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    For the ones learning to carry their past without letting it carry them—may you find the courage to apologize, the patience to repair, and the grace to begin again, one small step at a time.
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Chapter 1 — The Video That Won’t Delete
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The ocean is the first thing I see past the bus window—slapped tin-gray under a low sky, a handful of gulls arguing with the wind like someone forgot to brief them on schedules. Harborview High lifts out of the damp like a brick ship, all glass and banners that say things like HARBOR YOUR DREAMS as if aspirations have docking fees. I’m early on purpose; I like buildings before they put their day face on.

Mom says new starts should be like stretching a canvas—slow, steady, don’t tear it. My version is clicking my phone into Do Not Disturb and tucking my hair behind both ears so it doesn’t announce itself. I wore the quiet hoodie, the one that doesn’t have opinions. New-school Rhea is a person whose name you forget because she’s already turning down the other hall.

The bus hisses like a tired animal when it kneels at the curb. A kid with a skateboard hops down two steps in one leap and disappears, leaving behind the smell of wet grip tape. I wait my turn, hands in pockets, eyes on the concrete. My reflection follows me in the slanted glass: a girl who has learned not to meet her own eyes for too long in public.

Inside, Harborview is bright in a way that suggests someone with a ladder cleans the overhead fixtures once a month. There are corkboards with Join Robotics! and Poetry Slam Friday and a lost mitten thumbtacked by a teacher who can’t bring themselves to throw out things that go in pairs. I keep walking. Quiet girls don’t stand still—they drift.

“Transfer forms?” the office aide asks, a woman with hoop earrings and a stack of passes that looks like a deck of very boring cards.

“Rhea Santos,” I say. My voice sounds like it belongs to someone who stands up straight.

She flips through manila folders and slides a schedule toward me. “Welcome to Harborview, Rhea. Go to Guidance first—Ms. Talbot will sign you in—and then you’re free to get lost like everyone else.”

“Thanks.” I smile corners-only. Outside the office, I take a photo of my schedule as if proof will make time behave: English III, Alg II, US History, Bio, Art I, PE, Lunch A. The map looks logical until you factor in teenage weather patterns.

Guidance is down a hallway painted a benevolent blue. Ms. Talbot’s door is open, her office part zen, part emergency supply closet. There’s a lamp with a forgiving shade, a jar of lollipops, and a poster that says Drafts Are Data in hand-lettered brushstrokes. She has the face of someone who keeps notes in margins and remembers whose cat died last spring.

“Rhea,” she says, like she’s happy names are puzzles she gets to solve. “Welcome. Sit. Tell me one thing I won’t learn from your records.”

I perch on the soft chair that turns knees into confessional. The safe answer is I like the ocean; the true one is I once set a rumor on fire and watched it spread like a brilliant, horrible sunrise. My mouth chooses the middle.

“I’m good at reading rooms,” I say. It’s not a lie.

“Useful,” she says, uncapping a pen. “Do you need a tour guide? A human map?”

“I’ll figure it out,” I say. New-school me is capable. New-school me is air.

“Okay. If the building argues, come tell me what it said.” She signs my form with a flourish that turns her name into a wave. “One more thing—we ask new students to keep a short log the first two weeks. Five minutes a day, ‘what felt like mine.’ It helps the brain categorize ‘threat’ versus ‘new.’”

Journaling. Evidence. My chest gets tight the way rooms sometimes do. “I’ll try,” I say politely, which adults accept as no when they’re distracted.

“Good. Take a lollipop now or later?” she asks, and I take a cherry because no one has ever fought a war on a cherry lollipop.

Outside, my phone vibrates in my pocket, the exact rhythm of a name I no longer save. I take it out even though I promised myself I wouldn’t. The screen doesn’t care about vows.

from unknown: Is this you?

There’s a link. The thumbnail is an echo of a person: me, eighth grade, cafeteria fluorescent, hair braided tight because I thought sleek was a shield. The play triangle asks for my consent. I don’t give it. I don’t have to. Memory runs like a bad app in the back anyway: the rumor, the way I said something I only half believed because the other half wanted to live. The way girls flinched when I passed like we were weather that came with a warning. The video found me the summer after it happened. The internet filed it under entertainment, then under education, then under can you believe this child. I learned about virality the way you learn hot from a stove.

I delete the DM without opening it and swallow the lollipop whole in my head. New Rhea doesn’t check links. New Rhea doesn’t get recognized. Harborview will never see me cry in a bathroom sink mirror.

The first bell clangs like a ship thing. I follow the herd down the main artery where everyone’s sense of direction agrees for four seconds. In English, Mr. Keenan has chalk under his nails and a soft spot for people who admit they didn’t read The Crucible last year because it bored them until it didn’t. He asks us to write a first-day paragraph: What does a community owe the truth? The question tugs on my sleeve. I put my pen down like it might bite me.

Behind me, someone whispers, “She’s new,” in a tone that might be curiosity or boredom. I fold into the back corner and become a coat.

At break, the hall smells like pencil shavings and gum mint. I find my locker and do the combination twice because first times like to lie. When it opens, I tape my schedule inside with the fervor of a person who might forget their own name if no one writes it down.

“Yo,” someone says. He’s leaning on the locker two down, hair flopped like it’s auditioning for a band, a jacket that has a lot of pockets for no reason. He waves in the general direction of my face like he’s greeting a cat. “New?”

“Yeah.”

“Jonah,” he says, like it’s a full sentence. “Do you know where the old science wing is or are you about to wander like a virtuous ghost?”

“I have a map,” I say, even though the paper is already soft from sweat. “I can wander ethically.”

He grins, bright on the side. “Cool. There’s a shortcut past the orchestra room that smells like ambition and wood polish, if you want it.”

“I’m good,” I say. The word tastes like a mint you can’t bite through. I step sideways so the conversation slides off like rain. He shrugs in the language of people who are fine being told no—rare—and disappears into a tide of kids who already know where their hands go.

The second DM comes in Bio while Ms. Slate draws a mitochondrion so beautifully it could stand for office. I feel it before I see it, a buzz that means someone out there knows a version of me I have not invited into this room. I don’t look, then I do, in the cover of a notebook, like a spy with bad training.

from unknown: Harborview looks fun. Still good at stories?

I squeeze my pen until my knuckles perform white. I have two choices: answer with a lie that becomes another ocean, or ignore and drown more slowly. I close the app, slide my phone into the deepest pocket of my bag, and between phrases like cellular respiration and ATP, I edit myself with the steady hand of a person who knows how. Quiet. Polite. Smile if smiled at. No clubs. No lunch table politics. No hair loops. No opinions you can screenshot.

By lunch I’ve collected two syllabi, one blister—the end of the hallway surprises you with its length—and three offers of seating that are auditions for belonging, not invitations. I choose the windowsill by the trophy case because glass is honest. The case has a dust halo around the 2016 wrestling trophy that says someone cares but not enough to risk breaking a finger on a plaque. I eat the peanut butter sandwich Mom made too early, which means the bread attached itself to itself and requires negotiation. Two girls at a table nearby discuss the homecoming theme as if calling something Starry Night will make Van Gogh text them back. I pretend the ocean in the distance is loud enough to drown thoughts.

My phone stays away from my hand until it doesn’t. The third DM: a photo of my middle school cafeteria, empty tables under cold light, maybe a stock image, maybe our actual place. The text: People don’t change. No name. No profile picture. Just a sentence that knows how to aim.

I compose six replies and send none. The real answer is I changed enough to be someone who doesn’t deserve friends yet. The performative answer is Who is this? The dangerous answer is Meet me by the flagpole so I can remind you I have teeth. I settle on nothing. In my mind I drag the message to the trash and the trash says I am a display case now, not a grave. I close my eyes and put the peanut butter back in orbit.

After lunch, Art I smells like paper and the part of glue that wants to be weather. Mr. Lyle looks like he stopped somewhere in his thirties and decided to stay, a patient face with laugh lines, a paint-splotched apron that reads THIS ISN’T A MESS, IT’S A MAP. He gives us heavy drawing paper and pencils and the assignment I can do even when my brain is misfiled: draw your shoes. People groan like this is a betrayal. I put my sneaker on my knee and draw its ridges and mud moons and loose thread like it’s a secret I could confess without consequences.

Mr. Lyle makes a slow orbit of the room. He pauses when he gets to mine. “You look like you actually looked,” he says, tipping his head. “Keep that. Most people stylize the uncomfortable parts.”

“I can stylize,” I say, out of habit. “If you want.”

“I want the shoe you walked here in,” he says. “We’ll talk about stylizing when you trust your lines.”

I don’t know if he means me or everyone. I like not knowing.

At the bell, he tapes a flyer to the wall by the sink—a thick sheet with the words FOUND STORIES PROJECT and MAKE SOMETHING FROM WHAT YOU’D THROW AWAY. He underlines throw away twice, like underlining makes a promise. “We do this in spring,” he says to no one in particular. “Start collecting now. Scraps have good manners; they wait.”

Scraps. I already have a drawer of ticket stubs and cut-out maps and apology drafts that never crossed state lines. The idea is dangerous. I look away so my face doesn’t confess.

In the bathroom between periods, a girl with glitter eyeliner looks at me in the mirror like I’m a reminder she can’t place. “Do I know you?” she asks, washing her hands like a one-act play.

“No,” I say so fast it sounds like steam. “New.” I smile like it’s proof.

She tilts her head, then shrugs, satisfied. “Cute hoodie,” she says, and I file the compliment in a folder called humans are tender sometimes.

Final bell drags the school into a soft exhale. Outside, the ocean looks tired in a different mood. The bus smells like vinyl and a day that happened. I sit near the front because it’s easier to escape the echo of laughter back there, the kind that has a history you’re not part of.

My phone buzzes a fourth time, a siege engine that learned manners. I don’t look. I watch the thin line where water meets sky and pretend it’s a seam someone stitched to keep the world together. A kid across the aisle plays a game with a dragon that refuses to obey physics. A freshman near the back cries quietly into a sleeve and her friend leans into the shared space like a makeshift tent. I put my hands in my pockets to keep them from trying to help everyone who doesn’t want it.

Home is an apartment on the second floor over a dry cleaner that smells like steam and Sunday. Mom works mornings at the bakery and nights at the diner when the schedule says pretend this is fine. Dad’s odd-job calendar is a patchwork he patches and repatches. Nico, twelve, has turned the living room into a landing zone where LEGO astronauts practice not dying. I step over a small moon base because stepping on it is an ER bill we can’t afford.

“You
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