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To Juliette,
for all of it






PROLOGUE
 

The future enters into us, in order to transform us, long before it happens.
 

RAINER MARIA RILKE (1875–1926)
 

The best prophet of the future is the past.
 

LORD BYRON (1788–1824)
 

Death is the dark backing a mirror needs if we are to see anything.
 

SAUL BELLOW (1915–2005)
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In the moments before his death, Dr Nate Sheehan was able to see clearly how the shooting had unfolded. He was driving home with his wife Mary when they turned on to La Brea, a shabby, wide-berthed boulevard that ran from Hollywood down to the tar pits and beyond. Nate idly took in the crazy debris washed up on the forecourts of the retro furniture stores: the lime-green sofa in the shape of a pair of lips, the eight-foot-high stainless-steel palm tree from some 1980s’ nightclub and the tawdry electric organs from long-closed lounge bars. Thinking back on it, as he lay in a pool of his own blood, if only he’d been more tolerant. Mary had made him angry. If he hadn’t been angry, he might have seen what was coming.
 

‘Do you know what, Nate – if you don’t tell me stuff – how can you expect us to be intimate? You did Psychology 101. You know the score,’ she said, looking out of the tinted window. Mary was in her bullying mode, a mode reserved for getting things done. It was what made her effective at work, but if she ever turned it on him, it got him riled.
 

Mary was quizzing him, as she often did, about his involvement with Doctors for Justice, a radical support group set up to help patients fight the medical establishment when the court system had failed them. Right now, Nate was extremely nervous. He was sitting on a piece of information that would be dynamite to any news organization and he wasn’t quite sure what to do with it. The information was almost too big for the media to handle, and what was more, he couldn’t tell his wife. He glanced sideways. Mary was giving him one of those looks.
 

‘I can smell trouble,’ she said.
 

‘Look, we talked about this before and we agreed, the less you know about what I’m working on, the better.’
 

‘OK, Capo,’ she said, and saluted him, which irritated him even more. She wasn’t taking him seriously.
 

‘Hey, look at that!’ she exclaimed as they sped past another fenced-off parking lot called Nicky Metropolis. ‘It’s a Zulu warrior’s shield. We could hang it in the stairwell.’
 

‘We don’t need a Zulu warrior’s shield,’ he muttered darkly, and accelerated.
 

Shopping was another minefield between them. Mary had a habit of dawdling in shops and becoming hypnotically oblivious to his impatience as she sifted through endless piles of junk. Nate was an A to B man, charging along the shortest route from departure to destination with no stopping in between. There just weren’t enough hours in the day.
 

‘OK – but we do need cilantro,’ she said. ‘There’s a Trader Joe’s up here on the right.’
 

Nate saw this latest need to stop as another diversion designed to test his patience to the limit. He yanked the wheel of their SUV into the car park and braked.
 

‘Go ahead,’ he said.
 

‘Are you staying in the car?’
 

‘Yes, I’m staying in the car.’
 

Mary sat back, folded her arms, crossed her legs and banged her shin against the dashboard. He could see her gold anklet, her little token of sartorial rebellion, looped over her red suede trainers.
 

‘How long are we going to be on this earth together?’ she said, searching his face with her intelligent hazel eyes.
 

He picked at the bottle-opener on his key ring.
 

‘I’m asking a serious question. Don’t hold out on me.’
 

‘It’s not a serious question.’ His voice sounded petty and mean.
 

‘Yes it is. We’ve got maybe forty years, fifty years – tops. We need to eat, Nate.’
 

He said nothing. He didn’t want to get into it.
 

‘So every time I want to shop for something like food I have to placate you? Because that just isn’t going to work.’
 

She scraped her thick dark hair back as though she was about to tie it in a ponytail, then let it drop back over her face.
 

‘It’s just this constant need to browse!’
 

She looked at him, one eyebrow raised. ‘You better watch those glucocorticoids.’
 

‘If I’m producing more stress hormones it’s because you’re always in my face!’
 

So this wasn’t going to be a serious argument after all, but a kind of facsimile of an argument that could so easily go either way. Sometimes, Nate saw the pair of them as a couple of seals on a beach, lazily slapping each other with their flippers. Sparring. That’s what they did a lot of the time. They sparred – just for the hell of it. But sometimes it got nasty and that’s when the damage got done.
 

‘You’re such a dud,’ she said as she opened her door and hopped down from her seat.
 

Nate watched Mary walk towards the entrance of Trader Joe’s, taking long, purposeful strides, her hands dug deep in the pockets of her linen shirt.
 

At that moment, he realized how much he loved her. He loved her for many reasons, but right now he loved her because she was never intimidated by his temper. As he watched her wrestle with the cart and disappear into the store, he wondered what her lean, almost boyish body would look like six months from now. She was the physical type that 

wouldn’t put on much weight, except around the belly. And he couldn’t wait to feel that belly taut like a football and their baby somersaulting inside. He knew Mary felt agnostic about motherhood. But she had decided to go through with it anyway, for his sake. Maybe that’s why she was leaning on him about Doctors for Justice. She was frightened of his involvement in anything risky. All these thoughts sent another great surge of love through him. But he could never tell her, not when he was supposed to be in the middle of a funk.
 

Nate followed Mary inside the store and sure enough, she found dozens of reasons to dawdle. The cilantro, the original purpose for the trip, soon disappeared under mounds of herbs, vegetables and fresh pasta. She became a little dreamy by the meat counter, unable to decide if they needed Italian herb sausages or rib-eye steak, so he grabbed both, threw them into the basket and marched off towards the checkout. If only he’d let her linger. Then someone else could have taken the bullet.
 

The kid was no more than fourteen. He was running towards them across the parking lot. Nate saw him out of the corner of his eye, noticed it when he realized it was the wrong kind of run. It was a sidle, and if the kid kept it up he was going to crash right into them. Nate half turned to brace himself for a collision, but the kid stopped just short of them and hovered. Nate saw the gun then, a decrepit little thing with a distended barrel and a brown plastic handle. The kid was holding it in both his filthy, tremulous hands.
 

‘Dinero, dinero.’
 

The kid had a high hook to his Mayan nose and his nostrils were flaring as he breathed in and out. His rapid heartbeat was almost visible through his ragged T-shirt and there was a bluish tinge to his lips. Nate could tell, just by looking at him, that he was probably suffering from some kind of congenital heart disease. He decided to use it to bargain with the boy.
 

‘Pienso que estas infermo. Soy un doctore – tengo un clinica para los povres en Huntington Park. Venga com migo. Permita me ayudar te.’
 

‘What are you saying?’ said Mary, swallowing. Her mouth was dry, her voice high and reedy.
 

‘I’m telling him about the clinic,’ said Nate, still looking at the boy. ‘I’m asking him to come with us – so we can take a look at him. I think he’s got mitral stenosis.’
 

The boy shook his head and motioned to Nate’s pockets.
 

‘Soy un doctore. Permita me ayudar te,’ Nate repeated. ‘Let me help you.’ He held out his hand, but the boy shied away and wielded the gun to let them know how deadly it was.
 

‘Dinero, dinero.’
 

Nate wanted Mary to run but couldn’t take his eyes off the kid. Forgetting his Spanish, he ploughed on. ‘Don’t hurt us – OK? Our family needs us. They depend on us. Just like your family will depend on you some day. Dinero? I’m just putting my hands in my pockets to get it out.’ Nate fumbled around, trying to be casual. ‘I’m not doing anything else – OK?’
 

Mary, still frozen to the spot, was clutching the bags of groceries to her chest as though they were her brood of imaginary children.
 

A little way off, a cart rattled across uneven concrete and the kid’s eyes darted. An old couple in ice cream-coloured casuals were heading towards their car. Nate seized the moment and tried to grab the weapon.
 

A ‘parp’ sounded like the retort of a toy gun, but so close, it flung Nate back against the SUV. The kid staggered back and tripped, letting off another round into the sky. It was so unexpected that Nate laughed, thinking it wasn’t for real, then he saw Mary looking blankly at his chest. His legs buckled and he slithered down the side of the car.
 

Mary dropped the groceries and in a terrifying fit of rage wrenched the gun from the kid’s hand and started pounding his head with it. Nate’s own head was slackening on its pivot, but he tried to raise an arm to stop her.
 

‘Don’t, baby,’ he whispered.
 

The kid scrambled to his feet and raced off down the street. Then everything went slow. There seemed to be an inexorable destiny about the shooting: his impatience, his arrogance, his foolishness for thinking he could get the gun from the kid. And here he was, unable to speak, trying to get his wife to press down on his aorta which he knew was bleeding out. Mary yelling for help and pressing down, her fist pressing against the tiny, deadly hole in his chest. Her teeth chattering in shock. People running and shouting. His legs getting colder.
 

‘I love this street,’ said Mary as they turned on to La Brea.
 

‘We don’t have time,’ said Nate. He knew that hungry look.
 

Mary reached across the front seat and ran her fingers through his hair. Now you give me a kiss, he thought to himself, and in the routine of their affection she leant her face towards him and kissed him on the side of his mouth.
 

‘Keep your eyes on the road,’ she said. ‘So what is the latest thing you’re working on that’s making you so tense?’
 

And all he could hear now was the deafening pump of his own blood leaking out. Blue lights flashing. A siren and an ambulance coming to a halt. People rushing over – a black guy – huge – lumbering. And Nate was floating like a piece of driftwood on a calm, black sea. Mary – Mary. It wasn’t a voice, only a thought, a useless strand of a thought. He could feel no particular pain, wet numbness, but very little pain. Maybe it was too great for him to register.
 

So this is how it feels, he thought, over and over. This is how it feels.
 

Someone was shouting, ‘Stay with us, Dr Sheehan!’ and now the big guy, his charcoal angel, was wheezing and lifting Nate on to a gurney and delivering him into the ambulance like a big, wet fish being propelled down a chute … only it felt like levitation … weightlessness, and Nate was high, high up over the scene. Mary was leaning across him now and there was blood all over her face. A mask going on.
 

‘Yes, I am a doctor – at UCLA. Christ! Don’t use the defibrillators – you’ll give him a reperfusion injury. We need to drop the temperature. Do you have any cooling packs?’
 

It didn’t sound like Mary but a choked-up, ugly voice. ‘Hang on, Nate, just hang on for me, baby.’
 

Mary… my Mary … flashing blue … keep breathing … cold creeping up … keep breathing … so cold … a cool rush like ice water down the side of a glass … glacial blue … like the time we caught the Amtrak train across the Glacier National Park in Washington State … do you remember, Mary? … screwing like frenzied adulterers against the toilet wall … only it was our fifth wedding anniversary …
 

There was no chance of saying that he loved her now … and he’d been so horrible … that short fuse of his … he hoped she would understand. A soft pillow … that’s all he wanted … a beautiful white, cotton pillow like a cool hand on his cheek … her hand moments ago … her hands were always cold … like the tip of her nose. So tired. Sorry, Mary … I know it’s wrong but you just have to let me sleep …
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‘Are you guys carrying Alcius catheters or anything like it?’
 

‘No, ma’am.’
 

‘Medivance cold packs?’ Mary was screaming.
 

‘We don’t carry anything like that,’ said the black guy, ‘ – yet.’
 

‘I’ve got to give him a – I’ve got to get him to—’ Mary couldn’t find the words. Her thoughts were stumbling. ‘I need microparticulate ice slurry. Do you know about that?’
 

‘Excuse me?’
 

‘His temperature needs to be cooled, right now, to preserve the tissue.’
 

The crew looked at each other. It was the kind of look that said she was cuckoo.
 

‘Ma’am – your husband is dead,’ said the paramedic slowly, ‘and now, we need to hand the body over to the police. Do you understand? This is a crime scene now. They will want to examine the body to see what happened here.’
 

‘No! We can save him.’
 

‘No we can’t, ma’am. He’s dead and this is a crime scene and the medical examiner is coming. Do you understand?’
 

‘You called him already? Who called him?’
 

‘My partner.’
 

The paramedic was good at calming people, but this was no time to be nice. Mary had less than eight minutes. She flicked open her cell and with shaking fingers found the number.
 

‘Greg. Are you at work? Thank God. Do you have an ambulance? Nate’s just been shot! I’ve only got the cryoprotectant. I don’t know. Do they have the hydrogen sulphide on site yet? Where am I?’ She looked around. She couldn’t remember. ‘In the parking lot at Trader Joe’s on La Brea. Can you come?’ Mary turned to look at Nate. His eyes were still open but unseeing and glassy. ‘I think he’s dead.’
 

The emergency crew began to lever the body back down into the car park.
 

‘Wait, wait,’ said Mary, trying to pull herself together. ‘I’m taking his body for organ donorship.’
 

The ambulance men looked at Nate’s chest.
 

‘He won’t be much use.’
 

‘Yes he will. The corneas. Brain tissue. Pituitary. There’s a lot we can save. But I have to do it now! An ambulance will be here in a couple of minutes.’
 

She felt like a madwoman. Totally insane.
 

‘You can’t take a body from a crime scene.’
 

‘I can and I will.’
 

‘This will get you into a lot of trouble.’
 

‘I know the medical examiner. He’ll understand.’
 

The big guy squared up to her. ‘Do you have his donor card? And your doctor’s licence?’
 

‘You cannot be serious!’ She couldn’t believe he was thinking of procedure at a time like this.
 

‘If you want to break the law, go right ahead, but we got to release liability.’
 

Shaking like a leaf, Mary rummaged around in her car. Miraculously, she found both cards.
 

‘OK – but you got to sign for him,’ said the guy, shaking his head.
 

Mary signed with a wild signature, getting blood all over the paper. She heard a siren. She looked up and saw Greg’s ambulance turning out of 3rd Street. A miracle. He made it before the police. Greg looked completely unmoved as he swung his long, gangly body out of the driver’s seat.
 

‘OK, Mary,’ he said calmly. ‘What do you want to do?’
 

‘Let’s go to Pasadena.’
 

A crowd was gathering now. The checkout girls from Trader Joe’s were screaming and the security guard, who’d missed the entire shooting, was running around and shouting. The manager pushed through the crowd.
 

‘Help me,’ hissed Mary, and the three of them heaved Nate’s floppy corpse into the second ambulance, then Mary turned to face the throng.
 

‘You’re all witnesses to this crime. My husband was shot by a young boy who ran down that street. My husband’s name is Dr Nate Sheehan and I’m his wife – Dr Mary Sheehan. I’m taking my husband’s body for organ donorship.’
 

Her hands were still trembling as she wrote down their names and handed the slip of paper to the manager. ‘Tell the police that I’ve taken the body and will hand it over as soon as we’ve farmed it for what we need.’
 

The manager took the paper, utterly bewildered. Mary leapt into the back of the ambulance and held Nate’s limp hand while Greg hit the accelerator. They raced through the streets, sirens blaring.
 

‘Greg, stop!’
 

‘I thought we were going to Pasadena.’
 

‘It’s been ten minutes – stop!’
 

Greg pulled over to the side of the road. She looked at him.
 

‘We can’t do it here,’ he said.
 

‘Yes we can.’
 

‘This is demented,’ protested Greg, turning off the siren. ‘What if the cops find us?’
 

Her look silenced him. He jumped out and slammed the door. Mary took one last glance at Nate.
 

‘I’ll see you again,’ she said as she finally closed his eyes and kissed his bloody lips.
 

Greg joined her in the back. ‘What do you think?’ he said.
 

‘I think the head is the only thing we can save,’ she said.
 

Greg prepared the instruments while Mary positioned the body. She leant against it to stop her hands from trembling as she cut neatly below his Adam’s apple, then made a clean incision through the neck to the spinal column, leaving the top two vertebrae in place. Greg turned into the master of calm, as she’d seen him do many times before, delicately attaching tubes to the carotid arteries in the neck, closing off the other blood vessels and checking the ice slurry as it pumped through the vessels and into the brain cavity. It was gruesome, messy work, but the routine of the procedure was holding Mary together, making sure she did a good job of it.
 

‘It’s a shame we’re not working with hydrogen sulphide,’ Greg said sadly.
 

‘This is good enough for all the technology that’s coming,’ she said quietly.
 

Within five minutes they were able to start dropping the temperature of the head. Another couple of minutes and they would be able to put it in the dewar and carry on to Pasadena. Mary knew she was about to be in deep trouble for taking her husband’s body, especially as the ambulance crew would confirm that Nate was already dead. But she didn’t care. She’d seen too many times what happened to murder victims once the crime scene investigators arrived. She remembered with horror the aerial shots of the Santa Monica farmers’ market when an old man ploughed through the stalls in the heat of midsummer, killing ten people. The corpses had been left out on the road for most of the day while forensics did their work. She didn’t want her husband decomposing under a tarpaulin while helicopters buzzed overhead. If that happened, she would lose the one chance she had of ever seeing her husband alive again.
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As she came to, the dull ache across her temples and the iron smell on her shirt made Mary remember. She got up and pulled on a cardigan. Her whole body ached. She could see through her bedroom window that a marine layer of dense cloud had descended over the canal during the night. The moorhens and the ducks were pecking at weeds. A neighbour was walking her dog. It all looked impossibly normal.
 

She dragged herself upstairs and reflexively turned on the gas to heat the water. She looked down at her shirt. The blood had dried crisp and rust-red and there were streaks of dark matter, Nate’s matter, splattered across the front. She ran a finger across the stains. How his face had crumpled and gone slack. He had apologized to her with his eyes. She could tell that he was only thinking of her as the fury and the vitality of his stare turned into a deathly glaze.
 

She wasn’t going to wash today. Or any other day. She wasn’t going to do anything to get rid of his blood. She was just going to stand there, rooted to the spot for ever. She realized that she ought to get some medication or she might just lie down and die.
 

A pelican, with its huge, ungainly wingspan, see-sawed past her window and made a crash landing on the canal. The big old seabirds were coming in from the ocean. They would hang out, catch what fish they could in the canals before relaunching themselves in the spring. She had seen more birds every day during her early-morning power walks down Venice pier. She couldn’t imagine ever taking that walk again.
 

The pelican started to stab at something on the bottom of the canal. It was a momentary distraction before the stupefied face of Nate’s killer came flooding back to her. He was an idiot, incomplete, and the squint in his eye and the snot around his nose had told Mary that he did not know how to look after himself. He had nothing to lose by shooting a rich man in a car park. She’d hit him hard, but he’d got away and would probably never be found. The futility of it made Mary forget to breathe. She hugged herself and shivered involuntarily. She felt the tautness of her belly and remembered that she was expecting a child. It made her realize just how deeply she must be in shock to forget the baby.
 

‘What am I going to do?’ she said out loud. She became aware of the phone ringing. She didn’t answer it. No one could bring Nate back, so what was the point? She looked at the message machine, a battered old contraption that Nate had insisted they use instead of paying for voicemail. He could be so tight like that. There were thirty messages. She wondered how she could have slept through them all. She played Nate’s message. He was more sociable than she was and insisted on leaving his own greeting on the machine.
 

‘You’ve reached the Sheehan residence. You can leave a message for me or Mary and we’ll get back to you. Thanks.’
 

The voice was warm, friendly, sage, with a hint of wit at being confined to the conventions of an answering machine. She wondered with sudden panic if she had any other recordings of Nate. She couldn’t bear to forget that voice. Mary raised the linen shirt to her face. At least she had Nate’s head. Fuck his wishes not to be frozen.
 

‘I’m sorry, but I’m not letting you go,’ she said to the empty room.
 

Nate had always derided Mary’s interest in cryonics. She knew it embarrassed him if she ever got talking about it with their friends, but she didn’t care. Her ‘obsession’, as he called it, was fostered partly because of her work fertilizing frozen eggs and later, her fellowship studying a line of foetal stem cells at UCLA. Nate never understood why she got so embroiled with the tiny band of fanatics who were dedicated to cryonic resuscitation.
 

‘You’re all a bunch of nut jobs,’ he would say to her.
 

‘It’s my hobby,’ she would say back. ‘What did my dad say? The key to survival is outside interests. Well, indulge me, Nate – cryonics is my outside interest.’
 

What Mary actually believed was that she was the one who was indulging Nate’s scepticism. Every day, she was witnessing the extraordinary advances that her colleagues were making in the field of nanotechnology. They were already developing a micron-sized camera. Within a few years, they would be using micron-sized computers to repair diseased hearts and other damaged organs inside the body. Mary was convinced that physical reincarnation would be possible. It was only a matter of time.
 

She watched the blue flame of the gas buffeting the bottom of the pan and tried to piece together the chaos of the day before; her fumbling for her medical licence and Nate’s donor card, grabbing the cryoprotectant that she always carried in her car and turning into a tyrant with the paramedics. She remembered how angry the black guy was, insisting that she sign a liability form with her bloodied hands.
 

She pictured the old couple by their car, the husband comforting his wife who was in shock. Mary hoped the woman was OK and that they would be able to tell the police what had happened. She ought to get hold of her lawyer.
 

She ladled fresh coffee into a plunger, then wiped the tears and spittle from her swollen face. She wasn’t superstitious, but as she looked at the way things unfolded, it was like a dream, as though it was all meant to happen. She could see from the hole in Nate’s chest that his body wasn’t up to a median sternotomy. The bullet had already shattered the chest wall and done so much damage going in that accessing the arteries was going to be pointless. And then Greg had happened to be at work at the veterans’ hospital around the corner with an ambulance at his disposal. If that wasn’t fate, she didn’t know what was. Her legs suddenly felt wobbly. She held on to the kitchen counter and waited for the faint to come.
 

‘When did I last eat?’
 

She lifted the lid of the breadbox. There was a loaf. Nate had bought it with the money in his pocket. She pictured his arm, those beautiful arms of his, finding the money and handing it over. The fact that his warm, vital body was now lying in the cryogenic centre in Pasadena made Mary retch. She twisted a corner of bread from the loaf and tried to chew, but her mouth wasn’t working. Neither was her ability to swallow. The bread stayed at the back of her throat, lodged there like an impossible burden. She drank some water to get it down.
 

She replayed the terrible journey in the ambulance, cutting into her own husband’s throat with a scalpel. It felt like a piece of lunacy in itself, but his life was over, so what else could she do? Mary could tell that Greg thought she was insane. She half thought it herself, but she knew she had to do something or there was nothing left to live for.
 

She heard a sound. It was the handle of the back door. Someone was rattling it. Trying to get in. Mary’s mind went blank. Answer it, she thought to herself. That’s what normal people do, they answer doors. She drifted downstairs and saw a darkened figure standing in the doorway. The sun was behind him and she couldn’t make out his face.
 

‘Nate?’ she said, bewildered.
 

‘Mary?’
 

‘Nate – is that you?’
 

‘Mary – it’s not Nate. It’s Martin. Martin Rando. Remember me? I roomed with Nate at Harvard.’
 

The disappointment to learn that it wasn’t her dead husband almost made Mary sink to her knees. It made her leery too, that she could be capable of such crazy thoughts. She opened the door and wandered back upstairs to the living room.
 

‘Are you on your own?’ asked Martin.
 

Such a stupid question. She could have clawed his small, closely set eyes out. He was the least favourite of Nate’s college crowd. That he should be the first on the scene was somehow an insult to Nate’s memory.
 

‘I don’t know – my sister’s on the plane today, I think. And my dad,’ she said, genuinely confused.
 

‘Have you eaten anything?’
 

Mary bent her head. Words were not possible. She noticed he had something in a bag. Coffee and muffins. He gave her a coffee and put the muffins on a plate.
 

‘I thought you might need something. Meds,’ said Martin hesitantly. It wasn’t like him to make a mercy call. He didn’t know how to behave. ‘Then I got to reading about paroxetine withdrawal syndrome. The study from Morristown. Four neonates presenting with narcotizing enterocolitis—’
 

‘I saw it,’ she interrupted. ‘I don’t want any drugs.’
 

‘That’s what I thought. Anyway – I brought you some Tylenol,’ he said ruefully. He held the bottle out to her. She didn’t take it. ‘In case you have a headache.’
 

Great. Extra strength for the grief.
 

‘Have you slept?’
 

‘I don’t know.’
 

Martin knelt down beside her. Mary noticed his pale, freckled skin stretched tightly over his large nose and his wide-lipped mouth. Though plain, with receding crinkly red hair, he was much younger-looking than the rest of them – like a moody student, though she knew he was over forty. He registered the bloodstains on her shirt, but said nothing. Mary wondered why he had come.
 

‘Who did this – do you know?’ Another stupid question.
 

‘Of course I don’t,’ Mary said bitterly. Her ears felt so clogged and tender that her voice sounded as though it belonged to someone else.
 

‘Are the police doing anything?’
 

‘I think so.’
 

‘I’ll give them a call. Push them. We’ve got to get this guy.’
 

‘Don’t call them,’ she said suddenly.
 

‘Why not?’
 

In that instant, she realized that she didn’t trust Martin at all. ‘My lawyers are dealing with it, thanks.’
 

‘OK – but we really need to find this kid. Drink up,’ he said, gesturing to the coffee. Mary took another sip.
 

More than any of Nate’s college crowd, Martin Rando was destined for huge success. He’d made great strides in business since moving to California, buying up small biotech companies for their potential and tapping into the deep well of Government grants and private trusts to provide their running costs. Mary had gone to him for funding once and he seemed to have taken a certain amount of pleasure in turning her down. She had wanted nothing to do with him after that.
 

Her mind drifted and she watched her coffee cup slowly skid off the arm of the sofa, the liquid spraying out across the floor. She was vaguely aware of Martin catching her and steering her downstairs to her bedroom.
 

At one point in her long sleep, Mary could have sworn that someone was in the bedroom going through their things, but she felt so drugged that she just turned over and drifted off again. When she did finally wake up, it was dark. She could hear the trampling of feet and the whispering of voices upstairs. She lay there, terrorized, until she could make out female voices, then Kate, one of her closest friends, came into the room followed by Miranda, Carl and Bob.
 

‘Is Martin Rando still here?’ she asked them.
 

‘Rando! God, no. Was he here?’ said Carl, outraged. ‘Is he the one who left your back door open?’
 

‘Did he?’
 

‘What did he want?’
 

‘To help.’
 

‘There’s always an angle.’
 

‘Mary,’ said Kate, tears welling up in her eyes, ‘there’s a lot to do and we’re going to share out the immediate stuff and …’ She hesitated.
 

‘Tell me,’ said Mary.
 

‘Bob is going to organize the funeral.’
 

All at once, the house seemed to be full of people. Her friends formed a barrier between her and the outside world. ‘We’ll deal with it,’ they kept saying as she wandered trancelike through the house. There was also a strange, almost surreal visit from Albert Noyes, who Mary knew was involved with Nate’s campaign group, Doctors for Justice. He leant in to kiss her, his aristocratic nose looming large in his small, chinless face. He was a dynamo lobbyist in Washington and Mary respected his goal to reform health care.
 

‘Albert,’ she said, clutching his hand. He was like a longsnouted mouse with pink-rimmed eyes. He’d been crying
 

too.
 

‘Count on me, will you?’ he said.
 

‘I will.’
 

Albert frowned and whispered: ‘Did Nate say anything to you about what he was working on?’
 

‘He never told me anything.’
 

‘Did he have any files or discs that he left in the house, the office, the car – anywhere?’
 

‘I have no idea.’
 

‘Mary, I need to see the car.’
 

‘The police must have it.’
 

‘They do?’ He looked worried.
 

‘Why are you asking me these things?’ she said with growing panic.
 

‘I can’t – I can’t say anything right now.’ It obviously hurt him not to confide in her when she looked so desperate. ‘I will, Mary. I will – but right now – it’s impossible. You have to trust me.’
 

Just then, Kate brought the phone over to Mary.
 

‘It’s for you. He’s very insistent.’
 

‘Who is it?’
 

‘Martin Rando.’
 

Albert blanched visibly and backed off while Mary took the call.
 

‘Martin – you left the back door open.’
 

‘I’m sorry. I thought you needed to sleep. How are you?’
 

‘OK.’
 

‘Mary, listen to me. It’s terrible now, but we are going to get through this.’
 

Martin sounded more bullish now that he wasn’t standing awkwardly in her kitchen. Mary resented his use of the word ‘we’.
 

‘Everyone’s here now, Martin. I have to go. Thanks for helping.’
 

‘Since when did Martin Rando become part of the Sheehan household?’ asked Albert.
 

The very mention of the name Sheehan, the name that Mary took when she married Nate and the name her baby would take, brought back to her where she was and what had happened. She began to cry. Albert looked crestfallen that he had caused a new wave of grief. He hovered in the background and left soon after.
 

The calls kept on coming and soon there were dozens of press gathering outside. They’d heard that Mary had taken the body from the crime scene and wanted to interview her about it. At one point, a reporter turned up in the kitchen and Carl had to physically eject him. Mary felt like a stroke patient, unable to respond. She sat in a dazed torpor, going through the motions of being alive. Just before midnight there was another knock at the back door.
 

‘Jesus Christ!’ said Carl. ‘Don’t they ever give up?’
 

He went bounding downstairs and returned almost immediately with two men. Mary didn’t need to be told who they were. Their dress and demeanour gave them away.
 

‘Mary – I think we do need to get in touch with your lawyer,’ said Carl. ‘It’s the LAPD with a warrant for your arrest.’
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That night Mary was charged with ‘tampering with evidence’ under section 141 of the California Penal Code for taking her husband’s body from a crime scene.
 

She had very little coherent memory of the events that unfolded: the arrest, the fingerprinting, the retrieval of Nate’s headless body from the Cryogenesis Research Institute in Pasadena so that a formal autopsy could take place. The police were determined to make an example of her, to deter anyone else from doing the same. They wanted to turn it into a high-profile felony case. At one point, it looked as though they were going to win the right to confiscate the head too, but after a plea from Mary to the medical examiner and intense negotiation between her lawyer and the district attorney, the crime scene investigators were allowed to view the head in its cryonic state so that no further damage could be done.
 

In those first dire days Mary hadn’t even begun to comprehend what it was like to be without her husband. She sat on the sofa for most of the time, doing nothing except drifting in and out of the world she used to inhabit. She thought she saw Nate constantly; the back of his head disappearing through doorways or along the street. One night, a bad one, she was convinced that she saw him sitting in the backyard. She peered into the blackness for an hour, watching his head turn towards the house. But it was the branch of the pine tree that towered over the yard, the needles catching the silvery light of the moon and flickering into a profile of his face.
 

The murder had an immediate impact on the media. Dateline wanted to do a special. Today wanted to talk to Mary via satellite. She even got a call from the production staff of Oprah. They wanted to know how, in the middle of the crisis, she had had the presence of mind to decapitate her husband. After a bombardment of calls and uninvited visits, she agreed to an exclusive interview with Katie Couric, thinking that if she spoke about it once, the issue would be settled.
 

When Mary played back the recording, she barely recognized herself. She was not in the least bit vain, but was 

horrified at how strained, awkward and traumatized she had become. ‘It’s lucky Nate’s not around to see me,’ she said to Miranda, who was watching the tape with her, ‘I think he’d walk out on me.’
 

She shared a lot of grim jokes with friends these days, but inside she felt utterly desolate.
 

Katie Couric had skated around at first, asking a couple of compassionate questions, but very quickly honed in on the big one: ‘How could you do that to your husband?’
 

Mary had gone into professional mode. ‘At that precise moment in time, I didn’t have an emotional attachment to his body, but I did to his soul. I could see my husband was clinically dead, so I knew, because I’ve cryonically frozen fourteen bodies, that his best shot was decapitation. To save the head, which had suffered minimal damage.’
 

‘Mary, I know you are still grieving for your husband and I understand that you are expecting his baby, but I have to say that we have spoken to a number of doctors who say that the damage done to a body during the freezing process, when the ice literally expands and ruptures individual cells, means that it’s impossible for that body or head ever to be revived. How can you, as a doctor and scientist, go on believing in cryonics, when the rest of the medical profession disagrees with you?’
 

‘The rest of the medical profession does not disagree with me. They’re using hydrogen sulphide to hold mice in suspended animation, and it works. The technology is too young to use on humans yet, but our own cryonic practices are improving all the time. Right now, we’re working on a microparticulate ice slurry or human anti-freeze where you can achieve vitrification or freezing with very little cellular damage.’
 

‘Tell me more.’
 

‘As we drop the temperature of the body, the chemical complexity changes, allowing the liquid to seep inside each cell and lock the molecules in place instantaneously. There is very little water seepage or rupturing to the individual cells that you mentioned.’
 

‘But there are no technologies to bring your husband out of cryonic suspension, are there?’ It was more a statement than a question.
 

‘Not yet,’ said Mary, ‘but if you come to UCLA, I will show you how far we’ve come with nanotechnology. We will be able to work on repairing single cell damage with microscopic computers in a matter of years. When you see that kind of work going on, you know that physical reincarnation is going to become a scientific reality.’
 

‘I think we should pay you a visit,’ said Katie.
 

‘My colleagues are developing micron-sized computers that are one hundred times smaller than a human hair and they will have encoded instructions to lock on to a single cell and work like microscopic engineers repairing any faults.’
 

‘And when can we hope to see that?’
 

‘Realistically? Mid to late century.’
 

‘Not within our lifetime then.’
 

‘No – but our children’s lifetime.’
 

‘But the whole point of your action was so that you could see your husband again, wasn’t it? So that you could be reunited with Nate?’
 

‘I will be seeing him again,’ said Mary resolutely. ‘And so will my unborn son.’
 

‘I hope for your sake that you’re right,’ said Katie.
 

Mary switched off the TV. ‘Well,’ she said to Miranda, ‘that made me look like a loon.’
 

‘Do you think you will be seeing him again?’ said Miranda.
 

Her question went unanswered.
 


 



5
 

The criminal case against Mary receded into the background when the baby was born, a boy weighing in at 7 lb 2 oz. He had a startling triangle of red hair like an upturned goatee beard on his forehead. Mary called him Patrick after Nate’s father and felt overjoyed that he had her dead husband’s colouring and eyes. The maternal feelings she was so worried she wouldn’t have came gushing in on the tide of her milk. She was inseparable from her baby, fiercely overprotective and highly unstable. She hoped she would calm down as she slowly recovered from Nate’s death, but she felt more frightened and out of control than ever. And always at the back of her mind was the fact that she was about to go into battle with the police.
 

As it turned out, the criminal charges against her never reached court. Her lawyer went to work undermining the police motivation and raising the bar on the exceptional circumstances of the case. He got the charges reduced to a misdemeanour and negotiated a 1,000-dollar fine. Mary cried with relief and hugged him when the case was settled. Now she could finally get on with her life. That night, she celebrated with friends and even talked about going back to work.
 

When the celebrating was over and everyone had gone home, Mary opened up the trapdoor that led down to the crawl space underneath the house. The torch illuminated a torpedo-shaped canister that she and Nate had hidden among the foundations soon after they were married. They called it the ‘love missile’ and used it as a repository of all their precious mementos. Mary unlocked the lid and rifled through the photographs of her and Nate, the amateurish tape of their wedding and the passes to the conference in Arizona where they had first met. She added an envelope of photographs of their baby and the bloodied linen shirt that she was wearing on the day that Nate was shot.
 

‘Just because you’re gone doesn’t mean I’m going to neglect the love missile,’ she whispered. ‘There you are, Nate, the first pictures of your baby boy. I hope he turns out to be just like you.’
 

She could hear little Patrick cooing from the baby alarm that she carried with her everywhere when she wasn’t actually in the same room as her son. She wondered how she was ever going to leave him with anyone else when she returned to work. She wasn’t really sure if she could go back just yet. If she was honest, she still felt utterly distraught.
 

‘Who am I without you, Nate?’ she said in the darkness. ‘I don’t even know myself any more. I never realized just how much you defined me.’
 

She was on the point of closing the lid of the capsule when she noticed that the floor of the container was spongy. She pressed the layer of plastic and felt it give way. Underneath was an extra compartment containing documents. Tentatively, she opened up an envelope and pulled out some papers. They were written by a Dr Lew Wasserstrom. Mary knew him. He worked at Caltech and had recently been found dead in his car near La Jolla, a pipe leading from his exhaust to the interior of his car. It was supposed to be suicide, but everyone in the scientific community was outraged. He was not a depressive and was well on his way to being eligible for a Nobel prize. Dr Wasserstrom was one of the scientists studying Cyclin D1 – a protein needed to activate two cancer genes present in breast tissue. Having lost her own mother to breast cancer, Mary was watching Wasserstrom’s work like a hawk. She glanced through his research notes. Although it  wasn’t Mary’s subject, she quickly identified tests involving the Neu and Ras cancer genes and learnt that they were already testing a vaccine to suppress Cyclin D1. She had no idea that Dr Wasserstrom was so far down the road. She turned another page and found a handwritten note from Albert Noyes:
 



Nate –
 

I don’t want to risk sending you any more e-mails. Enclosed are the notes from Wasserstrom’s assistant. I don’t know how many copies there are in existence, but I suspect that Martin Rando has one. Also included are the memos from Rando wooing Wasserstrom to come and work for him. This may be the evidence the police are looking for to secure a search warrant. I must talk to you. We have to work out a coherent plan or the whole thing could blow up in our faces. I have a friend in Washington who can advise. Keep them safe.
 

– Albert
 




Mary’s head began to swim. The letter seemed to implicate everyone. Was this the reason why Martin Rando made a peculiar appearance after the shooting? He certainly wasn’t a good enough friend to come over to the house like that. Was he looking for the documents? And is that why Albert Noyes interrogated her about them so soon after Nate’s death? Danksmelling air wafted through the crawl space, making Mary shiver. She took a deep breath to steady herself and looked at her watch. It was three o’clock in the morning in Washington. And in a few minutes, Patrick would be waking up for the first of his night-time feeds. As soon as she’d finished with her son, Mary was going to call Albert and find out what the hell was going on. She didn’t care what time it was.
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The bus was sweltering and stinking. But the blockage in Javier’s nose kept the foul smells at bay. He felt in his pocket for the wad of notes that he had stashed down by his crotch. He looked suspiciously around him. He was sixteen years old and scrawny for his age, and he knew full well that any one of a dozen of the guys on the bus could overpower him and take his money: he was convinced that a couple of them were looking at him oddly. Javier tried to be nonchalant and hide behind his poverty and anonymity.
 

The front of the bus was dressed up like an altar with all the comforting images of home: a beautiful, romanticized picture of Jesus, a metal-framed mirror, rosary beads and family photographs belonging to the driver. The mirror swayed violently on its hook as the brightly painted bus lurched along the road, which was deeply rutted from the last rains. There were around two hours of the journey left before they would reach Chihuahua, then a long walk after that. Javier thought of taking a taxi but decided against it. If he played rich, he might draw attention to himself.
 

The only thing to mar the satisfaction that he had 4,500 dollars in his pocket was that he wasn’t feeling well. He never did these days. He was always slightly dizzy, especially when he stood up. He’d complained to his uncle that he was short of breath, but his uncle had just looked at him and shrugged.
 

‘You look OK to me,’ he said, patting him on the back. ‘Hey, you did a good job. You’re a hero.’
 

Javier had stayed in a tiny room in the shadow of the big buildings in Los Angeles after the shooting. He had been told that he’d have to lie low for a few weeks before he could cross the border and go home. Sometimes Javier got a terrible feeling about what he’d done, but his uncle said the man was a bad man, turning immigrants in to the authorities and sending them back to countries they had risked their lives to escape. Dr Nathaniel Sheehan was an enemy to immigrants and had to be stopped. It was the only thing that gave Javier inner peace. The money helped. He’d be able to buy his grandmother a proper bed and a new stove and make sure she was comfortable. She was often sick too.
 

The border had been the worst part of the journey and he made that walk under the covered archway over the bridge from El Paso with wavering steps, feeling as though he was going to faint. He did faint on the other side, and when he came to, the first thing he thought of was the money. He fingered the tumorous wad of cash wedged down by his groin. It was still there.
 

He saw himself in the reflection of the dirty window and touched the blotted scar on his cheek where the woman had hit him. He’d nearly taken a whack at her too but his uncle had warned him to get the hell out of there once he’d shot the doctor and run down to Wilshire – not on La Brea, but through the back streets. He couldn’t run very far, so he walked, passing all the luxurious apartment buildings where the rich people lived. It made him feel small and insignificant, walking through those beautiful, lawn-lined streets. And a couple of people had stared at him. He wondered if they could sense that he had just shot a man. He had found his uncle spitting with impatience by the stop where the blue bus came. And that was that. Finito. Job well done.
 

But sometimes, especially in his dreams, he was filled with doubt. The man he was paid to kill said in Spanish that  Javier was ill, and that he could help. That confused Javier. The man seemed so kind, and Javier had almost forgotten what his uncle had told him to do. He wished the guy hadn’t reached for the gun. In truth, he wished that he hadn’t done the shooting at all. But he desperately held on to the fact that the guy was a political agitator, who needed to be eliminated, and that he was a hero for stopping his evil practices. Funny that no one had mentioned the political work in the newspaper stories. They’d only talked about the doctor running a free clinic in some poor neighbourhood in Los Angeles and how his crazy, eccentric wife had cut off his head in an ambulance. Javier told himself that it must have been a cover for the doctor’s double life. Maybe he was a spy. Javier was fond of James Bond movies and had seen six of them in an open-air cinema on the outskirts of Chihuahua. His favourite James Bond was Roger Moore.
 

He looked out at the scrubby brush that lay beyond the road and the jagged peaks of the Sierra Madre mountains in the far distance. Not long now. One more hour and he would be back in the land he considered the most beautiful place on earth, tending to his grandmother’s chickens and watching the crazy growth of traffic going by in the valley below their shack. The area was yellow with pollution now. Maybe that was why they got sick all the time. But at least they had money. And he would pay for them both to go and see a doctor, now that they had the money.
 





BOOK ONE
 

INCARNATION


The future is purchased by the present.


DR SAMUEL JOHNSON (1709–84)
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The jacaranda trees that lined Madison Avenue in Pasadena shielded the street from the merciless sunshine that beat down on the San Gabriel Valley. The temperatures in this north-eastern corner of Los Angeles had grown as hot as the Mojave Desert over the past thirty years, sometimes reaching as high as 125 degrees Fahrenheit during the summer months. The tree-bowered boulevard managed to screen out some of the more punishing rays and a dappled light fell across the once lavish houses and scrubby, dirt-patch gardens, giving the street an air of faded, breathless gentility.
 

Mayor Jose Villaloboz owned a red-brick colonial mansion at the eastern end of the street. Everyone knew the house and his four boys who ran in and out and tried to sell lemonade to passing motorists. Pasadena had suffered in the great earthquake of 2012 and the mayor’s house was one of the last domestic brick buildings left standing in the city. It needed a lick of paint, but paint was exorbitant and the mayor, though wealthy, had other priorities.
 

He was a big man in size and spirit, with wide spatula hands and jet-black caterpillar eyebrows that he combed each morning with a toothbrush. As he watched his wife usher their youngest son Marco towards his chauffeur-driven Mercedes, he smiled. How serious little boys could be at that age, especially if they were told they were serious. The boy leapt on to the back seat of the limousine. The mayor gave his son a hug. He felt grateful that Marco still had that unbridled affection of eleven-year-olds. All too soon it would be replaced by teenage defiance.
 

‘So what are we going to do today?’ he asked Marco as they cruised up the avenue, the sun sending a Morse code of signals bouncing off the Mercedes’ hood.
 

‘We’re going to see the Head,’ said the boy.
 

‘That’s right – we’re going to see the Head and it’s going to look very strange but it’s nothing to be frightened of.’
 

They turned from the tranquillity of Madison Avenue into the pandemonium of Colorado Boulevard. The electric Mercedes wove in and out of the scooters, bicycles, horse-drawn carts, rickshaws and electric cars being driven by people lucky enough to live off solar generators at home. The mayor could have walked the two miles to his destination quicker than battling through the traffic, but he believed in the formality of these occasions and the car was part of it. To be calm and relaxed in the face of this quickly imploding city was one of his major contributions as mayor.
 

Transferring from oil to other forms of power had turned out to be a long reign of chaos for LA. However much the city had tried to prepare, it was never enough. For months now, there had been severe shortages of electricity. Lines of cars were backed up around every recharging forecourt and people’s lives had become much more localized. Those who could afford the water had resorted to horses to get around.
 

Great dumps of petrol-driven cars and other obsolete machines formed huge, mangled pyramids of glinting metal all across the landscape. In spite of threats from the authorities, people were still abandoning their cars long before the cranes could catch up and remove the metal carcasses to official dumping grounds.
 

It pained the mayor to see the old pictures of Pasadena in the days when it was a garden paradise. Publicly, he pledged to return his beloved neighbourhood to its former glory. Privately, he knew it could never happen. And now there was an even bigger environmental catastrophe looming in California. With so little snow to fill the upper reaches of the Colorado River, the levels had never been lower and the state had been propelled into a rushed programme of building desalination plants all along the coast.
 

The mayor heaved a dispirited sigh. All dignitaries like himself could do was to ask for an acceptance of a reduction in the quality of life for the time being. The message wasn’t exactly a vote catcher for any politician, but Villaloboz believed the time had come at least to acknowledge the seriousness of the crisis. So many politicians were still in a complete state of denial.
 

They rounded a bend into a horseshoe driveway and pulled up before an impressive Art Deco building with neogothic frescoes. The media were already waiting for them. A tall, rake-thin man with a strangely twisted face stepped forward to greet them.
 

‘Mayor Villaloboz, welcome to the Pasadena Cryogenesis Research Institute. I’m John Blake, the director. If you’d like to follow me.’
 

Villaloboz paused briefly for the image-makers, then held his son Marco’s hand tightly as they walked up the steps.
 

‘Mr Mayor, why did you choose to pay a visit to the Institute today?’ asked one of the reporters.
 

‘I’ve always been fascinated by cryonics,’ he replied obligingly.
 

‘Does that mean that you intend to freeze your own body when the time comes?’
 

‘It’s under serious consideration,’ he joked, then looked down at Marco. He could see a certain terror growing in the boy’s face. ‘Don’t worry, Marco,’ he whispered, ‘I’m not going to die for a very long time and while I’m still alive, you will always be safe.’
 

The party entered a darkened chamber.
 

‘Gather round me if you will,’ said the director. ‘Welcome, everybody, to the Chamber of the Head. He’s something of a mascot here at the Institute. Most of the heads and bodies that we have here lived for a full life span, but the Head is very different in that he died young and was frozen instantaneously, so there is very little decay.’
 

‘I’m curious – how does cryonics work exactly?’ said the mayor, letting go of his son’s hand for a moment.
 

‘Well, as you know, Mr Mayor, from your giant food business, freezing is a delicate process. With cryonics, to preserve tissue, we have to act fast, ideally while the major organs are still functioning or have just ceased to function. What we do with bodies today is rush them to a chamber filled with hydrogen sulphide so the metabolic rate drops instantaneously. Core body temperature and oxygen phosphorylation drop concurrently. Once the metabolic processes have come to a halt the body is effectively in suspended animation. Then we exsanguinate the body, or drain it of blood, and flash-freeze it for long-term storage.’
 

‘Is that how the Head was frozen?’
 

‘No, the Head was vitrified in the old-fashioned way by taking out all the bodily fluids and replacing them with a human anti-freeze, then dropping the temperature of the body to – 107 degrees Fahrenheit. The organ was then exposed to nitrogen vapour and the temperature was dropped down even further, to – 320 degrees. After that he was immersed in liquid helium. The technology was much more cumbersome then, but we have remained committed to looking after our patients, as we like to call them, and will honour the contracts that they and their relatives signed.’
 

While they were talking, Marco walked around the display case. The Head slowly came into view, distorted by the rainbow prisms of the moulded glass. Marco could see that it was suspended by dozens of glimmering, silken threads as it floated in the viscous liquid.
 

‘Tell me – what are the chances of him being revived?’ asked his father.
 

‘Well, Mr Mayor, many of our historical patients suffered a major cellular destruction during the freezing process, so our nano-machines, those tiny micro-dot computers that we use to repair very localized damage to the heart or the brain tissue for instance, cannot cope with larger, multi-cellular body parts. But the technology is coming. And we like to think that the Head, because of the way he was frozen and impeccably preserved, has a good chance of revivification.’
 

Marco was mesmerized by the entity in the glass case. The forehead was tipped so distortedly over the eyes that he had to bend down to see what lay beyond the matted eyelashes. There was milky grey matter between the two slits but no irises. The lips were thick and swollen and the texture of old rubber. The mouth was gaping. Inside, Marco could just make out a brown tongue and yellow-stained teeth.
 

‘Can we take him home?’ asked Marco.
 

Everyone turned towards the boy.
 

‘He looks sick, Dad.’
 

‘Our house is like an animal hospital,’ explained the mayor. ‘My son brings home all kinds of injured creatures, but no heads – at least, not yet!’
 

Villaloboz joined his son and cupped a protective hand around the boy’s neck. ‘Will you look at that,’ he said. ‘Are you OK, Marco?’
 

The Head held them all in its thrall for a moment.
 

‘Yes,’ said the boy.
 

‘I have to say that I find it impossible to believe that this thing—’
 

‘The Head,’ corrected the director.
 

‘ – that the Head could ever wake up,’ said the mayor.
 

‘We’ve taken scans and there’s very little necrotic material or decomposed tissue in evidence,’ countered the director, ‘which is remarkable considering the methods of freezing.’
 

Marco wasn’t really listening but tracing a finger through the air, drawing an outline of the Head’s tragic face.
 

‘We know we can bring an organ out of cryostasis. We’ve done that many times. But it’s very much our intention to revive the soul of a human being. We’re training a dog right now, and when she passes over, we intend to freeze her and revive her two years from the day she died to see whether she has retained the personality and training that she had when she was alive.’
 

‘What if you go broke in between times, like all the other cryogenic companies?’ asked the mayor. ‘I mean, the whole industry crashed, didn’t it?’
 

‘It did go through a period of difficulty many years ago,’ said the director defensively, ‘but we are the oldest cryogenics institute in the world and there is no way that we will be going broke any time soon. We are assured of funding right up until the turn of the century. How many companies can promise that? Can you?’
 

‘I can’t even determine my company’s future beyond the end of the year,’ the mayor gave in warmly. ‘Do we know who this man is – or was?’
 

‘Oh yes,’ said the director, relishing the question. ‘His name is Dr Nathaniel Sheehan and he lived in Venice, California. His is a classic Romeo and Juliet story. He was shot thirty-one years ago, and his wife Mary, who was with him at the time, happened to be involved in cryonics. She couldn’t bear to part with her husband so she severed his head and froze it right there in the ambulance on the way to this very institute. She always believed that she would join her husband one day.’
 

‘Is she still alive?’
 

‘No. Unfortunately, she was killed in the great earthquake.’
 

‘Was she frozen too?’
 

‘No. We know she wanted to be frozen, but her body was never found and neither was that of their son.’
 

Marco looked anxiously at his father. He knew the very mention of the great earthquake would bring on a reaction, maybe even tears. He held his breath. He couldn’t stand to see his father cry.
 

‘So many were lost,’ said the mayor mournfully.
 

‘You lost someone too?’
 

‘My mother.’ The mayor breathed deeply to exorcize the sadness. ‘So – Romeo and Juliet. They have been reunited in one way.’
 

‘In death? Yes, I suppose they have,’ said the director.
 

‘But what if you do bring back the Head? You’ll be parting them again.’
 

‘We have to assume that he would want a second chance on this earth.’
 

Marco reached up his hand to touch the display case, trying to smooth away the frown lines that were deeply etched into the frozen man’s forehead.
 

‘Tell me,’ said his father, ‘will you keep him as a disembodied head? Or will you graft him on to another body?’
 

‘Oh, he would have to have a new body.’
 

Marco removed his hand, leaving a perfect palm print on the glass. Each groove could be seen through the light. He hoped, in his young imagination, that the print would somehow connect with the Head and soothe its chronically tortured brow.
 

‘And where would you get a body from?’
 

‘At this point in time, Mr Mayor, we have absolutely no idea. What about yours?’
 

There was something utterly humourless about the joke, but for the sake of diplomacy, Mayor Villaloboz found himself managing a smile.
 

‘All in good time,’ he said genially, ‘all in good time.’
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Convicted killer Duane Williams shuffled into Room 3105 in the medical wing of Gamma Gulch Penitentiary. The tiptoe steps that he made were a giveaway to any neurologist that he was suffering from some kind of brain damage.
 

Dr Persis Bandelier had been waiting to interview Duane for more than an hour. She noticed his odd gait straight away. She reckoned that when she looked more closely at Duane’s brain on her 3-D imager, she would find some kind of damage to his frontal lobes. It meant that he was more likely to splash straight through puddles rather than sidestep them, or bump into things. She’d read in his files that he was unable to cope with unexpected events and was prone to unprovoked violence. Mentally, he was a sorry specimen. And a killer too. But providing that no damage to the brain had impacted the body, she was prepared to pay a good price for him.
 

Dr Bandelier had been tracking bodies across the United States for two years now. She kept in regular contact with emergency rooms and local morgues, hoping to find the right kind of cadavers, but it was virtually impossible. The old organ donor network had ceased to exist after stem cell regrowth and nanotechnology had started to repair damaged organs, and nearly all the bodies that they were being offered were in terrible condition with multiple fractures or severe internal damage. They had been useful at first, when the unit’s needs were so basic, but now the experiments were becoming more sophisticated, the bodies had to be in better condition.
 

In desperation, Dr Bandelier had turned to the prison system, figuring that Death Row would have an unlimited supply of healthy cadavers and that it was simply a matter of negotiating a price. She’d been right about that as it turned out. Most prisons were financially stretched to the point of bankruptcy and were only too keen to sell off the newly departed inmates for substantial sums of cash. In no time at all, Dr Bandelier’s unit was being offered dozens of corpses from all across America. The man standing before her now was due for execution in less than a month.
 

‘Take a seat,’ she gestured to a chair opposite.
 

Duane Williams shuffled forward. His expression was presumptuous and intimate. She had read in a description by one examining psychiatrist that the prisoner could be ‘grandiose with an unshakable belief that every woman was available to him’. Persis knew when she looked at his blood work that she would find elevated levels of cortisol and testosterone, but she held off taking any samples for now. She wanted the prisoner to relax before she started in on the physical exam. At each stage, she had to get his permission.
 

‘My name is Dr Bandelier and I’m here to carry out some simple tests, if that’s OK by you?’
 

Duane Williams shrugged and raised both hands, which were welded together with plastic stays. ‘They better be simple. I can’t do much in these,’ he said in a deep, throaty voice.
 

Persis looked long and hard at the man’s face. When he walked the streets a free man, he would have attracted a lot of attention. Facially, he was uncommonly beautiful, with sleepy eyelids and flat, carved cheekbones that slanted down to a full, sensual mouth. The face could have been regal in another life, showing the traces of his Native American ancestry, but there were scars that upset the symmetry, one cutting through an eyebrow, another forming a ragged frown line and a fish-hook snag at the corner of his mouth. The stress of Death Row had taken its toll too. There was a tautness to his skull, and although he was just twenty-six years old, Duane’s closely shaven hair was snow-white. He stared resentfully at Persis with the haunted look of a much abused dog.
 

‘Are you my corpse collector?’ he asked. His voice was surprisingly authoritative. ‘Come to measure me up for body parts?’
 

Persis had been told by the prison authorities that under no circumstances was she to admit her intentions in case it made Duane frightened or difficult in the last weeks of his life.
 

‘I’m just here to carry out some tests.’
 

‘A Death Row tourist.’
 

‘A what?’ said Persis, feigning distraction as she wrote something down on her screen.
 

‘You know, one of those psychs who come in here and try to find out why us creatures do the things we do and then scurry back to your cosy little lives in – where are you from?’
 

‘Phoenix.’
 

‘ – Phoenix, and write a book about whether evil really exists. Did they tell you I can read minds, Phoenix?’ He tapped at his temple with a long and elegant finger. ‘I’m a mindreader.’
 

‘Is that so?’ said Persis flatly.
 

‘You know what I’m picking up in you right now?’
 

‘Mr Williams, we’re not here to—’
 

‘ – that you are one unhappy woman. You’re married,’ he nodded towards her wedding ring, ‘but you’re not right for each other. It was that sex thing that people get up to when 

they’re young. And he’s so handsome, just like you, Phoenix.’ He finished the word off with a slight hiss. ‘And you’re a genetic. Don’t tell me you’re not, cos you are.’
 

Duane Williams had been her most talkative prisoner yet. The others had been quieter, more broken.
 

‘You know what? That’s none of your business,’ she said, trying to keep the hostility from her voice.
 

‘Call me Duane,’ he said, and smiled, showing a brown front tooth.
 

Persis hated being called a genetic, particularly as she was one. Both her parents were doctors and had made sure that Persis got every advantage in the womb, including the maximum genetic alteration allowed by law. Offspring who had received the full package of adjustments did have a generic look about them; tall, slim, fit, no adolescent acne to contend with, no quirks in appearance that would set them apart. She had come from the first generation of ‘genetics’ that were picture-perfect. Now they tended to leave the physical appearance alone to give the embryo more individuality. Yes, she was a genetic and had suffered much for her all-American-girl good looks.
 

‘You look like a robot, did you know that?’
 

Persis said nothing. But it hurt.
 

‘Now you tell me. Have I been wrong about anything I said so far?’
 

This wasn’t how the interview was supposed to go. The prisoner was the one in control and mocking her. And what’s more, he was right about pretty much everything.
 

‘And if you’re waiting for my execution, you can forget it,’ he added. ‘I choose when I’m ready to go and I ain’t ready.’
 

Persis had already checked with the State who confirmed that it was 99 per cent certain that Duane Williams would make it to the death chamber on schedule.
 

‘So – what do you want with me?’ he said eventually.
 

‘I’d like to start by measuring your head.’
 

‘Sizing me up for the noose?’
 

He was almost jocular. His reaction was so unexpected that it would stay with Persis a long time. She produced an electronic headband which she fitted over Duane’s skull. Two standard deviations below the normal circumference and there might be retardation; two deviations above and he might have hydrocephalus – an accumulation of water in the cranial cavity, another deficiency that might explain his peculiar walk. The measurement came out normal.
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