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An Opening Note

Some of the regrets you’re about to read are very clear and concise. Some are not. Some are quieter, and less assuming. And some, given the circumstances they were borne out of, may not be what you’d expect them to be.

I had two caveats when going out to find people to interview for this book: that they were over the age of 70, or that they were living with a life-limiting illness. My aim was to bring together a collection of first-hand experiences, told from the perspective of those who knew they were facing a finite amount of time left. They came from England, Wales, Northern Ireland, New Zealand and Canada. The youngest was 28, the oldest was 94.

People’s health and circumstances will continually change, so I have kept the dates and information correct to the time of each interview.

Some names, ages and locations have been modified for anonymity.



‘Tell me, what is it you plan to do with your one wild and precious life?’

— Mary Oliver —



Introduction

IF YOU ONLY HAD ONE YEAR . . .

If you only had one year to live, what would you do with it?

If you only had one year to live, would you be happy with the choices you’ve already made and the life you’re already living? Would you be happy with the relationship you’re in, with the friends you have, with your health and the body you inhabit, with the work you do?

Is there anything you would change?

Is there anything you think you might regret?

For me, that list of regrets was endless. But I didn’t have a year to live, it was much shorter than that. The surgeon who saved me told me the next day that I only had about five minutes left. Five minutes between life and death. It’s a hard thing to comprehend, even now.

I was 37 and found myself being wheeled through a never-ending hospital corridor towards an operating room. I’d had an ectopic, a pregnancy where the fertilised egg implants itself in the fallopian tube, rather than your womb, making it rupture and – in my case – causing major internal bleeding.

It was my second ectopic, so I’d lost another baby too. At least now I’d be symmetrical. Tubeless, but in balance.

It’s strange, the jumble of things you remember when you can’t think straight: the ward sister forcing me to open the curtains every morning, my heart beating a little faster to push my newly acquired blood around my body. Feeling my organs shut down, wanting the pain to end, but also not wanting the doctors to touch me. Realising I was now unable to have more children.

I asked if there was anything else they could do? No, they replied.

I was living in New Zealand at the time with my husband and our two-year-old daughter, having escaped London in search of a better life. And it was better, for a while. On the plane there, I remember looking down at our new country, thinking how I wanted to conquer her. The same way I had wanted to conquer London when I moved back after six long years stuck in a little seaside town on the south coast of England.

It didn’t happen, of course, because my life wasn’t a mid-budget movie from the 1980s. And I wasn’t Michael J. Fox. Or Melanie Griffith.

I was in a relationship that didn’t quite work, living in a place where I didn’t feel truly comfortable. My work was going nowhere slowly and what little headspace I had left was consumed with trying to have another child.

I felt ordinary. Easily forgettable. Locked into standby mode.

This was not how I imagined things would be.

This was not how I expected to spend my ‘one wild and precious life’.

I was born in Central London when the IRA cleared school playgrounds with bomb threats and artists could afford to live there. My dad, who is half-Romani Gypsy, was a sculptor. My mum, a dinner lady. We lived above our nan and grandad’s corner shop – a place that not only delivered newspapers to all the big hotels throughout the West End, but also ran an under-the-counter bookies. A step up from my great nan, who was a bare-knuckle fighter around the pubs of Birmingham. (Yes, really.) But I dreamt of something different. Of a fulfilling career. Of a garden full of lupins and hollyhocks, of a house flooded with light. Of being in love. Of motherhood. Of never having to worry about money like my mother had had to worry about money.

Impatient and hungry, I would make rash and risky decisions in a bid to get to my bright and shiny future in the quickest way possible: I ran away from home at 14, got engaged at 15 and moved back to London at 16. On my eighteenth birthday I went to bed and cried. It was as if I could hear time passing, like I could physically feel it slipping through my fingers. I felt I should have done more by now, I should be more. Mondays were where diets were born. Bigger plans were reserved for 1 January. Everything good and wonderful seemed to happen in a future I never quite seemed to reach. It was like I was constantly waiting for my real life to start.

This time next year, I would be happy. Maybe.

I’d always kept lists. Lists of things to see, lists of things I wanted to do, all written in bullet point style, ready to be ticked off the second they were completed. They had kept me ordered and on track, but the moment I arrived in that hospital they suddenly felt like a reminder of all the things I’d failed to do. In reality, lots of major boxes had been checked – marriage, home, motherhood – but all I could see were the spaces that remained empty.

After four days and a blood transfusion, I was released from hospital. My body was alive and well, but my mind was struggling. I was lost in a constant fog of questions, reproaching myself for all the things I hadn’t done yet and all the years I had ‘wasted’.

Was this it? Where had all the time gone, and what had I done with it?

It felt like only yesterday I was sneaking into the Camden Palais or having drunken trolley races down our local high street. Now, I was heading towards 40 with lots of jobs behind me, but no career; lots of addresses lived in, but no place to call home. I knew I should have been happy to be alive. I knew I should have felt grateful, but instead I just felt guilty that I didn’t. And every unticked box became a question of ‘what if ’. What if I had done this? What if I’d made this choice instead of that one? I would watch my daughter do things, hit milestones, and I would think, I’m so lucky to be here. I’m really, really lucky. Yet, deep down my overriding thought was, Why? Why was I still here if I wasn’t going to change things? What was the point of being alive unless I was really going to live?

You’d think I’d become braver. Bigger. More fearless. Well, the honest truth is I didn’t. I didn’t die at 37, but neither did I really start to live. I’d been given a second chance but I couldn’t seem to get going, I just let the fog settle around me.

A year after I was discharged and in the clear, we moved back to the UK. Our daughter started school and my husband set up his own business. Somehow, half a decade had been spent. But I was still stuck in the lonely anger of it all, collecting more and more regrets as the days, weeks and months passed by.

I did try to find a way out.

I joined a netball team; I went to therapy; I made new friends. I tried lots of different ways to try and join in with life again but none of them seemed to work. So, I made a decision: instead of avoiding how I felt, I would face it head-on instead.

I searched for real stories that would remind me that life was something to be cherished. Not necessarily from people who were recovering from a near-death experience like me, or from those who had lived an error-free life, but from people who were perhaps nearing their own end. People who were willing to share, in hindsight, how they felt about the choices they’d made and the things they wanted the rest of us to realize before it’s too late.

I travelled the country and telephoned the world, listening to the old, ill and dying talk about life, death and the regrets they had. I wanted to know what mattered as they realised time was running out and what, if anything, they would have done differently.

What you’re about to read is an account of those conversations.

Some of these stories are sad and heart-breaking. Some are funny and poignant. But they are all as much about love and life and family as they are about death. More so, in fact. You’ll discover their regrets and their mistakes, but mainly their unique perspective on the life they’ve lived as they face their own mortality.

Ten years ago, I was consumed with regret. The list of things I thought I could have done differently seemed to be never-ending. Now I know how wrong I was, and how unnecessarily hard I was being on myself. What felt like a mistake or a wrong path taken, I can now appreciate as part of a life lived rather than one wasted. And that, after all those compromises and missteps, what we are left with in the end are the things that matter.

The memories we have collected.

The moments we’ve enjoyed.

And the people that we’ve loved.

This book is about making sure that the path you’re on is the right one for you. I hope that, by the time you turn the last page, that these stories will have helped you as much as they’ve helped me. I hope every one of them will serve as a reminder to live; that there is usually a reason for the actions and choices we have made.

And I hope that your own tick list becomes a little bit shorter.



Part One

WORK

‘Never get so busy making a living that you forget to make a life.’

— Dolly Parton —



Not Doing What You Love

ALAN

I spoke to Alan more than anyone else. We were scheduled to talk on the phone, but the operation he’d had three years ago to try and remove a malignant brain tumour caused some cognitive glitches that can make longer calls tricky.

So, instead, over the next 14 days or so, we emailed back and forth. Me asking lists of questions, him answering, sometimes briefly, sometimes more in depth; typing, as he later told me, while his beloved pug Henry sat loyally at his feet. At times he seemed baffled that I was interested in what he had to say. At others, I think he quite liked getting to talk about the things he didn’t usually get to talk about.

The first thing you should know about Alan isn’t the fact that he has brain cancer, but that he is probably the most infectiously positive person I’ve ever met.

He is a marathon runner; he cycles long, long distances; he goes to Oktoberfest in full German lederhosen and he wears his shirts pink. A self-confessed geek, he is an early adopter of technology and a competitive perfectionist. He has been married for 25 years and is the father to two now-adult kids he is very proud of.

But, at the age of 52, knowing that less than 20 per cent1 of people diagnosed with brain cancer survive more than five years, this isn’t quite how he imagined his life would be.

Alan was born into a working-class family in the north-east of England. He grew up in a small rented flat, sharing a bedroom with his younger brother, and was on track to work in a manual, blue-collar job, just like his friends and parents before him. Then, when he was 11, everything changed: his family moved into a council house and his mum managed to get him into a school in a different area, and suddenly, he said, ‘I had a lot of friends whose parents were financially better off than mine.’

Seeing the jobs these other parents did, and the money they earnt, challenged his vision of the life he was expected to lead; that he could do something other than work in a factory. He could see the money coming out of London; he could see the yuppie lifestyle he wanted on every advert and TV show. The women would stand in fur coats and high heels, a baby in one arm and a massive mobile phone in the other, the men wore sharp suits and drove fast cars.

It was The Good Life, 80s-style, and Alan was hungry for it.

‘I wanted deep down to be part of that,’ he admitted. ‘I must have made up my mind that I wanted a different kind of life.’

Luckily for him, he was a geek born at the right time in history.

‘I discovered computers when I was 12 and set about teaching myself how to program. I think in the early 80s anyone who could use a computer was viewed almost as a wizard! I’ve always had a curious mind,’ he added.

At school, he would spend his lunch breaks teaching the teachers how to use their newly acquired computers, but when it came to actually getting a job in tech, they told him it wouldn’t be an option. Even his parents wanted him to get a trade, just like everyone else they knew. So, he acquiesced: he left school with a selection of O levels and started an apprenticeship in a local shipyard, training to be a draughtsman.

It was seen as a steady career. And it was, until the government of the day started to privatise all the shipyards and, one by one, they closed. In 1982 the industry employed 62,000 people; within five years that number had dropped to just 5,000.2 What he’d been sold as a safe and dependable job wasn’t, but that downturn gave him a chance to take control and apply for a role as a junior computer programmer at a nearby print company. Finally, his real journey into the world of work had begun and his ambition found a place to grow.

He quickly progressed to the role of analyst, then IT manager.

By the time he hit 30, he had risen to the position of technical director.

A few years later, at the age of 35, he became the youngest CEO in the history of his company and his boyhood dream of a different life had come true. He was earning a very healthy salary, travelling, having big family holidays. Providing in a way that his parents had never been able to when he was growing up.

‘You should have seen my face when I got my first big office that had a sofa and a fridge in it. I really did think I’d made it by that point!’ he said.

His personal assistant would have a cup of tea ready for him as he arrived at work every morning. His ‘big office’ would be filled with whiteboards, covered in scribbled notes and ideas. He even had a set of special pens that allowed him to draw and strategise all over the windows.

Alan went from CEO, to COO, to regional MD, to operations director and the head of business transformation, moving on to a bigger part of the business with every step. He was reaping the rewards of that climb, but also feeling the pressure. Pressure to maintain the lifestyle that his family had become used to, and pressure to keep doing what he was doing to secure other people’s jobs.

And then as 2017 arrived, what he started was beginning to come to an end. Just not when he imagined it would, and not in the way he had planned.

‘I ended up working at our head office on the south coast of England,’ he told me. ‘A 340-mile-each-way commute that entailed catching the 6.30 train each Monday morning and returning home at 10.30 on a Friday evening.’

His life was spent in hotel rooms, eating the ‘wrong food’ and drinking too much red wine. He felt burnt out. Exhausted. He hadn’t taken a sick day in 20 years; he was used to pushing his body to its limits but somehow this felt different.

‘Whether it’s the last few miles in a marathon or a 100-mile bike ride, I was used to forcing my body to do things it was protesting about. But even on short training runs of 10k I was having to have a sleep afterwards.’

No matter what he did, he couldn’t shake the fatigue, so he did something he’d never done before: he took a break. A sabbatical that would be known as ‘the planned mid-life crisis’.

He packed up his office full of scribbled notes. His colleagues gave him cards and presents, they threw him a goodbye party and then he was off. Alan knew it wasn’t in his nature to take time away from work, so he donated all of his suits to a local charity shop – to minimise the temptation to look for a new job – and put in place six months of adventures.

‘At this point I’d not had more than two weeks off at any one time in 30 years!’ he explained. ‘It was something I’d always wanted to do, but when I was younger I couldn’t afford it and then as the kids got older, there was always pressure at work.

‘It just felt like the right time,’ he said, then added, ‘My family were really supportive.’

He travelled to Cambodia and worked in an elephant sanctuary. He cycled through the South of France, through Girona in Spain. He cycled through some of the climbs used in the Tour de France and other ‘epic’ places in Europe, snacking on cold beer and cold cuts. He even bought a Porsche – fulfilling a dream he’d had since he was four years old.

But when Alan returned to normality and started a new job, he still didn’t feel right.

‘I couldn’t stay awake,’ he recalled. ‘I was drinking five cups of coffee just to sustain me at work and as soon as I had dinner at home, I’d be nodding off to sleep.

‘I knew there had to be something wrong.’

At first his doctor thought he might have picked up some tropical disease on his recent travels, but when his bloods came back clear, he was sent off to have an MRI scan. And that’s when they found the culprit of all his lethargy: a malignant brain tumour, 2cm long; a Grade 2 oligodendroglioma.

‘This is going to sound weird,’ he said, ‘but when they told me, I was more concerned about making the nurse and the consultant feel better. I just thought about how awful it must be to deliver news like this, so I made a joke. Inappropriate for the circumstances, but it helped, I think. I didn’t want to be a burden or a victim.’

He then asked the consultant a few questions, jumped back in his company car and headed home to share the news.

‘I genuinely didn’t think anything was ever going to kill me,’ he said. ‘I was indestructible. I was the fittest person I knew for my age. I was successful in my career, had no money worries and was what my kids would say, “living my best life”.

‘I didn’t even take out life insurance.’

But looking at the scans in the consultant’s office that day, Alan could see something that clearly wasn’t supposed to be there.

He thought it would just be a case of opening up his head and scooping out the bad bit, until he was told that the tumour was the ‘best type’ to get but located in the worst place: nestled between a number of pretty essential areas which, if damaged, would be permanent.

‘One area,’ he explained, ‘was my facial muscles, although that wasn’t really a problem as I’m not exactly Brad Pitt. The next was my speech and the concept of language.’

But, he was told, over time many patients manage to recover this element, so again it was less of a worry. For him, the biggest risk was that he could lose all movement in his right side and end up in a wheelchair. He admitted that the prospect of losing physical ability scared him, so he urged the medical staff not to take any risks, even if that meant leaving some of the cancer in there – which is what happened in the end.

I’d heard that some people give their tumours a name. I asked if Alan had.

His answer was an emphatic no. He said he didn’t want to give it any more credibility and acknowledgement than it deserved – ‘I was determined it wasn’t going to change me,’ he said.

He didn’t give it a name, but whenever he wrote the words ‘Tumour’ or ‘Cancer’, he always upgraded them from lower case to upper. Not important enough to name, but not irrelevant enough to ignore, either.

Eleven weeks after his diagnosis, Alan underwent a craniotomy.

Ninety-five per cent of the tumour was removed and he woke up to a train track of metal stitches running across his skull. The first thing he did was try and move his right arm and leg, to make sure they were still working. To his relief, they were.

Overnight, he started to get confused and struggled to talk, but then a new set of meds kicked in and his speech returned. He even managed to walk to the canteen for some cake.

By day five, he was discharged.

After two weeks he returned to his office to attend a board meeting.

And after six he was back full-time and would spend his lunchtimes getting ‘zapped’ with radiotherapy: radiotherapy that messed with his cognitive ability and short-term memory, leading him to develop epilepsy and lose his driving licence.

Most people at that point would have given up, taken it easy and gone home and rested, but Alan didn’t. Instead, a colleague would drive him to work, then in his lunchbreaks he would take a cab to his daily radiotherapy sessions and then three buses to get home. He did this every day for six weeks, followed by six months of chemotherapy.

He admits his expectations were, in hindsight, ‘completely unrealistic’.

He had gone from being fit and healthy to having two life-changing illnesses: cancer and epilepsy. From a man used to running marathons to losing muscle mass and gaining 14kg of weight in a short space of time. From the proud owner of a Porsche to someone who had to use public transport. He was left with a ‘crater’ where the hole was cut into his skull and a patch of hair that didn’t grow back after multiple rounds of treatment.

Every aspect of his life had been changed by that 2cm mass.

In the UK, 16,0003 people each year are diagnosed with brain tumours. In the US that figure is closer to 85,000.4 The disease kills more children and adults under the age of 40 than any other cancer yet, historically, has only been allocated 1 per cent of the national (UK) spend on cancer research.

It is unknown why one person gets brain cancer and another doesn’t. As someone who likes to solve things, Alan struggles with this unknowing.

‘Why did I get it when other people who abuse their bodies are fit and healthy?’ he questioned. ‘Did I cause it somehow?’

He hopes that someday we will know, but right now, all he can do is control what he can control and be honest about his new limitations: that at work he could no longer function at the high level expected of him.

‘I had to accept that my career, if I ever had one again, had to change.’

I thought about all of Alan’s dreams and ambitions. His compulsion to work and his love of being physically able. The fact that his happy place was running through the woods near his house and hearing his breath and footsteps move through the quiet.

So, how did it feel, losing so much and having to accept this new normal?

‘There were certainly some dark moments when I felt I’d been abandoned,’ he admitted. ‘Like when nobody told me I wouldn’t be able to drive for at least 12 months, which actually turned out to be three years. I was expecting to be able to get back behind the wheel after my sick note ran out after six weeks!

‘I had no independence. No job, no money coming in.

‘We had a very comfortable lifestyle, funded pretty much solely by me, and I went from a really good salary to zero over-night, which I felt incredibly guilty about.

‘I never knew if I’d ever get any semblance of my old life back.’

Alan had spent a lot of his working years travelling and being away from home. I wondered, looking back, how he felt about that now.

‘I’d be lying if I said it was all miserable. It was certainly lonely, but I had the freedom to do whatever I wanted of an evening. I loved it when I stayed over in London, going out running around the parks and along the Thames. I genuinely miss those days. But,’ he confessed, ‘it was tough for me mentally.’

At the end of each day, when everyone else went home, he just had a table for one to look forward to. He told me that family was what he missed the most.

‘Looking back, I don’t think it was worth missing a couple of years of the kids’ lives, but on a selfish level, I think the good outweighed the bad.’

I asked Alan if his wife was ambitious, like him.

‘She’s not ambitious in the slightest,’ he said. ‘The absolute opposite.’

Like a lot of two-parent families back then, Alan was out working while his wife was at home, looking after their children. Two different worlds that don’t always speak the same language. I wondered if his drive and being away so much caused any friction over the years.

‘It has caused friction,’ he admitted, then added, ‘and no, I don’t think she understands what I went through to give them a better life.’

He told me about one winter when the snowfall was really bad and the roads were unusable, how he walked 12 miles into work. It took him three and a half hours but he wanted to ‘stupidly prove’ to those who lived only a mile away that if he could do it, then they could do it too.

Another year he didn’t take any holidays off at all, just the national Bank Holidays. ‘We were building a new site,’ he explained, ‘and I foolishly took responsibility for the design and construction, despite already running a business employing 230 people.

‘That was quite stressful.’

Now, knowing his time is limited, I asked if he regretted not taking all those holidays.

‘I actually do,’ he replied, ‘but I wanted to be the one that set the example.’

Never taking holidays, not having a sick day in 20 years, wading through heavy snow just to get to work, taking three buses each way while undergoing treatment.

Trying to be the best he can be. Proving himself over and over again.

‘I could never switch off,’ he said, ‘so I was irritable and grumpy at home. I knew that work and family life should be kept separate and I was really proficient at not bringing family issues to work, but was less able not to take work issues home.

‘I felt I was defined by my work. Work became my life. The blow-out year of my mid-life crisis was my chance to fit everything in that I wanted to do before starting, what I thought would be, the last phase of my journey to retirement.

‘I now have a shorter lifespan than I envisaged and won’t be cashing in my pension at 65, so my outlook on life has certainly changed.’

Alan said that his friends and family seem to be in denial about what’s going to happen to him. That now he’s had the tumour partially removed, they think that his life will just go on, and on. But he knows it’s not a matter of if it will grow back, it’s a matter of when.

‘I think it is their way of coping,’ he explained. ‘It’s probably partly my fault as I don’t want to burden them with having to worry about me. I tend to just make a joke about them appreciating me now as I mightn’t make it to Christmas! I think they can see my limitations and they understand, although it doesn’t stop me thinking I’ve failed them.’

He feels like he was always the strong one. The one his kids could count on to sort out their problems, and now he doesn’t even know if he’ll be around to walk his daughter down the aisle, or see his future grandkids. And every few months he has to go for scans to check if the tumour has changed, which understandably can be unsettling.

‘At first, I was angry, really angry that I had this. But then I gave my head a wobble. Being angry wasn’t going to do anything, I just had to accept that I was going to die sooner than I had hoped.’

People were surprised by his acceptance. They expected him to fight, and battle, and find a way. Maybe because he was the one who always found a solution, the one who fixed things, and this acceptance meant he was admitting that sometimes you can’t.

This time, he just had to make the most out of a situation that wasn’t of his own making.

Three years on from his operation, he’s running again, although not quite as fast. He’s cycling too, but not as far. And he’s back working, just three days a week as a commercial manager for a much smaller, family-run recruitment company.

Alan is someone who focuses on what he can do, rather than what he can’t. But the reality is, everything is harder now.

‘My short-term memory is completely shot; my concentration only holds for 45 minutes. I forget to take my medication if I get distracted. I leave lights on, taps on . . . I need to take notes with me so when I go into a shop, I actually know why I’m there: I must be the biggest purchaser in the country of Post-it notes,’ he told me, ‘as I have to write everything down!’

He wakes up every day with a headache and has a window of energy – between 10 a.m. and 4 p.m. – before the fatigue sets in.

Once it gets to 7 p.m. his speech can get muddled and he slips into screensaver.

‘Having surgery on the brain forces you to question things that you previously wouldn’t have given much thought to. Am I the same person I was? Am I thinking the same way I did? Is my medication affecting the way I think, as well as making me tired?’

Thinking of all the things that have changed made Alan reflect on his work, and what the alternative might have been all those years ago.

‘Once you start to earn a lot, it’s difficult to do a career change,’ he said. ‘Once I was on the treadmill, I was worried about how we’d adjust financially, when I just wish I’d stopped and got off.’

I asked what he wished he’d done instead.

‘In my own humble opinion,’ he replied, ‘I think I would have made a great teacher. I would have loved to have worked in a primary school as a general teacher, one who also takes PE lessons. Primary school kids just have a zest for life and learning, which seems to get knocked out of a lot of them by the time they reach secondary school.

‘I used to see far too many bad teachers who would write kids off or be really drab and boring. I had so many awful ones and I think kids don’t deserve that.’

Getting to know Alan over the last few weeks, I think he’s right: he would have been a great teacher. He would have inspired his pupils in all the ways a really good teacher does. But I wondered if there was anything he missed from his old working life.

‘You know what?’ he said, ‘I miss very little, apart from the amazing people.

‘I don’t miss the stress, the pressure, the being available 24 hours a day, seven days a week. The responsibility for the health, safety and wellbeing of hundreds of people, which used to keep me awake at night.’

There was nothing more he wanted to achieve; he’d managed to do everything he’d set out to do at the start of his working life. He was the youngest director in his group and then the youngest CEO. He had helped build a business that was one of the most efficient and profitable in his industry and the envy of his competitors.

But he knows all of that competitive ambition came at a price.

‘It’s made me realise that being at the top of an organisation and constantly looking for the next opportunity wasn’t as much fun as I thought at the time. It always felt quite lonely when the expectation of everyone in the business was on your shoulders. Now,’ he said, ‘I realise how much fun I’ve missed in pursuit of promotion after promotion.

‘I think over the years I never once had a “thank you”. I was very well rewarded financially, but nobody ever said thanks.’

When he returned to work part-time, Alan swapped his smart suits and matching pocket squares for polo shirts and jeans. His personal assistant was gone, so there were no more cups of tea waiting for him as he arrived in the morning. His office was now an open-plan space.

And this, he tells me, is a good thing.

He says he’s happier than ever. That people actually say thank you now and appreciate him; that he has more purpose.

‘I get asked a lot about why I continue to work when I have a shortened lifespan. Work is, and always has been, part of my life. To give it up,’ he said, ‘would mean giving in.

‘Bizarrely, I’m a lot more relaxed and happy now, despite having cancer and statistically only having a couple of years to live. I think it’s made me a better person. I’m more chilled-out now and tend not to look too far into the future and live in the present.

‘It’s very much a cliché, but now I really just take things one day at a time.

‘I’d love to have travelled more,’ he added, ‘but that’s not really likely now. There are plenty of places I’d like to have visited, mountains to climb and roads to cycle. But when I had the chance, I chose the place I absolutely wanted to visit – Cambodia – so everything else would be second choice anyway.

‘I’d probably have Costa Rica on my list, Ethiopia and Australia. But if I don’t get there then it won’t be something I’d miss or regret. As long as I can get to Paris each July for the years that I’m around to watch the finale of the Tour de France then that will suffice.

‘I haven’t really got the energy to worry about things that I’ve not done.

‘There’s no point looking back at things you can’t change,’ he told me. ‘The only thing you can change is the future. I do wish I’d not been so work focused, sacrificing family time while thinking I was actually giving them a better life, but I’ve just come to accept things as they are.

‘There’s always the temptation to say, “Buy that car, go on the holiday – life really is too short, etc.” My advice though is not to put all your eggs in one basket. You need to have financial balance. I got it slightly wrong in that I’d planned to do so much when I retired; my financial plan was too back-end loaded. But that did mean when I went to zero earnings, I had a short-term cushion and was able to manage.

‘Don’t take anything for granted,’ he continued. ‘Take all your leave from work, even if it means just sitting in the garden.

‘If you have the chance of a career break, and can afford it, then absolutely take it. Be confident and back yourself that you will get another role when you need to.

‘If you want something, and can afford it without going into debt, then buy it.

‘The same goes for travel.

‘Accept your fate. That doesn’t mean stop fighting, but until you accept it then it will absorb all of your energy, energy that you could use to influence what you can change. When I accepted that I won’t get to 65, it allowed me to completely recalibrate. What I don’t like is when people say, “You might live another 25 years.” That would make me a record holder, which would be great, but it’s also probably the same odds as winning the lottery.

‘The best strategy is to focus on the things that you can control: buy a ticket and if you win, it’s a bonus.

‘I’m ambivalent to that previous life now,’ Alan reflected.

‘I wanted the money, I wanted the cars and the nice suits. It took me many years to get to that stage, then just six months of not working to realise I’d wasted most of my life chasing money and not doing something I actually enjoyed!’

Alan would have loved to have been a teacher. He would have loved to have stood in front of a class full of kids and given them something he had to find within himself: the belief that they were enough just the way they were, and that they had absolutely nothing to prove.

His days are now filled with the other things in life he enjoys. Taking Henry out for walks, Saturday night pizza with his wife and kids. Sitting on various charitable boards and supporting other people who find themselves in a similar position to him.

Still looking for mountains to cycle up and forests to run through.

Still challenging himself, but seeing everything old with very new eyes.

‘I’ve been running these trails for the past 10 years and thought I’d known every inch of them. I didn’t. All I saw was a few metres in front of me. Processing the data, expunging it out the other end, next data, expunge. One foot then the other, thousands of computations.

‘But I’ve been forced to slow down,’ he said. ‘To see what’s all around me.

‘It’s a pretty special thing.’
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