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I'm going to write the best
story ever. It's called -
okay, I don't know what
it's called. But I have

a fantastic premise!

It's a world
where everyone
knows how
they're going
to die!




You can go in to a doctor and he takes a
blood test, and then his machine spits out
a piece of paper that says "exploded" or
"drowned" or "poisoned apple" and that's
\ e it. No dates, no details!
(RS And so people who are to
die from drowning spend
the rest of their lives
avoiding swimming pools,
but they end up drowning
anyway. Part of the fun
would be seeing how!

This story sounds
pretty morbid, T-Rex!

Morbidly \

INTERESTING! |
// True!




I guess the only safe one would be
if the paper said "old age".

Nope, cause then you could
be killed by an old guy!
This machine delights 1in
ironically
vague
deaths.

"Natural
causes'"?

Hit on the

It would also work on
animals, but all the ones for
cows would say "made into
delicious cheeseburger".

N\ Not that the
cows could
understand!

Friggin'
cheeseburgers!
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vi  Preface

Preface

THIS BOOK, UNLIKE MOST OTHERS, STARTED ITS LIFE AS AN OFFHAND
COMMENT MADE BY A BRIGHT GREEN TYRANNOSAURUS REX. This par-
ticular dinosaur is the main character in Ryan North’s “Dinosaur
Comics,” and just a few pages ago, you saw how excited he got about
his story idea.

And he was far from alone! After Ryan published the comic in
which T-Rex laid out his “machine of death” concept, readers imme-
diately began to speculate about this machine and the world it might
inhabit. So we posted an open call for submissions, inviting writers
to take the idea and run with it however they liked. Now, a few years
later, here are thirty of our favorite submitted stories, as well as four
by us, that explore that premise. It turns out that T-Rex was right:
it’s a fantastic premise indeed.

Of course, some of the oldest stories in the world are about the
dangers of knowing too much about the future, and a lot of these
deal specifically with how people are going to die. (T-Rex would
probably point out that he beat Shakespeare and the Greeks to the
punch by at least 65 million years, but we’re still waiting for the
dated documentary evidence to back that up.)

But the funny thing is that these kinds of stories have a way of
always being compelling. If we’re honest, we’d all have to admit that
we’d like to know at least some things about the future—no matter
how often we say we don’t want to. Yet none of us really have any say
in the matter one way or another. We will never get to stand in front
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of an oracle or a blood-testing machine and have to choose between
knowing and not knowing.

Perhaps that’s why so many of these stories end badly for the
characters who do want to know. We all want perfect knowledge of
the future, but we can’t have it, so we make up stories to convince
ourselves that we shouldn’t want it. Sour cosmic grapes. But don’t
think for a moment that this is a book full of stories about people
meeting their ironic dooms. There is some of that, of course. But
many more of the stories take the premise as an invitation to explore
all kinds of different and surprising worlds. All told we received 675
submissions from writers on five continents, amateurs and profes-
sionals alike, ranging across adventure, horror, mystery, fantasy,
sci-fi, humor—every existing genre and a few new ones as well.

You’d think that after the first oo stories or so, we’d have seen
it all. But right up until the very end of the reading period, we were
still discovering gems—new insights, new characters, new worlds,
new twists to the premise. As editors, our biggest challenge soon
became picking stories that not only were all excellent (that was the
easy part), but that also represented the true diversity of ideas and
approaches that we received.

So sit back and take a moment to look over the table of contents.
Start at the beginning or just pick the title that sounds most intrigu-
ing to you. Either way, there’s no telling for sure exactly what you’ll
get. Prepare to have your tears jerked, your spine tingled, your funny
bone tickled, your mind blown, your pulse quickened, or your heart
warmed. Or better yet, simply prepare to be surprised. Because even
when people do have perfect knowledge of the future, there’s no tell-
ing exactly how things will turn out.

— Ryan North, Matthew Bennardo & David Malki !
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Introduction

THE MACHINE HAD BEEN INVENTED A FEW YEARS AGO: A MACHINE
THAT COULD TELL, FROM JUST A SAMPLE OF YOUR BLOOD, HOW YOU
WERE GOING TO DIE. It didn’t give you the date and it didn’t give you
specifics. It just spat out a sliver of paper upon which were printed,
in careful block letters, the words “DROWNED” or “CANCER” or
“OLD AGE” or “CHOKED ON A HANDFUL OF POPCORN.” It let
people know how they were going to die.

The problem with the machine is that nobody really knew how
it worked, which wouldn’t actually have been that much of a prob-
lem if the machine worked as well as we wished it would. But the
machine was frustratingly vague in its predictions: dark, and seem-
ingly delighting in the ambiguities of language. “OLD AGE,” it had
already turned out, could mean either dying of natural causes, or
being shot by a bedridden man in a botched home invasion. The
machine captured that old-world sense of irony in death: you can
know how it’s going to happen, but you'll still be surprised when it
does.

The realization that we could now know how we were going to
die had changed the world: people became at once less fearful and
more afraid. There’s no reason not to go skydiving if you know your
sliver of paper says “BURIED ALIVE.” But the realization that these
predictions seemed to revel in turnabout and surprise put a damper on
things. It made the predictions more sinister: yes, skydiving should
be safe if you were going to be buried alive, but what if you landed in
a gravel pit? What if you were buried alive not in dirt but in some-
thing else? And would being caught in a collapsing building count
as being buried alive? For every possibility the machine closed, it



Machine of Death  ix

seemed to open several more, with varying degrees of plausibility.

By that time, of course, the machine had been reverse-engineered
and duplicated, its internal workings being rather simple to construct.
And yes, we found out that its predictions weren’t as straightforward
as they seemed upon initial discovery at about the same time as
everyone else did. We tested it before announcing it to the world,
but testing took time—too much, since we had to wait for people
to die. After four years had gone by and three people died as the
machine predicted, we shipped it out the door. There were now
machines in every doctor’s office and in booths at the mall. You
could pay someone or you could probably get it done for free, but
the result was the same no matter what machine you went to. They
were, at least, consistent.
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FLAMING MARSHMALLOW

I'M SO FREAKING EXCITED I CAN HARDLY STAND IT.

Tomorrow. Tomorrow is my birthday, the birthday. The birthday
everybody waits and waits for and until you get there you just hate
that all your old friends already got theirs and you’re the only one
without it yet, and sometimes you think holy-freaking-eff, I'm never
going to turn sixteen, but then you do.

At first I'm afraid I won’t be able to sleep. I turn off the light,
but after lying in the dark for half an hour, I turn it back on. I look
at the calendar hanging on the wall above my bed. I reach up, lift
it off its nail with one hand and snuggle back under the covers, tak-
ing the calendar with me and running a finger over all the red Xs
marked over all the days leading up to this one. It’s a little cold out,
and the last thing in the universe I want to do is catch an effing cold
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the week of my birthday, so I snuggle down into the warmth of my
flannel sheets even more. I know there’re going to be parties this
weekend, and I'm going to want to go.

This is what I've been waiting for all these months. All these
years, I guess, though before my friends started getting theirs, it
didn’t seem like such a big deal. We were all No-Knows then.

Tomorrow, I'm finally going to feel like I belong.

Tomorrow, I'm going to find out how I die.

“Carolyn! Yo, grrl, wait up!”

At the sound of my name I turn around. It’s Patrice. I can see her
bounding up across the commons toward me. Her super-long hair
is braided today, and as she runs it whips around at the sides of her
head like two angry red snakes with ribbons tied to their tails.

“Hey, Patrice,” I say, and clutch my books closer to my chest. I try
to walk a little faster, thinking maybe she’ll get the hint. She doesn’t.

“Today’s the Big Day, huh?” she says.

I'nod.

She turns her head away, bites her lip. “Lucky,” she says.

I shrug, speed up even more. It’s not my problem she’s one of
the smartest kids in our class and they moved her up a grade, like, four
years ago. It’s not my fault she’s going to be a No-Know for another
whole year.

Out of the corner of my eye, I can see Brad Binder. He is so effing
cool—a burner, they say. That’s hot, I think, and then I'laugh to myself.

“What’s so funny?” asks Patrice. We’re at my locker, so I balance
my books on my knee with one hand while I fumble my combo-lock
with the other. I pretend I don’t hear her, but she sees me flicking sly
glances in Brad Binder’s direction.

“Not him,” she says, rolling her eyes. “You can’t be serious.”

“Shhh!” I try to shut her up. I wish I had some kind of freaking
super power or something. I wish I could just concentrate really hard
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and make her go away.

Brad Binder pulls his letter jacket out of his locker, which is so
close to mine, three other girls have asked to trade lockers with me.
He shrugs his perfect—so effing perfect!—shoulders into his jacket
and takes out just a notebook with a pencil shoved in its rings. No
computer, no books, no nothing. God, that’s so effing cool. Just like
a burner.

As Brad walks away, Patrice fixes me with one of those stares of
hers. “He’s not that great, you know. I heard he kisses like a dead
lizard.”

I guess youd know, I almost say, but I stop myself. I don’t want to
stoop to her level, be so childish. I'm sixteen today and after school
my dad’s taking me to the mall to get that slip of paper, and then I’ll
know where I really belong. So I shrug again instead, let it slide off me,
like egg off Teflon. “He’s a burner,” I say. “They’re pretty cool.”

Patrice snorts. “You know what his slip said? ‘Flaming
Marshmallow’. That doesn’t sound like a real burner cause-of-death
to me, no matter what he says. He should probably be hanging out
with the chokers, instead. You wouldn’t think he was so tough then.”

I’ve had enough of Patrice. “You wouldn’tunderstand,” I tell her,
and walk away toward Geometry class. Maybe Cindy Marshall will be
nice to me today, it being so close to me getting my c-of-d slip. Maybe
I’ll end up being a crasher, like her.

If only!

I'm almost late getting to class. Mrs. Tharple looks at me extra-sour,
but I don’t give a flying eff. I slide into my seat right as the bell
rings, and catch Cindy Marshall’s eye. I smile.

“Don’t even look at me, you No-Know,” she says to me, low under
her breath as Mrs. Tharple starts handing out our pop-quiz. The
other two girls behind her snicker. I can feel their eyes darting against
my skin, sharp like the teeth of weasels.
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“It’s my birthday,” I say.

She turns in her seat and looks at me full-on. I try to understand
the look in her eyes, but I can’t. I feel like it’s something really obvi-
ous, like she’s trying to tell me something so, so, so obvious, I should
already know it.

I feel really stupid.

Mrs. Tharple walks between us, places our blank quizzes face-up
on the desks in front of us, glides on by to the next row and toward
the front of the room again.

I look down at my Geometry quiz, try to concentrate, try to
ignore the heat in my cheeks and the tips of my ears and on the
back of my neck.

“Hey, you,” hisses Cindy Marshall.

I look up.

“So did you get your slip yet?”

I shake my head. “After school,” I tell her.

She narrows her eyes. I can sense the other girls, crashers both,
also watching me, but I play it cool. I hope.

She nods. “If you get your c-of-d, and it’s crashing—anything:
plane, car, bike, hot-freakin’-air balloon, whatever—you come talk to
me again. Tomorrow.”

I have to bite the insides of my cheeks to keep from smiling. I try
to look like this isn’t the best offer I've gotten all morning. I try to
look tough. I want to be crasher material, I really do.

“Tomorrow,” I say, and she nods again, once.

Not one of those girls acknowledges my existence the entire rest
of the class, but I don’t care. Everything will be different tomorrow.

Tomorrow, my life can begin.

Lunch isn’t what I'd hoped for.
I’ve spent all this time counting down to my birthday, thinking,
this is the day everything changes, but it isn’t. I don’t feel like a No-Know
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anymore, even though technically, I still don’t actually know. I'm
under eighteen, so I have to have my parent or legal guardian with
me to get my slip. If I could’ve, I would have ditched lunch today,
gone to the mall, gotten the whole thing over with. Instead, I have to
wait for my dad to get off work. It’s so unfair.

So, even if I get my slip tonight, nobody but me is going to know
my cause-of-death until tomorrow. Well, my parents will know, and
my little brother, I guess. And I'm sure I could call Patrice and tell
her, but why? After tomorrow, I’ll have new friends to hang out with.

But for today, I'm still stuck in No-Know-ville.

I grab my tray and slide onto the bench at the end of the table.
Patrice waves me down further toward her end, but I pretend I don’t
see her. I line up my eight extra packets of mustard and start tearing
the corners off one by one, slowly squeezing out the sharp yellow and
gooping it all over the top of my synthesized proteins and pressed
vegetable shapes.

Covertly, I scan the room, wondering, fantasizing about where I
might be allowed to sit tomorrow. Who’s going to welcome me with
open arms? It all depends on my c-of-d.

A ruckus is going on over in the corner. Of course it’s the burner
kids, cracking each other up, starting a food fight. The burners, the
drowners, the crashers, the live-wires, and the fallers—all the vio-
lent accidentals—they sit in mingled clumps along the two tables
in the corner. That’s the coolest corner, and I'm pretty sure I'll get
to sit there tomorrow, or at least close. The next couple tables out
wouldn’t be so bad; you've got the med-heads and the sharpies and
the bullets—mostly malpractice and murder, right?>—though some
kids sneak in there who should probably be over with the suicides.

I can see those from here, all dressed in black and with pale faces.
They look like a bunch of crows, pecking at their food.

Just please don’t let me be at one of the last two tables: sick-

ness and old age. Ugh. They look boring even eating lunch. That
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would be my c-of-d if I was forced to sit at that table: Bored to Death.

“Happy birthday, Carolyn.”

I'm so startled I squeeze a mustard packet too hard and it squirts
all down the front of my dress. I start to dab it with a napkin, but
I'm just turning bitter yellow clumps into bitter yellow smears.

“I'm, I'm so sorry, Carolyn...¢ff. I—I—"

I look up into Jamie’s face. We used to be friends, a long, long
time ago. He lives just down the street, and we used to ride bikes
together every single day. I can still taste the sun and summer dust
on my tongue, just looking at him. We stopped hanging out when
his parents joined the Anti-MoD League. Sometimes, on the way
home from school, I see his mom standing out in front of the mall
with her placard and her sandwich board. “Lives are for Living” say
her signs some days. Others, “People Against Machines of Death”
or even, “Don’t Ask, Don’t Know—You Have a Choice!”

Jamie’s almost eighteen, and he’s still a No-Know. I’d just die if
that were me. I'd just die.

“It’s okay, Jamie,” I tell him. “Don’t worry about it.”

He has a couple of napkins in his hands, and he’s dipping them
in his water and holding them out to me. He started to dab one on
my breast, but figured out in time it probably wouldn’t be such a
good idea.

I try to stifle a sudden memory of me and him kissing behind
the convenience store dumpster. I was probably about twelve or thir-
teen, and he was fourteen or so; right before his parents joined the
League. I remember he tasted like strawberries.

I hope Jamie doesn’t see my ears and neck turn red. He’s one of
the few people who knows me too well for me to hide it.

“Your mom picking you up after school?” he asks.

I keep dabbing, shake my head. “My dad.”

He nods. He’s watching the motions of my hands as I rub the
damp napkins on my lap, on the fabric stretched across my ribs, but
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he’s not really seeing me.
“I’'m sorry,” he says again, and I don’t think he’s talking about

mustard.

By the time Dad picks me up, I'm mentally exhausted.

He kisses the top of my head when I getinto the car. “Hey kid!

Happy special day.”
“Thanks.”

I throwmystuffin the backseatand fasten mylapbelt.

Dad’s just sitting there with a loppy-sided smile on his face. “You
want to go get an ice cream first, or something?” he says. “You want
pizza? A movie?”

How can he be so freaking clueless? I want to tell him what a
moron he’s being, but when I look at him something feels like it slips
sideways in my stomach. For the first time, I'm looking at the forty-
something man with the glasses and the stubbled cheeks and the ugly
sweater, and I don’t see my dad.

I mean yes, of course, I see my dad; the middle-aged med-head
c-of-d (accidental overdose) with the over-expensive house and the
boring job and the two kids and last-year’s-last-year’s car, bought
cheap with high mileage from a rental fleet...

But I also see a guy. I see a guy who loves me so much, he can’t
even put it into words. It never occurred to me to think this might
be a big deal for him, the day I get my slip. He looks tired, I think.
More tired than usual.

I reach out and put my hand on his where it’s resting on the
steering wheel.

“Sure, Dad,” I say. “Whatever you want.”

He covers my hand with his other one, so it’s kind of like a hand-
sandwich, my fingers and knuckles pressed between two layers of
his. His eyes look a little bright for a second, but I decide it’s only my
imagination as he places my hand back in my own lap and starts the
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car and pulls out from the curb.
I watch the school get smaller and smaller in the side mirror as

we drive away.

I finish off the last of my ice-cream cone, and so does Dad. We
wipe our sticky fingers on the wet-wipes and throw those away, and I
get up from our food-court table and gather all my bags as I stand.
Dad’s bought me a new pair of shoes, two new books, and a hat he
says I look great in, but which I know I'll never, ever wear again in a
million billion. All I'm missing is the partridge in a pear tree.

“So...what next, Birthday Girl? Need some new gloves? Music?
You used to love the music store.”

He’s walking over to the mall directory, studying the list of
stores. I walk up to him, set down my bags of books and shoes, and
touch his arm. “Dad,” I say. “It’s time.”

He doesn’t look at me right away. He takes off his glasses and
starts to clean them on the edge of his sweater. I can see he’s just
making them all linty and smeary, so I take them from him and
clean them on the inside hem of my dress, instead. When I hand
them back they’re considerably cleaner, and I pick up my bags and
start walking in the direction of the slip kiosk. I don’t have to look
up the location on the mall directory; I know exactly where it is.
There’s not a fifteen-year-old in the country who doesn’t know the
location of the nearest machine. I know its hours of operation (regu-
lar mall open-hours: ten a.m. to nine p.m.), I know how much it costs
(nineteen-ninety-five-plus-tax), I even know the brand (Death-o-Mat,
by DigCo.; “We Give the Same Results—For Less!”).

The only thing I don’t know is what’s going to be on that strip of
paper when it scrolls out of that slot.

It’s getting kind of late, and the mall’s going to close soon. Most
of the stores are empty. It’s a school night, so nobody my age is
around. It’s mostly tired-looking shop clerks with achy feet, and
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straggly-haired moms pushing heavy strollers.

The machine kiosk is in a darkish corner over by the restrooms.
The janitor has the door propped open to the ladies’, and even
though I kind of have to go, I'm not about to brave the janitor and
his stinky mop. Besides, I don’t want to put this off anymore. I need
to know.

Dad pauses when we get to the machine. He fumbles with his
wallet, pulls out his identity and credit cards. He clears his throat,
but doesn’t say anything, doesn’t look at me.

I thought Dad’s hand shook a little when he slid his cards into
their proper slots and keyed in his and my social security numbers
and other information, but I'm sure I was imagining things. It was
probably just my brain buzzing. That’s what it feels like inside my
head right now; like all the curves and loops and folds of my brain
are buzzing with tiny bees, or maybe electric currents. I guess
brains are, after all, though. Filled with electric currents, that is, not
tiny bees.

The machine’s green light comes on and an arrow points to the
small, shiny, self-cleaning divot in the otherwise dull metal. I set my
bags down at my feet, slowly reach one finger toward the indention—

“Carolyn!”

I jump, look up into Dad’s face.

He pushes his glasses back on the bridge of his nose, fumbles it a
little, blinks.

“Uhm...for an extra five dollars, it will tell you your blood type,
your glucose levels, and whether or not you're pregnant.” He points
to the list printed on the machine’s face. Then he frowns, distracted.

“Hey, there’s no way you might be pregnant, is there?”

I close the tiny distance between us and wrap my arms around
his waist. He hugs me back, and for a second, as I breathe in the
warm fuggy-sweatered dadness of him, I feel like the most precious
and important thing in the universe.
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Without letting go of Dad or giving him any warning, I reach
behind him and jab my finger into the shiny divot. Dad flinches,
and presses my face closer to his chest.

A tiny slicing pain flits across my finger, then numbness as the
machine sprays its analgesic and disinfectant.

I pull back from Dad, and he clears his throat and lets me go.
The machine spits out Dad’s two cards from their slots, and my slip
scrolls out from the single slot below. Dad and I both reach for it,
but when I freeze he pulls back. I've got to do this, and he knows
it. He plucks his plastic from the machine and slides the cards into
his wallet while I uncurl my slip and read.

I read it three times. Four times. I'm on my fifth when Dad,
unable to contain himself, gently tugs the paper from my stiff
fingers and reads aloud.

“Death by Millennium Space Entropy,” he says.

“But...”

Dad wraps both arms around me and swings me up into the
air like he hasn’t done since I was a very, very little girl. I keep my
arms stiff, but let my legs and body go limp, and Dad twirls me in a
circle, laughing, joyous.

He finally sets me down, and I have to reach out a hand to
steady myself against the edge of the machine. I'm a little dizzy.
Dizzy, and confused.

“Millennium space entropy,” says Dad, shaking his head, unrolling
the slip and reading it again. “That’s amazing, Carolyn. It’s fantas-
tic! You’ll be nearly a thousand years old by the next millennium.
Maybe you live to be a thousand! Just think, medical breakthroughs
all the time, vastly extended lifespans... It could happen, sweet-
heart. It could really happen.”
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Dad, grinning, crushes me to his chest again, and I can hear the
rumble of his happiness somewhere deep inside. “I just want you
to have a long and happy life, Carolyn. A very long, long, long and
happy life.”

“But Dad,” I say into the nubby wool of his sweater, “where will I
sit tomorrow at lunch?”

Story by Camille Alexa
[llustration by Shannon Wheeler
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FUDGE

To ANY OF THE COUNTLESS SHOPPERS PASSING BY, THE KISS WOULDN'T
HAVE SEEMED LIKE MUCH. Longer than a peck, sure, but nothing
overlong or excessive. It didn’t appear to be anything special. But for
Rick it was something else entirely. Any time he touched Shannon he
managed to get lost in the moment, swept up like the hapless lead in
some cheeseball Hallmark special.

“Bye, baby,” she said, giving him a little wave. “Don’t spend too much!”

“Not too little either,” he fired back, and her grin widened before
she flipped her hair and walked away. As Rick watched her go he
noticed more than one set of eyes doing the same, but he was used
to that. When you’re engaged to a beautiful woman, it comes with
the territory. Best to take it as a compliment, because at the end of
the day she was coming home with him, not anybody else.

Busy schedules had left them with no choice but to be here at
the mall so close to Christmas. Over the next hour he managed
to find a few things for under their tree: a bottle of her favorite
perfume, the scent of which stirred him in all the right regions; an
earring set with sapphires that would match her eyes; fuzzy green
footie pajamas, which on her would be sexier than the flimsiest of
négligées; an outstanding chef’s knife, razor sharp, which was a bit
of a boomerang gift—he loved to cook too. A quick glance at his
watch informed him that their time apart was due to end soon, and
he began heading toward the fountain where they’d agreed to meet.

A sign in the window of a bulk candy store caught his eye. In
bold white letters against a black background, it proclaimed ‘WE
HAVE THE MACHINE HERE!

Rick stopped in his tracks, then edged up to the glass and
peered in. They had a Machine? A Death Machine?
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He was fuzzy on the details—he’d skimmed an article on it in the
Sunday Times Magazine on his way to losing another bout with the
crossword puzzle—but the nuts and bolts of it, he remembered, were
that you stuck your finger in a hole in the Machine where it took a
blood sample. Imagine the first guy who volunteered for that! Then
it would spit out a piece of paper marked with a couple of words, or
maybe only one. If the stories were true, that little slip would tell you
how you’d die. Not when, not where, but the manner in which you’d
meet your demise, although the writer of the article had cryptically
added that there always seemed to be a bit of a gray area.

There were also websites devoted to following predictions with a
level of obsession that bordered on the ghoulish, and Rick wasn’t so
proud that he could claim he hadn’tvisited a few from time to time. If
one were willing to accept that an inanimate object could be capable
of such a thing, it seemed undeniable that the Death Machines had a
healthysense of irony. One girl drew ‘BOAT, so she immediately gave up
sea travel—which did her no good two years later when a truck towing
a cabin cruiser jackknifed in front of her on the freeway. Some dude
got ‘BAT’ and started avoiding baseball and caves, but he found out
whatit meant when the husband of the woman he was having an affair
with used one—of the wooden variety, not the kind with wings and
sonar—against the side of his head. Of course the story that came up
most often was the junkie who got ‘CRACK.” The guy managed to break
hisaddiction, clean himselfup, find ajob, and starta newlife. One day
on his way to work, he tripped over a break in the sidewalk—a crack,
if you will—and dashed his head out against the concrete. Orso the
story went.

They made for good lunchtime reading, but Rick wasn’t quite
sure how much faith he put into tales told on the Internet. Still, he’d
always been intrigued by the whole concept of the Death Machine,
but too lazy and embarrassed to make an appointment at his doctor’s
office. Moving over to the store’s entrance, Rick spotted a short queue
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in the far corner. A sign proclaimed: ‘THE MACHINE! $20’

As he watched, two girls in their early teens wheeled away from
the front of the line. The shorter of the two was consumed by high-
pitched giggles, but her wispy friend was ghost-white. As they moved
past, the giggler took a deep breath and said, “Oh, Robin! Don’t take
it so seriously! It’s probably not true!”

Rick watched and saw the other knuckle at her eyes. “But what
if it is?” she said. “I can’t believe he’d...” Then they drifted out of his
earshot.

When he looked back at the corner, someone else was walking his
way, a tall guy about his age. When he saw Rick staring he broke into
a sheepish grin and shrugged, waving a slip of paper in a matter-of-
fact way. “Fifth time I’ve taken the test, fifth time I've gotten this
answer.” His smile vanished, and his face clouded over. “Still not
quite sure what it means, you know?”

Before Rick could say anything—or get a look at the prediction,
which, to be honest, was what he wanted to do—Mr. Five-Times had
moved past and was swallowed by the mall traffic. Now the store was
empty but for two kids filling a bag with jelly beans, and two figures
under the Machine sign. One, presumably an employee, had a hand-
ful of bills in his hand; the other was a middle-aged woman with her
index finger in her mouth. A few moments later her head jerked
down, and she stepped a little to her right—giving Rick his first live
look at a Death Machine.

It was...cute, that was the only word for it. Squat and stout, with
stubby little legs. The hole for your finger was larger than he’d expected,
and its location made the unitlook like a little gunmetal-gray piggy.

He couldn’t help looking back up at the woman’s face as she read
her slip, her eyes widening for a second before she stuck the paperin
her pocket and wandered off toward the chocolate section. Rick sur-
mised that the slip hadn’t said “FUDGE.” As he watched, she paused
to draw her prediction outagain, staring as ifit might have changed in
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the last few seconds. Her brow furrowed, one finger idly tapping her
chin, eyes a million miles away.

“Twenty bucks.”

The employee’s voice, bored and impatient, snapped Rick from his
observation. “Huh?”

An exasperated sigh. “Twenty bucks, for the Machine. Or are you

just going to stand there and block the line?”

Embarrassed, Rick set his bag down and reached for his wallet,
turning to apologize to the people behind him. Nobody there. He was
the line in its entirety.

Pulling out a trio of fives and a bunch of singles—he had a
twenty, but the kid had annoyed him—he thrust them out, saying,

“Pretty funny. What comedy clubs are you working at?”

Snatching the moneyaway, the guyscowled asaflushspread under his
bad skin. “Whatever, dude. I get tired of people standing in front of the
Machine all day while they decide whether or not to go through with it.”

“Yeah, must be really draining. I bet you didn’t hesitate at all,
right?”

“Me? I'm not doing that thing, not ever.” He shook his head and
gave the Machine a look of complete and utter disdain. “I mean, it’s
cool if people pay me to get themselves all freaked out, but that’s not
something I wanna know, ’kay?” After a pause he added, “No refunds.”

“None wanted,” Rick replied with a snarl, thoroughly nettled by
the attitude. “I'm not afraid.”

“Goright ahead, then,” was the answer as his bills were added to a
sizable wad. No credit cards for the Death Machine, it appeared. After
the money was tucked away the guy looked at him with a questioning
glance. “You going to go today, or maybe you want a rain check?”

That was it. “Okay, I want to talk to to your manager.”

“Ha! Don’t have one.”

Rick looked over at the girl behind the counter, ringing up candy
purchases. “What about her? She your boss?”
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This prompted another laugh, along with a sneer. “I'm the boss.
This is my Machine, I just rent a spot from the store. So, did you
want to register a complaint? Because I promise I’'ll get my best
people on it right away.”

“You own this? And it’s real?”

“Yeah, it’s real, and yeah, it’s mine. I bought it from the com-
pany that makes them, you know? Anyone can. I was tired of cutting
lawns and flipping burgers.” He leaned back against the wall and
smiled. “Smartest thing I ever did.” After a few seconds his haughty
expression eased a bit. “Listen, you gotta do it or move on. There
really are people behind you now.”

From the murmuring behind him Rick knew it was true, so with-
out another word he shoved his finger into the piggy’s mouth, down
into the bowels of the Machine.

At once it began to hum. It wasn’t as cold as he’d expected, but
rather disturbingly warm and soft, almost as if his digit was being
suckled. That sensation was interrupted by a sharp prick, to draw
blood. The vibrations began to increase, and Rick realized with
no small measure of alarm that he couldn’t pull free. But before he
quite panicked, the Machine stopped dead and ejected his finger.

A piece of paper spat out of a slot on the side, and without any
real conscious thought Rick grabbed it and stepped aside, shoving
his bag over with his leg. He could sense the Machine owner’s glare
at his sudden clumsiness, but Rick wouldn’t give him the satisfaction
of eye contact. He gathered up his previous purchases and walked
out, slip still clutched, unread, in his other hand.

Outside the shop he fought his way through a suddenly heavy
current of shoppers, making his way to a group of tables in the
middle of the corridor. One table was occupied by a young woman
trying to get a squalling infant to take a bottle. Rick moved to the
other table furthest away, dropping into a chair that gave him a
view of where he’d just come from, as if he had to keep watch for
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a sneak attack by the Death Machine, clomping after him on those
ridiculous little stems, those leg-ettes, coming to take another blood
sample, a much larger one.

A piercing wail from the nearby child snapped Rick from his
fugue, and with a start he realized he’d crushed the piece of paper
in a fist. Putting down his bag, he stared at his closed hand. It would
be easy—simple, even—to walk away from it right now. Just toss the
crumpled paper into the nearest garbage can. Hell, even dropping
it on the floor would do just as well. He’d wasted twenty bucks on
much sillier things before, so what would this matter?

He tapped his knuckles together, kneaded the empty hand over
the other. If the stories were true, even if he threw this one away,
he’d still get the same answer some other time. So there was no rea-
son to obsess about it now. He should go find Shannon, kiss those
full, inviting lips, make a lewd suggestion as to what they could do
when they got home and instead of being offended she’d top his
offer with something even better. Rick felt himself smile. With her
in his life, why would he even want to know how he was going to
die? A real no-brainer. Easy decision.

But instead, he opened his fist, then the paper.

There was no special font, no borders, no color. In simple black
lettering was written a single word: ‘LOVE.

Rick turned the paper over to see if he’d missed something.
Nothing but LOVE. His brow furrowed and he shook his head, con-
fused. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

He looked around but saw no answers, only the mother cooing to
her now-pacified child. How could he die from love? Too much love?
Too little? Someone else’s, like that psycho ex-boyfriend of Shannon’s?
He’d threatened to kick Rick’s ass the one time they’d met—how
much, or how little, would it take for that nut to go for a knife? Or
what about that loony chick Shannon had been living with when
she and Rick first started dating—what was her name? Kerry? Kara?
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She’d bawled her eyes out when Shannon handed her back her keys;
what was that all about? Stared absolute daggers at Rick the whole
time. He’d made a point to politely refuse her offer of coffee. Was she
still lurking around somewhere?

Or maybe it had nothing to do with anyone else. Did the Machine
mean love in an emotional sense, or was something going to happen
during sex? Were he and Shannon going to have a break-up so
crushing that he’d only find solace at the end of a knotted rope?
Or would the jilted one seek a sense of closure with some dramatic,
foolhardy, violent act?

LOVE. Rick looked at his future, his demise, one more time
before crumpling the paper in his hand and dropping it. He was a
man, not a child, and his life wasn’t going to be ruled by some ludi-
crous prediction from a machine he knew nothing about, owned
by a smart-ass punk who probably got his rocks off screwing with
people’s heads. What Rick had with Shannon was a good thing, a
powerful thing, the best thing ever. No would-be oracle was going
to change that. She didn’t need to know about it, and he’d never
tell her—so the matter was settled as far as he was concerned.
Their life together could go on like before, a slice of heaven on
earth, two people made for one another.

As if on cue, a pair of arms wrapped around him from behind,
enveloping him in a familiar scent as her hair spilled over his shoulder.

“Hey handsome,” Shannon purred in his ear, “you want some company?”
She punctuated her question with a kiss on the side of his neck.
Rick shuddered.

Story by Kit Yona
[llustration by Vera Brosgol
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TORN APART AND DEVOURED BY LIONS

“Mi1ssus MURPHY, I WILL HAVE YOU KNOW THAT I AM TO BE TORN
APART AND DEVOURED BY LIONS.”

Simon Pfennig was fully aware of how strange he must sound.

He had no choice. It was too exciting not to share.

There came a startled pause on the other end of the line. As might
well be expected, thought Simon. He imagined her there, sitting
in her parlor (did people even have “parlors” anymore?) listening to
the salesman on the other end of the line droning on and on about
Company X’s jolly new life insurance policy for citizens over 50, about
the security it would bring to your family were you to suddenly keel
over stone dead and how content you’d be, as the final darkness
was falling, that you’d at least managed to avoid becoming a big fat
financial burden and suddenly, bam, out of the blue, he drops a line
like that. Damn straight she should be startled.

Eventually, the silence on the other end of the line was broken.
“...Excuse me?” Mrs. Murphy eventually managed.

“I,” said Simon, “am to be torn apart and devoured by lions.”
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“I’'m sorry,” said Mrs. Murphy. “Weren’t you just talking to me
about insurance a moment ago?”

“I was,” said Simon. “Now I'm talking about lions.”

“Oh;” said Mrs. Murphy, apparently unsure of what to make of all this.

“Did you know that an adult male lion can consume up to seventy-
five pounds of meat in a single meal? And that said meal will often
have to last him an entire week?”

“I, er, did not.”

“That’d be two whole meals, out of me alone!” said Simon. “I'm
guesstimating a bit, because I am not made entirely of meat.”

“Well. Who is?” replied Mrs. Murphy, gamely.

“Exactly. For one thing, there’s the matter of bones. I'm not quite
certain how much my bones weigh. Lions don’t eat bones; they leave
them behind for the hyenas to consume. But, you see, that doesn’t
matter as much to me, Missus Murphy. Because I am to be torn apart
and devoured by lions, not by hyenas.”

“So you said.”

“I will be long dead,” said Simon, “before the hyenas ever get
ahold of me.”

“Ah...hah.”

“Naturally, though, I don’t expect myself to last the whole two
weeks. Far from it! After all, as you know, I am to be torn apart
and devoured by lions, plural, not ‘a lion.” And it is uncommon
for male lions to travel together, unless they’re roaming the savan-
nah in unwed bachelor groups.” Simon leaned back in his chair and
studied the single fluorescent fixture mounted above his tiny cubicle,
imagining it for a moment to be the red-hot sun of the Serengeti.

“No,” he continued, “far more likely, I am to be torn apart and
devoured by lionesses, a group of huntresses intent on bringing food
back for their leonine patriarch.”

“I...see.”

“As you might expect,” Simon went on, “I've given this some thought,
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and I have eventually come to the conclusion that the word ‘lions’
doesn’t necessarily refer to the male of the species exclusively. Good
news for me, you understand, because I must confess to harboring
this romantic notion of how it will all play out.”

Mrs. Murphy smiled into the phone; you could hear it in her
voice. “Just got your prediction today, did you?”

“Actually,” said Simon, “it’s been seven weeks now.”

“Oh,” said Mrs. Murphy.

“But, I'm sorry, you're quite right. We should probably go back
to talking about life insurance now.” Simon cleared his throat,
straightened his tie and put his salesman voice back on. It was a good
salesman voice, keen and enthusiastic, and it bore shockingly little
resemblance to the one he’d been using his entire workaday life up
until that day about two months ago, the day Simon now liked to
call “Torn Apart And Devoured By Lions Day.” “Missus Murphy,”
the new, exciting Simon began, “did you know that in the event
of your sudden, accidental death, your family might incur miscella-
neous costs of upwards of—”"

“Ah, see, there,” said Mrs. Murphy. “I’'m sorry, I was waiting for
something just like that. I'm to kick off from colon cancer, lad, not
a stroke or a heart attack or anything quick like that. Plenty of time
to get my affairs in order.”

A common response, these days. Simon knew the company rote.

“Many of our potential customers come to us with this same story,
Missus Murphy,” said Simon. “Truth to tell, though you may believe
that you know the circumstances surrounding your eventual demise
based on your prediction alone, the fact of the matter is that the
specifics can often be surprising. To both you and your loved ones.”

Mrs. Murphy chuckled. “Come now,” she said. “Have you ever
heard of anyone crossing the street one day and getting hit by a
runaway colon cancer?”

Simon had to admit that he had not.
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“I’'m fairly certain that I'm destined to pass away peacefully in a
hospital bed, lad,” said Mrs. Murphy. “All shrouded in white and
surrounded by my family. Probably in some pain, too, mind, but
there’s little helping that.”

“Missus Murphy, if I might—"

“Lad,” said Mrs. Murphy, “I have my fantasy, just as you have yours.
And I am unwilling to cheapen it by banking on the possibility that
the chips might not fall that way.” Her voice smiled again. “You
clearly have one of your own. And I think that if you think about it,”
she said, “you’ll understand.”

Simon thought about it. And he did.

“Well,” he said, after a moment. “Good day to you, then.”

“To you as well,” said Mrs. Murphy. “May God bless. And say hello
to the lions for me.”

“Will do, Missus Murphy,” said Simon. There was a click as
Mrs. Murphy disconnected the line, and then a low, steady drone.
Dutifully, Simon’s auto-dialer started in on another number.

“Dude,” said Scott, the guy in the cubicle next door. “You gotta
cut that out. Armbruster is going to be mighty horked if he ever
catches you in the middle of that.”

Simon pulled his chair closer to his desk, fully intending to ignore
his wall-mate, as per usual. After all, he had insurance to sell.

“You can’t let this Death Machine crap run your life, man,” con-
tinued Scott, heedless, as Simon waited for his line to pick up. “I
mean, geez, look at you. Ever since you did that stupid prediction
thing, you've gone, like, totally mental on us. With the suit, and the
tie, and—"

Simon’s line picked up; it was an answering machine. Simon
dropped his headset to his neck for a moment and rolled his chair
back. “Customers can hear the tie, Scott,” said Simon. “Just like they
can hear a smile.”

“Uh huh,” said Scott. “So d’ya suppose they can hear this little
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stain here on my shirt, too?”

“I believe they can,” said Simon.

“Wow,” said Scott, with feigned amazement. “Those are some
really keen ears right there, Simon.” He snickered and spun his chair
around a couple of times. “Dude, you have lost it, man,” he said.

Simon pulled himself back to his desk, replacing his headphones
justin time to hear the answering machine disconnect. “To each,” he
said, with measured patience, “his own.”

“I’'m sorry, what?” said Scott. “I couldn’t hear you there, dude.
Between my stain and your tie there’s just too damn much noise
goin’ on around here.”

Simon just shook his head as the auto-dialer worked its magic
again, preparing to serve him up another golden opportunity. It
was hard to get too angry with Scott about his little jibes. After all,
thought Simon, Scott was likely bored and a bit depressed and was
probably compensating for it by taking his frustrations out on the
people around him. But he was fundamentally a good guy. He just
needed a life goal or two; it would fix him right up.

It had certainly fixed Simon right up. He himself had two life
goals: (1) being torn apart by, and (2) being devoured by, lions.

And that had made all the difference, really.

The morning rolled on in a series of polite refusals, and soon
it came time for lunch. Standing by the break room microwave,
Simon marveled at how quickly the day was going. It was to be a short
lunch; Simon had been thinking of ways to improve the company’s
sales script, and since the auto-dialer gave him only limited oppor-
tunities to hash them out on work-time, he was thinking of devoting
some of his break to the task.

“Hey, Simon,” said one of his co-workers, coming up from behind.
Brad. Blue-eyed, fair-haired and a bit on the pudgy side. Simon and
he had joined up with the company about the same time, and Brad
had quickly latched on to him as a conversational partner. Simon
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didn’t mind; Brad was, also, a fundamentally good guy. “I'm’a head
to Mickey’s in a minute. You want I should pick you up some fries or
something?”

“Not today, Brad!” said Simon, twirling an empty little coated
cardboard box in his hands, the erstwhile contents of which were
now warming pleasantly in the microwave nearby. “Today I'm having
Rosemary Chicken with Vegetables.”

“Rosemary,” said Brad, frowning. “Is that an herb or something?”

“Indeed it is,” replied Simon.

Brad thought about this for a moment. “So you’re eating herbs
now?” he said, eventually.

“Yep,” said Simon. “It’s only polite, I figure. After all, you are what
you eat. Right, Brad?”

“Well, I guess I pretty much gotta be a triple-stacker roast beef
melt by now,” said Brad.

“Quite possibly,” said Simon, diplomatically. “But for me? No.”
Simon smiled to himself, his eyes going distant. “No, Brad, from here
on in, I intend to make myself exceptionally, even exquisitely, healthy.
And, if possible,” he added, “herb-flavored.”

Brad narrowed his eyes. “Wait a sec,” he said. “This isn’t the thing
about being eaten by the lions again, is it?”

“It will always be the thing about being eaten by the lions, Brad.
From here on in, until it occurs.”

“You’re obsessed, guy.”

Simon grinned. “Perhaps,” he said.

“Totally!” called out Scott from his corner table. He sneered at
them around and through a mouthful of sandwich.

“Hey, shut up,” said Brad.

“Make me, fatboy,” Scott replied. Then he chucked a piece of
onion at him.

“Little snot,” muttered Brad, picking the onion out of his hair.
“Look, Simon,” he said, putting his hand on Simon’s shoulder. “Little
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friendly advice. You don’t have to be a Machine of Death slave like
this. Don’t be trapped by it. Use it to free yourself.” Brad spread his
arms wide, exposing his substantial midsection. “I mean, look at me.”

“Can’t not,” said Scott, swallowing his latest bite. “You take up our
entire visual field.”

“Hmph,” said Brad, raising both his chins in a dignified fashion
and turning his back to Scott’s table. “Look at me, Simon. Here I
am, going to die in a car crash or something. So, I don’t worry about
the roast beef melts anymore. I don’t worry about the soda refills.
And I don’t worry about getting the chili and the cheese on the fries
instead of going healthy and eating them without.” He smiled ami-
ably. “You see?” he said. “Little changes. I know it won’t matter what I
eat, so I eat what I want. And I'm happier for it.”

Brad shook his head, then. “But you, Simon. You’re thinking
about this thing all the time now. It can’t be good for you.”

“I want to think about this thing all the time, Brad,” said Simon,
earnestly. “I am looking forward to it. Like you wouldn’t believe.”

“For Pete’s sake, Simon,” said Brad. “Why?”

“Because,” Simon replied, his pale brown eyes as wide as the veldt
itself, “it will be the most exciting thing that’s ever happened to me.”

Brad shrugged. “Suit yourself,” he said. “But I read in this self-
help book my mom gave me that you shouldn’t sacrifice your now
just because you're looking forward to being eaten by a bunch of
lions at some point in the future.”

“Don’t worry,” said Simon. “I’'m not sacrificing my now. I'm hap-
pier, healthier, and more vital than I've ever been.” He smiled. “The
thing is, Brad,” he said, “everything I do for my lions? It makes my
life better too.”

There came the sound of a throat clearing from the door of the
break room. Simon looked up.

“Pfennig,” said Paul Armbruster (Vice President In Charge Of
Targeted Media Solicitation), leaning into the room. “When you
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have a moment. My office, please.”

Silence. Simon gathered his smile. “Certainly, sir,” he said, toss-
ing the box from his frozen dinner into a nearby waste container
and stepping toward the door.

“After lunch is fine,” said Mr. Armbruster. The tips of his mous-
tache lifted in a tiny grimace, as though someone had invisibly
popped by with an eyedropper full of lemon juice and given him a
bit. “But soon. We need to talk about your...performance.”

Simon’s smile did not falter. “‘Performance’ in the sense of ‘how
I'm doing relative to the quota’®”

“No,” said Mr. Armbruster, sucking on his tongue thoughtfully.

““Performance’ in the sense of ‘Ooh, ooh, look at the dancing bear;
now look, he’s riding a little unicycle.” That type of performance.
Specifically,” he added, “your performance earlier this morning,
Pfennig.”

“Right,” said Simon, his smile still adamant. “After lunch, then?”

“Yes,” said Mr. Armbruster. “If you please.” He then vanished from
sight.

The subsequent quiet was broken only by the noise of Scott snig-
gering quietly to himself in the corner.

Brad smiled at Simon, sheepishly.

The microwave went ‘ding.’

“Pfennig,” said Mr. Armbruster, motioning to the chair opposite his
desk with one hand and taking a moment to fine-tune his rather
heroic combover with the other. “Sit down, please.”

“You wanted to speak with me, sir?” said Simon, taking a seat.
“That is, in fact, why you are sitting in my office right now,” said

Mr. Armbruster.

A moment passed as Armbruster sucked on his tongue again for
a bit. Then he leaned forward and nudged a small brass dish out
from behind a fancy little wooden desk clock and over toward Simon.
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“Malted milk ball?” he asked.

“Don’t mind if I do,” said Simon, cheerfully helping himself to one.

Armbruster regarded Simon as he sat, there, crunching. “You
understand,” he began, “why I brought you in here today.”

“I think so,” said Simon, swallowing his candy. “You’re about to
tell me a piece of bad news.”

Armbruster sighed. “Simon,” he said. “I want to start by telling
you that I've been really quite pleased with your new-found
gumption and enthusiasm for selling insurance policies over the
telephone. You show a level of dedication that is...well, let’s say,
uncommon in these halls. You remind me a bit of myself when I was
your age.”

“Thank you, sir,” said Simon.

“That having been said,” said Armbruster, leaning forward even
further, “I need you to stop describing to our potential customers, in
gruesome detail, how you’re planning on going to Africa and getting
eaten by a lion.”

“Lions,” corrected Simon, politely.

“My point,” said Armbruster, “remains a salient one.”

“I see,” said Simon, biting his lip. “‘Gruesome’ detail, though, sir?”
he asked, then. “I mean, I realize that I've been a bit chatty on the
fact to some of them, but—"

Armbruster reached beneath his desk and produced a portable

«“

cassette player. He clicked at a button. “—organ meats!” came
Simon’s voice. “Not as desirable as the muscle meats, mind you,
which are frequently claimed by the dominant male of the pride, but
certainly full of good, nutritious—"

Armbruster clicked the ‘stop’ button.

The clock on the desk ticked a handful of times.

“Well...yes,” said Simon. “I can see where you might—"

“I don’t know if I'm imparting the proper gravity to this situation,
Simon,” Mr. Armbruster interrupted. “So I will make it perfectly



31 Torn Apart and Devoured by Lions

clear to you that I have no desire to see Consolidated Amalgamated
Mutual become known as ‘That Place With The Guy Who’s Always
Going On About Lions.” To this end, I am warning you that I abso-
lutely, positively will not tolerate any further behavior of this sort.
Do we understand one another, Mister Pfennig?”

“Mm hm!” said Simon, cheerily.

Armbruster narrowed his eyes at Simon. “Let me try this again,”
he said, picking up a pencil in an attempt to add emphasis to his
words. “We are talking about you losing your job with us, Simon. You
don’t want to be unemployed in this city. Not in this economic cli-
mate. Trust me.”

Simon nodded brightly. “I understand, sir,” he said.

“You don’t seem like you understand,” said Mr. Armbruster. “I'm
looking for a little solemnity or something.”

Simon pondered for a moment. “Permission to speak freely, sir?”

“This isn’t the military, Simon,” said Mr. Armbruster.

“Well,” said Simon. He gathered himself. “The thing is, sir, it’s
really hard for me to get worked up at the prospect of losing my job,
sir.” He raised a hand against Armbruster’s objection. “Now, I don’t
mean that,” he continued. “I will try to restrain myself from talking
about my lions to the customers from here on in. But if I can’t...?”
Simon shrugged. “Well, another job will be on the way. After all, I
have to fund my African safari somehow.” He smiled. “These are more
than just idle hopes and dreams now, Mister Armbruster,” he said.
“They’re part of my destiny.”

Armbruster regarded Simon for a moment, then shook his head.
“You are a strange little guy,” said Armbruster. “If you were any less
of a salesman, I’d be handing you your pink slip now and personally
ushering your behind out of this building while I instructed Stacy to
prepare an invoice charging you for the milk ball. But for every lion
mutilation story I’ve got on tape, there’re two or more instances of
you winning over a stubborn customer on attitude alone. And that’s
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the kind of attitude we need around here. Desperately.”

““Desperately,” sir?” inquired Simon.

Armbruster tapped his pencil on the desk a couple of times. “I
don’t know if I should even be talking with you about this,” he said.
“According to the last Board of Directors meeting, Consolidated
Amalgamated Mutual isn’t doing so well. It’s not bad,” he added,
quickly. “But comparing our first-quarter sales to how we were doing
two years ago, well, it’s sobering. To say the least. And that’s company-
wide, Simon. It’s not just Targeted Media Solicitation. It’s across the
board.”

He sighed, deeply, and tossed his pencil back into the little cup
on his desk. “It’s this damn Machine of Death thing, Simon,” he
said. “We’re in the uncertainty business, here. All we’ve got to offer
the world is protection against the frightening, unpredictable future.
You give the people something, anything, to latch on to, something
that gives them a sense of control—even a false one—and suddenly,
well, they don’t need us anymore.”

“I’'m sure we’ll come through this all right,” Simon volunteered.

“Oh, I know,” said Armbruster, pushing his chair back and rising
to a stand. “I know. We weathered that damn ‘no-call list’ thing
all right, and I suppose we’ll pull through this, too.” Armbruster
rounded the desk and patted Simon on the back; Simon stood, sens-
ing his cue. “But to do it,” said Armbruster, “we’re going to need
all our salesmen giving us one hundred and ten, or perhaps fifteen,
percent. Can you do that for me, Simon?”

“Yes, sir!” said Simon.

“Good,” said Armbruster, ushering him to the door. “Now get
back out there and sell us some policies, all right?”

“Will do, sir!” said Simon, disappearing out the door.

“And NO LIONS!” added Mr. Armbruster, calling after him. But
if Simon Pfennig had a response to this, Mr. Armbruster did not
hear it.
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He sat back against the corner of his desk for a while after
Simon had gone, listening to the whirr of the air-handler and the
steady ticking of the clock.

“Wish I were looking forward to my heart attack like that,” said
Mr. Armbruster.

Night. Home. Simon stood at the sink, washing the last few remnants
of tonight’s dinner of lamb and parmesan orzo out of his good
dishes. In fact, Simon only &ad good dishes, nowadays. He had long
since donated the bad ones, and even the slightly dodgy ones, to the
local thrift shop. The window over his sink was open to the cool night
air, and the crickets outside yammered excitedly among themselves,
unable to contain their enthusiasm that evening had arrived again,
right on schedule. The dishes had been a bit crusty, as they had been
left sitting for several hours, and it felt good to Simon to get them all
cleaned up. Easier, perhaps, to have tackled them right after dinner,
but Simon had run out of time to wash them before his show had
come on the television, and the show took clear precedence because
it happened to be all about lions tonight. Simon had, naturally,
enjoyed every minute of it.

And Simon knew how ridiculous this all must seem, this arrange-
ment of his entire life around the concept of being Torn Apart And
Devoured By Lions. Particularly ridiculous, he felt, was the poster
(lionesses, of course) he had tacked to the ceiling—preteen-girl style—
right above his bed, so it’d be the last thing he saw at night every night
of his life. The lion-themed comforter, too, he knew, went a bit beyond
the pale. But really, honestly? The whole thing. Ridiculous.

And, as always, Simon had to conclude that there really was no
choice.

It was just too exciting.

The dishes done and dripping in their wire rack, Simon moved
on to an invigorating workout on the shiny new exercise bicycle
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he’d purchased at the mall, and from there on to a relaxing shower.
Thusly cleaned up for bed, Simon dressed himself in his lion-print
pajamas, snuggled down beneath his leonine blankets, and waited
for sleep to come. And, as ever, the last sight that greeted him before
he finally shut off his bedside lamp was of his lionesses, all in a row,
waiting patiently for him and him alone.

At night he dreamed of them, low and tawny, their eyes lumi-
nous in the charcoal African dusk. He welcomed them to him like
he might a lover, inviting them in to the limits of his light, inviting
them to feed.

“Come, beautiful ones,” he whispered to them as they circled
close. “Come.”

Story by Jeffrey Wells
[llustration by Christopher Hastings
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DESPAIR

THEY DIED ANYWAY. Of course they did, that’s what those little cards
are good for.

The security guards here have a league table of the most impres-
sive death predictions reported in the UK press: “The Cool List,”
they call it. They got me to phone the doctor whose machine pre-
dicted that an eighty-three-year-old bedridden Cardiff woman
would die of STUNT PLANE CRASH. I used to feel sick looking
at the list, because for a moment a bit inside me would laugh in
wonder at the improbabilities written there, and then the moment
would pass and I would begin to imagine the Cessna tumbling from
the sky, falling down, down, down onto a slate roof under which an
old lady was sleeping. The top of the list at the moment is SOLAR
FLARE. I have no idea how that one will turn out.
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The first one came in twenty-one hours ago, just as I'd started
my shift. In the early morning the emergency waiting room was
intolerably bright, and I squinted out of the windows—clean enough
at midday, but blindingly dirty against the low sun. The call that
the ambulance was coming in had been taken by the guy who’d just
gone off shift, and I didn’t really know what to expect. In theory
there is supposed to be some kind of chain of responsibility to keep
us all prepared, but in practice, doctors have long shifts and want to
go home more than they want to tell you that a middle-aged man is
coming in suffering from severe pain and passing blood in his urine.

This is the procedure now: A vehicle comes into the bay, para-
medics pull a body out on an unfolding trolley, and a nurse meets
them and asks them for the card. Sometimes she smiles, and you
know that this one might well walk out of the hospital. Sometimes she
gets a stony look on her face and you know that her eyes have flicked
across to the patient to see who’s going to die. Sometimes—rarely, but
sometimes—she frowns. As Nurse Kealing did with that first one.

We doctors don’t like to look at the cards. Once upon a time all
doctors sounded like Hawkeye Pierce. Death was our enemy, and if
you can’t point to your enemy, your crusade is noble. You are fight-
ing against the odds, snatching a few more years, months, weeks of
life for your patients, defeating your endless foe. But of course, we
don’t fight that fight anymore. We fight a stiff piece of card, and we
know that ultimately we are going to lose. What could be more igno-
minious than to be defeated by a few grams of wood pulp?

I examined the patient. Late forties, according to the driving
license that the paramedics had found, but looking like he might
be in his thirties. I had seen people like him at the speed-dating
evening the previous Friday, divorcees taking their shot while they
still had the time, boring and desperate. He could so easily have
been there, and as I directed him to be moved into a nearby obser-
vation room I suddenly felt sorry for them. They were alive, and
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they deserved their chance at a little happiness.

“Marianne,” Nurse Kealing said, by my elbow. The other doc-
tors don’t like to be called by their first name, but I let the nurses
do it because it endears me to them, and they don’t complain as
much when I land them with paperwork that I should really be doing
myself (which I do shamelessly).

“What’s the verdict?” I asked her.

“I...uh...” She held out the card to me, and I know that I recoiled,
because I haven’t touched a card other than my own in five years.

“You’d better look for yourself.”
I stared at the card without reaching for it, and Nurse Kealing
flipped it up so that I could see.

TESTS.

“Shit.” I ran back to the doors that lead to the ambulance park-
ing area. The two paramedics that had brought in my patient were
trying to manoeuvre out past another ambulance, and as I cleared
the doors the driver spotted me and leant on his horn in an effort
to scare the other vehicle out of the way. I was too fast for them,
though, ducking around the accidental roadblock and intercept-
ing one ambulance as it swerved around the back of the other. They
screeched to a halt a few feet in front of me, and I strode over and
pulled open the door.

“Before you ask, we didn’t do any tests!” The paramedic in the
passenger seat cried. The driver, who looked afraid for his life (and
in truth I myself felt like pulling him out of his seat and beating
him), cringed away from me and nodded.

“You’d better not have,” I snarled, and slammed the door shut.

We could barely do anything without the tests, of course. For two
hours after he was brought in we watched my patient get weaker and
weaker. He passed blood in his urine, but we were too scared to take
even that for analysis. That is what the machines have done to us:
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they’ve left us second-guessing reality. We gave him an analgesic to
keep him as comfortable as possible, but we all knew that we were
not dealing with something that would pass if we treated the obvious
symptoms. Something was wrong with him—injury, possibly, more
likely a viral or bacterial infection—something that would kill him.
But if we tried to discover what was wrong and he died, we would be
outside the NHS rules. Clause 14 of the revised patients’ charter:
Medical staff or hospital trust employees will take no action likely to
hasten or lead to a predicted death.

“Realistically,” Nurse Kealing argued, “there’s no way that testing
the blood in his urine can kill him, surely?”

“You know what those fucking machines are like,” Doctor Jamison
said, shaking his head. “You could trip while carrying the test results
back in and stab the poor bastard with a needle.” He leaned down
and reached for the sheet covering our patient.

“What are you doing?” I asked sharply.

“Nothing.”

“It doesn’t look like nothing,” I told him.

“I’'m taking a look, all right? A look, not a fucking test, a look!” I
stepped back, and he peered under the sheet at the patient’s back.
After a few seconds, he stood up again. “Kidneys rather than bladder,
definitely.”

“So it’s going to kill him,” I said.

“Yes,” he said, in a quiet flat voice.

The second and third ones came in almost together, although I
didn’t know about the second one until much later. I found out
about the third one from Doctor France, who saw me standing at
the vending machine in the lobby. I was deciding whether to have a
Crunchy or a packet of Nik Naks, and had been trapped in that deci-
sion-making process for three minutes. Perhaps I wanted to make a
difference to something, however trivial.
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“Hello Marianne,” he said. “Are you doing anything tomorrow
night?”
“Going out with my boyfriend,” I lied. I don’t have a boyfriend.
I occasionally fuck one of our security guards in the supply closet
—an ex-policeman who was fired because his card read SHOT. The
Northampshire police force have one of the lowest reported inci-
dents of gun crime in the UK, and it would have been a terrible
public relations blow to have a policeman shot on duty. I like him
because he keeps himself in shape, and because he has an ex-wife
and a child who take up all the emotional energy that he would oth-
erwise spend developing feelings for me.

Doctor France flinched. Perhaps he knows, I thought.

“Anyway,” he said, plastering on a smile. “I’ve got something a
bit interesting, thought you might enjoy wrestling with a little prob-
lem. We’ve got a young woman in with blood in her urine, probably
simple urinary tract infection.” An ice sheet spread out from my spine.

“Thing is, her card says...”

“TESTS,” I interrupted him.

He looked at me quizzically.
“How did you know?”

Patient Two was in a room at the other end of the ward, being
treated by one of the junior doctors. Patients Four and Five we found
by calling the emergency admissions at Kettering, and Patient Six, a
thin middle-aged woman in old clothes, came in a few hours later. I
could see instantly that she could understand the way things were
headed, because she was arguing strenuously in Italian with her hus-
band and in somewhat less eloquent English with the two grown-up
daughters that accompanied them. She wanted to go home, and she
must have understood what we did, that her devoted family’s wish to
help might be the death of her.

We gave her painkillers and I talked to them, individually and as
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a group. But for bad timing I think she would have persuaded them
to let her go home, but about a quarter of an hour after they arrived,
I noticed that she was beginning to fade somewhat, and five minutes
later she fell unconscious. At that point we had to give her the same
care we were giving the others, and we moved all four of the local
patients into the same ward. Doctors France and Jamison argued
endlessly with me over the treatments we could give, but all of our
arguments came to nothing.

Without knowing the cause of the distress, any actions we took
were more likely to be harmful than helpful (and more likely still to
have no effect at all other than to waste time).

I got desperate and handed the details of the patients over to
Joe (my occasional tryst)—strictly against hospital policy, because
security staff do not generally need access to confidential medical
records, or indeed any kind of patient information. I thought he
might be able to shed some light on a possible connection between
the unfortunate four patients at our hospital—and if he had found
one I might have been able to persuade our equivalent numbers at
Kettering to hand over the equivalent information about their
unfortunates. Despite a bit of help from some old friends of his at
the local police station it was all dead ends. The six people lived
near each other, but not near enough to form a cluster for the pur-
poses of determining some environmental cause.

There were no common work links, and no social connection.
There was a moment of excited hope when he discovered that the
serial numbers on the back of two of the cards showed identical mis-
takes in the printing, but neither of the other two cards showed any
similar signs. So two of the patients had been diagnosed by the same
machine—probably at roughly the same time—but that was the only
connection we could find.

“Almost certainly a coincidence,” he told me sadly. “I mean, I'll
keep looking if you like, but don’t rely on me to turn up anything
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useful anytime soon.”

“Fine,” I said, and left him to it. I was grateful to him for trying,
for giving me that moment of hope that we might find some way to
cheat the machines (if only for today), but I couldn’t show it. That
wasn’t the way it worked between us.

We got the two patients from Kettering transferred over by ambu-
lance—it was easy, no one wanted responsibility for them. Even
with all six of the sufferers together we could find out no extra
information.

It was Doctor France who finally said it.

“What if we just start,” he said quietly.

“We can’t.”

“We have to do something, what we can’t do is just let them die.”
He shot me a sullen look. “I can’t, anyway.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Nothing.” He shook his head. “Look, I'm tired. I know it’s not
good, but we have to start some kind of tests. They’re not going to
last much longer.”

“Just one then,” Jamison interjected.

“What?”

“You know what those damn machines are like. TESTS could
mean a completely different thing for everyone here. Maybe only
some of them are at risk from the tests we might do. God, we do
tests all the time.”

“And people die from them. Even people without cards. If we
start,” I spoke slowly and calmly, “we know what will happen.”

The three of us stood silent, watching the six patients and listen-
ing to the muted sounds of bustle and activity coming from the
corridor outside the ward. A strange sensation came over me, as
though the world were receding—as though I were looking at it
through a long tunnel. My hands were hard to move, as though I



43 Despair

had slept in the cold, my muscles stiff and unresponsive. With an
effort, I walked to the foot of Patient One and read out the details
at the top of his chart.

“Brian Felton, 47.” I turned it sideways. In the margins of the
chart, Nurse Kealing had written in pencil. “Wife and two children,”
Iread aloud.

Replacing the chart, I moved to the next bed.

“Simon Lines, 2g. Girlfriend brought him in.”

“Janice Greg,” said France without looking at the chart. “She’s g1,
unmarried, a schoolteacher.” He turned to the fourth bed, the old
woman transferred from Kettering. “Maud Carver, 63. You'd guess
from the name, wouldn’t you—who calls anyone Maud anymore?”
He looked down at the chart again. “Widowed.”

Doctor Jamison picked up the fifth and sixth charts, one in each
hand. From the left: “Louise Burdon, 28. One kid.” From the right:
“Emilia Strabbioli, 51. Married, two daughters, one son, one grand-
son.” He put the charts back on their hooks, and we stood back and
looked at the six bodies laid out before us.

“Are we really considering this?” Jamison asked.

“No, we can’t consider it,” I said. The others looked at me. “We
have to just do it.”

“It can’t be Brian or...” France pointed to the fifth one.

“Louise,” Jamison supplied. “Or Emilia. No one with children.”

“Janice is young,” France said. “Simon, too.”

They looked at me.

“So we’re going to kill Maud because she’s the oldest?” I asked.

“She hasn’t got any...” France began, but Jamison interrupted him.

“We’re not going to kill her at all. We’re going to test her.”

“And the tests are going to Kkill her,” I nodded. “Have the balls
to admit it.”

He sighed, shrugged, and walked over to pick up the chart. “Says
here she had a stroke two years ago.”
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“So? Look, she made it two years, who’s to say she won’t make it
another thirty?”

“Plus,” said France carefully, “that’s exactly the kind of thing that
makes me nervous. Given her stroke, I'd be a bit careful what tests
I did on her anyway.” He walked over and took the chart away from
Jamison, scanned it, then put it back on the hook. Then he turned
back to the third patient. I could tell he was thinking something
that he didn’t like, and I realised what it was going to be. She was
his patient, of course, he had been charged with making her well
again. “Perhaps we should consider Janice.”

Jamison picked up the schoolteacher’s chart.

“She’s healthy,” France continued. “Least likely to have any
trouble with the tests, I'd say.” He smiled. “Hey, I've just thought of
something. She’s a teacher, right? Perhaps the stress of grading is
what’s going to get her! It could be nothing to do with this at all. Of
all of them, she’s the most likely to survive, right?” He nodded at
Jamison and me, trying to convince himself by convincing us.

I ignored his pleading and pointed to my own patient. “Why save
Felton?” I asked.

“He has kids.”

“He’s a shit,” I spat. “He beats them. He screws around, and he’s
given his wife the clap.”

“Jesus, Marianne!” France slapped my hand down. “He might be
able to hear you! That’s not funny!”

I saw Jamison’s eyes flick down to my balled fists.

“No, wait.” He pulled France back by the shoulder.

“She’s...” France protested.

“I see what she means,” Jamison said, staring past France directly
at me. France had believed he was talking to him, of course. “We can’t
make this decision. We can’t just do this based on our prejudices.
That’s how the cards beat us. They use us against ourselves.”

He was wrong, of course, but we had to tell France something to
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make him listen to sense.
“There’s only one thing to do,” I told them.

I found the box in the waiting room—there’s a little pile of books
and toys to keep kids occupied while we talk with the parents. Most
of it was for the smaller children, but there was a wooden box of clas-
sic games that had a backgammon board. I don’t suppose it had ever
been used. Half of the white counters were missing, but I found most
of the red ones and one of the dice, which I scooped up into my
pocket and carried back to our ward.

“We make up something to tell the families, of course,” I told
France and Jamison, then rolled the die on top of the defibrillator
cart. I saw two come face up for a moment, two black sockets in a
white face, then it was past and the cube came to a rest.

“Five,” said France.

“Louise,” Jamison corrected him.

They died anyway. Of course they did, that’s what those little cards
are good for. The first round of tests showed nothing, so we took more
blood from Louise. That’s when she began to bleed under the skin
around where we’d put the needle in. Pretty soon she was convulsing,
and then her vitals began to deteriorate and her heart stopped.
While the tests were coming back, Maud stopped breathing.
We revived her, but her brain had been without oxygen for too long.
When she stopped breathing again, we couldn’t bring her back. Nurse
Kealing brought the test results back: some viral activity, but sadly
not characteristic enough for us to work out what we were dealing with.
The die rolled five again, then two. So we took blood from Simon.
He survived, but we got the same inconclusive results, during which
time Brian and Emilia had both gone. We gave the young man anti-
virals, but his condition deteriorated faster, and he died two hours
after Emilia. Finally we watched Janice Greg’s heart rate get slower
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and slower until finally she, too, left us.

We had been watching the six of them for close to a day on
and off. France and Jamison looked like corpses themselves, grey-
faced and without a hint of emotion. It had drained everything from
them—not just the deaths, but what those cards had forced us to do.
I left them to it, slipping off quietly to find Joe.

The causes of death were hemorrhagic fever with renal failure, or so
the pathologists determined. I didn’t feel like anyone was to blame—
who could have suspected a hantavirus outbreak in the midlands?
No other cases were reported, and the investigators were unable to
trace any more connections than we had.

I have Brian’s card in my wallet. I keep it next to mine, because
that night its prediction came a little bit closer. I take Brian’s out
when I am alone, and stare at the word. I am still unable to under-
stand what it meant. Was it the tests, I wonder, or the lack of tests?
Did the word mean the same thing for all of those six? Did it mean
hospital tests, exams, what?

The thoughts run through me like water, ever changing. But
there is one I come back to: Who was being tested?

Story by K. M. Lawrence
[llustration by Dean Trippe
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SUICIDE

THE CLERK SET THE GUN ON THE COUNTER.

“There’s a seven-day waiting period.”

Tommy peeled off an extra couple hundreds and slid them
across the counter. The clerk hesitated, then pocketed the bills and
loaded the weapon into a brown paper bag.

“Some weeks are shorter than others.”

He added a box of bullets to the bag, then rang up the total.

“You need any extra ammo?”

“No,” replied Tommy. “One box will be plenty.”

It was pissing rain on the walk back to his apartment, the first time
it had rained in the city for months. The water cut greasy rivers down
his cheeks, tasting faintly of gasoline and ash. At least the city’s consistent,

he thought, even the rain’s corrupt. He ducked into a familiar coffee
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shop to douse the chill. He ordered what he always ordered and dug
in his pockets for exact change.

“Can you believe those freaks?”

Tommy followed the kid’s gaze out the front window, across the
street. A pack of No-Faters gathered on the corner, their placards
bleeding ink as they fought to keep a fire alive in a trash bin. One
of them, a chubby white kid with unconvincing dreadlocks, pulled
out a white card, the size of the index cards Tommy’s students used
to cram notes onto before exams, and tossed it into the fire. He
stepped back, arms out, relishing the cheers of approval the protest-
ers poured out at him.

“Yeah, you're home free now, asshole,” said the kid behind the
counter. He finished with Tommy’s order and passed the steaming
cardboard cup to him. “What’s that shit supposed to accomplish?”

Tommy shrugged. “It’s a symbol. Rage against the dying of the
light, that sort of thing. Just human nature.”

“More like rage against getting a job, the stupid hippies.” The
kid flipped a rag off his apron string and wiped down the counter
where Tommy’s cup had spilled a few drops. “You wanna know what
my card says? Burned to death. Bad news, right? Not exactly the
finest hand in the deck, right? But I still smoke. ’Cause what’s the
point? Way I see it, the way we’re gonna die is the way we’re gonna
die. That’s the way it’s always been, motherfucking death machine or
no motherfucking death machine.”

Tommy didn’t say anything, just slugged back half the cup of
coffee, letting it burn his throat, not caring. Outside, the rain
had stopped as the No-Faters tossed another card onto the altar

of inevitability.

He dropped the envelope into the mailbox. He’d written it all out,
the whole thing, the night before in his motel room. As he watched
Mel’s address—her new address—swallowed by the box’s maw, he
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marveled at how much life could change with the rearranging of a
few letters and numbers. She should get it by the end of the week,
but she’d already know by then. She would have heard about it on
the news, or someone would have told her. He’d be the name on a
thousand pundits’ lips before rush hour. Lots of people asking why,
but she’d be the only one with the answer. It felt right that way.

As he waited for the crosswalk light to change, he noticed the bar
across the street. There was always a bar within walking distance of
these places, without fail, or a liquor store. They were like remoras,
feeding from the belly of the Death Machine wherever it sprang up.
He could see a few of them in there now, heads down, that uniquely
blank look on their faces. Some of them had their death cards laid
out on the bar, staring as if waiting for the ink to shift, for the
universe to hiccup, for destiny to laugh and admit, “Just kidding.”
Others laughed and caroused, to all appearances celebrating a
promotion at work rather than a glimpse at their own end.

Tommy waited in line, smiled at the girl behind the glass parti-
tion, and forked over $11.50 for his ticket. The Death Machines
were everywhere now—doctor’s offices, mall kiosks. They were both
wholly remarkable and thoroughly mundane. Not this one, though.
This one was the first. The first Death Machine ever, entombed in
a glass-and-chrome building that was half museum and half theme
park. If you turned Auschwitz into a theme park.

Tommy ignored the huge plasma screens somberly reciting the
history of this holy temple, the narrator’s voice smooth and com-
forting as the screens displayed the most famous photograph in the
world. The first Death Machine, its creators lined up behind it, grin-
ning with the pride of those who know they’ve changed the world.
He’d heard the rumors, of course, that the whole thing had been an
accident, that they’d been trying to create something else and only
stumbled ass-over-teacups backward into their discovery. Either way,
they were all rich as sin now, at least the ones that were still alive.
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Not so the older man with a smile like Norman Rockwell’s grandpa,
who had eaten a shotgun barrel six months after that photo was
taken. Tommy wondered if he’d bothered to look at his death card
first. Was it the knowing that drove him to that end, or the not
knowing? Did it even really matter?

Tommy joined the queue that snaked its way up to the Machine.
It was a weekday, so the crowds were light. It only took a minute
or so until he reached the front of the line. The Machine’s words
greeted him, the same as they always greeted everyone. “Please
insert your finger.” It was a sentence that had become the punchline
to a thousand jokes and monologues and headlines over the past
few years, but Tommy didn’t think any of them were funny. The
least they could have done was polish up the death sentence a little.
Maybe hire some New York Times bestseller to do a pass, come up
with something really snappy, something to bring a smile to your
face on the bus ride home.

He winced as the needle pierced his fingertip, sucked at the
tiny pearl of blood that peered out. The Machine buzzed, flashed
“Thank you,” and spit out the card. He took it and moved aside to
let the redheaded woman behind him have her turn. She was young,
maybe nineteen, and from the way she was shaking, she’d never
done this before. He wasn’t sure whether to envy her that.

He read the card, just one word. Seven letters, no substitutions.
So final, and yet, in a way, so freeing. Tommy had never worried
about car accidents or plane crashes or cancer. The same word that
doomed him had also rendered him, in a way, untouchable. Was he
only here because of the word? Would he have had the courage to
do what needed to be done if the word were different? He smeared
blood across the card, tossed it into a nearby trash can along with
his doubts. He reached in his pocket, felt the shape of the gun,
solid and comforting.

The red-haired woman stepped over, her eyes glued to the card,
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welling up. She was pale as her legs gave out and she lowered herself
to the floor. He crouched next to her.
“First time?”

She looked at him, but didn’t seem to see him at first. Then her

eyes focused, and she brushed at the tears with the back of her hand.
“Yeah. I guess I wasn’t really ready for it.”

Her other hand white-knuckled the card. Tommy could read
part of her word, “Explo—", the rest eclipsed by her fingers.

“I haven’t met anybody yet who is.” He pulled a tissue out of the
pocket without the gun and offered it to her.
“It could be wrong.”

Tommy smiled. “It could be. They say it’s infallible, but it only
has to be wrong once, right?”

She smiled back at him, weakly, then looked sick to her stomach.
She shook her head. “My mom told me not to get checked. She said
it was better not to know. Now there’s no taking it back, you know?
It’s like...now nothing else I do matters.”

He stood up, one hand sliding back to his pocket, wrapping
around the gun. He offered her his other hand, and she took it, her
knees barely finding the strength to stand. For a moment, the curve
of her face reminded him of Mel, and he felt his commitment waver-
ing. Did he have the right? But then his eyes turned to the screen
above, to the photograph, to the smiling faces. Did he have the
right? Did they? They’d killed the whole world. She would die to-
just maybe—restore it to life.

“What’s your name?” he asked.
“Alice.”

His thumb caressed the back of her hand. “Alice, I want you to
close your eyes.”

On any other day, she might have been suspicious, but today
he was human contact, he was comfort, and that was enough. She
closed her eyes.
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Tommy pulled the gun from his pocket, locked the hammer
back. He thought of his word, and her word, and billions of tiny
little soulless goddamn cards around the world, each with their
own word.

It only had to be wrong once, he told himself. Just once.

He lifted the gun, aiming at the center of her forehead.

Except...

His stomach wrenched as a terrible realization hit him. He envi-
sioned the hammer falling, the spark, the bullet driven forward by
the explosion. By the explosion. The Machine, the damned Machine,
would still win by technicality.

He staggered back away from her, and she opened her eyes,
confused. She gasped as she saw the gun in his hand. He spun,
back toward the front of the line, toward the sound of the Machine
vomiting up a new proclamation of doom. It wasn’t too late. He
could still beat it. He leveled the gun at the man at the front of the
line, trenchcoat and wild hair.

“You!”

He heard screams from the crowd, the squawk of walkie-talkies
and the clatter of security guards’ booted feet. He only had sec-
onds. He closed the distance, jammed the gun barrel against the
man’s head.

“What does your card say?”

The man’s card lay in the machine’s tray, face down, future
unwritten. The man was calm—why was he so calm?

Tommy screamed: “Pick it up and tell me what it says!”

The man smiled at him.

Furious, frantic, Tommy grabbed the card, flipped it over, reeled
from déja vu. The card read: “Suicide.”

The man shrugged. His trenchcoat hit the floor. Tommy saw the
wires circling the man’s chest, through the gray claylike bricks, lead-
ing up to what looked like a TV remote in the man’s hand. Tommy
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thought it was odd; it looked just like it always did in the movies.
“No fate,” said the man, an edge of madness in his eyes.
Tommy wanted to laugh as the man pressed the button. The
Machine never said it was Ais suicide.
It only had to be wrong once.
But not today.

Story by David Michael Wharton
[llustration by Brian McLachlan
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ALMOND

Administration and Maintenance Log, Cleveland Office

Feb 25 - No user requests. Tested samples 1-4. No problems.
Mar 4 - No user requests. Tested samples 1-4. No problems.
Mar 11 - No user requests. Tested samples 1-4. No problems.
Mar 18 - No user requests. Tested samples 1-4. No problems.
Mar 25 - No user requests. Tested samples 1-4. No problems.
Apr 1 - No user requests. Tested samples 1-4. Lab destroyed.
Apr 8 - No user requests. Tested samples 1-4. No problems.
Apr 15 - No user requests. Tested samples 1-g%7. No problems.

Apr 22 - No user requests. Tested samples 1-4. All predicted death by
Mr. Potato Head.

Apr 29 - No user requests. No samples tested. No one is reading this
log anyway.

May 6 - No user requests. I am beginning to suspect there’s a fun-
damental problem with a machine that tells people how they’re going
to die, i.e. no one wants to know. However, we can all sleep soundly
tonight knowing that, once again, Sample A dies by CRASH, Sample
B dies by HEART, Sample C dies by SUICIDE, and Sample D dies by
ALMOND, whatever the hell that means.
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May 13 - No requests. How much, exactly, did we pay for this, and why
was that money not put toward raises for the lab techs?

May 20 - No requests. Almonds continue to be deadly.

May 27 - Machine continues to predict the deaths of the four test
samples. I continue to write entries in a book no one else will ever
read. In fact, I asked Paul why he thought we weren’t getting any
requests, and he said he didn’t even realize we had a machine yet.
Way to spend the grant money, guys. Does anyone other than me
even know we’ve had this thing since February? The samples were all
printed on these neat, white business cards, like the kind you write
your phone number on in a bar. “Why don’t we get together, baby?
Just call me SUICIDE. Please don’t say no.” You couldn’t make me try
this thing on myself for a million dollars. I'm certain the result would
be MACHINE MALFUNCTION.

Jun g - I'm starting to wish I would have taken the job in Tulsa. The
sample results on this machine are A) kind of creepy, B) a waste of
time, and C) annoyingly vague. These samples are all from people
who died already, right? If the guy choked on an almond, shouldn’t
it say CHOKING? Or was he allergic? The other three are pretty
straightforward, although now I think about it, CRASH could be a
plane crash or a car crash. Or even a bike crash, I guess. They should
send something that says how they died.

Jun 10 - I'm tired of looking at the machine, but there’s nothing else
to look at. Maybe it’s supposed to wear down my defenses and get me
to take the test, but I've made my decision. So I sit and stare at it. My
planner is black with the blood of my tormented doodles. There is
a brick wall outside my window. What’s on the other side? My guess
is that it’s a locker room, and there are dozens of hot naked chicks
inside, all with a thing for underpaid lab technicians who could, at
the drop of a hat, tell them how they’re going to die.
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Jul 1 - One request. (!) Results were kept confidential. Tested samples
1-4. No problems.

Jul 8 - No requests. I'm a little intrigued by the idea that someone in
town knows how he is going to die. The rest of us are going on with
our lives, worrying about paying bills or finding a good school system
for the kids, but this one guy is nervously eyeing the mixed nuts aisle
in the grocery store, or whatever. He’s got that little insight that no
one in town (except me) knows about. I'm Alfred to his Batman,
except I don’t know what’s on his card. Just that he knows what’s on
his card. Unfortunately, I can’t think of anyone in comics who knows

that someone has a secret identity, but doesn’t know what it is.

Jul 15 - Four requests. Apparently word is getting around. Three of
them, all men, came and left, and I can only wonder what the machine
says fate has in store for them. But the woman wanted to show the
result to me. It was printed out on the same business card as the test
samples, only hers said CANCER. She was really shaken up about

it. I felt really bad for her, but then after she left, I thought what the
hell, lady, what do you expect? It’s going to tell you how you die, right?
You should probably be expecting cancer. In fact, it wouldn’t be a bad
idea for the machine to have a label on it that says “Warning: Expect
Cancer.” It’s not like it says you’ll get cancer tomorrow or anything.
Seriously, we’ve had this thing for half a year now, and I see the first
real result, and I think the whole machine is a bad idea. Plus, I haven’t
seen any evidence that it’s even right! I'm the resident expert on this
destiny-meter by dint of being the only person who’s read through the
manual, but I don’t like it, and I don’t know if it works. And I refuse to
use it on myself. Tell me that’s not screwed up. I wonder if the lab in
Tulsa has one of these stupid things.

Jul 21 - From this spot on my chair you can see exactly 64 bricks. Sixty-
four is divisible by two, four, eight, sixteen, and thirty-two. That’s four
to the third power, or two to the sixth power. There are 64 squares
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on a chess board, of which g2, or one half, are taken up by pieces in
the beginning of the game. Every time there’s a pawn exchange, one-
sixteenth (or 6.25%) of the pieces are removed from the board, thus
freeing up one thirty-secondth (or §.125%) of the board. Just thought
I'd share. 64. 64. 64. Oh yeah, and, apparently I wasn’t the only one
that lady talked to last week. Paul told me today that she currently has
cancer. She was told by her doctor that it went into remission. I guess
I can see why she was so upset. Well, all the more reason not to use
the machine. There were another five requests this week, and I got to
see a couple. The first was another CANCER (plus, the guy was totally
a smoker), but I don’t think I was supposed to see it. I just happened
to see the card when he looked at it. And then, get this, the other guy
got JOY. If you’re gonna go, that’s the way to do it, I guess. I totally
want to hear about this guy getting smothered in an orgy somewhere.
Well, I mean, not immediately.

Jul 21 - All right. Being honest here, I guess I was thinking sooner
rather than later. Pretty bad, huh? Does spending along boring day
with a death machine make you cavalier about death? Well, the guy
will be happy atleast.

Jul 22 - T just thought of “Almond Joy”. Seriously, this machine is
probably sponsored by Hershey’s. On the other hand, between
ALMOND and JOY, it’s predicted cancer and heart attacks. Maybe it’s
sponsored by a competitor. Nestlé or something. Their new slogan is
probably “sometimes you feel like death by a nut, sometimes you feel
like some other kind of death.” If someone tells me that his cause of
death is MOUNDS, I'm swearing off candy bars for good.

Jul 28 - Two people came in for predictions this week, and apparently
they didn’t want to share their information. Wusses. In the meantime,
things here are ridiculously boring. I’'ve spent the last three hours
staring at a machine that wants to tell me how I die. Alternatively, I
could look out the window, and stare at 64 bricks in a big brick
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wall. Why put in a window at all? Are there people on the other side
of the wall, wondering what’s in here? No, because that wall doesn’t
have any windows. So with the lack of things to do, my mind has
gone to dangerous places. I have been sitting here thinking that Dr.
Womack had a bloody nose this morning. It would be easy (if a little
gross) to fish a tissue out of his garbage can and find out how he dies.
I would know, and he wouldn’t. And what if it were CHLAMYDIA or
something? That’s the kind of information I could use to get a corner
office. Then I’d have something to look at, and I wouldn’t have to sit
and think about ways to blackmail my damn coworkers.

Aug 4 - The woman with cancer came back in today. Her name’s
Beth. Her doctor said that her cancer poses no threat and now she
wanted a second opinion from the machine. I told her that part of the
machine’s maintenance is rechecking the same four test samples and
they’ve never changed. (I did not mention that I've been neglecting
my samples testing for a while.) Beth wanted to try again anyway.
CANCER, again. So many people are so fiercely private about their
cards. It’s really awkward that Beth shows hers off to anyone she
meets, and then talks about it. It seems so personal. It’s like finding
your neighbors’ secret sex tapes. You're curious as hell to see them,
but as soon as you hit play, you know you shouldn’t have. And then
you give them back to your neighbor, but they see you leave it in their
mailbox and they’re like, “what did you think about the part with
the trampoline,” and you wish you’d never heard of videotapes or
neighbors or sex in the first place. Probably. Anyway, the conversation
with Beth was uncomfortable. She said if she could start over again,
she wouldn’t have taken the test. She’d prefer not to know. I told her
that I’d never seen any indication that this particular machine is
accurate. If it were spewing out lies all this time, I'd have no way of
knowing. They’re just consistent lies, that’s all. All I was going on to
vouch for its accuracy was the pamphlet that came with the machine.

I don’t think my argument was as persuasive as her getting the same
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results twice, though. She wasn’t very happy when she left. It’s too bad.
She seems really nice.

Aug 11 - Things are picking up again. Eight people. And now that
Beth is gone, I find that my qualms about knowing other people’s
deaths have completely disappeared again. I'm just a peeping Tom.
Bring on the trampoline!

Aug 18 - Our office has death fever. It’s actually less morbid than

it sounds. I just mean that a bunch of the folks here suddenly got
really interested in finding out how they’re going to kick the
bucket. All right, maybe it’s exactly as morbid as it sounds. I won-
der if they all went out for lunch last week and talked about it
over drinks or something. I never got invited. I spend my lunches
with my good friends Bricky and the Fatal Fortune-Teller. A bunch
of people came in as a group to get their death cards, so I got to
watch them share. I've got some interesting coworkers: Paul is going
to die by FALL, Tammy from HR got LIGHTNING, and Mitch got
OVERDOSE. He seemed to think it was pretty funny, but Tammy
got a strange look on her face. Mitch had never struck me as the
kind of guy who would take drugs irresponsibly, but, you know,
there are an awful lot of drugs around here in the office that he
has access to. And he took a trip with his girlfriend to Amsterdam
last Christmas. Hmmmm... Mike from accounting got the weird-
est one: GOVERNMENT. How do you die by government? Will he
commit treason? Get drafted? Maybe he’ll happen upon who really
killed JFK. Paul tried to get me to do it, but I refused. First of all, I
still don’t want to know. Second, I don’t want other people to know.
Third, I don’t have any proof that this thing works. I don’t know if
they think this machine is like a party game, or if they all just really
want to know how they die, but I stare at this thing every day, and I'm
maybe a little scared of it.

Aug 25 - Apparently, getting your death foretold by a machine isn’t
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covered by insurance. Paul was fuming yesterday, but I think he’s
crazy. Do you really want your insurance company to know how you
are going to die? I’d think your auto premiums would skyrocket if
your insurance company knew your death card said CRASH. They
probably wouldn’t cover you at all. In related news, inventory showed
that one lab was missing over a thousand dollars’ worth of stimulants.
That’s serious business. Everyone thinks it’s Mitch. He looks miserable,
but the question is: Is he miserable because he’s been caught, or
because he’s stopped taking stimulants? Or is it possible that he’s
innocent, and he’s miserable because everyone thinks he’s stealing
from the company?

Sep 1 - Mitch is gone. Whether he stole anything is still uncertain,
but he apparently missed a conference when he was in Amsterdam
with his girlfriend, and that’s the official reason he’s canned.
Sounds a little trumped-up to me. No one made a big deal out of
the conference then. I tried to talk to Paul about it, but he didn’t
seem concerned. Did he not make the connection between Mitch
getting laid off and drawing the card that says OVERDOSE? Or is

he just preoccupied by when and where he’s going to fall to death?
There’s been a steady stream of people coming in asking for the test. I
guess there was a bit on the news about it last night. Someone in New
York took the test, and when she found out it said SUICIDE, she killed
herself. Does that justify that the Morbid Medium Machine works? I
think it means that people with suicidal tendencies shouldn’t use
the stupid machine. I was thinking it would be nice if the machine
would print the number for a suicide helpline every time someone
got SUICIDE, but I guess it would be pretty futile. I mean it doesn’t
say they’ll attempt suicide. It says they’ll die by suicide. Someone else
got GOVERNMENT yesterday. I wanted to refer him to Mike, but
there are confidentiality rules that I would be breaking. I'm like a
priest. I store all these confessions, and I'm forbidden to say anything.
A priest tells the confessions to God, and I tell the predictions to
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the maintenance log. Plus, I'm not getting laid, so that’s another
thing I have in common with priests. I wonder if Batman has a priest.
Anyway, maybe Mike already knows this guy from their top secret anti-
government cabal.

Sep 8 - Wow. A family came in today, with two kids, and only the
father spoke English. He made them all take the blood test. They
looked terrified. And every single one of them came up with the
same result: FIRE. I told the dad, and he got this weird faraway
look in his eyes, and then he got really mad at me. He threw the
cards back at me and called me a crook, told me to stay the hell away
from him. Then he gathered up the whole family, all of them star-
ing at me, and stormed off. I've been shaking for the last hour. I don’t
think he’s going to tell his family. Well fine, I guess I’d rather not
know, so maybe they’re better off not knowing. But...how will not
knowing help them prevent a fire? Or, if the machine really is accu-
rate, is it too late to prevent it now?

Sep 15 - Well, the machine works, I guess. It’s just got a sick sense of
humor. The guy whose card said JOY died over the weekend. No orgy,
no heart attack from winning the lottery. He was run over walking
home from the library. By a woman named Joy. That’s really messed
up. I'm sort of freaking out over this. How does a machine know the
name of the person who runs you over? And why wouldn’t it say RUN
OVER? The sample card said CRASH, not the driver’s name. It’s like
it was toying with him. Is that what it was? A joke? A machine joking
about death? It sounds stupid but why not? I mean, a machine isn’t
going to die, right? That’s the big advantage to being a machine.
Finally, after doing every little thing we’ve told them to do, a machine
is lording something over us. Seriously, no wonder it says ALMOND. It
delights in being ironically vague. I hate this thing. I'm sleeping with
the lights on tonight.

Sep 23 - I had someone come in for a second visit today because—get
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this—he lost his card and forgot what it said. He forgot. Did I just
meet the stupidest person in America? Is this person the reason that
my instruction manuals are 60% warnings and all the good TV shows
are canceled in favor of pap? I told him he should write it down next
time. Speaking of how death makes people stupid, there was a new
announcement from Tammy in Human Resources. All new employ-
ees will be subject to getting a readout from the death machine. I am
required to pass on the results to her. Current employees are strongly
encouraged to share their results with Human Resources, but it’s

not required. I don’t like the sound of that. Also, I've gotten a ton of
people coming in, with a lot of vague results. The JOY thing has me
second-guessing all of them. One man got RAM. He was thinking
goat. I'm thinking Dodge. So he’ll probably get smashed in a batter-
ing ram, just to prove us both wrong. Another one was BLOCKAGE.
Will his arteries be blocked? Will his way to the hospital be blocked?
Poor Beth is probably going to be killed by someone born in July. And
what about Fallin’ Paul? I keep wondering if there’s a way autumn
could kill him. Tammy already knows his card, and Mike’s, and a
bunch of others. I've been trying to keep an ear to the wall to hear if
anyone else who has taken the test will lose their jobs. I've heard that
Dr. Caine drew SHIV. If that doesn’t spell bad news for your future, I
don’t know what does.

Sep go - Someone managed to stump the machine, from the looks of
things. His card said $CNKLE. What does that mean? Death by aliens?
I asked if he had any ideas. He said he was in a really bad car acci-
dent, and keeps having dreams about car accidents every night, and
wanted to know if that’s what would kill him. No, lucky you, you’ll be
killed by a $CNKLE, which for all I know could be a new kind of car
invented ten years from now. I called our distributor at EndVisions,
and they’re going to send someone out to see if there’s a problem with
the machine. I have taken the liberty of hiding this log in my desk,

and getting a new one that makes it look like I've been running the
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same four tests every week and that we’ve had all kinds of users who
always keep their results confidential (except for Mr. $CNKLE). I'm a
little worried that I screwed it up somehow. I guess if he gets mad, I'll
blame it on the fact that I'm stuck in a room with no view and a death
machine, and understandably, it made me temporarily insane.

Oct 77 - Well, I can take comfort in knowing that the EndVisions tech
isn’t any more knowledgeable than I am. Actually, I take no comfort
in this at all. Neil, the rep who came in, had no idea why the machine
would say JOY when it meant RUN OVER. Or what it means when
the sample says ALMOND. I'm disappointed. I kind of trusted the
distributor to know these things. Neil’s pretty sure that Mr. SCNKLE
won’t die from a car accident. He guessed the cause of death was a
dollar, a penny, and a nickel, like he’d make a deal with a loan shark
but end up being a day late and $1.06 short. So, like I said, Neil’s no
expert. Maybe this will be a mystery for the ages. He was impressed
with my (fake) record-keeping, but even more impressed with the way
the office has embraced the machine. He said that most offices don’t
usually use it on their own employees, much less factor the results into
their hiring practices. He was even talking about using our lab as an
example of EndVisionary Thinking in the next newsletter. Apparently
Neil helps edit it. He asked what my card said, and I lied and told him
ELECTROCUTION. His card said STROKE. He seemed proud of that
fact. He plans to go skydiving next summer, since he knows it won’t
kill him. I immediately thought that he’d land in a lake, try to do a
breaststroke, get a cramp, and die. I did not mention this to him.

Oct 14 - I was interviewed for a news story. Candace Harrelson, the
reporter, wanted me to tell her what some of the stranger results
have been, but I didn’t tell her much. I said that some of the more
typical results are CANCER, CRASH, and HEART. I also mentioned
the ALMOND one, and they asked me to verify that one guy whose
card said JOY. Candace came in knowing a lot already. I don’t think
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I was much help to Channel 5 Prime Time News. Apparently the
story is going to be about how the machine is sometimes cryptic, but
never wrong. They’ve compiled results from machines throughout
the country, and have two dozen predictions that have all come true.
Candace even volunteered to find out her own results. They filmed
me drawing the blood and everything. She was talking about

how easy the process is, and how the results are printed up on a
single business card, with the same results every time. I had to just
sit there and wait for her to stop talking before I informed her that
she’s going to die by BULLET. For a second, just for a second, she
got this funny look on her face. Then she wrapped up by saying, “A
harrowing prediction. Will it come true?” It was completely profes-
sional-news-reporter sounding. Totally didn’t match the shocked
look on her face just a second earlier. My guess is the station will
cut that part. She spent the whole report basically convincing the
viewers that the predictions always come true, but she gets hers,
and suddenly there’s a question? I'm sure that part will never air.
That’s too bad really. So many people come in here, and they're

all easygoing until they see the card. Then, suddenly, they’re seri-
ous. Almost panicked. I'm sure I'll see a rush of people come in here
after the story airs. I just wish they’d show that one second, where
Candace Harrelson stops reporting the story and starts thinking
about her mortality. That’s what the real report should be about.

Oct 21 - I was right. I've been swamped. I watched the report, and
sure enough, they cut the part where Candace hears how she’s going
to die. Instead, after the report, Mark the anchorman asked if she
took the test herself, and she said, “Maybe. But I'm not telling.”

I guess she figures I won’t squeal, since I wouldn’t tell Zer any-
thing. Since the report, I've heard from the media almost as much
as I've heard from new customers. The death machine is the talk
of the town. It’s bigger than Tickle-Me-Elmo. I can only guess how
well Tell-Me-How-I-Croak-Elmo would sell. Some people are coming
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back for a second run. One guy came in with a little silver frame
pinned over his breast pocket. When he got the result (HEART), he
slipped it into the frame. I asked if he knew that his card would say
HEART, and he said he’d taken the test before, but he thoughtlessly
threw away the card. Now it’s a fashion statement. He’s planning to
sell the frames with a fake HEART card inside. That way, if people
are proud of their deaths, they can stick it in the frame, and if they
get, say, BOTCHED PLASTIC SURGERY, no one has to know. If the
frames sell well, he’s going to try making custom T-shirts.

Oct 28 - There has been a line going outside the door. I've seen so
many death cards in the last two days that I can’t even remember
most of the weird ones. So here’s a list of the ones I do remember,
FEAR, TRAPEZE, GERALD, RELIGION, MINK, MARSHMALLOW,
CAMCORDER, PIE, and RONALD MCDONALD. I want a custom
made T-shirt that says RONALD MCDONALD. Seriously, after
reading that one I was slightly tempted to try the machine myself. But
then I got another visit from Beth. She wanted to try the machine
again. We both knew she’d get the same result. It was like watching
a car crash, and not being able to do anything about it. She said
something to remind me just exactly why I didn’t want to take the test.
She said, “I'm the same person as I was in July, only now I've emptied
my bank account talking to doctors and I have panic attacks in the
middle of the night.” That warning should be put on the front of the
box. I told her so. It was nice to see her again. She told me about a
dream she’s been having, where the machine is just this spigot that
attaches to your arm and slowly drains all of the blood out of you. I
had a similar dream, where instead of getting a business card, your
death was written on a big cinder block, and I had to swim across the
river with it around my neck. Oh, I almost forgot the best card: DISK
ERROR. I had to run that one three times before I was convinced
that the guy would die from DISK ERROR and there really was

nothing wrong with the machine.
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October go - Another busy week. I actually ran out of blank business
cards. I kept fifty people waiting while I sent Paul to pick up a new
box from the store. I was waiting here for him to come back when I
had my epiphany. Let me set the scene. I'm waiting in the office, alone,
with all kinds of people waiting to get in. I'm trying to think of how
many words I can make out of “Brick Wall.” I cross out the letters as

I go, and suddenly, it hits me. $CNKLE is one word written on top of
another. It’s SINK written on top of ICICLE! The guy has two deaths,
unless he manages to sink into a pile of icicle. So I thought about that
for awhile, and here’s my best guess. He said he was in a car accident,
right? What if it was a recent car accident? Maybe he had a blood
transfusion recently, and the machine tested the blood of two people
at one time! How long does it take for blood to acclimate to a person?
My guess is that one or the other will disappear in time, but for now,
he should probably avoid sinks, sinkholes, and cold climates. I've
got him coming in for a second test next month. I am now officially
more knowledgeable than the product rep at EndVisions. Hope that
knowledge won’t give poor Neil a stroke.

Nov 4 - Why on earth is the government killing so many people?
Candace over at Channel 5 did a story about it. There were a bunch
of people who came forward and said they were disturbed that their
card said GOVERNMENT and more than a little distrustful of our
elected leaders.

Nov 11 - Neil showed up unexpectedly yesterday. I was excited to tell
him about the double printing on $CWKLE but he kicked me out of
the office, said he needed to make some adjustments to the machine.
It was a nice change of pace, to be away from the brick wall and the
icy specter of death for a little while. I actually called up Beth, to see
how she was doing, and we had lunch together. A good lunch. I like
her. But get this: part of me doesn’t want to get involved with her
because I couldn’t deal with it if she died. She’d have her midnight
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panic attacks, and then I'd get worried that she was dying. It’s
too stressful. I checked back in to the lab after lunch, and Neil
was already gone. Great customer service there, Neil. It didn’t take
too much investigation to find out what he had changed. Now the
machine, the Bucket-Kick-O-Meter, is hooked up to a phone line.
His note said that it would make maintenance easier, and I should
not unplug it for any reason. I can’t believe that the machine of
death gets its own phone and I have to share the one in the hallway
with Paul. If the machine gets a window with a view better than a
brick wall, I'm going to personally start telling people how they’re
going to die.

Nov 18 - I was talking to Paul about Thanksgiving. Get this: He
canceled his ski trip this year. Fear of heights? I told him he’s the same
person he was back in July, except now he doesn’t want to go skiing. I

guess it didn’t sound as profound as when Beth said it.

Dec 1 - Sad news. Mitch, my former coworker who got laid off, died
yesterday. It was really sad. He couldn’t get a recommendation from
work and couldn’t find a job. His wife left him, and he killed himself
with aspirin and alcohol. Once again, the machine was correct. If
he wouldn’t have taken the test, he’d be alive today, I'm sure of it.
Tammy and the rest of the HR people aren’t beating themselves up
about it though. She told me I don’t need to report results to her any-
more, because now the machine does it automatically. That’s why Neil
was in before Thanksgiving. If there isn’t a database of results already,
you can bet your ass that Human Resources is starting one. Then she
sent out a memo to the whole office that says everyone needs to
retake the test. Dr. Caine is resigning. Seriously. I still don’t know if
he drew SHIV, but it sure sounds like it. Who is this going to affect?
People who drew health problems, like HEART? People who drew
deaths that imply they’ll happen sooner than later, like FALL? Now
I'm thinking about resigning, too.
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Dec 8 - Not resigning. I bit the bullet and ran a sample, telling them
it was my result. It said ALMOND. They wouldn’t lay me off for
ALMOND, plus I didn’t have to, you know, actually take the test.
Of course, this means that from this day forward, I can’t test the
ALMOND sample anymore, but I've long since given up testing the
samples anyway. We closed the office to outside clients for a day so

I could test everyone else. I guess I underestimated the contingent
that didn’t want to be tested. In fact, there were a couple of people
who took the test and then threw the card away without looking at
it. Mike was really resistant to getting tested again, now that it’s a
mandatory thing. I feel bad for him, since GOVERNMENT sounds
like one of those deaths that HR would get really worked up about. I
also retested $SCNKLE, but the results are the same. I told him that
if he knew who donated blood to him, I could test that person and
we’d know which applied to which person. Unless the donor has
already died in a tragic icicle accident or something. I found that
funnier than he did.

Dec 10 - I just now realized that I told Neil I would die by
ELECTROCUTION and I told Tammy I would die by ALMOND. I

hope they don’t compare notes.

Dec 15 - The powers that be running the lab have been good enough
to put off layoffs until after Christmas. Nothing like a little yuletide
panic. Last year, our Christmas luncheon had fried chicken, potatoes,
a bunch of pies; it was really good. This year, we’re getting salads and
low-fat, unfrosted angel food cake for dessert. For a healthy new year,
they say. Beth called me and asked if I wanted to catch a movie with
her. I said no. I just have too much stress in my life right now.

Dec go - A local news story made the national news this week.
The mayor’s cousin (or maybe second cousin) found out that his
roommate was sleeping with his girlfriend. He also found out that

his roommate’s death card said PIE. So this cousin has been slipping
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pie crusts and pie filling into the roommate’s food, hoping that will be
the pie that kills him. He hasn’t done anything to the pie, it’s perfectly
normal. The day after Christmas, roommate is eating supper when
he finally notices a hunk of pie under his turkey. He gasps, chokes
on his food, and he really does die. Now the mayor’s cousin has been
arrested for murder. All kinds of big-name politicians are in town, all
with their own take on pie murder. The mayor is humiliated. Reporters
from every channel have come in to talk to me this week, and I've
seen myself on three different news programs. It’s unreal. I feel like I
shouldn’t be interviewed by this many reporters without my own
book coming out, or winning the Super Bowl, or something. After
they turn the cameras off, I've asked each one if they’ve taken the test.
(I've tested so many people in the last three months, I've honestly lost
track.) Every single one of them said yes.

Jan 6 - Wow, Cleveland is the place for controversy, and it’s all
because of Murder Pie. Suddenly, Congress wants to talk about the
Buying-the-Farm-Reporter. The Op-Ed pages are filled with pleading
to get the government to pass some death machine laws. The flames
have been fanned by a person who took a bunch of hostages and
died in a shootout in Texas. They tested him posthumously, and
sure enough, the result said “SHOOTOUT.” There’s been a push to
register people’s death cards with local law enforcement, or even the
federal government. I'm trying to get ahold of Tammy to approve
some vacation time quickly, because I do not want to be here when the
shit goes down. I've heard people are planning a protest for right out-
side my building. Why am I in the middle of all this? All I did was read

an instruction manual, for crying out loud.

Jan 8 - Things are crazy. They’re protesting right outside and
throwing things at cops. I am not going to sit here and protect the
damn machine. They can have it. I'm getting out of here...

Jan 27 - OK, so it’s been a while, but now here I am. Tammy talked
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me into coming back, but I really don’t know why I came in at all.
Everything has pretty much gone to hell. Here’s what’s happened:
On January 8 about 2,000 protesters marched through Cleveland,
opposing the death machine. Police showed up in riot gear to try

to keep things civil, but the crowd turned violent. People started
throwing things at cops, a bunch of people got arrested, protest-

ers were burning effigies, cops were getting fire hoses. There was
some kind of blast that took out a bunch of windows, and started

a fire right here. The lab sustained some water damage when the
firefighters showed up, but made it through in pretty good condi-
tion. On the other hand, the building next door—the brick building
that was outside my window—was completely destroyed. It was a fire-
trap. The shell of bricks that remained has been torn to the ground.
Apparently, it was thought to be abandoned but was actually hous-
ing a sweatshop, employing illegal immigrants, even kids. I'm
almost certain they included the family that was in here earlier, the
kids who didn’t speak any English. The ones whose cards said FIRE.
The remains of 27 people were found inside the building, and six
more, including my coworker Mike, were killed in the protest. I got
out of here just as things were turning really bad. I've been at home,
left alone by the media and this is my first day back in the office. It
is unworldly. I never thought something like that could really hap-
pen here. I always thought that chaos and disaster were reserved for
other countries, or at least big cities like New York or Chicago. Even
after all this time, it’s like I'm walking in a dream. There is a body-
guard stationed outside my door at all times, but I am still alone

in this room with the damn machine. Now, instead of staring at a
brick wall, I stare at scorched rubble. It’s a huge, dirty, gaping pit,
and every time I look up at it, I feel a wave of despair. I think about
those poor kids. There was a sweatshop—a sweatshop in Middle
America—mere inches from this room, and I had no idea. And

now, because whoever was running it didn’t give a damn about their
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employees, 27 of them are dead. If a machine that can predict death
can also bring about so much death, is it really worth it? I don’t

think anyone can convince me that it is.

Feb g - When a single machine is the cause of so much heartbreak and
so much risk to human lives, what’s the logical next step? Order more
machines, of course. I'm aghast. Apparently, I am no longer the sole
operator of the Posthumous Predictor in Cleveland. Now, I'm just the
senior operator. Meaning I've been taking calls from the Cuyahoga
County hospital about installation all day, in addition to handing out
SUICIDE and DROWN cards to my morose clients. Someone at
Cuyahoga County wanted to know if people traded their actual deaths
if they traded their cards. I rolled my eyes and was about to tell her
that was the stupidest thing I’d ever heard, but you know, I have no
idea. I gave her Neil’s number. Let him roll his eyes awhile. The ten-
sion here has eased quite a bit. I think the politicians are still talking
about the machine, some even talking about making testing manda-
tory, but the news media have lost interest. Some people apparently
saw a nipple on TV over the weekend, so all of their attention has
gone elsewhere.

Feb 4 - They were clearing out the debris from the building next
door today. It’s just a blank lot now, and yes, I can see the next brick
building down, but I can also see the sky and the street below. All it
took for this window to serve its function was the deaths of a bunch
of kids. Over lunch, I grabbed one of the bricks before they cleared
them all away, and now it’s here on my windowsill. I really don’t
know why I kept it.

Feb 10 - Guess what I found out today? Paul and Beth are dat-
ing. How did that happen? I saw her come in yesterday, thinking
she wanted another go-through with the machine. But then she and
Paul left holding hands. I've got to admit, I feel weird about that.
She didn’t even stop in and say hello to me. They looked kind of sweet
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together, I guess, but I have to admit, when I saw them walking out to
her car, I couldn’t help but think of two doomed prisoners on their
way to the gallows. Or something. She with her cancer, he with his
falling, it’s like they’re on borrowed time. Is Paul more willing to
deal with suffering than I am? Or is he just more desperate for sex?
Or does he not understand that one day, the cancer will overwhelm
her, and he’ll be left to face his fall all alone?

Feb 17 - I've seen a couple of those custom shirts in the last couple
of weeks. One said EXPLOSION. One said OLD AGE. The public
has embraced wearing their death on their sleeve. What’s more dis-
turbing, is there’s some role-playing game based on the death cards.
Apparently a starter pack comes with 60 fake death cards, and you're
encouraged to shuffle your own into the deck. Then the characters in
the game start dying left and right and the winner is the last person
standing. Also, on my way to work, I always pass this building that says
“Palm Readings” in the window. Well, they took down the sign a few
weeks ago, and now they just put up a new sign that says “Death Cards
Explained.” At least three private businesses in town have gotten their
hands on their own machines. Apparently they’re a lot cheaper than
they were last year. Now, with the added competition, demand at the
lab has dropped considerably. I find that more often than staring out
the window, I'm staring at the brick, waiting for someone else to come
in. Everyone’s getting rich off of death but me.

Feb 24 - Happy first birthday, you freaky pile of circuits and premoni-
tions. I sincerely regret that you're still around.

Mar g - I'm in trouble. All of a sudden, Tammy has questions about
the card I submitted for myself. Was she talking to Neil? What’s so
implausible about ALMOND? I finally came to accept it. She wants to
bring in the examiner from the hospital to administer the test on me
“again.” Now what? Plus, Paul’s mad at me because I confided in him

that I lied about my card. I think I could get into serious trouble here.
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I could lose my job for this.

Mar 4 - I got no sleep last night worrying. Dr. Henry from Cuyahoga
County is coming in this afternoon. I've been worked up about it
all day. I think I'm just going to have to go through with it. I'll tell
Tammy I sent her the test card by mistake. Paul probably won’t tell her
anything. I won’t lose my job. But I'm still stressed out because I don’t
want to know. Let it be a mystery! No one needs to know! I don’t need
to know. Whatever that card says will just consume me, and those feel-
ings of doom I get when I see Paul or Beth will paralyze me every time
I'look in a mirror. I wish there was some way to avoid this. I shouldn’t

have to know if I don’t want to!

Mar 4 - Dr. Henry finally left. I took the test six times. I feel like a
pincushion. I don’t know if there’s something wrong with the machine
or what. I tried calling Neil, but he’s doing installations all over Ohio
now. But clearly something is wrong, because every time I took the
test, I got the same result: a blank card.

Mar 5 - Didn’t sleep well last night either. Big surprise there. So did
the machine read my mind? Did it know that I didn’t want to see the
answer? It knows how people die, maybe it can read my mind. I think
I read a study once where a polygraph machine reacted to a tree when
someone talked about cutting it down. Maybe this machine knew I
was panicked about reading the results and spared me. Or maybe it’s

screwing with me.

Mar 5 - If I don’t get a reading, does that mean I won’t die? How is
that possible? I've sat next to this machine for a year, and watched

it dispense little cards that made people depressed, or angry, or ter-
rified. I've counseled people who didn’t like their cards, I humored
people who wanted to be retested. I've been the machine’s caretaker,
and little else. Is there something special about me? Why is it doing
this to me?
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Mar 5 - No one has come in to use the machine today, so I've used it
on myself. Over and over again. I'm covered in dried blood. The cards
are all blank.

Mar 6 - I am so tired. Can people die from lack of sleep? Can I die
from lack of sleep? Can I die? Can the machine?

Mar 6 -

MAR 10 - ENDVISIONS’ NOTE: found maintenance log, missing mainte-
nance entries after april 29 of last year. previous user had been using log as a
Journal, with the last entry dated march 6. he was found march 7, apparently
electrocuted while trying to damage machine with a heavy object, most
likely a brick. machine no longer operational. i will be returning it to end-
visions to try to salvage. journal entries indicate that user became enraged,
possibly delusional when the machine stopped working. apparently, he was
unfamiliar with the process of changing the ink cartridge.

a square of paper was removed from this log and placed on top of the remains
of the machine. Written in handwriting that matches this journal was the sin-
gle word, “me.”

Story by John Chernega
[llustration by Paul Horn
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STARVATION

DALTON WAS LOOKING DOWN AT HIS HANDS. They were dirty, and
maybe a little bloody, too. One of his thumbnails was split wide open.
“I guess I always just figured what the hell, you know?” They were in
the jungle now and things were quiet, relatively speaking. They were
just sitting there, like nothing happened. Just two guys sitting in the
jungle, waiting for the shock to wear off. “I mean, it was gonna hap-
pen either way, right?”

Johnny sat still, hugging his legs in his arms. He was younger
and smaller than Dalton, just out of basic. The sunburnt skin was
still peeling off his bare shoulders. In a few more weeks, he’d be
tanned just as deep as everybody else. “Still, man,” he said. “The
Armyr”

Dalton laughed, his lips curling up around his big teeth. “Yeah,
I know,” he said. “Goddamned stupid kid, huh? Signed up the day
after I found out. It’s like that where I come from, though. I figured
it was there on the streets or here in the jungle. And I sure as hell
didn’t want to catch it back there. Not without seeing something
first, not without doing something.” His lips stopped smiling now.
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The smile had never reached his eyes anyway. “Never seemed fair.”

Johnny rubbed his arms with his hands. There was no reason
why he should have been cold, but suddenly he wanted his jacket.
But it was back there, back with the others in the clearing. Johnny
just hugged himself tighter and shook his head to clear some gnats
out of his face. “You ever think anytime that—"

“Only every day, kid.” Dalton stood up, stretching his arms over
the assault rifle slung across his back. He’d held on to his jacket, his
gun, his pack, his helmet. Johnny hadn’t thought to take anything
with him. He’d just run. But Dalton had somehow managed to keep
all his kit. “Every stinking day. Every time those guns started going
off, I thought I was done for. But I never knew which way it would
come from, so I just kept running. Just kept going the way they told
me to.”

Johnny watched Dalton pace under the trees. He was a big man,
well muscled. Johnny felt like a little kid next to him. Even in fight-
ing form, Johnny still looked scrawny. He had tried everything to
bulk up, but he never could.

“Even back there on the chopper,” said Dalton. “I thought that
was it for sure.” He turned suddenly, looming over Johnny like a
scarecrow. “Homicide don’t mean anything except you get killed by
somebody else. It don’t have to be on purpose. It can be like that
crash back there just as long as it’s the pilot’s fault.”

“You didn’t die,” said Johnny.

Dalton grinned. “I know it,” he said. He squinted down at Johnny
a minute. “You ready now?”

Johnny straggled behind Dalton as they came out of the jungle into
the clearing. Streaks of fuel burned in the grass, the flames pale
and languid in the bright midday sun. But they were still hot and
smoky as hell. The smashed chopper was only about twenty yards
away, a crumpled aluminum can surrounded by four smoldering
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lumps of black. The rest of the men.

Dalton brought the nose of his rifle up and put his finger on the
trigger. They hadn’t seen any enemy fire when they had gone down,
but it was hard to be sure. And even if the bad guys hadn’t been
around before, there was nothing like a crippled chopper to bring
them out of cover. “Keep your eyes open,” said Dalton. Johnny just
grunted, and drew his knife. It was the only weapon he had anymore.

The two men picked their way carefully through the tall grass.

A few yards away from the helicopter, an injured snake lay writhing
in the grass. Dalton kicked it out of the way with his boot. Then he
motioned up to the chopper. “Check if the radio’s still working,” he
said. “I can cover you.”

Johnny moved past Dalton, and pushed a clump of reeds out of
the way. Suddenly, he drew back, his mouth working involuntarily
open and shut. There, on the grass in front of him, lay a severed
head still encased in its dented helmet. The eyes and mouth were
open. It was Sanchez, or maybe Dallas. Johnny couldn’t tell for sure.
He couldn’t look away either. He just felt terror welling up inside
him, his lungs tight and his stomach balled up like somebody had
sucker-punched him. He thought he heard somebody screaming and
he didn’t know if it was coming out of his mouth or if it was just in
his brain.

Suddenly a strong hand gripped Johnny’s shoulder. He could
hear Dalton’s voice in his ear. “Don’t look at it, kid,” said the voice.

“Don’t look at it, don’t think about it. Just keep going. Just keep doing
what you gotta do.” Somehow, Johnny felt his feet moving. He inched
his way closer to the cockpit, but it was still on fire. It was too hot, he
couldn’t get any closer. The radio was toast for sure. Dalton, stand-
ing a couple yards behind him, could see it too. “Forget it, kid,” he
called. “Come on back. There’s nothing left here. It’s all gone.”

'.x.~
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That night, Dalton went back to the clearing to get some embers to
build a fire. They only had reeds and rotting wood to burn, but they
had plenty of time to try to get them burning. There wasn’t anything
else to do anyway. Johnny watched Dalton blowing gently on the thin
licks of flame. He tossed a handful of grass into it and the fire flared
up, scattering ashy sparks into the air. Otherwise it wouldn’t do bet-
ter than sputter.

“That’ll have to do for now,” said Dalton. He leaned back on a
big fallen log next to Johnny and clapped his knee with his big hand.

“You’re one hell of a hiker for such a scrawny guy.”

Johnny just nodded, staring at the fire. One of the logs was
starting to smolder a little, the bark curling up as it glowed red.
Dalton had forced a march after they’d discovered the radio and
the rest of the supplies were gone. That’s how they found out that
they’d crashed on an island. It had a little bit of jungle and the
clearing where the helicopter had crashed, and a few miles of
beach. On three sides they could see land close by, but as far as
they knew they were just more islands. Even if one of those blue
outlines were the mainland, they wouldn’t have known which one
or where they were liable to come ashore. It could be right in the
middle of an enemy camp.

“Well,” said Dalton. “Here’s what we got.” He had emptied out
his pack. There were rations enough to feed one of them six days,
or both of them three days. It didn’t take a genius to do that math.
Either way, it wasn’t long.

“I ain’t hungry,” said Johnny.

“Don’t matter,” said Dalton, pushing one of the MREs at Johnny.

“You gotta eat something. I'm not gonna carry you around tomorrow
if you're too weak.”

Johnny laughed. “Yeah, and where are we supposed to go?”

“Gotta find water,” said Dalton. “Unless you saw a spring some-
where today.”
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Johnny leaned back on the log and shook his head. “No,” he said.
“I didn’t.” Dalton held out the MRE again and Johnny took it this
time. He opened it, looking for stars through the canopy the whole
time.

“What are you doing out here anyway?” asked Dalton. He took
a swig from his canteen and wiped his mouth with his sleeve. “You
don’t seem the type. You seem like a smarter guy than this.”

“Yeah,” said Johnny, “well, I'm not.” He picked at his food for a
minute in silence. “I couldn’t get into school.”

“What? High school?”

Johnny looked over at Dalton for the first time. He thought he
was maybe making fun of him, bullying him, but it didn’t look like it.
“College,” he said.

“Oh,” said Dalton.

“Yeah, well,” said Johnny. “I didn’t want to flip burgers, so I
thought I’d join up and maybe get into school that way. Or at least
learn how to do something.” He wiped his forehead with the back
of his hand and rubbed his wrist into his eye socket. The mosquitos
were biting now. Or whatever they were. “I didn’t think I’d actually
end up here.”

“Nobody does,” said Dalton. They were quiet for a few minutes.
Johnny nibbled a little on the food, and Dalton rearranged the fire
as best he could. “I can’t get Sanchez out of my head back there,”
he finally said. “Still in his helmet like that. I mean, how the hell
does that even happen?” He lifted one of the logs and tried to get a
bit of bark burning. A puff of smoke hit him in the eyes and he sat
back, blinking. “That’s not even the worst part,” he said. “Imagine
going through your whole life with that on your ticket. I mean,
Goddamn.” Dalton rubbed the last of the smoke out of his eyes,
smearing a line of ash down his cheek in the process. He was still
looking at the fire. “I'’ve been meaning to ask you,” he said slowly,
“what’s on your ticket, kid?”
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Johnny didn’t answer right away. He couldn’t answer. As soon as
Dalton had mentioned Sanchez, his bowels had all gone weak and
his stomach had flopped and risen, forcing all the air out of his
lungs. By the time Dalton turned around again, Johnny was already
vomiting his dinner back out into his hand. Dalton jumped up to his
side and Johnny felt his big hands pressing against his head.

“Oh hey, kid,” said Dalton. “I'm sorry about that. I should have
never said that stuff about Sanchez. I keep forgetting this is your
first time out here.”

Johnny didn’t feel any better in the morning light. Heavy beads of
sweat clung to his forehead, and his skin felt like it was stretched
tight across the bones of his face. Dalton had given him the canteen
in the night, but he had drunk it dry. He still hadn’t eaten anything.

“You okay, kid?” asked Dalton, feeling Johnny’s arms and legs for
fractures. “You sure you didn’t get hurt in the crash? Does anything
hurt? You could have been in shock most of yesterday and never even
known it.”

Johnny shook his head. “No,” he croaked. “Just shook up, that’s
all. I’ll be fine in the afternoon.” Even as he spoke, he knew it wasn’t
true. He felt terrible, like he was floating on the surface of a fast-
moving stream. He was only wearing his undershirt and his pants,
but even so he felt like he was being slowly smothered to death. Like
snakes were coiling themselves around his body and biting his bow-
els. “I think I drank all the water,” he said. “Sorry.”

Dalton shook his head and picked up the empty canteen. “Don’t
worry about it, kid. I'll find some more.” Dalton stood over Johnny
a second longer. He seemed to be thinking hard about something.
Then he put the rifle on the ground next to Johnny. “Here, be care-
ful with this,” he said. “But I’ll probably be gone all morning. If
something happens and you need me, let off a round.” He stood up
again. “And for God’s sake, kid, don’t shoot me when I come back.”
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By afternoon, Johnny was a little better. He heard Dalton
crunching through the undergrowth and he reached out to push the
rifle away. He hadn’t even been touching it before, but it was better
to be safe than sorry. A minute later, Dalton knelt down next to him,
holding the canteen to his lips. The water tasted gritty, but it was
cool and wet enough.

“Did you find a spring?” asked Johnny.

Dalton shook his head, squatting on his heels nearby. He picked
up his rifle and slung it over his shoulder again. “I ended up collect-
ing the water from leaves.” He motioned to the canopy as he took a
drink himself. “Dew and stuff, I guess.”

“Sounds like that would take a while.”

Dalton laughed. “It does.” He wiped his forehead. “I just hope I
didn’t sweat away more than I got.” He flashed his big toothed smile
again. He had a rough face, swarthy and twisted, but he looked
boyish and almost handsome when he grinned that way. “You eat
anything?”

“Still not hungry.”

Dalton nodded, rocking back on his heels. “Look, Johnny,” he
said. “We have to have a serious talk.” Johnny looked over at him,
waiting. “How do you die?”

Johnny shook his head. “What does it matter to you?”

“You know mine,” said Dalton. “Homicide, murder, whatever
you want to call it. I got a gun, and we each got a knife. I just want
to know how this ends, you and me alone here. What chance do we
got?”

Johnny’s eyes widened. “What are you talking about?”

“Look, kid, we don’t know where we are. Maybe we’re close by
home, and maybe they’re looking for us right now, and maybe a
chopper’ll fly overhead in the next five minutes. Maybe.” Dalton
scratched the side of his face, stretching his mouth. “But maybe
nobody else knows what happened to us. Maybe we’re stuck
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somewhere they can’t get to us. Maybe they got other problems.”

Johnny just looked at Dalton. He still felt a little feverish. He
understood everything Dalton was saying, but it sounded like it was
coming from far away.

“We might be here a while,” said Dalton. “That’s all I'm saying.
We got to prepare for that. And if we’re going to prepare, then we
have to know what we’re up against. What do we have to watch out
for, you know?” Dalton tapped himself on the chest. “Me, that’s mur-
der. Other people. That’s what I got to watch out for.”

Johnny shook his head and made like he was going to get up.
Dalton stopped him.

“I’'m not talking about you, kid. You're sick, and I can take you
in a fair fight anyway.” He patted the stock of the rifle. “And I got
the gun right now, so I'm not scared of you. We got no reason to
kill each other. But if you're gonna go down homicide too, then
maybe we’ll get rid of the knives and the gun. Throw them in the
ocean or something.” Dalton raised his eyebrows and looked down at
Johnny. “It’s just the two of us here, and if we can keep from killing
each other then we’ll be okay. As long as we’re alone and as long
as we both stick together, nothing can happen to us.” Suddenly
his voice softened and dropped. “We got water and food now, but
that’s not gonna last. Not the food anyway. If nobody comes for us,
we’re gonna start getting desperate and I’d just as soon not have any
weapons around when it happens.” Dalton looked down at his hands.
“You see what I'm getting at here? We got to know these things so we
can do what we have to do before we get to the point when we start
thinking crazy things about each other.” Dalton paused for a minute.
“So, how do you die?”

Johnny breathed in deep. “You didn’t find any food?” Dalton
shook his head. “What about those snakes? Or birds?”

“Gotta catch them,” said Dalton. “And even then...” He shrugged.
“Not much meat on a snake. I didn’t even see any fish out there.
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Maybe there’ll be some that come by later, but who knows.”

“And you don’t think they’re coming for us?”

Dalton pressed his lips together. “I hope they are,” he said. “But
there’re a lot of islands out here, and we’re not exactly in friendly
territory.” His voice trailed off.

Johnny just nodded and sighed. “All right then.” He raised his
eyes to Dalton’s. He could feel the sweat breaking out on his fore-
head and his upper lip. “I'm supposed to starve to death.”

Dalton didn’t look surprised. He just looked angry. “Goddamn
it!” he shouted. He stood up and walked a few paces around the
camp, and then he seemed to calm down a little. He went over to the
pack and tossed Johnny an MRE. “Eat something anyway.”

Johnny shook his head. “What’s the point? Can’t you see what’s
happening? We’re done for, here. They’re not gonna come and we'’re
not gonna find any food. I don’t know. Maybe you make it out okay,
but I'm gonna die here for sure.”

Dalton sat down, tipping his head back. He looked at Johnny
through his knees, his hands dangling clasped above his feet. “Eat
it,” he said. “If you’re right, at least you’ll live another day. But you
might be wrong. Either way, you might as well eat while you can.”

Johnny opened the MRE and took a bite. He hadn’t realized how
hungry he was. Now that he had food in his hands, it was hard to
convince himself to eat slowly. In between bites, he glanced at Dalton.

“You’re not having one?”
Dalton shook his head. “I ate earlier.”

On the morning of the third day, Johnny felt almost better. When he
awoke, he was still sore and hungry, but the fever was gone. The back
of his neck was cold and slick. His arms and legs ached with tension.
The muddy places where his buttocks rested against the earth were
wet. Looking down at his body, he saw a spider with long spindly legs
climbing up his trousers. Johnny brushed it away and sat up.
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“Thirsty?” asked a voice. Johnny jumped. Dalton, of course. He
was holding out the canteen. Johnny took it.

“You back already?”

“It’s almost noon,” said Dalton. He was sitting on his haunches
again, watching Johnny like a mother hawk over her chicks. He must
have been waiting there awhile. “You want anything to eat?”

Johnny squeezed his eyes shut and stretched his arms and legs.
“Better not,” he said. “There’s only two left, right?”

“Three.”

Johnny did the math in his head again. They’d both eaten two
so far, so there should be only two left. “You didn’t eat yesterday?”
asked Johnny. Dalton smiled and shook his head. “You have one
then,” said Johnny. “I can have one tomorrow.”

“What’s the point of that?” asked Dalton. “I'm not planning on
starving to death, no matter how little I eat. But you need some food
if you're gonna get better.”

“We’ll split one.”

In a few minutes, they were eating. After a while, Johnny sat up
higher and looked around the little camp that Dalton had built over
the past two days. There was a place cleared for the fire with a bit of
wood drying nearby. Dalton’s blanket was hung across a couple of
wires stretched between the trees—a tent or a water collector, maybe.
And that was it. That was the whole camp.

“Where’s the rifle?” asked Johnny.

Dalton licked his fingers, trying to suck the last bit of grease off
them. “Ditched it,” he said. “Threw it into the ocean like I said.” He
leveled a finger at Johnny. “I want to ditch the knives too, both of ours.”

Johnny shook his head. “We’re gonna need them. You should
have kept the gun too. What if there’s an animal we could have shot?
Or what if somebody shows up?”

“We’re running out of food already,” said Dalton. “It’s like I told
you before, things are going to get desperate and who knows what
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we’ll do then. We just gotta keep from killing each other and maybe
we’ll be okay. Just get rid of the weapons, and we’ll be fine.”

“You’ll be fine,” said Johnny darkly. “I’'m still gonna starve to death.”

“We don’t know that. We don’t know what’s gonna happen.”

“Forget it,” said Johnny. “I'm keeping my knife. You said yourself
that you could take me in a fair fight. I'm sick and I’'m not as strong
as you. If we get rid of the knives, then I got nothing. This is all I got.”

Dalton suddenly stood up, gripping his scalp in his hands.

“Don’t you get it?” he said. He was kicking the dirt like a mad bull.
“I can’t kill you! I can’t do anything to you at all! I'm bigger and I'm
stronger and I'm healthier, but none of that means anything. Even
if I still had the gun, it wouldn’t make a difference! If I come at you,
I'm the only one who’s got a chance of getting killed. I’d have to be

an idiot to risk it!”

“You thought about it?”

“What?”

“You thought about coming at me?” asked Johnny.

“Dammit, kid. I thought about everything.” Dalton looked down
at Johnny. His face was harsh. “I thought about every possible way
to get us both out of here alive, or one of us, or neither of us. I'm
trying to figure this thing out. I'm trying to think up a plan where
neither one of us gets hurt. So yeah, I thought about jumping you
while you were lying there passed out. But what good would it do?
What would be the point? I’d just be risking my neck for nothing.

We gotta do this together. It’s the only way, and I know I can get us
through it. But we gotta get rid of those knives to do it.”

“Forget it!” Johnny’s voice was loud. He had taken his knife out
and was holding it now, squeezing the handle tightly. “If we ditch the
knives, then there’s even less hope we’ll ever eat again. And dammit,
Dalton, even if you can’t kill me, there’re other things you can do.”

Seeing the knife out, Dalton drew his, too. “There’s no point
dragging this out then, is there? Why not just do it now if you're so
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sure how it all ends?”

“That’s what I thought,” said Johnny. “You keep pretending that
you don’t think I'm gonna kill you. You keep pretending you’re not
afraid of me. But now what? You trust me so much that you want to
fight me when I'm sick?” Johnny lurched forward, half rising. The
blood rushed to his head and he almost fell over, but he regained
his balance. “You want to come at me?” He waved his knife at Dalton.

“You want to come at me, then come!”

Dalton looked from his knife to Johnny’s. He clenched his fists
and let out a howl. Then he turned and stalked into the jungle,
slashing at vines and branches as he went. He didn’t come back at all
that day.

Johnny hardly slept at all that night, but he dozed a little towards
dawn. Still sick and weak, he couldn’t force himself to keep watch
any longer. When he woke, Dalton was sitting calmly on a log at the
edge of the camp. He held up his hands to show they were empty.

“You were asleep a long time,” said Dalton. “If I'd wanted to do
anything, I could have done it easily enough.”

Johnny nodded, rolling over. “Where’s your knifer”

Dalton jerked his head over his shoulder. “See it?” It was sticking
out of a nearby tree. “Can I bring you some water now?”

A few minutes later, the two men were facing one another a cou-
ple of yards apart. Johnny still kept his knife, but he had sheathed it.
They were talking almost easily again.

“I found a spring yesterday,” said Dalton. “It was down in a cave,
practically underground. I wasn’t going to tell you about it...” He
paused a minute, then cleared his throat. His jaw was tight when he
spoke again. “It’s like I said, though. We do this together or not at all.”

Johnny sneered. “Yeah.”

“Look, the way I see it, this can still turn out a few different ways.
I could have left you here and taken the food and the canteen and
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not told you about the spring. Then I could have let you chase me
all over the island. As long as you never caught up to me, I'd be safe.
And eventually you’d starve.”

Johnny snorted and looked away. “Is that supposed to scare me?”
he asked. “I’d get you sleeping or something.”

“You’re missing the point, kid. I don’t want to do it that way. I
don’t want to be sitting here trying to think up ways to get rid of you.
I want to get us both out. And if I didn’t have homicide on my ticket,
we wouldn’t be at each others’ throats like this. It’s just because we
think we already know how it’s going to work out. But maybe we’re
wrong. That’s the point I'm trying to get at. Maybe we’re wrong.
There’s more than one way to look at this yet. It doesn’t have to be us
fighting until you kill me, and then you starving to death by yourself.
So forget about that machine and those damned predictions, and
we’ll just work this out our own way.”

Johnny shuddered and closed his eyes. When he opened them,
Dalton was holding out his hand.

“Come on, kid. What do you say? Let’s be friends still. We got a
chance to get out of this alive, both of us. Let’s not give up yet.”

Johnny sighed and then nodded. He reached up to take Dalton’s
hand. They shook. “You found a spring then?”

“Yeah,” said Dalton. “If you're strong enough to walk, you can
wash off some of that muck.”

It had been days since Johnny had been on his feet, and after five
minutes of walking he could feel it. The jungle was still sticky and
hot, and roots kept tripping him up. Dalton led the way, breaking off
branches and clearing a path, but Johnny still recoiled from every
leaf and every spider web that brushed against him. His nerves all
felt like they were twice as sensitive as usual.

“You okay back there?” asked Dalton. He didn’t turn around.
Johnny only grunted.
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Johnny lost track of time. It could have been an hour or two
hours. It could have been twenty minutes. All he knew was that he
was taking step after step, his hands moving from tree trunks to
vines, trying to steady himself. He hated those palm trees. He’d only
ever seen them on TV and movies before he shipped out. They had
them in Hollywood and Miami, in glamorous places like that. But
looking at them up close, they didn’t even look like real trees. They
just reminded him that he was going to die thousands of miles from
home where everything was different. There were moments when
he would have given his right arm for an oak or a maple and an ugly
little squirrel. Everybody had to die someday, he knew. But why did it
have to happen in a place you hated?

Dalton paused and pointed into the jungle. “Fruit tree,” he said.
“I don’t think they’re ripe yet, but it’s something.” Dalton grinned. It
was the first time he had looked at Johnny since they started walking.
“So don’t give up hope yet, kid.”

They pushed on a little while longer, and then Dalton stopped
at the lip of small cliff. It led down into a dark chasm about fifteen
feet deep. Johnny could only see that the walls were steep, and that it
was dark under the canopy and rock below. “How you feeling?” asked
Dalton. He didn’t even wait for an answer. “It’s down there, down at
the bottom. That’s how I missed it the first time.”

Johnny leaned forward, his hands on his knees. He didn’t hear
any water, but it had to be there. He was exhausted. If he was ever
going to make it back to camp, he needed a rest and a drink—and
food. “Give me a minute,” he said. He didn’t even want to think
about how he was supposed to get down to the spring. Dalton should
never have brought him. He should never have come.

“I’ll give you a hand,” said Dalton, pressing his palm against
Johnny’s back.

“Wait,” said Johnny. Dalton’s hand pushed against him. He took
a stumbling step forwards. “Wait.” The pressure grew more insistent
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and Johnny felt himself tipping. He took another stumbling step.
The edge of the chasm opened wide before him, stony and dark.
Johnny’s feet sank into thick carpets of moss.

“Sorry, kid,” said Dalton. And suddenly Johnny was moving faster
than he thought possible. The ground and the trunks of palms
rushed by him, spinning into each other as his feet dragged and
scuffed and then lifted entirely into the air and for one breathless
moment Johnny was touching nothing. He had no connection to any-
thing except Dalton’s hand clutching his shirt, and then that too was
gone and Johnny tumbled lightheaded through a cushion of air. His
arm brushed something rough and the skin split wide open. He tried
to push away but it kept coming at him, pinning his shoulder tight
until a stabbing pain sliced through his body. Just when he thought
his shoulder must snap, his left leg struck hard against something
and he sprung free, spinning through the air again before coming
down hard once more on his leg. Something happened in Johnny’s
ankle and a rush of black swallowed up his eyeballs in a single gulp
and left him tingling for a moment.

When Johnny opened his eyes again, there were hands on his body.
He thought it must have been three or four pairs, but only Dalton was
there. He was stepping back, away from Johnny’s body, a knife in his
hand. Dalton was sweating hard. Johnny tried to move, but his ankle
flared into a throbbing ball of pain. There were brands burning all
over his body, sharp points of fire on every muscle and bone.

“Come on, kid,” said Dalton. “Listen to me, kid. Did you hit your
head?” He was looking down over Johnny, his hands searching his
face and head. “Come on, you’ll be okay.”

Johnny didn’t say anything. His mouth was full of blood and
rocks. Sharp, hollow pebbles biting into gums. Johnny spit out the
blood and the pebbles. Teeth, he knew. Even then he knew. He
breathed through his nose. That smelled like blood too.

“I'm sorry,” said Dalton. “I'm sorry I had to do it. But I couldn’t
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let you have that knife. I was gonna take it when you were sleeping,
but it was too risky. You could have just woken up and stabbed me.
You could have just been pretending to sleep. So I had to—I had to.
You understand that. I had to do it like this. I knew it wouldn’t kill
you, so I had to.”

Dalton looked down at the knife in his hand. He shook his head
and suddenly flung it away, up over the rim of the chasm. “It’s gone
now,” he said. “It’s just you and me now. Just us. And we’re gonna
make it, just like I told you.” Dalton crouched down, lowering his face
next to Johnny’s. “Just trust me, that’s all. I'm gonna look out for you.
I'm gonna look out for both of us. I'll be back with food and water
every day. I promise. I promise I'll be back. I know I can do this.”

Dalton stood again. “You were shutting down,” he said. “You gave
up. You can’t do that. I learned that here. Even though you think
you're gonna die every minute, you just keep going. You keep doing
whatever you can to beat that. And this is what I had to do. And now
we’ll be okay. You’ll see—just trust me, kid. I know I'm not gonna die
here. I'm gonna die an old man, murdered warm in my bed. And you
too, kid. Both of us, we’ll be so old we won’t even know what happened.”

And then Dalton was gone again, climbing up to the rim of the
chasm. Johnny lay there at the bottom alone.

Time passed. A lot of time passed. Dalton came now and then. Or

at least Johnny was aware of him now and then. He brought helmets
full of water and left them for Johnny. Warm, gritty water. There was
no spring in the chasm, of course. That had been a lie, like all of

it. Holding the helmet in his good hand, Johnny lapped at it. When
the fever was on, the water seemed to be full of crawling and swim-
ming things, tiny snakes and tiny fish. But Johnny drank it anyway
and the snakes and fish wriggled around inside his belly. They wrig-
gled through his intestines and down his leg, down into his swollen
ankle. It was broken, maybe infected. But it always hurt and Johnny
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couldn’t put any weight on it. His wrist was better, at least. It was just
stiff and sore. Johnny could squirm his way from place to place at
the foot of the cliff. He could squirm up to the wall and lean against
it. He could squirm over to where Dalton left the water. He could
squirm to the corner if needed to relieve himself. But he was stuck
down there. There was no way he could make his way back up.

Sometimes Johnny was able to fall asleep just before dawn. He
would wake a few hours later, the fever gone for a little while. It was
then that he felt hungry. The hunger built inside of him, day by day,
brick by brick. First it was an emptiness, and then it was a nauseated
feeling. Johnny heaved now whenever he awoke to the hunger. It was
the hunger that was going to kill him and he didn’t want to die. So
he woke and he heaved, and nothing came up save some sour juice
and a panic that threatened to swallow him.

Every now and then, Dalton brought something to eat. A piece of
fruit, a little bit of fish, some grubs. They were in a jungle, for God’s
sake. There should be food hanging from every tree, washing up on
every shore. But day after day Dalton brought only leaves to chew.
He was eating plenty, there was no doubt of that. Johnny never could
have kept up such activity on the scant food he was getting. No,
Dalton was eating everything and only bringing him the scraps he
couldn’t finish. It should have been the other way around. It should
have been Dalton lying in that hole with leaves to chew, and Johnny
out filling his belly from the jungle. Dalton wasn’t going to starve.
Johnny tried telling Dalton this once.

“You were right,” said Johnny. He could barely mumble the words.
“You were right. You’re not going to starve and I'm not going to get
stabbed.” Johnny’s fingers clutched Dalton’s sleeve weakly. “I'll give
you my knife for the food. You take my knife and give me the food.
You won’t starve and I won’t get stabbed.”

Dalton unhooked Johnny’s fingers from his arm. “There is no
knife,” he said calmly. “Now listen to me. No one’s coming for us.
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They would have been here by now. I need to swim to one of the
other islands and see if I can find anybody.” Dalton set down the
helmet, full to the brim with water. “I'll be gone a couple of days at
least, so be careful of the water. Until I get back, that’s all there is.”
Dalton stood and reached up to climb the cliff wall. “And I will be
back,” he said. “Don’t think I won’t be.”

More time passed. Johnny lapped at the water in the helmet.
The hollowness in his stomach grew and sharpened, and then dulled
again. He didn’t heave anymore when he awoke. The hunger was too
familiar. How long had it been since he had eaten? Johnny didn’t
know. He didn’t even know how many days he had been in that hole.
He moved his good hand over his body, feeling his arms and legs
and ribs and face. He wanted to feel how much flesh had wasted
away, how thin he was. He didn’t feel like a skeleton yet. There were
still some meaty parts on his body. He had seen pictures of people
with nothing but skin and bones, so he still had time. Of course he
did. Hadn’t he read that it takes a month to starve to death as long
as you have water? But he didn’t have much water. Not anymore.

More time passed. Nobody came. Had Dalton left him there?
Had Dalton been killed or captured? Or was he just sitting up above
at the rim of the chasm, waiting for Johnny to finally starve to death?
Johnny licked a wet rock experimentally. Was that how he was going
to live? Was he going to spend a month licking rocks while he slowly
deteriorated into a bag of sticks? Johnny’s ankle and wrist hardly
hurt anymore. He couldn’t feel anything beyond the ravening tumult
in his stomach. Dalton had done this. Dalton had killed him, had
tortured him to death. How long had he been goner Two days?
Three days? If he were coming back, he should be back soon.

Johnny lifted his good leg slowly. Inch by inch, he raised his
knee to his chin and curled his body so he could reach the boot.
How long had he worn this boot? No doubt his toes were shriveled
and black inside. Covered in mold maybe. Infected, gangrenous.
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Dalton had done that to him too. Slowly, Johnny picked at his
bootlace. It took him ages to untie the knot and pull the lace out of
one eyelet. He stopped and rested. His fingers were numb and they
felt raw. Johnny pulled at the lace again. For hours, he worked at it,
pulling it from eyelet to eyelet, until finally it was free of the boot.
He clenched his fingers. The lace was still strong at least—it hadn’t
rotted. It would hold fast. He would pull it tight, like a noose, and it
would hold fast.

More time passed. It passed darkly, mostly in unconsciousness
and in fever. Johnny tried to get used to being dead. As he felt
himself falling asleep he breathed deep and let death smother him.
He fell into darknesses long and still, where no dream troubled
him. These were deaths, he told himself. He had died over and over
again, thousands of times all through his life. He was always dying,
and it was nothing to be frightened of. The only difference was that
he had always woken up before. Soon he wouldn’t wake up. That was
fine. Death was fine. It just meant not waking up. Johnny clutched
the bootlace tighter.

He woke with a start. One more death over. One more life begun.
But something had woken him. There was a scrabbling and crum-
bling noise. Something landed near his head. “Johnny, Johnny!”
yelled a voice. “Come on, kid, wake up!”

There was a hand under Johnny’s head. Water splashed his face
and he opened his eyes. The voice called his name again. Johnny
couldn’t see who it was, but the person had Dalton’s voice. That
was good enough for him. Water was flowing over his lips now and
Johnny swallowed reflexively. He coughed weakly. A head bent down
near, and Johnny moved his good arm. He aimed the loop in the
bootlace for the head. He tried to catch that throat in his lace, he
tried to pull it tight. But he was too weak. He couldn’t do anything.

“Hey, careful, kid.” Dalton lifted Johnny’s torso in his arms. Now
Johnny could hear other voices up at the rim of the chasm. Johnny
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tried again with the lace, but he couldn’t see anything. He had wanted
to kill Dalton so much, and he couldn’t even do that. He couldn’t
even kill a man who was fated to be murdered. “Don’t worry, kid,”
said Dalton. He wasn’t even paying attention to the bootlace, prob-
ably didn’t even realize what it was for. “There’s a little camp on

the next island over. I got their medic here. I got food here. You're
gonna be okay. They’re gonna get us out of here.” Dalton hugged
Johnny’s head in his arms. “I'm sorry, kid. I'm sorry I did that to you,
but I told you to trust me. I told you I could do it. I told you, just
keep doing everything you can. Oh, Christ.” Dalton was almost cry-
ing now. “I swear to God I thought they were gonna shoot me when I
found them. Friendly fire, after everything we’ve been through. But
we made it, kid. We made it.”

A couple of months later, Sarge came to see Johnny in the hospital.
His ankle was still mending, but he had finally moved back on to
solid food. And his wrist was good enough to write a couple of let-
ters back home. Dalton was right, after all. He was going to make it.
He was going to survive. Johnny could hardly believe it.

“So what did they do to him?” asked Johnny.

“Court-martialed,” said Sarge. “He’ll be in jail awhile, then he’ll
get a dishonorable discharge.” Sarge smiled a little. “They’re not
gonna shoot him or anything. Too many extenuating circumstances.
Nobody wants to be that harsh on a man who came back for his
buddy in the end.”

Johnny was quiet. Then he looked up at Sarge. “I tried to kill
him, too, you know.”

“When?”

“When he came back for me with the medic. I was crazy, I guess. I
tried to strangle him with my bootlace.”

Sarge laughed. “Son, when he brought you back to me, you
weren’t fit to make a fist, let alone kill anybody.”
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Johnny nodded. “I tried anyway.” He shut his eyes. “It was the
worst experience of my life. That hunger was the worst pain I have
ever felt.” Johnny shook his head. “I never knew what it would be like.
I never knew it would hurt so bad.”

Sarge patted Johnny’s leg under the covers. “It’s over now, son.
You’ll be on your way home before you know it.”

Johnny laughed a bitter laugh. “Yeah,” he said. What did Sarge
care? As soon as Johnny was gone, he wouldn’t be responsible for
him anymore. He would feel fine. He’d gotten him out of the jungle
alive and sent him home to his folks. That was fine for Sarge. But
Johnny hadn’t been lying. Starving was worse than he had ever imag-
ined it could be. And now—since he had lived—he would have to do
it all over again some day.

“Thanks, Sarge,” said Johnny, holding out his hand. What the
hell? They might as well shake on it.

Story by M. Bennardo
[llustration by Karl Kerschl
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CANCER

IN THE MONTHS AFTERWARD, IN SUBURBAN DINING ROOMS, THE
BOHEMIAN BOURGEOISIE DEBATED THE ETHICS OF THE MACHINE. The
first had been installed unobtrusively in leading doctors’ surger-
ies, and as they spread across the country, schoolteachers and bank
managers and creative consultants and publishers met for cocktail
parties, suppers, restaurant lunches, and the conversation turned to
the machine, the machine, again and again, the machine. Like the
weather, or, in time of war, the latest battle, it provided a constant
conversational reference point, came to be something akin to a

worldwide obsession, in the West, at any rate.
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“I saw one,” said Kate Boothroyd, sucking on a cigarette, “on Ken-
sington High Street. There was a line a bloody mile long—madness.”

A temporary silence settled over the Broads’ dining table, bro-
ken by the hostess.

“And would you?”

“What?”

“Use it.”

Kate pondered the question a moment.

“No—I don’t think so. I mean, human beings, ultimately, don’t
want to know—do they? Or do they? I mean, didn’t somebody write
about that?—in trying to avoid the inevitable, you actually bring it
about. Who was it, Rory?”

“I don’t bloody know, do I?”

Kierkegaard. Nietzsche. Dostoevsky.

The argument continued around the dining table long into the
cheese and coffee.

This was the debate, amongst the upper middle classes. Did one
really want to know what life held in store? When there was noth-
ing one could do about it at all, when there was no happy ending. A
blank slip was an impossibility. At best, “old age.” At worst, some-
thing unspeakably awful, the self-fulfilling prophecy one couldn’t
do anything about.

But people were doing it. Sure enough, in the days after depart-
ment stores and pharmacies installed “the machine,” lines of
hundreds formed, eager to know that which could not be avoided.
The evening news carried scattered reports of suicides, occasionally
en masse. Support groups sprang up, devoted to those whose slips had
read “suicide,” those for whom the specter of whatever horror could
drive them to such desperate measures proved too much. Support
groups that turned to cults. One weekend, two hundred teenagers,
neatly arranged in two rows along an underground railway station
platform on the Victoria Line, stepped neatly to their deaths,
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drugged smiles on their pimply faces. The whole event engineered by
means of the Internet—“Facebook Event Invitations” with a difference.

Marion Broad was out shopping in the West End the day of the
Victoria Line suicides, the day public transport was crippled and she
had to take a cab to Kate’s for lunch.

Stringy hair, no makeup, Kate answered her door with a drawn
look to her face, lit cigarette between her fingers.

“Jesus,” breathed Marion. “You've done it, haven’t you?”

She followed her into the house, through a bluish haze of
tobacco smoke.

“Emphysemal!” barked Kate. “Bloody emphysemal!”

The words hung between them, over the John Lewis coffee table.

“Not exactly a surprise, but still... At least I won’t be needing to
quit anytime soon.”

A dry laugh crinkled her darkened eyes, and Marion’s heart
grew cold.

And so it went on, for months and months. Parliament rejected
bids to outlaw the machine, and rejected them again, despite the
frenzied speeches of religious groups, political organisations, moth-
ers, fathers, societies for the old, societies for the young, all futile in
the face of humanity’s child-like curiosity.

Supermarkets quietly erected them, in the entranceways, by the
photo booths.

Leaving Selfridge’s, Marion saw a well-dressed mother leading
her infant daughter out of the curtained booth, tears trickling down,
melting away the makeup.

James Broad, good-natured and stoical, steadfastly refused to
do it. Late at night, taunted by the faces of her friends, Marion
envied her husband’s easy sleep, as she tossed and turned. Dinner
parties were a grim fandango of fraught nerves, now. Those who
had “done it"—euphemisms all round, like it was something dirty—
seemed half-dead and half-alive, eyes dull, filling in time until what



103  Cancer

was predetermined by the fates rolled around. Emphysema. Cancer.
Cancer. Suicide. Cancer. Cancer. Cancer.

For the rest, eggshells everywhere. Mentioning the mode of death
marked out for anyone at your dinner table was taboo, and the Broads
desperately strained to keep the conversation away from illness, dis-
ease, and demise. Almost buckling under the strain, like tired horses,
never a pleasure, only a chore, they gave up entertaining.

Bars emptied in the suburbs, where stoical stockbrokers bun-
kered down in semi-detached splendor to await their various tumors
and cancers and sleep apneas. In the cities, they filled by night,
as cosmopolitan sophisticates drowned their morbid sorrows. On
Saturday and Sunday mornings, the lithe young bodies that washed
up on the banks of the Thames posed a serious danger to public health.

And then, one afternoon, coming out of the Food Hall at M&S,
she stopped, bags over both wrists, and stared solemnly at the new
machine in the vestibule. Rebuking herself, she passed by.

That night, in the darkness of the witching hour, across the bed-
sheets: “Are you ever tempted?”

From the husband, only gentle breathing.

The next morning, unspeakably early, pale and baggy-eyed after
a sleepless night, nursing bitterness in the kitchen: Enough! Enough!

On with the jeans and cardigan, and out into the car, down the
deserted, cold, early morning city streets, to the nicest place she
could find.

She slipped inconspicuously into the booth, inserted the credit
card, tapped in the passkey. Pale and wincing, placed her finger
under the needle, poised like the sword of Damocles.

Down and up, in and out, she barely felt a thing. The machine
churned out its slip, and she turned it over, in fearful, trembling hands.

“Cancer,” there, and nothing more.

Marion Broad walked slowly through the empty foyer, towards

the car in the empty lot, maneuvered herself into the driver’s seat,
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and drove carefully home.

Letting herself into the grey and silent house, she tiptoed
upstairs and into the bedroom, where the light of dawn seeped
around the edges of the curtains. Slipping off her trousers and
sweater, she drew back the covers and let herself into the bed, and
into the small of her husband’s back, smiled a secret smile.

Story by Camron Miller
[llustration by Les McClaine
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FIRING SQUAD

I HAD DINNER WITH AN OLD HIGH SCHOOL ACQUAINTANCE THE
OTHER DAY. We’d bumped into each other on the street after years
with no contact at all. Even though we hadn’t been very close when
we were teenagers, it was a pleasant surprise to see him. After
standing at an intersection chatting through a few cycles of the
traffic light he asked if I was too busy to have a meal and really
catch up. One thing I'm rarely accused of being is busy, so we were
soon at a stylish little restaurant he knew.

Conversation quickly moved from the banal to his travels. It
turned out that after graduating from university he’d spent a long
time out gallivanting through all sorts of parts of the world. He’d
saved up a bit of money and went to countries where it would last
him a long time. That’s what this guy was like. He’d always been the
one to do the things everyone wanted to do. As teens it had made
him the dare taker, the gutsy one, and understandably led to him
being much more popular than a nobody like me.

Even as kids when he talked about his adventures he never
sounded like a braggart. That hadn’t changed. He’d always been
matter-of-fact in talking about the sorts of scrapes he’d been in and
he came off as brave, instead of filled with bravado. Even though
he lacked a beard, it only took a few minutes for me to settle on a
descriptor: grizzled. He seemed like a veteran of something.

Thinking about this, I asked him if he’d had any experiences out
in his travels that he’d thought he wouldn’t make it through, that he
felt lucky to be alive after.

He sat back in his chair a bit, the slice of bread in his hand forgot-
ten while he thought. “Lucky to be alive? It’s hard to say. Because of
my emphysema, it’s never really bothered me.” I was about to offer an
apology when he stopped me. “I mean, I don’t have emphysema now,



107  Firing Squad

but that’s what my death is going to be. Eventually. I breathe just fine
these days so it’s hard to feel like that’s ever going to affect me.”

Fair enough, I thought and prepared for the subject to change,
but he surprised me by continuing.

“There was one time out in Asia, though, when I thought that all the
emphysema in the world wasn’t going to save me. You want to hear it?”

“That’s why I asked,” I replied. We ordered another round of
beers and he began his tale.

I was in a country that was undergoing a bit of a revolution at the
time, but figured it wouldn’t affect me much. I was just a tourist,
tramping around the mountains with my backpack, supporting the
local economies by staying in little three-house villages and purifying
the bottled water I was buying. No problem to anyone. But the revo-
lutionaries had a lot of support in these villages, or at least it seemed
like they did from the way their graffiti was scrawled on rocks and
buildings.

I didn’t pretend to understand the politics of it all, and for most
of my travels that didn’t give me any trouble. I had no idea what a
revolutionary even looked like until I found myself face to face with
three of them one evening.

I was in the common room at a little guesthouse, eating len-
tils and drinking a beer some poor sherpa must have dragged up
the mountain on the same slippery little paths I was travelling for
adventure. It was spring, so the snow at the lower altitudes was
gone, but the weather could still wreak havoc with your schedule if
you cared about those kinds of things. And it was still pretty chilly,
so these smoky old common rooms at the guesthouses were the per-
fect places to rest after a day on your feet.

When I looked up from my plate, three young men were sitting
on the other side of the rough table, staring at me intensely. None of
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them were very tall, but they had the tough look of mountain people.
Their faces were purple from burst blood vessels—or maybe it was
makeup, I'm not going to pass myself off as some expert here. They
wore heavy canvas clothes and long, filthy woolen scarves.

So these three guys were sitting there, silently staring while I
ate. Kind of unnerving, as you might expect, but I'd gotten used to
people staring with abandon and didn’t let any annoyance show.

When I finished my meal the one on the left spoke to me. “Do
you know where we can get a Machine of Death?”

This surprised me on a few levels. First, his English was good. I'd
only learned a couple of words of the local language, and usually
struggled to understand the broken English employed by those in
the hospitality industry out there. This guy’s was accented, sure, but
very clear.

Second, a Machine of Death? A bit of a non sequitur there. I
would have expected something about how they wanted to be my
guides for a great new route to the summit of Angku Norge IV that
no Westerner had ever set eyes on (apart from the Swedish couple
they took yesterday). He noted my surprise and continued.

“I’'m sorry to interrupt but we are from the local, umm...non-
governmental organization.” He smiled shyly at his joke. “Our
operations in this region would be greatly helped if we had access to
such a device. It’s understood that in the West these machines are
to be had in great abundance, but here in the mountains we are
sadly deficient in your luxuries. We were hoping you knew where we
might be able to find one.”

“I’'m not sure I do know where to get one,” I told them. “It’s not
really my line. I mean, I'm just a guy, no special connections or any-
thing. I don’t think I’d be able to help you.”

“That’s all right,” he replied as he and his two friends got up
and wrapped their scarves around them, preparing to leave. “But if
you could keep your eyes open and remember us, we would greatly
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appreciate it. My English name is M]. Like Michael Jackson.”

They would have walked out of the guest house right then, but I
was curious about one thing. “You do know that a Machine of Death
doesn’t kill anyone, right?”

They stopped at the blanket-covered doorway and M]J explained
with a slightly patronizing air, “We aren’t simpletons. Of course we
know what the Machine does. We need one for internal use.”

“How so?” I was really curious at this point.

“We have some traitors in our group. They are selling informa-
tion about us to the government but we don’t know who they are.
Yet. This is a big problem for our cause. When we find them, we will
execute them in the name of revolution.” I nodded, and he seemed
encouraged by the way I didn’t shrink away at this plain talk of death
and traitors and such.

“If we had a death machine we would be able to find out who is
due to be executed. It would say Firing Squad, because that’s how we
deal with traitors. With the Machine’s verdict we will know who the
traitors are. Then we will execute them as such.”

It was a very straightforward explanation, and for some reason it
impressed me. I thanked M]J for his answer, and promised him that

I’d keep an eye open.
_,x._

“It’s kind of weird to think of now,” my friend said between mouth-
fuls of salad, “but I found their logic oddly appealing. I mean, I
really wanted to help them. These poor guys just wanted to get their
revolution going without outside interference and needed a common
enough device to get on with it.”

“Outside interference is kind of par for the course when it comes
to revolutions though, isn’t it?” I asked. “And besides, I'm pretty sure
the Machines don’t work like that.”

“Well sure, sitting here it seems a little off to see them as
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foolproof traitor-finding machines. But these guys just seemed so
confident their plan was solid and that all that was holding them
back was this lack of technology. It’s hard to get down on that kind
of idealism. I was young at the time.” He shrugged, half-smiling, and
speared a segment of mandarin orange.

“But this isn’t where you felt in danger?”

“Oh no. That only came after I found them a Machine.”

*.‘.H.

It was a couple of weeks later. I'd made my way up through those rev-
olutionary mountain paths and then down to the road where I was
about to catch a bus back to the lowlands. There was a bit of a chill
in the air but the sun was busy melting away the snowdrifts, all that
remained of a blizzard that had delayed me here a few days. I was
sitting at a teahouse where I could keep an eye on the road without
getting run over, and enjoying the opportunity to let my socks dry
out on the cheap plastic table.

I heard sounds of a party coming from a part of the village I
couldn’t see. It seemed to be a wedding or something, lots of music
and cheering and things. It made for a festive background while I
sipped my tea. Out of nowhere the music stopped. A few minutes
later a bunch of well-dressed young men came out of an alley and
dumped what looked like a small refrigerator into the creek that
ran next to the road. After a moment of study, I realized it wasn’t a
fridge at all, but a Machine of Death.

There’s no way, I thought to myself. I mean, what are the chances
that such a thing would show up unattended so soon? I'd been think-
ing about the revolutionaries as sort of a quixotic rabble, good for a
bit of local colour in my stories, but nothing more. Now here I was,
in a position to get them exactly what they desired. It was kind of
an odd feeling. I don’t think I can remember ever being in such a

powerful position before.
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Anyway, I paid my bill and went down to the creek to check out
the Machine. It was intact, except for the electrical cord, which didn’t
have a plug anymore. Looked like it had been torn out quite forcibly.
No one was coming down to berate me for messing with their prop-
erty, so after about half an hour I figured it was free for the taking.

I found a young guy and asked him if he’d like to make a bit of
money. He was from the town, not the mountains, wearing knockoff
plastic sneakers. He understood a bit of English and seemed eager
for the cash.

“I need you and maybe a couple of your friends to help me carry
this thing to a village,” I told him, down by the creek. “It’ll take a
day or two, but I’ll take care of your expenses.” The kid hemmed
and hawed about it but eventually we negotiated a price for him and
three of his friends to help me.

Of course I was going with them. I couldn’t remember the name
of the village I'd met my revolutionaries in, but knew how to get
there. And besides, I wanted to make sure the Machine arrived with-
out being dumped in another mountain stream.

The hike back to the village went quickly. I didn’t do any of the
carrying but the guys I got did fine. On the walk they ended up tell-
ing me how the Machine had arrived in the first place: The richest
guy in the village had a daughter who was getting married, and he
imported it at fantastic expense for the wedding party. It was sort
of a novelty thing, flaunting how rich they were. The groom was
the first to find out how he was going to die, and the paper read
‘Stabbed in Heart by Jealous Wife.” Not the greatest way to get a
marriage started off right. The Machine, disgraced by such an inaus-
picious announcement, was discarded, as I’d witnessed.

*.x.,

At this my friend stopped his story and contemplated his still half-
full bowl of soup.
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“So what happened?” I asked. My soup was done—the benefit of
listening to a tale over dinner instead of telling, I guess.

“Now, in my mind the plan had been to drop off the Machine
somewhere in town and get word to the revolutionaries somehow.”
He put down his fork and knife and his fingers ran along the rim of
his water glass as he explained. “I wasn’t demanding any payment for
my service, so I didn’t really need to see them again. It was barely an
inconvenience, or at least, that’s what I hoped. I mean, I wasn’t doing
this to be praised or anything, right?”

I knew what he meant. “You wanted to be able to say, ‘Oh this? It
was nothing. Don’t worry about it.””
“Exactly! It had cost me the equivalent of, I don’t know, four dol-

lars in sherpa fees. Not a big deal at all. But they didn’t see it that way.”
——

One of my guys tried to explain to the woman at the guesthouse that
she should tell the revolutionaries that the plug needed replacing
before the Machine could be used. It was taking a while. She was
confused about what the Machine did and even though I'd told my
translator the details weren’t important, it seemed he couldn’t stop
himself. She was loading wood into the stove while he talked, forcing
him to repeat himself over the clatter and roar of the fire.

I was ready to let my inner North American take over and leave
for the sake of my schedule. I was done, ready to go catch the bus
back down to the lowlands the next day. My bag was on my back
when the blanket-door behind me lifted up. I hadn’t realized how
smoky the stove had made it inside until a shaft of light fell through
the room only to be blocked again by three figures walking in.

“It is so nice to see you again,” said the one in the centre. It was
Michael Jackson and the revolutionaries. “How time flies.”
They looked the same as when I'd last seen them. Same old uni-

forms with the same long, woolen scarves, same earnest expressions.
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I guess the only difference in me was a bit more beard, so who was
I to talk?

“Hey guys, nice to see you, too. I guess this’ll be easier than all
these explanations here.” I indicated my sherpa and the proprietor
woman, and noticed they’d both shut right up when the others
entered. The woman had a smile on her face, and the sherpa had a
defiantly set jaw. The other three sherpas weren’t making any sud-
den moves, but they kept their hands in their pockets ominously.

I didn’t want to get in the middle of a fight, so I told my guy every-
thing was fine and gave him his money. He took it without taking his
eyes off the revolutionaries, and then he and his friends left, quickly,
like they were trying not to show how badly they wanted to run.

That’s when I started to get an inkling that I might not exactly
understand everything that was going on.

Once the townies were gone, M] warmed right up. He beckoned
me to sit at the hacked and dented wooden table. “What brings you
back to this village?”

“I found you a Machine of Death. It’s sitting outside.”

The woman brought us tea. The other two revolutionaries stood
back by the blanket-door. Something about them seemed a lot more
menacing than I’d remembered, as if they’d seen a lot of action in
the past few weeks. They weren’t old, but they weren’t the fresh-faced
youths I thought I'd met.

Michael Jackson spoke thoughtfully, “Yes, we saw it when we
arrived. I hoped that’s what it was.” He took a few more sips of tea.

“So what do you want for it?” He asked this in the same quiet tone, but
I noticed that the two others at the door were watching me closely.

At this point my emphysema sentence popped into my head.
These guys weren’t going to kill me. I knew that. But I also knew
there’s a lot of wiggle room in these things. If I said the wrong thing
they could possibly make me a prisoner for the rest of my days. Or at
least enough of those days to make me severely uncomfortable.
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Happily, I didn’t have any intention of doing anything to get anyone angry.

“Me?” I asked, smiling as broadly and non-threateningly as I
could. “I don’t want anything. It’s my gift to you. It’s a little broken
though. The Machine doesn’t plug in because the cord is torn. I'm
sure you can fix that.”

Maybe I was just projecting my own emotions into him, but M]J
seemed relieved. Instead of the terse businesslike smile he’d been
wearing, a much more peasant-like grin split his face.

“That is excellent! Thank you so much for your help. We cannot
possibly repay the magnanimity of your gesture.”

“Oh this? It was nothing,” I said. “Don’t worry about it. In fact I
should be on my way back. I have a flight to catch in a week and the
buses around here take...”

M] grabbed my arm in what seemed a friendly gesture. Not a vio-
lent restraint, though his grip was strong. “No, you cannot! We may
be poor and unable to honour your gift as you deserve, but the one
thing we can do is to have a meal. You will come back to our camp
and we will have a feast to the now-inevitable success of our cause!”

I tried to demur, to explain about bus schedules, to say I didn’t
need any sort of feast or honour, to spout clichés about a good deed
being its own reward, but he wouldn’t have any of it. He promised
it would be done that very evening and that I’d lose practically no
time at all. His grip on my arm didn’t slacken through the whole
exchange I desperately didn’t want to escalate into an argument. In
the end, I gave in, and went back to the revolutionary camp.

*.‘.H.

The tale was interrupted here by the arrival of our main courses.
One bite of his entrée—some sort of duck in a sweet-smelling sauce—
and my friend was delighted. “There really is nothing better than a
good meal with fine company.”

“Very true. Let’s have a toast.” We raised our glasses of beer. “To
chance meetings!” I said.
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He nodded and responded, “To civilization!” And we drank.

The restaurant was filling up. The new patrons looked dressed
for the theatre. A large group behind me were calling for wine. We
ate silently for a few minutes before I brought us back to his story. “I
get the feeling the revolutionary camp wasn’t quite like this.”

“No it wasn’t,” my friend replied, staring down at his plate.

_.x._

M]J sent one of his companions ahead to get preparations started for
the feast, and the other got a series of straps together to help him
carry the Machine on his back.

We set off in the direction I’d need to go to get back to the bus,
which did alleviate a few of my apprehensions. Soon, though, we left
the main path for a narrow muddy trail through the trees. I hadn’t
realized how I'd been hiking on the equivalent of a freeway the pre-
vious weeks. Those main paths had room for you to press up against
a cliff face when you met a train of donkeys. But this trail seemed
like we were the first to travel it. The density of the trees gave loads
of shade, so the snow I’d hiked through and seen melt a few days
before here made our way even more treacherous. We were descend-
ing, and often I found myself falling on my ass for safety’s sake. And
I wasn’t the one with a Machine of Death on my back.

The walk had been quiet, mostly me cursing at the slopes I
was sliding over, but when we arrived at the camp, MJ took charge.
Before talking with a crowd of eager kids who’d congregated, he told
the guy with the Machine to bring it to a large tarp-covered lean-to.
Soon I could hear the sputter of a generator inside.

The camp wasn’t large. A dozen canvas tents and a few shanties
made out of the local trees held out the snowdrifts. The ground was
a mess of wet mud with a few planks thrown down at random. You
couldn’t see the sun through the needly canopy.

And there were revolutionaries. I hadn’t expected them to be so
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young. Almost all of them were skinny teenagers. They seemed to
look up to MJ, and were getting in a lot of questions that seemed to
be about me. I've been in enough strange places that being the cen-
tre of attention wasn’t a novelty anymore, so I let my mind wander.

A young girl brought me a bottle of beer. Like always, the bottle
was huge. I took it from her with a smile and my best “thank you” in
her language. Instead of the giggle that usually produced, her eyes
went wide and she bolted to a group of older girls standing near what
looked like a kitchen tent. They all looked nervously across the camp
at me. It took a few moments of fumbling with my bottle opener to
get that drink into me. This wasn’t going how it was supposed to.

M] finished with his mob and came over, smiling apologetically.
“I am so sorry to have to tell you that our leader is out on an
operation and will not be able to get back in time to meet you
this evening. Unless you would consider staying until tomorrow?”

I explained that I couldn’t possibly, but thanked him for the
consideration. We wrangled politely for a few minutes but eventu-
ally I won. Arrangements would be made to guide me to the nearest
guesthouse on the main path after the celebration was over.

Once all those niceties were out of the way we could get down to
the tour of the camp. M] told me how long they’d been encamped
and how dedicated they were to the cause of freedom from the tyr-
anny of the capital. He talked about corruption in the towns, how
farmers couldn’t afford to grow anything and instead had to turn
to letting foreigners into their homes, while they bought their food
from the outside.

“And now they want us to stop using firewood!” he exclaimed
outside the tent where he’d shown me their collection of rifles and
ammunition. “It’s bad for the environment to cut down so many
trees,” they say. They’ve never lived through one of our winters. Do
you know how much it would cost to use their gas stoves?” I didn’t,
but was soon informed.
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The whole tour had just been a way of killing time while the
feast was being prepared. He could have pointed out each tent and
told me its contents from almost any point in the little camp. As we
moved off from the armoury tent I spotted something off behind it a
little ways. It looked like an animal pen of some sort, but the fences
seemed a bit high for pigs.

M]J noticed me looking and thought for a second before speak-
ing. “Would you like to see?”

“Yeah, what is it, your chickens?”

“Not exactly.”

The pen was the most sturdily built thing I'd seen in the camp.
When we got closer I realized that it was in a bit of a gully and the
fences were much higher than I'd assumed—maybe ten feet tall—
and covered with chicken wire. We stopped on a small ridge where we
had a good view over and inside.

Eight people were in the cage.

“Like I said,” M] said in a conversational tone, “we’ve had some
problems with traitors recently. These are our current suspects.”

Once one noticed us looking in, all of the prisoners began staring.
M] talked about the reasons why each of them might have betrayed
the revolution, but they mostly looked at me. The oldest might have
been fifteen. Two of them were girls. I'd imagine none of them had
seen a foreigner before. There were a few muddy blankets inside and
everything was sodden. I couldn’t see even a pit for a toilet.

“And now that you’ve brought us the Machine, we will be able to
tell which of these are guilty,” MJ finished up, clearly pleased with
the situation. “The innocent ones will, of course, receive the revolu-
tion’s deepest sympathies and positions of honour.”

When he finished with his oration, which because it was in
English they had no way of understanding, most of the prisoners
started talking at once. They were pleading with M], but he replied
dismissively, then patronizingly. At least that’s how it sounded, but
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it’s so hard to tell when you don’t know the language. He turned
back to me. “They all say they are innocent, of course, and don’t
want to be in this cage, but it won’t be much longer. I told them how
you’d brought the Machine that would exonerate they who truly are
innocent.”

They were all staring at me with horrible looks. A few deep
scowls, some wide-eyed terror, and one calm gaze you could tell was
a mask for calculating how to get over that fence and cut my throat.

M]J wasn’t the kind of guy who liked silence from his guest of
honour. “It’s too bad the plug is damaged, or we could get all this jus-
tice out of the way tonight.” When I kept on staring into the cage, he
went on. “We have a few boys who are good with these kinds of things
though. They should be able to get it up and running very soon.”

And with that we headed back to see if the feast was ready.

-.’.ﬂ.

“How did we get on this story again?” My friend hadn’t stopped fidg-
etting with his water glass for five minutes.

“A time you felt scared, like you might not make it back.”

“Right.” He stared at his glass for a few more seconds. Somewhere
in the restaurant a woman was laughing at what she wanted everyone
to know was the funniest thing she’d ever heard.

“They had this feast for me, I sat at the head of the table, got the
choice pieces of goat, the whole deal. And through the whole thing
everyone’s faces looked like those eight prisoners’ did. Like they
couldn’t believe the monster they’d let in to their home. Just scared
of me and what I'd brought. They didn’t say anything weird, didn’t
spit at me or anything, but I've never felt so hated in my life. The girl
who’d brought me the beer when I arrived wouldn’t look anywhere
near our direction. I wondered if she had a brother in the cage. That
wasn’t the worst of it, though.

“The worst thing was fearing that one of those bright kids would
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come running from the generator tent saying he’d fixed the plug:
that the Machine could pass sentences that very night! I ate bits off
my goat haunch and smiled at MJ’s jokes, just waiting for the horri-
bleness to play out.

“Everyone would have to gather by the generator to witness each
judgment in turn. They’d lead each prisoner over, get her drop of
blood and wait. Each one of their deaths would say ‘Firing Squad.’
There’s no way around it. I could feel it in the air. It wouldn’t matter
if they were traitors or the most fervently loyal revolutionaries history
had ever known. All of those prisoners were going to die. Because of
my good deed they’d be shot by a squad of teenagers.

“And then when the prisoners were all dead, MJ would start to
think, ‘That was a lot of traitors. More than I’d thought even.” And
he’d get inspired to test everyone he’d had any suspicions of. And
each of their deaths would say ‘Firing Squad’. And then they’d
start to run out of suspicious people and have to test everyone. The
little girl that brought me my beer, all of his little sycophants, even
those two I’d met him with, they’d all be revealed as traitors. By the
Machine I'd brought.

“Clearly it would come to just the two of us and he would need
to take my blood and I would submit and it would come up
‘Emphysema’. He’d give an impassioned speech about how I was
the only one who truly understood struggle while the bodies slowly
froze around us. Then he’d want to go find his leader and the rest
of the revolutionaries to test them and it wouldn’t stop until every-
one in those mountains was dead. And I’d have to run for home and
safety, knowing what I’d set loose.

“So yeah, none of that happened.” Both of our plates were gone
and dessert menus lay in front of each of us, unread. “In reality
we ate a fake-jovial meal and gave toasts all around. Everyone was
scared, like they could hear barbarian hordes just over the hill, but
there was nothing they could do except eat their bits of goat.
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“M]J kept on treating me like an honoured friend right until the
end. I wanted to hit him. Hell, I wanted to shoot him and send all
those kids home. But I didn’t. A kid was my guide to the path after
the feast was over. I didn’t warn him to get the hell away from that
machine. Couldn’t have really. I stayed in a guest house, barely sleep-
ing. I took off before dawn and didn’t stop until I was on a bus and
far away. If I were any sort of human being I would have wrecked the
Machine before I left. I didn’t do that either.”

My friend had let all this out in a quiet rush, much quicker than
the measured pace of the rest of his storytelling. He had another
gulp of water, and caught his breath. “I guess I've never told this
story before.” He tried one of his usual self-deprecating smiles. It
didn’t quite work. “Harder than I thought.”

I couldn’t let it go there. “But then what happened? Did they get
the Machine working? Did they all kill each other?”

He looked hard at me. “I don’t know. After I left, I refused to
pay any attention to the news from that area. Plenty of other things
in the world to care about, right? Besides, maybe I didn’t affect any-
thing. The Machine might have done exactly what they thought it
would do. Maybe they never got it working. Who knows?

“But I’ll tell you this: I'll never go back. If that means I miss a few
mountainscapes, so be it. I knocked about in the third world for a
few more months but my heart just wasn’t in it anymore. I tried keep-
ing clear of revolutions but there are just too many kids out there
with guns. Too hard to forget.

“Eventually, of course, I came back to civilization. And here we are.”

Here we were indeed.

I stared at my dessert menu and decided on an inconsequential

tiramisu.

Story by J Jack Unrau
[llustration by Brandon Bolt
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VEGETABLES

“THE BLOKE’S A FUCKIN’ WHACK JOB.”

Billy, the Director of Marketing, tells me this while he’s picking
his nose with a paperclip. “He wasn’t right to start with; he’s the last
bastard who should’ve got that blood test. He’s been treading water
all his life, but he’s sinkin’ now.”

He straightens the paperclip, then slides it between his thumb
and finger to squeegee the snot off. Unimpeded by my Ugh face, he
wipes his fingers on the fabric of my cubicle wall. In the background
a phone has been ringing for five minutes without kicking into voice-
mail, and in the next cube, somebody’s screaming at a subordinate
employee on another line. I want to kill them all and dance to the
sounds of their suffering through the junkyard of smashed comput-
ers and office plants and overturned desks.

I ask Billy, “What did it say?”
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Tilting his head back, throat tight, Billy inserts the straightened
paperclip once again into his nostril. He’s wearing a tailored Armani
suit that probably cost more than I make in two months. This time
he keeps pushing, until the wire disappears into his skull.

“It doesn’t talk,” he informs me. He makes quotation marks with
his fingers. “It didn’t say anythin’.”

If I whacked the stub of the wire with the heel of my hand,
Billy would be dead in a second. If he took the test, it might say
Paperclip or Bastard or Whim. Instead of killing him, I say, “I know
it doesn’t talk, you facetious prick. I meant what did his ticket say?
How’s Frank gonna die?”

Billy tilts his neck to a normal angle and looks at me, a half-
centimeter of wire emerging from his nose. Frank—the subject of
our abject diagnostics—is our mutual friend and colleague, and he’s
going through a rough patch right now. If I flicked the wire into Billy’s
face, hard like a fly on a chair arm, I wonder if that would be enough.
Then his test might say Flick or Slither. If he fell backward, he might
crack his head on the photocopier or a desk, and then it’d say Wham!
and he’d become obsessed with George Michael drunk driving or
going postal or somebody attacking him with an LP broken into
lethal splinters.

This is how it works: The blood test machine just tells you How;
never When.

Billy says, “Vegetables.”

“He’s gonna die by vegetables?”

He nods. “He took it four times, taking blood from four differ-
ent parts of his body, and that’s all it said every time. Vegetables.”

My eyes narrow as I visualize random ways to die at the hands of
veg, and Billy connects his cheek to his forehead with Scotch tape,
pulling it tight so his lip curls into a snarl.

_.x._
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Frank lives in a small terrace of red brick houses, in an area begging
to be demolished and overhauled. Dogs carry knives, and as it’s get-
ting dark, I walk past a gang of ten-year-olds wielding a discarded
car bumper, openly discussing whether they could break my shins in
one whack.

I knock on Frank’s door, then look down the street at somebody
burning a fire in a drum. A section of roof is missing off Jack James’
house three doors down, and inside the exposed cavity is a shack
made of corrugated sheets. Jack used to live in the house, but now
lives inside the shack in the roof. He took the blood test, and it
told him Pavement would be his demise. He never considered that
falling off the roof is more probable than the ground swallowing
him, but this is none of my business, and something I would be inter-
ested in witnessing.

The door opens. Frank is wearing an old, scratched white crash
helmet with the visor down. I cringe at his level of mental degrada-
tion as the words Fish and Barrel spring to mind.

Crouching, I wave into the visor and he lets me in.

Frank’s kitchen looks like the courtyard in a scaled down model
of a castle, with cans of vegetables lined up along the skirting boards
like a perimeter fence. For some inexplicable reason, he’s stacked the
Green Giant brand two high.

“Why?” I ask.

“He’s a giant, stupid. Gotta stand taller’n the rest.”

“I mean why aren’t they in your cupboard with the rest of your
food, Mr. Stability?”

I open Frank’s cupboards to find other provisions—ravioli, pow-
dered sauces, cornflakes; it seems that only the vegetables have been
evicted.

“They can’t fall on me from down there,” Frank says, tapping his
crash helmet to acknowledge his ingenuity.

I briefly visualize a firework getting stuck inside the helmet,
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resting on the bridge of his nose and blowing the lenses of his small
round glasses inward. I want to be in the middle of a city as the world
falls off its axis and people melt all round me in the street.

Pulling two chairs out, I make Frank sit and persuade him to
take off his cranial protector. His curly brown hair springs out six
inches in every direction, except for a strand pasted to his forehead
with sweat. Within seconds it bounces to life defiantly, and his eccen-
tric professor appearance returns, with the addition of two new
forehead zits since I last saw him.

“Phew,” he says.

“Better, huh?”

Frank agrees, and I make us a cup of tea. Every night, I dream of
Armageddon.

“Mind if I get logical for a second?” I ask him. He shakes his head
and curls his bottom lip, like it’s a puzzling question.

“One,” I say. “Even the heftiest can of potatoes, falling six inches
onto your head, wouldn’t kill you. Especially with all that padding.
Think straight, Frank. Two: you’re more likely to trip over these
things and break your neck. When was the last time a can of anything
fell out of your cupboard?”

Frank looks sufficiently ashamed, and I assist him in returning
his food to its rightful location.

“World’s gone mad,” he says, glaring vengefully at a can of Niblets.
“Ever since the Newton Twins, they’ve been settin’ fire to churches all
over the country.”

I nod understanding and pat his arm, even though inside I scorn
our species completely, and wish ill upon almost everybody. The
Newton Twins were the first to try to force the machine to be wrong.
Both their tickets said Old Age, so they committed suicide. Ten times
they tried, and ten times they failed.

Gun jammed. Car engine died. Gas ran out. Tree branch
snapped—and by now, the media was all over it. They injected HIV,
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and it just went away. Concrete slippers in the lake, underwater for
half an hour—but the medics brought them back to life, pictures of
health.

One of the twins, Julie, jumped off the railway bridge, but her
sister was scared of heights, so abstained. Nonetheless, she was caught
by the tarp on a slow-moving train, and trudged home three days
later.

I try to inject some perspective, but it’s hard when religion died
overnight.

“Look Frank—it doesn’t change a thing. It just means science
shed new light on it, and our deaths are proven to be pre-destined.
We’re still gonna die, same way we always have done. Are ya gonna
wear a crash helmet and eat nothin’ but meat for the next forty years,
right up to gettin’ run over by a Peapod delivery truck?”

He slumps, dejected, then looks at me with those puppy-dog eyes
that broadcast a big and unpleasant request on the way.

“Mick?” he says, his voice quivering for dramatic effect.

I could slap his face, but refrain.

“What?”

“I'm scared. I could live with Old Age; that gives you a reasonable
chance of having a decent amount of time left. But...how are ya sup-
posed to live with Vegetables?”

“Forget about it. It’s gonna take ya by surprise, whatever your
ticket says. But it’s up to you whether ya greet it with a Fuck You, or
spend the rest of yer life crying over milk that hasn’t even spilled yet.
We all die; it’s hardly a revelation, is it?”

Frank starts crying, so I cave and slap him hard across the face. The
sniveling stops, and a white handprint lingers on a bright red cheek.

“Geta grip!”1yell. “Are we dying younger cuz of it? No. It’s mass
hysteria; they’ve got therapy groups and protestors and are trying
to get ’em banned. But they’re makin’ too much money to ban ’em,
and all you repulsive fashion followers takin’ the tests and then
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blubbering about it like you’re an unwilling victim seem to have
forgotten one thing: Prior to receiving your delivery note, you were
still slated to croak one day! You weren’t immortal just because you
didn’t think about it or know how. So stop thinkin’ about it and it
therefore ceases to exist. Okay?”

Frank nods, his eyes still wet but now wide and grateful, and
then he asks me, “Will you stay a few days, ’til I get my shit together?”

With every passing hour, I see the potential for many tragic accidents.

“I couldn’t say no,” I tell the bottom of Billy’s shoe as he fishes
behind my desk for the box of staples he just knocked off. A
euphoric cloud of omnipotence lingers comfortably in the back of
my mind, everywhere I go.

TV commercials warn us against the tests. Flip the channel and
they tell us, Take the Test Today and Get a 20% Discount! I wonder
how many people get Iraq or Antichrist or Insanity. Nobody cares
about Tomkat or Brangelina anymore, and even Britney’s parenting
abilities have gone back to being her own business. Everybody’s test-
obsessed these days, and since the advent of the machines, life has
been draining out of people’s eyes piece by piece.

Upside down, Billy grunts something inaudible in a tone that
suggests disdain for my weakness, and then humps my mouse as he
adjusts his position in the staple hunt. I picture him drooling into
a power-outlet, his legs shooting into the air. His ticket would say
Drool or Power or Idiot. His shoe is a slip-on, brand new, with a walnut
inlay crafted into the shiny black sole. I could snatch it off and club
him to death with it in a second. Then he’d get Shoe or Walnut Inlay
or Contemptuous Colleague. Instead of killing Billy, I wonder what Jim
Morrison’s or Mama Cass’s tickets would have read.

I also wonder if the machine ever prints names, and if this would
stand up as evidence in court.

_.x._
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“Look,” I tell Frank, making my best I'm Not Joking face. “Just so you

know—this is takin’ our friendship too far. You're abusing my good
nature, and this is wrecking my important plans for the week. So let
me make myself clear, right off the bat. I'm in charge here, or I walk.
We’re gonna face this stupid fear head-on, or I walk. I'm not wasting
my precious time having an arrested-development pajama party with
my derailed friend for recreation. This is inconvenient, so if you're
not ready to deal with it, I’'ll get my stuff and come back when you
are. Comprendez?”

Frank nods, his lip trembling, and I fling his jacket at him, aim-
ing to snap the sleeve into his eye but missing.

The outdoor market is busy and loud, allowing for nothing
faster than a shuffle through the damp, cardboard-smelling cluster-
fuck trapped in a repulsive conga line of aged welfare recipients in
unwashed brown clothing. We’re surrounded by carts piled eight feet
high with vegetables, and Frank’s face is the color of fresh cauliflower.
I can tell the spineless little rodent wants to skitter off and cry—but
per Rule 18 1 enforced, pertaining to my conditional residence in
his stinking asylum—When shopping for vegetables, we are handcuffed
together at all times.

The key is in my right sock. Some people are so weak they’ll go
along with anything you say. Slap them in the face a few times and
you could tell them the moon is made of edam cheese. Prior to leav-
ing the house, per Rule 11, I made him smoke a joint, and have been
whispering paranoia-inducing suggestions into his ear all morning.
The poor sap’s eyes are pink and perpetually brimming with fear-
tears.

“I could reassure you, Frankie,” I tell him as we pass between two
wheelchairs loaded up with bulging bags full of carrots and cabbages
and sprouts. “But it’d completely defeat the purpose of my stay.”

In addition to his regular blend of ugly, pathetic, sniveling, dis-
gusting, and completely-at-my-mercy, Frank looks confused.
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I get my wallet out, and already he’s shaking his head, so I
grab his cheeks with my free hand, squeezing hard enough to give
him a toothache.

“You need to face this alone,” I tell him. “I can’t be there forever.
You have to build some self-reliance, Frank. Now go buy thirty
pounds of whatever veg scares you the most. And before the seller
bags them up, I want you to sniff ’'em, and inhale the essence of your
terror. Look the devil in the eye, Frank. Now.”

We take the motorway home, Rule 31 requiring that Frank watch
as I tailgate and cut off and drive with reckless abandon around a
sixteen-wheeler Smith’s Garden Produce truck at ninety miles an hour.
The sadistic delights are never ending in this vegetable-laden cul-
ture. It’s raining and the road is slick, and Frank is curled up in the
back seat, whimpering and surrounded by sacks of every vegetable
we could find. As the truck driver blasts his horn, I flip my middle
finger at him, then take a slug from a quart of vodka and start typ-
ing a text message on my phone.

Frank starts crying and I grin.

It’s late now and Frank’s asleep on the sofa.

Earlier on, before he crashed out drunk, he asked me, “Haven’t
you ever been curious? Hasn’t it ever tempted ya?”

I said no, but I was lying. I took the test three weeks ago.

Everybody’s curious—it’s impossible not to be, but my curios-
ity was aroused in a different way than most. The testing brought
death close and made it seem normal. People realized once again
that death is everywhere, all around us all the time. And out of the
panic and the closeness came opportunities to assist destiny. I always
suspected I was capable of such foul deeds.

Billy’s funeral was on Saturday. His ticket in the end would have
read Icy River or Cut Brake Lines or Betrayal. I hated that smarmy prick
from the moment we met, and my only regret is not seeing his face
as he died.
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The demented old bastard next door in his piss-stench—I have
no idea what his ticket would say, but I beat him to death with his
noisy dog and stuffed them both in the oven.

My ticket’s worn now, thumbed and crumpled. But as I scoop
a handful of cold mashed potatoes from the pan, and get the
roll of tape so Frank can’t spit it out, I read for the hundredth
time: Electric Chair.

I screw the ticket up and flick it in the trash, smiling, then walk
towards him wielding what he’s learned no longer to fear.

Story by Chris Cox
[llustration by Kevin McShane
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PIANO

PIANO, maN. CAN YOU BELIEVE IT? FRIGGIN’ PIANO. You know what
the problem was? I did it when I was sixteen. Friggin’ sixteen years
old. You don’t do that kind of thing when you’re sixteen. You're
not supposed to know the exact way you're gonna die when you’re
sixteen! You're supposed to be...friggin’ skinning your knee playing
street hockey! Reading comics! Getting laid! Not having a blood test
to find out you’re gonna die by PIANO!

Why why why why did I do it at sixteen? Two reasons:

One, my girlfriend put me up to it. She was that kind of girl, you
know. Had that little speck of morbid curiosity. Hell, that’s why I was
dating her in the first place. She was blonde and morbid. Of course,
it wasn’t her getting the news. It was the kid in the steel-toed boots
and bad haircut.

Two, well...yeah, I was a friggin’ kid! People are still waiting in
line for a working brain at that age. And I was still holding my num-
ber when the Death Machine came out. Whoo! You couldn’t miss
it. It was the big friggin’ summer thing. Stick your arm in, press the
button and find out how you’re going to die! Everybody was doing it.
Stockbrokers, soccer moms, Madonna. It was the latest of the latest.
It was in. And when you have sixteen years, steel-toed boots, a bad
haircut, and no brain, you want to be in so bad.

I remember everything about that day. It was right there at the
mall, between the ice cream stand and Hot Topic, a big hunk of metal
with a hole and a slit. There we were, my girlfriend, the voyeur, and I.
We went for ice cream, she wiped a spot of vanilla from my forehead
with one of those little napkins they give you, and then I did it.
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It’s incredible, I don’t even remember the girl’s name, but I still
remember what kind of ice cream I got. Vanilla and rocky road. And
PIANO. Friggin’ PIANO, man.

I didn’t know what to make of it, at first. What did it mean?
Would a music store collapse on me? Would a kid stab me with a
Casio keyboard? Would a piano crush me on the street, and would
I stick my head out of the wreckage with black and white keys for
teeth? Would I die like Sylvester the Cat?

You try not to think about it, try to live your life like before,
when you didn’t have to try to not think about it. It wouldn’t have
been so bad if I didn’t live in Manhattan, the skyscraper capital of
the world. I was constantly looking up, searching for a crane, a scaf-
fold, a couple of guys holding a rope with a big ol’ concert grand
swinging back and forth, all the while fingering and twirling that
little cardboard rectangle inside my pocket.

“Pay attention to where you’re going,” my mom used to say. “Get
your head out of the clouds.” I didn’t care. I wasn’t going to die from
falling into a sewer hole or getting hit by a car. Unless it was a piano-
moving truck, of course.

Eventually it got the best of me. The girlfriend dumped me after
I had a nervous breakdown watching Mr. Jones. You know, Richard
Gere. The scene where he takes the girl to the store chock full of...

I can’t bring myself to say it anymore. And he sits down and plays on
one...and then two...I couldn’t take it. I snapped.

Hey, she got off easy. She should have seen the drama a couple
days later, when Bigwas on and I watched in sheer horror as Tom
Hanks danced Chopsticks with his boss.

It was bad. I spent my days cooped up in my room, staring at the
Internet and listening to “Bright Eyes” for hours on end. My mom
suggested therapy, but I was too embarrassed to discuss it with any-
one. It would have been so different if the machine had sentenced
me to LANDMINE, or SEPPUKU, or even LOW CABIN PRESSURE.
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Those were good ways to go, dude! Manly. But no, the utter ridicu-
lousness of PIANO haunted me night and day.

And the looking up. All the time, everywhere, looking for the
Piano of Damocles swinging over my head.

After three years of thinking about death, facing death, and ulti-
mately waiting for death—just hoping that it would show itself and
rid me of the friggin’ question—a thought assaulted me during one
of many sleepless nights. It was a new thought, but at the same time
it was the same old one that whirled around in my mind all the time,
just turned backward. I whacked my forehead at four a.m.

I knew how I was going to die, right? So what did I also know?

How I was not going to die.

I slept like a baby.

I woke up a brand new man. Everything around me was colored
different. Cereal smelled sweeter, the wind felt crisper, and traffic
sounded like chirping birds. Everything changes when you start to
live without fear. I left high school in the dust. I called up friends I
had neglected for too long. And I made a decision about the rest of
my life.

See, it was all the looking up. My head had literally been in the
clouds for three years. And in the sky, I found the love of my life.

I wanted to fly.

Everything fit. I could never be scared of flying at twelve thou-
sand feet, because I knew perfectly well that no plane under my
command would ever crash. I'd find my niche among the aircraft’s
buttons, levers, and instruments. As long as none of them were musi-
cal instruments, I would be fine.

So I went to flight school. None of my instructors had ever seen
such a confident student. They were used to seeing regular people
shaken or even a little daunted by the complexity of a flying machine.
Not me: I grabbed the controls and took her up like I was riding a
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bike. Not a moment of hesitation. If only they knew I had the cer-
tainty that nothing would ever go wrong with me at the stick.

The skies became as familiar to me as home. And I was good! It
was amazing: knowing I couldn’t crash realized and solidified the
fact that I would never crash.

Passed every test with flying colors, so to speak. Finally made my
mother proud. And how could I fail? I was unafraid. That little card,
the one I carried in my pocket everywhere I went, had told me the
only thing that could ever kill me. PTANO. Ha! I laughed at the word
now. It was just a harmless little word. All I'd had to do was wrap
myself in a piano-less world. And planes and pianos do not mix.

I wish I'd known earlier how knowing the exact way I'd die
would grant me such happiness and self-confidence. I wanted to kick
life in the shin. I became such a daredevil that I joined the military.
Yeah, why not? I would go to war. That white card was my carte
blanche. It didn’t say BULLET, did it? It didn’t say BOMB or MISSILE,
either. I was unstoppable.

I climbed the ranks like crazy; I made captain like you’d make
a hardboiled egg. No one was able to match my piloting skills and
daring stunts in the air. I was the envy of the entire service. They
trained me to fly helicopters, and I aced that as well. I couldn’t wait
to get into combat! That’s how psyched I was. I even heard they
thought I had a deathwish. But death was the least of my concerns. If
it wasn’t playing the Cheers theme song, I said bring it on.

I was the first in line to tour the Middle East. There’s always
something over here that needs bombing, and I was counting on
being the first one off the ground. They even put me in charge of a
Black Hawk. A Black Hawk, man! The predator of the sky.

I don’t remember the details of this particular mission; I know
it went something like this: the Humvees and the .5o-cals were sup-
posed to roll into some town somewhere, neutralize the insurgency,
and go home. Our four birds were the air support, and I said no
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worries, dudes. There’ll be no Black Hawk Down with me on board,
baby. Right?

Wrong.

OK. I hope all this is readable, by the way. I'm writing in the dark
on some scrap of cloth I found lying around on the floor of the cell,
and you do not want to find out what I'm writing with.

At this point, if anyone ever does read this, you must have fig-
ured out there’s no happy ending for this one. Obviously I've been
taken captive—a hostage to barter with, or perhaps payback for
all the Gitmo/Abu Ghraib crap they must have seen on Al Jazeera.
That would explain all the cruel-and-unusual we’ve been subject to
for the past...week? Month? I don’t even wanna know anymore. This
is as far as I want to remember. I’d like to get to the point of all this
before I lose the rest of my mind.

I have to think hard about what the point of all this was...I've
been having problems gathering my thoughts, lately. It’s been hell
with the lightbulb, and the mask, and the hi-fi sound system con-
stantly blaring in the background...actually, the foreground when
you think of it, since there’s nothing over or under it, aft or fore...
it smears my days and it haunts my dreams and I know, I know now
what it’s all come to—I know that music, I know precisely what musi-
cal instrument is playing that music, and I have time to think about
it too, as I weave and heave and lie here in the darkness, silently
contemplating my death...

It’s a symphony, it’s a concerto, it’s “Great Balls of Fire,” and yes...

whatever it is...it’s a solo.

Story by Rafa Franco
[llustration by Kean Soo
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HIV INFECTION FROM MACHINE OF DEATH NEEDLE

“WELL,” I thought, “that sucks.”

Story by Brian Quinlan
[llustration by KC Green
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EXPLODED

“Fuck!”

It came from the den. Later I'd learn that it had followed a much
quieter, “Oh fuck. Oh—"

My first thought was that it had broken. I was going to spend a lot of
time over the next five years wishing that I'd been right about that.

He burst into the room, crunching the door hinges and smack-
ing the handle deep into the plaster. He nearly fell over trying to
stop. I didn’t say anything, just stared.

“391! He was on the train this morning! He was one of the vic-
tims!” He stared too. We just stared. “Look it up!”

I didn’t have to. An electric buzz, as much like actual pain as
excitement, jumped from my stomach to my head. I didn’t have all
our test cases memorised yet, but Mr. 391 I did know: EXPLODED.
He was one of the reasons I was sure it wasn’t working—his predic-
tion was a joke. He saw I wasn’t looking it up, saw me looking at him,
and knew I knew, but said it all the same:

“It fucking works.”

We were eating.
“Okay, well, it’s on now.” I munched a chip.
“Yeah.”
“I mean, it’s on.” I pointed a chip at him for emphasis.
“Yeah.”
“I'm just—"
“I get that it is on.”
“Okay.” I put my chips down.
I fixed myself a drink.



141 Exploded

He came into my office again, calmly this time, through the broken
door. My office, his house. We left all the doors open that afternoon,
and just walked around doing small, unimportant things, occa-
sionally meeting in the corridors of his big, dusty old house and
swapping new thoughts.

“What’s the latest count? How many others died?”

“Wikipedia has a hundred now.” I told him, underplaying it a
little. “Some places have two.” They all had two.

“Christ. From one bomb?”

“They think it was a few, and it was on the subway, so...”

“Yeah. Christ.” He slouched against the wall and looked up at the
cracked ceiling. “This isn’t quite how I imagined it working.”

“You know we still have to publish our results, right? I mean, that
was the point of no return, right there.”

“Yeah, yeah, I know. It’s just—" He looked at me. “It’s going to
look like we’re profiting off this.”

I'laughed, then met his eyes. “It’s going to look like we’re prof-
iting from it? Pete, it’s going to look like we did it. You don’t seem
to realise how sceptical people are going to be about something
like this. You’re the only person in the world who has any idea how
this box works, and to the rest of us it looks a hell of a lot like a
hoax. And when some small-minded prick with a bag of pipe bombs
decided commuters were responsible for all the world’s problems
this morning, it became the most vicious hoax in history. We’re
going to have protesters on your lawn around the clock, we’re going
to get ripped to shreds in the press, we're going to be hounded by
cameras. We're going to get mail bombs, Pete.” I sat down, and low-
ered my voice. “They’re gonna try and kill us. Nobody knows yet, but
I promise you that at some point in the next eighteen hours, some-
one Googling the victim names is going to find our prediction list
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and our lives as they stand will be over.” I was realising most of this
as I said it. I felt sick. We were fucked.

“We’'re fucked, aren’t we?”

“We’re not fucked.” I thought about it. We were definitely fucked.
“No, we’re not fucked.”

He shook his head. “We’re so fucked.”

I sighed. We were so, so fucked.

“I don’t, you know,” he said suddenly, as we boxed up the prototype.
I frowned. “What?”

“Have any idea how it works. I’'m the same as anyone else, except I
know it does.”

“You madeit, Pete. I just did your accounts.”

“Ididn’treally. I discovered it. Ifit had done what I builtit to do, if
ithad been the thing we were trying to make, ifithad been the Death
Clock—"

“I told you we couldn’t call it that.”

“—Then I would have made it. But you can’t make something like
this, it’s out there waiting to be found.”

“Well, I certainly hope you can make it. Because we’re going to
need a job fucking lot of them.”

“You know, this is the best possible way it could have happened.”

“What the hell?” I was actually shocked.

“No, I mean, to prove it. You couldn’t ask for a more conclusive
test.” He put up a hand to silence me, “I know, I know loads of people
are going to think we blew up a train to sell a box, but this is still
going to convince more people than we ever dreamed we would.
Your investor friends aren’t going to think we blew up San Francisco,
they’re going to think it works.”

“They’re not going to like the publicity.”

“They don’t have to, yet. No one has to know they’re investing,
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and they all know that by the time they come to sell them, the whole
world will realise they work.” I was the business brain of the operation,
but Pete wasn’t an idiot. I knew it from the moment he said “g391”: this
would make us.

“Did you tell Jen yet?”

“What? Yeah, of course! You didn’t tell Cath?”

“Not yet.” Honestly, it had only just occured to me.

“Well why the hell not? You've got to tell her, dude.” I hate it when
he calls me dude.

“I just—how do you say it? How did you say it?”

“I said ‘Jen, it works,” same as I said to you.”

“Actually you said It fucking works!”” I mocked, in my best nasal
geek voice. “But you told her how we know?”

“Yeah.”

“Was she freaked out?”

“Of course. Aren’t you?”

“I'm—TI’ve been—" I came clean. “I feel sick. I've been feeling sick
for three hours now.”

He looked straight at me; I don’t talk like that often. “You've
got to tell her. Jen’ll tell her, and she’ll tell her when I told her.
You know what they’re like, women just find a way to get times into
conversations.”

“I can’t say I'd noticed.”

“Well, they do.”

I walked into the den. Pete was tinkering again, already. I set his cof-
fee down and took a sip of mine.

“Thanks.”

Iignored him. “Here’s what we do. You spend the rest of the
night packing all this away, everything you need. I hire a van.
You hire a hangar. I hire an agent. You draw me up a list of the
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components that went into the latest prototype—not the ones
you think you’ll need for the new improved version, I know you.
The components for this one. I'll give the investors the heads-up
before the news breaks, and tell them we need the first payment

by noon tomorrow. You call every engineer friend you trust and get
them on board. Write out a step-by-step assembly guide an idiot
could follow in the van on the way, then make sure we don’t hire
any idiots to follow it. I order us a new pair of phones, we throw
these away, and we give the new numbers to no one but Cath and
Jen unless I say. We disappear. I can sort out accommodation once
we’re out of here, and a few months down the line we can buy a new
place, but right now we have to get as many of these things built and
making predictions as possible. The more predictions they make,
the more get proved right, the fewer mail bombs we get.” I sipped.
“What’s that?” He was writing something.

“It’s a step-by-step assembly guide an idiot could follow.” He put it
on a thin pile.

“What are those?”

“Well,” he leafed through them, “this one’s a component list for
the prototype, this one’s a map to the hangar we’ve hired, these are
the resumés of the three most expensive agents I could find, this
one’s a printout of a receipt for two iPhones, this one’s a fax from
the Hyatt confirming our reservation, and these are the keys to our
new van.” He tossed them to me. I looked around the room, I guess
for the first time. It was full of neatly packed boxes.

“What do I do at this company again?”

“It’s never really been clear to me.” He took a sip of his coffee and
went back to writing. “Call the investors!” he shouted after me as I
left, forgetting my mug.

“We’re not going to get killed by a mail bomb, you know,” he said
in the van on the way up. It was dark, I was driving, which meant
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the radio stayed off. “We know that much. Whatever happens with
this, it won’t kill us. I'm an aneurysm and you’re a heart attack, those
were the first two tests we ever ran.”

“Yeah.” I'd been thinking about that a lot since we discovered the
box really worked. I wondered what it would feel like. “Christ, what
about Cath and Jen?” I'd refused to let either of them be tested.

“We’ll have them take it, we have to now.” They were coming up
tomorrow. The thought of it made me queasy.

“No,” I said suddenly. “No. I don’t want it hanging over them.”
Then, feeling the familiar emotional crunch of stepping on Pete’s
toes when it came to Jen, “Not Cath, anyway.”

“We have to.”

“You think about it, don’t you? What it’s going to feel like? Come
on, we don’t want that for them.” He stared at the wing-mirror. “If I
looked through your browser cache, I'd find a bunch of sites about
aneurysms, right?”

“No.” He looked back at the road. We sat in silence for a few min-
utes, the blank road purring beneath us as a half-tunnel of arched
black trees flashed by either side. “I cleared it.”

I looked away from the road for the briefest moment. He was

smiling.

So that was that day. I persuaded Cath not to take the test, and Jen
didn’t need persuading: she said over her dead body, and I said
we probably wouldn’t bother if she was already dead, and she said
good, and updated her position to “Not even over my dead body.”
In all of our discussions that night, I don’t think Pete or I consid-
ered that they’d have a say in it themselves.

But Cath did take it, years later, and it was the beginning of the
end. For us, for everything.

We had a few good years before that. I'd thought the heat would
die down once everyone realised the machine truly worked, but
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I couldn’t have been more wrong. Once it became clear just how
reliable the predictions were, a huge number of people decided
the machine itself was causing the deaths. And after we went into
hiding that night, we never came out.

We knew fairly early on, I think, that we wanted nothing more
to do with the device. We’d only started this company to get rich,
and there seemed little doubt we’d achieved that. We thrashed out
a deal that would net us a huge lump sum then continue to pay out
in royalties no matter what people did with our technology, and sold
the rights that first week. We became the elusive guys who just made
this inexplicable thing and disappeared, which of course only added
to the romance and public fascination with our little box. It wasn’t
until much later that Pete’s scientific curiosity took hold again, and
for those intervening years he was as happy as we were to let the
world scratch its head at what we’d done, even as it wrote out our
cheques.

We each changed hair colour at least once, we went by fake
names (I was Chris, Pete was Jason, Cath was Carol and Jen insisted
on being Cath, confusing and irritating us all), we only did inter-
views by email and IM, and we took turns picking the next country
to spend a month in. The genius of it was that we’d essentially made
our millions by creating something utterly useless. It didn’t help to
know how you would die, precisely because the machine was so accu-
rate—you couldn’t avoid it even when you knew it was coming.

Well, not entirely useless. You couldn’t avoid the death it pre-
dicted, but it was very possible that you’d avoided other deaths
simply by consulting the machine. The way Pete explained it to inter-
viewers was this:

Say you’re a clumsy skydiver. One day you’re going to screw your
parachute up and fall to your death. But the machine won’t tell you
that, because then you’d stop skydiving and it wouldn’t come true.
Instead, the machine tells you you’ll die of a heart attack. You decide
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to take it easy on the high-stress sports, preferring that your inevi-
table demise be later rather than sooner, and you live twenty years
longer than you would have if you’d never taken the test.

For an electrical engineer, Pete was suspiciously good at market-
ing. I maintain that it would have been cheaper to produce an empty
box with “Don’t skydive” written on the side—and usually say so at
that point in the interview—but the world seems to prefer his device.

It gets a little more complicated if you're not a clumsy skydiver,
of course, but on the whole the machine extends peoples’ lives by
giving them the chance to stave off their fate for as long as possi-
ble—and in the process, miraculously avoiding the many others that
ought to have claimed them along the way. None of the deaths it pre-
dicts are avoidable, but almost all of them are postponable. Almost.

That’s why we never felt particularly bad about what we’d done,
no matter how much pain and misery it seemed to cause, no mat-
ter how many times the police intercepted anthrax and explosives
addressed to the old manor. I found those more offensive than any-
thing. It’s a matter of public record that Pete and I are not scheduled
to die from an explosion or a disease, so the authors of these assas-
sination attempts must have known their efforts would only ever
hurt innocent people. Not that we were even guilty of anything in
particular.

In between the people whose lives we saved and the people
whose lives we ruined, we got a pretty bizarre set of responses to
our mysterious black box—co-licensed and manufactured by over
three hundred companies worldwide, to date. A lot of people found
the suggestion of inevitability incredibly offensive, and tried to do
everything they could to defy it.

In some cases, avoiding death became secondary to disproving
the machine: one man gashed his wrists to disprove a slip that told
him he’d die of AIDS. He survived, of course—he’d just received
his prediction from a machine in a GP’s office, so there was help on
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hand. But he’d used an unsterilised scalpel from a nearby dolly,
and with a grim inevitability familiar to anyone who follows special
prediction cases, he contracted HIV from that.

Others took the fatality of it all as an excuse for hedonism,
either because the manner of their death wasn’t related to their
passions, or precisely because it was. If it’s going to kill you anyway
you’d be mad to abstain, went the logic. Both types tended to die
quickly. That caused some public concern, but I hardly thought the
machine could be blamed for the live fast/die young correlation.
Obviously those that overindulged in the vices that were to kill them
died from them quickly—even they must have seen that coming.

It was the former group that suffered a stranger fate: their heart
attacks, tumors and cancer struck quickly, as if eager to get their kill
in before the toll of that lifestyle snatched it from them and proved
the machine wrong. It looked, in other words, like the machine was
killing to prove itself right. Mind you, all statistical anomalies look
suspicious if you take them in isolation. That was a tiny group—reckless
men with bad habits didn’t get slips saying NATURAL CAUSES often.

For the most part, it was just like each of us had a new medical
condition, and all of us were hypochondriac about it. Even me. I,
like the millions of HEART-ATTACKS out there, never touched red
meat again, drank only in moderation, took light, regular exercise
and simply left the room if anyone started arguing or stressful deci-
sions needed to be made.

I’d even heard that some particularly ghoulish socialites held
parties at which guests were obliged to wear their slips like name-
tags, using the nature of their demise as a conversation starter. I
never went to one, but a part of me felt like they had the right
idea: you can’t take this cruel cosmic joke seriously, this blackest of
humour, this mockery of fate. The only reasonable response to it
is to go up to a stranger and say “Oh, hey, megaloblastic anemia? I
hear that one’s a bitch.”
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We could laugh about it, and we could forget it, and we did—Ilots
of both. But it encroached on all our quiet moments: we felt infected.
The prediction made it as if our death had already taken root in our
bodies, and it was impossible not to visualise it. Memories of health-
infomercial graphics haunted me, phong-shaded fat congealing in
my arteries and constricting my bloodflow. I could put it to the back
of my mind, always, but never entirely out.

The traveling was my idea. I never really knew what to do with
the money, after working so long in the pursuit of it. Buying any-
thing extravagant—helicopters, hotels, heroin—seemed to involve
an awful lot of effort, and I can’t honestly say that the only thing
stopping me from buying these things before had been a lack of
funds. I didn’t want them. I didn’t want anything, much, just a little
safety.

I thought about giving it all to charity—there was even a dedi-
cated one to helping people escape their machine-determined fate,
the futility of which made me gape—but I knew I’d regret it. I hadn’t
done many generous things in my life, and they’d all made me feel
terrible. In the end I did give a chunk of it to BrainHelp, a charity
devoted to helping the survivors of aneurysms, because it was close
enough to home to mean something to me, and useless enough to
Pete not to be personally motivated.

But travel was my way of escaping that contentment, fleeing
the realisation that we had nowhere else to go in life. We would,
instead, go to the places we hadn’t yet been. It was one of my better
ideas, except for the part where it nearly kills my girlfriend.

I begged her not to do it. Well, pleaded. Well, openly disapproved. A
Thai taxi had smashed into our flimsy tuk-tuk on the reeking streets
of Bangkok. I, she argued, had been smugly safe in the knowledge
that it wasn’t going to kill me as we tumbled out onto the sidewalk,
while she had been freaking out. I tried to tell her that it wasn’t
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like that, that when something actually Zappens all rational thought
about predictions flies from your head, but either she didn’t believe
me or she didn’t care. She was wild, she just had to know.

I should have been a real man about it and stopped her. Or a
good man, and supported her. But instead I was an actual man about
it, which meant that I whined, chided, and made her feel bad about
herself without actually helping in any way. She’d come to expect
nothing more.

We used the original prototype for it, still under a tarp in that
first hangar, and everything we did echoed. Pete and Jen came along
for moral support. She replaced the needle with its fresh tube of
claret attached, and we waited for the smooth hum of the printout.

She stood up, took it, looked at it, and looked away, almost in
one motion. I didn’t notice her hand tremble as she passed it to me,
but the tip of the slip of paper quavered delicately, giving her away. I
looked up at her.

I took it. I read it. It was one word.

I started to sob.

The machine doesn’t tell you when you’re going to die, I'd cor-
rected a hundred interviewers about that. But in this case it had. In
this one case, it had done exactly what we originally designed it to
do: give an ETD.

We both knew, at the moment each of us saw it, even over the
simple horror of that awful word, that it meant nine months at the
most. We both knew that it would rend us apart, that we’d never be
that close again. Closer in other ways, sure, but not like this, not now
that we knew I was going to kill her. We’d already set the wheels in
motion. We had nine months, maybe less.

LABOUR. It stared back at us innocently until Cath made me
throw the slip away, like it had just wandered out of a perfectly harm-
less sentence about union disputes. I wanted so badly to be involved
in a union dispute right then, for that to be my biggest problem, for
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that to be what LABOUR meant to me.

I wanted to recall all the machines and tell Pete to redesign
them to print in lower case, or Latin, or pictograms, or anything but
that giant glaring word burning its way through the bin and my eye-
lids. And more than anything I wanted to hold her, and I just, just
couldn’t. I couldn’t.

I did it anyway. Standing up was like controlling a crane, and she
felt cold, tiny, bony against my chest. I'm a weak, mean, small man,
and so is Pete—he told me so. But the one thing he and I can do,
and I think it’s the reason we became friends, the reason we started
this company, is the impossible. If there’s a good enough reason to
do it, we just do it. In my case that was standing up and putting
out my arms, and it was the hardest thing I've ever had to do, but
goddamn it I had her now and I wasn’t letting her go—for minutes,
at any rate.

I' looked at the machine over her shoulder as my wet face pressed
against her warm cheek, and wondered what Pete’s reason had been.

It killed him, in the end. I could never understand it, but those
seven months—we didn’t get the full nine, and I was almost glad
of it by the end—hit Pete every bit as hard as they hit us. It was the
first time that what we’d done really got to him. He loathed the
machines, smashed that original prototype—valued at six and a half
million dollars on our insurance paperwork—with a crowbar while
drunk one night. Have you ever tried hitting anything with a crow-
bar? They’re fucking heavy. Pete’s a geek, but that machine was dust
when I found it. I was angry then, actually, but I hadn’t realised how
bad he’d gotten.

That was when he went back to work. He was obsessed with the
idea of “fixing it”, as he put it. We’d set out to tell people how long
they had to live, and by virtue of the now-famous TILT chip—in-
tended to take into account probabilistic factors relating to your
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lifestyle that might increase the chances of accidental death—we’d
ended up spitting out a horrible piece of information that haunted
the user for the rest of his and his family’s life. At the time we’d
thought its popularity meant it was a success, but Pete was right: we’d
failed utterly, we’d created a horrible, horrible thing. Hed created it.
I only got into the habit of taking some of the credit after he made it
clear how ashamed he was.

The TILT chip was the problem. It didn’t stand for anything,
by the way—Pete just named it in all caps because he was really
pleased with it at the time. He was like a little kid once you got him
hard-coding. It was all I could do to persuade him to leave off the
exclamation mark he insisted it deserved. We both loved telling
interviewers that story.

He’d spent years, literally years, working on the algorithm that
would use actuarial data and hugely sophisticated conditional proba-
bilities to get a rough idea of how likely people’s stupid habits were
to kill them, and when he’d finally done it, he discovered something
odd. Actually, I discovered something odd. If he’s going to call it a
discovery rather than an invention, then I really can take some of the
credit. It was me who, through incompetence rather than the spirit
of experimentation, first tried using the machine without entering
any data. And instead of a ballpark life-expectancy figure, I got 48
45 41 52 54 2d 41 54 54 41 45 4b”. Which, Pete reliably informed
me, an extraordinary expression on his face I’d never seen before or
since, translated to “HEART ATTACK”.

The truth was, it didn’t even really need the blood sample—we
just kept that part in so that people would take it seriously, and to
drive up the manufacturing costs to something investors would
believe. For the same reason we insisted that all connectors be made
of solid 24-carat gold when any old crap from Radio Shack would
have worked, and there was a whole circuit full of wildly expensive
and important-looking components in there that wasn’t even hooked
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up to the live elements of the machine.

A few technical journals had picked up on that, but no one
dared try remove them. You could see where the fanatics were com-
ing from, really: that hard nugget of inescapable truth just came
down a wire, almost in our language, and not even its creator knew
why. You could also see why Pete was so pleased with himself, and
you could even see, years later, after millions of morbid projections
proved true, why he was so wretched.

The problem, he suddenly announced once he stopped drinking,
was the accuracy. He’d made it far, far too good. You didn’t actually
want a machine that was always right, the machine you really wanted
was one that was always wrong. Wrong because you were able to
avoid the death it predicted, the one you would otherwise have suc-
cumbed to, and live happily ever after.

A bad news machine that can’t be defied is an inherently unmar-
ketable idea, he told me, trying to speak my language. I decided not
to get out my black AmEx card to demonstrate just Zow marketable it
had been. So he started work on a spec for the machine’s nemesis,
the cure, the Final Solution to death itself, what he called Project Idiot.

I would have stopped him, should have, and God damn me for
not doing it, but I was just grateful for the distraction. Something
to think about other than the ways in which Cath’s ever-growing
bulge might rip her apart, and how it would make me feel about our
daughter, if she survived.

He couldn’t do it. He had a dozen brilliant ideas, but it just
couldn’t be done. The TILT chip defied him with the same silent,
sinister smugness it defied those who tried to prove it wrong. He
couldn’t recreate it, he couldn’t modify it, and he couldn’t trick it.
He discovered that it wasn’t even using his actuarial data to make the
predictions, it had just incorrectly surmised our purpose in entering
them, and pulled the result it imagined we were after from nowhere.

My explanation was that it was quantum, the perfect catch-all
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for the apparently impossible. But Pete said something over and over
that to this day I don’t quite get: “It’s a function of the future,” he

said, “not the past.” He said it didn’t matter what he did to it before it
was built, because its predictions were somehow independent of any-
thing that had already happened. I don’t know, but he kept saying it.

So it was the future he tinkered with, and he was sure one of
his tricks would work. He became fixated on the moment when the
patient actually reads his slip: if he takes the test but never reads
it, it will say something different than if he’d taken it and read it as
normal. The ink doesn’t change, it will always have said something
different—it was the machine’s most uncanny and unsettling abil-
ity: knowing with total certainty what you will do in response to its
prediction.

He talked to a loose society of machine fanatics who kept their
unread predictions curled up in tiny silver pendants around their
necks, to be opened and read in emergencies to find out if they’re
about to die. No help. Eventually he built a full prototype of a
machine that would email the result to a server in Wyoming that was
hooked up to a Geiger counter, and would send the result on to the
patient’s email address if it registered a radioactive decay within a
second of receiving it, or scrub the data from its hard drives if not.

He needed a way of getting the information to the patient
without the machine knowing whether it would or not, but every
time he tested it it produced the same result as the existing
machines. Schrodinger’s Idiot, he called that one. He’d decided
the physics students who owned the machine in Wyoming were
going to get drunk one night and mail out everyone’s results, which
he was sure they were recording despite his instructions, and he’d
been planning to drive out there and do I don’t know what the next
morning. The morning after I found him.

He was slumped over his desk. I always knew it would be me
doing this. I set our coffees down and looked at the clock. Time of
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death, 22:25—or earlier. I'd pictured him with a soldering iron in
hand when I'd played this out in my mind before, hundreds of times,
but as I gently lifted his cold, curly-haired head off the bench I saw
that it was papers he’d been working on. Printouts from his CAD
software, scribbled on in green biro. I couldn’t make them out then,
but I looked later, and I liked them so much I had them framed.

I never picked up much engineering savvy from Pete, but his
margin notes made it plain enough. He’d designed The Idiot,
and it would have worked. It had a lookup table of the most com-
mon causes of death and it simply discarded the blood sample and
picked one at random, weighted toward the most common. It would
be wrong, again and again, and even when it was right, it would be
avoidable. The Idiot, had he made it, would have exceeded its spec
as dramatically as the original machine. I could only think of one
way to make it stupider, and I knew Pete always got a kick out of my
terrible ideas, so before framing it I wrote “Don’t skydive” on the side.

Lisa, we called her. Oh, yeah, she was fine—we knew she would be.
We took a blood sample in the second trimester and had it tested:
She’s going to die of emphysema, so unless she’d been bumming
smokes off the placenta in there, we were in the clear. She and L.

She’s going to be an interesting case, actually—it’s not some-
thing that happens quickly, emphysema, so I'll be intrigued to see
how I fail this woman so utterly that I end up repeatedly exposing
her to a toxic gas over the course of enough years that it ultimately
destroys her lungs and kills her. Am I just going to forget to tell her,
for her entire life, “Oh, and don’t smoke”? You have to wonder.

I was already overcompensating—I actually hit a guy last week
for pulling out a cigarette at a housewarming party I was hosting at
Pete’s old place, my old office, the place where it started. He’d left it
to Jen, but she’d given it to me when she left the country. She didn’t
ask for any money and I didn’t offer any; Jen and I had a double-
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share each now, so it made no difference to either of us. We hardly
talked, anyway. Tragedy doesn’t bring people together, who started
that bullshit? It’s like nitro-fucking-glycerin.

“Does anyone have a light?” he said.

“No, but I have a...lights out...sandwich?” I almost said, before
realising how amazingly lame it was. I'd already hit him by then, too,
so I think the point had been made. It was almost a reflex.

I've been steadily losing it for a year now. I should come up
with a more peaceful solution, like “Actually I'd rather you smoked
outside. In Kazahkstan.” But I don’t think it’s going to come up again,

not now.

I was working in my old office when it happened, the crib within
arm’s reach. He burst into the room, crunching the door hinges and
smacking the handle deep into the plaster, and nearly fell over try-
ing to stop. For that split second, when it was just a blur, on my /life ]
thought it would be Pete.

It wasn’t Pete. He was huge. A big, broken, sad face. I didn’t
say anything, just stared. He must have been six foot six. He stared
too, wild. We stared. He said two low, fragile words, “My son,” then
trailed off and just pointed it at me.

The words sounded dumb even as I spluttered them: “Please, I
have a—"

He dropped the gun, apparently surprised by what he’d done, though
from my perspective it was hard to see how it might have been an
accident. I couldn’t see what was in his other hand, but I had a good
guess. He presented it to me timidly, like a receipt for our transac-
tion, and I could see then that this had not been his plan. He must
have imagined shoving it in my face, or making me eat it as I died.
The whole thing seemed to be surprising him a lot more than it
was me. I always figured I had something like this coming.
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I was paralysed, I could feel that immediately. My body felt
like soft lead, heavy and heatless, as I slumped against the oak-
panelled wall, heart pounding, my head bent awkwardly down into
my chest as the last twinges of control and sensation faded from my
clammy hands. I gurgled like a baby. Blood, I saw, sticky brilliant
blood dribbling down my chin. Messy business.

I couldn’t take the slip from his hand, but I could read it even
through the rivers of sweat trickling into my eyes. And I could see
his issue with me—with us, but Pete lucked out and died first. I
could see how horrible the last three years must have been for
this hulking man and his tiny kid, and how much worse that final
moment must have been. POISON. One of the machine’s bitterest
pills. He probably thought it was the worst you could get. I knew bet-
ter, but I wasn’t in a position to argue.

Ah, who knew? Maybe it was. I tried to imagine watching Lisa
suckle one of those cold rubber teats I filled Cath’s role with, know-
ing that any given gulp might be infected with a fatal toxin. He must
have known that checking his food beforehand wouldn’t help, but I
knew, now, having Lisa, that it wouldn’t have stopped him. Nothing
could have stopped him. He probably starved him for a while. Okay,
big guy, maybe you’re right. You've certainly got me beat. All I had to
endure was seven months of knowing that I'd kill the woman I loved.
I got off easy. I deserve this.

It wasn’t until after a few sizable seconds of self-pity that some-
thing I'd said over a year ago suddenly drifted through my head
again. “When something actually happens, you forget,” or words to that
effect. I almost laughed. Ha! I just remembered, I don’t die like this!
Screw you and your dead son, asshole! I'm going to get up and kick
your ass now, and after that I'm going to raise my goddamn daugh-
ter to lead a long, happy life dying of emphysemal If you’ll just give
me the use of my limbs for a moment.

I managed to cough a bubble of blood, close enough to stain him
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with a few flecks. Take that! My breath stank of, what, money? Dirty
loose change, that acid stink. The only thing I could feel was the
sweat trickling down my face, nothing below the neck—so much
goddamn sweat. Who knew getting shot was such hard work? I was
excited now, though, this was my thing. My heart raced. The impos-
sible, you big-boned prick, is my goddamn speciality. You are so
fucked. I was just about to stand up, I felt sure, when he slammed an
enormous knee into my chest and kept it there, kneeling on me with
what must have been all of his gigantic weight.

When I came to I saw, even as the pressure mounted, nothing
on my chest. Both the man’s knees were walking away from me to
investigate a tiny cry from Lisa in the crib. I couldn’t see his reac-
tion, I couldn’t get up, I couldn’t get this invisible fucking thing off
my chest, I couldn’t breathe.

I had just enough time to think, “Oh come on, this hardly counts,”
before I let out a sad little rasp and it all closed in.

Fuck.

Story by Tom Francis
[llustration by Jesse Reklaw
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NOT WAVING BUT DROWNING

EVERYONE KNOWS THAT THE FOURTH DAY OF NINTH GRADE IS WHEN
YOU GET YOUR RESULTS. I mean, that’s the way it happens in our
town; other towns do it differently. Amy, who moved here from
Atlanta, said that in the big cities they do it when you’re born, since
they have to take blood from babies, anyhow, to test for HIV and that
disease that means you can’t drink Diet Coke. (She says she’s going to
be shot in a botched robbery, but I think she’s lying. She also said her
aunt is on Days of Our Lives, and I don’t believe that either.) But here,
in our town, all the parents got together and decided that they just
couldn’t take knowing before we were at least in high school. Tim K.
says it’s because when you’re in ninth grade, your parents find you so
annoying that they can actually bear to think about you dying. Allycia
thinks it’s because when you’re our age you think you’re immortal and
they want to scare it out of us. That might have been true for our
parents, or our grandparents, but I don’t know anyone our age who
hasn’t always known that they’re really going to die.

The way it works is pretty easy. The first day of ninth grade, in
homeroom, the school nurse comes in and takes blood samples.
She gives a ten-minute speech about the machine and how it works.
(Short answer: nobody knows, but it’s never been wrong.) She tells
us that she’s going to die in a fire. She doesn’t even shiver when she
tells us that—I guess when you’ve known for years and get up and
talk about it every year, it becomes routine. And I guess as a nurse
she knows that more people die from smoke inhalation in a fire than
from actually being all burnt up.
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It’s weird to see other people’s blood. Darryn and Mike, the two
biggest boys in homeroom, can’t even watch. I watch the needle go
in, careful not to look away. I might want to be a doctor someday.
It’s hard to decide what you want to do with your life until you know
how it’s going to end.

All the blood, each sample in a little barcoded tube, goes into one
of those freaky BIOHAZARD mailers, and the nurse seals it in front
of us. She has a whole cart of packages. Our homeroom was last.

Then we wait. Of course it’s all anyone can talk about. Helen
wants to die glamorously, like in a terrorist attack. “Do you know
how much money your family gets if you die in a terrorist attack?”
Naturally, we all hoot at this—there haven’t been hardly any terror-
ist attacks at all, since the machine. There are still some every once
in a while, in really poor places like India and Russia, where people
can’t afford the test, but it’s hard to scare people about terrorism if
they know they’re going to die because they stuck a fork in a toaster.
Kells wants to die of old age, but that sounds awful and boring to me.
And everyone knows that it’s impossible to get a job in a rock band if
you have a test that says “old age.” All the record labels are looking
for the next Kurt Cobain—death, even when you know it’s coming,
still bumps up downloads and sales. You know that singer Bryson?
She got “drug overdose” and you can’t even click on a tabloid page
without a picture of her looking wasted. Her music sucks but every-
one can’t wait to see how she flames out. My brother thinks it’s all a
big put-on. He thinks she’s totally straightedge and “drug overdose”
means that some overworked nurse is going to give her the wrong
dose eighty years from now when she’s in a nursing home. Mylena
wants mad cow disease. She says if she gets that it means she’ll never
die, ‘cause she’s a vegetarian, and always has been. Her parents are
vegetarians and everything.

It’s hard to know what to wish for. Old age could be dying in bed,
with all of your family around you, just like in a movie, with your
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daughter holding your hand and a room full of flowers, or it could

be horrible Alzheimer’s and being tied to a bed so you don’t wander
off, with no one there at all but you don’t care because you can’t
remember anyone anyway. Car accident could be instant or it could
be paralysis or amputation and infected bedsores that give you that
staph they don’t have antibiotics for anymore. Heart failure could be
a dramatic heart attack, the fall-down-clutching-your-chest kind, or it
could just be you get old, your heart stops. As I said, it’s hard to know.

My mom and dad have the same one. Cancer. They met at a
death party in college, where you got paired up with someone who
was going to die the same way. They were the only two cancers at the
party; by the time the machine came around most cancer was cur-
able. Which sucks for them because they know they’re going to have
one of the bad kinds of cancer, like ovarian or pancreatic or brain,
the really painful kinds. At least now when you get those kinds of
cancer the doctors know you're going die from it, and they give you
lots of painkillers. It used to be that it was hard to get painkillers,
my mom told me. When her grandma died of breast cancer she was
in lots of pain but the doctors wouldn’t give her drugs in case she
got addicted. That’s because nobody knew she was going to die of
the cancer. They thought maybe the cancer would go away and then
they’d have an old lady addicted to morphine to deal with. That
doesn’t happen anymore.

My brother has just “accident,” which freaks him out. It freaked
us all out. Usually the machine is pretty specific. Car accident,
household accident, whatever kind of accident. Just plain accident
is pretty rare. For a while he went through what everyone goes
through—the whole avoidy thing. He put grab bars in our shower.
He walked to school, instead of riding the bus or his bike or driving.
He was really worried that it would keep him from becoming a pilot,
which is what he really wants to do, but then he talked to a recruiter
and the guy said they don’t really pay attention to that so much. He
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said so many pilots actually have “plane crash” that he knows ten
guys, personally, who are nicknamed “Crash.” It’s like a macho thing,
to get in that plane every day knowing you’re going to die in a crash.
Of course most of them crash flying their own personal miniplanes,
not the jets.

My grandmas are both dead; one died before the machine, just
had an aneurysm. The other grandma, my dad’s mom...she was one
of the first ones to use the machine in their town. Her ticket said sui-
cide. My dad said she didn’t tell anyone she was having the test. She
just waited for all of them—my dad, his sister, his dad—to leave the
house the next day, and then she took two bottles of sleeping pills.
They didn’t even know she had them; she got the prescription in
another town and had been saving them. She didn’t leave a real note.
She just wrote “I'm sorry, I knew it” on her machine report and left it
on the table. My grandpa—her husband—he’s never taken the test.
He says that it’s wrong to know, and that the whole human race is
going to descend into mediocrity because of it. (He talks like that a
lot.) He says that the fear of death, coupled with its unpredictability,
is what drives humanity to achieve. He likes to talk about how there
haven’t been any real scientific advances since the machine. He says
everyone is too busy spending time with their families and enjoying
life to do any real work. Then he laughs and lights another cigarette.
He’s the only person I know who smokes. It’s crazy old-fashioned, like
wearing a monocle or having a gas-powered car. He can’t even buy
them in town anymore, he has to have them imported from India.
Once they shipped him the wrong brand and he had to smoke bright
pink ones for a week until he got more. The pack played this loud
Bollywood song whenever he opened it. That was even funnier.

My other grandpa, my mom’s dad, is going to die from pneumo-
nia. He says his goal is to put it off as long as possible. He always gets
a flu shot, he drinks all this horrible green vitamin juice powder stuff,
and he exercises more than anyone I know. We all tease him about it,
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but he says he’s going to be the world’s oldest pneumonia victim.

I don’t really know too much about other people’s tickets. Most
people don’t talk about it. It’s hard to know what to say, when you
find out someone’s going to be shot, or hit by a car, or fall from a
height. You either find yourself saying “that’s not so bad” or you just
talk about something else. It’s kind of rude to ask someone that you
don’t know well. And since it’s so vague, sometimes it’s hard to know
what to do. I heard that there was this girl in Charlotte, one of the
first people to get the test, and her ticket said she’d die at gradua-
tion. So she wore black all through high school, really gothed-out.
She was like, queen of the goths. And her graduation came and went,
and nothing happened. College, too. She went to law school: noth-
ing. I heard she finally died driving across a totally different campus
and the crane that was putting up the graduation reception tent
backed into her car. I know this is probably an urban legend but I
don’t want to snope it and find out.

Some people you do know how they’ll die. Like, if they're
famous. Famous people’s tickets always get out. Someone they told
will tell the tabloid pages—I've heard they pay a lot of money for
famous tickets. Politicians have to disclose it. One guy who was run-
ning for governor in Tennessee faked his—his really said “shot by a
hooker” and he got it to read “stroke.” Of course someone sold that
story. Now the politicians have to have their tests taken in public and
read right there. That one movie actress, the really pretty one, what'’s
her name—her ticket actually says “broken heart.” I've never heard
of anyone else having that one. Of course people didn’t believe her
so she went on TV and had the test retaken, and there it was. She is
always being paired with her costars in the tabloids, like, she’ll be
in a movie with some guy and the headline will read “WILL HE BE
THE ONE TO KILL HER???” She just laughs it off, but I'd be afraid.
You can’t help falling in love, right? It’s not like you can have a grab
bar for going on dates.
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The day you get your results back there aren’t any classes; you
just show up for homeroom. They call you in one by one to another
room to get your ticket, and then you just go home. Lots of people’s
parents take the day off. If they’re really dorky they meet you at
school. You can’t really hang around after, although everyone’s
texting each other on their phones. Not asking, outright, just “U
OK?” Lots of people don’t talk about theirs, and that’s cool. The
teachers discourage it, for the most part, and sometimes your
parents get mad if you tell somebody. There was this girl, Julia, in
my brother’s class and hers said AIDS. She told just one person,
her best friend, and then they had a fight and that girl spread it all
over school. They wrote “SLUT” on her locker and stuffed it full
of condoms. It was awful. Her folks didn’t know what to do. Finally
they just moved. I think they live in Asheville now. Maybe she even
changed her name.

When they called me I felt a little nervous. Like, everyone
knows they’re going to die, but it’s still a wobbly feeling to find out
exactly how. My knees felt like they wanted to bend the wrong way,
and I almost tripped getting out of my chair. I grabbed my bag
and waved to Kells. She mouthed “old age!” at me and gave me a
thumbs-up. I smiled back.

I went into the room and sat down, and the counselor made me
go through the whole routine. I had to tell him my social, twice. I
had to do the iris-scanner, both eyes. I had to show him the waiver
from my parents that allowed him to tell me without them present,
and I had to sign a form allowing him to tell me, period, and releas-
ing the test people from liability. Then I had to do the breathalyzer;
a couple of years ago kids would show up wasted or high for their
tests, so now you can’t get the results unless you're sober.

Finally he brought out my ticket. It wasn’t in an envelope or
anything, it was just the top one in his folder. The folder was black,
which I thought was kind of weird. Like, why make the folder black?
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He was dressed in just regular clothes, tan pants and a blue shirt, no
tie or anything, so the black folder just seemed kinda pretentious.

“You have a slightly unusual result,” he said. That wasn’t good.
Unusual meant stuff like mauled by a bear, or electric-mixer acci-
dent, or choked on a pickle. Stupid stuff. Not dramatic or cool.

“Let me see.” I really didn’t want to wait. He pushed the ticket
over to me.

In block letters, it said NOT WAVING BUT DROWNING.

The man said, “It’s a line from a poem.” He held his pen like he
didn’t know what it was for.

“But it still means I'm drowning, right? It’s not so bad.”

“We’d like you to have the test retaken. It’s unusual to get some-
thing like this. Something so...allusive.”

I'looked at him. He hadn’t done a good job shaving that morn-
ing; it looked like he used a real razor and not a depilatory laser.
Maybe his ticket said he’d be killed by a laser?

“I don’t know. I like this one. What if it changed to something
worser”

“That doesn’t really happen. They don’t change. Sometimes they
get more specific—we think yours would get more specific.”

“I think I'm good with vague, thanks. Vague and poetic is okay
with me.”

“Are you sure? You could retake now...” I noticed that he had a
test kit, too, next to his chair.

“Nah. I'm okay.” I put my ticket in my bag, careful not to fold it.
Some people framed theirs, and kept it somewhere safe, especially if
it was a cool one, like “saving a child.” Mine was totally frameable.

“If you change your mind, here’s a number to call.” He beamed a
number to my phone from his pen. “And we’d like your permission
to keep a tracer on you, so that our department will be alerted when
you die.”

Wow—I was important enough to have a tracer? That was also
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cool. I couldn’t decide if I’d tell anyone about the ticket, but I could
definitely tell people I had a tracer.

“Sure, okay.” He pushed another form to me.

“We have to let you think about this one for twenty-four hours,
and your parents have to sign it, too. I have to disclose to you that
tracer information is subpoenable, which means that if you are
accused of a crime the data from the tracer can be used by the
prosecution and the defense. It cannot be requested for civil mat-
ters in this state, but it can in New York, California, New Mexico,
and Mississippi. You can drop off the form in homeroom tomor-
row, or you can ping us if you sign it earlier and someone will come
by to get it from you and your parents.”

He stood up, so I got up, too. He shook my hand. “I think you
are a remarkable young woman,” he said, like he didn’t say that to
everyone. “Please use this knowledge to focus and direct your life,
and to live while you can.” Then he recited the machine motto, Dum
vivimus vivamus. Although nobody really knows Latin anymore,
everyone knows that bit. It means “while we live, let us live.”

On my way home, Kells texted me. “OLD AGE OMG YAY!!!” was
her whole text, so I just sent back a smiley and an “IM OK” and
another smiley. Mine really wasn’t something you could text. I was
glad for her, though. I bet she was going to be the great-grandma-in-
the-room-full-of-flowers kind of old age dying.

My folks were home, and I think they had been crying. It’s hard to
think of people you love dying. Like they thought if they didn’t know,
I'd live forever or something. My dad gave me a big hug and kind of
sniffled, before I even showed him the ticket, which was weird.

I didn’t really know what to say about the ticket, so I just pulled
it out and showed it to them. “The guy said it was from a poem.” My
folks looked a little shocked, but then my mom just googled up the
poem on the living room screen. We just stood there and read it, and
clicked through to read about the poet. It was by somebody named
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Stevie Smith, who I first thought was a guy but who turned out to be a
woman. The poem was kind of famous, but pretty old, older than my
parents. Stevie died of a brain tumor, which was as close as you could
get back then to knowing for sure how you were going to die. Not a lot
of people survived brain tumors. I kind of liked that she died that way.
Not that she died, of course, but that she probably knew.

My grandpa, for all he talks about how he hates the machine,
came in while we were clicking around. My dad hates that he just
walks in, but my grandpa always forgets to use the bell, or even to
set his phone to ping us when he’s close, and of course the house is
set to let him in. My dad didn’t notice him until he was right there,
close, and then he said “Jesus, Pops!” in a kind of shaky voice.

Grandpa didn’t even ask, he just looked at my ticket. “Ho ho!” he
said. (He’s the only person outside of the vids who ever says “ho ho!”
in that old-timey way, instead of in the “ho ho ho” Santa way.) “Now
that’s a poetic death. I could almost warm up to a machine that spits
that out.”

Anyway, that’s when my mom and dad and grandpa started argu-
ing about whether it was good or awful, and my dad started in again
telling my grandpa he should get tested, so I kind of sneaked away
and went up to my room. I didn’t know myself, but I kind of liked
the not-knowing. The fact that it was a line of a poem: cool. The fact
that I could get a tracer: cool. Drowning: not so bad. I'd heard it was
peaceful, and I really hate swimming anyway (it messes up my hair)
so that was good to have an excuse not to swim.

I pulled up the poem again and made it the background on my
screen. I think I’ll leave it there for a little while.

Story by Erin McKean
[llustration by Carly Monardo
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IMPROPERLY PREPARED BLOWFISH

ISHIKAWA TSUENO AND HIS JUNIOR, KIMU MAKOTO, SAT HUNCHED
IN THEIR CHAIRS, PANTING IN THE HUMID, DARK RECEPTION OFFICE.
Kimu removed his suit jacket and plaintively massage-punched him-
self in the arms, while Tsueno just cracked his neck and upper back
with a slight tilt of his head, sat back, and breathed deeply. The air
in the little upstairs room was faintly curdled by the persistent scents
of ancient sweat and menthol cigarettes. The ceiling fan did nothing
to banish those odors, nor to dissipate the heat in the room that had
built up all day.

Relaxing, Tsueno slipped off his shoes, and looked down at them.
He noticed a wide smear of gooey blood on the left one. Shaking his
head, he tugged a handkerchief out of his pants pocket and wiped
it off. As he was leaning forward, he noticed that there were bits of
brain and clotted blood spattered on his pant leg, too. He cussed
to himself: stupid bastards. Why couldn’t they have just handed the
damned machine over? It would have saved him a trip to the dry
cleaners.

As he finished wiping his shoe and picking bits off his pant leg,
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and crumpled the handkerchief in one hand, It6’s woman Yukie
entered the room through the back door. Yukie was not Itd’s wife,
but his 22-year-old lover. She was young enough to be his daugh-

ter, and looked sexy as ever: miniskirt, skintight black t-shirt, big
amber-

tinted sunglasses, all kinds of jewelry, heavy makeup. She was carrying
a tray of some kind, though it was too dark to see what was on it from
across the room. She shut the door behind her with a high-heeled
foot, closing off the inner sanctum of the mens’ boss, “Father” Ito.

Yukie walked right up to the machine, bent forward a little, and
gave it a close look.

“Heavy,” she mumbled.

Tsueno nodded, shoving the bloodied handkerchief into his
pocket. Kimu nodded, too, and smiled toothily at her. It was indeed
a heavy machine, about the size of a small photocopier but appar-
ently densely solid inside. Carrying it up three flights of stairs at a
leisurely pace would have been bad enough, but hurrying the thing
up to Ito’s office had just about killed Tsueno. Once again, he regret-
ted that the smaller models Kimu had found online had not been
released in Japan before the machines had been banned. Yukie
smiled as she looked at them, still trying to catch their breaths, and
then turned back to the machine. She started sounding out some of
the English labels on the buttons.

Tsueno turned and saw Kimu staring at Yukie’s backside, and
sighed. Damn undisciplined Zainichi. Yes, he thought to himself
as his eyes brushed her long bare legs, her body was perfect—not
that his own wife’s was anything to sneeze at—but you don’t stare at
your Oyabun’s woman like that. He’d worked with Korean-blooded
Japanese before, and had been reluctant to take Kimu on because of
his experience with crap like this. Tsueno wondered just how foolish
Kimu was. The guy was young, and fit. There were thousands of girls
in Fukuoka alone who’d sleep with him, many of them almost as sexy



Machine of Death 172

as Yukie. Was the chip on his shoulder that big? Tsueno wondered
whether Kimu’s father hadn’t perhaps been killed for the same exact
behaviour, leaving his son orphaned over a momentary leer.

“Here,” Yukie said, turning and setting her tray out on the table.
On it were some paper cups and a few glistening bottles of iced
green tea.

“Arigato gozaimasu,” Tsueno said, conspicuously polite without
even thinking about it. Yukie was the boss’s woman. The last man
who’d spoken to her too familiarly had, rather famously, been
chopped up and fed to one of Itd’s pet crocodiles. Tsueno reached
for one of the bottles. It was ice-cold, and the droplets of condensa-
tion on the plastic felt wonderful in his hand, against his forehead
as he raised it to his skin to cool himself. He felt like shoving the
bottle down his shirt-front. Why the hell hadn’t It6 ever installed an
air conditioner in the reception room?

Yukie just smiled, and sat down to wait. She turned her head,
and looked at the machine some more.

She doesn’t usually serve drinks, Tsueno observed. She must’ve
been sent to fill time. Was their Oyabun—their boss—stalling? But
why? Ito6 had always had a predilection for old things: An old sword
hung on the wall behind his desk, and he was always reading old
novels. Perhaps he was even old-fashioned enough to be terrified of
tempting fate, by actually using the Machine of Death? Some kind of
Kawabata-type dramatic crap? Tsueno had read a book by that guy.
He much preferred manga. Especially vampire manga.

After a few long minutes, Yukie said, almost sang, “It’s very big.”
Her voice was high-pitched, melodious. Tsueno quipped silently to
himself about how her conviction was very well-practiced on this
familiar line.

“Yeah. It’s an older model, ya know,” Kimu said, and retrieved a
pack of cigarettes from his shirt pocket. He was slouching noticeably,
where Tsueno had sat up a little.



173 Improperly Prepared Blowfish

Tsueno wrinkled his nose, scratched it with the tip of a finger,
looked at Kimu and Yukie.

“Do the older ones work as well?” she asked, mellifluous.

“Sure, they’re all the same inside. Like men,” Kimu blurted, with
a smirk. “The newer machines are lighter, but there still aren’t many
of them around. They’ve been banned.” Kimu flicked his lighter, and
lit the cigarette. After a few puffs, he sighed in obvious satisfaction.

She nodded again. Tsueno watched the two of them talking. He
felt hungry. He slid his chair toward the wall, away from the other
two. He wished softly to himself that she would go back into their
Oyabun’s office.

“Does it plug in?” Yukie inquired, suddenly.

“Yes, ma’am,” Kimu said, and winked.

“Where’s the cable?”

Tsueno sat up, alarmed, and looked at the box on the table. He
cussed mildly at Kimu. “Hey, where is the cabler”

“Probably in the trunk,” Kimu said with a shrug.

“Go get it,” Tsueno said, suddenly speaking with all the authority
of a proper senpai, an elder whose orders were to be respected with-
out question. “Now.”

A defeated look crossed Kimu’s face, but he nodded and rose to
his feet. A bottle of iced green tea in one hand, he left the room. That,
at least, Kimu seemed to understand: senpai orders, and kohai obeys.
The relationship between junior and senior was something even a
depraved, orphaned Zainichilike Kimu understood to the bone.

Tsueno looked at the machine some more.

“It’s a lucky thing I asked,” Yukie said, after a few moments.

“Yes, miss.” Tsueno took a swig of the iced tea, and then held the
bottle to his face. The chill moisture on the surface of the bottle
moistened his skin, cooled him a little.

“Very hot today,” Yukie said stiffly.

Tsueno didn’t respond except to nod. She didn’t really expect
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him to. They just sat there in silence awhile, and then Yukie
turned and picked up the remote control for the TV on the far coun-
ter. She turned the TV on, and laughter filled the room.

It was a sitcom about a salaryman and an alien and a licensed
chef and a talking dog. The dog was a real one, a German shepherd
with its voice dubbed on; it spoke Japanese with a funny accent
that was supposed to be canine but sounded more Chinese than
anything. It was fed caramel toffee or chewing gum or something to
make it move its mouth like it was talking.

Tsueno had seen the show before and wasn’t really interested,
but he found himself watching just the same, counting the passage
of time by the explosions of laughter that emerged from the tinny
speaker on the front of the old TV. The alien was trying to buy the
dog a business suit so it could get a job like the salaryman’s. The dog
was complaining that it didn’t want to have to go to an office and
work like stupid humans have to do.

Kimu came back, cautiously, the cable coiled in his hand, and
shut the door behind himself. A slow snaking trail of smoke rose
from the cigarette that was still hanging from his mouth.

“Has he come yet?” he asked.

“No,” Tsueno mumbled, and sipped his iced green tea. “Hurry up
and plug itin.”

Kimu hurried around the table, and jammed one end of the
cable into the back of the machine. Then he bent down, his cheap
black pinstriped slacks wrinkling around the bend in his knees, and
he plugged the other end into the wall.

“It’s got an adapter,” he said. “Foreign plug.”

“Mmm. Black market.” Tsueno watched him carefully, and Yukie
muted the volume on the TV, suddenly banishing all laughter from
the room. The sudden silence drew Tsueno’s attention back to the
screen. The dog was wearing a business suit now, and speech bubbles
showed it moping and whining about its ill luck in actually getting
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a job at its first interview ever. The poor animal was being hired
straight into middle management, because it couldn’t read or write
or do math.

That last bit made Tsueno grin.

Kimu pushed a button on the main display, and lights started
flickering on the side of the machine as it came to life. A strange
whirring sound filled the room, and then a slow, rhythmic clicking.

“Did you drop that thing on the way up?” Yukie asked, a little leery.

“No,” Kimu said, conspicuously not calling her ma’am. “I think
this is just how it boots itself up. We’ll see in a bit.”

Tsueno cleared his throat. “Kimu. Maybe we should test it?”

“Do you think so?” Kimu asked. “Elder brother,” he added a
moment later, a gesture of respect.

“I don’t see why not,” Yukie said. “I won’t tell him if you won’t,”
she smiled. Tsueno could see how a man could get into serious trou-
ble with this woman.

“What if he walks in, right now?”

“He won’t,” she said, and made a pained face, and pointed at her
groin. “Pissing,” she whispered. “It’s his prostate...”

Kimu turned to Tsueno and chuckled out loud. Tsueno’s only
response was to frown at him and say to Yukie, “I don’t think you
ought to tell us that, miss. He’s our Oyabun.”

“It’s okay,” she smiled, and her eyes went to Kimu. “Why don’t you
try it out?”

Tsueno followed her gaze to Kimu and gave him one of those
don’t do it looks, but the younger yakuza took the bait. Boldness and
intelligence rarely roost together, Tsueno reflected.

“Okay,” Kimu said loudly, and stuck his finger into a hole in the
side of the machine. With his free hand, he searched around the
buttons slowly, until he found the one he was looking for. He pro-
nounced the word aloud, a foreign word that Tsueno had never
heard before, and then he pushed the button and held it down.
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A sudden hiss and a mechanical clanking sound emerged from
the machine. Kimu cursed, and his cigarette fell to the floor as he
yanked his finger out of the machine’s blood sampler.

“Are you okay?” Yukie asked immediately, moving toward him.
Tsueno remained seated, looking annoyed.

“Yeah, yeah, I'm okay, Yukie,” he said, and cursed again. He held
up his finger. It was bleeding, more of a small cut than a puncture.

“I don’t think it’s supposed to cut me like that.”

Tsueno looked on as Yukie examined the finger, and then stuck
it into her mouth. She sucked the blood right off it. Tsueno inhaled
sharply, and by reflex glanced over to the door to Ito’s inner sanctum.
He could almost swear he saw a shadow move across the glass, just for
a moment, and his stomach fluttered.

“What does the paper say?” he asked, hoping to break up the scene.

“Paper?” Kimu asked, his eyes still locked with Yukie’s, and then
his attention returned to the machine. “Oh. Yes, yes, the paper. It
should come out of this slot.”

But nothing did. The machine whined a little, as if some inter-
nal feed were broken. It whirred, and whirred, and whirred. A green
light was blinking as it whirred.

Kimu bent down to read the label under the button. “I can’t read
it,” he said.

Yukie leaned toward the machine, and sounded out the label for
the light. “Processing.” She clapped. So she can speak English, Tsueno
thought. Maybe sheis a college girl, after all. “It works! Now, you, Tsueno.
You should try.”

“I don’t think...”

“Try it,” she said, her voice suddenly low.

“But...”

“It6 told me to tell you to try it.”

Shit. Tsueno’s heart sank, and he wondered what the hell It6 was
planning.
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Tsueno nodded, and went over to the machine. He stuck his fin-
ger into the same hole that Kimu had, and Yukie pushed down on
the same button. A nasty little flash of pain stabbed at his finger—
worse than a nurse drawing a sample of blood—and he yanked his
hand back, squeezing his thumb against the pricked spot.

The machine began whirring louder, and the blinking light kept
going, but only for a minute or so. Then the whirring stopped
completely, and a humming sound started up. The hum was fol-
lowed by a kind of mechanical cough, and then silence. Then a red
light began blinking.

Yukie leaned toward the display, and sounded out the button.
“Paper jam,” she translated it aloud immediately. “The paper is stuck
inside.”

“Shit,” Tsueno said. “We broke it.”

“No, no,” Kimu said. “I used to work in an office, when I was a
teenager. Machines do this all the time. I just need to clear the jam,
and...”

Ito’s door swung open into the room, just then, and he entered.
He was an imposing man, though physically small. He was shorter
than Kimu, and only a little taller than Tsueno. But he was solid,
thick and bull-faced. A scar ran across his face, from one eyebrow
down his nose to the corner of his mouth.

The two gangsters bowed deeply to their employer, as Yukie
stepped ever so slightly back, away from Kimu.

“Kimu,” Ito said. “Tsueno,” he added. That was out of order.
Tsueno’s name always came first, as he was the senior. Both men, still
bowing deeply at the waist, tensed slightly because of the change.

It meant something, and they both sensed it, but neither knew
exactly what. The air buzzed with their almost-palpable guesses and
imaginings.

Ito did not greet Yukie, of course.

“Sir,” the men answered in unison.
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“You got the machine, I see,” he said, strolling toward it with his
hands behind his back, as an office manager might do.

“Yes, sir,” Tsueno answered. “From a black market dealer’s hide-
away. It’s an older model, but that’s all that ever made it to Fukuoka
before these things were outlawed altogether. It was functioning, as
of a week ago. This was the machine that correctly predicted the
death of Watanabe Yoshiro.”

Watanabe had been an enemy of Ito’s, and rumor had it that this
machine had told him, months before the fact, that he would get a
knife in the windpipe, just as he had done Sunday last. It was whis-
pered that someone—the names given varied in each telling—had
been waiting for the local yakuza bosses to die of old age, but had
lost his patience and had started taking them out, one by one. That
was why Watanabe had gone to such great lengths to get his death
foretold in the first place.

Not that it had helped.

Perhaps it was because of Watanabe’s fate that Ito had even
considered getting a Death Prediction Machine of his own. He was
sure that, unlike Watanabe, he could avoid doom if he knew it was
coming. It would take a certain kind of rare intelligence, of course,
but It6 was used to feeling smarter than everyone around him.

“Very good work. Today we will find out how we are all going to
die,” he said, smiling. He did not look at Kimu.

“Thank you, sir.”

Yukie was visibly uncomfortable. She looked, in fact, a lot like
the way Tsueno imagined a woman would if she’d been carrying on
with one man behind another’s back, and suddenly found herself
in the same room with the two men, standing in between them. Ito
hadn’t congratulated Kimu on a job well done, though he’d obvi-
ously been involved in getting the machine. Yukie frowned. Tsueno
wondered where her real sympathies lay at that exact moment.

“I can give this machine a blood sample, now?” It6 asked.
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“Yes, sir,” Kimu replied, and he began to explain it, hurriedly:
“There’s some kind of internal sterilizer. It’s totally safe. Why don’t
you give it a blood sample, and while it’s processing that, we can
clear the paper jam?”

“Hmmmm,” It6 said, and nodded. He stuck his middle finger into
the opening. “Now what?”

“Allow me, sir,” Tsueno said. He rose and went over to the machine,
and pushed the same button he’d seen Kimu push earlier.

Again, the hiss, the clanking, and then a new sound: a slow,
steady humming that got louder with each passing moment.

“It stings,” Ito said, withdrawing his finger from the machine and
looking at it. Yukie held out a pale blue handkerchief, patterned with
images of children at play. It6 looked at the handkerchief, and shook
his head. “What a waste that would be,” he muttered. Then he stuck
the bleeding finger into his mouth and sucked off his own blood, his
eyes still locked with hers, and asked, “How long will it take?”

“We’re not sure,” Tsueno said. “For some people, it only takes a
few seconds. For others, longer. Maybe twenty minutes, even.”

“In that case, I have other things to attend to. Cleaning house,
for example. Mr. Kimu,” Boss It6 turned his attention to the younger
thug. “I know that you’ve been working hard...working overtime, on
projects I haven’t even assigned you. I fear you've been working way
too hard, lately. Too much overtime.” Ité6 put one arm around Kimu’s
shoulder, and the other around Yukie’s waist. “I would like to discuss
this problem with both of you.”

He led them towards the exit, leaving Tsueno standing by the
machine. When they reached the door, It6 turned and said to
Tsueno, “Get that machine working, will you? Fix the paper problem,
or whatever it is. We’re going for a drive in my car.”

“Yes, sir,” Tsueno said, and bowed as he flooded with relief. In a
few minutes, it would all be over, he thought, holding the deep bow
as long as he could. As he finally straightened up again, he saw Kimu
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looking back over his shoulder, a grin on his face. Gallows humor?

Or did that idiot Kimu have something planned? Tsueno wondered,
and shook his head. He’s going to screw up everything.

He focused on opening the lid of the machine. At least, at first it
had seemed like a simple lid. He discovered that it was more compli-
cated than the hood of a car, or the latch on a suitcase, however. He
fiddled and jiggered with knobs and levels until, finally, he got some-
thing right and a crack above the feed slot opened enough for him
to see the slips inside.

Outside, it was still quiet.

The papers were jammed in deep, and a little ripped up, but he
tried his best to extract the two little cream-colored strips without
damaging them further. The problem was, his fingers were too big
to reach all the way in. For a moment, he wished that Yukie had
been left behind. She could have reached them, easily, with her long,
slender fingers.

He pushed and shoved until his fingers were touching the
papers, but by then they were so tightly wedged that he couldn’t actu-
ally grasp the little sheets, much less pull them free. Just then, the
machine stopped humming, and after a mechanical cough, a third
slip of paper slid into the jammed slot.

Yanking his hand out, he cursed mildly to himself. He could rob
rival gangsters, misdirect cops, talk a board of shareholders into pay-
ing him protection money, and assassinate enemies without getting
caught. Would he let a mere paper jam hold him back? Ridiculous.
Especially now that his plan was about to bear fruit.

But try as he might, nothing helped. Digging at the slips with
a pen just ripped one of them in half. Turning the machine on
its side had no effect. Shaking it didn’t do anything at all. He was
staring at the damned thing, thinking hateful thoughts of broken
plastic and metal, when something caught his eye. It was a button
with a blinking light underneath.
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It was labeled, he discerned with some difficulty, “Form Feed.” A
half-formed memory from high school, of a dodgy dot-matrix printer
(and a caning delivered unto him by the middle-aged computer
lab supervisor) bubbled to the surface. He realized this was the very
thing he needed. Tsueno jabbed at the button with his thumb.

A soft whirring sound started up again. Moments later, three
slips of paper were spat out of the front slot, like a trio of tongues
sliding out of a single expressionless mouth. They dropped to the
ground.

Tsueno reached out to catch them, but they slipped past his fin-
gers to the floor. As he bent to pick them up, he looked carefully at
them.

Damn.

They were written in English. Of course they were. This machine
hadn’t been made in Japan, had never been properly adapted to
the Japanese market, since it had become illegal so early on...so of
course, it was all-English. Unlike Kimu, Tsueno had never worked in
an office. He had slept with a blond American cram-school teacher
for a while, back in his twenties. Busty; he remembered her cleavage
better than he could remember her face. He certainly hadn’t picked
up any words or phrases from her that were of any use outside of a
bedroom, though. (Though he had once laughingly hollered,
“Harder, harder,” while another of It6’s thugs had kicked some
drunken, disrespectful American jerk’s teeth in.)

He stared at the first slip of paper, and then the second. One
of them had only one word. Another had two, and the third had
three words. Which was which? They were all mixed, and Tsueno
had to figure out which was It6’s. The one with three words? It made
sense on a hierarchical level: a boss should have three words on his
deathslip, as opposed to underlings, who only warranted one or two.
Yes, the slip with three words would be Ité’s. Unless, of course, terse-
ness was a sign of respect, and a boss’s paper ought to only have one
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word. Tsueno sighed. That was stupid bullshit. He was just looking
for a shortcut, but he knew that he’d have to translate them all.

There was a computer on a desk in the corner of the room,
near the window overlooking the street, that was always left on.
Sometimes, while on lookout, he played computer games on it-
multiplayer games, online adventures full of swords and blood and
scantily-clad anime Valkyries. He sat down in front of the computer
and wiggled the mouse. The screen lit up.

He searched for an automated translator, and in a few seconds,
he found one. Scrolling down to select the “English to Japanese”
language pair, and switching the language input to English he pains-
takingly typed in the three words on Ito’s paper.

I-M-P-R-O-P-E-R-L-Y-P-R-E-P-A-R-E-D—B-L-O-W-F-I-S-H

As he scanned the results, he realized that he could hear his
boss and Kimu yelling at one another, outside. It was an indus-
trial neighborhood, so probably nobody would hear. But it was a
little worrying. He stood up and looked out the window, and saw
Yukie was off to the side, shrieking. Kimu and It6 were shoving one
another. It was a prelude, of course, to death. As he watched, Ito
stepped back from the Zainichi and gestured toward his car.

Good, Tsueno thought to himself, and felt a grin spread across
his face. Go for a drive. He felt giddy with his impending success, and
sat down to read the results onscreen.

“Badly cooked fugu?” Tsueno shook his head, and hurriedly typed
the phrase from the second slip—

C-A-R-B-0O-M-B

—and hit ENTER. As the results loaded, Tsueno’s attention wan-
dered back to the slip with the weird message about the fugu. His
eyes widened. Wait, he thought. If Ito and Kimu are getting in the car,
then that has to be my slip. He resolved never to eat any kind of fish
ever again, fugu or otherwise, and smiled. He was going to cheat
death after all.
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A horrific sound erupted outside. He leapt to his feet just in
time to see an enormous ball of orange flame burst out through the
exploding windows of 1té’s car. The blast shook the office, sent pens
and books falling to the floor.

He grabbed the slips and ran to the door. Throwing it open, he
stood still and stared for a moment, as a second and then a third
explosion went off. It was awful, like something out of a gory movie.
Yukie’s slim arms flailed wildly against the front windshield, inside
the car, and a hand on the windshield on the driver’s side, melted
onto the plastic-coated glass. It was just like he’d planned. Maybe a
touch more horrific.

But Tsueno’s smile melted away. He felt a little bad, now that
it was done. Kimu wasn’t supposed to have been in the car when it
went off. Tsueno scanned the area for anyone who might be watch-
ing, when suddenly his eyes traveled to the bottom of the stairs,
where what he saw sent a shock through his body.

It6 stood alone, gun in hand, staring up at him.

“The slips?” his Oyabun asked flatly.

“Boss!” Tsueno answered, still shocked, his mind racing.

Maybe he doesn’t know.

“I know.”

“Know what?”

“I know how Inoue got you to plant that bomb.”

“Oyabun...”

“Shut the fuck up! I want to tell you how I know.”

Tsueno nodded, but didn’t lower his head.

“Yes, boss.”

“You thought I didn’t know about Kimu and Yukie. Any
shit-dripping idiot could see what was going on. But you think I'm
the only one who'’s been cuckolded?”

Tsueno stared at It6. “You slept with my wife?”

Ito6 shook his head, and gestured at the car. “Kimu told me your
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plan. She told him a few days ago, after one of their ‘meetings.” I
thought you might enjoy this being your last sight.”

Bitch, Tsueno thought. That cheating slut. Suddenly he felt sym-
pathy for Ito, and could understand why Yukie was in the car, dying
with Kimu.

“Thank you, boss,” Tsueno said.

“The slips.” Ito said again. “Where are they?”

“Beside the computer, Oyabun,” Tsueno said.

“Good. Thank you, Tsueno. Now, come down here and show your
boss some respect.”

Tsueno breathed deeply. He’d already scanned the stairway,
thought out his chances of getting back into the office alive. Ito
probably had a couple of thugs in his inner sanctum, waiting. He
went down the stairs slowly, and before his Oyabun whom he had
so shamelessly betrayed, Tsueno bowed his dizzy head.

And then It6 put a bullet in it.

Story by Gord Sellar
[Llustration by Jeffrey Brown
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MURDER AND SUICIDE, RESPECTIVELY

SCENE: Two scientists, Dr. Rosch and Dr. Nelson, are discussing experi-
mental results in a lab. A machine is at the centre of the room, wires leading
from it to various terminals at the edge of the room. A hand-made label
affixed to the machine by one of the technicians identifies the machine as

“The Machine of Death.”

DRr. RoscH: So the machine works. Given a sample of blood, it tells
you how you’re going to die.

DRr. NELSON: Yes.

DRr. RoscH: And we know this because we’ve done experiments on
lab mice and on ourselves. Once the mice started to die, we started
to get 100% accuracy. And with the passing of Dr. Chomyn last
week, it seems it works on humans just as well.

DRr. NELSON: Yes—we need more data points, of course, but there’s
no technical reason why it won’t work just as well on any mammal.

Dr. RoscH: Okay. This being the case, I have a question.
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SCENE: Outdoors, Dr. Rosch and Dr. Nelson are strolling outside,
walking and chatting.

DRr. RoscH: So, I know I'm new here, and I wasn’t around for the
invention of the Machine. I'm necessarily approaching this from
an outsider’s perspective.

Dr. NELsSON: Yes, but that’s fine.

Dr. Rosch: Right. So, here’s a thought experiment. We’re going to
assume that we’re ignoring the animal cruelty laws, we're getting
around them somehow.

Dr. NeLsoN: Without jail time.

Dr. RoscH: Yeah. So, given that, we pick out a rat—let’s call him
Timmy.

DRr. NELsON: Okay.

Dr. RoscH: So we take Timmy the Rat and we decide that we’re
going to kill Timmy by braining him with a hammer.

DRr. NELSON: (surprised noises)

Dr. RoscH: Okay, so stay with me. We decide, we promise to our-
selves, that as soon as the test is done, we’re going to kill Timmy
the Rat by smashing in his skull with a hammer. We run Timmy
through the machine and it comes out “KILLED BY BEING
BRAINED WITH A HAMMER.”

DRr. NELsoN: Well, not necessarily. It could be any number
of things. It might say “KILLED BY SCIENTIST” or “GOT
HAMMERED” or what have you. We don’t know why there’s such
variability, but there is.

Dr. Rosch: Right. But what all those predictions have in common is
that they all fit with being hit on the head with a hammer.

Dr. NELsoN: Correct.

Dr. RoscH: Okay, so we take this prediction, read it, and then we kill
Timmy by smashing his head in with a hammer. Everything’s fine,
right?
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Dr. NELsoN: Right. Of course, if we decided to spare Timmy, then
the paper would reflect that. It wouldn’t have said “KILLED BY
BEING BRAINED WITH A HAMMER,” it would have said some-
thing like “DIED OF OLD AGE,” or whatever.

DRr. RoscH: That’s fine. It’s crazy and creepy, but it’s fine. The pre-
dictions are infallible. Sometimes they’re unclear or ironic, but
they always always come true.

Dr. NELsoN: That’s correct.

Dr. RoscH: Okay. So what if we decide we’re going to kill Timmy by
smashing his skull in, but we’re not going to do it right away. We
run him through the machine and then put him in a box, where
he’ll have food and water and be cared for, and we leave him there
for a few months, and then we brain him. The prediction’s still
going to be hammer-related, yes?

Dr. NELsON: Most likely. Of course, the longer we try to keep him
alive, the greater the chance that the rat might die from some
other cause, a heart attack or something else we can’t control.

Dr. RoscH: But we can know that by the prediction: if it says some-
thing like “HEART ATTACK”—something that’s inconsistent with
being killed by us with a blow to the head—then we know the rat
isn’t going to live long enough for us to kill it.

Dr. NELSON: I suppose.

DRr. RoscH: So let’s, say, take a sample of blood from Timmy and we
put him in this box, this life-support box. Then, we take this box
and we ship it overseas. Overnight. We ship it to Fred, say.

Dr. NELSON: Dr. Merry?

Dr. Rosch: Yeah. And we tell Dr. Merry that it’s coming, and then
when he gets the box, let’s say Timmy’s survived. We’ve instructed
Dr. Merry to open it up and kill the rat inside with a hammer at
precisely 11:59 p.m., which he does without hesistation.

DRr. NELSON: A stroke before midnight?

DR. RoscH: Sure! For drama’s sake. Then, one minute later, at
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midnight, we actually run the blood sample we took earlier
through the machine. What do you suppose it’ll say?

Dr. NELSON: Something about being killed with a hammer, of
course. It’s already done.

DRr. RoscH: Precisely.

(A beat.)

DRr. NELSON: So?

DRr. RoscH: You don’t see it? What if we could ship this box further
away? What if Dr. Merry lived thousands of light-years away, and
we could somehow get the box to him? If we set a time for him to
do the killing, and for us to run the blood through the machine
shortly afterward, then as soon as we read the machine’s predic-
tion, we’ve sent information faster than the speed of light.

(Dr. Nelson thinks for a second.)

Dr. NELSON: Well, it’s an interesting thought experiment, but we
can’t send things thousands of light years away, much less with pre-
cise timing. The rat would be long-dead by the time it arrived.

Dr. Rosch: Sure. But if we could—

DRr. NELSON (interrupting): Even if we could, no information is actu-
ally being transmitted. If Merry’s good at following our orders,
he’s going to kill the rat, yes? And we could expect this when we
sent the rat in the first place. Besides, we could run the test as
soon as we take the first blood sample, and we’d already know how
it’s going to turn out. So yeah, we’re getting information about the
future, but it’s not breaking any universal speed limits. The infor-
mation was always there, encoded in the rat’s blood.

Dr. RoscH: Hmm.

Dr. NELsSON: But...but...

(He trails off, lost in thought. Dr. Rosch stares at him for a moment.)

Dr. NELSON: You're just using one rat in your example.

DRr. Rosch: Yes. Just to make things easy to imagine. We could send
lots of rats—we probably would, in case some of them died for

whatever reason.
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DRr. NELsON: Okay. Okay. What if we made, say, 100 of these life-
support boxes, and put a few rats in each.

Dr. RoscH: So, about g00 rats.

DRr. NELsON: Yes. And we don’t send these rats light years away or
overseas, we just...put them in storage.

Dr. RoscH: Each collection of rats in their own life support box...

Dr. NELsoON: Right! We number each box. (excitedly) And a lab rat,
properly taken care of, lives for, what, 2—3 years?

Dr. RoscH (slowly catching on): On average.

DRr. NELSON: So we put these rats in storage and then, 2 years later,
or sooner, if need be...

(Dr. Nelson looks at Dr. Rosch, eyes wide with the idea.)

Dr. NELsON: ...We take them out.

DR. RoscH (understanding): And we Kkill them.

Dr. NELsON: But we don’t kill them all with a hammer to the head.
We have a code.

DRr. RoscH: Each death means something different.

Dr. NELSON: It’ll be noisy—we can’t trust the machine to make it
clear exactly how each rat dies. But we’ve got more than one rat for
each letter. And if we choose the deaths carefully...we should be
able to minimize the overlap between predictions.

Dr. Rosch: A different death for each letter of the alphabet. Each
box equals one letter.

Dr. NELSON: We could send a message back in time to the point
when we first took blood samples from the rats.

(Dr. Rosch and Dr. Nelson stare at each other.)

Dr. RoscH: We've got to get to the lab.

Story by Ryan North
[llustration by Aaron Diaz
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CANCER

JAMES SPOKE UP AS SOON AS HE HEARD THE DOOR CLOSE. “You went
to that kid’s house again, didn’t you?”

His father sighed; his mother dropped her purse on the long
stone table. “It’s late,” she said. “Go to bed.”

“You didn’t give him any money, did you?” James stood up, following
his parents up the stairs. “I don’t care if you sat there and nodded, or
sang songs, or whatever you do there, but tell me—please tell me when
that basket came around you just passed it down the line.”

“James, I'm tired,” his father said, and James heard in his voice
that he was telling the truth.

It had started with the doctor’s visit a year ago. Dad had
complained of trouble swallowing. The doctor had clucked disap-
provingly at Dad’s lymph glands. He had taken some blood and
scheduled some tests. He had not been surprised by the results.

“If there’s anything you want to do, anyplace you want to travel,
anyone you want to see,” he had said, “I would do it now.”

James had seen the brightly-colored flyer in the mailbox, but
hadn’t given it much thought and had thrown it away with the super-
market coupons. So he was surprised to see it later, rescued from the
trash can, its glossy color beaming from the fridge beneath a smiley-
face magnet.

He plucked it down and had already begun to crumple it when
Mom stopped him.

“Doesn’t thatlook fun?” she said. “We’re going to the one next week.”

In garish red and yellow, the flyer announced that You, Too,
could “Defeat the Machine!” A colorful cartoon hammer smashed a

predictor box, starbursts flying out zanily. A beaming man in a tie
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beckoned to his new best friend, You. Bright blue type advertised an
(800) number. Seats for the seminar were limited.

“Are you joking?” James sputtered to Mom, deeply afraid that she
wasn’t.

She hadn’t been, and she and Dad had gone to the seminar,
returning with bulging plastic bags crammed with flyers and hand-
outs and brochures promising intensive weekend workshops and
personal counselors and private consultations with Dr. Gene Eli
himself. Dr. Eli (who, as far as James could tell, seemed to have a
doctorate purely in smiling broadly) called himself an “indus-
try-leading expert in recovery medicine,” which meant that his
literature was peppered with positive, boisterous terms about man-
kind’s potential for self-healing and how the psychic capacity of the human
spirit could surpass the limitations of current medical science.

Dr. Eli’s follow-along lecture notes—carefully annotated in
Mom’s looping script—claimed that according to the laws of nature,
ancient man should have become extinct. But mankind had, instead,
evolved. According to Dr. Eli, the same impossible power that had
allowed cavemen to conquer their murderous world already existed
in you. With this power at your disposal, a slip of paper from a
predictor box was no more a guarantor of death than chicken pox
or diabetes —a thing to be conquered, a thing a person could
overcome.

By now James had forgotten his skepticism, engrossed in Dr.
Eli’s argument. He sat with his eyes unfocused for a time, suddenly
certain of a raw, innate strength that lay latent in his blood, in his
father’s blood.

When he finally turned the page, he realized with a start that he
couldn’t make out the words: The sun had set, and the room was dark.

He reached up and snapped on the lamp. Blinking through
the brightness on the page, he was suddenly angry at his own
belief: There were the prices for the weekend retreats, the private
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consultations, the intensive one-on-one counseling. Clearly, Dr. Eli
and his team of “recovery therapists” were not altruists. James felt a
knot of revulsion catch in his throat. His blood bellowed betrayal.

When his parents returned from an afternoon doctor’s
appointment—with another set of new pills for Dad, these with side
effects that could damage his heart—James waited until Mom had
eased Dad into his recliner and turned on the TV before pulling
her into the kitchen.

“These guys, this Dr. Eli, they’re just taking your money,” he
said. She shook her head, like she’d already considered the thought
and dismissed it.

“All the meetings are free,” she said. “We’re not going on the
weekend retreats or anything; we can’t afford them anyway. We’re not
giving them any money. And it brightens him up—it brightens both of
us, a little. What’s so wrong with that? After these depressing appoint-
ments every day, what’s wrong with a little hope for a change?”

James clenched his jaw before his mouth could spit out, But it’s
false hope. He stared at the cupboard door, willing his breathing to
slow, willing his eyes to focus. When he turned back, Mom was half-
way up the stairs.

Dad still sat on his recliner, head leaning to one shoulder, eyes
pointed at the TV but not really watching. James took a few steps
into the living room, then sat on the couch. Dad rolled his head
around, lifted a hand. James grasped it—grip still strong; skin
thick and calloused from decades of labor. His own hand felt thin
and smooth in comparison. He felt young.

“How’s it going?” Dad asked him. “How’s that car doing? You still
checking the oil every day? Oil and water?”

“Yeah,” James lied. Dad always bugged him about this, and James
always forgot. “Looks good.”

“Keep checking it, every day, every day,” Dad said. “If your oil gets
too low you’ll blow that engine, and then it’s a headache.”
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They sat in silence for a few minutes, watching an antacid com-
mercial, which was followed by a drug commercial that mainly
consisted of old people pushing their grandchildren in swings and a
long list of quickly-read side effects.

“These pills,” Dad said suddenly, sitting forward in his chair,
“these pills they give me, new pills all the time, new ones, new ones,
the pills are worse than the disease! Heart problems, they said today,
this one has risk of heart problems. I never had heart problems!
Never in my life. What is this, when the medicine is more problem
than the...than the first problem? I never heard of this!”

He settled back, and released James’ hand to fidget with the
pillow beneath his lower back. The news came back on; the screen
filled with sports scores.

James looked up the stairway, up where his mother had disap-
peared, and then leaned closer to Dad, trying to think of something
to say, anything. He finally settled on, “So, you've been going to
those meetings, huh?”

Dad looked over. “Yeah, this Dr. Elo, Oli, whatever his name is. |
think he’s Egyptian—he looks like an Egyptian.”

“What kind of stuff does he say?”

“Oh, I don’t know, bunch of baloney mostly,” Dad said, and James
breathed a sigh of relief, leaning back.

Dad continued. “He says all kinds of junk, about evolution, I
don’t know what he’s saying. He wants to sell you a weekend retreat,
they call it. With his fancy doctors, you go up in the mountains for a
weekend, they take a look at you.”

“Yeah, I read the brochure.”

“It’s a bunch of baloney,” Dad said. “Your mom, she likes to go, so
we go. I don’t know what it’s about. But I tell you”—here he looked
over at James, and leaned in close, and lowered his voice—*I tell
you, some of the people at those meetings—old people, sick people,
these people look like they died already.”
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“It’s the last day before the seminar leaves town,” Mom said. “You
know how much it would mean to your dad.”

“I don’t think those meetings mean as much to him as you think
they do,” James yawned, rolling over in bed, trying to pull the blan-
kets from Mom’s grip. With a single yank, she pulled them off, and
James curled tightly into himself.

“We’re going,” she said, and they did, all three of them.

Dr. Eli’s seminars were held in the banquet hall at the Hilton. By
the time James and his parents arrived, the place was already packed.
Wheelchairs crowded the aisles; near the front, a few gurneys lined
the walls, attended to by nurses monitoring IV trees. As soon as he
passed through the doors, James was hit by the smell of Mineral Ice
and sweat.

Dad handed him a paper name tag. “Here,” he said, and James
saw that his own name had been pre-printed on the tag by a com-
puter. Mom and Dad already wore theirs.

They elbowed their way through the crowd, moving past sad-eyed
old men and heather-haired old women, past fat men in sweatpants
and sickly women with track marks. There weren’t three seats
together anywhere but the very back, in the corner. Dad carved a
passage between a huge woman in a muumuu and a quivering girl
holding a very young infant. James saw that the girl was trembling so
hard that her baby was becoming dizzy.

They sat on folding chairs next to a delicately poised middle-aged
woman with elaborately sprayed hair. Her teenaged son sat next to her,
his bald, chemo’d head resting on her shoulder. James watched her
idly stroke the boy’s neck and shoulders with her painted fingernails.
The kid’s bare scalp was textured with goose-flesh. He shivered.

Suddenly the room came alive with pounding music, and lights
overhead began to flash, and smoke poured onto the far-off stage,
and a swell of cheering began to rumble the walls, and James closed
his eyes and sighed.
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“I’'m moving on to other cities, other states, full of people like you,”

Dr. Eli said, pacing frantically back and forth on the stage, micro-
phone clenched in one hand, the other hand circling like he was
launching airplanes off a carrier. “I’'m meeting thousands of folks,
telling them they don’t have to be afraid, just like you’re not afraid.
Telling them what you already know. Telling them they don’t have be
shackled to that little black machine in their doctor’s office.” Here he
paused to allow raucous applause, taking a sip from a bottle of water
on a stool. “Telling them they can tap into that power that’s in all of
us. That power that’s in you, and you, and yes ma’am, it’s in you too.”

The room burned with cheering. As soon as Dr. Eli had taken the
stage, awash in strobe lights and sparklers, the entire massive family
sitting in front of James had climbed onto their chairs, flailing their
arms and shouting, and forty minutes later, they hadn’t come down
yet. James noticed that the bald boy and his mother were not clap-
ping, or standing on their seats, or swaying with their eyes closed,
or even paying much attention at all. The hair-sprayed lady next to
James wasn’t so much as craning her neck, although she did occasion-
ally check her watch. The boy’s head now rested in her lap.

The aisles were crammed with people eager to be a part of Dr.
Eli’s last seminar in town. More kept trying to shove their way into
the room, pleading with the black-shirted security guards, rattling
the locked doors elsewhere in the hallway. James watched his par-
ents: Mom held her purse on her lap with both hands, and Dad sat
slumped in his chair, occasionally shifting uncomfortably. Was this
what he’d been so worried about?

Dr. Eli welcomed a line of people onto the stage to share their
experiences. A tearful young woman clutched Dr. Eli’s microphone
with both hands; he wrapped his arm around her shoulder.

“My—my paper said ‘airplane,’” she said, to a loud chorus of boos
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from the audience. Dr. Eli quieted them with a look, nodding to the
woman to continue.

999

“My paper said ‘airplane,”” she went on, “and I was scared to go
anywhere near a plane after that.” Laughter. “No plane rides, no air-
ports. I couldn’t pick up my brother from his trip. I couldn’t visit my
Grandma out in Chicago. We had to move because our house was
too close to the, to the flight path. I couldn’t get no other job, I had
to ride the bus every morning back to the same old neighborhood.

I was scared every morning to get too close to the airport, but I had
no other job, I had no other place to go.”

The crowd was quiet now, watching as she blotted her eyes with a
mascara-stained tissue. Dr. Eli squeezed her shoulder.

“But Dr. Eli told me, you don’t got to be afraid, you don’t got to
live your life that way,” she said. A few scattered cheers from the back
of the room. “He told me, we have control. We don’t live our lives
because of what some box says, what some piece of paper tells us. We
are human beings. We are free. We are alive.”

The room erupted with approval. The family in front of James
screamed their lungs out. James looked over and realized that his
mother was pressing her hand to her eyes. He met her look with his
own, and she laughed, embarrassed, and turned away.

Dr. Eli’s staff brought a small metal box out onto the stage. It was
shiny black, with vents along both sides and a small control panel
on the front. Its lights were dim and its LCD screen was dark. The
circular receptacle on the right side was empty—no thin glass vial
of blood—and the printer had no inch-long strip of paper protrud-
ing like a tongue from its serrated mouth. But all the same—it was a
predictor box.

The black square loomed huge on the video projection screen,
and when Dr. Eli’s assistant handed a sledgehammer to the sniffling
woman, the crowd went nuts. She heaved it up and brought it down
on the box, sending plastic knobs and circuit-board fragments
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whirling into the audience. James saw that a stack of predictor boxes
waited at the rear of the stage, one for each person in line for the
microphone.
They kept coming, one after the other:
“My wife will tell you: I'm a new man. I stay up late. I leave the house.”
“Yesterday I did it. I drove to the store for the first time in five years.”
“Finally, I took my grandchildren to the zoo. Thank you, Dr. Eli.”
“Thank you, Dr. Eli. For giving me my life back.”
“God bless you, Dr. Eli. Thank you.”
James was speechless.

Mom and James kept their hands on either side of Dad, helping
him step down from the curb and into the Hilton parking lot. They
passed through the knot of people at the weekend-retreat sign-up
tables, seeking out the night air, finding it cool and calming.
“I think that was really interesting,” James said. Mom gave Dad a
knowing look, then smiled at the sidewalk.
“It’s just a lot of junk,” Dad said. “They don’t cure you. This
Egyptian, he doesn’t heal you. It’s a bunch of baloney.”
“Well, it seems like he helps a lot of people get over their hangups,”
Jamessaid. “Imean, those predictor boxes really mess up alot of people”
“These predictors, schmedictors, they are a hazard,” Dad said.
“People don’t realize this, scientists, idiots. They are a real hazard.”

The lady with the bald son stood underneath a lamppost, a stack
of bright paper in her hand, shoving pages into the stream of people.
Mom took one.

The bald boy watched them walk away, twisting his fingers
around each other as if he were kneading clay.

James watched the boy until he grew uncomfortable. The boy
never looked away.
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The new flyer was bold black text from a home printer, photocopied
onto yellow paper: “TIRED OF DR. ELI’S LIES?”

James picked the paper from the floor, where it had fallen as
they entered the house last night. “No more cheap theatrics. Ready
for REAL HEALING?” it read.

Dad called him from the other room. James put the flyer on the
table by the door and ran into the kitchen, where Dad was struggling
with the juicer.

“Mom makes me some of that carrot juice,” he said, holding
a bundle of carrots in his hand. James took the carrots and fed
them into the juicer, one by one, until he had filled a glass with
carrot juice. When he turned around with the glass in his hand, his
father was sprawled on the floor.

“There he is,” Dad slurred, his eyes slowly focusing, urging the doctor
to look to the doorway. “This is my son. This is my son, James.”

James shook the doctor’s hand and hugged his father, his
hands recoiling at the spine thin beneath the paper gown, the shoul-
der blade jutting into his palm, the ribs, each one distinct. Dad’s
face was swollen; he worked his jaw like he was chewing taffy. He
took a sip of water, and it took him three tries to swallow.

“I"d like to watch him here for a few days,” the doctor said. “He
had another episode last night that required the shock paddles. I
think this is some cause for concern.”

“My...my heart is acting up now,” Dad said, fighting to get the
words out. “I never had problems with my heart, never.”

“It’s possible the medication he’s been taking for the lymphoma
may have adversely affected the cardiac system,” the doctor said.

“I’'m really worried that there is a potential for arrhythmia. I'm going
to prescribe some treatment that will hopefully keep his heart run-
ning smoothly.”

“Pills, pills, more pills,” Dad said. “Everywhere you go, they give
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you pills. One pill for this, one pill for that.”
The doctor wrote on his prescription pad. “Does he have any his-
tory of respiratory or kidney problems?”

After Mom arrived, James began to wander the hospital’s halls, try-
ing not to glance into open doors as he walked. When he did, he
saw the same thing, over and over: death on hold, waiting, biding
its time, typically with its mouth open, breathing shallowly, its eyes
either closed or open staring at nothing.

He realized for the first time that he was scared; he did not
know if he would have the opportunity to complete his relationship
with his father, and it worried him. He didn’t know if he would trust
himself to seize the opportunity, even if it presented itself.

He wondered how long it would be before he would no longer be
able to recognize his father in the figure that lay in the bed down
the hall, the father that had once hoisted him onto his shoulders, or
balanced his tiny body on the palm of his hand. The man in James’
memory was strong and robust, and did not have the dim, sallow
eyes that the man down the hall seemed to have.

James wondered, not for the first time, why his father had read
the slip of paper from the predictor box in the first place, and if it
would have even mattered had he not.

“Who is this kid? What makes him qualified to do anything?” James
asked, perhaps more bitterly than he meant to. His mother glanced
over at the living room where Dad lay sideways on the couch, and
gestured for James to keep his voice down.

“His website says—"

“His website,” James sneered.

Mom sucked in her breath, held it for a second. “A lot of people
say he’s helped them feel better.”

“People. What people? People we know?”
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“Sick people. I don’t know. They’re on the website.”

“His website, of course it’s gonna tell you—"

“We already went to see him.”

James stopped short, and closed his mouth.

His mother turned toward the living room and put a hand on
her cheek, and then leaned backward, so that James caught her by
the shoulders. She leaned into her son, and James wrapped his arms
around his mother, and she sighed, and she spoke softly:

“We saw him at Dr. Eli’s seminar—the kid sitting with his mother.
The, you know, bald head?” James nodded. Mom went on: “His name
is Tim and he’s just the sweetest little guy.”

She leaned her head on James’ shoulder. His own mother was
smaller than he was, more frail, tired from shuffling her husband to
doctor’s appointments every day, tired from administering pills and
treatments and praying late into the night, tired from waking up
early to make sure he woke up at all.

“Tim said he could...reach inside you,” she continued, as she
and James watched the softly heaving body that lay on the couch a
room, a world away. “He said he could close his eyes and feel inside
you, and feel what was wrong, and move his fingers around and fix
it, just like running his fingers through your hair, just like untying a
tangled knot.”

“Mmm,” James said, because he didn’t know what else to say, and
also because he felt so sad for the woman that he held in his arms,
and wished that she wouldn’t believe in things that would just disap-
point her, and also wished that maybe it were true.

“He said he could feel the atoms in your body,” she said, whisper-
ing now, still looking away, still watching her husband sleep. “He said
he could reach into your dad’s throat and feel the tumors and pluck
them off like strawberries.”

“Did he?” James said.

“No,” Mom said.
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James’ parents went back to see Tim and his mother with the
painted fingernails, even though they didn’t bring up the subject
with James again. James found Dr. Eli’s brightly-colored flyer under
a stack of unread magazines, and looked it over again and laughed
and shook his head and thought of all the people who’d read that
tiny, fortune-cookie slip of paper torn from a predictor box and
who had never again gone near buses or bathtubs or microwaves.
People who’d stopped smoking or drinking or started smoking or
drinking, people who knew there’d be no risk in skydiving and so
sat there stone-faced as they fell ten thousand feet through the air,
never having any fun at all.

Most of all he thought of Tim, the skinny, bald kid lying curled
in his mother’s lap in the back row of the Hilton’s banquet hall. Did
he have leukemia or something? What was his game, and what did
he want with James’ parents?

And why couldn’t he heal himself?

So one night, James stayed up late and confronted his parents
as they came home from Tim’s house, and made sure they hadn’t
given him any money, and watched his father take slow steps up the
stairs. And after they disappeared upstairs, James sat alone on the
couch, and exhaled and admitted to himself, well, really, when it

came right down to it, what’s the harm?

The ambulance woke James up. The siren grew louder and then
stopped, deadly close, and James was on his feet instantly.

Mom let the paramedics in the front door and James stood in
the hallway as strange men shouted to one another, 100 cc’s of this
and that and finally they eased him down the narrow stairs on a
backboard and slid him onto a gurney, and James took his father’s
hand for a brief second before the red doors slammed and he was gone.



Machine of Death 206

ﬁ.x.ﬂ.

“I'shisheart,” the doctor said. “He hasn’tbeen taking his medication.”

James stared at his mother, who looked quickly away down the
hall. “He was worried about the side effects,” she finally said.

The doctor took a few moments to choose his words. “At this
point, I'm not too concerned about the side effects,” he said.

She looked up at him, and got his meaning, and James felt her
weight press into him again.

“Dad, you have to take your pills.”

His father looked up from his prone position on the pull-out
couch bed, his throat swollen like a bullfrog, his breathing thick and
labored, his face drizzled with a week’s worth of downy beard. “Get
that junk away from me,” he managed.

James sucked his breath and leaned back on the recliner,
drumming his fingers on the leather arm, and sighed. “I don’t know
what to tell you. The doctor says the pills are going to keep your heart
strong. You don’t want that to happen again, like the other night.”

“That doctor is a crook,” Dad gasped. “Those pills are what’s a
killer. Worse than that lymph, whatever you call it, ymphoma. The
pills are the killer.”

“Dad—"

“I never had heart problems,” Dad cried, suddenly strong, fidget-
ing to get an elbow underneath himself. James leaned over, but Dad
struggled, righting himself on the couch. “I never had any heart
problems whatsoever. Until that crook gave me those pills. And now
look at me. Now look at me.”

“That’s why you have to take them. Yeah, call him a crook, maybe
he is—but your heart will get worse unless you take the pills, and
there’s nothing you can do about that.”

“Nothing I can do,” Dad said, shaking his head, trying to laugh,
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but it came out a choke. He eased himself back down onto the couch.
“Nothing I can do until it wrecks my lungs, my kidneys, right? Same
old story. Nothing I can do.”

James handed him the glass of water, rattling the pills in his
hand, but Dad didn’t take it.

“At least I know this heart won’t kill me,” Dad said. “Whatever
that mickeymouse box is good for, at least the heart won’t kill me.”

“That’s not necessarily true,” James said. “It—it’s kind of vague, I
think.”

Dad looked at him, chewing his words, forcing them out. “So
what, then? Every day I wake up it’s worse. I can’t talk, I can’t swal-
low! Now you want me to take pills so I can’t breathe, I can’t take a
piss? Isn’t this bad enough?”

“Okay, Dad,” James said, setting the glass on the coffee table hard
enough that it sloshed onto the magazines. “Go and see that kid, Tim,
then. Go and see him, is that going to make you feel better?”

“At least ke has some hope for me; Dad said, and James bit his lip.

Tim’s house was one-half of a duplex on Brightwood Avenue, a
wrongly-named street in a part of town without sidewalks. Brown
front lawns ran straight into the cracked asphalt of the road, or at
least they would if they were visible: Cars choked the sides of the
road, and Mom had to park a block and a half away.

The people at Tim’s were sadder than at Dr. Eli’s, and some were
sicker. Tim’s mother welcomed everyone inside with polite, weak
handshakes. James stood in the corner, trying to shuffle as close to
the wall as possible, so that everyone had room to sit.

The air was fogged with incense and something that sounded
like Enya being played on a cheap boombox. Everyone kept quietly
to themselves, occasionally shuffling one family at a time down a
narrow hallway. The CD was on its second repeat when Tim’s mother
called James’ parents to Tim’s bedroom.
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Tim’s bed had Snoopy sheets on it, and model spaceships dangled
from the ceiling, but there were no video games, no books, no other
toys that would suggest that a child lived here. Tim sat cross-legged
on his bed, thin and tired in the dimness of a single overhead lamp,
and James almost gagged on the incense as he walked through the
door.

He and Mom helped Dad to sit on a mound of pillows, then sat
beside him. Tim was quiet, praying perhaps, his eyes closed, and he
sat that way for some time before Dad started to moan loudly with
discomfort.

“Thank you for coming back,” Tim said softly, and when he opened
his eyes and saw James he froze for a moment, looking caught,
looking terrified. Then he recovered, and extended his hands; Mom
took one, and James, with some reluctance, the other, warm and wet.
They both took Dad’s hands.

“Do you believe that you have the power to be healed,” Tim said.
Dad said nothing until Mom nudged him, and even then he just
murmured.

“Do you believe in the power that God has given to every man of
his creation,” Tim said, louder, and Dad said, “Yes.”

“Do you believe that the power within you is strong enough to
move mountains, because it is from God,” Tim said, his voice strong
now, and Dad said, “Yes,” and Mom moaned.

“Remember to keep the flame of faith strong, for there is noth-
ing I can do for you if you do not believe,” Tim said, softer now, and
handed Mom’s hand and James’ hand to each other. He rose to his
knees on the bed, his eyes closed, and started to flex his hands, as if
preparing to play the piano, breathing sharply, quickly.

“It is your belief that allows the power to grow,” Tim said, “and
opens a channel for me to reach into you.”

James watched his father closely, watching his head bob heavily
on his neck as he slumped more deeply into the pillows. Tim’s hands
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moved deftly around one another, tracing intricate patterns that
might have been tying bows with string, and Dad coughed and made
a noise and spoke in syllables but not words.

After ten minutes of this Dad was not healed, but it was time to
bring in the next family, so James helped his parents to their feet
and nodded to Tim’s mother with a tight smile and concentrated on
helping Dad into the car before he said anything.

“I think that kid is dangerous,” he finally said.

They drove home in silence. Dad was sleeping downstairs now, on
the pull-out couch bed, and James helped him out of his shoes and
socks. His feet were swollen, but his legs were as thin as James’ arms.
James lifted Dad’s feet onto the bed and covered them with the
blanket.

“How you doing,” he said to his father, because he had so much
to say but didn’t know how to say any of it.

“What should I say,” Dad said. “Should I lie?”

James asked his mother not to go back to Tim’s.

“What exactly are you afraid of?” Mom said, brushing her hair
in the darkness of her bedroom, as James leaned on the full-
length mirror behind her. “That he’ll get better? That he’ll feel
better, if nothing else? Like he’s trying to do something, instead of
sitting around the house feeling awful, waiting—waiting to—waiting
around?”

“I’'m afraid he’ll think it’s his fault,” James said, and his mother
stopped brushing.

When she didn’t say anything he spoke again. “I'm afraid he’ll
feel like he didn’t believe enough. Like if only he could have more
faith, or something, like if only he’d tried harder then Tim could
heal him, and it’s his fault if he doesn’t get better.”

“I don’t think that,” Mom said, putting the brush away.
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“I know, but does he?” James followed her down the hall, where
she took a towel from the hall cupboard.

“I don’t think so.”

“How do you know?”

She whirled and faced him, and her voice was strong but he saw
that her eyes were very wet. “Because I know him,” she said, and
walked back to her room and closed the door and he heard the
water come on in the shower.

“So do I,” he said.

“Bless this food to the nourishment of our bodies,” Dad said, slowly,
“and thank You for all the blessings You give us. And I believe that
You have the power to heal me, if it is Your will, and I ask that I be
allowed to continue in Your service.”

They sat on the back porch, the sun a red ball on the horizon.

“I guess this is the end of my rope,” Dad said.

James thought of lots of things to say.

But nothing sounded right, so he put his arm around his father,
and they watched the sun set together.

Dad was buried on a tall hill, overlooking the valley where their
house rested, and James stayed around his mother all the time for
as long as he could, while she took the chance to sleep in late and rest
and recuperate.

The few days before the funeral had been distressing for him,
because he found that the truth of Dad is gone had begun to usurp
his memories, retroactively erasing his father from his recollec-
tions—so he’d had to fight that, with photographs, reconstructing
a skeleton in his mind of who his father had been, finding it some-
times not aligning perfectly with what he thought he remembered.
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And he hated that the sharpest picture he had of Dad was of a weak
animal in a hospital bed, and he fought to recall the vigorous, loom-
ing figure of his youth. Sometimes, he succeeded.

The last few days had been the hardest. Mom never left his side
in the hospital room, sleeping in the hard wooden chair. After a few
days Dad started talking about things that weren’t there, and staring
off into the distance, and then he would call your name and squeeze
your hand and you wouldn’t be able to understand the words
through the thickness in his voice.

On the last day he hadn’t spoken at all, and by the time James
arrived in the morning Mom said that he’d stopped squeezing her
hand back, and he lay there in the soft white bed sucking air like
a fish on land, then lying deathly still; gasping, sucking, wrenching
the oxygen from the atmosphere by force, then slumping, spent from
the effort.

After a few hours of this, the gasping became less pronounced,
and the hills and valleys of the heart monitor became an undulating
stream, and the shrill sound of the monitor’s alarm became annoy-
ing, and they turned it off.

Then there was nothing left to do but watch his face turn yellow
and his jaw stop moving and the man who was James’ father become
something other than a human being, something that was diseased
meat and bone and cloth that there was nothing of Dad in at all.
And they cried and held each other and sat very still for a very long
time, weeping into each other’s arms.

And that night, when they came outside to the parking lot, they
found that Mom’s car was dead, that its battery had been drained
from the lights being left on, and without any further tears they left
it in the parking lot, an empty machine, a shell without a driver.

James wondered if his father had heard him on that last day,
whether his unresponsive hand and closed eyes belied some deep
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consciousness that had survived buried inside the ceasing functions
of his body, and if the echoes of his voice had carried all the way

to it. For whatever it was worth, he’d told the mute Dad not to be
ashamed or guilty; that it wasn’t his fault; that he’d done everything
he could. That he was loved.

He wondered if Dad had been disappointed in him, for not
believing in Tim, or for not attending the meetings, or for continu-
ing to push the medication that he so despised. Dad hadn’t taken
any pills at all, the last month or so, but his lymphoma by then had
spread to the stomach and lungs and bones and so there wasn’t
really any point and James felt bad for arguing, for making a big
deal about the pills, for causing his father stress about that and Tim
and everything, for refusing to just go along.

He stood on that new patch of grass, where he could very eas-
ily picture the long oaken box a man’s height under his feet, and
recalled his reluctance to view the body, to have his recollections of
the strong man of his childhood contradicted by physical reality.
But it hadn’t been bad—the figure in the box was just a thing of tis-
sue and skin, and posed no threat to the memories that were now the
only thing that James had left.

But even still it was something, it was physical, it was better than
ether and void and thought and dreamstuff, and so he stayed there
on the green hill overlooking the valley as the wind blew heavenward.

And in that lonely moment he thought about Tim, and wondered
if he would call Tim to ask him to untie the knot he felt deep in his
guts. And then James wondered if there wasn’t something of his
father in him after all.

Story by David Malki !
[llustration by Danielle Corsetto
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ANEURYSM

“IT’S A NEW PARTY GAME,” SAID NORMA, AS SHE PUSHED A SMALL CART
INTO THE LIVING ROOM. A white sheet draped over the top hid the
cart’s burden—something boxy, no larger than a microwave oven.
The guests all turned to watch as the little mystery was wheeled into
the room, squeaking slightly, leaving a visible groove in the carpet.
Norma stopped and stood; she made no move to uncover her secret,
only smiled at the seven faces around her. Every guest had a fresh
drink in hand and a hot hors d'oeuvre on a toothpick. Music played
loudly enough to keep the room cheerful, but not so loud as to hin-
der conversation. And now she had piqued everyone’s curiosity by
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wheeling out this odd little cart. Norma was an excellent hostess.

“And it’s called ‘Death Match?’” one of the guests asked—a
florist with the unfortunate name of Melvin. “That sounds awfully
violent,” said another.

Sid said nothing, just watched quietly as the other guests
responded to Norma'’s little show. Her entrance wasn’t a huge specta-
cle—not like in the old days of birds and smoke. She just enhanced
the presentation a bit with her dashes of secrecy and drama. Norma
still had a sense of staging, Sid had to give her that. She appreciated
the way a hint of anticipation can make any event even more memo-
rable than it might have been.

Sid already knew what was under the sheet. Norma had warned
him of what she had planned because she knew how much he would
hate it. He had tried to dissuade her, of course, but she insisted on
proceeding, just as she insisted that he be there as always. They’d
been divorced for three years, but he still couldn’t bring himself to
say “no” to her. He never could: That’s why he was thirty-eight years
old and on his third career. His second career had lasted exactly as
long as his marriage, and had been entirely her idea. He missed it
almost as much as he missed her.

“Oh, it’s not violent,” Norma was saying now. “Well, a little
violent, sort of. You’ll feel a little pinch, but it’s nothing to get
worked up over.”

The truth was, Sid adored Norma, he really did. He adored
Norma, and he adored her parties, and he adored her taste in music,
and her hors d’oewvres, and all the witty conversationalists she routinely
assembled for her Saturday night gatherings. And even though the
romance between them had ended long ago, he still loved being in
her life and having her in his.

But he loathed party games. Really and truly.

Oh, he liked games in general. He wasn’t opposed to fun and
frivolity. He’d participated in a murder mystery party once, and
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thought that was just splendid; he’d even played the role of the vil-
lain without complaint. If she had brought out boxes of Scrabble or
Trivial Pursuit, he’d have been all for it. But “party game” invari-
ably meant some sort of getting-to-know-you game: truth or dare, I
never, packing your desert island luggage. The sorts of games that
had only two outcomes—either they stayed entirely superficial (bor-
ing) or they probed into deeply intimate information (humiliating).
Knowing that Melvin’s three favorite CDs included David Hasslehoff’s
greatest hits didn’t make Sid feel like he really knew Melvin any better.
Neither did knowing that Melvin had once had sex with his cousin’s
boyfriend’s sister in a glass elevator. But Sid had learned both these
facts about Melvin at a previous gathering.

And as much as Sid hated these games, Norma loved them. So
here he was, getting ready to play again.

“So,” Norma taunted, “isn’t anyone going to guess?”

“Stop teasing,” said Vince, Norma’s latest boyfriend. “Let us see
what you’ve got under there. It’s no fun staring at a bed sheet.” Vince
was a banker with no appreciation for showmanship. Living with
Norma meant living in suspense. Always and forever. Sid suspected
Vince wouldn’t be around much longer.

Sid, of course, was perfectly happy to keep staring at the bed
sheet, absently thumbing the thin slip of paper in his pocket. He had
no interest in playing the game, but he very much enjoyed seeing an
audience toyed with. He enjoyed the show. So he was disappointed
when Norma gave in easily, rather than drawing out the suspense.
“You're such a poop, Vince,” she said as she did what he asked, taking
the corners of the sheet between her fingers. At least she still puta
flourish into the process, whipping the sheet dramatically from the
cart and snapping it over her head, nearly overturning a vase of tulips
on top of the TV.

The audience let out a satisfactory gasp.

They all recognized the machine, of course. They’d seen it on
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television and in movies. They’d seen it in doctor’s offices and
pharmacies. Some of them had even used one. But still, it was strange
to see it sitting on a rolling cart in their friend’s living room.

“Is that what I think it is?” Melvin asked, refusing to believe what
was already obvious.

“That depends,” said Norma. “Do you think it’s a Machine of
Death?”

“Yes?”

“Then yes, it’s exactly what you think it is.” She grinned devil-
ishly in her satisfaction at having so befuddled her guests.

“You paid for that?” Vince appeared horrified at the very con-
cept, his eyes bugging out like an old cartoon.

“Well, I certainly didn’t steal it.”

“But those must go for thousands of dollars!”

“I have a friend in the company. He let me buy it at cost.”

“That still couldn’t have been cheap...”

“Oh, Vince,” she said, cutting off the line of conversation, “stop
being dull. Don’t you realize how much fun we’re going to have? It’ll
be worth it, I promise!”

With that, she began unwinding the power cord that hung from
the back of the machine, pulling it toward a free outlet near the
TV. Once it was plugged in, she flipped the switch to turn it on. A
small fan revved up to full speed. The internal workings clicked and
popped as a fresh needle was loaded. A little red light turned into a
little green light.

The machine was ready to dispense party time fun and pithy
little visions of the future.

Norma giggled her delight.

“So you're just going to give us our death readings?” asked the
same woman who had questioned the game’s name earlier. Lottie.
That was her name—Sid had only met her once before, but he was
sure her name was Lottie. “I've already done that.”
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“Well, don’t tell what your reading was yet. That comes later.
Getting the reading is just the first part; the real game is guessing
whose death is whose. Can you guess how I'm going to die? Can I
guess how you're going to die? That’s the game. That’s Death Match.
Isn’t that a gas?”

“I love it,” said Melvin.

“Yeah, okay,” said Lottie. “I'd do that.”

“I'm not playing,” said Marie. Like Sid, Marie was a restaurant
critic, though this provided precious little common ground. For
instance, Sid held that Norma served consistently excellent Aors
d’oeuvres at her cocktail parties, and even better food at her dinner
parties. She made everything from scratch, never once served frozen
wieners or potato puffs. He had shopped with her; she knew quality,
knew her ingredients, paired the right cheeses with the right fruits
with the right wines. He offered input where he could, but he wasn’t
actually needed. He found no fault at all. Whereas he had more than
once overheard Marie belittling Norma’s culinary talents to other
guests. The cheeses were too sharp, the fruits overripe, the wines
improperly poured. She had even once tried to include Sid in her
conspiratorial condescension. Sid and Marie hadn’t spoken much
since then.

Tonight, though, Marie’s was precisely the reaction Sid was
hoping for. If enough people objected to the machine’s morbid
prognostications, then Norma would have to give up and the evening
could pass without a party game. This one time at least.

“You know there’s nothing to be afraid of, Marie,” Vince said.

“These machines are so cryptic, they don’t really mean anything.”

“Well, they sort of do,” said Jorge, Norma’s oldest friend from
her college days. “But only in hindsight. By then, who cares?”

“No, I know,” said Marie. “It’s not that. I just don’t like needles.”

“Oh, please,” Vince chided. “I can’t stand when people say that. You
realize nobody actually likes needles, right?”
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“Well, yes, of course...”

“And you don’t want people to think you're antisocial, do your”

“I'm not anti...”

“I'm not playing either,” broke in Bettany, the last of the eve-
ning’s guests, and a new face in the group. According to Norma,
Bettany was a professional mountain climber; Sid had no idea how
she’d fallen in with this crowd of devout indoorsmen.

Vince sighed ostentatiously. “And what’s your excuse?”

“Well, mostly Id just like for everyone to think I'm antisocial. I
can’t help it—it’s my natural response to juvenile peer pressure. You
know how it is, high school flashbacks and all.”

Sid stifled a chuckle; it seemed Bettany didn’t like Vince any
more than Sid did.

“Marie, you don’t have to play,” Norma said. “But if you do
decide to play, I promise, you won’t even see the needle. It’s hidden
away inside the machine. You just put your finger in, and it feels like
barely more than a mosquito bite. And that’s it. But you don’t have
to play, really.”

Marie sighed. Norma meant it when she said Marie didn’t have
to play. Marie knew it. And Sid knew it, and everyone else knew it.
But still, nobody liked to disappoint Norma. It broke her heart when
her guests didn’t like her games.

“How about this,” Marie said finally. “I’ll play if Sid plays.”

Sid snorted. Oh, it was a clever tactic on Marie’s part: It put the
onus of disappointing Norma on Sid instead of Marie. And she knew
how Sid felt about party games, too. She knew he’d be hard-pressed
to resist an opportunity to derail his least favorite pastime. Clever
tactic or not, though, it was a bad play this time.

“Sid’s playing,” Norma said with a triumphant grin. “He already
promised.”

Marie gave Sid a desperate look.

“It’s true,” he said. “She cornered me last week and twisted my
arm. What could I do?”
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“You could have said ‘no.”

If only.

“Sorry,” he said. “I have weak arms.”

And with that, all resistance died, and everyone agreed to play.
“I’ll go first,” said Melvin as he popped out of his chair and
approached the machine. With no hesitation at all, he stuck his fin-
ger into the machine’s orifice, punched the button, and gave a little
laugh when the needle stuck him—*It kind of tickles”—then waited
as the machine processed his blood and loaded a new needle. It spat

out a slip of paper just like an ATM receipt.

“You can read your own if you want,” Norma instructed, “but
don’t tell anyone else what it says. Then fold it in half and drop it in
the hat.”

Somehow Sid hadn’t noticed the hat. It was on a second shelf
on the cart, underneath the machine. It was a black felt top hat, a
perfect gimmick for a game like this. But Sid recognized it immedi-
ately—it had once been his. It was just a straight hat with no hidden
pockets or secret compartments, but still, it gave him a pang of nos-
talgia for their time on the stage. He hadn’t known she still had it.
But he was glad. It was encouraging, in a way. He put one hand in
his pocket, touched the paper he had hidden there.

Melvin dropped his death into the hat.

Vince went next, making a show of what a good sport he was,
and how not afraid of needles he was, but winced visibly when the
needle stuck him. Sid rolled his eyes for Bettany’s benefit, and she
stuck out her tongue in agreement.

Marie was third, eager to have the unpleasantness done with.
She closed her eyes and inserted her finger into the machine. The
color left her face when she pushed the button, and for a moment
Sid thought she might faint. But she stayed upright as she hurriedly
tossed her death into the hat and returned to the couch, where she
sat sucking the injured finger.
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Sid went next. The needle really did feel like a mosquito bite,
though he wouldn’t have said it tickled. When the machine spat out
his death, he didn’t bother to read it; he already knew how he was
going to die. He had all the documentation. He’d seen the CT scan.
He folded his death in half and dropped the slip of paper into the hat.

“Thank you,” said Norma.

“No,” he replied. “Thank you.”

She looked at him quizzically, but he said nothing else. Just put his
hands in his pockets and returned to the other side of the room.

The remaining partygoers all took their turns, until there were
eight folded slips of paper in the hat. Norma was delighted and
favored everyone with a big smile.

“Okay,” she said. “Here are the rules:

“One. One death will be drawn from the hat at a time.

“Two. We’ll all debate whose death we think it is and why.

“Three. Debate ends once everyone has officially cast a vote.

“Four. Players earn one point for each correct vote. No points for
guessing your own.

“Five. No death’s owner will be revealed until all deaths have
been voted on.

“Is everyone clear? Any questions?” There were no questions. So
she reached into the hat and drew the first death.

“Oh, good, we're off to an interesting start! The first death is:
LANDSLIDE.”

“That’s easy,” Melvin chirped without hesitation. “It’s Bettany.
Mountain climbers get killed in avalanches all the time.”

“Not all the time. And besides, it was ‘landslide,” not ‘avalanche.””

“Same thing.”

“No they’re not,” Jorge said. “Avalanches are snow and ice.
Landslides require, obviously, land. That means dirt and rock.”

“So then it’s probably you,” said Vince, gesturing in Jorge’s
direction.
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“How do you figure?”

“You do construction. Construction means excavation, and
excavation leads to landslides.”

Jorge frowned. “I’'m not a construction worker.”

“Aren’t your”

“I'm an architect, Vince. I design buildings. I don’t build them
myself. I work in an office. I even wear a tie sometimes, if that helps
your mental image.”

Vince held Jorge’s gaze, but said nothing.

“But don’t you ever inspect a construction site,” Lottie asked.

“Or go to watch something you designed getting built? How can you
resist?”

Vince finally shrugged and looked back at the rest of the group,
though Sid caught his petulant eye-roll.

“Okay, I do visit sites sometimes,” Jorge said, returning to the
game. “But that’s not where I work.”

“But the risk is there,” said Marie. “More than on a mountain
top, anyway.”

“Sure, I guess.”

“Any other theories?” Norma asked after debate dropped for a
few moments. “Okay, then it’s time to lodge your votes.”

Vince, Bettany, and Marie voted for Jorge. Jorge, Melvin, Lottie,
and Norma voted for Bettany. Sid voted for Vince.

“You were supposed to argue your theory before the voting,”
Norma scolded.

“I don’t have a theory,” Sid replied. “I just think it’d be funny.”

“Ha,” said Vince flatly. Norma scowled at Sid, but he just
shrugged—“I'm playing your game, aren’t I? What do you want?”

“Okay,” she said as she reached into the hat again, “our next
death is: HUNTING ACCIDENT.”

“Oh, that one’s Lottie,” Sid said without hesitation.

“But I'm a vegetarian!”
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“So?”

“So I wouldn’t go hunting in the first place!”

“Which is precisely why it would be so satisfyingly ironic.”

Jorge raised an eyebrow at Sid. “So, what you’re saying is that
the less likely it is that a person will die in a particular way, then the
more likely it is that that’s precisely how they’ll die?”

“Well, not so much ‘more likely” as ‘more entertaining.””

“That sounds about right to me,” said Bettany. “Put my vote
down for Lottie.”

“Hey!”

“Seriously, though,” Marie asked, “Does anyone here hunt?”

All heads shook in the negative. “I went once when I was a kid,”
said Jorge. “But I hated it.”

“Then it’s obvious,” said Melvin. “Bettany spends the most time
out in the wild. She’s the one most likely to get shot accidentally.”

“You already voted for me to get killed in a landslide! I can’t die
twice.”

“No, but I can vote for you twice. One of them has to be right.”

“You can do that,” said Norma. “But we all get to make fun of
you for being wishy-washy. Agreed?”

“Agreed,” said Melvin. “So long as I get my points, I'm happy.”

“I'm voting for Vince,” said Marie. “He’s the person most likely
to have to do something stupid to appease a rich client.”

“I’ll buy that,” said Jorge.

Norma took count of votes again, with two votes going to Lottie,
two to Bettany, and four to Vince, including Norma’s.

“Actually,” she said with a wink to Melvin, “I think Bettany is more
likely. But I already gave her ‘landslide,” and I wouldn’t want to be
wishy-washy.”

After HUNTING ACCIDENT came TAINTED BEEF. Debate was
brief and the votes divided evenly between Sid and Marie, the two
restaurant critics. After TAINTED BEEF came DRUNK DRIVER. This
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was followed by an awkward silence as everyone avoided looking at
Jorge, except for Vince, who said, “Well, obviously that’s Jorge.”
Norma gave Vince her most lethal scowl, but Jorge just shrugged.

“You can vote for me if you want to. I don’t care. I'm sober. I've
been sober for three years, and I don’t even own a car. I promise
you, that’s not how I die. Besides, it says ‘DRUNK DRIVER’ not

‘DRUNK DRIVING.” Whoever it is is the victim, not the culprit.”

Ultimately, three votes went to Jorge, three to Marie, and two
to Vince.

After DRUNK DRIVER came RADIATION.

“But we all live so close together,” said Lottie, “if there’s some
sort of nuclear accident, shouldn’t we «ll die of radiation?”

“Maybe it doesn’t happen for a long time,” Melvin suggested.

“Maybe only the last of us is still alive when the meltdown happens.”

“Or someone could go on vacation to someplace that has a reac-
tor,” Norma offered.

Jorge disagreed. “There’s no reactor, there’s no bomb. It’s noth-
ing nuclear at all. The machine’s just being coy. There’s always
radiation. Solar radiation, electromagnetic radiation, microwaves,
radio waves, whatever. A lot of them cause cancer. That’s the death
here. It’s just cancer.”

“So then it’s Bettany,” said Melvin. “She spends the most time
outside, so she probably gets skin cancer.”

“Geez, you sure are eager to kill me off, aren’t you?”

“It’s not my fault you lead a conspicuously dangerous life.”

“I don’t see how any of us is more likely to die of cancer than the
others,” said Jorge. “I say we each just vote for the person on our left,
and then we all get an equal number of votes.”

“In that case, I say we all vote for Jorge,” said Sid.

“Seconded,” said Bettany.

So everyone voted for Jorge. Including Jorge, just to be a good sport.

“You should be careful, Sid,” Norma said. “You almost seem like

you’re enjoying yourself.”
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“Maybe just this once,” he said. And he actually sort of was.
Just this once.

Norma reached into the hat once more and pulled out the
next death.

She unfolded the paper and read it.

She opened her mouth, but said nothing.

“Norma, what’s wrong?” Vince asked.

“What does it say?” asked Melvin.

She looked up again. She looked at Sid. She pressed her lips
tightly together, in a look that most of the guests would confuse for
worry, but Sid knew it was pure irritation.

“It says ‘PARTY GAME MISHAP.””

Everyone was silent.

Then, Lottie: “I don’t get it.”

Melvin: “It means someone could die right now. Playing 