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A Story About Being Wonderfully You

Leah Avital Dlinov

For every child who has ever felt

like the puzzle piece that doesn't fit —

you were always the right shape.
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Chapter One

[image: ]


The New House Smells Wrong

Maya had a system.

Every morning, before her feet even touched the floor, she would count the cracks in her bedroom ceiling. There were fourteen. She had counted them so many times that the number felt like a warm blanket — fourteen, safe, known, hers.

But that was in the old house. In Ohio.

This new house in Wilmington, North Carolina had zero cracks in the ceiling. Maya had checked three times. She lay on her new bed, staring up at the flat white nothing above her, and felt a strange tight feeling in her chest, like someone had forgotten to leave room for her lungs.

"Maya! Breakfast!"

Her mom's voice floated up the stairs. Maya didn't move.

The house also smelled wrong. Not bad, exactly — just unfamiliar. Like paint and someone else's life. Their old house had smelled like cinnamon and the specific dusty warmth of the radiator in the hallway. Maya had never noticed that smell until it was gone.

"MAYA!"

She pulled on her purple socks — always the purple ones on Mondays, that was the rule — and made her way downstairs.

The kitchen was still half-unpacked. Boxes everywhere. Maya's dad was making eggs and burning them slightly, which he always did, which was actually one of the things Maya secretly liked about him.
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"There she is," Dad said, smiling over his shoulder. "Ready for the big adventure?"

Maya sat down at the table and arranged her fork and spoon exactly parallel to each other.

"School starts Thursday," she said. "Today is Monday. That means I have three days, twelve hours, and approximately forty minutes left."

Dad blinked. "Left of what?"

"Of not having to go."

He put the slightly-burned eggs on her plate. Maya ate around the crispy edges.

Outside the window, the North Carolina sun was already bright and thick, the kind of bright that felt like it was pressing 

against the glass. Back home, the light was thinner somehow. Quieter.

Maya missed quiet.

But she finished her eggs. She arranged her fork and spoon. She counted to seven — her other good number — and decided that she would try.

Three days, twelve hours, and approximately forty minutes.

She could do anything for that long.
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Chapter Two
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A Very Important List

Maya spent Tuesday making a list.

She was excellent at lists. Lists were organized. Lists had a beginning and an end. Lists did not surprise you.

She got out her best notebook — the green one with the gold spiral, not the red one, the red one was for math — and wrote at the top in her neatest handwriting:

THINGS I KNOW ABOUT SECOND GRADE

1. There will be a teacher.

2. There will be other kids.

3. There will be a lunchroom. (This is worrying. Lunchrooms are loud.)

4. There might be a fire drill. (Also loud. Must prepare ears.)

5. I will need to find a desk and sit in it.

6. Someone might try to talk to me.

Maya stared at number six for a long time.

Talking to people was complicated. Not impossible — she talked to her parents, and to her therapist Dr. Reyes, and occasionally to the old man next door in Ohio who had a dog named Biscuit. But those were people she knew. New people were unpredictable. They said things in the wrong order, or they expected you to laugh at things that weren't funny, or they asked questions like "What's your favorite color?" and got confused when Maya explained that she couldn't possibly pick just one because color was a spectrum and context mattered enormously.

She added to the list:

7. Someone might try to talk to me and I might say the wrong thing.

8. Or the right thing in the wrong way.

9. Or nothing at all, which is also apparently wrong.

Maya sighed. She drew a small star next to number nine.

Then she flipped to a new page and wrote:

THINGS I AM GOOD AT

1. Noticing things other people miss.

2. Remembering facts about sea creatures.

3. Staying very still when I need to.

4. Being honest. (Mom says sometimes TOO honest. I'm not sure what that means.)

5. Counting.

6. Purple socks.
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She looked at both lists for a long time.

Then she closed the notebook, tucked it under her pillow, and went to watch the fireflies outside her window.

She had not expected fireflies. Ohio had them too, but here there were so many, blinking in the thick summer dark, that it looked like someone had scattered a whole jar of stars across the backyard.

Maya pressed her nose to the glass and counted them.

She lost count at sixty-seven, which had never happened before.

Wilmington, she thought, was very confusing.
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Chapter Three
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The First Day (Parts 1 Through 7)

The classroom was called Room 12, and it smelled like crayons and old carpet and something sweet that Maya couldn't identify — maybe someone's lunch box, maybe the big oak tree she'd seen outside the window, maybe just North Carolina itself.

Maya stood in the doorway for four full seconds before stepping inside.

The teacher was tall with curly red hair and a name tag that said MS. PEARCE in large friendly letters. She smiled at Maya like she'd been waiting for her specifically.
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"You must be Maya! We're so happy you're here. You can sit anywhere you like."

This was the wrong thing to say.

Maya looked at the twelve available desks and felt the tight-lung feeling return. Anywhere was not helpful. Anywhere was infinite. She needed parameters.

"How many children will be in this class?"

Ms. Pearce blinked. "Nineteen, including you."

"Then I will sit in the third row, second from the left. That is the most central position with adequate distance from both the window — which may cause glare — and the door — which will be loud during transitions."

There was a pause.

"That's... a great choice," Ms. Pearce said.

Maya sat down. She arranged her pencils in order of length.

✦  ✦  ✦

By Part 4 of the first day (after morning meeting, before math, approximately 9:47 AM), three things had happened:

Thing One: A boy named Jackson had told a joke about a chicken that Maya had not understood, and everyone laughed, and when she asked him to explain the logical inconsistency in the punchline, he had turned red and looked away.

Thing Two: A girl with two long braids and a shirt that said I ♥ SHARKS had looked at Maya's pencils and said, "Why are they lined up like that?" Maya had explained about length-based organization and the girl had nodded slowly, like she was filing this information away.

Thing Three: The fire alarm had gone off.

It was only a drill. Maya knew, intellectually, that it was only a drill. But knowing a thing and feeling a thing were sometimes very far apart, and the alarm was loud and sudden and it went right through her in a way that made her want to crawl under her desk and cover her ears with both hands.

She didn't do that. She put her hands flat on the desk and breathed the way Dr. Reyes had taught her and counted slowly to seven, and then fourteen, and then she followed the line of children outside to stand under the big oak tree.

Nobody noticed. Or if they did, they didn't say anything.

Maya stood under the oak tree and looked up through the branches at the September sky, which was a very specific shade of blue that she decided she would try to remember.

The girl with the braids appeared beside her.

"I don't like fire drills either," the girl said. She wasn't looking at Maya — she was looking up at the sky too. "They're too loud and they make my heart go weird."

Maya considered this.

"My heart goes weird too," she said.

The girl nodded. "I'm Priya."

"I'm Maya."

They stood under the oak tree and looked at the sky until Ms. Pearce called them back inside.
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That was Part 5.

Parts 6 and 7 involved lunch (very loud) and reading (blessedly quiet). But Maya kept thinking about Part 5, and the way Priya had said her heart goes weird too, like it was the most normal thing in the world.
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Chapter Four
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The Lunchroom Problem

The lunchroom was the worst part.

Maya had known it would be. She had put it on her list, item number three, and she had been exactly right. It was large and echoey and everyone seemed to be talking at the same time, and the sound bounced off the walls and the ceiling and came at her from all directions at once.

She stood in the doorway on the second day of school, holding her lunch box (purple, naturally), and tried to find a place to sit.

The tables were long and full of noise. Groups of kids clustered together like they had assigned seats, even though they didn't, even though the rule was you could sit anywhere. Maya didn't understand how they knew where to go.

She spotted Priya near the middle of a table, laughing at something a girl beside her had said.

Maya walked over. She stood next to the empty seat across from Priya.

"Can I sit here?"

Priya looked up and smiled immediately. "Yes! Maya, this is Jade and that's Connor."

Jade was the girl who had been telling the funny thing. She had bright eyes and kept talking even as Maya sat down, something about a show she'd watched last night, and Maya unpacked her lunch carefully — sandwich cut diagonally (the right way), apple slices, crackers, seven grapes exactly.

"Why seven grapes?" Connor asked.

Maya looked up. He was genuinely curious, she could tell — not making fun.

"Seven is a good
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