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    For anyone who has stood at the edge of fear with a shaking heart and stayed anyway.
For those learning that courage can be quiet, slow, and imperfect.
And for the friends, voices, and small steps that remind us we are not broken—
we are becoming.
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Chapter 1 — The Map at the Edge
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The first thing Mira learns about Seacliff High is where the shadows fall. Morning light pours through the long west windows and spills lazily across the lab tables and cracked linoleum, but the back row—last two seats by the radiator—stays dim. She takes the second-from-the-end chair because the radiator hum masks the thump of her heartbeat, and because no one asks you to pass handouts when you’re not conveniently placed between people. She pulls her hoodie strings tight, slips one earbud in—no music, just the soft gray hush that helps her body believe it is already fine—and opens her sketchbook to a page of shorebirds.

There’s a sanderling she started last night from memory: a smudge of gray like a walking cloud with legs. The pencil feels safe. The desk, safe. The room, tolerable. She keeps her head down and records small details, the way her counselor in Phoenix taught her. Count five things you can see. Make them tiny. Don’t try to hold the whole day at once.

She sees: sun lifting a sleeve of dust from the projector cart, a chipped corner on the clock frame, a hairline crack that looks like a lightning fork in the window glass, the glossy loop of a “SPEAK UP!” poster’s pushpin, a blue pen rolling against a spine.

Mira presses her pencil until the bird’s eye darkens. She knows exactly how many tiles line the back wall—she counted yesterday when Ms. Benson called on her to read an excerpt and a mistake in the text snagged her throat, a snare wire she couldn’t step out of. Twenty-eight tiles. She breathed, in and out. She said she wasn’t feeling well. She went to the nurse and sat in an office that smelled like disinfectant and oranges until the ache in her chest backed away.

She has been at Seacliff for six days. She can walk from the bus stop to school without looking at her feet now. She can inhale without tasting dust. This is progress, even if it doesn’t look like much.

Behind her, someone shuffles into the last chair. A backpack zipper rasps. “Hey,” a voice says, soft and not asking for anything. She glances up and sees a boy with sea-salt hair and a sunburned nose, eyes the color of bottle glass. He’s smiling a little like he knows it won’t hurt her to look, and won’t chase if she doesn’t want to be looked at back.

She nods and goes back to the sanderling. The clock clicks toward the bell. She reads the poster again without meaning to.

YOUR VOICE BELONGS IN THE ROOM.

In Phoenix, the day it all flooded—the cafeteria too bright, the announcements too loud, the microphone squealing—she told herself never again, at least not like that. Seacliff is supposed to be a restart. New air. New clip of coastline. No microphones.

The bell rings, and English fills with the sound of thirty chairs complaining. Mr. Pike, whose beard looks like a storm cloud that forgot to rain, stands at the front with his elbows hooked over the lectern. He doesn’t hurry them. He’s the kind of teacher who lets noise blow through the room like weather and then taps his palm once against the wood to call it all to attention, like a captain tapping a mast.

“Morning, poets,” he says. “And yes, you’re poets until proven otherwise.”

A few groans. A few secret smiles.

“Agenda’s on the board.” He points. The chalk scrawl reads: Metaphor warm-up; Reynolds essay; Voice project brief. The last two words make Mira’s hand tense. She clicks her pencil lead to keep it from breaking.

They do the warm-up quietly, passing a battered anthologized essay around. Mira underlines three sentences that sound like someone breathing underwater—slow and sure, with bubbles that rise in neat strings. She doesn’t speak when Pike asks for impressions. He doesn’t call on her. She is grateful.

Then he flips a stack of papers, and the room stills.

“All right,” he says, “the thing we work toward each spring: the voice project.” He leans his hip against the desk. “By the end of the semester, you will tell a true story to a real audience.”

Someone in the front says, “Like... the class?”

“Maybe bigger,” he says, eyes amused. “Maybe your neighbor, your grandma, a library room, the internet. The emphasis is not on theatrics.” He glances at the ceiling as if daring it to light on fire. “The emphasis is: who are you to other people? What happens when you speak? What happens in you when you make a sound and let it hang in the air?”

Whispers across the room. Mira nudges the earbud deeper and sketches a second sanderling, beak down, running.

“As usual,” Pike continues, “I expect proposals by Friday. Your story can be essay, audio piece, photo essay with narration, documentary short, debate speech, a reading at a senior center—”

A cough from the back. The boy behind her raises his hand halfway.

“Rowan,” Pike says.

“Could it be... on the boardwalk?” Rowan asks. “Like a... story booth?” His voice is sturdy but gentle, like he’s trying not to spook a bird.

Pike’s face tilts. “It could,” he says. “Assuming the booth doesn’t blow into the sea.”

The class laughs. Mira almost smiles and then looks down, surprised by the pull in her mouth like a tide.

“Pair up or don’t,” Pike says. “Find a question that matters. Tell it true. No one has to shout. But you do have to show up.”

The word shout scrapes her throat. Show up. She writes it in the margin and draws a box around it.

The bell rings with a hiccup. People pour into the hallway smell of salt and pencil shavings. Mira gathers her stuff carefully and waits until most bodies spill away before she stands. The boy behind her—Rowan—hangs back too, slinging his backpack onto one shoulder. He looks like he belongs in sun and sting of salt wind, not fluorescent halls.

“Your bird,” he says as they slide into the corridor. “It looks like it’s thinking about running.”

She didn’t realize he’d seen. Panic flickers—her spine offering a small electric fence. She inhales, counts three, names: Locker, scuffed sneaker, green hoodie sleeve. “Sanderling,” she says, voice thinner than she wants. “They chase water lines.”

“Cool.” He nods like the word is broader than it is. “Rowan.”

She nods back. “Mira.”

“Welcome to Seacliff,” he says, and the phrase doesn’t feel like a welcome wagon banner; it feels like a quiet folded map handed across a table.

She shoulders past the knot of junior boys who have learned to stand exactly where the stairwell narrows. In Phoenix she would have scanned for an alternate route, timed her steps to someone else’s, vanished in a cluster. Today she picks the seam between two backpacks and slips through. Her heartbeat thumps: here, here, here.

By lunchtime, the fog that blew in heavy and low at dawn has burned up into a brightness that tightens the world. Seacliff’s cafeteria is an L-shape with a glass wall that looks toward the football field, the ocean a blue slice beyond, like someone cut a ribbon and forgot to tie it back together. Mira takes her tray to the corner table where she has been sitting, the one that doesn’t require saying “Can I sit here?” to anyone. She adds a grape to the pyramid she is not building and eats it, one by one.

Across the room, a voice she recognizes—Joy Halberd from her homeroom—laughs and then stops, pressing her lips like she is editing herself midair. Joy is the debate star people talk about like an urban legend: she terrifies judges, except she’s kind in person, except she’s also scary. Today she’s wearing a blazer over a T-shirt that says Volume Doesn’t Equal Truth. Mira likes that.

Joy catches her looking and lifts her chin in a hello that feels like a question. Mira looks down, but not all the way. The grape is sweet and cold. The Hum again from somewhere—vents?—gives her a steady note to stand on. When she looks back up, Joy is sliding into the seat across from her.

“This is the quiet corner?” Joy asks, setting down a yogurt she probably won’t remember to eat.

Mira nods.

“I can be quiet.” A beat. “Most days.”

“Okay,” Mira says, and Joy’s shoulders drop like someone loosened them with a wrench.

They sit. People pass. Mira counts blue things: the yogurt lid, a boy’s laces, the “Seacliff Sharks” banner, Joy’s pen, a smudge of sky. By grape nine, Joy clears her throat and lowers her voice another notch.

“I heard you’re in Pike’s third period,” she says.

Mira nods again.

“I’m Joy. I’m running a project for Seacliff Stories—the podcast? Like, three of us and a budget of cough drops?” She smiles with one corner of her mouth. “We’re not very famous, but the town pretends we are when they need attention for bake sales.”

Mira’s stomach flips in the way it does when the roller coaster locks you in. She breathes and says, “I’m not... very talky.” She’s proud of the way the words don’t shiver.

“Me neither,” Joy says, and then, because lying isn’t her game, adds, “Okay, I am talky. But I have a stage... thing. Offstage? I mean what I say. Onstage? My brain hears my voice as a fax machine sound.” She shrugs. “Our last two episodes were interviews, and nobody listened. We need something else. We need... I don’t know, an idea that doesn’t demand a bullhorn to be good.”

Mira’s fingers find the spiral of her notebook. The phrase voice project taps the inside of her skull like a pebble on glass.

Joy leans in. “You draw. I saw in English. Also, you count things. I do that, too. We could use someone who notices. Will you come to the meeting? Today after school. Room 214. There will be stale animal crackers if that helps.”

Mira laughs, surprised at the sound—a release valve popping. “It does,” she says. “Maybe.”

“Maybe is a soft yes,” Joy says. “I’ll take it.” She digs in her backpack and slides a folded flyer across the table. Seacliff Stories—New Season Brainstorm: What do we need to hear this year? and beneath it, scribbled in pen: Also, I’m Joy. Also, there’s a window that sticks; don’t fight it or it screams.

“Okay,” Mira says again, and this time the okay means I will try, which is different than maybe.

After school, she almost doesn’t go. The bus’s warm belly lulls and the window shows her the kind of sky Arizona didn’t have: layered like torn paper—white, pale blue, the gray of a gull’s wing. The bus sighs at her stop. She watches it pull away and feels the old ache, the one that says no one asked you to be brave; you can go home. But the house will be empty until her mom’s later shift ends, and the quiet there feels different than school quiet—more like a well without a rope.

She cuts across the soccer field and follows the path downhill to the boardwalk. The wind picks up as if it has been waiting for her, tucking fingers under her hood brim, trying to pry it up. She tucks it tighter. The boardwalk quivers underfoot—not like it will break, just enough to remind you the ocean breathes. To her left, shops: saltwater taffy with a peeling mural of a whale, a surf shop with faded boards stacked like sleeping seals, a bait place advertising “Shore Shrimp—Fresh-ish.” To her right, the ocean. Ahead, the lighthouse with its glass eye closed and a chain-link fence around its ankle. A sign: Closed for Safety.

Mira stops at the railing where spelunking children have carved initials into weathered wood, and she looks at the lighthouse and thinks of rooms with windows that do not open because they are afraid of the outside. She thinks of the day in Phoenix with the microphone squeal and the cafeteria’s tin ceiling and the way her chest misunderstood the message—danger—and hit the fire alarm anyway.

She breathes. Names what she sees: the white scum of a breaker, a plastic bag faking a jellyfish, the bright cap of a runner inching along the sand, a dog furiously finding the ocean unacceptable. It helps. It always helps, even when it doesn’t fix anything. There’s a reason her counselor called it “map-making.” You don’t stop the storm by knowing the streets, but you don’t drown as easily when you can picture the turns.

A man in a knit hat is packing up a tourist stand: paper maps, postcards, a display of keychains with tiny silver lighthouses. He stacks the maps without looking, a practiced deck shuffle. Mira slips closer as if the view itself is what pulled her.

“Take one if you want,” he says, not unkindly, jerking his chin at the pile. “We recycle them if there’s rain, which is always.”

She thinks of Joy’s flyer and Pike’s brief and Rowan’s voice in the hallway. She takes a map. It is glossy, with a cartoon crab pointing at attractions and a dotted line meandering like a treasure hunt from pier to pier. The lighthouse is marked with a little red X.

“Thanks,” she says, and the man nods, already zipping his bin.

The boardwalk bench is cold through her jeans. She tucks her knees up, balances the map on them, and digs in her backpack for a pencil. The wind tries to lift the corner; she presses it with her thumb. The printed dotted line points a route through saltwater taffy and kite shop and frozen custard. She sets her pencil down and draws another dotted line, this one from her bus stop to the school to the cafeteria to English to the back row.

Count five blue things.She writes the words on the map near the school. Then another phrase down by the pier: Breathe slower than the wave. Then near the lighthouse sign: Look first; touch later. She draws a tiny staircase up the lighthouse and shades the landing where the door would be. She doesn’t label the panic attack that stalks her. She writes around it, like a person tiptoeing around a sleeping animal.

A gull lands on the rail three feet away and cocks its head like it is reading
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