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Chapter 1 – The Color Blue Doesn’t Apologize
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I’ve always thought that blue was misunderstood.
People call it sad, quiet, cold. But to me, blue is the color of breathing again after you’ve cried. It’s the ocean that keeps moving even when no one’s watching.
The first day back at Eastview High, the hallways feel like a fishbowl. Everyone staring, pretending not to. New haircut. New clothes. Same whispers.

I keep my eyes on the floor tiles — dull beige, institutional — and try to remember the promise I made to myself over the summer: I will not shrink again.

But it’s hard not to, when the air itself feels like judgment.

“River!” someone calls behind me.

I freeze. For a second, I think they’re saying it wrong again — like last year, when my name was a dare. But then I see her.

Tessa Patel, paint-splattered hoodie, sketchbook under one arm, hair dyed in streaks of lavender and green. She grins, unbothered by the hallway’s noise.

“You survived summer,” she says, bumping her shoulder into mine.

“Barely,” I admit. “I think I’m allergic to small talk and humidity.”

Tessa laughs — that unfiltered kind of laugh that makes people turn to look. I envy her for it. She’s always been sunlight in a storm, and I’ve always been the one standing just close enough to feel its warmth.

We walk together to art class, the one place that still feels safe. Or at least, used to.

Mrs. Keane greets us with her usual soft chaos — brushes in mugs, half-finished canvases stacked against the wall, the smell of turpentine and old coffee.

“Welcome back, creators,” she says. “This semester, we’re exploring emotion through color. Paint what you feel, not what you see.”

I glance at the blank canvas waiting on my easel.
The room hums with movement — laughter, the scrape of chairs, the squeak of acrylic tubes. I uncap the blue paint and stare at the puddle spreading across the palette.
Blue. The color that doesn’t apologize.

It’s supposed to represent sadness, but that’s not what it feels like to me.
It feels like truth. Like healing.
I dip my brush in and make the first stroke.

It’s messy, uneven — but it’s mine.



When I look up, there’s someone new sitting across the room.
Tall, dark curls, sketching instead of painting. They’re focused, quiet — the kind of quiet that has gravity.
Our eyes meet for half a second, and something shifts.
They smile — small, careful, genuine.
I don’t know their name yet.
But I have a feeling that by the end of this semester, they’ll know every shade of blue I’ve ever painted.
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Chapter 2 – First Sketch
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The next day, the sky looks like someone smudged watercolor across it — gray melting into silver, soft but uncertain.

That’s kind of how I feel.

I get to art early, like I always do. There’s comfort in the silence before everyone fills the room — the hum of the old ceiling fan, the faint smell of paint that never really leaves the air.

I unpack my brushes and set the canvas on the easel, half-finished from yesterday. The blues have dried darker than I expected, almost storm-like. I kind of like it that way.

“Hey.”

The voice is soft but steady. I turn.

It’s the new student — the one with the quiet gravity and the sketchbook that looked like it held entire worlds inside.

They’re standing there, holding a cup of rinse water and a cautious smile.

“I think this is yours,” they say, gesturing toward a stray paintbrush on their desk. “It rolled over when I sat down.”

“Oh. Thanks.” I take it, trying not to sound as awkward as I feel.

“I’m Kai,” they add. “They/he.”

“River,” I say. “They/them.”

Kai nods. “Cool.”

And just like that, it’s the most natural thing in the world. No hesitation. No apology. Just cool.



As class fills, Mrs. Keane starts rambling about how “color is emotion” and “lines are confession,” but I barely hear her.

Kai’s sketchbook is open again, and I can’t help peeking when they’re not looking. It’s full of faces — not perfect ones, but honest ones. Lines that shake a little. Eyes that feel alive.

At one point, Kai glances up and catches me looking.

“Sorry,” I blurt. “You’re just... really good.”

They shrug, but there’s a tiny blush in their cheeks. “Thanks. I draw people when I can’t talk to them.”

That line hits harder than I expect. “So... you draw a lot?”

They smile, this time a little wider. “Yeah.”

We work in comfortable silence after that, brushes tapping and pencils whispering. It’s strange — how quickly a room full of strangers can fade into background noise when someone sees you without asking questions.



When class ends, I’m cleaning up when Kai stops beside me again.

“You’re painting blue,” they say, not as a question.

“Yeah.”

“Why?”

I think for a moment. “Because it’s honest.”

Kai tilts their head, thoughtful. “Then maybe I’ll sketch in blue today, too.”

They hold up a mechanical pencil wrapped in blue tape, grin, and head out before I can say anything.

I don’t know what this is yet — friendship, curiosity, maybe something I don’t have words for — but as I pack up my brushes, I realize my chest feels lighter than it has in a long time.

Like maybe color doesn’t just fade.
Maybe it finds its way back.
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Chapter 3 – The Art of Not Hiding
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After school, the art room feels different.
Empty halls echo outside, but inside, the air hums — low, steady, like a heartbeat.
I volunteered to help Mrs. Keane organize supplies.
Really, I just didn’t want to go home yet.
The light slants through the tall windows, catching dust motes like glitter. I’m sorting brushes when the door creaks open.

Kai.
Backpack half-zipped, sketchbook under one arm, that same quiet focus.
“Oh,” I say, a little too quickly. “You’re— still here?”

They nod. “Mrs. Keane asked if I could help move some canvases.”

I try to act casual, like my pulse didn’t just skip. “Guess we’re partners in art-related crime.”

They grin. “The best kind.”



We stack old paintings along the back wall, laughing about which ones look haunted.
There’s a comfort in the easy rhythm — the scrape of wood, the soft thud of frames, the brush of sleeves when our hands almost touch.
At one point, Kai pauses and studies one of Mrs. Keane’s unfinished pieces — an abstract swirl of colors, mostly deep violets and gray-blue shadows.

“It’s messy,” they say softly, “but it feels like it’s trying to say something.”

“Maybe it doesn’t have to be finished to mean something,” I reply.

Kai looks at me then, eyes steady. “Maybe people don’t, either.”

The words hang between us, gentle but heavy. I swallow hard, because I know what they mean — and how much truth sits behind them.



Later, when the last painting is stacked and the sun’s almost gone, Mrs. Keane pokes her head in.

“You two are saints,” she says. “Thank you.”

Kai waves her off with a shy smile, then turns to me. “You want to see something?”

They open their sketchbook.
On the page is a drawing of me — just my shoulders and face, brush in hand, surrounded by streaks of blue. It’s not perfect — the lines are a little rough, the expression somewhere between fear and softness.
I can’t breathe for a second.

“You drew me?”

Kai nods. “You looked... honest, when you were painting.”

I don’t know what to say. No one’s ever seen me like that before — not the version I show people, but the one that hides behind silence.

“It’s not finished,” Kai says, closing the book.

“Maybe it doesn’t have to be,” I whisper.



When I get home, I open my own sketchbook for the first time in months.
The blank page stares back at me.
This time, I don’t avoid it.
I draw in blue.
Not perfect lines — but real ones.
And I think maybe this is what it means to stop hiding.
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Chapter 4 – Half-Light
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Morning slides in through the blinds, pale and soft.
The sky is that between-colors kind of gray, the one that doesn’t know if it wants to rain or glow.
I bike to school early again. The air smells like wet grass and new pencils. I keep thinking about Kai’s drawing—how they saw me when I wasn’t performing for anyone. It’s strange to be seen like that, not as a secret, but as a story.



In art class, Mrs. Keane announces that we’re pairing up for the semester project.
“Choose someone you can trust,” she says. “You’ll be creating a piece about connection.”
I glance across the room. Kai is already looking at me.
No words, just a nod. Agreement.
We meet at the back table, sketchbooks open, silence comfortable.

“What do you think connection looks like?” I ask.

Kai taps their pencil against the page. “Maybe like light—you only notice it when it hits something.”

I smile. “Then maybe we paint in half-light.”



We decide to work in the art room after school again.
The late sun spills through the windows, slicing the room into gold and shadow.
Kai sits on the floor, sketching outlines, while I mix colors that don’t have names—blue that leans toward green, gray that hides a little pink.
“What’s your favorite color?” I ask, half-teasing.

“Today? Amber.”

“Why?”

“It feels like warmth that’s survived something.”

I don’t say it, but that’s how Kai feels to me—steady, warm, surviving.



When we take a break, Kai pulls a small Polaroid camera from their bag.

“Hold still,” they say.

“Why?”

“Reference photo.”

The shutter clicks before I can protest. They shake the picture gently until an image starts to bloom—me, mid-laugh, brush still in hand.

I look at it and then at them.
“Do I really look like that?”
Kai shrugs, smiling. “You look real.”

My chest tightens, not with sadness this time, but with something tender and unfamiliar.



When we finish cleaning up, the room is dim and quiet.
I catch our reflection in the window—two figures half in shadow, half in light.
“Half-light,” Kai murmurs.

“Yeah,” I whisper. “It fits.”

Outside, the evening hums with color.
And for the first time in a long while, I don’t feel like fading.
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