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  Chapter One


Was now the right time to tell him? 
The small car had become a trap. Sophie Bennett hadn’t expected to see Oliver standing in the car park behind the old Christchurch house which had been converted into St David’s Medical Centre. He smiled and waved, as though the sight of Sophie was exactly what Oliver Spencer had been expecting. As though he was waiting for her. She had to make her decision fast. Even at the snail’s pace at which Sophie was moving, the manoeuvre to park couldn’t last much longer.
Sophie pulled on the handbrake and reached for the ignition key to cut the engine. She sighed in exasperation as she noticed her fingers shaking slightly.  This was quite ridiculous. It was no big deal, so why did she feel so nervous? Surreptitiously, Sophie tugged at the ring on her left hand.
‘Ouch!’ Sophie glared at her finger. How was she supposed to have noticed that all her indecisive twisting of the ring last night had made her finger swell? 
Not enough to be noticeable or cause any problems. Just enough to make it impossible to get the damned ring off with any ease. The ring she should no longer be wearing.
Oliver was walking towards her. He held a briefcase in one hand, and his jacket was slung casually over his arm. With his shirtsleeves already rolled up, Dr Spencer looked as calm and relaxed as he always did. His thick, wavy hair had a permanently ruffled look, possibly caused by his casual habit of running his fingers through the dark waves. Along with his tanned skin and wide smile, the tousled look added to his untroubled-by-life demeanour. Oliver Spencer had probably never felt really nervous in his whole life, but Sophie’s nerves were being stretched tighter with every step he took. She wished his smile wasn't quite so cheerful. She wished even harder that he wasn’t opening her car door for her. She wasn’t ready to get out. Not yet.
‘Welcome back, Sophie!’
‘I’ve only been away for the weekend.’ Sophie tried to keep her tone light. ‘I never come in at the weekends.’
‘Ah, but this weekend was different,' Oliver said meaningfully.
‘I guess so.’ Sophie turned to collect her bag.
‘You guess so? How long is it since you and Garth had a weekend together?’
‘Greg,’ Sophie corrected automatically. Why couldn’t Oliver ever remember her fiancé’s name? 
Her ex-fiancé’s name. ‘Three months,' she added tonelessly. ‘Ever since I started at St David’s.’
‘You don't sound very happy.’ Oliver leaned closer. ‘Wasn’t Greg delighted to see you?’
‘Of course he was.’ Sophie swung her legs out of the car and Oliver stepped back a pace. Intelligent, dark grey eyes were observing her keenly. Oliver’s 
eyes stood out as being his least laid-back feature. They missed nothing and they were interested in everything.
‘And I was delighted to see him, too,’ Sophie said as she stood up decisively. It was quite true, after all. 
She and Greg had a long history. They were good friends. But good friends were all they were ever going to be.
Oliver chuckled. ‘I should hope so. Not much point getting married if you're not delighted to see each other.’
Tell him now. Sophie ordered herself. Before this goes any further. All it needs is a casual statement to the effect that she and Greg were no longer engaged. 
But what would she say when Oliver asked why she was still wearing her ring? Why was she still wearing her ring?
Oliver was watching her thoughtfully. ‘I know I’ve said this many times, Sophie, but Garth is a very lucky man.' He shook his head sadly. ‘I suppose I’ll just have to distract myself by getting stuck into some work.' He extended his arm invitingly. ‘After you. Dr Bennett.'
Sophie's tolerant smile was automatic. Her usual tactic of ignoring Oliver’s flirting had become ingrained. It was just light-hearted fun, after all. Oliver Spencer never flirted with anyone else. Sophie Bennett— the happily engaged woman— was a safe target so it meant nothing. He’d probably run a mile if Sophie suddenly announced her changed status. Was that a more terrifying thought than the prospect of an opposite reaction? Which one was making her more nervous? Which one had persuaded her not to remove her ring quite yet so that she could buy a little time to ponder the repercussions?
Sophie skirted the old-fashioned woman’s bicycle propped by the medical centre’s front door. A large basket was attached to the handlebars and contained a loaf of what looked like exceptionally healthy bread. No. Now was not the right time to tell Oliver.
They had patients waiting and Sophie Bennett was more than happy to postpone her own agenda.
‘Morning, Sophie. Morning, Oliver.’ Toni Marsh, St David’s practice manager, paused, before answering the telephone. ‘How was Auckland, Sophie?’
‘Wet,’ Sophie responded promptly. ‘It rained nonstop.’
‘Didn’t dampen the enthusiasm, though,’ Oliver reported.
‘I should hope not,’ Toni said briskly. She turned her attention to the phone call.
Sophie surveyed Toni’s domain as she crossed the reception area. The toys were still neatly piled in the big wicker basket, the magazines tidily stacked on the various coffee-tables. Morning surgery hours weren’t due to start for another fifteen minutes but an elderly couple sat near the reception desk and looked up hopefully as the two doctors crossed the room. Another woman was sitting in the corner of the waiting room, cross-legged, in a large armchair. Her eyes were shut and her hands lay on her legs, palms upward, fingers and thumbs forming enclosed circles. 
Like rings. Sophie sighed audibly. Oliver frowned with concern, followed the line of her gaze and then winked at Sophie.
‘Know any good mantras?’ he whispered.
‘I wish I did,’ Sophie murmured. ‘I could use one myself right now.’
‘I thought you seemed a bit tense.’ Oliver stared at Sophie intently and then leaned over the large semicircular counter that separated the waiting area from the main office. ‘Don’t you think Sophie looks a bit tense, Toni?’
Toni glanced anxiously at Sophie who grinned and rolled her eyes to indicate that Oliver’s concern was unfounded. Toni smiled wickedly as she adjusted the telephone receiver she was still holding and reached for a pencil. ‘Would ten-fifteen suit you, Mr Collins? Dr Spencer has an appointment free then.’
Oliver shook his head frantically, holding up his hands in a signal to stop. Toni smiled sweetly, reaching to answer the second telephone as she continued talking. ‘Yes, do bring the sample in, Mr Collins. A jam jar is just fine. Dr Spencer will appreciate your forethought. Yes— ten-fifteen.’ Toni smoothly transferred her ear to the other telephone. ‘Good morning. St David’s Medical Centre. Toni speaking.’
‘Sophie?’
The calculating tone in Oliver Spencer’s voice was reassuringly familiar. Much to Sophie’s relief, his interest in her emotional well-being had been overridden by a more pressing concern. Sophie smiled with genuine amusement as she shook her head firmly and ducked into the first door past the treatment room.
‘Mr Collins is a wonderful patient for a GP registrar.’ Oliver had followed Sophie into her consulting room. ‘He has everything you can think of wrong with him. He’s spent seventy years studying the Reader's Digest Guide to Good Health.' Oliver smiled cunningly. ‘God knows what he’s got in the jam jar today but I’m sure it’s absolutely fascinating.’ 
‘I’m sure it is.’ Sophie was beginning to feel much better. She dropped her shoulder bag beside her desk and lifted her white coat from the back of her chair. 
‘You can tell me all about it at morning teatime.’ 
‘No.’ Oliver looked vaguely alarmed. ‘Mr Collins’s samples are best avoided at any time when you’re planning to eat.’ He glanced back into the corridor.
‘Josh!’ he announced happily. ‘Just the person I wanted to see.’
‘No, Oliver.’ The firm tone couldn’t disguise the amusement evident in Dr Cooper’s face. ‘I do not want to see Mr Collins and I especially do not want to see whatever’s in that jam jar.' He turned to Sophie. ‘How are you, Sophie?’
‘Fine, thanks.’ Sophie straightened her coat. ‘I'd better go and see who Toni has lined up for me.’ A baby’s cry could now be heard in the waiting area. ‘Sounds like we might be in for a busy day.’
‘When isn’t Monday busy?’ Josh was still blocking her doorway. ‘How was Auckland?’ he asked with interest. ‘I’ll bet Greg was rather pleased to see you.’ 
‘Sophie doesn’t want to talk about it,' Oliver informed his senior partner. ‘She’s a bit tense.’
‘I am not!’ Sophie was exasperated. ‘I don’t know why everybody is so interested in my weekend. It was no big deal.’
‘It was to me,’ Oliver confided to Josh. ‘There I was, hoping Sophie would come back minus her engagement ring.’
Josh Cooper laughed. ‘What, having decided that Greg doesn't measure up now that she’s had a dose of your charm?’
‘Exactly!’ Oliver sighed dramatically. ‘But there it is— still firmly on her finger. I can’t understand it.’
‘I can.’ Josh winked at Sophie who found herself blushing. What would her colleagues say if they knew how close to the truth they actually were? She 
couldn’t understand why the ring was still on her finger either. What was so terrifying about admitting the changes the weekend had produced? The decision had been hers after all. It wasn’t as if it was some kind of personal failing. And surely nobody would assume she was interested in Oliver. Would they? Or more particularly— would Oliver?
Josh was looking thoughtfully at Oliver. ‘You know, it is about time you got some romance in your life.’
‘I know,' Oliver nodded sadly. "That’s all my mother could talk about when I took her out to lunch yesterday. Apparently I have a duty as an only child to produce grandchildren before she’s too decrepit to enjoy them.'
‘How old is your mother, Oliver?’ Sophie queried suspiciously.
‘Fifty-six. But she’s going downhill fast. She only goes to aerobics five days a week now.’ Oliver grinned at Sophie. ‘Would you like to meet my mother? She’d love to meet you.’
Josh shook his head admonishingly. ‘You should try your charms on someone who’s in a position to reciprocate and then you might actually get off first base.’
‘Who did you have in mind. Josh?’ It was Oliver’s turn to look suspicious. ‘I don’t want one of your castoffs, however rich the choice might be.’
Josh grinned. ‘My women are too sophisticated for the likes of you. Dr Spencer. Did you see that bohemian goddess in the comer of the waiting room— with all the bangles and that gorgeous wild hair? She looks more your type.’
Sophie reached into her coat pocket at the reminder and quickly scooped back her shoulder-length straight hair, winding the scrunchy to hold her dark blonde tresses in a neat ponytail. She wondered how Oliver would react to the suggestion. Not that he would consider dating a patient, of course, but did Josh know something that she didn’t regarding his taste in women?
‘Hmm.’ Oliver’s tone was calculating again. ‘You could be right. Swap you for Mr Collins.’
Josh laughed again. ‘No way. Not that I have any say in the matter, anyway. She wants Sophie. Toni said she was standing outside with her bicycle when she got to work this morning and she was prepared to wait as long as it took but Dr Bennett was who she intended to see.’
‘I’d better not keep her waiting any longer, then,’ Sophie said briskly. She walked away from the two men with relief. She didn’t want to hear any more about the type of women that might interest Dr Spencer. Neither did she want any more interest shown in her weekend. Not by Josh and not by Oliver. Especially not by Oliver.

      [image: image-placeholder]Oliver Spencer watched his registrar head purposefully away. So, the woman with all the bangles wanted Sophie, did she? He could understand that. Sophie Bennett was an extremely desirable woman. Intelligence shone from those dark blue eyes and silky, soft-looking hair framed a face that was surprisingly innocent for someone her age. A face that advertised compassion and honesty. Sophie also had a quite delicious looking mouth that smiled frequently and easily and small, delicate hands that were as competent as her brain. 
Sophie Bennett looked like the girl next door. She even had a faint dusting of freckles on her small, slightly snub nose. She was exactly the type of woman his mother had always hoped he would find, but Sophie Bennett had already found someone else. 
Long ago.
Oliver really had hoped that this weekend might have changed something. Had he been wrong in thinking that the attraction that had escalated over the last three months had not been entirely one-sided? 
He’d kept things light. He wasn’t going to break up a happy couple. No way! But many a true word was spoken in jest and if he’d had any real indication that his admiration was unwelcome he would have stopped.
And Sophie did seem tense. Had she had a row with Greg? Oliver sighed, trying to suppress the ignoble hope that there had been some major friction. He’d never been troubled by jealousy before but this weekend had been an unpleasant introduction to the emotion. The bangle lady wanted Sophie. Greg wanted Sophie.
So did Oliver Spencer.
As Sophie entered the main office, separated from the waiting area by the large semi-circular counter, she bumped shoulders with the hurrying figure of St David’s other full-time staff member.
‘Sorry, Sophie.’ Janet Muir’s face was creased worriedly.
‘What’s up, Janet?’
The practice nurse sighed with frustration. ‘The new batch of flu vaccine was supposed to be here first thing this morning.’ The Scottish burr in Janet’s voice was always more pronounced when she was agitated. ‘We’re going to be inundated after that scare on the news last night about the Hong Kong outbreak and we’re nearly out of supplies.’
Toni Marsh was holding a phone receiver against her shoulder. ‘I’ve got the couriers on the line,’ she soothed Janet. ‘I’m just sorting it out.’ Toni waved towards the end of the counter. ‘New patient for you, Sophie. I’ve made up a file.’
Sophie picked up the flat, clean folder. The name and coded number were already printed on its cover, the consultation notes sheet clipped inside with a computer printout giving patient details. No reason for the visit had been given. Sophie stepped into the open archway that divided the waiting room from the main corridor.
‘Miss Ellis?’
The woman’s eyes opened smartly. She rose from her cross-legged position with graceful ease and her long, layered skirt rippled as she moved, prompting 
Sophie to wonder how on earth she managed to ride a bicycle in such attire.
‘Call me Pagan,’ she invited warmly. 
Sophie smiled. Pagan Ellis looked the picture of health. She also looked very friendly and far more interesting than many of Sophie’s patients. Perhaps today wouldn’t be so bad after all.
‘Would you like to come this way. Pagan?’ 
Pagan’s impressive collection of jewellery jangled musically as she settled herself into the chair. ‘Is it okay if I call you Sophie? I’m not big on formal stuff.’ 
‘Sure.’ Sophie closed the door and then sat at her desk, opening the new file in front of her. ‘This is your first visit to St David’s, isn’t it?’
‘Oh, yes.’ Pagan Ellis was gazing around Sophie’s consulting room. She nodded to herself.
‘What can I help you with. Pagan?’
‘Are you a Virgo, Sophie?’
‘Sorry?’
‘Your sun sign. You know, your zodiac sign?’ Pagan’s full mouth twitched impatiently. ‘When’s your birthday?’
‘September tenth.’ Sophie’s astonishment made her respond without question.
‘I knew it!’ Pagan said triumphantly. ‘You’re pure Virgo.’
‘Really?’ Sophie was intrigued. This might not be a textbook example of how to initiate a consultation but the invitation was too tempting to resist.
‘Everything’s so tidy.’ Pagan nodded. ‘You make order out of chaos. I’ll bet you write lists of things to do every day.’
Sophie couldn’t help smiling. She had quite a long list tucked into her shoulder bag.
‘You enjoy books.’ Pagan’s bangles clinked as she waved at Sophie’s shelf of medical textbooks. ‘You do work that is challenging and I’ll bet you’re a perfectionist.’
‘I like to be thorough,’ Sophie admitted.
‘And organised,’ Pagan added. ‘You’ve probably got your future all planned out and shaping up exactly how you want it.’
Sophie’s intrigue with the potential clairvoyance of her patient evaporated. She might be right about having her future planned out but as for shaping up... 
Sophie didn’t need the reminder of the plug she had just pulled out in that direction.
‘I wouldn’t say that exactly.’ Sophie’s tone was cooler. More professional. ‘Now, about you. Pagan. What brings you—?’
‘Oh, I’m an Aquarius,’ Pagan interrupted. ‘Pretty obvious, huh?’
‘Ah ...’
‘Did you know we’re actually in the age of Aquarius?’
‘No,’ Sophie said slowly. She took a furtive glance at her watch and succeeded only in catching sight of her engagement ring.
‘Uranus dropped into the sign in 1995,’ Pagan confirmed happily. ‘It won’t leave until 2004. Did you know that the Internet started in 1995 and that WWW is also the logo for Aquarius?’
‘No,’ Sophie said more firmly. ‘And I don’t think— ’
‘That was how I found him,’ Pagan said brightly. ‘On the Internet. Couldn’t be more appropriate really, could it?’
‘I really couldn’t— ’
‘I mean, our signs were perfectly matched. I knew he was going to be the father of my baby.’ Pagan smiled blissfully. ‘It was wonderful. We met up in Hawaii and made love on the beach to the sound of the waves. Conceived in Pisces— that’s a water sign, of course. And it’s due in Scorpio. Another water sign.’ Pagan’s sigh was also one of pure happiness.
‘Ah...so you’re pregnant?’ Sophie reached for a pen. ‘Is that why you’ve come to see me?’
‘Of course.’
Sophie nodded. Finally, they were getting somewhere. ‘What was the date of the first day of your last period?’
‘That would have been the sixth of February. Conception was February the twentieth. Really the cusp of Pisces and Aquarius. That’s my sign, you know.’
‘So you said.’ Sophie nodded a little wearily. ‘You’re about eleven weeks pregnant, then. Have you been to a doctor since you missed your first period?’ 
‘No. I had to find just the right person.’ Pagan smiled warmly at Sophie, I’ve been to see a few but nobody had the right aura.’ She gazed at Sophie intently. ‘You do. I want you to deliver my child.’
‘We don’t do deliveries, exactly,’ Sophie said apologetically. ‘It’s more shared care with a midwife and an obstetrician. We do a lot of the routine antenatal checks and— ’
‘I’ve got a midwife,’ Pagan interrupted. ‘She’s great. It was her idea that we find the right doctor. Just in case.’
Sophie’s gaze had slipped to the computer printout. ‘You’re thirty-seven, is that right?’
Pagan nodded.
‘And this is your first baby?’
‘My only baby.’
‘We’ll need to book you in for a scan. Have you considered amniocentesis at all?’
‘What’s that?’ Pagan’s eyes narrowed suspiciously. 
‘It’s a test that can detect a range of birth defects, including spina bifida and Down’s syndrome.’ Sophie pulled a book down from her shelf and flicked the pages rapidly. ‘Down’s syndrome is the result of a chromosomal abnormality in the baby. Maternal age is an important factor and if you look at this graph here you can see that the risk rises sharply after the age of thirty-five.’ Sophie turned the book to face her patient. ‘The test involves removing a small amount of the amniotic fluid that surrounds the baby in the womb. It’s usually done at around fourteen to sixteen weeks when there is more fluid available.’
Pagan Ellis gave the textbook no more than a dismissive glance. ‘Don’t fancy that. I don’t want any interventions. This pregnancy is going to be totally natural.’ She shrugged. ‘Theoretically, I suppose I should have gone for a test tube baby. I mean the age of Aquarius is all about technology but some things are meant to be natural.’ Pagan grinned. ‘More fun that way.’
Sophie was not going to be sidetracked. ‘Do you have any family history of genetic problems?’
‘No.’
‘What about the father’s family history?’
‘God, Ziggy and I never talked about things like that.’ Pagan gave Sophie a disappointed stare. ‘It’s not as if he’s going to have anything to do with the baby.’ She grinned again. ‘Mind you, he said it had been a blast and if I ever wanted another kid to give him a bell. No,’ Pagan finished decisively. ‘No tests. I want a natural pregnancy and a natural birth. A very special birth.’
Sophie cleared her throat, hoping that the prickle of alarm she felt was unfounded. ‘Just what did you have in mind for the birth. Pagan?’
‘A beach, of course,’ Pagan replied kindly. ‘I thought you understood. Water signs and all that, you know?’
‘A beach?’
‘Well, not exactly.’ Pagan leaned forward. ‘I really mean the sea.’

      [image: image-placeholder]‘Apparently, the surf will speed up contractions. Her faith healer is all in favour of it.’ Sophie finally sipped at her mug of coffee as she finished her tale of woe. ‘What on earth am I going to do, Oliver?’
Oliver Spencer was smiling broadly. Sophie could see the delight in the way the lines around his eyes crinkled, the rather lopsided tilt to his mouth and the way his head tipped back a little as he ran long fingers through his waves of dark hair. She blinked, disconcerted at her easy recognition of Oliver’s response. She had only known the man for three months but she could predict exactly the supportive comment he was about to make.
‘It's early days,' Oliver said cheerfully. ‘You’ll talk her out of it.’
‘I think I should hand her over to you. You’re my supervisor after all. GP registrars are supposed to hand over the really tricky cases.’
'Not at all.' Oliver sat back, looking totally relaxed. 
His shirtsleeves were still rolled up and his tie knotted only loosely around his neck. They were both sitting in the staffroom at the back of the house. Originally the kitchen and dining room of a family home, the dividing wall had been knocked out, making a spacious area with comfortable couches and a dining table. The kitchen facilities had been kept, along with an extra refrigerator to house drugs and specimens that needed to be kept cool. Sophie wondered if Mr Collins’s jam jar was hiding in that fridge.
‘It’s my responsibility to provide guidance. To make sure you have the facilities and support you need and to be available to bail you out when you have real problems. Have I ever let you down?’
‘No.’ Sophie’s smile reflected very genuine gratitude. Oliver Spencer had been wonderful. Too wonderful. He had been welcoming, totally supportive and generous with his time and cheerful enthusiasm as he oversaw her training. His appreciation of Sophie might have been disconcerting at first but she had become used to it surprisingly quickly. At what point had she started wanting to respond? Sophie squashed the dangerous line of thought.
‘Besides...’ Oliver’s mouth twitched ‘...Pagan Ellis is quite right.’
‘What?’ Sophie’s eyes widened dramatically. 
‘You’ve got the right aura.’ Oliver was smiling but there was a glint in his eyes that gave Sophie a now familiar internal twinge. ‘I knew it all along, of course, but it’s nice to have it confirmed by an expert.’
Janet Muir bustled into the staffroom, carrying a small carton. ‘They’ve finally arrived,’ she announced. ‘And not a minute too soon. I’ve got at least twenty people coming in for flu shots this afternoon.’ 
She threw open the door of the storage fridge. ‘Och,’ she exclaimed in disgust. ‘What is that?’
‘Is it in a jam jar?’ Oliver queried calmly.
‘Aye.’ Janet was staring intently into the interior of the fridge.
‘Don’t ask, then,’ Oliver advised. ‘Unless you really want to find out.’
‘I don’t think I do.’ Janet began unloading her carton. ‘It’s put me right off my lunch already.’ She glanced up. ‘Have you had lunch, Sophie?’
‘I’m just having coffee. I got way behind, thanks to my first consultation, and I’m still trying to catch up.’
‘How was your weekend?’
‘Great, thanks.’ Sophie could feel the ring constricting her finger again. ‘How was yours?’
‘Awful.’ Janet shut the fridge door and sighed. ‘The boys broke the front window and then it started pouring and I had to get a glazier to come and fix it on Sunday. It cost twice as much and the carpet’s still soaked. I put the heater on but there’s a funny smell.’ 
‘How did the window get broken?’
Janet reached for a mug and a teabag. ‘Apparently, by an act of divine intervention. Never mind the fact that there was a cricket bat on the lawn and a cricket ball on the carpet. The boys swore it wasn’t them.’ 
‘You mean they lied about it?’ Oliver was frowning.
‘It’s becoming the first line of defence.’ Janet sighed again. ‘They back each other up and they’re amazingly convincing.’
Sophie smiled. She could just imagine Janet’s six-year-old twin boys, with their curly blonde hair framing angelic faces, denying yet another misdeed. They were apparently a real handful but Janet seemed to cope admirably with single motherhood.
Oliver was still frowning. ‘What did you do about it?’
‘Well, the window’s fixed now and I suppose it wasn’t really their fault. The garden’s too small to play cricket in and I was too busy to take them to the park.’ Janet added two spoons of sugar to her mug.
‘I meant about the lying.’ Oliver stood up. ‘That’s a lot worse than
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