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    CHAPTER 1
  


  
    i
  


  
    The dogs lay in the laundry-room. Alice Kessler had to go past them because the laundry-room was the only way out of the apartment – a funny way to construct an apartment.
  


  
    There were only four dogs left: the huge yellow one, the shapeless white one, the nondescript one and the little yappy one with a scraggled coat. The black dog was dead. Mud stuck in clots beneath the little one’s belly. Was it a terrier? She didn’t know; she didn’t care. She hated the four of them equally, impartially – no favouritism – and each time she passed them the nausea in her spread out and deepened. Nausea is a finely-tuned gauge of fear; you can use it to calculate the subtlest changes in the substrate. They say dogs can smell such things. Maybe so. If these did, they never let on, although their eyes swivelled in their eye sockets, marking her progress across the room from inside door to outside door.
  


  
    The dogs ran as a pack. This was supposed to be a secret, but in a moment of weakness Cordelia Macher-Daly had told her about it. Cordelia was her landlady. The dogs attacked a neighbour not all that long ago, and Cordelia had to bribe an official to keep them out of the dog crematorium, which puffed smoke from a vast, red chimney out on the edge of this ugly Middle Western town. In the end, only the black dog ended up there. The chimney was the centre-piece of the room Peter lay in.
  


  
    But it wasn’t dogs that scared Alice. After all, if they tore her to pieces, the whole mess would become somebody else’s responsibility. For some time now, a year maybe, she’d wakened in the night with a start, her hands suspended above the sheets like some retired gun-fighter snapping to attention even in the safety of his bed, unable to let go of a past that had long since let go of him. But she was no retired gun-fighter: she was only thirty-five years old. Even so, each waking was the same. What was that? Hear it? Hold still. Don’t breathe. Then recognition comes flooding in. Oh, what the hell, it’s just yesterday’s tedium clamouring to get itself born again today.
  


  
    So she figured it was the tedium of crossing the laundry-room, dogs or no dogs – the grinding boredom of it – that intensified the nausea in her. Black porthole-face of washing-machine and faceless drier (both humming with homely warmth and efficiency), high window, dirty panes of glass, dog bowls, dog blankets, smell of dog hair and dog saliva. Why does this getting from one place to the next have to be gone through again and again? Forward and back this morning. Twice yesterday. Twice the day before. Twice every day for weeks. Why not edit it out this last time? Just clip a meaningless frame from the picture? Isn’t enough ever enough?
  


  
    Unlock the outside door, open it, walk through, shut the dogs in.
  


  
    ‘They’re sneaky,’ Cordelia had said. ‘They don’t really want to get out, but they’ll try to fool you, just for the fun of it. They have a sense of humour, these dogs do. They’ll never let you win.’
  


  
    The cold outside was fierce. Alice’s feet crunched on the salt that covered the path from the back door of the house to the stone-paved turnaround where the rented car stood. In Russian winters, when a man pees in the snow, it’s so cold that his pee freezes from the ground up – shoots towards him in a frozen arc. ‘The Middle West is Dostoevsky country,’ Peter used to say. There were twenty-three steps between house and car. Her mouth moved as she counted them off. Seventeen to go. Despite the cold, the palms of her hands were greasy with sweat.
  


  
    If only I didn’t blabber on like this, she said to herself. Other people have silence in their heads. Why can’t I? Same thoughts today as yesterday. Same thoughts yesterday as the day before. Wouldn’t you think there’d be some variation? Maybe not other days – who would ask it? – but today? For God’s sake, today?
  


  
    Because today was different.
  


  
    This day, at this very moment, she was on her way to kill Peter Kessler, who was dying anyway. Which she knew. Could anything be more absurd?
  


  
    ii
  


  
    Peter Kessler had been a beautiful man to look at once – not the kind of looks that diminish with age, either. Some people are disgustingly lucky. I’m talking about him as of a few years before all this happened, you understand, although fewer than you might guess. Sometimes when he was asleep, Alice had stared down at him and wondered how anybody so beautiful could be real – and this despite the fact that he was thirty years older than she.
  


  
    But it’s queer how you remember people, snapshot-like, out of context, a sideways glance or a sudden movement, a quirk here, a detail there. For her it was the tension in him. He’d always been tense, always uncomfortable as he sat or stood or walked, somehow unresolved, as though there were some dissonance deep inside: an elegant awkwardness of the hands, long, slender fingers that clenched and unclenched like a child’s even while he slept.
  


  
    This tawdry Middle-Western town in this dreary Midwestern winter: what a place for such a man to die. She concentrated on manoeuvring the rented car along the frozen streets and through the dirty snow in ridges along both sides of the tarmac. It was a large, soft car – too soft, no feel of the road. At night, towns like Overton glow under arc lights, an eerie, ugly orange, thicker in this town on this night because of the burning fields on all sides; this was the Night of the Corn Scorch.
  


  
    Less than an hour ago, the good burghers here had torn themselves away from their television screens and started off the ceremony by setting alight a fifteen-foot-tall Corn King made of papier mâché. At least he was supposed to be papier mâché; Alice knew for a fact that his right hand was only chicken-wire. This late November funeral pyre was old as Middle-Western customs go, more than a hundred years old, once a rag-tag affair, now gaudily and seamlessly packaged for the tourist trade: the celebrating, as you’d expect, took place in the business district, well away from Alice’s route. She drove from the best residential section of town through the poorest, where there was a deep sense of quiet. Only the occasional neon splutter of a supermarket sign or a gas station punctuated the haze.
  


  
    Neon’s no good unless it’s frenzied. It needs to burst and spume, and yet she didn’t really like big city lights either. The first time she saw Broadway at night, she’d stared at it aghast and said, ‘My God, I had no idea. It’s hideous.’
  


  
    She’d been with Peter at the time. ‘I love it,’ he’d said with that quick smile of his. For all the time she knew him the speed and depth of his smile took her by surprise.
  


  
    ‘I mean the lights.’
  


  
    ‘So do I.’
  


  
    ‘But all these colours – they’re – ’ She hadn’t found any word other than ‘hideous’ and so let her sentence trail off. Then she said, ‘You’re teasing me, aren’t you? You don’t mean it. You can’t. Nobody could love these things.’
  


  
    ‘I do. I think – ’
  


  
    ‘It isn’t fair. You’re bigger than I am.’
  


  
    Then he’d said with that self-conscious wonderment so characteristic of him, ‘They could be in Chinese or Greek or Russian. You don’t have to know what they mean or what they’re for or even if they have meaning. Just look at them, Allie. It’s exciting just to look at them.’
  


  
    What was it about his voice? The unexpected stops and starts in it? Or was it the way his sentences ran? Trying then to figure out this now familiar mystery, straining to see as he saw and still finding the lights hideous, she caught the edge of his excitement and laughed with the simple pleasure of it.
  


  
    But that was long ago.
  


  
    In Overton – in this suffocating present – she found a parking-place in the lot nearest the entrance to the hospital annexe that housed Overton’s only hospice, a squat pile of bricks, square, raw, desolate, unadorned by trees or grass.
  


  
    She’d counted the number of steps from the doorway of the annexe to the elevator just as she’d counted the steps along the frozen path outside the apartment she rented from Cordelia. This number was eighty-nine. Eighty-nine is prime, she said to herself, as she’d said every day for the past few weeks while she walked this walk. Eight is two cubed and nine is three squared. Such a neat exchange of information. But eighty-nine is prime. How can such things be? She pressed the up button, hoping the elevator was stuck somewhere else on some remote floor, but the doors opened at once. The damned thing had been waiting for her. Look at it, she went on to herself, riding out her contempt on another wave of nausea: linoleum on the floor as worn and pitted as an old subway floor from the days when women wore stiletto heels. A stiletto heel comes down with a pressure of a ton per square inch. That’s a scientific fact. No kidding.
  


  
    An ancient, weary mechanism, this Otis elevator, that clanked in its shaft as she rode. Her heart clanked with it, so loud that when she stepped out on the fifth floor, the hospice floor, she was half afraid the nurse who faced her could hear it too.
  


  
    ‘Hello again, Mrs Kessler,’ the nurse said. ‘I didn’t expect you back until tomorrow morning.’
  


  
    ‘No, I – They’re still coming for him at ten?’
  


  
    The nurse nodded. ‘Best to get here a little before that, though. They tend to come early.’
  


  
    ‘Eager, aren’t they?’
  


  
    ‘I expect it’s just the traffic.’
  


  
    ‘On the day after the Corn Scorch? Isn’t that supposed to be a day of rest?’
  


  
    ‘You ought to get some sleep.’
  


  
    ‘I wanted to be here for this last – ’ Alice began and then stopped, disconcerted as she had been before by the nurse’s hugely pregnant belly. All the nurses in this hospice were pregnant: all the patients dying, all the nurses pregnant. She’d meant to ask why, but had never quite figured out how to phrase the question. Did they get pregnant the moment they arrived? Was it a way of coping with death? A defence against it? Or were they just transferred because of their condition from more desirable jobs in the hospital proper?
  


  
    ‘I understand,’ the nurse said.
  


  
    ‘Is he awake?’
  


  
    ‘I can’t tell. Not really. Does it matter?’
  


  
    Alice shook her head.
  


  
    When she was a child she’d been in an explosion once. Somebody (they never knew who or why) had planted a bomb in the school she went to; she was eight years old, and three of her classmates had been killed, even little Dickie Lepplevine. Afterwards, she’d rocked back and forth on the floor of the hospital emergency ward, her arms clasped around her knees, and tried to explain to her mother – to Angela – what it had been like. She’d heard no noise. How could that be? An explosion and no noise? None at all? Angela had always said she was a liar. But it was true even so. All of a sudden the air had just swollen and burst. Just like that. All of a sudden she’d been lying curled up in the field behind the school.
  


  
    This time the moment of swelling was drawn out; the field in which she’d be lying only a few minutes hence was wholly visible to her. After all, this time she had a choice. She could stop right here. Right now. Who would blame her? Who would even know? It wasn’t a long hallway. Peter’s room was the third room down. Her steps dragged some, but when the moment came she crossed the threshold without hesitation and shut the door behind her.
  


  
    CHAPTER 2
  


  
    The hospice where Peter Kessler lay was in his home town. I’m not going to say exactly where this was for the simple reason that Alice promised Dutch Hashman I wouldn’t. Myself, I can’t see the point in secrecy now. Everybody’s dead. But what the hell: a promise is a promise. An old friend of Peter’s suggested I call the place Overton, which (if nothing else) is certainly depressing enough to suggest the Middle West. Anyhow, it was in Overton, years ago – years before my story started – that Alice first talked to Peter’s mother about him.
  


  
    ‘From the moment he was born, I knew he was extraordinary,’ his mother said. Alice was barely twenty when this conversation took place. His mother was an old woman, very old, eighty-six or eighty-seven, skin slipsliding in folds over her forearms, and eyes the smeary pools of blue that pebble glasses make: she had glaucoma.
  


  
    ‘He was different from my other children,’ she went on, handing Alice a photograph. ‘He was different from my friends’ children.’ In the time-honoured fashion she was showing baby pictures to a new daughter-in-law, but she wasn’t enjoying it. A battered suitcase full of family photographs lay open on the low coffee-table beside them. Peter’s mother sat stiffly in a damask-covered chair. She was doing her damnedest, but her damnedest wasn’t enough. This situation – this ridiculous marriage – was more than mortal woman could bear. How could Peter have done this to her? to the family? If he had to chase around after young flesh, why couldn’t he find himself a nice whore? She looked in despair at twenty-year-old Alice, who sat at her feet. How could anybody be as impossibly young as this girl? Long, downy legs (folded up, tailor-fashion), flushed pink cheeks, freckles on her nose: viciously, ferociously young.
  


  
    ‘In those days, as soon as the baby was born, they put it on the mother’s stomach, and this baby – ’
  


  
    ‘Who did?’ Alice interrupted.
  


  
    ‘Percy did,’ Peter’s mother snapped. She hadn’t meant to snap, but how could she help it? ‘Percy Forthwright, our doctor. Who else?’ She stuck an aged finger into the picture Alice held. ‘He’s six weeks old here.’
  


  
    Alice pretended not to notice the tone of her voice. ‘Didn’t Peter’s father deliver him?’ Peter’s father and most other Kesslers – men and women alike – had been doctors.
  


  
    ‘Of course not.’
  


  
    ‘I thought – ’
  


  
    ‘You didn’t think at all. Doctors don’t deliver their own babies. You should know that.’
  


  
    ‘It’s not an invariable rule,’ Alice said, a little tartly despite her good intentions. ‘My father delivered me.’
  


  
    ‘That’s different. You were in a hurry. As usual.’
  


  
    ‘Why put him on your stomach? Isn’t that an odd thing to do?’
  


  
    ‘To help the afterbirth come out. That’s obvious, I’d say.’
  


  
    Alice tried shifting the ground. ‘Was Memorial Hospital built by then?’
  


  
    ‘What difference does that make? I don’t remember.’
  


  
    ‘I thought he might have been born there.’
  


  
    ‘Peter was born right in that bedroom there, he – ’
  


  
    ‘He was born at home? I didn’t know that. Right here? In this house?’
  


  
    ‘Of course he was. A lot of babies were then. You interrupt too much. Your mother was a pretty thing, but she had such funny ideas about bringing up children. No discipline. None at all. Not that she had all that much herself. In fact, she – ’ The old woman sucked in her breath, pursed her lips and then went on, ‘I was very fond of her to begin with. I was the one who cut her hair. Did you know that?’
  


  
    There were few things that interested Alice less than her mother’s hair, but she said politely, ‘Did you really? I thought she always had short hair.’
  


  
    ‘She hadn’t married your father yet. She had that elfin look to her: such a pretty girl. I said to her, “Angela, let me cut your hair for you.” And she said, “Go ahead. Hair bores me to death.” You’re very alike, the two of you. Why don’t you cut your hair too? I don’t like it this way. Not one bit. You look like a schoolgirl.’
  


  
    Alice had been prepared for the hostility Peter’s mother was unable to hide. It wasn’t only the thirty-year age gap between her and Peter; on top of that, they were cousins – technically speaking, anyway – both of them born with the name Kessler. There hadn’t been much contact between his branch of the family and hers; she’d never met his mother before. His family (except for Peter himself) had stayed in Overton as the town’s leading citizens; hers had wandered like nomads, the West coast, the East coast, England, Switzerland, Australia, following her father’s peripatetic career. This was the official explanation, anyway, and Alice believed it, even though from the time she was small she’d sensed skeletons in the cupboard: unexpected tensions in unexpected places.
  


  
    The old woman handed her another baby picture. Alice turned it this way and that: chubby body, chubby face – no feature she could identify with the man she’d married. Several more pictures changed hands in silence. Sometimes the baby was sleeping; sometimes he was laughing. This is just any old baby, she thought, disappointed. ‘You were going to tell me about Peter being different from other kids,’ she said.
  


  
    His mother took off her heavy glasses, sighed and put them back. ‘When Percy put him on my stomach, I reached down to touch him, and he pushed my hand away. Just like that. Tiny little thing that he was: he pushed my hand away! I said to myself, “Maude, this is going to be an extraordinary child: three minutes old and already demanding his rights.”’
  


  
    Alice smiled up a the old woman. ‘That certainly sounds like Peter,’ she said, trying to sound enthusiastic. How could so trivial an incident take on any meaning to anybody?
  


  
    ‘Here he is at two.’
  


  
    Alice squinted at the picture and burst out laughing. ‘I can see him at last,’ she cried delightedly. ‘That’s his nose, and that’s his smile. How old did you say? Two? It’s magical, isn’t it? Like disappearing ink: picture after picture of just a baby, and then – hey, presto! – Peter Kessler appears. Something must have been going on underneath all that time and nobody could see. He was very cute, wasn’t he?’
  


  
    Peter’s mother harrumphed. ‘He should have been a doctor. It would have meant so much to his father. Why aren’t you in medical school yourself? It’s a family tradition worth following.’
  


  
    ‘I think I’ll have a baby instead.’ Alice was majoring in mathematics at Barnard then. ‘One just like this.’
  


  
    ‘Cousins shouldn’t have children,’ the old lady said petulantly. ‘The genes get weak.’
  


  
    ‘Oh, come on, Aunt Maude. My father’s adopted.’
  


  
    ‘You don’t know what you’re talking about.’
  


  
    ‘There’s nothing to know.’ Alice reached into the suitcase and chose a picture herself. ‘How old is he here?’ she said.
  


  
    ‘Besides, you’re too young to devote your life to Peter. What are you going to do when he’s dead? You’re going to make an awfully young widow. He’s not going to like being an old man, either. You wait and see. When he was little – ’ She broke off. ‘He is not without his limitations,’ she went on, taking the picture from Alice and turning it to the light. The small boy in this one was a somewhat bigger small boy – five years old maybe – with bright, eager eyes that looked enchanted by whatever it was that he could see beyond the camera.
  


  
    ‘Were you there with him?’ Alice asked. ‘I mean, when this picture was taken? Is it you he’s so happy with?’
  


  
    ‘How can you expect me to remember a thing like that? It’s too long ago.’
  


  
    Alice sighed inwardly. ‘Tell me about when he was little – about not wanting to get old.’
  


  
    Peter’s mother replaced the picture in the suitcase. ‘He was only five – ’ She stopped again.
  


  
    ‘Go on,’ Alice said. ‘Tell me. I want to hear.’
  


  
    One day when Peter was five years old his mother took him to see his great-grandmother. Speak of old! His great-grandmother was born in 1837, the year Queen Victoria began her long-ago reign. Peter’s great-grandmother was practically a hundred years old on the day of that visit, but she still controlled the Kessler fortune as well as the social life of Overton. A parlour-maid who wore a frilly apron served coffee and cakes – there was lemonade for Peter – on a silver platter with a pattern of rosebuds round the edge. Little Peter ate in a desultory way, studying this ancient personage, his legs adangle from a velvet-cushioned chair. Afterwards, out in the sunshine, he skipped alongside his mother down the street.
  


  
    ‘What an old, old lady,’ he sang, swinging her hand as he skipped. ‘How rickety-pickety old she is! She’s going to die soon, isn’t she, mommy? How soon is she going to die?’
  


  
    Alice could see it as his mother told it. Skip. Skip. That queer look on his face that children have: great intensity combined somehow with a manic scattiness, mind here, body there, no centre but no limits, either; the whole world at one, without seams or rifts. Skip. Skip.
  


  
    ‘Will I live a million days, mommy?’ he cried then. ‘A million days? a million days?’
  


  
    ‘Oh, no,’ she said, laughing, ‘you won’t live anywhere near as long as that.’
  


  
    She might as well have slapped his face. He dropped her hand. He stood stock still. Then he turned and dashed away from her. She ran after him; she was a big, strong woman then, and she caught him, drew him into her arms and tried to comfort him. He kicked and screamed all the way home.
  


  
    ‘After that,’ his mother said to Alice, ‘for years and years – oh, I don’t know how long – if anybody mentioned death, he’d make a bolt for the door: just turn around and run right out of the room. I warn you: he’s not going to like being old at all. I’m glad I won’t be around to see it.’
  


  
    CHAPTER 3
  


  
    i
  


  
    A million days! Whatever was the child thinking of? It took him less than twenty-five thousand to reach a hospice bed in Overton, a tiny snippet of a million, a fortieth part. Besides, going to America made no sense. Absolutely none. He should have stayed in Devon. He and Alice had lived there for years – after all, a writer can live where he wants – and he was as much at home there as anywhere else. Their little boy had been born there, right in the Royal Devon Hospital; they felt half-English in a comfortable, comforting sort of way. The three of them lived in an ancient house with a walled garden and windows that looked out on Dartmoor pastures as pretty and green as Neverland itself.
  


  
    I can no longer remember what I’d expected Dartmoor to be like before I saw it myself; I remember only that it was not what I’d expected. I certainly hadn’t realized what a wonderful place it is for picnics. Peter loved picnics. He bought a wicker basket that held plates, glasses and a bottle of wine – and belonged really to another time and perhaps another country. He and Alice had their last picnic out on the moor on a freak day in early April when the sun shone as warm as July.
  


  
    It was a Friday. Their little boy – they called him Tad – was going on a school trip to Paignton Zoo that afternoon; weeks before he’d started pleading to spend the night with his friend Jamie. Alice had given in reluctantly; she didn’t like Jamie, and she knew the feeling was mutual. But Tad enlisted Peter in his cause, and Peter teased her about being over-protective. She hated that.
  


  
    Anyhow, because of Jamie, Alice and Peter had the whole day to themselves. She packed the wicker basket to the brim: marinated chicken to cook over the Japanese hibachi, salads, wine, bread, fruit, real china, stem-glasses, knives and forks, a red tablecloth to spread on the grass that moorland sheep and rabbits – especially the rabbits, I gather – keep trim. She and Peter drove up through the thatched village of Holne, into the rounded hills past the reservoir: fresh buds everywhere and gnarled trees just beginning to bloom – up along the tiny, exposed roads that curl around those strange outcroppings of rock called tors.
  


  
    ‘Let’s stop here,’ she said, seeing a grassy recess ringed with yellow gorse and sheltered from the wind.
  


  
    Peter didn’t even slow the car.
  


  
    ‘What’s wrong with it?’ she said.
  


  
    He shivered a little. ‘I don’t like it there.’
  


  
    She turned to watch the spot disappear from the rear window. Behind and beyond lay a moonscape of barren lands, a purple-brown expanse, dead and cold – the touch of Utah that gives Dartmoor its alien threat.
  


  
    ‘Besides, today I want a running stream with dapples on the water,’ he went on. ‘What I really want is a dappled stream and a river for the stream to run into.’
  


  
    She laughed. ‘You’re never going to find anything like that.’
  


  
    ‘Who says so?’
  


  
    ‘I do.’
  


  
    ‘You just wait. It’ll be here somewhere.’
  


  
    ‘We don’t even have a map.’
  


  
    ‘I don’t need a map.’
  


  
    At sixty-three – which is what he was then – Peter still looked on the right side of fifty. There were white streaks in his hair, but that’s about all. The skin was still smooth, boyish even. He was nearly six foot four, eyebrows arched, face amused, body tense – a mercurial man and as much a mystery as ever to Alice, who could not yet decide just where his attention lay at any time, or his commitments either. Despite all the years they’d lived together, she was never wholly certain when she went to sleep at night that he’d be there beside her when she woke up.
  


  
    ‘You’re starving me to death,’ she said. ‘It’s almost one-thirty already. Hey, look, there’s a stream. Won’t that do? Pull over.’
  


  
    ‘Where?’ he said with abrupt delight. ‘Show me.’
  


  
    ‘Over there. See? Well, a sort of stream anyway.’
  


  
    ‘Oh, that.’ He dismissed it with only the slightest turn of his head.
  


  
    Alice sighed and felt put upon. She could see herself that evening, back in the old stone house, with over-marinated chicken abroil in the gas range and a sticky plastic container skulking in the sink. They drove on for fifteen minutes. Then Peter pulled the car to a sudden stop.
  


  
    ‘There!’ he cried in triumph. ‘You see? I told you so. That’s precisely it, isn’t it?’
  


  
    And so it was.
  


  
    In the middle reaches of a river, the flow pattern absorbs the turbulence of any rock-interrupted stream that chooses to join it – and flows on. It’s an awesome, magical sight. Peter and Alice laid their picnic on the moss at such a join, this one beside the overhang of a tree that trailed some of its fresh spring buds in the stream and some of them in the river. There wasn’t a soul around but themselves. They lit a fire in the hibachi; they opened the wine; the chicken browned without burning. The day stayed warm until evening. Try as she might in later years, even with the aid of maps and old friends who were experienced Dartmoor walkers, Alice could never locate the spot again.
  


  
    Only a month later it was all over: only a month later the dizziness came.
  


  
    ‘Not “dizziness” Peter said irritably when she pressed him for details. They sat, looking out through french windows into the garden, where a white clematis tumbled over the stone walls that enclosed them on all sides. It was May.
  


  
    ‘Isn’t that what you said?’
  


  
    ‘“Dizziness” doesn’t begin to describe it.’
  


  
    ‘What about vertigo?’ she asked. ‘Is that closer?’
  


  
    ‘No.’
  


  
    ‘What then?’
  


  
    He turned away. She could, see the ever-present tension rising in him. ‘I don’t know.’
  


  
    ‘Describe it to me.’
  


  
    ‘I can’t.’
  


  
    ‘You’re a writer. It’s your business to describe things.’
  


  
    ‘Why do you torment me?’ he burst out. ‘What do you want from me? Why can’t you leave me alone?’
  


  
    Only then did she realize it was more serious than anything that had been wrong before.
  


  
    Not that he’d had much wrong. He’d hurt his back several times; once he’d spent a month in traction. He slept badly; he always had. He took diuretics to control his blood pressure. Nobody likes such frailties, but they don’t stand up and stare you in the face – at least not for long. And yet there was something else: his last book dragged on and on, which puzzled Alice – and worried her. It didn’t sound so bad when she said it, even to herself, and she wasn’t concerned about the money. Royalties from his earlier books were enough to keep them, if modestly. And he was a slow writer; she knew that. He always had been. But six years to write only six chapters? only a chapter a year?
  


  
    The book was to be the final novel in a quartet that he’d worked on throughout his entire life as a novelist. The Old Age of Pan: that’s what he was going to call it. A sad title, especially for him – especially now. Ironic too, of course. He was wholly aware of both elements, although when he’d planned this culmination to his magnum opus he’d been young enough to be untouched, personally anyway, by either. She couldn’t find out what was in his mind about it – why he couldn’t get on with writing it. Maybe he was afraid he’d have said it all, so maybe he was afraid he’d have to stop writing if he finished the book. Maybe he was afraid that if he finished the book, he himself would finish with it, disappear like some summer mist, never to be seen again. But could it really be? Hardly anything frightened Peter.
  


  
    Except the dizziness. She knew he was afraid of that because she had such a hard time prevailing on him to go and see Dr Edgecombe about it. Dr Edgecombe suggested a CAT scan. Early in summer she and Peter went to Plymouth for it, to the grey Victorian workhouse of a hospital, where Peter stuck his head in a metal tube. It racketed at him – clap, clap, clap like a loose shingle in the wind – and revealed some atrophy of the cerebellum. When these results came in a month later they talked to Dr Edgecombe again. Dr Edgecombe wore a moustache to make himself look older, but the moustache only made him look younger still; he said a cerebellum looks like a ball of yarn and a little atrophy wasn’t wholly out of keeping with Peter’s age.
  


  
    ‘Sixty’s a bit early though,’ Dr Edgecombe said. ‘Are you really sixty? I find it hard to believe you’re as old as that.’
  


  
    ‘Sixty-three,’ said Alice.
  


  
    ‘These things have a wide range.’
  


  
    Peter sat silent beside her.
  


  
    ‘What does it do?’ she asked Dr Edgecombe.
  


  
    ‘What does what do?’
  


  
    ‘The cerebellum.’
  


  
    ‘Posture. Balance.’
  


  
    ‘What does that mean for the dizziness?’
  


  
    She’d asked the question, but Dr Edgecombe addressed himself to Peter. ‘I’m afraid the dizziness will get worse. You’ll stay for a while on a plateau. Then there’s a drop, from which you’ll recover – a plateau again but not quite up to where you were before. Then another drop.’ With his hand he traced out a bumpy, downward path. ‘Like that,’ he said.
  


  
    There was a pause. ‘How long?’ Peter said then.
  


  
    ‘That’s hard to say.’
  


  
    ‘You can do better than that.’
  


  
    ‘I’m sorry?’
  


  
    Peter had a cold, angry side; to put it at its simplest, he did not believe the rules applied to him – not any rules – and he was always outraged when anybody dared suggest otherwise. ‘The. Length. Of. Time,’ he said, cutting the words up and tossing them at Dr Edgecombe like so many chunks of meat to an inmate of Paignton Zoo.
  


  
    ‘These things vary immensely from one person to another,’ Dr Edgecombe said. ‘I really don’t know.’
  


  
    ‘I’m not asking you to know. I’m asking you to make an informed guess. Surely you can manage that.’
  


  
    Dr Edgecombe always allowed extra time for Peter Kessler’s appointments (Americans are so preoccupied with their health); but this morning was Monday, and Mondays are always hard on doctors. He leaned forward on his elbows.
  


  
    ‘Well, er, let me put it like this. If you want to do any travelling – go anywhere where you have to be able to get about on your own – I’d do it in the next year or so if I were you. After that – ’ He spread his hands. ‘Well, after that, it will be more difficult.’
  


  
    ii
  


  
    When Peter and Alice got back to their ancient house, she fixed a drink even though it was only eleven in the morning. They sat looking out of the open french windows onto the walled garden, now in the bloom of early summer – huge, purple clematis (planted to succeed the spring’s white) intertwined with weird, delicate passion flower – bobbing and shimmering in the light rain so common to summer mornings in Devon. Half an hour later, she got up to make a second drink.
  


  
    ‘We haven’t finished the first drink,’ Peter said as she returned, glasses in hand.
  


  
    ‘I know.’
  


  
    ‘Then why the hell fix another one?’
  


  
    ‘Let’s go to Overton.’
  


  
    He shook his head.
  


  
    ‘Why not?’ she said. ‘We can get a second opinion there.’
  


  
    ‘We can get a second opinion here.’
  


  
    ‘We could visit Pop.’
  


  
    By this time the peripatetic life Alice’s father had lived throughout her girlhood was as much in the past as her girlhood itself; he’d retired to Overton and returned to the bosom of his family.
  


  
    ‘You could see Skip Seago and Chuck – all your old friends,’ Alice said. ‘It’s been ages since you’ve been back. Tad would love it – and the plane trip. Just think of it. He’d be flying at last. Besides, he and Pop are so mad about each other.’
  


  
    Peter shook his head again. ‘What’s the point? There’s nothing anybody can do.’
  


  
    The rain increased. Alice got up and shut the french windows.
  


  
    ‘Don’t!’ he cried.
  


  
    ‘It’s going to get wet inside.’
  


  
    ‘I don’t care. Leave them open.’
  


  
    She opened them a little.
  


  
    ‘All the way,’ he said, and the intensity in his voice was unlike any she’d heard there before.
  


  
    ‘But – ’
  


  
    ‘What difference does it make in the overall scheme of things if a floor gets wet?’
  


  
    Alice opened the windows all the way and sat down again. ‘If there’s nothing anybody can do,’ she said then, ‘we don’t have anything to lose by going to Overton.’
  


  
    He stared out at the rain. ‘If there’s nothing anybody can do, we don’t have anything to gain.’
  


  
    In the single week that followed, the Peter whom Alice had known ceased to exist.
  


  
    She went to see Dr Edgecombe by herself.
  


  
    ‘I don’t think he can handle what you’ve told him,’ she said.
  


  
    Dr Edgecombe frowned. ‘Badly upset, is he?’
  


  
    She nodded.
  


  
    ‘Every way you say this sort of thing, you never get it right. I thought – He always wants to know everything – far more than I can tell him most of the time. Usually I have the feeling he’s playing games with me – setting traps. Is he working at all?’
  


  
    ‘He sits at his desk.’
  


  
    ‘How long since he published anything?’
  


  
    ‘Maybe seven years.’
  


  
    ‘You must see how slowed down he is.’
  


  
    ‘Is he? Have I noticed that? I’ve certainly noticed something, but – Are you sure? Since when?’
  


  
    ‘You mind if I smoke?’ Dr Edgecombe fumbled in his pockets, pulled out a squashed package of cigarettes, put one in his mouth, took it out again. ‘This is the worst sort of illness. Even cancer is better.’ Outside the window of this small office the summer rain of Devon was falling as it had been for the whole of the week. ‘If it’s cancer, either we can do something or it’s all over in a year or so. But this – I knew a man once, a university don. It took him ten years to die, and the whole time he knew what was happening. He just sat there and watched his own mind crumble.’
  


  
    Alice studied the contours of Dr Edgecombe’s face, the cheeks hollowing – bellows-like – as he sucked fire from the match into the cigarette. ‘What happens in the end?’
  


  
    ‘If you’re lucky he’ll lose insight.’ He shook the match and put it back into


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  
    AFTERWORD
  


  
    I would like to emphasize two things.
  


  
    First, the setting, the characters and the human entanglements in this book are pure fairy-tale.
  


  
    Second, the medical part of the story, I’m sorry to say, is no fairy-tale. It’s all too real. I based it on a case-history, backed up by hefty research into Medicare, America’s national medical program for the elderly. I knew right from the beginning – from late in 1988 – that I’d stumbled onto a huge scandal. I could hardly believe it myself. It’s the sort of thing you might catch in a screaming newspaper headline, one of those horrors from some Third World backwater; yet here it was, thriving – expanding – in the most powerful and technologically advanced nation on earth.
  


  
    I turned myself into a machine for getting it all down on paper. I worked harder than I’ve ever worked and produced a thoroughly documented, non-fiction study in just over two years. What an innocent. I was really taken aback when no US publisher would touch it – not as it was, not with a view to a rewrite, not under any circumstances – and, as several people in publishing here in the UK pointed out, a non-fiction treatment of an internal American affair, one that deals with intricacies of US law and administration, isn’t likely to attract readers abroad. I didn’t know quite what to make of my position. I’d uncovered a savage, wide-scale, institutionalized violation of human rights, and I couldn’t make anybody listen to me.
  


  
    So I began work on this novel.
  


  
    Don’t think I’ve exaggerated anything, either. Quite the contrary. Literally millions of gravely ill Americans end up in the dying-rooms I describe, and for precisely the Kafkaesque reasons I give. Such rooms constitute a fate so terrible that one California state inspector, seeing them for the first time – he was a survivor of the Auschwitz death-camp half a century ago – cried out in shock, ‘This is America! You can’t do this here.’1
  


  
    The US government foots the bill for these places, claiming they provide ‘hospice-type care’. In the nursing-home trade, they’re called ‘produce departments’.2 This is a double entendre. A produce department is where a supermarket keeps its vegetables. Also, these patients ‘produce’ something: money.
  


  
    How? I discovered four ways; there are doubtless many more.
  


  
    1) Saving on staff. Nobody wants to work on Medicare floors; the only people willing to do so come from the lowest rungs of the labour pool. Training is minimal; understaffing routine; overwork the rule. Turnover often exceeds 100% a year. No workers are effectively banned, no matter what their records – and these can (and all too often do) include theft and criminal assault carried out in nursing-homes themselves.3
  


  
    2) Minimizing care. Government criteria require nasogastric tubes, and for reasons nobody understands, patients with such tubes become almost as passive as vegetative patients4 – hence the real joke in that double entendre. On top of this, they are grossly overmedicated.5 Such people are cheap to tend. Besides, not even the best homes have money enough for wholly adequate care; the others pare to the bone. Four-fifths of the work – including insertion of feeding tubes and catheters – is done by the untrained staff.6
  


  
    3) Padding bills. Medicare pays separately for extras such as dressings, drugs, medical procedures, transfusions, etc. With a little ingenuity, a nursing-home can inflate bills for these by as much as 2000%.7
  


  
    4) A host of miscellaneous petty fiddles. Theft from patients is a perk of the job. Falsification of records – to show care or medication given or withheld – is standard. Many of these patients are prescribed morphine as well as other drugs: morphine is the one they often don’t get. Addiction rates among staff are high; if staff or management don’t want the morphine for themselves, there’s a ready market on the street. This is a US pharmacopoeia drug; cut it ten times – which is about the usual street dose – and you’ve got a small fortune. There’s even a going street price for keys to nursing-home drug-cabinets.8
  


  
    How does a nursing-home get away with it?
  


  
    Patients don’t complain because they are physically incapable of complaining, and families rarely object on their behalf. Americans are afraid of death; as one nurse said to me, ‘Usually I can’t get relatives as near as the door to the room.’ It doesn’t take much to keep them away altogether.
  


  
    Doctors are no better; they hate the places. As many as nine out of ten of them refuse to go in the front door, much less as far as a patient’s room. Most write prescriptions, sign charts and death certificates without examining patients – sometimes just sitting in their cars outside.9 Their only regulator is the home’s medical director, whose salary is paid by whatever body profits from what goes on in the home.
  


  
    As for regulation of this – of what goes on in the homes themselves – state agencies are inadequate at best and, more often than not, corrupt. Jobs in them are almost as undesirable as jobs in nursing-homes, and again the staff comes from the bottom rung. Again training is inadequate, understaffing and overwork routine; turnover is higher than in the homes – up to 250% a year.10 As for corruption, nursing-home inspections are often signalled in advance.11 If a ‘deficiency’ comes to light even so, all the home’s operator has to do is show compliance the next time around – and the matter goes no further. The pattern, as a New York State Health Department memo put it, is ‘noncompliance, correction, noncompliance’.12
  


  
    Here in the UK, it remains cheaper to let the dying die. But there are signs of a change.
  


  
    Take two newspaper stories that I just happened to catch in my daily reading while I was working on this novel. The first appeared in the Guardian13 – a discussion of ways to combat the organs-for-transplant shortage. It goes into proposals for a programme of ‘elective ventilation’, whereby potential organ-donors may be transferred to a special unit when they are on the point of death and there warehoused, American style, until ‘their organs can be retrieved’. And where do we find the donors? In hospital geriatric wards, among other places.
  


  
    The second article14 – more frightening than the first – describes how UK government guidelines, published on 12 August 1994, allow hospitals to evict patients to nursing-homes in precisely the same way and on precisely the same grounds – a largely meaningless and easily manipulated distinction between ‘treatment’ and ‘care’ – that lead to evictions such as I describe in the US.
  


  
    Now put these articles together with the endless NHS cuts, the acceleration towards private medicine – the very nature of which enforces a profit motive – and the fact that US corporations are moving into the nursing-home industry here. What emerges is a route to profit, and a very nasty one at that: not only an excellent price for warehousing the should-be-dead, but a bonus in organs for sale on top of it.
  


  
    Remember, too, that Britain is even less well regulated than the poorly regulated United States; it’s already a petri dish for American researchers who want to experiment with patients in ways the US government won’t allow. So who’s to say there are obstacles to US corporations providing the British with the same cheap – and wonderfully profitable – ‘hospice-type care’ they provide at home? All that’s missing is that famous Yankee know-how.
  


  
    Myself, I’d bet plans are well under way.
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