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    For the students who breathe through the tremor and take one more step.
For the ones who refuse easy hate and choose the harder love.
For the quiet fixers, teachers, coaches, pastors, and neighbors who keep the porch light on.
For the last runners and the friends who jog back to run beside them.
For every town with its own Harbor Ridge.
And to the One who turns fear into courage and enemies into neighbors—
this book is for You.
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Chapter 1 — The Graffiti on Cedar Street
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The morning fog lay low over Harbor Ridge, a hush that made the town look like it was holding its breath. Lena pedaled through it, her bike tires whispering over damp asphalt. She cut down Cedar Street like she always did, past the bakery with the flaking mint paint and the hardware store where the bell on the door had a tired little cough. Her breath made small clouds. She counted her inhales—one-two-three-four—like Coach Morales taught her, and tried not to think about how cold made her lungs feel tight the same way panic did.

Then she saw it.

At first it was just a smear of black against the pale blue siding of the community center. She rolled closer, and the smear sharpened into letters—ragged, drippy, impossible to unsee. The slur slammed into her like a body check. She squeezed her brakes so hard the back wheel skidded. The bike stopped; the word didn’t. It stretched across the front wall like a wound.

Someone had taped a paper over the keypad and written “CLOSED FOR CLEANUP” in rushed marker. But that was nothing compared to the shout plastered in paint. It wasn’t just a word. It was a fist—meant to land and bruise. Meant to tell the director, the immigrant families who used the learning lab, the seniors who came for lunch, and the teenagers who fixed things on Fridays, that they were not wanted.

Lena’s fingers started to shake.

She told herself it was the cold. It wasn’t the cold.

A few feet away, a boy crouched on the steps, a phone steadied in both hands. Micah Brooks. Everybody knew his posture before they knew his face—knees to chest, hood up, the way he held still when he was listening. He was Pastor Brooks’s son, the one who helped run Fix-It Friday in the church basement when the center’s rooms were booked. He could solder a wire the size of an eyelash. He could listen the way stethoscopes listened.

He glanced back when Lena’s brake squeal cut the quiet. “Hey.”

“Hey,” she managed, though her throat felt like it had a thumb pressed against it.

Micah stood and pocketed his phone. The hood shadowed his eyes, but she could see the lines in his face, careful and tight. “You okay?”

She nodded too fast, then shook her head. Her hands quivered on the handlebars, the tremor that had turned a race into that video—the one that still made her want to crawl out of her skin. She flexed her fingers like she could wring the memory out of them.

Micah saw. He did that flinchless look he had when he registered something important but didn’t want to pin you under it. “Breathe with me?” he asked softly.

She almost said no. Instead she matched him—inhale one-two-three-four, hold, exhale one-two-three-four. The fog tasted like salt and metal. The word on the wall sat there, daring them to pretend it wasn’t there.

“Pastor called the police already,” Micah said. “And Mr. Alvarez from the center. I’m recording damage for the report before they get here. Timestamp. Details.” He lifted his phone like a shield he’d made himself. “You know how it goes.”

Lena swallowed and nodded. “Who...?” The question hung. The word didn’t answer.

Footsteps scuffed behind them. A trio of students slowed, their backpacks bumping their shoulders, faces drawn like they’d been punched awake.

“Dude,” one of them whispered. “That’s crazy.”

Another snorted like a laugh he didn’t want. “People have too much time.”

“Take a pic,” the third said, pulling out his phone.

Lena jerked like someone had tugged an invisible string between her ribs. The shaking in her hands migrated up her arms—the same static that had hummed through her at the track meet right before the video began. She could still hear the roar as a flat plane, faces as smudges, her feet forgetting they were feet. She’d watched the world tilt and then watched herself tilt with it. Later she’d seen it again, framed by an internet that didn’t forgive or forget: Lena Hart, Harbor Ridge’s almost champion, as the girl who clutched her chest and couldn’t cross a finish line.

“Don’t,” she said, too sharp. The boys startled. “Don’t post it.”

“Why?” The third kid’s thumb hovered.

“Because it’s not your wall,” Micah said, mild as a warning. “And it’s not your story to amplify.”

The kid rolled his eyes, but his phone drooped. “Chill, Brooks. It’s already online, probably.”

“Not from you,” Micah said, and turned the mildness into steel. The boys shuffled away, muttering. One tossed, “Town’s soft,” like a pebble they were too afraid to keep.

From the corner of her eye Lena saw a woman on the opposite sidewalk peering over the top of a grocery bag, lips pursed. Mrs. Whitaker. She lived around the corner and had a reputation for knowing exactly how loud teenagers laughed and exactly what time they walked past her hydrangeas. She watched the graffiti like it had personally offended her mornings—which maybe it had. Lena lifted a hand in a tight, unsure wave. Mrs. Whitaker didn’t wave back.

Somewhere farther down the block, a door opened and the dry bell-cough of the hardware store clinked, clinked, clinked, like an old clock stuck on the wrong time. The town stirred. The slur on the wall didn’t stir. It sat like a scab someone meant to pick every time you walked by.

A car slowed, window down. “Is it true?” a man asked, like truth was a yes-or-no, like the paint could be explained by a sound bite. He drove on before anyone answered.

Another group of students approached. Shay Patel was at the front, her hair in a messy bun and a press badge she’d printed herself clipped to her coat. She had a reporter’s stride—head forward like she could find facts by walking fast enough.

“Micah, you saw it first? What time?” she asked. Then she saw Lena and softened something in her expression that wasn’t her reporting face. “Hey, Lena.”

“Hey,” Lena said, and wished her voice didn’t sound like a radio catching static.

Shay’s gaze flicked to the wall, then to her phone. She lifted it, hesitated. “I should document,” she said, not quite to them. “It’s news. But—” She looked at the word again. “Maybe a caption with resources. Not just outrage.” Her mouth went sideways. “I’m so tired of us feeding the thing we hate.”

Micah nodded. “White balance is off,” he said, and it sounded like a kindness. “The light’s weird.”

Shay huffed a laugh that fog made into a little cloud. “Fog: 1, Journalism: 0.” She squared her shoulders, snapped two pictures, then lowered the phone like it was heavier than before. “I’ll blur the slur. We’ll report the act. Not the free advertising.”

“Thanks,” Lena said. It came out small.

Behind them, the sound of typing multiplied. Adults who weren’t there were already there through their posts, their comment likes, their shares with opinions like hooks. On the screen in Lena’s mind she could see the comment section before it existed: “This town used to be different.” “This is what happens when—” “We should close the center.” “We should cancel everything.” “Kids these days.” “Immigrants these days.” “Churches these days.” Words that built fences and called them sense.

The tremor had moved to Lena’s jaw. She unclenched it. She could taste fear the way she tasted pennies when she’d run too hard. One-two-three-four, she breathed, eyes on the slick street. She didn’t have to look at the wall to see it. It was there when she blinked. It would be there all day, even if someone sprayed over it. That was how words worked. They soaked in.

A police cruiser eased around the corner, lights silent, tires whispering. Officer Delgado stepped out, his notebook at the ready, his face doing the professional thing where it turned into a calm mask even when it wanted to grimace. He nodded to Micah. “Morning.”

“Morning,” Micah said.

“You the caller?”

“My dad. I’m documenting.”

“Good.” Delgado made a small hum, then looked at the word. The calm mask cracked. “Not good,” he added.

While he measured and took photos, the sidewalk became a riverbank. People eddied in and out, peered and quoted and shook their heads. A few said they were praying. A few said they’d known it would come to this. A few asked if the center would shut down. Mr. Alvarez, hair still wet from a rushed shower, jogged up with keys in hand. He stopped on the bottom step and gripped the railing like he could keep the building from buckling by holding it himself. His eyes were bruised with lack of sleep.

“We’re gonna clean it,” he said to no one and everyone. “We’re gonna clean it, and we’re gonna open.”

“Sir,” Officer Delgado said, already there with the caution. “We’ll need to collect evidence first.”

“Fine.” Mr. Alvarez swallowed. “But then we clean.”

The slur’s drips thickened as the fog gathered on them. Lena stared at the way the paint pooled like someone had thought about each letter—stood back, nodded at their own meanness, then walked away like they’d accomplished something.

Shay stood close and hugged herself like she was cold. “It’s not just the word,” she said softly. “It’s the message under it: ‘Be afraid. Don’t gather. Don’t belong.’”

“Psalm twenty-seven,” Micah murmured, mostly to the air. “The LORD is my light and my salvation—whom shall I fear?” He glanced at Lena, and there was a question there, not a sermon. A remembering that she’d once written the verse on her wrist in Sharpie before a race.

She blinked hard, because the words made the back of her eyes sting. The LORD is my light... When she’d panicked at regionals, everything had gone dark in an instant—the crowd, the noise, the track in front of her. It had felt like being underwater with a thousand eyes above the surface. Light would have been a mercy. Light was a way out.

Across the street, Mrs. Whitaker shifted the grocery bag to her other arm and spoke as if to the bag. “This will bring more of the wrong sort hanging around,” she said, just loud enough to be heard. “Mark my words.”

“Mrs. Whitaker,” Shay said, polite even when she wanted not to be. “We’re all the sort that belong here.”

Mrs. Whitaker sniffed. “We’ll see.”

Her words crawled under Lena’s skin the way the slur had crawled onto the wall. Not as loud, but insistent: We’ll see. The wrong sort. The bag rustled like an exclamation. Lena had delivered flyers to Mrs. Whitaker last month for the town chili night—We Need Beans, Not Rumors, the flyer had joked—and Mrs. Whitaker had taken them with pinched fingers and a smile that didn’t reach her eyes. She wasn’t hateful, not exactly. But she had a way of sharpening fear until it looked like caution.

Another car rolled by, slower than the speed limit, a phone balanced on the driver’s knee as he filmed out the window. “Hashtag HarborHate,” he said, half to himself, and kept moving.

“That’s what they want,” Micah said, voice flat, not at the driver but at the air. “A brand.”

Officer Delgado looked up. “Let’s not give them one.”

But the internet didn’t listen to officers. It listened to heat. It listened to speed. Within minutes, notifications started pecking at phones—angles of the wall, opinions that hardened into insults. Lena didn’t open hers. She could feel the thrum of the world wanting more.

“Maybe I should post just the board-up and the cleanup schedule,” Shay said, scrolling, frowning. “No slur. Focus on action.”

“Do that,” Mr. Alvarez said. “And call Mr. Kim. He’s got a pressure washer. And tell Pastor that if the church has any of those... what do you call them... the paint shields—”

“Tarps,” Micah said.

“Tarps. Yes. We’re going to need them.”

He looked older than he had yesterday. Lena hated that a word could do that to a person’s face.

“I can help,” she heard herself say. The sentence surprised her like a bird startling from a tree she hadn’t noticed. “After school. With cleanup.”

Micah glanced at her, quick and quiet, and didn’t make his face into praise. He just nodded, like he’d known that was in her somewhere even before she said it. “I’ll be there.”

“I can make a list,” Shay said. “Supplies. People to call.”

Officer Delgado finished measuring and lowered his camera, looking relieved to be done with the part where you captured ugliness to prove it existed. “Okay,” he said. “We’ll have a patrol car swing by more often. And we’ll file this as a hate incident. We’ll need any camera footage from the area.”

“Hardware store has a camera,” Micah said.

“So does Mrs. Whitaker,” Shay murmured.

Mrs. Whitaker sniffed again, but said nothing.

Lena’s hands had stopped shaking. It wasn’t that the fear was gone. It was that it had been joined by something else—thin and stubborn as a green shoot pushing up through a crack in winter. She looked at the letters again and imagined paint rolling over them, not erasing the memory but refusing to let the memory be the last line. She wasn’t brave in the cinematic way she used to imagine—arms-raised-in-victory, gold medal catching the sun. She wasn’t sure she believed in that kind of brave anymore. But maybe brave could be small and repeated, a rhythm like a heartbeat: show up, breathe, help.

Her phone buzzed in her pocket. She didn’t need to look to know that someone had tagged her under a post: “Remember when this town’s star runner choked?” The old video would have resurfaced the minute her name appeared in a comment thread. It was part of her digital shadow.

“Don’t,” she said to herself, or to the phone, or to the ghost of the race. “Not today.” She pictured the way Coach had taught her to run the corners—don’t fight the curve; lean into it. Hold your form. Breathe where the track wants to pull you outward. It felt absurd to use track advice on a day like this. It also felt like the only advice she had.

Shay’s thumb hovered over her phone again. “I’m gonna post the call for volunteers,” she said. “And a link to resources for reporting hate when you see it. And I’ll close comments.”

“You can do that?” a freshman asked, incredulous.

“Moderation is a mercy,” Shay said, and tapped.

The bell at Harbor Ridge High—tinny, not even as nice as the hardware store’s cough—would ring in ten minutes. Students peeled away, shoulders hunched against a chill that had nothing to do with weather. Mr. Alvarez unlocked the center door, then locked it again from the inside, as if the building were a person stepping back to gather itself.

“Why would someone do it?” a girl asked her friend, voice like paper. “Why would you waste a morning to write... that?”

“To make us afraid,” the friend said. “To make us tired.”

“To make us turn on each other,” Micah added quietly.

Lena looked at the word one last time and then at the people who had gathered around it—Officer Delgado with his notebook; Mr. Alvarez with his too-early-wet hair; Shay with her phone that could either pour gasoline or water; Mrs. Whitaker with her grocery bag like a shield; Micah with his steady breath. The paint dripped. The fog thinned and let a slice of watery sun slide onto the sidewalk.

“Whom shall I fear?” she whispered, the verse more a question than a declaration. But the question softened something inside her. Not no one, maybe—that would be naive. But not this word. Not the people who wanted to feed it
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