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  For Mom and Dad,


  who taught me it’s okay to laugh


  about serious things,


  and


  For Katie,


  who cracks me up about all kinds


  of things all the time
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  I don’t think this is my bed.




  It’s hard to know for sure, as my head is in excruciating pain, but there’s something about this bed that doesn’t feel like me. It’s got extra fluff.




  This is disappointing. I had a very clear vision for how the day of my funeral would start, and it involved waking up in my own bed. I would yawn and stretch like a well-rested comic strip

  character as the smell of bacon wafted up from downstairs. There’s so much bacon down here! my stepmom would shout.




  But instead, I’m swiping at my skull to make sure there aren’t any knives sticking out of it as I listen to the voice of some lady who’s not my stepmom talking about something

  that is not bacon. “Nothing yet,” she says, from out in the hallway. “Yes, trust me, I know this is important.”




  Ow. Something’s lumped up under my back. Possibly my old faithful companion, Blue Bronto. Maybe this is my bed after all!




  Nope.




  It’s a pink koala.




  I have never owned a pink koala.




  “Well, I’m doing everything I can,” the woman in the hallway says.




  Of course. It’s Paolo’s mom. I’m in Paolo’s house.




  I make a halfhearted attempt at sitting up, and as the room slowly spins, I look around. My eye lands on a poster for the National Sarcasm Society. LIKE WE NEED YOUR SUPPORT, it reads under the

  logo.




  This is not Paolo’s room.




  It’s a room I’ve been in approximately three times before, the room of Paolo’s older-but-not-by-much sister, Veronica. So: I just woke up on the day of my funeral in my best

  friend’s sister’s bed. This was never part of my plan.




  “Denton . . . Are you awake in there?” Paolo’s mom says from just outside the door.




  I shoot back down and pull the blanket up over my head. She doesn’t seem to care that I’m in her daughter’s room, but I’d prefer to hide.




  “No, he’s still out cold,” she says as she walks away.




  I shrug the blanket off, noticing a Band-Aid on my right index finger. I have no idea why it’s there. I must have hurt my finger.




  At least my critical thinking skills are firing on all cylinders.




  I need to mobilize. I turn onto my stomach, and my face mashes deep into the pillow, getting a full-on blast of girl smell. The scent—a mysterious amalgam of soap, peaches, and . . .

  mint?—travels up my nasal passages and slams into my brain.




  Wait.




  Veronica’s face appears in my mind, speaking as she gets within kissing distance: “It’s just because I feel bad for you .”




  I remember. I made out with my best friend’s sister in my best friend’s sister’s bed last night. That’s incredibly exciting.




  But waitasecond. I have a girlfriend. A girlfriend who is not Veronica.




  I lift up the covers and look down at myself. My plaid shirt is unbuttoned. Thankfully, I am still wearing jeans. But pants or not, I have completely betrayed my girlfriend, Taryn. Who I really

  like. Her face pops into my brain: “You’re really cool and great and fun, but I don’t think I can do this.”




  Hold on.




  Did my girlfriend dump me last night? I put my hands on my face and joggle my head back and forth, hoping to ease my brain-pain and settle my thoughts into some logical arrangement.




  She totally did.




  I made out with Veronica and got dumped by Taryn last night. Hopefully not in that order.




  My headache pulses. My mouth is sand.




  “Don’t be ridiculous,” I hear Paolo’s mom say in a sharp tone. “He’s just gonna mess this up.” Her intensity is sobering, but only for a

  fleeting second.




  Time to go. I roll to the other side of the bed. A rotting-fruit smell collides with my nose, and I vomit. Right on Veronica’s pillow.




  Oh man. Through throw-up tears, I see an almost-empty bottle of peach schnapps on the carpet near the bed. Gross.




  I hear a scary buzz from under the covers, and I spring into action, legs scrambling wildly as I propel myself back against the thin metal columns of Veronica’s headboard. Approximately

  two seconds later, I realize the buzz was my phone, and not some sort of hostile bug.




  I am a cool, manly dude.




  Hey you awake yet? Paolo has texted.




  Yes. You in your room? I text back, wondering if he’s writing to me from across the hall. As I wait for a response, I push the vomit-pillow onto the floor, where it lands amongst

  a tiny village of bags and crates, detritus from Veronica’s first year at college. She just got home a few days ago.




  Ha no we got school today bro, Paolo texts. Well you don’t haha.




  Right. Of course I don’t.




  Because my funeral is at 2 p.m. this afternoon.




  For the first time since opening my eyes, I don’t think about what I’m doing in this room, what happened last night, or when the construction crew in my brain is going to let up.




  What I think is: Tomorrow is the day I’m going to die.
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  I don’t mean to be dramatic about it. Well, I do, because I think it’s funny and it makes people uncomfortable, which I like, but it’s really not that

  dramatic.




  People have known that tomorrow is the day I will die since I was born. Just like almost everyone else in the world knows the date when they will die, thanks to the group of doctors, scientists,

  statisticians, and astrologers led by the Nobel Prize – winning, featured-in-every-science-textbook-ever Herman Mortensky, who pioneered the field of AstroThanatoGenetics (ATG).




  Is it still weird and anxiety-provoking that my death-date is tomorrow? Hell to the yes. But do I need to get movie-preview-voice-over-guy intense about it? Probably not. Which isn’t to

  say people shouldn’t feel bad for me if they want. In my entire senior class at MHS, there are only three kids with deathdates during high school, and one of them is me. The other two are

  Ashley Miller, who died from a weird brain thing during our freshman year, and Paolo, my best friend, whose deathdate is twenty-six days after mine. Delightful coincidence, right? Best friends

  dying within one month of each other! I’d think that, too, if I didn’t know that our close deathdates are a big part of why we became friends in the first place.




  During our first week of kindergarten, I was minding my own business in the book corner, reading a story about this bear that bakes a birthday cake for the moon, when suddenly this slightly

  chubby, smiley little guy was looking over my shoulder. (I guess I was also a little guy at that point, but you get the idea.) At first, I was annoyed, like, Let me read in peace! But then

  he said, “The bear should give the moon a cake for his deathday, too,” which struck me as the funniest thing ever on so many levels, just the wisest, most insightful words I’d

  ever heard. (In retrospect, it doesn’t hit quite as hard, but to a kindergartner, it killed.) (Pun maybe intended.)




  We cracked up for a long time, and then we started talking about deathdates. “My mom told me you’re an Early,” Paolo said. An Early is anyone whose deathdate comes before the

  age of twenty-one. “Yeah,” I said, looking down at the carpet. “Me too!” he said. I was elated. I’d never met another Early before.




  So there we were: laughing at the same things and both on the road to being dead before even leaving the public school system. If that’s not a solid foundation for friendship, I

  don’t know what is.




  My phone buzzes again, and this time I’m only terrified for the briefest of milliseconds.




  Everyone is talking about your funeral, texts Paolo. Gonna be a good turnout dude! Hope you’re feeling ok haha man you were WASTED last night. So proud.




  So I can now definitively say that this horrible headache/dry mouth/overall badness of feeling is a hangover. My first ever, how exciting. And just in time.




  I’ve had the past week off from school, though of course I could have stopped attending way before that. But then it would have been me hanging out in my empty house or with my parents

  when they’re not at work. No thanks! At least Paolo’s played hooky with me the past few days, both because he’s a good friend and in anticipation of his own earthly departure. (I

  remember now that he said he was going to school today to “build some good buzz” for my funeral.)




  Most people spend their DeathWeek doing the things they most love to do. For people my age, that often amounts to a crazy spring-break-style marathon of mindlessness. I’m not against that,

  but it’s not exactly my style, and drinking has never really appealed to me. It was only Paolo’s strong persuasive abilities (“Don’t you wanna know what it feels

  like?”) that finally convinced me to ditch our original plan to go movie-hopping (one of our favorite pastimes, already featured earlier during my DeathWeek) in favor of hanging around in

  Paolo’s house and enjoying the now-gone peach schnapps. (As well as, apparently, the now-gone Veronica.)




  I don’t know if I should feel encouraged that most of my high school will be at my funeral or nervous or what. If we’re going to be brutally honest, people are probably

  “talking about my funeral” because they’re excited it’s going to get them out of eighth period and end the school day early.




  There’s also the whole Veronica-Taryn situation. If this is that “blackout drunk” thing kids are always talking about, I’m not a fan, as it would be helpful to go into my

  funeral knowing who I made out with, who I broke up with, and anything else I did that’s awesome/horrible.




  What exactly happened last night? Paolo’s mom had told me earlier in the evening that she would give me a ride home so that I could spend my last guaranteed night of life in my own bed. I

  had planned to start my funeral day—today—with a morning run to clear my head. That’s not happening. Not to mention that my stepmom is probably freaking out that I chose to sleep

  somewhere other than under her roof.




  “Okay, Dent . . . You awake yet?” Paolo’s mom says from just outside the door.




  “Morning,” I say. “I’ll, uh, be out in a minute.”




  “Oh!”




  I realize now she was actually speaking to the door of Paolo’s room, across the hallway. Until I just responded from Veronica’s room. My b.




  “Didn’t know you were in V’s room, sorry about that!” she continues, sounding as chipper and friendly as ever. Why she is apologizing to me for my being

  in her daughter’s bed, I have no idea. Until I remember that my dying tomorrow may be a strong incentive for people to treat me well today.




  “Not a problem! Just wanna, uh . . .” I’m staring at Veronica’s semi-ironic Smurfs pillowcase lying on the floor. Some of my throw-up has caked into Papa Smurf’s

  beard. “ . . . make the bed and stuff.”




  “Sounds good. I have some Tylenol out here, in case you need it.”




  “Okay, great. Thanks, Cynthia.”




  I hobble out of bed, make it to the bathroom, look in the mirror, dislike what I see, splash water on my face, try to barf some more in the toilet, sort of succeed, grab some toilet paper, wet

  it, attempt to clean up Veronica’s pillow, sort of succeed, decide instead to take the pillowcase off, throw it into the closet, return the bare pillow to Veronica’s bed, and make said

  bed, feeling a sense of victory when the comforter reaches all the way past the pillows, making it seem like I’d never even been here.




  As I survey my work, I notice a piece of paper on Veronica’s nightstand. Off to work, it says, in Veronica’s delightfully feminine and loopy handwriting. That was fun.

  Kinda. Make my bed please. See you at the funeral.




  I smile at this note, the kindest words Veronica has ever directed at me. I’ve always thought our aggressive banter masked a genuine affection for each other. But I am wrong about a lot of

  things. So it’s possible these words, and our making out, came purely from a place of pity.




  And why not? I pity me, too. I’ve spent so much of my life trying to be one of those guys who are so chill and cool with everything that happens, able to roll with

  anything, my death most of all. I’ve prided myself on impressing people with how mature and accepting I am of my situation. (“Wow, you have such a great perspective on it; it’s

  really amazing.”) After all the hours of death counseling, I’d come to think that, as my death got closer, I would only grow more accepting—more resigned to my fate. But in this

  moment, with my funeral hours away and Veronica’s note in my hand, I don’t feel very chill or cool about any of it. Emotions mingle with my still-very-much-existent

  hangover, overloading my body’s circuitry. I throw up on Veronica’s comforter.
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  “Well, look who decided to come home and spend some time with his family on his last day,” my stepmom says to me seconds after I cross the threshold of our house,

  as if she’s been perched by the door for hours, a patient eagle waiting to sink its talons into an unsuspecting fish. “It’s already past eleven.”




  “Hi, Mom,” I say, failing in my efforts to keep out any guilty inflection. “Sorry I ended up staying at Paolo’s last night. I really meant to come back here. But then we

  . . .” I rifle desperately through my brain-files for any shred of last-night memory I can safely insert into this sentence.




  “Oh,” my stepmom interjects, “I talked to Cynthia this morning. I know all about what went on in that house.”




  Yipes. Care to fill me in?




  “And I understand,” she continues. “Don’t like it, but I understand. Apology accepted, my sweet son.”




  “Thanks, Mom. And this isn’t exactly my last day; we’ve got all tomorrow to be together, too, so . . .”




  “Yes, but we don’t know how much of tomorrow we have. You could be gone minutes after midnight tonight.”




  “Thanks for the reminder.”




  “Oh, Denton,” my stepmom says, starting to get a little tearful and bringing me in for a huge hug, which is actually not unwelcome at this moment. “I never wanted this day to

  come. I love you so much.”




  “I know. I love you, too.”




  My stepmom sniffs my neck. “You smell like liquor.”




  “What?”




  She pulls back to look at me, her hands on my shoulders like they’re a steering wheel. I can tell she wants to lecture me on the dangers of underage drinking but realizes that’s

  pointless. “You look terrible, Denton.”




  My stepmom has never been as chill as Paolo’s mom (I’m required to text her any slight change in my plans, our house has a strict no-junk-food policy, and I had to wait until I

  actually turned seventeen to watch R-rated movies), but I think that’s because she cares about me so much. She’s insanely supportive in a bajillion ways, which, considering I’m

  not her son by blood, makes me feel lucky.




  “I’m really fine, Mom.” Which is almost true. The combination of the repetitive, involuntary cleansing of my system and Paolo’s mom’s magical Tylenol has worked

  wonders.




  “Well, go take a shower. We’ll eat in a half hour.”




  “Are you rhyming on purpose?”




  “What?”




  “Guess not.”




  “I have to go check on your father,” my stepmom says, and she glides deeper into the house and up the stairs to their bedroom. I find myself staring at the framed family photo, taken

  years ago at my aunt Bess’s wedding, that sits on the white table in the foyer. I’ve always enjoyed trying to find some resemblance between my stepmom and me that might convince people

  we’re actually related.




  I was convinced myself for a number of years, until my dad sat me down for a little talk when I was eight and told me that my biological mom died giving birth to me. It sorta blew my mind.




  “Wait, so who’s my mom?”




  “She died.”




  “Yeah, no, but I mean, who’s the lady I know?”




  “Oh, Raquel, right, she’s your stepmom. I got married to her when you were three.”




  “But some other lady had me.”




  “Right.”




  “Were you married to that lady?”




  “Cheryl, yes, I was.”




  “Did you love her?”




  “I did, yes.”




  “Was it sad when she died?”




  “It was.”




  My actual mom’s deathdate fell on my birthdate, which is poetic in a way, but mainly just sad. Some days I feel guilty and responsible for my mom’s death. My dad did imply that my

  conception was “sort of an accident,” but he also said my mom was really excited that she would have a second child before she died. Apparently, she was nervous up until the moment I

  was born, though, worrying that she would end up dying from complications before I came out or that her deathdate would also be mine.




  Once I knew the deal, I wanted to stop calling my stepmom Mom, but my dad said that wasn’t an option. And I’m glad he did. For all intents and purposes, Raquel is my mom, and I love

  her like one. In fact, anytime someone even utters the word mom, it’s her reddish-brown, chin-length hair, her jangly pendant necklaces, and the perpetually hopeful yet disapproving

  expression on her face that come to mind. At her most annoying moments, does it occur to me that my actual mother might have been more relaxed, more like Paolo’s mom? Sure. But at the end of

  the day, Raquel’s my mom. And I feel bad for her that she’s about to lose a son.




  “Dentooon,” my stepmom calls from upstairs in her typical singsongy way.




  “Yes?”




  “Do you need help picking out what to wear?”




  “Nope, I’m fine,” I half shout so she can hear me. “I’m just gonna wear my suit. Like we talked about.”




  “You and Raquel talk about suits?” says my older brother, Felix, suddenly appearing, in a suit of his own.




  “Always.”




  “Us, too. Sometimes I’ll give her a random call between classes just to talk about button variations. But then we end up talking for hours, I miss class, and my professors get mad at

  me.”




  I’m ninety-six percent sure he’s joking. “That’s lame. I feel like law school should be more supportive of your right to discuss menswear with your stepmom.”




  “I know, right?”




  “Yeah.”




  “How are you doing?” He pulls me into a hug.




  “I’m all right.”




  Felix is nine years older than me, and I honestly don’t know him that well. I was eight when he went away to college, and he’s only home about five days a year. That’s not an

  exaggeration. Partly because there’s this ever-present, low-level friction between him and my stepmom (his stepmom, too), but also because he lives in the city and is always busy. I feel

  flattered that he’s here now. I assumed he would make it to my funeral, but I really wasn’t sure.




  He pulls himself back to look at me, almost fully replicating my stepmom’s pose from moments ago. I feel like it’s going to be a popular one today.




  “It’s gonna be okay,” he says, staring into my eyes with an intensity I don’t think I’ve ever seen from him. It makes me uncomfortable. “You know that,

  right?”




  “I . . . guess so. . . .”




  “Wait, look at me.”




  “Okay.”




  “Life works in strange ways sometimes.”




  “Right.” He means well, but it’s irritating. “Kinda easy to say when you’re gonna live to be sixty-two, but right.”




  “Yeah, I know. This is a challenging time. Let yourself feel that.”




  “Can you not lecture me right now?”




  “I’m not lecturing; I’m trying to help you. I’m sure your death counselor has told you—”




  “My death counselor is a weird-smelling old dude!” Who happens to have been genuinely helpful to me in the past months. But I’m eager to end this conversation any way I can.

  Anger is not something I do often or well, so I usually greet it like a moth that’s landed on my shirt: shake it off shake it off shake it OFF!




  “Whoa, all right, Dent,” Felix says, his hands in the air. “It’s all good.”




  “I need to go get dressed,” I say, avoiding his eyes and heading up the stairs. I guess even as you approach the end of your life, your family can still annoy the crap out of

  you.
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  As I unbutton my shirt and get ready to shower, my mind travels back to some well-worn territory: How am I going to die?




  It is a question that has kept me up many a night, occupied many a daydream.




  I read that during the first years of the Deathdate Movement, the government offered up the option to learn how your death would happen, but it proved to be accurate only seventeen percent of

  the time, so they scrapped it. Bummer.




  Because sometime tomorrow, I will cease to be. And, man oh man, do I wish I knew how. Car accident? Trip and fall? Stung by a bee and it turns out I’m allergic? Infected by some Ebola-like

  virus? Mysterious brain thing à la Ashley Miller?




  Or: straight-up murdered?




  With my health records all perfectly normal, what reason do I have to believe I won’t be murdered? If I was sick with cancer, for example, I’d be pretty confident in how I

  was going to die, which would maybe give me a sense of ease with the whole thing. No murder here! Just cancer!




  But when my grandpa Sid was growing up, as he has never been shy to tell me, nobody knew how or when. How crazy is that? No time to mentally prepare, no way to make sure you do all the

  things you want to do before you die. In a Time with No Knowledge of Deathdates, I could see how getting cancer would be an advantage of sorts. It would either warn you of your upcoming death,

  giving you time to get ready, or it would scare you into appreciating your life and then not kill you.




  Then again, I’ve known my deathdate my whole life, and have I done all the things I want to do? Not really. “I just want to live a normal life.” That’s always been my

  party line on my premature death, even dating back to the August afternoon when my dad and stepmom first told me about it.




  Parents are advised to let children know their death-dates around age five, old enough to comprehend things but young enough to accept information without overthinking it. (I guess in our

  family, “You’re gonna die young” got first dibs over “That’s not your actual mom.”)




  “So, uh, Denton,” my dad said as I sat on the couch with Blue Bronto, the first and best stuffed animal I ever owned, on my lap.




  “Are we eating lunch soon?” I asked.




  “Yes, of course. Absolutely. But, uh . . .”




  “Oh come on, Lyle,” my stepmom said, plopping down next to me. “Denton, do you understand what death is?”




  “Yeah, when people aren’t alive anymore.”




  “Right, that’s right. And it doesn’t have to be a scary thing at all. It just is.”




  “Okay.”




  “Well, your death is going to happen when you’re seventeen years old.”




  “I’m five.”




  “Right, you’re five now, so that’s . . . a long while away. We just wanted to tell you now. And if you ever have any questions about it, you can always ask me or your dad,

  okay?”




  “Okay.” I ran my hand down Blue Bronto’s tail. “How do you know?”




  “What?”




  “How do you know I’ll die then?”




  “Well, they know when everybody will die, sweets.”




  “Except for the undated people,” my dad said. “Those are the people whose, uh, blood is unreadable by the ATG tests. Just comes up blank. Possibly because of a gene

  defect.”




  “What is a jeans defect?”




  “Oh, that’s . . . ,” my dad said.




  “Lyle, you’re just confusing him,” my stepmom said. “Look, when you were born, they took some of your blood and a couple of your hairs—”




  “Ew.”




  “And then they used those, along with the time and date you were born, and some other things—”




  “A genetic map of your DNA,” my dad said, “as well as one of my DNA and of your, uh, well . . .” (In retrospect, I realize he was starting to refer to my biological

  mother’s DNA here but then remembered I had NO KNOWLEDGE WHATSOEVER of her existence.) “They have these people who are really good at math and probability, called statisticians, who

  have this highly advanced thing called a risk assessment model, which, you know, gets thrown into the mix.” My dad rubbed at his right eye under his glasses. “And then they

  know.”




  “When will you and Mom die?” I asked. “Before me? Or after?”




  My stepmom looked up toward the ceiling, blinked three times, and took a deep breath. My dad shifted his position on the couch. “After, sweetie,” my stepmom said. “We’ll

  always be here with you.”




  “That’s good,” I said.




  “It is,” my dad said. “And, uh, Dent, now that you know this, we support whatever choices you make, like if you wanna go skydiving, or if you just wanna skip school some days,

  or . . . you know . . .”




  “Lyle, he has no idea what you’re talking about. Don’t—”




  “I don’t wanna skip school,” I said.




  “Oh. Of course. Sure,” my dad said.




  My stepmom ruffled the hair on the back of my head; my dad looked down at his feet.




  “Is now lunch?” I asked.




  We had alphabet chicken nuggets.




  Soon after, I became obsessed with death, with the science of AstroThanatoGenetics, with thinking about how it would happen for me. Yet, at the same time, I never wanted my early death to make

  me different, to force me to live some rebellious life I wasn’t actually cut out for. Sure, I could have been riding motorcycles off rooftops while shooting heroin into my veins, but it

  freaked me out too much. I couldn’t die before seventeen, but I could become paralyzed or go into a coma or do permanent damage to my brain. So, nope, reckless wasn’t for me. I

  just wanted to be normal.




  But now I stare around my room—at the black-and-white squares on my bedspread, the meaningless trophies from elementary school soccer leagues, the crowded shelves of books and movies, the

  bulletin board photos of me and Paolo, and me and Taryn, and me and my family—and I wonder if I’ve done this perhaps a little too normally. I’m not leaving any legacy to speak of:

  no novels written or inventions invented. (I have written a couple of dinky songs on my guitar, but I keep forgetting to record them.) I’ll just be another name on the list of unexceptional

  people who lived and then died in a suburb of New Jersey. I could have done so much more.




  What was the point of normal? Did I think that by blending in with the crowd, maybe Death wouldn’t see me?




  I’m sliding off my socks when my phone buzzes in my pocket: a call, not a text. It’s Taryn.




  “Hey.”




  “Oh, hi! I didn’t think you were going to pick up.” Taryn sounds like she’s been crying. “’Cause of the funeral and everything.”




  “Yeah, I can’t really talk long. What’s up?”




  Taryn is silent.




  “Hello?”




  “Hi, yeah, I’m here. You sound a little mean.”




  She’s right, I do sound kinda mean. But there’s definitely no way to correct that because now I’m annoyed and self-conscious about how I sound. “Sorry. It’s the day

  of my funeral and you dumped me last night, so you’ll have to pardon any meanness.”




  “What did you just say?”




  “You’ll have to pardon my meanness.”




  “Do you think I dumped you last night?”




  “I . . . Yeah, I mean, I think I remember you dumping me last night.”




  “I didn’t dump you, Denton. I just wouldn’t, you know, do it with you. You were too drunk.”




  It is my turn to be silent.




  “Which is maybe stupid, but I didn’t want our first time to be like that,” she adds.




  I can’t keep up with the information being fired my way. I am disoriented, I am ashamed, I am an idiot.




  “Right . . . No, me neither. I didn’t want that either.”




  “No, you really did.”




  This is so pathetic. My first time drinking alcohol, and I apparently morphed into the jerk from the after-school special, pressuring his girlfriend to have sex with him. “I . . . am so

  sorry, Taryn. I was really drunk, I guess, and I don’t remember . . . much of that.” My mind is racing to catch up with the present moment. Why did I assume she had broken up with me?

  Thanks, peach schnapps. “I’m sorry I was pressuring you, that’s so lame.”




  “No, I mean, I’m sorry I disappointed you. I feel lame, too. I know I probably should’ve just done it because there’s not much time and everything, but I just felt like

  it should be more special than that. You know?”




  “Yes, yes,” I say. She should know that I am the undisputed winner of the Lame Award. “Of course I know, and I think you’re right.”




  “Okay, thanks. Because you were saying things like ‘Don’t you think I’m cool and great and fun?’ and—”




  “Wow.”




  “—and I need you to know that I think you’re the most cool and great and fun; it just—”




  “Tar, it’s really all right. I understand, we don’t have to keep talking about this.”




  “You were just kinda messy.”




  “Oh man. Well, yeah, new topic.”




  “How was the rest of your night? You get sick?”




  “Uh, it was . . .” I made out with Veronica! And I’m not broken up with Taryn! This is so bad. Or maybe I’ve mis-remembered that, too. “It was dumb. I got a little

  sick this morning.” On Veronica’s pillow! I feel Blue Bronto judging me from the bed.




  “Ew, sorry, that sucks. I guess I’d be angrier about the whole thing if you weren’t gonna . . .”




  “If I wasn’t gonna what?”




  “You know.”




  “Oh, if I wasn’t gonna die tomorrow?”




  “Don’t say that.”




  I laugh. “Why shouldn’t I say it? I am dying tomorrow.”




  “I don’t like to think about it.” She is crying. “I wish you were at least going to make it through prom.”




  I can’t decide if that’s flattering or the most selfish thing I’ve ever heard Taryn say. “Well . . . I mean, I might still be alive tomorrow night when prom

  happens, but . . . yeah, well, no, I won’t be going to prom. Sorry.”




  Taryn sobs.




  Part of me wants to sob, too. I wish the prom committee had been a little more compassionate when they chose the date for this year.




  “Hey, it’s okay. I very like you, remember?” I say in my boyfriend voice, hoping an inside joke will make this better.




  Taryn and I have been dating for more than seven months, and I’m still kinda surprised we’re a couple. The first two and a half years of high school, I knew her only as the

  girlfriend of Phil Lechman, the fastest runner in the school and a teammate of mine on the cross-country squad. He’s also kind of a dick. So when Taryn would be at some of our meets, cheering

  Phil on at the finish line, I never paid much attention. Sure, she was cute—in her tall, gawky way—but her attachment to Phil deemed it likely that she was as lame as he was.




  And then, my junior year, I saw the spring musical Cabaret. About halfway through, I realized that the actress playing the sad main character was Phil’s girlfriend. I was

  blown away. Her performance was so funny, ballsy, and sophisticated. I couldn’t stop thinking about it.




  So when cross-country season started senior year, I was still a little starstruck. After one of our first meets, I caught Taryn standing alone by a tree. Without any clear plan of what to say, I

  walked over to her.




  “So. Cabaret, huh?”




  “What?”




  “Very good. I very liked it.”




  “Ha, what?”




  Somehow she was able to see past that train wreck of an introduction, and we found ourselves on a consistent “How’s it going?” basis—at meets, in the hallways—and

  sometimes I would sneak in a joke, too, which, to my surprise, she’d actually laugh at.




  I started nursing an impossible crush, looking forward to every cross-country meet, pretending Taryn was there to cheer for me. Until she stopped showing up at meets. This was disappointing, but

  potentially awesome. Because, sure enough, she and Phil had broken up.




  “Get it!” Paolo started chanting in my ear every day during class. “It’s Dent time!” It still seemed painfully unrealistic—going after Phil’s girl,

  thinking she would have any interest in me—but having less than a year of life left can be a big motivator.




  Cut to early October, the school variety show. Taryn had mentioned once in passing that she’d be performing a song in it, so I decided I would, too. “You can be in one of the big

  numbers,” Ms. Donatella said when I stopped her in the hallway, “but I can’t just give you a solo number. I’ve never even seen you before.” And then I told her when my

  deathdate was.




  I sat up there with my guitar, singing and playing a ridiculous song I’d written just for the occasion, something designed to be airtight in its ability to charm and garner immense

  sympathy: “I’m Gonna Die This Spring (So Let’s Make Out Tonight).” As I left the stage, I bumped right into Taryn, who was waiting there in the wings, smiling nervously and

  looking at me in a way she never had before.




  “I very liked that,” she said.




  We made out that night.




  And many other nights.




  Because of my deathdate, it got real serious and real committed real fast. Like, we’ve talked about the wedding we’ll never have, about possible kids’ names we’ll never

  use. And I’m into that. Have a monogamous relationship was high on my bucket list. But, even so, now that I’m almost dead, part of me wonders if the sow-my-wild-oats route

  might have been the way to go. It’s probably the same part of me that thought it would be okay to make out with Veronica last night.




  “Dentoooon!” My stepmom’s shouting from downstairs pierces our cell-phone bubble. “Have you showered yet? Come on! We need to eat!”




  “Okay, I’ll be right down!”




  “You have to go,” Taryn says, with more tears in her voice.




  “Yeah. To be continued.”




  “I have to go back to Spanish class, so I won’t be able to pick up if you call.”




  “Oh right, you’re in school right now.”




  “Yeah, we don’t all get to skip today.”




  “Taryn, I get to skip because I’m gonna be dead tomorrow. Geez.”




  “Sorry . . . I’m sorry. I’m just . . . sad.”




  “I know, I know, we’ll talk at the funeral.”




  “Okay . . . I love you.”




  That’s the first time she or I have ever said that.




  We always said we’d only say it if we really meant it. I should say it back, but how do I know if I’m truly in love with her?




  “I love you, too.” I think I mean it.




  She says nothing, but I hear the sounds of smiling on the other end of the line.




  “Really?” she says finally.




  “Really. I’ll talk to you later, Tar.”




  “Bye, Denton.”




  I hang up. I am simultaneously impressed and disgusted with myself. After one phone call, I’m able to cross three things off a bucket list I never would have written.




  Act like a drunken asshole? Check. Cheat on a girlfriend? Check. Say “I love you” without being sure I even mean it? Check.




  I do realize that approximately zero percent of this should matter to me right now.




  I’m going to die tomorrow. According to my death counselor, around now is when I should be feeling either profoundly depressed or beginning to exhibit signs of reckless,

  life-endangering behavior.




  So why the hell am I still invested in these small, ordinary, seemingly insignificant details?




  I’d say it’s probably an attempt at keeping myself distracted from the dark chasm looming in my future. But with all this Taryn business, I feel terrible and guilty and unworthy and

  generally like I do want to die. So maybe I’m on the road to depression after all. I head to the shower.
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  I’ve only been to four funerals, but that’s enough to know that I don’t want my self-eulogy to be like the ones I’ve seen: weepy, nostalgic, and

  self-congratulatory, sort of like a cringe-inducing Oscar speech. So I’ve constructed one that I think is sharp and funny, with a lot of heart toward the end. I’ve also thrown in some

  advice to the human race to appreciate what they have. Because no one really does. I figure if a sweet guy like me gets a little intense, it’ll be very effective. “Oh wow,”

  they’ll say. “That was a real wake-up call.”




  I’m running through it during my Last Shower Ever, trying to get the delivery just right, when I see something weird on my thigh.




  It’s a reddish-bluish-purplish Rorschach splotch of a bruise, and it makes my breath catch in my chest.




  It looks like I’ve bumped into a desk or table really hard, but I don’t remember doing that. Maybe last night during SchnappsFest. But under closer examination, it doesn’t look

  like a normal bruise; it’s peppered with electric red dots. “It’s okay, it’s okay,” I say to myself as I scrub at the splotch, not actually expecting it will do

  anything.




  But it does do something. In one swift but orderly motion, the red dots shift around on my thigh, like the rotation of players in a gym class game of volleyball. I poke again, entranced by this

  touch screen on my leg. I dig in a little harder with my fingers, trying to will some pain out of the splotch; if it hurts, then I can convince myself it’s just a strange bruise.




  But it doesn’t hurt.




  I am panicking.




  If it’s not a bruise, then it’s probably the first visible sign of some blood disorder that, even at this moment, is deploying troops throughout my body, gumming up the works, making

  me almost dead.




  After so much time devoted to thinking about how I’m going to die, I now have a very legitimate scenario staring up at me from my thigh. You’d think I’d be relieved, but

  instead I’m in a state of shock, with one message circulating through my brain, pounding in time with the water thumping against my back:




  This is it.




  This is it.




  This is it.




  The beginning of the end.




  This is actually happening.




  I stare at blue tiles.




  I breathe.




  As if from another galaxy come the medium-frequency tones of my stepmom’s voice, and I know I’m running later than late.




  Shower off.




  Suit on.




  I stare at myself in the mirror.




  This is what dying looks like.




  I adjust the knot on my lucky purple tie. I fork my fingers down either side of my head, first flattening and then messing up my dark brown hair. I always thought my nose was a little too big,

  but now I’ve come to enjoy the added character it brings to my face. I look good, and I can suddenly see myself the way I imagine everyone at this funeral will see me.




  Denton Little. Funny, sweet Denton Little. Handsome but not too handsome. So charming and likable that in seventh grade, he technically won Most Likely to Succeed before teachers decided it

  seemed like a cruel joke to print that in the yearbook. He would have grown up to do so many great things. . . .




  My capacity for self-pity is growing by the minute.




  I take out my phone and search for purple splotch on thigh.




  I’m greeted by scores of message boards, linking my condition to everything from burst capillaries to food allergies to an underground conspiracy to thin skin to a bad tanning bed

  experience to leukemia to, as was my suspicion, a blood disorder. None of the entries mention red dots, though, and a lot of them mention symptoms I don’t have, like itchiness. My splotch is

  not itchy. Yet.




  My stepmom calls up to me once again, and this time her voice has anger around the edges. I haven’t made much progress on a self-diagnosis, but let’s be real: it might be more

  helpful not to know.




  Downstairs, the mood is a bit frantic. Felix and my dad are already sitting at the kitchen table, looking fancy and suited, and my stepmom is flitting around the kitchen in one of her nice green

  dresses. This is the Last Meal we will have together, just us, and my tardiness has dictated that it will be a quick one.




  Surveying the landscape of the table, I notice all of my favorite foods ever. Even though this is a universal pre-funeral tradition, I’m surprisingly touched.




  My dad stares at me as I devour a stalk of my stepmom’s famous broccoli with curry powder (it’s good, trust me). “How you doin’, bud?” he says, pushing aside the

  newspaper he’d been reading.




  “All right,” I say. “This is weird.”




  “Really? I watched your mom make it, same recipe as always.”




  “What? No, not the broccoli. I mean this, today . . . Everything.”




  “Oh right, right.”




  Should I be upset that my dad seems less alarmed about my dying than he does about the possibility that my stepmom’s broccoli might not be up to par? My dad is great, but he’s always

  had an inability to process and acknowledge upsetting things. I’ve only seen him cry twice in my life: once, nine years ago, when a few stealth tears trickled down through his gray stubble

  during Felix’s high school graduation and another time when he messed up his knee real bad during a game of tennis. (That second one might not even count because those were pain-tears.)




  “Mom, this food is awesome,” I say, mouth full of mac and cheese, and hummus, as she continues Tinkerbelling around the kitchen. “Why don’t you sit down?”




  “What dressing do you want?” she asks. “Balsamic? Oriental sesame?”




  I can’t express how incredibly little I care about salad dressing at this moment. Seeing that splotch has brought me into this strange headspace where I’m noticing more things. Like

  my dad’s glasses are dark brown and not black, as I’d always thought. Maybe these are new? And the kitchen table is so solid. I spread out my fingers, like I’m palming a

  basketball, and push against it.




  “Your hand okay?” asks my dad, with a small, labored chuckle thrown in for good measure. It’s my least favorite habit of his, fake-laughing at things he doesn’t

  understand.




  “No, this table . . .” Someone made this. “It’s just really cool.”




  “I brought them all,” says my stepmom, finally sitting down with us, too many stupid salad dressing bottles in her hands. “What’s this about the table?”




  “Denton thinks the table is cool,” Felix says.




  “Well, thank you, Denton, I agree,” says my stepmom, ignoring or missing the snarky tone in his voice in favor of being genuinely touched that the table she chose more than ten years

  ago has finally been validated.




  “This whole kitchen is great.” In this moment, it’s like the nerdy-girl best friend who the protagonist abruptly realizes is, in fact, his superhot dream girl. Why did I never

  appreciate this kitchen?




  “It really is!” my stepmom says, looking around like a kid in Disneyland. “Oh! By the way”—she grabs an envelope off the counter behind her—“this came

  for you.” She slides it toward me. “No address. Someone must have left it in the mailbox.”




  “Ooh, nice, that’s old-school,” I say. Possibly my Last Piece of Mail Ever.




  The envelope is blank except for a small typewritten To Denton on the front. I’m thinking it’s from Taryn or Paolo. “If this is a love note,” I say as I open it

  up, “I’m not reading it out loud. FYI.”




  It’s not a love note.




  I’m staring down at a huge-fonted message that reads:




  

    DENTON




    YOU ARE GOING TO DIE. SOON.




    WATCH OTT


  




  My brain stops.




  I’m not sure what’s more unsettling, the message’s content or the choice of Comic Sans font. I hold it up for all to see.




  Everyone is silent and still.




  “Ohmigod,” my stepmom says, one hand to her mouth.




  “Yeah,” I say. “Kinda messed up.”




  “Kinda? What—Who do you think would send this?” she says. “Do you have enemies?”




  “I mean . . .”




  “Well, look, it’s true, right?” my dad says. “This message is just stating what we already know, really.”




  “This is a death threat, Lyle!” my stepmom says.




  “But he already knows he’s going to die soon. That’s not news.”




  “It says, ‘Watch out’!”




  “No, technically it says, ‘Watch ott,’ ” Felix says. “A nine-word message, and this person couldn’t be bothered to spell-check. I love that.”




  On the plus side, this means the splotch on my thigh might not be what’s going to kill me after all.




  On the minus side, I might be murdered.




  “Oh, Dent,” my stepmom says.




  I liked it better with just the splotch.




  “I don’t know if you should be leaving the house anymore, sweetie.”




  “Mom . . . I have to. It’s my funeral.” But part of me thinks she might be right. Silence hovers for a solid five seconds.




  “It’s gonna be okay, Raquel,” Felix says. “Dent will be okay.”




  “I will,” I say. Though tomorrow is, in fact, the one day that’s fated to be very Not Okay.




  “We love you so much, Denton,” my stepmom says, in tears now.




  “We really do, bud,” says my dad.




  “Thanks, guys,” I say, pushing aside the death letter. I try to eat another bite of stuffing, but it won’t go down, so I spit it into my napkin.
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  Here’s what you can expect to experience at your funeral:




  You will be overwhelmed by the sheer number of people there. You will see friends you haven’t seen in years, including Randy Regan, who moved away in second grade to Colorado. Your family

  and extended family and extended family’s family will be there, and they will shower you with attention and praise and pity and love. Everyone else will shower you with these things, too. You

  will be the star, but not in a way that you’ll be able to fully enjoy.
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