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			CHAPTER ONE

			First of all, I tell the dying people my name. Then I offer them a seat on the sofa, next to me, and I pat the fabric in a way I hope is inviting. I do like the way I’ve set that up. I like the fact we are next to each other, on the same piece of furniture.

			At first, some of my clients find it strange to sit so close to me. But towards the end of our time together, it makes it easier to reach out and touch them, offer them reassurance. By that point, a lot of them need that silent, lingering touch. It’s part of the reason I take such good care of my hands. Although, having said that, it’s rare I need to use moisturiser. I sometimes joke that my hands get worn soft from all the stroking of skin. I rub one over the other, inspecting the cuticles and the pink half-moons that sit above them. One or two of my nails always seem to grow faster than the others and the irregularity grates. I’d like to file them now but I don’t have time.

			I look out through the wide window of my office. My next client is approaching the front door of the clinic along the shrub-lined pathway. August sunlight flares across his face. It casts an artificial blush of health over the hair and tissue that’s fading away from life. He fits the description I have in my file: male, thirty-six. Only five years older than me but old enough to die. How is that fair?

			I find that most of my clients are late, so I’m often just sitting here, ready and waiting. Despite the micro-mechanical vibrations of the chips in their necks – the alarm which urges them onwards to their overdue appointment – I think they find it hard to push themselves through the clinic’s doors. Doing so is an admission – an acceptance. Sometimes, if it’s sunny, my clients will stop to look up at the building, or admire the plants and flowers. Men who I can’t imagine have picked up a trowel in their whole lives will pause to rub the soft fuzz of a leaf between their fingers or will crouch down to inspect the buttercream petal of a spring primrose. Sometimes, they’ll decide this is the perfect moment to make the call they’ve put off for weeks. To tell someone they love – or someone they have loved – the news. Even though the vibrating alert from the chip in the flesh of their neck is telling them, You’re late, you’re late, you’re late. That’s sentimentality for you.

			But not this man. He’s tall. He walks with strength and assurance, although his head tilts to one side, as if he’s listening to the voice of a sprite perched upon his shoulder. His chin is tucked in and angled towards his collarbone. Anyone would judge him as handsome, I think, although it’s hard to examine his face from here. I lose sight of him as he approaches the main entrance and I feel the familiar tumble of nervousness in my stomach. I glance down at the notes on my Codex. His name is Jarek Woods. He is dying as the result of a rare, aggressive brain tumour.

			I would never consider entering a room unannounced, but he doesn’t knock. He is so tall he almost has to duck to fit under the door frame. And then I realise it’s not that he’s especially tall, but just that he walks that way. The tilt of his head leads the rest of his body into a slight left-leaning stoop. I’ve already seen his scans, so I know that this is the work of the tumour inside his brain. As I take in his broad, well-built stature, rust-coloured hair and calm green eyes, it’s almost possible to forget the burden he must be bearing. But I feel it, as I do with every client. That never gets any easier.

			‘Hello, my name’s Isobel.’ His frank gaze catches me off guard. I feel myself take an extra breath and my voice drops in pitch. ‘I’m your Heaven Architect.’ It sounds curter than I intended and I berate myself, quickly enough that my small, carefully managed smile doesn’t drop. It’s important to look welcoming, but a beaming expression would give too much away about my enthusiasm for my job. No one wants to think I’m inspired by the idea of their death.

			‘I’m sorry I’m late.’

			As his eyes meet mine, his grin fills the room. Something about him is familiar. His hair is damp and curls around the edges of his ears, clinging to the cartilage. He commands so much more space than any dying person I’ve ever met. The little equanimity I had fades, and I can’t remember what to say next.

			He shuts the door behind him. I watch him run his hand down the gap between the door and the architrave, checking that it’s flush, before he comes towards me. Even in the face of death, we all concern ourselves with such minor matters. My clients ignore bucket lists to arrange their affairs, while I worry about whether I should open the door myself and close it behind them when they enter my room. When people leave it ajar, I feel like my chest is going to explode with agitation.

			He pauses next to the sofa and seems to steady himself. His bold gaze drops to the carpet and a frown creeps across his forehead. He is more vulnerable than he first appears. He sits down and presses the base of his palm against his neck to switch off the alert emanating from his chip. Then he looks at me and grins again, relieved of the incessant, irritating vibration.

			‘I’m Jarek.’ He extends his hand. ‘Pleased to meet you.’

			‘And you.’

			He leans forward to slip off his leather jacket and I see the lines of his collarbone sharpen as his shoulders rotate. The mottled grey marl of his T-shirt matches the freckles running down his arms.

			‘I thought your name might be pronounced differently.’ I fight the temptation to alter the position of my hands, to avoid folding them into my chest. ‘I thought it might be a silent k.’ I try not to smile at my own vulnerability, pressing my lips together.

			He shakes his head in a pretence of solemnity. ‘There’s nothing silent about me.’

			I can’t help but smile. ‘Have you come far?’

			‘No – Maida Vale. Once, I’d have called it walking distance.’ He knows he’s talking in half-jokes. Sarcasm glides through his voice like a metallic thread through silk. Not like my own sarcasm can be, outside of this room: jagged and defiant.

			I try to assess him as quickly as I can. It’s difficult to be fully prepared and these first few moments are vital. Humans are unpredictable creatures – dying ones especially. I’ve seen it all, over the past ten years: a kaleidoscope of different reactions. Some of my clients can hardly speak. Some want me to hold them. The more self-assured men laugh and sometimes even flirt, grasping on to their dwindling chances. We are all so different, but I find myself wanting to act within the norms while being aware that there are none. I’m conscious that people like me are setting the traditions for this new rite of passage. And I can’t escape the knowledge that Heaven Architects are not only revered but also reviled.

			‘What is with those crazies outside?’ he asks. ‘They can’t be good for business.’

			I sigh. ‘The protesters? I apologise; they’re usually moved on quickly.’

			‘I just don’t get it,’ he continues as he settles back into the sofa and focuses his gaze upon me. ‘How could they think that what you guys do is anything less than commendable?’

			I tilt my head to the side, fascinated at his naivety. ‘Oh, plenty of people think that artificial Heavens are morally dubious.’ Like Don, I think; like my mother.

			‘Well, hey.’ He leans forward and rests his hand on the sofa, close to me but not quite touching. ‘Don’t listen to the doubters. I’m sure that what you do comes from the heart.’

			As he speaks, I remember that what he says is my truth: my motivation to do this job was always emotional. I always believed it was the right thing to do, the kind thing to do.

			‘I asked around when I was first thinking of coming here,’ he continues, wincing slightly as he pulls his hand back into his lap. ‘And they say you’re the best. But you’re no-nonsense. Am I right?’

			Despite his upbeat demeanour and the residual strength of his stature, there’s no doubt that he’s ill. His face is worn and his skin is sallow. Yet a boyish energy surrounds him. It seems to emanate into the room, happy to share itself out with whomsoever happens to meet it.

			‘Sounds pretty accurate,’ I say, shrugging and pursing my lips. He probably expected me to act coy, but I know I’m good at what I do. Certainly, I’m the best at what I do in London, and this is what I take him to mean. That doesn’t mean I’m good enough, though.

			‘You have glioblastoma. Is that right, Jarek?’

			He bobs his head and twists his lips into a sad smile. ‘We call it a brain tumour at home.’

			‘I’m sorry.’ I have to focus in order not to stumble over the words. ‘I hope your treatment is making you feel better.’

			He shrugs. ‘It’s just bad luck that I got the one cancer they still can’t cure.’

			‘Well, there’s more than one,’ I say. ‘But I understand how you must feel. How has your treatment been going?’

			‘My consultant’s ruled out any last-minute surgery, which I’m kind of relieved about in a way. I’ve had enough operations.’ He runs his hand over his head, and I imagine that he’s tracing the lines of his surgeries. ‘Instead, he’s injected a new PCL film, which should draw more of the cancer cells towards the cyclopamine cartridge. I can’t say I feel any better, though.’

			‘You look well.’

			He shakes his head and clasps his hands together, running his thumbs over each other. ‘Whatever you say, Isobel. Beauty is in the eye of the beholder.’

			I shy away from his gaze and place my Codex on the coffee table. I wave my hand and all my documents appear on the darkened glass. Jarek’s notes materialise and the documents I need float to the top of the digital pile. After just a few weeks in my possession, this new system knows me, my voice and my gestures intimately. Its ability to predict my needs makes it well worth the investment, in my opinion. Plus, it sets our clinic even further apart from those others in London still relying on desktop computers and physical paperwork. I’m distracted from its impressiveness by a small smudge in the corner of the glass and rub at it with the base of my wrist. I should just clean this office myself.

			Jarek rests his chin on his fist and leans forward over the table. ‘You have the tiniest hands.’

			I didn’t notice him looking but he has turned his face from the notes and is smiling at me. He nibbles at the skin beside his thumbnail and a thick gold wedding band reflects the light from the window. I tuck my uneven nails away from sight, curling them into my fists. The knuckles push pink through my light brown skin.

			‘Have you done much research about artificial Heavens?’ I ask him. Most people have, given the amount of cash they’re spending.

			‘A bit. The general concepts, that kind of thing.’

			‘I’ll give you an overview of what we’ll be doing together, anyway. Just so you know, I’ll be recording all our sessions in a format that prevents me or anyone else from editing them in any way. That said, I will have future access to them, as will your next of kin. I would think we’ll have between five and eight two-hour sessions together, which for most people is enough time. Some people need more; some people need less. There’s no judgement.’ He lets me talk, punctuating my sentences with nods and murmurs of agreement. ‘Do you have any questions before we begin?’

			‘No; let’s get on with it.’

			‘This is the process.’ I drag forward a diagram from the digital pile of documents on the coffee table. ‘Over those sessions, we spend ten to twenty hours together, during which time I gather the information that helps me map out the backbone of your Heaven. We’ll go through places, events, people, possessions, even your physical appearance. This is what we call the architecture. Once we’re happy with that, I work privately on the balance of all those elements, forming them together into a cohesive whole that works and flows – a bit like the way the rooms in a house would. It’s like creating doorways between memories; placing people into framed portraits on the wall; filling the garden with all the plants you love. There’s a lot of creativity to that part of the process.’

			‘Heaven feng shui?’

			‘If you like.’ I smile. I do like it. It conjures up a nice image of a neat, airy room where everything is in its place. I’ll keep that expression for myself, I think. ‘Then I send all the work I’ve done to our neurologist. I’m not yet sure who we’ve assigned to you but I’ll find out and let you know. We work with a few and they’re all excellent – at the top of their field. He or she will scan you at the lab and map what I’ve done on to the individual neurons. They try to find what I’ve requested – it’s like a treasure hunt. Then they translate the activation patterns into digital data.’

			‘Will my tumour affect how easy it is to find everything?’

			‘It might take slightly longer than normal, that’s all. Most of what they’re looking for is in a few specific areas of the brain that process self-awareness, memory and emotion – the hippocampus, largely, as well as the cerebellum and possibly the amygdala, too, depending on what we need to find. If there are any issues, they’ll let us know early on. After that, you’ll have a further session with me, in which you’ll be able to see a visual simulation of your Heaven, and then one final appointment with the neurologist to ensure it’s all good to go.’

			I pause and let my voice fall lower, softer. ‘In the event of your death, the tricky bit is that your neurologist will need to gather the cluster of neurons that encode your consciousness within a matter of hours. And when these so-called mirror neurons are extracted from your brain and connected up to the digital map of your Heaven in the lab—’

			‘Then voilà!’ Jarek interrupts.

			‘Voilà.’

			‘You make it sound so straightforward.’ The edges of his words are taut. I hear his unvoiced fears.

			‘You shouldn’t have anything to worry about.’

			Jarek drops his head, humming to himself, and then looks up again and raises his eyebrows. They are teasingly asking me to continue, as if he already knows the awkward topics that come next.

			‘Alongside all of this, there are legal procedures that we have to carry out. Firstly, I have to put in a request to see your criminal record so that we can confirm your eligibility.’

			‘Do I look like a serial killer?’ He tries to frown but the warmth escapes through the corners of his eyes.

			‘Who am I to know?’ I turn out my bottom lip and shrug. We meet each other’s smile at the same moment and something fires up inside my brain: a new connection, or the chance of one. Or, at the very least, the possibility of one in another time, another place.

			I realise he is still smiling at me with a warmth that would suggest we’ve known each other for years. He is waiting, patiently. I tug on the threads of my thoughts and roll them back into the words I was going to say.

			‘But seriously, mass murder would definitely count you out. And any serious crime must be further assessed. Usually, anything involving extended prison time must go to a committee. But I’m sure you’re clean. I haven’t noticed any teardrop tattoos . . .’

			‘Oh, you have a sense of humour, too! We’ll get on well.’ His eyes are like searchlights now upon my face. I blink them away and drop my gaze to the coffee table.

			‘The other important thing at this stage is that double opt-in requires you to provide written or verbal agreement from any person, living or dead, that you wish to feature in your Heaven. We’ll work together to create this list and then our legal team will make the necessary arrangements.’

			Jarek raises a finger and it’s the first time I notice him express genuine confusion. ‘So, my mum, my sister . . .’ He spreads his palms wide. ‘They’re out?’

			‘If they’re no longer alive and there’s no formal record of them agreeing to be included before their death, then I’m afraid so.’ I swallow and my throat tightens. I never know how to soften that blow.

			‘Way to lighten the mood, Isobel!’ He rubs at his temple with his fingertips. ‘So, I’m an escaped mass murderer and now my family is forever dead to me?’ He laughs before dropping his chin to his chest. ‘They died years ago, before any of this was really possible,’ he adds.

			‘I know it doesn’t seem fair, especially in the case of family members, but it’s important that we get two-way agreement. Those memories belong to them as much as they do to you.’

			His smile fades and he rolls his head to the left, into the pain. I see the sadness in the furrows of his brow and it resonates in a corner of my own heart, tapping at the soreness there. We are both too young to have lost a parent. My mother will be in my Heaven. She agreed to that, at least.

			‘I do understand,’ I hear myself saying.

			He looks up at me from his hands. He’s leaning forward and we’re so close now. I can see the bright, wet squares of the windowpanes on his eyes. ‘You do?’

			I shouldn’t carry on; it’s too personal. But it seems too late to worry about that. ‘I haven’t seen my father since I was little, and my mother died six years ago. She wouldn’t let me make her a Heaven. She didn’t want one.’

			I run my middle finger over the threaded arches of my brows and think of my mother, knees crossed on the living-room floor, pulling me towards her by my ear. As she set to work upon my thick, unruly eyebrows, she always muttered short phrases in Bengali – words I later learnt were swear words, the only ones she spoke in her native tongue. I think of her vanity for me every time I stand in front of the mirror, pulling the threads of silk across my own forehead. In my Heaven, we will relive the scene as adults, laughing as we weave each other into more beautiful versions of ourselves. I have just a few memories of my father that will feature in my Heaven. That’s assuming I can even get in touch with him, of course.

			‘It’s a personal decision, I suppose,’ Jarek says. He raises his eyebrows, tugging up the skin from his nose and distorting the freckles that linger there. ‘But that must have been hard for you. I’m so sorry.’

			Briefly, it’s as if I’m the client and he’s the Architect. And it’s like taking a sip of cool champagne, the bubbles bursting against the flesh of my mouth. Yet it’s not right. I bite the inside of my lip as if to take back my words.

			‘There are things we can do about your mother and your sister,’ I offer. ‘We can find vaguer memories, not tagged with faces or locations, that are more than simply about emotions. There are ways of feeling the presence of people without actually featuring them.’

			‘Okay,’ he says. ‘That sounds good.’

			‘And this is definitely what you want?’ I ask. ‘You want me to make you a Heaven?’ I realise as I speak that my voice is tinged with need. I am nervous that he’ll have a last-minute change of heart. I’ve had clients walk away at this point before. I feel my senses winding down, turning inwards; I’m protecting myself.

			‘Is there an alternative?’

			His voice is flat and I can’t tell if it’s a genuine question he’s asking me.

			‘Well, are you religious?’

			He shakes his head and purses his lips as if to hold back laughter.

			‘Then the alternative is . . .’ I pause, searching fruitlessly for the right word. ‘Oblivion.’ It’s dramatic, but it’s true.

			‘I was kidding,’ he says, batting my sincerity away with his hand. ‘I’ve started to make some notes . . .’ He checks one pocket, then the other, jiggling around on the sofa. I find myself smiling, relieved and thankful for his enthusiasm. Few clients are so stimu­lated by the idea, but this man gives the impression that little overwhelms him, even the idea of death. He hands me his Codex, and I scan through the jumbled bullet points. Then I glance at the time.

			‘We can try and make a start today.’ My announcement is rewarded with an eager smile. ‘First, it’s important that you’re trackable to us from this point on. We need to be able to find you as soon as possible . . .’

			I listen to my voice trailing off, horrified. I find I can’t say it. I can’t look at him either. I put the Codex down on the table and he rolls it back into a tight scroll. After you die. After you die. The words run in circles behind my lips as I cross the room and fumble for the tracking kit in the drawer of my desk. Jarek is watching me. I know this not because I am looking at him, but because I can feel his eyes burning spots of heat into my cheeks. I clench my teeth and extract the kit and an unopened chip from the plastic box tucked inside. I rub my hands thoroughly with an antibacterial wipe and break the seal of the chip. I can feel him watching me as I load it into the gun.

			‘This is almost identical to the machine which fitted your main chip—’

			‘Oh, yes, back when I was sweet sixteen,’ Jarek murmurs, closing his eyes and tipping his head back to the ceiling. ‘Back when all this augmented reality stuff was just hitting the mainstream.’

			‘Me, too. And now nearly everyone’s got one.’

			I walk back towards him and perch on the edge of the coffee table. I always sit here. It helps me get a better angle.

			‘Although this will sit immediately below your existing chip, it won’t interact with your Codex or stream any content to your eye lens,’ I tell him. ‘It’s smaller, simpler; just a wafer of graphene that will allow us to locate you quickly and grab the bunch of neurons we need to activate your Heaven.’ I swallow as I run my fingertip down from his jaw to the hollow in his neck. I can feel the small mass of his chip pressing into me with each of his heartbeats. I rub against the skin and feel the stubble that has grown there since this morning. As I bring the gun up with my other hand and position it against the spot I’ve chosen, I can feel his breath falling on my own neck. It sneaks beneath the collar of my shirt and slips down my spine.

			I fire and the gun buries the tracking chip into his flesh with a small click.

			‘Ouch!’

			I look at him in surprise.

			‘Only kidding.’ He winks at me. ‘I’ve had my skull cut open recently, remember.’

			I laugh a little in relief as I bring my finger away from the entry point and dab on some wound gel to hold it closed.

			‘So, getting back to today, we could start by talking about some general ideas of what you’d like in terms of locations and settings.’ I return the kit to my desk and wipe my hands. I walk back to the sofa and sit down beside him. I realise at the last moment that I’m too close. Some clients would shift slightly, awkwardly, but he stays put. I can hear his breath, heavy through his nostrils. I clasp my hands together over my knees.

			‘So, if my Heaven was a play, this would be the backdrops and the scenery?’

			‘Yeah, if you want to think of it like that. Although, remember that it will all be more fluid than you can imagine, because you’ll experience your Heaven without the dimension of time.’

			He frowns at me. They always do.

			‘We haven’t really talked about the timelessness yet, but it’s a key thing to bear in mind,’ I add.

			‘Timelessness,’ he echoes, considering it, turning the idea over. I watch the word sizzle in his mouth.

			‘So, essentially, nothing in your Heaven – in anyone’s Heaven – operates within the dimension of time. Partly because we don’t know how to encode it; partly because we wouldn’t want to, anyway. Timelessness is a good thing. It allows me to create a finite series of events, scenes and memories that you’ll never tire of. It makes them infinite; it makes you infinite. You’ll experience sequences, orders to certain things, but you won’t feel time passing.’

			‘It’s hard to imagine,’ he mumbles, raising his gaze to the window before rolling his chin to his left shoulder, as if he is retreating into his weakness. ‘Time is all I hear about these days: estimates of how much longer I have left, how long a particular surgery will take. I wanted my eldest daughter to reach six before I died. In bed last night, I worked out how many days there are before her birthday. It’ll be a miracle if I make it.’

			I nod. I’ve never shied away from death and I prefer it when my clients open up rather than hide their feelings away. It’s so much easier. I fight my natural tendency to reach out and touch him. I often squeeze a client’s hand or place my hand on their arm. But the idea seems too intimate with him and I’m rendered uncomfortable, unbalanced on my seat.

			‘Sorry. I’d figured you were used to hearing people drone on about their own deaths,’ he says, and I can feel his gaze upon me as I flush.

			‘I am; of course I am.’ I speak more slowly, regulating my tone. He raises his eyebrows, asking me for more. ‘It’s just that not many of my clients are as young as you.’

			‘The facials must be working!’ He yelps with laughter and uses his right hand to pull the skin taut over his cheek.

			I smile and gesture towards him. ‘See? No wrinkles!’

			But he’s already looking away, turning his head awkwardly about the room. ‘What’s that smell?’ he asks. ‘It’s strangely familiar.’

			‘Oh, the ylang ylang?’ I point to the little dish on the shelf above my desk. ‘It shouldn’t be strong; it’s just a few drops. It’s supposed to be calming.’

			‘And an aphrodisiac, I believe.’ He grins and, although he smiles a lot, his expression is different this time; it dares me to respond and I feel a flush across my neck. I stare back down at my notes.

			‘It would be good if I could find out some more about you first,’ I say. ‘Whatever feels right. In your own words.’

			It amazes me how people attack this request so differently. Many of my clients find they are inclined to define themselves by their disease. I anticipate that Jarek might be the same. He probably has whole conversations with people he’s never met before about the rogue cells taking over his body, the blood–brain barrier, and the gold nanoparticles swirling around inside his skull. I watch him closely. I am waiting for that moment of connection. A tiny opening that will let me in.

			‘I’ll tell you as much as you want to hear,’ he says, sinking back into the sofa. There’s a gentleness to his voice again, a succumbing. His arms are spread wide and he is open to me.

			‘I’ll take as much as you’re willing to share.’ I find I’m almost whispering, leaning into him. My skin tingles as I correct myself, straightening my back and pushing stray stands of hair away from my face.

			‘I’ve just turned thirty-six. I live here in London with my family, in a house that I’m not going to be able to get re-roofed before I die. I grew up overseas – my dad was in the army.’

			‘What was that like?’

			And even before he replies, I spot the crack and the darkness slicing through the gleam of his armour.

			‘It’s not a childhood I’d want anyone else to have,’ he says, narrowing his eyes at me before looking down at his feet. ‘My dad was . . . heavy-handed, shall we say. Either that or not around at all.’

			I can hear the rancour dissolving the clean edges of his voice. Its barbs sink into my own feelings towards my father: the sadness and the unavoidable guilt that maybe it was me, somehow, that drove him away. Years of unspoken stories and heartache entwine in the space between us, linking us. I have to catch my breath before I speak.

			‘Family relationships are difficult.’

			‘Everyone’s?’

			‘Well, no, but yours . . . and mine.’

			I feel Jarek’s gaze boring into me.

			‘And what do you do for a living?’ I ask.

			There’s a pause before he replies, as if he’s keen for me to reveal more. ‘For now, I’m a journalist.’ I wonder how on Earth that’s managing to pay for my services. He has the tone of a private education and the aura of a man who hasn’t ever worried about money. It must be in the family. That would explain how he has the cash to invest in creating a Heaven. ‘But one day I’ll be a famous actor.’

			I laugh despite myself. He could have been an actor. He has the charisma. ‘What kind of journalism?’

			‘Politics, home affairs. So, for God’s sake, don’t ask me about this war. I know nothing.’ He rolls his eyes dramatically. Yes, he’d be a good showman. ‘Oh, and my wife thinks it’s the tumour’s fault that our relationship is breaking down.’ A guttural bitterness spreads through his voice and prickles at my skin. ‘She thinks the cancer has changed me – changed my brain.’

			‘And has it?’

			‘No, no.’ His head lolls forward so that his chin hits his chest before bouncing back up again. ‘It’s been failing for a long time now. We’ve both let things go.’ He runs a fingertip over his eyelid and looks up at the ceiling.

			I realise I’ve started to sit back and I correct myself, placing my elbows on my thighs and pressing them into the flesh. I find myself wondering what his wife is called. I imagine her names to alliterate. Perhaps she is Winnie or Winona. Or Willow. Willow Woods. She is pale skinned and beautiful, with long black hair and a razor-sharp parting down the centre of her scalp.

			‘My consultant has told me I’ve got a few months,’ he continues. ‘I don’t believe him.’ His eyes fix upon me then, and I can see they’ve tightened into what seems to be a determined sparkle.

			‘Good; you’re optimistic.’ I nod and pretend to make a note, looking away. A monsoon of laughter erupts from his chest. The force of it startles me and I feel my right hand creep towards the arm of the sofa. He’s looking at me in surprise that I have judged him so poorly, shaking his head almost imperceptibly.

			‘You’re kidding, right? I feel fucking awful.’ He laughs through his words but I almost judder with his fear. The seconds roll by and I compose myself, doing what I was taught to do, while the voices inside my head jostle to be heard, screaming out questions. I do not understand how it feels to be dying, but how can I ask? There will always be this chasm between myself and my clients.

			I wait and I listen. Eventually, he gives himself over to the silence.

			‘I’ve given myself a month,’ he says. ‘I can hardly see out of my left eye anymore.’

			‘You might surprise yourself. I’ve had clients who have come here at death’s door and recovered.’

			‘You say all the right things, Isobel. I’m so glad I chose you.’ He reaches out and squeezes my shoulder. His face is serious, contemplative. His jaw is set hard. ‘I don’t want to die,’ he murmurs, ‘but I know you’ll make me the most remarkable Heaven. I almost – almost – can’t wait.’ He presses his finger on to the exposed skin of my collarbone and I can’t help but jump up from the sofa in surprise. I find myself walking towards the window and I lean for a moment into the glass, my nose almost against it, arms folded. I try to fight off the weight of his expectation, but it clings, shroud-like, around my shoulders.

			‘I’ll do my very best,’ I say.

			‘I know you will. It’ll be even better than the real thing.’

			‘The real thing?’

			I don’t look around and I hear no response. It never fails to surprise me how many people admit to some kind of faith at this point; how they get here, to this office, with even the vaguest belief in a God-created world and some majestic, universal afterlife. I’ve dreamt about it before, of walking through the silvery gates of Heaven, led by a throng of angels. It’s just one of those weird things – a psychological motif that’s etched like a scar into my subconscious somewhere. In fact, dreaming is one of my problems; sometimes they feel so real they haunt me for days. Last week, I dreamt about Don, curled up like a newborn kitten in the palm of my hand, dying. I still can’t take my mind away from the weakening flutter of his eyelids and his unspoken demand not to immortalise him. I choose death. I choose death, in its entirety. He hates what I do, I know he does. Just like my mother, he might love me, but he doubts what I do and he doubts me. It leaves me no room to doubt myself.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			The day finishes in a way which is still, for now, unusual. My last client is called Clair and it is our final session together. She bounds into my room like a coiled spring, her excitement and nervous energy tangible.

			‘Clair!’ I stand up from my sofa and we hug like old friends. The fact that she is not dying, at this moment in time, has somewhat altered the Architect–client relationship. ‘How are you?’

			‘I’m good, thanks, Isobel. All ready now. I’m off to the Pacific next week!’

			She’s come straight from work and looks much more like an army officer than I’ve seen her look before. Yellow stripes flash at the shoulders of her storm-blue V-neck jumper. Her heeled ankle boots are gone, replaced with polished black military shoes. They are laced regimentally over her tiny feet.

			‘The real deal, hey?’ she says, grinning and spreading her hands as she notices me appraising her.

			‘Wow – yes. And all this time I wondered if you were delusional and making it all up! Come, sit down.’

			Clair sits on the edge of the sofa, as if ready to burst into action at any moment, and I seat myself beside her.

			‘Do you want to see it? Get a final flavour of what it’ll be like?’

			‘Oh, yes!’ She nods eagerly.

			‘Okay.’ I take her left hand and guide it to an active area of the tabletop. ‘Place your palm down here and don’t move it. And close your eyes.’

			Her eagerness fades to an expression that could almost be construed as impassive. I admire the intent slope of her cheekbones as her eyeballs dance around beneath the flimsy covering of skin. Clair knows that she is lucky to have this opportunity. The military are just starting to roll it out as an employment benefit. It is rewarding, refreshing, to create Heavens for people who wouldn’t normally be able to afford it.

			‘This is only a visual taster, remember – a simulation. We can’t put you into the real thing now, but remember that you would experience sounds, tastes, smells, touch and stronger, more immediate emotional responses.’

			‘So, you haven’t seen it either?’

			‘I’ve seen what you can see, yes. But no more. It would be ­illegal for me to enter your Heaven, Clair, not to mention dangerous.’

			‘Yes . . .’ Her words trail off and she brings the fingertips of her free hand to her mouth. I sense that she’s not really listening to me.

			‘It might seem slightly disorganised or jumbled in this form,’ I continue. ‘And that’s because you are viewing it with a sense of time. It’s hard to explain, but as you already know, there is no sense of time passing in artificial Heavens.’

			A rare hush descends on my office. People who are dying are usually so scared that they fill the void with words, tumbling over themselves to say something, anything, boiling over in a palpable effort to disguise their imminent absence from the world. Clair is different. She knows she could die, of course she does. But, despite her chosen profession, she is still youthful enough to believe it might never happen. She had a child a few years ago; I’ve heard her plans after this next deployment. Unlike me, she doesn’t believe this cold war is going to escalate. The risks are there – risks that feel like they’re growing each day, if you choose to believe the journalists. I try to imagine her bubbly identity extinguished on a battlefield somewhere and find it impossible. No, I tell myself. She’ll come back.

			Clair’s eyebrows rise and fall and, as the simulation runs on, her jaw slackens and her lips fall apart. Like Jarek, she is young. The nature of my work means that my clients are usually a lot older. And I like that, although a lot of the men and women I studied with at university can’t get their heads around it. We operate with completely different outlooks. Most of them work in research now. They try to cure things. They treat minds and improve lives. They build new organs and optimise gene therapies. And I sit here letting life and death flow over me: a pebble in the river.

			The unfairness of death is something I’ve thought more about, lately. My work doesn’t desensitise me to it, as I once expected it would. What I do, day in, day out, is try to exert control over this most natural and most awful thing. And that control doesn’t know where its remit ends. I can never do enough.

			Clair snatches her hand away from the table and her blue eyes are gazing into mine, as if she finally realises that I’ve seen into her soul. I’m disturbed by her reaction.

			‘Are you all right? Was it what you expected?’

			‘It was . . .’ she begins with a heavy voice, pausing to run her thumb over her bottom lip. ‘It was amazing.’

			‘You didn’t look for long.’

			‘I saw the birth of my daughter.’ The wavering in her voice tells me that she is fighting back tears. ‘It was like being there all over again. Like my memory of it, but stronger somehow.’ She presses her hand into the middle of her chest. ‘Gosh, I’ve never wanted to die before!’ And she laughs at her own black humour. The Clair I’ve come to know is back in the room.

			‘Well, unlike many of my clients, I think you’ve got a good few years in you yet!’ It’s sarcasm, of course, and despite Clair biting her lip in mock concern, I worry afterwards whether she took it literally. For the first time in her short life, she has foreseen her death and I find myself wondering whether that can ever be right.

			‘Do you have any more questions for me?’ I ask.

			‘No, no. I think we’ve covered it all before.’

			‘Then I just have to run through the final agreements with you. A verbal signature, if you will.’

			She nods.

			‘Do you, Clair Petersen, agree that the details recorded here with your Heaven Architect, Isobel Argent of Oakley Associates, are used to constitute your artificial Heaven in the event of your death?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘And, as per the double opt-in agreement, do you grant access to said artificial Heaven to the twelve people recorded on this list?’ I swivel the digital notes on the table’s surface to face her. I glance at the names, my eyes tingling, as they always do, as I remember the stories, the love that they hold. Her tiny daughter, Joy Rosa Petersen; her husband, Reginald James Petersen; the woman she loved before him, Tally Elliott White. Her best friends, her parents . . . all the people that should never have to see her die. I hope that she’ll live long enough to add more people to this list and expand the richness of her Heaven.

			‘Yes,’ she says. ‘Of course.’

			‘As you know, Clair, all the information you have provided me with is in the strictest confidence. I will not release any aspect of it unless I am required to do so by the law in the event of a criminal enquiry. Do you understand?’

			‘I do.’

			‘I see from your notes that your neurologist has already explained the situation with regards to gathering your mirror neurons?’ I sound so businesslike that it makes me wince.

			‘You don’t have to feel bad,’ Clair says, smiling. ‘It’s not news to me that I could be blown to bits in the middle of nowhere. Dr Sorbonne said that you will do all that you can if the worst happens. I verbally signed the clause in the contract. If you can’t get to me, you can’t get to me. I know everyone would do their best.’ She shrugs.

			Clair knows that, if she is killed in battle, she will be lucky to ever see her Heaven. Her body would have to be retrieved and the medics would need to operate quickly to retrieve enough living mirror neurons from her cortex. Those cells would have to be transported back from the other side of the world within a day or two and safely delivered to the lab. Even though the programme is several years in, now, the Heaven-making process isn’t yet optimised for those who don’t die predictably, or close to home.

			‘And it says here you have a final meeting with Jess – Dr Sorbonne – tomorrow morning?’ I ask her.

			‘Oh, yes: oh-eleven-hundred hours.’ She smirks, knowing that I find reminders of her military background amusing.

			‘Great. She’ll explain the upload process and you’ll have to give your final consent to the surgery and storage of your tissue, your mirror neurons.’ I find myself floundering, lost for words. By the time I usually reach this point with my clients, death is but days away or else constantly looming, clouding each minute of the life they have left. I must counter last-minute doubts and make assurances that they have done the right thing, as if I have never been surer of anything in my life.

			‘So, I guess I’ll see you when you get back,’ I say in the end.

			‘Of course.’ She blows me a kiss from the doorway and I watch her leave the room. My thoughts gather behind my lips, tapping nervously, until I shape the questions into words.

			‘Clair?’ My voice is so quiet that I’m surprised she even hears me, but her head pops back around, lips pursed quizzically. ‘Is it as bad as they say?’

			Her body reappears in its entirety and she leans against the end of the open door, resting back against her hands. ‘Yeah, it’s bad.’ Her face is solemn. I’ve never heard her speak like this. ‘We’ve had stand-offs like this before, just not as long-lasting, maybe. Although – trust me, Izzy – it is salvageable.’ She almost smiles and then offers me a tiny salute. ‘You keep doing what you’re doing.’

			And she’s gone.

			Salvageable. She seemed to choose that word so deliberately. Did she know the associations it has for me? In its medical context, it’s the optimistic term used by jolly neurosurgeons as they try to make the best of a terrible situation. I can’t help wondering if I’ll ever see her again.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			I push past the protesters on my way out of the office. There are a couple I don’t recognise today, and I observe that these new recruits are younger than the rest of them. A tall, pale-eyed man threads wooden rosary beads through his fingers as he glares at me. A leaflet is thrust into my chest and I recognise the short, greying fingernails. It’s always the same elderly lady who targets me. I feel her poke at my back as my hand stays fixed around the strap of my bag. The paper flutters to the floor.

			‘Let souls rise! Let souls rise!’

			The younger ones bellow the words, but the men and women I recognise chant with far less agitation than the first day they started picketing us. Perhaps their enthusiasm is starting to wear thin. I let my gaze fall to the pavement as I cross the street. Caleb will have them moved along within minutes.

			I arrive at the parlour less than an hour after leaving work. I had brought up the tattoo design from my Codex to my eye lens, casting it on to the pavement as I walked here. The elegant feathers had floated over the rough, grey ground, and I’d decided that I was happy with it.

			Don will be returning to our flat now, wondering where I am. He’s been away for a fortnight this time but it’s gone quickly. I hope the negotiations went well. I’ve found that dating a Ministry of Defence consultant doesn’t put you at ease. I feel guilty for being more concerned about what’s happening with the war than I am for his own welfare.

			He’ll be aching with the tiredness that only a plane journey can bring. Every cell of his body will feel as though it’s dried out. His airways will be lined with the germ-ridden breath of a few hundred other people. The thought of all that bacteria will make him feel shaky. To make things worse, his right arm will be aching from carrying the leather briefcase I bought him for his fortieth birthday. I like him because he won’t feel let down by the lack of aromas escaping from the kitchen. I imagine the fondness with which he’ll be rolling his eyes at this exact moment, as he takes a can out of the cupboard. Maybe there aren’t even any cans left.

			I hang my jacket over the back of a chair in the small downstairs room, slip off my heels and settle myself on the bed. I look around the room, checking it as carefully as I did last time. It’s still spotless. Brooke gestures for me to roll up my trouser leg.

			‘So, you wanna stick with the design we looked at last week?’

			‘Yeah.’

			‘I’m gonna freehand it,’ she adds, before turning away from me. She leans over a table of instruments. Her pale flesh expands over the top of her jeans and I can see inked black tendrils curling around her spine. ‘You don’t wanna go any bigger, after all?’ She looks over her shoulder to ask me this, resting the folds of her chin on her shoulder, eyebrows raised.

			‘No. I did think about it. But no.’

			‘Okay – your choice.’

			I can tell she’s disappointed, but the tattoo is for me. I don’t want it to draw too much attention from other people.

			I don’t watch her get the equipment ready. Instead, I roll my head to the side and look at the array of inkings that cover the back wall. It’s like a tapestry. The frames blend into the black paint and into each other. As I focus on each one, I am presented with a short holographic film of the tattoo’s owner rolling up a sleeve, or lifting a top to expose the design on their body. An elderly lady sticks out her tongue as she tugs down the back of her trousers. I giggle as Brooke settles into her chair and wheels it towards me. I close my eyes because I don’t want to see the contraption she’s holding again.

			‘Yep, she was a character!’

			I feel the cool tingle of Brooke wiping something over my ankle and I realise I’m holding my breath.

			‘Get ready for the pain!’ she announces with glee.

			I hum approval and fight against the nervous tension building in my foot, the toes squeezing against each other. She should realise that telling me it’s going to hurt will only make it hurt more. I try to distract myself from the compulsion to pull my foot away by thinking of the day that has just passed. A typical day in so many ways: updating records, checking on dying clients, confirming access agreements, showing Clair a glimpse of her Heaven.

			But the adrenalin pulses at my temples, fizzing behind my eyes. I bite down on my lip and clench my fists as the needle begins to buzz. My brain has ramped up the tension, already decided upon the fact that pain is imminent. When it comes, it’s a bearable kind of pain, like the scratch of a jab to draw blood. You know it is for the best and, as the needle starts to gnaw at my skin, it’s no more or less unpleasant than I expected.

			During my training, the lecturer talked to us about the brain preparing for death, as if it was some kind of sentient being of its own: an alien in your body. It disturbed me for weeks, this idea. I kept dreaming about my brain walking up and down the stairs of my apartment building on cartoon-like legs, angry little fists pressed into the folds of grey matter where its hips might have been. I’d be inside my apartment, listening to it stomp around and bang on the door. But I wouldn’t let it in.

			I haven’t had that dream for years.

			The brain prepares for death. Perhaps, right now, Jarek’s brain is beginning to accept its fate. Despite his fortitude, I could see that his eyes were resigned. I try to blink the image away but the green of his irises glimmer beneath my lids like bright lights stared at too long. The eyes close first. People who are dying sleep more and more as their metabolism fades. The brain shifts into a withdrawn, comatose state as it starts to let go. But it doesn’t stop listening. Hearing is the last of the senses to go. I always wondered why. Why would we not save the last of our mental faculties for speech, or for clasping hands or kissing the cheeks of our loved ones? Now I’m a bit older, I can see why there’s more value in listening. Most of my clients reach the point at which they have nothing more to say. The last session or two can sometimes verge on the awkward. We often cover old ground, review their Heavens one last time. And then we listen to the silence for a moment before their regrets begin to surface.

			I’ve heard them all: the desire to see grandchildren grow up; the wish to have seen the South of France; the unfulfilled need to get arrested by the police and spend the night in a cell. Some are stranger than others. Some are laced with laughter to try to hide the unabridged honesty of the words. But I’ve realised over the years that all these wishes and regrets amount to the same thing: we always want more. We want to learn more and feel more, right up until that last breath. Our brains are desperate to gather what they can from our short lives. We are always listening, always hoping for something else.

			Jarek’s laugh breaks into my meditation, and as I feel the needle plunge into a new point near my ankle bone, a familiar sensation flickers between my thighs. Oh, no, no, no, Isobel, I think.

			‘Nearly done for today,’ Brooke says, as if she’s noticed my eyes opening.

			Her voice grates more than the needle. It’s as if she has broken some sort of sacred silence and I’m irritated. I feel like there must be pus or blood or at least some kind of cellular fluid leaking from my ankle on to the bed, but when I raise my head to look, all I can see is the outline of an angel emerging around my ankle bone.

			I listen to the buzz of the needle, intermittent now as I imagine her filling in the finer details. A tattoo. Don will think I’ve lost my mind, but maybe I’ll tell him that I’ve expanded it. An angel? he’ll ask, his eyes wide.

			Some people call me their angel, I’ll say, laughing it off, placing my palms together in front of my chest, pouting and gazing skywards.

			But it won’t be the truth.

			The angel isn’t me. It isn’t meant to be my clients’ perception of me. It is a reminder of what I might be taking away from them.
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