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The Dying Business   

Chapter 1 – a small town in England,  in the near future 

‘Alexa, what’s my treatment password,’ Kate was sitting in her favourite chair in the 

corner of her living room, doing her best to save her life.  

‘Sorry, I didn’t hear that.’ 

‘Alexa, my treatment password,’  

‘AX96591257’ 

Kate’s hands trembled and the phone slipped around in her hands as she pressed the 

numbers. A thousand images of life before cancer, when none of this was necessary, slid into 

her consciousness.  The screen opened, she breathed again. A cartoon nurse, with a tight bob, 

blinking eyes, and the sort of uniform that been outdated for over fifty years, looked out at 

her expectantly. 

‘Good morning Kate, you have 7 minutes to complete eligibility screening for this 

week’s treatment, funded by the citizens’ health service, first please input your data for this 

support period.’ 

In the four hours since she had been woken by her phone at six that morning,  Kate 

had been recreating herself in the image of the perfect patient. She had applied make-up but 

not too much, styled her hair, but not too perfectly,  generated step counts by marching on the 

spot until exhausted, and added three minutes footage of her uprooting weeds in the cancer 

solidarity garden to the library of short videos of her exercising, stretching, and meditating. 

She had been practising her lines for the ‘psych-health’ assessment. Lines that would give the 

impression that she was positive about a cure but not deluded, a woman who sees difficulty 

only as opportunity. The effort had left her exhausted, frightened, and desperate.  Kate 

pressed ‘upload’ and waited, fixing her eyes on the transferring arc of data, the nurse 

tumbling in unison. Somewhere in the silence there was a noise outside.  An intrusive, harsh 

ringing noise. She ignored it, staring hard at her phone, she could only have one priority. She 

noticed her breath coming in short bursts. The nurse stopped tumbling and stared out. Her O 

shaped mouth started to open and close again as the voice came out of the phone.  

 ‘Step count satisfactory, diet satisfactory, user-participation in care satisfactory, 

please watch the dot for photo analysis.’  

The programme was deciding if she could have treatment. The nurse was staring at 

her clipboard, and Kate was staring at her.  
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 ‘Kate, you have earned treatment this week,’ the cartoon nurse whooped, juggling 

champagne bottles.  Kate felt as if she had been drowning but had now reached the surface. 

She gulped air, ‘you have a new achievement,  your step count has increased 30%, you are in 

the top third of our clients and eligible for our platinum progress league’  The nurse’s head 

was nodding, the O shape stretched into a smile.  

A sudden nausea and weakness flooded her. Even as she doubled up in the chair, she 

managed to hold  her phone above her head, and point its camera  at the motivational poster 

she had put up for distraction purposes. Kate forced a smile and then looked at the phone 

again. As suddenly as they had popped up, the champagne bottles vanished.   The cartoon 

nurse became still and looked straight ahead,   

‘Kate, it is essential for your health that you upload more selfies in different situations 

and implant the data collection chip in your forearm, it has been generously funded by your 

fellow citizens to make life better for you.’  

The cartoon nurse smiled ‘it will arrive by courier within 24 hours.’  The figure 

looked at a clipboard, ‘now please press the number that best fits your response to the 

questions.’ 

The cartoon figure indicated some questions that had flashed up on the screen, as if 

she was pointing out prizes in a game show.   

“I want to give something back to society,  where 0 is not at all and 10 is 

completely.” 

Kate pressed nine.    

“I want to live so I can help other people.” 

It had to be nine.  A bolt of anxiety shot through her. These were new questions;  she 

hadn’t seen them posted on the ‘cheat’ sites run by former cancer patients who had 

successfully earned a complete course of treatment. Kate hesitated,  her body stiffened, it 

could be a trick, to see if you were trying to get treatment you did not deserve.  

“I am  grateful for all the small, good things that happen in my life.” 

Ten, that must be a ten. Today she was not feeling grateful for anything, but this was 

a game she needed to win.  

“I’m lucky to be getting this treatment that my fellow citizens have paid for.”  

Seven, surely seven here, she thought, because my fellow citizens must understand 

that they were also lucky not to need it. She marked nine. You can’t be too grateful, you can’t 

feel too lucky. 

“I’m managing my illness proactively.” Ten, obviously.  
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 The smile on the face of the nurse filled the screen, and a bell rang somewhere,  

‘congratulations your appointment is Wednesday, 9th May, treatment hub 20, please ensure 

we can access all your data files.’  

“End meeting,” flashed up and the nurse vanished.   

That bell rang again, insistently. Her door. Someone was ringing her door.  

 

 

 

Chapter 3 – Kate Pearson  

 

Kate  shifted on her chair so that she could stand up slowly and take her time getting 

to the door, the app that let her see visitors outside had failed, and they had not got round to 

replacing it. Everything had taken second place to her illness and simply getting by.  

As she moved, she glanced out the window and saw a car parked on the opposite side 

of the road. It looked like an undercover police vehicle and the man in the driver’s seat, 

looked like a policeman. He was scrolling through his phone, both eyes latched on to the 

screen which flickered intermittently. Very undercover. She wondered idly if he was 

watching porn, it was certainly something compelling.  

Kate started to push herself up, taking extreme care.  In spite of this, a jag of pain shot 

down her leg as she tried to stand. She cried out,  momentarily worried she had not logged 

out of the “#Strive2Balive” programme, so that the dreadful electronic nurse would know 

that she had underestimated her symptoms.  Then she stood, absolutely still, breathing 

slowly, waiting for the pain and the shock to ease away.   

The bell rang again, now it seemed to pierce her defences and Kate noticed her pulse  

quickening.  

 ‘I’m coming, I’m coming,’ she shouted, beginning to feel panic. She took the ten or 

so steps through the hall slowly, worried about slipping on the shiny wood. An unwelcome 

memory returned, ‘I used to chase people down darkened streets and into closed buildings 

only feeling exhilaration, and now I’m anxious about getting around my own house.’ 

She held onto one of the rails that had been put by the doorframe,  steadying herself 

as she opened the door. A figure was turning back from making futile gestures to the man in 

the car to attract his attention.  He was someone of about her own age, who turned and moved 

without hesitation or pain. He wore a smart suit, mostly covered by a light coloured raincoat, 
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and carried a bright blue Gore-Tex document folder.  He was tall, strong and healthy. Kate 

envied the aura of health, she wanted it back for herself. She became momentarily conscious 

of the weeds poking up between the cracks in the slabs, and the few, faded flowers in the 

narrow borders, their petals edged with brown. Something else that showed life wasn’t quite 

working.  

Kate realised she recognised him but could not place him,  she would have to say 

something, and felt anxious as she tried to remember who and where she had seen him 

before.   

‘Ah, good morning, Mrs, I mean, D.I., I mean,  Kate,’ the man smiled, then briefly 

held up a warrant card,  then  waved his hand in greeting, observing the post-COVID 

proprieties. She noticed his eyes; kind, watchful, he was scanning constantly for her reactions 

to what he was saying.  

 ‘Mark,’ she held even more tightly to the rail,  ‘Mark Rowntree,’ just in time 

remembering his name and smiling as if she was pleased rather than embarrassed.   

 ‘Well, how are things, Kate?’ She could tell he wasn’t sure if he should ask, wary 

he’d get a reply he did not want.  

 ‘It’s nice to see you, Mark, nice but surprising can’t imagine what’s this about. 

What’s someone from the murder squad got to do with an ex-cyberite?’  

The door was taking some of her weight, but she was getting tired. The exertions of 

“#Strive2Balive” had exhausted her mentally and the walk had spent her physically. Kate 

was only just beginning to remember a bit more about the man at the door. He was well 

thought of, not corrupt, careful, competent, someone you could trust.  Someone she could let 

into her house, if she had to. They had been colleagues, not friends, never socialised, except 

at the group get togethers, the ones that she actually got to, when Sando could be at home for 

the children. Celebrations of the  successful cases, promotions, weddings retirements. Not 

hers,  she had veto’d a party, not having been in the mood to celebrate her sort of retirement.  

 ‘Do you have to shield, I mean, it’s a bit delicate, can I come in?’ 

 ‘Sure, do.’  

Kate didn’t really want him inside. Although she was dressed well, and made-up, as if 

going to work, it was an effort for the programme. The living room was tidy only within the 

eye of the camera lens but otherwise full of the paraphernalia of illness stuffed into shopping 

bags and cardboard boxes. Everywhere else was untidy.  Kate began to feel angry. Why 

hadn’t he rung beforehand to ask? If she’d been able to prepare it could have been a rare, 
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welcome almost-social encounter. She shut the door to the living room as she went past, and 

picked up some hand-gel from the crowded table in the hall, and handed to him.  

 ‘Come through to the kitchen, we’ll have coffee.’  

 She could feel Mark behind her, deliberately slowing his pace. She pretended all the 

breakfast things weren’t scattered about and moved towards the boiling water tap.  

 ‘Look let me do this, I didn’t mean to put you to trouble,’ he said.  

‘I’m not always this bad, it’s just where I am in the treatment,’ Kate  sat down relieved that 

he’d noticed how difficult it all was, ‘yes look, if you’d make the coffee, that would help,’ 

She  pointed out the coffee, and the fridge, handed him a couple of mugs, then swept a pile of 

papers, cups and electronic devices to one side of the table and sat down.  

‘And take one to your friend.’ 

 ‘Oh he’s OK, he can have one when I leave.’  

Mark distributed the coffees sat down opposite, hands linked in front of him and looked at 

her.  

‘It’s a bit delicate,’ she could hear his phone buzzing, he reached into his pocket, 

picked it out and turned it off, and put it face down on the table,  apparently grateful for the 

chance to look away.   

 ‘You’ve said that, Mark, just say what you’ve come about, I’ve no time, no energy for 

mysteries anymore.’ 

 ‘Kate, do you know much about “Oak Tree House.”’ 

 ‘The hospice?’ Kate felt a tightening deep in her abdomen, her GP wanted her to go 

there for the pain, she wanted to maintain the pretence of being cured.  

 ‘Yes,’ he was looking at her intently again.  

 ‘Not yet,  I’ve heard it’s a lovely place and with all  restrictions on opioids, it’s where 

you have to go now to get the strongest drugs.’ 

‘Ah, yes, opioids,’ he looked over the top of his mug, blowing over the surface of his 

drink, making small waves. ‘I’ve come about that, partly,’ he sipped, then put the cup down, 

almost banging it on the table. Kate winced,  she had given him her favourite one, a delicate 

porcelain, won in an orienteering competition only two years ago.  

Unbelievable now, that I could have managed orienteering.  

‘Mark, I’m sorry I can’t see  how this links with anything you or I might be interested 

in.’ 

 ‘Look, we’ve,’ he stopped again, sipped then continued,  ‘I don’t know how to say 

this, I feel embarrassed and,’ 
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 ‘Just tell me, Mark, we’re both, we’ve both been in the police, we both know how to  

be direct and insensitive, so get on.’ He smiled and reached into the document folder.  

 ‘This is all top secret, everything I say to day is confidential,’ he handled the paper 

lovingly, ‘it’s not on a computer anywhere, it’s all been typed, so there’s only two copies and 

this is one of them.’ 

 ‘That important,’ Kate said, feeling a tang of interest. Even before she had left, the 

force had started to revert back to typewriters and paper for everything it considered most 

private, trying to outwit the sophisticated hacking equipment available. 

 ‘Yes, it is important, there’s something going on the hospice, we’re not exactly sure 

what, but something seriously criminal,’ 

 ‘Criminal? At Oak Tree House, what like embezzlement from the charity?’ 

Mark sat back in his chair. Kate watched his mouth open and close a few times, he 

seemed to want to speak,  then hesitated chewing his lips and looking away.  

 ‘A bit more serious actually,’ he hesitated, ‘how does money laundering, perhaps with  

opioid dealing, possibly with plans for some illegal euthanasia for cash, sound?’ It was now 

Kate’s turn for her mouth to open and shut like a mechanical toy. He looked straight ahead, 

‘as you can see plenty of these have a possible cyber link and, well,’ he looked back, ‘ we 

need someone on the inside.’ 

 


