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    To anyone who's ever felt like the quietest voice in the room—may you find the courage to take up space, to fall, and to rise again. This is for the dreamers, the climbers, the accidental adventurers who discover their strength in the places they never expected. And to my family, who taught me that sometimes the hardest catches are also the most beautiful.
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Chapter 1 — Wrong Room, Right Rope
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The hallway outside the gym smells like lemon cleaner and panic.

I flatten myself to the wall as the debate team claims the corridor like they rented it for the day. Posters bloom from lockers—“Join Speech & Debate!” “Make Arguments, Not Excuses!”—taped at just the height to brush my face when I walk by, which feels pointed. There’s a folding table with clipboards and a bowl of miniature candy bars. A boy in a blazer is cornering freshmen with his elevator pitch, talking about “parliamentary structure” like other people talk about their favorite bands.

“Quinn, right?” he says, spotting me like a hawk. “We didn’t see your name on the interest list last semester. You’re exactly the kind of calm presence our team needs.”

Calm presence. Code for someone who won’t make it messy. Someone who can sit still and nod when other people talk fast.

“That’s—great,” I say, which is my default for anything that might become a scene. I adjust my backpack strap and aim for the end of the hallway. “I promised to check in with... Studio B.”

“Studio B?” He blinks. “We only booked Studio A.”

“Scheduling mix-up,” I say, inventing an email thread. “I’ll circle back.”

I slip past as a pack of juniors cheers for someone who just landed an opener scholarship. The sound ricochets off tile. I keep walking, pass the heavy double doors that lead to the main gym, and find the side corridor the map never puts on the flyer. The one that ends at the repurposed train depot—now the Performing Arts Annex—because our school ran out of space and the city ran out of uses for railways.

There’s a metal sign over the door: STUDIO B / ANNEX. The paint is new. The door isn’t.

I tug it open and step into cool air that smells like chalk and rope and old wood. The ceiling is high enough to swallow an echo. Afternoon light slants through the depot’s clerestory windows, cutting the room into bright rectangles and shadow. A speaker in the corner leaks a rhythm that could be a heartbeat if a heartbeat learned to count.

Three silks—long streams of fabric—hang from rigging points like waterfalls. They’re grape, ocean, and plain white. I realize too late that I am not in the back hallway to Studio A with its sprung floor and mirrors and sign-up sheets. I am in a room where people do things with their bodies that look like gravity forgot to RSVP.

A woman with close-cropped hair and chalk on her palms turns from a storage rack. Her T-shirt says RIG SMART in block letters. “You’re early,” she says, and smiles like she means it. “Intro to Aerial Silks starts in five. You must be the last add.”

My mouth opens. The words inside are debate-team-shaped: Sorry, wrong room, excuse me, my bad. But the fabric shifts in the ventilation, whispering down the length of the room. The sound catches behind my ribs.

“I—” I say.

“You’ve never done this before,” she guesses, scanning my sneakers and school backpack and the way I’m hugging it like a shield. “Good. No bad habits to unlearn. I’m Maite.” She says it My-tay. “Coach slash rigger slash everyone’s second shoulder blade. Shoes off, please. We work in socks or barefoot.”

“Actually, I think I was supposed to—”

“Try one class before you go,” she says, like the sentence belongs to both of us. “We keep the first one simple.”

The door clicks again and three more people spill in with the air: a boy with hair he’s clearly spent time convincing to look like he didn’t, a girl in a neat bun with a coil of rope in her hands like prayer beads, and another girl with a headset around her neck and a pencil behind her ear.

“Nico,” the hair boy announces to me, pointing at his chest like a TV show freeze-frame. “Born performer. It’s not my fault; ask my baby photos.”

“Hana,” says the rope girl, offering me a spare pair of chalk-dusted socks like we’ve already agreed to be on the same team. Her voice is soft but threaded. “Rigging nerd.”

“Liv,” says the headset girl, tapping the pencil against her palm. “Stage management in training. If you need tape, snacks, or your life in order, ask me in that order.”

“Quinn,” I say, because I am. My name sounds small in the air. Not shy—just lowercase.

“Okay, ducklings,” Maite says, clapping once. “Welcome. This is Studio B, which is really the old freight bay with delusions of grandeur. These,” she gestures up, “are silks. They are also called fabrics or tissues depending on which YouTube hole you fell into at 2 a.m. We climb them. We invert on them. We sometimes swear at them. But before any of that, we learn to fall safely.”

“Why would we learn to fall?” Nico asks, popping the question like candy. “I plan to only do spectacular successes.”

“Because gravity doesn’t care about your plans,” Maite says, deadpan. “And because falling isn’t failure—it’s data. We learn how to read it.”

She walks us through a warm-up that makes parts of my back I didn’t know existed raise their hands. Then she leads us to the white silk, the neutral one, and wraps it around her foot like she’s been practicing since the day rope was invented.

“Climbing is shapes and breath,” she says. “You’re going to wrap, stand, reach, sit. Four beats up, breathe. Four beats down, breathe. If you do it like a cat chasing a laser pointer, you’ll burn out in ten seconds.”

She looks at me. I pretend I know how to nod.

Nico volunteers first, naturally. He’s all bravado until his hands meet fabric, and then he quiets like the room asked for it. He fumbles the wrap twice, laughs at himself once, and then finds it. On beat four he stands. On beat eight he’s a foot off the floor, grinning like the sun is a private joke.

“Nice,” Maite says. “Hana?”

Hana moves like a blueprint turned inside out. Every motion is a plan showing its work. She does not waste any of it. When she stands, it feels like the room stands with her. Liv claps once, efficient.

“Okay,” Maite says, turning to me. “Quinn.”

My palms sweat. The fabric looks more slippery up close, and also somehow more alive. I wipe my hands on my jeans and immediately regret it. Liv—pragmatic Liv—materializes with a little canvas bag.

“Chalk,” she says. “Everyone forgets the first time.”

The chalk makes my skin feel like it belongs to me again. I grip the silk. It’s stronger than it looks, like thin muscles braided. Maite stands close enough to spot, far enough to let me prove I might not need it.

“Wrap,” she says, steady. “Stand. Reach. Sit.”

I wrap. It’s awkward the way learning a handshake is awkward, my foot not trusting the loop until my hand insists it is there. I stand. My legs remember some secret from climbing trees I used to sit under at the park, before middle school made everything vertical feel like a test. I reach. I sit.

For four seconds, the air and I agree on something.

In that small space where my ribs loosen and my ears are a little above my heart, the room sharpens. The rails embedded in the floor. The scuff marks that tell a story in spirals. Maite’s pleased exhale. Nico’s encouraging whisper—“Yesss, Quinn”—like uncapping a soda. Liv’s pencil paused. Hana’s hands tucked into her sleeves, ready.

Then my forearm shakes. The fabric slithers. Gravity reminds me that we’re in a long-term relationship. I squeak and drop—not a fall, a slither—until my feet kiss the floor harder than I planned.

“Good,” Maite says, as if I delivered a thesis. “That’s your baseline. Now we build.”

My forearms are already ringing. Not pain; the after-sound of effort. I flex my fingers and something in my chest unwinds a millimeter. I didn’t die. I didn’t fly. I did the part in between.

We spend the next forty minutes practicing climbs at what Maite calls “human tempo.” She refuses to count faster just because we want to. “Your breath doesn’t have a fast-forward,” she says. “If you try to borrow from it, you pay in panic.”

Nico tries to swagger up the silk and ends up doing a sort of panicked worm; he laughs so hard he has to sit down. Hana demonstrates the foot lock again, this time narrating like an audiobook. Liv catches a loose loop and tucks it away, the kind of correction that keeps accidents theoretical.

When Maite isn’t watching, I copy the tiny shifts Hana makes with her feet and remember the moment earlier when the air felt like it had a seat reserved for me. It’s not steady yet. It flickers like a low-watt bulb. But it’s there.

“Water,” Maite calls, tossing a bottle to Nico without looking. He catches it and bows. “Hana, do you want to show them a hip key from the floor? Just so they see where we’re going.”

Hana’s eyes light. She arranges the silk around herself and folds in a way that looks like she is wrapping an idea around her ribs. When she leans, the fabric catches her and turns gravity sideways.

“Whoa,” I say, before my brain can file a more articulate response. It’s not flash. It’s the opposite—a precise click of weight and will. Seeing it makes me want to learn the alphabet of it, not just the party trick.

“Right?” Nico grins at me. “You’re in the wrong room and also exactly in the right room.”

The door bangs. A gust of noise from the hallway—debate chants, someone practicing a slam poem, the beep of the main gym’s scoreboard as if the game is announcing itself before it exists—sloshes into the quiet. Instinct says I should go apologize for not joining the clipboards. But Maite is already moving us into cool-down, and I am busy being a person whose elbows quiver not from anxiety but from actual work.

“Hands,” Maite says, and we hold ours out like we’re waiting to be stamped at a concert. She wraps strips of soft fabric around our wrists, measuring with the kind of attention usually reserved for stitches and prayers. “Loaner wraps until you get your own. Your forearms will hate you tonight. They’ll forgive you by next week.”

“Can I take a selfie of my forearms while they still respect me?” Nico asks, already posing.

“You can, and you will not tag the studio until you can climb cleanly out of a wrap,” Liv says, which is the first time I’ve seen someone manage a social media policy with a pencil. “Image rights are not a joke.”

“Liv is right,” Maite says. “We don’t perform our practice. We practice our practice. You’ll get your show.”

“Will we?” Nico asks, fake innocent.

“Probably sooner than you want,” Maite says, and squints at the rig like it just told her a secret. “We’ll talk about the summer showcase next week. For now—stretch, hydrate, journal if that’s your thing. Quads will be mad tomorrow. Treat them like you would a friend you woke up too early.”

The class unspools. Nico gathers a scarf he apparently brought from home for no reason other than flourishes. Hana neatly coils the rope she always seems to be holding and checks the carabiners at one of the rigging points like she’s saying goodnight to them. Liv closes a binder, which I swear has tabs labeled TODAY and SOON and WHEN PEOPLE LISTEN.

I hover, uncertain about exits in a room that already feels like it has one with my shape cut out of it.

Maite catches my hesitation. “You did well,” she says simply, the way some people say See you. “First climbs are mostly about listening to your body without translating. You listened.”

“I felt like a noodle,” I say.

“Noodles hold sauce,” she says, as if this is a known coaching metaphor. “Which is to say, they are not useless.” She pulls a small zipper pouch from the storage rack and takes out a neatly rolled set of wrist wraps—worn, but not frayed. “We have a few loaners for beginners. Take these for the week. Bring them back or trade for your own when you decide to stay.”

When you decide to stay. The sentence hangs between us, light as the dust in the sunbeam and somehow heavier than my backpack.

“I don’t know if—” I start, defaulting to hedge.

“Try one class before you go,” she says again, not pushing, just placing the words where I can reach them. “You already did. So maybe try two.”

Nico appears at my elbow. “We hang at the sandwich shop across from the bus stop after class on Fridays,” he says, as if we’re continuing a conversation we’ve had all year. “They have a loyalty card. Nine sandwiches and then you get
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