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    For the makers who dare to share drafts—
the shaky lines, the crossed-out notes, the first tries.
For friends who clap for process,
and mentors who say, "Show your circles before they close."
For families holding keys and coffee at closing time,
and neighborhoods that become studios and classrooms.
For every paper crane unfolded into something truer.
And to the God who writes in roughs and grace,
teaching us to begin here—and begin again.
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Chapter 1 — Paper Plans
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If life could be punched with a three-hole punch and slid into a binder, I’d sleep like a saint.

My binder is navy because Mr. Haddad says navy is the least dramatic color and because the school store only had neon green and navy. Neon green felt like yelling. I don’t like yelling. Inside: class tabs in a bandolier of colors—AP Lit (raspberry), Calculus (lemon), Government (ocean), Physics (stone), Spanish (mint), Portfolio (white, because the future is supposed to be blank). The edges look like a parade. My laptop wallpaper is a spreadsheet screenshot. My Google Drive has folders inside folders inside folders like Russian dolls who all wear name tags.

At the café, my family pretends the laminated schedule is a piece of art. The title in my mother’s cursive: Unfold Café — Week 32. Half the town knows the sound of our rusting milk steamer. Dad swears he can tell time by the tempo of the bell over the door. I cover the Wednesday closing shift because AP Lit meets early Thursdays and I like the quiet of wiping the chalkboard one last time.

The chalkboard says try the fig + feta toast because Dad bought a flat of figs from a guy at the farmer’s market who winked and said cash only and Mom said we are not a charity, but then she bought two. A developer flyer appeared on the window this morning between the chalk specials and the no wi-fi, talk to each other sign: REVITALIZE MAPLE & 3RD in confident sans serif, a glossy mock-up of our block transformed into a render: trees too uniform, people too white. Dad shrugged when he saw it, that too-big shrug that means his shoulders are keeping secrets. Mom looked at the rent envelope like it had teeth and said, “Stability matters,” which is how my mother says no to ships she can’t see the hull of.

Between customers, I slide my secret portfolio out of the cupboard below the register where we keep extra cups. The Moleskine is labeled Elsewhere in pencil, small enough to erase, big enough that I can find it in the dark. Inside: storefront studies that look like love letters, figure sketches of commuters hunched over bus poles, thumbnails of an alley behind Ms. Gupta’s print shop that smells like ink and eucalyptus. Printed test pages in a sleeve: an imagined font called Evening, lettered like the way the cafe windows dim at six.

“Counting cranes again?” Jamal asks, dropping his backpack onto the back counter with the careless grace of someone who could knock over a tower of sugar packets and make it look like design.

“Counting tabs,” I say, but I’m folding a square of receipt paper into halves anyway, the corners to the center, crease down, beak up. My fingers do it by muscle memory. Crane number one hundred and sixteen lifts its neck with attitude.

“You can’t keep a bird in blueprints,” he says, and steals half a fig from the toast plate waiting for pick-up. “At some point it needs air.”

“You’re mixing metaphors,” I say, which is how I avoid admitting he’s right.

“I’m a producer,” he says. “Collage is my love language.” He taps his drumsticks—he carries them everywhere, a fidget that makes café surfaces into instruments—on the edge of the counter: tik-tik, tik. A rhythm I know like the hum of the espresso machine. He’s been building a beat from café noises—steamer, door, spoon on cup—and it makes me want to design like I have a metronome.

The bell rings. Mrs. Patel orders a small latte and asks if we’ll sponsor the library book fair with cookies. “We’re a café, not a bakery,” Mom says kindly, and adds, “We’ll do muffins,” because she can’t help herself. Dad boxes up two day-olds for Mr. Ruiz, who would adopt our coffee if it needed a home. The flyer watches us through the window: revitalize, like we’re stale bread.

At school, Mr. Haddad writes UNFOLD on the whiteboard, all caps, then underlines until the marker squeaks. He stands back like he made a small sculpture. He wears his cardigan like armor and carries a basket of mismatched pens because he refuses to let anyone use a cheap ballpoint if a good rollerball is near.

“Ten risk-drafts in ten weeks,” he says. “Show your process, not just the final. Tape up the ugly. Argue with a sketch in public. Titles optional, dates mandatory. We will grade the trying.”

Someone groans (Kevin, who thinks drawing is when his pencil points at nothing and his mouth does all the work). Someone else whispers, I hate my hand. I clip my pen into my planner and write the assignment three times in three places, which is how I make reality agree to meet me where I can see it. Unfold: 10 risk drafts / dates / public.

“Risk,” Mr. Haddad says, mouth around the r like it holds a citrus seed. “Not 'make something you’re bad at and endure humiliation.’ Risk like you’re going to put a sentence on a wall before it’s finished and let the wall edit you back. Risk like you’ll throw away a favorite line because the piece doesn’t want it. Risk like you’ll ask a stranger to choose between two versions of your honest face.”

Jamal leans back in his chair just enough that I can see the drafts deserve daylight sticker on his laptop, peeling at the corner. He designed it on a night our Wi-Fi died and we sat on my stoop sharing a yellow extension cord like a lifeline. He catches my eye and raises his eyebrows. You heard the man. My pulse lifts into my neck, a sheepish drummer.

After fifth period I cut through the quad to the art room because the light is better there and because the classroom smells like acrylic and citrus, and those smells make me ambitious. The door is half-open. Inside, the cork board is crowded with other people’s bravery: failed gradient, a life drawing where someone forgot the second arm and didn’t care, a collage of receipts shaped into a city.

“Bring something tomorrow,” Mr. Haddad says as he sorts a stack of donated sketchbooks into sizes like anybody would want a tiny one for tiny thoughts. “Tape it up even if you hate it. Especially if you hate it.”

“What if I hate it because it’s actually bad?” I ask.

“Then the wall will teach you why,” he says. “Or it will teach you that your assessment system has bugs. Both outcomes are holy.”

On my way to Government, I pass the wall of senior portraits. Row after row of careful heads. The photos look like we’ve all just remembered our names. Someone once told me that heads get big in senior year because you’re full of future. Mine feels full of lists. I want it full of something else. Air? Fear? Maybe the same thing.

After school, back at the café, the flyer glints in the slide of sunset. A man in a suit with a clipboard takes a photo of our door. Dad wipes off his hands and steps outside, polite chin up.

“Afternoon,” the suit says like he’s rehearsed it to a mirror. “We’re collecting feedback on the Maple and 3rd vision plan.”

“It’s been a plan for twenty years,” Dad says, not unkind. “It’s always someone’s vision and our rent.”

“We’re very interested in small businesses,” the man says, which is funny, because people who are very interested in small businesses usually start with a latte and a name. He doesn’t ask my dad’s. He leaves a card with too-white edges and the word Activation on the back. I put it under the register because it feels rude to throw away a rectangle that clean.

When the place thins around seven, I fold tips with Mom and slide a fifty into the envelope labeled rent that lives at the bottom of the drawer with the tea bags nobody orders. We speak in ledger lines: electricity paid, flour rising, gas okay for now. She marks a calendar with an x like she’s playing Minesweeper. Stability matters. She says it again when I tell her the design school is doing a portfolio review six weeks from now, three hours away, and the fee is half this envelope.

“Loans,” she says, mouth thin. “We already have a car payment and your abuela’s roof. Debt is a mouth that eats forever.”

“I can get scholarships,” I say, cheerful as cardboard. “There are spreadsheets.” I don’t say: there is Elsewhere with its skinny pages and its hunger.

When the bell above the door rings slower—the way it does when the neighborhood has chosen to sleep after one more cupcake from the bakery down the block—I slide under the counter and open Elsewhere. Tonight’s page: the café window, the flyer, the reflection of my own face next to the word Revitalize, which looks like a mispronunciation of resuscitate. I sketch the letters and then fold the corner of the page into a crane wing because I’m trying to be brave and delicate at once.

Jamal leans against the back door, drumsticks tucked into his hoodie pocket like pencils, a band of headphones around his neck. He’s been at the Metro station after school, busking; the case of his beat pad has glitter on it from a theater girl who dropped coins like confetti because support the arts. His cheeks are still pink with outside.

“You should post it,” he says, pointing to my sketch without touching the page. “Tape it up. Tape it everywhere. Ten risk-drafts in ten weeks. The deadline god demands tithes.”

“I will,” I say automatically. I am the queen of I will.

He watches me fold another crane and places a hand over my hand to stop the wing. His palm is warm. “You can’t keep a bird in blueprints,” he says, softer this time. “At some point it needs air.” He tips his head at the window. “Put it next to the flyer. Make the glass choose which reflection it likes better.”

“What if people think I’m using the café to promote my... stuff?” I ask, meaning: what if Dad thinks. What if Mom thinks. What if I am a selfish person in a family business.

“What if people think your stuff keeps the café’s heart beating,” he says. “What if being visible is not theft. What if hiding is.”

I blow a strand of hair out of my mouth because I grew my bangs too long again, a habit I indulge like pen chewing. “You should stop saying useful things,” I tell him. “It’s messing with my brand.”

“Your brand is useful,” he says. “And figs.”

The door opens and Ms. Gupta walks in with the precise chaos of a woman who has somewhere else to be and still stop here because it matters. Her gray hair is in a pencil bun. Her tote bag says PRINT IS A VERB. She orders an espresso, then catches sight of Elsewhere because my stealth levels are low when she’s around; it’s like a librarian—she smells future pages.

“What’s this?” she asks, a question that always means please show me, I am ready to adore your flaws.

“Nothing,” I say, which is how I say something I care about deeply and am not prepared to defend. She smiles like she contains a thousand useful lies.

“Bring it by the shop tomorrow,” she says, tapping the sketch lightly with her knuckle. “We’ll print one big. Put it on the bulletin board in the window. The neighborhood needs to see itself drawn by hands that love it.”

“It isn’t finished,” I say.

“Perfect,” she says. “People are allergic to finished. Finished makes them feel late. Give them a chance to be on time for once.”

Mom slides Ms. Gupta her espresso and a napkin like a love letter. “We saw the flyer,” Mom says, which in our family is code for we’ve been thinking about it in the bathroom so we don’t cry in the kitchen.

Ms. Gupta sips. She glances at the window, at the render, at me. “Stability matters,” she says, and looks at my hands still touching the paper like a promise. “So does air.”

After close—after chairs go up on tables and Dad sweeps like he’s trying to erase a day’s worth of small footprints and Mom counts the drawer with a pen between her teeth—Jamal and I sit on the curb with our backs to the window. The block is quiet in the way blocks get quiet when their lights do the talking: bakery neon buzzing like a tired bee; a bar sign imitating happiness; the fake trees across the street on the flyer glowing in my head.

“You going to the portfolio review?” he asks.

“If I can get the fee,” I say. “If I can get a ride. If I can get Mom to say yes. If I can get a portfolio that isn’t a stack of cranes.”

“You already have a portfolio,” he says. “You have hands. You have
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