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    For anyone who's ever felt afraid to cross a bridge—may you find the courage to take the first step, and the friends to walk beside you.
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1) The Quiet Half-Step


[image: ]


Nova Harper started the morning like a magician hiding a trick—palming a stub of 4B graphite, sliding her sketchbook along the inside pocket of her denim jacket, and pretending it wasn’t there. Clearwater High’s front doors breathed her in with their familiar whoosh and that faint mix of floor wax, cafeteria coffee, and wet hoodie. First day back, same ritual: keep moving, don’t get noticed, find the good corner of the room with the best light and a clean sightline to the exit.

Her sneakers squeaked on the waxed linoleum as she slipped past the trophy case. In the glass, her reflection hovered—braid looped over her shoulder, gray T-shirt under the jacket, the look she’d practiced to be just visible enough not to worry the attendance office. The hall thrummed with everyone else’s noise: locker doors crashing like drum fills, the word “junior” stretched and repeated in bursts, summers condensed into ten-second updates. She kept to the right like a river handles a bend, swept along.

“Nova!” Zara Bennett’s voice sliced through the clatter. She appeared from a knot of debate kids with a wide grin and a binder thick enough to stop an arrow. “Room 108—Mr. Park’s new digs. He commandeered the old media lab. Come on.”

Nova let herself be tugged. Zara’s earrings—tiny silver commas—flashed at her jawline each time she tossed a sentence over her shoulder. “He put string lights up. Also a sign that says ‘We make, therefore we are,’ which is a little much but in a lovable way. Also he said—oh, you’ll see.”

Room 108 was brighter than she remembered. Someone had dragged the blinds up and banished the greenish computer glow; morning poured across mismatched tables, and a string of globe lights zigzagged overhead. Where monitors had once squatted, there were bins of screwdrivers, stacks of scrap wood, posterboard, a drill press in the corner labeled Ask first in cheerful handwriting.

Mr. Park stood on a stool, pinning a long roll of butcher paper to the front wall. He hopped down when he saw them, dusted his palms on his slacks, and smiled that smile of his—all corners, no teeth, like he was about to laugh with you at a shared secret. “Welcome to Studio 108,” he said, voice easywarm. “Find a seat, please. And if you attached wheels to any stools without permission, unattach them now.”

Nova slid into one of the old rolling chairs. She set her bag on her lap and, without thinking, eased the sketchbook free. It wasn’t for anyone. It was for the itch in her fingers that only stopped when pencil met paper. She started with the curve she knew by heart—the left bank of the river at Clearwater, the way the path arched and then stalled at the closed gate. From there her pencil tip found the boards she’d drawn a hundred times: the half-built footbridge, its ribs reaching and then pausing, as if mid-breath. She drew it like she always did, ending where the span broke off. The page stared back: a bridge and a gap.

A chair scooted beside her. “You track in strokes, huh? That looks like music.” The voice was warm and low, curious instead of nosy.

Nova’s hand zipped the sketchbook shut so fast the edge nicked her thumb. “It’s nothing,” she said, sucking at the tiny line of blood.

“Fair,” the boy said. He wore headphones around his neck and a T-shirt that read FIELD RECORDINGS ARE EVERYWHERE. Soft brown curls tangled into his hoodie. He wasn’t familiar—definitely not one of the early-bus regulars. “I’m Eli. Reyes. New here.” He tapped his headphone cup. “It’s not on, just... a comfort thing.”

“Nova,” she managed. Names were safe; explanations were not.

Before Eli could say more, Mr. Park clapped his hands once and the room’s noise folded into attention. He gestured to the butcher paper where he’d scrawled in charcoal: RIVERLIGHT // Pop-Up Depot Challenge // Winner Leads Build.

He let the words hang a beat. Even Zara stopped flipping her binder.

“Clearwater’s annual Riverlight Festival is in six weeks,” Mr. Park said. “This year the council finally approved using the old rail depot for a community project. Translation: we get to turn a dead building into something alive, then open it to the whole town for one night.” His eyes sparkled, the way they did when he was about to unveil something slightly outrageous. “I pitched a student-led pop-up space—part art, part sound, part place to simply exist. They said yes.”

Someone made a half-skeptical noise near the back. Tendo—senior, robotics club royalty, and connoisseur of skeptical noises—leaned back in his chair like he was already too cool for the oxygen in the room. “Council says yes to everything as long as it looks good in photos.”

“True,” Mr. Park said, not missing a beat. “Which is why we’ll make something that looks good because it is good.” Laughter. He rolled his shoulders, serious again. “Here’s the deal. Teams of three to five. You’ll research, listen, draw, prototype, and present a plan to convert the depot into a pop-up youth space for Riverlight Night—lighting, flow, seating, the whole thing. The plan we choose will be built by you, with supervision.” He slid his gaze across the room. “And the team that leads the build gets fast-tracked for a junior fellowship interview at Keller & Co., an architecture studio in the city.”

That prickled. Nova felt it in her ribs like the shudder of a train far off. Keller & Co. was the one whose portfolio she’d devoured online in quiet midnight hours—curvy libraries that felt like shells you could listen to, plazas that guided crowds by a soft tilt in the paving stones instead of bossy signs.

Mr. Park turned the paper to reveal a rough drawing of the depot. “Constraints: The depot’s bones are sound but the roof leaks in three places. No open flames. Budget: small, but not imaginary. And most importantly—” He picked up a Liberty pencil and wrote in big letters: MAKE A PLACE THAT INVITES, NOT PERFORMS.

“What about the footbridge?” a girl near the window asked. The question pinged around the room, off the string lights, off Nova’s back. She kept her eyes on her thumbnail, now clean, now stinging.

“The footbridge is still closed,” Mr. Park said evenly. “Repairs are pending. Our project doesn’t touch it. We’re building something people can step into, not over. Questions without snark?”

Zara’s hand shot up. “Can we include an audio component?”

Mr. Park pointed at Eli’s headphones. “If you can convince our resident sound person to consult.”

Eli lifted a shoulder. “I’m more earthworm than resident anything at the moment, but... sure.”

“Team sign-ups are on the table,” Mr. Park said, tapping a clipboard. “Pitch day in two weeks. Build week starts the Monday before Riverlight. The depot is ours after school and Saturdays. The council will do one walk-through before they approve opening night. If you want something to exist, this is your shot.”

The room lifted into talk: chairs squeaked, plans inflated like kites tugging for air. Nova stayed still. Wanting was dangerous. Want was stepping onto boards that might not hold.

Zara spun her chair to face her. “Okay, team of three. You, me, sound boy.”

“Is that my government name?” Eli asked, amused. “I also answer to Eli, or ‘dude, can you make that beep less annoying.’”

“We need someone who knows the depot,” Nova said automatically, as if her mouth had a brain she hadn’t approved. “And someone who can talk to the council without making them defensive. And someone who knows how people move in a space.”

“Nova,” Zara said, blunt as always without being unkind, “you’ve been drawing spaces since you could hold a pencil.”

“I draw,” Nova said, “because it stays on paper.”

“And sometimes,” Zara said, “paper is a rehearsal for wood.” She lowered her voice. “You don’t have to present. I can do the talking. Eli can do the ambient magic. You can be the quiet engine. Just—try with us.”

Mr. Park drifted near like he’d been waiting for that moment. “No pressure,” he said lightly, which in Mr. Park language meant: yes, pressure, but with care. “But your eyes are already measuring the room, Nova. If the depot said what it wanted to be, would you listen?”

She let herself imagine it for half a second. The depot’s long rectangle collapsed into planes in her mind: walls punctured by old ticket windows, the high roof purlins, the greasy scars where benches once bolted down. She pictured twilight and the soft pull of people toward warmth. The problem of where to put a doorway so the flow wouldn’t bottleneck. A spine down the middle the way a river keeps moving even when the banks complicate it.

“I don’t... know,” she said. Which meant: yes.

The bell saved her. It clanged and everyone scraped up their stuff and volleyed questions at Mr. Park. Nova slid the sketchbook back into her jacket. As she stood, Eli tilted his head at her like he was trying to hear a song beneath the noise.

“If you join,” he said, “I’ll record the bridge’s silence. For texture.”

“That’s not... a sound.”

“Oh, it is,” he said. “You catch it by listening to what’s not there.”

Her throat did that tight thing it did when something hit too close. “I’ll think about it,” she said, because that was safer than yes.

The day moved in its school rhythm after that: syllabi and roll calls and the universal joke about summer reading no one finished. In physics, the teacher used a model bridge to demonstrate load distribution and Nova’s pencil shook over the page until she put it down. At lunch she ate at their usual table by the far window—a corner with a view of the football field and a scrim of old maple leaves—but the air tasted metallic and memories pressed like heavy hands: the headline last spring, the rope, the plywood barrier that went up in a hurry. She could feel, physically, in the bite of her shoulder muscles, the way the town had gone quiet around her after. The way people notched their voices slightly higher when they said her last name.

After last period, she took the long way home. Clearwater’s streets were not grand; they made a grid like a notebook you could etch your life into. The river—wider than it needed to be, winding as if it had an opinion—caught the late light and flicked it back in coins. She passed the entrance to the path and couldn’t help it: she stopped, just far enough to see the footbridge as it was—a rib cage of beams and plywood barricades, a span paused mid-thought.

“Hey.” Zara’s text landed. You’re thinking too hard. Consider it a hand, not a nudge. Sign us up? A second later, a follow-up: Also, debate tryouts tomorrow. Come listen. You like watching people build arguments.

Nova typed, deleted, typed again. Maybe.

On Osborne Street, a hardware store’s window glittered with wind chimes made from spoons. The old depot rose behind it, brick and shadow and the single eyebrow of a roofline that had always looked a little skeptical to her. Making something alive inside it—she could taste the idea like citrus, bright on the tongue. She hated that she could taste it at all.

Home was the upstairs of a small blue house that had one good maple in front. The porch boards groaned the way they always had under her feet. Inside, the quiet was the kind that hummed with daytime TV turned low in the neighbor’s apartment. Mom’s scrubs were draped over the back of a kitchen chair; a sticky note on the fridge said, Shift 11–7, leftovers in the red container, love you. Nova ate a forkful standing at the counter and then carried the container to the sink. The half-glass cabinets reflected three-tenths of her face and an unlidded box at the back of the counter.

It had been there for months. She had learned to be the kind of person who could walk past a box without touching it. The cardboard was nicked at the corners; a bit of blue painter’s tape held one side shut. Her dad’s handwriting marked the top in block letters: TOOLBOX // GARAGE. They didn’t have a garage anymore. They had the upstairs of a small blue house and a cupboard under the sink that smelled like lemon soap and old pipes.

She told herself she was looking for a screwdriver. It wasn’t a lie; the cabinet hinge had been squeaking. She pulled the box toward her and the tape gave with a tired little rip.

Inside, the things were ordinary, which somehow made them worse: a tape measure with the locking tab missing; a carpenter’s pencil whittled down and chewed; five mismatched screws in a plastic bag; a level with a bubble slow as a dozy fish. Under a rag that smelled faintly of machine oil sat a compact rectangle she hadn’t seen since she was a kid. Her fingers knew it before her brain named it: a mini-cassette recorder, the kind therapists use in movies, the kind her dad used to pocket when he walked a site.

She tugged it free. Its clear window was smudged but uncracked. She pressed Play out of habit. The recorder clicked and whirred but nothing came. Right, no tape in it. She thumbed the Eject lever. The lid sprung with a small cough, revealing a compartment the size of a matchbox.

Nova sifted through the box again and found the tapes buried under more rags, three of them in protective cases that were not really protective anymore. Someone—Dad—had labeled them in his tidy, square print. The first said TOMORROW—TEST. The second, DEPOT—ROOF. The third had only a date in faded black marker.

Her heart made a curious double-beat. She set TOMORROW—TEST on her palm and felt its lightness, the way it didn’t match the weight of what it might hold.

A different Nova might have waited for a better time, for company, for a ritual. But this Nova, today’s Nova, was still full of the depot’s bright air and Mr. Park’s chalk letters and Zara’s unembarrassed belief and Eli’s soft idea that silence had texture. Her thumb had already found the edge of the case and popped it open. The mini-cassette inside was clear with a tiny gray spool. She slotted it into the recorder the
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