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One


“You don’t look at all well, Doctor!”

It was this remark repeated many times and with variants ranging from ‘You look proper peaky’ to ‘Reckon you could do with one of your own bottles’ that led me, after almost eight years of General Practice to turn firmly in my tracks and take stock of the situation. Who was I and what was I doing? What did I want and where was I going? One more sneaking question: was it a sign of advancing age that led me to ask these semi-philosophical and utterly sober questions? Reluctant to believe that this was in fact the case, I cast round in my mind for one of the customary light-hearted and flippant answers I kept for problems of this sort but to my dismay I found, like Mother Hubbard, that the cupboard was completely bare. It was painfully obvious that the stocktaking, if it was to be done, would have to be carried out on a more serious level.
         

The first two questions were not difficult to answer. I was an ordinary sort of chap to whom the age of forty no longer seemed like the end of the world but was still sufficiently far away to joke about, I was married to a girl who after a spate of six years was still to me the loveliest thing that ever drew breath, and I had a pair of normal, revolting-wonderful five-year-old children.

What was I doing?
         

I was responsible for the health of over three thousand seven hundred individuals who were registered with me under the National Health Service and I was attempting (and at times it was no more than an attempt) single-handed, day and night to cope with their needs. On paper it looked ridiculous; in practice it was more so and accounted for the loss of weight, pallor and irritability that the patients, with their usual perspicacity and diagnostic skill, had begun to comment upon.
         

What did I want?

To my surprise I was no longer able to answer this question. My brain had become a kind of deadly merry-go-round in which how to see more patients in less time, how to cut the corners on my visiting list and how to avoid leaving my bed in the night on the greatest number of occasions seemed to be the monotonously recurring factors. Peu à peu, as they say, and virtually without noticing it my professional life had been reduced to a blur. As for where I was going, I no longer knew or cared. I was too tired.
         

One dreary Monday which as far as work was concerned had started at five in the morning and at nine in the evening had not yet finished, I came out of the surgery and took a long look at myself in the mirror above the morning-room mantelpiece.

I had just stuck out my tongue to its maximum extent and was examining what appeared to be a perfectly normal larynx and at the same time feeling tenderly for any enlarged cervical glands, when Sylvia came in.

“What’s the matter with you?” she said.

“I’m overworking!”

The bombshell fell in silence. I replaced my tongue and looked round prepared to justify my shattering statement. Sylvia was writing names in two new, shiny black pairs of Wellington boots with a Biro as if she hadn’t heard.
         

“I said I’m overworking!”

“I heard you.”

“Mrs Theobald says I look pale.”

No comment.

I pulled at the waistband of my trousers. If I took a deep breath I could just get my hand in between the material and my shirt.

“And I seem to have lost weight lately,” I said pathetically.

The pathos fluttered away and disappeared in the lack of response.

“Sylvia,” I said, buttoning my jacket and assuming the role of lord and master, “I don’t know if I’m imagining things but I appear to be talking to you tonight through an impenetrable curtain. Are you with me or are you not?”

“There’s nothing the matter with me,” she said.

“Well, what’s the matter with me?”

“You’d better ask Mrs Theobald.”

“Sylvia, I’m tired and if I don’t go and give Mrs Calthorpe her injection soon she’ll be climbing up the wall. Stop niggling me and tell me what it’s all about.”

“All right,” she said, “I’ll tell you. When I married you you were a reasonably good-looking, cheerful, happy, well-adjusted General Practitioner. Look at you now!”

“I just looked,” I said.

“I don’t mean your tongue. I mean you.” She looked me up and down. “Sunken-cheeked, shabby, long-haired, shiny suited, paunchy, harassed, bad-tempered.”

“Well!” I said. But she hadn’t finished. She stood up, waving a Wellington boot at me threateningly.

“And that’s not all! You’ve a wife and two perfectly adequate children but no one would think so. You’ve scarcely spoken to us for weeks and as for your sense of humour I think you buried it with old Mr Thomas six months ago.”
         

“The winter’s always my busiest time,” I said in mitigation.

“Nonsense! It might have been in the old days but now it’s exactly the same all year round. If I’d wanted to be married to a miserable, humourless, overworked hack I would have looked for one in the first place.”

“It’s not even as if we have anything to show for it,” I said.

“That’s beside the point. And if you’d let me finish…”

“I thought you had.”

“Well I haven’t. I was about to say that I’ve been telling you all this for months and you’ve taken no notice whatsoever, but immediately Mrs Theobald, or whatever her name is, happens to say you look pale you start getting anxious and sticking your tongue out in front of the mirror. I would simply like to remind you, while I seem to have your attention, that you don’t happen to be married to the National Health Service, nor to Mrs Theobald.”

Sylvia sat down with a thump and left me standing like a naughty schoolboy in the middle of the room.

“Do you remember how we used to laugh?” I said, sitting beside her.

She put down the Wellington and looked at me.

“When people said funny things.” She wasn’t angry any more.

“Miss Jackson who wanted a sediment because she couldn’t sleep.”

“And Mrs Gibbs who told you the gland doctor said she had something wrong with her obituary…”

“And when I asked old Miss Parker to show me her teeth and she whipped them out and put them on my desk…” I thought for a moment. “I just don’t seem to see the funny side any more.”
         

“You haven’t time.”

“I know.”

“Well, we’ll have to do something.”

“What?”

“Well, to begin with…” Sylvia said, and then the telephone rang. It was the Reverend Barker ten miles away in Essex with pains in his chest, and I hadn’t time to hear how we were to begin.

With the passing of years, my practice had gradually become more widespread. It had started off neatly and conveniently in a rough circle whose radius extended a mile or two only from my surgery which was attached to the house. As time went by and my patients either outgrew their houses or for some reason or other decided to move, they would ask me, having become accustomed to my ways, whether I would continue to look after them in the district to which they were going. If it was not an unreasonable distance I usually said yes. Those who cared enough about me to ask me to remain their family doctor were usually those people to whom over the years I had become quite attached – in the beginning I was most flattered that they preferred my attentions rather than welcoming a change of medical practitioner. Now, however, things had developed so rapidly that the extent of my practice could no longer be clearly defined and, as in the case of the Reverend Barker, I found myself, usually at the most inconvenient moments, doing visits ten and even fifteen miles away.

The Reverend Barker was, as he put it, ‘living on tick’; only it wasn’t a washing-machine or a television he was borrowing, but his life. When I first started in practice he had a small living in the district. He had a wife and five children, but I rarely saw them, although they were on my list, because they were both considerate and healthy. One hot Saturday afternoon about three years earlier, little Christine Barker had knocked on our door with a polite message from her mother that they hated to bother me but her father had been mowing the lawn when suddenly he had a severe pain in his chest, felt ill and was now lying on the sofa. Would it be too much trouble…? But already my geiger counter was ticking furiously. “I shan’t be long,” I remember saying to Sylvia. “Reverend Barker’s had a coronary.” It wasn’t a spot diagnosis without having seen the patient; nor yet a shot, blindly, in the dark. Neither could it in any sense be called intuition. It was just that after a certain number of years in General Practice events began to form a pattern, the higgledy-piggledy train of apparently unconnected happenings to take shape. It wasn’t just the polite little picture Christine Barker had painted; it was the whole set-up I was taking into account and it was one I had seen, unfortunately, too many times. A hitherto healthy male, age between forty and fifty, harassed and overworked, sudden physical exertion, severe pain in the chest region… I could have been wrong but I didn’t think I would be. I wasn’t. A few weeks later, when the Reverend was convalescing and I was paying him a routine visit, he said to me:
         

“Let us discuss things, Doctor.”

He was sitting up in bed and I was putting away my sphygmomanometer.

“Certainly,” I said. “What things?”

“The prognosis. I did not get to meet my Maker this time. I should like to know, in your opinion, how long it will be before I have the pleasure of doing so.”

He betrayed no more emotion than if he were discussing an invitation to the Church Bazaar.
         

“You mustn’t worry about things like that,” I said. “You’ll be fine in a few weeks. Of course you’ll have to take things more easily…”

“I’m not in the slightest bit worried,” he said, “you must know that. It’s simply that I have to make plans. I have six dependants. If you would entrust me with them I would prefer to have facts rather than placation. I must make my arrangements and I have seen enough of my parishioners with this complaint to know that I may have to leave this world a little sooner than I anticipated.”

“I wish more of my patients had your courage, Reverend,” I said.

He looked surprised. “It’s not courage,” he said, “it’s faith and its available to all.”

Since the Reverend Barker was one of the few patients who were able to look it in the face with equanimity, I decided it would be best to tell him the truth. His coronary thrombosis had been a severe one and it was likely that, in the not too distant future, he would have another. I advised him to cut down on his activities and painted the prognosis, which was not very bright, as lightly as I could.

It was like advising a fish to stop swimming. The Reverend Barker was quite incapable of cutting down on his activities; if anything, he increased his efforts to safeguard the future of his family. When he was offered, a year or so later, a large and important living in Essex, he had no hesitation in accepting it. When he outlined the duties it brought with it in addition to the extra salary, I said:

“You know it will probably kill you.” But he replied:

“It is a call from God.”

And now it seemed that his coronary circulation had let him down again; I was surprised that it hadn’t happened before.
         

It took me about twenty minutes to get to the Barkers’ house in Essex, but there was no panic when I arrived. The house was larger than the one they had had previously but there were no more concessions to comfort. The Reverend Barker never grumbled, nor complained, nor even mentioned it to me but I knew that there simply wasn’t the money, for all his hard work, for there to be.

Mrs Barker told me that her husband had gone to bed early complaining of fatigue. Just before she rang me, he had had an attack of pain similar to his previous one.

She led the way up the uncarpeted stairs to the large bedroom which said more volubly than any words that here there was not a spare penny for anything other than the barest essentials of existence.

The Reverend Barker was too ill to talk. I did what was necessary then went downstairs with his wife.

“Another attack?” she said.

“I’m afraid it is.”

“Will he be all right?”

“I think he will this time,” I said. “Although it’s difficult to be absolutely sure.”

I told her to ring me if she was worried during the night, and that if I hadn’t heard from her before I would see her husband again in the morning.

“I’m sorry,” I said at the door by way of comfort.

Mrs Barker smiled. “The Lord will provide,” she said. And as I went down the garden path, stumbling, for there was no light, I realised that she was comforting me.

I dealt with Mrs Calthorpe on my way back, and with two other visits which had come in during the evening Surgery.

When I got home Sylvia was in bed, reading. While I undressed I told her about the Reverend Barker. She always took a personal interest in the patients, and I liked to keep her up to date so that when I was out she could deal with the telephone calls and assess, in the light of her knowledge, their urgency.
         

“Is he still so complacent about it all?” Sylvia asked.

“About what?”

“Dying.”

“He was too ill. His wife was, though.”

“Aren’t they lucky. It gives me the heeby-jeebies.”

“Perhaps you should go to church more often.”

“When do you suggest? Sunday mornings are getting almost as busy as Mondays. Which brings me to what we were talking about earlier on.”

I yawned and got into bed, checking up that my torch and jersey, in case of night calls, were in situ.

“Yes. I’m curious to hear what plans you have buzzing round in that pretty little head of yours.”

I lay back on the pillow, luxuriating.

“Well, to begin with –” Sylvia said. There was a knocking, like a persistent mouse, at the door.

“Yes?”

The handle jiggled a few times, then the door opened slowly. A small head appeared, its hair sticking up in short, dark spikes, its face sleep-rumpled.

“Daddy?”

“Well?”

He padded over to the bed, uncertain of his welcome.

“Penny’s firsty!”

“So?”

He looked surprised. “She wants a grink.”

It was a curious thing about the twins. They ran errands for each other like Ike and Mike. If Penny was thirsty Peter was the courier. If Peter discovered a hole in his sheet, Penny would bear the terrible news. They were a sort of mutual-protection society and I suppose they believed that it added weight to their requests if they were relayed by the other half of the partnership.
         

I dealt with Penny’s thirst which was, as usual, secondary to the desire for a companionable chat in the still hours of the long night, and resumed contact with my pillow.

“Now –” Sylvia said. But she got no further. This time it was the telephone.

“I suppose I shall have to go back to Essex,” I said, feeling not the least like it and presuming it was Mrs Barker to say that her husband was worse.

It wasn’t; it was Faraday, my friend, colleague and best man at my wedding. He was babbling like an idiot.

Sylvia, curious as usual, leaned over my shoulder.

“What’s he talking about?”

“Haven’t a clue. He’s either in a state of acute mania or he’s drunk. I think he said something about getting married.”

“But that’s wonderful!” Sylvia said. We had been trying to get Faraday married for years.

But it wasn’t Faraday who was getting married at all. When he calmed down a little he told me that he had just heard that his Chief, at the hospital, an elderly widower, was shortly to marry an American heiress and was sailing away with her round the world. Faraday was his Senior Registrar and had been jogging along with fading hopes of ever getting a Consultantship for years. There was no guarantee now that he would get the post but the odds were pretty good. Faraday, near-genius, and slogger supreme, was beside himself with joy.

I wished him luck and Sylvia at my elbow shouted her wishes down the phone.

“You weren’t asleep?” Faraday remembered to say when his excitement had died down.
         

“No. Not asleep.”

“OK,” he said. “I’ll keep you posted.”

“Do that,” I said. “Let me know the minute you hear anything.”

“The very minute!”

I was about to say goodbye but he’d already hung up.

“Exciting,” I said. “I hope he gets it.”

“So do I.” Sylvia laid down. “What was I saying?”

“I can’t remember. I don’t think I can stay awake much longer.”

“Nor me.”

“Shall we leave it till the morning?”

“Let’s.”

“Goodnight, Sweetie,” I said.

“Goodnight.”



        

    
        
            

      
    
         

Two


But the morning, as we might have known had we considered it, saw us caught up in our customary medical and domestic ballet which left no time at all for conversation. I say ballet. There was no muted settling and last-minute coughs before curtain-up; no sweet, plinking tuning of violins; no breathless, soul-squeezing anticipatory excitement. Like a nightmare, it just began, with a bang, at seven o’clock and with everything happening.

Penny fell into the room to announce that it was a quarter past eleven and that they’d be late for school; at the same time the telephone rang with the news that Mrs Clamp was in labour, and the doorbell pealed twice and urgently because the postman couldn’t get the parcel of X-ray films through the letter-box. I got up to deal with the postman and Mrs Clamp, and Sylvia to rouse from her bed of roses our current au pair, a young lady from Switzerland who seemed never to have her fill of sleep, and whose job it was, ostensibly, to cope with these early morning crises – apart, of course, from Mrs Clamp.

After this brusque beginning I caught only brief glimpses of Sylvia throughout the day. While I was with Mrs Clamp she gave the children breakfast; while I came back for a quick cup of coffee she took the children to school; at lunch-time Mrs Clamp gave birth; I ate my dried-up Lancashire hot-pot at four while Sylvia was taking the twins to have their hair cut; I was back in the surgery while she was putting them to bed; while she had dinner Mrs Clamp had a secondary haemorrhage.

At eleven o’clock we met in the bedroom.

“How do you do?” I said.
         

“Pleased to meet you.” Sylvia was sewing a button on my shirt.

“This can’t go on.”

“Agreed.”

“We must do something.”

“I have!” She cut the cotton and admired her handiwork.

“How do you mean?”

“We’re going away for the weekend.”

“Impossible! Where to?”

“Limmering. Why?”

“The children.”

“I’ve spoken to your mother. She’ll have them.”

“The patients.”

“I met Dr Miller in the High Street. She doesn’t mind doing a weekend for you.”

“You shouldn’t have asked her.”

“Well, I did. Any more objections?”

“I’ve made appointments for Saturday.”

“Well, you can unmake them.”

“Huh!” I said cynically.

“Tell me what they are.”

“Well, I’m assisting Heatherington with Mrs Bridgewater. She’s having her veins stripped.”

“Heatherington was stripping veins before you were born. Next?”

“An insurance examination for the Mutual at five-thirty.”

“He can come next Saturday.”

“Baby Neville-Browne’s third polio. I promised to go up to the Priory,” I said weakly.

“Well, that’s fine!” Sylvia got into bed. “We leave after lunch on Friday.”

“What about the telephone?” I said triumphantly from my last ditch. “Annalies can’t even hear it, let alone answer it adequately.”
         

“Your mother is coming to stay here,” Sylvia said. “She was quite pleased. It’s cold at Frinton.”

So that was how we came, one freezing Saturday afternoon in February, to be sitting as close as we could get, which wasn’t very, to a blazing log fire in the lounge of the Mulberry Hotel at Limmering.

Until the last minute I hadn’t actually believed that we should get away. It was not only that I was so busy but that mentally I had got so deep into a rut that I felt both incapable of, and loath to pull myself out of it. If it hadn’t been for Sylvia’s helping hand I should never have been able to make the effort at all. I suppose that’s why they call them helpmeets and, to mix my metaphors, when mine had her dander up she could really dig her heels in.

It was Sylvia who packed; Sylvia who told the patients gently but firmly on the telephone I would not be available until Monday but that they could consult Dr Miller if they wished; Sylvia who wrote out for my mother a list of instructions about a yard long concerning the welfare of the twins and the practice (this she need not have bothered with because my mother cared not a jot for rules or regulations and made up her own as she went along); Sylvia who finally and categorically hugged the children on Friday after lunch and shepherded me with my dragging feet into the car.

Physically I was in the car, making for the Great West Road. Mentally I was still at home.

“I hope Mother remembers to stick a notice on the door if she goes out.”

“She will.”

“I forgot to leave Mr Adams’ prescription.”

“Dr Miller will give it to him.”

“She won’t know what it is.”
         

“She can come in and look up his notes.”

“Oh! Yes!” The cynicism was due to the fact that it was years since I had had time to search for everybody’s medical record as they came in and make notes about them. Any memoranda I made were in my head. Perhaps that accounted for the peculiar feeling I had had for the past few months that it was going to burst at any moment.

At Staines Sylvia said: “Look, you might as well relax. We’re not turning back now so you just forget about the patients. We’re on holiday and I’m sure it will ultimately be for their own good. You’ll come back a new man.”

There was something in what she said. I smiled, which is more difficult than it sounds when your face is permanently tensed up and everything seems to be a matter of life and death, eased my foot from the accelerator, dropping down to sixty, and put my arm round Sylvia.

“Whoops!” Sylvia said as we scraped past a petrol lorry, “there’s no need to go from one extreme to the other.”

But I did. We were on holiday. We sang. We stopped for tea at a pull-up for car men. We listened to Radio Luxembourg. We didn’t care. By the time we arrived at Limmering it was pouring with rain and the Mulberry Hotel looked as forbidding and deserted as seaside hotels always do in the winter. We still didn’t care.

In the hall, which was warm but ghostly quiet, a lady in a skirt and jumper said, “thirty - faive - and - six - a - day - special - winter - rates - and - no - cooked - breakfasts - served - in - the - bedrooms.” She asked our names and Sylvia opened her mouth to say “Doctor and Mrs…” when I trod, unfortunately more firmly than I had intended, on her toe.

Sylvia said “Ouch”, and the lady in the skirt and jumper snapped her mouth shut disapprovingly, looking at each of us in turn with suspicion, and I said, “Mr and Mrs…” looking her fairly and squarely in the eye and daring her to say we don’t have ‘that sort of thing here’.
         

Having completed the formalities to her satisfaction the lady said “Number naine” and, taking a key from the hook behind her, came out from behind her desk and indicated with a sniff that we were to follow her.

We passed the glass doors of the lounge on the way to the stairs and, glancing in, I was glad that at the risk of maiming Sylvia I had managed to avoid letting on that I was a doctor. There were six people in the room; one man and five women. At a quick guess I estimated the combined ages to be some four hundred years, and there was little doubt that between them they would be able to produce enough operations and illnesses to while away an entire weekend. In such a milieu a doctor was fair game. I was not willing if they were.

The first thing I did in our neat but freezing bedroom in which the lady in the skirt and jumper had uncertainly left us alone with the warning that dinner, off-season, was at six-thirty, was to disconnect the telephone; the second was to put a shilling in the meter and switch on the electric fire; the third was to put my arms round Sylvia who was huddling into her coat.

I kissed her passionately then said, looking over her shoulder, “Blast!”

“What’s the matter?”

“We’ve got single beds.”

“I know.”

“Why didn’t you say something then while our friend was here?”

“I didn’t like to make an issue out of it. She’s highly suspicious as it is.”

“Perhaps you’re right. We don’t want to create a furore. We shall just have to manage.”
         

“How do you mean, manage?”

“In one.”

Sylvia looked. “There seem to be two to me.”

“We’d be cold. Besides we’re on our second honeymoon.”

“What about that weekend in Paris after the twins were born?”

“Third then.”

“And the week at Turnberry after my appendix?”

“Fourth then. Anyway who’s counting?”

“Not me,” Sylvia said, stroking my hair.

“Nor me.” I held her close.

At dinner-time we presented ourselves in the dining-room on the stroke of six-thirty and even then we appeared to be late.

The residents were already seated, their bottles of Mist. Mag. Trisil and vitamin capsules in front of them, at their tables for one, when we appeared to take our seats. Spoons were halted midway from plates to mouths, arthritic fingers paused in attempts to break crusty rolls, mulligatawny soup was momentarily forgotten.

I remembered an old trick from my schooldays. It was called ‘staring out’. When we were seated at our centre table, like the cabaret act, in full view of everyone, I chose the nearest pair of eyes. They belonged to a stout lady in a mothy-looking fur. I waited until she had priced Sylvia, hair, dress, handbag, brooch and shoes, and swivelled her attention to me. She got no further than the top of my head when I fixed my eyes on hers, riveted them there, and did not blink. Mesmer could not have done better. Surprised, as if in some indecent act, the stout party reddened to the navy-blue roots of her ginger hair and addressed her roll and butter. I noticed the slimming tablets on her table and made a bet with myself that she would not only work her way solidly through the menu but would have second helpings of everything. Having dealt with this lady, who was the nearest, I worked my way methodically round the room, and only when I had routed the entire army did I turn my attention to my soup.
         

This, however, was only the first round.

After dinner we repaired to the lounge, a compulsory move if we wanted coffee, which we did, and sat as near as we were able to the fire. Since the five ladies and the one gentleman had got there first and I suppose by virtue of their long tenure had prior claims, we were in actual fact nearer to the French windows than the hearth. We weren’t too worried; both of us exhausted, we didn’t intend staying long and, to do the residents justice they did half-heartedly shuffle their chairs as if they were making room when we came in. I didn’t believe though that any one of them actually budged half an inch.

The coffee was surprisingly good. Sylvia was pouring a second cup for both of us when a voice said, loudly and clearly, “Was it raining in London?” and after a moment or two of silence I realised they were talking to us.

A fierce-looking battle-axe in mauve, wearing pince-nez and with a walking stick by her chair, waited for an answer. So did the other five. A tiny old lady fiddled with the battery on her hearing-aid.
         

“What was that?” she piped.

The lady in mauve leaned towards her.

“I asked them if it was raining in London,” she boomed, and then she turned to us.

“Miss Trapp needs a new battery,” she said.

I nodded understandingly and Sylvia smiled.

“Was it?” the mauve lady said.

We drank our coffee while the clock ticked, the fire popped and speculation rose silently.
         

“Perhaps you’d like a peppermint cream with your coffee?” The box was extended by a veined hand shaking with the rapid tremor of Parkinsonism.

“I won’t. Thank you so much.”

“Perhaps your…” there was the barest moment of hesitation, “…wife would like one?”

Sylvia out of the kindness of her heart took one. I knew she hated peppermint. I signalled to her to hurry, knowing that if we did not remove ourselves we should be entrenched until cocoa-time. It was an old game they were playing and they were skilled players. Already with one question and a peppermint they had established (a) that we came from London and (b) – because we had not become discomfited at the artless remark – that we were in fact man and wife. If we stayed very much longer I guaranteed that before I knew it they would have my income out of me and how often I changed my socks; I couldn’t hope to beat them at their own game and anyway I had no desire to.

I whispered to Sylvia the suggestion that we should get our coats and go for a blow before bed and we made a move. At the bottom of the stairs I realised that I had left my newspaper in the lounge.

“Carry on,” I said to Sylvia, “I’d better retrieve it.”

Their heads were together and they didn’t see me come in.

“What was that?” Miss Trapp was saying.

“The Colonel said they must be on their honeymoon!” the lady with Parkinson’s enunciated as clearly as she could.

I picked up my newspaper.

“Fourth!” I said cheerfully. They looked at me in horror. “Or possibly fifth. One loses count.” I leered a lecherous leer which I hoped made me look like Casanova and left them to this tit-bit.
         

Later in my narrow bed without the customary comfort of Sylvia’s back, I tossed and turned listening to the distant banging of the sea and waiting, half-expectantly as I did at home, for the telephone to ring. I knew I was on holiday but was unable to unwind; my motor had been coiled too tightly. After about half an hour I gave up tossing and turning and started moaning and groaning in the selfish hope that Sylvia would hear. I hadn’t the courage to wake her in cold blood. The response was immediate. It was obvious she hadn’t been able to sleep either.
         

She didn’t say anything but switched on the lamp and hopped out of bed. I watched curiously as she took something from her make-up case. She came back to me holding it in the palm of her hand.

“Take this,” she commanded.

I sat up. “What is it?”

“A seconal.”

“Where did you get it?”

“From your dispensary. I knew you wouldn’t be able to relax just like that.”

“I’ve never taken a sleeping-pill in my life.”

Sylvia picked up the glass of water by the bed.

“Well, you’re going to now.”

And I did. And twelve oblivious, uninterrupted hours later I woke to find the Limmering sun flooding through the windows. I was about to say to Sylvia I’ll have my bath while you listen for the telephone, when I suddenly realised where I was and that if Jimmy Jones was ‘smothered’ in a rash or Mr Matthews had another of his ‘turns’ in the night it was no concern of mine. I hoped that Phoebe Miller was coping and Mother making not too much of a hash of the telephone messages, chipping in with her own advice as she always did, but it was as much as I could do to make myself care. Home and the practice were fading away into the unreal middle-distances of my mind. I was happy, a free man, on holiday. I bounced out of bed.
         

Stimulated by my night’s sleep and the glorious prospect of a sunny morning by the sea I saw my fellow inmates through eyes less jaundiced than I had the night before. I felt all things to all men.

“Good morning!” I called to the lady of the slimming tablets battling her stout way against the wind along the sea-front. “Good morning!” I boomed into Miss Trapp’s hearing-aid as we passed her huddled into the corner seat of a municipal shelter.

“Good morning, Colonel,” I said heartily to the old man, striding, Times beneath his arm, towards the harbour. It was good to be alive.

After lunch we decided that we had had enough fresh air and the best of the day; the sun had disappeared and there was an icy wind blowing in from the sea.

Quite content and with faces tingling still from the air, we settled in the lounge for coffee. Already we felt like members of the family, and they had all actually moved their chairs an inch or two to make room for us near the fire.

The fat lady and the one with the stick had settled to a cosy appraisal of their various operations to which I listened with amusement. My eyes met Sylvia’s and I knew she was thinking, as I was, how sensible it had been of me to conceal my identity. There was no reason, I thought, for them to imagine for a moment that I was a doctor.

But I had reckoned without Miss Trapp.

One moment she was sitting in her chair fiddling with her battery and trying to hear the more relevant details of the conversation going on next to her, and the next she was lying in a small, crumpled heap on the floor.
         

Sylvia said: “Sweetie!”

The fat lady clutched her bosom dramatically and the Colonel said:

“Fetch the MO.”

Unfortunately I hadn’t time to see their reactions as I straightened poor little Miss Trapp out and tried to assess what had happened to her. I heard the babbling of voices behind me from which I was able to distinguish the words “…brandy” (the Colonel), “…eau-de-Cologne” (the lady with the stick), “…water” (the manageress who had come in to see what all the noise was about) and Sylvia explaining to them that I was a doctor.

Miss Trapp appeared to have had a slight stroke. With the agreement of all and sundry I sent for the ambulance which took her to the nearest hospital, telephoned her sister in Brighton, and assured the manageress that there was every chance that she would be fit enough in a few weeks to resume her residence.

When I got back to the lounge there was a decided atmosphere.

“Poor Miss Trapp,” was the opening gambit.

Then, “We had no idea…” The fat lady was looking at me with admiration and I was sure a long list of questions concerning her weight.

“A touch of the old arthritis…” the Colonel began but was interrupted by the lady with the stick.

“What sort of a doctor are you…?” She leaned towards me eagerly and I felt myself cornered.

I looked appealingly at my helpmate.

“My husband is a specialist,” she said, and I looked at her with horror, thinking she must have gone mad, “in venereal disease!”

There was a shocked silence and they all seemed to shrink away.
         

The fat lady was the first to recover.

“I wonder if Miss Trapp is well enough for grapes,” she said primly, and I felt myself relegated to purdah.

Up in the bedroom to which we escaped we rolled on the beds with laughter.

“What an inspiration!” I said to Sylvia. “However did you think of it?”

But Sylvia was shaking, tears streaming down her face with her mascara. “Oh dear,” she sobbed, “the expressions on their faces.”

During our morning walk we had had a long discussion about how to ease my lot as far as the practice was concerned and had come to the following conclusions:

(a) I was to get an assistant to share the work with me,

(b) We were to consider moving so that we should not have the strain of ‘living over the shop’ where the patients knew I was available and vulnerable night and day.

Simple decisions both, yet ones we had needed the perspective, lent by distance, to make.

We prepared to go home, looking forward to putting our resolutions into practice.

Saturday night and Sunday morning passed slowly. Working like an automaton as I had been, I hadn’t realised that there were so many hours in the day. By Sunday afternoon they appeared to be crawling by and I was getting quite itchy to be back at work.

Since Sylvia’s bombshell on Saturday afternoon we had been treated by all at the Mulberry with polite restraint. The only acceptable topic of conversation appeared by common consent to be Miss Trapp, whose condition we heard was improving. Only the Colonel had been giving me, throughout Sunday, queer, sidelong glances. I discovered the reason for these just as we were about to leave.
         

I was in the hall with our bags, when he detached himself from his lady friends in the lounge and drew me to one side. He glanced about him to see if anyone was looking.

“Herrumph!” he said. Then, “Doctor?” conspiratorially.

I said “Yes?” a little impatiently; Sylvia was waiting in the car.

“Yer know y’said you’re a specialist in the old Clap!” he said. “I was wonderin’ whether I might consult you about m’self!”

The poor old boy looked crestfallen when, having finally assembled his courage to broach the subject, I had to set fire to his illusions about me. I gave him the address of a colleague of mine who would be able to help him, and we drove away from Limmering.

“Who would think it of the old boy?” Sylvia said as we made for the open road.

“You never can tell,” I said wisely.

“At least we’ve given them something to talk about,” Sylvia said. “We shall probably last for the best part of the week.”

I laughed.

Sylvia said: “Don’t laugh. It’s rather sad to think of them all sitting there year after year, discussing their complaints until they get carted off like Miss Trapp.”
         

I put my foot on the accelerator and thought of the log fire, the cups of coffee and the medicine bottles at the Mulberry. The same little play, enacted with the same cast, day after day.

“Sometimes you must laugh,” I said, “when the alternative is to cry.”
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