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    To every young heart learning to step into the light,
and to the storytellers, dreamers, and quiet observers—may you always find the courage to be seen,
and the strength to discover the stories that make you whole.
For Maya, for all of us.
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Chapter 1 — The Box of Misplaced Things
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The bell above the thrift shop door had a cough more than a ring, an uneven sound that made you feel like you’d startled a sleeping cat. Every time it wheezed, Aunt Ji-eun glanced up from the register with her pencil between her teeth and her eyebrows trying to meet in the middle. She refused to replace the bell. “People need a moment to wake up before money happens,” she always said, which didn’t quite make sense but did keep the shop from sounding like a supermarket.

Lost & Found sat on the corner where the main street of our small Pacific Northwest town met a side street that pretended to be quaint but was really just narrow. The front windows wore fog like a cardigan. It rained almost every day here—the misty kind of rain that never committed to drama. If you lived in a place with weather like ours, you learned to tell the difference between a drizzle and a “don’t bother with mascara” kind of downpour. Today was drizzle: the pavement dark and sugar-coated with wet; the gutters muttering.

My first week of junior year had been one long “don’t bother with mascara.” Chemistry lab pairs shifted mid-class without warning, a friend’s group chat sprouted a new branch I wasn’t invited to, and Ms. Alvarez had announced the fall arts showcase in a way that made my stomach unspool. “Submit something that scares you,” she’d said. “If it doesn’t scare you a little, it’s probably just practice.” I’d wanted to shrink down into my hoodie until the strings knotted shut.

Which is how I found myself here, at the counter in Lost & Found, a roll of masking tape looped around my wrist like a bracelet, logging donations as if neat handwriting could fix anything. The shop was a maze that had learned to say please. Racks leaned into each other, sweaters apologizing to jackets for taking up space. Boxes stacked in the back formed a skyline of anonymous cardboard skyscrapers. Each one had a tale: “house clean-out,” “storage unit default,” “moved, didn’t fit in car,” “estate.” The word “estate” always made the air feel thinner.

Aunt Ji-eun ran the shop like she ran everything else: with generous suspicion. She trusted people to do their best and expected the universe to throw weird curveballs anyway. Her long black hair was pinned up with a pencil that never fell, her nails short, her apron pocket a junk drawer of safety pins and paperclips and a folded grocery list that had been there for three months.

“Your handwriting makes my heart feel organized,” she said now, watching me stick another label on a box. “Are you sure you don’t want to be a calligrapher when you grow up? Or a surgeon?”

“Surgeons need steadier hands,” I said, and tried to keep the tape from bubbling. “And calligraphers probably need clients.”

“You’d have clients. People love pretty labels.” She glanced at the door when the bell coughed, then relaxed when nobody came in. “How was the last of the school week? Still all the teenagers and none of the sense?”

I shrugged. “We dissected an apology in Spanish class. The group project in History grew two extra heads and a Google Doc with twelve comments about font choice. And Ms. Alvarez wants us to make art that scares us.”

“She’s right,” Aunt Ji-eun said, too quickly. “Scared is a compass.”

“Or a warning sign,” I muttered.

“Both can be true.” She dug under the counter and produced a Tupperware of string cheese and apple slices. “Fuel for labeling. Your mother texted me—she said you seemed... cloudy.”

I rolled my eyes. “She told you that?”

“Your mother tells me many things, because she is a parent, which is a job with no HR department and no performance reviews, only guilt. Eat the apple.”

I ate the apple. The shop smelled like old wood and dryer sheets and rain on wool. Every now and then a whiff of something metallic drifted from the back, where the donation processing table sat under a rusty vent. A jukebox we’d rescued from a diner lived against the far wall, impossible to fix and too beautiful to give up.

“Okay,” I said, flipping to a clean page on the clipboard. “Next box.”

We cracked open the flaps together like we were unwrapping a secret. Inside: three floral pillowcases that had once been white and were now the color of tea stains, a mug shaped like a cat that had lost an ear, a stack of CDs with titles written in block letters (Road Trip 2009, The Best of Me, Gym but Not Too Much), and a zippered pouch that had the word “YAY” embroidered on it but managed to look tired anyway.

“You take textiles, I’ll take miscellany,” Aunt Ji-eun said, passing me the pillowcases.

I liked that word, miscellany. It meant “we have no idea what this is, but we will find a way to love it anyway.” I logged the CDs, turning them over to see if any had personal notes. I knew we were supposed to avoid reading things we weren’t meant to, but it was hard not to be curious when a song list said “For J, because my hands are full of small fires.” People packed their lives into boxes and handed them to us. It felt wrong to pretend we weren’t touching anything alive.

Another box yielded a pair of ballet flats with scuffed toes, a hand-knit scarf in a green that tried too hard, and a stack of photo frames whose stock images still smiled behind glass: strangers frozen in poses meant to look like joy. I logged them all, then shifted to make room for the next tower wobbling on the dolly. The boxes had been donated by a storage facility after an overdue unit got cleared out—happens more than you want to think. It always made me want to call the number on the paperwork and ask, “Are you okay?”

The third box down was heavier than it should have been. The cardboard caved a little at the bottom, and a strip of packing tape stuck to my sleeve and tugged until I freed it with a satisfying rip. We peeled the top open. Inside, everything was wrapped in newspaper the way someone careful packs their kitchen: bowls nested inside bowls, glassware separated by crinkled pages. I set the clipboard aside and lifted a stack of bowls out, one by one, until my fingertips brushed something colder and harder, something that didn’t belong in a kitchen.

It was a camera—the disposable kind you buy at the drugstore on your way to a festival when you forgot to charge your phone. The plastic was fogged and scratched, but the winding dial still clicked when I thumbed it, and the little window on the back where the film counter lived said “1.”

One shot left.

My pulse did a small, curious jump. If curiosity had a sound, it would be the soft roll of that dial, ratcheting potential into place.

“Find?” Aunt Ji-eun said, already reaching for the bubble wrap.

“Camera,” I said. “Disposable. Still... alive.”

“Let me see.” She tilted it toward the light, the shop’s fluorescent bulbs turning the plastic a dull green. “One picture left,” she said. “Poor thing’s probably two years expired.”

“Does that matter?”

“Maybe. Depends how it was stored. Either we get a dreamy, muted picture or a weird streak that looks like a ghost of someone’s decision.”

I turned it over again, letting the weight settle into my palm. It was heavier than I expected, but maybe everything felt heavy whenever you were the last of something. On the back, wedged under the clear film window where a person had once slid instructions in case you forgot how to push a button, a strip of paper peeked out. I hooked a fingernail under the corner and tugged, careful not to tear it.

The paper wasn’t glossy like an instruction card. It was plain, almost soft, like the kind you find in notebooks with covers printed to look like marble. Black ink had bled a little, but the words were legible:

Find what you’re afraid to see.

A fizzing started behind my ribs. Not fear exactly. The prequel to fear. Anticipation’s anxious cousin.

“Someone left a note,” I said.

“What’s it say?” Aunt Ji-eun asked, leaning in. The pencil threatened to slip from its throne in her bun and didn’t.

I considered not reading it out loud. The words felt like they had been written to be privately overheard, the way some lyrics leave you alone in a crowd. But Aunt had taught me to share the weight of interesting things.

“Find what you’re afraid to see,” I read. My voice sounded like it belonged to someone who believed in old stories.

“Huh,” she said. Not surprised. Something else. Respectful, maybe. “That’s a compass too.”

“Or a dare.”

“Dares are just compasses that shout.” She held her hand out for the camera. I gave it to her and she turned it gently, the way you might handle a small animal that could run if you startled it. “No brand logo. The kind you buy at the checkout counter and forget in a drawer. Do we have the right to open it? Well. It’s not really opening. It’s finishing.”

The bell coughed and a woman came in holding a lamp shaped like a globe—the continents all chipped at the edges, seas the pale blue of hospital walls. She was all apologies and rain, her hair curling at the ends. “Is it okay to drop off now?” she asked. “I parked in the loading zone. I’m sorry, I’m late for my kid’s violin.”

“We exist for loading zones,” Aunt Ji-eun said, gliding into shopkeeper mode. “Leave it right by the counter. If anyone yells at you, tell them I will haunt them in their dreams with coupons.”

I tucked the note into the front pocket of my sweatshirt without thinking. The paper warmed against my skin. The woman set down the lamp, scribbled her info on a donation form, and hurried out again with a watery wave. The bell coughed; the door pulled the damp inside.

Aunt set the camera on the counter next to the lamp, careful to keep it from rolling into the coin dish. “Well,” she said. “That box is logged. Want to take a break from paperwork and put out the scarves? People are allergic to writing; they prefer touching.”

“I don’t mind paperwork.” It was easier than being seen. Easier than, say, telling Ms. Alvarez I wanted to photograph something and then having to show up to the showcase with my name attached to it.

Aunt’s look was the look she used when she knew I was hiding and wanted to let me pretend I wasn’t. “Still. Touching things makes them real,” she said. “And you need to get out of your head.”

I started to argue, then stopped. Hiding in the back of a shop, even a lovely chaotic one, wouldn’t make Friday’s weirdness unravel. It wouldn’t make the notification bubble from the group chat sprout my name again. It wouldn’t make Ms. Alvarez forget her assignment like a dream you try to remember that dissolves anyway.

“Fine,” I said, grabbing the basket of scarves and stepping into the forest of racks. The wool brushed my knuckles like small patient animals. The shop had personalities, corners with moods. The old record player section always smelled like vanilla and vinyl; people lingered there like they were visiting grandparents. The kid’s toys shelf was a splash of neon and noise, every plastic button an invitation. The book nook had a tired, warm silence, the kind you find in libraries after lunch.

I draped scarves over rounded wooden hangers and let my brain loosen. That’s when the sound came: the slow whrrrr of the camera’s wind-up. For a second, my heart hopped into my throat. Then I realized I’d stuck the camera in the front pocket of my sweatshirt without thinking, and when I’d reached for a hanger, my knuckle had nudged the dial. Whrrrr. The dial clicked once, twice, three times, like it was clearing its throat.

I pulled the camera out and stared at it. The counter tick read “1” like before. The shop looked different through the little viewfinder when I held it to my eye—shrunken, boxed. Edges mattered. Lines that didn’t matter in real life—shelf lips, clothing shoulders—turned into borders. I swung a little left and the window fell into the frame. The rain traced slow signatures on the glass.

“Don’t waste it on plaid,” Aunt called from the register, where she was negotiating the price of a brass candlestick with a man who insisted it had been owned by “probably someone French.” “We might never get a camera with a last breath again.”

“It’s not a last breath,” I said softly, to the camera or to myself, I wasn’t sure. “It’s a first one.”

The note burned in my pocket.

Find what you’re afraid to see.

What was I afraid to see? My mind offered a carousel of annoyances: the girls in the group chat laughing about something I’d said that I thought was clever, the mess under my bed multiplying into a civilization, my face in the bathroom mirror at school under fluorescent lights that made everyone’s hope look like oil on water. But fear was bigger than embarrassment. Fear was not quite wanting to know what people really thought. It was not quite wanting to know what I really thought.

I lowered the camera. Through the window, Main Street blurred. A man in a yellow raincoat hustled by, carrying flowers that looked like they felt brave. The post office across the street flickered its open sign like Morse code. The world went on assembling itself.

“How long can film last?” I asked, wandering back to the counter. “Like, if it’s expired, is the picture useless?”

“Not useless,” Aunt said. “Just... wilder. Time gets into the chemistry. The colors shift. Sometimes what you meant shows up sideways.”

“So the risk is it won’t look like I expect.”

“The risk is that it will look exactly like you expect and you’ll have to live with that,” she said, which was the kind of sentence she threw into the air like confetti, as if it didn’t weigh the room down.

The door coughed. A teenage boy I recognized from the skatepark came in with a box balanced on his hip, his hair mashed under a beanie. He nodded at me in the awkward way of small-town teenagers who know of each other but aren’t on speaking terms. “Drop-off?” he asked.

“Back table,” Aunt said. “Thank you for your service to second chances.”

He grinned, a quick flash, and vanished down the aisle of sweaters. I watched his reflection in the glass of a display case full of costume jewelry. The camera felt heavier, like it wanted me to decide something right now. I shook my head and set it on the counter.

“Why not develop it?” I asked. “We could finish the roll and take it to the lab. See what’s there.”

“Because it’s not ours,” Aunt said, and I knew she was thinking of all the stories packed into boxes labeled “miscellaneous.” “But also... because maybe what’s there needs to be found on purpose, not by accident.”

“What if the last person who touched it wanted someone else to find it?”

“Then they left a note,” she said, raising an eyebrow, “which someone is currently hoarding in her sweatshirt pocket.”

I flushed and pulled it out, smoothing it flat on the counter. The ink bled differently where the paper had warmed from my skin. Find what you’re afraid to see. The sentence didn’t sound like a threat. It sounded like a challenge written in someone’s neat, careful hand.

“Okay,” I said slowly. “If this is a compass, where does it point?”

“Into the question,” Aunt said. “What is Maya
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