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  For my aunt Rachel (1946–1996),

  an inspiration in so many ways,

  and

  for Katie and Sly,

  my heroes
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  It’s funny that we have no memory of the day we’re born.

  It’s a hugely important moment—the beginning of your life—and yet you have to rely on photographs and anecdotes to know what even happened. I mean, in
  a way, entering the world is kind of like a night of spectacular drunkenness.

  Okay, well, being blackout drunk is more likely to result in later discovering that—to use a completely random example—you hooked up with your best friend’s older sister, as
  opposed to learning that you came out of the womb with a conehead or something.

  But still.

  In both situations, you’re only hearing the story from others, so how can you really know what the truth is?

  To use another completely random example, if you’d been told your entire life that your mother died soon after giving birth to you, how would you begin to refute that? Why would you even
  think to try?

  The answer is: you wouldn’t. You’d take it at face value, occasionally feel bad for yourself, and get on with your life.

  But later on, if that life took an extreme detour—a detour that seemed highly connected to things that went down at your birth—you might just begin to question everything.

  I wish someone had taken more pictures.




  ONE

  “Am I dead?” I ask.

  I’m supposed to be dead.

  My mother smiles. “No.”

  This would be reassuring, except for the fact that she’s supposed to be dead, too.

  “I’m alive,” she says. “We’re both alive. We’ve been waiting for you, Denton.”

  Everything spins, and I’m fairly certain the contents of my stomach are about to splatter onto my undead mom’s face. But then the spinning stops.

  My mom stares at me, more curious than concerned. I don’t know if I should believe what she’s said or if this is even real, but I’m too damn tired to go anywhere else.

  I nod and walk inside.

  “Up this way,” she says, stepping over an empty can of Mr. Pibb and pointing to a set of stairs. I immediately feel relieved. If this turns out to be some kind of afterlife, stairs
  that ascend seem like a good sign. Heaven, baby!

  But the stairwell smells like fish sticks. And farts.

  “It’s just this one flight,” my mom says, her dark curls bouncing as she leads the way up the concrete steps and stops at a door marked 2D.

  Of course. 2D. As in: a second dimension. As in: the afterlife.

  Wow. Here we go.

  My mom grits her teeth, fiddling with the key. “Haven’t figured this stupid lock out yet,” she says. Guess it makes sense there would be tight security. You wouldn’t want
  any ol’ schmuck to be able to get into heaven.

  “Whew,” she says as she finally pushes the door open and gestures for me to head inside. “They don’t make it easy, do they?”

  “Exactly,” I say, pushing past her to see what’s in store for me in this other dimension. “Oh.” My hopes quickly evaporate. There are no babies playing harps. There
  are no Skittles raining down from the ceiling. I’m staring at a room with nothing on the walls and only a few pieces of furniture.

  This must be a way station between life and heaven.

  “Denton,” my mother says, locking the door and then coming to stand right in front of me. “You’re here. At last.” Her eyes sparkle.

  “Yeah,” I say. I can’t believe I’m chilling with my mom’s ghost.

  “You’ve grown up into such a handsome young man.” She touches my cheek with her cold ghost fingers, and I flinch. “Sorry,” she says, retracting her hand.

  “No, it’s . . .” I can’t finish the sentence. My brain is a swirling stew of words, images, and question marks, but none are staying put long enough for me
  to get a handle on them.

  Here’s what I do know:

  Today—well, technically yesterday at this point, since it must be, like, three in the morning—was my deathdate.

  By which I mean, you know, the date I was going to die? Which was determined by a highly advanced test that is given to every baby born in the US? Which is known to be one hundred percent
  accurate?

  Right. So, my deathdate was yesterday.

  And I lived through it.

  Just . . . did not die.

  Or so I thought.

  Because now, to add another slice of insanity to this WTF pie, I’ve arrived at the New York City address given to me by doctor-guy Brian Blum, and my dead biological mother opened the
  door.

  So I’m pretty sure I did die.

  I finally formulate a question: “We’re ghosts, right?”

  “What?” my mom says, a grin blossoming on her face like I’ve just mispronounced a very simple word.

  “I mean . . . ,” I say. “You’re a ghost. And I’m a ghost. Right?”

  “Oh, you poor, confused boy,” my mom says, cracking up. “I already told you: we’re alive, Denton.”

  “This isn’t, like . . . heaven?”

  My mom laughs harder. “Oh, Jesus. Let’s hope that if there’s a heaven, it’s more appealing than this shit hole.”

  So this is not heaven.

  And I am not dead.

  And I am standing here with my mother.

  Holy fuckballs.

  “I’m sorry to laugh,” my mom says, wiping tears from her eyes. “I know you’ve been through a lot. But you looked so sincere when you said it. We’re ghosts, right?” She imitates how I looked when I said it, and I notice the parts of her that do, in fact, look like me. Same mouth. Same slightly oversize nose.
  Different hair, though. And different eyes.

  But there’s no doubt this is my mother. I know this should be an emotional moment, but I feel nothing.

  “I’m sure you have a lot of questions,” she says.

  Understatement of the century.

  “I thought you . . . ,” I say. I blink three times, my eyes feeling like they’ve been coated with a thick layer of glue. “You’re supposed to be dead.
  You died giving birth to me.”

  “I know, Denton.” She looks at me with a sympathetic smile, like she feels bad that I’m the only one not in on the joke. “That’s what was supposed to happen. But it
  didn’t.”

  “You’ve been alive this whole time?” I ask. “Just living here?”

  “Oh,” my mother says, running a hand through her brown curls. “I don’t live here. This is a temporary situation. A place where we could . . . welcome
  you.”

  I stare at the walls, thinking there might be a WELCOME, DENTON! banner I didn’t notice when I first walked in.

  “I know it seems impossible,” my mom continues, “but we both survived. I was part of a team that created a powerful virus, and eighteen years ago, when you were in my womb, we
  injected this virus into you, and then I contracted it, too. The virus kept both of us alive.”

  I blink some more. I can barely understand what she’s saying. She’s definitely using the word virus a lot, though.

  “The rash you had,” she says. “Purple with red dots . . . That was the virus in its activated state.”

  The splotch. She’s talking about the purple splotch that started at my thigh and then spread to cover my whole body. Even in my addled, exhausted state, I remember being purple.
  “Okay, cool, yeah,” I say, the shock of this new reality starting to ebb away. “It was in its activated state. Fantastic. That makes perfect sense.” I giggle a little. Maybe
  it’s because I’m ridiculously tired, but suddenly everything seems hilarious.

  “Here,” my mother says, putting her hands on my shoulders, steering me toward a flimsy-looking gray table and guiding me down into a folding chair. “I’m sure you’re
  hungry. I got you sesame noodles and broccoli. Does that work?”

  “Hell yeah it works,” I say, not entirely in control of my own words. “Gimme!” I pull the clear top off the black plastic container in front of me and fling it to the
  side.

  “Wow, okay,” my mother says, nodding like she’s impressed with my initiative. “There’s a fork there, but I can find you chopsticks, too. Options!”

  “Go for it,” I say. “The more utensils, the merrier.” I pick up the fork and start shoveling noodles into my mouth as my mom digs around the tiny, uninviting kitchen,
  aggressively crumpling various paper bags in her search for chopsticks.

  This feels like a strange dream, but I don’t care. I’m very hungry.

  “Bingo!” my mom says, triumphantly holding a pair of chopsticks in the air before sitting down and slamming them onto the table. I continue inhaling noodles. “Geez,” she
  says, “it’s like you’ve never seen food before in your life. Was Lyle feeding you at home?”

  It’s jarring to hear her say my father’s name. I look up at her, a couple of noodles hanging out of my mouth.

  There’s a quick double knock at the door, which startles the crap out of me and sends the mouth-noodles flying. They land on the table in this formation that looks like a miniature man
  doing jumping jacks, which cracks my shit up. My mom puts a finger to her lips, so I cover my mouth. She takes silent steps toward the door and puts her ear to it.

  A low, muffled voice says something I can’t quite make out (sounds like hippie giant sewer), and my mother opens the door to let in a tall man in a gray jacket.
  He has thin blond hair and a craggy face, and he stands politely with his hands in his pockets as my mother shuts the door behind him. I’m still smiling because of the noodle man.

  “This,” she says to the stranger, “is my son Denton.” She gestures to me, and I’m touched to hear pride in her voice.

  “ ’Sup, homeboy,” I say to the random blond dude. I don’t think I’ve ever used the word homeboy before,
  but now seems like a good time to start.

  The man gives me a confused nod. “It is pleasure to meet you.” He has some sort of thick accent, maybe Russian.

  “This is Dane,” my mother says. “He’s part of our movement. He—”

  “Part of our what-now?” I interrupt. You can’t just casually throw out a word like that without explaining it. “Movement? What do you mean by
  that?”

  My mother looks to Dane. “Denton’s very tired,” she explains, like she’s trying to excuse my strange behavior. She turns back to me. “You don’t need to worry
  about the movement right now. But Dane is on our side, and he needs to do some quick tests on you.”

  “Tests?” I say, my inner red flags flapping wildly. “No thanks! Pass!”

  “How you feel?” Dane asks my mother, really hitting the f. She doesn’t respond. “Is he deaf as well as tired?”

  “Denton,” my mom says. “He’s asking how you feel.”

  “Oh, he’s talking to me?” He must be one of those people who look past you even when you’re the one they’re talking to. “I couldn’t tell, because of
  the . . .” I start to point to Dane’s lazy eye, but then I stop. It’s rude to point.

  “Yes, I talk to you,” Dane says, suddenly unhinged. “Who else? How you feel?”

  “Look,” my mom says. “Denton thought he’d be relaxing in a coffin by now, not getting pestered with questions by a couple of people he just met. Let’s cut him some
  slack.”

  I’m not sure if relaxing is the right word for what I thought I’d be doing once I was dead, but I appreciate my mother coming to my defense.

  “Sorry,” Dane says, one apologetic hand floating in the air. “I get antsy because car is parked illegal out front. Just don’t want ticket.”

  “Well,” my mom says, shaking her head, “that’s your problem, isn’t it? No one forced you to park illegally.”

  Dane snuffs out air through his nostrils and looks toward the blank wall behind me. “I am sorry I put on pressure,” he says. “Worry for my car overcomes me.”

  “That’s okay, man,” I say. “I loved my car, too.” A tear comes to my eye as I think about my small silver car, Danza.

  Dane perches on the chair formerly occupied by my mother and stares at me intently. (Well, as intently as he can with that lazy eye.) “I do not know if your mother has told you yet, but
  you are very important person.”

  “Excuse moi?” I say.

  “So that is why I need ask these questions and do tests. Please tell me how you feel.”

  “Uh, well,” I say, looking to my mother, who nods vigorously. “I guess I feel like I want you to tell me more about this whole me-being-an-important-person thing, because it
  sounds both interesting and intimidat—”

  “No!” Dane interrupts. “How you feel in ways of health?”

  “Oh,” I say, trying to understand why exactly I’m being shouted at by this Eastern European. “Well, I mean, I’m alive, right? Which is much healthier than being
  dead.”

  Dane clenches his jaw and looks down at the table. “You making joke?”

  “I guess so,” I say. “Sorta.”

  “This now is important. Save jokes for your mother later.”

  “Dane,” my mother says. “Denton can make a joke if he wants to.”

  “Fine,” Dane says, arms in the air. “I think important situation as this one calls for serious, but you are always joke joke joke. I see how son is like mother.”

  He thinks we’re alike. That’s oddly comforting.

  “So,” Dane tries again. “You feel healthy? Yes or no?”

  “Yeah, pretty mu—”

  “YES or NO?”

  “Yes,” I say, annoyed that Dane had to come here and ruin all the fun.

  “You had the purple all over?” he says, gesturing with one hand to his arms, legs, and chest. “With the red dots?”

  “I did, yes.”

  “And it turn all red?”

  “It did.” I can still see those moving electric red dots, the way they combined and solidified at the end of my deathdate, making me look like a red freak instead of a purple
  one.

  “What happen when it turn red?”

  “It was pretty nuts,” I say. “As parts of my body changed color, I stopped being able to move them. Once all of me was red, I was, like, paralyzed, which turned out to be a
  good thing when I was in that car accident. I didn’t get hurt at all.”

  For the first time since I walked into this insanity, I think about my dad and my stepmom, how I left them in the hospital after we all got in that car accident. I hope they’re okay.

  “You see?” Dane whispers, looking to my mom. “I tell you this was possibility. . . .”

  My mom is shaking her head, one hand on her mouth covering a huge smile about to bust forth. “Wow . . . ,” she says. “That’s . . . I
  can’t believe this.”

  “What?” I ask. If I have to sit here, I want to at least understand the exciting thing that’s happening.

  “It means the virus worked even better than we anticipated,” my mom says, looking just past me, like she’s trying to imitate Dane’s lazy stare. “It means the others
  should also survive. And if it turns out you—” Her eyes lock back onto mine. “Oh, it means so much, Denton. We did it!” Then she looks to Dane, her arms spread wide. He
  rises from his chair, and they share an awkward celebratory hug.

  “This just the beginning,” Dane says, mid-hug. “We are finally ready.”

  “I know,” my mom says, a bit teary-eyed. “I know.”

  “Um, okay,” I say, rolling my eyes for the benefit of approximately no one. I feel like I’m watching the season finale of a TV show I’ve never
  seen a single other episode of. Not only that, but it occurs to me that my mom hasn’t offered to hug me since I arrived.

  As if she’s received a transmission of my thoughts, my mom breaks from Dane and walks over to me at the table. “Denton, come here,” she says, suddenly pulling me into a hug.
  She smells like coconut.

  “All right,” Dane says, sitting back down across from me. “Must do tests so I can leave.”

  “I’d still prefer to pass,” I say.

  “Great,” my mom says, patting me on the back and not listening at all to what I’ve said.

  “While I do this, you check on car?” Dane asks my mother. “Make sure no ticket?”

  “Just do the damn tests and get out of here,” my mom says, laughing. “It’s late. My son is tired.”

  I’m touched and unsettled by the way she emphasizes the words.

  “All right, all right.” He brushes back some of his thin hair. “But if there is ticket, maybe you split with—”

  “Dane,” my mom says in this calm, forceful way, all traces of congeniality vanished.

  They exchange a tense look before Dane says, “I apologize,” bowing his head like a dog at obedience school. It’s pretty bizarre.

  “Now,” Dane says, turning his head back to me. “I take hair and saliva. And blood.” He pulls tweezers, a paper packet, a plastic bag, a petri dish, and a vial out of the
  pocket of his coat, haphazardly placing them on the table.

  “Seriously, I’m really not feeling this.” I look to my mom, panic rising in my chest.

  “It’s vital that we do it now,” my mom says.

  I turn to Dane. “Are you a doctor?”

  “Sort of,” Dane says, reaching into his pocket once more and pulling out what looks to be an alcohol swab, which gets chucked onto the table amongst the jumble of medical accessories
  and chopsticks.

  “What does sort of mean?” I ask. “Are you a nurse?”

  “I take anatomy class at university.” He grabs the paper packet, rips it open, and pulls out a syringe.

  “Ha, so you do know how to make jokes after all.”

  “This no joke,” Dane says, sternly looking past me at the wall. “I get all top marks in anatomy.”

  “All right, hold up,” I say, standing and turning to my mother. I want to address her by name to more strongly make my point, but I have no idea what to call her; feels too soon to
  bust out Mom and too strange to call her Cheryl. “Mrs., um, Birth . . . Mom,” I say instead. “I think I might prefer to not get syringed by this man right
  now.”

  “We don’t want to mess with timing because of mice,” Dane says.

  “Wait, mice?” I ask. “What does that mean?”

  My mom sighs. “Look, this has to get done. We need to know if the virus is still in you and how it’s changed. Dane’ll make it quick and painless.”

  “I do hair first,” Dane says. “Is easy.” He’s holding the tweezers. I don’t fully understand why this is happening, but the sooner I let him do this, the
  sooner I sleep. I sit back down. “Good choice,” he says, leaning over me. I can smell his coffee breath. “Wait, I need precise record of time.”

  “Right, it’s”—my mom looks at her phone—“three-twenty-seven and thirty-six seconds.”

  “Excellent. We need that for cross-reference with astrological charts,” he says to me, as if that made any sense. “I take five hairs.”

  He plucks them in quick succession, placing each one into his plastic bag.

  “See? I perform with speed.”

  “Impressive,” I say.

  “Now, for next, you spit.”

  “Beg your pardon?”

  He holds the petri dish annoyingly close to my chin. “You spit into this.”

  “Fun,” I say, and spit into Dane’s dish.

  “Much thanks,” he says, putting a lid on the petri dish and shoving it into his back pocket, the strangest handling of scientific material I’ve ever seen. “Now, which arm
  you prefer me to shoot?”

  “Neither.”

  “I will do left.”

  I am very opposed to having this brusque Russian jab something into my arm, but I’m too wrecked to put up a fight. I roll up my sleeve, and Dane grabs the alcohol swab from the table.

  “You got this,” my mother says, appearing behind me and squeezing my left shoulder kind of hard.

  Dane holds my arm with one hand, swabbing and tapping my vein with the other. “I count to three. Don’t be nervous.”

  I close my eyes, thinking maybe I can sleep through this.

  “One . . . two . . .” Dane sticks the syringe into my arm. I gasp. The ol’ skipping-the-number-three trick. I should have known.

  And not one second after he’s stuck it in, a loud, abrasive buzzing echoes throughout the apartment.

  Dane freezes, looking to my mother.

  “Was that the doorbell?” I ask.

  “Shhh!” Dane says.

  My mom nods. It’s clear they have no idea who could be buzzing. And that Dane is very afraid.

  It’s also clear that Dane has forgotten there’s a syringe jutting out of my arm.

  “Anyone follow you?” he shout-whispers at me, both hands on the table, neither one holding the freestanding syringe, which is slowly starting to Pisa sideways.

  “What? Here?” I ask.

  “Yes, here! You go other places, too?”

  “No, no, I came right here! Are you just gonna leave that thing sticking in me?” I gesture wildly with my head to the syringe.

  He looks down, surprised, and grabs on to it. “I had not forgotten,” he says, focusing again on drawing my blood, moving faster than before.

  The buzzer screams out again, two quick staccato bursts.

  “You were followed!” Dane says, his eyes darting around.

  “Quiet!” my mom says. “It’s probably just a wasted teenager pushing the buttons to be obnoxious. That happens all the time.”

  “Not probable! It is the DIA!”

  A chill runs through me. The DIA is the Death Investigation Agency, whose existence I learned of yesterday, when my best friend’s mom revealed she was a DIA agent and tried to kidnap
  me.

  “I wasn’t followed,” I say, hoping that if I speak with enough confidence, it will be true. But, really, I have no idea.

  Dane pulls out the syringe—the vial it’s attached to now filled with my blood—and crams it into his front pocket. I pull my sleeve down over the puncture. “What will
  happen to me if it is the DIA?” I ask, absorbing some of Dane’s panic and getting to my feet.

  “What will happen?” Dane cries. “Put it this way: you will not be here any longer to contemplate the theoretics of what could happen!”

  This has gotten so nuts so quickly.

  My mom moves toward the window.

  “Don’t let them see you!” Dane says. My mom holds out a hand to him, like, Shut up, and continues across the apartment. “Think about this,
  Nadia,” Dane says.

  Nadia?

  My mom peers out the window. Dane stands there like the Tin Man in the midst of getting oiled—frozen to one spot as a zillion tiny muscles all over his arms, hands, and face come to
  life.

  “Yup, it’s the DIA,” my mom says, unnervingly calm. “That’s a shame.”

  “No!” Dane says, the fiercest shout-whisper I’ve ever heard. “The kid was followed! What a huge fuckjob!”

  I resent—and am amused by—many things Dane has just said, but I’m too terrified at the prospect of being kidnapped again to dwell on them.

  “Dane,” my mom says.

  “Now it all is ruined!” he continues. “All of it for nothing! Matilda! Yuri! NOTHING!”

  “DANE,” my mom says again.

  “We must escape,” he says, wild terror Ping-Ponging in his eyes.

  “I was kidding,” my mom says.

  “Huh?” Dane says.

  “I was kidding,” my mom repeats.

  “No,” Dane says.

  “Yes. There’s no one down there. I’m sure it was a drunk buzz-and-run.”

  Dane’s face drops. I understand how he feels. I exhale and grab the back of my neck, my hands shaking.

  “I couldn’t resist,” my mother says, an impish smile on her face.

  “That was not okay,” Dane says.

  “You thought it was funny, didn’t you, Denton?” she says, walking back over to us.

  “Well . . . ,” I say. I laugh nervously. I did not find it funny. I found it scary. My heart’s still beating double time.

  “See? Like mother, like son,” my mom says as she puts an arm around my shoulders. “By the way, Dane, there’s a policeman writing out a ticket and putting it on your
  windshield.”

  “I not fall for joke again,” Dane says.

  “Sadly, this one’s for real,” my mother says, shaking her head.

  “What?” Dane shouts, grabbing the plastic bag with my hair in it, jamming it into the same pocket that has my blood, and making a beeline for the window. “Shit my ass!”
  he says, staring down at the street. He races out the door, his footsteps echoing down the stairwell.

  “So that’s Dane,” my mother says. “He can be a lot sometimes.”

  I’ve moved past shock, past exhausted hilarity, and now I just feel like a mush-brained zombie. A scared, confused, mush-brained zombie. “This is all kind of a lot.”

  “We’re not going to let the DIA get you. Just so you know.”

  “Thanks?” I’m not sure who the we she’s referring to is, but it makes me feel a little bit safer. I guess.

  “Sure.” She scratches her ear and looks around the apartment, like she’s not sure what to say next. I yawn and rub at my right eye with the heel of my hand.

  “Good God,” my mom says. “Why are you still awake?”

  She ushers me into a small bedroom, about half the size of my room at home. I don’t take in anything else about the room other than the bed.

  “So this is where you’ll be sleeping,” my mother says.

  “Okay,” I say, plopping down on the edge of the twin. There’s a light brown blanket on it that’s covered with lint balls. “Thanks.”

  A silence floats up between us. “Speaking as someone who also lived through a deathdate,” my mom says eventually, “I can say that it might feel weird at first, but with time,
  it’ll all get easier.”

  I know that’s supposed to be comforting, but instead it just makes me feel worse. How long do I have to live like this before I can go back to my actual home and my actual life?

  “Sleep well, Denton. It’s great to meet you.”

  My head sinks into the pillow. I’m too tired to get under the covers. Too tired to take off my clothes.

  She might be your mother, a voice in my brain calls, but you can’t stay here. You know that, right?

  Maybe, I think in response.

  My inner dialogue doesn’t go any further, because I’m out within seconds.




  TWO

  I open my eyes and stare up at a crack in the ceiling.

  I don’t think this is my bed.

  Waking up confused is my thing now.

  I peer around at blank walls, and the lunacy of last night comes rushing back to me. Oh right, I’m hiding from the US government in my dead mom’s apartment.

  As one does sometimes.

  I hear the muffled sounds of my mom talking in the other room, a man’s voice responding. Probably Crazy Dane. I don’t want to go out there.

  As my grogginess melts away, I remember everything I left behind when I didn’t die.

  Oh God. Paolo, my best friend. His deathdate is in twenty-six days. Wait, no, twenty-five days now.

  Is it possible he could live, too? I passed him the virus on my deathdate. His purple splotch didn’t have the red dots like mine, but he still got something.

  I rip off the hoodie I’ve been wearing since the train station, followed by the button-down I’ve been wearing since the prom. I can practically see the stink lines emanating off my
  body, but even if I showered, I don’t have any other clothes to change into. So, for the time being, I throw the hoodie back on. Now I’m in that and powder-blue suit pants.
  Ridiculous.

  I move to the window on the other side of the room, pushing aside the green, scratchy curtain. It’s morning. I wouldn’t have minded sleeping till the afternoon, but oh well.

  I met my mom last night. And she was kind of intense. (And I was kind of punchy and nonsensical, but I’m choosing to block that out.) I’m not sure I’m ready to face her
  frenetic energy again. I know I should be ecstatic to have met her—not to mention grateful, seeing as she saved my life—but every cell in my body is screaming that I need to find a way
  out of here. Nevertheless, I take a deep breath and swing the door open.

  And I’m staring at my older brother, Felix.

  “That’s not what I do!” he’s saying to our mother. They’re sitting at the small table, laughing together as they eat waffles and bacon.

  “It absolutely is,” my mom says, turning her body toward me while her head stays with Felix so she can get in the last word. “I know you, so don’t even bother trying to
  deny it.” Her head joins her body. “Well, good morning! At last, he rises.”

  “Hey, Dent,” Felix says, smiling as he stands up and gives me a hug. “Nice outfit.”

  “Hi,” I say. Part of me is relieved to see my brother, but the other part feels like I’ve stepped into some alternate universe.

  “You sure you don’t want to sleep some more?” my mom says. “Thirty hours may not have been enough.”

  “Thirty . . . what?” I ask. “Didn’t I go to sleep at, like, three a.m. last night?”

  “Try three a.m. the night before last night. It’s Sunday morning.”

  I look to Felix, confirming that this isn’t one of our mom’s hilarious jokes. He nods.

  “From what we’ve seen,” my mom says, “living through your deathdate completely saps the body. We thought you might sleep longer, actually. After mine, I was so wiped I
  slept at a Super 8 motel in Poughkeepsie for almost two full days straight.”

  “Oh,” I say.

  “To be fair, I’d also just given birth. To you!” She shouts that last part, like, What’re the chances?

  I must look terrified or, at the very least, befuddled, because Felix says, “I know this is a lot to process. But you were absolutely awesome on your deathdate.”

  “Thanks,” I say.

  “I was awesome, too, of course,” he says.

  My mom cackles at this.

  “While you’ve been sleeping, I’ve been in jail for hitting that cop with a bedpan to save you.”

  “Whoa, what? I’m so sorry,” I say.

  “All good,” he continues. “I got bailed out, and you got here, so it was totally worth it. Though . . . you don’t seem too excited about the whole
  being-alive-instead-of-dead thing. I would think that might be a boon to your spirits.”

  “A boon?” I ask.

  “Yeah, a boon.”

  “That’s a word?”

  “Yes,” Felix says. “It’s, like, a helpful addition. A lift.”

  “Sounds made up.” For pretty much my whole life, Felix was predominantly an absent brother, always busy, but then on my deathdate, he became this ever-present guardian angel, saving
  my life on at least two occasions. I was incredibly touched, but it’s suddenly hitting me that he was probably just doing it because our mom asked him to.

  It also occurs to me that Felix can probably provide information I desperately want. “Are Mom and Dad okay?” I ask.

  Felix’s eyes flick over to our mother, then back to me. “Um, you mean Raquel and Dad? Mom’s sitting right here.”

  “You know what I mean,” I say. He can be just as much of a fart-face in the afterlife as he was in the real world.

  “You can call me whatever you want, Denton,” my mother says, adoringly rolling her eyes at Felix, who sneers back at her.

  “So, are they all right?”

  “Yeah,” Felix says. “I talked to Dad on the phone, but you know how that goes; we didn’t actually say much. Sounds like they’re fine, though. They were discharged
  from the hospital yesterday afternoon.”

  Thank God.

  “Sweet of you to be concerned,” Felix says, putting one hand on my shoulder, “but I’d say the bigger news here is that you’re alive. And so is Mom.” His face
  is barely able to contain the smile that’s broken out. “Can you believe that?”

  “Not really,” I say. “I also can’t believe you knew about this and never told me.”

  Felix scratches the back of his head as he nods. “Yeah, I apologize for that, I really do, but there was no way we could tell you. If you’d let someone know Mom was alive, you would
  have jeopardized everything we’d been working for.”

  “It’s the truth, hon,” my mom says. “Plus, we didn’t know if the virus was going to work. We didn’t want to get your hopes up for no reason.”

  I’m sure they’re right, but that doesn’t make me resent them any less.

  “Look,” my mom says, getting up from her chair and walking toward us, “like Feel said, you’re here now, which is all that matters.” She’s in a lime-green
  running ensemble: skintight shorts, T-shirt, and sneakers. “Oh,” she says, glancing down at herself. “Yeah, I ran this morning. Didn’t know you got that from me, did
  you?”

  Felix must have told her I’m a runner. And, no, how the hell would I know that when NO ONE TELLS ME ANYTHING?

  “Mom is pretty hard-core,” Felix chimes in. “She runs almost every day.” He has this idiot glow about him, the same look he used to get when he’d tell me stories
  that painted our mom as a near-mythological figure.

  “Yeah, I’m kind of an addict,” she agrees. “Gotta stay healthy, you know?”

  I obviously never knew my mother, but being here has the strange effect of making me feel like I don’t really know my brother either. My chest tightens, and the room spins. I don’t
  want to be here. “I might actually go for a run myself this morning,” I say, looking at the floor and trying to get my bearings. “Get some fresh air, move around a
  little.”

  My mom and Felix share a look.

  “Running isn’t an option,” my mom says.

  “Sorry, Dent,” Felix adds.

  I don’t understand. Does living through your deathdate make your body lose its ability to run?

  “You can’t go outside,” my mom says.

  “I can’t— Wait, what? I can’t go outside today?”

  “Not only today,” my mother says. “For the indefinite future. Until things settle down a bit.”

  The floor lurches beneath me, and I lean back onto the doorframe to keep myself from falling.

  “Dent, you okay?” Felix says, reaching out.

  “I’m fine,” I say, forcing myself to make eye contact to prove my fineness. “Is this a joke?”

  “Look,” my mom says. “It’s for your own safety. The DIA came way too close to getting you, and you can be damn sure they have teams of people looking for you now. If
  anybody saw you get on that train, they’ll definitely be searching New York City. So we have to be careful.”

  Oh my God. She’s serious. “I can’t leave here?” The place looks even sadder in the daytime, if that’s possible. Other than the folding table where breakfast is
  happening, there’s a ratty gray couch, an old TV that’s box-shaped instead of a flat screen, a closet-size bathroom, and a kitchen with a yellowing fridge and a stove, three of its four
  burners rusted over.

  “It’s not as bad as it sounds,” my mom says. “You can get on my laptop whenever you need to. I’ve blocked all the email and Internet phone sites—don’t
  want you to be tempted—but otherwise you can look up whatever you want to.”

  Because using search engines all day is exactly how I want to spend my post-deathdate existence.

  “I brought over my Wii for you,” Felix says, pointing to a little black box standing up near the TV. “It’s got Netflix.” He gives me this grin, like fucking Netflix
  is going to make up for the fact that I’m essentially going to be a prisoner here.

  “And,” my mom says, racing to the kitchen cupboards, really pushing the hard sell now, “I have no idea what teenage boys are eating these days, but I tried to stock this place
  to the gills with tons of snacks you’d like. Ho Hos, Ding Dongs, Starbursts.” Those are all foods my stepmom would never let us keep in the house. “And the fridge is packed, too.
  Peanut butter, jelly, eggs. Tons of frozen dinners. And there’s ham. If you want to make a sandwich or something.”

  I’m not fully clear on what’s happening here. Are my mother and I going to stay in this nondescript apartment eating ham and Ding Dongs for the rest of our lives?

  “Here,” my mom says. “Sit down. Have some food. You’ll feel better. I made waffles and bacon, Felix’s favorite, so maybe that’s something you like,
  too.”

  I take a seat at the table with my mother and brother. As the two of them continue to engage in their cutesy mom-and-son-comedy-team bullshit, I chomp down on a piece of bacon. It pisses me off
  that my mom knows Felix’s favorite foods and not mine. I know they had nine years together before she fake-died, but it still makes me feel outside of the world’s best inside joke.

  Ohmigod. I wonder if my dad knows, too. I mean, in the hospital, he saw that I had survived, and he hardly blinked an eye. It was like he’d always known I was going to live through my
  deathdate. So why wouldn’t he know this, too? How messed up would that be? He knows his wife isn’t actually dead, but he remarries anyway?

  I wait for a lull in the banter and turn to my mom. “Dad knows you’re alive, doesn’t he?”

  She looks at Felix, then slowly nods. “He does.”

  If Felix and my dad both know about my mom, is it something they talked about on a regular basis? Am I the only one not in on this secret? There’s no way my stepmom knows, right?

  “I don’t . . . ,” I say. “I mean, Felix, how long have you known?”

  A small smile curls on his face as he looks to his mom. “Pretty much the whole time,” he says.

  I’d thought my brain had already exploded, but I was wrong. Now it’s exploded.

  “Yup,” my mom says. “He was nine, but I thought he was mature enough to understand. And to keep the secret.”

  In other words, nine-year-old Felix could be trusted, but I had to wait until I was seventeen and fake-dead.

  “I know it seems crazy, Dent,” Felix says. No wonder he was never around. Probably too worried he’d accidentally spill the beans to me, the oblivious idiot. “But it
  wasn’t like Dad and I ever talked about it. He refused. Just like he waited almost eighteen years to give you the letter Mom wrote.”

  “I’m so pissed at Lyle about that,” my mom says. I have to agree. She wrote me a letter before I was born, and my dad didn’t give it to me until my deathdate. “He
  knew the whole point of that letter was to establish a code, a way to communicate with you when the time came. Happy dinosaur.” (And here I thought the point was to
  let me know she loved me, even though she was about to die.) “That’s also why I gave you that dinosaur toy, so it would further cement the code in your head.” (She’s talking
  about my favorite stuffed animal of all time, Blue Bronto. Who, apparently, was just a pawn in my mom’s scheme.) “But thanks to Lyle, I’m sure you thought my top-secret Happy
  Dinosaur messages were actually real ads for erection pills.”

  “I did,” I say.

  “Geez!” my mom shouts. “I spent so much time on those, too.”

  “Anyway,” Felix says. “My point is, Dad wanted nothing to do with it. And for a lot of years, Mom and I were just communicating through old-school mail, letters sent back and
  forth. I didn’t start seeing her in person until . . . I think . . . late in high school?”

  “Right, yeah, because I helped you with that college essay, remember?” my mom says.

  “But,” I say, completely unable to wrap my head around the idea of my dead mother guiding Felix through the college application process, “if you guys were able to see each
  other, I can do the same, right?” My voice is all shaky. “I mean, like, I can see Dad and Raquel, right? And my friends?”

  My mom looks at me, then Felix, then me again, her eyes apologetic.

  “No,” she says, “you can’t.”




  THREE

  I stare at my mom, unable to speak, as the abyss below me grows vaster. I don’t think she’s joking. This is my life now. I survived my deathdate
  for . . . whatever this is.

  “It’s just not possible, Denton,” she says. “At least not for a long time.”

  “But . . . ,” I say. “Then what’s the point?”

  “What do you mean?”

  “I mean, what’s the point of living if I can never see my family again? Or my friends?”

  “The point is, you’re alive,” my mom says, looking personally offended. “Most people think that’s better than being dead.”

  Right. Without meaning to, I’ve crapped on the choice she made when she ditched my family for all this. I should probably feel bad about that. But I don’t.

  “Look,” she says, softening her tone. “I understand. It wasn’t easy for me when I survived. At all. But you do have family in your life: your
  mother and your brother. That’s more than a lot of people have, Denton. You should be grateful.”

  “I am,” I say. “I just don’t get why it’s not possible.”

  “It’s too risky,” my mother says, banging on the table and accidentally sending a fork clattering to the ground. “You’re supposed to be dead. Someone happens to see
  you, they tell someone else, that someone tells someone else, and it eventually gets back to the DIA, who will find you and then, you know . . .” She lets the sentence hang in
  the air.

  “Wait, no,” I say. “I don’t know. Find me and then what?”

  “Well, any number of things, really,” my mom says, leaning over the table and looking straight into my eyes. “None of them good.”

  “I was told the DIA would take me to DC and run tests.”

  “Sure, they’ll definitely do that.”

  “But you’re suggesting they’ll also do other stuff to me?”

  “Look,” my mom says again, raising her hands in the air exactly the way Felix does. “I don’t know for sure what they would do, but I’m pretty sure none of us would
  ever hear from you again.”

  My stomach drops.

  “Yeah, Dent,” Felix says. “This is no joke.”

  “How many people have lived through their deathdate like this?” I ask. “Has anyone been taken before?”

  My mom grimaces. She looks away for a few moments before turning back to me, incredibly serious. “Five of us have lived. One’s been taken. Dane’s wife.”

  I can’t believe what I’m hearing. “What the hell? Why did they take her? Is she all right?”

  “We don’t know! This is what I’m trying to tell you, Denton,” she says. “The DIA is not to be taken lightly. Don’t you think, after I lived through my
  deathdate, I would have wanted to keep my life? To stay with your dad and Felix? And you, my new baby? Of course!” She gestures wildly. “But I didn’t, because I’m not an
  idiot. At the time, there was a scientist doing the same work we were doing, trying to find a way for people to live past their deathdates. But, unlike us, he made no effort to keep what he was
  doing quiet. The New York Times ran an article about him, and the next day there was a huge fire in his lab. All his work was destroyed. A few days later, he went
  missing.”

  “But,” I say, trying to process all this as quickly as I can, “what if that was completely unrelated to the DIA? What if he was sabotaged by some rival scientist or
  something?”

  My mom looks me in the eyes. “Don’t be naïve.”

  “Are you saying the US government would kill me?” I can’t believe that Paolo’s mom would purposely lead me to my death. But I also
  wouldn’t have believed that my best friend’s mother was actually a spy who’d been watching me my whole life.

  “Denton,” my mother says, her eyes boring into mine. “What I’m saying is that your existence is a threat to a multibillion-dollar industry that directly benefits many of
  the people in the US government. Would they go so far as to kill you? I can’t be sure. But, honestly, no one would know the difference anyway. You’re already
  listed as dead.”

  “Holy shit,” I say quietly. I thought the whole point of living through my deathdate was that I’d escaped death for the foreseeable future. Incorrect.

  The table buzzes. My mom grabs her phone from where it was hiding between her plate and glass.

  “Hey,” she says into it. “Yeah, he’s awake.” She looks at me. I take a bite of cold waffle. “He’s doing all right. A little confused, but he’s
  hanging in there. Sure.” My mom holds the phone in my direction. “It’s Brian.”

  “Oh,” I say, grabbing the phone. It’s my mom’s old college friend, the doctor who helped save my life. “Hello?”

  “Hey, Denton. How goes it?” I’m surprised how comforted I am to hear the voice of this man, who, as recently as a week ago, was a complete stranger.

  “You know, glad to be alive. But totally disoriented.”

  “I hear you, my man, I hear you,” Brian says. “I hope you understand why I couldn’t tell you about your mom.”

  “Yeah,” I say. “But there’s a lot I don’t understand.”

  “Your mom is going to tell you everything you need to know, so don’t worry. But if you ever want to talk, get on your mom’s phone and give me a call.” Brian must know
  that I already threw my phone away in order to stay off the grid.

  “Thanks,” I say. “Are you gonna come by here to hang out or anything?”

  There’s silence on the other end of the line. Just as I’m starting to wonder if Brian lost reception, he speaks. “Not likely, no. I’m, um, pretty busy. But never too busy
  if you need my help. You understand?”

  Not really. “Sure,” I say.

  “All right, just wanted you to know that. Be good, buddy. Enjoy this new life.”

  “Oh,” I say, surprised that the conversation is suddenly ending. “Should I put my mom back on?” But he’s already hung up. I hand the phone back to my mom.

  “Wow, a phone call from Brian,” Felix says. “Like Halley’s comet. Happens once every seventy-six years.”

  “Ha,” my mom says.

  I’m so confused. “But aren’t you and Brian, like, good friends? Since college?”

  “Well, we used to be,” my mom says.

  “So, what happened?”

  My mother sighs. “He fell in love.”

  “Oh,” I say. “And you were . . . jealous or something?”

  “Jealous? No. I was happy for Brian. But then his husband, Langston, started putting ideas in his head that what we were doing here was a waste of time. He just didn’t get it. A lot
  of people don’t.”

  Felix is shaking his head, like, It’s a damn shame.

  “That’s kind of sad,” I say.

  “Tell me about it,” my mom says. “Brian was my best friend. When deathdates were made mandatory, he was the one by my side protesting against it. When we were forced to find
  out anyway, and I learned I was going to die at thirty-two, he was the one comforting me.” This reminds me that Brian said they used to date and have sex a lot. Narsty. “But things
  change.”

  “So why did he help me on my deathdate?”

  “Brian feels like you’re partly his responsibility,” my mom says, running a hand through her curls, “because he was so involved with the creation of the virus. And
  he’s the one who injected you with it.”

  “You guys mind if I take the last piece of bacon?” Felix asks.

  “Okay, hold on a second,” I say. I’m finding it hard to organize my thoughts on all this, because the gaps in my knowledge are boundless.

  “I’m happy to flip a coin for it if you want to,” Felix says.

  “No, that wasn’t about the bacon. I don’t care about that—”

  “Sweet.” He grabs the final slice.

  “I’m just wondering if we can talk about this virus situation,” I say. “Like, um, isn’t a virus a bad thing?”

  “That’s a common misconception,” my mom says, “because all of the famous viruses happen to be bad ones. But, really, a virus is just a vehicle for carrying other things
  into the body, and it’s an effective one, because it can reproduce quickly inside cells.”

  “So, how did it make us be still alive?” I’m immediately embarrassed that I’ve phrased that in such a stupid-sounding way.

  My mom looks at me, then Felix, who doesn’t notice because he’s savoring his bacon with his eyes closed.

  “The short version is: the virus canceled out our deathdates by rewriting our DNA.” My mom takes a drink of water, then puts it down and looks at me, like she’s not going to
  say anything else.

  “Okay,” I say. “Um, what’s the long version?”

  “Dent,” Felix says, licking bacon crumbs off his fingers, “you know how undated people don’t know their deathdates because of a defective gene that the ATG kits
  can’t read?”

  “Yeah,” I say, remembering when my dad first explained all that to me when I was five.

  “Well, that’s the gene the virus goes after. It incorporates itself into that gene, effectively scrambling the genetic information. So then the deathdate you were given when you were
  born becomes incorrect.”

  “Right,” my mom says. “But since the virus has melded with that gene, it still knows the deathdate you were supposed to have. The day before, the virus activates and spreads
  throughout the body, into every tissue, almost like a protective force field or something.”

  Science was never really my thing, so I’m focusing hard. “But how . . . ? Like, on my deathdate, I almost got hit by a car, but then I tripped over the curb and
  didn’t. Are you saying the virus made me trip?”
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