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A s the tide w ashed in,the D utch Tulip M an faced the ocean: “C onjoiner rejoinder 

poisoner concealer revelator.Look atit,rising up and rising dow n,taking everything w ith it.” 
 

“W hat’s that?” I asked. 
“W ater,” the D utchm an said.“W ell,and tim e.” 

— PETER VA N H O U TEN ,A n Im perial A ffliction 
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This is notso m uch an author’s note as an author’s rem inder of w hatw as printed in sm 

all type a few pages ago: This book is a w ork of fiction.I m ade itup.  

N either novels nor their readers benefitfrom attem pts to divine w hether any facts 
hide inside a story.Such efforts attack the very idea thatm ade-up stories can m atter,w 
hich is sortof the foundational assum ption of our species. 

I appreciate your cooperation in this m atter. 



 

 

CHAPTER ONE 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Late in the w inter of m y seventeenth year,m y m other decided I w as depressed,presum ably 

because I rarely leftthe house,spentquite a lotof tim e in bed,read the sam e book over and 
over,ate infrequently,and devoted quite a bitof m y abundantfree tim e to thinking aboutdeath. 

W henever you read a cancer bookletor w ebsite or w hatever,they alw ays listdepression 

am ong the side effects of cancer.B ut,in fact,depression is nota side effectof cancer.D epression 

is a side effectof dying.(C ancer is also a side effectof dying.A lm osteverything is,really.) B utm y 

m om believed I required treatm ent,so she took m e to see m y R egular D octor Jim ,w ho 

agreed thatI w as veritably sw im m ing in a paralyzing and totally clinical depression,and 

thattherefore m y m eds should be adjusted and also I should attend a w eekly SupportG roup.  

This SupportG roup featured a rotating castof characters in various states of 
tum or-driven unw ellness.W hy did the castrotate? A side effectof dying. 

The SupportG roup,of course,w as depressing as hell.Itm etevery W ednesday in the basem 

ent of a stone-w alled Episcopal church shaped like a cross.W e all satin a circle rightin the m iddle 

of the cross,w here the tw o boards w ould have m et,w here the heartof Jesus w ould have been.  
I noticed this because Patrick,the SupportG roup Leader and only person over eighteen 

in the room ,talked aboutthe heartof Jesus every freaking m eeting,all abouthow w e,as young 

cancer survivors,w ere sitting rightin C hrist’s very sacred heartand w hatever.  
So here’s how itw entin G od’s heart: The six or seven or ten of us w alked/w heeled in,grazed 

at a decrepitselection of cookies and lem onade,satdow n in the C ircle of Trust,and listened to 

Patrick recountfor the thousandth tim e his depressingly m iserable life story— how he had cancer in 

his balls and they thoughthe w as going to die buthe didn’tdie and now here he is,a full-grow n 

adultin a church basem entin the 057th nicestcity in A m erica,divorced,addicted to video gam es,m 

ostly friendless,eking outa m eager living by exploiting his cancertastic past,slow ly w orking his w ay  
tow ard a m aster’s degree thatw ill notim prove his career prospects,w aiting,as w e all do,for 

the sw ord of D am ocles to give him the relief thathe escaped lo those m any years ago w hen 

cancer took both of his nuts butspared w hatonly the m ostgenerous soul w ould call his life.  

A N D Y O U TO O M IG H T B E SO LU C K Y ! 
Then w e introduced ourselves: N am e.A ge.D iagnosis.A nd how w e’re doing 

today.I’m H azel, I’d say w hen they’d getto m e.Sixteen.Thyroid originally butw ith an im 
pressive and long-settled satellite colony in m y lungs.A nd I’m doing okay. 

O nce w e gotaround the circle,Patrick alw ays asked if anyone w anted to share.A 
nd then began the circle jerk of support: everyone talking aboutfighting and battling and w 



 

 

inning and shrinking and scanning.To be fair to Patrick,he letus talk aboutdying,too.B utm 
ostof them w eren’tdying.M ost w ould live into adulthood,as Patrick had. 



 

 

(W hich m eantthere w as quite a lotof com petitiveness aboutit,w ith everybody w anting to 

beat notonly cancer itself,butalso the other people in the room .Like,I realize thatthis is irrational,but 
 

w hen they tell you thatyou have,say,a 20 percentchance of living five years,the m ath 
kicks in and you figure that’s one in five ...so you look around and think,as any healthy 
person w ould: I gotta outlastfour of these bastards.)  

The only redeem ing facetof SupportG roup w as this kid nam ed Isaac,a long-faced,skinny guy   
w ith straightblond hair sw eptover one eye.  

A nd his eyes w ere the problem .H e had som e fantastically im probable eye cancer.O ne eye 

had been cutoutw hen he w as a kid,and now he w ore the kind of thick glasses thatm ade his eyes 

(both the real one and the glass one) preternaturally huge,like his w hole head w as basically justthis 

fake eye and this real eye staring atyou.From w hatI could gather on the rare occasions w hen Isaac 

shared w ith the group,a recurrence had placed his rem aining eye in m ortal peril.  
Isaac and I com m unicated alm ostexclusively through sighs.Each tim e som eone 

discussed anticancer diets or snorting ground-up shark fin or w hatever,he’d glance over atm 

e and sigh ever so slightly.I’d shake m y head m icroscopically and exhale in response. 
 

So SupportG roup blew ,and after a few w eeks,I grew to be rather kicking-and-scream 

ing aboutthe w hole affair.In fact,on the W ednesday I m ade the acquaintance of A 

ugustus W aters,I tried m y level bestto getoutof SupportG roup w hile sitting on the 

couch w ith m y m om in the third leg of a tw elve-hour m arathon of the previous 

season’s Am erica’s N ext Top M odel,w hich adm ittedly I had already seen,butstill.  

M e: “I refuse to attend SupportG roup.”  
M om : “O ne of the sym ptom s of depression is disinterestin activities.”  
M e: “Please justletm e w atch Am erica’s N ext Top M odel.It’s an activity.”  
M om : “Television is a passivity.”  
M e: “U gh,M om ,please.”  
M om : “H azel,you’re a teenager.You’re nota little kid anym ore.You need to m ake 

friends,get outof the house,and live your life.”  
M e: “If you w antm e to be a teenager,don’tsend m e to SupportG roup.B uy m e a 

fake ID so I can go to clubs,drink vodka,and take pot.”  
M om : “You don’ttake pot,for starters.”  
M e: “See,that’s the kind of thing I’d know if you gotm e a fake ID .”  
M om : “You’re going to SupportG roup.”  
M e: “U G G G G G G G G G G G G G .”  
M om : “H azel,you deserve a life.”  
Thatshutm e up,although I failed to see how attendance atSupportG roup m etthe definition of 

life.Still,I agreed to go— after negotiating the rightto record the 0.3 episodes of AN TM I’d be  

m issing. 
I w entto SupportG roup for the sam e reason thatI’d once allow ed nurses w ith a m ere 



 

 

eighteen m onths of graduate education to poison m e w ith exotically nam ed chem icals: I w 

anted to m ake m y parents happy.There is only one thing in this w orld shittier than biting 

itfrom cancer w hen you’re sixteen,and that’s having a kid w ho bites itfrom cancer. 
 

M om pulled into the circular drivew ay behind the church at1537.I pretended to fiddle 

w ith m y oxygen tank for a second justto kill tim e. 



 

 

“D o you w antm e to carry itin for you?” 
 

“N o,it’s fine,” I said.The cylindrical green tank only w eighed a few pounds,and I had this little 

steel cartto w heel itaround behind m e.Itdelivered tw o liters of oxygen to m e each m inute through 

a cannula,a transparenttube thatsplitjustbeneath m y neck,w rapped behind m y ears,and then 

reunited in m y nostrils.The contraption w as necessary because m y lungs sucked atbeing lungs.  
“I love you,” she said as I gotout. 

“You too,M om .See you atsix.” 

“M ake friends!” she said through the rolled-dow n w indow as I w alked aw ay. 
I didn’tw antto take the elevator because taking the elevator is a LastD ays kind of 

activity at SupportG roup,so I took the stairs.I grabbed a cookie and poured som e lem 
onade into a D ixie cup and then turned around. 

A boy w as staring atm e. 
I w as quite sure I’d never seen him before.Long and leanly m uscular,he dw arfed 

the m olded plastic elem entary school chair he w as sitting in.M ahogany hair,straightand 

short.H e looked m y age,m aybe a year older,and he satw ith his tailbone againstthe edge 

of the chair,his posture aggressively poor,one hand half in a pocketof dark jeans.  
I looked aw ay,suddenly conscious of m y m yriad insufficiencies.I w as w earing old jeans,w 

hich had once been tightbutnow sagged in w eird places,and a yellow T-shirtadvertising a band I 

didn’t even like anym ore.A lso m y hair: I had this pageboy haircut,and I hadn’teven bothered 

to,like,brush it.Furtherm ore,I had ridiculously fatchipm unked cheeks,a side effectof treatm ent.I 

looked like a norm ally proportioned person w ith a balloon for a head.This w as noteven to m 

ention the cankle situation.A nd yet— I cuta glance to him ,and his eyes w ere still on m e.  

Itoccurred to m e w hy they call iteye contact. 
I w alked into the circle and satdow n nextto Isaac,tw o seats aw ay from the boy.I 

glanced again H e w as still w atching m e. 
Look,letm e justsay it: H e w as hot.A nonhotboy stares atyou relentlessly and 

itis,atbest, aw kw ard and,atw orst,a form of assault.B uta hotboy ...w ell. 
I pulled outm y phone and clicked itso itw ould display the tim e: 1530.The circle filled in w 

ith the unlucky tw elve-to-eighteens,and then Patrick started us outw ith the serenity prayer: G 

od,grant m e the serenity to accept the things I cannot change,the courage to change the things 

I can,and the w isdom to know the difference.The guy w as still staring atm e.I feltrather blushy.  
Finally,I decided thatthe proper strategy w as to stare back.B oys do nothave a m onopoly on the 

Staring B usiness,after all.So I looked him over as Patrick acknow ledged for the thousandth tim e his 

ball-lessness etc.,and soon itw as a staring contest.A fter a w hile the boy sm iled,and then finally his 

blue eyes glanced aw ay.W hen he looked back atm e,I flicked m y eyebrow s up to say,I w in.  
H e shrugged.Patrick continued and then finally itw as tim e for the 

introductions.“Isaac,perhaps you’d like to go firsttoday.I know you’re facing a challenging tim e.” 

“Yeah,” Isaac said.“I’m Isaac.I’m seventeen.A nd it’s looking like I have to getsurgery 



 

 

in a couple w eeks,after w hich I’ll be blind.N otto com plain or anything because I know a 
lotof us have itw orse,butyeah,I m ean,being blind does sortof suck.M y girlfriend 
helps,though.A nd friends like A ugustus.” H e nodded tow ard the boy,w ho now had a 
nam e.“So,yeah,” Isaac continued.H e w as looking athis hands,w hich he’d folded into 
each other like the top of a tepee.“There’s nothing you can do aboutit.” 

“W e’re here for you,Isaac,” Patrick said.“LetIsaac hear it,guys.” A nd then w e 
all,in a m onotone,said,“W e’re here for you,Isaac.” 



 

 

M ichael w as next.H e w as tw elve.H e had leukem ia.H e’d alw ays had leukem 

ia.H e w as okay. (O r so he said.H e’d taken the elevator.)  

Lida w as sixteen,and pretty enough to be the objectof the hotboy’s eye.She w as a 
regular— in a long rem ission from appendiceal cancer,w hich I had notpreviously know n 
existed.She said— as she had every other tim e I’d attended SupportG roup— thatshe 
feltstrong,w hich feltlike bragging to m e as the oxygen-drizzling nubs tickled m y nostrils. 

There w ere five others before they gotto him .H e sm iled a little w hen his turn cam e.H is 

voice w as low ,sm oky,and dead sexy.“M y nam e is A ugustus W aters,” he said.“I’m seventeen.I 

had a little touch of osteosarcom a a year and a half ago,butI’m justhere today atIsaac’s request.”  

“A nd how are you feeling?” asked Patrick. 
“O h,I’m grand.” A ugustus W aters sm iled w ith a corner of his m outh.“I’m on a 

roller coaster thatonly goes up,m y friend.” 

W hen itw as m y turn,I said,“M y nam e is H azel.I’m sixteen.Thyroid w ith m ets in m 
y lungs.I’m okay.” 

The hour proceeded apace: Fights w ere recounted,battles w on am id w ars sure to be 

lost;hope w as clung to;fam ilies w ere both celebrated and denounced;itw as agreed thatfriends 

justdidn’tget it;tears w ere shed;com fortproffered.N either A ugustus W aters nor I spoke again 

until Patrick said, “A ugustus,perhaps you’d like to share your fears w ith the group.”  
“M y fears?” 

“Yes.”  

“I fear oblivion,” he said w ithouta m om ent’s pause.“I fear itlike the proverbial 
blind m an w ho’s afraid of the dark.” 

“Too soon,” Isaac said,cracking a sm ile. 
“W as thatinsensitive?” A ugustus asked.“I can be pretty blind to other people’s feelings.” 

Isaac w as laughing,butPatrick raised a chastening finger and said,“A ugustus,please.Let’s  

return to you and your struggles.You said you fear 
oblivion?” “I did,” A ugustus answ ered. 
Patrick seem ed lost.“W ould,uh,w ould anyone like to speak to that?” 

I hadn’tbeen in proper school in three years.M y parents w ere m y tw o bestfriends.M 
y third bestfriend w as an author w ho did notknow I existed.I w as a fairly shy person— 
notthe hand-raising type. 

A nd yet,justthis once,I decided to speak.I half raised m y hand and Patrick,his delightevident, 

im m ediately said,“H azel!” I w as,I’m sure he assum ed,opening up.B ecom ing PartO f The G roup.  
I looked over atA ugustus W aters,w ho looked back atm e.You could alm ostsee through his 

eyes they w ere so blue.“There w ill com e a tim e,” I said,“w hen all of us are dead.A ll of us.There w 

ill com e a tim e w hen there are no hum an beings rem aining to rem em ber thatanyone ever 

existed or that our species ever did anything.There w ill be no one leftto rem em ber A ristotle or C 

leopatra,letalone you.Everything thatw e did and builtand w rote and thoughtand discovered w ill be 

forgotten and all of this”— I gestured encom passingly— “w ill have been for naught.M aybe thattim e 



 

 

is com ing soon and m aybe itis m illions of years aw ay,buteven if w e survive the collapse of our 

sun,w e w ill not survive forever.There w as tim e before organism s experienced consciousness,and 

there w ill be tim e after.A nd if the inevitability of hum an oblivion w orries you,I encourage you to 

ignore it.G od know s that’s w hateveryone else does.”  
I’d learned this from m y aforem entioned third bestfriend,Peter Van H outen,the reclusive author of 

An Im perial Affliction,the book thatw as as close a thing as I had to a B ible.Peter Van H outen w as 



 

 

the only person I’d ever com e across w ho seem ed to (a) understand w hatit’s like to be 

dying,and (b) nothave died.  
A fter I finished,there w as quite a long period of silence as I w atched a sm ile spread all the w ay 

across A ugustus’s face— notthe little crooked sm ile of the boy trying to be sexy w hile he stared at  

m e,buthis real sm ile,too big for his face.“G oddam n,” A ugustus said quietly.“A ren’tyou 
som ething else.” 

N either of us said anything for the restof SupportG roup.A tthe end,w e all had to hold hands, 

and Patrick led us in a prayer.“Lord Jesus C hrist,w e are gathered here in Your heart,literally in Your 

heart,as cancer survivors.You and You alone know us as w e know ourselves.G uide us to life and 

the Lightthrough our tim es of trial.W e pray for Isaac’s eyes,for M ichael’s and Jam ie’s blood,for A 

ugustus’s bones,for H azel’s lungs,for Jam es’s throat.W e pray thatYou m ightheal us and thatw e  
m ightfeel Your love,and Your peace,w hich passes all understanding.A nd w e rem em ber 

in our hearts those w hom w e knew and loved w ho have gone hom e to you: M aria and K 

ade and Joseph and H aley and A bigail and A ngelina and Taylor and G abriel and ...”  
Itw as a long list.The w orld contains a lotof dead people.A nd w hile Patrick droned 

on, reading the listfrom a sheetof paper because itw as too long to m em orize,I keptm y 

eyes closed, trying to think prayerfully butm ostly im agining the day w hen m y nam e w 

ould find its w ay onto that list,all the w ay atthe end w hen everyone had stopped listening.  
W hen Patrick w as finished,w e said this stupid m antra together— LIV IN G O U R B EST LIFE TO 

D AY — and itw as over.A ugustus W aters pushed him self outof his chair and w alked over to m e. 

H is gaitw as crooked like his sm ile.H e tow ered over m e,buthe kepthis distance so I w 
ouldn’thave to crane m y neck to look him in the eye.“W hat’s your nam e?” he asked. 

“H azel.” 

“N o,your full nam e.” 

“U m ,H azel G race Lancaster.” H e w as justaboutto say som ething else w hen 
Isaac w alked up. “H old on,” A ugustus said,raising a finger,and turned to Isaac.“Thatw 
as actually w orse than you m ade itoutto be.” 

“I told you itw as bleak.” 

“W hy do you bother w ith it?” 

“I don’tknow .Itkind of helps?”  
A ugustus leaned in so he thoughtI couldn’thear.“She’s a regular?” I couldn’thear Isaac’s  

com m ent,butA ugustus responded,“I’ll say.” H e clasped Isaac by both shoulders and 
then took a half step aw ay from him .“Tell H azel aboutclinic.” 

Isaac leaned a hand againstthe snack table and focused his huge eye on m e.“O 
kay,so I w entinto clinic this m orning,and I w as telling m y surgeon thatI’d rather be deaf 
than blind.A nd he said,‘It doesn’tw ork thatw ay,’and I w as,like,‘Yeah,I realize itdoesn’tw 
ork thatw ay;I’m justsaying I’d rather be deaf than blind if I had the choice,w hich I realize I 
don’thave,’and he said,‘W ell,the good new s is thatyou w on’tbe deaf,’and I w as 



 

 

like,‘Thank you for explaining thatm y eye cancer isn’t going to m ake m e deaf.I feel so 
fortunate thatan intellectual giantlike yourself w ould deign to operate on m e.’” 

“H e sounds like a w inner,” I said.“I’m gonna try to getm e som e eye cancer justso 
I can m ake this guy’s acquaintance.” 

“G ood luck w ith that.A ll right,I should go.M onica’s w aiting for m e.I gotta look 
ather a lot w hile I can.” 

“C ounterinsurgence tom orrow ?” A ugustus asked. 



 

 

“D efinitely.” Isaac turned and ran up the stairs,taking them tw o 

ata tim e. A ugustus W aters turned to m e.“Literally,” he said.  

“Literally?” I asked. 
“W e are literally in the heartof Jesus,” he said.“I thoughtw e w ere in a church basem 

ent,butw e are literally in the heartof Jesus.” 

“Som eone should tell Jesus,” I said.“I m ean,it’s gotta be dangerous,storing 
children w ith cancer in your heart.” 

“I w ould tell H im m yself,” A ugustus said,“butunfortunately I am literally stuck inside of 

H is heart,so H e w on’tbe able to hear m e.” I laughed.H e shook his head,justlooking atm e. 

“W hat?” I asked. 

“N othing,” he said.  

“W hy are you looking atm e like that?” 

A ugustus half sm iled.“B ecause you’re beautiful.I enjoy looking atbeautiful 
people,and I decided a w hile ago notto deny m yself the sim pler pleasures of existence.” 
A brief aw kw ard silence ensued.A ugustus plow ed through: “I m ean,particularly given 
that,as you so deliciously pointed out, all of this w ill end in oblivion and everything.”  

I kind of scoffed or sighed or exhaled in a w ay thatw as vaguely coughy and then 
said,“I’m not beau— ”  

“You’re like a m illennial N atalie Portm an.Like V for Vendetta N atalie 
Portm an.” “N ever seen it,” I said.  
“R eally?” he asked.“Pixie-haired gorgeous girl dislikes authority and can’thelp 

butfall for a boy she know s is trouble.It’s your autobiography,so far as I can tell.”  
H is every syllable flirted.H onestly,he kind of turned m e on.I didn’teven know 

thatguys could turn m e on— not,like,in real life.  
A younger girl w alked pastus.“H ow ’s itgoing,A lisa?” he asked.She sm iled and m 

um bled, “H i,A ugustus.” “M em orial people,” he explained.M em orial w as the big 
research hospital.“W here do you go?”  

“C hildren’s,” I said,m y voice sm aller than I expected itto be.H e nodded.The 
conversation seem ed over.“W ell,” I said,nodding vaguely tow ard the steps thatled us 
outof the Literal H eartof Jesus.I tilted m y cartonto its w heels and started w alking.H e 
lim ped beside m e.“So,see you next tim e,m aybe?” I asked.  

“You should see it,” he said.“V for Vendetta,I m 
ean.” “O kay,” I said.“I’ll look itup.”  
“N o.W ith m e.A tm y house,” he said.“N ow .”  
I stopped w alking.“I hardly know you,A ugustus W aters.You could be an ax m urderer.”   
H e nodded.“True enough,H azel G race.” H e w alked pastm e,his shoulders filling 

outhis green knitpolo shirt,his back straight,his steps lilting justslightly to the rightas he w 
alked steady and confidenton w hatI had determ ined w as a prosthetic leg.O steosarcom 
a som etim es takes a lim b to check you out.Then,if itlikes you,ittakes the rest.  



 

 

I follow ed him upstairs,losing ground as I m ade m y w ay up slow ly,stairs 
notbeing a field of expertise for m y lungs.  

A nd then w e w ere outof Jesus’s heartand in the parking lot,the spring air juston the 
cold side of perfect,the late-afternoon lightheavenly in its hurtfulness.  

M om w asn’tthere yet,w hich w as unusual,because M om w as alm ostalw ays w aiting for m e.I 

glanced around and saw thata tall,curvy brunette girl had Isaac pinned againstthe stone w all of the  



 

 

church,kissing him rather aggressively.They w ere close enough to m e thatI could hear 

the w eird noises of their m ouths together,and I could hear him saying,“A lw ays,” and 

her saying,“A lw ays,” in return.  

Suddenly standing nextto m e,A ugustus half w hispered,“They’re big believers 
in PD A .” “W hat’s w ith the ‘alw ays’?” The slurping sounds intensified. 
“A lw ays is their thing.They’ll alw ays love each other and w hatever.I w ould conservatively 

estim ate they have texted each other the w ord alw ays four m illion tim es in the lastyear.”  
A couple m ore cars drove up,taking M ichael and A lisa aw ay.Itw as justA ugustus and m e now , 

w atching Isaac and M onica,w ho proceeded apace as if they w ere notleaning againsta place of  
w orship.H is hand reached for her boob over her shirtand paw ed atit,his palm still w hile his fingers 

m oved around.I w ondered if thatfeltgood.D idn’tseem like itw ould,butI decided to forgive Isaac on 

the grounds thathe w as going blind.The senses m ustfeastw hile there is yethunger and w hatever.   
“Im agine taking thatlastdrive to the hospital,” I said quietly.“The lasttim e you’ll ever drive a   

car.”  
W ithoutlooking over atm e,A ugustus said,“You’re killing m y vibe here,H azel G 

race.I’m trying to observe young love in its m any-splendored aw kw ardness.”  
“I think he’s hurting her boob,” I said.  
“Yes,it’s difficultto ascertain w hether he is trying to arouse her or perform a 

breastexam .” Then A ugustus W aters reached into a pocketand pulled out,of all 
things,a pack of cigarettes.H e flipped itopen and puta cigarette betw een his lips.  

“A re you serious?” I asked.“You think that’s cool? O h,m y G od,you justruined 
the w hole thing.”  

“W hich w hole thing?” he asked,turning to m e.The cigarette dangled unlitfrom the 
unsm iling corner of his m outh.  

“The w hole thing w here a boy w ho is notunattractive or unintelligentor seem ingly in any w ay 

unacceptable stares atm e and points outincorrectuses of literality and com pares m e to actresses 

and asks m e to w atch a m ovie athis house.B utof course there is alw ays a ham artia and yours is 

thatoh, m y G od,even though you H A D FR EA K IN G C A N C ER you give m oney to a com pany 

in exchange for the chance to acquire Y ET M O R E C A N C ER .O h,m y G od.Letm e justassure 

you thatnotbeing able to breathe? SU C K S.Totally disappointing.Totally.”   
“A ham artia?” he asked,the cigarette still in his m outh.Ittightened his jaw .H e had 

a hell of a jaw line,unfortunately.  
“A fatal flaw ,” I explained,turning aw ay from him .I stepped tow ard the curb,leaving 

A ugustus W aters behind m e,and then I heard a car startdow n the street.Itw as M om 
.She’d been w aiting for m e to,like,m ake friends or w hatever.  

I feltthis w eird m ix of disappointm entand anger w elling up inside of m e.I don’teven know   
w hatthe feeling w as,really,justthatthere w as a lot of it,and I w anted to sm ack A ugustus 
W aters and also replace m y lungs w ith lungs thatdidn’tsuck atbeing lungs.I w as 



 

 

standing w ith m y C huck Taylors on the very edge of the curb,the oxygen tank ball-and-
chaining in the cartby m y side,and rightas m y m om pulled up,I felta hand grab m ine.  

I yanked m y hand free butturned back to him .  
“They don’tkill you unless you lightthem ,” he said as M om arrived atthe curb.“A nd 

I’ve never litone.It’s a m etaphor,see: You putthe killing thing rightbetw een your 
teeth,butyou don’tgive itthe pow er to do its killing.”  

“It’s a m etaphor,” I said,dubious.M om w as justidling.  



 

 

“It’s a m etaphor,” he said. 
 

“You choose your behaviors based on their m etaphorical resonances ...” I said. 
“O h,yes.” H e sm iled.The big,goofy,real sm ile.“I’m a big believer in m etaphor,H azel G race.” 

I turned to the car.Tapped the w indow .Itrolled dow n.“I’m going to a m ovie w ith A ugustus  
W aters,” I said.“Please record the nextseveral episodes of the AN TM  m arathon for m e.” 



 

 

CHAPTER TW O 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Augustus W aters drove horrifically.W hether stopping or starting,everything happened w ith a 
trem endous JO LT.I flew againstthe seatbeltof his Toyota SU V each tim e he braked,and m y neck  
snapped backw ard each tim e he hitthe gas.I m ighthave been nervous— w hatw ith sitting in the car of 

a strange boy on the w ay to his house,keenly aw are thatm y crap lungs com plicate efforts to fend off 

unw anted advances— buthis driving w as so astonishingly poor thatI could think of nothing else.  

W e’d gone perhaps a m ile in jagged silence before A ugustus said,“I failed the 
driving testthree tim es.” 

“You don’tsay.” 

H e laughed,nodding.“W ell,I can’tfeel pressure in old Prosty,and I can’tgetthe hang of driving left-

footed.M y doctors say m ostam putees can drive w ith no problem ,but...yeah.N otm e.A nyw ay, I go in 

for m y fourth driving test,and itgoes aboutlike this is going.” A half m ile in frontof us,a light turned red.A 

ugustus slam m ed on the brakes,tossing m e into the triangular em brace of the seatbelt.  

“Sorry.I sw ear to G od I am trying to be gentle.R ight,so anyw ay,atthe end of the test,I 
totally thoughtI’d failed again,butthe instructor w as like,‘Your driving is 
unpleasant,butitisn’ttechnically unsafe.’” 

“I’m notsure I agree,” I said.“I suspectC ancer Perk.” C ancer Perks are the little 
things cancer kids getthatregular kids don’t: basketballs signed by sports heroes,free 
passes on late hom ew ork, unearned driver’s licenses,etc. 

“Yeah,” he said.The lightturned green.I braced m yself.A ugustus slam m ed the gas. 

“You know they’ve gothand controls for people w ho can’tuse their legs,” I pointed out.  
“Yeah,” he said.“M aybe som eday.” H e sighed in a w ay thatm ade m e w onder w hether he w 

as confidentaboutthe existence of som eday.I knew osteosarcom a w as highly curable,butstill.  

There are a num ber of w ays to establish som eone’s approxim ate survival 
expectations w ithout actually asking.I used the classic: “So,are you in school?” G 
enerally,your parents pull you outof school atsom e pointif they expectyou to bite it. 

“Yeah,” he said.“I’m atN orth C entral.A year behind,though: I’m a sophom ore.You?” 

I considered lying.N o one likes a corpse,after all.B utin the end I told the 
truth.“N o,m y parents w ithdrew m e three years ago.” 

“Three years?” he asked,astonished. 
I told A ugustus the broad outline of m y m iracle: diagnosed w ith Stage IV thyroid cancer 

w hen I w as thirteen.(I didn’ttell him thatthe diagnosis cam e three m onths after I gotm y 

firstperiod.Like: C ongratulations! You’re a w om an.N ow die.) Itw as,w e w ere told,incurable.  



 

 

I had a surgery called radical neck dissection,w hich is aboutas pleasantas itsounds.Then 

radiation.Then they tried som e chem o for m y lung tum ors.The tum ors shrank,then grew .B y then,I 



 

 

w as fourteen.M y lungs started to fill up w ith w ater.I w as looking pretty dead— m y hands and feet 

ballooned;m y skin cracked;m y lips w ere perpetually blue.They’ve gotthis drug thatm akes you not feel 

so com pletely terrified aboutthe factthatyou can’tbreathe,and I had a lotof itflow ing into m e through a 

PIC C line,and m ore than a dozen other drugs besides.B uteven so,there’s a certain unpleasantness to 

drow ning,particularly w hen itoccurs over the course of several m onths.I finally ended up in the IC U w 

ith pneum onia,and m y m om kneltby the side of m y bed and said,“A re you ready,sw eetie?” and I told 

her I w as ready,and m y dad justkepttelling m e he loved m e in this voice thatw as notbreaking so m 

uch as already broken,and I kepttelling him thatI loved him ,too,and everyone w as holding hands,and I 

couldn’tcatch m y breath,and m y lungs w ere acting desperate, gasping,pulling m e outof the bed trying 

to find a position thatcould getthem air,and I w as 

em barrassed by their desperation,disgusted thatthey w ouldn’tjustlet go,and I rem em 
ber m y m om telling m e itw as okay,thatI w as okay,thatI w ould be okay,and m y father 
w as trying so hard notto sob thatw hen he did,w hich w as regularly,itw as an 
earthquake.A nd I rem em ber w anting notto be aw ake. 

Everyone figured I w as finished,butm y C ancer D octor M aria m anaged to getsom e of the fluid 

outof m y lungs,and shortly thereafter the antibiotics they’d given m e for the pneum onia kicked in.  
I w oke up and soon gotinto one of those experim ental trials thatare fam ous in the R epublic of 

C ancervania for N otW orking.The drug w as Phalanxifor,this m olecule designed to attach itself to  

cancer cells and slow their grow th.Itdidn’tw ork in about70 percentof people.B utitw orked 
in m e. The tum ors shrank. 

A nd they stayed shrunk.H uzzah,Phalanxifor! In the pasteighteen m onths,m y m ets have 

hardly grow n,leaving m e w ith lungs thatsuck atbeing lungs butcould,conceivably,struggle along 

indefinitely w ith the assistance of drizzled oxygen and daily Phalanxifor.  
A dm ittedly,m y C ancer M iracle had only resulted in a bitof purchased tim e.(I did notyetknow 

the size of the bit.) B utw hen telling A ugustus W aters,I painted the rosiestpossible picture,  
em bellishing the m iraculousness of the m iracle. 

“So now you gotta go back to school,” he said.  

“I actually can’t,” I explained,“because I already gotm y G ED .So I’m taking classes 
atM C C ,” w hich w as our com m unity college. 

“A college girl,” he said,nodding.“Thatexplains the aura of sophistication.” H e sm irked atm e. I 

shoved his upper arm playfully.I could feel the m uscle rightbeneath the skin,all tense and am azing.  
W e m ade a w heels-screeching turn into a subdivision w ith eight-foot-high stucco w alls.H is 

house w as the firstone on the left.A tw o-story colonial.W e jerked to a haltin his drivew ay.  
I follow ed him inside.A w ooden plaque in the entryw ay w as engraved in cursive w ith the 

w ords H om e Is W here the H eart Is,and the entire house turned outto be festooned in such  

observations.G ood Friends Are H ard to Find and Im possible to Forget read an 
illustration above the coatrack.True Love Is Born from H ard Tim es prom ised a 
needlepointed pillow in their antique-furnished living room .A ugustus saw m e reading.“M 
y parents call them Encouragem ents,” he explained.“They’re everyw here.” 



 

 

 

H is m om and dad called him G us.They w ere m aking enchiladas in the kitchen (a piece of stained 

glass by the sink read in bubbly letters Fam ily Is Forever).H is m om w as putting chicken into 

tortillas,w hich his dad then rolled up and placed in a glass pan.They didn’tseem too surprised by m y 

arrival,w hich m ade sense: The factthatA ugustus m ade m e feel special did notnecessarily indicate 

thatI w as special.M aybe he broughthom e a differentgirl every nightto show her m ovies 



 

 

and feel her up. 
 

“This is H azel G race,” he said,by w ay of 
introduction. “JustH azel,” I said. 
“H ow ’s itgoing,H azel?” asked G us’s dad.H e w as tall— alm ostas tall as G us— 

and skinny in a w ay thatparentally aged people usually aren’t. 
“O kay,” I said. 
“H ow w as Isaac’s SupportG roup?” 

“Itw as incredible,” G us said.  

“You’re such a D ebbie D ow ner,” his m om said.“H azel,do you enjoy it?” 

I paused a second,trying to figure outif m y response should be calibrated to please A 
ugustus or his parents.“M ostof the people are really nice,” I finally said. 

“That’s exactly w hatw e found w ith fam ilies atM em orial w hen w e w ere in the 
thick of itw ith G us’s treatm ent,” his dad said.“Everybody w as so kind.Strong,too.In the 
darkestdays,the Lord puts the bestpeople into your life.” 

“Q uick,give m e a throw pillow and som e thread because thatneeds to be an Encouragem 

ent,” A ugustus said,and his dad looked a little annoyed,butthen G us w rapped his long arm 

around his dad’s neck and said,“I’m justkidding,D ad.I like the freaking Encouragem ents.I really 

do.I just can’tadm ititbecause I’m a teenager.” H is dad rolled his eyes.  

“You’re joining us for dinner,I hope?” asked his m om .She w as sm all and brunette 
and vaguely m ousy. 

“I guess?” I said.“I have to be hom e by ten.A lso I don’t,um ,eatm 

eat?” “N o problem .W e’ll vegetarianize som e,” she said.  

“A nim als are justtoo cute?” G us asked. 
“I w antto m inim ize the num ber of deaths I am responsible for,” I 

said. G us opened his m outh to respond butthen stopped him self. 

H is m om filled the silence.“W ell,I think that’s w onderful.” 

They talked to m e for a bitabouthow the enchiladas w ere Fam ous W aters Enchiladas and N otto 

B e M issed and abouthow G us’s curfew w as also ten,and how they w ere inherently distrustful of 

anyone w ho gave their kids curfew s other than ten,and w as I in school— “she’s a college student,”  
A ugustus interjected— and how the w eather w as truly and absolutely extraordinary for M arch,and 

how in spring all things are new ,and they didn’teven once ask m e aboutthe oxygen or m y diagnosis, w 

hich w as w eird and w onderful,and then A ugustus said,“H azel and I are going to w atch V for 

Vendetta so she can see her film ic doppelgänger,m id-tw o thousands N atalie Portm an.”  
“The living room TV is yours for the w atching,” his dad said 

happily. “I think w e’re actually gonna w atch itin the basem ent.”  

H is dad laughed.“G ood try.Living room .” 

“B utI w antto show H azel G race the basem ent,” A 
ugustus said. “JustH azel,” I said. 
“So show JustH azel the basem ent,” said his dad.“A nd then com e upstairs and 



 

 

w atch your m ovie in the living room .” 

A ugustus puffed outhis cheeks,balanced on his leg,and tw isted his hips,throw ing 
the prosthetic forw ard.“Fine,” he m um bled. 

I follow ed him dow n carpeted stairs to a huge basem entbedroom .A shelf atm y eye level 

reached all the w ay around the room ,and itw as stuffed solid w ith basketball m em orabilia: dozens of 

trophies w ith gold plastic m en m id–jum p shotor dribbling or reaching for a layup tow ard an unseen 



 

 

basket.There w ere also lots of signed balls and 

sneakers. “I used to play basketball,” he explained. 
 

“You m ust’ve been pretty good.” 

“I w asn’tbad,butall the shoes and balls are C ancer Perks.” H e w alked tow ard the TV,w 

here a huge pile of D V D s and video gam es w ere arranged into a vague pyram id shape.H e 

bentatthe w aist and snatched up V for Vendetta.“I w as,like,the prototypical w hite H oosier kid,” 

he said.“I w as all aboutresurrecting the lostartof the m idrange jum per,butthen one day I w as 

shooting free throw s— juststanding atthe foul line atthe N orth C entral gym shooting from a 

rack of balls.A ll atonce,I couldn’tfigure outw hy I w as m ethodically tossing a spherical 

objectthrough a toroidal object.It seem ed like the stupidestthing I could possibly be doing.  
“I started thinking aboutlittle kids putting a cylindrical peg through a circular hole,and how they 

do itover and over again for m onths w hen they figure itout,and how basketball w as basically justa 

slightly m ore aerobic version of thatsam e exercise.A nyw ay,for the longesttim e,I justkeptsinking 

free throw s.I hiteighty in a row ,m y all-tim e best,butas I keptgoing,I feltm ore and m ore like a  

tw o-year-old.A nd then for som e reason I started to think abouthurdlers.A re you okay?” 

I’d taken a seaton the corner of his unm ade bed.I w asn’ttrying to be suggestive or anything;I 

justgotkind of tired w hen I had to stand a lot.I’d stood in the living room and then there had been the 

stairs,and then m ore standing,w hich w as quite a lotof standing for m e,and I didn’tw antto faintor 

anything.I w as a bitof a Victorian Lady,fainting-w ise.“I’m fine,” I said.“Justlistening.H urdlers?”  
“Yeah,hurdlers.I don’tknow w hy.I started thinking aboutthem running their hurdle races,and 

jum ping over these totally arbitrary objects thathad been setin their path.A nd I w ondered if 

hurdlers ever thought,you know ,This w ould go faster if w e just got rid of the hurdles.”  

“This w as before your diagnosis?” I asked. 
“R ight,w ell,there w as that,too.” H e sm iled w ith half his m outh.“The day of the 

existentially fraughtfree throw s w as coincidentally also m y lastday of dual leggedness.I 
had a w eekend betw een w hen they scheduled the am putation and w hen ithappened.M 
y ow n little glim pse of w hatIsaac is going through.” 

I nodded.I liked A ugustus W aters.I really,really,really liked him .I liked the w ay his story ended 

w ith som eone else.I liked his voice.I liked thathe took existentially fraught free throw s.I liked thathe 

w as a tenured professor in the D epartm entof Slightly C rooked Sm iles w ith a dual appointm entin 

the D epartm entof H aving a Voice ThatM ade M y Skin Feel M ore Like Skin.A nd I liked thathe had 

tw o nam es.I’ve alw ays liked people w ith tw o nam es,because you getto m ake up your m ind w 

hatyou call them : G us or A ugustus? M e,I w as alw ays justH azel,univalentH azel.  

“D o you have siblings?” I asked. 
“H uh?” he answ ered,seem ing a little distracted. 

“You said thatthing aboutw atching kids play.”  

“O h,yeah,no.I have nephew s,from m y half sisters.B utthey’re older.They’re 
like— D A D , H O W O LD A R E JU LIE A N D M A RTH A ?” 



 

 

“Tw enty-eight!” 

“They’re like tw enty-eight.They live in C hicago.They are both m arried to very 
fancy law yer dudes.O r banker dudes.I can’trem em ber.You have siblings?” 

I shook m y head no.“So w hat’s your story?” he asked,sitting dow n nextto m e ata 
safe distance. “I already told you m y story.I w as diagnosed w hen— ” 

“N o,notyour cancer story.Your story.Interests,hobbies,passions,w eird 
fetishes,etcetera.” “U m ,” I said. 



 

 

“D on’ttell m e you’re one of those people w ho becom es their disease.I know so m 

any people like that.It’s disheartening.Like,cancer is in the grow th business,right? The 

taking-people-over business.B utsurely you haven’tletitsucceed prem aturely.”  

Itoccurred to m e thatperhaps I had.I struggled w ith how to pitch m yself to A 
ugustus W aters, w hich enthusiasm s to em brace,and in the silence thatfollow ed 
itoccurred to m e thatI w asn’tvery interesting.“I am pretty unextraordinary.” 

“I rejectthatoutof hand.Think of som ething you like.The firstthing thatcom es to 
m ind.” “U m .R eading?” 

“W hatdo you read?” 

“Everything.From ,like,hideous rom ance to pretentious fiction to poetry.W 
hatever.” “D o you w rite poetry,too?” 

“N o.I don’tw rite.” 

“There!” A ugustus alm ostshouted.“H azel G race,you are the only teenager in A m 
erica w ho prefers reading poetry to w riting it.This tells m e so m uch.You read a lotof 
capital-G greatbooks, don’tyou?” 

“I guess?” 

“W hat’s your favorite?” 

“U m ,” I said.  
M y favorite book,by a w ide m argin,w as An Im perial Affliction,butI didn’tlike to tell people 

aboutit.Som etim es,you read a book and itfills you w ith this w eird evangelical zeal,and you becom 

e convinced thatthe shattered w orld w ill never be putback together unless and until all living hum 

ans read the book.A nd then there are books like An Im perial Affliction,w hich you can’ttell  
people about,books so special and rare and yours thatadvertising your affection feels like a betrayal 

Itw asn’teven thatthe book w as so good or anything;itw as justthatthe author,Peter Van  
H outen,seem ed to understand m e in w eird and im possible w ays.An Im perial Affliction 

w as m y book,in the w ay m y body w as m y body and m y thoughts w ere m y thoughts. 

Even so,I told A ugustus.“M y favorite book is probably An Im perial Affliction,” 
I said. “D oes itfeature zom bies?” he asked. 
“N o,” I said. 

“Storm troopers?”  

I shook m y head.“It’s notthatkind of book.” 

H e sm iled.“I am going to read this terrible book w ith the boring title thatdoes notcontain storm 

troopers,” he prom ised,and I im m ediately feltlike I shouldn’thave told him aboutit.A ugustus spun 

around to a stack of books beneath his bedside table.H e grabbed a paperback and a pen.A s he 

scribbled an inscription onto the title page,he said,“A ll I ask in exchange is thatyou read this 

brilliantand haunting novelization of m y favorite video gam e.” H e held up the book,w hich w as called 

The Price of D aw n.I laughed and took it.O ur hands kind of gotm uddled together in the book 

handoff,and then he w as holding m y hand.“C old,” he said,pressing a finger to m y pale w rist.  



 

 

“N otcold so m uch as underoxygenated,” I said. 
“I love itw hen you talk m edical to m e,” he said.H e stood,and pulled m e up w ith 

him ,and did notletgo of m y hand until w e reached the stairs. 
 

* * * 

 

W e w atched the m ovie w ith several inches of couch betw een us.I did the totally m iddle-schooly thing 



 

 

w herein I putm y hand on the couch abouthalfw ay betw een us to lethim know thatitw as 

okay to hold it,buthe didn’ttry.A n hour into the m ovie,A ugustus’s parents cam e in and 

served us the enchiladas, w hich w e ate on the couch,and they w ere pretty delicious.  
The m ovie w as aboutthis heroic guy in a m ask w ho died heroically for N atalie Portm an,w 

ho’s pretty badass and very hotand does nothave anything approaching m y puffy steroid face.  

A s the credits rolled,he said,“Pretty great,huh?” 

“Pretty great,” I agreed,although itw asn’t,really.Itw as kind of a boy m ovie.I don’tknow w hy 

boys expectus to like boy m ovies.W e don’texpectthem to like girl m ovies.“I should gethom e. 

C lass in the m orning,” I said. 
I saton the couch for a w hile as A ugustus searched for his keys.H is m om satdow n nextto m e 

and said,“I justlove this one,don’tyou?” I guess I had been looking tow ard the Encouragem ent above 

the TV,a draw ing of an angel w ith the caption W ithout Pain,H ow C ould W e K now Joy?  
(This is an old argum entin the field of Thinking A boutSuffering,and its stupidity and 

lack of sophistication could be plum bed for centuries,butsuffice itto say thatthe existence of 

broccoli does notin any w ay affectthe taste of chocolate.) “Yes,” I said.“A lovely thought.”  
I drove A ugustus’s car hom e w ith A ugustus riding shotgun.H e played m e a couple 

songs he liked by a band called The H ectic G low ,and they w ere good songs,butbecause I 

didn’tknow them already,they w eren’tas good to m e as they w ere to him .I keptglancing 

over athis leg,or the place w here his leg had been,trying to im agine w hatthe fake leg looked 

like.I didn’tw antto care aboutit, butI did a little.H e probably cared aboutm y oxygen.Illness 

repulses.I’d learned thata long tim e ago,and I suspected A ugustus had,too.  
A s I pulled up outside of m y house,A ugustus clicked the radio off.The air thickened.H e 

w as probably thinking aboutkissing m e,and I w as definitely thinking aboutkissing him .W 

ondering if I w anted to.I’d kissed boys,butithad been a w hile.Pre-M iracle.  

I putthe car in park and looked over athim .H e really w as beautiful.I know 
boys aren’t supposed to be,buthe w as. 

“H azel G race,” he said,m y nam e new and better in his voice.“Ithas been a real 
pleasure to m ake your acquaintance.” 

“D itto,M r.W aters,” I said.I feltshy looking athim .I could notm atch the 
intensity of his w aterblue eyes. 

“M ay I see you again?” he asked.There w as an endearing nervousness in 
his voice. I sm iled.“Sure.” 

“Tom orrow ?” he asked. 
“Patience,grasshopper,” I counseled.“You don’tw antto seem overeager.” 

“R ight,that’s w hy I said tom orrow ,” he said.“I w antto see you again tonight.B utI’m 
w illing to w aitall night and m uch of tom orrow .” I rolled m y eyes.“I’m serious,” he said. 

“You don’teven know m e,” I said.I grabbed the book from the center console.“H 
ow aboutI call you w hen I finish this?” 



 

 

“B utyou don’teven have m y phone num ber,” he 

said. “I strongly suspectyou w rote itin the book.”  

H e broke outinto thatgoofy sm ile.“A nd you say w e don’tknow each other.” 



 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Istayed up pretty late thatnightreading The Price of D aw n.(Spoiler alert: The price of daw n is 
blood.) Itw asn’tAn Im perial Affliction,butthe protagonist,Staff SergeantM ax M ayhem ,w as 
vaguely likable despite killing,by m y count,no few er than 000 individuals in 201 pages.  

So I gotup late the nextm orning,a Thursday.M om ’s policy w as never to w ake m e 
up,because one of the job requirem ents of Professional Sick Person is sleeping a lot,so I 
w as kind of confused at firstw hen I jolted aw ake w ith her hands on m y shoulders. 

“It’s alm ostten,” she said. 
“Sleep fights cancer,” I said.“I w as up late reading.” 

“Itm ustbe som e book,” she said as she kneltdow n nextto the bed and unscrew ed 
m e from m y large,rectangular oxygen concentrator,w hich I called Philip,because 
itjustkind of looked like a Philip. 

M om hooked m e up to a portable tank and then rem inded m e I had class.“D id 
thatboy give itto you?” she asked outof now here. 

“B y it,do you m ean herpes?” 

“You are too m uch,” M om said.“The book,H azel.I m ean 
the book.” “Yeah,he gave m e the book.” 

“I can tell you like him ,” she said,eyebrow s raised,as if this observation required som e 

uniquely m aternal instinct.I shrugged.“I told you SupportG roup w ould be w orth your w hile.”  

“D id you justw aitoutside the entire tim e?” 

“Yes.I broughtsom e paperw ork.A nyw ay,tim e to face the 
day,young lady.” “M om .Sleep.C ancer.Fighting.” 

“I know ,love,butthere is class to attend.A lso,today is ...” The glee in M om ’s 
voice w as evident. 

“Thursday?” 

“D id you seriously 
forget?” “M aybe?” 

“It’s Thursday,M arch tw enty-ninth!” she basically scream ed,a dem ented sm ile 
plastered to her face. 

“You are really excited aboutknow ing the date!” I yelled back. “H 

A ZEL! IT’S Y O U R TH IRTY -TH IR D H A LF B IRTH D AY !”  
“O hhhhhh,” I said.M y m om w as really super into celebration m axim ization.IT’S A R B O R D AY ! 

LET’S H U G TR EES A N D EAT C A K E! C O LU M B U S B R O U G H T SM A LLPO X TO TH E N ATIV 



 

 

ES; W E SH A LL R EC A LL TH E O C C A SIO N W ITH A PIC N IC !,etc.“W ell,H appy thirty-third H alf 

B irthday to m e,” I said. 



 

 

“W hatdo you w antto do on your very special day?” 
 

“C om e hom e from class and setthe w orld record for num ber of episodes of Top 
C hef w atched consecutively?” 

M om reached up to this shelf above m y bed and grabbed B luie,the blue stuffed bear I’d had 

since I w as,like,one— back w hen itw as socially acceptable to nam e one’s friends after their hue.   
“You don’tw antto go to a m ovie w ith K aitlyn or M attor som eone?” w ho w ere m y friends. 

Thatw as an idea.“Sure,” I said.“I’ll textK aitlyn and see if she w ants to go to the m all or   
som ething after school.”  

M om sm iled,hugging the bear to her stom ach.“Is itstill cool to go to the m all?” 
she asked. “I take quite a lotof pride in notknow ing w hat’s cool,” I answ ered.  

 
* * *  

 

I texted K aitlyn,took a show er,gotdressed,and then M om drove m e to school.M y class w as 
 
A m erican Literature,a lecture aboutFrederick D ouglass in a m ostly em pty auditorium ,and itw as 

incredibly difficultto stay aw ake.Forty m inutes into the ninety-m inute class,K aitlyn texted back. 

 

Aw esom esauce.H appy H alf Birthday.C astleton at 5552? 

 

K aitlyn had the kind of packed social life thatneeds to be scheduled dow n to the m inute.I responded: 

 

Sounds good.I’ll be at the food court. 
 

M om drove m e directly from school to the bookstore attached to the m all,w here I 

purchased both M idnight D aw ns and Requiem for M ayhem ,the firsttw o sequels to The Price 

of D aw n,and then I w alked over to the huge food courtand boughta D ietC oke.Itw as 5520.   
I w atched these kids playing in the pirate-ship indoor playground w hile I read.There w as 

this tunnel thatthese tw o kids keptcraw ling through over and over and they never seem ed to 

gettired, w hich m ade m e think of A ugustus W aters and the existentially fraughtfree throw s.  

M om w as also in the food court,alone,sitting in a corner w here she thoughtI 
couldn’tsee her, eating a cheesesteak sandw ich and reading through som e papers.M 
edical stuff,probably.The paperw ork w as endless.  

A t5552 precisely,I noticed K aitlyn striding confidently pastthe W ok H ouse.She saw m e the   
m om entI raised m y hand,flashed her very w hite and new ly straightened teeth atm e,and headed over. 

She w ore a knee-length charcoal coatthatfitperfectly and sunglasses thatdom inated her face.   
She pushed them up onto the top of her head as she leaned dow n to hug m e.  

“D arling,” she said,vaguely B ritish.“H ow are you?” People didn’tfind the accentodd or 

off-putting.K aitlyn justhappened to be an extrem ely sophisticated tw enty-five-year-old B 

ritish socialite stuck inside a sixteen-year-old body in Indianapolis.Everyone accepted it.   



 

 

“I’m good.H ow are you?”  
“I don’teven know anym ore.Is thatdiet?” I nodded and handed itto her.She sipped through the 

straw .“I do w ish you w ere atschool these days.Som e of the boys have becom e dow nrightedible.”   
“O h,yeah? Like w ho?” I asked.She proceeded to nam e five guys w e’d attended 

elem entary and m iddle school w ith,butI couldn’tpicture any of them .  
“I’ve been dating D erek W ellington for a bit,” she said,“butI don’tthink itw ill last.H e’s such a  



 

 

boy.B utenough aboutm e.W hatis new in the H 

azelverse?” “N othing,really,” I said.  
“H ealth is good?” 

“The sam e,I guess?”  

“Phalanxifor!” she enthused,sm iling.“So you could justlive 
forever,right?” “Probably notforever,” I said. 
“B utbasically,” she said.“W hatelse is new ?” 

I thoughtof telling her thatI w as seeing a boy,too,or atleastthatI’d w atched a m ovie w 
ith one, justbecause I knew itw ould surprise and am aze her thatanyone as disheveled 
and aw kw ard and stunted as m e could even briefly w in the affections of a boy.B utI 
didn’treally have m uch to brag about,so I justshrugged. 

“W hatin heaven is that?” asked K aitlyn,gesturing to the 
book. “O h,it’s sci-fi.I’ve gotten kinda into it.It’s a series.” 

“I am alarm ed.Shall w e shop?” 

 

W e w entto this shoe store.A s w e w ere shopping,K aitlyn keptpicking outall these open-toed 

flats for m e and saying,“These w ould look cute on you,” w hich rem inded m e thatK aitlyn never 

w ore open-toed shoes on accountof how she hated her feetbecause she felther second toes w 

ere too long, as if the second toe w as a w indow into the soul or som ething.So w hen I pointed 

outa pair of sandals thatw ould suither skin tone,she w as like,“Yeah,but...” the butbeing but they 

w ill expose m y hideous second toes to the public,and I said,“K aitlyn,you’re the only person I’ve 

ever know n to have toe-specific dysm orphia,” and she said,“W hatis that?”  
“You know ,like w hen you look in the m irror and the thing you see is notthe thing as itreally is.” 

“O h.O h,” she said.“D o you like these?” She held up a pair of cute butunspectacular M ary  
Janes,and I nodded,and she found her size and tried them on,pacing up and dow n the aisle,w 

atching her feetin the knee-high angled m irrors.Then she grabbed a pair of strappy hooker 

shoes and said, “Is iteven possible to w alk in these? I m ean,I w ould justdie— ” and then 

stopped short,looking at m e as if to say I’m sorry,as if itw ere a crim e to m ention death to the 

dying.“You should try them on,” K aitlyn continued,trying to paper over the aw kw ardness.  

“I’d sooner die,” I assured her. 
I ended up justpicking outsom e flip-flops so thatI could have som ething to buy,and then I sat dow 

n on one of the benches opposite a bank of shoes and w atched K aitlyn snake her w ay through the 

aisles,shopping w ith the kind of intensity and focus thatone usually associates w ith professional 

chess.I kind of w anted to take outM idnight D aw ns and read for a w hile,butI knew that’d be rude, so I 

justw atched K aitlyn.O ccasionally she’d circle back to m e clutching som e closed-toe prey and 

say,“This?” and I w ould try to m ake an intelligentcom m entaboutthe shoe,and then finally she 

boughtthree pairs and I boughtm y flip-flops and then as w e exited she said,“A nthropologie?”  

“I should head hom e actually,” I said.“I’m kinda tired.” 

“Sure,of course,” she said.“I have to see you m ore often,darling.” She placed her hands 



 

 

on m y shoulders,kissed m e on both cheeks,and m arched off,her narrow hips sw ishing.  

I didn’tgo hom e,though.I’d told M om to pick m e up atsix,and w hile I figured she w 
as either in the m all or in the parking lot,I still w anted the nexttw o hours to m yself. 

I liked m y m om ,buther perpetual nearness som etim es m ade m e feel w eirdly nervous.A nd I 

liked K aitlyn,too.I really did.B utthree years rem oved from proper full-tim e schoolic exposure to m y 

peers,I felta certain unbridgeable distance betw een us.I think m y school friends w anted to help 



 

 

m e through m y cancer,butthey eventually found outthatthey couldn’t.For one 

thing,there w as no through.  

So I excused m yself on the grounds of pain and fatigue,as I often had over the years 
w hen seeing K aitlyn or any of m y other friends.In truth,italw ays hurt.Italw ays hurtnotto 
breathe like a norm al person,incessantly rem inding your lungs to be lungs,forcing 
yourself to acceptas unsolvable the claw ing scraping inside-outache of 
underoxygenation.So I w asn’tlying,exactly.I w as justchoosing am ong truths. 

I found a bench surrounded by an Irish G ifts store,the Fountain Pen Em porium ,and a baseball-

cap outlet— a corner of the m all even K aitlyn w ould never shop,and started reading M idnight  

D aw ns. 
Itfeatured a sentence-to-corpse ratio of nearly 050,and I tore through itw ithoutever looking up. I 

liked Staff SergeantM ax M ayhem ,even though he didn’thave m uch in the w ay of a technical 

personality,butm ostly I liked thathis adventures kept happening.There w ere alw ays m ore bad guys to 

kill and m ore good guys to save.N ew w ars started even before the old ones w ere w on.I hadn’t read a 

real series like thatsince I w as a kid,and itw as exciting to live again in an infinite fiction.  
Tw enty pages from the end of M idnight D aw ns,things started to look pretty bleak for M ayhem w 

hen he w as shotseventeen tim es w hile attem pting to rescue a (blond,A m erican) hostage from the 

Enem y.B utas a reader,I did notdespair.The w ar effortw ould go on w ithouthim .There could— and  
w ould— be sequels starring his cohorts: SpecialistM anny Loco and Private Jasper Jacks and the rest. I 

w as justaboutto the end w hen this little girl w ith barretted braids appeared in frontof m e and  

said,“W hat’s in your nose?” 

A nd I said,“U m ,it’s called a cannula.These tubes give m e oxygen and help m e 

breathe.” H er m other sw ooped in and said,“Jackie,” disapprovingly,butI said,“N o no,it’s 

okay,” because it totally w as,and then Jackie asked,“W ould they help m e breathe,too?”  

“I dunno.Let’s try.” I took itoff and letJackie stick the cannula in her nose and 
breathe. “Tickles,” she said. 

“I know ,right?” 

“I think I’m breathing better,” she 
said. “Yeah?” 

“Yeah.” 

“W ell,” I said,“I w ish I could give you m y cannula butI kind of really need the help.” I already 

feltthe loss.I focused on m y breathing as Jackie handed the tubes back to m e.I gave them a quick 

sw ipe w ith m y T-shirt,laced the tubes behind m y ears,and putthe nubbins back in place.  

“Thanks for letting m e try it,” she 
said. “N o problem .” 

“Jackie,” her m other said again,and this tim e I lether go. 
I returned to the book,w here Staff SergeantM ax M ayhem w as regretting thathe had 

butone life to give for his country,butI keptthinking aboutthatlittle kid,and how m uch I liked her. 

The other thing aboutK aitlyn,I guess,w as thatitcould never again feel natural to talk to 



 

 

her. A ny attem pts to feign norm al social interactions w ere justdepressing because itw as so 

glaringly obvious thateveryone I spoke to for the restof m y life w ould feel aw kw ard and self-

conscious around m e,exceptm aybe kids like Jackie w ho justdidn’tknow any better.  
A nyw ay,I really did like being alone.I liked being alone w ith poor Staff SergeantM ax M 

ayhem ,w ho— oh,com e on,he’s notgoing to survive these seventeen bulletw ounds,is he?  

(Spoiler alert: H e lives.) 



 

 

CHAPTER FOUR 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Iwentto bed a little early thatnight,changing into boy boxers and a T-shirtbefore craw ling under the 
covers of m y bed,w hich w as queen size and pillow topped and one of m y favorite places in the  

w orld.A nd then I started reading An Im perial Affliction for the m illionth tim e. 
AIA is aboutthis girl nam ed A nna (w ho narrates the story) and her one-eyed m om 

,w ho is a professional gardener obsessed w ith tulips,and they have a norm al low er-m 
iddle- class life in a little central C alifornia tow n until A nna gets this rare blood cancer. 

B utit’s nota cancer book,because cancer books suck.Like,in cancer books,the cancer 

person starts a charity thatraises m oney to fightcancer,right? A nd this com m itm entto charity 

rem inds the cancer person of the essential goodness of hum anity and m akes him /her feel 

loved and encouraged because s/he w ill leave a cancer-curing legacy.B utin AIA,A nna decides 

thatbeing a person w ith cancer w ho starts a cancer charity is a bitnarcissistic,so she starts a 

charity called The A nna Foundation for People w ith C ancer W ho W antto C ure C holera.  
A lso,A nna is honestaboutall of itin a w ay no one else really is: Throughoutthe book,she refers to 

herself as the side effect,w hich is justtotally correct.C ancer kids are essentially side effects of the 

relentless m utation thatm ade the diversity of life on earth possible.So as the story goes on,she gets 

sicker,the treatm ents and disease racing to kill her,and her m om falls in love w ith this  
D utch tulip trader A nna calls the D utch Tulip M an.The D utch Tulip M an has lots of m oney and very 

eccentric ideas abouthow to treatcancer,butA nna thinks this guy m ightbe a con m an and possibly 

noteven D utch,and then justas the possibly D utch guy and her m om are aboutto getm arried and 

A nna is aboutto startthis crazy new treatm entregim en involving w heatgrass and 
low doses of arsenic,the book ends rightin the m iddle of a 

I know it’s a very literary decision and everything and probably partof the reason I love the book 

so m uch,butthere is som ething to recom m end a story thatends.A nd if itcan’tend,then it should 

atleastcontinue into perpetuity like the adventures of Staff SergeantM ax M ayhem ’s platoon.  
I understood the story ended because A nna died or gottoo sick to w rite and this m idsentence thing w 

as supposed to reflecthow life really ends and w hatever,butthere w ere characters other than A nna in the 

story,and itseem ed unfair thatI w ould never find outw hathappened to them .I’d w ritten, care of his 

publisher,a dozen letters to Peter Van H outen,each asking for som e answ ers aboutw hat happens after the 

end of the story: w hether the D utch Tulip M an is a con m an,w hether A nna’s m other ends up m arried to 

him ,w hathappens to A nna’s stupid ham ster (w hich her m om hates),w hether 

A nna’s friends graduate from high school— all thatstuff.B uthe’d never responded to 
any of m y letters. 



 

 

AIA w as the only book Peter Van H outen had w ritten,and all anyone seem ed to know abouthim w 

as thatafter the book cam e outhe m oved from the U nited States to the N etherlands and becam e kind 



 

 

of reclusive.I im agined thathe w as w orking on a sequel setin the N etherlands— m 

aybe A nna’s m om and the D utch Tulip M an end up m oving there and trying to starta 

new life.B utithad been ten years since An Im perial Affliction cam e out,and Van H outen 

hadn’tpublished so m uch as a blog post.I couldn’tw aitforever. 
A s I reread thatnight,I keptgetting distracted im agining A ugustus W aters reading the sam e  

w ords.I w ondered if he’d like it,or if he’d dism iss itas pretentious.Then I rem em bered m y prom ise to 

call him after reading The Price of D aw n,so I found his num ber on its title page and texted him . 

 

Price of D aw n review : Too m any bodies.N ot enough adjectives.H ow ’s AIA? 

 

H e replied a m inute later: 
 

As I recall,you prom ised to C ALL w hen you finished the book,not text. 
 

So I called. 
 

“H azel G race,” he said upon 
picking up. “So have you read it?” 

“W ell,I haven’tfinished it.It’s six hundred fifty-one pages long and I’ve had tw enty-four 
hours.” “H ow far are you?” 

“Four fifty-
three.” “A nd?” 

“I w ill w ithhold judgm entuntil I finish.H ow ever,I w ill say thatI’m feeling a bitem 
barrassed to have given you The Price of D aw n.” 

“D on’tbe.I’m already on Requiem for M ayhem .” 

“A sparkling addition to the series.So,okay,is the tulip guy a crook? I’m getting a 
bad vibe from him .” 

“N o spoilers,” I said. 
“If he is anything other than a total gentlem an,I’m going to gouge his 
eyes out.” “So you’re into it.” 

“W ithholding judgm ent! W hen can I see you?” 

“C ertainly notuntil you finish An Im perial Affliction.” I enjoyed 
being coy. “Then I’d better hang up and startreading.” 

“You’d better,” I said,and the line clicked dead w ithoutanother 
w ord. Flirting w as new to m e,butI liked it. 

 

The nextm orning I had Tw entieth-C entury A m erican Poetry atM C C .This old w om an gave a lecture 
 
w herein she m anaged to talk for ninety m inutes aboutSylvia Plath w ithoutever once quoting a single   
w ord of Sylvia Plath.  



 

 

W hen I gotoutof class,M om w as idling atthe curb in frontof the building. 
“D id you justw aithere the entire tim e?” I asked as she hurried around to help m e 

haul m y cart and tank into the car. 
“N o,I picked up the dry cleaning and w entto the 
postoffice.” “A nd then?” 

“I have a book to read,” she said. 
“A nd I’m the one w ho needs to geta life.” I sm iled,and she tried to sm ile back,butthere w as 



 

 

som ething flim sy in it.A fter a second,I said,“W anna go to a 

m ovie?” “Sure.A nything you’ve been w anting to see?”  

“Let’s justdo the thing w here w e go and see w hatever starts next.” She closed the 
door for m e and w alked around to the driver’s side.W e drove over to the C astleton 
theater and w atched a 5-D m ovie abouttalking gerbils.Itw as kind of funny,actually. 
 

W hen I gotoutof the m ovie,I had four textm essages from A ugustus. 
 

Tell m e m y copy is m issing the lasttw enty pages or som ething. 
 

H azel G race,tell m e I have notreached the end of this book. 
 

O H M Y G O D D O TH EY G ET M A R R IED O R N O T O H M Y G O D W H AT IS TH IS 

 

I guess A nna died and so itjustends? C R U EL.C all m e w hen you can.H ope all’s okay. 

 

So w hen I gothom e I w entoutinto the backyard and satdow n on this rusting latticed 

patio chair and called him .Itw as a cloudy day,typical Indiana: the kind of w eather 

thatboxes you in.O ur little backyard w as dom inated by m y childhood sw ing set,w hich 

w as looking pretty w aterlogged and pathetic.  

A ugustus picked up on the third ring.“H azel G race,” he said. 
“So w elcom e to the sw eettorture of reading An Im perial— ” I stopped w hen I 

heard violent sobbing on the other end of the line.“A re you okay?” I asked. 
“I’m grand,” A ugustus answ ered.“I am ,how ever,w ith Isaac,w ho seem s to be 

decom pensating.” M ore w ailing.Like the death cries of som e injured anim al.G us turned his attention 

to Isaac.“D ude.D ude.D oes SupportG roup H azel m ake this better or w orse? Isaac.Focus.O n.M e.” 

A fter a m inute,G us said to m e,“C an you m eetus atm y house in,say,tw enty m inutes?”  

“Sure,” I said,and hung up. 
 

If you could drive in a straightline,itw ould only take like five m inutes to getfrom m y house to 

A ugustus’s house,butyou can’tdrive in a straightline because H olliday Park is betw een us. 
 

Even though itw as a geographic inconvenience,I really liked H olliday Park.W hen I w as a 

little kid,I w ould w ade in the W hite R iver w ith m y dad and there w as alw ays this greatm om 

entw hen he w ould throw m e up in the air,justtoss m e aw ay from him ,and I w ould reach outm 

y arm s as I flew and he w ould reach outhis arm s,and then w e w ould both see thatour arm s w 

ere notgoing to touch and no one w as going to catch m e,and itw ould kind of scare the shitoutof 

both of us in the best possible w ay,and then I w ould legs-flailingly hitthe w ater and then com e 

up for air uninjured and the currentw ould bring m e back to him as I said again,D addy,again.  
I pulled into the drivew ay rightnextto an old black Toyota sedan I figured w as Isaac’s 



 

 

car. C arting the tank behind m e,I w alked up to the door.I knocked.G us’s dad answ ered. 

“JustH azel,” he said.“N ice to see you.” 

“A ugustus said I could com e over?”  
“Yeah,he and Isaac are in the basem ent.” A tw hich pointthere w as a w ail from below .“That w 

ould be Isaac,” G us’s dad said,and shook his head slow ly.“C indy had to go for a drive.The sound 

...” he said,drifting off.“A nyw ay,I guess you’re w anted dow nstairs.C an I carry your,uh, 



 

 

tank?” he asked. 
 

“N ah,I’m good.Thanks,though,M r.W 
aters.” “M ark,” he said. 
I w as kind of scared to go dow n there.Listening to people how l in m isery is 

notam ong m y favorite pastim es.B utI w ent. 
“H azel G race,” A ugustus said as he heard m y footsteps.“Isaac,H azel from SupportG roup is 

com ing dow nstairs.H azel,a gentle rem inder: Isaac is in the m idstof a psychotic episode.”  
A ugustus and Isaac w ere sitting on the floor in gam ing chairs shaped like lazy 

Ls,staring up ata gargantuan television.The screen w as splitbetw een Isaac’s pointof view on 

the left,and A ugustus’s on the right.They w ere soldiers fighting in a bom bed-outm odern 

city.I recognized the place from The Price of D aw n.A s I approached,I saw nothing unusual: 

justtw o guys sitting in the lightw ash of a huge television pretending to kill people.  
O nly w hen I gotparallel to them did I see Isaac’s face.Tears stream ed dow n his reddened 

cheeks in a continual flow ,his face a tautm ask of pain.H e stared atthe screen,noteven glancing at 

m e,and how led,all the w hile pounding aw ay athis controller.“H ow are you,H azel?” asked  

A ugustus. 
“I’m okay,” I said.“Isaac?” N o response.N oteven the slightesthintthathe w as aw 

are of m y existence.Justthe tears flow ing dow n his face onto his black T-shirt. 
A ugustus glanced aw ay from the screen ever so briefly.“You look nice,” he said.I w 

as w earing this just-past-the-knees dress I’d had forever.“G irls think they’re only allow ed 
to w ear dresses on form al occasions,butI like a w om an w ho says,you know ,I’m going 
over to see a boy w ho is having a nervous breakdow n,a boy w hose connection to the 
sense of sight itself is tenuous,and gosh dang it,I am going to w ear a dress for him .” 

“A nd yet,” I said,“Isaac w on’tso m uch as glance over atm e.Too in love w ith 
M onica,I suppose,” w hich resulted in a catastrophic sob. 

“B itof a touchy subject,” A ugustus explained.“Isaac,I don’tknow aboutyou,butI have 
the vague sense thatw e are being outflanked.” A nd then back to m e,“Isaac and M onica 
are no longer a going concern,buthe doesn’tw antto talk aboutit.H e justw ants to cry and 
play C ounterinsurgence 2: The Price of D aw n.” 

“Fair enough,” I said. 
“Isaac,I feel a grow ing concern aboutour position.If you agree,head over to thatpow er station, 

and I’ll cover you.” Isaac ran tow ard a nondescriptbuilding w hile A ugustus fired a m achine gun  

w ildly in a series of quick bursts,running behind him . 
“A nyw ay,” A ugustus said to m e,“itdoesn’thurtto talk to him .If you have any sage 

w ords of fem inine advice.” 

“I actually think his response is probably appropriate,” I said as a burstof gunfire from Isaac 

killed an enem y w ho’d peeked his head outfrom behind the burned-outhusk of a pickup truck.  
A ugustus nodded atthe screen.“Pain dem ands to be felt,” he said,w hich w as a line 

from An Im perial Affliction.“You’re sure there’s no one behind us?” he asked Isaac.M om ents 



 

 

later,tracer bullets started w hizzing over their heads.“O h,goddam n it,Isaac,” A ugustus 

said.“I don’tm ean to criticize you in your m om entof greatw eakness,butyou’ve allow ed us to 

be outflanked,and now there’s nothing betw een the terrorists and the school.” Isaac’s 

character took off running tow ard the fire,zigging and zagging dow n a narrow alleyw ay.  

“You could go over the bridge and circle back,” I said,a tactic I knew aboutthanks to 
The Price of D aw n. 



 

 

A ugustus sighed.“Sadly,the bridge is already under insurgentcontrol due to 

questionable strategizing by m y bereftcohort.”  

“M e?” Isaac said,his voice breathy.“M e?! You’re the one w ho suggested w e 
hole up in the freaking pow er station.” 

G us turned aw ay from the screen for a second and flashed his crooked sm ile atIsaac.“I 

knew you could talk,buddy,” he said.“N ow let’s go save som e fictional schoolchildren.”  

Together,they ran dow n the alleyw ay,firing and hiding atthe rightm om ents,until they 
reached this one-story,single-room schoolhouse.They crouched behind a w all across the 
streetand picked off the enem y one by one. 

“W hy do they w antto getinto the school?” I asked. 
“They w antthe kids as hostages,” A ugustus answ ered.H is shoulders rounded 

over his controller,slam m ing buttons,his forearm s taut,veins visible.Isaac leaned tow 
ard the screen,the controller dancing in his thin-fingered hands.“G etitgetitgetit,” A 
ugustus said.The w aves of terrorists continued,and they m ow ed dow n every one,their 
shooting astonishingly precise,as ithad to be,lestthey fire into the school. 

“G renade! G renade!” A ugustus shouted as som ething arced across the 
screen,bounced in the doorw ay of the school,and then rolled againstthe door. 

Isaac dropped his controller in disappointm ent.“If the bastards can’ttake 
hostages,they justkill them and claim w e did it.” 

“C over m e!” A ugustus said as he jum ped outfrom behind the w all and raced tow ard the school. 

Isaac fum bled for his controller and then started firing w hile the bullets rained dow n on A ugustus,  
w ho w as shotonce and then tw ice butstill ran,A ugustus shouting,“YO U C AN ’T K ILL M AX  

M AYH EM !” and w ith a final flurry of button com binations,he dove onto the grenade,w 
hich detonated beneath him .H is dism em bered body exploded like a geyser and the 
screen w entred.A throaty voice said,“M ISSIO N FA ILU R E,” butA ugustus seem ed to 
think otherw ise as he sm iled athis rem nants on the screen.H e reached into his 
pocket,pulled outa cigarette,and shoved itbetw een his teeth.“Saved the kids,” he said. 

“Tem porarily,” I pointed out. 
“A ll salvation is tem porary,” A ugustus shotback.“I boughtthem a m inute.M aybe that’s 

the m inute thatbuys them an hour,w hich is the hour thatbuys them a year.N o one’s gonna 

buy them forever,H azel G race,butm y life boughtthem a m inute.A nd that’s notnothing.”  

“W hoa,okay,” I said.“W e’re justtalking aboutpixels.” 

H e shrugged,as if he believed the gam e m ightbe really real.Isaac w as w ailing 
again.A ugustus snapped his head back to him .“A nother go atthe m ission,corporal?” 

Isaac shook his head no.H e leaned over A ugustus to look atm e and through tightly 
strung vocal cords said,“She didn’tw antto do itafter.” 

“She didn’tw antto dum p a blind guy,” I said.H e nodded,the tears notlike tears so 
m uch as a quietm etronom e— steady,endless. 

“She said she couldn’thandle it,” he told m e.“I’m aboutto lose m y eyesightand 



 

 

she can’t handle it.” 

I w as thinking aboutthe w ord handle,and all the unholdable things 
thatgethandled.“I’m sorry,” I said. 

H e w iped his sopping face w ith a sleeve.B ehind his glasses,Isaac’s eyes seem ed so big that 

everything else on his face kind of disappeared and itw as justthese disem bodied floating eyes 

staring atm e— one real,one glass.“It’s unacceptable,” he told m e.“It’s totally unacceptable.” 



 

 

“W ell,to be fair,” I said,“I m ean,she probably can’t handle it.N either can you,butshe 

doesn’t have to handle it.A nd you do.”  

“I keptsaying ‘alw ays’to her today,‘alw ays alw ays alw ays,’and she justkepttalking 
over m e and notsaying itback.Itw as like I w as already gone,you know ? ‘A lw ays’w as a 
prom ise! H ow can you justbreak the prom ise?” 

“Som etim es people don’tunderstand the prom ises they’re m aking w hen they m ake them ,” I 

said. Isaac shotm e a look.“R ight,of course.B utyou keep the prom ise anyw ay.That’s w hatlove is.  

Love is keeping the prom ise anyw ay.D on’tyou believe in true love?” 

I didn’tansw er.I didn’thave an answ er.B utI thoughtthatif true love did exist,thatw as 
a pretty good definition of it. 

“W ell,I believe in true love,” Isaac said.“A nd I love her.A nd she prom ised.She prom ised m 

e alw ays.” H e stood and took a step tow ard m e.I pushed m yself up,thinking he w anted a hug or  

som ething,butthen he justspun around,like he couldn’trem em ber w hy he’d stood up 
in the first place,and then A ugustus and I both saw this rage settle into his face. 

“Isaac,” G us 
said. “W hat?” 

“You look a little ...Pardon the double entendre,m y friend,butthere’s som ething 
a little w orrisom e in your eyes.” 

Suddenly Isaac started kicking the crap outof his gam ing chair,w hich som ersaulted back tow 

ard G us’s bed.“H ere w e go,” said A ugustus.Isaac chased after the chair and kicked itagain.“Yes,”  

A ugustus said.“G etit.K ick the shitoutof thatchair!” Isaac kicked the chair again,until 
itbounced againstG us’s bed,and then he grabbed one of the pillow s and started slam 
m ing itagainstthe w all betw een the bed and the trophy shelf above. 

A ugustus looked over atm e,cigarette still in his m outh,and half sm iled.“I 
can’tstop thinking aboutthatbook.” 

“I know ,right?” 

“H e never said w hathappens to the other characters?” 

“N o,” I told him .Isaac w as still throttling the w all w ith the pillow .“H e m oved to A m 

sterdam , w hich m akes m e think m aybe he is w riting a sequel featuring the D utch Tulip M 

an,buthe hasn’t published anything.H e’s never interview ed.H e doesn’tseem to be online.I’ve w 

ritten him a bunch of letters asking w hathappens to everyone,buthe never responds.So ...yeah.” I 

stopped talking because A ugustus didn’tappear to be listening.Instead,he w as squinting atIsaac.  

“H old on,” he m um bled to m e.H e w alked over to Isaac and grabbed him by 
the shoulders. “D ude,pillow s don’tbreak.Try som ething thatbreaks.” 

Isaac reached for a basketball trophy from the shelf above the bed and then held 
itover his head as if w aiting for perm ission.“Yes,” A ugustus said.“Yes!” The trophy sm 
ashed againstthe floor,the plastic basketball player’s arm splintering off,still grasping its 
ball.Isaac stom ped on the trophy. “Yes!” A ugustus said.“G etit!” 

A nd then back to m e,“I’ve been looking for a w ay to tell m y father thatI actually sortof hate 



 

 

basketball,and I think w e’ve found it.” The trophies cam e dow n one after the other,and Isaac stom 

ped on them and scream ed w hile A ugustus and I stood a few feetaw ay,bearing w itness to the  

m adness.The poor,m angled bodies of plastic basketballers littered the carpeted ground: 
here,a ball palm ed by a disem bodied hand;there,tw o torsoless legs caughtm idjum 
p.Isaac keptattacking the trophies,jum ping on them w ith both feet,scream 
ing,breathless,sw eaty,until finally he collapsed on top of the jagged trophic rem nants. 



 

 

A ugustus stepped tow ard him and looked dow n.“Feel better?” 

he asked. “N o,” Isaac m um bled,his chestheaving.  

“That’s the thing aboutpain,” A ugustus said,and then glanced back atm e.“Itdem 
ands to be felt.” 



 

 

CHAPTER FIVE 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Idid notspeak to A ugustus again for abouta w eek.I had called him on the N ightof the B roken 
Trophies,so per tradition itw as his turn to call.B uthe didn’t.N ow ,itw asn’tas if I held m y phone in m 
y sw eaty hand all day,staring atitw hile w earing m y Special Yellow D ress,patiently w aiting for  
m y gentlem an caller to live up to his sobriquet.I w entaboutm y life: I m etK aitlyn and her (cute 

but frankly notA ugustinian) boyfriend for coffee one afternoon;I ingested m y recom m ended daily  

allow ance of Phalanxifor;I attended classes three m ornings thatw eek atM C C ;and 
every night,I sat dow n to dinner w ith m y m om and dad. 

Sunday night,w e had pizza w ith green peppers and broccoli.W e w ere seated 
around our little circular table in the kitchen w hen m y phone started singing,butI w 
asn’tallow ed to check itbecause w e have a strictno-phones-during-dinner rule. 

So I ate a little w hile M om and D ad talked aboutthis earthquake thathad justhappened in Papua N 

ew G uinea.They m etin the Peace C orps in Papua N ew G uinea,and so w henever anything happened 

there,even som ething terrible,itw as like all of a sudden they w ere notlarge sedentary creatures,butthe 

young and idealistic and self-sufficientand rugged people they had once been,and their rapture w as 

such thatthey didn’teven glance over atm e as I ate faster than I’d ever eaten, transm itting item s from m 

y plate into m y m outh w ith a speed and ferocity thatleftm e quite outof breath,w hich of course m ade 

m e w orry thatm y lungs w ere again sw im m ing in a rising pool of fluid.I banished the thoughtas bestI 

could.I had a PET scan scheduled in a couple w eeks.If som ething w as w rong,I’d find outsoon 

enough.N othing to be gained by w orrying betw een now and then. 
 

A nd yetstill I w orried.I liked being a person.I w anted to keep atit.W orry is 
yetanother side effectof dying. 

Finally I finished and said,“C an I be excused?” and they hardly even paused from their 

conversation aboutthe strengths and w eaknesses of G uinean infrastructure.I grabbed m y 

phone from m y purse on the kitchen counter and checked m y recentcalls.Augustus W aters.  
I w entoutthe back door into the tw ilight.I could see the sw ing set,and I thoughtaboutw alking 

outthere and sw inging w hile I talked to him ,butitseem ed pretty far aw ay given thateating tired m e.  

Instead,I lay dow n in the grass on the patio’s edge,looked up atO rion,the only 
constellation I could recognize,and called him . 

“H azel G race,” he said. 
“H i,” I said.“H ow are you?” 

“G rand,” he said.“I have been w anting to call you on a nearly m inutely basis,butI have been  



 

 

w aiting until I could form a coherentthoughtin re An Im perial Affliction.” (H e said “in re.” H 
e really did.Thatboy.) 

“A nd?” I said. 



 

 

“I think it’s,like.R eading it,I justkeptfeeling like,like.” 

“Like?” I asked,teasing him .  

“Like itw as a gift?” he said askingly.“Like you’d given m e som ething im 
portant.” “O h,” I said quietly. 
“That’s cheesy,” he said.“I’m 

sorry.” “N o,” I said.“N o.D 

on’tapologize.” “B utitdoesn’tend.”  

“Yeah,” I said. 
“Torture.I totally get it,like,I getthatshe died or w 
hatever.” “R ight,I assum e so,” I said. 
“A nd okay,fair enough,butthere is this unw ritten contractbetw een author and reader 

and I think notending your book kind of violates thatcontract.” 

“I don’tknow ,” I said,feeling defensive of Peter Van H outen.“That’s partof w hatI like 
about the book in som e w ays.Itportrays death truthfully.You die in the m iddle of your 
life,in the m iddle of a sentence.B utI do— G od,I do really w antto know w hathappens to 
everyone else.That’s w hatI asked him in m y letters.B uthe,yeah,he never answ ers.” 

“R ight.You said he is a 
recluse?” “C orrect.” 

“Im possible to track dow 
n.” “C orrect.” 

“U tterly unreachable,” A ugustus 
said. “U nfortunately so,” I said. 
“‘D ear M r.W aters,’” he answ ered.“‘I am w riting to thank you for your electronic 

correspondence,received via M s.V liegenthartthis sixth of A pril,from the U nited States of A m 

erica, insofar as geography can be said to existin our trium phantly digitized contem poraneity.’”  

“A ugustus,w hatthe hell?” 

“H e has an assistant,” A ugustus said.“Lidew ij V liegenthart.I found her.I em ailed 
her.She gave him the em ail.H e responded via her em ail account.” 

“O kay,okay.K eep reading.” 

“‘M y response is being w ritten w ith ink and paper in the glorious tradition of our ancestors and 

then transcribed by M s.V liegenthartinto a series of 0s and 0s to travel through the insipid w eb w 

hich has lately ensnared our species,so I apologize for any errors or om issions thatm ay result.  

“‘G iven the entertainm entbacchanalia atthe disposal of young m en and w om en of 
your generation,I am grateful to anyone anyw here w ho sets aside the hours necessary to 
read m y little book.B utI am particularly indebted to you,sir,both for your kind w ords 
aboutAn Im perial Affliction and for taking the tim e to tell m e thatthe book,and here I 
quote you directly,“m eanta great deal” to you. 

“‘This com m ent,how ever,leads m e to w onder: W hatdo you m ean by m eant? G iven the final 

futility of our struggle,is the fleeting joltof m eaning thatartgives us valuable? O r is the only value in 



 

 

passing the tim e as com fortably as possible? W hatshould a story seek to em ulate,A ugustus? A 

ringing alarm ? A call to arm s? A m orphine drip? O f course,like all interrogation of the universe,this 

line of inquiry inevitably reduces us to asking w hatitm eans to be hum an and w hether— to borrow a 

phrase from the angst-encum bered sixteen-year-olds you no doubtrevile— there is a point to it all.  
“‘I fear there is not,m y friend,and thatyou w ould receive scantencouragem entfrom further 

encounters w ith m y w riting.B utto answ er your question: N o,I have notw ritten anything else,nor 



 

 

w ill I.I do notfeel thatcontinuing to share m y thoughts w ith readers w ould benefiteither 

them or m e. Thank you again for your generous em ail.  

“‘Yours m ostsincerely,Peter Van H outen,via Lidew ij V 
liegenthart.’” “W ow ,” I said.“A re you m aking this up?” 

“H azel G race,could I,w ith m y m eager intellectual capacities,m ake up a letter from 

Peter Van H outen featuring phrases like ‘our trium phantly digitized contem poraneity’?”  
“You could not,” I allow ed.“C an I,can I have the em ail address?” 

“O f course,” A ugustus said,like itw as notthe bestgiftever. 
 

I spentthe nexttw o hours w riting an em ail to Peter Van H outen.Itseem ed to getw 

orse each tim e I rew rote it,butI couldn’tstop m yself. 
 

D ear M r.Peter Van H outen 

(c/o Lidew ij V liegenthart), 

 

M y nam e is H azel G race Lancaster.M y friend A ugustus W aters,w ho read 

An Im perial Affliction atm y recom m endation,justreceived an em ail from you 

atthis address.I hope you w ill notm ind thatA ugustus shared thatem ail w ith m e.   
M r.Van H outen,I understand from your em ail to A ugustus thatyou are notplanning to 

publish any m ore books.In a w ay,I am disappointed,butI’m also relieved: I never have to w 

orry w hether your nextbook w ill live up to the m agnificentperfection of the original.A s a   
three-year survivor of Stage IV cancer,I can tell you thatyou goteverything rightin An 
Im perial Affliction.O r atleastyou gotm e right.Your book has a w ay of telling m e w 
hatI’m feeling before I even feel it,and I’ve reread itdozens of tim es.  

I w onder,though,if you w ould m ind answ ering a couple questions I have aboutw hat happens 

after the end of the novel.I understand the book ends because A nna dies or becom es too ill to 

continue w riting it,butI w ould really like to know w hathappens to A nna’s m om — w hether she m 

arried the D utch Tulip M an,w hether she ever has another child,and w hether she stays at 007 W 

.Tem ple,etc.A lso,is the D utch Tulip M an a fraud or does he really love them ? W hat happens to A 

nna’s friends— particularly C laire and Jake? D o they stay together? A nd lastly— I realize thatthis is 

the kind of deep and thoughtful question you alw ays hoped your readers w ould ask— w hatbecom es 

of Sisyphus the H am ster? These questions have haunted m e for years— and I  

don’tknow how long I have leftto getansw ers to them . 
I know these are notim portantliterary questions and thatyour book is full of im portant  

literary questions,butI w ould justreally like to know . 
A nd of course,if you ever do decide to w rite anything else,even if you 

don’tw antto publish it,I’d love to read it.Frankly,I’d read your grocery lists. 
 

Yours w ith greatadm iration, 



 

 

H azel G race Lancaster 
 

(age 07) 

 

A fter I sentit,I called A ugustus back,and w e stayed up late talking aboutAn Im perial Affliction,and I 

read him the Em ily D ickinson poem thatVan H outen had used for the title,and he said I had a good 

voice for reading and didn’tpause too long for the line breaks,and then he told m e thatthe sixth Price 



 

 

of D aw n book,The Blood Approves,begins w ith a quote from a poem .Ittook him a m inute to find 

the book,butfinally he read the quote to m e.“‘Say your life broke dow n.The lastgood kiss / You had 
 

w as years ago.’” 

“N otbad,” I said.“B itpretentious.I believe M ax M ayhem w ould refer to thatas ‘sissy shit.’” 

“Yes,w ith his teeth gritted,no doubt.G od,M ayhem grits his teeth a lotin these books.H e’s  

definitely going to getTM J,if he survives all this com bat.” A nd then after a second,G 
us asked, “W hen w as the lastgood kiss you had?” 

I thoughtaboutit.M y kissing— all prediagnosis— had been uncom fortable and 
slobbery,and on som e level italw ays feltlike kids playing atbeing grow n.B utof course 
ithad been a w hile.“Years ago,” I said finally.“You?” 

“I had a few good kisses w ith m y ex-girlfriend,C aroline M 
athers.” “Years ago?” 

“The lastone w as justless than a year 
ago.” “W hathappened?” 

“D uring the kiss?” 

“N o,w ith you and C aroline.” 

“O h,” he said.A nd then after a second,“C aroline is no longer suffering from 
personhood.” “O h,” I said. 
“Yeah,” he said. 
“I’m sorry,” I said.I’d know n plenty of dead people,of course.B utI’d never dated 

one.I couldn’teven im agine it,really. 
“N otyour fault,H azel G race.W e’re all justside effects,right?” 

“‘B arnacles on the container ship of consciousness,’” I said,quoting 

AIA. “O kay,” he said.“I gotta go to sleep.It’s alm ostone.”  
“O kay,” I said. 

“O kay,” he said.  

I giggled and said,“O kay.” A nd then the line w as quietbutnotdead.I alm ostfeltlike he 
w as there in m y room w ith m e,butin a w ay itw as better,like I w as notin m y room and 
he w as notin his, butinstead w e w ere together in som e invisible and tenuous third space 
thatcould only be visited on the phone. 

“O kay,” he said after forever.“M aybe okay w ill be our 
alw ays.” “O kay,” I said. 
Itw as A ugustus w ho finally hung up. 

 

Peter Van H outen replied to A ugustus’s em ail four hours after he sentit,buttw o days later,Van H 

outen still hadn’treplied to m e.A ugustus assured m e itw as because m y em ail w as better and 
 

required a m ore thoughtful response,thatVan H outen w as busy w riting answ ers to m y 
questions,and thatbrilliantprose took tim e.B utstill I w orried. 



 

 

O n W ednesday during A m erican Poetry for D um m ies 000,I gota textfrom A ugustus: 
 

Isaac outof surgery.Itw entw ell.H e’s officially N EC . 
 

N EC m eant“no evidence of cancer.” A second textcam e a few seconds later. 
 

I m ean,he’s blind.So that’s unfortunate. 



 

 

Thatafternoon,M om consented to loan m e the car so I could drive dow n to M em 

orial to check in on Isaac.  
I found m y w ay to his room on the fifth floor,knocking even though the door w as open,and a  

w om an’s voice said,“C om e in.” Itw as a nurse w ho w as doing som ething to the 
bandages on Isaac’s eyes.“H ey,Isaac,” I said. 

A nd he said,“M on?” 

“O h,no.Sorry.N o,it’s,um ,H azel.U m ,SupportG roup H azel? N ight-of-the-
broken-trophies H azel?” 

“O h,” he said.“Yeah,people keep saying m y other senses w ill im prove to com pensate,but  

C LEA R LY N O T Y ET.H i,SupportG roup H azel.C om e over here so I can exam ine your 

face w ith m y hands and see deeper into your soul than a sighted person ever could.”  
“H e’s kidding,” the nurse 

said. “Yes,” I said.“I realize.”  

I took a few steps tow ard the bed.I pulled a chair up and satdow n,took his hand.“H 
ey,” I said. “H ey,” he said back.Then nothing for a w hile. 
“H ow you feeling?” I asked. 
“O kay,” he said.“I don’tknow .” 

“You don’tknow w hat?” I asked.I looked athis hand because I didn’tw antto look athis 
face blindfolded by bandages.Isaac bithis nails,and I could see som e blood on the 
corners of a couple of his cuticles. 

“She hasn’teven visited,” he said.“I m ean,w e w ere together fourteen m 
onths.Fourteen m onths is a long tim e.G od,thathurts.” Isaac letgo of m y hand to fum ble 
for his pain pum p,w hich you hitto give yourself a w ave of narcotics. 

The nurse,having finished the bandage change,stepped back.“It’s only been a day,Isaac,” 

she said,vaguely condescending.“You’ve gotta give yourself tim e to heal.A nd fourteen m onths 

isn’t that long,notin the schem e of things.You’re justgetting started,buddy.You’ll see.”  

The nurse left.“Is she gone?” 

I nodded,then realized he couldn’tsee m e nod.“Yeah,” I 
said. “I’ll see? R eally? D id she seriously say that?” 

“Q ualities of a G ood N urse: G o,” I said. 
“0.D oesn’tpun on your disability,” Isaac 
said. “2.G ets blood on the firsttry,” I said. 
“Seriously,thatis huge.I m ean is this m y freaking arm or a dartboard? 5.N o 

condescending voice.” 

“H ow are you doing,sw eetie?” I asked,cloying.“I’m going to stick you w ith a 
needle now . There m ightbe a little ouchie.” 

“Is m y w ittle fuffyw um p sickyw icky?” he answ ered.A nd then after a second,“M 
ostof them are good,actually.I justw antthe hell outof this place.” 

“This place as in the hospital?” 



 

 

“That,too,” he said.H is m outh tightened.I could see the pain.“H onestly,I think a hell 
of a lot m ore aboutM onica than m y eye.Is thatcrazy? That’s crazy.” 

“It’s a little crazy,” I allow ed. 
“B utI believe in true love,you know ? I don’tbelieve thateverybody gets to keep their eyes or 

notgetsick or w hatever,buteverybody should have true love,and itshould lastatleastas long as 



 

 

your life does.” 

“Yeah,” I said.  

“I justw ish the w hole thing hadn’thappened som etim es.The w hole cancer thing.” 
H is speech w as slow ing dow n.The m edicine w orking. 

“I’m sorry,” I said. 
“G us w as here earlier.H e w as here w hen I w oke up.Took off school.H e ...” H is 

head turned to the side a little.“It’s better,” he said quietly. 
“The pain?” I asked.H e nodded a little. 
“G ood,” I said.A nd then,like the bitch I am : “You w ere saying som ething aboutG 

us?” B uthe w as gone. 
I w entdow nstairs to the tiny w indow less giftshop and asked the decrepitvolunteer 

sitting on a stool behind a cash register w hatkind of flow ers sm ell the strongest. 
“They all sm ell the sam e.They getsprayed w ith Super Scent,” 
she said. “R eally?” 

“Yeah,they justsquirt’em w ith it.” 

I opened the cooler to her leftand sniffed ata dozen roses,and then leaned over som 
e carnations.Sam e sm ell,and lots of it.The carnations w ere cheaper,so I grabbed a 
dozen yellow ones.They costfourteen dollars.I w entback into the room ;his m om w as 
there,holding his hand.She w as young and really pretty. 

“A re you a friend?” she asked,w hich struck m e as one of those 
unintentionally broad and unansw erable questions. 

“U m ,yeah,” I said.“I’m from SupportG roup.These are for him .” 

She took them and placed them in her lap.“D o you know M onica?” 
she asked. I shook m y head no. 
“W ell,he’s sleeping,” she said. 
“Yeah.I talked to him a little before,w hen they w ere doing the bandages or w 

hatever.” “I hated leaving him for thatbutI had to pick up G raham atschool,” she said.  

“H e did okay,” I told her.She nodded.“I should lethim sleep.” She nodded again.I left. 
 

The nextm orning I w oke up early and checked m y em ail 

firstthing. lidew ij.vliegenthart@ gm ail.com had finally replied. 
 

D ear M s.Lancaster, 
 

I fear your faith has been m isplaced— butthen,faith usually is.I cannotansw er your questions, 

atleastnotin w riting,because to w rite outsuch answ ers w ould constitute a sequel to An 
 

Im perial Affliction,w hich you m ightpublish or otherw ise share on the netw ork thathas 

replaced the brains of your generation.There is the telephone,butthen you m ightrecord 

the conversation.N otthatI don’ttrustyou,of course,butI don’ttrustyou.A las,dear H azel,I 



 

 

could never answ er such questions exceptin person,and you are there,w hile I am here.  
Thatnoted,I m ustconfess thatthe unexpected receiptof your correspondence via M s.  

V liegentharthas delighted m e: W hata w ondrous thing to know thatI m ade som ething useful 

to you— even if thatbook seem s so distantfrom m e thatI feel itw as w ritten by a differentm an 

altogether.(The author of thatnovel w as so thin,so frail,so com paratively optim istic!)  
Should you find yourself in A m sterdam ,how ever,please do pay a visitatyour leisure.I am 



 

 

usually hom e.I w ould even allow you a peek atm y grocery lists. 
 

Yours m ostsincerely, 

Peter Van H outen 
 

c/o Lidew ij V liegenthart 
 

“W H AT?!” I shouted aloud.“W H AT IS TH IS 

LIFE?” M om ran in.“W hat’s w rong?”  

“N othing,” I assured her. 
Still nervous,M om kneltdow n to check on Philip to ensure he w as condensing oxygen 

appropriately.I im agined sitting ata sun-drenched café w ith Peter Van H outen as he leaned across 

the table on his elbow s,speaking in a softvoice so no one else w ould hear the truth of w 

hathappened to the characters I’d spentyears thinking about.H e’d said he couldn’ttell m e except in 

person,and then invited m e to Am sterdam .I explained this to M om ,and then said,“I have to go.”  
“H azel,I love you,and you know I’d do anything for you,butw e don’t— w e don’thave the  

m oney for international travel,and the expense of getting equipm entover there— love,it’s justnot— 

” “Yeah,” I said,cutting her off.I realized I’d been silly even to consider it.“D on’tw orry about  

it.” B utshe looked w orried. 
“It’s really im portantto you,yeah?” she asked,sitting dow n,a hand on m y calf. 
“Itw ould be pretty am azing,” I said,“to be the only person w ho know s w 

hathappens besides him .” 

“Thatw ould be am azing,” she said.“I’ll talk to your father.” 

“N o,don’t,” I said.“Just,seriously,don’tspend any m oney on itplease.I’ll think of som ething.” Itoccurred 

to m e thatthe reason m y parents had no m oney w as m e.I’d sapped the fam ily savings w ith 

Phalanxifor copays,and M om couldn’tw ork because she had taken on the full-tim e profession of  

H overing O ver M e.I didn’tw antto putthem even further into debt. 
I told M om I w anted to call A ugustus to gether outof the room ,because I 

couldn’thandle her I-can’t-m ake-m y-daughter’s-dream s-com e-true sad face. 
A ugustus W aters–style,I read him the letter in lieu of 
saying hello. “W ow ,” he said. 
“I know ,right?” I said.“H ow am I going to getto A m sterdam ?” 

“D o you have a W ish?” he asked,referring to this organization,The G enie 
Foundation,w hich is in the business of granting sick kids one w ish. 

“N o,” I said.“I used m y W ish pre-M 
iracle.” “W hat’d you do?” 

I sighed loudly.“I w as thirteen,” I 
said. “N otD isney,” he said. 
I said nothing. 
“You did notgo to D isney W 



 

 

orld.” I said nothing. 
“H azel G R A C E!” he shouted.“You did not use your one dying W ish to go to D 

isney W orld w ith your parents.” 

“A lso EpcotC enter,” I m um bled. 
“O h,m y G od,” A ugustus said.“I can’tbelieve I have a crush on a girl w ith such cliché w ishes.” “I 

w as thirteen,” I said again,although of course I w as only thinking crush crush crush crush 



 

 

crush.I w as flattered butchanged the subjectim m ediately.“Shouldn’tyou be in 

school or som ething?”  

“I’m playing hooky to hang outw ith Isaac,buthe’s sleeping,so I’m in the 
atrium doing geom etry.” 

“H ow ’s he doing?” I asked. 
“I can’ttell if he’s justnotready to confrontthe seriousness of his disability or if he really 

does care m ore aboutgetting dum ped by M onica,buthe w on’ttalk aboutanything else.” 

“Yeah,” I said.“H ow long’s he gonna be in the hospital?” 

“Few days.Then he goes to this rehab or som ething for a w hile,buthe gets to sleep 
athom e,I think.” 

“Sucks,” I said. 
“I see his m om .I gotta 
go.” “O kay,” I said. 
“O kay,” he answ ered.I could hear his crooked sm ile. 

 

O n Saturday,m y parents and I w entdow n to the farm ers’m arketin B road R ipple.Itw as 

sunny,a rarity for Indiana in A pril,and everyone atthe farm ers’m arketw as w earing 

shortsleeves even though the tem perature didn’tquite justify it.W e H oosiers are 

excessively optim istic aboutsum m er. M om and I satnextto each other on a bench across 

from a goat-soap m aker,a m an in overalls w ho had to explain to every single person w ho 

w alked by thatyes,they w ere his goats,and no,goatsoap does notsm ell like goats.  

M y phone rang.“W ho is it?” M om asked before I could 
even check. “I don’tknow ,” I said.Itw as G us,though. 
“A re you currently atyour house?” he 
asked. “U m ,no,” I said. 
“Thatw as a trick question.I knew the answ er,because I am currently atyour 
house.” “O h.U m .W ell,w e are on our w ay,I guess?” 

“Aw esom e.See you soon.” 

 

A ugustus W aters w as sitting on the frontstep as w e pulled into the drivew ay.H e w as 

holding a bouquetof brightorange tulips justbeginning to bloom ,and w earing an Indiana Pacers 

jersey under his fleece,a w ardrobe choice thatseem ed utterly outof character,although itdid 

look quite good on him .H e pushed him self up off the stoop,handed m e the tulips,and 

asked,“W anna go on a picnic?” I nodded,taking the flow ers.  
M y dad w alked up behind m e and shook G us’s 

hand. “Is thata R ik Sm its jersey?” m y dad asked. 

“Indeed itis.” 

“G od,I loved thatguy,” D ad said,and im m ediately they w ere engrossed in a 

basketball conversation I could not(and did notw antto) join,so I took m y tulips inside.  



 

 

“D o you w antm e to putthose in a vase?” M om asked as I w alked in,a huge sm ile on her face. 

“N o,it’s okay,” I told her.If w e’d putthem in a vase in the living room ,they w ould have been  

everyone’s flow ers.I w anted them to be m y flow ers. 
I w entto m y room butdidn’tchange.I brushed m y hair and teeth and puton som e lip gloss and 

the sm allestpossible dab of perfum e.I keptlooking atthe flow ers.They w ere aggressively orange, alm 

osttoo orange to be pretty.I didn’thave a vase or anything,so I took m y toothbrush outof m y 



 

 

toothbrush holder and filled ithalfw ay w ith w ater and leftthe flow ers there in the bathroom . 
 

W hen I reentered m y room ,I could hear people talking,so I saton the edge of m y bed 

for a w hile and listened through m y hollow bedroom door:  

D ad: “So you m etH azel atSupportG roup.”  
A ugustus: “Yes,sir.This is a lovely house you’ve got.I like your 
artw ork.” M om : “Thank you,A ugustus.”  
D ad: “You’re a survivor yourself,then?”  
A ugustus: “I am .I didn’tcutthis fella off for the sheer unadulterated pleasure of 

it,although itis an excellentw eight-loss strategy.Legs are heavy!”  
D ad: “A nd how ’s your health now ?” A 

ugustus: “N EC for fourteen m onths.”  

M om : “That’s w onderful.The treatm entoptions these days— itreally is rem 
arkable.” A ugustus: “I know .I’m lucky.”  
D ad: “You have to understand thatH azel is still sick,A ugustus,and w ill be for the 

restof her life.She’ll w antto keep up w ith you,buther lungs— ”  
A tw hich pointI em erged,silencing him .  
“So w here are you going?” asked M om .A ugustus stood up and leaned over to her,w 

hispering the answ er,and then held a finger to his lips.“Shh,” he told her.“It’s a secret.”  

M om sm iled.“You’ve gotyour phone?” she asked m e.I held itup as evidence,tilted m 
y oxygen cartonto its frontw heels,and started w alking.A ugustus hustled over,offering m 
e his arm ,w hich I took.M y fingers w rapped around his biceps.  

U nfortunately,he insisted upon driving,so the surprise could be a surprise.A s w e 

shuddered tow ard our destination,I said,“You nearly charm ed the pants off m y m om .”  

“Yeah,and your dad is a Sm its fan,w hich helps.You think they liked 

m e?” “Sure they did.W ho cares,though? They’re justparents.”  
“They’re your parents,” he said,glancing over atm e.“Plus,I like being liked.Is thatcrazy?” “W 

ell,you don’thave to rush to hold doors open or sm other m e in com plim ents for m e to like   
you.” H e slam m ed the brakes,and I flew forw ard hard enough thatm y breathing feltw 
eird and tight.I thoughtof the PET scan.D on’t w orry.W orry is useless.I w orried anyw ay.  

W e burned rubber,roaring aw ay from a stop sign before turning leftonto the m isnom ered   

G randview (there’s a view of a golf course,I guess,butnothing grand).The only thing I 
could think of in this direction w as the cem etery.A ugustus reached into the center 
console,flipped open a full pack of cigarettes,and rem oved one. 

“D o you ever throw them aw ay?” I asked him . 
“O ne of the m any benefits of notsm oking is thatpacks of cigarettes lastforever,” he answ ered. 

“I’ve had this one for alm osta year.A few of them are broken near the filters,butI think this pack 

could easily getm e to m y eighteenth birthday.” H e held the filter betw een his fingers,then putitin 

his m outh.“So,okay,” he said.“O kay.N am e som e things thatyou never see in Indianapolis.”  



 

 

“U m .Skinny adults,” I said. 
H e laughed.“G ood.K eep going.” 

“M m m ,beaches.Fam ily-ow ned restaurants.Topography.” 

“A ll excellentexam ples of things w e lack.A lso,culture.”  

“Yeah,w e are a bitshorton culture,” I said,finally realizing w here he w as taking m 
e.“A re w e going to the m useum ?” 

“In a m anner of speaking.” 



 

 

“O h,are w e going to thatpark or w hatever?” 
 

G us looked a bitdeflated.“Yes,w e are going to thatpark or w hatever,” he 
said.“You’ve figured itout,haven’tyou?” 

“U m ,figured w 
hatout?” “N othing.” 

 

There w as this park behind the m useum w here a bunch of artists had m ade big sculptures.I’d 

heard aboutitbuthad never visited.W e drove pastthe m useum and parked rightnextto this basketball 

court filled w ith huge blue and red steel arcs thatim agined the path of a bouncing ball. 
 

W e w alked dow n w hatpasses for a hill in Indianapolis to this clearing w here kids w ere  

clim bing all over this huge oversize skeleton sculpture.The bones w ere each aboutw 
aisthigh,and the thighbone w as longer than m e.Itlooked like a child’s draw ing of a 
skeleton rising up outof the ground. 

M y shoulder hurt.I w orried the cancer had spread from m y lungs.I im agined the tum or  

m etastasizing into m y ow n bones,boring holes into m y skeleton,a slithering eel of 
insidious intent. “Funky Bones,” A ugustus said.“C reated by Joep Van Lieshout.” 

“Sounds D utch.” 

“H e is,” G us said.“So is R ik Sm its.So are tulips.” G us stopped in the m iddle of 
the clearing w ith the bones rightin frontof us and slipped his backpack off one 
shoulder,then the other.H e unzipped it,producing an orange blanket,a pintof orange 
juice,and som e sandw iches w rapped in plastic w rap w ith the crusts cutoff. 

“W hat’s w ith all the orange?” I asked,still notw anting to letm yself im agine thatall 
this w ould lead to A m sterdam . 

“N ational color of the N etherlands,of course.You rem em ber W illiam of O 
range and everything?” 

“H e w asn’ton the G ED test.” I sm iled,trying to contain m y 
excitem ent. “Sandw ich?” he asked. 
“Letm e guess,” I said. 
“D utch cheese.A nd tom ato.The tom atoes are from M exico.Sorry.” 

“You’re alw ays such a disappointm ent,A ugustus.C ouldn’tyou have 
atleastgotten orange tom atoes?” 

H e laughed,and w e ate our sandw iches in silence,w atching the kids play on the 
sculpture.I couldn’tvery w ell ask him aboutit,so I justsatthere surrounded by D 
utchness,feeling aw kw ard and hopeful. 

In the distance,soaked in the unblem ished sunlightso rare and precious in our hom etow n,a 

gaggle of kids m ade a skeleton into a playground,jum ping back and forth am ong the prosthetic bones.  
“Tw o things I love aboutthis sculpture,” A ugustus said.H e w as holding the unlitcigarette  

betw een his fingers,flicking atitas if to getrid of the ash.H e placed itback in his m outh.“First,the 

bones are justfar enough apartthatif you’re a kid,you cannot resist the urge to jum p betw een them . 



 

 

Like,you justhave to jum p from rib cage to skull.W hich m eans that,second,the sculpture essentially 

forces children to play on bones.The sym bolic resonances are endless,H azel G race.”  

“You do love sym bols,” I said,hoping to steer the conversation back tow ard the m 
any sym bols of the N etherlands atour picnic. 

“R ight,aboutthat.You are probably w ondering w hy you are eating a bad cheese sandw ich and 

drinking orange juice and w hy I am w earing the jersey of a D utchm an w ho played a sportI have com e 



 

 

to loathe.” 
 

“Ithas crossed m y m ind,” I said. 
“H azel G race,like so m any children before you— and I say this w ith 

greataffection— you spent your W ish hastily,w ith little care for the consequences.The G 
rim R eaper w as staring you in the face and the fear of dying w ith your W ish still in your 
proverbial pocket,ungranted,led you to rush tow ard the firstW ish you could think of,and 
you,like so m any others,chose the cold and artificial pleasures of the them e park.” 

“I actually had a greattim e on thattrip.I m etG oofy and M inn— ” 

“I am in the m idstof a soliloquy! I w rote this outand m em orized itand if you interruptm e I w ill 

com pletely screw itup,” A ugustus interrupted.“Please to be eating your sandw ich and listening.” 

(The sandw ich w as inedibly dry,butI sm iled and took a bite anyw ay.) “O kay,w here w as I?”  

“The artificial pleasures.” 

H e returned the cigarette to its pack.“R ight,the cold and artificial pleasures of the them 

e park. B utletm e subm itthatthe real heroes of the W ish Factory are the young m en and w 

om en w ho w ait like V ladim ir and Estragon w aitfor G odotand good C hristian girls w aitfor 

m arriage.These young heroes w aitstoically and w ithoutcom plaintfor their one true W ish to 

com e along.Sure,itm ay never com e along,butatleastthey can resteasily in the grave know 

ing thatthey’ve done their little partto preserve the integrity of the W ish as an idea.  

“B utthen again,m aybe itw ill com e along: M aybe you’ll realize thatyour one true 
W ish is to visitthe brilliantPeter Van H outen in his A m sterdam ian exile,and you w ill 
be glad indeed to have saved your W ish.” 

A ugustus stopped speaking long enough thatI figured the soliloquy w as over.“B utI 
didn’tsave m y W ish,” I said. 

“A h,” he said.A nd then,after w hatfeltlike a practiced pause,he added,“B utI saved m ine.”  
“R eally?” I w as surprised thatA ugustus w as W ish-eligible,w hatw ith being still in school 

and a year into rem ission.You had to be pretty sick for the G enies to hook you up w ith a W ish. 

“I gotitin exchange for the leg,” he explained.There w as all this lighton his face;he had to squintto 

look atm e,w hich m ade his nose crinkle adorably.“N ow ,I’m notgoing to give you m y W ish or 

anything.B utI also have an interestin m eeting Peter Van H outen,and itw ouldn’tm ake sense to  

m eethim w ithoutthe girl w ho introduced m e to his 
book.” “Itdefinitely w ouldn’t,” I said. 
“So I talked to the G enies,and they are in total agreem ent.They said A m sterdam is lovely 

in the beginning of M ay.They proposed leaving M ay third and returning M ay seventh.” 

“A ugustus,really?” 

H e reached over and touched m y cheek and for a m om entI thoughthe m ightkiss 
m e.M y body tensed,and I think he saw it,because he pulled his hand aw ay. 

“A ugustus,” I said.“R eally.You don’thave to do 
this.” “Sure I do,” he said.“I found m y W ish.” 



 

 

“G od,you’re the best,” I told him . 
“I betyou say thatto all the boys w ho finance your international travel,” he answ ered. 



 

 

CHAPTER SIX 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

M om w as folding m y laundry w hile w atching this TV show called The View w hen I 

gothom e.I told her thatthe tulips and the D utch artistand everything w ere all because A 
ugustus w as using his W ish to take m e to A m sterdam .“That’s too m uch,” she 
said,shaking her head.“W e can’tacceptthatfrom a virtual stranger.” 

“H e’s nota stranger.H e’s easily m y second 
bestfriend.” “B ehind K aitlyn?” 

“B ehind you,” I said.Itw as true,butI’d m ostly said itbecause I w anted to go to A m 
sterdam . “I’ll ask D r.M aria,” she said after a m om ent. 

 

* * * 

 

D r.M aria said I couldn’tgo to A m sterdam w ithoutan adultintim ately fam iliar w ith m y case,w hich 

m ore or less m eanteither M om or D r.M aria herself.(M y dad understood m y cancer the w ay I 

did: in the vague and incom plete w ay people understand electrical circuits and ocean tides.B utm y 

m om knew m ore aboutdifferentiated thyroid carcinom a in adolescents than m ostoncologists.) 

“So you’ll com e,” I said.“The G enies w ill pay for it.The G enies are loaded.” 

“B utyour father,” she said.“H e w ould m iss us.Itw ouldn’tbe fair to him ,and he 
can’tgettim e off w ork.” 

“A re you kidding? You don’tthink D ad w ould enjoy a few days of w atching TV 
show s thatare notaboutaspiring m odels and ordering pizza every night,using paper tow 
els as plates so he doesn’t have to do the dishes?” 

M om laughed.Finally,she started to getexcited,typing tasks into her phone: She’d have to call 

G us’s parents and talk to the G enies aboutm y m edical needs and do they have a hotel yetand w 

hat are the bestguidebooks and w e should do our research if w e only have three days,and so on.I 

kind of had a headache,so I dow ned a couple A dvil and decided to take a nap.  
B utI ended up justlying in bed and replaying the w hole picnic w ith A ugustus.I couldn’tstop 

thinking aboutthe little m om entw hen I’d tensed up as he touched m e.The gentle fam iliarity felt  
w rong,som ehow .I thoughtm aybe itw as how orchestrated the w hole thing had been: A ugustus 

w as am azing,buthe’d overdone everything atthe picnic,rightdow n to the sandw iches thatw ere  

m etaphorically resonantbuttasted terrible and the m em orized soliloquy thatprevented 
conversation. Itall feltR om antic,butnotrom antic. 

B utthe truth is thatI had never w anted him to kiss m e,notin the w ay you are supposed to w 



 

 

ant these things.I m ean,he w as gorgeous.I w as attracted to him .I thoughtabouthim in that w ay,to 

borrow a phrase from the m iddle school vernacular.B utthe actual touch,the realized touch ...itw as 



 

 

all w rong. 
 

Then I found m yself w orrying I w ould have to m ake outw ith him to getto A m sterdam ,w 

hich is notthe kind of thing you w antto be thinking,because (a) Itshouldn’t’ve even been a 

question w hether I w anted to kiss him ,and (b) K issing som eone so thatyou can geta free trip 

is perilously close to full-on hooking,and I have to confess thatw hile I did notfancy m yself a 

particularly good person,I never thoughtm y firstreal sexual action w ould be prostitutional.  
B utthen again,he hadn’ttried to kiss m e;he’d only touched m y face,w hich is noteven sexual.It 

w as nota m ove designed to elicitarousal,butitw as certainly a designed m ove,because A ugustus  

W aters w as no im proviser.So w hathad he been trying to convey? A nd w hy hadn’tI w 
anted to accept it? 

A tsom e point,I realized I w as K aitlyning the encounter,so I decided to textK aitlyn 
and ask for som e advice.She called im m ediately. 

“I have a boy problem ,” I said. 
“D ELIC IO U S,” K aitlyn responded.I told her all aboutit,com plete w ith the aw kw ard 

face touching,leaving outonly A m sterdam and A ugustus’s nam e.“You’re sure he’s hot?” 
she asked w hen I w as finished. 

“Pretty sure,” I 
said. “A thletic?” 

“Yeah,he used to play basketball for N orth C 
entral.” “W ow .H ow ’d you m eethim ?” 

“This hideous SupportG roup.” 

“H uh,” K aitlyn said.“O utof curiosity,how m any legs does this guy have?” 

“Like,0.1,” I said,sm iling.B asketball players w ere fam ous in Indiana,and 
although K aitlyn didn’tgo to N orth C entral,her social connectivity w as endless. 

“A ugustus W aters,” she 
said. “U m ,m aybe?” 

“O h,m y G od.I’ve seen him atparties.The things I w ould do to thatboy.I m ean,notnow thatI 

know you’re interested in him .B ut,oh,sw eetholy Lord,I w ould ride thatone-legged pony all the  
w ay around the corral.” 

“K aitlyn,” I said.  

“Sorry.D o you think you’d have to be on 
top?” “K aitlyn,” I said. 
“W hatw ere w e talking about.R ight,you and A ugustus W aters.M aybe ...are 
you gay?” “I don’tthink so? I m ean,I definitely like him .” 

“D oes he have ugly hands? Som etim es beautiful people have 
ugly hands.” “N o,he has kind of am azing hands.” 

“H m m ,” she said. 

“H m m ,” I said. 

A fter a second,K aitlyn said,“R em em ber D erek? H e broke up w ith m e lastw eek because he’d 



 

 

decided there w as som ething fundam entally incom patible aboutus deep dow n and thatw e’d only get 

hurtm ore if w e played itout.H e called itpreem ptive dum ping.So m aybe you have this prem onition 

thatthere is som ething fundam entally incom patible and you’re preem pting the preem ption.”  

“H m m ,” I said. 
“I’m justthinking outloud 
here.” “Sorry aboutD erek.” 



 

 

“O h,I gotover it,darling.Ittook m e a sleeve of G irl ScoutThin M ints and forty m 

inutes to get over thatboy.”  

I laughed.“W ell,thanks,K aitlyn.” 

“In the eventyou do hook up w ith him ,I expectlascivious details.” 

“B utof course,” I said,and then K aitlyn m ade a kissy sound into the phone and I 
said,“B ye,” and she hung up. 
 

* * * 

 

I realized w hile listening to K aitlyn thatI didn’thave a prem onition of hurting 

him .I had a postm onition.  
I pulled outm y laptop and looked up C aroline M athers.The physical sim ilarities w ere striking: 

sam e steroidally round face,sam e nose,sam e approxim ate overall body shape.B uther eyes w ere 

dark brow n (m ine are green) and her com plexion w as m uch darker— Italian or som ething.  
Thousands of people— literally thousands— had leftcondolence m essages for her.Itw as an 

endless scroll of people w ho m issed her,so m any thatittook m e an hour of clicking to getpastthe 

I’m sorry you’re dead w all posts to the I’m praying for you w all posts.She’d died a year ago of brain 

cancer.I w as able to click through to som e of her pictures.A ugustus w as in a bunch of the earlier 

ones: pointing w ith a thum bs-up to the jagged scar across her bald skull;arm in arm at  

M em orial H ospital’s playground,w ith their backs facing the cam era;kissing w hile C 
aroline held the cam era out,so you could only see their noses and closed eyes. 

The m ostrecentpictures w ere all of her before,w hen she w as healthy,uploaded postm 

ortem by friends: a beautiful girl,w ide-hipped and curvy,w ith long,straightdeadblack hair 

falling over her face.M y healthy self looked very little like her healthy self.B utour cancer 

selves m ight’ve been sisters.N o w onder he’d stared atm e the firsttim e he saw m e.  

I keptclicking back to this one w all post,w ritten tw o m onths ago,nine m onths after 
she died,by one of her friends.W e all m iss you so m uch.It just never ends.It feels like w 
e w ere all w ounded in your battle,C aroline.I m iss you.I love you. 

A fter a w hile,M om and D ad announced itw as tim e for dinner.I shutdow n the com 
puter and got up,butI couldn’tgetthe w all postoutof m y m ind,and for som e reason itm 
ade m e nervous and unhungry. 

I keptthinking aboutm y shoulder,w hich hurt,and also I still had the headache,butm aybe 

only because I’d been thinking abouta girl w ho’d died of brain cancer.I kepttelling m yself to 

com partm entalize,to be here now atthe circular table (arguably too large in diam eter for three 

people and definitely too large for tw o) w ith this soggy broccoli and a black-bean burger thatall 

the ketchup in the w orld could notadequately m oisten.I told m yself thatim agining a m etin m y 

brain or m y shoulder w ould notaffectthe invisible reality going on inside of m e,and 

thattherefore all such thoughts w ere w asted m om ents in a life com posed of a definitionally 

finite setof such m om ents.I even tried to tell m yself to live m y bestlife today.  



 

 

For the longesttim e I couldn’tfigure outw hy som ething a stranger had w ritten on the 
Internetto a different(and deceased) stranger w as bothering m e so m uch and m aking m 
e w orry thatthere w as som ething inside m y brain— w hich really did hurt,although I 
knew from years of experience thatpain is a bluntand nonspecific diagnostic instrum ent. 

B ecause there had notbeen an earthquake in Papua N ew G uinea thatday,m y 
parents w ere all hyperfocused on m e,and so I could nothide this flash flood of anxiety. 



 

 

“Is everything all right?” asked M om as I ate. 
 

“U h-huh,” I said.I took a bite of burger.Sw allow ed.Tried to say som ething thata norm al 

person w hose brain w as notdrow ning in panic w ould say.“Is there broccoli in the burgers?”  

“A little,” D ad said.“Pretty exciting thatyou m ightgo to A m sterdam .” 

“Yeah,” I said.I tried notto think aboutthe w ord w ounded,w hich of course is a w ay 
of thinking aboutit. 

“H azel,” M om said.“W here are you 
rightnow ?” “Justthinking,I guess,” I said. 
“Tw itterpated,” m y dad said,sm iling. 
“I am nota bunny,and I am notin love w ith G us W aters or anyone,” I answ 

ered,w ay too defensively.W ounded.Like C aroline M athers had been a bom b and 
w hen she blew up everyone around her w as leftw ith em bedded shrapnel. 

D ad asked m e if I w as w orking on anything for school.“I’ve gotsom e very advanced A 

lgebra hom ew ork,” I told him .“So advanced thatI couldn’tpossibly explain itto a layperson.” 

“A nd how ’s your friend 
Isaac?” “B lind,” I said. 
“You’re being very teenagery today,” M om said.She seem ed annoyed 

aboutit. “Isn’tthis w hatyou w anted,M om ? For m e to be teenagery?”  

“W ell,notnecessarily this kinda teenagery,butof course your father and I are excited 
to see you becom e a young w om an,m aking friends,going on dates.” 

“I’m notgoing on dates,” I said.“I don’tw antto go on dates w ith anyone.It’s a terrible 
idea and a huge w aste of tim e and— ” 

“H oney,” m y m om said.“W hat’s w rong?” 

“I’m like.Like.I’m like a grenade,M om .I’m a grenade and atsom e pointI’m going to 
blow up and I w ould like to m inim ize the casualties,okay?” 

M y dad tilted his head a little to the side,like a scolded puppy. 
“I’m a grenade,” I said again.“I justw antto stay aw ay from people and read books 

and think and be w ith you guys because there’s nothing I can do abouthurting 
you;you’re too invested,so just please letm e do that,okay? I’m notdepressed.I don’tneed 
to getoutm ore.A nd I can’tbe a regular teenager,because I’m a grenade.” 

“H azel,” D ad said,and then choked up.H e cried a lot,m y dad. 
“I’m going to go to m y room and read for a w hile,okay? I’m fine.I really am fine;I 

justw antto go read for a w hile.” 

I started outtrying to read this novel I’d been assigned,butw e lived in a tragically thin-w 

alled hom e,so I could hear m uch of the w hispered conversation thatensued.M y dad 

saying,“Itkills m e,” and m y m om saying,“That’s exactly w hatshe doesn’t need to hear,” and m 

y dad saying,“I’m sorry but— ” and m y m om saying,“A re you notgrateful?” A nd him saying,“G 

od,of course I’m grateful.” I kepttrying to getinto this story butI couldn’tstop hearing them .  
So I turned on m y com puter to listen to som e m usic,and w ith A ugustus’s favorite band,The 



 

 

 

H ectic G low ,as m y sound track,I w entback to C aroline M athers’s tribute pages,reading 
abouthow heroic her fightw as,and how m uch she w as m issed,and how she w as in a 
better place,and how she w ould live forever in their m em ories,and how everyone w ho 
knew her— everyone— w as laid low by her leaving. 

M aybe I w as supposed to hate C aroline M athers or som ething because she’d been w ith  
A ugustus,butI didn’t.I couldn’tsee her very clearly am id all the tributes,butthere didn’tseem to be 



 

 

m uch to hate— she seem ed to be m ostly a professional sick person,like m e,w hich m 

ade m e w orry thatw hen I died they’d have nothing to say aboutm e exceptthatI 

foughtheroically,as if the only thing I’d ever done w as H ave C ancer.  

A nyw ay,eventually I started reading C aroline M athers’s little notes,w hich w ere m 
ostly actually w ritten by her parents,because I guess her brain cancer w as of the variety 
thatm akes you notyou before itm akes you notalive. 

So itw as all like,C aroline continues to have behavioral problem s.She’s struggling a 
lot w ith anger and frustration over not being able to speak (w e are frustrated about these 
things,too,of course,but w e have m ore socially acceptable w ays of dealing w ith our 
anger).G us has taken to calling C aroline H U LK SM ASH ,w hich resonates w ith the 
doctors.There’s nothing easy about this for any of us,but you take your hum or w here you 
can get it.H oping to go hom e on Thursday.W e’ll let you know ... 

She didn’tgo hom e on Thursday,needless to say. 
 

So of course I tensed up w hen he touched m e.To be w ith him w as to hurthim — 

inevitably.A nd that’s w hatI’d feltas he reached for m e: I’d feltas though I w ere com m 

itting an actof violence againsthim , because I w as.  

I decided to texthim .I w anted to avoid a w hole conversation aboutit. 
 

H i,so okay,I don’tknow if you’ll understand this butI can’tkiss you or anything.N 

otthatyou’d necessarily w antto,butI can’t. 
 

W hen I try to look atyou like that,all I see is w hatI’m going to putyou through.M 

aybe that doesn’tm ake sense to you. 
 

A nyw ay,sorry. 
 

H e responded a few m inutes later. 
 

O kay.  
 
 

I w rote back.  
 

O kay.  
 
 

H e responded: 
 

O h,m y G od,stop flirting w ith m e! 
 



 

 

I justsaid: 
 

O kay. 
 

M y phone buzzed m om ents later. 



 

 

I w as kidding,H azel G race.I understand.(B utw e both know thatokay is a very 

flirty w ord. O kay is B U R STIN G w ith sensuality.) 

 

I w as very tem pted to respond O kay again,butI pictured him atm y funeral,and 

thathelped m e text properly. 
 

Sorry. 
 

* * * 

 

I tried to go to sleep w ith m y headphones still on,butthen after a w hile m y m om and dad cam e in,and 

m y m om grabbed B luie from the shelf and hugged him to her stom ach,and m y dad satdow n in m y 

desk chair,and w ithoutcrying he said,“You are nota grenade,notto us.Thinking aboutyou dying 
 
m akes us sad,H azel,butyou are nota grenade.You are am azing.You can’tknow ,sw eetie,because 

you’ve never had a baby becom e a brilliantyoung reader w ith a side interestin horrible television 

show s,butthe joy you bring us is so m uch greater than the sadness w e feel aboutyour illness.”  

“O kay,” I said. 
“R eally,” m y dad said.“I w ouldn’tbullshityou aboutthis.If you w ere m ore trouble 

than you’re w orth,w e’d justtoss you outon the streets.” 

“W e’re notsentim ental people,” M om added,deadpan.“W e’d leave you atan 
orphanage w ith a note pinned to your pajam as.” 

I laughed. 
“You don’thave to go to SupportG roup,” M om added.“You don’thave to do 

anything.Except go to school.” She handed m e the bear. 
“I think B luie can sleep on the shelf tonight,” I said.“Letm e rem ind you thatI am 

m ore than thirty-three half years old.” 

“K eep him tonight,” she 
said. “M om ,” I said. 
“H e’s lonely,” she said. 
“O h,m y G od,M om ,” I said.B utI took stupid B luie and kind of cuddled w ith 

him as I fell asleep. 
I still had one arm draped over B luie,in fact,w hen I aw oke justafter four in the m 

orning w ith an apocalyptic pain fingering outfrom the unreachable center of m y head. 



 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Iscream ed to w ake up m y parents,and they burstinto the room ,butthere w as nothing 

they could do to dim the supernovae exploding inside m y brain,an endless chain of 
intracranial firecrackers that m ade m e think thatI w as once and for all going,and I told 
m yself— as I’ve told m yself before— that the body shuts dow n w hen the pain gets too 
bad,thatconsciousness is tem porary,thatthis w ill pass. B utjustlike alw ays,I didn’tslip aw 
ay.I w as lefton the shore w ith the w aves w ashing over m e, unable to drow n.  

D ad drove,talking on the phone w ith the hospital,w hile I lay in the back w ith m y head in M 

om ’s lap.There w as nothing to do: Scream ing m ade itw orse.A ll stim uli m ade itw orse,actually.  

The only solution w as to try to unm ake the w orld,to m ake itblack and silentand 
uninhabited again,to return to the m om entbefore the B ig B ang,in the beginning w hen 
there w as the W ord,and to live in thatvacuous uncreated space alone w ith the W ord. 

People talk aboutthe courage of cancer patients,and I do notdeny thatcourage.I had 
been poked and stabbed and poisoned for years,and still I trod on.B utm ake no m istake: 
In thatm om ent,I w ould have been very,very happy to die. 
 

I w oke up in the IC U .I could tell I w as in the IC U because I didn’thave m y ow n room ,and 

because there w as so m uch beeping,and because I w as alone: They don’tletyour fam ily 

stay w ith you 2147 in the IC U atC hildren’s because it’s an infection risk.There w as w ailing 

dow n the hall.Som ebody’s kid had died.I w as alone.I hitthe red call button.  

A nurse cam e in seconds later.“H i,” I said. 
“H ello,H azel.I’m A lison,your nurse,” she 
said. “H i,A lison M y N urse,” I said. 
W hereupon I started to feel pretty tired again.B utI w oke up a bitw hen m y parents cam e 

in, crying and kissing m y face repeatedly,and I reached up for them and tried to squeeze,butm y 

everything hurtw hen I squeezed,and M om and D ad told m e thatI did nothave a brain tum 

or,butthat m y headache w as caused by poor oxygenation,w hich w as caused by m y lungs sw 

im m ing in fluid,a liter and a half (!!!!) of w hich had been successfully drained from m y chest,w 

hich w as w hy I m ight feel a slightdiscom fortin m y side,w here there w as,hey look at that,a 

tube thatw entfrom m y chest into a plastic bladder half full of liquid thatfor all the w orld resem 

bled m y dad’s favorite am ber ale. M om told m e I w as going to go hom e,thatI really w as,thatI 

w ould justhave to getthis drained every now and again and getback on the B iPA P,this nighttim 

e m achine thatforces air in and outof m y crap lungs.B utI’d had a total body PET scan on the 



 

 

firstnightin the hospital,they told m e,and the new s w as good: no tum or grow th.N o new tum 

ors.M y shoulder pain had been lack-of-oxygen pain.H eart-w orking-too-hard pain. 



 

 

“D r.M aria said this m orning thatshe rem ains optim istic,” D ad said.I liked D r.M 

aria,and she didn’tbullshityou,so thatfeltgood to hear.  

“This is justa thing,H azel,” m y m om said.“It’s a thing w e can live w ith.” 

I nodded,and then A lison M y N urse kind of politely m ade them leave.She asked m e if I w anted 

som e ice chips,and I nodded,and then she satatthe bed w ith m e and spooned them into m y m outh.  

“So you’ve been gone a couple days,” A lison said.“H m m ,w hat’d you m iss ...A 
celebrity did drugs.Politicians disagreed.A differentcelebrity w ore a bikini thatrevealed a 
bodily im perfection. A team w on a sporting event,butanother team lost.” I sm iled.“You 
can’tgo disappearing on everybody like this,H azel.You m iss too m uch.” 

“M ore?” I asked,nodding tow ard the w hite Styrofoam cup in her hand. 
“I shouldn’t,” she said,“butI’m a rebel.” She gave m e another plastic spoonful of crushed ice.I 

m um bled a thank-you.Praise G od for good nurses.“G etting tired?” she asked.I nodded.“Sleep for 

a w hile,” she said.“I’ll try to run interference and give you a couple hours before som ebody com es 

in to check vitals and the like.” I said Thanks again.You say thanks a lotin a hospital.I tried to settle 

into the bed.“You’re notgonna ask aboutyour boyfriend?” she asked.  

“D on’thave one,” I told her. 
“W ell,there’s a kid w ho has hardly leftthe w aiting room since you gothere,” 
she said. “H e hasn’tseen m e like this,has he?” 

“N o.Fam ily only.” 

I nodded and sank into an aqueous sleep. 
 

Itw ould take m e six days to gethom e,six undays of staring atacoustic ceiling tile and w atching 

television and sleeping and pain and w ishing for tim e to pass.I did notsee A ugustus or anyone 

other than m y parents.M y hair looked like a bird’s nest;m y shuffling gaitlike a dem entia 

patient’s.I felta little better each day,though: Each sleep ended to reveal a person w ho seem ed 

a bitm ore like m e. Sleep fights cancer,R egular D r.Jim said for the thousandth tim e as he 

hovered over m e one m orning surrounded by a coterie of m edical students.  

“Then I am a cancer-fighting m achine,” I told him . 
“Thatyou are,H azel.K eep resting,and hopefully w e’ll getyou hom e soon.” 

 

O n Tuesday,they told m e I’d go hom e on W ednesday.O n W ednesday,tw o m inim ally supervised m 

edical students rem oved m y chesttube,w hich feltlike getting stabbed in reverse and generally didn’tgo 

very w ell,so they decided I’d have to stay until Thursday.I w as beginning to think thatI w as the 

subjectof som e existentialistexperim entin perm anently delayed gratification w hen D r. 
 
M aria show ed up on Friday m orning,sniffed around m e for a m inute,and told m e I w as good to go. 

So M om opened her oversize purse to reveal thatshe’d had m y G o H om e C lothes w ith her all 

along.A nurse cam e in and took outm y IV.I feltuntethered even though I still had the oxygen tank to  
carry around w ith m e.I w entinto the bathroom ,took m y firstshow er in a w eek,gotdressed,and  

w hen I gotout,I w as so tired I had to lie dow n and getm y breath.M om asked,“D o you 



 

 

w antto see A ugustus?” 

“I guess,” I said after a m inute.I stood up and shuffled over to one of the m olded 
plastic chairs againstthe w all,tucking m y tank beneath the chair.Itw ore m e out. 

D ad cam e back w ith A ugustus a few m inutes later.H is hair w as m essy,sw eeping dow n over 

his forehead.H e litup w ith a real A ugustus W aters G oofy Sm ile w hen he saw m e,and I couldn’thelp 

but sm ile back.H e satdow n in the blue faux-leather recliner nextto m y chair.H e leaned in tow ard m e, 



 

 

seem ingly incapable of stifling the sm ile. 
 

M om and D ad leftus alone,w hich feltaw kw ard.I w orked hard to m eethis eyes,even 

though they w ere the kind of pretty that’s hard to look at.“I m issed you,” A ugustus said.  
M y voice w as sm aller than I w anted itto be.“Thanks for nottrying to see m e w hen I looked like   

hell.”  
“To be fair,you still look pretty bad.”  
I laughed.“I m issed you,too.I justdon’tw antyou to see ...all this.I justw ant,like 

...It doesn’tm atter.You don’talw ays getw hatyou w ant.”  
“Is thatso?” he asked.“I’d alw ays thoughtthe w orld w as a w ish-granting factory.”  
“Turns outthatis notthe case,” I said.H e w as so beautiful.H e reached for m y hand butI 

shook m y head.“N o,” I said quietly.“If w e’re gonna hang out,ithas to be,like,notthat.”  

“O kay,” he said.“W ell,I have good new s and bad new s on the w ish-
granting front.” “O kay?” I said.  
“The bad new s is thatw e obviously can’tgo to A m sterdam until you’re better.The G 

enies w ill, how ever,w ork their fam ous m agic w hen you’re w ell enough.”  
“That’s the good new s?”  
“N o,the good new s is thatw hile you w ere sleeping,Peter Van H outen shared a 

bitm ore of his brilliantbrain w ith us.”  
H e reached for m y hand again,butthis tim e to slip into ita heavily folded sheetof 

stationery on the letterhead of Peter Van H outen,N ovelist Em eritus.  
 

I didn’tread ituntil I gothom e,situated in m y ow n huge and em pty bed w ith no chance of 

m edical interruption.Ittook m e forever to decode Van H outen’s sloped,scratchy script. 
 

D ear M r.W aters, 
 

I am in receiptof your electronic m ail dated the 01th of A pril and duly im pressed by the 

Shakespearean com plexity of your tragedy.Everyone in this tale has a rock-solid ham artia: 

hers,thatshe is so sick;yours,thatyou are so w ell.W ere she better or you sicker,then the stars 
 

w ould notbe so terribly crossed,butitis the nature of stars to cross,and never w as 

Shakespeare m ore w rong than w hen he had C assius note,“The fault,dear B rutus,is 

notin our stars / B utin ourselves.” Easy enough to say w hen you’re a R om an noblem 

an (or Shakespeare!), butthere is no shortage of faultto be found am id our stars.   
W hile w e’re on the topic of old W ill’s insufficiencies,your w riting aboutyoung H azel rem 

inds m e of the B ard’s Fifty-fifth sonnet,w hich of course begins,“N otm arble,nor the gilded m 

onum ents / O f princes,shall outlive this pow erful rhym e;/ B utyou shall shine m ore brightin 

these contents / Than unsw eptstone,besm ear’d w ith sluttish tim e.” (O ff topic,but: W hata slut 

tim e is.She screw s everybody.) It’s a fine poem buta deceitful one: W e do indeed rem em ber 

Shakespeare’s pow erful rhym e,butw hatdo w e rem em ber aboutthe person itcom m em orates? 



 

 

N othing.W e’re pretty sure he w as m ale;everything else is guessw ork.Shakespeare told us 

precious little of the m an w hom he entom bed in his linguistic sarcophagus.(W itness also that   
w hen w e talk aboutliterature,w e do so in the presenttense.W hen w e speak of the dead,w e are 

notso kind.) You do notim m ortalize the lostby w riting aboutthem .Language buries,butdoes 

notresurrect.(Full disclosure: I am notthe firstto m ake this observation.cf,the M acLeish poem “N 

otM arble,N or the G ilded M onum ents,” w hich contains the heroic line “I shall say you w ill  



 

 

die and none w ill rem em ber you.”) 
 

I digress,buthere’s the rub: The dead are visible only in the terrible lidless eye of m em ory. 

The living,thank heaven,retain the ability to surprise and to disappoint.Your H azel is alive,  

W aters,and you m ustn’tim pose your w ill upon another’s decision,particularly a 
decision arrived atthoughtfully.She w ishes to spare you pain,and you should 
lether.You m ay notfind young H azel’s logic persuasive,butI have trod through this 
vale of tears longer than you,and from w here I’m sitting,she’s notthe lunatic. 

 

Yours truly, 
 

Peter Van H outen 

 

Itw as really w ritten by him .I licked m y finger and dabbed the paper and the ink bled 

a little,so I knew itw as really real.  

“M om ,” I said.I did notsay itloudly,butI didn’thave to.She w as alw ays w aiting.She 
peeked her head around the door. 

“You okay,sw eetie?” 

“C an w e call D r.M aria and ask if international travel w ould kill m e?” 



 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

W e had a big C ancer Team M eeting a couple days later.Every so often,a bunch of 

doctors and social w orkers and physical therapists and w hoever else gottogether 
around a big table in a conference room and discussed m y situation.(N otthe A 
ugustus W aters situation or the A m sterdam situation.The cancer situation.) 

D r.M aria led the m eeting.She hugged m e w hen I gotthere.She w as a hugger. 
I felta little better,I guess.Sleeping w ith the B iPA P all nightm ade m y lungs feel alm 

ostnorm al, although,then again,I did notreally rem em ber lung norm ality. 

Everyone gotthere and m ade a big show of turning off their pagers and everything so 
itw ould be all about m e,and then D r.M aria said,“So the greatnew s is thatPhalanxifor 
continues to control your tum or grow th,butobviously w e’re still seeing serious problem s 
w ith fluid accum ulation.So the question is,how should w e proceed?” 

A nd then she justlooked atm e,like she w as w aiting for an answ er.“U m ,” I said,“I 
feel like I am notthe m ostqualified person in the room to answ er thatquestion?” 

She sm iled.“R ight,I w as w aiting for D r.Sim ons.D r.Sim ons?” H e w as another 
cancer doctor of som e kind. 

“W ell,w e know from other patients thatm osttum ors eventually evolve a w ay to grow 
in spite of Phalanxifor,butif thatw ere the case,w e’d see tum or grow th on the scans,w 
hich w e don’tsee.So it’s notthatyet.” 

Yet,I thought. 
D r.Sim ons tapped atthe table w ith his forefinger.“The thoughtaround here is thatit’s 

possible the Phalanxifor is w orsening the edem a,butw e’d face far m ore serious 
problem s if w e discontinued its use.” 

D r.M aria added,“W e don’treally understand the long-term effects of 
Phalanxifor.Very few people have been on itas long as you have.” 

“So w e’re gonna do nothing?” 

“W e’re going to stay the course,” D r.M aria said,“butw e’ll need to do m ore to keep thatedem 

a from building up.” I feltkind of sick for som e reason,like I w as going to throw up.I hated C ancer 

Team M eetings in general,butI hated this one in particular.“Your cancer is notgoing aw ay,H azel. B 

utw e’ve seen people live w ith your level of tum or penetration for a long tim e.” (I did notask w hat 

constituted a long tim e.I’d m ade thatm istake before.) “I know thatcom ing outof the IC U ,itdoesn’t 

feel this w ay,butthis fluid is,atleastfor the tim e being,m anageable.”  

“C an’tI justgetlike a lung transplantor som ething?” I asked. 



 

 

D r.M aria’s lips shrank into her m outh.“You w ould notbe considered a strong candidate for a 

transplant,unfortunately,” she said.I understood: N o use w asting good lungs on a hopeless case.I 



 

 

nodded,trying notto look like thatcom m enthurtm e.M y dad started crying a little.I didn’tlook over athim 

,butno one said anything for a long tim e,so his hiccuping cry w as the only sound in the room . 
 

I hated hurting him .M ostof the tim e,I could forgetaboutit,butthe inexorable truth is this: They 

m ightbe glad to have m e around,butI w as the alpha and the om ega of m y parents’suffering. 
 

Justbefore the M iracle,w hen I w as in the IC U and itlooked like I w as going to die and M om w 

as telling m e itw as okay to letgo,and I w as trying to letgo butm y lungs keptsearching for air,M 

om sobbed som ething into D ad’s chestthatI w ish I hadn’theard,and thatI hope she never finds 

outthatI did hear.She said,“I w on’tbe a m om anym ore.” Itgutted m e pretty badly.  

I couldn’tstop thinking aboutthatduring the w hole C ancer Team M eeting.I 
couldn’tgetitoutof m y head,how she sounded w hen she said that,like she w ould never be 
okay again,w hich probably she w ouldn’t. 
 

A nyw ay,eventually w e decided to keep things the sam e only w ith m ore frequentfluid drainings.A 

t the end,I asked if I could travel to A m sterdam ,and D r.Sim ons actually and literally 

laughed,butthen D r.M aria said,“W hy not?” A nd Sim ons said,dubiously,“W hy not?” A nd D r.M 

aria said,“Yeah,I don’tsee w hy not.They’ve gotoxygen on the planes,after all.” D r.Sim ons said,“A 

re they justgoing to gate-check a B iPA P?” A nd M aria said,“Yeah,or have one w aiting for her.” 
 

“Placing a patient— one of the m ostprom ising Phalanxifor survivors,no less— an eight-hour 

flightfrom the only physicians intim ately fam iliar w ith her case? That’s a recipe for disaster.”  

D r.M aria shrugged.“Itw ould increase som e risks,” she acknow ledged,butthen 
turned to m e and said,“B utit’s your life.” 

 

Exceptnotreally.O n the car ride hom e,m y parents agreed: I w ould notbe going to A m 

sterdam unless and until there w as m edical agreem entthatitw ould be safe. 
 

* * * 

 

A ugustus called thatnightafter dinner.I w as already in bed— after dinner had becom e m y bedtim e for 

the m om ent— propped up w ith a gajillion pillow s and also B luie,w ith m y com puter on m y lap. 
 

I picked up,saying,“B ad new s,” and he said,“Shit,w hat?” 

“I can’tgo to A m sterdam .O ne of m y doctors thinks it’s a bad idea.” 

H e w as quietfor a second.“G od,” he said.“I should’ve justpaid for itm 
yself.Should’ve just taken you straightfrom the Funky Bones to A m sterdam .” 

“B utthen I w ould’ve had a probably fatal episode of deoxygenation in A m sterdam ,and 

m y body w ould have been shipped hom e in the cargo hold of an airplane,” I said.  

“W ell,yeah,” he said.“B utbefore that,m y grand rom antic gesture w ould have totally 
gotten m e laid.” 

I laughed pretty hard,hard enough thatI feltw here the chesttube 



 

 

had been. “You laugh because it’s true,” he said. 
I laughed again. 
“It’s true,isn’tit!” 

“Probably not,” I said,and then after a m om entadded,“although you 
never know .” H e m oaned in m isery.“I’m gonna die a virgin,” he said. 
“You’re a virgin?” I asked,surprised. 



 

 

“H azel G race,” he said,“do you have a pen and a piece of paper?” I said I did.“O 

kay,please draw a circle.” I did.“N ow draw a sm aller circle w ithin thatcircle.” I did.“The 

larger circle is virgins.The sm aller circle is seventeen-year-old guys w ith one leg.”  

I laughed again,and told him thathaving m ostof your social engagem ents occur ata 
children’s hospital also did notencourage prom iscuity,and then w e talked aboutPeter 
Van H outen’s am azingly brilliantcom m entaboutthe sluttiness of tim e,and even though 
I w as in bed and he w as in his basem ent,itreally feltlike w e w ere back in 
thatuncreated third space,w hich w as a place I really liked visiting w ith him . 

Then I gotoff the phone and m y m om and dad cam e into m y room ,and even though itw as 

really notbig enough for all three of us,they lay on either side of the bed w ith m e and w e all w atched  
AN TM on the little TV in m y room .This girl I didn’tlike,Selena,gotkicked off,w hich m ade m 

e really happy for som e reason.Then M om hooked m e up to the B iPA P and tucked m e 

in,and D ad kissed m e on the forehead,the kiss all stubble,and then I closed m y eyes.  
The B iPA P essentially took control of m y breathing aw ay from m e,w hich w as 

intensely annoying,butthe greatthing aboutitw as thatitm ade all this noise,rum bling w ith 

each inhalation and w hirring as I exhaled.I keptthinking thatitsounded like a dragon breathing 

in tim e w ith m e,like I had this petdragon w ho w as cuddled up nextto m e and cared 

enough aboutm e to tim e his breaths to m ine.I w as thinking aboutthatas I sank into sleep. 
 

I gotup late the nextm orning.I w atched TV in bed and checked m y em ail and then after 

a w hile started crafting an em ail to Peter Van H outen abouthow I couldn’tcom e to A m 

sterdam butI sw ore upon the life of m y m other thatI w ould never share any inform ation 

aboutthe characters w ith anyone, thatI didn’teven w ant to share it,because I w as a 

terribly selfish person,and could he please just tell m e if the D utch Tulip M an is for real 

and if A nna’s m om m arries him and also aboutSisyphus the H am ster.  

B utI didn’tsend it.Itw as too pathetic even for m e. 
A round three,w hen I figured A ugustus w ould be hom e from school,I w entinto the backyard and 

called him .A s the phone rang,I satdow n on the grass,w hich w as all overgrow n and dandeliony. 

Thatsw ing setw as still back there,w eeds grow ing outof the little ditch I’d created from kicking  

m yself higher as a little kid.I rem em bered D ad bringing hom e the kitfrom Toys “R ” U s 
and building itin the backyard w ith a neighbor.H e’d insisted on sw inging on itfirstto 
testit,and the thing dam n near broke. 

The sky w as gray and low and full of rain butnotyetraining.I hung up w hen I gotA 

ugustus’s voice m ail and then putthe phone dow n in the dirtbeside m e and keptlooking 

atthe sw ing set, thinking thatI w ould give up all the sick days I had leftfor a few healthy 

ones.I tried to tell m yself thatitcould be w orse,thatthe w orld w as nota w ish-granting 

factory,thatI w as living w ith cancer notdying of it,thatI m ustn’tletitkill m e before itkills m 

e,and then I juststarted m uttering stupid stupid stupid stupid stupid stupid over and over 

again until the sound unhinged from its m eaning.I w as still saying itw hen he called back. 



 

 

 

“H i,” I said. 
“H azel G race,” he 

said. “H i,” I said again. 

“A re you crying,H azel G 
race?” “K ind of?” 

“W hy?” he asked. 



 

 

“’C ause I’m just— I w antto go to A m sterdam ,and I w anthim to tell m e w hathappens 

after the book is over,and I justdon’tw antm y particular life,and also the sky is depressing m 

e,and there is this old sw ing setouthere thatm y dad m ade for m e w hen I w as a kid.”  
“I m ustsee this old sw ing setof tears im m ediately,” he said.“I’ll be over in tw enty m inutes.” 

 

I stayed in the backyard because M om w as alw ays really sm othery and concerned w hen I w as 

crying, because I did notcry often,and I knew she’d w antto talk and discuss w hether I shouldn’tconsider 

adjusting m y m edication,and the thoughtof thatw hole conversation m ade m e w antto throw up. 
 

It’s notlike I had som e utterly poignant,w ell-litm em ory of a healthy father pushing a healthy 

child and the child saying higher higher higher or som e other m etaphorically resonantm om 

ent.The sw ing setw as justsitting there,abandoned,the tw o little sw ings hanging still and sad from 

a grayed plank of w ood,the outline of the seats like a kid’s draw ing of a sm ile.  
B ehind m e,I heard the sliding-glass door open.I turned around.Itw as A ugustus,w earing khaki 

pants and a short-sleeve plaid button-dow n.I w iped m y face w ith m y sleeve and sm iled.“H i,” I said.  
Ittook him a second to sitdow n on the ground nextto m e,and he grim aced as he landed rather 

ungracefully on his ass.“H i,” he said finally.I looked over athim .H e w as looking pastm e,into the 

backyard.“I see your point,” he said as he putan arm around m y shoulder.“Thatis one sad  

goddam ned sw ing set.” 

I nudged m y head into his shoulder.“Thanks for offering to com e over.” 

“You realize thattrying to keep your distance from m e w ill notlessen m y affection 
for you,” he said. 

“I guess?” I said. 
“A ll efforts to save m e from you w ill fail,” he said. 
“W hy? W hy w ould you even like m e? H aven’tyou putyourself through enough of 

this?” I asked, thinking of C aroline M athers. 
G us didn’tansw er.H e justheld on to m e,his fingers strong againstm y leftarm .“W e gotta do 

som ething aboutthis frigging sw ing set,” he said.“I’m telling you,it’s ninety percentof the problem .” 

 

O nce I’d recovered,w e w entinside and satdow n on the couch rightnextto each other,the 

laptop half on his (fake) knee and half on m ine.“H ot,” I said of the laptop’s base.  

“Is itnow ?” H e sm iled.G us loaded this giveaw ay site called Free N o C atch and 
together w e w rote an ad. 

“H eadline?” he asked. 
“‘Sw ing SetN eeds H om e,’” I said. 
“‘D esperately Lonely Sw ing SetN eeds Loving H om e,’” he said. 
“‘Lonely,Vaguely Pedophilic Sw ing SetSeeks the B utts of C 
hildren,’” I said. H e laughed.“That’s w hy.” 

“W hat?” 



 

 

“That’s w hy I like you.D o you realize how rare itis to com e across a hotgirl w ho 
creates an adjectival version of the w ord pedophile? You are so busy being you 
thatyou have no idea how utterly unprecedented you are.” 

I took a deep breath through m y nose.There w as never enough air in the w 
orld,butthe shortage w as particularly acute in thatm om ent. 

W e w rote the ad together,editing each other as w e w ent.In the end,w e settled upon this: 



 

 

D esperately L onely Sw ing Set N eeds L oving H om e 

 

O ne sw ing set,w ell w orn butstructurally sound,seeks new hom e.M ake m em ories w ith your 

kid or kids so thatsom eday he or she or they w ill look into the backyard and feel the ache of 
 

sentim entality as desperately as I did this afternoon.It’s all fragile and fleeting,dear 

reader,but w ith this sw ing set,your child(ren) w ill be introduced to the ups and dow ns 

of hum an life gently and safely,and m ay also learn the m ostim portantlesson of all: N o 

m atter how hard you kick,no m atter how high you get,you can’tgo all the w ay around. 
 

Sw ing setcurrently resides near 05rd and Spring M ill. 
 

A fter that,w e turned on the TV for a little w hile,butw e couldn’tfind anything to w atch,so I grabbed 

An Im perial Affliction off the bedside table and broughtitback into the living room and A ugustus 
 

W aters read to m e w hile M om ,m aking lunch,listened in. 
“‘M other’s glass eye turned inw ard,’” A ugustus began.A s he read,I fell in love the 

w ay you fall asleep: slow ly,and then all atonce. 
 

W hen I checked m y em ail an hour later,I learned thatw e had plenty of sw ing-setsuitors 

to choose from .In the end,w e picked a guy nam ed D aniel A lvarez w ho’d included a 

picture of his three kids playing video gam es w ith the subjectline I just w ant them to go 

outside.I em ailed him back and told him to pick itup athis leisure.  
A ugustus asked if I w anted to go w ith him to SupportG roup,butI w as really tired from m y 

busy day of H aving C ancer,so I passed.W e w ere sitting there on the couch together,and he 

pushed him self up to go butthen fell back dow n onto the couch and sneaked a kiss onto m y cheek.  

“A ugustus!” I said. 
“Friendly,” he said.H e pushed him self up again and really stood this tim e,then took 

tw o steps over to m y m om and said,“A lw ays a pleasure to see you,” and m y m om 
opened her arm s to hug him , w hereupon A ugustus leaned in and kissed m y m om on 
the cheek.H e turned back to m e.“See?” he asked. 

I w entto bed rightafter dinner,the B iPA P drow ning outthe w orld beyond 
m y room . I never saw the sw ing setagain. 

 

* * * 

 

I sleptfor a long tim e,ten hours,possibly because of the slow recovery and possibly because 

sleep fights cancer and possibly because I w as a teenager w ith no particular w ake-up tim 

e.I w asn’tstrong enough yetto go back to classes atM C C .W hen I finally feltlike getting up,I 

rem oved the B iPA P snoutfrom m y nose,putm y oxygen nubbins in,turned them on,and 

then grabbed m y laptop from beneath m y bed,w here I’d stashed itthe nightbefore.  



 

 

I had an em ail from Lidew ij V liegenthart. 
 

D ear H azel, 
 

I have received w ord via the G enies thatyou w ill be visiting us w ith A ugustus W aters and your 

m other beginning on 1th of M ay.O nly a w eek aw ay! Peter and I are delighted and cannotw aitto 



 

 

m ake your acquaintance.Your hotel,the Filosoof,is justone streetaw ay from Peter’s 

hom e. Perhaps w e should give you one day for the jetlag,yes? So if convenient,w e 

w ill m eetyou at Peter’s hom e on the m orning of 3th M ay atperhaps ten o’clock for a 

cup of coffee and for him to answ er questions you have abouthis book.A nd then 

perhaps afterw ard w e can tour a m useum or the A nne Frank H ouse? 

 

W ith all bestw ishes, 

Lidew ij V liegenthart 
 

Executive A ssistantto M r.Peter Van H outen,author of An Im perial Affliction 
 

* * * 

 

“M om ,” I said.She didn’tansw er.“M O M !” I shouted.N othing.A gain,louder,“M O M !” 
 

She ran in w earing a threadbare pink tow el under her arm pits,dripping,vaguely 
panicked. “W hat’s w rong?” 

“N othing.Sorry,I didn’tknow you w ere in the show er,” I said. 
“B ath,” she said.“I w as just...” She closed her eyes.“Justtrying to take a bath 

for five seconds.Sorry.W hat’s going on?” 

“C an you call the G enies and tell them the trip is off? I justgotan em ail from Peter 
Van H outen’s assistant.She thinks w e’re com ing.” 

She pursed her lips and squinted 
pastm e. “W hat?” I asked. 
“I’m notsupposed to tell you until your father gets 
hom e.” “W hat?” I asked again. 
“Trip’s on,” she said finally.“D r.M aria called us lastnightand m ade a convincing case 

thatyou need to live your— ” 

“M O M ,I LO V E Y O U SO M U C H !” I shouted,and she cam e to the bed and 
letm e hug her. I texted A ugustus because I knew he w as in school: 

 

Still free M ay three? :-) 

 

H e texted back im m ediately. 
 

Everything’s com ing up W aters. 
 

If I could juststay alive for a w eek,I’d know the unw ritten secrets of A nna’s m om 

and the D utch Tulip G uy.I looked dow n m y blouse atm y chest.  

“K eep your shittogether,” I w hispered to m y lungs. 



 

 

CHAPTER NINE 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The day before w e leftfor A m sterdam ,I w entback to SupportG roup for the firsttim e since m 

eeting A ugustus.The casthad rotated a bitdow n there in the Literal H eartof Jesus.I arrived 
early,enough tim e for perennially strong appendiceal cancer survivor Lida to bring m e up-to-date 
on everyone as I ate a grocery-store chocolate chip cookie w hile leaning againstthe desserttable.  

Tw elve-year-old leukem ic M ichael had passed aw ay.H e’d foughthard,Lida told m 
e,as if there w ere another w ay to fight.Everyone else w as still around.K en w as N EC 
after radiation.Lucas had relapsed,and she said itw ith a sad sm ile and a little shrug,the w 
ay you m ightsay an alcoholic had relapsed. 

A cute,chubby girl w alked over to the table and said hi to Lida,then introduced herself to m e 

as Susan.I didn’tknow w hatw as w rong w ith her,butshe had a scar extending from the side of her 

nose dow n her lip and across her cheek.She had putm akeup over the scar,w hich only served to  

em phasize it.I w as feeling a little outof breath from all the standing,so I said,“I’m 
gonna go sit,” and then the elevator opened,revealing Isaac and his m om .H e w ore 
sunglasses and clung to his m om ’s arm w ith one hand,a cane in the other. 

“SupportG roup H azel notM onica,” I said w hen he gotclose enough,and he sm 
iled and said, “H ey,H azel.H ow ’s itgoing?” 

“G ood.I’ve gotten really hot since you w entblind.” 

“I bet,” he said.H is m om led him to a chair,kissed the top of his head,and shuffled 
back tow ard the elevator.H e feltaround beneath him and then sat.I satdow n in the chair 
nextto him .“So how ’s it going?” 

“O kay.G lad to be hom e,I guess.G us told m e you w ere in 
the IC U ?” “Yeah,” I said. 
“Sucks,” he said. 
“I’m a lotbetter now ,” I said.“I’m going to A m sterdam tom orrow w ith G us.” 

“I know .I’m pretty w ell up-to-date on your life,because G us never.Talks.A bout.A 
nything. Else.” 

I sm iled.Patrick cleared his throatand said,“If w e could all take a seat?” H e 
caughtm y eye. “H azel!” he said.“I’m so glad to see you!” 

Everyone satand Patrick began his retelling of his ball-lessness,and I fell into the 
routine of SupportG roup: com m unicating through sighs w ith Isaac,feeling sorry for 
everyone in the room and also everyone outside of it,zoning outof the conversation to 
focus on m y breathlessness and the aching.The w orld w enton,as itdoes,w ithoutm y 



 

 

full participation,and I only w oke up from the reverie w hen som eone said m y nam e. 
Itw as Lida the Strong.Lida in rem ission.B lond,healthy,stoutLida,w ho sw am on her high 



 

 

school sw im team .Lida,m issing only her appendix,saying m y nam e,saying,“H azel is 

such an inspiration to m e;she really is.She justkeeps fighting the battle,w aking up every 

m orning and going to w ar w ithoutcom plaint.She’s so strong.She’s so m uch stronger 

than I am .I justw ish I had her strength.” 

“H azel?” Patrick asked.“H ow does thatm ake you feel?” 

I shrugged and looked over atLida.“I’ll give you m y strength if I can have your rem 
ission.” I feltguilty as soon as I said it. 

“I don’tthink that’s w hatLida m eant,” Patrick said.“I think she ...” B utI’d stopped listening. A 

fter the prayers for the living and the endless litany of the dead (w ith M ichael tacked on to the  

end),w e held hands and said,“Living our bestlife today!” 

Lida im m ediately rushed up to m e full of apology and explanation,and I said,“N o,no,it’s 

really fine,” w aving her off,and I said to Isaac,“C are to accom pany m e upstairs?”  

H e took m y arm ,and I w alked w ith him to the elevator,grateful to have an excuse 
to avoid the stairs.I’d alm ostm ade itall the w ay to the elevator w hen I saw his m om 
standing in a corner of the Literal H eart.“I’m here,” she said to Isaac,and he sw itched 
from m y arm to hers before asking,“You w antto com e over?” 

“Sure,” I said.I feltbad for him .Even though I hated the sym pathy people felttow 
ard m e,I couldn’thelp butfeel ittow ard him . 
 

Isaac lived in a sm all ranch house in M eridian H ills nextto this fancy private school.W e 

satdow n in the living room w hile his m om w entoff to the kitchen to m ake dinner,and 

then he asked if I w anted to play a gam e.  

“Sure,” I said.So he asked for the rem ote.I gave itto him ,and he turned on the TV 
and then a com puter attached to it.The TV screen stayed black,butafter a few seconds a 
deep voice spoke from it. 

“D eception,” the voice said.“O ne player or tw o?” 

“Tw o,” Isaac said.“Pause.” H e turned to m e.“I play this gam e w ith G us all the 
tim e,butit’s infuriating because he is a com pletely suicidal video-gam e player.H 
e’s,like,w ay too aggressive aboutsaving civilians and w hatnot.” 

“Yeah,” I said,rem em bering the nightof the broken 
trophies. “U npause,” Isaac said. 
“Player one,identify yourself.” 

“This is player one’s sexy sexy voice,” Isaac 
said. “Player tw o,identify yourself.” 

“I w ould be player tw o,I guess,” I said. 
Staff Sergeant M ax M ayhem and Private Jasper Jacks aw ake in a 

dark,em pty room approxim ately tw elve feet square. 
Isaac pointed tow ard the TV,like I should talk to itor som ething.“U m ,” I said.“Is 



 

 

there a light sw itch?” 

N o. 
“Is there a door?” 

Private Jacks locates the door.It is locked. 
Isaac jum ped in.“There’s a key above the door fram e.” 

Yes,there is. 
“M ayhem opens the door.” 



 

 

The darkness is still com plete. 
 

“Take outknife,” Isaac said. 

“Take outknife,” I added. 

A kid— Isaac’s brother,I assum e— darted outfrom the kitchen.H e w as m aybe ten,w iry and 

overenergetic,and he kind of skipped across the living room before shouting in a really good  

im itation of Isaac’s voice,“K ILL M Y SELF.” 

Sergeant M ayhem places his knife to his neck.Are you sure you— 

“N o,” Isaac said.“Pause.G raham ,don’tm ake m e kick your ass.” G raham laughed 
giddily and skipped off dow n a hallw ay. 

A s M ayhem and Jacks,Isaac and I feltour w ay forw ard in the cavern until w e bum ped into a guy 

w hom w e stabbed after getting him to tell us thatw e w ere in a U krainian prison cave,m ore than a  
m ile beneath the ground.A s w e continued,sound effects— a raging underground river,voices speaking 

in U krainian and accented English— led you through the cave,butthere w as nothing to see in this gam 

e.A fter playing for an hour,w e began to hear the cries of a desperate prisoner,pleading,  

“G od,help m e.G od,help m e.” 

“Pause,” Isaac said.“This is w hen G us alw ays insists on finding the prisoner,even though that 

keeps you from w inning the gam e,and the only w ay to actually free the prisoner is to w in the gam e.”  

“Yeah,he takes video gam es too seriously,” I said.“H e’s a bittoo enam ored w ith 
m etaphor.” “D o you like him ?” Isaac asked. 
“O f course I like him .H e’s great.” 

“B utyou don’tw antto hook up w ith 
him ?” I shrugged.“It’s com plicated.” 

“I know w hatyou’re trying to do.You don’tw antto give him som ething he 
can’thandle.You don’tw anthim to M onica you,” he said. 

“K inda,” I said.B utitw asn’tthat.The truth w as,I didn’tw antto Isaac him .“To be 
fair to M onica,” I said,“w hatyou did to her w asn’tvery nice either.” 

“W hat’d I do to her?” he asked,defensive. 

“You know ,going blind and everything.” “B 

utthat’s notm y fault,” Isaac said.  

“I’m notsaying itw as your fault.I’m saying itw asn’tnice.” 



 

 

CHAPTER TEN 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

W e could only take one suitcase.I couldn’tcarry one,and M om insisted thatshe couldn’tcarry 

 

tw o,so w e had to jockey for space in this black suitcase m y parents had gotten as a w edding present 

a m illion years ago,a suitcase thatw as supposed to spend its life in exotic locales butended up  

m ostly going back and forth to D ayton,w here M orris Property,Inc.,had a satellite 
office thatD ad often visited. 

I argued w ith M om thatI should have slightly m ore than half of the suitcase,since w ithoutm e 

and m y cancer,w e’d never be going to A m sterdam in the firstplace.M om countered thatsince she  

w as tw ice as large as m e and therefore required m ore physical fabric to preserve her 
m odesty,she deserved atleasttw o-thirds of the suitcase.  

In the end,w e both lost.So itgoes.  
O ur flightdidn’tleave until noon,butM om w oke m e up atfive thirty,turning on the lightand 

shouting,“A M STER D A M !” She ran around all m orning m aking sure w e had international 

plug adapters and quadruple-checking thatw e had the rightnum ber of oxygen tanks to 

getthere and that they w ere all full,etc.,w hile I justrolled outof bed,puton m y Travel to A m 

sterdam O utfit(jeans,a pink tank top,and a black cardigan in case the plane w as cold).   
The car w as packed by six fifteen,w hereupon M om insisted thatw e eatbreakfastw ith D ad, 

although I had a m oral opposition to eating before daw n on the grounds thatI w as nota nineteenth-

century R ussian peasantfortifying m yself for a day in the fields.B utanyw ay,I tried to stom ach dow n 

som e eggs w hile M om and D ad enjoyed these hom em ade versions of Egg M cM uffins they liked.   
“W hy are breakfastfoods breakfastfoods?” I asked them .“Like,w hy don’tw e have 

curry for breakfast?”  
“H azel,eat.”  
“B utw hy?” I asked.“I m ean,seriously: H ow did scram bled eggs getstuck w ith 

breakfast exclusivity? You can putbacon on a sandw ich w ithoutanyone freaking 
out.B utthe m om entyour sandw ich has an egg,boom ,it’s a breakfast sandw ich.”  

D ad answ ered w ith his m outh full.“W hen you com e back,w e’ll have 
breakfastfor dinner. D eal?”  

“I don’tw antto have ‘breakfastfor dinner,’” I answ ered,crossing knife and fork over m y m ostly 

full plate.“I w antto have scram bled eggs for dinner w ithoutthis ridiculous construction thata   
scram bled egg–inclusive m eal is breakfast even w hen itoccurs atdinnertim e.”  

“You’ve gotta pick your battles in this w orld,H azel,” m y m om said.“B utif this is the issue you   



 

 

w antto cham pion,w e w ill stand behind you.”  
“Q uite a bitbehind you,” m y dad added,and M om laughed. 
A nyw ay,I knew itw as stupid,butI feltkind of bad for scram bled eggs. 



 

 

A fter they finished eating,D ad did the dishes and w alked us to the car.O f course,he 

started crying,and he kissed m y cheek w ith his w etstubbly face.H e pressed his nose 

againstm y cheekbone and w hispered,“I love you.I’m so proud of you.” (For w hat,I w ondered.)  

“Thanks,D ad.” 

“I’ll see you in a few days,okay,sw eetie? I love you so m uch.” 

“I love you,too,D ad.” I sm iled.“A nd it’s only three days.”  
A s w e backed outof the drivew ay,I keptw aving athim .H e w as w aving back,and crying.It 

occurred to m e thathe w as probably thinking he m ightnever see m e again,w hich he probably 

thought every single m orning of his entire w eekday life as he leftfor w ork,w hich probably sucked.  
M om and I drove over to A ugustus’s house,and w hen w e gotthere,she w anted m e to stay 

in the car to rest,butI w entto the door w ith her anyw ay.A s w e approached the house,I could hear  
som eone crying inside.I didn’tthink itw as G us atfirst,because itdidn’tsound anything like the low 

rum ble of his speaking,butthen I heard a voice thatw as definitely a tw isted version of his say,  

“B EC A U SE IT IS M Y LIFE,M O M .IT B ELO N G S TO M E .” A nd quickly m y m om 
puther arm around m y shoulders and spun m e back tow ard the car,w alking quickly,and I 
w as like,“M om ,w hat’s w rong?” 

A nd she said,“W e can’teavesdrop,H azel.” 

W e gotback into the car and I texted A ugustus thatw e w ere outside w henever he w as ready.   
W e stared atthe house for a w hile.The w eird thing abouthouses is thatthey alm ostalw ays look like 

nothing is happening inside of them ,even though they contain m ostof our lives.I w ondered if that w as 

sortof the pointof architecture.  

“W ell,” M om said after a w hile,“w e are pretty early,I guess.”  
“A lm ostas if I didn’thave to getup atfive thirty,” I said.M om reached dow n to the console 

betw een us,grabbed her coffee m ug,and took a sip.M y phone buzzed.A textfrom A ugustus.  
 

JustC A N ’T decide w hatto w ear.D o you like m e better in a polo or a button-dow n? 

 

I replied: 
 

B utton-dow n. 
 

Thirty seconds later,the frontdoor opened,and a sm iling A ugustus appeared,a roller bag behind 

him H e w ore a pressed sky-blue button-dow n tucked into his jeans.A C am el Lightdangled from 

his lips. M y m om gotoutto say hi to him .H e took the cigarette outm om entarily and spoke in the 

confident voice to w hich I w as accustom ed.“A lw ays a pleasure to see you,m a’am .” 

I w atched them through the rearview m irror until M om opened the trunk.M om ents later,  

A ugustus opened a door behind m e and engaged in the com plicated business of 
entering the backseat of a car w ith one leg. 



 

 

“D o you w antshotgun?” I asked. 
“A bsolutely not,” he said.“A nd hello,H azel G 
race.” “H i,” I said.“O kay?” I asked. 
“O kay,” he said. 

“O kay,” I said.  

M y m om gotin and closed the car door.“N extstop,A m sterdam ,” she announced. 



 

 

W hich w as notquite true.The nextstop w as the airportparking lot,and then a bus took us to the 

term inal,and then an open-air electric car took us to the security line.The TSA guy atthe frontof the   
line w as shouting abouthow our bags had better notcontain explosives or firearm s or 
anything liquid over three ounces,and I said to A ugustus,“O bservation: Standing in line is 
a form of oppression,” and he said,“Seriously.”  

R ather than be searched by hand,I chose to w alk through the m etal detector w 
ithoutm y cartor m y tank or even the plastic nubbins in m y nose.W alking through the X -
ray m achine m arked the first tim e I’d taken a step w ithoutoxygen in som e m onths,and 
itfeltpretty am azing to w alk unencum bered like that,stepping across the R ubicon,the m 
achine’s silence acknow ledging thatI w as,how ever briefly,a nonm etallicized creature.  

I felta bodily sovereignty thatI can’treally describe exceptto say thatw hen I w as a kid I 

used to have a really heavy backpack thatI carried everyw here w ith all m y books in it,and if I 

w alked around w ith the backpack for long enough,w hen I took itoff I feltlike I w as floating.  

A fter aboutten seconds,m y lungs feltlike they w ere folding in upon them selves like flow 

ers at dusk.I satdow n on a gray bench justpastthe m achine and tried to catch m y breath,m y 

cough a rattling drizzle,and I feltpretty m iserable until I gotthe cannula back into place.  
Even then,ithurt.The pain w as alw ays there,pulling m e inside of m yself,dem anding to be felt. 

Italw ays feltlike I w as w aking up from the pain w hen som ething in the w orld outside of m e suddenly 

required m y com m entor attention.M om w as looking atm e,concerned.She’d justsaid som ething.   
W hathad she justsaid? Then I rem em bered.She’d asked w hatw as w rong.   

“N othing,” I said. 
“A m sterdam !” she half shouted. 
I sm iled.“A m sterdam ,” I answ ered.She reached her hand dow n to m e and pulled m e up. 

 

W e gotto the gate an hour before our scheduled boarding tim e.“M rs.Lancaster,you are an 
 

im pressively punctual person,” A ugustus said as he satdow n nextto m e in the m ostly 
em pty gate area “W ell,ithelps thatI am nottechnically very busy,” she said. 
“You’re plenty busy,” I told her,although itoccurred to m e thatM om ’s business w as 

m ostly m e. There w as also the business of being m arried to m y dad— he w as kind of 
clueless about,like,banking and hiring plum bers and cooking and doing things other than 
w orking for M orris Property,Inc.— butit w as m ostly m e.H er prim ary reason for living 
and m y prim ary reason for living w ere aw fully entangled. 

A s the seats around the gate started to fill,A ugustus said,“I’m gonna geta ham 
burger before w e leave.C an I getyou anything?” 

“N o,” I said,“butI really appreciate your refusal to give in to breakfasty social conventions.” H 

e tilted his head atm e,confused.“H azel has developed an issue w ith the ghettoization of  

scram bled eggs,” M om said. 
“It’s em barrassing thatw e all justw alk through life blindly accepting thatscram 



 

 

bled eggs are fundam entally associated w ith m ornings.” 

“I w antto talk aboutthis m ore,” A ugustus said.“B utI am starving.I’ll be rightback.” 

 

W hen A ugustus hadn’tshow ed up after tw enty m inutes,I asked M om if she 

thoughtsom ething w as w rong,and she looked up from her aw ful m agazine only long 

enough to say,“H e probably justw ent to the bathroom or som ething.”  
A gate agentcam e over and sw itched m y oxygen container outw ith one provided by the airline.I 



 

 

w as em barrassed to have this lady kneeling in frontof m e w hile everyone w 

atched,so I texted A ugustus w hile she did it.   
H e didn’treply.M om seem ed unconcerned,butI w as im agining all kinds of A m sterdam trip– 

ruining fates (arrest,injury,m ental breakdow n) and I feltlike there w as som ething noncancery w rong   
w ith m y chestas the m inutes ticked aw ay.  

A nd justw hen the lady behind the ticketcounter announced they w ere going to 
startpreboarding people w ho m ightneed a bitof extra tim e and every single person in the 
gate area turned squarely to m e,I saw A ugustus fast-lim ping tow ard us w ith a M cD 
onald’s bag in one hand,his backpack slung over his shoulder. 

“W here w ere you?” I asked. 
“Line gotsuperlong,sorry,” he said,offering m e a hand up.I took it,and w e w alked 

side by side to the gate to preboard. 
I could feel everybody w atching us,w ondering w hatw as w rong w ith us,and w hether itw ould 

kill us,and how heroic m y m om m ustbe,and everything else.Thatw as the w orstpartabouthaving 

cancer,som etim es: The physical evidence of disease separates you from other people.W e w ere 

irreconcilably other,and never w as itm ore obvious than w hen the three of us w alked through the em 

pty plane,the stew ardess nodding sym pathetically and gesturing us tow ard our row in the distant 

back.I satin the m iddle of our three-person row w ith A ugustus in the w indow seatand M om in the 

aisle.I felta little hem m ed in by M om ,so of course I scooted over tow ard A ugustus.W e w ere right 

behind the plane’s w ing.H e opened up his bag and unw rapped his burger. 
 

“The thing abouteggs,though,” he said,“is thatbreakfastization gives the scram bled egg a 

certain sacrality,right? You can getyourself som e bacon or C heddar cheese anyw here anytim 

e,from tacos to breakfastsandw iches to grilled cheese,butscram bled eggs— they’re im portant.”  

“Ludicrous,” I said.The people w ere starting to file into the plane now .I didn’tw antto 
look at them ,so I looked aw ay,and to look aw ay w as to look atA ugustus. 

“I’m justsaying: M aybe scram bled eggs are ghettoized,butthey’re also 
special.They have a place and a tim e,like church does.” 

“You couldn’tbe m ore w rong,” I said.“You are buying into the cross-stitched sentim 
ents of your parents’throw pillow s.You’re arguing thatthe fragile,rare thing is beautiful sim 
ply because itis fragile and rare.B utthat’s a lie,and you know it.” 

“You’re a hard person to com fort,” A ugustus said. 
“Easy com fortisn’tcom forting,” I said.“You w ere a rare and fragile flow er 

once.You rem em ber.” 

For a m om ent,he said nothing.“You do know how to shutm e up,H 
azel G race.” “It’s m y privilege and m y responsibility,” I answ ered. 
B efore I broke eye contactw ith him ,he said,“Listen,sorry I avoided the gate area.The 

M cD onald’s line w asn’treally thatlong;I just...I justdidn’tw antto sitthere w ith all those 
people looking atus or w hatever.” 

“A tm e,m ostly,” I said.You could glance atG us and never know he’d been sick,butI carried m y 



 

 

disease w ith m e on the outside,w hich is partof w hy I’d becom e a hom ebody in the firstplace. “A 

ugustus W aters,noted charism atist,is em barrassed to sitnextto a girl w ith an oxygen tank.”  
“N otem barrassed,” he said.“They justpiss m e off som etim es.A nd I don’tw antto be 

pissed off today.” A fter a m inute,he dug into his pocketand flipped open his pack of sm okes.  

A boutnine seconds later,a blond stew ardess rushed over to our row and 
said,“Sir,you can’t sm oke on this plane.O r any plane.” 



 

 

“I don’tsm oke,” he explained,the cigarette dancing in his m outh as 

he spoke. “B ut— ”  

“It’s a m etaphor,” I explained.“H e puts the killing thing in his m outh 
butdoesn’tgive itthe pow er to kill him .” 

The stew ardess w as flum m oxed for only a m om ent.“W ell,thatm etaphor is 
prohibited on today’s flight,” she said.G us nodded and rejoined the cigarette to its pack. 
 

W e finally taxied outto the runw ay and the pilotsaid,Flight attendants,prepare for departure,and then 

tw o trem endous jetengines roared to life and w e began to accelerate.“This is w hatitfeels like to drive 

in a car w ith you,” I said,and he sm iled,butkepthis jaw clenched tightand I said,“O kay?” 
 

W e w ere picking up speed and suddenly G us’s hand grabbed the arm rest,his eyes 
w ide,and I putm y hand on top of his and said,“O kay?” H e didn’tsay anything,juststared 
atm e w ide-eyed,and I said,“A re you scared of flying?” 

“I’ll tell you in a m inute,” he said.The nose of the plane rose up and w e w ere aloft.G us stared 

outthe w indow ,w atching the planetshrink beneath us,and then I felthis hand relax beneath m ine.H 

e glanced atm e and then back outthe w indow .“W e are flying,” he announced.  

“You’ve never been on a plane before?” 

H e shook his head.“LO O K !” he half shouted,pointing atthe w indow 

. “Yeah,” I said.“Yeah,I see it.Itlooks like w e’re in an airplane.”  
“N O TH IN G H A S EV ER LO O K ED LIK E TH AT EV ER IN A LL O F H U M A N H ISTO 

RY,” he said.H is enthusiasm w as adorable.I couldn’tresistleaning over to kiss him on the cheek.  

“Justso you know ,I’m righthere,” M om said.“Sitting nextto you.Your m other.W ho 
held your hand as you took your firstinfantile steps.” 

“It’s friendly,” I rem inded her,turning to kiss her on the cheek. 
“D idn’tfeel too friendly,” G us m um bled justloud enough for m e to hear.W hen 

surprised and excited and innocentG us em erged from G rand G esture M etaphorically 
Inclined A ugustus,I literally could notresist. 
 

Itw as a quick flightto D etroit,w here the little electric car m etus as w e disem barked and drove us to 

the gate for A m sterdam .Thatplane had TV s in the back of each seat,and once w e w ere above the 

clouds,A ugustus and I tim ed itso thatw e started w atching the sam e rom antic com edy atthe sam e 
 

tim e on our respective screens.B uteven though w e w ere perfectly synchronized in our 
pressing of the play button,his m ovie started a couple seconds before m ine,so atevery 
funny m om ent,he’d laugh justas I started to hear w hatever the joke w as. 
 

* * * 

 

M om had this big plan thatw e w ould sleep for the lastseveral hours of the flight,so w hen w e landed 

ateightA .M .,w e’d hitthe city ready to suck the m arrow outof life or w hatever.So after the m ovie 
 



 

 

w as over,M om and A ugustus and I all took sleeping pills.M om conked outw ithin 

seconds,but A ugustus and I stayed up to look outthe w indow for a w hile.Itw as a clear 

day,and although w e couldn’tsee the sun setting,w e could see the sky’s response.  

“G od,thatis beautiful,” I said m ostly to m yself. 
“‘The risen sun too brightin her losing eyes,’” he said,a line from An Im perial 
Affliction. “B utit’s notrising,” I said. 



 

 

“It’s rising som ew here,” he answ ered,and then after a m om entsaid,“O bservation: Itw ould be 

aw esom e to fly in a superfastairplane thatcould chase the sunrise around the w orld for a w hile.” 
 

“A lso I’d live longer.” H e looked atm e askew .“You know ,because of relativity or w 
hatever.” H e still looked confused.“W e age slow er w hen w e m ove quickly versus 
standing still.So rightnow tim e is passing slow er for us than for people on the ground.” 

“C ollege chicks,” he said.“They’re so sm art.” 

I rolled m y eyes.H e hithis (real) knee w ith m y knee and I hithis knee back w ith m 
ine.“A re you sleepy?” I asked him . 

“N otatall,” he answ ered. 
“Yeah,” I said.“M e neither.” Sleeping m eds and narcotics didn’tdo for m e w 

hatthey did for norm al people. 
“W antto w atch another m ovie?” he asked.“They’ve gota Portm an m ovie from her 
H azel Era.” “I w antto w atch som ething you haven’tseen.” 

In the end w e w atched 500,a w ar m ovie about500 Spartans w ho protectSparta from an 

invading arm y of like a billion Persians.A ugustus’s m ovie started before m ine again,and after a few 

m inutes of hearing him go,“D ang!” or “Fatality!” every tim e som eone w as killed in som e badass  

w ay,I leaned over the arm restand putm y head on his shoulder so I could see his 
screen and w e could actually w atch the m ovie together.  

500 featured a sizable collection of shirtless and w ell-oiled strapping young lads,so itw as 

not particularly difficulton the eyes,butitw as m ostly a lotof sw ord w ielding to no real effect.The 

bodies of the Persians and the Spartans piled up,and I couldn’tquite figure outw hy the Persians  

w ere so evil or the Spartans so aw esom e.“C ontem poraneity,” to quote AIA,“specializes 
in the kind of battles w herein no one loses anything of any value,exceptarguably their 
lives.” A nd so itw as w ith these titans clashing.  

Tow ard the end of the m ovie,alm osteveryone is dead,and there is this insane m om entw hen the 

Spartans startstacking the bodies of the dead up to form a w all of corpses.The dead becom e this   
m assive roadblock standing betw een the Persians and the road to Sparta.I found the 
gore a bit gratuitous,so I looked aw ay for a second,asking A ugustus,“H ow m any 
dead people do you think there are?”  

H e dism issed m e w ith a w ave.“Shh.Shh.This is getting aw esom e.”  
W hen the Persians attacked,they had to clim b up the w all of death,and the Spartans w 

ere able to occupy the high ground atop the corpse m ountain,and as the bodies piled up,the 

w all of m artyrs only becam e higher and therefore harder to clim b,and everybody sw ung 

sw ords/shotarrow s,and the rivers of blood poured dow n M ountD eath,etc.   
I took m y head off his shoulder for a m om entto geta break from the gore and w atched A ugustus   

w atch the m ovie.H e couldn’tcontain his goofy grin.I w atched m y ow n screen through squinted eyes 

as the m ountain grew w ith the bodies of Persians and Spartans.W hen the Persians finally overran the 

Spartans,I looked over atA ugustus again.Even though the good guys had justlost,A ugustus seem ed 

dow nrightjoyful.I nuzzled up to him again,butkeptm y eyes closed until the battle w as finished.  



 

 

 
A s the credits rolled,he took off his headphones and said,“Sorry,I w as aw ash in the 

nobility of sacrifice.W hatw ere you saying?”  
“H ow m any dead people do you think there are?”  
“Like,how m any fictional people died in thatfictional m ovie? N otenough,” he 

joked. “N o,I m ean,like,ever.Like,how m any people do you think have ever died?”  

“I happen to know the answ er to thatquestion,” he said.“There are seven billion living people,  



 

 

and aboutninety-eightbillion dead people.” 
 

“O h,” I said.I’d thoughtthatm aybe since population grow th had been so fast,there 
w ere m ore people alive than all the dead com bined. 

“There are aboutfourteen dead people for every living person,” he said.The credits continued 

rolling.Ittook a long tim e to identify all those corpses,I guess.M y head w as still on his shoulder.“I did 

som e research on this a couple years ago,” A ugustus continued.“I w as w ondering if everybody could 

be rem em bered.Like,if w e gotorganized,and assigned a certain num ber of corpses to each living 

person,w ould there be enough living people to rem em ber all the dead people?”  

“A nd are there?” 

“Sure,anyone can nam e fourteen dead people.B utw e’re disorganized m 
ourners,so a lotof people end up rem em bering Shakespeare,and no one ends up 
rem em bering the person he w rote SonnetFifty-five about.” 

“Yeah,” I said. 
Itw as quietfor a m inute,and then he asked,“You w antto read or som ething?” I said sure.I w as 

reading this long poem called H ow l by A llen G insberg for m y poetry class,and G us w as rereading  

An Im perial Affliction. 
A fter a w hile he said,“Is itany 
good?” “The poem ?” I asked. 
“Yeah.” 

“Yeah,it’s great.The guys in this poem take even m ore drugs than I do.H 
ow ’s AIA?” “Still perfect,” he said.“R ead to m e.” 

“This isn’treally a poem to read aloud w hen you are sitting nextto your sleeping m 
other.Ithas, like,sodom y and angel dustin it,” I said. 

“You justnam ed tw o of m y favorite pastim es,” he said.“O kay,read m e som 
ething else then?” “U m ,” I said.“I don’thave anything else?” 

“That’s too bad.I am so in the m ood for poetry.D o you have anything m em orized?” 

“‘Letus go then,you and I,’” I started nervously,“‘W hen the evening is spread 
outagainstthe sky / Like a patientetherized upon a table.’” 

“Slow er,” he said. 
I feltbashful,like I had w hen I’d firsttold him of An Im perial Affliction.“U m ,okay.O kay.‘Let us 

go,through certain half-deserted streets,/ The m uttering retreats / O f restless nights in one-night 

cheap hotels / A nd saw dustrestaurants w ith oyster-shells: / Streets thatfollow like a tedious  

argum ent/ O f insidious intent/ To lead you to an overw helm ing question .../ O h,do 
notask,“W hat is it?” / Letus go and m ake our visit.’” 

“I’m in love w ith you,” he said 
quietly. “A ugustus,” I said. 
“I am ,” he said.H e w as staring atm e,and I could see the corners of his eyes crinkling.“I’m in love 

w ith you,and I’m notin the business of denying m yself the sim ple pleasure of saying true things. I’m in 

love w ith you,and I know thatlove is justa shoutinto the void,and thatoblivion is inevitable, and thatw e’re 



 

 

all doom ed and thatthere w ill com e a day w hen all our labor has been returned to dust,and I know the 

sun w ill sw allow the only earth w e’ll ever have,and I am in love w ith you.”  
“A ugustus,” I said again,notknow ing w hatelse to say.Itfeltlike everything w as rising up in  

m e,like I w as drow ning in this w eirdly painful joy,butI couldn’tsay itback.I couldn’tsay 
anything back.I justlooked athim and lethim look atm e until he nodded,lips pursed,and 
turned aw ay, placing the side of his head againstthe w indow . 



 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Ithink he m usthave fallen asleep.I did,eventually,and w oke to the landing gear com ing 
dow n.M y m outh tasted horrible,and I tried to keep itshutfor fear of poisoning the airplane.  

I looked over atA ugustus,w ho w as staring outthe w indow ,and as w e dipped below 

the low - hung clouds,I straightened m y back to see the N etherlands.The land seem ed sunk 

into the ocean,little rectangles of green surrounded on all sides by canals.W e landed,in 

fact,parallel to a canal,like there w ere tw o runw ays: one for us and one for w aterfow l.  
A fter getting our bags and clearing custom s,w e all piled into a taxi driven by this doughy 

bald guy w ho spoke perfectEnglish— like better English than I do.“The H otel Filosoof?” I said. 

A nd he said,“You are A m ericans?” 

“Yes,” M om said.“W e’re from Indiana.” 

“Indiana,” he said.“They steal the land from the Indians and leave the nam e,yes?” 

“Som ething like that,” M om said.The cabbie pulled outinto traffic and w e headed 
tow ard a highw ay w ith lots of blue signs featuring double vow els: O osthuizen,H 
aarlem .B eside the highw ay, flatem pty land stretched for m iles,interrupted by the 
occasional huge corporate headquarters.In short,H olland looked like Indianapolis,only w 
ith sm aller cars.“This is A m sterdam ?” I asked the cabdriver. 

“Yes and no,” he answ ered.“A m sterdam is like the rings of a tree: Itgets older as you 
getcloser to the center.” 

Ithappened all atonce: W e exited the highw ay and there w ere the row houses of m y im 

agination leaning precariously tow ard canals,ubiquitous bicycles,and coffeeshops advertising LA R G E  
SM O K IN G R O O M .W e drove over a canal and from atop the bridge I could see dozens of houseboats 

m oored along the w ater.Itlooked nothing like A m erica.Itlooked like an old painting,butreal— everything 

achingly idyllic in the m orning light— and I thoughtabouthow w onderfully strange it 

w ould be to live in a place w here alm osteverything had been builtby 
the dead. “A re these houses very old?” asked m y m om . 
“M any of the canal houses date from the G olden A ge,the seventeenth century,” he 

said.“O ur city has a rich history,even though m any tourists are only w anting to see the R 
ed LightD istrict.” H e paused.“Som e tourists think A m sterdam is a city of sin,butin truth 
itis a city of freedom .A nd in freedom ,m ostpeople find sin.” 

 

A ll the room s in the H otel Filosoof w ere nam ed after filosoofers: M om and I w ere staying on the 

ground floor in the K ierkegaard;A ugustus w as on the floor above us,in the H eidegger.O ur room w as 



 

 

sm all: a double bed pressed againsta w all w ith m y B iPA P m achine,an oxygen concentrator,and a 

dozen refillable oxygen tanks atthe footof the bed.Pastthe equipm ent,there w as a dusty old paisley 



 

 

chair w ith a sagging seat,a desk,and a bookshelf above the bed containing the collected w 

orks of Søren K ierkegaard.O n the desk w e found a w icker basketfull of presents from the 

G enies: w ooden shoes,an orange H olland T-shirt,chocolates,and various other goodies.  
The Filosoof w as rightnextto the Vondelpark,A m sterdam ’s m ostfam ous park.M om w anted to 

go on a w alk,butI w as supertired,so she gotthe B iPA P w orking and placed its snouton m e.I hated 

talking w ith thatthing on,butI said,“Justgo to the park and I’ll call you w hen I w ake up.”  

“O kay,” she said.“Sleep tight,honey.” 

 

B utw hen I w oke up som e hours later,she w as sitting in the ancientlittle chair in the 

corner,reading a guidebook.  

“M orning,” I said. 
“A ctually late afternoon,” she answ ered,pushing herself outof the chair w ith a sigh.She cam e to 

the bed,placed a tank in the cart,and connected itto the tube w hile I took off the B iPA P snoutand 

placed the nubbins into m y nose.She setitfor 2.3 liters a m inute— six hours before I’d need a change  
— and then I gotup.“H ow are you feeling?” she asked. 

“G ood,” I said.“G reat.H ow w as the Vondelpark?”  
“I skipped it,” she said.“R ead all aboutitin the guidebook,though.” 

“M om ,” I said,“you didn’thave to stay here.” 

She shrugged.“I know .I w anted to.I like w atching you sleep.” 

“Said the creeper.” She laughed,butI still feltbad.“I justw antyou to have fun or w 
hatever,you know ?” 

“O kay.I’ll have fun tonight,okay? I’ll go do crazy m om stuff w hile you and A 
ugustus go to dinner.” 

“W ithoutyou?” I asked. 
“Yes w ithoutm e.In fact,you have reservations ata place called O ranjee,” she said.“M 

r.Van H outen’s assistantsetitup.It’s in this neighborhood called the Jordaan.Very 

fancy,according to the guidebook.There’s a tram station rightaround the corner.A ugustus 

has directions.You can eat outside,w atch the boats go by.It’ll be lovely.Very rom antic.”  

“M om .” 

“I’m justsaying,” she said.“You should getdressed.The sundress,m aybe?” 

O ne m ightm arvel atthe insanity of the situation: A m other sends her sixteen-year-old 

daughter alone w ith a seventeen-year-old boy outinto a foreign city fam ous for its perm 

issiveness.B utthis, too,w as a side effectof dying: I could notrun or dance or eatfoods rich in 

nitrogen,butin the city of freedom ,I w as am ong the m ostliberated of its residents.  
I did indeed w ear the sundress— this blue print,flow ey knee-length Forever 20 thing— 

w ith tights and M ary Janes because I liked being quite a lotshorter than him .I w entinto the 

hilariously tiny bathroom and battled m y bedhead for a w hile until everything looked suitably 

m id-2000s N atalie Portm an.A tsix P.M . on the dot(noon back hom e),there w as a knock.  

“H ello?” I said through the door.There w as no peephole atthe H otel Filosoof. 



 

 

“O kay,” A ugustus answ ered.I could hear the cigarette in his m outh.I looked dow n atm yself. 

The sundress offered the m ostin the w ay of m y rib cage and collarbone thatA ugustus had seen.It  

w asn’tobscene or anything,butitw as as close as I ever gotto show ing som e skin.(M y m 
other had a m otto on this frontthatI agreed w ith: “Lancasters don’tbare m idriffs.”) 

I pulled the door open.A ugustus w ore a black suit,narrow lapels,perfectly tailored,over a ligh 

blue dress shirtand a thin black tie.A cigarette dangled from the unsm iling corner of his m outh. 



 

 

“H azel G race,” he said,“you look gorgeous.” 
 

“I,” I said.I keptthinking the restof m y sentence w ould em erge from the air passing 
through m y vocal cords,butnothing happened.Then finally,I said,“I feel underdressed.” 

“A h,this old thing?” he said,sm iling dow n atm e. 
“A ugustus,” m y m om said behind m e,“you look extrem ely handsom e.” 

“Thank you,m a’am ,” he said.H e offered m e his arm .I took it,glancing back 
to M om . “See you by eleven,” she said. 

 

W aiting for the num ber one tram on a w ide streetbusy w ith traffic,I said to A 

ugustus,“The suityou w ear to funerals,I assum e?”  

“A ctually,no,” he said.“Thatsuitisn’tnearly this nice.” 

The blue-and-w hite tram arrived,and A ugustus handed our cards to the driver,w ho 
explained thatw e needed to w ave them atthis circular sensor.A s w e w alked through 
the crow ded tram ,an old m an stood up to give us seats together,and I tried to tell him to 
sit,buthe gestured tow ard the seat insistently.W e rode the tram for three stops,m e 
leaning over G us so w e could look outthe w indow together. 

A ugustus pointed up atthe trees and asked,“D o you see that?” 

I did.There w ere elm trees everyw here along the canals,and these seeds w ere blow 
ing outof them .B utthey didn’tlook like seeds.They looked for all the w orld like m 
iniaturized rose petals drained of their color.These pale petals w ere gathering in the w ind 
like flocking birds— thousands of them ,like a spring snow storm . 

The old m an w ho’d given up his seatsaw us noticing and said,in English,“A m 
sterdam ’s spring snow .The iepen throw confetti to greetthe spring.” 

W e sw itched tram s,and after four m ore stops w e arrived ata streetsplitby a beautiful 

canal,the reflections of the ancientbridge and picturesque canal houses rippling in w ater.  
O ranjee w as juststeps from the tram .The restaurantw as on one side of the street;the 

outdoor seating on the other,on a concrete outcropping rightatthe edge of the canal.The 

hostess’s eyes litup as A ugustus and I w alked tow ard her.“M r.and M rs.W aters?”  

“I guess?” I said. 
“Your table,” she said,gesturing across the streetto a narrow table inches from the 

canal.“The cham pagne is our gift.” 

G us and I glanced ateach other,sm iling.O nce w e’d crossed the street,he pulled outa seatfor 

m e and helped m e scootitback in.There w ere indeed tw o flutes of cham pagne atour w hite-

tableclothed table.The slightchill in the air w as balanced m agnificently by the sunshine;on one 

side of us,cyclists pedaled past— w ell-dressed m en and w om en on their w ay hom e from w ork,  
im probably attractive blond girls riding sidesaddle on the back of a friend’s bike,tiny helm etless 

kids bouncing around in plastic seats behind their parents.A nd on our other side,the canal w ater 

w as choked w ith m illions of the confetti seeds.Little boats w ere m oored atthe brick banks,half 

full of rainw ater,som e of them near sinking.A bitfarther dow n the canal,I could see houseboats 



 

 

floating on pontoons,and in the m iddle of the canal,an open-air,flat-bottom ed boatdecked outw 

ith law n chairs and a portable stereo idled tow ard us.A ugustus took his flute of cham pagne 

and raised it.I took m ine, even though I’d never had a drink aside from sips of m y dad’s beer.  

“O kay,” he said. 
“O kay,” I said,and w e clinked glasses.I took a sip.The tiny bubbles m elted in m y m outh 

and journeyed northw ard into m y brain.Sw eet.C risp.D elicious.“Thatis really good,” I said.“I’ve 



 

 

never drunk cham pagne.” 
 

A sturdy young w aiter w ith w avy blond hair appeared.H e w as m aybe even taller than A 

ugustus. “D o you know ,” he asked in a delicious accent,“w hatD om Pérignon said after inventing  

cham pagne?” 

“N o?” I said. 
“H e called outto his fellow m onks,‘C om e quickly: I am tasting the stars.’W elcom e 

to A m sterdam .W ould you like to see a m enu,or w ill you have the chef’s choice?”  

I looked atA ugustus and he atm e.“The chef’s choice sounds lovely,butH azel is a 
vegetarian.” I’d m entioned this to A ugustus precisely once,on the firstday w e m et. 

“This is nota problem ,” the w aiter said. 
“Aw esom e.A nd can w e getm ore of this?” G us asked,of the cham pagne. 
“O f course,” said our w aiter.“W e have bottled all the stars this evening,m y young friends.G 

ah, the confetti!” he said,and lightly brushed a seed from m y bare shoulder.“Ithasn’tbeen so bad in  

m any years.It’s everyw here.Very annoying.” 

The w aiter disappeared.W e w atched the confetti fall from the sky,skip across the ground in the 

breeze,and tum ble into the canal.“K ind of hard to believe anyone could ever find thatannoying,”  

A ugustus said after a w hile. 
“People alw ays getused to beauty,though.” 

“I haven’tgotten used to you justyet,” he answ ered,sm iling.I feltm yself 
blushing.“Thank you for com ing to A m sterdam ,” he said. 

“Thank you for letting m e hijack your w ish,” I said. 
“Thank you for w earing thatdress w hich is like w hoa,” he said.I shook m y 

head,trying notto sm ile athim .I didn’tw antto be a grenade.B utthen again,he knew w 
hathe w as doing,didn’the? It w as his choice,too.“H ey,how ’s thatpoem end?” he asked. 

“H uh?” 

“The one you recited to m e on the plane.” 

“O h,‘Prufrock’? Itends,‘W e have lingered in the cham bers of the sea / B y sea-girls w 

reathed w ith seaw eed red and brow n / Till hum an voices w ake us,and w e drow n.’”  

A ugustus pulled outa cigarette and tapped the filter againstthe table.“Stupid hum 
an voices alw ays ruining everything.” 

The w aiter arrived w ith tw o m ore glasses of cham pagne and w hathe called “B 
elgian w hite asparagus w ith a lavender infusion.” 

“I’ve never had cham pagne either,” G us said after he left.“In case you w ere w 
ondering or w hatever.A lso,I’ve never had w hite asparagus.” 

I w as chew ing m y firstbite.“It’s am azing,” I prom ised. 
H e took a bite,sw allow ed.“G od.If asparagus tasted like thatall the tim e,I’d be a vegetarian, 

too.” Som e people in a lacquered w ooden boatapproached us on the canal below .O ne of them ,a  

w om an w ith curly blond hair,m aybe thirty,drank from a beer then raised her glass 
tow ard us and shouted som ething. 



 

 

“W e don’tspeak D utch,” G us shouted back. 
O ne of the others shouted a translation: “The beautiful couple is beautiful.” 

 

The food w as so good thatw ith each passing course,our conversation devolved further into 
 
fragm ented celebrations of its deliciousness: “I w antthis dragon carrotrisotto to becom e a person so I 

can take itto Las Vegas and m arry it.” “Sw eet-pea sorbet,you are so unexpectedly m agnificent.” I 



 

 

w ish I’d been hungrier. 
 

A fter green garlic gnocchi w ith red m ustard leaves,the w aiter said,“D essertnext.M ore stars 

first?” I shook m y head.Tw o glasses w as enough for m e.C ham pagne w as no exception to m y 

high tolerance for depressants and pain relievers;I feltw arm butnotintoxicated.B utI didn’tw antto 

get drunk.N ights like this one didn’tcom e along often,and I w anted to rem em ber it.  
“M m m m ,” I said after the w aiter left,and A ugustus sm iled crookedly as he stared dow n the 

canal w hile I stared up it.W e had plenty to look at,so the silence didn’tfeel aw kw ard really,butI  

w anted everything to be perfect.Itw as perfect,I guess,butitfeltlike som eone had tried to 
stage the A m sterdam of m y im agination,w hich m ade ithard to forgetthatthis dinner,like 
the trip itself,w as a cancer perk.I justw anted us to be talking and joking com fortably,like 
w e w ere on the couch together back hom e,butsom e tension underlay everything.  

“It’s notm y funeral suit,” he said after a w hile.“W hen I firstfound outI w as sick— I m ean,they 

told m e I had like an eighty-five percentchance of cure.I know those are greatodds,butI kept 

thinking itw as a gam e of R ussian roulette.I m ean,I w as going to have to go through hell for six   
m onths or a year and lose m y leg and then atthe end,itstill m ightnotw ork,you know ?”  

“I know ,” I said,although I didn’t,notreally.I’d never been anything butterm inal;all m y  
treatm enthad been in pursuitof extending m y life,notcuring m y cancer.Phalanxifor had introduced a m 

easure of am biguity to m y cancer story,butI w as differentfrom A ugustus: M y final chapter w as   
w ritten upon diagnosis.G us,like m ostcancer survivors,lived w ith uncertainty.  

“R ight,” he said.“So I w entthrough this w hole thing aboutw anting to be ready.W e 
boughta plot in C row n H ill,and I w alked around w ith m y dad one day and picked outa 
spot.A nd I had m y w hole funeral planned outand everything,and then rightbefore the 
surgery,I asked m y parents if I could buy a suit,like a really nice suit,justin case I bitit.A 
nyw ay,I’ve never had occasion to w ear it.U ntil tonight.” 

“So it’s your death suit.” 

“C orrect.D on’tyou have a death outfit?” 

“Yeah,” I said.“It’s a dress I boughtfor m y fifteenth birthday party.B utI don’tw ear iton 
dates.” H is eyes litup.“W e’re on a date?” he asked. 
I looked dow n,feeling bashful.“D on’tpush it.” 

 

W e w ere both really full,butdessert— a succulently rich crém eux surrounded by passion fruit— 

w as too good notto atleastnibble,so w e lingered for a w hile over dessert,trying to gethungry 

again.The sun w as a toddler insistently refusing to go to bed: Itw as pasteightthirty and still light.  
O utof now here,A ugustus asked,“D o you believe in an 

afterlife?” “I think forever is an incorrectconcept,” I answ ered. 

H e sm irked.“You’re an incorrectconcept.” 

“I know .That’s w hy I’m being taken outof the rotation.” 

“That’s notfunny,” he said,looking atthe street.Tw o girls passed on a 
bike,one riding sidesaddle over the back w heel. 



 

 

“C om e on,” I said.“Thatw as a joke.” 

“The thoughtof you being rem oved from the rotation is notfunny to m e,” he 
said.“Seriously, though: afterlife?” 

“N o,” I said,and then revised.“W ell,m aybe I w ouldn’tgo so far as no.You?” 

“Yes,” he said,his voice full of confidence.“Yes,absolutely.N otlike a heaven w here you ride 

unicorns,play harps,and live in a m ansion m ade of clouds.B utyes.I believe in Som ething w ith a 



 

 

capital S.A lw ays have.” 
 

“R eally?” I asked.I w as surprised.I’d alw ays associated belief in heaven w 
ith,frankly,a kind of intellectual disengagem ent.B utG us w asn’tdum b. 

“Yeah,” he said quietly.“I believe in thatline from An Im perial Affliction.‘The risen sun 
too brightin her losing eyes.’That’s G od,I think,the rising sun,and the lightis too brightand 
her eyes are losing butthey aren’tlost.I don’tbelieve w e return to hauntor com fortthe living 
or anything,but I think som ething becom es of us.” 

“B utyou fear oblivion.” 

“Sure,I fear earthly oblivion.B ut,I m ean,notto sound like m y parents,butI believe 
hum ans have souls,and I believe in the conservation of souls.The oblivion fear is som 
ething else,fear thatI w on’tbe able to give anything in exchange for m y life.If you don’tlive 
a life in service of a greater good,you’ve gotta atleastdie a death in service of a greater 
good,you know ? A nd I fear thatI w on’t geteither a life or a death thatm eans anything.” 

I justshook m y head. 

“W hat?” he asked.  

“Your obsession w ith,like,dying for som ething or leaving behind som e 
greatsign of your heroism or w hatever.It’s justw eird.” 

“Everyone w ants to lead an extraordinary life.” 

“N oteveryone,” I said,unable to disguise m y 
annoyance. “A re you m ad?” 

“It’s just,” I said,and then couldn’tfinish m y sentence.“Just,” I said again.B etw een us 

flickered the candle.“It’s really m ean of you to say thatthe only lives thatm atter are the ones 

thatare lived for som ething or die for som ething.That’s a really m ean thing to say to m e.”  
I feltlike a little kid for som e reason,and I took a bite of dessertto m ake itappear like itw 

as notthatbig of a deal to m e.“Sorry,” he said.“I didn’tm ean itlike that.I w as justthinking about 

m yself.” 

“Yeah,you w ere,” I said.I w as too full to finish.I w orried I m 
ightpuke,actually,because I often puked after eating.(N otbulim ia,justcancer.) I pushed m 
y dessertplate tow ard G us,buthe shook his head. 

“I’m sorry,” he said again,reaching across the table for m y hand.I lethim take it.“I 
could be w orse,you know .” 

“H ow ?” I asked,teasing. 
“I m ean,I have a w ork of calligraphy over m y toiletthatreads,‘B athe Yourself D 

aily in the C om fortof G od’s W ords,’H azel.I could be w ay w orse.” 

“Sounds unsanitary,” I 
said. “I could be w orse.” 

“You could be w orse.” I sm iled.H e really did like m e.M aybe I w as a narcissistor som 

ething, butw hen I realized itthere in thatm om entatO ranjee,itm ade m e like him even m ore. 



 

 

W hen our w aiter appeared to take dessertaw ay,he said,“Your m eal has been 
paid for by M r. Peter Van H outen.” 

A ugustus sm iled.“This Peter Van H outen fellow ain’thalf bad.” 

 

W e w alked along the canal as itgotdark.A block up from O ranjee,w e stopped ata park 

bench surrounded by old rusty bicycles locked to bike racks and to each other.W e satdow 

n hip to hip facing the canal,and he puthis arm around m e. 



 

 

I could see the halo of lightcom ing from the R ed LightD istrict.Even though itw as the 

Red Light D istrict,the glow com ing from up there w as an eerie sortof green.I im agined 

thousands of tourists getting drunk and stoned and pinballing around the narrow streets.  

“I can’tbelieve he’s going to tell us tom orrow ,” I said.“Peter Van H outen is going to 
tell us the fam ously unw ritten end of the bestbook ever.” 

“Plus he paid for our dinner,” A ugustus said. 
“I keep im agining thathe is going to search us for recording devices before he tells us.A nd then 

he w ill sitdow n betw een us on the couch in his living room and w hisper w hether A nna’s m om  

m arried the D utch Tulip M an.” 

“D on’tforgetSisyphus the H am ster,” A ugustus added. 
“R ight,and also of course w hatfate aw aited Sisyphus the H am ster.” I leaned forw 

ard,to see into the canal.There w ere so m any of those pale elm petals in the canals,itw 
as ridiculous.“A sequel thatw ill existjustfor us,” I said. 

“So w hat’s your guess?” he asked. 
“I really don’tknow .I’ve gone back and forth like a thousand tim es aboutitall.Each 

tim e I reread it,I think som ething different,you know ?” H e nodded.“You have a theory?”  
“Yeah.I don’tthink the D utch Tulip M an is a con m an,buthe’s also notrich like he leads them to 

believe.A nd I think after A nna dies,A nna’s m om goes to H olland w ith him and thinks they w ill live 

there forever,butitdoesn’tw ork out,because she w ants to be near w here her daughter w as.”  

I hadn’trealized he’d thoughtaboutthe book so m uch,thatAn Im perial Affliction m 
attered to G us independently of m e m attering to him . 

The w ater lapped quietly atthe stone canal w alls beneath us;a group of friends biked pastin a 

clum p,shouting over each other in rapid-fire,guttural D utch;the tiny boats,notm uch longer than m 

e, half drow ned in the canal;the sm ell of w ater thathad stood too still for too long;his arm pulling m 

e in;his real leg againstm y real leg all the w ay from hip to foot.I leaned in to his body a little.H e  

w inced.“Sorry,you okay?” 

H e breathed outa yeah in obvious 

pain. “Sorry,” I said.“B ony shoulder.”  

“It’s okay,” he said.“N ice,actually.” 

W e satthere for a long tim e.Eventually his hand abandoned m y shoulder and 
rested againstthe back of the park bench.M ostly w e juststared into the canal.I w as 
thinking a lotabouthow they’d m ade this place existeven though itshould’ve been 
underw ater,and how I w as for D r.M aria a kind of A m sterdam ,a half-drow ned anom 
aly,and thatm ade m e think aboutdying.“C an I ask you about C aroline M athers?” 

“A nd you say there’s no afterlife,” he answ ered w ithoutlooking atm e.“B 
utyeah,of course. W hatdo you w antto know ?” 

I w anted to know thathe w ould be okay if I died.I w anted to notbe a grenade,to 

notbe a m alevolentforce in the lives of people I loved.“Just,like,w hathappened.”  
H e sighed,exhaling for so long thatto m y crap lungs itseem ed like he w as bragging.H e popped 



 

 

a fresh cigarette into his m outh.“You know how there is fam ously no place less played in than a 

hospital playground?” I nodded.“W ell,I w as atM em orial for a couple w eeks w hen they took off the 

leg and everything.I w as up on the fifth floor and I had a view of the playground,w hich w as alw ays of 

course utterly desolate.I w as all aw ash in the m etaphorical resonance of the em pty playground in the 

hospital courtyard.B utthen this girl started show ing up alone atthe playground,every day,  
sw inging on a sw ing com pletely alone,like you’d see in a m ovie or som ething.So I asked one of m y 



 

 

nicer nurses to getthe skinny on the girl,and the nurse broughther up to visit,and itw as C aroline, and 

I used m y im m ense charism a to w in her over.” H e paused,so I decided to say som ething. 
 

“You’re notthatcharism atic,” I said.H e scoffed,disbelieving.“You’re m ostly 
justhot,” I explained. 

H e laughed itoff.“The thing aboutdead people,” he said,and then stopped him 
self.“The thing is you sound like a bastard if you don’trom anticize them ,butthe truth is 
...com plicated,I guess. Like,you are fam iliar w ith the trope of the stoic and determ ined 
cancer victim w ho heroically fights her cancer w ith inhum an strength and never com 
plains or stops sm iling even atthe very end, etcetera?” 

“Indeed,” I said.“They are kindhearted and generous souls w hose every breath is an 
Inspiration to U s A ll.They’re so strong! W e adm ire them so!” 

“R ight,butreally,I m ean aside from us obviously,cancer kids are notstatistically m ore likely to 

be aw esom e or com passionate or perseverantor w hatever.C aroline w as alw ays m oody and  
m iserable,butI liked it.I liked feeling as if she had chosen m e as the only person in the w orld 

notto hate,and so w e spentall this tim e together justragging on everyone,you know ? R agging 

on the nurses and the other kids and our fam ilies and w hatever else.B utI don’tknow if thatw as 

her or the tum or.I m ean,one of her nurses told m e once thatthe kind of tum or C aroline had is 

know n am ong m edical types as the A sshole Tum or,because itjustturns you into a m onster.So 

here’s this girl m issing a fifth of her brain w ho’s justhad a recurrence of the A sshole Tum or,and 

so she w as not,you know ,the paragon of stoic cancer-kid heroism .She w as ...I m ean,to be 

honest,she w as a bitch.B utyou can’t say that,because she had this tum or,and also she’s,I m 

ean,she’s dead.A nd she had plenty of reason to be unpleasant,you know ?”  

I knew . 
“You know thatpartin An Im perial Affliction w hen A nna’s w alking across the football 

field to go to PE or w hatever and she falls and goes face-firstinto the grass and that’s w hen 

she know s that the cancer is back and in her nervous system and she can’tgetup and her 

face is like an inch from the football-field grass and she’s juststuck there looking atthis grass 

up close,noticing the w ay the light hits itand ...I don’trem em ber the line butit’s som ething 

like A nna having the W hitm anesque revelation thatthe definition of hum anness is the 

opportunity to m arvel atthe m ajesty of creation or w hatever.You know thatpart?”  

“I know thatpart,” I said. 
“So afterw ard,w hile I w as getting eviscerated by chem o,for som e reason I 

decided to feel really hopeful.N otaboutsurvival specifically,butI feltlike A nna does in 
the book,thatfeeling of excitem entand gratitude aboutjustbeing able to m arvel atitall. 

“B utm eanw hile C aroline gotw orse every day.She w enthom e after a w hile and there w ere  
m om ents w here I thoughtw e could have,like,a regular relationship,butw e couldn’t,really,because she 

had no filter betw een her thoughts and her speech,w hich w as sad and unpleasantand frequently 

hurtful.B ut,I m ean,you can’tdum p a girl w ith a brain tum or.A nd her parents liked m e,and she has 

this little brother w ho is a really cool kid.I m ean,how can you dum p her? She’s dying.  



 

 

“Ittook forever.Ittook alm osta year,and itw as a year of m e hanging outw ith this girl w ho 

w ould,like,juststartlaughing outof now here and pointatm y prosthetic and call m e Stum py.”  

“N o,” I said. 
“Yeah.I m ean,itw as the tum or.Itate her brain,you know ? O r itw asn’tthe tum or.I have no w ay of 

know ing,because they w ere inseparable,she and the tum or.B utas she gotsicker,I m ean,she’d 

justrepeatthe sam e stories and laugh ather ow n com m ents even if she’d already said the sam e thing a 



 

 

hundred tim es thatday.Like,she m ade the sam e joke over and over again for w eeks: 

‘G us has great legs.I m ean leg.’A nd then she w ould justlaugh like a m aniac.”  

“O h,G us,” I said.“That’s ...” I didn’tknow w hatto say.H e w asn’tlooking atm e,and 
itfelt invasive of m e to look athim .I felthim scootforw ard.H e took the cigarette outof his 
m outh and stared atit,rolling itbetw een his thum b and forefinger,then putitback. 

“W ell,” he said,“to be fair,I do have 

greatleg.” “I’m sorry,” I said.“I’m really sorry.”  
“It’s all good,H azel G race.B utjustto be clear,w hen I thoughtI saw C aroline M athers’s 

ghost in SupportG roup,I w as notentirely happy.I w as staring,butI w asn’tyearning,if you 

know w hatI m ean.” H e pulled the pack outof his pocketand placed the cigarette back in it.  
“I’m sorry,” I said again. 

“M e too,” he said. 

“I don’tever w antto do thatto you,” I told him . 
“O h,I w ouldn’tm ind,H azel G race.Itw ould be a privilege to have m y heartbroken by you.” 



 

 

CHAPTER TW ELVE 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Iwoke up atfour in the D utch m orning ready for the day.A ll attem pts to go back to sleep 
failed,so I lay there w ith the B iPA P pum ping the air in and urging itout,enjoying the 
dragon sounds butw ishing I could choose m y breaths.  

I reread An Im perial Affliction until M om w oke up and rolled over tow ard m e around 

six.She nuzzled her head againstm y shoulder,w hich feltuncom fortable and vaguely A ugustinian.  
The hotel broughta breakfastto our room that,m uch to m y delight,featured deli m eat am ong  

m any other denials of A m erican breakfastconstructions.The dress I’d planned to w ear to m eetPeter 

Van H outen had been m oved up in the rotation for the O ranjee dinner,so after I show ered and gotm 

y hair to lie halfw ay flat,I spentlike thirty m inutes debating w ith M om the various benefits and  
draw backs of the available outfits before deciding to dress as m uch like A nna in AIA as 

possible: C huck Taylors and dark jeans like she alw ays w ore,and a lightblue T-shirt.  
The shirtw as a screen printof a fam ous Surrealistartw ork by R ené M agritte in w hich he 

drew a pipe and then beneath itw rote in cursive C eci n’est pas une pipe.(“This is nota pipe.”) 

“I justdon’tgetthatshirt,” M om said. 
“Peter Van H outen w ill getit,trustm e.There are like seven thousand M agritte 

references in An Im perial Affliction.” 

“B utitis a pipe.” 

“N o,it’s not,” I said.“It’s a draw ing of a pipe.G etit? A ll representations of a 
thing are inherently abstract.It’s very clever.” 

“H ow did you getso grow n up thatyou understand things thatconfuse your 
ancientm other?” M om asked.“Itseem s like justyesterday thatI w as telling seven-
year-old H azel w hy the sky w as blue.You thoughtI w as a genius back then.” 

“W hy is the sky blue?” I asked. 

“C uz,” she answ ered.I laughed.  

A s itgotcloser to ten,I grew m ore and m ore nervous: nervous to see A 
ugustus;nervous to m eet Peter Van H outen;nervous thatm y outfitw as nota good 
outfit;nervous thatw e w ouldn’tfind the right house since all the houses in A m sterdam 
looked pretty sim ilar;nervous thatw e w ould getlostand never m ake itback to the 
Filosoof;nervous nervous nervous.M om kepttrying to talk to m e,butI couldn’treally listen.I 
w as aboutto ask her to go upstairs and m ake sure A ugustus w as up w hen he knocked. 

I opened the door.H e looked dow n atthe shirtand sm iled.“Funny,” 
he said. “D on’tcall m y boobs funny,” I answ ered. 



 

 

“R ighthere,” M om said behind us.B utI’d m ade A ugustus blush and puthim enough 
off his gam e thatI could finally bear to look up athim . 



 

 

“You sure you don’tw antto com e?” I asked M om . 
 

“I’m going to the R ijksm useum and the Vondelpark today,” she said.“Plus,I 
justdon’tgethis book.N o offense.Thank him and Lidew ij for us,okay?” 

“O kay,” I said.I hugged M om ,and she kissed m y head justabove m y ear. 
 

Peter Van H outen’s w hite row house w as justaround the corner from the hotel,on the 

Vondelstraat, facing the park.N um ber 030.A ugustus took m e by one arm and grabbed 

the oxygen cartw ith the other,and w e w alked up the three steps to the lacquered blue-

black frontdoor.M y heartpounded. O ne closed door aw ay from the answ ers I’d dream 

ed of ever since I firstread thatlastunfinished page.  

Inside,I could hear a bass beatthum ping loud enough to rattle the w indow sills.I 
w ondered w hether Peter Van H outen had a kid w ho liked rap m usic. 

I grabbed the lion’s-head door knocker and knocked tentatively.The beatcontinued.“M aybe he 

can’thear over the m usic?” A ugustus asked.H e grabbed the lion’s head and knocked m uch louder.  
The m usic disappeared,replaced by shuffled footsteps.A dead boltslid.A nother.The door 

creaked open.A potbellied m an w ith thin hair,sagging jow ls,and a w eek-old beard squinted into 

the sunlight.H e w ore baby-blue m an pajam as like guys in old m ovies.H is face and belly w ere so 

round, and his arm s so skinny,thathe looked like a dough ball w ith four sticks stuck into it.“M r.Van  

H outen?” A ugustus asked,his voice squeaking a bit. 
The door slam m ed shut.B ehind it,I heard a stam m ering,reedy voice shout,“LEEE -

D U H - V IG H !” (U ntil then,I’d pronounced his assistant’s nam e like lid-uh-w idge.) 

W e could hear everything through the door.“A re they here,Peter?” a w om an asked. 

“There are— Lidew ij,there are tw o adolescentapparitions outside the door.”  

“A pparitions?” she asked w ith a pleasantD utch lilt. 
Van H outen answ ered in a rush.“Phantasm s specters ghouls visitants post-

terrestrials apparitions,Lidew ij.H ow can som eone pursuing a postgraduate degree 
in A m erican literature display such abom inable English-language skills?” 

“Peter,those are notpost-terrestrials.They are A ugustus and H azel,the young fans 
w ith w hom you have been corresponding.” 

“They are— w hat? They— I thoughtthey w ere in A m 

erica!” “Yes,butyou invited them here,you w ill rem em ber.”  

“D o you know w hy I leftA m erica,Lidew ij? So thatI w ould never again have to 
encounter A m ericans.” 

“B utyou are an A m erican.” 

“Incurably so,itseem s.B utas to these A m ericans,you m usttell them to leave 
atonce,thatthere has been a terrible m istake,thatthe blessed Van H outen w as m aking a 
rhetorical offer to m eet,notan actual one,thatsuch offers m ustbe read sym bolically.” 

I thoughtI m ightthrow up.I looked over atA ugustus,w ho w as staring intently atthe 
door,and saw his shoulders slacken. 



 

 

“I w ill notdo this,Peter,” answ ered Lidew ij.“You m ust m eetthem .You m ust.You 
need to see them .You need to see how your w ork m atters.” 

“Lidew ij,did you know ingly deceive m e to arrange this?” 

A long silence ensued,and then finally the door opened again.H e turned his head 

m etronom ically from A ugustus to m e,still squinting.“W hich of you is A ugustus W aters?” he asked. 

A ugustus raised his hand tentatively.Van H outen nodded and said,“D id you close the deal w ith that 



 

 

chick yet?” 
 

W hereupon I encountered for the firstand only tim e a truly speechless A ugustus W 
aters.“I,” he started,“um ,I,H azel,um .W ell.” 

“This boy appears to have som e kind of developm ental delay,” Peter Van H 
outen said to Lidew ij. 

“Peter,” she scolded. 
“W ell,” Peter Van H outen said,extending his hand to m e.“Itis atany rate a pleasure to m 

eet such ontologically im probable creatures.” I shook his sw ollen hand,and then he shook 

hands w ith A ugustus.I w as w ondering w hatontologically m eant.R egardless,I liked it.A 

ugustus and I w ere together in the Im probable C reatures C lub: us and duck-billed platypuses.  
O f course,I had hoped thatPeter Van H outen w ould be sane,butthe w orld is nota w ish-

granting factory.The im portantthing w as thatthe door w as open and I w as crossing the threshold to 

learn w ha happens after the end of An Im perial Affliction.Thatw as enough.W e follow ed him and 

Lidew ij inside,pasta huge oak dining room table w ith only tw o chairs,into a creepily sterile living 

room .It looked like a m useum ,exceptthere w as no arton the em pty w hite w alls.A side from one 

couch and one lounge chair,both a m ix of steel and black leather,the room seem ed em pty.Then I 

noticed tw o large black garbage bags,full and tw ist-tied,behind the couch.  

“Trash?” I m um bled to A ugustus softenough thatI thoughtno one else w ould hear. 
“Fan m ail,” Van H outen answ ered as he satdow n in the lounge chair.“Eighteen 

years’w orth of it.C an’topen it.Terrifying.Yours are the firstm issives to w hich I have 

replied,and look w here that gotm e.I frankly find the reality of readers w holly unappetizing.”  

Thatexplained w hy he’d never replied to m y letters: H e’d never read them .I w 
ondered w hy he keptthem atall,letalone in an otherw ise em pty form al living room .Van 
H outen kicked his feetup onto the ottom an and crossed his slippers.H e m otioned tow 
ard the couch.A ugustus and I satdow n nextto each other,butnottoo next. 

“W ould you care for som e breakfast?” asked Lidew ij. 
I started to say thatw e’d already eaten w hen Peter interrupted.“Itis far too early for 

breakfast, Lidew ij.” 

“W ell,they are from A m erica,Peter,so itis pastnoon in their bodies.” 

“Then it’s too late for breakfast,” he said.“H ow ever,itbeing after noon in the 

body and w hatnot,w e should enjoy a cocktail.D o you drink Scotch?” he asked m e.  

“D o I— um ,no,I’m fine,” I said. 
“A ugustus W aters?” Van H outen asked,nodding tow 
ard G us. “U h,I’m good.” 

“Justm e,then,Lidew ij.Scotch and w ater,please.” Peter turned his attention to G 
us,asking, “You know how w e m ake a Scotch and w ater in this hom e?” 

“N o,sir,” G us said. 
“W e pour Scotch into a glass and then call to m ind thoughts of w ater,and then w e 



 

 

m ix the actual Scotch w ith the abstracted idea of w ater.” 

Lidew ij said,“Perhaps a bitof breakfastfirst,Peter.” 

H e looked tow ard us and stage-w hispered,“She thinks I have a drinking problem .” 

“A nd I think thatthe sun has risen,” Lidew ij responded.N onetheless,she turned to 
the bar in the living room ,reached up for a bottle of Scotch,and poured a glass half 
full.She carried itto him . Peter Van H outen took a sip,then satup straightin his chair.“A 
drink this good deserves one’s best posture,” he said. 



 

 

I becam e conscious of m y ow n posture and satup a little on the couch.I rearranged m y cannula. 

D ad alw ays told m e thatyou can judge people by the w ay they treatw aiters and assistants.B y this 
 

m easure,Peter Van H outen w as possibly the w orld’s douchiestdouche.“So you like 
m y book,” he said to A ugustus after another sip. 

“Yeah,” I said,speaking up on A ugustus’s behalf.“A nd yes,w e— w ell,A ugustus,he m ade  

m eeting you his W ish so thatw e could com e here,so thatyou could tell us w hathappens 
after the end of An Im perial Affliction.” 

Van H outen said nothing,justtook a long pull on his drink. 
A fter a m inute,A ugustus said,“Your book is sortof the thing thatbroughtus 
together.” “B utyou aren’ttogether,” he observed w ithoutlooking atm e. 
“The thing thatbroughtus nearly together,” I said. 
N ow he turned to m e.“D id you dress like her on 
purpose?” “A nna?” I asked. 
H e justkeptstaring atm 
e. “K ind of,” I said. 
H e took a long drink,then grim aced.“I do nothave a drinking problem ,” he announced,his 

voice needlessly loud.“I have a C hurchillian relationship w ith alcohol: I can crack jokes and govern 

England and do anything I w antto do.Exceptnotdrink.” H e glanced over atLidew ij and nodded  

tow ard his glass.She took it,then w alked back to the bar.“Justthe idea of w 
ater,Lidew ij,” he instructed. 

“Yah,gotit,” she said,the accentalm ostA m erican. 
The second drink arrived.Van H outen’s spine stiffened again outof respect.H e kicked 

off his slippers.H e had really ugly feet.H e w as rather ruining the w hole business of 
authorial genius for m e. B uthe had the answ ers. 

“W ell,um ,” I said,“first,w e do w antto say thank you for dinner lastnightand— 

” “W e boughtthem dinner lastnight?” Van H outen asked Lidew ij. 

“Yes,atO ranjee.” 

“A h,yes.W ell,believe m e w hen I say thatyou do nothave m e to thank butrather 
Lidew ij,w ho is exceptionally talented in the field of spending m y m oney.” 

“Itw as our pleasure,” Lidew ij said. 
“W ell,thanks,atany rate,” A ugustus said.I could hear annoyance in 
his voice. “So here I am ,” Van H outen said after a m om ent.“W 
hatare your questions?” “U m ,” A ugustus said. 
“H e seem ed so intelligentin print,” Van H outen said to Lidew ij regarding A 

ugustus.“Perhaps the cancer has established a beachhead in his brain.” 

“Peter,” Lidew ij said,duly horrified. 
I w as horrified,too,butthere w as som ething pleasantabouta guy so despicable thathe 

w ouldn’t treatus deferentially.“W e do have som e questions,actually,” I said.“I talked 
aboutthem in m y em ail. I don’tknow if you rem em ber.” 



 

 

“I do not.” 

“H is m em ory is com prom ised,” Lidew ij said. 
“If only m y m em ory w ould com prom ise,” Van H outen 
responded. “So,our questions,” I repeated. 
“She uses the royal w e,” Peter said to no one in particular.A nother sip.I didn’tknow w hat 

Scotch tasted like,butif ittasted anything like cham pagne,I couldn’tim agine how he could drink so 



 

 

m uch,so quickly,so early in the m orning.“A re you fam iliar w ith Zeno’s tortoise 

paradox?” he asked m e.  

“W e have questions aboutw hathappens to the characters after the end of the 
book,specifically A nna’s— ” 

“You w rongly assum e thatI need to hear your question in order to answ er it.You are fam iliar  
w ith the philosopher Zeno?” I shook m y head vaguely.“A las.Zeno w as a pre-Socratic philosopher   
w ho is said to have discovered forty paradoxes w ithin the w orldview putforth by Parm enides— 

surely you know Parm enides,” he said,and I nodded thatI knew Parm enides,although I did not. 

“Thank G od,” he said.“Zeno professionally specialized in revealing the inaccuracies and oversim 

plifications of Parm enides,w hich w asn’tdifficult,since Parm enides w as spectacularly   
w rong everyw here and alw ays.Parm enides is valuable in precisely the w ay thatitis 
valuable to have an acquaintance w ho reliably picks the w rong horse each and every tim 
e you take him to the racetrack.B utZeno’s m ostim portant— w ait,give m e a sense of 
your fam iliarity w ith Sw edish hip-hop.”  

I could nottell if Peter Van H outen w as kidding.A fter a m om ent,A ugustus answ 
ered for m e. “Lim ited,” he said.  

“O kay,butpresum ably you know A fasi och Filthy’s sem inal album 
Fläcken.” “W e do not,” I said for the both of us.  
“Lidew ij,play ‘B om falleralla’im m ediately.” Lidew ij w alked over to an M P5 player,spun the   

w heel a bit,then hita button.A rap song boom ed from every direction.Itsounded like a fairly 
regular rap song,exceptthe w ords w ere in Sw edish.  

A fter itw as over,Peter Van H outen looked atus expectantly,his little eyes as w ide as 
they could get.“Yeah?” he asked.“Yeah?”  

I said,“I’m sorry,sir,butw e don’tspeak Sw edish.”  
“W ell,of course you don’t.N either do I.W ho the hell speaks Sw edish? The im 

portantthing is notw hatever nonsense the voices are saying,butw hatthe voices are 
feeling.Surely you know that there are only tw o em otions,love and fear,and thatA fasi 
och Filthy navigate betw een them w ith the kind of facility thatone sim ply does notfind in 
hip-hop m usic outside of Sw eden.Shall I play itfor you again?”  

“A re you joking?” G us 
said. “Pardon?”  
“Is this som e kind of perform ance?” H e looked up atLidew ij and asked,“Is it?” 

“I’m afraid not,” Lidew ij answ ered.“H e’s notalw ays— this is unusually— ”   
“O h,shutup,Lidew ij.R udolf O tto said thatif you had notencountered the num inous,if 

you have notexperienced a nonrational encounter w ith the m ysterium trem endum ,then 
his w ork w as notfor you.A nd I say to you,young friends,thatif you cannothear A fasi och 
Filthy’s bravadic response to fear,then m y w ork is notfor you.”  

I cannotem phasize this enough: Itw as a com pletely norm al rap song,exceptin Sw edish.“U 

m ,” I said.“So aboutAn Im perial Affliction.A nna’s m om ,w hen the book ends,is aboutto— ”  



 

 

 
Van H outen interrupted m e,tapping his glass as he talked until Lidew ij refilled 

itagain.“So Zeno is m ostfam ous for his tortoise paradox.Letus im agine thatyou are in a 
race w ith a tortoise.The tortoise has a ten-yard head start.In the tim e ittakes you to run 
thatten yards,the tortoise has m aybe m oved one yard.A nd then in the tim e ittakes you to 
m ake up thatdistance,the tortoise goes a bit farther,and so on forever.You are faster than 
the tortoise butyou can never catch him ;you can only decrease his lead.  



 

 

“O f course,you justrun pastthe tortoise w ithoutcontem plating the m echanics involved,butthe 

question of how you are able to do this turns outto be incredibly com plicated,and no one really 

solved ituntil C antor show ed us thatsom e infinities are bigger than other infinities.” 
 

“U m ,” I said. 
“I assum e thatansw ers your question,” he said confidently,then sipped 

generously from his glass. 
“N otreally,” I said.“W e w ere w ondering,after the end of An Im perial Affliction— 

” “I disavow everything in thatputrid novel,” Van H outen said,cutting m e off. 

“N o,” I said. 

“Excuse m e?”  

“N o,thatis notacceptable,” I said.“I understand thatthe story ends m idnarrative 
because A nna dies or becom es too sick to continue,butyou said you w ould tell us w 
hathappens to everybody,and that’s w hy w e’re here,and w e,I need you to tell m e.” 

Van H outen sighed.A fter another drink,he said,“Very w ell.W hose story do you seek?” “A 

nna’s m om ,the D utch Tulip M an,Sisyphus the H am ster,I m ean,just— w hathappens to  

everyone.” 

Van H outen closed his eyes and puffed his cheeks as he exhaled,then looked up atthe 

exposed w ooden beam s crisscrossing the ceiling.“The ham ster,” he said after a w hile.“The 

ham ster gets adopted by C hristine”— w ho w as one of A nna’s presickness friends.Thatm ade 

sense.C hristine and A nna played w ith Sisyphus in a few scenes.“H e is adopted by C hristine 

and lives for a couple years after the end of the novel and dies peacefully in his ham ster sleep.”  

N ow w e w ere getting som ew here.“G reat,” I said.“G reat.O kay,so the D utch Tulip 
M an.Is he a con m an? D o he and A nna’s m om getm arried?” 

Van H outen w as still staring atthe ceiling beam s.H e took a drink.The glass w as alm ostem pty 

again.“Lidew ij,I can’tdo it.I can’t.I can’t.” H e leveled his gaze to m e.“N othing happens to the D utch 

Tulip M an.H e isn’ta con m an or nota con m an;he’s G od.H e’s an obvious and unam biguous  
m etaphorical representation of G od,and asking w hatbecom es of him is the intellectual equivalentof 

asking w hatbecom es of the disem bodied eyes of D r.T.J.Eckleburg in G atsby.D o he and A nna’s  

m om getm arried? W e are speaking of a novel,dear child,notsom e historical enterprise.” 

“R ight,butsurely you m usthave thoughtaboutw hathappens to them ,I m ean as 
characters,I m ean independentof their m etaphorical m eanings or w hatever.” 

“They’re fictions,” he said,tapping his glass again.“N othing happens to them .” 

“You said you’d tell m e,” I insisted.I rem inded m yself to be assertive.I needed 
to keep his addled attention on m y questions. 

“Perhaps,butI w as under the m isguided im pression thatyou w ere incapable of 

transatlantic travel.I w as trying ...to provide you som e com fort,I suppose,w hich I should know 

better than to attem pt.B utto be perfectly frank,this childish idea thatthe author of a novel has 

som e special insight into the characters in the novel ...it’s ridiculous.Thatnovel w as com posed 

of scratches on a page, dear.The characters inhabiting ithave no life outside of those 



 

 

scratches.W hathappened to them ? They all ceased to existthe m om entthe novel ended.”  
“N o,” I said.I pushed m yself up off the couch.“N o,I understand that,butit’s im possible notto im 

agine a future for them .You are the m ostqualified person to im agine thatfuture.Som ething happened 

to A nna’s m other.She either gotm arried or didn’t.She either m oved to H olland w ith the D utch Tulip 

M an or didn’t.She either had m ore kids or didn’t.I need to know w hathappens to her.”  
Van H outen pursed his lips.“I regretthatI cannotindulge your childish w him s,butI refuse to 



 

 

pity you in the m anner to w hich you are w ell 

accustom ed.” “I don’tw antyour pity,” I said.  

“Like all sick children,” he answ ered dispassionately,“you say you don’tw 
antpity,butyour very existence depends upon it.” 

“Peter,” Lidew ij said,buthe continued as he reclined there,his w ords getting rounder in 

his drunken m outh.“Sick children inevitably becom e arrested: You are fated to live outyour 

days as the child you w ere w hen diagnosed,the child w ho believes there is life after a 

novel ends.A nd w e,as adults,w e pity this,so w e pay for your treatm ents,for your oxygen 

m achines.W e give you food and w ater though you are unlikely to live long enough— ”  

“PETER !” Lidew ij shouted. 
“You are a side effect,” Van H outen continued,“of an evolutionary process 

thatcares little for individual lives.You are a failed experim entin m utation.” 

“I R ESIG N !” Lidew ij shouted.There w ere tears in her eyes.B utI w asn’tangry.H e w as looking 

for the m osthurtful w ay to tell the truth,butof course I already knew the truth.I’d had years of staring 

atceilings from m y bedroom to the IC U ,and so I’d long ago found the m osthurtful w ays to im agine  

m y ow n illness.I stepped tow ard him .“Listen,douchepants,” I said,“you’re notgoing to tell 
m e anything aboutdisease I don’talready know .I need one and only one thing from you 
before I w alk out of your life forever: W H AT H A PPEN S TO A N N A’S M O TH ER ?” 

H e raised his flabby chins vaguely tow ard m e and shrugged his shoulders.“I can no m 

ore tell you w hathappens to her than I can tell you w hatbecom es of Proust’s N arrator or H 

olden C aulfield’s sister or H uckleberry Finn after he lights outfor the territories.”  

“B U LLSH IT! That’s bullshit.Justtell m e! M ake som ething up!” 

“N o,and I’ll thank you notto curse in m y house.Itisn’tbecom ing of a lady.” 

I still w asn’tangry,exactly,butI w as very focused on getting the thing I’d been prom ised.  

Som ething inside m e w elled up and I reached dow n and sm acked the sw ollen hand 
thatheld the glass of Scotch.W hatrem ained of the Scotch splashed across the 
vastexpanse of his face,the glass bouncing off his nose and then spinning balletically 
through the air,landing w ith a shattering crash on the ancienthardw ood floors. 

“Lidew ij,” Van H outen said calm ly,“I’ll have a m artini,if you please.Justa w 
hisper of verm outh.” 

“I have resigned,” Lidew ij said after a m 
om ent. “D on’tbe ridiculous.” 

I didn’tknow w hatto do.B eing nice hadn’tw orked.B eing m ean hadn’tw orked.I 

needed an answ er.I’d com e all this w ay,hijacked A ugustus’s W ish.I needed to know .  

“H ave you ever stopped to w onder,” he said,his w ords slurring now ,“w hy you 
care so m uch aboutyour silly questions?” 

“Y O U PR O M ISED !” I shouted,hearing Isaac’s im potentw ailing echoing from 
the nightof the broken trophies.Van H outen didn’treply. 

I w as still standing over him ,w aiting for him to say som ething to m e w hen I feltA 



 

 

ugustus’s hand on m y arm .H e pulled m e aw ay tow ard the door,and I follow ed him w hile 

Van H outen ranted to Lidew ij aboutthe ingratitude of contem porary teenagers and the death of 

polite society,and Lidew ij, som ew hathysterical,shouted back athim in rapid-fire D utch.  

“You’ll have to forgive m y form er assistant,” he said.“D utch is notso m uch a 
language as an ailm entof the throat.” 

A ugustus pulled m e outof the room and through the door to the late spring m orning and the 



 

 

falling confetti of the elm s. 
 

* * * 

 

For m e there w as no such thing as a quick getaw ay,butw e m ade our w ay dow n the stairs,A 

ugustus holding m y cart,and then started to w alk back tow ard the Filosoof on a bum py sidew alk of 
 

interw oven rectangular bricks.For the firsttim e since the sw ing set,I started crying. 
“H ey,” he said,touching m y w aist.“H ey.It’s okay.” I nodded and w iped m y face w ith the 

back of m y hand.“H e sucks.” I nodded again.“I’ll w rite you an epilogue,” G us said.Thatm ade m e 

cry harder.“I w ill,” he said.“I w ill.B etter than any shitthatdrunk could w rite.H is brain is Sw iss 

cheese.H e doesn’teven rem em ber w riting the book.I can w rite ten tim es the story thatguy can. 

There w ill be blood and guts and sacrifice.An Im perial Affliction m eets The Price of D aw n.You’ll 

love it.” I keptnodding,faking a sm ile,and then he hugged m e,his strong arm s pulling m e into his  

m uscular chest,and I sogged up his polo shirta little butthen recovered enough 
to speak. “I spentyour W ish on thatdoucheface,” I said into his chest. 
“H azel G race.N o.I w ill grantyou thatyou did spend m y one and only W 

ish,butyou did not spend iton him .You spentiton us.” 

B ehind us,I heard the plonk plonk of high heels running.I turned around.Itw as Lidew 
ij,her eyeliner running dow n her cheeks,duly horrified,chasing us up the sidew 
alk.“Perhaps w e should go to the A nne Frank H uis,” Lidew ij said. 

“I’m notgoing anyw here w ith thatm onster,” A 
ugustus said. “H e is notinvited,” Lidew ij said. 
A ugustus keptholding m e,protective,his hand on the side of m y face.“I 

don’tthink— ” he started,butI cuthim off. 
“W e should go.” I still w anted answ ers from Van H outen.B utitw asn’tall I w anted.I only 

had tw o days leftin A m sterdam w ith A ugustus W aters.I w ouldn’tleta sad old m an ruin them . 
 

Lidew ij drove a clunky gray Fiatw ith an engine thatsounded like an excited four-year-old girl.A s 
 
w e drove through the streets of A m sterdam ,she repeatedly and profusely apologized.“I am very 

sorry.There is no excuse.H e is very sick,” she said.“I thoughtm eeting you w ould help him ,if he   
w ould see thathis w ork has shaped real lives,but...I’m very sorry.Itis very,very em 
barrassing.” N either A ugustus nor I said anything.I w as in the backseatbehind him .I 
snuck m y hand betw een the side of the car and his seat,feeling for his hand,butI 
couldn’tfind it.Lidew ij continued,“I have continued this w ork because I believe he is a 
genius and because the pay is very good,buthe has becom e a m onster.”  

“I guess he gotpretty rich on thatbook,” I said after a w hile.  
“O h,no no,he is of the Van H outens,” she said.“In the seventeenth century,his ancestor discovered 

how to m ix cocoa into w ater.Som e Van H outens m oved to the U nited States long ago,and Peter is of 

those,buthe m oved to H olland after his novel.H e is an em barrassm entto a greatfam ily.”  



 

 

The engine scream ed.Lidew ij shifted and w e shotup a canal bridge.“Itis circum stance,” she 

said.“C ircum stance has m ade him so cruel.H e is notan evil m an.B utthis day,I did notthink— w 

hen he said these terrible things,I could notbelieve it.I am very sorry.Very very sorry.”  
 

W e had to park a block aw ay from the A nne Frank H ouse,and then w hile Lidew ij stood in line to 

get tickets for us,I satw ith m y back againsta little tree,looking atall the m oored houseboats in the 



 

 

Prinsengrachtcanal.A ugustus w as standing above m e,rolling m y oxygen cartin lazy 

circles,just w atching the w heels spin.I w anted him to sitnextto m e,butI knew itw as hard for 

him to sit,and harder still to stand back up.“O kay?” he asked,looking dow n atm e.I shrugged 

and reached a hand for his calf.Itw as his fake calf,butI held on to it.H e looked dow n atm e.  

“I w anted ...” I said. 
“I know ,” he said.“I know .A pparently the w orld is nota w ish-granting factory.” 

Thatm ade m e sm ile a little. 
Lidew ij returned w ith tickets,buther thin lips w ere pursed w ith w orry.“There is no 

elevator,” she said.“I am very very sorry.” 

“It’s okay,” I said. 
“N o,there are m any stairs,” she said.“Steep stairs.” 

“It’s okay,” I said again.A ugustus started to say som ething,butI interrupted.“It’s okay.I can do  

it.” 

W e began in a room w ith a video aboutJew s in H olland and the N azi invasion and 

the Frank fam ily.Then w e w alked upstairs into the canal house w here O tto Frank’s 

business had been.The stairs w ere slow ,for m e and A ugustus both,butI feltstrong.Soon I 

w as staring atthe fam ous bookcase thathad hid A nne Frank,her fam ily,and four 

others.The bookcase w as half open,and behind itw as an even steeper setof stairs,only w 

ide enough for one person.There w ere fellow visitors all around us,and I didn’tw antto hold 

up the procession,butLidew ij said,“If everyone could be patient,please,” and I began the w 

alk up,Lidew ij carrying the cartbehind m e,G us behind her.  
Itw as fourteen steps.I keptthinking aboutthe people behind m e— they w ere m ostly adults 

speaking a variety of languages— and feeling em barrassed or w hatever,feeling like a ghostthatboth 

com forts and haunts,butfinally I m ade itup,and then I w as in an eerily em pty room ,leaning against 

the w all,m y brain telling m y lungs it’s okay it’s okay calm dow n it’s okay and m y lungs telling m y 

brain oh,G od,w e’re dying here.I didn’teven see A ugustus com e upstairs,buthe cam e over and  

w iped his brow w ith the back of his hand like w hew and said,“You’re a cham pion.” 

A fter a few m inutes of w all-leaning,I m ade itto the nextroom ,w hich A nne had shared w ith the  

dentistFritz Pfeffer.Itw as tiny,em pty of all furniture.You’d never know anyone had ever 
lived there exceptthatthe pictures A nne had pasted onto the w all from m agazines and 
new spapers w ere still there. 

A nother staircase led up to the room w here the van Pels fam ily had lived,this one 
steeper than the lastand eighteen steps,essentially a glorified ladder.I gotto the threshold 
and looked up and figured I could notdo it,butalso knew the only w ay through w as up. 

“Let’s go back,” G us said behind m e. 
“I’m okay,” I answ ered quietly.It’s stupid,butI keptthinking I ow ed itto her— to A nne 

Frank,I m ean— because she w as dead and I w asn’t,because she had stayed quietand 
keptthe blinds draw n and done everything rightand still died,and so I should go up the 
steps and see the restof the w orld she’d lived in those years before the G estapo cam e. 



 

 

I began to clim b the stairs,craw ling up them like a little kid w ould,slow atfirstso I could 

breathe,butthen faster because I knew I couldn’tbreathe and w anted to getto the top before everything 

gave out.The blackness encroached around m y field of vision as I pulled m yself up, eighteen 

steps,steep as hell.I finally crested the staircase m ostly blind and nauseated,the m uscles in m y arm s 

and legs scream ing for oxygen.I slum ped seated againsta w all,heaving w atered-dow n coughs.There 

w as an em pty glass case bolted to the w all above m e and I stared up through itto the 



 

 

ceiling and tried notto pass out. 
 

Lidew ij crouched dow n nextto m e,saying,“You are atthe top,thatis it,” and I nodded.I 

had a vague aw areness of the adults all around glancing dow n atm e w orriedly;of Lidew ij 

speaking quietly in one language and then another and then another to various visitors;of A 

ugustus standing above m e, his hand on the top of m y head,stroking m y hair along the part.  
A fter a long tim e,Lidew ij and A ugustus pulled m e to m y feetand I saw w hatw as protected by 

the glass case: pencil m arks on the w allpaper m easuring the grow th of all the children in the annex 

during the period they lived there,inch after inch until they w ould grow no m ore.  

From there,w e leftthe Franks’living area,butw e w ere still in the m useum : A 
long narrow hallw ay show ed pictures of each of the annex’s eightresidents and 
described how and w here and w hen they died. 

“The only m em ber of his w hole fam ily w ho survived the w ar,” Lidew ij told 
us,referring to A nne’s father,O tto.H er voice w as hushed like w e w ere in church. 

“B uthe didn’tsurvive a w ar,notreally,” A ugustus said.“H e survived a genocide.” 

“True,” Lidew ij said.“I do notknow how you go on,w ithoutyour fam ily.I do notknow .” A s I read 

abouteach of the seven w ho died,I thoughtof O tto Frank notbeing a father anym ore,leftw ith a diary 

instead of a w ife and tw o daughters.A tthe end of the hallw ay,a huge book,bigger than a 

dictionary,contained the nam es of the 005,000 dead from the N etherlands in the H olocaust.(O nly 

3,000 of the deported D utch Jew s,a w all label explained,had survived.3,000 O tto Franks.) The book 

w as turned to the page w ith A nne Frank’s nam e,butw hatgotm e aboutitw as the factthatright 

beneath her nam e there w ere four A ron Franks.Four.Four A ron Franks w ithoutm useum s,w ithout 

historical m arkers,w ithoutanyone to m ourn them .I silently resolved to rem em ber and pray for the 

four A ron Franks as long as I w as around.(M aybe som e people need to believe in a proper and 
 

om nipotentG od to pray,butI don’t.) 

A s w e gotto the end of the room ,G us stopped and said,“You okay?” I nodded. 
H e gestured back tow ard A nne’s picture.“The w orstpartis thatshe alm 

ostlived,you know ? She died w eeks aw ay from liberation.” 

Lidew ij took a few steps aw ay to w atch a video,and I grabbed A ugustus’s hand as 
w e w alked into the nextroom .Itw as an A -fram e room w ith som e letters O tto Frank 
had w ritten to people during his m onths-long search for his daughters.O n the w all in the 
m iddle of the room ,a video of O tto Frank played.H e w as speaking in English. 

“A re there any N azis leftthatI could huntdow n and bring to justice?” A ugustus 
asked w hile w e leaned over the vitrines reading O tto’s letters and the gutting replies 
thatno,no one had seen his children after the liberation. 

“I think they’re all dead.B utit’s notlike the N azis had a m onopoly on evil.” 

“True,” he said.“That’s w hatw e should do,H azel G race: W e should team up and 
be this disabled vigilante duo roaring through the w orld,righting w rongs,defending the w 
eak,protecting the endangered.” 



 

 

A lthough itw as his dream and notm ine,I indulged it.H e’d indulged m ine,after 
all.“O ur fearlessness shall be our secretw eapon,” I said. 

“The tales of our exploits w ill survive as long as the hum an voice itself,” he said. 
“A nd even after that,w hen the robots recall the hum an absurdities of sacrifice and 

com passion, they w ill rem em ber us.” 

“They w ill robot-laugh atour courageous folly,” he said.“B utsom ething in their 
iron robot hearts w ill yearn to have lived and died as w e did: on the hero’s errand.” 



 

 

“A ugustus W aters,” I said,looking up athim ,thinking thatyou cannotkiss anyone in 

the A nne Frank H ouse,and then thinking thatA nne Frank,after all,kissed som eone in 

the A nne Frank H ouse, and thatshe w ould probably like nothing m ore than for her 

hom e to have becom e a place w here the young and irreparably broken sink into love.  

“I m ustsay,” O tto Frank said on the video in his accented English,“I w as very m 
uch surprised by the deep thoughts A nne had.” 

A nd then w e w ere kissing.M y hand letgo of the oxygen cartand I reached up for his neck,and he 

pulled m e up by m y w aistonto m y tiptoes.A s his parted lips m etm ine,I started to feel breathless in a 

new and fascinating w ay.The space around us evaporated,and for a w eird m om entI really liked m y 

body;this cancer-ruined thing I’d spentyears dragging around suddenly seem ed w orth the struggle,w 

orth the chesttubes and the PIC C lines and the ceaseless bodily betrayal of the tum ors.  

“Itw as quite a differentA nne I had know n as m y daughter.She never really show ed 
this kind of inner feeling,” O tto Frank continued. 

The kiss lasted forever as O tto Frank kepttalking from behind m e.“A nd m y 
conclusion is,” he said,“since I had been in very good term s w ith A nne,thatm 
ostparents don’tknow really their children.” 

I realized thatm y eyes w ere closed and opened them .A ugustus w as staring atm e,his 

blue eyes closer to m e than they’d ever been,and behind him ,a crow d of people three deep 

had sortof circled around us.They w ere angry,I thought.H orrified.These teenagers,w ith their 

horm ones,m aking out beneath a video broadcasting the shattered voice of a form er father.  
I pulled aw ay from A ugustus,and he snuck a peck onto m y forehead as I stared dow n atm y  

C huck Taylors.A nd then they started clapping.A ll the people,all these adults,juststarted 
clapping, and one shouted “B ravo!” in a European accent.A ugustus,sm iling,bow 
ed.Laughing,I curtsied ever so slightly,w hich w as m etw ith another round of applause. 

W e m ade our w ay dow nstairs,letting all the adults go dow n first,and rightbefore w e gotto the 

café (w here blessedly an elevator took us back dow n to ground level and the giftshop) w e saw pages 

of A nne’s diary,and also her unpublished book of quotations.The quote book happened to be turned to 

a page of Shakespeare quotations.For w ho so firm that cannot be seduced? she’d w ritten. 
 

Lidew ij drove us back to the Filosoof.O utside the hotel,itw as drizzling and A ugustus and 

I stood on the brick sidew alk slow ly getting w et.  

A ugustus: “You probably need som e 
rest.” M e: “I’m okay.” 

A ugustus: “O kay.” (Pause.) “W hatare you thinking 
about?” M e: “You.” 

A ugustus: “W hataboutm e?” 

M e: “‘I do notknow w hich to prefer,/ The beauty of inflections / O r the beauty of 
innuendos,/ The blackbird w histling / O r justafter.’”  



 

 

A ugustus: “G od,you are sexy.”  
M e: “W e could go to your room .”  
A ugustus: “I’ve heard w orse ideas.” 

 

W e squeezed into the tiny elevator together.Every surface,including the floor,w as m irrored.W e had 

to pull the door to shutourselves in and then the old thing creaked slow ly up to the second floor.I 
 
w as tired and sw eaty and w orried thatI generally looked and sm elled gross,buteven so I kissed him 



 

 

in thatelevator,and then he pulled aw ay and pointed atthe m irror and said,“Look,infinite H azels.” 

“Som e infinities are larger than other infinities,” I draw led,m im icking Van H outen. 
 

“W hatan assclow n,” A ugustus said,and ittook all thattim e and m ore justto getus to 
the second floor.Finally the elevator lurched to a halt,and he pushed the m irrored door 
open.W hen itw as half open,he w inced in pain and losthis grip on the door for a second. 

“You okay?” I asked. 
A fter a second,he said,“Yeah,yeah,door’s justheavy,I guess.” H e pushed again and 

gotit open.H e letm e w alk outfirst,of course,butthen I didn’tknow w hich direction to w alk 
dow n the hallw ay,and so I juststood there outside the elevator and he stood there,too,his 
face still contorted, and I said again,“O kay?” 

“Justoutof shape,H azel G race.A ll is w ell.” 

W e w ere juststanding there in the hallw ay,and he w asn’tleading the w ay to his room 

or anything,and I didn’tknow w here his room w as,and as the stalem ate continued,I becam 

e convinced he w as trying to figure outa w ay notto hook up w ith m e,thatI never should 

have suggested the idea in the firstplace,thatitw as unladylike and therefore had disgusted A 

ugustus W aters,w ho w as standing there looking atm e unblinking,trying to think of a w ay to 

extricate him self from the situation politely.A nd then,after forever,he said,“It’s above m y 

knee and itjusttapers a little and then it’s justskin.There’s a nasty scar,butitjustlooks like— ”  

“W hat?” I asked. 
“M y leg,” he said.“Justso you’re prepared in case,I m ean,in case you see itor w hat— ”  
“O h,getover yourself,” I said,and took the tw o steps I needed to getto him .I kissed him 

,hard, pressing him againstthe w all,and I keptkissing him as he fum bled for the room key. 
 

W e craw led into the bed,m y freedom circum scribed som e by the oxygen,buteven so I could 

geton top of him and take his shirtoff and taste the sw eaton the skin below his collarbone as I w 

hispered into his skin,“I love you,A ugustus W aters,” his body relaxing beneath m ine as he heard m 

e say it.H e reached dow n and tried to pull m y shirtoff,butitgottangled in the tube.I laughed. 
 

* * * 

 

“H ow do you do this every day?” he asked as I disentangled m y shirtfrom the tubes.Idiotically,it 

occurred to m e thatm y pink underw ear didn’tm atch m y purple bra,as if boys even notice such 

things. I craw led under the covers and kicked outof m y jeans and socks and then w atched the 

com forter dance as beneath it,A ugustus rem oved firsthis jeans and then his leg. 
 

* * * 

 

W e w ere lying on our backs nextto each other,everything hidden by the covers,and 

after a second I reached over for his thigh and letm y hand trail dow nw ard to the stum 



 

 

p,the thick scarred skin.I held the stum p for a second.H e flinched.“Ithurts?” I asked.  

“N o,” he said. 
H e flipped him self onto his side and kissed m e.“You’re so hot,” I said,m y hand still on his leg. 

“I’m starting to think you have an am putee fetish,” he answ ered,still kissing m e.I laughed.  

“I have an A ugustus W aters fetish,” I explained. 



 

 

The w hole affair w as the precise opposite of w hatI figured itw ould be: slow and patientand 

quiet and neither particularly painful nor particularly ecstatic.There w ere a lotof condom y 

problem s thatI did notgeta particularly good look at.N o headboards w ere broken.N o scream 

ing.H onestly,itw as probably the longesttim e w e’d ever spenttogether w ithouttalking.  
O nly one thing follow ed type: A fterw ard,w hen I had m y face resting againstA ugustus’s chest, 

listening to his heartpound,A ugustus said,“H azel G race,I literally cannotkeep m y eyes open.”  
“M isuse of literality,” I said. 

“N o,” he said.“So.Tired.” 

H is face turned aw ay from m e,m y ear pressed to his chest,listening to his lungs 
settle into the rhythm of sleep.A fter a w hile,I gotup,dressed,found the H otel Filosoof 
stationery,and w rote him a love letter: 
 

D earestA ugustus, 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

yrs, 
 

H azel G race 



 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The nextm orning,our lastfull day in A m sterdam ,M om and A ugustus and I w alked the half block 
from the hotel to the Vondelpark,w here w e found a café in the shadow of the D utch national film  
m useum .O ver lattes— w hich,the w aiter explained to us,the D utch called “w rong coffee” because it 

had m ore m ilk than coffee— w e satin the lacy shade of a huge chestnuttree and recounted for M om 

our encounter w ith the greatPeter Van H outen.W e m ade the story funny.You have a choice in this  

w orld,I believe,abouthow to tell sad stories,and w e m ade the funny choice: A 
ugustus,slum ped in the café chair,pretended to be the tongue-tied,w ord-slurring Van H 
outen w ho could notso m uch as push him self outof his chair;I stood up to play a m e all 
full of bluster and m achism o,shouting,“G et up,you fatugly old m an!” 

“D id you call him ugly?” A ugustus 
asked. “Justgo w ith it,” I told him . 
“I’m nahtuggy.You’re the uggy one,nosetube girl.” 

“You’re a cow ard!” I rum bled,and A ugustus broke character to laugh.I satdow n.W 
e told M om aboutthe A nne Frank H ouse,leaving outthe kissing. 

“D id you go back to chez Van H outen afterw ard?” M om asked. 
A ugustus didn’teven give m e tim e to blush.“N ah,w e justhung outata café.H azel 

am used m e w ith som e Venn diagram hum or.” H e glanced atm e.G od,he w as sexy. 

“Sounds lovely,” she said.“Listen,I’m going to go for a w alk.G ive the tw o of you tim e to 

talk,” she said atG us,an edge in it.“Then m aybe later w e can go for a tour on a canal boat.”  
“U m ,okay?” I said.M om lefta five-euro note under her saucer and then kissed m e on the 

top of the head,w hispering,“I love love love you,” w hich w as tw o m ore loves than usual. 

G us m otioned dow n to the shadow s of the branches intersecting and com 
ing aparton the concrete.“B eautiful,huh?” 

“Yeah,” I said. 
“Such a good m etaphor,” he m 
um bled. “Is itnow ?” I asked. 
“The negative im age of things blow n together and then blow n apart,” he said.B efore us, 

hundreds of people passed,jogging and biking and R ollerblading.A m sterdam w as a city designed 

for m ovem entand activity,a city thatw ould rather nottravel by car,and so inevitably I feltexcluded 

from it.B utG od,w as itbeautiful,the creek carving a path around the huge tree,a heron standing still 

atthe w ater’s edge,searching for a breakfastam id the m illions of elm petals floating in the w ater.  



 

 

B utA ugustus didn’tnotice.H e w as too busy w atching the shadow s m 
ove.Finally,he said,“I could look atthis all day,butw e should go to the hotel.” 

“D o w e have tim e?” I asked. 



 

 

H e sm iled sadly.“If only,” he 

said. “W hat’s w rong?” I asked.  

H e nodded back in the direction of the hotel. 
 

W e w alked in silence,A ugustus a half step in frontof m e.I w as too scared to ask if I had 

reason to be scared.  

So there is this thing called M aslow ’s H ierarchy of N eeds.B asically,this guy A 
braham M aslow becam e fam ous for his theory thatcertain needs m ustbe m etbefore 
you can even have other kinds of needs.Itlooks like this: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

O nce your needs for food and w ater are fulfilled,you m ove up to the nextsetof needs,security, 



 

 

and then the nextand the next,butthe im portantthing is that,according to M aslow ,until 

your physiological needs are satisfied,you can’teven w orry aboutsecurity or social 

needs,letalone “self-actualization,” w hich is w hen you startto,like,m ake artand think 

aboutm orality and quantum physics and stuff.  
A ccording to M aslow ,I w as stuck on the second level of the pyram id,unable to feel 

secure in m y health and therefore unable to reach for love and respectand artand w hatever 

else,w hich is,of course,utter horseshit: The urge to m ake artor contem plate philosophy does 

notgo aw ay w hen you are sick.Those urges justbecom e transfigured by illness.  
M aslow ’s pyram id seem ed to im ply thatI w as less hum an than other people,and 

m ostpeople seem ed to agree w ith him .B utnotA ugustus.I alw ays thoughthe could love 

m e because he’d once been sick.O nly now did itoccur to m e thatm aybe he still w as. 
 

W e arrived in m y room ,the K ierkegaard.I satdow n on the bed expecting him to join m 

e,buthe hunkered dow n in the dusty paisley chair.Thatchair.H ow old w as it? Fifty years? 

I feltthe ball in the base of m y throathardening as I w atched him pull a cigarette from 
his pack and stick itbetw een his lips.H e leaned back and sighed.“Justbefore you w 
entinto the IC U ,I started to feel this ache in m y hip.” 

“N o,” I said.Panic rolled in,pulled m e under. 
H e nodded.“So I w entin for a PET scan.” H e stopped.H e yanked the cigarette outof 

his m outh and clenched his teeth. 
M uch of m y life had been devoted to trying notto cry in frontof people w ho loved m 

e,so I knew w hatA ugustus w as doing.You clench your teeth.You look up.You tell 
yourself thatif they see you cry,itw ill hurtthem ,and you w ill be nothing butA Sadness in 
their lives,and you m ustnotbecom e a m ere sadness,so you w ill notcry,and you say all 
of this to yourself w hile looking up atthe ceiling, and then you sw allow even though your 
throatdoes notw antto close and you look atthe person w ho loves you and sm ile. 

H e flashed his crooked sm ile,then said,“I litup like a C hristm as tree,H azel G 
race.The lining of m y chest,m y lefthip,m y liver,everyw here.” 

Everyw here.Thatw ord hung in the air aw hile.W e both knew w hatitm eant.I gotup,dragging  

m y body and the cartacross carpetthatw as older than A ugustus w ould ever be,and I 
kneltatthe base of the chair and putm y head in his lap and hugged him by the w aist. 

H e w as stroking m y hair.“I’m so sorry,” I said. 
“I’m sorry I didn’ttell you,” he said,his voice calm .“Your m om m ustknow .The 

w ay she looked atm e.M y m om m ust’ve justtold her or som ething.I should’ve told 
you.Itw as stupid. Selfish.” 

I knew w hy he hadn’tsaid anything,of course: the sam e reason I hadn’tw anted him 
to see m e in the IC U .I couldn’tbe m ad athim for even a m om ent,and only now thatI 
loved a grenade did I understand the foolishness of trying to save others from m y ow n 



 

 

im pending fragm entation: I couldn’t unlove A ugustus W aters.A nd I didn’tw antto. 
“It’s notfair,” I said.“It’s justso goddam ned unfair.” 

“The w orld,” he said,“is nota w ish-granting factory,” and then he broke dow n,justfor one m 

om ent,his sob roaring im potentlike a clap of thunder unaccom panied by lightning,the terrible  
ferocity thatam ateurs in the field of suffering m ightm istake for w eakness.Then he pulled m e 

to him and,his face inches from m ine,resolved,“I’ll fightit.I’ll fightitfor you.D on’tyou w orry 

aboutm e, H azel G race.I’m okay.I’ll find a w ay to hang around and annoy you for a long tim e.” 



 

 

I w as crying.B uteven then he w as strong,holding m e tightso thatI could see 

the sinew y m uscles of his arm s w rapped around m e as he said,“I’m sorry.You’ll 

be okay.It’ll be okay.I prom ise,” and sm iled his crooked sm ile.  

H e kissed m y forehead,and then I felthis pow erful chestdeflate justa little.“I 
guess I had a ham artia after all.” 

 

A fter a w hile,I pulled him over to the bed and w e lay there together as he told m e 

they’d started palliative chem o,buthe gave itup to go to A m sterdam ,even though his 

parents w ere furious.They’d tried to stop him rightup until thatm orning,w hen I heard him 

scream ing thathis body belonged to him .“W e could have rescheduled,” I said.  

“N o,w e couldn’thave,” he answ ered.“A nyw ay,itw asn’tw orking.I could tell itw 
asn’t w orking,you know ?” 

I nodded.“It’s justbullshit,the w hole thing,” I said. 
“They’ll try som ething else w hen I gethom e.They’ve alw ays gota new 

idea.” “Yeah,” I said,having been the experim ental pincushion m yself.  

“I kind of conned you into believing you w ere falling in love w ith a healthy person,” 
he said. I shrugged.“I’d have done the sam e to you.” 

“N o,you w ouldn’t’ve,butw e can’tall be as aw esom e as you.” H e kissed m e,then 
grim aced. “D oes ithurt?” I asked. 
“N o.Just.” H e stared atthe ceiling for a long tim e before saying,“I like this w 

orld.I like drinking cham pagne.I like notsm oking.I like the sound of D utch people 
speaking D utch.A nd now ...I don’teven geta battle.I don’tgeta fight.” 

“You getto battle cancer,” I said.“Thatis your battle.A nd you’ll keep fighting,” I told him .I 

hated itw hen people tried to build m e up to prepare for battle,butI did itto him ,anyw ay.“You’ll ... 

you’ll ...live your bestlife today.This is your w ar now .” I despised m yself for the cheesy 
sentim ent, butw hatelse did I have? 

“Som e w ar,” he said dism issively.“W hatam I atw ar w ith? M y cancer.A nd w hatis m y 

cancer? M y cancer is m e.The tum ors are m ade of m e.They’re m ade of m e as surely as m y 

brain and m y heart are m ade of m e.Itis a civil w ar,H azel G race,w ith a predeterm ined w inner.”  
“G us,” I said.I couldn’tsay anything else.H e w as too sm artfor the kinds of solace I could offer. 

“O kay,” he said.B utitw asn’t.A fter a m om ent,he said,“If you go to the R ijksm useum ,w hich I  

really w anted to do— butw ho are w e kidding,neither of us can w alk through a m useum 
.B utanyw ay, I looked atthe collection online before w e left.If you w ere to go,and 
hopefully som eday you w ill, you w ould see a lotof paintings of dead people.You’d see 
Jesus on the cross,and you’d see a dude getting stabbed in the neck,and you’d see 
people dying atsea and in battle and a parade of m artyrs. B utN ot.O ne.Single.C ancer.K 
id.N obody biting itfrom the plague or sm allpox or yellow fever or w hatever,because 
there is no glory in illness.There is no m eaning to it.There is no honor in dying of.” 

A braham M aslow ,I presentto you A ugustus W aters,w hose existential curiosity dw arfed 



 

 

thatof his w ell-fed,w ell-loved,healthy brethren.W hile the m ass of m en w enton leading thoroughly 

unexam ined lives of m onstrous consum ption,A ugustus W aters exam ined the collection of the  

R ijksm useum from afar. 
“W hat?” A ugustus asked after a w hile. 
“N othing,” I said.“I’m just...” I couldn’tfinish the sentence,didn’tknow how to.“I’m 

just very,very fond of you.” 



 

 

H e sm iled w ith half his m outh,his nose inches from m ine.“The feeling is m 

utual.I don’t suppose you can forgetaboutitand treatm e like I’m notdying.”  
“I don’tthink you’re dying,” I said.“I think you’ve justgota touch of cancer.” H e 

sm iled.G allow s hum or.“I’m on a roller coaster thatonly goes up,” he said.  

“A nd itis m y privilege and m y responsibility to ride all the w ay up w ith 
you,” I said. “W ould itbe absolutely ludicrous to try to m ake out?” 

“There is no try,” I said.“There is only do.” 



 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

On the flighthom e,tw enty thousand feetabove clouds thatw ere ten thousand feetabove 
the ground, G us said,“I used to think itw ould be fun to live on a cloud.”  

“Yeah,” I said.“Like itw ould be like one of those inflatable m oonw alk m 
achines,exceptfor alw ays.” 

“B utthen in m iddle school science,M r.M artinez asked w ho am ong us had ever 

fantasized about living in the clouds,and everyone raised their hand.Then M r.M artinez told 

us thatup in the clouds the w ind blew one hundred and fifty m iles an hour and the tem 

perature w as thirty below zero and there w as no oxygen and w e’d all die w ithin seconds.”  

“Sounds like a nice guy.” 

“H e specialized in the m urder of dream s,H azel G race,letm e tell you.You think volcanoes 

are aw esom e? Tell thatto the ten thousand scream ing corpses atPom peii.You still secretly 

believe that there is an elem entof m agic to this w orld? It’s all justsoulless m olecules bouncing 

againsteach other random ly.D o you w orry aboutw ho w ill take care of you if your parents die? 

A s w ell you should, because they w ill be w orm food in the fullness of tim e.”  

“Ignorance is bliss,” I said. 
A flightattendantw alked through the aisle w ith a beverage cart,half w hispering,“D rinks?  

D rinks? D rinks? D rinks?” G us leaned over m e,raising his hand.“C ould w e have som 
e cham pagne, please?” 

“You’re tw enty-one?” she asked dubiously.I conspicuously rearranged the nubbins 
in m y nose. The stew ardess sm iled,then glanced dow n atm y sleeping m other.“She w 
on’tm ind?” she asked of M om . 

“N ah,” I said. 
So she poured cham pagne into tw o plastic cups.C 
ancer Perks. G us and I toasted.“To you,” he said. 
“To you,” I said,touching m y cup to his. 
W e sipped.D im m er stars than w e’d had atO ranjee,butstill good enough to 

drink. “You know ,” G us said to m e,“everything Van H outen said w as true.” 

“M aybe,buthe didn’thave to be such a douche aboutit.I can’tbelieve he im agined a 
future for Sisyphus the H am ster butnotfor A nna’s m om .” 

A ugustus shrugged.H e seem ed to zone outall of a sudden.“O 
kay?” I asked. H e shook his head m icroscopically.“H urts,” he said. 
“C hest?” 



 

 

H e nodded.Fists clenched.Later,he w ould describe itas a one-legged fatm an w earing a stiletto 

heel standing on the m iddle of his chest.I returned m y seat-back tray to its uprightand locked position 



 

 

and bentforw ard to dig pills outof his backpack.H e sw allow ed one w ith cham 

pagne.“O kay?” I asked again. 

G us satthere,pum ping his fist,w aiting for the m edicine to w ork,the m edicine 
thatdid notkill the pain so m uch as distance him from it(and from m e). 

“Itw as like itw as personal,” G us said quietly.“Like he w as m ad atus for som e reason.Van  
H outen,I m ean.” H e drank the restof his cham pagne in a quick series of gulps and soon fell asleep. 

 

M y dad w as w aiting for us in baggage claim ,standing am id all the lim o drivers in suits holding 

signs printed w ith the lastnam es of their passengers: JO H N SO N ,B A R R IN G TO N ,C A R M IC H A EL .D 

ad had a sign of his ow n.M Y B EA U TIFU L FA M ILY ,itread,and then underneath that(A N D G U S). 
 

I hugged him ,and he started crying (of course).A s w e drove hom e,G us and I told D ad stories of 

A m sterdam ,butitw asn’tuntil I w as hom e and hooked up to Philip w atching good ol’A m erican 

television w ith D ad and eating A m erican pizza off napkins on our laps thatI told him aboutG us.  

“G us had a recurrence,” I said. 
“I know ,” he said.H e scooted over tow ard m e,and then added,“H is m om told us before 

the trip.I’m sorry he keptitfrom you.I’m ...I’m sorry,H azel.” I didn’tsay anything for a long tim 

e.The show w e w ere w atching w as aboutpeople w ho are trying to pick w hich house they are 

going to buy. “So I read An Im perial Affliction w hile you guys w ere gone,” D ad said.  

I turned m y head up to him .“O h,cool.W hat’d you think?” 

“Itw as good.A little over m y head.I w as a biochem istry m ajor,rem em ber,nota 
literature guy.I do w ish ithad ended.” 

“Yeah,” I said.“C om m on com plaint.” 

“A lso,itw as a bithopeless,” he said.“A bitdefeatist.” 

“If by defeatistyou m ean honest,then I agree.”  

“I don’tthink defeatism is honest,” D ad answ ered.“I refuse to acceptthat.” 

“So everything happens for a reason and w e’ll all go live in the clouds and play 
harps and live in m ansions?” 

D ad sm iled.H e puta big arm around m e and pulled m e to him ,kissing the side of 
m y head.“I don’tknow w hatI believe,H azel.I thoughtbeing an adultm eantknow ing w 
hatyou believe,butthat has notbeen m y experience.” 

“Yeah,” I said.“O kay.” 

H e told m e again thathe w as sorry aboutG us,and then w e w entback to w atching the show 

,and the people picked a house,and D ad still had his arm around m e,and I w as kinda starting to fall 

asleep,butI didn’tw antto go to bed,and then D ad said,“You know w hatI believe? I rem em ber in 

college I w as taking this m ath class,this really greatm ath class taughtby this tiny old w om an.She  

w as talking aboutfastFourier transform s and she stopped m idsentence and said,‘Som 
etim es itseem s the universe w ants to be noticed.’ 

“That’s w hatI believe.I believe the universe w ants to be noticed.I think the universe is 



 

 

im probably biased tow ard consciousness,thatitrew ards intelligence in partbecause the 
universe enjoys its elegance being observed.A nd w ho am I,living in the m iddle of 
history,to tell the universe thatit— or m y observation of it— is tem porary?” 

“You are fairly sm art,” I said after a w hile. 
“You are fairly good atcom plim ents,” he answ ered. 

 

The nextafternoon,I drove over to G us’s house and ate peanut-butter-and-jelly sandw iches w ith his 



 

 

parents and told them stories aboutA m sterdam w hile G us napped on the living room 

couch,w here w e’d w atched V for Vendetta.I could justsee him from the kitchen: H e lay on 

his back,head turned aw ay from m e,a PIC C line already in.They w ere attacking the 

cancer w ith a new cocktail: tw o chem o drugs and a protein receptor thatthey hoped w ould 

turn off the oncogene in G us’s cancer.H e w as lucky to getenrolled in the trial,they told m 

e.Lucky.I knew one of the drugs.H earing the sound of its nam e m ade m e w antto barf.  

A fter a w hile,Isaac’s m om broughthim over. 
“Isaac,hi,it’s H azel from SupportG roup,notyour evil ex-girlfriend.” H is m om w alked 

him to m e,and I pulled m yself outof the dining room chair and hugged him ,his body 
taking a m om entto find m e before he hugged m e back,hard. 

“H ow w as A m sterdam ?” he 
asked. “Aw esom e,” I said. 
“W aters,” he said.“W here are ya,bro?” 

“H e’s napping,” I said,and m y voice caught.Isaac shook his head,everyone quiet. “Sucks,” 

Isaac said after a second.H is m om w alked him to a chair she’d pulled out.H e sat.  
“I can still dom inate your blind ass atC ounterinsurgence,” A ugustus said w ithoutturning 

tow ard us.The m edicine slow ed his speech a bit,butonly to the speed of regular people. 

“I’m pretty sure all asses are blind,” Isaac answ ered,reaching his hands into the air 

vaguely, looking for his m om .She grabbed him ,pulled him up,and they w alked over to the 

couch,w here G us and Isaac hugged aw kw ardly.“H ow are you feeling?” Isaac asked.  

“Everything tastes like pennies.A side from that,I’m on a roller coaster thatonly goes 
up,kid,” G us answ ered.Isaac laughed.“H ow are the eyes?” 

“O h,excellent,” he said.“I m ean,they’re notin m y head is the only problem .” 

“Aw esom e,yeah,” G us said.“N otto one-up you or anything,butm y body is m 
ade outof cancer.” 

“So I heard,” Isaac said,trying notto letitgetto him .H e fum bled tow ard G us’s hand 
and found only his thigh. 

“I’m taken,” G us said. 
 

Isaac’s m om broughtover tw o dining room chairs,and Isaac and I satdow n nextto G us.I 

took G us’s hand,stroking circles around the space betw een his thum b and forefinger.  

The adults headed dow n to the basem entto com m iserate or w hatever,leaving the 
three of us alone in the living room .A fter a w hile,A ugustus turned his head to us,the w 
aking up slow .“H ow ’s M onica?” he asked. 

“H aven’theard from her once,” Isaac said.“N o cards;no em ails.I gotthis m achine thatreads 

m e m y em ails.It’s aw esom e.I can change the voice’s gender or accentor w hatever.”  
“So I can like send you a porn story and you can have an old G erm an m an read itto you?” 

“Exactly,” Isaac said.“A lthough M om still has to help m e w ith it,so m aybe hold off on the  



 

 

G erm an porno for a w eek or tw o.” 

“She hasn’teven,like,texted you to ask how you’re doing?” I asked.This struck m 
e as an unfathom able injustice. 

“Total radio silence,” Isaac 
said. “R idiculous,” I said. 
“I’ve stopped thinking aboutit.I don’thave tim e to have a girlfriend.I have like a full-

tim e job Learning H ow to B e B lind.” 



 

 

G us turned his head back aw ay from us,staring outthe w indow atthe patio in his 

backyard.H is eyes closed.  

Isaac asked how I w as doing,and I said I w as good,and he told m e there w as a 
new girl in SupportG roup w ith a really hotvoice and he needed m e to go to tell him if 
she w as actually hot. Then outof now here A ugustus said,“You can’tjustnotcontactyour 
form er boyfriend after his eyes getcutoutof his freaking head.” 

“Justone of— ” Isaac started. 
“H azel G race,do you have four dollars?” asked 
G us. “U m ,” I said.“Yes?” 

“Excellent.You’ll find m y leg under the coffee table,” he said.G us pushed him self uprightand 

scooted dow n to the edge of the couch.I handed him the prosthetic;he fastened itin slow m otion.  
I helped him to stand and then offered m y arm to Isaac,guiding him pastfurniture thatsuddenly 

seem ed intrusive,realizing that,for the firsttim e in years,I w as the healthiestperson in the room .  
I drove.A ugustus rode shotgun.Isaac satin the back.W e stopped ata grocery store,w here,per 

A ugustus’s instruction,I boughta dozen eggs w hile he and Isaac w aited in the car.A nd then Isaac 

guided us by his m em ory to M onica’s house,an aggressively sterile,tw o-story house near the JC 

C . M onica’s brightgreen 0000s Pontiac Firebird satfat-w heeled in the drivew ay.  

“Is itthere?” Isaac asked w hen he feltm e com ing to a stop. 
“O h,it’s there,” A ugustus said.“You know w hatitlooks like,Isaac? Itlooks like all the 

hopes w e w ere foolish to hope.” 

“So she’s inside?” 

G us turned his head around slow ly to look atIsaac.“W ho cares w here she is? This is 

notabout her.This is aboutyou.” G us gripped the egg carton in his lap,then opened the door 

and pulled his legs outonto the street.H e opened the door for Isaac,and I w atched through 

the m irror as G us helped Isaac outof the car,the tw o of them leaning on each other atthe 

shoulder then tapering aw ay,like praying hands thatdon’tquite m eetatthe palm s.  

I rolled dow n the w indow s and w atched from the car,because vandalism m ade m 
e nervous. They took a few steps tow ard the car,then G us flipped open the egg carton 
and handed Isaac an egg. Isaac tossed it,m issing the car by a solid forty feet. 

“A little to the left,” G us said. 
“M y throw w as a little to the leftor I need to aim a little to the left?” 

“A im left.” Isaac sw iveled his shoulders.“Lefter,” G us said.Isaac sw iveled again.“Yes. 

Excellent.A nd throw hard.” G us handed him another egg,and Isaac hurled it,the egg arcing 

over the car and sm ashing againstthe slow -sloping roof of the house.“B ull’s-eye!” G us said.  

“R eally?” Isaac asked excitedly. 
“N o,you threw itlike tw enty feetover the car.Just,throw hard,butkeep itlow .A nd a little 

rightof w here you w ere lasttim e.” Isaac reached over and found an egg him self from the 

carton G us cradled.H e tossed it,hitting a taillight.“Yes!” G us said.“Yes! TA ILLIG H T!”  
Isaac reached for another egg,m issed w ide right,then another,m issing low ,then another,hitting 



 

 

the back w indshield.H e then nailed three in a row againstthe trunk.“H azel G race,” G us shouted back 

to m e.“Take a picture of this so Isaac can see itw hen they inventroboteyes.” I pulled m yself up so I w 

as sitting in the rolled-dow n w indow ,m y elbow s on the roof of the car,and snapped a picture  
w ith m y phone: A ugustus,an unlitcigarette in his m outh,his sm ile deliciously crooked,holds the m 

ostly em pty pink egg carton above his head.H is other hand is draped around Isaac’s shoulder,   
w hose sunglasses are turned notquite tow ard the cam era.B ehind them ,egg yolks drip dow n the  
 


