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Olivia Penn is feeling ‘perfectly fine’. Her career is 
flourishing, her marriage is happy, her two grown-up 
children doing well. She doesn’t see turning fifty as a 

problem – it’s only other people who suggest she should.

But when a health scare is followed by her best 
friend’s marriage breaking up, she’s suddenly 

plunged into doubts about her own.

As the past returns to haunt her, Olivia tries not to be 
defeated. But battling the preconceptions of others – as 

well as her own doubts – proves harder than she thought.  
Has she got to look ‘elsewhere’ if she’s to be truly happy 

again?  Perfectly Fine is a wonderfully perceptive and 
compulsively readable novel about life, love, change ... 

and finding that fifty can be a dangerous age.

‘Heather Reyes writes with tremendous 
verve and wit.’  Jill Dawson
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ONE

On my back, eyes to the sky. (So what’s new?)
But the sky was long, narrow and hard and joined the cream 

walls of the corridor at right angles that hoarded sinister 
shadows. Or was it dirt?

As that long, thin sky sped backwards over me, the panic 
set in.

Dirt.
Germs.
Infection.
You heard such awful stories about hospitals.
It wasn’t too late.
I was still conscious.
They couldn’t make me go through with it, could they?
All I had to say was, ‘I’ve changed my mind.’
It must happen all the time.
All I had to do was hop off the trolley and …
At which point a pair of large, metallic doors swung open.
(Momentary image of coffin, irretrievable, going through 

crematorium curtains while a tape is discreetly switched on. 
A slight hiss, then some kind of music that’s supposed to be 
comforting. ‘Choice of four, sir: Bach, Mozart, “Candle in the 
Wind” or “Non, je ne regrette rien” – orchestral version: quite 
tasteful.’)

As the doors shut behind us, the jolly hospital porter  – 
something of a music-hall artist manqué – began singing ‘Auld 
Lang Syne’, breaking off to say, ‘Sweet dreams, darling.’

The first sight of green gowns, masks and surgical gloves 
was enough to Gulliver me to the trolley. A woman’s life-time 
training in how not to make a fuss regardless of what 
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abominations are practiced upon one made sure there’d be no 
‘hopping off the trolley’.

Above his mask, the smiling eyes of the anaesthetist. ‘All 
right, Mrs Penn?’

‘Fine. Perfectly fine.’

Six weeks later it was time to go back for the results.
‘Take that blue chair on the left, Mrs Penn. Mr Salinger will 

press a button that lights that light there when he’s ready for 
you.’

I made a silent note in her margin: ‘Clumsy sentence 
structure.’ Then I laughed at myself: like doctors, teachers are 
always on duty.

Always. What a nice word. Solid and dependable: it meant 
things didn’t change; it meant continuity; it meant the opposite 
of being mortal, of dying. It meant always having more time 
to do the things I’d meant to do with my life. More time with 
Julian.

How much longer was I going to have to wait? I could hear 
the consultant laughing on the other side of the door, so the 
previous patient must be ‘all right’. Was it likely to be ‘all right’ 
for two in a row? What were the statistical chances of that?

The mind is a fragile thing, even one like mine, drilled in 
rationalism and steeped in the history of the Enlightenment. I 
found myself resorting to prayer. ‘Please, God, let it be all right. 
Please, God, give me a bit longer. I don’t want to die, not ever, 
but especially not yet. I’ll do anything: just let it be all right. 
Give me a bit more time … with Julian … with the children … 
Let me have grandchildren before I die … And there’s so much 
I still want to see and do. So much to live for …’

The omens seemed good. It was the seventeenth day of 
July, which was the seventh month. Wasn’t seven some kind 
of magical number? It’d always been my lucky number. Well, 
not lucky: I wasn’t into that kind of thing, not normally. But 
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it was my favourite number … which was probably more or 
less the same thing. Any number with a seven in it. And wasn’t 
this a blue chair I was sitting on? Blue had been my favourite 
colour ever since I was a child. The infinite blue of the sky – 
which was the colour of idealism, somebody told me once. 
And the nurse had called it ‘the chair on the left’, so even the 
politics were in my favour (if I chose to ignore the colour of 
the chair, that is).

I was almost convinced there was nothing wrong, that I was 
going to survive, that I’d been wasting the hospital’s time all 
along and if they said so, fine. I’d apologise, even though it 
wasn’t really my fault. My GP – a wonderfully conscientious 
and perhaps over-cautious young Indian – was almost sure it 
was just a ‘harmless little polyp’ he could see up there. But it 
was ‘better to be on the safe side.’

Safe. Yes, I wanted to be safe.
Safe and well.
Safe and sound.
‘Mrs Penn, the light’s alight. Didn’t you notice it lighted up? 

Go in now, like I said.’
‘Sorry, I was … miles away.’
I stood up, wondering how far it was to the cardiac unit, 

the racing in my chest hinting I might be needing their services.

‘Fine. Perfectly fine.’
I held my breath for the ‘but’.
There was no but.
Just perfectly fine. Though there was a little silence as he 

glanced at some piece of information at the top of my records.
‘Mmm. Coming up for the big one, I see.’
‘Sorry?’
‘The big one. Fiftieth birthday in October.’
‘Yes, that’s right.’ (I wanted to kiss this marvellous man 

who’d just reprieved me and was even going to wish me a 
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happy birthday on top of everything else. Yes, it would be a 
happy birthday, it certainly would. And my fingers were already 
feeling in my pocket for the mobile to call Julian at work with 
this marvellous news. He’d be so relieved.)

‘Feeling okay about that? Being fifty?’
‘Er, yes. Fine.’ (Everything was fine now. Life was sweet. Life 

was beautiful. Life was going to go on. On with Julian.)
He nodded thoughtfully. ‘You really are quite happy about 

it? It’s just that generally, for a woman …’
‘I really am, especially now I know I’m “all right” down 

below. I’ve got every reason to be happy: I have a wonderful 
husband, two terrific kids with good jobs and healthy love 
lives. I like my work and still have both my parents, and when 
you think of the life expectancy of women in the developing 
world, reaching fifty in good health is …’

‘Good, good.’ He glanced at his watch. ‘It’s just that, well, if 
you do start experiencing any little problems, don’t be afraid to 
ask for professional help. The body and mind are linked, you 
know, and the menopause can trigger all sorts of things. Not 
always, but sometimes. Especially when a woman is trying to 
juggle career, kids, ageing parents, and still run a home and a 
marriage. Personally, I believe in a holistic approach and I can 
suggest a number of excellent counsellors and therapists.’

‘How splendid! But I honestly don’t see being fifty as a 
problem.’ I stood up. ‘Thanks anyway.’ We shook hands. My 
grip was stronger than his. Relief. And the life-force surging 
through me.

Scrolling down to Julian’s number, I strode past the old 
and the lame and out through the hospital doors. It was an 
exquisite day. Never in my whole life had I seen such beautiful, 
beautiful rain.

Several times I tried to phone Sarah with my excellent news of 
having been released, albeit temporarily, from the condemned 
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cell. She knew I was to have ‘investigative surgery’ and I was a 
little hurt that she hadn’t phoned or e-mailed to enquire how 
things had gone. It’s true we were no longer as close as we used 
to be when we were young; we’d inevitably seen less of each 
other after she and David moved to Brighton, but we still kept 
in regular contact by email and phone.

I left messages on her answer-phone. I emailed jolly little 
greetings, assuming she was, as usual, leading such a busy and 
interesting life that my recent health scare had slipped her 
mind. I left it a few more days, then on the first of September I 
phoned again.

After about a dozen rings a tired, tentative voice said, ‘Hello?’
‘Sarah?’
‘Yes.’
‘It’s Olivia.’
‘Oh.’
‘Did you get my messages?’
‘Um … I’m not sure …’
‘I’ve got some good news.’
‘Have you?’
Language is an amazing thing: into two syllables and a 

question mark can be poured all the grief of a person destroyed.
‘What’s the matter, Sarah? You don’t sound … Have I rung 

at an awkward moment?’
‘No … no, not specially.’
‘Are you all right?’
Silence from Sarah.
‘Were you asleep?’
‘No.’
‘Something’s wrong, isn’t it, Sarah.’
A sigh. ‘Yes, I suppose you could say that.’
Panic. While I was positively pulsing with a new lease of life, 

maybe Sarah hadn’t been so lucky.
‘Are you ill, Sarah?’
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‘No … No … I’m not ill.’
‘For God’s sake tell me what’s happened!’
‘It’s … David.’
‘He’s ill?’
‘No, not at all. He’s absolutely fine. Never been better.’
Signal for bursting into tears. It was the first time since the 

day we’d left school and Sarah had to say the final goodbye 
to the ‘inspirational’ (and sexy) Mr Bridges that I’d witnessed 
Sarah crying.

Too banal – and too cruel – for words.
David had chosen the weekend before their silver wedding 

to announce that he’d been having a long-running affair with 
a work colleague and that ‘they’ had decided it was time for a 
new life – together. Jennifer, he said, wasn’t getting any younger. 
She was coming up for thirty and she wanted a proper family 
life with children of their own, not just the scraps of time David 
could filch from his ‘first’ family.

I hadn’t thought David capable of such banality. My intel-
ligent, hard-working friend was simply being traded in for a 
more recent model. One had heard the jokes about it (I’d had a 
misogynist of an uncle well versed in them), and jokes mean the 
truth of certain people’s attitudes is kicking about somewhere 
in the background. ‘What’s the difference between a woman 
and a car?’ ‘When you get rid of an old car you don’t have to 
go on paying for its maintenance.’

I’ve always thought of myself as a rational, non-violent, 
caring sort of person, but I felt myself tipping over into animal 
mode. I wanted to claw off David’s smooth, tanned face. I 
wanted to punch his green, dark-lashed eyes, yank out his thick 
hair by the roots, clump by excruciating clump. I wanted to 
turn him into a sad, whimpering ghost like the one on the other 
end of the phone.

‘Sarah, let me come down and see you. I’ll bring a sleeping 
bag; you won’t need to make up beds or anything.’
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‘It’s all right. I’ve got Sammy here at the moment, until term 
starts again.’

‘How have they taken it, the kids?’
‘I think they find it a bit of a bore, really. They’re not quite 

ready for role-reversal, “taking care of mum”. They never were 
very interested in rescuing injured animals. It was always me 
left to slake the thirst of some dying blackbird their horrible cat 
had mauled.’ She gave a grunty little laugh. A good sign. ‘That’s 
what I feel like: a stupidly trusting bird that was happy pulling 
up worms in the sunshine, unaware of the cat at its back just 
waiting for the right moment.’

‘Sarah, I … I …’
‘I know. You don’t know what so say. No-one does. I’m not 

the kind of person people are used to feeling sorry for. And 
I’m not used to having people feel sorry for me. But at this 
very moment I want the whole bloody world to feel sorry for 
me. Pathetic, isn’t it? That’s what he’s reduced me to. And do 
you know what, Olivia?’ Her voice was sounding stronger with 
every sentence. ‘I actually think I may be capable of killing 
someone. It frightens me. I’ve started looking at knives differ-
ently. I’ve started bringing together images of things that … like 
a cheese-grater and that woman’s face.’

‘You know what she looks like, then?’ (Jesus! What an indel-
icate thing to say! What made me say that?!)

‘Oh, yes. I know her all right. It all falls into place. Perfectly. 
And do you know the worst thing?’ (Her voice stronger and 
stronger by the second. That’s it. Come on, Sarah: be angry. 
Don’t whimper. I can’t bear to hear you whimper.) ‘The worst 
thing of all is the feeling of having been “had” by life. The 
feeling that all the years I’ve slaved away, bringing up the kids – 
and let’s face it, I did most of it – coping with the job, running 
around after his parents, sitting through endless dinner parties 
that were supposed to help him get promoted, and giving him 
my body whenever he felt like it. And all the time, there was 
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“life” sniggering away behind the arras. Sniggering. At me. At 
me!’

‘When does Sammy go back to uni?’
‘First weekend in October.’
‘Second weekend I’ll be down. Is that okay?’
‘Yes. But hang on, isn’t that your birthday weekend? Aren’t 

you having a party? I seem to remember getting something in 
the post. Sorry I didn’t reply.’

‘We can change the party to the weekend after. It’s no big 
deal. The birthday’s just an excuse to get a few friends together. 
The actual day’s the Tuesday, anyway.’

‘It would be lovely to see you, Livy. Thanks. Be in touch 
before then. Bye. No, hang on … hang on. What was your good 
news?’

‘Just the op. Everything’s fine – I thought it would be.’

I sat by the phone for a long time, absorbing the shock of Sarah’s 
abandonment. But it was only when Julian came home and I 
told him the news that I went a bit weepy, which is unlike me, 
really. Julian didn’t react much – just said he wasn’t surprised.

‘What do you mean you’re “not surprised”? It’s David. 
Leaving Sarah.’

‘I know. And I’m not so very surprised, that’s all. I’m sorry, 
because I like Sarah a lot, and it’s dreadful to see someone like 
her get hurt. But … I’m just not surprised.’

(I put it down to the fact that Julian never did have much 
time for David.)

The dread of being ‘seriously ill’ (even a sensible woman like 
me found it hard to say ‘cancer’ when referring to my own 
possible condition) had achieved one very positive thing: it had 
cleared out the loft.

The weekend before I went into hospital Julian was working. 
Because it was exam time, my marking load was very much 
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reduced, so I actually had the two days to myself. If I was on 
the way out, I didn’t want to leave a mess for others to have 
to deal with  – especially not my well-organised, meticulous 
children. I suppose it was my version of an earlier genera-
tion’s obsession with always wearing respectable underwear if 
leaving the house in case one was run over by a bus. No, I didn’t 
want our children or their partners to witness my sloppy habit 
of bunging things in old boxes and dustbin-bags and shoving 
them up in the roof-space where they couldn’t be seen because 
it was too boring to sort them out. And I knew Julian would 
never do a clear-out: he was worse than me.

For a week I inundated the charity shops of Finchley with 
old toys and retro fashions from the 70s and 80s, the years 
when I’d been too busy working and child-rearing to organize 
the disposal of superannuated ‘stuff’. Along with the clothes, 
tarnished tinsel and board games with half the pieces missing, I 
came across some deeply sentimental items that I just couldn’t 
bring myself to throw away – like the box of letters Julian and I 
had written to each other before we were married. (The texting 
generation won’t have such things to bring tears to their old 
eyes, at any rate.)

And there was a pile of school exercise books tied up with 
string, on the front of them the school crest and the name 
in which I’d lived my youth: Olivia Woodrow – my original 
identity. I slipped off the grimy string then, one by one, ran 
their pages against my thumb: a flicker of French irregular 
verbs; a cross-section of a river valley; a list of ‘Reasons for 
World War One’; Archimedes’ principle; a heavily corrected 
translation from Caesar’s De Bello Gallico. So much effort 
had gone into the making of my mind, the making of me as a 
person, and then, whooooosh – the years had simply ripped 
by in a flurry of children and work and there I was, the whole 
of me and what it meant to be me and what I’d done and what 
I still dreamed of doing all under threat from a few badly 
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behaved cells that didn’t even know they existed. I unpicked 
the knot, tied the exercise books up again, and put them on 
the ‘not to go’ pile.

But I spent the longest time with those letters Julian and I 
had written to each other: they were so full of idealism and 
plans. We were riding on the wave of ’68, which had run 
up the beach of the 70s and our university years. We quite 
unashamedly wanted to change the world. Our letters were 
full of ‘meetings’, ‘actions’, things we’d read. Articles from 
newspapers or magazines  – with energetic underlinings and 
exclamation marks – had been fixed to some of the letters (the 
paper-clips had left rusty ghosts of themselves). One was a 
fragile, yellowing photo from a local paper showing a slim, 
young, but even then bearded Julian demonstrating against 
some injustice or other. There was another of a long-haired 
me chairing some women’s group with a guest speaker who’d 
helped to found the feminist magazine Spare Rib.

Those letters were nothing like one imagines ‘proper’ love 
letters to be: no rhapsodic recalls of romantic evenings or 
sexual pleasures (though there had been plenty of those: our 
bodies were devoted to each other from the start). Yet they 
were about the essentials of our relationship, the way we 
shared a vision of a better world and wanted to help it come 
into being in some small way. Really believing we could make 
a difference, we both wanted to go into media work: that, we 
felt, was one of the main ways such changes could be effected. 
Which was how Julian ended up working in radio, for the 
BBC’s World Service, while I … well, actually I retreated into 
teaching as an honourable compromise that would fit in better 
with motherhood, because having kids was also part of our 
plan for ‘improving the world’. We would contribute a number 
of wonderful human beings to carry forward the torch of 
enlightened humanism!

(I suppose it all sounds ludicrously naïve and optimistic now, 
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though even the older and more battle-scarred me keeps an 
affectionate place in my heart for those times.)

But we hadn’t counted on Thatcher and the 80s. We hung 
on as best we could, exiled in our wilderness with a dwindling 
fellowship of the like-minded, traipsing the streets at election 
times (often with pushchairs and small children), storing 
leaflets under the bed, as foolish, perhaps, as King Canute and 
the waves. In the end there were just the four of us – Sarah 
and David, Julian and myself. Then Sarah and David moved 
to Brighton: a ‘radical option’, they called it – though it was 
also a step up the career ladder for both of them, especially 
David who was going to head a department. We stuck around 
London until it was too late to move: the kids were settled at 
reasonably good schools and we settled for staying in Finchley. 
And anyway, we quite liked the house and we had good neigh-
bours. I guess we were just … happy.

In some ways Sarah and David leaving London was a relief: 
David and Julian were different types and as, with ‘maturity’, 
we all became increasingly confirmed in our own personalities, 
I sensed a growing stiffness between them and I didn’t want 
that to spoil my friendship with Sarah. She’d long been a key 
person in my life and it had got to the stage where we could 
best remain close by being apart. We comforted each other with 
the notion that you don’t have to be physically in someone’s 
presence all the time in order to be close to them.

Sarah had been my best friend since our days at the girls’ 
grammar school where we’d shared a passion for History and, 
briefly (in our early adolescence) for the History teacher, Miss 
Newton – a tall, strong woman with a luscious, throaty voice, 
exquisitely painted nails and a rumoured reputation to match. 
By the time she taught us in the sixth form, we had transferred 
our sexual attentions to the males of the species but retained 
our admiration for her. I’d kept in touch with her for a few 
years and still have the letter she wrote me just before I took 
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up my first teaching post in a terrible inner city school where, 
fired with idealism, I planned to ‘make a difference’. (I lasted 
two terms in the place.)

I’d lost touch with Miss Newton over the years, though 
Sarah and I sometimes talked about her, wondering if she was 
still alive. History and English had been Sarah’s main subjects. 
Equally good at both, she’d chosen English (encouraged by 
our handsome Mr Bridges) and, always cleverer than me, had 
gone on to teach at university while I, after that first disastrous 
post and a few further demoralizing years in another secondary 
school, raised the white flag and skulked off into Further 
Education. For the last ten years I’d worked in the same insti-
tution, trying to teach History to teenagers who hadn’t even 
heard of the Vietnam War. (They could make you feel old – so 
old.)

But I’d stuck to it doggedly, believing in the importance of 
my subject (above all in my specialism, the eighteenth century, 
the so-called ‘Age of Enlightenment’) and always doing my best 
for my students (my exam results were always above average). 
I enjoyed the salary and status of being ‘a professional woman’, 
and was quite happy to go on, health permitting, for another 
ten years, then enjoy my pension. Compared with Sarah’s more 
glittering academic life, it wasn’t much. But it was something. 
It was part of what made me ‘me’: part of what I’d wanted to 
do with my life.

As it turned out, of course, I could’ve put off tidying the loft a 
bit longer. Life was going to go on as before. Another busy year 
of teaching, marking essays, preparing lessons, filling in student 
profiles and coursework forms, listening to their problems … 
Infinitely preferable to what might have been happening to me 
if it hadn’t been ‘just a harmless little polyp’.

Before the start of the new academic year there was always a 
day of meetings for staff and for the issuing of contracts – the 
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day when everybody traded the various disasters of their 
summer holidays (though I, personally, had no tragedies to 
report this year: we’d had a lovely, relaxing week with Julian’s 
parents in Suffolk and a long weekend in Prague: good weather, 
nice hotel, and both of us on top of the world). I went into 
college with more optimism than usual and feeling good about 
myself: my loft was all sorted and I had the assurance of a 
medical practitioner that my body was healthy. The college 
corridors were pleasantly clean and free of the usual odours 
of adolescents (cheap after-shave, curry-flavoured corn chips, 
greasy parkas that had been kept on in over-heated rooms … 
bless them!). Yes, life was good, and it was good to be me.

I’d scarcely hung up my coat when Jean, the Head of 
Humanities, called me into her office. She was a stringy, dour-
faced woman who wore her sandy hair in a kind of female 
version of a ‘mullet’. Her glasses stayed large through all changes 
of optical fashion, and her clothes were persistently colourless. 
But Jean was very good at her job – the administrative side, 
anyway – though it came at a price: she ‘coped with’ a stomach 
condition that was always ‘verging on an ulcer’ (or was it IBS?), 
and the bags under her eyes were perhaps the reason she stuck 
to large spectacles. Our relationship was generally one of wary 
respect.

I’d assumed she was calling me in to offer her usual grudging 
congratulations on my excellent AS and A level results in the 
summer exams.

It took her just three sentences to tell me that because my 
subject had been attracting fewer and fewer students over the 
last five years it was being cut back to the bare minimum that 
would allow it still to be included in the new prospectus (full 
colour, shiny, lots of well-fed students with clean hair and no 
spots and actually writing things down). I could no longer be 
employed full-time for the teaching of History. They could 
offer me part-time only, unless I would be prepared – as they 
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hoped – to take on Basic Skills and Dyslexia where there were 
staffing gaps. She told me it was ‘happening everywhere’, so the 
chances of finding another full-time History post in FE were 
pretty remote, especially at my age.

In the past, one of my colleagues had commented that Jean 
seemed to really ‘have it in for me’ and jumped at any chance of 
putting me down. Not wanting to believe them I’d tried to turn 
a blind eye to her unnecessary and largely unjustified gripes 
and criticisms: I’ve always believed in looking for the positive 
in people, even if one doesn’t actually like them. But this was 
an insult too far. The gloves were off.

I’ve never been particularly good at answering back: I try not 
to let the ‘heat of the moment’ direct what I say. I’d rather stop 
and think, come up with something measured and reasonable. 
But when sufficiently provoked, I do believe in defending 
myself.

Red in face, heart pounding, I threw my indignation in Jean’s 
face. ‘But my results must’ve pulled the college up in the League 
Tables. How can you possibly justify …’

‘It’s easy to get good results when you’ve got small classes. 
Much easier than when you’re trying to drag twenty-odd sullen 
puddings through Return of the bloody Native for the twelfth 
year running like I have.’

‘Then I suggest a change of syllabus. And in case you haven’t 
realized it, I teach some of the same students as you and trying 
to get them to understand anything about the Enlightenment 
is pretty difficult, too, when half of them think the First World 
War took place in the eighteenth century and the other half 
think it’s all got something to do with Shakespeare. And what 
about Peter Smith? Is he being put on part-time as well?’

‘Peter’s a young man with a wife and family to support.’
‘So I’m being discriminated against because of my age and 

gender? There are laws against that, you know. Laws that “we 
women” fought hard to get on the …’
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‘Not discriminated against: just asked to consider, humanely, 
the reality of someone else’s situation. What’s Peter going to 
do if …’

‘Look for a job elsewhere, or teach Basic Skills like you’re 
suggesting I do. And I think that if you look at Peter’s results 
you’ll find that …’

‘He hasn’t had your years and years of experience.’ (Ouch!) 
‘That’s why his results aren’t as good as yours.’

‘So you raise the college’s standards by “shedding” – that’s 
the word, isn’t it?  – by shedding its most experienced staff. 
Especially if they’re female and fifty.’

‘I’ve got to go to an important meeting. Anyway, it’s all 
decided. From the top. Here.’ She handed me an envelope. ‘Part 
time with Basic Skills or nothing.’

She held the door open for me, then made a big show of 
locking it as she left – in case, I suppose, I had ideas about taking 
a cheap revenge by doing something nasty to her database. But 
I just stood there, watching her back recede down the corridor 
as she went on her charmless, clipboard-clutching way to her 
‘important’ meeting.

I made it to the staff loos before bursting into tears.

Julian was sanguine about the situation. Just the sight of him 
standing there, solid and comfortable in his old blue Guernsey, 
the sleeves pushed half-way up to his elbows, pouring us both 
a beer, took the sting out of that very unpleasant day.

‘Why not go part time? We’re not desperate for money now 
both the kids are self-supporting. It’d be nice to see you not so 
stressed.’

‘Do I seem stressed?’
‘Well, you get a bit tired sometimes, don’t you?’
I couldn’t quite read the look he gave me as he handed me 

the beer. Was it a hint that I wasn’t quite as … ‘frisky’ as I used 
to be? It’s true I often nodded off over my book by half-past ten 
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when maybe he wanted … Was that one of the reasons men of 
his age started looking elsewhere? Wives just worn out with … 
everything. Maybe that’s why it was so common, what had 
happened to Sarah. Could it happen to me if I wasn’t careful? 
The very thought filled my eyes with tears again before I had 
time to turn away.

‘Hey! What’s the big deal?’ Julian came over and put his 
arms around me. I hung on to his familiar, solid (and steadily 
expanding) body for dear life.

‘How would you feel, Julian, if you’d just been told you 
were, basically, surplus to requirements? That your career in an 
establishment to which you’d devoted ten years of your profes-
sional life was basically over, partly because of your age and 
your gender. That what you had done was so little appreciated 
that …’

‘I’d use it as the opportunity to do all the things I’d always 
wanted to do but …’

‘… never had the time for.’ I finished the cliché for him. ‘What 
I want to do is have a full professional life until I’m sixty, then 
make the choice of whether or not I retire, on a decent pension. 
Damn it, Julian, I’m only fifty!’

‘Forty-nine,’ he corrected. ‘By the way, what do you want for 
your birthday?’

It was ill-judged to ask at that moment, and my reply was 
only half in jest.

‘A sex change.’
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The Brighton house looked the same as ever as I walked up the 
path between October tangles of dying vegetation. Their small 
front garden had never been well tended, Sarah and David 
having ‘better things to do’. And there was the wide front 
door whose beautiful coloured glass I’d always loved. Finger 
hovering a moment by the period ceramic door-bell, I took a 
deep breath  … and pressed. After what seemed like an age, 
a figure came down the hallway towards the glass. The door 
opened.

The prepared greeting fizzled out on my lips. Neither of us 
said a word. All we could do was throw our arms around each 
other, held-back tears brightening our eyes.

We hadn’t seen each other for nearly nine months and the 
visible change in Sarah was appalling. She’d lost weight so 
rapidly that her skin hadn’t had chance to shrink to the new 
dimensions of its sad contents – hence the lines on her once 
round and confident face and the general appearance of fleshly 
collapse. Slightly taller than me and always ‘comely’ (a D to 
E cup compared with my life-long B), her clothes now hung 
dispiritedly on an angular frame at least two sizes smaller than 
they were intended for, and she’d given up tinting the grey out 
of her once dark hair. It was hard to believe that she wasn’t 
physically ill.

She probably realized the impact the startling change in her 
had made on me and, picking up my overnight bag from the 
doormat, tried to muster a smile to cover her embarrassment. 
But it came out more like a sneer, as if the habit of misery had 
become so ingrained over the last months that her mouth had 
forgotten what to do.




