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The day of the fall was a cold day, the kind of cold that hides in the wind and in the 
overcast sky so that people comment “Oh, it looks quite mild out,” and leave their 
coats in their cupboards-under-the-stairs or hanging on their coat rack. When the 
wind picks up however, the cold seeps beneath their clothes, crystallising in their 
blood and aching in their bones. He remembers the women that had walked into 
the surgery rubbing together their pink, bitten fingers and patting down their tousled 
blow dries. “It’s very chilly out,” they’d said. “Far too cold for this time of year.” The 
heady roar of the wind crept through the streets of the town. It churned the river 
creating frothy white peaks that rose up and crashed into the bank, water spitting 
up like an angry beast desperate for battle. It splashed Martin’s worn leather shoes 
as he walked to work – he’d watched a program on obesity on Channel 4 the night 
before and had suddenly become all too aware of how tight his shirts were getting 
and how high his last blood pressure reading had been and how his mother had 
been berating him for the past year to exercise more. He hastened his step, silently 
longing for the warm interior of the Ford Fiesta sat in his driveway that he’d bought 
fresh out of University eleven years ago.  

The central heating in the surgery had been turned on for the first time since March, 
and the smell of rusting pipes leaked through the vents. “Sorry, Martin,” the 
receptionist had said when he’d inquired about it. “It was freezing in here when I 
opened up.” She shrugged apologetically and turned back to her computer. He 
sighed and wandered back to his office, rubbing a crick in his neck that he never 
seemed able to shift. He swung open the door and stared at the tiny, square room 
where he’d spent eight hours, 9 to 5, every weekday except Tuesdays for the last ten 
years. The walls had once been a sterile white, but over time the paint had decayed 
to a colour similar to spoiled milk, with dark patches of damp near the ceiling that he 
was studiously ignoring. The room was framed with clinical, anonymous curtains that 
smelt decidedly musty and there was a metal bed along one wall, the paper sheets 
swathing the mattress only adding to the inhospitable environment. The flickering 
fluorescent lighting was stark compared to the dimly lit corridor and it stung his eyes 
as he flicked it on. Rubbing a hand beneath the thick lenses of his NHS prescription 
glasses, he set his briefcase down in the centre of the desk next to an outdated 
computer and a framed photo of his ex-wife, Mary. He hadn’t the heart to take it 
down yet. He sat down upon the black leather of a swivel chair that he’d purchased 



from Ikea years before, now cracked and worn just like his enthusiasm for being a GP 
and bettering the lives of the people in his local community, among other crap he’d 
told himself when he’d got the job. He steepled his fingers, staring at the plain 
wooden door and thinking that he would do the same today as he did yesterday, 
and tomorrow he would do the same as he did today. He marvelled at the idea that 
one day, someone would sit where he sat and never know that he spent eight hours 
of his life there every weekday except Tuesday, and they’d never know about his 
high blood pressure, or his rising debts, or his ex-wife. And he marvelled at the idea 
that someone had sat here before him, and he’d never know how much of their life 
they’d spent in there or whether they had high blood pressure, or rising debts, or 
marriage issues. As he laughed humourlessly, the wind rattled against the panes of 
the window behind him. In the distance, a Church’s bell tower chimed an irregular 
pattern. 

Shaking the hand of his first patient, smiling wanly and spouting out the first “My-
name-is-Dr-Martin-Wilcox-what-seems-to-be-the-problem?” of the day, he thought 
about the Earth. He found himself thinking of how it would keep turning until long 
after he’s dead, and he thought of how the wind would keep howling and the river 
would keep flowing, and the fluorescent lights would keep flickering. He clenched 
his fist under the table. 

The day pushed on and the weather made no considerable improvement. There 
was a bout of flu going around at the time, and a nine year old had thrown up on 
his carpet. The sharp twang of antibacterial spray mingled with the smell of rust and 
caught in his throat and nose. His outdated Nokia buzzed in his trouser pocket at 
about eleven o’clock while he was between appointments, and he stared at the 
caller I.D. Mum, it read. He let it go to voicemail, swallowing the guilt that rose in his 
throat when he realised he couldn’t remember the last conversation they’d had. I’ll 
call her later, he thought. Maybe tomorrow.  

He decided to take a walk in his lunch hour to clear his head a little, but also to 
escape the foul stench and the four almost white walls and the photo of Mary and 
the phone message from his mother. As soon as his seventeenth patient left, he 
snatched his briefcase up and locked his office door behind him, heading out the 
back entrance. The door stuck a little, rusty from lack of use, and it led onto a dank 
alleyway that smelt like rotting beer. He walked swiftly toward the main road, and 
found himself reeling a little when he reached it. He rubbed his temples, feeling the 
mounting pressure of a headache forming and attempted to take deep, slow 
breaths. Find a nice bench in the park, he told himself. A nice, quiet bench under 
some trees. The park itself was a great, circular expanse of green in the middle of 
the town, surrounded by buildings, and in the epicentre was a small bandstand. Oak 
trees lined the paths and hovered over benches, scattering acorns across the gravel 
paths like confetti. It was almost empty when he got there, and he sat on the first 
bench he found. He could still see cars and buildings but it was enough, and he put 
his throbbing head in his hands.  



After a while, he looked up and stared at the road. The bank was directly opposite 
him: an old building, probably Edwardian, with curving detail around long, sash 
windows. It was large too, at least fifty feet tall, and it gave the town “character”, or 
so everybody said. He didn’t see it himself. Mary always said I never appreciated old 
things, he thought with a grim twist of his mouth. His head gave a twinge and, 
wincing, he pulled out a pack of painkillers. He poured out two pills and lifted them 
to his lips, then paused and stared at the tiny blue pot in his hand. It would be so 
easy, he thought. Swallow a few pills, and then he’d never again have to worry 
about Mary, or his blood pressure, or his rising debts. He’d never have to clean up 
vomit, or prescribe antibiotics, or stare at those four almost white walls again. A coil 
of dread formed in the pit of his stomach. 

It was then that the fall happened, and it wasn’t a swift plunge to the ground, but a 
seemingly endless one. The figure of a boy twisted in the air, limbs flailing as they 
tried to gain purchase on phantom ledges and grasp the hands of invisible people. 
When he hit the ground in front of the bank, he crumpled like a marionette doll 
whose strings had been cut with a sickening crunch of bone against concrete. His 
head lolled on the pavement, thick, chocolate curls stained scarlet and plastered to 
his broken skull, and empty eyes stared, unseeing, across the road at the man on the 
bench holding a tablet to his mouth. An older woman ran over to the boy, shrieking 
his name and clutching at his limp wrist. She cradled his body close to her, rocking 
back and forth, as people crowded around her, gasping and sobbing and 
whispering words of comfort. 

He sat there the entire time, pill still at his mouth, eyes glued to the scene. In his 
mind’s eye, he saw his own head smashed upon the pavement, saw his mother 
wailing and grasping his dead wrist. He saw his own eyes, lifeless and unseeing, and 
he felt nauseous. As the body was hoisted onto a gurney and wheeled away, he 
snapped out of his reverie and pulled out his phone. He punched in a number and 
counted five rings before someone answered, and he smiled weakly, throwing the 
painkiller packet in the bin as he walked away. 

“Hi, Mum. It’s Martin.” 


