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    For anyone who has ever felt like the new kid, the outsider, or the one trying to find their footing—may you step boldly, stumble bravely, and discover that belonging is something you build from the heart.
To the friends who lift us, the family who shapes us, and the little lights along the way—this story is for you.
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Chapter 1 — New Map, No Legend
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The first thing Driftwood Bay gave Maya Ortiz was the smell: salt and tar and something like sun-warmed rope. It crawled through the cracked window of the old Corolla and found the back of her throat, part invitation, part warning. The second thing it gave her was a hill that the car hated. The engine lugged; her mom downshifted and pretended not to notice.

In the rearview, Leo had fallen asleep with his mouth open and a neon-green dinosaur sticker welded to his cheek. The back seat was a diorama of their new life: flattened moving boxes, two pots with soil but no plants, a laundry basket of shoes that never seemed to match. Each box had a black-marker label Mom had written in capital letters that tried to be incantations—KITCHEN—IMMEDIATELY, BATHROOM—NIGHT ONE, MAYA—IMPORTANT—as if instructions could force order to happen.

“Okay, navigator,” Mom said, flicking on the turn signal out of habit on an empty street. “One more left, then we find the apartment. Then we own the concept of a spatula.”

Maya traced the route on her phone screen, even though she’d memorized it from the listing a month ago. Third-story walk-up above a nail salon, two rooms and a space that wanted to be a living room if you squinted. “Left,” she said. “And an immediate right past the mural that looks like a whale.”

They found the building by the mural: a whale leaping out of a wave that was also a city street, painted on the brick in soft blues that had peeled at the edges. The whale looked like it knew something about leaving and something about coming back. The Corolla inhaled one last stubborn breath and coughed to a stop.

Mom leaned her forehead against the steering wheel for a moment. “We’re here,” she said, as if saying it out loud completed an arrival ritual. Then, brighter: “We’re here.”

Maya got out and the air slapped a loose strand of hair against her eyes. The nail salon’s sign clacked in the breeze—TIPTOP NAILS—WALK-INS WELCOME—and smelled faintly of acetone. The stairs up were narrow and painted the exact beige of landlady optimism. Mom wedged the door with her hip and they started the first of what would be too many climbs.

Boxes thumped. Leo woke halfway up and declared himself a pirate guarding treasure. He guarded nothing, then slumped against the banister like a dramatist at sea. Inside, the apartment was smaller than it had been in the listing photos, because real life always shrinks to fit reality. The windows faced the ocean if you stood in the doorway and angled your head; otherwise, they faced a parking lot and a rectangle of sky.

“I’ll get the kettle going,” Mom said. “Tea while we unpack the bathroom. That way we at least pretend we know what we’re doing.”

The kettle lived in KITCHEN—IMMEDIATELY under a dishtowel like a shy creature. Maya set it on the stove and turned the burner until the click-click of the igniter became blue flame. In the cabinet, someone had left a single chipped mug that said WORLD’S OKAYEST DAD in peeling letters. Mom touched it, then put it on a high shelf without comment.

On the counter was a note in Dad’s handwriting, folded around a bus pass the color of a bruise. He must have slipped it into a box at the last minute—his handwriting was careless in the way only familiar hands can be. Finding myself on the road for a bit, kiddo. See you soon. Love you big. The pass had a route printed in faded ink: San Gabriel to Downtown, a line she’d ridden with him a hundred times to the library and the museum and once to eat tacos from a truck that made her eyes water and her heart happy.

Soon meant what, exactly. Maya slid the bus pass into the back pocket of her jeans until she could feel its rectangle against her skin like a talisman and tried not to picture the empty seat at the table that was not yet a table.

“Hey,” Mom said softly from the doorway, reading the tilt of Maya’s shoulders. “He—he’ll figure it out.”

Maya nodded, the yes of someone who didn’t want to be the person who needed comfort. “Do we have plates?”

“We have paper,” Mom said. “Classy.”

They ate takeout on the floor—lo mein in paper boxes, chopsticks that splintered, fortune cookies with prophecies that didn’t bother pretending to be mysterious. YOU WILL MAKE NEW FRIENDS one said. YOUR TALENT WILL BE RECOGNIZED said another, which made Leo drum triumphantly on the box and announce he was already famous on the playground for his cartwheels.

At dusk, the sound started. It took Maya a minute to separate it from the general ocean noise. It was a chorus of gulls and a low mechanical thrum, but also music—an old song on cheap speakers somewhere below, rising through the floorboards like a rumor. She stood and pressed her palm to the window screen. If she leaned out far enough, she could see a slice of the boardwalk and a smear of neon. The wind snapped a banner that said HARBOR LIGHTS FESTIVAL — VOLUNTEERS NEEDED in block letters that glittered with hopeful promise.

The word volunteers caught at her like a fishhook. Driftwood Bay was a place, not a plan. A festival sounded like a plan pretending to be a place.

“Orientation is at nine tomorrow,” Mom said, rinsing chopstick splinters into the sink and pretending the new schedule didn’t scare her. “We’ll leave at eight-twenty because I don’t trust the parking.”

“I can walk,” Maya said quickly. She wanted to say: I can do at least this one thing by myself. Also: I want to meet the town on my own feet.

Mom studied her face. “Okay. I’m on the early shift at the clinic. Text me when you get there.” Then, half-apology, half-prayer: “We’ll be okay.”

“We’re okay,” Maya said. The words sounded like a spell if you didn’t ask them to work too hard.

Sleep came in slices. The apartment had night noises—someone playing a TV too loud below, an argument that peaked and slid into laughter, the endless, indifferent hush of water. When Maya finally slept, she dreamed about trains that didn’t stop and a bus seat that kept being empty no matter how many times she turned around.

Morning was sharp-edged and unhelpful. The shower knob squealed at the idea of hot water; the mirror above the sink gave her a version of her face she didn’t recognize. She wore the jeans with the bus pass and a hoodie she’d had since eighth grade, frayed cuffs like familiar commas. Leo sat on a box and ate cereal out of a plastic storage container. “Bring me a sticker,” he commanded. “From your school.”

Maya saluted him with a spoon. “A sticker of knowledge.”

Outside, Driftwood Bay was a coastal small town trying on a bigger town’s jacket. Half-painted storefronts with names that made puns. A hardware store that doubled as community news center. Teenagers with salt-hardened hair cluster-sat on the steps of a surf shop and looked at their phones and each other with equal reverence. Maya kept to the edge of the sidewalk and let the ocean announce itself at the end of every block.

The high school sat on a bluff, concrete and glass and pride. At the entrance, a table with an orange cloth and an exhausted-looking counselor with a stack of schedules that was taller than her coffee. A banner read WELCOME SEA LIONS! with a cartoon mascot that seemed both ferocious and sleepy.

“Name?” the counselor asked without looking up.

“Maya Ortiz,” Maya said. “Maya like... Maya.”

“May-uh,” the counselor said, skimming her finger down a list. “Got you right here, May-uh. Schedule and a campus map. Homeroom is Room 103. Chemistry, AP level, room—let’s see—N-212. You’re in between levels for English, so we’ve placed you in transitional with Ms. Herman.”

Maya took the papers. The ink was still warm. The map might as well have been a schematic for a ship she’d never seen. “It’s Maya,” she said, quieter than she meant to.

“Great,” the counselor said, already yelling at a boy behind Maya to stop skateboarding indoors. “Welcome uh—welcome again.”

A surge of students moved like a tide. Maya staggered politely to the side and found herself in the shadow of a corkboard titled BE THE CHANGE. Half the flyers were for clubs; the other half were missing tear-off tabs where phone numbers had once dangled. One flyer flapped louder than the rest—HARBOR LIGHTS FESTIVAL — VOLUNTEERS NEEDED (Lighting / Sound / Art / Logistics)—as if the board had its own wind. The tear-off tabs were still mostly intact.

She committed the email address to memory and, because she was not ready to commit to anything in ink, took a picture instead.

“First day treasure hunt?” someone said to her right.

Maya turned. The boy looked like the opposite of everything the school wanted in its brochure photo: hair falling stubbornly into his eyes, hoodie that had never lain flat, earbuds around his neck like a stethoscope for a different organ. He was holding a laptop like a book you bring to a party to feel less weird. His voice was soft, precise. He wore a name tag that said THEO in pen that had bled a little.

“First day maze,” Maya said. “No legend.”

“The map legend is wrong anyway,” Theo said, like this was an objective fact about the universe. “The N-wing is labeled S because the original architect stood facing the wrong way during the dedication.”

“That seems metaphorical,” Maya said.

“It’s just bad labeling,” Theo said, and then smiled, a shy glitch of expression that corrected itself quickly. “I’m Theo.”

“Maya,” Maya said, and watched the shape of it in the air between them. She didn’t add the pronunciation, and he didn’t try to rename her.

He pointed at the flyer. “You looking at Lights?”

“Maybe,” Maya said. “What is it?”

“Festival the town does every fall,” Theo said. “Projections on buildings. Light sequences. Logistics like herding cats that are on fire.”

“Sounds relaxing,” Maya said.

“It’s a lot of cables and arguing,” Theo said. “In a good way.”

The hallway churned again. A girl whipped past them on a skateboard, short hair slicing the air, bracelets chiming. She stuck out a foot and halted with infuriating grace, stepping off in one easy motion. She took in Maya and Theo like a scan and grinned without menace.

“You’re blocking the epicenter of chaos,” she told them. Her eyes were bright in the way that made adults check for permission slips.

Theo stepped left with an apology; Maya stepped right and bumped a trash can.

“I’m Jules,” the girl said, kicking the board up into her palm. She had a scab on one elbow that looked like a trophy. “You new-new or just resurfacing?”

“New-new,” Maya said.

“Bless,” Jules said. “You going to the pier after school? The wind’s right. Also, the fries at Dockside will change your religion.”

“Orientation,” Theo said, a little regretful. “They herd us like sea lions.”

“Sea lions like fries,” Jules said. She winked at Maya like they had agreed on something. “Find me if you want the real map.” Then she was gone, board clacking, leaving a wake of startled freshmen and a teacher who sighed theatrically.

The bell rang, a metal clang that sounded like a boat inviting itself to leave. Maya checked the schedule; the combination of AP Chem and remedial homeroom looked like a mistake in either direction. She found N-212 by following a cluster of kids carrying graphing calculators like talismans. The teacher launched into stoichiometry like the room had been waiting for her to say that word all summer. Maya took notes because the alternative was thinking about Dad’s bus pass burning a rectangle in her pocket.

In homeroom, Ms. Herman asked each student to stand and say their name and one “fun fact.” Fun facts were never fun. Kids said things like “I can juggle” and “I’m allergic to apples.” When it was Maya’s turn, Ms. Herman said, “May-uh?” without looking up. A few kids snickered because high school is a machine with predictable gears.

“Maya,” she said, and she made it sound like three letters and a small guardrail. “I moved here yesterday. My fun fact is I can tie a bowline behind my back.” It was not technically true. She could tie it if she looked, but the lie came out as self-defense—a trick rope of competence.

“Boat girl,” someone whispered with admiration or sarcasm; it was impossible to tell.

At lunch, the cafeteria smelled like bleach and pizza. Maya took her tray and drifted until there was nowhere to drift and ended up on a stairwell with a view of a vending machine and a window onto the football field where two kids ran laps like penitent ghosts. She bit into an apple and it tasted like the concept of apple. Her phone buzzed. Leo had sent a picture of a dinosaur sticker now on his forehead and a caption: i am king. Mom had sent a heart and a request for a picture of the school. Dad had sent nothing.

She typed: Orientation: survived. Then deleted the period; the period looked too official. She added: Salt air helps. She hit send and immediately wished she hadn’t because now Mom would say something kind and she didn’t know where to put kindness at the moment.

When the day finally decided to end, the hallways loosened. Posters that had been walls in the morning became suggestions in the afternoon. Maya found herself walking toward the boardwalk without intending to. The air off the water was colder here, a clean blade that cut away the day’s dullness. The harbor spread out—a scatter of boats, masts like skinny exclamation points. On the far end of the boardwalk, in front of a seafood place with picnic tables and indifferent cats, a small table with a handwritten sign: HARBOR LIGHTS VOLUNTEERS — SIGN UP.

A man with a clipboard and a sunburn sat there, wearing a hat that may once have had structure. He had the patient smile of someone who had no idea who would show up and had decided not to be disappointed in advance.

“You doing lights?” he asked, as if the answer were obviously yes.

“I—maybe. I don’t know what I’m doing,” Maya said, then wished she hadn’t said it in the tone she reserved for confessions.

“That’s the entry requirement,” the man said. “I’m Nate. You got hands? You willing to show up on time? We can teach the rest.” He slid a clipboard toward her. The sign-up sheet had lines already filled: KIRA, DAVID, MEL, THEO—written in neat block letters that looked like they’d been practicing. Next to Theo’s name, someone had drawn a tiny circuit.

Maya wrote MAYA ORTIZ carefully, as if getting it on the page could anchor it in the town. She stared at it for a second, at the ground truth of characters lined up and behaving. The wind snatched a corner of the paper and lifted it; Nate anchored it with a coffee cup that had ocean stains.

“You’ll get an email,” he said. “Meeting in the community center on Wednesday. Don’t be late if you want a fun job. Be late if you like carrying sandbags.”

“What’s a fun job?” Maya asked.

“Programming cues,” Nate said, with reverence. “Learning the board. Talking to light like it’s shy.”

Maya laughed, unexpected and easy. “I can be polite to light.”

“And water and power,” Nate said. “Be polite to those too.”

A wave slapped a piling so hard it sounded like applause. She turned to watch it break and found Theo on the bench to her right, laptop open, earbuds in, gaze unfixed in the way of people who were writing code in their heads. He looked up and immediately
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