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I used to think silence kept me safe—
that if I folded myself small enough
no wind could shake me,
no gaze could scrape me raw.
Yet the wind arrived anyway,
kicking up the dust of unsaid dreams,
etching possibilities across the sky.
It turns out safety is not the absence of fear
but the decision to walk through it,
pen in hand, heart ajar,
writing the bridge that carries me
from who I was to who I dare become.
And on that bridge I find
not only myself
but every quiet soul
waiting to uncurl their own wings of ink.
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For every student who has scribbled a secret poem in the margins of a worksheet, for every immigrant parent who sacrificed sentences of their own so their children could craft new chapters, and for every teacher who sees a trembling hand and passes over a pen anyway—this book is yours. May you find within these pages the courage to name your dreams aloud, the patience to polish them line by line, and the faith to believe that your story deserves the brightest spotlight. And if ever that faith falters, know that somewhere, someone is waiting to hear exactly what only you can say. Keep writing. Keep breathing life into blank spaces. The world needs the echo of your heartbeat translated into words. I am eternally grateful you exist, and even more grateful that you speak.

PREFACE — Opening the Journal Together

I was the girl who prayed the teacher would skip my name during roll call. The one who rehearsed “Here” under her breath yet still managed to whisper it too softly. I believed invisibility was a form of protection—until a single act of kindness exposed the flaw in that logic.

If you are holding this book, chances are you understand the weight of unspoken thoughts. You may keep notebooks under your mattress or stories locked in the Notes app of a too-old phone. You might wonder whether anyone cares, or whether risking vulnerability is worth the tremor it sends through your bones. This memoir is my answer: a resounding yes.

Over the next twenty-five chapters I’ll walk you through the exact moments that cracked my shell: the night I posted a story anonymously and felt seen for the first time; the critique session that shattered my confidence, then rebuilt it stronger; the statewide competition that forced me to choose between hiding and shining. The events are real, the emotions raw, the lessons earned in ink-smudged midnight hours. I will not pretend the path was painless, but I will promise that every step mattered.

My goal is simple: to hand you the same permission slip Ms. Dellara quietly placed on my desk. Use this book as a mirror, a map, or a megaphone—whatever helps you turn silence into sentences. When you finish Chapter Twenty-Five, I hope the first thing you do is flip open your own journal and begin. The blank space is waiting, and so is the best version of you. Let’s write our way there.
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CHAPTER ONE

Margins
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I entered sophomore year the way I entered every crowded room: eyes lowered, backpack clutched against my ribs like a makeshift shield. Riverbrook High buzzed louder than the Nairobi matatus my father still joked about—horns, laughter, overlapping gossip that ricocheted down fluorescent hallways. Each sound felt like a spotlight, and I spent my energy dodging beams that no one else seemed to notice.

I melted into walls. At lunch I chose corner tables where I could pretend to reread physics notes while eavesdropping on conversations I was too timid to join. Names stuck to the cool kids like stitched labels—Jade Torres with her neon sneakers and louder-than-life slam poems, Spencer Kim who strummed heartbreak on a battered guitar, Marcy Lane whose laugh cartwheeled across the cafeteria. My own name, Thalia Noor, felt unfinished in my mouth, as if missing a final consonant that might grant it magnitude.

Home was quieter but no less complicated. Baba worked late shifts repairing elevators, climbing steel skeletons others feared; Mama stitched wedding gowns in a tiny storefront dressed in lace and fluorescent light. Their exhaustion sagged across dinner plates, and while they loved me fiercely, their dreams for me were practical: scholarship, stable job, repeat. They had risked oceans so I wouldn’t have to risk anything at all.

Risk found me anyway on a Wednesday in September when Ms. Dellara breezed into English class, wearing moon-pattern earrings that tinkled whenever she gestured. Our usual teacher, Mr. Haddox, was out on family leave, and rumor said the replacement specialized in “creative expression”—two words that made my palms damp.

She started class by writing a single sentence on the board: We are all beginnings, not endings. Then she passed out brand-new composition books—clean cardboard covers, sharp corners, pages so white they glowed. When she reached my desk, she paused. “For you,” she said, lowering her voice as if entrusting me with state secrets. “Write what no one hears.”

I tried to thank her, but my throat shrank. The journal felt heavier than any textbook, weighted with expectation. I hid it beneath my desk, afraid someone would see and ask what I planned to fill it with. The truth was I didn’t know. I had stories—tiny, flickering things—but they lived in my head like birds too wary to perch.

That night, after homework and dishwashing and Baba’s softly snoring repose before the TV, I opened the journal. The first blank page stared back, daring me to speak. I wrote a single sentence: I live in the margins because the center feels combustible. Then I waited, half-expecting the ceiling to cave from the confession. Nothing happened except my heart thumped louder, as if cheering.

Words followed—hesitant at first, then tumbling. I wrote about the way Mama hummed Swahili lullabies while hemming silk, how the melody tasted like tea with ginger and honey. I wrote about Baba counting clouds on smoke breaks from the skyscrapers he mended, naming them after relatives still in Mombasa. I wrote about sitting alone at lunch, pretending the roar of the cafeteria was ocean surf so I could imagine I was somewhere else.

When the alarm chimed 1:37 a.m., I had covered six pages. Ink smudged beneath my thumb, and a strange lightness gathered in my chest—as if every paragraph siphoned weight from somewhere deep inside. I slept dreamless and woke feeling taller, though the mirror measured the same five foot three.

The next day I carried the journal to school like contraband. Between classes I’d crack it open, add a line, then slam it shut whenever lockers clanged nearby. During study hall I scribbled until my hand cramped. I was writing scenes I might never show anyone, yet each sentence felt like a conversation with a kinder, clearer universe—a dimension where I didn’t have to lower my voice.

Still, the cafeteria remained a gauntlet. Friday arrived with the scent of reheated pizza and a soundtrack of overlapping debates about weekend plans. I slid into my corner seat, pretending to reread biology. That’s when a shadow cut across the page.

“Is that the new sci-fi anthology?” Jade Torres asked, flipping her braids off her shoulder. “Loved the lead story. Mind if I sit?”

I nodded, stunned. Jade’s friend group sprawled across the central tables like royalty; why would she migrate to my fringe? She plopped onto the bench before an answer, then lowered her voice. “Haddox is back Monday, but Dellara left us a parting gift—open-mic signup sheets. I’m reading a poem. You should share something.”

My pulse pounded. “I—I don’t write.”

She eyed the journal peeking from my bag. “Everybody writes. Only brave people admit it.” With that, she winked and rejoined her friends, leaving confusion swirling like steam above my forgotten pizza slice.

At home I replayed her words. Brave people admit it. Am I brave? Baba would say bravery is securing a steady paycheck; Mama would say it’s leaving your homeland so your child can chase possibilities. Could writing count?

I flipped to a fresh page and drafted a story about a girl who speaks in sign language only she understands. The plot felt flimsy, but the heartbeat beneath it thrummed. I wrote until the edges blurred, then signed my name at the bottom—Thalia Noor—as if applying for admission to my own life.

The following Monday morning thunderclouds loomed, matching my nerves. Hallway chatter coiled around lockers; Jade waved me over to the bulletin board outside the library. A single sheet fluttered beneath a thumbtack: OPEN MIC NIGHT • OCT 12. Lines ran beneath for names. Several slots were already filled.

Jade handed me a pen. “Ten spots left. One of them’s yours.”

I gripped the pen so tight my knuckles blanched. The silence stretched while fluorescent lights buzzed overhead. Finally, in letters smaller than usual, I wrote T. Noor on the line.

The moment ink met paper, a
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