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For the ones still growing.

You’re doing better than you think.

​Acknowledgments

To my family, my friends, and my teachers — thank you for helping me find my voice.

To anyone who has ever felt quiet, small, or unsure: this story is for you.

​Prologue/Front Blurb

When Alaina first arrived at her new school, she thought she could stay invisible.

She didn’t need to be known. She didn’t want to stand out. She just wanted to get through the year quietly — no waves, no spotlight, no trouble.

But the world didn’t work like that.

It asked her to speak up. To try. To fail in public. To stretch her limits.

And eventually, to run.

She didn’t start as a leader.

She didn’t start confident.

She didn’t even know what she was capable of.

But somewhere between falling down and standing back up, between losing races and finishing them, between hard days and unexpected friendships —

She started becoming.

Not all at once. Not perfectly.

But enough.

This is the story of a girl who didn’t mean to be brave.

She just tried.

And that was enough to change everything.
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Orientation Day at Blue Bird Charter School was not going well for Alaina Buchelli.

The sixth-grade hallway was packed, kids and parents everywhere, shouting over one another. Alaina gripped the sleeves of her bomber jacket, her breath catching as waves of students bumped past her. "Breathe, just breathe," she whispered, a mantra she’d been repeating for the past ten minutes.

Her family — the Buchellis — trailed closely behind: Aameer, her dad; Mona, her mom; and her older twin siblings, Nadia and Priyansh. They were trying their best to help, but it was clear Alaina was overwhelmed.

"Alaina! Hi!" a familiar voice called.

Alaina turned and exhaled in relief. Hana, her best friend, squeezed through the crowd and gave her a quick hug. "Did you get your schedule yet?"

"Not yet," Alaina said. "We were heading to my homeroom, but I can’t find Mr. Kiemer’s class."

Hana blinked, then laughed. "Alaina... you’re standing right in front of it."

Alaina turned. Sure enough, a plaque read: Mr. Kiemer — Science. Her cheeks flushed. "Oh. Right."

The Buchellis stepped into the classroom. While her parents chatted with Mr. Kiemer, Alaina and Hana unfolded her schedule. At the top, in bold letters: Alaina Buchelli.

"First Period: Fitness. Second Period: English Language Arts. Third Perio—"

"We have orchestra together!" Hana said, pointing excitedly. "Advanced orchestra, too."

Alaina smiled. That was something to look forward to.

Their parents were deep in conversation, so the girls took the chance to explore. They stopped by Alaina’s Chinese class, only to discover that she’d been placed in Novice A while Hana was in Novice B — confusing, since Alaina was exceptionally good in Chinese.

They turned a corner, heading toward the orchestra room, but the halls had become even more crowded. As Alaina tried to squeeze through a group of second graders, someone shoved into her.

Her elbow hit something hard.

RRRRRRRRRIIIIINGGGGG! The fire alarm blared.

Everyone froze.

Alaina’s heart dropped. Students screamed. Teachers rushed into the hall, directing traffic toward the exits.

Outside, amidst the chaos, Alaina finally found her family.

"Where did you go?" Mona asked, half-worried, half-annoyed.

"I-I went to see my other classes with Hana," Alaina said, avoiding her mom’s eyes.

Principal Zachary emerged from the building, waving his arms.

"False alarm! Everything’s clear. You may return inside."

"I think we should go home," Aameer said. "We’ve met Nadia and Priyansh’s teachers already."

"Well, that was... something," Mona said. "I wonder who pulled the alarm. That’s illegal, you know. You could get arrested."

Alaina’s eyes widened.

She didn’t say a word the whole ride home.
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"Priyansh! Get up before I come upstairs and wake you myself!" Mona shouted.

It was the first day of school. Alaina and Nadia were already at the kitchen table, half-eating, half-daydreaming. They had prayed Fajr early that morning, gone back to sleep, and now were slowly easing into the new day.

Priyansh, on the other hand, had ignored multiple alarms. He shuffled into the kitchen, yawning, still in pajamas.

"You haven’t even changed into your uniform?" Mona snapped.

Without a word, Priyansh turned on his heel and darted upstairs to avoid more of her wrath.

Moments later, he reappeared in his uniform and joined his sisters.

"Now listen," Mona warned, pointing a wooden spoon at them. "I better hear good things today, or I’ll slap the organs out of you. Understood?"

Alaina nodded. "Yes, Mom."

"Typical Asian mom," Priyansh mumbled under his breath.

Breakfast wrapped up quickly, and the three kids grabbed their bags. Alaina zipped up her new school bomber jacket and climbed into the car.

Blue Bird Charter School looked exactly like its name — clean blue and white walls, polished like the uniforms of blue polos and khaki pants.

As they walked in, a small woman with striking white hair greeted them cheerfully.

"Good morning! Please head to the gymnasium."

The Buchelli siblings scanned the large gym filled with signs for each grade. Alaina walked to the 6th-grade line while Nadia and Priyansh joined the 8th-grade group.

Alaina sat down next to a girl with short brown hair and a face mask.

"Are you new here? I didn’t see you last year in 5th grade," the girl asked.

"Yeah, I just moved here. I’m Alaina."

"I’m Roon," she said. "Are you Muslim?"

"I am. You too?"

"Yeah."

A bell rang — three short chimes. All the grades dispersed to their classrooms, except 6th grade.

Coach Tamara, a tall woman with a commanding voice, called out, "Sixth graders, please sit in your assigned spots."

She and the other coaches introduced themselves. The entire period was spent going over gym rules and expectations. No running yet. No pacer test. Just sitting and listening.

When the bell rang again, Alaina grabbed her bag and met up with Hana.

"Well, that was boring," Alaina said.

"Boring, yes," Hana replied. "But at least it wasn’t curl-ups. Or worse — the pacer test."

They laughed as they checked their schedules.

"Next up: Honors ELA," Alaina read aloud.

She adjusted the straps of her backpack and headed to class, her nerves slowly settling into excitement.
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Chapter 3 
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Alaina stepped into Mrs. Recker’s classroom, already nervous. Mrs. Recker stood at the front — tall, glasses perched on her nose, her brown hair pulled into a tight bun. Her face looked strict, but her smile was warm and inviting.

"Good morning, y’all! I’m Mrs. Recker, your Honors ELA teacher. Today, you get to choose your seat — but choose wisely. That’ll be your spot for the rest of the year."

Alaina quickly picked a group table near two girls who looked familiar. One had light brown hair and hazel eyes — Radiyah. The other, Mithila, looked a bit like Alaina, with thick black hair and dark brown eyes. They gave her polite nods.

Mrs. Recker passed out school IDs, explaining that wearing them was mandatory. Then she launched into a rundown of school rules and dress code policies. By the time the bell rang, Alaina was scrambling to gather her things.

Her backpack felt heavier than before. She rushed out of the room toward the orchestra room, arms full. Halfway there, her books tumbled to the floor.

––––––––
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“Here, let me help," said a voice.

Alaina looked up. A boy knelt beside her, handing over her fallen books. He had pale skin, black wavy hair, and kind brown eyes. He carried a black instrument case.

"Thanks—" Alaina began, but her eyes flicked to her watch. "Oh no!"

She bolted without another word. The boy blinked in confusion and followed her.

"Wait! Hey! Can you tell me your name? I haven’t seen you around before—"

Alaina sped down the hall, ignoring him. She made it to the orchestra room just as the tardy bell rang. Hana waved her over.

A man with salt-and-pepper hair and round glasses stood before the class.

"Welcome, fellow musicians. I’m Mr. Ferkel, your orchestra teacher. Please excuse the noise from the band next door — they tend to get enthusiastic."
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