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PRAISE FOR MACHINE OF DEATH


“Machine of Death is a marvelous collection, riddled with intelligence, creative reach, and a frankness that makes the best use of the central gimmick.”

—Onion A.V. Club

“Existentialism was never so fun. Makes me wish I could die, too!”

—Cory Doctorow

“Recalls the best writings of Harlan Ellison and Charles Beaumont … easily one of the most engaging slices of short stories I’ve had the pleasure to read in quite a long while … Machine of Death brought me laughs, terror, and tears … Highly recommended.”

—Paradox

“Machine of Death is a collection of stories the whole family can enjoy, especially the Addams Family … [As] a group, they [do] a remarkable job of exploring the cultural changes such a machine could bring.”

—Milwaukee Journal-Sentinel

“Machine of Death hooks you from page one … As editors, Malki !, North, and Bennardo should be commended. If it’s cheap, sadistic thrills you crave you’d do better to let Machine of Death alone and catch up on your Jersey Shore—but if you’d like to think as well as be mightily entertained, you’re in the right place.”

—Strange Horizons

“For an anthology that deals with the inevitability of death, Machine of Death is a lot of fun. The editors knew not to start off heavy, nor does the tone of the anthology lean too long in any direction, providing a lot of singular entertainment for the reader … Highly engaging, interestingly crowdsourced, and crafted with a great deal of care. You’ll be thinking about it long after you’re through reading.”

—Tor.com

“Machine of Death is an incredible idea for an anthology, and each of the stories is very well-written and engaging … Machine of Death is more than just a book about dying; it’s also a book about living.”

—Reviews.FutureFire.net

“I give Machine of Death five out of five stars. It is a fantastic read and I believe there is something for everyone in it. Nearly every single story held an unanticipated twist, and nearly all of them took on perspectives and ideas I never could have dreamed of.”

—Kansas State Collegian

“With a little genre-hopping and excellent illustrations from the likes of Jeffrey Brown, Shannon Wheeler, and Kean Soo, Machine of Death is unlike anything you’ll read this year. That’s a good thing, people, provided it doesn’t kill you.”

—Bookgasm.com

“It’s a fascinating group of stories, illustrated by some of the Internet’s best artists … It will do what all really good writing should do—make you think.”

—The Labyrinth Library (TheLabLib.org)

“There was something in this that grabbed me by the throat and whispered at first, then screamed over and over. Possibilities. It is all about the possibilities. I have bought it as a present. I have bought it also for myself. I don’t care how you get it—free, dead tree, electrons dancing. Whatever. Just read it.”

—TimeLady.com
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PREFACE

Prophecies or predictions of death are not new in literature. Consider King Laius, the father of Oedipus. Or Shakespeare’s Macbeth, erstwhile Thane of Glamis. Or J.R.R. Tolkien’s Witch-king of Angmar.

Each of these characters is remembered in part because of prophecies detailing how they would or would not die—and in all three cases, the prophecies prove true. (More or less, anyway. Traditionally, the oracles who write such prophecies don’t seem overly concerned with literal interpretations.)

This book is something of a continuation of that literary tradition, but it’s also something more. You won’t find many kings or thanes in its pages. Instead, you’ll find lots of ordinary people (and some extraordinary ones) who find themselves confronted with the same kind of knowledge that Laius and Macbeth sought.

But this book is not full of doom and destruction. Neither is it full of ironic comeuppances. In fact, many of the heroes and heroines in this anthology exit their stories alive and well—but having learned something about themselves or having faced their fears or having overcome a challenge.

In short, these stories are a lot like the kinds of stories you might find anywhere else. The only difference is that we’ve asked our writers to add one new and fantastic piece of technology to the world—the Machine of Death, which can predict anybody’s ultimate fate based on a simple blood test.

Beyond that, our writers were free to write about whatever and whomever they liked. In these pages you’ll find science fiction, fantasy, mystery, romance, philosophy, and humor. You’ll tag along with police officers, scientists, rock stars, middle school kids, aliens, and French aristocrats. Some of the stories are literary in style, while others are red-blooded pulp, and a few are something else entirely.

Above everything else, what we wanted from this book was for readers to be constantly surprised. Because that’s the lesson that Laius and Macbeth learned centuries ago—even when you think you already know the ending, you still don’t know it all.

Happy reading!

—Ryan, Matt, and David !


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.

And it was frustratingly vague in its predictions: dark, and seemingly delighting in the ambiguities of language. “OLD AGE,” it 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.

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 had 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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OLD AGE, SURROUNDED BY LOVED ONES

THE “COMING SOON” SIGN WAS GONE, and in its place stood a shining silver booth. Leah stopped, fascinated, looking at the machine.

For a brief moment, she waffled over the decision, but it wasn’t in her nature to be indecisive. Leah got things done. Every performance appraisal she had ever received had said so—though sometimes there was a gentle hint that she didn’t always have to act immediately, that she could allow herself to think things over a little more.

But even that slight criticism had never been partnered with any real examples of when she’d made the wrong decision.

Leah had instinct.

Had anyone who’d known her been nearby when Leah Cole stepped into the small booth, they wouldn’t have been surprised. She read the instructions, swiped her credit card, agreed to the terms and conditions without really reading them, and then watched as the machine ran through its cleaning cycle and presented her with a single sharp needle.

She pressed her thumb against it, feeling the slight sting of the needle. The machine beeped, and she pulled her thumb away. The needle retracted.

A moment later, there was a slight hum and a small piece of paper clicked with finality into the tray. Leah reached down and picked it up with her other hand, tucking her pricked thumb into her mouth. Just as she pulled the small white piece of paper free, there was another hum and a second piece of paper clicked into the tray.

Leah blinked, then took the second piece of paper as well. She read them both.

After work, Leah dialed the 800 number on the back of the slips of paper and waited.

“Alexandria Corporation,” a gentle-voiced man answered the phone. “This is Nicolas. How may I direct your call?”

“I took the test this morning at the new booth in the Byward Market,” Leah said. “But I think your machine is defective.”

Nicolas didn’t sound bored exactly, but he certainly didn’t sound worried about the state of the machine. “In what way do you think there’s a defect?”

“It gave me two contradictory results, on separate papers.”

Nicolas paused. When he spoke next, he sounded interested. “Two results?”

“Yes,” Leah said. “And it wasn’t someone else leaving a copy behind in the machine—they both printed out after I gave my blood sample. I checked your website—the ID codes printed at the bottom of the paper are identical. It generated two results for me.”

“I’m going to transfer you,” Nicolas said.

Leah waited.

Nicolas transferred her to a woman named Alia, who then transferred her to a Dr. Lindsay Brine. Leah was growing impatient—not an unusual state—but she forced herself to take a breath and explained everything to the doctor.

Again.

The response sent a shiver up her spine.

“Are you a twin?” she asked.

Leah swallowed. Her throat felt tight. “Yes.”

“Identical, I’d assume?” Dr. Brine pressed.

“We’re mirror twins, if you know what that means.”

“I do,” Dr. Brine replied. “This has happened once or twice before. If you ask your twin to take the test and you get the same results, I’m afraid that’s the only answer we can give you. I’ll have my assistant, Audrey, refund your activation fee.”

Leah said nothing. Her mind spun.

“Miss Cole?”

“Yes,” Leah said. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” Dr. Brine seemed anxious to end the call.

Leah obliged.

Then she called Julia.

“Not on your life,” Julia said.

Leah sipped her latte, looking at her sister with the same mix of feelings she always had: love, protectiveness, and total frustration.

Julia had kept her hair long once the twins had been old enough to make their own decisions. Their mother had always dressed them in matching outfits and given them the same short haircut, and while that hadn’t bothered Leah, it had driven Julia crazy. Now that they were adults, Julia’s chestnut hair fell just past her shoulders, unlike Leah’s chic Hepburn style. Julia wore soft pastels where Leah favored rich jewel tones. Julia wore no jewelry aside from her wedding band. Leah decorated her ears, throat, wrists, and fingers with simple silver pieces she’d had made personally for herself.

And still the waitress had exclaimed, “You two are twins, right?”

“No,” Leah had said. “This is my girlfriend.” The waitress had flushed and stammered and taken their order.

Julia had given Leah a rare smile of conspiracy. “You’re terrible.”

Leah had shrugged and then launched into her reason for calling. “So. Here’s what happened.”

Julia had listened, frowning with distaste when Leah had begun the tale and then glaring by the end of the description of what had happened.

“And that’s the problem,” Leah said. “I’ve got two results, and they’re mutually exclusive, so the doctor asked if I was an identical twin, which would mean that one of them is for me, and one is for you.”

“I don’t want to know what either of them says,” Julia snapped, holding up a hand.

Leah sighed. “You don’t?”

“Don’t sigh at me. And no, I don’t.” Julia put her coffee down with finality. “I don’t know why anyone would want to know. It’s … morbid. What if it said something like ‘childbirth’? Tristan and I are trying for a child—you know that. It would change everything.”

“Well.” Leah had frowned, thinking that Julia was missing the point entirely—you couldn’t avoid death, she felt. Knowing ahead of time at least meant you could live accordingly. “It helps you plan ahead.”

“Some of us like surprises.”

Leah crossed her arms. “The doctor said that if you took the test and it gave the same two answers, then I’d know that this was the reason for the two results.”

Julia hadn’t taken any time to ponder the question. As she shut Leah down, Leah couldn’t help but think that this was one instance where they were indeed identical.

Left with no way to confirm a flaw in the machine—or to confirm that she’d have to be happy with two options for her life’s ultimate end—Leah had gone back to work, tucking the two slips of paper into her purse and pulling them out every now and then to look at them.

Just in case, she decided to stop drinking alcohol, though the rational part of her mind reminded her that so far, no one had ever managed to avoid what was printed on the little pieces of paper the booths handed out. They were always right. But if that particular result was hers, there was no way to know if she could at least delay things. She decided to try.

Life went on. Her sister and Tristan had her over for dinner for the big announcement and then e-mailed her pictures of Julia’s ever-expanding belly over the weeks that followed. Leah immediately bought expensive clothes that Julia insisted were too much and too stylish for a baby to wear—especially since the baby would grow out of them so quickly.

Leah helped her sister decorate the nursery once they’d learned they were having a little boy and tried not to comment too strongly on the stereotypical blue color or the cowboy theme. After they’d finished putting up the borders, the two sisters had moved to the kitchen and sat down at Julia’s table.

“Being pregnant suits you,” Leah said with a smile.

Julia burst into tears.

Leah jumped up, embracing her sister out of habit, but lost as to the cause.

“What’s wrong?” she asked, squeezing Julia’s shoulders tightly.

“I took the stupid test!” Julia wailed. “I kept thinking about what we talked about, and then I started wondering, what if there was something horrible that was going to happen to me before our baby grew up? And then I thought about how our dad died when we were little, and how horrible that was … and I couldn’t help it …” Julia sniffled, wiping her nose. “But I can’t do it.” She sighed. “I just … I just can’t do it.”

“I don’t understand,” Leah said.

Julia pulled out her purse and opened it. She dug inside, pulling out an envelope that she’d obviously gotten from an ATM.

“I didn’t look at them; I just put them in here,” Julia said. She took a shaky breath. “It gave me two. All I want to know …” She swallowed and handed the envelope to Leah. “All I want to know is that it has nothing to do with being pregnant. And that it doesn’t say I’ll die before I get to see my baby grow up.”

Leah opened the envelope and pulled out the two slips of paper.

“They’re the same as mine,” she said, then looked up at her sister. “And don’t worry. Neither of them is about pregnancy, and they don’t say anything about dying young. In fact—”

“Stop!” Julia raised a hand. “I don’t want to know.”

Leah bit her lip, considering. Then she nodded and put the slips back into the envelope.

“If you call the company and tell them what happened, they’ll refund your test payment,” she said.

“I never want to think about that again,” Julia said.

Graham was born, and Leah found out that she did have a mothering gene after all—though she truly enjoyed handing Graham back to her sister when she was ready to go home and have a long hot bath. Tristan was a natural at being a dad, and Julia had never seemed happier.

“I’m a mother,” Julia kept repeating whenever Graham was sleeping in her arms. “I’m a mother.” From her sister’s lips, Leah thought this sounded like the highest accomplishment of humankind. Leah felt a surge of fierce love for her sister, and the two were closer than they’d been in years, spending more time together than they had since they were teens.

When Julia bobbed her hair short, Leah began growing hers out. Julia must have noticed, but she didn’t say anything.

Leah babysat on Saturday nights, so her sister and Tristan could enjoy an evening out—usually just dinner and a movie. It wasn’t a chore, even when Graham was grumpy and refused to sleep. Leah generally read a book, the baby monitor tucked on the table beside her, and found herself feeling oddly content.

The phone rang harshly on one of those nights, and she scooped it up, annoyed at herself for forgetting to turn off the ringer and hoping that it hadn’t woken Graham.

“Hello?” she asked, ready to tear out the throat of a telemarketer.

“Leah?” Leah barely recognized the voice, it was so ragged and raw.

“Tristan?” Her heart began to pound. “What’s wrong? Where are you?”

“We’re at the hospital.”

A truck had run a red light and slammed into the passenger side of their car. Tristan’s head was wrapped with bandages, two cracked ribs were bundled tight, and he was covered in small scrapes and cuts.

Julia had been in surgery for nearly three hours.

Tristan lay in his hospital bed, staring out the window of his room into the night.

Leah sat beside him, waiting for the doctor to return. Graham was bundled in a carrier and fast asleep despite the background noises of the hospital.

When the doctor came in, his face said it all.

“No,” Tristan said, and his eyes grew wet.

Leah rose. “Tell me.”

The doctor regarded her a moment, then spoke. “There are some major internal injuries. She lost a lot of blood. We had to remove her spleen and one of her kidneys. And the other kidney …” He took a breath. “We had to stop surgery. But her remaining kidney has also been damaged. Once she’s well enough for surgery again, we can go in and we might be able to correct the damage, but—”

Leah’s eyes blurred. She gripped the arms of the chair and tried to hold on to consciousness. This couldn’t be happening.

“—would be the preferred option.”

Leah frowned, coming back. “What did you say?”

Beside her, Tristan was crying quietly.

“Oh, thank God,” he said.

The doctor repeated himself.

Leah made a decision.

At Graham’s first birthday, Julia watched him frown at the candle and laughed when Tristan tried to get him to blow it out. None of the children really seemed to understand what the party was about, but the parents had fun, and the cleanup wasn’t so bad. None of the kids had much cake, and Julia knew she’d probably end up throwing most of it out—assuming her husband didn’t eat it all in the next two days.

The presents had all been opened—an excruciatingly slow process given Graham’s preoccupation with the shiny red paper on the first gift, which he would have been happy to play with for the entire afternoon. There was only one thing left, and Julia was dreading it with her entire being.

But Tristan took Graham for his nap, and she was alone.

Now or never, she thought.

She pulled the sealed envelope from her purse and looked at the handwriting. Her sister’s perfect penmanship had always annoyed her as a child. Leah’s impulsiveness seemed at odds with her perfectly crafted letters, and Julia’s own handwriting was terrible. Tristan said she should have been a doctor.

Open Me at Graham’s First Birthday, the envelope said.

For a long moment, she wondered if she should just throw it out, but she knew she wouldn’t. Finally, she slid open the envelope and pulled out the letter. It was a single page alongside two small pieces of paper, which were folded in half. Julia swallowed when she recognized them.

The letter wasn’t long, which both relieved and saddened her.


Julia,

The difference between certainty and a chance is love. I never thought I’d wish with all my heart to be the one getting the second result, but right now I do. I hope you will understand why I’m doing this, and I hope that you’ll read this someday. The doctor said he could operate on your kidney and he might be able to save it. Or I could give you one of mine. I’m going to give you one of mine. I know what that might mean for me, but I know what it might mean for you, too. I promise you that I thought this decision through.

Kiss Graham for me.

Love,

Leah



 

Julia swallowed a lump and then fished out the two pieces of paper. She sighed, closing her eyes for a moment, and then opened the first.

Kidney operation, it said.

Julia felt her eyes brim with tears and allowed herself to cry. She opened the second.

It said, Old age, surrounded by loved ones.

“Thank you,” Julia whispered, and then went to kiss her son.



 

Story by ’Nathan Burgoine

Illustration by Danica Novgorodoff
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ROCK AND ROLL

“OKAY, KIDS, IT’LL BE JUST another five minutes or so. You just sit tight, now.” The man flashed a hurried smile to the three young teens before disappearing once again. His unnaturally dyed hair portrayed an almost pitiful desire to look much younger than he was, to fit in with these kids who were easily thirty years his junior. His hair was matched by his shiny leather vest and spastically accessorized pants.

The man’s words made Amanda suddenly aware that the three of them had been sitting in complete silence the entire time. She had been gazing at the laminated badge she had been given, attached to a green fabric neck strap. “Backstage Pass,” it read in bold letters at the top, with the logo of the tour printed beneath it. The colors of the logo didn’t quite line up, making the graphic appear as though it had purple shading on the left side and bottom.

The girl next to Amanda seemed to have the same realization and turned quickly to Amanda. “I’m Julie,” she said, sticking out her hand.

“Amanda,” she replied, clasping Julie’s hand. Amanda blushed a little as she realized that her hand was sweaty because she was so nervous, especially compared to Julie’s oddly cold palm. She let go perhaps a little early, embarrassed, and was flustered when Julie held on for another awkward second. Amanda thought she saw the hint of a smirk in Julie’s face.

“I’m Austin,” said the boy on the other side of Amanda. He was in a wheelchair and wore thick-framed, yellowish-tinted glasses. As Amanda turned to shake his hand, she was thrown off a little by his eyes, one of which seemed to focus on a point a little behind her. His hand was a little warmer than Amanda’s, which felt a little weird—but she held on this time, determined not to have the same problem she had with Julie. She looked back at Julie, expecting her to reach over and shake hands with Austin, but she didn’t; Julie just looked at him as if to acknowledge his presence while still holding on to the faint smile from before.

“I like your purse,” Amanda offered, turning again toward Julie and trying to regain some of the power that the handshake faux pas had taken from her. She didn’t really feel strongly one way or the other about the purse, but it did seem to be an expensive designer bag, or at least a knock-off. Either way it struck Amanda as being something Julie must be proud of.

“Thank you,” Julie said politely, although without the glow of appreciation that Amanda was hoping for. Julie regarded the flawless black leather of the bag in her own lap as if it were the first time she had really noticed it and then opened her mouth as if to respond in kind. As she glanced over to Amanda’s slightly worn cream-colored purse, though, she seemed to think better of it and instead looked up at Amanda with the same hint of a smile.

“So how many of Stephen’s concerts have you been to, Amanda?” Julie had a devious sparkle in her eye. Amanda felt a knot form in her stomach, realizing that she couldn’t answer the question honestly and still maintain any pretense of holding the upper hand. She resigned herself to her place, knowing at least that Stephen would not want her to lie about it.

“This is my first,” she replied, mustering her confidence. “But I’ve been a huge fan since Death by Rock and Roll.” She made sure to name-check Stephen’s first album, if only to prove her devotion.

Austin chimed in, leaning forward to try to stake a claim in the conversation. “Did you know the slip on the album cover was his actual slip from his first reading in Portland?” He seemed to overemphasize the words to be more dramatic, but Amanda wondered if it was just the way he normally talked.

Julie rolled her eyes. “From Tim’s Broken Cup coffeehouse, yes. And he played his first concert there one year later.” She turned back to Amanda. “So you have all his albums?” It was phrased less as a question and more like a statement of obvious fact.

“Yes!” Finally, a chance to prove herself.

“And the bootlegs?”

Amanda wished she could go back to the silent sitting from before. “Um—”

“My dad got me bootleg recordings of all the concerts from the Fate tour.” Julie sat back in her seat. “They’re very high-quality recordings.”

“Wow … that’s great,” Amanda replied, fighting to keep a smile on her face, looking down at her purse.

“When did you win your ticket?” Austin spoke to Amanda in a quieter tone, as if to form a united front with her against Julie.

Amanda turned to Austin with a smile. “Just yesterday. My friend Mimi and I had been calling the radio station since the contest started! Two times, we were caller number four, and then one time we were number seven. We figured we had missed our chance, and then the deejay said they had one more ticket and backstage pass available!”

“Wow, no kidding?” Austin seemed genuinely interested. Amanda smiled in appreciation, finding his lazy eye less creepy now.

“Mimi said we should go for it, and if we were caller number nine, she would let me have them.” Amanda felt a lump in her throat. “I couldn’t ask for a better friend. She loves Stephen too, but she knows how much he means to me.”

“That’s awesome! And so you won! That’s so great!” Amanda’s eyes were just starting to tear up, and she nodded. She didn’t want to speak for fear of breaking down, both out of love for Mimi and out of the anticipation of meeting him.

Stephen. Stephen Conrad. She had seen him onstage from the fourth row and it seemed like a dream—it all went by so quickly. She sang along with every word of every song, soaking up every bit of the experience. She had stretched out her hands to the stage to be nearer to him but knew that she needed only to wait: fate had arranged for them to meet, and that meeting was only minutes away.

She wanted to tell Austin. She wanted him to know that she was special. The arena had been full of thousands of screaming fans tonight, but Amanda was different. She wanted to tell him that, but how would it sound? Every teenage girl felt that way … but tonight she and Stephen would meet, and everything would change.

She sat back in her seat and opened her bag to get a tissue. As she rifled through the contents with her right hand she carefully laid her left hand over the top of the purse to keep the others from seeing inside, and when she found the small plastic pouch she pulled a tissue out quickly, deftly pulling the strap to cinch the opening with a single smooth motion. As she blotted the corners of her eyes, she noticed Julie looking in her own purse, and Amanda caught a glimpse of a strange-looking device inside, occupying most of the bag’s small volume.

Amanda looked up at Julie with a quizzical look on her face, but Julie was already starting to talk. “I don’t listen to the radio,” she said condescendingly, without turning to look at either of them. She grasped her badge and held it up. “My dad bought me this for my fifteenth birthday, which is next week.”

Austin leaned forward to look at the badge, which was identical to his and Amanda’s. “I didn’t know you could just buy them.”

The smirk returned to Julie’s face, much more obvious now than before. “Anything is for sale when you have enough money.”

“What does your dad do?” Amanda asked, realizing now that the purse was probably not a knock-off. Knowing that she had bought her way in somehow made Julie seem so much less of a true fan. For Amanda, it was destiny. For Julie, it was just another soulless purchase.

“He’s the CEO of Mortech, the leading manufacturer of death predictors,” she replied with a mixture of condescension and pride. “You know, it was a Mortech machine that Stephen used at Tim’s Broken Cup.”

Amanda’s eyes widened and she could feel her pulse speed up a little. She wasn’t sure what to say and was relieved when Austin spoke instead.

“Whoa … so what do you think will happen to him? Do you think he’ll die onstage sometime? I mean, his slip says ROCK AND ROLL, right? How else could it happen?”

Julie sneered a little. “Or drugs. That’s how most rockers die, you know.”

Austin looked confused. “But his slip doesn’t say DRUGS …”

“Drugs and rock and roll are practically the same thing. It’s the rock-and-roll lifestyle.”

Amanda felt insulted. Stephen didn’t do drugs … She had read in a magazine interview that Stephen hated drugs and alcohol. He didn’t need them to be happy, the article had said, because playing his music gave him all the happiness he needed.

Austin seemed to have been following some other train of thought. “Do you think he’ll have his prediction slip with him? You think he’ll show it to us?”

Julie looked over at Austin with her smirk and directed her answer instead toward Amanda. “It won’t matter if he has it or not, because I’m going to get my own.” With a grand gesture, she opened her purse and pulled out the device, which looked similar to one of those electronic ear thermometers that Amanda had seen at her doctor’s office, but a bit larger.

“What is that?” Amanda asked.

“This is a portable death predictor. Battery operated, and works just like the larger units.”

Austin was keenly interested and wheeled forward a few inches to get a closer look. “Whoa … I didn’t know they made them like that!”

“They don’t—at least, not yet. This is a prototype.” She looked around and quickly tucked it back into her purse. She seemed a little worried about passersby seeing it; Amanda guessed that she had probably taken it without her father’s permission.

As Amanda thought about Julie’s apparent plan, she clutched her own purse a little more tightly, feeling flushed with nervousness. “Wh-what are you going to do?”

Julie looked at Amanda with a fire in her eyes. “I’m going to get the ultimate souvenir—my own slip that reads ROCK AND ROLL.” She put her hands up as if the words were on a marquee in front of her. “Maybe he’ll autograph it for me. Either way it’ll be one of a kind—I have a blank slip loaded in that already has his picture embossed on it.”

Amanda was mortified, partly out of jealousy, but mostly because it threatened to overshadow her fated meeting with Stephen. Why did there even have to be other winners? She had heard the deejay give away another backstage pass but daydreamed that somehow this moment would be just her and Stephen—no managers, no stagehands, no other winners.

“What if he doesn’t want to?” Austin asked. Amanda nodded and gazed back at Julie. It wasn’t Stephen’s style! Even Austin knew.

“I already told you—anything is for sale when you’re rich.”

Amanda’s concern was turning to anger. Julie shouldn’t get to be here, she thought. Stephen wouldn’t approve of this. She was mustering the courage to speak up, to put Julie in her place, when she was interrupted by the man from before, suddenly poking his head through the doorway into the small waiting area.

“All right, kids! Stephen’s waiting for you. Follow me!”

“Stephen.” The man looked at the paper he held in his hand and read each name carefully, pointing at each of the teens in turn. “This is Austin Chavez, Julie Morhardt, and … Amanda Thiessen. The contest winners!” Amanda gave an awkward wave when her name was called. She was relieved that the man had introduced them, since she had offered to push Austin’s wheelchair and became worried halfway down the corridor that Stephen might think that she was just Austin’s aide or something.

Stephen Conrad was there in the room, sitting backward on a rolling swivel chair and looking every bit as beautiful as he did in the magazine pictures and on the album covers. His brown, tousled tresses glistened with the sweat from the stage lights, and he still had on the tight-fitting white T-shirt and black jeans that he wore onstage. His acoustic guitar leaned up against the wall to his left, and a few people sat chattering on cell phones behind the three visitors. Stephen sucked on a white plastic water bottle as they walked in, then pulled it out with a smack and let the air hiss back into it.

Amanda’s knees felt weak and her mouth felt dry as Stephen motioned for the girls to sit down in two of three folding chairs that had been placed in an arc a few feet away from the musician. As Austin wheeled himself closer, Stephen put his foot out and sharply kicked away one of the chairs, glancing up at the man who had brought them in, smiling and rolling his eyes. Austin chuckled as the folding chair went skittering across the tiled floor.

“I’m so glad you could come to my show tonight,” he told the three eager fans. “It really means a lot to me.” He extended his hand to each of them: first Julie, who seemed less confident than she had in the waiting room. Then Austin, and finally Amanda. Shaking his hand took her breath away; it felt so strong, so comfortable. He felt just as she had always imagined he would feel. It was as though the sincerity she heard in his music was there in his touch. She smiled at him, melting inside as he smiled back.

Does he know? she wondered. Can he feel the connection?

Julie spoke, either trying to interrupt the moment or just blind to anyone else’s matters but her own. “Stephen, I loved ‘Breakaway’ tonight … It reminded me of the way you played it in your show in Indianapolis a few years ago.”

The rocker was taken aback a little but kept a warm smile on his face. “Oh, were you at that show?”

Julie stammered a little. “Ah, no, but I heard, uh, I have a recording of it. It’s one of my favorite versions.”

“Oh, I see.” Stephen looked down and chuckled. “To be honest, they start to blur together after a while.” He looked back up at Julie. “But I’m glad you enjoyed it. It’s a special tune, I think. You know, it’s about trying to escape your fate. Something our generation has had to confront more than anyone else, I think.”

Austin piped up, much in the same way he had in the waiting room. “Stephen, do you have your slip with you? Can we see it?” Amanda was a little disappointed in Austin. Why was he here: to see Stephen or his card?

“Oh, ha-ha … no,” Stephen responded, in a way that was simultaneously considerate and well rehearsed. “The road is a pretty dangerous place, so I have it framed back home in my studio. It helps me remember that rock and roll is my life; it’s what I was put here to do.” He reached around to grab his guitar. “How about a song, huh? I think I’ve got one more encore in me for my superfans here.”

The teens nodded expectantly. Amanda’s heart raced as Stephen strummed a quick chord and then tuned one of the strings as he spoke. “This is a new song … something I’ve been working on in the tour bus. You know, all the extra time on the bus gives me a lot of opportunity to do songwriting.”

Julie opened her mouth as if to speak, but Stephen continued. Amanda wasn’t sure if Stephen knew he was cutting her off but found a wicked pleasure in it regardless.

“This one is about finding your soul mate. It’s inspired by a dream I had a few nights ago.” He played a few bars as an introduction, his fingers intricately combining melody and strummed chords, and then began singing.

Amanda felt dizzy as he sang of wandering through lonely days and then having his companion appear to him, first in a dream, and then in real life. As he played, he looked down at his guitar and only occasionally looked up, often closing his eyes to deliver the high notes. His enraptured audience drank up every note, not moving even to keep time with the impassioned performance.

After an expertly played and melodic bridge, Stephen launched into a third verse with a much thinner accompaniment, ratcheting up the emotion in his voice but singing more softly, more intimately. As he did so, his eyes locked with Amanda’s.

She felt as though she were being transfigured by his words. She could feel his gaze and expected at any moment for him to turn away, to look down at the fingerboard of his guitar to change chords, to turn instead to Julie or Austin or anyone else in the room. But he did not, even as he moved into the final chorus.

She was in the clouds and knew that he had suddenly felt the connection. The connection that she had felt so long ago, that she knew he would feel when they finally met. He was acknowledging it, caught up in it, as if she had taken his hand and was gently guiding him toward his unforeseen future. He was no longer a face on a poster or a voice coming through iPod earbuds. He was her peer, her friend, her—she was afraid to say it, even in her mind, for fear of jinxing the heaven she had finally found.

He had barely strummed the final chord when Julie, who must have noticed the connection between the two, let out a gasp of angry frustration. Amanda turned just in time to see Julie swing the device that she had already gotten out of her purse, causing the now uncovered needle to pierce through Stephen’s jeans and into his thigh. Stephen’s face turned to surprise and to horror, and he let out a yelp as he instinctively swatted it away with his left hand, nearly dropping his guitar in the process. The device went sliding across the tiled floor behind the three teens, stopping in a corner where one of the cell phone people had been but which was now empty.

There was a sudden pause in the room as everyone absorbed what had just happened. After a second, the apparently still-functional device began beeping, and Julie dove toward it just as a small slip of paper emerged from the slot on the end. Stephen’s face changed to a look of horror. The man who had brought the youths into the room, realizing now what the device was, rushed over to Julie, who was squatting next to her device and had already flipped the card over. Her expression changed to one of disgust as she turned back to look at Stephen.

“THYROID CANCER!?”

Amanda sat in silence in the backseat, her mind keeping time to the pulse of the streetlights going by out the window. The concert had gone by so quickly, but all that happened after the meeting with Stephen went so painfully slowly: the phone calls, the meetings with agents or lawyers or whoever they were. The parents coming in, signing papers, talking to men in silk shirts and ties. People talking about nondisclosure agreements and lawsuits. It had been a little satisfying to see Julie’s father come in and find out about her taking the device without asking—Amanda thought she heard the words “grounded for a month” as they left the room—but to be honest, she didn’t really care.

She was grateful that the people had explained everything to her own father, so he wasn’t pestering her with questions during the car ride. He knew how much she loved Stephen and how much Amanda wanted to be left alone right now.

THYROID CANCER? She had always told herself that Stephen’s death prediction didn’t define him, that it could be something else and she would love him just as much. She loved his music, his attitudes, his ways. The whole death-prediction thing was something that the media latched on to. The paparazzi. Not her; she was so much more than a fan.

But it did matter, and she was having a hard time confronting herself with that fact. Not that there was anything intrinsically wrong with a prediction of thyroid cancer; it probably meant that he would live a long life. But the deception? The lie? It went against everything she thought he stood for.

She was reminded of the lyrics to a song she knew: “When our heroes turn and fall / We have no one to turn to but ourselves.” It wasn’t one of Stephen’s songs.

She opened her purse, took out her wallet, and pulled out her own prediction. The one that she had gotten at the mall with Mimi when they were both thirteen, with the money her parents thought they were using for ice cream. She read the large block lettering in the light cast rhythmically by the passing streetlights.

ROCK AND ROLL.

She tucked the slip back into her wallet, leaned her head against the cool window, and fell asleep watching the city lights roll by.
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NATURAL CAUSES

THE MACHINE APPEARED ON A Friday morning. Lucy Swett said that she saw men in black unloading it from the back of a Mack truck, but no one had listened to Lucy Swett since she’d claimed to have been chosen to go to a special convention for young scientists, which was definitely a lie.

The contraption was a bit of a spectacle, mostly because we didn’t have much in the way of modern conveniences. We didn’t have much in the way of anything, truth be told. Almond Hill was the kind of town that you could drive through and not realize it. The kind of town where everyone knew everyone else and people liked it the way it was, thank you very much.

A crowd of people had gathered round on the corner across from the Jiffy Lube at about nine in the morning, when the sun was still rolling out of bed. I was bringing back a carton of milk for Mama and stopped to gawk with the others. The hulking red-and-black box looked almost like a vending machine, but there were no chips or soda behind the glass. Nothing except the ominous title MACHINE OF DEATH printed in crooked circus letters at the top.

“Machine of Death!” Lucy Swett gasped from the front of the crowd. “I’ve heard of those. They tell you how you’re gonna die.”

“Oh, posh,” drawled Dr. Hudson, who had delivered most everyone in town. His wisp of a wife hung on his arm and looked up into his clear blue eyes, prodding him to tell Lucy off. “That’s ridiculous. Who ever heard of such a thing?”

“No! It’s true!” cried Lucy Swett, sandy blond ponytail bobbing up and down. “They’re in all the cities. It was in one of my magazines. I heard of a girl who—”

“Now, Lucy—” The crowd was starting to get excited. People chattered, jostling for a better look at the machine.

“She’s telling the truth,” Helen Calloway said quietly, her face still and her eyes wide open under heavy, straight bangs. Everyone turned to look at her. Mrs. Calloway’s late husband had owned the hardware store and gave it to her when he died. She didn’t lie. “My sister lives in Charleston. Says everyone has ’em done, at shopping malls same as hospitals. Doing it to babies before they’re christened now.”

“My God,” said Mrs. Hudson feebly, putting a shaking hand to her mouth. Dr. Hudson just shook his head. It was quiet for a long while.

“Well, I’m gonna do it,” said Lucy, always one to try out the latest hairstyle or facial cream from one of her glossies. After glancing at the machine, she noisily pulled out her purse and fished around. A pout wrinkled her brow and pursed her lips. “Anyone got a twenty?”

“Twenty dollars?” asked Mrs. Hudson.

“That’s what it says on the machine.” She indicated the marking and gleefully pulled out a wrinkled bill she found at the bottom of her purse. “It’s a medical procedure, Mrs. Hudson.” Lucy fed the twenty into the machine, which sucked up the money like a little kid sucks up ice cream. She waited. “Come on!” She banged the side. “I paid my twenty—”

Then the machine rattled, a sound like a copper kettle would make if it fell off the highest shelf in the garage. It clattered and clanged until we all thought it would break, and then it spit out a slip of paper smaller than my palm. It fluttered to the ground as people craned to see. Lucy snatched it up and cupped her hands around it to read her prediction.

“Tell us what you got, Lucy!” Joe Schafer and his gang called, greasy duck-tailed heads wagging. There was a murmur of agreement among the crowd. I think Joe had had a bit of a crush on me for a while, but Mama wouldn’t let me go out with boys yet, especially not boys like Joe. He was a good guy, but he wore a leather jacket and pierced his own ear behind the Jiffy Lube the summer before eighth grade. The symbol of rebellion had shocked Almond Hill; Principal Skinner made Joe take it out for school, saying that “ridiculous ornamentation for men was unheard of” in his day.

“She ought to tell us her prediction, seeing as she’s the first one and all. There’s no point to it if you don’t tell us. It’s part of the fun,” said lanky Mr. Paganini, who owned the R&R diner.

“Fun, Hank?” asked Dr. Hudson.

“Shhh … It’s not decent,” Mrs. Hudson whispered loudly. “To tell other people.”

The crowd looked to Mrs. Calloway, now the expert on this sort of thing.

“I never heard my sister tell of keeping them secret. She says she’s gonna die of old age. Very matter-of-fact. Everyone knows, in the city.”

We all turned back to Lucy Swett, who was shaking a little in front of the Machine of Death, staring at her sliver of paper. She looked up and was met with silence.

“Well,” she said with her nose in the air, pausing for effect. “I got ‘shot.’ ” There were a few gasps. Her voice was falsely brave, her face pale. “Must mean I’m going to be famous. Only famous people get shot.”

“Stupid people get shot, Lucy,” said Joe Schafer. “Let me at it. I bet I get hit by a car.”

By now, people were leaving. I stood there for a moment, unnerved by the whole idea, then turned to go. Someone grabbed my shoulder.

“Hey, Tess,” Joe Schafer said with a strange, earnest look about him. His hair was slicked back like always. Up this close, I could see his scar, a little line on his cheek where he said he’d been cut in a knife fight with some guys from Seeley.

“Hey, Joe.” I got shy around him and his glinting green eyes.

“Will you get yours done, then?”

“I dunno.” There was an awkward pause. “What’d you get, Joe?”

He took a deep breath. I’d never seen him shaken; he seemed almost concerned, faced with his own death.

“Motorcycle accident,” he said, his voice strangely quiet and husky. There was a moment of silence.

“I’m sorry, Joe,” I whispered, unsure of how to respond. He shook his head.

“Oh, ’s’okay. I always said I’d ride till the day I die.” He narrowed his eyes, dragging them over me. “You should get yours done, Tess. Live a little on the edge. It’d be good for you. I mean …” He looked over his shoulder at his gang. “Some people say you’re a stick-in-the-mud. I know you’re not. But you gotta show ’em.”

“Joe!” Caleb, his right-hand man, motioned for their leader to join them. Joe nodded, then turned his head back to me.

“I gotta go, Tess. Don’t let anyone tell you what to do. But think about what I said.” I nodded, not meeting his eyes. “See ya later.” I scurried out of there.

Did people really think I was a stick-in-the-mud? I tried to stay out of trouble. I just went to school and helped my parents out and went to the R&R for milk shakes. I generally liked Almond Hill. But most kids agreed that meant I was doomed. If you didn’t rebel or have dramatic plans to leave, you could never get out.

My parents invited the Hudsons over for lunch. Talk quickly and unceremoniously turned from gossip about Marge Flicker and Toby Dale’s upcoming wedding to discussion of the machine.

“What do you think, Hudson?” my father boomed, mouth full of potato salad. He hadn’t been in the morning congregation across from the Jiffy Lube. “I mean, you’re a doctor.”

“It’s a hell of a thing,” muttered Dr. Hudson. “A hell of a thing.”

My father nodded in agreement and swallowed. “The postman said he heard of a guy who got his done. Said it was gonna be kidney failure, and he died the next day of a kidney failure.” He smacked his hand on the table. “Just like that.”

“Well, it’s a medical machine,” drawled Dr. Hudson. “I guess there could be practical uses for it.”

“We’ve got on fine without them for centuries, Doc—we don’t need ’em now. It’s just gonna make people crazy. Thinking about death all the time.”

“It’s not natural,” Mrs. Hudson intoned. “Prob’ly the devil in it.”

Everyone sat in silence.

“Well, I think that we had better just ignore it,” said my mama, ever practical, as she gathered the plates. “Folks who want it should get it. Folks who don’t, shouldn’t. No need to rally one way or another. I wouldn’t get mine done if you paid me, but I’m not going to tell anyone else what’s best for them. It’s nobody’s business but the person gettin’ it done.”

But of course, the book-club ladies, who fancied themselves proper gentlewomen, started a campaign against the machine. Led by frail Mrs. Hudson, they marched around the machine’s street corner, pausing only to read Scripture at those who decided to get their death predictions. At their strongest, they called a town meeting that got pretty rowdy but decided nothing. Their campaign quickly deteriorated into snide comments at dinner parties and disapproving glares in the supermarket. They took every opportunity to tell those who had gotten predictions that they were damned. That no one ought to know but God himself.

I don’t know about God, but all the kids at the high school were getting theirs done. After Lucy Swett’s bold decision to get her prediction, it became a test of character. “Do you have your slip?” The kids with younger, more liberal parents got their slips right away. But most of the older folks had “sensibilities.” Some kids had to sneak out in the middle of the night to get theirs done. And even after they’d done it, they had to pass another test. “How’s it going to happen?” Separating the wheat from the chaff. The more fantastic the death, the more respect earned. Crashes and firearms trumped natural causes and drowning. Those who didn’t know were at the bottom.

“Tess, we have to do it,” whined Debbie Hayes as we walked home from school, just as we had since we were five. She had been my best friend for as long as I could remember. “Everyone else is getting theirs done.”

“Everyone else doesn’t have parents like mine.”

“But everyone does, Tess!” Debbie stopped and put her hands on her hips. “We all have parents like yours. Old farts. They’re not gonna let us get our slips in a million years.” I started walking again. “But we have to go get them.”

“Go behind our parents’ backs, you mean.”

“Well, yeah.”

I shook my head.

“Deb, I don’t think—”

“Oh, come on, Tess—you’ve never done anything exciting in your whole life.”

“Yes, I have!”

“Tell me one thing.”

“I drank some champagne at your sister’s wedding,” I snapped.

“My five-year-old cousin Bobby drank some champagne at my sister’s wedding.” Debbie stopped again and wheeled to face me, eyes wide. “We’re gonna die someday, Tess. You know that?”

“Yeah.” I crossed my arms. Debbie was good at convincing me; I had to put up a defense.

“These little slips—they just say how it’s gonna happen. They don’t tell you when. We could die tomorrow. And we’d die boring little girls who lived in Almond Hill all their lives and never did anything, just like our parents. We have to be different from them.” She sighed. “Maybe knowing how we die is the first step.”

“I don’t know, Deb … I don’t have any money.”

“I know for a fact you have exactly twenty dollars saved up.”

“That was for the pink dress at Dillingham’s!”

“Think about it, Tess. A dress?” She raised her eyebrow. “Or knowing how it’s all going to end.” She knew she’d hooked me.

“Oh, come on.” She grinned conspiratorially, like she used to when she’d push me to steal a cookie from her parents’ cookie jar (I had always been taller than her). “Sneak out with me. Get your slip.” She bumped my hip with hers. “Show Joe Schafer that you’re really worth talking to.” I felt my face flush red.

“Joe Schafer already talks to me,” I retorted quietly.

She ignored that comment and whispered the plan to me. When we got to her house, she skipped down her front walk, twirling around to give me a little wave at her door. I shook my head and trudged home, muttering to myself.

I was supposed to meet Deb in her treehouse at midnight. It wasn’t hard to sneak out of my house; I had never done anything like that before, so there was no security. My parents slept soundly. We didn’t have a dog.

Deb had a dog, but Cooper was an old, mostly deaf hound who’d known me all his life. He let me shimmy up to the treehouse after I slipped him a treat and sat quiet while I waited.

I had almost fallen asleep with my head propped up in my hand when I saw a flashing light coming from Deb’s window. She was turning a flashlight on and off to get my attention. I squinted. She held up a piece of paper with a message written in her loopy handwriting. Can’t go. Daddy’s watching TV. Deb’s father worked the late shift at the police station and sometimes had problems sleeping. I sighed and started to climb down, fully intending to go back home and slip into bed like I’d never left. Deb flashed the light frantically. I looked up.

You still have to go.

Crickets chirped. I shouldn’t do it. But I’d come this far. But Deb couldn’t go. But I had saved the money. But I could just get the dress and be done with it. But this was my chance to do something. But I didn’t want to die.

Some people say you’re a stick-in-the-mud. I know you’re not. But you gotta show ’em.

I looked up at Deb’s window. I nodded.

The machine was more terrifying at night. In the daylight, it looked almost comical, out of place on the sunny sidewalk. But in the dark, it lurked like a monster on the street corner, waiting for a victim.

I shivered as I fed it my savings. I thought I might wet myself when the machine came to life, clanking and whirring as gears turned and metal grated. It would wake the whole town. When I was absolutely sure that no one was around, I stooped to get my slip. It fluttered out of my hand in the night breeze, and I had to snatch it out of the chilly night air. I held it facedown for what seemed like an eternity, then took a deep breath and turned it over.

on the john.

I read the prediction again. Again. Again. Over and over. Memorized it. Lowercase black letters. How I would die. on the john. My face burned with shame; I felt nauseous. The world seemed to be spinning.

I couldn’t die on the john. How could I ever tell that to anyone? How could I be respectable with that prediction? I could never admit that to Joe.

It had to be wrong. I had to save up for another prediction. Tell Debbie I’d chickened out. The kids at school were wrong. Getting on the john would be even worse than not getting my slip.

I’d only managed to scrape seven dollars and forty-three cents together when the machine disappeared the next Friday, exactly two weeks after it had arrived. It didn’t make a fuss. Everyone just woke up on Friday and it wasn’t there. Mr. Malloy at the Jiffy Lube said he was happy to see it go. “Gloomin’ up the place,” he said. “Bad for business.”

There was absolutely nothing I could do. My parents wouldn’t let me go to the city to get another slip. Dejected, I used the money to take Debbie to the R&R for milk shakes (vanilla for me, chocolate for her). Mr. Paganini served them up with a smile, then bustled back through the swinging door into the kitchen. I couldn’t help feeling that maybe Mr. Paganini would be a good person to talk to about my death slip. He was nice and gave good advice. He was attentive. He noticed that we’d stayed long after our milk shakes were slurped down.

“What are you two lovely ladies still doing at my counter?” Mr. Paganini asked, long arms folded, pointy elbows sticking out as he leaned on the Formica.

“Thinking about dying.” I sighed, swaying back and forth on my seat cushion while I looked at the black-and-white linoleum. Debbie tapped her fingers on the counter.

“Happens to everyone, one time or another,” he said. There was a tired pause.

“How are you going to die, Mr. Paganini?” Debbie asked brightly. I elbowed her.

He chuckled. “That’s fine, Tess. I’m not ashamed.” More chuckling as his face turned pinkish. “Says I’m going to die on the john, myself.” I couldn’t help it; I gasped, then covered my mouth. “Not very dignified, is it? But I’m sure it happens to lots of people. That’s probably why Mrs. Hudson and those ladies are so uptight about the whole thing—they probably got underwear or false teeth or something.” He smiled and winked.

That had to be a sign. I had to tell someone what I’d done.

“I’m sorry, Mr. Paganini,” I breathed, dragging Debbie from the counter and leading her outside the R&R.

“What are you doing, Tess?” she squealed, squirming.

“Stop it!” I hissed, looking around. “Debbie, you’re my dearest friend in the whole world, so I know you can keep a secret.” She nodded earnestly. “You have to swear that you’ll never breathe a word of what I’m gonna tell you to anyone ever.” She nodded again. “Okay.” I took a deep breath. “I lied to you about how I’m gonna die.” She got a strange look on her face. I rushed to explain. “I got on the john, same as Mr. Paganini, only I was so ashamed I didn’t wanna tell anybody. So I lied. And told you I didn’t get my slip at all. Then I started saving up for another prediction.” She was staring at me. “I’m sorry.” Still staring. “Deb?”

“Tess?” She had a weird look about her.

“Yeah?” I asked, red faced, staring at my shoes.

“I got the same thing.”

My head snapped back up. “What?”

Talking fast like she does when she’s anxious, Debbie told me she’d gotten so mad at me for not getting my slip that she’d snuck out by herself and gotten her prediction. Only she’d gotten on the john too and threw the slip in the fireplace when she got home. She said she nearly died of shame.

It wasn’t long before the gossip spread. Debbie told Joe and Joe told his gang and someone in his gang told Lucy, and then everybody knew. Everybody had heard.

And everybody had done the same.

Even Mrs. Hudson, who had apparently been too curious to resist the devil’s temptation, tearfully admitted that she had gotten the same slip as everyone else—all lowercase, on the john. Her book-club ladies shunned her for a day but quickly broke down to admit that they had done the same. One by one, people confessed. Joe Schafer scratched his head, embarrassed, and hooked his thumbs in his jeans when he told me, then asked me if I wanted to go to lunch at the R&R sometime. Lucy Swett went into hysterics and wouldn’t leave her house, shrieking that her reputation was ruined. Marge Flicker and Toby Dale called off their wedding. Mayor Leetch called for a town meeting.

“Residents of Almond Hill, don’t be alarmed.” He cleared his throat. His hands were shaky and covered with liver spots. He spoke very slowly. “The so-called Machine of Death present in our community these past two weeks was a hoax, meant to swindle us out of our hard-earned money. I have contacted the FBI and they have informed me that they have identified a string of incidences similar to this one, perpetrated by the same suspect.” He cleared his throat again. “They call him Johnny.”

There were some nervous titters at that.

“We are cautioned to only use approved machines that employ proper medical and legal procedures. Trusted brands include DeathScope, Nex, Future-Care—” Coughs racked Mayor Leetch’s frail body, and we half expected him to die right there. “Justice will be served,” he wheezed. Dr. Hudson rushed to help him.

We quickly figured out that there was nothing else for Mayor Leetch to say. Everyone shuffled home, murmuring embarrassedly among themselves. I heard Mrs. Hudson sidle up to Mrs. Calloway.

“Helen, did you know?” Mrs. Hudson asked, trying to be tactful. “Did you know that it was a fake?”

“I didn’t look closely. I’ve already had mine done.”

“Could you tell, though? If you had looked closer?”

Mrs. Calloway made a sound halfway between a chuckle and a sniff.

“Didn’t have you sign no forms, did it?”

“No,” said Mrs. Hudson ashamedly.

“Didn’t take your blood or nothing, did it?” asked Mrs. Calloway.

“No.”

Mrs. Calloway shook her head.

“You all deserved it,” she said. “Bunch of goddamn lying fools.”
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SHIV SENA RIOT

Tuesday

“THANK YOU FOR CALLING MACHINE of Death Analysis. My name is Manisha; may I know your cause of death?”

“The card just says ‘train.’ ”

Manisha’s upbeat voice hid the fact that it was the last call of a very long night. She could barely keep her eyes open. Her mother simply did not consider an all-night shift to be an excuse to spend the day in bed, so it had been a while since she’d had anything resembling real sleep.

“Thank you for providing me with that information, sir. Let me see what data we have on people with the same reading, so we can find the most likely circumstances of your death,” she continued, as friendly as ever. She typed the word into her computer and waited for the stat sheet to appear. “I see that there are twenty-three entries in the database who also got ‘train,’ ” she continued dutifully. “That includes eight already deceased. I’m showing that five were passengers in a train that derailed, two were struck by trains while driving across the tracks, and the last one appears to be a suicide, since it shows he laid down on the tracks the day he got the reading.”

“So you’re pretty sure it’s going to be a train crash?” the customer asked.

“Most likely, sir,” Manisha replied. She muted the line so the customer couldn’t hear her yawn. It was too bad they didn’t allow coffee in the calling bay. “There is an average of three thousand train accidents per year, six percent of which are fatal, leading to an average of one thousand deaths annually. Statistically, it looks like you will join those numbers.”

“So there’s no chance of a … a what would you call it, a joke answer?” the customer asked.

“A joke answer?” Manisha knew what he was asking, but she was urged to never cast the machine in a malicious light.

“You know, like the guy on the news who got ‘drug deal,’ then had an allergic reaction to discount aspirin,” the customer clarified.

“While overall the percentage of ironic readings is forty-nine percent,” Manisha answered, “with your reading in particular it’s been pretty straightforward. One hundred percent of those we’ve gathered data on have in fact been killed by locomotives.”

“Well, the reason I’m asking is because I just started a new job, and I begin training tomorrow,” the customer interjected nervously.

“No need to be concerned, sir.” Manisha knew what he was getting at. “If training were your cause of death, the card would certainly say ‘training’ or ‘trainer.’ Not simply ‘train.’ While unexpected synonyms are often the cause of ironic readings, the machine always gets the grammar right.”

Training might be the death of me, though, Manisha thought, remembering she had to be in three hours early for her next shift. For the third time in a month she was going to have to trade sleep for a mandatory training session.

“That’s a relief.” The customer sighed.

“Are you located in the city of Houston, Texas, sir?” Manisha asked suddenly.

“How did you know that?” the customer asked, proving her guess to be correct.

“As I mentioned, we have fifteen live listings in the database for death by train,” Manisha responded, proud of her catch, “and all of them are in Houston, Texas. Given the close proximity, the likelihood of all of you dying in the same train accident is sixty percent, and in cases such as this, when all of the participants of a potential large-scale disaster are in the same place at the same time, the accident is likely to occur within seven to fourteen months. Most likely this winter, since accidents are more likely when there is ice or snow present.”

“Oh God.” The customer sounded terrified.

“Is there anything else I can assist you with today, sir?” Manisha asked pleasantly. She was sure she would get a good score on this call.

“I have a new baby on the way in March,” the customer added.

“Congratulations, sir,” Manisha replied.

“Are—are you sure that’s what’s going to happen?” the customer stuttered.

“Please be advised,” Manisha quoted from her training manual, “that Machine of Death Analysis does not claim or provide advanced knowledge of the eventual details of your demise. We merely provide facts and statistics that may help you gain a better understanding of the likeliest possibilities.”

The customer went silent for few moments. He began stammering as if trying to come up with something to say. Finally, he asked, “What is your cause of death?”

Manisha froze. No one had ever asked her that. “I’m sorry, sir, I cannot provide you with that information.”

“I just need someone to talk to, you know?” the customer pleaded. “I can’t tell my wife about any of this; this pregnancy’s giving her enough to worry about.”

“I cannot provide you with any personal information,” she responded.

“What’s the difference?” he asked. “I’m paying by the minute here, aren’t I?”

Manisha knew he was right.

“I’ve never gotten a reading,” she admitted.

“Never?” the customer asked. “Don’t you want to? How can you spend all day answering questions about a machine you’ve never used?”

Do I? she wondered. Manisha had never really thought about it. After all, she spent six months answering calls for a GPS service without feeling like she was missing out on anything, and she didn’t even own a car. “I’m located in Mumbai, India. We don’t have the machine here.”

“Are they banned?” The customer seemed relieved to have something to talk about other than his imminent death by train.

“Not officially,” she explained, “but we have a group here called the Shiv Sena, who’ve appointed themselves the moral watchdogs of the city. And their leader doesn’t approve of it.”

“One guy gets to decide what is and isn’t allowed?” the customer asked.

“Not officially,” Manisha explained, since the customer was, after all, paying by the minute. “But if anyone ignores him, there end up being riots, so most everyone listens to him just to avoid the hassle. It’s gotten to the point where all of the movie studios arrange private screenings for him to censor their movies before they come out because they know if he doesn’t like them, people will end up setting movie theaters on fire. He doesn’t like Valentine’s Day, so if any stationery stores stock ‘I Love You’ cards, they get bricks thrown through their windows.”

“What’s his problem with Valentine’s Day?”

“It’s a Western holiday that he feels contradicts Hindu culture, just like he feels the Machine of Death contradicts local things like numerologists.”

“Numerologists?”

“They use birth dates and times to predict marriages, deaths, and such. My mother has one, and she lets him control every decision my family makes. When I was baby he predicted that I would die in water. I mean, most people don’t believe in it, but the Shiv Sena don’t like Western technology telling them what to think.” Saying this, Manisha realized that if she had taken the test, she could finally prove her mother wrong. It also reminded her how much grief her water-weary mother had given her for her entire childhood and she immediately felt guilty for having put this man so on edge.

“Look, this isn’t the psychic hotline,” she said, much calmer than before. “I don’t know what’s going to happen to you. The fact that you got ‘train’ probably means you’re safer than most people. A train can’t exactly sneak up on you. You’re probably not going to run out and buy a ticket a couple of months before your baby’s born, and you’re clearly concerned enough that you know to steer clear of tracks. It will take a lot of long, happy years for it to slip your mind enough to happen.”

“Thanks,” the man said. She could hear in his voice that he meant it.

“Is there anything else I can assist you with?”

“Yeah, that villains-tying-people-to-the-railroad-tracks thing. That just happens in cartoons, right?” The customer laughed. Manisha was glad to hear him joking.

“Certainly,” she replied, “but be wary of anyone with a handlebar mustache.”

Wednesday

“Please excuse me,” the trainer began. “I don’t speak Indian, so I’ll have to conduct this training in English.”

Manisha was on her fifth cup of coffee. All of her fellow agents sat groggily around a large conference table while a jet-lagged but grinning middle-aged woman gestured wildly. Manisha had spent years trying to convince her mother (who had loudly protested the idea of her daughter spending her nights in an office, especially without consulting the family numerologist) that she actually liked being a call center agent. These training sessions were the one exception.

“But don’t worry,” the trainer continued. “This isn’t going to be just any boring old training session. This is going to be fun!”

Manisha had never been to one of these ‘boring old’ sessions that every trainer she’d ever met was certain to distance themselves from. Every one she’d ever attended was conducted by some fresh-off-the-plane American who was convinced she had cracked the code to making learning fun because she had bought a book on team-building exercises or come up with an acronym. And they all thought that “Indian” was a language.

“What’s the number one complaint you hear from customers?” the trainer asked.

Everyone was quiet. They knew she was reaching out for a certain answer and that it was more related to what she wanted to talk about than what the actual answer was.

“Come on,” the trainer urged, “there are no wrong answers.”

Keya raised her hand from across the table. “Hold time?”

“No, that’s not it,” the trainer replied.

Everyone remained silent.

“I want to talk to an American!” the woman exclaimed, and looked at the group expectantly. “How many times have you heard that from a caller?”

Everyone nodded their heads.

“Now, just what does the customer mean when they say that?” the trainer asked.

No one responded.

The woman walked over to the whiteboard and wrote the letters A-M-E-R-I-C-A-N across it. Here comes the acronym, Manisha thought.

“Agent Managing Empathetic Responses Instead of Canned Answers,” the trainer said aloud as she wrote it across the board, then paused a moment, looking back over her own words with pride. “When the customer says they want to talk to an A.M.E.R.I.C.A.N., it just means that they feel you aren’t showing them enough empathy. No offense,” she continued, “but most Americans consider your accent to sound a little robotic and inhuman.”

Why would I ever take offense at that? Manisha thought.

“So you really need to make up for that with a lot of empathy,” the trainer said as she underlined the word on the board. “Can anyone tell me what empathy is?”

“Putting yourself in the customer’s shoes,” Vivek responded from the far side of the room, in a voice Manisha found to be quite human, despite the trainer’s insinuation.

“Exactly,” the trainer shouted, thrilled that someone had answered according to her script. “Death is one of the most uncomfortable things for Americans to talk about. Getting a reading and having it analyzed are very stressful experiences, as anyone who has done so will know. How many of you have gotten a reading?”

No one raised their hands.

“No one?” she responded. “Has anyone ever seen a Machine of Death?”

Everyone looked at one another anxiously but remained quiet. There were posters of the machine all over the calling bay, and diagrams in the training manual, but none of them had ever seen one in person.

“Well, how can you put yourselves in the customer’s shoes if you’ve never even been in a shoe store?” The trainer chuckled. From beneath the table, she pulled out a large brown duffel bag.

Here comes the team-building exercise, Manisha thought.

But rather than rustle through the bag to find a rubber-banded bunch of dollar-store markers for some communal art project, or Lincoln Logs to make team towers out of, the trainer just turned the bag upside down so that a single object would thud dramatically onto the table.

A noticeable hush fell across the already quiet room. It was smaller than they’d all imagined it would be. The smooth white finish was scuffed as though it had seen its share of use.

It was a Machine of Death.

The silence was broken by a bit of nervous giggling as the two people closest to the machine reached across the table to touch it.

“Who wants to give it a try?” the trainer asked. Finally, she had their full attention.

Reno went first. He nervously placed his finger inside and jumped back in surprise as it was pricked by the needle. After a few seconds, a small card popped out.

“Choking,” he announced, and immediately stopped reaching for the snacks in the center of the table.

He slid the machine over to Neha. She stuck her finger in without a moment of hesitation and seemed excited to read her card.

“Landslide,” she told the group, then pumped her fist in the air victoriously, knowing what a cool way to go that would be. The machine continued to make its way around the table.

“Shellfish allergy,” began Vivek nervously, “but I’m veg!”

“Sounds like you better stay that way,” said Savio, who kept laughing until he read his own card. “Autorickshaw.”

Manisha heard all of this happening, but her mind was elsewhere. She was picturing the look on her mother’s face if she came home with one of those cards. She was picturing all of those summers she wasn’t allowed to go to the beach. The days she had to stay home alone because she wasn’t allowed out in the rain. The showers she wasn’t allowed to take without her mother’s supervision. The jobs she’d been fired from because her mother made her skip work during the floods. All because an old man in orange pajamas did some math problems and decided water would kill her. She was picturing the smile on her own face when she finally proved her mother wrong.

“Go on, do it,” said Savio.

Manisha was startled by the interruption. She hadn’t even noticed that the machine was now in front of her. How long had she been staring right at it? How long had everyone in the room been staring at her, waiting for her to do something?

“Oh, I didn’t—,” Manisha began.

“She doesn’t have to do it if she doesn’t want to,” the trainer interjected, grabbing the machine away just as Manisha finally started to reach for it. The trainer quickly slid the machine along to the next person. “They told me some of you might have religious objections. I don’t want to start an international incident.”

Before Manisha could open her mouth to respond, Roohie was already thrusting her finger into the slot to get her prediction. It was a bad one, and the whole room paused to comfort her. Manisha hadn’t meant to give up her turn, but it wasn’t the right time to speak up.

Why did I hesitate? Manisha wondered.

After the last card was handed out, the trainer jumped right into empathy training without missing a beat and left little time for discussion. The next time Manisha had the chance to speak, it was to answer a question about customer satisfaction. Before she knew it, the training was over. The woman had packed her machine back up in the brown duffel bag and disappeared, never to be heard from again. Back to the phones.

“Thank you for calling Machine of Death Analysis. My name is Manisha; may I know your cause of death?”

Thank God, this customer was a talker. The ‘cancers’ usually were. Sometimes Manisha’s job was more about listening than talking, and her head was swimming with thoughts too much to concentrate on holding up her end of the conversation. That seemed to be the case throughout the bay. She overheard Savio say “Thank you for calling autorickshaw.”

“I wish I had called sooner,” the customer said. “I mean, I wish I hadn’t been so afraid of talking about this stuff. My wife and I, we made a pact not to tell one another how we would go. I didn’t want to worry her with, you know, with that.”

Why did I hesitate? Manisha asked herself again. Now that she thought about it, that card was exactly what she needed. Hard evidence once and for all that her mother was wrong. And if she was wrong about the water thing, what else was she wrong about?

“I knew she was acting weird,” the customer continued. “I thought she was just being stubborn. We were trying to get to her sister’s house, and I was sick of the weird little shortcut she always made me take that seemed to take us an hour out of the way. She insisted, but I told her that I was driving and I would take whatever route I damn well pleased.”
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