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To Ben and Meera






The good physician treats the disease; the great physician treats the patient who has the disease.

—William Osler








Chapter 1 Top 5 Superpowers I Wish I Had


1. Invisibility: I could leave the house without anyone staring at my big bald head. (Okay, I have some hair, but it’s growing back sooo sloooowwwwwly.)

2. Dance-fighting: Need I say more?

3. Time travel: I’d give anything to go back and see what the sixth grade was like—to know what happened the year I disappeared.

4. Invincibility: How cool would it be if nothing could ever hurt you? If you could wrestle a great white shark or ride your bike off a cliff—and live to tell the tale?

5. Spidey-Sense: If I could sense when danger was near, maybe I could just live my life—at least until I got the tingles.

But mutations like Spider-Man’s? They’re risky. They could leave you permanently damaged.

I know, because my mutation is the worst kind.

It might kill me without giving me any powers at all.






Chapter 2 Cruel Summer


I’m lying on my bed making a mental list of all the things I wasn’t allowed to do today—no swimming, no crowded movie theater, no boba tea (how could boba tea hurt me?!)—when my phone buzzes. It’s a picture of my best friend Renée. She’s throwing double peace signs as she poses with a life-size cardboard cutout of Willa at the mall. The pop star is howling at the moon in honor of her Wolfpack world tour.



there are still tickets left!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

should we go??





Yeah right, I tap out. Like my parents will let me go to a concert.

Delete.

I don’t want her to feel bad for me. I start over:
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awooooooooooooo!

WE. MUST. GO.







beep boop bop





That’s our text sign-off. My parents nicknamed us R2-D2 because we were always on a mission—like when we sold friendship bracelets and used the money to rent a bouncy castle. But this summer, we haven’t done much of anything together. Renée was at sleepaway camp, and now she’s busy with preseason volleyball practice. I’m not allowed to play this year. Or do anything fun. I’ve been out of the hospital for two months, but my parents still treat me like I’m made of glass. So while Renée’s at the mall with her new friends, I’m stuck at home.

A tap-tap-tap on my bedroom window startles me.

“Deepa, get your shoes on.” Uncle Jai looks serious as a heart attack. “We gotta go.”

I crank the window open as Uncle heads to the driveway, where his rusty old car is parked. “Go where?”

“The Hollywood Hills,” Uncle calls over his shoulder. “It’s an emergency. And since I’m babysitting, you’re coming with me.”

I pull on the hoodie I practically live in—hood up to hide my short black hair. The sun is setting as I dash across the yard between my house and the bungalow where Uncle lives. He’s backing down the driveway before I shut the car door.

“You know, I’m twelve. I don’t need a babysitter,” I tell him. “I can take care of myself.”

“You were about to die of boredom,” Uncle says. “I’m basically saving your life. Again.”

He’s right. I can’t spend another minute trapped in the house. And he does have a track record of saving my life. He’s the one who figured out I was a mutant in the first place.

“Your parents will kill me if they find out I took you on a call, though.” Uncle weaves through traffic like a Formula 1 racer. “Like actual murder.”

“I won’t tell if you don’t.” We bump fists twice, then hook pinkies to seal the deal. “What’s the emergency?”

“No clue. A call came in from a new patient. She said I needed to come right away but refused to tell me why.”

Uncle’s used to heading into the unknown. In Los Angeles, where I live, you can get anything you want delivered to your door—pizza, a dog groomer, even someone who will solve your medical mystery. That’s Uncle’s specialty. He says being a doctor is a lot like being a detective. A patient’s body is the scene of a crime, and germs and viruses are the usual suspects. When none of the regular doctors can figure out what’s making someone ill, there’s Uncle. He’s a sick patient’s last hope.

Uncle also loves explaining how the human body works, and what to do when it doesn’t. Instead of fairy tales, he used to tell me bedtime stories about how your guts make farts. When I was in the hospital, he stacked his old anatomy textbooks by my bedside. He thought I should know what my mutation would do to me if I didn’t get treatment. I read them cover to cover. Turns out, the human body is fascinating—especially when yours isn’t working right.

I’ve always wanted to see Uncle on the job. He works all the time but never talks about his patients, no matter how much I beg. Today is MAJOR.

We pull up to a tall wooden gate that looks like the entrance to Jurassic Park. It slides open and lets us into another world. There’s a cactus garden dotted with giant metal sculptures on one side, a pool lit with purple lights on the other.

“Who is this patient?” I ask as we park in front of a house that looks like a UFO. “An Avenger?”

“Wouldn’t be the first time,” Uncle says cryptically.

We head to the front door, and I ring the bell. “Why do you make house calls, anyway? Why not see patients in an office like a normal doctor?”

“A house is full of clues. You can learn a lot about a person from what’s in the fridge, the garbage, or even the cat box,” Uncle says. “It’s why I have a perfect record diagnosing patients.”

“Appa says it’s because you couldn’t save a dime to cover rent if he shoved one up your nose.”

Uncle’s lip twitches. “Yeah. That too, I guess,” he grumbles. “Listen—I need you to sit somewhere quietly until I’m done. It’s pretty unprofessional to show up at a patient’s house with a kid.”

I cock an eyebrow, looking him up and down. “You’re worried about being unprofessional?” Uncle’s wearing a rumpled T-shirt that says I’M LAUGHING ON THE INSIDE. It’s unclear if he actually owns a comb. “Shouldn’t you be wearing a lab coat?”

“Shouldn’t you have more hair by now?” He smirks, knowing he hit a soft spot.

I smirk back. “They teach you to make fun of kids like me in medical school?”

“No, but I learned how to do this…” He rings an arm around my neck and gives me a noogie through my hoodie.

“Get off me!” I howl as Uncle laughs maniacally.

Just then the door swings open, and we freeze. A woman with a long nose and puff of curly poodle hair stares at us, then cranes her neck, hoping to find an actual doctor. She doesn’t seem sick. In fact, she looks perfectly healthy. Why on earth would she need an emergency visit from a house-call doctor?

The Poodle looks puzzled. “Why are there two of you?”

“I’m Dr. Jai.” Uncle lets go of me and pushes past her into the house. “That’s Deepa. Ignore her.”

The Poodle eyes me. “This is a very serious, very private matter.”

“Then let’s not waste time.” Uncle slips off his sneakers, and I follow suit. It’s our habit, because Indian people don’t wear shoes in the house. It would be polite if Uncle’s pinky toe wasn’t poking through a hole in his sock. “Is there a closet we can shove my niece into while I work?”

Resigned, The Poodle turns on her heel and leads us to the kitchen. It’s huge—like, the size of my whole house. Uncle takes a chair from the table and sticks it in a corner facing the wall.

“Wait here.” He shoots me a death stare, then disappears down a hallway behind The Poodle.

Great. Instead of dying of boredom at home, I’ll do it here… in a stranger’s kitchen.

I check my phone. No new texts. Renée’s probably busy eating mochi doughnuts in the food court with her new friends.

My stomach starts to growl. I could use a snack too. Or at least a glass of OJ. I glance over my shoulder. When I’m sure the coast is clear, I crack open the fridge. There’s no OJ (boo), but she has enough purple energy drink in here to fuel my whole volleyball team (or rather, my former team—sigh). For some reason, there are a bunch of plates wrapped in plastic on the shelves—sandwiches with a single bite taken out of them, a nibbled carrot atop a bowl of salad. It’s like someone got really hungry, made a meal, then lost their appetite.

A secondhand sandwich isn’t what I had in mind. I shut the door and—

BANG BANG BANG.

It’s coming from down the hall. I can hear Uncle arguing with someone.

Is he in trouble?

I know he told me not to move, but I can’t just sit here like a lump of clay if he needs help.

I follow the sound of Uncle’s voice, tiptoeing down a long, dark hallway. Framed gold records hang on purple walls. This woman really loves purple. Goose bumps prickle up my arms. Why does this place feel so familiar?

At the end of the hall, I flatten my body against the wall. I can’t see around the corner, but I hear The Poodle say, “He’s here to help—”

“Which I can’t do if you won’t talk to me.” Uncle sounds frustrated.

“I’m fine.” This voice is raspy, barely a whisper, and hard to make out. It must belong to the real patient. “The last doctor said I just needed to get some sleep.”

“B-b-but you can’t sleep, sis, not since your fall onstage,” The Poodle stammers. “That’s why I called Dr. Jai. LeBron swears by him. Tell him about—”

“No.” Another BANG. It sounds like a fist pounding the floor. “I’m fine. I have to be fine.”

“Well, I hate to break it to you, but you’re not. You look like crap,” Uncle says.

“Is that supposed to be helpful?” She raises her voice. It’s clearer now… and makes the hair on the back of my neck stand on end. I peek around the corner into a bedroom. Uncle and The Poodle hover over a girl just a few years older than me lying flat on the rug, her shock of purple hair fanned out like a crown.

Oh.

My.

“AHHHHHH!” A scream leaps out of me before I know it. The patient on the floor? It’s none other than Willa. The Willa. As in my all-time favorite singer in the universe! I memorized every word to every song on her Diary of a Tough Grrl album. Me and Renée won our fifth-grade talent show dancing to “Not the Boss of Me.” What is Willa doing on the floor? She’s supposed to play a concert for seventy thousand Willa-maniacs tonight!

I clap a hand over my mouth, but all eyes are on me. And Willa looks furious.

“Why is there a little boy in my house?”

Cringe. I really have to do something about my hair.

“All right, everybody out,” The Poodle says. “This was a mistake.”

“Don’t be a diva,” Uncle snaps. “You said you got dizzy during your last show. I need details if I’m going to help you.”

I know Uncle means well, but he’s got a strange way of showing it. The Poodle ignores him, herding us both toward the door. I’ve dreamed about meeting Willa forever. This is not how I thought it would go. I can’t leave without telling her how much I worship her.

I duck under The Poodle’s arm and double back to the bedroom. Willa’s still sprawled out on the rug. Up close, her skin is pale and gray, like she’s been drained of all her attitude. There’s no way she could hit the high notes in “Don’t Push Me,” my second favorite song. Right now she looks small and frail and sick.

I swallow the lump in my throat. Here goes nothing.

“I wanted to say thanks. You got me through the worst year of my life.” I hold my hands up, palms out and thumbs touching to make a W—the international Willa-maniac sign. Her eyes soften, and a waterfall of words pours out of me. “I listened to Diary of a Tough Grrl on repeat during chemo. It helped me forget I was stuck in the hospital because a few cells in my bones mutated into cancer. No matter what, you’ll always be a tough grrl to me.”

Willa’s eyes sweep over my lumpy head. The space between her brows starts to quiver; then her nose squinches up.

Oh no. It’s the poor baby look. I hate the poor baby look. This always happens when people find out I’m a mutant. How can she feel bad for me when she’s lying in a puddle on the floor? I have to nip it in the bud.

“I had cancer. Leukemia.” Oof. Willa’s looking at me like I’m a lost puppy. Pivot, Deepa, pivot! I flash her my best Do I look sick to you? grin and make my voice extra bubbly. “But that’s all in the past. I’m one hundred percent cured. Good as new!”

The poor baby look melts away.

Phew.

“You’re sweet,” she says. “But I don’t feel tough. I feel…” Her voice trails off like she can’t bear to say the word “sick.”

Like it’s a curse.

Maybe it is.

But I want to do something to make her feel better. So I try again.

“ ‘You want me to prove it? Watch out—tough grrls can lose it.’ ” Quoting Willa’s lyrics makes her smile. She looks like her old self for a moment. I tilt my head toward Uncle. “I know he’s really annoying. But he’s rarely wrong.”

“That is annoying,” Willa says. Then she closes her eyes, takes a deep breath, and turns to Uncle. “Okay, Doc. You want to know what’s going on?”

Willa gives me her hand so I can help her up. (Eek! I’m touching WILLA!) Slowly, she unfurls to full height. Towering over me, she looks like the Willa I know and love. The queen of pop who “Can’t Stop the Bop.” She closes her eyes and starts swaying back and forth like she’s about to dance across the room. She squeezes my hand as though she’s going to take me with her…

And passes out.






Chapter 3 Unusual Methods


Uncle dives across the floor, sliding a hand under Willa’s head before it hits the ground. Together, we prop her up against a nightstand. A few seconds later, she moans and comes back to life.

“Deepa, grab my stethoscope and blood pressure cuff.”

I wiggle Uncle’s backpack off his shoulder. Inside is a mess of tubes and supplies. How can he find anything in here? I dig out what he needs. Uncle places the bell-shaped part of the stethoscope on Willa’s chest to listen to her heart.

“Cuff her,” he says. “And keep her talking.”

As if on autopilot, I wrap the blood pressure cuff around her arm. I fasten the Velcro so it’s snug, just like the nurses did when I was in the hospital.

“Is that what happened onstage?” I ask gently.

“It comes on all of a sudden,” she confesses in a shaky voice. “My heart starts racing. I get dizzy… then I black out. I thought it was the flashing lights and noise, but now it’s happening whenever I stand up. I’ve been crawling to the bathroom because I’m too scared to walk.”

That explains why she was lying on the floor. But what about the other weird stuff? Like the plates in the fridge? My first few weeks in treatment, food grossed me out. The smell of a PB&J could make me puke. But an empty stomach left me feeling weak.

“Have you eaten anything today?”

She shakes her head.

“I brought over all this food, but she keeps saying she’s not hungry,” The Poodle adds.

“I saw the energy drinks in your fridge,” I say. “Are you drinking those?”

“Yeah.” Willa sighs. “I’m so tired all the time.”

Uncle rolls his eyes. “Of course you are. That stuff messes with your sleep. It’s like liquid insomnia.” Hssssss. He releases the air from the cuff around her arm and listens to the stethoscope. “100 over 70. 75 bpm. Write that down, Deepa. And gimme my ophthalmoscope.” I throw him a blank look. “The thingie you use to look in someone’s eye.”

In his bag, I find a slender silver rod with a fancy flashlight on the end. Uncle pries open Willa’s right lid, shining the light in her eye while she squirms.

Cringe. Uncle is laser focused on diagnosing Willa but doesn’t seem to care how she feels while he’s doing it. I’ve seen him like this at home. He’ll pace around his bungalow late into the night, forgetting to eat dinner or brush his teeth. When he has a case to crack, that’s all that matters. He won’t let anything get in his way, not even his patients.

“He’ll be done soon,” I say to Willa. “When I was getting poked and prodded by doctors, I used to sing my way through it. ‘Shewolf’ is, like, the perfect length.”

I start to hum my third favorite Willa song. She joins in, softly singing the words. When we get to the growling part, I really go for it. “Grrrrrrrrrrrrrrr!” It makes her laugh.

Uncle bangs on Willa’s knee with a tiny hammer, then throws it on the floor. He starts pacing and muttering to himself. “Reflexes, heart rate, blood pressure, pupil dilation—all normal. What am I missing? What am I missing…” He stops short. “I need to see it again. I need you to pass out.”

“What? No!” Willa curls into a ball. The Poodle crouches beside her, protective.

Beyond frustrated, Uncle throws up his hands. I jump in to try to smooth things over.

“You know, my uncle caught my cancer. I had these bruises on my arms and legs last summer. Everyone, including my doctor, thought they were from volleyball practice. But Uncle picked up on little clues, like how they were getting bigger, not smaller. He made me get all these tests done. That’s how we found out I had leukemia. He saved my life.”

“Yeah, you owe me,” Uncle adds.

I roll my eyes before plowing ahead. “Diagnosing patients is kind of his superpower.” I lean forward, lowering my voice so only Willa can hear me. “People skills? Not so much.”

Willa thinks it over. Finally she reaches up and lets us pull her to her feet. The Poodle spots her from behind while Uncle listens to her heartbeat again.

“Bpm 120,” Uncle says as Willa starts to sway. “75 to 120… a 45-beat spike…”

Just like before, Willa’s legs turn to Jell-O. The Poodle eases her onto the bed. “I got you. I’m not going to let you fall like you did in rehearsal.”

“What happened in rehearsal?” I ask.

“She was hanging upside down on an aerial line that snapped. She dropped fifteen feet and hit the floor hard.” The Poodle shakes her head. “I’m her sister. When she told me, I should have made her go to the hospital, but she insisted she was fine.”

“I’ve had concussions before, Grace,” Willa says sharply. “There’s nothing you can do about them.”

Uncle’s eyes light up. He’s caught a scent. “How many cans of energy drink are you sucking down a day?”

Willa prickles at his accusation. “I don’t know. A few.”

“Like two or six?”

“Six,” she admits.

“You like sweet or salty foods?”

“Uh… sweet, I guess?”

“Do you always wear such saggy pants?” He points at her baggy pajamas.

“What does that have to do with anything?”

“That’s a yes.” The gears are turning in Uncle’s head. “It’s POTS! You’ve got POTS!” Uncle punches the air and whoops like he’s just crossed a finish line. “That’s gotta be my fastest diagnosis ever!”

“You should see him when we play Mario Kart,” I mutter to Willa and The Poodle. Yikes. They’re gawking at Uncle like he’s lost his mind. “Uncle! UNCLE!”

He freezes mid fist pump, annoyed I’ve interrupted his celebration. “What?”

“What’s POTS?” I ask. “And why are you so happy?”

“Right. Let me back up.” He perches on the foot of the bed and makes a fist, squeezing it rhythmically. “Okay, imagine this is your heart. It pumps blood to all your organs, including your brain. When you go from lying down to standing up, blood pools in the lower part of your body. Up top, your brain doesn’t get the supply it needs. You feel lightheaded. So your heart pumps a little faster to get your blood flowing right”—he squeezes his hand faster, then slows it back down—“and a second or two later, everything goes back to normal. You with me?”

We all nod, eager to hear more.

“When you have POTS—postural orthostatic tachycardia syndrome—your blood flow doesn’t get back to normal. Your brain fires off messages to your heart: I’m thirsty! Pump faster!” Uncle squeezes his hand superfast. “This sends your heart into overdrive. Yours jumped from 75 to 120 beats per minute when you stood up. But faster isn’t better. At this speed, your heart doesn’t pump enough blood per beat. Your brain gets even less of what it needs. You go from lightheaded to dizzy, and then you faint.”

“B-b-but the last doctor said I was just stressed,” Willa sputters.

Uncle shakes out his sore hand. “POTS is tricky to diagnose. Besides dizziness and a spike in heart rate, POTS patients often have trouble sleeping and lose their appetite.”

“That explains why you’re not hungry,” I say.

“That was a big clue. But the concussion was the key,” Uncle says. “POTS can be set off when you hit your head against something. Not eating enough salt can make it worse. So can guzzling energy drinks instead of water and wearing loose clothes. Tight pants and socks increase blood flow to your brain, believe it or not.”

“So if I want to get better, I just have to eat Doritos and wear leggings?”

Uncle starts laughing. In Willa’s face. And she does not look happy.

“Don’t be ridiculous. A concussion can trigger POTS in the blink of an eye, but it takes time to recover. First, you need to get tests done to confirm your diagnosis. I want you to see Dr. Trang. He’s a cardiologist who can determine exactly what’s happening with your heart. He’ll need time to find the right medicines to treat you. But that won’t be enough. How much you sleep, what you eat and drink, the stress you put on your body—that all needs to change. I recommend putting everything on hold to focus on your health for a year. At least.”

Uncle looks ready for a round of applause, but the room is so quiet, you could hear a pin drop. Then… Willa bursts into tears.

Uncle’s face falls. “Why are you crying? This is good news. You have a diagnosis!”

He’s right. Once you know what the problem is, you can fix it. But I know how easy it is to get overwhelmed when your life changes in an instant.

“A year is a long time,” I explain to Uncle. “Willa’s in the middle of a world tour.”

“This can’t be happening,” Willa sobs. “I can’t cancel my tour. My fans will never forgive me. What am I supposed to tell them? That I bumped my head and can’t get out of bed, like a fragile little princess?”

Fragile. That’s the last thing Willa would ever want to be. Her music is all about having guts. She doesn’t let anything get in her way. That’s what me and every other Willa-maniac in the world love about her. And she’s scared we’ll drop her if she isn’t a tough grrl anymore.

When I got diagnosed, everything I loved—volleyball, my friends, my hair—they all disappeared. It felt like the only thing left was the cancer. You’re supposed to put all your energy into getting better when you’re sick, but what lies on the other side once you do? Will things go back to the way they were? Will you have any friends left? Will you even be the same you, or will that be lost too?

“Fans?” Uncle scoffs. “You have more important things to worry about than fans.”

“You don’t get it,” Willa and I say at the same time.

“No, you don’t get it,” Uncle fires back. “This is your life we’re talking about. If you don’t get treatment, I guarantee your symptoms will get worse.”

Willa bites her nails, then sucks in a deep breath. “I’ll deal with it. I’m not canceling my tour.” She sets her jaw and slides on a pair of headphones. “Show them out,” she says to The Poodle. “We’re done.”

I wait for Uncle to lose his cool. Instead, he turns on his heel and takes off. I try to catch Willa’s eye, but she stares stubbornly at the floor as The Poodle corrals me into the hall.

“Thank you,” The Poodle says as she lets us out the front door. “For trying.”

“Whatever,” Uncle mutters. “By the way, you a vegetarian?”

“Vegan. Why?”

“Your nails. The dip in the middle means you’re not getting enough B12 in the food you’re eating. Take a vitamin.”

She examines her nails as Uncle takes off into the night without so much as a goodbye.

“I’m sorry,” I offer weakly. “He can’t help himself.”

“It must be hard for him,” The Poodle says with a sad smile. “What’s the point of knowing the answer on a quiz show if your buzzer doesn’t work?”

And with that, she closes the door in my face.

I stumble through the darkness, racing to catch up with Uncle.

“Wait! Where are you going?” I ask frantically. “We’ve gotta go back in there and convince Willa to change her mind!”

“I can’t force her to get treatment,” he grumbles, fishing out his keys. “She has to want to get better.”

“So you’re just going to walk away and abandon her?”

“Know thyself, Deepa.” Uncle leans against the car, arms folded across his chest. “Patients don’t always listen to me. Or like me much.”

“Well, you were pretty rude back there.”

“I didn’t come over for afternoon tea,” he snipes. “At least she has a diagnosis—and in record time, thanks to me.” He pauses, like he’s debating whether he should say what comes out next. “And you, I guess.”

A wave of warmth crashes over me. It feels good to know I helped Willa. And not just because I’m a fan. While I was working by Uncle’s side, I didn’t feel like a mutant or a poor baby. I just felt like… me. It’s been so long, I forgot what that was like.

“What’s going on?” Uncle asks. “Why are you making that face?”

“I have an idea,” I say, bouncing on my toes.

“No.”

“Don’t you want to hear it first?”

“Nope. Your last idea got me in big trouble.”

Uncle opens the car door, and I hip-check it shut. “That bike-in movie theater would’ve been a hit if the TV hadn’t fallen off the roof. But this one is next-level. Ready?”

“Does it matter that I already said no?” he huffs.

“We should be partners!”






Chapter 4 Partners


“Hear me out, Uncle!” I start pacing up and down Willa’s driveway, my mind racing. “You’re good at cracking cases, but bad with people. Like, so bad, your patients won’t even listen to you!” Uncle opens his mouth to protest, but I plow forward. “That’s where I come in. If we team up, you can focus on your perfect record, and I can convince patients to take your advice! It’s a win-win situation.”

“No way.” Uncle brushes past me and pops open the trunk.

I’m hot on his heels. “Why?!”

“Deepa, you’re twelve.”

“Twelve and a half.”

He dumps his backpack in. “Doctors have to be responsible, composed, mature—”

I cock my head at the mound of candy bar wrappers and loose medical supplies under his bag. “Then you’re in trouble.”

“Ha ha,” Uncle says sarcastically.

“You said it yourself. I was helpful back there.”

“That doesn’t make you a doctor.” He slams the trunk and heads back up front. “You haven’t finished middle school, much less medical school.”

“Yeah, but I was a patient.” I try to block him from getting into the driver’s seat, but he palms my face and moves me out of his way. “I know a lot more about being sick than you do,” I mumble through his fingers.

He lets go, frowning. “Uh—wrong. You are a patient, Deepa.”

As if on cue, Uncle’s watch alarm beeps. He fishes a couple of pills out of his pocket and hands them to me.

“I was going to take them when I got home,” I mutter, picking off the lint before I swallow them dry.

“Why’d you tell Willa you were one hundred percent cured?” he asks. “You are aware that you still have cancer, right?”

Grrrrrrrr. Is he for real right now? “Oh my gosh, thank you for reminding me. I totally forgot because everyone treats me like a mutant.”

“I sense sarcasm.”

“Of course I know I have cancer!” I lash out. “But it takes five years with no sign of leukemia to say you’re cured. Five years. I can’t deal with this”—I hit him with the poor baby look—“for that long.”

“Yeah, that sucks,” he snorts. “But maybe it’ll grow on you. The cancer did.”

I glare at him… but kinda want to laugh. It’s hard to stay mad at the only person who doesn’t treat you like a poor baby.

“Come on—that was a good one,” he says as we both get in the car. “You know you’re gonna use it.”

Ugh. He’s right. “You’re so annoying!”

Uncle starts the engine, satisfied he’s squashed my big idea. “Buckle up. We gotta get home before your parents do. I’m not in the mood to see your father’s head explode tonight. Let’s just forget this ever happened.”

“Are you crazy?! Meeting Willa is the single greatest achievement of my life!” I say as we lurch toward the gate. “Renée’s going to flip when I tell her.”

Screeeeeeeeeech.

Uncle slams the brakes. “Deepa, you can’t say a word about what just happened. Everything a patient tells a doctor is private. Patients don’t have to like you, but they have to trust you. Without trust, a doctor can’t do their job.”

“Yeah, but I’m not a doctor.” I smirk. “Remember?”

“Crap. You’re right.” He puts the car in park, twisting in his seat to face me. “Raise your right hand. You gotta take the oath.”

“What oath?”

“The Hippocratic oath. It’s like a promise doctors make to follow a code of ethics.”

I light up. “So if I take the oath, can I be your partner?”

“In your dreams. Take the oath or I’ll tell your parents you’ve been sneaking out to go to the mall—without a mask on.”

I reel back, bumping my head against the window. “No I haven’t!”

Uncle arches an eyebrow like an evil genius. “Who do you think they’re going to believe?”

“You wouldn’t dare!”

“You wanna play with fire? Be my guest.”

“This is so unfair,” I say, raising my right hand.

“Repeat after me. I solemnly swear to help my patients.” I say the words back along with everything that follows. “I won’t do anything to harm them. I won’t be ashamed to say ‘I don’t know’ and call a lifeline for help. I will respect my patient’s wishes—including their privacy. Say that twice so you don’t forget it next time you see Renée.” Grrrrr. I say it through gritted teeth. “And finally: I’ll do the right thing—even when it’s hard.”

“Are you just making this up?”

“Say it.”

So I do.

He hits the gas, and we turn onto Mulholland Drive. If he wants to be a pain in the butt, two can play at that game.

“I’m not giving up. You need a partner, and I’m the person for the job.” I’m determined to change his mind. No one’ll treat me like a poor baby if I’m solving medical mysteries. “You know Sherlock Holmes couldn’t have solved all those cases without Watson.”

“Drop it already.”

“Could the Guardians of the Galaxy guard the galaxy if Rocket didn’t have Groot? Would the Baby-Sitters Club even exist if Kristy didn’t have Mary Anne?”

Uncle cranks up the volume on the car stereo to drown me out. Ugh. He’s blasting his favorite band—Death Trap. He calls it nu-metal. I call it whiny-baby music, because all the singer does is complain about how messed up the world is. It’s not like he’s out there doing anything about it.

Not like me, I think.

Because once I wear Uncle down, I’m going to save some lives.






Chapter 5 Dinner & Diwali


“You’ve hardly eaten anything, thangam. Aren’t you hungry?” Amma reaches across the table to spoon more rice and chicken onto the mound of biryani already on my plate.

I’m too tired to eat. School started a week ago, and homework is no joke in the seventh grade. Plus, I’ve spent every spare minute trying to convince Uncle to make me his partner. I alphabetized his medical books, washed his car, and have been manning the phone after school to schedule his patient visits. (Willa hasn’t returned any of his calls—or shown up to her last two concerts. Sigh.) I even set up a Google calendar for him with a special daily reminder: Make Me Your Partner. I’m not giving up—even though I’m exhausted.
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