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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      No one likes Mondays. All day Ben Sanders had been run off his feet at work and couldn’t quite believe the number of patients that had walked through the door of Peony Practice. The phone hadn’t stopped ringing and as soon as the clock struck six-thirty, Helly, his reliable receptionist, switched on the answerphone and turned the sign on the back of the door to closed before slumping into the reception chair. She stared at the huge mound of filing that Ben had placed on the edge of her desk.

      ‘What a day!’ she said, exhaling and looking over towards Ben, who was taking a breather and standing in the doorway of his office.

      ‘A hell of a day,’ he confirmed, blowing his hair off his forehead. ‘I thought birthdays were meant to be relaxing and fun.’

      Helly placed her hands on her desk and slid backwards in her chair. ‘I nearly forgot,’ she said, standing up and pulling open the drawer of the filing cabinet. ‘Your present!’

      Helly had been the receptionist at the doctor’s surgery since Ben had arrived. She’d applied for the job on a whim after not knowing what direction her life was going in and had been quite surprised to discover she loved being in charge of the office. Each day brought its own challenges, but with her brilliant organisational skills and kind nature, the job suited her just as much as she suited the job.

      ‘Happy birthday to you! I’d break into song but maybe that’s not the best with me being tone deaf and all that. Do you think there’s any sort of medication that could help?’

      ‘I’m really not sure there is but it’s the thought that counts,’ Ben said, taking the oblong present wrapped up in Christmas paper.

      ‘Sorry about the paper.’ She grinned. ‘It’s all I could find in the dark depths of the dresser at home.’

      Ben raised an eyebrow. ‘There’s nothing wrong with a little bit of Christmas spirit in the middle of July.’

      ‘And what do you get a doctor who has everything?’ Helly gestured for him to open the present. ‘It was a tricky one. I trawled the internet for hours.’

      ‘Really?’

      ‘Don’t be daft, I saw an advert on the TV and thought…that’s it …that’s exactly what you get a doctor.’

      Ben laughed as he began to tear open the Santa wrapping paper.

      Ben Sanders had arrived in the village of Heartcross six months ago. His adopted parents were Irish but had moved to Edinburgh due to his father’s job when Ben was a baby. Ben had a burning ambition from an early age to become a doctor and through sheer hard work and determination, Ben had attended medical school at St Andrews and his dream had come true. Having always been a city guy, he loved the hustle and bustle of the bright lights, but he’d begun to enjoy the slower pace of life since arriving in Heartcross. His two-bedroom apartment was above the practice, so his commute to work was a flight of stairs. For his last job, his commute had been a hectic hour and a half, which had included the Tube, a bus and a ten-minute walk.

      ‘An Ancestry DNA test…every man’s dream present,’ mused Ben, scrunching up the wrapping paper and tossing it in the wastepaper bin. He knew the smile had slipped from his face for a second as the tiny pang in his heart returned once more. Ben had actually considered taking a DNA test on numerous occasions, but he knew the results could change his life for ever. ‘A very unusual present.’

      ‘I just thought it was very doctorish,’ replied Helly, not noticing the suddenly serious look on Ben’s face. ‘Not that that’s even a word, but you never know what you might discover or who you’re related to – could be royalty or even Harry Styles. Could you imagine?’ Helly took the box from Ben and slapped it lightly against his chest. ‘I think I need to do one of these. Interesting stuff.’

      ‘I really couldn’t imagine being related to Harry Styles.’ Ben shook his head in jest.

      ‘Free tickets for all of his gigs.’ Helly gave him a knowing look. ‘It’ll definitely be worth taking the test just for that. It could open up a huge list of possibilities.’

      ‘Or a huge can of worms.’

      ‘Is this what it’s like reaching the grand age of thirty-five? You just become cynical?’ she teased. ‘I’ve got all this to look forward to.’

      ‘It’s called being a realist.’

      ‘You are no fun. I hope you’re going to up your game for your birthday party tonight.’

      Ben really wasn’t one for making a fuss about his birthday, but his new friends Drew and Fergus were not going to let it pass without a beer in the local pub, which had escalated to a party with a buffet and now a local band had been added to the mix. But he knew he mustn’t grumble. Since arriving in the village, everyone had made him feel so welcome. Just to know he could walk into the local pub after a hard day’s work and have a chat with anyone that was propping up the bar was welcoming in and of itself. It had been a different story in the city where everyone seemed to avoid eye contact and conversation.

      ‘Of course I’m going to up my game,’ he said, making some weird movements with his arms and body.

      ‘Woah! Just stop!’ Helly ordered, shielding her eyes from the embarrassing chicken-like dad moves. ‘Do not dance like that tonight. If you do, do not let on that you know me,’ insisted Helly, with a chuckle.

      ‘The youngsters of today have no taste. And thank you for this,’ he said, holding up the DNA test. As Ben walked back to his office, he glanced towards the blank name plate on the office door next to his.

      ‘What do you think they are like?’ asked Helly, picking up the pile of filing but following Ben’s gaze.

      ‘It’s not long until we find out. They arrive in the morning. Here’s hoping they’re just as laid-back as us and fit in nicely.’

      Six months ago, Dr Taylor had retired from being the village doctor and Ben had stepped into his shoes. It wasn’t until Ben had been in the job three months that he realised that Dr Taylor must have been superhuman. He was a one-man medical machine who had done the job of two doctors. It just wasn’t possible for Ben to carry on that way. He had contacted an agency, and now help was arriving to lighten the load.

      ‘And at least we might get home at a decent hour. Leave the filing until morning.’ Ben glanced at his watch. ‘The birthday celebrations will be starting in just over an hour.’

      Without question, Helly dropped the filing into her desk drawer and picked up her bag. ‘I’m not going to argue with you, boss. Catch you later, alligator.’ Within a blink of an eye, she was gone and the office door closed behind her.
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, Ben had showered, changed and was on the way to the Grouse and Haggis pub. The sun was still high in the sky, providing a welcoming warmth with only a few clouds sporadically dotted about. As he stepped inside, he paused to take in the view. The pub was heaving. Happy birthday banners hung from the wooden beams that crossed the ceiling and at each end of the bar, a cluster of colourful balloons danced. There were curled streamers dangling from the light fittings and confetti scattered across the tables. The party was already in full flow.

      ‘Here he is: the birthday boy!’ Fergus bellowed above the chatter. Everyone turned and cheered.

      ‘Just look at this!’ Ben said with a grin, gesturing around the room.

      Allie was working the bar alongside her parents Meredith and Fraser and waved in Ben’s direction. ‘Drink?’

      ‘A cold beer. Thank you.’ Ben turned towards Drew and Isla. ‘I’m feeling so humble. All this trouble just for me?’

      ‘Any excuse for a party,’ teased Isla. ‘How’s your day been so far?’

      Ben blew out a breath. ‘Honestly, run off my feet. I’m looking forward to the new doctor arriving tomorrow, believe me.’

      ‘That bad?’ replied Isla. ‘At least you can let your hair down now. Have a drink and grab something to eat.’ She gestured towards the fabulous buffet that was laid out at the far end of the room on long trestle tables adorned with crisp white tablecloths.

      ‘I am starving,’ admitted Ben. He had missed lunch that day.

      Walking towards the buffet table, Ben was surrounded by his new friends wishing him happy birthday and patting him on the back. After everyone had suitably piled their plates with mounds of food, Meredith took to the microphone.

      ‘Welcome, welcome!’ She left a little pause until everyone was looking in her direction.

      ‘It’s not your usual quiet Monday night in the pub, but tonight we have a birthday in the house. It’s been six months since Dr Ben Sanders joined the village of Heartcross and a very welcome addition he is too. Please do join me in wishing Ben a happy birthday.’

      Everyone held up their glasses and mirrored Meredith’s words. Ben nodded and tried to make eye contact with as many of the well-wishers as he could.

      ‘Please do enjoy your food,’ continued Meredith, ‘and let the celebrations begin. Without further ado, please put your hands together and welcome our band for the evening.’

      Three men and a woman walked onto the makeshift stage at the front of the pub and picked up their instruments. ‘I believe we have a birthday in the house,’ the lead singer bellowed into the microphone.

      Ben nodded his appreciation and gave a thumbs up. The drummer banged his sticks together and the band began to play. Within seconds, Isla dragged Drew in front of the band and began to dance. Other partygoers followed suit.

      Ben felt a tap on his shoulder and turned to see Helly behind him. She gave him a mischievous smile and gestured towards the bar. There were six shots lined up.

      ‘Shots?’ exclaimed Ben. ‘It’s a Monday night!’

      ‘And? It’s your birthday!’ replied Helly, pushing him lightly towards the bar and taking his plate of food from him.

      ‘We have work in the morning!’

      ‘And…?’

      ‘We have a new member of staff arriving. We can’t be breathing alcohol fumes all over them.’

      ‘Just give your teeth an extra brush.’ Helly handed Ben the first shot glass. ‘Tequila! Come on, don’t be a party pooper. One…two…three.’

      Ben threw back the shot and scrunched up his face. ‘Yuk,’ he said, not liking the taste, but before he could protest more, Helly crookedly balanced a party hat on his head and dragged him off to the dance floor. Within seconds, Ben was in the centre of a circle and dancing like no one was watching. The mood was jovial and everyone was enjoying the night. At first, he’d had reservations about working as a village doctor in a close-knit community, but as soon as he arrived, his social life had increased tenfold.

      A couple of hours later, the lead singer announced there was only one song left, so everyone gathered on the dance floor in anticipation. He gestured for Ben to join him up on the stage and the band began to play ‘Happy Birthday.’ The whole pub erupted into song. Helly walked on stage with a cake made by Rona from the teashop. When everyone stopped singing, Ben blew out the candles. Whilst everyone was still clapping, he took hold of the microphone.

      ‘This morning, I really wasn’t a fan of Mondays, but my day has certainly got better! I have to admit this is one of the best birthdays I’ve had in a long, long time. Thank you to the band, Meredith and Fraser, Rona for this magnificent cake and to you all for coming out on a Monday night and welcoming me to Heartcross and for doing all of this for me. You are all just brilliant.’

      ‘Three cheers for my boss!’ bellowed Helly, holding up her drink.

      The cheers rippled around the room and Ben put his hands in a prayer-like stance. He knew the grin on his face was wide. His gaze began to span the room, acknowledging all those standing in front of him, and just at that very moment, all the joy of the evening evaporated as his eyes fixed on someone standing straight in front of him in the middle of the dance floor.

      Surely not. They just stared at each other. Ben was dying on the spot, opening and closing his mouth like a goldfish. She looked real. She was definitely real and Ben’s birthday had just plummeted to an all-time low. There she was, the woman he loved to hate and the one woman he never expected to see again in this lifetime: Katie O’Neil, his nemesis from medical school. What the hell was she doing in his local pub in the middle of a village in the Scottish Highlands?

      ‘Surprise!’ She flashed him the biggest white smile as she tottered towards him on the highest of heels, wearing a well-tailored suit. Her jet-black blouse matched the colour of her nails and her graduated blonde bob had been blow-dried to perfection.

      This wasn’t a birthday surprise he’d anticipated. Ben opened his mouth to speak but nothing came out.

      ‘You’re catching flies, Mr Average.’

      Ben shook his head. Mr Average, a name she’d called him at medical school. Throughout their university days, they’d been in fierce competition, their rivalry in the classroom constantly at an all-time high. They’d been super competitive, pushing each other to the max, always trying to come out on top, which made them stand out from their peers. They were named the power couple, always top of the class, leaving the rest of the students behind.

      Katie O’Neil had always been confident within herself; she knew exactly who she was, and with the perfect family life and her natural intelligence, she was someone Ben was a little envious of. Ben’s story was different. He hadn’t been confident in his own skin, feeling like he never really fitted into his family life. It wasn’t as though his adopted parents weren’t kind or encouraging, but he always felt there was something missing.

      With the sweetest of smiles, Katie placed both her perfectly manicured hands on his elbows, kicked her leg up behind her and planted a kiss on both his cheeks. Ben was in shock, frozen to the spot. He wasn’t quite sure if he’d passed out from the shots or was hallucinating.

      ‘How long has it been? And your birthday too.’ Katie stepped back. ‘It’s so good to see you. You seem to be lost for words.’ Her eyes ran up and down the whole of his body. ‘Toned abs, too. You have been working out.’ She gave him an approving look.

      Ben was speechless. His heart was pounding. He noticed Drew and Fergus watching him from the sidelines and as Ben cast a glance around the room, he locked eyes with Helly, who raised an inquisitive eyebrow. It was only then he became aware that the room had fallen silent. Everyone was aware of the tension in the room and all eyes were on them.

      Once Ben realised this wasn’t a dream and he was standing on the makeshift stage with Katie holding his gaze, he gave himself a little shake. ‘What are you doing here?’ he managed to say.

      ‘I’m your knight in shining armour…so to speak.’

      Puzzled, Ben shook his head. ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘Partner in crime…Peony Practice…the new doctor. Me and you are going to be seeing a lot more of each other. In fact, every day. Just like old times!’

      Ben’s mouth fell wide open again. Feeling like he’d just been hit by a high-speed train, the only word that he could muster up was ‘shit’…and he was really hoping that he hadn’t said that out loud.

      ‘Happy birthday!’ trilled Katie.

      It was official. Ben really didn’t like Mondays or birthdays.
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      Ben’s sleep was unceremoniously interrupted when he heard a car horn sound outside his bedroom window. Stretching out his arm, Ben fumbled for the glass of water that sat on his bedside table before swilling back a couple of headache tablets. It was as if a group of Irish dancers had taken up residency in his head. He prayed the throbbing would soon ease. He blew out a breath and prised open his eyes, the vivid red numbers on the digital display of the clock resonating in his brain slowly. He’d overslept and was now late for work.

      Bolting upright in bed, the movement was way too quick and, immediately, Ben allowed his body to sink back down, every effort causing his head to throb even more. He had the hangover from hell. How had he even allowed himself to get into this state on a Tuesday morning? Then everything came flooding back… Katie O’Neil.

      He was beginning to dislike Tuesdays too.

      Last night, Katie had disappeared after dropping the bombshell that she was the new member of staff that would be working alongside him at Peony Practice, leaving Ben propping up the bar with Drew explaining how they brought the worst out in each other. He remembered Drew laughing, claiming the picture that Ben was painting couldn’t be that bad, and if it was, all he had to do was be the bigger person.

      ‘A bit of healthy competition never hurt anyone,’ Drew had added.

      ‘You should have seen the smug look on her face every time we got an assignment back. Her marks were usually top of the class, with me coming in a very close second. Then she always made the same comment about me being Mr Average,’ said Ben as Drew handed him another drink.

      ‘Was that before or after you slept with her?’ joked Drew.

      Ben remained silent.

      ‘Oh my God.’ Drew’s eyes were wide. ‘You did sleep with her! You love to hate each other.’

      ‘That was a mistake. A huge mistake. Once. A mistake that will never be repeated.’

      ‘I just knew it!’

      ‘And, for the record, that is the not the reason she calls me Mr Average. Stop staring at me like that.’

      Drew was grinning. ‘But you slept with her. Which means there was something between you once.’

      ‘Believe me, there is nothing between us; that woman can be so annoying,’ Ben said to Drew, draining the dregs of his drink from his glass.

      ‘What you need to do is clear out all that negative energy and think of her as a blessing in your life,’ encouraged Drew.

      Ben raised an eyebrow. ‘A blessing?’

      ‘If she was always top of the class, she’s going to be a good doctor, which means your workload will become easier.’ Drew slapped Ben playfully on the back. ‘And you know what? Kill her with kindness! She will be like putty in your hands.’
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        * * *

      

      That night, six years ago, was firmly implanted in the back of Ben’s mind. There had been a heavy downpour in the early hours of that Saturday morning. It had been the last night of the term and Ben had been standing on the edge of the pavement trying to hail a taxi after a party. When one finally arrived, Ben was just about to open the cab door when Katie appeared from nowhere and slid herself into the seat.

      ‘I was here first,’ she’d said.

      ‘No, I was. Everything doesn’t need to be a competition, you know.’ Ben was never going to leave her out in the cold, waiting on the pavement in the rain for another cab. After all, their flats were right next door to each other.

      For the whole journey they’d sat in silence. Ben had glanced in her direction on numerous occasions only to find her smirking at him. He couldn’t deny that night she’d turned heads, dressed to impress; every single man in the room was hoping she’d look in their direction. Once they’d stepped out of the cab, their bodies had been drenched with rain within seconds, and it was at that point they both ran towards their front doors dodging the puddles. It was only then that Ben had realised he’d locked himself out.

      ‘Damn. I’m locked out.’

      Katie hovered in her doorway. ‘Well, you only have one choice. You’ll have to stay here.’

      Ben was momentarily thrown by her suggestion. He looked up the road, but the cab had disappeared, and he knew his flat-mate Eddison wouldn’t be back until the morning.

      For a second, he toyed with the idea of finding a hotel, but with the weather as it was, he really didn’t want to be venturing out again. With lightning striking and a boom of thunder rolling out across the dark sky, he made his way back down the path towards Katie’s flat. The girl he loved to hate was standing in the wide-open doorway with a smile on her face. ‘Even I couldn’t leave you out in the rain.’

      Ben’s entire body was drenched with his curls completely flattened and the rain dripping off the end of his nose. He swiped the water from his bare arms and looked up at Katie, who was soaked through too.

      ‘Look at the state of me,’ uttered Ben as Katie took a cautious step back and her eyes swept over his entire body. Then their eyes locked.

      ‘I’m looking,’ she replied, biting down on her lip with a glint in her eye.

      Ben looked down at his shirt, every inch of wet cotton clinging to every muscle of his chest.

      Then his gaze swept down to her blouse, her wet top clinging to her breasts. They just stared at each other in silence. Her body was so damn perfect. Everything about her was so damn perfect. His heart started to thump a little faster, and for a moment, he forgot she was Katie O’Neil, the girl who drove him insane.

      ‘That’s not a bad sight for a late Friday night, early Saturday morning,’ she teased. ‘I think you need to take off that shirt before you catch pneumonia, and I couldn’t have you dying of hypothermia on my watch.’

      ‘For a second there, it sounded like you cared,’ replied Ben, her suggestion taking him completely by surprise.

      ‘Don’t kid yourself,’ she replied with a flirtatious smile. Without warning, Katie had crossed her own arms and pulled her top over her head. ‘Come on, don’t be shy. Take off your wet clothes.’ She jokingly began to pull at his shirt. The girl he loved to hate was now standing in the hallway semi-naked, and all of a sudden, there was a surge of electricity between them. Before Ben knew it, they were kissing passionately, their hands all over each other. One thing led to another, and the next day Ben found himself waking up in her flat by himself and she was gone. The next time he saw her, she froze him out and there was no mention of the night they’d spent together, leaving Ben totally bamboozled by the whole encounter.
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        * * *

      

      And now it was the morning after and Ben’s head was throbbing just like it had done that morning six years ago. He sighed. Ben knew working with Katie O’Neil was going to be the biggest challenge of his career so far, and it wasn’t one he’d ever anticipated. Going to work had actually been a joy until now.

      Finally lifting himself out of bed, Ben gingerly made his way over to the window and parted the curtains to view the rest of the world, which looked in a better state than he felt. Throwing the window wide open, he welcomed the breeze. He knew he needed to message Helly, even though she would have already ascertained that he was running late and know the reason why – he had the hangover from hell.

      After switching on the shower and waiting until the water ran warm, he checked his phone. Big mistake. Ten missed calls and umpteen texts from Helly, telling him to wake up and get his backside into gear. The surgery was full. Patients were sitting in the waiting room tolerantly waiting for his arrival. Stepping under the warm spray of the shower, Ben let the water cascade down his body, and attempted to pull himself together as best he could. Within ten minutes, he was dressed, and as he hurried down the stairwell towards the office, he threw his tie around his neck.

      Walking into the surgery, he forced a smile, and the first thing he noticed was the distinctive aroma of a perfume he knew so well from the past – Katie O’Neil was in the office. Annoyingly, Helly looked as fresh as a daisy sitting behind the desk with a huge smile on her face.

      ‘Good morning,’ sang Helly, pushing a pile of files over the desk towards him.

      ‘Good morning,’ replied Ben. How is it that this morning, of all mornings, everyone decides they need to see a doctor? he thought, looking around the waiting room at a sea of faces looking back at him.

      ‘You’ve no time to waste,’ urged Helly. ‘Too many patients to see.’

      Ben nodded; how he was going to get through the morning feeling like this, he had no clue. With his briefcase in one hand and the files in the other, he took a deep breath and walked towards his office door.

      ‘You’re in room two today,’ shouted Helly, tapping away on the keyboard.

      Ben stopped in his tracks and turned back towards her. ‘What do you mean, I’m in room two? Room one is my office. It’s always been my office.’

      Helly looked at Ben. ‘I didn’t think you’d mind, and after all, we want Katie to settle in quickly…don’t we?’

      ‘Of course we do,’ he replied, knowing he sounded abrupt, but his hangover really wasn’t helping.

      With a glance towards his office door, he saw the name Dr Katie O’Neil in bold lettering on the door plaque. His name had been moved to the door of room two. Of course he felt agitated – that was his room – but the waiting room was full of patients and they were his first priority. At that very second, his office door swung open and a patient left. Katie appeared in the doorway. She walked straight up to Ben and straightened up his tie.

      ‘Good morning! You look kind of green. Can I get you anything?’ asked Katie with concern.

      Ben was thrown by her kindness; he was expecting some sort of sarcastic comment about finally turning up to work. ‘No thank you,’ he replied.

      ‘I hope you don’t mind. Helly suggested I make myself comfortable in room one, and she’s already set me up on the computer system. I’ll start working my way through the appointments, if that’s okay by you?’

      Ben found himself nodding at Katie, but glancing in Helly’s direction, who was smiling back at him.

      ‘You don’t mind, do you?’ asked Helly. ‘I just thought it would be nice if Katie had the lovely view on her first morning and room one is a little more spacious.’

      ‘Of course, what a lovely idea,’ he replied, still a little miffed. ‘Whatever makes it easier for you to settle into Peony Practice. Welcome! We are one happy family, aren’t we?’ He glimpsed over his shoulder at Helly, who was looking at him with amusement.

      ‘One happy family,’ Helly repeated, cocking an eyebrow, wondering why Ben’s voice had just risen an octave.

      ‘One happy family. I like that. I think I’m going to like working here.’ Katie gave Ben a warm smile before calling in the next patient. She disappeared back into his old office.

      Opening the door to room two, Ben felt confused. Katie was acting relatively normal; this wasn’t her usual sarcasm or put downs like he remembered. She’d smiled at him, offered to help him, and whilst he initially thought she’d marched in and taken over his room, that wasn’t quite the case. However, Ben knew leopards didn’t change their spots. Maybe Katie was just lulling him into a false sense of security.

      With his head still pounding, the door swung shut behind him and he stumbled on the cardboard box that had been left in the middle of the floor. It was full of his own stuff from the other office.

      ‘Ha, I knew it,’ he murmured under his breath. Katie might be playing nice on the outside, but if the past was anything to go by, on the inside, she was still trying to get one over on him.

      Hurling the cardboard box on top of the desk, he took out his mug, his pen and a notepad. How the hell had she only been back in his life less than twenty-four hours and already he felt like he was playing second fiddle? Still, there was nothing he could do about it now. Sitting down on the old battered chair behind the desk, Ben switched on the computer, but it immediately clicked and made some sort of whirling sound. It was slow to boot up this morning, just like Ben was. He exhaled and raked his hand through his hair. Could his day actually get any worse?

      His office door swung open. Katie was standing in the doorway. ‘Are there any patients today that you wish to see, maybe follow-up appointments?’ she asked.

      ‘No, just go for it,’ Ben replied.

      ‘Honestly, if you don’t feel up to it, I can—’

      ‘Of course I’m up to it,’ he replied curtly.

      ‘Okay, I was just saying. If you need anything, I’m right—’

      ‘Next door,’ interrupted Ben, as if he could forget.

      Katie smiled as she left the room.

      Ben knew he was acting like a bear with a sore head, but that’s because he did have a sore head. He’d hardly had time to get his thoughts around Katie working in the same practice and having a hangover really was not helping his mood.

      As soon as the door shut behind her, Ben couldn’t help himself. ‘Urghh! How the hell has this happened?’

      Almost immediately, the office door swung open again, Helly waving at him frantically. She hurried towards the desk and budged his elbow out of the way. By mistake, Ben had pressed down on the intercom button that called the patients to the office. The whole of the waiting room had heard his frustration.

      Ben pressed the intercom again. ‘Sorry, sorry, just testing the intercom was working.’

      Helly looked at him. ‘You are going to get yourself into trouble. You should be smiling. The calvary has arrived and your workload is about to lessen.’

      ‘This morning, I really don’t feel like smiling.’

      Helly looked amused. ‘Wait there.’ Within two minutes, she returned holding a mug of steaming coffee and a packet of headache tablets. ‘Get these down you and please put a smile on your face. Goodness knows what Katie must think on her first day of work. I’ve never actually seen you moody. You look worse than some of the patients sitting out there.’

      ‘I’ll do my best, and thanks for the coffee,’ replied Ben, beginning to look through the files.

      ‘Ben, call it a gut feeling but I’m getting the impression that you don’t like Katie much. I can sense a little tension.’

      ‘Past history, in one form or another. We met at medical school. St Andrews.’

      Helly’s eyes widened. ‘Really? Interesting. History as in university or history as in history?’ The intrigued look on her face didn’t go unnoticed.

      There was a lot Ben wanted to say about the past, but that would be unprofessional of him and Helly now worked for them both. They had both stood out at university, and sometimes not for the right reasons. Ben had an uneasy feeling in the pit of his stomach about Katie’s arrival, but there wasn’t a lot he could do about it right at this moment.

      ‘No comment,’ he replied, shaking his head lightly and taking the coffee from Helly’s hand.

      ‘No comment always means there’s something to hide.’ She gave him a cheeky grin. ‘Oh, and here’s your post.’

      As soon as Helly left the office, Ben took a huge swig of coffee and somehow managed to miss his mouth and spill it down the front of his crisp white shirt. ‘Christ on a bike.’

      Damn, it just wasn’t his day. The only thing that was going to get him through the next few hours was the thought of snuggling back under his duvet and falling fast asleep at the first opportunity. ‘Here goes,’ he said to himself, picking up the first file of the morning and pressing the intercom to call the patient’s name.

      Surprisingly, the morning passed quickly and, three hours later, the long queue of patients that had seemed never-ending had finally dwindled. Ben felt like he’d dealt with what seemed like every ailment possible. Taking a breather, he stood up and looked out of the window. The view from this office was not as stunning as the other. This office looked down on the yard of bins. He exhaled. Deep down, he knew he was struggling with a number of issues in his life, but he did what most people did: brushed them under the carpet. Katie had resurrected some of those unwanted feelings he’d tried to bury.

      He picked up his empty mug and walked into the reception area, where Katie was perched on the edge of the desk chatting away to Helly. She threw back her head and laughed. Slowly, she tucked her hair behind her ear. Katie was striking: her skin smooth with a hint of a tan and minimalistic make-up, her huge blue eyes framed by long black lashes and a light blush across her cheeks. As they spotted him, Ben looked around the reception. There were pictures on the walls, certificates sporting Katie’s name, and a new noticeboard with the names of the doctors at the practice. Of course, Ben’s name had now been moved down to second place. She’d only been here a morning and already Ben felt like she was completely taking over the practice.

      ‘What do you think? Everywhere seemed a little cold and clinical before.’ Katie gestured towards the pictures. ‘They give a warm, welcoming feeling, don’t you think? Oh, and the plants in the waiting room too.’ Katie swept her arm outwards, highlighting the new jungle that had sprouted in every corner. ‘They’ve brightened the place up. It just needed a little warmth and an inviting area—’

      ‘I’m not sure we should be inviting people to be ill,’ interrupted Ben.

      Katie laughed. ‘You always had a good sense of humour. I can’t believe you’ve not attempted to spruce up this place a little, give it some character,’ she trilled, ignoring his lack of enthusiasm.

      ‘If plants and pictures make you happy, who am I to stand in your way? And your new office, is it to your liking?’

      ‘It’s lovely,’ she replied.

      ‘Good, because we want you to feel welcome, don’t we?’ Ben looked towards Helly, who nodded.

      ‘Of course, just one big happy family,’ Helly replied.

      ‘Exactly that. Who’s putting the kettle on? After such a busy morning, I could do with another coffee.’

      Helly and Katie slid their mugs across the table towards him.

      ‘That’ll be me then,’ he said. Ben picked up both mugs and walked into the kitchen. Ben was feeling a little tetchy, even more so when he placed the mugs down on the worktop and read the words in bold black capital letters plastered across Katie’s mug: THE BOSS.

      Taking a deep breath, he switched on the kettle and opened the drawer to reach inside for a teaspoon, only to discover that the drawer was now empty. Where the hell had the teaspoons gone? Who’d stolen all the cutlery and why would anyone want to do that? He checked the sink, but that was completely empty, so he opened up the next drawer. Last night, that drawer had been full of useless random stuff that had no set place in the office and now there were numerous tea towels that looked so neatly folded that Ben suspected they had been ironed. Who in God’s name irons tea towels? He muttered under his breath, already thinking he knew the answer to that question.

      Finally, after relocating the cutlery drawer and making three drinks, he reached for the tray that was usually behind the old rusty tea canister which had now been replaced with a brand-new set of floral canisters for the tea, coffee and sugar. The sugar bag and coffee jar had been disposed of. Ben was bewildered. What time had Katie actually arrived at work this morning? Nothing was in its normal place.

      Feeling riled by Katie’s immediate reorganisation, he straightaway emptied the tea towels from the drawer and put the cutlery back in its original place. Then he swung open the bin lid and lifted out the empty sugar packet and coffee jar.

      ‘What are you doing?’ asked Helly, standing in the doorway. ‘Rummaging in bins?’

      Ben spun round; he knew he was acting irrationally, but he just couldn’t stop himself. He held the items up then gestured towards the new floral canisters. ‘Everything has changed.’ He pulled out the cutlery drawer. ‘Nothing was in its normal place, so I’ve put it back exactly where it should be.’

      Helly was watching him with amusement.

      ‘And where is the tray that has lived in the same place for the last six months?’ asked Ben, his eyes flitting around the kitchen.

      Helly walked over towards the microwave and held up the tray that was resting on top of it.

      ‘It doesn’t live there, it lives here. It’s always lived here.’ He took the tray and slid it back in place behind the canisters. ‘It lives there,’ he repeated. ‘And look at this, she’s taking over. There’s floral stuff everywhere and who irons tea towels?’ Ben knew he was over-reacting. Even though Katie wasn’t in the room, she was still managing to push his buttons. Ben took one of the ironed folded-up tea towels and shook it open like he was a magician, then scrunched it up in both hands.

      ‘Child,’ said Helly, rolling her eyes. ‘It’s just a tea towel.’ She bit her lip to stifle her laughter. ‘This has nothing to do with Katie. I changed all this and brought in the new canisters. They brighten up the room and I washed the tea towels. What has got into you?’

      Feeling a fool, Ben pointed at the door but couldn’t express himself any further and blew out a breath.

      ‘I know something is winding you up, but let it go. Past is past. Katie seems lovely.’

      ‘Competitive, arrogant, confident…’ Ben’s voice rose slightly, then realised he was out of order expressing his personal opinion in front of Helly, especially when she was waving her arms, encouraging Ben to keep his voice down.

      ‘I know I’m out of order and I’m sorry, but you didn’t have to endure years of that woman at medical school. Always had to be top of her game and every time I joined a club, so did she.’

      ‘Maybe she just wanted to join the same clubs? There’s nothing wrong with that.’

      ‘You just don’t understand.’ But Ben knew he couldn’t say any more. In the past, he’d felt like he was playing some weird game of Top Trumps with Katie pushing him so hard yet still coming out on top.

      ‘People do change,’ suggested Helly.

      The look on Ben’s face said it all.

      ‘Crikey! She really does get under your skin, doesn’t she? Or you actually find her attractive.’ Helly cocked an eyebrow.

      ‘Behave! I’m not even dignifying that with a response.’

      ‘You don’t have to. I can see it in your eyes. But how about this for a theory – maybe she likes you too.’

      Ben rolled his eyes. He wasn’t going to admit that the first time Katie O’Neil had walked into a room, she’d taken his breath away. She’d caught him off-guard and wasn’t like any other girl he’d ever met. She immediately stood out from the crowd. Katie had confidently walked into that lecture room and had taken a seat next to him, her honeysuckle perfume distracting him from the lecture as his thoughts shifted to the two of them winding through the English countryside, holding hands and warmed by the sunshine. To this day, he could remember what she had been wearing: a pale-blue headband in her smooth blonde hair that bounced just below her shoulders, a white blouse tucked into her jeans and blue ballet-type shoes. She had been the vision of gorgeousness and had left Ben mesmerised.

      Ben had initially gone out of his way to impress her and had feigned a level of competence he didn’t have, but which he thought she wanted. This amused Katie to no end and backfired completely, as this made them super competitive with each other. Usually, it was Ben that came out second best, and at times became a less authentic version of himself just to prove a point.

      But that was the past and Ben knew he was now wiser and more experienced. He was not going to feel intimidated by her. His goal used to be to rise to her challenge, continually putting himself under pressure to impress her, but that was all going to stop. Ben knew he didn’t want to feel those pressures again. He was just going to be himself. He thought he’d once wanted Katie O’Neil’s validation, but now he just wanted to contribute to his community and Katie could take him as she found him. Ben was feeling settled in Heartcross with a good job, a place to live and friends. He was in a different place now, and he decided there and then just to see how working in the same office with Katie panned out. What was the worst that could happen?

      ‘Can we all just try to get along?’ suggested Helly.

      Ben nodded, knowing that Helly was right and it was the only professional option.

      ‘I’m hoping that nod means that everything is going to run along smoothly. Oh, and I came in to get you as Stuart Scott has just popped into the surgery. Nothing medical, he said, but would like a word with you, if that’s okay?’

      Stuart Scott was the village’s retired vet, his empire taken over by his son Rory who’d opened a new state-of-the-art veterinary practice and animal hospital on the Clover Cottage estate.

      ‘Something about a fund-raiser,’ continued Helly, placing the mugs of coffee on the tray.

      Ben pointed at Katie’s mug. ‘And look at that mug: T-H-E B-O-S-S.’ Ben strung the word out.

      ‘It’s just a mug,’ replied Helly, putting her hands on his shoulders and spinning him around, gently pushing him towards the door. ‘I’ll bring the drinks through.’

      Ben walked out into the reception to see Katie and Stuart sat down next to each other in the waiting room. Katie was looking enthusiastic, chatting away to Stuart as they looked over the notebook in Stuart’s hand. Stuart’s smile broadened. ‘I think it’s the perfect idea.’

      ‘What’s the perfect idea?’ chipped in Ben, walking towards them. Katie retrieved her mug from Helly’s tray and held it up towards Ben, discreetly pointing at the wording.

      Ben smiled at her, then turned towards Stuart. ‘Hi, Stuart, how are you and Alana? Helly said you’ve popped in to see me.’
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