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    For anyone who has ever stood at a crossroads—uncertain, hopeful, afraid, and still willing to take one more step. May you trust the winding path, the slow progress, the brave apologies, and the quiet victories. Your journey counts.
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Chapter 1 — First Bell, Last Summer
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The first bell of the year is always a little too bright, like someone turned up the saturation on the air. I can feel it vibrating in the bones of the school—the polished floors, the whiteboard ghosts, the bulletin board letters that say WELCOME BACK even though half the building looks like it never left. I stand just outside the front doors where the morning is pretending to be fall, and I look down at my shoes.

They used to be white. The catalog called the color “cloud,” which is hilarious because mine are more “map of bad choices.” The left toe has a crescent of dried mud from the trail that runs behind the middle school, the one that dips under the train tracks and then climbs, sudden and rude. The right shoe’s laces are two different lengths because I scorched one end with a lighter after it frayed, and I scorched it again when I forgot that fire is not patient. There’s a scratch along the outer heel where I caught a root on the ridge in July. When I step, the rubber whispers like it knows secrets about my balance.

Paths chosen vs. paths avoided. I didn’t mean to make my feet a metaphor. But here we are.

“Vega!” a voice calls from the steps, and I look up and then down again, because I already know who it is from the way my stomach does a small, practiced dip. Liv wears her hair in a braid I used to be good at, quick and even down to the elastic. She’s laughing at something someone said behind her, backlit by the kind of morning that wants to make you forgive things. The friends on either side of her are the friends-from-summer, the ones who are always in the same pictures now. She doesn’t glance at me. Which is a choice. Which is another path.

I tighten my backpack strap like it might hold me to the planet and walk in on cue with the second bell. Sophomore year. First period homeroom. Four thousand lockers. Enough people to build a new city if you poured us into a field and gave us a charter.

The hallway smells like pencil shavings and the sweet chemical of someone’s new hoodie. I fish my schedule from my pocket—paper folded twice, the creases already softened from all the pretending I’m not checking it. Homeroom 204: Mr. Ortiz, World History. Guidance Office: “Stop by during first block for orientation assignment.” Translation: Guidance thinks I’m responsible.

I am, in a certain light. I’m a quiet sketcher. If adult eyes travel across a room, I’m the person they land on when they want someone who won’t set anything on fire. Cross-country newbie, yes—arguably the opposite of setting things on fire. Running is the sport of leaving and then coming back, and I am good at both.

Over the summer, I tried out running because I needed a version of the day that wasn’t the group chat lighting up without me. It’s not like I don’t know what happened; I was there for the slow-motion break. A rumor appeared with my name inside it like a piece of gum under a desk, and instead of peeling it off, Liv posted a sun-drenched story about “love and honesty” that didn’t say my name but did not-not say it. We didn’t fight. We drifted on purpose. You’d be surprised how loud drifting can be.

Mr. Ortiz is one of those teachers who stands in the doorway and makes you feel like the room inside him is bigger than the room behind him. “Welcome to 204,” he says, and he means it. He points us toward the seats that feel least dangerous. I take the second row, far side, near the window. The glass is warmer than I expect. Behind me, someone is trying to balance a water bottle on a binder as if they are testing gravity on the new year. Gravity passes.

The school-wide morning announcements are a little staticky, like the speaker has opinions. Welcome back! says a voice I recognize from theater. Don’t prop open doors. Club day next Friday. If you need schedule changes, guidance is first-come, first-served, but please be kind. The last part makes me look at the ceiling and grin. Please be kind should be on more announcements.

My homeroom neighbor pulls out a pencil case with stickers in a line like stamps. “I heard cross-country’s not cuts,” she says to no one in particular.

“It’s not,” I say, which is a sentence that could be about a lot of things.

“Cool,” she says, and opens a mechanical pencil like a ritual.

When the intercom clicks off, Mr. Ortiz reads his list. “Vega?” he says, and when I lift a hand, he nods like we’ve made a contract. “Guidance wants you first block,” he adds. “Mentor duty, right?”

“Right,” I say, even though my inside voice says Why me in a tone that is not unkind, just tired. The last time I mentored someone, it was a seventh grader at my grandma’s block party who wanted to learn to draw hands. By the end, we had a page of fingers like bent carrots and his little sister had drawn a perfect palm without looking and we both pretended not to be impressed. I can do this. I can show someone around a building without making it about my own broken map.

Guidance is down the hall from the nurse’s office, which is fitting. The sign on the door says WELCOME CENTER which makes me like it more. Mrs. Patel looks up from a stack of schedules and smiles with her whole face. “Ari,” she says, “thanks for coming. How’s your morning?”

“So far, limited damage,” I say, because adults in guidance always ask like they want a real answer.

“Let’s keep it that way.” She slides me a printed sheet. Orientation Mentor: Lin, Noah — Grade 9. Locker 318. Tour packet enclosed. There’s a campus map folded inside like a treasure. I could draw the map from memory, so I tuck it into my pocket to give to him like it’s a magic trick.

“I put you with Noah because you’re calm,” Mrs. Patel says. “He just moved here last week. First day in a new school, first week in a new state.”

“Where from?” I ask.

“Oregon,” she says. “He said he misses the rain. I told him we have it on order.”

I laugh because she always makes it easy. She points to a boy in a chair under the university pennants, hunched over a backpack that looks like it brought too much the way families do when they aren’t sure what they’ll need. His hair falls into his eyes like a curtain he hasn’t decided to raise. When he stands, he’s taller than I thought he’d be, all elbows and curiosity.

“Ari,” Mrs. Patel says, “this is Noah. Noah, this is Ari. You’re in good hands.”

Noah lifts a hand like he’s testing it. “Hey,” he says, not hiding the fact that he’s measuring me for trust.

“Hey,” I say back. “We’re doing the fifteen-minute version or the deluxe?”

“The one where I don’t get lost and die,” he says, which is an answer I can work with.

We start with the important things: bathrooms, the good water fountain, the art room with the windows and the hum that makes my lungs feel wider. He slows when we pass the gym, peeking through the tiny glass like a person passing an aquarium. “You do a sport?” he asks.

“Cross-country,” I say. “I started this summer.” I leave out the part where I ran to make absence into exercise.

“Is it hard?”

“Only in the way that it’s honest,” I say, which makes both of us sound like mystics. “You know if you cut corners. Your legs tell on you. But also, you can get better without anyone clapping, and that’s kind of nice.”

Noah smiles, and I tuck the smile away in the box of this will matter later. He taps his own shoe on the tile. “I used to skateboard,” he says. “Then we moved. My mom said, ‘wait to find the smooth places.’”

I think about the patch of pavement near the library with the surface like frosting, and the one by the tennis courts where the cracks make a faint grid like a map drawn by a bored god. “We have both,” I say. “You’ll figure out which is for falling and which is for speeding.”

He laughs, and for a minute the building doesn’t feel like it could swallow you.

When we pass the cafeteria, Liv comes around the corner. We almost collide, the kind of near miss that makes a story for one of us and a symptom for the other. She stops, and for a moment her face is the same face from last year, the one that used to show me a thread on her shirt and ask if I had scissors, the one that used to text me are you home as if the house was an extension of my hand.

“Hi,” she says. It’s a neutral hi. It could hold anything.

“Hey,” I say. Mine is the kind you could build a chair on. Not wobbly, not a promise, just enough to keep us upright.

She looks at Noah, and I can see the mental captions flicker: new kid / with Ari / not my problem. She nods at him, polite. This is almost kinder than anything else she could do. Then she’s gone, braid disappearing into a stream of people like a line drawn through a sentence I’m trying to reread.

Noah watches her go and doesn’t ask. Points to the ceiling instead. “Your lights buzz,” he says.

“They do,” I say. I point to my shoes. “These squeak when I don’t tie them right. The AC rattles when it’s angry. The art room hums; the shop back there smells like cedar; the science wing has an obsession with hand sanitizer. By October you’ll know the whole song.”

He laughs again. He likes details. The pieces of him are starting to show. This is my favorite part of new: when people don’t think they’re telling you anything important and end up handing you their map.

We hit the auditorium last because Mrs. Patel’s packet says we’re supposed to. The stage curtain is closed, the heavy kind with the metaphor built in. A table near the front has stacks of club flyers. I scoot the cross-country one closer to the front of the pile because it’s allowed and because sometimes nudge is a kindness. Noah picks up a flyer for debate and one for maker club, and I don’t point out that I can see both choices fighting for the same Thursday on his face.

“Do you think,” he says, “you can do more than one thing without blowing up your calendar?”

“I think ‘blowing up’ isn’t the only metaphor,” I say. “You can stack. You can layer. You can cut a window and let the light through. Or,” I add, “you can pick one and feel the relief of it.”

“I don’t like relief,” he says immediately, and then blinks like he surprised himself. “I mean, I do, like when you find your keys. But not the kind that comes with quitting.”

“Good,” I say, because that’s the kind of sentence I want to stand next to. “Also, pro tip: if you treat your life like a collage, glue is optional. Tape is reversible.”

He grins. He’s fully here now, at least in the way you can be fully somewhere in a building that hasn’t learned your feet yet. We circle back to guidance so he can ask about his science placement—honors or regular, the little fork on his schedule that looks bigger because it’s today. Mrs. Patel is in counseling a kid who is crying very quietly, so we sit on the bench and I hand Noah the folded map.

“For you,” I say. “So you can pretend you knew where everything was all along.”

He unfolds it like origami in reverse. “Thanks,” he says, and the word has weight. I realize I’ve been waiting for a moment like this since July, something that feels like the beginning of a thing that isn’t immediately on fire.

“Vega?” a voice says behind me, and when I turn, Coach Amaya is leaning against the doorframe like he belongs in every doorway. He’s got the kind of eyes that laugh even when he’s just asking where the nearest water fountain is. “I’m hijacking,” he says. “Noah, right? Welcome. Ari, I saw you on the trail last week. Good form.”

It takes me a second to realize he’s talking about the evening I ran to forget the group photo at the county fair with the caption summer family. “Uh,” I say. “Thanks.”

“You coming to practice this week?” he asks. It’s casual, but the question is a stone tossed in a pond: rings go out from it.

“Yeah,” I say, even though the honest version is I hope so and I don’t know how to run around a person-shaped hole.

“Good,” he says. “You’ve got long legs and a stubborn chin. That’s half of it.”

“What’s the other half?” Noah asks, curious.

“Being okay with getting out-slowed by an old lady on a bike path,” Coach says, deadpan. “Humility is cardio.”

Noah laughs, and just like that, Coach has a new fan.

When he leaves, Noah watches him go like a person watching the bridge of a ship. “He seems like he’d yell only if you’re lying,” he says.

“That’s exactly it,” I say, and wonder if people can tell that about me. That I will walk a mile to avoid yelling but I can see a lie in how your shoulders sit. I think about Liv’s shoulders in June, the way they moved like she was carrying a bag she didn’t pack. I didn’t ask. That’s on me. There are the paths we avoid, and then there’s the ones that avoid us because we pretend we don’t see them.

Noah’s science question gets answered (regular chem, challenge later, oxygen now). I walk him to his math class because he doesn’t know yet that the ninth-grade wing is just a square pretending to be a maze. He pauses outside the door. “Is it dumb that I’m kind of excited?”

“It
























d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





