
		
			[image: Cover for Just Don't Fall: A Hilariously True Story of Childhood Cancer and Olympic Greatness, Author, Josh Sundquist]
		

	
		
			
			
			[image: Book Title, Just Don't Fall: A Hilariously True Story of Childhood Cancer and Olympic Greatness, Author, Josh Sundquist, Imprint, Viking Books for Young Readers]
			

		

	
		
			
			
			VIKING

			An imprint of Penguin Random House LLC, New York

			
				[image: ]
			

			First published in the United States of America by Viking, 
an imprint of Penguin Random House LLC, 2023

			Copyright © 2023 by Josh Sundquist

			Penguin supports copyright. Copyright fuels creativity, encourages diverse voices, promotes free speech, and creates a vibrant culture. Thank you for buying an authorized edition of this book and for complying with copyright laws by not reproducing, scanning, or distributing any part of it in any form without permission. You are supporting writers and allowing Penguin to continue to publish books for every reader.

			Viking & colophon are registered trademarks of Penguin Random House LLC.

			The Penguin colophon is a registered trademark of Penguin Books Limited.

			Visit us online at PenguinRandomHouse.com.

			Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available.

			Ebook ISBN 9780593622001

			Cover photo courtesy of Linda Sundquist

			Cover design by Opal Roengchai

			Design by Opal Roengchai, adapted for ebook by Andrew Wheatley

			The publisher does not have any control over and does not assume any responsibility for author or third-party websites or their content.

			This is a work of nonfiction. Some names and identifying details have been changed.

			pid_prh_6.1_151444586_c0_r0

		

	
		
			
			To Dr. Dunsmore

			and the entire team at UVA Children’s Hospital

		

	
		
			EDITOR’S NOTE

			These are true stories.

			Memoirs are based on, well, memories. So they’re inherently skewed by point of view and reliant on reconstructed dialogue. That said, the author has adhered to the truth of his memories to the best of his ability. In some cases, chronology has been condensed or shifted for the sake of pacing.

		

	
		
			The physical therapist says she has one last idea that might stop the pain from the thousands of tiny needles that are still stabbing my left foot, even now after the doctor gave me as much medicine as a nine-year-old can get at one time. The nerves that go to your right foot and the nerves that go to your left foot are connected in your spinal cord, she tells me, so your brain doesn’t always know which foot is which. I say that I can always tell my right from my left, but she says this is different and sometimes if one foot hurts and the other one gets a foot rub, the two signals cancel each other out.

			So Mom sits on the end of my bed and puts my right foot in her lap. She starts by rubbing my toes. Her hands are cold. I shiver. But after she rubs my foot for a few minutes, her hands start to feel warm like the heating pad I used to put on my left leg. She rubs my toes and then moves down to the middle, where the arch is, and then down to my heel, kneading my foot like pizza dough, the kind with the dark brown whole wheat crust and spinach on top that she always makes—the kind that tastes terrible. We always ask her to make pizza with white crust and pepperonis because we don’t mind about eating lots of fat and cholesterol and having heart attacks when we grow up, but she still makes her whole wheat crust and spinach-on-top pizza every week.

			And today, in the hospital, when she rubs my foot like the whole wheat pizza dough, the needles stabbing my invisible foot start to disappear. First there are a thousand needles, then only a hundred, then just one or two, and then, for the first time since my leg was cut off, I have no pain at all. I fall asleep.
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			I have always been fast. I have never met any kid who is faster than me in a race if we race from my mailbox to their mailbox. That’s why I’m good at soccer. But even though I’ve been practicing soccer with the other homeschool kids since I was six—three whole years now—there are no other homeschool teams to play against, so I’ve never played in a real game.

			Then one Sunday morning I walk into Sunday school class and see Aaron, a homeschool friend who goes to my church, wearing green shorts, a matching jersey, and knee-high socks. I have on my white collared shirt and scratchy dress pants.

			“I can’t believe your parents let you wear that to church!” I say.

			“Well, my travel soccer team has a game right after Sunday school,” Aaron says. “And I won’t have time to change clothes before it starts.”

			A travel soccer team! They play games . . . against other teams! They wear uniforms . . . to church! And homeschoolers are allowed to play!

			As soon as Sunday school finishes, I run down all three flights of stairs to the hall outside adult Sunday school. I wait while the adults have a final prayer that lasts almost three hours, and then I jump in front of Mom as she walks out the door.

			“Mommy!” I say. “Can I please, please, please play on a travel soccer team?”

			She gives her standard response: “We’ll have to think about it”—which really means “We’ll have to think about reasons you can’t do it,” which really means “No.”

			But I want that uniform. I want those shiny shorts and bright socks to wear in games against other soccer teams in other cities around Virginia. I want it more than anything I have ever wanted. So I keep asking Mom.

			This is one of the advantages of homeschooling. You are with your mom all day, every day, so if there’s something you want, you can ask her over and over again. Of course, you don’t want to ask her so much that she gets annoyed—just enough so she doesn’t forget. That’s why I only ask every fifteen minutes. I did this the time Luke took his first steps and Mom said that he had figured out how to walk because he’d seen us walking all the time. So I asked Mom, “If we all flew around in jet packs all the time, would Luke figure out how to fly?” She said no, he wouldn’t, but I thought it would be really, really cool if Luke could learn how to fly, so I kept asking every fifteen minutes for several weeks, hoping she would say yes. But she never did.

			The soccer-team question turns out differently than the jet-pack question, though. I ask Mom about the soccer team all week, and after just five days of asking every fifteen minutes—“No,” “We’ll think about it,” “Maybe”—Mom agrees—“but you can’t wear your uniform to church”—to let me play. Awesome! But tryouts aren’t for a few weeks, so I will use those weeks to practice and get good. I will start tomorrow, on Saturday.

			
			

			•   •   •

			It’s Saturday morning, and I just woke up. I look at my alarm clock: 7:03. I do a quick calculation: an hour and fifty-seven minutes left. Less than two hours. I feel something warm under my foot. I pull back the covers and see Mom’s heating pad, the piece of fabric that heats up when you plug it into the wall. I’ve been using it for almost four months. I like to put it on my leg to help the growing pains when I am trying to go to sleep. I must have rolled around and pushed it down to my foot while I was asleep. I switch it off and climb down the ladder. Matthew, sleeping in the bottom bunk—he gets the bottom because he is seven and I am nine—feels the bed move and wakes up.

			“Is it Saturday?” he whispers, like there are other people in the room who might wake up if he talks too loud.

			“Yeah,” I whisper back.

			“Yessss!” he says, scrunching his eyes together and smiling so I can see the gap where his adult teeth haven’t poked through yet. “Sweet cereal!” (Thweetthereal.)

			Matthew jumps out of bed, but I am already halfway down the hall to the kitchen. I beat him there because I have always been fast, and when I stop running, I slide several inches on my socks across the kitchen floor. I see it on the table: Honey O’s, which you will love if you like Honey Nut Cheerios, trademark General Mills. It contains nine essential vitamins and is a good source of—

			But while I am still reading the box, Matthew grabs it off the table. He lifts it with two hands and shakes it over his bowl. A couple of Honey O’s land in the bottom. Plink, plink. He shakes the box a few more times, and the cereal comes out like an avalanche into his bowl and pieces are rolling off the table and onto the floor.

			“Awwwwwwwwww!” I say, which is what you say when you see someone break a rule and they are going to be in trouble. The “awwww” starts out in a low voice and then you get higher and higher until you are saying the “wwwwww” part.

			“Oops,” Matthew says.

			“That’s more than a half bowl of sweet cereal!” I say. “I’m gonna tell Mom.”

			“No, please”—pleath—“don’t tell Mom,” he says. “Watch.”

			He grabs a fistful of Honey O’s from the table and returns them to the box. Twelve more fistfuls, and now the bowl is only half-full, and the pieces from the table and on the floor are back in the box.

			“There, see?” Matthew says.

			7:34 a.m.

			“An hour and twenty-six minutes left,” I say.

			“Yeah,” Matthew says.

			Saturday is the best day because you don’t have to vacuum or wash clothes or mop or dust or sweep or shake out the rugs. We watch Saturday-morning cartoons instead—the old kind, like Bugs Bunny and Road Runner, because we are allowed to watch them even though we are not allowed to watch most things.

			Our TV has a special machine in it that reads the CC (which stands for “closed-captioning”) so it can substitute for bad words. For example, if someone says a bad word like “butt,” the machine replaces it with “toe,” so people on our TV say things like “I want to kick your toe.”

			After cartoons, Matthew and I run down the hall and wait at the door until my watch reads nine o’clock exactly. Then we push it open so fast, it swings around on its hinges and slams against the wall. We run across the bedroom and jump on Dad.

			“Wake up! Wake up!”

			“It’s Saturday morning, Daddy!”

			Dad groans. “Uuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuh.”

			I always jump on his stomach when he starts groaning like this because it pushes all the air out of his lungs and sounds funny.

			“Uuuuu—HUMPH!—uuuuuuh . . .”

			We shake him until he opens his eyes.

			“Come on, Dad. It’s nine. You said we could wake you up now,” I say. “We are going to play soccer together today, remember?”

			“Yes, I know . . . okay, okay, I’m awake,” he says.

			“Daddy, guess what,” Matthew says.

			“What?” Dad asks.

			“The sweet cereal is Honey O’s!” Matthew says. He says it like oath.

			

			•   •   •

			After Dad and I practice soccer Saturday afternoon, Mom makes me take a shower. She always makes me take a shower when I get sweaty, even if I just took one the day before. So I take my shower, and Dad takes his, and then we all go out to Country Cookin, where the vegetable buffet is free for kids under ten and only $3.99 for adults unless they order steak.

			“And for you, sir?” the waitress says to Dad.

			Dad likes to read name tags so he can use people’s names at least once in every sentence. “Well, Sheri,” he says, “I’ll have a six-ounce steak, please.”

			“How would you like that coo—”

			“Paaaul,” Mom interrupts.

			She gives Dad the same frown she gives me when I finish my homeschool assignments for the day in twenty minutes and she knows I rushed through and probably made lots of mistakes on my math problems. The side of her lip sinks inside her left cheek, and she leans her head slightly in the same direction.

			“Ummm, actually, Sheri,” Dad says, “I will just go with the buffet tonight.”

			“Okay,” Sheri says, stacking our menus. “I’ll be right back with those waters.”

			Matthew asks why Dad didn’t get a steak. Mom answers before Dad can.

			“Well, we are trying to save money right now,” she says.

			“Do you mean there is going to be less money in the entertainment budget?”

			“Maybe.”

			“But—no fair!”

			“Yeah,” I say. “No fair!”

			“Why are we trying to save money?” Matthew asks.

			“So we can have more savings.”

			“I know, but whyyyyyyyyy?”

			Dad looks at Mom. “Now’s a good time,” he says.

			She nods.

			“Boys,” Dad says, “we’re going to move in a few months, and after we move, I’m not going to have a job anymore.”

			“Move! Where?”

			“What about soccer?”

			“Why won’t you have a job?”

			“Is there a travel soccer team where we’re going?”

			Matthew and I are asking the questions, and Luke starts crying in his high chair. Mom takes a deep breath and breathes it out.

			“I’ll go get him some food,” she says.

			Dad slides out of the booth to let her stand up, and then he sits back down and starts talking again.

			“Pastor Smuland has asked me to come work for the church,” Dad says.

			“Why? Is he leaving?” Matthew asks.

			“No, our church is getting so big, the elders think we need two pastors.”

			“And they want you to be the other one?”

			“Uh-huh.”

			“So why do we have to move?”

			“Well . . . to be a pastor, you have to go to seminary—do you boys know what seminary is? It’s like a school for people who want to be pastors. So we’re going to move to Florida for two years . . . so I can go to seminary there.”

			“Cool!” Matthew says. “Can we go to Disney World?”

			“We can probably do that, maybe once.”

			“Yeeesss!” Matthew says. He reaches up his hand so I will give him a high five, but I am not sure whether I should give it to him because I don’t want to go to Florida. All my friends like Aaron and the other homeschool boys from church are here, and I have known all of them my whole entire life, and we race against each other during homeschool potlucks. Every summer, when I have a birthday, I invite all the homeschool boys to our house for a sleepover. This year, since I will turn ten, Mom and Dad were going to let me invite ten boys. If I’m in Florida for my birthday, I probably won’t even know ten boys I can invite. And the worst part about moving is that soccer tryouts are soon, so I will miss most of the season.

			But maybe I should give Matthew a high five anyway because he is my very best friend, an even better friend than the homeschool boys because I have known him longer. So I lift my hand in front of his, but I do it slowly, like I am volunteering to be the one to wash the dishes after dinner.

			“Well . . .” I say. “Can I play on a travel soccer team in Florida?”

			“We’ll have to think about it,” Dad says.

			The next day is Sunday and we go to church, like always. Soon, Dad will stand up front and give sermons. That’s the only good thing about moving to Florida—when we come back to Harrisonburg and Dad is Pastor Sundquist, our whole family will become famous because he will tell stories about us in his sermons.

			

			•   •   •

			
			On Sunday night, I can’t sleep because my leg hurts and I have the heating pad turned up to high and I still can’t sleep. I sit on the top bunk, staring at the ceiling. I’m tired of thinking about soccer. I’ve thought about the uniform I want to wear, the goals I want to score, the position I want to play, and how much everyone in Sunday school will want to talk to me when they find out how good I am. I’ve thought about all those things at least three times already. So I try thinking about when I grow up and become a computer programmer. I’ll program video games and know all the cheat codes because I made them myself. Thinking about this normally makes me feel happy but not tonight because I’m so tired and I can’t sleep since my leg hurts and the heating pad doesn’t help.

			“Good morning,” Mom says the next day.

			I frown and don’t say anything so she will know it’s not a good morning.

			“What’s wrong?”

			“I barely slept. It took for-ev-er to fall asleep,” I say.

			“I’m sorry, pumpkin. Were you worried about something?”

			“No, it was the growing pains,” I say.

			“Did you try the heating pad?”

			“Yes, but my skin gets so hot on my thigh, so sometimes I have to turn it off.”

			Mom squeezes her eyebrows together. “You always have it on your thigh?” she says.

			“Yeah . . .”

			“On both thighs?”

			“No, just my left.”

			Mom starts talking faster. “Only your left leg? Your left thigh is the only place it hurts?”

			“Yes, it’s the only place that hurts. I told you that like a century ago.”

			“I don’t think so.”

			“I did.”

			“I would’ve remembered.”

			“I told you.”

			“Okay, well, we are going to the doctor.”

			“Why?”

			“To find out what is wrong with your leg.”

			“When?”

			“Today. Right now.”
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			I am getting an X-ray. I sit up on a cold, flat table while a lady who is dressed like a nurse but is not a nurse, who is actually an X-ray technician, adjusts a giant machine above me. The X-ray technician hands me a blanket—which is the heaviest blanket I’ve ever lifted—and tells me to lay it across my lap.

			When we get home, the red light for the answering machine on the phone is blinking. “Hi, Linda, it’s Mike,” a voice says, a voice I can tell is Dr. Marsh’s. I can tell it’s Dr. Marsh’s because I hear his voice every Sunday at church when he plays guitar and leads us in singing the songs. “I have the X-ray results back. Please call me as soon as you get this. We need to—”

			Mom picks up the phone before the message is finished playing, and the tiny cassette tape inside makes a screeching noise as it jerks to a stop.

			“Hi, this is Linda. Thanks for calling so soon . . . All right . . . Yes . . .”

			She listens for a while. Then she opens her mouth to talk but doesn’t say any words.

			She closes her eyes and does it again.

			Finally, words come out.

			“But four of them—four of them thought it was benign? . . . Okay, just a minute . . .” She looks at the calendar. “Ummm . . . yes . . . next Wednesday at two is . . . fine.”

			She crosses off “soccer” on the calendar and writes in “CAT scan.”

			Tryouts for the travel team are in a month. I can’t miss homeschool soccer practice!

			“But, Mom!” I say. “Soccer! I need to go to soccer practice.”

			I say this in a whisper so she will be able to hear Dr. Marsh on the phone at the same time as she listens to me. But she puts a finger over her lips to shush me.

			“What do—what do you think it is, Mike?”

			Mom is allowed to call him Mike since she is an adult. As soon as I turn eighteen, I will start calling him Mike, too. I can’t wait to be eighteen because then I’ll go to college and be allowed to stay up late and eat whatever pizza I want and call grown-ups by their first names.

			“Mom? Mom! Can’t I go to this cat thing another day?”

			She slides her hand over the part of the phone where you put your mouth. “Joshua, wait, please,” she says. “Yes, sorry, go on, Mike.”

			After she finishes talking to Dr. Marsh, she tells me that it might be very serious, but only two of the radiologists thought so, and there were six radiologists, so four of them thought it was benign.

			“What’s a radiologist?” I ask.

			“A doctor who looks at X-rays.”

			“Well, what’s a benign?”

			“Benign. Not ‘a benign.’ It means not cancer.”

			“So . . . two people thought I have cancer?”

			“Yes,” Mom says. “But only two.”

			All I know about cancer is that Grandpa died from it. I don’t want to die. So I don’t want to have cancer. But four out of six radiologists thought it was benign. They had a vote, and cancer lost. I will be all right. I think.

			On Wednesday I miss homeschool soccer practice, where we only practice but never play games against other teams or wear lime-green uniforms, but I still love going to it. I miss practice so I can go to my CAT scan. It is the worst day of my life because the whole time I just think about the soccer I am missing. It is even worse than the day that used to be the worst day of my life, which was the day Papa made me pick up rotten crab apples in the grass in his backyard all day and only paid me ten cents.

			On Friday I go to another doctor, Dr. Blanco. He works at the University of Virginia Children’s Hospital an hour away, and he is called a Pediatric Orthopedic Surgeon. Since all three of the words in his title have Greek roots, and those old languages are so important on something called the SATs, Mom wants me to try to figure out what they mean.

			“Think about it,” she says on the drive to see Dr. Blanco. “Orthopedic. What does ‘ortho’ mean?”

			“Ummm . . . I don’t know.”

			“Think about it.”

			“Like ‘orthodox,’ maybe?”

			“No . . . sound it out . . . orrrr-thooooo.”

			“I don’t really know, Mom.”

			“How about . . . like . . . ba-ba-ba . . . ba . . . own?” she says.

			“Oh—bone?” I say.

			“That’s right, bone!” she says. “He’s a bone surgeon. You’re so smart!”

			Dr. Blanco the bone surgeon says that based on my X-ray he would like to do a needle biopsy. He will push a needle down through all the muscle in my leg—which is a lot of muscle; he noticed that about me as soon as I walked in today. I nod when he says this because I know I am very fast and practice soccer a lot and that’s probably why I have a lot of muscle. He says the needle will take out a sample of my femur so he can look at it under a microscope. Then he will know whether my bone is benign or not.

			“Don’t worry about the needle,” he says. “We’ll give you medicine to put you to sleep.”

			“Will I have to swallow a pill? I can’t swallow pills.”

			“No, you’ll breathe anesthesia through a mask,” Dr. Blanco says. “Or, if you want, you can get a shot that will make you feel very tired, and then we will put the mask on your face so you can breathe the anesthesia.”

			This is an easy decision.

			“I hate needles.”

			“That’s fine,” he says. “You can just start breathing through the mask and you’ll go right to sleep.”

			Breathing through the mask and going
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