
[image: Legacy]



  
  
    Legacy

    

    bhalpin

    

    

    

  

  




  
  
    
      [image: Icon for the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0 International License]
    

    Legacy by Brendan Halpin is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0 International License, except where otherwise noted.

  

  






Contents
	Dedication/Acknowledgements

	Part I. Bleed Crimson

	 1. 1

	 2. 2

	 3. 3

	 4. 4

	 5. 5

	 6. 6

	 7. 7

	 8. 8

	 9. 9

	 10. 10

	 11. 11

	 12. 12

	 13. 13

	 14. 14

	 15. 15

	Part II. Harvard Material

	 16. 1

	 17. 2

	 18. 3

	 19. 4

	 20. 5

	 21. 6

	 22. 7

	 23. 8

	 24. 9

	 25. 10

	 26. 11

	 27. 12

	Part III. Veritas

	 28. 1

	 29. 2

	 30. 3

	 31. 4

	 32. 5

	 33. 6

	 34. 7

	 35. 8

	 36. 9

	 37. 10

	

	





1
Dedication/Acknowledgements


  
  For the four people without whom this book would not exist. To wit:

  Elizabeth Rudnick, who pitched me an idea that wound up becoming this book and put in a lot of work to help me make it better.

  My writing group partners: Greg Adams, Teri Kowiak, and Siana Laforest. I would probably have stopped writing years ago without their support and encouragement.

  




  
  




I
Bleed Crimson
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  Believe me, I’ve thought about it a lot. More than I imagined I could ever think about anything. When I look back, it seems like the whole thing was inevitable. I was put on a path when I was born—hell, probably when I was in utero—and I just walked it.

  But I guess the end of the summer right before junior year is when the important stuff started to happen.

   

  I woke up, hungover, at eleven o’clock. I walked into my bathroom and took a look in the mirror. My hair was a mess and my blue eyes were baggy and bloodshot, but otherwise I was doing pretty okay. I took a hot shower and brushed my teeth just in case I reeked of booze.

  And then I walked into the hallway. Jake’s door was open and Regine was in there making his bed.  Regine had weekends off, which meant it was actually Monday, which meant Mom and Dad had left for work hours ago, and it didn’t really matter if I reeked of booze. Still, I guessed completing some basic hygiene tasks was never a bad thing.  “Hey Regine,” I said, waving.

  “Hello Mr. Colin,” she said.

  I started for the kitchen, then realized for the second time that it was Monday, which meant Melissa had been off yesterday too, which meant the food selection would be pretty pathetic.  Still, I needed grease. So I was going to have to make do with whatever I could find.

  Head throbbing, I walked downstairs and through the library, the family room, the conservatory, and the dining room until I finally reached the kitchen. The tiles on the floor were cool on my feet. It felt good. But the sunshine glinting off all the stainless steel appliances was a little painful. I padded over to the pantry, grease still on the mind. Nothing good. There was cheese in the cheese fridge, and eggs in the regular fridge, and I guessed I probably could have made an omelet if I knew how. I didn’t. I wondered vaguely if Melissa would teach me but just the thought made my foggy brain hurt more.

  I was tired and a little nauseous, my legs ached for some reason, and I couldn’t find anything to eat in the entire kitchen. This was what constituted a problem for me at this point in my life. Honestly, even knowing everything I know now, I miss it.

  I was about to open Grubhub on my phone when it vibrated in my hand. I looked down at the bright screen and squinted.

  I’m back, it read. Manny.

  “Yes!” I said. I had enjoyed my summer—probably too much, to be honest—but I had really missed Manny. They’d been working as a counselor at a summer camp in Vermont and then had gone to hike some part of the Appalachian Trail. They’d been on a “digital fast,” so we hadn’t been able to text or DM or anything. Seeing their text now was almost enough to get rid of my headache. Almost. Welcome home! I typed.

  
    Thx. You wanna get some lunch?
  

  
                LOL, I just got out of bed. But yes. I need food. Club?
  

              You know I’m never gonna say no to free lunch, They sent back.

  See you in 15.

  I trekked back up to my room to get my shoes, then went down to the garage. Dad had taken the Tesla, so I could theoretically take his Porsche if I wanted him to actually murder me. Jake was out in the Audi, which left me with the 2010 Lexus RX 350, which was fine, but five years older than Jake’s Audi and didn’t even have Bluetooth. I couldn’t wait until Jake went to college next week and I’d get to upgrade to the Audi.

  It’s hard for me to be honest about this. But this was really where my mind was at the time. You have to understand that about me if you want to understand everything that came later.

  I went over to Manny’s house. Manny and I had gone out for a little while—a very little while—in 9th grade, back when they were Amanda. We enjoyed each other’s company, but the romantic stuff didn’t really work. Which we ultimately figured out was because we both wanted to make out with Michelle Turner. Who, as it later turned out, had no interest in either of us. Her loss.

  Last spring Amanda had announced that their pronouns were changing and that they would prefer to be called Manny. I told them I didn’t really understand, and they said, “You don’t have to understand. Just say the right words.” I decided I could do that. It sounded weird at first, but now it sounded weird the other way.

  Manny lived in Essex, which bordered Manchester-By-The-Sea where we lived, and yes, that is the official name of the town. We had one more hyphen than Ho-Ho-Kus, New Jersey, making us number one in the country in hyphen use. But it would have been vulgar to brag about such things.

  Manny’s house was much smaller than ours. Probably half the size. The garage held only two cars, and the yard was small enough that Manny’s family didn’t need to hire groundskeepers.  Manny used to explain the difference between our families this way: “We both pay full tuition. But my parents notice.” I pulled into the driveway, and just as I was going to ring the bell, Manny’s Mom, Grace, came out of the house. She was wearing jeans and an old, paint-splattered Skidmore College sweatshirt and had her black hair pulled back in a ponytail. I laughed to myself trying to imagine Mom ever being seen by another human being wearing such an outfit.

  “Colin!” Grace said, smiling. She gave me a big hug, and I saw that the paint splatters were on her face as well as her sweatshirt. She even smelled like paint. I must have reacted to the smell because she said, “Don’t worry, it’s all dried. I thought I had enough to do my whole studio, but of course I ran out. So I’m off to the hardware store. You need anything?”

  “I’m all set,” I said. “You need anything from the Cape Ann Yacht Club?”

  She laughed and got into her Prius. “I’m all set, but thanks,” she said.

  I went into the house. Manny hopped off the couch when I came in and ran over and gave me a big hug. They did not smell like paint. More like some kind of rugged, outdoorsy deodorant. They were short, with their dark hair cut short on the sides and gelled into a mini-pompadour on the top.

  “Let’s go,” they said. “I’m starving. Three weeks on the Appalachian trail. I need all the fried food I can get.”

  We took my car because Manny didn’t even have a license due to the environmental impacts of driving, which I respected, but it just meant that I wound up driving them around. Or their parents did. “I’m cutting your carbon footprint in half by getting a ride with you!” they said whenever I brought this up. “You should thank me!”

  “So how was your summer?” I asked when we got in the car.

  “Well,” Manny said, “on our nights off from camp, we went into Rutland, Vermont. You know what there is to do in Rutland?”

  “Um. No.”

  “Me neither.”

  “Sounds fun. Did you, like, find yourself on the trail or anything?”

  “I hadn’t lost myself. But I did have a lot of time to think, so I worked out my plan for world domination.”

  Great. Now Manny had a plan, too. I did not. Technically, I didn’t need one because Mom and Dad had one all set for me—Harvard, Hasty Pudding, then either McKnight to work with Mom or at Regatta Capital to work with Dad. Literally nothing about that plan excited me. But it wasn’t like I had spent any time coming up with alternatives.

  So instead I just listened as Manny told me how they were going to revolutionize the biotech industry. I did not know exactly what the biotech industry was, but I did not ask because it sounded complicated and boring. Fortunately they wrapped it up as we walked into the Cape Ann Yacht Club. “Mr. Worthington,” the old guy at the podium said. I didn’t know his name, even though I’d seen him almost every day over the summer.

  “Hi,” I said. “We’re just getting some lunch at the grill.”

  “Very good,” he said.

  We ambled out to the patio and sat at a table, Manny calling me “Mr. Worthington” the entire time. I made some halfhearted efforts to get them to stop, but even then, I was self-aware enough to know the whole thing was a little silly, so I figured I deserved the teasing.

  As soon as we sat, the Club was nothing if not proper, a waiter brought us water and asked for our orders. Manny hadn’t been kidding about the fried food: they ordered onion rings, and fries with their Impossible burger. When I pointed out the irony of ordering a “healthy” burger to go with the fried food, Manny brushed it off. “I’m vegan now,” they said. “Deal with it. So what about you, Mr. Worthington? What did you do all summer?”

  “Well…I learned to sail,” I said. I didn’t have any new dietary programs to announce. Manny looked appropriately shocked.

  “But sailing is Bill and Jake’s bond! Are you trying to horn in on Jake’s favorite son status?”

  “Nah. But I got good enough with the club boats that Dad trusted me to take the Catalina 22 out alone. Or, with um, company. And once you’re out there on the ocean, you can smoke up and just drift for a while, or whatever.

  Manny grinned. “Yeah, I know what you mean by whatever. And don’t think I missed the ‘um, company.’ What kind of company were you doing whatever with? Michelle Turner?”

  I laughed. “Michelle remains unattainable. But I went out for a few sails with Kimber, and one with Aurora, and then a few with Tara.”

  “So, you had an on-brand summer, is what you’re saying.”

  “I guess. But tomorrow we have to move Jake in at Harvard. So, like, fun time is over.”

  I had no idea how right I was.
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  Everyone was up early the next day because the movers arrived at 7:30 to get Jake’s stuff, and I guess Jake and Mom and Dad were excited. I would have preferred to sleep in, but there wasn’t a chance in hell of that happening.

  I had gotten out of the college visit and the pre-orientation drop off, but Mom and Dad had made it clear that I would come move Jake in to Harvard if I ever wanted to use the car (“not your car,” Dad had said, “the car.”)–or even think about driving the Audi–for the entirety of my junior year. We live eight miles from St. Albans Prep, and that was not a walk or even bike ride I was eager to make twice a day. At one point freshman year, Mom and Dad had offered for me to board there, but attending school was bad enough; living there sounded like torture. So I did what I had to do—I got in the Tesla with Mom and Dad and Jake and went to Harvard.

  “Of course,” Dad said somewhere on Route 1, “the education is top-notch, but the real benefit you get from a Harvard education is the network. You’re simply going to be among the best and brightest the world has to offer every day for the next four years.”

  Jake was beaming, but if this tidbit was intended for me, it wasn’t working. Maybe if he’d talked about parties and other college hijinx, I might have been more interested. Instead, I stared out the window.

  Dad pulled into the Charles Hotel and had the valet park his Tesla with very strict instructions about plugging it in. “Yes sir,” the valet, a guy about the same age as me and Jake, said as he drove the Tesla away with a big smile on his face. Dad watched until the Tesla was out of sight. “You can’t trust valets, no matter how friendly they are,” he said. “You boys remember that. And always check the car for dents and scratches when they bring it back.”

  Car parked, the four of us walked through Harvard Square. It was just a bunch of streets with terrible traffic and a cluster of stores and restaurants. Like a mall, but outside. Mom and Dad talked about how much it had changed since they lived here. “I can’t believe The Tasty is gone!” Mom said.

  “At least Bartlett’s is still hanging on,” Dad answered.

  Jake was basically floating through the square on a cloud of happiness. This was his dream come true.  I imagined I would be happy when I went to college too, but less because I was going to Harvard and more because I would finally be away from Mom and Dad.

  We went to Residence Life, where Mom talked to the woman sitting at the table about who Jake was and what they needed. Jake stood there looking embarrassed, but he knew better than to tell Mom he could do it himself.

  “Grays!” the woman at the Residence Life desk announced as she fished out Jake’s key. “You lucked out. It’s the Harvard Hilton.”

  Walking out of the Residence Life office, Jake looked pale. “Don’t worry,” Mom whispered to him, noticing the change in skin tone. “It’s much nicer than a Hilton.”

  “The child of a recent President lived in Grays,” Dad added. “Too bad it was that one, but you can’t have everything.” He said this as though a) we had any idea what he was talking about and b) it was funny though neither one was true, but both Jake and I gave polite chuckles.

  I didn’t remember ever having been in a Hilton—we only stay at Mandarin Orientals when we travel, unless we’re going to our Cape house or Mom’s family compound in Maine– but Jake’s room was nice, and pretty big, though he was going to have to share it with someone. It was definitely a step down from his room at home, but I guessed that was part of the fun of college.

  The movers showed up with Jake’s stuff, and we watched them bring it in while Mom admonished them to be careful. I stood there awkwardly. Everyone seemed to have something to do. Jake was online dealing with classes. Dad was on a call and Mom was being, well, Mom. So I stood there and stared down into Harvard Yard watching all the other Jakes and their moms and dads pushing big carts of stuff into their dorms.

  “Well,” Mom said when the movers were finally gone and the boxes were on the floor, “Let’s get set up.” I could tell Jake was ready to begin his life as a Harvard Man, and having mommy set up his room didn’t really fit into his plans, but of course he was never going to directly contradict her, so he kept saying, “It’s fine, Mom, I can get it, you guys should enjoy your visit,” and Mom just kept replying, “Don’t be silly.”

  After about five minutes of this, Dad looked at me. “Well, Colin, what do you say we leave them to it, and I’ll give you a little tour of your future home!”

  This was a rhetorical question. I knew I didn’t have a choice.

   

  So I got Dad’s Nostalgia Tour of Harvard: That’s where I lived freshman year; that’s where I lived as an upperclassman; your grandfather lived there; let’s just peek into Sanders Hall, it’s beautiful; I puked on those bushes once; I had a class with some superstar professor in that building; I had a wild night with a redhead in that dorm over there, of course that was before your mother, but let’s just keep it between us, heh-heh. Now this dorm over here was donated by the family of my friend blah blah in the year blah. He did manage to stop his trip down memory lane to remind me how easily I could “lose” my chance at living this dream. “Of course you’ll need to make sure you don’t get any more B’s if you want to get in here. Harvard demands excellence and four generations of Worthingtons have supplied it for them.”

  I smiled and nodded. I didn’t even tell him that a B+ wasn’t actually a terrible grade and didn’t make me a bad person. Which makes me a model of restraint, I guess. Unfortunately, Dad took that as a sign to continue. And so, he did.

  I did not vomit when Dad bragged about his sexual exploits. Nor did I get in a fight with him about how I didn’t really care whether I went to Harvard or not. Nor did I fall asleep and fall to the ground when he detailed the architectural history of Harvard, which overall looked like a bigger version of St. Albans Prep and was therefore not all that exciting to me. I didn’t even tell him I’d much rather go somewhere that didn’t look like my high school.

  Finally we made it back to Jake’s room, where his bed was made, and I’m sure all his clothes were neatly folded in his dresser, though I didn’t open it up to check. His roommate wasn’t there yet, so Jake’s perfectly decorated (according to Mom’s taste) half of the room looked kind of weird in contrast to the empty other half.  Mom was moist-eyed, which was a pretty shocking display of emotion for her. She gave Jake a long hug, which was the first time I could remember that happening, though it must have happened when we were kids. Right? I dapped Jake up and hugged him—I was going to miss him, even if he was a kiss-ass who made me look bad with the folks all the time.

  Dad gave Jake a manly handshake and said, “Son, I’m proud of you.”

  And then, just like that, we left.

  Mom and Dad didn’t say anything to me as we walked down the stairs of Grays Hall and out into Harvard Yard and back toward the Charles Hotel, but they didn’t need to: I got the message.

  I was next.
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  Labor Day weekend happened. I enjoyed some farewell to summer sails with both Tara and Kimber. Aurora had already gone back to school in Switzerland. Monday I went over to Manny’s and we sat in their yard drinking homemade lemonade and getting nice and high in the sun. Overall, a pretty awesome weekend.

  The first day of school felt pretty much like it had since eighth grade: exciting in the morning, familiarly dull by the afternoon. The only difference was that this year the teachers spent an awful lot of time trying to scare us about how hard their classes were going to be; how junior year was critical to our college admissions chances; how the rigor of this year was going to prepare us for college. They talked about rigor like it was this great thing, and I did not point out that it’s something that happens to corpses, but I thought it.

  All in all it was pretty depressing. They made it sound like this whole year was going to be nothing but drudgery. So by fourth period I was looking forward to soccer practice, where I at least got to move around, and which, unlike classes, I actually wanted to do well at.

  But then practice was depressing too.  Coach Dixon, who played on the Jamaican National Team in the 90’s and was one of only seven black people you’d ever see on the St. Albans Prep campus (though I probably didn’t notice this at the time), yelled at me for giving up on a ball and told me I could be so much better if I just worked harder.

  This felt like a variation on the lecture I got from Mom and Dad whenever I got a grade that was lower than Jake had gotten, which was usually. Why did everybody want me to work? Had any of them heard of fun? I, of course, didn’t say any of this to the coach. What was the point?

  So I was feeling pretty down after practice, like I was a disappointment to everybody and I didn’t want to be, but on the other hand I didn’t care enough not to be. I was slouching toward the car which I was now permitted to drive—I heard Dad’s voice saying that in my head every time I thought about the Audi, which had significantly dampened the joy I felt at finally getting to drive it—when I heard Manny calling, “Yo! Colin! How about a ride home?”

  I hadn’t seen much of Manny all day. We weren’t in many classes together since Manny was on the AP track and I was most certainly not. And they still played on the girls’ soccer team because “St. Albans doesn’t offer nonbinary varsity sports.”

  “No thanks!” I shouted back. “I’ve got a car right here.”

  “Hilarious,” Manny said when they caught up to me. “I could hear you getting reamed out all the way from my field. Figured you could probably use the company.”

  I was going to point out that they didn’t have a car and me giving them a ride would also accomplish the goal of getting them home an hour earlier than if they waited for their mom to pick them up, but I decided that, annoying as it was, they were right: I already felt a little better with them standing here, though not, of course, better enough to forego the pity party entirely. “Thanks,” I said.

  They looked a little shocked that I didn’t come back with a joke. “Whoa. I was kidding. I mean, it’s not like this was the first time Coach Dixon’s called you a slacker.”

  “Yeah, well, after getting the same message at Harvard last week, it was a little tough to take.” I hit the unlock button on the key, and the A4 beeped.

  “So,” Manny said. “Bill and Tina gave you a hard time when Prince Jacob moved in? You didn’t really say anything about it.” Dad goes by Will, and Mom is Christina to everyone but her college friends who still call her “Chrissy.” Manny started calling them Bill and Tina when they refused to use Manny’s new name or pronouns.

  Manny doesn’t come over much anymore. Not that they ever did. Even though it doesn’t have the view or the amenities of our house, Manny’s house is a much easier place to hang out.

  “I didn’t want to ruin a really nice high. But yeah, moving Jake in was basically one big sales pitch. Dad even took me to a dorm and bragged about banging a redhead there, so now I’ve got that trauma to deal with.”

  Manny made a barfing sound, which was entirely appropriate. “I mean, look, I’m glad Bill and Tina did it enough to produce you, but the idea of Bill…” They made an obscene—but probably entirely appropriate—gesture.

  “Stop,” I said, laughing. “Just stop.” Manny made the barf sound again. “Watch the upholstery there, pal.”

  They laughed. “This has been your car for like three days and already you’re as much of a tightass about it as your brother was.”

  We looked at each other and screamed “The trade-in value!” in what was, to my ears, a perfect imitation of Jake squealing that last summer when Manny had spilled a blue raspberry Slush Puppy on the back seat.

  I was glad Manny had found me. They broke the tension and the down feeling and for the rest of the ride home we talked about the usual stuff, like which teachers we hated (me: all of them; Manny: all of them except their English teacher, who was new and just out of college and who Jim Goodlad had asked out on the first day of school) and which girls we liked. (Me: literally nobody at St. Albans Prep, because a downside of being slightly popular at a small private school and a small private yacht club is that you have dated pretty much everybody you might want to date by junior year, except for Michelle Turner. Manny: someone they met online who was “acting kind of sketchy” and who Manny was afraid was catfishing them.)

  Pulling up in front of Manny’s house, I gave them a nod. “Door to door delivery,” I said. “That will be ten bucks.”

  “Put it on my tab” Manny replied. “You wanna come in? Play a game before you head back to the ice castle?”

  I wasn’t ready to face the ice castle, or, more importantly, its residents, so I nodded and for the next few hours I lost myself in FIFA. But after losing three games in a row, I decided I couldn’t avoid the inevitable any longer.

  “I’m out,” I said, standing and stretching.

  Manny barely registered. Waving their hand, they shouted something at the screen.

  When I stepped onto the porch twenty minutes later, Mom’s voice came at me from the doorbell camera. “Colin? Can you come down to the gym?” she said.

  Of course that was where she was. If she wasn’t at work, she was working out. “Okay,” I said. I stopped first to grab a soda and snack (mom hated when I brought food into the gym and I was hungry—so win win) and went downstairs to the gym—a basement room that Mom and Dad had made into a workout space. It had floor-to-ceiling windows facing the sea as well as weights, a treadmill, an elliptical, and a Peloton bike, which Mom was just getting off, drenched in sweat and rocking Harvard workout gear from head to toe, including the crimson hair tie.

  “What’s up?” I said in greeting.

  She gave my food the stink eye. “Melissa’s Mom is sick, so she had to go to Burlington for the week,” Mom said. “But she left us a week’s worth of dinners in the freezer. Dad’s working late, as usual, and I’ve got a call at 7, so just go ahead and grab something whenever you’re hungry.”

  “Got it,” I said, starting to head back upstairs. I was glad she hadn’t asked about how school was because I didn’t feel like lying about how excited I was for junior year.

  “No homework?” Mom asked, following me.

  “No, I’ve got homework. I’ll do it later,” I said.

  Mom wiped the sweat off her face with a towel. It was white, not crimson. She took a long pull on her water bottle, which was crimson and said HARVARD on the side. “Colin,” she said. “We’ve talked about this. If you wait till after dinner, the blood will be going to your stomach and you’ll be digesting rather than thinking. I don’t have to remind you that you really can’t afford any Bs this year. Like last year. We’ve probably got enough pull to get you in with one B on your transcript, but more than that is going to be tough.”

  I wanted to scream, but I didn’t. Instead I just said, “Is my snack okay, then? Because you know my brain needs fuel too.”

  She sighed, raising an eyebrow at the chips in my hand. “Yes, but for God’s sake I wish you would avoid the simple carbs. You’re going to crash in the middle of your work.” She walked off, presumably toward the shower or the sauna, and I went into the kitchen, where I got more chips and another big bowl of salsa because I’m just that kind of rebel.

  And then I went to my room to do my homework.

  My room is on the east side of the house, so it faces the ocean. My bed faces away from the ocean, toward the 50-inch TV on my wall which is connected to my PS4. But my desk, which is between the TV and my bathroom, has a view of the Atlantic Ocean. You might not think that staring at water would be that distracting, but maybe you’ve never had to read the chapter about the Puritans in Triumph of the American Spirit. It took me a long, long time to get through it because waves kept breaking.

  And then there was pre-calc. I tried—I worked on one single problem for about fifteen minutes, but I didn’t know how to solve it and I just couldn’t make myself care what x was. I scrolled through Instagram liking pretty much every photo for a couple minutes, then tried again. The identity of x remained elusive. I still didn’t care.

  Finally I just put my head on my desk. Mom was right: I probably wouldn’t get into Harvard if I got another B. And looking at the stuff I had to do, I doubted I could even pull together enough motivation to get a C.
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  I was wrong about that. I did have enough motivation to get Cs. But just barely.

  Or, anyway, I had all C’s when the first midterm progress report went home in October.  They weren’t even official grades yet, and they wouldn’t be until the end of the quarter, so I had plenty of time to pull them up, but I knew Mom and Dad were going to freak out anyway. Jake had never gotten a progress report even close to this bad, and to be honest, neither had I. I knew Mom and Dad were going to ask why, and I didn’t know if I could tell them the truth: the work had gotten harder and my motivation hadn’t risen to the occasion.

  So the day the midterm emails went out I did what anyone would do—I avoided. I hung out at Manny’s house playing FIFA on their PS4 for a couple of hours after soccer. This was dumb for two reasons: one was that Manny plays a lot more FIFA than I do, so they consistently smoked me, even when I was playing Man City and they were playing the Freaking New England Revolution. The second was that my not being home right after practice would give Mom and Dad another reason to be mad at me, though even after spending two hours at Manny’s I would still probably beat them home.

  I knew I wouldn’t be able to avoid them forever. And so while I tried to play, I also tried to prepare myself mentally. I didn’t know if I’d get grounded or what, since I’d never been in this situation before, but I was guessing that fun was probably not going to be on my agenda for the next…five years or so.  I also needed some time to get myself ready to hear about what a disappointment I was, and did I think I needed a tutor, did I need to board at St. Albans so I could focus better, and three generations of Worthingtons and five generations of Davies (Mom’s family) had gone to Harvard, and did I want to be the one to break the streak? Was this my little teenage rebellion? Was I trying to humiliate them?

  And when the inevitable lecture started (and went on and on and on), I still wouldn’t be able to tell them the simple truth: I was just not as smart or as motivated as Jake. My teachers had been right on the first day: school had gotten significantly harder this year, and what, really, was the point? I was more interested in playing soccer and getting high, so that was mostly what I did.  I wasn’t trying to hurt anyone by not getting Harvard-ready grades; I just didn’t care enough.

  There were guys older than me that I used to play soccer with that I followed on Instagram. They were at UConn, Brandeis, BU, Wesleyan, and, in the case of Josh Rosenberg, who had partied harder and more frequently than anyone I had ever known, Massachusetts College of Liberal Arts. And all those guys seemed, at least from their Instagram feeds, to be living decent lives in spite of the fact that they hadn’t gone to Harvard. So I didn’t quite buy Mom and Dad’s idea that not getting into Harvard was essentially the same thing as being dead, or at least homeless.

  Manny had just trounced me at FIFA for the third straight time when my phone buzzed. Mom: Dinner in 30 minutes. You WILL be here. I showed it to Manny.

  “Whoa,” they said. “Tina is pissed!”

  “Yep,” I said. “Not surprising. Guess I better go home and hear about how much I suck.”

  “Don’t worry,” Manny said. “When they kick you out for getting a B minus, you know you can totally stay here.”

  “If only I were so lucky. I’m down in low-C territory looking up at B minus right now,” I pointed out.

  Manny slapped their hands to their cheeks in mock horror. “No! Tell me it isn’t so. A Worthington! At UMASS! Think of the scandal!”

  I looked skeptical. “I dunno if even UMASS is on the table with these—”

  “Salem State!” Manny said. “The shame!”

  “You know, this would be easier to take if a) it wasn’t exactly what they’re going to say and b) you weren’t gonna be our valedictorian.”

  Manny laughed. “Well, first of all, if Harvard knows what’s good for them, they’ll only read your name and address when the application comes in and just click the “accept” button. And second, I’m not gonna be valedictorian,” they said.

  “Your grades slipping too?” I asked. I am ashamed to admit that I hoped the answer was yes—not because I wanted Manny to fail—I definitely didn’t, at anything, (which was why I had stepped aside and been their wingperson with Michelle Taylor, even though that hadn’t worked out well)—but just because I thought if I wasn’t all alone in tanking my junior year, I’d feel less like a loser.

  “Perish the thought!” Manny said, straightening themselves up and adopting a haughty posture. “No. My grades are, as always, fantastic. But there’s no way the administration is gonna put my nonbinary ass on the stage to make a speech in front of all the parents and alumni. Too much of a wild card. Watch and see. They’ll find a way to cook the books to make sure that doesn’t happen.” Manny didn’t seem too upset about this.

  But I was. “Don’t you care?” I said. “That sucks! It’s totally not fair.”

  “Nah. I mean, yes it does suck and yes I care, but there’s nothing I can do about it. It’s the system. Besides, I’m playing a long game here. I can overlook some injustice now so I can stay in the game till I win. And when I’ve made my first billion, St. Albans Preparatory School is going to come to me and beg me to speak at graduation.”

  “And you’ll tell ‘em to go screw?” I said.

  “Ha! Not even. I’ll say yes. And then I’ll come and give them a speech nobody in the place will ever forget. And they’ll have to listen to me. They won’t be able to say, ‘Oh, you know how teenagers are, they’ll grow out of it.’”

  “So, you’ve got it all planned out?”

  “Well, one of us has to have a plan,” they said. “But don’t worry. I’ll always have a job for you: you can be my special projects manager.”

  “The hell is that?”

  Manny shrugged. “Literally nobody knows. It’s the job they give to people they can’t figure out what to do with, but they can’t fire for whatever reason. So I figure we’ll get you a corner office with a couch, and we can take a FIFA break every afternoon.”

  “You sure you want that? If I don’t have anything else to do, I’m gonna get better than you.”

  “Never. Gonna. Happen,” Manny said.

  I left with a smile on my face, but on the drive home, I started feeling bad. Manny was my best friend, and the best future they could imagine for me was being a member of their posse who drew a salary for doing nothing.

  It sounded better than working, to be honest, but was I really that much of a loser? I didn’t want to be. Why couldn’t I just make myself care?

  This was the wrong question to have rattling around in my brain before I had to face the fire—or rather, Mom. And also, apparently, Dad, whose car was sitting in the garage before 8PM for the first time since they found out Jake got into Harvard early. This meant they were taking this really seriously.

  I parked and walked in the kitchen door. Melissa was in there, wearing an apron and a little chef hat and plating dinner. She looked up at me as I walked by. “Good luck,” she whispered.

  “Can you take me with you when you go?” I asked. Since Melissa and her wife had had a kid, she always left right after dinner hit the table. Regine would do the dishes when she got here in the morning.

  “Sorry,” Melissa said. “Can’t afford to lose this job. Just nod and smile and tell ‘em what they want to hear.”

  “Ugh. Easier said than done.”

  “I know. I was seventeen once,” Melissa said. She picked up the plates and I followed her out to the dining room. The table, as usual, was set with a linen tablecloth, fine china, an array of specialized flatware, and crystal wine glasses. (Well, a crystal water glass for me.) It wasn’t until I first had dinner at Manny’s house that I realized this wasn’t the way everybody ate.

  My parents were already seated. This dinner had a distinct “called to the principal’s office” vibe.

  I sat down and waited for them to do what they usually did: lay into me with words like “disappointment” and “family obligations” and comparisons to Jake. Then, typically, I would humbly agree with them and we would move on. That was what I was expecting. But tonight, they switched it up on me.

  They started eating, without a word, so I did too. Two minutes passed. Then five. Then ten. Nobody said a word. It was actually pretty creepy, and I fought the urge to start singing or something just to break the silence. Finally, just when I foolishly began to hope maybe they hadn’t gotten the email and mom’s text had just been because she missed me, Dad put down his fork, looked at me and said, “Well?”

  A few funny responses came instantly to mind, but I had already waited for ten uncomfortable minutes, so I decided to skip the preliminaries and go directly to the inevitable fight. I put a bite of pasta into my mouth, chewed for a second, and through the half-chewed remains of the bite, said, “I’m sorry I disappointed you. No. I didn’t do it intentionally. No, I didn’t blow off classes. Yes, I know this is a big deal. Yes, I feel terrible.” I paused. “I am just never going to be as good a student as Jake. Time for plan B, I guess.” Finished, I took another bite of gnocchi. Melissa makes paleo or keto or something-o for Mom’s meals but fortunately I get to eat carbs.

  Dad took off his glasses, pinched the bridge of his nose, closed his eyes, took a deep breath, and put his glasses back on. His face was Harvard Crimson. “Unacceptable,” he said. “You’re giving up? You think you have that option? If you feel like you don’t have the ability that Jake has, that is no excuse to just throw up your hands. That’s a challenge. A challenge to work twice as hard!”

  “But what if I’m not as motivated as he is either?”

  A vein in Dad’s forehead began to pulse. “You say that like motivation is an inherent characteristic. But it’s not. It’s a choice. It’s why we live here, and other people live…” He waved his hand vaguely out the window. “…out there. You don’t have the motivation? Well, you’d better find it, my friend. Or there will be consequences.” He wiped his mouth, folded the cloth napkin neatly and placed it next to his half-eaten dinner. Then he stood up and walked out of the room.

  Once again, the room grew uncomfortably silent. “Well that went well,” I finally said to Mom. “How was your day?” I expected to get at least a little smile out of her. She usually seemed to appreciate my sense of humor quietly, even though she appreciated Jake’s everything else loudly. She never laughed at anything I said, but sometimes it looked like she was fighting back a smile. Not this time, though.

  “Not funny, Colin,” she said, shaking her head. “This is a crisis. You have to start taking your education seriously. This is your future we’re talking about. The rest of your life! The mistakes you make now will haunt you forever.”

  “Mom,” I said. “You know that most people, like well over 99.9 percent of human beings, don’t go to Harvard, right? And I’m pretty sure they are surviving in the outside world just fine.”

  Mom put her fork down emphatically on her plate. “Most people,” she said, “are not double legacies. Most people aren’t ambitious. Most people aren’t hardworking. We are not most people. We are better than most people.”

  I did not actually think I was better than most people, but I kept my mouth shut.

  “Your father and I have talked, and given the situation, we’ve made some decisions. First: no futsal this winter. And no travel soccer in the spring.”

  I was stunned. How I was going to manage doing school all the time without having the outlet of soccer to keep me sane? If they wanted me to do better, this was a terrible strategy. “But I have to have the extracurriculars for my Harvard application!” I figured it was worth using the Harvard card if it meant getting to play futsal and soccer for the rest of the year.

  Mom actually patted me on the hand. “Honey,” she said. “I think we both know you’re not playing soccer at a level that’s going to make you interesting to Harvard. Or any other college, really.”

  “Wow. Thanks.”

  Mom took a slow sip of wine, letting the taste linger on her tongue. I wondered whether this was her first. “I’m not trying to hurt you, honey. But you’re a junior in high school, and you can’t continue to play games with your future. You’re old enough to face reality. Are you the best player on the team?”

  “Have you ever been to a game? You know the answer to that.” Joao was the best player on the team by a pretty wide margin, but he’d been recruited from Brazil, so that hardly counted.

  She raised an eyebrow and took another sip. She didn’t bother answering my question. She went on. “Are you the second best?” Nope. That was Casey. If I was being honest, I was somewhere in the middle of the pack. Probably the fifth or sixth best player on our team. Except in futsal, where I ranked higher because that was 4 on 4 instead of 11 on 11.

  “I mean, no, and before you ask, I’m not the third best either, but a lot of the best coaches–”

  “Were benchwarmers on pro teams. In college. And as we’ve established, that’s not going to be your situation. Now listen—Jake was able to balance sports and academics, but it doesn’t look like you can.”

  “Jake was on the golf team!” I protested. “That doesn’t count!”

  She continued as though I hadn’t said anything. “So we have to make some choices and sports have to go.”

  She was serious. I wasn’t going to be able to talk my way out of this. I just sat there. I was too sad to eat.

  Unaware, or unconcerned, Mom went on. “Now, we’ve spoken to Ms. Thompson,” she said. My guidance counselor. I couldn’t wait to hear where this was going. “And she’s agreed that you can be marked constructively present next Friday so as not to impact your attendance. But instead of St. Albans, you’re going to go to Cambridge and shadow Jake in his classes. Really see it from a student perspective. Then you’ll stay until Sunday so you can get a feel for college social life. Your father and I think this will help you get your priorities straight.”

  I didn’t say anything. I didn’t have a say in anything, so why even bother opening my mouth?

  I left the table, my appetite completely gone, and went up to my room. I was going to watch a show, but I was too distracted to focus, so I just stared at the lights of ships on the horizon. I wished I could join them, just cast off and follow the wind. But I was clearly not the captain of this particular vessel.
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  After a lot of back and forth, and almost a week of being “contrite,” I got Mom and Dad to agree to let me drive myself to Harvard. They had really wanted to come, but forty-five minutes in the car there and back hearing about their college memories would have added an extra-horrible hour and a half to the already-horrible sixty hours (yeah, I had counted it out) I was facing.

  So that Thursday night, after my blissfully silent solo drive, I parked in Dad’s preferred garage at the Charles Hotel and didn’t even watch the valet pull the car away despite Dad’s admonition in my head. I texted Jake to meet me. He came over and we walked back to his dorm. It was a pretty warm night and a lot of people were out in Harvard Square walking around, drinking coffee, laughing from the open doors of bars, and generally making it look like a cool place to be.

  Of course, since the square seemed like a cool place to be, Jake didn’t want to hang out there. Jake had been deadly serious about school as long as I could remember. He didn’t party in high school, unless you count getting together and studying as a party, which I’m pretty sure he did. I had thought that college might loosen him up a little. So far, it hadn’t.

  We went straight to Grays Hall. He introduced me to his roommate: an Indian guy named Anand who was wearing an Arsenal jersey. We talked Premier League for a while, and then Jake took me down the hall to meet some more people. Everyone seemed nice, but not especially interesting. As was shown by the fact that I forgot all their names immediately. If the point of this trip was to get me pumped about coming to Harvard, it wasn’t working.

  I thought maybe after that we would go out. Hit the town as my parents would have said. But instead we went straight back to the room. Apparently, in Jake’s world, it was still a school night and he had an 8am class (of course he did) even though he was in college and the whole point of college, I thought, was to have fun. Anand had been nice enough to give up his bed, but apparently he was spending the night in his girlfriend’s room, which, according to Jake, he did pretty often, so it’s not like it was a huge sacrifice. I put my sleeping bag on top of his bed. I didn’t want to sleep directly on his sheets in case they’d been used for intimacies.

  I popped my airpods in and was just settling into an unsettling show on Netflix, when there, in the dark, Jake decided he wanted to talk. Or, more accurately, he chose that moment to have the talk that Mom and Dad had clearly told him to have with me.

  “So what’s up with your grades?” he said. “You distracted by a girl or something?”

  I turned off my phone screen so it wouldn’t light up my face and I could roll my eyes in the dark without him noticing. “I wish,” I said. “I’m just not interested. It’s like they expect us to work extra hard this year, but for what? Like, why should I care?”

  “I get that, for sure,” Jake said. “Junior year is tough. It’s hard to adjust to the increased workload.” By this point my eyes had rolled all the way back into my skull. He sounded like my cheesy guidance counselor who was just too far from the horror of high school to fully understand, but who faked empathy so you’d think he was one of the cool grownups.

  But Jake was only six months out of high school, which made his older, wiser, brother act that much more annoying. “But you gotta keep your eyes on the prize,” he said, sounding duller by the moment. “You put up with the stuff that doesn’t excite you so that you can have the life you want.”

  I told myself before I got here that I wasn’t going to argue with him, but this was really too much to take. “But that’s just it. Working hard at stuff that doesn’t matter so I can get in here and go work for Dad is not the life I want. It’s the life Mom and Dad, and I guess you want, but not me. I honestly could not care less about going here.”

  Jake was quiet for a minute. Then he came back with, “So what kind of life do you want? If you don’t like Mom and Dad’s plan, okay, but what’s your plan? What’s your passion?”

  I had no idea what my passion was. I liked sailing, or at least floating. I liked getting high. I liked making out with girls. I liked playing soccer. But a passion? I wasn’t sure I had one. Hell, even Manny, who had a plan, didn’t exactly have a “passion” for biotech—it was just how they thought they were going to make tons of money.  The only thing I was sure about was that I had totally had it with Jake acting like he was Dad. Or like what I imagined Dad would act if he actually took time to talk to us. “You know what Jake? I don’t know. I have no fucking clue. Seriously though. Can you even hear yourself right now? What am I passionate about? How the hell do I know? I’m seventeen years old!”

  “Which means,” Jake said, not rising to my anger, which just made me angrier, “you’re almost a legal adult. Maybe you should think about acting like one.”

  I closed my eyes and took three deep breaths. Inhale for five, exhale for ten.  This allowed me to stop myself from launching into a profanity-laced tirade about Jake and his flaws which would have made the rest of the weekend incredibly awkward. But it was close. What I said instead was, “Message received. You can tell Mom and Dad you did your due diligence. Now I’m gonna watch TV and fall asleep. I’ll see you in the morning.”

  I lay there trying to pay attention to the show I turned on, but I couldn’t focus. Some people got brothers who had their back, who were their partners in crime and helped them get over on their parents. Some people got brothers who were their best friends. I wondered what that was like. Jake had always been more the third parent in the family rather than the first kid. Even when we fought, he would tell on me, not because he wanted to get me in trouble like a normal brother would—he’d tell on me because he thought it was the right thing to do. And now, apparently, he was busting my balls about Harvard for the same reason.
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  I didn’t fall asleep until close to 4 and Jake’s alarm went off at 7. We didn’t talk much as we got ready and went down to breakfast. The dining hall looked like it belonged at Hogwarts, but so did most of St. Albans Prep, so it wasn’t very impressive to me. And the food was nowhere near as good as Melissa’s. I ate an omelet that skimped on the cheese and some home fries that were overdone. And then we went to classes.

  Honestly, this was a terrible idea on Mom and Dad’s part. I don’t know what they expected me to get out of these classes, but they were no less boring than the ones at St. Albans Prep. Both classes we went to just involved sitting in huge lecture halls while a professor stood at the front of the room talking while most of the other students shopped or chatted on their laptops. Jake and I were not doing this—I wasn’t because I hadn’t brought a laptop, and Jake wasn’t because he was Jake. He was taking detailed notes. I was bored out of my mind.

  And being bored made me hungry, even though I’d had breakfast only three hours ago. “I’m starving,” I told Jake as soon as the ten o’clock class ended. “Can we get lunch?”

  Jake checked his phone and sent a quick text message. Then he nodded. “Yeah,” he said. “Lemme just go back to the room and put my stuff down and take a dump, and then we can go to the square. There’s a great burrito place there.”

  Back in Jake’s room, I played games on my phone while Jake was down the hall moving his bowels. Or maybe just attempting to move his bowels. It took a long time. When he finally came back, I looked up from my phone. “You might wanna get some more fiber in your diet there, bro.”

  “No kidding,” Jake said. “Why do you think I want a burrito?”

  The “good burrito place” that Jake, the cool Cambridge resident, knew about turned out to be an Adobo Burrito just like a million other Adobo Burrito locations all over the United States. As soon as we got in, Jake scooted out to the bathroom. I knew I was the problem child in the family right now, but I felt like Jake had some problems that might need addressing too.

  I went down the line telling the guys what to put in my burrito and Jake’s, which was an easy task even for me. But when I got to the girl at the register, I suddenly grew stupid.

  I mean, you hear people say that girls are “stunning” or whatever, but I was literally stunned silent. She had black hair and brown eyes and red lips that I couldn’t help thinking of as “juicy,” but the thing that shut my brain down was her smile. Her eyes kind of lit up and she had one adorable crooked tooth on the top and I didn’t think that was a thing that I found automatically attractive, but I guess it was now.

  “Any drinks or chips?” she asked.

  “Yeah. I mean, you gotta have chips. And then you need something to wash down all that sodium.” I wanted to punch myself. I was in a fast food restaurant talking about my sodium intake like I was 75 years old or something. “So, yeah, definitely. Chips and drinks. What do you recommend?” Ugh. Who was this complete tool who had taken over my mouth?

  Amazingly, she didn’t cringe or roll her eyes. She laughed and then put a finger to her chin, as if she was giving my question serious thought. “Well, the Coca-Cola is excellent today. On the other hand, I find Sprite a little sweeter, which can be good to balance out the spiciness of the burrito. Did you get hot sauce?”

  I was embarrassed to answer, but I figured if I was going to marry this girl, which I had decided in the last thirty seconds was definitely my life goal (take that Mom and Dad and Jake! I have goals after all!), I had to adopt a policy of radical honesty. “Just pico de gallo. I’m afraid I got the basic white boy burrito.”

  “And are you a basic white boy?” She raised an arched eyebrow and her red lips pulled up in a teasing smile.

  “I mean, I’m trying not to be–” So much for radical honesty. Before I started talking to this beautiful brown girl (I mean probably Latina or Latinx or whatever, or I guess maybe Indian? But definitely not white) I had never given a single thought to whether I was a basic white boy and whether this might be a bad thing. “–but it’s a long, slow process.”

  “Well, let me help you on your way,” she said. She reached into the fridge behind her and pulled out a glass bottle full of pink liquid. It said “Jarritos” on the front. “Mexican soda. Guava flavor,” she explained. “Definitely not a basic white boy drink like a Coke.”

  I smiled. “Thanks!”

  Just then, Jake, back from the bathroom, appeared at my side. “I’ll have a medium Coke,” he said.

  I laughed and she laughed and Jake looked confused, so it was in every way a wonderful interaction. I paid and we walked to a table as Jake peppered me with questions. “What? Why were you laughing? What the hell is so funny about ordering a Coke?”

  I started eating in order to avoid answering. He took a few bites too, and then he grabbed a chip, and as it was hovering over the guacamole, he asked, “So what did you think of classes this morning?” I did not want to have a fight or sit through another lecture, this one from Professor Jake, department of Colin Sucks. Not when my One True Love was only twenty feet away.

  “Not so terrible,” I said.

  He dipped his chip, withdrew a minuscule amount of guacamole, and took a bite. “Pretty cool right? I ’m so lucky Professor Rogoff is teaching undergraduates this semester. He worked at the IMF!” He chewed, his eyes bright. I wondered how it was that we shared even one tiny strand of DNA. He went on. “They record all the lectures and put them online, so if you ever miss one ‘cause you’re sick or whatever, or if you just want to review an important concept before a test, you can watch them whenever.”

  I had a mouthful of burrito at this point so I did not ask him why, if that were the case, he ever got up to sit in a lecture hall at 8AM to attend a lecture that would be posted online anyway. Instead, I looked at the cashier. She looked at me. I looked away and hoped I was chewing my burrito in an attractive way. Or a not repulsive way, anyway. I looked over again. She was still looking at me. Busted. I looked down and studied the chips like I was Jake and there was a chip midterm tomorrow.

  Apparently, Jake wasn’t as oblivious as I thought. His head swiveled back and forth. Then he made a lame attempt at wiggling his eyebrows. “She’s hot. Go talk to her,” he said. “She’s totally checking you out.”

  “I already talked to her. She recommended this Mexican Guava soda.” I held up the bottle. “Which, by the way, is excellent.”

  At this, Jake—Jake of all people!–had the temerity to roll his eyes at me. “So what are you waiting for? Why don’t you go talk to her about getting her number?”

  “Seriously? Who are you? Where is my brother?” I asked. Jake had dated exactly one person in high school. Christina Chen through the last two years of high school. (Yep. Same first name as Mom. You go ahead and unpack that. I try not to think about it.) They had broken up after graduation because Jake was going to Harvard and Christina was going to Stanford. Point is, my brother was not the kind of guy who ever asked girls for their number in Adobo Burrito. Maybe he was trying to live vicariously through me. The sudden thought almost made me laugh out loud at its absurdity.

  Whatever the reason behind his sudden attempt at romance it was hard for me to resist the dare. For one, I needed a nudge to talk to her again which I really wanted to do despite (or because, who can say?) it wasn’t the kind of thing I usually did. But for another, I had lived in Jake’s shadow as long as I could remember, and I wasn’t above trying to impress him. He was better than me in every other area, but I could definitely flex on him when it came to getting girls.

  I got up and started walking toward the register, and the cashier smiled at me. I tried my best not to melt into a puddle. She rang up another customer, then turned to me. “Can I help you?” she asked, flashing me that smile again and causing me to panic. What if she could look into my brain and see all the ways I was imagining she could help me?

  “I dunno. Maybe?” The words came out in a rush. “I mean, it’s awkward to ask you this when I have burrito breath, but I was wondering if I could get your number? Or like your Instagram or Snapchat or Twitter or Soundcloud or whatever? I’m not a creepy stalker, though I guess creepy stalkers probably say that, but anyway it’s true in my case. I just go to a small school and I don’t meet too many people and you seem cool. And beautiful. But not just beautiful. You know what I mean?” Did I know what I meant? I was babbling.

  She looked at me for what felt like a really long time without saying anything. Behind me some lady was waiting to pay for her burrito bowl, and was growing impatient. “Miss? Excuse me?” in a very huffy tone.

  The cashier rang up the excuse me lady, who gave her, and then me, a dirty look before taking her burrito and leaving. The girl ignored the look and pushed a button on the register so it spat out some receipt paper. Tearing it off, she grabbed a pen and wrote something on it.

  “Never asked a girl for her number before, huh?” she said. My face was hot and, I assumed, red already but this must have turned it purple. I felt so much blood in my cheeks that I kind of wondered if my head was going to explode like in a horror movie.

  Fortunately, it didn’t. “You are correct,” I said, taking the paper she was holding out. “But I have sent a text before. I’m much better at that. You’ll see.”

  “You really couldn’t be very much worse,” she said, but since she was smiling when she said it, I felt great instead of terrible. I turned to walk away and looked at the paper. “Marisol,” it read, followed by her number.

  “Marisol,” she said. “I just thought a basic white boy might need some help with pronunciation.”

  “Thanks,” I said. I was embarrassed again because she was right: I absolutely would have said “Mary-saul” instead of “Mahri-soul.”

  “You got one?” she said.

  “Oh, yeah,” I said, flustered. “Can I use your pen, or…”

  “I mean a name,” she said. “I’ll find out your number if you text me.”

  “Oh. Right. Colin. I’m Colin.”

  “Okay Colin I’m Colin. Have a good day!” Then, just like that, she turned to ring up another customer. I walked back to Jake at the table.

  “We gotta go,” I said.

  “Why?” Jake said. “She shoot you down?”

  “Nope,” I said, showing him the receipt. “But now I’ve gotten her number and it makes it awkward to just sit here because then do I have to say goodbye again after we already said goodbye, or do I just sneak out, which looks rude? You know?”

  “No,” Jake said. He gestured at a plastic tub in front of him. “I still got queso left.” He dipped a chip in it as if to emphasize his point.

  “So bring it with you!” I said, picking it up.

  “Aw, that’s gonna be messy,” Jake complained. “You can’t walk and dip. That just doesn’t work!”

  I rolled my eyes and walked out of Adobo Burrito. Jake followed me about ten seconds later. “Geez,” he said. “I wouldn’t have told you to get her number if I knew it meant I couldn’t finish my queso.”

  “Will you shut up about the damn queso already?” I said. “Now I have to figure out what to say to her.”

  “Tell her that you have this really hot brother who goes to Harvard who thinks she’s—OW!”

  I punched him in the arm really hard before he could finish his sentence. He was not allowed to speak of my future bride that way. He laughed, and for a second I felt like I had a normal brother.

  One more thing I would wind up being wrong about.

  As we got back to campus, I was still freaking out about what to text her, not to mention when to text her, but I realized I was no longer bored or annoyed about being at Harvard. The weekend was looking up. Classes were over for the day, and I did have to admit that the college schedule where you only have class for two or three hours a day was definitely better than being cooped up in high school for six and a half hours. I assumed the schedule wasn’t just a Harvard thing, but it did make going to college seem a little less pointless than it had seemed yesterday.

  I was all for some relaxation while I enjoyed the spoils of my lunch and my bravery. Jake, though, had other ideas. “I’m gonna go to Widener and get a jump on my weekend homework,” he said. “Did you bring stuff you need to work on?” Him saying that on a Friday afternoon when classes were over pretty much summed up the difference between Jake and me.

  “Pssht,” I laughed. “No I did not bring stuff to catch up on. I can do homework at home. You’re supposed to be showing me the fun side of college, remember? Let’s just hang in your room for a while, let those burritos digest, maybe take a nap, watch some TV, get ready for Friday night.”

  He stopped still in the middle of Harvard Square and stared at me. A woman behind him had to jump to the side to avoid walking right into him. “Are you serious?” he said. “That’s what you want to do right now? Take a nap?”

  I should have known our “bonding moment” wouldn’t last long. “Why? Are there parties starting already? Cause I can rally…”

  “No,” he said to me. His face looked just like Dad’s when he was about to give me a lecture. I crossed my arms. The Square was really busy, and people were giving us the stank eye because we were standing in the middle of the sidewalk instead of walking. “You are in a deep hole academically. When you have extra time, you have to think about how you’re going to use it to fix the mess you’ve made of your academic career! You didn’t even bring any homework? Jesus, you really need to grow up, you know that?”

  “What happened to the Jake who was just telling me to get a girl’s number?” I snapped back. “I like him better than this one.”

  Jake didn’t bother answering. Instead, he just walked away in disgust and left me standing there soaking up nasty pedestrian stares all by myself. I turned and walked in the opposite direction.

  I considered going back to Adobo Burrito, since that was the only place where I’d felt at all happy since I got to Cambridge, but I decided that would just make me look creepy and desperate.

  So after walking aimlessly around Harvard Square, I wound up at Dad’s Preferred Garage at the Charles Hotel where the Audi That Was Not Mine was parked. I found the car, tapped the remote, got in and reclined the seat all the way, but now I was too angry to nap. Also it was hot and stuffy.

  I turned the key and rolled down the windows. I checked my phone. School would be out, but soccer practice wouldn’t be starting yet. I called Manny.

  They picked up on the second ring. “Are you okay?” they said.

  “I mean, yeah,”

  “Jesus, man. Way to give me a heart attack. You don’t just call someone out of the blue unless somebody’s dead! Send a text like a normal person!” Manny has some anxiety issues.

  “Sorry,” I said. I hung up and texted You got time to talk?

              Yes, they said. My phone rang. Manny.

  “What’s up?” I said.

  “What’s—you called me! What’s up with you?”

  “Not much. Just kickin’ it in my car–”

  “Don’t you mean the car?”

  “Yeah, my bad. The car. Sitting in here in a parking garage because Jake called me a child because I didn’t want to go to the library to do homework with him on a Friday afternoon.”

  “What an insufferable poindexter that guy is,” Manny said. “And I can say that. I’m a poindexter myself!”

  “But at least you’re sufferable.”

  “Exactly! So I take it the weekend is going about as well as you expected?” I had spent a good deal of the week leading up to the weekend complaining to Manny. They knew how low my bar had been.

  “Actually,” I said, “it’s going better.”

  I heard Manny give an overly dramatic gasp on the other end of the line. “Do tell,” they said. I smiled.

  “I met this absolutely stunning girl at the Adobo Burrito, and Jake goaded me into asking for her number. So I did it and I was so painfully awkward I couldn’t believe she gave it to me, but she did, and now I don’t know what to do.”

  “Well, you don’t call her without texting first, I’ll tell you that much,” Manny said. I was clearly going to be hearing about my breach of cell phone etiquette for a long time.

  “Okay, but, like I know there are weird games you’re supposed to play with this stuff, and I don’t know the rules. I have never gone out with a girl I didn’t already know from school or the club or cotillion.”

  Manny gave a harsh, barking laugh. “Cotillion! That kills me. Wait, wait, tell me what the junior cotillion thing was called again? Fun machine?”

  I sighed. “Party Wagon.” Manny laughed for at least twenty seconds at that, though there was no way they’d forgotten given the number of times they’d made me tell them.

  “Oh. Party wagon. That is amazing. I missed so much by not being super rich.”

  “Okay, can we focus here?” I said. Now was not the time to go down that rabbit hole of memories no matter how entertaining. “Like what’s the length of time to wait before I text to communicate properly that I’m interested, but not creepy and desperate?”

  “You’re not?”

  “I’m not creepy!”
 “Okay, fair enough. I don’t know the rules either. I guess text her tomorrow?” Manny gave no explanation for why I should do this, but it was such a relief to have someone just tell me what to do that I accepted the advice unquestioningly.

  “Cool. Now what do I say?”

  Manny sighed. “I’m not gonna be your Cyrano,” they said.

  “I don’t even know what that means,” I said.

  “It means I’m not going to be your voice and pretend…” Their voice dropped off and I heard a loud sigh. I bit back a laugh. I got the reference. But I sometimes got a kick out of teasing them.

  “Just be you. But don’t like, send her a book to begin with. Keep it short and flirty.”

  “Like, did it hurt when you fell from heaven kind of thing?” I said.

  “If you ever send a text that cheesy, never speak to me again. Seriously. Lose my number.”

  “I was kidding!”

  “Better be. I gotta go to practice.”

  “OK. Thanks.”

  “You know it.”

  Well, at least I now had something to look forward to tomorrow. I told myself I wouldn’t obsess about what I was going to say to her until then, and I almost believed it.

  The problem was, I still had the night to get through. With Jake. I groaned and closed my eyes.
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  I figured even Jake couldn’t study for more than two hours on a Friday afternoon, so after two hours of playing games on my phone, walking around, getting a juice, walking some more, and sitting under a tree in Harvard Yard watching tourists crowd around the statue of John Harvard to take pictures of their kids with him like that would help the kids get in or something, I texted Jake.

  
    We gonna have dinner, or should I get something out?
  

  
    Meet me back at my dorm and we’ll go to the dining hall
  

              So I walked over to Grays. Jake was standing outside. We’d had fights before, so we knew how to do this: pretend like it never happened. That was the Worthington way. So we went to Hogwarts and had dinner, and then, finally, Jake said, “Time for some fun.”

  It shouldn’t have surprised me, but I guess it doesn’t matter how long you’ve known someone, they can still shock you. Jake’s idea of fun, it turned out, was way different from mine. Instead of a party, we went to another dorm and sat in the lounge and played Settlers of Catan, which was incredibly complicated to set up and play and was about as exciting as a social studies project, which was what playing it felt like.

  Fortunately Jake and I were on a team together, so when I got bored after a literal hour and a half and the game wasn’t anywhere near close to over, I was able to pretty much stop playing without it being a big thing.

  I had never been so relieved to go to bed on a Friday night.

  Saturday, I woke up to find Jake already gone. My phone buzzed and a text came through. For a brief moment I thought the text might be from Marisol and got all excited until I remembered that I hadn’t texted her yet and she didn’t have my number.  It was Jake: Went to Widener. Back around 1PM. 

              It was 10 AM, which meant I had three hours on my own. And then only twenty-one more hours until I could go home. I couldn’t even imagine what kind of fun Jake might have planned for us tonight. Risk? Monopoly? Go Fish? The possibilities were limitless.

  Well, I wasn’t going to just stay locked in this room for three hours. For one thing, I was hungry. I needed a shower, too, but Jake needed his ID to get into the library, and the door would lock behind me as soon as I stepped out of the room. And while being wet and naked in a college dorm might make for hilarious comedy if it were happening to someone else, it sounded way less fun if I was in the starring role.

  Instead, I threw on some clean clothes and reapplied deodorant and left Harvard for the wide world of Cambridge. I found a coffee shop where I got a barely-edible egg and cheese English muffin and a big cup of coffee that I drank iced with lots of milk and sugar while wondering if that was another basic white boy drink. I suspected it was.

  I couldn’t stop thinking about Marisol. It hadn’t been 24 hours since I’d gotten her number, but it was technically the next day, so I figured I could text her without seeming too desperate. It took me a full twenty minutes to come up with this irresistible witticism:

  Hey, it’s Colin the basic white boy.

  I watched my phone, waiting for a response. During the first five minutes, I decided she was just playing it cool, not trying to answer my text right away so she didn’t look like she’d been waiting for it. During the five minutes that followed that first five, I figured she had changed her mind and decided giving me her number was a bad idea and she was ghosting me and I was going to have to actually think about school and my life and annoying stuff like that instead of this beautiful girl with a bewitching smile.

  Figuring my future was bleak, I finished up the last, sickly-sweet sip of my iced coffee, and got up. It was 11 o’clock. Two hours till Jake got back from the library. It wasn’t like that was really something to look forward to. It just meant a different, and probably more annoying, kind of boredom. I wanted to just call the weekend. Go home, be bored there. True, I would face a long, demeaning lecture about how was I ever going to be a success in the world if I couldn’t even commit to spending a single weekend at Harvard, but would it be any worse than playing board games with Jake?

  And then, my phone buzzed. It was Marisol. LOL you know that’s not a compliment, right?

  Instantly, I felt better. And also anxious. Because now I wondered how long I should wait before texting her back. Was this a game we were playing, or was she really busy or something? I decided to just go for it.

  
    Yeah, but I wanted to make sure you remembered me
  

  LOL I work at Adobo next to Harvard. I meet a lot of basic white boys, she sent back. Hold up. What was that supposed to mean? Was she telling me she had a lot of guys competing for her attention? I mean, she was gorgeous; I wouldn’t really be surprised. So why was she telling me? Was she letting me down easy?

  I thought about sending something like, “but none like me” or whatever, but that was going to sound either cheesy or desperate. I decided to go with But how many of them get a guava soda?

              People were hovering around my table, and I realized I should leave. But it was just about five degrees too cold to sit outside comfortably and I had no other place to go. I threw my jacket over the back of my chair and went up to get another iced coffee. That was going to make me jittery and might lead to me texting something stupid, but I had to assert my right to the table.

  I got my iced coffee and the phone buzzed again. Not too many

              Ugh, she wasn’t giving me anything to work with here. I didn’t know how to sell myself. Girls at school and the Club knew me as a soccer-playing slacker with good hair (or so I’d been told), but this girl knew nothing about me. How was I going to convince her that I was worth going out with? You working today? My folks are making me stay with my brother this weekend and he is literally the most boring person alive and seeing you would be fun but I don’t wanna like stalk you or anything

              “Are you using this?” an older white lady said, gesturing at the empty chair across from me.

  “Go nuts,” I said. She looked annoyed, which I didn’t really understand because I had given her the damn chair.

  You really putting it all out there, Marisol sent me.

  I’m not playing games, I said. I want to see you again

              She sent a smiling emoji, which I found difficult to interpret. Was that like, oh, ha ha, you big loser, or like, you have said something nice that makes me smile?

  I’m off work at 2 she said.

  
    Meet you at Adobo?
  

  OK, she answered.

  “Boom! HA!” I shouted. Everybody in the coffee shop turned to look at me. “Fortnite,” I said, shrugging. “Never won before.”

  On the plus side, I now had a date—sort of—with the hottest girl I had ever met. On the downside, I now had nearly three hours to kill and the anticipation was going to make those hours drag.  I walked out of the coffee shop. The day had turned from slightly too cold to be outside to just about perfect. It might even be warm by two o’clock. I texted Jake.

  
    I need your help with something
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  Of course I could have used the internet to find everything I needed, but I felt like Jake helping me would be better. For one, it would help put the post-argument awkwardness behind us, and for another, it would probably help with Mom and Dad when Jake gave his post-visit report if he told them I was interested in learning stuff about the Cambridge area and seemed like I was really into being here. Of course, knowing Jake, he’d probably tell them the whole truth, but whatever. I had a picnic to plan.

  When I showed up at Adobo at 2, I had a big bag with some fresh fruit, some cheeses, a loaf of bread, a bottle of sparkling cider (I had my fake, but I didn’t know if Marisol drank and I didn’t want to show up with booze on our first date like I was trying to get her drunk or something), and a variety of dips, spreads, and pates.  I also had some flowers. It had cost Mom and Dad a fair amount of money, but I felt like they owed me big time for making me come and sit through Settlers of Freaking Catan.

  I knew this was more like a movie date than like a regular teenage date, but we didn’t live close to each other (I didn’t think, anyway), and all the normal teenage stuff I knew how to do was up by home. I hoped she didn’t think I was some kind of dork or weirdo.

  At 2:07, she came out of Adobo. She was not wearing her Adobo baseball cap or apron. The absence of the apron revealed the presence of what I could only think of as “womanly curves,” though I had no idea where that phrase had come from. “Wow,” I said. “Uh, here, these are for you,” I said, handing her the flowers.

  “Thank you,” she said, smiling. “I didn’t expect that.”

  “It’s not a basic white boy move?” I teased.

  “No. In fact, I only agreed to meet you because you didn’t pull the most basic white boy move,” she said.

  “What’s that?”

  “Asking for nudes,” she said, laughing.

  “I, uh..” my mind stopped working for a minute because she had planted the image of herself naked in there, and it took a while for the other processes to resume. “I…would like to apologize on behalf of all white boys for any who have asked you for nudes in your first text exchange.”

  “Well, I accept your apology, but the rest of those guys can go fuck themselves,” she said.

  “Yeah. Well. I, um, got us some stuff, I thought we could have a picnic.” I held up the bag as if my words weren’t clear and then felt even stupider. “Or like I don’t know if you get food at work or whatever, but–”

  “I’ve been working at Adobo for six months. I can’t even sneak a chip without getting nauseous,” she said. “A picnic sounds good.”

  We walked over to JFK street. There were a lot of people out in the square and I kind of wanted to hold her hand so we wouldn’t get separated and also because handholding is a really underrated romantic activity. Especially when you interlace your fingers. I’ve kissed girls I wouldn’t have interlaced fingers with.

  But I did not reach for her hand and she didn’t reach for mine. Instead I just kept looking at her to make sure she was still there.

  I guess I did that a lot because eventually she laughed. “I know how to walk down the street,” she said. “You don’t have to keep checking.”

  I laughed. “Sorry. I just—you…I still can’t really believe I’m walking down the street with you, so I have to keep checking to make sure it’s real.” As soon as I said that, I regretted it. It sounded way cheesier coming out of my mouth than it did when it was in my brain.

  “That’s sweet,” she said, but I was sure she was thinking I was creepy, and she was going to have to ditch me and change her phone number.

  We turned onto JFK street and walked down till we came to the park by the Charles River. People were running and jogging on the paths, and cars were whizzing behind us on Memorial Drive and across the river too. But the river was pretty and if you looked to your left you could see the Boston skyline. Shoutout Jake—he was right about this being a good spot for a picnic.

  I unfolded the fleece blanket I’d brought—it was Crimson and said HARVARD FIRST YEAR EXPERIENCE on it, which was of course embarrassing, but you can’t have everything. I began to unpack all the food. As I did, Marisol laughed. “I thought you were just gonna have some like Sweet Chili Doritos in there or something!” she said. “What even is this?” She held up a plastic tub.

  “Cashew truffle pate,” I said. “Which is what it says on the label and I have no idea at all. I’ve never eaten most of this stuff before. Well, I mean, I’ve had bread, obviously, but I guess I decided I wanted to play grownup or something.” God, I was a hopeless dork. At this rate I would be lucky if she didn’t kick me into the river. I was never going to see her again. Might as well enjoy the cashew-truffle pate.

  I spread some on a piece of bread, cursing myself the entire time. I took a bite. “Damn!” I said. “This is really good!”

  “Let me try,” she said, and I spread some on bread for her. “Yeah, that’s good,” she said after her own bite. “Now how about some of those fancy cheeses.”

  We must have been hungry, or nervous, or both, because we spent the next ten minutes eating and talking only about the food, which was mostly pretty good except for a stinky, runny cheese that I really did not enjoy.

  Finally I had had enough food. Putting down my plate, I sipped my cup of sparkling cider. A not entirely awkward silence came over the blanket and it occurred to me that I hadn’t just sat, outside, with a girl, in a long time. Usually there was a boat to mess with, or a joint to smoke, or something else to fill in the awkward spots. I finally opened my mouth to say something, but Marisol beat me to it. “So, you go to Harvard?” she asked.

  I laughed kind of bitterly. “Well, if Mom, Dad, and my brother have their way, yeah, I will be going. But I’m still a junior in high school.” I suddenly felt like telling her where I went to school and where I lived would make me seem like an asshole, so I kept it vague. “We live on the North Shore. About an hour away.  My grades are shit and my parents are panicking that I’m not going to get into Harvard even though I don’t really care, so they sent me here to follow my brother around to make me want to get my grades up or something.”

  “Is it working?” she said.

  “Nah,” I said. “I mean, if you want to convince someone that a place is fun and cool, Jake is a terrible tour guide.”

  She smiled.

  “What about you?” I asked. “Are you like in college or something? Did I just blow my chance by admitting to being in high school?”
 She laughed. “Nah. I’m in high school too. I live in Revere.”

  “Oh,” I said. “I guess I thought you lived in Cambridge.”

  Now she was the one who laughed kind of bitterly. “If I lived in Cambridge, you think I’d need to work at Adobo burrito?”

  “I…uh. I have no idea. I don’t know anything about Cambridge except that Harvard is here. And now where to get cashew truffle pate, I guess.”

  “Well any place where you can get cashew truffle pate is probably going to be too expensive for most people to live in,” she pointed out. I didn’t know what to say to that. I mean, I knew I lived in a rich town and went to a rich school. I knew my family had more money than Manny’s family. But it wasn’t like I had ever looked for an apartment or anything. I guess I just thought people got to live wherever they wanted.

  “Huh,” I said, hoping to change the subject. “What’s Revere like? I’ve never been.”

  She looked at me, incredulous. “You never been to Revere Beach? I thought everybody went to Revere Beach!”

  “No. Is it nice?”

  “Mad people go there. So it’s…you go for the social element. Not for the natural beauty. I mean, the ocean is there, and that’s cool, but the people are the real draw.”

  “So I take it you go there a lot?”

  She sighed, tore off a piece of bread, and ate it. “Nah,” she said, shaking her head which made her long hair catch the sun and shine in this really tantalizing way. Her eyes had grown sad and she looked down, twisting a blade of grass between her finger. “I don’t…I don’t get to go out much. My dad is mad strict, and he drinks. My mom is afraid of him and I don’t blame her, so it’s almost like she’s not there. He doesn’t tell me I can’t go out, but when I come home he interrogates me like he’s a cop and then calls me a whore. So it’s easier to just stay home.”

  I didn’t know what to say to that. “Wow,” I said. “I’m sorry.”

  “Well, it’s the life I got. Can’t be changed. I get…you know, I get real sad sometimes, but then I think, well, just one more year and I can get out. Not that I can afford to go anywhere, though. Maybe…I got cousins back in the DR, so maybe I could go there. I don’t know.”

  I thought about what I had just complained about—having parents who wanted me to go to an Ivy league school —and even at this point in my life, I had enough self-awareness to feel like an asshole. Not as much of an asshole as I’d feel like later, but still.

  “That sucks,” I said, knowing the words were stupidly inadequate for what she was telling me. “I hope you’re not—are you gonna get in trouble for this, for being out with me?”

  She gave me another sad smile, which was not a thing I really knew existed before this conversation. “I told him they asked me to work an extra four hours. Maybe he’ll believe me. Maybe not.”

  “Damn. You didn’t…I feel bad. Like, you didn’t have to come.”

  And then her smile wasn’t sad anymore. “I know I didn’t have to,” she said. “I wanted to.”

  We were out in public and not even touching, but apparently my body couldn’t tell the difference between emotional intimacy and physical intimacy. I shifted a little hoping I didn’t have to stand up any time soon.

  “I’m glad you did,” I said. “I like hanging out with you. It’s…I don’t know. I feel like I can trust you. Like I can talk to you. Is that weird?”

  “Nah,” she said. “I feel that too,” she said. “I don’t go telling every basic white boy about my alcoholic dad.”

  We sat talking for another hour. We stayed away from her home life, so we talked about our exes, what we did for fun (I actually had the good sense not to mention sailing), and what movies we liked.  Finally, though, she said she really had to get back. I offered to drive her home, but she shook her head.

  “Thanks,” she said. “But I can’t.”

  I was going to say “I insist” or something, but then I thought that might make me seem like a controlling asshole. I guess I looked disappointed, though, because she quickly followed up with, “I mean, my dad…I’m not really allowed to date. And I’m definitely not allowed to date guys who aren’t Dominican. And if my Dad sees me rolling up with you…it would be a problem.”

  “I don’t want to make trouble for you,” I said.

  She smiled. “It’s only gonna be a problem if I get caught,” she said.

  “Can I see you again? Or like, can I follow you on Instagram or—”

  She shook her head. “My family is all up in my social media. They’ll ask me who you are, how I know you…it’s just not a good idea.”

  “Can I text you?”

  “Yeah,” she said. “I like talking to you.

  So I walked her to the T.  And on the way there, she slipped her hand into mine. Our fingers interlaced. Her hand was soft and a little chilly from sitting outside. I wasn’t sure what the etiquette was about kissing someone in a crowded subway station. It wasn’t like walking her to her door, or even just dropping her off and having the semi-privacy of the car. So I didn’t go for the kiss. Even though I really really wanted to. She gave my hand a squeeze, let go and said, “Bye.”
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  The rest of my stay in Cambridge was kind of a blur. Jake had gotten us tickets to see a campus acapella group. This meant we watched one girl sing a terrible pop song while a bunch of other girls beatboxed for the drums, or went “Bum, bum, bum” for the bass, or—you get the idea. It was annoying. I was sure Jake had a crush on someone in the group because why else would you sit through this, and I was relatively sure it was the girl who sang alto and looked a lot like Christina Chen, but I didn’t want to get into it because then he’d probably demand more information about my picnic. I’d given him, “it was nice. She’s cool,” and that was about all he was going to get. The group was having some kind of reception after the show, and since I didn’t want to watch Jake making his move on Christina 2.0 (well, I guess 3.0 if you count Mom),  I headed back to Jake’s room. Plopping down on a bean bag in the corner, I decided to risk it and texted Marisol. You get home ok? Hope you’re not in trouble.

              She texted me back right away.

  No problem, she sent back, with a smile emoji. You back home?

              Still in my brother’s room, I said. Never thought I’d be so happy to get back to Mom and Dad. Jake made me go to an acapella concert. Bunch of girls doing bad versions of bad songs. I threw in a puke emoji just in case my feelings weren’t sufficiently clear.

  
                LOL. Any of them pretty?
  

              This was a trap, and I was thankful I had Jake to get me out of it. My brother seemed to think so. There’s a girl who looks just like his high school girlfriend. He definitely has a type.

  
                What’s his type?
  

  
                Mom, but Asian.
  

              She sent two crying laughing emojis in response, then followed with, What about you? You looking for a girl like your mom?

              I sent another puke emoji.  I am not trying to date OR be like my parents, which is something Jake and I don’t have in common.

              What’s wrong with your parents? she asked. I didn’t quite know what to say because obviously she had it worse, but I didn’t think it was cool to say that.

  Well, the Harvard thing is actually more serious than I admitted. Like, I really don’t think I will get in and that is unacceptable to mom and dad. They’re gonna hate me and think I’m a failure for the rest of my life, I said. I just feel like all I’m ever going to be to them is Not Jake 

  
                Word. Sometimes I try to picture what my life will be like in five years, ten years, you know, and I just can’t imagine anything good
  

              And just like that we were talking. Seriously talking. It went on for hours. Manny was a good friend, obviously, and I could tell them anything, but Manny was never going to be my significant other or whatever. Maybe Marisol wasn’t either. She lived far away and wasn’t allowed to date. And especially wasn’t allowed to date me. But despite us living very different lives, the more we talked the more I found out we had a lot in common. She liked this underground rapper from Boston that I thought I was the only fan of. She also played soccer–she was a midfielder like me–and she turned out to be a big Barcelona fan, but only because she was a big Messi fan, which of course I could understand. I was relieved that she wasn’t a Man United fan because that might have been a deal breaker.

  I’m kidding. I don’t know if there was anything she could have told me that would have been a dealbreaker. I would have probably switched allegiances from City to United if she’d asked me to. But she didn’t.

   

  Jake came home at some point, but I stayed under the covers and didn’t say anything to him. I finally fell asleep with the phone in my hand sometime close to 4AM, and I didn’t wake up until I heard Jake rustling around the room at 11.

  “Hey,” I said.

  “Hey,” Jake said. “You get any sleep?”

  “What do you mean?”

  “I mean I woke up a couple times, and I could see your phone screen shining through the sleeping bag. What were you watching?”

  “Man City match from yesterday.”

  He looked at me like he knew I was lying, but I didn’t care. My mandatory sentence was over. I had breakfast with him and then went home.

   

  Mom and Dad were both there when I walked into the house. They were sitting in the living room on the couch facing the picture window that looks out at the sea. Neither of them were looking at it. Mom was drinking some kind of dark-green smoothie and doing something on her phone. Dad had his laptop open and was typing.

  But I knew the work was for show. They had been waiting for me.

  “So, how was your weekend?” Mom said, putting down her phone.

  I almost said something snarky along the lines of, I’m sure Jake filled you in. But I didn’t. “It was great!” I said instead. That wasn’t entirely a lie. It had been a great weekend, and if they wanted to think that was because of Harvard, I was more than happy to let them.

  Dad looked up from his computer. “Glad to hear it,” he said. “I hope you understand what’s at stake now.”

  Mom followed up with, “Later on today, you and I can put together a plan for how to get your grades up. I really want us to work together on this.”

  “Me too,” I lied.

  “Good,” Dad said. “Glad to know you’re back on track.”

  He looked back at his computer and Mom looked back at her phone. Just like that, I was dismissed, which was fine by me. I had no desire to continue this conversation.

  I went up to my room, telling myself I was going to do my homework, and I actually intended to, but then there was a text from Marisol. How are things at your house? Your parents happy with your weekend?

              Yeah, cuz I lied my ass off and I think they bought it, I sent back.

  We spent the next hour texting. At some point we started talking about school, and I learned all about Revere High and she learned something about St. Albans Prep. I didn’t tell her that it looked like Hogwarts or that our teachers all had computers hooked up to smartboards and all the stuff that I figured from watching TV kids in most high schools didn’t have.  I just focused on teachers and cliques—stuff that was pretty universal.  And it turned out that no matter what your high school is like, it can still suck. So something else we had in common.

  I got a text from Manny during my conversation with Marisol: How did your trip to Cambridge go?

              Currently texting with amazing girl. Details tomorrow, I sent.

  Currently texting with girl who I really fear may be a 45-year-old man, they sent back.

  I will need details, I sent back, but then I was texting with Marisol pretty much all night, so I neglected Manny and didn’t get any more info until the next day after soccer.

  I offered Manny a ride home from practice the next day to atone for my suckishness. I told them everything in a rush of words that took us all the way to their door.

  “Well damn,” they said when I was done. “Better than my weekend. I honestly think I’m wasting my time with this girl. She keeps sending me mixed signals.”

  “So move on!” I said. “If she’s not into you, she doesn’t deserve you!”

  Manny looked at me for a minute. “What?” I finally said.

  “You’re just interesting. Like, you’re mostly a basic straight white boy, as your new girlfriend would say, but then you occasionally bust out with something really sweet like that.”

  “Will you tell Marisol that? Just in case she’s ready to write me off?”

  “And just like that, you just ruined the moment,” they said. I stuck my tongue out at them and they laughed. But then Manny’s face grew serious. “Just promise me something.”

  “What?”

  “That you’re not gonna become some kind of sexual tourist.”

  “What, you mean like those gross guys who go to Thailand or whatever and—”

  Manny punched me in my arm. “No, idiot. Like, I’m a total believer in dating any and everybody, but just—just make sure she’s a person to you and you’re not, like, fetishizing her difference.”

  “I am fetishizing her difference. It’s called being a straight boy!”

  “I don’t mean like that. I mean, you ever say some “Spicy Latina” or “Little Latin Lupe Lu” bullshit around me, I’m gonna kick your ass. She’s a human being. Not a trophy.”

  I was stunned and a little offended. “What the hell makes you think that’s who I am or what I would do?”

  “You are, as we’ve already established, mostly a basic straight white guy.”

  “Well, okay. But I’m not an asshole.”

  Manny thought for a second. “Nah. You’re not. Guess I’m just feeling a little suspicious right now.”

  “How come?”

  “I know I joked about this girl being a middle-aged man, but I really think I’m getting catfished,” they finally said, which made me forget to ask my follow-up question about what exactly the hell Little Latin Lupe Lu was.

  “Wait, wait, what? Really? I’m sorry—I totally thought you were joking. Tell me more.”

  “Then come in,” they said. So we went inside and Manny’s dad brought us cookies hot from the oven and asked about our days. I’ll be the first to admit that I was pretty oblivious about a lot of stuff at this point, but I did understand that Manny’s dad had just done two things I couldn’t even imagine my dad doing. Once their dad was gone and we had had our fill of warm cookies, Manny opened up their laptop and showed me this whole chat with someone calling themselves “Kitty.” The conversations seemed normal-ish. But then Kitty started getting strange whenever Manny suggested they meet in person.

  “Hmmm,” I said after looking at it all. “Maybe Kitty is just hanging back cause she’s nervous? You know?”
 “I guess, in theory.” They ran a hand through their hair, which snapped perfectly back into place afterward. I wondered idly if I should start putting product in my hair. “But I’m done hanging back. I’m trying to get a date, and school is not providing me with any decent opportunities.”

  I did think Kitty sounded like a fake name, but I didn’t share that opinion with Manny.  “I think you can actually get to know someone over text. Like if she’s nervous about meeting up or whatever, maybe give her a while. There’s no rush.”

  “Easy for you to say, Mr. Picnic By The Charles.”

  “I mean, okay, but I’ve actually gotten to know her way better from texting than I did from sitting awkwardly on a blanket. Maybe just don’t worry for a while.”

  They looked at me quizzically. “I don’t understand what you mean. What is this ‘don’t worry’ of which you speak?”

  “I guess I just mean it’s possible to overthink stuff. Like, really, there’s no way I should be talking to Marisol.  If I thought about it too long, I might give up on the whole thing. But we’ve really connected. Which I might have missed out on if I’d thought too much.”

  Manny leaned back in their seat. “I mean, yeah, but I can say I won’t overthink, but my brain has other ideas.”

  Manny’s dad invited me to stay for dinner, which was nice, but I knew I’d never do any homework if I was hanging out with Manny. Also it would have been rude of me to stay for dinner here and then text Marisol the whole time.

  So I went home and wolfed down dinner by myself—Mom and Dad were both working late, so Melissa made me a panini— as quickly as possible, and went to my room to pretend to do homework, but really I just texted Marisol.

  Mom and Dad wanted me to prioritize. So I did.
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  I spent the rest of the week in a Marisol-induced fog. Well, she didn’t actually cause the fog, but she was all I could think about. On Tuesday I bombed a chemistry test because I hadn’t been paying any attention in class and of course hadn’t studied either. On Wednesday I ran off the field as soon as practice was over, my hand on my phone before I got to the car and totally forgot to see if Manny needed a ride which pissed them off. I was already on thin ice with them. They kept asking me questions about their potential catfish situation, and I wasn’t being incredibly helpful.  I mean, I would listen, and I would read the texts, and I would be sympathetic, but, looking back, I probably should have given the whole thing more attention and done some investigating and just spent more time helping my friend.

  Instead, I spent all my time talking to Marisol. We texted about childhood injuries and which “Fast and Furious” movie we liked the best (she proclaimed herself a “Tokyo Drift stan,” which was a mystifying position to me), what kinds of foods we liked (I resolved to find a place where I could try mofongo because it sounded like it was either nasty or delicious—I was really on the fence about the pork skin part), and how much school sucked and/or pissed us off. It felt like we could go back and forth about everything. Well almost everything—when she talked about police coming to her school or ICE sitting outside or the fact that the doors were always falling/being pulled off the bathroom stalls, I stayed quiet. I guess I knew most schools weren’t like St. Albans Prep, but I hadn’t really thought about how different they were.

  Another week passed in much the same way, except this time it was a pre-calc test I bombed and a group project I missed. I just couldn’t make myself care about school when I was learning so much about Marisol. One subject we stayed away from, though, was the future. Mine was bleak. Clearly, I was neglecting my homework even more than I had before, sending my grades into a death spiral from which my chances at being admitted to Harvard would never recover. I knew that the day of reckoning was coming, and I honestly had no idea what that was going to look like: it was clear to me that Mom and Dad had no Plan B. They might refuse to pay for any other college, figuring it would be a waste of money. Or they might send me on some horrible gap year meant to boost my Harvard profile so I could write an essay like, “oh, yeah, my grades went into the toilet but then I went to Tennessee and built houses for poor people and now I am ready to apply myself” or something. But whatever it was, they hadn’t figured it out yet. Of course, they didn’t think they had to. They thought my Jake weekend had done the trick. In their mind, I was already sporting Crimson.

  That was my reason for not discussing the future. Marisol, though, didn’t want to avoid it. She just couldn’t imagine it. Or, more importantly, a better future. I spent a lot of time listening to her talk (well, reading her texts, because of course if she called me, someone in her house would ask who she was talking to, and that would be a whole thing) about her dad and how awful he was, her mom and how useless she was, and how she was just sad all the time and how much she hated her life. Except for me. That probably should have scared me, but, if I’m being honest, I was honored. What can I say: I was dumb.

  I told her a lot that maybe she should talk to somebody about this stuff, like someone besides me who actually knew what they were doing. But she always brushed it off with a “no, not part of my culture” or “how do I afford that,”, which at first I didn’t really understand.

  You just go. Give ‘em your card. And they bill your insurance, I sent her.

              My health insurance got a five-thousand-dollar deductible, she said.

  
                What does that mean?
  

  
    It means I don’t have health insurance until my family spends five thousand dollars. Which we don’t have. So basically, I don’t have health insurance. So how am I gonna pay for it?
  

  I didn’t have an answer. I had just always had my parents pay for shit like that. It occurred to me that I could probably pay for her therapy appointments, or Mom and Dad could, but they’d get the credit card statement and ask what the hell was going on. Then again, I was already headed for a shitstorm when they saw my grades, so missing a few hundred bucks probably wouldn’t even register.

  
    I’ll pay for it. Or my parents will. It’s not my money. I just get to spend it.
  

  
                LOL, that makes it yours. But no. Thank you. I mean, that’s really sweet. But I’m not gonna be your charity case.
  

              I felt like shit. I didn’t want to insult her. I just wanted to help. So I told her that. She told me I was a good person and we never talked about it again.

  But the texts kept flying. On Thursday, I told her if she could sneak away on Saturday, maybe pretend she was going to work, I’d take her somewhere beautiful and we could just hang out for a while and forget our worries. Of course I knew that sneaking away from her Dad would cause worries about whether she might get caught but I had to try.

  I’m sorry, I texted. I just want to see you. But I’m ok just texting

              This was not entirely accurate. I thought about Marisol all the time—like, all the time, and I really did care about her a lot and did not want her to get hurt and also I wanted to touch her so bad I thought I might literally explode. I heard somewhere—I think it was in a reading at my cousin Chip’s wedding—that love isn’t selfish, but I don’t know about that. Because if you love someone, you want to see them all the time. And that’s selfish.

  Did I love Marisol? Well, that was a question I actually spent some time thinking about. I didn’t know what love was then, and I damn sure don’t now, but here’s what I did know: I thought about her all the time and she was quickly eclipsing Manny as the person I felt closest to. She was the person I wanted to share everything with. Like, when something funny happened at school or at soccer, I felt like the experience wasn’t complete until I had told Marisol. She was essential. Was that love? I guess if it wasn’t, it was as close as I had ever been. Was it dumb to feel this way after only a couple of weeks and one in-person date? Yeah. But, and I don’t know if this is in the thing they read at Chip’s wedding, love is dumb.
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  Eventually Marisol agreed to meet me on Saturday.

  Our simple day trip involved some serious logistical shenanigans. I couldn’t pick her up in Revere, or Lynn or East Boston even though I had planned a big North Shore excursion to surprise her with. Apparently, she had a big family and everybody in her family had friends who had friends and there was just too big a chance that someone would see her getting into a car with a white guy, and then there would be problems. Or at least, that was what Marisol texted me as we tried to make plans.

  In the end we decided the best thing would be for me to pick her up in Cambridge. This would allow her to go through the charade of going to work and would allow me to truthfully tell my parents I was going to Cambridge, so they’d assume I was soaking in the beauty of Harvard.

  I parked in Dad’s Preferred Garage and met Marisol at the T. I gave her a big hug, but she didn’t really hug me back. I pulled away and looked at her. “Everything okay?” I asked.

  “Not really,” she said. “But I don’t wanna talk about it on the street. Can we just go and talk in the car?”

  “Sure,” I said. We walked to the car and got in.

  “Whoa. Nice,” she said, running a hand over the leather dash.

  “Yeah,” I said, my face growing hot. “Mom and Dad keep reminding me that it’s not mine and use it as a way to get me to do what they want me to do.”

  “It’s not yours. So you don’t pay the insurance, or the note or anything?”

  I was embarrassed. “Yeah,” I said. “Don’t get me wrong. It’s a sweet deal.” I had never really thought of it as a particularly sweet deal because everybody I knew at school had pretty much the same deal. I just thought it was the way things worked. Until now.

  I slid Dad’s credit card into the payment machine, the arm went up, and we hit the road. “So what’s going on?” I said.

  She gave a heavy sigh. “I mean. Nothing. Nothing new, I mean. I just…I’ve been really down since the clocks turned back.” Daylight savings had ended the previous weekend. “And I feel bad because I got you, and I got an okay job, and school sucks but it’s easy, and there’s Dad, but it’s not like he’s gotten worse. I just feel like I’m so weak. Why should I be so sad just because it gets dark early now?”

  “I don’t know,” I said. “But I know you’re not weak.” We had stayed away from talking about getting help for a while, but I felt like it had to be said. “It sounds like…I mean, it’s the kind of thing I think you should see a doctor about.”

  “You think I’m crazy?” she said, cutting me off. She sounded a little angry.

  “I think everybody’s crazy,” I said. “And sometimes we need to get some help with the crazy.”

  “You ever gotten help with your crazy?”

  Oh yeah, she was definitely angry. I gulped and tried to figure out how I could talk myself out of the rapidly deepening hole I had clearly thrown myself into.

  “No, but–”

  “But you’re not as crazy as me. Is that what you’re saying?”

  I hated the way this was going. I had been dreaming of seeing her for two weeks, and now we were fighting, and I wasn’t completely sure why. “I’m not saying that. I care about you and I don’t want to see you hurting is what I’m saying. I’m sorry if that pisses you off.”

  We rode in silence for a couple minutes. And then she reached over to my right hand and grabbed it, threading our fingers together. “I’m sorry,” she said.

  “It’s okay,” I said.

  “No it’s not. You’ve been so incredible, and I was mad excited to see you, and then I picked a fight. I’m just broken. You deserve somebody who’s whole.”

  “I really do think everybody’s broken in some way,” I said. “I wasn’t just saying that. My Dad is the textbook definition of a successful man. And like, we never see him. Which I don’t even mind because it’s not like he expresses any feelings toward me besides disappointment. And he’s so uptight that he can’t even storm away from the dinner table without folding his napkin first.

  “And Mom is a successful executive. And she exercises compulsively and has enough cosmetics to do makeup for half the state and just talks about what she hates about her body. Oh yeah, and she thinks she’s successfully hiding how much wine she drinks because she buys like a million bottles of the same kind and we only ever see her have one glass at dinner.”

  That got a smile from Marisol. “Guess your family is fucked.”

  “Yep.”

  “Mine too.”

  “I know.”  She gave my hand a squeeze.

  “Where we going anyway?”

  “Someplace beautiful.”

  Where we were going was Pigeon Cove in Rockport. Which is an incredibly beautiful place if you like rocky coastline, which I do, probably because I’ve spent so much time at the Davies compound with Mom’s side of the family on Casco Bay, Maine.

  It was too cold for people to be at the beach but because this wasn’t like a lay in the sand, get a tan kind of beach, it didn’t feel weird. We walked hand in hand on the rocks and didn’t really say anything. And it was nice. I didn’t feel like I had to fill the silence (well, it was silent except for the crashing of the waves on the rocks) with babbling.

  The wind was blowing pretty hard off the ocean by that point, and I noticed Marisol shivering. I gave her my jacket and she gave me this shy smile and said thanks. My heart melted out of my body and ran down the rocks and into the Atlantic Ocean. At least that’s what it felt like.

  We found some big rocks that were far enough back from the ocean that they weren’t wet with spray, and sat on them. I was freezing without my jacket, and I put my arm around her. We stared out at the sea.

  “You were right,” she said after a minute. “It’s pretty.”

  I laughed.

  “What?” she said.

  “I just…all I could think when you said that was, ‘so are you,’ which is true, but it sounds way too cheesy to say out loud.”

  That smile again. “I don’t mind,” she said.

  “So are you,” I said, and leaned in and kissed her. I got lost for a long time in the feel of her lips, the way her tongue moved, the taste of her. I wasn’t going to try to take it any farther out here in public, but the part of me that wanted to take it farther was yelling really loudly in my head, and eventually I had to pull away.

  “Mmm,” she said. “Why you stopping?”

  “Because I can,” I said. “And I’m not sure how long that’s gonna be true.”

  She laughed. “A gentleman. I think you might be the last one.”

  I pulled out my phone and took a picture of her sitting on the rock wearing my jacket with her hair all messed up from my hands running through it. “You know you can’t post that, right?” she said.

  “I know,” I said. “It’s not for anybody else. I just want to remember this moment.”

  “What are you gonna do with the picture?” she said.

  “What do you mean? I’m just gonna keep it on my phone and look at it when I miss you. So like, all the time.”

  “Yeah? Cause if you want to use it for anything else…private, that’s okay with me. But you have to tell me.”

  It was at this point that my brain exploded and I was afraid I was going to have to see a doctor like they talk about on the boner pill commercials because I didn’t see how this erection could possibly last any less than four hours.

  I couldn’t speak, so I just kind of stood there feeling stupid. Luckily Marisol didn’t seem as paralyzed. She got up off the rock, brushing loose sand away. “I’m hungry,” she said. “You got any truffle cashew pate?”

  I laughed. “Nope,” I said. “But I’ve got something better.”
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  We pulled into the parking lot at the Cape Ann Yacht Club. My two-year-old Audi was the cheapest car in the lot. I’d thought about going for a sail, but Dad had the boats pulled and put into storage two weeks earlier. So I opted for a fancy meal instead. I felt like she deserved nice tablecloths and good food and stuff because she was special, and I wanted to be the guy to give it to her.

  The old white guy at the podium whose name I still didn’t know greeted me with, “Mr. Worthington. The grill is closed for the season.”

  I smiled. “I know. We’re going to the dining room.”

  He paused for a second. Not long at all. But in that moment, I saw his eyes shift back and forth between me and Marisol, and though I didn’t know his name, I could totally read his mind: people with Marisol’s complexion didn’t eat in the dining room; they worked in the kitchen. Then the guy’s professional composure took over and he smiled and led us to a table in the dining room.

  It was late for lunch, so there were only a few other people eating. Mostly old white people. Our waiter, dressed in the same red jacket and black pants as every other waiter, approached the table and handed us menus. Like the host, he gave Marisol the same “shouldn’t you be in the kitchen?” look.

  I didn’t know if she’d picked up on it or not. But then the other eight people in the room kept giving the same look. It would have been pretty tough to miss. Marisol’s face slowly began to turn red.

  Marisol took a sip of her water. “So,” she said. “We gonna let them win or not?”

  I shrugged “I… was hoping you didn’t notice.”

  “They obviously don’t want somebody like me sitting here in the white people chairs. So the question is, do we give them what they want, which is for us—well, me—to leave, or do we sit here and enjoy our lunch?”

  When she put it that way, it hardly seemed like a choice. If I was going to fold under pressure here, where nobody was even saying anything out loud and where my parents’ money made me untouchable, I probably didn’t deserve her.

  “I’m so sorry,” I said. “It never even occurred to me that people would be this shitty. I didn’t want you to feel uncomfortable.”

  She reached over and patted my hand. “You’ve got a lot to learn about how shitty people are. But now I’m here and I’m uncomfortable, and I’m damn sure getting some salmon out of the deal.”

  I laughed. Our waiter came back, and we ordered very expensive lunches. While we were waiting for our food, Marisol asked me why this was a place where I enjoyed spending a lot of time.

  I did not mention the “getting hot girls alone on the water” aspect. Instead, I gave her the honest answer. “I…my dad loves to sail. Like probably—no, definitely—more than he loves me or even Jake. And Jake learned to sail years ago, so they were like this sailing twosome, and I guess I thought maybe he’d like me better—my dad, I mean—if I could sail too. It didn’t work, but sailing turned out to be really fun.  Or…I don’t know if fun is even the right word because it’s kind of a pain in the ass to set everything up and then you have to be constantly working while you’re on the water, but I like to just find a little cove and drop anchor and smoke a joint and just feel like I’m far away from everything.”

  “Sounds nice,” Marisol said.

  “It is. I wish I could take you out now. But the boat will be back in the water in April. I mean–” I choked because that was six months away and I didn’t want her to think I was assuming she was in this for the long haul or that I was pressuring her into something more serious than she wanted.

  “Well, we’ll see, I guess,” she said.

  “Uh. Yeah,” I replied. Mr. Smooth.

  Thankfully our food arrived and broke the awkward moment. We ate our very expensive lunches—slowly, just to give it to the other diners—, and when the check came, I signed my name. “Wait, that’s it?” Marisol said. “You just sign the check?”

  “Yeah,” I said.

  “And what happens then? Like, how do they get paid?”

  “Uh. I never really thought about it. I guess maybe they send my parents a bill? Or maybe it’s included in the membership? I never really asked.”

  She nodded. She didn’t say anything more but I could tell she was judging. Which made me think about my life from someone else’s perspective, which made me uncomfortable.  Pushing back from the table, I pulled out her chair and we headed back to the front of the club. As we waited for the valet to arrive with the car, she said, “Thanks for lunch. Or thank your parents, I guess, or whatever.”

  “I just want…” I ran my hand through my hair, realizing that I was explaining myself and my actions—again. “It was stupid. I wanted you to have something nice. You deserve nice things.”

  “You’re sweet. But let me just ask you a question, even though I’m pretty sure I know the answer. Have you ever wanted something and thought, ‘oh, shit. I can’t afford that.’?”

  I thought about it. “I mean. No. I don’t…I figured that was just an adult problem.”

  Marisol laughed, but it wasn’t a happy laugh. “Yeah, well, it’s not,” she said.
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  We got in the car and started driving. An uncomfortable silence fell over us. I felt the urge to apologize again—for being clueless, for being white, for taking her to the Club—but I felt like I’d already apologized a lot, and I didn’t want to come across as desperate and clingy even if that’s how I felt.

  “Hey,” I finally said.

  “Yeah?” she said.

  “I hope you’ll…I am only just figuring out all the shit I don’t know, and I’m embarrassed at being so dumb. I just want you to know that. Like, I’m not always this much of an idiot.”

  “I know,” she said. “You’ve got a good heart. Legit. You’re a nice guy but not boring, which is pretty unusual. Still…I don’t know…”

  My blood turned to ice. “You don’t know what?” I pressed.

  “I don’t know if liking each other is enough. Look at what just happened. We live in totally different worlds. We are totally different people. And I want to not care and believe it doesn’t matter, but it does matter. This isn’t some stupid fairytale movie. Our shit is real. I still gotta live with my parents, you gotta live with yours. I already know how my dad feels. How do you think your parents are gonna feel about you being with a Dominican girl from Revere?”

  “Well, I’m sure somebody at the Club has already told them. So I’ll probably find out soon,” I said, trying, and failing, to make light of the situation. I sighed. “But I can kind of imagine how it’s going to go.”

  “They gonna say how proud of you are for getting out of your rich boy bubble?”

  I laughed, bitterly. “They are the builders of the bubble, so no, I don’t imagine they’ll be too stoked about me poking my head out of it. But I don’t care what they think. Honestly.”

  “Of course you do. So do I. We can’t just run away. I got nowhere to go, and you have no money that doesn’t come from your parents. So we have to care. I wish this could work. But it can’t.”

  “Wait. Hold up. Are you breaking up with me?”

  “Are we together?”

  “I mean, yeah, I thought we were. I mean, I…you’re really important to me and I think about you all the time and my heart jumps every time I get a text from you.”

  A sad smile flitted over her face. “You’re sweet. But think about it, Colin. We’ve been texting for weeks and this is only the second time I’ve seen you. And I had to make up a huge lie to make that happen. What kind of relationship is that? You’d be happier with someone else.”

  “I don’t want anyone else! I want you! And we don’t have to…we don’t have to figure everything out right now. We can just…I don’t care. I can’t lose you. I don’t want to lose you.”

  She didn’t say anything for a minute. She had tears in her eyes. “You know I don’t…I didn’t think anybody would ever say something like that to me. Talk to me like I matter.” I opened my mouth to object, but she waved her hand at me. “Don’t. Don’t say anything else. I just want to remember that you said that.  And I don’t want to lose you either,” she said. “But I don’t see how this can end any other way.”

  “Why do we have to think about how it’s going to end? It’s just beginning!”

  She was silent for a while. I wished I could hear what she was thinking. My mind raced and the moment dragged by one agonizing minute after minute.

  “You’re right,” she finally said. My breath literally whooshed out of my body. “I like you. I’m not gonna deprive myself just because of my dad. Or your parents.” I started to smile but she shook her head, so I stopped. “But you know it’s gonna hurt worse when it ends the longer it goes on, right?”

  “I don’t care,” I said. She grabbed my hand, and I felt my whole body relax. I had been in panic mode thinking she was going to dump me. I don’t know what happened to the guy who went out with Tara and Kimber and Aurora and for that matter Lily and Caroline and Kate  and never thought it was a big deal when it ended. This was different.

  I just wish I had known then how different.

  When we got back to Cambridge, she gave me a long, slow kiss goodbye. And she smiled. “Text me,” she said.

  “I’m gonna have to,” I said. “We have a deal about the picture.”

  She laughed, closed the door, walked to the T station, and disappeared.
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  I pulled into my driveway floating on a natural high. Which came crashing down when my phone buzzed with a message from Mom.

  See me as soon as you get home, it said.

  Well, I thought, clearly the gossip network of the Cape Ann Yacht Club had done its job. I walked upstairs and found her sitting at her desk in front of her laptop.

  “What’s up?” I said, hoping I sounded naive.

  She turned and stared at me, one perfectly plucked eyebrow lifted. “What’s up? What’s up with you dating the kitchen staff at the club? Was there a charity event I’m unaware of?”

  I took a deep breath and tried to channel some of Marisol’s cool. “Is that the story you heard?” I didn’t wait for a response. “Well, you can tell whoever is gossiping about shit they don’t know that she’s not a member of the kitchen staff, and that’s a pretty racist thing to say.”

  She sighed. “Are you—” air quotes “—woke now?”

  I guessed she was trying to bait me with this, so I stayed silent.

  “Listen,” Mom said. “Bringing this girl to the Club just to rub it in our faces was frankly immature and—”

  “Mom. This may come as a shock, but I wasn’t thinking about you at all when I brought her there. I just wanted to take her to a nice lunch.”

  “Well. What you’ve done is create a minor scandal that I’m going to spend the next several cocktail hours dealing with. So I hope you’re proud of yourself. You’ve made your point. But no more of that.”

  I stood there with my mouth open. “Are you telling me I can’t date a Dominican girl?”

  “No! Not at all!” Mom said quickly. It sounded knee-jerk. Not sincere. “There was a girl in my suite freshman year who was the heir to a big alarm company in the Dominican Republic. Of course, she had a very light complexion. Despite what you think, I’m not racist. I just don’t want you getting attached to people who don’t fit in our world. I don’t care what color someone is, but they have to be an appropriate match. Understand?”

  “You know what? I do. More than I ever did before.”

  Too pissed to fight any more, I went to my room and fired up the PS4. Manny was online, so we played FIFA and talked. They were appropriately appalled about the behavior of the people at the Club and of my parents; I was appropriately concerned about this girl they were talking to who kept backing away when it looked like they were getting closer.

  I was up by a goal, which never happens, when Dad came in my room without knocking. I paused the game and told Manny to stay online because I was not going to lose this opportunity to actually beat them.

  “So I heard about your little stunt today,” Dad said.

  I took a deep breath and exhaled. “It wasn’t a stunt, Dad. It was lunch.”

  “With the help? Really?” Dad said. “Sounds like a stunt to me.”

  Normally I wouldn’t have trouble mouthing off to Dad, but all I could think of when he called Marisol “the help” was punching him in his nose and hearing it crack and watching it bleed, and I couldn’t remember ever feeling this angry with him before. It scared me. So I just sat there, saying nothing, while my dad insulted my girlfriend.

  “Listen, son. I thought this was understood, but evidently it’s not, so let me just be clear: there are girls you take to the Club and girls you take to the backseat. Have your fun in the backseat, but don’t bring a backseat girl to the Club. Ever again. Understood?”

  I just stared at him. A minute passed. Finally he looked around, said, “You should tidy up in here,” and left.

  Slowly, as if coming out of a fog, I blinked. You want to believe that your parents are okay people. Annoying, maybe too controlling, but decent people under it all. And then one day they just pull off their masks and you see what’s really there. What do you do with that? Can you pretend it never happened?

  Stunned numb and dumb, I completely forgot I was in the middle of a game where I stood a chance of actually beating Manny until I heard their voice in my headset. “Dude. You alive over there?”

  “Yeah,” I said. “Sorry.” The game resumed. But my mind was no longer in it. All I could see was my mother’s fake look of shock. And all I could hear was my father, spitting the word backseat at me. No surprise, Manny easily made up the one goal deficit and wound up beating me by three.

  After we said goodbye, I just sat there staring at the screen, hating my parents, but also hating myself. How could I have been so clueless? About the Club? My parents?  I wondered what other stuff I didn’t know yet. (A really incredible amount, as it turned out).

  I did know one thing, though: I was not breaking up with Marisol. They thought that their speeches would push me away from her, but they wound up pushing me closer.
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  So Marisol and I continued our mostly text-based relationship. We definitely had a connection, and she seemed to like me as much as I liked her.  But even though things seemed good with us, she was sad a lot. Okay, actually, it was all the time. At first I thought her moods just changed really suddenly, but eventually I realized that the sadness was always there, right below the surface ready to jump out and devour everything else, and I came to really appreciate the moments when she seemed happy or flirty or sexy or whatever.

  But as time went on (only two more weeks, but when you’re texting someone hundreds of times a day, each day feels like a pretty long time), the sadness seemed like it was winning.

  And by that Saturday, which I thought of as an anniversary of sorts since we’d sat on a blanket together five weeks earlier, though I did not say this, it was all I could see. I offered to come and meet her at work, but she said she’d called in sick because she felt too sad to get out of bed. I just want to be by myself and cry, she wrote. It’s so hard for me to even pretend to have a regular life, and I just don’t see the point of trying.

  I told her that things would get better. I offered to pay for therapy again. Nothing helped. And then, a few nights later, it got worse. Jokingly, sort of, I asked her if she was thinking of hurting herself.

  Nah, she sent. But only because it feels like too much effort.

              This was not reassuring. I sent her a suicide hotline number I found online. And then, for the first time, I sent this:

  
    I love you
  

  I worried about whether this was a cheesy move. Like, did I think so much of myself that I thought my love would make the difference? Probably. But also, I thought people who feel hopeless should know that people love them.

  I love you too, she sent back.

  I wished I could have been more excited. This whole exchange felt important but not fun. I was glad I had said it. Texted it. Whatever. She thanked me for trying and said she was going to bed. She would have ended it at that. Instead, I made her promise she’d still be alive in the morning.

  I slept horribly, worrying about Marisol and bolting wide awake when some game I’d been playing on my phone sent me a notification at 3:30 AM that a chest was ready to open. I’d been afraid it was Marisol, about to do something terrible.

  I lay awake in the dark for what felt like a very long time. I felt helpless. Unless I showed up at her house and drove her to the hospital or something, she wouldn’t get help. But in order to do that, I’d need to have a better idea where her house was than just Revere, where fifty thousand people who were not her also lived.

  As the hours dragged by, my brain decided as long as I was worrying about Marisol, I should start worrying about other things too. So naturally my thoughts turned to school. My grades had gone from bad to worse, since I’d basically done nothing for the last few weeks that wasn’t Marisol-related. Which meant that the confrontation when the first trimester ended was going to be epic. But I couldn’t even make myself get scared. It didn’t matter. Harvard didn’t matter, grades didn’t matter, Mom and Dad’s opinion of me didn’t matter. The only thing that mattered was Marisol. I had to find a way to help her.

  I never got back to sleep, so I texted Marisol early in the morning asking how she was doing. Bad but alive she sent back.

  
    You need anything? Can I bring anything or like meet you somewhere, or…
  

              Gonna be another day on the couch for me, she said. Nothing you can do besides be there for me. I appreciate you

              You too.

  I got up and ate some cereal, and even though it was still early, I texted Manny: You wanna hang out later? 

              They texted back with an offer: You wanna drive me to Gloucester? I want some Lebanese food.

              I didn’t even know there was a Lebanese restaurant in Gloucester, but I was a mess and I needed my friend, so I agreed.

  “Jesus, you look like shit!” Manny said when they got into the car a couple of hours later.

  “Not really sleeping,” I said.

  “Sexting all night? Wait, don’t answer that. As soon as I said it, I realized I really don’t want to know.”

  I told them about my conversation with Marisol last night and how our first declarations of love had been tainted by the implicit threat of suicide, and how much I wanted to help because I really cared about her but I didn’t know what to do.

  “Whoa. That’s heavy. We’re definitely going to need a combo platter,” Manny said when I was done.

  I wasn’t sure how my problems implied that we needed a colossal amount of food, but I didn’t have any trouble eating it. We got hummus, falafel, and a bunch of other stuff that was delicious but that I can’t remember the names of—and some fresh-baked flatbread which I could have eaten my weight in. I didn’t feel a whole lot better after it all, but I did feel full. “Okay,” Manny said, gesturing with a torn-off piece of bread, “I’m just gonna say this, and then we’re gonna talk about me for a while because I have stuff going on too and I am going to be selfish and demand your attention. But first, here’s my takeaway. You can support Marisol, you can tell her all the right things, which it sounds like you’re doing, but you cannot fix her. And you cannot make yourself responsible for fixing her. That’s not your job. That is what my therapist would say. And they know their shit.”

  “What would you do if I was sending you suicidal texts?”

  “I’d do exactly what you did. I would tell you that I love you—yes I do, obviously, don’t make it weird by reacting like it’s a big deal—and offer to spend time with you and ask you if you needed any help connecting with a therapist or anything.”

  “And what if I refused? You’d just go out for falafel?”

  “Well, no, obviously, because I need you to drive me,” they said. I couldn’t help it. I laughed.

  “I love you too, you know,” I said. “No hetero.”

  “None taken,” they said. “Though of course, if you did love me that way, it wouldn’t be strictly hetero anyway.”

  “I know,” I said. “But that would have killed the joke. Like you just did.”

  They smiled. “Happy to help. Anyway, I know you want to help her, and that’s a good thing. But if she won’t take help, you’re kind of out of options.”

  “I guess you’re right. It’s just—it’s so hard.”

  “I believe it. Now, at the risk of sounding insensitive, can we talk about me for a while? Please?”

  So, we did. They had given their potential catfish girlfriend an ultimatum—I need to see your face or I’m not texting you anymore.

  “So what happened?” I asked.

  “This happened,” Manny said, showing me their phone, which held a selfie of a really cute white girl with blonde hair who looked and dressed like every popular girl at St. Albans Prep.

  “Ah,” I said. “It’s not a catfish.”

  “I know!” Manny said. “I did the reverse image search on the picture and it doesn’t exist anywhere else on the internet. So they’re definitely not just stealing someone else’s photos.”

  “No, I mean. Yeah, but that’s not why they’re being weird.”

  “Why are they being weird, then, smarty?”

  “Because look at them. They’re cute and obviously popular at school, and they probably are having a hard time admitting to themselves that they are involved in something that is not completely heterosexual.”

  Manny dipped a piece of bread in hummus and chewed on it. Or possibly they were chewing on what I’d said. “I like that,” they finally admitted. “We’ll go with that. I’ll give her a little longer to come around.”

  Hanging with Manny was good. It reminded me that things could be easy. So after dropping Manny at their house, I was actually feeling better than I had in days and congratulated myself for getting out and doing something all the way home.

  But then I texted Marisol to see how she was doing.

  
    Dad thinks I must be pregnant if I’m on the couch. Calling me a whore.
  

              It wasn’t a stretch to say I hated Marisol’s dad. He had this amazing daughter and all he did was give her hell. And like a weirdly sexist kind of hell, too.

  Manny would probably have told me at least three reasons why this was bad—white savior complex or male privilege or something else—but I did have fantasies about rescuing her. Like if I could just get her out of her house, she’d start to get better. I knew that her house wasn’t causing whatever chemical imbalance in her brain that made her depressed, but I also knew for damn sure it wasn’t helping.

  So sorry I texted.

  She sent me a heart. And then I’m just gonna try to go to sleep. It was five o’clock in the afternoon, and yes, it was dark already because November in New England, but still. Maybe he’ll sober up while I’m asleep and things will be better in the morning.

              I hope so, I said. I love you. 

  You too, she sent back.

  I wanted to say something about how if she loved me, she would get the help she needed, but I wanted her to sleep more, so I didn’t push it.

  I actually tried to do my homework, but I just couldn’t care about any of it except for Spanish, and yes I did have some out of school motivation for wanting to learn Spanish, and yes I was ridiculous, but at least I knew it. I wound up going to bed at 9:30.

  My phone buzzed at 2:07 AM. I cursed the stupid game I was playing for sending notifications in the middle of the night and myself for being too dumb and lazy to turn the notifications off. And then I looked at the screen. It wasn’t the game.

  It was a string of texts from Marisol:

  
    I can’t do this anymore
  

  
    Life is too hard
  

  
    I found dad’s gun 
  

  
    I am going to end it
  

  
    I’m sorry
  

  
    You were the best thing that ever happened to me and please know this isn’t your fault
  

  
    I’m broken and I can’t be fixed
  

  
    Goodbye
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  Panic makes you stupid  . At least, panic made me stupid. My first thought when I read Marisol’s text was, “oh, shit, what do I do? I can’t call her, or she’ll get in trouble!”  And then I realized that getting ready to harm yourself with a firearm was much bigger trouble than any other kind of trouble you could possibly get in. So I called. Straight to voicemail. She’d either turned off the phone or she was just instantly declining my call. Neither was good. I tried texting.

  
                Please don’t hurt yourself
  

  
                You’re important
  

  
                You matter to me
  

  
                Please let me know you’re okay
  

              I stared at the phone. A minute. Another minute. Five minutes. She did not let me know she was okay. She didn’t let me know anything. I couldn’t just lie in bed, so I got up and began pacing around my room. My heart was pounding, and my stomach felt like a clenched fist. All I could think was—she might be dead. At this very moment, she might be gone. I kept putting my hands in my hair and squeezing handfuls of it until my scalp hurt. Waiting was going to make me lose my mind. Finally, I couldn’t wait any more. I took action.

  I dialed 911 and after being transferred a couple of times, I wound up talking to the Revere Police Department.

  “Revere Police.”

  “Hi, Yeah, I’m actually in Manchester-by-the-Sea, but I was texting this girl in Revere and she said she had found her dad’s gun and she was going to end it all, and I guess I need you to find her?” The words flew out of my mouth but at the same time, felt as if they couldn’t come fast enough.

  “Okay, sir, what’s the address?”

  “I don’t know. I mean, yeah, I have no idea. But her name is Marisol Rodriguez.”

  The operator didn’t bother to hide the sigh that escaped his lips. “Sir, do you have any idea how many Rodriguezes live in Revere?”

  “No! Why the hell would I know something like that? Can’t you guys—if I give you the phone number, can’t you trace the location or something?”

  “No. I’m sorry, sir, but if you can’t give me an address, there’s really nothing I can do.”

  I hung up the phone and threw it across my room, which didn’t do anything to the annoying 911 operator but did crack my phone screen.

  A fresh round of panic flooded through me, paralyzing my ability to think—again. I didn’t know what to do but I knew I couldn’t just sit there and hope that it was all a sick joke. I threw on some clothes and went running downstairs, determined to get in my car and drive to her rescue. But I couldn’t find my keys anywhere. I slammed through drawers, not caring how much noise I was making.

  I must have been making a lot because Mom appeared on the stairs. “Colin?”

  “Yeah, Mom, sorry about the noise, but I can’t find my damn keys and I have to—oh!” As soon as I said it out loud I realized I’d left them in the pocket of my other jeans, and I started heading back upstairs to get them.

  Mom blocked my way. “Colin! It’s 2:30 in the morning! What do you think you’re doing?”

  She wouldn’t budge, and I wasn’t going to shove my own mom out of the way, so I stopped on the stairs. “I have to go to Revere, okay?” As if that explained it all.

  “Why? Why do you have to go to Revere in the middle of the night?” She said Revere the way most people would say “pus.” I guess it was just about the same thing to her.

  I bit back a groan. I didn’t want to tell Mom about this, or pretty much any part of my life since she’d revealed herself to be a completely horrible human being. But she wasn’t giving me much of a choice. “Because Marisol, you know the “help,” has been really sad, like super sad, a lot, and then, tonight, she texted that she’d found her dad’s gun and she was going to end it all, and now she won’t answer the phone and the police won’t do anything, and I can’t just sit here wondering if she’s dead, and she lives in Revere, so I’m going to go see if I can find her.” I finally took a breath.

  “You’re going to Revere. To find someone with a gun.” Mom had folded her arms across her chest, which was never a good sign.

  “She’s not someone. She’s Marisol. And I care about her. And I can’t just let her blow her fucking head off, okay?” I know some people yell at their moms. I’ve seen Manny do it. It happens in some families. But it does not happen in mine. Or it never had before that moment. I would not have been surprised if Mom had given me the open-handed slap across the face. What she did instead, though, did surprise me. She unfolded her arms and put them around my shoulders.

  “Okay,” she said. “I’m sorry.  We’ll go together. I’m awake anyway, and you’re clearly too upset to drive.” I wanted to protest that I was not too upset to drive, but I had started crying. It wouldn’t have been a very effective protest. “Give me the address and I’ll put in my GPS and take you there.”

  Again with the address. I felt like an idiot. I clenched my fists, threw back my head and let out a cry of frustration.

  “What? Colin, what?” Mom said.

  “I don’t know her address! She wasn’t allowed to be talking to me, so I don’t know anything about her except her name and phone number! I don’t know what to do! I don’t know what to do.” I just kept chanting, “I don’t know what to do” until Mom told me I had to stop because it was disturbing.

  Pulling me closer, Mom stroked my hair. If I had been in any other state, I would have been surprised by the second show of affection in less than two minutes. “Okay,” she said. “Let’s just go downstairs and sit. I’ll make us some tea. We’ll talk.”

  “But Mom, there’s no time for talking. We have to do something!”

  She gave me the look that said, “stop being an idiot.” Surprisingly though, her voice was kind when she spoke. “But there’s nothing we can do. Driving aimlessly around Revere isn’t going to help. You’ve already called the police, right?”

  “Yeah. They were dicks. They asked me if I knew how many Rodriguezes lived in Revere.”

  “They do have a point.” I shot her a look and she held her hands up. “You’re right. Not the time. Listen, I promise you I will make calls tomorrow—I’ll call every hospital, I’ll check all the public records—” I knew this meant she’d have her assistant do this stuff, but she was being really nice to me and I wasn’t going to be a jerk about it—“and I will not stop until I get some information. And I will tell you what I find out as soon as I find it out. But there’s nothing at all we can do in the middle of the night.”

  I put my palms on either side of my head and started pressing. “I can’t. Mom, I can’t. This isn’t happening. It can’t be happening. It just can’t…it can’t be real!”

  “Shhh,” she soothed. “Something has definitely happened, but you don’t know what it is. Not yet. She might have just been being dramatic. You know girls can be like that sometimes.”

  I did not “know that.” I knew plenty of girls, and none of them had ever threatened to shoot themselves with their father’s gun—until now. “I don’t…she’s not a liar, Mom. She’s just…she’s going through a really hard time. Her dad is horrible, and she didn’t see any way out, and I kept….” Suddenly finishing that sentence felt like more work that I could do. Standing up felt like more work than I could do. So I sank down on the stairs.

  “Okay,” Mom said, tugging on my shoulders. “Come on. Let’s go downstairs and have that tea. Tea always makes me feel better.”

  I guess we did because I remember sitting at the table, and I remember Mom saying she could give me something to help me sleep, but I refused. There was no way I could sleep. What if Marisol called or texted and I missed it?  Mom didn’t push the issue, and in the end I wound up just sitting at my desk with some cartoon on, maybe Rick and Morty, I can’t remember, staring at my cracked phone screen waiting for a text or call that never came.

  Eventually I crawled into bed with my phone plugged in and the volume turned all the way up in case a call or text came through. I slept for a couple hours, until Mom came in and shook me.

  “Time for school, honey,” she said.

  I looked at my phone before answering. No texts. No calls. “I’m not going to school,” I said.

  “Yes you are,” she barked. “You have to. You can’t just sit around here worrying. At least go and get distracted for a few hours. Plus, you can’t afford to fall behind in any of your classes.”

  “You’re really gonna bust my balls about grades when I think the girl I love might be dead,” I said.

  Mom stood up. “Do not use that language with me. You are going to school, and that’s the end of the discussion.”

  “Or what?”

  “What do you mean, or what?”
 “What if I say no, I’m not going to school because I have something more important going on in my life right now?”

  Mom closed her eyes, took a deep breath, turned and walked out of my room. I didn’t go back to sleep because I was way too angry. I called Marisol. Straight to voicemail. Dad appeared in the door.

  “Colin,” he said.

  I didn’t respond.

  “Get out of bed and go to school,” he said.

  “Or what?” I said.

  “Do you want a list of potential consequences? Because I can give them to you. They begin with the loss of the car and continue toward financial “independence” save for anything but essentials.”

  “But here’s the thing,” I said. “Someone who is really important to me might be dead. So it’s really hard for me to feel like anything else matters.”

  “I understand that,” Dad said. I found this hard to believe, but I decided to let it go. “But Mom told me the situation. You can’t just sit around here worrying. You have to go to school, go to class, see Amanda, she’ll help you–”

  “Their name is Manny,” I said.

  “I don’t care if ‘their’—” Dad actually did the air quotes here for extra disrespect— “name is Arnold Schwarzenegger. I was just using her—okay, fine, them—as an example of a person who it might benefit you to see.”

  Mom slinked back into the room as though she had been waiting in the wings for her cue. “I’m working from home today, and I promise I’ll make calls on your behalf and find out whatever I can, but I need you to not be here when I’m doing it. I can’t have you hovering over me and listening to every word I say and asking questions constantly.”

  Mom was too important to do work like this and would definitely delegate, but the fact that she was going to be working from home and I’d have to deal with her all day if I stayed was enough motivation to get me out the door. “Fine,” I said, throwing off the covers. “I’ll go.”

  I didn’t have the energy to shower and didn’t give two shits about what I looked or smelled like. I decided to call Manny because even though Dad was a dick, he was right that I needed a friend right now, and I certainly didn’t have any in this house.

  They picked up on the second ring. “Dude, what did I tell you? Don’t call unless someone’s dead!”

  “Manny,” I said. I guess they could hear it in my voice because they immediately shifted gears.

  “Oh shit. What’s wrong?”

  “Marisol.”

  “Oh no. Is she…?”

  “I don’t know. I can’t get ahold of her and she texted me some very alarming shit last night…” I had to stop because I was going to cry if I said it out loud. “I’m picking you up. Folks are making me go to school.”

  “Yo, fuck that. Put Tina on the phone.”  Even in the state I was in, this made me laugh.

  “I’ll be there in ten,” I said.

  It was actually thirteen because of traffic. When I pulled up to Manny’s house, they came out onto the front porch and waved me in. I looked at my phone. If I went in, we’d be late. I didn’t care.

  The house smelled like coffee. Turning from the stove, Manny came over and gave me a big hug. “I’m so sorry,” they said. They went back to the stove, picked up a spatula, and flipped something in a cast iron skillet.

  “Tofu scramble and home fries,” they explained. “The home fries are unfortunately frozen ones we had on hand for breakfast emergencies because I couldn’t really throw real ones together in ten minutes. Anyway, grab some coffee, and food will be ready in like fifteen.” My face must have registered confusion because they added, “We’re obviously not going to school today.”

  I poured myself a cup of coffee and reflected that a) Dad was at least right that it was good to see Manny and b) Manny’s family had a contingency plan for breakfast emergencies which somehow just made sense.

  I didn’t say anything while Manny fussed over breakfast, and when they put a plate in front of me, I ate it dutifully, though it didn’t taste like anything and I wasn’t hungry. But I knew Manny would nag me about how I needed to eat and that they would be right about that.

  “Ever sit at the bottom of the pool in the summer?” I finally said. “Like blow all the air out so you’ll sink and then sit at the bottom and open your eyes?”

  “Yeah,” Manny said. They were obviously hungrier than I was. They were attacking a second helping of tofu scramble with gusto.

  “That’s how I feel right now. Like all my senses are fogged and I can’t breathe.”

  “What the hell happened?” They hadn’t asked and I hadn’t been ready when I walked in the door. But it was time.

  Manny, to their credit, did not stop me to ask questions or anything as the words poured out. They just let me talk.

  “So,” Manny said, when I was done. They took a sip of coffee and collected their thoughts.  “We don’t for sure know what happened. She could be okay. The gun maybe wasn’t loaded. Or someone could have found her before she did it and driven her straight to the ER without her phone and you wouldn’t know.” They stopped. The words sounded hollow, even to them.

  “I mean. I guess.”

  Manny’s mouth opened and closed. Their eyes got scrunchy and then they put their fingers on the bridge of their nose and squeezed. I knew what that meant. They had something to say but were nervous to say it.

  “What?” I pressed. “What are you thinking?”

  “You don’t think she’s messing with you, do you? Like this is her way of breaking up?”

  Their words didn’t shock me. I’d had the same terrible thought in the darkest parts of the night. “No.” I shook my head. I sincerely didn’t believe it. I’d thought through all our interactions. She’d never had any trouble speaking her mind and if she had wanted to end it with me, she wouldn’t use a cruel trick to get out of it. She would have just come out and dumped me. I said as much to Manny.

  “Okay,” they said, taking my word for it. “And so your mom is doing all the official channels? Hospitals, police departments, stuff like that?”

  “Yeah,” I said.

  “Great. Then what we’re going to work the unofficial channels. You got any pictures of her? With her clothes on, I mean?”

  “Yeah. And we texted about it, but she never sent me any—”

  “Don’t finish that. Not relevant or needed info right now. This is the plan. We’re going to go to Revere and stand outside of—” They tapped on their phone screen, typed something, waited a second, and then looked up. “Okay, no Dominican restaurants in Revere, but that’s okay. We’re gonna stand on Broadway and show her picture to everyone we see, and I don’t care how many Rodriguezes there are in Revere, there has to be someone who recognizes her. Right? I mean she told you that you couldn’t come to Revere because someone she knew might see her getting in a car, right?”

  “Yeah…” I said hesitantly, the idea warming in my mind.

  “Okay. So it stands to reason that if we spend a few hours in Revere and show her picture around, we’re likely to find someone who knows her. And then we’ll find her—hopefully. And then we’ll find out what happened to her for better or worse.”

  I appreciated what Manny was doing here. I really did. It was better to go do something than mope around being worried. And Manny’s certainty about finding someone connected to Marisol in Revere was contagious. So after we finished breakfast, we got in my car and drove to Revere.
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  I made sure to check out the beach on the way into town. Even deserted, it was pretty, despite what Marisol had said. Not just the ocean, but all the old-fashioned shelters that sat on the beach close to the road. It looked like the kind of beach you’d see in an old movie. But the sky was overcast and the wind was blowing, so the waves looked kind of angry. Adding that to the complete lack of humans and how much it reminded me of Marisol and it became more depressing than inviting.

  I found a place to park and sent my picture of Marisol to Manny. We had finalized the plan on the drive over. We were going to divide and conquer. They crossed the street, and I stayed by the car so I could feed the meter. For the next two hours we stood on either side of Broadway approaching people with our phones, asking if they knew this girl. Well, that’s what I said. Manny said it in Spanish to everyone who looked like they even might speak Spanish because they had actually done well in that class. Unfortunately neither of us were able to get any helpful information, though I did have a white-haired white guy tell me, after pouring a nip of whiskey into his Dunkin iced coffee and looking at the picture, that Marisol looked like a “fine piece.” I did not vent all my frustration and rage on him, so I took that as a win.

  As lunch approached, I grew more defeated. Every time I approached somebody, I got this little stab of hope. Over and over I asked, “Excuse me, I’m trying to find my friend who’s missing. Could you look at a picture and tell me if you’ve seen her?” Only to have the hope quickly turn to despair when they looked at the picture and said sorry, they didn’t know her. Getting my hopes up and then dashed dozens of times in the course of a couple of hours was exhausting.

  Finally, at around noon, Manny walked over to my side of the street. “I’m sorry,” they said. “I really thought we’d find somebody. I mean, we can keep looking after lunch if you want.”

  “Thanks,” I said. “But I think I need to lay down.”

  Manny reached over and put a hand on my shoulder. “I wish I could tell you I was sure everything was going to be okay.”

  “I know,” I said. “I wish you could tell me that too. And that I could believe it.”

  Of course, as we got in my car, it started to rain. It felt right. Silence fell over the car. I was lost in thought, wondering what I was going to do if Marisol had actually killed herself. The rain got heavier. The wipers swacked back and forth, shoving rain off the windshield, but the clarity only lasted for a second after the wipers cleared it before the windshield was covered in water again. I turned the wipers up so they went faster and more urgently. I eased my foot off the accelerator. While I didn’t care too much about my own safety at that moment, but I didn’t want Manny to get hurt because of my driving.

  When I finally pulled into Manny’s driveway, safely, the rain had slowed down. “You want to come in? Have some lunch? Play some FIFA?”

  I looked at the clock on the dash. One o’clock. Still too early to go home if I was pretending I’d gone to school. “Do you think I could just come in and crash on your couch for a little bit? I’m just…I don’t know. I feel like I was hit by a truck.”

  “Yeah, of course,” Manny said. “I can see how you wouldn’t want to add getting your ass beat at FIFA to your troubles today.”

  I laughed, hating myself a little bit for it. When we got in the house, Manny headed for the kitchen and I headed straight for the couch. I expected to fall asleep as soon as my head hit the pillow, or couch cushion in this case, but I lay there for a while worrying. The knot in my stomach grew tighter, even as I tried to come up with a hopeful scenario. It was pretty impossible. I must have eventually fallen asleep because I was woken up by the door opening. Manny’s mom walked in.

  “Mann—oh!” she said as she noticed me on the couch. “Hi Colin. You okay?”

  I sat up slowly. “I…um. I fell asleep.”

  She laughed. “Yeah, I could have guessed that from your hair,” she said. Manny came out of their room.

  “Hey Mom,” they said.  “Colin’s just crashing on our couch for a few hours? That cool?”

  “Apparently,” Grace said. I took a couple of deep breaths trying to clear the sleep out of my head. “Are you sick?” she asked.

  “He’s…” Manny started. “Maybe I’d better talk to you in the kitchen,” they said.

  “It’s okay,” I said, waving off their concern. “I’m not sick. I’ve just been… I’ve been talking to this girl and then she—said she was going to kill herself…” I thought it would be no big deal to tell Grace, but I started crying at the word “kill.” Fortunately Manny was there to finish.

  “We don’t know what happened yet. But Bill and Tina wanted him to go to school, and I called bullshit on that, so instead we went to Revere, where she’s from, asking people if they’d seen her, but nobody had, so we came home, and since Colin hadn’t slept, he collapsed on the couch.”

  Manny’s mom came over and sat next to me. She shot Manny a look. “We can discuss you skipping school later. But in the meantime…” She stopped and turned to me. “I’m so sorry you have to go through this, Colin. I can’t imagine what you must be feeling. I really hope everything works out okay.”

  “Thanks,” I said. My voice cracked.

  “I know you know this already, but please remember that our home is open to you, twenty-four hours a day. Any time you need a place to be, you can be here. Okay? You don’t have to ask. Just show up.”

  She was right. This was something I knew already, but I guess I was in a fragile state or whatever because hearing her say it out loud made me cry again. Would my own parents be that kind?  “Thanks,” I choked out.

  “Of course,” she said. “You staying for dinner?”

  I hadn’t eaten any lunch, and dinner sounded nice, but I figured I should be getting home. Whatever you could say about Mom, she always followed through (or got her assistant to follow through) when she said she was going to do something. By now every police department and hospital on the North Shore had already been contacted. She might have news.

  “Thanks. But I should get home,” I said, peeling myself off the couch.

  “Okay,” Manny’s mom said. “Take care of yourself.”

  “I will,” I said. I looked over at my friend. “Thanks, Manny. For everything.”

  “Hey, that’s what friends are for. Keep smilin’ keep shinin’.” It sounded like Manny was quoting something, but I didn’t know what it was and was too emotionally exhausted to ask. I got in the car, and during the drive home, which took considerably longer than the drive over because of the rush hour traffic that the roads in these little towns were not designed for, I felt like I was walking on a knife’s edge.

  Not literally, of course. But I was in the “in between.” When I got to my house, I would either find out that Marisol was alive, and look back on the past twenty-four hours as a hilarious “remember when I thought you were dead” story, or I would find out that Marisol was dead, and then the whole rest of my life was going to be different. But right now, in the car, it was still uncertain.

  I was like that cat in the box my chem teacher had tried to explain: in between life and death, stuck in this potential state where either outcome was possible. When I finally got home, I sat in the car, letting the engine cool. I didn’t want to move. Of course I wanted to know if Marisol was okay, but I didn’t want to know if she wasn’t (which is why I hadn’t called or texted Mom), and while being in between wasn’t ideal, I had the feeling it was better than facing the version of my life that was waiting in the house if Marisol was dead.

  Of course, if you leave the cat in the box long enough, he’ll be dead anyway. I couldn’t sit in the car forever. So after about ten minutes, I got my courage up and went inside.
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  The moment the front door shut behind me, Mom called out my name.

  “I’m in the living room. Can you come here?” she answered. My stomach clenched. She would have shouted “good news!” if there was good news. But still, I told myself as I headed toward her voice, maybe she just hadn’t been able to find anything out. I clung to that hope.

  I walked into the living room. Mom was sitting on the couch, a large glass of red wine in front of her. Dad was sitting next to her, a tumbler of scotch in his hand. Dad was home. It was only six o’clock.

  I didn’t need my mom to speak.

  I knew which side of the knife I was on.

  “No, no, no,” I said. My legs crumpled underneath me, and I slipped to the floor, my body and mind numb.

  Mom got off the couch and came and sat next to me on the rug. She put a hand on my shoulder. “Sweetie, I’m so sorry.”

  “No. No, don’t say it please don’t say it don’t–”

  She winced like she really didn’t want to say it. Then she shook her head   . “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. Marisol died,” she said.

  I had told her not to say it. She shouldn’t have said it! In the back of my mind, I knew I couldn’t stop her and that her words weren’t what made it true, but still.

  “No, Mom, no, it’s a mistake. She didn’t. She’s not, she can’t be!”

  “Get a hold of yourself,” Dad said. I ignored him.

  “How do you know, though? How do you know?!” 

              “It’s…” Mom started. “It was in the Revere Police Blog.”

  “No it wasn’t. It’s a mistake. I want to…I want to see it.”

  As if he had been waiting, Dad reached over to the end table next to him and picked up a piece of paper. He came and knelt next to my head and put the paper in my hand. It was a printout from the Revere Police blog.

              Officers responded to 50 Walnut Ave, it started, and I had the stupid thought that now I knew her address, for reports of a gunshot. Officers discovered a 16-year-old female, Marisol Rodriguez dead on the scene from a self-inflicted gunshot. No homicide investigation… … There was more, but I couldn’t see through the tears. I was sobbing. Not just crying: howling and shaking like my whole body was trying to expel the truth of Marisol’s death. I guess I was breathing because I didn’t pass out, but every time I tried to take a deep breath, I couldn’t do anything but lie there making these horrible animal sounds you  make when your heart breaks. Or the ones I made when my heart broke, I guess.

  I sort of remember Mom rubbing my back and me rolling away because I didn’t want to feel better, I didn’t want any comfort at all, I was pain and I wanted pain and nothing else. I cried so hard I eventually threw up on the rug. Not that I had much in my stomach to throw up. Just some strings of bile, and I kept crying and cried and moaned until my throat hurt. I don’t know how long it was. When I regained my mind, it was dark out.

  I sat up, and Mom put her arms around me. Dad handed me a bottle. “Drink some water. You’ll be pretty dehydrated,” he said, which was the kindest, tenderest thing I could remember him saying to me in years.

  “Is there…?” I started. “Funeral?”

  “I called around and found it, but the services are private,” Mom said. “That often happens when…” She didn’t finish.

  She didn’t have to. I knew what she was thinking: When someone blows their head off. After all, that’s what I was thinking. I couldn’t stop imagining my hands in her hair when we were kissing, and then picturing her putting the gun against that same beautiful head and pulling the trigger, and her brains going everywhere. It was awful. Everything was awful.

  “Why?” I said. “Why?”

  Mom stroked my hair. “I don’t know,” she said. “Some things don’t get an explanation. We just have to live with them.”

  “I can’t,” I said. And I meant it. I couldn’t imagine how I was going to do anything. Right now getting up off the rug in my living room felt like an impossible task. And I was supposed to shower and eat and go to school and do homework and pretend like anything in the world mattered? It seemed about as possible as climbing Mount Everest.

  I took another sip of water.  “How,” I said. “How can I? Everything is different. Worse. Terrible.”

  “Well, time heals, as they say,” Dad said, and he was lucky at that moment that I was too defeated to move because I really wanted to kick him in his balls for saying something so trite and heartless.

  Mom shot him a look and he took another sip of scotch. “Your father is right. When Nana died,” she said, looking back at me, “I thought my life was over. I had a three-year-old and a one-year-old, and I couldn’t stop thinking…about everything that wasn’t going to happen. Everything she was going to miss.”

  Would Marisol and I have ever been able to be together? Who knows. But she eventually would have been able to live a better life. Away from her Dad. She could have been happy some day. And now she never would get to. And neither, I guessed, would I.

  My mom went on. “But in time…and I don’t mean like a few days or even weeks, but in time, I was able to stop remembering her sick in a hospital bed and I remembered her holding you and your brother after you were born, and her hugging me when I graduated and telling me how proud she was of me, and it still didn’t feel fair, and I still miss her all the time, but at least I can remember the good times and feel like her life was a gift. But you have to feel really terrible for a while. There’s no way to do it but just to go through it.” I couldn’t remember Mom ever talking about her feelings like this, but I was too devastated to really appreciate it.

  “When you’re going through hell, keep going,” Dad added. By this point he was slurring his words a little. I wondered how much more scotch he would need to shut the hell up.

  “I’m gonna go to bed,” I said. Mom stood up and held out a hand and a steady arm and helped me get to my feet. I gave her a big hug, and then turned and walked to my room.

              I felt like I’d been dropped into someone else’s shitty life. Like in my life, Marisol was okay, but somehow I’d slid into this terrible alternate world where she was dead. I hated it here. I just wanted to go back.
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  The worst part of the week that followed was waking up. Because I would fall asleep—never for very long, maybe a couple hours at worst—and I’d wake up and just be lying in bed in my room like I always had, and for maybe five or ten seconds at most, I would feel okay. And then I’d remember. Marisol’s suicide, the thought of her head destroyed by a firearm, everything she was never going to get to do or be, all of it would fall on me and just sit on my chest and pin me to the bed.

  I mean, I could technically get out of bed. I would get up to pee. Sometimes Melissa would come in and make me sit up and eat something, and I would do it even though everything tasted like cardboard.

  I would like to say that Mom and Dad were my rock during this time, that their stability got me through the worst thing I’d ever experienced. I’d like to say a lot of stuff about them. But the truth was that, for the most part, they just went back to whatever was going on in their lives. Mom tried at least. In her own way. She would come in every night after dinner, a little boozy from however many glasses of wine she’d had, and she’d ask me how I was feeling.

  I did not say I wanted to die. Not because I was particularly enjoying being alive—it was actually physically painful to be alive and feeling this much this hard—but I’d just say, “terrible,” and Mom would sit there for a minute in silence, and that was okay, and then she’d ruin it by telling me something that was supposed to make me feel better.

  Like, “There will be other girls, Colin. Lots of them.”

  Or, “At least you didn’t know her for very long. This would be even harder if you’d known her for years.”

  Or this gem that was both annoying and wrong: “Imagine how her family must be feeling. At least you don’t have to carry that guilt around.” Of course I was carrying guilt around. Going over every conversation (in my head, because when I tried to read her texts it caused uncontrollable sobbing) and wondering if there was something I could have said that would have saved her life and then wondering why I didn’t.

  Eventually Mom would pat my hand, say, “Well. Feel better, sweetie. I’m sure soon you’ll be ready to move on from this,” (it didn’t feel like a wish as much as a command) and leave, her “mom duties” done.

  Dad handled it differently. A couple of days after the “incident,” he came in, also boozy but I guess from scotch, and said, “Well, I think you’ve indulged yourself enough, don’t you? It’s time to man up and get back to your life.”

  This was pretty fucked up, even by Dad’s standards. I knew that he had been raised to ignore emotion and feelings, but this seemed extreme. I didn’t say anything, but I did think that Dad’s idea that having feelings was an essentially feminine trait did explain a few things about my upbringing. Eventually he left.

  Manny called me no less than twice a day. I didn’t even have the energy to make any jokes about not calling unless someone was dead. Manny was the only one who knew what to say, which was nothing. There are no words that can fill the space in your life when someone dies.

  I don’t mean Manny just called me up and was silent on the phone. I mean they would tell me about the dumb stuff happening at school, about the dumb stuff happening on the girls’ soccer team, and about dumb Kitty who was not a catfish, but who had, as I predicted, finally admitted that she was “mostly into guys and honestly not too sure about this whole gender fluid thing.”

  “I’m sorry,” I said. “I wish I could…I don’t know. I should..”

  “Stop it,” Manny said. “Kitty’s not dead. She’s just an idiot. I’ll recover.”

  I was glad Manny was going to recover. I wasn’t so sure I was, though. Most of life consists of pretending that unimportant shit actually matters, and then, when you encounter an actual matter of life and death, it becomes impossible to pretend that any of the stupid shit that makes up regular life actually matters. Who cares about school, about sports, about anything, when nothing really matters?

  “Yeah. I don’t know if I will.”

  “Yes you will. What you need is a ritual.”

  “What do you mean?”

  “I mean, this is why we have funerals. So you can mark the transition from one part of your life to the other.”

  “I thought it was for the dead person.”

  “Pshht,” Manny said. “They’re dead! You think they give a shit?” This actually made me laugh for the first time in days.

  I hadn’t, of course, gone to Marisol’s funeral. Mom had shown me the obituary when it came out. It said services were private.

  “So we’re gonna have a funeral,” Manny continued. “Where do you wanna do it?”

  “What do you mean we’re gonna have a funeral?” I asked. “I don’t know how to hire a religious leader and—”

  “You don’t need a religious leader. We’re gonna share some memories, sing a song, and cry. Have a little ritual. Do you know if she’s buried or cremated?”

  “I have no idea, but I’ll get Mom’s assistant to find out.”

  “Do you want to do it at her grave if she’s got one? Or do you wanna go to Pigeon Cove or something?”

  I thought about it for a second. “If there’s a grave,” I said. “I’d like to go. I just…I know she’s not there, but seeing her name…” I couldn’t finish the sentence.

  “I got you,” Manny said.

  So a few minutes later, I staggered out of my room and headed downstairs. Mom was in her usual spot with her usual wine. I asked her if she could find out for me if Marisol had been buried.

  “I already know,” she said. “Her grave is at St. Agnes Cemetery. But it’s in Lynn.”

  “Okay,” I said. Every kid on the North Shore knows the rhyme: Lynn, Lynn, the city of sin, you never go out the way you came in. We all used to say it and laugh like we understood it, which I guess we did: white kids should stay out of Lynn.

  “I know I’m not going to be able to stop you from visiting. But don’t go there by yourself.”

  “I won’t be by myself. Manny will go with me.”

  Mom rolled her eyes. “Wonderful. I’m sure ‘they’—d ” Again with the air quotes. “—will protect you.”

  I had nothing to say to that, so I walked away.

  And so, early Sunday morning (I wasn’t really sleeping regular hours, so I didn’t mind getting up early), Manny and I drove down to St. Agnes’ Cemetery. It was sunny, but cold—the wind was blowing in from the sea, which we could see. Lynn, at least this part of it, looked perfectly fine and not like some mythical place where white kids go to get killed.

  St. Agnes Cemetery wasn’t huge, but we still had to drive around for five minutes before we found Marisol’s grave. It was easy to spot once we got to the right area because it was fresh. There was a patch where there was dirt instead of grass, and a small, plain stone.

  Marisol Rodriguez

  2002-2019

  Duerme Con Los Angeles

   

  “Damn,” Manny said. “She sleeps with Los Angeles? Girl gets around!”

  I punched Manny in the arm. “You’re an asshole,” I said, but I didn’t mean it.

  “Whatever,” they said. “So, we gonna do this, or what?”

  “Yeah,” I said. “But, like, I don’t know–”

  “I’m going to play a little song, then you’ll say a few words, we’ll put the flowers I brought on her grave, and that will be that.”

  Here, alone with my best friend and surrounded only by the dead who presumably didn’t care, I still got nervous. I don’t know why.

  Manny reached into their bag and pulled out a ukelele.

  “You play the ukelele?” I asked.

  “I do now,” they said, and started playing. The song sounded familiar, but I didn’t recognize it until they started singing.

  It was “Rainbow Connection,” the Kermit the Frog song. I had never really thought about it too much—it was just a puppet song. But there, with my girlfriend’s body in the ground and my best friend singing it, the words tore my heart out. I suddenly realized it was a song about longing for something better, about wanting something that might never happen. By the time they finished playing, tears streamed down my cheeks. I threw my arms around them and held on for dear life.

  “Thank you,” I croaked out. “Thank you so much.”

  They hugged me back and let me weep and smear snot all over their sweatshirt. They rubbed my back as the weeping turned to hiccups and finally quieted. Finally, I pulled away. Manny handed me a single rose. “This is where you say a few words, if that’s something you want to do.”

  My body was drained, my mind sore, and a small part of me felt weird talking to dirt. But I never got to say goodbye, so I nodded.

  “I’m so sorry,” I said, my voice scratchy. “I’m sorry that you didn’t get a better life. I’m sorry that it hurt you so much to be alive. I wish things had been different for you. You deserved better. I’ll never ever forget you.” I knelt down and placed the rose gently on the dirt. “Goodbye,” I whispered. I kissed my hand and pressed it on the dirt and held it there.

  Then I stood back up. “Ok,” I said. “Let’s get outta here.”

  As we walked back to the car, Manny reached up to put a hand on my shoulder. When we got in the car, I said, “You were right. I needed this.”

  “I’m always right,” they said.
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  I would like to report that having the little funeral completely turned my life around, gave me the closure I needed and allowed me to embrace life again. But that’s not what happened. It felt important, and it felt right and good, but it didn’t fix me.

  Now, instead of being in constant emotional pain, I just felt numb. Food didn’t taste like anything. I didn’t look forward to anything. But I also didn’t feel terrible. So I guess it was an improvement.

  So the days, hours, minutes just ticked by. Each one blending into the other.

  I was sitting at my desk watching the sea on the Wednesday morning before Thanksgiving when there was a knock on my door. “Yeah,” I said, not taking my eyes off the sea, like I was going to miss something momentous.

  “Hey,” Jake said, walking into the room. He was home for holiday break. I hadn’t seen him in weeks.

  “Hey,” I answered. I didn’t turn around to look at him. Not because I was mad or anything. It was just too much effort.

  “So I’m sorry,” he said. “I’m sorry about everything, and I’m sorry I wasn’t—I was so caught up in school. It was selfish of me to not call or text you or anything. And I’m sorry. I’ve been a shitty brother.”

  This got my attention and I swiveled around in my chair. Was he okay? This was so out of character. “Thanks. I appreciate that.” I did. I knew he didn’t mean he’d been a shitty brother for the last seventeen years, but admitting to a few weeks was something.

  Awkward silence fell over the room. I turned to look back at the water while Jake picked a paper clip off my desk and started to play with it. “Do you want to go grab some coffee or something?” he finally said. “Just get out of the house for a while?” I didn’t. Not at all. But even in my numb, apathetic state, I could vaguely recognize that Jake was trying.

  “ You have to shower, though,” Jake said when I nodded. “You reek. Are you up for that?”

  It was a good question. I wasn’t sure.  Just the thought of picking out clothes, taking off my clothes and getting in the shower felt nearly impossible. It sounds ridiculous now, but at that moment it was as if Jake had asked me to run five miles. I knew I was capable, but it felt insurmountable.

  I must have taken too long to answer because Jake walked over to my closet and began rifling through it. “I’ll pick out clothes for you. I’ll even get you a towel. You’re gonna have to wash your own ass, though.”

  When I got out five minutes later, I actually felt good. The towel was soft and warm, which was nice, but it was more than that. I had managed to do a thing I didn’t really want to do. I felt accomplished. I put on the clothes Jake had laid out for me and walked out of my room and into the hallway. Jake was there, tapping on his phone.

  “Much better,” he said. “Let’s go. I’ll drive.” I suppressed the suspicion that this was just about him getting to drive the Audi again and followed him to the garage.

  There’s a little coffee shop right by the train station in Manchester-by-the-Sea, so we only had to drive like five minutes. Which made me feel like a jerk for suspecting Jake’s motives.

  We ordered, waited in silence for our lattes, then went to a table. The only other people there were two old guys playing chess, so we had no trouble getting the window seat, which is always my favorite.

  Not that there was much to see out the window. Manchester-by-the-Sea is not exactly a bustling metropolis at any time, but at 11 AM on the day before Thanksgiving, it was dead.

  “She’s hot,” Jake said, indicating the girl behind the counter with a subtle tilt of his head. “You should—”

  “Don’t,” I said. “Too soon. Way too soon.”

  He took a sip of his latte. “Sorry,” he said. “I’m…I’m not very good at this.”

  This made me smile. I’d never heard Jake admit he wasn’t good at something. Whenever he encountered something he wasn’t good at, he usually just pronounced it stupid and walked away.

  “Yeah, it’s totally surprising—given how warm and in touch with their emotions Mom and Dad are—that you didn’t follow in their footsteps,” I said. This drew a smile from him.

  “I’m trying to be better,” he said. “Alison is helping.”

  “Allison?” I raised an eyebrow. “Is that the girl from the a cappela group you dragged me to?  Who looks like Christina Chen?”

  He blushed. “Yeah,” he said. “I know she…I should have mentioned her…I just, uh, knew you were gonna roast me about having a type, but she’s very different from Christina.”

  “Mmm-hmmm,” I said, shooting him a knowing look.

  “Shut up,” Jake said, but he was grinning.

  Was this what it felt like to be friends with your brother? I wondered. It didn’t suck. In fact, it felt pretty cool.

  “So if you want to…I don’t know. Talk about it?” he asked.

  “Damn,” I said. “If this is all Alison’s doing, she’s a keeper.” Before he could respond, I added, “But there’s nothing to say or do. Like, I don’t feel anything right now. And it’s an improvement. Because even though I’m not happy about anything—and I can’t even imagine anything making me happy, ever—at least I’m not sad all the time.”

  “Mmm,” Jake said. “Do you think… I know it’s early, but do you think…is there something you’d like to do to honor her?”

  “I mean, she’s got a gravestone already, so…”

  “No, I mean, what would you…what could you…” He stopped, looking like he was struggling for words. “Look, she didn’t live long enough to make her mark on the world, right? So maybe it’s up to you to do it for her.”

  “By working for Regatta Capital? Something like that?” I immediately wanted to take it back; it was probably too harsh. He had really made himself uncomfortable for me, but still, I just couldn’t help suspecting him of treason. His Mom-and-Dad-approved speech at Harvard still irked me, even all these months later.

  He sighed. “I deserved that.” Another first from my brother. “I’m not trying to get you to do anything. It’s just… I mean, not to be too blunt about it, but you’re still alive. And so maybe you can think about what you can do with the life you got that she didn’t. Like something she would have liked. Or something you think might help other people like her.”

  “But why does it have to involve me doing something?!” I said, perhaps a little too loudly. Other people in the coffee shop were staring, and I took my volume down to a whispered yell. “She loved me the way I am! She didn’t need me to be anything else!”

  Jake ran his hands through his hair and took a deep breath. “Let me try this again. This isn’t about Mom and Dad and what they want. It’s not about me. It’s about you. I’m not saying it’s going to fix you or make you happy all the time or anything dumb like that. I just think that if you found some way to do something that you think is something she would like, it might make things feel less pointless?”

  I looked at him for a few seconds. He looked like he was really trying to be real and not just the bot that Mom and Dad had programmed. So I didn’t respond. I just sat there thinking about Jake’s words while I watched little curls of steam rise from my coffee. I tried to think about the Marisol I had picnicked with by the Charles River, but I couldn’t see that Marisol in my mind. She was blocked by the Marisol in crisis—crying, sending sad texts, telling me she didn’t see a future. What if there had been another choice? Another outlet for her besides me? Right now there were probably other people feeling the same way. Maybe if I could do something to help, then her death would help someone else instead of just being a senseless, terrible waste.

  “I think you’re right,” I finally said. Apparently, Jake and I were both saying things we’d never said before. A banner day for the Worthington boys. “I don’t know what exactly that would be yet, but I’m gonna think about it.”

  “Cool,” Jake said.

  The moment was over. We sat in silence that grew awkward as it stretched out. But I didn’t mind. Jake had gotten me thinking about the future instead of the horrible present, and I was grateful. We finished our coffee and went home. I fled to my room while Jake hung out with the newly arrived relatives talking about Harvard.

  I didn’t miss Marisol any less. I didn’t feel like I had a new lease on life or anything like that. But I did have this little kernel of hope—about doing something good, and maybe, possibly one day even getting the kind of relationship with my brother that I’d always wanted.

  I would, of course, turn out to be wrong about this, as well as pretty much everything else.
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  Thanksgiving happened. I wasn’t expecting to feel very thankful for anything, just to get through the meal. This was made easier because Mom seated me next to my cousin Trey (so called because he was Calvin Worthington the third), who had no desire to quiz me about my current activities or future plans. He spent the whole meal relentlessly swiping right on Tinder on his phone under the table. “It’s a numbers game,” he said when he caught me looking. “You should get on this.”

  “I’m all set,” I said. These were the only three words I spoke for the entire meal. Fortunately my family isn’t one of those families where everyone goes around the table saying what they’re thankful for because I didn’t really feel thankful for anything except that Trey was too busy swiping to bug me with a conversation I didn’t feel like having.

  Most people at the table were shitfaced by 4PM. I was totally sober because getting drunk with my family is very low on the list of things I want to do in my life.  I didn’t have much of an appetite, so I wasn’t even exhausted from overeating. Once Mom and Aunt Caroline got into the singalong portion of the meal, I excused myself. I had heard Living on a Prayer one time too many. Back in the safety of my room, I fired up my PS4. Manny was logged on but refused to play me in FIFA. “You’re a mess right now,” they said. “It would be like playing against a tiny child. Humiliating for me either way.”

  I laughed. “Fine. I’m going to call you on the phone now then,” I sent.

  “Cool,” they sent back. When they picked up, we talked about Thanksgiving for a while. (Theirs was a low-key affair with just their immediate family that I really wished I could have gone to. I mean, I was invited, but Mom had made it clear my responsibility was to the  Worthington Thanksgiving, and it was easier to just suffer through the dinner than to suffer the consequences.) “Oh yeah, and yesterday Jake told me he was sorry and that I should do something to honor Marisol’s memory.”

  “I am currently stunned,” they said. “Not only did Jake the Cyborg appear to show actual human emotions, he also came up with a decent idea.”

  “Yeah, but I don’t know what it’s going to be. Like what would be an appropriate tribute?”

  “I don’t think it should be a tribute. Like, don’t build her a statue or something.”

  “Well, duh.”

  “I know you’re not gonna build her a statue, ass. I just mean don’t think about a way for people, by which I mean you, to remember her. Think about what she would do for the world if she were alive.”

  I understood what Manny was saying but I didn’t have a clear answer. Marisol had struggled just to live, and she was always more focused on that than on how to make the world a better place.

  So what, I wondered, could I do?
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  I was shocked to discover that I was feeling a little better. I wasn’t done grieving: grief doesn’t work like that. It takes its time with you and eventually lets you go, mostly, though it still keeps a little tentacle wrapped around your heart and squeezes at unexpected times just to let you know it’s still with you and it’s never going away.

  I went to school and went through the motions, and I even wound up doing some homework, not because I thought Marisol wanted me to or anything stupid like that, but just because I didn’t have soccer to distract me (even a tragedy hadn’t gotten my parents to back down on that rule), so the alternative to doing homework was sitting in my room and staring at the sea and feeling sad. I couldn’t even watch TV: grief seemed, at least for the moment, to have stolen that pleasure from me too. I could scroll through screen after screen on Netflix and not find a single thing that I could even imagine wanting to watch. Sometimes I’d find a movie I used to like and put it on hoping it would be comfort food for my brain, but I would find I couldn’t watch anything for more than about ten minutes before it became intolerable and I had to change it. Ultimately it was easier to spend ten minutes on Math, ten minutes on History, and ten minutes on Chemistry than it was to page through Netflix for half an hour, put something on for ten minutes, page through for another half hour, watch something else for ten minutes, and then keep repeating the process.

  I don’t want to give the impression that I suddenly turned into Manny, grades-wise. My grades just went from being completely in the toilet to just perched on the seat. And of course I was constantly thinking about what I could do to honor Marisol’s life. But that turned out to be a tall order. It’s not like I could just organize the Marisol Rodriguez Memorial Bake Sale and feel like I was done.

  Christmas that year was at Uncle Chip’s place in Florida. And by “place,” I mean “sixteen-bedroom mansion.” It was nice to get out of New England at the darkest time of the year and into somewhere I could wear shorts, but the sunshine didn’t improve my mood as much as I’d hoped. Or really at all.

  Uncle Chip’s staff seemed to be a hundred percent Latinx—women in the house, men working outside on the grounds—and it just reminded me of Mom and Dad accusing me of dating “the help” and made me sad. So I did what I had gotten good at—I avoided. My room had a balcony, so I mostly stayed out there smoking weed that Carlos from the groundskeeping staff had hooked me up with. It wasn’t all bad. I would scroll through Instagram, looking at where all my classmates were, not really enjoying the thirst-trap bikini shots that past me would have screenshotted. Manny was at home in Essex and posted this text instead of some heartwarming shot of the family around the tree:

   

  This is a hard time of year for a lot of people.

  The national suicide prevention hotline is 800-273-8255 or text TALK to 741741.

  Post it. Maybe you’ll save someone’s life.

   

  I hadn’t cried for a few weeks, but suddenly I did. For Marisol, of course, but also because Manny’s message couldn’t have been any clearer if they’d actually posted: “This is really important to Colin, and, therefore, me.”

  I liked the post, DMd a crying emoji and a heart, and posted the same message. It felt good, but it didn’t feel like enough. Of course, nothing would ever be enough because nothing was going to bring Marisol back, but still, I thought there had to be more. A feeling began to tug at the back of my brain, and with Manny’s post on my mind, I looked up suicide prevention and found a lot of organizations. They looked like they were all doing good work, but would any of them have saved Marisol?

  Soon, I found myself in full on google spiral. I spent the next few hours digging around the internet and texting Manny.

  What about suicide prevention? I sent

  I am in favor obviously, Manny sent back. I laughed.

  
    I mean as a way to honor Marisol. Like, maybe try to help people in a way she wasn’t helped?
  

  
    It’s an awesome idea. WAY better than that hideous statue you were planning on erecting.
  

  I hate you, I sent back, because for some reason that was easier than telling them I loved them. I thought I maybe should figure out why that was, but I had too much to do.

  Fueled by Manny’s support, I kept going. I started looking at every organization and place on the North Shore, trying to see if they could have helped Marisol in any way. I didn’t find much. Though I did find a clinic in Revere with bilingual mental health services that seemed like it had potential.

  I found something, I sent to Manny. I’ll tell you when I see you

  Since we didn’t get back from Florida until the night before school started, I didn’t get a chance to hang out with them until after school on Monday. I went to their house, and we sat in their kitchen eating chips and an array of salsas.

  “So I found a clinic in Revere.”

  “You know you can get tested for STDs at your primary care doctor, right? It’s confidential. You don’t have to go all the way to Revere.”

  “Believe me, I am in no position to worry about STDs.”

  Manny sighed and loaded a chip with mango/pineapple salsa. “Me neither,” they said.

  “Anyway, I’m talking about doing something for Marisol.”

  “Yeah, I knew that. And, by the way, that’s awesome,” Manny said. “But what, exactly, do you want to do? You found a clinic, but now what?”

  “I mean, raise some money.”

  “How much?”

  “I mean, I don’t know.”

  “Well,” Manny said, “why not ask them what they need?”

  “I mean, I don’t know how to—” I started, but Manny already had their phone out.

  “What’s the name of this place?”

  “Revere Beach Health Center,” I said. Manny tapped on their phone and then held it to their ear. After navigating through a couple of voicemail menus, they were talking to a real person.

  “Hi, Manny Paris here with the Worthington Foundation up in Manchester-by-the-Sea. How are you doing today?” They paused and nodded. “Great. Great. Listen, we’re looking to invest more in our community, and we’ve been looking at making a contribution to your organization.”

  I could hear a lot of chatter on the other end of the line, but it was muted so I just had to read Manny’s face and listen to follow.

  “Yes. Yes, of course. So we’re wondering if we could get a meeting to talk over what your needs are. Great. Yes. Super. Wonderful. That works perfectly. Thanks so much. We’ll see you then. Looking forward to it. Yes.”

  They hung up the phone and grinned at me. “There you go. We’ve got a meeting. Next Monday, 4 PM. Does that work for you?”

  “I…uh…let me check my schedule.” I pretended to go through my phone. Then my expression grew serious. “But we can’t just walk in like we know what we’re doing. They’re going to take one look at us and laugh us out of the place!”

  Manny stared at me.

  “What?” I said. They kept staring. “What?”

  “I guess I just…do you have any idea how rich you are?”

  “I don’t…I mean, I know we have money, but…”

  “Let’s look up Bill on the old internet machine, shall we?” They tapped on their phone. “Ah. Here’s the top ten wealthiest people in Massachusetts.” Manny scanned the screen and then lifted their eyebrows. “Huh. Well, looks like Tina is number 4. Bill comes in at number 6. Not sure where that puts you, but probably somewhere around 15 or 20?”

  “Well, that’s…I mean…”

  “Did you notice how they didn’t ask me for any confirmation of who I was? I didn’t do anything but drop your family’s name. Hell, you don’t even have a family foundation. Do you?”

  “I have no idea.”

  “You probably do, but it doesn’t matter. You are a seventeen-year-old boy with an asston of money behind you. They have to take you seriously.”

  I had very mixed feelings about this. On the one hand, it was great that my name could help me do something good. On the other hand, it made me uncomfortable. I hadn’t done anything to deserve to be taken seriously. If either of us deserved to be taken seriously, it was definitely Manny, but their name wouldn’t get them a meeting with anybody. And they were, by most people’s standards, rich.

  It was suddenly very heavy. I had all this money…well, it was controlled by my parents, but it was a lot of money. An almost unimaginable amount of money. I didn’t deserve this. Maybe nobody did.

   

  My internal struggle was still raging when Manny and I drove down to the Revere Beach Health Clinic the next Monday afternoon. I was going to wear a suit, but Manny informed me that I shouldn’t do that. “Suits are for people who want to be as rich as you,” they said. “People with money go smart casual. Why do you think Zuckerberg always wears a hoodie?”

  “Because it’s comfortable?”

  “No. Because it lets everyone know he’s the boss. He’s so important he doesn’t have to dress up.”

  I didn’t really understand the logic, but I went with it anyway because I trusted Manny. I parked on the street and we walked toward the clinic. It was a one-story building that looked like it had been new when my parents were kids. Inside, the walls were made of cinderblocks painted a nauseating pale green color, the floor had some kind of speckled linoleum, and the fluorescent tube lights didn’t shed enough light. It did not inspire feelings of hope.

  We walked up to the front desk where the security guard, an old guy whose nametag read Luis, asked if he could help us. “Manny Paris and Colin Worthington,” Manny said. “We’re here to see Kamilah Jordan.” He asked for our IDs, scrutinized Manny’s for an extra-long time, looking from it to them and back again, then called the director. “Have a seat,” he said. “She’ll be right out.”

  Fifteen minutes later, a middle-aged woman with long braids and skin the color of warm caramel came out to the front desk and shook our hands. “Come on back to my office.“

  Her office was small and dark. There were brown water stains on the white ceiling panels. We sat in hard plastic chairs across from her desk. “So,” she said. “I took time out of my busy day to meet with you two.” I started to smile but then she went on. “Because I wanted to tell you personally that I do not appreciate the deception and disrespect. Don’t think that just because I run a struggling clinic that I do not have the ability to use the internet to discover there is no Worthington Family Foundation. Don’t think I believe for a second that if there was, that said foundation would allow teenagers to be in charge of it. And don’t think that I have the time to play games. Now if you want to explain yourselves, I will listen, but if you don’t have an explanation, I’ll thank you to get out of my clinic.”

  Manny looked stricken. I couldn’t remember a time when they’d been left speechless like this. Their plan had totally backfired. With Manny out of commission, I tried to smooth things over.

  “I’m sorry,” I said, struggling for words. “I’m Colin. We didn’t…I understand now how our approach was disrespectful, but I swear, this isn’t a prank. I had a friend who lived in this community who committed suicide—” My voice broke a little as the image of Marisol with a gun in her mouth popped into my head. “And although we do not have a foundation, I really am William and Christina Worthington’s kid, and I want to help. I want to do something so that maybe if there’s another person in town who needs help, they’ll be able to get it. If you can tell us what you need, I’ll get you the money.”

  Kamilah Jordan looked at me for a long minute without speaking. Then she said, “I appreciate and accept your apology. And had you called me up with that story instead of some nonsense about a foundation, I still would have taken the meeting. You two are old enough to start acting like adults, especially if you’re going to go handing out money.”

  “Yes ma’am,” I said, because she was right.

  She smiled. “Wonderful. Now that we’ve put that unpleasantness behind us, let’s talk. We offer behavioral health services, but we can’t afford to have a counselor here full time. So that would probably be the first priority.”

  “And what would you need to make that work?” Manny asked. They’d recovered their voice and taken out a notebook.

  “Probably about forty thousand dollars,” she said matter-of-factly.

  “Great,” I said, not knowing if it was great or not or if that number was high or low. At that point, I was in for whatever. “What else do you need?”

  “Well, as you may have noticed, this is not the cheeriest building to walk into.” I nodded. That was an understatement. “The surroundings do not do much to lift anyone’s spirits. As long as I’m making a wish list, I’d like to do some work on the physical plant.”

  “And what would you need for that?” Manny asked.

  She laughed but answered seriously. “I mean. A quarter million, maybe?” Manny wrote it down.

  “And what about—so my friend was…I offered to pay for some appointments, but she was adamant about not taking charity. So how…I read on your site about a sliding scale for billing? I guess, I’m wondering—What would it take to make behavioral health appointments free? For everybody, so nobody would have to prove that they didn’t have enough money.”

  Kamilah Jordan looked at me. “You’re not serious.”

  “Yes,” I said. “I am.”

  She took a deep breath and pulled up a screen on her computer. Her eyes narrowed as she flicked through documents. “Okay, well, let’s say—” She entered something in the computer, paused, entered something else, then looked up. “That would require roughly three hundred fifty thousand dollars a year. Minimum.”

  I gulped. Even I knew that was a large number. Luckily Manny didn’t seem as surprised. “So you’d need somewhere in the neighborhood of a million dollars to make this all happen, and then another, say half a million per year to sustain it,” they summarized.

  “That sounds about right,” she said.

  This time, I didn’t hesitate. “We’ll make it happen.”

  She stared at me for a long time. I knew the look. I had seen it on my teachers’ faces when I actually handed in my work. It was a look that was both confused, and hopeful.  Finally, she nodded. “I’m not sure how you will go about ‘making it happen.’ But, if you do, I will be most appreciative.”

  I didn’t either. Not yet, anyway. But it felt like a good place to end the conversation. Standing up, I offered my hand. She shook it and then showed us to the door. She did not offer to walk us out, but it wasn’t a big place.

  When we got to the car, Manny let out a loud breath and put their head in their hands., “Oh my God, I am so sorry,” they said when they finally looked up. “I…I feel like such a tool. I didn’t realize how dumb it all was until she said it and then—”

  I patted their arm. “Listen,” I said, “I’ll go back to being the idiot in this relationship. I appreciate your trying to shoulder some of the burden for me, though.”

  They smiled. “I still feel like an asshole.”

  “Me too. But hey, on the plus side, all will be forgiven—if we show up with a seven-figure check.”

  I laughed. But I knew it wasn’t really funny. I had made a promise to this woman–and by extension, Marisol. I needed to make it happen. I just had no clue where to start. Until this point, the most I had ever worked at something was futsol. And this was way bigger.
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  Unfortunately, the slim hope I had that getting my hands on a huge chunk of cash was going to be a breeze vanished pretty quickly.

  Manny and I had talked about what to do all the way home from the clinic. And for pretty much every hour after for the next two days. They thought the best approach was to go straight to my parents—and be honest.

  “Have you met my parents?” I said when Manny repeated this for the fifteenth time.

  They nodded. “You make a strong point. But it’s one thing not to tell them about who you’re dating or where you’re going, and it’s a very different thing to expect them to just pass you a million bucks across the table without telling them why.”

  Well, that was a strong point, too. So, in spite of my family’s aversion to honesty and emotion, I decided to trust Manny. They were usually right.

  At dinner on Saturday, after Mom and Dad had each had a glass of wine, I took a deep breath and went for it. “I’d like to help out a clinic in Revere in order to honor Marisol’s memory. Can I get a million dollars?”

  Now, it’s true that we were rich. The fifth richest family in Massachusetts, according to Manny. But this doesn’t mean that we walked around asking for millions of dollars. I wasn’t surprised or even hurt that Mom and Dad laughed in my face.

  “Well, what are you going to do to earn that money?” Dad said when he had collected himself.

  “I, uh, I don’t know,” I said. Did he want me to do some chores around the house or something? I never done a chore in my life. How had he earned billions, for that matter? I really had no idea. “I mean, how do you earn a million dollars?” I finally asked.

  “Well you certainly don’t just ask for it!” Dad said. He returned to his dinner.

  “You’re father’s right. We’re not going to just cut you a check for a million dollars,” Mom said.

  “But you could, right? I mean, if you wanted to. It wouldn’t make us, like broke or anything, right?”

  Mom took another sip of wine. “That’s not the point. If you want to raise some money to honor your…friend, then that’s a noble thing to do. But you can’t expect us to just put all the money down for this.”

  “But, why? We have the money.”

  “We have the money,” Dad said. “What you have is an ask.” He paused and thought for a moment. “Put together a presentation and I’ll have Sharon put you on my calendar. If you can present a strong enough way to raise the money, I’ll help. But I’ll tell you right now you will not be getting the entirety of it from us, so you’d better figure out how to raise the rest.”

  I stifled the urge to ask Dad if he understood how douchey it sounded for him to say he was going to have his assistant put his son on his calendar because I was, after all, hitting him up for large sums of money. But Jesus.

  As soon as I was back in my room, I texted Manny. It took them a long time to text me back.

  
    Sorry, I was LOLing for a solid ten minutes about “I’ll have Sharon put you on my calendar.”
  

              I didn’t blame them. So how the hell do I raise a million dollars?

  
                I don’t know. School has that charity auction every year. Somebody’s gotta be in charge of that. Why not ask them?
  

              So I did. They turned out to be a middle-aged white woman named Angela with short brown hair who agreed to meet with me after school on Thursday. When I explained what I wanted to do, she told me my goal was unrealistic, which was not helpful. She also told me that the school has the whole alumni network to draw on, and that I wasn’t going to have the automatic buy-in that she did. This also was not helpful. Just when I was sure the entire conversation had been a waste of both our time and that this idea was a bust, she finally told me something that was actually helpful.

  “I’ll be honest with you. People of means are, as I’m sure you know, fundamentally just people,” she said. “So they respond to peer pressure. When I’m trying to get people to sponsor tables for the auction, for example, I go to your family first. Because once they’re on board, I can say, ‘Well, the Worthingtons have sponsored a table. Can I put you down for a table as well?’ So I’m basically telling them that they don’t want to look cheap in front of all their friends. And it works. Almost every time they pony up.”

  This was information I understood—and could use. I thanked her, left the meeting, went home, and wrote my takeaways from the meeting in the notebook I’d started keeping. Ever since Florida, I had been writing stuff down whenever I had an idea. I also texted Manny ideas a lot because I really wanted to make this work and having their support felt necessary to that somehow. But I think the main reason was that writing stuff down was the best way I had found to keep my grief at bay. If I stopped moving at all, if I slowed down for a second, turned by head to stare at the sea, I would immediately start thinking about sitting by the sea with Marisol and I would feel sad and empty.

  If I just kept myself busy at all times, I thought, wrongly, I could somehow outrun the grief.

  But even with the huge idea of raising a shit ton of money occupying most of my brain, my grief had its own agenda and would wake me up at 4 AM every morning. Eventually I’d get the energy together to turn on a show to distract me, but there would always be some time when I’d just be lying there in the dark thinking about Marisol being dead and thinking about how she died, about what she must have looked like after shooting herself in the head, which was an image I couldn’t stop seeing in my head even though I had never seen it in life.

  I’d finally fall asleep only to wake up a couple hours later feeling exhausted. And that was when thoughts of the fundraiser, my notebook, anything to do with helping the clinic really, helped. In those early morning hours, I got stuff done. My hand would get tired writing countless ideas. My brain was in overdrive. And I was too busy to be sad.

  That’s not to say once I picked the clinic, everything fell into place. The first big hurdle was figuring out how the hell to raise money. Big money. I needed a plan to present to my dad and I needed an event that would be big enough to raise seven figures. I brainstormed with Manny. The problem was, there were already a ton of charity walks and runs in the greater Boston area. Ones with huge names and big companies behind them. How was I going to compete?

  “That’s the point, though,” Manny said as we walked toward the school parking lot one afternoon. “The whole competitive thing. Like the development lady said, you want to do something that makes rich people want to one up other rich people.” Manny said. “Like, we should have people compete not just to donate lots of cash, but the event itself should be competitive. Like a soccer tournament or something?”

  “I like the soccer idea,” I said. “But I feel like we need something old guys with tons of money can do. Golf? Or…” Suddenly, I knew. The idea slammed into my head like a lightning bolt.  “Sail Against Suicide.”

  “Oh, that’s good,” Manny said, nodding. “Real good. People pay three thousand bucks to get on a bike for the Pan-Mass Challenge. How much do you think they’ll pay to get on a boat?”

  I thought quickly. I wanted to go big. Bigger than the bikes. “If we can get ‘em to pay fifty thousand for a boat, we only need twenty boats to make a million,” I said.

  “Well look who’s doing math in his head!” Manny said. I accepted the burn.

  It was an outrageous idea. But it seemed like it could actually happen if I worked my butt off. Strangely, this prospect didn’t horrify me. I was actually excited about it. This was doubly surprising because not only was I excited about doing something difficult, but I was also excited about something—anything—for the first time since Marisol’s death.

  So, in a development that shocked me as much as anyone else, I followed through and worked my butt off. Sail Against Suicide was pretty much a solo effort, except when Manny performed the valuable function of telling me when I had a terrible idea. I did more research. Took more notes. Researched other charities to see what they did and how they marketed themselves. I taught myself InDesign with the help of a few YouTube videos and made a logo and a website. Manny promptly told me they both sucked, and I should hire a professional, so I did. (Mom and Dad had said they weren’t going to kick in all the money, but they never said I couldn’t use their credit card to cover my startup costs.)

  But I quickly ran into a larger problem. The event “space.” Or in this case, the event “club.” Kamilah Jordan had said if I had come to her with the true story right away, she would have taken the meeting. So I was honest and straightforward when I contacted the Cape Ann Yacht Club. But my emails and voicemails to the Commodore (yes, that was his actual job title) about hosting a charity event went unanswered. I guessed the Cape Ann Yacht Club was one place where my name didn’t mean much since they knew me as the youngest, least impressive Worthington. After striking out with the Commodore, I moved on to Vice-Commodore (again, this is a real job title) Laura Becker, who agreed to meet with me after only three emails.

  I walked into her office at the Club on a cold, rainy day in late January dressed (per Manny’s instructions) in boat shoes and a heavy-duty sailing jacket. Laura Becker, on the other hand, was dressed in a brilliant white pseudo-navy uniform, I guess because she was the Vice-Commodore. To my credit, I did not giggle as I sat down in front of her desk, which, no surprise, sported a model sailboat.

  “So,” Laura Becker said. “Your email said you wanted to host a charity event. I’m assuming you want to book the dining room?”

  “Well, yes, but the rest of the C  lub as well. I’m planning to stage a one-day race called Sail Against Suicide. I’m hoping to raise a million dollars.” She raised her eyebrows. I had anticipated not being “heard” so I had practiced what I was going to say. “This is good for me, obviously, but I think it’ll be good for the Club as well. We’re charging fifty thousand dollars per boat entry fee, so our hope is that we’ll get some very heavy hitters here. Not just individuals, but companies as well. This isn’t just a chance for you to associate your brand with something positive, but also a way to get a bunch of potential members into the Club and using your facilities. This will be a prestigious event, and while of course the Club has a lot of prestige already, this will cement your position as the top yacht club in Massachusetts.” I sat back, pleased with my pitch.

  The Vice-Commodore’s expression had gone from bemused tolerance to polite skepticism. I took it as a win. “I get your vision,” she said. “But let’s talk logistics.” So for the next hour, we did. I had an answer ready for each one of her questions. There wasn’t an avenue she went down that I hadn’t explored. By the end of the meeting, I felt pretty accomplished and Laura Becker was talking to me like a real person. “I will run this by the Commodore,” she said, standing to shake my hand, “but I think this sounds like an event we’d like to be a part of.”

  That night, I was in my room doing homework when my phone buzzed with a text. Mom. Colin, can you come down here for a minute, please?

  I was doing okay in school, so I was more puzzled than alarmed to be summoned. Mom and Dad usually left me to my own devices unless they wanted to tell me that I needed to pull it together and do better. Walking into the living room, I found them on the couch. “What’s up?” I asked.

  “I heard from Laura Becker this afternoon,” Mom began. “She was quite impressed with how you conducted yourself in your meeting today. She said she was skeptical at first, but your enthusiasm really won her over. She said if you approach donors with the same passion, poise, and professionalism, you’ll have no trouble meeting your goal.” My mom stopped. I could have sworn I saw pride in her eyes.

  Mom was praising me. And Lauren Becker had called me passionate, poised, and professional. These were adjectives I never would have applied to myself. Nor, to be fair, were they adjectives anyone in their right mind would have applied to me six months ago.

  Then my dad spoke. “Good job, son,” he said, and it was all I could do not to faint from shock. An elusive word of praise from William Worthington the Third! The last time I’d gotten any praise from him was in middle school, which also happened to be the last time I’d seen him at one of my soccer games. I knew it was kind of messed up that he was so stingy with his praise, but this didn’t stop me from craving more now.

  “You know,” Mom said, “we were worried about you seeing that girl. But it turns out that she was really good for you.”

  I didn’t want to ruin the moment by asking them if they would have felt the same way if Marisol were still alive. I just thanked them and went back up to my room. Sitting on my bed, I stared at the water. I should have been happy. Or at least more confident. But all I could think was: I want to tell Marisol. I’d told her so much about my parents being disappointed in me that now I wanted to tell her about this pretty stunning development. But of course I couldn’t.           Just like that, grief reared its ugly head.  A lot of the time I could just pretend that she was out of town or something, that I just wouldn’t be hearing from her on that particular day, but then sometimes, like right then, the fact that she was gone forever would sucker punch me, and I’d wind up stunned and sad for a while. I was never going to see her again. I could never tell her anything again. She wasn’t here.

  I laid back on my bed and stared at the ceiling.

   

  Buoyed by my parent’s compliments, I spent the next few days in high gear, prepping for the next step: getting the actual donors. I wrote out all the key points about Sail Against Suicide and got the designer to make me a PowerPoint presentation, or, as she said, “a deck.” Once my deck was ready, I took it to the living room one Wednesday night. Mom was on at least her second glass of wine which boded well for me.

  “Can I show you something?” I asked when she looked up.

  Putting down her papers, she nodded. Usually it took me more explanation to get her attention. This new version of my folks was odd—but I didn’t mind it.

  I placed the laptop in front of her and opened the presentation. For the next fifteen minutes I walked her through each slide. Occasionally she would ask a question but for the most part, she just listened and looked as I laid out my Sail Against Suicide pitch.

  “That was quite good, Colin,” she said when I finished.

  “Great. So can I put McKnight Consulting down to sponsor a boat?”

  Mom laughed. “Well, that depends. How much are you asking for?”

  “Fifty thousand.”

  Mom did not spit out her wine, but it was clearly a struggle.

  “Fifty thousand dollars?”

  “Yes. I realize this represents—” I looked at my notes. “Fully one two-hundred-thousandth of McKnight Consulting’s annual revenue.” I had needed a calculator for that math. “But as one of the largest consulting companies in Massachusetts, I think it’s appropriate for the firm to take a leadership role in what promises to be one of the most prestigious fundraisers in the Commonwealth.”

  Mom looked at me for a long minute. When she finally spoke, her voice was full of emotion. “If you had told me a year ago that you’d be making a pitch like this, I never would have believed you. I’m so proud of you, Colin. I’ll talk to the CFO, but I don’t anticipate any problems.”

  Then she hugged me, which made twice in one year—some kind of Worthington family record. And just like that, I was five percent of the way to my goal. I wrote it in my notebook.

  I texted Manny. McKnight Consulting is on board

  
    I see what you did there. On board? Are you a guy who makes boat puns now?
  

              Apparently, I sent back.

  Apparently, I was a guy who took meetings, presented slide decks, made boat puns, and, weirdly enough, had goals. Well, one goal, which was to raise a million dollars, but that was one more than I’d ever had before. I liked it.

  Fresh off my success with Mom, I called Dad’s office the next day and got Sharon to put me on his calendar. His first opening was in two weeks. When the day came, I went to his office in a suit (because according to Manny, this was an occasion where I needed to show humility, so the Zuckerberg boss casual was out), hooked up my laptop to a port in the wall and gave my pitch.

  When I was done, Dad pressed a button on his desk. The lights came up and the projector and screen both receded into the ceiling. He was not smiling. Before he could ask me anything, I said, “McKnight is already sponsoring a boat, but I’d like to offer Regatta Capital the opportunity to be our presenting sponsor. This means your logo would appear on all Sail Against Suicide material, and you’ll be acknowledged from the podium before the race starts.”

  “And what does it cost to be a presenting sponsor?” Dad asked.

  “One hundred thousand dollars. And of course that buy in will include a boat in the race.”

  Dad was fighting back a smile. I had him. I also thought maybe he was proud of me, though of course he would reserve telling me that for when I moved into my Harvard dorm room freshman year.

  “Okay,” he said. “Nice work. We’ll do it. But only so we can beat McKnight.” Not because I’d worked so hard on it and given such a convincing presentation. Well, whatever. He did say “nice work,” which made two times he’d praised me in a month, which equaled the praise I’d received in the last four years combined. But I didn’t care. I was now fifteen percent of the way toward my goal. I had a page in my notebook where I’d made one of those thermometer graphs that fundraisers always use. When I got home, I colored in some more of the thermometer.

   

  It turned out that organizing a big event was a lot of work but only in small doses. I’d have a meeting that would eat an entire day and then have nothing else to do until the next meeting four days later. So I studied a lot just to keep my mind off of Marisol. My grades got better—a lot better—but I still had that huge dip at the beginning of junior year to explain, and I wasn’t sure I’d be Harvard material, which of course would earn me the “Disappointment” label from dad for life, no matter how much money I raised or how much good I did. But I’d worry about that in the fall.

  With McKnight Consulting and Regatta Capital donating, it wasn’t too hard to get a bunch of the biggest companies in Massachusetts to sponsor boats. And once word got out on the rich people grapevine, I actually had people calling me asking if there was any way they could sponsor a boat. With the roles reversed and people seeking me out, I added one more thing to my to do list. I went to meet with each of my teachers after school. Three of them remarked that they were very surprised to see me, which was a fair burn that I accepted as my due. I explained what I was doing and that I might get a call from a big donor during class, and if I did, I might need to run out into the hall. They were shockingly cool about it, and, in the end, it only happened once.

  I needed twenty boats to raise a million dollars. I wound up with thirty-four. Not bad for someone who had never raised so much as a dollar before. I was, for the first time since I’d scored two goals in a game my sophomore year, proud of myself.  I had obviously started with the enormous advantage of having a name that immediately got people to take me seriously in spite of the fact that I had never done anything of consequence in my entire life. I also had the advantage of being able to get two important companies behind my project by just talking to Mom and Dad. But at least I was trying to do something worthwhile with all my advantages and not just sitting around getting high or mourning Marisol.

  As far as I was concerned, that was a success.
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  Sail Against Suicide was set for the weekend after school got out. So even as the race preparations were heating up and I was fielding calls all the time about catering and money and the design of the jackets (apparently you have to give people swag when they do something for charity so that they can show off that they did something good), I had homework and finals to worry about. I was constantly busy. I stopped smoking not because I had any kind of philosophical objection, but just because I didn’t have time to get high. Plus, I was feeling pretty good about myself without chemical assistance: I was on track to transform the Revere Beach Health Clinic and hopefully the lives of some people who used it. And even though I knew this year’s good grades probably wouldn’t get me into Harvard even after adding “organizing a charity event that raised seven figures” to my application, I still didn’t care. But my not caring was different now. I didn’t care about getting into Harvard not because I didn’t care about anything, like before, but because now I cared about something else. Whatever school I ended up at, I’d have some experience doing something good, and I could build on that to do more good.

  Better still, I was convinced I had outrun my grief at last. I was only sleeping four or five hours a night, but I wasn’t waking up in the middle of the night to think about Marisol’s head being destroyed by a bullet.

  But grief doesn’t back down, and it caught up to me when I was trying to write out what I was going to say to open the race. I wasn’t going to talk for a long time; I just wanted to say a few words about what Revere Beach Health Clinic did and what Sail Against Suicide was going to accomplish. (Kamilah Jordan had politely declined my invitation to come and pick up a stupid giant check and pose for photos, which was a relief because getting a big stupid prop check printed would be one less thing I’d have to worry about.)

  I wrote a draft, and it sucked. It was generic and did nothing to convey why I thought this was such an important thing to do. I realized I wasn’t going to be able to talk about why this mattered without talking about Marisol, and as soon as I started writing about her, tears blurred my eyes and I couldn’t see the computer screen. It took me the better part of a week to get it down, but I finally did. And in the end, I was pretty proud of it.

  It was also the last big hurdle I had to overcome before the race. Other than finishing school, which I did, with better grades than I expected. Still, when I was summoned to the living room the day grades were released, I expected the worst.

  As soon as I got in front of Mom and Dad, I went into sales mode. “Clearly my end-of-year grades aren’t what any of us would like to see, but I would encourage you to look not at averages, but at trends. If we compare fourth quarter to first quarter, for example, we’ll see a definite upward trend in every subject. If these trends continue, we can expect honor roll grades for the entirety of senior year.”

  Dad actually laughed. “I love the pitch. But we really were just going to tell you that we’re happy with the direction you’re moving in and the fact that you’re working on an important project.”

  “You’re just saying that because you’re a presenting sponsor,” I said, smiling. And Dad laughed. This counted as me sharing a joke with my father. It was a good thing I didn’t think about it too much until later: I might have passed out.

  “And now you’ve got a really impressive credential for your Harvard application,” Mom added. “You’ve become a social entrepreneur and done something great for the community.”

  “Well, I haven’t done it yet,” I said to Mom. I wasn’t even annoyed about the Harvard thing. Because I was starting to think going to Harvard wasn’t such a bad idea.

  But, in order for Sail Against Suicide to be impressive, it had to actually happen. On race day, I was up at 5 and at Manny’s house by 6. Even though I’d been completely absorbed in Sail Against Suicide for months and had therefore been a kind of shitty friend, Manny was still in my corner, and I couldn’t imagine trying to pull this off without them there.  Luckily, they weren’t leaving for camp until the next day.

  I sat in the car, sweating. It was supposed to go up to 75 degrees that day, but I was rocking an Oxford and a Patagonia vest because Manny had informed me that this was the finance industry douchebag uniform, and it would identify me as an insider. What Manny had not informed me was what they would be wearing. They emerged from their house in a full, brilliant-white sailor suit—flared pants, blue neckerchief, stupid hat, the whole thing. I’d thought the Vice-Commodore’s outfit was silly, but it was restrained compared to this. I was laughing by the time they got in the car. “Don’t hate,” they said with a smile. “You know I look dapper as fuck.”

  There was no arguing that point.  Once we got to the Club, I didn’t stop moving. I ran around talking to everybody about everything while Manny worked the registration desk, checking people in and handing out the jackets and metal water bottles. (They had insisted I include metal water bottles in the swag after telling me at great length about the environmental devastation caused by bottled water.) With Manny doing that, I was free to mingle as needed but mostly I put out minor fires while waiting for everyone to check in.

  The Governor of Massachusetts was the last to arrive. Seeing his motorcade of black SUVs surrounded by state police on motorcycles, I smiled. I had asked him to come and open the race because he’d been at Harvard with Mom and Dad. His office hadn’t called me back when I said I was William Worthington’s son, but when I left another message saying I was Christina Davies’ son, I got a call that same afternoon. I wondered if there was a story there, but I thought the story would probably gross me out, so I didn’t pursue it.

  Finally, it was time. We got up on the podium together. I introduced him, and he talked for maybe thirty seconds about how this event showed the Massachusetts tradition of innovation and leadership or some bullshit like that. Then he introduced me.

  I took a deep breath. I had practiced for hours. I knew the words written on the flashcards in front of me, but I clung to them like a lifeline. The enormity of the moment hit me like a wave. Looking out at the sea of faces, I realized that all of this was because of me. Or rather, because of Marisol. My throat tightened and I had to take a deep breath. Starting my comments sobbing would probably not look that great.

  “I want to thank you all for coming out here on this beautiful day for sailing,” I began. “We’re going to have a great race, and I want you all to know that I will not hesitate to disqualify any boat that’s found cheating. Looking at you, Dad.”  Big laughs, as I had anticipated. The loudest, heartiest laugh came from Dad himself, who would not have been amused if I’d said this at home. Except now we were buddies who joked around, so who knows.

  “I decided to organize this race because I lost a friend to suicide. I…” I couldn’t help it. I choked up a little bit here. “I wanted to do something to honor her memory, but, more importantly, to try to help the next person in her shoes to stay alive. Your contributions today will help the Revere Beach Health Center do some much-needed renovations to ensure that the physical plant doesn’t actually cause depression, and it will help the clinic offer free mental health services for the next year. A lot of people don’t get the help they need because they can’t afford it, or their insurance doesn’t cover it, or it’s just difficult to figure out where to get help. We’re trying to address all three of those, and with your help, I really think we’re going to save some lives.” Big applause here, and then I went for the finish, which was the part I was most nervous about.

  “There’s something else we can do to save lives, and I’d be remiss if I didn’t mention it. Like a lot of people, my friend…used a firearm to end her life. Massachusetts has a permit to purchase law and a child access protection law, and both of these help prevent firearm suicides. But every state should have laws like this. And people need to understand that having a gun in the house actually makes you less safe, because it increases the risk that someone in your house will use that gun to hurt themselves.  Acccording to information I found on the Harvard T.H Chan School of Public Health website, a person with access to a gun is three times more likely to kill themselves than someone who doesn’t have access . I hope you’ll all tell your friends that. Getting guns out of people’s houses will save lives. Thank you. And now, before we get started, I’d like to have a moment of silence for my friend and for all the other people who lost their lives to suicide this year.”

  The whole place fell silent. I thought about Marisol. And as I looked out on all the men and women honoring her without ever having known her, I felt something lift. Then, because the moment had been long enough for me and probably too long for most other people, I clapped my hands.  “Thank you everybody, and have a great race!”

  The crowd whooped, the race happened, and after it ended, I went home, went to bed and slept for thirteen hours.
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  Manny was off to camp, so they couldn’t go with me to the Revere Beach Health Clinic to drop off the checks on Monday. (I had everybody write their checks to the clinic directly so I didn’t have to mess with opening a bank account and incorporating as a non-profit, even though that would have allowed Mom and Dad to write off the money they’d spent on jackets and water bottles as charitable contributions.)

  This time I did not have to wait at all—Kamilah Jordan met me in the lobby. “I hope this will help,” I said, holding out the thick envelope.

  She flipped through the pile of fifty- and hundred-thousand-dollar checks right there in the lobby. With each one, her eyes grew wider. “Yes. This will help a great deal. Thank you.”

  “My pleasure,” I said, and shook her hand. I turned to go because I didn’t expect or really want her to make a big deal out of this.

  “Young man,” she said as I moved to go.

  “Yeah?” I said, turning around to face her again.

  “I just want you to know that I misjudged you. When you came in here with your friend, I thought you were an arrogant rich kid with no idea how the world works.”

  I laughed. “I mean, that wasn’t really that far off, to be honest.”

  She smiled. “Well, you’ve proven yourself to be much more than that. There are plenty of young people with plenty of money in this state, and precious few who try to use that money to help people. I want you to know that this…” She raised the envelope. “… is going to make an enormous difference in the lives of a lot of people. You’ve done a very good thing here.”

  “Well, thanks. You know, it’s…I told you I wanted to do this because I had a friend who committed suicide. And I’m glad this is going to do something good for people. I really am. But it’s not enough, you know? I thought maybe this would fill the hole she left in my life. But as good as this is, it can’t fill the void.”

  She laid a kind, motherly hand on my shoulder. “Nothing ever will. That’s not how grief works.”

  “So I’m finding out. Thank you. I appreciate it.”

  “Thank you. Feel free to stop by any time. I hope you’ll come by when the renovations are complete to see what this money has done for us.”

  “Thanks,” I said. “I’d like that.”

  As I walked outside, I felt good about myself, but more than that, I just felt good. For the first time since Marisol died, I felt happy. It was a weird and unfamiliar feeling and I sort of wish it had lasted longer. Because right after, I felt guilty. It seemed like a betrayal for me to be happy when Marisol wasn’t ever going to be happy again. But I was alive. I had to live. And while I knew I would always be sad about her death, maybe it was okay if I wasn’t only sad all the time.

  That night Mom and Dad were both home by dinner time, so we ate together. “I just want you to know,” Dad said after chewing silently for ten minutes, “That your mother and I are very proud of you.”

  They were proud of me. And I hadn’t even applied to Harvard yet.

   

  And then, as I got into bed, my phone beeped and my good mood vanished. It was a text from Manny with a link to some website I had never heard of.

  GOP GOVERNOR STANDS SILENT AS ANTI-AMERICAN ZEALOT ATTACKS LAW-ABIDING GUN OWNERS.

  That was the headline to an article—about me. Someone had posted a video of my speech and wrote a thing about how the Republican Governor of Massachusetts was soft on gun rights.

  WTF I texted to Manny.

  
    Don’t know dude, but this thing already has 1000 hits and it just published.
  

  Soon, it had more. A lot more.

  Turned out the Republican Governor of Massachusetts was being talked about as a Presidential contender, so the article went viral. In a matter of a day a bunch of people tweeted and retweeted and shared it, and then a bunch of other people wrote about the controversy, and then those were tweeted and retweeted a million times, and within two days I was getting tons of messages on every social media platform from pro-gun fanatics calling me “cuck,” “soyboy,” “traitor,” and a bunch of other things that were way more obscene. They also threatened to kill me, rape my mom, rape my sister, (this one would be tough since she didn’t exist, but I didn’t reply to tell them that), kill my dog (like my sister, this one was purely imaginary), and violate every orifice of my body with a firearm.

  It was stressful. But compared to my girlfriend blowing her head off, it just didn’t seem all that serious to me. Until the governor tweeted this out: I do not agree with Mr. Worthington’s statements at the Sail Against Suicide, but I value the passion of young people even when they don’t have their facts right. 

  For some reason, random guys in red baseball caps telling me they were going to insert an AR-15 in my poophole didn’t really bug me, but the Governor of Massachusetts condescending to me on Twitter made me see red. So, I responded.

  Mr. Governor. I didn’t express any opinions. I stated facts which, as I mentioned, I got from the Harvard School of Public Health. Keeping a gun in your house “for protection” is a great way to protect a member of your family–from old age. 

              If you’ve ever spent five minutes on the internet, you probably know what happened next. I got retweeted a gajillion times, then there were the High School Student Claps Back at Gov over Guns headlines.       My getting in a public fight with the Governor of Massachusetts seemed, strangely enough, to raise my stock with Dad who asked me to go sailing with just him one Saturday, even though Jake was home for the summer and doing an internship at Regatta Capital, being a good little Worthington.

  Mom, on the other hand, seemed to withdraw from me a little. Usually she was the one who made the cursory efforts at conversation because Dad was on a call or at work, but suddenly she was always on a call or buried in work and didn’t have time to talk to me. It wasn’t a huge difference, but it was noticeable. I knew I would never find out the full story of Mom, Dad, and the Governor from Mom or Dad, but I started to suspect what Mom had been up to when Dad was having a rowdy night with a redhead in Hurlbut.

  And then, it got even wilder.

  Because people were talking about me, people started wanting to talk to me. At first, I ignored the phone calls and the email requests. But when I told Manny about it, they told me it was a good opportunity to spread the word and maybe help some people. So I started doing interviews: local newspapers at first, then some national ones, then local TV. They got to be routine to be honest and weren’t all that hard.

  And then I got asked to come on cable news.

  Mom was out of town on business, so I went to Dad after I’d exchanged a few emails with the producer. “They want me to be on The Big Issue tomorrow night. In New York,” I said. “I think it might be a good way to get my message out—”

  “Look good on a college application too,” Dad said before I could finish. “Is the governor going to be on, too?”

  Dad always called him “the governor.” Mom always called him “Phil.”

  “I mean, they didn’t say.”

  “Well, you give that sonofabitch hell,” he said. He extended a fist to me. Tentatively, I bumped it, unsure if this was really happening.

  “Did they say where they’re putting you up?”

  “Uh,” I looked at the email on my phone. “Hilton Gard–”

  “No,” Dad said. “We’ll book you in at the Harvard Club.” He held his phone up to his face. “Text Sharon. Book my son Colin a room at the New York Harvard Club for—” he looked at me.

  “Thursday,” I whispered

  “Thursday night,” he said.

  Dad was okay with the cable news channel’s choice of airline, so the following Thursday I flew into LaGuardia and rode in a Town Car to the Harvard Club. It was exactly what a clubhouse would look like if it was designed and decorated by St Albans Prep alumni, which, for all I knew, it was. Oak paneling on the walls, leather-bound chairs, fireplaces as tall as me. I wasn’t sure if this was also part of the Harvard sales pitch. If so, I got it. My high school was really impressive-looking, so it was less the appeal of a fancy building that got to me and more the sense of continuity. The message was clear. If you recognized a place like this, you belonged in a place like this.

  When it was time for the show, the network sent a car to the Harvard Club and brought me to the studio. I had always thought these shows were filmed in huge, gleaming spaces, I guess just because of the colors and graphics on screen, but I was surprised at how small and shabby everything was. A producer—a woman who looked about my age—took me to the makeup room and then an old white lady spent ten minutes caking my face with makeup. I looked ridiculous and more importantly, I felt uncomfortable, like I wanted to scratch my face. But apparently it felt worse than it looked because the makeup artist told me how lucky I was to be young and have such good skin. I thanked her as though my youthful skin elasticity was something I’d worked on, and then a guy threaded a mic cord under my shirt, clipped the mic to my collar and I was ready.

  They brought me into the studio, where Beth Samuelson, the host, and Alan Smithfield, the other guest, were already waiting. I stood awkwardly next to them, my heart pounding. Even though I was just in a small room with a handful of people, I couldn’t help thinking about the thousands or even millions of people who were about to see me in their living room. Another young woman in a headset stood next to the camera and gave us hand signals. And then the theme music played, and we were live coast to coast.

  “Good evening to our viewers here, and around the world. I’m Beth Samuelson. “Tonight on The Big Issue, guns. We’re joined by high school student Colin Worthington, who has made waves nationwide for his claims that having a gun in the house increases the risk of suicide. And, providing a different perspective, Alan Smithfield, executive director of Citizens for the Second Amen—”

  “I’m sorry,” I broke in, ignoring the stern look from the headset lady. “But they’re not my claims. They’re facts. I got them from the Means Matter website run by the T.H. Chan School of Public Health at Harvard University. I’m not, nor have I ever been, ‘claiming’ anything.”

  Beth Samuelson shot me a look of death. “You’ll get your opportunity to present your views, believe me. Now, Mr. Smithfield, since Mr. Worthington has already made an opening statement, I’ll pass it over to you for a response.

  Alan Smithfield gave a smug smile. “Well, you see, Beth, Mr. Worthington is presenting the liberal east coast elite point of view. I’m from the Heartland of America, where we’ve had guns in our houses and apple pies on our tables since before this country was founded. We know that guns offer unmatched protection and security at an affordable price.”

  “And they increase the risk of suicide no matter where you live,” I said. When I saw the tape much later, I realized I had been rolling my eyes during his whole speech. “Again, I haven’t said anything that is an opinion. The only thing I’ve said is a fact. If you have access to a gun, you are three times more likely to commit suicide than someone who doesn’t have access to a gun.”

  “Now, that’s just not true,” Alan Smithfield said. “It’s just common sense that a gun makes you safer in your home, and this kind of fake news is the first step to trying to take our guns away.”

  I was stunned silent by the man’s idiocy. So I sat there saying nothing until Beth Samuelson turned back to me. “So, Colin. Is it Harvard versus the Heartland? How can we find common ground on this issue?”

  This is where I lost it.  “We can’t! There’s no common ground when people won’t acknowledge facts! It’s like if I say ice is made from water and you say no it’s not. How are we going to find common ground on that contentious issue? We can’t because one of us is wrong. It’s really disappointing to come on this program and have facts debated like they’re up for grabs. Do you host debates on whether water is wet?”

  In the tape you can see Beth’s face redden. “We make every effort to show all sides of an issue, and—”

  “But that’s not what you’re doing. All sides would be Mr. Heartland over there saying ‘yes, it increases the risk of suicide but there are also benefits.’ But he’s just sitting there saying a fact isn’t a fact, and you’re letting it happen! You’re encouraging it! I thought being on here would help people, but this is a farce. Have a good night, Beth. Alan, go shit in your hat.”

  I had no idea why that came out of my mouth. It was something Grandpa Davies used to say, and I guess it had just lodged in my brain waiting for me to be on national television and blurt it out. Flustered, angry, and embarrassed, I pulled out my mic and dropped it on the table. The young woman with the headset gave me a big thumbs up and a grin. I didn’t know what to make of that. I walked out of the studio, still wearing makeup, and walked back to the Harvard Club. I was afraid that maybe a guy in heavy TV makeup would draw some attention on the street, but I forgot I was in Manhattan. Nobody gave me a second look.

  It didn’t take more than three blocks before all my social media blew up, with people praising and threatening me in about equal doses, and for the texts to start pouring in. One from Dad. Two from Jake. Even Uncle Chip checked in. Oddly enough, my mother didn’t. But the only message I really cared about was from Manny, who had somehow found a way to watch me in the middle of nowhere Vermont.

  You are my hero. You are the wind beneath my wings, they wrote.

  Is that, like, a reference to something? I texted.

  Yes, they sent back, and then went silent for a week due to being at a low-tech camp.

  If I thought my appearance on The Big Issue would be no big deal, I was wrong. Minutes after I mentioned it, the T.H. Chan School of Public Health website crashed from all the traffic and gun violence facts started trending on Twitter. It also caused me to go viral again, with captions like, “High schooler OWNS cable news!” “Gun safety advocate has no fucks to give!” and, simply, “Go Shit in Your Hat.”  I got a lot of calls from other cable news shows wanting me to go on and talk about my opinion of cable news, but that just seemed like a stupid waste of time to me. I had said everything I needed to say.

  Fortunately for me, three days later, the President of the United States said something dumb on Twitter and the world mostly forgot about me. Even the death threats tapered off. I shut down my social media accounts anyway because they were only stressing me out and life, as it was, went back to normal. Or my new normal, anyway.
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  The rest of the summer continued pretty unremarkably. I sailed. I hung with Dad (odd, I know) and occasionally Jake. After everything that had happened, it was calm. But I liked it. By the time Manny texted me when they got home from Vermont one late August night, though, I was ready for a change. I’m back. Come hang out with me, they wrote. If you aren’t too big a star to hang with us mere mortals.

  Haha. See you in 15, I sent back.

  It was after dinner when I got over to Manny’s house. We sat in the backyard in Adirondack chairs, which are actually really uncomfortable, and I don’t know why they’re so popular. The air was just starting to get that hint of an autumnal chill that has always made me feel sad because it’s the smell of school starting and summer ending. But I brushed the sadness away. We built a fire in the fire pit and sat there sipping from cans of expensive beer that Manny’s dad, Dave, had brought us from his beer fridge. “Limited edition,” he said when I eyed the label. “They only brew one batch a year, and you have to get to the brewery first thing in the morning to even have a hope of getting a can.”

  “He camped out on his way to get me,” Manny explained, rolling their eyes.

  “And you’re enjoying the fruits of my labor,” Dave said, smiling. He left us sitting by the fire.

  “Your dad has weird hobbies,” I said.

  “Yeah,” Manny said. “Old people. What are you gonna do?”

  We sipped the beers. They were good, but I would not have slept outside to get them. Manny recapped their summer for me; I didn’t bother recapping mine because it had mostly unfolded in public so pretty much everyone in America knew how it had gone.

  Manny, however, had news. They had had a summer fling with another nonbinary kid at camp. “I thought I liked girls, but I guess I’m pansexual or something,” they said when they were done filling me in.

  “Cheers,” I said, and we clinked, or rather thunked, our cans together. I was happy for them. They had wanted a girlfriend, or, I guess, a significant other, for a long time, and the series of doomed crushes on the girls of St Albans Prep had been pretty demoralizing.

  After that, we sat in silence for a while, just watching the fire, which was a lot like watching the waves from my window: there really wasn’t much to look at, but I could stare at it for hours. “I wanted to tell you that you were right,” I finally said.

  “Well of course,” Manny said. “About what?”

  I chuckled. “About…about working the system until they have no choice but to take you seriously. I mean, I kept telling people to look at the website—”

  “I would encourage you to look at the Means Matter website from the Harvard T.H. Chan School of Public Health,” Manny said, doing a pretty decent imitation of me.

  “Yeah. But all I could think was, if I was an expert, if I had been to Harvard instead of just being some kid quoting some guy from Harvard, then Beth Samuelson wouldn’t be rolling her eyes at me. Or have that tone of voice like she was talking to a kid. They’d have to listen. All of them. So, I’ve made a decision.” I took a breath. I hadn’t told anyone what I was about to tell Manny. I hadn’t really even been sure until this very moment. But sitting in the uncomfortable chairs, staring at the stars, sipping beer I actually didn’t like, solidified it.

  Manny leaned forward. “Go on. I’m on the edge of my seat,” they teased.

  “I’m going to get good grades this year, and while I probably won’t get into Harvard, I’m going to try. Worse comes to worst, the graduate degree is what really matters from Harvard anyway.”

  Manny smiled. “Bill and Tina will be so proud.”

  “Oh my God, didn’t I tell you? They are already!”

  “What? How do you know?”

  “They told me.”

  “Shut up!”

  “No, really. A couple times actually, over the summer.”

  “Well! I guess everybody’s going through some changes!”

  I laughed. “I mean, maybe. I guess. But honestly, I’m not doing this for them. It’s like you said, if I want to do something good, something big, Harvard’s going to be the way to do it.”

  “Rock on,” Manny said, and we clunked beers again.

  I hadn’t wanted to go to Harvard just to please Mom and Dad, but now it looked like we wanted the same thing, even if it was for different reasons.

  We finished our one beer each and then sat there staring at the flames and talking until the fire went out. Just a normal night, nothing special really, but I knew that once school got started and we both got busy, we wouldn’t have too many nights like this, and even now I look back on this dumb normal night as something really special. But maybe that’s just because of what came after.

   

   

  With little fanfare, senior year began.

  It was the same as any other year really. I was playing soccer again as my parents had agreed I had shown myself capable of multi-tasking (but now I sucked because I hadn’t played in the winter or spring). I didn’t mind. It was still fun. Parties were the same red Solo cup get togethers they had always been. The only difference was I got drunk at the first party of the year and cried about Marisol which oddly led to a lot of girls getting interested in me. I was in a bad spot: I was far enough along in my grief to enjoy the attention, but not far enough along to return it. So I kept my distance and when asked, was honest. I was not in a place to return anyone’s affections. This also, oddly, made me even more popular, which added to my stress. But I’m not going to be the asshole who complains about how hard it is to have so many girls interested in him.

  Driven by my new goal of Harvard acceptance, I worked hard in my classes, not so much because I was interested in calculus or world history as because I wanted the chance to make my mark.

  Which was also why I wanted to write the perfect college essay. I knew this was dumb because it wasn’t going to be what decided whether I got into Harvard or not—even then, naive as I was, I understood that my Harvard chances were going to come down to them weighing my parents’ money against my shitty junior year grades—but I was proud of myself, and I really wanted to acknowledge how much Marisol had made me into a better person. I wrote a bunch of drafts that sucked; I mean, they just sounded like English papers, not like something that was a meaningful document of my life. It wasn’t easy. I only had 650 words to write about “an event or realization that sparked a period of personal growth.”

  I sent my third draft to Manny to read one day after soccer practice. “Mmm,” they said on the phone later. “You know you’re going to have to write about it, right? You can’t tell this story without talking about Marisol.”

  “I did write about her!”

  “‘After I lost a friend to suicide.’ Those are the only words about her in the whole essay.”

  I thought about that for a minute. “Ugh, why do you have to be right all the time?”

  They smiled. “It’s a curse.”

  I had chosen organizing Sail Against Suicide as my “event” and had had given exactly twenty-three words of the entire essay to Marisol. This was partly because I didn’t want my college essay to be all “boo hoo my girlfriend died.” But also, to be honest, I didn’t want to pick the scab of my grief. I was getting through most days and about half the nights okay, and one of the ways I was getting through was by not thinking about the horror of her death. But Manny was right—that was where the story started. So, ultimately, that’s where I started it.

   

  
    I’m broken and I can’t be fixed
  

  
                Goodbye
  

              Those are the words my friend Marisol Rodgriguez, age sixteen, sent me before she ended her life with her father’s gun.

  “She didn’t live to leave her mark on the world. So maybe it’s up to you to do it for her.” Those are the words my brother Jake said to me that started my life.

  I had a life before, of course. I played soccer. I hung out with friends. I played video games. I learned how to sail, but when it came to my own life, I was adrift. Someone asked me what my passion was, and I actually laughed. Who has a passion at seventeen?

  And then Marisol killed herself. I felt guilty. I should have done more to help her; I should have said the perfect thing that would have stopped her from pulling the trigger; I should have known that she was in crisis way before that night.

  Later, when Jake told me to make a mark, it made me realize another reason I was feeling guilty: I had just been coasting through life. And that might have seemed okay to me before, but not now. Not when Marisol had been done in by a combination of depression and easy access to a gun. My attitude was inexcusable. I didn’t have any of the obstacles she faced, and I was still acting defeated.

   

  I then explained about Sail Against Suicide and going viral before wrapping it up.

   

  I didn’t want to be famous, and, honestly, it was a big relief when I wasn’t famous anymore. But I was given an opportunity and I didn’t waste it: people were listening, and I told them to lock up their guns or not buy them in the first place.

  I hoped between the race and my television appearances, I had done something good, but I didn’t know for sure. Not until the director of the health clinic brought me in to tour the facility this fall, to see everything they had done with the money I raised. For the first time in my life, I felt proud. Because I did something that actually mattered.

  I suppose this is the part of the essay where I’m supposed to say that everything happens for a reason or that I’m happy that something good came out of Marisol’s death. But that’s not true. Marisol was kind and funny and smart and luminous. She made the world a better place simply by being in it. And nothing I can ever do can fill the hole she left in the world. In my life. But it did give me something powerful—it gave me a sense of self. And I won’t forget that—or Marisol. I am looking forward to doing a lot of good in the world with the education I get at Harvard. But in truth? I would trade it all just to see her again.

   

  It was a good essay. But even with everything I had going for me: the essay and the charity event and the news coverage and the legacy status and the Worthington/Davies money, I didn’t think Harvard was going to overlook my shitty junior year grades and let me in, especially early action.
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  But they did.
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  On December 15, my parents threw a combination holiday party/Colin got into Harvard party. My name was written on the cake with crimson icing. The white lights on the tree lit up the crimson ornaments. Taking it all in, Manny, who had dressed in full elf regalia for the occasion, gave me a wink. “Are we celebrating you or Jesus here? Or is that the same thing now?” they teased.

  I laughed, of course, but it also made me think of how much had changed in a year. If anyone would have told me last Christmas that my parents would be actively celebrating me (complete with Dad himself leading the party in a toast to me), I would have asked what drugs they were on and if I could have some.

  After decking the halls with boughs of Colin, the rest of senior year felt anticlimactic. It was all just marking time till graduation.

  In June, a bunch of Worthingtons and Davies descended on us for the ceremony. I didn’t even mind because even the ones who were appalled that I’d said “shit” on national TV (that would be most of them) were eager to talk about Harvard and give me tips and tricks from their times there in the 60’s, 70’s, and 80’s. I was polite and did not point out that most of the bars and restaurants they told me to go to didn’t exist anymore. It seemed the least I could do.

  We sat in alphabetical order at graduation, so I did not get to sit next to Manny. They were also not on the stage because, as they predicted, they were not the valedictorian. Since everybody’s GPA isn’t public, we would never know if the school cooked the books or not. But of course, we did know.

  So we sat through the boring graduation texting each other, itchy to get out of the robes and into anything else. I had almost fallen asleep when the Headmaster stepped up to the podium.  “And now,” he said, sounding even more pompous than usual, “the Agnes Titcomb award for community service. Ms. Titcomb, from the class of 1938, the first co-ed class at St Albans Prep, established this award in 1962 to honor a student who has gone above and beyond in service of their community. The award is voted on by the entire faculty, and this is the first time since the award was established that the vote was unanimous. This year’s winner turned tragedy into hope, organizing a sailing race that raised over one million dollars for suicide prevention. This is an extraordinary achievement and embodies the best that a St Albans Prep student is capable of. Colin Worthington, we are proud to have you here, and it is my pleasure to present you now with the Titcomb award.”

  My jaw dropped. I had not seen that coming but with everyone clapping and cheering, I moved on autopilot toward the stage and got a nice plaque. I did not giggle about the fact that I was awarded the “Titcomb” award until later, when Manny and I would spend at least fifteen minutes at the graduation party riffing on it. I took my plaque and looked out to see my classmates and my teachers and all the parents and grandparents standing and applauding. For me.

  I’ll admit, I enjoyed it that moment, unexpected as it was. It felt good to be recognized for something other than being an underachiever, and I never thought I would ever see hundreds of people standing and cheering for me. I mean, I had been in front of a cheering crowd at Sail Against Suicide, but in all honesty, I knew they were cheering for their own good deed, not me. This felt different. This felt…  amazing. After the ceremony, Mom and Dad both told me how proud of me they were. Again.

  It would have been nice to revel in the moment or even engage in the debauched partying that many of my classmates did, but I couldn’t.  I was running the second annual Sail Against Suicide so the next day, I was back to work. It was much easier than the first one because I’d done it all before and everyone I had worked with knew the deal. And people I’d needed to go visit to sell on the idea of sponsoring a boat the first time did it with a phone call this year. I did not invite the Governor of Massachusetts and everything went off without a hitch.

  I figured that the summer would drag by after that. But surprisingly, it flew and by the last weekend in July, I realized that my time was limited. So I did what I usually did when I was feeling stressed: I called Manny. They had been busy with their internship, so we’d barely seen each other over the summer. We both had pre-orientation starting in two weeks, so I wanted to make sure we got to spend a little bit of time before freshman year started. I offered up a sail and a free meal at the Club. They accepted. No surprise.

  We weren’t even out in open water before I started talking. In hindsight, I realize now what a patient friend Manny was. For a good part of two plus years, I had been self-absorbed. But they stuck by me. Which speaks to how incredible they are. I hope they know it.

  I blathered on a little bit about a hiccup with a donor for the Sail. But mostly I talked  about my going-nowhere crush on Sarah the sailing instructor and how I was afraid that I would never date again because when the first person you fall in love with blows their brains out it makes you a little nervous about doing it again. “I dunno,” I said after we’d anchored in a little cove to have lunch. “I’m like…I definitely want to date again, but it actually terrifies me. Like, I think about talking to her and my stomach clenches and my heart pounds and I have to sit down. And not because I’m stunned by her beauty or something.”

  Manny dipped a pita chip in hummus, chewed. “I think you’re setting yourself a kind of artificial timetable here,” they said when they were done. “Like, if you don’t feel ready, maybe you’re not ready. And maybe that’s okay. There’s no rush.”

  “Tell that to my hormones. I want to, but I just can’t even talk to her.”

  Manny looked at my crotch. “There’s no rush!”

  I laughed. “Yeah, I’ve tried that. They don’t listen well.”

  Manny shrugged. “But also—you know you can’t think of being with another girl as some kind of betrayal of Marisol, right?”

  “Do I know that?”

  “I mean, you should. Not to be too cold about it, but she’s dead. You can’t go out with her anymore. And you don’t owe her any more misery.”

  I had nothing to say to that. I hadn’t realized I was feeling that way till Manny brought it up. I probably should at least go on a date with someone else just to feel like that part of me still existed. “Now listen, mister ‘girls throw themselves at me all the time and I don’t know if I’m ready,’” Manny continued, “let’s talk about your friend who has endured a nearly year-long dry spell.”

  I popped a can of seltzer, took a big swig, and unleashed a loud burp. “I’m ready.”

  “That was impressive. Also impressive? I have met someone online and they actually want to meet me and I am freaking out!”

              “That’s awesome! What’s the problem?”

  Manny sighed. “The problem is that I am very good at giving you advice about how to proceed rationally and very terrible at doing it myself. They want to meet me for coffee after work on Tuesday, which is great, except that a) if they’re interested in meeting me so quickly there must be something wrong with them and b) I can’t drink coffee that late or I’ll be up all night but I don’t want to make a bad first impression by ordering decaf or herbal tea or something. That could be a dealbreaker!”

  “I dunno. I mean, of course they want to meet you because you’re awesome. And it’s a public place, so it’s not like they’re going to kidnap and snuff you, right?”

  They looked to the sky. “Great! That was a worry I hadn’t even considered!”

  I looked out at the sea for a few seconds. I could just make out a big tanker ship chugging along the horizon. “I’ve got an idea. Where are you meeting?”

  “George Howell coffee in Downtown Crossing.”

  “So what if I just happen to be sitting at a table in the window during the time when you’re there? So if you need backup, I’ll be there to provide it. I can also give you a ride home in case you don’t want them following you to the train station or something.”

  Manny thought this over for a minute, then finally nodded. “Yeah. I would appreciate that. I hate being so screwed up that I need this, but I think I would feel a lot better. Thank you.”

  “Just being a friend.”

  “Well, I appreciate it.”

  When I think back on this moment, I realize that my entire life changed because of it. And of all the changes I went through, ironically, this was really the only one that I could take credit for.
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  I got to the coffee shop early. It was in the bottom of a hotel on a corner, so there were two different streets to look out at and entertain me. There were also a bewildering number of coffees available, each with a different place of origin and different tasting notes and several different methods of preparation.

  “Uh, I just want, like, a regular coffee,” I said to the barista, a guy about my age rocking a foot-long beard.

  “So a drip house?” he said.

  “Yeah. Sure. Drip house,” I replied. “And do you have oat milk?” Manny’s conversion to veganism last year had given me a taste for nondairy milks, but I had always thought milk was kind of gross, so this wasn’t a big breakthrough.

  I got my drip house and found a table by the window. I had brought a laptop so I wouldn’t look too suspicious, but since I didn’t have any social media anymore (I never bothered to reconnect once things quieted down on the news front and found I didn’t miss it) and school was out, I didn’t really have anything to do on it. So I mostly drank my coffee and watched the streets. Finally a message from Manny came through on my laptop: Are you in position?

              LOL I sent back. We’re not in a heist movie. Ocean’s 2: The Coffee Date. But yes, I am in the window.

              They sent back a middle finger emoji and a heart, which summed up our relationship pretty well. I took a screenshot.

  I’m going in, they said.

              Not even thirty seconds later they walked in the door. Impressively, they managed to avoid even glancing over at me. I reconsidered. Maybe we should think about planning a heist after all. I watched, without being obvious, as they looked around and found their date, Darby, who was tall and blonde with one side of their head shaved and dressed all in black down to their Doc Martens, standing in line. Manny and Darby hugged awkwardly. I looked away to be sure I didn’t appear to be staring.

  They don’t look like a serial killer I sent to Manny. I saw them glance down at their phone, but they didn’t send anything back. Good sign.

  I kept my laptop open in case any urgent messages came through, but for the most part I just watched people going down the street. Most of them were dressed like they just got off of work, and a lot of them carried bags from the nearby shoe, clothing, and grocery stores. Nothing remarkable, but I liked looking at people and imagining their stories. That guy looking pissed as he talked on the phone—was he mad at a boss, an employee, or an ex? The woman in really high heels walking so fast she was almost running—where was she hurrying to at 5:30 in the afternoon?

  The girl who looked like Marisol.

  Wait. The what?

  My heart thudded as I did a double take. A girl who clearly could not be Marisol but looked damn near like it was walking down Washington Street. Everything about her—her body, the way she moved, the color of her hair, even the way she was wearing it—told me it was Marisol, even though I knew it couldn’t be.

  I had had dreams like that sometimes: I would run into Marisol randomly somewhere and start crying tears of joy because she was alive, and she’d be very nonchalant about the whole thing, like, “Sorry you thought I was dead but, ha-ha, obviously I’m not.” It was always hard to wake up from a dream like that because I’d be so happy and relieved, and that feeling would last into the first few seconds of being awake until I remembered that my subconscious was just fucking with me and Marisol was dead and I would never see her again.

  And now my damn brain was doing it—while I was awake.

  I looked out at the girl again. She still looked like Marisol. A lot like Marisol. But rationally, I knew that my brain was interpreting data from my eyes in a screwed up way because even after all this time, I still really missed her.

  I looked at my laptop screen. I squeezed my eyes shut, opened them, and looked at the street again. The girl was right next to the window, and she glanced into the coffee shop.

  And that’s when I knew.

  Because if the girl had been someone who just looked like Marisol, she wouldn’t have gotten a panicked look on her face when we locked eyes. And she wouldn’t have quickened her pace and made a beeline into the first shop she came to which happened to be Macy’s, across the street. This girl didn’t just look like Marisol. She was Marisol.

  I was sure of it.

  Completely forgetting Manny, I jumped up from my table and ran out the door of the coffee shop and onto Washington Street. I ran through the crowds, not even pausing to apologize when I bumped into people or shoved past them. I pushed past a few more people coming out of Macy’s on my way in. One guy swore at me. I didn’t care. I kept running. I ran past ties and into the cosmetics area where what seemed like dozens of beautiful women stood with spray bottles of perfume at the ready, but none of them were Marisol. I wound my way toward another door, and nearly skidded to a stop.

  There she was.

  Standing next to a table sporting a colorful array of fancy socks. She looked over her shoulder, saw me, and started running out of the store. I was about fifty feet behind her, so by the time I emerged on Summer Street, she was gone. She could have been anywhere: the grocery store across the street or the Primark on the corner or the bank on the other corner or the subway station with three entrances I could see from here.

  “Marisol!” I yelled out. Even as I did it, I realized it was ridiculous. She had been running away from me. My calling her name wouldn’t have made her stop. It did, however, make a bunch of other people turn and stare at me, but they quickly decided I wasn’t that interesting and kept moving.

  I stood there as hundreds of people came and went in all directions. And somewhere, in one of the stores, or one of the subway platforms, one of them was Marisol. It was impossible. But I was sure of it.

  What the hell was going on?
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  After a few more minutes on the street, I shambled back to the coffee shop like a zombie. I walked in the door and went over to where Manny and their date were sitting. “I’m sorry,” I said, breaking into their conversation, or possibly breaking into an awkward silence, I had no idea. “Manny. I just saw her. I saw Marisol.”

  Manny was flustered. “Uh. Hi, Darby this is Colin. Colin is my friend—”

  “You brought along in case I was a serial killer?” Darby finished.

  “Well—” Manny began, but Darby interrupted.

  “Don’t worry. I brought one too. Jessica!” she said, lifting her hand. “Say hi!” A young woman with long auburn hair sitting two tables away looked over and waved. Manny and Darby exchanged a look and I could tell, even in my addled state, that there was serious chemistry happening.

  “Okay, so what happened?” Manny asked, recovering smoothly.

  I grabbed a chair, uninvited, and sat down. “I was staring out the window and I saw this girl who looked just like Marisol, and I was like, no it can’t be, it’s just my brain playing tricks on me, but then she looked in the window and we locked eyes, and she panicked. I saw it on her face. Total ‘Oh shit’ look. She ran into Macy’s and then out of Macy’s and I lost her. But I saw her, Manny. I did. I know it was her.”

  Manny took a deep breath. I knew that I was putting them in an awkward position and on some deeper level I’m sure I felt bad. Sort of. But the panic and confusion and a whole other range of emotions far outweighed any sense of guilt that I was totally ruining their first date. Thankfully, as usual, they were amazing. “Okay. Let’s—I’m so sorry, Darby, but I have to deal with this because he’s my best friend, but rest assured I’m gonna tear him a new one later and will explain everything—” They turned back to me. “Go get your laptop. We’re gonna find all the stuff we can find about her. But Colin,” Their face grew really serious, “You know it was probably just someone who looked a lot like her, right?”

  “No!” I said, louder than I meant to. “I know it was her. I know it sounds like I’ve completely lost my mind, and I know it makes no sense at all, but—”

  “Just out of curiosity, did you have this same intense, wild-eyed look when you locked eyes with this person on the street?” Manny asked.

  I thought about it. “I don’t…I mean, I don’t really remember, but I don’t–”

  “Because honestly, if I didn’t know you right now and you looked at me the way you are looking at me right now, it would scare the shit out of me. So we have to at least admit the possibility that that’s what happened.”

  “And then,” Darby jumped in, “if I saw a guy run out of a coffee shop to follow me, I’d probably take evasive action too.” Manny smiled at her. Not even one date in and they were sticking up for each other.

  “I’m gonna get my laptop,” I said, and walked over to the corner. I was pissed. It was irrational, but I was pissed at Manny for not immediately supporting me. At Darby for jumping into the conversation. At Jessica just on general principles. I sat down and, just because I knew it was the first thing Manny was going to do, I searched for the Revere police blog entry my Mom had shown me. “Revere Police Blog Marisol Rodriguez,” I typed in.

  There were no results matching the entry. I went to the Revere Police website. They didn’t even have a blog. I grabbed my laptop and went back to the table with Darby, Manny and now Jessica, who had joined the party. “There’s no report from the Revere Police Blog,” I said. “Look.” I showed Manny the screen. They did some clicking around.

  “Public incident reports,” they said. They looked at the screen and scrolled. “Here we go. Okay, open last November….download the pdf, and…huh. That’s weird. Nothing here.”

  “Did you do a control f for her name?” Darby asked.

  Manny smiled. “No, but that’s a good idea,” they said. “Okay. Rodriguez. No. Nothing.”

  My insides went cold. “Yo, I didn’t just slip into some alternate reality or something, right? I mean, Manny, you saw the printout, right?”

  “Yes. I did see it. You’re not in the Twilight Zone. I don’t know, maybe the family asked them to scrub it because it was a suicide or something. Let’s keep looking.”

  Manny became the field general and issued orders: they and Darby used my and Jessica’s laptops to search news sites and public records while Jessica and I used our phones to search social media for #RIPMarisol, #RememberMarisol, or any other hashtag combination that might mention Marisol’s death last year.

  For the first time ever, I looked at Instagram for Marisol. She’d told me her account was private and she wouldn’t approve my follow since her parents or nosy relatives would notice, so I’d never even tried. But now, I typed in her name with shaking fingers. Fifty-nine Marisol Rodriguezes came up in a search. None of them were the one I knew. #RIP Marisol revealed pictures of a handful of Marisols who had died last year, and #RIPMarisol sent me to a dozen more images, but none of them was my Marisol. “Nothing on Instagram,” I called out when I had exhausted that avenue.

  “No obituary in the Globe,” Manny said.

  “Revere Journal has nothing,” Darby said a few minutes later.

  I moved on. There were also fifty-nine Marisol Rodriguezes on Twitter. Zero of them were the one I knew. Revere High School had not mentioned anything on Twitter about a student dying. Nobody who followed Revere High School on Twitter had posted anything on Twitter about anyone in their school dying. “Nothing on Twitter,” I called out when I was done.

  “I can’t find anything on Facebook either,” Jessica added. “But the Revere High Students group is private.”

  The guy who’d sold me my coffee what felt like three days ago came over to the table and crossed his arms. “Hey, folks, it’s 8 o’clock. We’re closing up.”

  We apologized and gathered up our stuff. I did it all in a fog. Nothing made sense. After we walked outside, Manny and Darby talked privately for a minute, leaving Jessica and me to stand awkwardly on the street together. Rather, she stood awkwardly. I stood numbly. “So,” she finally said. “Weird, huh?”

  “Yeah,” I said, coming out of my daze slightly. “Like, totally surreal. You know, it’s funny because this is exactly the way I felt when she k—when she died. Like this can’t be happening, this isn’t real. But it did, and it was. And now I feel the same way again. Like, if someone dies, someone somewhere is going to notice, right?”

  “One would think.”

  “I mean, how can…oh, whoa!” Manny and Darby were kissing goodbye. With tongue.

  Jessica turned around to look. “Oh thank God,” she said.

  That made me smile. “Yeah, now they won’t kick my ass for ruining their date,” I said. Jessica laughed and the sound was nice. I felt like I could almost peer into another reality where I asked her for her number and she and I and Manny and Darby became the fabulous foursome and hung out all the time, but that faded fast. I was in this reality, where Marisol was suddenly either alive or dead again just like on the night I found out she was dead, and I felt like I did not have a firm grasp on what was and was not real at that moment. And asking a girl for her number felt about as realistic as sprouting wings and flying. Which I was pretty sure was something I couldn’t do, but in a world with undead girlfriends, who was to say?

  Jessica said goodbye and walked over to Darby as Manny came over to me. They were glowing in a way I had never seen before. I was happy for them. “Congrats,” I said. “Saw you gettin’ the tongue over there.”

  “Ugh, shut up,” Manny said as we started walking. “It was amazing, though. We’re going out tomorrow. Without you two losers.”

  “Excellent. I’m sorry. I’m just…I’m just really sorry about all this. I honestly didn’t mean to ruin your date.” They smiled, and I knew I was forgiven. “But I don’t…why couldn’t we find anything about her?”

  “I don’t know,” Manny said. “There should be something. So you know what we have to do, right?”

  “No. I have no idea what to do. I feel so…I feel so weird right now, Manny, like I’m losing my mind. Am I…like am I hallucinating? Do I need to be hospitalized?”

  “The thought did cross my mind,” Manny said as we walked into the garage at the Hyatt where I’d parked the Audi. “But let’s try and examine this rationally. You saw someone you are sure was Marisol, who gave you the ‘oh shit’ look and ran away from you.”

  “Yeah.” I pressed the key and the Audi chirped. We got in.

  “Which, as we’ve established, there might be a rational explanation for. Like it’s possible you just saw someone who looked a lot like her, she freaked out because you looked nuts, and the rest is history.”

  I didn’t like that story, but I had to admit it was at least possible. “Maybe, but—”

  “Uh uh!” Manny cut me off. “We’re not drawing any conclusions yet. What’s the other possibility?”

  “That she awoke in her coffin, clawed her way out of her grave, and returned to life,” I said. “Though her head was in perfect shape, so I kind of think that one’s out.”

  Manny stared at me for a second. “Jesus, that was dark. Okay. Any other possibilities?”

  “She faked her own death.”

  “Less dark. Still dark but better.” They were silent and I knew their brain was working in overdrive. “Okay, so what evidence supports the first theory, that she was just a lookalike who got freaked out?”

  “I mean, everything that happened before that. We went to her grave. You sang Rainbow Connection.”

  “I remember. And what supports the second theory?”

  “The undead clawing from the grave one?”

  “No. We are disregarding that as a crackpot theory for the moment. Let’s visit the slightly less crackpot theory that she faked her death. What evidence supports that?”

  “That there is no record of her death anywhere on the internet. No social media presence. No mention of her name. No friends talking about it. There is absolutely nothing.”

  “Okay,” they said. They were silent for a minute as I threaded my way through the streets to get to Route 1 North. “This is weird,” they said.

  “Yeah,” I said. “I know.”

  There wasn’t much more to say after that, but Manny did make me promise not to do anything stupid before morning.

  I dropped Manny at their house and then, instead of going home, I headed to Lynn. I told myself this was not a stupid thing to do, so I was not technically breaking my promise. I parked on the street outside of St. Agnes’ Cemetery, which, surprisingly enough, was closed at 9:30 on a Tuesday night. Fortunately for me, they didn’t have much in the way of security apart from the fence. I didn’t see any cameras or a security guard or anything. I guess not too many people try to get into a cemetery after hours, and if people are trying to get out, you’ve got bigger problems than a security camera could solve.

  Unfortunately for me, scaling a ten-foot wrought iron fence requires a lot of upper body and core strength which I, as a soccer player and sailor, do not possess. After about ten minutes, I was able to scale the fence by going to a brick pillar and hanging on the iron bars while I walked myself up the bricks. And then I had to get down. I maneuvered into position and did a hang-drop, hoping I wouldn’t break my ankle on the landing.

  I didn’t. I remembered where Marisol’s grave was, even though I’d only been there once.  Of course, that had been in the daytime, and while I don’t think of myself as an anxious person (that’s Manny’s department), I’ve seen enough movies to be nervous about walking through a dark cemetery alone at night. Fortunately I could hear the sea in the distance, so it wasn’t eerily silent, and the sound of the waves reminded me of home, so I tried to just imagine I was walking around behind my house and there just happened to be a lot of granite crosses and angels and stuff.

  It didn’t really work. But I got to Marisol’s grave without running, screaming, or being attacked by zombies, so that was good. Even better: Marisol’s grave was right where I had left it. I turned my phone flashlight on and read the inscription. Marisol Rodgriguez. I hadn’t imagined the whole thing. She was buried here. So then who the hell had I seen downtown tonight?

  I touched the stone. It was solid beneath my fingers. This was also reassuring. I hadn’t imagined or hallucinated the whole thing.

  “Who are you?” I said to the gravestone. “Why is this the only evidence you ever existed?”
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  When I got home, Mom and Dad were working in the living room, their eyes glued to their computers, their hands glued to their drinks. They didn’t call me in to talk to them, which was good because I wasn’t sure I could hold a conversation right now. The ground felt barely solid enough to walk on, and the idea of having to talk to somebody who didn’t know the situation was overwhelming. And, of course, explaining the situation was out because Mom would just tell me I was grief stricken and imagining things, and Dad would tell me to get over it already and man up.

  So I just went to my room and got in bed.

  I slept like shit—just turning questions over in my brain all night. Who—had I seen? What—the hell was happening? Where—had “Marisol” gone? When—would ever I ever see her again? Why—that one replayed over and over like a bad marathon of Law & Order that I couldn’t turn off.

  Around seven I heard Mom and Dad get up, but I didn’t go downstairs until I was sure they’d left. I was hoping nobody was working from home today, and I lucked out on that one. I poured myself some coffee and went out on the deck to look at the ocean. I thought it would be comforting, but it wasn’t—just a calm blue visible surface with miles of secrets hiding underneath.

  My phone buzzed. Manny. I have some info. Call me.

              I called right away. “What’s up?”

  “Hey, so my train was delayed this morning, so I made a call to Revere High on behalf of the Worthington Foundation telling them we were interested in setting up a scholarship fund in the name of their student who had committed suicide last year.”

  I could tell just by their tone of voice where this was going. “And they didn’t have a student who committed suicide last year.”

  “Yeah. They said enrollment data was confidential, so they couldn’t tell me any student’s name without their parents’ permission, but they were completely certain that nobody who was enrolled at Revere High School committed suicide during last school year.”

  “I went to the cemetery.”

  “Already? How long have you been up?”

  “No. I broke in last night.”

  “Dude—you promised. Still, that’s pretty badass! I mean, it would be more badass if you didn’t know that your parents could get you out of a trespassing charge, but still.”

  I didn’t bother to respond to that. They were right. “It’s still there,” I said in a monotone. “The grave. Her name is carved in granite. So she was real.”

  Manny shrugged. “Or, the stone is.”

  “What do you mean? The stone definitely is! I touched it!”

  “Yeah, but do you know for sure there’s anybody buried there?” I was quiet for a second.

  “I didn’t think about that. But no, I guess, I mean, it’s not like I tried to dig her up or anything.”

  “Yeah, you’d still be there. Digging holes is much harder in life than it is in the movies.”

  I shot them a look. “Exactly how many people’s graves have you dug up?”

  “Well, none, but we had to plant one of the camp dogs one summer, and they wanted it deep enough that its body wouldn’t be dug up by scavengers because that might have scarred the campers for life, so I got digging duty. And let me tell you, digging holes sucks. It takes a long time.”

  “Good to know. So you’ll go with me tonight to dig up the grave?”

  “What? Hell no!”

  I let out a laugh. “I’m kidding. I’m not gonna dig up her grave. But I just…I don’t know how I’m going to do anything until I figure out what the fuck is going on.”

  “I can only imagine.”

  They had reached their office at this point and had to go. I thanked them for help, promised again not to do any digging and hung up.

  I ate some breakfast and thought. There was no internet record of Marisol’s death, but there had to be an official one. I went back upstairs and opened my computer. Death records weren’t available online, but it turned out anybody can go to City Hall and get a death certificate. You don’t even have to be a relative or anything.

  So I drove to Revere and went to City Hall, a big, brick building that looked like a prison or an asylum in an old movie. I took ten bucks to the city clerk’s office, filled out the form with Marisol’s name and date of death, gave it to the old lady behind the glass, and waited. It took a long time. “I’m sorry dear,” the lady said, when they finally called my number and I made my way back to the window. “We don’t have a death certificate for this person. I checked a week before and after this date, too, but there’s nothing for a Marisol Rodriguez. Are you sure you have the name and date right?”

  “I’m not sure of anything anymore,” I said honestly. “Thank you for your help.” I turned and walked away.

  No death certificate in Revere, I texted Manny.

  They didn’t get back to me right away, presumably because they were working at their internship. I felt a sudden stab of jealousy—they had a job and a hot prospect for a new relationship and a life. I had nothing to distract me, nothing to do, and everything I had accomplished, I was beginning to suspect, might have been built on a lie.

  I decided to go to the cemetery again. This time I skipped Marisol’s grave and went straight to the office. I expected a person working at a cemetery to be kind of corpselike, but this woman was exactly the opposite. She was a middle-aged white lady with black hair dressed in a riot of colors and patterns that I didn’t have the fashion vocabulary to describe. She had long red nails and yet was somehow managing to type at her computer when I walked in. The office itself, though, was exactly what I expected: dark and somber. There were religious paintings on the wall and the whole place was dim.

  Candy LaRonga, Administrator, the sign on the desk said.

  “Can I help you?” Candy LaRonga asked.

  “I hope so,” I said. “I’m looking…my friend is buried here. Marisol Rodriguez? And I am trying to get in touch with her family. I was hoping you could give me some contact information? I’m putting together a little tribute, and I want to invite them, but she and I only knew each other online, so I don’t know how to get ahold of them.” The lies flowed out smoothly.

  Candy LaRonga looked me in the eye and smiled. “Aren’t you sweet,” she said. And she meant it. I felt bad because of course I wasn’t really sweet. Maybe I wasn’t cut out to be a liar after all. “But I’m afraid I can’t help you. Unless you’re a cop with a warrant, which, no offense, doesn’t look like it’s the case.”

  “I…” My sleep-deprived brain was having a hard time coming up with a counter argument, so all I could say was, “why?”

  “Well, everyone wants to bury their loved ones, but not everyone wants to be found. Right? So let’s say, just as a for instance, a woman leaves an abusive marriage, and then her father dies. The ex shows up here and asks for the contact info for the person who bought the plot. You see where I’m going with this?”

  “I…I think so. But I’m not an abusive ex. I’m just—”

  And suddenly there was steel in Candy LaRonga’s voice where there had been sugar before. “But that’s why we have rules. So folks like me don’t have to try to figure out who’s an abusive ex when people walk in the door. Try Facebook. I can’t help you.”

  She turned back to her computer and started typing again.

  I knew she was right, but I was still pissed. I walked out without saying goodbye. I stopped by Marisol’s grave on the way out. It was still there.

  I went back home and tried to play video games, but I couldn’t concentrate. How was I supposed to do this? I couldn’t find any answers anywhere, and I couldn’t just let it lie, which probably would have been the smart thing to do. Just convince myself that I’d been seeing things, chalk it up to one of those weird unexplainable things, file it away in my brain, and get on with my life.

  But I didn’t have a life without Marisol. I mean, without the reality of Marisol. I might have played up the whole “I transformed from a slacker to an achiever” thing for my college essay, but it was true. I never would have thrown myself into putting Sail Against Suicide together if I didn’t feel strongly about it. And those strong feelings came from Marisol. I never would have dissed the governor if I didn’t care enough about the issue. And I cared about guns and suicide because of Marisol. I became the kind of person who gets a standing ovation at graduation for his community service work because of Marisol. And now she was both dead and not dead, or maybe neither dead nor alive, and I didn’t know what to do with that.

  I wished I’d gotten a job as a sailing instructor at the club, or that I hadn’t thought I needed a break before college with a tough year behind me. Then I might have something else to think about, something to pull my mind out of this horrible spiral of uncertainty. As it was, I was supposed to go to pre-orientation at Harvard in two weeks. How was I going to meet people and start my life there if the last year and a half was a huge question mark?

  There was only one way to get answers: I had to find her. Whoever she was.
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  My first stop the next day was the Adobo in Harvard Square. I got there when they opened at eleven, after taking the train into Boston and the subway to Harvard Square. My first time on public transportation. I took the T mostly because I didn’t really trust myself to drive. I might pass out at the wheel or just be staring into space and slam into another car or something. There should be a warning: Do not operate heavy machinery while under the influence of finding out that you were in love with a person who didn’t exist.

  I didn’t see Marisol in the Adobo, but I wasn’t really expecting to. That would have been too easy. I walked up to the counter where a tall, skinny, brown-skinned guy whose name tag read Rafael was standing. “Uh, hey. Can I talk to the manager?” I asked.

  “That’s me,” Rafael said.

  “Oh, great. Hi. I’m, um, well this is a weird request, but I guess I just—I had a friend who used to work here, and I can’t get ahold of her—like, she’s disappeared from social media and everything, and I was hoping maybe you had an address, or a phone number or an e…”

  I trailed off because the expression on Rafael’s face told me he was most certainly not going to help me. “Yeah, so we serve burritos here. We don’t help stalkers.”

  I held my hands up in the universal gesture of surrender. “Whoa. I’m not stalking this girl—” Though, in a way, I was, but not for the reason he thought. “Okay, listen. I get how this must look. But I’m not a creeper. She worked here a year and a half ago. She told me her name was Marisol Rodriguez, but I think maybe I was catfished. Can you at least just tell me if a Marisol Rodriguez worked here a year and a half ago?”

  Rafael was not moved by my pleas. “Let me tell you something,” he said. “My sister was stalked. And if you think I’m falling for your bullshit, you’re wrong. Move on, bro. If she was interested in you, you’d know. Go make some other girl’s life miserable for a while.”

  First the cemetery lady, now this guy. It was too much. “I can’t fucking move on when I don’t know if she’s alive or dead, okay? She told me she was going to kill herself, I saw the police report, I went to her grave, and then I saw her on the street. I was moving on. I accepted that I loved a girl who died. But now…”

  Rafael just stared at me. “You need therapy, bro. We just sell burritos here.”

  So that was a dead end. I had run out of ways to search online. I’d gone to the places I thought she lived and died.

  There was only one hope of finding her. I had to go back to where I’d seen her.

  Of course, this was not the greatest of plans. If I were Marisol, I would try to avoid the place where I’d seen the guy I literally ghosted—literally or figuratively. But I didn’t have any other place to look. So I picked a coffee shop on Summer Street, around the corner from where I’d first seen her, hoping that even if she was avoiding Washington Street, she’d still be in the area if she worked around there or something.

  I wore my sailing sunglasses. I bought a Red Sox hat and a Patriots shirt and put them on. I wanted to look as much like a generic Bostonian white guy as possible. The two hundred dollar sunglasses would give me away, if someone was looking closely, but the idea was to discourage her from looking closely. The coffee shop had tables outside on Summer Street, so I bought a coffee and tipped the manager ten bucks, telling her I might be sitting there for a while. “Take all day if you want,” she said.

  I did.

  I had my laptop open, but I never looked at it. My eyes were focused on the street.  It was boredom punctuated by moments of panic whenever I saw somebody I thought could be her, but then wasn’t. Which was more than I had anticipated. I was afraid every time I had to pee that I was going to miss her, so I would offer someone at the next table ten bucks to video the street for me while I went to the bathroom. I wondered if I should go get Depends or something so I could just sit there all day long. I thought about it seriously for about an hour, then decided I wasn’t that far gone—yet. Then I wondered how many days it would be till I was that far gone.

  At the end of the first day, I went home and barely slept. I didn’t shave or shower before going back the next day. Manny texted me a couple of times, asking me what I was doing; if I was okay. I just sent this: I’m alive.

              I didn’t want them to worry.

  I didn’t want Mom and Dad to worry, either, but that wasn’t a problem. They barely noticed I was gone. Now that I was going to Harvard and the proud recipient of the Titcomb award, they apparently thought I was all set and they could forget about me. So I was free to do my watching.

  Day two was no better than day one, except I smelled and looked worse. I still didn’t see her. I was wired and exhausted, and when I got home, I drank a whole bunch of Dad’s good scotch to try to fall asleep. I passed out for three hours, then woke up with a headache, a sour stomach, and a tongue that felt furry. I thought about showering, but I couldn’t bring myself to do it. Then I thought maybe I should walk into the sea and that would at least wash some of the funk off me, but then I wondered if I got pulled out by a riptide, would I have the strength to swim out of it? Physical strength, obviously, because I was a wreck, but also mental strength. If I was out there in the cold salty water, would I have enough fight in me to stay alive? Maybe, but only because I didn’t want to die without knowing why my life had been upended.

  I changed my underwear and shorts for day three, so that felt like a win. I bought a Patriots hat and a couple of Red Sox shirts so I could switch up my look and also not worry about having one clean, because Regine did all the laundry on Mondays, and today was…I didn’t even know. Thursday or Friday, maybe? I put one of the Red Sox shirts on and threw the Patriots shirt in the garbage because I didn’t want to carry around a shirt that had been on my body for two hot summer days. I wish I could say that I threw away a perfectly good shirt that someone could have worn after a wash because I was sleep deprived and freaked out and not in my right mind, and those things are true, but the fact is that’s the kind of thing I would have done anyway. Because even though I was the captain of my own destiny or whatever bullshit I put in my Harvard essay, I was still an idiot.

  So I sat and watched. I hadn’t looked in the mirror in days, but I could imagine that in addition to whatever stubble I had from not shaving, I also looked hollow-eyed and drawn from sleep deprivation and not really eating much. So once again I was facing the possibility that my appearance was going to be enough to send people running away from me whether they were Marisol or not.

  But still, I watched. I watched the guys in suits and the guys in Patagonia vests and the women in heels tottering on the cobblestones and the religious fanatics yelling at people about hell and the teenagers walking really slow and being really loud and carefree, which of course I hated them for because my world had cracked in two and how dare they be happy?

  Day four. By this point, sleep deprivation and hunger had caught up to me. I was having a hard time focusing. I would be looking at people and then realize that I hadn’t paid any attention to what anybody actually looked like for five minutes, and then I would spend another five minutes silently berating myself for not paying attention. During which time I wasn’t really paying attention either.

  By six o’clock, the crowd was different than the rest of the days. It was Friday, I realized. People were louder and in less of a hurry, maybe because it was the start of the weekend and they’d already had a drink after work. I didn’t know if I should even bother coming over the weekend because so many things were closed, but then again, I didn’t know what else I would do if I wasn’t watching. I couldn’t very well find out whether Marisol was alive sitting in my house, and I couldn’t even imagine distracting myself with video games or sailing or anything. I had to find her.

  So I went back on Saturday. And Sunday. My back and hips had started to hurt from sitting all the time, so I would try and remember to get up and stretch during my twelve-hour shift. And still I didn’t see her. On the positive side, I did make myself take a shower on Sunday, though shaving still felt like more than I was capable of.

  Finally it was Monday. My seventh day in a row of staking out Downtown Crossing. One week until pre-orientation. Ten hours into the day, I realized I was going to have to give up. I couldn’t spend the rest of my life sitting at this coffee shop. I was going to have to learn to live with the uncertainty, to just put this whole thing behind me. I should devote the next week to doing that—to trying to get my head together for school—rather than sitting here obsessing about the past. It was six o’clock—two hours till closing time. I folded up my laptop and stuffed it in my backpack. I was done. I wasn’t going to find her. She’d done the smart thing and totally avoided the area where she’d been spotted, and I had done the dumb thing and hoped lightning would strike twice.

  I walked up Winter Street to get to the Park Street Station so I could take the Green Line to North Station and catch the—I looked at the MBTA app on my phone—6:45 train home. I stood on the corner with a bunch of other people on Tremont Street, waiting to cross over to the Boston Common where the entrance to Park Street was while three lanes of traffic whizzed in front of us.

  And that’s when I saw her.

  Over on the Boston Common side. It was Marisol. Or, at least, it was the same person I’d seen last week. I squeezed my eyes shut, then opened them and looked again. This time she was across the street and not walking right past me, so I couldn’t be totally sure. But I was ninety percent sure. She pulled the door open and started descending into the T station just as the walk light came on to cross Tremont Street. I bolted across the street, shoving my way past a bunch of people who called me an asshole, yelling, “Sorry! Sorry!”

  I wasn’t worried about being conspicuous running into the T station because lots of people do that when they think they’re going to miss their train. At the top of the steps I caught sight of Marisol as she slapped her Charlie Card on the reader. I thought about yelling after her but stopped myself. She would just run away again and knowing my luck, some helpful bystander would assume I was an abusive ex and would be all, “the lady obviously doesn’t want to talk to you.” I didn’t trust myself not to hit someone in that scenario. So I walked quickly down the steps, keeping her in sight the whole time. She turned to the right and walked behind the staircase, which meant she was headed to the Red Line.

  I followed. She didn’t take the Alewife side, which would have taken her to Cambridge. She went to the Ashmont/Braintree side. I kept her in sight as she walked onto the platform. It was tough because the platform was packed. “Attention passengers,” a man’s voice on the PA said. “The next red line train to Braintree is now arriving.”

  I shoved my way past a bunch of annoyed people until I was about twenty feet away from Marisol. I didn’t want to be close enough for her to notice me, but I also had to get in the same car as her. The train pulled in and the doors opened. Everyone around me started moving toward the doors, so I followed. I kept looking back at Marisol and I saw she had backed up. Maybe she wasn’t getting on this train. So I also backed up, hoping I didn’t look too conspicuous doing it. The doors of the train closed, with both of us still on the platform. With fewer people between me and Marisol I was nervous, but apparently I didn’t need to worry. She was looking at her phone, oblivious to everyone.

  The PA announced the arrival of an Ashmont train. This time Marisol got on, and I did too. I felt pretty lucky because there were enough people on the train that she wasn’t going to look up and immediately spot me (even if I was still I my Boston Sports Fan disguise), but there weren’t so many that it was hard to keep tabs on her. The crowd thinned out after the JFK/UMASS stop, but she was still absorbed in her phone—it looked like maybe she was watching a show—and she didn’t even look up. She finally got off the train at Fields Corner, and I followed, trying to keep about a half block’s worth of distance between us. It was a beautiful summer evening and there were a lot of people on the street or hanging out on their porches, and I realized pretty quickly that wherever we were was essentially the opposite of Manchester-by-the-Sea: nobody but me was white around here.

  After about five minutes, Marisol turned at the middle of the block and walked toward a three-decker house. It was now or never. I started running. She was going up the stairs to the front door when I caught up to her. “Marisol!” I yelled. “Marisol!”

  She stopped and looked at me. Her shoulders and head drooped. And just like that, I knew I had been right. It was her.

  Marisol was standing right in front of me.

  In spite of the fact that I’d been gearing up for this conversation for at least a week, I was dumbstruck. There were too many things to say, too many things to ask, and my addled, sleep-deprived brain couldn’t sort them out well enough to say anything.

  I don’t know what I expected from her—maybe that she’d throw her arms around me and tell me she had to fake her own death because she was on the run from the mob or international assassins or something and she was so sorry and she loved me so much and never meant to hurt me.

  This was not what happened.

  When I got to her, she just said, “I’m gonna get a soda. You want one? We can sit out here. My name is Isobel, by the way.” Turning, she slipped inside, letting the door slam shut behind her.

  I stood on the porch. Frozen. A car went by with the bass booming so loud it rattled the windows of the car and the house. I felt like I was watching myself from somewhere else.

  Marisol, or rather Isobel, came back out with two cans of orange soda. They were sweating in the heat. I took mine and took a sip. It tasted syrupy, and too sweet.

  “Sit,” she said, gesturing at two plastic chairs. I sat in one and took another sip of orange soda. Still horrible.

  Finally, I spoke. “Why?” I said. That was all I could bring out. I had lots of other questions, but this was the one that mattered.

  Isobel took a sip of her soda, gave a tiny burp that I found adorable even in the state I was in, and put the can down on a little rickety table between us. She didn’t speak.

  After a few seconds of silence, I peppered her with more whys. “Like why not just dump me? Why did you have to make me think you were dead? Why go to the trouble of buying a grave, and—”

  She laughed. “I’m sorry, Colin. You think I bought a grave? Look around you. Look at this house. At this street. How much you think a grave costs?”

  “I…I don’t have any idea.”

  “Well, I’ll tell you. When my dad died—my real dad, he was a good man, not like Marisol’s dad, I just made that guy up—it cost us ten thousand dollars, and that was to just have a shitty little stone that you can’t even see unless you’re standing on top of it, and sometimes not even then because they don’t always remember to mow it so sometimes the grass covers it. You think I got that kind of money lying around?”

  “I don’t know. I clearly don’t know anything about you.”

  “Well let me tell you—nobody here got ten thousand dollars to spend on a prank.” She took another sip of her drink. I was angry and hurt and stunned and everything else, but looking at her, I thought about all the nights I lay awake crying and wishing I could hold her just one more time. I realized I’d never stopped loving her, and even knowing she wasn’t who she was didn’t stop that.

  “But then how?”

  She sighed. “You are a nice guy, you really are. But you are dumb as shit sometimes. Your parents, Colin. They paid me thirty thousand dollars to play you. They must have bought the grave, too.”
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  “Your parents.” Isobel’s words echoed in my head.

  And just like that, my whole body was hollowed out and replaced with ice. It was eighty degrees out, still felt like I was freezing from the inside out. I was too stunned to speak. I couldn’t believe it, but I did believe it. Somehow, I knew the second she said it that it was true, that this was the truth I’d been avoiding ever since I first saw her a week ago. They set the whole thing up. They had hated me so much as their slacker son that they had no qualms about putting me through hell so I’d become someone else. And I had fallen right in line. They’d probably just wanted to put some adversity in my life, so I’d have something interesting to write about in my college essay. And I’d taken that adversity and completely transformed my life. Right into the son they wanted. I felt sick.

  My head was swimming, and I took a big gulp of soda just to have something to do other than sit there like the huge fucking idiot I was with my mouth hanging open.

  “I am sorry,” she said. “I didn’t mean to hurt you or anything.”

  My shock turned to anger. “But you figured the price was right, so you’d just destroy me so you could have a few extra bucks.”

  Her cheeks flushed. She pointed in my face. “No. You listen to me. You can be mad at me. I deserve that. But you do not get to judge me about taking money for this. Because you don’t know anything about how money works in the real world. How many times you moved in your life?”

  “None.”

  “Well this is the fifth place I’ve lived since high school started. When my parents got in their accident and my daddy died, he didn’t leave us any money because he didn’t have any to leave. My mom is disabled from the accident, and they keep denying her disability payments, and I gotta take care of my little brother. Thirty thousand dollars is nothing to you, and nothing to your family—they offered me ten at first, by the way, so that’s how much this was worth to them, but I at least negotiated it up to thirty—but it makes the difference for me between…it’s a chance for a new life, okay? A better life.” She was crying now, and she took a minute and wiped her tears.

  “You know how hard it was listening to you, wahh wahh, my parents want me to go to Harvard, when I literally couldn’t have gone to college at all without this money? You know what this money did for me? It kept us from getting evicted. It let me hire somebody to watch my brother two days a week and pay my tuition at Bunker Hill Community College. And I still gotta work twenty hours a week just to keep food on the table. Thirty thousand dollars, and at the end of it, I’m still gonna have to bust my ass to get, like one tenth of one percent of what you got. You wanna judge me? You start over in my neighborhood with what I got. Nothing. No car, no trust fund, no safety net, no idea how you’re gonna eat next week, and then see what you’ll do for money. Trust me—the more desperate you get, the less convictions you have.”

  And now I was crying too. Because I was angry, ashamed, sad, and yeah, because I had been dragged into a reality I had never prepared for. “I…I am a real person, you know. Maybe you convinced yourself that because my family has money that I’m not a human being, but I grieved for you. I cried, night after night after night. I was devastated. No amount of money could make that pain go away. I didn’t deserve that.”

  “No,” Isobel said. “You didn’t. But guess what—bad shit happens to lots of people who don’t deserve it. You think your hands are clean? Let me tell you something that everybody on this street knows but you got no idea about: nobody gets rich by being a nice person. By treating people right. You got money in this country, you screwed somebody over to get it. I am sorry you’re the one who got screwed this time, but, like, on the other hand, welcome to the United States of America.”

  We sat there silently for a minute. An old lady walked by and yelled out, “Hola Mami!” to Isobel, who waved back.

  “Was there…was any of it real for you?” I asked softly. “I mean, I know it was mostly all bullshit, but was any of it real?”

  “You mean did I love you?”

  “I just mean did you feel anything? Anything at all?”

  “I wouldn’t have kissed you if I didn’t want to. I would have made some excuse. You’re a good-looking guy and you’re a good kisser. But you’re not…we’re too different. I wouldn’t have had the patience to teach you what life is like outside your rich kid bubble.”

  “Well, I guess I’ll take the good kisser part.” I said, and for the first time in days, I smiled, though it was a pathetic half-smile. “I started a charity, you know. I raised a million dollars for the Revere Beach Health Clinic. Because of you. Or whatever. Her. I decided I was going to go to Harvard so I could change the world. Because of you.”

  Isobel flashed me a sad smile. “I’m glad for you. But how you gonna change the world when you don’t understand how it works?”

  “Well… I guess I know more about how the world works now than I did this morning.” I stood up. “Thanks for talking to me.”

  She stood up. “Thanks for listening to me.”

  “I guess this is it, then. You know I gotta grieve all over again now, right? Now that I know Marisol wasn’t real?”

  “Yeah, well, I gotta feel guilty all over again.”

  “I..I’m not gonna call you or anything, but…can I just at least know your real name?”

  “Isobel Lopez,” she said, extending a hand. “Nice to meet you.”

  “You too,” I said. I turned and walked away. I don’t know if she watched me go or not. I didn’t look back.
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  I had no idea what to do. I couldn’t go home. It didn’t feel like I had one anymore. I didn’t even really know who I was anymore. I thought I had created myself a new identity after Marisol’s death, but I hadn’t created anything. I was 100 percent Mom and Dad’s creation: just an empty shell they had poured their ambitions into. Except that wasn’t really accurate either: it was more like they had painfully extracted my former identity from my body and then stuffed this one in. I felt lost.

  I had been walking through blocks of very similar triple-decker houses for a while, and it occurred to me finally I actually was lost. I could use my phone to navigate, but when I pulled it out of my pocket, I thought about the fact that the phone and the data I would use to load maps, was funded by Mom and Dad. It wasn’t my phone at all. It was their phone. And I really didn’t want it anymore. I sent a text to Manny:

  
    Phone is dying. I’m alive, don’t worry about me
  

  I went into settings and did a hard reset of my phone. It asked me twice if I wanted to completely erase everything on the phone and return it to factory settings. I said yes. Twice. Then I found an empty bus shelter, put my phone on the bench, and walked away.

  I knew it was a meaningless gesture. I could go home and tell Mom I had lost my phone and I’d have a new one tomorrow. But still, it felt good.

  I kept walking. Where was I supposed to go? I didn’t know, but I was too stunned to think. I was just wandering around like a cartoon character who’d had a safe dropped on him. It was getting dark, and I knew I was supposed to be scared about walking down the streets of Boston after dark, but I wasn’t nervous at all. I didn’t exist—nobody could harm me. Or maybe more accurately, nobody could harm me worse than my parents already had.

  So I kept walking. I came to a convenience store with a huge sculpture of a pear next to it and saw a sign that read: “Massachusetts Avenue.” I knew that was a street that went to Harvard, so I figured I’d walk down it. I was supposed to head to Harvard, right? That was the only thing that mattered in the end. So, fine: I would head to Harvard.

  I kept walking. I passed Dorchester Brewing. People were sitting at picnic tables outside laughing and drinking beer and I was annoyed. They were enjoying a beer with their friends, and I couldn’t do that because I didn’t exist.  So I walked. I came to a big parking lot with a supermarket and a Target and a Home Depot and a Bank of America ATM. I decided to grab some money from the ATM. Yes: it belonged to Mom and Dad, of course, like everything else I “owned,” including my life. But I figured they owed me at least five hundred bucks for what they’d put me through. So I took the money out and handed my card to the next person walking in: a middle-aged Hispanic guy with a grey mustache. “2468,” I said as I handed it to him. I didn’t hang around to see if he used it or not.

  I kept walking. I came to a big intersection and suddenly found myself among a lot of pretty shabby-looking people. A lot of them were shuffling down the sidewalk, a bunch were just hanging out on a strip next to the road, and some of them were walking into the street with signs that said Homeless Please Help. A few had that glassy-eyed look of someone who’s high off their ass, and a few had this desperate, hungry look, but most of them just looked tired and sad.

  One guy sat on the sidewalk with a cardboard sign that said, “HELP ME GET DRUNK.” This guy was on Mass Ave begging for change and not sitting in a big house in Manchester-by-the-Sea, but he, at least, was honest. I pulled the American Express card my parents had given me for emergencies out of my wallet. “Here,” I said. “You can probably buy a lot of booze with this.”

  He looked at the card with a puzzled expression. I kept walking. He didn’t say anything. I was fine with that. He didn’t owe me anything.

  I walked past the Boston University Medical Center, and the homeless and addicted disappeared, replaced by the wealthy. Brownstone houses lined the street, and people were moving much more quickly and purposefully than they had just a few blocks back. They wore business casual or expensive workout clothes. Some of them were walking French Bulldogs or pugs or whatever-doodles. I kept going. I passed Symphony Hall and the Christian Science Church and wondered what I was going to do when I got to Harvard. And also how long it was going to take because I had no idea where I was. Except things had started looking a little familiar. I thought the Harvard Club of Boston was probably around here somewhere. Mom and Dad had taken me and Jake there for dinner a few times.

  Finally I came to a bridge and started walking over the Charles River. There was graffiti on the sidewalk measuring the bridge in a unit called “Smoots.” Manny had explained it to me once. It was an MIT thing. I couldn’t remember anything about it but I found myself at MIT as soon as I was over the bridge. My feet were starting to hurt and my legs were tired. But still, I kept moving.

  About a half hour later, I made my way into Harvard Square. I walked until I found an empty bench and sat down. Well. I was here. Right where I was supposed to be. My body was tired, but my mind was reeling. I realized I was hungry.

  I decided to go to Adobo Burrito. The part of my life where I became Mom and Dad’s willing pawn had begun here. It felt good to end it here too.

  I walked in. It had been almost two years ago since I first came with Jake.  Right next to me was the table where we’d sat and Jake had told me to get the cashier’s number. I looked at the table and suddenly felt unsteady. I sat down to avoid falling down. Jake. Jake must have been in on it all along. It had been his idea to come here. He’d run to the bathroom so I had to talk to “Marisol.”

  And then that whole trip to the coffee shop after her “death.” When I had been stupid enough to think my relationship with my brother was turning a corner. I praised him in my stupid college essay because he helped me find a way to channel my grief, but he must have just been like me at that point: a robot following Mom and Dad’s orders.

  I took a few deep breaths and managed to get to my feet. I got a burrito and a Jarritos guava soda for old times’ sake. I ate it, and then I was suddenly so tired I couldn’t imagine how I was ever going to get up.

  Once I was able to muster the energy to stand up, I walked to the Charles Hotel and booked myself a room. There was some negotiation involved because I didn’t have a credit card for incidentals, and I didn’t know what incidentals were, but five hundred dollars cash was enough to get me a room to sleep in.

  I didn’t think I was going to be able to sleep at all given everything that happened, but turns out, like with everything else, I was wrong. I was out before I could get my feet under the covers.
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  I woke up at 5 AM with a full bladder from the Jarritos. I got up to pee and then couldn’t get back to sleep.

  I stared at the ceiling as the grey light of early morning started seeping in around the curtains. I couldn’t stay here forever. Or even one more night. I was going to have to go home eventually. But how could I ever be in the house with those people again?

  I thought about what Isobel had said. Nobody gets rich in this country without screwing somebody over. My parents had definitely screwed me over, and if this was what they did to people they claimed to love, what had they done to other people? I decided to find out. I took a shower, put my dirty clothes back on, and went downstairs to the lobby. I checked out, got my deposit back, and asked if they had a computer I could use. They informed me that no, most of their guests brought their own computers, but the Cambridge Public Library was a half mile away.

  My feet were sore from yesterday’s epic trek, but I decided I wasn’t going to be put off by a half mile walk after walking seven miles yesterday. I went and got a breakfast sandwich and coffee and then set off to the library, which was a big glass box attached to an old brick castle-looking thing. Sitting down at a computer, I tried to find out where my parents’ money came from. I started with Dad and Regatta Capital.

  The first couple of pages of search results were just Regatta Capital websites, a profile of Dad from Forbes magazine, and a mention of them being the presenting sponsor of Sail Against Suicide. On the third page of results, things started to get interesting. “Regatta Capital Ruined My Life,” one page said. “Regatta Capital: The Human Cost of Leveraged Buyouts,” said another. “Your Favorite Store Closed. Don’t Blame Amazon, Blame Regatta Capital.” I spent about an hour reading about leveraged buyouts because I had no idea what they were. It turned out Dad’s specialty was buying companies and somehow saddling them with a bunch of debt (I didn’t get this part) so they couldn’t pay their pensions and had to declare bankruptcy. Somehow Dad and Regatta Capital made a bunch of money off this. And the people who had worked at whatever company they destroyed and were counting on their pensions to provide for them in their old age were left with nothing.

  On to McKnight Consulting. Again, the good stuff was a few pages deep in the search results, but it was all about how McKnight basically went in and told companies to lay tons of people off and/or break the law with shady accounting processes, and people paid them tons of money for this. “If you look at any corporate scandal in the twenty-first century, McKnight is there,” one article stated.

  An hour and a half in, and I’d found that Isobel was right. I sat back in my chair, ran my hands through my hair, and leaned my forehead into my palms. My whole world had been a house of cards built on me not knowing what kind of people my parents were. I got up, went to the bathroom, and came back to the computer. I looked at the train schedule—I was going to have to go back to Manchester-by-the-Sea at least long enough to grab some stuff and go to Manny’s house, even if I couldn’t possibly sleep in Bill and Tina’s house anymore. There was a train in a half hour. No way was I making that. The next one was about an hour and a half from now. So I decided to investigate my grandparents.

  The library had an ancestry database, so I was able to go check out my family on both sides several generations back. The Worthingtons were boring—bankers who begat bankers who begat bankers. I was relatively sure they’d done shady things, but they were mostly lost to history. The Davies, though—the origin of Mom’s family money—was the most horrifying revelation of the entire morning.

  When it was time to go, I got up from the computer and walked back to the Red Line. I rode the T to Park Street, waited for the Green Line, took the Green Line to North Station, and took the Train back to Manchester-by-the-Sea. With no phone, I had a lot of time to think. I didn’t enjoy this.

  Because with nothing but time to think, I wound up going over my entire relationship with “Marisol” and thinking about all the times I had been lied to and manipulated—then and over the course of my entire life. I wasn’t really mad at Isobel, which surprised me. She had done a terrible thing, but it was an opportunity for her to make her life better. And she hadn’t spent the previous seventeen years pretending to love and care for me. She hadn’t owed me anything.

  Mom and Dad, on the other hand, had betrayed me completely. They had planned for Marisol’s death to change me. It was all so clear now: that’s why they sent Jake to tell me I had to find a way to honor her. The plan wasn’t just to make me more interesting by forcing me to overcome a tragedy: it was to manipulate me into doing something remarkable enough to get me into Harvard despite my crappy junior year grades.

  And I had been embarrassingly easy to manipulate. I fell for the whole thing. The girl who smiled at me because she liked me. The picnic, the texts, the police blog that Mom’s assistant had probably written and put into a fake web page for Mom to print out. I was startled when I realized that even Mom and Dad telling me not to date the help after I’d taken Marisol to lunch at the club was a manipulation. They knew that by pretending to disapprove, they were driving me closer to her. Mom holding me and telling me about how hard it had been for her when Nana died—was that a lie too? Were she and Dad laughing and making faces behind my back while she hugged me? Certainly any tenderness she claimed to feel was a lie, since she coldly and cruelly manipulated me the whole time. Then there was my new relationship with Jake—also a lie. And, of course, there was the biggest lie of all: that they were proud of me. They weren’t proud of me. They hated me. Which was why they spent so much time and effort and money to turn me into someone else.

  They just wound me up and watched me go. I did exactly what they expected of me at every turn. And it all worked out perfectly. For them.

  Well, Isobel was right: I was dumb as shit sometimes.

  I meant to walk home from the train station, but I found that my shock had turned to anger, and my anger wouldn’t let me move that slowly, so I started running. I got to the house and saw the Tesla in the garage next to Mom’s Mercedes. Good. Everybody was home, which was unusual for a Saturday afternoon. I threw the door open, not bothering to close it, and yelled out, “I’m back!”  I was kind of expecting Mom to come running and say they were so worried about me, never scare them like that again, but she didn’t. There was no sign that I’d even been missed. Maybe they figured I’d spent the night at Manny’s, maybe they figured I came home late and slept late and was still in my room, or maybe they just didn’t care.

  I walked out onto the deck and found Mom and Dad sitting there, facing the sea with laptops on their laps.

  I could hear the waves breaking against the shore, and for a second I wished I could call down a huge, violent storm that would match my mood. But the gently breaking waves were going to have to do.

  “Guess who I talked to last night?” I began.

  Dad didn’t look up from his laptop. Mom gave me a quick, distracted glance over her screen. “Hi honey,” she said.

  “I said, guess who I talked to last night?” This time I yelled it.

  They both looked up. “Okay, okay, no need to yell,” Mom said. “Go ahead and tell us. We’re listening,” she looked at her screen and clicked her trackpad as she said it.

  “Isobel Lopez,” I said. I had been imagining this moment the whole time I was running home and how much I was going to relish the shock and guilt on their faces. But it wasn’t there. They looked completely blank.

  Finally Dad rolled his eyes. “Are you dating the help again? Is this going to be a thing, like Jake with the Asians?”

  Mom gave Dad a playful swat. “Will!” she said, laughing.

  I didn’t think I could get any angrier, but somehow, the fact that they didn’t know who Isobel Lopez was did the trick. “You don’t even know her name. Amazing. I guess I shouldn’t be surprised because literally nothing should surprise me about you two now. And, yes, Dad, I guess Isobel Lopez is the help because she’s the girl you hired—to pretend to kill herself.”

  At least their faces got serious at this point, but the guilt, the tears, everything I’d been hoping to see, never materialized. “Oh,” Dad said. He looked back at his laptop. I slapped it shut.

  “Just what the hell do you think you’re doing?” Dad said.

  “I am trying to confront you about what you did to me, and you are goddamn well gonna listen to me,” I said.

  Dad’s face turned red, but before he could say anything, Mom put a restraining hand on his forearm. “Colin,” she said, looking at me. “Stop being so dramatic, will you?”

  “Me…dramatic!? You made me mourn a girl who didn’t exist! I was devastated—and it wasn’t even real! My grief was a joke to you! So maybe a little drama is called for!”

  Mom sighed and snapped her own laptop shut. “I wondered if this day would ever come. I was hoping if you found out it would be after your Harvard graduation, when you would appreciate that it was all for the best. Even now, though, you have to see that, don’t you? Instead of saying what we did to you, you might want to think about what we did for you. Think about who you were before we stepped in. Was that the person you wanted to be for the rest of your life?”

  “That’s irrelevant! Now I’ll never know who I might have become because you made the choice for me! You manipulated me into becoming what you wanted. You watched me suffer. How could you do that?”

  “This is what parents do, Colin. It’s just like how you would cry as a toddler if you couldn’t eat a whole box of cookies. Parents do what’s best for their children, not necessarily what their children want.

  “You were aimless. Adrift. Never going to make anything of yourself. And look at you now! Look what you’ve accomplished! You should be proud of yourself. You know that we’re proud of you. But you needed help to get here! You never would have gotten to this place without our help. I know you don’t want to hear this, but you needed to be jolted out of your complacency, and, frankly, your laziness. And that’s what we did.”

  “You…you have no idea how much you hurt me, do you? The pain you caused me.”

  “More drama, Colin. You barely knew the girl!” Mom said.

  I took a breath. “Do you not…do you not feel bad at all? That was abusive behavior. That was emotional abuse.”

  “It was so such thing,” Dad said. “We don’t owe you an apology. We don’t owe you anything. You owe us—your future. Now toughen up and be a man for once in your life. It may not have been pretty, but it was what you needed. You were on track to never achieve anything in life. And look at you now.”

  “Don’t pretend this is about me!” I yelled, breaking. “It was never about me! It’s about you! What you get to say about your kids when you’re talking to your friends. It’s about you not being embarrassed to have an underachiever for a son. I was a fucking puppet and you were pulling all the strings. What a joke!”

  “You’re being ridiculous,” Mom said. She’d only gotten calmer as I got more upset, and this, of course, was enraging. “Once you cool off, you’ll realize we just did what we had to do for you. What any parents would do.”

  I clutched my skull. “You people are insane! This is not what any parent would do! You tortured me!  Like, you didn’t…it didn’t even occur to you that I might get so depressed that I’d try to join her, did it?”

  “Worthingtons don’t kill themselves,” Dad said. “It’s a coward’s way out.”

  “God, you’re an asshole!” I said. “How am I even related to you?”

  “Believe me, I asked myself that question many a time,” Dad said. “But in the last year, you’ve shown yourself a true Worthington. Mom is right—we did what any parents would do, if they had the means to do it.”

  I realized that nothing I could say was going to make them feel bad. They were never going to be ashamed of what they did. It wasn’t that they didn’t realize how awful it was—it was that they didn’t care. I stopped yelling and spoke my next words quietly. “You know I told Isobel that I’m a human being, that I didn’t deserve this much pain even if I was a rich kid with his head up his ass. And you know what? She got it. That’s what is killing me right now. She had some basic understanding that you don’t do terrible things to people, and she betrayed that instinct because she needed the money. But you…you don’t have that at all, do you? I can’t…” I took a deep breath. Then another. “I guess I can’t convince you that this incredibly cruel and horrible thing you did to me was wrong. I wonder if you’re even able to imagine that you did a bad thing.  But I will tell you this. I will never, ever, trust you again. I know you’ll find a way to put that on me, too, like I’m too sensitive or not manly enough, or whatever. That’s fine. But just know that whatever you meant to do, you’ve broken our relationship forever. And if you think I’m going to do your bidding and go to Harvard after this, you’re even stupider than I am. And if I’ve learned anything from this, it’s that I’m dumb as shit.”

  I walked away. As I did, I heard Dad mutter something to my mom. Then, just as I got to the stairs, I heard: “You’ll go to Harvard or you’ll be on the street without a cent!”

  I didn’t respond to that. Instead, I headed up to my room and packed a change of clothes and grabbed my toothbrush.

  I had to get out of here and go to Manny’s. I had tears in my eyes. Because my parents were horrible. Because Jake was horrible. Because I’d had a life-changing love affair that was a joke to everybody but me. Because I was an idiot and a chump. I wiped my eyes and shouldered my backpack.

  On my way down the hall, I opened Jake’s door. “Whoa! Knock!” he said, even though he was just lying on his bed fully clothed with his phone in front of his face.

  “I just want you to know something,” I said. “You had a choice. You had a moment where they asked you to do something you knew was wrong. I know they don’t know it was wrong, but you had to. You had to know. You could have tipped me off. But you didn’t. You just decided to be Mommy and Daddy’s little angel, like you fucking always are, even though they were asking you to do something horrible. You sided with them over me. Which I guess shouldn’t surprise me, but God! That day at the coffee shop. ‘Oh, do something to honor her!’ I thought we were finally gonna be real brothers, but it was all a con.”

  Jake opened his mouth to say something, defend himself maybe. But I shook my head. I wasn’t done. “I guess I’m really mostly mad at myself for getting taken by the three of you. For believing that you were a real person. Well, I won’t make that mistake again. I hope you and Mom and Dad are very happy together. Because you’ve lost me forever. Don’t fucking talk to me, don’t acknowledge me, and keep my name out of your mouth. You don’t have a brother.”

  Jake looked at his phone. “Lemme call you back,” he said. He dropped his phone and sat up. “Look. I’m sorry. It wasn’t—I didn’t know at first. They just told me to take you to Adobo and tell you to get that girl’s number.”

  “But you did know later. When you took me out for coffee. You saw what a mess I was, and you could have told me the truth. But you didn’t. You told me to take a shower and honor her memory even though you knew she wasn’t even dead. How could you do that?”

  “How could I do that? What was my alternative? Watching my brother throw his life away? Watch you turn into a joke? Is that what you think a good brother would do? You should be thanking me,” he said, as always, parroting Bill and Tina. “Literally every part of your life is better than it was before. You’ve achieved things you never would have even dreamed of before. You were going to throw your life away. You were circling the drain, and I helped pull you out of that. And you’re going to come in here and yell at me? Nobody’s helped you more than me.”

  “You sound exactly like Mom and Dad right now. You know that, right?”
 “Well maybe if everybody in your family is telling you the same thing, you should think about listening.”

  “Yeah, I’ve listened to you enough for a lifetime. Goodbye, Jake. Don’t ever talk to me again.” I walked out of his room.

  “You need to grow up!” he called after me.

  “I think I just did!” I yelled back.

  Manny’s house was eight miles away and I didn’t feel like walking. But I also didn’t feel like driving a car that was bought, insured, and gassed up by terrible people.

  So two hours later, I walked up to Manny’s front door and rang the bell. They came to the door and said, grinning, “Dude, send a text before you—” Their voice trailed off as they got a clear look at my face. “What’s wrong?”

  I threw my arms around them and started crying. It was the same kind of crying I’d done when I thought Marisol had died, only this time I was crying for the death of my relationship with my family. Manny didn’t ask me what had happened. They just held me. Once the tears subsided, I wiped my snotty nose on my sleeve and pulled away. “Why can’t you be my family?” I asked.

  “I am, dummy,” they said, and we went inside.

  Grace and Dave were inside, and when Grace saw my eyes, she said, “we’ll just leave you two alone.”

  “No, I mean…I need to…I need a reality check here, and I would really appreciate it if you could hang out for a few minutes and hear my story.”

  Grace sat down. “Of course, sweetie. Do you want anything?”

  “I’m…I’m really thirsty from crying and yelling. Just some water would be great.”

  I sat on the couch next to Manny, and Dave sat on one of the chairs opposite.  Grace brought me a big glass of water with a lemon wedge and a cucumber slice in it. It was the best thing I had ever tasted, so I drained it. She took the empty glass and brought me another.

  “Thank you so much,” I said. “You have no idea what that means to me.”

  “Dude, it’s just a glass of water,” Manny said. “Well, okay, two glasses of water.”

  “I just…okay, let me tell you what happened.” It took me close to an hour because I had to hit every part of the story where I’d been played for a fool, which was of course a lot of parts. And I ended with Mom and Dad and Jake all blithely denying that they’d done anything wrong. Then I took a big gulp from the cucumber lemon water and looked around the room. Manny, Grace, and Dave were struck dumb. For a long time, the room was silent.

  Manny was the first one to speak. “Holy shit. That is the most fucked-up thing I have ever heard in my life. Like, there isn’t even a close second. That is…wow. I am so sorry.”

  “Thanks,” I said.

  Grace had tears in her eyes. “Colin. I am so sorry. I can’t even imagine what you must be going through right now. I’ve always told you this, but you know our home is open to you. Stay as long as you need to.”

  “Like twenty years or so?” I asked.

  She laughed and squeezed my hand. “As long as you need. And if you want to—well, I’m not an expert in this area, and I don’t know if they broke any laws. But if you want to talk to a lawyer about, I don’t know, intentional infliction of emotional distress or something like that—”

  “Thank you. But I can’t…I can’t imagine spending lots of time telling the story of what an idiot I was in court. And I don’t want anything from them.”

  “Fair enough,” Grace said. “Let me know if you change your mind.”

  Dave’s reaction was my favorite though. “I’ve thought this for a long time, but I am finally going to say it: your parents are terrible, terrible people. Don’t ever doubt that. And I’m sorry that you…I’m sorry they couldn’t see what we’ve always seen in you. I’ve never told you this, but I give you a ton of credit for sticking by Manny all this time. You know you gave them…Well, I’m convinced the rest of the school followed your lead on that. Your acceptance and love for our child has always meant the world to us. You did not become a good person because of the strings your parents pulled or because you staged a charity event. You were a good person the whole time. And shame on your parents for not seeing that.”

  “I…thanks. But I mean, it’s not like I deserve any thanks for that. It never even occurred to me to do anything else.”

  “That’s what’s awesome, you clod,” Manny said.

  Grace looked at Dave. “Can you just make sure the guest room is made up?”

  “On it,” he said, and jumped up.

  Five minutes later I was in the bed in the guest room. I felt this weird sense of calm and relief: I knew everything now. Most of it was awful, but everything was crystal clear at last: Marisol, Isobel, Mom, Dad, Jake, Grace, Dave and Manny. Who they were and what they meant to me—or didn’t anymore. I stared at the ceiling for a long time before I finally fell asleep.
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  I woke up the next day around lunchtime. Just like when I was in the depths of grief for a lie created by my parents, I had a few carefree seconds before the reality of the situation came back to me.

  I was grieving again, only this time it was over the death of my relationship with my family.  It had never been incredibly amazing in the first place, but now…how could I ever even call those people family again knowing how little they thought of me, how completely they didn’t love me until I had “achieved” something?

  I got up and found a nice note telling me where the bagels were and encouraging me to help myself to coffee. After eating and caffeinating, I decided I needed to go back to the place I used to think of as home. I had grabbed stuff for a night away, but I was going to be gone for much longer than that. I grabbed a bike out of the garage, rode to the Worthington house, and let myself in. Regine was there, but Mom and Dad and Jake were nowhere to be seen. I walked into the room I used to think of as mine. There was a note on my bed.

  
    Dear Colin,
  

  
                Do what you need to do to get over your anger, but make sure you are at pre-orientation on Monday morning. Dad is not kidding: if you don’t go to Harvard, you won’t be welcome in this house. All your cards and your phone will stop working. You’ll be off our auto and health insurance. I don’t think it’ll come to that because I don’t believe you’d throw away everything you’ve worked so hard for over the last year and a half just for spite, but I do want you to know that if you’re thinking of extending this tantrum, the consequences are going to be more than you can handle. Once again, this is tough love, and when you’re a parent, you’ll understand.
  

  
                Love, Mom
  

  Well. They had made their point clear: I was either their property or I wasn’t. There was no middle ground.

  I looked around my room. I grabbed my computer, which they had paid for, of course, but which I couldn’t very well do school without, if I decided I was even going to do school. I grabbed a week’s worth of underwear and about a week’s worth of clothes. I figured I would get a job somewhere in Harvard Square—maybe even at Adobo Burrito—and buy my own clothes and donate these as soon as I started getting paid, but until then, I couldn’t very well walk around naked.

  I tried thinking about my future as I biked back to Manny’s house. Everything had been clearly mapped out for me, and now I couldn’t picture either following the map or not following it. I didn’t see how I could go to Harvard and take Mom and Dad’s money and be civil to them for four years. But, on the other hand, I didn’t feel like I had much of a choice. What could I do if I was cut off completely? How would I even eat? I couldn’t expect Manny’s parents to suddenly support me. Isobel had told me I had no idea what it was like to have nothing. She was right.

  When everybody at Manny’s house got home, nobody asked me how my day was, which I appreciated, but they all made sure to do a check in—whether it was a squeeze on my arm, a pat on my back or, in Manny’s case, a flick to the ear. Sometimes words weren’t needed. They put me to work chopping peppers for a stir fry.

  We had dinner, and then Manny said we should go outside and hang by the fire pit, so we did. They didn’t ask me how I was. What would they say? Hey, so the people who were supposed to love and protect you tortured you emotionally. How are you doing with that? We watched the fire for a while without saying much. Finally I said, “I don’t know how I can go to Harvard. I really don’t.”

  “I don’t know how you can’t,” Manny said.

  I looked up, surprised. I had not been expecting that. But as we’d established, Manny was usually right when it came to my life, so I asked them to elaborate.

  “Well,” they said, “You’ve got an opportunity here to have access to a great education and a network of people who will be running the world in twenty years. So, whatever good thing you want to do, you’ll have a leg up at doing it. Why throw that away?”

  “Because…it’s what Bill and Tina want, for one thing. But also, their money…Isobel told me I couldn’t judge her for what she did for money without finding out where my money came from. Do you know what I found out?”

  “Bill and Tina are not nice people?”

  “Understatement. Regatta Capital specializes in buying companies and saddling them with all kinds of debt so they can’t pay the pensions of their retired employees. Old people, Manny. My dad found a legal way to steal from old people. And that’s the money that’s paying my tuition. I won’t even talk about McKnight consulting, though there’s a website called McKnight is evil dot com, and another one called is McKnight evil dot com, and when you click on that, the word “yes” just flashes on your screen in all caps. But that’s not the worst of it. You know where the Davies money comes from?” They shook their head. “Of course not. Because I didn’t know either, and my trust fund is full of it. The Davies have been rich since the 1700s, after they made a fortune as New England’s foremost slave traders.”

  “Holy shit…” they said.

  “Yeah! People, Manny. My ancestors sold people like they were things. Into torture and rape and a lifetime of horror. That’s where the money comes from.”

  “I mean, they’ve done other stuff since then…” Manny said.

  “Sure! Once Exercise Davies—his real name, by the way—made a shit ton of money selling human beings, he used that money to do other stuff, and his kids made even more money, and it’s all a great big mansion of cash built on a foundation of rape and torture.”

  “Did you just spin that metaphor off the dome? I can’t believe you got a C in English junior year!”
 I flipped them the finger. But I smiled. “I had some time to think about it.”

  “Well,” Manny said, poking at the fire with a stick and causing some sparks and crackling, “That’s awful. Like way more awful than I thought. But I still think you should go.” They saw the look of shock on my face and held up a hand. “Hear me out. You can’t go back in time and stop slavery from happening, or stop Exercise Davies, which, too bad he was a monster because that is a fantastic name, by the way—from profiting from it. The evil has already been done. But you can take that money and do something good with it. Think about the good you did at Revere Beach Health Clinic. That’s Regatta Capital money, McKnight money, but it did some good. It will probably save lives. If you’re not doing anything worthwhile with the money, then Jake will just spend it all on jewelry for whichever version of your mom he winds up marrying.”

  I ran my hands through my hair. “I don’t know. Like I really don’t. Because how many people will try to kill themselves because their pensions got cut and they think they’re gonna be eighty years old and homeless? Did I balance the scales at all? Ugh, I hate thinking. Life was easier when I was a dumbass.”

  “Well, you’re still a dumbass,” Manny said, “but you’re less ignorant than before.”

  “Fair enough, I guess,” I said. I threw a stick into the fire and watched it catch.

  “Hey, I was joking, you know,” they said.

  “Yeah, I know,” I said.

  “You’re going to do amazing things. You are. And Harvard will help you do them. Once you’re out, you can cut Bill and Tina off, but until then, squeeze everything you can out of their ill-gotten money, and use it to change the world.”

  “But what if instead of helping me change the world, Harvard changes me? What if the whole reason places like Harvard exist is to make sure the world doesn’t change?”

  “Welp,” Manny said. “I think if anybody’s gonna be immune to brainwashing at this point, it’s probably you. You know too much.”

  “I hope you’re right,” I said.
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  I did a lot of thinking over the next few days. I really wished I could go for a sail because somehow it was always easier to think out on the water, but I did not want to use Bill and Tina’s club membership or Bill and Tina’s boat. I had accepted that Manny was probably right about going to Harvard; it would make people take me seriously and help me get good things done. Whatever good things I was going to do, which of course I wasn’t clear on yet.

  So ultimately, I decided to go to pre-orientation. Manny had to be at work at 8:30, and check-in for pre-orientation didn’t start till 10:30, but I got up and hugged them goodbye when they left the house at 6:30. “Go get ‘em,” they said to me.

  I walked to the train station an hour later. I was carrying three days of clothes and my laptop in my soccer backpack. I wished it was a quicker ride into Boston or that I had anything to distract myself, but it wasn’t and I spent the entire time second-guessing my decision.

  Isobel was right: how was I going to help people if I couldn’t understand people because I sat on a comfortable cushion of Bill and Tina’s money my whole life? Manny was right: going to Harvard and using the Harvard education and connections to do something good would be the best way to subvert Bill and Tina’s plans for me. And yet I wouldn’t be my own person until I wasn’t dependent on them. Could I wait four years to be free of them? And what would happen over those next four years? Would I get even more accustomed to life with tons of money than I was now? If I couldn’t cut them loose now, how was I going to after four more years?

  The ride into North Station seemed to take forever. I walked down into the subway station and got on a Green Line train. My heart sped up, I started sweating, and my stomach clenched—classic fight or flight response, I guessed, and then I wondered: by going to Harvard, was I fighting or fleeing?

  The train pulled into Park Street, and I walked down to the Red Line platform. ALL TRAINS, the sign said. And as I walked down the stairs, red line trains pulled in on either side of the platform. One was an Alewife train that would take me to Harvard. The other was an Ashmont train I could take to Fields Corner or anywhere else in Dorchester. Same train line, but a completely different world. A perfect place to start my life over. I got to the bottom of the stairs and stood on the platform.

  The doors opened on either side of me, and people stepped out of the trains. Then people on the platform started walking in. I thought about Manny. I thought about Isobel. I thought about Mom and Dad. I thought about me.

  “Watch the doors, the doors are closing,” both conductors said at the same time.

  I dashed onto the train. The doors closed behind me and the train pulled out of the station, taking me where I needed to go.

  In the end, it was an easy decision.
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  Thank you for reading this book! If you liked it, please tell one person about it.

  That person could be me–I’d love to hear it!–but if you talk about books with people, maybe tell ’em about this one.

  You can also check out my other books. There are five other books available on a pay what you want basis on this page. Shelter in Place is probably the closest to this one in terms of tone and style.
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  Brendan Halpin is a teacher and a writer. He is  the author of two memoirs and a bunch of novels. Like sixteen or seventeen maybe. He’s not sure. He doesn’t feel like looking it up right now. He lives in Boston.
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