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ProloguePrologue
There’s a hill you have to climb
before you bike over the Golden Gate Bridge.
I did it when I was nine,
and it was so steep,
I wanted to quit right there.

But Dad wouldn’t let me.
“This is all just part of the
experience,” he said.

On the bridge, the wind whipped my hair
across my face.
It made my handlebars
wobble.
And I swear I felt the bridge 
sway.
I wanted to get out of there.

But Dad wouldn’t let me.
“This is a once in a lifetime
opportunity,” he said.

Then halfway across,
the gray sky shifted and the sun broke through.
Light sparkled on the bay
like Christmas lights, glitter, and stained glass.
Beautiful.



2

CancerCancer
Cancer
visits my dad
in all the odd years
of my life,
no matter how much
we close the windows
and lock the doors.
It always finds a way to sneak inside.
It comes with different names,
but it’s still
cancer.
When I was one it was
osteosarcoma.
Three:
colon cancer.
Five: brain.
Seven: colon again.
Nine was new. Testicular.
That’s when I knew for sure
I’d be an only child—
the lone daughter.
Though we always knew
since the second round of chemo—
it would forever be
just me,
Mom,
Dad,
and cancer.
Always cancer.
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So today,
my last day of eleven,
this odd year,
when I walk in the door
and see Mom and Dad
sitting on the couch,
I can tell
cancer is sitting there, too.
It has
its own cushion,
its own sigh,
its own way of saying,
“Cass,
we need to talk.”
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I Didn’t Even KnowI Didn’t Even Know
I didn’t even know Dad was sick,
or thought he was sick,
or felt something.
However a diagnosis starts.
I rack my brain
wondering
if I missed the signs.
Long glances at the dinner table?
Whispered conversations
behind closed doors?
That sticky feeling
between two people who are
keeping a secret together—
away from me.
But all I remember is
folding
paper cranes for an hour with Jayla.
Catching
that perfect pop fly at baseball.
Riding 
past the park with the wind in my face,
my hair
whipping past my ears.
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QuestionsQuestions
There are questions
people ask
when you say the word.
Cancer.
Asked so many times
that if questions could cause tumors,
my dad would be dead by now.
Where?
What stage?
How long does he have?
They don’t realize
that answering
is like chemo.
The question is gone,
but we’re still poisoned.
The answers are the tricky,
never sure,
knock-on-wood kind
anyway.
There are only two
truly important questions.
So I ask.
“What about baseball?”
Mom sighs.
“I don’t think . . .”
She stops.
“I mean,
your season’s almost over anyway.”
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“Four-fifths,”
I say,
picking
at my sleeve.
“It’s four-fifths of the way over.
Can’t I at least go
until Dad starts treatment?”
Mom sighs again, then says,
“Practice is tomorrow,
but we have meetings with the doctors all day,
plus it’s your birthday.
Then Dad has to get blood tests
on Saturday.
They’re scheduled during your game.
I’m sorry, Cass.
I already called your coach.”
Her decision lands at my feet
like a missed catch,
just lying on the ground between us.
I want to pick it up.
Try throwing it again.
But instead I ask
the second important question.
“Will we miss the World Series?”
“Never,” says Dad,
cracking a grin at the thought.
Finally an answer I want.
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BaseballBaseball
I never wanted to play baseball.
Not before Dad took me outside.
Put the glove on my hand,
showed me how to hold it high above my head.
A gentle toss.
Ball on the ground.
Over and over.
“Can we be done now?” I whined.
“Keep your eye on the ball.”
That’s all he said.
And then finally.
One moment,
eyes up,
the thunk
of my first catch.
I’ve been hooked ever since.
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The World SeriesThe World Series
Dad writes a blog
that lots of people read.
About
cancer
and family
and life—and
cancer.
I don’t know why,
but people like reading about it.
About being sick.
When I was four,
he wrote about how fighting
a disease
is like baseball.
Everybody loved it.
They loved it so much,
they sent our family to the World Series.
Just me, Mom, and Dad.
I guess it’s not only little kids
who have big wishes that get granted.

Dan’s Tires,
the place Dad worked all through college,
remembered him
and promised
to send us every year for the rest of Dad’s life.
They probably thought that would be
only a few years.
Now we’ve been
eight times.
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Eight times sitting in a stadium.
Eight times eating nachos.
Eight times cheering for the underdog (like us).
Eight times sitting by my dad.

There’s nothing much better than watching a game
next to someone who’s supposed to be dead,
but instead he’s singing
“Take Me Out to the Ball Game.”
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Tick TockTick Tock
Mom and Dad lean forward on the couch. 
Watching me.
As if they’re waiting for me to say something else.
Something more.
But what is there to say?
We’ve been through this before.
It always turns out okay.
It may be hard
and lonely
and scary,
but
Dad will be okay.
Right?

The clock on the wall echoes
the chant in my head.

Tick. Tock.
Tick. Tock.

O. Kay.
O. Kay.

Base. Ball.
Base. Ball.
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Mom’s SmileMom’s Smile
Her smile is worn thin,
wrinkled around the corners,
and glued on.
A paper smile.
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Can I Go?Can I Go?
I jump up from my chair.
Need to leave.
Need to get out.
Get away
from cancer and its smirking smile.
The clock
ticking away my questions.
Over and over.
Mom and Dad watching me,
waiting for
what?
“I just need . . . some alone time.”

Mom frowns.
“I thought we’d have some family time—”
Dad interrupts her.
“Let her go.
She’ll be getting plenty of family time
soon enough.”
I rocket out of there
faster than
a major-league pitch.
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Under the Flowering CherryUnder the Flowering Cherry
The cherry tree in the park across the street
begins the spring
pink,
fluffy,
flowered.
Turns green in summer.
Blazes out in fall—
deep red,
almost purple.
Maroon.
They’re dark green now—
the leaves.
I lie beneath them,
thinking.
I used to search for fairies here.
Now I come
to fold little paper birds
like the ones I see in the branches.
Fold,
unfold,
crease,
bend,
pray.

Until a robin appears—
from my prayer
and a paper square.
And I wonder
for just a second
where I would go if I had wings.
Somewhere far, far away.
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Venice?
Ukraine?
Or maybe close by.
Baseball practice?
My games?
If I had wings . . .

I feel a kick on the sole of my shoe.
Look up.
It’s Dad.
He hands me a glove.
Says, “Let’s go.”
And we do.
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For BaseballFor Baseball
Th  ball

zooms between us
saying so much

that words can’t.
Like a song,

a meditation,
a daydream,

a chant.
Sunset falls,

the field goes dark.
We wait for a moment 

till the lights turn on with a spark.

Dad smiles at me, throws,
and then calls.

It’s never too late.
    It’s never too late.

It’s never too late
for baseball.
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The PitchThe Pitch
We lie on the grass.
Gloves off,
stars above us,
mosquitoes biting through our clothes.
Dad goes first,
like he always does with this tradition.
“So, Cass,” he says.
“Tell me something I don’t know.”
I let the air in my lungs out
slowly,
like a long, low
hisssss.
A ball deflating.
I’m winding up
to pitch Dad the idea that’s
rolling around in my brain.
“I’m going to be twelve tomorrow.”
“I already know that,” Dad says.
“I think that’s old enough
for me to get myself
to baseball practice.”
Dad rolls onto his side.
The grass quietly rustles beneath him.
“What do you mean?”
The ball releases from my hand.

It’s in the air.
No turning back.



17

“I mean,
the field is only
seven blocks away.
Sidewalks the whole way.
Protected crossings.
I know how to do it.
I can get there on my bike
in like
ten minutes.
Tops.
I’m . . .
I’m not a baby anymore.
I can do it.”
Dad lets out a sound:
sssshhhhheeewwww.
I wait.
Wait to see if my ball connects with a bat.

Wait to hear what he’ll say back.
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The ReplyThe Reply
Finally he whispers,
“You’re right.”
“Really?”
I sit up so fast,
my head gets dizzy.
“Absolutely,” says Dad.
“You should get to finish your season.
You shouldn’t have to quit because of
Your dumb ol’ dad.”
“You’re not dumb.” 
He smiles.
A sad smile.
“This body of mine sure is.”
I don’t say anything about that.
But when he stands up,
I squeeze him hard around the middle.
“Thank you,
thank you,
thank you!”
He hugs me back.
Chuckles.
Then says,
“Let me break the news to your mom, all right?”
On our way back home,
I finish the tradition.
“Hey, Dad.
Tell me something I don’t know.”
He stops right in front of
our apartment door.
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Puts his hands on 
my shoulders and says,
“Cass,
everything’s going to be okay.”
The words are like flashlight beams 
in the darkness.
I smile.
“I already knew that.”
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Group EmailGroup Email
I pull out my laptop and start typing
a quick email.
Nothing too long
or dramatic.
Keep it short and breezy.
Hey guys,
Looks like I’ll be back at group therapy soon.
Anything exciting happen while I was away?

I close the computer
and wish
Blaine’s mom would let him have a phone.
Texting would be so much easier.
I imagine Blaine,
Elena,
and Jazz reading my message,
knowing how they’ll reply.

With something short,
funny,
and without an ounce of pity.
When parents have had cancer
as long as ours,
there’s not a drop of that
left.
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Family Home EveningFamily Home Evening
It’s Monday, which means
Family Home Evening.
Dad opens the scriptures—
the blue book with gold writing on the cover—
and reads the same story he always reads
when cancer comes to visit.
The one about the three boys,
the king,
and the furnace of fire.
They believed God would save them, and then said,
“But if not.”
I don’t know why Dad likes that part so much.
How can he love a scripture that says
God might not save you?
He closes the book and smiles.
Mom shakes her heads and says,
“I’m so grateful we have the chance to fight this,
to grow our faith,
and draw closer together.”

I think Mom would say that even in front 
of a real fiery furnace.

Me?
I’d ask for a fire extinguisher.
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I WaitI Wait
I wait
for Dad to give my pitch to Mom.
I figure he’ll lob it to her
slow,
underhand,
nice and easy.
But he never says anything about it.
Not one thing.
Maybe he’ll mention it
when I’m in bed
and can’t hear.
Or maybe he’ll forget.
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Text to JaylaText to Jayla
Jayla is my best friend.
And every night
as we get ready for bed,
we send a message.
Want to try Berlin tonight?
I pull up Google Earth.

What street?
Hinter der Katholischen Birche.
I find it.

By the domed cathedral?
Yes.

There’s a lot of trailers parked around it.  
It’s under construction.

That way we won’t end up at any old cathedral.
I’ll meet you there tonight.

Jayla and I like to think that if we concentrate
before we fall asleep,
we can meet in the same spot
in our dreams.
It hasn’t worked yet.
But you never know.
It might.
We can’t leave home yet—
can’t fly away—
but in our dreams . . .

and one day for real.
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ShakespeareShakespeare
Dad reads me poetry
before I go to sleep.
He calls it bonding.
Mom calls it language arts.
He used to read Shel Silverstein.
But a few months ago,
he said it was time to move to harder stuff.
Lately it’s Shakespeare.

Like as the waves make towards the pebbl’d shore,
So do our minutes hasten to their end.

I tell Dad I don’t like this one.
“Just let it finish, Cass,” he replies.
“Give the bard a chance.
You know I’ll explain it to you.”
But I don’t need Dad to explain.
“Please, Dad. Just Shel Silverstein tonight.”
He sighs.
Reads me “Hug of War.”
Which means, of course,
we have one too.
Mom even joins in,
though she says she’s not on either team.
We laugh,
pull away.
Mom lights a candle.
Sings.
Tells me to pray.
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My Dad Is a CandleMy Dad Is a Candle
Some people believe every life
is a flame.
A candle waiting to be 
snuffed out.
If my dad is a candle,
I think he’s a trick one.
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My Fourth World SeriesMy Fourth World Series
We sat in a foul ball area.
Mitts out,
eyes open,
breath held.
The balls fell into the bleachers,
and the people
zoomed to get them.
I worried.
What if I wasn’t fast enough?
Got hit in the head?
It never happened,
but every time I heard the
CRACK!
of a bat,
I covered my eyes anyway.
Until Dad pried my hands
off my face
and said,
“If you’re scared the whole time, Cass,
you’ll miss the best parts.”
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TwelveTwelve
Today I am twelve.
It’s an important number.
Twelve.
Twelve eggs in a dozen.
Twelve apostles.
Twelve tribes of Israel.
Twelve inches in a foot.
Twelve hours on a clock.
Twelve months in a year.
Twelve years in my life.
In Scotland, I could write my own will.
If I were Jewish, I’d have a bat mitzvah.
It’s the last year before I’m a teen.
And the first year I can have pierced ears,
wear lip gloss,
and ride the train all by myself.
It’s why I’ve moved out of Primary
and into Young Women’s at church,
with the older girls who wear
makeup that’s too grown-up for me,
shoes that are too tall for me,
and bras that I don’t think I’ll ever really need.

It’s an important number.
Twelve.
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Check My PhoneCheck My Phone
It’s so early, but
there’s already a text
from Jayla.
Happy Birthday! Did you know in China you’re 
supposed to eat really long noodles? And slurp 
them up the way my mom hates! Maybe we should 
go to China.

Jayla and I are planning a trip.
The day we’re both eighteen,
we’ll hop on a plane
and get the heck out of here,
as Jayla likes to say.
Jayla really wants to go to Africa.
She wants to get back 
to her family’s roots.
I’ve been pushing for Asia for at least  
a month, though.
So I text back.

That’s what I’ve been CHINA tell you.

Get it?
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Birthday TraditionsBirthday Traditions
Every year on my birthday,
Mom puts up streamers
and a cascade of balloons that fall from my door 
like a waterfall.
But today there is none of that.
Only scurrying like mice,
opening cupboards for breakfast,
and cancer
sitting on a stool next to Dad.
“Happy birthday,” says Dad.
“You get to go to the hospital.”
I try to smile.
“Just what I always wanted.”
He squeezes my shoulder.
Whispers, “I’m so sorry.”

Mom rushes in,
“Cass, I’m so sorry. 
With everything that happened yesterday,
I forgot all about balloons.
But tonight we’ll celebrate.
Sound good?”
I nod,
check my phone,
mess with a loose thread.
Anything to not look
cancer
in the face.

Because it’s smiling at me,
the way it always does when it ruins something.
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PackingPacking
I pack my backpack
with books and my baseball glove
and cleats. Just in case
Dad never asks Mom. And I
have to do this on my own.
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Email from ElenaEmail from Elena
It comes in right
before we leave.
Surprise, surprise.
You just couldn’t stand
not being one of the cool kids.
Could you?
As far as anything new at therapy. . .
nobody’s mom has died for like
four months.
So that’s different. 
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Hope CircleHope Circle
The road in front of the hospital
is called Hope Circle.
It sounds nice when you first see the sign.
Hope.
It makes your insides feel like toasted 
marshmallows.
But then you read
the second word.
Circle.
A circle never ends.
You always come back
to where you started.
So I don’t see how they can call this circle
Hope 
when we keep coming back to the very place
we never want to see
again.
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In the Parking GarageIn the Parking Garage
Dad stands
with his hands
on the car.
“I just need to breathe,” he says,
“before I walk back in there.”
Mom and I understand.
We need to breathe too.
So
we wait
till he’s ready.
Finally he whispers,
“Once more unto the breach.”

And we go.
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Old FriendsOld Friends
The hospital is filled
with old friends.
They know us by name,
wave us through,
comment on how tall I’ve grown.
They pat Dad on the back and say,
“I was hoping I’d never see you again.”
Dad doesn’t laugh.
He just says, “Me too.”
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Nurse HeatherNurse Heather
Nurse Heather
walks along
with white shoes,
purple scrubs,
ponytail.
She sees me,
wipes her eyes,
walks over,
pulls me in,
holds me tight,
squeezes hard,
whispers low,
“I have lunch
in an hour.
Meet you there.”
Then she lets go.
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My Sixth World SeriesMy Sixth World Series
Outfield,
right field,
center field.
Doesn’t matter.
These were the worst seats ever.
We watched the game on a screen.
“Might as well be at home,”
I complained.
Until
Dad took me to get garlic fries
at the stand right below our seats
with hardly any line.
Those were the best fries I’ve ever eaten.

“See?” Dad said. “There’s something good  
in every situation.”
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Text from JaylaText from Jayla
We could go to Vietnam.
Everyone there celebrates their birthday
on the same day.
We would be twins!
I smile as I walk 
down the sparkling clean halls,
machines beeping in every room.

That sounds like Syrias fun.
Jayla texts back.
Okay, that was Nepal-ing.
I laugh,
then remember where I am.
Put my phone
and my smile
away.



38

Email from JazzEmail from Jazz
u can run,
but u can’t hide.
#CancerKidsForLife 
haha but srsly.
have we tried
running
or hiding yet?
it might help.
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BooksBooks
I always bring books to the hospital.
Books for fun with broken spines
from reading over and over.
Books for studying
whatever I feel like learning.
Books to read in one sitting.
Books to savor.
Books to keep me from having
to talk to anyone I don’t know.
Books to keep me from hearing
what the oncologists say.
Today it’s The Vanderbeekers
with pages falling out.
But the doctor is talking, and
I can’t stop listening.
No matter what Isa or Jessie says,
the doctor’s words are louder.
Treatment plan.
Chemo.
Radiation.
Genetic testing.
Mom cries,
“What?”
and looks at me.
Cancer laughs,
and I close the book.
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Why Cancer’s Always HereWhy Cancer’s Always Here
I lean forward in my chair.
The doctor notices I’m listening.
“Your father has a gene,” he says.
“Or really, he lacks a gene. It’s mutated.”
He wipes sweat from his forehead
and continues to
explain
until it’s finally clear
why cancer’s always here.
Dad’s body doesn’t know
how to close the windows,
lock the doors—
tell cancer to bug off.
That’s why it moves in every other year,
makes itself at home.
Blows, and blows, and blows
at Dad’s little flame.
“I have some pamphlets,” the doctor says.
He pushes a gray-and-green one at my dad
and one with elephants on the front
toward me.

But I am not a baby
who needs elephants to tell me
why my dad is always
almost
dying.

“There is something else,” says the doctor.
“Something I should speak to you about
in private.”
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In PrivateIn Private
When grown-ups say
“in private”
and shoo you out the door,
it can mean one of three things.

1. They are talking about something scary.
2. They are making decisions they don’t want you  

to know about.
3. They are talking about you.

My hand slips on the doorknob
as I let myself out,
because I think
this time
it might be all three
at once.
And if it is,
I should get to stay.
I look back
one last time.
They all smile and nod me toward the door.
Get out of here, they’re thinking.
You’re too young.
I spy another one of the 
pamphlets
the doctor gave my dad
and sneak it into my backpack on the way out.

I am not a baby.
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Outside the OfficeOutside the Office
I sit on the bench across the hall
and toss the elephant pamphlet
to the ground.
Whatever the doctor is telling my parents,
it won’t be found
in something that doubles as a coloring book.
I pull out the gray-and-green one
and begin reading.

There are a lot of big words.
But I understand most of it.
Dad hasn’t been reading me
Shakespeare
for nothing.

It talks about genes.
(The p53 gene.)
And mutations.
(There’s something called Li-Fraumeni syndrome.)
And a test that shows if you are  
positive or negative for it.
(Dad tested positive.)

And lots and lots of numbers.

The odds of having the gene.
(One in twenty thousand.)
The risk of women with the gene getting cancer 
before the age of thirty.
(Fifty percent.)
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The risk for men.
(Twenty percent.)

My dad must have
terrible,
awful
luck.

And then one paragraph stops me.
I have to read it
again.
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What It SaysWhat It Says
The mutated gene is autosomal dominant.
Fifty percent of children born to parents with  
Li-Fraumeni syndrome will also have the mutation.

I have to read it again. Because I think,
It’s talking about me.
Children born to parents with Li-Fraumeni.
My dad has Li-Fraumeni—
the doctor says he does—
so I
am a child born to a parent
with Li-Fraumeni.
Fifty percent
of children
like me
will also have the mutation.
The mutation is . . .
The gene is . . .
Li-Fraumeni is . . .
I press the pamphlet to my chest
to try to slow my heart’s sharp
beating.

Fifty percent of girls with Li-Fraumeni syndrome
will be diagnosed with cancer
by the time they’re thirty.

Fifty percent.

Fifty percent.
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Thirty.

When my mom was thirty,
I was five.

When I’m thirty I’m . . .

             . . . supposed to have flown             away

and come back
and flown away some more.

Fifty percent.
Fifty percent.
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50/5050/50
50/50

works for
a lot of things.

Coins.
Babies.

Odd numbers.
But I am none of those.

I’m just a girl
with a dad who is unlucky.

It’s a fifty-fifty chance
that I’m unlucky, too.

And suddenly,
  I’m split
  in two.
 Positive. Negative.

With the gene. Without the gene.
 Cancer. Health.

Traveler. Invalid.
Two  futures.

Two  paths.
    Two of

me.
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Author’s NoteAuthor’s Note
The events in this book are truer than I would like them  
to be. The genetic condition Cass’s dad has is real. It is called 
Li-Fraumeni syndrome, and it is passed down through 
families and demolishes them. Scientists used to think that 
only four hundred families worldwide had this rare condition. 
But with more genetic testing, they now think that somewhere 
between one in five thousand families and one in twenty 
thousand families has the condition. Half the people with Li-
Fraumeni syndrome develop cancer before the age of forty and 
battle it off and on for the rest of their lives. Some studies have 
found women with LFS have a 50 percent chance of cancer by 
age thirty due to their increased risk of breast cancer.

That is not the only true part of this book. Elephants really 
do have twenty copies of the p53 gene, the very gene that is 
mutated in people with Li-Fraumeni syndrome. A doctor, 
scientist, and researcher named Dr. Joshua Schiffman studies 
elephants at the Hogle Zoo in Salt Lake City, Utah, and at the 
Center for Elephant Conservation in Polk City, Florida, to 
try to discover the secrets of elephant DNA and how it might 
help humans. The work he does is important to all those who 
suffer from Li-Fraumeni syndrome.

Other parts of this story are based on actual places, 
people, and elephants. My brother-in-law Chris Greenman 
had Li-Fraumeni syndrome, and he died in 2017 from 
osteosarcoma. He battled it for two years with my sister 
and my niece (who also has the gene) by his side. Many of 
the poems in this story are based on pictures and moments 
and words they said. Too many. Chris received treatment at 
the Huntsman Cancer Institute in Salt Lake City. The road 
outside the institute is called “Circle of Hope.” The Hogle Zoo 
in Salt Lake City really was home to the oldest elephant in 
North America. Her name was Dari. She died in 2015 and had 
the most beautiful orange eyes. Just like a sunset during  
a forest fire.

And of course all the books Cass checks out are real.  
The poems her dad reads are real. The science that Alex 
spouts is real.

And life is real. It really is. And it’s beautiful.
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Cass’s father has had cancer in all the odd years of her life. On her last 
day of being eleven, it’s back. Cass and her parents haven’t let cancer 
stop them from having a good life—full of love and poems and one 
annual World Series game. But then Cass overhears the doctor say that 
she has a 50 percent chance of inheriting her dad’s genetic mutation, 
Li-Fraumeni syndrome. There’s a test Cass can take that will tell her for 
sure. But would it be better not to know? And could the research with 
elephants and their cancer-fighting genes make a difference? When it 
turns out that Dad’s cancer is worse this time, Cass is determined to 
find a way for one more trip to the World Series.

Amanda Rawson Hill has always loved poetry. The Hope of Elephants is based  
on an inherited genetic syndrome that affects members of Amanda’s family. She  
is the author of You’ll Find Me and The Three Rules of Everyday Magic. Amanda 
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An inspiring middle-grade verse novel about baseball, family,  
and cancer for fans of Lisa Fipps's Starfish.

I’m just a girl 
with a dad who is unlucky. 
It’s a fifty-fifty chance 
that I’m unlucky, too.
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