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“I’ve decided to run a marathon.”

In a second-rate sitcom, she’d have spewed coffee across her breakfast. Yet Serenata was an understated person, and between sips. “What?” Her tone was a little arch, but polite.

“You heard me.” Back to the stove, Remington studied her with a discomfiting level gaze. “I have my eye on the race in Saratoga Springs in April.”

She had the sense, rare in her marriage, that she should watch what she said. “This is serious. You’re not pulling my leg.”

“Do I often make statements of intent, and then pull the rug out: just foolin’? I’m not sure how to take your disbelief as anything but an insult.”

“My ‘disbelief’ might have something to do with the fact that I’ve never seen you run from here to the living room.”

“Why would I run to the living room?”

The literalism had precedent. They called each other out in this nitpicking manner as a matter of course. It was a game. “For the last thirty-two years, you’ve not once trotted out for a run around the block. And now you tell me with a straight face that you want to run a marathon. You must have assumed I’d be a bit surprised.”

“Go ahead, then. Be surprised.”

“It doesn’t bother you …” Serenata continued to feel careful. She didn’t care for the carefulness, not one bit. “… That your ambition is hopelessly trite?”

“Not in the least,” he said affably. “That’s the sort of thing that bothers you. Besides, if I decline to run a marathon because so many other people also want to run one, my actions would still be dictated by the multitude.”

“What is this, some ‘bucket list’ notion? You’ve been listening to your old Beatles records and suddenly realized that when I’m sixty-four refers to you? Bucket list,” she repeated, backing off. “Where did I get that?”

Indeed, incessant citation of the now commonplace idiom was exactly the sort of lemming-like behavior that drove her wild. (That allusion did a grave injustice to lemmings. In the documentary that propagated the mass-suicide myth, the filmmakers had flung the poor creatures over the cliff. Thus the popular but fallacious metaphor for mass conformity was itself an example of mass conformity.) Okay, there was nothing wrong with adopting a new expression. What galled was the way everyone suddenly started referring to their “bucket list” in a breezy, familiar spirit that conveyed they had always said it.

Serenata began to push up from her chair, having lost interest in the news from Albany on her tablet. It had only been four months since they’d moved to Hudson, and she wondered how much longer she’d keep up the pretense of a connection with their old hometown by reading the Times Union online.

She herself was only sixty, though hers was the first generation to append “only” to such a sobering milestone. Having remained in the





























































AFTERWORD
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The “generation” was a conceptual artifice. The word hammered hard brackets within a flowing, borderless continuum, as if trying to contain discrete sections of river. A cohort as large as Serenata’s, too, would encompass such a range of people that any perceived homogeneity would have to be imposed: a further artifice. Nevertheless, boomers, as they were known, had secured the dubious reputation for denial in the face of aging. In their clinging to fugitive youth, they had made themselves the butt of many a younger stand-up—though chances were that Tommy March, or Chet Mason, wouldn’t relish decrepitude any more than boomers did. What was to like?

This idea that in historical terms boomers were unusually deluded about the inexorability of their decay now struck Serenata as unfair. For the abundance of human existence, no one got old. They died. Mass aging was a recent phenomenon, and in joining the “old-old” on any scale she and her peers would be pioneers. Besides, Serenata Terpsichore had never herself grown old before, so it made a certain sense that she wouldn’t be very good at it.

What would seem to be required was humility. But this brand of humility wasn’t the sort you graciously embraced. It was foisted on you. You grew humble because you had been humbled. Aging was an experience to which you succumbed, and you adapted to new circumstances not because you were shrewd, but because you hadn’t any choice. So go ahead, she beamed to her younger brethren. Make fun. Of our self-deceit, of our vanity that survives anything to be vain about. Your time will come.

She and her husband had been humbled. Though Remington had recovered from his heart attack, his cardiologist discouraged any jogging whatsoever. Swimming the doctor restricted to the breast- or backstroke. Mild biking was okay (although since Lake Placid Remington had developed an odd aversion to his nameless bicycle, which Sloan had kindly retrieved from the trail; its master only repaired that warped front wheel in order to put it on eBay). Yet Remington engaged in none of these muted activities. Tommy was right: once you’d sampled the extremes, the notion of going back to “grandma” moderation was less attractive than quitting.

His wife’s recuperation from her knee-replacement replacement was even more arduous than recovery from the original surgery, and rendered less satisfactory results. Extension and flexion were further reduced. Flaming pain on stairs was apparently permanent. But after a couple of years they could go for walks. Sometimes lingering and contemplative walks, though her gait evidenced a slight hitch until the left knee was also replaced, at which point both legs were a tad shorter. Serenata lost the ripple in her arms, and Remington restored the swell at his waist, but worse things happened at sea, and their frailty as it advanced stirred a compensatory spousal compassion. The scenery during these local perambulations was repetitive, but they could talk, and the boats and wildlife along the river still displayed more variety than high-knees interval training ever had.

They lived modestly—again, of necessity. Health insurance copays and the expenses of Remington’s bygone obsession had eaten up a goodly proportion of the equity left over from the sale of the house in Albany. As the ban on “mimicry” spread, lucrative audiobook jobs grew rare. For a while, before her Social Security kicked in, Serenata was reduced to writing online college admission essays for students to plagiarize. Ignominious work in its way, but in the process she learned a great deal more about bee keeping, King Lear, and invasive plants. More fodder for walks.

With time on his hands again, Remington spearheaded the campaign in Hudson to convert the town’s streetlamps to LEDs with a low Kelvin rating, heavy shielding, and a housing in keeping with downtown’s nineteenth-century architecture. Substituting socially for the tri club, the small committee of refreshingly mixed-race volunteers included the civic-minded Ethan Crick and, more surprisingly, Brandon Abraham, who took early retirement from Albany’s DOT and along with his dazzling wife bought a place in Hudson; Brandon and Remington soon became drinking buddies. Learning from his mistakes, Remington urged the committee to approach the town council in a spirit of camaraderie and shared self-interest.

Once the new energy-saving public illumination was installed, it noticeably increased tourism and vitalized Hudson’s fledgling nightlife. Other towns sent emissaries to study the comely designs, returning to their municipalities with enthusiasm for the faux gaslights’ warm nocturnal ambience. When the Hudson town council subsequently resolved to make artists’ studios out of the dilapidated shoreline fishing shacks in which Margaret Alabaster had cleaned sturgeon, they went straight to Remington for the vetting of blueprints. In one meeting about a less historically respectful proposal, he forgot himself and slammed a hand on the table. When he fell about apologizing, the council was befuddled. After he told them his old DOT story, slamming the table to bring the boisterous group to order became a tireless running joke.

Fully recovered from rhabdomyolysis, Tommy developed a cool disdain for contemporaries who took their fitness regimes too seriously, this scornful phase marked by knocking her fake Fitbit behind the bedstead (still plastered with DOUBT NOT—a flexible motto) and not bothering to grub down amid the dust bunnies to retrieve it. For working up a sweat, a tango class proved genuinely enjoyable. Under Serenata’s tutelage, the girl became a popular choice for gaming VO; she had an ideally lithe, lanky figure for roles grown ever more physical. Since the knees made this work, too, out of the question, any jobs that came Serenata’s way from old contacts she threw to her neighbor. Tommy soon moved to Brooklyn, which was a loss, but she returned to her ailing mother often enough that the two neighbors stayed friends.

When Serenata ran into Cherry DeVries at Price Chopper, the woman’s cart was mounded with brownies and chips, as well as diet soda and Weight Watchers chicken pot pies—the American yin and yang. Cherry’s proportions had redistributed along the lines of her Before picture. But she waxed so eloquent about the year she’d devoted to triathlon that its transient effect on her figure seemed immaterial. “Honestly,” she enthused, after thanking Serenata for being so generous with her hospitality back in the day, “that whole thing—not just the race itself, but all the training—I swear, it was the most wonderful experience of my life. Ever since, my kids treat me different, and even Sarge does. He respects me. He’s never laid a hand on me again.”

“He may be afraid of you,” Serenata said. “Ever consider entering another one?”

“Oh, heaven’s no.” She raised the double-M orange tattoo on her left forearm. “I proved what I needed to, to my family, and to myself. I can’t tell you how much happier I’ve been ever since. Now, you take care of yourself, sweetie.”

Score one for MettleMan.

Remington resumed visits with his father, who tactfully refrained from rubbing his son’s nose in the calamity of Lake Placid. They played a lot of cribbage. The couple’s investment of time and tenderness amounted to the purchase of an insurance policy, which when Griff dropped cleanly dead at ninety-four paid off. They would miss him, but they wouldn’t berate themselves for having neglected the cantankerous but secretly soft-touch old man while he was alive.

Remington’s well-off brother in Seattle was happy for his sibling to inherit their father’s house. The property proved a godsend when Valeria finally left her party-pooper husband and needed an affordable bolt-hole in which to raise six kids. Grandparental babysitting came with the territory, something of a trial, though exposure to sane, secular relatives could help keep the children from growing up into brainwashed nut jobs.

Yet after giving up on homeschooling out of sheer exhaustion, Valeria grew disenchanted with the church, whose born-again branch in Hudson was more cliquish than Rhode Island’s Shining Path, and thus too reminiscent of the playgrounds of yore where she’d been cold-shouldered. After her brief but diligent period of heavy drinking, the local chapter of Alcoholics Anonymous proved sufficiently evangelical to fill the void, while also providing just the right combination of self-pity, superiority, and chiding parental proselytizing (her mother, so went the theory, drank too much wine). Why, the second cult substituted so neatly for the first that Serenata wondered if her daughter had forced herself to become a drunk for six months purely to get in. At least the tales Valeria brought back from meetings, lurid with the depths to which dipsos can sink, beat all that insipid joy, joy, joy, joy down in my heart by a mile.

Alas, her older children had been indoctrinated a bit too well, and routinely threatened their lapsed parent that if she didn’t once again embrace Christ the Lord as her Savior she was going to hell. There was rough justice in Valeria herself being eternally Jesused at.

Nancee remained wary, inward, and weird about food, but she did get into SUNY at New Paltz on a track scholarship, even if a remarkable gift for running in circles would lead to something of an occupational dead end. By contrast, her brother Logan got early admission to Rensselaer; as a chemical engineer, he’d have his pick of jobs. Nonetheless, it was a mystery how such a whip-smart-kid could still believe that the human race shared the Earth with dinosaurs.

Having lost too many customers to the ER, Deacon wasn’t prone to moral soul-searching, but he did question the viability of an entrepreneurial venture whose consumer base was self-eliminating. When Chet Mason became Sloan’s right-hand man for refurbishing classic cars, Deacon assumed Chet’s vacated barista position. The work was suitably low-exertion, and allowed Deacon to languidly hold court. But between beginning to lose his hair early and the downshift of metabolism many men experience in their thirties, Deacon put on a little weight and was in danger of losing his looks. Astonishingly, after dating Bambi Buffer for a few months, if only to goad his father, Deacon, of all people, caught the fitness bug.

Deacon and Bambi didn’t last, of course. But when the trainer stopped into his café after their listless breakup, he gleaned news that for his mother should have been nastily satisfying. Rather young for skeletal decay, which must have been hastened by the pounding she’d given her body for decades, Bambi had been diagnosed with “degenerative spondy-somethingorother”: a vertebra had edged out of alignment, and the consequent impingement of her sciatic nerves put her in a disabling pain that precluded running, swimming, biking, and weights—anything, in fact, other than sitting or lying abed. The condition would only get worse. Were she eventually to submit to back surgery, spinal fusion would still place marathons, triathlons, and probably her business to boot firmly in the past. Behold, a short course in limits.

But Serenata didn’t find this turn of the wheel satisfying in the slightest. However ephemeral Bambi’s living sculpture proved, the trainer had created a thing of beauty, and the passing of any beauty from this world was nothing to celebrate. The woman was bound to be miserable, doubly so, from both the pain and the melting of her artwork. Any increase in the quantity of misery in this world was nothing to celebrate, either.

Having mourned a similar loss, Serenata was inclined to identify rather than crow. To the casual eye she hadn’t changed all that drastically now that she no longer devoted ninety tiresome minutes of every evening to keeping in shape. But she knew the difference. She was an increment thicker. When she stood and rested the tips of her fingers on a thigh, it was no longer firm. She missed the rippling play of light across her shoulders, but arthritis in her wrists now ruled out push-ups. Her legs were marred with vertical scars. Her calves failed to form commas at tension. She remembered her body of a few years before with the wistful, faintly puzzled fondness of a good friend with whom, through no fault on either party’s part, she’d lost touch.

She sometimes remembered that exchange in the Gold Street studio, when the engineer referred to “in your day,” and she’d responded with playful injury, “It’s not my day?” No. It was not her day. She had been fortunate to have been strong, energetic, even fetching, and for decades; as the director had observed, she was fortunate to have ever had a day. But that part of her life, which entailed being looked at, if largely looking at herself, was over. It was fair. Now other people got to have their day. For your day to be over might have been disappointing, but it wasn’t tragic.

For the key to the “bucket list” wasn’t to systematically check off its to-do items, but to bring yourself to throw the list away. There was a thrill to letting go of the whole shebang—reluctantly, then gleefully. There was a thrill to dying by degrees. She advanced toward apathy with open arms. She wasn’t about to advertise the fact—the argument wasn’t worth having—but Serenata was not obliged to give a flying fig about climate change, species extinction, or nuclear proliferation. She had her eye on the door, and had every hope of escaping a great human reckoning almost certainly in the offing. It had been too long since the last one, and a correction of sorts was overdue. All civilizations contained the seeds of their own collapse, and dodging the homicidal havoc lurking right around the corner, merely by dint of having been born a bit earlier than the fresh-faced unfortunates, would qualify as sly. She no longer fought a misanthropy that was increasingly blithe, even whimsical, and which as she approached her own oblivion was shedding its hypocrisy. The very best thing about getting old was basking in this great big not-giving-a-shit. Younger folks like Tommy would decry her happy boredom with all the looming threats that exercised them as criminally irresponsible and unforgivably callous. But Serenata had earned her ennui. Marvelously, nothing she did exerted any appreciable influence on the rest of the world. Nothing she’d ever recorded professionally had changed anything or anyone a jot. Her inconsequence made the planet safer for everyone. She didn’t like other people much, nor they her. She didn’t plan on worrying about the fate of her fellows as she met her own. Aging was proving one long holiday. She was harmless—although she’d be the first to agree that she and her heedless ilk should probably be denied the vote. The future didn’t need her, and she didn’t need it. Others behind her would discover it soon enough: the bliss of sublime indifference.

Their lives were almost over, and the finality had a sweet side. A burden had been lifted. The decisions still to be made were few. If the main story was over, all that remained was wrap-up—the luxurious and largely gratuitous tying up of loose ends, like looping satin ribbon around a Tiffany box. Wastefully, Remington had grown convinced that he had something to prove at the very age at which he should have been discarding the whole silly idea of proving anything to anyone. Because, really: Who cared? In due course, no one would remember that they’d lived at all, much less would anyone remember whatever they’d accomplished or failed to accomplish. (Owing to plague, an asteroid, or the sun frying into a red giant, the same amnesia would inexorably obliterate Madonna, Abraham Lincoln, Stephen Hawking, Leonardo da Vinci, Aristotle, the most recent winner of Dancing with the Stars, and—sorry, Logan—Jesus Christ. So there was no reason to take being forgotten about personally.) Acceptance that their lives had now mostly been lived didn’t have to be depressing, either. The recognition could involve a reflective aspect, a wonderment, a cherishing of all that had gone before.

Although Serenata found growing old astonishing, she knew the surprise to be ordinary; what was exceptional were those rare codgers who accepted their disintegration as only to be expected. Besides, having been nonexistent before one’s conception was also astonishing; being here, when before one had not been, was astonishing; then to be here no longer: fine, yes, altogether astonishing. But perhaps nothingness was the easiest state to conceive, the most natural state—the state that required no imagination. In which case, not having been here before was not astonishing, while being here was; and thereafter, to once again not be here was not astonishing, either. The hard part, then, was the in-between: the long slow exhale from being to void. How much kinder it would have been, to turn off, like an appliance. The gradual, drawn-out corruption of the body while its host was still trapped inside was a torture of a sort they would have contrived at Guantanamo, or Bergen-Belsen. Every old age was an Edgar Allan Poe story.

So she balanced her grief with a rudimentary gratitude. The organism in which she sheltered continued to serve its primary animal purposes. With the help of new prescription glasses, it could see: the birds taking wing as the Hudson shimmered in the setting sun; the face of her husband, in which she could still discern the young civil engineer who’d extolled feverishly, “Transport is massively emotional!” It could hear: Miles Davis’s Kind of Blue, or Remington’s views on the merits of the traffic circle, which were ever so much more engaging than his opining about tri. If not as quickly as before, it got her from place to place: to one more truly atrocious production at the Hudson Playhouse; through a wine-tasting tour; home. It could feel: the breeze tickling the hairs of her arms at that temperature just before you reached for a sweater; her husband’s body, which had worn in perfect tandem with hers so that the parts still faultlessly grooved together in bed, like the chain and cluster on a bike, which eroded in such concert that to replace either, you had to replace them both.

Although no one should have taken for granted even such crude functionality beyond the age of fifty, the culture of the time continued to apply far higher performance standards. More than ever, social status was determined by fat-to-muscle ratio, definition, and belt-notching feats of stamina, so that endurance events of every description did nothing but multiply. According to Deacon, triathlons—even the ultras—had grown passé. Obstacle-course races, or OCRs, were “way cooler,” he said. “Crawling under live wires. Lugging hundred-pound sandbags up thirty-degree gradients. Rope climbing, spear chucking. Mud up to the eyeballs. Finish one of those courses, you’re so wiped you literally can’t think. I’m serious. After that Spartan? I tried to log into my bank account, and I couldn’t answer the security questions. I spent five minutes trying to remember the name of my high school.”

“Sounds great,” she said. The irony went right past him.

Meanwhile, the use of artificial intelligence accelerated, just as Silicon Valley had foretold. Robots that could learn, create, and make informed decisions had eliminated the few remaining manufacturing jobs in New England, and had reduced agricultural employment to a handful of supervisors on local farms. The latest wave of AI was duplicating the work of the professional class: medicine, accountancy, law. Any number of paintings, popular songs, and even novels generated by sophisticated algorithms had become commercial hits.

“I was a little embarrassed about it,” Serenata said on a ritual riverside stroll one early summer evening, “so I don’t think I told you that I ordered a copy of that computer-generated best seller, Amygdala. I was just curious.”

“Understandably,” Remington said. “What did you make of it?”

“I don’t know whether to find this exciting or mortifying, but in all honesty I got pretty hooked. I was obviously aware that underneath it all was just a formula, but the formula works. I wanted to know what happened.”

“Here’s the test: Did the resolution of the plot surprise you?”

She turned to him with a defeated expression. “Yes.”

He laughed. With its deepening crags, his face increasingly resembled Samuel Beckett’s. “What about the prose?”

“It was fine!” she said in dismay. “I wouldn’t call it great poetry, but there weren’t any gaffes. No oh, God, that’s such a terrible metaphor, no dialogue where it’s like, no one would ever say that in real life. They’ve taught it to write prose you just don’t especially notice. Actually, I gather that they’ve fed AI the classics, and computers have also learned to generate distinctive styles. Now, that’s real ‘mimicry.’ Pretty soon we’ll have new Hemingway, new Graham Greene, new Dickens. We won’t be able to tell the difference.”

“I have no doubt that AI could design a more efficient system of traffic flow than I ever did. If it hasn’t already, AI could competently replace the entire Albany DOT.”

“One employee in particular,” Serenata said. “Anyway, I was thinking. About Deacon and his OCRs. Not to bring up a touchy subject, but you and MettleMan. All the hard-body advertisements, Main Streets taken over by gyms. Well, it makes a certain dumb sense, doesn’t it? It’s as if we’re swapping places. Machines have become better people. What’s left to do? People become better machines.”

He squeezed her shoulder. “You may be onto something there. You know, I’m getting hungry, and the light’s failing. What say we turn around?” When she agreed, he peered into her face and said apropos of nothing, “You’re still a very, very handsome woman.”

“To you,” she said.

“What else matters?”

They kissed. Two runners rushed around them, looking annoyed; the elderly couple in the way would be ruining their time.

“We’re grossing them out,” Serenata said.

“Young people don’t have sex anymore. They’re too tired.”

“You’re one to talk. For two fucking years you barely touched me, you jerk.”

“Well, then. I have some catching up to do.”

Hand in hand, they made their way back toward the house. There was a heron, and there were turtles. There would be flank steak, already marinating in the fridge, and a pricier than usual Burgundy that she’d been saving: everything to look forward to, and nothing to dread. Dusk was the very time of day that she’d often squandered upstairs, grunting and panting with The Big Bang Theory in the background. When Serenata crossed into menopause, she’d been delighted to see the back of periods. What the hell, aging out of bur-pees had its upside, too.
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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 halfway 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.
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