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    To the quiet builders, the dreamers who patch themselves together piece by piece, and the artists of everyday life—may you always find the courage to claim your voice, your story, and your messy, beautiful self.
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Chapter 1 — Fracture Line5w
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I didn’t know my idea was dead until I saw it breathing in someone else’s hands.

We were three presentations into first-period Visual Studies when Ms. Calloway called on Benji to go next. He lumbered to the front in his usual unbothered hoodie and set his poster board on the easel. The room smelled like dry-erase marker and those blue paper towels that turn your fingers the color of old jeans. I took a breath to steady the flutter-bee in my chest. My proposal was after his. I’d practiced last night in the bathroom mirror until my voice didn’t sound like a borrowed radio.

Benji unrolled a second sheet—a printout taped edge-to-edge. “I’m calling this ‘Neighborhood Notes,’” he announced, not even trying to sound nervous. “The mural background is a map of our town, but not like boring cartography. It’s layered with text—snippets of overheard dialogue, bus schedules, grocery lists—like we are more than buildings. The text becomes the texture.”

My throat did the thing where it forgets what breathing is. The map. The text. The “we are more than buildings.” The exact way I’d described my mural in the proposal packet I’d slid under Ms. Calloway’s door two days ago. The idea that had taken a week of gridded sketches and eraser dust and daring myself to not make it pretty before it was true.

On Benji’s board, cut-out sample pieces fanned like scales: slanted street names, a wrinkled receipt from the corner store, a line that read “don’t forget foil.” The class did the polite murmur, that low hum we all make to prove we’re cultured. My fingers curled into my jeans until the seams printed into my palms.

Ms. Calloway nodded slowly, the way she does when she’s locating the spine of something before she decides whether it can stand. “What made you choose the map as substrate?” she asked.

Benji shrugged. “Maps are like... where you are, right?”

“You’re not wrong,” Ms. Calloway said, which was her version of okay. “And the text—did you collect these lines yourself?”

“Yeah,” he said too fast. “Mostly. And some are like... from the internet.”

“We’ll talk about source ethics in a minute,” she replied. Her eyes skated the board again, and for a fraction of a second they flicked to me. Not accusing. Not even surprised. Just... noting. A pin in a map.

The class asked questions. I sat in my seat and felt my mouth shut like a door in bad weather. I could have raised my hand, could have said, “I’m curious, Benji—did anything inspire this?” Or the more obvious, less polite, “That is my concept.” The words lined up in my head like pigeons on a powerline. Then a gust—shame? fear?—and they flew.

“Okay,” Ms. Calloway said, clapping once. “Thank you, Benji. Next we have...” She checked her list. “Maya.”

Every muscle in my body decided to audition for the role of marble. I stood, carried my foam board, and propped it on the easel. My title card, hand-lettered in the messy font I only like at two a.m., read We Are More Than Buildings. The room recognized the echo and went careful-quiet.

I could have switched to the other concept in my sketchbook—the one with abstract shapes blooming like bruises. I could have joked. I could have framed my piece as a conversation across ideas. Instead, I held my own board like a shield and said, “My mural proposal... is this.”

I walked them through the grid, the palimpsest of streets and sentences, the way a town’s voice hides in ordinary lists. I watched my hands because my face felt like a billboard. When I finished, the air did the little cough rooms do when they want to be kind and don’t know how.

“Thank you, Maya,” Ms. Calloway said. She didn’t ask for questions. She didn’t have to.

At the end of class, she asked me to stay. Benji lingered long enough to stuff his poster in a tube, then shot me a look that managed both blank and smug. The door clicked. It was just Ms. Calloway and me and a drying rack full of projects that smelled like glue and trying.

She didn’t sit behind her desk; she leaned against it, same height as me. “Hey.”

“Hey,” I said, and then nothing else, because the truth felt like a splinter. I couldn’t decide if I wanted it removed or to pretend it was part of the wood now.

“You put your proposal in my door Monday,” she said, neutral. “Benji emailed me last night. He attached that board.”

I stared at the paint-splattered floor. White, green, a dot of someone’s impatient red. “So.”

“So,” she echoed. “You can file an ethics report. If you want. I’ll support whatever process you choose.”

“If I file, he’ll say ideas float in the ether,” I said. The words tasted like something I’d overheard and tried on. “And maps aren’t original and neither are grocery lists.”

“True and not true,” she said. “Ideas are neighbors. Credit is the fence.”

I let out a noise that wanted to be a laugh and didn’t have the budget. “Does the fence matter if everyone’s already had the picnic?”

“It matters to you,” she said softly. “That’s not nothing.”

I nodded because I couldn’t figure out how to say, It matters so much I can’t say anything at all. She waited the way she always did, like she’d built extra minutes into the clock for when words had to walk to the front.

“I’ll think about it,” I said finally. Coward’s sentence. Honest one.

“Think about it,” she said, not making the words a prison. “And: the spring Arts & Ideas Expo is open submissions through February.”

“I saw,” I said, trying on casual. It fit like a borrowed sweater.

She smiled without teeth. “Process over product, Reyes. Go make a mess somewhere safe.”

I made it through the rest of the day by turning my brain into a clip-on ponytail. It looked like itself from a distance and came off the minute I got home. The house smelled like lemon cleaner and pasta. Mom had left a note on the counter: Mediation rescheduled to Thursday—don’t wait up. Pasta in fridge. Love you. The heart at the end had become a lowercase shape over the past six months, as if even love had accepted the new punctuation rules.

I microwaved a bowl, stared at the spin of noodles, turned the microwave off at :02 like always because I like pretending I’m saving the planet. I ate standing up, the way you do when sitting feels like agreement.

My room had the particular chaos of a person who makes things happen on the floor. Sketchbooks stacked in a leaning tower, tape dispensers out of tape, clamshell palette stained into something that looked like a bruise with aspirations. I toed clear a spot and lowered myself down.

There’s a box under my bed with a ripped corner from when we moved here three years ago. It’s labeled MAYA—KEEP in my mom’s handwriting from a time when she still underlined things like a threat. I slid it out and peeled the lid.

Scribbles. The real kind. Kindergarten spirals done with both fists. A lumpy clay turtle with only one eye surviving. Ticket stubs from a museum where the gift shop was better than the art. Polaroids of a girl with hair in two ridiculous sprouts, gapped teeth, paint on her elbow like a birthmark. A paper crown that-still glittered one defiant flake onto my lap.

I expected a flood of Hallmark feelings. What I got was a small, clean sound inside my chest, like a switch deciding yes. These weren’t masterpieces. They were permission slips. I held the clay turtle up and laughed for real, the kind that shakes your ribs like you’ve got maracas in there.

I dug deeper. A restaurant placemat with an alien drawn on the back—two eyes, three arms, seven hearts. “Why so many?” I’d asked my dad, the one time I’d let him read a story to go with my drawing. “Because some people love multiple things at once,” he’d told me, not knowing he was writing his own foreshadowing. I put the placemat aside. I wasn’t ready to have that conversation with a napkin.

At the bottom: a small spiral notebook with a glitter pencil stuck through the rings, frozen mid-chew from eight-year-old me. On the cover, crooked letters: Pieces Book. I flipped it open. Collages. Bad ones. Wonderful ones. Receipts and grass and the wrapper from a lollipop I’d stolen from a bank. A movie ticket taped next to a photograph of rain on a window, captioned my brain. A list of all the things that could be glue.

I slid onto my stomach and fanned everything across the carpet, the way you lay your cards down when you’re showing your best friend you weren’t bluffing. The room looked like a yard sale run by a bird. It felt like a lab.

My phone buzzed. Jules: How’d presentations go?

I typed: I watched my mural get born with someone else’s last name.

Three dots. Then: Say the word and I’ll set his hoodie on fire with my mind.

Tempting. I thumbed a photo of the clay turtle. Found artifacts. Might pivot.

Pivot into greatness, she wrote, because she’s allergic to lowercase pep talks. Come by the garage Saturday—band is running new tracks. We can glue between songs.

Another buzz. Theo: You alive?

Theo lives next door and thinks debate practice counts as a personality. He’s not wrong. I sent him a picture of the open box. Archeological dig.

You look twelve (photo reaction) in a good way.

Thanks?

My mom says the Expo will be “chaos” and therefore “community.” You submitting?

I stared at the carpet galaxy around me. Only if I can make something that’s undeniably mine.

Bet was all he wrote, which in Theo-speak means: I’m holding you to it and also, I’ll be there if you trip.

I pulled my current sketchbook onto the floor and opened to a clean page. All that clean made me itch. I wrote in the top corner, small: Arts & Ideas Expo — May 12. Under it, bigger: The Pieces of Me. The title hit the paper like it had been waiting in the wall.

Rules, I wrote next, because if I don’t set some I will make a very beautiful, very boring piece and hate myself gently for weeks.

1. Use found things from my actual life. Trash = truth.

2. No smoothing the edges unless safety requires. Visible tape, visible stitches.

3. If it gets too pretty, mess it up.

4. Say one honest thing per piece, out loud, into my phone, even if my voice shakes.

5. If it starts to sound like a college essay, stop and go draw an alien with seven hearts.

The house creaked in the slow, old-bones way houses do when they’ve listened to too many arguments and run out of advice. I taped the Pieces Book pages side by side with current notebook pages, time folding neatly into itself. I got out the glue. I sliced a piece off a grocery bag to make a background and tore a bus transfer along its perforation so it looked like a tiny city skyline. I stole the “thank you” from the bottom of a receipt because sometimes corporate kindness deserves to be repurposed.

I built until my hands turned into hands again instead of claws. I built until my breathing learned how to be in my body. I built a square of scraps that looked like a face if you squinted—ticket stubs for eyes, library barcode mouth, a constellation of hole-punch dots for freckles. I wrote Rev 1 in the margin, small, a kind of tenderness for future me when Rev 4 made the whole thing sing.

At some point, the front door opened. Mom’s keys did their clatter dance. “Maya?”

“In here,” I called, and realized it came out light, like I’d eaten a lemon drop.

She stood in the doorway, hair still in a work bun, the ghost of hospital face fading into mom face. She looked at the floor—chaos with intentions. “Goodness,” she said, and then smiled. “I always know it’s a good night when I can’t see carpet.”

“Artifact excavation,” I said. “Do you remember this?” I held up the alien napkin.

She squinted. “We were waiting for pancakes at Donna’s. You wanted to name it ‘Professor Heart Hands.’”

“He had seven hearts,” I said. “We should all be so lucky.”

She came in and knelt with a little grunt. “My knees disagree.” She picked up a Polaroid and laughed through her nose. “Your dad cut your bangs with sewing scissors in this one. I threatened divorce and then forgave him, which in retrospect was good practice.”

Her voice went a little tinny on the word dad, like it was broadcasting from the other room. I watched her put the photo down carefully near the turtle, not overlapping. She’s
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