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For everyone who ever doubted themselves— May you come to see what was always inside you.
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## Chapter 1: Invisible Lines

The coffee in the teachers' lounge had gone cold again. Carol wrapped her fingers around the ceramic mug anyway, letting the familiar weight anchor her to the present moment as conversations swirled around her like water around a stone.

"Did you see what happened with the Henderson boy in third period?" Janet's voice carried the particular pitch of someone who thrived on small disasters. "Complete meltdown over a math problem."

"Some of these kids just aren't ready for the expectations," replied Mrs. Morrison, the veteran teacher whose classroom sat next to Carol's. "Not like when we were young."

Carol nodded at appropriate intervals, making the small sounds of agreement that kept her invisible but included. She'd perfected this art over twenty-eight years of life—the gentle smile, the attentive posture, the way of being present without taking up space.

When the bell rang, she gathered her things with quiet efficiency. Her classroom waited at the end of the hall, twenty-three third-grade desks arranged in perfect rows, bulletin boards decorated with the kind of cheerful, educational displays that administrators praised during their brief visits.

"Miss Hayes?" Tommy Martinez lingered by her desk as the other children filed out for dismissal. "I drew this for you."

He held out a piece of construction paper covered in crayon—a stick figure woman with yellow hair standing next to what might have been a house or possibly a very square tree. The woman wore a blue dress and had a smile that took up half her face.

"It's beautiful, Tommy. Thank you." Carol accepted the drawing with the reverence it deserved. "Will you tell me about it?"
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