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Dedication


For Elouise and Brian, who make me whole
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THEN.





one.


“LET’S GO TO THE CAFETERIA,” STELLA SAYS. SHE IS RESTLESS. She is always restless.

Unlike everyone else in here, she is not in pajamas. Every day, without fail, she puts on her black skinny jeans, big black boots, a thick coat of red lipstick, and her signature black fedora with the peacock feather sticking out the side. Even though all we ever do is sit in each other’s rooms. Even though we’re not allowed to leave hospital grounds. Even though the only people she talks to voluntarily are me and Caleb and Dan, the Child Life Specialist, and none of us could care less what she looks like.

“Are you hungry?” Caleb asks. His pajamas have soccer balls on them. Mine are pink with white hearts. The left leg is cut off to make room for my white plaster cast, decorated with Sick Kid autographs.

“No, I’m not hungry.” Stella groans. “I just need to get out of here. Aren’t you guys going crazy? How can you not be going crazy?” She’s like a caged animal. Pretty soon, she’s going to start gnawing on the metal bars of my bed. She was like this even in Outpatient, even when she knew she was going to get to leave in a few hours.

“My parents are going to be here any minute,” I say. “I should stay.”

“Have you asked them yet about adopting me?”

“But you have parents, Stella,” Caleb says. He has a hard time with sarcasm. Stella has diagnosed him with mild Asperger’s in addition to the brain cancer we already know about.

“I’m going to get legally emancipated,” she says. “Just as soon as we get this whole cancer thing figured out. I’m only still their daughter because I’m using them for their health insurance. God, Evie, I am so sick of your room.”

We’ve been spending a lot of time in my room. And by “my room,” I mean this particular room during this particular stay, which is going on two weeks now, my longest yet. There have been countless identical rooms over the past year, some in this part of the cancer floor, some in the super-duper sterile prison part of the floor when my white blood cell count was zero. It’s a little hard for me to get around right now because I just got surgery and my leg is in a cast, so I can’t just hop out of bed whenever I feel like it. Not that many kids on the cancer floor do much hopping.

I may seem lucky for getting one of the few single rooms, but everyone here knows they’re reserved for the hopeless cases so some other poor kid doesn’t have to deal with a dead roommate. This one is pretty much the same as every other room I’ve had, so many by now that I’ve lost count, but half as big. I wasn’t even here a night before Mom put up the same sad decorations as my last long stay, to make it “feel more like home.” No number of family photos or teddy bears or bouquets of flowers will ever make this feel like home. All they do is confirm that I’m going to be here for too long.

“We could go to the teen lounge,” Caleb says. “We could play a game.”

“The teen lounge doesn’t have any windows,” Stella says.

“Turn the TV to the Discovery Channel,” I say. “It’ll be just like looking out the window, except you’ll be in Africa or underwater or something.”

“Or it’ll be some reality show about Amish prostitutes or morbidly obese dwarfs who talk in tongues.”

“That’s TLC,” I say. “The morbidly obese dwarves.”

“You two are no help. Plus Dan might be lurking in the teen lounge and he’ll just try to get me to talk about my feelings.”

“It’s good to talk about your feelings,” Caleb says. “Dan says it’ll make you sicker if you keep things bottled up inside.”

“When have you known me to keep things bottled up inside?”

“Good point.”

“You guys don’t have to stay here,” I say. “You can go do something without me. I’m fine by myself.”

“Oh, Evie,” Stella says. “Don’t go acting all heroic. We’re not going to leave you in here all by yourself.”

“Really, it’s okay.”

“Can you stop thinking about everyone else for once and just admit that you can’t live without me?”

“I want to watch the football game,” Caleb says, grabbing my remote and turning on the TV.

“I hate you,” Stella says, but she doesn’t move. There aren’t a whole lot of other options for us as far as activities go. Watching football in a cramped hospital room may not be everybody’s idea of a good time, but it could be worse. It could always be worse.


I first met Stella eight months ago, when I was going in for my third round of chemo. It was her first and she wasn’t happy about it, which I could tell because she was climbing the eight-foot-tall stuffed giraffe outside the outpatient oncology center while her mother and a security guard were trying to talk her down. Her mom was actually more like trying to scream her down in Mandarin, but neither approach was working.

She held on to that poor giraffe’s head, screaming bloody murder until her mom finally managed to pull her down, and as she fell to the floor she made one last dramatic proclamation, calling everyone “heartless bloody dickholes.” Parents covered their kids’ ears; her mom swiped her on the side of her face with the back of her hand, and I decided Stella was both the most beautiful and bravest person I had ever seen in my life. She was showing all the fear and fury I felt but could never let out. She wasn’t pretending to be anything she wasn’t.

I walked up to her as she sat under the giraffe, sobbing. I sat down next to her and said, “Hi, I’m Evie.” Her makeup was smeared but that somehow made her even more glamorous. “Are you getting chemo?” I said.

“Yeah.”

“Me too. It’s not that bad.”

“I’m going to lose my hair,” she whimpered. “I can’t lose my hair.” She had beautiful hair. It was long and straight and perfect. She had thick bangs that came all the way down to her eyes. It was rock-star hair.

“You could get a wig,” I said. My hair had already started thinning. Everyone assured me I was still beautiful, as if that was the most important thing for me to worry about.

“Wigs are for old ladies.”

“What about a hat?”

She thought about that for a minute. “A hat could work,” she said. “I could totally rock a hat.”

We walked into the clinic together, our mothers following close behind.

My mom tried valiantly to befriend Stella’s mom, but Mrs. Hsu was cold and suspicious right away. She still is, even after all this time. Families get to know each other well when their kids are in and out of the hospital all the time, when they’re sitting together for hours on end in the injection clinic. They hug; they bake each other things and buy each other Christmas presents; they cry for each other’s children. But not Stella’s parents. They are always off to the side, silent, miserable, judging, and alone.

Stella and I got chemo that first time in adjacent rooms. After a few minutes of lying there while the poison pulsed through the portacath tube drilled in my chest, I heard a knock on my wall. I knocked back. She started a series of steady, measured taps. I thought maybe it was Morse code. I didn’t know Morse code. Then I started counting and noticed a pattern that repeated itself after seven clusters of taps. You have a lot of time to kill when you’re getting chemo for eight to ten hours.

I pulled out my phone and dialed what I counted. She picked up on the first ring.

From that moment forward, Stella was my secret best friend. By secret, I mean only in the cancer world, the hospital world, the world of Sick Kids. Stella and I never see each other outside this world. In the other world, the world of the well, we are other people. We are people who would not mix. In the other world, she’s in an all-girl punk band and I’m a cheerleader. I mean was. Past tense. I’m not really sure what I am now.

In the other world, I already have a best friend. Kasey Wexler-Beene has had that title since she walked up to me on the first day of kindergarten with her bouncing blond pigtails and said, “Do you want to be friends?” We’ve been inseparable ever since. Until the cancer, that is. How can friends be anything but separable when one has cancer and spends most of her time either in the hospital or at home recovering from being in the hospital? How could a relationship not change when one is dying and the other is not, when one is halfway in another world that no amount of love or history or devotion will ever help the other understand?

But she tries, and I love her for that. At first, a lot of my friends joined her when she’d visit, either piling into the living room while I recuperated on the couch, or even coming to the hospital when I was too sick to go home. I could be hurt by their absence now, but I understand, and I don’t blame them. They have their lives to live, and they shouldn’t waste them sitting around watching me get sicker, and honestly it’s a relief to have fewer people to smile and pretend for. But Kasey is forever loyal. She still comes to visit with my parents or my boyfriend, Will. But over the past few months, especially since I’ve gotten sicker and stopped going to school entirely, it’s gotten harder and harder to find things to talk about, harder to find things we have in common. What do you talk about when one person’s life has stopped and the other’s has kept moving forward?

In some ways, I’ve already said good-bye to Kasey. I’ve already said good-bye to my family. They may not know it yet, they may think I’m still with them, but I’ve been drifting away for a long time now. The world of the sick has been claiming me a little more each day, with each round of blood work, with every CT scan and PET scan and bone scan, every biopsy and bone marrow aspiration, every surgery, every chemo injection, every radiation treatment, every blood transfusion, every pain med, every hospitalization. After a year of this, it’s a miracle I still know how to speak to people outside the hospital. It has been so long since I belonged in their world, no matter how hard they try to keep me in it, no matter how hard I try to stay.

But I haven’t said good-bye to Will yet. I can’t. Even though I know it’s selfish, I can’t let him go. I can’t release him. Some part of me still believes we can make it through this together, that our love is strong enough to work miracles. I can’t imagine going anywhere without him, even death, wherever or whatever that is. I have no idea what’s going to happen to me after I die. I don’t even know how to begin imagining it. People keep telling me it’s going to be quiet and peaceful, that it will be a place I can be forever happy, but I don’t believe them. The only thing I know for sure is it will be a place without Will. Wherever I go, I have to leave him behind. And how can that be paradise? What’s the point of heaven if the person you love most in the world isn’t there?





two.


“ARE YOU SURE YOU’RE OKAY?” MOM SAYS FOR THE MILLIONTH time, her eyebrows furrowed in her now permanent Worry Face. “We don’t have to do this.”

“Of course I’m okay,” I say with as big a smile as I can squeeze out of my face.

Of course I’m not okay. I’m seventeen and I’ve been sitting in Oakland Children’s Hospital for the past two weeks with a broken leg, and now I’m waiting for test results that will tell me how close I am to death. I just watched my parents beg the evil Nurse Moskowitz for permission to take me outside so I can breathe real air instead of the toxic stuff that circulates around the hospital. “It’s not the smartest idea,” Moskowitz said with her signature squint and pursed lips. “But I suppose it’s safe as long as she’s bundled up.”

That was today’s little victory. Hooray! Now my parents and my sister, Jenica, get to wheel me around the hospital’s sad excuse for a courtyard, which isn’t much more than a few picnic tables and paved circle around a tuft of grass next to the helicopter landing pad. I made my face placid as a medical assistant moved me from my bed to a wheelchair, an arduous process of disconnecting my IV and fluids, transferring and hiding my catheter and pee bag, and trying to not drop the giant broken log that used to be my leg. So yeah, I am the exact opposite of okay. But no one needs to know that. They have enough to deal with already.

I didn’t really want to go for this “walk” in the first place, but I played along because we have to do something other than sit in my depressing room while we wait for Dr. Jacobs to show up with my test results. So now here we are, huddling beneath a gray blanket of winter drizzle, breathing the “real air” of a city with one of the worst rates of pediatric asthma in the country. Mom is trying hard to keep her smile, so I am too, and so is Dad. Smiling to keep each other smiling. That’s what we do. It’s our special family talent. Jenica taps away at her phone, too preoccupied to play this game as devotedly as us. We have become experts at ignoring the elephant in the room, even when he follows us outside, even when he’s clomping around us and blowing his trunk for attention, even though he’s been with us for so long he’s practically part of our family, our loyal pet.

“Look at those daffodils,” I say.

“They really do a nice job with the landscaping here,” Dad says. “It really brightens the place up.”

“I was thinking I could bring in ice cream tomorrow,” Mom chirps. “Maybe get some of those weird flavors you like at Tara’s? What was that last one you tried? Curry?”

“Saffron,” I say.

“Do you think Caleb and Stella would like some too? I’ll get a bunch. We can have a little ice-cream party.”

“It’s freezing,” Jenica says. “Nobody wants ice cream.”

I don’t tell them that even this pale winter light is too bright for me, that even with the buffer of my pain pills, it feels like a million tiny screws are boring through my eyes into my brain. I can feel the wet air seeping through my clothes. I try not to shiver. I don’t want to tell anyone I’m cold. I don’t want to make anyone worry more than they already are.

Someone has to make conversation. Someone has to help my poor mother out. “Did you hear from Stanford?” I say to Jenica.

“Not yet,” she says, finally looking up from her phone. “Probably have a few weeks until they send out their letters. I feel good about it, though.”

“And if you don’t get in, there’s always Berkeley, right?” Mom says. “Or even UC Davis?”

Jenica snorts. “I am not going to Davis. You can’t be serious, Mom.” Oh yeah, this is why we don’t talk.

I can’t help myself: “Don’t forget, some of us aren’t even going to get to go to college.”

“Oh god!” Mom exhales.

“Girls!” Dad says, and wraps his arm protectively around Mom. She leans into him with all her weight, shoving her face into his chest, as if blocking out the world will make it stop hurting.

“I’m sorry, Mom.” I am sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt her, just Jenica. But even Jenica didn’t deserve that. They’re already hurting so much.

Mom returns to us, the brave smile plastered back on her face. “It’s okay, honey.” She takes my hand. “Oh, Evie, you’re so cold!”

“I’m okay.”

“Let’s go back in,” Jenica says. At least we can agree on something.

Neither Mom nor Dad seems to want to move. As miserable as this is, they don’t want it to be over. These small moments outside my hospital room are some of the few things still connecting me to their world. No one talks about it, but there’s always the possibility that any of these could be my last trip outside. My last chance breathing air outside the hospital. Forever.

I think I’m going to puke.

“Are you okay?” Dad says.

“I’m fine,” I say again. Again and again and again and again, even though it will never be true. I don’t mention the headache that has morphed into a full-blown migraine strong enough to tear through my painkiller haze.

The rain starts in earnest. The sky darkens. Jenica is the only one brave enough to turn around and start walking back to the hospital.

Nurse Moskowitz meets us at the elevator, all frowns and cold, efficient hands. “I should never have agreed to this,” she says, shaking her head as she pushes my mom out of the way to take control of the wheelchair. “Evie’s in no condition to be out in the rain.”

Mom helps me get into dry pajamas while the others wait in the hall. Moskowitz takes my temperature, and it’s barely above ninety-six. “Too low,” she scolds Mom, and turns the heat up in my room. All I want to do is sleep, but that’s when Dr. Jacobs arrives.

“Doctor,” my dad says, shaking his hand. Everyone’s sitting up a little straighter. Even Jenica has put her phone down and is paying attention.

“I think I have a migraine,” I say.

“It’s a little early for your pain pills,” Moskowitz says.

“It’s all right,” Dr. Jacobs says. “She can have them now.” He’s usually such a stickler about meds. The news he’s here to deliver must be bad.

Moskowitz gives me my pills and watches me swallow them before she’ll leave the room. In the stillness before Dr. Jacobs starts talking, I gather myself up, close my eyes, take a deep breath, and then I’m gone. It is one of the things I do best. Jenica’s good at school; I used to be good at cheerleading, and now I’m good at this. I zone out. I go away. I fly out of my body and up to the ceiling to watch the scene unfold. It is just information now. It is just facts. There is nothing for me to feel.

Metastasis.

I hear the word in Dr. Jacob’s voice. I am vaguely aware of my mother crying. My father groans. Jenica whimpers. But I am above it all. I am keeping a clear head. Someone in this family has to.

Metastasis.

The dirty word. The forbidden word. The word that separates the merely sick from the almost-dead. The word “terminal” has gone out of style, but that’s basically what it means. Metastasis means “spreading.” It means the cancer is everywhere. It’s what I expected. I know it’s what we all expected, though no one had the guts to say it out loud.

A year ago, when I was first diagnosed, the cancer was just a tidy little tumor on my left hip bone. Ewing’s sarcoma, a rare form of cancer that is almost exclusively reserved for teenagers, found its way into my body, got comfortable, and made a little home. But then it became ambitious. That’s the nature of cancer; it’s the overachiever of the disease world. It gets angry when you try to remove it. Sometimes the microscopic remnants left over after excision vow revenge and come back even stronger.

Of course, this is not how Dr. Jacobs describes it. His version of cancer doesn’t have a personality. He’s all monotone medical jargon behind the safety of his clipboard. “It’s in your bone marrow now,” he says with his practiced kindness. “We haven’t been able to contain it.” He continues explaining over my mother’s breathy sobs, describing how the cancer had spread down my side and into my femur, then jumped ship into my marrow, weakening the bone enough to make it useless, which is why I ended up breaking my leg two weeks ago while just walking. All this despite surgery, radiation, and a week of all-day chemo every month for the past year. All this despite everything in my life coming to a halt.

The cancer had been there for a while, hiding, dancing its invisible dance that tests missed until it was too late. The disease had been twirling itself into a frenzy during the months after my original diagnosis and the surgery to remove the tumor. I got into a rhythm during those months of outpatient treatment, during those three short weeks between rounds of chemo. My hair would start growing back, my body remembered how to eat and make a little muscle, and I could walk for more than a minute without getting exhausted. I started going to school again. I gave myself permission to get used to the feeling of my own bed. Will and I would resume our standing Friday-night date as if nothing happened, and I could fall back into his arms where I belonged and pretend I could stay there forever. I would start feeling good again just as it became time to do it all over.

No one ever told me I was cured. No one even said “remission.” But it’s like we all collectively agreed to pretend there was a chance the tumor was gone. It was only natural that I become the ringleader—I was a cheerleader, after all. I saw those heartbroken eyes looking at me—my parents, Kasey, Will, everyone at school who was used to me being so fun and positive and full of life—all of them wanting me to assure them everything was okay, and I knew it was my responsibility to keep their hope alive. Every time I got home from another round of chemo, I forced a smile and said I felt great. I learned how to puke quietly. We all believed in miracles then. We had to.

My hip was always a little sore after the surgery that removed the tumor, but I knew deep down this new pain was different. I knew the dull soreness of healing had turned into something sharper. Two months ago, when they discovered it had spread from my hip to my femur, I was not surprised. Even after radiation, while they were still waiting to do the tests that would tell them if the treatment worked, I knew it had gone even farther, deeper, and my whole body had started to betray me. Before their tests could confirm anything, I knew that everything inside me had somehow been infected. I knew all of this two weeks ago, walking with Will around Lake Merritt. I knew this new pain was never going to go away. But I wanted to give Will a good day, and even though it hurt, I knew it was my job to keep smiling. So that’s what I did. I kept smiling until I couldn’t.

It was one of those magical Bay Area winter days—the sun was out, the sky clear and blue, the temperature in the low sixties. Even the resident killer geese were on their best behavior. Moms were pushing strollers, pretty girls were jogging, handsome men were walking dogs, and Will was holding my hand in that perfect way he does—not so strong that he crushes me, but just firm enough that I know he’s not letting go. He was telling me about how someone saw a stingray in the lake the other day, and I wanted so badly to talk about this small thing with him. I wanted to be in that moment in that place and have it be the only thing that mattered, but the pain in my leg was unbearable. In the midst of all that beauty, I could feel my grip on it slipping away. I tried to keep walking, even after the pain got so bad I couldn’t see. I thought if I kept walking, if I kept pretending nothing was wrong, then I could be that almost-normal girl forever—a girl who just happened to be skinny and pale with a very short haircut, walking with a limp while leaning on a cane, holding the hand of her sweet and adorable boyfriend, taking a walk the way normal couples do.

But then I fell. I cannot describe the feeling of my leg breaking, the sound of the brittle bone cracking into shards inside me. I blacked out from the pain, but for some reason I clearly remember the squawking of the geese, as if they were angry with me for ruining their nice sunny day. I remember the jumble of spectators’ voices, all those other people’s dates made suddenly awkward. I remember Will’s touch, his fingertips cool and gentle on my skin, and it was the only thing that felt right on my body; it was the only thing in the world that was solid and unmoving. As I listened to Will explaining my medical history to the paramedics, I remember thinking there is no good reason a seventeen-year-old kid should know anything close to what he knows about cancer. His voice was calm and low, in control like always, but the words were gibberish, just sounds, more like music than meaningful things.

My left femur broke into five pieces. They should have just left the cruel puzzle and never bothered to put it back together. But here I am with a titanium rod and five screws in my leg. I have a brand-new bionic leg that will most likely never even know what it feels like to walk. What am I going to do with all that fancy metal when I’m in the ground? The pieces will just be there, buried and unused, while the rest of me disintegrates and crumbles back into the earth.

Will would tell me to keep hoping. I don’t have the heart to tell him that sometimes hope can be frivolous. It can be a big waste of time and love, not to mention money. People don’t say that kind of thing out loud in a place like this, but it’s true. What if I don’t get stronger? What if I’m too tired to keep hoping, to keep pretending everything’s going to be okay?

“Evie,” Dad says. “Are you listening?”

I come back down from my faraway place, back to this strange world where the land of the living meets the land of the dead.

“So we should start talking about next steps,” Dr. Jacobs says.

“Yes,” says Mom.

“Yes,” says Dad.

Just keep moving forward. Just keep doing something. As long as something’s happening, we can hold on to the illusion that something’s being fixed.

“As soon as Evie recovers from the surgery on her leg, we can start her on an even more aggressive series of chemo and radiation. She’ll need a bone marrow transplant, of course. Stem cell therapy. Blood transfusions.”

“Oh my,” Mom gasps. She puts her hand over her trembling lips, as if hiding her fear will make this any less real.

“There’s a clinical trial we may want to talk about. It’s still in the early stages, so there aren’t really any statistics available yet.”

“What’s the survival rate?” I say. “If I do all these treatments?”

Dr. Jacobs blinks, and for a split second, I see a crack in his armor of confidence.

“Four to seven percent,” he says, with the kind of straight face only very good doctors and very good actors are capable of. “And that’s just a five-year prognosis. As you know, this particular cancer has a reputation for recurring.”

Mom cries even harder. Dad sighs and puts his face in his hands. Tears are running down Jenica’s face. The doctor and I are the only ones with dry eyes.

“When can we start?” Mom says.

“Well, there’s the question of Evie’s leg, of course. And her white blood cell counts aren’t great yet. And—”

“No,” I say.

“What?” says Dad.

“No. I don’t want to do it.”

“The clinical trial?” Mom says. “We haven’t even heard the details yet.”

“Not just the clinical trial. I mean all of it.”

“Evie, you’re not feeling well,” Dad says. “You can’t be expected to make a decision right now.”

“Dad, I’m never feeling well. He said I have a four percent chance. I don’t want to go through all that again for four percent. It’s not worth it.”

“Of course it’s worth it,” he growls. When feelings get too much, his sadness turns to anger.

“Four to seven percent,” Mom pleads. “It could be seven.” Her sadness turns to desperation. Her sadness turns to the absurd.

“Oh my god,” Jenica says from the corner. Her whole body shakes. Somebody please go comfort her. Mom, Dad, she needs you too.

“Dr. Jacobs,” Dad says, his face getting red, his jaw getting tight. “Will you please talk some sense into her?”

Dr. Jacobs looks at them both, then at me. He holds my gaze for a while, and I know he is on my side. “As a doctor, I’m almost always for trying anything possible. But that’s not always the right decision for a family. You have to weigh your options very carefully. Treatment is really, really hard. Physically and emotionally. Evie knows that better than any of us.”

Mom’s mouth is open in disbelief. I think Dad may actually hit him.

After an excruciatingly long pause, Dr. Jacobs finally says, “I think you should listen to your daughter.”

Yes. Finally. Somebody cares what I think. Feelings flood my body, but they leave so quickly I can’t name any of them. What if I don’t know what I think?

“I want a second opinion,” Dad says immediately.

“That’s absolutely your right,” Dr. Jacobs says. “But I should remind you that I am the head of oncology, and diagnoses and prognoses are made by an entire team of doctors. Everybody’s been a part of Evie’s treatment. I’m afraid there isn’t a doctor here who will tell you anything different.”

“We’ll go to a different hospital, then.”

“Dad, no,” I say. “You can’t make me. I can’t do this anymore. I can’t make you do this anymore.”

“Don’t worry about us, Evie. We’ll do whatever it takes.”

“I know. That’s the problem. Sometimes you have to know when to stop.”

Silence. Too much silence. It’s heavy. Crushing. It will flatten us all.

Then Jenica’s phone rings and wipes the air clean.

“Dammit, Jenica!” Dad shouts. “Will you turn that damn thing off?”

“Sorry.” She fumbles for her phone, hands shaking. I silently thank whoever called her.

“Can you give us some time alone, Doctor?” Mom says softly. “This is a lot to process.”

“Of course. Let one of the nurses know if you want me paged, okay?” He puts his hand on my shoulder. “You too, kiddo. If you have any questions. You have me and Dan and the nurses and counselors all here to help you.”

“I know,” I say. “Okay.”

“I’m going to work on putting together a palliative care team for Evie. It’ll be me, Dan, a social worker and counselor, a chaplain if you want, and a nurse, probably Nurse Moskowitz.”

“Ugh,” I say.

Dr. Jacobs chuckles, and the sound of it is shocking. “Whatever you decide to do, we’re going to do this together, and we’re going to make you as comfortable as possible.”

“Thank you, Dr. Jacobs,” Mom says. Dad shakes his hand reluctantly, then the doctor walks out the door and we’re left to fend for ourselves.

I speak before anyone has a chance to say anything: “I don’t want to talk about this any more tonight.”

“But Evie—”

“Please, Dad. I have a migraine. I’m really tired.”

“Let’s let her rest,” Mom says, though I know it pains her. I know that what she really want is to be by my side all day and all night, holding my hand, keeping me talking. Especially now that she knows for sure that her time with me is almost over. I think this is what I should want too, but what I want more than anything right now is to be alone.

“You might as well go home,” I say. “All I’m going to do is sleep.”

“Are you sure?” Mom says. “I could stay with you. Are you sure you don’t want to talk? This is a lot to deal with. It doesn’t feel right to just leave you here all alone.”

“Mom,” Jenica says. “She said she wants us to leave. We should respect her wishes.” Thank you, Jenica.

They take turns kissing me good-bye, and it strikes me how my family has become so efficient with our love. It takes all my strength to hold on to my neutral face as they file out the door. As soon as it closes behind them, my lips can finally rest in their usual grimace. I press the button to call the nurse so I can ask for a sleeping pill.

I lie in bed, alone, in darkness, waiting for yet another pill to soften the pain, hoping it’ll happen before the feelings I’ve managed to avoid catch up with me. If there’s one consolation of dying, it’s that it won’t be too long until I can stop pretending I’m not.

And so I guess this means it is time to die. It’s time to let everyone off the hook, let Mom and Dad get on with their lives and stop wasting all their energy on the wrong daughter. Kasey shouldn’t have to spend her precious free time at my bedside. And Will—my sweet, loyal, perfect Will—it’s time to let him have something besides this dead-end love, let him find someone he can actually have a future with, let him become someone besides the guy with the dying girlfriend. It’s time to let them all go. It’s time to stop dragging them down with me.

The thing they don’t understand is, this is not life. This is a vague, cruel shadow of life. I am ready even if they aren’t. I’m ready to say good-bye.





three.


THERE’S NOTHING MORE DEPRESSING THAN VALENTINE’S Day in a children’s hospital. Nothing.

I’ll give them credit, though—they’re valiant in their efforts to make it not suck. All the nurses are wearing pink scrubs, with various heart-shaped and glittery accessories. There are a million art supplies in the kids’ playroom to make valentines. We woke up this morning to pink bags hanging off of everyone’s door, filled with candy and fancy pencils and other random little toys. Someone’s mom arrived with several Tupperware containers full of fresh-baked cookies, enough for every Cancer Kid to have at least two.

The little kids are falling for it, and I’m glad. It’s good to see them smiling and busy, doing something besides sitting in bed watching TV with their exhausted families. I wish I could join them like I used to, but every attempt at re-creating normal life in here, every special event or activity, just makes me sad. I should have been down there with them like Caleb, nostalgic for his days as an assistant Sunday school teacher, distributing scissors and glitter and helping them laugh. But instead, I’m in the empty teen lounge, watching Stella deface the new issue of Seventeen magazine. This destruction seems more in line with what I’m feeling. I can’t deal with sick kids right now.

My parents have finally accepted my decision. I get to go home in a couple of days. It took Dr. Jacobs and Dan describing in great detail how much pain and suffering I would experience if we went ahead with treatment. Did my parents really want to trade the slight possibility of my living a few extra months if the time I had left was going to be so miserable? Did they really think I was going to make it, or were they afraid of accepting the inevitable fact that they were going to have to let me go? Dan held my mom while she sobbed, and she looked so small in his long arms.

When she finally came up for air, she could not look at me. “Okay,” she finally said. I looked out the window. My mother had just given permission for me to die.

We’ve found a new peace since then. Mom still breaks down in tears sometimes and I still float away, but mostly we’re keeping our shit together as a family. Telling Stella and Caleb wasn’t as hard as I thought it’d be, maybe because we already sort of accepted that a condition of our friendship is that one of us could die at any second. We hugged and shed a few tears, then we vowed not to talk about it anymore.

Telling Kasey was the hardest because, unlike Stella and Caleb, she did not have the courtesy to save her strong feelings for later, so I had to comfort her through her meltdown. I was the one telling her everything is going to be okay, that life will go on just fine without me. That’s a strange position to be in, comforting someone else about your own death.

But none of this comes close to what will be the most terrible part of all. I don’t know how I’m going to tell Will that I’m giving up on the promise we made that we’d get through this together, that I’m leaving him to get through this alone, without me.

“Can you believe this shit?” Stella says, showing me a page featuring a scantily clad teen holding a math textbook with a confused look on her face. She has written in a thought bubble above the model’s head: Keep me stupid so I don’t ask questions. “I can’t believe this is legal. It’s like child porn.”

“I’m sure she’s eighteen,” I say, grateful for the interruption of the depressing mess inside my head. Stella rolls her eyes.

“Hey, guys,” Caleb says as he walks through the door with two construction-paper hearts. He hands one to each of us with a big dopey grin on his face.

It’s still shocking to see him sometimes, so unlike the rest of us. We are all so obviously sick, but Caleb still seems healthy. He walks around the halls unassisted most of the time. He goes around cheering up little kids. Most of the time, he doesn’t seem sick at all, definitely not sick enough to be an inpatient. But then he’ll disappear for a day or two with a migraine that makes him unable to move, or he’ll get really confused all of a sudden and forget how to talk and we have to get a nurse to take him away. But he always comes back cheerful and full of hope, even with double vision, even with sores in his mouth from the radiation. Brain cancer can be weird like that. One day you’re doing your math homework, then all of a sudden you forget your name. Then you have a seizure and end up here, where doctors find a tumor the size of a Ping-Pong ball in your head.

Caleb’s brain cancer was “cured” at age six, so he had a whole nine years of believing he was done with it, nine years to forget what being sick felt like, to forget the fear, nine years to create a normal life. He had nine years to feel grateful, to believe every day was a miracle. But at fifteen, just a semester into his first year of high school, just a week after getting cast in the school musical, he found out God made a mistake. He took back the cure. And yet Caleb still believes in Him, now more than ever.

The heart Caleb made me has a white doily stuck to it and several sparkly heart stickers. He appears to have had a little difficulty with a clump of sequins. It says in careful purple cursive: For Evie. Love, Caleb.

“Glitter,” Stella says gravely. “The herpes of the crafting world.” She leans over and looks at my valentine, then back at hers. “Wait a minute,” she says. “Why does Evie’s say ‘Love, Caleb’ and mine just says ‘From Caleb?’”

Caleb blushes and looks away. He hurries over to the TV and busies himself with setting up a video game. I expect Stella to keep talking, to embarrass him further. But she just looks at me, smiles sadly, and looks back at her magazine.

“You three too cool to hang out with everyone else?” Dan says as he walks into the room. He has to duck his head slightly as he comes through the doorway, nearly dislodging some hanging pink hearts. He looks like he should be playing basketball for the NBA instead of hanging out in here with us. He won’t tell us exactly how tall he is, but I know it’s close to seven feet.

“Hi, Danimal,” Stella coos, and gives a silly little wave with her fingers. Dan rolls his eyes.

“Evie, my friend,” he says, sitting in the chair next to me. “How are you?”

“I’m okay.”

“I’ve been meaning to come by and see you all day, but a couple of little kids were getting ready to go into surgery this morning and needed me.”

“It’s okay.”

“You know it’s okay for things to not be okay, right?” he says softly, as if lowering his voice a little could give us privacy in this tiny room. “You could tell me.”

“I know.” Does he really have to do this in front of Caleb and Stella?

“All right,” he says, but I can tell he doesn’t believe me. “I’m about to leave for the day. I’ll come by and see you tomorrow, I promise. Is there anything you guys need? Caleb? You okay over there?”

Caleb is staring at the controller in his hand, as if he’s wondering how it got there. After a few seconds, he looks up and smiles. “Hi, Dan,” he says, like he just noticed he was here.

“My shoulders are sore, Big Dan,” Stella says. “Can I have a massage?”

“Good night, Miss Hsu,” he says. Stella cracks up, and I laugh a little too. The only reason she can get away with this is because she’s Stella.

“He is so fun to flirt with,” she says after he’s gone.

“You should give my sister some pointers,” I say. “She loves him.”

“Your sister,” Stella says, then pauses for dramatic effect, “has a big fat stick up her ass. And not the fun kind.”

I love how raunchy Stella can be, how she’ll say anything to get a reaction from people. Being with her and Caleb is the only thing that’s making my new death sentence tolerable. They’re the only ones who don’t need to talk about it.

Caleb gives up on the video game and puts the controller down. “I don’t understand,” he says, scratching the flaky skin behind his ear. “Why do you want to flirt with Dan if you’re a lesbian?”

“Oh my god!” Stella exclaims in mock horror. “I am so not a lesbian. Lesbians knit and have ten cats and drink herbal tea. Just because I’ve made out with a few girls doesn’t mean we need to label it. And in case you forgot, I have a boyfriend.”

“Yeah, but wasn’t he—?” Caleb doesn’t finish his sentence. Stella shoots him a look that makes it clear she has no interest in hearing the rest of his question.

“So you’re bisexual?” I say.

“I’m just Stella.” She grins, tipping her hat to us. And that’s the end of that.

Only on pediatric cancer wards do you get friendships like ours. When you’re sick like we are, how you present yourself to the world seems to lose its importance. No one cares about your hobbies or how you dress when you’re sitting side by side for hours getting blood transfusions. No one cares about being cool when you’re rubbing your friend’s back while they puke into a bedpan.

It hits me that I’m going to have to say good-bye to them, too. Not just the world of the well. This one. I’m leaving my sick world too.

“I’m tired,” I say. “I’m going to take a nap before my parents and Jenica get here.”

“Want me to wheel you back to your room?” Caleb says.

“Sure. Thanks.”

“I’ll come up too,” Stella says. “Maybe my roommate will be asleep and I can have phone sex with Cole.”

“Gross,” Caleb and I say in unison.

I just want to fall asleep before I start crying. If I start, I’m afraid I’ll never be able to stop.


The second saddest thing, after Valentine’s Day in a children’s hospital, is a Valentine’s Day present from your parents. The white stuffed dog mine brought me holds a heart in its mouth that says I Ruv You. It sits on my bedside table next to the plastic pitcher of water, an evil grin on its little doggy face. Its beady eyes say, “No romance for you, Cancer Girl.”

Does the white dog know it’s also my two-year anniversary with Will? Exactly two years ago today, we went on our first date—burgers at Barney’s, and Casablanca at the art house movie theater on Telegraph. He kissed me for the first time when Ilsa said to Humphrey Bogart, “Kiss me. Kiss me as if it were the last time.” The theater shows it every Valentine’s Day, and we went again last year, just before my first diagnosis. We were going to make it our tradition
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