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For Peter


The use of travelling is to regulate imagination by reality, and instead of thinking how things may be, to see them as they are.

SAMUEL JOHNSON
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1

Sorry, not sorry

Dr Heather Winterbottom often joked that she’d fallen half an hour behind on her first day, and forty years later, she was still trying to catch up. She always apologised for keeping her patients waiting, even on the rare occasions her appointments ran to time. What’s more, her face, with its harried arrangement of frown lines and down-turned mouth, had taken on an expression of permanent contrition. All that was about to change. Today, on her last ever day as a doctor, she would take back those thirty precious minutes and add them to the rest of her life. There was an entire world beyond Netherwood Medical Centre, so many things she wanted to do and see. This day marked the beginning of a whole new chapter in her life, if not a whole new life. But first, she had to remove a cotton bud from Mr Clifton’s left ear.

Mrs Clifton had never trusted her husband to be an effective advocate for his own body and always accompanied him to his appointments. Between them, they’d clocked up enough hours in Heather’s waiting room for it to qualify as a second residence. Ever the pragmatist, Mrs Clifton had packed sandwiches and a thermos of tea.

The Cliftons were the kind of couple who scraped mud off the bottom of each other’s boots before getting into the car. They wore matching fleeces and finished each other’s sentences. Unlike Heather and her husband, Alan, who lived in the same house and worked at the same practice but were rarely seen together, the Cliftons were rarely seen apart.

Heather brought up Mr Clifton’s file on the computer while the couple debated who should sit in which chair.

‘You’re the patient, Bob,’ Cynthia Clifton insisted, her tone failing to match her smile.

‘But you’re the one who does all the talking.’ Bob’s strained smile mirrored his wife’s.

‘How long have you two been married again?’ Heather asked as she squinted into the otoscope, forceps at the ready.

‘Fifty years,’ they chimed in synchrony.

‘And never a cross word,’ said Cynthia.

‘That’s because we spend so much time not speaking to each other.’ Bob laughed and his wife punched him playfully on the arm.

Heather held up the cotton bud tip on the end of the forceps for inspection. ‘Remember, Bob, nothing smaller than your elbow in your ear.’

‘I don’t know how many times I’ve told him, doctor, but he never listens to me.’

Bob stretched his jaw and rubbed his ear. ‘Why do you think I stuffed my ears with cotton wool in the first place?’

Heather smiled. The contraction of the muscles around her eyes and mouth felt strained and unfamiliar. One of her goals for retirement, as well as getting her body into shape, was to exercise her ‘sorry’ face back into something less apologetic.

‘This is for you, Dr Winterbottom,’ Cynthia said, producing a candy-striped gift bag.

‘We’re going to miss you,’ Bob added. ‘You’re the best doctor we’ve ever had.’

The only doctor they’d had, Heather almost pointed out, since the Cliftons refused to see any of the other doctors in the practice. On the rare occasion she and Alan managed a holiday, Bob and Cynthia would store up their collective ailments and await her return. Still, it made a change to receive a compliment rather than a complaint.

Heather opened the gift bag. At first she wasn’t sure what to make of the large padded rectangle decorated in colourful William Morris print.

‘It’s a kneeling pad,’ Cynthia added helpfully, ‘for weeding your borders.’

‘Thank you, that’s very thoughtful of you.’ Heather tried to remember if she even had any borders, herbaceous or otherwise.

‘We couldn’t imagine life without our garden, could we, Bob?’

‘It certainly gives us a reason to get out of bed every morning.’

Heather hoped she and Alan weren’t heading for the same afterlife of potting mix and not-so-dynamic lifter.

Following a teary farewell hug from Cynthia, and a stoic handshake from Bob, Heather added the kneeling pad to the growing pile of farewell cards and gardening implements under her desk. One of her patients had given her a mug featuring a cartoon couple standing next to a blue caravan with the words ‘Living the Dream’, while one of her more insightful regulars had gifted her a bottle of sherry.

There was just time to swig a mouthful of cold coffee and spit it out again before she called in the next patient. It wasn’t even nine and she was already running three quarters of an hour behind, a personal best. Tomorrow, however, she would drink her coffee while it was still hot. Over a leisurely alfresco breakfast on the patio, she and Alan would plan the rest of their lives. She was looking forward to having a normal conversation with her husband, rather than discussing their patients, or using words like ‘framework’ or ‘stakeholders’, things that belonged in a boardroom rather than a medical practice. Another world lay just beyond her fingertips. All she had to do was get through the rest of today’s appointments and return seventy-three phone calls.

To steel herself, Heather snuck a peek at the holiday brochure she kept hidden under her stack of unread copies of the British Medical Journal. She hadn’t had time to read the BMJ in years and certainly wouldn’t be wasting a second of her retirement catching up. No, Treasures of the Greek Islands, which she’d picked up a few weeks ago from the travel agent opposite her regular hairdresser, was the only reading matter that mattered now. She flicked through, ogling the deserted beaches, olive trees and whitewashed buildings before stuffing it away out of sight.

Seeing the next name on her list, she contemplated opening the sherry. In the waiting room, Jaxon Smith was running up and down between the crowded rows of seats, pistol-whipping the knees of the other waiting patients with a plastic AK-47. A slug trail of silvery mucus ran from each nostril, drying in a thick green crust on his top lip. When Heather called his name, Mrs Smith, sporting sausage-skin leggings, dragged him by the rat’s tail on the back of his mostly shaved head towards the consulting room.

Seven minutes later, they left again, Mrs Smith shouting over her shoulder, ‘Don’t forget, I pay your wages!’

Heather didn’t bother pointing out that the only tax the Smiths had ever paid was the unavoidable duty on booze and ciggies. She was more focused on how she was going to clean up her ravaged consulting room. An entire paper bed roll lay in ticker-tape ribbons, every cupboard had been ransacked and the curtain rail around the couch, no match for the weight of a hefty four-year-old, lay on the floor like a collapsed tent at the end of Glastonbury. Heather was almost grateful to the young hooligan and his odious mother. In the future, whenever she looked back and felt guilty about abandoning the Cliftons and the hundreds of other patients she’d come to think of as family, she would think of Jaxon Smith.

By mid-morning, the jaws of Heather’s plastic hairclip were biting into her scalp, and she marvelled at how she could be simultaneously dehydrated and yet dying for the loo. She often quipped to medical students that to be a successful GP you needed a soft heart, a thick skin and a ten-gallon bladder. Unfortunately, her storage capacity wasn’t what it used to be, and the next patient would have to wait. Hurrying along the corridor to the bathroom she nearly collided with Alan as he emerged from his consulting room.

‘How’s your last day going?’ he asked.

‘The usual war zone,’ said Heather. ‘But I did manage to clear my own printer jam for a change, so it hasn’t been all bad.’

Alan glanced at his watch. ‘Don’t forget the girls are throwing us a surprise party at half past.’

The not-so-surprise party. A pair of ‘Happy Retirement’ helium balloons had been drifting around the surgery all morning, the garish foil blimps making a dash for freedom every time the waiting room door opened, only to be hauled back inside again by their trailing strings. Heather longed to open the front door and watch them float away for good. One of the balloons was already deflating while the other remained taut and bouncy on the ceiling. Wrinkled and flaccid, the first balloon was barely at head height. She couldn’t help but see it as a metaphor. Energised by what lay ahead, Heather was sprinting for the finish line while Alan was fading fast, looking as if he’d barely make it to lunchtime.

‘Are you okay with all this?’ Heather asked, searching Alan’s wan face. This was a big day for him. It was more than walking away from a job, and however grateful she was to have made it this far relatively unscathed, she knew Alan processed things differently.

‘I’m fine,’ he replied. ‘Absolutely fine.’

She believed the fine. Not so much the absolutely. ‘Sure?’

He pulled himself up straight, gaining another couple of inches. Stiffened his already stiff upper lip. ‘Never better. I’m off to do battle one last time with the Netherwood Medical Centre Patient Participation Group,’ he said, referring to the group of volunteers who met monthly to tell him how to run the practice he and Heather had been successfully running for the past forty years.

[image: images]

‘Surprise!’

Someone let off a party popper. The smell of gunpowder had barely reached Heather’s nose and the coloured strands hardly touched the floor before Rita, the scarily efficient head receptionist, had removed all traces with the dustpan and brush.

‘Oh, my goodness,’ said Heather, clutching her chest in a touch of BAFTA-winning melodrama. ‘I wasn’t expecting . . .’

All this. She really hadn’t been expecting the Lilliputian spread of tiny finger sandwiches and miniature wraps, mini frittatas and mini muffins; a welcome departure from the usual catering by Mr Kipling. The only nod towards tradition was a plate of Alan’s favourite sausage rolls.

‘Lovely spread,’ said Alan, licking his fingers in anticipation as he approached the buffet.

Somebody handed Heather a specimen container’s worth of warm prosecco and she helped herself to a sandwich. She sipped and looked around the smiling faces. In addition to the receptionists, practice nurses and the current medical student on attachment, the party also boasted the Big Five of endangered community professionals: district nurses, health visitors, physiotherapists, more midwives than there were currently pregnant mothers in the village, and even a psychiatric nurse, a species rarely spotted in the wild. They might all work independently, but they were one big family.

Her heart swelled as she took in all the familiar faces, these people who always went above and beyond their contracted duties, day in, day out. It wasn’t the building, the elegant Georgian facade with its modern glass extension, she was going to miss – it was the staff who made Netherwood Medical Centre so special. The thought of saying goodbye made the egg and cress sandwich she’d just eaten feel like a sandbag. All this – the balloons, the cake, the speech Alan would have been working on – was so final. There was no room for second thoughts. No coming back from mini frittatas.

She’d been so ready to call it a day, certain she was doing the right thing. Now she wasn’t so sure, her vision of the future less clear, as if the perfect watercolour picture she’d painted had been left out in the rain. She mustn’t let Alan see her doubt. Instead, she mingled, smiled a lot, and helped herself to another glass of the rapidly disappearing prosecco.

After ten minutes of identical exchanges with different people, all permutations on the theme that, yes, she was looking forward to retirement, and, no, neither of them would be taking up golf, Heather looked for Alan. He’d cornered a trainee midwife who was pretending to laugh at his jokes. Luckily Pauline, the practice manager, saved her by tapping the side of her glass with a cake fork.

‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ she began. ‘On behalf of the staff and friends of Netherwood Medical Centre, I’d like to present Alan and Heather with a farewell gift to thank them for all their hard work and dedication. I’m sure you’ll all join me in wishing them the best of luck in their well-earned retirement.’

Pauline stepped forward with two identical packages, one each for Heather and Alan, both wrapped in tissue paper. Please, not more gardening equipment. Heather tore at the packaging, breath hitching when she saw what was inside. The rectangular name plaque that had been mounted on the wall outside the practice was cold and surprisingly heavy in her hands.

Dr Heather Winterbottom BM BCh DCH DRCOG MRCGP

All those letters after her name. The once-shiny surface had weathered over the years, but someone had polished the brass until it shone like new, the engraved letters now as clear and precise as the epitaph on a freshly carved tombstone. She and Alan had been officially unscrewed, permanently removed from the building.

Knowing Rita, she would have already overseen the re-grouting of the holes in the two-hundred-year-old masonry. Heather didn’t blame them. In general practice, there was no time to breathe or take stock, let alone grieve. It was impossible to outrun the growing mountain of bureaucracy. And there were always more patients than appointments.

‘There’s a lump in my throat,’ Alan croaked.

It was reassuring to know he was only human, choked up with poignancy and nostalgia.

‘Mine too, darling,’ said Heather, touching his back.

‘No,’ he shook his head and coughed, pointing to his throat. ‘Sausage.’

He tried to dislodge it with some exaggerated swallowing, while a room full of qualified medical professionals silently panicked. In the end, Alan took matters into his own hands, and chased the sausage roll down with a slice of cake.

While relieved to see her husband’s face return to a more normal colour, Heather’s own throat remained stubbornly clogged with anguish, uncertainty, and the beginnings of regret, like lingering catarrh after a cold. This was it, the end of an era. The end of her professional career. She couldn’t wait to escape and yet, how could she leave all this behind? There was no washing the enormity of it down with fresh cream sponge.

Pauline hadn’t finished. ‘We have another very special gift for you both,’ she said, handing over an envelope.

Still coughing, Alan tore open the envelope.

‘It’s a joint membership of the National Trust! This is very special indeed,’ he said, as if he couldn’t wait to dive into the world of rose gardens and orangeries, plant sales and gift shops.

Heather murmured her thanks. Inside, a tiny piece of her died. Forget the olive groves and rustic tavernas of Greece, from now on it would be sensible shoes and flasks of lukewarm tea on gloomy Tuesday afternoons. Alan’s idea of a perfect retirement was heritage listed and served with clotted cream.

Holding the envelope to his heart, Alan stepped forward. ‘Thank you everyone. I’m lost for words,’ he said. Never one to resist a captive audience, he soon found them again. Here it came. The Speech. All the exits were sealed. There was no escape. Heather eyed the empty prosecco bottle, remembering too late the sherry.

‘As some of you may know, my father, Gordon Winterbottom, founded this practice back in 1948. That was the same year the NHS was born, the first health service anywhere in the world completely free at the point of delivery. Let me set the scene for you.’

No, Alan, no scene setting.

‘It was also the year of the first hip replacement. Polio was rife and penicillin, the first antibiotic, still in its infancy. The life expectancy for a man was sixty-five years, and for a woman, seventy.’

Several pairs of eyes had already glazed over, but Alan was in his element; the most animated Heather had seen him in weeks.

‘Things have changed a lot since then. Thanks to childhood vaccination, something my father passionately advocated for, polio has been all but eradicated. Men can expect to live to almost eighty nowadays, and women eighty-three.’

‘Don’t count on it,’ Heather hiss-whispered through smiling teeth.

‘Did you know that there are ten times the number of doctors today compared to 1948, but only a quarter of the hospital beds?’

Apparently, nobody knew. Nor, Heather suspected, did they particularly care given that it was a Friday afternoon. It was beginning to sound like a party political broadcast. She cleared her throat.

Alan glanced in her direction.

‘Here’s another fact you may not be aware of. Research has shown that, on average, doctors interrupt their patients after only ninety seconds. Apparently, wives only give their husbands sixty.’ The married men in the room nodded in recognition. ‘Back to my father. He was a generous man, and I’m sure you’re all too young to remember that he was admired in the village as much for his impressive vegetables as for his bedside manner.’

Alan’s voice cracked. Heather moved to his side in comfort and solidarity, and to subtly remind him of the time.

‘I like to think of us all as one big, happy family,’ he said. ‘Heather and I have done our best to build this practice and move it forward into a new century, but now is the time to hand over the reins to the younger generation. Only the knowledge that we are leaving the Netherwood community in such excellent hands has made it easier for Heather and me to hang up our stethoscopes for good. It’s time for us to enjoy getting to know each other again.’ He turned to Heather. ‘Sorry, have we met?’

Cue the obligatory polite laughter. Heather released a breath she hadn’t realised she was holding. Thank goodness that was over. Except that Alan hadn’t finished. He unfolded a piece of paper and found his reading glasses. Heather tried miming a sawing action across her own throat, hoping he’d notice out of the corner of his eye. Apparently blinkered, he began to read aloud.

‘In his much-lauded funeral oration commemorating the dead who lost their lives in the Peloponnesian War, the Greek statesman Pericles said, “What you leave behind is not what is engraved in stone monuments, but what is woven into the lives of others.”’

‘I think that’s an excellent note to end on, don’t you?’ Heather interrupted, drawing the bewildered audience into what she hoped was a final round of applause.

‘But I hadn’t finished my speech,’ said Alan, looking crestfallen as the crowd thinned. His unuttered words filled both sides of the crumpled paper in his hands.

‘People are busy, Alan. They need to get back to work, not listen to you pontificating about dead Greeks.’

‘But Pericles’s Funeral Oration is one of the greatest speeches in history.’

‘When was this exactly?’

‘431 BC.’

She softened, imagining him as a small boy desperate to share his knowledge with a father who was always too busy to listen. She pictured him as a seven-year-old who’d been dropped off at boarding school and told how lucky he was. Lucky to suffer within the same grim yet hallowed halls as his father and grandfather. Alan rarely talked about his schooldays, describing them only as miserable, character-building years, preferring to share stories of how, on exeat weekends, he’d been allowed to carry his father’s battered leather Gladstone bag as he accompanied him on his rounds.

‘Look, I’m all for a trip to Greece, Alan, but how about the twenty-first century version?’

Sun, sea, sand, thousands of years of history, and only three and a half hours from Gatwick airport. She just had to pick the right moment to show him the brochure.
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Felicity Kendal’s bottom

Heather sat up so quickly that she had to blink away the stars. Heat spilled from her adrenal glands and raced to her scalp, her fingers and toes.

She’d slept through the alarm.

The first time in forty years.

The patients would be waiting.

It took seconds for her brain to catch up and rein in her stampeding heart. As of this morning there were no more alarm clocks, no appointments, schedules or deadlines. From now on, she and Alan could do things because they wanted to, not because they had to. This was the first day of the rest of their lives. The sun had set on their old world and risen on a new one. Only the sun wasn’t shining. Between the parted curtains, the day looked dull and overcast. And for some reason, she could smell fish.

The brand-new waffle robe, one of a matching pair she’d ordered online weeks ago, was still folded neatly inside its plastic wrapper. She’d been saving it for this moment, the sharp creases in the white woven cotton testament to just how long she’d been looking forward to it. When she finally put it on, the fabric was disappointingly stiff and scratchy against her skin. Heather secured the belt with a knot and set out to trace the mysterious fishy odour to its source.

Someone who looked like Alan, a man who rarely lifted a finger in the kitchen and stuck religiously to toast with his favourite Tiptree orange marmalade for breakfast, was standing over a frying pan at the stove. At his feet, Stan watched on, stiff as a sphinx, with stalactites of drool hanging from his loose jowls. Stan’s intense concentration, and the occasional licking of his lips, comically mirrored the man’s actions. From behind, the man’s morning hair even resembled Stan’s wiry deerhound fur. Did dogs turn into their owners, or vice versa?

‘Would you like one, love?’ Alan called cheerfully.

‘No, thank you.’ Heather scooped coffee into the glass coffee plunger and flicked the switch on the kettle. ‘I think I’ll stick to muesli.’

‘Go on, they’re fresh from Craster. Best kippers in the world.’ She wasn’t sure how he could claim that preserved fish were fresh, but she let it go. Heather had waited patiently for this morning and nothing was going to spoil it.

Alan showed her the pan where the brown fish, eyes glazed in their bisected heads, were floating in butter. She recoiled as he slid the glistening fillets onto two slices of hot buttered toast then kissed his fingers like a Michelin chef. Stan shadowed Alan from the stove to the sink, and then to the kitchen table, his eyes never once leaving the plate.

‘I thought we could eat outside,’ said Heather. She’d arranged cups, saucers and a jug of milk on a tray next to the pot of coffee.

Knife and fork poised, Alan said feebly, ‘But we always have breakfast in the kitchen,’ as if his resolve wouldn’t last another dozen steps out to the patio furniture.

‘Come on, live a little, Alan. Where’s your sense of adventure?’

He thought about it, then, not bothering to hide his reluctance, picked up his plate and followed her outside. Stan trotted after them.

The sky was blanketed in dull, grey cloud that, unlike a real blanket, was doing a good job of keeping the heat out rather than in. The chill crept through the thin cotton of her new robe and Heather pretended not to shiver. She couldn’t remember the last time they’d used the patio. The weather hadn’t been great this year. Even the wisteria, usually heavy with chandeliers of purple blossom at this time of year, was looking spindly and virtually flowerless against the wall. The teak table and chairs had grown dark and mossy in the damp winter shadow at the back of the house and the wooden slats were starting to splinter. Despite promising to do so on numerous occasions, Alan still hadn’t got around to jet-washing the mildewed pavers.

It wasn’t quite the Homes & Gardens scene she’d imagined, but they were at least having breakfast together. For years, their marriage had felt like a relay race, each day a sprint in which their only interaction was handing over the baton of responsibility for their children or patients or a list of jobs that needed to be done at home. They’d finally crossed the finish line, and they could move forward at their own pace, side by side.

‘We really need to buy new outdoor furniture,’ said Heather as she lowered herself cautiously onto the slimy seat.

‘No point when we barely use it. I’ll give this lot a good clean and oil,’ Alan said.

Alan was clearly not planning to incorporate anything alfresco into his daily ritual. Persuading him to change the habits of a lifetime was always going to be a challenge. And yet the kippers had taken Heather by surprise. Rather than dwell on the smelly, greasy pan he’d left in the sink, she chose to see it as a sign that maybe, just maybe, he was open to trying new things.

‘You don’t know what you’re missing,’ said Alan through a mouthful of grey fish. When the knife and fork couldn’t keep up with his appetite, he resorted to shovelling the toast into his mouth with his fingers, accompanied by such groans of pleasure that Heather feared he was going to climax at the table. It was a long time since he’d made those sounds in bed. She couldn’t remember the last time they’d made love. She tried to remember the last time they had even held hands. These days they barely touched or made physical contact of any kind, aside from the accidental brush of elbows or shoulders as they turned over in bed or reached for the same kitchen cupboard. Like the gradual fading of a once vivid photograph, it had happened so slowly neither of them had noticed.

It was easy to blame the job. They were both busy all day, and exhausted by the time they got home. They still loved each other even if they didn’t show it. It went without saying, didn’t it?

The time had come to wipe the slate clean and start again, not as colleagues or business partners, but as husband and wife. But they’d been colleagues longer than they’d been a married couple. What if their relationship only worked as Dr and Dr Winterbottom, and not as Mr and Mrs?

Heather tried to look away from the molten butter dripping down Alan’s unshaven chin, and onto the front of his putrid old dressing gown where it formed a dark puddle in the company of several other unidentified stains.

‘Why aren’t you wearing the new robe I bought you?’

‘I prefer this one. It’s always been my favourite. I thought I’d lost it until I found it at the bottom of Stan’s basket. I can’t think how it got there.’ He eyed Heather. She looked away.

‘At least let me wash it,’ said Heather, catching a whiff of dog, and now fish.

‘Don’t go upsetting Mrs Gee.’

‘I am quite capable of doing a load of washing without Mrs Gee’s assistance, thank you very much.’ Heather poured the dregs of her coffee, which to her disappointment had already gone cold, onto the meadow-length grass that hugged the patio. ‘Just as I’m sure you’re quite capable of mowing this lawn.’

‘You know how Mr Gee gets if anyone touches the lawnmower,’ said Alan defensively.

‘The trouble is he can barely make it from one end of the lawn to the other these days. And you can hear Mrs Gee’s knees creaking from the next room. They must both be eighty if they’re a day.’

Alan had the decency to look uncomfortable as he mopped the fishy butter from his empty plate. Mr and Mrs Gee had come with the house, and their presence had been, along with Alan’s elderly mother Gwen, and the giant wisteria that held the blown bricks on the back wall together like a woody skeleton, non-negotiable.

At first, the awkwardness of having a housekeeper and a gardener – although Heather preferred to think of them as helpers she tipped generously, rather than paid employees – had outweighed the undeniable benefits. Heather’s working-class mother hadn’t lived long enough to see her handing over the shameful brown envelope of cash every Friday afternoon in exchange for a spotless house and equally spotless children, nor her father to tell her never to trust a man who didn’t cut his own grass. But there simply weren’t enough hours in the day to be a mother to two girls, a housewife, Gwen’s full-time carer, and Netherwood’s only female doctor.

‘We need to talk about the Gees, Alan. They are number one on the agenda.’

‘Agenda? I was looking forward to a life without meetings.’

‘There are things we need to discuss. Important things we need to agree on. Like when to give notice to Mr and Mrs Gee. Now we’re retired, there’s no reason we can’t do all these things for ourselves. I mean, I’m not completely incapable of squirting Harpic around a toilet bowl.’ She was sure that even Alan could successfully trim the hedge without a trip to Accident & Emergency.

‘We can’t make them redundant after all these years,’ he said. ‘They’ve been so good to us. I gave Mrs Gee my word that there would be a job for them here at The Elms for as long as they wanted. A promise is –’

‘I know, a promise.’

The conversation was hardly worth having. Heather would raise the issue. Alan would set out his position on the issue. Heather would offer objections. Alan would counter the objections. They would literally bore each other into a stalemate. The status quo would prevail. The Gees were staying.

‘What else is on your agenda?’ Alan asked, not bothering to hide his disdain.

‘Item two is money.’

At this, he sat up. She knew how to play him, knew that when she was trying to make a point, he stopped listening until he heard something he agreed with, at which he was all ears again.

‘You’re right,’ he said. ‘We need to be more careful now we’re pensioners.’

Heather hadn’t thought of herself as a pensioner, certainly not like her blue-rinsed grandmother who used to queue up at the post office counter on a Friday to collect her measly allowance. ‘We’ve planned for this, Alan. We didn’t work all those hours, missing precious time with the girls so we could merely subsist in our dotage. The new cars we never bought, the kitchen extension we never built, the holidays we never took. I went along with all those sacrifices so we could build up our nest egg. Why do you think I put up with Parsimonious Pauline, all these years?’

Pauline, Alan’s fiscal soulmate, had instigated the rationing of jellybeans to ‘one per brave child’ and had been known to send emails with subject lines such as ‘Toilet paper consumption: Can we improve?’

‘It’s thanks to Pauline that we can enjoy a comfortable retirement, Heather.’

‘Let’s enjoy it then. I’ve seen too many elderly patients moulder away while amassing a small fortune so their ungrateful kids could buy a holiday home in France. I want to start living while I still have life left to live.’

‘It was your idea to retire early, Heather.’

‘Early? What are you talking about? We’ve both reached the state pension age. I only suggested selling up because I thought it was what you wanted, Alan.’

‘I only went along with it because I thought it was what you wanted.’

The offer to buy Netherwood Medical Centre had come out of the blue but they both saw it was too good to refuse. The centre needed new blood, she’d told him. Someone with the energy and vision to take it to the next level. Someone with the fortitude to meet the demands of a growing and rapidly ageing population. Someone fluent in the gibberish nonsense of twenty-first century healthcare.

‘I feel like I’m giving up,’ he’d said quietly. ‘My father never quit. He thrived on hard work.’

Until he dropped dead on the job, Heather had wanted to point out. 

Now, they sat in uncompanionable silence. With hindsight, this was a conversation they probably should have had before they agreed to sell the practice. But once they’d set the wheels in motion, there had been no stopping the retirement juggernaut. The deal was done, the papers signed and, for better or worse, here they were sitting on mossy garden furniture contemplating their ever-shrinking futures under a sky that threatened rain any second.

‘It’s too late now. There’s no going back so we might as well get on with it,’ Heather said. ‘I suggest we draw up a plan of action.’

‘It’s retirement,’ Alan said. ‘We’re talking about not going to work every day, not management consultancy.’

Heather was fast losing patience. ‘Surely it’s a good idea to have a few goals?’

‘If it’s the World Cup final, then yes. For once I’m looking forward to not having any goals.’

On the other side of the village, the church clock chimed the hour. It sounded more like a death knell.

‘All right then, you go first.’ Alan leaned back, one of the wooden struts in his chair fracturing under his weight.

Tempting as it was to produce the holiday brochure, Heather knew her husband better than to spring it on him. She’d need to bring him around to the idea more slowly, use all her wit and wiles to reel him in. Of all the tactics she’d tried in their marriage, the one that yielded the most consistent results was to offer him two options – never more than two – one of which she knew he’d reject out of hand, the other being the very thing she really wanted.

‘We could go on a diet and get fit. Or we could go on holiday.’

He narrowed his eyes, suspiciously.

‘I presume the getting fit part is directed at me.’

‘Both of us. And Stan. Look at him. He’s supposed to be chasing deer through the Scottish Highlands.’

Through the kitchen door she could see the dog licking the floor under the stove. For all Mrs Gee’s insistence that she never fed him treats, he was possibly the only flabby deerhound registered with the Kennel Club.

Alan looked smug. ‘Well, Dr Winterbottom, I am one step ahead of you. As you may know, the humble kipper is high in Omega-3, vitamin A and vitamin D, calcium and protein. Positively a superfood.’

‘Wouldn’t you like to get more . . . in shape?’

‘What are you talking about? I’m not in bad shape for a man of my age.’ Alan caressed his paunch as though it were an unborn baby.

‘That’s because most men of your age are sedentary and eat too much fruitcake.’

‘I couldn’t disappoint the fan club.’

He smiled a little at the mention of the band of faithful followers who saw Alan as the village’s answer to Tom Jones. They were all women of a certain age who consulted Heather for their ‘tears and smears’ while being sure to remind her that they saw Alan for ‘anything more important’. He’d let it slip some years ago that he was partial to a slice of fruitcake. Heather dubbed what followed ‘The Great Netherwood Bake Off’. Alan’s waistline had expanded as the fans vied for his attentions. When she’d reminded him of the Heart Foundation’s guidelines for optimal waist measurement, he’d protested that he could still fit into his thirty-six-inch-waist jeans. Of course he could. As long as they sat at the level of his thirty-six-inch pubic bone.

‘It’s your own fault, Alan. You encouraged them.’

Alan made a pfft sound, but he was smiling. She was gaining ground.

‘Isn’t it a bit late to start worrying about it at this stage of life? By my age, my father had been dead eight years.’

‘My point exactly. If you started looking after yourself, you could live another twenty or thirty years.’

After a few moments of stunned silence, Alan said, ‘Okay, but please don’t expect me to do anything that requires sweating in front of strangers.’

‘Pilates then.’

‘Why Pilates?’

‘So that you can get up off the floor on your own when you start falling over,’ Heather muttered, pushing away an image of her husband at ninety. Coping with Alan at sixty-seven was hard enough.

He let out a sigh, the meaning of which was as plain as if illuminated in neon above his head. Heather sighed too. They knew each other’s sighs. Unlike the couples who yelled and threw things, she and Alan could communicate entirely in the tones of their expired air.

‘Look, Heather, I’m exhausted. The stress of the last few weeks has taken it out of me. I want to slow down, to relax and unwind.’

‘In that case, you need to get away,’ said Heather, trying not to sound too pleased with herself.

Alan harrumphed. He had his legs crossed now as well as his arms. He looked like a contortionist trying to escape from a terry-towelling straitjacket. His body language was deafening. ‘We’re already going away this year. To visit Tilly in New Zealand at Christmas, remember?’

‘That’s months away. How about something a little closer to home? Like Greece. Just think about it. Sun, sea and sailing. We can see the sights, explore the history, then eat dinner at one of those quaint little tavernas.’

Judging by the pained look on his face, she may as well have suggested they watch back-to-back Carry On films for a fortnight.

‘I’ve done Greece, Heather.’

‘You’ve done Greece? When?’

‘I studied Ancient Greece at school, then on my year off before university, I bought a rail ticket, headed down through Europe and caught the ferry across from Brindisi to Corfu and on to the other islands.’

‘Which ones?’ Heather asked out of curiosity.

Alan tapped his forehead. ‘Do you know, I can’t remember exactly. I do recall waking up on several different beaches with a hangover. I couldn’t tell you which ones though.’

‘Come on, Alan. You must have seen more than the inside of a bar on each island.’

He tapped his chin cleft, then shook his head. ‘No, pretty much all I was interested in back then was beer. And chasing girls.’

Alan didn’t notice the tightening of her jaw. At an age when she was at home caring for her mother, who was dying from the slowest progressive neurological condition that medicine had ever given an unpronounceable name to, her future husband was shagging his way around the Greek archipelago and having the time of his life.

Not bothering to disguise the sarcasm in her retort, Heather said, ‘Well, I can see why you wouldn’t want to go back.’

‘I’m not saying I never want to go again, Heather. But why the rush? Think of retirement as a marathon, not a sprint. We’ve got all the time in the world. Let’s go next year. Or the year after.’

‘And in the meantime?’ She pictured shapeless days, watching Homes Under the Hammer every afternoon, the passage of hours marked only in the boiling and cooling of the kettle.

Alan uncurled his limbs.

‘Since you asked, there is something I’d like to do. A project I can really get my teeth into. It’s something I’ve always wanted to do but somehow never got round to. Now there’s nothing to stop me turning my fantasy into reality.’

She nodded. ‘Okay, tell me. What does your dream retirement look like?’ Learning to skydive? Renovating an abandoned villa in Tuscany? Writing a novel? Really, she had no idea. She was so out of touch with Alan’s fantasies that nothing would surprise her. Heather only hoped it was something she could get excited about too.

Another wooden slat splintered under Alan’s weight as he leaned forward and rubbed his hands together conspiratorially. ‘I’m going to build a vegetable garden.’

All credit to Alan, who she’d always considered predictable. This really was a surprise. Inside her brain’s left hemi­sphere, however, the synapses were sparking but refusing to co-ordinate a suitable response.

Alan’s triumphant smile wilted. ‘Well?’

‘I hate to point out the obvious flaw in the plan, Alan, but you hate gardening.’

‘I hate mowing the lawn and weeding.’ She was about to remind him that Mr Gee did those jobs, but Alan held up his wait-a-minute finger. ‘Think about it, Heather – growing our own organic produce. Potatoes, runner beans, carrots, lettuce. The lot!’

This wasn’t something he’d conjured up on the spur of the moment. There would have been spreadsheets involved.

‘You want us to become Netherwood’s version of Tom and Barbara from The Good Life?’

‘Now that you mention it, I’ve always had a thing for Felicity Kendal’s bottom,’ he said dreamily.

Heather rolled her eyes.

‘I’m still trying to get my head around this.’

‘I’ve already been sketching out some plans.’ Securing his dressing gown belt, Alan began pacing the lawn, waving his arms about. It was the most energetic she’d seen him in months. Perhaps he wouldn’t need Pilates after all. Breathless, he leaned on the slimy wooden table at Heather’s eye level. ‘And the best bit is I’ve worked out that we could chop our Tesco bill by three quarters,’ he announced, a huge grin subtracting a decade from his weary face.

Now wasn’t the time to remind him that the nearest Tesco had closed down
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