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For my brother, SJL
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Prologue

WHEN I WAS SIX, Grandma McCullough told me this story:

Once upon a time, there was a girl made of gravity.

Both of her feet were firmly planted on the ground.

Everywhere she went, she carried her heart around with her in a metal cage. It was comfortable there.

Her parents were made of gravity too, and they liked to keep her close, to keep her safe, everyone with their heart locked in their cage.

The little girl was mostly happy. She liked the garden behind her house with its red and yellow flowers, and having ice cream with her parents on special occasions. Sometimes she felt a little lonely, but then she’d take a walk in the woods and put her bare feet in the creek, or she’d lie on the grass and look at the clouds.

One night, in the middle of the night, the little girl heard a noise outside. When she looked out the window, she saw another little girl hovering in the air, one of her wings caught in the branches of the oak tree outside her window.

A helium person!

The gravity girl’s parents had told her about the helium people. They came out at night and flew through the clouds and soared among the stars. They had wings made of moonlight, and their hearts lived outside of them.

(“What does that mean, ‘lived outside of them’?” I asked Grandma McCullough.

She clenched her hand in a fist and pounded her chest. “Their hearts are free on the outside! Not safe in a cage!” She stomped her Velcro sneakers against the foot guards in her wheelchair, her cancer-stale breath hot, her big eyes wild.)

“The helium people are reckless,” the little girl’s dad had said.

“Their hearts could fly away at any moment,” her mom had said.

The little girl worried about the helium people, that they’d steal her from the ground, that she’d lose her heart.

But right then, the helium girl in the tree seemed more sad than scary.

“Will you please help me?” the helium girl cried. “I’m stuck here.”

The gravity girl nodded and snuck outside. She climbed up the tree carefully, using all the gravity in her to make sure she stayed steady against the limbs.

She drew nearer to the helium girl.

She was close enough to see her eyelashes, as delicate as a spider’s web.

She was close enough to see her eyes, all the colors of the sky.

“Hello,” the helium girl whispered, fear making her voice shake.

“Hello,” the gravity girl whispered back.

And then, with one arm clasped around the tree trunk for balance, the gravity girl gently shook the branch holding the helium girl’s wing, setting a flutter of green leaves falling, the caught wing moving free.

The gravity girl climbed back down to the ground as the helium girl fluttered above her.

“I wish we could be friends,” the helium girl said. “Would you like to visit the sky with me?”

“It’s not safe,” the gravity girl said, and held up her cage. “I don’t want to lose my heart.”

“But I’ll make sure you’re safe,” the helium girl said. “Plus, the sky is the most beautiful thing you’ll ever see! You can sleep on the clouds and touch the stars. We can be best friends!”

The gravity girl wondered what it would be like to take a nap on a cloud. She secretly wished she could keep a star in her pocket. She had always wanted a best friend.

So she nodded, and the helium girl took her hand.

“All you have to do is close your eyes, then jump up. You’ll be able to fly too.”

“But I don’t have any helium in me.”

“Everyone does. They just don’t know it yet. Trust me.”

So the gravity girl scrunched her eyes shut, but it was scary not being able to see the ground. When she tried to jump up, her legs simply wouldn’t move. All she could think about was falling, not flying.

“I’m too scared,” she whispered. “Something bad might happen.”

“Something good might happen too!” the helium girl insisted. “You just have to trust me.”

The gravity girl was too scared to change. It was much easier to believe there was no helium in her heart. It was much easier to believe she would fall.

But she didn’t want to lose her new friend.

“You should stay here. With me. It’s safer,” she said. And she began to pull the helium girl toward her.

“I don’t want to,” the helium girl said.

The gravity girl tugged at her new friend even harder.

“Please let go,” the helium girl cried as she began to resist, her heart straining, her wings aching to fly free.

The gravity girl could feel her hold on the helium girl beginning to slip, so she stretched out her other hand to grab tight, dropping her cage on the ground, her heart tumbling out onto the dirt.

She left it there, refusing to let go.

The helium girl’s wings began to wilt, and her heart got smaller and smaller in its sadness.

But still the gravity girl didn’t let go.

And so they stayed, heartsick and lost, both of them stuck in the in-between place for the rest of their days.

The end.

(“What’s the in-between place?” I asked, unable to stop myself.

“No place for anyone to live, that’s for sure,” Grandma McCullough said.

I wasn’t so sure. Thanks to my copy of The Big Book of Greek Myths, I knew what happened to kids who flew too close to the sun. The in-between place sounded a lot better.)

I remember telling Charlie this story later, how he wrinkled his nose, like I had just served up a plate of lima beans.

“Why didn’t she just let go?”

“Because flying isn’t safe!” I said, trying to convey the same amount of authority as Grandma McCullough.

But he seemed unmoved, which in retrospect isn’t surprising.

Charlie’s always been the one who wants to fly.

I’m the one who won’t let go.
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One

I CLEAR MY THROAT, one hand white-knuckling the edge of the podium, the other at my side, and remind myself I’m almost done. And it has gone perfectly—my voice clear, not too fast, not too slow, pauses just right.

I’ve practiced this end part so much, my body is on autopilot now. I hear the words come out of my mouth independently of me actually reading the typed pages: “And so, my fellow graduates, in conclusion, I leave you today with the immortal words of Lord Alfred Tennyson from his poem ‘Ulysses.’ ”

And then, like habit, like breath, I look for Charlie, eyes darting to the row where he should be sitting.

I only see Christine Miller, intently focused on searching for split ends in her platinum-blond hair, legs crossed, impatiently tapping one stabby-looking high heel in front of her.

My eyes scan the crowd.

I meet Em’s eyes, her wild blond hair a beacon amid blown-out highlighted waves, as she tugs at her necklace, smiling at me. Next to her, her cousin Matty gives me a reassuring thumbs-up.

No Charlie.

To the side, my parents. Dad—his grin so big, it looks like his whole body is in on the smile—and next to him, Mom, her love quieter, a low-level steady recurring pulse of warmth.

I still don’t see my brother.

Principal Taylor clears her throat from behind me, and I realize my pause is too long.

“Lord Alfred Tennyson from his poem ‘Ulysses,’ ” I repeat, trying to recapture my momentum.

But it’s like someone’s unplugged my speech, the words flickering to a black screen.

I can’t believe Charlie’s not here. I can’t believe he didn’t come at all.

I feel my grip sliding, my bottom right eyelid starting to twitch. I glance down at my one hand on the podium, and I’m not sure it’s connected to me, that it’s even mine anymore, and I miss it.

“Parker?” Principal Taylor says from behind me, touching my elbow, and I realize everyone’s waiting for me, that anyone who wasn’t paying attention before certainly is now.

“Sorry,” I say, shaking my head and looking up, putting on a smile that isn’t really mine.

“And so, my fellow graduates, in conclusion, I leave you today with the immortal words of Lord Alfred Tennyson from his poem ‘Ulysses.’ ”

My finger shakes slightly as I trace the typed pages in front of me, and my bottom right eyelid is still twitching, but I force my voice to be steady, reminding myself I worked hard for this moment, that it’s all mine.

“Though

We are not now that strength which in old days

Moved earth and heaven, that which we are, we are,

One equal temper of heroic hearts,

Made weak by time and fate, but strong in will

To strive, to seek, to find—”

And then, when I’m within four words of being done, a loud “Vroom vroom!” bursts into the air from the left side of the auditorium.

It stills everyone and everything, even me.

I see her: a dark-haired little girl, squatting in the aisle, gleefully running a toy car around on the floor.

The whole crowd shifts like they’re waking up, adults smiling, people from my class laughing.

An older woman leans into the aisle, jerks the child’s arm, and shushes her.

The little girl starts to cry, a wail echoing through the auditorium, and a man—probably her dad—scoops her up, heads toward the exit.

I stop, close my eyes, listen as the cry gets fainter.

In front of me, there are 233 fellow seniors in bright-red polyester gowns, and I don’t have anything real to say to them—not anything they care about, not anything that’s mine.

I’m just quoting some words from a dead white guy.

I wish I had something of my own to say. Something totally new—words that no one in the entire history of the world has ever said before, a sentiment that is totally and perfectly and particularly mine.

But I wouldn’t even know where to begin.

I open my eyes and finally see him, right under the exit sign.

Charlie.

My twin, my other half, cohabitant of our mom’s womb, older by six and a half minutes, the person in the world whose DNA is the closest to mine.

Except my blood cells have always been orderly, behaved, healthy.

The light makes the brown fuzz of his newly grown-in hair look even softer.

He’s leaning against the wall, arms crossed over his chest, legs forever too long for whatever space he’s in, his face unreadable from where I’m standing, and I wonder when we lost each other.

“ ‘—And not to yield’?” I finally say, making it a question.

There’s an excruciating silence, everyone waiting because they’re not sure it’s the end of the speech—who ends an inspiring poem with a question? Tennyson didn’t, that’s for sure—but then Emerson starts clapping like she thinks I’m Oprah Winfrey and the Dalai Lama all in one, and then more people join in, and I step back, let out a long exhale, finishing up quite possibly the worst conclusion to a valedictorian speech in the history of valedictorian speeches.

Principal Taylor steps to the podium and thanks me, and I smile hard, because right now my teeth have a mind of their own and if I don’t, I’m pretty sure they’ll start chattering and never stop.

Sitting on a folding chair on the side of the stage, I tighten my hands in my lap, listening to Principal Taylor talking about this year’s class of graduates—all the scholarships we’ve won, all the marvelous places we’re going, the incredible adults we’re becoming.

I pretend to listen, but really I’m promising myself that if I see Charlie again, everything—this summer, college, med school, my life—will be okay.

When I look back at the exit sign, he’s gone.
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Two

CHARLIE’S BEEN LEAVING ME behind since we were born.

He was the first out of the womb, a full six and a half minutes before me, a fact he never tires of pointing out.

According to our parents, he learned how to crawl a good month before me, while I remained stuck in tummy-time limbo, red-faced and furious, my fists clenching emptily in space trying to pull him back.

He was the first to learn how to walk, to utter “Da” and “Ma” and “cat,” to lose a tooth (the front bottom one, earning him five dollars from the tooth fairy and plunging me into a frantic tooth-wiggling campaign of my own).

In fact, my earliest memory is of him leaving me. I don’t know how old we were or where we were, other than old enough to walk and outside—a freshly mowed green lawn beneath my feet, the sun shining hard and yellow above us.

The memory is like a short home video.

First, an image of Charlie’s back as he runs. He’s wearing a red-and-blue striped shirt, gray sweatpants, and gym shoes, his thick, dark curls wild.

I can’t keep up.

I know this because I can never keep up with him.

That doesn’t stop me from trying.

I call out his name once and then again, my feet pushing on the ground, arms pumping faster, like I can catapult myself into supersonic flight, but instead Charlie gets farther and farther away, while I get a cramp in my side from running so hard.

And then I can’t see him anymore. He’s too far gone.

Right then, the sense of having lost something is so enormous and unbearable that I press my palms to my eyes, making sun spots dance in my vision, trying not to cry.

But here’s the thing: Charlie comes back for me.

After a few seconds, I sense him rather than see him in front of me. I imagine him squatting down and resting on his calves, waiting for me to open my eyes.

“Parker,” he says. “Why are you crying? I got you.”

And without even needing to open my eyes, I know in the deepest parts of me that he does, because Charlie always comes back for me.

These days, I wonder if I made up the entire memory.

These days, I have moments when I see my brother and he’s so impenetrable, so far away, that even his physical appearance has become unfamiliar, like I’m passing him on the street for the first time, noting his lanky frame, the way his ears stick out a little, how it’s possible for brown eyes to burn.

He’s become a stranger.

Mom insists it’s just a phase, that our very natures are inseparable, that we’ll always come back to each other.

For proof, she pulls out her old sonogram pictures, the ones that show Charlie and me curled around each other like a pair of opposing quotation marks in her stomach. “That’s the thing about being twins: You’ll always have each other. Always.”

Dad says that before we learned to talk, we had our own language, speaking to each other in a strange mix of consonants and vowels no one else understood, that sometimes we were downright creepy: these two small people who came from them but clearly occupied a separate world.

When Charlie and I bicker now, Mom brings up the day in preschool I stayed home with the flu. I cried the whole morning—not because I felt sick, but because my brother wasn’t there. Within the first hour, Mom got a call from the school saying Charlie was in hysterics too.

“You two were inseparable,” she says again.

At times I’ve wondered if my parents invented these stories solely to demonstrate why Charlie and I shouldn’t argue over who has the remote control or gets to use Mom’s car on Friday night.

But then I remember those three words: I got you.

They’re leftovers from a morning dream, the kind that as soon as you try to remember, you start to forget, making it easy to dismiss, to let go.

But there are traces glimmering on the edges of your memory, clues something more once existed.

I got you.

Here’s the thing: Charlie and I don’t hate each other now. At least I don’t think we do.

We coexist at the same school and in the same home with a minimum of hostility and angst, like distant planets in the same solar system. Occasionally we hang out together when Matty and Em are involved.

But I can’t imagine Charlie ever sitting down and confiding to me how he feels about not graduating with us.

I can’t imagine confessing to him how lonely it is to be the one running ahead for the first time in our lives.

We don’t have words in our vocabulary for that, let alone a secret language.

And these days, other than our mostly shared genetics, we could not be more different.

Charlie is confident and loud, popular and fearless.

I’m orderly, careful, introverted.

Charlie is tall and thin, his hair a lighter shade of brown now, a casual smattering of tasteful freckles scattered across his nose.

I’m far from tall, and thanks to some recessive German hausfrau genes from Dad’s side, I have what I call extra weight and what Em insists are enviable curves. My dark-almost-black hair is so curly it verges on unmanageable, and my face looks like someone spilled a whole jar of freckles on it.

Charlie makes himself comfortable wherever he is—legs stretched out, arms propped casually behind his head—while I wish I could curl into the smallest space possible needed to exist, like a pill bug.

Last spring, my brother pitched the school’s baseball team to winning the national championship. He is loved by the band geeks and the jocks, the smart kids and the art kids, the loners and the stoners and the straight-edgers alike.

I have spent the past four years studying my ass off and padding my schedule with extracurriculars chosen solely to impress Harvard. The few acquaintance friends I have beyond Em, I’ve met through her.

And, of course, there’s that one last glaring difference, the one I haven’t mentioned yet, the one that even our shared DNA can’t overcome:

Charlie got leukemia.

I didn’t.
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Three

THE LOBBY OUTSIDE THE auditorium is packed with seniors and parents, and in the middle of the crush, I see Mom and Dad.

No Charlie.

Mom waves, Dad beams, and when I reach them, they pull me into a group hug, nearly smashing the bouquet of yellow daisies Mom’s holding against my chest in the process.

“Whoa,” she calls out, holding them aside, but Dad scoops me in harder and Mom just laughs.

“We’re so proud,” Dad says when we finally part, and I realize he’s tearing up a little bit.

“And your speech was phenomenal,” Mom says.

“I loved that quote at the end,” Dad says. “Brilliant. What was it again, ‘Not to give up’?”

“ ‘And not to yield.’ ”

“You must be so excited,” he says. “This is it. Your whole life is in front of you.” And he’s right. I should be excited, but right then I wish I had given a totally different speech. I wish I were a totally different person.

“Have you seen your brother?” Mom asks.

“I was going to ask you the same thing,” I say, scanning the crowd.

“Our reservation is at eight, so we should really leave soon,” Dad says, checking his watch and frowning. “The traffic getting out of here is going to be a mess. And we might as well have parked on the moon for how close we are.”

Mom sends me a quick eye roll at Dad’s exaggeration, then pats him reassuringly on the arm. “Honey, why don’t you and I go get the car while Parker finds Charlie? We’ll pick them up on our way out.”

“Okay, but if we’re late . . .”

“Dad, don’t worry. I’m on it,” I say. “I’ll text you guys when I find him.”

I give them both another hug before they leave, then commence the search for my brother.

The lobby is packed. I duck out of the way as two guys from the football team tackle each other in what seems like a drunken hug.

“I’m going to miss you next year, bro,” one bellows, while the other one gives him a dude clap on the back.

Across the way, I see Christine Miller of the split ends with her older sister, Molly, arms wrapped around each other as they pose for a picture for their parents, a row of lockers behind them.

I pass Jenna Lambert, our class salutatorian, embracing some guy with heavy-metal hair wearing leather pants, her hands hanging around his neck, his hands firmly clamped on her butt, clearly not caring who sees. She’s a total badass.

There’s Brian and Brad Vascek, the other set of twins in our grade, both in honors classes with me, both going to Miami University next year. Brad catches my eye and gives a wave, and I wave back, envying them their closeness.

Everyone around me seems completely at ease in their own skin. In obvious contrast, my eyelid keeps twitching impatiently, and I squeeze both eyes shut, trying to will it into stillness, my face scrunching with the effort.

When I open them, I realize I’m standing right in front of the picked-over Help Wanted bulletin board outside of the guidance counselor’s office. Out of curiosity more than anything else, I scan the remaining listings: telemarketer (“Make $20,000 a month from home!”), dishwasher at a local diner, an assistant at a pottery studio, a full-time nanny position, a Kings Island hiring fair that happened last weekend.

Right then, arms circle me from behind in a hug.

“Park!” Em sings in my ear, and when I turn around, my face immediately moves into a real smile, one that mirrors hers.

“We did it,” she says, then says it again, this time in a yell that makes several people turn around: “We did it! We graduated!”

She’s practically bouncing in place, and I remember how my dad used to call her Tigger when we were little.

“Nice speech, lady,” she adds.

I cringe. “I totally messed up at the end.”

“I didn’t notice. Besides, if you did? Who cares. You’re the valedictorian, Parker McCullough. Not anyone else. You. That’s a big freaking deal.”

I shrug, embarrassed.

She leans closer, her voice lowering. “I know it must feel weird, Charlie not graduating tonight. But you can still be happy and proud of yourself, Park. I am.”

I look away before she can see my expression, my eyes suddenly stinging. “Speaking of, have you seen him?”

“Not yet,” Em says, standing on her tiptoes next to me. “Oh crap,” she mutters, nudging my side and pointing across the room.

Em’s ex-girlfriend, May Kim, is talking to Matty. Whether it’s because May has chopped off her waist-length hair and is now sporting a chic pixie cut, or the fact that Em hasn’t seen her ex-girlfriend since a teary breakup up last Thanksgiving, when May was home from Oberlin, Em sharply sucks in her breath.

“Of course she looks good,” she murmurs.

“Why is she here?” I ask, immediately protective.

“Probably for Christine and Dolores and Jean and Clement. They were all on newspaper together last year.”

Right then Matty sees us, his goofy grin growing, and he beckons Em over.

Em shoots me a confused look. “I should at least say hi, right?”

“It’s up to you. But I’ve got your back no matter what.”

She chews on her bottom lip. “Do I look okay?”

My best friend looks radiant—red flushing her cheeks, her blond hair beachy and perfectly tousled even though it’s only the beginning of summer and we’re nowhere near the ocean.

I reach in my gown pocket and hand her my tub of sparkly lip balm. “It’s got magic powers.”

She dabs her finger in, gives her lips a quick swipe, then straightens.

“Perfect,” I say.

She starts to leave, then turns back, pointing to the corner. “By the way, your brother’s over there. But be forewarned: He’s engaging in some major PDA with Erin right now.”

I look in that direction and sigh.

Charlie and Erin are leaning against a wall of lockers, pressed together in a lip-locked embrace that’s pushing the boundaries of PG-13. I make my way toward them, clearing my throat and tapping Charlie on the shoulder when I get there.

When he turns around, his cheeks are flushed, and the expression on his face falls a bit when he sees it’s me.

“Hey,” he says, pulling me into an obligatory hug, his arm angled awkwardly against me, like he’s just fallen out of a tree and broken his arm, and the whole thing is super weird because I can’t think of the last time we hugged, if ever. Not to mention he reeks of beer.

“Are you drunk?” I ask.

“Nice to see you too, Mom,” he says, stepping back, shoving his hands in his pockets.

“Charlie,” I say in warning.

“God, just trust me, okay?”

I look over at Erin for confirmation, but she’s put on her special smile, the bright hard sunshiny one just like the one our mom uses when she wants to change the subject. “Parker! Happy graduation!”

“You too,” I say.

“Congrats on your speech. It was really good,” she says, looping her arm through Charlie’s and looking up at him adoringly. “I wonder who’ll be valedictorian next year for your class, babe? I bet half the people in this room will come back to see you graduate. You know I’ll be there.”

Right then, like they’ve practiced it, two of Charlie’s baseball teammates, Steven Reiss and Jake Nolan, call out “McCullough!” in tandem.

A shadow flits across Charlie’s face before he puts on a grin, clasping each of their hands and pulling them into one-armed guy hugs, complete with claps on the back.

They each hug Erin and me too, before turning back to Charlie.

“It’s good to see you on your two feet, man,” Jake says.

“Yeah, we’ve been worried,” Steven adds, brow furrowing, voice serious. “How’re you feeling?”

Charlie frowns at them before shooting Erin and me an exaggerated look of disbelief. “Jesus, you leave a baseball team for one season and everyone turns into total puss—”

Erin elbows him sharply.

Jake flinches at Charlie’s tone, and Steven shifts uncomfortably.

“They’re just being nice,” Erin mutters under her breath.

Charlie shakes his head, dismissing her. “They know I’m just effing with them, right, guys?”

“Yeah,” Steven says, nodding, like he’s willing himself to agree. Jake offers a weak smile Erin’s way.

“Congrats on Florida State, man,” Charlie says to Steven. “And LSU?” he asks Jake.

“Yeah,” Jake says. “Listen, we should probably . . . ,” he starts, hiking his thumb over his shoulder toward the crowd.

“Maybe we’ll see you at Chris’s house later?” Erin says.

“Sure, yeah,” Steven says. “Good to see you guys. And nice speech, Parker.”

“Thanks,” I say.

I watch them leave as Erin turns to Charlie. “Babe, you feeling okay?”

“Never been better,” Charlie says, wincing out a smile, and even I can tell it’s a stretch. But before she notices his expression, Erin’s attention is caught by someone behind us, and she stands on her toes, waving enthusiastically, then grinning as Mr. Franklin, the school’s baseball coach, lopes over, grabs my brother in a big bear hug, and lands two hearty claps on his back. “Charlie McCullough, it is really dang good to see you out in the world again.”

Mr. Franklin has been Charlie’s baseball coach since seventh grade, moving over to coach high school the same year we started as freshmen, and taking the team, with Charlie as the star pitcher, to first place in the state championship last year.

Last September, I’m pretty sure Charlie’s cancer returning was as much of a blow to Mr. Franklin as to my parents. After Charlie went back in the hospital and the decision was made to hold him back a year, my parents went to tell Mr. Franklin in person. When they got home that night, I could tell they’d both been crying again.

“How are you feeling, son? Any word on whether we’ll see you back on the team next year?”

“So far, so good,” Charlie says, which isn’t an answer, but Mr. Franklin visibly relaxes, patting Charlie on the back again.

“Good to hear. Good to hear. Looking forward to state championship number two with you on our team.”

Erin flips her hair. “Coach Franklin, I was just telling Charlie and Parker that I bet most of these people will be back to see Charlie graduate next year.”

“You bet,” Mr. Franklin says.

So quickly I almost miss it, Charlie’s mouth twists in a brief grimace before he projects a reassuring smile at Erin and his coach. “Thanks.”

“Well, looking forward to talking more, Charlie,” Mr. Franklin says. “Give me a call when you’re ready to talk.”

“Sure thing, sir.”

As Mr. Franklin leaves, I turn back to my brother. “Dad’s angsting about missing our dinner reservation because of parking lot traffic. You about ready?”

Charlie shakes his head, making that regretful clicking noise with his tongue on his teeth. “No can do. We’re headed to a party at Chris Wilder’s house.”

“Wait, what?”

“I told you. We’re going to a party.”

“You’re not going to dinner with us?” I ask, my words slower to catch up to the disappointment making its way through me.

“Nope.”

“But I thought you were coming out with us.”

“Jesus, Parker. No already!”

I stare at him. I know Charlie and I aren’t exactly close, and I’m sure it wasn’t easy to watch everyone graduate without him, but still, I never thought he wouldn’t be part of this night.

I never imagined he wouldn’t spend it with our family.

(I never imagined he wouldn’t spend it with me.)

I straighten, try to push my heart back on the inside. “Did you tell Mom you’re not coming?”

“No, but she didn’t tell me about dinner, soooo . . .” He shrugs, looking to Erin for backup, but she shifts uncomfortably and focuses on rummaging through her purse.

“She probably just assumed you’d know we’re having family dinner because it’s graduation? A major night for us?” I search his face for some inkling he understands.

“You know what they say about assuming. Besides, it’s not exactly a major night for me.”

“Listen, Mom really wanted us to all be together. I think she’s going to be bummed you’re not coming. Will you please just come? You can go to the party after.”

Charlie’s face tightens, and I’m struck again by how much he looks like a stranger. “Parker, listen: I. Don’t. Want. To. Go. To. Dinner. Okay?” He deliberately enunciates each word.

I cringe at the sharpness in his voice, blinking hard and trying not to cry, because I cry too much and I don’t want Charlie to see me like that. But inside, the pressure is coming at me from everywhere, tightening my ribs, flattening my breath, squeezing my heart.

I can tell by the irritation that crosses Charlie’s face that he knows I’m upset, but he doesn’t care.

“Come on, Erin. Let’s go.”

Erin shoots me a regretful smile, but Charlie leaves without looking back.

I stand there, wishing I could tell him that it’s not just Mom who will miss him tonight. That even though I see him every day, I’ve been missing my brother for years.
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Four

THE MORNING AFTER GRADUATION, I wake up with a knot knitted behind my ribs like a clenched fist.

My clock says I still have another fifteen minutes to sleep, but my whole body is already awake, alert—my mind clear like a trumpet call: Today is the day today is the day today is the day.

I suck in my breath sharply, and for a second I wish I were sleeping in or going to babysit like I did last summer or getting ready to leave the country with Em.

But enough of that: I need to decide what to wear for my internship orientation.

Thirty minutes later, I’m headed downstairs, freshly showered and wearing navy capris, a crisp white short-sleeved shirt, and my navy-blue ballet flats, with a red striped cardigan slung over my arm. It feels like the right outfit—not too frivolous, not too flashy.

I’m ready.

When I reach the kitchen, Charlie’s resting his forehead in his hands, a giant bowl of Cheerios sitting untouched in front of him.

I grab a bowl, a spoon, and the cereal box, which feels suspiciously light. My suspicions are confirmed when about eight Cheerios plink sadly into my bowl.

“Ugh.”

Charlie raises his head, wincing.

“What?” I ask.

“You don’t have to be so loud.”

When I go to the pantry to find something else, all that’s left is a box of HealthWheat, the disgusting health food cereal Mom wants Charlie to eat because she read about it in a cancer-free book.

“Charlie,” I say, holding the box up and shaking it at him.

“I’m not eating that stuff today,” he replies, slowly straightening, then jamming a spoonful of dry cereal in his mouth, talking as he does. “I’ve had it with garden-mulch cereal. No thanks.”

I sigh, sitting down and shaking the HealthWheat into my bowl, the clumps landing with depressing thuds.

Charlie scans my outfit.

“What?” I ask, suddenly self-conscious.

He shakes his head, chewing.

“Charlie.”

He swallows and slowly wipes the corner of his mouth. “You look like the American flag, that’s all.”

“Nice. Thanks for your support.”

“You know I’m right.” He shoves his barely touched bowl of cereal away and slouches back in his seat, closing his eyes.

“You’re not even going to eat that?” I ask.

“Why do you care? You worried Mom’s going to be disappointed again?” he asks, eyes still closed.

Dad strolls into the kitchen then, straightening his tie, and heads to the coffeemaker. “Good morning, guys. You ready for today, Dr. McCullough?” he asks.

Not for the first time, I wish I could tell him I miss the days when he called me by my first name. But ever since I got into Harvard, he’s been downright giddy about my future plans, and I can tell he enjoys the nickname way more than I hate it.

“As ready as I can be,” I reply.

“Do you think you’ll see any patients today?” Dad asks.

“She’s just doing an internship,” Charlie answers.

“It’s not just any internship. You know that, Charlie. And I bet you can still see patients in an internship,” Dad starts, but Mom comes in before any of us can respond, giving Charlie and me cheek kisses before dropping her bag on the table and making a beeline for a mug and the pot of coffee.

She leans against the counter, sipping slowly. “Charlie, you’re not eating your HealthWheat?”

“God, can’t I eat what I want for once?” he snaps.

Mom flinches, a look of hurt crossing her face, and Charlie immediately slumps back in his chair.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it.”

“No, you’re right,” Mom says carefully. “Besides, one little day without HealthWheat can’t hurt, right?” She forces a smile and turns to me, and I can tell she really thinks one little day without HealthWheat could indeed hurt, but she’s trying very hard to pretend otherwise. “I’m sorry we didn’t get to see Em and Matty last night. When do they leave for Europe? I bet they’re getting excited.”

“Sunday,” I say, realizing I only have a couple of days left with my best friend before she leaves for the summer.

“They’re going to have such a good time,” Mom says. “Phil, remember the first time we went to England?”

“Yeah, that was pretty amazing. But Europe is nothing compared to your summer, Dr. McCullough. This is pretty much the first day of the rest of your life.”

“No pressure or anything,” Charlie mutters.

“I guess—” I start before Charlie interrupts me.

“Don’t forget my summer, Dad. Tutoring and support group every day. Now, that’s amazing,” Charlie says.

“Charlie, we all have responsibilities we don’t want. You know I don’t love my job. But I go,” Dad begins.

I brace myself for the speech, the one about how he hates his job copywriting but does it for all of us.

“Fuck that,” Charlie mutters.

I look up, shocked.

Dad stops midsentence, the confused look on his face evidence he didn’t hear exactly what Charlie said. “What was that?”

“Nothing,” Charlie replies.

Dad seems placated, but I shoot my brother a look, wondering why he’s being extra unpleasant today.

“Hey, Mom,” Charlie says. “Don’t forget I need your keys.”

She points toward her bag, holding her coffee mug close, like it’s the only thing currently giving her life.

I straighten. “Wait, what? No. I need the car today, remember?”

Charlie digs through Mom’s bag and pulls out the car keys. “Got ’em. Thanks,” he says.

“But, Mom!”

“You are my beautiful, smart, grown children. I trust you can figure it out between yourselves,” she says, heading toward the stairs again.

Dad follows her out of the room, pausing only to give me a corny Dad thumbs-up before he leaves.

“Charlie. I need the car.”

“So do I.”

“Since when? Your tutoring doesn’t even start until next week.”

“Mom said I can drop you off today.”

“But that wasn’t the plan.”

He shrugs. “It is now.”

“But, Charlie, I need the car. For job stuff,” I add, trying to sound reasonable.

“But, Parker, I need it for life stuff,” he says, shoveling in more cereal.

“Like what?” I ask.

“Got a comic book thing,” he responds, but with the cereal he’s just jammed in his mouth, it sounds more like “Cottacommaboothig.”

“I’ll drop you off there, then.”

He swallows. “No can do. It’s in Louisville.”

My hand falls on the table. “Louisville! That’s, like, two hours from here! How are you going to get back in time to pick me up at two?”

“It’s actually an hour and a half,” he says. “Besides, you’re done at five.”

“No. I’m done at two.”

He shrugs. “Mom told me five. That’s when I’ll be there.”

“But it’s orientation! I’m done at two. What am I supposed to do during those three hours, just sit around in the lobby? I was planning on hanging out with Em this afternoon.”

“Can’t you hang out with her tonight?”

“She has plans with her mom,” I say, trying to stay patient.

“Maybe she can pick you up this afternoon instead?”

“No! Her mom’s using the car today! That’s why I need our car, so I can go to her house when I’m done today at two,” I say, my voice breaking in frustration.

“Geez, Parker. Relax.”

The knot behind my chest tightens more.

I try again.

“See, here’s the thing. You know Em’s leaving on Sunday? And I’m not going to see her for, like, ten weeks? And then I’m leaving for Harvard and she’s leaving for John Carroll? So if you have the car, at least maybe you could try to get there earlier?”

“But here’s the thing,” Charlie says, mimicking me. “This is one of my last free days? Because on Tuesday I start weeks and weeks of tutoring? Because I missed school this year?”

“Why are you being so nasty today?”

“Oh, I don’t know. Maybe because I HAD CANCER?”

I flinch. “Fine. You take the car,” I say.

Something flashes across his face, and I could swear he looks guilty, disappointed even. But then he breaks eye contact and nods. “Cool.”

I focus on my bowl of HealthWheat, blinking hard, trying to push the disappointment of losing my afternoon with Em down deep inside.

Dad and Mom both come back in the kitchen then, and I wonder if they were eavesdropping, waiting to reemerge until we figured out the car situation.

“Everything settled?” Mom asks.

“Yeah. Charlie’s going to drive me to my internship,” I say.

“Good. Charlie, do what you can to pick your sister up as soon as you can today. Maybe you can get there a little earlier?” Mom leans down to kiss the soft new hair on Charlie’s head, and like every other time she’s done it since it started to grow back, I can see her marvel at its softness, its presence.

He ducks out from under her.

“Maybe I can get there by four thirty,” he offers.

“That would be so thoughtful, thanks,” she says.

Thirty minutes isn’t nearly enough to salvage my afternoon with Em.

Dad hugs me so hard my shoulders wilt. “I can’t wait to hear all about your first day. Remember, Dr. McCullough, you only get one chance to make a first impression,” he says.

I force a smile.

He chucks Charlie’s shoulder while Mom grabs her bag.

“Hon,” Dad says, stopping her and leaning down to pick up a paper that’s fallen onto the floor. Even from across the room, I can see her neat red handwriting all over some poor college student’s essay.

“Thanks. Dinner at six tonight, guys,” she calls over her shoulder as she shuts the door behind them.

Charlie stands abruptly, dumping his cereal in the garbage and placing the bowl in the sink. “Leave in ten minutes?” he calls over his shoulder before jogging upstairs.

I make myself eat more of the HealthWheat, despite the fact that it might be the worst thing I have ever tasted.

I tell myself that if I can make myself finish the whole bowl, Charlie will come back and selflessly offer me the car, or Mom and Dad will come back with a set of shiny keys for a new car of my own, or my previously MIA fairy godmother will suddenly appear and conjure up a whole new life for me.

But instead, Mustard the cat enters the kitchen and wraps himself around my legs. I can feel his throaty purr against my skin. He stops and licks my exposed ankle, and his tongue is all dry and scratchy, and then he stands on his hind legs, getting ready to jump into my lap, and I know he’s going to shed all over my pants.

“Sorry, buddy,” I say, pushing the chair back, giving up on the HealthWheat. He lets out a crabby meow. “We can’t always get what we want.”

I trudge upstairs to brush my teeth. If this is indeed the first day of the rest of my life, it’s off to a sucky start.
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Five

AS SOON AS WE hit I-71, it’s clear Charlie’s mood hasn’t improved. He’s going well above the speed limit, his crappy jam-band music filtering through the car. It doesn’t help that Mom’s ancient Tercel has black vinyl seats and no air-conditioning, that even with the windows down, I feel like I might melt.

“You’re going too fast,” I say, but Charlie doesn’t slow down. If anything, he speeds up.

I lean over, turn down the music. “You’re going to get a ticket.”

He doesn’t say anything, just turns the music back up.

I grip the side of my seat.

There’s sweat trickling down my back. I mentally curse my decision to wear the white oxford and dark pants instead of a dress. I’m going to be thoroughly drenched by the time I get there.

Right then, Charlie slams the brakes, and the Tercel jerks to a halt behind a line of stopped cars in front of us, the seat belts yanking us back.

Charlie barks out a curse.

“God, Charlie! I told you to slow down!”

He mumbles something that sounds like “sorry,” finally turning down the music, and I try to catch my breath.

We’re stopped by the exit for the mall, and maybe it’s the near-accident moment we just had, but I’m hit with a sudden wave of nostalgia for the Delaney kids, which is weird, because they were pretty much the bane of my existence last summer.

At first, the twenty dollars an hour Mrs. Delaney offered me to babysit her two sons seemed generous, extravagant even. But after my first hour with Todd and Ryan, I quickly came to the realization that two thousand dollars an hour wouldn’t have been nearly enough.

They were, hands down, the worst kids I’d ever met.

Within the first week I watched them, Todd almost set the basement on fire (claiming he wanted to see if the fire extinguisher really worked), and Ryan intentionally locked himself in the bathroom for the better part of six hours. They both called me “Farter” instead of Parker, and the one time Emerson pinch-hit and watched them for me, she refused to talk to me for the next two days, accusing me of grossly misrepresenting what she was getting into.

Even with all that, I realize I would have done it again this summer. Once I learned their MOs—the way Todd would get real shifty and secretive when he was planning something, and how Ryan started talking super loud when he was up to no good—I was a pretty good babysitter.

But I have my internship.

The internship I really, really wanted, the internship I beat out numerous other applicants for, the internship that’s currently making me nostalgic for two near-homicidal children?

The line of traffic starts easing forward again, and for a while Charlie and I are both quiet.

I sneak a glance at him, wondering if he’s thinking about Matty going to Europe—how Charlie was supposed to join him before he got sick again this past fall, how Em took his place instead, leaving us both without best friends for the summer looming ahead of us.

“Huh,” Charlie says. “Look at that.”

I lean forward to see what he’s pointing at: bright-red capital letters spray-painted across the edge of the bridge: IS YR TIN CAN COMFORT PLUS.

“Wow. That’s weird. What do you think it means?” I ask as we pass underneath.

“Not a clue.”

“And how in the world could someone paint that up there without getting caught?”

“Maybe it was Spider-Man.”

“Yeah, right,” I say.

“Do you have a better theory? Seriously, painting that without falling into the traffic below? That takes some serious superhero mojo.”

“And a total lack of concern for personal safety,” I add. “Plus, would Spider-Man really do something illegal?”

“Maybe he got sick of fighting villains and rescuing people. Maybe, for once in his life, he just wanted to be someone else.”

For a second I get it, but before I can agree, Charlie leans over and turns up the terrible jam-band music again, letting it fill up the space between us.
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Six

AS CHARLIE PULLS UP to the Children’s Hospital visitor entrance, my breath sticks.

Other than driving by on the way to Em’s favorite coffee shop, I don’t think I’ve been back to the main branch of Children’s Hospital since Charlie was sick the first time, when we were nine. When the cancer returned earlier this year, he went to Bethesda—it was closer, and since he was almost eighteen, his doctors thought he should transition to an adult cancer facility. And my internship interview (which I nailed, talking about Charlie’s history and how it was why I wanted to be a pediatric oncologist) was at the Liberty Campus in the suburbs.

Up until this moment, I didn’t think it would be weird coming back here. In fact, the thought never even crossed my mind.

But as Charlie slows the car by the front entrance, it’s a punch to the gut, my stomach literally turning at the sight of the blue-and-white logo of children holding hands, the pale tan color of the brick, even the shape of the font for the hospital’s marquee.

And for the first time in years, I let myself think about that day in fourth grade when Charlie got the bloody nose.

Em and I were sitting cross-legged in a line of girls on the blacktop during recess, each person braiding the hair of the person in front of her. Except my hair was too short and too thick to do anything with, so I was at the end, sitting behind Em, trying to tame her soft blond curls into a neat French braid.

I don’t know how long we’d been at it when we heard shouting and then saw our teacher, Ms. Dros, running across the blacktop toward a group of kids circled around something.

“I bet there’s a fight!” Emerson said, turning to check it out and disrupting her braid in the process. I carefully angled her head back in front of me. I wanted to make the best French braid ever, if only to make up for my own hair.

But then I shot a quick glance over my shoulder, curiosity getting the better of me, and saw my brother bent over, his hands clenched around his face.

I dropped Em’s braid, the strands unfurling like they were in slow motion.

By the time I got over to the group, Charlie was going inside with Ms. Dros and Matty, and the playground monitor made me stay outside with the rest of the class.

Caroline Bates, the class loudmouth, stood in the center of the lingering crowd, hands on her hips, telling everyone that Charlie’s nose had started bleeding for no reason at all.

This I could imagine: bright-red life pouring out of his right nostril, down his Iron Man shirt, over his hands, just like last year when he tripped on the playground and fell on his face.

But Caroline also said Charlie started bawling.

This I didn’t buy for one single second.

Charlie never cried.

So when she took it to the next level and called him a crybaby, I called her a shithead, a word I’d heard Dad use only when he was super mad about work.

Miraculously enough, I didn’t get in trouble. With all the chaos of Charlie’s bloody nose, no teachers heard it. And since everyone liked Charlie, no one tattled on me, not even Caroline, who seemed to know she was in the wrong.

I couldn’t wait to tell Charlie.

For once, I felt brave. For once, I didn’t cry.

That afternoon, Mom took Charlie to the doctor, so I stayed at school with Ms. Murray until Dad could pick me up. She asked me to feed our class guinea pig and to help put star stickers on the tests she graded. She even let me get M&M’s from the vending machine in the teachers’ lounge.

I remember sitting on the comfy couch there, legs propped up on the coffee table.

It was pretty much the best day of my nine years to date.

When Dad and I got home that afternoon, Charlie looked pale and worn-out. He didn’t react when I whispered to him about calling Caroline that word, didn’t laugh when I told him my new favorite knock-knock joke, didn’t want our cat, Mustard, to sit with him.

He only wanted to curl up on the couch, his head in Mom’s lap while she stroked his forehead.

Mom said the doctor thought it was probably sinus issues or allergies, but that they should keep an eye on Charlie just in case.

I didn’t know what that “just in case” meant, but over the next few weeks, as I watched my brother, my heart started to worry, flitting nervously in my chest.

Charlie was constantly tired. He didn’t want to play catch with Matty, said his hands hurt.

He turned down dessert, went to bed early.

He got another bloody nose, this time in the middle of Sunday breakfast, when Dad was making pancakes. Mom put both her hands on his neck under his ears, felt the space there tenderly, frowned, and made an appointment to take him to the doctor the next morning.

That night, when I made our secret knock on the wall, the one we gave each other every night before we fell asleep, Charlie didn’t respond.

I got up, creeping carefully to his room. When I opened the door, he was sitting up in bed, the moonlight coming in from the window, sheets tangled around him. He was staring at his bare stomach, his Iron Man T-shirt wrinkled up in his grip, his hair pressed down on his forehead in sweaty curls.

“Charlie?” I whispered, my heart in my throat.

When he looked up, his eyes were wide and animal, and I could see the tracks of tears down his cheeks. I got closer and saw red mottled spots all over his chest and called out, my voice breaking with fear, “MOM!”

A week later, Charlie was diagnosed with cancer, specifically high-risk acute lymphocytic leukemia.

The doctors at Children’s Hospital said it probably had been in Charlie for a while, but the bloody nose was the first visible symptom. They also said Charlie had an 85 percent survival rate, and Mom told me that was good.

But everything I saw wasn’t good.

Charlie cried on a regular basis: when he had to go to the doctor, when Mom and Dad made the decision to take him out of school, when he had to get what I later learned was his first spinal tap.

Our cat, Mustard, began pooping in the middle of the dining room floor.

I started dreaming about helium people, variations of the same dream over and over: shadowy winged creatures with their hearts throbbing on the outside, trying to pull Charlie away from me, my bare feet curled against the dirt with the effort of trying to hold on. I couldn’t tell if I wanted them to go away, or if I wanted to join them. But regardless of what I wanted, every time, the helium people won, Charlie’s hand snapping out of mine, my eyes shooting open.

My parents tried to explain what was happening, that some of Charlie’s cells were growing too fast, like the dandelions in the backyard, that Charlie was going to go to the hospital to get medicine to stop the weeds so they didn’t take over all of him.

I pulled dandelions from the grass when no one was looking—from our backyard, on the edges of the playground, along the sidewalks in our neighborhood. I smashed them in my pockets, letting the yellow pulp stain my palms.

Mustard kept pooping on the floor.

A few weeks after Charlie’s bloody nose, Grandma and Grandpa Rose picked me up from school.
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