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  Blurb


In a futuristic world, Memory Devices allow users to visit their past once again in striking detail. Leyla delves into her deepest memories to remember her late mother. 
But only one visit remains. 
And in that visit, Leyla discovers the true memories in between. The memories we can’t see. 
An emotional sci-fi short story from veteran Muslim author S. H. Miah, tackling grief, the past, and the light at the end of regret.






  
  Memories We Can't See 


The Meeting Room had grey walls. Far too grey. The type of grey that one could stare into and be, somehow, eaten alive. Sucked into that grey. Feasted on, perhaps. Maybe intimidated. Maybe a little shaken—heartbeats counting every third of a second that passed whilst one's eyes bored an invisible hole in that grey. 
Or perhaps it was all in Leyla's head. All in her mind, as all everything was nowadays. The grey of her life after her mother passed washing itself over every surface in sight.
That was the reason she was here, anyway, in the Meeting Room. Mentally trembling beyond her wits.
To meet her mother again.
Aside from the infinitely grey walls was an infinitely grey floor. Sleek. Not a speck of dust in sight. Like a surgically cleaned, sanitised hospital floor. Except it was grey instead of pure, innocent white. Sort of like a fresh slate roof, but not really. This wasn't a regular floor painted over with grey paint—no, this was sturdy grey metal melted and clamped into sheets before being laid upon the ground like a coffin at a funeral.
But what if the dead could be alive?
A question Leyla pondered as she sat outside the Meeting Room, in the waiting area, on a washed-out blue chair. Not comfy enough to ease her shaking. Fabric scratchy as plucked feathers. Its blue was probably meant to represent the skies of Leyla's childhood, before pollution caused the permanent Greying to take over. Before those in power neglected their duties, ignored the obvious science, and allowed the earth to dip itself into the ashes of overconsumption.
Leyla wasn't a modern child reading up on this history, in books and in schooling. She'd lived it. Breathed it. And that air of her childhood was far fresher than now.
Maybe that was why she was here to relive it.
She didn't know. Know herself anymore. Herself that was crumbling inside. Constantly on edge. Like a patient in a mental asylum drugged up a thousand ways till Friday.
It was Friday today. Receptionist to her left cracked a button. For what, Leyla didn't know. Receptionist then beeped in a phone call and spoke to a prospective client. Voice soft, alluring, promising riches that, perhaps, didn't exist.
Leyla was still searching for them, after all.
Receptionist said, “Yes yes. Yes, as vivid as it was originally. Perhaps even moreso—what, you ask about the Palaces? Why, yes you may explore the palace. Price? Cheap, for a service like this…very cheap. The cheapest in the entirety of Britain. Not a lie, always a truth…yes…yes…”
Leyla had worked as a sales person before, handling both emails and Transmit calls. Made her feel scummy, that job did. Not because of the job itself—but because she'd been selling a dream, not a product. A hope, more than anything. Clients, prospective ones who would later turn actual, would lament about lack of funds. How they needed a cheap service because, if not, they would no longer be able to rent at the ridiculous prices London flats were at now. Cost of living had spiralled out of control, especially after the Greying.
And Leyla had promised them the earth, the moon, every star in the observable and unobservable universe. Galaxies down to atoms. All of ‘em. And they'd been sold on the dream and signed up—
Hook, lie, and sinker.
Sinking into the Memory Palace that the Meeting Room was all about. That the receptionist to her right was now selling to another client.
Yes, Leyla had sold the exact service she was now hopelessly addicted to after her mother's passing.
And this would be her last time.
Because, after this, she would no longer have enough funds, just like the clients she'd sold to previously. She was already scraping by as it was, artificial food and house rents at prices artificially jacked up. She had to stop herself before she spiralled into a crazed delusion, where past and present merged not in a straight line but a tangled series of knots.
“...want to sign up now…of course, that's fine, take your time—memories are priceless, are they not? Worth everything in the world…well, yes, take care…yep, bye.”
Leyla wanted to stand and run over to the receptionist. Wanted to blow up at her for what she was doing, rendering someone to a lifetime of chasing a past they could not truly reach. But how could Leyla, when she'd done that same job before? How could she chastise someone for an immorality she had lived within for years and years?
So she did nothing, and let her legs bounce up and down beneath her abaya and scarf. Before, the Memory Palace required taking off your scarf so the chip could be inserted into your ear. And from there, the ‘magic’ of science would run its course. But now, with every infant born of a mother (and some incubated in a lab) having a chip invasively inserted into their brain—that was no longer an issue.
Back in Leyla's day, these mind chips were a sensational headline meant to fear monger. About some billionaire or other trying to control the minds of his workers through developing implants meant for their brains. Ultimate freedom, those supporting it had argued. Imagine being able to imagine something and then live it as a reality—your greatest, deepest, darkest fantasies would be as true as the scum of real life. Imagine the progress, the ideas that would fuel the world when those ideas could be lived out and tested and tried, all from the comfort of one's home.
Yet those against them understood the truth. That life wasn't eternal. Couldn't be replaced for something artificial or imaginary. Because, in the end, no matter how long someone lived in their mind's eye, their real ones would have to open. They'd have to eat, sleep, and dispose of the resulting waste.
That was a reality they couldn't avoid.
And not to mention those producing the technology—how could they be trusted? Private billionaires only sought one thing—profit. And when the service, a mind chip, was free, it meant the consumer was the product.
Another phone call to Leyla's left. Another prospective customer harrowed by the present, yearning for the past.
Another for these money-hungry vultures to dig their claws into and feast.
Leyla blocked the noise out. Too many flashbacks of herself preying upon a similar victim in the past. Instead, she focussed on the Meeting Room once again, and the man currently inside using the Memory Device to access his very own Memory Palace—The One of Your Dreams, Waiting Just For YOU!
He was an old man, clearly. The wrinkles across his face, flowing into each other like streams on old mountain faces, and the grey-turning-white hair were testaments to his long life. A life lived well, many memories to seek warmth in reliving. Another testament was the way his frail hands gripped the edges of the Memory Device wrapped over his head, as though simultaneously wishing to hold it in place and rip it off.
Of course, despite their real nature, memories could never truly be recovered.
Not that the man knew where his hands were placed in real life, regardless. He was ‘living’ the memory, unaware of reality. Not entirely. At least, for the moment. The science behind it all still confused Leyla—a miracle of Allah she would, perhaps, never understand. 
Tears curled down those wrinkled tracks to reach his chin. Before falling onto a similarly creased beige jacket whose fabric was willing to accept the moisture like a warm hug from an old friend. And then, as though a clock had chimed the time, his brief tenure in the Memory Palace ended, and that Memory Device floated off his head with an elegance that didn't match how sudden the motion was. For the person who had their ‘reality’ ripped away from them, anyway.
The man turned, distraught in his eyes, and he unbuckled his seat. Jumped out with a youth he had probably dreamt about. Arms stretching for the Memory Device. But it dodged his grasp as though a seasoned boxer evading punches. Slipping every swipe of the man's fingers, with the grace of a swishing-away villain. And slowly, but surely, the Memory Device drifted into the grey wall and out of sight.
Waiting, patiently, for its next victim.
The name of whom was Leyla.

      [image: image-placeholder]The Meeting Room itself wasn't much different from the reception waiting area outside. Same hollowed out feeling of the air. Same slate-like grey walls and infinitely grey floor. Same droning noise, although now a little dimmed beyond the door, of the receptionist roping another victim into the Memory Palace's schemes. Tapping her fingers too, in an incessant annoying way. The smell was of disinfectant, as though the occasional bad memory had to be surgically cleaned off every surface top to bottom.
Couldn't clean off the greyness, though. Like the skies outside, it was a permanent fixture in everyone's lives.
Leyla knew the procedure of entering one's Memory Palace well. Could probably do it with her eyes closed, mind thinking about something completely unrelated. Like old ice cream vans and how she had begged her father to buy her a double scoop instead of a single, with extra sprinkles.
But this was her last time, as the receptionist had kindly (or perhaps it had been with the melancholy of lost commission) told her before admitting her into the Meeting Room. So, for her last time, Leyla wanted to savour every part of the process, beginning to end. Including the current anticipation flowing through her every panted, rushed breath.
The walls stared a glare into her, as though threatening her to stay. As though gaslighting her into thinking that moving on wasn't a real concept. Couldn't be achieved. Could never be achieved. Not without Memory Inc's superb services—Ready When You Are!
But Leyla knew the truth, which she thought about as she strapped herself into the comfortable leather seat—just as grey as everything else—provided by Memory Inc. That being the company providing this life-changing—mostly for the worse—service.
Leyla knew the truth that moving on was possible—that the past didn't have to be constantly dwelled upon, ruminated, relived in different ways. Leyla hadn't always lived in a world where everyone born of a woman, and some birthed without, was constantly plugged into a system they had no knowledge of through brain chips.
She'd been born and once lived in a time where one could just exist as human without invasive technologies running through one's mind. One could breathe air fresh, not filtered. Smell flowers naturally bloomed, not artificially planted to never wilt or wither, never continue the cycle of its ancestors that ended after thousands of years. One could drink water from rivers and streams without it being tampered with due to millions of microplastics built up over the decades.
No one had listened to the scientists that time, either. They only listened to those who said what they wanted to hear, who pulled them right and left but never through to the truth. Everyone listened to those who confirmed their wishes, no matter how ill-sighted they were, and hated the other side without compromise.
That part of the world, at the very least, hadn't changed one bit after the Greying.
And with those thoughts, Leyla tied the small belt around her waist, strapped herself in, and leaned back, leather headrest jabbing the bun beneath her headscarf. At least now she didn't have to take her scarf off to use the Memory Device.
Small positives. That was what helped someone to move on from tragedy.
Small positives that, over time, if latched onto, outweighed the bad. Until eventually, life became more about living than surviving. And then, slowly, more about thriving than mere living. 
And Leyla needed to move
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