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    For the ones who learned early how to be "good"

and are still learning how to be **true**.

For every quiet dream set aside, every passion postponed,

and every moment you felt the spark but were afraid to follow it.

May you find the courage to loosen the rules,

to trust your hands, your heart, and your breath,

and to discover that breaking free isn't failure—

it's the beginning of becoming.
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1) The Bend in the Road
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The road to Silverpine curled like someone had dragged a finger through soft clay and left it to harden in switchbacks. Each hairpin turn lifted the car into thinner air where the sky felt closer and the pines crowded in, solemn and tall. Cass Whitaker kept her knees braced, as if she could help the aging sedan grip the curves by willpower alone. The boxes stacked around her knee knocked with each turn—HONORS CHEMISTRY NOTES, WINTER CLOTHES, ART SUPPLIES (MISPLACED), ribbons from ninth- and tenth-grade competitions neatly rubber-banded and labeled.

Her planner lay open on her lap, its pages filled with rectangles of color—blue for school, green for study, yellow for chores, pink for “self-care” (a twenty-minute walk around whatever block belonged to the current rental). The last three months of boxes had turned the layout into a mosaic. She stared at the next week’s grid even though she knew none of it mattered until she learned the shape of Silverpine High.

“Almost there,” her mom said, one hand at twelve o’clock, the other squeezing the steering wheel as if it were a blood pressure cuff. Erin Whitaker wore her hair in a bun so tight it looked like it could bounce. Deep afternoons in ICU had drawn shadows under her eyes, but when she smiled toward the windshield, the lines softened. “Look—see the old railyard? That’s what the listing mentioned. Decommissioned, but the town is trying to make it... a thing.”

They passed a chain-link fence and a field of rusted boxcars turned brown by sun. Someone had strung café lights along one of the sidings; banners flapped, announcing a “Renewal Market” on Saturdays. A boy on a skateboard pushed his way along the cracked platform, a camera slung across his chest. Behind him, a girl with bright scarf-wrapped hair walked backward, talking with her hands.

“It looks like a movie set,” Erin said.

Cass hummed without committing to an opinion. The longer she kept her words tidy, the fewer she’d need to swallow later. She pressed the planner closed and watched a storefront slide by: TREASURES & THREADS, window full of old denim and tin signs; MOUNTAIN BREW with chalkboard letters; SILVERPINE HIGH—home of the Grizzlies—just past the grocery with the hand-painted bear. Somewhere beyond the trees, the highway would keep going over the pass. There was always a way through, a way out. But this was their way for now.

The rental sat on a slope that made the car doors feel heavy. Inside: two small bedrooms, a living room with a carpet the color of oatmeal, and a kitchen that welcomed you with a fluorescent hum. The landlord had left a note about the radiators (“temperamental”) and a map on the fridge highlighted with a pink marker—grocery, laundromat, Silverpine High, Medical Center (“Mom’s job—orientation Tuesday!”). Cass set her boxes in her room beneath a window that looked at a leaning pine and a slice of the distant ridge. She stacked her trophies in the closet and lined her notebooks on the shelf like a row of matched luggage.

Erin insisted on grocery shopping first, then an early dinner, as if feeding the fridge could convince it that this was home. While she wrote a list, she said brightly, “The guidance counselor emailed. We can stop by the school tomorrow to sort your classes—get you into the good sections.”

“Good sections” meant APs that universities liked. Good sections meant rowing in the lane other people expected. Cass’s stomach agreed—safety mattered. Safety was this small kitchen and the way Erin took the measuring cup from the wrong cabinet and didn’t swear. Safety was a color-coded life that kept the grief of losing an address from turning into quicksand.

“Great,” Cass said, and she made the word sound precise.

They were early to the school office on Monday, the halls shiny and quiet because summer breath hadn’t lifted yet. The counselor, a man with a kind smile and a tie patterned with tiny periodic tables, introduced himself as Mr. Keane. He had the soft, practiced tone of someone accustomed to easing anxious families into new schedules.

“Silverpine’s a good place to land,” he said, clicking across his screen. “We keep options open here—so many mountain kids go into environmental engineering, forestry, medicine, you name it.”

“I’m a nurse,” Erin said, sitting a little taller. “ICU.” These were facts she liked to share—anchors in a conversation.

“Mmm,” Mr. Keane said, glancing to Cass. “Your records are outstanding. Debate team experience, science fair wins... If we put you in AP Calculus AB, AP Chemistry, Physics, and Debate, you’ll be pointed in excellent directions. There’s also an opening in an honors independent research block second semester—teacher recommendation required, but with this”—he tapped the screen—“it shouldn’t be an issue.”

The boxes of color filled themselves in Cass’s head: blue, blue, blue, and more blue. She had always liked when other people believed she would succeed; it carried you like a current. But there was also something suffocating in the presumption, like wearing a sweater two sizes too small because everyone had agreed it looked good.

Mr. Keane printed a temporary schedule with tidy black letters. “Homeroom, then AP Chem, then...” He paused. “You have a free slot before lunch. We could fill that with advanced programming, but there’s a waitlist, or you could try an arts or tech elective—Photography, Ceramics, Theater Production, Intro to Metal Arts—”

“Metal arts?” Erin blinked. “Is that... safe?”

Mr. Keane chuckled. “We invest in safety gear more than football, I promise. Mr. Delgado runs it—patient, meticulous. Honestly, our doctors and engineers often come from the shop wing. They learn how things hold together.”

Cass was not an artist, not really. She drew in the margins of her notes but preferred equations where variables bent to her will. Still, the phrase “how things hold together” caught. She thought of their boxes, of duct-taped lives. She made a noncommittal sound.

“We’ll leave the slot open for now,” Mr. Keane decided. “First period today, I’ll print you a pass to explore electives. Sometimes seeing the spaces helps.”

When they stepped into the hallway again, Erin squeezed Cass’s shoulder. “Options,” she said, relief bright in her voice. “I know it’s another school, but... stability. We’ll be okay.”

Stability was a word they had kept on their table through three moves in two years like a vase that refused flowers. Cass smiled at her mother because it was the most efficient way to say I’m trying without cracking open all the places the trying had worn thin. Her phone buzzed with a new email from the Debate Team Captain: WELCOME NEW STUDENTS—TRYOUTS FRIDAY. She tucked the phone away without opening it and folded the schedule into her planner.

Silverpine High filled as the morning advanced, the halls adjusting to the weight of bodies and backpacks and gossip. Cass’s homeroom teacher placed the printed elective pass into her hand with a nod. “Third hall, down the slope, through the double doors. Can’t miss the shop wing. You’ll smell it.”

Photography smelled like darkroom chemicals—clean and sharp. Ceramics smelled like damp earth. Theater production smelled like sawdust and paint. Cass drifted through each room like she was trying on accents she didn’t speak. When she pushed through the metal shop doors, the smell changed again—ozone and oil—a scent that made your tongue taste metal.

The shop was big, but not cavernous, divided into bays: a welding corner with curtains, a grinding station, a wall of hand tools chalked around like shadow bodies. A few students moved through the space with the practiced ease of people who’d adopted it as their second home. A man with sleeves rolled past his elbows lifted his head from a bench where he was inspecting a small sculpture that looked like a fledgling caught mid-wingbeat.

“You must be new,” he said. “I’m Mr. Delgado.” He did not offer his hand; he looked at her eyes first, then at the pass. “Tour pass. Welcome.”

“Cass,” she said. “I... have one free period.”

“Free periods are for the brave,” he said, which made no literal sense. “Put on a pair of safety glasses.” He gestured to a rack, then motioned her toward the curtained bay. “We’re doing a demo in five.”

Through the curtain, a cluster of students gathered around a table where rods, clamps, and a welder waited. Mr. Delgado adjusted his helmet and rolled his shoulder like a pitcher warming up. He didn’t perform a safety speech; he had the quiet of someone who had done the ritual so many times it was sunset walking into morning. He lifted the torch and touched the electrode to the test plate. The light jumped.

Cass had expected a harsh flare. Instead, it was strangely contained, a bloom that unfurled with purpose, the way a constellation clicks on in the evening—first one star, then another, until the pattern reveals itself. Spatter ticked. The sound was soft as rain hitting a tin awning. Mr. Delgado’s hand moved slow, steady, the bead crawling forward like a stitched seam.

“Heat is only half the story,” he said over the sound. “Any hand can learn heat. The trick is learning to let the metal move.” He paused, let the line cool, then struck again. “Everything we do here is a conversation with material. You can force it, or you can listen. Guess which works.”

He trimmed the arc and lifted his mask, and Cass felt something shift the way light shifts when a cloud moves. The world was still the world—her planner lay in her backpack, her mother was likely at employee orientation filling out forms—but the idea that you could listen to steel and have it answer like a language hit a nerve she didn’t know had been exposed.

“Questions?” he asked.

A girl with hoop earrings—later, Cass would learn her name was Aria Bloom—asked about amperage. A boy with a camera around his neck—Theo something—asked if he could film the bead close-up. Mr. Delgado explained travel speed and electrode angle with the patience of someone who loved function more than flash. Cass didn’t speak. She felt weirdly like someone had opened a window inside her ribcage.

After the demo, the class broke into stations. Mr. Delgado turned to her. “Come back during open build on Friday if you’re curious. Or take the trial—first week is free of commitment.”

“Trial?” she echoed.

“We let students run a tool safety gauntlet, sample processes, see whether this fits their brain and hands. You can decide after.”

He said it like the decision should belong to her. Cass, whose life had been a series of decisions made by necessity, filed the idea so carefully it practically glowed. “I’ll... think about it,” she said, which in her language meant I have already thought about it, and the thought scares me enough to need words as a buffer.

She returned to the ordinary flow of the day—AP Chemistry where the cations and anions did predictable things, lunch where she sat at the end of a table of freshmen who argued about ski season, a Physics class where the teacher made the old joke about gravity not being a rumor up here. Silverpine students wore fleeces and boots; even the ones in black nail polish had trail dust on their shoelaces. At the edges of the day, she kept seeing metal—staircase railings, locker handles—as if the shop had tinted her attention.

When she found her mom outside the school later—Erin stood by the car holding two coffees, one with foam hearts that had collapsed into ordinary circles—Cass practiced her smile again.

“How was it?” Erin asked. “Good teachers? Kids seem nice?”

“Good,” Cass said. “Mr. Keane is helpful.”

“And the elective?” Erin’s voice was cautious. “Find something for the free period?”

“Still deciding,” Cass said. She tried not to feel the lie as it went past her teeth. It wasn’t a lie, not exactly. She was deciding to keep the deciding to herself for a minute. She needed one place where her thoughts could stretch without bumping the ceiling of her mother’s worry.

They ate dinner at the kitchen table—frozen pizza because the pots were still in a box and the oven was the only appliance that didn’t hiss. Erin ran through her orientation day—passwords, badges, the nurse manager who said “we’re a family here” as if that were supposed to be comforting. “They’re understaffed,” she said, not quite meeting Cass’s eyes. “I’ll be on nights this week while Leah’s out. It might be a little... I’ll figure it out.”

“We will,” Cass corrected gently. It was the only pronoun that made sense. Her mother exhaled and touched the back of Cass’s hand as if steadying both of them.

After dinner, Cass unpacked the box labeled ART SUPPLIES (MISPLACED). She found pencils and triangular erasers, a roll of blue painter’s tape, a small sketchbook with half its pages filled with formulas drawn into spirals. She set them on her desk beside the planner and stared at the blank page. Outside, the town wind spoke in the pines, ran fingers along the eaves, moved through the alley between their rental and the duplex next door like water seeking a path.

She tried to draw the torch’s light and failed. She drew the seam instead, the way the bead looked like a row of coins pushed into place, the rhythm in it. On the next page she drew a moth body—oval, not anatomically correct—and a pinwheel for wings. It was childish and nothing, but when she looked at it, her breath hitched with the peculiar relief of recognizing a word in a language you don’t speak yet.

Her phone pinged. Debate Team Reminder: TRYOUTS FRIDAY, 4 PM—see you there! She stared at the exclamation point until it looked like a nail. Then she opened the Silverpine High portal and scrolled to “Elective Trial Sign-Ups.” Intro to Metal Arts—Trial Week: Safety, Tools, Basic Beads. Friday: Open Build Night.

Her finger hovered. She could ask her mother. She could make a list of pros and cons that would spiral across three pages and end with an underlined conclusion: “Too risky.” She could think about the last time she asked for something that wasn’t on the “safe path” and how quickly that conversation devolved into the volume where neither of them recognized themselves.

Options, Mr. Keane had said. Let, Mr. Delgado had said. The world had said: be reasonable. The moth’s ridiculous little pinwheel seemed to say: move or rust.
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