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    For everyone standing on the first stair, heart loud and knees shaky—may this be the nudge to take one honest step.
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Chapter 1 — Shoes by the Door


[image: ]


The first thing I do every morning is check the list on the back of my bedroom door.

It’s not a fancy planner list, just three pieces of masking tape and the cheap black marker I like because it dries fast and doesn’t feather. The headings are the same: School. Work. Life. I put little boxes beside each item because sometimes the tiny sound of pen filling a square is the only proof a day happened.

School: Honors Algebra quiz—study rules of exponents (again). English—turn in chapter reflection. History—print map for New England ports project.

Work: Babysit the Santos twins after school. Bring the dinosaur stickers I promised. Heat leftovers for them. Check that their turtles have lettuce and not plastic confetti (last week’s tragedy).

Life: Text Dad a good-luck line for his second interview. Wash my lucky socks because I forgot yesterday. Breathe—five counts in, five out—if cafeteria gets loud.

There’s also a tiny square at the bottom that says, Step, with nothing next to it. That box has been empty for months, not because I don’t step but because I only step onto floors I already know are stable.

Downstairs, the house is a fog of pancakes and radio news, literally fog—the kind that sits low over Harborview until noon. Mom’s humming something churchy while she flips pancakes, thin and golden, the edges crisp like lace. She is a person who can do six things at once and also remember you asked for blueberries. Dad is sitting at the table in his polo shirt, a tie draped over the chair. The steam from his mug loosens the tired lines under his eyes. He smiles when he sees me, the kind of smile that has more trying than easy in it.

“Morning, Len,” he says. “Lucky socks ready?”

“Almost,” I say, because almost is kinder than no. “I put your tie by the front door.” I add tie to the list in my head as if I can cross it off. He used to tie it in one quick move like in movies, but lately his hands hesitate and he asks for help. I pretend not to notice when he does.

I eat half a pancake and two blueberries because my stomach isn’t sure yet. The radio says something about fishermen protesting regulations, the word quota rolling off the announcer’s tongue like a pebble that’s been rubbed smooth. In Harborview, the sea isn’t scenery; it’s salaries. I think of the Listening Steps carved into the bluff down by the boardwalk, the way the sea makes everything sound bigger when it’s foggy—as if even our town’s secrets echo.

I rinse my plate, tie Dad’s tie in a neat four-in-hand while he jokes about my knot being better than his, then I shove my feet into my sneakers by the door. The laces are clean because I washed them last night. “You’ll do great,” I tell Dad, and mean it, because that’s our ritual. He taps my knuckles with his mug, a toast with coffee. Mom kisses the top of my head still smelling like sleep. I tuck my notebook into my backpack and step into the blank white of the morning.

Harborview fog makes the world into a room with no walls. The lampposts are smeared commas. The ocean is present the way a thought is present—felt more than seen. The sidewalks are damp; my sneakers make a careful shush-shush. I cut left on Tide Street, thinking I’ll take the long way so I can walk by the bluff and the Listening Steps. I tell myself it’s because the boardwalk is a straighter shot to school in fog (not true), but really it’s because I like hearing the bell buoys mourn under the fog like cows in a far field.

As I approach the top of the bluff, a darker shape appears where the steps begin—just the rail and the first twelve stone treads, the rest swallowed by the white. The rail is old, splintered smooth by palms. Kids carve initials into it and then sand the grooves so it doesn’t catch skin; Harborview brings out our contradictory tendencies. I rest my fingers on it without thinking.

That’s when I see the chalk.

Someone has written on the top step, each letter bold as candy: Take one step; tell me how it felt.

The period is big and deliberate. The handwriting looks older than middle school—no hearts, no curly loops—just a steady script, chalk-white insisting itself against stone. A tiny arrow points down. I glance around like there will be someone waiting with a camera, but there’s only fog and the sound of water untying itself and tying again.

I tap my toe against the edge of the first step as if the stone might answer back. My backpack strap slips a little on my shoulder because my hands have started to sweat. This is ridiculous. They’re stairs. You have walked down these steps a thousand times. Still, there’s something about being told to do it, about the instruction summoning more than the action.

I could step. I could step and then take out my notebook and write It felt damp and then cross off the Life square with Step and feel a small drop of triumph hit the bucket of my day. But I don’t. I stand there in the fog with my pulse in my throat and the chalk letters bright, and I make the safest decision I know: I walk on.

At school, the hallways are bleary with wet hair and hoodie hoods. Everyone tracks fog in with them; it beads on the lockers and smells like the ocean is trying to sit in homeroom. Priya pops up beside me at my locker like a jack-in-the-box in docs and a thrifted bomber jacket she embroidered with tiny constellations. She has two pens stuck behind her ear and her headphones around her neck, the wire coiled like a sleeping snake.

“Did you hear?” she says, eyes bright. She never says hello, only headlines. “Mr. Ellison has a new project.”

“Ellison always has a new project,” I say, swapping my notebooks. I like that about him but pretend not to.

“This one is called Micro-Brave,” she says, pulling the words out of her pocket like a magician’s scarf. “He told the morning announcements he’s handing it out today. It’s perfect for you.”

“Define perfect,” I say, wary. “If perfect means ‘gradable and has clear instructions,’ sure.”

“If perfect means ‘Lena’s brand of quiet chaos,’ also yes.” She tugs my sleeve. “Come on. First period.”

Mr. Ellison’s room smells like coffee and old paper and someone’s citrus lotion. He’s taped photos all over the back wall: people with eyes closed about to jump into lakes, hands hovering over door buzzers, a close-up of feet on a threshold wearing shoes like mine. He is the kind of teacher who never tells you what to see in a photo; he waits like the picture itself will talk to you.

“Good morning, writers,” he says, and we aren’t all writers but we get to be in his room. He holds up a paper with a box in the top corner. “This quarter, we’re chasing small courage. The assignment is called Micro-Brave. Every week you’ll attempt one new thing and write a reflection—not an essay, not a confessional, just a clear account of what you tried and how it felt. Details over drama. Honesty over heroics.”

He pauses, letting the words calm us and terrify us equally. “You can keep the tries tiny. Ask a question you’d usually swallow. Sit at a different lunch table one day. Walk home by a new route. The point isn’t to get loud; it’s to notice the shaking and do the thing anyway.”

Priya shoots me a glance like she’s on the verge of cracking up. When Mr. Ellison passes me the sheet, my eye goes to the small square in the corner. Week One—Try: It’s an empty box, inviting and threatening at the same time, the way empty rooms are.

“There will be no public reading unless you choose it,” he says, as if he can see the panic we wear like invisible vests. “And no grades for success. You will be graded for showing up on the page—saying what you did and how it met you.”

I push my pencil into the paper lightly to see if it leaves a dent without a mark. It does. I have a list of things I could do: raise my hand in Algebra twice; stand closer to the front in choir; offer to stock the spray bottles in Art instead of stapling quietly in the back. None of them make my heart race. The steps on the bluff made my heart race. I almost add the steps to the Micro-Brave box, but I don’t. Not yet.

After class, Rowan is leaning in the doorway, balancing his board on one edge and catching it with his palm, flipping it a little like it’s something with wings that chose him. He’s wearing a half-unzipped sweatshirt and a chipped grin that looks like he’s bitten off part of his own doubt and decided to keep going anyway. He nods to the papers in our hands.

“Micro-Brave,” he says. “I approve.” He looks at me like he knows I’m already building a spreadsheet to manage this assignment. “You ever ridden a half-pipe, Lena?”

“No,” I say, because redirection is ruder than honesty.

“Tonight? After homework? The park’s dead after dark until the 7 p.m. crowd. I can show you how not to break your wrists.” He winks, but it doesn’t feel like a wink-wink. It feels like a person offering a door with a tiny window.

Priya tilts her head to watch me. It is a look that says: choose your own adventure carefully and also please don’t choose the version where you go home and alphabetize your socks. My mouth fills with answers—maybe, let me check my schedule, I have to babysit—but what I say is the truth I can live with: “I can’t tonight. I have work.”

Rowan shrugs, not wounded. “Another time. Micro-Brave doesn’t expire.” He taps the paper with his knuckle. “Start small. First falls are actually the best falls.”

“Of course they are,” I mutter, because that’s a Rowan sentence if I ever heard one. He grins and rolls away down the hall like gravity is a dance partner he knows.

Algebra is a mouthful of chalk and numbers; I almost ask a question about negative exponents but swallow it because Mrs. Pacheco wears disappointment like perfume and I don’t want to smell like it. In choir I place myself on the edge of the second row and sing the notes under my breath because they feel like street signs I’m reading from a car. In History I tape labels onto a giant map for our group and double-check that Providence is spelled right and in the right place, which it is.

Lunch is loud. The cafeteria is a boat full of clattering forks. I sit with Priya at the edge of things where the sound bounces rather than lands. She tells me the Santos twins learned how to whisper-yell last night during hide and extremely seek. I tell her about the chalk note on the bluff, the letters like bright bones, the way it sat in my chest longer than any math rule.

“You’re joking,” she says, mid-bite. “Someone wrote that? That’s creepy or brilliant or both. Are you going to step?”

“Maybe,” I say, picking at the crust of my sandwich. My heart clicks like a cheap clock. “It felt like the stairs were looking at me. I know that’s not how stairs work.”

“Everything looks at you if you look back,” she says, which is a thing Priya says sometimes that sounds like a proverb until I realize she means sound waves reflect as much as stares do. “Record it,” she adds. “If you go. Record your footsteps. We can mix them with the bell buoys.”

“Mr. Ellison said small, not dramatic.”

“Your feet going down stairs in fog is small,” she says. “It just happens to echo.”

The rest of the day is a parade of boxes to fill. I fill them. I scribble study exponents, print map, bring stickers into their squares. The empty Step box on my door’s mental list grows heavier. I tell myself weight isn’t real when it comes to boxes, but it is.

After school, I walk three blocks to the Santos house. The twins are waiting by the window, pressing their noses to the glass like seals. They yell my name as if I have been gone for months. I hand them dinosaur stickers and they hold a Tyrannosaurus Rex against the lamp until its teeth glow.

“Can we play the step game?” Mateo asks, hopping on one foot.

“What step game?” I ask, trying not to imagine him tumbling down stairs like a rag doll.

“The one where you pick a step and you have to tell a truth,” Marisol says, already on the bottom stair with her hands spread like a tiny emcee. “Mama says we can’t go up past three without an adult, so you can pick one, okay?”

I stand with them on the first stair. “Okay,” I say. “Truth: I used to be scared of the second step in my old house because it creaked like a throat clearing.”

They laugh, a kind of gentle at me rather than at me. We play until it’s time for mac and cheese. They tell me truths like I hid a pea in my sock and sometimes I smell my crayons. I tell them for my Micro-Brave I might walk down a staircase by the sea and tell someone how it felt. They look at me like I just said I might fly.

When their mom gets home and thanks me with a hug that’s half gratitude and half apology for being five minutes late, I walk back toward my side of town. The fog has lifted to a gray that still smells like salt. My feet take me toward the bluff without a vote. The Listening Steps are more visible now—fifty, maybe sixty of them, carved into the earth like someone decided the hill needed a spine. The chalk words on the top step are still bright. Someone—maybe the same person—has chalked a small box next to the sentence.

A box. Of course. I laugh
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