
        
            
                
            
        

    



Dedication
For those who’ve been with me since the beginning.
Shout-out to Nicola and David Yoon, my favorite neighbors with the biggest hearts. They show me time and time again what love should look like.
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PART ONE
Death-Cast Eve
Everyone wants to know how we can predict death. Tell me this. Do you ask pilots to explain aerodynamics before boarding the plane or do you simply travel to your destination? I urge you to not concern yourselves with how we know about the deaths and instead focus on how you’ll live your life. Your final destination may be closer than you think.
—Joaquin Rosa, creator of Death-Cast



July 30, 2010
Orion Pagan
10:10 p.m.
Death-Cast might call at midnight, but it won’t be the first time someone tells me I’m going to die.
For the past few years I’ve been fighting for my life because of a severe heart condition, straight scared that I might drop dead if I live it up too hard. Then an organization called Death-Cast appeared out of nowhere and claimed they could predict when—not just if—we’re about to die. It sounded like the premise of a short story I’d write. Real life never hooks me up with wins like that. But everything got really real, real fast when the president of the United States held a press briefing where he introduced the creator of Death-Cast and confirmed their abilities to predict our fates.
That night, I signed up for Death-Cast.
Now I’m just hoping I won’t be one of the first to get an inaugural End Day call.
If I am, at least I’ll know it’s game over, I guess.
Until then, I’m going to live it up.
And that starts with attending a once-in-a-lifetime event: the Death-Cast premiere.
Death-Cast is hosting so many parties across the country, I think to lift people’s spirits and get them hyped about this program that will change life and death as we know it. They’re already underway in so many places, like the Santa Monica Pier in California and Millennium Park in Chicago and the National Museum of the United States Air Force in Ohio and Sixth Street in Austin, to name a few. Of course I’m at the best one—Times Square, the heart of New York and home to the first Death-Cast offices. I love my city, but you’d never catch me out in Times Square on New Year’s Eve—it’s way too cold to do all that. But I’m chill hanging out on this hot summer night for something so historic.
It’s wild how much bank Death-Cast must be dropping across the country. Or even in Times Square alone. These jumbotrons are always promoting a million things at once, everything from soda products to TV shows to new web addresses, but not tonight. Every screen has been replaced with a digital black hourglass with a radiant white background. The hourglass is almost full, signaling the End Day calls that will begin at midnight. But it feels bigger than that. It’s almost like the product that Death-Cast is pushing is time itself. That marketing is working because people are lining up to the information booths as if a new iPhone is on sale, all to talk to the Death-Cast customer service reps.
“Imagine working at Death-Cast,” I say.
My best friend, Dalma, looks up from her phone. “I could never.”
“For real. It’s like every call is saving someone’s life, but also, not really. How do you sleep at night knowing everyone you spoke to that day is dead?”
“I know you always got death on the brain, Orion, but you’re killing me.”
“I got death on the heart, technically.”
“Oh my god, I hate you. I’m going to get a job at Death-Cast just so I can call you.”
“Nah, you can’t live without me.”
I don’t add how she’s going to have to at some point. No one’s banking on me living another eighteen years. Not even Dalma, even if she’ll never admit it out loud and always talks about everything we’ll get to do together in life. Like her dreams of my first book signing whenever I get serious enough to pursue publication of my super-short stories or the novel I’d love to write if only I believed I’d live long enough to finish it. Or cheering Dalma on as she takes the tech world by storm. And ragging on whatever dates we bring home, which has always felt unbelievable because there’s no way we’d ever be bold enough to say what’s up to guys we think are cute and/or interesting. If I didn’t have this stupid-ass heart, we could have all that and more.
I just got to be present. I might not make it to the future, but I can live in the now.
Though it’s kind of hard to get death off the brain—yeah, brain, not heart this time—when some fortysomething dude walks past us with a sign that reads Death-Cast Is Ending The World. Like, okay, he’s not a fan of Death-Cast, but claiming that they got the power to end the world? That’s a lot. He’s not alone, though. Since Death-Cast was announced at the start of the month, these doomsayers have been running their mouths about boiling oceans and sweeping storms and crumbling grounds and burning cities. I get that apocalyptic and dystopian novels are hot right now, but people need to take a breath and chill.
Freaking out about death every minute isn’t a good life, and yet, tons of people are freaking out about death every minute.
It’s like the end of the world is actually beginning.
In the past few days there’s been a record number of supermarket break-ins as looters stock up on canned goods and gallons of water and toilet paper. There’ve been too many killing sprees because life sentences won’t last long if the world ends as quickly as the doomsayers are predicting. But nothing hits harder than hearing stories about those who’ve taken their own lives because we’re speeding toward a future with too many unknowns.
I was pissed after hearing about those deaths.
How could Death-Cast have access to this info and not prevent the murders, or intervene with the suicides? But apparently that’s never been in the cards. Death-Cast claims they can’t pinpoint someone’s cause of death, only their End Days to prepare them. And unfortunately, once someone’s name comes up in their mysterious system, their fate is written in stone—and later on their headstone.
Death-Cast may not be all-knowing, but they’ll do wonders for my anxiety. If I don’t get the End Day call, I’ll be good to live more boldly instead of second-guessing, triple-guessing, quadruple-guessing every damn thing I do out of fear of pissing off my heart and triggering cardiac arrest. I’ll also never be caught off guard again by loved ones dying. Like I was at nine years old when my parents went into the city for a meeting and were killed after a plane was flown into the World Trade Center’s south tower. My parents obviously didn’t have Death-Cast back then, but I’m forever haunted thinking about how there must’ve been a clear moment when they were certain they were going to die.
I swing at those heartbreaking thoughts, knocking them all back.
Death-Cast will make sure I’m never denied a goodbye ever again.
Well, the chance to say my goodbyes.
I know I don’t have all the time in the world, I feel it in my heart.
I got to go live my firsts—maybe even lasts—while I can.



Valentino Prince
10:22 p.m.
Death-Cast can’t call me because I’m not registered for their service. Not that they would anyway since my life is only getting started.
If anything, I feel like I’ve been reborn today.
Rebirths feel appropriate as someone born and raised in Phoenix, Arizona. Now it’s time to restart my life in none other than New York. From the Valley of the Sun to the Big Apple. I’ve been dreaming about this city for so long that after I printed out my boarding pass at the airport and saw PHX ➔ LGA, I broke down and cried. That one-way ticket meant I would never have to see my parents ever again. That I could build a new home with my twin sister.
I probably shouldn’t have booked the window seat on my flight over. I did my best to keep it together as the plane bulleted down the runway and shot into the sky. It turns out my best is awful. As all the buildings and roads and mountains kept shrinking from view, I cried in the clouds. My seatmate seemed judgy, admittedly. It made me wish even more that my sister was next to me as she should’ve been before a last-minute work opportunity came up. Thankfully, Scarlett will be on the first red-eye out to join me in our new apartment.
Five hours later, when New York came into focus, everything felt right, even though I’d never stepped foot among those skyscrapers and parks. Then we landed and I rolled my suitcases straight to the taxi line, where everyone else seemed miserable waiting, but I was so excited to finally ride inside these classic yellow taxicabs that I’d seen on TV and as props in magazine ads. The driver could tell I’d never been here before since I never stopped watching the street life. That first step onto the curb felt like a movie moment, as if cameras should’ve been flashing; there will be time for that later.
As of tonight, as of now, I can call myself a New Yorker.
Or maybe I have to wait until my landlord finally greets me with my apartment key so I can be certain that I wasn’t scammed after finding this studio on Craigslist. While I’m waiting, I’m taking in my little corner of the Upper East Side. There’s a tiny pizzeria right next door that’s trying to lure me inside with the smell of garlic knots. Honking cars pull my attention back to the street, where someone old enough to be my grandfather is screaming into his phone to be heard over the music blasting from the bar on the corner.
This city is loud, and I love it.
I wonder if I’ll ever miss the quiet of my old neighborhood.
The door opens behind me, and there’s a man wearing nothing but a white tank top and basketball shorts and slippers. He has a thick mustache and thinning black hair, and he’s glaring at me.
“You going to come inside?” he asks.
“Hi, I’m Valentino. I’m a new tenant.”
The man points at my suitcases. “I can tell.”
“I’m waiting for the landlord.”
He nods but doesn’t leave. As if he’s waiting for me to come in.
“Are you Frankie?”
He nods again.
“Nice to meet you,” I say.
He reluctantly shakes my hand. “Are you moving in or what?”
I was warned that not every New Yorker will be nice to me, but maybe Frankie is tired since it’s pretty late. I grab my suitcases and enter the building. It’s a warm night, but once I’m inside, I understand why Frankie is dressed like he’s grabbing the morning paper in Arizona. It’s so hot in here it’s as if I walked straight into the pizza oven from next door. The hallway is narrow, painted this mustard yellow that is not fun on the eyes, but I respect the choice. There are steel mailboxes built into the wall with packages on the floor waiting to be picked up, and a trash bin overflowing with junk mail including Death-Cast flyers. I take it many people in this building aren’t registered for the End Day calls. I’m personally not either, because my parents are total skeptics, but that paranoia is another inheritance of theirs I need to abandon.
Frankie pauses while going up the first flight of stairs. “Where’s the other one?”
“The other one?”
“Your twin.”
“Oh, she’s flying in tomorrow morning.”
Frankie continues ascending. “Make sure if any other big boxes arrive you handle them in a timely fashion. Carrying all your deliveries up these stairs was bad on my back.”
“I’m so sorry.” I had to ship some things early, like an air mattress, blankets, towels, pots, and pans. Though I’m guessing the biggest culprit for his back pain were the five boxes of clothes and shoes and accessories, which are just as essential as making sure I have somewhere to sleep until my proper mattress can arrive on Tuesday. “Is the elevator broken?”
“It’s been broken since my father ran this place,” Frankie says.
I see. I’m not sure how legal it is to advertise the building having an elevator if it’s purely decorative, but I’m going to make the most of it. All those years spent in my family’s small home gym have prepared me for this life. I haul the suitcases, knowing they’re about fifty pounds each, since I had to weigh them at the airport. Frankie makes no offer to assist, which is okay. By the third flight up I’m remembering that my new apartment is on the sixth floor. Sweat is building on my lower back, and I’m positive I can skip leg day during all future workouts. I’m out of breath at the top, but—actually, no buts. This is all part of the initiation of the city. Nothing makes me feel like a real New Yorker than being able to say that I live in a sixth-floor walk-up on the Upper East Side.
There’s no ceremony when I’m led to apartment 6G. No welcome to the building, no congratulations on my first home away from home. Frankie simply opens the door, and I follow him inside, leaving my suitcases in the narrow entry hallway. The bathroom is to my immediate left, and while I know I’m going to spend hours in there every week doing my extensive face routines, I’m interested in exploring the space where I’ll be doing most of my living. The wooden floor creaks under my boots as I step into the studio. My delivered boxes are up against the left wall where I’m planning on putting my bed. There are two windows facing the street and a third above the kitchen sink that offers the view into another neighbor’s apartment. That’s not a problem. I’ll buy curtains this week.
However, the biggest problem is how small this apartment is. Scarlett and I are using the money our parents reserved for college to pursue our dreams—modeling and photography—and we’re hoping to stretch it as long as possible, hence the studio.
“The photos online made it seem bigger,” I say.
“I took those pictures,” Frankie says.
“They were really pretty. Are you sure you uploaded the right photos for this listing? We were expecting more space.”
Frankie stares. “You had the option to visit before leasing.”
“I didn’t live here yet. I only just arrived.”
“That’s not my problem. You and your sister shared a womb. You’ll figure it out.”
Here’s hoping this studio apartment expands to fit our needs like our mother’s uterus.
Luckily for Frankie, I’m not confrontational. I can’t say the same for Scarlett, but that’s a lesson he’ll learn once she arrives. On the bright side, it’s only my first night in New York and an iconic feud with my landlord is already beginning. This is a yearlong lease, and I’m sure by the end of it I’ll have so many stories to share with all my new friends about this time in my life.
There’s a knock on the door, and a young boy walks in. I’m bad at guessing ages. Is he five but really tall for his age or ten but really short? There’s something familiar about him, but I honestly can’t place why.
He’s wearing pajamas and waves. “Are you our new neighbor?” he asks with a smile.
“I am. My name is Valentino.”
“I’m Paz.”
“Cool name, Paz.”
“It’s short for Pazito, but only my mom calls me that. I like your name too.”
This is the most welcomed I’ve felt tonight.
Before I can thank him, I notice Frankie glaring at Paz.
“Why are you out of bed?” Frankie asks.
“I’m scared because of Death-Cast.”
Frankie rubs his eyes. “Death-Cast is not real. Go to sleep.”
Paz starts tearing up. “Okay, Daddy.” He drags his feet toward the door, looking over his shoulder as if he’s waiting for his father to change his mind. Nothing. He goes down the hallway without another word.
I really want to stop Paz and comfort him about Death-Cast, but I suspect I shouldn’t try to undermine Frankie in front of him. I’m sure another opportunity will arise.
“Nice kid,” I say.
Frankie doesn’t acknowledge Paz again. He only places two sets of keys on the kitchen counter. “Big key is for your apartment, medium for downstairs, small for mail. I’m directly down the hall, but don’t knock before nine or after five.”
“Understood. Thanks so—”
Frankie leaves, closing the door behind him.
“—much, Frankie,” I say to no one.
The studio doesn’t seem any bigger without Frankie, but it’s not as cold thankfully.
I look at the time—10:31—and want to FaceTime Scarlett. New York is three hours ahead of Arizona, so I call now, hoping to catch her before she leaves to photograph the big Death-Cast party happening in Phoenix. That job is going to pay one month’s rent and leave enough change for train fare and modest lunches. I sit on the counter while I wait for Scarlett to answer, spotting Frankie through the kitchen window. Of course it’s his apartment that I can view. Frankie grabs a beer out of his fridge, and hopefully he’s a sleepy drunk because he’s already pretty insufferable.
The call goes through, and Scarlett’s face cheers me up.
“Val!” Scarlett props her phone on the bathroom sink as she does her makeup. “Are you in our new home?”
“I am indeed.”
“Let me see, let me see!”
I flip the camera around to reveal our space. It doesn’t take long.
“Is it just me or—”
“It’s not just you. It’s smaller than advertised.”
“Did our rent shrink too?”
“The landlord literally said that we’ll make it work since we shared a womb.”
“If I had time to stop putting on my mascara to roll my eyes, I would. I need to jet in a minute. Please tell me you’re going to Times Square.”
Between Scarlett’s gig and this huge modeling campaign I booked, our dreams have gotten in the way of celebrating Death-Cast Eve together. But that hasn’t stopped Scarlett from pushing me to attend the Death-Cast party in Times Square.
“I don’t know, Scar. The jet lag—”
Scarlett makes a buzzer sound. “Wrong answer. You lost three hours, but you’re not tired. Try again.”
“I should still rest for tomorrow’s shoot.”
“You’re going to be too wired to actually fall asleep, Val. So instead of tossing and turning on that cheap air mattress, go experience what’s either going to be a historic event or the biggest prank that’s ever been played on this country.”
“I’d love to see Mom and Dad’s faces if Death-Cast is proven to be real.”
“Me too, but I’m not hanging around to photograph them.”
“You’re leaving straight from the party?”
“Absolutely. Especially after how they treated you earlier.”
I’m still a little in shock. It’s like the sting that comes from scraping my elbows and knees when I’ve fallen during my runs. “I appreciate the solidarity.”
“I’d be a horrible twin—and human—to not be on your side. But let’s not give them the power of thinking about them tonight or ever again. In the very near future, Mom and Dad won’t be able to ignore you as your face pops up all over the country, including their magazines.”
“I bet they’ll unsubscribe.”
“Which means you’ve won. Now get out to Times Square before you take that over too.”
I take a deep breath, knowing she’s right. “I wish you were here with me.”
“Same, but the money I make tonight will buy us front-row seats to our first Broadway show.”
“Don’t you mean one month’s rent?”
“We need to live a little.”
“That sounds like living a lot.”
“You say that like it’s a bad thing, Val.”
“Good point.”
I moved because life has been suffocating with my parents ever since I came out. They made me feel like a stranger in my own home. I thought it would be different when I was rolling my suitcases through the living room. But they didn’t say anything, not even when Scarlett said it was their last chance before we were leaving for the airport. Mom and Dad stayed quiet, as if they had only one child. I stared at the cross on our front door, praying it fell off as I slammed the door shut and left that life behind.
Freedom should be freeing, but that doesn’t mean it can’t be heartbreaking.
I’m going to find my own way now.
“Keep me posted on your party,” I tell Scarlett.
Scarlett grabs her jacket and turns out her light. “Speaking of, I have to leave five minutes ago. I love you.”
“I love you same,” I say, our favorite saying born out of our twinness. “Drive safe.”
“Always do!”
She does always drive safely. The same can’t be said for everyone else.
Back in May, Scarlett was almost killed because of a reckless driver. I was forced to imagine this nightmarish world without her shine, something I haven’t experienced since being born two minutes ahead of her. I’m never going to exist without her again. Even tonight feels weird, since she’s not in New York, but I’m okay knowing she’s alive and well in Phoenix. I’d rather be planets apart as long as she’s still breathing on the other side of the galaxy.
Surgery saved my sister’s life, though our parents claim it was all God. At the time I thanked the doctors and God, but these days I’m struggling with mysterious forces. That includes Death-Cast, an organization that expects us to trust them with no real proof. Part of me wants to be a believer and the other half has experienced firsthand how faith can backfire. Unlike my parents, I’m open to having my mind changed so that I never have to be scared of losing my sister out of the blue. Maybe we’ll all know more in a few days.
God bless those—
I stop myself, still recalibrating everything in my head and heart.
Good luck to those who are basically going to be the Death-Cast test subjects.
As for me, I’ve been reborn and I have a lot of living to do.



Orion
10:34 p.m.
Even if the world was ending, that wouldn’t stop people from selling things.
The vendor tables in Times Square are usually too touristy for me to give a flying fuck, I have no use for magnets of the Empire State Building or taxicab key chains with my name. (Not that anyone ever puts any love into manufacturing things for the Orions of the world.) But even though it’s only been a month since Death-Cast first announced their program, the street vendors were on top of their shit with producing thematic souvenirs: a Smoke ’Em If You Got ’Em cigarette lighter; shot glasses with a skull sticker; sunglasses with red X’s painted on; and lots of apparel like shirts and hats. There’s a damn cute beanie I’m tempted to buy, but I’m already wearing my Yankees snapback that belonged to my dad, and this thing always lives on top of my curls whenever I’m out and about. I wouldn’t trade this hat for anything in the world. Okay, that’s a big stretch, I’d swap out this hat for a healthy heart in a millisecond, but you feel me.
“This isn’t even clever,” Dalma says, picking up a shirt that reads Death-Cast is dying to call you!
It’s so corny I want to set it on fire.
“Yeah, I’m not buying that one.”
Then a shirt does catch my eye. It’s white with Have a Happy End Day! written in a typewriter font across the chest. It’s kind of classy even if I don’t believe an End Day can be happy. What’s so great about dying? But I guess it’s more inspirational, and I can’t knock that. If nothing else, it’ll be a cool-ass souvenir and something to show off when people inevitably ask Where were you when Death-Cast went live?, kind of like how people ask Where were you on 9/11?
Hopefully nothing traumatic goes down tonight.
I don’t need any more grief in my life.
I buy the shirt, throwing it on top of the navy shirt I was already rocking to go with my skinny jeans. This look works too.
“You getting anything?” I ask Dalma.
“A headache,” Dalma says, back on her phone. “My mom won’t stop checking in.”
Our family—but really Dalma’s actual family—are visiting her stepfather Floyd’s parents in Dayton, Ohio, for the week, and it’s the first time they’ve left us alone to fend for ourselves. Her mom, Dayana, takes her responsibility as my legal guardian very literally, especially to honor my mother, aka her childhood best friend.
“She’s just trying to keep us alive,” I say. “At least she actually let us hang back.”
“A moment of silence for Dahlia,” Dalma says, closing her eyes.
We grieve her half sister’s vacation plans since she didn’t have a choice but to go visit her grandparents, who are getting so old they might be the first people Death-Cast calls. My lita and lito are out in Puerto Rico and we catch up on Skype whenever my cousins are around to set that up for them. I’ve only met them a couple times, but it means a lot to them whenever we chat, since I’m the spitting image of my dad, apart from my mom’s hazel eyes. I don’t correct my lito or lita when they call me Ernesto by mistake. That name fills hearts that have long been broken since my parents died.
Dalma deep sighs, killing the silence. “I feel much better now. Gracias.”
“De-fucking-nada.”
“Let’s send Mom a picture so she knows we’re alive.”
Dalma rotates with her new iPhone 4’s selfie cam, struggling to find the right lighting with all these glowing Broadway marquees. She stops when she finds the best angle, the digital hourglasses high in the background.
We squeeze together for the photo, smiling like we’re living it up on Death-Cast Eve. Then the fun part is looking it over, aka obsessing over every detail that I hate about myself. Dalma is gorgeous, an easy 10/10 with her brown eyes, silver mascara that matches her lipstick, glowing dark brown skin, and her black hair braided into a topknot. All I got going for me is that I tower over her at six feet, but otherwise I’m a mess. I love that my eyes are hazel, but I don’t get why the left one is always uneven, like it’s trying to go back to sleep. The brown curls creeping out from under my hat are clumping together and getting frizzy in this heat and it’s not cute. My nose and cheeks are still red from last week’s sunburn from chilling on our brownstone’s rooftop. I begin reaching for my ChapStick when I see how busted my bottom lip is looking. And no matter how many compliments I get on the daily about my sharp cheekbones, I stay swearing I look gaunt and near death, which, I guess, is fitting.
“You hate it,” Dalma says. It’s not even a question.
“It’s whatever. It’s just for us anyway,” I say.
“We can redo it if you want.”
“Nah, I’m good.”
We keep it moving, stopping like ten seconds later to watch this raffle where a Death-Cast rep is offering free subscriptions. If the line wasn’t so long, I’d hop on too, because their service isn’t cheap. A woman wins a free month, which is worth $275. You can pay as little as $20 for one day or $3,000 for the whole year. My medical bills are wild enough, but my guardians still invested in the annual charge anyway because my heart condition won’t exactly take a day off. It must be nice to not need to drop that much bank and only opt in when you’re planning on doing something super adventurous, like skydiving or rafting. (You’d probably skip jumping out of a plane or traveling down rapid waters if you find out you’re about to die.)
Unfortunately, Death-Cast is yet another thing insurance doesn’t cover. Which I guess doesn’t matter if you’ve got thousands on thousands on thousands on thousands in your pocket.
“Did you read that article about people wanting platinum memberships?” I ask Dalma.
“I did not. Do I want to know?”
“More like do you want to punch someone in the face?”
“Never, but hit me with it.”
“Some rich-ass clowns were campaigning for Death-Cast to have a platinum tier where the operators would call them before anyone else dying.”
Dalma stops dead in her tracks. “Rich people are why we can’t have nice things.”
Meanwhile, we’ve got Dayana and Floyd investing fifteen grand of their life savings on annual memberships for everyone in the house, not getting greedy for how fast the Death-Cast warning comes as long as it arrives on time before any of us can die.
I stop watching the raffle after seeing someone disappointed that they’ve received a free subscription for only one day. It seems like they were hoping for more, like maybe they can’t afford one of the bigger fees. There’s a lot in this world that I wish were free, and I’m adding Death-Cast to the list. People’s lives are at stake here.
Dalma and I keep it moving and stop at those newish red glass benches that rise like steps, giving Times Square this urban amphitheater vibe for those who want to chill while the city bustles. There’s a full audience and a woman on a small stage. First I think she’s some Death-Cast rep with the way she’s talking about how she expects this service will change things. I spot an A-frame sign, like the one propped outside the barbershop where I get my shape-ups, but this one isn’t marketed to invite you inside for a haircut that’ll make you feel good about yourself. It reads Tell Your Death-Cast Story. This woman isn’t a rep. She’s talking about why she signed up. As she finishes sharing her experiences with sickle cell disease, an actual Death-Cast rep behind a table picks a name out of a glass bowl and invites a girl named Mercedes up to the stage to tell her story.
For years, I’ve dreamt about what it would be like to do a reading at a bookstore, packed with strangers who want to hear my story. Of course I’d want my friends there too, but they’re practically forced to show up. There’s something magical about my words summoning people to one space. I don’t think I’m going to live long enough to actually publish a book of my own—novel, short stories, the world’s slimmest autobiography. Anything! But that doesn’t mean there isn’t a chance tonight to tell my story to this audience.
I go up to the Death-Cast rep, write my name, and drop it into the glass bowl.
This is one of those firsts that can double as a last.



Valentino
11:09 p.m.
Google Maps pretty much laughed when I asked for the fastest route to Times Square.
New York is known for its convenient transportation, but it’s pure chaos on Death-Cast Eve. Especially in Manhattan. I could’ve taken the 6 and transferred to some shuttle, but that trip was estimating one hour. I couldn’t find any buses going downtown, so I figured my best bet was getting in another taxi. I started walking in the general direction, hailing down cars like I’ve seen so many NYC characters do in movies, but I must’ve been doing it wrong because no one stopped. Then halfway there—much like going up the stairs of my newly realized walk-up—I accepted the only way to my destination was to embrace the journey.
That’s what I’ve been doing, and don’t get me wrong, I’m excited to experience the subway, but I would’ve been denied all this sightseeing if I were underground. I walked down Fifth Avenue, passing the entrance to the Central Park Zoo, seeing the famous Plaza Hotel, and Rockefeller Center, where I’ll absolutely be visiting in December to see that massive Christmas tree. It’s been really exciting to glimpse so many iconic buildings in real life, but also lonely. I’m looking forward to experiencing all of this with Scarlett and all the new friends we’ll make along the way. I’m sure I’ll see things differently.
Perspective is everything. When I’m modeling, I am who I am, but how I appear depends on who’s behind the camera. Some photographers will find my strong and flattering angles. Others won’t. Which shots I personally prefer ultimately depends on my perspective. But perspectives shift over time too—years, months, weeks, days, hours, even minutes. Earlier today—though I guess technically tonight, as I jumped time zones—I was sure that nothing could be more beautiful than being on that plane and watching New York come into focus. I was wrong. Nothing is more beautiful than my first glimpse of Times Square.
In the sky, everything below looks like a world for insects.
On the streets, I’m the insect.
The buildings are towering, and I find myself leaning my head back like when I’m modeling because I love the pop of my Adam’s apple and the stretch of my long neck. But this angle isn’t to make me look good right now. It’s to appreciate the beauty around me.
I stopped taking pictures blocks ago because these cell phone cameras aren’t doing the city justice. Scarlett will arrive in the morning, and we can use her real camera to document our new lives. For now, I’m remaining present.
That first step into Times Square is overwhelming, admittedly, because there’s so much life happening from every corner. Someone tries selling me bootleg DVDs of movies that are still in theaters. Shops and restaurants are so closely packed together that I wouldn’t even know where to start. I record a quick video of the Death-Cast hourglasses on the mega screen for Scarlett, though we’ll probably find better-quality footage on YouTube later. I get distracted by these two men shoving each other, one arguing to settle their debts in cash before the world begins ending tomorrow; he’s one of those people. I can’t believe I escaped all those conspiracy theorists back home to immediately find one in Times Square, but that’s the beauty of this city, right? New York is this nexus for everyone in the world. Including Arizonan models wanting to take their life to the next level, dreaming of their faces on these billboards for all to see.
I walk deeper into the Square—is that what New Yorkers call it? I need to learn fast—and pass someone in an Iron Man costume as he talks to someone mostly dressed up as Elmo, the massive head on the ground as if decapitated as the woman smokes a cigarette. I love this city with my whole heart already. I can’t help but sneak a picture of that for Scarlett too, in case that’s a one-time sighting.
I keep going and stumble onto some teen on a stage. At first I’m expecting him to sing a song into his mic, but instead he’s speaking with this haunting sadness about the brain aneurysms in the family and the dread of dying from one himself. It’s heavier than I expected on a party that’s been billed as a celebration of life, but then I find the sign that reads Tell Your Death-Cast Story, and everything makes sense. That stage is for people talking about how this service will change their lives.
It can’t hurt to listen in on why people are willing to believe Death-Cast.
There aren’t any more seats on these red glass bleachers, but I don’t mind finding a place to stand. There’s a spot next to this beautiful Black girl with incredible style and this cute white boy whose curls are creeping out from under his baseball cap. The boy looks like he’s having a hard time keeping it together, wiping the tears from his cheek.
He must have a huge heart.



Orion
11:17 p.m.
These Death-Cast origin stories are breaking my heart.
(Even more.)
But I can’t stop listening, not even as I feel like I’m being ripped apart: a woman’s fiancé died in a limo accident on the way to their wedding; a child drowned in a bathtub after her big brother got locked out of the home while taking out the trash; a girl’s best friend got knifed to death on her birthday, forever staining that day; an older man’s wife and child died during a complicated pregnancy, and while Death-Cast can’t predict the fate of fetuses, the man still could have braced himself for this tremendous hole in his heart; and then there was a girl who got orphaned like me when she lost her parents in a tornado.
“We have time for one more story,” the Death-Cast rep says. She looks to be in her early twenties with a young teacher vibe, like she’s about to call on a student for the last presentation of the day. She reaches into the glass bowl, ready to fish out a name.
It’s got to be mine.
It has to be, this is the only time I’m ever going to be able to tell my story and—
“Lincoln,” the Death-Cast rep calls.
A boy comes down from the red glass benches, really carefully, as if he’s scared he might trip and fall and die before he can share his story.
Before it goes unheard like mine.
Lincoln makes it safely to the microphone and tells us about his cancer diagnosis, pointing to his mother and sister in the audience and how Death-Cast will allow them the opportunity to stop resisting the inevitable if that’s truly what’s in store for him.
I don’t have it as bad as him, but I get what it’s like to want to tap out of the fight.
Then his story is over. The Death-Cast rep thanks the crowd for their time, and a security guard escorts her away. And everyone goes about their lives—their really difficult, complicated lives.
“I’m sorry,” Dalma says.
“For what?”
“That your name didn’t get called.”
I never outright said how badly I wanted this, but my best friend gets me.
“It’s all good,” I lie.
I look at the digital hourglasses on the jumbotrons, watching sand, aka tiny black blocks, fill the bottom. Until a tall guy—I bet he’s my age; I’ve got a good eye for this—passes by and breaks my focus. And I mean really breaks my focus because dude is beautiful; I can’t help but watch him as he takes a seat at the far corner of the glass bench, looking up at the hourglasses as if they’re stars.
I want to know his story as much as I wanted to tell mine.
My heart is going for it; it’s wild how being attracted to someone can feel so exciting and dangerous, like he can be everything good and bad for me.
I can’t tell the color of his eyes, but man, I want to know.
He’s pale, but he could also be pretty white-passing like me.
I think we’re the same height if you ignore his dark floppy hair or the classic Timbs giving him a mini boost.
He’s undeniably muscular with his broad shoulders, thick neck, the kind of arms that guarantee him the win in any arm-wrestling match, and pecs that must be suffocating inside his fitted black V-neck.
“Earth to Orion,” Dalma says, snapping her fingers. “What are you— Oh.”
“Yeah. I bet he’s a model.”
“You swear everyone cute is a model.”
“And it’s a crime to society every time I’m wrong.”
I rip my gaze away from him even though I really, really, really, really, really want to keep staring. Fuck it, I’m weak. I don’t last a whole second before I’m sneaking another peek, half hoping he doesn’t catch me looking, half hoping he does. But for what—he might not even be into guys, though I’m always down for more friends, especially once Dalma begins clocking mad hours at Hunter College this fall, but I don’t know if I can orbit around someone this beautiful and not just fall in love, stay in love, and die in love.
Knowing my luck, he’s a straight tourist who I’ll never see again.
But maybe not. I’m not psychic; I can’t rule anything out.
“I should go say what’s up.”
“I’m loving this attitude, O-Bro, but are you thinking with your dick by any chance?”
“I think I’m thinking with my heart?”
“Not exactly a reliable source either.”
“I’m getting a good vibe from him. He doesn’t seem like he’s taking in the city one last time before he lives out the rest of his days in an underground bunker, or about to go on a killing spree just because.”
“You have such a low bar for boys.”
“And you’re supposed to be my hype woman.”
“So true. If you’re really feeling this boy, then go carpe that diem.”
I begin turning but snap right back.
There’s been so many times over the years where I crush on someone around the city—Dave & Buster’s, Central Park, Barnes & Noble, the 5 train—but I never know how to jump from fantasy to reality. Then even when I knew someone personally, like a couple guys in high school, I couldn’t act on it because I wasn’t out to anyone besides Dalma until after graduation last month.
Even after coming out, I still don’t know my way in.
“What the hell am I supposed to say?” I ask.
“Speak from your heart,” Dalma says. “Not your dick.”
“Speak from my heart, not my dick; speak from my heart, not my dick,” I mutter like a mantra.
I don’t want to miss my chance to say hi to this guy, the probability of ever seeing him again in New York would be one in . . . I don’t know, some big-ass number that would take days to count to.
“I got this,” I say with zero confidence.
“Yeah you do,” Dalma says with zero believability.
I get a move on, thinking up questions to ask him with every step:
Where are you from?
Are you here with anyone?
You look like Clark Kent. Do you ever dress up as Superman?
Do you play on my team, aka are you into guys?
Oh, you’re straight? Do you have an identical twin who is into guys?
Then I’m suddenly standing over him. His eyes—an icy blue that make me suck in a sharp, cold breath—go wide. At first I’m expecting him to freak out, kind of like how I did this one time I stepped out of my local bodega and found some white dude in my face threatening to kick my ass if I didn’t hand over my cash and candy. (I went home without cash and candy.) But this guy doesn’t look scared of me. His heart-shaped lips actually part into a smile, and I’m lit up like a flaming match to paper.
“Hi,” he says.
“Hi,” I repeat, like he’s teaching me a new language.
“How’s it going?”
He’s not supposed to be leading the conversation, I approached him.
“It’s going good, I mean, as good as the end of the world can go,” I say. Then I realize this could be dead before it begins if I don’t make it clear that I don’t think the world is going to end at midnight. “Not that I think we’re all about to die. Some people have to die obviously, unfortunately, tragically . . . yeah, tragically . . . but I don’t think the whole planet is about to blow up in flames or drown or cave in or anything like that.” I try taking a deep breath, but I feel like my body is rejecting all air so I can take a whole second to shut the fuck up. For some mysterious reason this dude hasn’t run away. “Anyway, I came over here because you were staring at the hourglasses, and I was wondering if you were thinking about all this Death-Cast insanity too.”
He looks up at the jumbotron again, another minute down even though I feel like it took me a thousand years to get to the point.
“Definitely thinking about Death-Cast. And life.”
“Kind of the same thing now, right?”
“Kind of.” He stands, and his eyes find mine again. “I’m Valentino, by the way.”
Shit, that name fits. I don’t know what I mean by that, but I’m one hundred percent right, and I’ll swing at anyone who says otherwise. I mean, I would definitely lose that fight, since I’m zero for one million in fights, but I would fight, fight, fight that fight anyway.
“I’m Orion.”
“That’s so funny, you’re literally the fifth Orion I know.”
“Really?”
Valentino smiles. “Not really.”
Wow, I’m so damn dumb. “I’m too gullible, you can’t play me like that.”
“Ha-ha, I’m sorry! You’re the first Orion I know,” Valentino says. “I promise.”
Seriously, my name in his mouth is straight fire to my face, like extra sunburn. And being this close to him has got my insides tight, like all my cardiac veins are choking out my heart because it owes them money. But Valentino seems totally chill, I doubt I’m rattling him at all. One glance at his full, bottom lip reminds me that my own is chapped, so I grab my ChapStick to correct that. He watches me glide it across my lip, and he’s got to be thinking I’m prepping for a kiss, which I mean, I’m not, but also, I wouldn’t be mad at that at all.
Damn, maybe I am thinking with my dick.
I also keep making an ass out of myself.
I can’t be left alone with Valentino right now.
“Dalma!” I wave her over, and she comes to the rescue ASAP. “Dalma, this is Valentino.”
“Hi,” Dalma says, shaking his hand; I didn’t even get to shake his hand.
“Nice to meet you,” Valentino says. “Your boyfriend here—”
“No, no, no, no, no, no, no,” Dalma says. Deep breath, then: “No, no, no, no.”
I stare at her, slightly—nah, majorly insulted at how long she was living in those no-no-no’s. “Okay, calm down, I’m not trying to date you either.”
“He’s practically my younger brother,” Dalma says.
“Younger by two months,” I say.
“As if the world couldn’t have ended in the two months it took for you to be born.”
“You always say that, like you’re trying to have me killed off.”
I don’t get it, are we throwing down for Valentino? We’re eighteen, not eight, but I saw him first, said hi first, made an ass of myself first. I get to see where this is going first.
Thankfully he doesn’t seem completely turned off of us.
“You definitely have the practically sibling bickering down,” Valentino says, not a beat of judgment in his voice. “I’m the same with my twin.”
Holy shit, there are two of him.
I mean, I got to wonder at this point if I’ve already died and moved on to the afterlife where there are two Valentinos. Maybe Dalma and I don’t have to compete at all—we both get to bring a Valentino home and live happy lives.
But wait, I’m getting ahead of myself.
“Twin bro or sis?”
“Sister,” Valentino says, which means the fight for his heart is still on.
“Where’s she at?”
“Scarlett is back home in Arizona.”
Back home. So he doesn’t live here.
This is why I need to stop getting ahead of myself.
As a writer, I’m always telling stories before I even know what they’re about, getting carried away and turning words into sentences, sentences into paragraphs, paragraphs into chapters, chapters into love stories. Maybe winging it like that works for novels, but for life, your imagination can set you up for a heartbreaking ending.
“That sucks that she’s missing out on this party,” I say, trying not to get too bummed out. I really got to stop investing so fast.
“She’s actually photographing the party in Phoenix. Then she’s flying in tomorrow morning for more New York adventures.”
“How long are you visiting for?”
“I actually just moved here,” Valentino says, looking around again at Times Square.
His words get my heart racing.
So does his smile again.
Valentino has this happy glow while looking around the city as a newly minted New Yorker. Who knows how long he’s been waiting to make this happen. It could be a month, a year, a decade, his whole life. Were things bad back in Arizona? Did Valentino and Scarlett need a change? What’s good with their parents—or guardians? Are they also moving here? I have so many questions, and it might take a minute to get some answers, but I know I got time now too.
“Welcome to NYC,” Dalma says. “So you’re alone tonight?”
“I am. I arrived a couple hours ago and came right back out for the party.”
“You can chill with us if you want,” I offer.
“Some company would be nice. You sure you don’t mind?”
“Hell no. It’s not like you know anyone else in the city.”
“I’m actually very popular. My landlord is pretty much my best friend.”
“I can’t wait to meet him,” I say, which is just so damn bold.
“He’s actually the worst, but I’ll have to have you over soon anyway,” Valentino says with that damn smile.
All right, all right, all right—if this isn’t a thing, then I’m giving up on ever making the first move again. I’m going to need a guy to swear on my parents’ grave that he loves me, and I won’t even tell him that those plots are empty so that he doesn’t get funny and lie.
But because Valentino’s got me weak, I wouldn’t need all that.
His smile alone has got me cashing in.



Valentino
11:32 p.m.
It’s my first night and I’m making friends already.
Friends with beautiful names. Beautiful faces too.
I stare at Orion, whose cheekbones are worthy of every magazine cover and his hazel eyes, which I suspect have seen too much for someone so young. I realize I’m staring too long when he begins blushing. I’m pretty confident that Orion is gay. I guess he could be bisexual, but at the very least I’m sure he likes other boys too. It’s obviously not a bad thing that I can tell. I’m jealous that he seems so open and has been probably given the chance to do so. I should find a way to make it clear that I’m into boys too.
“What’s got you hyped about New York so far?” Orion asks.
I could spend the rest of the night answering that question. “I really want to do everything. Just live like a tourist so I don’t take any day for granted.”
“That’s really smart,” Dalma says. “I love this city, but I’m over so much of it.”
“Like what?”
“Subway showtimes. The first few are amazing, but then you get over it and stay focused on whatever you were doing before the dancers arrived.”
“And praying you don’t get kicked in the face,” Orion adds.
“I hope I don’t stop finding it magical” is all I say.
Orion must see some of the excitement vanishing from my eyes. “Don’t let us kill your buzz, we’re both born and raised here. You’re going to be all in, all the time.”
“That’s the plan.”
“What’s epic about New York is that you’re never going to be able to do it all.”
“That’s epic?”
“Hell yeah. It means there’s always something to do. Some new neighborhood to explore, knowing every street will tell its own story. I’m happy to be your tour guide if you want.”
I smile, excited for Orion’s own stories as he takes me around the city. “That sounds like a lot of fun. Thanks so much.”
“You got it.”
A big group of people in lime-green shirts and headbands pass by. They look like they’ve time-traveled from a St. Paddy’s Day celebration, but I know better. They’re extraterrestrial believers who are certain UFOs will surface at midnight and beam them up; we have a lot of those back in Arizona. These believers are mostly harmless—bad eggs in every group, of course—but they’re all in for reality checks really soon when they’re still grounded here tomorrow with nine-to-fives to work and taxes bleeding them dry.
I’m about to take a picture for Scarlett when Dalma asks me a question.
“Are you switching schools for the fall?”
“I’m actually putting college on the back burner. I’m pursuing my dreams instead.”
“Which are . . . ?” Orion asks.
I still get a little nervous sharing what I do because people can be judgmental, and if that’s true for Orion and Dalma, it’s better to know now before I get too invested. I can’t be around people who won’t let me be me anymore. “I’m a model.”
Orion’s eyes light up as he turns to Dalma. “I told you!”
“Did you think I wasn’t one?” I ask her.
“You’re obviously handsome, but Orion says that about every cute guy.”
“I don’t know whether to feel special or not.”
“Feel special,” Orion cuts in. Then he’s blushing. “I mean, yeah, of course your face should be everywhere.”
“Thanks for believing in me and my face.”
“Anytime. Anything we would’ve seen you in?”
Only the really famous models have direct answers for this, and that’s certainly not me.
My first job was for these nameplate necklaces last year, and to make me even less recognizable, they had me sporting a Leo necklace. Then I was in a brochure for Prescott College, which is the only time anyone will see me on that campus because that tuition is too rich for my blood. Since then I’ve done a bunch of local ads where I’ve posed as a big brother, a baseball player, a driving student, and an employee to promote the Phoenix Bat Cave in Paradise Valley.
But soon enough, when someone asks if they’ve seen me in anything, I can point to this very corner of New York City.
“Not yet, but . . .” I gesture around at Times Square, imagining my face as high as these mega screens and billboards, and as low as the subway ads. “Tomorrow morning I start shooting for my first national campaign. It’s for this queer clothing line made by queer designers that puts out special items year-round instead of just for Pride month. It means a lot to me as a gay boy who couldn’t have gotten away with wearing any of these pieces growing up.” I see the smile creeping onto Orion’s face like he’s just as happy to have confirmation that I’m gay as I am to get it off my chest. As I always will, no matter who has a problem with it. “Hopefully that campaign pushes my life forward.”
Orion claps, which is pretty cute. “Congrats, Valentino! That’s so dope.”
“We can say we knew you when,” Dalma says.
“You absolutely can. What about you both? What are your dreams?”
I’ve stopped asking people where they go to school or what they do for work. I know how bad it was making me feel when people looked down on me for not going to college, or how modeling isn’t seen as a credible profession until you’re being paid millions to smile for the camera. That will be me one day, but I have to start somewhere.
“I’m a short story writer,” Orion says.
“That’s amazing! What kind of stuff?”
“Like genre? Mostly weird fantasy stuff. Some sci-fi. One fairy tale.”
“Will you let me read some of it one day?”
Dalma laughs. “Good luck!”
Orion is the shyest I’ve seen him. “Maybe one day. I kind of keep it close.”
I suspect there’s more to that story, but I don’t want to push him. “No worries, Orion. If you ever change your mind I’d love to read something you’ve written.” I turn to Dalma. “So between the three of us we have a model, writer, and . . .”
“I’m a programmer,” Dalma says.
I honestly would’ve thought she was a model too. This is why you don’t judge a book by its cover.
“I really want to get into apps, but I haven’t cracked that code yet.”
“Is code really hard to learn?”
“Oh, no, I was talking about metaphorical code, not literal code. Literal code is easy.”
“Dalma doesn’t know what kind of app she wants to create,” Orion says.
It’s funny how even though they’re not twins, let alone siblings, Dalma and Orion’s relationship reminds me of my own with Scarlett. There’s bickering, sure, but there’s also speaking on each other’s behalf, as if there’s some magical telepathic link.
“What about a new game?” I suggest. I used to play Snake all the time on my Nokia, but since switching over to an iPhone nothing in the app store has caught my eye.
“Games are fun, but I want to create something game-changing,” Dalma says. “Honestly, I’ve been trying to figure out something from the Death-Cast angle. Something that would be timely and evergreen.”
So she’s not a Green Shirt Person. Noted.
“Uh-oh,” Dalma says.
I look around, nervous. “Uh-oh what?”
“You got silent after she mentioned Death-Cast,” Orion says.
“Do you not believe in Death-Cast?” Dalma asks.
“Let’s put it like this: I don’t think I’m going to be abducted by aliens at midnight.”
Orion laughs, and when he does, he covers his mouth with his hand and leans forward. I wonder why he’s hiding his smile. My guess would be his chipped tooth. It’s not significant, but I’ve developed an eye for noticing these things through my work. After signing with Future Star Model Management, I had my own bottom chipped tooth restored to make me more sellable. Orion could do the same with good dental insurance.
“But you don’t believe in Death-Cast,” Dalma says.
“There’s nothing to believe in,” I say. “The creator hasn’t offered any proof.”
“A lot of theories but no answers,” Dalma says.
“I think it’s some kind of magic—it’s got to be,” Orion says.
“Really, scarily accurate science,” Dalma says.
“The devil, according to my parents,” I say.
Magic, science, and the devil. But no alien believers in this circle.
“Okay, so I get not having proof,” Orion says. “But do you have any reasons why you would sign up? Kind of personal, my bad. You don’t have to answer if you’re not an aggressive open book. I know we’re strangers.”
“I’d call us friends-in-the-making,” I say.
“I like that,” he says.
“Do you dish for friends-in-the-making?” Dalma asks.
I nod. “The short story is that my sister, Scarlett, got into a really bad car accident in May. Getting that call that she was being rushed to the hospital didn’t make sense. She’s my sister, my twin. She’s also a dream driver. I’ve definitely texted a few times while driving, but never Scarlett. Her phone is off and her eyes are on the road. But this distracted driver crashed right into her.”
It’s not fair how someone can do everything right and still be hurt because someone else does one thing wrong.
“Holy shit,” Orion says.
“I didn’t know how I was supposed to live without her. Every thought in that direction seemed so horrific, even the simple things. There’s no way I could’ve eaten birthday cake that’s for both of us. Or acted like the right side of the couch wasn’t automatically reserved for her.”
“I’m so happy she’s okay,” Orion says.
“She sounds like an incredible spirit,” Dalma says.
“Though I bet you’re pumped to swap cars for trains,” Orion says.
“That’s what’s so funny about Scarlett,” I say. “Once she recovered from surgery, she got right back behind the wheel. She wasn’t going to let that near-death experience stop her from living her life.”
I’ll never forget how tense it was when Scarlett drove again for the first time. I got in the car with her, which couldn’t have helped with the pressure of driving again, but I wasn’t not going to be there for her. Scarlett was great—she started the engine, checked her mirror, pulled out of the driveway, and drove one test lap around our gated community before turning off onto the highway, bringing me along for her errands to replace all her camera equipment that got damaged in the crash.
Just like a phoenix, she was reborn.
“Anyway, that’s why I’m tempted to sign up for Death-Cast. I don’t ever want to mistake another day as ordinary again.” I look around, wondering who has and who hasn’t opted into the service. “I understand that the person who gets the Death-Cast call isn’t the only one dying. If you really hold someone in your heart, you die too.”
I take a deep breath, knowing I’m fully alive.
“I feel like I’m missing a whole chapter of your story,” Orion says. “You’re fresh off this accident. I’d think now more than ever you’d jump at the chance for Death-Cast to give you some peace of mind.”
“I’m definitely at a crossroads. I recognize Death-Cast’s value, but I’m not sure how ready I am to believe in another force that feels too mysterious. Not after the way my parents used religion to turn their backs on me.”
“I’m so sorry,” Dalma says. “That’s horrible.”
“That’s total bullshit,” Orion says.
I almost tell them it’s okay and don’t because it’s not. There may be a lot I’m still processing about where I stand on faith since coming out, but my parents weaponizing God against me isn’t right. “Thanks for siding with me,” I say. It really is nice to have more support. I couldn’t find enough of it at home and now I’m finding it in a new city.
Orion looks up at the mega screen, watching the hourglass. “I get why you’re torn.”
“Maybe you can be the tiebreaker for me. Why did you sign up for Death-Cast?”



Orion
11:44 p.m.
Why someone signs up for Death-Cast tells you a lot about them.
Here’s Valentino—former stranger, now friend-in-the-making—who wants to buy into the End Day calls because of a near death but not death.
There’s a huge difference, obviously.
I’m not dead, but I regularly feel like I’m living that near-death life. I know that motherfucking grim reaper keeps inching closer and closer, almost like he moved into our brownstone, starting off with a cute little lounge across the couch, and then got lonely so he rolled out an air mattress in my room, but then his scythe popped all the air out the mattress and he had no other choice but to cozy up with me in my twin bed. I might have that death breath all up on me, but I’m still here.
When it comes to near death and death, I know both sides of that coin.
I’m not alone in that.
Dalma has been through it too, and we swap looks, like we’re trying to see who’s going to spill first on why we signed up for Death-Cast.
“You wanted to tell your story,” Dalma says. “Now’s your chance.”
I’m nervous now, feeling the pressure to actually sell the service to Valentino.
“I’ll just go first,” Dalma says flatly, buying me time. “So my dad died from kidney cancer. I was three, so I don’t remember a ton, just little things, like he lost a bunch of weight even though all he did was sleep all the time. My mom told me he was sick, so I would bring him ginger ale and crackers, but it never helped.” There’s no heartbreak cracking up her voice, it’s all in the past. “Then one day he was gone and I didn’t understand why, and he kept being gone and eventually I understood.”
I’ve known Dalma my entire life, but I’ve never heard her describe her grief that way. Like it was riding a bike with a tiny hole in the tire, leaking just enough air that it’s slowing you down but takes a while before you understand the full problem. Except no, that analogy has to be trashed because unlike that tire that can be replaced or resealed, no one could pump more air into her father and bring him back to life. And Dalma is quick to shut someone down if they talk about her stepfather as a replacement, no matter how much she loves him.
Man, I’m ready to offer condolences like this is fresh when Valentino beats me to it.
“I’m really sorry for your loss. It’s not fair that you lost him so young.”
“It happens,” Dalma says with a shrug. “Unfortunately, it happened to me.”
I bump shoulders with her, knowing that she’s always down for a hug, but she’s only going to let herself be so vulnerable in front of strangers—and friends-in-the-making. Back home, we’re always swapping stories about what it’s like not having our fathers or my mother around anymore. Like after our graduation party, when it was just the two of us, we talked about missing her father and my parents in the audience cheering with everyone else, though we’d never say any of that around Dayana or Floyd because we don’t want them to feel bad. It’s wild how we protect the grown-ups like that. But also, not really.
Life doesn’t care how young you are. It forces you to grow up anyway.
“That’s my fun little Death-Cast origin story,” Dalma says. “Your turn, O-Bro.”
Her story wasn’t fun, and mine isn’t either. There’s got to be many someones across the country who are signing up for Death-Cast just because, no strings attached, no trauma lived. Must be nice.
“I’ve got a heart thing,” I say, and it immediately shocks Valentino, like that first slap of winter air when you step out the door.
“Are you serious?” he asks. “But you look healthy.”
“Hey, it’s what’s on the inside that counts, right?” I throw that line at people a lot, can’t lie. But it fails to draw a smile out of Valentino. “I got diagnosed with viral cardiomyopathy a few years ago, which can be super dramatically translated as my heart trying to kill me. If you want boring medical details, then WebMD can give you the CliffsNotes.”
“Two different websites,” Dalma says.
“Whatever. The point is that it can happen whenever, wherever.”
“Now Death-Cast will help you breathe easier,” Valentino says. “Orion, I’m so sorry that this is something you even have to worry about. I’m in awe of you.”
I probably shouldn’t tell him that kind words like that get my heart going. I’m not trying to die, but death by compliment sounds nice.
“If only that was everything,” I say.
I kind of want to stop, feeling guilty that we’re swinging at Valentino with all this death talk when he came to Times Square tonight to live his life. But with Valentino’s concerned, raised eyebrows and soul-gazing blue eyes, I get the vibe that he’s waiting for me to drop this other chapter in my story.
“So I lost my parents on 9/11,” I say, giving it that pause that everyone needs to swallow that down. But I’ve also learned that you can’t wait too long because if you’re not running your mouth, someone else will start running theirs to tell you their own 9/11 story.
That’s what happens when your city lives through a traumatic disaster like that.
Everyone felt something across the city, across the country, across the world. But there’s a time and place, and I’ve lost count of how many times I tell people about losing my parents only for them to jump at the chance to let me know how they couldn’t catch a bus home, or weren’t allowed to play outside for a week. What am I supposed to say to that? I know what—I don’t care, and Your life went on; my parents’ didn’t, and You got your life back, but mine changed.
This is where outsiders like Valentino are blessings.
He’s quiet, either too stunned to find the next words he wants to say or knows no words can change anything. No matter what, I know he’s not bursting to tell me what went down with him that day. Lips sealed, eyes glistening.
Tonight, more than ever, I feel nine years old all over again as I relive that day.
It was a Tuesday. Fourth grade, two days into our first full week of school. I was already chosen to be on the safety patrol squad because I was a tremendous ass-kisser, though all that really meant was I got to wear this lime-green reflective belt and make sure everyone was in their classroom in time for morning announcements. I remember really feeling myself too, walking down the halls in my new navy FUBU jumpsuit and bright white sneakers, stuff my parents bought me during back-to-school shopping.
“It seemed like an ordinary day,” I say.
And it still took me a minute to catch on that it wasn’t.
My shift was over, so I returned my belt to the security desk, where the guard and vice principal were watching the news on one of those big-ass TVs that were always being rolled from classroom to classroom, depending on which teacher called dibs on it first.
“The footage looked like something out of an action movie, but it was so, so real. I saw the towers upright and burning, and then they cut to the collapse.” I feel a buzzing in my head and an emptiness in my stomach. “If you want to know how stupid I was, I didn’t know this was even going down in New York at that point. My vice principal had called the buildings the World Trade Center, but I grew up only knowing them as the Twin Towers. So I wrote it off as some video game company in another country, and I was so relieved that it wasn’t happening here because it looked so scary, and I went back to class without giving it another thought.”
I don’t know why I’m giving every damn detail like this, maybe I’ve got more of a novel in me than I give myself credit for, because I’m painting one hell of a picture.
Then I share the thought that haunts me the most.
“I had no idea my parents were dead at that point.”
I wipe away some sneaky-ass tears and stare at the ground, I can’t even look at Valentino or Dalma.
I start trying to wrap it up, but these memories are rolling fast like a montage, it’s got me thinking about how everyone says you see your life flashing before your eyes before you die. Maybe my body somehow knows that I’m hours, or even minutes, away from an End Day call.
If this is the last time I’m going to share this story, I’m going to tell it right.
Classes began as normal, but by lunch, there was a shift. Teachers were abandoning their lesson plans and telling us to do independent reading or chat quietly among ourselves as they stepped out into the halls to have their own conversations. No one was telling us what was happening. Then parents started arriving and picking up their children. Still, no word on why. But we started making a game out of it in class, betting on who would go home next.
“Then I finally overheard someone say the Twin Towers were attacked.”
There are so many things I remember about that day, but there are little gaps too, like not knowing who it was who dropped those words on me like a bomb, or how long I sat in that chair trying to process what that meant. But eventually I got up, kind of zombie-walking to my teacher Mrs. Williams’s desk and told her that my parents were in Manhattan that morning for work. She was gentle, using that voice she always had whenever I asked to go to the bathroom or needed her to repeat something for me that I didn’t understand. Then I realized I had to make it clearer for her.
“My parents had a meeting at the Twin Towers,” I say, and I’ve said those words a hundred times, a thousand times, a million times because everyone wants to know why they were there. It’s not like they were walking down a bad neighborhood’s dark alley late at night, they were conducting business in a business building during business hours.
My teacher, a woman who studied Shakespeare and expanded my vocabulary and assigned my reading, had no words for me after I told her where my parents were.
I still held out hope. My mom was always running late, like putting on makeup five minutes after she was supposed to be out the door already. I kept thinking that maybe they were late to their meeting because of her, and that I’d have so many more years of teasing her for that little character flaw, that for that day, we’d be thanking that procrastination bone in her body.
“You hear a lot of stories like that—about people who were supposed to be in the towers that morning but overslept or got stuck in traffic or rode the wrong train or felt sick so they stayed home.” I take a deep breath. I can’t believe I’ve been talking so much, and I can’t believe no one has stopped me. “But my parents weren’t lucky like that, so I was the last kid in the whole school.”
And that’s when I bust down, crying hard.
I don’t need to get into how Dayana was called to rescue me as my emergency contact, or my transition into living with Dalma and her family, or all the nightmares I had and the nightmares I have now and what’s changed and what’s stayed the same. I probably couldn’t even get the words out if I tried, I got myself so deep in those memories that I swear that Death-Cast must have gone live hours ago while I was too busy thinking about the towers falling with my parents inside.
“Can I hug you?”
Valentino’s words surprise me, cutting through the air like there are no other sounds—no cars honking, no Death-Cast reps with microphones, no sobs coming out my own mouth.
I nod, still crying, like I’m still that kid who needed to be comforted over and over because I felt so lonely.
My heart is pounding as he wraps his arms around me. The hug is tight, his pecs pressed against my flat chest.
“I hate that you lived through that,” Valentino says. “I’m sorry I asked.”
I shake my head, my chin dragging along his shoulder. “Nope, we started it.”
Dalma clears her throat. “I did some light teasing, but you popped the question first.” She winks, swearing she’s cute with that little turn of phrase, and it’s actually solid but mortifying when I’m hugging this guy who is into other guys but that doesn’t automatically mean me.
I break the hug, way too self-conscious now.
“One last thing,” I say, wiping away my tears.
“For real?” Dalma asks, then flashes a smile. “I’m kidding, but for real for real, it’s almost midnight.”
I turn to the jumbotron, and that hourglass is almost full at the bottom.
“I’ll be fast,” I say.
“You don’t have to be,” Valentino says.
I rest my hand on his shoulder, the same shoulder my chin was just on. “Look, maybe we’ll never talk again beyond tonight, but there’s one thing I’d love for you to take away from this encounter.”
He leans in, attentive.
“You said that if someone you hold in your heart dies, then you die too. I love my parents so damn much, every time I got to talk about them in past tense like they’re nothing but ghosts instead of the living, breathing, solid people they were, it breaks me.” We’re minutes from midnight. “Here’s the truth no one ever wants to admit when death is on the horizon, or when you’re deep in that grief—as long as you keep existing, you’ll keep breathing, and if you’re breathing, one day you’ll start living again.”
I know it’s stupid, but I swear I can see in his eyes that he gets me, that he’s burning those words into memory for that tragic day he loses someone, that he’s really taking it to heart.
“But no matter how much you’re living, Valentino, it’s still going to be haunting if you don’t get the chance to say goodbye to someone you love. Especially if given the chance.”
Valentino looks at the hourglass. “I should sign up before it’s too late.”



Valentino
11:52 p.m.
I’m registering for Death-Cast.
Thankfully I don’t have to wait in line since I have a smartphone. I go to death-cast.com and create an account. I skim the contract language and get right to inputting my name, social security number, birth date, phone number, and list Scarlett as my emergency contact. The next slide runs through how the Death-Cast ringtone can’t be changed like other government warnings, such as the Amber Alert. Then it’s time to pay. I don’t want to invest for the full year, and even a month costs too much for all my new expenses in the city, so I opt in at the one-day rate to see how it feels to lean in to Death-Cast. I confirm my plan, and I’m greeted with one final slide:
A Message from the Founder
Welcome to Death-Cast, where you are taking your life—and your death—into your own hands.
Here at the company, we refer to those who are dying as Deckers. “Why Deckers?” you ask. We want you to remember that you are all the captains on the decks of your own ships, setting sail on your own journeys. Stay in motion, or, more simply put, live your life.
Don’t wait until your horizon is fast approaching.
But if it is, Death-Cast is here for you.
—Joaquin Rosa
“Done,” I say, pocketing my phone.
“How do you feel?” Orion asks.
“Okay? I only paid for a day, in case it doesn’t feel right.”
“Good call,” Dalma says.
“I hope you’ll never need it,” Orion says.
We shouldn’t say never since I don’t think anyone wants me modeling at two hundred, but I understand what he’s saying. I really hate that Orion had to get so smart about death. But not as much as I like how much he’s going to be in my life now.
I’m starting to wonder if destiny is real.
The way Orion was talking about those near misses of people avoiding the towers, I’m wondering if that was all destiny or dumb luck. What about meeting Orion and Dalma tonight? Was that destiny? Would it have happened if I had left the apartment sooner, or later? What if I had tried riding the train instead? Who’s to say if our paths would’ve ever crossed. What I do know is that I’ve met them and they’re both incredibly strong people. I’m impressed that they’re still standing.
Especially Orion.
He wears his heart on his sleeve more than Dalma, as if that’s some side effect from the viral cardiomyopathy. It’s so endearing. Anyone who makes blanket statements about New Yorkers and their harshness hasn’t met vulnerable Orion.
Dalma checks her phone. “Couple minutes until life changes as we know it. Let’s lift our spirits a bit. What’s something you want to do moving forward? I want to figure out my app and start mapping my designs.”
I have a long list of things I want to accomplish. Magazine covers, Met Gala appearances, walking down the runway at Fashion Week. Though that won’t be accomplished this year alone. I have to put in the time and the work to reach that status. That’s what I’ll keep doing. I’ll book more gigs and keep bulking up so more scouts take me seriously. But after everything I’ve been feeling tonight while walking through this new city, and meeting new souls, I’m inspired to say, “I want to make great memories. Something to look back on whenever existing seems hard.”
Orion grins and nods. “I like that.”
But even behind his grin, I can tell he’s masking some pain. “What about you?”
“Be fast,” Dalma says.
I really wouldn’t mind if Orion wanted to tell another story.
“I don’t want to die,” Orion spits out.
“Didn’t I say let’s be uplifting?”
“Fine, I want to keep living.”
I appreciate his spin, but he doesn’t seem as amused by himself as I am.
We all turn our attention to the mega screen. But Orion’s eyes are closed like he doesn’t want to look at the hourglass. He’s shivering even though it’s pretty warm except for the occasional breeze. No, he’s shaking. His bottom lip is trembling. I think he’s nervous about dying, as if Death-Cast is really going to call him in this next minute. I say his name, and Orion peeks, but then shuts his eye closed again. He’s fighting back more tears. There’s no need to hide a good cry, I’ve been there—multiple times today, in fact.
I lean into his ear. “You’re going to be okay.”
It’s a promise I can’t make, but I’ll hope every day that it’s true.



Orion
11:59 p.m.
I write short stories because I am one.
I wish I was a novel.
Breaths away from midnight, I know my final chapter is close.
I look up at Valentino, wondering what life could’ve offered if I had more pages in me.







PART TWO
Death-Cast
Death-Cast won’t just tell people when they’ll die. We’ll make sure their lives don’t go unlived.
—Joaquin Rosa, creator of Death-Cast



July 31, 2010
Joaquin Rosa
12:00 a.m.
Death-Cast might call Joaquin Rosa to tell him he’s going to die, but it would be a shame for the company’s creator to not live long enough to see how his creation changes life as we know it.
Truth be told, there are many people who would like Joaquin dead.
People fear change, and this is the biggest change the world has experienced since the internet. It doesn’t help that Joaquin won’t tell the public how his company can predict when someone will die. He understands the curiosity behind this life-changing service. He’s even been amused by the more outrageous theories, such as psychics with futuristic crystal balls, a league of assassins killing people to create balance in an overpopulated world, and—his personal favorite—time-travelers jumping into the future and returning with the next day’s obituaries. Nonetheless, Joaquin is remaining tight-lipped because he doesn’t believe the world is ready for the truth.
Once that door opens, there will be no closing it.
Shortly after Death-Cast’s very discreet inception years ago, Joaquin disclosed everything to Central Intelligence. And by everything, he means everything. Death-Cast has become Joaquin’s life’s work—a mission even greater than fatherhood—and that work could easily be shut down without governmental support. The process was absolutely draining, so much so that he was tempted to quit before he could begin. But the service Death-Cast will provide is far too important to every living soul who has been robbed by the grim reaper without warning. Sure, some of Joaquin’s intentions have ultimately been limited by the government, and he’s dreading the day that Death-Cast’s power is abused, but for now, he’s been cleared to start the work.
The moment is finally here.
Inside Death-Cast’s flagship headquarters in New York City, Joaquin Rosa is ready to change the world.
He’s going to make history by calling the first Decker, the official name he decided his staff would call those who are about to die. He believes every Decker must be treated as if they’re on the decks of their own ships, the captains of their journeys, with their final destinations on the horizon.
There’s a quote by the author John A. Shedd that Joaquin thinks of often: “A ship in harbor is safe, but that is not what ships are built for.”
He likes to think he’s giving people the opportunity for one last sail.
Earlier this evening during his CNN special, Joaquin was asked if opting in to End Day notifications was doing a disservice to how life should be experienced without warning of when it’s all over.
“If people want mystery, perhaps they should pick up a detective novel,” Joaquin had answered with a crooked smile. “If these lives are truly our only ones, we’re better off living them without the mystery of when it will all be over. You know what you can’t do once you’re pronounced dead? You can’t make sure your finances are in order for your family. You can’t finally do the thing you’ve been scared to do your entire life. You can’t tell someone you’re sorry. You can’t tell someone you love them.” Joaquin had uncrossed his legs and leaned forward, closer to the interviewer, like he was about to share the universe’s biggest secret. “Death-Cast won’t just tell people when they’ll die. We’ll make sure their lives don’t go unlived.”
Joaquin knows the devastations of losing someone unexpectedly.
It’s midnight, but no one is celebrating.
All eyes are on him, sitting at a computer in the heart of Death-Cast’s headquarters.
The call center has colorful walls, happy and healthy plants, and stone fountains with water cascading onto white rocks. It’s a beautiful backdrop for photo shoots, yes, but this was designed by his wife to be a soothing environment for the operators—known as heralds, since they’re the ultimate messengers—during their harrowing shifts. This job can mentally scar someone, Joaquin knows this. That’s why instead of psychics and assassins and time-travelers, the world will find therapists and crisis counselors and social workers operating the phones to console the Deckers while being mindful of protecting themselves.
He casts a quick glance at his wife, Naya, and their nine-year-old son, Alano, who are waiting with the same bated breath as everyone else. His family has been put through the wringer since Death-Cast was announced on July 1, but they’re finally going to see the fruits of Joaquin’s labor.
He’ll make it up to them one day.
Joaquin picks up the phone.
The sounds of camera shutters clicking drown out the soothing fountains. This is the only time Joaquin will allow photographers inside the facility. They’re all here to capture history. He’s already wondering which photograph will be used on all the front pages later and if it will be iconic enough to act as the cover of his inevitable memoir too.
More pictures are taken as Joaquin switches on the computer, the monitor angled away from everyone so only his eyes are on the screen. One of Joaquin’s many promises to the public has been that privacy will always be protected, and he will never betray that trust.
He reads the name at the top of the list and dials their phone number.
It’s time to call the very first Decker and tell them they are going to die today.



Orion
12:01 a.m.
Death-Cast is calling.
So this is it, that bastard grim reaper is finally getting me. I won’t get to see how this first year of Death-Cast plays out or the one after and so on and so on and so on and so on. I might not even make it through the hour before I become past tense. I can’t breathe, and I feel like I might drop dead right now. My heart is beating, pounding, hammering, and it’s pulsing even faster than the Death-Cast ringtone, which sounds like a church bell being rattled around by some kid. The alert is getting louder, louder, louder as all the demo videos warned it would to make sure the calls don’t go missed. And even though the alert is only for me, it’s ending all the life around me—everyone is reaching for their own phones before realizing it’s my End Day, not theirs, because they have all the time in the world.
I’m huddled up with Dalma and Valentino, but I can’t look at them, I can’t see it in their eyes how real this is.
One minute ago, Death-Cast went live, and now I’m going to die, something I’ve been prepping for the past few years of my life, and I’m still not ready to go—I’m still not ready; I don’t want to go; I want to stay, stay, stay.
I grab my phone even though I don’t want to answer my End Day call. But then I see the phone is dark, still, and silent. No DEATH-CAST caller ID, no vibration, no ringing.
They’re not calling me.
My heart doesn’t slow down, it’s still hammering as I look up and see Valentino holding his phone as it screams the warning of a lifetime.



Valentino
12:02 a.m.
Death-Cast is calling to tell me I’m about to die, but my life is only getting started.
This has to be a mistake.
Orion and Dalma and a bunch of strangers look horrified. They shouldn’t, though. There’s no way I’m dying. Death-Cast is new, and they’re bound to get some things wrong. Once I clear this up, we can all go back to partying.
“Don’t worry,” I say to Orion and Dalma. “I’m sure a bunch of people just got calls they’re not supposed to receive.”
“Like a pocket dial?” Dalma asks. “I don’t think Death-Cast heralds are—”
“I’m sorry to interrupt, but the heralds are humans too.” I nod over at the extraterrestrial believers with their eyes to the sky, waiting to be abducted. “So unless the heralds are actually aliens and we got all this wrong, we should leave room for human error.”
“Totally,” Orion says, but I don’t believe he believes me.
“I literally just signed up. It’s got to be some mistake.”
There are so many eyes on me, and this isn’t how I want the world to see me.
It’s time to prove everyone wrong so we can move on.
I slide my thumb across my phone’s screen to answer this pocket-dial End Day call.
“Hello?” I ask.
“Hello, I’m calling from Death-Cast,” a familiar deep voice says, the one we all know well ever since the day he was standing beside the president and announcing this new program. “I’m Joaquin Rosa. Is this Valentino Prince?”
Hearing Joaquin Rosa—Mr. Death-Cast himself—say my name is a shock to the system. It’s like being stabbed by cold air all the times I left the house at 5:00 a.m. to go for a run. There’s always that temptation to return inside where it’s warm and cozy, where I can rest instead. But I’m someone who keeps it moving because that’s how you go forward in life. Even now, I feel an urge to hang up this call and pretend it’s not happening, but then this cloud will be hanging over my head. I’m sure Joaquin is calling because someone in customer service noticed an error with my registration, and since it’s a busy night for everyone, Joaquin is personally seeing to it that there will be no issues when Death-Cast is actually calling about my End Day decades from now. It’s awfully kind of him to take the time on this big day.
“Hi, Mr. Rosa. This is Valentino. Everything okay?”
There’s a pause on his end. I almost check to see that he hasn’t hung up. “Unfortunately not, Valentino.”
“Well, what’s going on?” I ask. “Did I mess up my registration form?”
“Valentino, I regret to inform you that sometime in the next twenty-four hours you’ll be meeting an untimely death,” Joaquin says. “While there isn’t anything I can do to suspend that, I want you to know that you still have a chance to live.”
I’m shaking my head like he can see me. But Orion and Dalma and a ring of strangers can. I don’t mind Orion and Dalma, but everyone else is crowding me like they’re waiting for me to break-dance, to put on a show. I wish Times Square would go dark right now, sort of like how all the doomsayers have been prophesizing. Except I don’t want the world to end for anyone, myself very much included.
“Are you sure you got the right person?” I ask. “This has to be a mistake, I’m—” I want to say I’m healthy, but I make eye contact with teary Orion, who doesn’t need to be reminded that between the two of us he’s the one people would vote Most Likely to Receive an End Day Call. Then I remember that being healthy doesn’t matter when a car hits you. My sister almost lost her life because of an accident, and now I’m going to be losing mine?
“I just signed up right before midnight. This has to be a mistake,” I conclude with no evidence to suggest otherwise.
“I’m afraid it isn’t,” Joaquin says.
“But how do I know that? How do you know that? You can be wrong.”
“I’m not wrong, though I wish I were.”
“You might be, Mr. Rosa. Maybe you have me confused with another Valentino Prince.”
Others exist, I know. I’ve been typing my name into Google Images as I’ve done more and more modeling and my pictures have been burying the other Valentino Princes across the country. It felt a bit like winning a popularity contest. There’s supposed to be—there will be more pictures of me for years to come.
“I understand this is difficult news to receive,” Joaquin says. “It breaks my heart to deliver it.”
“I didn’t even know you’ll be making calls.”
“I won’t, but seeing as this is the first official End Day call, it’s mine to make.”
The first.
This is the first End Day call.
The first time Death-Cast is calling someone to tell them they’re going to die.
This is not how I want to go down in history.
“I don’t want to go first,” I say. I must sound like I’m a kid all over again, begging my parents to send Scarlett into the bath or dentist chair before me.
“Unfortunately, I don’t know at what point today you’ll meet your untimely end, but being called first doesn’t mean you’ll necessarily die first.”
I might faint.
I’m actually on the line with Joaquin Rosa, minutes after his Death-Cast program has gone live across the country, and he’s very confident that I—Valentino Prince, the first known Decker—will die today. But he doesn’t know how, or what time. That’s his claim at least, and something tells me that begging for the truth since the secret could die with me won’t go very far.
“Valentino, how may I support you right now? Are you alone?”
No one standing in Times Square is alone, but it feels that way. I’m the only one going through this right now. Then my eyes find Orion again, like magnetism, and he’s more than familiar with this fear of dying.
“I’m not alone,” I say.
“That’s good news,” he says.
If I were more confrontational, I’d challenge him. I may not be alone, but the right people aren’t here. Scarlett doesn’t arrive until the morning, though maybe I should stop her from going and book my own flight back home so I can see everyone. Scarlett, high school friends, kind neighbors. Maybe even my parents will give me the time of day now. But time is so limited. Hours spent at the airport and on the plane could be spent living.
All these thoughts are too surreal.
I came to New York City to change my life, and instead I’m going to die here.
I refocus on the call, ready to move on. “Unless you have something more concrete to share, I guess this is it.”
“Before you go, Valentino, I’d like you to know that on death-cast.com there are various resources on how to talk about your End Day with loved ones, written by some top-tier grief counselors. There will also be different activities updated throughout the day that may be worth participating in,” Joaquin says.
Does Death-Cast really think Deckers are going to sit around doing nothing?
I already have plans today. I’m going to sleep in my new apartment before my photo shoot in the morning. Then Scarlett and I are going to explore the city and set up our home and probably celebrate everything by eating dinner on our hardwood floor and using our boxes as tables. And sometime after, or many hours before, I’m apparently going to die.
“I have plans” is all I say.
“Very well. I’ll leave you to it,” Joaquin says. “On behalf of Death-Cast, we are sorry to lose you. Live this day to the fullest.”
No one is going to lose me. I’m not going to be lost.
I’m going to live.
Right as I’m about to hang up the phone, a gunshot echoes across Times Square.



Orion
12:06 a.m.
Just when I thought the Death-Cast ringtone was the scariest thing I’d hear tonight, there’s a gunshot.
Gunshots.
Everyone who’s been surrounding Valentino starts fleeing in different directions, like roaches when the lights come on. Then a white man with a skull mask appears out of nowhere, firing his gun. Dalma tugs at my wrist so we can get the hell out of here, but I brake when I see Valentino standing still like one of those living statue performers. I wonder if Valentino is shocked at the skull-masked man aiming his gun at him or if he’s simply accepted his fate.
But I haven’t.
I run at Valentino, knocking him down onto the concrete, right as the gun has been fired. Another gunshot goes off, this time from the police officers as they chase down the skull-masked man who’s running away, past Dalma, who’s hiding behind an overflowing trash can. She’s terrified, I got to get her out of here too, we all got to bounce.
But I can’t move.
I feel like high-pressure air is inflating my chest, threatening to explode so fiercely it’ll pulverize my bones. There’s a burning pain between my shoulder blades, and I don’t know if a bullet hit me or not. Maybe I haven’t noticed because of adrenaline, or how fast life has been changing and ending since midnight. I want to pat myself down to see if a bullet caught me, but sharp pains are running up my arms, it’s like someone is dragging knives along them—up and down, up and down, up and down. I’m going into cardiac arrest, this is the kind of heart attack that I’ve always thought of as seismic. I try massaging my chest and sitting up to dull the pain, but it’s too miserable, and I fall on my back, my face next to shell-shocked Valentino’s.
Did I just save him?
If so, by changing his fate, did I change mine too?
Am I going to die instead of him?
Or will we both die by the end of this day?



Joaquin Rosa
12:07 a.m.
“This is the way the world ends / Not with a bang but a whimper.”
That iconic quote by the poet T. S. Eliot is the first thing Joaquin Rosa thinks about after hanging up with Valentino Prince. He already knows how he’ll tweak it for his memoir:
This is the way the first Death-Cast call ends, not with a whimper but a bang.
Joaquin fully expected some whimpering after telling the first Decker he would die today, but instead there was a bang—a gunshot. Many gunshots, to be precise, each one making him want to jump in his seat as if he were being hit by all the bullets. He’s safe, mercifully, but he can’t say the same for today’s remaining Deckers who may be victims of this attack.
Is Valentino Prince a victim, or is he the attacker?
Solving that mystery isn’t Joaquin’s job.
Removing mystery from the equation of death is.
Joaquin jumps out of his seat, turning to the heralds who have been waiting in the wings for his command. “Begin the End Day calls,” he says, doing his best to keep his composure. The call was private, so no one else heard the gunshots, but it won’t be long before it’s pieced together that an act of violence occurred moments after speaking with the first Decker. He knows that Death-Cast will be blamed for this, scaring off the investors he needs to go global with the program.
The heralds look like ghosts as they float across the room in their white button-down shirts and light gray slacks and ties. Joaquin prepped them to look cool, calm, and collected, the very image the world needs to see to understand the strength and professionalism of the people on the other side of these phones and computers. He releases a deep sigh as the heralds take their seats, switch on their monitors, and get to work.
One look at Naya and Joaquin knows his wife senses a disturbance. He’ll clue her in after the media has been dismissed, but he’ll have to be fast because once all those reporters and photographers have their phones returned to them, they’ll discover the attack and everyone will blame Death-Cast.
He can’t ever say it out loud, but he knows that one person’s ending is simply a contribution to this company’s beginning, and not a result of Death-Cast’s existence. No matter what anyone says.
As Joaquin looks between the heralds and the photographers, there’s one thing at the forefront of his mind: There’s an undeniable frontrunner for the cover of his memoir. After all, there’s nothing like the bang of a gunshot to get a man’s life flashing before his eyes; he just hopes the camera caught Joaquin’s reaction.
If not, it would be a waste of a tragic moment.



Valentino
12:12 a.m.
Everyone is running for their lives, but not me.
I no longer have one to run for.
I’ve always done my best to move forward when life is challenging me—morning jogs, jumping up to the next weights during sets, all those casting rejections that made me feel horrible about myself—but what am I supposed to do when life is ending? Just accept it?
When I heard that gunshot, I froze up.
I never expected to see bullets flying around tonight. Is that how I’m going to die?
It’s such a terrifying thought that I can’t get my body to do anything except lie here on the ground, shivering like an animal that’s been abandoned in the cold. The stampede continues around me. There’s footsteps running past me, others skipping over my whole body. I even get kicked in the back. One moment, Orion is lying down with his eyes on the sky, and the next, Dalma appears out of nowhere. She’s helping him sit up as she yells for help—as she yells my name for help.
“He’s having a heart attack, Valentino, please help!” Dalma cradles Orion to her chest, slipping some pill into his mouth and telling him to swallow. “Hold on, O-Bro, I’m going to get you help.”
It’s so strange how we tell someone who’s dying to hold on, as if they have a choice.
Do I have a choice? Can I just tell the world, No, I won’t be dying today. Try again later.
“We need a doctor!” Dalma shouts.
Not a single person stops running. How many of them assume Orion must be dead already? Well, they’re stupid. I am too. Orion could’ve run away, but he didn’t. He stayed by my side. More than that, he saved my life even though he knows I’m dying.
I was wrong to think I no longer have a life to run for. I do. It’s just not my own.
If there’s anything I can do to make sure Death-Cast doesn’t call Orion too, now’s the time.
I don’t think about my personal situation, I put all my focus into my body—tapping into my core to sit up, hands flat on the ground to push off, firm stance on my feet. “Let me get him,” I say.
Dalma gives me space, picking up Orion’s hat that’s fallen off his head and revealing a brown forest of curls. I hoist Orion into my arms, carrying him like I’m Superman after catching a civilian out of the sky. If I do everything right, I just might be a hero.
“Where do we go?”
“This way,” Dalma says, leading us away from the stampede and down Forty-Seventh Street.
“Should we call an ambulance?”
“I can’t risk them not treating Orion over someone who’s been shot.”
How long is it going to take for medics to not even bother treating someone if they know they’re a Decker? A week, a month, a year?
“So what do we do?”
“I’m looking up nearest hospitals,” Dalma says while scrolling through Google Maps. “NYU has a hospital on Thirty-First, but Orion had a bad doctor there one time so we should go uptown to Lenox Hill on Seventy-Seventh instead.”
“I live on Seventy-Seventh,” I say.
Dalma looks over her shoulder, as if she’s expecting me to elaborate on why that coincidence is important. It isn’t. “Keep him upright,” she says.
I don’t understand why keeping Orion upright is necessary, but I do as I’m told. I shift his head so that his face is resting on my shoulder. His eyes are closed, and he keeps pressing his hand into his heart like he’s giving himself CPR. I suppose that’s what he’s doing. I don’t know how much it’s helping, since he’s also trying so hard to get a full breath in, but he’s stopped short every time. This is what it looks like to fight for your life.
Dalma spots a taxi, and it becomes a race between her and someone else. She wins and guards the door to the passenger seat with her life. I do my best to get there as quickly as possible without falling, and when I reach the car, I prop up Orion in the middle and stretch the seat belt over his waist.
“Is he okay?” the driver asks.
“No,” Dalma says. “Please get us to Lenox Hill Hospital.”
“You should call an ambulance,” he says.
“My brother will die in your car if you don’t get a move on now!”
“That’s what I’m afraid of.”
The driver begins our journey, and he keeps watching Orion from the rearview mirror. It’s not even during red lights either, it’s while he’s actively driving. It’s drivers like this why my sister was almost killed.
“Can you please keep your eyes on the road?”
The please doesn’t mask the attitude in my voice, but it does the trick.
As we’re driving, I can’t help but wonder if I’m endangering Orion and Dalma by being in the car. If I’m marked to die, does that make me a magnet for death? I don’t know, but it’s a really lonely thought to have. Isn’t the whole point of Deckers getting these End Day calls to give them a chance to get their affairs in order and hug their family and friends one last time? I suppose that doesn’t matter, since my family is on the other side of the country.
I reach for my phone, ready to call Scarlett to break the news. But it’s not in my pocket. I triple-check my pockets in my pants as if it’ll magically manifest since the third time’s always the charm. Nothing, of course. Where could it—
Damn it.
I never put the phone away. I never got the chance to. I was hanging up with Joaquin Rosa when I heard the first gunshot and froze. Then Orion tackled me, and the phone must’ve fallen out of my hand. This is the worst start to my final day on this planet. Returning to Times Square to look for the phone would be so stupid. Fool me once, shame on New York. Fool me twice, shame on me for risking my life so I can call my sister and for holding out hope that Death-Cast might call back to tell me it’s not actually my End Day.
The phone is gone. I have to accept that just like my fate.
Besides, it already served its grand purpose.
No other call will be as life-changing as the one that started this mess.



Joaquin Rosa
12:21 a.m.
This isn’t how Joaquin imagined Death-Cast’s launch.
He believed the calls would be simpler.
Statistically, there are big spikes in death rates on holidays. More drivers on the road equals more accidents. Sharing a cigarette with a family member can lead to one’s lungs turning on them, and since they can’t be treated in understaffed emergency rooms due to the holidays, the day is stained with loss. Not to mention all the suicides in this unforgiving world. It’s all painful, but ultimately, not uncommon. But today isn’t a traditional holiday.
Perhaps it’s still too early, but Joaquin expected some praise to start flowing in by now. How many people are living differently, more thoughtfully since discovering this isn’t an ordinary Saturday, but instead their final Saturday, their one and only End Day?
Instead of treating Joaquin as an angel, they’re calling him the devil.
“They’re talking about me like I’m the villain,” Joaquin says to his wife. He’s in the company suite, scrolling through Twitter on his laptop while Naya looks over his shoulder. This is all so heartbreaking. And such a slap to the face. No one knows the sacrifices he made to bring these forecasts to the public. “The world knows I didn’t invent death, yes?”
“You’re reinventing death,” Naya says.
“I’m reinventing how we live with death,” Joaquin counters.
“I’m familiar with Death-Cast’s adages, my love.” Naya sits beside Joaquin, prying his hands off the keyboard and holding them in her own. “But the rest of the world is still catching on. I warned you that choosing to be so face-forward also means becoming the face of death until people understand otherwise.”
If only Joaquin were actually a psychic overlord from space so he could look into the future to know when this abuse will stop. He’s itching to read more comments, to find one loud voice to inspire others to view this situation differently, to remind everyone that Joaquin is a human from this planet with a love for life.
“I’m just trying to help,” he says, wondering if this was all a mistake.
Perhaps Death-Cast should have remained buried.
“You are helping,” Naya says. “But until they believe in you, don’t forget who already does.”
Joaquin gazes at his brilliant, beautiful wife, praying that Death-Cast won’t call either of them until they’re at least one hundred so they can grow old together. During his wedding vows, he told Naya that he wants to love her even when she has more wrinkles than any of the shirts he balls up and tosses into the closet at the end of the day. She found him funny even when others didn’t, and just like that first time he heard her laugh in a coffee shop, he knew it was a song he could listen to on repeat for the rest of his life.
Together, Joaquin and Naya turn, their eyes landing on their son. Alano is only nine years old, and it took just as many years to conceive him. The Rosas tried and tried, then gave up, and tried and tried again to no success. Joaquin kept blaming himself, furious at all those sperm cells that were strolling during the race and not even bothering to cross the finish line. He resisted all conversations about adoption because more than anything he wanted a child whose DNA stemmed from his own, from Naya’s.
A miracle happened and here he is, Alano Angel Rosa.
He’s fast asleep on the couch with his new German shepherd puppy as if tonight isn’t the start of a true golden age.
Given how the night is unfolding, perhaps it’s great that his son isn’t witnessing these horrors.
Joaquin may not be the devil, but let everyone believe that if they must.
They’ll remember soon enough who the real monsters are and realize that he was the hero all along.



Valentino
12:29 a.m.
En route to the hospital, I can’t help but wonder what’s going to kill me.
Had Orion gotten the End Day call, he would have every reason to suspect his heart being responsible for doing him in.
But me?
It could be anything.
A car crash seems fitting. It’s a cruel fate that’s just enough to twin Scarlett’s accident except actually be fatal this time. I might fall down one of those steaming manholes and bleed out in the sewer. Or I can escape from a fire only to fall off the fire escape. I’d hate that irony. There are endless possibilities for freaky accidents. But so far the biggest threat has been a gunman with a skull mask. He didn’t stick around to finish the job, which has me thinking he wasn’t really after me. But what if someone does target me? Who could I have pissed off so badly? I was nice to the airport employee who helped me find my suitcases at the carousel. I tipped my taxi driver. My landlord doesn’t seem to be a fan, but killing me isn’t going to get him his rent money. The only other people I personally know in this city are . . .
The only other people I know in this city are in the back seat of this taxi with me.
That’s a ridiculous thought. Orion and Dalma are sweet, welcoming New Yorkers who have been through so much. They wouldn’t cast that loss on anyone else. Besides, it’s hard to imagine Orion being in a position to kill anyone. He’s the most vulnerable person in this car. Then again, it doesn’t have to be murder. What if being near Orion, someone so close to death’s edge, brings trouble my way? This very trip to bring him to the hospital could be what kills me, a car could smash into my door right now and—
I have to stop.
This isn’t helping.
Orion and Dalma are no danger to me. If someone wants to kill me, it’s probably some other model who wants my campaign gig.
No.
I’m done entertaining thoughts on who wants to murder me.
Last time I checked, I’m not a fortune-teller who can lay out some cards and discover my fate. I’ve been told everything there is to know: I’m going to die tonight, or later today if I’m lucky. Even if none of this feels lucky at all.
We arrive at Lenox Hill Hospital, and I carry Orion down the halls as Dalma leads me to the emergency room. Everything is moving so quickly as the nurses come around the counter and examine Orion as Dalma fills them in on his condition. I place Orion on a roll-away bed, telling him he’s going to be okay.
The nurse wheels Orion behind a curtain. “Family only,” she says as Dalma follows.
“I am family,” Dalma says.
The nurse seems doubtful. “By blood?”
“By law.”
The nurse nods, pulling the curtain closed around them.
“Did Death-Cast call Orion?” I hear the nurse ask.
“No. Let’s not give them any reason to,” Dalma says.
That nurse’s question is unreal. There’s been a lot of debate since Death-Cast was announced about what the roles of medical professionals will be when it comes to attending to Deckers. Are resources worth using on a patient who won’t live regardless? Should doctors treat everyone without knowing their End Day status? This idea that if Orion had been called by Death-Cast they might not take care of him is horrifying.
That’s going to be my reality.
I’m surely going to be involved in a horrible accident between now and midnight.
Nineteen-year-olds aren’t known for dying of old age, or passing in their sleep.
If I’m brought to the hospital later, will the doctors bother trying to save my life?
Or will they stand there and watch me die?



Orion
12:36 a.m.
There’s a warm light on my face, like I’m about to move on to the afterlife or something.
But I know this isn’t that.
The nurse is prying open my eyelids, studying my pupils while asking for my name. Before I can answer, Dalma beats her to it.
“It’s Orion. Orion Pagan.”
“We’re checking to see if he knows,” the nurse says.
“Right, gotcha. I’m sorry.”
I can’t see Dalma, but I know she’s panicking. “It’s okay, Dalma,” I manage to breathe out.
“He knows my name,” Dalma says. “That means he’s okay, right?”
Just because I’m not laid out in Times Square anymore doesn’t mean I’m in the clear yet. A lot of people don’t know this, but heart attacks can go on for hours. Ignore every TV show where the character is clutching their chest one minute and dying the next. It’s not like that, even though sometimes that feels more merciful.
For real, every damn blessing to Dalma and Valentino for getting me here ASAP. Even as I’m going through excruciating pain and would’ve been good with being treated sooner in an ambulance, I know riding to the hospital in style like that isn’t cheap. Everyone’s always going on about how my life is priceless and that means paying up so I can live it. Still, Dayana and Floyd go days without checking the mail whenever we’re expecting another bill. Sometimes I think about what Dalma’s family could do with all that money if I just died already.
It’s heartbreaking how much it costs to be alive when you’re always dying.



Joaquin Rosa
12:40 a.m.
Joaquin is in the call center, watching the heralds navigate the inaugural End Day calls.
There are twenty heralds working tonight’s shift. Everything moved fast in July. It had to since the company was essentially announced overnight. In under forty-eight hours, Joaquin built his core team, all people he’s known for years and would trust with his life. Then came time to find the first wave of heralds. After extensive background checks, candidates had to go through three sessions before being hired. The first was a phone call with Death-Cast’s HR manager, who disregarded any candidate asking about the company’s secret, seeing it as a red flag that they were more interested in solving the mystery than how best to perform the job at hand. The second session was a ten-minute meeting with Naya, where she asked them about their lives, later ranking them on how compassionate they seemed in a short window. Having had her own difficult experiences with doctors over the years, she’s aware that someone in an industry that prioritizes one’s well-being doesn’t necessarily make them a good person. The final session was a series of practice calls, all observed by Joaquin personally, to see if the candidate was empathetic and patient, though not too patient at the risk of other Deckers not receiving their alert because the herald is tied up on another line.
And now, Joaquin is seeing his employees in action, moving around the call center like a teacher in their classroom while the students take an exam. How the heralds do tonight will determine their future in this company.
The stakes are too high to be bad at this job.
His star herald is undoubtedly Roah Wetherholt, who switched from suicide-prevention hotlines to calling people to tell them they’re going to die with the same care they previously used to save lives. It seemed as if their crisis counseling was weighing too much on their heart, not always knowing if the person went on to live. At least at Death-Cast, Roah knows the fate on the other end of the call. If Roah keeps up the good work, Joaquin anticipates he’ll be promoting them to travel the country as the company expands to train future heralds. His most surprising hire was Andrea Donahue whose rather extended résumé was a slight cause for concern, but her fierce love for her daughter really struck a chord with Naya, and the way Andrea handled her calls with tact impressed Joaquin; she’s blowing through her calls tonight with great efficiency. The same can’t be said for Rolando Rubio, a former elementary school guidance counselor who showed remarkable empathy during the test sessions, especially during the simulation where he had to speak with a parent about their dying child, but he’s moving too slowly tonight, stuck on his very first call as if it’s his job to help the Decker map out every hour of their End Day. Perhaps he’s better off working as a funeral director, where his sympathies will be better appreciated, and most important, where time isn’t of the essence.
Joaquin hovers around Rolando, tapping his watch, urging him to finish this call.
“I can’t,” Rolando mouths with teary eyes, continuing on with the Decker.
Joaquin admires Rolando’s devotion. Every Decker is a human being, and all human beings deserve respect. Too many people over the course of time have not been shown dignity while on their deathbeds. But what Joaquin ultimately needs to get across to his employees is that they must find the middle ground.
Minutes later, when Rolando finally delivers the signature parting message, he scrolls through his computer for the next Decker’s information, as if Joaquin isn’t shadowing him.
“One moment,” Joaquin says.
Rolando looks up at his boss. “Is this because I’m not going fast enough?”
“I want you to know that I appreciate all your work tonight,” Joaquin says, hoping to cool down Rolando, who’s clearly upset. “The care you’re showing will be meaningful to all Deckers and stay with them during their final hours, I’m sure of it. I simply need you to guide more Deckers before night’s end.”
“It’s a lot harder than it looks,” Rolando says.
Was Rolando not paying attention when Joaquin made tonight’s first call? Is he not aware that Joaquin is Death-Cast’s creator and may know a thing or two about the hardships of these jobs? Does he not suspect that although tonight is the official launch of the program that Joaquin is no stranger to telling people they’re going to die? Because he isn’t.
This may be a first for the country, but it’s not a first for Joaquin.
“I understand these conversations are difficult, even impossible,” Joaquin says. “But we have a responsibility to everyone who is paying for our crucial services.”
“It’s not like this old man was asking why his cable box wasn’t working. He had no one in his life. I couldn’t just hang up.”
Joaquin toyed around with the idea of setting automatic timers to the calls, cutting off the line after five minutes so the heralds wouldn’t be put in this position. Perhaps it’s something to revisit at the end of the first month, using the average time spent on calls to determine that magic number of minutes.
“While you’re taking time as you walk one Decker through their End Day, think of those who are dying without ever knowing their time was up,” Joaquin reminds him, knowing he has said this over and over during the training sessions leading up to tonight. But now that the heralds are connecting with real people who are really dying, the urgency behind this statement must carry more weight than ever before.
Rolando seems broken down, rubbing his eyes. “I’ll do my best.”
“Don’t worry about your best tonight,” Joaquin gently says. “That will come with more experience. Just see if you can improve your efforts so you can reach more people in need of your care.”
Joaquin allows Rolando to return to work, hoping he’ll make up for lost time.
If not, maybe working in a funeral home isn’t a bad idea.
Those who can’t be trusted to call people before they die are better off dealing with them when they’re dead.



Rolando Rubio
1:04 a.m.
Death-Cast did not call Rolando Rubio because he isn’t dying today, though according to his boss, it seems as if anyone who dies without knowing it’s their End Day will be Rolando’s fault. All because he spent too much time on the phone with one Decker. Pardon him for caring and for grieving a stranger.
It’s becoming clearer and clearer that Rolando isn’t cut out for this job as a Death-Cast herald. He’ll see how he feels by the end of the night, but if this doesn’t work out, he expects he’ll return to guidance counseling in public schools to help identify any child’s issue that’s resulting in their grades dropping or acting out in the classroom. Sometimes it was grief, and Rolando was always confused why a parent would neglect to inform him or the child’s teachers so they could all be mindful of any behavioral shifts. Rolando excelled at being there for the students. He created spaces for them to cry. He supervised them in the gym so they could blow off some steam. He gave them time to process their loss. That last one is not a luxury afforded to Deckers. They must simply process their own impending deaths in a single moment so the heralds can keep it moving.
He believed having a heart would be a strength for this position, but maybe ripping his own out of his chest would be better for everyone, himself included. If he doesn’t have a heart, then that means it can’t be broken.
One hour in and he’s coming undone.
How could he not?
Rolando’s first and longest call was to an elderly man, who awoke to his alert in confusion and fear, thinking this was all a dream. As the Decker, Clint Suarez, came to understand his reality, it broke Rolando. Clint was so lonely that he just wanted to tell his life story to anyone, even the very someone who was predicting his death. So Rolando listened and listened to Clint’s story of a dancing career both lived and unlived, and recommended he put on his favorite song and dance one final time before they hung up. How was a call with an eighty-seven-year-old so hard? Rolando’s expecting Clint will die of old age, but what if he has a heart attack while dancing? Is that Rolando’s fault? Is it Death-Cast’s? Is that how he was always destined to die?
He has no answers, and no time to try and find them.
After being scolded by his boss twenty minutes ago, Rolando is trying to move faster through his calls. But how do you not stay on the line with a nineteen-year-old girl whose whole life was ahead of her? Or feel compelled to call a man over and over when he’s not answering the phone, hoping the Decker didn’t die before Rolando could reach him?
Truth be told, the only call Rolando would be happy to make right now is to the woman who got away, Gloria Dario, though he prefers thinking of her by her maiden name, Medina. A funny story about her son, Paz, would remind him that life isn’t all about death. Unfortunately, his phone is in his locker so he can focus on the task at hand, and it’s too late to disturb her anyhow. Her husband, Frankie, would be upset if Rolando woke everyone up; that man’s temper is alarming, and Gloria would have to pay the price.
An even greater truth to be told is that Rolando wouldn’t mind seeing Frankie’s name appear on this computer, promising his death, but unfortunately Frankie’s not registered for the service. If he were, that would give Rolando more than enough reason to keep working at Death-Cast.
It would be the one End Day call that Rolando could make with a smile on his face.



Andrea Donahue
1:07 a.m.
Death-Cast did not call Andrea Donahue because she is not dying today, but the same can’t be said for the nineteen Deckers she’s called in the past hour.
Well, maybe the same can be said for them.
Who’s to say if Death-Cast is even real?
Not Andrea. She doesn’t need to know the company’s big secret (though if someone bribed her with an offer worth risking her solid salary and ironically amazing life insurance, she could be persuaded to do some digging. The private school she’s hoping to send her daughter to won’t be cheap). She minds her business—mostly. She can’t help but notice her fellow herald Rolando is terrible at this job. How did he spend forty minutes on a single call? Andrea believes in kindness, but come on. Befriending someone who is about to die has no value; it’s like flushing cash down the toilet. This person will not become a lifelong friend who attends your wedding, or your funeral. They will not celebrate your triumphs, or comfort you during your failures. They won’t even move into tomorrow with you.
What’s the point?
After Rolando hangs up his call that was certainly shorter than his first but still not as timely as it could’ve been, Andrea knows she must intervene.
“Rolando,” she whispers. “Can I give you some advice?”
He nods with teary eyes and no backbone.
“Do yourself a favor and stop thinking of these Deckers as people,” she says, turning to her computer and dialing the next number because time is of the essence—the other important lesson her coworker needs to learn. “Just deliver the warning and move on. Getting someone’s life story isn’t something you should bring home at the end of the day.”
He stares, and she knows her words have flown over his head, much like whenever she gives her daughter priceless advice. She has said her piece and won’t bother him again.
Andrea goes back to work as her twentieth Decker of the night answers the phone.
“Hello, I’m calling from Death-Cast. . . .”
While the Deckers may no longer have futures, Andrea is positive she will have a long one here at Death-Cast.



Valentino
1:11 a.m.
I hate waiting rooms.
The eight hours Scarlett had spent in surgery, I couldn’t stay still—I couldn’t wait. It’s like I didn’t have that organ in my body. So I stayed busy. When Mom was hungry, I headed to the cafeteria and brought her food. When Dad was tired but didn’t want to close his eyes, I found him a nice, strong black coffee from this little diner across the street from the hospital. When the parking meter needed to be fed, I was there at the top of the hour with my pocket change. During all the other still moments, I would pace the halls or wash my face, hands, and hair in the bathroom or get to know the nurses or flip through magazines for fun gossip to share with Scarlett once her surgery was over. Once she was okay.
Waiting to see if someone you love will live is excruciating.
Waiting to die is miserable too.
I wish I was a parking meter, able to buy more time with the drop of a quarter. Especially since Scarlett isn’t answering my calls, either because she’s too busy or she doesn’t recognize the number. The nurse has let me use the desk phone twice so far, and I don’t think she’s going to care if I believe in the third time being the charm. But my hands are tied here. Scarlett has to know what’s happening, especially before she boards her plane in the next couple hours. If the nurse gives me attitude again I might have to play the Decker card. She’ll either become extremely sympathetic and pull up a chair for me so I can spam my sister with calls until she answers, or she’ll kick me out of the building for fear of me endangering the patients. I don’t know what I’ll do if I’m tossed out on the streets like some ticking time bomb; maybe that unknown is why anyone would be concerned to host a Decker in their space.
For now, I’m sitting here in the waiting room. There’s no one to tend to, so I’m doing what the room was built for.
Waiting.
I’m waiting for Dalma to come out of the ER.
I’m waiting for Orion’s heart to settle.
I’m waiting for a premature death that could come around the corner any moment from now, even this very second. . . .
Nothing.
Everything is eerily still. It’s as if I’ve died already and I’m in purgatory, life’s ultimate waiting room.
Though I’m guessing I’m alive because there’s no way purgatory has a vending machine like the one across from me. It’s humming, like it wants me to know it’s there. To spend the money I can’t use to buy more time on some Pringles or Pepsi instead. I quit everything sugary a couple years ago since my smile and body are my work. I get up from this uncomfortable chair and stare into the vending machine at all the soda and chips and chocolate and candy. I zone out, remembering so many times where I said no to a dessert menu, or bite of pie, or Slurpee at a movie theater, or anything that would’ve brought me joy if I didn’t think it was going to threaten my body.
Caring so much about my livelihood meant not caring about how I was living.
I feel so stupid now.
I grab my wallet. I’m ready to spend every dollar I have on making up for lost snacks when I hear my name.
“Valentino,” Dalma says, coming out of nowhere. “You’re still here.”
“Was I supposed to leave?” I ask.
“No, not at all. It’s surprising that you would wait here, since . . . you know.”
I’m stuck here. Going back to my new place doesn’t make a lot of sense. The same goes with buying a ticket back to Arizona. I would lose too many valuable hours on the trip alone. Besides, I couldn’t do that until I’m in contact with Scarlett to stop her from getting on the plane and making sure we’re not ships—planes—passing in the night. Honestly, I don’t know what’s best for me. I’m too overwhelmed to think straight.
“I’m here for now. How’s Orion?”
Dalma settles into a seat, resting her head against the wall. “They’ve stabilized him. He’s going to be okay.”
“Is he staying overnight?”
Dalma shrugs. “Maybe. My family’s waiting to hear what the deal is before they drive back from Ohio.”
“Your family?” Then I remember what happened to his parents. “Oh, right. So he lives with you?”
“We live together. It’s his home too.” Dalma sits up. “Sorry, I’m not snapping at you. I’m just really protective of making sure Orion never feels othered.”
“No, I get it. I find myself walking some tricky lines as a twin.”
“Does she know yet?”
“I haven’t been able to reach her. I lost my phone in Times Square and—”
“Oh my god, really?”
“I realized it in the car but didn’t want to bother you.”
Dalma pops out of her seat with her phone at the ready. “Use mine. Do you know her number by heart?”
I nod. Scarlett’s number is the only one I know off the top of my head. Our area codes and first three numbers are identical, but the final four digits are unique. We’ve always considered our phone numbers to be fraternal twins too.
“Thanks so much.”
I put in Scarlett’s number, desperate for her to answer even though I have no idea how to begin telling her that I’m living my End Day. That in the next twenty-three hours she’s going to become an only child. Unless something horrible is going to befall her too. Then we will have entered and left this world together. But I don’t want that for her any more than I want it for me. If given the choice, I would want Scarlett alive and me dead. I know it’s true because when she was in the hospital I was bothering every doctor and nurse and letting them know they could harvest me for every last organ Scarlett needed to be saved. And even though I’m not as religious as my proud and strict Catholic parents, I sure found a lot of faith when I went to the chapel and prayed to God to take me instead of my sister. It seems he was listening and answered my call.
Unlike Scarlett.
It’s okay. This gives me more time to figure out how to break the news.
Time I hope I have.
1:28 a.m.
The End Day calls are managed by the time zone of a Decker’s registered city. That means had I been here as a visitor, Death-Cast wouldn’t have reached out to me yet. I wouldn’t have been the very first Decker. Maybe if I never moved here, I wouldn’t be a Decker at all.
Playing those mind games won’t get me anywhere.
Instead, I’m worried about Scarlett. She’s still living in the past, still living without Death-Cast. The same for everyone else in Arizona. They’ll have no reason to drive with greater caution, and what if Scarlett has found herself in another accident and that’s why she’s not answering the calls?
I feel like I’m not going to be able to breathe until I know she’s okay.
After Scarlett’s accident, a friend asked if I had sensed something happened to her. Twins don’t have a concrete sixth sense to know everything going on with the other, even twins as close as us. I was out shopping for new concealer that afternoon because the shadows under my eyes were getting darker from too many nights where I couldn’t sleep because I was questioning my dreams of becoming a full-time model. I wasn’t standing in the middle of the drugstore, where I suddenly dropped my shopping basket as if a feeling of dread hammered my stomach out of nowhere. I only felt all that once I got the call from my parents. Though I wish I could close my eyes and concentrate and hear my sister’s heartbeat so I know she’s okay.
All I hear is the hum of the vending machine and footsteps approaching me and Dalma. The same nurse from before, the one who asked if Death-Cast called Orion, stops in front of us.
“Orion is drowsy, but you can see him now,” the nurse says.
“Thanks, Mary Jo,” Dalma says, getting up. “Come on, Valentino.”
“Really?” I ask. I’m relieved he’s okay, I just know I’m not family.
“You can hang back if you want, but you’re welcome to see him too.”
I follow her. I’m more than okay with finally escaping this waiting room where it feels like time stands still even though precious minutes are going unspent. I’m holding on to Dalma’s phone, and I check the signal bars again. It’s still three out of four. Dalma attributes that to the hospital’s connection.
We enter the ER and stand outside Orion’s curtained space.
“Knock, knock,” Dalma says.
“Come in,” Orion says.
I pull back the curtain, and Orion looks far worse than I expected. Curls are plastered to his sweaty forehead, and his eyes are red as if he’s been infected with some virus. He’s shivering even though he’s wrapped up in a blanket. One of those black Velcro armbands—I absolutely don’t know the medical term—is connecting him to the monitor that looks older than the computer in my mom’s office.
He weakly nods. “Hey.”
“Stupid question, but how are you feeling?” I ask.
“Just another day in the life,” Orion says. Then his eyes go wide, like he’s taken another jolt to the heart. “Shit, I’m sorry. I hate all this, but I’m so used to it at this point and—”
“You’re fine,” I interrupt. He doesn’t need to get worked up over that comment. “I’m relieved you’re alive. I also can’t believe you live like this.”
“Unfortunately,” Orion says.
“Mom and Floyd are talking about driving back,” Dalma says.
“Tell them to stay. I’ll be fine.”
“You know they won’t,” she says.
“Are you going to be admitted?” I ask.
“Probably,” Orion says. “I doubt I’m in the clear yet.”
I check the time. “Aren’t the Death-Cast calls ending soon on the East Coast?”
“By two o’clock,” Dalma says.
A lot can change in half an hour.
Everything can change in one minute.
“You’re going to be fine,” I say.
Orion shivers. “I’m hoping you’ll be good too. I mean, we literally dodged a bullet after Death-Cast called. Maybe we changed your fate.”
The thought gives me hope, like I’m not doomed to walk through my last day like some zombie.
“Maybe.”
“I should check if any Deckers have even died,” Dalma says, taking her phone back. “The whole system can be screwed up.”
This is literally day one of Death-Cast. Assuming their predictions are even real, there still has to be room for error. There’s no way they’re going to get everything right. I could be a mistake.
Now I’m a zombie coming back to life.
My eyeball gets sucked back into its socket.
My unhinged jaw screws back into place.
My bones mend and my skin regenerates.
I should call Death-Cast’s customer service number to confirm that my name is no longer on their to-die list or server or however they’re keeping track of the Deckers.
Dalma looks up from her phone, doom in her eyes. “I’m sorry. Joaquin Rosa shared a report a few minutes ago. Death-Cast obviously can’t track who has or hasn’t died, since it’s not like we’re microchipped, but there have been three confirmed Decker deaths.”
Just like that, my eyeball pops back out, my jaw swings loose, and my bones snap and pierce through my skin.
I’m a dead man walking.
“Thanks for investigating,” I say.
“All hope isn’t lost yet,” Orion says.
I shake my head. “It’s probably in my best interest to treat today like it’s my last.”
Orion and Dalma don’t waste their breath trying to protest.
All hope has flatlined.
“Thanks for saving my life, though,” I tell Orion. “However much of it I have left.”



Orion
1:40 a.m.
Surviving this latest near-death experience has taught me something huge: I’m rich in luck.
Don’t get it twisted, on most days I’d prefer cold, hard cash so I can do some damage in a bookstore or buy a new laptop that doesn’t die whenever it’s separated from its charger for more than a minute. But on nights like tonight, when it would’ve been so easy for my heart to just give up in Times Square, I got to recognize that my wallet is stacked with good fortune. I just wish I could share the wealth and drop some luck into Valentino’s empty cup. Maybe luck could save his life too.
I’m still not ruling out that he’s going to be okay.
The curtains part, and a doctor enters. Her curly black hair is pulled back in a ponytail, and she’s radiating with her brown skin and bright smile as she looks at all of us. “Hello. I’m Dr. Emeterio.” She scans our faces again, like she’s trying to make sense of who’s who to who. “Is everyone here family?”
“I’m his sister,” Dalma says, not bothering to give the legal rundown. Props to this doctor for not questioning us given the different shades of our skin.
“I’m not family,” Valentino says. “I can leave.”
“Please don’t go,” I say. I don’t trust the outside world and that includes anything beyond this curtain. “We’ve all had a really, really rough night.”
“So I hear,” Dr. Emeterio says as she studies me and my ECG, aka my electrocardiogram, aka my recorded heartbeats. “It appears your heart didn’t get the memo that you were trying to have some fun tonight. Don’t you hate when that happens?” she adds with a wink.
She’s walking fresh air compared to some other doctors I’ve worked with who suck up everything good in a room. It’s simple, but Dr. Emeterio not blaming me for the heart attack is a huge plus in my book. My primary doctor, Dr. Luke, is always giving me shit for anything bad that happens while I’m out living my life, like I’ve got some death wish.
I guess I do have a death wish: don’t die with any regrets.
“You’re eighteen, so I’m happy to keep chatting with you, but are we waiting on your parents?”
“Guardians are out of town,” I say, not trying to get into my backstory. “But I’m good to start.”
Dr. Emeterio nods. “Noted. Can you walk me through what happened tonight?”
I don’t know where to start, or if it’s even my place. I lock eyes with Valentino.
“Death-Cast called me,” Valentino says.
I hate hearing those words come out of his mouth as much as I hate believing what it means for him. “Then I got shot at in Times Square and Orion saved me.”
“And, uh . . .” I’m reliving the horror all over again—the gunshot, fighting for my breaths, staring at the night sky like it would be my last. “My heart went into overdrive.”
“I gave him aspirin to buy us more time,” Dalma says.
Dr. Emeterio is speechless, and it’s like the light has left her eyes. I’m sure she’s seen it all in the hospital until she turns to Valentino, a real Decker who’s walking, breathing, living proof of Death-Cast’s predictions.
“I’m sorry that Death-Cast called you,” she says.
Valentino is still, the harsh lights of the ER beaming down on him like he’s in the studio. Except no one should take his photo right now because I’d hate the thousand words that picture would say. His arms are crossed as he stares at the floor, lost in his own world—a really fucked-up world where Death-Cast called him and a fucked-up stranger tried to kill him and a fucked-up fate awaits him.
“Can you give him a physical or something?” I ask Dr. Emeterio. Just because someone looks fine on the outside doesn’t mean they’re not living with invisible threats. “Maybe an X-ray can show us what’s going on.”
Valentino considers this, not lifting his eyes. “We know what’s happening. I’ve got a case of death.”
I hate seeing Valentino so defeated. Since I can’t donate some luck, I want to throw some hope his way. It just can’t come from me.
“Dr. Emeterio, there’s no way every Death-Cast prediction is going to come true, right?”
For a single second, time stops.
Breaths are held.
Eyes don’t blink.
No one’s dying.
Then a single word unfreezes everyone.
“No.”
Hearts are beating.
Hope is building.
“It seems very unlikely that Death-Cast will have a perfect record, especially on the first night of the program,” Dr. Emeterio says.
This is seriously music to my ears, and I think Valentino is listening closely too, like this is about to become his new favorite song.
“There’s no known science behind the End Days, or if it’s science at all, but seeing as I don’t have the imagination of my kids, I’m opting to believe Death-Cast’s sources are operating in the same field as mine. I’m not getting stressed out over extraterrestrials or sorcery until someone gives me concrete proof,” Dr. Emeterio says with a little grin. “What’s important to keep in mind is that as life changes and science advances, mistakes are made.”
“This is refreshing,” Dalma says. “O’s doctor doesn’t even believe in Death-Cast.”
Dr. Emeterio rolls her eyes, immortalizing herself as my favorite doctor. “That’s unfortunate. It’s a disservice to our patients to not embrace Death-Cast, especially for someone like you, Orion, who may require a transplant in the near future if your heart isn’t stable.”
“I’m on the waitlist, but my doctor keeps trying to stick a ventricular heart device in me instead.”
“It’s a solid consideration if you’re okay with the necessary recovery time pushing you further down the waitlist,” Dr. Emeterio says.
“Which would suck if my match appeared,” I say.
Every physician we’ve consulted agrees that your boy needs a new heart, but they’re also quick to let me know my situation isn’t critical enough compared to other patients, aka I’m not dying enough for anyone to save my life now.
I’m constantly playing tug-of-war against myself, and it’s this never-ending tie. I want to be strong enough to finally get that win so this game can be over.
“There are no easy choices,” Dr. Emeterio says.
“But something has to change. This can’t keep being my life.”
No one gets the toll all this takes on me.
Like waking up in hospital rooms, relieved that I’ve beat the odds again but dreading when I won’t. Or the smell of bleach and just-fine food. I’m even over the get-well flowers that we’ve stopped bringing home because they attract flies. I’m embarrassed every time Dayana’s temper gets the best of her as she fights with doctors like they’re personally withholding healthy hearts in the break room’s refrigerator. I feel guilty every single time my health gets in the way of my family’s life, especially since I shouldn’t even be their problem in the first place, since I’m not actually family.
But nothing’s changing.
This is going to be my life until I don’t have one.
My anxiety is mounting, blowing up my heart like an erupting volcano.
Between my blood pressure cuff and all the electrodes, my ECG monitor is going off.
“Breathe, O-Bro, breathe,” Dalma says, rubbing smooth circles into my palm.
Easier said than done, but I don’t go off, she’s only trying to help. It’s just really frustrating being treated like I’m catching my breath after running a marathon when in reality I’m literally lying in a hospital bed and my heart is racing more than someone who’s been sprinting. I’ve been combating with home remedies, trying to get better. First we worked fish into every meal—fish tacos, anchovy pizza, salmon chowder—so I can get all the omega-3 acids I need to reduce the risk of sudden cardiac death. No lie, I was relieved when it wasn’t doing the trick because those meals were so gross, one hundred percent not for me; I went full vegetarian after that. Then we experimented with beta-blockers to slow down my heart rate, but my lungs kept spasming, and suffocating is a no-go when you’re trying to live. Lately I’ve done a couple yoga classes with Dalma to strengthen all my muscles, but all that quiet time leads to anxious thoughts and panic attacks, which, you guessed it, makes my heart run wild.
Like now.
When all else fails, I try little exercises that can be done anywhere, stuff like gagging on my finger or hugging my knees to my chest. Though when the attacks are bad, like tonight at Times Square, even something as simple as that is unmanageable.
For now, I do my favorite technique, which is just holding my nose and mouth shut and trying to blow out air. The basic science behind this is to help me relax and slow down my heartbeat and keep me alive. I used to feel mad silly doing this in front of Team Young, aka my new family, especially because Floyd said I looked like a chipmunk with inflated cheeks, but it’s better to get laughed at like some fool than mourned as a corpse in a casket.
“Good job,” Dr. Emeterio says.
“Keep it up,” Dalma encourages, then, “I mean, keep up the good work, but bring down your heart rate.”
I can tell I’m about to cry, but I can’t lock it down, the tears start flowing because of how much I hate all of this. My ears pop, and I finally exhale—first the breath, then the loud sob that couldn’t stay buried.
Valentino stares, looking haunted as he watches me fight for life again.
I close my eyes, focusing on my breath, telling myself that I’m going to be okay. Death-Cast won’t call in the next few minutes, as their window for today’s End Day alerts is coming to a close. Everything slows down, and I imagine the good things in life I have to look forward to, like writing more short stories and tanning on our brownstone’s roof some more and discovering myself and falling in love with a good-hearted person.
Then I open my eyes, and Valentino isn’t here anymore.
“How are you feeling?” Dr. Emeterio asks.
There’s always a thousand answers to that question. I keep it simple. “I’m fine.”
“Good. Maybe you should get some rest.”
I can’t rest when I’m so restless.
“Where did Valentino go?” I ask.
“I don’t know,” Dalma says.
“A word of advice,” Dr. Emeterio kindly says. “I have no insider info on Death-Cast, but if they called Valentino, it’s in his best interest to operate as if their prediction is correct. It’s a terrible loss whenever someone assumes they have more time than they do.”
So much for expecting mistakes to be made.
But the doctor’s right, and I don’t always swear by that.
I keep trying to get Valentino to believe that he’s got all the time in the world, but that’s not going to do him any favors if he drops dead without having lived his End Day right. If Death-Cast is wrong, then that’s going to be a happy surprise.
For everyone.
“I need a sec.”
I take off the blood pressure cuff and electrodes. I get out of bed against all protests and leave the ER, hoping to find Valentino before it’s too late. I’m relieved—and surprised—Dalma isn’t following me, but I bet some nurses are going to try to escort me back to my bed before I can find Valentino. Then I stop bugging because the search is over.
Valentino is in the waiting room.
Shit, I’m so relieved. It’s killed all suspense on where he’s at, which is good for my heart.
“There you are.”
“What are you doing out of bed?” he asks.
“Looking for you. You pulled some low-key magic act and vanished.”
“I’m sorry,” he says, getting up and helping me to the seats, which makes me feel so damn ancient, but I guess this is how he cares for someone fresh out of the ER. “I just needed to think some things over.”
“It’s okay, I get it. I just didn’t know if you left to go . . . to go do whatever comes next.”
“I definitely thought about it, but I think my place is here.”
“Really?” I ask, wondering if it’s got anything to do with me, which is so stupid because what am I trying to make happen with someone whose future is about to be cut real short? Scratch that, it’s not stupid, he’s still alive and his life is worth living until the end, I proved that when I didn’t just let him get shot in the streets. But I’ve got to recognize that I’ve got storyteller bones in my body and I can build, build, build a narrative out of nothing. I bet Valentino is only still here because a hospital is a pretty solid place to be if you’re about to die for some mysterious reason.
“Do you have your phone?” Valentino asks.
I wrestle my phone out of the pocket of my skinny jeans.
“Nothing from Death-Cast?”
I click the side button, the screen lighting up with texts from Team Young but no missed calls. “No, but it’s not too late,” I say, seeing we’re one minute away from the End Day calls stopping at 2:00 a.m.
Suddenly, it feels like the last minute before midnight all over again, except this time we’re not surrounded by countless strangers. It’s just the two of us, watching the phone’s clock and waiting to see if he’ll be dying alone or if we’ll be going out in a blaze together.
The clock hits two, and no one’s calling.



Valentino
2:00 a.m.
Death-Cast isn’t calling Orion because he’s not going to die today, and I think I know why.
This night is unfolding like a photo shoot coming together. For once, I’m not the subject. I’m the photographer, and everything is zooming into focus, like I’m switching out lenses until I land on the best one. The background is still a bit blurry, but if I adjust the aperture just enough, light enters and exposes the true model of this photo shoot. The boy with the constellation name. I’ve only seen some of his stars at work, but I understand the beauty. Orion is the focal point, so I stare at him and the sharpness of his hazel eyes and the hunched framing of his body, and once everything is aligned, just like stars in a constellation, everything becomes clear.
“You’re going to live,” I say.
“Until tomorrow, I guess.”
“You’re going to have much longer than you think.”
“So you got some psychic Death-Cast powers or something?”
“No, but I think destiny brought us together so I can change your future.”
“I don’t get it.”
“You don’t need the waitlist anymore, Orion. I’ll give you my heart.”



Orion
2:02 a.m.
Once upon a time, I wrote a fairy tale.
Since fairy tales are on the shorter side, it was an easier commitment than a novel. It’s wild what those stories get away with. You got pigs building houses and wolves impersonating grandmothers and a lost glass slipper helping you find your one true insta-love.
Then there’s mine. Stop me if you’ve heard this one.
It’s about a young man whose heart is dying.
Everyone always says to write what you know, right?
I named the protagonist Orionis, aka my name in Latin because I’m original as shit. When you’re constantly running against the clock, you don’t take forever choosing names.
Anyway, Orionis was always out and about doing his thing in this New York–esque kingdom when Death appeared out of the shadows and pressed his skeletal finger to Orionis’s heart, turning it from red and healthy to gray and crumbling.
“Am I going to die?” Orionis asked, not at all questioning Death’s physical existence or anything like that because when you’re in a fairy tale you just roll with shit like that.
“You may live if you dance with me,” Death said.
“Hell no,” Orionis replied, not about that life.
Until a piece of his heart disintegrated.
Orionis didn’t want to die, so he embraced Death, dancing nonstop from dusk to dawn. Orionis was exhausted, stopping to breathe at the cost of his heart chipping away some more. As he resumed the dance, Orionis grilled Death, trying to find out why he was targeted since he was perfectly healthy and didn’t engage in any risky behavior, but Death never answered. The two danced all day, all night, all week, all month, all year. Anytime Orionis broke away to do anything that would’ve made him happy, he lost more of his heart. Eventually, he was left with one last piece the size of a pebble.
If Orionis stopped dancing with Death one more time, he’d be his forever.
One day, right when Orionis was ready to hang up his cloak, aka throw in the towel, he crossed paths with an elder whose heart was so golden it shone through his chest like rays of sunshine. He was so carefree as he lived his life—fishing, performing, cooking, even dancing alone so dizzyingly fast that he fell to the ground, laughing at himself until his face was red. But he lost all color when he saw how miserable Orionis was with Death.
And here’s where it gets real, and why I got all this on my mind.
“May I cut in?” the elder asked Death.
Blinded by the golden heart, Death turned away. “No. He’s my dance partner.”
“I was hoping to dance with you,” the elder said.
“No,” Death echoed. “You’re too bright with life.”
Having lived with dreams fulfilled, the elder reached into his chest and ripped out his shine, aka his heart, because the darkest fairy tales get real bloody like that. He handed it to Orionis, the glow so bright it warded off Death, pushing him into the elder’s arms. Together, the new dancing partners swayed like a tree shedding its leaves, and once they hit the ground, they vanished in Death’s shadow.
Alone, Orionis swapped out his gray, crumbling heart for the radiant golden heart and lived happily ever after.
There’s so much about that story that always felt like a fantasy to me, especially the promise of a longer life, but now I’m being offered that reality.
Valentino wants to give me his heart.
This isn’t some romantic Valentine’s Day card shit either; this is literal.
I stare at Valentino for one minute or one hour, I don’t know. I’m speechless at his ridiculously beautiful and generous gesture, though there’s no way this is serious. I’m lucky, but there’s no way in hell I’m this lucky. Also, Valentino hasn’t given this any thought, and that’s exactly what I tell him: “You haven’t given this any thought.”
“There’s not a lot to think about,” Valentino says. “At the end of the day, you’ll need a stronger heart and I’ll have one to spare.”
“Yeah, but—”
“But nothing, Orion. You saved my life even though you know I’m dying. There’s no better way to thank you for helping me live longer than by repaying the favor.”
“You get that that’s not why I saved you, right?”
“Of course I know that. You’re not some vulture.”
Seriously, swapping my heart for his hasn’t crossed my mind once. Since Valentino got his End Day call, I’ve been too busy dodging bullets and surviving a massive heart attack and mourning a friend-in-the-making while he’s still alive to even selfishly think about what this could mean for me.
“Just say yes,” Valentino says.
“Look, this is the nicest thing anyone has ever wanted to do for me, but it’s not that simple. First, we need to be matches for blood type and—”
“I’m your match,” Valentino says like he has access to my medical records. “I have blood type O.”
So that makes him a universal donor, aka he’s technically everyone’s match.
“No one ever knows their blood type,” I say. I didn’t even know mine was A+ until I was constantly in and out of the hospital. Seriously, I was so ignorant that the first time I saw that A+ on paper I didn’t read it as A-positive, I thought it was A-plus, like my blood got dope grades even though I have a failing heart. “Why do you know yours?”
“I was preparing for the worst after Scarlett’s accident. I told the doctors I was willing to donate organs and blood if it would save her life.”
I’m upset that the world is about to lose this extraordinary human.
“Okay, but let’s say everything else is good to go for the transplant,” I say, really trying to get it into his head that this is complicated stuff. “It’s not like we’re trading Christmas presents. This is heart surgery. I could—” I shut the fuck up because I don’t need to tell someone who’s about to die that I’m nervous about losing my own life.
“Death-Cast didn’t call you,” Valentino says, shrugging off my stupidity. “If we—or, well, you and the doctors—do this today, then you should be in the clear, right?”
If a cardiologist confirms that we’re legit matches for surgery, then this would be game-changing and lifesaving.
I could finally become a novel instead of a short story.
“This isn’t fair,” I say.
“How you’ve been living isn’t fair either,” Valentino says.
“But that’s not your problem. You deserve to live—”
“I’m not going to!” he shouts, his cheeks flushed.
I haven’t known Valentino for very long, but I didn’t have him down for someone who snaps like that. I can’t get at him, though, he’s the world’s first Decker.
He tugs his shirt, trying to breathe.
“I’m sorry. I was just—”
“You were trying to be helpful,” Valentino says, shaking his head like he’s embarrassed at his outburst. “You can’t save me, Orion, but I can save you. You’re a true survivor who’s made it this far. Let me help you live the long life I won’t . . . I won’t get.”
I wish this were more like my fairy tale.
Valentino should have many decades under his belt before finding peace with passing his heart like a baton to a young person in need.
But unless there’s a miracle, our story won’t have a happily ever after.
It’ll end in tragedy.



Valentino
2:11 a.m.
We waste no time getting started.
One moment, we’re all together in the ER, and the next, Dr. Emeterio splits us up into our own examination rooms to conduct tests to determine if Orion and I will be a match. Dr. Emeterio personally oversees my blood work and X-rays and other evaluations that I don’t pretend to understand, since it’s not as if I have to worry about a pop quiz tomorrow on the difference between electrocardiograms and echocardiograms.
There’s a small treadmill in the corner, and I really want to go for a run. But what if I fly off like some character in a comedy and my neck snaps? Death by stationary running. What a way to go.
If I had my phone on me, I’d probably give in and google how other Deckers have died tonight. Some of the gunshots in Times Square must’ve found their targets. But what about the other Deckers? Did someone crash their car into another or directly into a Decker who was crossing the road? What about those who’ve chosen suicide because the uncertainty of how everything will unfold is too much for them? These thoughts are so upsetting and depressing, and obsessing over them won’t help me predict my own fate.
I need to focus on life while I still have one.
This whole production for Orion is already underway, but I still need to go over everything with Scarlett. She needs my bank info so she can keep my savings and buy some extra months in New York. I hope she doesn’t move back in with our parents. They’ve been the worst with me, but they haven’t been angels to Scarlett either. I’m assuming Scar still hasn’t called me back on Dalma’s phone, which remains so nerve-racking. She should be wrapping up the Death-Cast party and heading to the airport soon.
“If all goes well,” Dr. Emeterio says as she studies my X-ray. “Your contribution today may change the future of all heart transplants.”
“I won’t even get to see it.”
The silence is short-lived, like I’ll be. There’s a beeping machine that’s carrying on. No fear of being turned off or unplugged forever.
“I promise I don’t think of you as some test subject,” Dr. Emeterio says, meeting my eyes. “I was only hoping to offer some comfort, but I’m sorry for being out of line.”
“No, you’re fine. It’s just strange how I’ll be gone and not know how everything turns out.”
“If only Death-Cast could clue us in on all that too,” Dr. Emeterio says.
If only.
I’d love another call with Joaquin Rosa where he answers all my burning questions. Will I change the future of heart transplants? Will Orion actually survive the procedure? Will Scarlett live a happy life? Then there’s the scariest question of all. No, it’s not about the afterlife. I’m not concerned about that. Once I’m dead, I’m dead. I’m not expecting much beyond that, especially as I’m struggling with my faith. What I am concerned about is the Big How—how will I die today? Death-Cast isn’t like Catholicism where I’m asked to trust in God and his reasons and his heaven without any evidence. There’s clearly concrete proof about Death-Cast’s abilities that gained the support of the president and the government and beyond.
I’m supposed to believe Death-Cast knows the When, but not the How?
I don’t buy it.
Someone has to know.
“I have your results,” Dr. Emeterio says.
Deep in my heart, I already know the answer.



Orion
2:17 a.m.
I’m staring at my X-ray like it’s ugly art on a wall.
An eighteen-year-old’s heart isn’t supposed to look like some misshapen potato, but that’s what I think every time I’m shown my insides. Doctors were always quick to show me what a healthy heart looks like, like I didn’t know already.
“I bet Valentino’s X-rays are as good as his pictures,” I say.
Dalma picks up a plastic heart replica. “You’ve never seen his pictures.”
“He booked a huge campaign. They’ve got to be good. His X-rays have got to be model-worthy too.”
Then my head drops because this world is about to lose thousands of Valentino Prince pictures.
Dalma hops up beside me on the bed, the paper sheet crinkling under her, and holds my hand. “Hey, O-Bro. Real talk. I’m getting concerned about you.”
“Look, if it’s not his heart, I’m not sweating it. We’ll find a match.”
“This isn’t about the transplant. I’m talking about your heart-eyes. How quickly you opened up your heart about your parents. Most important, the heart attack you had after saving this boy. Lots of heart-adjacent things.”
“You think I’m in love with Valentino? I’m not. I—I’m just—I don’t even know if he likes me that way.”
“Whether or not Valentino likes you isn’t what’s at stake here,” Dalma says slowly, like she’s explaining computer code, but also lovingly, like she’s breaking bad news. “Valentino is going to die today, Orion.”
I look around the hospital room, knowing damn well why we’re here. “What’s your point?”
“You can’t get too attached. It’s not going to end well for you.”
“What’s not going to end well is Valentino dying at nineteen,” I say, hopping off the bed. I really shouldn’t be pacing, I should stay put. But I can’t stop my feet from taking me back and forth between the wall with my glowing X-ray and the one with anatomy posters and certificates. “Death-Cast has opened the door to a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. Most donors are not only strangers but they also remain anonymous forever. Why would I shut out the person who wants to give me his heart?”
Dalma hops off the bed and blocks my path. “I’m trying to protect you. Not fight you.”
I know her heart is in the right place—physically and emotionally. But even with my big-ass imagination, I can’t imagine not getting to know Valentino while I can.
And by tomorrow, I can’t.
There’s a knock at the door, and Valentino and Dr. Emeterio enter.
This is it.
Suspense really isn’t good for someone with my condition, and every second of silence is brutal.
“What’s up?” I ask, wanting to get this over with, one way or the other.
“It’s nice that something good will come out of this,” Valentino says, pressing his hand to his chest.
My heart skips a beat, two, ten, a hundred, a thousand, a million, and somehow, I don’t die on the spot.
In fact, I’m going to live.
I’m going to live, live, live, live, live, live, live, live, live, live, live, live.
But first, he has to die.



Valentino
2:22 a.m.
I could have lived my whole life telling people they will live.
One person will have to be enough.
Orion is frozen like a statue, though given his flowing tears, he’s more like a fountain.
“Wow,” Dalma says. That’s all she’s got before she’s lost for words. She squeezes Orion’s hand, and it’s like she has some magical touch that unfreezes him.
Orion flies into my arms. “I—I just. I’m so . . . you know . . .”
“I know,” I say.
The first time I hugged Orion was after he shared his story about losing his parents. Now it’s because of my heart he’ll be gaining. This is really nice. It’s so soothing how his curls brush against my jawline. The weight of his head on my shoulder makes me feel really grounded, like I haven’t been completely uprooted from this planet even though I’m the only one in this room who’s dying today. What’s really incredible is how our hearts are beating against each other’s chests, like they’re communicating in their own language as to what happens next.
I realize I don’t fully understand everything myself.
I pat Orion’s back and pull away. I hand him a box of tissues, and he dries his eyes.
“I should call Mom,” Dalma says, about to step out.
“Wait, Dalma? Has my sister called?”
She shakes her head. “We’ll keep trying, though.”
“Okay,” I say, even though Dalma has stepped out.
The more I tell myself that Scarlett is fine, the more it begins to feel like a lie. Just because Scarlett and I came into this world together doesn’t mean we’re destined to leave at the same time too. In about a half hour it will be midnight in Arizona. Scarlett still has time to sign up for Death-Cast. I hope she’s not a Decker too.
“How are we doing this operation?” I ask Dr. Emeterio.
Dr. Emeterio gestures for us to have a seat as if this is going to be a long conversation. Orion and I sit together, our shoulders brushing as we fidget in these uncomfortable chairs. Dr. Emeterio stares like she can’t believe her eyes. “I’ve been a cardiac surgeon for years, but this is a first for me, gentlemen. Living heart donors who aren’t participants because of brain death are rare to come by and, even then, it’s usually a family member getting involved.”
“Not strangers who met at Times Square,” Orion says.
“Or anywhere,” I add.
“Indeed. This is very generous,” Dr. Emeterio says.
“Have I thanked you yet?” Orion asks me.
“You don’t—”
“I don’t think I did. I just hugged you.”
“It’s okay—”
“Oh my god, thank you. Also, if you change your mind, it’s all good. You don’t owe me this. Seriously, I’m not going to get mad or hold a grudge, I’ll respect your choice.”
“Grudge wouldn’t last too long,” I say, intending to make a joke, but I sound hollow.
Orion blushes, not finding it funny either. “Right.”
It’s quiet again. Heart transplants are supposed to feel more dramatic with more noise. Hospital doors banging open. Fast footsteps. Nurses shouting patients’ stats. Crash carts being prepared for surgery. But there’s been a lot of silence tonight because we have time. Or at least we think we do. That ceiling light could drop on my head now before I even make it to the operating table. Things would really start getting noisy then to claim my heart while they can.
“Am I going to die first?” I ask.
Dr. Emeterio shakes her head. “It’s actually critical that you’re alive. We will need you in a vegetative state.”
“So I’ll be in a coma?”
“Essentially. But one of our biggest obstacles is going to be getting the right people to sign off on this procedure with such a short window. I’m afraid we don’t know any more about Death-Cast than the general public, and as doctors, it’s in our ethics to support you first.”
“To act like I’m not dying,” I say.
“Correct. It’s like I said before: it’s very possible Death-Cast can be wrong. But we’re not going to know until . . .”
“Until after I’ve died.”
“Or survived,” Orion says.
“Either-or,” Dr. Emeterio says.
“So if I survive, then that means Death-Cast can’t be trusted. Though if I die it means they’re right but it’s too late to do anything about it? Is this a dead end? What are we even trying to figure out here?”
“I can discuss this with the board and explore a window of time in which we may be able to safely perform the transplant with your consent, understanding that we won’t be able to save you should you go under and that you’re making this decision because of Death-Cast. It’s possible that if enough predictions are right between now and the afternoon, then we may be able to proceed. But I’m afraid I can’t make any guarantees because this is all too new.”
I pinch the bridge of my nose, overwhelmed. I’m tired, but my End Day adrenaline is keeping me up. More than anything I want to be home right now, even on my twin-size air mattress that I’m sure is going to be uncomfortable. But not as uncomfortable as being put to sleep and knowing I’ll never wake up.
There’s an anatomical heart model on the examination bed. I’m drawn to it, like a model to a camera. It’s heavier than I expected, and it’s as big as my fist. I’d be surprised if this is actually accurate to scale. But what do I know? I can barely keep up with Dr. Emeterio’s conflicts, and I’m not exactly being given the time to become an expert on the subject.
I’m going to cut to the chase.
“What do you suggest I do, then?” I ask.
“If you’re serious about being a donor,” Dr. Emeterio says. “I would stay here at the hospital. Should something happen to you, we’ll be in the best position possible to try to save you. But if we can’t and you’re experiencing brain death, then we’ll be in an even better position to perform the surgery.”
“And once I’m brain-dead, my heart will be removed. Then once my heart is removed, I’ll be dead.” Those words leave my mouth, taking the air out of me too. I haven’t cried yet, and I don’t want to crack now, but I see Dr. Emeterio nodding through the periphery of my watery eyes. “Okay, and after Orion is put under, you’ll replace his heart with mine, and he’ll be good.”
“Theoretically, yes. That’s assuming Orion doesn’t reject your heart.”
“I won’t,” Orion says. “Oh, you mean, like, if my body rejects his heart.”
Dr. Emeterio answers with a nod as Orion’s face goes red.
“But Orion and I are matches, right? So shouldn’t it work?”
“Every recipient is different, but on average, there are two to three rejection episodes after a transplant. Some small, some bigger. Some early on, some later.”
In a new world where we know when someone is going to die, we still don’t know how long someone will live.
I shouldn’t stress this so hard. This is going to be Orion’s choice ultimately. I can’t force him to take my heart. But I can’t help but worry. I don’t want my last act of kindness to kill someone.
The door opens, and Dalma rushes in so fast it scares me. As if there’s some ax murderer chasing her like some horror movie and this is how I’m about to die. I almost even brace myself for death, disappointed that it’s arriving sooner than I thought—even sooner, I should say. But this isn’t what’s happening at all. Dalma’s phone is ringing and she passes it to me. The caller ID reads Scarlett (Valentino’s sister), and I can feel the biggest cry of my life building from within.
I rush outside into the hallway while answering. “Scarlett!”
“Hey, Val! I’m sorry I missed your million calls and messages, I forgot to take my phone off silent after driving. Where’s yours? What happened?”
I try making my way back to the waiting room, but I stop dead in my tracks and slide down the wall by the elevator bank. I don’t say anything.
“Val?”
Scarlett is the only person in the universe who can use that nickname. Many others have tried, but it always feels wrong. It’s like someone is trying to show how close we are when they haven’t put the time in. I obviously don’t have more history with anyone than Scarlett, and when we were kids she had a hard time saying Valentino, so she started calling me Valley and eventually trimmed it to Val.
“I’m here,” I say weakly, like an ax murderer did manage to get me. “You’re not driving, are you?”
“Of course not. What’s going on? You sound off.”
“I’m going to FaceTime you.”
“What’s happening? Tell me.”
“Just answer, okay?”
I click the video camera icon, and it rings once before Scarlett’s face appears. There’s pure concern in her eyes, like when she opened her first college admission letter and discovered she was rejected. She really struggled and didn’t believe she’d have a future until I suggested we move to New York. But I don’t know how to walk her through how to live after I die. I can’t even tell her what’s happening, I’m stammering over every word. But I don’t need words with Scarlett. Just like so many other difficult trials in my life—most recently, when Mom and Dad didn’t react well to my coming out—all I have to do is look my sister in the eye and cry and let all the tears speak for me. Except there’s no way for my death to dawn on her face since I shouldn’t even know it’s happening.
“I signed up for Death-Cast, and they called me.”
She’s quiet and so still that I think the call has frozen out in this hallway.
“No,” Scarlett finally says.
I don’t know the full sequence of the stages of grief, but I know the first is denial.
“Stop crying, Val, this is so not a thing,” Scarlett says. Unfortunately, her poker face is worse than ever. “These Death-Cast operators are total newbies. They don’t know what they’re doing.”
“I—I spoke with Joaquin. Joaquin Rosa.”
I manage to get those words out because we can’t play pretend. If Joaquin Rosa is screwing up End Day calls, then that whole operation needs to be shut down this moment. But maybe Scarlett will have another argument that I can’t counter. Something to give me hope.
“Well, did Mr. Death-Cast tell you how he thinks you’re going to die? Because if not, then we shouldn’t put too much weight on his little educated guess. It might be an uneducated guess! We have no idea how Death-Cast even works. This is why we didn’t sign up.”
Scarlett tries staying strong, but she cracks. Something else we have in common is we’re both ugly criers. I would be mortified if anyone photographed me while I was this red in the face and wiping snot whereas Scarlett might rip out someone’s eyes. Even now when it’s just us, she’s hiding behind her hand, and I can make out the moon in the background.
“Val, this doesn’t make sense. You’re fine! Why is this happening?”
I shake my head.
“Did you tell Mom and Dad?”
“No. I’m not ready for another talk about how I’m going to hell.”
“They better not be self-righteous about this or we’ll never talk to them again.” That promise is alive and well in Scarlett’s eyes for a whole second before she realizes I can’t honor it with her. Or that I can, but not in the way she’s intending. The next wave of tears flood down her face. “Val, I need to catch my flight. I’ll be there by the morning.”
“Maybe you shouldn’t come,” I say, even though it’s the opposite of what I want. I need to say goodbye to my sister in person. I’m protective of her, though. “It might be safer for you if you don’t.”
“There’s no way in hell I’m leaving you alone,” Scarlett says, unlocking her car door and settling into the driver’s seat.
I’m flashing back to the day she almost died. “Scar, stop. You can’t drive in this condition. Just sit and breathe.”
Once she calms down, we take deep breaths together, until her heavy cry quiets into a whimper.
“Don’t worry about me. I’m not going to be alone. I made some new friends in Times Square. This is Dalma’s phone and—”
Scarlett’s eyes widen, and she leans forward, like when we’re watching a thriller and she figures out the twist. “But what if they’re the reason you—”
“They’re not going to kill me. They actually convinced me to sign up for Death-Cast. They’re really good people.”
“You can’t know that. They’re strangers.”
“And despite that, Orion saved my life.”
She’s quiet, like she’s processing how she got the plot twist wrong. “What do you mean he saved your life?”
This is all scary enough. Telling her that I was shot at isn’t going to keep her calm enough to drive safely to the airport so she can catch her flight.
“I had a close call, but I’m okay.”
“No you’re not.” She closes her eyes.
I don’t ask if she’s praying. That’s her business.
“Scar, you’re going to miss your flight if you don’t leave soon.”
Scarlett collects herself. “Okay. I should land around nine your time. Do you want to meet me at the airport? No, matter of fact, stay put. Are you home right now?” She squints. “No you’re not. We have ugly beige walls that need a paint job, not white. Where are you?”
I can’t go into why I’m at the hospital. If I tell her I’m signing off on being a heart donor and need her by my side when I go brain-dead, then she’ll never make it to the airport in one piece. We can talk about this in person. “I’m with Dalma and Orion. But I’m headed home soon.”
She wants to push for more information but resigns. “Stay put. I’ll see you soon.”
“Scarlett, before you go . . . you should register for Death-Cast. Okay?”
“Okay.”
“I love you, Scar.”
“I love you same, Val.”
We don’t hang up. It’s like we’re not sure if we’ll ever see each other again. We certainly won’t see each other if she misses her flight.
“Drive safely, sis. Pay extra attention to the road this time of night.”
Putting pressure on her to focus on her journey instead of my upcoming destination is the only way to make sure she doesn’t leave this world with me.



Orion
2:38 a.m.
I press my hands to my chest, feeling my steady heartbeats. It’s like my heart is finally behaving because it knows we’re going to evict it.
I look at my X-ray again, thinking about how if I ever write about this experience, I can use this as the book cover. Or maybe I’ll set the X-ray on fire so I don’t have to think about all these years where my insides were ugly and murderous like some hell beast. Nah, I can’t do that. Turning my back on my past means not remembering Valentino’s lifesaving contribution. Shit, that’s assuming any of this works. I don’t know what we’ll do if my body rejects his heart, or how much time we’ll even have to try something before I reach my own dead end.
I’m living so many story lines I didn’t plot when I began my day.
Man, I’m so beat. Dalma too. We’re squeezing together on this examination bed while Valentino talks to Scarlett and nurses make some insurance calls on behalf of Dr. Emeterio, who is busy trying to reach the board. Instead of passing out, I’m dreaming while awake. Not just about how my life is going to change but for Team Young too. Dalma won’t have to spend another night in a hospital because of me. Her family won’t have to cut another vacation short because of me. No one’s life will be interrupted again because of me. I can’t tell you how much lighter that makes me feel.
“I can’t believe this night,” I say while staring up at the bright ceiling lights like they’re stars.
“Me either,” Dalma says.
“Everything’s changing because of Valentino.”
“What do you give a guy who’s dying for you?”
“He’s not technically dying for me.”
“Obviously.”
“Why is that obvious? Maybe he would die for me.”
“Are you on your side or my side?”
“Neither and both.”
Dalma elbows me, and we laugh.
The door opens, and Valentino lets himself in. His cheeks are flushed, and his eyes are red.
“Hey,” he croaks, then clears his throat. “Hey.”
I hop off the bed, embarrassed that we’re in here laughing while he’s going through it. “You good?”
Valentino shakes his head, then nods, and it’s like he’s glitching. I’m no stranger to conflicting-ass emotions. I’ve been feeling them pretty hard ever since I found out that I’m going to live because someone else is about to die.
“Is Scarlett good?” I ask, nervous as hell that she’s not.
“She’s alive,” Valentino says.
It’s the best answer, I bet. His sister clearly wasn’t going to take that news well.
“She’s signing up for Death-Cast and then headed to the airport and should arrive around nine.”
That’s not bad. Just got to keep Valentino alive for the next seven to eight hours. That means lifting his spirits too. “Is there anything you want to do while you wait for Scarlett? Get something to eat? Maybe your favorite meal?”
“Makes me feel like I’m on death row,” Valentino says.
I want to swallow my whole fist. “That’s not what I meant.”
“No, I get it. Besides, I don’t know where we’d find linguini at two in the morning.”
“Oh, dude. There’s a million twenty-four-seven diners in New York.”
“We can order something, or pick it up for you,” Dalma adds.
Valentino drops down into a chair with zero grace for someone who’s a literal model. “I finally move somewhere where I can find food after midnight and . . .” He shrugs. “I probably can’t eat before the surgery anyway.”
I’m instantly spiraling.
His death shouldn’t be about me, but it’s feeling like that with every passing second. So what, Valentino isn’t supposed to eat whatever the fuck he wants on his End Day? All because of a surgery he wouldn’t even have on the brain if luck hadn’t thrown us together?
“That’s a devastating good point,” Dalma says.
“Nope, it’s not,” I say. “Valentino, if you want some motherfucking linguini, I’ll find you some motherfucking linguini.”
“No, really. I’ll live,” Valentino says. Then he pauses as he hears himself, now haunted by his own words. It’s wild how a simple sentiment takes on a new life when you’re dying. He brushes it off, something he’s going to have to do often if he’s going to make it through his End Day—I imagine. “I just want to go home and rest. Prepare the place for Scarlett. Then go to my photo shoot in the morning. My first campaign is a cool way to be immortalized.”
“Still got to throw some linguini into that plan,” I say. “Maybe some legit New York pizza if you’re into that.”
Dalma’s eyes are closed as she’s breathing into her cupped palms. She’s not keeping herself warm in this chilly room; she’s keeping herself shut. But her words break free. “I don’t want to sound heartless—”
“Off to a bad start,” I interrupt.
“Oh my god, I’m sorry.” Dalma talks with her hands a lot, and right now as she’s quiet and processing her next words, her hands are frozen in the air, just up until she’s going again. “Believe me, Valentino, I hate myself for saying what I’m about to say because this is such a gift you’re giving Orion. He’s my family, and I’m so protective of him so I got to say . . . I got to say that I’m really scared that you’ll jeopardize this operation if you leave the hospital. If something happens to you, then . . .”
Valentino’s head drops, like he’s being scolded. “I understand.”
“Obviously, we’ll hold off as long as we can for you to have time with your sister, but the most logical thing we can do is keep you here for the next few hours.”
Someone wanting to save my life has never felt so horrible.
“Dalma, I love you, but hard no on all this. We’re not giving Valentino deadlines on his End Day.”
Valentino fights back a yawn. “Dalma is right. I’m tired and not thinking clearly. Having dinner in the middle of the night or attending a photo shoot shouldn’t outweigh everything you’ll get to do with my heart.”
I crouch beside Valentino, gazing into his reddened blue eyes. “What you want to do for me is so beyond beautiful that I’m already indebted to you, even if nothing happens. But I’m not going to live the life you want for me if it means you not living yours out while you can.”
Dalma is staring daggers. “Orion, can we talk outside?”
“Happily,” I say sharply.
I squeeze Valentino’s shoulder on the way out, closing the door behind me.
Dalma clasps her hands together, like she’s in prayer. “Please let this boy save your life.”
“Please stop encouraging him to drop dead fast.”
“You’re setting yourself and Valentino up for failure. Be logical. If Valentino can basically die in his sleep, isn’t that so much more merciful than whatever horrific tragedy awaits him otherwise?”
The longer Valentino lives, the closer he’s pushed to his death. I get that. But I can’t make peace with deciding when he clocks out. “This has to be his call, Dalma.”
“I’m sure he’ll be open to your input. It’s your heart now.”
“Nope, it’s still his heart.”
“It won’t be anyone’s heart if he dies.”
“Then it’s not meant to be.”
This little fairy tale might have an unhappy ending.
If only Death-Cast could tell us how someone was going to die so we could try to dodge it, or even what time it was going to happen so we know how many hours—or minutes—we’re working with here. The stakes are too high.
“Death-Cast already opened this one door for me. Maybe it’ll open another if Valentino’s gets slammed in my face.”
Dalma is tearing up. “I’m starting to think you don’t want this surgery.”
“You know I do.”
“Then what is it? Why aren’t you going to bat for yourself as hard as I am?”
I’m quiet, then: “When we met Valentino, I already couldn’t stop thinking about how much I want to get to know him. Hanging out at his place, inviting him to ours. Being his tour guide through the city. I just want to get to know him while I can, especially before I carry his heart for the rest of my life.”
There’s nothing like speaking your truths out loud. I swear by that.
It’s sinking in with Dalma, who sighs. “So what do we do? I’m all good with keeping him company, but we’ve got to bubble wrap him or something. And make sure he doesn’t do anything too crazy.”
I take a second, not wanting to start a fight right as we’ve chilled down. But in my stupid, busted, murderous heart, I know I’m in the right with this. “I think I got to chill with Valentino alone.”
Her eyes narrow. “What?”
“I want him to have a comfortable End Day, and I don’t know if you’re going to give him that space he needs to breathe, or if he’s going to be too on edge around you now.”
“I’m not going to slap linguini out of his hands if that’s what you’re getting at.”
“Does he know that?”
“Why are you punishing me for trying to protect you?”
“I’m not. I love how you got my back. I just want to have his and make sure that he doesn’t die without living first.”
Dalma and I are so used to doing everything together, and whenever we go our own ways, it’s usually her call. This is throwing her off big-time.
“If this is what you want, I’m set. I said my piece.”
I hug her so fast we almost tumble over. “Thanks, D.”
“What can I do for you?”
“Can you find Dr. Emeterio and clue her in? I want to get Valentino out of here before she guilts him into staying.”
Dalma nods. “You better keep your phone on you.”
“I will. Take a cab home and text me when you’re there, okay?” I kiss Dalma’s forehead and turn for the exam room’s door.
“Be really careful, Orion,” Dalma says.
“I’m not going to die today. Bright side of Death-Cast.”
“That doesn’t mean you won’t get hurt . . . or heartbroken.”
Suddenly, everything feels so tense it’s like I might pop into a thousand pieces. I’m embarking on a really dangerous journey to keep someone alive who is destined to die. For every minute I buy him, that’s more time getting to know him. The longer I know him, the harder everything will hurt.
I can’t predict the future like Death-Cast, but I already know that my time with Valentino will end in heartbreak.



Valentino
2:51 a.m.
Orion returns, alone. One star in this bright examination room.
“Are you ready?” he asks.
I’m not sure what he’s talking about. Has Orion changed his stance on how much time I should have before we begin surgery? Or is this Dr. Emeterio making the call? If that’s the case, then I’m not ready. Scarlett is finally on her way, and I can’t go now.
Orion smiles, and I know I must have it wrong.
“Ready for what?” I ask.
“To live.”
“I’m confused.”
“You want to go home and get the place ready for Scarlett, right? Then let’s go do that.”
“You’re coming with me?”
“Just to back you up, but if you really want to go at it alone, I’ll let you do your thing.”
I definitely don’t want to be by myself. This is all scary enough. But I don’t know how this is going to be helpful for Orion. “You sure this isn’t going to be weird? Like you’re hanging out with the pig before you kill it for dinner?”
“I don’t eat meat anymore, and I’m not a murderer.”
“You better not be,” I say, finally rising from the chair.
“I don’t think anyone would throw down money on me overpowering you in a fight.”
“That doesn’t mean you don’t have friends in bad places. You are trying to harvest my heart after all.”
Orion looks stunned. “Oh, you got jokes.”
I’m surprised too. I really credit Orion for dragging a little humor out of me. The way he’s keeping up the energy reminds me of the times I’ve been the most relaxed on a photo shoot. I’ve worked with photographers who are trying to get in and get out, which builds pressure on set and tightens my body. My best shoots have been with photographers who are smiling and laughing like they’re the ones in front of the camera. When they’re having fun, I am too.
Orion is a good person to be around until Scarlett arrives.
I’m nervous about returning to the outside world, but I’m grateful that I get the chance to do so. That’s a big leap from where I was a few minutes ago when I was accepting defeat.
“Thanks for buying me some time,” I say.
“All good. You’re the one who has to cash in,” Orion says, putting on his hat.
When I signed up for Death-Cast, there was that paragraph on the website about how Deckers got their name. Joaquin Rosa apparently wants them—wants me—to remember that we’re all the captains on the decks of our own ships, setting sail for one last journey.
It’s nice to have a co-captain.



Joaquin Rosa
2:57 a.m.
Joaquin is watching footage of the Times Square shooting when someone bangs at his door. His heart races. He relives what it was like to hear those gunshots over the phone as he delivered the first End Day call. The disturbance startles Naya and wakes up Alano and the puppy. Bucky skitters off the couch and barks at the closed door, scaring no one with his adorable yapping. As Joaquin rises from his chair, there’s more banging.
This better be urgent.
He opens the door to find his customer success engineer.
“I’m so sorry to bother you,” Aster Gomez says, her hand frozen in her long dark hair like she’s considering whether she should rip it all out. She’s great with people but had no interest in telling them they’re about to die, so she applied for customer service instead. She was so savvy that Joaquin hired her to lead that department, even though she’s only twenty-five. “We’re having major issues with the server.”
“What’s happening?”
“Um . . .” Aster looks down the hall. “It’s best if you follow me.”
Joaquin follows along with the rest of his family.
“It all started when I received a complaint a few minutes ago,” Aster says, speed-walking. “This woman’s boyfriend was killed in Times Square tonight.”
“That’s unfortunate,” Joaquin says with all the earnestness in the world. He can’t imagine his life without Naya. Especially losing her so violently. “I’m curious. Was it Valentino Prince who died? He was tonight’s first call.”
“No. His name was William Wilde.”
Ah, shame. Joaquin would’ve liked to include that anecdote in his memoir. But back to the matter at hand. “Does the client understand we’ve done all we can?”
“Except we didn’t.”
“Pardon me?”
“We failed to do our one job. The Decker never received his End Day call.”
“Well, the Times Square shootings began after midnight—after launch. We’ve never made any promises that Deckers will immediately be alerted.”
“Which I explained, but the woman said her boyfriend’s phone never rang. Not even after our calls were completed on the East Coast. I checked our records, and we have no outgoing calls to the Decker’s number or the emergency contact.”
As they all reenter the call center, Joaquin observes his heralds hard at work. He zeroes in on Rolando, suspecting he’s to blame for this Decker not being notified of his death; probably absorbing another old man’s life story. That egregious failing will result in his immediate termination.
“Is it Rolando’s fault? Did he not reach out to the Decker in time?”
“I checked in with all the heralds, and while Andrea totally assisted Rolando with his contact list after completing her own, every registered user on the East Coast received their End Day call.”
“Except that poor man,” Naya says, grieving this stranger with her big heart.
“I’m so sorry, Mr. Rosa,” Aster says. “But since the Decker never appeared in our system for today, could that mean—”
He holds up a hand, silencing her. He doesn’t want to alarm anyone else.
But it’s too late.
“What’s wrong, Papa?” Alano asks, staring up at his father with tired eyes.
Joaquin won’t admit that everything is wrong.
How his empire is falling on the day it was set to rise.
How all will be lost if he doesn’t discover the source of this error.
How there are currently Deckers roaming the country, unaware that it’s their End Day.







PART THREE
The Firsts
Death-Cast is here for you.
—Joaquin Rosa, creator of Death-Cast



William Wilde
(Deceased)
Death-Cast was supposed to call William Wilde to tell him he’s going to die today.
This evening, William and his girlfriend of five years, Christi, left their one-bedroom apartment in downtown Brooklyn and rode the train to Manhattan to be among the partyers in Times Square for the launch of Death-Cast. William, a celebrated photographer, wanted to capture this historic event on camera, turning down many offers to do so for magazines. But seeing as he was already set to work the next morning, William wanted to do something for himself, for his own private collection. Especially on a night that was going to be extra memorable by having Christi tagging along.
By that, he meant setting his camera on a timer and capturing the moment he proposed.
Not getting shot.
The gunman was wearing a skull mask and muttering about the end of the world before senselessly firing into the crowd, that first bullet striking William in his throat.
His dreams of receiving an End Day call with Christi as an ancient couple surrounded by children and grandchildren and great-grandchildren were over.
He had to settle for dying in her arms, her tears on his face as he choked on his blood.
Times Square was so, so bright until it dimmed and dimmed . . .
“Stay with me, babe,” Christi had said. “It’s going to be okay. It’s going to be okay!”
No one needed Death-Cast to know this wouldn’t be okay.
But Death-Cast should’ve called nonetheless.



Joaquin Rosa
3:03 a.m.
Joaquin fears he will soon be calling everyone at Death-Cast to let them know the company is dead.
It’s unclear whether this unnotified Decker’s death is an isolated incident, but either way, Joaquin must get down to the bottom of it to protect his legacy, as well as make sure no other registered users die without warning.
Back in his office suite, Joaquin rolls up his sleeves and grabs his laptop.
“Make sure no one speaks to the press,” Joaquin says. “We don’t want to cause a panic.”
“Well, we don’t want the public to panic,” Naya says.
It’s as if she knows good and well that there’s a riot of nerves roaring in Joaquin’s chest.
Alano looks up from his notebook, where he’s been drawing a dress, unable to fall back asleep. “How long will you be gone, Papa?”
“I’m not sure, mi hijo. As long as it takes to get everything back on track.”
There’s a part of Joaquin that knows, deep down, that if he can’t resolve the issue, he may not want to return to face the music. But he always does, and he always will. Even when life feels impossible.
“What are you going to do?” Alano asks.
“You know I can’t talk about that,” Joaquin says.
Alano whines. “I’ll keep it a secret.”
“When you’re older,” Joaquin says.
“It’s taking too long to be older.”
It’s amusing how much Alano believes he’s ready to know how Death-Cast works when he still believes in Santa Claus. There are many conversations to have first, such as who actually puts presents under the Christmas tree. Not to mention everything about the birds and the bees, and, to be frank, Joaquin suspects it will be more of a bees-and-bees talk, which he will embrace willingly should he discover he’s right. Regardless, Joaquin is protecting both Alano’s childhood and security by not giving him the tell-all about Death-Cast. Perhaps when he’s thirty, they can discuss it over a beer.
Joaquin kisses the top of his son’s head and scratches the puppy behind his big brown ears before walking into his wife’s arms.
“I’m going to be out of touch for a while,” he says.
“I’ll see you when I see you,” Naya says.
The two part with a kiss.
Then Joaquin is out the door, on his way to a vault where no one can follow.



Valentino
3:04 a.m.
I will live my End Day, however long it lasts.
I brace myself before Orion and I leave the hospital. There are millions of ways I can die in the city. I’ve been thinking about them all night, but everything feels so much more possible now that I’m out in the open. Shot, strangled, stabbed. Or run over by a car or bus or taxi or motorcycle or even a train if I fall onto the tracks. Maybe something will fall out of the sky and crush me, like scaffolding, since every other block I’ve passed tonight appears to be under construction. I could have a heart attack of my own, which would be a cruel twist of fate, though better for Orion to know sooner rather than later that I actually won’t be the one who will save his life.
Even though my apartment is only an eight-minute walk away, I’m nervous as we’re walking down the sidewalk. For all I know, that litter on the ground is concealing manholes that can drop me into the sewers or an actual land mine that will blow me up. The options are endless. I’m tempted to walk on the street instead, but this could become a self-fulfilling prophecy where a car kills me and—
“Look alive,” Orion says.
“Look alive?” I ask.
“Look. Alive. You’re walking like a zombie.”
“Still. That’s a pretty heartless thing to say.”
“Is that a knock on my heart?”
“Only because you told someone who’s dying to look alive.”
“You right, you right.”
Orion is quiet, though I really like him best when he’s talking.
“When did everything start with your heart?” I ask.
Orion lets out a whistle. “Oh man. It’s funny because I grew up watching my mom in and out of the hospital. That’s not, like, funny in and of itself, obviously, but I was so stupid that I never even considered that I could inherit heart issues too. Like, not once did that cross my mind.”
“Maybe that’s a good thing. You didn’t spend your time dreading that problem.”
Sort of like how I’m dreading my death.
“For sure, I guess I just wish I had taken it more seriously. Gotten some advice.”
“You were a kid.”
“A kid who swore my mom was going to die because of her heart. Then I got hit with that plot twist of . . . Well, you know the story now.” Orion tucks his hands into his pockets, slouching as he walks. It’s like the weight of the world is literally on his shoulders. “I had my first bad heart attack a couple days after my sixteenth birthday.”
“What caused it?”
“Everything? Sophomore year was not great. I was failing classes left and right, and I was stressed all the time, and I swore I was going to get left back. Then during my earth science final the hypertension was too much and I collapsed.”
“That sounds horrible.”
“It was, but at least the teacher liked me enough to give me a passing grade.”
“You were probably their first student to have a literal heart attack during an exam.”
“Oh yeah, heart attacks are so damn rare for teens, I’m like a unicorn—and not just because I’m gay!”
“You beat me to it.”
Orion is laughing as a couple people up ahead are shouting. One swings a bat into a car, shattering the window and setting off the alarm. Orion’s laugh dies down as the attacker’s comes to life. Then I think I’m about to have a heart attack of my own when I see they’re both wearing skull masks. I grab Orion’s arm, dragging him behind this Jeep that’s parked along the sidewalk. We crouch for cover.
“What the fuck—”
I shush Orion.
For all we know one of those masked men is the same one who tried shooting me.
Is this how destiny works in a world of Death-Cast? Is my death actually written in stone but when it happens is the only thing that changes? Have I been marked to be killed by this man who missed me earlier?
I jump when I hear another window shattered, another alarm going off. Surely this means the police will arrive on the scene soon to help, right?
Orion wraps his arm around my shoulders and holds me close like he’s a bulletproof vest. I don’t even push him away. Maybe he can save my life. If even for a bit longer.
Another shattered window, another alarm, another laugh echoing down the street.
The men in the skull masks are getting closer.
What’s their deal? I’m guessing they must be among those people who have no concerns about committing crimes because they believe Death-Cast is the beginning of the world ending. If the cops could arrive and arrest them before they beat us with that bat, that would be wonderful.
Another window, another alarm, another laugh.
They’re so close. One car away.
Orion looks really scared for someone whose head isn’t on the chopping block, according to Death-Cast. A whimper escapes his lips, and I press my palm to his mouth to silence him. I don’t think either of the men heard Orion, but I’m still terrified. Orion’s hazel eyes are so apologetic. Then the Jeep’s window is smashed in, glass raining down on the other side of the car. Orion’s nails are digging into my arm, and I keep my breath sucked in as if it could be heard above this chorus of alarms.
As the next car is attacked, I lead Orion to the front of the Jeep, where we can’t be seen.
I finally breathe as police sirens can be heard in the distance, approaching us.
“We got to go,” Orion whispers.
I shake my head.
“Yes. What if they think we did it?”
He’s right. Best-case scenario, we’re taken into custody and I lose valuable hours of my End Day. Worst case . . .
I peek around the Jeep to find the attackers fleeing down the street, back toward the hospital. “Let’s go.”
Orion and I get up and run, and all I can think about is how my heart is racing hard like one of my more intense workouts and wondering how Orion’s is holding up. We turn the corner and my boot slams right into the curb and I’m falling forward and Orion sees me and there’s nothing either of us can do to stop gravity.
Right before my head slams down on the sidewalk, I know this is how I’m going to die.



Orion
3:10 a.m.
This can’t be it; this can’t be how this goes down.
I really want to believe this is a prank, but I know it’s not, I saw that fear in his eyes as he was falling. I rush to his side, tripping over myself for a sec, and I flip Valentino over to find a big cut above his eyebrow. His blood stains the ground, looking like a Rorschach test that I don’t give a shit about scoring well on because I only need to know if he’s alive or not.
“Valentino, dude.”
He groans, which is great because only living people groan, which means I can breathe knowing that he can too. His eyes flicker open, and his bare hand is shaking as he raises it to his wound.
“Don’t touch it,” I say. The last thing he needs is an infection. “Let’s go back and get you checked out.”
“No, I’m fine. I can clean it up at home.”
“You sure?” I ask, helping him to his feet.
“I’m sure. Let’s just get off these streets.”
I make sure he’s not dizzy as we continue on, and he seems as stable as someone can be considering they just busted their face on the sidewalk while running away from masked men. This night is fucking insane. He’s right that we need to get him home, where he’ll be safe. I’m not used to the Upper East Side, but the city grid makes it mad easy to get to Seventy-Seventh and Second.
“I thought I was going to die,” Valentino says.
I’m not going to tell him I was thinking the same thing.
“In that moment, I mean,” he adds.
“You’re good, though.”
“It would’ve still worked out for you probably. Brain damage and being this close to the hospital is a recipe for success.”
I can’t give air to that thought without feeling like shit for being the one who encouraged him to leave the hospital and almost got him killed and would have benefited from it.
Valentino is quiet, and I don’t know what to say. Should I apologize?
“Zombie,” he finally says.
“Uh, what? Oh shit, you have a concussion!”
Valentino shakes his head. “No, you had said I looked like a zombie. Before everything. I think that would’ve been a better name for Deckers.”
As someone who has reread the Death-Cast website a thousand times, I know why Deckers is the official title. “So Joaquin Rosa thinks of Deckers as the captains of their own ships and—”
“I get that. I’m sorry to interrupt.”
“Interrupt away!”
“Calling us Deckers feels too intellectual. We’re zombies. The living dead.”
“Doesn’t that feel too obvious, though?”
“Middle ground: Dead Enders.”
“That’s too morbid.”
Valentino stares dead ahead. “Dying is morbid, Orion.”



Frankie Dario
3:15 a.m.
Death-Cast can’t call Frankie Dario, but that doesn’t stop Frankie from calling them.
Someone who works there, at least.
Frankie is sitting in his dark kitchen, drinking stale coffee out of his unwashed thermos while waiting for his wife’s best friend to pick up the goddamn phone. He’s learned the hard way not to count on Rolando, not after he disastrously forgot the rings for Frankie’s wedding and didn’t realize it until the ceremony was already underway. But did Gloria blame her best friend who probably wanted to ruin the wedding because of feelings he still has for her? Of course not. Frankie got chewed out for not checking in with Rolando sooner, as if he didn’t have a million other duties assigned by her. But Rolando finally has a purpose in life, and that’s working as a Death-Cast herald to tell people they’re about to die.
Until it’s all revealed to be a scam, that is.
Frankie has too many doubts about Death-Cast to register himself or his family for their services; the government already has too much information about them anyway. Things they shouldn’t even know. But Frankie isn’t an idiot. He knows there’s money to be made here by photographing these so-called Deckers in the event they do die. The best part? Getting personal intel from Rolando.
If he ever answers the phone.
The photo series could be what truly defines Frankie’s life. He’s not good at a lot of things. Take this coffee for example. Absolute shit. But that’s fine, he’s not some mindless barista who lives to serve the whims of those wanting frosty cappuccinos with three—not two, not two and a half, not two and three-quarters—pumps of caramel syrup. Frankie can’t make a cup of coffee, but he can take beautiful pictures. His newest tenant, Valentino, got suckered into putting down a deposit on the apartment because of Frankie’s misleading photos on Craigslist.
That’s talent!
It’s time for Frankie to achieve his dreams of winning a Pulitzer for Breaking News Photography, and he’s positive he’ll do so for his work on this historic End Day. He’ll either capture the first Death-Cast deaths or the relief on a Decker’s face after they survive the day.
Frankie’s leg bounces, his knee banging into the bottom of the table.
It’s as if his soul is itching with how badly he wants to be out in the world and getting pictures already.
A part of Frankie would hate to expose Joaquin Rosa as a fraud since he sees so much of himself in him. They’re both Hispanic men who were born in the same municipality in Puerto Rico, their time in Salinas overlapping for one year. It’s a shame they didn’t meet back then, as Frankie is sure they could’ve been lifelong friends. Maybe even the best men at each other’s weddings, and someone to whom Frankie could confess that he wished Gloria cared as much about her appearance the way Naya does. And in another striking coincidence, both Frankie and Joaquin are fathers to nine-year-old sons. The friendship between these men could be one that is passed on to generations, like his eyes that are as brown as the milky coffee energizing him. Don’t even get Frankie started on some of the nonsense he’s seen that little boy Alano wearing; he’s trying not to judge Joaquin’s parenting, but that’s been difficult in the past whenever he’s had a couple beers. Frankie will continue to make sure that Paz grows up to be a man.
What truly separates the men, in Frankie’s eyes, is success. He’s a touch older, a difference hardly even worth noting, and yet his ego is still bruised that he’s nowhere near Joaquin’s level. They both provide for their families, as any Puerto Rican man should, but the Rosas have three penthouses across the country, whereas the Darios live in a shitty two-bedroom in Manhattan and have to deal with all their tenants’ issues.
He’s tired of just making ends meet—he’s ready for great fortunes to start rolling in.
That begins with Death-Cast.
And with Rolando picking up the fucking phone.
So help him if he’s not dead.



Valentino
3:17 a.m.
Five hours ago, I stood outside my new home for the first time, thinking I had my whole life ahead of me. Now I’m sporting a bloody cut from my near-death experience. The next time might not be near.
“This is it,” I say as I reach for my keys.
“Right next to a pizza spot,” Orion says, pointing at the closed pizzeria before shoving his hand back in his skinny jeans pocket. “Did you get a slice?”
“No. I was rushing to get to Times Square.”
I don’t have to say anything else. We know how that turned out. Would I have received the End Day call had I stayed in tonight? If I could time-travel, that’s what I would have done differently. I would have hung out at home and unpacked and slept before my photo shoot in the morning. Then I would live long enough to see the fruits of my labor and my dreams come true.
“I should’ve stayed home,” I say.
Orion nods. “With a whole pizza pie.”
I check all my pockets again, and my keys aren’t in any of them. “This can’t be happening.”
“What’s up?”
“I think I lost my keys.”
“You think?”
“I absolutely lost my keys.”
“And your phone. I got to say, man, your pants are cute, but your pockets suck.”
This is certainly not going to be the worst part of my day, but this doesn’t feel good. I’m exhausted, and I just want to go lie down for a little bit. “Should we go back to the hospital?”
“No, just call your landlord—oh.” Orion looks at the intercom. “Do you know his apartment? Just buzz him.”
“He told me to only bother him during business hours. I don’t want to upset him.”
“He’s not going to be your problem for much longer. Act like you’re moving out. You got nothing to lose.”
I do have nothing to lose. Frankie already seems annoyed with me, and there’s no point trying to improve my relationship with him. Not even for Scarlett, who will have no issues confronting him when he’s out of line. I only feel guilty about disturbing his family, but this is an emergency. My whole day is an emergency, and I need to treat it as such.
I go to the intercom, pausing because I’ll never see my own name listed here. I press the buzzer for Frankie’s apartment. Then after a minute of nothing, Orion buzzes, holding down the button three times as long.
“He’s going to kill you,” I say. “More likely me.”
“He’s not going to do shit.”
There’s static on the intercom before Frankie’s voice comes through: “Who is it?”
“Hi, Frankie. It’s Valentino Prince. I’m so sorry. I’m locked out.”
“Where the hell are your keys?!” Frankie shouts.
I’m regretting this. “I lost them.”
We hear what sounds like the intercom phone slamming.
“Okay, maybe he will kill you,” Orion mutters.
Judging by Frankie’s face as he comes down the stairs, I’d say we’re right. It’s not too late to turn around and run. Frankie opens the lobby door and stares at my bloody forehead. I’m stupid for thinking that would buy me any sympathy points. He simply glares at me and Orion.
“I’m so sorry to wake you up,” I say.
Frankie blocks the doorway. “You lost your keys on your first night. Who does that?”
I’m not walking him through everything I’ve been through since discovering I’m a Decker. It’s not his business, and I doubt he’d care.
“I’m sorry,” I say again.
Frankie tightens his bathrobe. “Did you lose both sets of keys?”
“No, the other set is at home. I didn’t carry both. . . .”
“Oh, good, you have some common sense.”
“Wow,” Orion says. “This is how you treat your tenants?”
Frankie looks Orion up and down, then me. “It’s three in the morning. You’re lucky I came down at all.”
“Can you please let us in?” I ask.
“Only because I already cashed your rent check.” Frankie steps aside. “Don’t bleed on my floors.”
I can only imagine how much more dehumanizing he would be if he knew I was a Decker.
The building is still warm, but the air feels different. This won’t be the hall where I go into my mailbox for letters and birthday cards and bills. These stairs I’m climbing won’t be my daily leg workout. And as Frankie unlocks my apartment door, I understand this is both the first time I’ll ever return here and possibly the last.
Before I can thank Frankie and apologize again, he goes straight into his apartment.
“Nice guy,” Orion says, closing the door behind him.
I turn on the lights, regretting it immediately. This place is so bare-bones. “Feel free to sit on any box you want.”
“After we clean you up,” Orion says, setting his cap down on the counter. He runs the water in the kitchen sink, testing it. “Paper towels?”
I go into my suitcase and toss Orion the roll of toilet paper I packed because I wasn’t sure what stores were going to be open with my late arrival. Not to mention all the reports of people hoarding toilet paper across the country in anticipation of the world ending. I’ll do some shopping with Scarlett in the morning and make sure she’s set up with the basics.
I meet Orion by the kitchen sink.
“The water’s warm,” Orion says.
He steadies one hand on my shoulder and gently dabs my wound with the other. I wince, but relax into it. Keeping my eyes closed while the water continues running makes me feel like I’m being treated at a spa. I’m dangerously close to falling asleep while standing, so I hold myself up on the kitchen counter.
“You’re all set,” Orion says.
“Thanks, Doctor . . .”
“Pagan.”
“Thanks, Dr. Pagan.”
“Be right back, I’m going to go knock on Frankie’s door and ask for Band-Aids. I’m sure he’ll be so hyped to help out his favorite tenant.”
Orion holds back a laugh as he turns to leave, and I pull him into a hug, laughing harder than I thought I could on the day I’m going to die.



Frankie Dario
3:31 a.m.
Frankie could kill the new tenant.
Where does Valentino get off on disturbing him in the middle of the night? Especially on his first day here! The audacity . . .
It doesn’t matter that Frankie was already awake. That’s no one’s business. What does matter is that Frankie did his job by giving his tenant two sets of keys, per the lease, and Valentino got locked out of his apartment anyway; he probably lost his keys in whatever alley he met that boy he’s brought home. Valentino Prince? More like Valentino Princess.
Frankie will be keeping Paz far away from Valentino. There have been enough red flags as is that there’s something off about Paz, and so help him if he ever tries bringing another boy home. Frankie will go into his closet so fast and grab his—
Deep breaths.
If Frankie is being honest—and he is, you better believe that—what’s really upsetting is that he still hasn’t heard from Rolando. Hasn’t he ruined enough people’s lives already? The next time Rolando needs a favor, Frankie will take his sweet, sweet time getting it done, you better believe that too.
He dumps the rest of his coffee into the sink. He looks out his kitchen window, missing when he could look across the way and find that gorgeous, scrappy young woman in her apartment; she was always up late with different lucky men and women. But she’s moved out, and now Valentino is there, hugging that boy by the window. Frankie closes his curtain, no longer interested in anything happening within those walls.
He grabs a beer from the fridge and starts chugging, hoping to drown out his many frustrations.
All he wants is a lead on a Decker he can follow around.
How hard can that be?



Orion
3:33 a.m.
This isn’t how I imagined a boy bringing me home.
For starters, I’d thought I’d be able to buddy up with his parents or guardians, maybe some siblings and friends too. I’d be true as shit to myself, but also hype up my better qualities, like my writing and how I keep it moving even though I’ve got this heart that’s trying to stop me. Then we’d all crack jokes over some meal before I’m trusted to chill with my guy in his bedroom, where he does a lot of his living.
Instead, I’ve been playing doctor to a Decker in an empty studio.
But this Valentino hug is mad nice. I enjoy it while it lasts, and as much as I want to keep staring at his blue eyes and heart-shaped lips, I back off so he doesn’t get it twisted. I really did come to help him, not mess around.
It’s kind of a dark thought, but I bet people are going to pursue Deckers in the future to get off and move on, no strings attached; I make a mental note to tell Dalma to not create that app.
“So where should we start?” I ask.
“I guess I’ll unpack the boxes. It’s just clothes.”
“You can pick out something for your photo shoot.”
“RainBrand is going to dress me up in their stuff.”
“Yeah, but you got to roll up looking good anyway.”
“Very true. I want to make a good impression so they hire me for future work.”
I pause from tidying the counter to make sure I didn’t depress the shit out of him. “Seriously, if you need me to kill the optimism and just let you feel your feelings, let me know. I will take my optimism out back and dig a hole.”
“I like your optimism. It’s way better than pretending it’s not happening. Please don’t stop,” he says with a quick smile before ripping open a duct-taped box with ease.
“Optimism lives to see another day.”
I go into his tiny bathroom, putting the toilet paper roll on its holder, and flush the bloody tissues. I check myself out in the mirror and if I thought I looked like shit in that selfie Dalma and I took of us before we met Valentino, I’d like to go back in time and let Past Orion know what a beautiful bastard he is. My lips are extra chapped, and my curls have gone rogue. Just everything about my face screams death.
And yet.
I can’t get depressed, not when it’s my job to keep Valentino feeling optimistic.
Back on track. I wash my face and deal with my lips and return outside.
Valentino is kneeling in his clothes while he removes his shirt, revealing his strong pecs and chiseled six-pack that I’ve never seen on anyone in real life. Seriously, this is wild. I feel like I’d break my fist if I punched his chest.
“Thumbs up on all that,” I say, gesturing at his physique.
“Ha. Thanks,” Valentino says as he puts on a white undershirt that’s less snug on him. “I really wish looking like this didn’t feel so mandatory to break into this industry. Who knows how many hours I put into exercising all so I could become a buff corpse.”
“A lot of shaving too.”
Valentino chuckles. “Yeah. A buff, hairless corpse.” He’s folding his shirts and stacking them against the wall. “Looking back on it, I’m not thrilled how many people were running my life. They didn’t even care about me. They just wanted to clone me.”
“Well, no one is going to boss you around anymore.”
“Speaking of . . . I hope I didn’t mess with anything between you and Dalma.”
“Nah, you’re good. Dalma is just super logical, but I didn’t want her nudging you on when you should die on your End Day. This isn’t about us. It’s all you.”
Valentino sighs as he unboxes a couple jackets and sweaters. “I appreciate that, but just so you don’t feel weird, I don’t see her as the enemy. I actually understand where she’s coming from. I would’ve behaved the same way if you had the magical organ that could save Scarlett’s life.”
If the tables were turned, I like to think I’d do exactly what Valentino is doing for me. Maybe if Scarlett does need some saving one day I can be her hero. If she ever needs a heart and I got Valentino’s, then it’s all hers, no questions asked.
As I’m opening the box for the air mattress, I’m really taking in what a fresh start this move was for Valentino. He didn’t even have a proper bed to sleep on. It’s not like when I moved out of my childhood apartment and into Casa Young. I had options between the pullout couch in the brownstone’s living room, the sleeping bags from Dayana and Floyd’s overnight camping trips, and obviously the guest room bed that became mine. Meanwhile, Valentino has the world’s loudest air mattress. I almost unplug it from the wall because I don’t want to disturb his neighbors at this hour, but I don’t give a shit, because Valentino deserves a bed on his End Day—even if it’s just an inflatable one.
In a world that currently has no problem leaving people to sleep on the streets, I’m already nervous how Deckers are going to be treated as time goes on.
It’s a good thing Valentino won’t have to suffer from that nonsense.



Valentino
3:41 a.m.
The last box is full of footwear I won’t ever wear around New York City.
My Timberland boots did great work tonight, but I was really looking forward to stepping out with my favorite oxfords and blue Chucks and tan loafers. And also going for many morning runs in my Nikes, exploring Central Park. I pull out two pairs of white sneakers, one scuffed up from casual outings and the other reserved for parties where I’m dressing down but want to look fresh. My parents always thought I was ridiculous for owning identical sneakers with different purposes, but they’re not as involved in their appearances as I am. When I think I look good, I feel good. I stand by my fashion choices, even now when it might look silly to have been so protective of shoes that won’t see the light of day.
Not on me, at least. They’ll find new homes on someone else’s feet.
Until then, I line them up by the door.
“All done,” I say. It’s not much, but I’ve created the illusion that someone is living here.
“What’s next?” Orion asks behind a yawn.
I check the time on my watch. “Scarlett should be boarding by now. Mind if I call her?”
“No need to ask,” Orion says, sliding his phone across the floor. “Just go for it.”
I used his phone right before we left the hospital so I could text Scarlett how best to reach me since Dalma was no longer along for the ride. She responded quickly, which had me nervous because I don’t want her texting and driving, but she had responsibly parked before checking the new notification from another unidentified number. Even distressed, Scarlett is still playing it safe, which is great because we still have about twenty minutes before we’re certain that she’s not also dying today.
I go to his call history and click Scarlett’s newly saved name. She answers my FaceTime in seconds.
Scarlett’s face and eyes are red, and she exhales immediately upon seeing me. “I was so nervous it wasn’t going to be you.”
“I’m home,” I say, angling the camera so she can see the apartment with what little I have unpacked and Orion in the corner.
“Good. Make sure there’s nothing in there that can kill you. Like the stove or sharp surfaces. Does the window lock? Lock the window so no one can sneak in.”
If this were an ordinary call, I might just tell her that everything is fine. But I want to calm her nerves as much as I’ll need her to calm mine, so I go around the apartment and make sure it’s death-proofed.
“All done,” I say.
“Thank you. Don’t hang up yet.”
“I won’t.”
I sit on the air mattress, which is firm enough to help me sleep for a couple hours. I watch Scarlett as she checks in at her gate and takes a deep breath. She’s only flown twice before and she’s not a fan. Now more than ever I regret leaving early. The cell service gets weaker the deeper she goes down the jet bridge because despite all the reports of in-flight Wi-Fi becoming a thing, I don’t know anyone who’s been on a plane with one yet.
“Scar,” I call as she keeps lagging, her face frozen in ways she would hate.
I hang up and send her a text, hoping it goes through: Service sucks. Let me know when you’re about to take off. I love you, Scar.
“She’s boarding,” I tell Orion. “I should probably go to bed. I want to be rested when she arrives.”
“You got to get that beauty sleep too before the photo shoot,” he says.
“I have enough concealer to hide my shadows and cut.”
“So do you have any bedsheets?” Orion asks.
I shake my head. “I was more concerned with packing a million shoes apparently.”
“Oh, I got this.” Orion hops up, ready to problem solve as he grabs some of the clothes and jackets I took time folding and brings them to the air mattress. He creates pillows by stuffing sweaters into cotton T-shirts so the wool won’t be scratchy on our faces. He lays out one towel across the air mattress as bedding and tops it off with the black trench coat as my blanket.
“If I had my phone, I’d take a picture of this,” I say. It’s really impressive.
“I kind of love it too,” Orion says. He puts one of the sweater-pillows on the floor and makes a sleeping bag out of a sweater and my tan suede jacket.
“What are you doing?”
“Just making my bed. Is that cool? I’ll sleep under your jacket so it doesn’t touch the floor.”
“No, I don’t care about that. You don’t have to sleep on the floor.”
“I really don’t mind. I appreciate you letting a total stranger crash anyway.”
“You’re not a total stranger. If we’re going to share a heart, we can share a bed.”
Orion’s face scrunches. “Eh, technically you’re giving me your heart. We’re not sharing. But I’m not going to ignore . . .”
“A dying man’s wish?” I ask.
“Hey, you filled in the blank, not me.”
Orion throws his sweater-pillow and outerwear-blankets on the bed. We take off our boots. I normally sleep in my underwear, but I don’t want to make things uncomfortable, so I switch into my sweatpants. Orion sets an alarm on his phone before using my charger; together we form a perfect team. I switch off the lights and get into bed, where Orion is already getting cozy. The room is dark even without blinds, but not pitch-black thanks to the city lights keeping the block awake. I think about buying curtains tomorrow because it’s important I get full-night sleeps, especially on the days I work, before remembering that’s not going to be my issue.
How many of those thoughts will I have before I fully accept dying?
Hopefully a ton. That means I’m still alive.
This is the first time I’m sharing a bed with another boy. We’re not cheating either by lying on opposite ends with our feet in each other’s faces. This is head to head with our eyes up at the ceiling. It’s really nice and the kind of life I was planning on creating for myself out here in New York. I had some luck back home with talking to some boys, but it never came anywhere near this level. Everything always felt so tricky because of hiding my feelings from my parents and not always feeling safe doing anything romantic as I walked through my red state. I also never felt that right pull to another boy; someone who would’ve been worth it all.
It’s so quiet that I feel like my heartbeats are so loud, like I’m anticipating something.
Orion ends the silence when he whispers, “I have a question.”
“You don’t have to whisper.”
“I didn’t know if you were sleeping.”
“You’ll know. I’m the loudest snorer ever.”
“You can’t be the loudest snorer ever and have a roommate in a studio.”
“My snoring is white noise to Scarlett at this point.” I turn over so I can see him, but he keeps staring at the ceiling. “Please don’t smother me in my sleep.”
“Only because you have something I want,” Orion says, glancing at me before turning away again. “That’s what I wanted to ask about, actually. Does Scarlett know about all the heart stuff?”
“Not yet. The End Day was enough to chew on for starters. As a fellow registered organ donor, she’s going to be supportive. My heart not being in my corpse isn’t the thing that’s going to make her feel like her life is incomplete.”
I groan as a horrible image comes to mind.
“What’s wrong?” Orion asks.
“Thinking about all this organ stuff . . . I just pictured Scarlett dying in a plane crash and knowing her organs can’t be donated like she wanted.”
I can’t shake it out of my head. The screams, the chaos, the fire, the smoke.
Orion sits up, resting his hand on my shoulder. “Don’t worry about that. The plane doesn’t take off for another few minutes, so unless Death-Cast is about to call all those passengers, Scarlett is going to be okay.”



Scarlett Prince
12:59 a.m. (Mountain Standard Time)
Death-Cast has not called Scarlett Prince to tell her whether she is going to die today, but as she’s entering this last possible hour for them to do so, Scarlett is white-knuckling her phone, unsure if she wants to share an End Day with her brother or face life without him.
Scarlett is no stranger to this anxiety, having almost died in May.
While she miraculously hasn’t been traumatized by cars, even when driving down the very freeway where that careless man crashed into her, there is an undeniable pain that has remained with her since the accident. It wasn’t the blood rushing to her head while upside down in her overturned MINI Cooper, or the tightness of the seat belt against her chest, or even the shards of glass that pierced her skin from the shattered passenger’s window, leaving some light scarring across her cheek and neck and arm. What hurt the most was the misery of how she was about to die alone, even though that’s not how she started her life.
That heartbreak still chokes her whenever she recalls that pain, a pain that her brother won’t ever know because she will be right by his side, even if it means witnessing a horrible death that he doesn’t deserve.
“I had a thought before blacking out,” Scarlett had told Valentino while recovering the morning after the accident. “That since I was the last one to enter this world, I would be the first one out. It’s like life got too crowded so people had to be fired.”
“You’re making death sound more poetic than it is,” Valentino had said.
“That’s the artist in me. Happy to be wrong.”
Scarlett was no longer happy to be wrong.
Valentino was the first one in and will be the first one out.
Unless they depart together, like a plane off to its destination, one-way.
Scarlett glances up to find everyone else in her row on their own phones, as if they’re all waiting to see if today will be their last. Then she has a horrible vision of a collective ringing throughout the entire plane, damning everyone even though they haven’t taken off yet. She doesn’t want to give that thought power, but it doesn’t help when she hears bells.
The Death-Cast ringtone.
They’re calling someone aboard this flight.
Scarlett’s phone is quiet and dark, and she’s immediately consumed by solving the mystery of the unlucky Decker. From her seat in the seventh row, Scarlett can hear the bells chiming from up ahead, possibly someone in first class. But everyone in that section is facing forward, staring up at the front cabin.
The pilot of this plane is going to die today.
What does that mean for everyone else?



Captain Harry E. Pearson
1:00 a.m. (Mountain Standard Time)
Death-Cast is calling Captain Harry E. Pearson to tell him he’s going to die today, moments before he was about to prepare his airplane for his centennial flight.
From the first officer to the flight attendants to the passengers, all eyes are on the captain. This is the kind of attention one dreams about during in-flight safety demonstrations, but people are often too lost in their magazines and phones to care. But now they’re rapt with great intensity, wondering when Captain Pearson will answer his End Day call. He’s about to when he feels a deep dread, such as when he used to watch horror movies but had to stop because his aging heart couldn’t handle the suspense and jump-scares anymore, and Captain Pearson becomes very suspicious of all on board.
If Death-Cast is calling while he’s not even in the air, then does that mean there’s someone on this plane who will kill him? A terrorist with intentions to hijack the plane? It can’t be a bomb because everyone would have to be a Decker, yes? Who’s to say everyone else isn’t about to get a call? This is all new territory.
In a state of distress, Captain Pearson makes a rapid decision, a decision that’s against all regulations because those guidelines were written for a world without Death-Cast, where one was to prepare for danger but not where you must accept inevitability. If he’s to save all his passengers from a hijacking, he must trust no one, including his first officer, who he shoves toward first class. Captain Pearson doesn’t wait to see where he lands. He locks himself in the cockpit, heartbroken he won’t make his one hundredth flight but proud of his commitment to safety first.
He sits down in his pilot’s chair and answers Death-Cast’s call while staring at the sky.



Scarlett Prince
1:02 a.m. (Mountain Standard Time)
Is the pilot going to kill them all?
All Scarlett knows is that once the pilot seals himself inside the cockpit, all hell breaks loose. So many passengers go wild like animals freed from cages, charging to the front of the plane and demanding to be let out. Scarlett wants to do the same, but she’s terrified she’ll be trampled in the pandemonium, so she cowers with her back to the window. Did the pilot attack his copilot because he wants to fly everyone to their deaths? Or is there someone among them in the main cabin who is the greater threat?
It’s hard to hold faith in Death-Cast when they’ve incited this much hysteria.
What if they’re getting things wrong tonight?
Scarlett tries calling that boy Orion’s phone to reach Valentino, but she can’t get a signal.
Maybe a text will go through: Death cast called the pilot.. She types so fast, not giving a shit about proper punctuation. I didnt get a call but everyone is going crazy.
No messages are going through.
I’m scared, Val, she types anyway.
She might as well get used to these one-sided conversations with her brother now.



Orion
4:04 a.m.
Valentino calls Scarlett again, but it keeps going straight to voice mail.
“What if she’s talking to Death-Cast?” he asks, setting down the phone.
The thing is, if Scarlett is getting her End Day call, there’s nothing we can do about that. I just got to offer some support so Valentino doesn’t completely lose his shit.
“If Death-Cast is hitting her up, I bet you anything you’re the first person she’s going to call once she’s off the phone.” I find his eyes in the darkness, seeing him understand. “Scarlett is probably still having service issues.”
“You’re totally right. It took forever for my text to go through earlier on my flight before we took off. The message had just sent before I had to switch to airplane mode, and that was without interference from all the End Day calls.”
“Exactly,” I say, even though I don’t believe he believes in his words. He’s trying to talk himself into that truth, and I respect it.
He rests his head back onto his makeshift pillow. Only to pop up again a second later.
“What if those signal disruptions prevent Death-Cast from reaching Scarlett? Or anyone else on the plane? Or everyone else, even? They could be about to take off, not knowing they’re doomed. It’s not like Death-Cast could call the airlines either and prevent them from departing, since they’re not tracking us like all those conspiracy theorists believe, though in this case, it would actually be really helpful to know if the plane is full of Deckers.”
I let Valentino vomit out every last word, and he’s got me thinking about my parents and all the other 9/11 victims.
If Death-Cast had been around back then and called the thousands of people who died in the towers and the planes and on the grounds, could they have lived? Everything Joaquin Rosa has talked about suggests they would have been killed in other ways, but would I have gotten to see them one more time that day? Would I have watched them die instead of being oblivious for hours that they were dead? There’s a million questions I could ask, just like after watching any movie with major time-travel paradoxes, but unless I can actually rewind time, I’m never going to get an answer.
“It’s times like this I wish I still prayed,” Valentino says. “I’d pray for Scarlett’s safety.”
I’ve never really been religious, but I respect other people’s shit as long as they respect mine. Like whenever we’re at home and about to eat, Team Young takes a second to pray for their blessings and I peacefully sit it out and we all jump into our meal together. It’s all good.
“You stopped praying because of your parents?” I ask.
“I’m aware that my story is as old as the Bible, but my parents made it clear that I was sinning after I came out as gay. It felt like I was banned from praying.”
There’s something so thrilling every time Valentino says he’s gay. I feel like the room should’ve lit up in rainbows so I could’ve seen the word fly out of his heart-shaped lips. But honestly, the darkness makes sense, like there’s a storm still following Valentino wherever he goes because he has parents who aren’t giving him the love he deserves. I wouldn’t win the fight, but I’d still want to swing at someone in his defense.
“You know that’s all bullshit, right?”
“Mostly.”
“Look, I don’t fuck with religion, but anyone hating on gay people because of shit the Bible apparently doesn’t even say can go fuck off.”
“I like how you can swear so freely and not come off furious.”
“It’s a gift.”
“Thanks for your not-quite-impassioned take. It’s been really hard to have leaned on my faith for so many years and to have literally prayed to God that my parents would love me anyway and to have been wrong.” He rests his hands on his chest and takes a deep breath. “Getting away from them was one of the main reasons I left. It’s part of my job to feel comfortable in my skin. To own my bones. How could I do that if I can’t be myself at home?”
And now here he is, in bed with another guy on his first night.
“I haven’t told my parents I’m dying,” he says.
Everything about this is shocking, but for me, the biggest shocker is how I forgot he’s going to die today. I got so sucked into his history and cheering on his future that I felt like I slipped into another universe where Valentino is going to have the chance to discover himself the way he’s been dreaming about. But he’s not, because he is going to die today and his parents who drove him away have no idea.
“Are you going to tell them?” I ask, even though it’s not looking good that he hasn’t already tried to drop this big news.
“What’s the point? Their priest has convinced them that only God is omniscient and that Death-Cast is the work of the devil.”
I almost turn on the lights so Valentino can personally watch me roll my eyes.
“Maybe they’re watching the news and know better by now,” I say.
“I’m still undecided. You’ll probably think I’m a monster if I don’t.”
“No the hell I won’t. Why do you think I would?”
He gets really shifty. “I don’t know. You’ve lost family unexpectedly, and I’m sure you have a lot you would’ve said to your parents had you known it was the last time you were going to see them. . . . Did you ever get the chance to talk to them about your heart?”
“Heart stuff didn’t start until I was sixteen, remember?”
“I wasn’t clear. I’m sorry. I wasn’t talking about your heart condition. I was talking about where your heart pulls you, or more who it pulls you to.”
I like that even though I never said anything out loud, Valentino still knows I’m gay. Or at least that I’m not straight. Yeah, I was flirting with him in Times Square and I’m sharing a bed with him now, but I’m really proud of how openly I carry myself. This shit can be really scary, don’t get me wrong. Especially in the South Bronx, where I’ve never seen two men holding hands and gay is used as an insult. But I’ve known for years I wasn’t going to have forever to come out, so I flew out of that closet when I got the chance.
I’ll just always wish it had been sooner.
“I didn’t get to talk about it with my mom and dad,” I say.
“Do you think they would have been okay?”
“Okay with the gay?”
“Okay with the gay,” he repeats. “Don’t feel like you can’t be honest just because my parents weren’t ideal about it.”
“You sure-sure?”
“I am sure-sure.”
“My mom and dad always wanted me to be happy. I think they always felt guilty that they didn’t make more money to buy me whatever I wanted, so they did their best everywhere else. Like getting me a library card when I needed new books to read, or stealing printer paper from work so I could write my stories. So I don’t think they would’ve given a flying fuck who I brought home as long as they made me happy.”
Valentino throws up a fist. “Well done, parents of Orion. No wonder you’ve turned out so great.”
I blush in the darkness. “I got to give shout-outs to Dayana and Floyd too. They’ve been really dope guardians. I can’t think of a better place to have moved to than the home of my mother’s childhood best friend. We got to grieve her together, and Dayana’s always been letting me find my way and make my own mistakes, even when she wanted to step in. Like Times Square.”
“She didn’t want you to go?”
“Nope. Dalma’s parents wanted us to stay in, but I was itching for an adventure.”
“Wow. If you hadn’t been there . . .”
“Yeah, yeah. I saved your life, I’m a total hero. We get it.”
“I was going to say that if you hadn’t been there and tackled me, then maybe I’d still have my cell phone,” Valentino says, a smile in his voice. He playfully nudges me, and I feel like we’re one millisecond away from wrestling on this air mattress and saying “No homo!” even though we’re both gay. “I’m really glad you were there. That clearly wasn’t my finest hour, but it could’ve been a lot worse.”
“You could’ve lost your wallet too.”
“And my life,” he says, fully serious.
This first day of Death-Cast is so dizzying.
One moment, the Decker whose life I saved has his spirits lifted, and the next, he’s haunted.
Maybe this is the biggest advantage to how life was lived before—you don’t spend any time grieving yourself when you’re not expecting to even die in the first place.
“Seriously, I’m happy you’re alive. I’ll save you as often as I can.”
“Happy,” he echoes.
There’s something sad about the way he says happy.
He could be tired. It’s late as fuck—four o’clock in my body, one o’clock in his. But I think it’s a life exhaustion weighing him down.
“Valentino?”
“Yeah?”
“I’m not a fan of your parents. Straight-up. If they can’t meet you where you’re at, that shit is on them. It’s their loss because you’re fucking awesome. If you think you got something to gain by talking to them one last time, I say go for it. But please, please, please only do it for yourself. You don’t owe anything to people who don’t want to see you happy.”
Valentino reaches over and squeezes my arm. “Well, I’m really happy I’ve met you. It’s nice to know my heart is going to a good person.”
“Only good? You called me great before. How can I regain some points?”
“Let me think,” he says.
If Valentino asked for a kiss, he’d find my lips on his so fast.
It’s hard being this close to him and not being with him.
I feel like we’re connecting, I’m not just telling myself some story. I legit believe that if Death-Cast hadn’t called Valentino, then I would have put my number into his phone and we would’ve made plans to hang out—maybe even directly called it a date—and gotten to know each other at a fast-and-steady rate. But we don’t get a tomorrow; we’re barely getting a today. Soon, his sister will land in New York and they’ll spend as much time together as they can, and if all goes well, we’d reunite at the hospital for the surgery, where it will be too late to live like we are right now—two guys sharing a bed in the middle of the night, opening our hearts to each other like when we first met.
I don’t want to regret not saying anything—not taking action.
“Valentino?” I whisper.
I wait for him to say my name back, but he only answers with a gentle snore, one that rumor has it will erupt through this empty studio in no time. I stay up as long as I can, listening to Valentino sleep before I finally pass out too.



Scarlett Prince
1:09 a.m. (Mountain Standard Time)
The plane was supposed to take off now, but instead, it remains grounded with the pilot still sealed away in the cockpit—and armed forces outside. Scarlett assumes the pilot himself must’ve alerted someone. Before anyone could even escape through the emergency exit, security and police officers surrounded the plane, instructing everyone to stay inside as they investigate the threat.
“Remain calm,” the pilot had said after quelling all concerns about flying everyone to their deaths.
But how can people remain calm if they were never calm in the first place?
Passengers are banging on windows and threatening the copilot and flight attendants.
Scarlett is scared for her life, but knows she shouldn’t be.
If she were going to die, then Death-Cast would’ve called.



Naya Rosa
4:30 a.m.
Death-Cast did not call Naya Rosa because she isn’t dying today, but how can anyone be sure after a Decker has managed to slip through the cracks of their system?
And then another and another and another.
Four lives gone without warning. These are only the reported cases so far. How many more stories will come out by the morning? How many souls will have moved on without anyone to even announce their untimely passing?
The birth of Death-Cast was supposed to be the death of worry.
But worry is all Naya feels in her heart right now.
Is her son safe? Her husband? Herself?
What about all the dedicated employees who are still working the phone lines, closing out this final hour as they reach out to Deckers on the West Coast? Naya is concerned for their mental wellness too. How many of them are ready to snap under the weight of grief?
Originally, the government had pitched Death-Cast being operated through robocalls for efficiency. Joaquin was very close to leaning into this idea when Naya spoke up. In the same way that doctors personally deliver unfavorable diagnoses, Naya believed that calling to tell someone they were going to die needed that human touch. Discovering your life was over by some prerecorded message was too cold.
In advocating for the Deckers, Naya knew she must take care of the heralds too.
She first designed this open-floor plan to protect the heralds’ well-being, not wanting them isolated in personal offices or divided in cubicles. There are four long glossy white tables, each able to sit five people. Everyone is encouraged to personalize their spaces with joyful pictures of loved ones, pets, anything that keeps the threads to their own lives strong so they never become hopeless. And while Naya had toyed around with the idea of stationing little speakers around the call center that played calming music, she decided to have fountains installed to keep everyone connected to actual nature while working their shifts.
Once the End Day calls have concluded tonight, all the employees—both heralds and customer service reps—have mandated group counseling with the option for private sessions too. Naya will also make herself available for personal feedback on how best the company can meet their needs.
Hopefully there will still be a company after tonight.
Naya steps away from the heart of the call center and joins Alano and Bucky in one of the private booths reserved for heralds who need a moment after any interaction that brought them distress. She doesn’t know who has more energy right now, her son or the puppy, but watching them play together brings the biggest smile on her face.
“You should go back to sleep,” Naya says.
“I like being up late,” Alano says.
“Don’t get used to it. Regular bedtime tomorrow.”
This includes herself, desperate to be asleep in her own bed.
This year has been beyond exhausting. The public only became aware of Death-Cast on the first of July but so much work has gone into the program behind the scenes. Everything had to be done discreetly. For instance, the architects believed they were building a customer service center for a new phone that will be releasing; something that is part of Death-Cast’s long game but not happening for another few years.
Once the news was out, things really began taking a toll on the Rosas. Close friends were frustrated that Joaquin and Naya wouldn’t share the secret behind the company’s predictions and were disturbed that they’ve had access to it for years and hadn’t shared the wealth sooner. Naya’s own family has been turning on Joaquin, viewing him as some mustache-twirling, greedy supervillain for not offering these services for free. Neighbors and strangers have turned their noses down on them at every chance they get, believing the family is running some scam that will inspire an Oscar-worthy film in the years to come. Though what breaks Naya’s heart the most has been how often Alano was bullied by friends and even harassed by some parents at the park; adopting Bucky last week isn’t going to solve all of Alano’s struggles, but the puppy has been a wonderful distraction that keeps him from crying every night.
Failing these Deckers won’t help earn the public’s trust.
Naya won’t admit it out loud, but should Joaquin be forced to shutter the company, she will mourn what Death-Cast could have done for the world while celebrating her family’s return to normalcy.
That’s her purpose in this life.
Even if it sadly isn’t her husband’s.



Joaquin Rosa
5:00 a.m.
Death-Cast’s inaugural End Day calls have come to a close in the continental US.
Joaquin is upset he isn’t present with his team to commemorate this moment, but he’s still investigating the issue. If he can’t solve it by the time the heralds are released from group counseling, offering overtime to those who stay, he will simply have to work the call center alone upon his return.
No more Deckers will die unwarned on his watch.



Naya Rosa
5:11 a.m.
Once a herald finishes their call, there’s a stillness in the air.
That was the last End Day call for the night.
Naya is about to encourage everyone to take deep breaths when the very lovely customer success engineer Aster Gomez comes out of nowhere and attempts to start a round of applause for jobs well done. The heralds remain frozen in their seats. All but one. Andrea Donahue is a woman who wastes no time as she goes straight to the wellness room. She will have to wait for the rest of the group, since it is indeed group counseling, but Naya trusts everyone to know their own needs. For Andrea that could have been removing herself from the station where she just spent the past five hours telling people they were about to die. For the other nineteen heralds it appears they need a minute or two or five.
“This job isn’t easy, but it’s important work,” Naya says from the top of a chair where she can be seen. “We thank you for being the voices of this company.”
Still, none of them speak.
Not even as they finally file into the wellness room, shaking Naya’s hand as she looks each of them in the eye and thanks them by name. Everyone seems so haunted, as if they’re being followed by the ghosts of all the Deckers they called tonight. Perhaps it’s a good thing they don’t know about the Deckers who died and will die without warning today.
Each and every one will be Death-Cast’s ghosts.



Frankie Dario
5:16 a.m.
Frankie is back in bed, watching the news.
He’s clutching the TV remote in one hand and his phone in the other. He finds holding other objects prevents him from punching walls and people when he’s upset. And he’s far past upset—he is pissed off. Rolando has ignored all seventeen of his phone calls. If he’s dead, Frankie won’t mourn him. He never liked the guy, but if Rolando is alive and couldn’t even bother to respond to one of his texts, then Frankie is going to punch his teeth in, he swears. A night in jail would be worth it for the fortunes and awards Rolando has cost him.
The news is reporting on a shooting that happened earlier tonight in Times Square, shortly after midnight. It takes a special kind of idiot to be in that crowd, and while the world is apparently down many idiots, Frankie wishes he’d been smart enough to attend the Death-Cast festivities. Of course something explosive was going to happen! If he’d been on the scene he could have scored some brutal, devastating photographs that would have improved his life.
Gloria stirs under the blanket and looks between Frankie and the TV. “Can you lower that?”
“I could if Rolando answered my calls.”
“You’re calling him now? He started working at Death-Cast,” she drowsily says.
How stupid does she think he is? “No shit. But I needed his help.”
“With what?”
“Don’t worry about it.”
He’s never in the mood for a lecture, but especially not at five in the morning on no sleep. His wife has always been so unsupportive when it comes to his dreams. That’s because she has no real artistic eye, no ability to see into the soul of his photographs. Instead, she expects Frankie to be practical, as if he wants to fix radiators and plunge toilets and deal with tenants who disturb him at three in the morning for the rest of his life.
Meanwhile, Gloria is playing manager and carting off Pazito to every audition every chance she gets. Here’s the thing: If Pazito were actually a good enough actor, he would’ve been booking work more easily after appearing in one of those Scorpius Hawthorne films. Having a small role in arguably the biggest fantasy franchise of their time surely should have led to other opportunities by now, but if that wasn’t enough to brighten his star, then that kid isn’t shining.
Maybe Gloria should raise their nine-year-old to develop some practical skills sooner rather than later so Pazito doesn’t grow up to be “distracted by big dreams” as she once accused Frankie when he forgot the anniversary of their loveless marriage.
He’s too upset to even focus on the news anymore. He gets out of bed, leaving the remote, and carries his phone back to the kitchen to see if he can reach Rolando while treating himself to another beer.
Frankie knows this End Day is his ticket out of debt and—if he’s lucky—this family.



Gloria Dario
5:19 a.m.
Death-Cast did not call Gloria Dario because she is not dying today, not that she should even be reachable, since her husband doesn’t want this family registered for this service, but Gloria signed up everyone behind his back anyway.
All her life, Gloria has been a planner.
Every morning she wakes up and knows what she’s preparing for breakfast, lunch, and dinner. Every night she checks the weather and lays out her clothes for the next day. She keeps running to-do lists in tiny spiral notebooks that she purchases from the ninety-nine-cent store to stay on track, and practically lives for that thrill of checking off her tasks, no matter how small. She arrives to every appointment at least forty-five minutes early because the subway can be so unpredictable. She preps Pazito’s Halloween costume in August with fittings in September and final dress rehearsals in the first week of October. (Thankfully Pazito never changes his mind at the last minute, though she has a bin of fabrics and crafts in the closet just in case.) And even though it’s grim business and she doesn’t have much to leave behind, Gloria prepared her will during her first year of motherhood and pushed Frankie to do the same to ensure that Pazito will be taken care of after they’re gone.
Planning her life has always helped Gloria feel in control. But death has never been something she can plan as accurately until now.
Gloria had cried the entire time she was filling out the Death-Cast registration form, tempted to click out after answering each question in fear of Frankie finding out and hurling insults—maybe even more—for providing private information that has already been shared freely to other places, such as hospitals and even their cable provider. She could tell he was recycling conspiracies from third parties, and she’s long given up on trying to get her husband to see reason. All he does is lash out whenever they’re in disagreement. Which is why Gloria was crying while registering for Death-Cast. Yes, she’s devastated whenever she thinks about how she’ll spend her End Day with Pazito, knowing that even a master planner like herself can’t possibly squeeze in everything she hopes to do with her son before dying, but more than that, she was heartbroken because she knows that her husband is primed to be the one who kills her.
She discussed this with Rolando—her best friend in this life, and her lover in another—who very understandably hates Frankie and only plays nice to keep her safe.
“Why not just leave him?” Rolando had asked a million times over the years, most recently when she confided in him that she registered herself for Death-Cast. “It feels like you’re accepting he’s going to kill you.”
If Gloria put herself first, she likes to think she would’ve walked away years ago. Just packed all her things while Frankie was out and left, the only evidence that she was ever there being a signed note about what a monster he is. Who’s to say if she would’ve actually gone through with this. She’s known many strong women, her mother included, who have stayed in marriages like this for their own reasons. For Gloria’s mother, it was the financial security that was necessary while raising Gloria and her sisters. For Gloria, she stays because her son doesn’t see his father as a monster. How could she tear Pazito away from Frankie, especially at a young age?
Over the years, the time to leave has never felt right.
First, Gloria thought things would change when she was pregnant.
She was wrong.
Gloria thought things would change when her son was born.
She was wrong.
Gloria thought things would change when her son slept through the night.
She was wrong.
Gloria thought things would change when her son started speaking.
She was wrong.
Gloria thought things would change when her son began preschool.
She was wrong.
Gloria thought things would change when her son booked a movie.
She was wrong.
Gloria thinks things will change.
She hopes she’s not wrong.
But she’s planning to be, thanks to Death-Cast.
Moments after Frankie leaves their bedroom, upset at Rolando again for some new mysterious reason, Gloria is struggling to fall back to sleep. She listens in on the news, which is still covering the fatalities from Times Square tonight. She had stayed up with Pazito watching the celebrations when she heard the gunshots. Quick on her feet, Gloria switched off the TV and told him those were fireworks, and when he asked to stay up just a little bit longer to watch them—that boy loves him some fireworks—she apologized and sent him to his bed. She wants to keep her son as young as she possibly can and not force him to grow up too soon. Who knows what traumatic thing he could’ve seen if she hadn’t turned off the TV?
Now she has her answer. The camera teams present to capture the night managed to get some disturbing footage, including one man being shot in his neck by someone in a skull mask. Then there was a close call as a teen boy bravely tackles another to the ground, saving his life. What a hero. The reporters cut back to an image of the assailant in his mask, sharing that he has not been identified or caught at this time.
Gloria shivers and switches the channel where another news station is reporting on a grounded flight in Arizona where Death-Cast called a pilot minutes before takeoff. Her heart goes to that Decker’s family, but she’s relieved at how Death-Cast potentially saved the lives of all those passengers. It’s unclear if more people would have died had that pilot flown that plane; it’s hard to say without knowing how Death-Cast knows who is and who isn’t dying, but she’s choosing to believe this is a miracle.
Before she rolls back over, hoping to get some more shut-eye before she has to take Pazito to an audition for a commercial later, Gloria checks her phone to make sure that she isn’t such a heavy sleeper that she slept through the ringer that is said to be impossible to sleep through unless you’re dead. There are no warnings from Death-Cast.
She isn’t dying today.
Sadly, this doesn’t bring her the comfort it should. Not dying doesn’t mean she can’t be hurt, and that dread is alive and well. It may not always be that way.
Gloria thinks things will change.
She hopes she’s not wrong.



Naya Rosa
5:55 a.m.
Naya can’t speak for everyone else, but she found the group counseling to be very soothing.
Then again, she didn’t deliver any End Day calls tonight.
The group therapist guided everyone through meditation with her calming voice. She passed around crayons and paper and asked them to draw a lovely memory, and while Naya could see that some of the heralds, Andrea Donahue especially, were resistant to this exercise, they came around, and even now Andrea seems proud of the art she produced about her daughter’s first birthday. Though if drawing was putting some people off, Naya can only imagine if they had gone with the dance party as originally planned; the heralds who are already considering not returning tomorrow would have absolutely been pushed over the edge.
Naya takes the stage for the final event, one Joaquin planned on doing himself.
“Before we send you home, I’d like to read the names of the first Deckers, to both memorialize them and celebrate you all for giving them the opportunity to live before their passing.”
It’s unclear if this will be done at the end of every shift, but commemorating the firsts seemed important in recognizing that Death-Cast as a company cannot exist without them.
“Valentino Prince, Rose Marie Brosnan, Max Foster, Jacqueline Eagle, Chris Van Drew . . .”
When Naya completes the list, she asks for a moment of silence, in which she thinks about the Deckers who’ve died without warning from any of these hardworking heralds.
“May they all live while they can, and then rest in peace.”



Rolando Rubio
6:06 a.m.
Rolando throws away that drawing the first chance he gets.
That whole group therapy session was born out of good intentions, he knows that. He’s just not interested in keeping souvenirs for arguably the worst night of his life. Logically, he trusts that he changed a lot of people’s lives today, but he also somehow feels responsible, as if he pulled their names out of a hat and decided they were going to die. But hey, nothing undoes all that grief like drawing that time he went to the beach with Gloria and Paz; it was indeed a happy memory since Frankie didn’t go, but nonetheless, it’s not serving Rolando’s mental wellness—unwellness.
Right as he’s about to go into the employee break room and collect his things, he goes down the hall, where he finds Naya and Aster, their conversation turning to whispers.
“Can I speak with you, Mrs. Rosa? Alone?”
Aster steps away, returning to the customer service area.
“Please call me Naya,” she says, looking over her shoulder where her son is lying down on a rug with his puppy. “What can I do for you, Rolando? Did you want a private session with a therapist?”
“Oh god, no.”
Naya fails at masking her shock but cracks a quick smile. “I know that group counseling wasn’t for everyone.”
“No, it’s not. It feels so culty to tell people they’re going to die all night and then try to brush it off with a little meditation and an art project like we’re in kindergarten.”
“I’m open to feedback on how you think we should manage.”
“I have no idea, Mrs. Rosa—Naya. But just not that. That was horrible.”
Naya nods, even though Rolando has offered nothing productive. “I understand you were having some difficulties tonight.”
He stares point-blank. “Yes . . . I was finding it hard to tell people their lives were over.” There’s a pause, as if Naya is expecting Rolando to apologize or backtrack because he’s so tired or something, but he won’t lie. “If the other heralds didn’t struggle, I don’t know what to say. Maybe they were on the phone pushing printer paper while I was getting in trouble for comforting a lonely old man.”
“Your compassion is why we hired you. It’s just that we have more Deckers to—”
“Yes, more Deckers to reach. Like the teenage girl who has plans to go on her first date tomorrow except she’ll be dead by then. Or the husband whose wife returns from deployment next month and he’ll be too dead to welcome her home. I didn’t ask for anyone’s story, but I’m getting them anyway.”
“That’s all so upsetting. Truly,” Naya says with tears in her eyes. “Are you sure you don’t wish to speak with the therapist?”
“I’m sure.”
Deep down, Rolando knows this would be helpful, but he’s not in his right state of mind. How could anyone be after working this shift? The amount of people who asked him to help save their lives tonight, as if he hasn’t already done everything he can for them. More than anything he wanted to tell Deckers that maybe Death-Cast is wrong, but he has no proof to support that. He would only be feeding empty lies and giving hope to Deckers who will die thinking they would make it to tomorrow, all because Rolando misled them.
“Death-Cast has a beautiful purpose, but this is a terrible job,” he says. “I don’t want to become numb to people dying. I quit.”
And just like that, Rolando can feel himself slowly returning to his body, as if he were a ghost who was slipping away.
This was the right move.
No drawing was going to save his life.



Dalma Young
6:16 a.m.
Death-Cast did not call Dalma Young because she is not dying today, but she witnessed the first Decker receive his End Day call. That moment will stay with her for as long as she lives.
When that Death-Cast alarm went off, Dalma was terrified they were calling her childhood best friend Orion Pagan. Lord knows that boy is one bad heart attack away from joining his parents and her father in heaven. But instead the heralds were calling Valentino Prince, the beautiful stranger they’d met less than an hour before, and while she feels for him, she was relieved she wasn’t going to lose her best friend. In fact, Valentino has generously offered to donate his heart to keep Orion alive.
Unfortunately, all hope for that transplant has been thrown in the trash, as if that heart was no good.
Dalma will continue living in fear of Orion dying. Fantastic.
She isn’t petty; she has plenty to focus on instead of clinging to grudges. But Orion sacrificing his second chance at an easier life to tend to someone whose time will be cut short? Irresponsible and inconsiderate. Dalma isn’t sure she’ll ever be able to forgive that. She wonders if she’s to blame. For the past few years she’s shielded Orion from what she’s feeling, not wanting to add stress to his heart. He doesn’t know how it’s rare for an hour to pass where she’s not concerned that he’s having an attack and whether he’s battling it by himself—if he’ll even win. He doesn’t know how her grades drop every time he’s in the hospital because she keeps up this guise that she can handle it all. He doesn’t know that she doesn’t know how she’ll live if he dies.
Dalma is family, and Valentino is a stranger.
And yet, Orion chose the stranger over family.
Even over himself.
She was stunned that Orion, who always wants her company, told her to leave him alone. But Dalma can’t ever play that card because if she ever chooses anyone else—even herself—over Orion, she runs the risk of regretting it if Orion drops dead while she’s away.
Now here she is, back home in her bedroom, tired but too upset to fall asleep.
Dalma is cuddling with Moon Girl, her childhood doll with white button eyes and brown skin like her own. She’s always loved space. She sleeps under galaxy lights and dreams on pillows designed like constellations. Her walls are white except for the one behind her bed that’s wallpapered with dotted white stars. And her most prized object is the Cooper refractor telescope she won in her senior-year science fair; shout-out to the mummified mouse that got her the win. Maybe she should spend more time stargazing than obsessing over Mr. Constellation and his bad decisions.
Or reading the news on her phone about a shooting she experienced firsthand.
She gets out of bed and sets her phone to charge at her desk.
The desk is an old DIY project with a chest of ebony drawers that her stepdad, Floyd, found at a garage sale. He tried helping her out so they could have a fun little bonding moment, but she was determined to do everything herself. The women in her family are builders. Her gran was a seamstress on the Upper East Side, and Dalma isn’t saying that people started walking around with more holes in their clothes after she retired, but it’s a hell of a coincidence. Her mother, Dayana, runs a small business where she gets paid bank to design websites for bigger businesses. Dalma first fell in love with user interface engineering from sitting side by side with her mother as she wrote code and made the internet a prettier place. Dalma herself will become a worldwide famous programmer once she comes up with her idea. And as for Dahlia, she’s got no clear vision just yet, though Dalma trusts her little sister will come into her own over time. Whether she’s a builder like the other women or more of a healer like her father or something else entirely, Dalma will back her up.
Because that’s how you show up for your family.
But since Orion rejected her help and Dalma is home alone, she’s going to choose herself.
Dalma opens her laptop, a present from her mother and stepfather for getting accepted to Hunter College. This really was the gift of gifts because it was impossible to download all the necessary software on her family’s desktop computer. Here she has a solid starter package for writing code and designing her future app, the very thing she’s focused on right now. She fights back a yawn, but she’s no stranger to working through the night. She’s going to get shit done.
Since Death-Cast is so hot right now, Dalma wants to create an app that ties into that program, knowing it’s the smartest, fastest way to get her work on everyone’s radar. Whatever it is, she wants it to be free. She doesn’t want to exploit Deckers, even if they might find themselves with savings they no longer need to hold on to.
She bites her nail, thinking.
Her earliest idea was to create a running feed like Twitter, but for Deckers to share their thoughts on how their End Day is going. She thought it would be a lovely way to humanize them in their final hours. Except she remembered how toxic social media apps are, and if people are already this horrible in life, how will they behave when they’re sure they won’t have any long-term consequences? Dalma is sure someone else will create a similar app and make billions, but she won’t create a stage for those voices. Especially not after everything she’s already endured as a young Afro-Latina in tech.
She could build something with a charitable component. Like what if a Decker sets a personal goal they’ve always wanted to achieve, and people cheer them on with donations? Similar to what people do for a track runner in a marathon. All the proceeds could go to that Decker’s family or a charity close to their hearts. That could work.
What if there was an app that’s basically Craigslist for Deckers who want to have an open house to get rid of their furniture? Though also what’s stopping Craigslist from creating that function themselves? Nothing.
Moving on.
Something that could also be very useful to the general public is to know where Deckers are congregating so they can choose to stay away if they don’t want to find themselves at risk of a sudden blast that may not kill them but could harm them. Ugh, no. Dalma hates everything about it. It not only tracks Deckers and doesn’t give them privacy, but it would ward people away from them like they’re lepers. Wow, Dalma hates the idea so badly she backspaces every last letter of that thought. She’d hate to die and have her family find this file and think less of who she was in life.
Maybe Dalma needs to keep the app simple, like a little to-do list for Deckers. But what sets that apart from all the others? Sure, feeling accomplished feels good and that feeling might be magnified for Deckers, but it’s not special enough. Anyone could have come up with this idea.
When Dalma starts wondering about creating a quiz app where you can find out what Scorpius Hawthorne character you are based on your End Day, she knows it’s time for bed.
She looks out her window, and sunlight is beginning to wake up her Bronx neighborhood.
It’s the start of a new day—and the beginning of a stranger’s End Day.



Valentino
6:30 a.m.
The alarm scares me awake; it’s like getting a Death-Cast call all over again.
It would’ve been nice to wake up and mistake my End Day for an ordinary Saturday, even for a few moments, but that wasn’t in the cards for me. At least I got to sleep for a couple hours where I didn’t have to worry about dying. No weird dreams or nightmares either. I silence the alarm and turn to find Orion still asleep, his lips slightly parted. I’ll let him rest for a bit longer.
I get out of bed with Orion’s phone, expecting to find some texts or missed calls from Scarlett when I remember she’s still in the air for another couple hours. There are messages from Dalma and Dayana asking Orion if he’s okay and I’ll leave those for him to answer.
I usually begin my mornings with mixing some electrolyte powder into my water bottle and going for a run. I can feel my body ready to go, but with the timing for my photo shoot, it’s simply not on the agenda today. My body also wants food, even something small like a handful of almonds, but according to Dalma I shouldn’t eat anything without risking the surgery. It’s a good thing my fridge is empty so I can’t be tempted, I guess. I use the bathroom and brush my teeth and then hop in a cold shower, which is great for circulation, but I’ve always loved hot showers, so I should bask in that too while I can. I switch from cold to hot, and I’m surprised the water runs well, considering so much about this building has been a lie so far.
I get out of the shower and wipe the fog off my mirror. I start applying my concealer, like I always do to hide my dark circles and look more alive. Except that’s the thing. As I look into the mirror, I don’t see a Decker looking back at me. I already look alive and well because I am alive and well. The only real suggestion that something is wrong is the cut on my forehead from banging my head on the curb, and I didn’t exactly bleed to death on the streets or in my sleep. I’m okay. Then why am I living a day where my sister is on her way to say goodbye and a boy is in my bed waiting for my heart? How come instead of focusing on all my hard work that has earned me this photo shoot, I’m spending the morning upset that life has other plans for me? I don’t know why life wants me dead.
This feels like a bad way to start the day. Though maybe that only applies to ordinary days, not End Days. On End Days there are no rules, so you can be angry and smash your reflection so you can actually see yourself shattered and look the part of someone who doesn’t have their life together. But maybe I’m wrong. Maybe there are rules for End Days and I have no way of knowing because this is the first one ever and I won’t get to see if this changes as time goes on.
I wrap a towel around my waist and go back into the studio space, dripping, to get some clothes. I crouch by my folded shirts and pants and try to figure out what’s the last outfit I’m choosing for myself before I’m fitted in RainBrand clothes for the photo shoot and a hospital gown for the surgery. I’ve only worn this sheer black top once, but it might attract some heat. My sportswear could be comfortable, but what if I die and become a ghost in a tracksuit? That’s not the way to go. I have tees from brands like Supreme and OriginalFake but they’re not setting the mood. I settle on the plain white shirt that really accentuates my shoulders, pecs, and arms, and I’m going to tuck it into my black jeans. I’ll pair that with my white sneakers that haven’t properly seen the light of the day; it’s time to wear them in while I can.
I’m returning to the bathroom to get dressed when I slip on a puddle of water and slam right down on my back.
The fall knocks the breath out of me, but another follows.
I’m not dead.
Orion shouts my name, probably thinking I am dead.
“Are you okay?” he asks.
“I’m alive.”
“Great start. But are you okay?”
I have a headache, but I’m suddenly self-conscious that I’m only wearing a towel. In all my modeling gigs I’ve been shirtless once but never had to be in my underwear. Which means this is the most exposed I’ve been in front of another boy. I sit up, my abs squeezing like I’m beginning a crunch, and my towel is thankfully concealing my business.
“You going to lie down there all day?” Orion asks.
“Maybe. It’s my End Day, I’ll do what I want,” I say.
“Respect.” Orion gets down on the floor with me, side by side like we’re back in bed. “How are you feeling?”
The wood planks are cold on my back, but it’s becoming soothing the longer I’m down here. “I should be fine. My head hurt more last night.”
“Good to know. How about with everything else?”
“You mean my End Day?”
“Yeah.”
“This morning has been hard. There was something really final about waking up. Nothing killed me last night, but today is definitely the day. Then I almost just died because I don’t know how to dry myself after a shower. Can you imagine? The first Decker getting taken out by a puddle?”
“Definitely one for the history books, but not how you want to go down.”
I almost find the whole thing funny. “Someone out there is going to start ranking dumb Decker deaths, aren’t they?”
Orion turns on his side, hovering over me slightly. “If you die a dumb Decker death I’ll tell everyone you died saving the world.”
“Or something more realistic, like I rescued kids out of a burning school bus.”
“Kids in a school bus on a Saturday isn’t realistic.”
“Neither is saving the whole wide world!”
Orion laughs. He hops up. “Okay, we can brainstorm more brilliant ways for you to die while we’re out living your life.”
I take his hand while also holding the towel over my junk. Orion helps me up, and our eyes meet, and his smile gets one out of me. He’s pulled me out of my dark headspace already. I break eye contact and stare at his white shirt: Have a Happy End Day! in bold black letters. It’s the kind of spirit I need to carry me throughout today.
“Since you’re getting my heart, can I take your shirt?”
Orion looks down at his shirt like he’s forgotten what it is. “Really? You want to be a Decker walking around in an End Day shirt? Isn’t that so dark?”
“I think I should keep that message close to my heart.”
“Literally?”
“Literally, I guess.”
“If you say so.” Orion takes off the shirt, and right when I think I’m about to glimpse what he looks like shirtless, he has another underneath.
That’s a shame.
I get dressed in the bathroom and admire my reflection in the End Day shirt.
I step out into the studio space to give Orion a turn in the bathroom while I fight my way into my white sneakers that are so fresh they need some breaking into. I’m sure the downstairs neighbor is rightfully annoyed to hear me stomping at six forty-five in the morning, but they can’t possibly hate me more than our landlord. I can’t concern myself with either of them. This is my End Day, and I know a model centering himself seems obvious, but in my case it’s deserved. I need to take care of myself and my people. Even if that means disturbing my downstairs neighbor as I walk around to make sure this apartment is tidy for Scarlett. I leave the bed alone since we’ll go and get new sheets for her together; I also personally like letting this memory of my last sleep live a little longer.
Once Orion is done, he comes out of the bathroom applauding my look. “I hope they’re paying you the big bucks because you make a twenty-dollar shirt look expensive.”
The money for the job is great, and I have to make sure they can wire it directly into my account so Scarlett can claim it. Maybe I can even ask for a cash payment.
“That’s really nice. Thank you,” I say.
“My weather app says it’s kind of chilly this morning. You might want to throw on another layer.”
“You too, then.”
“Oh, I’m definitely robbing you, I don’t fuck with the cold.”
We go through my shirts, and Orion chooses a navy hoodie and I put on my solid gray collared shirt with the buttons undone so my End Day messaging doesn’t get lost.
Then one foot out the apartment.
A trip down six flights of steps.
And I pause at the lobby door.
The last time I left this building, I thought everything was beginning. I had all the hope in the world and years of dreams I would be working to make come true. Now as I push the door open, I’m building steel nerves to get me through what I can only hope to be the best End Day a Decker can possibly have.



Rolando Rubio
6:56 a.m.
Rolando is exhausted when he steps out of the building, putting Death-Cast behind him.
He’s not sure what he will do for work now. He could try begging for his old job at the school. If they won’t rehire him, he can move back to Staten Island and spend some time with his mother. She’s been lonely since his father died and could use some company. But Death-Cast can’t pay him to return to that call center, that’s for sure.
Breathing in that crisp morning air, Rolando is unsure where to go next. He doesn’t want to return to his depressing apartment after such a depressing night. He’d love to see Gloria and Paz and celebrate life while he can. Who knows how long it will be until Death-Cast calls him like he did with so many Deckers. Another part of him wants to see if he can find that old man, Clint Suarez. No one should be alone on their End Day.
Rolando checks his phone, and there are more than twenty missed calls from Frankie. He’s nervous and imagines the worst. Then he remembers that Gloria and Paz can’t be dead because their names weren’t read out loud during the commemoration ceremony this morning. But Death-Cast doesn’t call for near-death experiences, and what if Frankie has beat Gloria so badly that she’s been hospitalized? It wouldn’t be the first time, and he’s unsure when it will be the last.
He calls Frankie to put himself out of his misery.
“Finally,” Frankie answers. “What took you so long?”
“I’ve been working. What’s wrong? Is everyone okay?”
“I need your help on a project that’ll be huge for me and the family.”
Rolando rolls his eyes. He’s sure this is going to be like that time where Frankie wanted to borrow money so he could buy a car “for the family” and to “keep Gloria and Paz safe from the trains” and “so they can take more trips to the beach,” only for Frankie to blow that loan while gambling in Atlantic City. If Rolando had savings, he’d know better than to trust Frankie with any money again.
“What’s the project?” Rolando asks, already thinking up excuses to not help Frankie.
“I want to take pictures of Deckers.”
Rolando waits for more information, but nothing. “Like as a service?” He wouldn’t be surprised if Frankie was trying to make quick cash off Deckers who aren’t sure what to do with their money.
“No, I wouldn’t charge. I just want to be around and capture their final moment.”
What an absolutely horrific intention. Rolando stops in his tracks. “How is that going to help the family?”
“Come on, it’s obvious. Getting pictures of a Decker on the first End Day could sell for loads of money. The only Deckers I know from the news are already dead. I need names so I can find them and follow them around.”
“So you want to stalk the Deckers.”
Frankie is quiet, just like he gets right before he explodes. Except Rolando isn’t the one who will be hurt. If Gloria is telling the truth, Frankie has never laid a hand on Paz, but Rolando is scared that day isn’t too far away. Then Rolando has an idea. Instead of letting Frankie be the explosive one, he can push Frankie toward an explosion—toward the death of a Decker just like he wants. Maybe Frankie can get hurt along the way and he won’t be able to harm Gloria ever again.
“I’ll help you,” Rolando says, his heart hammering.
He’s violating the lives of these Deckers who registered for the program at their discretion. But he’s turning his back on ethics if it means protecting a woman and young boy who are at risk simply because of the man in their home. He doesn’t want to send Frankie to Clint Suarez, the elderly Decker whom Rolando spoke to for nearly an hour. That man hasn’t lived that long for it all to end with Frankie in his presence. He’s thinking back to the commemoration ceremony, still fresh in his head. There were a lot of names that stuck out, but none like the very first because he thought it was too charming for a real person.
“Joaquin Rosa called the first Decker. I don’t know if he’s still alive, but his name is Valentino Prince.”



Frankie Dario
7:01 a.m.
Frankie almost drops his phone.
Did he just hear that right? His new tenant is a Decker? The first Decker? Called by Joaquin Rosa personally? This is going to be the best day of his life. Frankie’s obviously, not Valentino’s. Though Frankie won’t be grieving Valentino, he’s very ready to exploit his death. The new tenant is going to be his golden ticket out of this building.
There’s no way pictures of the first Decker dying won’t sell for millions.
Frankie hangs up on Rolando and rushes to his window, drawing the curtain to look into Valentino’s apartment. The lights are off. He’s probably still sleeping. Or he could have been murdered by that other boy who was trying to be smart with Frankie. Serves Valentino right for picking up strangers in the streets. He runs out into the hallway and bangs on Valentino’s door.
“It’s me, Frankie!”
Still nothing.
Silence is good. Silence means he’s not alive to answer.
Frankie returns to his apartment to grab the key to 6G, just used in the middle of the night when Valentino locked himself out.
“What’s wrong, Daddy?” Paz asks, eating cereal at the table.
He leaves without answering. He unlocks the door, and if anyone gives him trouble for doing so, he’ll rat out Rolando for sharing this Decker’s name and Frankie will tell the authorities he was very concerned for the well-being of his tenant. When in reality, Frankie opens the door and steps inside, hoping to find a crime scene.
Nothing, again.
Just an air mattress and clothes and shoes.
He swears under his breath and returns home.
Gloria looks him up and down, finally taking an interest. “What’s going on?”
Frankie finds Valentino’s number and calls him. But it keeps ringing and ringing. “Why do people have phones if they never answer them?!”
“Why, Daddy?” Paz asks, not understanding that it was rhetorical.
Frankie drags a chair from the dining table—these floors have long been scratched up, and he won’t be living here for much longer anyway—and props the chair against his front door to make sure he can see and hear Valentino coming home.
That Decker will change Frankie’s life today.



Valentino
7:06 a.m.
I love the morning sun on my skin, but I come alive as we go down into the subway, like I’m in a whole new world. Orion isn’t nearly as fascinated as I am by the fact that we’re suddenly underground. Then we need to buy our MetroCards, and I’m looking between the teller booth and the ticket vending machine as if it might be my only chance to do so.
“I’m torn.”
“Human or robot?” Orion asks.
“Most humans have been pretty rude since I got here.”
“Robot for the win,” Orion says.
“Glad to be checking out of here before a robot apocalypse.”
Ripped apart by a cyborg is not one of the creative ways I want to die.
We go to the vending machine and there are options ranging from single ride for $2.25 to an unlimited pass for $89.00. “I guess a day pass is enough, but I’ll just get the monthly pass. I can leave the card for Scarlett and encourage her to go out and use it instead of hanging around the apartment.”
I tap all the buttons and pay, and my first MetroCard slides out. It’s yellow with blue lettering in what I think is that same Helvetica font I used for so many school PowerPoints over the years. I had originally planned on framing this MetroCard along with any other NYC mementos. I hope Scarlett puts it to good use.
I swipe my way in at the turnstile smoothly.
“You’re a natural,” Orion says.
We wait on the platform with other riders. There are beams with chipped paint. Posters along the wall that have been graffitied by an artist with a penis obsession. An overflowing trash can. I’m surprised I don’t see any rats up here like they’re waiting for the train too, when I remember that they’re mostly down on the tracks. I want a closer look at the train tracks, but I know better than to be a Decker who ignores the painted yellow lines at the edge of the platform, signaling for everyone to keep their distance at risk of falling in. I press my back to the wall so someone can’t accidentally knock me in—or even intentionally. I wouldn’t put it past anyone after having a gun fired at me.
“Should I have stayed home?”
Orion doesn’t even look puzzled. “We can go back if you want.”
“It’s not what I want, but it feels like the smarter choice.”
“Then let’s go.”
I’m dragging my feet back toward the turnstiles, thinking about how I can be home in five minutes. I pause at the emergency exit gate. “I’m freaking out.”
“I get it.”
I almost tell him that he doesn’t, except he does. Orion has lived with this panic for years. No, he’s never known for a fact that his death was certain. But that doesn’t mean he hasn’t questioned every little choice he makes. “What’s the point of Death-Cast calling if you’re too scared to live?”
Orion doesn’t have some immediate joke. It’s like he has some inner detector that lets him know when I need to be distracted and when I need to be engaged. “This is your End Day, Valentino. Only you can make the call on what to do.”
The train rumbles as it begins pulling into the station.
“How do I know what’s worth it?” I ask.
He taps the End Day message across my shirt. “Ask yourself if it’ll make you happy to do it, and heartbroken if you don’t.”
When I’m on my deathbed later, looking back on my life—my End Day in particular—I want to feel like I made the most out of it. That I made my dream come true, and got the chance to live it before I die. I should honor my heart before it’s pulled out of my chest.
The train doors open, and I turn around, running straight toward the car while yelling at Orion to follow me. We squeeze in right as the doors close. If I had space to jump and pump my fist, I would. I’m so empowered by Orion’s words. Before I can thank him I smell something horrible. I look around to identify the source when I realize why it’s so crowded. Everyone is cramming together on this side of the car because at the other end is a massive pile of vomit, probably courtesy of someone who got sick from Death-Cast partying. I’m immediately nauseated, and my appetite has been killed. I hold my gray shirt to my nose, breathing in the Hugo Boss cologne I spritzed on it back in Arizona that smells like plums and citrus.
“Welcome to New York,” Orion says with a smile before hiding behind his nose inside the hoodie.
This is not an experience I was particularly interested in having.
Unfortunately, the train is running express and holding us hostage for several stops, so when the doors open at Sixty-Eighth Street, we get out and switch cars. Orion wants distance from the overflow going directly into the next car, so we jog down the platform and hop back on the train before the doors close. This time we’re able to sit, our backs to a map of New York with blue, red, green, orange, yellow, purple, brown, and gray lines that each represent a different path.
“We’re on the green line,” Orion says, tracing where we started and down to Union Square. “And here’s where we’re getting out.”
I gesture at the map. “Do you think I could travel all of this in one day?”
“I don’t know, but honestly, why would you? The trains are mad gross. That hellhole we just escaped from is not rare.”
“I originally dreamt about visiting every corner of New York. At least by riding the train I could say I passed through them.”
“But the best parts of New York are out on the streets.”
“Like when I got shot at?”
“Like when you got shot at!”
“Terrifying.”
“Fucking terrifying.”
I hope they catch that guy.
Minutes later, the train stops at Forty-Second Street, close to Times Square, where everything changed. The doors remain open too long, and I shudder thinking that man in the skull mask could be any of these passengers filing in. He could think I recognize his eyes and need to finish this job. Choosing to embrace possibilities like this by not retreating home doesn’t make things less terrifying, but all I can do is hope for the best today.
As we’re approaching Union Square, I look up and down the car. People are holding on to the poles while reading a newspaper or on their phone. Someone else is dozing off, their head snapping back upright as their chin touches their chest. Others are sitting quietly, traveling from A to B or even B back to A. But I really thought there would be some kind of show, like young people turning the train into a jungle gym as they swing around the poles and flip around while blasting music. We reach our stop, and before I step onto the platform, I wait one extra moment to see if a show is about to begin, but nothing.
“First thoughts on your first ride?” Orion asks as we climb the stairs.
“More ordinary than I thought. Where were all the dancers? Is it too early?”
“Nah, I’d see them on the train rides to school a lot of mornings. That really pissed off people. Maybe the usual performers were out doing their thing last night.” He squeezes my arm as we leave the station. “I bet you’ll catch a show on the way back.”
“Hopefully.”
I can’t imagine I would be heartbroken on my deathbed by not having seen people dancing on the train, but it’s one of those daily occurrences in New York I’ve been imagining for so long that it feels weird to not have been granted that instantly. Especially when time is so limited. It just shows that no matter what’s happening in your life, the world doesn’t only spin for you.
However, Union Square is a breath of fresh air. There are chess players sitting on top of crates, basking in the sun. One woman has the biggest smile on her face as she walks eight dogs. Two women are holding hands and coffees as they enter this little park. That could actually be a nice place for a cozy, autumnal photo shoot. I can already picture myself standing on a bench with the flaps of my gray wool coat thrown open, revealing a white tee and . . . I stop planning the outfit I won’t be able to wear this fall.
While waiting at the crosswalk, we stand at the curb and I stare at the sky and watch an airplane flying over us. I can’t wait until Scarlett gets here.
“Have you ever flown before?” I ask as we cross the street.
“Nope.”
“Why not?”
Then I stop in the middle of the street with my hands to my mouth. I’m asking Orion why he’s never flown after a hijacked plane killed his parents and uprooted his life. That was so stupid and careless. Orion looks over his shoulder to see I’m not following him at the very same time I remember I’m a Decker who can be run over at any moment. I don’t even look both ways, which is probably as foolish as stopping in the middle of the street in the first place. I would be terrible at playing Frogger, though I miraculously make it to the next block in one piece.
Orion grabs my shoulders. “You got to be careful!”
“I’m sorry.”
“It’s okay. It doesn’t matter if cars have stopped, assume there’s an idiot behind the wheel.”
“I always do,” I say, thinking about the idiot who almost killed Scarlett. “But I’m sorry for forgetting about your parents. I won’t even blame it on being tired or because it’s my End Day. I just wasn’t thinking.”
Orion shrugs. “You’re not the first to slip. It’s all good.”
I shake my head. “No it’s not. But I’ll be better from here on out. However long that is.”
Orion’s hands are on my shoulders again, this time gentler. “If you really want to make it up to me, you won’t make it so easy for anyone to kill you.”
7:38 a.m.
We arrive at the Future Star Model Management offices.
This is a newer agency that promises to be behind the biggest faces in the modeling world. I’m really grateful they saw my potential after reviewing my online portfolio—their favorite photographs were taken by Scarlett—and after one fun Skype interview I signed with the team. Their company is currently located in some generic commercial building, and I like to think they will make good on their promise and turn people into superstars.
Even though Future Star is new, I still thought the office was going to be glossy with magazines laid out on a glass coffee table. Instead, it feels like this place hasn’t gone through any renovations from whatever business was here before; I’m going to go ahead and guess this was a dentist practice since it still has that tooth-dust smell that I remember well from having one of my own ground down before being restored to match its neighbor.
What really gets me is how I was so sure there would be a receptionist with a headset who would instantly recognize me. This man has no idea who I am. There are a dozen headshots taped to the wall under the company sign, and mine isn’t one of them. Was I supposed to bring one with me? No, I’m a client. They also have a massive printer right there in the corner. Even then, I booked a major campaign for this company. You’d think my face would be worth highlighting. It’s not, though.
I’m still a Nobody around these parts, and won’t become a Somebody until it’s too late to get the star treatment.
“Good morning. We’re only open today for private meetings,” the receptionist says.
“I’m Valentino Prince. I’m one of the agency’s models. Laverne told me to come straight here for a fitting.”
The receptionist nods very slowly. “I see.” He punches in a number on his landline the old-fashioned way. No headsets. I can hear ringing two doors down. “Hi, Laverne. I have a Valentino Prince here to see you.” There’s a muffled voice. “Uh-huh. Uh-huh. Okay.” He hangs up. “Laverne will be out in a moment. You can have a seat if you’d like.”
I’m certain the three chairs against the wall are leftovers because they’re too lived-in for a new business. Orion and I sit anyway, and he pats my knee.
“This is so exciting,” he says.
“It is.”
“Wow, you sound so unexcited.”
“No, I am. I’m trying to contain myself.”
“Why?”
I lower my voice so the receptionist won’t overhear, even though he’s about eight feet away. “Whenever I pictured this moment, I told myself to play it cool because it’s cooler to be cool about something big. I want to be seen as professional and hirable again.”
Orion nods. “Okay, I get that, but . . . you know. Get hyped while you can.”
“What would I do without you?”
“Probably nothing,” Orion says with a smile that belongs on the wall with the other headshots.
A door opens, and out comes my agent, Laverne, an older white woman with gray streaks in her black hair. She’s wearing a simple periwinkle-blue sweater with jeans—very casual Saturday attire for a modeling agency.
“Valentino, Valentino. So wonderful to meet you in person,” she says as she pulls me into a hug.
“You too!” I say enthusiastically. “Thank you so much for taking a chance on me.”
“Oh, please. Your parents laid the foundation of your look and you built it up.”
I feel weird about giving my parents any credit given how they disowned me. But she’s not wrong. I have my father’s eyes and the shape of my mother’s face, nose, and lips. They can’t deny that I’m their son. Though I’m not going to give them credit on my build. It was all my hard work that got me to where I am today.
“Laverne, this is my friend Orion.”
“Beautiful name,” Laverne says as she stares at his hair. “And beautiful curls. Why are you hiding them under that hat?”
“It belonged to my dad,” Orion says.
“Are you a model too? I can easily find you work in a shampoo commercial.”
Orion shakes his head. “Not my thing, but thanks.” He squeezes my shoulder. “But this guy is ready to crush his photo shoot.”
Laverne looks puzzled. “Didn’t you get my voicemail?”
Am I about to find out I got fired? On my End Day?
“I lost my phone last night.”
“Ah. I hate to break it to you, but the photo shoot has to be postponed.”
“For how long? A few hours?”
“A bit longer. We need to find a new photographer.”
“What happened to William?”
Laverne takes a deep breath. “William was murdered last night in Times Square.”
I fall back into my seat, and Orion’s hand flies to his mouth. I feel transported back to Times Square. The gunshots . . . I never in a million years in a city of millions would’ve thought I’d know the person who died. Even peripherally.
I wonder if he was registered for Death-Cast.
“That’s horrible,” Orion says, turning to me, just like when we were at the hospital. “We were actually in Times Square last night.”
Laverne’s eyes widen. “Wow. Thankfully you’re both okay.”
Orion doesn’t say anything else. Just like at the hospital, he doesn’t tell my story for me.
“I’m only sort of okay. Death-Cast called me last night.”
The receptionist peeks up from the front counter, stunned.
Laverne laughs. “You’re going to be fine,” she says, waving off this big bomb I just dropped like it was only cigarette smoke. “You can’t possibly believe that those Death-Cast people can actually know when someone is going to die.”
“We do,” Orion says. “And they’ve been right already.”
“It hasn’t been a full day. There are many opportunities for their predictions to be proven wrong.”
“Valentino can’t risk waiting around for that,” Orion says. “So is there something we can do to get this photo shoot going on today?”
Laverne is no longer charmed by Orion. She turns to me. “If you truly believe that Death-Cast is right, then why are you even trying to do this photo shoot?”
“I’ve been working hard for a moment like this.”
“But you won’t be around to reap the rewards.”
“I like knowing my work is out there. That I was seen.”
Laverne nods slowly. “I hear you. Fortunately, I’ll have a new photographer by Monday. Tuesday at the latest. We can make your dreams come true then.”
Orion is about to fight for me, but I grab his hand. We both stop and exchange a look.
I got this, I say with my eyes.
If you don’t, I will, Orion seems to say back.
Then I look at Laverne, and she can’t seem to read my mind even though she once said she could see my soul through my gaze. “I will be dead by Monday,” I say.
Laverne sits beside me. “You’re scared. I understand why. Our president has lied to us about Death-Cast and is creating hysteria. But I lived through this already with Y2K back in 2000. We were told that this millennium bug was going to affect all computer systems and result in banks shutting down and government records being exposed and people getting stuck in elevators and technology turning against us. I was terrified . . . until the clock hit midnight and we were all fine. You will be too because Death-Cast isn’t real.”
I’m so disappointed. It was one thing seeing people in Times Square not believing in Death-Cast, but it’s another to see it coming from someone I trusted with my career—with my life. “Moments after getting my Death-Cast call, I was almost killed in Times Square. Probably by the same person who killed William.”
“A nearly tragic coincidence,” Laverne says. “I’m relieved you lived—and that you will. We’re going to do incredible work at the photo shoot next week.”
We’re not going to change each other’s minds. The only way I can prove her wrong is by dying, and I don’t want to do it any sooner than I already will to make a point.
“Is there really nothing we can shoot today? My sister will be arriving in New York really soon. Scarlett’s a photographer. You loved her work. So did the RainBrand team.”
I don’t know which stage of grief bargaining is, but I know that’s what’s happening here. I’m desperate to make this work, any way I can.
“Scarlett has a wonderful eye, but she’s not here,” Laverne says.
“I can do it,” Orion says. “How hard can it be?”
“Exceptionally,” Laverne says. “The RainBrand campaign will need a veteran to helm it nonetheless. I’m looking forward to introducing you to whoever that turns out being in the coming days.”
I’m fighting a losing battle, so I’m going to step out of the ring.
“Thanks for seeing me,” I say. “I’m sorry this didn’t work out today.”
“I am too. Is there a new number we should take down until you replace your phone? Maybe Scarlett’s?”
“That won’t be necessary. Thanks for your time.”
I take one last look at the wall with the headshots, accepting that this agency won’t ever turn me into a star.
Not even after everything goes dark for me, like an empty night sky.



Scarlett Prince
5:00 a.m. (Mountain Standard Time)
Scarlett Prince is finally being let off the airplane.
There are still investigations to be held, but the police force wants the plane emptied so they can conduct their searches as they sweep for bombs or weapons, and escort the pilot somewhere safe. Which means Scarlett will be released back into the airport without her luggage but she will have improved phone service. Over a dozen text messages that have been written to Valentino over the past few hours will immediately be sent to Orion’s phone. That one-sided conversation with her brother didn’t settle her nerves. She couldn’t stop reliving the fear she last felt when she was upside down in her car moments after the accident, terrified that she would die alone. She’s dreading this to be true for Valentino.
Once Scarlett is off the plane, she fights all urges to break down.
Time is of the essence, and that time must be spent with her brother.



Valentino
8:00 a.m.
Dreams don’t come true on End Days.
Everything upstairs could have gone differently if I had an agent who believed in Death-Cast in the first place. Calls could have been made to move heaven and earth to help me fulfill my life’s dream. All I got was someone who won’t even mourn me because she believes we’ll see each other in a few days. I’d love for her to be right, but I know she isn’t.
I don’t look back when we exit the building. I don’t even know where I’m going. I just walk down the sidewalk wanting as much distance as possible from this place.
“Slow down,” Orion says.
I don’t.
I keep going.
“Wait for me!”
His voice sounds further back. Not as strong. I turn, and Orion is leaning against the wall, eyes closed with his hand pressed over his heart. I snap out of my misery and return to his side.
“Are you okay?”
“Yeah, I’m just . . .” Orion takes a deep breath, then another and another. “Blood pressure running high and then speed-walking was a bad combo.”
“I’m sorry.”
“Not your fault. Mostly not. I’m pissed at what went down upstairs.”
“That was definitely disappointing.”
“And completely fucking infuriating.”
There’s an empty bus stop bench a few feet away, but Orion slides down the wall and sits in a crouch. I join him even though my legs are sore from yesterday morning’s run and workout and my two fun trips up my six flights of steps. I don’t say anything as he catches his breath and fights his inner storm.
I want to thank him for trying to stand up for me at the agency when his phone rings in my pocket. The Death-Cast trauma has burrowed deep instantly, but this is an ordinary ringtone, so I’m able to calm down before my heart reacts as badly as Orion’s.
“It’s Scarlett,” I say. I answer her FaceTime immediately, and she’s sobbing hard. I start tearing up instantly. I can see that she’s in the airport. “Did you land already?”
Scarlett can’t get her words out. Her cries start breaking up as a series of text notifications begin buzzing, all from her. I keep swiping them away so I can talk to her.
“Scar? What’s going on?”
“I’m still in Arizona,” she says.
Orion’s eyes open at this.
“What do you mean you’re still in Arizona?”
“The pilot got his End Day call before we could take off.”
As she’s telling me everything about how the passengers were going crazy on the plane and how police are investigating the issue, I’m shivering thinking about what could have happened if the pilot had begun the journey and damned everyone else to an early death. I can’t know if that’s what would have happened, but I’m sure Orion has wondered this countless times too as he reimagined 9/11 in a Death-Cast world.
“Death-Cast didn’t call you, did they?” I ask.
Scarlett shakes her head. “No, but my service sucked on the plane, and I couldn’t call you sooner and I was so scared you would be . . .”
“I’m not. What’s the plan now? Are you going to find another flight?”
“As soon as they determine the passengers weren’t a threat to the pilot, yeah. I’ll ditch my luggage, I don’t care.”
“Have you told them it’s my End Day?”
“They don’t give a shit. It’s all about that pilot.”
This has got to become a big change in airlines moving forward. No flights can take off unless they’re positive the pilots aren’t Deckers. The passengers too. That’ll resolve any plane crashes, right? Assuming people register for the program in the first place.
“I’m so sorry,” Scarlett says. “I’m going to keep trying.”
If she could grow wings and flap her way across the country, she would do it one trip. But even in this real world where death can now be predicted, people still can’t fly, so she’s grounded in that airport until then. I think about other impossibilities like Scarlett driving from Arizona to New York even though that trip is more than thirty-five hours and she’s on no sleep. Just because Death-Cast didn’t call doesn’t mean she can’t get into another accident by trying her best to drive here. Another plane is her only option.
I just want something impossible to become possible on my last day alive.
Is that too much to ask?
Apparently so.
“How are you?” Scarlett asks. “Why are you outside?”
I tell her about the bombed photo shoot in as few words as possible.
“What are you going to do now?”
“Go home, I guess. I’ll wait for you.”
“No!” Scarlett shouts. She turns apologetically to a woman I glimpse next to her. “You didn’t move to New York to hang around waiting for me. Go safely explore. I’ll be there soon.”
“You promise?”
“I promise.”
We both know this can’t be promised as we hang up, but it’s something to hold on to. Scarlett will do everything in her power to reach me. She could bribe someone off the next flight out so we can have more time together, or sneak into the cargo bin and get battered by suitcases for five hours. I don’t know, but I do know she will figure it out.
As sure as I am that I’ll see my reflection when I look in the mirror, I’m certain that I will see my sister before I die.
That’s the most important dream that needs to come true.



Orion
8:12 a.m.
Today is the first time I’m positive I will live no matter what, and I never thought it would feel so fucking shitty.
Don’t get me wrong, I’m still not trying to die, but watching Valentino live through his End Day has been rough. It’s hard not to feel like the author of his story is some cruel bastard who won’t give him any wins. There’s so many ways he could’ve died by now—gunshot or beat down with a bat or smashing his head on the curb or that fall back at the apartment or run over in the middle of the street—and he’s surviving for what? To get rejected by his agent, and find out his sister is still stuck back home? I can’t celebrate my life knowing his final hours are not working out for him.
“This End Day can’t get worse, can it?” Valentino asks, staring off into space and fighting back tears. “That’s a stupid question. Of course it can, and of course it will. Death-Cast had no idea what they were talking about when they called Deckers the captains of our own ships. Everything about today shows that I’m not steering my way through this End Day. It’s like my wheel is spinning out of control and I’m about to crash into an iceberg and drown.” Valentino cracks, crying so damn hard. “I should drop dead now.”
That shit breaks my heart.
I try wrapping my arm around his shoulder, and he shrugs me off.
“You should stay away,” Valentino says, getting up from the ground. “Just because you can’t die today doesn’t mean I’m not poison. Everything bad is spreading around me. My heart is probably dangerous too. Orion, I don’t know, you should figure out another solution, or find another donor.”
“Fine, fuck your heart! I don’t care about that. You’re not poison or a ship that’s about to crash or whatever other analogy you’re going to spit out to scare me away. I’m your friend, Valentino, and I’m not leaving you alone on your End Day.”
He runs his hands through his hair as he inhales, exhales, inhales, exhales, inhales, exhales. He stares at the brick wall like he wants to punch it but his breaths keep his fists down at his sides. He’s unraveling, big-time, but we’re going to get through this.
“There are millions of things you can’t control,” I say as he breathes. “But you can still regain control of the ship and steer yourself—sorry, I’m going to drop this metaphor. I’m starting to really fucking feel like we’re out at sea.” I step to him, proving I’m not scared of us crashing together in the worst ways imaginable. “You can’t bring the photographer back to life or make your sister appear in an instant. That’s the kind of shit you can’t control. But there are a lot of things we can.”
Valentino’s ocean eyes look up at me. “Like what?”
“You tell me. What have you been bursting to do in New York?”
“The photo shoot was number one.”
“Then let’s do it. I’ll be your photographer.”
“The agency won’t accept that. You heard her.”
“Screw their photo shoot. We’re creating yours now. It can be an album about your life in New York.”
“That doesn’t sound like a very big album.”
“I bet there’s a lot of pictures we can take in one day.”
“Good point. Hundreds get taken during a one-hour photo shoot, even.”
“Hundreds? I was thinking like twenty, but okay. Challenge accepted.”
He wipes the last tears from his eyes and smiles. “Maybe we can photograph a lot of my firsts in the city.”
“Yes!” I’m hyped to see him getting into it; it’s like he’s coming back to life so quickly after thinking he should drop dead. “I know your super handsome face was supposed to be all over Times Square; I get that this is different now. But just because the whole damn world won’t see these pictures doesn’t mean the people in your world won’t.”
“I really love that. I can show Scarlett the pictures when she gets here.”
“I love that too—I mean, it was my idea, but I’m into it.”
Valentino is lost in thought, and I’m scared he’s going to back out. “I have one condition.”
“Anything,” I say, and I mean it.
“If you’re going to be my photographer, we need to get a really good camera. No phone pictures.”
“Done deal. One really good camera, coming up.”
We’re going to turn this End Day around.
Not like a fucking ship but like two boys who are determined to make every last moment count.
“Thanks for not leaving me alone, Orion.”
My eyes travel from his heart-shaped lips that I want to kiss straight to his gaze.
“I’m your friend to the end, Valentino.”



Valentino
8:38 a.m.
Nothing is open yet on my End Day.
These department stores being closed feels like another slight against me, even though I know it’s just bad timing that I’m dying on a Saturday. I don’t have the luxury of waiting until ten or eleven to buy a camera. Hopefully some businesses are planning more overnight operations for the Deckers who won’t be starting their End Days at the crack of dawn with everyone else.
“I think I found a spot,” Orion says, reading something off his phone. “It’s a pawnshop that’s open twenty-four-seven. I don’t know if they’ll have a camera, but worth checking out.”
“Is it far?” I’m already thinking about getting back on the train to see if my luck changes with the subway performers.
“Three blocks back.”
As Orion leads the way, I read all of Scarlett’s text messages that chronicle her time on the plane. She was panicking—scared that the pilot was going to fly everyone to their deaths, scared that she would be proof that Death-Cast was wrong, scared that I would be dead before we can see each other again one last time. All her words and every last typo from frantic typing burn into my brain, and I hate that she had to experience this fear. I want to apologize, as if dying is my fault; I guess it sort of will be if dying safely for the heart transplant is an option.
Scarlett won’t want me to go through with the operation.
“You’re walking straight into your grave,” she’ll say.
Then I’ll tell her, “I’m going to die anyway.”
“But what if Death-Cast is wrong?” she’ll ask.
That’s the big gamble. If I roll those dice and still die, then Orion might too.
I want to live, but I can’t risk that, can I?
It’s unfortunate that my End Day is Death-Cast’s first day. If I had more information on their accuracy record I could know if my call was an error after all. But I don’t, and I won’t get it. It’s just yet another reason why I’m dying with bad timing.



Naya Rosa
8:40 a.m.
There have now been eleven reports of Deckers dying without Death-Cast calling.
Naya is back in the company suite, resting on the couch while Alano uses her lap as a pillow and Bucky is asleep at her feet. She can’t move without waking them, and she doesn’t know where she would go if she could. The company’s future is on fire, but she can’t be the one to put it out. She’s sitting there in fear, feeling much like her grandfather who told many stories of what it was like waiting for Naya’s grandmother to return home from the war. She wants the door to be flung open with Joaquin emerging, even if he couldn’t solve the problem, couldn’t win the war. She simply wants her husband to be a survivor.
But what if Joaquin is among the Deckers who died without warning?



Valentino
8:51 a.m.
The pawnshop’s awning has ITCHY PALM GEMS spelled out in colorful light bulbs.
It looks more like one of those Broadway gift stores that sell magnets with your name on it instead of a place where I can find a camera. But considering it’s tucked between a CVS and a Domino’s, the pawnshop is doing a great job at standing out; it’s like a brooch pinned to an otherwise plain outfit. Though unlike its neighbors, it also stands out because Itchy Palm Gems has shards of glass piled where their front door once stood.
“They’re definitely open,” I say.
“Whether they like it or not,” Orion adds. “Fucking looters.”
I glimpse a man inside, sweeping. This must be where he works because I can’t imagine someone cleaning up after themselves after breaking in.
Orion starts trying to push me back, but I stand strong. “You should get away. Just in case.”
“Just in case of what?”
“Who knows, but you shouldn’t be the first to find out.”
“Then let’s just go. The camera isn’t worth it.”
“Yeah, it is,” Orion says, staring into my eyes. I know he means it and that he cares. “Look, we know it’s not my End Day, so I should wield that like a superpower.”
“Except you’re not invincible.”
“Nope, but I’m stronger today. Just hang back at the corner for a sec.”
I accept defeat, though I draw the line at hiding around the corner. I wait right here.
Glass crunches under Orion’s boot as he knocks on the doorframe. “Hey, good morning.”
The man stops sweeping and comes to the doorway. “We’re closed today.”
“Everything okay?” I ask from the sidewalk.
He stares like it should be obvious that everything isn’t okay. I struggle with maintaining eye contact because he’s really handsome for an older guy. Salt-and-pepper beard on his diamond-cut jaw. Black hair in a quiff style with streaks of silver on the side. Strong and defined arms with the veins showing under his brown skin, which gets celebrated in the gym as if that’s the only mark of someone putting in the real work. His pecs are popping through his black T-shirt with the cuffed sleeves, sweat staining his pits. And as someone who can’t get a tattoo without scaring off agencies, I’m a huge fan of the white moons tattooed down his bicep, completing the package of this man who belongs on magazine covers.
“Shop got broken into early this morning,” the man says. “People wanted to steal other people’s shit instead of pizza dough apparently.”
I feel safe enough to approach, not expecting this pawnbroker to beat me to death with his broom. “I’m really sorry.”
“It’s not your fault. Unless you were the looters.”
“No, but fuck whoever it was,” Orion says.
“I like that fire,” he says, giving Orion a fist-bump.
Orion grins. “Is it cool if we pop in real fast? We’re looking for a camera.”
The man sighs. “A lot was stolen last night. I don’t even know what inventory I have at the moment. Feel free to swing by tomorrow when we’ve reopened. I’ll hold any cameras I find on the side for you.” He begins turning away.
“Hold up.” Orion looks at me.
He always respects my business, even with strangers I’ll never see again. I’ll have to let him know I’m fine with him supporting me.
“I won’t be around tomorrow,” I say.
“Out-of-towner?” the man asks.
“Decker,” I say.
Then the moment of truth: Will he challenge the reality of Death-Cast, or trust that I’m dying?
The man shakes his head. “That’s tragic. I’m sorry to hear that. You’re so young. . . .”
I’m relieved that he cares, but of course my truth stings anyway.
“Come on in. You can have a look around,” the man says. He shakes our hands. “I’m Férnan.”
“Valentino. This is Orion.”
“Nice to meet you both. Orion, mind the swearing if my son comes out from the back. He’s ten and already cursing like me whenever the Mets are losing.”
“That’s a lot of fucking cursing, then,” Orion jokes, tapping his Yankees hat.
It feels like we’re entering a crime scene. The glass counter has been shattered, and all the jewelry boxes have been emptied. Workout weights are still in the corner because I guess the looters weren’t lifters. Two bikes on the wall, one yellow and the other steel gray. A microwave is upside down, probably tossed about during all the action. Shelves of sneakers with minimal scuffs, which I’m sure is great for anyone wanting to act like their sneakers are fresh out of the box but life happened while wearing them out, like my white sneakers are already experiencing. Then the floor is littered with so much more, like action figures, baseball caps, tools, video games, DVDs, a couple electric guitars with broken strings, cracked vinyl records, and a bunch of other things that have their own stories. Reasons they were brought here to set someone up for success out there. As if theft wasn’t a big enough crime standing on its own two feet, I think about all the stolen treasures that people cannot buy back. That’s the biggest crime here.
“How long you been in business?” Orion asks.
“Few years, but thinking about getting out of it soon,” Férnan says.
“How come? Because of all this?”
Férnan shakes his head. “This didn’t help. I just don’t have the heart for this business. I hate putting price tags on people’s priceless belongings. I’ve lost count of how many times people put their wedding rings on layaway for cash.”
At least those people got to have weddings. That means they got to fall in love.
That’s not in the cards on an End Day.
I continue searching for a camera, remembering that it’s something I can control. There are dozens of books fanned out on the floor; I guess the looters aren’t readers either. There was no camera hiding underneath the books, though I pile them into a neat stack so it’s less work for Férnan later. I look under Frisbees and behind a broken printer but nothing.
The back door swings open, and a young boy comes out. He looks like a young Férnan but without the grays and beard and tattoos. He’s wearing a blue sweatsuit. He finishes the last bite of a McDonald’s hash brown and wipes the grease off his mouth.
“I thought we were closed, Pops,” the boy says.
Férnan is crouched behind the shattered counter. “We are. But these young men were gentlemen, and I decided to let them in. See how manners work?”
“Yeahhh.”
“Why don’t you see if you can help them find a camera?”
“Can I finally get that bike if I do?” he asks, pointing at the steel-gray bike on the wall.
“It’s still not for sale.”
“Just say it was stolen, Pops.”
“Rufus . . .”
The boy sucks his teeth. “What?!”
Férnan comes around the corner and the boy—Rufus—crosses his arms. “Go to the back and wait for me.”
“I didn’t do anything.”
“You keep talking back like I’m one of your friends.”
“We’re not friends, Pops?!”
“Stop being a smart-ass.”
“If I can’t be smart, then stop yelling at me when my report cards suck.”
“Rufus, go wait for me in the back. Now.”
There’s a tense stare-down before Rufus sucks his teeth again. To make matters worse, he kicks a crate and sends it flying into a wall. Everything goes quiet. Orion and I don’t move, like we’ve just discovered we’re on a minefield and one wrong step can blow us up. The only explosive in the room is Rufus’s temper. Then before any discipline can happen, Rufus seems to diffuse himself as his eyes light up in wonder.
“Found one!” Rufus shouts. He picks up a camera. Férnan extends his hand, but Rufus skips past him and comes straight to me. “Here you go.”
It’s a digital camera, a Canon PowerShot. I don’t know much about this particular model, but it should do the trick.
“Thanks so much, Rufus.”
“You’re welcome.”
Rufus then peacefully retreats to the back.
Férnan sighs as he returns behind the counter. “Don’t ever have kids.”
“Not a problem,” I say, handing him the camera.
Férnan is inspecting the camera against his records when he looks up, eyes wide. “I’m so sorry, Valentino. I forgot.”
“Don’t worry about it.”
“I didn’t mean it anyway. I love Rufus, and he’s a great kid. His temper sometimes gets the best of him. I was the same way when I was his age. He’ll grow out of it.” Férnan wipes sweat off his forehead. “Am I making it worse? I’m sorry. This is a first for me, and I don’t know how . . . especially with someone so young and . . .”
Orion rests his arm on my shoulder, bringing a casual energy to this moment. “We’re all figuring it out, but mad thanks to Rufus for finding us this camera. We’re going to make some memories on Valentino’s End Day.”
Férnan’s eyes water as he steals glances at me. He sees someone young. Rufus will be my age in a few years, and maybe Férnan is dreading what it would be like to watch his son live his End Day. I don’t wish that on them.
“How long have you two been friends?” he asks.
Orion counts under his breath. “Ten hours–ish.”
Férnan has many questions, but he doesn’t ask any of them. He simply finishes cross-referencing the model of this camera with his records and says, “This was a sale, not a loan. So it’s all yours.”
I reach for my wallet, which I haven’t miraculously lost today like my phone or keys. “Great. How much?”
Férnan hands me the camera. “No charge.”
“Wow—thanks, man—”
“No,” I interrupt Orion. “I want to pay. Especially after your break-in.”
“That’s really noble, but your hundred bucks isn’t going to save the shop. I selfishly want to know that you’re out in the world making incredible memories.”
This Decker discount doesn’t make me feel great. I feel like I’m robbing a store that has already seen enough loss. “Fine. I’ll accept the camera if you let me buy that bike for your son. I can just leave the money for whenever it becomes available and you can—”
“It’s available now,” Férnan says. “I’ve just been telling Rufus it isn’t because he keeps acting out. But why does Rufus getting that bike matter to you?”
Orion seems confused too and then catches on.
“My parents weren’t great. It’d be nice to know that a father who loves his son is actually showing his son that he loves him.”
Férnan looks up at the bike, like he’s imagining the memories he’ll create with Rufus. “You got yourself a deal.”
We work out the price. He tries to undersell me; I try to oversell. It’s the most backward haggling I’ve ever experienced. We land on a middle ground that makes us feel as good as we’re going to be and we shake on it. Férnan has a firm grip, and I feel like he’s telling me to be strong without using any words.
I look at the bike, imagining Rufus on it with Férnan cheering him on. It’s a really nice thought.
“Have a good day,” I say on the way out.
“You too,” Férnan says, and cringes. His eyes find my shirt. “Actually, yes. Have a happy End Day, Valentino.”
“Thanks, Férnan.”
We leave the shop.
I power on the camera. It doesn’t have a full battery, but it should be enough to get through the End Day. I hand it to Orion. “Would you mind? I think the first picture should be taken outside the store where I got the camera.”
“Happily,” Orion says.
I get in position and tuck my hands into my pockets. It feels strange smiling in front of a looted pawnshop, but this is how we closed out this chapter in my End Day and that’s how it should be remembered.
Orion snaps the picture.
The first of many hopefully.



Férnan Emeterio
9:09 a.m.
Death-Cast did not call Férnan Emeterio because he is not dying today, though he’s struck by the generosity of a young man who will be.
Of all the stores Valentino could have walked into this morning, he chose Férnan’s, hours after it had been looted by those fearing the end of the world. Férnan didn’t ask why Itchy Palms of all places, but he knows his mother—may she rest in peace—would have said that luck brought them together. She was a very superstitious woman, up until her passing a few years ago. There wasn’t a stray eyelash she didn’t blow on, or a purse she wouldn’t leave on the floor at the risk of her money running away, or a single New Year’s midnight minute that wasn’t spent eating twelve grapes, a true Cuban tradition. Férnan believes that Valentino was nudged his way, possibly by his mother in the heavens.
The timing couldn’t have been better.
Lately, Férnan and Rufus have been at odds. He has his difficulties too with his eldest, Olivia, but she likes her space and will often listen to classical music in her bedroom and not bother anyone. But Rufus, at ten, is trying to become the alpha of the house, just like he is at school or at the park with his friends. He seems to have more respect for his mother, but Férnan believes that’s because they don’t spend as much time together since Victoria is a cardiac surgeon who works eighty hours a week and mostly evenings; she even got stuck at the hospital for an extra few hours trying to get the board’s attention for a special transplant. This summer break is what’s sending Rufus over the edge. He’s away from his posse and stuck hanging with the parent he doesn’t respect and the sister who wants nothing to do with him. Férnan looks to the bike, thinking that might release a lot of Rufus’s pent-up energy.
A father-son talk could get them on the same page. Which it sounds like wasn’t the case for Valentino and his parents. Férnan would rather fight with his son every day than turn his back on him. Do Valentino’s parents even know that he’s dying? Or that he’s resorted to hanging out with a boy he met ten hours ago? One’s final hours should be spent with their family. He can’t even imagine Rufus spending his End Day with a stranger. Férnan will make sure he never puts his son in that heartbreaking situation.
Férnan takes the cash for the bike and puts it into the empty tray of his cash register.
He stares at the bills, thinking about his mother again. Férnan was at a crossroads for work, torn between continuing on as a technician or opening his own business. Then his mother passed, and he thought often of her many superstitions. His palm itching was one of them. It meant his luck was turning around and he would receive money soon. The thought of being a pawnbroker soon followed, knowing he could honor his mother’s spirit by being the reason someone’s luck turns around during hard times. For all he’s done for the community, today someone brought him money.
This is a sign to rebuild his business and his relationships.
Férnan closes the cash register and takes the bike off the wall.
Family first.



Orion
9:39 a.m.
Capturing Valentino’s firsts on camera is hella fun:
First time visiting a bodega to get a hot black tea to stay awake and fill his stomach. He even played with the cat after I made sure he wasn’t allergic and about to drop dead next to kitty litter.
First time seeing a pay phone, which he said is different from the ones back in Arizona. He posed as if he was on a call, head tilted down but blue eyes up at me. That look did something to my heart and dick, that’s all I got to say.
First time buying a bacon, egg, and cheese roll off some dude on the streets. He’s still refusing to eat because of the possible operation, which bothers me, especially as he breathes it in. I can tell he wants to rip apart that aluminum foil and devour that sandwich in one bite, even if the hotness sets his insides on fire. But instead he gives it to some woman who’s asking for money to eat; we don’t document that, obviously.
First time passing the legendary Strand Bookstore, and Valentino wishes he could tuck himself into a corner and read one last book.
And now his first time buying a copy of the New York Times from a newsstand. His expression is moody, and I wonder if he’s going for some intense, scholary vibe. Then I see the newspaper’s headline: THE END DAYS ARE HERE. The photograph on the cover is of Joaquin Rosa in the Death-Cast call center as he’s on the phone.
I almost drop the camera when I realize what this means.
“This is when he told me that my life is over,” Valentino says.
It’s hard to process something so wild like this.
“You okay?”
“It’s strange seeing the other side of this call in print.”
“It’s history, I guess.”
Valentino trashes the newspaper. “I’m not history, Orion. I’m here.”
Then he’s not here because he’s walking away from me.
“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean it like that. I just—I kind of went through something similar with my parents the day they died. The morning newspaper was already out, but they had released another at some point. I’ll never forget, the New York Times had some headline about the United States being attacked and how hijacked jets destroyed the Twin Towers. Right there on the cover were the burning towers. The fire and the smoke . . . I remember squinting hard, like mad hard, thinking I might’ve been able to find my parents in a window.”
Valentino stops and stares at me.
“I was nine and stupid, sue me.”
“No, I’m not judging you. It’s really sad.”
“Yeah, well. Same deal with you and that Joaquin photo. Everyone thinks that moment is only Death-Cast history when it’s your history too.”
“And 9/11 history is also your history.”
“Proof of our lives changing, all on page one.”
“You won’t find our faces, though.”
“I’m not mad at that. I looked like shit that day. You’re fucking glowing, though.”
Valentino is either blushing or the sun is cooking his face. “Even with my scar?”
“You’re going to keep that shit trending, trust me.”
“Thanks, Orion.” He wraps his arm around my shoulders, and our bodies pushed together is seriously where it’s at. “What’s next?”
“That’s your call.”
“I’m calling on you to pick a place for me. A lesser-known gem.”
It takes a sec because I’m still caught up on Valentino’s arm around me and how freeing it feels to explore a space like this here in lower Manhattan than I would back up in the South Bronx. But then I remember a spot I haven’t even hit yet, one we can discover together.
A first for the both of us.



Rolando Rubio
9:47 a.m.
Rolando is in a café, hoping to meet his first Decker.
This wasn’t planned. In fact, it’s in the guidelines that Death-Cast heralds aren’t to arrange meetings with the Deckers. The company set this boundary between heralds and Deckers as if they’re therapists and clients who shouldn’t be friends, but Rolando doesn’t buy that this is simply because of professionalism. He suspects that Joaquin doesn’t want any of his operators held hostage by any Deckers or grief-stricken loved ones with nothing to lose and something to gain by getting Death-Cast’s secret. As if Rolando knows how the Deckers are identified, but Death-Cast not trading the secret to save an employee’s life would certainly be bad publicity.
Fortunately for Death-Cast, Rolando is no longer employed by them.
It’s also fortunate for Rolando, who no longer has to live by Death-Cast’s rules. Especially when it comes to the first Decker he called last night and spoke with at length—too long if you ask Joaquin or Naya or Andrea or anyone. Being a good human made him a bad employee. Thankfully, he learned a lot about Clint Suarez on that call. He loves dancing. He was an investor. He once won the lottery for eight hundred grand by playing the numbers of his mother’s birthday. And that he spends every Saturday morning, at ten on the dot, by coming to Carolina’s Café in Union Square, where he likes to sit by the window and enjoy a late breakfast while people-watching.
So Rolando is sitting by the window and enjoying a late breakfast while people-watching. Nothing interesting was happening for a while. One woman walking a bunch of dogs, a florist trying to sell their bouquets to drivers at stoplights. Then there were these teen boys, one photographing the other as he bought a copy of the New York Times, which hardly seemed newsworthy to Rolando, pun intended; it didn’t get interesting until one boy saw Joaquin Rosa on the cover and shortly thereafter trashed the entire newspaper. Something escalated very fast. As the boys walk off, Rolando keeps people-watching, waiting for someone who could be Clint. This is where the hope comes in. It’s very possible that Clint’s routine may be broken because he’s dead.
Then one minute to ten, the door opens, and in walks an elderly man with dark gray hair. There’s a newspaper tucked under his arm, and Rolando wonders if this could be Clint, if it makes sense for someone who is about to die to care about current events.
“Good morning,” the man says to the kitchen staff.
Rolando recognizes the man’s voice off those two words alone. He didn’t even need to hear everyone call back, “Good morning, Clint!”
He really is a regular. He scans the tables by the window, finding none that are empty. There’s a slight frown on his wrinkled face, but he doesn’t seem fully dispirited.
Rolando stands. “Excuse me, sir. Would you like a seat?”
He wonders if Clint will recognize his voice, but Clint doesn’t seem to.
“Oh, that’s okay.”
“Please, I insist.”
Clint resigns and takes a seat, laying out his newspaper on the table. “Thank you very much.”
Rolando feels weird, like he’s crossing a line, but what he really wants to do is help. “This might be weird . . . My name is Rolando Rubio. I worked at Death-Cast. Last night.”
Clint looks up with tears in his eyes. “Rolando. Rolando! Have a seat, have a seat.”
Rolando is relieved that his appearance is welcomed. He sits. “I’m sorry to pop up like this. I didn’t like the idea of you being alone on your End Day, and I wanted to check in on you. You had mentioned this café and—”
“Good memory,” Clint says.
Rolando wonders how bad Clint’s memory is that remembering something from less than twelve hours ago is impressive. “Is there anything I can do for you? Do you need help?”
“Is this part of some Death-Cast package?”
“No, I actually . . .” Rolando decides against telling Clint he quit the company. “This is all me.”
“That’s very sweet of you. There’s one thing I’d like.”
“What’s that?”
“Join me for my last breakfast.”
Rolando does so, hoping that if he’s fortunate to live as long as Clint, and unfortunate enough to be as alone, that someone shows him this very same kindness on his End Day.



Valentino
10:09 a.m.
If I had to spend my End Day somewhere, I’m glad it’s in such a walkable city. How much time would have been spent driving back in Phoenix, my eyes on the road and missing all the beauty around me?
I bought a Fitbit in March, having wanted one since Christmas. It’s this watch that basically tracks how many steps you take. It was amazing to have on my morning runs and usually inspired me to up my daily goals. Of course I didn’t realize I forgot my Fitbit in my bathroom back home until Scarlett dropped me off at the airport, but she assured me that she’d pack it for me. Now there’s a chance she won’t even arrive with her luggage. It’s a small thing, but it would’ve been cool to see how many steps it took for me to get from my apartment to Times Square last night, or even around Manhattan this morning as my personal tour guide shows me the city.
It gets me thinking.
“I have an idea for an invention. You can make it.”
“Do I get to take all the credit?” Orion asks.
“Only if you want me to haunt you.”
“That’s not the scary threat you think it is. I’d like having you around.”
“Okay, but you can’t change your mind later when I’m tapping your shoulder every time you slouch.”
“Yeah, you’re right, I’d be calling an exorcist so damn fast.”
There’s something comforting about becoming a ghost. Especially because I don’t think Orion would have me exorcised. I could watch over Scarlett too. Maybe even make sure my parents don’t get a good night’s sleep ever again.
“So what’s this invention, Casper?” Orion asks.
“Basically, it’s a tracker that shows a Decker’s journey on their End Day. Friends and family can retrace your footsteps and feel closer to you if they couldn’t be with you.”
Orion aims the camera and takes my picture.
“What was that for?”
“I wanted to document your first dumb idea.”
My jaw drops. “You’re a jerk.”
“A jerk? Come on, call me an asshole or a dickhead or a bitch. You’re not in third grade.”
“I don’t really swear. Catholic upbringing.”
Orion freezes at the corner. “This is perfect. You’re not about that life anymore, right? What’s going to be your first curse word or swear word, whatever the fuck you want to call it? Howl that shit at the sky and wake up all these motherfuckers trying to sleep in.”
I do some counting. “Three swear words in ten seconds. Well done.”
“That’s fucking nothing, but thanks. What you got?”
As someone so open today, I grew up so caged. There were so many things I was never allowed to say. I couldn’t swear. I couldn’t question God. I couldn’t talk about my crushes. Then I came out of the closet, and my parents wanted me to go right back in. But Orion isn’t asking me to filter my thoughts or feelings. He’s asking me to release everything.
Standing on a street corner in New York City, I feel the word bubbling up, and I throw open my arms and shout, “I’M FUCKING FREE!”
Orion takes my picture. “Great fucking choice!”
Before I can thank him, a window slams open above us and a man pokes his head out. “Shut the fuck up!”
I’m so embarrassed that I’m frozen.
Orion snaps another picture before dragging me away, laughing. “Your first time getting told to shut the fuck up in the city. You’ve been christened as a real New Yorker.”
I might find that photograph funnier after my heart has calmed down a bit.
Orion holds on to my wrist as we go down the street and only lets go when we find ourselves somewhere that looks abandoned. There’s something suspicious about how peaceful this is. Just empty cars underneath these overhead train tracks. Orion starts going up the stairs slowly, and he picks up the speed a little bit. I try getting him to slow down, but he ignores me. He seems to be enjoying this moment where a simple activity doesn’t feel life-threatening. Just because he won’t die from a heart attack doesn’t mean he won’t slip on these stairs and fall back into me. I hold on to the railing for dear life, and Orion is waiting at the top with the biggest smile.
Once I’m up there, I can’t believe my eyes.
This train station is a forest. Bright green bushes and flowers are basking in the morning sunlight. Right where the train tracks should be is a pathway that’s been paved clean. I’m staring at everything in confusion when Orion snaps a picture of me.
“How does this train station operate?”
“It’s no longer a train station. It’s a park called the High Line.”
It’s not ringing a bell. “I’ve never heard of it.”
“It opened last summer. There’s more to come, but they have huge plans to grow this park. I thought you should see what they got so far.”
This city is so huge that even someone who’s been excited to move here didn’t know about this place. What other wonders are out there that I’ll never see? Not even just in the city or the state or the country. The whole world. I kind of wish I could go into space and do a lap around the planet. Then I could say I saw it all. I can’t imagine NASA is going to launch a Decker into space unless it’s a suicide mission, so I’m going to enjoy this slice of the world I never even knew existed.
“It’s really gorgeous,” I say as we walk down the pathway.
“And kind of creepy too, right? Like we’re on the set for some postapocalyptic movie.”
“What made you think to bring me here of all places?”
“Don’t punch me in the face, but I thought it might inspire you on your End Day.”
“In what way?”
“Way back when, this area was called Death Avenue. Hundreds and hundreds of people were getting straight wrecked by the trains, it was bad. It got to a point where they—I don’t remember who they were, but someone—hired fucking cowboys to stop people from trying to cross the tracks. Like, legit dudes on horses.”
“You’re making this up!”
“I shit you not! They—again, I don’t know who they are—decided to elevate the tracks. Then the rest is kind of a blur.”
“Pardon my English, but you’re a shitty historian.”
Orion laughs. “I’m not trying to compete on Jeopardy! or anything.”
“Alex Trebek would have you banned for answering every question with a swear word.”
“For fucking real.”
I stumble onto the train tracks, the plants growing around them like a garden bed.
This place is really something.
“You still haven’t told me how this is supposed to inspire me today.”
“I was about to before you started hating on my storytelling.”
“I apologize for expecting you to be a know-it-all. I guess everyone needs a flaw.”
“My heart is a pretty huge flaw.”
“It won’t be for much longer.”
Then we’re just two boys who are silent as we continue crossing this postapocalyptic, retired train line. There’s no one else in sight, almost like the world wants us to be present in our future. I listen to the wind and my thoughts, which are both depressing and uplifting. I might not be around to laugh for much longer, but Orion will be if all goes well. It will go well. I’m putting my full faith into that; whatever that means these days.
Orion stops and stares at the plants emerging between the train tracks. “This is my first time here too. I wanted to visit last summer when everything was super fresh, but my heart got in the way. I spent the day at the hospital instead. I took it as a sign that I shouldn’t try to go somewhere that was known as Death Avenue. But I was just remembering how the High Line was supposed to be demolished. Just straight wiped from the city until people in the neighborhood fought for it to find new life and it got turned into this dope park.” Orion looks at me with his hazel eyes. “I hate that you’re dying, Valentino, but I want you to remember that everything isn’t over just because you’re a Decker. I’m going to keep fighting through whatever your End Day throws your way to turn your life into something beautiful.”
There’s no doubt in my mind that Orion means every word.
I bumped into the perfect stranger in Times Square.
“It’s almost like when I die and you have my heart, I’ll live on through you,” I say. “A new, beautiful life.”
My chest feels tight as Orion and I stare into each other’s eyes.
“Totally,” he says, breaking contact, and I look away too. “I’ll become a walking park.”
“What you lack in history, Orion, you make up for in metaphors.”
“I’m a writer. I better get that shit right.”
We stop and rest our arms on the railing. We have a calming view of the river. I’m guessing it’s the Hudson River, but even though I’m a newly christened New Yorker I didn’t suddenly download all the knowledge of one. I just watch the water and the boat slowly creeping along its surface.
“I’ve never been on a boat,” I say.
“It sucks, but please don’t fight to make that one of your firsts.”
“You going to ride up on a horse and stop me like one of those cowboys you made up?”
“Yeehaw,” Orion dryly says. “But for real, it’s your life. I selfishly don’t want to risk watching you drown. I don’t give a shit about what Death-Cast thinks, there’s no way I’d survive that.”
In the same way I’d like to take a trip in a spaceship, it’d be nice to get on a boat and sail across the river and experience something I haven’t before. But Orion is right. Drowning sounds like a horrible way to die, and I don’t want to test that theory. I wouldn’t want anyone witnessing that either. That would be too haunting.
It’s hard to live when it feels like death is lurking around every corner.
“I’m going to spend my remaining hours living life from a distance, aren’t I?”
“Nope. You’re going to live it up close,” Orion says.
“How?”
“By making the most of what we can do. If you don’t die happily, then I failed you.”
“Tough task.”
“Game on.”
I half expect us to shake on it. Instead, we watch that boat until it slips behind a building; I hope it has a safe journey. Orion steps away to aim the camera at me.
“You should also be in the picture,” I say. “This is a first for you too.”
“Nope, your End Day is about you. I’ve made it enough about me already with the whole heart attack and donor situation.”
“This End Day would’ve long been over without you. You’re part of my journey.”
Orion sighs, defeated. He comes under my open arm and we squeeze together, our heads leaning against each other. Figuring out the right angle is tricky without a phone’s mirror.
“How the hell did people take selfies before phones?” Orion asks.
“Luck. I also hate the word ‘selfie’ so much. Do you think that’ll die out soon?”
“I hope so. That word outliving you is upsetting as fuck.”
“Agreed.”
The longer we take to figure out how to take a selfie on the camera, the longer we’re pressed together. I’m not upset at this by any means.
“I’m going to go for it,” Orion says. “If I fuck it up, I fuck it up.”
He counts us down from three and instead of looking up at the camera, I’m smiling at Orion and thinking about the quality moments we can be sharing from the warmth of my studio. But when anyone looks through this album of pictures, all they’re going to be able to see is a Decker whose End Day would’ve been worse without this new friend who forced him to take his life into his own hands.



Captain Harry E. Pearson
8:05 a.m. (Mountain Standard Time)
There’s something very wrong.
Captain Pearson’s plane has been emptied of all the passengers, so why does he still feel threatened? There’s this knot in his chest that’s been squeezing tighter and tighter ever since Death-Cast called. Is this a major case of anxiety? He’s been sweating profusely, but who wouldn’t? It’s stressful knowing that there were almost three hundred people on board who could’ve been plotting to hijack his plane. Maybe he’ll feel better after some fresh air.
But when he unlocks the cockpit door and steps into the main cabin, where police officers are waiting to safely escort him to a private room in the airport, Captain Pearson collapses to the floor.
This is his first heart attack.
And last.



Orion
11:06 a.m.
This End Day isn’t about me, but I feel lucky to be along for the journey.
When I first met Valentino, I knew I wanted to be part of his life. Yeah, my dick was doing some of the talking because he’s gorgeous, but it was more than that, it was always more than that. He had stars in his eyes and wanted to grow up in this city. He’ll never be able to do it all, but I’m happy he’s hitting a lot of firsts.
Our next first: riding the bus, since a boat is too dangerous. Or at least it will be our next first if it ever arrives. I check the time on my phone to see how long we’ve been waiting when I realize something historic in the world of me and Valentino.
“Yo, it’s been twelve-ish hours since we met,” I say.
I wish I knew the exact minute.
“Really?” Valentino asks. “It feels . . .”
“Feels like what?”
“I was going to say it feels like yesterday.”
“Probably because it was.”
“Which is why I stopped talking.”
“No, don’t ever stop talking. You have a nice voice, and I like the stuff you say.”
I tried burying that compliment about his voice that I want to listen to all day and that I’ll miss, but I did a pretty shitty job covering it up. I’m feeling all these feelings, and I know I shouldn’t because this doesn’t make sense, but they’re fighting their way up anyway. I should write a story about a lovesick zombie crawling out of a grave, wanting a heart to hold, not eat. Oh, wait, zombies are gunning more for brains, not hearts, though I guess they’ll eat anything from the body that’s fresh. Fuck do I know, I’m no more a zombie dietician than I am a historian.
“You like the stuff I say?” Valentino asks. “What else would you like to hear me say in my nice voice?”
“Don’t be a dick.”
“Don’t be a dick,” he parrots with a smile.
“If the bus ever arrives, I’m going to push you in front of it.”
Valentino surrenders. “I’m kidding. What do you want to know?”
“I mean, so much. I remember thinking that I liked your name.”
“My name? My name is nothing compared to Orion.”
“No, I love your name. You’ve got tons of nickname opportunities. I got O, that’s it. Oh, actually, I also had people calling me ‘Oreo’ in high school. Hated that.”
“That’s bad, but at least you didn’t have to deal with ‘Valentino’s Day’ every Valentine’s Day. I had to ask out my friends’ crushes for them like I was Cupid.”
“I’m so sorry, Cupid.”
“It’s okay, Oreo.”
The bus finally pulls up, and I don’t shove Valentino in front of it. Instead, I take his picture as he pays the fare—the driver is confused as shit as to why this is worth documenting—and another as he chooses one of the few available seats in the middle. There’s no destination in mind, but we thought it’d be fun for him to get some sightseeing in. Maybe call something out if it interests him. Plus we can take a break from the sun and enjoy some air-conditioning.
“Tell me about Valentino, Valentino. How’d the name come about?”
He’s staring out the window. “I never told this to the other kids at school, but my mom was born on Valentine’s Day. She grew up loving the holiday because she was always shown love on that day, whether she had a valentine or not. Then my father went and proposed on Valentine’s Day like the original thinker he is. My mother wanted us to have names with ties to the day. Mine is obvious, and Scarlett because that’s the color of hearts.”
“I hate it, I hate it, I hate it. That’s a horrible origin story.”
“It was going to be worse. Scarlett was almost named Valentina.”
“Valentino and Valentina . . . that’s some psycho shit. It’s almost as bad as them being homophobic. I bet your house was a shitshow on Valentine’s Day.”
“Absolutely. You know how intense some people are about Christmas? Every threshold had streamers, and there were too many bowls of candy hearts all over the house.”
“The ones that taste like chalk?”
“The very same.”
I can’t believe a beautiful name like his has such a dark, dark, dark history.
“Wait . . . When’s your birthday?”
Valentino is shaking his head. “I don’t want to say.”
“Don’t fucking say Valentine’s Day.”
“No. It’s November eleventh.”
“What’s so bad about . . .” I shudder as I do the math. November is nine months after February. “Oh, they—”
Valentino slaps his hand over my mouth. “Don’t.”
Not the point, but I’m zero percent mad about my lips being pressed against his palm. It’s just like when we were hiding from those masked men with bats, except the stakes aren’t super high this time. When he does move his hand, I’m too stunned about the revelation of his parents conceiving him and Scarlett on Valentine’s Day to even say anything. I let my face do the talking for me.
“Horrifying,” Valentino says. “Thanks for reviving that trauma on my End Day.”
A couple passengers on the bus turn to him, staring at Valentino like he’s an alien.
“Sorry to hear that,” a woman says, holding her child a little closer.
“Thanks,” Valentino says, like someone just blessed him after he sneezed.
I’m not sure what the etiquette is for when someone says sorry when they find out you’re dying. It might be a minute before society lands on something that feels right.
Valentino shifts back to me. “How did you get your name? Please feel free to be bad at history again if it also involves your conception.”
I elbow him in the side for ragging on me again about the history business.
“So my mom’s name is Magdalena, and her mother thought it would be cute if I was named Jesus. As if I would’ve been the first Hispanic Catholic with that name. Like, for real, I’ll take Oreo all day, every day, if it means people aren’t asking me to turn water to wine or having every dinner known as the Last Supper just because I’m there. Bless my parents, they weren’t trying to set me up for failure. Then I was almost Ernesto Jr., but my father didn’t think that was fair either.”
“Why not? Could your father resurrect himself too?” Valentino asks.
“Oh, totally. He’s living his best life back in Puerto Rico. We Skype on weekends. Anyway, my parents wanted something that had no ties to the Bible or anyone in our family. Achilles was the frontrunner for a while.”
“Your heart could’ve been your heel!”
“Shit, that’s great! I never even thought of that.”
Valentino’s proud smile makes me want to give him a million bucks. I mean, I don’t have a million bucks. I barely have a thousand bucks, and even that’s only because Dayana was really generous on my eighteenth birthday. Point is, I’m not rich, but just like I felt twelve hours ago, I want to fully cash in on this guy. Even if that means the money will go unspent after he dies; at least he’ll have known how much he was worth to me.
“When did they land on Orion as a name?” Valentino asks.
“My mother started looking into constellations, and once she saw Orion, there was no changing her mind. Not even when my father brought up how my name means ‘mountain dweller.’ She didn’t give a shit. Everything didn’t have to have meaning. Sometimes something that was beautiful was just beautiful.”
“I wish your mom could’ve told my mom that.”
“Again, I hate the origin, but love your name.”
“You don’t think Valentino Prince is too charming?”
I bust out laughing. “Oh shit, I forgot about your last name! Yeah, no, that’s too much.”
“I’d stop being a Prince if I could.”
The woman who offered her condolences is still eavesdropping on our conversation apparently because she seems confused. Same for her daughter, who asks her mother why Valentino doesn’t have a crown if he’s a prince.
I lower my voice so we can have as much privacy as possible on public transit. “Have you given more thought to calling them?”
“Here and there,” he says. This isn’t one of those things where he’s guaranteed to have the chance to do it later if he’s leaning toward it. “There’s a part of me that wants to so that I can see them feel bad about how they’ve treated me. But what if they don’t? The fact that I don’t know if my own mother and father will grieve me shows how twisted this relationship is. I wish I had parents like yours.”
“Me too.”
It’s not lost on me how lucky I got with my mom and dad. I didn’t get the chance to come out to them, but knowing they would’ve been down with my happiness helps me sleep at night. They would’ve never chased me out of the city like Valentino’s parents did with him.
“Do they have a memorial somewhere?” he asks.
My chest tightens. “Yeah, they technically have headstones in a cemetery, but I know they’re not there. We obviously don’t have any of their . . .” I can’t bring myself to say that we had nothing to bury. “We don’t have any of them.”
“Do you ever visit the site? Where it all happened?”
“I haven’t. I always think it might be healing, but I’m also scared I won’t survive it.”
“Death-Cast thinks you will,” Valentino says, and then he grabs my hand. “I do too.”
I try not reading into the hand-holding—tons of people hold hands! Dayana holds Dalma’s and Dahlia’s hands, and they’re family. My mom would hold my hand too, even as I was getting older—my dad not so much, which is cool with me—though I now regret every time I shrugged my mom off because I thought eight years old was too old to be holding my mom’s hand. That was stupid. Just like I’d have to be stupid to compare all these people to Valentino, who is staring at me with his blue eyes in a way that sets him apart.
“If you want to go to the site,” Valentino says, “I would happily go with you.”
“Once again, I can’t make your End Day about me.”
He lifts my hand, squeezing as he presses it to my chest and then his. “We’re in this together, Orion. I want to help heal your heart in every way possible. But only if you’re ready.”
I think I could be a hundred years old and not be ready to step foot at Ground Zero, where my parents and thousands others died. But waiting until it’s your End Day to start living means you won’t have time to do it all. Your life will be divided into firsts and lasts and nevers.
I don’t want to die never having stood where my parents last did.
I’m going to make this a first.



Clint Suarez
11:12 a.m.
Death-Cast called Clint Suarez last night to tell him he’s going to die today, or more specifically, the man sitting across from Clint in his favorite café is the one who told him that his life is over. And just like last night, his operator, Rolando Rubio, is listening to Clint’s life story.
It’s a long one.
Back when Clint was a little boy—eleven years old, if memory serves him right—he boarded his very first flight with his mother. He couldn’t believe how fast planes bulleted down the runway. It was the kind of impossible speed he’d seen before only in the fairly new Superman comic books. Clint was so excited for the adventure to the States back then, not fully understanding that he’d been leaving Argentina so his mother could escape his father. As Clint got older, his sweet mother helped him better understand why they had to leave his monstrous father behind; if Clint ever returned home, he would be sure to dance on his father’s grave.
The story seems to strike a chord with Rolando.
“What made her finally leave?” he asks.
“She didn’t trust me to be raised by him . . . should something happen to her.”
“Do you mean if your father happened to your mother?”
All these decades later, and Clint is still furious at everything his wonderful mother had to endure. He grabs the napkin and wipes his tears.
“There’s a woman I love,” Rolando says.
“Does she love you back?”
“She’s married.”
“That’s not what I asked.”
Rolando sips his coffee. “I hope she does. I think she does. But she won’t leave her abusive husband because of their son. I wish Gloria had the common sense to leave like your mother. I’m scared her husband is going to kill her one day.”
“Have you told her this?”
“It hasn’t felt like my place.”
“When will you tell her? Her funeral?”
Rolando’s eyes water.
Clint thinks about that plane ride again. “I think it’s time for you to leave, my friend.”
“Did I say something wrong?”
“It’s about saying something right to the person who matters the most. While you can.”
Rolando tries paying, but Clint gestures him away.
“I’ve got this,” Clint says, waving Rolando’s money away. Clint has made a lot of money and invested in many places, including a dance club. “Go help Gloria.”
“Are you sure there isn’t anything else I can do for you?”
“Be a good role model to Gloria’s extraordinary son. Show him what a father should be.”
Clint himself never had any children. That’s a story for another person.
“Good luck with the rest of your day, Clint. I’m sorry we’ll lose you.”
“I hope you have a long life, Rolando.”
The two hug, and Rolando runs to the street, standing outside the window as he makes a phone call.
In all of Clint’s years of people-watching, this is the most connected he’s felt to someone outside his window.
It goes to show that even on your way out, there’s still time to let people in.



Gloria Dario
11:22 a.m.
Gloria wants the best for her son—always has, always will. But sometimes she worries about the career path Pazito is pursuing. For as long as she can remember, there have been horror stories about child actors with bright futures becoming unhappy adults, and the many ways in which they try burying that unhappiness.
When Pazito booked his first role as Larkin Cano in the last Scorpius Hawthorne film, she wasn’t worried about her son losing his childhood, since Pazito was only acting in a flashback scene as Howie Maldonado’s young self. Even though Howie plays Scorpius Hawthorne’s bitter rival, he was beyond lovely on set with both her and Pazito, and considering he’s grown up in front of the public eye, it gave Gloria hope that Pazito would be fine as well. Still, there have been a couple opportunities for Pazito to star as a series regular in sitcoms, and though Gloria will never admit it out loud, she was relieved when her son didn’t get the parts, even though it broke her heart to share the news.
Is it so wrong for a mother to want her child to be a child for as long as possible?
Gloria doesn’t want the answer.
She can’t face that question without thinking of the many times she’s failed her son by exposing him to the horrors in their home.
No child should grow up watching their parents fight.
Well, is it even a fight if one parent doesn’t ever hit back?
No, it’s not. That’s an attack.
Gloria keeps it together, not wanting to cry in front of the other adults and children in the waiting room. Whenever she’s away from Frankie, she tries not to think about him. Distance means he can’t harm her. It means she can bury the fear.
The most peace she’s known since being in this relationship is when she traveled to Brazil with Pazito for the Scorpius Hawthorne filming. Everyone was so welcoming. The cast showed Pazito all the rooms in the castle, sets he wouldn’t have stepped foot in since his only scene was in the library. Howie gave Pazito lots of pointers and encouragement and praise. The crew made sure Pazito’s dietary needs were met. And Pazito was surprised when the author of the original series, Poppy Iglesias, a queer trans woman, showed up on his last day of filming with a signed copy of the first book, the very book that Gloria believes has been instrumental in helping Pazito better understand himself, even if he hasn’t come out with those words himself. Watching her son be loved was the peace Gloria gulped down like fresh water, nourishing her soul. She was very tempted to stay in Brazil, but when Pazito kept talking about how he couldn’t wait to show his father the signed book, and all the pictures with his new friends at the castle, Gloria got on that plane with her son, dreading the entire flight home.
The door opens, and Pazito steps out along with a handler who nods at Gloria before accompanying another child into the audition room.
“How do you feel?” Gloria asks.
She doesn’t like asking Pazito how he thought he did during an audition because if he believes he did his best and doesn’t get the job it’s made him sad in the past. Focusing on how the work made him feel instead has led to less disappointment down the line.
“I had a lot of fun!”
“Good. Did you thank them for their time?”
“Yup! And they thanked me for mine too!”
“Great job. You want to go get some lunch?”
“Okay.”
Gloria grabs her purse, but right before she gets up, her phone buzzes. She’s immediately uncomfortable, almost like her heart is being pinched, but it’s not Frankie calling her home. It’s Rolando, and Gloria is able to breathe again.
“Hello?”
“Gloria, hey. How are you?”
“I’m good, I’m good. Pazito and I are about to leave an audition.”
“He’s a star.”
Gloria plays with Pazito’s hair. “He sure is. How are you?”
“Having a bit of a day,” Rolando admits. It hurts her heart to hear a heaviness in his voice. “Are you and Paz headed home right now?”
“We’re actually about to go find some lunch. Take advantage of being in the city.”
“Do you mind if I join? I’d love to see you.”
Gloria freezes. “You’re more than welcome. Pazito would love to see you.”
Rolando is quiet long enough that Gloria wonders if she said something wrong. Before she can ask, Rolando says, “Do you know where you’d like to eat?”
“I think we’re going to do McDonald’s or Burger King.”
“How about we grab a bite at Desiderata’s?”
The restaurant where Rolando first told Gloria he loved her, back when they were babies in college. Gloria knows she should think this is inappropriate, or even that it’s harmless because not only does Rolando know she’s married—he was a groomsman at her wedding, after all, since Frankie is short on friends—but Rolando also knows she’s a mother who would never break her family apart.
Not even if she wants to follow her heart elsewhere.
But what if she did?
What if instead of waiting to follow her heart, she picks it up and carries it where she wants to go?
Gloria tells Rolando, “Desiderata’s sounds wonderful.” And before she can hang up, she adds, “I’d love to see you too.”



Orion
11:33 a.m.
I’m going to Ground Zero.
I send the text to Dalma, and she calls immediately. I’m not surprised. I always imagined my first visit to the site would be with Team Young, especially Dalma, who also knows the pains of losing a parent. I bet she envisioned it that way too.
“Hey,” I say into the phone, signaling to Valentino that I’m taking the call up the block. I keep an eye on him as he leans against the wall, just in case any trouble pops up.
“Whoa,” Dalma says. “Is this really happening?”
“I think so. . . . We’re like a block away. I could turn back, but I don’t think I want to.”
Then it’s quiet, but we’re still on the line. I’m kind of glad this is a straight-up call and not FaceTime because I’d hate to see Dalma’s face if she’s feeling betrayed. I legit feel guilty, like I’m cheating on her. I just got to own it. “I wish you were here. It’s all happening so fast, and I’m trying to go with the flow, just like I’m pushing Valentino.”
“It’s okay, O-Bro. You know I’m always willing to drop everything for you, right?”
“No doubt about it.”
“Then I’m cool. Download me later on why you changed your mind?”
“I’ll include every ‘uh’ and ‘um’ and ‘oh’ and my other Orion-isms.”
A light laugh, then a sigh. “How are you both doing?”
Valentino is pressed against that wall like he’s on a roof’s ledge.
“No day is perfect, but we’re trying,” I say. I don’t need to get into the near-death experiences or the canceled photo shoot. I’ll save that for story time when . . . when the day is done. “Dalma, he’s good-hearted.”
“He better be. He’s your match.”
“You know what I’m saying.”
“Are you being careful?”
“Sort of. We’re out and about, and I’m not letting him hop on boats and shit like that, but it’s his life to live.”
“That’s good, but I’m not crossing that line anymore. I was asking if you’re being careful about how invested you get.”
“Yeah, I’ve got a condom on my heart, don’t sweat it.”
“I’m serious, Orion.”
I keep my eyes on Valentino, wanting to kiss the hell out of him. Holding back my feelings is like sinking into quicksand; the deeper and deeper I’m buried, the more desperate I am to breathe. “I’m serious too. It’s just getting harder and harder acting like I don’t like him. Every minute that passes, I care more.”
“Do you think it’s extra charged because it’s his End Day?”
“I was feeling my feelings before I knew he was a Decker. My heart knows what’s up.”
“Then you better get back to him,” Dalma says, meaning it. “Tell him I said hi?”
“I will. I love you, D.”
“I love you too, O.”
We hang up, and I feel more at ease, like I’ve got one less hand gripping my heart as I get ready to hit Ground Zero.
I rejoin Valentino. “Dalma says hi.”
“Tell her I say hi back next time you speak to her. Is she okay?”
“All good.” I look down the street, knowing that when we turn the corner, everything I’ve been avoiding for years will come into view. “You still want to do this? Legit zero offense if there’s somewhere else you want to go.”
“I’m still in. Are you?”
“I am,” I say.
Half-lie, half-truth.
I take the first step, aka the most important one. The rest follow. I don’t turn back at the last second. I keep moving forward into this strangely chilling ghost town. This is supposed to be the city that never sleeps, but it’s almost noon, and it’s quiet and dark, the sun blocked by the high-rise buildings. I immediately think about writing a story about a boy who follows the sound of footprints left by invisible spirits, and when they step into the sunlight, they’re revealed to be his parents, giving him the chance to finally say goodbye. I have a small, stupid envy for that fictitious kid who gets closure.
The deeper I go into the darkness, the eerier it becomes.
“I’m starting to feel like you shouldn’t be here,” I say.
“I’m not going anywhere,” Valentino says.
If he dies here, not only am I never returning to this spot, I’m getting the hell out of this city.
Another minute in, things start feeling less like a graveyard but still alarming. This is the construction site where they’ve been building the memorial for the past few years, and it’s heavily guarded. There are steel barricades and blue wooden barriers and chain fences and cinder blocks and police officers standing outside their cop cars. No one is getting through. Security is going strong, as if someone might launch another attack during the construction of the memorial; it reminds me of making sandcastles at the beach when you have to dig moats if you don’t want the waves destroying everything you’ve built. I can’t even see any of the memorial-in-the-making yet, I’d have to climb up one of those cranes to get a bird’s-eye view. But I already know what’s there—and what’s not there. It’s a hole in the world where the Twin Towers once stood, and I feel like it’s sucking me in, like a whirlpool.
As a family member of the fallen, I’ve gotten occasional updates about all the ways they want to memorialize the victims. There will be twin waterfall pools where the towers were. This Survivor Tree that was in the area, and, well the name kind of tells you the rest. Some stone monoliths studded with Trade Center steel they recovered during cleanup. And, of course, inscribing the names of everyone who died, from those in the planes and towers and the Pentagon to the first responders and recovery workers. But I’m not going to be able to see any of it until next fall for the tenth anniversary; if I even make it to then.
I toy around with the idea of asking a cop if there’s somewhere we can go where we might be able to glimpse what construction is looking like, but things have been too intense in this neighborhood. It’s been almost nine years and the fact that cops are still hanging around shows that the city means business. I’ve heard stories of residents who couldn’t even get back into their own buildings because they didn’t have IDs updated with their current addresses. I don’t want to get kicked out of here, or risk something worse going down, especially with a Decker by my side.
Something feels off.
Nah, not something.
Someone.
That someone is me.
I feel off, like my heart’s switch has been flipped.
“I thought I would cry.”
“Is it because I’m here? I could give you some privacy.”
“No, I want you here.”
“Okay. Then what is it?”
“Ground Zero’s emptiness reminds me of the funeral.” I keep staring at the hidden memorial, waiting to feel something. “I didn’t even want to throw a funeral because that meant accepting my parents were dead instead of holding on to hope that they were going to be recovered. No body, no proof. Kind of like how if you don’t see a character die on the page or on TV, you wait for that plot twist to blow your mind. I was thinking wild shit, like how my mom and dad were never at the towers that morning and instead assumed new identities and lived happily ever after somewhere else. And of course they had to leave me behind to protect me, like classic dead-but-not-really parents.”
Valentino is trying to read my mind. “Thinking your parents abandoned you didn’t actually comfort you, did it?”
“Telling myself that story helped me get my first full night’s sleep back then.” I still remember waking up that morning, so rested that I wasn’t even thrown off by waking up in Team Young’s guest room. I just thought it was one of our many sleepovers. That was a win for everyone in the house, since I had spent the other nights screaming; poor Dahlia had to go stay over at her abuela’s house because she wasn’t getting any sleep. “I got to a point where I stopped telling those stories, even though no remains were ever found.”
Valentino stares at the construction site. “I’m sorry to say it, but I think your parents died in the towers. Maybe it’s because I’m not a storyteller like you, but I can’t imagine them living different lives and not coming back for you by now. I’ve only known you for twelve hours, and I couldn’t even abandon you in this dark, cold corner of the city that’s heavily patrolled. You’re too special, Orion.”
Dude is trying to blow up my heart. “You’re just saying that because you don’t want my parents to haunt you.”
“Can ghosts haunt other ghosts?”
All it takes is one second—one impossibly long second—to forget that he’s dying.
“I don’t know, but if you all hang out, tell them I love them.”
“I will. I’ll make it really clear that you’ve grown to be a great man . . . who sucks at history.”
“They know that shit already.”
“I’ll have to find something else to share, then.”
Okay, that shit comes off flirty, but whatever idea he’s got brimming, that’s not something I want him talking about with my mom and dad.
I pull out the camera from my coat’s pocket and snap a picture of Valentino.
“What was that for?” he asks.
“You’re the first guy I’ve brought to meet my parents.”
Valentino is blushing, definitely not sun-kissed cheeks. “Hopefully I’m not the last, Orion.”
Why does moving on feel so heartbreaking?
He’s not my boyfriend, and we’re not in love.
He’s going to die today, and I’m going to live.
All this answers my question.
We’re not going to get the chance to become boyfriends who fall in love.
His journey ends here, and I’ll keep going until I can’t.
Living doesn’t feel so heartwarming in this moment.
Valentino takes the camera from my hands. “Let’s get a photo of you visiting your parents.”
I don’t fight him. This is a memory I’ll be able to share with Dalma and the Youngs.
I turn to the construction site and stare, thinking about how twelve hours ago I was with Valentino in Times Square telling him about my ties to 9/11 and now I’m here for the first time since my life changed.
In my head, I rebuild the towers, level by level, window by window, and once I finish, I watch the airplanes that crashed into the buildings fly overhead instead, and my parents walk out the front door, along with every other soul that died, and go home.
That’s how that day should’ve ended.
Unfortunately, my memories are stronger than my imagination.
Many didn’t go home.
The airplanes didn’t stay in the sky.
The towers collapsed.
Then came my life unraveling. Sleepless nights. Screaming. Jumping at every doorbell thinking it would be my parents covered in ash. The stories I told myself. Skipping school. Funerals with empty caskets and the eulogy I never delivered. Pure anger. The guardianship paperwork. Saying goodbye to my first home. Starting over in the brownstone. Pure sadness. Giving DNA samples to test against discovered remains. Dreaming about where my parents would want their ashes scattered. Thinking I might keep their ashes next to me forever, even if one speck was found. Too many condolences when I returned to school. Guilt when I laughed for the first time. Totally lost and trying to find myself in stories. Shame for having a crush. Regret for not coming out. Not going to Ground Zero on the one-year anniversary or the year after or the year after or the year after or the year after or the year after or the year after or the year after.
Now I’m here, alive—not always well, but alive.
I’ll keep standing tall for my parents, and living the kind of life they would’ve loved to have watched me live.



Scarlett Prince
8:59 a.m. (Mountain Standard Time)
The pilot died of a heart attack, and if it weren’t for Death-Cast, it’s possible he would’ve taken down the entire plane with him. This is Scarlett’s second near-death this summer, and while she feels for the pilot’s family, above all, she feels for her own. It’s as if her heart is being shredded because if Death-Cast was right about the pilot, then maybe that means they’ll be right about her brother. No matter the outcome, it’s been urgent that she reaches Valentino. This is what she’s told the investigators and officers who relayed the news of the pilot to all the passengers who thankfully released her ahead of everyone else so she could get a head start.
Scarlett arrives at the customer service counter, gasping for breath.
“I need the next flight to New York. Death-Cast has called my brother.”



Valentino
12:00 p.m.
In one precious moment your life can change.
You can go from being an only child to a twin brother. You can start running and never stop. You can find your passion. You can almost become an only child again. You can come out of the closet. You can land the gig of your dreams. You can move to a new city. You can meet a boy. You can say goodbye to your future when Death-Cast calls.
It’s been twelve hours since I became the first Decker.
There’s no doubt I’ve only made it this far because of Orion. It started with him saving my life and has evolved into him changing how I live it.
“What’s next?” Orion asks, the World Trade Center’s memorial site blocks behind us.
“Why don’t we ask Death-Cast?”
They seem to know everything. Joaquin Rosa himself told me to check out their website for events that are happening today. I log on to death-cast.com and select New York in their city tab, and I’m presented with many options for the day. There’s an amusement park in Coney Island, which would be a lot of time spent on the subway. A list of restaurants that I would love to visit, but I still can’t risk the heart transplant going wrong because I wanted a nice Italian meal.
“Oh shit, a Broadway show?” Orion asks, looking over my shoulder.
“I can’t put my finger on it, but I’m not interested in revisiting Times Square for some reason.”
“Hmm. Yeah, I wonder if it has anything to do with the dude who pulled a gun on you.”
“Probably more because it was really crowded.”
“Good point, good point. Anything else jumping out at you?”
“Not really.” I close the website and right as I’m passing the phone back to Orion it begins ringing. “Scarlett.”
“Get it, get it, get it!”
I put the phone to my ear and answer. “Hey.”
“I got a flight!” Scarlett shouts while breathing hard, sounding just like when she’d join me for a run and would yell at me to slow down whenever my thoughts carried me ahead of her.
“You did?!” My smile tells Orion everything he needs to know. “For when?”
“They’re about to begin boarding. . . . I don’t even have my suitcases!” She’s panting and telling people to excuse her as she charges past. “It sounds like . . . a Decker has been pulled off the plane . . . airline sees it as a risk . . .”
Hopefully the Decker wasn’t trying to go home to see family. In the event they are alone, I hope they find someone who can help make their day count. Like I have.
“I feel horrible for them, but I’m grateful I’ll see you.”
“Twin thoughts. I’m here, I’m going to board. I love you, Val. Be safe so I can see you soon.”
“I’ll guard my life with my life.”
We hang up. I’m so happy that I start shaking. I might even cry.
“Scarlett’s coming!” Orion says.
“She sure is! She’s boarding her plane now.”
“We just got to guard your life with your life,” Orion says, smirking.
Five-hour flight with another hour for traffic. I have to survive another five hours. I’m not good at math, so I don’t know what the probabilities are of seeing Scarlett with just under twelve hours max before my End Day concludes, but the odds are feeling great. I’m no longer exhausted and starving, I’m rested and satisfied. I would take off into a run right now with my hands thrown up in the air as if I’m breaking through marathon tape, but now’s not the time to overexcite Orion’s heart or risk falling into a manhole.
“What should we do? How about something iconic? Maybe the Empire State Building?”
Orion winces. “I’m not going to hold you back, but I don’t really do super tall iconic buildings anymore.”
“Say no more.”
“I’m happy to go with you, I’ll just hang out downstairs.”
I try to make sense of how that would work in this new world of Death-Cast. If Orion—someone who isn’t dying today—doesn’t accompany me up to the Empire State Building, does that increase the risk of something catastrophic like the attack on the World Trade Center? Or if he did go up with me, does that thwart death? I’m sure the world will get its answer one day, but I’ll die without it. It doesn’t feel like a true loss in the grand scheme of things, and the same goes for not visiting the Empire State Building.
“No worries. It would’ve been cool to feel like a king of the world and swear at the sky again, but I’ll save that for another life.”
He’s quiet, and I feel bad. I don’t want him down on himself, because he’s not holding me back. He’s been pushing me forward.
“I’m sorry. I was only kidding.”
“No shit,” Orion says with a smirk. “Come on, I’m not that soft.”
It’s funny how well I feel I know him and how much more there is to learn. The one bright side to Scarlett not being here yet means I get to spend more time with Orion. Hopefully I’m able to introduce them to each other. Not only because Orion will be carrying my heart but in the hopes he can look after Scarlett in New York when I’m gone.
“What are you thinking about, then?” I ask.
“The next two stops in your End Day adventure. The first is somewhere most New Yorkers haven’t visited, and the second is iconic. Do you want to know or be surprised?”
I choose surprise. That’s a welcome gift.
Wherever Orion is taking me, it’s also downtown and only a few minutes away from the street corner where Scarlett called with the best news. The best news given my situation, that is. It’s dawning on me that even if I reach out to my parents this second, it would be pretty impossible for them to see me in person one last time. Should I feel guilty? Do they deserve that chance? What do I owe them as the son they raised? Then before I can voice any of these feelings, I remember Orion’s wisdom from last night. I’ll speak to my parents if I have something to gain. But I owe myself peace more than I owe them anything.
Today is beginning to feel like I’m doing years of growing up within hours.
“Earth to Valentino,” Orion shouts. “I love your little lost-in-thought moment but I kind of have to blindfold you quickly.”
“Why?”
“So you can’t out my organ harvesters, duh.”
“Cool. Just wanted to know.”
Orion removes his hoodie—technically, my hoodie—and wraps it around my head. His smile is the last thing I see before the sleeves are tied around my eyes. The hoodie is snug around my face, and the darkness is more peaceful than I’d imagine. A shiver runs up my spine when Orion holds both of my hands. This alone could be the surprise, and I’d love it. He starts leading me to our destination, and I’m walking awkwardly like that time I put on my mother’s high heels as a kid, nervous I’m going to fall and snap an ankle.
“Trust me,” Orion says.
“I do.”
“We’re about to enter a train station, but the sign spoils everything.”
“Hence the blindfold.”
“We have to be really careful going down the stairs. We’ll take our time, okay?”
“Okay.”
At the top of the staircase, Orion places one of my hands on the railing and keeps holding the other. He guides me, step by step, though the first few are the most nerve-racking. My calves are tingling, and it takes a bit before my feet find the rhythm, like we’re dancing. The overall experience feels like a roller coaster where you begin with regret and doubt and then you release all that and enjoy yourself. I let out a deep sigh when we reach the landing, but it turns out that’s not the only set of stairs. Orion doesn’t let my hand go as he reaches into my pocket for my MetroCard and swipes me in, then doing the same with his own.
“Can I take off the hoodie now?”
“Nope. There’s still signage everywhere.”
He leads me down the next set of stairs, and I grip his hand, increasingly nervous that this is all going too well and my desire to be surprised is going to get him hurt and me killed.
“Almost there?” I ask.
“Almost there,” Orion says.
An overhead announcement begins, and Orion leans into my ear and mumbles nonsense to drown out the message. Feeling his breath on my face gives me goose bumps.
“Sorry about that. We haven’t come this far for Train Operator Number One to spoil the ending.”
“I appreciate your dedication.”
“Do you have an iPod on you? Or I can use the songs downloaded on my phone. Maybe more annoying noises?”
“Can you talk to me instead?”
“And say what?”
“Tell me a secret.”
Orion is quiet, but this time I can’t read his face. I only know that he hasn’t walked away because he’s still holding my hand, even though we’re not moving.
“What kind of secret?” he asks.
“Something personal. Something you wouldn’t even admit out loud.”
“Unfortunately, you’re the perfect person to tell a secret to.”
Any secret dies with me. “Exactly.”
“Okay, but you got to wait until we’re on the train.”
It’s like my whole body is vibrating. Is this because of the incoming train roaring through the subway? Am I secretly on the tracks? Or is it pure anticipation on what Orion will share with me, hoping it’s what I would say if he asked me?
The train doors open, and I manage to hear “last stop” before Orion hums loudly into my ear and guides me inside, straight into a seat. I no longer even care about where we’re going. I want to know what he’s going to reveal about himself. He stops humming to tell me to keep my head down, and I fold into my lap, dizzy in the darkness. I would fall forward if it weren’t for Orion holding his arm across my chest. Then right as the conductor begins announcing what the next stop will be, Orion’s lips graze my ear.
“I’m scared I’m going to die and never have been in love.”
It’s so silent that I hear the doors close.
The train leaves the station.
Orion unwraps the hoodie, and the light bothers my eyes, but not as much as his confession that he can’t possibly believe is true.
“I can tell you want to say something, but we don’t have a lot of time.”
“A lot of time for what?”
Orion gestures at the rest of the train car. There’s no one sitting in the blue and orange seats or holding on to the railings while playing on their phones. It’s empty except for us.
“Is this rare in New York?”
“Not at all, but we’re going somewhere that we’re not supposed to . . .”
Childhood memories of the thought of going to hell resurface. It doesn’t help that I’m alone with another gay boy. “Should I be nervous?”
“You should be careful, and not let go of me.” Orion ties the hoodie around his waist, and he pushes open those folding doors that connect from one car to the next. “We’re about to pass by a secret train station.” He steps out onto this metallic bridge and holds on to a black rubber strap with one hand. He extends the other to me.
There’s a sign that reads Riding or moving between cars is prohibited with a black silhouette between two train cars being shamed for doing so within a red stop symbol. But the bottom reads unless there is an emergency, or as directed by police or train crew and I’m going to declare my End Day an emergency.
I take Orion’s hand, half stepping onto the bridge and holding on to the rubber strap with the tightest grip. The wheels screeching are ten times louder out here, and the winds are blowing back my hair like we’re on the top of a building. It’s exhilarating without being as dangerous as skydiving. This is a first, but neither of us are stupid enough to try to document this with a picture. The fact that we’re doing this at all is already plenty stupid. But I’m not going to die here like some self-fulfilling prophecy from when I was panicking earlier about all the different ways I can die.
The train slows down slightly as it turns, breaking out of the dark tunnel. The secret station is illuminated by the sun casting through the skylight. I’m blown away by how different this station is from the one I was in this morning. This feels more like Grand Central, which I’ve only experienced through movies where characters arrive in New York for the first time and do that classic spin that screams, “I’ve made it!” If I weren’t so scared of falling onto the tracks, I’d probably spin right now too. It’s magical experiencing this hidden corner of New York and I’m shocked more people aren’t risking their lives and breaking the law to stand out on this crossway to see this for themselves. The sign on the bricked wall reads CITY HALL, and there are green and white tiles running along the vaulted ceiling. The most surprising piece would have to be the literal chandeliers that are switched off or don’t work, but to think they once lit up a train station like it was a ballroom? Showstopping.
As we’re returning into the darkness, Orion howls in euphoria, and I do the same, our voices echoing through the tunnel.
I’m aching to stay out here, but he wisely nudges me back inside.
“So?” Orion asks, flipping his thumbs up and down.
I don’t even know what to say. This is one of those passages that you can only stumble on if you don’t get out of the train when you’re supposed to, and I got to live something that most New Yorkers won’t in their entire lives.
I answer Orion’s question with a hug. “Thank you for being the most thoughtful person ever.”
Orion squeezes. “You kidding? You won that award when you offered me your heart.”
The train pulls into the station, and I don’t want to let go. I don’t care if thousands of people pour into the car. That’ll only push us closer together. I want to hold on to Orion because he’s under this ridiculous impression that someone won’t love him in what I have faith will be a long, long life after the transplant. But I have to let go because Orion says, “This is our stop.” I get out and follow him up the stairs and outside the station with a new mission before I die.
Make sure Orion knows he deserves the world.



Gloria Dario
12:15 p.m.
Gloria tries breathing.
In, out. In, out.
Why does it feel like she’s a breath away from an asthma attack?
The restaurant is a little stuffy. She removes her light jacket and tucks it into the corner of the booth where she’s sat across from Pazito. Her son is telling her all about one of his assigned books for summer reading, but Gloria is struggling to focus, to keep her eyes away from the door where Rolando is expected to walk in any moment now. She wonders if he’ll be carrying a bouquet of sunflowers like he did their first—and last—time here at Desiderata’s, the day where Rolando told Gloria he was deeply in love with her.
The day where Gloria regrets not saying it back.
The truth is, Gloria knew she loved Rolando, but she wasn’t as certain that she was in love with him. Those lines can be blurry, especially when you’re young and haven’t known love yet—or known what it’s like to be in a relationship where things aren’t as they should be.
A marriage, even.
The early days with Frankie were passionate, as if they were floating above everyone else in their orbit, to the point where whenever Gloria was brought back to earth, she missed that high. So much so that she ignored the red flags billowing in the winds.
Who would have thought that falling in love could take you to the skies?
But people don’t have wings, and walking through life is how you get to be in it.
It’s up close, it’s personal, it’s real.
Gloria regrets not having kept her feet on the ground, especially after how often she found herself being thrown to the floor by the man who once took her to impossible heights.
Here she is now, seated at the restaurant named after her favorite poem, written by Max Ehrmann as if he was staring into her soul as he put pen to paper. Desiderata is about what you need in life, what you desire, and when the door opens and in walks Rolando, Gloria breathes as if he’s the oxygen she’s been craving.
It doesn’t even matter that he’s not carrying sunflowers.
“Uncle Rolando!” Pazito slides out of the booth and rushes to Rolando, almost crashing into a waiter.
“Hey, Paz-Man!” Rolando hugs Pazito with a love and tenderness that Frankie doesn’t.
Gloria thinks—no, she believes with her whole heart that Rolando will be an amazing father one day. She’s mostly sad that she didn’t realize this, oh, twenty years ago when he confessed his love for her, but it’s okay. Gloria’s greatest creation is Pazito, and she wouldn’t change a single hair on his head or bone in his body, and that means accepting some of those hairs and bones come from Frankie too.
She gets out of the booth with a smile and a hug.
“Great to see you,” Rolando says, as if it’s been years since the Fourth of July when they last saw each other for a barbecue in Althea Park, the same day he applied for the Death-Cast job.
“You too,” Gloria says. Even though she wants to hold on to Rolando for dear life, she lets go and sits opposite of him and Pazito. “So . . . tough day?”
Rolando’s tired brown eyes seem to say so. “I should’ve known what I was getting into with that job.”
“Did you cry a lot?” Pazito asks. “I think I would cry a lot.”
“That’s because you have a big heart,” Rolando tells him. “I’m going to be honest, I haven’t cried.”
“So you don’t have a big heart,” Pazito says.
Rolando chuckles. “I like to think I do, Paz-Man.”
Gloria is a breath away from agreeing before her son fires off his next question.
“Have you found out how your bosses know who’s going to die yet?”
“No, I haven’t. I actually won’t—”
“I think everyone has a prophecy,” Pazito interrupts. “And Death-Cast somehow knows everyone’s destinies. Prophecies are a big part of the Scorpius Hawthorne books.”
“You might be right, but I won’t be able to find out the big secret. I quit this morning.”
Gloria leans forward. “You did? Why?”
Before he can answer, the waiter approaches, asking if he can get anything started for the table. Gloria still remembers how long it took for her and Rolando to place an order last time, promising their waitress they would take a look at the menu in just a moment, but the two kept joking around and laughing so hard that they were fighting for their next breath. She’s mourning a life of love and laughter and light as she orders a hot tea and waffles with maple syrup.
“I’ll just have a black coffee,” Rolando says.
“Nothing to eat?” Gloria asks before the waiter can.
“I just came from a . . . a meeting, you can say. I ate a bit there.”
A meeting? He’s not normally so vague.
Gloria wants to ask with who, but for the first time in a long time, the answer scares her.
What if Rolando had a breakfast date? Who’s the lucky woman? Will Gloria be strong enough to attend that wedding? Can she hold back the tears when meeting his child?
She will.
Gloria is a planner, and she plans to be happy for her best friend.
Once the waiter steps away, Gloria follows up with Rolando. “You quit?”
“It wasn’t a good fit for me. It’s probably too heavy to talk about right now,” Rolando says, glancing at Pazito. “Are you both going straight home after lunch? Maybe we can go to the park? We can talk some more then.”
“Park!” Pazito shouts, scaring the patrons in the booth behind him.
“It looks like we’re going to the park,” Gloria says.
She won’t be able to spend her life with Rolando, but they can have today.



Orion
12:38 p.m.
“Next stop: Brooklyn Bridge,” I announce in my best train conductor voice.
The bridge is a couple minutes away from the train station, the perfect one-two punch for Valentino’s tour. He doesn’t seem super hyped, though, or even slightly hyped. The Brooklyn Bridge is an iconic part of New York where he can take in views of the city; I can even point out where the Twin Towers once stood. But Valentino seems . . . pained?
“You good?” I ask. “I promise the bridge isn’t going to collapse under us.”
“I’m not concerned about the bridge. That sounds nice.”
“Okay, cool. Then what’s up?”
“I’m thinking about your secret.”
“The secret that stays in the secret station?”
“I implied I’d take it to my grave. I never said we wouldn’t talk about it.”
We begin crossing the bridge, the first minute of what could be an hour journey as we walk to Brooklyn with the East River beneath us. That’s a long time to dig through this deep pain of love feeling out of reach, like it’s buried in the center of the world and I don’t have a shovel. But if Valentino wants to claw through the ground with me, I can’t knock that.
“What do you want to know?” I ask, unwrapping the hoodie from my waist and putting it back on, cozy inside it like I was when wrapped in Valentino’s arms on the train.
“Why do you think no one will love you before you die? Because you’re expecting you’ll die young?”
“It’s wild, but I could live until I’m a hundred and I think I’ll still never know love. Like, legit love. This world isn’t built for guys like us, you know.”
“That doesn’t mean there isn’t someone out there for you.”
I want to scream that I think he’s that capital-s Someone. “I came out last month too and it’s not like a bunch of dudes started lining up outside my house.”
“Probably a good thing.”
“I had a shit ton of crushes in high school, and I didn’t know for sure, but I got some closeted vibes from a couple of them. I swore they were prob into me too, though no one hit me up with any confessions once I was out.”
“I’m sure someone wanted to, Orion. It’s possible they weren’t ready or were still figuring themselves out.”
There’s a million reasons why someone won’t come out. What might seem like no big deal to one person is the whole universe to another.
“True. There’s also shitty parents,” I say, thinking of Valentino’s.
“Maybe they would’ve been kicked out of their house. I got lucky.”
Parents not kicking you out of your home because you’re gay shouldn’t be luck. That should be the expectation when you bring a kid into this world. If you can’t do that, then fuck off, fuck off, fuck off. I’m done playing this shit where we got to be nice to people who hate on us for how we love. They’re the reasons why we got it so hard, why we lock away our feelings even though it means we’ll die without knowing the happiness that comes to others so easily.
“Did you ever have any boyfriends?” I ask, feeling sick with envy in my empty stomach.
“No, but I had a big crush back in March.”
“What was he like?”
Though I already suspect I know the answer: muscular, beautiful, pearly white smile.
“He’s another model.”
You don’t fucking say.
“We first met during this photo shoot a couple years ago. I was this student driver acting like I didn’t know how to drive, and George was posing as my instructor, though he actually doesn’t know how to drive. The casting people did not care. George played a really convincing and kind instructor.”
“Was he actually a piece of shit?”
It’s stupid and immature being so competitive with someone in his past, someone who isn’t spending Valentino’s End Day with him. But I’m stupid and immature when it comes to these things, back off.
“George was a good guy. We bumped into each other in an audition room and hung out that entire day. Then it started getting dark, and before I could go home he leaned in for a kiss.”
I want to fucking catapult myself off this bridge, I’m so jealous.
“I backed away,” Valentino says.
Okay, never mind, maybe I’ll take up flying instead.
“Why’d you back off?”
Valentino steals a glance my way. “I wanted my first kiss to be memorable.”
“I like that a lot,” I say. Some things are worth holding off for. “Do you believe in soul mates?”
His blue eyes stare out into the river, then the skylines. “I think so. I believe there are people you’re destined to meet, but it’s up to you to do the work. The work always seemed really intimidating and even impossible.”
“I feel that. I love being gay, but fuck, this shit is hard sometimes.”
“No kidding. It’s not even legal for us to get married.”
My heart stops—not really, but really, you know—and it only starts pumping again when I realize he’s speaking about the general us, not the Orion-ampersand-Valentino us.
“Is marriage something that’s been on your brain?” I ask.
“Absolutely. I was looking forward to meeting my man and proposing and planning the wedding and stressing out about vows. Scarlett would be my maid of honor, of course. I originally pictured my parents being there, but when I realized that wasn’t going to happen I thought I’d invite so many friends and friends of friends to fill the venue so I wouldn’t even notice they weren’t there. This is probably one of the saddest things about dying today: I’ll never know if this was going to change.”
“I wish we could know if your parents would’ve come around, it’s just—”
His hand finds my shoulder. “I’m sorry to interrupt. That wasn’t about my parents having a change of heart. It was about the government and the church and society accepting gay marriage. It would’ve been nice to know this was even a possibility in my lifetime.”
If Valentino had been in love and wanted to cement that by marrying his partner before death do them apart today, he couldn’t.
This is not a problem most couples have, my parents included. My mom and dad put up with a lot of shit as Puerto Ricans, but no one stopped them from making it official, no one was disgusted by their love, no one killed their dream of starting a family. We should’ve had decades on decades on decades with each other, but who knows what that would’ve looked like. They could’ve gone all their lives watching me fight a war they never fought in, watching me never have what they have. In all my years of imagining what my parents’ terrifying final moments looked like, I like to think they were holding each other. My dad hadn’t stepped out of their meeting for one of his million bathroom breaks and my mom wasn’t trying to find a hot tea. They were so close that they could hear every I love you over the screams, over the explosions.
They were together, as the world has always allowed them to be.
“How about you?” Valentino asks.
“How about me what?”
“Have you thought a lot about marriage?”
“Honestly, no. I never thought I could even think about it. I’ve been too busy freaking out about trying to survive the day to even dream about the future. Like, I don’t know what Old Orion could look like or ever picture any Little Orions running around.”
“You’d be amazing with kids. You’re so incredibly thoughtful.”
“Do you want—” I stop myself, hating how Valentino will die before I get this right. “Did you want kids?”
Valentino nods. “I had names picked out too.”
“Please tell me you weren’t going to keep up the Valentine’s Day theme.”
“I absolutely would’ve! I wanted Rose for a girl and Cupid for a boy.”
“You would’ve been doing your son dirty. How about, um—what’s Cupid’s Greek mythology name? Eros!”
“I know we’re joking, but I don’t hate Rose and Eros as names.”
“I kind of don’t either. What did you actually pick out? They better be better now.”
“No pressure.” Valentino seems nervous sharing. “I really like Vale because it feels like the fraternal twin to my name. Alike, but not identical because they’re pronounced differently. It’s also unisex, which I love.”
I genuinely love the name too, but I’m too choked up to say anything. He really gave this a lot of thought, and it will never happen. There are some bucket-list boxes you can check off on your End Day and others that are impossible. Like Valentino getting married to the love of his life and having a child named Vale.
“I hate that you’re being robbed of all these moments.”
“What moments?”
“Everything you want. Falling in love, walking down the aisle at your wedding, holding your baby for the first time, all of that.”
“I hate it too. I like knowing that it doesn’t die with me. You’re the first person I’ve spoken to about Vale.”
“Not even Scarlett?”
“No. I’m like you that I’m not sure how realistic all that was. I certainly believed I’d have more time to make those dreams come true, but there were still so many barriers. I didn’t want Scarlett to get so excited only to not watch it all happen. Especially because she wants a big family of her own; she’s hoping for triplets. She would’ve offered to name a kid Vale for me, but that would’ve meant giving up on my Vale. I might have to take her up on that now.”
Story idea: a graveyard for dead dreams, headstones marking each one.
I hope I can find a happy ending for that.
“If something happens, will you tell Scarlett for me?” Valentino asks.
“Of course. This world will have a Vale Prince, even if I got to name my kid that.”
He scoffs. “You’re just saying that.”
I stop and grab his wrist. “Hell no, I’m serious. I’d never lie to you. First name, Vale. Middle name, Prince. Last name, Pagan.”
“Vale Prince Pagan,” Valentino says, testing it out. He stares out into the city skyline, like he’s imagining this child growing up in the city he didn’t get to. “They’ll have your curls and loud laughs.”
“It sucks that they won’t have your blue eyes.”
“Hazel is really beautiful too,” Valentino says.
He turns to me with this intense gaze.
I press my hand to his chest and walk my fingers up to his collarbone.
“I’m happy the kid will have your heart.”
“Technically, you’ll have my heart.”
There’s a fire growing inside me, but this isn’t a heart attack.
This is life lighting me up.
“You’ve had my heart since the start, Valentino.”
I’m burning, burning, burning.
“And you’ve given me the best End Day, Orion.”
“It’s not over. There’s still lots of firsts ahead of you.”
“There’s one I’d love more than others.”
“Then carpe fucking diem—”
Valentino’s heart-shaped lips shut me the fuck up.



Valentino
1:01 p.m.
One second into my first kiss, and I already hope it won’t be my last.
It’s gentle even though I’ve been starving for a moment like this for years—and during the best parts of my End Day. It’s like Orion and I are savoring each other until we become greedy. The kiss builds from slow to fast, soft to strong, like my heartbeat. It’s so passionate that my head knocks the baseball cap off of his. I have half a thought to leave it there on the ground, but that’s from his father and deserves more respect. I somehow manage to break the kiss and bend down for the hat. As I’m rising, I lift Orion by his hamstrings and he wraps his legs around my waist. I’ve always wanted to carry another boy like that.
Orion kisses me from above, and I’m seeing stars.
Add this kiss to the list of things I don’t want to end. But whether it’s a morning jog or the perfect kiss, all good things must come to a stop when you need to breathe.
Orion unwraps his legs from around me and slides down my body until we’re face-to-face. I put his cap back over his curls, and he adjusts it just as he likes it; I’ll get it right next time.
“Hi,” he says.
“Hi. That was memorable.”
“Hey, I might suck at history, but I can make it.”
The Brooklyn Bridge offers many views. At the very top, there’s an American flag waving in the wind. There are the cars driving beneath us and the river flowing further down. The buildings that I won’t have time to visit but can appreciate here. And the gray skies above everything. It’s all beautiful, but it doesn’t beat the boy who brought me here.
I sigh deeply. “You have made my End Day so hard, Orion.”
First, there’s a flirty glint in his hazel eyes, then concern when he sees I’m not smiling. “Shit, I’m sorry, did I—”
I slide my palms up his, pressing them together.
“Thank you for giving me a glimpse into the life I moved here for. It’s not going to be a long life, but I’m getting to live it because of you.”
“I don’t know how long I got either, but if you’re my first and only, then I could—”
“Don’t say you’ll die happy.”
“Then I could die . . . miserably . . .”
“That’s not great either.”
“How do I win, then?”
“By not accepting defeat. I’m honored to be your first, but I don’t want to be your only.”
“Things don’t exactly work out for me. You’re the best guy I’ve ever liked and . . . ”
I bring his hand to the inside of my overshirt, my heart beating against his palm. “After the operation, you’re going to have more time. Please use it wisely so you’re not trying to squeeze in everything in one day. Write the longest novel ever. Look for love. Start your family.”
Orion is tearing up. “Why are you hitting me with a goodbye speech right now?”
“I can’t hold off on anything anymore.” I kiss him again. “Especially not after my favorite first with you.”
“There’s still time to one-up it.”
“How so?”
“I’m going to take you on your first date, Valentino.”



Joaquin Rosa
1:11 p.m.
Joaquin has returned to the Death-Cast headquarters and stares at the empty call center. The heralds have gone home for the day, but will there still be jobs to return for tonight?
He goes straight to the company suite, expecting to find his family around the table or watching TV, but no one’s in here. He can hear the TV on in the bedroom and gently knocks on the door before letting himself in, where he finds Naya and Alano asleep on the king-size mattress, a luxury Joaquin invested in knowing his family would occasionally find themselves staying overnight. The puppy leaps off the bed and rushes Joaquin. Joaquin sweeps Bucky into his arm and snuggles him, already feeling his blood pressure drop. He really needed this.
Everything he’s been through since he left has been difficult and frustrating and disappointing and heartbreaking.
Joaquin turns off the Scorpius Hawthorne movie on the TV and goes to the restroom to wash up, cleaning his face and drinking water straight out of the faucet too. The time spent in the vault always leaves Joaquin feeling out of touch with himself, but now, Joaquin is starting to feel like, well, Joaquin.
“Hi,” Naya says from behind with tired eyes. “Any luck?”
They never openly talk about what’s inside the vault or what happens in it. For the rest of their lives, Joaquin and Naya—and perhaps one day Alano—must live as if there are tiny cameras everywhere they go, planted by someone wanting to know the secret behind Death-Cast.
“Some luck, but not enough. Have more deaths been reported?”
Naya nods. “There have been eleven reported deaths. All registered. None notified.”
Joaquin feels unanchored again. “I have to release a statement.”
“Is everything over?”
He can hear the slight hope in her voice for a dream he can’t make come true.
“No. But if my understanding of the issue is correct, this glitch isn’t done.”
“What do you mean?” Naya asks. She holds up her hand, understanding he can’t expand into too many details.
He shares what he can.
“I’m under the impression this issue caps at twelve deaths.”
That means there’s still one Decker living their life, unaware it’s their End Day.



Orion
1:24 p.m.
Valentino and I hold hands like a couple as we continue down the bridge.
We’re spitting out different ideas for our first date, trying to find something that won’t risk the heart operation later, something he’s more dead set than ever on protecting. Sitting down at a nice fancy restaurant is a classic move, but smelling the hot food we can’t eat would be torture. And as much as I’d like to watch Valentino ask a bartender to serve him his first ever drink before he dies, we probably shouldn’t be drunk before surgery. There are safer options, thankfully. Like strolling through Central Park and riding the carousel, maybe even together on the same horse or unicorn if we want to be extra gay about it. There’s also Bryant Park, where some New York Fashion Week stuff goes down, but there’s nothing for Valentino to get out of that today.
“A lot of options,” I say.
“We’ll figure it out,” Valentino says.
The bridge is more crowded on this end. I’m more alert, as if someone here will be a threat to Valentino whereas he’s relaxed to the point where he asks a stranger to take our picture. I feel everyone’s eyes on me, so aware that I can’t imagine being comfortable having another guy hold me this close in the Bronx. Then I stop giving a shit about what the world thinks when Valentino pulls me into a kiss, like I’ve seen so many guys and girls do in the past. I love that this moment documented on camera is both a cliché and a fuck-you to everyone who doesn’t want to see two boys kissing. Valentino and I haven’t looked over any of the pictures taken today, and this is one I’m pretty hyped to relive when we do.
We slow down past this fence that has so many colorful locks clipped onto it.
“That’s a lot of locks.”
“Seriously, they need a collective noun.” I think for a sec. “An embrace of locks.”
“Well done. Dare I ask what they are, my favorite historian?”
“It’s barely history, I think this shit started last year. They’re love locks. Everyone bragging about their indestructible bonds and blah blah.”
“You sound like a big fan.”
“I guess I’m still carrying some bitter energy.”
Most of the locks have writing on them: LUIS & JORDIN; HOWIE + LENA; NICKI AND DAVE; and CARLOS AMA PERSIDA, to name a few. Others are dates for anniversaries I’ll never know.
No locks with the names of two guys.
I wish I had one, dyed like a rainbow.
“This is really cool,” Valentino says, trailing his fingers down the fence before continuing down the bridge, taking me with him like a current.
“I should’ve brought a lock for you. Why the hell isn’t anyone up here selling any? They could make a killing.”
Valentino laughs. “You can always come back and leave one in honor of me.”
“Nah, I want to make moments while I have you.”
It’s not the end of the world, since Valentino and I have the pictures, but I want to commemorate the journey we’ve taken since being on this bridge. From our starts to our stops to our new beginnings to bracing our ending. If I had a marker, I could write our names into the steel. Then I spot a wooden bench, there for any tired travelers. I grab my key and get down on my knees and begin carving—V-A-L-E-N-T-I-N-O—as he takes a picture of me vandalizing the city. When I’m done with his name, he pulls out Scarlett’s home key and starts scratching mine into the bench. It doesn’t take him as long to finish. It all reads like one word:
VALENTINORION
I like how his O flows into mine, as if he’s passing it on along with his heart. I’ll take every letter and kiss and breath from him before it’s time to live without him.
“I know where I want to go for our first date,” Valentino says.
“Where?”
“Times Square.”
“But that’s where—”
“Where I found out I was going to die.”
“And almost did.”
“It’s also where we met. I’d like to go back.”
“You sure it’s about us and not because you want to find your phone?”
“See? You know me well.”
I sigh. I can’t deny a dying guy’s wish. “Let’s go back to where it all started.”



Joaquin Rosa
2:00 p.m.
Joaquin stands in front of the camera, a mic pinned to his collar.
He’s sitting in one of Death-Cast’s privacy booths, intended for heralds who need a moment to themselves once the weight of the job begins crushing them. Joaquin himself is very tempted to scream right now after having read many of the ugly things being said about him and his company online. No, they didn’t have a flawless launch, but all their predictions have been accurate. Unfortunately, some slipped through the cracks because of . . . he can’t get into it. He must compose himself as his broadcast on the Death-Cast website goes live.
“Hello. This is Joaquin Rosa coming to you from the Death-Cast offices with some news. It has been brought to our attention that there was a flaw in our system, and while I can’t disclose what caused this error, I must own that it has happened, and as a result, we not only betrayed the very promises made to our users, but we failed our mission to begin this new age of no longer worrying about unexpected departures. I will be haunted by those losses until the day I die. I offer the deepest apologies and will be reaching out to the affected parties personally in the very near future. If they’ll take my call, that is.”
Some might say Joaquin shouldn’t apologize for something that isn’t his fault. He certainly believes that he’s not fully responsible for everyone in his company as if he’s hovering over everyone’s shoulder and proofing their work. But he can’t divulge any details as to what happened so just like Death-Cast’s successes, he must also be the face of its failures.
“But Death-Cast won’t die today. While we have failed to call some Deckers to alert them that today was their End Day, we are tracking a one hundred percent success rate in the predictions we have made. Unfortunately, those we’ve called have died, or we believe, will be dead by day’s end. We can hope to be wrong there, but ask that you continue to operate as if we aren’t.”
Joaquin takes a deep breath, giving any viewer a chance to let that sink in.
“As for today’s error, I believe the issue has been resolved for all our users, beginning tomorrow. For the next ten hours, I ask you all to remain mindful. Live life to the fullest, but don’t live it as if you’re invincible.”



Valentino
2:02 p.m.
Life moves fast when you stop waiting around for what you want. When you go for it.
To think Orion and I started our trip on the Brooklyn Bridge talking about why love is hard for boys like us to coming out the other side holding hands is as amazing as our first kiss.
Now the only time I’m able to spend in Brooklyn before I die is walking to the Court Street station so Orion and I can return to Manhattan for our first date in Times Square, where we first met.
Am I concerned I’m destined to die in Times Square? Maybe a little. But I don’t want to keep giving power to things that are beyond me. This is a choice I am making. This isn’t part of some higher being’s grand plan.
I’m going back to Times Square, where my life should’ve ended, and I’m going to enjoy my first date with the boy who saved my life.
Maybe after, we can go back to my place for some alone time and safely wait for Scarlett to arrive as the hands on my clock keep moving forward.
We board the R train and the car is packed. I’m pressed against the door with Orion’s back leaning into me, my hands locked around his waist. He rests his head on my shoulder. I’m glad his eyes are closed because he can’t see the passengers stealing glances at us as if we’re doing something wrong. This city can be scary, but I’m not going to show fear. I won’t get a long life of little moments like this one with Orion, and I want to embrace the feeling of someone’s body against mine while I can.
“You think I’ll finally get to see one of those showtime dances?” I ask.
He looks at the subway line map. “Someone better dance between now and your place.”
“Is it too crowded, though?”
“You’d fucking think. People back up real fast once they hear that music kick in.”
The trip is enjoyable enough though it’s pretty obvious that I get my hopes up every time the connecting doors open, thinking dancers are about to announce themselves. So far it’s just been other passengers moving through the train and one kid selling candy out of a shoebox to pay for his basketball team jersey; I give him my remaining cash.
After a few stops, enough people have filed out that Orion and I are able to take a corner bench. He wraps an arm around my shoulders and lounges a leg across mine. I kiss him when he smiles at me, thinking about how everything is beginning for us, just like it should for two people who only met less than twenty-four hours ago. I don’t think we would’ve moved as quickly if I had all the time in the world, but that doesn’t mean I would’ve enjoyed the secret subway station and long walks on the bridge any less. I would’ve just wanted more, as I do now.
“I think I’m going to have to make an ass out of myself for you,” Orion says at the next stop.
“What do you mean?”
Orion squeezes my thigh. “I’m waiting for a sign, one sec.”
I look around the train, trying to see what he’s paying attention to. Then we exit the tunnel and pull into the next station, and I see the very literal sign: PRINCE STREET. I gasp and quickly snap a picture of it. I want Scarlett to come visit. I still don’t understand how Orion is going to make an ass out of himself. He gets up, and I do the same, thinking we’re getting off early, but Orion gently pushes me back into my seat. He removes the hoodie and drops it into my lap.
“You better appreciate this shit,” he says.
“Appreciate what?”
The train doors slide closed.
Orion takes a deep breath and shouts the magic word: “SHOWTIME!”
My jaw drops while everyone else on the train glances up, seeming more annoyed than excited. Most are curious enough that they keep their eyes on Orion. I’m stunned that Orion is even willing to do this. It takes a lot of heart; the soul kind of heart, not the organ.
“Showtime on the R train! This very special showtime is dedicated to our newest New Yorker!” Orion points at me, and I’m blushing. He’s clapping, working extra hard to get a scatter of applause from the other passengers. “Thank you, thank you!”
Orion pulls out his phone and starts playing some techno song. It occurs to me that I don’t know what kind of music he’s into, that these are the small ways that we’re still strangers. And yet, here he is, about to perform this big gesture for me. He places his phone on the floor as he slowly starts swinging around the pole in the center of the car, and with his first hop onto the pole, I can already tell this is not some hidden talent he’s been waiting for the perfect moment to reveal. This is going to be the most charming catastrophe, and I’m going to love every second of it. Orion slides down and crab-walks against the door and then clumsily rolls forward. I’m laughing so hard at how wonderfully stupid he looks while other passengers stare at Orion like he’s drunk. I can’t speak to what Orion would look like intoxicated, but this can’t be far off. I start taking pictures as Orion jumps up and swings on the ceiling’s handrail that’s for the tallest of the tall. Everyone remains thoroughly unimpressed, and I’m surprised and relieved no one is booing him.
“Main event!” Orion shouts. He removes his baseball cap and tosses it up and tries catching it with his foot. He fails the first time, the second time, the third time, the fourth time, and though he comes really close on the fifth time, he misses.
“You got this!” I shout. I start a slow clap, and surprisingly, other passengers join in. “Come on, Orion!”
The next moment isn’t perfect, even though Orion has strangers rallying for him, but he sneaks a smile for me anyway. Then he focuses as he flips the cap up and kicks his foot straight into it, and he catches himself on the pole before he can fall.
My palms hurt from how hard I’m clapping.
Orion grabs his phone off the floor, and goes up and down the car with his cap for donations. He returns to me with a one-dollar bill, some loose change, and a kiss.
“Are you completely embarrassed to know me?” Orion asks.
“Not at all. That was the best show of my life.”
“Well, that’s fucking depressing,” he jokes. At least I think he’s joking.
“Thank you so much, Orion. That was everything.”
“I think it’s nothing compared to what’s going to happen next.”
“What’s that?”
“You putting on a show.”
“I think it might be too dangerous for me to swing around the train.”
“Nah, I’m not asking you to do all that. I want you to walk your first runway.”
Orion’s grin is so mischievous. He’s the king of making memorable moments.
I turn to the clear aisle, able to easily imagine it as a stage. Instead of chairs, there are train benches with an audience to watch me. There’s no way I’m passing up this incredible opportunity. “Let’s do it,” I say.
Orion shakes my shoulders in excitement. “This is going to be epic! Okay, so they are a tough crowd, but I can hype this up as a one-time event. You game with being introduced as a Decker, maybe even as the first Decker? I want you to get all the love you deserve.”
Even if no one else pays attention, I think I’d be happy with Orion watching me walk the train. “Whatever you think is best.”
He hands me his phone. “Pick your song.”
I wanted to know what music Orion is into, and now I’m getting the chance. There’s such a range, between Linkin Park and Alicia Keys and Evanescence and Death Cab for Cutie and Carlos Santana and Celine Dion and Eve and the Pussycat Dolls. There’s so many songs by women, and it gets me thinking about my personal playlist of songs I’d listen to whenever I had the house to myself. I never really felt comfortable listening to pop music around my parents, especially if the artist was a woman. That’s how it was before and after coming out. If they were home and I wanted to listen to my favorite songs that they would disapprove of, I’d have to listen to them discreetly on my iPod; it felt like hiding my porn habits all over again. But now my parents aren’t around and I’m not stuck in my bedroom. I’m free to listen to whatever I want by whoever I want whenever I want.
There’s a song in Orion’s playlist that was also on mine: “Release Me” by Agnes. It feels appropriate.
“Attention, attention!” Orion shouts. He hops up on an empty train bench, his arm outstretched like he’s sailing on the deck of his ship—my ship. He’s been an incredible co-captain, like I thought he could be.
“Don’t worry, I’m not going to dance again,” he says after a couple passengers groan as if their entire afternoons will be ruined by another interruption. “But we’ve got a really special show for you. This is Valentino Prince, and he’s not only a Decker, but he’s the very first Decker—he got his call from Joaquin Rosa!”
For the first time, everyone’s paying attention.
No one is on the phone or reading a book or talking among themselves.
Death makes people pay attention that way.
All eyes are on me.
Orion’s too. “Valentino moved to New York to be a model, but since today is his End Day, I’d love it if we could hype up Valentino as he turns this train into his first and only runway. Can we give it up for him?”
There’s instant applause, like I’m a household name everyone has been waiting to see.
Orion presses Play on the song.
All my nerves get stomped flat with my first step, and I walk my imaginary line, one leg over the other like an acrobat on a tightrope; one misstep and you can die. My arms swing and hips sway naturally as I lean back, my chest puffed out and my head held high. I stare straight ahead as the music follows me thanks to Orion. Passengers are cheering me on and taking pictures on their phones, maybe even recording. I can’t let that break my focus. Every model should have an objective, something they’re selling to those who are watching. For me, it’s making your dreams come true by any means necessary. At the end of the car, I throw open my overshirt and slide one hand in my pocket and return down the aisle, stopping to flourish my free hand at the same train pole Orion swung around. He whistles, and others join in, this song that I’ve only heard in my imagination, and it’s a dream come true to live this moment.
It doesn’t matter that I’m not walking for one of the big Fashion Weeks in New York or London or Tokyo or Paris or Milan. I’m getting to be seen by real people, people who will have seen me strut in a way that I wasn’t able to do in my own home.
As I’m making another lap down the train, I realize we’re one stop away from Times Square. Some passengers offer me condolences before stepping out as others board.
“This is your last stop to see the one and only Valentino Prince!” Orion shouts, taking pictures.
For my last act, everything is coming off.
I start removing clothes like it’s an old life to shed.
First, the overshirt gets thrown over my shoulder, until I pass Orion and give it to him.
Next, I show off the Have a Happy End Day! shirt before removing it.
Finally, I’m in nothing but jeans and boots.
Everyone is cheering, and Orion is collecting cash in his cap as the song comes to an end and we arrive at Times Square. Most of the passengers give me a standing ovation, and I blow everyone a big kiss before picking up my shirts and grabbing Orion’s hand and dragging him out of the train and onto the platform. I throw my clothes down again and pick up Orion, just like I did on the bridge, and his nails dig into my sweaty back.
We’re both laughing over how exhilarating that experience was, and then we give New Yorkers a third show with a passionate kiss that proves Orion and I aren’t strangers.
None of them know how I almost died in Times Square and how amazing it feels to be here right now.
Not only alive, but living.
“You were amazing,” Orion says. “You should, like, be a model.”
“I’m in the market for a new agent. But I got to ask: Do you believe in Death-Cast?”
“Hell no I don’t.”
“Fantastic. The job is all yours.” I wipe the sweat off my chest with my button-down before getting dressed. “You made my dream come true, Orion. Thank you for everything.”
“Sorry you had to see some super shitty showtime dancing.”
“That was a highlight.”
“Then you have bad taste. I really can’t believe I did that.”
“It was very adorable, but just know if you’re that embarrassed, it dies with me.”
“And lives on with every other New Yorker who saw it!”
“Well, think twice next time. Better yet, don’t think twice. Isn’t life more freeing when you just let go?”
Orion doesn’t think twice about kissing me. “Like that?”
“Just like that.”
I take his hand as we climb the stairs and step out into Times Square like it’s my first time. It’s different from last night. The sun is high and the mega screens are showing regular ads instead of the Death-Cast hourglass. Tourists are going in and out of shops. A crowd is surrounding two break-dancers, looking like street ballerinas as they spin around on flattened cardboard in white tank tops and sweatpants. Cars are crawling through Times Square so slowly it’s like they’re driving through sand. A hot dog vendor is haggling with someone, and I’m sure he could hustle me into buying one for fifty bucks, I’m that hungry. Spanish music is blasting from a boom box behind me.
There’s so much life happening in Times Square.
Even though a man was killed here last night.
Even though I was told I’m going to die.
But what Death-Cast really wanted was for me to live. I’ve done plenty of that now.
Hopefully there’s more to come.



Scarlett Prince
11:15 a.m. (Mountain Standard Time)
Scarlett needs this plane to take off.
It’s bad enough that she’s reliving the trauma of the first flight, but she can put all that behind her as long as she’s in motion, as long as she’s moving forward. Her time with Valentino is already so limited and she’s not just talking about how his End Day is halfway done. Scarlett and Valentino were supposed to see each other through long, full lives, and that’s being robbed from them. Scarlett doesn’t even know what she will do with Valentino when she arrives, what even has to get done besides spending time together, but she simply wants to be in New York figuring that out with him already.
Scarlett cannot believe this day.
Why is the plane still grounded?
What’s going on this time?
Haven’t the pilots been cleared? Or are they not registered for Death-Cast?
She’s about to join the chorus of passengers in bothering the flight attendants for some answers when one of the pilots addresses everyone.
“Attention, passengers. I have some news.”
Deep in her heart, as if Death-Cast is calling, Scarlett knows—she just knows.



Orion
2:37 p.m.
Valentino and I are becoming inseparable, as if we’re the living, breathing versions of our inscribed name back on the Brooklyn Bridge—ValentinOrion, all one word, the O bigger because it belongs to both of us. If I’m not holding his hand because he’s taking pictures of Times Square, I’m touching his shoulder or hooking my finger through his belt loop. It’s like I’ll float away if we lose contact. More like he will, I guess.
We’re holding hands as we walk through Times Square, back toward the area where people were telling their Death-Cast origin stories. Where I first met Valentino. The stage I never got to stand on is gone, but the red glass benches remain as a new fixture, tons of people sitting there.
“Okay, so I was pretty bummed out by not getting to tell my story, but then you walked past me and I was . . . I was into you from the jump.”
“That fast?” Valentino asks.
“That fast. Did you think I was a total weirdo for saying what’s up?”
“No, I thought you were cute too. And I actually spotted you first.”
“Wait. What?”
“I was just walking through the Square—”
“No one calls it that!”
“Well, start that trend in my honor.”
“I’ll hate it, but okay. Go on. Tell me how you thought I was cute as fuck as you were walking through the Square.”
“I was walking through the Square, and that Death-Cast presentation caught my eye—”
“And then I did too!”
“Do you want to tell the story of how I thought you were cute or do you want me to?”
“Are you for real asking a storyteller if he wants to tell—”
“Anyway, I saw you—”
“But you didn’t say hi!”
“Probably because I knew I wouldn’t get a word in!”
I zip up my lips and hand Valentino the make-believe key. He clenches it in his fist.
“Knowing my luck, I’ll probably lose it like my phone.” Valentino looks over his shoulder as if there’s a chance he’s going to find his iPhone on the ground just waiting for him. “I didn’t say hi because I didn’t know that was a thing that people actually do. But I’m really glad you did what I didn’t have the heart to do.”
I want to snatch the key out of his hand so I could ask him if the pun was intended, or to rag on how he definitely doesn’t want my busted heart, but Valentino unlocks my lips with his own.
“Just so you know, I legit never walk up on cute guys. I was really trying to live it up.”
“Thank God you— I’m really thankful you made that first move, Orion.”
“Thanks for not scarring me with some huge-ass rejection, Valentino.”
He doesn’t take his eyes off me, like I’m the most interesting part about this city.
I grab the camera out of the hoodie’s pocket and point at the bottom corner of the bench. “Go sit. I want to take a picture of the spot where I first met you.”
“I’m not taking that alone. We’re in that together.”
Valentino and I sit on the bench, and I extend my arm, hoping to get the right picture. I’m about to snap one no matter how shitty it is when someone taps my shoulder. It’s an older Latino man sitting beside a young curly-haired kid in glasses; I’m guessing father and son but definitely family.
“Would you like some help?” the man asks.
“Oh, uh, sure. You don’t mind?”
“Not at all.”
We step aside so the man and the kid can get down easily.
The kid seems a little jumpy, like he’s about to hide behind the man. I’m guessing he’s like nine or ten.
“It’s okay, Mateo,” the man says.
I give him the camera, though I feel bad about scaring this Mateo kid, who keeps looking around. I get this heartbreaking feeling that maybe it’s Mateo’s End Day and he’s terrified of dying but he really wanted to people-watch in Times Square before he does. Valentino snaps me out of it when he turns my gaze to him, our eyes locked. The man counts us down from three and instead of smiling for the camera, Valentino leans in and kisses me. It means everything that I’ll have this moment immortalized, and when we pull apart, Valentino is smiling with his eyes closed, as if he’s burning this moment into his memory, as if he’s not going to be able to look over the pictures with me.
“Beautiful,” the man says, handing me the camera. “This will make for a great postcard to send to your family.”
“Not for my family it won’t,” Valentino sadly says.
“I’m sorry to hear that,” the man says. “I’m happy you’re living your life as you should.”
“Thank you, sir.” Valentino shakes the man’s hand, and I do the same.
I turn to Mateo. “Sorry if we scared you before. Truce?”
I hold out my fist for a pound, but Mateo goes for a handshake. Then as I open my fist he forms his. He’s blushing and seems upset—not pissed like that Rufus kid back at the pawnshop—but disappointed in himself like he can’t do anything right. All that shit is valid, I definitely went through a lot of anger and shame when I was figuring out life without my parents. There were never any magic words that made me feel better when I was deep in it, and I don’t know this kid enough to even try casting some spell on him. I just keep it real.
“Hey, you’re okay,” I tell Mateo.
Mateo doesn’t seem to believe it.
“Come on, son. Let’s head up to the park,” the man says, sensing it’s probably best for Mateo to back out of this situation. “Enjoy the rest of your day.”
“That’s the goal,” Valentino says with a smile only I understand. We watch the two walk away, the man hugging Mateo close. “It’s nice to see a father care for his son like that.”
“It reminds me of my dad,” I say. I’m so used to talking about my parents so fondly that I forget to filter for Valentino who didn’t get so lucky. “Sorry.”
“Don’t apologize for your loving childhood. I know it’s messed up, but I would honestly say I had one too. I can remember what it really felt like for my parents to love me. Tons of gifts under the Christmas tree, big birthday parties, taking care of me when I was sick. We had movie nights where Scarlett and I got to pick what we watched. If Scarlett and I couldn’t agree on one movie, our dad would stay up for double features.” He looks around at Times Square. “I think if I grew up in New York my parents would’ve taken us everywhere. The Statue of Liberty, the Christmas tree at Rockefeller Center, Radio City, Empire State Building. Here, of course.”
There’s a lot about what Valentino has said that makes me sad, even pisses me off. A parent shouldn’t love you only through childhood, but I’m glad his life hasn’t been total hell. It could’ve been so much better if he had parents or guardians like mine. Maybe if he had grown up in New York we could’ve met sooner. It hurts to think about how much easier and harder his End Day would’ve felt if I’d known him for years.
I can’t start cracking now, I got to stay strong.
“What else do you want to do while we’re out here? Find an artist to draw a caricature of us? Nah, that’s a waste of your time.”
“Sitting next to you isn’t a waste of my time,” he says.
“If you say so . . .” I grab the cash I pocketed from his subway runway and count it out. “Sixty bucks.”
“That bad? I thought I did a better job.”
“You’re shitting me, right? Sixty bucks is amazing. I’m not surprised, look at you.”
“Shall we see how I look after the artist is done with me?”
“Hell yeah.”
I kiss him, staying in our spot just a little longer.
Then my phone rings.
I freak out for half a sec before I remember it’s not a Death-Cast ringtone and that we’re outside their calling window.
I release the deepest sigh, like someone is interrupting us. “Place your bets on who it is,” I say as I reach for my phone. “Dalma? Scarlett? New contender?”
“Hopefully it’s not Scarlett,” Valentino says.
True, because she should be on her plane by now.
“It’s Dalma,” I say. I answer her call. “Hey, what’s up?”
“Thank god you’re okay,” Dalma says.
I’m immediately thrown back into the headspace of 9/11 and everyone’s relief whenever they found out someone was alive. “Why wouldn’t I be? What’s going on?”
“O-Bro, have you not seen the news?”
“No, I haven’t. We’ve been—” I shut up, my heart going crazy. Valentino can see the panic in my eyes. “Dalma, just tell me what’s going on. I’m freaking the fuck out.”
“There’s been a Death-Cast update. Some Deckers have slipped through the cracks, and the problem won’t be sorted until tomorrow. I think that’s still a big question mark too.”
I almost drop my phone.
I’m shaking.
My eyes water.
“What’s happening?” Valentino asks. “Is everyone okay?”
This is the fucking thing: I should have an answer.
I should know if everyone is okay because Death-Cast was supposed to solve these mysteries so we could live our days peacefully if we weren’t about to die. But now I’m back to where I was yesterday and every damn day before that. My heart going wild could actually be the beginnings of an attack that kills me.
Has today been my End Day too?



Valentino
2:51 p.m.
Orion looks like he’s seen a ghost, or more realistically, like he’s been called by Death-Cast.
I guess in both cases you see lives that are over.
That doesn’t make sense, though. He’s not some seer who communicates with ghosts and Dalma isn’t a herald at Death-Cast. I’m scared that someone he loves has died, like Dalma’s family, but that doesn’t make sense because I was under the impression everyone in their house was registered for Death-Cast. A herald would’ve called if it was their End Day. Could it be something with Dr. Emeterio? Maybe she’s done further testing and Orion and I are no longer a match? Or she can’t get anyone to sign off on the transplant in a timely fashion? There are hundreds of questions, and the only person who can give me an answer is lost in his head.
“Orion . . .”
He’s frozen, staring at the mega screen like the hourglasses are on display again. A tear slides down Orion’s face. “What about the Deckers they called already?”
This is about Death-Cast.
This could be about me.
Orion starts sobbing. Is this good? Is this relief? Are we going to have more time?
Am I going to live?
“I’ll call you back—I don’t know, Dalma, let me call you back . . .”
He hangs up.
I can tell in his eyes that he’s not about to personally deliver death-changing news.
“What’s going on?”
“Death-Cast fucked up,” Orion says, shaking. “Deckers have died today without knowing it’s their End Day and . . . there’s a chance that . . . there’s still a chance that more will die before midnight. Joaquin Rosa is trying to fix whatever went wrong, but he can’t promise anything—even though that was his company’s whole fucking job!”
This means that Orion could die today.
Scarlett too. She survived her own brush of death when the pilot got his End Day call before takeoff. What if everyone on that plane is destined to die today too?
If Death-Cast has had errors today, what does that mean for me?
Orion seems to read my mind.
“I’m sorry,” he says, like he knows he’s murdering my hope.
“Don’t be.” I have spent so much of today accepting how it will end. Orion however has been trusting in the accuracy of this program and has returned to the unknown. “What can I do for you?”
“I don’t know, I . . . I’m so tired.”
“Do you want to go back to mine and rest?”
“I’m not tired like that. I mean, I am, but I’m . . . I’m tired of living like this. I thought everything was going to be different and it’s just all bad news. Like, how can Death-Cast even be sure that you’re going to die when they don’t know whether I’m going to live? Couldn’t they throw some hope our way?”
“We don’t know what’s happening in those offices. They might not be sure but don’t want to cause further hysteria.”
“If the product is broken, they should say that shit!” Orion shouts, scaring people around us. “I’m not trying to have you marching to your death if you’re not supposed to die!”
“Let’s go talk about this elsewhere.”
“No! This is our first date, and we need to live it while we can!”
I get up and pull him away. He doesn’t fight me, which is upsetting. Orion losing that fire means his spirit is breaking on a day where he’s been finding out who he can be in a life where he’s not scared of dying. I’m frustrated and disappointed that Death-Cast has ruined this trust. I won’t be around to watch the company go under, but they’ll deserve it.
His phone rings again.
“I said I’d call her back . . . ,” Orion says, reaching for his phone. “It’s Scarlett.”
“Do you mind?”
Orion shakes his head. I assumed he wouldn’t, but I didn’t want to turn my back on him.
I answer the call. “Hey, Scar.”
Scarlett is crying even harder than Orion. “The airline grounded all their planes.” She goes on to explain everything I already know about the Death-Cast updates with no new insights. “They can’t risk it, especially after what happened on my last plane. I’ve tried explaining my situation, but there’s nothing anyone can do.”
This is how it ends.
I’m going to die without seeing my sister one last time.
“I don’t know what to do, Val!”
“Take a breath, okay?”
“I’m going to try a different airline, or see if I can use our rent money and savings on a private jet. Private jets would still fly, right?”
I don’t understand how air traffic works, but I know I have to take care of my sister when she’s hyperventilating like this. “Scar, I need you to breathe.”
She tries taking deep breaths, but she gets overexcited. “Maybe you’re not even going to die, since Death-Cast has proven they don’t know what’s going on.”
So Death-Cast clearly doesn’t have the grasp on the End Days that we’d all like. But we’ve seen many of their predictions come true today. I can’t expect to be the exception.
I can play along for my sister, even if it’s only for a little bit. “Maybe I’ll live.”
“Then I can see you tomorrow when it’s safe to fly.”
“And I can take you to this secret subway station.”
“There’s a secret subway station?”
“Orion showed me it today. It’s amazing.”
“What else is there to see?”
“The Brooklyn Bridge has incredible views and these love locks.”
“Love locks?”
“They’re cool. I’ll explain when I see you.”
“Can’t wait. What else?”
“You got to see Times Square. This is where it all happens.”
One phone call changed my life. Another is changing Orion’s.
“Of course we’re going to Times Square.”
“Orion can give us some pointers for the rest of the city.”
“I’m excited to meet him.”
“You’ll love him. He’s the best.” I hold Orion close. I’ve known that I will be able to help him live after I’m gone, but now that I know he’s not as safe as we previously thought, I’m determined to protect him. That starts with getting him off these streets, where I’m not prepared to save him in the event he has a heart attack. “Scar, I’m going to head back to our apartment. I’ll call you from there.”
Scarlett’s voice cracks. “Pl-please call me as soon as you’re home.”
“I will. I love you.”
“I love you same.”
I hang up and pocket the phone.
“She’s not coming, is she?” Orion asks.
“No.” It’s painful to admit it out loud. “It really felt like we were kings of the world, didn’t it?”
He nods. It’s as if he’s so speechless he won’t even swear about how unfair this is.
“I think we should get out of here. Want to go back to my place?” I know we’ll be safe in my tiny studio.
“Don’t hate me, but can we go to mine? It’s just . . . if something is going to go down, I want to know I got to say goodbye to Dalma and the fam. . . . If you don’t want to go, I get it, but I’d love it if you came, though. We don’t have to stay that long either, we—”
I give Orion a quick kiss so he can stop and breathe. “It would be really nice to be around some family right now. Especially since I can’t be with Scarlett.”
“You sure? I don’t want to rub salt in the wound and all that.”
“Take me home, Orion.”



Gloria Dario
2:54 p.m.
Gloria is at Althea Park with her family.
No, she’s at Althea Park with her son and her best friend.
This is an important distinction.
No matter how much Rolando loves Pazito, he is not his father.
And no matter how much Rolando once loved Gloria, he is not her husband. Even if she wishes she had married him instead. But she must live with the choice she made twenty years ago when she turned down his heart.
“Go play,” Gloria tells her son.
Pazito runs toward the park’s jungle gym as if all the kids swinging on the monkey bars are friends of his and not complete strangers. He’s fearless, something Gloria has always loved about him and recognizes has aided him well in auditions. Pazito never freezes up; he always moves. Well, that’s not completely true. Fear freezes Pazito when Frankie raises his voice and hands at Gloria. But she doesn’t want to give air to those thoughts right now. She’s been having such a lovely day.
Gloria sits on the blue bench, not far off from when she was here for the barbecue on the Fourth. She looks over at the stretch of grass as if she can see the memory playing out before her, like ghosts stuck in the past: Gloria’s two sisters relaxing with sangria on lawn chairs; Pazito playing catch with his older cousins; Frankie working the grill, but only because Rolando was originally on cooking duty and Frankie just had to show him up; and Gloria herself on the picnic blanket, hugging her knees and daydreaming about how freeing this gathering would feel if only there were one fewer person.
She returns to the present, to the reality where Frankie indeed isn’t here at the park.
Where Gloria is alone with Rolando.
“I’m sorry to hear about Death-Cast,” Gloria says.
“Don’t be. I’m really proud of myself for quitting.”
“In what way?”
“Instead of waiting for the day when an operator calls to tell me I’m going to die, I already understand how important it is to live while I can.”
Gloria loves that insight.
Life shouldn’t be about to end before someone begins living.
“That’s really admirable,” she says, watching her son fearlessly scale the jungle gym, watching her son live like he’s going to forever.
“Don’t you think you should do the same?” Rolando asks.
“Do what?” Gloria asks.
“To live while you can.”
“I am,” Gloria says.
“No offense, Glo, but I don’t think you are.”
He hasn’t used her nickname in ages, and Gloria’s heart skips a beat. “What do you mean I’m not living?”
“Tell me what your life looks like—and not what you do for Pazito.”
Everything that Gloria can think of that doesn’t involve her son feels too small, even if it brings her joy. Things like cooking with her mother’s recipe for garlic maduros and watching legal dramas and soaking in the tub with only a lit candle alive in the dark bathroom.
“Raising a child should count,” Gloria says. “That makes me happy.”
“It does, but . . .” Rolando shifts his knee toward hers. “But what are you going to do when Paz has grown up? How are you going to spend your days?”
Sadly, Gloria hasn’t planned for life without her son. She doesn’t say anything because she has nothing to say and doesn’t want to lie. She’s lied enough in this lifetime, always pretending everything is good and well.
“Your son is important,” Rolando says, and he gently adds, “But so are you.”
This isn’t the first time Rolando has asked Gloria to think of herself, but it is the first time he’s done so with tears brimming in his brown eyes. It’s almost as if he knows something that she doesn’t, as if Death-Cast told Rolando that Gloria will be dying soon and was given the chance to deliver the news in person instead of having a stranger call her. She can’t be sure, but what Gloria does know is that Frankie has never told Gloria that she’s important. Once again, she can’t be sure, but Gloria would bet anything that her husband has never valued her life, maybe only for keeping a clean home and doing the heavy lifting with raising their son.
Gloria is important.
Gloria matters.
Gloria deserves a better life.
Feeling this in her heart, Gloria breathes deeply, like after a long day where she’s been on her feet all day and crawls under her covers for bed. But she doesn’t want to wake up to the same thing anymore. “It’s too late to change,” she says.
“Of course it isn’t, Glo.” Rolando’s hand twitches on the bench, but his fingers don’t find their way into hers. “Think of how many people whose lives have changed today because of Death-Cast. It’s only going to be too late if you wait until the last minute to start over.”
Those words should feel like a warning, but instead Gloria views it as a blessing.
“Are you starting over by quitting your job?” Gloria asks.
Rolando stares into her eyes. “It’s more than that. I’m quitting a life that doesn’t make me happy.”
Gloria wishes she could do the same. “What’s not making you happy?”
“You,” Rolando says.
It’s like her heart has been ripped out by a single word.
This whole afternoon has really been about pushing her away. Perhaps he’s too frustrated with Gloria and can’t bear to watch her go on as she has.
Before Gloria can apologize for steering her own ship as she has seen fit, Rolando apologizes.
“I’m sorry—you’re not the reason I’m unhappy. At least, not in the way you might be thinking,” Rolando says, flustered. “I spent this morning with a Decker. This old man who was my first call of the night.”
Gloria’s shredded heart is stitching itself back together.
So Rolando wasn’t on a breakfast date. He was with a man who’s dying today—who may be dead already.
“Why did you meet with him?”
And so Rolando tells Gloria about his long phone call with the man named Clint, and how he came to find himself having breakfast with him on his End Day. “I don’t want you waiting around for your life, Gloria. And more important, I don’t want you waiting around for your death. It might not be my business, but I don’t want to regret not saying anything if . . . if Frankie loses control.”
As if the worst parts of her life flash by, Gloria shudders.
“I’m sorry to bring this up,” Rolando says. “But not as sorry as I’ll be if I lose you.”
“I appreciate the concern. It’s just more complicated than you think.”
“I think it’s the opposite. It’s simpler than you think. You shouldn’t be with someone who might be your cause of death. Not when you have so much to live for.”
Gloria turns to Pazito, but she understands she should be pulling out a mirror instead.
She reminds herself that she’s important, that she matters, that she deserves a better life.
“I’m scared,” Gloria finally admits.
“I understand. Frankie is terrifying.”
“No, it’s more than that . . . I’m scared of starting over.”
Gloria looks at the park, finding her son going down a slide. He’s one of many kids who will grow up and expect for life to be smooth sailing. But Gloria’s journey has been rocky, and she’s sure that peace will be on the horizon if she throws her husband overboard. But it’s not that simple. Frankie will weigh her down like an anvil, keeping peace out of reach.
“Starting over is scary,” Rolando says. “But that’s the only way forward.”
“It’s the only way forward,” Gloria repeats with tears in her eyes.
“For me, starting over means not waiting for my End Day to admit that I’m still in love with you, Gloria. Always have been, always will be.”
Gloria sucks in a breath, as if she’s had the most amazing kiss in her life. But Rolando has not touched her. Not physically, at least. They remain seated apart and staring at one another, the sounds of children living in the background, and Gloria’s heartbeat pounding in her ears. Rolando does love her—always has, always will. Gloria believes those words with a fierceness that she never felt for Frankie’s vows. The man she should’ve married was the one standing behind her husband at the wedding.
“I’m not expecting you to divorce your husband for me,” Rolando says. “But I hope you’ll divorce him for yourself.”
Before Gloria can decide if she wants to restart her life with Rolando, she must choose to end this one with Frankie.
Out with the old, in with the new.
Gloria must divorce Frankie—for herself, and for her son who will always be at the heart of every decision she makes, no matter what anyone says. But unlike before, she’s now thinking about what she wants her life to look like after Pazito has grown up and moved out to live his. She doesn’t want to share a couch or bed or even a hundred-foot radius with her husband, with the man she should have never married.
The man Gloria should have left long ago.
Long ago when he first terrorized her.
When he first put his hands on her.
And after every other time.
Gloria cannot undo the past, but she can forge a new future.
And all’s well that ends well.



Rufus Emeterio
3:00 p.m.
Death-Cast did not call Rufus Emeterio because he is not dying today.
In fact, Rufus is having the time of his life as he rides his new steel-gray bike around Althea Park. He learned how to ride a couple years ago, ahead of his older sister, Olivia, who has no interest in picking up the skill, and it’s all good because Rufus has enough passion for the both of them and then some. Back during his short-lived training-wheels day, his father asked him to take it slow, but Rufus picked up everything fast and was ready to go, go, go. He built up speed through this drugstore parking lot and almost rode his bike into a busy street where a car would have easily killed him if he hadn’t hit the brakes. That was the first time he got a big talking-to from his pops, and it certainly wasn’t the last, but look at where those lessons and talks have gotten them today: Rufus is riding a bike that he believes is destined to carry him on many adventures, and his father is trusting him to navigate his own journey.
Honestly, Rufus isn’t even mad at how his father sprung this chat on him. (And he definitely wasn’t mad when he got surprised with his dream bike at the end of it!) The thing is, Rufus loves his pops, but they’ve been going head-to-head lately when what they needed was a heart-to-heart. His father talked to him about his past, and while Rufus wasn’t in the mood for a history lesson, especially during summer break, it actually turned out to be pretty cool. It taught Rufus that it’s okay to feel his emotions, even anger, just like his own father often did with his parents when he was growing up. But Rufus can’t let anger be the only thing he feels.
Rufus thought about this a lot on the train ride to Althea Park with his pops and sister.
A while back, Rufus and Olivia made up a game called Traveler, where they tell stories about the other people they see out in the world, though usually when they’re on public transit. Today on the train there was an old man who dropped a lot of cash into the purse of a young salsa dancer and Rufus imagined that he’s a Decker making sure his money goes into the right places before he dies, whereas Olivia was more focused on this woman whom she believed to be a spy for Death-Cast to make sure people are dying as they predicted to protect their reputations.
But if someone else were playing Traveler and saw Rufus, who would they see? Probably a boy who always talks back and is always trying to win a fight. Even against those who don’t want to fight him. In reality, Rufus is a cool kid who loves his family, and he would rather show the world that side of himself instead.
He wasn’t at the start of today, but right now, Rufus is happy.
Things are good with his pops.
His sister is also hanging out.
And his mom has just arrived, wanting to see everyone before she returns to work.
Rufus is tempted to try to pop a wheelie, even though he’s never been successful in executing one, but he doesn’t want to stress out his mom over broken bones when her job at the hospital has her specializing with literal broken hearts.
“Nice wheels,” his mom says, giving Rufus a high five. “What’d you do to deserve that?” she asks, though she looks more at his dad too for the explanation.
“He talked back,” Olivia says.
“You’re technically right,” his dad says. “But Rufus talked back with respect, and I did the same.”
“Happy to hear it,” his mom says.
Rufus likes when she’s proud of him, and he’s going to try harder to make that happen. “I also helped out at the shop.”
“How’s it looking?” his mom asks.
“Better,” his dad says at the same time Rufus says, “Bad.”
For a moment, Rufus braces himself to go on the defense, as if he’s going to be scolded for saying the truth when what he said is legit the truth. The pawnshop is not in great shape. Yeah, they got all the glass off the floor and the front door has been boarded up, but when they left, it was still a mess. And his father seems to remember that as he nods with a little smile and agrees, “It’s pretty bad.”
Rufus breathes, relieved that he didn’t have to fight.
“It’ll be better soon,” his mom says, sitting on the park bench.
Rufus doesn’t know what his mom has been going through at the hospital, only that she came home exhausted and wanted to try to help out at the shop, and everyone begged her to get some rest instead.
“You good, Mom?” Rufus asks.
“It’s been a long day.” She looks around at the park, where other kids are playing and laughing, and it seems like the kind of thing she needed. “I’m on call for a surgery tonight. It’s for a Decker who wants to pass his heart on to another boy he’s only just met. They’re both so young and . . .”
His dad seems stuck on a thought. “Wait. Did one have a Yankees cap?”
“I didn’t see a cap at all.”
He snaps his fingers at himself. “Valentino?”
Her back straightens. “How do you know that?”
“We met a Decker at the shop this morning. They bought a camera off us.”
“He was a Decker?!” Rufus asks. He can’t believe he met a real-life Decker and he’s only just now finding out about it.
His mom sighs. “Though the news is now reporting that Death-Cast has made some mistakes today. Just because they got some predictions right doesn’t mean they still can’t be wrong. This could complicate things on our end for the surgery, but only time will tell. I just hope those boys are having the time of their lives.”
Rufus is itching to ride his bike some more because all this death talk is making him uncomfortable. But he sees that his dad has fallen into some kind of trance. “What’s up, Pops?”
“Things weren’t—aren’t—great with Valentino and his parents. I wonder what his heart is telling him to do.” He looks at his family with a steel, teary gaze. “None of us are perfect, but let’s never let things between us get so bad that we could know we’re dying and still not want anything to do with each other. Goodbyes are the most possible impossible because you never want to say them, but you’d be stupid not to when given the chance.”
Rufus lets his father’s words sink in.
He would never want to fight with his family so much that he wouldn’t try to see them one last time before he dies. He knows the day will come where he’s a grown man and his parents are old that he will have to say goodbye. And it will probably feel impossible, but Rufus’s father is right, it will actually be possible. Just really difficult. But that’s a problem for a long, long, long time from now.
Until then, Rufus is going to be a kid.
He’s going to have fun with his bike.
He’s going to be a good son and brother and friend.
He’s going to live.



Mateo Torrez Jr.
3:14 p.m.
Death-Cast did not call Mateo Torrez Jr. because he is not dying today.
That doesn’t mean he isn’t still living in fear.
Ever since midnight, when the Death-Cast calls began, Mateo has been scared, staying close to his father. Mateo even slept in his father’s bed last night, resting on the left side that once belonged to his mother, who died giving birth to him. Maybe it’s all the fantasy books he’s read growing up (particularly the Scorpius Hawthorne series, which is chock-full of prophecies) but Mateo has always imagined that he’s been marked for an early death because of the life that ended when creating him. He was so sure that Death-Cast was going to call his father last night, sharing the tragic news that Mateo would be dying, but the phone never rang.
So then why can’t Mateo breathe?
He’s arrived at Althea Park with his father. There’s plenty of fresh air, but he still feels like death must be hiding around every corner. Like a pack of dogs could jump all over Mateo, which might seem like a good time for some people, but his allergies are so bad that he could break out into hives and his lungs could close up from anaphylactic shock and he could die.
He’d hate to leave his father alone, especially after killing the woman he loved the most in this world.
The first time his father—Mateo Sr., known to his friends as Teo—sat Mateo down to talk about Death-Cast, all Mateo could think about is how the day he was born would’ve been different if only his father could have prepared for his wife’s death. As Mateo understands it, his mother wasn’t expected to die during childbirth, and the death shocked his father, who didn’t get the chance to say goodbye to the woman he imagined his life with as he held their only child together for the first time.
Now look at Mateo.
Given the gift of life, and too scared to open it.
Mateo is trying to be brave, but it’s much harder than people think. He doesn’t agree with those who believe fear to be a choice. There have been many times he would have liked to fight his way out of fear’s entanglements, where he would have chosen to live, but it also felt like fear had this impossibly tight grip on him, like tentacles wrapped around his neck and wrists and ankles, holding him back. One of many reasons he admires his best friend, Lidia, is that she carries herself like she was made for this world. She stands up for herself whenever people make her uncomfortable, and while she can be choosy, she can make friends with anyone.
Sometimes Mateo thinks about why anyone would want to be friends with him.
Why anyone would choose him.
He’s thinking the same thing now as he looks at all the other kids in the park. Most of them are running across the jungle gym as if there’s no risk of falling and hurting themselves. There’s a boy on a bike that seems too big for him, but maybe he’ll grow into it. As the boy rides past Mateo, he takes a step back because Mateo knows good and well that he is not invincible.
“You don’t want to play?” Teo asks.
Mateo wants to, but he doesn’t know how to.
And he knows how to, but he doesn’t want to.
Actually, he wants to and he knows how to, but he doesn’t know how to get out of his head to do anything. He ends up just being stuck.
For someone who’s often praised for his kindness and generosity, Mateo sure can be his own worst enemy.
“I’m okay, Dad,” Mateo lies.
He doesn’t like making people feel bad, especially his father, who works so hard to give him a good life. But today has been difficult. From what he understands Death-Cast really wants people to live, but Mateo still can’t help but be confused about how much of life is now free will and how much of it is destined. Would people die if Death-Cast didn’t call? Are people now living recklessly because they’ve been told that tomorrow is still on the horizon for them? Or are the deaths set in stone? The questions hurt his brain, and not having an answer squeezes his heart.
While his father has given him a great life, Mateo must learn how to make his own. There’s no telling how much time either of them has—either Mateo will be right that he’s cursed to die young or his father will pass before him, just like it should be. He’ll never forget the first time he told Teo about the curse and how sad his father got at the idea of having to bury him.
Why can’t people live forever?
“Talk to me,” Teo says gently, like he’s inviting Mateo in and won’t be upset if he declines but wants his son to know that he’s here and would like his company.
Mateo watches everyone in the park with awe. All they’re doing is being themselves, and it’s still the most magical thing in the world. Why can’t Mateo cast those same spells?
“I just look at everyone, and I don’t know how to be like them.”
“I love that you’re you,” his father says. “You’re a special kid, Mateo.”
“You have to say that. You’re my dad.”
“Belief is less about what you say and more about what you feel. Since the day you were born, I felt such powerful love and protection for you. I hope to protect you now by promising that there is no one else like you. I’m lucky to not only know you but to call you my son. You don’t have to be anyone but Mateo Torrez Jr.”
Mateo stares up at the sky, remembering all the times his father brought him to this park and taught him about the clouds while on the swings; doing that instead sounds really nice right now. But a question is clawing its way up his throat and wrenches his mouth open and flies out: “Should I really be myself if no one likes me?” And before Teo can say the obvious, he adds, “Please don’t say that you like me. I know that already.”
“As long as you know it,” Teo says. “What about Lidia?”
“She won’t like me forever. She thinks I’m annoying.”
“When did she say that?”
“Well, she never said annoying, but she said I’m an overthinker. Like I’m too much.”
“You’re very thoughtful, Mateo. You can be too careful sometimes, but we know that.”
Over the years, whenever Mateo has gotten hurt, he’s done everything humanly possible to make sure it never happens again. There was the time he was running during a recess race and tripped and scraped his knee and he refused to play for the rest of the school year. Even when he was working up the courage to run again and have fun, no one wanted to pick him because they didn’t think he was a good sport. He is. Why is it a bad thing to not want to get hurt?
“It’s like . . .” Mateo stares at the ground, not wanting to see the other kids playing together. “It’s like by keeping myself safe, no one wants to be in my life. I’m not trying to push people away, Dad.”
“I know you’re not, buddy. Maybe you can try something different. Go pull someone in.”
“How?”
“Go talk to someone. Most important, be yourself while doing it.”
Mateo doesn’t know about this. But then again, how dangerous could other kids be? It’s not like when he got scared of those two older boys in Times Square. Mateo thought they were up to no good at first, like a prank or something worse, but it turns out they were up to good. They just wanted a picture taken together, and when Mateo saw them kissing, he felt something unlock within. It reminded him of the conversation he had with his father last month.
“How do you find love, Dad?” Mateo had asked. “Where is it?”
“Love is a superpower,” his father had said. “It’s one we all have, but it’s not a superpower you’ll always be able to control. It’ll get harder when you get older too. Don’t be scared if you find yourself loving someone you’re not expecting to. If it’s right, it’s right.”
Mateo wonders if those two older boys were scared to love each other.
It didn’t seem so.
Mateo stands, ready for his challenge. Then the fear comes back and tries shoving him back onto the bench, but he stays strong on his feet. “I’m going to try, Dad. But if I don’t make a friend, can we go home?”
“Absolutely. I’ll make you a cup of tea, and we can watch a movie.”
He would really like that.
But first.
Mateo walks toward the park and goes to the swings. The closer he gets, the more one boy seems familiar. His dark hair is sitting flat, but if Mateo pictures it swooped up, it reminds him of someone else. Then it hits Mateo like the magical blue lightning bolt from his favorite books. He doesn’t know the boy’s name, but he was the actor who played Larkin Cano in a flashback scene for the adaptation’s final movie. It was a small part, but Mateo still thinks it’s so cool. This kid actually got to explore the magical castle and meet the people who’ve played Mateo’s favorite characters. This is easy, so easy, Mateo can ask about Scorpius Hawthorne stuff and make a friend. He stands there, like he’s waiting his turn to swing, and he opens his mouth—
“Pazito!” a woman calls from a bench, not far off from Teo. “Let’s go get ice cream!”
The boy—Pazito—hops off the swing and runs away before Mateo can introduce himself.
Bad timing.
Mateo is ready to call it a day when he decides to give it one last shot. There are girls on the monkey bars and playing jump rope. A boy goes down the slide backward and laughs as he slams onto the mat. Some teenagers are playing handball and it seems so intense.
Then Mateo sees the boy with the bike again. He’s inspecting the chain, and maybe he cares a lot about safety, just like Mateo. Mateo walks toward the boy right as he gets back on his bike, pedaling away.
“Pops, look!” the boy shouts as he leans over his handlebars and glides under a tree’s low-hanging branches.
“Great job, Rufus!” the father responds.
Rufus . . . Mateo really likes that name. It’s not one he hears enough, but it’s nice.
Not believing the third time will be the charm, Mateo spins around and returns to his father. “I tried.”
“That’s all I can ever ask of you,” Teo says. “Home?”
“Home,” Mateo says.
Home is the place where Mateo can be himself, where he can live, live, live.



Orion
3:17 p.m.
The journey is off to a rough start.
First, Valentino and I debate the safest way to get home. I think taking a taxi can get us there sooner, but he’s nervous about being in a car after Scarlett’s accident, especially on his End Day. I can’t knock him. The thing is . . . today might be my End Day too. But I let it go because the certainty of his fate trumps my possibility. Not that that makes me any less nervous about riding the train uptown, since I feel that bastard grim reaper shadowing me again. I got to take some blame, I guess, since I’ve shown Valentino how dreamy train rides can be with running from car to car like it’s a race or traveling through secret subway stations or putting on shows and getting standing ovations.
But when you flip that coin, shit gets real.
As the train exits Manhattan and enters the Bronx, I make sure there’s space between us on our bench in the corner. Not so much space that we can be targeted individually, but not so close that we draw attention for being together. I hate talking shit about my home borough, because I love the Bronx, but I can’t pretend like we’ve got our act together, like being gay is going to fly with everyone. In Manhattan, it’s way less of a risk to lounge my leg across Valentino’s lap and rest my head on his shoulder and kiss him. Here, I’ve got to keep everything to myself. Our lives could depend on it.
The last few stops are the most intense, they feel like the dwindling hours of an End Day. The closer you’re getting to your final destination, the more alert you have to be, not wanting it to all go wrong when you’ve still got time to get it right.
I feel the tension in my chest, like my heart is being choked out. I’m too scared to even breathe because I might breathe too gay. I know that might sound like overkill to someone, but unless they’ve done years in the Bronx, I’m not interested in what they have to say. Body language is everything when you’re trying to stay alive. Think of all the animals in the wild who will bluff and have you thinking they’re tough as fuck when maybe they’ve never fought for their lives before. Valentino has got muscles, but can he fight? I can fight, but I don’t have the muscles to win, so I try to blend in, camouflage like a white-passing rabbit in the snow. That means not drawing attention to myself by holding the hand of the boy I really like. It’s heartbreaking to even have these thoughts, but that’s where we’re at up here.
We hit that last stop and arrive in Mott Haven without any predators lunging at us. I never get cocky in my neighborhood either, because there’s always people rolling through who you don’t know and they don’t know you and everyone is sizing each other up and the wrong person makes moves to come out on top. We pass this one dude who’s minding his own business, deep in his beef patty. Then another asks us for the time, and I get nervous because sometimes someone is just trying to get you to whip out your phone so they can steal it. I have Valentino check his watch and tell the dude that it’s forty past three.
I know my block isn’t much, but I love it. There are flags for Jamaica, Dominican Republic, and Puerto Rico in windows doing double duty as country pride and curtains. There’s a no parking!!! sign graffitied on a wooden fence, and there are always cars in that driveway; that disrespect has become a running joke with Team Young. I haven’t stepped foot inside the Congregational church right by this little park, but I like the castle vibes.
Then there’s our brownstone in a row of others, all similar in brick and build but distinct by upkeep, decorations, and door colors. This brownstone has been in Dalma’s family for generations, and its outsides could use some love but the inside is bursting with it. I’m so relieved when Valentino and I go up the stairs and make it to the front door that’s as red as the Times Square glass benches. I pull out the key that I used to scratch Valentino’s name into the bench at the Brooklyn Bridge and unlock the door.
We made it.
We’re safe.
And I’ve brought home a guy for the first time.
He might even be the last.
“I’m here,” I shout up the stairs.
There are three levels to the brownstone. Dalma and I have our bedrooms on the ground floor where we also have access to a small backyard plus our own private entrance, though we don’t really use it because that hallway is practically a storage unit with bins and boxes and furniture that Dalma plans on refreshing for her room but hasn’t gotten around to it. The whole thing is a fire hazard, honestly, and something we should correct ASAP. Dayana, Floyd, and Dahlia have their bedrooms upstairs, and there’s also a ladder that leads to the rooftop, where I do my tanning and sunburning.
I lead Valentino through the middle floor and into our living room.
“This place is so nice,” Valentino says.
He stops by the wall that has all our family pictures. I love all the casual ones, but I don’t really get involved with the professional photo shoots at JCPenney because I always feel like an add-on. Almost like they know they have to invite me so I don’t feel weird even though there’s no evidence that they’re thinking shit like that, I get nothing but love from my guardians. I just know that if I weren’t living here, I wouldn’t be invited to the studios. So why should I go just because they were forced to take me in? This is something I’m going to be working through for years if I get years to work through things.
Valentino taps my school picture from fifth grade where I wasn’t smiling. “Bad day?”
“First school picture without my parents,” I say.
“That’ll do it.”
I had missed picture day in fourth grade because I was out grieving. My mom really loved dressing me up those mornings. Ironing my shirts and making me look grown with ties and spritzing my curls with a personal remedy to give them extra shine. When the samples arrived for my fifth-grade pictures, I sat down with Dayana and let her choose her favorite out of all the different poses—fist under chin, arms crossed, a forced smile, and straight-faced.
“This one feels honest,” Dayana had said, choosing the picture up on the wall.
I liked that we weren’t bullshitting, especially since that particular picture day was a week after the one-year-anniversary of my parents’ death.
There are footsteps coming from upstairs, and I immediately know it’s Floyd, who walks around the house as if he’s got brick feet. Floyd is in a polo and jeans that are buckled up with the same black belt he uses for all his baggy pants. His brown hair is gelled like usual, even though Dalma woke up everyone in the middle of the night to drive back home before my surgery.
“Hey, garrochón,” Floyd says as he shakes my hand. He’s got that old-school Puerto Rican vibe where men don’t hug that much. My dad was like that a little too. “Glad you’re back in one piece.”
“You too. Floyd, this is Valentino.”
Floyd looks at Valentino a little skeptically. It could come off a little homophobic, not going to lie, but I know it’s probably more caution over having a living, breathing Decker in the house. He overcomes it with a handshake. “Nice to meet you, Valentino. I’m sorry for . . . you know.”
“Thank you, sir.”
“Call me Floyd, please. Come on downstairs.”
Before I can ask why everyone’s downstairs, Valentino turns to me. “What’s a garrochón?”
“Tall and lanky, basically.”
“Been calling him that since he was a kid,” Floyd says as he goes down the stairs. “By the time he was twelve he was taller than me.”
“Not that hard,” I say.
Floyd laughs, and he’s about to raise his hand like he wants to play-hit me, but we’ve been beating that habit out of him. Yeah, poor choice of words, my bad. Correction: we’ve been getting him to cut that shit out because Dayana is extra sensitive to domestic abuse after witnessing her father mistreat her mother. She doesn’t want her girls being raised in a home where that shit is a joke, or me picking up on that in my own adulthood.
We get to the ground level, and I tell Valentino not to mind all the furniture, boxes, and bins. That shit has us looking so sloppy, so I rush him into our living area, where Dalma and I have laid out a rainbow rug that’s got footprints tracked all over it. I expected to find the fam on the couch watching a movie or something because why else would they be down here, but there’s nothing but blankets and throw pillows there.
“Surprise!”
I tense up, and we find the ladies of Team Young out in the tiny backyard with a festive blanket thrown over the fold-out table. Dalma is holding roses, and Dahlia is raising a sign that reads WELCOME VALENTINO! with most of the letters covered in glitter, almost like she ran out of time or glitter, maybe both. Dayana is the first to walk over to Valentino and embrace him in her arms, like a mother.
“It’s wonderful to meet you,” Dayana says, her palms on his face.
“You too, Ms. Dayana,” Valentino says. I’m impressed he got her name right with all these D’s in here. “You’re already living up to every wonderful thing Orion has said about you.”
Dayana pinches my cheek, something she hasn’t done in a minute.
“Did you know about this?” Valentino asks.
“Hell no,” I say, both blown away and shocked. “Can we maybe chill on surprises when a dude with a heart condition is involved?”
“I texted you,” Dalma says.
I check my phone, and she did indeed throw a heads-up my way, but I haven’t taken my phone out of my pocket since we’ve been on the subway or when we were walking over so I wouldn’t get robbed. “My bad.”
Dalma hands Valentino the roses. “I’m sorry for being so insensitive last night.”
“Your heart was in the right place,” Valentino says.
“But I went about it wrong. I hope you can forgive me.”
Valentino hugs Dalma, and I kind of want to collapse on the couch and cry.
Little Dahlia—I mean, she’s thirteen, but she’s always going to be Little Dahlia to me even if she’s about to be Big Dahlia compared to her father—gives me a hug, and I introduce her to Valentino.
“I’m sorry that you . . . that you’re going to . . . you know . . .” Dahlia shakes her head. “Thanks for helping Orion.”
“He’s the one who’s been helping me,” Valentino says.
“He better help you, you’re giving him a heart!” Dahlia says with the air of Duh! in her voice. She turns to her parents. “Can we give him his presents?”
“Presents?” Valentino asks, following Dahlia to the table.
Dalma stops me. “Hey, I hope this is okay. We thought it would be nice to thank him for everything and show him some family love.”
“It’s perfect,” I say. “Or as perfect as an End Day can be with strangers.”
“It seems like you’re more than strangers.”
Unfortunately-slash-fortunately we are.
However this End Day is destined to close out, it’s going to hurt far more than I can possibly imagine.



Valentino
3:58 p.m.
The Youngs are treating me like I’m family.
I’m sitting at the head of their dining table with my roses in my lap. In no world would my parents ever give me flowers, not even on Valentine’s Day. I can’t help but feel like this is my very literal Last Supper without the meal or betrayal. Instead, Dalma comes out of the kitchen with a gift bag. She says it’s not much, but I’m already feeling blessed. I toss the tissue paper at Orion and pull out a snow globe of New York City, a taxicab fridge magnet, a pizza key chain, and a small brown bag of dried linguini noodles.
“I will personally cook those for you if you want them,” Dalma says.
This feels like the ultimate peace offering. “Tempting, but I’m going to pass.”
There’s a sad relief in Dalma’s eyes. “If you change your mind . . .”
“I’ll take you up on that.” I shake the snow globe, the white powder showering the miniature Statue of Liberty and silver buildings. “Thank you all so much. This was really sweet of you.”
“We wanted to welcome you to the city,” Dalma says.
Orion is sitting quietly. I can tell how much this gesture means to him, but it seems to be making him really sad too.
“Where did you move from?” Dahlia asks.
“Phoenix, Arizona,” I answer.
“Why’d you move?”
“It wasn’t the right fit for me anymore. Like a jacket I outgrew.”
“Do you think you wouldn’t be dying if you stayed?”
Everyone shouts, “Dahlia!”
“Dahl, that’s so rude,” Dalma says.
Dahlia shrugs so big it seems exaggerated. “I’m just asking a question!”
I want to ease the tension.
“It’s a great question. I’ve wondered if Death-Cast would’ve called if I’d never left home. But I’m choosing to believe that staying in Arizona would’ve ruined my soul and that the one day I’ve had in the city is the most I’ve lived in a long time.” I tell the family about how I’ve been spending my End Day. How the rejection at the modeling agency led to us buying a camera at a pawnshop and going on a journey of firsts. All the pictures we’ve taken for my sister and Orion to remember me by. Walking the High Line. Visiting the World Trade Center’s memorial site. Being blindfolded and taken past the secret subway station. The journey across the Brooklyn Bridge. Our performances on the train. Returning to Times Square for a first date that got interrupted. “I can’t remember the last time I’ve done so much in one day.” I slide my fingers through Orion’s and lock them together, knowing that the family sitting at this table will only look at us with pride and not judgment. “If I stayed in Arizona, I wouldn’t have met my first boyfriend.”
Orion’s eyes widen and he smiles. “Boyfriend?”
“If that’s okay with you.”
“Hell yeah, boyfriend.”
We kiss.
Dahlia whispers, “But they just met!” and Dalma whispers back, “Shut up!” and Orion and I break our kiss, laughing along with everyone else.
Together, Orion and I share more intimate details about my End Day and how we’ve navigated what was safe to do and what was worth a little risk. Dahlia wants to know how bad Orion’s dancing was on the train; we let the tips between our performances speak for themselves. Dalma thanks me for keeping Orion company at the World Trade Center site. Orion tries talking about it, but he doesn’t get much out. Dayana comes to the rescue with stories about growing up with Magdalena while Floyd talks about the epic World Series parties that Ernesto would host whenever the Yankees were playing.
“I’m sorry to hear about Scarlett,” Dalma says. “Any chance she’ll make it out?”
“I’m not counting on it,” I painfully admit. Today is about acceptance. Orion has encouraged me to control what I can and accept what I can’t. “I’m having a really lovely time with you, but would you mind if I actually called Scarlett? I’m feeling really inspired to set some things straight with my family after being welcomed by yours.”
“Do you mean . . . ?” Orion asks.
“Yes.”
I’m going to call my parents and tell them it’s my End Day.
4:36 p.m.
Coming out as gay was one thing. Coming out as a Decker is another.
I came out as gay to Scarlett our first moment alone while she was recovering at the hospital. “I love you, Val” was all Scarlett said out loud, and her knowing gaze said everything else. I’d wanted to come out to my parents that afternoon too, but they spent so much time praying at my sister’s bedside that I knew I should wait. A couple days after Scarlett was home, I knew I had to make my move so I could get everyone to adjust to our new normal instead of returning to our old normal, where I had to be closeted. I sat my parents down in the living room and came right out with false confidence. It was tricky to tell if they already knew. I had thought about all the times my father would say “He’s a queer” as an insult or how my mother suspected any single older man must be gay if they weren’t married with children. There weren’t any knowing gazes from my parents like there were with my sister. But there were lectures—lots and lots of lectures with the headline being that I’m doomed to damnation if I choose sinning over Christ.
Will my parents still tell me I’m going to hell once they discover it’s my End Day?
I’ll get my answer soon.
I called Scarlett a few minutes ago, and she supports my choice to let our parents know. I don’t know how she would have dealt with this if I hadn’t come to this decision myself. As far as I’m concerned, she’s their favorite, but would they have held a grudge against her for not telling them it was my End Day? We’ll never have to find out, I suppose.
I’m upstairs in the brownstone’s living room, next to the internet modem so I’ll have a stronger signal for the Skype call with Scarlett and our parents. Orion props his laptop on top of this corner desk, its cord plugged into an outlet because it’ll die if it’s not charging. The desktop background is cluttered with Microsoft Word documents with file names like Watch Me Watch You and Golden Heart and Life Hostage and Never Right, Always Left.
“You’ve written so many stories,” I say.
“They’re all just drafts,” Orion says, drawing the curtain and allowing light in.
“It’s still a lot.”
“I just get in and get out. I don’t even correct typos.”
“Only your eyes have been on them. Do you think . . . Are you still only wanting your eyes on your stories? It’s okay if so.”
Orion smiles. “I’d love for you to be my first reader.”
I squeeze his hand before looking back at the laptop. “Thanks. That’ll be a nice reward for getting through this call.”
“You sure you don’t need anything else? I can hang around if you want, I don’t have to appear on camera or anything like that. I can just be close if you want me close.”
I get up and pull Orion into a hug; I like that I’ve lost count of how many times we’ve hugged. It means we’re making up for lost time and time that will be lost. “You’ve been here with me every step of the way today. I need to walk this path myself.”
Orion kisses me. “You got this, Valentino.”
He returns downstairs as I sit back at the desk and log on to Skype. It always takes forever to start up, but my call to Scarlett manages to get through.
Scarlett is back in her bedroom, using our mother’s Dell laptop with the blurry webcam since her own belongings are still stuck on the first plane. Her mascara has stained her cheeks, but she’s not crying at the moment. “Hey, Val.”
“Hey, Scar.”
We don’t say anything for a while. We’re too lost in how unbelievable this is.
I look at her scars, so grateful she’s still alive, and I hope it stays that way.
“Do they know why you’re home?” I ask.
“Only that I couldn’t get a flight out because of Death-Cast.”
“I’m sure they loved that.”
“They called the pilot’s heart attack a coincidence. I’m still hoping they’re right.”
It’s telling that I could die on this webcam and my parents still wouldn’t believe Death-Cast predicted my fate the same way Scarlett will ultimately come to terms with it. Thankfully, I’m not trying to convince anyone that I’m going to die today. I just need to get some things off my chest. There’s also the matter of the morbid segue about how I need to get something out of my chest too.
“Scar, there’s something else you should know.”
She’s immediately alarmed as if I finally have some medical diagnosis that will lead to my death. “What?”
“It’s a good thing. If I die, my heart will be donated to Orion.”
Scarlett has the saddest smile. “That’s really beautiful.”
“Hopefully Death-Cast is wrong, and I can personally introduce you two. Just know that I was always willing to give him my heart even when he was a really nice stranger, and now more than ever I’m proud that I’m going to have played a big role in helping my extraordinary boyfriend live on.”
Her hands press against her own heart. “I’m excited to hang out with you and your boyfriend.”
“I’d love that.”
I don’t think Scarlett and I will have a traditional goodbye. Not when she’s still holding on to hope that she’s going to see me tomorrow.
I’ll have to find another way to say everything I have to say to my favorite person.
“I’m ready,” I say.
Scarlett carries the laptop into the living room, where Mom and Dad are on the couch rewatching It’s a Wonderful Life with their fans blowing. Scarlett grabs the remote and turns off the TV.
“What are you doing?” Dad asks.
“Put the movie back on,” Mom says.
She sets the laptop down on my father’s ottoman. “Valentino needs to talk to you.”
My parents stare at me. Mom is wearing her bathrobe with her planner in her lap. She’s the only person I know who manages to see those planners through to the end. Dad is in a white shirt tucked into gray shorts while snacking on those Royal Dansk Danish cookies straight out of their blue tin. They’re both quiet, even though there’s plenty they can say. They can ask me about my flight. How I’m settling in. Even thank me for getting out of their house. But they look away as if their movie has resumed playing. I don’t necessarily want to see them later if all they’re going to do is repeat the same behavior that made me uncomfortable in the very house I grew up in.
I’m about to ask Scarlett to return to her room with the laptop so we can spend this valuable time talking instead, but I’m not going to be driven away again.
I’m going to live a first—the first time I talk openly about my life.
“New York has been a roller coaster, thanks for asking. Have you been following all the Death-Cast news? Did you hear about the shooting that happened in Times Square? I was one of the people who got shot at, which was especially scary because it happened moments after Death-Cast called to tell me I’m going to die.”
They both turn to the screen like they can’t control themselves, like magnetism.
“You’re probably wondering why this is news to you since I’ve known since midnight. It’s because I was willing to die without telling you because I don’t believe you care about my life. I am your only son. Your firstborn. The reason you became parents, and you never even tried to love me once I told you I’m gay.”
They both wince, like I’ve said a bad word. Like I’m bad.
“There will come a time when you have to reckon with how you made me so unwelcomed that I moved away. But I want to thank you for being so unloving because it pushed me out of your house and into the arms of a boy with the biggest heart. He’s made sure my last day on this planet is filled with the love and kindness I deserve, and I’m going to spend what’s left of my life with him even if that means I’m going to hell when it’s all done.”



Orion
5:05 p.m.
My boyfriend—yeah, boyfriend. And what!—is in my house.
This is still blowing my mind.
I wouldn’t have ever put down money on meeting someone who goes from “boy” to “boyfriend” in under a day. I should bet on myself some more. Last night, I swore Valentino was so out of my league, and I’m not knocking him now when I say that he isn’t. I’m just showing myself some love because I showed up for a stranger who needed some himself without expecting anything in return; I wasn’t even in it for the heart. We’re in the same league—except when it comes to train performances obviously—and I’m just as great and dope as he is, and we would’ve done even more great and dope things if we had the time to be great and dope together but the sun is going down and that means it’s almost lights out.
I’m getting stressed, feeling like I should Decker-proof the house for Valentino and everyone else: get all the cords off the floor, maybe even unplug everything that’s unnecessary; quadruple-check that the smoke alarms have working batteries; clear the hallway for emergency exits; place cushions at the bottom of each stairway in case anyone falls; and barricade the windows to protect us against intruders. All I would be doing is delaying the inevitable when instead I can be living with Valentino while I can. I took the time to finish cleaning my bedroom and setting it up for something great, something that I think might be the relaxer he needs after what’s got to be a tough conversation with his family.
I’ve thanked my people a thousand times for showing up for Valentino like that and hitting him with the love that his own parents wouldn’t give him.
“Okay, all done,” I say, rejoining everyone at the table.
“He’s going to love it,” Dalma says.
“I hope so.” I rap my knuckles against the table. “Seriously, thanks for everything.”
A thousand and one.
“It’s our pleasure,” Dayana says. She checks her watch. “What timeline are we looking at here?”
“I don’t know. I’m not going to force him out.”
Floyd sits up. “Absolutely. No one is asking you to march Valentino to his death.”
“Please don’t start doing it now. We haven’t even heard back from Dr. Emeterio—”
“Orion, hear us out,” Dayana says. “We love you and want the best for you.”
“Then don’t try to get me to cut his End Day short.”
“We want to increase all of your days, garrochón,” Floyd says. “Death-Cast is providing us with a unique opportunity to get you the care you need, but there’s a lot of preparation that needs to go into it too.”
“That shit can go wrong now,” I say.
“Language,” Dayana says, looking at Dahlia as if she’s not cursing behind their backs.
“Look, I might not be an official Decker, but I could die tonight too. Are you going to feel good if we rush Valentino’s death and I also die?”
Everyone is quiet, and Dalma is fighting back words, but just like the middle of the night at the hospital, she loses against herself. “This isn’t about us, Orion. You and Valentino have formed this really beautiful relationship, and it’s heartbreaking that you won’t have more time together. But how are you going to feel if Valentino dies in vain and then you do too?”
I’m pretty damn close to being a smart-ass and telling her I won’t feel anything because I’ll be dead, but I stay shut because everyone’s heart is in the right place and they’re just trying to swap out mine for Valentino’s. They don’t get how hard it’s going to be to live because of Valentino and without him. How every heartbeat is going to be him whispering for the rest of my life. I just don’t want to hear him telling me from beyond the grave that I pushed him to die so I can live.
Valentino is coming down the stairs, and I rise to meet him at the door. He’s carrying my laptop, and the closer he gets, the louder his cries become. I open my arms for a hug instead of clenching my fists like I want to because I’m so pissed that even with death on the horizon his parents couldn’t get their shit together. Valentino doesn’t come in for the hug, he tosses the laptop on the couch and grabs my face and kisses me. It’s not passionate like the first one on the Brooklyn Bridge, which is great because I don’t care that my family can see us but I’m not ready for them to watch me go in like that either. Valentino is kissing me like I’ve given him a present.
“You okay?” I ask, breathing. “How’d it go?”
“They said nothing, but I did. Everything I needed to.”
“I’m happy for you. And your parents can kick rocks and—”
“I don’t wish ill on them, Orion. Telling them that I’m willing to go to hell to live my life was all I needed to win.”
“You said you’d go to hell? That’s some king shit.”
He wipes his tears. “I’ll probably regret that if hell is real.”
“Yeah, that’ll bite you in the ass. Hell sounds hot.”
“Can’t be worse than an Arizona heatwave.”
“But for real. How’d you leave things? They really didn’t say anything?”
“Not a single word, Orion. I honestly thought they would apologize or tell me they love me or even something snotty about how this is what I get for going against God. But the silence started hurting even more, so I hung up. I thought it’d be better to cry in private.”
I wish I had been upstairs with Valentino the second that first tear dropped. I hate the idea of him crying alone, but he didn’t need me in his space and face. Valentino is a survivor who needed some help on his End Day, but always had that resilience in his heart and bones.
I grab his hand and lead him back outside, where there’s a loving family waiting for him. He doesn’t offer a ton more details than he did me, but they’re ready to go to war on his behalf too.
Dayana looks nauseated from this story. “I love God, but God would never come between me and my children. If your parents had a healthier relationship with God, it wouldn’t have to.”
“It means a lot to hear that,” Valentino says.
“I’m sorry you’re not hearing it from your own mother and father,” Dayana says.
“Do they know about . . . about me?” I ask. Then I realize how I sound. “Not about me like as a person, like as your friend—boyfriend. I meant about the transplant stuff.”
“They don’t know about that,” Valentino says. “But they know about you.”
“You sure you stuck around long enough to make sure they didn’t have heart attacks?”
“That’s dark,” Dalma says.
“I can make that joke, the heart attackers are my community.”
Dayana stands. “Okay, everyone up and out. Let’s give the boys some privacy.” She shoos Dalma, Floyd, and Dahlia upstairs.
But Dalma comes back around. “O-Bro . . .”
That’s all she says before leaving us downstairs, closing the door behind her. But I know what she’s telling me to do.
Well, what not to do.
Don’t let Valentino die in vain.
But first things first: a couple more firsts.



Valentino
5:23 p.m.
“Welcome to the O-Zone,” Orion says, opening the door to his bedroom.
“Great name,” I say, my heart pounding as I step inside this cozy bedroom with air blowing from his rotating fan. The walls are painted a light gray, almost white. Thumbtacked above his wooden desk are pictures of Orion with his parents. The one window offers a view into the backyard where the table is empty with everyone back upstairs. Behind me is Orion’s twin-size bed made up with a white comforter, just like mine was in Arizona. Except on top of his bed is also a black-and-gray plaid blanket with his phone, my camera, two champagne glasses, and a white candle resting on a tray.
“What’s all that?”
“We never got to have a proper first date,” Orion says, taking my hand and leading me to the bed. “I thought we could have it here.”
“So you literally get in bed on the first date.”
Orion laughs. “Only if I like the guy.”
“Good for you.”
“Good for us.”
He acts as if he’s striking a match and fake-lights the candle.
“I hope that candle doesn’t fall over and set the bed on fire,” I say.
“Hard same, that would suck.”
We sit against the wall, holding hands and our empty champagne glasses.
“I take it we’re not drinking anything,” I say.
“Who said that?” Orion sips nothing and then sighs like he’s had water for the first time in ages. “Oh man, I really needed that.”
I drink air out of my glass. “That was really good.”
“No, no, no, no, no, no. You totally faked your way through that.”
“As opposed to?”
“Living your way through it.”
This is my End Day, and all I’ve had today is black tea because of the potential surgery, but as I raise the glass to my lips again, I think about all the things I’d want to drink one last time if I could: iced tea with lots of lemon; a root beer float from a diner; the green shakes and vanilla protein smoothies I loved making in the mornings; apple juice that reminds me of sharing sippy cups with Scarlett as kids; and gallons and gallons of water. I’m still really dehydrated when I’m done with this little exercise, but I’m full on the memories of these little things I took for granted. I release a deep breath that’s satisfying to Orion.
“Great start to our first date,” I say.
“It gets better—I hope.”
“If you’re thinking what I’m thinking—”
“Oh, I’m thinking what you’re thinking, but I’m also thinking about how nervous I am to read you one of my stories.”
“The story is what I was thinking about. What else were you thinking about?”
Orion looks into my eyes before he realizes I’m teasing. “I hate you.”
“No, you don’t.”
“No, I don’t.”
There’s a tension between us before Orion grabs his phone. “I wrote this before I knew you, but it was about a heart transplant.”
Orion begins reading me his short story “Golden Heart,” the same one I saw on the desktop of his laptop. It’s not a comedy, but I can’t help but laugh when Orion says the main character’s name is Orionis. But it gets darker when Death starts aging Orionis’s heart and he can only stay alive if Orionis dances with him. His life became this never-ending dance with Death, one he was ready to be over because living like that wasn’t life at all. Then he comes across an elderly man with a golden heart who was living carefree and doing everything Orionis couldn’t do. But it was breaking his heart to watch Orionis so miserable, just as mine breaks for Orion. The elder gives Orionis his heart as I will for Orion.
Orion closes his phone. “That’s the end.”
“It’s heavy and happy.”
“Yeah. I didn’t think it could get sadder except for the fact that you don’t get to live as long as the elder.”
“That’s sad, but that’s not the saddest part. The elder didn’t even know Orionis. I got to spend the day with the person who will have my heart.”
“Big facts. I like knowing that I’m not being powered by a total shithead.”
Orion is trying to hide behind humor. I think we’re reaching that point. That point where we know we’re going to have to say goodbye.
I grab his hand.
“Do you think that you’ll write about me?”
“There won’t be enough words, but you’re giving me the time to try to find them.”
I pull Orion into my lap and we stare at each other.
“Thanks for welcoming me into the O-Zone.”
“Thanks for walking into my life.”
“Thanks for saving mine.”
“Thanks for saving mine,” Orion repeats.
We kiss like it’s a challenge to see how long we can before death breaks us apart.
Then as we get more excited, we give in to a special first for both of us.
I flip Orion to the bed, and he fakes concern over the unlit candle but he’s speechless when I lift off my shirt. His fingers trail down from my collarbone and through my pecs and trace my abs before unbuttoning my pants. It’s much smoother than me wrestling with his skinny jeans that cling to his legs for dear life. But once we’re both fully naked, we stare at each other with the biggest smiles.
“Best day ever,” I say.
“Best motherfucking day ever,” Orion says.
Then we move as if the world could end in the next minute.
He passes me a condom, and I slide it on and slowly move inside him, and it feels so good that I can’t believe I’m only going to be able to experience this once.
The only thing I can do is no different from what I’ve done all day: live in the moment.
Our hands are pressed to each other’s beating hearts as Orion and I continue living this incredible first together.







PART FOUR
The End
On behalf of everyone here at Death-Cast, we are sorry to lose you.
—Joaquin Rosa, creator of Death-Cast



Orion
6:06 p.m.
That first time was better than I could’ve imagined—and I’m a fucking writer!
Seriously, I’m surprised I survived it. I’m not saying the sex was wild or anything like that, it’s just been tricky dealing with all these hormones as my heart stuff worsens. I was starting to swear sex was going to be too risky, like skydiving or rock climbing. I’m not interested in jumping out of planes or scaling mountains, but sex has always been pretty high on my to-do list, and Valentino was the perfect first partner. It was slow, like I always thought it would be, and he checked in on me every step of the way, never trying to rush through it even though the clock is ticking louder and louder on his End Day. He wanted to live in that first time as long as I did, and it’s as if we turned minutes into hours.
But real talk, we’re talking minutes here.
Some of my favorite minutes ever.
Now, I’m showering down the hall from my bedroom, wanting to get back to Valentino. The whole time I’m rinsing my hair and body I’m torn between memories of how good everything felt and how bad everything will feel when he’s gone.
Something that’s only just beginning will be ending just as soon as it started.
His death can happen at any moment.
It could be happening right now.
It could have happened already.
The thought of Valentino being dead in my bedroom scares me.
I get out of the shower, barely drying off even with the sudden memory of Valentino busting his ass this morning at his apartment because he was dripping from his own shower, and I remember that I’m not in the clear yet either, that today could be my End Day too, but I can’t stop myself from needing to see him alive, alive, alive, alive, alive. I open my bedroom door, and Valentino is sitting at my desk and talking into the camera.
Or he was talking into the camera until I busted in like the house is on fire.
“What’s going on?” Valentino asks, fear in his blue eyes.
“Nothing, nothing.” I almost drop the towel wrapped around my waist, which wouldn’t be the end of the world now that we’ve seen every inch of each other. “I wanted to make sure you were okay. I had a bad feel— I got nervous.”
Valentino lets out a deep breath and sits. “I’m okay. I’m just recording a message for Scarlett. Something for her to have after I’m . . .” A small, knowing nod. “Do you mind if I finish? I need a minute.”
“Take your time,” I say. Then: “And don’t die.” Then-then: “You know what I mean!”
I leave my bedroom, and I’m half tempted to punch myself in the mouth so I can’t say anything stupid again. Instead, I return to my bathroom, where I towel-dry my curls because a hair-dryer feels too risky now that my own fate is up in the air again; I’m not trying to get electrocuted. I change into fresh jeans, a bit baggier than my last pair so I won’t have to fight my way out of them. And on top of my undershirt I put on Valentino’s gray button-down he’s been wearing, breathing in the collar that smells citrusy, kind of like his hoodie. If Valentino has a problem with me wearing it, then he’s going to have to wrestle it off me, and then maybe he dies or we die together because of a fight over a shirt that I want to keep like a championship belt, like a trophy that will always remind me of the victories on this End Day.
I step on a towel and drag it from the bathroom to my bedroom, drying the puddles.
Then I knock on my bedroom door, which feels weird. “You good?”
Every millisecond he doesn’t answer I get nervous.
“Come in,” he says after one whole second, alive and well. I open the door and he smiles when he sees me in his button-down. “It’s a good look on you.”
“You wear it best, but I want to keep it, and you should know I’m willing to fight you to the death.”
Valentino rises from the desk and pulls me into a kiss. “It’s all yours,” he says after.
He seems content in his Have a Happy End Day! shirt, though I invite him to raid my closet again now that I’ve robbed him. He goes through my hoodies as I do some cleaning up—condom and wrapper in my small trash, socks and underwear and skinny jeans in my hamper.
“All good with your message?” I ask Valentino.
“I think so,” Valentino says as he slips on an ordinary gray hoodie. “It’s not like I have a lot of time to get it right.”
“I’m sure Scarlett will love it, even if you just sat there in silence.”
“You’re probably right.”
I begin making my bed. Somehow, it’s going to feel so empty without Valentino, even though I only shared it with him once. Grief is a sneaky son of a bitch, trying to knock me out before Valentino is even down for the count. I’m not having much success with tucking the fitted sheets under the mattress, I always get this shit wrong. Then Valentino comes to the rescue, and it’s the millionth reminder that he won’t be around to help make my bed, to hold me close, to ask how I’m doing.
“We should get going, Orion.”
I try speaking, but I can’t. I’m not ready for this to be over.
“I thought we could share one last first,” Valentino says.
“Don’t say our first last goodbye or anything like that.”
Valentino holds up the camera. “First stroll down memory lane?”
“I’d love that,” I breathe.
“I thought we could do it at my place. Then I can leave the camera behind for Scarlett and we can go straight to the hospital after. Hopefully Dr. Emeterio has figured out something for me . . .”
That something being a peaceful way to die versus whatever else awaits him.
But I’m not giving life to those nightmares. I’m going to live the dream.
“Take me home, Valentino.”



Frankie Dario
6:24 p.m.
This day can’t get any worse.
First, that Decker tenant of his went off and died, killing Frankie’s dreams.
Then his wife’s best friend quit his job at Death-Cast, making himself useless to Frankie in the future.
And then Joaquin Rosa went on air and admitted that his company isn’t the godsend he claimed it is, ruining Frankie’s chances of capturing the shock of any Deckers who survive.
Frankie feels stuck, as if he’s unable to evict himself from this life the way he can tenants in his building. He wishes he could get rid of everyone. That way he could go hide out on the first floor whenever Gloria is getting on his nerves; he’d essentially be living downstairs with that in mind. This building . . . why couldn’t his father leave him a better legacy to inherit, like a Fortune 500 company? Instead, Frankie has to deal with unclogging pipes and burning himself on radiators and being made out to be the bad guy because other people can’t pay their bills on time. How is that his fault? Pay up or get out. This isn’t a homeless shelter.
Frankie is watching the evening news in his living room, where the topic is Death-Cast. Surprise, surprise. His apartment door has remained open since the morning, even when his downstairs tenant decided to blast some bachata this afternoon; he was ready to put an eviction notice on her door just because. But Frankie has been hoping that maybe Valentino Prince somehow survived this deep into his final day, though that seems unlikely given how the newscasters are talking about Death-Cast’s successful predictions among the registered users they did call. Still, he keeps his door open, knowing that there’s less than six hours before midnight.
A lot can happen in that time.
The lobby door all the way downstairs slams shut, a complaint often made by the first-floor tenants, and Frankie continues claiming he’ll get around to it and never does and hopes he never has to. Could it be Valentino? Then he recognizes the fast footsteps running up the stairs and he sighs in response.
Paz runs inside. “Dad! Dad! Dad!”
“Yes?” Frankie asks.
“I booked the commercial! I film next week!”
Frankie turns to his son, not giving him his full attention but just enough. How is it possible—how is it fair?—that a child continues getting closer to his dreams than his own father? First it was a small role in that movie, and now it’ll be some commercial, and next it’ll be a starring role in some TV show. Why is the world ready to show this child more love than a man who has done his time, who has worked hard, who has hustled?
“Good job” is all Frankie says.
“It was so fun,” Paz says, plopping down on the couch next to him. “Then we all went to get ice cream. I got a brain freeze.”
All?
Frankie can hear Gloria’s keys jingling as she climbs the stairs slowly, like usual, as if she’s walking up some steep mountain. He will punch a wall if she ever complains about the elevator not working again. He’ll also punch a wall, maybe even Gloria herself, if she doesn’t have a good answer as to who was hanging around his son today.
Then he hears the man’s voice. It’s Rolando.
Why are they together?
If she’s having an affair, so help them . . .
Hell, Frankie has cheated on Gloria a few times with the broad on the third floor, but that was different. Gloria has no idea, and Frankie would never flaunt that in her face. But bringing Rolando into his home? As if Frankie hasn’t voiced a thousand times to Gloria that he doesn’t fully trust Rolando only has friendship on the brain?
For the first time since this morning, Frankie is very tempted to slam the door shut—right in Rolando’s face.



Valentino
6:27 p.m.
Why walk toward your own death when you can drive?
Floyd is driving us down the FDR, a ten-minute journey between his house and my building. But there’s a catch: I’m alone in the backseat of the van as Orion sits shotgun. It’s a safety decision and one I chose to respect when I got in the car and accepted this generous offer.
Transportation is really tricky on an End Day.
Orion and I tried leaving for the subway, but his family wouldn’t allow us. There were too many risks between here and the station, and then the train ride itself presented its own dangers. I thought we could take a taxi, but his guardians didn’t trust any drivers, especially since just last week Floyd had to provide medical attention to a cabbie who was responsible for the accident. What if fate was cruel enough to put that man behind the wheel again with us in the backseat? Floyd volunteered to drive but refused to let Dayana, Dalma, and Dahlia get in the car too. He tried suggesting there wasn’t enough space for all of us, but it’s a van. Everyone could fit. I just know he doesn’t want to risk their lives. I’m sure he wishes Orion were in Dayana’s car with the girls, but the best he could do was suggest Orion sit up front with him to help navigate a freeway that has been a pretty straight shot.
I’m not upset. I want Orion close to the airbags. The best protection I have back here are comforters and bedding and pillows that Dayana has given me to leave behind for Scarlett. Now Scarlett won’t have to sleep under my clothes like I did with Orion.
I love that memory. The first time I shared a bed with a boy.
I reach over as best as my seat belt allows and hold on to Orion’s shoulder like it’s the edge of a cliff. He turns and kisses my knuckles before covering them with his hand.
The entire ride has been quiet. There’s already a level of care that goes into driving without factoring in a confirmed Decker in the backseat. I’m sure Floyd is nervous that this act of kindness he’s showing me can lead to everyone’s deaths. Orion is paying attention to his side-view mirror for any rogue cars that might spin out of control.
No matter what happens, I still can’t help but feel like I’m in a hearse, being driven to my funeral even though my heart is still beating.



Orion
6:30 p.m.
My phone rings, and for a second I feel like I can’t answer it, as if I’m the one driving the car and not someone sitting shotgun. Floyd’s got those steel nerves thankfully. I check my phone, and it’s not Dalma or Scarlett calling. It’s a number I don’t know.
“Hello?”
“Hi, I’m calling to speak with Orion Pagan. This is Dr. Emeterio from Lenox Hill.”
“Oh my god, hey! It’s me.”
“How are you?”
“I’m okay, I’m really good, actually.”
“Does that mean Valentino is still alive?”
“Yeah, we’re together right now.” I look over my shoulder and tell Valentino that it’s Dr. Emeterio on the phone. “So what’s up?”
“Is it possible to speak with Valentino?”
“Totally.” I pass the phone back to Valentino.
I’m trying to figure out if Dr. Emeterio calling is a good thing or bad thing. I watch Valentino from the rearview mirror, hoping to get a spoiler of some sort. He’s just saying, “Yeah” and “No” and “Uh-huh” and then finally, “Thank you, Doctor. I’ll see you soon.” That doesn’t tell me shit either, we were already planning on going back to the hospital.
Valentino meets my eyes in the rearview mirror.
And smiles.
And nods.
And tears up.
“The board approved the surgery,” Valentino says.
It would be a bad idea for my heart to explode right now, but I’m bursting with happiness.
We can’t save his life, but we can hook him up with a gentler death.
Death-Cast for the win.



Gloria Dario
6:34 p.m.
Gloria has lived too much of her life in fear.
There was the first time Frankie laid a hand on her, furious after losing money during fantasy football, as if Gloria had been the one who drafted the players on his team. Then Frankie beat Gloria when she was pregnant so bad that she was bleeding and thought her child may have been killed by his father. There was also the time Frankie’s temper was igniting, over something Gloria has forgotten about, only remembering how she ran out of the bathroom in nothing but a towel and grabbed three-year-old Pazito and hid in a neighbor’s apartment as Frankie tried finding her, a puddle building around her bare feet as she clamped her hand over Pazito’s mouth so he wouldn’t respond to his father as he called out his name, like the worst game of hide-and-seek. And Gloria certainly can’t forget about when she was out late for Rolando’s birthday, and how Frankie wanted her home sooner and sought her out when she didn’t answer her cell phone, as if she was in bed with Rolando, something her heart has called for many times before but she never acted on it because she wanted to be better than Frankie, who had no problems cheating on her—as if she didn’t know about the neighbor downstairs. When Frankie demanded she get in the cab, Gloria refused, seeing how furious he was. But Frankie left the cab like it was a cage and hurled himself on Gloria like a wild animal, attacking her in public, in front of Pazito, who cried from the backseat. Hospitalized while Frankie only spent one night in prison, Gloria was scared she might die.
And now, Gloria must do what she fears most.
Leave.
This is the only escape.
The only way out is through, as Robert Frost says.
Gloria goes through, stepping into her apartment for what could be the last time. The door is still propped open, and Pazito is sitting with Frankie, who pays Rolando no mind as he enters with Gloria.
“Hi,” Gloria says. A more astute husband would know something is up already. Gloria and Frankie never greet each other. She sets down her bag on the small kitchen table, ready to slip out of her shoes when she remembers she won’t be staying long. She can track all the footprints around the apartment that she wants. It will be Frankie’s mess to clean for once. “How was your day?”
Frankie grunts. “I told you Death-Cast wasn’t the future,” he says to Rolando without looking at him. “You sure you weren’t fired?”
“I quit,” Rolando says.
Gloria can sense that Rolando wants to say more, to challenge Frankie, but all that will do is sour his mood even more. She nods at Rolando, who takes his cue and walks toward Pazito’s bedroom.
“Come show me your new train set,” Rolando says.
Pazito hops off the couch with the biggest smile and runs into his room. Rolando exchanges an I’m here for you glance with Gloria before closing the door behind him.
The fear continues to rise in Gloria, the way hot air does in this building. But soon enough Gloria will be back outside and able to breathe as a free woman. She doesn’t sit even though her feet are tired. She wants to appear tall where she is not, and strong like she’s always been.
“Frankie, we need to talk.”
“About what?”
“I’m unhappy. You are too.”
Frankie doesn’t look unhappy. There’s a fury in his eyes that Gloria has seen time and time again. She flinches off his stare alone, remembering how quickly he can go from being still to on top of her.
“Don’t speak for me,” Frankie says.
“You don’t speak for yourself,” Gloria says. “And I don’t ever speak for myself either.”
“Then get to the point. What are you saying?”
“I want a divorce.”
These are the words she has imagined herself saying for so long, but she cannot believe they’re coming out of her mouth now. She almost wishes she could suck them back in, but the words have taken flight and so must she if she’s to be free.
Frankie looks murderous before turning to the bedroom door, behind which the biggest parts of Gloria’s heart can be found.
“Is it because of him?”
“It’s because of me.”
The chair gets kicked out from under Frankie’s feet, spinning toward the TV set.
Gloria wishes Death-Cast was functioning as promised so she’d know who will make it out of this apartment alive.



Valentino
6:37 p.m.
Everything is going according to plan.
We arrive at my building safely, parking outside with Dayana’s car behind. Everyone steps out onto the curb, and we release this collective sigh of relief. Floyd keeps a watch on the block as people are partying across the street in the bar, as if someone might drunkenly stumble over here and pick a fight. Dahlia goes to the pizzeria and breathes it in, asking Dayana for a slice with pepperoni. Dalma seems nervous, and I’m tempted to invite her inside so she can see everything will be okay, but I really want some alone time with Orion.
“It’s loud,” Dalma says.
“I love it,” I say.
Orion has the pillows in his arms and I carry the bedding. “Should we go up?”
Dayana checks her phone. “Back down by seven, okay?”
“How long is that?” Orion asks.
“Twenty-one minutes.”
“That’s not enough time.”
She looks at her phone again. “Now it’s twenty minutes. Your time keeps going down, so you should hurry up.”
I reach for my keys, now sporting the pizza key chain Orion’s family gave me.
“We should buzz Frankie just to be dicks,” Orion says.
“Maybe on the way out.”
I unlock the lobby door, and it slams closed behind us. We begin shuffling up the steps.
“I’m sorry if that ride was weird,” Orion says from behind me.
“Not at all. Floyd was only trying to keep you alive.”
“Keeping you alive too.”
“I’m sorry for endangering everyone by existing.”
“Shut up, that’s not how I feel. I just wish I could’ve been sitting back there with you. I felt like we were being pushed away because of PDA or some shit like that.”
At the top of the first landing, I stop. “Like this?”
I kiss him, happy to have our lips reunited again like we are.
“Like that,” Orion says. “Can you hook me up with a kiss on each floor?”
“What a great incentive to stay alive.”
We continue up.
“I missed you while I was sitting up front, FYI,” Orion says.
“Same. Holding you calmed me down a bit.”
“What a coincidence, I also calmed down when you were holding me.”
Second landing, second kiss.
Someone’s cooking on this floor has my stomach growling. I don’t even know what it is.
“That smells amazing,” I say.
“For real.”
“What’s the first thing you’re going to eat after the surgery?” I ask.
“Isn’t that kind of torturous to talk about?”
“It’ll be over soon anyway,” I say with a lightness in my voice.
“You choose for me,” Orion says.
It’s hard to think because at this point I would eat this dirty banister or a human foot. “You got to have some linguini, of course.”
“No doubt, no doubt.”
“Mashed potatoes drowned in gravy. Roasted carrots. Steamed spinach. Macaroni and cheese that’s baked to the point it’s burnt.”
“I might have to break that up over a couple meals.”
Third landing, third kiss.
Someone is arguing upstairs. That noise problem won’t be mine for much longer. I’m relieved that I did all my recording back in Orion’s so I won’t have that in the background, even if loud neighbors are a classic New York staple.
“I’m excited to see these pictures,” I say.
“Which ones are you most hyped to see?” Orion asks.
A different memory rises as I go up each step.
Outside the pawnshop.
My first time buying a copy of the New York Times before realizing my connection to the cover shot of Joaquin Rosa on the phone.
Up on the High Line with Orion.
The memorial site.
The Brooklyn Bridge.
Everything on the train where we put on a show for the ages.
Kissing Orion in Times Square.
They’re all winners.
“The High Line,” I decide at the top of the stairs, right as I hear a clattering from above that I can’t make out and don’t concern myself with because I’m happy in this memory. “It’s our first photo together. I want to see how it came out.”
“I bet you look amazing, and I look like shit.”
Fourth landing, fourth kiss.
“I’m sure you look great too.”
“I said amazing! Once again, in trying to compliment me, you downgrade me.”
I laugh. “I’m sorry, my amazing boyfriend! You are amazing and I’m sure you look amazing and everything about you is amazing and I’m not amazing enough for you! Are we amazing again?”
“Yeah, sure, sure, sure, we’re amazing again, my great boyfriend.”
“I could kick you down these stairs,” I say, halfway up the fifth flight.
“I’ll just land on my pillow. But for real, I wouldn’t mind the break. You chose poorly moving into a sixth-floor walk-up.”
“I was told there’d be an elevator.”
“If you knew me sooner I could’ve checked that shit out for you.”
“Add that to the list of why I wish I could time-travel.”
Fifth floor, fifth kiss.
“This moment isn’t so bad,” Orion says.
This one isn’t.



Frankie Dario
6:40 p.m.
Frankie is going to kill Rolando.
He considers grabbing the gun from his closet, but a bullet is too merciful. He wants to personally beat Rolando to death. There are any number of ways to do that: the leg of the chair that just popped off as it crashed into the TV’s entertainment center, the TV itself, the boots by the door, the defrosted ham Gloria was supposed to cook for dinner, a kitchen knife, some good strikes with the ring of keys. His fists will do the trick just fine too.
“Rolando, get out here!”
“What are you doing?” Gloria asks.
Frankie points his finger at his wife—at the woman who no longer wants to be his wife. “You brought this man into my house, so let’s see how much of a man he is.” The door opens, and Rolando steps out. Paz tries following him, but Rolando nudges him back into his room. Rolando turns to Gloria.
“Don’t look at my wife!”
“You need to calm down,” Rolando says.
“You don’t make the rules in my house!”
“We’re all happy to leave your house.”
Frankie begins closing the space between himself and Rolando. “You can get the fuck out of my house, but you’re not leaving with my family!”
“I am not your property,” Gloria says, getting in between the two men.
Frankie shoves Gloria into Rolando’s arms. “Then you can both get out of here! But Paz isn’t going anywhere!”
He has no interest in being a single father, but he’ll be damned if another man raises his son.
“Where I go, Pazito goes!” Gloria shouts, brushing her hair out of her face.
“Over my dead body!” Frankie says.
He takes his first swing.



Valentino
6:41 p.m.
Orion holds his chest and takes a deep breath. “How’s your heart doing because mine—”
The shouting becomes clearer at the top of the sixth floor. It’s Frankie.
“You can get the fuck out of my house, but you’re not leaving with my family!”
A woman says something, maybe about property?
“Then you can both get out of here! But Paz isn’t going anywhere!”
“Where I go, Pazito goes!”
“Over my dead body!”
Then there’s a clap, like flesh on flesh, and a thud.
The woman screams “HELP!” before crying out in pain.
I drop the bedding, shaking in fear.
Everything in my heart tells me this is going to be the moment I’ve been dreading, but nothing stops me from racing up those steps.
“Valentino, no!”
“Stay back, Orion!”
I get to the sixth landing without a sixth kiss.
Frankie’s apartment door is open. He’s on top of a man pummeling him with nothing but his fists and a woman—I’m assuming his wife—is on the floor with her palm pressed against her devastated face. Then a door opens and that little kid, Paz, watches in horror at his father as he beats someone bloody. Is that man a Decker? I’m frozen over how unreal this is.
Paz sees me. “Please help!”
I don’t waste any more time. I run into the apartment and wrap my arms around Frankie and wrestle him off that man. Frankie elbows me in my stomach so hard that I taste acid in my throat, and he backs me up into the wall.
This is how I’m going to die . . . against a man who is fighting for his life.
He’s looking at me like I’m a ghost when I punch him in the face.
I won’t go down without a fight either.
Frankie is massaging his jaw when I see that Paz has vanished from the doorway. I hope he’s hiding somewhere. Maybe I can get Paz out of here, back downstairs where he can be safe with Orion’s guardians, who have kept me alive for as long as they did. Then Frankie is swift with picking up a broken chair leg and swings it into my head over and over . . .
I’m dizzy and stumbling backward and scared and tearing up and being torn up and—
He kicks me square in the stomach and out his apartment and—
Down the stairs, reaching for the banister and—
I miss and grab ahold of Orion instead—
Why is he on these stairs, I told him to stay back—
Am I going to die holding him or—
The memory of our first hug, back before Death-Cast called—
My forehead bangs into a step, and I’m bleeding—
The memory of us running away before I fell onto the curb—
Squeezing Orion tight to absorb the blow—
The memory of his hand against my heart and mine against his—
We’re about to slam down onto the landing I think—
These memories are rapid and jumbled—
I hold on to Orion—
Is this what they mean when they say your life flashes before—



Paz Dario
6:44 p.m.
Death-Cast did not call Paz Dario because he isn’t supposed to be dying today, and he’s very confused because his mother isn’t supposed to be dying either, but his father is beating her up.
This isn’t the first time either, but this time is the scariest.
Normally Paz doesn’t see any of this happening. His mother always tells him to stay in his room and put his chair against the door, just like she would when he was scared of the monsters in his closet. The chair is so tiny that it would break if anyone else sat on it. It’s been painted to look like a happy dalmatian with its tongue sticking out on the backrest. But Paz knows the chair doesn’t keep anyone out because his mother always eventually comes back into his bedroom without him having to move the chair first. She’s always crying and holds him close until they fall asleep in his bed together. Other times his father will come inside his room and ask him if he’s okay, and Paz will say yes, and he will ask how his mother is doing and his father will say she’s okay too, and then the door gets closed again.
Paz has lost count of how many times this has happened.
But his mother screaming for help is a first, he knows that much.
So Paz stepped outside his bedroom, wanting to help his mother as his father hurt Rolando so much that he has a nosebleed. But he didn’t know what to do until he saw the new neighbor, Valentino, and asked for his help. Then Paz ran into the closet, not to hide, but with an idea of his own on how to help.
People think Paz is a bad guy because he played one in that movie, but he’s a hero.
He’s a hero who is going to save his mother’s life.
Paz runs back into the living room, which doesn’t feel like a room for living after he points the gun at his father and pulls the trigger.



Frankie Dario
6:45 p.m.
Frankie is about to land another punch on Gloria when fire strikes him out of nowhere.
He falls on his side.
Paz stands over him, holding a gun, and fires again.
Not even Death-Cast could have prepared him to die that way.



Dalma Young
6:46 p.m.
Gunshots.
Dalma fears she might have her own heart attack.
This is just like last night at Times Square.
Has someone shot Valentino? Orion? Both of them?
Was this always supposed to end in gunfire?
Had Valentino been killed last night, would this be over? Possibly. But it also means he wouldn’t have been able to live first. Something that Orion made sure happened.
At what price?
Her family is panicking. Her mother and Dahlia run out of the pizzeria empty-handed and go straight into the car, yelling at Dalma to get in too. Floyd is banging on the lobby door and buzzing every button on the intercom for someone to let him in. Some tenants on the ground level are running out of their apartments, scared for their lives as they should be, as scared as Dalma should be for hers, but the moment that door opens, she shoves past everyone, even Floyd, and runs up those stairs.
Dalma feels as if she is a first responder, determined to save Orion’s life, knowing in her own heart that he would run toward danger to save hers too.



Orion
6:47 p.m.
Everything is mad hazy.
I’m seeing stars, but I’m not in space.
My head is on a pillow, but I’m not in bed.
Valentino’s arm is across my chest, but he’s not holding me close.
There were gunshots, but I’m not dead.
I fight to get my eyes open and then immediately regret it when I see the blood smeared all over my boyfriend’s beautiful face like something out of a horror movie. I want to return to the darkness where I can imagine—no, remember—being in bed with Valentino as he holds me close in a room that’s quiet except for our breathing.
I try shaking him awake, but he’s still trying to sleep, which fine, I get it, we haven’t had a ton of rest on his End Day, but we don’t have a lot of time left, and we still have to go down memory lane together. Valentino wanted—wants—to see how our first picture came out together, that fucking selfie, a word that we both fucking hate, that’s not supposed to outlive him.
Maybe I can wake him up with some Sleeping Beauty–type kiss because this can’t be how it ends, please don’t let this be how it ends.
I press my lips to Valentino’s, but he doesn’t snap awake and kiss me back.
His chest is slowly rising.
There’s hope, there’s hope, there’s hope, hope, hope.
I just don’t understand something.
If his heart is beating, why doesn’t it feel like he’s alive?



Dalma Young
6:47 p.m.
Dalma’s heart is pounding, scared she might bump into the killer or see her best friend’s corpse.
One feels worse than the other.
She makes it to the fifth floor, Floyd right behind her, and at the bottom of the next flight of stairs is Orion and Valentino, surrounded by the donated pillows and bedding as if they decided to set up camp and rest in the stairway. She’s relieved that Orion is crying, because crying means he’s alive, but her heart breaks for what this means for Valentino.
“Orion . . .”
He doesn’t even seem to register her. He’s just begging Valentino to wake up.
If Dalma died, this is how she imagines Orion would react, and they’ve known each other their entire lives. But her best friend is crying this hard over a boyfriend he’s only known for a day—not even!—and she knows this pain is just as true as it would be losing her.
This death will stay with Orion for the rest of his life.
Here’s hoping it’s a long one.
“He’s still alive,” Floyd says, examining Valentino.
“He wasn’t shot?” Dalma asks.
“No, no, no, he got kicked down the stairs,” Orion says.
Dalma looks up to the sixth floor, glimpsing an open door and hearing crying.
Could the killer be upstairs? Is there another place they could have escaped, like a ladder to the roof like she has at home? Or will they be rushing down at any moment? If they’re not wearing a creepy skull mask like that killer in Times Square, will they take out Dalma and everyone else to leave no witnesses behind?
She wants to drag Orion and Floyd out there, but as long as Valentino is still breathing, Dalma knows Orion won’t leave his side.
“I need some space,” Floyd says, opening Valentino’s eyelids.
Orion refuses to get off his boyfriend.
“He’s trying to save his life,” Dalma says.
The truth is, Dalma lied.
She can’t speak for Floyd, but her eyes and brain and heart are processing what’s really happening here. Valentino is beyond saving. He is going to die, as Death-Cast has predicted, possibly any minute now. But it might not be too late for Orion. It doesn’t have to be his End Day too.
Everything has been building to this moment, this convergence of lives.
“We need to get you both to the hospital,” Floyd says, scooping Valentino up in his arms, surprising strength for someone who’s on the shorter end of life.
Dalma locks her arm with Orion’s, who won’t take his teary eyes off of Valentino, not even as they go down the five flights of stairs. She’s surprised they make it down in one piece, and relieved when they make it out of the building alive.
They escaped the killer, and if all goes well from here, they will live to see another day.
Most of them will, at least.



Gloria Dario
6:48 p.m.
Gloria’s son has killed his father to protect her.
Tears run down sweet, young Pazito’s cheeks.
Sweat glistens off Rolando’s bruised and beaten face.
Blood pools around Frankie like a spilled bucket of red paint.
“Don’t move, Pazito,” Gloria says, eyeing the gun still clutched in her son’s hands.
Pazito is shaking.
One wrong move and Gloria will find herself dead next to her husband. She knows that Pazito won’t harm her, not intentionally, but accidents happen all the time whenever a gun finds its way into someone’s hand, especially a child’s. This weapon shouldn’t have been in their home in the first place, but she couldn’t convince Frankie to get rid of it, and it’s hard arguing with a foul-tempered gun owner. Gloria feels as if she failed Pazito by not fighting harder, by not trying to leave sooner, by putting him in the position to protect her when it should be the other way around. Now, Pazito will be scarred for the rest of his life, haunted by the ghost of the father he killed, and there are no words for how much that breaks Gloria’s heart.
For now, with loving hands, she takes the gun out of her son’s.
She sets it down and picks him up, carrying him to his bedroom.
She covers his eyes as if he won’t be able to see his dead father in the darkness.
Together, they cry in bed, their final fight fought.



Orion
6:56 p.m.
Last night, my life changed.
Last night, my life also almost ended.
I had the heart attack in Times Square and I was in the backseat of a taxi, tucked between Dalma and Valentino as they rushed me to the hospital. Now we’re headed back to the exact same hospital, only this time it’s Valentino we’re trying to keep upright, trying to save. He’s got a chance, I know he does, especially since it’s a quick drive to Lenox Hill, even if those three minutes feel like the longest three minutes in the history of three minutes. We waste no time getting Valentino inside, abandoning the car, which Dayana can deal with when she pulls up in her car with Dahlia. I’m too woozy to help carry Valentino, but Floyd has got that handled as Dalma runs ahead of us to alert Dr. Emeterio of our arrival.
Dr. Emeterio appears with a team, surprised to see Valentino in this state when we were all hoping for something more peaceful. She directs her nurses to rush Valentino away. They’re going to try to save his life, like she said they would, but if they can’t, I better get ready for surgery. I’ve had all day to prepare for this, but now that everything is getting really real, real fast, I’m not ready. Death-Cast was supposed to eliminate these fears, but they messed up and now I have no idea if we’re both destined to die at the end. I’m taken into the ER. Floyd is bossy with my nurses to make sure I’m not hemorrhaging; I can tell Floyd is unofficially preparing me for the surgery we’ve wanted for years.
I’m told my heart is fine even though I feel dead inside.
People swear they’re going to live perfect lives when you get the chance to say everything you need to say, but the truth is: death is faster than you.
Even when you’re warned.
There are things I never got to tell Valentino, things he never got to tell me.
Whole lives of stories we never got to share with one another.
Whole lives we didn’t get to live together.
I breathe out his sister’s name, the person who did get to spend her life with Valentino, but she won’t be here to see him through his death.
“I have to call Scarlett,” I say.
I dig my phone out my pocket, and the screen is shattered.
I know why.
The end began when that fucking bastard kicked Valentino down the stairs. I don’t know what happened with those bullets, but you won’t catch me grieving that son of a bitch if he’s dead. Good fucking riddance, I don’t give a shit. No matter how much I get to live because of that fucker’s crime, I’ll never be grateful for how he did Valentino dirty.
I call Scarlett.
“Finally, Val,” she says with all the relief and confidence in the world that it’s her brother on the line.
“It’s Orion,” I say weakly.
“Oh.”
My silence does some of the speaking for me.
Scarlett breathes. “Can I talk to my brother?”
“He’s currently being treated by doctors. He’s alive, but . . . it’s not looking good, Scarlett.”
There’s no silence on her end, only anguished cries. “What happened?”
I didn’t see everything, but I tell her everything I know. Dalma stays close as I keep cracking through this story. Dayana and Dahlia find us, and Floyd hugs them tight.
“Valentino was being a hero,” I say. I stop myself from saying that he died as one.
I stay on the phone, and we cry together.
When the door opens, I’m hoping for a miracle. But Valentino doesn’t enter with all the blood back in his body or all his cuts and bruises brushed away as if they were photoshopped. It’s Dr. Emeterio, and she speaks with Floyd and Dayana while glancing over at me. I go to reach for Dalma’s hand to find that she’s already holding mine. I squeeze so hard that I might pulverize her bones and my phone.
“Is Valentino okay?” I ask.
Scarlett holds back her cries, listening for an answer too.
Dr. Emeterio’s face is one big spoiler. “Valentino is showing signs of brain death.”
It’s like I’m falling down the stairs again, the air being knocked out of me, everything hurting so much that I’m ready to black out. She’s talking about his oxygen levels and putting him on a ventilator and additional prep work and tons of other things that I can’t process because Valentino’s brain is shutting down, aka he’s basically dead.
“Are you ready to receive Valentino’s heart, Orion?” Dr. Emeterio asks.
I’m so thrown off, I feel like I’m not worthy enough for this. Or even like I’m guilty because the stars were always aligning in a way where he would die so I could live.
“Orion?” Scarlett calls for me through the phone. “You’re not going to let my brother’s heart go to waste, are you?”
Her question feels two-sided: I shouldn’t reject the transplant, and I should put it to good use once it’s successfully inside me.
I won’t, and I will.
This is what Valentino wanted and this is what I want too.
“I’m going to live,” I vow, even though Death-Cast could be wrong about me.
Then the end begins so quickly.
I’m rushed into another room and as they’re prepping me for surgery I’m thinking about how it’s time to say goodbye to my heart, the one that my parents gave me. It was always supposed to be there, but now it’s like someone telling me that my shadow is going to stop following me around. My life is about to be suddenly reshaped because of a sudden death and that’s assuming I don’t go down too.
I get a minute with Team Young before Dr. Emeterio wants to put me under, and there isn’t enough time to tell everyone everything I could say to them and everything I want for them so all I say is “Thanks for making me feel like one of your own.” I could live in this group hug forever.
But I can’t.
I have one more stop before we can begin.
“I need to see Valentino first.”
There’s no fighting me on this.
I’m brought in to the operation room where Valentino is on the bed, his face still beat.
I lean in and whisper the words I should’ve said when I knew he could’ve heard me, and then I kiss him for the last time.
Then I’m off to the operating table.
If all goes well, Valentino will live in me for the rest of my life.
But I don’t know how this ends.







PART FIVE
The Beginning
I’ve always loved the expression “Out with the old, in with the new.” It holds meaning to every individual person. It can be about anything. A lover, an organ. Even a way of life—a way of death. What does it mean for you?
—Joaquin Rosa, creator of Death-Cast



August 1, 2010
Orion
1:19 a.m.
Death-Cast probably isn’t up and running anymore, but if they are, they’re probably going to call any second now because I have a hole in my chest.
A metaphorical hole, but it hurts just the same.
I also can’t answer any calls because there’s a tube down my throat.
I’m so groggy, drugged up from this surgery. But anesthetics are only good for the physical pain. They don’t do shit about heartbreak.
Not even when they put your boyfriend’s heart inside you.



Dalma Young
1:23 a.m.
Death-Cast could call Dalma Young to tell her she’s going to die today, and she can only hope she will live a day as magical as the one Orion shared with Valentino.
Dr. Emeterio tells the family that Orion’s surgery was a success, but the celebration is reined in. This is a win that’s come at a devastating loss.
Dalma hugs her mother tight, crying over the thought of how many more years she’ll get to spend with Orion. She can safely imagine him throwing back shots together for their twenty-first birthdays like their mothers got to do, cheering her on with the rest of the family at her graduation, delivering speeches at each other’s weddings, and everything else that precedes and follows. Of course, life is never guaranteed, no matter how healthy you are. That lesson was learned with Orion’s parents and now Valentino. And even with a new heart, Orion isn’t promised the same odds as those who haven’t had transplants.
But Dalma can hope and dream.
And most important, she can make sure time is never taken for granted.
“Can we see O-Bro—Orion?” Dalma asks, wiping her tears.
“Soon,” Dr. Emeterio says.
“Thank you for everything, Doctor,” Dayana says. “You have no idea how much . . .”
“I only wish I could’ve saved them both.”
Until now, Valentino’s death hadn’t been confirmed aloud.
“We’ll pray for his soul, and his family,” Dayana says.
“Only the sister,” Dalma says.
Valentino’s parents can pray for themselves.
Together, Dayana leads the family in prayer, passing blessings of peace onto Valentino’s soul and strength to Scarlett and love and light to them both.
When they’re done, Dalma finds Scarlett’s number in her phone, saved from last night when Valentino first called her.
She can’t help but feel like a Death-Cast employee as she makes this call.



Scarlett Prince
10:29 p.m. (Mountain Standard Time)
Scarlett’s phone rings, and she knows it’s not her brother. She’s forever open to a miracle, but she’s not expecting one. It’s probably the airline calling about her suitcases as if she cares about the whereabouts of her clothes and camera equipment after losing her other half. But it’s not. She doesn’t recognize Dalma’s name at first, and then quickly remembers she’s Orion’s best friend—and one of the last people to see her brother alive.
She doesn’t bother composing herself. “Hi.”
“Hi, Scarlett. This is Dalma Young, I’m Orion’s friend.”
“I know.” Scarlett almost asks what’s wrong, as if that’s not clear.
“Right. I think the doctor is going to call you any minute now, but—”
“My brother is dead,” Scarlett says. She would welcome the news of Valentino being in a deep coma, as long as that means he’s still alive, but she’s not holding her breath.
“I’m so sorry, Scarlett.”
She hates every urge to run out of her bedroom to go cry into the arms of her parents. If they couldn’t treat Valentino right in life, they shouldn’t get to grieve him or console her. But Scarlett can’t deny that the urge is indeed there because that’s how alone she feels right now. Valentino isn’t around—isn’t alive—to hug her.
The loneliness of becoming an only child has already begun.
Scarlett feels hollow. . . . Can someone feel hollow?
She wants to knock on Valentino’s bedroom door and see what he thinks.
“Is there anything I can do for you?” Dalma asks.
Scarlett forgot she’s on the phone. “Tell me everything else went well.”
“It did,” Dalma says, her voice tinged with guilt.
What went wrong for Scarlett’s brother went right for Dalma’s friend.
“Good,” Scarlett says. That’s what Valentino wanted. “Do you have his camera?”
“I do. Are you still coming to New York? If not, I can mail it to you along with everything else he has in the apartment.”
Scarlett can’t imagine being in New York without Valentino. “It’ll be too lonely.”
“No, it won’t,” Dalma says. “We don’t know each other, but Orion and Valentino showed me that doesn’t matter. If you come out here, you will never be alone. My family is your family.”
They seem like pretty words, something you say to comfort someone who lost the person closest to them. But Scarlett is choosing to trust this stranger. Valentino did the same, and it worked out in all the ways that matter. Besides, it’s not as if she really sees herself staying in this haunted house with her parents who drove Valentino away.
She will brave New York to honor Valentino’s spirit, not treating it as the city where he died, and instead remembering it as the new home where he lived.
There’s a flicker of flame in her hollow chest, like hope heating within, like the fires of a phoenix that will be reborn.
Her life is changing—has changed—and she will need a fresh start to get through her grief, to completely reimagine a future without her twin brother.
But she’ll never forget him.
Scarlett doesn’t have to carry her brother’s heart for him to forever live in hers.



Gloria Dario
3:04 a.m.
Death-Cast did not call Gloria Dario because she isn’t dying today, but Gloria certainly feels dead inside.
Never in a million years did Gloria predict the first End Day would unfold with her husband dying—with her husband being killed by her son. What’s confusing is how Death-Cast didn’t even call Frankie. Yes, Gloria registered Frankie for the service behind his back, but it’s still his phone number that was listed. Why didn’t Death-Cast call? Will these mistakes be prevented in the future? But maybe if Death-Cast had called, Frankie would’ve killed Gloria in an outrage too. He almost did tonight anyway. She’s only alive thanks to her son, but at the cost of his own life, his own future.
In the police station, Gloria holds Pazito close.
While this was an act of self-defense, Gloria is coming to understand that it won’t be that simple. There will be investigations and questionings and the idea of anyone seeing her wonderful son as anything but breaks her heart. What if a court tries taking Pazito away? All because he wanted to save her life? Rolando has been assuring her that won’t happen due to Frankie’s documented abusive history, and Gloria desperately wants to believe him, but when has the criminal justice system been fair? Even if Pazito serves no jail time, what will this do for his soul?
“Mrs. Dario?”
Gloria looks up at the officer. “It’s Ms. Medina.”
She’s reclaiming her maiden name, never taking another man’s, not even one who loves her with his full heart. Gloria must be herself first, and only she can define what that means.
“Ms. Medina, is it possible to speak with Pazito alone? We’d appreciate his cooperation but understand if you’d like to wait for a lawyer.”
Gloria knows there’s no point in fighting, nor do they have anything to hide. She lifts Pazito’s chin with her finger. He’s staring at her with terror in his eyes.
“They’re going to lock me up,” Pazito says.
“They just want to talk,” Gloria says. As a parent, it’s her job to protect her child. That has always meant shielding him from all his fears, whether it was the monsters under his bed or now the nightmarish reality he could be living. “Be honest, Pazito. Do not lie.”
“I won’t, Mom.”
Instead of beating herself up some more about all the different things Gloria believes she could’ve done to not be here tonight, she pulls her son in a quick but tight hug. They can only move forward, and if all goes well, they’ll be able to figure it out together. And if Gloria can find the space in her head and heart, she’ll be able to invite Rolando in. That’s not a decision to be made lightly, especially given her last big impulsive decision resulted in the death of her husband, a husband she doesn’t expect she’ll ever find herself mourning. But who knows. Grief is strange, and it can make you miss someone who was never good for you.
Pazito drags his feet alongside the officer, looking over his shoulder the entire way.
Gloria holds it together until her son vanishes into a room for questioning, and the moment the door shuts, she sobs.
“He’s going to be okay,” Rolando says.
Instead of blaming him for encouraging her to follow her heart, she believes him.
There are dark times ahead, but she’s choosing to focus on the horizon, on when the sun will rise and cast light everywhere that’s needed nourishing, and Gloria Medina will continue to grow and grow and grow.



August 3, 2010
Orion
2:04 p.m.
Death-Cast didn’t call last night or the night before.
I’m starting to believe the surgery was a success.
That I’m going to live.
The tube has finally been pulled from my throat, and I’m able to breathe on my own. The IV lines will be removed later. These machines monitoring me will be used on someone else. I think tonight is the night when I’ll be good enough to transfer from intensive care to another ward for specialized cardiac attention. If all goes well there, I could be home soon. It’s hard to wrap my head around how much of my life has been spent admitted to hospitals and how once I’m out this time, it could be the last for a while. Probably not forever, but my odds are mad better than ever before.
I’ve been in and out of it the past three days, but I’m awake now, catching up with the family while trying to get some food in my stomach. After the first night, Dayana and Floyd have been taking turns on who goes back with Dahlia when visiting hours are over to get some rest, but Dalma refused to leave the hospital, in case I woke up and needed her. And I do, but unless she’s mastered necromancy, there’s nothing she can do.
I’m caught up on everything I’ve missed.
First, Frankie was killed by his son. The kid who welcomed Valentino into the building. How he got his hands on a gun is beyond me, but he pulled that trigger twice to stop his father from killing his mother. Now it’s a big news story and an investigation is underway. The kid, Paz, told police how his mother looked like she was about to die even though Death-Cast hadn’t called her, so he wanted to save her life. It’s kind of hard to believe that’s going to protect him, especially since Death-Cast messed up big-time.
That’s the other huge piece of news.
Joaquin Rosa held a press conference where he shared Death-Cast’s opening numbers. They had a perfect score on predictions but failed in outreach to twelve Deckers—including Frankie. He said he will be haunted by those losses for the rest of his life and has done everything in his power to ensure that will never happen again. It looks like people are buying into it, especially since there have been no more fuckups while I’ve been recovering from surgery. The Death-Cast program is going to grow and grow, maybe even go global. This service might still scare some people, but I bet I could change anyone’s mind about the possibilities of knowing your fate by sharing Valentino’s story.
The End Days have some horrors, but if you commit to living, they can be beautiful too.



Dalma Young
4:44 p.m.
Death-Cast did not call Dalma Young because she isn’t dying today, but her game-changing idea has finally been born.
“I finally know what app I want to create,” Dalma says, alone with Orion in his hospital room.
“Oh yeah?” Orion asks quietly.
He sounds disinterested, but Dalma knows he’s simply not here mentally. This grief is different from a child losing his parents. Back then Orion was screaming all the time and was confused every time he woke up. Dalma could relate, but she doesn’t know what it’s like to lose a friend. Or a lover. But she now sees the power of finding people before it’s too late.
“You and Valentino changed each other, even though you shared only one day together. You gave him peace before his death, and he’ll stay with you for the rest of your life,” Dalma says, thinking more of Valentino’s imprint on Orion’s soul instead of the new heart in his chest, but that too. “I think I can build an app that makes sure no one dies alone.”
“How would it work?”
“Everyone would create a profile on the app so you can find your best match, but I don’t think it should be random selection. This is personal, and the Decker should choose who they invite into their life, especially with time so limited. I can even create the option for Deckers to pair up. Then whoever gets the honor of being chosen to keep the Decker company, they’ll help them however they can. It might just be basic companionship as they get their affairs in order. It could be hyping up the Decker to live a lifetime on their End Day.”
There’s a flicker of life in Orion’s eyes, almost like an entire film reel of his time with Valentino is unfolding in his head. “That’s going to change a lot of people’s lives, Dalma.”
“I hope so.”
Dalma isn’t sure if Orion will ever use the app. It’s hard to imagine at this stage. He’s strong, but can his new heart handle more heartbreak?
Time will answer that when it’s time.
“You know what you’re going to call it?” Orion asks.
The name came to Dalma like lightning. “The Last Friend app.”



Orion
4:54 p.m.
I was Valentino’s Last Friend.
Dalma’s app is going to form some incredible connections, but it’s a double-edged sword that can’t be wielded by the faint of heart. The Last Friend must understand that not only will the Decker die, they may also witness the death. That’s scarring. But not all scars are bad. I look down at the one across my chest.
The scar that says I was more than Valentino’s Last Friend.
5:17 p.m.
“When did he die? What time?”
Just as I want to know everything about Valentino’s life, the same goes for his death.
Dr. Emeterio stops studying my charts and pulls out her clipboard. “Valentino passed at 9:11 p.m.”
Nine.
Eleven.
Just when I thought those numbers couldn’t become more haunting.
6:17 p.m.
“You have a guest,” Dalma says in the doorway of my new room.
I’m guessing my guest isn’t one of the fam. “Who is it?”
“Scarlett.”
My heart—Valentino’s heart—is screaming with heartbeats.
“Are you in the mood for company?” Dalma asks.
No, but there’s no saying no.
Not to the twin of the boy who gave me his heart.
It’s a good thing that I wasn’t surprised by Scarlett’s arrival because she reminds me more of Valentino than I expected. Her energy matches his from when Valentino and I were first at the hospital last night—I mean, the other night, time is weird. Valentino was trying to accept his fate, and Scarlett is now doing the same. That’s going to take a long time.
Her hair is pulled back into a ponytail, and her face is clean of makeup, and she’s paler than she appeared on FaceTime.
“I’ll give you two some privacy,” Dalma says, closing the door behind her.
I try sitting up, but I don’t have the strength yet. “Hi. When’d you get in?”
Scarlett doesn’t say anything for a long time. Then when she does speak, she doesn’t even answer the question. She only says, “Thanks.”
“Oh, don’t thank me for shit. Your brother is the hero here.”
I don’t correct myself by marking Valentino in the past tense.
“You were there for Val when I couldn’t be,” Scarlett says as she drags a chair over to my bed and sits. She fishes Valentino’s camera out of her bag. “Valentino said this camera business was your idea.”
“He deserved to be seen. I’m sorry you couldn’t be there to capture the memories yourself.”
“I would’ve loved that. I feel robbed.”
“You were robbed.”
He was the model, she was the photographer—two halves of the same coin, making each other look great.
“Thanks for documenting his final day.” Scarlett switches on the camera, and for a second, I’m scared it won’t work, like it would’ve taken the same damage as my phone. She scrolls back to the beginning of the gallery. “Can you walk me through memory lane?”
I haven’t had the heart—yes, yes, yes, yes, yes, I know, let me live my life—to go through the pictures myself yet. This was going to be one of the last things I lived with Valentino. Instead, I’ll go down memory lane with his sister, sparing no detail.
This will be the first of many times I honor Valentino.



August 6, 2010
Joaquin Rosa
2:07 a.m.
Death-Cast did not call Joaquin Rosa because he is not dying today. Neither is his company.
What some believed to be an experiment doomed from the start has been recognized as a successful program.
This past week alone has seen changes: domestic airlines coordinating all flights to not depart until after their pilots have been cleared with hopes to expand these measures to passengers as well; police officers and detectives wanting to partner with Death-Cast on their investigations, such as missing persons cases to preserve their resources if the missing party is beyond rescuing; scientists preparing clinical trials to test on Deckers with payment going to the deceased’s family or charity of choice; the military increasing pressure to keep Death-Cast within the United States alone, but Joaquin will indeed be expanding the program to all the other interested countries because he doesn’t want Death-Cast used as a weapon, he wants it to be a savior for all around the world; and most touchingly, doctors are advocating for updated practices as to how to proceed with their patients, especially after one Decker’s passing on the first day of Death-Cast led to another person’s saving through a heart donation.
That wasn’t any Decker.
It was Valentino Prince, the very first Decker whom Joaquin called when Death-Cast went live.
All isn’t as well as it can be, of course. While there were record-high new subscribers after the first night, polls are still showing that millions are uncomfortable. Some even believe that Death-Cast personally hired the skull-mask killer to coordinate an attack in Times Square, as if the program needed to sell fear to make the service a success. Joaquin has no affiliation with that killer—or any of the other aggressors wearing skull masks that evening who caused havoc—and while the killer was responsible for the very first recorded death on inception night, Joaquin fears it won’t be the last time they stage an attack as an act of protest. Unfortunately, Joaquin still doesn’t have a magic crystal ball to divine these sorts of things so the mystery lives on.
As will Death-Cast.
There’s a tragic irony in how all the work Joaquin has done to get other people to live their lives has prevented Joaquin from enjoying his own. He’s only been able to see his wife and son over dinner, which is essentially his breakfast since he spends most of the day sleeping off his graveyard shift or busy on numerous calls. Joaquin simply can’t afford to not be at headquarters after the opening-day fiasco where twelve registered Deckers met their ends without notice. Haunted, Joaquin puts aside the mounting paperwork and leaves his office. He needs to see that while he isn’t able to go where he wishes, doors are opening for others.
Joaquin stands in the call center where his heralds are fulfilling his life’s mission.
There’s been so much heartbreak and loss across the world, and within Joaquin’s own world, to get to this point. To reach these astonishing new heights with a view no one in their right minds ever imagined could be made a reality.
While Death-Cast can only tell someone when they will die, they can’t predict how someone’s life will change on their End Day. The Decker must make those discoveries themselves by living with the fullest of hearts, down to the last beat.



August 7, 2010
Orion
11:17 a.m.
Death-Cast hasn’t called because Valentino Prince saved my life.
I’m finally back home, bracing myself for the first night in my bed since sharing it with him. It’s one of those firsts that doubled as lasts, and I love it and I hate it. Thankfully I won’t be alone. Dalma and Scarlett are going to keep me company in sleeping bags.
A new family isn’t all Valentino left behind.
Upon arriving home today, Scarlett surprised me with a photo album containing all our memory-lane pictures. I’d already seen them from going through them together at the hospital, telling Scarlett all the stories from Valentino’s End Day, but now I have my own collection to hold close since Scarlett is keeping her brother’s camera. I love all our pictures together, especially the ones from the High Line and Times Square, our very first and our very last.
So much life happened in between.
I’m staring at the pictures of Valentino strutting during his subway runway. I’m tempted to send them to his agent so she knows what the world has missed out on by not believing in Death-Cast, but she doesn’t deserve to see him in all his glory.
Even in death, I’m still protective of Valentino.
There’s a knock on my door for the thousandth time in the one hour I’ve been home.
“Yeah?”
“It’s me,” Dalma says from the other side.
“Me too,” Scarlett says.
I’m not really in the mood for company right now just because. I was warned that mood swings and depression are side effects of heart surgery, as if that’s what’s got me down, down, down, down, down, down, down, down, down, down. I kind of want to be alone until tonight, just resting in bed with bad TV and my photo album. Later when I can’t sleep is when I’m going to need the most company.
“What’s up?”
“I have something for you,” Scarlett says.
“Something else?”
Maybe it’s more of Valentino’s clothes that I can breathe in, or the cologne he used.
“Can we come in?” Dalma asks. “We’ll be fast.”
I give in. “Yeah.”
Dalma and Scarlett enter my room. Scarlett’s hand is closed into a fist, but I’m going to put down money that what she has for me isn’t a punch to the face. I don’t know what it is, maybe it’s something of Valentino’s that she’s willing to part with and thinks I would like. Maybe a photocopy of his death certificate, which might seem morbid, but I would keep that in my treasure chest along with the news article of everything that went down in his building and all the 9/11 media I’ve collected over the years.
“So what is it?” I ask.
I’m not trying to be rude, but I’m in pain and feeling really broken even though Valentino’s heart is holding me together.
“There was something else on the camera,” Scarlett says.
“The video he recorded for you,” I say.
She nods. “It’s only four minutes and thirty-two seconds, but it took me a couple days before I had the strength to finish watching it. It just hurt too much. I never knew life without him and . . . Valentino may have been the first one in and out, but his last words were lovely. That’s helping.”
I don’t know what Valentino said to Scarlett. That’s not my business and never will be unless she decides she wants to talk about it instead of holding it close.
“But there was another video at the end,” Scarlett says. “At first I thought it was for me, but then Valentino said your name.”
My old heart would’ve stopped dead.
My new heart is coming to life.
Maybe too quickly, but I’m staying strong.
“He recorded a video for me?” I ask.
Scarlett nods. “I didn’t watch it. Obviously. I only discovered it last night, but I wanted to wait until you were home and settled before sharing.”
“But what if I had died before—”
Dalma’s puzzled look shuts me up.
If there was a chance I was going to die without getting to watch Valentino’s video, Death-Cast would have given us that heads-up.
“My bad.”
“It’s a new world,” Dalma says.
“It’s going to take some getting used to,” Scarlett says.
In more ways than one.
Scarlett opens her fist and reveals a USB flash drive. I already have my own that I’ve used for homework assignments in the past and for backing up my short stories in case my laptop dies for real. But inside this little memory keeper is a video of Valentino saying my name. Maybe more, and if not, that would still be enough.
“Thanks,” I say.
Scarlett smiles. “Back at you.”
I almost ask for what, but it’s clear what she’s thanking me for.
Everything.
“You want to watch it now?” Dalma asks.
“Hell yeah.”
My whole life wasn’t spent with Valentino, I didn’t even get a full day. I need more now.
Dalma props my laptop on my bed, setting it to charge so it stays alive. “I love you, O-Bro.”
“You too, sis.”
It’s the first time I’ve called her my sister, and not in a she’s-pretty-much-like-my-sister way.
Dalma squeezes my hand before she leaves the room with Scarlett.
I plug the USB flash drive into the laptop I’ll be using to write stories about Valentino.
To immortalize him.
For now, I click on the file that’s been titled Valentino to Orion.
There he is, frozen, in my bedroom, at my desk, as if he’s three feet away and not out of reach in every way.
I press Play on the video, and Valentino Prince comes back to life.
“Hi, Orion.”
His blue eyes, my name flying out of his heart-shaped lips, his bedhead from after we had sex . . .
If it weren’t for Death-Cast, I’d bet on this video killing me. But knowing I’ll survive gives me the strength to watch this now, to want to watch this forever on a loop.
It won’t kill me. But it could heal me.
“I don’t have a lot of time,” Valentino says—said. “Not only because it’s my End Day. That’s obvious. But you’re in the shower after our incredible first time together, and I’m nervous you might pop back in any second now. I just finished filming my video for Scarlett and everything is so uncertain and I wanted to get some things off my chest in case my death catches me off guard.”
Thankfully he had that foresight. But I don’t want to think about Valentino’s bruised and bloody face after that deadly fall down the stairs, I only want to remember him as he was throughout his End Day. Smiling, beautiful, lively.
“I can’t imagine what I would do without you,” Valentino said. “That might seem strange because I lived a whole life before you, but even though I didn’t know you, I know you were the kind of person I was hoping to find. It’s easy to say the timing was bad, but it could have been a lot worse, right? I could have never known you, Orion.”
Valentino’s eyes teared up, like that thought is too brutal.
I’m with him one billion percent.
“One of the downsides of living, Orion, is that you’re going to have the challenge of living without me,” Valentino said, then cringed. “I’m sorry. That came off more self-important than I meant. You’ve told me how grief affects you, and I’m not in the same league of your parents, but I know I wasn’t a nobody either. I don’t want you to fall into a black hole, or think that you have to. I want you to find the light even on the days that feel as dark and—”
Then the door opened because Valentino got interrupted by me, by Past Orion. The camera is still on Valentino—I can’t even see Past Orion, who I personally know is standing in the doorway in nothing but a towel because that was me—and it hurts rewatching that fear in Valentino’s eyes as if something horrible was about to happen.
“What’s going on?” Valentino had asked, popping out of my chair.
“Nothing, nothing,” Past Orion said. “I wanted to make sure you were okay. I had a bad feel— I got nervous.”
Then relief washed over Valentino as he sat back down and breathed. “I’m okay. I’m just recording a message for Scarlett. Something for her to have after I’m . . . Do you mind if I finish? I need a minute.”
“Take your time. . . . And don’t die. . . . You know what I mean!”
Past Orion left, and Valentino smiled into the camera.
“I’m sorry for lying to you,” he said with a smirk. “I hope you understand. . . .”
If I ever have to lie to someone, I hope it’s charming like this.
“What was I saying?” Valentino looked up, like his words were written on the ceiling, a prepared speech. “Please don’t give in to your grief. Don’t wait for your End Day to live like we did together. If you’re having a bad day, maybe you can do me a favor and go for a run. It’s what I would do. It’s what I did a lot, honestly.” He went quiet, like he was lost in his head. But then he found himself again and smiled. “I want you to make more discoveries in your city, and I want you to be brave enough to make the first move again the next time someone catches your eye. And someone will catch your eye again, Orion. Please don’t deny yourself that out of fear of losing someone again, or guilt because you’re living on and I can’t.”
Valentino inched closer to the camera, so close that it’s like he’s a breath away.
“Before Death-Cast called, you told me the truth about grief. How as long as you keep existing and breathing that you’ll eventually live again. You have to live, Orion.” Valentino tapped his chest. “This heart isn’t my heart or your heart. It’s our heart. I love you, Orion. Live enough for the both of us.”
The video stops there, but my tears only get started.
Valentino Prince loved me—and I got to hear him say it. I get to hear him say it for the rest of my life, even if it’s just the one time echoed forever.
I’m no longer a short story. I’m now a novel.
Better yet, I’m a work in progress.
I have all these new blank pages, and I’m going to live a life worth writing about.
Valentino called me his co-captain on his End Day, and I’m going to treat him as my cowriter through my life.
I’ll discover more firsts and never hold back when creating those moments.
I’ll go for runs through the city as if I’m still his personal tour guide.
I’ll write an epic story about an immortal character named Vale.
And I’ll maybe even fall in love again, and I’ll make sure I say it before it’s too late.
This is the beginning with many more firsts to follow.
I hold my favorite ValentinOrion pictures to my heart.
His heart.
Our heart.
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