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Chapter One

	Charlie

	 

	When I come to, the room I’m in is dark and before my eyes can adjust all I hear is the sound of monitors humming and beeping. It only takes a second for me to realize where I am. I would recognize these sounds anywhere and my stomach churns, the feeling of vomit pushing its way into my throat. 

	This can’t be happening.

	I remember standing with Josh and without warning the room went dark. Or maybe there was a warning. Actually, there were lots of warnings, which I ignored because it couldn’t be happening again. It was not supposed to happen again. My life was normal…finally.

	The room comes into focus, confirming my first thoughts. I’m in a hospital bed, the sounds of lulled voices and shuffling feet, monitors and wires, an IV stuck in my arm, more than likely leaving the giant purple bruise that my skin loves to create. It was once a permanent fixture of my childhood. 

	I look to my right and find the door that undoubtedly leads to the hallway. Every hospital room is the same. Same floor plan, same stark white tile and same neutral painted walls, same stupid tiny TV mounted to the wall that only has like five channels. Why fix what’s not broken? P.S., it’s broken; it’s all broken because if you’re here, like me, something is fucked. 

	And then I look to my left and find Josh asleep, his body slumped over uncomfortably in a wooden armed, sparsely padded chair and I instantly feel my heart shatter into a million pieces. 

	He knows nothing. He wasn’t prepared for this and that’s on me. I was selfish and stupid, and I never gave him the chance to leave. I didn’t want him to leave. But he should’ve been given the chance. 

	I watch him sleeping, his face painted with worry and with each breath that passes, I hate myself. I hate myself for doing this to him, for making him believe he had a future with me and for silently lying to him all this time. 

	He has to know now. There’s no way he doesn’t, and it hurts even more that he didn’t hear it from me. He found out from a doctor or nurse or a paramedic or someone who has zero connection to me and when they told him, it was clinical and cold. My only hope is that he found out from Mila. She and Adam were over for dinner. She would have been able to tell him. 

	And if I’m here, that means my parents are here too or they’re on their way. Again, this is not how I wanted this to go down. We were supposed to leave to meet them this weekend, that is, if it’s even still the weekend. 

	I have no idea how long I’ve been here or where I even am. Seeing Josh is the only stable thing I feel right now, and I begin to sniff back the tears. They’re tears of anger and rage and fear and an overwhelming feeling of regret and a strange sense of gratefulness. 

	I put the stupid guardrail down on the side of the bed, taking the IV line with me as I slip from the bed and make my way over to where Josh is sleeping. But I can’t bring myself to wake him just yet. The tears pool in my eyes, my thoughts running in a million different directions. 

	He stayed. 

	But waking him means he might not. Waking him means facing all the silence I fed him over the last several months. He didn’t deserve any of it. He doesn’t deserve this. 

	I look around the room, knowing this isn’t a life for anyone and the number of weeks I spent in and out of hospitals as a kid tells me no one wants to endure that when they don’t have to. 

	Josh doesn’t have to. My parents, they did. I was their kid, and I just might end up back there with them after all. 

	At least Mila has Adam now, so if or when I have to leave Hawthorn, she has someone to live with, someone who will be there for her because even though we’ve always had each other, she can’t weather this storm with me, and neither can Josh. 

	After Mila’s accident, I couldn’t even set foot in the hospital to visit her, so what makes me think she’s going to help me? She told me she understood and never once held it against me that I didn’t come see her, but looking back, especially as I find myself here now, I was a shitty friend. Maybe this is karma? 

	I watch Josh for a few more seconds, memorizing his face, remembering what it felt like to have him hold me, committing his smell to my memory because when he walks away, all I’ll have left are my memories. 

	I reach down, brushing his hair back with my hand, my fingertips running down his cheek as I whisper his name. Just saying it out loud causes the tears to spill over. 

	“Josh,” I say again, my fingers tracing his face as he opens his eyes and sees me. My tear-streaked face looking back at him, and all I can hope is he doesn’t think I’m crying to gain his sympathy. 

	“Charlie,” he croaks out, almost like he thinks he’s dreaming, and he reaches out for me. “Charlie,” he says again, this time firmer. “Baby, what are you doing? Get back in bed.” 

	He jumps up from the chair, a look of complete panic on his face. 

	“I’m fine. Seriously, Josh, I’m okay,” I attempt to defend, but he isn’t having it. 

	“I understand you are a total badarse, baby, but right now, for my own sanity, I need your arse back in that bed.” 

	It’s hard to laugh at a time like this, but his assertiveness does just that. I can’t help but giggle a little, sliding myself back into the bed, but when he nudges me over softly, and climbs into bed next to me, all humor falls away. 

	I don’t want to cry, but the tears won’t stop. I bury my face in the crook of his arm and cry, deep, hard sobs because sometimes when you’re in my situation, all you can do is cry. He doesn’t try to tell me everything will be okay. He doesn’t shush me or tell me to calm down. He just holds me, his arms wrapped around me so tightly it’s like he’s holding on for dear life too. 

	“You know, don’t you?” I ask through hard breaths, each word a struggle to get out. 

	“I do and I don’t know why you didn’t tell me. Charlie, I love you, every piece of you, no matter what.” 

	“Even the broken pieces?”

	“Even the broken pieces, baby. Especially the broken pieces,” he assures, and even though it’s supposed to make me feel better, all I feel is guilt. I’ve shackled him with this now too. 

	This isn’t just a cold or the flu, it’s a lifetime of worry and wondering. He’ll be stuck all his life with the constant stress of thinking his wife or his girlfriend is going to die. And not to mention, having kids is probably out of the question, because no one wants to have a baby with someone who could die and leave them to raise the kids alone. 

	“You don’t have a future with me,” I finally say out loud. It’s what I wanted to tell him, what I wanted to shout from the rooftops when we first met. But he was so damn persistent. He made me believe in the power of falling in love and the idea that it would trump all. That he would stay, and we would be happy and someday, I would have a future. 

	“It’s all I can see. I’m not going anywhere, Charlie. Don’t push me away. I’m not leaving.” His words are firm and final, like he’s said them to himself over and over, convincing himself he’s doing the right thing. “The rest of my life is with you.” 

	I want to believe him, but what if it gets too hard? What if I get too sick? What if it comes back a third time or a fourth time? What if I’m just too much to deal with? 

	“You don’t have to be the bigger person. No one would blame you if you left, including me,” I tell him. 

	“I’m not trying to be anything but exactly what I’m supposed to be. I’m supposed to be here with you, Charlie. Whatever happens, we do it together.” 

	Whatever happens…

	Those words grab me and take hold. There’s no diagnosis yet and the optimistic part of me clings to the hope that it’s nothing. 

	Exhaustion? 

	Celebrities faint all the time and cite exhaustion for their hospitalization. That’s all this could be. Simple and easy and tomorrow I’ll walk out of here with an order to rest. Josh and I will curl up in bed and binge TV shows and order food. 

	Who the fuck is this talking? 

	I know it isn’t the reality. I had leukemia as a kid and even though I was young, I’ve memorized the numbers, the stats, the research studies. I know it all like the back of my hand and the recurrence rate is higher in children than adults, especially when radiation and chemo come with a list of side effects that include cancer. It’s what they call second cancer. 

	What killed my cancer the first time has probably given me cancer for a second time. Because again, like the stats, it’s not going to be the same type and now all I can do is speculate. 

	What stage? 

	What letter? 

	What part of my body? 

	Did I catch it early enough? Or should I say, did my body trigger itself to catch it early enough? 

	Passing out might have just saved my life. 

	The question is there in my head, front and center, resting on the tip of my tongue, waiting for me to spit it out, but I swallow it back down. I’m not ready to ask it out loud and so far, Josh isn’t ready to validate what we both know we’re thinking. He may even already know the answer and is equally afraid to tell me. 

	Or maybe he doesn’t. The hospital and the doctors wouldn’t tell him. He isn’t my husband. He isn’t my family. Actually, I’m not even sure they would tell my parents now. I’m twenty-one years old. This isn’t the same situation as before. Every decision is up to me now. 

	“Did Mila tell you?” I ask, afraid to ask what I’m really thinking. 

	“No, she didn’t. She said it was your story to tell, but your parents did.” 

	“Fuck my life, you met my parents?” 

	Josh chuckles a little at my reaction, his arms squeezing me, his warm breath ruffling my hair. He kisses the top of my head and nods slightly. 

	“Yep, not exactly the way any of us thought we’d meet, but who cares,” he says, playing it off casually. He’s completely unflappable and there’s something about it that is far more calming than I expect it to be. 

	“How’d you get them to leave?” I now ask, floored by the fact that they aren’t both camped out in here with us. 

	“I just told them I’d be here no matter what.” 

	 


Chapter Two

	Josh

	 

	“And they legit bought that?” Charlie asks and I chuckle a little at the obvious shock in her voice.

	I brush the hair back from her face, grateful her skin doesn’t feel as hot and clammy anymore. We still don’t know exactly what’s going on, despite the liters of blood it feels like they’ve taken from her and the never-ending parade of doctors that have come and gone over the last few hours. 

	“I can be quite persuasive, you know. I thought you knew that already?” I say, kissing her forehead.

	“Yeah, but…” she trails off, clearly not understanding how this has happened.

	“They were exhausted and worried,” I tell her. “After I assured them I’d be here with you, I suggested they head home to my apartment and get some rest. Figured they could stay there and we could move back in with Adam and Mila.”

	Charlie’s mouth drops open a little and I can’t stop the laugh that falls from mine. “Are you fucking serious?” she asks.

	“Yeah, I am. It’s been a crazy twenty-four hours and after Mila called them, they rushed down here and well—”

	My words are cut off by Charlie’s mouth on mine. “Thank you,” she whispers against my lips.

	I smile, kissing her once more. “Baby, you don’t need to thank me.”

	“I do,” she says, her hand on my jaw, her thumb on my mouth. “I should’ve told you…I should’ve…”

	I take a deep breath, letting it out slowly as I pull her closer, my chin resting on the top of her head. “I get why it was hard for you to tell me,” I say, my eyes on the ceiling, scanning the dimple pattern of the tiles as I try not to freak out about what Charlie went through as a kid. What she might be about to go through all over again. “I wish you felt like you could’ve told me, but I also get it, babe. Seriously.”

	Charlie says nothing, just burrows her face into my neck. I can feel the warmth of her breath against my skin. The weight of her body in my arms and for just a second, I feel my heart falter at the possibility of what’s to come.

	I can’t lose this.

	Can’t lose her.

	A million different worse-case scenarios run through my brain as we lie here in silence, wrapped in each other’s arms. I cannot even begin to comprehend what Charlie’s going through, how scary this must all be for her.

	But at the same time, I’m also selfishly thinking how fucking unfair this all is. How I can’t lose her now, not when we’ve only just found each other, when she’s finally accepted us in a relationship. How the hell am I supposed to survive something like that? I saw what it did to my brother, and I have no idea if I can go through that. No idea if I’m strong enough to handle it. 

	“Are you okay?” Charlie asks, her head on my shoulder.

	Fuck, I’m such a selfish arsehole. 

	This isn’t even about me.

	“Yes,” I tell her. “How are you feeling?”

	“Okay,” she says, exhaling. “Have they…have the doctors…?”

	“No. They haven’t said anything,” I tell her, wishing we could just know one way or another. “Apparently they are running tests and who knows how long that takes.”

	“How long was I out of it?” she asks.

	I ease her back a little, tucking her hair behind her ears. “A while,” I say, trying to hide the fact that they were the scariest hours of my life. Not knowing if she was going to wake up, not knowing what the fuck was going on. “You came to, but you were pretty out of it, and they gave you some drugs and then you fell asleep.”

	“And Mila and Adam?”

	I smile, leaning in to kiss her. Her lips are so dry. “They took your folks home. They’ll be back soon.”

	 

	We don’t talk much more, neither of us broaching the subject of what this is all about, of what it could mean and what happens next. I for one don’t want to even think about the fact that Charlie’s cancer might have returned until we absolutely know for sure. Because the longer it goes on that she doesn’t have it, the safer all of this feels, as though by not knowing, we can somehow stop it, even if I know that’s complete horseshit.

	Eventually the door opens, and I sit up a little, my arms still wrapped around Charlie. It’s not the doctors though, but instead Mila, and Charlie’s parents.

	Smiling at them, I reluctantly slide off the bed, knowing I need to give them some time with her, even if leaving is the last thing I want to do. My brother hovers behind them, his face a mix of seriousness and worry and I’m guessing being back in a hospital like this is kind of freaking him out too.

	“Hey!” Mila says a little too brightly, a huge smile plastered on her face as she makes her way over to Charlie. She’s got a bag of what looks like junk food in her hand, and I watch as they embrace tightly, Charlie’s eyes squeezed shut as though she’s forcing herself not to cry.

	I turn back to her parents who still look exhausted. “Did you get any sleep?” I ask them.

	Her dad tips his head. “A little. Thank you for letting us use your place,” he adds. “It’s very kind of you.”

	I wave his comment away. “Stay as long as you like, seriously, it’s all yours.”

	Her mum steps toward me, her hand on my arm. “Do you want to go and get some sleep too?”

	I shake my head, knowing that no matter what happens or how bad this gets, there’s no way I’m leaving. “Nah, I’m good. Thanks though. I might grab some food if you guys want to stay with her for a bit?”

	“Absolutely,” her mum adds, a kind smile on her face.

	“Can I bring you guys anything?” I ask, turning to Charlie and Mila. They shake their heads, Charlie offering me a soft smile before she goes back to talking to Mila again. “Let me know if the doctors come?” I ask, my words quiet and directed to her parents now. I’d given them both my mobile number when they’d first arrived.

	Her mum squeezes my arm. “We will.”

	I nod once and then turn back to Charlie, quickly pressing a kiss to the top of her head. “I won’t be long, okay? Love you.”

	Charlie gives me a small smile that doesn’t quite reach her eyes and I can only hope she believes me.

	 

	My brother waits at the door and follows me out and into the corridor. I have no idea where I’m going, only that I need a second to try and process all of this. I don’t want Charlie to see me break down or lose it. Don’t want her to think I can’t handle this or that I’m going to bail if everything goes to shit.

	Because I’m not.

	But fuck me, it’s hard holding it all in.

	“Josh?” Adam says, his voice low.

	I look up at him, see the sympathy that’s written all over his face and just like that, I’m a fucking kid again, trying to act tough in front of my older brother. I’m clearly failing though, because Adam sees right through me as he takes two steps toward me and pulls me into his arms.

	I collapse against him, wishing I could be stronger, wishing I could be brave. Wishing that none of this was happening to Charlie.

	“I’m not gonna tell you everything’s going to be okay,” he says quietly, somehow knowing I don’t want any bullshit right now. “But we’re all here for you, both of you, and we will get through this, no matter what.”

	I rest my forehead against his shoulder, too scared to open my mouth in case I start bawling. Adam says nothing more, just hugs me. Eventually I pull back, unable to meet my brother’s gaze as his hands rest on my shoulders. “You okay?” he asks.

	I shake my head. “Not really.”

	“Yeah, I get that.”

	“How…how the fuck do I get through this? How…”

	Adam squeezes my shoulders before turning me and steering us both down the corridor. I let him lead me away, not really caring where we go. Eventually we reach the front entrance and Adam pauses by the small Starbucks to grab us a couple of coffees before leading me outside.

	There are some benches nearby and we take a seat on one of them, neither of us talking as we both sip our coffee and watch people coming and going from the hospital. I realize now how much I hate hospitals. How nothing good ever happens in these places.

	“Have the doctors said anything yet?” Adam eventually asks.

	“No,” I say, shaking my head. “Done a shitload of tests, but so far nothing. How long does this shit take?”

	Adam lifts a shoulder in a loose shrug. “Hard to say. She’s in the best place though.”

	I nod, even though I wish more than anything that we were anywhere but here. “Thank you,” I croak out, taking another sip of coffee.

	Adam turns to me. “For what?” he asks, surprised.

	I stare down at the cup in my hands. “For last night, for now.”

	“Josh,” he says, reaching over to place a hand on my shoulder. “Fuck man, if anyone knows…” he trails off, not finishing his thought, but I get it.

	“This is fucked,” I say, kicking at a stone.

	“It is,” he agrees, exhaling hard.

	“What if it’s back, Adam?” I suddenly blurt out, needing to fucking talk about this. “What if Charlie’s cancer is back?”

	He squeezes my shoulder, waiting and when I eventually look up at him, he gives me a small smile as he says, “Then you fight it and you beat it.”

	“Can she though? Can she beat it?”

	Adam swallows hard, his eyes never leaving mine. I see the struggle on his face though, the things he wants to say to me, but the things he also knows he should. The truth. 

	“Please,” I whisper.

	Adam sucks in a deep breath. “It’s not my, you know, area or whatever, but…look, it’s not ideal when cancer returns. If that’s what’s happening here. But it’s been more than five years, right, since the first time. Typically, that time frame means she was cured so to speak. So maybe this is something else, something different. We don’t know yet. But whatever happens, Josh, don’t for one second think that she can’t beat it, okay?”

	I nod, even though I’m struggling to believe him.

	“It can happen,” he adds quietly. “But don’t go overthinking it until we know what we’re dealing with.”

	I look away, go back to staring at my coffee cup. Adam leaves his hand resting on my shoulder as he drinks his, not saying any more now.

	Eventually I ask, “How’s Mila?”

	He finishes his coffee, tossing the empty cup at the nearby garbage bin. “Trying to be brave,” he says, looking back at me. 

	“She didn’t know Charlie the first time.” I found this out from Charlie’s parents when they filled me in on everything that had happened to Charlie when she was a kid. It was back when she lived in Seattle and it all makes so much sense now, why she was so happy to leave that place.

	“No, she didn’t,” Adam says, standing. “But she knew about it, obviously and I guess it’s something that bound them together.”

	I finish the rest of my coffee too, standing, knowing I should get back in there. “We should go back.”

	Adam nods. “You good?”

	I let out a half laugh. “Fuck no.” Adam gives me a wry smile as I continue, “But fuck I’m glad you’re here with me.”

	He pulls me in for another quick hug. “Always, Josh, always. I should’ve let you help me years ago. I know you tried and I’m sorry. I won’t make that mistake here.”

	We both pull back and I offer him a small smile. “We’re good, Adam, I promise. We always have been.”

	“Come on,” he says with a smile. “Let’s go see your girl.”

	 


Chapter Three

	Charlie

	 

	Ten fucking years. It’s been ten fucking years since I’ve had cancer, which means in medical terms I was cured, remission, whatever you want to call it. I should be grateful. There are people who don’t make it two years, I made it ten. If I make it another ten years with this one, I’ll be in my thirties. 

	I say this like I know I have cancer again. I literally know nothing. I haven’t seen a doctor since I was brought into this place. This is the bullshit of hospitals, especially emergency rooms, they’re overcrowded and if you aren’t bleeding profusely, you’re pretty much overlooked. I’m overlooked because I’m young and I appear to be healthy. 

	Obviously I’m not or I wouldn’t be here. 

	The room is empty and that’s shocking because since the second I was admitted, I haven’t been alone. Between my parents, Mila and Adam, and Josh, someone is always here. It’s making it a little hard to have the breakdown I know is coming. 

	I never had a breakdown last time. I don’t even really remember crying. I was ten years old when I was diagnosed and went into remission after one month of treatment, but continued chemo for a year. I was considered what is called standard risk, which I guess is good, because there is something called high risk and I wasn’t that. Maybe I’m high risk now. Maybe then I didn’t even understand how serious things really were. 

	Well, I certainly fucking do now. 

	A nurse walks in, her rubber clogs squeaking against the floor, a smile on her face like she has no idea I could be dying. 

	“You’re being released today,” she says with far too much enthusiasm. She thinks this is the end of the road for me, but with my history, it’s far from over. Has she even looked at my chart or my discharge instructions? They’re going to refer me to a specialist, and I will get nothing from this two-day stay in this wretchedly uncomfortable bed with its plastic sheets. Well, my parents will get a massive bill that they’ll have to argue with the insurance company about. 

	“Great, so no cancer then?” I ask with the same excitement, but mine is clearly plastered on with a fake smile and an overly high voice. 

	I’m being an asshole and I know it, but I can’t stop myself. It’s not this woman’s fault that my body hates me, and she knows nothing more than what she’s maybe read in my chart. 

	“Oh, I’m not sure. You are being referred,” she pauses, opening up my chart and looking it over. The smile drops from her face. “You’re being referred to an oncologist, but she’s the best, seriously, you’ll really like her.” 

	“Great,” I reply, expressionless. 

	She hands me the paperwork, pointing out a few things just as Josh walks in. He must know I’m being discharged today. Even though I don’t care to see anyone, at least it’s him and not my parents. I’m sure my mom has been crying her eyes out and seeing her will send me on a downward spiral too. 

	The nurse greets Josh with a tip of her head as she leaves the room and once again, we’re alone. 

	“Busting out of this joint, huh?” he says. “You ready?” His voice is unnaturally loud and a little high. He doesn’t know how to act around me now and it makes me feel like I might puke. 

	This is already too much for him. 

	I give it two weeks before he’s gone and then I’m left picking up the pieces of this mess too. 

	I look up at him, his beautiful blue eyes looking down at me, reminding me how much I love him and how much I’ve come to need him in my life. Watching him leave might break me. This is exactly why I didn’t want to do this in the first place. 

	He holds out a hand to me. “Come on. Let’s go home,” he says, and when I take his hand, I feel the tears sting my eyes, especially when he slings an arm over my shoulders and pulls me into his side. 

	I can’t picture my life without him now. 

	Worse, he’s picturing his life without me. 

	“You don’t have to do this,” I say, choking back the sobs I feel threatening. 

	“Do what?” he now asks, turning to face me. 

	“This.” I fling my arms all around, motioning to everything around us. 

	“What is this, Charlie?” He cocks his head to the side, his question coming out as almost a demand for me to admit I want him to leave now. 

	“Hospitals and me being sick. I could fucking die, Josh!” I scream, and even though I don’t intend for my words to come out so loud and angry, they still do. I clench my fists at my side, my teeth gritted so tightly my head begins to throb. 

	“When you fall in love with someone, you fall in love with every single part of them. You’re it for me, Charlie and that means we go through this together.” 

	I hate him and how everything he says is perfect. He has an answer for every word I use to push him away. 

	“But I never gave you a chance to know the truth and to leave before this happened. I wasn’t being fair to you. Can’t you see that?” 

	Josh takes in a long, slow breath and I watch his face, hoping I can read his expression. I’m waiting for the eye roll, the hard exhale that lets me know he’s already sick of my shit. This should be easy. He should just leave now and spare us both the drama later. 

	“So we’re going to talk about what’s fair now?” he asks, but his question is harsh and I can tell he’s getting angry with me. Thank fuck. I was beginning to think he was perfect. He narrows his eyes a little, his lips pursed, and he takes in that hard breath I knew was coming. “Do you think my brother would’ve left Rachel if he knew she would eventually die in a car accident? Better yet, do you think if he knew ahead of time about Mila’s issues, he would’ve left? How about your parents? Do you think they’d have changed their decision to have a kid if they knew she was going to have cancer? Fuck, Charlie, stop this shit.” 

	I step back away from him, shocked by his tone, but I deserve it. I’m the one pushing him away. He’s allowed to yell at me, but that doesn’t mean I can’t cry. 

	And that’s just what I do. 

	Deep guttural sobs begin to wrack my body and as much as I don’t want his sympathy, I melt into Josh’s body when his arms wrap around me. 

	“Glad that shut you up,” he whispers into my hair, his lips lingering there for a few seconds. “I love you, Charlie. I’ll say it a million times if that’s what it takes.” 

	I want to say it back, I want to cling to him so he never leaves, but my heart feels like it’s being ripped from my chest. 

	“Are you ready to go home?” he asks again, and I nod, unable to speak. “And when I say home, I mean yours and Mila’s apartment, but after your parents leave, I want you to move in with me, Charlie. I want you with me.” 

	I cover my face with my hands. This is a lot. It’s a lot to process, a lot to come to terms with and moving in with Josh is more than I’m willing to do right now. I understand he’s trying to show me he’s not leaving, but he also needs to know I need to protect myself. He can say he’s not leaving, but in the end, he has no idea what our life together might look like. 

	“Josh, not now, please,” I say, my voice shaky and weak. 

	“Fine, but I’m not leaving.” 

	I don’t have the strength to argue with him right now, so it dies there. 

	 

	My tiny apartment is cluttered with people when we walk in. It’s overwhelming. My parents, Mila and Adam, Ruby and Caleb, and my grandparents are on FaceTime. This has to be a fucking joke. It’s total chaos. Did they really think I’d want this after coming home from the hospital? Now I know what a new mother feels like after she comes home with her baby. 

	I stop in the doorway, looking around, trying to remind myself that they’re experiencing something far different than I am. They’re here because they want to support me and help me but fuck, it’s a lot. 

	Plus, I have no idea what the hell is even going on. Maybe this is all just an overreaction. But the word “oncologist” screams at me from the back of my mind. 

	Stop being so naïve, Charlie.

	“I know,” Josh, whispers in my ear. “It’s a lot. I can ask them to leave.” He kisses my temple, soothing me in a way I never thought possible. Between his touch and his words, I find comfort and solace, despite the chaos. 

	“It’s okay,” I murmur back. “I get it.” 

	I talk with everyone for a little while, not really able to share too many details given I don’t know very much at the moment. Luckily for me, the house clears out quickly. Caleb and Ruby head home and Adam leaves to go to work. And as much as I wish all were quiet, my parents still remain. 

	Josh looks over at me, sitting next to me at our small kitchen table, he takes my hand in his, kissing the inside of my wrist. 

	“I’m going to go back to my place or maybe take a walk or something. It’ll give you some time with your parents. I’ll come back over when they’re done,” he says, and as much as I want to argue with him and beg him to stay, I know it’s the right thing to do. 

	“Okay.” 

	He leans down to kiss me and like that, I’m alone with my parents and Mila. 

	These are the only people in my life who know the whole story, who know my struggles, my fears, and what could come of all of this. They’re as scared as I am, and I owe them some time to process it with me. 

	“What did the doctors say?” my mom immediately asks before Josh has even closed the door. 

	It’s weird not having my parents know every intimate detail of my health and my life. There was a time when that’s what their whole entire life was. Knowing blood cell counts and body temperatures and whether my lymph nodes were swollen or if anything on my body hurt. 

	“They weren’t able to tell me anything,” I admit and oddly my parents’ faces both sag with relief. It’s crazy to me that the unknown is more calming to them than knowing if I have cancer again. “They referred me to an oncologist,” I add, and I might as well have slapped them. The worry is back. 

	“That could mean anything,” my dad defends. “You have a history and I’m sure they don’t want to unknowingly startle you. Maybe it’s just a formality.”

	“For sure,” Mila adds, smiling. All these fake smiles are nauseating. As soon as my parents leave, she’ll drop this overly positive act and I’ll be so fucking grateful. “I’m happy to go with you to the appointment.” 

	“Thanks,” I reply, realizing she might be the only one there with me if Josh takes off. I certainly don’t want my parents there. I’m not a child anymore.  

	“Your dad and I can stick around until then, unless you’d like us to go with you,” my mom says, and I hate how much I’m disrupting everyone’s lives. 

	Josh has a new job. He was just released from his probationary period and now this happens. I can’t have him taking time off work to deal with my shit. That’s the last thing he needs and the last thing I need is to be shackled with the guilt of Josh losing his job. 

	“I’d kinda like to go alone,” I admit and of course every mouth in the room drops open. 

	“I don’t think that’s a good idea…” my mom starts, and I watch my dad shake his head, silently telling her to be quiet. 

	“We’ll be here when you get home,” my dad adds, closing down any discussion. “When’s your appointment?”

	“I have to make it today. I’ll do that in a little while.” I stand up from the table, a yawn slipping from my mouth, and I realize how completely exhausted I am, mentally and physically. “I’m tired. I’m going to go lay down. I’ll text you when I know my appointment time.” I say it in a way that I hope gets them moving along. I don’t want them here right now.

	And luckily they take the hint, giving me a hug and heading back across the hall to Josh’s apartment, leaving Mila and me alone. 

	“Fuck,” she says, her tone entirely different than it was just minutes ago. 

	“Yeah.” 

	And the room falls silent. 

	She knows what I’m thinking and while there is clearly something much more pressing to worry about, my brain just won’t take a break from it. 

	“He’s going to leave,” I whisper, as if saying it too loudly means he’ll hear it, that it means it will come true. 

	“I want to tell you he won’t, but you don’t want to hear that right now,” Mila says, and I love her for her honesty.

	 

	 


Chapter Four

	Josh

	 

	I stay gone for a couple of hours, giving Charlie the time with her parents and Mila, even though all I want to do is go back there and be with her. I know she hates all of this attention, everyone fussing around and asking her how she’s going. It’s written all over her face. But I also know this is something her parents need, Charlie too, even though she won’t ever admit it.

	So after I leave them to it, I head down to the bar to hang out with my brother, neither of us talking about all of the shit that’s going on. In fact, we barely speak much at all, Adam somehow knowing I just need the space, the time to try and start processing all of this.

	“Hey, can you take this home for Mila?” he eventually says, as he walks out from the kitchen with a bag of food. “There’s enough in there for you guys too.”

	I nod, standing from my stool. “Think it’s safe for me to go back there?” I ask, jerking my thumb over my shoulder.

	Adam gives me a sad smile. “Mila said they left an hour or so ago. You should go back.”

	I let out a long exhale, shoving a hand through my hair. “I feel like I…like everything’s…everything is in limbo or something,” I say, reaching for the bag of food, but dropping my hand before I get
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