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1. DORM LIFE


I slouch down as far as I can in my seat. I am practicing invisibility. There’s nothing of me to see above the dash except maybe one fluffed-up bit of yellow hair. So far so good. I hold my phone camera up to watch the happenings outside the van like a spy. Twentysomethings are manhandling couches and floor lamps and… is that a fire pit? Wouldn’t surprise me. The married-student dorm is a lawless place on move-in day.

I drop the phone in my lap, slink down farther in my seat, and try not to let the ache in my throat sneak out in a sound. I swallow down the sadness like a pill with no water. This is not how sixth grade is supposed to go. For many reasons. Moving onto a university campus is just one of them.

“Where do they keep the babies when everyone’s in school? In the basement next to the dumpsters?” I ask Dad, who is staring up at the street sign to see if he’s allowed to park our beast of a van here.

“I think,” Dad says, forgetting the street sign and following the path of the fire pit with squinched eyes, “the university provides child care somewhere near the student center.”

“Benji,” I say from the subterranean depths of my seat, “you never could take a joke.”

His laugh is the sound of air whooshing out of a tire. Mom was the only one who ever called him Benji. With his cardigans and creased khakis, Professor Benjamin Syms isn’t the Benji type, at least not to anyone but her. Mom would tell me not to poke with my words. I should say I’m sorry. But in a weird way, I’d rather feel bad about this than sad about Mom.

I pick my phone back up and zoom in on a smiley face graffitied next to the stairwell of the tall, bland building. I let my eyes rise up and up to what I think is the seventh floor of Lewis Hall, my new home at Arrington University. I’m using the term “home” loosely here.

It could be worse, I think as Dad pops open all the sliding doors of the van and a rug flops out onto the curb. It’s the green rag rug that Mom wove for the kitchen in the house in New Jersey I’ll never see again. My stomach plops right down next to it on the curb. No, I decide, this is as bad as it gets.

Dad grunts as he picks up two large duffel bags. “Help me with the suitcases, will you?” I eye him in the side mirror, with his belted shorts and Reeboks and VENI VIDI VICI T-shirt. He’s a super-geek Latin professor, but why does he have to advertise it?

With a sigh, I open the door and grab one single plastic shopping bag filled with power cords and chargers, because give me internet or give me death. While Dad’s back is turned, I also scoop up the rug and gently roll it up again. Then, with a deep, deep breath, I follow him toward the glass front doors.



The elevator takes approximately five hours to ding from five to four to three to two while we wait for it in the lobby. Then the “marrieds” come spilling out. That’s what I’ve decided to call them, the couples in our building with their Crock-Pots and dish towels and Old Navy flip-flops slapping down the sidewalks. They barely break stride to veer around us as they march in and out and in and out with their boxes jam-packed with stuff. Dad and I are two rocks in a river—sunk and stuck—while everyone else sails by. We could have lived off campus, gotten a tiny little house with a busted fence and funky-smelling closets. I wouldn’t have complained. But no, Dad wanted “community” and “inclusivity” and some other “ity” word that was just another excuse for the two of us to be alone together as little as possible. All his students love him. He’s great at small talk, as long as it’s not with me.

Dad looks uncomfortable in the elevator. He’s not good in enclosed spaces, and here we are inhaling the same fuggy air as six other humans, two rabbits, and a potted plant. It’s entertaining, watching him try to breathe in and out only through his mouth. I keep my eyes on him so I don’t have to look at anybody else. I’m an eleven-year-old in a dorm. I don’t know who’s more out of place—me or the rabbits.

The doors open on floor five and the rabbits and their owner exit. This will be how it is now, I think. I will be that kid who never fits in anywhere. I grip Mom’s rug. If she were here, she’d know what to say. Actually, if she were here, we wouldn’t be in this stuffy elevator in the first place. I close my eyes and picture her toward the end, when her jet-black hair was so short, it looked like she’d buzzed it. Except it was the other way around, just growing back in. She’s laughing and waving around a vinyl record at that place on West Fourth where the owner gave her a secret discount because she went so often. “Smile, Lenny, let the music move through you!” she singsongs, and pulls me dancing down the aisle.

The elevator dings, and I open my eyes and blink and blink until the tears shrink back. Smile, Lenny! This is our floor. Lucky number seven.

“You first, buddy,” Dad says.

“Buddy” is a new word he’s trying out, along with “pal” and “kiddo” and, once, “sweetie.” It’s like we lost our interpreter now that Mom’s gone. We have to invent a whole new language.

I step out into the hallway under a fluorescent light that flickers and makes the skin on my arms look yellow. The carpet is a dirty orange, and the whole place smells like a McDonald’s PlayPlace—french fries and feet. Our house in New Jersey had wood floors that creaked and a tiny fireplace that smoked us out at least once every winter. I miss it so much it makes my teeth ache.

“Seven-oh-one,” Dad mutters to himself over and over again, looking from his key to the gold numbers on the doors as we shuffle down the hallway. All the way at the end I spot our door, which someone appears to be… setting on fire?

“Um, can we help you?” Dad asks the fire starter, who, when we get up close, turns out to be a girl roughly my age. She’s the only other kid I’ve seen since we got here. I immediately get nervous and then shift the bag of power cords from one hand to the other in case she waves and I need to wave back. But she ignores us. So much for community. We watch for a few more seconds as she continues to wave a smoky stick up and down and across the door. The elevator dings again in the distance.

“Ahem,” Dad says, a bit louder.

After one last up-down swipe, the girl spits on the end of her stick so that it sizzles out, and turns.

“Hi!” she says, holding out a hand, which forces Dad to put down a duffel and shake. “I’m Hen. I live on the second floor. I was just smudging your door. A sage cleansing to start the year. Don’t call me Henrietta,” she says to me, like I had any intention of speaking whatsoever.

“Hen, yes! You must be Don’s girl.” Dad is grinning now, happy to have found the method to this madness. “Lenny, this is Hen. She’ll be one of the other students in your class.”

“Hi,” I mumble, and forget to wave with my freed-up hand.

“Hi back,” she says.

I study Hen from underneath the swoop of hair I spent all of fifth grade perfecting. She is all elbows and knees and impossibly long red hair that seems to move all on its own. If she were a tree, she’d be a weeping willow. She’s wearing rainbow leggings and she’s smiling, but her eyes say don’t mess with me.

When Dad finally manages to fumble the key into the lock and creak open the door, Hen follows us in, without waiting to be invited, to complete her “cleansing” or whatever it is inside the apartment. Apparently, she tried to pick the locks with a bobby pin but had no luck.

“Otherwise, I would have been long gone by now,” she adds before stepping back out into the hallway. “The cleansing works better if you have time to let it spread on its own before you muddy it up with your auras.”

“Uh, right,” I say as Dad squeezes past us toward the elevator to get another round of stuff.

“You’re Lenny,” she states, and because it’s not really a question, I stand there with my hands in my pockets.

She tucks her sage sticks into her messenger bag and looks me up and down. I lean against the doorframe, trying to look both bored and cool, which is really hard to do when someone is staring at you like they can see into your soul.

“Well, Lenny, welcome to the Copernican School,” she says before swishing her long hair over her shoulder. “It should be… an interesting experiment.” And then Hen leaves, banging open the metal door next to our apartment and taking the stairs two at a time.
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2. ORIENTATION


I dream of Coney Island. Mint chocolate chip cream ices at Rita’s. The heat coming off the boardwalk in waves stronger than the ocean. The Cyclone rocking so hard on its rails that my bones knock together. My shoes sticky from dropped cones and lemonade. And Mom. Mom humming behind her giant sunglasses and begging Dad to go on the Wonder Wheel. He shakes his head; the height makes him nervous. So she grabs my hand, tucks it into hers, and we go round and round, and when it’s over, she talks the ride operator into letting us go again. Seagulls shout from the shore, mad we’re stealing their turf. I want to throw up, but I also never want it to stop. It feels like flying.

Right as I’m falling asleep in my dream, sunburned and happy in the back of the van, I wake up here, in my white box of a room, to the sound of clanking, like someone has taken a hammer to my brain. Dad sticks his head around the door, hair going all different directions. He squints at me and frowns. I frown back. He hasn’t put his glasses on yet.

“What is that?” he asks, his voice gravel. He’s never been a morning person.

The clanking hits a higher note and gets faster—“allegro tempo,” Mom would say.

“Ghost in the walls? Rollerbladers in the halls? I don’t know, Dad.” I want to go back to sleep, to my dream, to the boardwalk and Mom.

He’s still frowning up at the ceiling and not leaving, so I throw off the covers and head to the bathroom I now have to share with him. No one should have to share a bathroom with their dad. I crank on the faucet. It sounds like someone threw screws down the drain. I stare at myself in the medicine-cabinet mirror. You are in Tennessee. You are seven floors aboveground. This is your orientation day for middle school. Welcome to the rest of your life, Lenny.

I take the fastest shower in the history of showers. By the time I’m out, Dad has made a pot of coffee and found his glasses.

He hands me a cup, our one bond that Mom absolutely hated. I sip. He’s added the exact right amount of cream and sugar.

“That’ll stunt your growth, kid,” Mom used to say, and swipe the cup for herself.

Cheers, Ma, I think, and take another swallow.

“So, Lenny, are you ready for your big day?” Dad raps his knuckles on the fake wooden breakfast table, like he’s trying to knock some cheeriness into us.

“No. Are you?” His classes don’t start until next week, but he has his first faculty meeting with the rest of the foreign language department today, which he talked about ad nauseam (go, Latin!) in the fourteen hours I was trapped with him in the car. It got to the point I voluntarily turned on NPR.

“I’m as ready as I’ll ever be. Carpe syllabus. Seize the syllabus, ha ha.” This is how Dad laughs. He says “ha ha” instead of actually laughing.

“What time do we have to be at school?” I ask. I’ve studied the map. It takes eight minutes to walk to the philosophy building, where my “classes” will be held. Or whatever we’ll call the new hippie-dippie meetings we’ll be having on a semiregular basis. I’m not even sure it can technically be called school.

Dad checks his watch, a giant old Fossil with a leather band so worn it leaves flakes behind. Watch dandruff.

“Thirty-four minutes and counting, pal.”

Ick. I think I prefer “sweetie.”



Twenty minutes later, after a torturous shared teeth-brushing and hair-combing bathroom experience, Dad and I are walking-slash-running across campus. We pass behind the teaching hospital and the University Club and wind our way under giant magnolia trees that smell so syrupy sweet, they remind me of late-night spoonfuls of Robitussin.

We burst through a break in the bushes onto the main lawn like a pair of startled pigeons. You’re supposed to stay on the paths, but no one’s there to notice, except an old guy hunched on a bench near the green awning of the divinity school. It’s eighty degrees and not even nine in the morning on a Wednesday. Everyone with any sense is asleep—an option I wish I had.

A bell tolls from the far corner of the lawn. It’s coming from the administration building, a big stone and ivy-covered tower that’s the tallest thing on campus.

“Come on! Come on!” Dad huffs and yanks open the heavy wooden door to Powell, home of the philosophy department. He’s sweating through his button-down shirt and breathing pretty hard. How old do you have to be before you start worrying about heart attacks? I follow him into the corridor, and it’s cool and quiet and empty. There are no windows, but circles of yellow lamplight fall on the polished wood floors. It’s like a hobbit tunnel. I immediately love it. It’s a million times better than our soulless apartment.

At the end of the hall, we make a right and take the stairs down to the basement. There’s a small library to my left and, beyond that, a door. It’s even quieter down here, like sound hasn’t found a way in. Our footsteps are lost. The door is plain wood with an old brass doorknob. It looks like any door, except for the shiny gold nameplate that reads in big bold letters: THE COPERNICAN SCHOOL. I swallow a hiccup of worry. Up until today I’ve been too focused on moving in and making sure Dad knows this is a terrible idea to think about the fact that this is my first introduction to middle school. Can you call in sick even if we don’t really have classes yet? Who would I even call, since there’s no actual “head” of the school, which Dad says is in an effort to encourage independence and equality and blah blah blah? What’s so wrong with at least trying for normal?

Dad pushes open the door. The urge to hold his hand hits me out of nowhere, and I could burst into flames with embarrassment. Instead I glance down at the picture I drew on my wrist. It’s the Wonder Wheel from Coney Island in scratchy blue ballpoint. Here’s hoping it brings me luck.

A giant in the basement yells, “Dude!” I shrink back against the door. The man standing in front of me takes up half the room. I mean, not really half the room, but you know those kinds of people whose personality makes them seem three times their size? That’s this guy. He’s wearing a loose silky shirt. Some people, braver than me, would call it a blouse. His long dark hair is tied back in a ponytail, and he’s standing in the center of the room with his feet spread wide.

Dad nudges me and whispers, “Say hello, Lenny.”

“Uh, hi.” It’s the best I’ve got.

“Leonard, Ben, good to see you!”

Dad walks over, and the man picks him up in a big bear hug. It lasts just long enough to be uncomfortable.

When Dad is finally released, he straightens his glasses and turns to me.

“Lenny, this is Paulo Kahele, professor of philosophy and one of your teachers.”

This is one of my teachers?

“Hello, Mr. Kahele,” I say.

He waves away my words. “Oh please. Call me Paulo. And this is my son, Makai.” He moves aside to reveal a group of people lounging on… are those beanbags? The kid in the middle pushes himself up and gives me a nod.

“Hey, man, you can call me Mak.” He is a smaller version of Paulo, in a crimson Alabama jersey.

“Hey, Mak,” I say as he lets himself trust-fall back down into the mountain of beanbags.

“And this is Henrietta Calhoun.” Paulo smiles, but Hen frowns. I remember her warning me not to call her Henrietta. “Her parents are both anesthesiologists over at the medical school. Very busy! You went to undergrad with Don, right, Ben?”

Dad says yes and they keep talking for a minute, but my eyes are on Hen, who is sitting cross-legged next to Mak in a bright purple sundress. She gets up and crosses the room in three long steps.

“We’ve already met,” she says to Paulo over her shoulder, and then slips something small and cool into my palm.

“Flip it over,” she orders. It’s a stone. Scratched into one side is the word “Breathe,” so I do.

She grins and I sort of smile back. It’s about all I can manage in the middle of a room full of people staring at me. I catch a whiff of sage when she turns to sit back down.

“Next up,” Paulo continues, “is Allison Somerville,” and he points to the other girl in the room. Her head is tilted down, so all I can see is the top of her braids. They are perfect, a million tiny roads ending in one big braid. She’s texting.

“Allison, phone,” Paulo says, loudly. It’s the first time he sounds like a teacher and not a surfer. She puts it away with a sigh and waves at me. Her nails and pink cowboy boots are glittery. “Call me Ally,” she says but doesn’t get up.

“Ally’s mom is Sherri Somerville. She teaches in the drama department. You’ll meet her later, as she’ll be leading some of our group visualization exercises.”

Our what? I glare at Dad. He’s conveniently cleaning his glasses on his shirtsleeve and misses my you sold me out look.

“Last up is David Li,” Paulo says, pointing to a kid sitting in the only chair in the room. He gives me a glance and nods, but does not smile. He looks about as happy to be here as I am. “David’s dad is a professor in the engineering department.” To this, David nods again, like he’s grading Paulo on his accuracy.

“And this, Lenny, is the Copernican School. Welcome, man!” I can hear the fist bump in his voice. “Now that intros are over, pull up a bag and we’ll get started.”

Dad makes a hasty exit to his own orientation after he watches me drop uncomfortably onto a purple beanbag. I can only hope his new boss gives him an even longer, sweatier embrace than Paulo did. He deserves it.

“Well, my Copernicans,” Paulo says, clapping his hands together. “Who wants to tell me why, oh, why we are the Copernican School?” Crickets. I pass my Breathe stone from hand to hand and dodge all eye contact, step one in the student-teacher avoidance protocol.

“What? Don’t tell me I got a bunch of shy ones. I know your parents, and shy isn’t in this gene pool.” He pauses. Smiles. Strolls back and forth in front of us in his Birkenstocks.

“Dad, come on.” It’s Mak. He tips his head from one side to the other and I hear a pop like knuckles cracking. “Just tell us.”

“Nope. Sorry. This isn’t that kind of school.” Paulo drops to the floor in front of us and crosses his legs in one graceful motion. And then he looks at each one of us for however long it takes to catch our eyes. David takes the longest, and when he does look up, he glares. I like him.

“Rule one of the Copernican School is that teachers aren’t here to hand you the answers. Truth is not a ham sandwich we’re going to serve you on a silver platter.”

Who eats ham sandwiches on a silver platter?

“Nope, we’re here to help you discover it for yourselves,” Paulo continues. “You’re the excavators, and the answers are somewhere deep in your consciousness.” He taps on his head, leans in, and whispers, “You’ve just got to dig around in that noodle of yours.”

This is the guy Dad decides to leave me with? He sounds like the turtle from Finding Nemo.

“So,” he says when we still don’t move or speak, “it’s time to do some digging.” He unfolds himself and grabs a plastic bin from the corner by the door. Along with a lack of chairs or tables, this “school” also has no desks. I should have known better. When I asked Dad what books I needed, he just shrugged.

Paulo thrusts the bin in our general direction. “Now, grab a piece of chalk, whatever flavor suits your fancy, and pick a spot on the wall. I’d say don’t bunch up, but I don’t think this is a bunching kind of group… yet.” He chuckles, and his silky shirt ripples like waves on a pond.

I pick a neon-blue nub of chalk and a spot near the door for a quicker exit. Hen scoots up next to me on the right and waves her yellow chalk around like a magic wand. She seems happy enough to be here.

“All right, here’s what I want you to do. We’re the Copernicans, and you’re on a mission to figure out why. Every school, every thing in this life that’s important, has to have a mission to drive it, so you know where you need to go. How would you design the perfect school? What would you call it? What would be its purpose? Show me with that chalk. Make me see what road you would be on if you had the choice, my dudes and dudettes.” To my left, Mak sighs, and out of the corner of my eye I spot Ally texting in her pocket.

My road would be the one straight out of here and back to Jersey, that’s for sure.

“What are we supposed to write on, Mr. Kahele?” David says, sounding equal parts bored and irritated.

Paulo places his hands together and bows slightly. “Please, David, call me Paulo. But, if you’d prefer formalities, you may call me Dr. Kahele.” Again, the chuckle. “You will all be writing your thoughts on the walls—creating your ideal school that will help you become your ideal selves. Don’t worry,” he adds when David gives him a nervous scowl, “they’ve all been coated in chalkboard paint. We want you to literally see the writing on the wall.”

Hen snickers. Then, after a second, she starts to scribble. She breaks the ice, I guess, because Mak starts to write too. David is tap-tap-tapping on the wall with the tip of his chalk, and Ally is doodling a daisy in her corner. I’m the only one who hasn’t moved.

I put chalk to wall.

I let my hand move, almost on its own, like I’m back in the kitchen with Mom, playing around with her old Ouija board and listening to something bluesy on the record player. After a while I close my eyes. There’s just the screeeee sound of chalk scraping and Hen breathing in and out next to me.

Since I’m guessing no school is not an option, if I were to design my very own school that could be however I wanted it to be, I would make it how my old school was. Kickball in gym. Art with Mrs. Henderson. Music class. Homeroom. Giant chocolate chip cookies in the cafeteria on Fridays. Buses. All the normal things. I just want all the normal things. But that’s the wrong answer, right?

After several minutes, Paulo claps his hands. “All right, folks! Let’s see what came forth out of the ether.”

He moves next to Mak, who dutifully steps aside to give him a view of his wall. In bright red chalk, he’s written Roll Tide and underneath it University of Alabama.

Paulo frowns.

“Really, son? If you could name your school anything, you’d name it after another university?” he says. He keeps his voice light, but it’s the first time since I walked through the door that he sounds like he’s lost his Zen.

“No, Dad. I’m not naming my school UA. I’m saying if I were going to be anywhere, I’d be at Alabama because at least it’s got a decent football team, and if we’re wishing on stars here, then I’d be on it.”

His dad’s face is the color of his chalk. “We’ll talk about this later.”

“I’m sure we will,” Mak says with a bring it tone. Mak is my new favorite.

“How about you, David?” Paulo says, turning his back on Mak and facing the corner where David is just finishing swiping his hand across whatever it was he wrote. There’s nothing there now but a big white smudge.

“Sorry, sir. It just wasn’t… right,” he mutters.

“I’m sure whatever you had was excellent,” Paulo assures him. “There’s no right or wrong here, David.”

“Could have fooled me,” Mak whispers to me, and I grin. I can’t help it. The guy’s funny.

“I’ll go next, Paulo,” Ally offers from where she stands next to David. Underneath her daisy she’s written Ally Somerville’s School of Cosmetology. She sweeps her braids behind her back. “If I were designing my own school, I’d help anyone who needed to discover their own beauty.” She smiles hugely at Hen, and Hen frowns. “My school would be all about making the world a more lovely place.”

Paulo nods. He seems to like this answer.

“Now we’re getting somewhere. How about you, Henrietta?”

“It’s Hen,” she says, and steps aside. She kept her arm up while she was writing so I couldn’t see until now. The wall is covered in lines and squiggles that are definitely words, but not English ones. Hen’s staring at all of us like we should totally get it. Paulo is the only one smiling.

“It’s Chinese,” she says finally. “Wu wei. It’s one of the major principles of Taoism. It means ‘nonaction’: joining in on the universe’s flow instead of fighting it.” She sighs at our blank looks and adds, “You know—be the river, not the rock,” and dusts the yellow chalk off her dress. Paulo nods.

Ally claps and exclaims, “Go with the flow! Girl, I like it!” Hen kind of half smiles, like she’s not sure if Ally is making fun of her or not. David picks at the end of his chalk.

“Well, thank you for sharing your truth, Hen.” Paulo makes a little bow toward her and then turns to me, and I want to hide, but there’s nowhere to go in this crazy room, no desk to slouch down in, no backpack to hide behind. Everybody’s waiting. Unless I want to dive under the beanbags, I’m going to have to speak.

I point at my wall.

“This is my old elementary school in New Jersey.” They all stare at it. It’s a 3D version, so you can see behind the front doors into the main corridor that splits off into each of the grade’s separate halls. I even put the tiger mascot on the wall in the gym. But now I want to scrub through it like David did because no one’s talking. Not even Paulo. I must have done it wrong. My face gets hot, and I can feel when the heat reaches my ears, like a flame to paper.

“That’s amazing,” Hen whispers finally, and it’s my turn to wonder if she’s messing with me, but she’s tilted her head to the side like she’s really trying to take it all in, and I think she’s being serious.

“Yeah, man, that rocks,” Mak says.

Ally steps closer. “I like what you’ve done with the shading in the front.”

David is the only one who doesn’t comment, but I’m beginning to get that silence and a frown is his default setting.

“I agree with your peers, Lenny, my man. This is well executed and a tribute to classical education,” Paulo says, turning a slow circle to include everybody in the room. “I hope as the year goes on that you will all begin to think of this school, the Copernican School, as your ideal place of learning. We are just beginning to expand our minds and push out on those walls of expectation that fence you in. Be bigger, think bigger.” He rubs his hands together.

“Go big or go home,” Mak whispers to me, and I laugh and then cough into my hand that’s holding the chalk.

Paulo waves us back to our seats and takes Hen’s bright yellow piece of chalk. We watch as he draws a giant circle in the middle of the far wall. And then he picks up a blue chalk and a green one and draws a tiny blue-green circle just to the left of it. It’s the sun and the earth, obviously. I look toward the thin slits of windows at the very top where the wall reaches aboveground in this basement. I can’t see the real sun, but I can see the grass blowing in the breeze. For a second it makes me feel like the floor is sinking and the walls are closing in. I get dizzy and shut my eyes. A shiny wooden coffin flashes on the back of my eyelids. A hole in the ground. A handful of yellow roses, Mom’s favorite. I scramble for Hen’s rock in my pocket and press a thumb to it until I can breathe. When my head stops feeling like a bowling ball, I lift it and see that Paulo’s done drawing.

“This, my friends, is the sun.”

“Duh,” Mak says.

Paulo ignores him.

“As you can see by these arrows, the earth is circling the sun and completes one rotation every three hundred and sixty-five days. This is where we get our calendar year, which is why—”

“The solar year,” Hen interrupts. “The lunar year is three hundred and fifty-four days.”

“Yes. Thank you,” Paulo says. He looks a little stressed, like he didn’t plan on such a tough crowd. Welcome to middle school, man.

“And you’re forgetting to account for leap years,” Mak adds, letting his head fall back onto the pile of beanbags behind him so he’s lounging like he’s on a pool float.

Paulo takes a big breath in through his nostrils and out his mouth, kind of like I just did, and then says, “Let’s take a step back, my people… back in time.” He draws out “time” so long we might as well have circled the sun. “You know all this now, but back in 1543 this was world-changing. Literally.” He waits for us to, I don’t know, clap? When no one moves except Ally, who is back to texting again, he plows on through. “Nicolaus Copernicus, a mathematician and astronomer, was the first one to suggest that everything in the solar system doesn’t revolve around Earth, that in fact the sun is the center. When he published De revolutionibus orbium coelestium”—Latin, Dad would be proud—“he proved that everyone up until that moment had been wrong. Humans had been wandering the earth, assuming anything and everything revolved around them. Copernicus was the first guy to say, ‘Nope, sorry, we’re actually just cogs in the wheel.’ ”

“So you named us the Copernican School to prove… that we’re cogs?” Hen asks. Her forehead creases, and David shifts forward in his chair, hands on his knees. It’s the first time he’s looked irritated and interested.

“No! No, my people! We, your parents and I, named this the Copernican School to show you that the way to enlightenment is to stop thinking of yourselves as the center of the universe!” Paulo’s grinning again and pacing back and forth, faster and faster.

“But you just told us to look inside ourselves and find our truths,” Hen argues. Paulo rubs his head. David leans forward a little more.

“Yes, but in doing so, my hope was that truth would carry you back out into the world beyond!”

Ally pauses her texting to say, “Huh?”

Paulo looks like he’s ready for a coffee break. Do Zen philosopher yogis drink coffee?

“Okay. Look at it this way,” he begins again. “The worst parts of our lives, middle school included, often arise when we are stuck in our own heads, in our own psyches, in the morass of our own selves—”

“What’s a morass?” Ally asks.

Paulo rubs his head harder. “It’s the chaos, the muck, the swamp of despair we can all fall into when left to ourselves. The key”—he raises the yellow chalk and taps the giant sun—“is to remember the world beyond you. And to do whatever you can to make it a better place. Happiness comes when you realize it’s not about you.”

“What’s not about me?” Ally asks, glancing up from her phone for a millisecond. Paulo huffs out through his nose, one puff of hot air, and then powers through.

“This school is designed to help you navigate these tough middle years so full of unnecessary angst.”

If he starts talking about puberty and our bodies changing, I’m out of here.

“Our aim is that you emerge, not just unscathed, but better for it. If you can let yourselves be curious about the world around you, instead of fighting to place yourselves at its center, and really commit to discovering what’s out there, just like Copernicus did, then it doesn’t have to be so hard and so confusing. This is how you grow into the adults you are meant to be!”

He’s smiling, but something about it feels salesman-y, like it’s a big trick. I look at his cartoon sun and think of the earth—not the planet but the actual dirt. I touch the Wonder Wheel on my wrist. Paulo thinks if I could just focus on something else then it’d be all peace and love? He doesn’t know anything.

When we’re dismissed from orientation, I drop the rock in the trash on the way out. I don’t need reminders to breathe or sage cleansings or visualizations or beanbags and chalk walls to find happiness. I was happy before all of this, before the move and… everything else. School’s already a joke, and it hasn’t even officially started.
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