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      Thinking was not one of my responsibilities at the Department, but I didn’t let that stop me. There were many favourable aspects of the job, and the opportunity to exercise my imagination was the best of them. Days would pass without my having to apply myself too rigorously to administrative matters, leaving me ample space in which to develop my theories. Now that the State no longer requires my services, and I have significantly more time available, I am writing a book about them. Commercially, it might be challenging. They are a far cry from the uplifting, psycho-pop drivel found on the shelves of every train station bookshop across the country. But they are pragmatic. My book will be a practical guide to living. And I suppose, dying.

      Towards the end of my employment (I didn’t know that it was drawing to a close, but I am told I should have expected it), I happened upon a concept that would change my life. It was, and is, a defining proposition that knits many of my other theories together so tightly that there is no doubt that it is the truth. I remember the epiphany well. Sitting at my desk in the open-plan office in Whitehall, which had been my quiet sanctuary for 34 years to the day, I was so struck by my discovery that I jumped up and knocked my chair to the floor. And as I stood there, staring back at the surprised faces that looked up from their computer monitors, I knew I had understood something so profound it would transform the way these people thought about the nature of their existence. Even now, as I escort my clients, such as poor Marsha here, away from their lives of misery, I am still spellbound by the significance of my hypothesis. 

      I call it The Three Deaths (this will likely be the name of the book—I will, of course, invent a suitably provocative subtitle as is the trend). At its foundation is the notion that, contrary to popular belief, we will, as the title suggests, die three times. I used to think of it in terms of inevitable stages of death—a train that, once boarded, does not stop until it reaches its final destination. Then, as the idea developed, I realised that with intervention it is possible to halt the process before its conclusion. In other words, I know how to cheat death. 

      I call the first death Permanent Death. This is the one we are expecting. The one in which the brain and heart stop functioning. The one that, as far as medical science is concerned, draws a definitive line under your story. The end, if you like.

      My breakthrough was the realisation that this is not the end. Not quite. While, as the name suggests, there is no way back from Permanent Death, there is a postscript—a small addendum that is hidden from view until the final page is turned. Your irreversible departure is actually the beginning of an invisible finale that will last until True Death and Perceived Death have also been accomplished. 

      True Death occurs as the last trace of life leaves your body, which can happen a considerable time after the death certificate has been issued. The speed is dictated by how you expired. Natural causes, for instance, can take weeks. Poisoning also. No wounds, you see. Life requires an escape route. Violent episodes that result in holes in the body where there shouldn’t be any, such as the one in poor Marsha’s throat, are much faster. 

      Let us consider the case at hand. Life is still in the process of decamping from this woman’s body. The bleeding has ebbed, but colour continues to spill like a geyser of thick, lazy paint. Bright yellows and reds and blues belch from the wound and swirl drunkenly into the air and splash onto the resin floor. A volcanic rainbow. And until these colours have gone, life remains. Weak, unsalvageable life. The thing about True Death is that it never hurries—it takes its time to coil around a frame and squeeze every last drop of existence from it.

      Considerable skill is required to observe life as it escapes, and it has taken me many attempts to master it. It is a matter of letting your gaze drift as you might in a daydream. Your eyes are open but you look at nothing. Then, at the precise place in your field of vision where you least expect to see anything, there it is—as bold and as vivid as a freshly excavated, pumping heart. The initial release is often spectacular. One could compare it to a fireworks display. I haven’t yet had the opportunity to watch a ‘natural death’—that is, sans escape hatch—but I imagine the show is somewhat disappointing in comparison.

      That brings us to the third death, the speed of which is quite different. Perceived Death is remarkable because it is not determined by how you die, but by how you live. You are not truly dead in this context until the people who knew you find out about your demise. Those who contributed to society—likeable characters who played constructive roles in their communities and families—are likely to have their passings noted quickly. Hours. Minutes, perhaps. It depends on individual circumstances. But those who hide while alive are also hidden in death. Knowledge of death is the thing. Without that, you will continue to exist in the lives of others. And even when there is a plausible suspicion that death has occurred—if a person disappears, for example—without proof, without official word, there is still a chance that he or she is viable, and Perceived Death is thus suspended indefinitely. 

      If more people were aware of this final passage, the world would be a better place. I have no time for religious dogma. However, I believe that the majority of churches are on to something when they preach that doing the will of whichever deity one happens to follow is beneficial. It is interesting, don’t you think, that these doctrines teach that living a good life is primarily in the interests of the individual, resulting in some kind of eternal reward, as if the benefits to the broader community are nothing more than a fortunate side effect. Where these institutions have it wrong is that, instead of earning you a place in heaven or the happy hunting grounds or wherever, a ‘good life’ simply means that you are allowed to die quickly and fully. And what more can a person ask for? To slip gently into the stream and away—to be washed down to the black sea and back to where you came from. The alternative is to be snagged on a cold, wet rock until your loved ones acknowledge your expiry. There is a tendency to believe that grief is the property of mourners. That is also wrong. It does belong to them, yes, but they give it to the departed. The oil of our tears smooths the souls of the dead past the rocks in the icy river and aids their delivery to the sea. That is what Perceived Death offers the deceased. 

      Poor Marsha has not had the benefit of this sorrowful lubricant, and right now she is marooned on her rock. If everything goes according to plan, she will stay there for a long time to come. 

      I tell people I work with the homeless. That’s how it is these days—everyone wants to know what you do for a living. They ask you the second after you’ve revealed your name. They enjoy placing you in a little box with a carefully inscribed label. It makes them comfortable and gives them the pointers they require to behave towards you in a manner they consider to be the most appropriate—whether deference or disrespect or, if they are feeling gracious, parity. So, I say I work with the homeless. It’s usually enough. They typically fill in the gaps themselves. I’m probably some kind of social worker or something equally obnoxious. In the unlikely event that my answer attracts more questions, I turn the conversation onto them, which they lap up like neglected puppies. 

      The fact is, I am a civil servant. It is irrelevant that I am no longer employed by the Department. I helped administer this country for over thirty years—doing my duty during good times and bad. You can’t simply walk away from that kind of life. Once a civil servant, always a civil servant. When I cleared my desk at Whitehall, I took my sense of duty with me. I now run a small social enterprise that is currently funded by the European Union. Its mission is to get homeless people off the streets. I help these pathetic creatures break free from their miserable lives. And let me tell you, they are always grateful. Of course, they are. Who wouldn’t be? I mean, would you like to live on these streets? In a state of permanent hunger, cold and fear? They have no hope, and I don’t promise to fix that. I don’t promise to improve their lives—I merely offer an escape. 

      Perhaps it would be beneficial to explain with the help of Marsha here. I don’t know her real name, of course. It doesn’t do to get to know the clients. Simplicity is everything in work like this. But it is helpful to call them something. 

      Very early morning is the best time to look for new clients, when there are plenty of drunken fools staggering home. I pick the busiest streets—the ones nearest the clubs and late-night pubs—where I am just another invisible reveller. I always bring a freshly grilled burger or two, which I cook on the small electric stove at the workshop. I put them into sesame seed-topped rolls and wrap them in kitchen foil to retain the heat. 

      I found Marsha in the doorway of a music shop on Joshua Street. She’d hidden herself under a bundle of blankets and cardboard—set far back from the road, deep in the recessed entrance lined with windows full of electric guitars and saxophones and such like, all behind a metal grill. I stopped, lit a cigarette and watched for a while. I find this practice helpful as it gives me the chance to assess how the situation feels in my gut. There is no point in wasting European taxpayers’ money on someone who will refuse my help. Anyway, instinct told me this person would appreciate my efforts, so I sat down where I assumed her feet were. Her head burst from the blankets the second my rear touched the ground. When she eventually focused on me, her freckly, creased face looked unsurprised, and she sank back under her covers—only a tuft of red hair remained. Drugs were likely to blame for her lack of interest. They have a habit of taking the danger out of situations. I mean, I could have been anyone. 

      I waited a few minutes before speaking. 

      Much of this business is about empathy. Emotional intelligence was not a prerequisite for working for the Department. In fact, I’d venture to suggest it was a hindrance. We dealt with numbers, not people. I was often appalled at the ruthlessness of our tactics—how we could, with a quick signature, reduce a benefit payment and expose thousands of families to abject poverty—or design legislation that consigns disabled people to the ritual humiliation of having to beg for welfare. Discussions about how—or where—people would live were frowned upon. We were little more than tools to aid the swing of the ideological pendulum. Empathy only got in the way.

      ‘Aren’t you going to say hello?’

      It is important to hold a smile on one’s face during these encounters—even if you think you are not being observed. I suspected she was watching me through a gap in the blankets. 

      ‘Are you still in there?’

      There was a muffled grunt that sounded like she may have told me to go away in the Anglo-Saxon.

      ‘Are you hungry?’

      I tossed a wrapped burger near the tuft of hair. Dirty fingers emerged and pulled it under. 

      ‘In case you’re wondering, I don’t expect anything in return.’

      It is prudent to give the client time to eat the food and evaluate the situation. Rushing often leads to unsatisfactory results. If patience is on my side, I sometimes wait until they speak to me. This is how it was with Marsha. 

      ‘Have you got any more food?’

      Her question, her vaguely northern accent and the poorly hidden desperation in her intonation told me she was indeed a perfect client. 

      ‘I do. But not here.’

      She pushed her back up against the side of the doorway and opened a gap in the blankets. Pale skin, perhaps forty years old, probably quite handsome in her day, but hardship had taken its toll. 

      ‘The thing is, I work with people like you who are sleeping rough and help them find a way out. That’s my job. I can give you more food. That’s a simple thing to do. Or I can sort things for you so you are never hungry or cold ever again. And I can guarantee that you’ll never have to sleep in another doorway for the rest of your life.’

      It took a little time for my words to process.

      ‘I don’t know.’

      ‘That’s okay. I’m not going to force you. For this to work, you have to really want it. But I understand if you’d rather not. I realise that some people actually quite like their lives on the street.’

      I leaned forward as if preparing to get up. 

      ‘No, wait. Can I think about it?’

      ‘Of course. You have a little think. I am going to take a walk around the block and see if I can help somebody else. If I don’t find anyone, I’ll come back.’

      ‘What if you do find someone else?’

      ‘Well, I can only work with one client at a time. The work is quite intense. So if I do find someone who wants help, I have a duty to deal with them first.’ 

      ‘Oh, right.’

      ‘But, you know, if you’re not ready yet, I can come back in a month or two to see if you’re still around.’ 

      ‘If I say yes, what happens next?’

      ‘Well, we’ll go to my office and make the necessary arrangements. But look, perhaps you’re not ready for this. It’s a service for homeless people who’ve had enough and want to end it. If you’re not ready to end it, then we’d be wasting each other’s time.’

      It is not unusual for the conversation to run this way. Many individuals like this, particularly females and the young, are propositioned on a depressingly regular basis. There are a lot of unscrupulous characters around these days who think nothing of abusing them, trading a dry bed and a hot meal for sexual favours. Frankly, it disgusts me. I hate to see people taking advantage of the burgeoning homeless population. While the country buckles under the weight of debt, these maggots think of nobody but themselves. As for me, it’s all about the social impact. Every time I help a client escape, society benefits. The benefit to the client is obvious. The financial gain to the State is enormous—sometimes running into the hundreds of thousands of pounds. Consider the cost of police time, rehabilitation, housing, welfare and counselling, all of which make up an unwieldy process that might eventually result in the client being freed from homelessness and into gainful, tax-paying employment. More often than not, however, the system fails, the client ends up back on the streets and the costs start all over again. My system is failsafe and saves hardworking taxpayers millions. 

      What do I get out of it personally? The answer to that is very little. But it is enough. I get satisfaction from knowing that my efforts are helping our country through these difficult times. While ineffectual politicians tinker around the edges with cuts to this or that service or benefit payment, I get to the crux of the matter and make a real and lasting difference. So there is some pride in that. 

      Needless to say, Marsha quickly reconsidered and accepted my help. I told her how pleased I was, and we walked to the workshop, talking a little about the weather on the way. I always take clients the long route just to make sure that they are feeling quite weary by the time we arrive. 

      I rent the workshop from the local authority. They are very accommodating to new social enterprises there. Twelve months of discounted lease and no business rates to pay. The front office is arranged to look as if a few people work here. Four desks, two of them with computers (paid for by a grant from the EU). Coffee mugs and empty sandwich wrappers, and a few papers scattered around the place—it really seems to put clients at their ease. I call it a workshop as that’s what it used to be. It still is, I suppose. I converted it myself with the help of numerous online videos. I have to admit I am rather impressed with my efforts. Before beginning this enterprise, I was a DIY virgin. However, having installed a floating ceiling complete with polystyrene tiles, plastered and painted the walls, and fitted hard-wearing carpet tiles very similar to the ones at the Department, I now consider myself to be pretty handy. I even worked out a way of fixing a safe into the floor so that its door is flush with the boards. When the carpet is laid over it, there is no sign whatsoever that anything is underneath. The only thing slightly out of place is the small fridge in the corner of the room, but nobody has thought to ask about it yet. 

      I asked Marsha to take a seat at one of the desks and gave her a form to fill out. This is a stroke of genius. It’s an A4 sheet of white paper, headed with the words London Homeless Outreach in maroon. Underneath, it asks the client to complete their date of birth, last registered address, country of origin, and so on. There’s even an optional ethnicity multiple-choice for good measure. Any remaining doubts evaporate at this point. 

      While Marsha scribbled and ticked with a pencil, I put on my reading glasses and pretended to busy myself with something suitably administrative. Then, taking the form, I told her I would make a few phone calls. I asked if she would like to rest while I did that. They always say yes. By this time, clients trust me and think nothing of the fact that the small, windowless chamber I direct them to contains a plastic-coated couch and paper sheets, and has been designed for easy cleaning. The walls and floor are covered in a light green resin, and where you would expect to see a skirting board, there is a seamless, curved join. Opposite the bed there is a short hosepipe wrapped around a wall-mounted tap, below which is a large plughole. The ‘en suite’ is accessed through a door at the far end of the room. I fitted all of it myself. 

      I keep it warm in there. Clients are often heavily dressed during the winter, which can cause problems later. The heat encourages them to shed a few garments and loosen whatever remains. This, however, is the only comfort I give them. There is no food or drink, and conversation is kept to a minimum. It is necessary to maintain a professional distance so they realise they are not home and dry just yet. The chamber has the feel of a hospital room for practical reasons, of course, but also to communicate that their stay is temporary and they will be moving on very soon. 

      Holding the handset to my ear, I pointed to the corridor where the room is located. Before giving Marsha directions, I began my fake telephone conversation. 

      ‘Hi Jim, it’s me. Just hold on a sec, will you? I have a new client with me.’

      Then, I looked at her over my glasses.

      ‘Sorry. Second door on the right down there. I’ll be about an hour, so make yourself at home in there. And feel free to lock the door.’

      She disappeared down the corridor as I continued my conversation. It is essential to be able to do this for up to thirty minutes, as the client may be eavesdropping. It isn’t easy talking to an imaginary associate for any length of time, and I used to find it quite a challenge. Now, though, I have a mental script to run through, peppered with appropriated jargon and a measured amount of joviality. The impression I am trying to give is that of two long-term co-workers going through a routine they have performed hundreds of times before. If the client is listening from the corridor, this lays an additional comfort blanket over any returning doubts.

      When the door of the chamber is locked, it activates a red light over the entrance to the corridor (another triumph, if I may say so myself). This is the signal for me to change my clothes. In my drawer I keep a collection of disposable paper overalls, complete with hood and feet, and a box of latex gloves. It is usual for me to feel the strain at this stage. It’s a very stressful job, and it manifests as a racing heart and profuse sweating. So, rather than put the overalls on over my clothing, I strip first. The air circulates under the paper fabric and helps me stay comfortable. Then I lie on the floor, my body facing the ceiling, and wait. 

      I simply remain in this position until everything feels right. I have become aware in recent weeks that there is an art to the timing. Its exact nature is hard to characterise, and I have no way to describe it other than to say that I listen with my entire body until I sense a certain ‘balance’ has been reached. I know it sounds rather grandiose, but it’s as if the universe tells me when the moment is right. The first time it happened, I was lying on the floor, trying to calm my pulse. After several minutes, the air seemed to vibrate as if a deep sound, too low for human ears to detect, was emanating from the cosmos—and I knew it was time. 

      This is how it was with Marsha. 

      I rose to my feet, pulled the carpet back to reveal the safe, opened it and retrieved an old honing rod, and selected a handmade Damascus blade from my collection. I ran the edge of the blade over the steel six times, put the rod back into the safe, closed it, and replaced the carpet. 

      In the corridor, I unlocked the chamber door from the outside and entered. 

      I hypothesise that until all three deaths have occurred, the subject cannot be considered dead. Yes, ‘alive’ would be a gross overstatement, but ‘dead’ is incorrect. Perhaps her status would be best described as ‘suspended’. I won’t pretend to know what happens to a person when the cycle has not been completed (I have one or two theories, of course, but nothing I would hang my hat on just yet). However, I am confident that, for my clients
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