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Part One






Chapter 1: Becca



First came the high-pitched squeak of the brakes, then a laborious chug. By the time the yellow school bus sidled up to the curb, I’d extricated myself from a crouched position on the sidewalk and ended my call. I tossed the cell phone into my canvas tote, along with the notes I’d frantically scribbled on the back of a grocery receipt, and made my way to the corner, smiling and waving at the tinted windows. For all she knew, I hadn’t moved from that exact spot since drop-off at 8:35 that morning.


“Hiya, papaya!” I chirped. Emma looked down at her hot-pink sneakers and carefully descended the bus steps. She was balancing an art project in one hand and a damp-looking turquoise backpack on the opposite elbow. Freeze this moment, I instructed myself. I blinked away the wetness in my eyes and hoped she didn’t notice through my sunglasses—cheap aviators that lacked UV protection but that I wore daily because she had picked them out for me at a street fair.


“We had Creamsicles for snack today,” she announced.


“Yum! Good, right?” I took her backpack and flung it over my shoulder.


“Uh-huh. But I dripped some on my shirt. See?” She showed me the spot. “You think Grandpa can get it out?”


“Oh, he’ll love that one!” Since his retirement from city government, my father had developed an affinity for the challenge and satisfaction of eradicating stubborn fabric stains. To my mother’s delight, this pastime proved significantly more useful than other newly acquired interests, such as playing Bananagrams and binge-watching the History Channel.


“What’s this?” I pointed to the painting Emma was holding.


“It’s you, Daddy, and me on a beach. Do you like it?”


I admired the three stick figures holding hands beneath a rainbow. “I love it. This is definitely refrigerator-worthy.”


She grinned and my heart ached as we passed the shop where we bought her first pair of shoes—a milestone I documented in a small, scalloped-edge scrapbook labeled “Emma’s First . . .”


“Honey, I’m going to need you to play by yourself for a bit, okay? I have to make a call when we get home.”


“Can I see one of the movies?” she asked eagerly. She tilted her head and smiled widely, revealing the space where she had just lost a bottom tooth. “Pleeease?”


Never in this era of high-definition DVDs would I have guessed that two VHS cassettes—our wedding video, and a home movie shot in my best friend’s basement back in high school—would be riveting entertainment for a seven-year-old. And yet, given the choice, my child would undoubtedly turn down a Disney block-buster to watch inebriated relatives dancing a hora, or a grainy old tape of my childhood friends making complete fools of themselves.


At home, I rummaged through the drawers of our entertainment console and, after bypassing Annie and Lindsay Lohan’s version of The Parent Trap, came upon the old video from my friends. Emma settled herself on the living room couch and lit up as brightly as my neon-clad squad on screen. I closed the bedroom door, leaned back against my tufted headboard, and dialed my husband’s office. Erasure’s “Oh L’Amour” blasted down the hall, and I heard Emma jump onto the floor from the couch to mimic the dance.


“Hey, Bec,” Nolan answered. He must have seen my name on the caller ID screen. “I’ve got Jordana on the other line. We were just talking about the reunion. I’m getting psyched! We’re leaving on Friday, right?”


Oh my God! I thought. The reunion at Jordana’s!


“Bec, we’re leaving for Jordana’s on Friday, right?” he repeated.


I ignored his question. Though I’d been looking forward to seeing everyone, after the phone call I’d received earlier, I had no desire to go. I just wanted to stay home with Emma.


“So, you have a minute?” I asked. This is the point of no return, I thought.


“Of course,” he said, sounding unusually blasé. I could hear him tapping computer keys in the background.


We talked in quiet, solemn voices for the next fifteen minutes, until Emma called from the living room.


“Mommyyyy!” she shouted. “I’m huuunnngry. Can I have an Oreo and a . . .”


I sighed. “I’ve gotta go.”


He exhaled slowly into the phone’s receiver. “Do your parents know?” he asked.


“No,” I said curtly. The mere mention of them turned my hands clammy. “We need our ducks in a row first. Same goes for Jordana, by the way. We’re not ready to be cross-examined.”


“Oh, shit,” he groaned. “Jordana’s still holding on my other line.”


“I can’t go to the reunion,” I said. “I just can’t imagine—”


“You cannot cancel. Jordana will have a fit if the guest of honor doesn’t show up. We’ll figure it out.”


A lump formed in my throat. I couldn’t tell whether the fact that Nolan chose to use “we,” instead of “you,” triggered it, or whether it was just the realization that we now had something to figure out.


“Mommyyyyy,” Emma called again. “I’m huuunnnngry.”


“Go take care of her,” Nolan said. “I’ll be home within an hour.”


“No, don’t. It’s only four o’clock. Get in as much face time at the office now as you can.”


He was silent.


“Nol? You there?”


He cleared his throat. “Yeah, I’m here. Don’t worry about work. They’ll survive without me.” My husband had never left early. Taking off before seven made him visibly uneasy.


After we hung up, I grabbed some Oreos and milk and sidled up next to Emma on the couch. I’d seen this tape countless times before, but never in twenty-five years had I experienced such a visceral reaction.


The sepia-tinged photograph displayed on the side table—the one of Mom and Dad dancing at Nolan’s and my wedding—suddenly reminded me of the two of them on plastic hospital chairs, surreptitiously stealing glances my way every few minutes. The stack of coloring books on the leather ottoman beneath Emma’s little feet was reminiscent of the gossip-laden teen entertainment magazines I used to keep on a rolling tray table. And the childhood versions of my friends’ voices—Seth’s prepubescent high pitch and the sweetness in the girls’ timbre—took me back to my fifteen-year-old self. Though I was snuggling on the sofa with my daughter, every other part of my being was back in that room over two decades earlier, experiencing Becca Night Live for the very first time.
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When they knocked on the door, I was awake, propped up on two pillows and flipping through the current issue of People magazine. My parents sat beside my bed, quietly reading hardcover books.


Seth was the first to enter my hospital room. His sterile blue gown was taut around the midsection and pooled at his sneakers like a dress in need of tailoring. A paper-thin shower cap sat perched atop his hair. Just below the elastic band, a capital letter B was shaved into the side of his buzz cut. My heartbeat quickened at the thought that pity was the reason he’d done it. When he extended a latex-gloved hand to my father, Dad jumped from his seat, vigorously grabbed Seth’s shoulders, and pulled him to his chest for a bear hug.


“Oh my.” Mom sighed and placed her hand over her heart as Jordana, Holly, and Lex filed in. I was pretty sure that behind her mask, Mom’s mouth was contorting to stifle a cry. She rose to her feet and rested her tome about the Fitzgeralds and the Kennedys on the chair. Without saying a word, she kissed my girlfriends by pressing her mask to a small area of exposed skin on their foreheads. As she made her way down what looked like a receiving line at a hazmat convention, I watched my friends’ eyes dart around the room. I could sense them taking inventory, trying to gauge whether this whole scene was better or worse than they’d anticipated.


“Okay, kids,” Dad said, gathering his iced tea and wallet from the windowsill. “If you need anything, we’ll be down the hall in the parents’ lounge.”


“There are some drinks in the mini-fridge behind Becca’s bed,” Mom said. She knelt down, opened the door, and gestured like Vanna White to our collection of snack-size juice cans—the ones that arrived on meal trays but that I rarely craved. “And if there’s an emergency or if you have any questions, just press the red call button on the wall or run to the nurses’ station. Got it?”


My friends nodded obediently.


“And . . . ” Mom began again, before Dad cut her off.


“Come on, Arlene. They’ll be just fine.” He put his hand on the small of her back, inching her toward the door. He winked at me on the way out, the lines next to his eyes creasing. It was the same go-get-’em look he gave me every September when I headed out the door at the start of a new school year. Though his mask hid his wide smile, I could clearly envision it.


This was the first time I’d been alone in the room without adult supervision in seven weeks—weeks in which I had morphed from a teenager who hunted for lip gloss and dangly earrings at the dollar store with her girlfriends to a completely dependent, sponge-bathed bubble girl who often needed Mommy and Daddy to literally wipe her ass.


I glanced over at my friends, arms folded against their chests, standing in a line beside the wall of Scotch-taped get-well cards. Are they disgusted by all the bags and tubes crowding my IV pole? Are they scared to come near me, afraid that even with their protective gear they might transmit germs and damage my compromised immune system? Does a tiny part of them worry I’m contagious—the way our cleaning lady did when she quit after learning I had Hodgkin’s lymphoma?


Once the thick wooden door closed, we stared silently through its small inlaid window and watched as my parents removed their gloves; untied each other’s masks; ripped off their gowns, caps, and booties; and threw it all in the trash. Mom and Dad turned toward the glass to smile and wave one last time before they headed down the corridor.


I’d learned more about my parents in those weeks spent looking only at the area above their masks and below their cap line than I had in all the years of seeing their whole faces. There was so much you could intuit from just eyeballs and brows. I saw hope sparkle in Mom’s baby blues if my daily blood counts were strong, droopy-eyed desperation when I was too weak to eat, squinting fear in Dad’s chocolate-brown irises when I had an adverse reaction to a transfusion, and arched-brow elation every time I laughed. But most of all, I saw a tremendous partnership. They could communicate seamlessly without uttering a word. Though they were living a nightmare, they were in it together. They were a committed team with shared values, priorities, goals, and love—for each other and for me. I may have been only fifteen, but I knew that if I were lucky enough to survive, one day I wanted exactly what they had.


For a moment, the only sound in the room was the hum of my electronic IV machine. Suddenly, I felt homesick. I wasn’t sure if it was a longing for my parents to return or if seeing my friends in this bizarre setting was a reminder of all that had changed. Either way, I felt like a little girl who wanted to hide in her mommy’s lap.


“So? What do you think?” Seth asked, breaking the silence as he spun around on the heels of his Air Jordan high-tops. The surgical booties covering the rubber soles made him turn faster. When he came to a halt, he whipped off the shower cap and bent toward my pillow so the B was close to my face.


The girls rolled their eyes and moaned disapprovingly when he showed off his haircut. Ahhh, I thought, there they are! I didn’t recognize those gloomy girls!


“Oh my God, Bec, can you believe what he did to his head?” Lex asked, as if she were embarrassed to be seen with him.


Lex often lacked a filter. I saw Seth deflate, and my heart hurt for him. He tended to let even the most innocuous statements marinate in his head and melt his confidence. “I absolutely love it,” I said emphatically, as I ran my fingers over the B. I didn’t let on that the look was better suited for a boy-band member than for a baby-faced ninth-grader whose mother still shopped for him in the Husky section.


There was no need for me to ask about Seth’s motivation. He’d known for months that I dreaded hair loss more than death. We discussed the topic at length before I started treatment. I wasn’t being superficial, or at least not entirely. I was a dancer and an athlete who could go from a ballerina bun to a swinging ponytail in seconds flat. I’d release the bobby pins from my updo, and, like a slow-motion shampoo commercial on television, my twisted hair would gracefully uncoil and fall perfectly down my back, resting just between my shoulder blades. No way was I a bald, bedridden kid. If I lost my long brown waves, I lost me. But then one night in the middle of June, while I was watching stupid pet tricks on Late Night with David Letterman, a nurse came in with a pair of scissors. For weeks, my strands had been thinning into an old-man comb-over, and she’d said repeatedly it was time to part with it (a pun she used more than once, which annoyed me to no end). I protested repeatedly. But that night, she held her ground. A few snips later, it was over and I was a bald, bedridden kid.


My first reaction was sensory: my head felt cooler and cleaner. I waved my right hand about an inch above my shoulder; the exact spot where I once reached to gather the hair into a ponytail. I poked my scalp, and my index finger quickly recoiled, as if it had touched a metal pan on a hot stove. Hopeful that the grotesque mental images I had of myself were worse than reality, I headed over to the medicine-cabinet mirror. Slowly, I moved to the left, and then to the right, mesmerized like a baby upon realizing the image reflected back was her own.


“I was too chicken to totally shave it,” Seth said apologetically. “The B is for Becca, in case you’re wondering. Solidarity, you know?” He made a fist in the air and then pounded his chubby barrel chest.


I knew how lucky I was to have a friend who was willing to look like an idiot on my behalf. Yet when I saw that B, I couldn’t help but think about our old elementary school cafeteria. Every year on the Wednesday before Thanksgiving, students would gather to write cards or create an art project for children in need—kids who were homeless, or hungry, or sick and spending the holiday in the hospital. That B, I realized, was his art project. I had become the charity case.


Before I could respond, Lex hip-bumped Seth out of the way so she could grab his spot near the top of my bed. It was as if they were competing for my attention. As soon as he moved, she leaned her petite frame across the IV tubes on my blanket and peeled the latex glove from her hand. I was taken aback by the ease with which she embraced her proximity to “ickiness.” This was not a girl who ever played in the mud. “What do you think of this color?” she asked, wiggling her fingers inches from my face.


“It’s turquoise,” I said, and looked at her quizzically. As a matter of philosophy, Lex wore only pink or red on her nails. She claimed it went better with her porcelain skin. She was right.


“‘Robin’s Egg,’” she corrected, and made quotation marks in the air. She had started doing that thing with her fingers at the beginning of eighth grade. “You like?”


“Yes, I like ‘Robin’s Egg.’” I chuckled, mimicking her air quotes. We locked eyes for a few seconds. But in that brief exchange, we acknowledged that there was no need to discuss her uncharacteristic color choice; we both knew she had picked turquoise because it was my favorite. “Thank you,” I said softly. Lex had a harder exterior than the others, but her core was just as tender. She simply held those cards close to the vest.


“So, we brought you something!” Holly exclaimed, a little too exuberantly, as she dragged a chair across the floor. I was getting the sense that all this cheerfulness had been prearranged. As if they had agreed before walking in that conversational lulls were forbidden and it was their job to keep me entertained.


Holly parked the chair by my elbow. When she sat down, I could see wisps of her silky red hair peeking out of the sides of the cap. “Jord,” she whispered forcefully. Jordana was perched atop the windowsill, where she was hugging her long, gazelle-like legs to her chest. She had clearly spaced out and missed her cue.


“Oh, right,” Jordana muttered. She reached into her backpack and pulled out a black VHS cassette with Becca Night Live written carefully along the spine in her signature rainbow bubble letters. She passed the video to Holly, who handed it to me. Atop the cassette sleeve was a neon-pink square sticky note that read: “With Love, The Cast.”


“What’s this?” I asked. Jordana seemed a thousand miles away. I couldn’t tell whether she was tired or simply out of her element—not that this room, or having cancer, for that matter, was my element, either.


Jordana shrugged nonchalantly. I wanted to put her out of her misery and tell her it was okay to leave. But I knew if I did, she would simply deny that anything was wrong and remain in a quasi-fetal position on the windowsill. Beneath the mask, she was probably making that reluctant grin of hers—that go-to look she did every time she was asked to read one of her beautifully crafted essays in class, or when the principal presented her with some award for academic achievement, which happened at least twice a year. It was the smile that revealed her timid side, the side that was scared shitless and knew that opening her mouth would cause her brave facade to come crashing down.


I loved the entire group, but Jordana was different. Her family became an extension of my own the day she moved across the street, when we were three years old. Lex, Seth, and Holly lived only a few blocks away. We were all in the same class until high school, but because Jordana’s front door was literally twenty-five strides from mine (forty strides when we were younger), she was more like my sister than just a friend. I knew when someone was in her upstairs bathroom or doing laundry in the basement. I could smell her family’s backyard barbecue in the summer and the smoky coziness of their fireplace in the winter. On the few occasions I threatened to run away from home—for the injustice of being denied ice cream before bed, or the time I claimed my “self-expression was getting muzzled” because I wasn’t allowed to wear a bathing suit for fourth-grade picture day in November—my parents didn’t balk. They knew that even if they were dispensable, I wouldn’t last a day without Jordana. For most of junior high, the kids at school referred to us as Jordecca.


“We’re not telling you what it is.” Lex pointed her polished fingernail at me. “Just watch.”


Holly popped the video into the VCR covered with partially peeled masking tape that read: “Pediatrics Dept.,” and shut off the room’s fluorescent ceiling light.


After a bit of static, the movie began with a forty-second still shot of the pilling mocha couch in Jordana’s basement (the one in which we hid Halloween candy wrappers between the cushions when we were five, then completely forgot about them and remembered to retrieve them only when we were seven). They must have prematurely hit the record button, because the shot of the couch was uncomfortably long and I could hear Lex whispering directives in the background. But then, from stage right, Seth jumped into the center of the screen.


“Live!” he shouted, with his hands in the air.


“From Jordy’s basement . . .” Holly came in from stage left, landing beside Seth.


“It’s Becca . . .” Lex joined in, with a singsong voice.


“Night Live!” Jordana entered and crouched down on one knee, doing shimmying jazz hands.


For the next ninety minutes, we sat in my hospital room, snort-laughing at sketch after endearingly pitiful sketch. There was a group dance to the Electric Slide; a “Weekend Update” news analysis of ninth-grade gossip; a bodybuilding scene where Seth and Holly stuffed toilet paper into their sweatshirts like Hans and Franz; and a cooking segment that accidentally set off the fire alarm in Jordana’s house, causing her father to run across the screen bare-chested and repeatedly scream, “What the fuck?”


The amount of effort they had expended on my behalf took me aback. Did they really think I was dying? “When did you do all this?” I asked.


“We shot most of it back in May when you left, but then we got busy with school and finals and stuff, so we finished it last weekend before Lex’s date,” Seth said matter-of-factly.


“Lex’s what?” I rocketed into an upright position. This was major news, as none of us had ever been on a real date. I didn’t know anyone was even interested in dating. Though we didn’t publicize it, Jordana and I still played with dolls, for Chrissake!


“My date,” she said, as if it were the most natural thing in the world. “Didn’t I tell you? I thought I told everyone.”


“Nope, no idea,” I said, looking at Holly and Jordana for confirmation that this was a shocking headline. But it was clear this was news only to me—a realization that was more astonishing than Lex’s announcement.


“It wasn’t a big deal, Bec. I just went to Carvel with a guy from math class.”


“No big deal? Please,” Holly said, with palpable disbelief. “Let me tell you, Bec, it was like she was preparing for the Academy Awards. She changed her outfit seventeen times!”


“Yeah, well, it didn’t matter anyway.” Lex flitted her hand in front of her. “He was totally weird. It’s not even worth discussing, ’cause that’s not happening ever again.”


I reclined onto my pillows. “Can you pass me that water on the rolling table, please?” I asked Holly. I felt a lump form in my throat as she handed over the plastic cup. Never before had I felt so on the periphery of this group.


I wondered if Lex had called about the date and my parents had forgotten to give me the message. I would’ve loved to hear the details—who he was, how he asked her out, what she wore, whether he kissed her. I glanced at the wall calendar opposite my bed. What was I doing last Sunday? I wondered. Oh, right. That was the afternoon Dad threw a container of Tylenol in a fit of rage. He knew I had tried repeatedly to swallow the tiny capsule. He knew my mouth was raw and sore. But right then, six weeks into my stay, something in him snapped. “You can handle chemo, radiation, multiple blood transfusions, and a fucking experimental bone-marrow transplant, and you can’t swallow a goddamn Tylenol, Becca?” he bellowed, before storming out of the room and down the hall. There was no point in arguing. I could tell he’d reached his breaking point, and I knew that my normally calm father would return after he let off some steam. I simply took a deep breath like a patient parent who recognized her child needed space to work through his feelings.


I thought for a moment about the dichotomy between Lex’s date and Dad’s tantrum and wondered where I belonged. Was I the little girl for whom the closest thing to a date was getting Barbie ready for a night out with Ken? Or did life experience give me wisdom, maturity, and perspective far beyond my years, making it seem as if I were a fifty-year-old trapped in a teenager’s body?


“You’ve got to see these closing credits! They’re amazing,” Lex said, as she stood up and rolled the monitor’s stand closer to me. We had clearly moved on from the topic of her date. I turned my attention to the handwritten well wishes from teachers and classmates scrolling across the screen as Bette Midler’s “Wind Beneath My Wings” played in the background. The whole thing would have been a complete tearjerker had they not accidentally recorded a toilet flush at the climax of the song.


When the screen faded to black, Seth flipped on the overhead lights and climbed onto the windowsill beside Jordana. My friends glanced at me, awaiting a response.


I searched my brain for the appropriate words. Touching? The greatest gift I’ve ever received? It makes me feel loved and secure and like I have the best friends in the world, even if I do feel like a charity case? I opted for keeping it simple. “It’s incredible. I mean it. Thank you. How the hell did you do that?”


Four pairs of eyes crinkled with delight, even Jordana’s.


“My dad won a Sony Handycam at his company’s holiday party,” Seth explained. “We set it up in Jordy’s basement. As you know, her house is the cleanest—least amount of crap to have to move out of the way for set design.” He leaned over and tenderly nudged Jordana’s arm with his shoulder, clearly trying to elicit a small grin, but came up empty.


“We couldn’t figure out the camera’s edit function, so we just hoped the first take of every scene was good enough,” Holly added. “Maybe when you get out of here we can make another video. All five of us. You know, the entire cast.”


Holly always knew just what was needed to make someone feel better. It was her sixth sense. When we were little, she was the kid who’d momentarily leave a group of friends on the playground to extend a hand to the shy child sitting on the sidelines. Her radar must have been going off now, because, as much as I adored the tape, part of me was feeling marginalized, wondering if I’d ever be able to play again.


Just then, the door to my room opened and a nurse walked in. “I’m sorry, guys, but it’s time to go. It’s been two hours. Becca needs to rest.”


In a single, fluid movement, Jordana ripped the shower cap off her hair, extended her lanky limbs, and jumped to the floor from the windowsill. Her silky blond mane swung from side to side.


“Mwah,” she said, blowing an air kiss toward me with her hand. She already had one foot out the door.


Seth followed with a high-five and a promise to call. I knew he would, because he dialed my hospital room every day at 4:30 p.m. As he exited, I could hear him ask Jordana if she needed help untying the back of her sterile paper gown. I grinned. Despite the radical upheaval of my world, some things—like Seth’s perpetual and unrequited fawning over Jordana—remained the same.


Not surprisingly, Lex made a dramatic exit. She placed a hand on her hip and sashayed her petite frame to the door. She stopped, pointed to me, and said, “You look mahvelous, dahling,” imitating Billy Crystal on Saturday Night Live. I laughed. My reaction was genuine, but it was also what I knew she wanted. I could tell throughout the visit how hard she was trying to rise above her discomfort to make me smile.


Holly lingered. While everyone was disrobing outside the door, she leaned over my bed and whispered, “I miss you, Bec. Hurry up and get home. It’s not the same without you.” And then, like a doting mother, she lowered her mask and kissed my scalp with her bare lips. As she stepped away, I noticed Jordana watching us sullenly through the glass window.


In the weeks leading up to my hospitalization, I sensed something off in Jordana. If the five of us went out for pizza, she’d save me a seat beside her, as if sitting directly across the table weren’t close enough. If I told a story to the group, she’d chime in with something along the lines of, “Oh right, you told me that the other day.” These seemingly innocuous gestures staked her turf as the BFF with the inside scoop. I figured whatever was eating her would pass, but there it was again—right there at the hospital—in her silence, her distance, and her stare.


“So, how was the visit?” my parents asked when they returned to the room.


“Fine,” I said.


“Fine? That’s all we get?” Mom laughed and kissed my head.


My parents had grown so accustomed to knowing everything about me—my platelet count, my urine output, what I ate for breakfast—that our boundaries had blurred. Holding back and keeping a little something to myself didn’t seem unreasonable. Not to mention, I didn’t really know how I’d summarize it. On the one hand, this had been the first day in seven weeks that I had actually felt like myself. Every fear I’d had about hair loss becoming a divide between my friends and me had completely vanished. It was almost anticlimactic. Their ability to take a look at the new me, process it, and carry on as if nothing had changed was exactly what I needed. Sure, Jordana wasn’t herself, but the rest seemed to manage just fine.


On the other hand, I had never felt more out of the loop. Being excluded from Lex’s news made me wonder what else I had missed. Did they assume I had no interest in a conversation about what to wear on a date because I was busy fighting a life-threatening illness? Did they think I’d be jealous or incapable of sharing her excitement? This disease had shaken nearly everything in my world to the core—my appearance, my burgeoning independence, my ability to simply walk outdoors. Would losing common ground with my friends be the next casualty?


I closed my eyes and pretended to fall asleep—the way I did whenever a social worker stopped by to chat, or when a circus clown visiting the pediatric ward knocked on my door. This time, however, I wasn’t avoiding those well-intentioned professionals. No, this time, when I shut my eyes, all I saw were my friends.


I envisioned them schlepping into Manhattan from Queens that morning via the Q46 bus, then two subway lines operating on the excruciatingly slow weekend schedule, and braving a three-avenue walk to the hospital in what I heard was quite the heat wave.


I looped the image of them donning those blue gowns, their eyes peeking over the masks and darting from wall to wall, ceiling to floor. To me, every inch of the ten-by-ten-foot sterile space was loaded. Even if we looked at the same objects, they wouldn’t see what I saw.


To me, the cerulean-blue vinyl recliner in the corner by the window wasn’t simply a chair; it was the bed my parents took turns sleeping on every night so that I was never alone. The algebra and biology textbooks piled high on the radiator weren’t just study guides; they belonged to the residents and nurses who, for the entire month of June, spent their breaks helping me prepare for my New York State Regents Exams so I wouldn’t fall behind at school. And that dent in the wall beside my bed? I created that the night I shook so violently from chemo that the footboard banged against the wall and chipped the paint. I remember Mom throwing her five-foot-two-inch frame atop my blankets, pinning down all eighty-seven pounds of me with the force of a professional wrestler, and in a single breath emitting the most desperate string of words I had ever heard: “Don’t you dare leave me Goddammit Becca you stay with me do you understand don’t you do this!”


I wanted so badly to tell her how I felt trapped in a foreign, defective shell. How the real me was right there, just beneath the shaky surface, ready to run and dance and be a kid. But I lacked the energy. I didn’t have the words to explain the divide. Instead, I summoned every bit of strength, grabbed her hand, and whispered, “Ma, I’m here.”


Despite my best efforts, I couldn’t sleep. The warmth of the midafternoon sun streamed through the window, and when I opened my eyes I noticed Mom and Dad had assumed their positions beside my bed and were quietly reading, just as they had been that morning.


“No nap today?” Dad asked, looking at me over his glasses.


I shook my head.


“Well, I hear there’s a new movie out and it’s gotten rave reviews,” he said, closing his book and carefully placing it on the windowsill. “Just so happens we were able to snag a copy.” He smiled and waved the Becca Night Live cassette in his hand.


It was a good idea. I wanted Mom and Dad to see it. I wanted them to know I had others in my corner, and that they didn’t have to carry the entire burden of buoying my spirits.


About a half-hour in, a nurse entered to check my vital signs.


“In all my years, I’ve never seen anything like this,” she remarked, watching the movie, instead of the dial on my blood pressure cuff. “I wish I’d had a group like this when I was fifteen. I bet you’ll be friends for life.”


When she left the room, I shifted toward the wall so that my back faced my parents. I didn’t want them to see me dab the tear pooling in my right eye.


Friends for life assumed so many things. Life, for one thing. But even if I survived, and even if this ugly, scary, acute stage didn’t turn my friends away, I wondered if the ripple effects eventually could. Would this crazy experience be just another childhood memory we shared, like trick-or-treating on Halloween or trips to the beach? Or would my cancer become the game-changer—the pivotal event we could all point to as the cataclysmic moment when everything was permanently altered?


[image: Image]


The sound of a turning key unlocking our apartment door jolted me out of my stupor, and I stopped the VHS tape.


“I’m home,” Nolan called out. A second later, the door slammed shut.


“Daddy!” Emma hollered, and ran into the foyer. He dropped his black messenger-style work bag onto the floor, kicked off his shoes, and lifted her in the air above his head.


“I’m taking my girls out for dinner,” he announced, flipping Emma upside down and tickling her belly. She squealed with delight. As he set her feet back onto the floor, his cell phone rang in the outer pocket of his bag. I caught him glancing at it and then looking away.


“Sugar and Plumm! Please! Sugar and Plumm!” She jumped up and down ecstatically. It was no surprise she’d selected our favorite local bistro, known for its decadent desserts.


“Sounds good to me! Now go get dressed,” he said.


As Emma scurried off, Nolan’s phone rang again, but this time he didn’t even look at the bag. Instead, he gripped my face and leaned in so that our eyes were only inches apart.


“She can’t know,” he whispered firmly. “Not yet.”


I nodded in agreement, and we both blinked away tears. A moment later, Emma skipped back into the hallway, wearing a sundress and glittery flip-flops and carrying a small zippered clutch—an Estée Lauder freebie my mother had received with the purchase of two lipsticks and passed along to her granddaughter for dress-up.


“Well, look at the lovely Ms. Scardino,” Nolan said, admiring our daughter. Emma curtsied. “Sugar and Plumm, here we come!”


I grabbed my bag, and as we walked through the doorway, his phone rang again. “I’ll get that for you,” I said. Nolan’s cell was practically an appendage. He never left home without it and never ignored a call.


“Don’t bother,” he said, and raced Emma down the corridor to the elevator bank.


Emma danced for the elevator’s security camera as we rode down to the lobby and high-fived Eddie, our doorman, when we passed him at the front desk.


“Enjoy your evening, folks,” he said, and playfully stuck his tongue out at Emma. She giggled, and the three of us waved goodbye, heading out onto the warm city streets as if this had been just another ordinary day.





Chapter 2: Nolan



The first time I saw the video was a few days after our college graduation. I didn’t actually watch it; I merely became aware of its existence. I was helping Becca pack up her dorm room and noticed a cassette on her bookshelf, sandwiched between a high school yearbook and a Roget’s thesaurus.


“What’s this?” I asked, holding the tape in my hand. I was about to transfer it into a plastic carton with other books but stopped to inspect a slightly oxidized pink sticky note on the outer sleeve. The note’s edges had begun to curl, and there was a tiny tear fastidiously repaired with glue beneath the words “With Love, The Cast.”


Becca had been standing on her twin bed, simultaneously removing a wall poster of Vincent van Gogh’s Starry Night and swaying to the Dave Matthews album we were playing on her portable CD player. When she pivoted toward me and noticed the videotape in my hand, she froze as if I had aimed a remote control in her direction and pressed pause.


After a few seconds, she said, “Oh, that’s just something my friends made,” and tucked a strand of loose hair behind her ear. “Would you mind sticking that on top of my backpack, instead of in the carton? I’m going to carry it with me. Don’t want it to get lost.”


Had she been one of my friends, I would have known whether to proceed with a joke or a follow-up question or simply leave it alone. But we’d met only a few days earlier and I didn’t have a handle on her yet. Her evasiveness had piqued my curiosity, but I wasn’t going to push. Slow and steady, I decided, would be my approach. There was something different about this girl.


Our introduction was improbable for a hundred different reasons. It was Senior Week at Columbia University—a series of celebrations in the days leading up to commencement—and I certainly didn’t expect to meet my future wife during Game Show Night in the student center auditorium.


The five-hundred-seat theater was packed. After my buddies and I settled into the last available row, the curtains opened halfway to reveal three barstools and a screen partition. The house lights dimmed, and a spotlight shone on our school mascot—a six-foot, furry lion—frantically running through the aisles, searching for participants. Some students jumped or hooted to attract his attention; others sank in their seats and lowered baseball caps over their eyes. The lion pulled the first two contestants and then slowly roamed the auditorium for his final prey. As he neared the rear of the theater, he stopped, dramatically placed a paw over his brow, and did a gradual 360-degree turn to search the cheering crowd. When his spin came full circle, he planted his foot on the floor, extended his arm, and pointed down the row, directly at me. Flooded with adrenaline, I jogged up to the stage and took my place on the last stool, where I nodded to my buddies chanting my name.


“Welcome to the Dating Game!” the emcee announced, and a familiar tune began to play on the sound system overhead. I immediately flashed back to being a kid home from school on a snow day, watching daytime television in my parents’ family room as the aroma of Mom’s homemade minestrone soup filled the house. “Please give a warm welcome to our three lucky bachelors and our lovely bachelorette, Becca!”


“Hi, I . . .” was all I heard before high-pitched audio feedback reverberated through the room and everyone cringed.


“Um, hi,” the girl on the other side of the screen repeated softly. Her voice didn’t sound familiar. “This first question is for all three bachelors, but I’ll start with Bachelor Number One. Which well-known—”


“We can’t hear you!” several people shouted from the audience. “Speak up!”


She cleared her throat. I sensed she was nervous, and imagined an index card shaking in her hand.


“Okay,” she continued. “Which well-known character—real or fictional—most closely resembles who you are, and why? Bachelor Number One?”


“Uh, hi. I have a question. Do you mean, like, physically resembles me or resembles my personality?”


“I’ll leave that up to you,” she replied, sounding more confident now. “Define it however you want.”


“Hmm, okay. Well, I guess I’d say the Fonz, from Happy Days. Chicks dig me, I look good in leather, and I learned to ride a motorcycle before I could drive a car.”


The crowd moaned.


What a loser, I thought. “I look good in leather”? Who says that?


“Interesting,” she responded diplomatically, “Okay, Bachelor Number Two, same question.”


“I’d have to say Ringo Starr,” Number Two said, with a thick English accent. “I’m from outside London. I’m a drummah, I’ve been told on occasion that I have puppy-dog eyes, and I suppose I can be quite goofy.”


“Nice,” she said, sounding intrigued. I could almost feel her smile. “Bachelor Number Three, your turn.”


I threw my shoulders back and sat up straight.


“First of all, hello. It’s very nice to meet you,” I said, and hoped my slight lisp wasn’t apparent. “I would say I’m a combination of a few. Is that allowed?”


“Sure, that’s all right,” she said. “Go ahead.”


I could tell she came from somewhere in the metropolitan area when she said “awl right.” It was subtle, but her New York accent was unmistakable. As a Jersey boy, I felt at home with it.


“First, I’d say I’m a little Chevy Chase because I’m tall, with a similar build, and I tend to trip over myself and fall into things. Next, I’d say I’m a bit Alex P. Keaton, from Family Ties, because I was the only kid growing up who wanted to wear a clip-on necktie and a sport jacket on class picture day; plus, I liked being on student government. And third, I’d say there’s definitely a part of me that’s Harold, from Harold and the Purple Crayon . . . I don’t know if you’ve ever read it, but it was my favorite book when I was little.”


On one of our first dates, I learned that I’d sealed the deal with Harold and the Purple Crayon—a book about the power of imagination and the belief that anything is possible. She told me my answers had been “charming,” and that she’d noticed people in the audience smile and sort of light up when I mentioned Harold.


After Becca announced the winner and bade farewell to the Fonz and Ringo, I emerged from behind the screen in my baseball cap, jeans, and red Lawrenceville T-shirt—which I’d bought in triplicate from my high school because the cut made my midsection appear more buff. I glanced over at the delicate, freckle-faced brunette wearing a miniskirt and pearls. She was attractive—not 007 James Bond–girl hot, like my last girlfriend, but very pretty, with a natural elegance. Had I not been standing on a stage in front of five hundred people, I would have offered to buy her a drink and found a quiet corner to talk. But, given the circumstances—and the fact that my buddies were standing on their seats, doing a lascivious, grinding dance while shouting my nickname, Dee-no (a derivative of my last name, Scardino)—I had to ham it up.


Not one to disappoint, I turned to the audience, dramatically dropped my jaw, and motioned with my thumb in her direction, as if to say, Get a load of this! I hit the jackpot! Then I lifted up her petite frame and carried her off the stage, to a soundtrack of hollers and whistles from the crowd. Thankfully, she didn’t protest. In fact, she laughed and played along, which I found endearing. I don’t know if it was the setting, if I admired her for having guts to get up in front of that crowd, if it was a look in her eye that made her seem real, or if I was just a sucker for a short skirt and pearls, but I was overcome with a sense of wanting to protect her. We exchanged numbers, and when I called a few days later, she mentioned that she’d just begun packing up her dorm room. I offered to come over and help, and we now think of that afternoon as our first date. We sat in shorts and T-shirts on the edge of her extra-long dorm mattress, sifting through her music collection and discussing the books we were packing into cartons. We ordered pizza from V & T’s on Amsterdam Avenue, and by the end of the day I was smitten.


It wasn’t until our third date—when we were beginning to think we had fallen for each other—that the video came up again in conversation. It was Fourth of July weekend, and the city felt like a ghost town. The weather was perfect: sunny, warm, low humidity, and ideal for the picnic I’d planned for us in Central Park. Becca and I were living just blocks away from each other in apartments on the Upper West Side of Manhattan and working as summer interns. She was shadowing a television producer at Good Morning America, and I was the head counselor at a YMCA day camp. I’d been offered a coveted research position at a big litigation firm but turned it down. My buddies thought I was insane for passing up such a plum résumé-builder, but I’d spent every summer of college working at large firms or in local government to boost my law school application. Now that I had been accepted to my top-choice school, I wanted to clear my head before I was enmeshed in torts and contracts for the rest of my life.


When I arrived at her apartment that afternoon, she looked particularly cute in denim overalls, a fitted white shirt, and a new haircut—that shoulder-length style that made all the girls I knew look like they had just walked out of a casting call for Friends.


“Hey,” she said, welcoming me with a kiss. “Sorry, I need a couple more minutes. The phone’s been nonstop this morning.”


“Take your time; there’s no rush.” I placed a grocery bag filled with cheeses, olives, and a two-foot French baguette on the tiny kitchen counter. I knew nothing about gourmet food, so I had spent half an hour with a sommelier at a shop on Columbus Avenue, trying to pair the right wine with the cheeses.


As she headed into the bathroom, I took in her one-room studio, which was super-small but tastefully decorated in a style she described as “high-end IKEA with a splash of Pottery Barn.” It definitely trumped the five-story walk-up I shared with a roommate and a bunch of mice. I gazed at the framed photographs of no one I knew lined up along the radiator cover and then noticed a video sticking out of the VCR tape deck. I picked up the cassette sleeve from the coffee table and realized it was the same one I’d asked about when we’d packed up her dorm.


“Okay, I’m ready. Let’s go!” she said, bouncing out of the bathroom.


“Isn’t this the video your friends made?” I asked, holding up the cardboard sleeve. “The one from your bookshelf?” Something about that tape still made me curious.


Becca looked toward the VCR, and when she opened her mouth to speak, the phone rang. She glanced at the caller ID and picked it up.


“Hey, Jord,” she said. “Uh-huh. Yes, a picnic. Leaving as soon as I hang up with you.” She paused, then said, “Really? I don’t know. . . . Okay, fine.”


Becca stretched the landline’s coiled cord from the wall beside her bed to where I was sitting on the couch. “Call’s for you.” She smiled. “It’s Jordana.”


For me? I mouthed, taken aback. Becca had mentioned that an old friend of hers was going to be in my law school class, but I hadn’t been expecting to speak with her now.


She nodded, pointing to a chiseled-cheeked, sylphlike blonde in one of the photos on her windowsill.


“Hi, Jordy!” I said, as if we were old pals. “How ya doin’? I feel like I know you! Becca’s told me so much about you.”


“Me too,” Jordana said. Her voice had a soothing, full-bodied tone, like a yoga instructor’s. “So, Becca tells me we’re going to be in the same class.”


“I know. You get your schedule yet?”


“No, not yet,” she said. “Someone told me it should arrive in a couple of weeks.”


“Yeah, I heard the same. You have big plans for today? Fireworks, parties, barbecue?” I was good at small talk, and I wanted to pack on the charm to impress Becca.


“Actually, this is the first time in a long time that I haven’t spent it with Becca.” She sighed. “But that’s okay. I don’t mind getting dumped for you.”


“You want to join us?” I asked. Though I hoped she wouldn’t accept, extending an invitation to our picnic seemed like the right thing to do. Plus, who was I to object to a two-to-one girl-to-guy ratio? I could think of worse predicaments.


“Thanks, but I made other plans. You guys have fun.”


“Okay, then. Well, I’m looking forward to meeting you.”


She paused for a moment. “Hey, Nolan?”


“Yeah?”


“Give her an extra hug today from me, okay? You get it, right?”


“Sure thing,” I said, but I hadn’t a clue what she was talking about. Is it Becca’s birthday? Is that why the phone’s been ringing all morning and making her late?


I hung up the receiver and pulled Becca in for a hug. “This is from Jordana,” I said.


Then I cradled her in the crook of my elbow, dipped her toward the floor, and kissed her. “That”—I lowered my voice—“is from me. Happy birthday. Thanks for spending it with me.”


“Um, Nolan?” She smirked, still lying in my dipped embrace. “My birthday’s in October.”


“I was just testing you,” I deadpanned. I felt like a fool. “Then why did Jordana imply today was so special? She said you guys always spend the Fourth together, and she asked me to give you a hug. Am I missing something?”


“Come here,” she said, leading me to the couch. “I wasn’t going to do this so soon, but I guess it’s as good a time as any.” As we sat down, she grabbed the cassette sleeve.


“See this?” she asked, pointing to the sticky note. “My friends gave this to me exactly seven years ago.”


“Well, I know it wasn’t a birthday present,” I joked.


She winked. “You’re a quick study, Mr. Scardino. No, it wasn’t my birthday. They made it for me because I’d been in the hospital for a while and they wanted to cheer me up.”


“That’s sweet. When my brother broke his toe skateboarding, all I got him was a Three Musketeers bar from the gift shop,” I said. I’m a babbling moron, I thought. My palms got clammy. I wasn’t sure if her telling me about the video was an invitation to probe or if I was supposed to respect her privacy and not ask any questions. But wouldn’t avoiding her bait make me appear disinterested? I lifted the sticky note and looked at it. “So, your friends, are they the Cast?”


She smiled. “Yes. I mean, no one ever actually uses that name. It’s just how they signed the note.”


She went on to describe her friends, the various Saturday Night Live–style skits they’d created, and how they’d all watched the video together in her hospital room.


“Sounds like you have a pretty incredible group. I could tell from thirty seconds with Jordana how much she cares about you.”


“Yes, I’m very lucky.” She nodded. “Jordana’s like a sister. She’s very . . .” She seemed to be choosing her words carefully.


“What?” I asked, curious to see how she’d fill in the blank.


“Sometimes I think she’d put me in bubble wrap if she could. She’s über-protective.”


“Has she always been like that? I mean, it’s flattering, but I’d think that could be kind of exhausting.”


“Don’t get me wrong, I love her—I absolutely do. I’d do anything for her. She’s not just a friend; she’s like a part of me. But I think when I was sick . . .” She paused for a split second and looked directly into my eyes. “I had cancer when I was younger, and I think it was hard on her. I mean, I know it was.”


Becca wove this fact into the conversation so casually, I thought for a moment that I had misheard.


“Really? You had cancer?” I could feel my eyes widen. My grandmother had died of cancer. So had my friend’s sister.


“Hodgkin’s disease. It’s a form of lymphoma.”


I had sensed a subtle strength in Becca ever since the Dating Game. Knowing what she had overcome confirmed my intuition.


“Actually, a guy I went to boarding school with had lymphoma. I wasn’t very close with him, but we lived on the same hall senior year. One night I happened to be in the bathroom when he was puking into a toilet. I wet some paper hand towels and offered to press them against his forehead. My mom did that for me whenever I puked as a kid, and it always made me feel better.”


“That was sweet of you. I can’t imagine anyone other than my parents wanting to hold my head when I threw up.”


I started thinking about that guy, whose name escaped me. I could picture his narrow blue eyes, his tie-dyed shirts, and how he hung a map of the world upside down on his wall. It didn’t occur to me back then, but I suddenly wondered if the South Pole near the ceiling was a metaphor for how his whole world had been turned upside down. I wondered if he had made it—if he was still alive.


“You know,” I blurted out, along with a slight chuckle, still visualizing that map, “my roommate was friends with him, and one time he drove that kid to a sperm bank. He picked him up in his crappy old Dodge Dart and hid a Playboy in the glove compartment to give to him as a joke before he walked into the clinic.”


Becca’s cheeks turned bright pink.


It occurred to me that I was now having a discussion about fertility with a girl I really liked.


There was a lull. We both looked down at the parquet floor.


“Yeah, I’m not surprised that guy banked,” she said. “I mean, you gotta figure, if they’re going to try to save your life, they might as well try to preserve your ability to have children. They did that with me, too. I had an operation to shift my ovaries out of the line of radiation. I hope it worked. The technology keeps improving, but there are no guarantees that guy”—she cleared her throat—“or I will be able to have kids one day.”
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