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    For anyone who's learning that a small voice can hold a brave truth. Speak it when you're ready — we'll listen.
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1) White Noise
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The morning bell at Harbor View High sounds like a microwave finishing: a bloop that suggests a thing is done, whether or not it is. It echoes down the long hallway lined with ocean posters and pep banners that have faded into soft, salt-bitten pastels, worn by the sea breeze that sneaks in whenever the older doors don’t shut right. Our mascot is the Mariner, a cartoon sailor who grins like he’s already won, forever flexing by the student store. People high-five him during spirit week and pretend he’s watching out for us. Mostly, we watch each other.

I prefer to watch through glass.

Studio B is a windowless room within a windowless room, a box inside the television classroom, lined with foam triangles that make the walls look like dragon skin. The light is always strange in here; no matter what the weather is doing outside—sun slapping the bay, fog laying a bruise across the water—the studio is steady and clinical: panel lights and gels, a softbox that turns faces into spill-proof versions of themselves. It smells like dust and the burnt-hair scent of old electronics. I like that the equipment has to be coaxed. It keeps secrets for me: the way the camera lens breathes when it focuses, the hum of the switcher when it’s ready to obey.

“Mic check, one-two,” Devon says into the lapel mic as if he’s announcing a boxing match. He’s our on-air anchor today by rotation, varsity jacket unzipped just enough to show the new tee from the surf shop. The school loves him. He is safe charm and cheekbones. He is the kind of person who calls adults by their last name like they’re in on a joke with him.

“Levels are clean,” I say, watching the green bars dance on the waveform monitor. “Stop saying the numbers like you’re summoning something.”

“Am I not? Good morning, Harbor View,” he intones, then grins at me through the camera with a picture-day smile. He’s practiced the tilt of head and sincerity. “Lane, you sure you don’t want to sit in for In the Know this morning? You’d be adorable on camera. We’ll put a flower behind your ear. Boom, instant island vibes.”

“I’m allergic to pollen and attention,” I say without looking up. My fingers move across the switcher like they’re doing piano scales, toggling the angles: wide of the desk; Devon’s solo; the slate with the squidgy Mariner logo. I slept three hours and only drank half a cup of coffee because Mom left without a note and I don’t like making coffee when the house is empty. But my hands know what to do.

Mr. Hargrove, our media teacher, is counting silently by the teleprompter, lips moving with the scroll. He wears the same sweater vest all year, even when it’s hot enough to make the vinyl chairs perspire. “Two minutes,” he says. “Quiet on set.”

I’m already quiet. Staying quiet is the one medal I could win if silence were a sport. I’m a professional at shrinking to the edges of rooms. Invisible is efficient. It’s softer than “shy.” People forgive it.

On the other side of the glass, the crew settles: Sam at camera three, perched on a stool that squeaks whenever he breathes; Vee on graphics, snapping gum with deliberation; Jordan running the teleprompter, which likes to lag like it has a personal vendetta against mornings. The countdown clock red-lines the seconds. My heartbeat clicks into the metronome I keep in my head.

“Ninety seconds,” I say, mostly to myself.

On the desk in front of me, my notebook is open to a page labeled with today’s date and three columns: Posts to collect / Things to avoid / Micah. In the first column: soccer tryouts, chess fundraiser, jazz band recital. In the second: rumor about the senior prank; that TikTok about Ms. Krieger’s shoes; the limerick that made the rounds about Katie—don’t even think it. The last column has nothing written under it yet. It’s just his name. I like my brother’s name sitting on the page. It tethers me. Micah is ten, small and fierce the way small dogs are fierce because no one explained size to them. He stands in the kitchen on a chair and tells me facts about volcanoes while he eats cereal. He will narrate your life if you let him. He narrates mine even when I don’t want him to. I envy him so much it could be a religion.

“Thirty,” Mr. Hargrove says. “Smile, Devon. Not like a dentist. Like a human.”

Devon cells his smile down one notch. The red tally light glows. The top-of-the-hour sting—five seconds of bouncy music made by one of the juniors who dreams of LA—hits.

“Good morning, Harbor View,” Devon says live. “I’m Devon Torres and this is In the Know.”

The first two items are fine. I punch the graphics, cue the B-roll we spliced last night of the speech team polishing their trophies. My hands do what they’re paid in elective credit to do. I can do this half-asleep and half-angry and half-sad. I prefer to be half of something; halves don’t ask for performance.

Then he breaks script.

“And now,” Devon says, smiling extra, “we’ve got our daily dose of laughter. You guys have been sending in jokes, and I gotta say, this one... oof.” He laughs for the room. “Okay, here we go.”

I glance at Mr. Hargrove. He frowns. We don’t do jokes. It’s in the Things to Avoid column because “jokes” becomes “roasts” becomes “someone’s worst day.” Devon leans closer to the camera like he’s confiding in us, like this is just friends, like the glass isn’t here. He unfolds a slip of paper from his palm. It’s a printout. Someone fed him this.

“I’m not sure who wrote it,” he says, winking. “But anonymous means it must be good.”

My hands hover. The switcher’s buttons feel hot. The audio spikes a little; Sam corrects.

“‘Why did the mouse cross the cafeteria?’” Devon reads, chuckling. “ ‘To get to the mayonnaise—’” he drags out the word “—because Maya’s nose is in everyone’s business.’”

He says her name like a rimshot. The sound is so low I almost miss it—the oh from a dozen throats in a thousand bodies. Maya Patel is a freshman. Quiet like me, but not professionally trained. She collects compost from the science wing every Wednesday for her “beans and microbes” club, hair braided flawlessly, head down. She hands out plastic forks at lunches like it matters whether or not we use real ones. She stopped wearing a headband two months ago that made her look younger, and everyone seemed to agree to treat her more carefully. We felt good about that agreement.

Now the camera’s red tally light makes a tiny reflection in the glass like an emergency vehicle far away. I see Maya in my head, at home maybe still with a spoon in her hand, cereal abandoned. I see how that joke doesn’t have edges; it has teeth.

Devon holds the laugh, waiting for the room to do his work for him. Someone off set chuckles—a nervous sound. Vee says “yikes” too loud. Mr. Hargrove’s frown deepens. He steps toward the mic switch to cut the segment, and I beat him to it. The motion is reflex more than plan. I reach for the Program button and punch black.

The screen goes to the standby slate: the Mariner flashing. The room’s air molecules shift—disbelief, shocked laughs, then the quiet that comes right before adults get formal.

“What are you doing?” Mr. Hargrove hisses, not at volume, because you don’t yell into mics even when you’re mad. “Lane—!”

I don’t look at him. I stare at my hands.

Devon blinks at the suddenly dark monitor out of the corner of his eye like the power flickered and he didn’t notice. “We’re having a small technical dif—”

I cut his audio.

It takes maybe three seconds, which is both forever and nothing. Mr. Hargrove reaches me, his hand moving toward the board like he’s going to physically pry control away. The studio speakers pop as the system resettles to a standby loop. The red light goes to green. The moment unhooks.

“Everyone, take five,” Mr. Hargrove says through his teeth, then presses the cough button so his next words don’t go anywhere. “Lane. Outside. Now.”

The hallway is colder than the studio, a breeze from some unfixed door sneaking in. The school is awake now: footsteps and voices, lockers shrugging open and closed, someone dropping textbooks with the chaotic percussion of ninth-grade mornings. Mr. Hargrove closes the studio door behind him with more dignity than he feels. He puts his hands on his hips like someone in a manual for proper adult posture.

“That was an on-air cut,” he says softly. “Without my call.”

“That was a violation,” I say before my fear can tape my mouth shut. My voice sounds very even. I didn’t know it could do that. “We don’t run anonymous submissions. We don’t make jokes at a student’s expense. It’s on the board, Mr. Hargrove.” I gesture through the glass at the posters we’ve all signed: Consent; Context; Care; No Live ‘Jokes’.

His jaw works. He is not a villain. He is a man with a master’s in communications who loves teaching and is terrified of losing funding. “You’re the switcher, Lane,” he says, and he’s right. “I’m the teacher.”

“Then teach me that humiliating Maya is okay if enough people laugh,” I say, which is a sentence that only exists because I slept three hours and Micah asked me at breakfast if seagulls are always crying or if they have happy sounds too. I think about it now: if I heard Maya’s sound, what would it be? A gull? Or the suffocating silence when you drop your tray and everyone narrates your hands?

Mr. Hargrove closes his eyes for a second like he’s praying for wisdom or patience or a less morning person version of me. “We’ll debrief later. For now, you’ll join Devon on camera to apologize for the ‘technical issue.’ We don’t cut live without protocol. We acknowledge. We move on. That’s how we maintain trust.”

In my head, trust is not a morning show. It’s a rope. We’ve been walking across it for months and some people are better at pretending it’s not over a drop.

“I don’t go on camera,” I say.

“You do today.”

“Then I don’t.”

The silence after that sentence is not white noise. It’s thick. It has a bassline. I feel it in my bones where nerves live, in my hands where the buttons have printed their layout. I have refused out loud exactly three times in my life: once when I was nine and Dad said my haircut made me look like a boy and I told him the scissors would not be visiting me again until they learned my name; once when I was eleven and the dentist said “it’s not that bad” and I kept my mouth closed like a vault; and now.

“Lane,” Mr. Hargrove says, like the syllable should become a key that opens compliance.

“I’ll write the apology,” I say. “I’ll frame it without excuse. I’ll walk Devon through it line by line. But I’m not going to sit next to him and pretend my face means we didn’t just do harm.”

“We didn’t do—” He stops. He hears himself. “We’ll discuss tone later.”

“Okay.”

We don’t yell. We don’t do that here. We do policy and precision and under-eye circles. He goes back inside; I follow. Devon is already rehearsing his mea culpa, in the tone of a boy who’s been told to apologize to his sister for dumping water on her head. “We experienced a brief technical glitch—” He looks up at me and sees that word evaporate. “—we made an error in judgment,” he corrects himself, and looks almost proud of finding the adult phrase.

“Say ‘I,’” I tell him. “Say ‘I read something I didn’t vet.’ Don’t hide in ‘we.’” I slide a paper across the desk with my handwriting, black pen, blocky: We hurt someone. We will not do that again. I include the line about submissions being filtered for kindness, about the new rule that nothing anonymous runs on In the Know, about how we will be accountable for doing better.

“Wow,” Vee says. “You’re like a tiny lawyer.”

“I’m five feet, five inches,” I say. “And we should never have been in court.”

We run the apology at the end of the period after the weather graphic. I punch the angle wide so it’s not just Devon’s face. I don’t want Maya to feel like a single person decided everything. The camera floats back two inches—enough to include the room, the crew, the desk, the posters. The apology is tidy. It’s not the apology Maya deserves, because there is no apology that profits her. But it is better than the nothing we sometimes give each other when the bell schedules our empathy.

At the end of the block, after we cut to the slate and the sting plays us out, the intercom crackles. “Lane Rivera to the principal’s office,” the voice says, polite as a coastal postcard. “Lane, please.”

I’m not the main character of anything. I keep telling myself that like it might shrink the stage. Mr. Hargrove gives me a look that is apology and exasperation and a silent question: Do you want me to come? I shake my head. I’d like to choose one room to be my problem.

The walk to the office is short and feels long. Freshman hallway, sophomore hallway. The glass display case with trophies—a history of shiny. I text Mom to say called to office because I learned after the first year she’s less scared if I say it before she sees it. She doesn’t text back. She’s on day one of three doubles at the hospital because Denise’s kid has a fever and nobody else is picking up extra shifts. We don’t say “we need the money” when we talk about it. We say “we’re doing the thing.” It matters which words you use to hold the same weight.

Principal Lang’s office is too big for the furniture. There’s space between the couch and the chairs that feels like you should put a conversation there, and nobody does. He is a tall man who lives in long sleeves. He nods me into the chair across from his desk and folds his hands on top of a file with my name tabbed on it. It’s a thin file. I am a thin file kind of student. I like that about myself. I hate that about myself.

“Ms. Rivera,” he says. “Ms. Hargrove let me know what happened in the studio this morning.”

“Mr. Hargrove,” I correct automatically, then want to retract the syllable and hand it back to my mouth like a misdelivered package. “Sorry. Yes. We cut the segment. We violated the ‘no anonymous jokes’ rule. We violated Maya Patel.”

He watches me the way adults watch teenagers when they are trying to decide which makes the teenager misbehave more: consequences or kindness. “We’re proud of the student news program,” he says. “We trust it. The school trusts it. That trust is... brittle when things go live.” He pauses. “I need you to deliver an apology on camera tomorrow morning. Not just write it. Sit next to Mr. Torres. Read it.”

“No,” I say.

It startles us both. It’s one syllable. It feels like a ribbon being cut somewhere private.

“You’re refusing,” he says calmly.

“Yes.”

“On what grounds?”

“I’m the one who cut the feed,” I say. “But I didn’t put the joke in the teleprompter or hand it to the anchor. I won’t pretend my face equals atonement. I’ll write the apology. I’ll fix our rules. I’ll work with Mr. Harg— Hargrove to make a better submission process. I’ll call Maya’s parents. I’ll listen.” My fingers are cold. I put them under my thighs to warm them and to keep them from advertising my nerves. “But I will not put my body in a camera frame to protect the idea that we didn’t know better. We did.”

Lang exhales through his nose. “That’s a thoughtful argument,” he says, which is principal for you are annoying me but with grammar. “There are optics to consider.”

“Optics can be wrong,” I say. “We’re in a town where everybody knows everything and no one says rehab out loud.” The last sentence arrives like a cough. I didn’t invite it. The word sits on the desk between us, unwrapped. Clean because it’s been hidden.

Lang doesn’t flinch. I respect him more for that than for most of what he’s said in assemblies. “We can table the on-camera requirement,” he says after a second. “Write the apology. I’ll read it first. And Lane—” He leans back. “Consider that your voice may be useful in public spaces, not just in notebooks.”

“I’ll consider,” I say, because it’s not a lie. He nods me out.

I skip second period. I don’t mean to. My feet carry me to the back stairwell that smells like mop water and old rain and sit on the fourth step, where no one goes unless they are late or hiding. I touch the banister. The metal is cool. I like it because it holds fingerprints very briefly and then forgets them. In my pocket, my phone buzzes with two messages:

From Mom: Got your text. You okay?

From an unknown number: sorry.

I stare. The “sorry” is from a green bubble with no name. I don’t tell myself a story about who. I don’t need to. I need to write.

In my journal, I write the apology. Then I write something that isn’t one. Words come fast in the stairwell. If I look at them too hard, they’ll scatter. I write, Silence is not polite when it’s the only thing keeping the teeth from closing. I write, There’s a difference between privacy and secrecy and the distance is the length of a sigh. I write, We owe each other fewer jokes and more soup.

The bell rings for third. I stand and stretch my legs like I’ve been sitting for an hour and not in a lifetime. When I push open the stairwell door, I almost collide with Micah.

He is a small hurricane in a hoodie, shoving a book into his backpack while walking and also chewing gum because he asked me last week if gum is a tool and I said yes. He looks up, sees me, lights. “Lane! Guess what. There are volcanoes that live under water and make black smoke and worms that are longer than me and they like the smoke and also our substitute thinks my name is Michael which is not correct.”

“Hi,” I say. “Your substitute is wrong.”

“I told her that,” he says, entirely unbothered. He has paint on his fingers from art, navy blue like a night ocean. He puts his hand on my wrist, leaving a thumbprint. “You look like you fell down in your brain.”
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