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Chapter 1




Monday, September 10, 2018




Living and dying by intuition was best.

Like when people had a tingling sensation in their teeth and suspected they had a cavity before going to the dentist. Or when someone’s joints ached when the barometric pressure changed—anyone could’ve realized it’d probably rain.

Anyway, I was in this booth at Sal’s Diner because my mother texted during the middle of the day about an impromptu early dinner after school, which wasn’t a pleasant surprise. Nope. Dread just filled my insides. Mom had never once texted me in the middle of the day before.

Mom furrowed her eyebrows. “Did you hear what I said, Cyrus? We need to talk.”

“Please!” My gaze remained on the menu even though I’d been to Sal’s Diner numerous times. If I didn’t look Mom in the eye, then I wouldn’t have to see her buzz cut. And if I didn’t think about her shortened hairstyle, then I wouldn’t have to consider how her checkup went last Thursday. “Can’t we enjoy the outing? It’s bad enough my guidance counselor wants to meet with me next week to finalize my list of colleges I’m applying to.”

She gritted her teeth. “Your future is important despite what happens to me.”

There life went again. Nothing obvious had to be said for the restaurant to be spinning. That was the thing with having a mother in remission from Stage 4 Non-Hodgkin’s Lymphoma—life had to be lived in the moment. As much as people might’ve wanted me to be sunshine and rainbows, I couldn’t ignore how Mom’s reprieve from death could be reversed without warning.

“Know what you wanna order?” I asked.

Yeah. Pretending things are normal helps things actually feel normal. Kind of like that mantra, “fake it until you make it.” If I believed life was fine, then maybe it would be okay.

“Fettuccine Alfredo,” she said.

I laughed. “You always complain about that being a heart attack on a plate.”

“That’s the least of my problems.”

Deep breaths. I could remain wrapped in denial for a few more moments. Just because Mom made one offhanded comment didn’t mean my life was over. She must’ve been worried about her next checkup in three months.

“I might get a burger and fries. Maybe even a milkshake for dessert.” I flipped to the menu’s next page while the chattering of numerous voices echoed. No wonder our waiter hadn’t asked us yet if we’d like soda—there wasn’t one free seat in the whole restaurant.

She forced a smile. “Great.”

“You should get a milkshake for dessert too—you might enjoy it.”

“Maybe. Anyway, I’ve gotta tell you something.”

“I made my hair appointment for next week. I’m gonna get my hair trimmed and roots bleached.”

Yeah. Time to change the topic. I mean, I could try, at least. Anything that ended the churning sensation in my stomach was a good thing, because the uneasiness pulsing through my body had nothing to do with an upset stomach. Mom lacked subtlety, and being psychic wasn’t required for knowing what “I’ve gotta tell you something” meant.

Mom drummed her fingers against the table. “Whatever makes you happy.”

No offense to Mom, but she could at least fake some excitement. It wasn’t like I asked for a million dollars.

She sucked in a deeper breath. “I got the results of my blood work and PET scan this morning.”

Damn. Mom could’ve waited till after I finished eating before the serious talk. I at least deserved to enjoy a meal with my mom without something possibly grimmer than summer school hanging over us.

“And?” I asked.

Mom remained silent for the longest time while sweat clung to my forehead, and I counted to twenty in my head. No need to panic. Mom must’ve been practicing her dramatic pauses for when someone casted her in an Oscar-winning role.

“There’s no easy way to say this, so I’ll just tell you,” Mom said. “My lymphoma is back.”

“Come again?” I asked, air almost spinning around me. Yeah. I had to have misheard her and life would be okay.

“My cancer is in my spinal cord.”

I clenched my fists. Mom must’ve misspoke or I must have had an earwax problem and I hadn’t heard her correctly. I was only seventeen, and was supposed to enjoy senior year. It was the least I deserved after junior year when Mom had her first bout with lymphoma.

Yeah. Everything would be fine—I just knew it. Only good things were destined for me, and Mom would apologize for her morbid joke.

She banged her fist against the table. “Say something.”

Sorry. Not sorry. I was entitled to dozens of simultaneous thoughts swirling in my head. Mom was the one who brought me to a restaurant to tell me something serious, so she maybe should’ve shown more thoughtfulness. No telling how I’d react about discovering my entire life just changed.

Tears pricked my eyes. “I don’t understand how this happened.”

“It’s the nature of the disease.”

“What did Dr. Smith say?” I asked.

“Not much. Mentioned the possibility of more chemo and radiation, although she hasn’t decided on her treatment plan. We’ll chat more in person.”

No offense to Mom, but it’d be nice if she showed some concern or even some heavy breathing. Words like “chemo” and “radiation” shouldn’t have rolled off her tongue as naturally as compliments—she was only forty-one years old. Her health wasn’t a game, and it’d be nice if she treated it more seriously.

“When do you meet with her?” I asked.

“Wednesday.”

I opened my mouth, yet a response escaped me. Instead, my attention shifted to the flickering overhead light. The staff of Sal’s Diner should’ve done something about the light. Questionable electricity didn’t reflect the prim and proper image that defined Pleasant Valley.

“Do you want me to come with you?” I forced out.

“You can’t miss school.”

Okay. I wasn’t the only one who needed to think before speaking. Mom couldn’t mention school like attendance was no big deal—even if doing so might’ve been in character for her downplaying her health issues—after the bombshell she just dropped. Doing so almost made my back hairs rise. The trivialness of even the most mundane tasks didn’t matter when I couldn’t fathom what the next few months would be like.

Correction. I knew what the next few months entailed if Mom’s cancer really had returned. I just would’ve rather focused on anything else—such as getting a one-way ticket to Rome and never looking back. People might’ve understood the hair loss, vomiting from chemo, and the general feeling of being run over by several trains, yet nobody discussed the impolite stuff. Like how a loved one’s tooth could fall out—I still flinched just from the possibility of Mom making another joke about losing a tooth.

“Let me be here for you,” I said.

She squeezed my hand. “I appreciate the thought, but I’ll be fine. Grandma is coming with me.”

“Can’t you drive?” I demanded.

She giggled. “It’s good to have someone with me in case I forget to ask a question or don’t remember to write down something.”

“That’s why I wanna go,” I said.

“The decision has been made.”

Footsteps shuffled against the floor while a mixture of an earthly and sweet scent wafted through the air. Almost as if the person’s deodorant was a step up from AXE since the aroma lacked the same potent smell that AXE had.

“About time you arrived,” I said, still not lifting my gaze off the menu. “We haven’t gotten sodas yet.”

The waiter coughed. “Apologies. We’re short-staffed.”

Wait. That voice. I recognized the person—I just didn’t know from where.

“I’m Nico, and I’ll be your waiter,” he continued.

No. It couldn’t have been him. Rich kids didn’t work in high school—it was an unwritten law of the universe.

I looked up at the guy. Fuck. Nico Valentine really was standing in front of my table and there wasn’t a damn thing I could do about it.

“Good to see you, Cy,” Nico said.

Mom squealed. “You never let me call you Cy. But it’s great you’ve got a new friend.”

“I don’t,” I huffed out.

Nico winked. “Didn’t expect to see you here.”

“I could say the same thing about you.” I grabbed a napkin from the dispenser in the middle of the table, and rubbed my eyes. Shame over emotions and self-preservation were two different things. Just because I purged my feelings to Mom didn’t mean others needed to know my personal business. Especially Nico Valentine.

Mom glared at me. “It’s great you’re being more social.”

“I’m not,” I said, raising my voice. “Geneva and Parker are the only friends I need, and nothing you say will change my mind.”

Nico bit his lip. “Nothing wrong with making new friends.”

“I’m always telling Cyrus to consider attending a party, but he never listens,” Mom said.

“I’d be happy to take him,” Nico said.

Kill me now. Life couldn’t have gotten any worse than Mom’s returned cancer, yet I somehow underestimated the universe. So, thank goodness I hadn’t wagered my entire lifesavings on having a good afternoon.

“That’s okay,” I spat.

Mom waved her hand at me. “There’s nothing wrong with having fun in moderation—it won’t kill you.”

“Shouldn’t you get us sodas?” I asked.

Nico pointed to Mom’s neck. “Nice pendant. You’re quite the fashionista.”

Mom gripped the silver moon pendant looped around her neck. Then, it smacked against her chest when she released it. “I wish,” Mom said, pointing to me. “He got it for me.”

Nico gazed into my eyes, and my pulse hammered in my ears. I just never realized such intense eye contact was possible. Almost as if Nico didn’t wanna look away from me.

“Maybe we should go shopping at the mall at some point—it’d be fun,” Nico said.

“No offense, but I’ll pass,” I said.

Nico’s attention shifted to my scalp. “Time to get your roots done, don’t you think? Because the blond brings out your eyes.”

I rolled my eyes. “How do you expect to make it as a waiter if you won’t take our drink orders?”

“I’m making conversation,” Nico said.

“I’m thirsty,” I said.

No guilt necessary for what I just said to Nico. My comment was true—Mom and I still didn’t have our sodas yet. Besides, the world would survive if Nico and I didn’t have to become besties. I just didn’t understand how some people could always be so charming and optimistic. For some people—like me—waking up to see another day was victory enough.

Nico grunted. “Fine. What can I get you to drink?”

“I’ll have a diet soda,” I said.

“Same for me,” Mom said.

Nico scribbled something down, then tucked his pencil behind his right ear. “Cool. Coming right up.”

Nico darted away as fast as he appeared, and was soon out of earshot.

“Be friendlier next time,” Mom said.

No need for Mom to lecture. I just bantered with him, so no guilt necessary. Besides, I knew things Mom didn’t. Like how Nico’s father was famous soap opera and movie actor James Valentine. No PhD required for understanding how Nico must’ve had a cushy life and wouldn’t have known hardship if it bit him in the ass. And I couldn’t forget about his stubble on his cheeks. Just because his appearance wasn’t disheveled didn’t stop him from resembling the unshaven late twenty-something fuckboy men who acted like they owned whatever room they entered.

And no. Comparing Nico to a fuckboy didn’t make me cruel—it made me practical. I had to be as far away from his smooth talking as possible—almost as if Nico tried too hard with pleasing people.

I turned to the menu’s next page. “Whatever you say.”

“What’s so bad about Nico?”

“Forget it.”

“He was flirting with you.”

“Doubtful,” I said.

“Trust me. I know what I’m talking about.”

I forced another gulp of air into my lungs. No matter how difficult my question was, I had to ask it. If I was gonna be there for Mom, then I needed all the facts no matter how grisly they were.

“You aren’t dying, are you?” I asked.

Maybe, just maybe, Mom wouldn’t notice I changed the subject. I could hope for small miracles, after all. If I didn’t wanna discuss Nico, then that was my prerogative. No point in talking about Nico if I wasn’t ready to dig deeper and analyze what was really driving my hatred for him.

She shook her head. “Not yet. But that could change.”

“Don’t say that.”

Mom extended her arms across the table and gripped my hand. “I can’t control my health, but I’ll always be honest with you.”

Nico coughed even louder than before when he placed the sodas on our table a moment later. “Hopefully, I didn’t take too long. I’d hate for you to think I didn’t take my waiter job seriously.”

“You did fine,” Mom said.

“Doubtful,” I mumbled under my breath.

“What did you say?” Mom asked.

I slurped my drink. “Nothing.”

“Do you two know what you’re gonna order?” Nico asked.

“I was gonna get the burger and fries, but now I’m not sure,” I said.

“Maybe another five minutes?” Mom asked.

“Sure.” Nico patted my shoulder, once again making eye contact. “I’d hate to rush you.”

Nico let his hand linger for a few more seconds before vanishing to another table.

I shuddered. “Gross. Some people need to keep their hands to themselves.”

“It was just a shoulder touch.” Mom paused for a sec. “But now I’m positive about him liking you.”

“Were you serious about what you said earlier?” I asked.

“What do you mean?”

“About not keeping anything about your condition from me.”

Mom nodded. “I’d never lie to you.”

“Good.” I gripped my straw, then stirred my soda despite how it didn’t require mixing.

Everything would be fine—it just had to be.

I wouldn’t worry until Mom and her oncologist said treatment was no longer worth pursuing. There was no reason to wonder if Mom would survive until my graduation in June because it would lead to unnecessary worrying. Just because it was normal for kids to outlive their parents didn’t mean I had to bury my mother during my senior year of high school. Still, if I was honest with myself for a sec, I wondered if my one wish was too much—my wish for Mom to live.


Chapter 2




Tuesday, September 11, 2018




I trekked through the school hallway before first period and soon arrived at my locker. I did my combination and my locker clinked open. Someone tapped my back while I grabbed the notebooks and textbooks I needed for my morning classes. And the earthly and sweet-scented deodorant provided a big clue about who stood behind me.

I still turned around, though. Assuming who wanted to chat didn’t mean I was right. Maybe, just, maybe, Nico wasn’t the one standing behind me.

I grimaced. “Nico.”

He gripped his shirt collar. “Cy.”

“Just say whatever you wanna say,” I said.

Nico didn’t respond.

“What? Are you gonna scold me for being rude yesterday?” I asked. “Well, save it. I’m not gonna apologize.”

His face turned redder than a tomato, and I would’ve laughed if I was a lesser person. Apparently, tools had moments of embarrassment too. “What does scold mean?” he asked.

“It means to lecture.”

His mouth gaped. “Oh. Okay. Anyway, I’m not gonna do that.”

“You aren’t?”

“I wanted to make sure you were okay—it looked like you were crying yesterday,” Nico said.

Lucky me. Just because Nico didn’t know what a word meant didn’t mean he was clueless. I would’ve given anything for someone not to mention yesterday. In fact, a redo was in order. It was the least the universe owed me.

“What’s it to you?” I demanded.

“I’m trying to be nice.”

“I’m fine, thanks.”

He raised his eyebrows. “Really? You don’t seem fine.”

“I’ve known exactly who you are since Algebra in freshman year.”

Nico folded his arms. “You don’t know anything about me. But maybe you would if you said hi to me once.”

Way for him to lay a guilt trip. Not wanting to talk with him didn’t mean I was a bad person. I had a right not to be around people who made summer school more preferable than chatting with them.

“You’re right. I don’t know anything about you. But you don’t know anything about me, including what my mother and I discussed yesterday at Sal’s,” I said.

“You could tell me if you want.”

Shock jolted my body. Nico couldn’t have provided me an opportunity to open up to him after how I acted towards him. Yet he had, and my jaw hadn’t stopped quaking. A few students flocked by us while the perfect response to Nico’s comment waited to be discovered as I stood in silence. However, my mind couldn’t help remaining on the students that just passed us—even if they’d soon turn the corner in the hallway and be out of sight. They had been laughing, and I wondered if I’d ever have something to chuckle about again.

Nico glared at me. “Well?”

Shit. I still didn’t know how to handle Nico providing me an opportunity to vent. The students that just trekked by Nico and I were gone, yet we were still in public. So, I couldn’t unleash the rage flaring through my body no matter how much I wanted to. In a perfect world, Nico would’ve taken the hint that I wanted nothing to do with him. But no. He offered me something most people wouldn’t if they were in his position. Kindness.

“No offense, but I don’t need help,” I said.

He pouted. “Why do you have to be difficult? I don’t have malicious intentions.”

I bit my lip, suppressing laughter. Nico was on a roll—first he deduced something was wrong with me and then he used a big word.

Nico put his hands on his hips. “What? Didn’t realize I knew a SAT word?”

Wow. Perhaps Nico had a limit for how long he tolerated me. He hadn’t removed his hands from his hips, begging the question if I used all his patience.

I almost bit my lip. “I didn’t say anything.”

“But you were thinking it.”

“My mother thinks you were flirting with me yesterday. Was she wrong?” I asked.

Nico inched closer. In fact, the acrid stench of whatever deodorant he used prickled my skin, and he had five seconds to back up before being told off for invading my personal space. “Would that be terrible?” he asked.

Okay then. Nico couldn’t say he was straight or admit being attracted to guys—he just had to answer a question with another question. Hell, Nico could’ve been a lawyer if he upped his work ethic.

The warning bell rang.

He smirked. “You might’ve just gotten a reprieve, but this conversation isn’t over. I’ll see you in first period.”

Fuck. Nico wasn’t wrong—we had first period together. Actually, all of my five classes were with Nico and I’d have to figure out a plan for dealing with him. Even if Mom once again went into remission after her health stabilized, the next few months would be difficult, and I couldn’t waste my time and energy on him.




• • •




Wednesday, September 12, 2018




Steam rose from the teakettle’s spout when I darted into the kitchen after school.

Fantastic. Mom standing in the kitchen and making a cup of tea was a good sign. At least in my alternate universe where every mundane detail contained a profound truth.

She grinned. “Want me to make you a snack?”

“I’m good, but thanks.” I placed my backpack down on the kitchen counter, opened the fridge, and took out a diet ginger ale. Yum. Nothing like the first sip of an ice-cold soda for satisfying a dry throat. “You really should be resting.”

“How was your day?” Mom flicked the burner switch off, and poured the water into her chipped mug.

“Shouldn’t I ask you that? You had your appointment with Dr. Smith.”

“I know, I know.”

I gulped down the rest of my soda. “How was it?”

“It was okay.”

Mom didn’t need to tiptoe around her cancer because I got emotional at Sal’s the other day. I would’ve bet my life that most people would’ve gotten upset if they had to deal with their mother’s lymphoma returning. But my emotional outburst was fleeting, because I had no problem picking myself up and being present for Mom. So, she needed to tell me everything about her doctor’s appointment ASAP.

I glared at her. “She still wants you to pursue treatment, right?”

“Yeah, she hasn’t given up hope.”

Phew. No need for deep breaths. My intuition was right—Mom wasn’t in peril, and I’ll continue holding onto that till the last possible moment. A person could only deal with so much at one time, and I didn’t need to invent problems that didn’t exist yet.

“Tell me more,” I said.

“There’s not much to say.”

“I can handle the truth.” I grabbed a tissue from the box on the kitchen counter, blew my nose, then tossed it into the metal garbage can underneath the kitchen sink.

“I never said you couldn’t.”

“Please let me support you,” I said.

“Dr. Smith thinks I should get an Ommaya reservoir in my head since the lymphoma is in my spinal fluid now,” Mom revealed.

“I don’t understand.”

“It’s a way to deliver chemotherapy more effectively.” Mom sipped her tea, then put her mug on the kitchen counter. Yet my eyes didn’t drift from the mug—at least not yet. Sometimes, surprise couldn’t be shaken off no matter how mundane the situation was. In my case, that meant appreciating Mom using a mug I got her for her fortieth birthday despite its less than perfect condition. If my regular cup was damaged, then I would’ve gotten rid of it. Although the snowman and flamingo etched on her cup was cute—the combination was illogical because flamingos and snowmen didn’t seem like the type of thing to exist in the same climate.

“Sounds reasonable.”

She sucked on her teeth. “Don’t worry. Everything will be fine.”

“I’m not concerned.”

Nope. I wouldn’t fault Mom for saying life would be okay even though she had no way of predicting the future. Sometimes, people needed to be told what they wanted to hear—it was the decent thing to do. Like when telling a little kid Santa Claus was real so they’d believe Christmas was magical. I also needed to keep my composure, though. Not because I was an emotionless robot, but because someone had to provide Mom with unconditional support. I couldn’t ask her to both battle cancer and tend to my feelings.

She downed more tea. “Good. Because I’d kill you if you were.”

I gave her a bigger glare.

“Kidding,” Mom said.

“I know.”

“One more thing.” Mom coughed, and goosebumps clung to my arms. However, any concern about the coughing wasn’t related to her cancer, it was about her life before cancer. Like with her lighting cigarette after cigarette. Or more specifically: Drag. Exhale. Plume of smoke. Drag. Exhale. Plume of smoke. Drag. Exhale. Plume of smoke.

“Yes?” I asked.

“My appointment with the neurologist—he’s the doctor who will put in the Ommaya reservoir—is next week, and Grandma will be moving in with us.”

Not getting emotional was one thing, yet I still couldn’t believe how Mom just mentioned a major life change in such a matter-of-fact way—like confirming the weatherman was right about forecasted rain. Mom was an adult, but I could still be included in on the discussion about adjustments which would be made to our lives. I was seventeen, not five.

I blinked. “Seriously?”

“I’m gonna need extra assistance.”

“I can help.”

“I appreciate that, but you’re only one person,” Mom said. “Plus, she’ll be able to give you attention when I can’t.”

“I’m not worried about you not having time for me.”

Mom squeezed my shoulder. “That’s sweet of you, but a façade isn’t necessary. Everyone needs to be selfish sometimes.”

Regardless of how I wanted to lecture Mom for worrying about me when her health problems were issue enough, I couldn’t deny how she was wrong. To a certain extent, people needed to worry about themselves—it was only natural.

I laughed.

“What’s so funny?” she asked.

“I can’t help appreciating the irony.”

“How so?”

“Most people wouldn’t be friends with their mother-in-law if their spouse ditched them,” I said.

She rubbed her hair. “Please don’t mention your father’s abandonment.”

“Sorry.”

“I was teasing.” Mom finished the rest of her tea, then put the cup in the kitchen sink. “However, I wasn’t kidding about needing help. There are obvious advantages to you having a 58-year-old grandma.”

“True.” I tilted my head towards a bird chirping on the tree branch outside the kitchen window. Mom might not have been dying, yet if I was a bird, then I wouldn’t have had to deal with her cancer. But the bird’s presence was fleeting like everything else in life—it soon flapped its wings and flew away into the distance, and a lump lingered in my throat. Mom’s temporary setback with her cancer had to also be fleeting. I didn’t know what I’d do if Mom died—I wasn’t prepared for a life without her.

“One more thing,” Mom said.

“What’s up?”

“I’ve gotta give you the combination to my bedroom safe.”

“Why do I need to know that?” I asked.

She remained silent for a moment. “In case something happens.”

“Don’t think like that.”

“There are items in my safe.”

There it was again. The faint reminder of how I was at the universe’s mercy. Beating her second battle with cancer wasn’t guaranteed because she won her battle with lymphoma the first time.

My eyebrows knitted. “I don’t need your gun.”

“My gun isn’t the only thing in the safe,” she said.

I gave her a look. “What else is there?”

“Several pieces of jewelry you could sell.”

“Good to know.”

My throat tightened even though I kept my response civil. Preparing me for the worst possible outcome—her death—might’ve been part of being a mother—but my skin still crawled from Mom’s comment. If Mom died, then that’d be one nightmare I couldn’t wake up from.




• • •




Thursday, September 13, 2018




Unfortunately, Nico and I were the last two students left in English class after the bell screeched—although not because of any planned effort. As usual, I took too long with stuffing everything back into my backpack while making sure I didn’t forget anything, while Nico was several seats away from me, engrossed in conversation with Mrs. Woods.

I put my backpack on and was prepared to scurry towards chemistry class when Mrs. Woods hollered at me. “Wait a moment, Cyrus,” she said.

I whirled my body around. “Did I do something wrong?”

She gesticulated at me. “It’s about Nico.”

“No disrespect, Mrs. Woods, but I’m gonna be late for my next class,” I said.

“I can write you a pass,” she said.

I nodded. “Thanks. I appreciate it.”

“You got a hundred on your first draft of your college essay,” Mrs. Woods said.

Nico sneered. “No surprise there.”

Wow. This conversation was another time I would’ve laughed if it wasn’t so serious. For once, Nico averted his gaze. And he was still seated at his desk as opposed to standing—kind of like he didn’t have any power in this situation, since I was the one who was always flustered by Nico whether it be from his intense eye contact or him refusing to be mean towards me.

Mrs. Woods crossed her arms. “Please don’t interrupt, Nico.”

I licked my lips for a second without even realizing it while I stole a glance at Nico. His small amount of stubble on his cheeks, and short, spiked hair would’ve allowed him to be a model in another life. Wait. I couldn’t have just compared Nico to being a model—I wasn’t supposed to be attracted to Nico. Not ever.

“What does my college essay have to do with him?” I asked, throwing a gaze towards Nico.

“He got a fifty,” Mrs. Woods mumbled.

Nico hissed. “Mrs. Woods!”

“Relax.” Mrs. Woods grabbed a cloth from her dress pocket, and wiped her glasses. “I’m not trying to embarrass you.”

“Then what?” Nico snapped.

For once, Nico wasn’t wrong. Mrs. Woods hadn’t told us what she wanted. And that was more than eye roll worthy. I tolerated a lot, yet not everyone aspired to be the smoking caterpillar from Alice and Wonderland who acted like he had all day.

“I want Cyrus to tutor you for the rest of the semester, starting with the second draft of the college essay,” Mrs. Woods said.

I tugged at my backpack strap. “I don’t know about that.”

Nico looked up from his desk. “What? Better offer?”

I fanned myself with my shirt collar; apparently, the seventy-degree temperatures weren’t going away anytime soon. “I’m dealing with a personal crisis.”

Nico cackled. “Like what? Considering what school assignment to do weeks in advance when you should be partying on a Friday night?”

Nico was lucky I wasn’t a violent person. Otherwise, I would’ve decked him without a second thought. We didn’t have that type of dynamic where it was okay for him to make jabs at me.

“That’s enough,” Mrs. Woods spat. “I hope everything will be okay, Cyrus.”

“It will be,” I said.

Nico rubbed his forehead. “Cy is probably lying. He can’t stand the thought of spending time with me.”

“My mother’s cancer returned,” I blurted.

Yup. Nico hit his arrogance quota for the year, because I would’ve challenged anyone not to speak up if they were in my position. Talking about things they didn’t know anything about was almost as bad as wasting someone’s time.

Nico clapped his hand over his mouth. “I had no idea.”

“What a surprise,” I said.

“I don’t want to push you if you have too much to deal with, but I’ll raise your quarter grade ten points for both the first and second quarters,” Mrs. Woods said.

“Really?” I asked.

Wow, I couldn’t believe how Mrs. Woods would be willing to give me a ten-point boost to both my first quarter and second quarter grades. That kind of thing seemed unimaginable—I never heard of a teacher doing that before. So maybe the obvious needed to be stated. Mrs. Woods must’ve really been concerned about Nico if she offered to help my grade so much.

“Yes, but don’t think too long, because I’ll need an answer soon,” Mrs. Woods said.

Nico sighed. “I’m sorry about your mom, Cy.”

“Please. Like you know anything about having a sick parent,” I said.

Nico raised his palms at me. “You’re right—I don’t know anything about dealing with an illness.”

Good. At least the fool didn’t bother arguing more with me—I needed to at least pretend I wouldn’t waste too much time and energy over Nico even if I had no intention of following through with the idea. I just couldn’t deny how Nico was physically attractive, at least not to myself. My earlier thought about how he could’ve been a model was still true.

“Why me?” I asked.

Mrs. Woods beamed her eyes at me. “You’re the smartest student in my class and are also probably better than the National Honor Society tutors.”

“I’ll consider it,” I said.

Nope. I wasn’t lying. Regardless of Nico’s jerk status, I couldn’t ignore the potential extra credit. Helping Nico while dealing with Mom’s health issues was no trip to Starbucks, yet the boost to my grade provided both certainty and comfort in a world where almost nothing was guaranteed.

“Great.” Mrs. Woods clapped my shoulder. “But please know I’m always here if you need to chat, Cyrus—even if you can’t help Nico.”




• • •




Friday, September 14, 2018




I was about to enter the library during lunch when a guy and girl holding hands approached me. They then stepped in front of me, blocking the entrance.

I expelled brief laughter. Some things never changed no matter how much time passed. In my case, that meant Parker once again sported a beanie and Geneva’s hair was still a pastel color—well, her bob was now hot-pink instead of blue, but my general point remained true.

Parker frowned. “What the hell is going on, man? You haven’t eaten lunch with us since Monday, and you missed Geneva’s birthday party.”

“Thanks for reminding me.” I took out something from my pocket, then handed the gift card to Geneva. “Happy belated birthday—I know you wanted more iTunes money.”

Yeah. Being preoccupied with Mom’s recent checkup didn’t mean I completely abandoned my friends. I got Geneva’s birthday gift at the beginning of August so I wouldn’t forget to buy her a present. A gift card wasn’t the most exciting item, but the small things were all I had—something to let Geneva know I valued our friendship even when I wasn’t around. Maybe Geneva would even think of me when she played the music she purchased using her gift card.

“Why haven’t you returned our texts?” Geneva asked.

“Let’s step to the side,” I said.

Yeah. No need for people to overhear my personal business. News of mom’s cancer relapse might eventually spread—like if Mom started telling people—but no need to encourage that. I deserved more than being the kid with the “sick” mother.

“Sure,” Parker said.

We moved to the left while I remained silent. Somehow, I had to tell them about Mom without overwhelming myself. Having an emotional outburst about a sick parent was natural, yet I might start crying if I wasn’t careful. And that was the last thing I wanted. Embarrassment over being emotional would only complicate my life.

“Please tell us what’s wrong.” Geneva tugged at the ends of her checker pattern scarf—yeah, Geneva actually had a scarf despite how the temperature wouldn’t go below sixty-five degrees Fahrenheit in the next ten days. “Distancing yourself from us won’t help.”

“Life hasn’t been so great lately,” I said.

“Is this about your mother? Is her lymphoma back?” Geneva asked.

Several students walked by, opened the library door, and were then soon out of sight.

A lump lingered in my throat. “Yeah, her lymphoma returned, but maybe we shouldn’t talk about it here. Could we find an empty hallway to chat?”

Geneva and Parker exchanged a glance, then returned their focus to me. “Sure,” they both said at the same time.

We approached the nearest empty hallway while a new thought popped into my head. No question cancer sucked and life was unfair. But I couldn’t complain about not having a support system, because I did, and said fact was worth everything. Like it or not, I’d probably need to vent a lot over the next few months.

“Is this hallway good enough?” Geneva asked.

I did a one-eighty of our surroundings. No other students shuffling by. “Sure.”

“Okay. Tell us everything,” Parker said.

I cleared my throat. “It all began this past Monday when my mother took me for an early dinner at Sal’s Diner.”


Chapter 3




Monday, September 17, 2018




Someone tapped my back before first period while I took a drink of water at the water fountain on the first floor. Then, I wiped my lip and faced the guy.

“What do you want, Nico?” I asked.

He pointed to my shirt. “Is it new? I like it.”

Comments like the one Nico just made were partially why skepticism pulsed through my body because of him. If Nico had something to say, then he should say it—I’d go to Grandma, Mom, Geneva, or Parker if I wanted an ego boost. Nico might’ve thought he was being nice, but he wasn’t helping himself. No good reason existed for why he had to try so hard. It wasn’t like his future was in my hands.

Hold on. His future was in my hands in an indirect way—I hadn’t given Mrs. Woods an answer about whether I’d tutor him or not. But I couldn’t imagine Nico wanting my help. We’d just bicker the whole time.

“The shirt isn’t new,” I said.

He shrugged. “Well, it still looks nice.”

“What can I do for you?” I asked.

“I wanted to let you know I won’t be offended if you don’t want to help me with English class. Nobody should take on more than they can handle.”

“Thanks.”

He reached for my hand in a holding-hands way, yet I stepped backwards right before he grabbed. “And I meant what I said. I’m sorry about your mom.”

“Really?” Disbelief lingered in my mind despite how nothing complicated existed from Nico expressing sympathy about Mom. Any decent person would have empathy about Mom’s cancer relapse, and that was exactly what bothered me so much about Nico. His kindness made me see a side of him I didn’t want to—the kind side.

“I’d never joke about something so serious.”

I snorted. “Am I missing something?”

“People aren’t always what they seem.”

“Doubtful.”

A gust of wind pulled my eyes to the side entrance door. A teacher just walked into the high school, and a gust of wind swooshed through the hallway, tearing the Homecoming Dance flyer off the wall. My gaze followed the poster. Somehow, I couldn’t help my surprise. Student Council was already spreading the word about the Homecoming Dance, yet it wasn’t for another month.
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