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    For the ones who step into the dark
with a headlamp, a shaky breath, and a small yes.
For friends who loan courage,
and neighbors who leave chalk arrows when the path fades.
For families learning to move forward together,
one honest turn at a time.
For the teachers who say, "Begin here—then again."
And to the One who knows the way before we do—
thank You for walking it with us.
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Chapter 1 — Street with a Name, No House
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The week my life is supposed to run like a train schedule, it decides to be a bus route: full of detours, odd stops, and a driver who laughs when anyone asks how long to downtown.

On Monday morning, I lay out my week in colors. AP Chem labs in blue. Algebra II tutoring in green. Choir rehearsal yellow. Babysitting my cousin Mateo—pink, because it’s both sweet and sticky. I write tiny boxes next to each item in my certainty journal, and the page looks like a backyard of obedient paving stones leading exactly where I want to go.

“Don’t forget to breathe,” Mom says, peeking into my room on her way to class. She’s doing nursing prereqs at the community college, and her backpack is full of index cards and new pens that still smell like factory. She kisses my head, leaves a coffee on my desk, and is gone in the way morning steals people.

I add breathe to the list because if it isn’t on the page, my lungs act like it’s optional.

After school I pick up Mateo from Tía Sol’s. He’s six and wears dinosaur pajamas to real life whenever he can get away with it. Today the stegosaurus on his shirt has one googly eye; the other fell off and is stuck in the carpet somewhere like a tiny cyclops landmine.

“Adventure?” he asks from the back seat, kicking his shoes against the driver’s seat the way kids do when they’re trying to find the drum in the world.

“Target is an adventure,” I say. “We have to buy glue for your dinosaur’s eye.”

He leans forward in his booster seat, eyes huge. “And snacks?”

“Maybe snacks,” I say, which is aunt-code for yes but be cool about it.

Arroyo Vista is all long, flat light and far-off mountains and neighborhoods that were built in runs: a dozen houses at once and then nobody gets around to planting trees. The wind decides everything’s hair for a mile radius. On the east edge of town, the road climbs past a development that got halfway started and then paused—Unknown Ridge. Someone put in the streets, the curbs, even the green street signs—Alabaster Way, Honeycomb Loop, Joshua Court—and then left the grid like a skeleton with polite nametags.

I’m not planning to stop. I’m planning to drive by thinking adult thoughts like zoning and market conditions and why don’t they finish what they start. But on the corner where the developer’s banner flaps (“Homes from the Low 500s!”—as if numbers are weather), Mateo points with the royal certainty of a six-year-old.

“A arrow,” he says. “Follow.”

On the road ahead, a neon spray-painted arrow on fresh black asphalt points deeper into the grid. It is not city paint. It is not official anything. It is the kind of arrow somebody makes when they want to dare a stranger.

“Probably construction,” I say, which is what a person says when she wants yes and can only afford maybe.

“Adventure,” he repeats.

My certainty journal is at home under my coffee cup, and I can feel it judging me across town. I should double back to Target, to glue and snacks. But the sky is low and the hour is a little loose. I signal like the arrow and I have a pact, and turn onto Alabaster Way.

Ten seconds later my phone’s GPS turns gray. The dotted blue path shrugs and says No Data the way a tired person says not my job. The streets here are real and wide and so freshly paved the tar seams still gleam. The lines are painted. The streetlights stand in a neat parade. But there are no houses. No mailboxes. No yard flamingos. Unknown Ridge has everything except people.

“Creepy cool,” Mateo announces happily, because he lives for a good weird.

We make a right onto Honeycomb Loop, which loops to nothing. Another arrow on the blacktop points left; I go left. The car’s tires hum like they’ve wanted to sing this song. A cul-de-sac cups an empty patch of desert like a careful hand.

“Where are the houses?” Mateo asks.

“Maybe they forgot,” I say, and he snorts because adults don’t forget houses the way they forget gym shoes.

There’s a view from here I’ve never seen—Arroyo Vista spread like someone’s open palm, the decommissioned observatory a chalk-white dome on the hill like a knuckle. Beyond it, the canyon fattens into shadow. The wind tastes like dust and the future. On a curb, someone has spray-painted KEEP GOING in the same ridiculous neon, the letters thin and hurried, like a person who wrote the message and then ran.

“Okay,” I say to the universe, even though no one asked, and follow the next arrow.

We take Agave Place past a cluster of orange flags marking underground pipes that will carry something someday. We pass a green electrical box with a sticker that says YOU ARE HERE and a tiny mustache drawn on the YOU. It feels like a punchline and a prayer.

When we find a third arrow at a T-junction, the world softens from odd to story. The arrows lead us to the highest cul-de-sac, where the asphalt ends in a lip and then nothing but desert and a view. A half-finished sidewalk just...stops, its last concrete square dangling over dirt like a sentence that forgot a period.

We park. The wind pushes Mateo’s hair sideways. He hops out, finds a rock, and then another rock. His hands always think it’s their job to hold the world.

“Race?” he asks, pointing to the cul-de-sac’s shallow slope.

“Three, two,” I say, and he’s already running, dinosaur shirt flapping, shoes slapping out a rhythm that is half baby deer, half drumline. I let him win by a lot and he lets me pretend I could have run faster.

We walk to the lip and sit on the curb where a driveway would be. Down below, the town is a patchwork: the school’s fields like green bandages, the strip mall’s parking lot a shiny scar, the wash a snake of gray and the arroyo a vein.

Mateo finds a beetle and names it Kevin. He narrates Kevin’s life for five minutes: Kevin goes to school under a rock; Kevin has a backpack made of moss; Kevin’s teacher is a lizard named Mrs. Spines. I nod like this is nonfiction because I like what the world looks like if Kevin is real.

“Why is it say ‘keep going’?” he asks finally, tracing the overspray with his finger.

“So you don’t stop at pretend ends,” I say, surprising myself.

He considers this, then shrugs like okay yes obviously. “Snack?”

We eat goldfish from a crinkly bag that tastes like field trips. The wind picks up. I check my phone. No bars. The map is a blank square with a tiny blue you in the middle, like a video game where you fell off the edge and the programmers hadn’t decided yet what gravity does.

As we leave, I take a picture of the arrow. It looks like a joke and also like instructions.

Back on the main road, my phone finds itself again and dings a notification about a worksheet I’ve already turned in. Everything else in my day clicks back into place like magnets. I return Mateo to Tía Sol with fresh glue and a re-eyed stegosaurus. She kisses his hair and mine, and we stand in the small kitchen where everything smells like cilantro and clean.

“How was the world?” she asks, as if we left town to report on weather.

“We went to Unknown Ridge,” I say, and her eyebrows rise.

“Ach,” she says, which is her sound for tell me more.

“It’s all streets. With names. But no houses,” I say, and pull out my phone to show her the photo. She looks at the arrow, at the blank, at me.

“M’ija, the map is not the walk,” she says, like a proverb, like a joke. “You drew footsteps anyway?”

“Maybe,” I say, which is risky to admit. She knows I like certainty like some people like caffeine—too much and talking about it.

“Good,” she says, as if she gave permission before I asked. “Bring your feet to dinner.” She taps Mateo’s stegosaurus eye. “And bring glue.”
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School the next morning is the usual nervous system: bells that tell people where to fold themselves, queues of teens moving like shoals, the hall where someone’s locker spews confetti as a birthday plan that got out of hand. I slice through the hall as efficiently as possible—sideways, then diagonal—collecting equations, vocab, gossip about who got a permit test, who failed it. My backpack rides between shoulder blades like a stowaway who asks for snacks.

Mr. Beck waits outside Room 112 with a cardboard box of clipboards and the grin of a man who plans to trick you into learning by making the trick obvious. “Good morning, makers of useful things,” he says to anyone and no one. His hair has no plan and he is proud of it.

We shuffle into seats. I sit near the window because light makes my brain feel watered. Eli Park drops into the chair a row over, setting down a stack of battered geology magazines and a mechanical pencil he treats like a wand. He runs cross-country and uses the word sedimentary like other people use cool. Behind him, Rae Delgado arrives late, paint on her fingers in colors that don’t exist in my schedule. She smell faintly of turpentine and fruit snacks and carries a cracked phone in the back pocket of her overalls like a dare.

Beck claps once to gather attention. He points to the board where he’s written Community Quarter in his good marker. “Pick a real problem,” he says. “Design and deliver something useful. You get twelve weeks. The deliverable can be tangible, audible, edible—”

“Edible?” Rae says, already interested.

“—as long as it does more than impress your mother,” Beck finishes. “Here are examples people love but that are not this project: dioramas, post-it collages that say empathy, and fake non-profits that involve T-shirts. Here are examples I’ll brag about for years: a map of safe walking routes to school that got three new crosswalks painted; a Spanish story hour in the laundromat; a ‘panic protocol’ card for hikers that cut search times last summer.”

I sit up. Panic protocol? Map?

Beck passes out the clipboards with a worksheet that is not really a worksheet—more like a script for curiosity. Who is your user? Where does the problem live What can you try this week that would make one person’s Thursday better? Under those: Failure Budget (how will you spend it?)

We groan because failure budgets are a Beck thing and he says the word like it tastes like broccoli and we insist we are dessert people.

“You get partners,” he adds, smiling. “Say yes to the first people you make eye contact with, unless they’re your ex.”

Rae turns and looks straight at me. “Hi,” she says, like we’ve been in the middle of a conversation for months. “I want to make a mural that does something besides look cute on a business’s Instagram. You?”

“I—” I say, and then realize I am looking back at Eli, who is already nodding like earthquakes. He taps the clipboard. “Safe routes,” he says. “Or something with the arroyo. People panic and go the wrong way when the wash rises. We could make signs that don’t suck.”

“Define don’t suck,” Rae says, grinning.

“Like don’t say no without telling you where yes is,” he says.

My heart hops once in my throat. The picture of Unknown Ridge—streets with names but no houses, arrows on asphalt daring me—flares in my head. “What about Unknown Ridge?” I blurt, and Eli blinks.

“The ghost neighborhood?” he says, interested.

“The streets are there,” I say, hands moving because words need help sometimes. “Names, curbs, signs. But no houses. The GPS turns into a gray square. It’s a bad metaphor for me personally. But it’s also... an opportunity.”

“For what?” Rae asks, leaning forward.

“For walking,” I say, and it sounds silly and exactly correct. “For lesson plans you write with your feet. For, like, night walks? I mean the observatory’s closed, but—”

“You’re going to get us arrested,” Eli says, delighted.

“Or funded,” Rae says, already flicking through photos on her cracked phone, pulling up pictures of luminous paint, reflective tape, art found only under flashlight. “Imagine a route only the dark reveals. Like Night Notes.”

“Night Notes?” Beck says from the front, because he’s one of those teachers who hears nouns that might be a title from across a room. “Tell me more.”

I don’t want to tell Mr. Beck more. I want to tell my certainty journal, in private, where I’ve written small steps and no improvisation like a person who thinks if you say a rule enough times it will start loving you back. But Rae is gesturing and Eli’s pencil is drawing a messy grid that looks exactly like Unknown Ridge, and my mouth keeps going.

“There’s a site on the edge of town,” I say. “They built the streets. Then stopped. It feels like walking in a map that nobody finished drawing. I was there with my cousin yesterday and someone had spray-painted arrows on the asphalt like dares. KEEP GOING. It made me think... maybe we could design a walk that teaches people how to be okay when the map goes gray.”

Beck sets his marker down like it’s a microphone he doesn’t want to drop for drama. “Go on,” he says.

“Models: the safe-route map you mentioned. Rae’s murals... but temporary, so we don’t get arrested. Markers that only show up under headlamps. A tiny zine with ‘panic protocol’ for hikers and kids. And—” I hear my own voice get faster and put a hand on the brakes— “and maybe story stops. People could record voice memos at certain waypoints. Like Night Notes. First meteor seen. First time not afraid of dark...”

Rae’s eyes are bright like someone turned the dimmer switch up. Eli writes panic protocol in all caps and underlines it twice. Beck nods slowly the way older people do when they are trying not to spook a deer they want to feed. “That,” he says, pointing at the space between our desks, “is a problem shaped like a place. The best kind.”

He makes us stand and do the thing where
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