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Dedication


For teenaged me who had therapists in her speakers:

I’m sorry it played out a bit like this, 
but trust when I say it was worth it.





Content Warning


Some readers may find the content of this book triggering. Please visit http://thecatmelon.com/toanz for a list of content warnings. Reader discretion is advised.
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Part 1: Diagnosis

"Home is where the heart is" but it looks like mine 

has been permanently frozen and lost with time

- “I Don’t Want to be in Kansas Anymore” by Never Zero

From their first album Not Your Dad’s Mixtape





Chapter 1



There’s something wrong with me. But I keep telling myself that if I ignore whatever’s going on with my body, then it’s just one more night. One more night until I’m back in Los Angeles and I don’t have to be that boring half-Asian kid stuck in the middle of nowhere.

My suitcase is a haphazard mess on my bedroom floor as I throw unfolded, dirty laundry into it. Despite it being late into the evening, the view outside my window is illuminated by falling snow. Each little snowflake reflects what speck of light is left in the night sky.

It’s not like this in California. I don’t have to wear puffy jackets or worry about wet shoes every time I leave my house. I’m comfortable enough giving my family Christmas during this semester break, but not New Year’s. Ringing in a new year in a place I don’t want to be is counterproductive.

My phone vibrates in my pocket. I pull it out and see a message from Charlotte.

Don’t forget about me when you’re back at UCLA asshole

Charlotte might be a year younger than me, but she made being in Sochan Lake for the holidays bearable at least. Even though we haven’t seen each other or talked much in the last four months, it was like I never left when we were able to hang out.

I put my phone back into my pocket. I’ll respond to her when I’m back in California. When I’m feeling more renewed.

“You have everything packed?” My older sister, Gina (half sister, the only parent we share is our mom), stands in the frame of my bedroom door, leaning on it like she still lives here.

We both stare at my erratic packing. I’m probably missing something; I brought too much home on purpose. I wanted to leave behind some of the old relics I initially brought to college. Old clothes that don’t fit with who I want to be anymore. Books that I thought were my taste. The only thing that I let stay the same was my taste in music.

“It’s packed enough,” I say. I flip my luggage closed and start to zip it before I bowl over and clutch my stomach. I can hardly breathe. The latest contraction in my gut tightens around me, and I fight to hide the pain. I need to steady one hand on my luggage so I don’t collapse onto the floor.

“Are you okay?” Gina straightens her posture. “This has been happening the whole time you’ve been home. Do you need to see a doctor?”

I stifle the urge to tell her she can’t act like she cares when this is the first time she’s visited in five years. “It’s fine. I just need to walk it off,” I say instead.

I attempt to zip up my suitcase again. Its contents are placed so unevenly that trying to close it would be a struggle for anyone. It’s even harder when every movement exacerbates my pulsing abdomen.

“Let me help you.” Gina starts to come toward me, but I raise my hand to stop her. I don’t need her to act like Mom again.

I’m back to clutching at my insides. The throbbing in my torso is unavoidable now.

“Fuck,” I mumble under my breath. Gina bends down to meet me at eye level, and I can’t bring myself to look at her directly. She puts her hand on my shoulder. I’m panting in a futile attempt to ignore the growing aches.

“Jake, Gina, are you in here?”

We both look up and see my dad pauses in front of my bedroom. I’m surprised he’s even here; I thought he’d be working late at the plant again. He peers inside, his eyes appearing wider because of his horn-rimmed glasses. I’m sure the sight of his stepdaughter huddled around his only son, who is caved in from pain, isn’t how he wants to spend a rare night off.

We all know what’s happening to me isn’t normal.

I don’t want to stay here any longer than I have to, so I try to find my best option. If I go to the ER tonight and get discharged early enough in the morning, I can still catch my afternoon plane back to LA. That’s reasonable. I’ll let the doctors run their tests overnight, they can give me a few painkillers so I can manage the flight, and then I’m back to where I need to be. I can still ring in the new year where it counts.

“Yeah, okay. Take me to the hospital,” I squeak out. I’m drenched in sweat.

Gina’s and Dad’s movements start to blur. Gina is flipping through my closet to find my winter coat while Dad runs to his room to grab the keys to his truck. Everything around me is playing on two times speed while I’m paused in the center of the room just trying to breathe through whatever’s happening to me.

Gina slides my arms into my winter coat. I blink and now I’m in Dad’s truck driving through snowfall to get to the hospital. Another breath and someone in scrubs is wheeling me into the ER while my family’s voices get quieter and quieter behind me.

There are too many bad memories in this hospital. Most of them are about Mom. The fact I didn’t see much of her because she worked so many late hours here. The model immigrant Filipino nurse that is always ignored in movies and TV. Her buckle-down attitude is the reason Gina had to play the role of motherly figure for me. At least until she packed up her life for college and decided her half brother wasn’t worth the time anymore.

Then it was Mom’s sickness. The endless rides I shared with Dad to bring her to doctors and chemotherapy and CT scans. All the halls here still look the same. It’s too much like bringing Mom to her endless appointments. Not that they helped her. It’s been five years, and the memory of her passing can still feel fresh.

My phone bounces in my hand. Muscle memory leads me to the music app. My fingers type Not Your Dad’s Mixtape on their own. We Are Never Zero’s first album starts playing through my phone speakers. Whoever is weaving me through the familiar hallways doesn’t seem to notice or care that I started playing music. The melodies are soothing, no matter how scratchy my cheap phone speakers make Patrick, J, Andrew, and Kris sound.

Just get through one more night, I tell myself again. Just one more night.



Chapter 2

two weeks later



There’s a difference between knowing you’re going to die and feeling like you’re going to die. The first one is theoretical. A doctor gives you the paper that says how long you have left to live, then you go around completing your bucket list because, somehow, you’re still able to move around. You look and act like someone who isn’t sick. The Hollywood version of being close to death.

Then there’s the practical side of dying. The other side of the terminal illness coin. Whatever I’m feeling now I’m pretty sure is the practical application of death.

There’s a constant numbing pain in my lower back that pulsates no matter how still I lie. Any position where I’m not horizontal causes my entire leg to tense up, and I feel sore for hours. And let’s not forget the crushing abdominal spasms that come and go at random times. When they contract within me, it triggers my lower back pain, and all I can do is cringe and regret that I didn’t take up the ER doctor’s offer of a narcotic painkiller prescription to bring home.

The Venn diagram of theoretical and practical dying sometimes overlaps. Sometimes it’s a straight-up circle. As much as I don’t want to be, I’m afraid I might be the latter.

The bed I’ve used since I was a kid is not helping. I’m lying helplessly on this old mattress that sinks inconsistently in too many spots. The ceiling fan spins above me like it’s a reminder that my life is an endless cycle of unavoidable sameness.

We Are Never Zero, my favorite band, plays in the background. I remember I put their discography on repeat when I couldn’t fall asleep around four o’clock. I thought the familiar and comforting sounds would calm me. It’s been five hours, though, and I’m still uneasy.

Everything in my childhood bedroom is uncanny. The posters on the wall are familiar, but I don’t remember when the sun faded away their color, or when the corners started to curl. It’s hard to sleep when everything looks a little bit off. The music is the only thing that seems right.

My phone beeps. I can’t think of why anyone would be messaging me right now. I stretch my arms out and strain myself to grab my phone from the nightstand. When I see Charlotte’s name, I remember she’s the only person who bothers to stay in contact with me.

You cool with me coming over after class today?

For sure. Just come a bit later, my doctor’s appointment is today.

I toss my phone onto my pillow. Despite the pain I know I’m going to feel, I push myself out of bed and let my fatigued legs carry me to my desk across the room. The whole space is a museum of who I don’t want to be anymore. All my old notebooks sit on a shelf above my desk, weathered and worn from the countless notes I made while studying. My legs struggle to keep me upright. I pry a random notebook from the shelf and flip through its contents. The pages are creased and the ink smeared after a year of use. On one page I find a to-do list:

Senior Year

- 4 AP classes

- 20 volunteer hours per week

- that business internship

- At least 7 college admission essays

I close the notebook and toss it onto the desk. It joins the rest of the artifacts from my studious past. Everything seemed so clear a year ago when I was trying to get out. I still ended up back here, though. Even with all that effort. I’m sure the ache in my gut isn’t only from what they found inside me at the hospital.

The view from my bedroom window also seems out of place. The snowflakes are large and fall more like slow hail, common for early January in the Midwest. When everything is covered in a layer of white, it’s like there’s a film obstructing what I know about where I grew up.

I shuffle my way back to my bed, flopping onto it face down. My energy levels are so low that’s all I can muster. With my head buried in a pillow, the music sounds muffled, yet I know the lyrics well enough that my brain fills in whatever my ears can’t make out.

I wish I knew what day it was. I’ve lost track of time after spending that unprompted week in the emergency room. All I know is I missed New Year’s. I watched the ball drop on the tiny TV in my hospital room. The shiny glass orb falling while I calculated how long it was until the nurses could legally give me more painkillers. Feeling like the subject of a medical drama is not how anyone should start a new year.

The knock on my door is a surprise. I do my best to roll over and look less like a corpse.

“Jake?” Gina pokes her head through the door. She has one hand on the doorknob, the other frozen in a mid-knock position. Her eyes dart around the room, never actually settling on me.

“Is my music too loud?” I struggle to get myself into a sitting position. The backs of my legs spasm in response.

Gina shakes her head. “Your dad is wondering if you need help getting ready for your appointment.”

Right, I’m going back to the hospital today. The doctors can finally tell me how far my cancer has grown. They let me leave the ER once they confirmed the cause of all my pain (a six-inch malignant tumor in my colon that spread to three spots in my liver), with the caveat I’d have to come back as soon as a team of specialists had developed a plan to fix me.

I try to forget the fact that doctors couldn’t fix Mom’s cancer.

“I’ll be down soon, just give me a minute.”

Gina hesitates, and ends up walking away, like she’s always done. She never even bothered to enter my room.

I grab my phone and click the newest icon on my home screen. Among the music, social media, and other random apps, there’s a new one that not many people know about: MyHeathHelper. It’s a poorly built health care app my hospital uses to help patients keep track of their debilitating diseases. While everyone else my age is raging in the comments section at the latest content creator who said something racist, I get to click on MyHeathHelper instead. At least I had the sense to mute the notifications. What’s the opposite of a serotonin boost? Your phone constantly notifying you that you have cancer.

My appointment stares at me.

10:45 a.m.: initial consult. 

Dr. Bouchard, Dr. Appleby, Dr. Peters.

Location: Cancer Center Wing. Module A.

I close out the app and suppress the urge to throw my phone. I got used to seeing doctors’ names on here. They used to be the PhDs that taught the classes I took in college. Now, they’ve turned into the people that are going to keep me alive. Instead of analyzing my ability to write an exam, I am the exam. How do you stand out when you’re in the same crowd of other sad cancer patients?

As I make my way down the stairs into the common areas of the house, I get a good view of what’s happened over the last two weeks. The dining room table has multiple flower arrangements placed in the center. An opened plate of fresh fruit sits next to them. Stuffed animals and protein supplements are in half-opened boxes on the floor.

I do my best to tiptoe around the mess of gifts. This is the most I have walked in days, and already I can feel my legs and lower back struggling to hold me up. I practically collapse in my seat at the dining table.

“These arrived while you were in the hospital.” Dad comes up from behind me and motions at the haul.

My dad is the kind of unassuming, white, suburban dad that blends in with every other white, suburban dad. The kind of person that lets his wife buy all his clothes from Costco. He even listens to Nickelback. He fits in great here. Unlike me.

I pick up one of the cards on the dining table.

May God give you strength to continue forward.

I flip the card back and forth. An image of Jesus on one side and handwritten words on the other. It’s from Charlotte’s mom. Why do Filipino mothers always bring God into the equation?

“How did they even find out about me?” I ask.

Dad takes his spot at the dining table beside me. “Once Gina mentioned it to someone from the church, well, you know how quickly word can spread.”

Gina used to go to the same church as Charlotte’s family. When I messaged Charlotte about my situation from my hospital bed, I knew she’d keep it to herself. Of course Gina is how my secret got out.

“They probably feel extra bad that it’s happened to our family twice,” I say.

Dad sighs and slumps farther into the dining chair. He reaches across the table to grab his book of crosswords, ignoring whatI just said.

Crosswords are the only thing my dad ever does for fun. He started doing them after Mom died. I’d be working on my homework, determined to get a scholarship so I could afford to leave Sochan Lake and avoid dying in a soulless place like Mom did, quadratic equations and photosynthesis filling my brain while Dad sat across from me, scratching away at word puzzles.

That’s how we got through losing Mom together. Occupying ourselves at this table. The way we’re sitting now is too much like that time. Weird how nostalgia can be uncomfortable. If he loses me to the same thing that got Mom, I’m not sure any amount of crosswords can help him.

“Should we get you ready to go to the hospital?” he asks without opening his book.

I squirm a bit. I didn’t think he’d be able to come with me. “Aren’t you tired from doing another late shift?”

Ever since I came home for the holidays, Dad’s been working long hours at the plant. My UCLA scholarship didn’t cover everything, and now that I’m sick, I’m sure we need the extra money for my treatment. I don’t mention that I can see the stack of papers with the hospital and insurance company logos hiding in his crossword book.

Dad shakes his head. “What father isn’t going to drive his kid to a doctor’s appointment?”

I take a deep breath, mostly to get through the pain creeping up my body. “Just let me grab my things.”

♫

My body reverts to autopilot. It’s been months since I’ve occupied this space for long stretches of time, but muscle memory carries me through. Like it’s instinct, I grab my backpack from the chair at my desk. It’s been sitting there half-open since I came home from the emergency room. The contents feel more like poor spoils from an adventure gone wrong. I shake my bag upside down and let everything fall to the floor.

I wish I knew what to bring to these kinds of appointments. I know I need a notebook; I’ve always preferred pen and paper for writing down my thoughts. Seeing words fill a page with ink conducted by my own hand feels like leaving a part of me somewhere. A physical manifestation of my existence. I eye my shelves for something that hasn’t been used much.

There’s a blank notebook still wrapped in plastic tucked at the end. It will do. I slide it inside my open backpack, and its slim frame is lost in the cavernous space. My pen case, wallet, and keys are still in the smaller pocket on the front.

I’m drawing in breaths deeper than I should be for walking the four feet to my closet. The fact the door is already open brings a small amount of relief. At least finding something to wear isn’t difficult; my wardrobe is basically only oversized sweatshirts and jeans. I grab the first things I see and stumble onto my bed.

The pain in my whole body doesn’t register until I’m lying back down. Any energy I had left gets sucked away so quickly that I become a feeble old man.

Maybe it’s not that old people get cancer, but rather cancer makes you old.

I don’t bother taking my pajamas off. I slip the plain gray hoodie and jeans over what I’m already wearing. I’m surprised my jeans button up despite the clothing underneath. The hospital staff did tell me I lost weight. Not being allowed to eat for a week will do that to a person. When I see myself in the mirror, I look more like a toddler cosplaying a teenager than myself.

When I finally have myself ready, I find Dad at the front door putting on the same outfit he always wears before leaving the house: an old gray dad hat I’m pretty sure used to be black, and the same military-style jacket that my mom repaired more times than I can remember. Despite it being winter, he’s wearing a well-worn pair of chunky, thick-soled, sneakers. The fact he’s worn those long enough to see them become cool again is a testament to his consistency.

“Let’s go,” he says. A tired smile accompanies his extended arm, as if he’s welcoming me into a new world I have never entered before. “I know the way.”

In a way, it’s apt. This is the first time I’m leaving this house as a person who knows they have cancer. I hoist my backpack onto my shoulder and head outside into the winter air.

♫

Dad’s car is this ancient truck he refuses to get rid of. It’s been his vehicle ever since I was a kid. He’s so stuck in his ways that he even does all the maintenance on it instead of bringing it to a mechanic. By now it seems like he’s replaced everything in the truck. I wonder when he’s finally going to have to say goodbye to it and move on.

The truck is loud as it crunches through the snowy streets of Sochan Lake. For the first time in a week I notice how deep we truly are into winter. The kind of cold where the manhole covers give off a hazy fog.

Sochan Lake is like suburbia, only with no urbia to actually be a sub to. It’s far enough away from civilization that nothing cool ever happens, but it’s also the largest city within a two-hour driving radius. Small enough where it’s easy to be bored, yet big enough that fast fashion boutiques, up-to-date movie theaters, and big box stores exist to distract people from ever actually doing something creative with their boredom.

The name is a misnomer, too. There is no lake. It gets its name because the whole city is in a small valley. We even try to fake bodies of water here.

The processing plant, which Charlotte’s dad owns, is the main thing that keeps people with growing families tied to a place like this. My dad is one of those people. He got the job at the plant as a favor. Mom was pregnant with me, they needed more money, and her best friend was married to the most powerful man in town.

My dad keeps driving, and I watch what looks like an AI-generated image of America pass by through the passenger window. Everything here is a stark comparison to LA. The way California sprawls is so different. The sun illuminates your surroundings so it feels like there are no shadows anywhere. Coming home after the first semester felt like entering an icy, gray vacuum. Getting a taste of something else and then having to come back here is deception. The fact I have to stay because I’m sick, like Mom was, is worse.

“How do you feel, Jake?”

The question stings. How is anyone supposed to feel when their body is breaking down? All I want to do is get out of here.

“Reminds me too much of some other things,” I admit.

My dad keeps looking straight at the road. I can’t tell if he’s trying to maintain focus because he’s so tired, or if he’s afraid to see what his son has become.

“Well, all you can do is what the doctors suggest,” he says.

I don’t remind him that’s what Mom did. Look what that got her. A funeral in the middle of nowhere.

Dad pulls the truck up to the entrance of the hospital’s cancer center. He idles it right at patient drop-off. This was a normal thing we used to do when Mom would have her cancer treatments: He’d drop me off so I could get her, and he’d drive around in circles until he saw us come out the entrance so he wouldn’t have to pay for parking. It takes a moment for him to remember I’m not going in to pick someone up.

“Oh, right.” Dad tips his head and stares into the steering wheel, trying to figure out where he should park the car so he can go in with me.

I hop out of the passenger seat before he can move the truck. My legs are already starting to cramp from the car ride.

“You should head back home, Dad, get some rest,” I say as I pull my backpack on.

“Are you sure?” His eyes are glassy, and I can’t tell if he wants to be here or not. I’m not sure if I want him here either.

“It’s fine, I got my notebook and everything. I have to be here for a while anyway. That’s a lot to ask of you.” I paint on a smile, more for his sake.

He hesitates, then gives me a small nod. I hear him shift the truck back into gear. It hurts more than I want it to. “Let me know when you’re done and I’ll come pick you up.”

“Yeah. I’ll call you.”

I shut the door and let him drive away. I watch his truck as it rolls away from the hospital, getting smaller and smaller until I can’t see it anymore.

As soon as I lose track of him, I take a deep breath and turn toward the entrance.



Chapter 3



Sochan Lake’s hospital was first built in the seventies; peak time for that blocky, concrete, utilitarian architecture that plagued our nation. The cancer center, on the other hand, was constructed this millennium. The all-glass entrance that stretches into the sky is striking compared to the monochrome nothingness that it’s forcibly attached to.

I hate how beautiful the cancer center’s entrance is. When I walk into the atrium, I’m drowned by the light streaming in from the tall windows. Paired with the ceiling’s domed glass, I feel like a plant in a greenhouse.

It doesn’t make sense that only cancer patients get this entrance. Why do you need to be close to death to deserve beautiful things?

I take a few steps toward the information desk. Whoever is working there right now is the most neutral person I have ever seen. They don’t look happy or sad. They don’t look old or young either. Their hair is medium blonde or brown; the light is so bright, every strand reflects conflicting colors. Since they’re sitting down, I can’t tell if they’re short or tall.

This person must have been hired for this job on purpose. I’m sure their complete neutrality allows people to enter and exit this place with their feelings remaining intact. Lack of positivity won’t annoy the people who are grappling with almost-death. Never acknowledging the grim reality means those positive thinkers never lose faith.

A coin flip could decide which one of those I am right now.

“Is this your first time here? What are you looking for?”

Even their voice is neutral. It sounds like Siri and Alexa combined into one genderless wavelength spewing things that are technically English but somehow still doesn’t sound like true human speech.

“Uhh, I have an appointment,” I get out.

I hold out my phone so the maybe-robot can see my schedule. They scan the screen, eyes darting back and forth with zero movement of their actual head. It’s like they’re processing what I’m showing them and letting their algorithm find the correct thing to say. They type a few things into the computer, so fast I can’t make out what they’re typing. After a few strokes, they face me. If I blinked, I would have missed everything.

“It looks like you’re here for all your initial consultations,” they say in their almost-but-not-quite monotone voice. “You’ll be going to module A, room A53.” They point behind them. “Follow the red arrows around the first left turn. The room will be down the hallway on your right.”

They turn back to their computer and type a few more things. There’s the whir of a printer. The stack of papers they hand me is still warm.

“Here’s a map in case you get lost, as well as the doctor notes they input into the MyHeathHelper app, in case you didn’t see them.”

I look down at the stack. The words on the sheets blur from how my hands shake.

“Err, thanks, I guess,” is all I can manage to say.

The person maintains their neutral position. “You’re welcome. Please let me know if I’m not providing the best experience I can.”

They reenter a stoic position behind their computer. I slip away, trying to be as unnoticeable as possible, and follow the red arrows. Against my own judgment, I glance back and get a glimpse of the people who took my spot.

An old man uses a cane to get to the front desk. A woman matching his age follows behind. The info desk person’s posture is perfect despite the computer monitor being at chest height. They’re still typing with extreme precision as the old woman runs her hand up and down the back of the man she is with. They receive a stack of papers just like mine. Instead of following the red arrows, they make their way toward the elevators to go to the second floor.

I continue on to my destination, knowing that different paths in this building can lead to vastly different results.

♫

There’s a stark difference between the grand, well-lit entrance of the cancer center and the actual patient rooms. The walls here are that bland not-quite-beige, not-quite-yellow color. The posters look like they were designed in the seventies by an illustrator who wanted to make comics, but got stuck drawing the anatomically correct innards of humans. The smell of antiseptic hangs in the air.

The only unique part of this room is there are doors on opposite walls, and the only places to sit are between them. Not only do you have to deal with the lingering despair of having cancer but also the potential of your doctor jump scaring you because you don’t know what door they’ll enter from.

I have two places I can sit, either on the medical bed or on one of the two plastic chairs next to it. I drop my backpack to the floor and choose to sit on one of the horrible plastic chairs. I don’t want the medical table to squeak whenever I breathe because of the sticky vinyl that’s always covered with cheap paper.

My lower back is still throbbing and sending phantom spasms down my legs. I catch my breath in an attempt to maintain composure. It’s amazing that the worst plastic chairs are given to cancer patients when I’m sure I’m not the only one in constant pain. The glass atrium must have eaten up all the money.

I check my phone. The screen says 10:42 a.m. Assuming my doctors will be on time (which I’m sure they won’t be), I only have to wait three more minutes for my world to crash down on me (more than it already has).

Instinct brings my fingers to one of the endless scrolling apps that fills the spare moment of any kid born this millennium. I flick through videos and photos: memes of weird-looking cats, a random post of a capybara stuck in a storm drain. Nothing fills my brain, though. I keep looking for something to distract me, and eventually the algorithm gives me a We Are Never Zero fan video. It’s from their last tour, the one for their third album, Almost Enchanted. Me and Charlotte asked our parents to take us to their Chicago date for that tour. They thought we were joking, though, so our request fell off. Chicago is at least a six-hour drive away, and neither of us could drive at the time. It was never in the cards.

There’s a knock on the door to my left, and it pulls me out of the algorithmic blackhole. Apparently the doctors don’t feel like jump scaring me today.

The door opens and two people wander in. One is a man who is much younger than I expected. Big rim glasses, and doesn’t have that white lab coat you always see doctors wearing on TV shows. If I didn’t know any better, I’d assume this guy was a mattress salesman. The other person is a woman. She’s wearing the traditional white lab coat and has the most basic of appearances. If I saw her at a Starbucks, I’d assume she was a suburban soccer mom.

“Jacob Woods,” the man starts. He has a French accent, though it barely comes through. “I’m Dr. Bouchard, your oncologist. It’s nice to meet you.”

He holds his hand out to me. I pause before taking it. “With all due respect, sir, I don’t consider this meeting very nice.”

Dr. Bouchard lets go of my hand. I’m unsure if it was me or him who had the clammy grip.

“I suppose you’re right. These aren’t exactly nice circumstances.” He takes a seat next to me on the medical bed, unperturbed by the squeaky, crinkly sound that escapes as his weight settles in.

“This is Dr. Appleby.” He gestures toward the woman. “She’s the surgeon that’s been assigned your case.”

I make a mental note to internally apologize to the soccer moms I misjudged in my past. Apparently, they can also be hotshot surgeons.

“Dr. Peters should also be here,” he continues, “I suppose he’s running late.”

Both doctors look at their watches. I can see them calculating how much time they have before they need to move to the next patient.

“Perhaps we can start without him,” Dr. Appleby says. “I don’t think we should keep Jake waiting longer than he needs to.”

Dr. Bouchard presses his lips together, eyeing the doors on either end. “I suppose you’re right. I saw him this morning, so I’m sure he’ll join soon.” He turns to me. “So, Jacob, tell me, what do














































About the Author



Mela Flores is a Canadian-born child of Filipino immigrants. Like Jake, she once received a life-changing cancer diagnosis that propelled her to finally see her favorite band live. After going into remission, she retired from a 10-year career in tech to pursue more creative endeavors. She lives in Ontario, Canada with her partner, kids, and toothless kitty. When she’s not writing or reading, she’s probably playing Genshin Impact, attempting to learn Korean, or making copious amounts of fan merch.

https://thecatmelon.com/

http://youtube.com/thecatmelon

https://www.instagram.com/thecatmelon/

