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Chapter 1 — The Waste

[image: ]


At nine seventeen on Tuesday morning, Mara Keene crossed out the word waste for the third time.

The hearing packet was already seventy-three pages long, and no one who mattered would read more than twelve. The chair would read the executive summary. The ministers would read whichever paragraphs their aides had underlined. The press would search the PDF for words that could survive being detached from their sentences. Mara's job was to make sure those detachable words did not accidentally become policy.

She replaced waste with unallocated material.

Then she stared at the phrase until it became worse.

Outside the conference room, the National Continuance Authority was beginning its day with the soft competence Mara had spent fifteen years helping to construct. The building was not impressive. That had been intentional. Glass, pale wood, daylight, plants that someone watered on Thursdays. A public agency entrusted with the dead, Mara had argued during the redesign, should not resemble a temple, a hospital, a bank, or a courthouse. The architect had asked what it should resemble instead.

"An office," she had said.

The architect had looked disappointed.

Now the office worked. People took numbers from discreet terminals. Bereaved relatives spoke to case officers behind acoustic glass. Couriers moved sealed containers through restricted corridors that did not cross public areas. Screens displayed waiting times and translated notices. Nothing about the place suggested that human beings arrived in one legal condition and left, sometimes, as several.

"You changed it again," said Priya Mendez from the doorway.

Mara closed the document. "Changed what?"

"The noun. Yesterday it was 'residual biological resource.'"

"That was Legal's suggestion."

"Which you said sounded like wastewater."

"It does."

Priya came in with two coffees and placed one beside Mara's elbow. She was thirty-four, an economist by training, and had the incurable optimism of someone whose discipline gave her charts for human contradictions. "Waste is shorter."

"Waste is an argument."

"Everything is an argument."

"Not in a definition section."

Priya leaned over Mara's screen. The paragraph concerned nine hundred and eleven unclaimed bodies held across regional facilities beyond the statutory period. Of those, one hundred and eighty-seven had registered consent for medical or research donation but lacked an eligible recipient institution at the time of death. Under current law, unused authorized material defaulted to conventional disposition after twelve months unless a court extended custody.

There was nothing scandalous about the problem. That was what made it difficult.

"Do you know what the storage extension will cost?" Priya asked.

"Yes."

"Do you know what conventional disposition will cost?"

"Yes."

"Do you know how much research demand we declined last quarter because the authorizations were institution-specific instead of use-specific?"

Mara took the coffee. "You rehearsed this."

"I'm warming up."

"For me?"

"For Hald."

Mara looked at the clock. "He isn't giving evidence until eleven."

"He's in the building."

That irritated her more than it should have. Dr. Soren Hald had a talent for arriving early enough to become part of the atmosphere. He was the public founder of Continuance in the way a mountain climber could be described as the founder of a trail: he had not invented the terrain, but after him everyone knew where to put their feet.

Twenty-four years earlier, when transplant waiting lists had become a national emergency, Hald had been an obscure moral philosopher arguing that destruction required justification just as use did. The slogan attached to him—NOTHING HUMAN SHOULD BE WASTED—had come later, after a campaign consultant turned one paragraph of a lecture into seven words that could fit above a photograph.

Mara disliked the slogan. She did not entirely disagree with the paragraph.

At ten, Hearing Room Four filled without drama. The public gallery held thirty-eight people. Two wore the white ribbon of the Dignity Coalition. Four wore green pins associated with Continuance Now. The rest looked like relatives, civil servants, students, or people who had learned long ago not to display their affiliation until microphones were live.

Mara sat behind the Authority counsel with her notes arranged in a straight line. She preferred hearings because procedure gave disagreement a shape. Every person would be sworn. Every submission would be numbered. Every objection would have a category. Even anger had a time limit.

The first witness was a woman named Leda Soran, whose brother had died in state care and been buried after an administrative failure prevented his registered scientific donation. She did not speak in slogans.

"He had Parkinson's for sixteen years," she said. "He signed the research authorization when he could still write his name. He made me promise I wouldn't let them put him in the ground before the lab had what it needed. Then the lab couldn't take him because their grant lapsed. So he was buried."

The chair adjusted his glasses. "You regard that as a failure of the state?"

"I regard it as a failure of my brother's choice."

A Dignity Coalition barrister later asked whether allowing transfer to another research institution would not have exceeded the specific consent.

"Maybe," Soran said. "But if the law could ask him now, I know what he'd say."

"The law cannot ask him now."

"That's why he filled out the form before."

The room became quiet in a way hearing rooms rarely did.

Next came a municipal representative who spoke about land allocation and refrigerated storage. Then a pathologist who explained, in careful non-visual language, why indefinite retention reduced the suitability of some authorized materials for research. Then a funeral director who warned that a policy designed around usefulness could teach families that burial was selfish.

Mara wrote that sentence down.

At eleven twelve, Hald took the witness chair.

He was smaller than his photographs made him seem, with a narrow gray beard and a suit that appeared to have been purchased for a different man. No pin. No movement logo. No theatrical solemnity.

The chair asked whether he supported the proposed default transfer rule.

"Not as drafted," Hald said.

Priya, two seats away, turned almost imperceptibly toward Mara.

The chair looked surprised. "Your written submission appears strongly supportive."

"Of the aim. Not the mechanism. The draft permits reassignment where an original institution is unavailable, but it does not distinguish why the donor named that institution. A person may have trusted a cancer institute because his daughter was treated there, not because he intended research in the abstract."

Mara uncapped her pen.

"So you would narrow the rule?"

"I would require evidence that the authorization was purpose-specific rather than institution-specific. Where the form is ambiguous, I would preserve the narrower interpretation."

The Dignity Coalition barrister smiled. "That is an unexpectedly conservative position for you, Dr. Hald."

Hald looked at her. "Consent is not progressive or conservative. It is specific or it isn't."

Mara wrote that down too.

The questioning moved to the unclaimed bodies for which no additional recipient could be found. Current law required conventional disposition after the custody period. Hald was asked whether he considered burial or cremation wasteful.

"Sometimes," he said.

The barrister leaned forward. "Of a human body?"

"Of many things."

"Do you regard a corpse as a resource?"

"Do you regard it as something else?"

"A person deserving dignity."

"It is not a person in the same sense that you and I are persons. If it were, burial would be confinement and cremation would be homicide. We do not believe those things, which means we already distinguish the deceased from the living person. The question is what follows from the distinction."

"That is a philosophical maneuver."

"We're discussing dignity. I was under the impression philosophy might appear."

A few people laughed. Hald waited for it to stop.

The barrister said, "If everything not used is waste, then grief itself becomes wasteful. Families keep ashes. They keep graves. They keep objects. Are those irrational?"

"No."

"Then your slogan is false."

"My slogan was written by someone named Adrian Cole for a campaign I disliked. My argument is more inconvenient."

The chair intervened. "Which is?"

Hald folded his hands. "That destruction is also a choice. We treat destruction as morally neutral because it is familiar. We require justification for use because use feels active. But if a person has authorized beneficial use, and the state destroys what could have been used merely because our paperwork is inflexible, then the state has acted. It has not abstained."

Mara felt the sentence land in the room before anyone reacted.

Not because it was radical. Because it was annoyingly procedural.

He was not asking anyone to love the idea. He was asking the Authority to stop pretending that its default rules had no moral content.

During the recess, Mara found him alone beside a vending machine, reading the ingredient panel on a packet of almonds.

"You objected to our rule," she said.

"Parts of it."

"Continuance Now submitted a letter calling the draft overdue by a decade."

"Continuance Now sells shirts."

"You founded the movement."

"I wrote a book. Other people founded a movement around the parts short enough for banners."

She glanced at the almonds. "Any moral objections?"

"Too much salt."

Mara smiled despite herself. "You realize your narrower test will leave more cases in conventional disposition."

"Yes."

"Which you call destruction."

"Sometimes."

"You're comfortable with that?"

"No."

"Then why require it?"

Hald turned the packet over once more and put it back without buying it. "Because if an argument is only attractive when it ignores consent, it isn't my argument."

The hearing resumed.

By late afternoon the chair asked the Authority for a revised recommendation. Mara had one prepared before anyone requested it. Purpose-specific authorizations could transfer to equivalent institutions after notice and independent review. Institution-specific authorizations would not. Families would receive notice but no new veto over a competent donor's existing choice. Unclaimed non-authorized remains would remain outside the scheme entirely.

It was narrower than the ministry wanted and broader than the Dignity Coalition wanted.

Which meant it had a chance.

The argument continued after the public gallery emptied. In the staff debrief, nobody used the word dignity until a junior analyst asked whether the proposed purpose-specific transfer rule would create unequal outcomes between donors who had written detailed instructions and those who had signed older, simpler forms. Mara asked for the historical versions. Within minutes, the screens filled with forms from two decades of policy: checkboxes that had once seemed generous now looked blunt, then primitive. A donor from fifteen years earlier could have selected RESEARCH and nothing else. The modern system wanted institution, field, commercial status, transfer preference, public-display status, duration, fallback. Each improvement had made consent more precise and the past more ambiguous.

Priya pointed to a form from the first national donor campaign. 'This woman checked science. Under the proposed rule, is that purpose-specific?'

'Probably,' Mara said.

'Probably is not a category.'

'It is before litigation.'

Another lawyer argued that the state should favor the broadest interpretation that preserved usefulness. Mara rejected it. A consent system that always expanded toward use would become an extraction system with good stationery. They spent an hour building a presumption ladder: specific beats general; narrower survives ambiguity; family evidence can clarify but not invent; public benefit cannot retroactively enlarge permission.

By the end, the policy looked less ambitious than when the day began. It would save fewer donations. Hald's argument had not made them maximalists. It had forced them to be more exact. Mara found that reassuring.

At six forty, Mara returned to her office and opened the executive summary.

The sentence still waited for her.

The current framework results in the destruction of potentially useful human material where authorized use cannot be completed within the original institutional designation.

She deleted destruction.

She typed conventional disposition.

Then she deleted that too.

For several seconds, the cursor blinked after results in the.

Mara finally wrote:

The current framework may cause an authorized human donation to end without the use the donor intended.

It was longer.

It would survive being detached from its sentence.

She saved the document.

On the train home, she read public comments submitted before the hearing. One man wrote that his wife had donated everything possible and would have considered burial a failure. Another wrote that his son had died at nineteen and the language of 'use' made him feel the state was waiting behind the hospital curtain. Neither comment was stupid. Neither could be dissolved by the other.

Mara saved both to her notes under a heading she rarely showed colleagues: THINGS THE RULE MUST NOT PRETEND AWAY. The list already contained grief, religious meaning, coercion, administrative error, and family ignorance. She added another item: destruction is also an action.

The phrase bothered her all evening. While brushing her teeth, she thought about ordinary disposal decisions at home: food thrown out because it had spoiled, clothes donated because someone else could use them, a broken chair kept for years because it had belonged to her father. Usefulness was never the only value. But neither was preservation. People moved between the two without needing a theory until law required one.

The next morning, she returned to the draft and inserted a new paragraph requiring the Authority to record why a lawful use failed rather than merely marking disposition complete. Priya asked whether that mattered. Mara said yes. If the state chose destruction after authorized use became impossible, the record should at least admit that a choice had occurred. It was a small change, almost clerical. Mara had learned to distrust changes described that way.

The revised rule went out for final comment on Friday, and Mara spent the weekend discovering how many different meanings could be attached to the phrase authorized use.

One submission came from a funeral cooperative that supported donation but objected to the assumption that a family's wish for conventional burial represented sentiment defeating utility. The cooperative director wrote that burial could itself be a use: a location for mourning, a continuity of custom, a promise kept. Another submission came from a research consortium arguing that unused donation permissions represented a preventable loss measured not only in money but in delayed knowledge.

Mara printed both and placed them side by side.

On Monday, Hald appeared at the Authority cafeteria carrying a tray with soup and an apple.

"Are you stalking my policy process?" she asked.

"Public cafeterias make poor stalking grounds."

She pushed the two letters across the table.

"Which one is right?"

He read them.

"Both contain something true."

"That is not administratively useful."

"You keep mistaking administration for a machine that converts plurality into one morally correct output. Sometimes its job is only to prevent one value from pretending the others don't exist."

"You say that because you don't have to issue a rule."

"Correct. I have chosen a profession optimized for avoiding implementation."

Mara laughed.

He returned the letters. "Your original draft treated conventional disposition as the neutral remainder. Your new draft treats it as one disposition among several, chosen when higher-priority authorized uses cannot lawfully proceed. That's already better."

"Because destruction is also an action."

"You listened."

"Don't enjoy it."

"Too late."

The final hearing lasted only twenty minutes. The chair adopted Mara's narrowed transfer presumption, expanded failure-recording requirement, and family clarification mechanism. No one applauded. Good regulation rarely produced applause.

Afterward Leda Soran, the woman whose brother's donation had failed, waited for Mara near the exit.

"Will this change what happened to him?"

"No."

"I know."

Mara hated the automatic answer she had given.

Soran looked toward the empty hearing room. "But someone else won't get buried just because the form named a lab whose grant ended?"

"Not if we can establish that the donor authorized the purpose rather than only that institution."

"That's something."

Mara nodded.

Soran squeezed her folder against her chest. "People keep telling me I should be angry that his body was wasted. I don't know if wasted is the word. What bothers me is that he made a decision and the system behaved as if the failure to carry it out meant no decision had existed."

Mara thought of the word she had crossed out three times.

"That's what the rule is trying to fix."

On the train home, she opened the executive summary one last time. The word waste appeared only in a quotation from public testimony.

She had removed it from policy.

Hald's argument remained everywhere anyway.

Two weeks after the rule passed, Mara visited the regional custody center that had generated the original backlog.

She did not need to go. The statistics were already on her screen: fewer expired authorizations, faster reassignment where purpose-specific consent permitted it, a smaller queue for conventional disposition. But the hearing had started with nine hundred and eleven bodies becoming a number, and she wanted to see the institution at the other end of the number.

The center director, Anik Parel, disliked tours.

"People come here looking for moral atmosphere," he said while issuing Mara protective access credentials. "They expect either a sacred place or a warehouse. It is neither. It's logistics with legal obligations."

The corridors were quiet. Doors carried codes, not names. Every transfer required two-person verification. Staff spoke about donors when discussing authorization and about material when discussing suitability. Mara noticed the switch because Hald had made her sensitive to nouns.

"Do families ever object to that language?" she asked.

"Sometimes."

"What do you do?"

"Use the name with the family. Use the code when the code prevents an error. Respect is not choosing one noun forever."

Mara wrote it down.

Parel showed her the old records from before the new rule. Several files ended with a disposition code and no explanation of why an authorized use had failed. The new system contained a mandatory field: REASON AUTHORIZED USE NOT COMPLETED.

Funding lapse.

Institution unavailable.

Suitability changed.

Consent too narrow for transfer.

Family clarification unresolved before statutory deadline.

The new field did not save every donation. It did something less dramatic: it prevented failure from looking like absence of choice.

"Staff hate the extra field," Parel said.

"Good."

"You're not supposed to say that."

"I mean the burden should be visible. If destruction is the default because an institution failed, the institution should have to name the failure."

Parel nodded. "That sounds like Hald."

Mara sighed. "Everyone keeps telling me."

At the exit they passed a small room where families could sit before conventional disposition. A woman was alone inside, holding a coat in her lap. Mara looked away.

Parel said quietly, "You can build perfect allocation rules and people still end up in that room."

"I know."

"Do you?"

Mara thought of the hearing, the policy, the elegant presumption ladder.

"Not enough."

She returned to headquarters and added the custody center to the annual policy review. Not because the rule had failed. Because rules that worked statistically could still create specific forms of loss no dashboard displayed.

That evening her notes contained two sentences beside each other:

Destruction is also an action.

Use is also an action.

Neither was allowed to become the whole ethic.
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Chapter 2 — A Good Death
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Ruth Keene owned six versions of the same blue bowl.

Mara had never understood why. They were stacked in the open cabinet above the sink, each slightly different in glaze and depth, each acquired, according to Ruth, because the previous one was "almost right." The oldest had a hairline crack that no one was allowed to throw away.

"That's the good one," Ruth said whenever Mara suggested it.

"The cracked one?"

"Exactly. It has completed the part where it has to impress anyone."

On Sunday evening the cracked bowl held potatoes.

Ruth had cooked too much food, as usual. Elias arrived twenty minutes late with bread he had baked himself and a bottle of wine no one had asked him to choose. Theo arrived forty minutes late with an apology so polished it made Mara suspect he had practiced it on the stairs.

"Traffic?" Ruth asked.

"Awful."

"You don't have a car."

"Pedestrian traffic."

Ruth kissed his cheek and took his coat.

Mara watched Theo pat his trouser pocket before he sat down. A nervous gesture. The phone inside buzzed once. He ignored it.

The meal had no theme. Mara was grateful for that. Elias complained about a museum commission that wanted an exhibition on the history of ritual meals but had specified, in the same email, that the content should be "joyful, inclusive, non-triggering, intellectually rigorous, family-friendly, and disruptive." Ruth told a story about a former nursing supervisor who used to hide chocolates in the medication refrigerator because no one from management ever opened it. Theo described his new freelance contract designing interface elements for insurance software and made it sound less temporary than Mara knew it was.

"You could always come work for government," Mara said.

Theo looked at her. "That was almost subtle."

"We have dental."

"That's your closing argument?"

"People have joined for less."

Ruth pointed her fork at Mara. "Leave him alone."

"I am leaving him alone."

"In a highly structured, benefits-eligible way."

Elias raised his glass. "To maternal neutrality."

Theo's phone buzzed again.

This time Ruth heard it. "Popular tonight."

"Automated thing."

"What thing?"

Theo took a drink of water. "A creditor thing."

The table changed by less than a degree.

Mara said, "Which creditor?"

"One of the boring ones."

"Theo."

"Mum."

Ruth reached for the potatoes. "If he wants help, he'll ask."

"Thank you," Theo said.

"If he doesn't ask and loses his apartment, I'll kill him myself."

"Less thank you."

They moved on, but Mara stored the moment. She did that without choosing to. It was an occupational deformation: a fact entered her attention and immediately acquired status. Relevant. Pending. Requires follow-up.

After dinner Elias and Theo argued over music in the sitting room while Ruth and Mara washed dishes. Ruth did not own a dishwasher because she claimed machines made people leave the kitchen too early.

"You're staring at the back of my head," Ruth said.

"I'm drying a plate."

"With investigative intensity."

Mara put the plate away. "How bad is Theo's situation?"

"Ask Theo."

"He'll minimize it."

"Then wait until he doesn't."

"That's not a strategy."

"It is with adult children."

Mara looked through the doorway. Theo was laughing at something Elias had said, his head tipped back. For a moment he looked sixteen. Then his phone lit in his hand and he turned it face down.

Ruth dried her hands. "Speaking of strategies, I need you to look at something."

"If this is your will again, I already told you the witness clause is fine."

"Not my will."

She disappeared into the narrow hall and returned with a tablet.

The National Continuance Registry opened on the screen.

Mara groaned. "You brought work into my dinner."

"I brought my death into your dinner. Work followed."

"Mum."

"What? I'm seventy-one. If the concept still surprises you, that's on you."

Ruth had been a palliative-care nurse for thirty-eight years. She did not sentimentalize mortality, but neither did she treat it as philosophy. Death, to Ruth, had paperwork, smell, timing, relatives who needed tea, relatives who needed to be removed from rooms, socks that disappeared, doctors who avoided saying sentences they had been trained to say. She had spent a career watching people become ceremonial while still alive.

Mara took the tablet.

"You changed your research permissions."

"Mm-hm."

"From neurological-only to general medical."

"My brain doesn't deserve special treatment."

"That's not why the category exists."

"I know."

Mara scrolled. Medical donation: unrestricted where clinically eligible. Research: general, non-commercial institutional use. Education: restricted to accredited professional training. Ecological disposition: permitted if no medical or research use applied. Memorial incorporation: no selection.

"You removed institution preference."

"After your hearing."

Mara looked up. "You watched that?"

"I watch all your hearings."

"Why?"

"You speak more slowly when you're trying not to murder someone. It's soothing."

From the other room Elias shouted, "True!"

Mara raised her voice. "You were listening?"

"Thin walls!"

Ruth tapped the tablet. "I agreed with the philosopher."

"Hald."

"The small one."

"He would love that description."

"If I say research, I mean research. If my favorite institute is full, give me to another one."

"That's reasonable."

"I know. I raised you."

Mara continued down the form. There were no commercial permissions. No artistic use. No ceremonial categories. Ruth had selected what most people in her age group selected: broad medical usefulness, limited research, conventional fallback.

"Looks fine," Mara said.

"Fine as in legal fine or daughter fine?"

"Both."

"Good."

Ruth reached for the tablet.

Mara held it. "You haven't named a family liaison."

"Do I need one?"

"No. But if there are questions after death—"

"There will be questions after death?"

"There are always questions."

"From whom?"

"Institutions. Custodians. Sometimes family."

"About what?"

"Interpretation. Timing. Whether a category applies."

Ruth considered. "You."

"Don't choose me because I work there."

"I'm choosing you because you're bossy."

"That's worse."

"It is exactly the skill required."

Mara entered her name.

Later, after Theo and Elias had gone into the sitting room, Ruth opened a second drawer and produced a stack of old hospital notebooks. They were not clinical records; Ruth had been too careful for that. They contained grocery lists, shift swaps, reminders to call relatives, and fragments of things patients had said that she had stripped of names years before.

'I was going to throw these away,' Ruth said.

Mara picked up the top notebook. 'Why didn't you?'

'Couldn't decide whether they were mine.'

'You wrote them.'

'That wasn't my question.'

Ruth opened one at random. On a page between a pharmacy phone number and a note about replacing a kettle, she had written: Ask daughter before shaving his face. He cared about moustache.

'He was unconscious?' Mara asked.

'Dying. Daughter said the moustache was the only vanity he'd kept after everything else went. The junior nurse wanted access for a dressing and nearly shaved it without asking.'

'What happened?'

'We worked around it.'

Ruth closed the notebook. 'People think dignity is grand. Mostly it's remembering which small thing mattered after the person cannot explain it anymore.'

Mara looked toward the tablet with Ruth's registry. 'That's why instructions matter.'

'Sometimes.'

'You say that like you're warning me.'

'I am always warning you. You are my child.'

Ruth told another story about a woman who had demanded no religious language at her bedside while her brother insisted on prayer. The staff had made room for both without making either side feel victorious. Then a man whose family could not agree whether to donate his corneas because he had never spoken about donation at all. Ruth remembered the argument more clearly than the outcome.

'What did you do?' Mara asked.

'Not my decision. That was the point.'

The answer irritated Mara and, because it came from Ruth, stayed with her. Ruth had spent decades in rooms where love made people certain they were authorized to speak for someone else. She had also watched forms fail because a person could not anticipate the exact future question. Her confidence in clear instructions had not come from abstraction. It came from exhaustion with families having to guess.

Mara turned pages until she found a line written in larger letters: Do not make dying person manage everyone else's feelings.

'You should have published these,' she said.

'And violate every confidentiality rule I taught you to respect? Absolutely not.'

'No identifying detail.'

'People recognize their own grief.'

Ruth tied the notebooks with an old shoelace and put them back. 'When I die, burn those.'

Mara looked up. 'Seriously?'

'Yes. Not everything that can be preserved should be.'

The sentence seemed ordinary then. Mara did not know she would remember it years later, when destruction itself had become a moral accusation and preservation a market opportunity. That evening, it was simply Ruth deciding that some fragments had completed their use.

Ruth watched her. "Does that mean you get to change anything?"

"No. Liaison isn't proxy authority. Your instructions remain yours."

"Good."

"You can revoke them anytime while you're competent."

"Also good."

"And if you want family discretion instead, you can leave categories open."

"I don't."

Mara paused.

"What?" Ruth asked.

"Nothing."

"That was a very loud nothing."

"Most families are relieved when people leave clear instructions."

"Then why are you making that face?"

Mara returned the tablet. "Because I have seen clear instructions make families furious."

Ruth smiled. "At least they'll know who to be furious with."

The laughter from the sitting room stopped. Theo appeared in the doorway. "Are we doing death admin?"

"Apparently," Mara said.

"Can I inherit the blue bowls?"

"No," Elias said from behind him. "They've been promised to science."

Ruth slapped the counter with a dish towel. "You can all go home."

Instead they stayed another hour.

Elias found an old box of photographs in the sideboard. Theo discovered one of Mara at twelve, wearing a yellow swimsuit and an expression of concentrated hatred beside a public swimming pool.

"Why do you look like you've just been subpoenaed?" he asked.

"Your uncle pushed me in."

"You were standing next to a pool," Elias said.

"I was reading."

"At a pool."

"There was shade."

Ruth took the photograph from Theo. "You wouldn't speak to him for three days."

"It was two."

"Three."

"The third day was unrelated."

"Of course."

Ruth kept the photograph in her lap while the others went through the box. Mara watched her thumb rest over the white border. Not reverently. Not as if memory required a pose. Just holding it.

Later, at the door, Ruth hugged Theo longest.

"Call your creditors," she murmured.

Theo stiffened. "Gran."

"Before they start calling your mother."

"I will."

"Tomorrow."

"Yes."

Ruth kissed him once on the forehead.

When Mara was last to leave, Ruth caught her sleeve.

"One more thing."

"What?"

"When it happens, don't let them ask you what I would have wanted."

Mara thought of Leda Soran in the hearing room, of a brother buried after his chosen laboratory lost a grant.

"They won't have to," she said. "You wrote it down."

Ruth nodded, satisfied.

For Mara, at that moment, it was the kindest thing a form could do.

Ruth's kitchen had a drawer devoted entirely to objects that should have been thrown away.

Mara discovered this while looking for a working corkscrew after dinner. The drawer contained three elastic bands gone brittle with age, instruction manuals for appliances Ruth no longer owned, a key with no known lock, a packet of birthday candles fused together by heat, and the handle from a saucepan discarded at least ten years earlier.

"You lecture the country about waste and keep this?" Mara asked.

Ruth looked over. "I have never lectured the country about waste."

"You support Continuance."

"I support not burning useful things because people are frightened of nouns. Different hobby."

Theo held up the mystery key. "What does this open?"

"Something important."

"What?"

"If I remembered, it wouldn't be in that drawer."

Elias said, "This is our inheritance."

"You can fight over it after I'm dead."

The joke landed differently because they had just reviewed her donor registration. Ruth noticed.

"Oh, don't become solemn now. We spent forty minutes discussing whether my corneas get priority over a university. Death does not become more respectful because everyone speaks slowly."

Mara found the corkscrew behind a box of batteries.

Later, while Theo and Elias argued about a football match, Ruth asked Mara to help with a separate set of papers. They were not Continuance documents. They were advance-care preferences: who could make medical decisions if Ruth lost capacity, what interventions she did not want, who should be called first.

"Elias for household contact?" Mara asked.

"He answers his phone."

"I answer mine."

"You answer with 'I'm in a meeting.'"

"I work."

"So does he. Less convincingly."

Mara smiled.

Ruth designated Mara for medical decision support because, she said, Mara could distinguish a difficult choice from a forbidden one. The compliment was so close to Mara's professional identity that she did not know how to receive it.

"And if I disagree with you?"

"You will. That's why I'm writing it down while I can still annoy you in person."

Ruth signed the medical directive, then set it beside the donor form.

Two documents, both attempts to project autonomy into a future in which Ruth might no longer be able to speak.

One concerned a living body.

One concerned what happened after death.

The legal distinction was clear. The emotional distinction, Mara realized, depended on a line no one at the table wanted to approach.

Before leaving, Theo slipped the mystery key into his pocket.

Ruth saw him.

"Put that back."

"You don't know what it opens."

"Exactly."

"Then why keep it?"

Ruth shrugged. "Because throwing it away closes a possibility."

Mara looked at her.

"What?" Ruth asked.

"Nothing."

But on the walk home Mara wrote the sentence in her phone.

The family dinner became a recurring Sunday arrangement almost by accident.

Ruth claimed she disliked schedules, then complained if anyone arrived later than seven. Elias brought food he insisted was experimental. Theo brought laundry more often than food. Mara brought documents only once, after Ruth threatened to burn anything with an NCA logo if it appeared beside dessert.

Those evenings mattered because most of them contained no Continuance discussion at all.

Ruth argued with Elias about salt. Theo complained about work. Mara read the same newspaper article twice because everyone talked over it. They watched a quiz program and discovered Ruth cheated by reading answers on her tablet.

"That's not cheating," Ruth said. "It's research."

"The question hasn't finished," Theo replied.

"Then the program should be faster."

Mara stored these details without realizing she was storing them.

One Sunday Ruth took out a box of old nursing badges and asked whether anyone wanted them.

"Why?" Mara asked.

"Because I am decluttering. Not everything I do is a rehearsal for death."

Theo chose one from Ruth's first hospital. Elias chose a later badge with a photograph in which Ruth looked furious.

Mara did not want one.

Ruth looked mildly hurt.

"I have photographs," Mara said.

"Fine. More for the museum after I become historically important."

A month later Mara found the remaining badges in a bag Ruth had accidentally left at her apartment. She kept the furious photograph.

She told no one.

The act was small enough to escape her own theories about possession, memorialization, and use. It was just an object from her mother.

That simplicity would not last.

But it existed first.

NATIONAL CONTINUANCE REGISTRY

Standard Donor Registration — Extract


Registrant: RUTH KEENE

Status: Active

Review interval: Voluntary / no mandatory expiry

The following selections record the registrant's prospective disposition preferences. These selections do not transfer ownership of the living person or create any right to affect medical treatment. Clinical care decisions remain independent of posthumous disposition.

A. Medical Donation

☒ Permit donation where medically suitable.

☒ Permit allocation to any accredited recipient program.

☐ Restrict by named institution.

B. Research Donation

☒ Permit accredited medical research.

☒ Permit transfer between equivalent accredited institutions where the original recipient is unavailable.

☐ Permit commercial research.

C. Professional Education

☒ Permit limited use in accredited clinical education.

☐ Permit public exhibition.

D. Ecological Disposition

☒ Permit approved ecological disposition if higher-priority authorized uses are unavailable.

☐ Require conventional burial.

☐ Require cremation.

E. Family Liaison

MARA KEENE

A family liaison may receive information, clarify administrative facts, and communicate with custodians. A family liaison may not substitute personal preferences for explicit registrant instructions.

Important: Clear instructions reduce uncertainty but may not eliminate disagreement. Your choices remain revocable while you possess decision-making capacity.
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Chapter 3 — The Last Gift
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The first thing Mara noticed at Julian Weir's memorial was that no one whispered about the object.

It stood on a narrow table beside the lectern: a dark glass disc the size of a dinner plate, mounted upright in a pale wood cradle. From a distance it looked like smoked crystal. Up close, a faint irregular line ran through its center, silver-white against the black.

Julian had worked two floors below Mara for eleven years. He had been sixty-three, divorced, impossible to hurry, and professionally incapable of writing an email shorter than five paragraphs. Three months earlier he had died after a stroke in a train station. His medical donation had proceeded first. What remained under his instructions had entered a memorial incorporation program that Mara knew as a category and had never seen in a colleague's life.

Or death.

She corrected herself before she had finished the thought.

The NCA auditorium had been stripped of institutional signage for the service. Julian's daughter had placed photographs along one wall: Julian on a bicycle, Julian with a red umbrella, Julian sleeping on a ferry, Julian holding a newborn with the terror of a man entrusted with unstable explosives.

The object on the table did not dominate the room. That was what unsettled Mara.

Priya appeared beside her. "You're staring."

"I'm looking."

"With regulatory intensity."

"Apparently everyone in my life has agreed on that phrase."

Priya nodded toward the disc. "It's beautiful."

Mara wished she had said disturbing.

"Do you know what it is?" Priya asked.

"A memorial composite."

"I know the category."

"Then why ask?"

"Because you answered like a website."

Mara lowered her voice. "Mineralized derivative incorporated into glass. Trace quantity. The family approved the final design under Julian's instructions."

"Still a website."

Before Mara could reply, Julian's daughter Leanne approached them. She was perhaps thirty-five and had Julian's slow smile.

"You came," she said.

Mara embraced her. "Of course. I'm sorry."

"Thank you. He would have complained about the turnout. Too many managers."

"He complained about managers when there were none in the room."

"He considered it preventive maintenance."

Leanne glanced at the disc. "Have you seen it?"

Mara said yes.

"He picked the shape."

"He did?"

"Three years ago. He had a whole folder. Fonts, colors, what we were allowed to write on the card. He refused anything with wings."

Priya smiled. "That sounds like him."

Leanne took them closer.

The silver line was not symmetrical. It thickened near the bottom and thinned almost to invisibility near the top. A small brass plaque on the cradle read only: JULIAN WEIR, 1962–2026.

"I thought I'd hate it," Leanne said.

Mara looked at her.

"Not because of him. Because of the idea. My aunt still hates it. She says I turned Dad into decor."

"You didn't," Mara said automatically.

Leanne laughed once. "Careful. That's almost legal advice."

"Sorry."

"He wanted it. I wanted to want what he wanted. Those aren't always the same thing."

Mara knew enough not to answer.

Leanne touched the edge of the glass with two fingers. "The first week it arrived, I kept it in the box. Then I took it out for ten minutes. Then I put it back. Then I got angry at myself because I was treating the box like it was a coffin. Dad hated coffins."

"Where do you keep it now?"

"On a shelf with his awful ceramic dog."

"The one from his office?"

"You remember it?"

"Everyone remembers it."

"Good. That's where this goes. Not an altar. Just with his things."

The service began.

People spoke about Julian's delays, his precision, his habit of correcting newspaper captions in restaurants. A former director described how Julian once stopped a major regulation because a single pronoun would have unintentionally expanded a family's authority. Leanne told the story of the ceramic dog, which Julian had bought at a roadside market and defended for twenty years against unanimous aesthetic judgment.

The disc remained on the table while everyone laughed.

Mara expected the object to become stranger when attention returned to death. Instead, by the end of the service, it had become part of the room's grammar. Flowers. Photographs. Lectern. Dark glass. His daughter.

Afterward, Leanne distributed small envelopes to six colleagues.

"Dad left these for the office people," she said.

Mara hesitated before taking hers.

Inside was a square of translucent glass no larger than a postage stamp, set in a paper frame. It contained no human-derived material. The card made that explicit.

Companion token. Visual match only. No biological content.

Below that, in Julian's unmistakably fussy phrasing:

If this has become legally ambiguous by the time I die, Mara will know whom to blame.

Mara laughed aloud.

Priya looked over. "What?"

Mara showed her.

"He knew you well."

The envelope included a provenance code. Mara scanned it out of professional habit. A public record appeared: authorization date, design selection, custodian certification, material class, transformation completed, no resale permitted. Everything was documented. Nothing was hidden.

Mara stayed after the reception to help Leanne carry boxes to her car. The auditorium had emptied, leaving the peculiar debris of memorials: half-full glasses, folded programs, abandoned tissues, flowers beginning to lean. Julian's dark glass disc waited in its wooden cradle.

'Can I?' Mara asked.

Leanne nodded.

The object was heavier than Mara expected. She lifted it with both hands while Leanne carried the cradle. For a second the absurdity of the situation struck her: two women carrying a legally regulated memorial through a service corridor past a vending machine and a recycling bin.

'This is the part no brochure shows,' Leanne said.

'What part?'

'Parking validation.'

They both laughed.

At the car, Leanne wrapped the disc in a blanket printed with cartoon suns. Mara watched the solemn object disappear under children's fabric.

'Dad bought that for my daughter,' Leanne said. 'He'd prefer this.'

'Prefer being wrapped in a sun blanket?'

'He'd prefer anything that stopped us acting like the thing needed incense.'

Leanne closed the trunk but did not leave. 'Can I ask you something as a person, not the Authority?'

Mara hesitated. 'You can ask.'

'Do you think it's him?'

Mara looked at the closed trunk.

'No,' she said.

Leanne nodded slowly. 'Me neither.'

'Does that make it less important?'

'No.'

They stood in the concrete parking level listening to ventilation fans.

'I thought those were the only two options,' Leanne said. 'Either it's Dad, which is ridiculous, or it's not Dad, so why care. But grief doesn't obey identity law. His old coat isn't Dad. His handwriting isn't Dad. That stupid dog isn't Dad. I still can't throw them away.'

Mara thought of evidence law, chain-of-custody, category definitions. None of it had a vocabulary for not the person and still not merely an object.

Leanne continued, 'My aunt says the disc is worse because it contains him literally. Maybe she's right. I don't know how much literally is enough to change a thing.'

Mara had no answer.

On Monday she looked up the regulations governing companion tokens. They existed because families often wanted related objects for relatives without multiplying authenticated material. A token could share shape, design, color, even provenance narrative, but had to state clearly that it contained no human-derived material. The rule prevented deception.

It also created an experiment no one had intended. Two objects could look identical. One contained a trace. One did not. People treated them differently because of a fact invisible to the eye.

Mara placed Julian's token beside its digital certificate and considered how little matter was required before an object crossed categories. Zero was legally clean. Greater than zero triggered custody, traceability, restrictions, family rights. The entire moral difference could be smaller than a speck and larger than language.

She shut the file. That afternoon she caught herself touching the token when she was thinking, not reverently but the way people turn pens in their hands. She stopped, then deliberately did it again. If the object was only visual match, no taboo had been crossed. Yet the act still felt borrowed from a future she had not agreed to enter.

She found that more disorienting than secrecy would have been.

At the reception, Julian's aunt cornered Mara near the coffee.

"You work for them," the woman said.

Mara knew at once what them meant.

"I work for the regulator."

"Same difference."

"Often not."

The aunt nodded toward the disc. "Tell me that's dignity."

Mara could have given the institutional answer: valid prospective consent, low-risk transformed material, private memorial use, full traceability, no commercial transfer. Instead she said, "I don't know what dignity looks like in glass."

The woman's anger paused.

"At least you admit it."

"I know Julian chose it."

"People choose ugly things all the time."

"Yes."

"So choice isn't the end of it."

"No."

"Then why does your Authority pretend it is?"

Mara looked across the room at Leanne, who was explaining the ceramic dog to a group of Julian's former colleagues. "We don't."

The aunt followed her gaze. "My niece does. She thinks because he signed a form I have no right to be disgusted."

"You have every right to be disgusted."

"But no right to stop it."

"Those are different questions."

The woman studied Mara for a moment. "That's convenient."

"Sometimes."

"For whom?"

Mara had no answer that would fit beside coffee and small sandwiches.

When she left, the auditorium staff were beginning to clear chairs. Leanne stood in front of the memorial table alone. She did not look like a woman admiring an object. She looked like a daughter waiting a few seconds before carrying something fragile home.

Mara slipped Julian's token into the inner pocket of her coat.

That night she placed it on her desk, beside a stack of case files.

For three days she barely noticed it.

On the fourth, she moved it closer to the window because the afternoon light passed through it beautifully.

At work the memorial token became less noticeable by being noticed often.

For the first week colleagues paused beside Mara's desk and asked whether it came from Julian's service. In the second week only people who had been away asked. By the third, someone placed a stack of files beside it and moved the token two centimeters without thinking.

Mara moved it back.

The reflex embarrassed her.

Priya noticed. "You have become territorial."

"About desk geometry."

"Of course."

Julian's husband, Rafi, came to the Authority a month later to close several administrative matters. Mara invited him for coffee.

"Does the object help?" she asked, then regretted the question because it sounded like consumer research.

Rafi did not seem offended.

"Some days."

"What does that mean?"

"Some days I think, Julian chose this, so keeping it feels like continuing a conversation. Some days it's a piece of glass and the idea that a company incorporated anything of him into it feels absurd."

"Do you ever regret it?"

"The object? No. The fact that I have to have opinions about the object? Constantly."

Mara smiled.

Rafi turned his cup between his hands. "Everyone wants grief to verify a philosophy. If I say it comforts me, Continuance people say see, transformation helps. If I say it bothers me, dignity people say see, bodies shouldn't become objects. Mostly I want to miss my husband without becoming evidence."

The sentence stayed with Mara after he left.

She had done the same thing internally. Every emotional response to the token had become a vote in a debate. Attraction meant normalization. Disgust meant boundary. Forgetting meant habituation. Touching it meant complicity.

Perhaps some objects were allowed to be emotionally inconsistent.

That evening she carried the token home rather than leaving it at the office. It fit in one hand. The provenance card was larger than the object itself, full of serial numbers, custody attestations, and a short statement Julian had approved: I worked in public law because rules are what people build when trust is not enough.

Mara laughed when she read it. Julian had said versions of that sentence in meetings until everyone wanted to throw him out.

She placed the token on her bookshelf beside a photograph of Theo at graduation.

For several minutes it looked intrusive.

Then it looked like glass.

Then, knowing what it contained, it looked like neither glass nor Julian but something third for which ordinary language had not prepared a noun.

Mara left it there.

Julian Weir's memorial commission later became one of the Authority's examples of low-conflict transformed use.

Mara objected to the designation.

"Low-conflict for whom?" she asked the evaluation team.

"No litigation, no family complaint, full donor authorization, recipient satisfaction."

"That's administrative conflict."

"What other kind are we measuring?"

Mara had no metric to offer.

Rafi had told her the object sometimes comforted him and sometimes felt absurd. Neither reaction generated a complaint. The database therefore recorded satisfaction.

Mara proposed a post-disposition survey that allowed multiple answers: comforting, distressing, neutral, mixed, changed over time, prefer not to answer.

The research team protested that mixed responses were harder to analyze.

"Human improvement opportunity," Mara said.

Priya stared at her. "Was that a joke?"

"Do not report it."

The first survey results showed that mixed was common.

This pleased Mara more than a positive satisfaction score would have. Not because mixed was better, but because it prevented the system from turning complex grief into a binary endorsement of product success.

Rafi selected MIXED — CHANGED OVER TIME.

In the optional comment he wrote: Please stop asking memorial objects to prove whether the culture is right.

Mara had the sentence added to the research-team presentation.

The slide designer asked whether a participant quote belonged in a quantitative report.

"Yes," Mara said. "Especially if the number tries to pretend the quote doesn't exist."
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Chapter 4 — Continuance
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Soren Hald's office did not contain a single book he had written.

Mara noticed because everyone else who wrote books arranged them somewhere visible, usually with the spine turned at a modest angle that claimed not to be deliberate.

Hald's shelves held other people's work, municipal reports, a cracked atlas, three volumes of poetry, and a framed photograph of a dog standing in snow.

"Yours?" Mara asked.

"The dog?"

"Yes."

"No."

"Do you know the dog?"

"No."

She waited.

Hald sat behind a desk covered in paper. "It came with the frame."

"You've kept a stock photograph for how long?"

"Eleven years."

"Why?"

"It seems happy."

Mara opened her folder. "I thought philosophers were supposed to make ordinary things complicated."

"We do. That's why I protect a few from us."

The NCA had asked Mara to conduct a regulatory consultation on a proposed expansion of memorial incorporation. The current rules permitted limited private memorial products under strict transformation and traceability standards. Several petitions sought artistic use, including public display. The ministry wanted a principled line. Mara wanted one that could survive court review.

Hald wanted lunch.

"You scheduled this at noon," he said.

"You chose noon."

"Because I assumed government people ate."

"Some do."

"Promising."

They walked to a hospital café across the street. Hald bought soup. Mara bought coffee and something labeled a vegetable tart that looked like a procedural error.

The corridor beyond the café connected to the hospital's donation coordination wing. A mural of handwritten thank-you notes covered one wall. Some were from transplant recipients. Some from donor families. One simply said, He would have liked knowing someone used his ridiculous kidneys.

Hald stopped to read it.

"This is why you win," Mara said.

"At what?"

"Public argument."

"I didn't put that there."

"You don't have to. Medical donation does half your work for you."

He carried his soup to an empty table. "That is because medical donation established a principle before I arrived."

"Which principle?"

"That the dead body can be used without thereby insulting the person who lived in it."

Mara sat opposite him. "For medicine."

"Why does medicine have exclusive moral jurisdiction?"

"Because it prevents harm."

"Sometimes. Research may benefit nobody identifiable. Education may train someone who never treats the donor's family. Yet we allow those."

"There is public benefit."

"Good. So usefulness matters."

"Not enough."

"I agree."

She frowned. "You make agreement sound like a trap."

"Only because people expect me to be simpler than I am."

Mara opened the consultation document. "Let's be specific. A competent adult authorizes incorporation of transformed material into a public sculpture. No safety issue. No identifiable anatomy. Full consent. Family objects. Why should the state allow it?"

"Why should the state forbid it?"

"That isn't an answer."

"It is if the starting position is liberty."

"Posthumous liberty."

"Prospective liberty exercised while alive."

"The person no longer experiences the result."

"True of a will."

"Property is not a body."

"Why?"

"Because—"

Mara stopped.

Hald ate his soup.

"Because bodies have dignity," she said.

"Whose dignity?"

"Human dignity."

"Excellent phrase. Who holds it?"

"You know what I mean."

"I know what many people mean, and they do not all mean the same thing. Does dignity belong to the donor? If so, why may the donor not define what honors it? Does it belong to the family? Then why can a family override a person's clear wishes after death but not while she is alive? Does it belong to society? Then we have made dignity a public license over private bodies."

"You don't believe dignity exists."

"I didn't say that."

"You make it sound empty."

"I make it sound expensive. If we're going to use it to prohibit conduct, we should know what we're buying with it."

Mara pushed the tart aside. "There are things we don't let people consent to."

"Of course."

"Then autonomy isn't absolute."

"Of course not."

"You could say that more often in public."

"No one quotes me when I do."

She smiled despite herself.

They spent an hour moving through cases. A donor wanted material incorporated into a family garden wall. Another wanted a small portion included in an artwork that would eventually be sold. A third had authorized public exhibition but prohibited commercial reproduction. Each case seemed trivial until one asked what principle distinguished it from the next.

"You see why we need categories," Mara said.

"Yes."

"And boundaries."

"Yes."

Hald later sent Mara a paper he had written twenty years earlier, before Continuance
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