
 

 

37	
by Dan Koboldt 

 
We went all-out for the bon voyage party. Well, all-out for us. Mindy and I lived 

comfortably, but an architect's salary only went so far when you had four mouths to feed. Still, 
everyone I cared about managed to make it. That's all a guy could ask for. Mindy's sister and 
brother-in-law even came early to help get the place ready. 

A group from my firm was the first to arrive. They had a big project coming due the next 
month, and my forced retirement made more work for everyone. So their presence meant the 
world to me. Jim, who was my replacement on the design project but too polite to call it such, 
wandered over to offer a quiet toast. 

"You left some big shoes to fill," he said. 
I couldn't bring myself to smile. "I don't know about that." 
"How long were you at the firm? Twenty years?" 
"Just about. Started on my 18th birthday, fresh out of college." 
"You're kidding!" 
"Got in as a courier, and worked my way up one rung at a time." 
"Damn." He took a drink and shook his head, almost to himself. "I don't know how we're 

going to finish the Harrison building without you." 
The Harrison project had been my baby for the past five years, and the firm's biggest 

contract ever. A fifty million dollar skyscraper restoration, and I'd taken it almost all the way to 
the finish line. If it hadn't been for those damn labor strikes, I'd have seen it through. I sighed, but 
I had to let it go. "You've got a good team, Jim. You'll be all right." 

"Either way, I'm gonna miss you." 
"Thanks. Wish I could say the same." 
"Ha! Well, this is a great party, and I'm jealous. There's no way mine'll match up." 
"I'm just the eye candy. All of this was Mindy's doing." 
I spotted my wife across the room, setting out yet another tray of miniature gingerbread 

houses. She'd been preparing architecture-themed food all week. Made most of the decorations, 
too. I'd offered to help, but she insisted it all be a surprise. 

"How'd you two meet, anyway?" Jim asked. 
"We grew up together. Foster siblings." 
"You lucky dog." 
"Yeah, I did good." I still couldn't believe my luck. Not just having found her, but 

persuaded her to marry me and renew it every year for the last twenty. They'd come and gone so 
fast. She was so pretty, so big-hearted. Gave me a pair of clever, handsome twin boys. They'd 
turn fifteen in a few months. Growing up too fast, they were. Right now they'd slipped off 
somewhere, which meant they were up to something. 



 

Mindy caught me looking, and smiled. Her soul wasn't in it, though. I knew she was 
putting on a strong face. She'd railed against the 37 rule for a long time. Even when she accepted 
it, but she wouldn't go quietly. She'd promised me an unforgettable night. 

I excused myself from Jim and sidled up to her as she refilled glasses with champagne. 
Synthetic stuff, of course—no one could afford wasting fruit on intoxication these days—but 
expensive nonetheless. 

I leaned close to her ear. "Everything's perfect." 
"Do you think so?" 
"I know it. Thank you for doing this," I said, and I meant it. This was hard on her, trying 

to put a shiny bow on the coming unpleasantness.  
"Have you seen the boys?" I asked. 
"Not for a while." 
"Me neither." 
"Uh-oh," she said. 
"Yeah. Uh-oh."  
Geordi appeared next to us like a genie, and crammed a high-rise-shaped pastry into his 

mouth. "Hey, Dad." 
"Hey. Where's your brother?" 
"Working on something." 
"On what?" I asked. 
He grinned. "It's a surprise." 
The lights went out.  
"Damn." I reached for Mindy with my free hand. 
Her fingers slipped into mine. "Must be a brownout," she said, in a tone too high for 

truth. 
Light bloomed in the middle of the room, a massive holographic image of my own head. 
"Surprise!" Geordi said. 
"What's this?" I asked. 
"Watch and see," he said. 
The hologram transformed into an older image, one from our family photo a few years 

back. More photos flickered past, going backwards in time. Mindy and I holding both twins, with 
joy and shock written on our haggard faces. Then a moving picture, a snippet of us dancing at 
our wedding. How had the boys found that? They must have broken into the data vault. More 
images came and went, tracing a line of my life back to the beginning. Even to my baby pictures, 
which I hadn't seen in years. It ended with a shot of me as an infant, my long-dead parents 
holding me tight in a hospital room bed. 

The lights came back on, met with a round of enthusiastic applause. Now both of our 
towheaded teens stood beside us. They were mirror copies of one another, but still easy to tell 
apart if you knew them. Will still had a couple of inches and five pounds over his brother, which 
made him the alpha twin. Always had been, always would be. That was good, though. They had 
a support system that would help with the loneliness. 

"What did you think?" Will asked. 
"Did you like it?" Geordi asked, right on top of him. 
"Aside from a few cybercrimes that I'll choose to ignore for the moment, that was 

wonderful." I marveled at what they'd done to hijack the holo-projector and put that on. They 



 

both had such bright futures ahead of them. Knowing I wouldn't see it was like a constant slow 
punch to the gut. 

Mindy just smiled and hugged them, her eyes wet. I joined in, and held them tight against 
me, while everyone else in the party faded into less important background. We said no words. 
None were necessary. 

Then it was over, and the party resumed once more. My friends and colleagues lifted 
their glasses to me, laughed and joked. We made merriment our most important job. Then he 
arrived with a firm but persistent knock at the door. 

Mindy went to answer it, while I wondered who she might have brought out for one last 
surprise. I couldn't think of anyone still alive that wasn't already in the room. She returned with a 
look of barely contained fury that got my attention. The man who followed her was a stranger—
clean-shaven, mid-twenties, wearing a suit that looked brand new. He made a beeline for me, 
which is when I saw the briefcase and the unmistakable blue-and-green insignia stamped on the 
side. 

"I'm Andrew Kang." He extended his hand to shake. "I'm with the World Office of—" 
"Resource Management," I finished. Better known as WORM. 
"Right. Sorry." He glanced around, conscious of the numb silence in the party, and all the 

shade being cast in his general direction. Everyone else knew, too. "Is there somewhere we could 
speak in private?" 

I jerked my head to the side and strode toward the balcony door, not looking to see if he 
followed.  

…  
We slipped out into the cool night air, and he shut the glass door carefully behind him. 

The view was nothing to brag about—just a second-floor view of high rises like this one, all 
arranged in grid formation around a tiny courtyard. The low buzz of conversation picked up 
again from the other side of the door, though it carried a wounded tone. Still, the balcony was the 
most privacy I would give this guy. 

"Why are you here?" I asked. 
"As a courtesy, and to go over a few things before tomorrow." 
"Does it have to be now?" 
"We've found that a little preparation goes a long way, Mr. Johnson." 
"Fine. Let's get this over with." 
He drew himself up and took a breath, like a kid on the college debate team going into his 

first trial. "As you know, it's your thirty-seventh birthday tomorrow. In accordance with 
international law, your term of life will be complete."  

I knew where this was going, and what he meant. I'd heard this speech given to others 
enough times that I got the gist. Still, I was in a vengeful mood since he'd crashed my party, so I 
said, "What do you mean, my term will be complete?" 

He cleared his throat. "It's, uh, the 37 rule." 
"Meaning what?" 
"You're to be removed from the population for the good of the world community," he 

said, almost by rote. 
"So I'm done here." 
"As of tomorrow, yes." 
This was hardly new information, but I didn't enjoy having it delivered by this fresh-

faced lackey right in the middle of my party. "Is that all you've got to say?" 



 

"I'm also supposed to go through the justification for the 37 rule." 
"Let me guess. There's not enough food, water, and space on this overcrowded planet." 

The number-crunchers had figured it out, a century ago, that we we'd bleed Earth dry if we didn't 
find ways to control the population. Thirty-seven years, maximum, was the magic number. Just 
long enough to have a productive young life, and then be on your merry way. 

"We prefer to use the phrase 'resource management,'" he said. 
"I'm sure you do." 
"There are other reasons for the rule, you know." 
"Oh, yeah? Like what?" 
"Reducing the burden on our healthcare system."  
"We don't want those doctors to work too hard." 
"Well, they do spend their first twenty years in school." 
"It's only fair they spend a few on the golf course," I said. 
"Everyone makes sacrifices for the collective good." 
Collective good. That's the phrase they bandied about for legalized genocide. Cull the 

animals from the herd before they slow down and become a burden. "I get it," I said. 
He opened his briefcase and removed a dark green folder. A case file. My case file. 

Everyone had them, hard copy, one of the few relics left from our post-digital era. That amount 
of paper had to require millions of trees, but I decided not to point out the irony. 

He flipped open the folder. "Your deposit location is—" 
"Deposit location?" 
He cleared his throat. "Where you make your final deposit. It's at Elm and 71st Avenue." 
"That's right next to my firm." I even knew the building: a drab flat-fronter with no 

awnings or signage. I'd watched people trudge into it and never given them a second thought. 
Come to think of it, I'd never seen anyone come out. Now I knew why. 

"Do you need directions?" 
"I don't think the Alzheimer's has kicked in yet, so no." 
His brow wrinkled. "I thought we cured Alzheimer's." 
"Prevented isn't the same as cured." 
"Oh." He slid a palm-sized rectangular card out of the folder. "This is your line card. 

You'll scan it on arrival and confirm your biometrics." 
The card was laminated, but flimsy. It bore my name in heavy typeset letters, and below 

that, a 2-D barcode. A heaviness settled about my shoulders when I took it. I'd always wondered 
what it would be like to hold my death ticket. 

My hand, in a bid for self-preservation, crumpled it into a ball. "Oops." 
Kang shrugged. "Happens all the time." 
I opened my hand. The card sprung back into a perfectly flat rectangle. "Oh." 
He gave a thin-lipped smile. "Memory plastic." 
"What if I. . . lose it?" 
"Then you get to wait in the long line. It's no fun." 
"Well, I wouldn't want that." 
He consulted my file again. "We still need your original birth certificate." 
"Never had the original. I lived in foster care." My biological parents left me at a 

firehouse when I was two weeks old, or so they'd said. Maybe they'd been hoping for a girl. 
Whatever the reason, I guess including the paperwork wasn't high on their priority list. 



 

"We'll pull it from the central registrar." He made a notation in the file. "Other than that, 
we're all set. I'll see you tomorrow." 

"I'll be counting the minutes," I said, wondering if I should throw him off the balcony. It 
wouldn't make me feel any better, though. It certainly wouldn't change the inevitability of 
tomorrow. So I opened the door and gestured for him to enter. 

The hum of conversation fell off as we entered. I hoped he'd make right for the door, but 
he paused and made eye contact with all of them.  

"Well, see you," he said. Hearing no answer, he started for the door. Then he called over 
his shoulder. "Some sooner than others." 

I might have let the door hit him on the way out. 
Mindy rushed to me and sobbed quietly into my shoulder. She'd worked so hard on this 

party. Planned every detail. Now this jerk's unannounced visit cast a pall over it. No one else in 
the room could look at us.  

Jim crept closer and caught my eye. "I can clear everyone out, if you two want to. . . "  
I almost nodded, but I caught myself. If we gave in now, they'd win. "No." I raised my 

voice. "Who needs a drink? I know I do." A few chuckled at that, and it broke the muted tension. 
I eased Mindy back from my chest, but kept one arm around her. "Come on babe, I'll buy you 
one." 

She smiled through the tears. "Are you just hoping to get me drunk?" 
"Absolutely." 
She giggled as we walked arm-in-arm to join our friends at the champagne table. Will 

and Geordi snuck out onto the balcony with water balloons in each hand. 
I hugged Mindy to me. "What a perfect night." 
…  
I won't talk about the goodbyes the next morning. I put on my suit and made it like 

another day of work. Maybe the hugs were tighter than usual. Maybe Mindy's kiss lingered. But I 
forced myself to keep it short. Drawing it out would only hurt them. Mindy had two years left, 
and I wanted her to move on, to try and find happiness again. I'd written them all letters, anyway. 
Jim would bring them by later today. 

I took bus #38 downtown, my regular commute. Hadn't packed a lunch or brought my 
briefcase, though; that was the only difference. The laminated line card rode in my pocket like an 
unwelcome ice cube. I got off at my usual stop and nearly walked into the firm's building out of 
sheer habit. I passed it by and walked to the drab building instead. The dark-tinted glass doors 
gave no clue of what waited on the other side. Turned out, it looked a lot like the D.M.V.  Lots of 
people waiting in chairs, none of them happy about it. 

I recognized a couple of classmates from elementary school, and a neighbor kid from 
down the street. We exchanged the half-smiles and nods that politeness demanded, and left it at 
that. I checked in at the front—inserted my card into the ATM-like machine, then put my palm 
on the biometric scanner as instructed. It was all very mundane, very clinical. Then I sat down to 
wait my turn, and tried not to think too much. 

Finally they called my name, and an orderly led me through the steel-plated door down a 
hallway. It reminded me of a doctor's office, which I found oddly amusing. Most of the doors 
were closed, which I found disappointing. I wanted a glance at what my future held. Finally, the 
orderly pointed to a door and I entered a small office with a desk and two chairs. Kang sat in one 
of them.  

"Welcome, Mr. Johnson."  



 

"What's this?" I asked. 
"Just a quick chat. Please, sit." He beckoned me to the other chair. 
A wooden box no larger than a deck of cards waited on the desk near the open chair. It 

had my name engraved across the top in that same block lettering. Kang had his eyes down on 
his files. My stomach twisted, but I still had to know. So I lifted the lid. Inside, on a little white 
pillow, lay what appeared to be a baby aspirin. I might have thought it such, were it not for the 
WORM logo stamped on the side.  

Kang glanced up. "It's quick. And painless." 
"But are you sure it's safe?" I asked. 
He looked at me wide-eyed, as if he thought me serious. "What?" 
"Never mind." 
"Well, there's a slight issue with your birth certificate." 
"I thought you were going to pull the original." 
"We did," he said. 
"So, what's the problem?" 
"Well, quite frankly, you're thirty eight." 
"What?" 
"It says so right here." He slid the birth certificate—my birth certificate—across the desk.  
I snatched it up. He was right. It showed my birthday, but the year was 78, not 79. "Well, 

I'll be damned."  
"Any idea why the error occurred?" 
I shrugged. "Someone screwed up, or someone changed it. They do that sometimes in the 

foster system, to help kids get adopted." It hadn't helped me, but then again, that's how I'd met 
Mindy. If I had to go back, I wouldn't have changed a thing. 

"We have to go on the official document, then," Kang said. 
"Who cares what document you put in the file?" 
He cleared his throat, suddenly uncertain. "There's a slight difficulty with the legality of 

what we'd scheduled today." 
It dawned on me then. "Because it's the 37 rule, and I'm thirty-eight." 
"Exactly." 
I barked a laugh. "Technically, I've grandfathered out." When the 37 rule was put in 

place, anyone older than that got to die naturally. They called it the "grandfather exception." 
"That does seem to be the case." Kang spread out his hands. "I'm afraid I don't know what 

to do." 
"I do." I stood from the chair, and plucked the wooden box from my desk. "I'm outta 

here." 
He made no move to stop me. 
…  
I took the ride home in a mindless haze. To have come so close to the end, and found this 

sudden loophole—I didn't even know what to think. All my life I'd been living toward the 
number 37. Planning the entire arc of my existence on it. Now I might live twice as long, or even 
three times. I'd beaten the system. Sure, there would be some odd glances in the street—it's hard 
to see someone who looks close to their expiration date, but I didn't give a damn. I'd get to watch 
Geordi and Will grow up. 

But I might also have to watch them die. That thought cast a chill on my jubilation. 



 

It was evening by the time I returned home. My feet carried me to the sidewalk outside 
my building. I looked up and saw her through the window. Mindy. And the boys, hugging one 
another. Another face appeared. Jim, probably delivering my letters as he'd promised. I started to 
walk in, but glanced up one more time and froze. Jim had his arms around them, Mindy and the 
boys. He was looking at her in a way I'd never seen before. And her look, the one that matched 
it, was the one she used to give me. 

I shook myself and looked again, but there was no mistaking it. They were all somber, 
but already moving on without me. That's what you had to do, in a world where no one lives past 
thirty-seven. You had to wall yourself off from the losses. Mindy had always been the perfect 
planner. It made sense that she'd arrange a future with someone like Jim. He was a good guy, and 
had five years left before his ticket out. By then, the boys would be grown and probably married 
themselves.  

I could walk upstairs and throw a wrench in it, but doing so would be selfish. I'd done all 
I could to make this easy on them. 

"Well played, system," I muttered. I tore my eyes from them and walked back the way I'd 
come. Five minutes later, I caught the night bus. I sat in the back, and felt the weight of the 
wooden pillbox in my pocket. 

 
###  

 
About the Author 

 
Third Flatiron welcomes back Dan Koboldt. Dan is a genetics researcher and 

fantasy/science fiction author. He has co-authored more than 70 publications in Nature, Science, 
The New England Journal of Medicine, and other scientific journals. His Gateways to Alissia 
series—about a Las Vegas magician who infiltrates a medieval world—is published by Harper 
Voyager. Dan is also an avid deer hunter and outdoorsman. He lives with his wife and children 
in Ohio, where the deer take their revenge by eating the flowers in his backyard. 

 
Back to Contents 

 
 


