
		
			
				
				THE WHITE ROOM
			

			I’VE READ MANY more books than you. It doesn’t matter how many you’ve read. I’ve read more. Believe me. I’ve had the time.

			In my white room, against my white walls, on my glistening white bookshelves, book spines provide the only color. The books are all brand-new hardcovers—no germy secondhand softcovers for me. They come to me from Outside, decontaminated and vacuum-sealed in plastic wrap. I would like to see the machine that does this. I imagine each book traveling on a white conveyor belt toward rectangular white stations where robotic white arms dust, scrape, spray, and otherwise sterilize it until it’s finally deemed clean enough to come to me. When a new book arrives, my first task is to remove the wrapping, a process that involves scissors and more than one broken nail. My second task is to write my name on the inside front cover.

			PROPERTY OF: Madeline Whittier

			I don’t know why I do this. There’s no one else here except my mother, who never reads, and my nurse, Carla, who has no time to read because she spends all her time watching me breathe. I rarely have visitors, and so there’s no one to lend my books to. There’s no one who needs reminding that the forgotten book on his or her shelf belongs to me.

			REWARD IF FOUND (Check all that apply):

			This is the section that takes me the longest time, and I vary it with each book. Sometimes the rewards are fanciful:

			
				• Picnic with me (Madeline) in a pollen-filled field of poppies, lilies, and endless man-in-the-moon marigolds under a clear blue summer sky.

				• Drink tea with me (Madeline) in a lighthouse in the middle of the Atlantic Ocean in the middle of a hurricane.

				• Snorkel with me (Madeline) off Molokini to spot the Hawaiian state fish—the humuhumunukunukuapuaa.
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			Sometimes the rewards are not so fanciful:

			
				• A visit with me (Madeline) to a used bookstore.

				• A walk outside with me (Madeline), just down the block and back.

				• A short conversation with me (Madeline), discussing anything you want, on my white couch, in my white bedroom.

			

			Sometimes the reward is just:

			
				• Me (Madeline).

			

		

	
		
			
				
				SCID ROW
			

			MY DISEASE IS as rare as it is famous. It’s a form of Severe Combined Immunodeficiency, but you know it as “bubble baby disease.”

			Basically, I’m allergic to the world. Anything can trigger a bout of sickness. It could be the chemicals in the cleaner used to wipe the table that I just touched. It could be someone’s perfume. It could be the exotic spice in the food I just ate. It could be one, or all, or none of these things, or something else entirely. No one knows the triggers, but everyone knows the consequences. According to my mom I almost died as an infant. And so I stay on SCID row. I don’t leave my house, have not left my house in seventeen years.
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				BRTHDAE UISH
			

			“MOVIE NIGHT OR Honor Pictionary or Book Club?” my mom asks while inflating a blood pressure cuff around my arm. She doesn’t mention her favorite of all our post-dinner activities—Phonetic Scrabble. I look up to see that her eyes are already laughing at me.

			“Phonetic,” I say.

			She stops inflating the cuff. Ordinarily Carla, my full-time nurse, would be taking my blood pressure and filling out my daily health log, but my mom’s given her the day off. It’s my birthday and we always spend the day together, just the two of us.

			She puts on her stethoscope so that she can listen to my heartbeat. Her smile fades and is replaced by her more serious doctor’s face. This is the face her patients most often see—slightly distant, professional, and concerned. I wonder if they find it comforting.

			Impulsively I give her a quick kiss on the forehead to remind her that it’s just me, her favorite patient, her daughter.

			She opens her eyes, smiles, and caresses my cheek. I guess if you’re going to be born with an illness that requires constant care, then it’s good to have your mom as your doctor.

			A few seconds later she gives me her best I’m-the-doctor-and-I’m-afraid-I-have-some-bad-news-for-you face. “It’s your big day. Why don’t we play something you have an actual chance of winning? Honor Pictionary?”

			Since regular Pictionary can’t really be played with two people, we invented Honor Pictionary. One person draws and the other person is on her honor to make her best guess. If you guess correctly, the other person scores.

			I narrow my eyes at her. “We’re playing Phonetic, and I’m winning this time,” I say confidently, though I have no chance of winning. In all our years of playing Phonetic Scrabble, or Fonetik Skrabbl, I’ve never beaten her at it. The last time we played I came close. But then she devastated me on the final word, playing JEENZ on a triple word score.

			“OK.” She shakes her head with mock pity. “Anything you want.” She closes her laughing eyes to listen to the stethoscope.

			We spend the rest of the morning baking my traditional birthday cake of vanilla sponge with vanilla cream frosting. After it’s cooled, I apply an unreasonably thin layer of frosting, just enough to cover the cake. We are, both of us, cake people, not frosting people. For decoration, I draw eighteen frosted daisies with white petals and a white center across the top. On the sides I fashion draped white curtains.

			“Perfect.” My mom peers over my shoulders as I finish up. “Just like you.”

			I turn to face her. She’s smiling a wide, proud smile at me, but her eyes are bright with tears.

			“You. Are. Tragic,” I say, and squirt a dollop of frosting on her nose, which only makes her laugh and cry some more. Really, she’s not usually this emotional, but something about my birthday always makes her both weepy and joyful at the same time. And if she’s weepy and joyful, then I’m weepy and joyful, too.

			“I know,” she says, throwing her hands helplessly up in the air. “I’m totally pathetic.” She pulls me into a hug and squeezes. Frosting gets into my hair.

			My birthday is the one day of the year that we’re both most acutely aware of my illness. It’s the acknowledging of the passage of time that does it. Another whole year of being sick, no hope for a cure on the horizon. Another year of missing all the normal teenagery things—learner’s permit, first kiss, prom, first heartbreak, first fender bender. Another year of my mom doing nothing but working and taking care of me. Every other day these omissions are easy—easier, at least—to ignore.

			This year is a little harder than the previous. Maybe it’s because I’m eighteen now. Technically, I’m an adult. I should be leaving home, going off to college. My mom should be dreading empty-nest syndrome. But because of SCID, I’m not going anywhere.

			Later, after dinner, she gives me a beautiful set of watercolor pencils that had been on my wish list for months. We go into the living room and sit cross-legged in front of the coffee table. This is also part of our birthday ritual: She lights a single candle in the center of the cake. I close my eyes and make a wish. I blow the candle out.

			“What did you wish for?” she asks as soon as I open my eyes.

			Really there’s only one thing to wish for—a magical cure that will allow me to run free outside like a wild animal. But I never make that wish because it’s impossible. It’s like wishing that mermaids and dragons and unicorns were real. Instead I wish for something more likely than a cure. Something less likely to make us both sad.

			“World peace,” I say.

			Three slices of cake later, we begin a game of Fonetik. I do not win. I don’t even come close.

			She uses all seven letters and puts down POKALIP next to an S. POKALIPS.

			“What’s that?” I ask.

			“Apocalypse,” she says, eyes dancing.

			“No, Mom. No way. I can’t give that to you.”

			“Yes,” is all she says.

			“Mom, you need an extra A. No way.”

			“Pokalips,” she says for effect, gesturing at the letters. “It totally works.”

			I shake my head.

			“P O K A L I P S,” she insists, slowly dragging out the word.

			“Oh my God, you’re relentless,” I say, throwing my hands up. “OK, OK, I’ll allow it.”

			“Yesssss.” She pumps her fist and laughs at me and marks down her now-insurmountable score. “You’ve never really understood this game,” she says. “It’s a game of persuasion.”

			I slice myself another piece of cake. “That was not persuasion,” I say. “That was cheating.”

			“Same same,” she says, and we both laugh.

			“You can beat me at Honor Pictionary tomorrow,” she says.

			After I lose, we go to the couch and watch our favorite movie, Young Frankenstein. Watching it is also part of our birthday ritual. I put my head in her lap, and she strokes my hair, and we laugh at the same jokes in the same way that we’ve been laughing at them for years. All in all, not a bad way to spend your eighteenth birthday.

		

	
		
			
				
				STAYS THE SAME
			

			I’M READING ON my white couch when Carla comes in the next morning.

			“Feliz cumpleaños,” she sings out.

			I lower my book. “Gracias.”

			“How was the birthday?” She begins unpacking her medical bag.

			“We had fun.”

			“Vanilla cake and vanilla frosting?” she asks.

			“Of course.”

			“Young Frankenstein?”

			“Yes.”

			“And you lost at that game?” she asks.

			“We’re pretty predictable, huh?”

			“Don’t mind me,” she says, laughing. “I’m just jealous of how sweet you and your mama are.”

			She picks up my health log from yesterday, quickly reviews my mom’s measurements and adds a new sheet to the clipboard. “These days Rosa can’t even be bothered to give me the time of day.”

			Rosa is Carla’s seventeen-year-old daughter. According to Carla they were really close until hormones and boys took over. I can’t imagine that happening to my mom and me.

			Carla sits next to me on the couch, and I hold out my hand for the blood pressure cuff. Her eyes drop to my book.

			“Flowers for Algernon again?” she asks. “Doesn’t that book always make you cry?”

			“One day it won’t,” I say. “I want to be sure to be reading it on that day.”

			She rolls her eyes at me and takes my hand.

			It is kind of a flip answer, but then I wonder if it’s true.

			Maybe I’m holding out hope that one day, someday, things will change.

		

	
		
			
				
				ALIEN INVASION, PART 2
			

			I’M UP TO the part where Charlie realizes that the mouse’s fate may be his own when I hear a loud rumbling noise outside. Immediately my mind goes to outer space. I picture a giant mother ship hovering in the skies above us.

			The house trembles and my books vibrate on the shelves. A steady beeping joins the rumbling and I know what it is. A truck. Probably just lost, I tell myself, to stave off disappointment. Probably just made a wrong turn on their way to someplace else.

			But then the engine cuts off. Doors open and close. A moment passes, and then another, and then a woman’s voice sings out, “Welcome to our new home, everybody!”

			Carla stares at me hard for a few seconds. I know what she’s thinking.

			It’s happening again.

		

	
		
			
				
				MADELINE’S DIARY
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				THE WELCOME COMMITTEE
			

			“CARLA,” I SAY, “it won’t be like last time.” I’m not eight years old anymore.

			“I want you to promise—” she begins, but I’m already at the window, sweeping the curtains aside.

			I am not prepared for the bright California sun. I’m not prepared for the sight of it, high and blazing hot and white against the washed-out white sky. I am blind. But then the white haze over my vision begins to clear. Everything is haloed.

			I see the truck and the silhouette of an older woman twirling—the mother. I see an older man at the back of the truck—the father. I see a girl maybe a little younger than me—the daughter.

			Then I see him. He’s tall, lean, and wearing all black: black T-shirt, black jeans, black sneakers, and a black knit cap that covers his hair completely. He’s white with a pale honey tan and his face is starkly angular. He jumps down from his perch at the back of the truck and glides across the driveway, moving as if gravity affects him differently than it does the rest of us. He stops, cocks his head to one side, and stares up at his new house as if it were a puzzle.

			After a few seconds he begins bouncing lightly on the balls of his feet. Suddenly he takes off at a sprint and runs literally six feet up the front wall. He grabs a windowsill and dangles from it for a second or two and then drops back down into a crouch.

			“Nice, Olly,” says his mother.

			“Didn’t I tell you to quit doing that stuff?” his father growls.

			He ignores them both and remains in his crouch.

			I press my open palm against the glass, breathless as if I’d done that crazy stunt myself. I look from him to the wall to the windowsill and back to him again. He’s no longer crouched. He’s staring up at me. Our eyes meet. Vaguely I wonder what he sees in my window—strange girl in white with wide staring eyes. He grins at me and his face is no longer stark, no longer severe. I try to smile back, but I’m so flustered that I frown at him instead.

		

	
		
			
				
				MY WHITE BALLOON
			

			THAT NIGHT, I dream that the house breathes with me. I exhale and the walls contract like a pinpricked balloon, crushing me as it deflates. I inhale and the walls expand. A single breath more and my life will finally, finally explode.

		

	
		
			
				
				NEIGHBORHOOD WATCH
			

			
				HIS MOM’S SCHEDULE

				6:35 AM - Arrives on porch with a steaming cup of something hot. Coffee?

				6:36 AM - Stares off into empty lot across the way while sipping her drink. Tea?

				7:00 AM - Reenters the house.

				7:15 AM - Back on porch. Kisses husband good-bye. Watches as his car drives away.

				9:30 AM - Gardens. Looks for, finds, and discards cigarette butts.

				1:00 PM - Leaves house in car. Errands?

				5:00 PM - Pleads with Kara and Olly to begin chores “before your father gets home.”

			

			
				KARA’S (SISTER) SCHEDULE

				10:00 AM - Stomps outside wearing black boots and a fuzzy brown bathrobe.

				10:01 AM - Checks cell phone messages. She gets a lot of messages.

				10:06 AM - Smokes three cigarettes in the garden between our two houses.

				10:20 AM - Digs a hole with the toe of her boots and buries cigarette carcasses.

				10:25 AM–5:00 PM - Texts or talks on the phone.

				5:25 PM - Chores.

			

			
				HIS DAD’S SCHEDULE

				7:15 AM - Leaves for work.

				6:00 PM - Arrives home from work.

				6:20 PM - Sits on porch with drink #1.

				6:30 PM - Reenters the house for dinner.

				7:00 PM - Back on porch with drink #2.

				7:25 PM - Drink #3.

				7:45 PM - Yelling at family begins.

				10:35 PM - Yelling at family subsides.

			

			
				OLLY’S SCHEDULE

				Unpredictable.

			

		

	
		
			
				
				I SPY
			

			HIS FAMILY CALLS him Olly. Well, his sister and his mom call him Olly. His dad calls him Oliver. He’s the one I watch the most. His bedroom is on the second floor and almost directly across from mine and his blinds are almost always open.

			Some mornings he sleeps in until noon. Others, he’s gone from his room before I wake to begin my surveillance. Most mornings, though, he wakes at 9 A.M., climbs out of his bedroom, and makes his way, Spider-Man-style, to the roof using the siding. He stays up there for about an hour before swinging, legs first, back into his room. No matter how much I try, I haven’t been able to see what he does when he’s up there.

			His room is empty but for a bed and a chest of drawers. A few boxes from the move remain unpacked and stacked by the doorway. There are no decorations except for a single poster for a movie called Jump London. I looked it up and it’s about parkour, which is a kind of street gymnastics, which explains how he’s able to do all the crazy stuff that he does. The more I watch, the more I want to know.

		

	
		
			
				
				MAP OF DESPAIR
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				SELECT ALL, DELETE
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				PRETENDING
			

			I’M STRONGER WITH each passing day. Nothing hurts except my heart, but I’m trying not to use it. I keep the blinds closed. I read my books. Existential or nihilist ones. I have no patience for books that pretend life has meaning. I have no patience for happy endings.

			I don’t think about Olly. He sends me e-mails that I trash without reading.

			After two weeks I’m strong enough to resume some classes. Another two weeks and I’m able to resume all of them.

			I don’t think about Olly. I trash still more of his e-mails.

			My mom is still trying to fix me. She hovers. And worries and fusses and administers. Now that I’m stronger she coaxes me back into our mother-daughter nights. Like Olly, she wants our lives to go back to the way they were before. I don’t enjoy our nights together—I don’t really enjoy anything—but I do it for her. She’s lost even more weight. I’m alarmed and don’t know how to fix her, so I play Fonetik Skrabbl and Honor Pictionary and watch movies and pretend.

			Olly’s e-mails stop.

			“I’ve asked Carla to come back,” she says one night after dinner.

			“I thought you didn’t trust her anymore.”

			“But I trust you. You learned your lesson the hard way. Some things you just have to experience for yourself.”

		

	
		
			
				
				REUNION
			

			THE NEXT DAY, Carla bustles in. Her bustle is even bustlier than normal, and she pretends no time has passed at all.

			She gathers me up immediately. “I’m sorry,” she says. “It’s all my fault.”

			I hold myself stiff against her, not wanting to dissolve. If I cry, everything will be real. I really will have to live this life. I really will never see Olly again.

			I try to hold out but I can’t. She’s the soft pillow you’re supposed to cry into. Once I start, I don’t stop for an hour. She’s soaked and I don’t have any tears left. Can you reach the end of tears? I wonder.

			I answer my own question by crying some more.

			“How’s your mama?” she asks when I finally stop.

			“She doesn’t hate me.”

			“Mamas don’t know how to hate their babies. They love them too much.”

			“But she should. I’m a terrible daughter. I did a terrible thing.”

			More tears leak out, but Carla wipes them away with the side of her hand.

			“And your Olly?”

			I shake my head at her. I would tell Carla anything, but not this. My heart is too bruised and I want to keep the pain as a reminder. I don’t want sunlight on it. I don’t want it to heal. Because if it does, I might be tempted to use it again.

			We settle back into our normal routine. Each day is like the one before and not much different from the next. Madam, I’m Adam. I’m working on a model of a library with an Escher-like interior of staircases that end midstep and go nowhere. From Outside, I hear a rumble and then a beeping. This time I immediately know what it is.

			At first I don’t go to the window. But Carla does and narrates what she sees. It’s a moving van—Two Brothers Moving. The brothers get out of the van and unload dollies and empty boxes and packing tape. They talk to Olly’s mom. Kara and Olly are there. There’s no dad in sight, she says.

			My curiosity gets the better of me, and I’m at the window peering out the other side of the curtain. Carla’s right. Olly’s dad is nowhere to be found. Olly and Kara and his mom seem frantic. They rush in and out of the house, leaving packed boxes or bulging plastic garbage bags on the porch for the movers to load onto the truck. No one’s talking. I can tell his mom is nervous even from here. Every few minutes Olly stops and pulls her into a hug. She clings to him and he pats her back. Kara doesn’t join them. She smokes openly now, ashing her cigarette directly onto the porch.

			I’m trying not to focus on Olly, but it’s impossible. My heart doesn’t care at all what my brain thinks. I see the exact moment that he feels my eyes on him. He stops what he’s doing and turns. Our eyes meet. It’s different than that first time. The first time was all about possibility. Even then, some part of me knew that I would love him.

			This time is about certainty. I already know that I love him, and I know now that I won’t stop.

			He raises his hand to wave. I let go of the curtain, turn away, and press my back against the wall, breathing hard.

			I wish I could undo the last few months of knowing him. I would stay in my room. I would hear the truck beeping next door and I would remain on my white couch in my white room reading my brand-new books. I would remember my past and then I would remember not to repeat it.

		

	
		
			
				
				NEIGHBORHOOD WATCH #3
			

			
				HIS DAD’S SCHEDULE

				9:00 AM - Leaves for work.

				8:30 PM - Sways unsteadily up the porch and into the house. Already drunk?

				9:00 PM - Arrives back on porch, drink in hand.

				10:15 PM - Passes out in blue chair.

				Sometime later: Stumbles into house.

			

			
				HIS MOM’S SCHEDULE

				Unknown

			

			
				KARA’S SCHEDULE

				Unknown

			

			
				OLLY’S SCHEDULE

				Unknown

			

		

	
		
			
				
				FIVE SYLLABLES
			

			A MONTH LATER, just after Christmas, his dad moves away, too. Through my window I watch him carry just a few boxes to a U-Haul truck. I hope against hope that he’s not going to wherever Olly and Kara and their mom are.

			For days after I stare at the house, wondering how it can still manage to look the same, to seem so solid and house-like when there’s no one around to make it a home.

			I wait another couple of days before finally reading the e-mails that Olly has sent. They’re still in the trash folder, as I knew they would be.
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			From: genericuser033

			To: Madeline F. Whittier <<madeline.whittier/>/>

			Subject: limerick #1

			Sent: October 16, 6:14 AM

			once was a girl named madeline

			speared my heart through with a javelin

			said i as i died

			(just as an aside)

			are there more words that rhyme with madeline?
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			From: genericuser033

			To: Madeline F. Whittier<madeline.whittier/>

			Subject: limerick #2

			Sent: October 17, 8:03 PM

			once lived a girl in a bubble

			who i suspected was nothing but trouble

			still i gave her my heart

			but she blew it apart

			and left me with nothing but rubble

			I laugh until I cry. He must’ve been really upset with me to send me limericks instead of haiku.

			His other e-mails are less poetic. He tells me about trying to convince his mom to get some help and about trying to save Kara from herself. He’s not sure which conversation with his mom finally convinced her. It could’ve been because he told her he couldn’t be part of the family anymore if she stayed. Sometimes you have to leave the people who love you the most, he said. Or, he says, it could’ve been when he finally told her about me and about how sick I am and how I was willing to do anything just to live. He says that she thinks I’m brave.

		

	
		
			
				
				HIS LAST LETTER IS HAIKU
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			From: genericuser033

			To: Madeline F. Whittier <madeline.whittier/>

			Subject: haiku #1

			Sent: October 31, 9:07 PM

			five syllables here

			and now here are seven more

			i love you maddy

		

	
		
			
				
				HERE AND NOW
			

			OLLY’S MATH SAYS you can’t predict the future. It turns out that you can’t predict the past either. Time moves in both directions—forward and backward—and what happens here and now changes them both.

		

	
		
			
				
				FOR MY EYES ONLY
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			From: Dr. Melissa Francis

			To: madeline.whittier@gmail.com

			Subject: Test Results - FOR YOUR EYES ONLY

			Sent: December 29, 8:03 AM

			Ms. Whittier,

			You probably don’t remember me. My name is Dr. Melissa Francis. You were under my care at Maui Memorial in Hawaii for a few hours two months ago.

			I felt it was important to contact you directly. You need to know that I’ve studied your case very closely. I don’t believe you have, or have ever had, SCID.

			I know this must be a shock. I’ve attached quite a few test results here and I recommend that you get a second (and a third) opinion.

			I believe that you should get another physician besides your mother to verify my findings. Physicians should never practice on their families.

			It is my medical opinion that in Hawaii you had an episode of myocarditis triggered by a viral infection. I believe that your immune system is especially fragile given what I could surmise about the nature of your upbringing.

			Please feel free to contact me with any questions you may have. Good luck.

			Best regards,

			Dr. Melissa Francis

		

	
		
			
				
				PROTECTION
			

			I READ THE e-mail six times before the letters form words and the words form sentences that I can understand, but, even then, the meaning of all the words taken together eludes me. I move on to the attachment showing lab test results. All my numbers are adamantly average—not too high, not too low.

			Of course there’s some mistake. Of course this is not right. Dr. Francis has confused my chart with someone else’s. There’s another Madeline Whittier. She’s an inexperienced doctor. The world is casually cruel.

			I believe all these things to be true, but still. I print the e-mail, lab test results and all. I’m not moving in slow motion. Time does not speed up or slow down.

			The words on the printout are not any different than the ones on the screen, but they feel heavier, more weighty. But they can’t be true. There’s no possibility of them being true.

			I spend an hour googling each test, trying to understand what they all mean. Of course the Internet can’t tell me if these results are correct, can’t tell me if I’m a perfectly average teenage girl of perfectly average health.

			And I know. I know it’s a mistake. Still, my feet are taking me down the stairs and through the dining room to my mother’s home office. She’s not there, and not in the den. I head to her bedroom and knock lightly, hands shaking. She doesn’t answer. I hear running water. She’s probably in her bathroom getting ready for bed. I knock again loudly.

			“Mom,” I call out as I turn the handle.

			She’s just leaving the bathroom, turning out the light when I walk in.

			Her still-gaunt face breaks into a wide smile when she sees me. Her cheekbones are sharp and more prominent in her narrower face. The dark circles that I put under her eyes seem to have become permanent. She’s not wearing any makeup and her hair hangs loosely around her shoulders. Black silk pajamas hang from her thin frame.

			“Hi, sweetheart,” she says. “Did you come for a slumber party?” Her face is so hopeful that I want to say yes.

			I step farther into the room, shaking the pages. “It’s from a doctor in Maui.” I look for the name again even though I know it. “Dr. Melissa Francis. Did you meet her?”

			If I hadn’t been watching her so closely I might not have noticed it, but she freezes. “I met a lot of doctors in Maui, Madeline.” Her voice is tight.

			“Mom, I’m sorry—”

			She holds up a hand telling me to stop. “What is it, Madeline?”

			I take another step. “This letter. She, Dr. Francis, thinks I’m not sick.”

			She stares at me as if I haven’t spoken. She doesn’t speak for so long that I begin to question if I have spoken after all.

			“What are you talking about?”

			“She says she doesn’t think I have SCID. She doesn’t think I’ve ever had it.”

			She lowers herself to the edge of the bed. “Oh, no. Is this why you came to see me?”

			Her voice is soft, pitying. “She got your hopes up, didn’t she?”

			She gestures for me to come and sit beside her. She takes the letter from my hands and wraps her arms around me. “I’m sorry, but it’s not true,” she says.

			I sag into her arms. She’s right. I had gotten my hopes up. Her arms feel so good around me. I feel warm and protected and safe.

			She strokes my hair. “I’m sorry you had to see this. It’s so irresponsible.”

			“It’s OK,” I say against her shoulder. “I knew it was a mistake. I didn’t get my hopes up.”

			She pulls away to look into my eyes. “Of course it’s a mistake.”

			Her eyes fill with tears and she pulls me back into her arms. “SCID is so rare and so complicated, honey. Not everyone understands it. There are just so many versions and every person reacts a little differently.”

			She pulls away again and meets my eyes to make sure I’m listening and understanding. Her speech slows down and her tone turns sympathetic—her doctor’s voice. “You saw that for yourself, didn’t you? You were fine for a little while and then you were almost dead in an emergency room. Immune systems are complicated.”

			She frowns down at the pages in her hand. “And this Dr. Francis doesn’t know your full medical history. She’s just seeing a tiny fraction of it. She hasn’t been with you this whole time.”

			Her frown deepens. This mistake is upsetting her more than it did me.

			“Mom, it’s OK,” I say. “I didn’t really believe it anyway.”

			I don’t think she hears me. “I had to protect you,” she says.

			“I know, Mom.” I don’t really want to talk about this anymore. I move back into her arms.

			“I had to protect you,” she says into my hair.

			And it’s that last “I had to protect you” that makes a part of me go quiet.

			There’s an uncertainty to her voice that I don’t expect and can’t account for.

			I try to pull away, to see her face, but she holds on tight.

			“Mom,” I say, pulling harder.

			She lets me go, caresses my face with her free hand.

			I frown at her. “Can I have those?” I ask, meaning the papers in her hand.

			She looks down and seems confused about how they got there. “You don’t need these,” she says, but gives them back to me anyway. “Want to have a slumber party?” she asks again, patting the bed. “I’ll feel better if you stay with me.”

			But I’m not sure I will.

		

	
		
			
				
				MADELINE’S DICTIONARY
			

			
				sus•pi•cion (səˈspiSHən) n. pl. -s 1. The truth you don’t believe, can’t believe, won’t believe: Her suspicion of her mother keeps her awake all night. | She had a burgeoning suspicion that the world was laughing at her. [2015, Whittier]

			

		

	
		
			
				
				IDENTITY
			

			CARLA’S BARELY IN the door before I’m on her with the letter. She reads it and her eyes widen with each sentence.

			She grips my forearm. “Where did you get this?”

			“Keep reading,” I say. The charts and measurements will mean more to her than they did to me.

			I watch her face and try to understand what is happening in my world. I’d expected her to dismiss the letter out of hand just as Mom did, but her reaction is…different.

			“Have you shown this to your mother?”

			I nod, mute.

			“What did she say?”

			“That it was a mistake.” I’m whispering, hiding from the sound of my own voice.

			She searches my face for a long time. “We need to find out,” she says.

			“Find out what?”

			“If it’s true or not.”

			“How could it be true? That would mean—”

			“Shh, shh. We don’t know anything yet.”

			We don’t know anything? Of course we do. We know that I’m sick. That I’m not allowed to leave my house on pain of death. I’ve always known this. It is who I am.

			“What’s going on?” I demand. “What are you hiding from me?”

			“No, no. I’m not hiding anything.”

			“What does this mean?”

			She sighs, and it is long and deep and weary. “I swear I don’t know anything. But sometimes I suspect.”

			“Suspect what?”

			“Sometimes I think maybe your mama’s not quite right. Maybe she never recovered from what happened to your papa and brother.”

			The oxygen in the room is replaced by something else, something thin and not-breathable. Time does slow down now and I get a kind of tunnel vision. The walls are much too close and Carla recedes away from me, a small figure at the end of a very long hallway. Tunnel vision gives way to vertigo. I’m unsteady on my feet and then nauseous.

			I run to the bathroom and dry heave into the sink. Carla comes in as I’m splashing water on my face.

			She puts her hand on my back and I sink under the weight of it. I’m insubstantial. I’m Olly’s ghost girl again. I press my hands into the porcelain of the sink. I can’t lift my eyes to the mirror because I won’t recognize the girl looking back at me.

			“I have to know for sure,” I growl, using someone else’s voice.

			“Give me a day,” she says, and tries to pull me into a hug, but I don’t let her. I don’t want comforting or protecting.

			I just want the truth.

		

	
		
			
				
				PROOF OF LIFE
			

			ALL I HAVE to do is go to sleep—quiet my mind, relax my body, and go to sleep. But no matter how I will it, sleep just will not come. My brain is an unfamiliar room and trapdoors are everywhere. Carla’s voice loops in my head. Maybe she never recovered from what happened. What does that even mean? I look at the clock. 1:00 A.M. Seven hours until Carla comes back. We’re going to do some blood tests and send them off to a SCID specialist that I found. Seven hours. I close my eyes. I open them again. 1:01 A.M.

			I can’t wait for answers to come to me. I have to find them.

			It takes all my effort to walk instead of run to my mom’s office. I’m sure she’s asleep, but I can’t risk waking her. I grab the handle and for one horrible moment I think the door will be locked and I will have to wait and I cannot wait. But the handle turns and the room lets me right in like it’s been waiting for me, like it’s been expecting me.

			Her office is perfectly normal, not too neat, not too messy. There are no obvious signs of an unwell mind. Crazy, jumbled, chaotic writings don’t cover every inch of the wall.

			I walk over to the big desk at the center of the room. It has a built-in file cabinet, so I
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		What was the inspiration behind EVERYTHING, EVERYTHING?

		I started writing this book when I was a very nervous new mom. My daughter was just four months old, and I was a complete worrywart. I worried that she’d eat dirt, catch a cold, and somehow crawl out the front door. I felt very protective of her. That feeling led me to wonder what life would be like for a girl who always needed protecting in the same way that you protect an infant. What would a life spent indoors, under constant monitoring and protection, do to her psyche? What would happen if she ever fell in love?

		Maddy’s situation is extreme. How did you go about making her relatable to readers?

		Maddy struggles with a lot of the same things we all struggle with. What kind of risks are we willing to take to achieve the thing we most want in the world? What are the costs of loving someone, and are the costs worth it? Most teenagers are also exploring outside the boundaries created by their parents. It’s a constant push-pull of wanting to be safe with your family and wanting to venture out into the world and find yourself.

		Was it challenging to write about a character who has had so little direct experience of the world?

		Yes, definitely challenging. Fortunately, though, I wrote the book over the course of three years as my daughter grew from an infant into a toddler. For her, so many things are still brand-new. I used some of her reactions to help capture Maddy’s innocence and sense of wonder.

		There are a lot of strong female relationships in EVERYTHING, EVERYTHING, particularly the one between Maddy and her mom. What’s the story behind it?

		Some of it was from my own experience—I have a great relationship with my mom—and some of it is from my own hopes and dreams for my relationship with my daughter. It was also really important to me that the female relationships be positive. Those relationships are crucial and formative, and I wanted to show some of the joy of that.

		Maddy and her mom love playing games. Are you a fan of games yourself?

		Phonetic Scrabble (Fonetik Skrabl) is a game my husband and I play A LOT. I’ve never actually beaten him at it—but then again, he’s never beaten me at regular Scrabble. It’s funny how differently our brains work.

		Is Olly based on anyone?

		Olly is based partially on my husband—they have the same sense of humor and the same fear of the ocean. [image: ] Maddy initially finds him appealing because of his parkour skills. He’s comfortable in his body, where Maddy feels trapped in hers. After that she’s attracted to his earnestness and his sense of humor.

		Maddy’s heritage isn’t the focus of the book, but it isn’t glossed over either. Was it your intention to write a “diverse” character in this way?

		Definitely intentional. I wrote this book for my daughter, who is a mix of me (Jamaican American) and my husband (Korean American). Her heritage is a part of who she is, but it’s not the entirety of who she is.

		Why are diverse books so important for young people?

		I really think it’s important that everyone be able to see themselves as the hero of a story. Imagine what it would mean to a young gay boy or girl to see a Harry Potter–like story where the hero was gay. Imagine what it would mean to a young black girl or boy if the star of the next superhero blockbuster were black. Stories are so important, especially to young people. Stories help shape the way we see ourselves in the world. They help tell us who we can be and what we can achieve.

		On top of that, we live in a big, beautiful, and diverse world. Our literature needs to reflect diversity simply because that’s the truth of the world we live in.

		Maddy decides she’d rather have a short but full life. Do you believe love and freedom are worth the vulnerability that comes with it? How do you apply this to your everyday life?

		Yes, I believe they’re worth the vulnerability, but it’s something I’ve struggled with. One of the things to know about me is that I am really, truly, desperately in love with my husband. When we started going out, I knew he was the one for me. I was thrilled that I’d met the love of my life. I was also terrified. I was convinced each day that something terrible was going to happen to him. How would I ever recover from that? After we had our daughter, my worries grew exponentially. My heart no longer lives inside my body. My heart goes to preschool every day. My heart goes to work every day. It’s a hard thing to get used to.

		A key theme for the book is to be brave and take risks in life. What is the biggest risk you’ve ever taken?

		Well, I’ve been skydiving three times and loved every second of it, but probably the biggest risk I’ve taken as an adult was the day I decided to quit my very stable, full-time job to become a writer instead.

		Maddy says, “You can find the meaning of life in a book.” What are some books you’ve found meaningful?

		Books are really good at asking questions that help you find your way and decide what the meaning of life is for you. Books like The Little Prince by Antoine de Saint-Exupéry, The Bluest Eye by Toni Morrison, Nine Stories by J. D. Salinger, and too many more to list have held enormous meaning for me.

		Why did you include the Life Is Short reviews in the book?

		Maddy is a bookworm. It’s her way of relating to the world since she can’t truly experience it. I thought that since she had such an intense relationship with books, she would have very strong and odd opinions about them!

		Maddy and Olly first meet by gesturing through the window and then communicate online. Do you believe falling in love or being attracted to someone in this way is different from meeting face to face?

		Yes, I do think it’s different. I really had a lot of fun writing the texting and IMing scenes. I love the idea of Maddy and Olly falling in love with each other’s brains first. Sometimes the physical aspects of falling in love can be so overwhelming. Maddy and Olly had a chance to get to know each other without the physical attraction. When they finally do meet, their intellectual attraction makes the physical one even stronger.

		What was it like working with your husband on the illustrations for Maddy’s story?

		It was wonderful! I’ll tell you the story of the first illustration we decided to include. I write from four to six a.m., and one morning I had this idea that Maddy would draw her world as a way to feel like she was more a part of it. I’m obsessed with Hawaii, and I decided that Maddy would be too. So I had her draw the Hawaiian state fish—the Humuhumunukunukuapua’a. I’m terrible at drawing, so I woke my husband up (at four a.m.!) and asked him to draw it for me. He’s a terrific artist and also a super sweetie. He got up, gave me a kiss, made himself some coffee, and drew the version of the fish that appears in the book today!

		Maddy hasn’t left her house in seventeen years. What would you miss most if you had to stay indoors?

		Perfect days at the beach with my husband and daughter.

		If you could go back in time and give yourself one piece of advice, what would it be?

		Angst is good for you. It’s the asking of questions that’s important, not the answers.

		Do you have a favorite moment in the book?

		I love the scene when Maddy sees the ocean for the first time. I based some of the scene on how my daughter reacted when she first saw the ocean. She was so delighted and awestruck. She acted as if it was made only for her.

		How did you feel when you found out your book was being made into a movie? What has the process been like for you? Have you been involved in the film in any way?

		I was over the moon about it, and I still am! It’s been one of the most surreal and amazing experiences of my life. My husband, my daughter, and I were lucky enough to travel to the set to see the movie being filmed. I cried my eyes out the first time I saw Amandla and Nick acting out a scene from the book. We were also able to film a cameo. The three of us were “family on the beach.” Filming it was so much fun! I hope we don’t get edited out. [image: ]

		And, yes, MGM has been incredibly gracious by allowing me to participate in the process. For example, I was able to give my notes on the script. I am so grateful to them for their support and generosity.

		Is there a message or feeling that you’d like readers to take away from the book?

		Love is worth everything.
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		I’m a total lyrics person, and when I listen to a song, I definitely hear the words more than I hear the music. For the playlist, there’s something about the lyrics in each of the following songs that reminds me of the story or of a character. For example, “4 Minute Warning” by Radiohead really spoke to me about Maddy’s feeling of running out of time. In “If I Had a Gun” by Noel Gallagher, he says “I’m holding on and waiting for the moment for my heart to be unbroken by the sea.” I love how epic and mysterious that lyric is. For me, it really defines how Olly feels about Maddy.

		[image: ]

		
			• “If I Had a Gun” by Noel Gallagher’s High Flying Birds

			• “Pieces” by Andrew Belle

			• “4 Minute Warning” by Radiohead

			• “Videotape” by Radiohead

			• “I Need My Girl” by The National

			• “Graceless” by The National

			• “Hannah Hunt” by Vampire Weekend

			• “Rehab” by Amy Winehouse

			• “This Place Is a Prison” by The Postal Service

			• “Mezzanine” by Massive Attack

			• “Angel” by Massive Attack

			• “Extraordinary Machine” by Fiona Apple

		

	
		
			A SCENE YOU HAVEN’T SEEN
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			Because Maddy is such a bookworm, Olly decides to surprise her by taking her to a used bookstore. It turns out the bookstore wasn’t the only surprise he had in mind! [image: ]

			[image: ]

			ROMANTIC COMEDY

			WE’RE SUPPOSED TO be snorkeling because I have a date with the humuhumunukunukuapua’a, but Olly insists that he has a surprise for me first. We take a cab to a tourist district called Lahaina.

			It is very early, and morning ocean air is cold and misty like a fine spray and I can feel it invading my lungs. A thrill of anxiety moves through me. Am I taking my last breaths? How much time do I have before I have to pay for my desires?

			Olly’s in an extraordinarily good mood.

			“Two things, Madeline Whittier,” he says. “One: I’m not going to tell you where we’re going because it’s a surprise. Two: I’m going to kiss you properly today. It’s going to be epic. Not right now, but definitely today. Sometime in the next couple of hours.” With that he takes a few steps backward and executes a perfect backflip. My poor shocked heart does the same thing, though a little less perfectly.

			We’ve been walking for fifteen minutes and the light mist has thickened into a heavy fog. The air is moist and white. I imagine that a wayward cloud has descended from the sky and we’re walking through it. How strange to be able to see the air you breathe. The fog deadens sound and I can barely hear our footsteps. Above us, street lights form perfect blue-white halos. An occasional car goes past, headlights briefly illuminating a cone of white air. I feel as if I’m walking in a snow globe that someone’s shaken up.

			We haven’t spoken since Olly’s backflip. Me, because all I can think is “kiss, kiss, kiss” over and over again, as if no other word exists. Olly’s not talking because he’s a weird, mysterious, and unknowable creature with weird, mysterious, and unknowable thoughts.

			All the shops around us are closed, but I press my face against the windows of every one. There’s a hat store that I’m certain has more hats than there are people who want to wear them.

			“I could wear a new hat every day,” I say. “I could wear two at the same time.”

			“Why stop with two?” Olly asks.

			We wander on. We pass a pizza place claiming to have the world’s best pizza. “How can they be certain?” I ask.

			“They’ve asked everyone on the planet. Also, they’ve eaten all the pizza on the planet. So, you know, they’re sure.”

			We pass jewelry stores with no actual jewelry on display—just pictures—and a bead store with curtains of gemstones hanging in the windows. We pass a handful of other people and I want to know all about them, but in third person, as if they were characters in a book.

			Olly takes my hand. “Surprise number one,” he says, guiding me to a lighted doorway. An Open sign hangs on the door. I look up and find another sign: YE OLDE BOOK SHOPPE. A bookstore. A used bookstore. I stand at the threshold with my hand over my heart.

			“Don’t cry.” He squeezes my fingers.

			“I’m not crying,” I say, crying.

			*

			The store is a single small room with floor-to-ceiling shelves. Every shelf is filled to overflowing with books. The room is dimly lit by small penlights attached to each shelf so that books are just about all you see. The air smells like nothing I’ve ever imagined. It smells old. As if it’s been in the same place for a very long time.

			I let go of Olly’s hand and head to the first shelf I see. I don’t know where to begin. I want to touch them all at the same time. I want to add my name to all the people who read them before me. I trace my fingers across the spines. Some are so worn, so well used, that I can barely make out the titles.

			“Olly,” I whisper. “Olly, it’s too much.”

			“Of course it’s not,” he says.

			I lose track of time in there, and I’m dimly aware of Olly talking to the owner and of other patrons coming in and out. I find a copy of The Little Prince that has the names of twenty-four different people on the title page. The store’s owner explains that she allows visitors to borrow certain books for the duration of their stay. All she asks is that they write their names and where they’re from and return the books before they leave.

			I find an old, ornate photo album, the kind with white photo corners instead of plastic sheets. The pages are yellow and brittle and filled with family photos of people I don’t know. Olly buys it for me, saying that I can put my own photos in there one day, but I know I won’t. Besides, I like the idea of living with someone else’s memories, in someone else’s life. I need as many lives as I can get.

			By the time we leave the store the fog has dissipated, replaced by a light drizzle. The street has come to life. People mingle and meander and stride and move on. Cars park and idle and slow and creep along. I have to stop and let it wash over me. It’s another kind of ocean, this life.

			“Surprise number two,” Olly says, choosing just that moment to kiss me. He puts his hands on my waist and pulls me in close. This kiss is light and gentle, like slipping into warm water. We take our time, as if this kiss is just the first in a lifetime of kisses. He kisses the corners of my mouth and the tip of my nose and across the freckles on my cheeks. He kisses my bottom lip and then the top. He pulls back and cups my face with his hands.

			“I’m sorry about yesterday. I’m sorry about being so moody. I’m all done with that now.”

			A door swings open behind us and music momentarily blasts from inside. The drizzle is barely a drizzle, maybe a heavy mist, but it’s moisture from the sky and still qualifies as rain.

			I start laughing.

			He frowns and pulls back, confused.

			“Oh my God, Olly, we’re in a movie.”

			“Is it a kissing movie?” he asks, staring at my lips. He makes me feel edible.

			“Definitely,” I say, and pull him back in for more kisses.
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							This illustration shows what Maddy imagines high school would be like—a kind of Utopia.
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