriously. Toni had to admit he seemed to be taking his duties as master of ceremonies today quite seriously,  however. The move to the reception venue had been smooth and the entertainment and refreshment of the gathering continued without a hitch.
The wedding party was supposed to be seated at the head table while the guests helped themselves from the hot buffet. Despite the temptation of the excellent food being served, Toni found her partner wasn't present at the small table for more than a few minutes at a time. Josh was circulating amongst the guests, competing with waiters to top up champagne flutes, escorting Oliver’s great-aunt Agnes to the buffet and discussing the merits of every morsel he placed on her plate, pausing to chat for a moment to everyone who managed to catch his eye.
The tailored jacket of his formal, dark grey suit had been discarded, the sleeves of the silk dress shirt pushed up. the grey waistcoat unbuttoned, but Josh still managed to look more elegant than any other man present. Toni’s gaze was still following him, her dessert abandoned, when Janet dropped into the empty seat on her right.
‘You look stunning, Toni. I almost didn’t recognise you when you came into the church.’
‘Thanks, Jan. I’m not sure I recognise myself.’ Toni smiled at her colleague. ‘I love your dress— perfect colour for you.’
Janet Muir’s dress was a deep shade of delphinium blue, just a shade darker than her eyes. A matching headband was valiantly attempting to subdue the exuberant curls of her auburn hair. She grinned at Toni.
‘I just hope it stays together till I get home. I didn’t finish making it until two o’clock this morning. The hemming was more than a wee bit sloppy.’ Janet’s brow creased anxiously. ‘Have you seen the twins recently?’
‘Mmm.’ Toni suppressed a smile. ‘They were picking the icing flowers off the wedding cake.’
‘Oh, no!’ Janet gasped. ‘The little horrors. They promised to behave themselves.’ She began to rise to her feet but Toni patted her hand.
‘Don’t worry. Josh sorted them out. Look.’ Toni pointed towards the guests’ tables. Josh had a small boy on either side of him. Two curly blond heads were bent, seriously intent on their tasks. Both boys had white cloths draped over the arms of their matching denim jackets. They each held a bottle of champagne.
‘Uh-oh!’ Janet murmured. ‘Not a good idea. Josh.’ 
But the boys were managing well. Josh supported the base of the bottles discreetly as first Adam and then Rory charmed guests by topping up glasses and
then beaming proudly at their achievements. Some form of non-verbal communication had two waiters replacing Josh's supervision a minute later and Janet ducked back to her own table as he returned. Josh tapped his knife on his glass to gain everyone’s attention and then waited for silence.
‘According to Billy Connolly, marriage is a wonderful invention but, then again, so is a bicycle repair kit.' Josh waited for the laughter to subside. ‘Personally I haven't needed either yet but seeing Oliver and Sophie together today I'm inclined to agree more with Samuel Johnson who described marriage as “the triumph of hope over experience”. If my own experience of a partnership with Oliver Spencer is anything to go by, that hope is very well placed.’
The murmur of approval from Josh’s audience made Toni glance away. Oliver and Sophie were gazing at each other and were holding hands. Josh stood beside them, a glass held casually in his hand, the centre of attention as he told the guests of the beginning of his partnership with Oliver some four years ago.
Four years. It seemed like yesterday. Josh was making it sound as if Oliver had rescued St David’s and turned it into the flourishing medical centre it was today, but Toni knew better than that. Better than anybody. Her own association with St David’s—and Josh—went back nearly ten years. Josh had been twenty-eight, an enthusiastic young doctor buying his first general practice from the finally retiring Dr Jamieson. It had been well past time for the old doctor to bow out. St David’s patient numbers had been declining steadily for years as locals grew weary of the slow pace and old-fashioned methods Dr Jamieson had clung to.
The practice hadn’t changed overnight. It had taken nearly three years for Josh to build patient numbers up to a level that ensured financial viability for the practice. Toni had willingly helped in whatever capacity she could, often working over the parttime hours she’d been paid for. She’d been proud of the reputation Josh had garnered, evidenced by the ever-increasing patient base.
She’d shared his excitement when he’d taken on Oliver Spencer as a junior partner and shortly afterwards had employed Janet Muir as St David’s practice nurse. Her own pride in being promoted to practice manager and full-time employment hadn’t faded either. They were a close team, now with the welcome addition of Sophie. Toni smiled at the youngest member of the team at the same time Josh did.
‘Sophie came to us at the beginning of this year as a GP registrar,’ Josh informed the wedding guests, as he continued the speech Toni had only been half listening to. ‘Oliver was happy to act as her supervisor and tutor. I did sometimes wonder what was being taught in those tutorial sessions.’ 
Josh waited for the amusement to subside yet again. The audience had thoroughly enjoyed his account of several embarrassing incidents of his professional association with Oliver. They were relaxed, ready to turn their attention to the bride and the toast they all knew Josh was leading up to.
‘We knew Sophie was planning a wedding,’ Josh continued. A few looks were exchanged amongst the guests and Sophie blushed. Her long-standing engagement on her arrival at St David’s had been common knowledge. Toni thought of the stack of her treasured magazines containing wedding articles which she'd loaned to Sophie and which had been left to gather dust under the young doctor’s desk.
‘We were just getting used to the idea that Sophie might have changed her mind when we discovered that Oliver was also planning a wedding.’ Josh nodded slowly. 'It all made perfect sense only when we discovered—to our delight—that they were planning to marry each other. And now they have.’
Josh paused for a long moment. The guests smiled in anticipation of the joke they knew had to come, a finishing touch which only Josh Cooper would have the nerve to produce. Even Sophie and Oliver were waiting with expressions of amused resignation. But the best man’s face stilled and his smile faded.
‘The American Indians have a marriage ceremony which includes these lines.’ Josh seemed to take a deep breath as he turned an unusually solemn gaze onto the bridal couple. 
‘Now you will feel no rain, for each of you will be shelter for the other.
Now you will feel no cold, for each of you will be warmth to the other.
Now there is no more loneliness. 
Now you are two persons but there is only one life before you.'
Josh raised his glass. The absolute silence in the room was broken by his quiet toast. ‘To Oliver andSophie.’
Toni reached for her own glass but found the words she should repeat caught in her throat. She felt ridiculously close to tears again and she saw several guests reach for tissues as well as their glasses. The cutting of the cake passed in a blur. How could Josh have come up with something so beautiful? And so serious. Or was it just that the impact had been so much greater because of its unexpectedness?
As if to make up for his emotional lapse, Josh seemed to have moved into a higher gear. He was amongst the crowd again, serving cake and laughingly coping with the open adoration Oliver’s young female cousins were bestowing on him.
And why not? Toni finished her glass of champagne with a gulp. Josh had to be the star attraction for any single female present. He was a highly respected doctor. Josh might squeeze every ounce of enjoyment out of his own time but his life was clearly divided between work and play. His work was too brilliant for anything in his private life—including his reputation for playing the field—to count against him.
Josh was also good-looking, eligible and confident. He was caring, funny and game for anything. Everybody loved Josh Cooper. Including Toni Marsh. But Toni didn’t just love the public face. She knew the hidden aspects of Josh’s character. The soft spot for children which he would vociferously deny if challenged. The sadness when he couldn’t help a patient any further. Even the bad temper directed at her in the wake of a hangover. 
She knew more of the real Josh Cooper than anyone did. 
And she loved every part of him.
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‘I’d love to stay for the dancing,’ she told Toni wistfully, ‘but I'll have to get these two home. Make sure you catch the bouquet later!’
‘]f I do, I’ll give it to you,’ Toni said with a smile. ‘I think it’s a bit late for me.’
‘It's definitely a bit late for these boys.’ Janet smiled as she ruffled the curls of her tired twins. ‘Oh, look—Sophie and Oliver are dancing. Don’t they look lovely?" 
Adam and Rory yawned and Janet shook her head. ‘Come on. Home to bed.' 
Josh materialised beside Toni as she watched the door close behind Janet. He caught Toni's hand and gave her an encouraging tug. 
‘It's our duty to dance,' he told her. ‘It’s the signal for everyone to join in. I read it in my How To Be A Best Man guide.'
Toni tried to suppress the disappointment she felt. Would Josh have asked her to dance at all if it hadn’t been one of his official duties? The feeling left as soon as she found herself in his arms, however. As soon as she felt the touch of his hands through the silky fabric covering her back.
It was by no means an unfamiliar sensation. Josh often touched her at work—a quick squeeze of her shoulder as he went past, a pat of gratitude for some task completed. Even a hug on her birthday or similarly appropriate occasion. It always had the same effect, and right now it was magnified unbearably by the romantic waltz in which Josh was guiding her.
It was like being offered a glass of the most desirable wine in existence. Having the glass touch your lips so that you were able to smell it and almost taste it. Close enough to know that once you tasted it you would never want to try another wine ever again. And then to have the glass removed, just before the liquid touched your lips.
Josh held her as though he could sense her emotional turmoil. He gazed down at Toni with gentle sympathy.
‘Weddings make you go all mushy, don’t they? You really believe in the plighting of troths for better or worse and so on.’
‘Yes, I do,’ Toni confirmed softly. ‘Till death us do part.’
Josh’s hold became stiff. The rhythm of the dance was marred. Toni could feel his tension and cursed herself for saying the wrong thing. Other couples were now drifting onto the dance floor. Toni could sense Josh looking over her shoulder, his attention now focussed elsewhere.
‘Do you think we’ve done enough of our formal duties?’ Josh sounded a little embarrassed. ‘It’s just that I’ve promised Oliver’s cousins a turn each out here and there are a few to get through. It wouldn’t do to disappoint any of them.’
‘Oh, we couldn’t have that,’ Toni agreed lightly. ‘It wouldn’t do your reputation any good at all.’ She stepped quickly out of his arms. ‘I’ve had enough of dancing for the moment anyway. These shoes are killing my feet.’
Toni found herself sitting alone at the table. She picked up her glass of champagne only to find it empty. A waiter was cruising nearby with a bottle and he glanced in Toni’s direction. She looked away. Drinking too much was no solution to anything.
The music changed. The loudrock and roll number brought a whoop of delight from Josh. His enthusiasmrippled through the crowd and the tempo picked up instantly.
‘Hopeless.’ Toni shook herhead wearily but she smiled at the same time. ‘Let the party begin!’ She heldup her empty glass to signal the waiter.
‘What the hell,’ she saidaloud.
It wasn't Josh Cooper whowas hopeless. It was herself. 
Hopelessly in love withsomeone who didn’t know. 
And wouldn’t want to know.






  
  Chapter Two


THERE was still no sign of him. 
Ten past nine and Mrs Bradshaw was sighing heavily as she flicked the pages of her magazine. Toni glanced anxiously at the clock as she reached for the phone.
‘St David’s Medical Centre. Toni speaking.’ She listened, reaching for her pencil. 'I’m sorry but Dr Spencer will be away all week, Mr Campbell. He’s on his honeymoon.’ She listened again. ‘I’m afraid Dr Cooper is fully booked for today. We will have a locum available this afternoon. Is it urgent?’ Toni flipped over pages in the appointment book. ‘Well, how about we make it next Tuesday? Ten a.m.?’ Filling in the slot, Toni looked up as the front door opened. It wasn’t Josh. A woman carrying her baby in a car seat smiled at Toni.
‘Hi. I’ve brought Melissa in for her six-week check.’
Toni couldn’t help leaning over the counter to admire the sleeping infant. ‘Oh, she’s gorgeous, Jenny. How’s everything going?’
‘Apart from not getting much sleep, it’s fine.’ 
‘Take a seat, Jenny,’ Toni suggested as the phone rang again. ‘Janet  will see you shortly and Dr Cooper will check Melissa later.’
I hope, she added silently. Finishing the phone call, she watched as Janet bustled into the office.
‘Is the recall list done?’ the practice nurse queried.
‘Right here.’ Toni picked up the printout the computer supplied every Monday morning, detailing patients that needed recall for routine appointments such as smears, immunisations and blood tests. ‘Have you seen Josh?'
‘He’s just parking his car.’
‘Not like him to be late,’ Toni said worriedly. ‘I hope he’s all right.’
‘Nothing that fewer parties wouldn’t cure. I’m sure,’ Janet smiled. 'I’ll bet he had a king-sized hangover yesterday after the wedding.’
‘Wasn’t it lovely?’ Toni brightened. ‘Oliver and Sophie looked so happy.’
‘Mmm.’ Janet was peering out of the office window. 'I don't think it rubbed off on the best man.’ She turned away with a small sigh. ‘Tell Jenny to come through to the treatment room any time.’
Josh stalked through the waiting area and into the office. He dropped the bag he was carrying and reached for one of the patient files in his basket, knocking over Toni’s glass of water as he pulled it free.
‘Oh. no!' Toni pounced to rescue the appointment book from the rapidly spreading puddle.
'Bloody stupid place to leave it,’ Josh growled. 'Mrs Bradshaw is your first appointment,’ Toni said calmly. ‘Her file is on the top.’
Josh grunted. ‘When’s the locum turning up?’
‘Not until this afternoon. A Dr Mareshka Singh.’ 
‘Oh, great. I might just learn to pronounce his name by the time he leaves.'
‘It's a she,' Toni corrected. Josh’s patient was staring pointedly at them. ‘Shall I take Mrs Bradshaw through to your room?’
Josh nodded. He used his foot to nudge the carrier bag he had dropped. ‘Take care of this will you, Toni? It needs dry-cleaning.’ The request was delivered with a smile which Toni couldn’t help responding to. She looked more closely at Josh’s face. His brown eyes were heavily shadowed and the lines the smile had brought out looked more pronounced than usual. Even the grey streaks in his curly brown hair seemed more obvious this morning.
‘Would you like some coffee, Josh?’
‘You’re an angel. Swampy. Black. Two sugars.’ Josh looked more cheerful as he headed off.
Toni dispatched Mrs Bradshaw, sent Jenny and her baby in to see Janet and greeted two more arrivals. The gardener came in at the same time.
‘The hedge wants trimming,’ he told her. ‘Do you want me to do it now?’
‘Yes, thanks, George.’ Toni nodded. She switched the phone through to the staffroom and ducked away to make coffee for Josh.
When the jug refused to boil, Toni checked the light switches, to find that the power was off. A quick survey revealed the fault to be confined to the kitchen. Toni went back to the office and looked up the number for the electrician they used. Mrs Bradshaw was ready to pay her account. An indignant wail from the treatment room indicated that Josh was checking baby Melissa and her vaccinations were being attended to.
‘I thought you were getting me some coffee?’ Josh said plaintively as he came to collect the file on his next patient.
‘The power
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