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The prospect of my imminent retirement isn’t nearly as terrifying as the thought of my husband’s. Gavin, the love of my life and my partner for almost two decades, is evidently relishing the prospect of his premature exit from the vigorous world of domestic painting and decorating. Indeed, Gavin appears positively euphoric. This is despite the fact that my husband is, relatively speaking, still in the prime of his life. He’s only just turned forty-five, an age which, from the standpoint of my creaking approach to my sixtieth year, appears positively adolescent.


Gavin was practically an adolescent when I met him – or so he seemed at the time. He was twenty-three to my thirty-eight. He was a painter in the family business (having started as an apprentice at the age of sixteen) while I was a teacher of English at an independent day school for girls. It was never a match made in heaven; even Gavin and I could see that. Conventional wisdom among our respective friends and acquaintances was that the basis of the relationship could only be animal lust. Either the straight-laced old maid was seduced by a lusty young buck or else the inexperienced youth was initiated into the mysteries of love by a mature femme fatale. Only my plain-speaking mother proffered an alternative view. “You must be stark raving bonkers,” she sniffed. “Why else would you think to marry such an unsuitable man?”
I suppose it was technically true (as my best friend Sue liked to joke) that I found love at the end of a paintbrush. It was really a camellia, however, that brought Gavin and I together. 
I’d just traded up from a one-bedroom apartment on a bustling city street to a three bedroom-terrace in what the estate agent described as a “popular residential area, conveniently located for access to local schools, shopping, and transport facilities.” My delight in the prospect of walking to walk and growing a few plants in the courtyard was matched in equal measure by my abhorrence of the interior décor. Every room in the house was either a different shade of yellow or a green reminiscent of the tennis courts of Wimbledon. “Lovely fresh colours aren’t they?” beamed the agent. “Not really to my taste,” I admitted. “But nothing a few coats of emulsion can’t fix.”

I found Michael Williams and Son’s offer of internal and external work, fast friendly service, wall-paper hanging and satisfaction guaranteed in the Yellow Pages under “painters and decorators.” It was Michael (Gavin’s father) who came for the initial assessment. “Shouldn’t take long,” he predicted, “to paint all the interior walls cream and the courtyard walls white. My son could probably do the job on his own, in three or four days. I’ll send out a quote for you early next week; just give me a ring after that if you want to proceed.”

Gavin arrived two weeks later, a tin of emulsion in one hand and a business card in the other. It wasn’t an auspicious beginning. “Michael Williams and Son,” I read once again, “all internal and external work, fast friendly service, wall-paper hanging. Satisfaction guaranteed.” Then I spotted the fine print. “Marbleizing and faux bronze patinas are our specialty.” I tried not to smirk as I stuck the card in my pocket.
“You see something funny?” Gavin inquired.

“No nothing,” I mumbled. “I just…”

“Yeah?”

“Well, I just couldn’t help wondering what ‘marbleizing’ denotes. I mean it’s not exactly…”
“Not what?”

“Well, it isn’t exactly a word in the English language, is it?”

Gavin looked me quizzically up and down, with what I couldn’t help noticing were a pair of twinkling blue eyes. “What are you then?” he challenged, “an English teacher or something?”

“As a matter of fact I am,” I shot back. “And what, may I ask, are ‘faux bronze patinas’ when they’re at home?”

Gavin threw back his head and guffawed. “If I see anything around this house that might possibly benefit from either a simulated bronze finish or a real marble effect I’ll be sure to let you know,” he promised. “But I won’t hold my breath. You’re obviously a beech and magnolia kind of gal.”
Uncertain whether I was being insulted or patronised, I flushed a deep crimson and retreated into the sanctity of the kitchen as Gavin determined to make a start on the landing. 
The weather had remained fine and the blustery winds had died down. After three days of polite nods over exchanges of teacups, Gavin was ready to tackle my exterior walls. No sooner had he declared his intention to mask all my windows and doors with plastic sheeting and tape, however, than he pointed his spray gun at a sad-looking shrub in a pot. It had been abandoned by the previous owners, like the unwanted runt of a litter.


“That camellia japonica’s in bad shape,” Gavin judged. “Not terminal, but definitely unwell.”


I had assumed when I first spotted it that said camellia was as dead as a dodo. Only inertia had prevented me from consigning it to the wheelie bin in the alley for household refuse disposal.


“I know nothing about plants,” I confessed, “although I’d rather like some greenery out here. I didn’t even know the forlorn one was a camellia, to be honest.”

“I love plants,” Gavin enthused. “My uncle Terry has an allotment near here. I go and help him whenever I can.”

“That’s nice,” I said politely. “So what do you think might be troubling the unhappy camellia?”


Gavin lay the spray gun down carefully before dropping onto his knees next to the black plastic pot. First he gently stroked a pair of the dullest green leaves before turning them over, like a consultant at the bedside of a limp-handed child. Next he crumbled a fistful of dusty-looking soil between fingers and thumb. Finally, he upended the pot and examined the roots clearly protruding without.


“Well?” I inquired.


“I don’t see any scale insects on the underside of the leaves,” Gavin began, “so the problem isn’t aphids. The leaves are not yellow so I don’t think there’s a nutrient deficiency here. Chalky soil is a typical problem for camellias. They’re acid-loving plants and need ericaceous compost to thrive.”

I had no idea what that meant. “Of course they do,” I nodded.

“Then again,” Gavin continued, “this looks like the original pot from the garden centre. So although the compost doesn’t look great it’s probably still ericaceous.”


“So…”


“So I reckon it’s the weather that’s done it - most likely the long spell without rain.”


“The plant is parched. It needs water. That certainly makes sense.”


“Or it could be wind.” Gavin added.


I felt the corners of my lips twitch and quickly covered my mouth to stifle the threatening giggle. The image of a flatulent camellia blowing raspberries in our general direction has popped unbidden into my head. 
“Wind?” I finally managed.


“Yeah, you know. The dry winds we’ve been having. Camellias don’t like that – especially when there’s no rain.”


“No. I see.”


“Are you laughing at me again? Did I say something funny?”


“No! Of course I’m not laughing at you. I’m sorry. You obviously know what’s you’re talking about. It just that…well…” 

“Well? Spit it out woman, I won’t bite.”
“You suggested the camellia might be suffering from wind. I’m afraid I spend my days around eight-year olds, where bottom humour still reigns.”


Gavin looked from the camellia into my eyes as a slow grin replaced the frown on his face. “Tell you what,” he suggested. “Why don’t I salvage your farting camellia and, while I’m at it, help get your garden going with a few more containers - if you’re not too busy with all your teaching and stuff?”


I was normally so gauche around men, but out popped the saucy reply. “For you and your green fingers, Williams minor, I’m not busy at all.”
Gavin and I announced our engagement just as the farting camellia’s new buds produced a first dark red bloom. 

 “Gavin’s gorgeous!” Sue enthused, before adding with a worried knit of the brow, “but marriage, Jane? Are you sure? I mean, leaving aside the thorny issue of the age gap, you don’t exactly have anything in common. Do you?”


“Plants,” I announced. I had intended to confide that Gavin was more than my equal in wisdom and wit. Not only did he make me laugh; he was as intelligent and insightful as any man I’d ever known despite his early departure from the halls of institutionalised learning. Gavin treated me unfailingly with awe and respect, as if a thirty-eight year-old teacher were an unqualified catch. Always in his company I felt loved and admired as well as sexy and smart. When I viewed myself through Gavin’s eyes I saw a person I was happy to be – a woman the mirror image of Gavin himself. I couldn’t believe my own luck. Given all that, so what if we had nothing in common?

“Plants?” Sue replied. “Wasn’t it you that almost killed that camellia?”


“I’ve told you before,” I retorted. “It was on its last legs when I found it. Gavin nursed it back to life with my help.” I considered a further revelation; that I fell in love with Gavin’s hands before the rest of him caught up. The way those big stubby fingers tenderly re-potted my ailing japonica – I suddenly saw with crystal clarity that one day that young man would make a wonderful father. 

Madeleine Elizabeth Williams entered the world on my fortieth birthday. My favourite baby photo of Maddie (as we called her) occupied pride of place on a bookshelf in the small third bedroom that I’d appropriated over the years as my own private sanctuary. The framed image was of father and daughter. Maddie lay cradled on Gavin’s forearm. Her six-week old head nestled on a palm the size of a baseball catcher’s mitt as ten little toes curled around the flexed biceps protruding from beneath the sleeve of a tee-shirt. As one tiny fist clutched a pink rabbit’s ear, the other one squeezed an index finger proportionate to a Cumberland sausage. The look of mutual wonder and devotion that shone from both faces never ceased to bring a lump to my throat.     
Maddie would remain an only child despite regular lusty attempts to provide her with siblings. It was Gavin, in the end, who suggested we stop obsessing over the mystery of our ‘secondary infertility’ and start counting our blessings instead. “Janey,” he reminded me, “you and I are mighty fortunate in comparison to all the childless couples out there who get more and more desperate and end up spending all their savings on IVF treatments and stuff which often don’t even work. We should just thank our lucky stars for the terrific four year-old we’ve got.” 
Fortunately for us, the terrific four year-old in question soon came to the conclusion that she would much prefer a puppy to a baby sister. So out went the folic acid, the ovulation predictor kit and the basal thermometer and in came a blonde cocker spaniel with deep chocolate eyes. For reasons beyond the ken of her parents, Maddie insisted on naming the dog Wilbur after the Charlotte’s Web pig. 
It was a grown-up Maddie and Wilbur who found Gavin, lying on the living room carpet and screaming in agony. “My back!” he finally managed. “Call Dad an ambulance, Mad, there’s a good girl.”

A miraculous cocktail of prescription medications restored Gavin to normal functioning within a matter of days. But less than three months later, his back went into spasm again. Only moments beforehand he’d been at eye level with a top-storey window, directing his airless sprayer at the pebbledash façade of a 1950s semi-detached. 

“Daddy could have been killed if he’d fallen from the top of the ladder!” Maddie shrieked in a statement of the blindingly obvious.


We sat down as a family and brainstormed all possible options. After due consideration of the potential restorative benefits of Pilates or yoga (“that stuff’s for girls,” Gavin ruled. “You’ll never catch me in leggings”) we agreed that the spray gun must be holstered forthwith. Even interior decoration, Gavin was forced to admit, required assisted elevation as a matter of course. “Ceilings and covings,” he reminded us all. “You have to climb a ladder to paint those.”

“Is it the money you’re worried about?” Sue wondered as I tried to articulate my feelings of dread at Gavin’s plans for his impending retirement. 


I’d already explained about the business reorganisation designed to accommodate Gavin’s infirmity. When Michael Williams had hung up his own brushes some years earlier, he’d assumed responsibility for accounting and inquiries from Glenys, his wife, who declared herself delirious at the prospect of spending all available time with her grandchildren. Among these was David, her brother Terry’s eldest son, who joined the firm as an apprentice a year later. Now that the burden of manual labour had finally caught up with his uncle, it was decided that David should do the decorating while Gavin manned computer and phone. This happy arrangement would keep Gavin on the payroll while freeing up Michael and Glenys to purchase a caravan and spend six months of the year in their home town of Rhyl in North Wales.

“No, it isn’t the money,” I elaborated. “It’s that Gavin wants my reading room to turn into a study. My lovely old armchair is being evicted to accommodate an oak-effect desk from Ikea.”


“Your armchair will fit in here,” my friend reckoned after a quick survey of the living room dimensions.


“You don’t understand, Sue!” I wailed as I slammed my espresso cup down on the coffee table. “That reading room is mine. I really need my own space – a place I can escape to for serenity and peace. Even Gavin has that. He can go to his uncle’s allotment and commune with the vegetables.”

“Try yoga,” Sue suggested. “I find that immensely relaxing myself.”


“I lack flexibility,” I sniffed. “I don’t think yoga’s for me.”


“Well,” Sue pressed on. “There’s a new urban spa opened not far from my house. Lovely facials and massages - I’m sure you’d like those.”


“That might be nice now and again,” I acknowledged. “But I’m used to an urban retreat with no charge, where I can go every day if I want to. A place where I can take a good book and curl up. A place inside my own house. Is that really still so much to ask?”


“Apparently so,” Sue reminded me before seemingly changing the subject and asking if I’d ever visited the allotment with Gavin.


Not once, I suddenly realised, in all the years of our courtship and marriage.


“Why do you ask?” I dissembled.


“Well,” Sue continued. “You did claim all those years ago that your common bond with your intended was a mutual affinity with plants.”

“I lied,” I confessed. “I enjoyed watching Gavin raise plants in my courtyard but I never got into the growing myself.”

“I know that,” Sue laughed. “I knew you were fibbing as soon as you said it. “But what about now? A little diversion like the allotment – something you can share with your hubby – might be just the ticket for the post-teaching era. Besides, do you really want to be in the house all the time if Gavin’s working there too?”

“Yes,” I said stubbornly. “I do.”

Maddie was installed in the dining room, completing an assignment for her college course in interior design. Gavin was ensconced in the living room in front of the television. From the vantage point of my newly-installed armchair, he watched with enraptured attention as the Gardener’s World team attended a tomato growers’ festival in Cheshire.


I leaned on the doorframe of my former inner sanctum and glared balefully at the oak-effect desk. “You’re going,” I vowed in my best teacher’s voice. “I want you out of this house by the time I retire at the end of the month.”


But the desk wouldn’t budge. It hosted Gavin’s computer games and his gardening websites when it wasn’t fielding professional inquiries.


“Go to the allotment,” Sue ordered when I complained yet again of my changes in fortune. “You’ve got nothing to lose and who knows? You may even surprise yourself and take a liking to grubbing in soil.”


I didn’t reply. Me in green rubber wellies, trowel in hand? I just couldn’t see it. I’d rather stay home.


“Go to the allotment,” Sue repeated in a threatening tone, “or I’ll make you come to yoga with me three times a week.”

It was most unexpected. Instead of the portion of rented farmland I’d always supposed, the allotment was one among many council-owned plots in the heart of a surprisingly affluent neighbourhood. Imposing Victorians kept watch on three sides. Adjoining the ranks of these well-maintained terraces, with their wrought-iron railings and neatly trimmed shrubs in containers, stood the tennis courts and playing fields of St Edward’s Independent Day School for Boys.


Once beyond the perimeter fence, Gavin threw an arm around my shoulders and led me eagerly past dozens of small holdings. Although the cultivators I spotted between greenhouses and potting sheds were mostly bent double, they were plainly not an army of old soldiers like Terry. Indeed, the warmest greetings for Gavin issued from straight-backed young women with dirt under their fingernails and mud on their boots.


It was with some degree of relief, therefore, that I discovered the occupants of the allotment immediately adjacent to Terry’s were an elderly couple named Mavis and Bill. The silver-haired gentleman emerged from his greenhouse as Gavin and I approached. His recumbent partner, meanwhile, reclined on a green canvas lounge chair engrossed in Devices and Desires.

Gavin said nothing at first. He darted into a shed before returning with another lawn chair, which he parked next to the P.D. James fan. Only then were formalities exchanged.


“Mavis,” said Gavin. “This is Jane Williams, my wife.”


Mavis was evidently not a woman for standing on ceremonies. “Sit,” she commanded. “I have lemonade and bonbons. Did you bring a good book?”


“Always,” I replied as I accepted the offered confectionary.

We sat companionably in the car on the drive home three hours later.


“So,” Gavin began. “Did you enjoy the allotment? Do you think you’ll go back?”


I paused for a moment before reflecting aloud. “What does Mavis do there,” I wondered, “when the weather turns cold? Are her trips to the allotment with Bill just a seasonal thing?”


“Heck no,” Gavin laughed. “Mavis has got her own space in their greenhouse. One side only is for plants. The other side is set up for reading.”


My old chair in a greenhouse. Hardly rattan in a conservatory, but I would take it if offered with thanks. 


“I know what you’re thinking,” Gavin claimed as I mused. “You can leave it to me.”


“Leave what to you, darling?”


“Making space for your chair in our greenhouse. I’ll speak to Terry about shifting a few plants and removing some shelves.”


I found myself unable to speak. My throat had closed up.


“Would that make you happy?” pressed Gavin.


“Yes,” I finally managed. “It would.”
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