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CHAPTER ONE
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The thing about first days is everyone performs them.

You pick an outfit the night before and then change it in the morning and end up wearing basically what you always wear. You say hi to the same people you said hi to last June and pretend the summer happened to someone slightly different who just has your same face. You sit in the same general region of every classroom you've been assigned to because that's where you sat last year and the year before, and by now the habit has grooved itself so deep into you that your body just carries itself there without consultation.

I've gone to Lakewood High for two years and I already know exactly who I am here, which is its own kind of trap.

The morning of the first day of junior year I wake up before my alarm, which I always do in September because the quality of the light changes just enough to trick my body into thinking something is about to happen. It comes through the blinds in long pale strips across the floor and I lie there in my grandmother's cross and nothing else I slept in and I think about her the way I always do in the morning when my defenses are still down — her hands, specifically, which were small and always warm and smelled like the Pond's cold cream she bought at the Winn-Dixie in a white tub with a green lid.

She died fourteen months ago and I still reach for the cross sometimes in the middle of the night to make sure it's there.

Marisol. That's my mother's voice from the kitchen. She pronounces it with the full syllables, Ma-ri-sol, the way she always does when she's talking to me and not about me. When she talks about me to her sisters on the phone she says Soli and something about hearing your own nickname said when you're not supposed to hear it has always felt like being seen from a direction you weren't watching. "You're going to be late."

I'm not going to be late. I'm never late. I am, in fact, constitutionally incapable of being late in a way that has always struck my mother as suspicious, like I'm getting away with something by being punctual. But I get up anyway because that's what you do.



The school smells like industrial cleaner and something that might be ambition or might be anxiety and at sixteen I've decided they're indistinguishable. Tanya is waiting at my locker when I get there, which is where she always waits because her locker is in a different hall and she doesn't see the point in fighting the traffic twice.

"You get taller over the summer?" she says, looking me over with that particular assessment Tanya has, the one that makes you feel like she's running a quick diagnostic.

"I did not."

"Hm." She hands me half a granola bar. Tanya always has half a granola bar in September because she always forgets breakfast when school starts and brings backup. This is our sixth consecutive September of Tanya handing me half a granola bar and I accept it the same way I always do, which is gratefully and without comment. "Brandon's in AP History which he's going to fail out of by October."

"He signed up for AP History?"

"His mother signed him up. There's a distinction." She shoulders her bag. "You see Javier yet?"

"He's parking."

We move through the hall the way we've moved through halls since sixth grade, which is side by side with the comfortable synchronization of people who have matched their stride so many times it's become automatic. I know which way Tanya will drift when the crowd thickens (right, toward the wall, she doesn't like being pushed from behind) and she knows I'll slow down at the window by the gym to look at the courtyard, which I can't explain except that I like to see the sky at the beginning of the day before I lose it to the fluorescent lights.

This is the problem with having known the same people your whole life: they know all your habits, including the ones you haven't named yet. It's comfortable the way a very well-broken-in shoe is comfortable. Sometimes I wonder if I've stopped noticing when something actually hurts.



Javier finds us third period.

He's in two of my classes — AP Lang and U.S. History — which we planned in April when we signed up for our junior schedules and I've never had a reason to think about before now, when I look at him dropping into the desk next to mine in AP Lang and feel the specific comfort of him that I've never tried to articulate because it doesn't seem to need articulating.

Javier Castillo has been my best friend since the first week of sixth grade when we were both assigned to the same terrible group project about the water cycle and he did his entire portion of the poster in a precise architectural hand that made mine look like I'd used my non-dominant hand during a minor earthquake. He looked at my section, looked at his, and without being asked redrew mine while I watched. He didn't explain or apologize. He just fixed it. I've spent five years trying to figure out if that quality in him is kindness or efficiency and I think by now it might be both.

"You look like you're thinking too hard," he says, settling in.

"First day."

"Yeah." He puts his notebook on the desk with the pencil already out, perfectly parallel to the spine, and I have the disorienting flash I sometimes get of seeing someone so clearly they become briefly strange — like the word you've said so many times it stops sounding like a word. Javier with his dark steady eyes and the three-generation St. Pete patience in him, the kind of rootedness that comes from a family who has been somewhere long enough that the place is in them now, in the specific way they hold themselves and what they don't feel the need to rush.

Mrs. Okafor calls roll and I stop thinking about Javier and start thinking about my summer reading essay, which I definitely finished, I just need to find where I saved it.



Brandon finds us at lunch.

This is how it always works: Tanya and I arrive at the table, Javier arrives right behind me because we have the same class before lunch, and Brandon arrives approximately four minutes late with too much food from the line and something to tell us. Today the something is: he met someone over the summer.

"At the pier," he says, setting down his tray with the confidence of someone delivering important news. "Skyway pier, like, in June. We were both trying the same spot and I was there first but I let him use it because I'm a generous and evolved human being."

"You lost a bet," Tanya says.

"The point is we started talking and he's cool and his name is Cody and he just transferred to Lakewood." Brandon looks around the table. "I told him to come find us."

Tanya says, "How'd he end up in St. Pete?" She asks with the particular directness of someone who grew up in a family that considers questions a form of respect — no point circling the thing you want to know.

"His dad lives in Pinellas Park. Parents split up, he moved in with his dad for junior year." Brandon shrugs. "He's good people. You'll see."

I am looking at my phone when it happens. That's the part I'll think about later — the fact that I was looking at my phone, rereading the note I'd made to myself about the essay draft, when Cody Harmon walked across the cafeteria and into my life for the first time, so that when I looked up the approach was already done and he was already there.

He's medium height with hair that hasn't quite decided what it wants to do, light brown and slightly too long, wearing a faded green t-shirt from what looks like a fishing tournament in 2019. He has the particular look of someone who is working to appear comfortable, which most people don't notice because the work is good. I notice it, but I can't tell you how, except to say there's a very slight half-second pause before his smile arrives, like he's checking something first.

"Hey," he says. To Brandon, then to the table. "Sorry, is this—"

"Sit down, man, I saved you a spot," Brandon says, and he has not actually saved a spot, but he moves his bag from the chair beside him with such cheerful authority that it amounts to the same thing.

Cody sits. He puts his tray down. He looks around the table with an openness that seems genuine and probably is, and I think: he's done this before. Not in a cynical way. In the way of someone who has had to introduce himself to a table of strangers and has developed, through practice, a way of making it easy for everyone.

"I'm Tanya."

"Javier."

"Marisol," I say.

He nods at each of us, repeating the names quietly, which is either an earnest memory technique or something he read about once. Either way it's considerate. Either way I notice it.

"Brandon says you fish," Javier says. Because Javier always finds the thread.

"Yeah. Since I was a kid." A brief thing crosses his face — not exactly a shadow, more like a watermark, there and then not. "My grandpa taught me. It stuck."

"The Skyway pier is good," Javier says. "Early morning, before the weekend crowd."

"That's what Brandon told me. He also told me he was the better fisherman." Cody glances at Brandon. "And then I caught twice as much."

"You literally cheated," Brandon says. "You used different bait."

"That's not cheating. That's strategy."

Brandon opens his mouth and Tanya says, "Don't," and Brandon closes his mouth, and I watch Cody watch this exchange with something that might be delight — not performed delight, not the social lubricant of laughing at things because you're supposed to, but the real thing, which in teenagers often looks surprised, like they didn't expect to be actually entertained. He laughs a half-second after the rest of us.

Like he's checking first that it's okay.



The rest of the day passes in the particular blur of first days, which are all information and no content. Syllabi and expectations and the specific social cartography of new seating charts. In AP Lang I'm next to a girl named Priya who I know from Model UN and in U.S. History the teacher has an alphabetical seating arrangement that puts me three rows from Javier and directly behind a boy named Deluca who has a large head and will be a problem.

In the hallway between sixth and seventh period I pass Cody going the opposite direction and he lifts his chin in the easy way of someone who has already decided you're an acquaintance, which is something people usually take longer to decide. I do it back. That's all.

But I find myself, in seventh period Spanish — which I test out of some years and into others depending on my mother's opinion of whether I'm being lazy about my heritage — I find myself replaying the half-second pause before his smile.

Not because it seems wrong, exactly. But because it seems like something. And I can't locate what.



My mother is already home when I get there, which happens on Tuesdays because she has a closing shift Wednesday and trades for time. She works the front desk at a dental office in South St. Pete that she has worked at since before I was born, which she treats not as a source of resignation but as a point of pride — the knowing of a place the way you can only know it if you've stayed.

My father's truck isn't in the driveway. He works the port, long shifts, irregular hours, the particular schedule that fills a house with his absence in such a consistent and predictable way that the absence has become its own kind of presence. The chair at the head of the table where he sits when he's home sits slightly pulled out all the time now, the way things settle that have lost their regular use.

My mother asks about the first day in the distilled way she has, three questions, the right three: Who did you sit with. Did you like any of your teachers. Do you have what you need for tomorrow. I answer all three and she listens with the full attention she always gives me, which has always been one of the ways I know I am loved.

We eat arroz con pollo and she tells me about a patient who came in convinced he didn't need a root canal and the small heroism of the third dentist's patience. I tell her about AP Lang and Tanya's first-day granola bar and the new boy Brandon brought to the table. I don't know why I mention Cody. I just do.

"Is he nice?" she asks.

"Seems like it." I move rice around. "He laughs like he's checking whether it's okay first."

My mother tilts her head. "What do you mean?"

I try to explain it and can't, quite. She listens anyway. That is also how I know I am loved.



After dinner I go to the screened porch.

It's the best part of our house, the porch. My abuela used to say a bungalow without a porch is just a box with delusions and I have spent enough time in boxes with delusions (Tanya's house, which has central air and absolutely no outdoor furniture, a choice I have never fully understood) to agree with her. The screen keeps the worst of the mosquitos out and keeps the best of the evening in — the smell of the neighbors' jasmine, the sound of the mockingbird that has lived in the live oak at the property line for as long as I can remember, the quality of the light in late afternoon when it goes golden and the Spanish moss in the tree across the street goes copper and everything briefly looks the way I want to remember it.

My abuela sat here every evening she was able to. After she couldn't manage the steps anymore she would sit just inside the door, on a kitchen chair she'd brought out herself, and look at the porch through the screen. I think about that more than I used to.

I'm sitting with my AP Lang reading in my lap, not reading it, watching the sunset do what it always does over the Kenwood rooftops — going pink first, then something between orange and rose that doesn't have a name I know — when I remember my bag.

I reach for it to get my phone, and my hand finds the envelope.

It's a regular envelope, the kind you'd buy in a box of fifty, white with no return address. My name is written on the front in handwriting I don't recognize, except I do, somewhere low and non-linguistic in me, the way you recognize a voice before you've placed it.

I turn it over. Sealed. No postage.

I look at my backpack like it might explain something. It doesn't.

For a full minute I just hold it and look at the rooftops going rose and the mockingbird doing its rapid inventory of borrowed songs, and I have the strange sensation of standing at the top of a staircase in the dark — not afraid of it exactly, just aware of the drop.

I open the envelope.

The paper is folded in thirds, like a letter, which is what it is. Three paragraphs and then the signature, and the signature is my name.

I read it the first time too fast to understand it. This happens to me with important things — I skim them in a kind of panic and have to go back to find where the meaning is. So I read it again, slower. The porch is still there. The mockingbird is still there. The light is going now, the rose draining out of it, and somewhere down the block someone is cooking something with garlic that smells like the thing my grandmother made on Sundays.

The letter says:

Marisol —

I know you. I know you're going to read this twice before you believe it and three more times before you decide what to do, which means you'll decide too late. That's what I'm here to help with.

There is a boy. His name is Cody Harmon and he joined your table at lunch today. I know you noticed the pause before his smile. You notice everything, which has always been the thing that made it so hard to understand how you could see so much and still miss what mattered.

Don't let him walk home alone today.

That's all for now. It won't always be this simple.

— Marisol (26)

I read it a third time.

The sun is fully down now. The streetlights have come on the way they always do, one after another down the block, a chain of small illuminations.

Don't let him walk home alone today.

The today in that sentence is past. Today is almost over. Cody Harmon walked home from Lakewood High sometime in the last four hours and I don't know which direction and I don't have his number and I was sitting here not reading AP Lang when it happened and the moment — the first moment, the one the letter said mattered — is already gone.

I sit very still in my grandmother's porch in the dark and I try to locate how I feel about that.

Here is what I know about myself, at sixteen, sitting in the dark: I am the kind of person who thinks of the right thing to say three hours after the conversation ended. I am the kind of person who watches the moment pass and thinks someone should say something and that someone is never, in the moment, me. My mother loves me for my thoughtfulness and Tanya loves me for my loyalty and Javier loves me for whatever it is Javier loves me for, which I have never asked, and none of them would describe me as someone who acts quickly.

The letter knew this.

I know you're going to read this twice before you believe it and three more times before you decide what to do.

Four times, actually. But the general point stands.

I go inside and get my phone and I text Brandon: hey random question, does cody have a way to get home from school or is he walking

Brandon texts back in under a minute, because Brandon's relationship with his phone is what my mother charitably calls dedicated: idk why, he's fine, he lives in pinellas park he prob takes the 52 bus

Then: why

Then: MARISOL DO YOU LIKE HIM

Then: marisol

Then: hello

I put my phone face-down on the table and go back to the porch. The mockingbird has gone wherever mockingbirds go at night, which I've never known and never looked up and I keep meaning to look up. The jasmine is stronger when it's dark. My grandmother told me once that jasmine blooms after sunset because it's reaching for something cooler and I don't know if that's true but I've never questioned it because some things feel true enough.

I hold the letter and look at my name in the signature. The handwriting is mine the way a reflection is you — familiar from a particular angle, strange from others.

We couldn't save him. You still can.

I read that part again.

I have a homework assignment for AP Lang and an essay draft I need to locate and tomorrow is Wednesday which means the 7-Eleven on Central has the good breakfast sandwiches before seven. These are the facts of my life, small and warm and sufficient, and I have been living inside them my whole life without anything reaching in to say but there is also this.

There is also this.

I sit on my grandmother's porch in the dark for a long time, until the neighborhood has gone properly quiet and the only light is the streetlamps and the glow from the kitchen where my mother is watching something on her phone, and I make the decision to believe it.

I don't know yet that a decision is just the beginning. I don't know yet that deciding to believe something and actually knowing what to do with it are entirely different things, separated by a distance that doesn't look wide from the start.

I press my thumbnail into my palm. I read the letter one more time.

Then I fold it carefully, the way you fold something you're going to need again, and I put it inside the box on my shelf where I keep my grandmother's things — her rosary, her Pond's cold cream lid, a photo of her at forty-two at a quinceañera I don't know whose, laughing at something outside the frame.

I get into bed with my AP Lang reading and I don't read it.

I think instead about a boy in a faded green fishing tournament shirt, and the half-second pause before he lets himself smile, and all the things I've watched happen without finding a way to be in them, and whether this time — this one specific time — I can make myself be different.

The ceiling fan turns slow circles in the dark.

I don't know yet that tomorrow I'll fail again. I don't know yet that failing is not the end of the story.

I don't know anything yet, except that somewhere in Pinellas Park, in a house that is clean and functional and missing something warm, there is a boy I just met today who is going to need me to figure it out.

I press the cross against my sternum and close my eyes.



From a letter Marisol wrote sometime in October, that she does not know if her future self ever received:

I don't know if this works the other way. I don't know if you can hear me. But I need to ask: was today the first time you tried to warn me, or have you been sending letters I wasn't looking for? How many did I miss before this one? I think about that. The ones I might have found and thrown away because I didn't understand what I was looking at.

I should tell you: I didn't get to him in time. The letter said not to let him walk home alone and I read it too late and he was already gone. I know you know this. You watched it happen once already.

I'm sorry.

I'll be faster next time. I don't know yet what that means exactly. But I'm writing it down so you know I said it.

— Marisol (16)
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CHAPTER TWO
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I read the rest of the letter that night.

I don't know why I didn't read all of it the first time — or I do know, which is that the first line was enough to send me into a kind of stillness where taking in more information felt like trying to pour water into a glass that was already full and slightly cracked. I read don't let him walk home alone today and I thought about Cody on the 52 bus to Pinellas Park and something shut down in me the way things shut down when the moment is already gone and there's nothing left to do but file it under the long catalog of what I should have done differently.

But there is more letter.

I find it at eleven-fourteen PM when I've given up on sleep and I'm lying on my stomach on the floor with the ceiling fan turning slow circles above me, which is where I do my best thinking, or my worst thinking, or my most honest thinking — I've never been able to tell the difference. I get the letter from the box on my shelf and I unfold it on the carpet in front of me and I read past the part I already know.

The first paragraph I've memorized now: the boy, the smile, the half-second pause. Don't let him walk home alone today. The sentence I was too late for.

The second paragraph begins: I know you didn't.

Those four words land somewhere low and specific in my chest, not quite painful, more like the feeling of pressing a bruise. She knew. Of course she knew. She is me, ten years ahead, looking back at this exact night, and she knew I would be lying on my bedroom floor having missed the first thing she asked me to do.

I read on.

I know you didn't. That's all right. Write that down: it's all right to have missed this one. There will be others. What I need you to understand is that today wasn't the point — today was the introduction. You needed to see him before you could understand why any of this matters, and now you've seen him. So.

Here is what I know.

His name is Cody James Harmon. He's sixteen. He moved from Clearwater when his parents split up — his dad got the Pinellas Park house in the divorce and Cody moved in because his mother needed a fresh start and he decided, at fifteen years old, that he was the one who should give her one. Think about that for a minute before you keep reading.

I stop. I think about it. Fifteen years old, deciding to rearrange his own life to give his mother room to breathe. The matter-of-factness of it. The way he mentioned it at my kitchen table with my mother — or he will mention it, at a dinner that hasn't happened yet — like a reasonable logistical choice an adult made about their schedule.

I keep reading.

He's good at seeming fine. This is the most important thing I can tell you and also the thing that is hardest to act on, because seeming fine is different from performing fine. He's not lying to you when he laughs at Brandon's jokes or asks the right questions about your grandmother's porch or remembers your name and everyone else's on the first try. That's all real. He genuinely likes people. He is genuinely curious and funny and worth knowing. The depression isn't a mask he's wearing over a different person — it's more like a room in him that he's learned to keep the door closed on, and he's gotten so good at keeping it closed that most days he doesn't think about what's in there. Most days.

But some days he wakes up and the door is open and the room is just there, and on those days he is very far away even when he's standing right next to you.

Here are the dates and moments I need you to hold onto.

What follows is a list. Eleven items, spanning from September through February, written in the slightly-too-careful handwriting of someone who has composed this many times in their head before committing it to paper. Some of them are specific — a date, a time, a location. Some are vaguer, more like a posture: he'll go quiet for a few days in October, don't panic, but don't give him space, that's exactly what he's expecting. Some are addressed directly to me in a way that catches my breath a little: when he deflects with a joke, you'll want to laugh and move on. Don't. Not every time.

I read the list three times. I am, as has been established, a person who reads things three times.

Then I get to the end.

I'm not going to tell you everything. I've thought about this for a long time — whether to give you the whole picture at once or whether the whole picture would be more weight than you can carry and make you useless to him, which would defeat the point. So I'm going to tell you what you need when you need it. There will be more letters.

But I need you to understand one thing before we go further:

We couldn't save him. You still can.

I mean that as precisely as it's written. The 'we' is everyone who loved him — and people did love him, Marisol, you'll see how easy that is, how fast it happens. We were all there. We were all in the orbit of him and we were all, in our different ways, almost paying attention. Almost. That almost is what I have spent ten years living in.

You have something I didn't have at sixteen: this letter. Which means you have something better than knowing what to do. You have the ability to choose, in advance, to be the person who does it.

That's not nothing. That might be everything.

Don't let it make you self-congratulatory. Don't start thinking of yourself as his rescuer, because the second you become the person saving him, he becomes the person who needs saving, and that is not who he is. He is a person. Be in his life. Just — actually in it. Not stage-managing it from the wings.

— Marisol (26)

P.S. Tell Javier you know. He got one too.



I read the postscript four times.

Then I set the letter down on the carpet and stare at the ceiling fan and the slow circles it's making in the dark and I think: Javier.

Javier, who was sitting next to me in AP Lang this morning, who put his notebook on the desk with the pencil precisely parallel, who found the thread with Cody inside of four minutes at lunch. Javier, who I have known for five years and who I would have said I know completely, or as completely as you can know another person, which turns out perhaps to be not very completely at all.

Javier got a letter.

I turn this over and over in my mind until it starts to make a different kind of sense, which is the sense of: of course. Because if future-Marisol knows what to do, knows what she would have needed, knows who else was there — then future-Javier knows all the same things and would have had the same impulse. And future-Javier, being Javier, would have been methodical about it. Would have composed his letter with care. Would have sent it to himself the way he did his portion of the sixth grade water cycle poster — thorough, well-organized, doing what needed to be done without waiting to be asked.

I wonder if he's already done something. I wonder what the fall looks like through a letter from his future self and whether it's the same picture I have or a different angle on the same room.

I wonder how long he's been sitting with this alone, waiting for me to figure out that I needed to know.

I put the letter back in the box. I get into bed. I lie there in the dark with the ceiling fan and the mockingbird — which has, actually, resumed singing, at midnight, because mockingbirds don't care about human schedules — and I think about a boy in a faded green t-shirt and the door to a room he keeps closed, and whether I am actually the kind of person who can learn to help him hold it open, or whether I only think I am, which is the thing I've always been most afraid of.

That my empathy is real but my courage is approximate.

That I feel everything and do almost nothing and have been calling the feeling enough.

I press my thumbnail into my palm.

I am still awake when my father comes home at two in the morning, the truck in the driveway, the particular pattern of sounds that means him — keys on the hook, refrigerator opening and
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