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Chapter 1: Transfer Day
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Riley Morgan (they/them) — Age 17
First-person, present tense

The hallway smells like pencil shavings and something fried from the cafeteria. My backpack feels heavier than it should — mostly sketchbooks and one chipped pencil case I can’t let go of.

Transfer day. Again.

Mom called it a “fresh start” this morning, like changing schools is the same thing as changing your mind. Dad said, “You’ll make friends fast, you always do.” I didn’t have the heart to tell him that I’m not sure I even remember how.

I keep my head down, walking fast enough to look like I know where I’m going. I don’t. Every classroom door looks the same: metal frames, faded posters about growth mindset. It’s loud — laughter bouncing off lockers, shoes squeaking.

Everyone here already knows who they are. You can tell by how they move, how they talk. I keep thinking if I stay quiet long enough, maybe no one will notice I haven’t figured that part out yet.

When I finally find the front office, the secretary gives me a polite smile and a printed schedule.
“Riley Morgan?” she says, and I nod.
Her tone is neutral — she doesn’t stumble, doesn’t ask about the name. A small relief, even though I chose it just because it felt... safe. Unremarkable.
First period: U.S. History. Second: Algebra II. Then — Art. My one safe zone.



The art room is brighter than I expect. Sunlight through tall windows, plants on the sill, half-finished canvases leaning against the wall. It smells like turpentine and coffee — the best kind of chaos.

There’s a woman arranging brushes near the front. Her hair is streaked with gray, tied in a loose bun. When she looks up, her eyes are kind in a way that makes me nervous.
“You must be our new student,” she says. “Riley, right?”
I nod again. Words feel too heavy to push out yet.
“I’m Mrs. Elkins,” she says, smiling. “Welcome to Advanced Studio. Pick any seat you like.”

I choose the back corner. The desk there is scarred with years of paint, names, doodles. I trace over a faded heart drawn in blue pen.

Mrs. Elkins claps once, soft but firm. “We’re starting a new project today — the Self-Portrait Series. Paint who you are. However you understand that.”

The room hums. Groans, laughter, inside jokes I’m not part of. A boy jokes about giving himself six-pack abs. Someone else says they’ll paint themselves as a superhero.

I freeze.

Paint who you are.

I don’t even know how to say who that is, let alone paint it.



After class, I linger as everyone leaves. Mrs. Elkins is rinsing brushes, humming under her breath.
“Do you like to draw?” she asks without looking up.
“Yeah,” I say quietly. “Mostly sketches.”

“Then you’ll like this class,” she says. “Art has a way of showing you what you didn’t know you were saying.”

She finally meets my eyes. It’s not a question, more like a knowing.

When I step out into the hallway, my chest feels lighter and heavier at the same time.

Maybe, if I can paint quietly enough, I can still disappear.

But part of me — the tiny part I pretend isn’t there — wonders what would happen if I didn’t.
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Chapter 2: Blank Canvas
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The next morning smells like rain on concrete — clean, sharp, new.
I tell myself that’s a good omen, even though my stomach disagrees.
By third period, I’m back in the art room, trying not to think about the blank canvas staring at me like it’s waiting for a confession. Mrs. Elkins set out supplies: jars of brushes, small squares of watercolor paper, acrylics in every shade of human skin — and some that aren’t.

“Remember,” she says, walking between tables, “your self-portrait doesn’t need to look like a photograph. It just needs to look like you.”

Everyone gets to work immediately — laughter, music from someone’s phone speaker.
I just sit there, pencil hovering over the page.
How do you draw something that doesn’t have edges yet?
A boy across the room says, “I’m giving myself blue hair. Manifesting.”
Another replies, “I’m gonna make mine a cartoon superhero version.”
Then someone adds, “I’ll paint my pronouns under it so no one messes up.”
A few kids snicker.
The laughter hits me like static — not cruel, just careless.
I pretend to focus on my sketchpad, but the pencil shakes a little.
Then a voice cuts through the noise: “Hey, not funny. People can use whatever pronouns they want.”

It’s a girl — or maybe not exactly a girl. She’s standing near the paint shelf, one hand on her hip, curls streaked with purple. Her voice carries confidence, like she doesn’t ask for space — she takes it.

Ari Delgado. I remember the name from the attendance sheet.
Everyone quiets a little, and she shrugs like it’s no big deal, returning to her seat.
Mrs. Elkins glances up, eyes soft but approving. She doesn’t intervene.
She doesn’t have to. Ari already said what needed saying.



At lunch, I see Ari again — loud laughter at a table near the window. She’s surrounded by a group of people who all seem... comfortable. The kind of comfort that looks effortless and earned. There’s a rainbow pin on her jacket, a small silver earring shaped like a crescent moon.

I think about sitting nearby but end up at a corner table instead, where it’s quieter. My sandwich tastes like cardboard.

I sketch while I eat — just lines, shapes, half-formed faces. I draw someone who could be me, if I knew what that meant.
Short hair, maybe. Or longer. Sharp jaw, soft eyes. Then I erase the face completely and start over.



That night, I open my sketchbook again before bed. It’s full of people who don’t exist — or maybe they do, somewhere in between the lines.
I flip through them slowly. Beneath one, I write Jordan. Another: Ash.
Another: Riley. Then a blank one with no name at all.
My mom knocks softly. “You okay in there?”

“Yeah,” I lie.

She pokes her head in, smiling. “Don’t stay up too late. Big day tomorrow.”

“Sure.”

She doesn’t notice the way I hide the sketchbook under the blanket, or how her voice using my birth name — the one I never say out loud anymore — feels like chalk on a board. Not cruel, just wrong.

When the light’s off, I whisper to the dark:
“I wish I could choose my own name.”
It’s the kind of wish that sounds impossible and simple at the same time.
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Chapter 3: The Name Drawer
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I like the art room best when it’s empty.
The noise leaves with everyone else — the hum of chatter, the scrape of chairs. What’s left behind is paint water that smells faintly metallic, and quiet.
Mrs. Elkins lets me stay during lunch if I clean brushes afterward. It’s a fair trade. I like the quiet work — the rhythm of rinse, squeeze, repeat. It gives my hands something to do while my mind wanders somewhere safer.

Today, she’s in the storage closet when I finish, humming the same tune she always does — something wordless and calm.

“You settling in okay?” she asks.

“Yeah,” I say automatically. “It’s fine.”

“‘Fine’ is usually code for something,” she says, smiling, but she doesn’t press.
She gestures toward the cabinets. “If you ever need supplies outside of class, feel free to take some. The third drawer from the bottom — it’s where I keep extras.”
I nod. When she leaves, I pull it open.

Inside: pencils, spare erasers, and a pile of old sketchpads.
But one corner of the drawer is empty, a little hollow space like it’s waiting for something.
That’s when I decide to make it mine — my drawer.



I start keeping my sketchbook there.
Not the one I show Mrs. Elkins or the class, but the one that’s just for me. The one filled with faces that could be anyone — could be me.
Every page feels like trying on an outfit you can’t afford yet.
Some faces look strong, some soft, some neither. I give them names that sound right for a few minutes:
Jordan. Ash. Avery. Riley. ???
Riley is the one that stays open longest.
It’s simple, like a river stone — smooth, quiet, something you could hold in your hand and just know it belongs there.



That night, I take the sketchbook home.
Mom and Dad are watching TV. I pass through the living room quietly, but Mom notices.
“How’s the new school?” she asks.

“It’s okay.”

“You’ve always been good at making friends,” she says. “Found any art clubs yet?”

“Not yet.”

Dad glances up from his phone. “You’re not still drawing those weird fantasy people, are you? You should paint something real. Portraits, landscapes — stuff people understand.”

He says it lightly, like advice. Not cruel. But the word real sticks in my throat.
I nod and go upstairs.



In my room, I flip open to a fresh page. The pencil glides easily, almost like it knows where it’s going before I do.
The face that forms isn’t one I’ve drawn before — softer jaw, eyes steady but unsure.
When I’m done, I sit back and stare at it.
I write Riley underneath.
Not as a guess this time, but as a statement.
Still, I hesitate.
Is it lying to give yourself a name you haven’t earned?
I close the sketchbook before I can answer.



The next morning, I slip it
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