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FOR MY PARENTS, JENNY AND BRAD, for (almost) always letting me bring a book to the dinner table


I can’t have you, but I have dreams.

—Brandi Carlile



SOMETIMES

PETER AND THE PIANO BELONGED to each other the way I always wanted him to belong to me.

At the baby grand in his living room, he held his hands over the keys, fingers trembling as they waited to launch into a song. The anticipation was my favorite part. He drew his lower lip between his teeth and squinted at his scribbles on the sheet music.

I didn’t know how he kept his back so straight. As a dancer, I’d suffered countless teachers critiquing my posture. But Peter at the piano was flawless, as though he’d been carved from the same wood. He and the instrument understood each other, while I sometimes wondered if I tried too hard to make dance love me.

On the floor, I flexed and pointed my feet. My arches were killing me. They always were. We were in the middle of practicing a piece we’d probably never show anyone else. I started dance at the same time Peter started piano lessons, and as kids we performed for each other—showed off, really—which turned into this: I choreographed solo routines set to his original compositions. A long time ago my sister had jokingly called us the Terrible Twosome, and the name had stuck.

“Hey, Peter,” I say, trying to sound confident and casual and cool. We were alone in his house, a rarity, and I wouldn’t have dared ask this question if his parents were hanging around. I let out a deep breath. Eight counts. Sixteen. “Do you . . . ever think about it?”

Truthfully, it was something I’d wanted to ask Peter for a long time. I was fifteen and he was fourteen, and we’d been best friends since we were toddlers. We talked about his doctor’s appointments and his medications and even the catheter in his belly. But we never talked about this. And, well, I was curious. I couldn’t help myself.

Slowly his head spun in my direction. He needed a haircut. Peter with his hair a little too long was my favorite Peter. I wondered what it would feel like to drag my fingers through his dark locks. Maybe I’d trace my thumb along the shell of his ear, see if it made him shiver. Thinking about it almost made me shiver.

“Do you mean sex?” His voice cracked on the word “sex,” and I nodded. I would have laughed if I hadn’t been so serious about it all. Peter’s vocal cords were stuck in boyhood; it reminded me we weren’t as adult as I wished we were. “Yeah . . . I mean, sometimes.”

“Me too,” I rushed to say. “Sometimes.” An understatement. Lately it seemed like the only thing I thought about. This time I did laugh, as though to show him I was totally comfortable with the conversation. Ha-ha-ha, I think about sex too! But only sometimes!

I wondered if “sometimes” was an understatement for Peter, too.

He moved fluidly through some arpeggios, and I returned to my mission: to figure out if Peter’s “sometimes” somehow involved me.

“I’ve been thinking.” I tugged the elastic out of my ponytail, which stole a few strands of hair. “So many people talk about how they regret their first time. How they wish it had been with someone else.” Right. Like I knew so many people. “And I was thinking, um, as I said, that when we, you know, do it for the first time . . . that it should be with each other.”

His finger landed on a sour key.

“I mean,” I said to his shoulders, my cheeks burning, “you’re my best friend. You know me better than anyone else in the world. I can’t imagine it being with anyone but you.”

He’d liked me once—an embarrassing declaration when we were in middle school that went nowhere. At the time I’d been honest, told him I didn’t feel the same way, and after a few weeks of awkwardness, we were back to normal. But we were older now. My feelings had changed. Only I was going to be craftier about it than he had been.

Slowly he twisted on the bench, posture still perfect. “Me either. I guess it would be natural for us to—” He waved his hand in a horrifying motion that was maybe supposed to mimic sex. “In the future, though,” he added, like he was confirming that it wasn’t going to happen tonight.

“Right.” God, I hoped it wouldn’t be too far in the future. “Like . . . before we graduate from high school?”

A beat. Two. His face scrunched, like he was trying to calculate the possibility of either or both of us liking someone else enough to completely disrobe in front of them in the next three years. Then he nodded, apparently reaching a conclusion, and stuck out his hand like a freaking Boy Scout. “Sophie, I would be honored to lose my virginity to you.”

He was serious, too, but one corner of his mouth threatened to yank the whole thing into a smile. We shook on it.

“Maybe . . . ,” I said, feeling brave now, wondering how adventurous I could be. “Maybe we should seal it with a kiss?”

His Adam’s apple bobbed in his throat as he swallowed once, twice. “I . . . guess we could do that,” he whispered. He scooted over on the piano bench, making room for me. I slid in next to him, swatting his arm when he let out a nervous laugh.

“Be serious,” I said, and then it was happening—his lips on mine. Warm, gentle, uncertain. Sprite and spearmint gum. I put my hands on his shoulders, gripped him a little, mostly to steady myself, and I wondered if I should open my mouth or move closer or—

Or nothing at all, because it was suddenly over.

“Should we—uh—try this from the second verse?” His hands were back on the keys, where they remained the rest of our practice session. Every so often I’d catch his mouth tip upward or his cheeks redden, and it made me feel oddly victorious.

Though we never talked about the details of the pact, my mind happily filled them in on nights I couldn’t fall asleep right away. Because I was in love with him—the kind of love that made my throat ache with all the things I couldn’t say. He just hadn’t figured out quite yet that he was too.



PART I




CHAPTER 1


SOPHIE

SOME DANCERS ARE GAZELLES. THEIR legs slash the air like scissors through silk, and their arms beckon the audience closer. They are works of art, pretty things to stare at.

I am no gazelle. On dance team, none of us are.

We are lions.

Montana Huang, fresh off a unanimous vote for captain last week, leads us in rehearsal in the gym—five, six, seven, eight—and then we roar to life. We toss our hair, swivel our hips, bare our teeth.

“Sophie!” Montana growls, her brows leaping to her hairline. “The second eight count starts with punch-punch-hip-circle-hair-flip, not hip-circle-punch-punch-hair-flip.” She demonstrates.

Admittedly, I’m a little distracted today, but not the kind of school’s-almost-out distracted some of the other dancers seem to be. “Sorry,” I mumble before Montana restarts the remixed nineties hip-hop song.

Sophomore year, I quit the studio I’d been dancing at since I was a kid. I needed freedom from my teachers squawking, “Back straight!” and “Chin up!” and “Don’t forget to smile.” I didn’t want to smile all the time—sometimes I wanted to look angry, because the steps were raw and ferocious, because I felt angry. I wasn’t delicate, and I didn’t want to be.

And I saw the way guys watched the girls on dance team during assemblies and football games.

I wanted Peter to watch me that way.

Once a week I take a jazz class at my old studio to stay on top of my technique for the team. But back when I took competition classes, I was at the studio four days a week, sometimes until ten p.m. It was too much.

Punch-punch-hip-circle-hair-flip. Run, run, run, and grand jeté. Heads down, new formation. Again and again—“Sophie, are you with us?”—and again.

“Great last practice,” Montana says when we’re all sweat-slick and out of breath. “Check your e-mail for our summer schedule, okay?” A chorus of yeses. A grin from Montana. “We’re going to be rock stars next year.”

I chew the cap off my water bottle and pin loose strands of red hair back into my ponytail. Junior year is officially over. In the locker room, my teammates trade summer plans. They hope we’ll have a real summer this year, the possibility of a tan. They talk about parties I won’t be attending despite the “maybe” I marked on all social media invites. “No” has always felt too brash to me, too final. I guess I like having options. Sophie Orenstein: perennial maybe.

“Anyone want to carpool to Grant Gleason’s party this weekend?”

“Did you see the finale of Dance Island?”

“I need a better smudge-proof eyeliner. Was it dripping down my face all practice and no one told me?”

My summer will be spent first in a hospital room and then recovering from a voluntary surgery my parents are still convinced I shouldn’t have volunteered for.

For me, it was never a question of should or shouldn’t.

Only a matter of when.

[image: Image]

The curtains of his first-floor bedroom window are open when I race across the street to his house. In my life, I have never simply walked to Peter’s house. I am always on fast-forward, eager to get to him. A lion, though Peter is not exactly my prey.

His legs are stretched out on the red plaid comforter, one arm triangled behind his head, the other balancing a book on his lap. When Peter’s nervous or concentrating hard, he draws his bottom lip into his mouth and keeps it there, like he’s doing now.

In Peter’s room, each of his hobbies gets its own space. In one corner: his vintage record player and stacks of LPs. Along the wall opposite his bed: an alphabetized bookshelf. In another corner: his pet chinchilla, Mark, the most adorable creature on this earth, and his maze of a cage. Next to his bed: his Yamaha keyboard and pages of sheet music, though we don’t play as the Terrible Twosome as much as we used to. School and other commitments got in the way. I’m hoping that will change this fall. And half hidden by his closet: a storage bin for his medical supplies.

I drum my fingers on his window, and Peter glances up from his book and beckons me inside. I shake my head and beckon him over to me instead.

“You look like shit,” I say when he opens the window, instead of hello.

He bows, dark hair slipping past his eyebrows. “Thank you. I try.”

A long time ago he made me swear to always tell him the truth. Everyone lies when you’re sick. They say you look great when you do not, that things are going to get better soon; they just know it. Peter hates those platitudes.

Even when he isn’t feeling great, though, he is still beautiful. Full, dark eyebrows, strong jaw, hazel eyes that focus so intently on mine, that make it hard to look away.

And things are going to get better soon. That one is true.

“What are you reading?”

He flashes the cover at me: The Feminine Mystique by Betty Friedan. “I’ve got a paper due for my gender studies class.” Because he’s homeschooled, Peter often opts for advanced classes. They almost always sound more interesting than what I’m taking at North Seattle High.

“Learn anything interesting about me?”

“Oh yeah. I’ve got your mysteries allllll figured out.” He feathers his fingers as he says this. “You could always read it and learn for yourself.”

It’s probably Peter’s deepest desire for me to love reading like he does. Though I’m not as terrified of it as I was when a diagnosis of dyslexia illuminated why I struggled so much in elementary school, I don’t read much for fun.

“Maybe I will.” Glancing down, I say, “I see you’re wearing my favorite pants.”

It’s this ancient pair of navy sweatpants he basically lived in a few years ago. They’re threadbare at the knees, the seams on the sides nearly splitting apart. I don’t even think the elastic waistband is still, well, elasticky. But I only tease because I love him.

“Don’t pretend you don’t want to burn them.”

“Oh, I’m burning them. After the surgery. Don’t worry.” I clear my throat. No more joking around. “Are you okay to go for a walk, or do you have to do an exchange? I wanted to talk.”

As I say this, the half-moons under Peter’s eyes become more apparent, the sag in his posture a bit deeper. “I’m fine for another couple hours. I could do a short walk.”

He tosses some alfalfa into Mark’s cage and zips a North Face fleece over his plaid button-down. This boy is so Seattle it hurts. Then he climbs out the window and into the evening with me. I’m practically chasséing into his backyard, tugging on the silver chain of the tiny Star of David necklace I wear every day, my heart a wild thing inside my chest.

“Everything okay?” he asks.

It’s Wednesday, and we may not have a chance to talk like this until after the transplant Friday morning.

“Extra energy from practice. You’ll come see us perform in the fall, right?”

“Definitely. Hopefully I can go to every game.” The uncertainty hangs in the air. Hopefully the transplant will go smoothly. Hopefully no complications. Hopefully it will work. We are optimism soup. “Where are we going?” he asks as I lead him through the greenbelt behind his house and into the woods. We wind around trees that have been here longer than either of our families.

“Patience, ratty-sweatpanted one.”

He makes a tsking sound and pats the thighs of his pants. “I like these pants. I’m gonna be sad when you burn them.”

If Peter and I were together, we’d hold hands on this walk. I’d trace the knobs of his knuckles, lean in close, bury my face where his neck meets his shoulder. He’d press me up against a tree, kiss me until we both were dizzy with desire.

Sometimes being around him is agony, the gap between what we have and what I want too wide to ever cross.

After about ten minutes, we reach a clearing with a pond. We played here all the time as kids. In his portal fantasy phase, Peter was convinced that if we found the right rotting tree trunk or patch of grass, we’d tumble into another world. But we haven’t been here in years. The pond is an unhealthy gray-green, and the ground is decorated with crushed beer cans. It used to be the place we’d go to hide from our families, back when our parents said more to each other than “good evening” when they happened to take the trash out at the same time.

I hug my sweatshirt tighter around me, wishing I’d changed into something warmer than gym shorts after practice.

“Are you having second thoughts?” Peter asks suddenly, his voice threaded with panic.

“No!” I say quickly. It’s true—I’m not. It’s just that I’ve been anticipating our surgery for so long that it’s become impossible to imagine our lives on the other side of it.

His shoulders soften, and he lets out a long sigh. “Okay. Because. You know you don’t have to do this, right? I mean, of course I’m thrilled you’re doing it, and my parents are thrilled you’re doing it. But you don’t have to. You know that.”

I do. But I love Peter more than the world. More than my parents, more than dance, more than my sister, Tabitha, and my niece, Luna. It’s easy to fall in love with someone who’s a master of their craft. Peter at the piano has an intensity I’ve always admired. An electricity, like if I touched him in the middle of a Rufus Wainwright song, he’d burn my hand. Lower lip between his teeth, dark hair in his face, shoulder blades rolling beneath his T-shirt as he moves up and down the keys. I can never help imagining if he’ll ever touch me with the same kind of gentle desperation.

Performance art has always connected us. Our music tastes overlap but aren’t identical, and when we play together, we feed off each other’s energy. My heart never feels closer to his than at the end of a song, when we’re both out of breath, grinning at each other like we’ve created something only the two of us will ever understand.

Aside from that, Peter is a certified Good Person. A good friend, even before my feelings for him turned romantic. When I had to repeat fourth grade because my reading comprehension was below grade level and my report cards were abysmal, Peter read aloud with me at home. I was still a grade ahead of him, but he was patient while I made my mouth form unfamiliar words like “chronological” and “tangible” and “eclipse.” I remember whispering a word to myself first, worried I’d mispronounce it if I said it out loud. The letters were always jumping around. “It’s just me,” Peter would say. “Try it.” It was only after I’d been held back and continued to struggle that my parents brought me to a specialist. Girls are often diagnosed with dyslexia later than boys. It explained so much, though it didn’t excuse the teasing I’d endured, the kids who’d called me stupid. I wasn’t, my specialist said. I just learned differently.

“You have a bigger brain than they do,” Peter said. “They’re jealous.” I snorted, but then he told me he’d been reading up on it—a very Peter thing to do—and there was scientific evidence: usually the left hemisphere of a dyslexic person’s brain is larger than the brain of someone who doesn’t have dyslexia. Plus, he said, John Lennon was dyslexic.

When he started homeschooling, a mix of online courses and a couple at a local homeschool center, I spent my afternoons and weekends with him, ignored other kids’ invitations to parties and sleepovers until they eventually stopped coming.

He is solid and constant. The moon and the stars.

I would do anything for this boy, and I’d have done it sooner if I could, but I had to wait until I turned eighteen a couple months ago to see if I was a match. Sometimes I wonder if the reverse is true—if Peter would do anything for me. Deep in my bones I know that if Peter were healthy, if my kidneys had failed instead of his, he would. He’s just never had a chance to prove it like I have.

I unzip my backpack and spread a blanket over the ground. “I wanted to give you something,” I say as we sit down. “Before the surgery.”

“You’re already giving me something kind of huge.”

“Fine, something you can actually hold.” Making my face super serious, I pull Operation out of my backpack.

He bursts out laughing. I adore Peter’s laugh. It’s like your favorite song played on repeat. “Stop. You’re the best. You’re already the best, and then you do this? There isn’t even a word for what you are.”

His words swim through my veins and try to convince my heart he feels what I feel.

“Fantastic, brilliant, wonderful, perfect.”

“All of those. You are all the adjectives. You and your big brain.” Every so often, that joke pops back up.

Beautiful, intriguing, irresistible—those, too? I don’t say.

We scoot closer to each other on the blanket, Peter’s thigh against my thigh, Peter’s hip against my hip. My entire left side hums with electricity, but I’m careful not to press myself into him the way I want to. I am constantly pretending that Peter touching me is not the most incredible feeling in the world. I’ve trained my breath not to catch in my throat, willed my heart to slow down. I am more aware of my body when I’m with him than when I’m onstage.

“Why are you doing this, Soph?” he asks, idly brushing a thumb across my knee, a gesture that nearly splits me open on the forest floor.

He’s asked this question so many times. A voluntary surgery like this is no small thing. The only thing in my life that comes close, four stubborn baby teeth when I was eleven, can’t exactly compare.

I’ve gotten so used to sick Peter that I wonder what a healthier Peter will be like. He won’t be on dialysis anymore. He won’t sleep so much, eat so little, throw up the small amount of food he’s able to get down. He won’t hurt.

“You are my best friend and favorite person,” I say. “And you really, really need to start wearing jeans again.”

He doesn’t laugh. “Are you scared?” He whispers it, though we are the only people around. Like he wants to keep our conversation a secret from the trees and sky. He reaches over and squeezes my hand.

“Yes,” I say simply, squeezing back. I can’t be dishonest with him, not about this. Even though there is no way I’m changing my mind, I’m terrified of what will happen when I am unconscious. When they cut me open and put part of me into Peter.

On the blanket, my phone lights up with a message from my dad.

Where are you? Luna’s party starts at 6.

It’s five till. “I completely spaced,” I say with a groan, smacking my forehead. “It’s Luna’s birthday.”

“Wait. Before you go.” He reaches over and pulls up the hem of my sweatshirt. His hand fumbles between the sweatshirt and my tank top for a second, like he’s searching for where, exactly, the kidney I’m giving him is located, and then he strokes my back. Slowly I exhale. Through the thin cotton fabric, his fingers are warm.

There are a thousand other reasons I’m doing this, but still, this gesture makes me think what I have only allowed myself to think about on the rarest occasions: that maybe, after the transplant, Peter will want me, too.

“Don’t worry, Soph,” he says, replacing my nerves with something even scarier. “I’ll take good care of it.”



CHAPTER 2


PETER

WE CAN SEE SOPHIE’S HOUSE out our kitchen window, so it’s almost like her family’s having dinner with mine.

“A lot of cars over there,” my mom muses, aiming her fork at the window.

“Her sister’s having a thing,” I say to my plate.

“A Thing, you say?” my dad says in the most dadlike way. He could open up a school to train fathers-to-be in the art of bad jokes and gentle sarcasm, but his sense of humor suits him as a dentist, too. “That explains it! I’ve heard Things are very popular these days. Especially with the young people.”

Years ago, my family would’ve been invited to the party Sophie forgot about. But somewhere in between hospital visits and mortgage payments and Sophie’s younger sister’s pregnancy, our parents slipped away from each other. What initially brought them together—proximity and religion, my dad being Jewish along with both of Sophie’s parents—was no longer enough. They keep to their separate homes, pinballing Sophie and me back and forth between them.

“How was your day, Peter?” my mom asks. A community college writing professor, she’s always been tremendously empathetic, more sensitive than my dad. If I was having an especially difficult day, she’d hold a hand to her heart like it caused her physical pain too. For the past ten years, she’s been working on a novel. I’m not sure she dreams of publication, necessarily—she just wants to finish it. After dinner, like she does every night, she’ll retreat to the couch with a glass of wine, her laptop, and a furrow between her brows.

“Not bad.” I spear a hunk of stuffed eggplant. On our fridge is a list of kidney-friendly foods. “One more paper due tonight, and then I’m free for the summer—well, after the recovery period.”

“Overprotective” doesn’t even begin to describe Benjamin K. Rosenthal, DDS, and Holly Porter. Until I begged her to stop last year, my mom tracked the times of all my exchanges on a spreadsheet. Strict bedtimes, which I never questioned because I was always exhausted anyway. No long vacations, which meant no travel beyond the state’s borders. No driver’s ed. No driving with Sophie until she had her license a full year and was accident-free. I wasn’t even allowed to take the city bus until last year because what if an infection stunned my body the exact moment I sat down, as infections are known to do? No trips anywhere they didn’t approve first, which didn’t make sense because how was I supposed to get there if I couldn’t drive, take the bus, or ride with Sophie? Shockingly, I didn’t own a bike, either.

My parents trade a look, and after several seconds that send me into only a mild panic, they make some kind of silent agreement to allow my mom to speak first.

She stretches across the table to cover my hand with hers. Her nails are pale blue and filed into claws. It’s the one luxury she allows herself: a different color and design each month. “Baby, we’re all crossing our fingers for the best. But we don’t want you to be devastated if we don’t get the outcome we’re hoping for.”

“I—I know.” The reality wraps its cold fingers around me. There are never any guarantees. Sophie’s kidney could fail. My body could reject it. I know all the risks, everything from infection to death.

But, God, it could also be a whole new life for me.

My mom smiles tightly, thinly. We all have sparkling teeth; my dad has us go to the dentist every four months instead of the typical six. “We have to be cautiously optimistic.”

Those words could define my entire life. A new expression appeared on my parents’ faces after Sophie and I went through all the tests, and they’re wearing it tonight. Extreme hopefulness tempered by realism, like they won’t give in to joy because there’s always a chance something could go wrong.

We’ve been through it before—when the major thing that could go wrong, did. I had one transplant when I was five, from a nonliving donor, but my body rejected the kidney. That failure made it a thousand times harder to find another match. Made it something of a miracle that the perfect person was living across the street from me this whole time.

I came to terms with my life, however short it might end up being, a long time ago, after periods of both anger and depression that I worked on with a therapist. There was dialysis. Constant fatigue. Doctor’s appointments. Blue pills and pink pills and green pills, pills so large I worried they’d never slide down my esophagus. Iron pills after I developed anemia. Pills I choked down when I couldn’t eat anything else, pills that made me even sicker with side effects.

Sometimes I wonder if Sophie’s parents wish she’d latched on to a healthier friend. Someone whose idea of a wild Friday night involved more than a Star Wars marathon and the weird salad my dad used to make all the time, a combination of foods good for the kidneys: cabbage and red bell pepper and cranberries and garlic, drizzled with olive oil. Sophie claimed to love it, but I wonder if she said so just to make me feel better about it. Especially when it gave us both garlic breath.

Truthfully, Sophie with garlic breath could never bother me.

“You promise you’ll check Mark’s water every day while I’m in the hospital?” I ask my parents. “And you’ll give him a dust bath at least twice a week?”

“We raised a teenage boy,” my mom says. “I’m pretty sure we can handle a chinchilla.”

“Though it’s hard to tell who’s hairier,” my dad dad-jokes.

My mom laughs and I groan, but the moment of levity won’t last long. In our family, it never does.
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Apparently, I’m a medical marvel. I was born with renal dysplasia, which means one of my kidneys wasn’t working. Sometimes the normal kidney can do the work of both kidneys, the same way someone healthy can live with one kidney. But my working kidney wasn’t normal. I should have died before I was born.

My condition progressed to chronic kidney disease before I even started kindergarten. A kid suffering from an old-person illness. Doctors explained to me in the most basic terms how kidneys functioned: like little trash collectors that removed waste and extra water from the blood, which was then sent to the bladder as urine. After my good kidney and then my first donor kidney failed, I went back on dialysis. The kind of dialysis most people are familiar with involves being hooked up to a machine for hours at a time, multiple times a week. But I hated going in for it. Being surrounded by machines only made me feel sicker. I was surviving—but not actually living.

Now I’m on peritoneal dialysis. A few years ago, a surgeon placed a soft tube called a catheter in my belly, and I do “exchanges” five times a day. I pour dialysis solution into a bag that flows through the catheter. The solution soaks up extra fluid and waste, and after a few hours, I drain it and begin the process again. Each exchange takes about fifteen minutes. At the beginning, my parents did it for me, but as I got older and my body fell into a prolonged awkward stage, I grew embarrassed. A milestone in any young boy’s life: learning to clean his catheter site.

You can still have a normal life, all my doctors said. But some days it felt impossible. I played baseball for a year, but I missed too many practices and the coach was too freaked by my condition to let me play in the games, even after my mom yelled at him. Instead, I lifted weights to keep up my strength. Dialysis was supposed to be painless, but sometimes it made me nauseous and stole my appetite. Food could taste metallic. Occasionally my legs would swell. If I didn’t get twelve hours of sleep, I couldn’t function.

My parents kept me on a tight leash after an infection landed me in the hospital the summer after sixth grade. They suggested homeschooling. It made sense, and I was too tired to fight it.

The transplant list never sounded entirely real to me. As a kid who read too many fantasy novels, I imagined an actual list scribbled on parchment. A wizard who used a quill to cross off names would get to mine and twirl his mustache. “Peter Rosenthal-Porter? I don’t think so,” he’d say, and move on to the next name. He was like the Dumbledore of organ donation.

Until we learned Sophie was a match, I’d given up hope that I’d get lucky twice.

Sophie and dialysis have been the two constants in my life. We performed for our families and for ourselves as the Terrible Twosome. She told me stories when I was bored and made up games for us to play, new worlds for us to live in. Sometimes she just sat next to me and watched movies. So many goddamn movies. On days I couldn’t stay awake, she took naps next to me, her body warm against mine.

I liked waking up when she was still asleep, her chest rising and falling with her steady breaths.
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Later that evening my mom buries herself in what must be the twelfth revision of chapter eight hundred of her book and my dad scrolls through Netflix, spending an inordinate amount of time deciding what to add to his queue. I’m down the hall in my room, in the middle of my post-dinner exchange. It’s then that I’m struck with a sudden thought: After the transplant, I won’t have to do this anymore. All these medical supplies, which make my room feel more like a hospital than I’d like, will be gone, a revelation that nearly chokes me up.

If it’s successful.

I shake that thought away. No pessimism. Not after all these years on the list when a match was right across the street.

Optimism only, I remind myself. Okay. I allow myself to imagine September. While I like homeschooling, I’ve thought about returning to school for a while, and summer will give both Sophie and me enough time to recover before school starts. Mainly, homeschooling was just . . . easier. Easier not to explain my exchanges and unusual diet, bodily functions most people find embarrassing, my entire medical history when someone asked what they thought was an innocuous, curious question. At North Seattle High, I can be an entirely new person.

After I finish the exchange and clean up, I thumb through my record collection. Normally I’d put on my headphones and play keyboard, but I’m exhausted and still have to submit that final paper. When I realized I didn’t only have to play classics on piano, I started learning as much modern, piano-centric music as I could: Rufus Wainwright, Ben Folds, Regina Spektor. I put on Soviet Kitsch, one of Regina’s older albums, filled with clunky piano melodies and irreverent lyrics. Years ago I started writing my own music, which at first borrowed chord progressions from my favorite songs before I endeavored to create something of my very own.

When Sophie and I played together, sometimes she offered suggestions. “Try going lower on that part, instead of higher?” or “Can you slow down the beginning?” There was something about our collaboration, about watching her move to my music, that messed with the tempo of my heart.

My parents tend to go all out for my birthdays: baby grand piano, keyboard, top-of-the-line speaker system. I got a vintage record player off eBay when I turned fifteen. And then there’s Mark.

For the longest time, I wanted a sister or brother. When I was nine and my parents made it clear a sibling wasn’t going to happen, they said I could have a pet instead.

“Anything I want?” I asked.

“Anything you want,” my dad said.

“Except for a dog,” my mom added quickly, because we all knew who’d end up walking a dog. So we went to the pet store that weekend, and I picked Mark.

He’s nocturnal, so he’s waking up now. Chinchillas can’t get wet—they come from desert climates and their fur can be slow to dry—so they take dust baths to get clean. Mark gets really into it, rolling and flopping around. Sophie and I used to film videos and put them on YouTube for all our literal dozens of subscribers.

I get what my parents were trying to do. They wanted my home to make me happy—not just because they felt sorry for me, but because they wanted me to have a reason to stay here. If I had everything I could possibly want in my house, I’d never want to leave and risk one of those freak accidents they were always worrying about.

I accepted it. It was easy to curl up in here with Sophie and hide away. Easy to get complacent.

I dump dust into Mark’s dust house, unlatch his cage, and reach a hand in.

“Hey, you,” I say to him now. His tiny black nose twitches, and I bury my fingers in his soft fur. “I’m going to miss you when I’m in the hospital. I want to think that you’re going to miss me too, but . . . that might be giving you too much credit.” I pull him out of the cage, holding him against my chest before I let him into the dust bath and he loses his little mind.

Then I do what I always do when I’m lonely and Sophie isn’t here: I message her.

How’s the party?

She sends back a picture of herself in a party hat, a finger drawn across her throat. As usual, her hair is spilling out of its ponytail. She’s always wanted to grow it long, but she’s never had the patience. So many times I’ve stopped short of telling her I like it the length it is. That I always like her hair, whether it’s damp from the shower or untamed in the morning or curling softly onto her shoulders.

But I’ve never been very good at giving Sophie compliments, and even if I did, I worry she’d laugh them off. Assume I was just being nice.

That good? I write back.

I stare at my phone for two, four, eight minutes, until it becomes apparent she’s gotten wrapped up in party festivities. Sighing, I drop the phone onto the bed and flop backward, frustrated for more than a few reasons. At the top of the list is my complete inability to articulate my feelings to Sophie. The one and only time I tried, it was disastrous.

Sometimes I feel so utterly trapped by these four walls, by this house. I’ve never done anything to lose my parents’ trust. It was my body that betrayed them. My illness isn’t what’s prevented me from fully participating—it’s everything that goes along with it, my overprotective parents and my perpetual exhaustion and how easy it was to say thank you for the flat-screen TV instead of “Could I take driver’s ed next semester?”

No matter how much stuff I have, I’m almost always alone in here.

Complacency.

It’s suffocating.

Sometimes my body feels more like a medical experiment than something that belongs to me. If the transplant isn’t successful—I let the thought back in for a moment—well, I’ve already lived that life. But if everything goes smoothly . . .

Optimism. I imagine myself back at school, taking AP courses and playing piano in band. Sitting next to Sophie in class, if we’re lucky enough to have any together. Parties on the weekend. Making other friends who could hang out with me here when Sophie’s not answering her phone.

No. Not here. We’d be anywhere but my room.

Music and Mark and everything else in this room are only such good company. They can’t hold conversations with me. They can’t laugh. And when Sophie’s not here, they can’t tell me how much I mean to them, even if they mean a hell of a lot to me.



CHAPTER 3


SOPHIE

A BIRTHDAY PARTY FOR A one-year-old is pretty pointless. Luna obviously has no concept of the passage of time, despite how cute she looks in a hat too big for her head. That didn’t stop my sister, Tabby, from decorating the backyard and inviting over a dozen friends. Any excuse for a big production.

If the yard is a stage, I’m merely an usher. I offer smiles to Tabby’s friends as they arrive, tell them where to place their gifts. Then I escape to a lawn chair in the corner with my earbuds and a cup of punch.

Most of Tabby’s friends are theater kids too. Though we’re both involved in the performing arts, our interests have never exactly overlapped. Tabby loves musicals but can’t dance, and the idea of memorizing a script makes me sweat. We’re only a year and a half apart and she’s a junior like Peter, but her friends have always very clearly been Her Friends, while he has always been mine. It’s not that she doesn’t like Peter, but this party is for her—well, for her kid—and his family didn’t make the guest list.

While the party people coo over the spectacle that is Luna playing with a bubble wand, I scroll through my phone until I find my current favorite song. It’s a remix of a nearly century-old jazz piece—when you are on dance team, you listen to a lot of remixes—with horns and bass and a catchy chorus. I envision the choreography as anachronistic too, vintage Fosse moves mixed with modern and hip-hop. Over and over, I play the first eight bars, trying to visualize how I’d position our dancers. My favorite choreographer, Twyla Tharp, mashed up music and dances that weren’t supposed to go together all the time: a ballet choreographed to a Beach Boys song in the 1970s, for example. I’d love to create something unexpected like that, something risky and new.

Every so often my mind drifts to the woods behind Peter’s house, his side warm against mine as we sat on the blanket. I crave physical contact between us, but it’s also a special kind of torture, one I analyze and reanalyze after every time I see him. The rare moments that seem to dip beyond friendship, like when he slid his hand beneath my sweatshirt and my tank top, are just that: moments. Fleeting. Agonizing.

“Sophie?” Dad’s voice cuts through my song. I pause it and whip my head around. He’s standing on the porch, hands jammed in his pockets, shoulders hunched in an I’m-not-sure-what-I’m-doing-here-even-though-I-live-here kind of way. My dad and I are the kind of people who are okay one-on-one but disasters in large groups. He’s a sound engineer at an NPR station in Seattle, and he spends most of his time dealing with knobs and wires instead of people. “Could you come help with the cake?”

“O-kay,” I say tentatively, unsure how a dessert has bested my father.

“You looked lonely out there,” he says in the kitchen as he starts slicing the carrot cake, confirming he did not, in fact, need that much help—maybe he just wanted to talk to me.

“You know me.” I hold out a plate so he can place a cube of cake onto it. “Not exactly a party person.”

“It’s a little much,” he agrees, gazing out into the backyard. “But you only turn one once, I suppose.”

He and my mom never expected to be grandparents so young, I’m sure. But when Tabby told us that she was pregnant and she and Josh Cho, whom she’d been dating since eighth grade, had decided to have the baby, Mom and Dad seemed to skip the judgmental phase and climbed right aboard the supportive-parents train. Now seventeen, Tabby’s taking classes online, waitressing at a diner in the evenings, and living across the hall with her baby. Josh, who goes to North Seattle High with me, spends so much time here he might as well move in.

Most of the time it feels too crowded. Like there isn’t enough space for quiet people like my dad and me to simply be.

Mom slides open the door and joins us in the kitchen. “Phil! I saw that,” she exclaims as my dad licks buttercream frosting off a finger.

“Guilty,” he says, and she laughs, swatting his arm.

“Soph, where have you been all night?” Mom says. “I’ve barely seen you.”

My mom, who’s high up at Starbucks corporate, has always been the alpha of our family. She and my dad met in Israel on a Birthright trip, and a couple years later, she was the one who proposed to him.

“I’ve been here.”

“Did you have a good last practice?”

“Pretty good. Not sure how I feel about our new captain yet. She’s . . . a little intimidating.”

“I’m sure you’ll get used to her.” She reaches into the fridge for more sodas. “I wonder if Tabby and Josh will sign Luna up for dance classes when she’s older. Can you imagine how cute she’d be in a toddler tutu?”

“So cute,” I agree.

When Tabby got pregnant before she turned sixteen, it seemed like an opportunity for me to step into her “good daughter” shoes. I could be the easy kid. But nothing in my sister’s life changed that dramatically. Her schedule shifted around and she couldn’t do as many plays, but she and Josh stayed together. She kept her friends.

And yet, when I told my parents I wanted to get tested to see if I’d be a match for Peter, they lost it. “There are so many health risks,” Dad said. “What if something happens to your friendship and you regret donating?” Mom asked.

The only regrets I have when it comes to Peter are things I don’t do. Things I don’t say.

It felt like fate that I was a match when even his parents weren’t. When I reminded my parents it could take years for him to find a match on the transplant list—years he might not have—they didn’t know how to respond. I am eighteen and my body is mine, and I will make any and all choices for it as long as I can.

“You know, I was thinking,” Mom says as she closes the fridge. This is how she’s begun all conversations about the transplant ever since my test results came back and a slim possibility became a reality.

“Mom. I’m doing it. A day and a half from now, in fact.”

She sighs. “I know you are,” she says quietly, gently touching my arm. “All I was going to say is that it’s a very noble thing you’re doing. I hope you know that.”

I give her slight nod, though “noble” doesn’t seem like the right word.

She fixes sad eyes on me, looking like she wants to add something but isn’t sure if she should. I head back outside before she can.

[image: Image]

We stick a single candle onto Luna’s piece of cake and sing “Happy Birthday,” which seems to both amaze and confound her. When it’s over, Tabby blows out the candle, and Luna destroys the cake.

It’s not long before the sky deepens to a dusky blue and Luna gets cranky. Tabby and Josh put her to bed, their friends leave, and I linger outside to help them clean up the backyard so my parents can relax with a bottle of wine and a show about British royalty on Netflix.

“They grow up so fast,” Josh says as he and Tabby collect Luna’s toys.

Tabby flicks short auburn bangs out of her eyes. “Don’t even joke about that. I want her to be this small and sweet forever! Though I wouldn’t mind getting more sleep.”

“Me too,” I mumble. One of the hazards of living with a baby. I tip food scraps and paper plates into our compost bin.

“I can’t believe she’s one,” Tabby says. “This whole thing is still unbelievable to me. Amazing in a lot of ways, terrifying in plenty of others.”

It’s strange, my younger sister growing this family of her own. While Tabby and Josh have been together since they were fourteen, I didn’t know they were having sex until Tabby told us she was pregnant. She’d advanced to level forty, and I was still trying to beat level one. Most of the time I try not to think about how at eighteen and with an actual baby in the house, I feel like the baby of my family.

“Working on any new dances?” Josh asks.

“Starting one,” I say. “Not sure how much time I’ll have this summer, though.”

“You’ll bounce back fast. I’m sure of it.” He checks the time on his phone. “Yikes, I should head home.”

“You don’t want to spend the night?” After Tabby got pregnant, my parents decided it didn’t matter if Josh stayed over. The thing that wasn’t supposed to happen had already happened.

“My parents miss me, weirdos that they are,” he says. He hugs her, a hand sliding effortlessly through her short hair as he pulls her to his chest. Until recently I didn’t know watching two people hug could make me ache. That clear fondness they have for each other: It’s impossible not to see. “I’ll be back tomorrow for Sophie’s Last Meal.”

I groan. “Don’t call it that!” I have to fast for eight hours before the surgery, which isn’t a big deal since I’ll be asleep for most of them. But no breakfast Friday before I go to the hospital, where they’ll do final tests before the surgery.

We say our good-byes, and then my sister and I are alone in the backyard.
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