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I want death to find me planting my cabbages.

—MICHEL DE MONTAIGNE
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Chapter 1

WHEN EUDORA HONEYSETT hears the flip-clunk of the letterbox on this particular Tuesday morning, her heart skips before she pulls it back down to earth like a rapidly descending hot-air balloon. It will be junk mail as usual. Unsolicited junk. As she struggles to a standing position, retrieves her stick, and anchors herself to gravity, Eudora marvels, not for the first time, at humanity’s ability to fill the world with unwanted junk. The oceans are stuffed with plastic, the landfills with broken three-year-old fridges, and her doormat with an endless littering of pizza leaflets, advertisements for retirement homes, and flyers from individuals offering to repave a driveway she doesn’t have. Occasionally, she casts a critical eye over the expensively produced retirement-home brochures filled with photographs of smiling elderly couples toasting their successful move to the old person’s equivalent of a Premier Inn. Eudora can’t imagine anything worse. She was born in this house and intends to die in this house, hopefully sooner rather than later.

Death is an inevitable preoccupation for a woman of Eudora’s years, but she can’t recall a time when it wasn’t lurking in the background. It’s partly due to growing up during a world war, she supposes. She doesn’t fear it though. She is wryly amused by the world’s innate ability to deny death but wholly unsurprised too. People are too busy staring at their telephones, endlessly searching for some truth that will never come, idly sniggering at infantile video clips of goodness knows what, never stopping to notice the universe around them or the people in it. They certainly never notice her. Eudora Honeysett is invisible, and she doesn’t care one jot. She has lived her life as best she can. She is ready for the next step, the final destination, or whatever half-baked euphemism people insist on using these days.

Death. The end. She’s rather looking forward to it. It may be a black hole or, if she’s lucky, she’ll be reunited with all the people she’s ever loved. This is a short list but then why do people insist on having hundreds of friends? She heard a discussion on the radio the other day about “toxic friendships” and how you need to rid yourself of these kinds of people. Eudora’s advice would be to avoid them in the first place. Keep yourself to yourself. Mind your own beeswax, as her mother was fond of saying.

She retrieves the post from the mat with a certain amount of difficulty and is pleasantly surprised to find an A4-sized envelope with a Swiss postmark addressed to her among the rubbish. Eudora experiences that skip of anticipation again, this time well-founded. She’s been expecting this, looking forward to it even. She carries the envelope with the other items balanced on top to the kitchen, holding it out like a holy artifact, worthy of respect and awe. She sifts through the other post. There’s another letter addressed to her—one more wholly unnecessary hospital appointment. Eudora understands that it’s the NHS’s duty to preserve life, but sometimes she wishes they’d leave her alone. Sometimes she wishes there was an opt-out clause, a way of making it all stop. Eudora throws the letter to one side and grasps the A4 envelope in her faltering grip. Glancing at the clock, she reluctantly places the precious item to the side. She will save it for later so that she can give it her full attention.

Eudora gathers her belongings in preparation for leaving the house. She welcomes this daily routine. She may be world-weary, but she refuses to stay indoors all day, slumped in a chair like many of her peers. Her body is winding down like an old clock, but she is damned if she’s going to accelerate the process. Eudora gets up every morning at eight and leaves the house by ten. There are far too many slovens in the world. Eudora does not intend to join their ranks.

She picks up the bag containing her swimming things and leaves the house. The bright sunlight is rather dazzling, and it takes a few moments for her glasses to adjust, bringing shade and comfort. Eudora notices that the estate agent’s “for sale” sign in front of the house next door has been changed to “sold.” She shivers with dread at the prospect of new neighbors. Hopefully they will keep themselves to themselves like the last lot. She notices the postman to-ing and fro-ing from house to house and avoids his gaze. They’ve been on bad terms since she scolded him for taking a shortcut in front of her house, tramping a path through her daylilies so that they failed to bloom last year. He used to stop and chat occasionally but now he looks the other way. She doesn’t care. He was being inconsiderate and needed to be told.

Eudora makes slow progress but remains doggedly determined. She soon falls into a steady tap, step, step, tap, step, step rhythm using her walking stick, or “third leg” as the smiling social worker called it. Her name was Ruth and she was enthusiastically positive. Eudora didn’t share her cheer but didn’t mind it either. Ruth was kind, and in Eudora’s world, this commodity was in short supply. It was wise to embrace it whenever possible.

Ruth had appeared as if by magic one day last year after Eudora’s fall. One minute, Eudora was walking along the pavement, and the next, she was kissing it. Unfortunately, a man with two irritatingly yappy dogs witnessed the incident and insisted on calling an ambulance. Eudora had tried to assert that she would be fine if he could simply direct her back to her house. She was then overwhelmed with sudden panic as she tried and failed to recall her address. In a flash it came to her.

“Quay Cottage, Cliff Road, Waldringfield, Suffolk.”

The man frowned. “Suffolk?”

“Yes,” insisted Eudora.

His expression was kindly. “I don’t think so, my love. This is south-east London. Not Suffolk. I’ll call that ambulance. You might have a concussion.”

And so the process began with a hair-raising ambulance trip leading to a lengthy wait in the Accident and Emergency department. It was during this time that Eudora experienced something of an epiphany. She’d never considered the terrifyingly closed atmosphere of a packed A&E waiting room to be a conduit for enlightenment, but Eudora had lived long enough to know that life never ceases to surprise.

It was the woman with barely any teeth and the hairy mole on her cheek who set the fires of Eudora’s mind ablaze. She looked like a witch from a children’s fairy tale, except there was kindness that shone from her rheumy eyes as she talked, which she did incessantly as soon as Eudora made the questionable decision to sit beside her.

“Not long now for you and me,” she wheezed, glancing up at Eudora.

“One can only hope,” replied Eudora with a polite smile. “Although it’s very crowded. I fear we may be here some time.”

The woman shook her head. “Not in here, you silly goose. I mean we’ve not got long to live.”

Normally, Eudora would have been offended, but she could see that this strange little woman was something of a kindred spirit. “Well, that too,” she admitted. “But unfortunately, we don’t have much control over these things.”

“I thought about killing myself,” said the woman as if she were discussing what she might have for lunch.

“Good heavens above!”

The woman eyed her with amusement. “Don’t pretend you haven’t. Everyone our age thinks about it.”

A horror from the past elbowed its way into Eudora’s memory. “Certainly not,” she said, sitting up straighter in her chair.

“Mind your backs!” shouted a paramedic as she and a colleague burst through the door with an elderly man on a trolley. A host of medical professionals appeared from nowhere, checking the man’s vital signs as they hurried him through. “He’s going into arrest!”

The waiting room seemed to hold its breath as they disappeared down a corridor. “Don’t want to end up like that poor old bugger, do you?” said the woman, tapping Eudora’s arm. “Being poked and prodded when you’re on your way out. May as well take control of your destiny if you can.”

“But how?” asked Eudora, curiosity getting the better of her fear.

The woman tapped the side of her nose and winked before reaching into the bag that she wore slung across her front like a life belt. She held out a dog-eared leaflet, which Eudora accepted as if it were a dirty sock. “Give them a call.”

“Elsie Howlett?” called a nurse.

The woman rose steadily to her feet. “Take care, Eudora,” she said without a backward glance.

It wasn’t until much later, after Eudora had undergone rounds of tests and consultations with overworked, red-eyed doctors and breezily efficient nurses, that she realized she’d never told Elsie her name. Eudora supposed she must have overheard her conversation with the paramedic. Against her better judgment and for want of something else to do, Eudora had read Elsie’s leaflet from cover to cover. It had set her brain into overdrive as a frenzy of thoughts rushed through it like a series of fireworks igniting one after another. As the doctor addressed her with hand-wringing sympathy, presumably in response to the fact that she was extremely old and he couldn’t offer a cure, a switch flicked in her mind and a decision was made. When she was finally given permission to leave, she clutched Elsie’s leaflet to her chest and approached one of the nurses.

“Excuse me, I was wondering if I might be able to see Elsie Howlett, please?”

The nurse’s face fell. “Are you a relative?”

“No. I’m a”—Eudora searched for the appropriate word—“friend.”

The nurse glanced behind her as she spoke. “I’m not really supposed to give information to nonrelatives.”

“Oh right. Well, I’m her sister then.”

The weary nurse managed a half-smile. “I’m sorry, my love. Elsie passed away about half an hour ago.”

“Oh,” said Eudora, squeezing the leaflet into a ball. “She died.”

The nurse touched her lightly on the sleeve. “Yes. I’m sorry.”

Eudora looked into her eyes. “Don’t be. She was ready to go.”

The nurse nodded uncertainly. “You take care.”

As Eudora traveled back from the hospital, blinking into the autumn sunshine from the questionable comfort of the patient transport vehicle, she felt as if she’d been reborn. The NHS now had her in their well-meaning grasp, but Eudora had Elsie’s wisdom and bloody-minded determination on her side. She couldn’t imagine a more potent force.

Ruth had been another one in the long list of people determined to preserve Eudora’s existence at all costs. She arrived on a drizzly day in October. Eudora had been housebound for nearly a week and was frustrated to the point of fury with her uncooperative joints. When Ruth presented her with the walking stick, Eudora experienced an unexpected wave of fondness for this woman. It was a gift in the truest sense of the word. Her freedom was restored, the outside world hers for the taking. She could start to put her plan into action.

This fondness rapidly dissolved as Ruth produced a folder and a pen from her bag and pulled out the inevitable form.

“Eu-dora Honey-sett,” she said as she wrote.

“With two t’s,” said Eudora. The misspelling of her name was a lifelong bugbear.

“And you live alone, Eudora?”

Eudora would have preferred “Miss Honeysett” but managed to stifle her disappointment. “Yes.”

“Any relatives at all?”

“No.”

Ruth’s expression folded into one of sympathy. “Friends?”

“I have a cat.”

Ruth glanced over at Eudora’s fat, lazy excuse of a feline, who was asleep on the back of the sofa. She smiled. “I’m guessing he’s not much help when it comes to shopping or cleaning the house.”

It was meant as a joke but only served to provoke defensiveness in Eudora. “I manage,” she said firmly.

“I’m sure you do, but I want you to know that we offer all kinds of support. I can put you in touch with agencies who offer cleaning and laundry services, or even organize a carer to come in every day.”

Eudora stared at the woman as if she’d suggested a Bacchic orgy. “I don’t need any help. Thank you.”

Ruth nodded. It was a knowing nod—a nod that had heard this response many times before from all manner of elderly people like Eudora. “Please be assured that the help is there if you need it. I’ll leave one of my cards in case you change your mind.”

Eudora had thrown it straight in the bin as soon as Ruth left. Montgomery the cat curled around her feet, almost tripping her up, as he demanded food by issuing forth a series of loud meows.

“We don’t need anyone, do we, Montgomery?” said Eudora, filling his bowl with biscuits. She placed it on the floor and attempted to scratch the cat behind his ears before receiving a sharp nip in response.

Eudora reaches the leisure center and is grateful for the anonymity that her swim membership brings. She has a card that enables her to sweep past reception. The only issue is with the card-activated barrier. Eudora loathes and detests all technology and very nearly rescinded her membership when they installed these monstrosities. However, she has become well-practiced at the skill of swiping and manages to sail through to the changing rooms with little effort now. She goes to the same changing cubicle, puts her belongings in the same locker, and makes her way to the pool, nodding to the swimmers she sees every week while blessedly avoiding verbal communication. Once in the pool, she ignores the initial chill, disregards the cheerful young woman who remarks on the temperature of the water, and launches herself into aquatic bliss. This is the only place where Eudora feels something akin to joy. For a moment in time, she is weightless and pain-free. She has always been a strong swimmer and glides through the water now with a similar ease to when she swam as a teenager. The aches are still there but they melt into the background as she stretches and reaches her way along the pool.

Eudora doesn’t swim for long—half an hour or so—but it’s enough to bring her what she needs: a sense of purpose and sufficient impetus to face another day. She climbs out of the pool feeling the inevitable weight of reality again as she retrieves her stick and traipses back to the changing room.

As she leaves the leisure center a while later, she notices two women arguing over a parking space. The air is filled with vibrant expletives. Eudora stares openmouthed, unable to mask her horror. When did the world get so loud and angry? One of the women notices her.

“What the fuck are you staring at, grandma?” she snarls.

In her younger days, Eudora might have replied, scolded her to stop being rude and respect her elders. But those days are long gone. Eudora can see that this woman is unpredictable and beyond reasoning. You were vulnerable when you were old. Everything is fragile and in danger of breaking.

“Excuse me,” mutters Eudora, ducking her head and shrinking away. She hurries as best she can. One of the most frustrating aspects of growing old is the slowing of life’s pace. Up until the age of seventy, Eudora had been able to nip here or pop there, but her nipping and popping days are over. In this age of rush, rush, rush, she is redundant.

She casts a furtive glance over her shoulder. The women are still arguing. One of the leisure-center employees has come out to try and reason with them as a queue of horn-blaring cars forms. Eudora realizes her hands are shaking and decides to stop off at the shop, which marks her halfway point to home. Although she dislikes most aspects of modern life, Eudora has nothing but praise for these scaled-down supermarkets, which have appeared on almost every main street in recent times. Not only are they convenient, well-placed, and large enough for her to remain anonymous while she shops, they also carry the reassuring presence of a security guard.

She nods to this particular gigantic bear of a man standing with arms folded by the front door and breathes in the sacred cool of refrigerated goods. She walks steadily around the store, retrieving a pint of milk before finding herself in front of the bakery display.

Her mother never entertained the idea of shop-bought cakes when Eudora was a child. There was always a homemade sponge or fruitcake in the tin and often half a dozen lemon curd tarts made with leftover pastry. Eudora’s eyes alight on a plastic carton containing what promises to be apple turnovers. A memory flickers in her thoughts, bringing with it an unexpected wave of comfort.

She finds herself reaching for the pastries and carrying them to the register before she has time to change her mind.

Eudora continues her journey home with a renewed sense of calm and a secret thrill at her unexpected purchase. On rounding the corner of her street, she is startled by a cacophony of barking as two small dogs encircle Eudora with their leads in a flagrant attempt to upend her.

“Chas! Dave! Come here right now!”

The dogs dance back the other way, releasing Eudora, who scowls into the face of their owner.

“I am so sorry, Miss Honeysett,” says the man. “Pardon my French, but these two are little buggers. Are you all right?”

Eudora experiences a conflict of emotions. Her annoyance is abated by his use of her proper name but heightened by his cursing and south-east London accent. Added to which, Eudora has no idea who this man is. She guesses him to be a few years younger than her but probably no more than five. His white hair is thin, his appearance relatively smart—a blue-checked shirt with pressed navy trousers. He has laughter lines at the corners of his eyes. She’s never trusted people with laughter lines. “I’m quite fine, thank you. Do I know you?”

The man holds out his hand with a smile. “Stanley Marcham. I scraped you up off the pavement when you’d had a few too many last year.”

Eudora stares at him in horror.

He laughs. “I’m joking. But I was there when you had that fall. How are you feeling now?”

Eudora hears the sympathetic concern and wants to be away. “Never better. Thank you. Now if you’ll excuse me . . .”

Stanley nods. “Of course. Places to go, people to see.”

Eudora sniffs. “Quite. Good day.”

“Mind how you go.”

Exhaustion overwhelms Eudora like a wave as she closes the front door on the world. She manages to make some tea and a sandwich and carry them into the lounge before sinking into her chair with relief.

She wakes hours later, tea cold, sandwich untouched, limbs heavy with weariness. Sleep never seems to refresh her these days. It merely keeps her going until the next rest. As her mind returns to full consciousness, she remembers the envelope and the pastries. This is sufficient motivation for her to leave her chair and fetch the items along with a fresh cup of tea. As Eudora moves around the kitchen, she is struck by a thought. Rummaging in the back of a drawer, she finds what she’s looking for. Returning to the living room, she pushes the candle into the turnover and sparks a match. Its flame illuminates the framed photograph behind, of her mother and father with five-year-old Eudora sandwiched between them.

“Happy birthday, Eudora,” she whispers before blowing out the light and making a silent wish for the future. She removes the candle and picks up a turnover for a bite. It’s syrupy sweet but she’s hungry and devours half of it before drinking a mouthful of tea to dilute the taste. Eudora wipes her hands and mouth on a handkerchief and picks up the envelope. This is what she’s been waiting for. This is her real birthday treat.

She retrieves the letter opener, which had been her father’s. It’s shaped like a small silver sword. Eudora can remember being fascinated by it as a child but never allowed to touch it. She slices through the envelope and pulls out a stapled sheaf of pages. Her heart quickens as she reads the heading:

KLINIK LEBENSWAHL—OFFERING CHOICE AND DIGNITY IN DEATH AS IN LIFE

She takes a bite from the half-eaten pastry, turns the page, and begins to read.

1940
LYONS TEA SHOP, PICCADILLY

“Choose anything you like. Anything at all.” Albert Honeysett’s eyes glittered with possibility.

“Are you sure, Daddy? Don’t we need to eat in moderation?” Eudora had read this on a poster. She wasn’t sure what it meant but it sounded important.

Her father laughed. The laugh was huge and warm and always felt to Eudora like an embrace. “Dearest Dora,” he said. “Always so good and kind. Don’t worry. I put in a call to Mr. Churchill only this morning and he said that as it’s your birthday, you’re allowed a special treat.”

Eudora giggled. “In that case, please may I have one of the fancy pastries and a glass of lemon cordial?”

“An excellent choice,” declared Albert, nodding to the waitress that they were ready.

Eudora sat up straighter in her chair with her hands in her lap and peered around at their fellow diners. Apart from a scattering of men in uniform, you would hardly have known there was a war on. She admired the women with their smart hair and neat appearance. She smoothed down her own wrinkled dress—a baggy gingham affair with misshapen collars, which her mother had made from an old tablecloth.

Eudora would never say it out loud of course but she found the war thrilling; the idea of their heroic soldiers fighting for freedom, and Mr. Churchill leading them to victory, was quite the most exciting thing that had ever happened. She had gone to stay with her mother’s uncle in Suffolk for a while soon after war broke out, but her parents decided that it was safe for her to come back to London. She was sure that it would all be over soon. Life could carry on as it had before the war with their happy family of three.

The waitress appeared moments later with their order, and as Eudora noticed the candle on the top of her cake, she decided that life was perfect.

“Happy birthday,” said the waitress, placing it in front of her.

“Thank you,” replied Eudora.

“Happy birthday, Dora,” said her father. “Make a wish.”

Eudora blew out the candle and closed her eyes. I wish. I wish. I wish this moment could last forever.

The air-raid siren screamed its response. Maybe Hitler’s in charge of wishes today, thought Eudora as her father took her hand and led her to the shelter. It was a squash and a squeeze, but Eudora didn’t mind because she was safe with him. Nothing bad ever happened when Albert Honeysett was around. In the half-light of the shelter, he pulled her closer, kissing the top of her head.

“I’ve got a surprise for you,” he said, pulling a napkin-wrapped parcel from his huge overcoat pocket.

“My pastry,” said Eudora. “Thank you, Daddy.”

“Happy birthday, Dora.”

“Would you like a bite?” she asked.

She could hear the smile in his voice. “No. You enjoy it. It’s your treat for being such a good girl. You make Mummy and me very happy.”

Eudora nestled closer, making sure she savored every bite, the sharp-sweet taste of apples reminding her of days spent picking fruit from Uncle John’s orchard.

“It’s a shame Mummy couldn’t come today,” she said, wiping her mouth on the napkin when she’d finished.

“Actually, I wanted to talk to you about that.”

Eudora stared up at her father. There was a note of caution in his voice. Her skin prickled in the close heat of the shelter.

“You see, Mummy is very tired at the moment because she’s going to have a baby.”

Eudora froze, unsure of how to react.

Her father seemed to sense this. “Now, you don’t need to worry because it’s going to be wonderful. You’ll have a new playmate and someone to be your friend for always.”

Eudora felt reassured. That did sound nice. Most of her friends at school had siblings. She sometimes wondered if she was missing out.

“And of course the baby is going to be the luckiest child in the world to have you as a big sister.”

Eudora nestled her head against her father’s chest, breathing in the peppery scent of tobacco.

“And there’s something else.” There was that note of caution again. Eudora held her breath. “I’m going away for a while.”

“Where? How long for? When will you come back?” The words tumbled from her.

He squeezed her to him. Eudora started to feel claustrophobic. “I can’t really say, and I don’t know for how long. So I need you to be very brave and look after Mummy and the new baby while I’m away.”

Questions flooded her mind. But why now? And why can’t you say how long? And why can’t you tell me that it’s going to be all right? Eudora pressed her lips together tightly to stop them spilling out because she knew he would never lie to her and, more than anything, she feared the truth.

The all clear sounded but the two of them stayed where they were until everyone else had gone. Her father held her tightly. Years later, Eudora realized that, rather than comforting her, Albert Honeysett had been clinging to his child, painfully aware of the uncertain future ahead.

“So, will you look after Mummy and the baby for me? Please?”

She gazed up at him. She thought she saw the reflection of a tear but decided it was a trick of the light. “Of course, Daddy. I’ll look after them until you get home and then we can do it together.”

Her father nodded before hurrying them to their feet. “Good girl, Dora. I knew I could rely on you.”

As they emerged, blinking, into the light, Eudora stared up and down the street. Everything looked exactly as it had an hour previously. She could see two women through the window of the tea shop, sitting at the table where she and her father had sat earlier, drinking tea and eating sandwiches as if nothing had happened. She watched the buses and taxis hum along the street, the people milling back and forth, continuing with their lives. Business as usual.

In contrast, as she walked along Piccadilly hand in hand with her father, it was as if every cell of Eudora’s being had changed. It wasn’t until adulthood that she recognized this as the moment her childhood ended. If she’d known the dark times that lay ahead, Eudora probably would have begged her father to let them run back to the shelter and stay there forever.




Chapter 2

THE NEXT MORNING, Eudora is woken not by her alarm clock but by the sound of a lorry reversing. She retrieves her glasses and looks at the clock: 7:27 A.M. She frowns at the intrusion, but as her brain slides into consciousness, Eudora realizes that for the first time in many years she has slept through the night without waking. And then she grasps the unfortunate fact that her bed will need to be changed as a result. She takes a deep breath and hauls herself into a sitting position, contemplating the effort of the task ahead. The words of Ruth, the endlessly encouraging social worker, spring into her mind.

Please be assured that the help is there if you need it.

Then Eudora remembers the booklet she read from cover to cover last night. It galvanizes her into action.

“Come along, Eudora. No sense in idling. Let’s get this done and make that telephone call.”

Stripping the bed is easier than remaking it. Eudora has to take several breaks during the process, cursing the inventor of duvets and fitted sheets as she works. She remembers changing the beds with her mother—the holy trinity of sheet, blanket, and eiderdown all smoothed with hospital-cornered precision. Eudora had succumbed to the infernal duvet trend when her mother became ill, deciding that it might make life easier. And it had. For a while. But then she got old and discovered that elasticated sheets and plastic poppers are the enemy of arthritic fingers.

By the time she’s finished, Montgomery has sloped upstairs in search of food. He jumps up onto the freshly made bed with a petulant meow. Eudora shoos him off, receiving a sharp hiss in reply.

“You really are the most bad-tempered cat,” she tells him. He fixes her with a cold green stare before yawning to reveal dagger-sharp teeth.

Like the duvet, she’d bought the cat in a moment of weakness, thinking he would be good company during her twilight years. Sadly, Montgomery has morphed into the equivalent of a long-endured husband—cantankerous, offhand, and only interested in being fed.

Eudora uses her last remaining energy to dress. She won’t go swimming today. There is a far more important task at hand.

She pulls back the curtains to be confronted with the sight of a removals van, vast as an ocean liner, parked across next door’s curb and hers as well. A gang of men of different sizes and with varying quantities of body tattoos are loading items of furniture into it with practiced efficiency. One of them glances up at her with a cheery smile. Eudora drops the curtain. She doesn’t need distractions from the outside world today.

As she carries her soiled bedsheets to the landing, the cat plants himself with defiance across the top step.

“If you trip me up, there’ll be no one to feed you,” she tells him. He stares up at her with momentary distaste but seems to take the point, slinking down the stairs with practiced arrogance.

Eudora stuffs her washing into the machine’s gaping mouth and feeds the ungrateful cat, who devours it and exits the house in record time. She settles with tea and toast in the living room, taking tentative bites before realizing that she’s ravenous. Once finished, Eudora switches on the radio and decides to close her eyes for a moment before making the phone call. They’re talking about a woman who ended her life at a Swiss clinic. She’d worked as a geriatric nurse and couldn’t bear the idea of old age, having seen the indignities and hardship people had to suffer firsthand.

“Wise woman,” murmurs Eudora as she drifts into sleep.

A sharp knock at the door jolts Eudora back to startled consciousness. She closes her eyes again, but whoever it is seems determined, as they rap the knocker with renewed vigor. Eudora struggles to her feet and makes her way to the door. She is relieved to see that the chain is on, enabling her to peer through the narrow gap. A young, shaven-headed man carrying a large holdall leans forward with a leering smirk.

“All right, missus. ’Ow are you today?” he says in that voice people reserve for the old and infirm. Eudora is used to this but detests it all the same.

“What do you want?” she demands with as much fierceness as she can muster. She feels emboldened by the safety chain.

The young man frowns but plows on with his pitch. “My name’s Josh and I’m part of a scheme to help young offenders reintegrate into the community.” He speaks as if reading a script and holds up a card, which Eudora can’t read. For all she knows it could be a library card. Although she doubts it.

“What do you want?” she repeats. She longs to shut the door on him but is too afraid.

Josh unzips his bag and holds up a dishcloth. “I’m selling these. Best cloths out there. Five quid a pack.”

“I do not require any dishcloths.”

Josh is undeterred. “’Ow about tea towels then? ’Free for a fiver?”

“No. I don’t want to buy anything. Please leave.”

He stares at her for a second, all traces of friendly patter replaced with glinting menace. “Silly old bitch,” he growls before hauling the bag onto his back and stomping down the path. He pauses at the gate, staring back at her with contempt. “’Ope you die soon,” he adds before clearing his throat and spitting on the ground.

“That makes two of us,” says Eudora, shutting the door with trembling relief and turning the deadlock.

Fear often spurs people into action, forcing them to make a clear choice between fight or flight. Eudora doesn’t have the strength or ability to fight anymore but she senses that her own unique version of flight is the right one to follow. A one-way flight and an end to all this.

The world is too much for Eudora, and it isn’t even hooligans like Josh who are the worst. Everyone is selfish and caught up with themselves these days. They have no time to notice her or others like her. They consume news or food as if they’re trying to eat the whole world; they watch and judge and spit out their opinions as if they’re the only ones worth listening to. Eudora is invisible to these people, but she has stopped noticing them too. They’re welcome to their “post-Brexit, Donald Trump, condemn everyone, be kind to no one” world. There is no helping them now. Soon enough, she won’t be around to witness their continuous decline into moral torpor. Good riddance and good night.

Back in the living room, her hands are shaking as she reaches for the phone. Eudora puts on her reading glasses, finds the number on the back of the booklet, and carefully stabs the buttons.

“Klinik Lebenswahl. Kann ich Ihnen helfen?” Eudora is surprised to hear German. A reflex part of her brain considers ending the call, such is her long-held loathing of Germans. Other people may have forgiven what happened in the war, but she never will. In the nick of time she remembers that this clinic is Swiss-German. There is nothing to fear.

“Do you speak English?”

The woman’s voice is soft and soothing. Eudora is immediately reassured. “Yes, of course. How can I help you?”

Eudora opens the booklet. She wants to get the terminology right. “I would like to book myself in for a voluntary assisted death,” she says firmly. The rush of adrenaline at finally uttering these words out loud is dizzying.

“I see. And is this the first time you have called us?”

“No. I telephoned to request a booklet after I read about your organization.” She decides not to mention Elsie. This is her decision. The ending to her story. “Thank you for posting it to me,” she continues. “I have now read the booklet from cover to cover and made my decision. I would therefore like to book myself in. Please.”

Manners, Eudora, even when discussing your death.

“I see,” repeats the woman. “Well, as you may know, we have a protocol to follow.”

“What protocol?” demands Eudora.

“We must be sure that you have thought about everything properly and fully, that you understand all the implications, that you have discussed it with those close to you, and that you are absolutely sure this is the only option available to you.”

Eudora clears her throat. She has had enough of this woman’s honeyed tones. “I am eighty-five years old. I am old and tired and alone. I have nothing I want to do and no one I want to see. I am not depressed, merely done with life. I don’t want to end up dribbling in an old people’s home, wearing adult nappies in front of a shouting television. I want to leave this world with dignity and respect. Now, can you help me or not?”

There is a moment’s pause. “Yes. We can help you but there are procedures to be followed. If you are sure, I can send you the forms, which will start the process and we will take it from there. Is that what you would like?”

“Yes. Please,” replies Eudora, her voice wavering as she realizes that finally someone somewhere is listening. “Thank you.”

“You are welcome.” She hesitates before continuing. “This is an unusual situation for me. Forgive me, but I do understand what you are asking. My grandmother felt the same as you. She wanted to be as good at dying as she’d been at living.”

“Did she manage it?” asks Eudora, her curiosity aroused.

“She did. It’s how I ended up working here.”

Her honesty gives Eudora courage. “What’s your name?”

“Petra.”

“Thank you, Petra. So, will you send me the forms?”

“Of course. I am thinking that you are not able to travel to us so we will be conducting this process by telephone?”

“Will that be a problem?”

“It shouldn’t be, but you will need to provide various forms and have detailed conversations with Doctor Liebermann. Do you know about the costs?”

“I can pay.”

“That’s fine. Forgive me for asking. So, if you would be kind enough to give me a few details, please.”

Eudora does as she asks. “And can you tell me how long it takes?” She doesn’t feel that she needs to add the obvious words, to die.

“It depends. But I would say between three and four months from when you sign. You can change your mind at any time of course.”

I won’t, thinks Eudora, feeling relieved that she’ll be gone by Christmas—the loneliest, unhappiest time of the year.

“I will be your contact for the whole process,” Petra tells her. “Please call me at any time with questions or concerns. I am here to help.”

“Thank you, Petra.” Eudora hopes the woman can hear how grateful and relieved she is, how much this means to her. She hangs up a short while later with a mixture of euphoria and exhaustion. The die is cast. Eudora hobbles to the kitchen. Standing before the almost blank calendar, she counts forward four months and writes one word in a shaky, spidery script.

Freedom.

Eudora smiles. She is in control for the first time in years. She won’t be defeated by old age; she will defy it, cast it aside like an unwanted skin. The end will be on her terms and her terms alone.

She is roused from her reverie by a knock at the door. At first she fears it’s that hateful young man returning to terrorize her, but the knock is gentler and more considered. She takes a while to reach the door, leaving the chain on as she answers. She peers with a frown into the face of a little girl who wears a blank expression but who, on seeing Eudora, changes it to a frown, mirroring the old woman’s.

“Yes?” demands Eudora.

Another face appears above the child’s—a nervously smiling woman with unkempt hair whom Eudora eyes with disdain.

“Sorry to bother you,” says the woman a little too loudly.

The child’s frown deepens. “Mum. Why are you shouting?”

Eudora raises an eyebrow.

“Sorry,” says the woman to the child. “Sorry,” she repeats to Eudora. “We just wanted to introduce ourselves. We’re your new neighbors.”

“Oh,” says Eudora.

“Why have you got this chain on your door? Is it broken?” asks the little girl.

“It’s to keep out unwanted intruders,” replies Eudora with meaning.

“We’re not intruders, so you can open it properly, if you like.”

Eudora does not like, but she is never rude. She unhooks the chain.

“That’s better,” says the little girl. “I’m Rose Trewidney, by the way.”

Eudora regards Rose Trewidney for a moment. She is dressed in a cherry-red T-shirt calamitously teamed with a purple ra-ra skirt.

“And I’m Maggie,” adds her mother. “We’ve moved up from Cornwall today. It’s been quite a journey, but we’ve made it. It seems like a lovely neighborhood, rather fewer beaches than Cornwall of course.”

Maggie laughs, although Eudora has no idea why. She remains silent as this woman fills the air with words. She is aware of the little girl gazing up at her.

Eventually, Maggie runs out of words. “So anyway, we just wanted to say hi.”

“Will that removals lorry be there long?” demands Eudora, nodding in its direction.

Maggie glances over her shoulder. “Oh, erm, hopefully not. Is it in your way?”

“It is parked over the space in front of my house.”

“Right, well, I’m very sorry about that.”

“What’s your cat called?” asks Rose, ignoring the tension building above her head.

“Montgomery,” says Eudora irritably.

“Aww, Montgomery. Here, Montgomery,” says Rose, kneeling down, making kissing noises to entice him.

“He’s not very friendly,” warns Eudora.

The cat makes a beeline for Rose and, to Eudora’s amazement, not only allows her to stroke him but starts to purr when she makes the potentially life-threatening move to pick him up.

“Aww, you’re a lovely boy, aren’t you? We used to have a cat but he got run over.”

Eudora stares as Rose hugs the cat tightly while firing a series of questions at her. She finds herself with no choice but to answer.

“What’s your name?”

“Eudora.”

“And how old are you?”

“Eighty-five.”

“I’m ten. Do you live here alone?”

“Yes.”

“And do you have any children?”

“No.”

“That must be lonely.”

Eudora frowns. “It isn’t.”

“Do you like the Queen?”

“Of course.”

“Me too.”

Her mother interjects. “Rose, I think we’ve taken up quite enough of Eudora’s time,” she says. She mouths an apology to the old woman. “Come on. Let’s go and sort out your room.”

“Oh. Okay,” says Rose. She kisses the cat on his head and plonks him on the floor before following her mother back down the path.

“Bye, Eudora. Bye, Montgomery. See you soon.”

Eudora closes her front door and stands there for a moment, wondering what on earth has just happened. A sound emits from her mouth—a strange, foreign sound—quiet and wholly unexpected. The cat stares up at her in surprise as he hears his owner chuckle for the first time in his living memory before he skulks away in search of food.
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Stella Honeysett announced her arrival to the world with a scream as piercing as the siren’s wail that forced her laboring mother into the Anderson shelter, which Albert had built before he left.

“To keep my angels safe,” he told Eudora as she helped him cover its corrugated-iron structure with tarpaulin. Then she watched while he shoveled great spadefuls of earth on top.

“Snug as a bug,” he said, standing back to admire their handiwork. He glanced down at Eudora with a smile. “Now, will you help me replant my poor old marrow on top? I had to dig him up to make way for your new nighttime home.”

“Of course, Daddy.”

“Good girl. And then we can make it nice and cozy inside for you and Mummy.”

“And the new baby,” said Eudora, adopting what she hoped was a responsible expression.

Albert leaned down to kiss the top of her head. “I can see that I’m leaving Mummy and your new brother or sister in good hands.”

Eudora beamed up at him like a flower turning its head toward the sun. Although she didn’t want her father to leave, Eudora knew that he was doing his duty and that she, in turn, must do hers. She was sure that if she did exactly as her father asked, God and Mr. Churchill would send him back to them unharmed.

“Someone’s gone up in the world,” came an accusing voice from over the fence.

“Good afternoon, Mr. Crabb,” said Albert, propping his shovel against the new shelter and approaching their neighbor. “You and Mrs. Crabb are more than welcome to use our shelter if London’s bombed—there’s enough room for six people.”

Mr. Crabb looked appalled. “Adolf Hitler is not going to chase me from my bed.”

Eudora’s eyes grew wide as an image of their terrifying enemy chasing Mr. Crabb around his bedroom flooded her imagination.

“We didn’t let Fritz beat us last time, and we’re damn well not going to let them beat us this time!”

Eudora gasped. Albert placed a reassuring hand on her shoulder. “Well, you’re both welcome if you change your minds. Now, if you’ll excuse us,” he said, leading his daughter away.

Mr. Crabb was still muttering about “the bastard Boche.” Eudora clung tighter to her father’s hand. She sometimes woke to hear their neighbor crying out in the dead of night. It was a chilling sound, not of anger but more like an animal, trapped and desperate. The first time she heard it, she ran from her room and bumped straight into her father on the landing.

He had knelt down, pulling her trembling body close. “It’s all right, my darling Dora. It’s all right. Mr. Crabb can’t help it. He lost his son during the war, you see, and he’s having a nightmare. That’s all. It’s a terrible nightmare. Do you understand?”

Eudora didn’t but nodded her head rapidly to pretend that she did. Any shared confidence with her father was treasure to Eudora, a precious gem to be cushioned in her heart forever. She always tried to be kind whenever she saw Mr. Crabb, but there was something about his wild gaze and unpredictable nature that terrified her.

Eudora helped her father drag an old rectangle of carpet into the shelter and held pieces of wire mesh across wooden frames while he nailed them together to craft makeshift beds. Albert placed roll-up mattresses on top of the bed frames and stood back satisfied.

“Shall we try them for size, Dora?” he asked, his eyes sparkling as he lit a candle and placed it inside a flowerpot.

“Okay, Daddy,” said Eudora, wriggling into the tiny space. “It’s very cozy.” She giggled.

Albert took his place on the other side and smiled at her. “See? I told you. Snug as bugs,” he said, reaching out across the divide. She placed her small hand in his and wished, as she always did with her father, that they could stay like this forever.

Life hadn’t changed that much since the start of the war. She had to carry her gas mask with her at all times and listen out for the air-raid sirens but apart from that, they carried on as before. Her father would listen to the news on the wireless every evening. Eudora would sit by his feet and try to do the same. She didn’t understand much of what was being said, but she heard her father reassuring her mother that they were safe in London. This was enough for Eudora. Her father would never lie to them. As long as he declared them to be safe, all would be well.

“What on earth are you two still doing out here?” Beatrice Honeysett’s sharp words brought a swift end to Eudora’s reverie as her mother frowned down into the shelter.

Albert let go of his daughter’s hand and jumped up. “Come and see what Dora and I have made,” he said with a gallant bow.

“How on earth am I going to get down there?” demanded Beatrice, running a hand over her burgeoning belly.

“I’ll help you, Mummy,” said Eudora, her heart leaping as Albert shot her a wink.

Beatrice huffed and puffed her way into the shelter and sat heavily on one of the homemade beds. “It’s a bit dark and cramped,” she said.

Albert took a seat beside her and put an arm around her shoulders. “I think madam will find it rather cozy in time,” he said, planting a kiss on her cheek.

“Oh, get away with you, Albert Honeysett,” scolded Beatrice, but she was smiling. She took another look around. “You’ve worked very hard.”

“I helped Daddy make the beds,” said Eudora. “And we planted his marrow on top of the shelter.”

Beatrice looked from her husband to her daughter and back again. “You two. What a pair you are.”

Albert held out his arms to Eudora, pulling them both into a tight embrace. “My precious girls,” he said.

“Well, let’s just hope this baby doesn’t decide to make an appearance during an air raid,” said Beatrice.

Albert had been gone a month and London was barely a week into the Blitz when Beatrice went into labor. Eudora was relieved that Mrs. Crabb had decided to take up the offer to share their shelter during the now nightly air raids. She found her mother’s keening to be altogether more terrifying than Hitler’s bombs and was grateful for their neighbor’s presence.

Eudora held her breath and squeezed her mother’s hand as their next-door neighbor took charge of the situation. Mrs. Crabb was rake-thin and smelled of peppermints. She was a trained librarian but still seemed to know exactly what to do as Beatrice brought new life into the world in the same moment that many other lives were being snuffed out by the enemy.

Eudora fixed her eyes on the wavering candle flame and prayed. The clamor of the bombs seemed to intensify, and then there was silence. Eudora exhaled before being knocked sideways by a huge explosion, which shook the shelter with a violence that was truly terrifying. Her heart drummed ten-to-the-dozen as lumps of metal clattered against the sides and she glimpsed what looked like a sky on fire through the tiny gap in the shelter. Eudora longed to cry but knew she mustn’t. Her father would want her to be brave. Her mother’s eyes were wide with pain and fear, seemingly oblivious to the horror outside. Eudora screwed her eyes tightly shut and prayed for a miracle, for her father to save them. And then, through the damp darkness, she heard a small voice.

“Pack up your troubles in your old kit bag and smile, smile, smile.”

Eudora blinked in astonishment at the sound of Mrs. Crabb singing before realizing that her mother had gone quiet, her face set and determined, eyes tightly shut as she pushed with all her might. The siren screamed out the all clear, and Stella joined in, emerging bloody and furious into a chaotic, fractured world. Mrs. Crabb wrapped her in a blanket before handing her to Beatrice.

“Promise me you’ll get these girls out of London,” she said, her voice heavy with a mother’s loss. “Promise me.”

Pale and exhausted, Beatrice stared up at her and nodded. “I promise.”

They emerged hours later to find that Mrs. Crabb’s house had suffered a direct hit; the front wall was all that remained, like the opening to a doll’s house. They found Mr. Crabb at the end of the garden, still in his bed, blown clean from the house. Mrs. Crabb went to live with her sister in Devon, and although Eudora was sad about Mr. Crabb, she got the feeling he would be satisfied that Hitler hadn’t succeeded in expelling him from his bed.
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