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TO NELSON, MY GOLDEN BOY






You can overcome anything, if and only if you love something enough.

—LIONEL MESSI








The Back-to-School Physical



When you saw him you would think: this kid can’t play ball.… He’s too fragile, too small. But immediately you’d realize that he was born different, that he was a phenomenon and that he was going to be impressive.

—ADRIÁN CORIA ON HIS FIRST IMPRESSION OF TWELVE-YEAR-OLD LIONEL MESSI, SOCCER PHENOM





Every time Lionel Messi scores a goal, there’s literally a small earthquake, an actual seismic shift. The crowd loves him so much that when he scores, they go completely nuts. They scream, stomp, and jump so hard that the earth actually moves under their feet. Some people call it a footquake, but I like Messiquake better.

When I dream, I become like my idol. The crowd loves me that much. Golden, Golden, Golden! Lucy passes me the ball, her blond hair flying. Benny sprints to the corner flag just in case I need him, giving me the assist. The ball is at my feet. I’m the dribbling maestro, faking out three defenders (it’s sick, man). Three seconds on the clock. Left foot plants, right leg swings. Like a rocket, my shot spirals forward, the ball soaring above the goalie’s fingertips. The crowd is on their feet, leaning forward, ready to shake the world. Time slows. Just before the ball hits the back of the net…

… a small chattering squirrel pounces on me.

I open my eyes to see the jaws of death—well, minus the two front teeth—a mere two inches from my face.

“Your breath smells like a dragon,” the squirrel says.

“Get off, Roma!”

“Golden!” Mom yells from downstairs. “Let’s go!”

My family has yet to recognize the greatness in their midst.

When my six-year-old sister doesn’t move, I push past her and stumble down the stairs, consoling myself that even Messi, greatest soccer player in the world, probably has to have a yearly physical.



My last year of middle school officially starts with the annual visit to Dr. Arun. Which is fine except for shots and the whole let’s-see-what’s-going-on-down-there part. And of course that Mom and my two little sisters—Whitney and Roma—aka the Squirrels, are with me.

“Oooh, I like your dress,” Roma says admiringly.

“It’s a gown,” I say before realizing that doesn’t sound much better.

I’m wearing a small hospital gown printed with trains, the same one I’ve been wearing for every physical since age three. It has one useless tie in back that doesn’t stop it from showcasing my bony spine and underwear.

Dr. Arun is a train fanatic. He’s built a suspended track that travels the perimeter of the room, while an actual train chugs around the ceiling on it. When I was little, I couldn’t wait to visit Dr. Arun because it was the coolest thing.

Actually, it’s still the coolest thing, but when the nurse comes in to take my temperature and blood pressure, I pretend I wasn’t looking at it and put a bored face on.

My older sister, Jaimes, says that everything for me is broken down into two categories: cool and uncool. For instance:

Cool: I’m starting eighth grade, so I’m finally gonna be THE MAN.

Uncool: Smallest boy in eighth grade. BY FAR.

Cool: I’m getting bigger stronger faster.

Uncool: Yesterday Jaimes called me a small furry rodent.

Cool: My comeback—“Your legs look like a small furry rodent!”

Oh, get wrecked, Jaimes!

“Mom,” I say. “I’m going to ask Dr. Arun a question today and I need you to not interrupt.”

“What is it?” Whitney asks.

“How intriguing,” Mom says, raising an eyebrow and turning a page of her book.

“Mom, for real.”

The door opens, the Squirrels exit to the waiting room for stickers and coloring, and in walks Dr. Arun. He’s followed by a woman wearing a white doctor’s jacket and a stethoscope around her neck like a boss.

“This is Hazel, a med student,” Dr. Arun says. “Mind if she shadows me today?”

Hazel is so pretty that I find myself turning red and starting to sweat. Super uncool. To cover, I cough and pound on my chest as if I swallowed wrong.

“That’s fine.” My voice cracks. Uncool again. I start praying that Dr. Arun will not utter the words “Let’s see what’s going on down there” until Hazel is gone. Like, in a galaxy far, far away gone.

“What’s your favorite subject in school?” he asks, listening to my heart.

“Gym?”

He laughs. “Favorite sport?”

I can’t help but grin. “Soccer is why I’m living and breathing on planet Earth.”

Mom smiles as Dr. Arun continues.

“Favorite player?” he asks, checking my ears.

“Uh, Messi, of course.”

Which reminds me. I give Mom a warning look to not talk.

I clear my throat. “Could I get a… growth hormone prescription?”

Mom mouths WHAT?

“Messi took it as a kid,” I continue. “ ’Cause he was small too.”

Hazel smiles at me, showing straight white teeth, while Dr. Arun laughs again and tells me to stand.

I take that as a no.

Super uncool.

“Touch your toes.” Dr. Arun turns me around so he can trace my spine with his gloved finger.

“You don’t need growth hormone,” Dr. Arun says, motioning for me to stand up straight. He glances at my chart. “Your growth is following a normal—and upward—trajectory. Besides, even with growth hormone Messi was always small and underrated, but look what he did anyway!”

“True,” I say, brightening. “People used to call him a dwarf, said he was too fragile and small to play.”

“And then?” Dr. Arun prods, feeling my lymph nodes.

“And then you’d watch him and know he was born to be the greatest of all time!”

“There you go,” Dr. Arun says. “So don’t worry. You’ll grow. And your parents have some height. How tall is your dad?”

I glance at Mom.

“Five-ten,” she answers, sounding totally normal.

“What position do you play?” Dr. Arun asks, and pats the table for me to sit.

“Forward, mostly.”

“Ah, you must be fast.”

I shrug like it’s no big deal, like I haven’t been training like crazy to be Messi fast.

“You like your coach?”

“He adores her,” Mom says with a wave of her hand.

“You’re eating fruits and vegetables?” Dr. Arun asks, switching back to boring health stuff.

“Yep.” In addition to being a soccer fanatic, Mom’s also become a vegetable freak.

“How’s your dad doing? Everything all right?”

The silence that follows feels loud in my ears.

“He’s good!” I say too loudly to fill it.

“All right then!” Dr. Arun says, turning to make a note. I’m filled with relief, no mortifying finale. Megacool.

Hazel takes over, asking Mom questions.

Anyone smoke? No.

Screen time limited to less than two hours a day? Yes.

Does Golden wear a helmet? Yes.

I accidentally laugh out loud. The three adults look at me strangely.

If Dad was here, we would discuss the word “irony.” All these safety questions, all these things we do to prevent bad things from happening, when Dad always wore a helmet. He ate fruits and vegetables. He never smoked. He’s, like, the biggest, strongest, fastest, healthiest person I know. He can do 111 push-ups in less than three minutes—that’s in the extraordinary category. And, well…

“Any changes in the household this past year?” Hazel continues.

“You could say that,” Mom says. What she could have said: Changes? More like a massive upheaval, thanks for asking.

Dr. Arun nods, claps a hand on my shoulder, and shakes my hand for the first time.

I stand up straighter, puffing out my chest slightly.

“All set. Good luck, Golden.”

“Thank you,” I say, looking him right in the eye like Dad taught me.

Luck?

The odds might not look like they’re in my favor, but actually? Destiny is about to deliver the best year of my life. I’m sure of it.

Dr. Arun turns to go.

“Uh… Doctor?” Hazel asks, pointing to something on my chart.

“Oh, right,” he says. “Last thing. Can you drop your drawers?”

Drawers? For a second I look around the room for a dresser.

“Huh?”

“We’ll take a look down there.”

I feel my face grow hot.

Hazel doesn’t move to leave and geez, nothing about today is cool.






The Wicked Cool Armbands



The harder you work, the luckier you get.

—DAD





So, I’m back home with no growth hormone prescription.

Dad says that whenever we encounter a setback, we should “bounce,” or pivot to the next solution. “The impossible is always possible,” he says. “You just have to find a way.”

So without growth hormone I guess I just have to work even harder on my own: extra push-ups, crunches, and squats every single day. I carefully keep track on a wall calendar, next to my “ten thousand hours of soccer training” chart—which is the most important piece of paper in the house. Ten thousand hours is based on a theory Mom and Dad once told me about: you have to put in ten thousand hours before you become a master at anything. For every hour of practice, I make a tiny tally mark. Every time I get a thousand, I circle it with a red Sharpie.

So let’s say that since age one, I’ve touched the ball for one hour every day, six days a week, for twelve years. That’s 3,744 hours.

After this summer I figure I have 6,256 hours left to becoming Messi. If I can log about a thousand hours every year between now and age eighteen, well, I’ll basically be Master of the Universe. At least enough to be recruited to play in college. And after that? Going pro like Dad.

It’s in between sets of crunches that I see them in the soccer catalog Mom left in the bathroom: captain armbands. Messi wears a captain’s armband and it’s the coolest. Therefore I want them, need them, more than I’ve ever wanted or needed anything. Well, you know, besides the dad stuff.

I send a picture to my best friends, Benny Ho and Lucy Littlehouse, in our group chat before looking out my bedroom window to Lucy’s, just in case she’s magically home early. Because it’s Lucy, and knowing her, she might try to arrive in a hot-air balloon powered by the breath of her imaginary trolls in the forest.

But she isn’t.

Her white roller skates look lonely, parked on her porch, waiting for her return.

Like me.

We’ve never been apart this long—almost the entire summer.

Sure, I have sisters, but Lucy’s more like the twin sister I actually want. We’ve known each other since birth—no joke. We were born on the same day in the same hospital. There’s even a framed picture of us on her fridge. I was bald but very cute, naturally.

The house next door remains dark except for the glowing amber eyes of her fat cat, Curtis Meowfield, as he slinks around the property. But something else catches my eyes as it moves near our shared driveway: a sleek silver car stopped in front, idling in the road. Curtis sees it too and freezes like a statue, one paw in the air. I peer closer but the car windows are tinted black, so I can’t see inside.

My new-to-me, Jaimes’s-hand-me-down-phone-that-does-exactly-one-thing buzzes with a text. It’s Benny: GET THE ARMBANDS!

I’m on it.

“Mom,” I say, running downstairs. “We have to get these.”

“What?” she says absently, removing a plate from the dishwasher.

“Captain armbands!”

She doesn’t even bother to glance at the catalog before she shakes her head.

“Why not?” I demand.

“Tone, Golden.”

I morph into Polite Son.

“Please, Mother dear?”

“Why?”

“It’s a thing. Every professional soccer team has them.…”

I’m distracted from my killer sales pitch by the long silver car now driving up the driveway and turning toward Lucy’s house. A woman gets out. Her short silver hair matches her car, and she’s wearing dark sunglasses and a black suit like some sort of secret agent.

“Look at you, you adorable feline!” Her deep husky voice comes in through the open window. Obviously, this woman does not know Curtis very well. But Curtis trots over to her and curls around her legs.

“Who’s that?” I ask Mom.

She looks out the window and doesn’t answer.

No one should be subjected to the terror of that cat without supervision, so I step out onto the porch as the stranger picks Curtis up and holds him like a baby, rubbing his belly and talking baby talk. “Sweet Curtis Meowfield, I’ve been dying to meet you.”

“You can have him,” I call out.

I briefly hope she’ll kidnap Curtis, but since I’m the one who’s supposed to be watching and feeding him, Lucy would never forgive me.

The woman gives a deep throaty laugh, showing white teeth that remind me of a wolf’s.

“And you must be Golden. Lucy told me you and Curtis have a… tenuous and tempestuous relationship.” I’m not confused by her big words. My dad’s an English teacher. I’m confused because I’ve never seen this woman before, yet she knows about my “tenuous” and “tempestuous” relationship with Lucy’s furball.

“Just checking on the house! I’ll be seeing a lot of you later,” she says. “Ta-ta!”

She’s back in the driver’s seat before I can even ask what that means, rumbling down the driveway, her fancy car kicking up dirt and dust. Curtis meows at me, and I run inside before he can follow me.

“That lady outside Lucy’s was weird,” I announce.

“Weird how?” Mom says.

“Well, for one, she adores Curtis Meowfield.”

Mom laughs and begins cutting vegetables.

“Also, why is she checking on the house? We check on the house!”

“Can you put silverware on the table?” Mom says, distracted already. Big surprise. I don’t complain about the silverware, even though it’s Roma’s job. Must Keep Mom in Good Mood.

“Mom,” I say, separating the forks from the spoons from the knives. “Captain armbands. Haven’t you noticed that all the captains in the World Cup wear one?”

“Haven’t been watching much World Cup, Goldie.”

“Watch more, read less.”

“You’re not really selling me.”

“Well, it’s like a rule and these are totally legit. Benny agrees.”

“Rayna?” Dad calls from upstairs.

Mom exhales a small breath. “Finish these?” She leaves the dishwasher open and the vegetables half cut. Dad probably needs help getting down the stairs or in the bathroom, which is kind of embarrassing but not as embarrassing as Dr. Arun looking down there. I shudder and try to block out the memory.

“Jaimes,” Mom calls as she heads up the stairs. “Help your brother, please.”

“You don’t need captain armbands,” Jaimes says, making zero movement away from her phone.

“Your captains wear them.”

“Exactly, honey, and I’m in high school.”

“Don’t call me honey. And so what?”

“So, soccer is more legit in high school.”

“You’re supposed to be helping me.” I squeeze the sink lip so I won’t throw a wet, smelly dishrag at her face. Must Keep Mom in Good Mood.

Jaimes walks over and unloads exactly one cup while still staring at her screen.

“Jaimes! Focus on what’s important here—soccer!” We used to play and talk soccer all the time, but now we never play and she hardly talks to me at all.

“I know soccer is important,” she says. “I’m a junior—it’s the most important season of my life.”

She finally puts her phone down to set the table—and even finds a few reasons why the Mudbury Middle School Magpies need captains who wear legit armbands.

Then Mom and Dad come downstairs, Mom carefully watching their footing.

I ready myself but don’t get a chance to bring it back up until we finally sit down to eat.

“It’s a responsibility thing,” I say, taking a bite of rice and something dark green and wilted. “Captain armbands build future leaders of Mudbury.”

Jaimes rolls her eyes, even though I am directly quoting her. But my parents’ eyes light up at the words “responsibility” and “leader.” I feel a surge of power. One point for me.

“Responsibility?” Whitney asks. “Have you seen Golden’s room lately?”

“Shut it, Squirrel—I mean, dear Whitney,” I say, patting her head.

Thankfully, Dad raises a forkful of rice with his hand, and it distracts everyone from my not-so-polite-tone slipup. The fork inches up, up, a small wobble, but then it’s on the move again, toward his open mouth—up, up, almost in—score! Well, it’s close, half of the rice makes it into his mouth. The rest spills onto the table. We’re going to have to work on that.

“It’s okay, Dad!” Roma says cheerfully. “You can’t help that you’re messy.”

“He’s not messy,” Whitney says. “He has ALS. His muscles didn’t get the memo, right, Dad?”

“Right,” he says matter-of-factly. Mom smooths his naturally wavy hair—the same hair I have—which is getting long and wild.

“The both of you need a haircut,” she says.

Dad smiles at Mom with dark chocolate-brown eyes that also match mine, except his are oddly misty.

“Responsibility,” I interrupt. “The captain is the leader. He—”

“He and she,” Jaimes corrects. “Remember, there’s always a male and female captain.”

“Maybe Lucy will be captain,” says Roma, looking out the window at Lucy’s house.

“If you’re the captain it’ll be like you’re married,” says Whitney.

Jaimes starts to laugh. “Oh my gosh, I totally didn’t make the connection. Golden, you want to be captain? Do you even know what that means?”

“Your arrogance will be your demise,” I hiss.

“Jaimes,” Mom says. “Be kind.”

“Anyway,” I say loudly. “I’m voting for Benny. Captain bands are just a way to… help my team.”

“Uh-huh. Live in that dream world for a while,” Jaimes says.

“Ow!” Jaimes registers my kick under the table, but no one else does, since I keep a very positive look on my face.

“I like the armband idea,” Dad says as Mom patiently dabs his mouth with a thin paper napkin. “Golden’s right. An armband signifies responsibility to teammates. It takes a special kid to pull captain off.” I feel my hands get clammy, my breath quicken.

“With great power great responsibility comes,” Jaimes says in a Yoda voice.

This prompts me to make my best Wookiee noise. I’m pretty good at it and it always makes Mom laugh. This time is no exception.

That’s when I go in for the kill. “Pack of three. Eleven bucks—steal of a deal!”

Ten minutes later, Mom clicks buy and confirm.

Ten thousand points for me.






The Day I Don’t Let Benny in the House



I’m sorry, Benny. And I mean it. For everything.

—GOLDEN





Less than a week later, and two weeks before preseason, two packages arrive at our doorstep.

I run up to my room with them, slamming the door behind me. They’re here, just in time.

I stare at the boxes, relishing the moment—until my door creaks open and I turn around to find four brown eyes staring at me through the crack. I also hear a meow.

You’d think that because I’m the only boy I’d have privacy or at least my own room. But oh no, Jaimes moved in this summer because her new room in the basement isn’t finished and I was feeling charitable since the Squirrels were driving her nuts in their room. But I must’ve been the one who’s nuts. Now even when Jaimes isn’t around, the Squirrels are always busting in, wiggling and rolling and chattering with food in their mouths.

“Presents!” Whitney singsongs.

“We saw you run up here with them. Can I open one?” Roma says, pushing the door wide. In her arms she’s holding Curtis Meowfield.

“No cats!”

“Shh!” Roma says. “You’ll hurt Curtis’s feelings.”

But it’s too late because Curtis jumps out of Roma’s arms and onto my bed. He curls up on my pillow, his tail lazily swishing. Honestly. His yellow eyes stare at me, cool and impassive. I go between loathing Curtis Meowfield and admiring his unflappable boldness.

“Sit,” I tell my sisters. “You can stay, but I’m opening them.”

Miraculously, Roma and Whitney sit in unison.

“It’s no big deal,” I say, taking the scissors and slicing down the clear tape of the first box, which is slightly heavier than the second.

“I think it’s a big deal,” says Whitney. “What if you were voted captain?”

“Then I’d die a happy death,” I say dramatically.

Roma looks horrified.

“Kidding, Squirrel,” I say. “It’s a joke. I’m not going to be captain or die.”

“Is Dad going to die?”

“What? No!”

“Everyone will die someday,” Whitney says, patting Roma’s arm.

“But we won’t for a long time. Including Dad,” I say firmly, opening the cardboard flaps.

“Oooooh…,” Roma breathes, forgetting death.

“Hurry,” Whitney whispers as I look inside, but my stomach plummets.

“Wrong box,” I say quickly. “Just a boring book for Mom about… broccoli.” A cold fear tries to paralyze me when I look again at the book that’s actually inside. But I won’t let it! I toss the box away from the Squirrels.

The second box thankfully does contain the armbands. They look just like the picture, except now they’re real: red-and-white-striped elastic bands that perfectly match our uniforms, the word “Captain” printed in black across the middle of a white stripe. They’re so beautiful I can almost forget what I saw.

“Whoa,” the Squirrels say reverently as I lift them out, fingering the thin plastic covering around them.

I can’t help myself.

I unwrap a band and carefully slide it up my arm and turn to look in the mirror. When I flex, the “Captain” letters stretch slightly, like my very small bicep was meant to wear this band—just like Messi.

“Can I try it on?” Roma asks.

“No. Only captains.”

“But you’re not captain.”

I ignore this. “Do I look like Messi?”

Roma suddenly grabs the other armband and runs downstairs.

“Mom, armbands are here!” I say, chasing Roma into the living room with Whitney and Curtis Meowfield hot on my heels.

I stop short upon seeing a woman in scrubs in the living room with Mom and Dad.

“This is Verity,” Mom says. “She’s a nurse. Dad’s having a home appointment today.”

Verity the nurse smiles and tells Dad, “Hold my hands and don’t let me pull you forward.”

They tug back and forth until he’s up.

Mom told us a nurse would start coming to the house eventually, but she didn’t say it was happening now.

Seven months ago Dad asked me to clip his toenails. I was really bad at it. Dad bled all over the rug and said he’d take his pedicures from Roma in the future.

Six months ago Dad needed help lifting my bike into the back of his truck.

Five months ago he didn’t kick the soccer ball back to me in the kitchen.

And then four months ago, Dad said, “Hey, can you reach the cereal boxes?”

I thought it was weird since he was, like, standing in front of the cupboards.

“Okay, lazybones,” I said. But when I saw his face I realized he wasn’t being lazy. He just couldn’t raise his right arm like he could the day before.

A week after that he couldn’t lift his left arm above his head, either.

But we’ve been working hard on all that. I guess we need to take it up a notch.

“Dad,” I say. “We need to lift more weights.”

“Maybe not,” Verity says, and I instantly dislike her. “Any trouble walking?”

“A little.”

“Lick your lips counterclockwise.… Good. Do you notice any drooling?”

Drooling?!

I snatch the armband from Roma and wander away to look blindly in the refrigerator. I hear Verity express surprise that Dad still plans on working this fall (ha!). She also tells Dad that he should consider “banking his voice” in an audio recording for his children.

“For me?” Roma asks, pleased.

“Yes,” Verity says. “To tell you all the things he loves about you and wants you to know—and so that you’ll always be able to hear his voice.”

“Will Dad not be able to talk soon?” Whitney asks.

“Ah, you know Mom says I talk too much anyway,” Dad says.

I peek around the fridge door. Dad is sticking his tongue out at Whitney.

“Let me show you something else you can help your dad practice,” Verity says. “When it’s too hard to talk, Dad can blink once for yes and twice for no. Do you want to try it?” Roma and Whitney start blinking fast at each other, giggling.

I’m about to tell her we’re not going to need to talk in blinks, but a knock on the door stops me.

I open it, then immediately slam it back shut.

“Hello?” a voice says. “Golden?”

“Hey, Benny!” I squeak.

I open the door again, step onto the porch, and quickly pull it shut behind me.

“Hey,” Benny says. “What’s up…?” His eyes go wide as he zeroes in on the armband around my bicep.

“They came today! I was just trying it on.…”

“Sick,” Benny says, touching it. He holds up a bag.

“Dumplings?” I breathe. “Bless you.”

“And egg rolls. From Grandma Ho.”

I fist-pump the air. “Yes! I’m so hungry I’ve almost eaten Curtis a few times.”

Benny laughs and looks behind me expectantly. “Can I come in?”

Trouble walking? Lick your lips? Drooling?

“Uh… can’t right now.”

Benny moves to the window to look in, but I jump in front of him.

“A nurse is visiting Dad.”

Benny looks alarmed. “Is he okay?”

“Oh yeah! But the rest of the house is a mess and… maybe next week?”

I mean, it’s true. The house is a mess.

“I used to practically live here,” he says. “I know what your house looks like messy.”

“Yeah.” I nod but don’t open the door.

“Okay,” he says slowly. “Want to play soccer… or Wiffle ball… or ride bikes to the lake? We haven’t been all summer.”

“Uh, I wish, but… my tire is still flat. Next time. Thanks for the food.”

We stand awkwardly on the porch until he finally turns to walk away. As I open the door again, I almost change my mind. But then I hear the nurse ask, “Any trouble swallowing?”

So instead I just shout, “Bye, Benny! You’ll be wearing the armband soon! I’m voting for you!”

He holds up his hand in a wave and keeps walking, doesn’t even turn around.

Curtis curls himself around my leg, sniffing the food.

“Meow.”

I pull the dumplings to my chest. “Don’t even think about it, cat.”



That night after the most delicious meal we’ve had in weeks, I’m tiptoeing across the hallway to my parents’ bedroom with the stupid first package when I hear Mom talking to Dad downstairs.

“I just don’t want him to be devastated,” she says. “I know that every one of those boys, including Golden, is dreaming about being voted captain and wearing that armband. Life is hard enough for him right now.” I crane my neck to hear more, but Dad’s voice is lowered and more muffled. I hope he’s not crying. He’s more emotional now, an odd and puzzling ALS symptom from all the neurons in his head shriveling into nothing.

But it doesn’t matter. Sometimes Mom just doesn’t get it.

Life is not hard for me right now—soccer is starting!

I mean, I know better than a lot of people that bad things happen, but not during soccer season. I’m going to be so good at preseason that I’ll earn the Messi position—starting forward.

As for the captain thing? I never told Mom I wanted to be captain.

But she’s right. It’s true. I do.

Just like Messi.

If I can follow in his shoes, we’ll be unbeatable.

“Hey, Golden,” Mom calls from downstairs, making me jump. “Come help for a second?”

I slide back across the hallway in my socks to my bedroom before I go. Instead of tossing Mom’s package onto her bed like I planned, I defiantly shove it under my bed so she’ll never find a book entitled How to Talk to Your Kids About Dying. A book nobody in this family needs.

Poor Mom.

Doesn’t she know Dad’s unbeatable too?






It Happened Like This



Your love makes me strong, your hate makes me unstoppable!

—CRISTIANO RONALDO





Look, I’m not totally delusional.

Dad has ALS.

I know that.

We found out one year and six months ago. It was just after Valentine’s. Lucy, Benny, and I had just come in from sledding.

“Where’s Mom and Dad?” I asked.

“How do you not know where they are?” Jaimes asked.

“They’re still not back?”

She shook her head and looked out the window.

“Party!” I shouted. Jaimes looked at me, daggers in her eyes, but I didn’t know why she was so touchy. It was just a doctor’s appointment. Yeah, it was in Boston, which was weird, but Dad was in the best shape of anyone I knew. All the other dads joked about Dad’s superhuman fitness.

So Lucy, Benny, and I ignored Jaimes’s mood and started watching a movie.

I looked up from the screen when I heard my parents finally come in. It was Mom’s face I remember most. Something was wrong. And it wasn’t the popcorn mess I’d made in the kitchen.

Her eyes were rimmed red. Her whole face looked swollen.

Lucy and Benny left quickly even though the movie wasn’t over, and suddenly there was a family meeting.

“Are you okay, Daddy?” Roma asked.

“No, I’m not, honey.” He spoke slowly, with a strange calm, his dark eyes slightly unfocused.

“What is it?” Jaimes asked. She was already crying, which really ticked me off.

“They think your father has what’s called amyotrophic lateral sclerosis,” Mom said, blinking her watery eyes.

“They think?” Jaimes asked hopefully. “So he might not?”

“I have it,” Dad said. He wasn’t crying. And it reassured me. I took my cue from him and stayed calm too.

“What’s amyo-whatever?” Whitney asked.

“ALS,” Jaimes said. “I’ve heard of it.”

“It means that over time, I’m going to lose the ability to move my muscles,” Dad said. Roma inched closer and climbed into his lap.

There was a long silence as he hugged her to him.

“This is a progressive disease,” Dad said finally. “Remember when we played soccer a few weeks ago, Golden, and I just thought I was really out of shape? And you know how I keep dropping things?”

Everyone nodded but me.

“It’s my muscles. It’s the disease.”

“For some reason,” Mom said, her voice becoming steelier, “Dad’s neurons—the cells in his brain and spinal cord—are atrophying. They’re dying, so the muscles aren’t getting the signals they need to work.”

“It’s really handy to have a biologist as a wife,” Dad said, smiling slightly as he reached over and took Mom’s hand.

“Why are they dying?” Whitney asked.

“No one knows,” Mom said. “There are really no known causes. But you won’t catch it or anything.”

“So what now?” Jaimes asked.

“It’s a little different for everyone,” Dad said. “But your muscles control your ability to walk and move and talk and breathe, so eventually I will probably not be able to do those things… but that’s eventually. Not now.”

Not now.

That’s what he said. Not now.

I took a visual inventory. Dad was really strong. Big hands, big arms, and defined shoulders. He was walking and talking and definitely breathing.

Dad was just fine. This couldn’t be right.

“You said it was probably tendonitis,” I said.

Dad’s eyes met mine. “It’s not, and I’m so sorry, buddy. I wish it were.”

“Maybe it’s Lyme disease,” I said. “Probably Curtis Meowfield brought a tick in the house.”

“He tested negative,” Mom said, shaking her head.

“It could be wrong.”

“They’re sure,” Dad said.

I could feel my body threatening to blow up right then and there.

“The important thing is that we love you all very much, and no matter what happens we will always be a family,” Mom said, like she was quoting a brochure.

“So…,” Jaimes said slowly. “Is there a cure?”

Mom blinked several times.

“At this moment, no,” Dad said.

“But no one’s stronger than your dad,” Mom said. “So we’re going to fight as hard as we can fight for as long as we can.”

We nodded because this is the language of my parents. In the kitchen there’s a big sign that says MARONI FAMILY, overlaid with cursive writing, We Do Hard Things.

That’s what we do. Work hard. Bounce. Pivot. Find the possible. At this moment. That didn’t mean never.

But Jaimes kept pressing in the wrong direction.

“Did the doctors give you a timeline?”

“Three to five years is the average length of the disease,” Dad said. His voice broke slightly and he cleared his throat. “Sometimes less, sometimes more. I’ve likely had it for a while now.”

“So you’ll only have it for three to five years?” Whitney asked.

“Yes,” Mom answered. “But… he won’t get better.”

Jaimes leaned back into the couch, her arms folded across her chest, her mouth set in a very straight line.

“And then what?” Whitney asked, confused. “After three to five years?”

“Well,” Mom said, her voice getting very quiet. “He will probably… pass away.”

“Pass away,” Roma echoed, looking around the room for more explanation. But no one could say it. No one could say “die.”

But they thought it.

There was this noise, like all the air being sucked out of the room. Followed by a commotion. There were sobbing sounds. There was hugging. There were tears coming down faces. Except for mine.

I sat on the couch, alone. Like a stone.

Because you know what I heard Mom say?

He will probably pass away.

Probably.

So… there was a chance. A chance he could live.

I would make sure he got that chance.






Ninja Tongue-Twister Champ of the Three Worst Words



I’m not gonna be most people.

—GOLDEN





All these months later we’re still working on it, but every month it seems to get just a little bit harder.

Amyotrophic lateral sclerosis.

It’s three long words, and I can say it faster than anyone in the family, like a ninja tongue-twister champ. I didn’t mean to get so good at it, but it goes through my head over and over and over like a soccer move I can’t shake. It’s a super-frustrating disease to fight. One day a muscle moves—the next day? Nope.

But then other days he can move what he thought he lost, and I think that’s because we started lifting weights together.

I’ve been working hard with the weights to bulk up my shrimpy arms, and it must be helping Dad, too, because he’s been steady for weeks with no serious backsliding.

I figure Dad just needs to keep practicing so those neurons remember where to go and what to do. Last time I told Mom this she said we have to be careful not to get our hopes up too much.

“Why not?” I said. “Isn’t that what hope is for?”

Since no one really understands this disease anyway, why not hope for the best?

“You’re right,” she said. But she doesn’t seem to act like it much.

It’s my unofficial job to keep reminding her.

This morning Dad’s up early. Like me, he’s always been an early riser, but these days it’s super early. I’m beginning to suspect it’s because he doesn’t want us to see him taking the stairs, which he says is like watching a penguin flop down a flight. I don’t tell him this—but it’s kind of true.

“Hey, sleepyhead.” He’s sitting on a stool at the breakfast bar he built, watching the news on his computer.

“Hey, Dad.”

I sit next to him as he switches to another window streaming professional soccer—Barcelona, of course, the team Messi signed with at age thirteen. I’m only like a month from that age!

“Watch how he controls the ball,” Dad says.

“Sweet,” I say, leaning closer. “Whoa! Look at that ball cross.”

Dad gets up and walks to the fridge. The game is a rerun, but watching Messi never gets old. While Messi’s feet fly across the field, Dad’s feet stay close to the floor, and he moves slowly so he won’t trip. Mom’s even pulled up all the rugs in the house, so he won’t. I notice that today, neither one of his arms moves back and forth when he walks. His right arm hangs totally limp and his left hand looks slightly clawed. Slowly, he raises the left to grasp the refrigerator door handle. It takes three pulls, but the door opens. I don’t even realize I’m holding my breath until it releases with the door.

“Yogurt?”

I nod.

He shuts the refrigerator with his back and shuffles over to me, grasping the yogurt firmly in his hand. I reach out with both hands just in time.

He drops, I catch.

In return, I get the cereal, pour him a bowl with milk, and put his spoon in.

“Thanks. Teamwork.” Dad smiles. His hand comes up like he wants to ruffle my hair the way he used to, but it falls back down.

“Teamwork,” I echo. We watch as Messi brings the ball out of the air straight to his feet. He’s in total and absolute control. “Whoa he’s good.”

Dad used to be able to do that. Today he awkwardly raises his spoon. Milk dribbles from side to side, splattering onto the computer. “Speaking of messy. My brain’s having a hard time telling hand to put spoon in mouth.”

“You can do it, Dad!”

The spoon comes up a smidge, and I cheer him on. “Patrick Maroni is streaking toward the cereal goal!”

The spoon keeps going, and Dad leans forward. “Go, go, go!”

Dad lunges forward, his mouth covering the spoon.

“Yes! Goal!” I say, even though he probably spilled more than made it into his mouth.

He slowly chews and swallows as he looks at the screen. “I’ve never seen a player who can keep the ball so close to his feet—like it’s glued there.”

I nod fervently, scraping the bottom of my yogurt cup. I don’t even like yogurt that much, but I couldn’t say no after all the effort Dad went to to get it for me.

The game is tied and I turn up the volume.

“The rivalry is real,” the commentator says. “It’s anybody’s game, but I’m making a prediction right here and now. Messi might be ranked number one in the world, but Brazil has had such a stellar season that I predict a win.”

“What?! No way,” I say dismissively. “No one can beat my soul brother.”

Dad’s eyes are shiny by the end of the game. I get it. No one loves soccer more, and Dad was good. Real good. Watching film sometimes triggers the strange emotional side effect of ALS. Dad doesn’t like it because then his nose runs. I don’t like it because then I have to wipe his nose.

“I have something for you,” Dad says, clearing his throat. “I should wait for your mom, but…” He walks to the coat closet but motions stiffly for me to open it. “In there.”

I don’t know what I’m supposed to be able to find in the closet. It has so many shoes we could open our own shoe store.

“It smells like feet!” I say, rummaging. “Dad, are you messing with…?”

Then I see a shoe box. A new one. I can smell the newness—nothing like sweaty, smelly feet.

When I open the box, I almost have a literal heart attack.

Inside are the cleats I’ve wanted forever: Messi f50 World Cup limited-edition Battle Packs. They have spotted black-and-white sides, with three bright orange stripes from top to bottom. The tongue is spotted blue and white, the laces turquoise. Unlike professional basketball players, almost no soccer player gets their own model of soccer cleats. Messi is one of the few who has his own specifically designed cleats by Adidas.

“No way,” I breathe. “How did you…?”

Dad shrugs, grinning. But of course he knows. He always knows.

I lace up. A perfect fit.

They’re like a rabbit’s foot, a lucky charm, Superman’s cape all in one—and I’m freakin’ wearing them on my feet! I AM Messi!

Dad follows me as I sprint out to the backyard, jump off the deck, high-skip, and do a somersault.

“Pass,” Dad says as I grab the soccer ball. He awkwardly steps down onto the grass with his bare feet.

I do, but instead of Dad receiving, the ball hits him hard in the ankles.

He makes an attempt to pass back, but Dragon-Ball P, who used to have the best touch, huge calves, and a shot so powerful it rivaled rockets, gets the ball maybe halfway across the grass. I run up and take it with my right foot, pull it back, and dribble toward him with my left. Just before reaching him I turn with the ball and blow past him. Come get me! I will him to do it.

Instead he loses his balance and sits down hard on the grass.

“Dad!” I say, rushing to him.

“Nice Maradona,” he says, wincing. “Next time bend your knees and turn quicker.”

I hold out both hands and pull up as hard as I can. He doesn’t move.

“One more time. One, two, three, pull.” He comes up slowly, and just when I think he’s going to tip back over he steadies, breathing as heavily as if he’s just all-out sprinted.

“You need a new passing partner,” he says gruffly. “Where’s Benny been?”

“Scholar Camp.”

“All summer?”

“No,” I admit.

“When’s Lucy coming home?”

“In a week or so?” Eight days, to be exact.

When I’m sure Dad’s not going to fall back over, I flick the ball up, this time bending forward, trying to land the ball between my shoulder blades, my arms out like wings. Instead the ball bounces off my back and rolls under the bush.

“So. Growth hormone?” Dad says, his good mood returning.

I roll back out from under the bush. “Yeah. Denied. Uncool.”

“You don’t need it,” he says. “You’ve got your ten thousand hours chart. I bet no one else has worked as hard as you have this summer.”

“Dad. Do you think I could be… captain?” It comes out so small and timid it’s embarrassing. I drop down and do ten push-ups on the grass.

“Why not? You’re Golden Messi Macaroni, right?”

“Yeah, but I’m not the best or the most popular—not like Benny. I’m not the biggest, strongest, or fastest.”

“So? Wait—scratch my nose and get this grass off?” He wiggles his nose.

I jump up, wipe the grass off his face and hair, and scratch until he sighs happily.

“Thanks. As I was saying. You know, Messi’s not the biggest and strongest.”

I brighten. That’s totally true.

“Even so, why do you want to be captain?”

“Why? Because I’m going to take my team all the way to the championship. We were good last year, right? But this year we’ll be unstoppable! Dad, Mudbury has always been the underdog—even Jaimes’s team only almost made it to the championship game. It’s our destiny. I know it. I feel it.”

Dad grins. He feels it too.

I start juggling the ball with my knees, feet, and head—just no hands. My all-time high is fifty-two touches in a row. Lucy has forty-nine. Jaimes did ninety-seven once. Benny can easily do a hundred.

But after only eight touches, the ball bounces off my knee and into the bush again.

Usually, Dad would take the ball and show me how to do it better. Not today. He stands still as I climb back under the bush.

Ten thousand freaking hours. Sometimes that number feels so far away. Heck. I wonder if I’m going to have to retrieve my soccer ball ten thousand times and get ten thousand scratches before I can juggle half as well as Messi—or even Benny.
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