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    For everyone who has ever tried to be perfect—
and finally let go.
For the student who stayed late to fix what went wrong,
the runner who kept going even after tripping,
and the heart that still believes God's mercy is bigger than the mess.
May you find rest in knowing:
Grace got here before you—
and it's not leaving after you. 
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Chapter 1 — The Almost-Perfect Start
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The morning sky over Silverpine had that bright, rinsed look it gets after a night of rain—every cedar sharp against the pale blue, the lake catching light like a handful of coins. Ava Hart woke to it with the alarm she’d picked for the first day of junior year, a clean piano melody that made her feel like she had room to become the best version of herself. She lay still for a breath and imagined the day as a smooth sheet of paper. No smudges. No cross-outs. She would keep it that way.

On the bulletin board above her desk, a fresh sheet of printer paper waited, anchored by a thumbtack shaped like a star. She’d lettered the words in careful block print last night:

NO MISTAKES THIS TERM

Beneath it, she’d listed six bullets:

1. Turn everything in early.

2. Triple-check citations.

3. Run four mornings a week.

4. Speak kindly.

5. Never ask for extensions.

6. Lead well.

Ava’s stomach fluttered, the hopeful kind of nervous that felt a little like standing in the blocks before a race. She texted the list to her Notes app and locked the screen. No mistakes. She could do this.

“Shoes by the door, Hart,” Juno called, her voice floating up the stairs with the smell of cinnamon toast. “Your left one tried to escape again.”

Ava grinned. “On it.” She tugged on her favorite running hoodie, the one that smelled faintly like cedar even after the wash, and paused at the window. Down on Maple Street, Mr. Kwan’s bakery—Harbor & Hearth—flipped its sign to OPEN. A barista wiped condensation from the glass with slow circles. The world felt ready.

She tied her hair in a runner’s knot and jogged downstairs, her backpack thumping against her hip. Dad, already in a collared shirt and the red logo windbreaker from the county roads department, stood at the counter assembling a lunch. He’d lined up three granola bars like a runway.

“Big day,” he said, his eyes tired but proud. He tapped the paper sack. “Turkey, apple slices, and—don’t tell Juno—two of Mr. Kwan’s almond cookies.”

Ava lifted the sack like a trophy. “Bribery accepted.”

Juno padded in the doorway, socks mismatched, mouth powdered with sugar. “I heard that,” she said. “Also, Miss ‘No Mistakes,’ you left your planner in the car last night. Again.”

Ava reached for it, laughing. “Thank you, tiny human accountability partner. Hey—after school, help me paint the poster for the youth group 5K?”

“The one for the after-school tutoring fund?” Juno’s eyes brightened. “I can stencil the trees.”

“Perfect.” Ava swallowed the word like it would steady her. Perfect. She wanted this year to feel like a string pulled taut, not brittle, just humming with purpose.

“Ride with me?” Dad asked as he scooped his keys from the bowl by the door. “I’ll drop you at the corner.”

“Five-minute jog clears my head,” Ava said, and Dad nodded like he knew not to press. He kissed her hairline, a near-forgotten habit that still, sometimes, made her throat tug.

Outside, the morning smelled like wet earth and bakery heat. Ava stretched at the curb under the old maple whose roots had lifted the sidewalk and took an easy pace toward school. Her breath synced with her feet. Four mornings a week. No problem.

The high school rose like a red-brick ship above the lake road, banners already fluttering from the poles: WELCOME BACK RAVENS. On the lawn, a cluster of student council kids wrestled a balloon arch while the band tuned up on the steps. Ava slipped into the stream of students and felt the energy fizz around her—new shoes, new haircuts, new promises whispered into backpacks.

“Ava!” Lyla waved from the base of the steps, her rings catching the sun. Lyla’s braids were wound into a crown, and she wore a T-shirt that read POETRY COUNTS. “You looked like a running commercial. Did you float here?”

Ava bumped her shoulder. “Barely touched the ground.”

“Good,” Lyla said. “We need air under our feet today. I’m reading in Mrs. Ellison’s second period. I’m not freaking out.”

“You are absolutely freaking out,” Ava said fondly. Lyla’s cheeks flushed in the way they did when a compliment landed more like truth than flattery.

“I stayed up too late editing.” Lyla lowered her voice. “Could you...just glance at the poem before the bell? Just to make sure the ending lands?”

“Of course,” Ava said, quick as a reflex. She’d promised herself she’d be helpful this year, not just productive. There was a difference, Pastor Rhea had said on a summer hike, one that mattered.

They found a sliver of shade under the cedar near the literature wing. Lyla’s notebook flipped open to cream pages filled with looping lines. The poem was a cascade of river images—slick stones, a trout that flashes “like an idea with a tail,” a girl who learns the current’s language. It was beautiful. The last stanza paused at a metaphor—her heart “a net with one brave hole”—and reached, almost.

“Your images sing,” Ava said, meaning it.

“But?” Lyla’s eyebrow arched.

Ava chewed her lip. The bell thrummed in the building, students angling toward doors. “What if you—” She stopped. Helping didn’t have to mean changing. “What if the last line switched the order? ‘One hole brave.’ It’s strange enough to stick.”

Lyla scratched it in the margin, then shook her head, laughing. “You and your syntax gymnastics. I like it. Thanks.” She hugged the notebook to her chest. “Meet at lunch?”

“Always.”

Second period slid toward them like a tide. Mrs. Ellison’s classroom smelled like paper and lemon cleaner, the blinds half-open, slats of light striping the carpet. On the board: Welcome to AP Literature. Bring your whole self and a pencil. Mrs. Ellison was tall, not in inches but in alertness, her posture like a violinist’s—expectant, precise.

“Roll call,” she said, voice warm but clipped. “And a poem if you brought one. If not, you’ll bring one Friday.”

Hands lifted. A boy read about asphalt heat and the whistle of a train. A girl read about her grandma’s hands. Then Lyla breathed in and stood. The classroom stilled—not silent, more like attentive. When Lyla read, people listened. She read the river, the trout, the girl, and then the net with one hole brave, her voice softening on brave like she could see the word brighten in midair.

When she finished, Mrs. Ellison’s mouth softened. “Strong work. Your sensory detail does heavy lifting. That last turn—unexpected in the right way.”

Lyla eased into her seat, relief and light. Ava grinned across the desk pod, tapping her pencil twice in quiet applause.

“Now,” Mrs. Ellison said, folding her hands. “We’ll talk about academic integrity. Not because you’re children, but because you’re scholars. We name what matters.” She wrote three words on the board: Credit. Context. Courage. “If you’re borrowing, you say so. If you’re inspired, you say by whom. If you’re uncertain, you ask.”

Ava wrote the words on her syllabus like a vow. Triple-check citations. She underlined it. No mistakes.

They reviewed the policy, then wrote reflections on why honesty mattered when the stakes were high. Ava’s pen moved fast. Honesty means we trust the voice we have, even if it trembles. She felt clear, sturdy.

At lunch, the quad throbbed with conversations layered like a song. Ava and Lyla found a corner on the steps. Micah Brooks, in a gray hoodie and a knee brace peeking from his jeans, limped by with a drumstick tucked behind one ear. He caught Ava’s wave.

“Band room smells like brass and spilled soda,” he said with mock tragedy. “Save me, poets.”

“We would,” Lyla said, tearing her sandwich, “but we’re busy doing the Lord’s work.”

“What’s that?” Micah asked.

“Convincing Ava to run the youth group 5K,” Lyla said. “Not just run it—lead it.”

Ava swallowed. The idea had been nudging her since Pastor Rhea mentioned the fundraiser in July. The proceeds would expand the church’s after-school tutoring hour at the community center. “I was going to ask tonight at youth group,” she said. “Make it official.”

Micah tapped the drumstick on his palm. “Then I’m your volunteer. I can’t run yet, but I can hit a cowbell like a pro.” His grin tilted sideways, wry and open.

“Deal,” Ava said, warmth rising like a small sun behind her ribs. Lead well. She could do that.

The rest of the day moved in clean segments: chemistry safety contracts, a counselor’s pep talk in the auditorium, a friend’s whispered update about her summer job at the marina. Every time Ava’s eyes snagged the bulletin board in a hallway, the 5K poster mocked her in absence. She’d change that soon.

Seventh period, English again—Study Skills elective, a class Mrs. Ellison also taught for students who wanted a quieter hour to plan and write. Ava had added it as a buffer, a place to become the sort of student who turned things in early and color-coded.

“Today,” Mrs. Ellison said, “we’re building scaffolds. A simple exercise: revise one paragraph of a friend’s work for clarity. A small circle of trust. Writers leave a paragraph on their desk; readers rotate every five minutes and make suggestions in the margin. Comments only, not rewriting.”

Ava smoothed her page, then glanced at Lyla’s. It was a prose passage this time, a reflective paragraph about the river poem, how she’d been afraid to read it, how the river always made her think in verbs. The last sentence trailed off: I want to become... Nothing followed, just white space like a held breath.

“Two rounds,” Mrs. Ellison said. “Speak briefly with your partner at the end if you like.”

Ava’s pencil hovered. She wrote, Consider completing the sentence with a concrete image—becoming a specific thing. A stone? A swimmer? She moved to the next desk, then back to hers, then to Lyla’s again. A second suggestion—Maybe try echoing a word from earlier?—and then her eyes skipped to Lyla’s first lines. The river teaches me in verbs: slip, turn, hold, release. The rhythm felt beautiful, but a little uneven.

She heard Pastor Rhea’s voice on the hike: Being helpful isn’t the same as being in charge. Ava soothed the instinct to steer. Comments, not rewriting. But the five-minute timer on the board was almost done, and she could see the fix, clear as a path on a trail. Two tiny words shifted would make the cadence perfect.

Her pencil moved before she thought. Without crossing out Lyla’s words, she wrote an alternative sentence beneath: The river teaches in verbs: slip, hold, turn, release. She nudged the sequence. She meant it as an example to consider. She meant it as help.

“Switch,” Mrs. Ellison said. The class shuffled desks, voices low.

When the timer chimed a second time, the room exhaled. “Take two minutes to talk with your partner,” Mrs. Ellison said. “Remember: the writer is the decision-maker.”

Lyla slid into the chair beside Ava, scanning her page. “These are good suggestions,” she said, chewing her lip. “That last one—did you rewrite the line?”

Ava felt heat crawl up her neck. “Just a version,” she said quickly. “Like, an idea of how it could sound. You might hate it.”

Lyla looked at her again, her face unreadable for a beat, then she smiled, a little. “No, I... I like the rhythm. Thanks.”

The bell shrilled, and bodies rose, chairs scuffed, backpacks thumped. They turned in their pages. Ava felt the faint sting of unease, the kind you can ignore if you want. She swallowed it. Lyla said it was fine. She’d asked. Ava had helped.

After school, the youth room at Silverpine Community Church hummed with a different kind of energy—strings of café lights, the smell of pizza and dry-erase markers, a bin of mismatched board games against the wall. A mural of mountains and a river curved across the far wall, painted by last year’s graduating class, a verse tucked in small brushstrokes along the blue: The Lord is near to the brokenhearted and saves the crushed in spirit. Psalm 34:18. Someone had dotted the i in spirit with a gold star.

Pastor Rhea’s sneakers squeaked as she pivoted to catch Ava by the door. Her hair, silver at the temples, was hooked behind one ear. “There’s my runner,” she said. “How was the first day?”

“Like a clean notebook,” Ava said. “I want to lead the 5K. If you’ll let me.”

“Let you?” Pastor Rhea laughed. “I was praying you’d say that. We’ll make you youth lead. We need permits, volunteers, route maps, a promo plan—”

“Yes.” The word felt like a bead she wanted to hold. “All of it.”

“Micah already pledged his cowbell,” Pastor Rhea said.

“Perfect,” Ava said, and meant it.

By the time Ava and Juno got home, the sky had melted into a blue so deep it looked like it held all the other colors inside. Dad had left a note on the counter—late shift, fix on County Road 12, back by ten—which meant quiet dinner, dishes stacked, and the kitchen table cleared for poster-making. Juno traced pines that looked like triangles with grace, and Ava lettered, RUN FOR TOMORROW: Silverpine Youth 5K.

The doorbell chimed. Ava wiped her hands on a dish towel and opened it to find Lyla on the porch, lips pressed thin. She held out her Study Skills paragraph. The top corner was clipped with a pink paper flower; the page trembled.

“What’s wrong?” Ava asked, a little spike of cold finding her ribs.

“Ellison emailed.” Lyla swallowed. “She flagged my paragraph for plagiarism. She said the revised line matched a published piece from a craft book she uses. She’s...she’s disappointed.”

Ava blinked. “What? No—how—” Her mind scrambled. Slip, hold, turn, release. She’d scribbled that version. “I only— I wrote an example under yours. I didn’t know—”

“Exactly,” Lyla said, voice soft as fabric tearing. “You didn’t know, and you wrote it anyway. And I trusted you.”

Juno’s marker squeaked in the kitchen. The oven hummed. The world did not shatter. But something in Ava’s chest did a small, precise crack.

“Let’s go,” Lyla said, eyes bright with something between hurt and anger. “Ellison’s still in her room.”

They half-jogged the two blocks back to the school. The halls were mostly dark, the fluorescent lights buzzing over trophy cases. Mrs. Ellison’s door stood open, a lamp pooling warm light
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