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			“Any book that truly makes you ask questions and holds your interest until you find the answers is a great book, and this one goes way beyond that. It should be added to everyone’s list of must-reads, not just those who enjoy the Fantasy genre.” — Feathered Quill
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			“Paranormal YA readers will absolutely devour Vandella. It’s emotional, dark, surprising, and fun. Landa has this wonderful skill of shocking readers with every chapter.” — Independent Book Review
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			Dear reader, thank you for purchasing a copy of Vandella. As an artist, your economic support, honest reviews, and sincere recommendation to your close ones are what allow me to continue this writing venture.

			That’s why, as a token of gratitude, I want to share with you the short story “The Man with a Thousand Names,” intended to be read before this novel. Please visit my webpage, www.mchlanda.com, and subscribe to my newsletter to download it for FREE.

			Thank you again, and I hope you enjoy it.

			Sincerely,

			M. Ch. Landa
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			For my late father,

			my example of fortitude and selflessness
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			“YOU LOOK HORRIBLE,” I said to the person inside the mirror.

			She remained unmoved—she already knew that.

			The bags below her eyes had bulged and darkened after weeks of restless dreams. Her forehead and nose were oily, with pores clogged by a swarm of blackheads. Her teeth were discolored and uneven, even after two years of torturous braces. Her lips, pale and dry. The crooked grooves of her frown separated poorly populated brows.

			“I don’t hate you,” I said with brutal honesty. “But you and I… we had a pact.” I gulped. “A-and you—do you want to look cadaveric and bald again?” I struggled to contain my tears.

			I swung my auburn hair to the side and saw the bump on my neck, just below my ear. The bump was the size of a walnut, firm and rubbery. I pressed it, squeezed it, and kneaded it. Painless.

			“Just one more day…”

			I will not spend another seven hundred seventeen days and one morning wishing this thing gone. Not anymore. I’ve had enough suffering for a lifetime.

			“I’m not sick. That’s the only truth,” I declared.

			The swelling was just a sequel of the flu I’d suffered a few days ago, or maybe an ear infection, as suggested by a webpage when I Googled the symptoms.

			“I’m not sick and never will be… again.” 

			My hands clung to the washbasin, and I inhaled deeply, glancing through my collection of fashion magazine clippings pasted around the mirror, dreaming about having the pictures’ perfect smile, in a perfect face, attached to a perfect body, living a perfect life. 

			“Why does life have to be so unfair?”

			I carefully arranged my hair to conceal the bump. And finally, I rehearsed my smile until I found a more pleasing expression.

			“Maia, dear, are you ok?” my grandmother shouted, knocking at my door. “It’s getting late.”

			“I know, I know! Sorry, I’m coming.”

			I unlocked and opened the door.

			“Maia, do you feel ok?” My gran peeped into the bedroom with wide eyes, magnified by her bifocals.

			“Yes.” I continued combing my hair to ensure the bump remained hidden. “Just tired,” I said, displaying my rehearsed grin.

			 “How can you be so tired if you got home so early last night?” My gran’s sense of irony always rose before the sun.

			I rolled my eyes. “Sorry, I was at Shelly’s. I lost track of time.” 

			“You have to stop walking alone at night—it scares me.”

			“It’s just two blocks away!” Never mind that the blocks were almost a quarter mile each.

			“I don’t care if you’re next door, to me it feels like China.” Even tempered by her ear-to-ear grin, her words made me feel guilty. “Well, hurry up! You may be late to school, but you will never miss breakfast.” She squinted at me over her glasses, wobbling her cane before leaving. 

			“I’ll be down in a minute,” I answered with feigned enthusiasm.

			I dressed in a flash. I picked up my school things on my way downstairs and followed the smell of omelets and toast.

			“I warmed your milk, Ruddy Bear, it’s freezing out there,” my gran said.

			“You don’t have to do that.” Her coddling only made me feel worse.

			“It’s the only thing I have to do.” She sat at the table, funneling her weight on her cane.

			“You have a million things to do besides worrying about me.” I disliked the idea of her doing dull chores and attending to her granddaughter instead of resting in some kind of old lady paradise. She had turned reclusive since the passing of her best friend, Mrs. Thompson, less than a year ago. Since then, she seldom left the house beyond doing her errands. “When are you going to get that cottage at the beach?” 

			“Someday.” She stirred her coffee and took a slight sip.

			“Oh, right, I forgot. Someday.” She always said that.      

			“Someday…” she repeated and gave me a know-it-all smile, “you will manage to meet your curfew.”

			I frowned at her. “You know I’m responsible.” I hated to be treated like a child, like I wasn’t seventeen. 

			“Responsibility is about fulfilling promises.”

			“We were having fun,” I grumbled. “I bet you did the same at my age, didn’t you?” After a long silence, a mischievous grin popped up on her face, and I cut into my mushroom omelet.

			I heard Shelly honk twice out on the street.

			“I have to go.” I drank the warm milk in a gulp and grabbed my things on my way out, leaving the omelet steaming on the table.

			“Where do you think you’re going, Ruddy Bear?”

			I rushed back and kissed her creased forehead—our old custom. “I’ll see you later.”

			Shelly was immersed in her phone when I hopped in her car.

			“Ready?” Shelly grinned.

			My gran swung out of the house to say goodbye to us. With each passing day, I sensed it took a greater effort for her to make it to the porch, but she never missed a morning farewell and always managed to draw a smile out of me.

			The streets were shades of gray, absent of greenery and sunshine. The frosted windshield of the white Corolla predicted the first snow was right around the corner.

			“How did last night end?” I asked.

			“You know, the usual. Jase came by.” 

			I had goosebumps just hearing his name. Jase.

			“But Rick said Jase wasn’t coming.”

			“Well, whatever, he made it.”

			 “What did he say?” I was afraid of the answer.

			“Guess.”

			He loves me? I shook that reflexive, hopeful, stupid thought out of my head. “He asked you to convince me to team up for the research project?”

			“Yeah, he mentioned that…” I crashed back to reality. Jase was passing biology thanks to me—I’d happily pulled an all-nighter writing his part of our last team project. “But first he asked where you were,” Shelly added.

			“Ugh, like he cares. He just wants to get out of studying cellular respiration.” I rolled my eyes, trying to seem like I was brushing it off.

			“Maia, I promise. He really, really likes you. Maybe he doesn’t know it yet, but he does.”

			“And I would really, really believe that if he’d done a single thing to show it.”

			“Maia.” She frowned. “C’mon.”  

			How many times had I heard that? Shelly always lectured me about self-confidence, arguing that I was prettier than her, but I knew she was being patronizing. After all, it was her jaguar-print leggings that the guys’ gazes followed. I was just a miniskirt-over-tights kind of girl. I guess I wasn’t mad at her for trying to pump her best friend up a little.

			“Don’t worry, Rick told me Jase is done with Samantha.”

			Shelly’s boyfriend, Rick, was Jase’s best friend and football teammate. But even with Shelly pulling strings behind the scenes, we hadn’t crossed over from being acquaintances to potential love interests. It felt as if we were Quasimodo and Esmeralda—but I was the hunchback. 

			Jase was the quarterback of the school football team. And he wasn’t just any ordinary QB; he was being hailed by scouts as the next Tom Brady, which was reason enough to be besieged by women, even while he was dating Samantha—a slim girl a year older who surprised everybody when she chose to go to Penn State over moving to New York to become a model. Like all long-distance relationships, things must have been difficult, putting Jase back on the market—and into every schoolgirl’s delusions, including mine.

			“You just need to be brave and open yourself—”

			“And break through a thousand rows of fan girls,” I interrupted.

			“I have a hunch he’s going to ask you to the prom.”

			My jaw hit the floor. “Did Rick tell you that?” I shook Shelly’s shoulder, risking a car crash, but it didn’t matter. 

			“No, I’m just guessing.” I knew I should not have high hopes, but I was starting to tingle a little. “But Jase did say he wanted to hang out with you,” Shelly said with a sassy smile.

			“No way.” The tingles exploded through to my fingertips. “When? Where?”

			“He said maybe tonight, but that’s all I know.” Shelly winked and exploded with laughter, driving through the school parking lot like a crazy cabbie. If we slammed into a school bus, I would die satisfied, knowing he wanted to see me. 

			Shelly parked, and I walked after her, besotted, absentminded, gorging on the possibilities created by my crafty imagination.

			A car honked so we’d get out of the way before getting run over. Lisa—our third musketeer and Skrillex impersonator—leaned out the window, showing her new tongue piercing that matched her gauged ears. She parked and joined us just a minute later.

			“What’s new?”

			“Maia and Jase might have a date tonight,” Shelly said, proud of her accomplishment.

			“I’ll believe it when I see you two making out like fools,” Lisa said.

			“Me too.” I sighed.

			“You need to make a clear statement of interest if you want to make it out of the Friend Zone,” Lisa said matter-of-factly. 

			“How many times have we discussed this?” Shelly rebuked. “She only needs to be herself. Men love confidence, and Maia can keep Jase interested.” Great advice, considering how well being myself had paid off in the past. 

			We joined the river of students flowing through the school hallway.

			“Hey! How you doing?” Rachel—our fourth musketeer, lover of argyle sweaters, cuffed jeans, and cats—adhered to us with her signature braced grin, always on the edge between happiness and torture.

			“Great, Rachel,” we answered in unison.

			The crowd parted as Rick and Jase made their triumphant entrance, accompanied by their entourage, making every girl sigh as they headed our way. Oh, my God.

			Shelly hooked my arm and whispered, “Just work your magic.”

			My field of vision fastened on Jase in his football jacket, tightened around his stout torso, with his fine-featured face that I would kill to kiss. His luminous eyes aimed at me, and I realized how much trouble I was in. I was slobbering, spellbound by his charm. Don’t ruin it this time, I urged my inner self, but my heartbeat drowned everything out. 

			We charged, tribal armies clashing in Braveheart. Shelly went straight to Rick, slashing a kiss. Lisa handled John, and Rachel grinned.

			“Hi,” Jase said, and my confidence collapsed. I was only able to stare at him intermittently.

			“Hi-i, how are you?” I said gingerly.

			“Great, and you?”

			“Fine, and you?” I blundered. Retreat, retreat! Before the casualties become catastrophic! I looked around for an open locker to vanish into Narnia for life but instead caught a glimpse of three smug witches gossiping about me: Barbara, Sophie, and Marie-Anne. There was no need to hear their words—gossip was so natural to them that their venom flowed through their movements and gestures. Their beauty and glamor were matched only by their devotion and resourcefulness to destroy, and I was in the crosshairs.

			“I didn’t see you yesterday,” Jase said with what appeared to be concern.

			Wait! Don’t retreat, don’t retreat! “I had to leave earlier.”

			“I heard that. Are you sick?”

			“What?” I babbled. “No, I’m just tired, that’s all.” I ran my fingers down through my hair, feeling the bump below my ear, making sure to keep it covered.

			“Too tired to partner with me for the biology project?”

			“Yes!” I answered, overexcited. “I mean, no, I’m not that tired—”

			“Hi, Jase,” the witch Marie-Anne interrupted us with her honeyed voice. “How are you?” She stood between us, turning her back to me. 

			“Hey, Marie-Anne,” Jase chuckled, and I became invisible.

			“Jase.” Marie-Anne fondled her hair like a cat grooming herself. “My car was making a weird noise on my way here…” Yeah, sure, your brand-new Mustang was making any sound. I could not avoid rolling my eyes at the spoiled-brat-in-distress act. “…and I was wondering if you could be so kind and help me check it out after practice?” She fluttered her mascara-saturated eyelashes. Marie-Anne had joined the cheerleading squad after Jase’s breakup with Samantha with the sole ambition of getting close to him. 

			“Yeah, sure, no problem.” And Jase, like all men, fell for a pretty girl’s trap.  

			“Cool, I’ll see you later.” Marie-Anne peered at me over her shoulder scornfully with a pretend smile before departing. My blood was boiling and my jaw twitching, but before I could stammer anything out, the bell rang. 

			“Let’s go.” Rick tapped Jase’s shoulder.

			“See you tonight, then?” Jase asked.

			“Yes.”

			“Ok, I’ll text you.”

			Jase winked at me before Rick hustled him away. That gesture converted my tribulations into fluttering butterflies like a magic trick—the power of l’amour. I was astonished at my spoils of victory: he’d invited me out, even if it was just for the project, and hopefully our meetup would even be outside of school instead of at the crowded library, like last time. It was an epic win, even if I was the underdog to Marie-Anne. The smug witches spied me from a distance, plotting retaliation. I could not afford to show frailty, so I chinned up and walked tall.

			“How was it?” Shelly pulled me to her.

			“It was one small step for humanity, but a giant leap for me.”

			“Really?” She grinned. “Are you going to see him?”

			I nodded, grinning stupidly.

			“Great, Maia.” Shelly’s grin turned into a frown. “But please do me a favor and cut all the nerd crap tonight, will you?” 

			“Ok.” Great, so I should just be myself, but also not be myself. 

			“What the hell was Marie-Anne doing?” Shelly asked.

			“Being Marie-Anne.”

			We arrived at Mr. Mankell’s history class, but while listening to a recount of the lives of Roman Emperors Tiberius, Claudius, and Caligula, I absconded from reality, thinking of nothing else besides Jase. I imagined the scene that night countless times, mentally changing the outcome each time. Finally, I constructed the perfect scene, in which I was glamorous, confident, and appealing and he invited me to prom in front of everybody. I accepted, confessing my feelings, and he drew me in close. But when we were about to kiss, Marie-Anne always invaded my fantasies, sliding her boastful smile between us. In my daydreams, I was brave enough to slap her. 

			But by the end of the school day, I had dragged myself back to reality. I knew that Marie-Anne was going to date Jase, and there was nothing I could do to prevent it. I had to go to work, so I boarded the bus downtown, hoping a torrential rain would flood the field, ruining their practice.

			It never hurt to hope. 
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			Bahiti’s Cabinet of Musical Curiosities was set up in a classy Victorian row house with a terracotta brick facade and tall, arched windows displaying a broad array of instruments. The annoying electronic doorbell welcomed me, playing Johann Strauss II’s “Egyptian March”—it was the first piece I learned when I came to work here last summer, because it was a favorite of the owner, an Egyptian composer named Fred Bahiti.

			“Fred is working again,” Griselda, my coworker and partner in misery, said as she snuck out for a coffee break. Mr. Bahiti had been composing his first sonata for the past fifteen years. Some “connoisseurs”—as he referred to his friends—considered him a perfectionist, but I had a feeling he was just short on talent. He blamed everybody and everything, from a passing plane to a fly, for disturbing his zen environment. Griselda and I were the victims of his constant gripes. 

			“Maia!” Mr. Bahiti shouted.

			“Yes, I’m here.” I crossed the maze of instruments: cellos, violins, lutes, zithers, harpsichords, and some weird antique stuff worthy of being displayed in a museum. Most people visited the store to admire rather than buy. Charging an entrance fee of one dollar might help to recoup the two hundred bucks Mr. Bahiti had paid the technician to put Strauss in as the doorbell tone, but my suggestion was not well-received by management. “That would be prostitution!” Fred had declared. 

			He was at the end of the room, seated at a Steinway piano with his wild hair and wearing chained glasses that hardly fit on his cob nose. 

			“Bring me a coffee,” he said, browsing through the mess of scores plaguing the piano. He lifted his bushy eyebrows. “Did I speak in Arabic?”

			“No, sorry.” I rushed to the kitchen. He always dressed in white gallebayas, a long tunic that looked like old pajamas. According to Griselda, his family belonged to a tiny Egyptian minority who had been exiled because of cult persecutions. 

			I brought the boiling coffee to him, as ordered.

			“Leave it on the table,” he said, fondling his beard, immersed in his chords.

			I stumbled, spilling the coffee over the scores. He slammed the piano keys, and a string broke with a strident sound.

			“What?” Mr. Bahiti tossed the scores into the air and pulled his hair. “Another distraction!”

			“Mr. Bahiti, I’m so sorry,” I said clumsily, trying to correct the damage by blotting the pages against my clothes. 

			“This is a conspiracy to prevent me to finish my masterpiece!” He waved his fist high in the air, blaming—fortunately for me—whatever God he believed in.

			“Bring me a .007 spring steel!” he demanded. “You can find them in the basement.” 

			I hesitated before I nodded and turned to head for the basement. I had been down there just a couple of times with Griselda, and every time, I felt as if somebody was following me, breathing on the back of my neck. It was terrifying even in her company, but I feared Mr. Bahiti’s temper more.

			The creaking door revealed a dark pit, and the light didn’t turn on when I pulled the chain. The windows were planked, leaving the scant sunbeams that strained through the cracks as the only source of light. I took a deep breath and used my cell phone as a lantern. The basement was crowded by dust-glazed boxes and furniture that seemed older than the building itself. The structure shuddered with the cars passing on the street, and the echoes reverberated like moans, drowning in the pools of water that dripped from the rusted pipes.

			At the far end of the room, I found the blue metal cabinets containing the spare parts and a box labeled Piano Wire above a moth-eaten wardrobe. Even standing on my tiptoes, my fingers barely touched the box. I dragged over a drum and stood on it, but even once I could reach, the weight of the box forced me to tip it off the shelf. Once I got it moving, its momentum was too strong as it tipped down, and I hopped back to keep it from crushing me as it fell. I held my breath and waved my hand to disperse the cloud of dust, which revealed a deck of powdery cards scattered over the floor; they must have been stacked on the box. I picked up a card and brought it close to my phone to see it clearly.

			“Reversed Devil,” someone behind me said hoarsely. My heart tried to escape through my mouth but collided with the scream in my throat. My cell phone lit the pitch-darkness, revealing an old woman in a floor-length black garment.

			“Don’t be afraid.” The woman opened the lid of an antique brass oil lantern and brought it close to her face.

			“You scared me to death.” I coughed, trying to expel the dust I inhaled in my panic. “You are Mr. Bahiti’s mom, right?” It was the first time I had seen her in person, but I immediately recognized her from the picture hanging in her son’s office. It was difficult to forget those profound eyes framed by dark bags sunken in her skull, and her prominent nose had clearly been passed on to the next generation. “What are you doing down here?” I asked, perplexed.

			“I’m visiting my son and came down looking for some old belongings.” She glanced to the cards dispersed over the floor.

			“Hmmm… sorry, I made a mess.”

			“Do you believe in divination, Maia?”

			“I never told you my name.”

			“My son speaks a lot of you.” He does? “He says you have a gift.” He said what? I struggled to think what my gift could be. Brewing coffee?

			“Yes, Maia, everybody has gifts.” She pointed at the cards strewn over the floor. “Mine is reading the tarot. Do you want me to tell your fortune?”

			“I’m not really into that stuff. Nothing personal,” I added, but rejecting her made me feel uncomfortable, considering the fact that she was my boss’s mother, so I tried to be polite. “And I don’t have money. I’m kind of broke.” 

			“I bet you have a ten-dollar bill in your right pocket.”

			Skeptically, I slid my hand in my pocket and took out a creased ten-dollar bill. I could have sworn I didn’t have any money on me. “How did you know?”

			She smiled briefly and turned dead serious again. 

			“Reversed Devil.” Mrs. Bahiti turned to the cards, all facing down but one, displaying a number fifteen. The card depicted two demonic figures facing opposite directions, their long, serpentlike tails entangled around an inverted crucifix. “The snake is knocking at your door and brings news of chaos. From the bowels of heaven descends the beautified angel that remains an eerie creature, ravenous to feed on dreams and souls, with snares of romance and lust.”

			I didn’t understand a word of what she said, but it gave me a bad feeling.

			“Maia, you are being watched.”

			“Watched?” I asked, trying to grasp how someone could be interested in my boring life.

			“Not in the way you think. He observes you from beyond.” The image of a pervert watching me through a telescope was the only thing that came into my mind.

			“Who? How can I recognize him?”

			“You can’t.”

			“So what am I supposed to do?” I asked with frustration, but old Mrs. Bahiti stared at me in silence.

			“Great. Thanks for the fortune.” I rummaged in the box for the piano wire, for once eager to get back to Mr. Bahiti.  

			“He is a messenger,” she clarified.

			“What is the message?”

			“The only way to know is to pick another card.” 

			The cards were lying harmlessly on the floor. What is the worst that can happen? I picked another card. 

			Oh God! I thought when I flipped it over.

			“Reversed Death.” Her gnarled finger pointed to the grim reaper with his black hooded cloak circling around a full moon. In his hands were a needle and thread, knitting his own robe. The card was crowned by the Roman numeral thirteen. “You are afraid to confront the end.”

			“The end?”

			“You live in dread of the implacable truth that will bring you to your final destination. Your inner demons now are dwelling in plain daylight behind false masks, feeding from your negative feelings, the fears that fish from the murky well of your soul.” She brought the lamp close to my face so her distressed eyes could run over me from head to toe and finally sniffed me. “Maia, you are plagued by the scent of death.”

			I wanted to laugh her off, but my shivering hand reached the bump below my ear. My heart froze and my entire body numbed with a spine tingling that felt like a centipede crawling up my back. 

			“H-how do you know?” I stammered.

			“It doesn’t matter how hard you try to hide it; Death is a hungry hound, which no chain can bind. And once you have been marked…” She trailed off, seeming lost in her thoughts.

			“What?”

			“It’s just a matter of how fast you can run.”

			“Run?” 

			“Maia!” Mr. Bahiti’s shout permeated the basement.

			“I-I have to go back upstairs.”

			“Maia.” She held my arm. “Don’t tell him you saw me down here.”

			I nodded.

			The old lady closed the lid of the oil lamp, restoring the darkness in the basement.

			I left without turning back, telling myself not to believe in what she said. I didn’t have time to start being superstitious. Upstairs, a ravishing piano melody welcomed me. A cheerful waltz dyed with nostalgia engulfed the entire place with oddly familiar chords. Chopin, maybe?  

			“Maia, that’s it!” Fred yelled feverishly from the second floor.

			“Chopin?”

			“No, I’ve finally got it!” He must have been referring to the missing chords that would complete his sonata, something he endlessly moaned about. In his hurry, he slipped, stepping on his gallebaya, and rolled downstairs, landing at my feet. My hand flew to my mouth, horrified, and the piano went silent.

			“Mr. Bahiti!” I propped him up.

			“The piano, who was playing it?” he mumbled. I had assumed it was him, but it clearly was not, since he was lying in a heap in front of me. I gently led him to the Steinway. The bench was empty, and there was not a single soul in the store.

			“You frightened the customers, Mr. Bahiti.” I giggled, but he gave me a look that made me swallow my laughter.

			Griselda shouldered the door open, cradling a fast-food bag and slurping a soda. “What?” she said, bewildered, watching us like statues while the “Egyptian March” played at the door. I wondered why Strauss had not played for whoever had been playing the piano.

			Fred didn’t say a word about it and returned to his staff paper. I buckled down to dust the instruments, keeping my mind busy to avoid thinking on what had occurred. 
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			That evening, Fred allowed us to leave earlier than usual. He wanted to compose undisturbed. “See you tomorrow,” Griselda said and kissed me on the cheek as we closed up shop. “You need to rest; you seem tired.” She ran to her boyfriend, who was waiting for her across the street, leaning on his shiny bike. She flung her arms around his neck and kissed him effusively. For a moment, I almost died of envy, wishing Jase could be the one waiting for me, but my cell phone said otherwise, displaying neither missed calls nor messages. He was probably busy with Marie-Anne.

			I keyed his number but couldn’t press send. I was terrified of confronting my expectations about Jase. To realize he would never be real to me. To discover that my place in his life was at a distance, in the background, and never by his side.

			Maybe I was just created to contemplate life, not to live it, I concluded glumly.

			I shielded my hands inside my pockets from the biting wind, finding the creased ten-dollar bill.

			Trembling, I reached for my neck below my hair but retreated before touching the bump.

			I felt a cold blow on the back of my neck, as if it were somebody’s breath. I turned around. The street was empty. Maybe Mrs. Bahiti was right, and I had to run, but where could I go?

			The only place that came to my mind was the one I loathed the most.

			The very place I wished never to return.
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			It doesn’t matter how fancy and welcoming a hospital is; nothing can ever get rid of the smell of the sanitizer, and the white worn by the staff will never conceal the funeral black.

			I browsed through the directory on the board at the entrance of the medical office building and picked a name listed with the medical specialty that would suit my purpose.

			“Hi, I’m here to see Dr. Wolk,” I said to the receptionist.

			“Do you have an appointment?”

			“Yes.” 

			“Name?”

			I never was a good liar. “Foster, Maia Foster.”

			“I’m sorry, I’m afraid there is no appointment under your name.”

			“Can you give me one?”

			“Let me see…” Her striking long nails surfed the agenda. “Is next Tuesday, five p.m., ok for you?”

			“Is it possible to fit me in today?” I shrugged and grinned.

			“I’m sorry, I can’t—”

			“Please?” I reached for her hand. “It’s important.”

			“Ok…” She retrieved her hand cautiously. “Please have a seat and let me see what I can do.”

			“Thank you.”

			She dialed the doctor while I took a seat among the patients in the waiting room. One was an old man fat enough to rest his head on his double chin, breathing like an out-of-tune trombone, and the other an emaciated woman in a wheelchair with a bag full of medications toppled over in her lap. Quite a different picture from those all-smiles people portrayed in the meds ads on the walls.

			My phone buzzed with an incoming message from Jase:

			See you at Wingy’s at 8?

			I squeezed my cell phone against my chest, and my eyes elevated to the ceiling. I sighed, and my heart bloomed with the sublime taste of elation.

			YES, I answered immediately, followed by a smiley.

			Everybody in the room was staring at me. I regained composure and put on a poker face to hide my excitement. I wanted to scream; I wanted to kick and run and dance. I was so blissful that I could kiss Mr. Trombone and take Mrs. Wheelchair for a ride around the entire hospital.

			“Miss Foster?” the receptionist called.

			“Yes.” I jumped off my seat.

			“Dr. Wolk will see you after finishing his remaining patients.”

			“Ok.” I wondered if I should wait and waste the precious time I could be spending getting ready to meet Jase. However, staring at Mrs. Wheelchair’s unmovable expression reminded me of the purpose of my visit.  

			 The handles of the clock circled with the speed of a snail, and hearing the screech of the wheelchair and the heavy breathing of my companions only fed my eagerness to be out of there. The seats emptied one by one until the door finally opened.

			“Foster,” a voice called, and I ventured forth, holding my breath and clenching the straps of my backpack.

			“Welcome, Miss Foster. I’m Dr. Wolk.” He greeted me at the door with shining loafers, unwrinkled attire, and a dental-care-commercial grin. “Please, have a seat.” 

			“Thank you.”

			“I owe you an apology for the long wait, but your visit was unexpected.” His young appearance contrasted with the wall tapestried in credentials. “What can I do for you?” he asked, folding his arms over the desk.

			“Well, I…” I stammered and ducked my head. “Sorry, I shouldn’t be here.”

			“Don’t worry, everybody feels the same way. What brings you here today?”

			I cleared my throat, thinking that the sooner I started, the sooner I could leave.

			“I-I came here, Doctor… because I need to know that I’m not gonna die.” 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2
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			IT WAS THE MORNING OF NOVEMBER 25, my seventh birthday. My gran rushed me to the hospital in howling wind and rain. Dr. Emmerich rigorously inspected my neck and lifted my thin arms to tickle my armpits. I had to undo my dress to let him get a full inspection. 

			“As soon as we finish, we can go back home to celebrate your birthday party, Ruddy Bear,” my granny said to cheer me up before the nurse inserted the enormous needle in my arm to take blood. I shut my eyes and imagined myself biting the piano-shaped chocolate cake and unwrapping my presents among my school friends to distract myself from the pain.

			It didn’t work.

			We returned to an empty house. “I’m afraid we will have to postpone your party for a few days,” my gran said, packing up the Happy Birthday signs, the musical hats, and the sheet music–themed tablecloth. “Doctor said that resting is best.”

			My eyes turned watery.

			“Don’t cry, my dear.” My granny knelt and cupped my face in her hands. “You should be happy.”

			“Why?”

			“The entire cake is yours!” she said, pushing up the corners of my mouth with her thumbs to draw a smile. “And I will buy another for when your friends can come.”

			My gran brought a massive slice of cake to my bed, along with the presents she and Mrs. Thompson had bought for me. But I was afraid to extend my curled arm to take them, fearing I could bleed to death through the hole the needle had left. I ate half the cake but left the presents unopened, considering myself the unluckiest girl in the world. 

			Three days after I went to the hospital, one more present arrived. “Hodgkin’s lymphoma,” I overheard Dr. Emmerich explaining to my granny. “It’s a type of cancer that begins in the cells of the immune system.”
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			“And that was how it all started,” I explained to Dr. Wolk.   

			“I’m sorry,” Dr. Wolk said, handing me a tissue to dry the stream of tears.

			“I need to know, Doctor,” I babbled.

			“We need to perform some tests in order to corroborate—”

			“Please, I need to know,” I begged.

			“Well, Miss Foster…” He paused and exhaled. “Your lymph node has been swollen longer than what is attributable to normal causes. The tiredness, weight loss, and night sweats you are experiencing are also clear symptoms, but most importantly, given your medical history, you have a high probability of relapsing.”

			“How high?”

			Dr. Wolk remained silent.

			“But he said it was over,” I spluttered, remembering the words of Dr. Emmerich when he’d declared me victorious.

			A champion.

			Cancer-free.

			“Please, let’s not jump to conclusions…”

			I zoned out Dr. Wolk’s words and remembered the lamentations of my gran, coming out through the half-closed door of Dr. Emmerich’s office. I was admiring the goldfish floating around the fish tank on the reception counter when I saw my granny shielding her face with both hands, as if she were ashamed of crying. I didn’t really understand what was happening. But I knew it was bad. And I knew I had caused it.

			“…I’ll need you to come to the laboratory tomorrow…” Dr. Wolk handed me a piece of paper, but my quivering hands rejected it, and I jumped out of the chair, fleeing back through the waiting room.

			 “Miss Foster? Miss Foster!” the baffled receptionist shouted, but I didn’t stop. I escaped from the claustrophobic maze of rooms and halls of the hospital, evading the looks of nurses and patients until I made it to the exit. I jaywalked through the passing cars to the park across the street. 

			Finally, I found myself alone. I moseyed across the carpet of rustling leaves down to the riverbank, where an arched bridge extended over the rushing water. After climbing the steep bridge, I succumbed to exhaustion. I clutched the railing while I regained my breath. The gargantuan river flowed below my feet, not yet frozen by the winter.

			Tears dropped from my chin into the river, leaving behind the salty taste of the dreadful memories of my battle against cancer. I shook the railing, imploring myself to wake from my nightmare.

			“Please, Miss Foster!” Dr. Wolk yelled with labored breath, approaching the bridge and waving his hands. “Don’t jump.” He had left his comfortable office and crossed the park, dirtying his impeccable loafers in pursuit of an unknown girl—a gesture that I appreciated, even in my current state.

			I released the banister and stepped back. He rushed over and secured me in his arms.

			“I’m sorry,” I said, shielding my face. “I shouldn’t have run away. It would be rude of me to die before paying your bill.”

			He laughed meekly. 

			I delved into my pocket and felt the creased ten-dollar bill.
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			The wings of the night settled over the town as Dr. Wolk and I sat at a diner, his idea for calming ourselves down. It was barely ten past eight of the longest day of my life, and I was submerged in terror, deliberating whether it was still worth going to see Jase. Could he still be waiting for me at Wingy’s? But even if he was, what would I say? Sorry I’m late, but I was diagnosed with cancer—again.

			Pathetic.

			It was time for me to let go of my foolish dreams.

			Of course, he wasn’t waiting for me, or even worse, maybe he’d never showed up. Why would he? I was just the nerd friend of his best friend’s girlfriend.

			I turned my phone off. It was better that way.

			“Buck up. Long faces are not allowed,” the overenthusiastic waitress said, chewing her gum while placing my strawberry tea and a decaffeinated coffee for Dr. Wolk on the table. 

			I smiled back, but Dr. Wolk looked troubled.

			“I hope the tea helps you feel better,” he said between sips of coffee.

			“I’ll be fine, as long as I can stay away from the hospital.” He frowned. “Sorry,” I said, still embarrassed by my behavior.

			“Don’t worry.” He chuckled. “Miss Foster—”

			“Maia, just Maia.” 

			“Maia,” Dr. Wolk rephrased, “would you believe me if I tell you I used to hate hospitals too?”

			“Actually, I pictured you as the six-year-old asking for a dissection kit for Christmas.”

			“Hardly. I wanted to be a news anchor.” After a long pause, he continued, “But finally, I chose to go to med school.”

			“What made you change?”

			“Life,” Dr. Wolk said, with his eyes lost on his coffee. 

			“But you love it now, don’t you?”

			“Most of it. There are things that I still hate. But overall, yes, I can say that I love it.”

			“I know the feeling.”

			“You want to be a doctor too?” he joked.

			“No,” I chuckled. “It happens to me with horror films. I hate them, but I cannot stop watching them. It became some kind of masochistic hobby. Since I was a little kid, I remember covering my eyes for the scariest scenes but refusing to turn it off. Eventually I realized that sounds could be even more frightening than images.”

			 “That’s called Gestalt,” Dr. Wolk said. “It’s a psychology theory that explains how your mind recreates the scenes for you, using a few parts from the original—in this case, the sound. And I have a feeling your mental version was even scarier than the actual movie.” 

			“Probably,” I admitted. “Eventually, I had to start fast-forwarding through the terrifying parts.” 

			The hands of the big clock on the wall of the diner read eight thirty.

			“I guess you have things to do,” Dr. Wolk deduced from my obvious expression of concern. “You better go before your carriage turns into a pumpkin.” He gulped his remaining coffee.

			“I wish I could,” I said, touching the swollen lymph node with my fingers.

			“What do you mean?”

			“Do you know Wingy’s?” I said, playing with the tea bag, plunging and pulling.

			“The sports bar?”

			I nodded. “A boy I like asked me out for the first time.” To discuss the research project, of course, but it still counted as a date—at least to me. “And right now, I should be sitting there instead of here.”

			“You better hurry, then,” Dr. Wolk said.

			“It’s too late now.”

			“I’m sure he will understand your delay was due to extraordinary…” Dr. Wolk went silent, using his Gestalt psychology to decipher my expression and guess that Jase didn’t know about my condition. “I-I’m sorry.”

			“I’m tired,” I acknowledged. “I wish I could fast-forward the cruel parts of my life—”

			“And slow down the happy ones,” he finished the phrase with a shallow sigh. “It would be splendid if we could, but both come all mixed up, and you will miss the good parts trying to avoid the bad ones.” His voice, charged with nostalgia, made me remember how many times that, when I had fast-forwarded movies, by the time I uncovered my eyes, the credits were already rolling.

			“It was my mother,” Dr. Wolk said with great effort after a long silence. “I became a doctor hoping to save her. But I couldn’t.” His eyes reddened, but he managed to suppress his tears. “She passed a week before my graduation. Lung cancer.” He forced a grin.

			I didn’t know what to say to him. Or maybe I knew enough to realize there were no comforting words in such a situation.

			I sipped my tea. It was cold.

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			I hauled my marathon-tired feet home. My gran was in the greenhouse in the backyard. She was a respected floriculturist, and her flowers were her priority, morning and night. They were her second love, just after me—but not by much.

			“What are you doing?” I helped her drag a flowerpot with a beautiful purple flower in it out of the greenhouse. “It’s freezing,” I said, concerned. The canopy was too flimsy to shield the flower from the incoming snow.

			“I’m tired of hiding from winter, my dear,” she said, petting the flower as if it were a dog.

			“But it will die.”

			“It’s a Masdevallia coccinea,” she said. “A mountain orchid. It grows at thirteen thousand feet in the South American Andes in temperatures below minus four degrees Fahrenheit.” 

			I gave a second glimpse to such an extraordinary flower, doubtful of how something as beautiful and ephemeral as an orchid could brave those extremes. 

			“Supper is on the stove, Ruddy Bear,” she said, dutiful as always.

			“Thank you, but I’m not hungry.”

			“Are you ok, my dear?” She adjusted her spectacles.

			“Yes.” I looked away before she could spot my eyes. “I’m just tired. Good night.”

			I kissed her forehead and withdrew to my room. I hung the Do not disturb sign on the doorknob and twisted the lock. I leaned against the door. My room felt immense and cold. I plummeted to my bed in a sort of catatonic state.

			Tears sprouted, but I didn’t sob.

			I lay awake for hours. Through my window, I watched the wind slowly spinning the night away, bringing dawn, as if the sky were a rotating diorama.

			It was fatigue that finally shut my eyes, only to replay, rewind, and replay again and again the memories that I strived to forget.
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			The next morning, I woke up perspiring with fever, so I skipped school and work. It was a good way to evade Jase—and not just him, but myself. I was not in the mood to see anyone, but my excuses didn’t dissuade an obstinate Shelly, who dropped by after school to see how I was doing.

			“How did it go?” she asked anxiously, waiting to hear everything about my romantic night with Jase.

			“I-I didn’t go.” I lowered my eyes. “I felt terrible and didn’t show up.”

			“Oh, my goodness! Have you gone to see a doctor?” Shelly said, touching my forehead. She knew me enough to know that the only way I would skip a date with Jase was if I were literally dying—though she didn’t know how right she would be.

			“No, no, no, really, I’m fine. Just a sore throat, don’t worry.” It felt miserable to lie to my best friend, but it was better that way. Kept in the dark. I wanted her to enjoy being with me as much as possible.

			“You have to get well as soon as possible—remember that Brendan’s party is tomorrow, and we need to plan your comeback. You’ll look so fabulous that Jase won’t even remember you flaked on biology.” Shelly tried to cheer me up with the courage of a football coach whose team is losing the game at halftime. I faked enthusiasm to disguise my dread, and my answer was convincing enough that Shelly left satisfied, making plans for the weekend.

			Thinking too much was exhausting. I entangled myself in my bedsheets, wishing I could fall asleep and dream about being someone else. A better person in a better world. Living a simpler life. 

			I tried to divert my mind into my place of power, the calm meadow, as I’d been uselessly taught in my cancer support group, but I found myself crying. I punched the pillow, mad at myself.

			A comforting hand rested on my back. Gran was sitting beside me—I had forgotten to lock the door.

			“Hush, hush, my ruddy bear,” she said as she stroked my hair.

			“I’m sorry,” I mumbled.

			“Why are you sorry?” She set her cane against the bed and cleaned her spectacles with her age-worn handkerchief. “The first time I laid eyes on you, you were just like this, kicking and crying.” She gasped. “It seems like yesterday when I held you in my arms. You haven’t changed a bit.”

			“I think I’ve grown a few inches, at least.”

			“No, your clothes just make you seem bigger.” Her words once again broke the spell of my tears, and a laugh sprouted. “You are and will always be my ruddy bear.”

			My grandmother told me often that I came into this world with my umbilical cord wrapped around my neck, just seconds away from dying asphyxiated. I was completely red, with white blots on my cheeks that resembled those of a red panda—that cute creature that looks like a breed between a bear and a raccoon. That was the origin of my nickname. Only my gran called me that. 

			“I remember lulling you to sleep while the doctors and nurses tried to save your mother’s life.” Gran’s eyes turned glassy, looking at the portrait of my mother on the nightstand. After delivering me, my mother passed out on the operating table. Her heart stopped for no evident reason, as if her sole job was to deliver me into this world, only to abandon me a minute later.

			“That day, my heart broke in two,” Gran said. “I held my tears and squeezed you against my chest to prevent myself from falling apart.”

			“Why didn’t you cry?”

			“You were sobbing, my dear, and one person shedding tears in the room was enough.”

			I hugged her and rested my head on her lap. 

			“What was she like?” I glanced at my mother’s portrait with a familiar uncertain mixture of feelings.

			“I have told you a thousand times.” But for me, I could never hear about her enough. “Luvena was a lovely girl, full of energy and eagerness to experience life and discover the world.” She caressed the picture. “Oh, my poor baby, you made me so happy…”

			I knew that in her youth, my grandmother had been diagnosed as incapable of having children. It was hard, but over time she put aside the idea of motherhood and channeled her passion into her job as a floriculturist and enjoyed her marriage the best she could. Then, when she turned fifty, her doctor communicated the unbelievable news that she was pregnant. It was a shock, as unexpected as my grandpa’s passing a year later. But happiness, my grandmother always said, “is a bumpy road.” She raised my mother all by herself, just like she did with me.

			“Was my mother popular with the boys?”
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