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1

The Soap-Dish Box

“Was I supposed to cry?” Kay cast off her heavy, serviceable dark wool coat, for this was one of those interminable Aprils that perpetuated the dull chill of January. The only change that spring had sprung was to have stirred her complacent acceptance of wintertime’s bite to active umbrage.

“There aren’t any rules.” Cyril filled the kettle.

“In respect to certain gritty rites of passage, I rather think there are. And please, I know it’s a bit early, but I don’t want tea.” Kay went straight for the dry Amontillado in the fridge. She’d had a nip of wine at the reception and didn’t fancy going backwards to English Breakfast. A drink at home was an indulgence at five-thirty p.m., and she was using the technicality of occasion to break the household injunction—unwritten, but no less cast-iron for that—against ever cracking open a bottle before eight p.m. Any impression that she was drowning her sorrows was pure conceit. In truth, the sensation that the afternoon’s landmark juncture left in her stomach felt nothing like grief. It was more like that vague, indeterminate squirrelling half-way between hunger and indigestion.

To Kay’s surprise, Cyril abandoned the kettle and joined her at the table with a second glass, remembering to slice and twist two wedges of lime. Had one spouse been responsible for establishing the eight p.m. watershed in the first place, it would have been Cyril, though the couple’s intertwined habits went far enough back that no one was keeping track.

“I thought I’d at least feel relieved,” she said, clunking her cheap wine tumbler from Barcelona dully against the one sitting on the table in a lacklustre toast. Serviceable, like the coat, the tall, narrow glasses achieved a perfect proportion of which much fine crystal fell short. More betrayal of her inadequacy: that she could consider the geometry of glassware at a time like this.

“You don’t feel relieved?”

“To be honest, I’ve looked forward to this turn of the page for at least ten years. Which may be appalling but won’t surprise you. Now that what used to be called ‘the inevitable’ is upon us—”

“Maybe we should call it ‘the optional’ now,” Cyril said. “Or ‘the infinitely delayable.’ ‘The on-second-thought, maybe-we-can-do-that-next-week, love.’”

“Well, I don’t feel any lighter, any sense of release. I only feel leaden and flat. My father sucked so much life from everyone around him by the time he passed. Maybe he used up even the miserable amount of energy we’d need to celebrate the fact that he’s dead at last.”

“What a waste,” Cyril said.

“Yes, but it would have been one thing if the waste were restricted to the one life of Godfrey Poskitt and the discrete misfortune that it ended badly. The waste has been so much more ruinous than that. My poor mother, the carers, even our kids, before they stopped visiting. I’m so glad I gave them permission to give up the pretence of being loving grandchildren. Because what was the point? Most of the time he didn’t know who they were, and all they got for going out of their way was abuse. He was physically so unpleasant as well. My mother and I tried, but managing the nappies alone was such a trial, because he fought and kicked a great deal, and sometimes, which was mortifying, got a soft little erection—honestly, my own father. So we’d put off changing him, and he often smelt.”

“In spite of all that, it was decent of two of his grandchildren to make an appearance today.”

“Of course Simon came. He’s so duty-bound and hyper-responsible that for pity’s sake at twenty-six he’s almost middle-aged. And whilst I appreciated that she showed up, if only for my mother, naturally Hayley had to be late—allowing for the usual showy entrance and calling attention to herself. Why, I reckon she planned it, watching a bit of telly beforehand, just to ensure she’d not be boringly on time. Roy’s absconding in the end was predictable as well. Being a grandson is simply one more undertaking that he can’t follow through on.”

“As for the waste,” Cyril said, looping back, “you omitted a conspicuous casualty. Yourself.”

Best that her husband said it. “I hesitate to calculate how many cumulative years of my life that man’s infinite dotage managed to destroy.”

“At least you miraculously managed to keep working. It was the leisure time your father hoovered up. The evenings and weekends, the early mornings, the emergency trips to Maida Vale in the middle of the night: all time you might have spent with me.”

“So you’re the injured party?”

“Merely one more.”

Restless, Kay got up to sweep some crumbs from the Corian beside the sink, casting a mournful eye at the half-built would-be conservatory off the kitchen: a work in progress for the last two years and another victim sucked into her father’s whirlpool of limitless need. These days the children seemed so envious, but she and Cyril had bought this house in 1972, once they’d found out Kay was pregnant with Hayley and needed more room—and in those days, not only was the whole country a wreck, but so was Lambeth, which was why such a grand structure (if south of the river) had been within the means of an NHS nurse and a GP. These three-storeys-and-loft-to-boot had only looked grand from the outside; good gracious, “fixer-upper” didn’t begin to describe it. Now that nineteen years of cost overruns and inconvenience were at last rounding on a habitable property, the kids tended to forget having to step over clatters of raw lumber on the way to the loo or shaking crumbles of plasterboard from their hair before school. They put out of mind, too, the warnings in their childhoods about hurrying home from the Tube, because the neighbourhood in those days was beyond dodgy. No, they didn’t see a financial stretch for a young couple on the public payroll, who took on a considerable risk that the whole tumbledown interior would collapse ceiling-to-floor like a portable coffee cup. All the children saw now was the imposing, respectable edifice of Mum and Dad’s House, a conventional projection of the establishment that they’d never afford for themselves, what with interest rates at fifteen percent; and Roy, if she didn’t miss her guess, already saw a kip he might inherit. Roy was always looking for shortcuts.

Now with Dad gone, presumably she’d the spare time to finish the conservatory, yet her appetite for the project had fled. She was already fifty-one. How much longer would they live here? More starkly, how much longer would they live? Kay had imagined that she’d crossed the signal threshold of fifty with aplomb—Look at me! I’m sophisticated about the passage of time, and this new decade doesn’t bother me in the slightest!—but such morbid thoughts had never entered her head in her forties.

“I wonder if I should have gone back home with my mother, after the reception,” Kay said with misgiving. “Percy said he’d go back to keep her company, but I know my brother. He won’t stay long.”

“Haven’t you had enough of all this sacrifice?” Cyril said. “You women! You complain about how you’re always the ones taking care of everybody. Then when you get a single moment to yourselves, you hop up and volunteer to take care of someone else.”

“We only, as you put it, ‘volunteer’ because no one else will do it!”

Her anger took them both aback. Kay regrouped. “I’m sorry. You know it’s not as if I never asked Percy to help. But he lives that bit further out in Tunbridge Wells, and of course he was terribly busy betraying his wife and children.”

“That’s not entirely fair.”

“I’m not saying that he contrived to be gay purely to escape his filial duties. But he’s definitely used being gay. ‘Oh, I can’t mind Dad this weekend because he’s obviously uncomfortable with my coming out.’ Well, of course he’s ‘uncomfortable,’ you git, the man was born in 1897!”

“The problem is much more institutional than sticking the women with bedpan duty,” Cyril said, drawing up and sounding more like his regular authoritative self. “Central government needs to take fuller responsibility for social care. It shouldn’t fall on you, your mother, or your extended family—”

“Well, it did, and it does, and it will when you and I fall apart as well. Even the slightest helping hand from your local council—like making up your bed, never mind chasing you down the street when you’re raving? Qualification for homecare is means-tested, and my father was a solicitor.”

“True, the means-testing is pretty brutal—”

“The savings threshold above which the council won’t wipe your bum is a measly twenty grand—which is far more cash than Mum has left after all those carers, but she still wouldn’t qualify for any benefits because she has the house. If you’ve stashed nothing away, or next to nothing? The council picks up the whole tab. How do you like that, Mister Socialist? You slave away your whole life like my father, carrying your own financial weight and supporting your family, and then when you collapse the state says you’re on your own. Do nothing, earn nothing, and save nothing—make absolutely no provision for yourself—and the state takes care of you for free, soup to nuts. Talk about moral hazard! Obviously, anyone who does anything, earns anything, and saves anything is a berk.”

“You’re ranting. And you know I think social care should be a universal benefit, just like the NHS.”

“Uh-huh. Make it universal, and then the same responsible people who earn anything at all will still pay for their own social care, as well as everyone else’s social care, with such sky-high taxes that they can’t afford a pot of jam. You’re the one who had to go to that big Trafalgar demonstration against the poll tax—which would have raised money for social care and a great deal else.”

“Don’t start. The poll tax was regressive and you know it. And thanks to protests like Trafalgar, the ‘community charge’ is well dead and buried. Besides, I doubt on this of all evenings you’re in the best frame of mind to design complex government policy.”

“All that grooming—clipping those thick, gnarly toenails, pinching the mucus from his hairy nostrils, going through whole boxes of wet wipes cleaning his bum …” Kay had started to range the slate floor, for one of the advantages of having opened up the kitchen and dining area was its improved capacity for pacing. “I can’t tell you how awkward it is to brush someone else’s teeth, and then he’d bite … The chasing and corralling and undressing … I was halfway between a daughter and a sheepdog. The eternal surveillance, because we had to watch him like a two-year-old, lest he cut himself, or drink Fairy Liquid, or set the house on fire … The spoon-feeding, the wiping the muck from his beard … The cajoling, for hours on end, to coax him down from the ladder to the loft, of all places …

“Well, paying for all that care for my father alone would have cost the state a fortune. Collectively, caring for all the other train wrecks like him would cost the state the earth, and that’s why it’s not a universal benefit. Honestly, in order to control him, it took the three of us, me, Mum, and the hired helper—that is, to barely control him. The real problem isn’t how that kind of walking decomposition is financed, but that it’s financed at all. My father suffered a good four years of steady deterioration, followed by a solid ten of nothing but degradation. Whoever pays for it, it’s a grotesque waste of money, and also a waste of younger people’s time—my time, my mother’s time—that is, the centre cut out of our lives whilst we’re in still good health, still sane, and still capable of joy. Waste, you said? Nothing but waste, and for what? He should have died when he was first diagnosed. Then I could have come home from his funeral and cried my eyes out.”

Kay plunked back in the kitchen chair, eyes dry. Why, they were so dry they hurt.

Cyril scrutinized his wife. This seeming stoicism of hers was uncharacteristic. Of the two of them, she was the far more impassioned. He was the methodical thinker, which meant that others sometimes mistook him for cold-hearted. Nevertheless, she was not an emotional liar. Eight days ago, when the call from Maida Vale awoke them at four a.m., Kay had also been matter-of-fact. The news hadn’t been unexpected. Apparently they’d had difficulty feeding his father-in-law for weeks, because the poor fellow had trouble swallowing. (That’s what happened: the brain became so dysfunctional that it forgot how to close the epiglottis. At its most extreme end, the disease delivered its coup de grace: the brain forgot how to breathe.) After Kay finished talking to her mother in the hallway, she lodged the cordless phone in its cradle at their bedside and announced without ceremony, “Dead.” She’d slid under the duvet and gone straight to sleep.

“You can’t stir up any feeling for him at all, then?” Cyril asked. “Sorrow, a moment of nostalgia?” As of her shockingly unsentimental pragmatism last week, it was a little too easy to picture Kay noticing that he himself had just dropped dead beside her and then harrumphing to her side of the mattress with relief: finally, a certain someone would no longer crank the bedclothes systematically to the left, and she’d have the duvet to herself.

“No, I feel absolutely nothing, and I’ve tried,” she said. “This dying by degrees, it cheats everyone. I feel as if he’s been dead for years. I’ve never been allowed a proper bereavement, either. But I shouldn’t feel sorry for myself, because for my mum it’s been so much worse. My father continually accused her of stealing his things, or of rummaging through his legal papers. More than once he called the police, and he could have periods of lucidity long enough to persuade an officer at the door that the strange woman in the sitting room really was a con artist or a thief. I can’t possibly appreciate how painful it’s been for her. I’m sure I must have told you that during the last few years he forgot their entire marriage. Instead he fixated on ‘Adelaide,’ remember? The sweetheart he married after he came back from the Great War. They hadn’t been married two years when Adelaide died; maybe it was influenza. Think how it made my mother feel, her marriage of fifty-five years obliterated by an eighteen-month relationship from 1920. It would be as if in my dotage I eternally pined for David Whatshisname—”

“David Castleveter,” Cyril filled in sourly.

“See, you remember my old boyfriends better than I do. So my dad kept calling for Adelaide and accusing my mother of having kidnapped his bride. He thought Mum was some jealous harridan who’d trapped him in this strange house. I’ve seen the portrait, a black-and-white kept high up on his study bookshelf, and Adelaide was a stunner—more of a knockout than my mother ever was, to be honest, and for Mum I’m sure that didn’t help.”

“Can’t you compartmentalize?” Cyril poured her another half glass. He’d heard about Godfrey’s demented obsession with Adelaide before, but this rehearsal seemed to be getting something out of his wife’s system. “You seemed to have a real soft spot for your father before his decline. Can’t you keep your memory of him in his heyday in a separate place?”

“Nice idea, but memory is too fragile. You can’t mangle it like that. My memory of what he once was is like a delicate daddy longlegs that the last ten years have stepped on. I think about my father, and I can’t control the pictures that pop in my head. Naked below the waist, purple with rage, and covered in faeces: one of my favourites.”

“I still have a fair recollection of Godfrey when he was younger. Bit straight-laced, and a Tory, but we forgive our elders their misjudgements out of respect.”

“You forgave no such thing. You two got into terrible rows when Thatcher came in—by which point he’d already lost a marble or two, so it wasn’t a fair fight.”

“There. You do remember something from before all the marbles rolled away.”

“My mother is convinced that she brought this calamity on herself.”

“How so?”

“Well, maybe my father really was devastated by losing Adelaide, because he didn’t remarry until … I think it was 1936. He was a fine-looking chap in his day—trim figure, high cheekbones, that flaming head of hair he kept to the very end. My mum’s job as a receptionist for his practice wouldn’t have paid much, and marrying a solicitor seemed to offer a security she could only dream of. The only reason a single young woman like my mother would have worked back then was that her family hadn’t the means to keep her—and her father was a hand-to-mouth shopkeeper.”

“Spare us Maggie’s humble origins routine, bab. Your upbringing was altogether prosperous, and you know it.”

Back in the day, pompous Britons would lay claim to a distant relative with aristocratic credentials—a baroness, a duke—the better to bootstrap themselves up a social tier in the eyes of their fellows. More recently, the broadly middle-class populace laid pompous claim instead to relations who were coal miners or steel workers. But with a father employed first by Longbridge and then by British Leyland, Cyril the Brummie always won the contest over whose background was the more depressing—although he tended to play down the fact that by the time his father retired automotive workers were handsomely paid. Moreover, he’d invented all manner of explanations for why he’d rigorously erased his Brummie accent after shifting to London from Birmingham, but the real reason was simple: shame. Which made any rare regional residue like “bab,” an endearment Cyril reserved exclusively for his wife, all the more precious.

“May I finish, oh salt of the earth?” Kay said. “In the mid-1930s the economy was still crap. And of course my mother was flattered by an older man’s attentions. I think she did truly fall for him, but in that overawed way you get infatuated with an imposing professional who’s your boss. He represented a port in the storm. The eighteen-year age difference must have seemed more an advantage than a sacrifice.”

“Young people have no imagination,” Cyril said.

“Exactly,” Kay said. “She might have considered the consequences for their children—since for Percy and me, our father always seemed like an old man; little did we know how young he still was. Our classmates’ fathers had all fought in ‘the war,’ and we tended to conceal the fact that ours had fought in the other one. Still, the last thing my mother would have calculated at her wedding is that when her groom turned eighty, she’d be only sixty-two, looking right smart for a woman getting on, and stuck with a basket case who suddenly can’t remember who’s prime minister. And since almost no one lived terribly long in the thirties, the very, very last thing my mother would have calculated is that when he finally died at ninety-flipping-four, she’d be seventy-six, with bad hips, after having squandered a decade and a half on toilet duty, cursed and vilified for her efforts, mind you—only to be looking at the next tranche of her life and wondering if the same thing is about to happen to her!”

“I’m not accusing you of being self-centred,” Cyril said gently, touching her hand. “But are you crying for your mother, or for you and me?”

“Oh, I have no idea,” Kay said, wiping her eyes, on this day of all days relieved to be crying over someone, if only herself.

“Are you by any chance also angry at me?” Cyril asked tentatively. “For not covering for you more often, with your father?”

“No, no, we’ve talked about this. Please stop castigating yourself. One of us had to be here for Hayley whilst she was still in school, and someone had to remember to pick up a loaf of bread. You surely remember that those few times you relieved me my father got dreadfully agitated. Maybe he perceived you as a rival for Adelaide’s affections. Besides, you run up to Birmingham to check on your own ageing parents practically every month. And who knows what will happen to my mother … I’m utterly wrung-out, and how much of this overseeing of corruption can we take? It’s as if our full-time job in future is watching a fruit bowl rot.”

Cyril waited a contemplative beat. “Should your mother also prove long-lived, I can see why you’re worried about going through this all over again. After all, Percy has only lent a hand by planning the funeral once the truly hard part was dispensed—”

“And what a hash he made of that. He should have talked Mum out of the main sanctuary at St Mark’s, which must seat five hundred people. It looked ridiculous. All my father’s friends are dead. His siblings are dead. He’d alienated his nieces and nephews by going doolally, and most of them are also too old to attend a service in North London without walking frames. No one was there. It looked less like a congregation than a tour group.”

“I can also see why you’re worried about having to take care of my parents,” Cyril resumed patiently. “But my sister is bound to help. And I’ll pay whatever it takes to keep them from living with us, because obviously you and my mother have never got on. So. If you don’t mind. I’m much more worried about what will happen to us.”

“In our early fifties, aren’t you pushing the programme a mite?”

“Not at all. The time to consider one’s options in old age is when one is still relatively young and fit. You’ve been terribly kind and given me a virtual free pass. But the real reason I avoided doing my part in your father’s caretaking is that I found my comparatively brief exposure to his decline intolerable. He wasn’t my father, so strictly speaking he wasn’t my responsibility, a technicality I eagerly took full advantage of: I didn’t take care of him because I didn’t have to, full stop. I may have a few patients at the clinic who are also elderly and compromised, but the appointments are only ten minutes, they almost always attend with a relative, and I’m not expected to change their nappies or to decide fifty times a day whether to humour or correct their delusions. I’ve found these encounters discouraging and gloomy, but not incapacitatingly so. By contrast, your father frankly made me suicidal—or homicidal—or both. Half an hour in his presence passed like a mini ice age. He made me feel as if all of life is pointless and horrid. Politically misguided, yes, but Godfrey had always been well-spoken, well-educated, and well-kept, only to become worse than an animal. At least you can take real animals to the vet to be put down well before they reach a state that biologically scandalous. I will do almost anything to keep the two of us from acceding to such a fate.”

“That’s what everyone says,” Kay said morosely, propping her feet on the opposite chair. “Everyone thinks they’re the exception. Everyone looks at what happens to old people and vows that it will never happen to them. They won’t put up with it. They have their standards. They value quality of life. Somehow they’ll do something so their ageing will proceed with dignity. If they ever do die—not that most people believe in their heart of hearts that they ever will—they’ll be wise, warm, funny, and sound of mind until the very end, with doting friends and family gathered round. Everyone thinks they have too much self-respect to allow a stranger to wash their private parts, or to incarcerate themselves in a care home that’s either sterile and impersonal, or filthy and impersonal.

“Then it turns out that, lo and behold, they’re exactly like everyone else! And they fall apart like everyone else, and finish out the miserable end of their lives like everyone else: either with some Bulgarian in the spare bedroom who despises them and sneaks their whiskey, or in a cynical institution that cuts corners by serving meat-paste sandwiches on stale white bread for every lunch. Yes, my father was once nattily dressed and erudite. If, back then, a Ghost of Christmas Future provided him with a vision of his life in his nineties, fleeing from a wife he imagines is an MI6 agent whilst streaked in his own waste, don’t you think he’d tell that ghost that he’d rather be dead?”

“That’s what I’m rounding on,” Cyril said. “I’ve seen enough geriatric patients come and go to surmise pretty conclusively that very few people sustain that ‘quality of life’ we currently take for granted beyond about the age of eighty. The chronic conditions come thick and furious. Even if the mind doesn’t go, the body implodes, and daily life almost exclusively concerns pain. Every advancing year entails a whole new set of things that you used to do and now you can’t. Worlds shrink, nothing in the newspaper matters, until all you care about is lessening the pain, or at least not letting it get any worse. And possibly food, in the unlikely event that you still have an appetite. It’s a good round number. So I fancy that eighty is the limit.”

“At which point, what?”

“As a physician, I’m well positioned to obtain an effective medical solution well in advance. The key to not ending up like everyone else is to be proactive.”

“Hold on. Let’s be clear.” Kay swung her feet back to the floor and sat up straight. “You’re proposing that we get to eighty and then commit suicide. You didn’t use the word. Anyone who concocts a plan like that shouldn’t rely on euphemism and evasion.”

“Quite right.” Cyril recited, “I am proposing that we get to eighty and then commit suicide.”

“But assuming you’re actually serious—”

“Deadly serious. For that matter, the flesh is heir to a thousand natural shocks at any age. We should really keep the means to a quick exit at the ready on principle. There are things one can experience over the course of ten minutes that would have either of us begging for oblivion well before the ten minutes were up.”

“Is that a threat?”

“An observation. I don’t have to remind you what we’ve both seen.”

“But how would this pact work? You’re over a year older than I am. So I watch you nod off after taking your nefarious hemlock, don’t call nine-nine-nine—for which, in this fantasy paradigm of yours, I’m not arrested—and then I loiter about mourning your passing for the following fourteen months? At which point I’m under a contractual obligation to top myself.”

“I’d rather we did it as we’ve done everything else since 1963: together. We could opt for my birthday, but unless you’re ailing, which of course you might be, that would entail a small sacrifice on your part. So I would propose that I hang on, in whatever shape, and we wait for yours.”

“Some birthday,” Kay muttered.

“Our commitment would need to be fierce. Although it might comfort you to know that life expectancy in England and Wales for men is presently seventy-three, and for women seventy-nine. Your father was an actuarial aberration. A bookmaker would give us better than even odds of never having to make good on such a pact.”

Only a few years later, anyone who rattled off the life expectancy for men and women in England and Wales would fail to impress, as eight-year-olds with access to a phone line would retrieve such statistics in seconds—like magic. A few years after that, eight-year-olds would carry in their hip pockets the means of retrieving such statistics from the very air—as well as the acreage of Micronesia and common treatments for corns—thereby rendering broad general knowledge nearly worthless. But at this time, Cyril could summon these up-to-date figures only because he was a general practitioner who kept up.

“What if I say no?” Kay asked. “Would you still do it?”

“Possibly. As a favour. A big favour, if your father is any guide.”

“It might not feel like a favour.”

“True kindness doesn’t require credit.”

At this juncture, Kay could have fobbed her husband off with a casual agreement that would get him off her case, and then they could have carried on as before. As the more vivid images of her father’s decay began to fade, Cyril might forget all about his absurd pact. But she knew him better than that. He would not forget. She hadn’t fostered a condescending relationship to her husband, and was not about to do so now. After twenty-eight years of marriage, Cyril would easily have detected any insincerity on her part. After twenty-eight years of marriage, Kay would have detected any insincerity on his part as well—any element of whimsy or passing rashness that he was bound to take back. He was a serious person, too serious, often, for her tastes, and she had sometimes found his idealism oppressive. Without question he had contemplated this matter for quite some time, perhaps for years. If he’d now gone so far as to put the proposition on the table, his resolve had reached a point of no return. The least she could do was consider his proposal in earnest and commit deeply, or just as deeply refuse.

So she told Cyril that he’d sprung this idea on her all of a sudden, and given the gravity of what was at stake she had to think about it. Rising to stash the sherry in the fridge, she was dismayed to discover that they, or rather she, had finished the bottle. Lord, at only seven-thirty-five p.m. she was already squiffy, with no enthusiasm for making dinner, and in this condition she shouldn’t be trusted to operate a hot cooker anyway. No tipple before eight p.m.! Those rules of Cyril’s might have seemed rigid and arbitrary, but a few immovable markers in life provided the structure for productivity and purpose.

Within a week of her husband’s modest proposal, Kay was rummaging on the top shelf of the fridge in the confidence that they still had an open jar of mint sauce up there, when she encountered a small black box of sturdy cardboard nestled in the back left-hand corner. She recognized the container as the housing of a posh but ill-considered stainless-steel soap dish (stainless steel being an attractive material only when not mucked with bar soap), and in truth she’d saved the impractical accessory only for its classy box, whose top descended with a satisfying pfff. As Cyril had not yet accused her of being an agent for MI6, he had clearly not refrigerated a metal soap dish. Indeed, the moment she laid eyes on the box she was sure what it contained. It would be too strong to say that she was afraid of the box. She regarded it with a conflicted combination of curiosity and wariness, though the curiosity was not so intense as to move her to lift the top. She left the container undisturbed and resigned herself to opening a fresh jar of mint sauce.

[image: Scene break image]

That was spring. By autumn, Kay flung the same dark wool coat onto the Corian and dropped into the same kitchen chair. The reduction of her immediate family by one had not reprieved her altogether from Maida Vale, although these visits could now be scheduled in advance at seemly times of day. Cyril had Saturday hours at his clinic this month and had just arrived home.

“We’ve more or less concluded that Alzheimer’s has a strong genetic component, have we not?” Kay asked limply.

“‘Lifestyle’ appears to be a contributing factor—a nifty thumbnail gaining currency in the NHS that conveniently blames our patients for their own misfortunes—but, yes, dementia does seem to have a heritable aspect.”

“Because I found ten boxes of Weetabix in my mother’s cupboards. She’s always stocked her larder with the efficiency of an army mess. Now she says she goes to Sainsbury’s and can’t remember that she already bought cereal. As I refrained from pointing out, she also doesn’t remember that it was my father who ate Weetabix for breakfast, and she only has toast.”

“You’re understandably fearful. Are you leaping to conclusions?”

“I’m less leaping than making a little hop. In the course of an hour, she told me about the same chamber concert at St Mark’s three times. She kept asking how ‘Cyril’ is getting on at Barclays and how ‘Cyril’ likes his new flat, so I had to infer she meant Simon. Lastly, I found a stack of freshly laundered towels in her oven. That pact of yours, my dear?” Kay raised grimly. She hadn’t alluded to her husband’s macabre proposal since he’d first mooted the idea in April. “I’m all in.”

[image: Scene break image]

Thus Kay and Cyril Wilkinson’s deal was sealed in October of 1991. With the eternal arrogance of the present, the final decade of the twentieth century seemed to boldly advance into a brave new world, for the world is ever new, if not always brave. Like all the other eras before it, this one had the air of being terribly modern and full of astonishing innovations—computers cheap and compact enough that every household could have one—whose invention most people had played no part in, yet whose dazzling capacities appeared to reflect well on them personally.

Despite economic headwinds, it was a period of giddy optimism. In the UK, Michael Heseltine having poured cold water on his own party leader, the wicked witch had melted (although Kay had a soft spot for Maggie that she wisely concealed from Cyril). Mandela was out of prison and already forgiving what would have seemed the unforgivable, whilst multi-party peace talks got underway in Johannesburg. The six weeks of what was not yet known as the “first” Gulf War felt long at the time, yet soon cheerfully foreshortened to “only” six weeks. The Berlin Wall having crumbled to touristic souvenirs, tyrants in Eastern Europe were deposed or lynched, Germany was reunited, and a cascade of Soviet republics most Westerners had never heard of declared independence—all told, enticing a prominent political philosopher to posit “the end of history,” which, with two world wars still within living memory, was an appealing prospect.

Britain’s National Health Service was established when Cyril was nine, and the post-war cultural climate in which both he and Kay grew up was one of solidarity and sacrifice. Eager to take part in his country’s grand new socialist experiment, he’d resolved to become a GP by the age of fifteen. Thus, despite scandals like the contamination of the national blood supply with HIV and hepatitis C in the 1980s and the headache of spiralling costs, his professional commitment to what politicians and punters alike sentimentally dubbed “our NHS” had been unwavering. His first residency onwards, there’d never been any question: Dr Cyril J. Wilkinson was an NHS lifer.

By contrast, Kay’s decision to train as a nurse had been more a matter of opportunity. In the late 1950s, nursing was one of the few professions wide open to women. Yet she was not temperamentally suited to the job. She’d been squeamish as a girl, averse to needles, and was able to get past a perilous light-headedness when giving jabs only by imagining the patient’s arm was a pork tenderloin. She was generous enough, but not self-abnegating, and covertly yearned for the personal recognition that the caregiving professions did not afford. Although entirely competent, and nowhere near a mere timeserver at St Thomas’ Endocrinology Department, she’d never quite seen nursing as a calling. So she retired at the standard age of fifty-five and promptly enrolled at Kingston University in an interior design course. Reinvention meant overcoming fierce spousal protest. She was obliged to remind her husband how many times he’d admired her aesthetic eye, for she had single-handedly knocked their house in Lambeth into a fashionable shape that often drew comment. After graduation and licensing, her first jobs were for friends, but interior decoration advertises itself, and word spread. In due course, Kay forged a whole new second career. It was much more fun.

GPs were expected to retire at sixty, but Cyril hung on an extra five years—and perhaps he should have stayed on even longer, considering that any hint of indolence made him grumpy (he’d no interest in the garden). He had his reading, though the dry non-fiction tomes to which he gravitated served no purpose beyond his own edification—and who cared what subjects a superannuated physician had mastered? Even before his rants decrying another gratuitous Gulf War, he spent hours over the Guardian muttering about what on earth was the use of having a Labour government at last with a glad-handing, plastic prime minister who was a Tory in sheep’s clothing? If only to fill out the day, he physically slowed, whereas Kay, ever a vigorous woman, had sped up. There was always a paint colour to choose, another estate auction to attend, a kooky kerbside love seat that begged for rescue and reupholstery before the council hauled it to the tip.

The couple rarely referenced their self-designated D-day. The “effective medical solution” remained in the same back left-hand corner of the fridge for years, and Kay never touched it. It was likely that Cyril regularly replaced its contents with fresher pharmaceuticals, though if so he never rejuvenated their supply in her presence. When their faithful John Lewis fridge-freezer finally peed condensation all over the floor like a trembling old dog about to be put down, Kay took responsibility for unloading all the mayo and marmalade and chucking the mouldy lemon halves at the bottom of the vegetable drawer. But when she came to clearing the top shelf, she found a crusty open jar of mint sauce, but no black box. Once the new Bosch was delivered, she began stashing the surviving comestibles, only to find that in the otherwise empty new fridge the black box was back, restored to the far-left corner on the top shelf. Throughout the turmoil that attends the failure of a major appliance, she’d seen Cyril approach neither the defunct one nor its replacement. Mysterious.

With pointed frequency, however, Cyril did implicitly allude to their understanding in the course of their animated but not always jolly dinnertime discourse. His idea of sparkling repartee ran to observations like, “Have you noticed that you almost never see animals in the wild which look visibly aged—which are stooped and balding and can barely walk? Deer, for example: they mature, they look roughly the same across a normal lifespan, and then they die. We get used to seeing very old people, but we’re animals as well, and for creatures to survive in a state of advanced decay is unnatural.”

He continued to track the steady rise of life expectancy in a spirit of dismay. “In news reports about our ‘ageing population,’” he pointed out over chicken pot pie, “presenters no sooner mention increased longevity than immediately add, ‘which is a good thing, of course!’ The aside is compulsive. But it’s not a good thing! We’re not living for longer. We’re dying for longer!”

Apropos of not much, he volunteered that since its inception in 1948 “the NHS annual budget has multiplied by four times! And that’s in real terms, including inflation!” By the time Cyril retired in 1999 and Tony Blair was injecting cash into the “free” service as if prepping a turkey with hot butter, Cyril updated, “By six times!”

He kept his wife apprised of the escalating proportion of Britons over sixty-five, especially underscoring the increase in the “old-old” over eighty-five, whose manifold chronic conditions were fiscally ruinous, not to mention the stuff of untold private suffering.

“People our age,” he observed whilst the couple were still in their mid-sixties, “cost the service twice as much as the average thirty-year-old. But by eighty-five, that differential is five-to-one! Five times as much dosh to keep alive some old coot who slumps half-asleep in front of Come Dine with Me all afternoon, compared to a taxpayer with young children who can still have a laugh on a fine day out and play a spot of footie.”

He predicted to Kay jovially that the Queen, who personally signed birthday cards for all new centenarians, would soon have to relinquish the job to a computer, because so many Britons were living past one hundred that the kindly old dear would otherwise spend all day dispatching empty felicities and take to her bed from writer’s cramp.

Cyril kept a running tally of the rising percentage of “bed-blockers” in British hospitals: elderly patients technically well enough to go home but too frail to be released on their own recognizance. What with the UK’s patchy social care, they often remained in hospital for months, taking up places urgently needed for younger patients still capable of getting well. He seemed almost to celebrate the escalating rate of surgery cancellations that the wicked bed-blockers brought about, for often a patient would have the same crucial operation delayed at the last minute multiple times because there was no hospital bed available in which to recuperate. “Can you imagine?” Cyril regaled his wife. “You’ve seen it yourself: it takes a fierce girding of loins to prepare mentally for being carved up. Physically, too, you follow all these rules, like nil by mouth after midnight. Think of going through all that anxiety, only to be told that very morning, sorry, the surgery isn’t going to happen after all, so please go home. And then to endure the same build-up and let-down, over and over again? It’s a scandal.”

This ministerial holding forth recalled the born-again evangelists on Speakers’ Corner in Hyde Park, except what Cyril seemed to be hawking wasn’t the promise of eternal life, but quite the opposite. His apparent grudge against the aged could seem uncharitable, given that all these poor people had done wrong was hang about. Yet as time ticked on, Kay was moved to note, “You’ll soon have to stop banging on about ‘them,’ my dear, and start banging on about ‘us.’”

As they age, most people grow muddled in the course of organizing their affairs, being understandably unclear on precisely how many years these affairs are being organized for. One makes somewhat different decisions in the instance that four decades lie at one’s disposal, versus the next four days—which is why it’s surprisingly commonplace for even quite elderly people to make decisions based on the default assumption they will live forever. After all, the alternative is to fully accept that at any second one might drop dead, leading logically to the ceaseless and perhaps annoying declaration to one’s nearest and dearest of how terribly near and dear they are—whilst turning a blind eye to the paying of electricity bills, the filling out of job applications, and the scrubbing of toilets that should never be allowed to despoil one’s final moments on this earth. The alternative, then, is to sit in a dark room, unemployed, with a rank loo.

Yet unusual certainty about the maximum extent of their shared existence enabled Kay and Cyril to plan, most crucially in regard to finance. They were in accord about the children. Simon made scads in the City, and hardly required a handout. Hayley’s degree in performance art from Goldsmiths hadn’t, predictably, led to a lucrative career, but her youthful flamboyance had snagged her a husband with a solid professorship in linguistics at University College London safely before her mesmeric volatility slid to ordinary neurosis and self-involvement. An inheritance of any size would only increase their daughter’s undermining sense of dependency. As for Roy, he was the one child who needed money, since he was up to his eyeballs in credit-card debt. But whether or not Hayley was right that the younger of her two brothers had an intermittent drug problem, Roy had dropped countless degrees mid-course, left a string of girlfriends in the lurch, and habitually appealed to his parents to bail him out. Give that boy a nest egg and he would suck it dry enough for painting by the following Easter. Cyril didn’t believe in inherited wealth anyway, and for that matter, given the knee-high ceiling on tax-free bequests, neither did the British state.

Thus when Cyril also began to draw his pension, they refinanced the house, extracting multiples more money in equity than they’d paid for the place. They established irrevocable trusts for the five grandchildren—just substantial enough to give the youngsters a start in life, but not so lavish as to make them lazy. To cover the fiscal ravages of Godfrey’s care, Kay’s mother Dahlia had also been forced to refinance the property in Maida Vale, and the subsequently reduced proceeds of selling the house rapidly vaporized from the charges of a rather posh care home; it had better have been posh, at £78,000/year, fees whose payment Kay and Cyril assumed in due course. They also installed a live-in private carer with Cyril’s parents in Birmingham, as his younger sister could hardly be expected to shoulder the extra burden on a social worker’s salary.

At least Dahlia Poskitt’s decline was gentle and benign, exhibiting none of Godfrey’s latter violence and personality change. Having never accepted that the care home was where she lived, she arose daily convinced that she was just “visiting.” Thus, when interacting with her fellow residents, Dahlia made the gracious inquiries after their health and despairing comments about the weather that her generation expected from English women of some position when accepting hospitality. Elaborately deferent and keen to be no trouble, she refused to choose between the lemon posset and the sherry trifle when there was plenty of both. In contrast to her late husband, she remembered the bloom of her marriage in full, whilst blessedly forgetting its final fourteen years of torture. Neurological rewrite had also neatly edited any reference to “Adelaide” from her husband’s biography. Her primary lapse was an inability to remember that Godfrey had passed. Eventually, out of kindness, Kay stopped reminding her mother of her father’s demise, because the news always hit afresh and plunged the poor woman into raw grief. It seemed easier all round to instead submit that Godfrey was waiting for her back home once she finished “visiting.” When she finally died at eighty-six—it was presumed from dehydration, because she was too anxious about straining her host’s generosity to ask for water—Kay actually shed a tear or two, like a real daughter.

As for Cyril’s parents, his mother died with little warning at seventy-nine. Although Cyril was suitably sorrowful, his grief exhibited a curious overlay of what Kay could only identify as approval. Betsy Wilkinson had expired at the perfect knell of female life expectancy in England and Wales, and she hadn’t set a poor example by wetting her feet in his personal Rubicon of her eightieth birthday. The onset of viral pneumonia was rapid, her fatal illness brief: ergo, she had not unduly burdened the sacred National Health Service with a drawn-out decline, only to meet the same fate in the end at many times the price. In her son’s view, Betsy Wilkinson had proved a model senior citizen. As she’d been wont to
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