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On the morning of my first day of eighth grade, I find myself thinking about how spectacularly my cells have let me down.

Sure, they’re small—as in the smallest living thing. But they have a population in the trillions. Our cells make up everything in our bodies, so it’s pretty much a full battalion floating around in there. Strength in numbers.

And, yeah, I’m going to say it. They had one job—to be chill.

But what did they do? They went ahead and started multiplying their most unqualified loser cells instead of the ones that actually worked. The opposite of chill.

I’ll bet most kids don’t wake up thinking about this stuff. Our cells are one of those things in life we’re supposed to count on. Like the sun rising and setting, and the ground under our feet. Like our heart beating, or how we wake up every day breathing air. It’s a given.

But what if one day the sun didn’t rise? What if the floor fell out from under us and became a giant abyss? Once my cells went rogue and became cancer cells, everything had a question mark.

Every morning, I take a breath to remind myself I can. I pause before I touch my feet to the floor. I check out the window to make sure there’s still a sun, and I put my hand up to my chest to feel it beating. For a long time, it seemed like it couldn’t get worse than that. This was bad, I told myself, but survivable. I could do this every day—if I needed to.

I thought that all the way up until the day my best friend Oscar’s cells let him down for the last time.

“Hey, Cricket,” Mom says gently, climbing into the driver’s seat next to me. She tucks a frizzy strand of hair behind her ear and looks around the garage. “Are you really waiting for me in the car by yourself?”

“Are you really calling me by my baby name?” I force a smirk. She kind of cut into my thinking time, but maybe that’s a good thing.

Mom feigns a thoughtful face. “Hmmmm. You’re saying Auddy and I shouldn’t call you ‘Baby Cricket’ at school. Or, wait, maybe we should lean in! Cross out the name ‘Sam Kepler Greyson’ on every school form and write ‘Baby Boy Cricket’ instead.”

I roll my eyes, but I can’t help but smile for real that time. My moms are such dorks. They’re always joking about how, when Auddy went with Mom to the first sonogram, I looked more like an insect than a baby. Which would have been awesome, now that I think about it.

Mom reaches for her seat belt and I reach for my morning toaster pastry.

“Are you ready for school?” she asks.

I point to my backpack and shrug as if to say Ready as I’ll ever be, but that’s not what she’s talking about. “Is this about Saturday?” I ask.

Mom is blunt, as always. “Yeah, it’s about Saturday. And about this being your first day at school since the end of January.”

“Ah.”

Mom lets out a breath. “Sam. You can’t expect me not to ask if you’re okay. You missed almost half a year and then . . . after everything that happened with Oscar, you’re starting school a week late. It would be a lot for anyone. So, are you? Okay, I mean?”

I squeeze my eyes shut, hoping it will make her question disappear. It doesn’t work, and a heaviness settles on my chest.

For a second, I imagine that I’m James Baskerville from my favorite show, Otherworld. If he can be strong enough to hold the portal closed to ward off thousands of interplanetary monsters, I can calm down for two minutes. Right?

“I’m feeling fine,” I lie.

It’s something I’ve done every day since my friend died. And a good part of the last year.

The thing is, I don’t like lying. But it’s . . . less complicated. The truth leads to a thousand more questions. And hospital visits. And crying. I know that telling the truth didn’t, like, give me cancer. But sometimes it feels like it did. Like some twisted board game where every truth is a number on a set of dice, forcing us to move further down a path toward—

“I have a cough.” Move two spaces to see a doctor.

“I took my medicine but the cough isn’t going away.” Move five spaces, get an X-ray.

“Yes, there is a missed call from the medical center.” Move one space, call back, then draw a card. Too bad—the card is a terrifying diagnosis!

Sometimes it feels like “I’m fine” is more than a lie. It’s actually a giant force field, keeping out everything that comes after you admit that you’re not fine.

“Oscar’s service was beautiful,” Mom presses when I don’t elaborate.

“Not like he was there to see it,” I point out darkly, shoving my mouth full of pastry.

“You never know,” she replies softly. “Look, I know how hard that must have been for you after everything you’ve been through with your own diagnosis. But you beat it, kid. You’re a survivor now. More than that—you’re basically a superhero.”

I snort. “Yep, that’s me. A real warrior.”

“Sam . . .”

“Come on, Mom,” I go on with a humorless laugh. “The only ‘battle’ I remember is napping and eating lots of jars of peanut butter.”

I bite my tongue before I can say what I think next: If cancer was a villain to defeat, then Oscar would still be here. And I wouldn’t be completely alone.

“Actually, you’re right,” I say before she can reply. “I am a hero. Just like in that book, Percy Jackson versus cancer.” I wiggle my fingers spookily so Mom will laugh like she always does, but she doesn’t laugh.

She sighs.

“It’s okay to say this scared you, Sam. You know that, right? What happened with Oscar . . . it’s even more complicated for you.”

Usually making Mom laugh makes me feel better, so the fact that I can’t hits hard. The big, impossible “Are you okay?” question weighs me down—so far that I worry I might disappear.

“Oscar had brain cancer, I have Hodgkin’s lymphoma. It’s not the same,” I say with the flattest voice I can manage. “I wasn’t scared, okay?”

Another lie. They multiply fast, but I can’t seem to find a way around them—especially since I have two monumentally Big Things™ (that’s right, I’m trademarking it) to deal with. I’m in cancer remission—Big Thing #1. And my best friend died from a different cancer—Big Thing #2. How is anyone supposed to treat you like a normal person after that? How are you supposed to feel normal?

“Okay. I get it,” Mom says. “We don’t have to talk about it until you’re ready. I do want to ask something, though.” Mom pauses, and I nod for her to go ahead. “I saw Mr. and Mrs. Padilla give you a book after the memorial. Was it Oscar’s?”

Instinctively, I throw a glance at my backpack, thinking about Oscar and me, sitting in his bedroom and writing in our alien research book. The two of us had been researching unidentified aerial phenomena (what most call UFOs) for months. We were obsessed—but the kind of obsessed that feels good. Like a full stomach after your favorite meal.

Of course, picturing him triggers more memories—the worst ones from Oscar’s last few days. The images come courtesy of that mean part of my brain. You know—the part that says you look ugly when you get a zit, or that you’re a total failure if you get a bad grade. When you’re dealing with Big Things™, it only gets louder.

Oscar and I had decided to name that part “Dr. Wrongbrain” for two reasons. One, because it reminded us of an old-timey villain. And two, using a name helped us shut him down. I desperately need to get rid of him now, but I don’t think the name alone is going to cut it.

Squeezing my eyes shut, I force myself to visualize Oscar in his room. It’s something I’ve been trying out lately—imagining us having a conversation like nothing happened. I always feel silly afterward, like I’m trying to conduct a séance. Still, I can almost hear him teasing me.

Hey, Broody McSadboy, I imagine him saying. Stop torturing yourself.

I laugh out loud at the image, only stopping when I see Mom’s expression.

“Sam?” Mom says, a crease between her brows and a question on her face.

Oh, right. She’s asking about our alien book. And probably wondering why I’m randomly cackling after she asked about my best friend’s funeral. Wow. Can’t explain any of that. Time to backtrack, Sam.

“It’s nothing,” I tell her. “Oscar and I made this book together about UFO sightings. That’s why I laughed—I remembered us messing around and writing in it.” I don’t tell her the real reason because I don’t want her face to go from regular worried to the one that screams I need to talk to Auddy about this. I definitely don’t tell her about the other thing—the message Oscar left for me on the last page of the book that I can’t get out of my head.

“I swear, it’s nothing,” I repeat, leaning back to show her that I’m the King of Casual.

Mom occasionally knows when to quit, so she doesn’t push. Instead, she starts the car. Mom usually puts on a podcast, so I’m surprised when I hear a few ominous and melodic bars sound from the speakers. It’s from the Otherworld movie soundtrack—the one from over a decade ago. A few minutes later, I hear Nina Simone—my all-time favorite singer—belting out “I Think It’s Going to Rain Today.”

“Did you make an all-Sam playlist?” I ask as the Nina song ends.

“Maybe.” When the Perry the Platypus theme from Phineas and Ferb comes on next, she follows that up with a laugh. “Okay, yes.”

A smile heats up my cheeks. We listen for a while until Mom pulls into the loading zone in front of Northborough Junior High.

I blink. School looks bigger somehow. Did it get bigger?

“Should I walk you in?” Mom asks nervously.

I side-eye her. “No, because I’m thirteen, not five. I’m a big boy now, remember?”

Mom laughs, and I mentally check that box for today. “Okay. Are you sure?”

I grip my backpack tightly. “Yes. I’m all good, Mom. Really.” Because apparently I need to punctuate my lies now.

Keeping my eyes trained ahead, I wave behind me after I close the car door. Then, I stalk through the front doors, ignoring the blaring voices around me and trying not to look like this moment is completely overwhelming.

I hear a “Hey, Sam” floating out from the crowd. For a brief moment I wonder if that might be for me, but I shake it off. There are three other Sams at Northborough.

Unless it’s Kevin. But, no. Of course it wouldn’t be Kevin.

Anyhow, I don’t have time for ex-friends. I need to look at Oscar’s message again. Even though I’ve stared at it a thousand times, I feel like I’m missing something. Once I make my way through the crowd, I can find a place to be alone and check it out again.

Taking a deep breath, I walk down the hall. One girl with glossy black hair glances at me, her eyes lighting up with recognition when she passes. For a second, I think she might say something. Instead, her expression withers into something like disgust. I catch a similar nervous look from a tall guy I remember from my pre-algebra class last fall. What the heck?

Maybe they heard I was sick and they don’t know what to say. Whatever.

I duck into a bathroom stall, huddling next to the lock. As soon as I’m sure nobody’s coming, I reach for my backpack and pull out the book.

It’s leather-bound, because of course it is. Oscar was always a fancy-journal guy. The front page has a sketch of an alien welcoming us to their home world and a scrawled title that reads: Oscar and Sam’s Guide to Finding Intelligent Life.

Skipping all the notes we’d done together, I flip to the last page—the one I can’t stop thinking about. My breath steadies and my shoulders relax as I stare down, running my fingers over a crudely sketched symbol that accompanies Oscar’s last words to me:
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We’ve got to keep looking, Sam. We are NOT alone in the universe.
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I realize it’s not fair to throw shade on someone who died. Especially someone as awesome as Oscar. The guy is . . .

(was)

. . . my best friend.

That being said, dude could have been more specific. How are we not alone in the universe? What does this symbol mean?

As I sit down in social studies at the end of the day, I find myself scrolling past all the articles we’d found together on my phone and hoping one of them has a clue as to what he meant. If I’m going to figure out what Oscar was trying to say before he went and died on me, I’m gonna need more.

More students file in, but I try to ignore the noise and focus.

“No, no, man. After school!”

I flinch, looking up as I recognize the last voice I wanted to hear.

Freaking. Kevin.

He wasn’t in any of my earlier classes. I even ate in the library today to see if I’d be lucky enough to make it through a whole day without seeing him. Looks like my luck ran out.

My body rigid, I lowkey watch him pass me and sit in a chair near the front. Wow. He got way taller. Not that I care.

Once I’m sure his back is to me, I go back to swiping through UFO articles on my phone. Head down, Sam. No contact.

“Phones away, please!” Ms. Wong says loudly as she passes my desk. “You know better.”

I mumble an apology and stuff my cell into my backpack, but the damage is already done. Kevin turns, staring right at me. Then, he glances at Ayden Fu in the next row. Both of them exchange an amused look.

Fantastic. Although, at least it’s one weird look I expected today.

I’m sure Kevin told everyone about the cancer by now, and that we’re decidedly not friends. We were friends—since the first day at Northborough Junior High last year. But he hasn’t spoken to me since February. It’s probably for the best that Kevin never knew about Oscar. He’d do more than look at me funny. He’d probably tell everyone I was cursed.

I feel cursed.

“Hey, thanks. You saved me from getting yelled at about my phone,” a whisper cuts through my self-pitying thoughts.

I blink at this girl, Rose, in the row next to me. I remember her from last year—she’s nice. A little weird, which is a compliment. I’m pretty sure she has a Marvel obsession, based on the sheer number of Thor and She-Hulk sketches I see in her notebooks. She’s also the only one who hasn’t looked at me like I have two heads today.

Annoyingly, when I try to smile at Rose, I find myself blushing head to toe. “Um . . . you’re welcome,” I grunt like a total jerk.

Rose’s mouth turns downward, and then she looks back up to the front.

Awesome, Sam. You win at talking to people.

That’s one thing I forgot while I was home for the bulk of the past eight months—the fact that talking to girl-type people makes me lose all ability to function. It’s a preexisting condition I’ve had since fifth grade. Or maybe it’s not a condition. Maybe I’m possessed, like the episode of Otherworld when this parasite creature, Gondii, made James Baskerville change personalities.

It’s hard to explain the awesomeness of Otherworld, even though it’s my favorite show of all time. Agent Baskerville is this world-renowned UFOlogist, and MI-6 asks him to look into a series of paranormal incidents. They pair him with one of their intelligence officers, Gemma Monroe, and most of the show is about them investigating paranormal activity. Mom introduced me to Otherworld four years ago and I’ve been obsessed ever since.

Yeah, and I admit it. Gemma Monroe is a big part of my obsession.

In part because I’m hetero and, come on, who wouldn’t love her? There’s nobody like Gemma. She may not be flashy, but she’s so smart. And funny. For example, she’s supposed to be this professional government officer, but she makes the silliest faces sometimes. And her hair. Sweet holy heck, that hair. It’s red, and somehow looks both glossy and super soft.

I need a Gemma Monroe.

Of course, that will never happen if I keep malfunctioning around girls. Sigh.

Absently, I take my metallic gel pen to the top of my backpack and sketch the symbol Oscar had drawn in our alien book. When I’m done, I sit back and stare at the messy oval with three lines coming down. It looks exactly like a spaceship, with the lines as beams of light. But what are those jagged lines at the bottom supposed to be?

When Ms. Wong takes a phone call, the classroom gets loud again. I’m about to hide behind the sleeves of my hoodie when I stop. Everyone’s words are crashing together, buzzing, but one familiar word breaks out from the pack:

Cancer.

Oh, man. Are people really talking about me while I’m right here? And what is it about cancer that makes people whisper it like it’s a swear word?

Peering over my arm, I catch sight of my old academic nemesis, Leslie Choi-Blankenship. She’s stink-eyeing me, along with Zooey Villapando and Cat Pellegrini. Seriously, what is going on with people today?

Last year, I admit Leslie and I got competitive after Principal Romero told us we were both in the running for this national debate contest. Both of us upped our game pretty hard and I wouldn’t say we liked each other. But I’ve been out of debate club since last year, and I’m nobody’s competition now. Why are Leslie and her friends glaring at me?

I shift uncomfortably in my chair, looking away from them.

“Today is the day!” Ms. Wong announces a moment later, putting the loud hum of class to rest. “It’s time for the annual history project!”

Whoa, okay. Guess I came back to school on the right day. The California History Project is the biggest report in eighth grade. Kids partner off and study a major event from our state’s history. There’s a competition when we finish, and the winners get to do a special presentation in San Francisco. Mom and Auddy would probably show up with foam fingers, so . . . embarrassing. But it could boost my grades, which I really need after this year.

“We’re going to do things a little differently this time,” Ms. Wong is saying, holding out a plastic bowl with small folded papers inside. “When I come to your desk, please draw a slip.”

That’s weird. I heard that kids partner up for the California History Project. A sense of dread hits my gut. Is Ms. Wong making it random? The dread creeps upward and becomes a full-blown panic. It could be . . . anyone.

I might get stuck with someone like Nathan Briones. All through sixth and seventh grade, he’s been saying “Sam Kepler Greyson is so burgundy” when I’m within earshot, and then laughing with his friends. I think it’s supposed to be an insult, but I don’t get it. It’s literally just a color.

Suddenly, I feel the heat of someone’s stare on me from the front of class. When I glance up, I see Cat Pellegrini, of the Leslie Choi-Blankenship crew. Yikes. None of them would be awesome, either. When Cat spots me looking back at her, she immediately spins her head to the front. Then she flips her hair and leans forward to whisper to Leslie and Zooey. I see all three glance back at me pointedly.

I look away from them, and then dare to let my glance slip over to the worst possible scenario. What would happen if I got paired with Kevin? Would he spend weeks refusing to look at or speak to me while we tried to do the project? A wave of nausea comes over me for the first time in months, and bile gurgles at the back of my throat. I swallow and it feels like fire.

“Sam?” I look up to see Ms. Wong tucking her green hair behind her ear with one hand and extending a plastic bowl with the other. “Pick a number, okay?”

Clenching my teeth a bit too hard, I reach into the pile of jumbled papers.

“Twelve,” I tell her, holding up the number.

“Okay!” she says, moving forward to hand a number to the next student.

One by one, I watch people draw numbers. Leslie high-fives Wei Li as they compare papers. Phew. Okay. No Leslie. Then, Ms. Wong hands a number to Kevin. After one agonizingly long moment, I see Kevin nod at Nathan Briones.

“Eight?” Kevin grunts.

“Eight,” Nathan grunts in reply.

I let out a relieved breath. Two birds, one number.

Although . . .

Wait.

Ms. Wong is gesturing to Cat Pellegrini, who holds a matching quarter sheet of paper that reads—you guessed it—twelve.

My stomach drops, but I immediately try to find a bright side like Auddy would. Because this won’t be so bad. I’ve barely talked to Cat, and it’s not like she can hold the Leslie thing against me so badly that we can’t finish a project. Right?

“All right, that’s it!” Ms. Wong says, placing the empty plastic bowl on her desk and picking up a second one. “Now, go sit with your partners and we’ll draw subjects.”

Cat stands to face me, her face frozen in an almost theatrical cringe, as if Ms. Wong is forcing her to do a project with a sewer rat. Everyone moves around, humming in conversation, but it seems to take her approximately one million years to reach my desk.

Once again, I find myself asking: What is happening? I wouldn’t call myself “popular” last year, but it was nothing like this.

Someone to my left tosses a sloppily folded piece of paper, hissing, “Hey, Cat!” but the paper bounces off of the desk in front of me and floats, half unfolded, under my chair.

I reach down to get it for her, but Cat shouts, “Wait, that’s for me.”

“I know, I was just . . .”

I glance down to refold the paper and hand it to her but the top line is visible and I stop short. What I read actually makes my heart stop.

Do you think he really lied about having CANCER?
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The words are like roots.

Each one pulls me down further into my spot, immovable. My heartbeat races so fast that it sounds deafening in my own head. It even drones out Dr. Wrongbrain, who usually loves to show up at times like this.

For a long beat, I consider my options.

I could stand up defiantly and ask who’s spreading the lie. It would be epic. I’d show everyone the chemo port scar on my chest that looks like a sad worm, or the tiny blue tattooed dots I got for radiation therapy.

Or, I could simply go up and show Ms. Wong the paper. Quieter. Probably the smartest move. All my teachers likely know about the cancer, since Mom and Auddy have been in contact with the school the whole time. I was only in independent study so long because Auddy was worried about there being another Covid surge while my immune system was shot from chemo.

I could go with either option. But, for some reason, I don’t. Instead, I quietly fold the note and hand it to Cat like I never saw what was written there. She blinks at me for a moment, glances at the paper and then—eyes wide—shoves it into her pocket and flushes pink.

Wow. Well done, Sam. In one moment, I’ve tanked all my options. Because, now, Cat has the paper. If I wanted to tell Ms. Wong, she would have only my word to go on.

What does Auddy say? Always document.

“So,” Cat says shakily. “I guess we’re partners.”

I can’t seem to form words to reply. Am I in shock?

Do something, Sam! You’re supposed to be some kind of disease-battling paladin. Percy Jackson versus this situation. Come ON!

“I guess so.” The moment the words come out, I realize I’m not shocked at all. I’m angry. Furious, in fact.

Avoiding Cat’s eyes, I stare at the front of the classroom. Wei Li, Leslie’s partner, is holding their breath and drawing a subject. They roll their eyes and show Leslie. “California missions?”

My indignant heart soars with delight. Good luck trying to put a fun spin on the horrors of colonialism, Leslie.

“Can I pick next?” Cat asks, sounding bizarrely eager, considering her reaction to being stuck with me. “We’re really excited.”

I’m sorry, what?

Ms. Wong laughs. “Fine, Cat. Go ahead.”

Cat hunches over the bowl, totally boxing me out, but whatever. I don’t even care what we draw at this point.

“The 1989 Loma Prieta earthquake!” Cat calls excitedly.

Big Things™, twentieth-century style. Fantastic.

“Oh!” says Ms. Wong. “That’s a good one.”

Barely managing a thumbs-up, I hide my head in my folded arms on the desk. It blocks out Cat and Ms. Wong, but it doesn’t stop me from obsessing. I don’t understand. Who would say that I lied? And why? It’s such a bizarre thing to make up out of nowhere.

“Hey,” Cat says.

And why wouldn’t Kevin correct people? Even if he’s pretending I don’t exist, he knows I was sick. . . .

“Hey!” Cat is snapping in front of my face.

“Huh?” I murmur.

Oh yeah, the project.

Slowly, I drag my eyes back to face her. I can figure this out later. I just need to get through the next fifteen minutes. Then I can go home and tell Mom and Auddy. After that, it won’t matter that I gave the paper back, because they’ll believe me.

“Sorry,” I tell her evenly. “Just distracted. You know?”

She goes as stiff as one of my action figures, clearly understanding my meaning. “Yeah. Um, so anyway. Loma Prieta is a good topic.”

“It’s not a garbage topic,” I concede through gritted teeth.

She rolls her eyes. “‘Not garbage.’ What a ringing endorsement.” Then, Cat seems to notice my expression and softens. “Um, sorry. It’s just that I’m psyched we got this one. My mom was here during the earthquake, so we have primary sources.” I raise an eyebrow, and she repeats, “Primary sources.”

“Sure,” I say slowly, latching on to Cat’s words for the first time since I saw that note. I did not expect her to fangirl out about primary sources. But, okay. “Anyway, we should settle on a work schedule. Should we meet at your house?”

Cat looks like she’s considering it. “I need to ask my parents first. Maybe we could start here at school?”

“I think you need permission to do that if it’s after school,” I point out. “What about the Rose Garden Library?”

“The Rose Garden Library is fine,” Cat chirps. “Let’s start today at three-thirty? I have cheer practice some days, so we’ll have to stagger the schedule.” She flips through her notebook and writes down Rose Garden Library. Zoning out on her neat cursive handwriting, I notice something odd.

“Wait,” I say, putting my hand on her notebook. “Do you already have a bazillion notes on the Loma Prieta earthquake?”

“No!”

“Then why does your notebook literally say ‘Earthquake Facts’? You have, like, forty pages in your tiny little handwriting.”

She puts a protective hand over her notebook. “It’s not that tiny!”

Crossing my arms over my chest, I ask, “If we only drew the topic now, why would you have notes?” I’m not usually so confrontational, but this day is doing something to me.

Cat reddens, sputtering half explanations. “I don’t . . . I mean . . . I never . . .”

“You’re turning red,” I point out. “Wait. Did you cheat to get this assignment?”

She gives me the world’s most withering glare. “Some people are prepared. See you after school.” Cat stands, pushing her chair back with a flourish.

Well, I guess I’m not getting that note. Whatever. The note wouldn’t prove who started the rumor. It sounded like the note writer had heard it secondhand. My eyes follow as Cat flips her hair and stalks back toward her desk just as the bell rings.

Then, as Leslie, Zooey, and Cat group together, everything becomes crystal clear. I see none other than Kevin Bellman (former friend, current jerk) walk over. He grabs Leslie’s hand, weaving his fingers with hers, and casts a very obvious look in my direction. Then he whispers something to Leslie, who shakes her head angrily. Cat and Zooey trade an uncomfortable look.

Oh.

I don’t know why it didn’t occur to me right away. Kevin was literally the only one at school I told about the cancer. This was my first day back at school. Who else could have started the rumor other than him?

My face hot, I grab my bag. Then, head down, I move past all four of them and imagine my cells multiplying so fast they become a swarm that sweeps me away for good.
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I walk up to the Rose Garden Library, storm away, and walk back at least five times.

I’m supposed to meet Cat, but every ounce of me is torn. Do I bail, and go home to tell my moms about the note right away? They always told me to go straight to them if I was being bullied. But . . . is this bullying? It’s such a bizarro situation that I can’t tell.

After fifteen minutes of obsessing (and fantasizing a million different nuclear-option ways I could confront Kevin) I decide to go inside. I already sent Mom and Auddy a text telling them I don’t need to be picked up so that I could come all the way over here. If nothing else, maybe I can get more information from Cat to bring to them later.

I don’t see her anywhere when I get to the library study area, so I immediately shrug off my backpack and sit in one of the chairs at the end of the stacks. Of course, then I realize I’m sitting all stiff and upright like a dork. I need to calm down. Reaching into my bag, I take out my best chill pill—a time-worn paperback I always keep in my backpack. Flipping to a dog-eared chapter, I take turns reading and staring at the door.

Oscar used to say that books made him feel safe when almost nothing else did, because if you’re ever nervous, you can flip forward in a book and find out what happens next. You can see that a happy ending is coming, or prepare for something bad.

The only problem is that I wish life followed the same rules. If I could have flipped forward in the pages of this year, I would have known what was coming when the doctor called us in January, haltingly warning that the news “wasn’t good.” I would have been able to keep myself from the shock when Mom and Auddy got the call about Oscar.

If that worked, I could flip forward and read the last page of my cancer story. I hope it’s not a sad ending. I hope I’ll see a big, bold sentence, reading: Spoiler alert—you live.

“No, the nine hundreds are this way.” A sharp voice jolts me.

Peering over the yellowed pages of my book, I see Leslie Choi-Blankenship and Wei Li, who are looking through the stacks. I shouldn’t be surprised—they’re probably meeting up to research their project just like Cat and me. Also, I see Leslie at this library all the time. But it still feels as if she’s invading my fortress of solitude. It also means I don’t have any book-related psychic powers—or else I would have seen her coming.

The second Leslie spots me, she makes a face like she’s smelling the world’s most toxic fart. Then she and Wei start whispering. To Wei
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