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P A R T    I

S E V E N



C H A P T E R    1

Room 12

The morning light comes through windows that used to be emergency
exits, back when this corridor needed more than one way out.

Helen notices the dust on the left pane as she unlocks the door to Room
12. She'll wipe it before the children arrive. Small things accumulate in a
school where the custodian covers three buildings and two of them are
mostly shut.

The room is exactly as they left it yesterday: seven desks arranged not
quite in any formation that makes sense for a classroom. The old capacity
plaque beside the door reads CAPACITY: 32, the painted numbers faded
from something official into something like a monument.

A coat rack meant for thirty children holds three jackets.
Helen sets her bag on the desk—not a teacher's desk, really, just the one

she claimed when the staff room became redundant and her office became
wherever she opened her laptop—and surveys the space the way she does
each morning. It's a habit from when there was more to see. Now it takes
three seconds.

She's wiping the window when Toma arrives at 8:34.
"Morning," he says, not looking up from his phone. Seventeen years old,

and his attention lives somewhere between Bellweather and everywhere
else. Mostly everywhere else.

"Morning. You're early."
"Erin's picking me up at three for soccer."
This is fine. This is already accounted for. Toma's scheduled in-person

appearances at Bellweather have become increasingly negotiable. He takes
most courses through the regional system now; he's here three days a week
because it's still technically his school, and because Helen asked him to be,
and because he's kind in that distracted way of teenagers who've already
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left.
Elsie arrives at 8:47, moving like she's already running toward something.

At fifteen, she has the quality of permanent forward momentum. She drops
her bag in the corner where the books used to live—before they
consolidated the library to the room on the other side of the building—and
immediately looks toward the window.

"Did you see it?" she asks.
"See what?"
"The construction. Over on Birch. They're building something."
"Probably just renovations."
"No, it's new," Elsie says with certainty. She spends a lot of time looking

out windows, watching the town continue its mysterious business.
"Something's actually being made."

Helen doesn't know what to do with Elsie's hunger for novelty, the way
she treats Bellweather like a capsule she needs to escape from. It's not
uncommon in girls her age, but it's sharper here, in a school where there's
literally no one new to meet.

Ren and Olin arrive as a pair at 8:52, arguing about something that
happened last night in some online game Helen doesn't follow. They don't
stop arguing when they enter the room; the argument simply continues
with the addition of physical space between their desks, which seems to
enhance rather than diminish the intensity.

"You spawned in the wrong zone, that's on you," Ren says.
"I told you to scout it first," Olin counters.
They're nine and ten—Olin older by a year and will never let him forget it.

The antagonism is constitutional. Helen has seen it thaw exactly twice: once
when Ren got the stomach flu, and once when Olin thought he'd lost his
favorite notebook. Otherwise, they exist in a state of escalating rivalry that
the other children have learned to simply work around.

Sera arrives at 8:58, moving with the careful precision of someone who
needs the day to stay ordered. She's eleven and small for it, and something
about her seems perpetually braced against unexpected change. She sits in
the same seat she's sat in for three years. Helen had to ask her, once, if she
wanted to switch desks. Sera's eyes went very wide.
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Callum appears at 9:01 with something he's apparently built out of metal
and plastic pieces that Helen doesn't have names for. He's eight and
possessed by whatever narrow obsession is currently consuming his
attention. Last month it was celestial navigation—not navigation through
space, actual traditional maritime navigation—and before that something
involving bioluminescence that he'd tried to demonstrate with a jar and
some particular kind of pond organisms. Today it's something geometric.

"This one," he says to nobody in particular, rotating the object, "needs
seven different angles of support or it collapses along the primary axis."

"Cool," Helen says, and means it.
Mina is the last to arrive, wandering in at 9:04 with the serene unconcern

of someone who has never known a consequence. She's six, almost seven,
and has no memory of Bellweather School being anything other than
exactly what it is: a place where a small number of adults help her learn
things, in a room that feels like enough space. She has no baseline of
abundance to miss.

"Morning, Mina."
"Hi, Helen. Is it lunch time soon?"
"Three hours."
"Okay," Mina says, apparently satisfied that the information is available

for future reference.
Helen stands at what used to be the front of the room and doesn't call

anyone to attention because there's no attention to call. They're present, all
of them.

"Alright," she says. "Let's start with literacy. Toma, you're on your
independent readings?"

Toma nods, already back into his phone-mediated focus.
"Ren, Olin, you two are continuing with the composition work from

yesterday. Same assignment, same rules—no distracting each other, and
that means actually not distracting each other, not just agreeing that you
won't."

"We can multi-task," Olin says.
"No."
"Yes. We're arguing and writing simultaneously."
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Helen doesn't have the energy for this. "No."
Sera raises her hand, which she still does even though there's no one else

to call on. "Can I finish my reading from yesterday?"
"You can. Where were you?"
"Chapter eight."
"Good. Keep going. Elsie?"
Elsie is still looking out the window, or at least the general direction of it.
"Elsie?"
"Yeah. Sorry. What?"
"What would you like to work on?"
"The regional school has an online academy," Elsie says. "They sent

materials. I was thinking I could start looking at that."
This is allowed. This has been permitted by the district, by Anik Sol over

in the regional education office, by Helen, by everyone whose permission
technically matters. It still stings slightly—Elsie's foot already out the door.

"That sounds good," Helen says. "You can use my desk."
Callum is already at the table with the supplies, rotating his geometric

object and occasionally picking up tools to adjust something Helen can't
quite understand. Mina is doing workbook pages, moving slowly through
them with the content expression of someone doing exactly what seems
reasonable.

By 9:15, the room has the quality that Helen has learned to recognize as
her working environment: seven people in the same space, together but not
collectively. The kind of quiet that exists not because it's enforced but
because nobody has anything to shout about.

She sits at one of the desks—not her desk, just a desk, one of the
seven-chair-configuration that used to be used for group work—and opens
her laptop. There's a meeting at 10:30. Email first.

At 9:47, Mina needs help with a math concept. Helen walks over, sits with
her, explains the carrying mechanism again. Mina's face clears; she
understands. She'll do five more on her own, then need the explanation
again. This is fine. This is how Mina learns.

At 10:12, Ren and Olin break their no-distraction agreement spectacularly
when Olin finds something so inherently funny about Ren's composition
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that he simply cannot contain his response. The laughter is actually quite
beautiful—genuine, unselfconscious. Helen lets them have two minutes
before returning them to silence.

At 10:18, Callum brings over his geometric object. "Look," he says. "If I
adjust the tertiary support here—" and he's showing her something about
angles and load distribution that she doesn't completely understand, but
she can see it in his face: the genuine problem-solving, not structured by
anyone else's curriculum, just the authentic work of a mind noticing
something and wanting to fix it.

"That's elegant," Helen says, and means that too.
Toma's head is still on his phone. Sera is reading. Elsie is looking at the

regional academy materials, and Helen can see the exact moment when she
finds something that interests her—the small shift in posture, the way her
whole body leans toward the screen.

At 10:28, Helen closes her laptop. She'll be late for the meeting if she
doesn't leave right now. She catches Ms. Kaur—who came in during literacy
block to work with the older students on something—as she's passing.

"I have to get to that coordination meeting. You good?"
"Fine," Ms. Kaur says. "Toma's on independent work; Ren and Olin are

actually writing now; Sera's content. Callum and Mina are with me in five
minutes. Go."

The walk to the administrative building—which used to be called the
Learning Commons before it became practical to consolidate most
functions into one space—takes three minutes. Helen has walked this path
hundreds of times. The buildings are connected by a corridor that passes
two decommissioned classrooms, a kitchen that serves nothing, and a
gymnasium that's still perfectly maintained but echoes now.

She thinks about the message from Anik Sol that came through at 8:52
this morning, flagged as high-priority in her inbox, asking if she had time for
a video call. Not during literacy block. Not during her day with the children.

Helen looks at the capacity plaque one more time as she leaves Room 12.
CAPACITY: 32.
Three children usually occupy it. Four this morning because Toma was

early. Sometimes Elsie stays after the others leave and Helen finds her in
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the window seat, looking at something Helen can't quite see.
The normal version of this has become strange only if you compare it to

something else. To the people who just live in it, Tuesday is Tuesday.
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C H A P T E R    2

Helen's Day

The meeting with Anik is scheduled for 11:00.
Helen gets to her office—which is technically the main administrative

area but functions as her office because she's the only person who uses it
on any regular basis—at 10:41. She has time to use the bathroom and check
that she's not visibly disheveled from the walk across campus.

The bathroom mirrors in administrative buildings are different from the
ones in schools. They're bigger, better lit. Helen looks at herself: 59 years
old, grey at the temples, the kind of competence in her face that comes
from seventeen years of showing up. She smooths her hair and doesn't
bother with lipstick. This is a work call, not a performance.

Her office is quiet. It's always quiet. The filing cabinet in the corner
contains seventeen years of records: enrollment numbers, budget
projections, staff evaluations, incident reports, achievement data, the
accumulated paper trail of an institution trying to justify its existence
through documentation.

Helen opens her laptop at 10:58 and waits.
Anik Sol appears in the video call at 11:01. She's in her early forties, has

probably been doing this job for too long, has definitely spent too many
meetings delivering news that institutions don't want to hear. She's wearing
an expression that Helen has seen before, the one that precedes something
that sounds like a question but is actually a statement.

"Helen. Thanks for making time."
"Of course. Everything okay?"
"That's what I wanted to talk to you about," Anik says. "I wanted to give

you a heads-up before this goes official. The district is going to be initiating
closure procedures for Bellweather."
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Helen doesn't move. The words sit there like facts, which they are. She
understands facts. She's been anticipating this fact for three years. She's
understood, intellectually, that a school with seven students cannot justify
the infrastructure and staffing requirements necessary to keep it open.

It's different when someone says it out loud.
"Okay," Helen says.
"Formal notification will come next week," Anik continues. "This is me

giving you the courtesy of knowing it first. There's a formal consultation
process. You'll have opportunity to present arguments. Everything will be
by the book."

Helen nods. She actually nods, physically, as if Anik can see her and needs
the confirmation that Helen understands that things will be done correctly.

"Timeline?"
"Targeted closure end of this academic year. So you'd have the full

remaining term. That gives you eight weeks, give or take."
Eight weeks. Helen does the math without thinking about it. Eight weeks

until Room 12 is empty. Eight weeks until the children are in the regional
school, and Bellweather has no one left to teach.

"What's the rationale going to be?" Helen asks, even though she knows
the answer.

"The usual. Student outcomes, resource allocation, infrastructure
maintenance. The regional school can serve them better. You know all this."

"I do," Helen says.
"There's nothing personal in it, Helen. You know that too."
Helen does know that. Anik isn't a villain. The district isn't secretly hoping

for Bellweather to fail. The system is simply, accurately, assessing that
seven children don't justify maintaining a school building built for six
hundred and forty.

The logic is sound. Helen has spent seventeen years managing the
gradual contraction while knowing that eventually, contraction reaches a
point where management becomes irrelevant. This is that point.

"I'll need to talk to the parents," Helen says.
"They'll be contacted as part of the formal process. But yes, getting ahead

of that is probably smart. I'll send you the official documentation when it
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goes out. This is me, this is professional courtesy."
"I appreciate that."
"What are you going to do?" Anik asks. It's a genuine question.
"I'm going to think about whether there's a case for keeping it open, and

if there is, I'm going to make it."
Anik nods. "Fair enough. Come at me with anything you think I should

know."
After they hang up, Helen sits in her office and doesn't move for a long

time.
This was always going to happen. She's known this for years, the way you

know something intellectually while hoping it stays theoretical. The
moment a possibility becomes a timetable, the hope converts into
something else. Not grief, not yet. Clarity, maybe. The clarity that comes
from knowing exactly what you're working against now.

Eight weeks.
She opens a new document and starts taking notes.

•  •  •

The walk back to Room 12 takes the same three minutes it always does, but
it feels different now. Helen looks at the buildings she passes—the library,
which they've consolidated but kept maintained because the books still
matter, still get checked out, still sit on shelves that used to need a librarian
to manage them; the gymnasium, which they use twice a week for physical
education, the space so large that the sound of seven children moving
through it echos like absence.

When she arrives, Ms. Kaur is helping Mina with a math problem while
Callum works on whatever geometric problem he's currently obsessing
over. Sera is still reading—she finishes books slowly, carefully, as if each
page requires some kind of moral preparation before moving to the next.
Elsie is at Helen's desk, still looking at the regional academy materials.

"All good?" Helen asks.
"Fine," Ms. Kaur says. "Callum built something. Ask him about it."
Callum doesn't wait to be asked. He holds up his object. "I figured out the

problem. The secondary support doesn't need to be load-bearing if you
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offset the primary by four degrees. It changes how the stress distributes."
"That's brilliant," Helen says, and sits down at her desk to be near it, to be

present to this, to see Callum noticing something real and solving it.
Lunch is at 12:30. Helen eats with them—she always does, because with

seven children and one adult, having two spaces for eating seems wasteful.
They eat in Room 12 at desks arranged for eating.

Ren and Olin argue about who's winning in some game Helen doesn't
follow. Sera eats quietly, methodically. Mina tells a story about a dream she
had that doesn't quite go anywhere. Elsie mentions again that something is
being built on Birch Street. Toma barely looks up from his food. Callum eats
with one hand while adjusting his object with the other.

It's normal. It's completely normal. It's the ordinary texture of a school
day in a school with seven children.

Helen watches them and thinks: eight weeks.
She doesn't say it out loud. There's no reason to say it yet. The official

notification hasn't arrived. The process hasn't begun. She can give them
this—whatever this is—uncontaminated by what's coming.

"Good work this morning, everyone," she says when lunch is over.
"Afternoon we're doing project time. You can either work independently on
something you choose, or you can collaborate with someone else. Callum, I
assume you're continuing with the geometric thing?"

"Yeah," Callum says.
"Mina?"
"Can I draw?"
"Absolutely. Sera?"
"Reading?"
"Reading is perfect. Toma?"
Toma looks up from his phone, a question visible in his face without him

asking it.
"Your independent course time? Or something else?"
"Independent course," he says, and returns to the focused distance he

maintains between Bellweather and wherever else he exists.
Ren and Olin exchange glances. Helen knows that glance. It means

they're about to suggest collaboration, which will mean arguing about it for
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twenty minutes and then actually doing something reasonable once they've
established that they're both extremely competent and the other one is
merely tolerable.

"Okay," Helen says. "Collaborate if you want, but same rules: you need to
actually accomplish something and you need to do it without derailing the
people next to you."

"We can do both," Olin says.
"We absolutely cannot," Ren says.
"Try."
By 1:45, they've created a collaborative piece of work that is genuinely

good—some kind of narrative game map drawn on a large piece of
paper—and only had to be redirected twice. Callum has adjusted his object
three more times. Mina has drawn a picture of her house that is somehow
accurate and imaginative simultaneously. Sera has read forty pages.

Toma is somewhere else, intellectually, but his presence is here in the
room. That counts.

At 2:45, the day is essentially done. Teachers at larger schools might
continue until 3:00, but with this many children and this much flexibility,
Helen has learned to read the moment when they've given what they have
to give. She dismisses them at 2:47.

"Same time tomorrow," she says.
They pack up. Toma leaves immediately for something else. The others

gather their things with the efficient disconnection of people who are
leaving one place and moving to the next part of their lives. Sera takes an
extra moment, lining up her books with precision before sliding her chair in.

Ms. Kaur starts shutting down the space. Helen stays at her desk, looking
at Room 12.

CAPACITY: 32.
She opens her laptop and starts writing. Not the arguments yet—just the

framework. What needs to be documented. What needs to be measured.
What she'll need to prove.

By 4:30, when she locks up the building, she has the beginning of a case.
Not the whole case. But the scaffolding of one. Something to build on.
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She drives home through Bellweather, seeing it the way she hasn't let
herself see it in a while: really seeing the empty roads, the playground with
three children on it, the restaurant open only four nights a week, the transit
vehicle that arrives exactly on schedule with two passengers, the buildings
that are perfectly maintained and nobody's assigned purpose to.

Eight weeks.
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C H A P T E R    3

Bellweather

The original population of Bellweather was maybe eighteen thousand at its
peak, though that number exists more in municipal memory than in
anything current.

It's difficult to see contraction in the present tense. You see it only when
you stop to compare: before and after. A road designed for traffic that
doesn't arrive. A parking lot with twenty spaces and six cars. A restaurant
open Wednesday through Saturday because seven nights isn't justified.

Helen drives through town and sees it the way she's learned not to see it
in the space of daily life.

There's a hardware store on Main Street that's been open since
Bellweather was bigger. It still opens at 7:30 and closes at 5:30, Monday
through Friday, with modified hours on Saturday. Helen goes in sometimes.
The owner, whose name is Dale, is usually alone, reading on a stool behind
the counter.

"Morning, Helen," he said last Tuesday when she came in for cabinet
hinges.

"Morning. How's business?"
"Can't complain," Dale says, which is what he always says. "Fewer houses

falling apart would help, but if they did, I'd go out of business faster."
This is partially a joke. It's also factually accurate: people staying in

Bellweather because they have roots here, maintaining their homes because
they're going to live in them indefinitely. That's most of what Dale's
business is anymore.

The playground—which Helen passes on her way from school to
home—has three children on it on most days. Sometimes four. The
equipment is in perfect condition. Someone cuts the grass. The benches are
clean. Nobody comes here anymore with a purpose, but the town keeps the
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place maintained anyway.
Helen's neighborhood is quiet. She lives on Elm Street in a house that she

and her husband bought in 1998, when you could still reasonably imagine
that Bellweather was going to continue the way it was. The house is 1,400
square feet, three bedrooms, one and a half baths. They raised their
children here. Their children left, moved to places with more happening,
places with jobs in their fields.

She's alone in it now. Has been since her husband died in 2009. That was
during the period when there were still maybe sixty students at Bellweather
School, when enrollment contraction was interesting but not yet
devastating, when the future was still theoretically negotiable.

Helen pulls into her driveway and parks in the garage where her
husband's tools are still hung on the wall, exactly where he left them fifteen
years ago. She hasn't moved them. She hasn't moved his reading glasses
either, still on the side table in the living room.

The house is quiet when she enters it. It's always quiet. She has very good
friends in Bellweather—other teachers, mostly, people who've stayed
because they had roots here or because they were waiting for something
and got used to the waiting—but they're busy with their own lives. On
Thursday nights she has dinner with Margaret, who used to teach
mathematics at Bellweather and now works as a consultant. On Sundays
there's church if Helen's disposed to go, which she usually is.

Tonight she makes tea and sits in the living room with her laptop and
thinks about what the closure argument should contain.

She should start with outcomes. That's the currency of education now.
What measurable results can she produce that prove Bellweather is worth
continuing?

She knows what the counter-argument will be: Callum can get better
specialist instruction at the regional school. Elsie will benefit from a
genuine peer cohort. Sera's anxiety needs professional support that the
regional school's counselor can provide more effectively than Helen can.

She's not wrong.
That's the problem. Anik's office isn't wrong.
Helen opens a new document and begins typing.
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•  •  •

The transit system in Bellweather runs six buses daily. Three in the
morning, three in the evening. They run on the same schedule whether they
have thirty passengers or three. The vehicles are clean, new,
air-conditioned. The drivers know everyone.

Helen has ridden the 8:15 bus some mornings, the one that runs past
school on the way to the regional center. Usually she drives—it's faster—but
occasionally she needs to think through something, and the bus is good for
thinking. The other passengers this morning were three elderly women
going to what Helen assumes is a doctor's appointment, and a man who's
younger than Helen but carries himself like someone who's been waiting a
long time for something specific.

"Morning," he says to nobody in particular when he boards.
The driver, whose name Helen doesn't know but whose face she

recognizes from three years of occasional ridership, nods like they're old
friends. This is how Bellweather functions now: everyone is someone you
might know.

The bus arrives at the regional school at 8:47. It's a new building, built in
2008 when demographics were still being optimistic about the future. It's
designed for 1,200 students. Current enrollment is 847. The regional district
is talking about closing two satellite campuses and consolidating into three
regional schools instead of seven.

Helen doesn't get off here. She rides through, watching the building pass.
It's modern, well-maintained. The gym is enormous. There's a media center
instead of a library. The hallways have color schemes designed by someone
who understands that environment shapes mood.

It's not worse than Bellweather. Objective measures would suggest it's
significantly better.

The bus continues to the downtown center, where Helen gets off. She
has no actual business here—she just wanted to see what downtown looks
like from the perspective of someone who rode the bus, how the town
presents itself when you're not driving.
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There's a coffee shop that opened three years ago because a woman
named Iris moved here and missed having good espresso. Iris didn't have
money to spend; she had a specific skill and a belief that people might pay
for it. She was right. The coffee shop is open 6:30 to 5:30, and people go
there.

There's a used bookstore that didn't exist five years ago. A woman named
Patricia started it because her house was full of books and she needed an
excuse to buy more.

There's a restaurant called The Hearth that's been here since 1997. It
used to be called something else, but Margaret's daughter bought it and
renamed it, and now they open Wednesday through Saturday and they're
full some nights.

There's a hardware store. A pharmacy. A bank. A hair salon. A small law
office. Businesses that exist because people need them and are willing to
trade money for the service.

Helen walks through downtown and doesn't see despair. She sees a town
that's smaller than it used to be, arranged around different assumptions.

She sees people who chose to stay, or who couldn't leave, or who were
waiting for something and got used to waiting. She sees a woman in her
seventies getting coffee. A man who's probably mid-fifties looking at the
used bookstore window. A teenager—not from Bellweather School, probably
from the regional school—waiting at the bus stop.

Bellweather is not dead. It's not even dying, in the dramatic sense. It's
simply gone through a population transition and is finding equilibrium at a
lower population level.

The question Helen can't answer is: where does the school fit in that
equilibrium?

At 11:30, she gets back on the bus. The same driver, "Morning again," and
she nods and finds a seat.

By the time she arrives back at Bellweather, the middle of the day, the
question has become sharper:

Not: Can Bellweather School survive?
But: Should it?
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C H A P T E R    4

The Children (Individual Portraits)

Toma stays after school on Thursday, which he doesn't usually do, because
he needs to talk to Helen about something.

"I got accepted," he says.
Helen's first instinct is to congratulate him, but she waits to see accepted

to what.
"The regional school's accelerated academics program. For senior year.

They want me to start next term."
"That's wonderful," Helen says, and means it.
"I know I should finish here," Toma says. "Graduate from Bellweather. But

the program is—it's really good. They have actual cohorts in advanced
mathematics and—"

"You should do it," Helen says.
Toma looks slightly relieved. "Yeah?"
"Yeah. Your education matters more than institutional continuity. You

have a real opportunity. Take it."
He leaves around 3:30, and Helen realizes he was already mostly gone.

The acceptance to the regional program was formality—confirmation of
what he'd already decided. Toma exists at Bellweather now the way you
exist somewhere you've already left: physically present but mentally
oriented elsewhere.

This is fine. This is probably healthy. There's no reason he should carry
loyalty to an institution that no longer serves him.

•  •  •

Elsie comes in during lunch on Tuesday with something to show Helen.
"Look," she says, sliding a laptop onto Helen's desk.
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It's the regional school's summer camps. The descriptions are dense:
digital media production, environmental science field studies, advanced
mathematics problem-solving, performing arts intensive.

"I've done some research," Elsie says. "They have programs. Actual
programs. With other kids who are interested in the same things."

"These look great," Helen says.
"Do you think—" Elsie hesitates. "Do you think I'm bad for wanting to go?"
Helen doesn't hesitate. "No. I think you're exactly right to want this."
"Because I love Bellweather," Elsie says, quickly, with the earnestness of

someone explaining something important. "I love you and I love being here.
But I also—I also want to know if there are other people who want the same
things I want. I want to not know everybody since we were four."

"That's not bad," Helen says. "That's actually really healthy. You're curious
about the world. You want to test yourself against different peers. That's
the opposite of a problem."

Elsie's shoulders relax. "Okay. Because I was worried I was being
ungrateful."

"You're not being ungrateful. You're being young and smart and wanting
to see what else is out there. That's what you should be doing."

She looks at the camps description and thinks: if Bellweather closes, Elsie
won't have the conflict between loyalty to her school and interest in
expanding her world. She'll just go. She'll thrive. The regional school can
offer her what she actually needs, which is different people and different
opportunities and the feeling that the world is large enough to have
surprises in it.

Helen doesn't tell her that the school might close. It's not her news to
deliver yet.

•  •  •

Ren and Olin are fighting about the rules of some game they're playing.
"That's not how it works," Ren says.
"That's exactly how it works," Olin says.
"You're just saying that because you're losing."
"I'm not losing. I'm strategically recalibrating."
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They're at each other constantly, in the way siblings are when they're
close in age and have each other as their primary antagonist. Helen watches
them and thinks: they'll be in regional school together. They'll probably have
some overlap of courses. They'll spend even more time together, because
there will be other siblings to form bonds with, and that might actually
reduce some of the pressure on their relationship.

Or it might not. Maybe their antagonism is constitutional, and they'll
carry it everywhere.

She lets them argue. The arguing is part of how they think. The argument
eventually resolves into a collaborative game design that's actually quite
sophisticated—they've built a narrative structure that requires both of them
to solve different types of problems.

She doesn't tell them the school might close either.

•  •  •

Sera comes in early one morning. She's not supposed to—school starts at
9:00—but Helen is always there by 8:20 anyway, so finding Sera in the room
at 8:35, having apparently walked herself, makes Helen pause.

"Hi, honey," Helen says gently. "Everything okay?"
Sera nods, but there's something in her posture that says otherwise.
"I just wanted to be here early," Sera says. "I like the quiet before

everyone comes."
Helen understands this about Sera: she needs predictable space, time to

acclimate before the chaotic presence of others. The eight-twenty-to-nine
window is probably golden for her.

"Do you want to come in a little earlier on mornings when you can?"
Helen asks.

Sera's face lightens. "Is that allowed?"
"Of course. If your parents are okay with it. You could have the quiet

time. Come at quarter to nine, settle in."
This feels like a small thing—giving a child a buffer of fifteen minutes

before the day formally begins. But Helen can see how much it matters to
Sera, how the permission to need that specific thing, and the provision of it,
changes something in her.
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Helen doesn't tell her the school might close, which feels increasingly like
a cruelty, but the information isn't hers to share yet.

•  •  •

Callum is working on something with actual stakes this morning. Not his
geometric object—he's moved past that. He's working on a device that
apparently converts rotational energy into something else. He's drawn
schematics. He's researched it. He's talking to Helen about ratios and
mechanical advantage.

"So if I increase the radius here," he's saying, "I can increase the torque
output, but I sacrifice efficiency here. But what if—" and he's drawing,
showing her something, and Helen can see the real mathematical problem
underneath the physical one.

"Have you talked to anyone in the regional district about this?" Helen
asks.

Callum looks up. "Like who?"
"The engineers, or the advanced mathematics people. They might be able

to help you actually design this, not just build it."
"Could I do that?"
"I think so. Would you want to?"
Callum considers this seriously. "Yeah. Actually, yeah. This one problem I

can't solve without probably breaking it first."
Helen makes a note to reach out to Anik Sol about connecting Callum

with the STEM coordinator at the regional school. This is a child who will be
genuinely better served by a school that can connect him with actual
specialists, actual resources, actual peer engagement with his specific
obsessions.

She doesn't tell him the school might close.

•  •  •

Mina draws a picture of Room 12, which is surprising because Helen doesn't
usually ask them to draw the school itself. But Mina's doing an assignment
on "places that matter," and of course Room 12 matters to her. It's where
she comes to learn things.
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She's drawn it with accuracy—the windows, the desks, the capacity
plaque—but also with something like love. The room is rendered carefully,
the light coming through the windows is rendered as actually light, and in
the corner there's a small figure that is probably supposed to be Helen,
though Mina's six-year-old interpretation of Helen is generously simplified.

"This is beautiful," Helen says, and means it.
"It's Room 12," Mina says. "Because it's where I know things."
Helen doesn't correct this logic. It's not wrong. Room 12 is where Mina

learns things. It's where all of them learn things.
The picture sits on Helen's desk, and every time she looks at it in the

following days, she thinks: Mina has no baseline to miss. She's never known
this school being anything other than what it is—small, quiet, perfectly
adequate. When it closes, she won't experience it as loss the way the older
children might, because she has no memory of abundance to contrast it
against.

That's possibly better. That's possibly worse. Helen can't decide.

•  •  •

By the end of the week, Helen has seven distinct pictures of seven children
who are all going to have to leave this space, and one of them is actively
eager to go, and one of them is going to carry genuine pain from it, and the
rest are somewhere in between, and none of them know it yet.

She eats lunch alone in her office on Friday and tries not to think about
what she's about to do.
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C H A P T E R    5

Other Lives

Ms. Kaur has been teaching at Bellweather for eight years, which means she
has watched enrollment contract from sixteen students to seven. She's
taught in larger schools—she did five years at a regional middle school
before her daughter's custody situation changed—but she came back to
Bellweather for the space it offered her.

"It's easier to think here," she told Helen once. "Easier to actually prepare
good lessons when there are only six kids instead of ninety."

She works three days a week now, Tuesday through Thursday, which is
how Bellweather maintains any academic structure while keeping costs
manageable. On Mondays and Fridays, Helen teaches, or facilitates
independent work, or manages the children's progression through the day.

On Tuesday, before the children arrive, Helen and Ms. Kaur are drinking
tea in what used to be the staff room and is now basically Ms. Kaur's prep
space.

"We should talk about something," Helen says.
Ms. Kaur looks up. She already knows, probably. Nobody hides big news

in a school this small.
"The district is closing Bellweather. End of the year."
Ms. Kaur sets her tea down carefully. She doesn't cry. She just sits with

that information for a moment.
"I had a feeling," she says finally. "Seven kids. How long were we really

going to last?"
"I know. But I wanted you to hear it from me."
"What's the timeline?"
"Eight weeks. Formal notification next week."
"So we have this semester and then we're done." Ms. Kaur says this the

way someone says a fact they're absorbing. "That's fine. That's—it's
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manageable."
"I'm going to make a case for keeping it open," Helen says. "You should

know that. I'm going to push back."
"Will you win?"
Helen doesn't answer, because she doesn't know. She knows the logic of

the argument against Bellweather. She doesn't yet know the strength of any
argument for it.

"I don't know," she says. "But I have to try."
Ms. Kaur nods. "I get it. I do. And if you need me to help with

that—documentation, student outcomes, anything like that—I will."
"Thank you."
"Don't thank me yet. Depending on how this goes, I'm out of a job

anyway. Bellweather was three days a week. I'm not full-time enough to
move with the district. So this is either the end of my teaching, or it's the
push I needed to find something else. Either way, I'd rather help you go
down fighting than go down quietly."

They drink their tea, and Helen thinks about how many people are
invested in this place in ways that aren't visible unless you actually stop and
look.

•  •  •

There's a custodian who covers Bellweather and two other buildings. His
name is Robert and he's been in the district for thirty-two years. He's
maybe four years from retirement, maybe less, depending on how his knees
hold up.

On Friday afternoon, Helen finds him sweeping the hallway outside Room
12.

"Robert. Got a minute?"
He knows, too. He always knows before anyone says anything.
"The school's closing," he says before Helen can explain.
"Yeah. How did you—"
"Maintenance budget request. I noticed it stopped making sense about

six months ago. They're not planning major repairs for this building next
year. They're not planning anything. So either we're getting new leadership,
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or we're getting closed down."
"End of year," Helen says.
Robert stops sweeping. He's seventy-two, with the kind of physical

presence that comes from forty years of maintaining buildings. He could
retire now if he wanted to. He doesn't want to.

"I like this job," he says. "I like the quiet. Big buildings, you're just another
one among many. Here, I see what my work means. I keep this place clean
because people use it. I know them. They say thank you."

"I know," Helen says.
"What are you going to do?" Robert asks.
"I'm going to try to keep it open."
"You should. This is a good place."
He returns to sweeping, and Helen stands in the hallway watching him

move through the space she's inhabited for seventeen years, wondering
how many people she hasn't accounted for in this equation. How many
people are invested in Bellweather's existence in ways that aren't measured
by enrollment numbers.
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C H A P T E R    6

The Photograph

There's an annual photograph in the display case outside what used to be
the main office. It's from 1988, before Helen arrived, when the school
building was only four years old and the world was still expanding.

Helen passes this photograph twice a day and has never really looked at
it.

On Tuesday, after the formal notification has arrived and the process has
begun, she stops and actually looks.

The photograph is large—three feet by four feet—and shows
approximately three hundred and forty children arranged by grade level in
rows outside the front of the building. They're wearing uniforms or dressed
nicely, the way children were in 1988. The building in the background is
identical to the current building.

Helen steps closer.
She starts counting.
First row is about fifty children. Second row about fifty. Third row about

forty. By the fifth row she stops trying to count the individuals and starts
dividing the groups into rough sections. The photograph contains
approximately three hundred children. Maybe more. Maybe she's
undercounting.

Three hundred children in this building.
She tries to imagine it.
Three hundred children would require: - Multiple classes per grade - A

full administrative staff - A library with a librarian - A gymnasium full of
movement - Multiple lunch seatings - Noise. So much noise.

Helen has lived for seventeen years in a school with seven children. The
sound level is quiet. Manageable. You can hear individual children talking.
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Three hundred children would sound like a constant low roar, probably.
Like organized chaos. Like the energy of a real building.

She tries to imagine Toma at seventeen, with two hundred other
teenagers. Elsie with a peer cohort of fifty girls her age. Sera with fifty other
eleven-year-olds. Callum. Ren. Olin. Mina.

Two hundred. Three hundred. The numbers are abstract until you
actually try to see them.

Helen looks at the photograph for a long time. She's passed it thousands
of times in seventeen years. She's never actually looked at it.

When was the last annual photograph taken?
She walks to the main office—which is really just a door with filing

cabinets and a printer—and starts looking through the years.
1998. Maybe seventy children. 2004. Maybe forty children. 2010. Maybe

twenty children. 2015. Maybe twelve children. 2019. Seven children.
They stopped taking annual photographs after 2019.
Helen spreads the photographs out on the desk and looks at the

trajectory. Seventy to forty to twenty to twelve to seven.
Enrollment might have moved approximately: 132 � 109 � 84 � 61 � 43 � 31

� 22 � 16 � 12 � 9 � 7
She doesn't remember all of those specific numbers, but she remembers

the years when each transition happened. She remembers thinking "that's
so low" and then the next year thinking "oh, it was lower than I thought" and
then the next year thinking "maybe this is rock bottom."

But it wasn't rock bottom. There was always a lower bottom.
Helen takes a photograph of the 1988 annual photograph and the 2019

annual photograph and sets them side by side on her laptop.
1988: Three hundred children, the building at full capacity. 2019: Seven

children, the building barely occupied.
The same building. The identical building. The gymnasium where three

hundred children had done physical education, where a hundred children
had attended assemblies, where concerts and productions had been held
for crowds—that same gymnasium where Ren and Olin had their tumbling
lesson last week, moving through the enormous space, the echo of their
laughter sounding like absence.
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She doesn't cry. She just sits with the two photographs and understands,
really understands for the first time, that demographic decline isn't a policy
problem.

It's a civilizational fact.
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C H A P T E R    7

The Notification

The formal notification arrives on Monday morning.
It's a letter, printed on official district letterhead, addressed to Helen as

Principal of Bellweather School. It outlines the closure procedures, the
timeline (end of academic year), the appeal process, and the invitation to
participate in a consultation meeting to discuss the closure decision.

The letter is written in the careful language of something designed not to
wound.

Helen reads it twice and then sets it aside.
She has until Wednesday to notify the parents. She decides to call them

tonight, individually, before the general notification goes out. The courtesy
of knowing first.

Toma's parents are surprised but not devastated. Toma's already leaving,
moving to the advanced program at the regional school. They're proud of
him and sad about the school, but the decision seems essentially made.

Elsie's mother cries a little, but her father is practical. "It makes sense," he
says. "She's been talking about the regional school for two years. She'll
thrive there."

Sera's parents are more complicated. Sera's mother is immediately
concerned about the transition, about what the change will mean for Sera's
anxiety. Her father asks good practical questions: what support is available,
what's the timeline, when can Sera visit the new school.

Ren and Olin's mother laughs slightly. "Honestly, I've been wondering
how long you could sustain this. They're good kids, but they need more than
seven children to learn from. They need to figure out how to navigate with
more people around."

Callum's parents are interested in what opportunities might be available
at the regional school. "Callum needs specialists," his mother says. "Brilliant
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specialists. Can we get connected to someone who can actually help him
optimize whatever this thing is he's working on?"

Helen promises to help facilitate that.
Mina's family is the only one with uncomplicated sadness. They've just

arrived. They chose this place specifically—the quiet, the space, the
different childhood. And now they're having to move again.

"I'm sorry," Helen says, and means it. "I genuinely thought we had more
time."

"It's not your fault," Mina's father says. "It's just—the world's a certain way
right now. Small things don't fit in it anymore."

By the time Helen finishes the calls, it's 10:30 p.m. and she's tired in the
way that comes from having delivered difficult news.

She sits in her living room and doesn't turn on the television. She just sits
in the quiet of her empty house and thinks about Tuesday morning.

Eight weeks. Seven children. One school that's about to learn it's closing.
She opens her laptop and begins organizing her notes for the case she's

going to make.
The argument has to be solid. It has to be undeniable, or at least

defensible.
She's an excellent educator. She understands the evidence.
She knows seven children cannot give one another a broad peer

community.
She knows specialist instruction is increasingly difficult.
She knows maintaining a physical institution for seven children has

opportunity costs.
She knows the regional alternative is excellent.
And eventually she has to recognize something uncomfortable: if this

were somebody else's school, she would probably recommend closing it.
But it's not somebody else's school. It's hers.
So tomorrow morning, when the children arrive and she tells them the

news, she's going to tell them that she's fighting for them. She's going to tell
them that Bellweather School matters, and that she's going to make the
case for keeping it open.

She's not going to tell them yet that she's not sure if she believes that.
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That would be unfair.
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C H A P T E R    8

The New Family

They arrive on a Saturday in mid-September, which Helen knows about not
through any official channel but because Robert the custodian mentions it.

"New people moved into the Kendrick house," he says Tuesday morning,
sweeping past her office. "Family. Has a kid."

The Kendrick house is on the east side, three blocks from school. It's a
nice house—Victorian, four bedrooms, the kind of property that used to be a
single-family home and might be one again if demographics support that
kind of thing.

"How old?" Helen asks.
"Five or six, I think. Kid was on the porch when I walked past."
Helen doesn't think much of it until the following Thursday, when a

woman and a man appear at the school office, the woman's hand on the
shoulder of a small boy who looks around curiously, absorbing space.

"We're looking for Helen Ward," the woman says.
"That's me."
"We're the Castellos. We moved to Bellweather last month. This is Leo.

We wanted to see the school, get a sense of what it's like."
Helen's stomach shifts slightly. A new family, choosing Bellweather,

appearing before the closure is even widely known. This is interesting. This
changes something.

She learns, as she shows them through Room 12, that they've chosen
Bellweather deliberately.

"We wanted something different," the mother—whose name is
Sarah—explains. "Something quiet. Leo was in a large program in the city,
and he was getting lost in the system. We wanted space. Landscape.
Community."
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"We knew the school was small," the father—Marcus—adds. "But honestly,
the small part was appealing. We didn't want him in a place where he's
competing with hundreds of other kids for attention."

Leo looks at Room 12 with the unguarded curiosity of a five-year-old
encountering a new space. He's noticing things: the window light, the
capacity plaque, the desks arranged in their loose configuration.

"Can I sit down?" he asks.
"Of course," Helen says.
He sits at Callum's desk and runs his hand across the surface, considering

it seriously.
"This is my classroom?" he asks.
Helen exchanges a glance with Sarah and Marcus. The hope in that

question is pure and uncontaminated by any understanding of what's about
to happen.

"It could be," Helen says.
"Okay," Leo says, satisfied with that provisional future.
They stay for twenty minutes. Helen shows them the library, the

gymnasium (Leo's eyes go very wide—the space is enormous to him), the
playground. Marcus asks about curriculum. Sarah asks about the transition
support if he's had any anxiety issues. Leo asks if the playground has swings,
and whether the gym has a basketball hoop (it does, a regulation one,
because nothing was installed at Bellweather without assuming that
abundance would continue indefinitely).

As they're leaving, Sarah takes Helen aside.
"I need to ask you something," she says. "Is the school closing?"
Helen pauses. The closure hasn't been widely announced yet, but it's

spreading through channels. Of course they've heard something.
"The district is evaluating it," Helen says carefully.
"Are they going to close it?"
"I don't know. There's a consultation process. I'm making a case for

keeping it open."
Sarah nods slowly. "We chose this place because of what it is. We didn't

really research the enrollment numbers. We just—we wanted a different
kind of school for him. And now..."
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"I understand," Helen says.
"We still want to enroll him," Marcus says, from the doorway where he's

been waiting with Leo. "Even if there's uncertainty. Even if there's a chance
it might close. We still want this."

Helen feels something shift in her chest—not quite hope, but something
like opportunity. A family choosing Bellweather deliberately, knowing it's at
risk, choosing it anyway. This is something.

"We'll take good care of him," Helen says, and means it.
As they leave, Leo waves from the backseat of their car, his hand making

the small gesture of someone who's already decided this place is his.
Helen stands in the parking lot and thinks: eight. The enrollment

projection was seven. But if the Castellos enroll Leo, that's eight.
Eight is different from seven.
Eight might change how the conversation goes.
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C H A P T E R    9

Seven Becomes Eight

The enrollment documentation arrives on Helen's desk the following
Monday.

Leo Castello, age 5, entering kindergarten, with a projected start date of
October 1st.

Helen stares at it for a long moment.
Seven children becomes eight.
It's a small number. Objectively, it's still impossibly small. Eight doesn't

justify a six-hundred-and-forty-capacity building. Eight doesn't change the
fundamental mathematics of resource allocation.

But eight is not seven.
Eight is the first time in years that enrollment is rising instead of falling.
Helen opens a new spreadsheet and begins projecting. If the Castellos'

arrival signals something—if one family has discovered Bellweather
deliberately, might others?

She starts researching: families in the surrounding districts considering
homeschooling. Families interested in alternative education models.
Families explicitly unhappy with the size and pace of large regional schools.

She finds three potential prospects within driving distance. She looks at
birth records, the annual new-residents data that municipalities track. She
tries to imagine scenarios where the curve reverses.

If eight becomes ten, what about that argument changes?
If ten becomes fifteen?
Twenty?
She's not building a realistic case yet. She's building a possibility.
On Friday, she calls Anik Sol.
"I wanted to give you a heads-up," Helen says. "We have a new family

enrolling. A five-year-old starting in October. That brings us to eight
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students."
There's a pause on the other end.
"Eight?" Anik says.
"The Castellos. They moved here deliberately, wanting a small school

environment."
"That's... interesting," Anik says, in a way that suggests she's not

surprised, which Helen finds puzzling.
"I know eight doesn't change the fundamental calculation," Helen says,

"but it's different than seven. It's growth instead of decline. I wanted to
make sure you knew."

"Thanks for the update," Anik says, but there's something in her tone that
Helen can't quite read.

After they hang up, Helen sits with her spreadsheet and tries to imagine a
version of Bellweather's future where enrollment starts climbing again.

Eight to ten to twelve to fifteen to twenty.
In her projections, these feel possible.
Unlikely, but possible.
She begins taking notes on what her case will need to include.

•  •  •

Over the next week, Helen watches the school transform slightly.
Not in any major way. Leo hasn't arrived yet. But the knowledge that he's

coming, that he's anticipated, that the projections now include his
presence—this changes something in the daily texture.

The children talk about him.
"We'll have a kindergartner?" Elsie says, slightly disbelieving.
"We will," Helen confirms.
"That's so small," Mina says, with the perspective of someone who is six

and looking at a five-year-old as a baby.
Sera asks, practically: "Will he be in Room 12 with us?"
"He will, for part of the day," Helen says. "He'll have some separate

kindergarten-focused work, but yes, he'll share the space."
"That's thirty-three people we can have now," Ren says, looking at the

capacity plaque.
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"We can theoretically have thirty-two," Helen corrects gently.
"But if he's here, it's thirty-three?" Olin asks, working through the logic

with the precision of children.
Helen doesn't explain the difference between "technically possible" and

"actually happening."
On Wednesday, Marcus Castello calls to ask about scheduling. Can Leo

come a half day to adjust? Can they phase him in? Helen accommodates
everything he asks—Leo will come 8:30 to 11:30 for the first week, then full
days starting the following week.

"We want him to be successful," Marcus explains.
"He will be," Helen says. "I promise."
It's a promise she means, and a promise that has become more

complicated to make.

•  •  •

On Friday, Helen has a meeting scheduled with Anik, initially set up as a
consultation on the closure but now functioning as something else.

Helen prepares thoroughly. She brings documents: outcome data from
Bellweather students, cost analysis showing what reductions might be
possible, research on the value of small-school environments for specific
student populations.

Anik sits across from Helen in the district office—a space that smells like
institutional furniture and the particular quiet of bureaucracy—and reviews
the materials Helen has brought.

"This is thorough," Anik says, not looking up from the cost analysis.
"I wanted to make sure you had complete information."
"You did." Anik sets the papers down. "So here's what I'm hearing:

Bellweather could operate more cheaply if we made adjustments.
Bellweather provides particular benefits for certain students. Bellweather
has value as a community anchor."

"Yes," Helen says.
"All of which is true," Anik continues. "And none of which addresses the

fundamental issue."
"Which is?"
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"That you have seven students. Or eight now, with Leo. And you're
designed for six hundred and forty. That's not a budget problem Helen.
That's a mismatch problem."

Helen leans forward. This is the part she's been preparing for.
"But if enrollment is growing—if we have families choosing Bellweather

deliberately, knowing it's small, wanting it to be small—doesn't that suggest
there's a market for what we offer? Doesn't that change the calculation?"

Anik considers this seriously. Helen appreciates that Anik doesn't dismiss
the question.

"It suggests there might be a small market," Anik says finally. "A market of
one family so far. That's not a sustainable model."

"But it's something. It's evidence that the contraction has a floor."
"Maybe," Anik says. "Or maybe the Castellos are an anomaly. Maybe they'll

realize within a year that eight kids isn't actually what they want for their
child, and they'll move to the regional school."

"Maybe," Helen acknowledges. "But you don't know that yet."
"I don't," Anik says. "And if you want to make an argument, that's a

legitimate part of it. But Helen, I need you to think about this differently.
The question isn't whether Bellweather has value. The question is whether
that value justifies the resources."

"Why doesn't it?"
Anik stands up and walks to the window of her office, looking out at the

district campus below—a sprawling collection of buildings, parking lots,
infrastructure all designed for a much larger system than currently exists.

"Because those resources have to come from somewhere," Anik says.
"Every dollar we spend maintaining an under-capacity building is a dollar
we're not spending on something else. Specialists, technology, support for
students with greater needs. We don't have surplus. We have managed
scarcity."

Helen doesn't respond immediately. She's known this intellectually.
Hearing it stated clearly makes it harder to argue with.

"So the case isn't whether Bellweather can exist," Helen says slowly. "The
case is whether it should exist given what that costs."
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"Yes," Anik says. "And the honest answer, from my perspective, is
probably no."

She turns back to face Helen.
"But make your case anyway," Anik says. "Show me what I missed. Show

me that the value is greater than I'm calculating. Show me that there's
something about Bellweather that actually justifies the resource allocation
despite the numbers working against it."

"I will," Helen says.
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C H A P T E R    1 0

The Case Begins

Helen returns to Bellweather and begins the work of documentation.
She's an excellent educator. She knows how to track outcomes, measure

progress, build an evidence-based argument.
She starts with cost analysis because that's the easiest argument to make.
Bellweather's annual operating budget is approximately $380,000. That

includes: - Helen's salary (full-time principal) - Ms. Kaur's salary (three days
per week) - Utilities, maintenance, supplies, technology - Transportation
costs (though students walk or their families drive) - Administrative
overhead

Per-pupil spending: approximately $54,000 per year (though this
calculation is deliberately unfavorable to small schools—fixed costs
distributed across fewer students always look worse).

Could she operate more cheaply?
Yes. Obviously yes.
She could reduce staffing: eliminate Ms. Kaur's position, have Helen

teach full-time instead of administrating. That would save approximately
$38,000 per year. The school would still function, though less well.

She could reduce utilities: seal off decommissioned sections more
aggressively, reduce heating to unoccupied spaces. That might save $8,000
per year.

She could consolidate with other buildings' technology infrastructure,
reduce duplicative administrative services. Another $12,000 per year.

$58,000 in reductions. Her revised operating budget would be $322,000.
Per-pupil spending would drop to approximately $40,000 per year (still

unfavorable, but better).
Helen documents all of this clearly, showing the math, showing the

possibilities.
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And then she shows the problem: even at $40,000 per pupil, Bellweather
is operationally expensive compared to a school with 200 students, where
fixed costs are distributed across a larger population.

It's not that Bellweather can't be more efficient. It's that efficiency has
limits when your fixed costs are this high and your student population this
small.

She writes this up, shows Anik the analysis.
Anik's response: "You're right. You could operate more cheaply. You'd

still be expensive per pupil. And money isn't the only reason anyway."

•  •  •

Helen shifts to educational outcomes.
She pulls data from Bellweather's records: standardized test scores,

growth metrics, post-secondary transitions, parental satisfaction.
The data is genuinely good.
Toma is in the top percentile of academic performance at the regional

school. Callum's specialized education plan has produced measurable
advances in his mathematical reasoning. Sera, who arrived with significant
anxiety, has developed coping strategies and is now able to participate in
group activities with less distress. Elsie is thriving socially and academically
at the regional school (Helen gets permission from her parents to include
her data).

The outcomes suggest that Bellweather provides something valuable:
individualized attention, adaptive pacing, a low-stress learning environment
that allows children to actually grow instead of just keeping up.

Helen shows this data to Ms. Kaur.
"This is good," Ms. Kaur says, reviewing the analysis. "This is legitimate

evidence of value."
"But?" Helen asks, hearing the hesitation.
"But the regional school can provide similar outcomes with economies of

scale. Callum's specialist instruction could be shared across fifteen students
instead of seven. Sera's anxiety support could be part of a school-wide
counseling program that serves hundreds of students. It's not that they
can't get good outcomes there. It's that they'll get good outcomes more
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efficiently."
"You sound like Anik," Helen says.
"I sound like someone who understands resource allocation," Ms. Kaur

says. "Which doesn't mean you shouldn't make the argument. But you
should know the counter-argument before you make it."

Helen documents the outcomes anyway.

•  •  •

She gathers testimonials from parents: letters about what Bellweather has
meant to their families, how the small environment allowed their children
to flourish.

Sarah Castello writes about Leo's excitement about school, about his
willingness to try new things because he's not competing with hundreds of
other students for resources and attention.

The previous principal—Bellweather's principal before Helen, who retired
in 2005—writes about the continuity Bellweather provides, the way small
schools allow genuine community development that larger schools can't
replicate.

A teacher who worked at Bellweather for twenty-three years before
retiring writes about the relationships: "I knew every child who ever came
through this school. I knew their families. I knew what they dreamed of.
That kind of knowing changes how you teach."

Helen collects these, documents them, creates a narrative about what
Bellweather represents.

Then she tries to argue that this narrative justifies the cost.
She struggles.
The narrative is real. The value is real. But how do you quantify

community? How do you prove that knowing your students' families is
worth $40,000 per pupil per year?

•  •  •

By late September, Helen has assembled a preliminary case. It's compelling.
It's thorough. It's built on genuine evidence of Bellweather's value.

She schedules another meeting with Anik.
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This time, she brings the complete package: cost analysis, outcome data,
testimonials, research on the benefits of small-school environments.

Anik sits across from her in the same office, and Helen presents the case
with the professionalism and clarity she's developed over seventeen years
of education.

When Helen finishes, Anik is quiet for a moment.
"This is good work," she says finally.
Helen feels something lift slightly in her chest.
"You've made a legitimate argument. The value is real. Small schools do

provide particular benefits for particular students. Community does
matter."

"So?" Helen asks, hope rising.
"So," Anik says, "let me show you something."
Anik opens her laptop and shows Helen documents that Helen hasn't

seen before: district-wide outcome data, projections for all schools,
resource allocation models that account for multiple districts across the
region.

"Here's what's happening," Anik says, pulling up a spreadsheet. "Across
the entire district, we have surplus capacity in fifteen buildings. Bellweather
is one of them, but it's not alone. Riverside has eighty students and capacity
for four hundred. Westfield has one hundred twenty and capacity for three
hundred fifty. We're maintaining all of these at well below sustainable
operation levels."

Anik pulls up another document.
"If we consolidated—if we took Bellweather's seven students and

Riverside's eighty and Westfield's one hundred twenty, and put them all in
one building with good facilities, we could serve them more effectively and
at lower per-pupil cost."

"But then Bellweather closes," Helen says.
"Yes. Bellweather closes. Riverside gets closed. Westfield gets closed. But

the children get better services."
Anik looks at her directly.
"The math doesn't work, Helen. I want to keep Bellweather open. I do. I

worked here. I remember when this was a real school. But the numbers
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don't support it."
"So my case is pointless," Helen says.
"Your case is valuable," Anik says, and Helen can see she means this.

"Your case shows me I'm making the right decision for the right reasons.
Your case shows me that we're not destroying something that failed—we're
consolidating something that's genuinely good in order to serve more
people better."

Helen leaves that meeting and drives through Bellweather in a state that's
not quite grief and not quite anything else. It's the state of understanding
that your strongest argument has actually confirmed what you were
arguing against.
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C H A P T E R    1 1

What Eight Changes

Leo starts at Bellweather on October 1st.
Helen has prepared his space carefully: a small desk positioned near the

window where he can see the playground, materials at his level, books
appropriate for a beginning reader. She's thought about how to integrate
him into the day without disrupting what already functions.

He arrives at 8:30 with Marcus, who walks him to Room 12 and kneels
down to Leo's level.

"This is it," Marcus says. "This is your classroom."
Leo looks at Room 12 with the complete seriousness of a five-year-old

entering a space that's going to shape him.
"It's big," he says.
"It is," Helen agrees.
"But not too big," Leo adds, which Helen thinks is exactly right—it's big

enough to feel real, small enough to feel safe.
Marcus hugs him and leaves, and Leo sits at his desk and begins the work

of being a kindergartener in a room with seven other students and one
teacher and one part-time instructor and all the space a building designed
for six hundred and forty can provide.

By 9:15, he's drawing something. By 10:00, he's asked to sit near Sera
because he likes how she reads. By 11:00, he's had his first minor conflict
with Mina (both wanted the blue marker) and resolved it with the
unreasonable competence of young children.

Watching Leo settle in, Helen can see why the Castellos chose this place.
There's something about the scale, the attention, the way a five-year-old
can exist here and be genuinely known.

Over the next week, Helen begins to see the psychological shifts in the
school.
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The older students treat Leo with varying degrees of indulgence. Toma
mostly ignores him (Toma ignores everything). Elsie helps him with reading,
which gives her a sense of purpose. Ren and Olin include him in their
games, which means there's a literal hierarchy now (they're older, they have
authority). Sera's protective instinct activates—she looks out for Leo the
way older siblings do. Callum is indifferent to Leo but occasionally shows
him what he's building. Mina has a peer, finally, and while Leo is a year
older, they're close enough in age to have actual friendship dynamics.

The room feels different.
Eight children instead of seven. That small difference creates a different

ecology.
Helen watches it happen and thinks: this changes something.
Not the math. The math is still brutal: eight divided into six hundred forty

capacity is still 1.25% utilization.
But the feeling has shifted. The school no longer feels like a quietly dying

institution. It feels like something that's tentatively alive, capable of
sustaining itself if the world cooperates even slightly.

•  •  •

At the end of October, Anik sends Helen the formal response to her closure
consultation.

It's written in the careful language of administrative finality: the district
has considered Helen's evidence regarding Bellweather's educational value;
the district acknowledges this value; the district has determined that
despite this value, the resource allocation required to maintain Bellweather
cannot be justified given the district's other needs and obligations; the
closure will proceed as planned.

However.
(There's a however, and Helen reads it three times to make sure she's

understanding it correctly.)
However, the district is interested in Helen's observations regarding

sustainable enrollment. If Helen can demonstrate that Bellweather's
enrollment is genuinely growing—if she can show that families are actively
choosing the school and that this growth is measurable and credible—then
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the district would be willing to revisit the closure decision after one year of
operation under the new condition.

In other words: if Leo isn't an anomaly. If others follow.
Helen reads this and feels something like possibility, but it's complicated.
Eight is not sustainable. Eight is a beginning, but it's not enough.
But eight is something.
She calls Sarah Castello that afternoon.
"How is Leo doing?" she asks.
"He loves it," Sarah says, without hesitation. "He comes home excited. He

wants to learn things. He's making friends. It's exactly what we hoped for."
"I'm so glad," Helen says, and means it.
"Can I ask you something?" Sarah says. "Are they really going to close the

school?"
"The formal closure is still scheduled for the end of the year. But there's a

possibility—if enrollment grows, if we can show sustainable growth, the
district might reconsider."

"What does enrollment growth mean?" Sarah asks.
"It means other families choosing to enroll. It means not declining

further."
There's a pause.
"We've already talked to a couple of other families," Sarah says carefully.

"People we've met in town. One family with a seven-year-old who's doing
online schooling but whose mother is interested in part-time classroom
education. Another family thinking about moving back to the area, and they
were specifically attracted to the idea of a small school."

Helen feels something shift in her chest.
"Really?"
"Really. I mean, nothing's certain. But they're interested. And I'm talking

to a few other people about it."
"Thank you," Helen says, and the gratitude is enormous—gratitude for the

possibility, for the attention, for the Castellos being willing to be advocates
for what Bellweather could be.

"I haven't even finished talking to people yet," Sarah says. "But I believe in
this. I believe in what you've built. And Leo believes in it too."
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After they hang up, Helen sits in her office and tries to imagine a scenario
where the growth actually happens.

If Sarah's right. If there are other families interested. If the word spreads
that Bellweather exists and is deliberately choosing to be small.

What if eight becomes ten, becomes twelve, becomes a genuinely
sustainable enrollment?

What if?

•  •  •

Over the next month, Helen waits.
She doesn't actively recruit—that doesn't feel right—but she keeps the

possibility alive in her conversations.
When she runs into someone in town, she mentions the school casually.

She talks about how well Leo is adjusting, how the mixed-age dynamic has
changed the room, how there's something special about a school where
every child can be genuinely known.

She's not lying. She's just choosing which truths to emphasize.
By mid-November, there are three families asking about enrollment for

the next year.
A family with a seven-year-old interested in part-time attendance (the

mother is an artist and wants their son to have flexible education).
A family considering moving back to the area from the city, attracted to

Bellweather's small-school model.
A grandparent interested in kindergarten placement for a grandchild who

would be in her care.
None of this is confirmed. None of this is guaranteed. But it's interest. It's

possibility.
Helen presents this to Anik in their next monthly check-in.
"Three potential families," Anik says, reviewing the notes.
"All specifically choosing Bellweather for what it is," Helen emphasizes.

"Not defaulting to it. Actually choosing the small-school model."
"That's different," Anik acknowledges.
"Does that change the timeline?" Helen asks.
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"If you can solidify commitments from even two of those families, that
brings you to ten students. Ten might be worth having a real conversation
about sustainability." Anik pauses. "But Helen, I need you to understand: this
isn't a guarantee. Even if you get to ten, the math still works against you.
But ten is different than eight. Ten is a trend instead of an anomaly."

Helen nods. She understands. Ten doesn't save Bellweather—ten
students in a six-hundred-forty-capacity building is still vastly
inefficient—but ten might change the story from "this is a dying institution"
to "this is an emerging model."

She leaves that meeting and returns to Room 12, where Leo is helping
Mina with a puzzle and the other children are scattered through the space
doing their various things.

She thinks: this could work.
She doesn't let herself believe it yet, but she lets herself think it.
Eight children. Possibly ten. Possibly more.
The smallest possibility of reversal.

•  •  •

On a Wednesday in late November, Helen gets an email from Anik with no
subject line.

It's a document: district-wide enrollment projections for the next five
years.

There's a note: "Thought you should see this."
Helen opens the document and reads through the projections for other

schools.
Riverside (80 students): projected to drop to 65 over the next two years.
Westfield (120 students): projected to drop to 92 over five years.
Oak Valley (180 students): projected to stabilize around 155.
The pattern is clear: every school is declining. Every facility is oversized.

Every building is maintained at a fraction of its capacity.
And then there's the line item for Bellweather:
Current enrollment: 8 Five-year projection: 8-12 (pending stabilization

factors)
Helen reads that line three times.
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The district is projecting that Bellweather might stabilize at a small but
viable size. Eight to twelve students, sustained, represents a different
category than seven students and declining.

Eight to twelve is a school. Seven and declining is a building winding
down.

Helen doesn't let herself celebrate, but she lets herself breathe.
This could actually change.
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C H A P T E R    1 2

What's Already Been Considered

The first snow comes early that year, a thin dusting that won't last past
noon, and it's enough to make Mina press her whole face against the
window of Room 12 before she's even taken her coat off.

"Look," she says, to nobody, to everybody. "It's snowing."
"It's barely snowing," Ren says, not looking up from his desk.
"It's snowing some," Mina insists.
"Some isn't real snow."
"Leave her alone," Sera says, without looking up either, which is as close

as Sera comes to intervening in anything.
Olin arrives a minute later, stamping snow that isn't really there off boots

that don't need it, purely for the theater of the gesture, and announces to
the room that he and Ren are no longer speaking, a state of affairs Helen has
learned not to take literally, since it will resolve itself by recess and
reconstitute itself by lunch, an emotional weather system with its own
private, reliable seasons.

"What happened," Helen asks, mostly out of habit.
"He said my drawing looked like a dead bird," Olin says.
"It did look like a dead bird."
"It was an eagle."
"It had one wing."
Helen lets this run its natural course, which takes approximately ninety

seconds and ends with Olin showing Ren a revised version of the drawing
that does, in fact, now have two wings, and Ren admitting, grudgingly, that
it's a better eagle now, and the two of them moving on to some other urgent
business entirely, leaving Helen with the small daily miracle of watching a
conflict resolve itself without her having to do anything except exist nearby
and not intervene.
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Toma arrives at 8:41, later than usual, apologizes for nothing, and settles
into his corner with his phone and his independent readings, present in the
room the way a satellite is present in an orbit—technically here, mostly
elsewhere.

Callum has brought something new: a small mechanism involving what
looks like fishing line and a series of increasingly tiny pulleys, which he sets
up at his desk with the total absorption of someone conducting surgery.

"What's it do," Helen asks.
"It's not finished," Callum says, which she has learned means I don't yet

have the words to explain it to you and would rather you not ask again until I
do.

She lets him work. She starts literacy block. She sits with Mina for the
carrying method in subtraction, watches the light in Mina's face clear the
way it always does, watches her attempt five more problems with the
particular confidence of someone who has just, this morning, permanently
learned something.

By 9:20, the snow outside has already started melting off the playground
equipment, and the room has settled into its working quiet, and Helen
allows herself the two minutes it takes to open her laptop and return to the
thing she's been building for the past several weeks: the case for
Bellweather, argument by argument, evidence assembled the way she
assembles everything, carefully, thoroughly, the way seventeen years of
practice has taught her to build a case that will hold up under scrutiny.

She tackles transportation on this particular Tuesday, mostly because it's
the argument she expects to be easiest.

The current arrangement costs the district nothing: children walk, or
their parents drive, because Bellweather sits inside the town that shares its
name. If the school closes, the regional system will need to get eight
children to a building eleven miles away, twice a day, on a schedule that has
to align with working parents and younger siblings and the particular
fragility of small children on early mornings.

She builds the case carefully. She pulls the regional bus routes, the
current ridership numbers, the average commute time for students already
being bussed in from other consolidated districts. She calculates what an
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additional route to Bellweather would cost annually, factoring driver wages,
fuel, vehicle depreciation, insurance.

The number is not small. It's not nothing.
She brings it to Anik on a Thursday morning, laying it out with the same

clarity she'd bring to a budget presentation to the school board, back when
Bellweather had a school board.

Anik listens, nods, pulls up something on her own laptop before Helen
has finished.

"We already modeled this," Anik says. "Here." She turns the screen.
"Eleven miles, twenty-two minutes in current traffic conditions, which
around here means no traffic at all. We'd route the bus through Bellweather
first, since it's the outermost stop, which means your kids get the shortest
ride of anyone on the route, not the longest."

Helen looks at the model. It's thorough. It's more thorough than her own
analysis, built with data she didn't have access to.

"You already did this."
"We do it for every consolidation," Anik says. "Nobody gets approved to

close a rural school without a transportation plan that's been stress-tested
against exactly the objection you're raising. I'm not telling you this to make
you feel like you wasted your morning. I'm telling you because I want you to
understand the shape of what you're up against. It's not that nobody
thought about the bus ride. It's that everybody thought about the bus ride,
extensively, years before you needed to ask."

"Twenty-two minutes," Helen repeats.
"Twenty-two minutes, door to door, and the vehicle's already

climate-controlled, already has aides for the younger kids, already runs the
route regardless of whether Bellweather adds eight more names to the
manifest. You're not creating a new cost. You're adding eight seats to a bus
that's already driving past your town twice a day for the Hartwell kids."

Helen didn't know that. She feels the specific deflation of learning that
the thing she assumed was unconsidered has, in fact, been considered so
thoroughly that her own version of the argument arrives late and slightly
redundant.
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•  •  •

She meets the actual Hartwell family a week later, mostly by accident, at the
general store where she's stopped for milk on her way home. Denise
Hartwell has two children on the regional bus already, has had them on it
for three years now, ever since the elementary program in her own former
town consolidated a full cycle ahead of Bellweather's.

"Twenty-two minutes doesn't sound like much until you're the one
standing at the end of a driveway at 7:10 in the morning with a six-year-old
who doesn't want to put her boots on," Denise says, when Helen mentions
the route. "But I'll say this for it—the driver's the same woman every single
day, rain or shine, and my daughter knows her name better than she knows
some of our actual neighbors. There's something to be said for that kind of
reliability, even if the whole arrangement still feels like a lot of bus for such
a little town."

"Does it feel like a loss? Losing the walk-to-school version of things?"
Denise considers this while she waits for her own groceries to be rung

up. "Some days. Mostly it just feels like Tuesday, though. You'd be surprised
how fast a new normal stops feeling new. I remember being furious about it
at the time. I don't think about it much anymore, except when someone like
you asks."

Helen carries that sentence with her the rest of the evening. It just feels
like Tuesday.

•  •  •

"Okay," she says. "What about the building itself. What happens to it."
This is the argument she's saved for last, because it feels, to her, like the

one with real emotional weight. Bellweather School isn't just a school. It's
the town's largest structure, its most visible anchor, the thing you'd point to
if someone asked what Bellweather is.

Anik doesn't dismiss this one either, which Helen has started to notice is
never how these conversations go. Nothing gets dismissed. Everything gets
acknowledged and then, gently, shown to already have an answer.
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"There's an adaptive reuse plan," Anik says. "Has been for about two
years, actually, sitting in a drawer waiting for the closure to become official
so it can move forward. The district doesn't want an empty building any
more than you do. Empty buildings are liabilities—insurance, maintenance,
decay, all of it working against you for nothing in return."

"What's the plan?"
"Most of it becomes a regional services hub. Elder care coordination,

some public health functions currently split across three smaller offices, a
satellite library branch since yours consolidates into it rather than closing
outright. The gymnasium stays open to the public—there's actually a
proposal to keep it running for exactly the kind of thing it's currently
running for, just without a school attached. Community center function,
essentially. Bellweather doesn't lose its largest building. It loses the specific
configuration where that building is also, only, a school."

Helen sits with this. It's better than she expected, and worse, somehow,
for being better.

"So the building survives."
"The building survives. The books stay checked out. The gym still echoes

with people using it. What doesn't survive is the specific arrangement
where all of that exists in service of educating children who are no longer
here in sufficient numbers to justify keeping the arrangement configured
this way."

"You've thought about all of this."
"I've thought about all of this for longer than you've been building your

case," Anik says, not unkindly. "I want to be honest with you, Helen, because
I think you deserve honesty more than you deserve comfort right now. I'm
not fighting you. I'm not hiding anything from you. I'm showing you, one
argument at a time, that this decision was made by people who took the
question seriously, which I understand doesn't make it hurt any less."

"No," Helen says. "It doesn't."

•  •  •

She drives home that evening past the Hartwell turnoff, the road she now
knows the regional bus already travels twice a day, twenty-two minutes to
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somewhere that isn't Bellweather, and she thinks about how thoroughly a
system can consider you without ever needing you.

The porch light of the old Fenwick place is on—the Fenwicks left eleven
years ago, and the house has been rented on and off since, currently to a
young couple who work remotely and moved here, Helen gathers, for
exactly the kind of quiet that used to be incidental to small towns and is
now their primary selling point.

She thinks: everyone here chose the quiet. Nobody chose the school
closing along with it. But maybe those were never actually separable.

She doesn't have an answer for that yet. She has, instead, one argument
left that she believes—genuinely believes, not merely hopes—the system
cannot answer as cleanly as it answered the bus route and the building.

Sera.
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C H A P T E R    1 3

The Strongest Case

Sera has kept the same seat for three years.
Helen has watched this without fully cataloguing it as significant, the way

you stop noticing a habit in someone once it's simply part of how that
person exists in a room. Third desk from the window, second row. Sera
arrives, and Sera sits, and the sitting is not a preference so much as a
structural requirement of her day functioning at all.

Helen remembers the one time she tested this, two years ago, before she
understood what she was testing. A pipe had burst over the winter break,
and Room 12 had needed its floors redone, and the desks had been moved to
the gymnasium for three days while the work finished. Same desks. Same
children. Different room.

Sera had stood in the doorway of the gymnasium for eleven
minutes—Helen had, without quite meaning to, timed it—before she could
make herself walk to where her desk had been reassembled in an unfamiliar
configuration of afternoon light. She hadn't cried. She hadn't argued. She
had simply stood very still, working through something Helen couldn't see
the shape of, until whatever calculation she was running arrived at an
answer that let her cross the floor.

"You okay?" Helen had asked her, once she'd sat down.
"The window's on the wrong side," Sera had said, which hadn't seemed, to

Helen at the time, like the kind of sentence that explained eleven minutes of
stillness. She understands it better now.

Three days. That was the whole disruption, three days in a gymnasium
with the same desk and the same classmates and a window on the wrong
side, and Sera had needed the better part of a week afterward to fully settle
once they'd moved back.
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Helen thinks about this on the Wednesday the transition packets arrive,
because she recognizes, immediately, that what's coming for Sera is not
three days in a gymnasium. It is a different building entirely, a different
window, three hundred students where there have only ever been seven,
and no return to the old configuration waiting for her on the other side of it.

•  •  •

The packets go out to all eight families as a matter of routine—the same
information, Helen assumes, sent to every family whose school is scheduled
to close, a welcome guide to a building most of them haven't seen. It arrives
in Sera's house on a Tuesday afternoon, and by Wednesday evening, Sera's
mother is calling.

"She won't stop reading it," she tells Helen, her voice carrying the specific
exhaustion of a parent managing something they don't fully know how to
manage. "She's read the whole packet four times. She's memorized the
hallway map. She asked me forty minutes of questions about where the
bathroom is relative to her locker, which she doesn't have yet, because she
doesn't have a locker assignment yet, because nobody has locker
assignments yet."

"How is she doing otherwise?"
"She hasn't slept properly in three nights. She keeps asking what happens

if she can't find the room. What happens if the schedule changes and
nobody tells her. What happens if there's a substitute and the substitute
doesn't know she needs the routine explained twice."

Helen has known Sera for three years. She understands, in the specific
way you understand a child you've watched grow, that this isn't drama. This
is Sera's actual architecture under actual stress, the visible outline of
something that has always been there, now illuminated by a change large
enough to reach it.

The next morning, Sera arrives at 8:58, exactly on schedule, and sits at
her desk, and Helen watches her for the first hour with the particular
attention of someone who has just been told, by a parent, exactly what to
look for. Sera's handwriting is smaller than usual. She erases twice as often.
When Ren drops a book loudly across the room—an ordinary, meaningless
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noise, the kind of sound Room 12 produces forty times a day—Sera's whole
body goes rigid for a full three seconds before she recovers.

"I'm going to bring this to the district formally," Helen tells Sera's mother
that evening. "I think this is worth raising directly."

"Will it change anything?"
Helen doesn't answer immediately, because she doesn't yet know, and

she has learned, over the past two months, not to promise outcomes she
can't guarantee.

"I don't know," she says. "But I think it should be said out loud, regardless
of whether it changes the outcome."

She brings it to Anik the following week, and this time she doesn't bring
spreadsheets. She brings Sera's file—three years of documentation, the
accommodations plan, the specific language the district's own psychologist
used two years ago to describe Sera's needs, and she reads it aloud rather
than sliding it across the desk, because she wants Anik to hear it rather than
simply see it.

Anik listens without interrupting, and when Helen finishes, she's quiet for
longer than she's been quiet in any of their previous meetings.

"This is real," Anik says finally. "I want to say that plainly before anything
else. I'm not going to sit here and tell you Sera's distress is a manageable
inconvenience. It isn't. Some children experience a school closure as a
genuine, serious harm, and by every indication in this file, Sera is one of
them."

"So what happens?"
"We do everything within our capacity to reduce that harm. That's not

nothing, Helen, even though I understand it's not everything you're hoping
to hear. We can get her a transition counselor specifically assigned to her,
starting now, months before the actual move, so the relationship exists
before the change does. We can arrange supervised visits to the regional
building on days when it's quiet—weekends, holidays, whatever gets her
walking the actual hallway before she has to walk it with three hundred
other students around her. We can build her schedule with predictability as
an explicit design constraint rather than an afterthought. We can make sure
whoever gets assigned to her classroom knows, on day one, exactly what

T H E   H U N G R Y   G O D S   U N I V E R S E

61



she needs explained twice."
"That's a lot of accommodation for one student."
"It's what we owe her," Anik says. "It doesn't cost what keeping

Bellweather open costs. That's the uncomfortable arithmetic underneath
this, and I think you already understand it, even though I don't think you
want to."

Helen sits with that.
"You're telling me her distress is real, and worth serious accommodation,

and none of it changes the closure."
"I'm telling you her distress is real, and worth serious accommodation,

and the accommodation is cheaper and more effective than keeping an
entire building open at one-point-two-five percent capacity in order to
preserve a routine that could, with real effort, be rebuilt somewhere else."

"That sounds very reasonable when you say it like that."
"It is reasonable," Anik says. "That's what makes it difficult. I'd have an

easier time with this conversation if the case for closing Bellweather were
built on something callous. It isn't. It's built on the fact that we can serve
Sera better, more precisely, with more resources, in a building that has
actual specialists rather than one exhausted principal doing everything
herself."

Helen almost argues with exhausted, and then doesn't, because it's true,
and she's tired of pretending otherwise in front of the one person who has
never once pretended otherwise with her.

"Will it work? The transition counselor, the early visits, all of it?"
"I don't know," Anik says, and this, at least, is not an answer built on

certainty. "I think it gives her the best possible chance of the outcome we
want for her. I can't promise you it removes the difficulty. Some difficulty
doesn't get removed. It gets managed, and survived, and eventually
becomes part of a person's history rather than their present tense."

"Do you have children?" Helen asks, aware, as she asks it, that the
question is somewhat out of bounds for a meeting this formal, and asking it
anyway.

Anik doesn't seem to mind. "Two. Both grown now, both went through
the regional system, actually, back before I worked for the district. One of
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them struggled the first year, badly, in a building not unlike the one Sera's
headed toward. Not the same difficulty, but a difficulty. I remember exactly
how it felt to be told, by people whose job it was to reassure me, that the
resources existed and the outcomes were good and everything would be
fine eventually."

"Was it fine eventually?"
"Eventually, yes. Not on the timeline anyone promised me. Not without

months I wouldn't wish on anyone. I'm not telling you this to minimize
what's coming for Sera. I'm telling you because I think you deserve to know
that I'm not reciting this from a training manual. I've stood exactly where
her mother's standing, and I know the promises I'm making you are true and
also not sufficient, both at once."

Helen sits with this a moment. "That's the most honest thing anyone from
the district has said to me since October."

"I've been honest with you the entire time," Anik says, not defensively,
simply correcting the record. "I think what's changed is that you're finally
ready to hear it as honesty instead of as opposition."

Helen thinks of Sera's third desk from the window. She thinks of forty
minutes of questions about a locker that doesn't exist yet, about a hallway
drawn in a packet Sera has already memorized more thoroughly than the
building's actual architects likely have.

"Start the counselor now," Helen says. "Don't wait for the formal closure.
She needs the relationship before she needs the reason for it."

"I'll have someone assigned by next week," Anik says, and writes
something down, and Helen understands, watching her write it, that this is
the single unambiguous victory she is going to get out of the entire
campaign, and that it isn't a victory over the closure at all. It's a victory over
how badly the closure will hurt one specific child, purchased at the cost of
admitting, formally, that the closure is happening regardless.

•  •  •

Ms. Ferris arrives the following Tuesday, younger than Helen expected,
carrying a canvas bag with a laminated hallway map already prepared, as
though she'd anticipated exactly what Sera would need before ever meeting
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her.
She doesn't rush the introduction. She sits at the small table in the corner

of Room 12 during independent work time, simply present, answering
questions when Sera drifts over with one, otherwise letting the relationship
happen at whatever pace Sera's own curiosity permits.

"What's your favorite thing about the new building?" Sera asks her, on the
second visit, the question delivered with the specific caution of someone
testing whether a stranger's answer can be trusted.

Ms. Ferris considers this seriously, the way Helen has noticed every adult
in this whole process eventually learns to consider Sera's questions. "The
library has a reading nook with a window seat. Not many people know about
it yet, because it's tucked behind the reference section. I could show you,
on our quiet visit, if you wanted somewhere that felt like it was just yours
for a while."

Sera doesn't answer immediately, but Helen watches her expression do
something that hasn't happened since October—a small, careful loosening,
the beginning of what might, eventually, become trust.

"Okay," Sera says. "I'd like that."

•  •  •

Bellweather in early December looks the way it has looked every December
Helen can remember, which is to say it looks beautiful, and it looks like
almost nobody is using it.

She notices this more than usual, driving home after the Anik meeting,
the way she's been noticing things more than usual for three months now,
ever since a closure notice turned her own town into something she found
herself, unwillingly, actually looking at.

The Christmas lights go up on Main Street the same week they always do,
strung by the same two volunteers from the same aging ladder, decorating
storefronts for a population that could comfortably fit inside a single
street's worth of buildings twice over. The Cardinal, the town's one
remaining restaurant, has posted its winter hours in the window—Thursday
through Sunday now, four nights instead of seven, a decision Helen
remembers being made three years ago as a quiet, practical adjustment to
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demand rather than any kind of failure. The food is still good. The dining
room is simply smaller than it used to be, walled off with a folding partition
that makes forty covers feel like sixty.

The old Meridian building sits at the eastern edge of town, and Helen has
driven past it perhaps four thousand times without once really seeing it—a
squat, handsome brick structure, well maintained on the outside, dark on
the inside, the kind of building that looks less abandoned than paused,
waiting for a decision that keeps not arriving. She slows down as she passes
it this time, thinking of Diane Okafor's folder, of the specific weight in her
voice when she talked about friends moving two states away rather than
waiting any longer.

The gymnasium at Bellweather School is, she knows without needing to
check, in near-identical condition to the one at Meridian: fully maintained,
rarely full, echoing on the two days a week it's used for eight children's
worth of physical education in a space built to hold assemblies for six
hundred.

She has spent seventeen years understanding this pattern
intellectually—declining enrollment, oversized infrastructure, the
arithmetic of maintaining more than a population can fill—without once,
until this particular December, feeling the specific vertigo of realizing that
Bellweather isn't a special case of the pattern. It's simply the version of the
pattern she happens to be standing inside.

She pulls into her own driveway. Her house is a modest two-bedroom
that used to belong to a family of five, back when the neighborhood was full
of families of five, back when the street she lives on required two full blocks
of houses to hold the number of children who now attend her entire school.

She sits in the car for a moment before going in, the way she's taken to
doing more often lately, and thinks: everything here is exactly as good as it
looks. That's what makes it so difficult to argue with.

•  •  •

That evening, Helen sits with Sera during pickup, waiting for her mother,
and asks her, carefully, whether she'd like to know something about the
new school before everyone else does.
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Sera's eyes do the thing they do when a question offers a small measure
of control over an otherwise uncontrollable situation.

"What?"
"There's going to be someone whose whole job is helping you specifically

get comfortable there. Before anyone else even starts. You'll get to meet the
building on a quiet day, no crowds, just you and whoever's showing you
around."

"Just me?"
"Just you. You'll know the hallway before anyone else does."
Sera considers this with the seriousness she brings to everything.
"Can I see a map first? Before the actual visit?"
"I'll make sure you have one."
"Okay," Sera says, and something in her posture releases by perhaps ten

percent, which Helen understands, watching it happen, to be the entire
width of what's currently available to give her.
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C H A P T E R    1 4

How Many Would Be Enough

The artist mother's name is Priya Deschamps, and she comes to see Room
12 in person on the second Tuesday of the month, her seven-year-old son
Ambrose trailing behind her with the particular wariness of a child being
shown a place he hasn't yet decided whether to trust.

"He does two days at home already, with me," Priya explains, while
Ambrose stands very close to her leg and studies the room the way Callum
studies his mechanisms—quietly, thoroughly, reserving judgment. "I teach
him painting, mostly, some reading. I just think he needs other children two
days a week. Not five. Two feels right."

"We can absolutely do two days," Helen says. "Tuesdays and Thursdays, if
that works with your schedule."

"That works." Priya looks around the room again, at Callum's latest
construction, at Mina's drawing taped to the window, at Sera reading in her
usual seat. "It's smaller than I expected. In a good way. I looked at the
regional school's website and it just felt like—a lot. Ambrose gets
overwhelmed by a lot."

Ambrose, as if summoned by his own name, finally detaches from his
mother's leg and walks over to where Callum is working, watching with the
frank, unselfconscious interest of a child who hasn't yet learned that staring
is impolite.

"What is it," Ambrose asks.
"Not finished," Callum says, which Helen recognizes, by now, as his

standard answer to everyone, delivered with total consistency regardless of
audience.

"Okay," Ambrose says, apparently satisfied, and keeps watching anyway.
Helen watches this exchange and feels the same small, complicated lift

she's felt every time a new family walks through the door since Leo—the
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genuine gladness of watching a child find a room that fits him, tangled
together with the arithmetic she can't stop running underneath it. Two days
a week. Zero-point-four of a student. A number that means something real
to Ambrose and almost nothing to a spreadsheet built to measure buildings
against the populations required to justify them.

•  •  •

Helen spends her evenings, that whole stretch of November, doing research
she'd be embarrassed to describe to anyone except Ms. Kaur.

She pulls the county's public housing transfer records, looking for any
pattern of families with young children moving into Bellweather's zip code
rather than out of it. She finds three transfers in the past year, two of which
turn out to be elderly residents downsizing from larger houses to smaller
ones within the same three streets, and one young couple with no children
yet, though she notes, with a specificity she recognizes as slightly unhinged,
that the wife is thirty-one and the husband is thirty-three, ages at which,
statistically, children sometimes happen.

She checks the regional birth registry, publicly available in aggregate,
broken down by township. Bellweather recorded one birth the previous
year. Two the year before that. Four, the year before that. She graphs it,
because she is the kind of person who graphs things, and watches the line
do exactly what she already knew it would do before she made the graph.

She calls Sarah Castello twice more that month, each time under the thin
pretense of checking how Leo is settling in, each time actually fishing for
updates on the families Sarah mentioned—the artist mother, the couple
considering a move back. Sarah is patient with this. She seems, if anything,
to understand exactly what Helen is doing and to forgive her for it.

"I promise I'll tell you the second anything's confirmed," Sarah says, the
second time Helen calls. "You don't have to keep asking so carefully. I know
why you're asking."

"I appreciate that," Helen says, and means it, and also feels, hanging up,
the particular shame of having been caught being exactly as transparent as
she's been trying not to be.

By early December, three interested families has become two confirmed.
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The artist mother enrolls her seven-year-old for two days a week,
part-time, which counts—Anik confirms this in an email with the particular
carefulness of someone documenting something that matters—as a partial
student for enrollment purposes, calculated at 0.4 of a full-time equivalent.

The family considering a move back to the area finalizes their decision in
the last week of November, driven less by Bellweather specifically than by a
job offer that happened to align, though Sarah Castello has clearly had a
hand in making sure Bellweather's existence was part of what tipped the
decision.

Helen meets them—the Okonkwo-Reeses, Naomi and David, with a
six-year-old daughter named Junie—in person the first week of December,
at the same visit-and-tour ritual she's now performed enough times to have
refined into something close to a rehearsed kindness, though she means
every part of it freshly each time.

"We lived here years ago, actually," David tells her, while Junie
investigates the same window seat Leo once investigated, with the same
unguarded curiosity. "Before either of us had kids. We always said we'd
come back if the timing worked. I didn't expect the timing to work quite this
specifically, with the school in the state it's in, but Sarah mentioned it, and
something about a place choosing to stay small on purpose felt like exactly
the kind of return we wanted."

"You know it's closing at the end of the year," Helen says, because she's
learned, by now, never to let a family enroll without hearing this stated
plainly, however much it complicates the moment.

"We know," Naomi says. "We talked about it a long time. We still want this
year for her, even if it's the last one. We figure a good year is a good year,
whatever comes after it."

Helen doesn't have a response ready for that particular framing—a good
year is a good year, whatever comes after it—and carries it with her the rest
of the day, understanding it, eventually, as perhaps the most honest thing
any family has said to her across the entire campaign: not a bet on the
school's survival, simply a decision to take the good thing that's actually
available, for exactly as long as it remains available.
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That's it. The grandparent with the kindergarten-age grandchild decides,
after a long conversation with her daughter, that the regional school's
specialized reading program matters more than proximity, and doesn't
enroll.

Helen does the arithmetic that has become her private, compulsive habit:
eight, plus the part-time seven-year-old at 0.4, plus one incoming
six-year-old in January.

Nine-point-four.
She presents this to Anik with something that has started to feel, to her

own discomfort, less like advocacy and more like a gambler tracking a
streak.

"Nine-point-four is closer to ten than eight was," Helen says.
"It is," Anik agrees. "It's also still nine-point-four in a building built for six

hundred forty."
"But it's growth. Real, documented growth, three semesters running."
"It's growth," Anik agrees again, and Helen has started to notice that Anik

never disputes the fact of growth, only what the growth is capable of
proving. "I want to ask you something, and I want you to actually sit with
the question rather than answer it reflexively."

"Okay."
"How many would be enough?"
Helen opens her mouth to answer and finds, to her own surprise, that she

doesn't have a number ready.
"I don't know," she says slowly.
"Take your time."
"Twenty," Helen tries. "Twenty feels like it would be real. A number you

couldn't call an anomaly."
"Twenty is still three percent capacity in a building that was built to be

efficient at six hundred forty," Anik says. "Would twenty actually satisfy you,
or would you find yourself back in this office arguing for thirty?"

Helen considers this honestly, which is harder than she expects it to be.
"I don't know," she admits. "I think if we got to twenty, I'd start building a

case for why twenty was actually fragile, why it could slip backward without
one more push, why we needed twenty-five to be safe."
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"And at twenty-five?"
"I'd probably want thirty."
"And at thirty?"
Helen opens her mouth and closes it again, because she can already hear

where this leads, and some part of her had been hoping Anik would let her
stop before she had to say it herself.

"I think some part of me would want forty," she says finally. "I think there
might not be a number where I'd actually stop and say, there, that's enough, I
can let this go now."

"That's what I needed you to hear yourself say," Anik says, and her voice
isn't unkind, but it is direct in a way that lands harder than unkindness
would. "I don't think you're actually building toward a threshold, Helen. I've
watched you do this for three months now, and I think what's actually
happening is that you're arguing against the school ending at all, and you're
using enrollment numbers as the vocabulary because it's the vocabulary this
process understands. But there isn't a number. If there were a number,
you'd have told me it already, and you'd have told me it with confidence,
instead of discovering, right now, in front of me, that you don't actually
have one."

Helen sits with this, and it is the first thing Anik has said in three months
that she cannot immediately counter.

"Maybe you're right."
"I'm not trying to win an argument with you," Anik says. "I'm trying to

help you understand what argument you're actually having, because I don't
think it's the one you think it is."

•  •  •

There's a long silence, and Helen finally asks the question she's been
circling for weeks without letting herself land on it directly.

"Doesn't a town need a school?"
Anik looks at her for a moment before answering, and when she does, her

voice carries none of the bureaucratic careful-language Helen has grown
used to. It's just direct, and quiet, and final.

"It needs children."
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She doesn't elaborate. She doesn't need to. Helen sits with the sentence,
feeling its exact shape settle into place—not cruel, not even really an
argument, just the plainest possible statement of the actual condition
Bellweather finds itself in, stripped of every intermediate justification she's
spent three months constructing around it.

A school is not a thing a town needs in itself. A school is a structure that
exists in service of children who need educating. Bellweather has the
structure in surplus and the children in scarcity, and no version of the
argument she's built—not cost, not outcomes, not transportation, not the
building's fate, not even Sera's genuine and serious need—actually changes
which side of that equation is empty.

"Okay," Helen says, because there isn't anything else honest to say.
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C H A P T E R    1 5

What She's Actually Fighting For

Anik tells her something, almost in passing, at the end of the meeting where
the sentence it needs children is still hanging in the room between them.

"I taught here once," Anik says, gathering her papers, not quite looking at
Helen. "Bellweather, I mean. Long before you became principal. I was
twenty-four, it was my first posting, and there were still a hundred and ten
students then. I taught fourth grade in what's now your Room 12, actually,
though it wasn't the only room being used that way back then."

Helen has known Anik for three years and has never once heard this.
"I didn't know that."
"Most people don't. I don't bring it up, because I think it complicates how

people hear me, and I need people to hear the numbers clearly, not filtered
through the idea that I'm secretly sentimental about small schools." She
pauses. "I was on the committee, nine years ago, that voted to extend
Bellweather's funding for another cycle, back when enrollment first
dropped below twenty. I argued for the extension. I believed in it."

"What changed?"
"Nothing changed," Anik says. "That's the part I don't think people want to

hear. I still believe everything I believed then. I believed a school this size, in
a town this size, was worth an unusual amount of resources to preserve,
because I'd taught here, because I knew what it gave children that a larger
place couldn't. I still believe that. And I also believe, now, watching the
enrollment continue falling for nine more years past the point where I first
argued for patience, that there's a difference between defending something
worth defending and refusing to notice when defending it stops being
possible."

"That's a very careful distinction."
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"It's the only one I've got," Anik says. "I'm not the villain in this, Helen, and
I'm also not a neutral bureaucrat reciting numbers at you from a script. I
loved this school too. I'm just nine years further down the same road you're
on right now, and I got to the same place you're getting to, just earlier, with
less at stake for me personally than there is for you."

She leaves after that, and Helen sits alone in the office for a while, turning
over the fact that the person she's spent three months treating as the voice
of the system is, underneath that role, someone who once stood exactly
where Helen is standing, and lost the same argument, and kept doing the
job anyway.

•  •  •

Helen meets Diane Okafor by accident, in the parking lot of the regional
administrative building, on a day she's there for an unrelated meeting about
Sera's transition counselor.

Diane is in her seventies, sharp-eyed, carrying a folder of her own, and
they end up waiting for the same elevator long enough to fall into the
specific instant familiarity of two people who recognize, in each other,
someone else fighting a bureaucratic case.

"You're the Bellweather principal," Diane says. It's not a question.
"Helen Ward. Yes."
"I've heard about your school. Small thing. Seven kids, or is it more now?"
"Nine-point-four," Helen says, and something in her own voice makes her

hear, for the first time, how strange that sentence actually is.
Diane laughs, not unkindly. "I'm here about the senior housing

conversion. The old Meridian building, over on the east side of the
district—used to be a middle school, closed nine years ago, been sitting
mostly empty since. We've been trying for three years to get it converted
into supported housing for people my age who can't manage the big old
houses anymore but don't want to leave the area entirely. Every year it
doesn't happen, more of us end up moving in with kids two states away, or
into facilities forty miles out that don't know our names."

"What's holding up the conversion?"

T H E   H U N G R Y   G O D S   U N I V E R S E

74



"Resources," Diane says, simply. "Staffing, certification transfers, funding
that's earmarked in ways that make moving it from one use to another
harder than it should be. The district's spread thin. Every dollar going
toward maintaining smaller institutions is a dollar not going toward
converting the bigger ones we actually need converted."

Helen feels something settle in her chest, cold and clarifying.
"Bellweather," she says. "Bellweather's operating budget."
"I don't know the specifics of your situation," Diane says, and Helen

believes her—there's no accusation in it, no awareness even that she's just
handed Helen the exact shape of the thing Anik has been trying to show her
for three months. "I just know that every year this takes longer, and every
year, some of my friends give up waiting and leave. I'm not blaming anyone
specific. I understand there's not enough to go around for everything at
once."

"No," Helen says. "There isn't."
"Can I ask you something," Helen says, before the elevator arrives. "Do

you resent schools like mine? Small ones, still open, still costing something,
while your building sits waiting?"

Diane considers this with real care, the way Helen is coming to recognize
as the local dialect of everyone she's met through this entire
process—nobody here answers quickly, not Anik, not Ms. Kaur, not now
Diane, all of them treating the question as one that deserves actual thought
rather than a reflexive defense.

"I don't think I resent your school specifically," Diane says. "I think I
resent the general shape of not having enough to go around, and your
school happens to be one of the things sitting inside that shape. If
Bellweather closed tomorrow, I don't know that Meridian gets funded the
day after. It's not that simple a trade. But I'd be lying if I said the two things
weren't drawing from the same well."

"That's an honest answer."
"I'm seventy-four," Diane says. "I don't have the patience left for

dishonest ones."
The elevator arrives. They ride it in silence, and when the doors open,

Diane wishes her luck with her school, and Helen wishes her luck with the
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Meridian building, and they go their separate ways, and Helen sits in her car
in the parking lot for eleven minutes before she starts the engine.

•  •  •

She looks up the Meridian building that night, after the children are long
gone and her own dinner sits untouched beside her laptop.

It closed nine years ago—enrollment had dropped to forty, then thirty,
then a number small enough that the district folded it into the regional
system two full closure cycles before Bellweather's own name ever
appeared on a similar list. She finds a local news article from the closure
itself, a photograph of the building's last graduating class: fourteen
students, considerably more than Bellweather has ever managed in Helen's
tenure, and even that number had been treated, at the time, as evidence of
a school past saving.

She finds the district's current backlog of unfunded capital projects—the
conversion plan Diane mentioned sits eleventh on a list of thirty-one, each
one competing for the same finite renovation budget, each one,
presumably, attached to someone with a folder and a specific, legitimate
need.

She closes the laptop before she can start ranking them against
Bellweather's own operating cost, because she already knows, with an
unpleasant clarity, roughly where that ranking would put her.

•  •  •

She tells Ms. Kaur about it the next morning, in the quiet before the
children arrive, the two of them setting up Room 12 the way they do every
day, wiping down desks that don't really need wiping, straightening books
that were already straight.

"I met a woman yesterday who's been waiting three years for a building
conversion that keeps not happening because the district doesn't have
enough to fund everything at once," Helen says. "And I realized, somewhere
around the ninth minute of sitting in my car afterward, that I've spent three
months arguing that Bellweather's continued existence is worth more than
whatever that money could do somewhere else. I've never once asked what
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the money could do somewhere else. I never wanted to know."
Ms. Kaur doesn't look up from the desk she's straightening. "Did you

expect to feel good, learning that?"
"No."
"Then I don't think you need me to tell you what it means."
Helen sits down at one of the empty desks—Toma's, she realizes, though

he's rarely here to occupy it these days—and lets herself say the thing she's
been circling since October.

"I think I've been fighting for more than the children."
"I know," Ms. Kaur says, still not looking up. "I've known since about the

second week."
"You never said anything."
"It wasn't my place to. And it wasn't entirely wrong of you, either. You've

given this school seventeen years. Of course some part of what you're
protecting is the version of yourself who gets to keep doing that. I don't
think that makes your case for the children dishonest. I think it makes you
human, which I'd have been more worried about you not being."

"But it changes what I'm actually asking for."
"It might," Ms. Kaur agrees. "I think you should sit with that honestly,

rather than pretend you've been purely selfless this whole time. I don't
think Anik's ever believed you were purely selfless. I don't think she needed
you to be, to take your case seriously. I think she just needed you to
eventually see it yourself."

Ms. Kaur finally straightens up from the desk she's been fussing over and
looks at Helen directly, which she doesn't do often, saving direct eye
contact, Helen has noticed over the years, for the moments she considers
genuinely worth it.

"Can I tell you something about myself," Ms. Kaur says, "that I don't think
I've ever told you?"

"Please."
"I took this job three days a week, seven years ago, because my own

children were finishing at the regional school and I wasn't ready to stop
teaching entirely, but I also wasn't willing to commit to something full-time
anymore. Bellweather let me do that. A smaller job, a smaller room, a
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smaller life, for a while. I think I understand, better than you might expect,
what it means to need a thing to stay small enough to fit around what's left
of you."

"Do you resent it? Being asked to give that up too?"
"Some days. Most days I think I've gotten more out of these seven years

than I had any right to expect from a part-time job in a dying school. I got to
actually know these children, the way you did, the way almost nobody gets
to anymore. I don't think I'll get that again, wherever I end up next. I've
made my peace with that being a real loss, rather than pretending it isn't
one just because the loss is also, somehow, correct."

"How do you do that. Hold both of those at once."
"I don't know that I've fully figured it out," Ms. Kaur says. "I think you just

have to let yourself be sad about a true thing without needing the sadness
to mean the thing was false."

Helen thinks of Anik's face across the desk, three months of patient,
careful honesty, never once accusing her of anything, simply showing her,
argument by argument, exactly what she was actually standing on.

The children start arriving at 8:34.
Toma first, later than he used to be, more of him elsewhere than here

these days, though he still says good morning, still means it in his distracted
way. Elsie next, glancing at the window out of habit before she's even set
down her bag, still watching for whatever's being built on Birch Street, still
leaning toward a future that has room in it for crowds and strangers and
people who haven't known her since infancy. Ren and Olin arrive
mid-argument about something that happened overnight in whatever world
they share through their screens, the argument continuing uninterrupted
through the physical business of hanging up coats and finding seats, an old
and reliable weather system that Helen has stopped trying to forecast and
simply lets pass through.

Sera at 8:58, exactly on schedule, moving toward her desk with the
specific relief of a routine still, for now, intact—third desk from the window,
second row, the window on the correct side of the room, the schedule
unchanged, the room still, for these remaining months, exactly as it has
always been. Helen watches her sit and thinks of the transition counselor
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starting next week, of the promise she made about the map, of eleven
minutes standing in a gymnasium doorway two years ago, working through
a calculation Helen still can't fully see the shape of.

Callum arrives already narrating something to himself about load
distribution, carrying a new iteration of whatever he's building, more
confident in its structure than yesterday's version, though still, by his own
account, not finished. Mina wanders in at 9:04 with her permanent,
uncomplicated calm, asking if it's lunchtime soon, accepting three hours as
adequate information for now the way she always does. Leo arrives holding
Marcus's hand as far as the doorway and then releasing it, three months
into being here now, running toward the desk near the window that is,
unmistakably, entirely his, already indistinguishable in his comfort here
from a child who has never known anything else.

And Ambrose, on his Tuesday, arriving with Priya for the first time this
week, standing close to her leg for exactly as long as it takes him to spot
Callum's desk, and then crossing the room on his own, unprompted, to see
what's not finished yet today.

Nine children. Nine-point-four, technically, with Ambrose's own
arithmetic factored in on his two attendance days, a number that will mean
everything to a spreadsheet and, Helen understands now, watching them
settle into the room's particular working quiet, almost nothing to any of
them.

She watches Ren finally let go of whatever he'd been arguing about,
watches Olin do the same a beat later, the two of them moving on to their
composition work as though the argument had simply exhausted its own
fuel. She watches Sera open her book to the exact page she left it on
yesterday. She watches Callum show Ambrose something about the tertiary
support, watches Ambrose nod with the total seriousness of someone being
told something important, whether or not he understands a word of it. She
watches Mina begin her workbook pages with the contentment of someone
doing exactly what seems reasonable, and Leo settle beside her, and Toma
disappear into his phone, and Elsie glance once more toward the window
before finally opening her own materials.
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She understands, watching all of it, that she has run out of arguments the
system hasn't already considered, and that what remains isn't a case
anymore.

It's simply the fact of these specific children, in this specific room, for
however many months remain before the room stops being theirs.

She doesn't know yet what she's going to do with that understanding.
She knows only that the case is closed, and that she lost it fairly, and that

losing it fairly is somehow harder to carry than losing it any other way
would have been.

•  •  •

She calls Anik that evening, not for any specific procedural reason, simply
because she wants to say the thing out loud to the person who's spent three
months waiting, patiently, for her to arrive at it.

"I think I'm done building the case," Helen says. "Not done caring. Just
done pretending there's a version of the argument I haven't already made."

Anik is quiet for a moment. "That took longer than I expected, and also
exactly as long as I expected. I don't think there's a version of this where
someone gets to that sentence quickly."

"What happens now?"
"Now we finish out the year properly. No more meetings about whether.

Just meetings about how—transition logistics, transfer paperwork, making
sure nine-point-four children land somewhere that's ready for them
specifically." A pause. "I meant what I said in the fall, Helen. Your case was
good. It just wasn't the kind of good that changes an outcome built on a
different kind of arithmetic entirely."

"I know," Helen says, and finds, saying it, that she actually does.
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C H A P T E R    1 6

The Basement

Robert finds her in the hallway on a Wednesday in mid-December, the two
of them nearly colliding at the corner where the corridor bends toward
what used to be the science wing.

"You look like you're looking for something," he says. He's been the
custodian at Bellweather for twenty-six years, long enough to remember
three different superintendents and at least two different paint colors for
the gymnasium, and he has the particular perceptiveness of someone who
has spent decades noticing which doors people open and which ones they
don't.

"I want to see the old records," Helen says. "Enrollment ledgers, board
minutes, whatever's still around from before everything went digital. I don't
actually know what we still have."

"Basement," Robert says, without needing to think about it. "Three rooms
down past the boiler. Nobody's touched most of it in fifteen years, maybe
longer. I go down there twice a year to make sure nothing's leaking on
anything, but that's about it."

He walks her down himself, unlocking a door that sticks in a way that
suggests it's mostly stayed shut, flipping a light switch that takes a moment
to catch. The room smells like the specific, dry mustiness of paper that has
been undisturbed for a very long time—not decay, exactly, just time,
accumulating.

Filing cabinets line two walls, labeled in a handwriting Helen doesn't
recognize, dates going back further than she expected. Boxes stack in the
corner, marked in a variety of hands across a variety of decades:
ENROLLMENT RECORDS 1970–1985. BOARD MINUTES 1960–1975.
PHOTOGRAPHS — DO NOT DISCARD, this last one in block capitals,
underlined twice, by someone who clearly anticipated exactly the kind of
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casual disposal that eventually claims most institutional memory.
"Take whatever you need," Robert says. "Nobody's going to ask you to

sign anything out. I don't think anybody remembers this room exists except
me."

He leaves her to it, and Helen stands for a moment in the doorway,
feeling the specific vertigo of realizing that an entire buried version of
Bellweather's history has been sitting three rooms past the boiler this whole
time, waiting for someone to want it.

Elsie finds out about the basement by accident, the way most
twelve-year-olds find out about anything—by noticing an adult behaving
slightly differently and refusing to let the observation go uninvestigated.

"You've got dust on your sleeve," she tells Helen, the morning after the
first basement trip. "Where were you?"

"Looking through old records. Enrollment books, mostly. Things from
before I worked here."

Elsie's whole posture changes, the particular forward-lean she gets
whenever something promises to be genuinely new rather than merely
repeated. "Can I see?"

Helen considers this. There's no reason not to, and something in her
wants, specifically, to show it to Elsie of all the children—Elsie, who spends
so much of her attention pointed toward whatever's being built on Birch
Street, toward the regional academy's online materials, toward anywhere
that isn't quite here. Elsie has never known Bellweather as anything other
than small.

She brings the oldest ledger up to Room 12 that afternoon during project
time, and Elsie leans in close, studying the columns of names and numbers
with real attention.

"Six hundred twelve," Elsie reads aloud, tracing the first entry with her
finger. "That's how many kids went here?"

"The very first year. Before either of us existed."
Elsie flips forward carefully, the way Helen has taught all of them to

handle anything fragile, watching the number shrink page by page, decade
by decade. "It just keeps going down. Every single page."

"It does."
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"Where did they all go?"
It's such a plain question, asked with such total lack of guile, that Helen

doesn't have a ready answer for a moment.
"Some of them grew up and left for other places. Some of them had

children who left. Some of them just—didn't have as many children as their
own parents did. It happened slowly, over a very long time. Nobody made it
happen. It just happened, the way weather happens."

"That's a lot of kids to just happen away," Elsie says, still turning pages,
and Helen feels the sentence land somewhere she wasn't quite braced for.

"It is," Helen agrees.
"Do you think it's sad?"
Helen considers the question as honestly as she's been trying to consider

every question for three months now. "I think it's sad and I think it's also
just true. I don't think those two things cancel each other out. I think you're
allowed to find something sad and also understand that it happened for
reasons that made sense at the time."

Elsie sits with that longer than Helen expects a twelve-year-old to sit
with anything. "I want to go somewhere bigger," she says finally. "I know
that probably sounds bad, given—" she gestures vaguely at the ledger, at the
implication underneath it. "But I do. I want the regional school. I want to
meet people who don't already know everything about me."

"That doesn't sound bad," Helen says. "That sounds like exactly what
you're supposed to want, at your age, in your particular life. I don't think
wanting a bigger world makes you responsible for this building getting
smaller."

"Are you sure?"
"I'm sure," Helen says, and means it more than she expected to, watching

Elsie's face ease slightly at being told, plainly, that her own forward
momentum and the school's contraction were never actually the same
story, however much they happened to be occurring at the same time, in
the same small building, to the same small number of children.

•  •  •

T H E   H U N G R Y   G O D S   U N I V E R S E

84



She starts with the enrollment ledgers, because they're the easiest to read
and because she already suspects, correctly, that they'll tell her the story
fastest.

The earliest one she finds is handwritten, ink gone brown with age, dated
the year the building first opened its doors: six hundred and twelve
students, a number that makes the CAPACITY: 32 plaque upstairs feel,
suddenly, like a message from a civilization that assumed its own
permanence so completely it never thought to hedge.

She flips forward, decade by decade, watching the number do what she
already knew it would do, seeing it now not as an abstraction but as a
specific, dated fact, written in a specific hand, by a specific person whose
job it had been to record it.

She finds the sequence she's half-remembered from her own tenure and
half-inherited from predecessors she never met, laid out now in black ink
rather than institutional memory: a hundred thirty-two students, the year
she arrived as a young teacher, hopeful and unaware of what she was
walking into the middle of. A hundred nine, four years later. Eighty-four.
Sixty-one. Forty-three. Thirty-one. Twenty-two. Sixteen. Twelve. Nine.
Seven.

Every number, in its year, had felt like the floor. She remembers this
specifically now, remembers the year enrollment dropped to thirty-one and
the entire staff meeting that followed, someone—she can't remember who,
it might have been her—saying, surely this is as low as it goes. She
remembers saying some version of that sentence again at twenty-two.
Again at twelve.

She has said, with complete sincerity, at least four separate times across
seventeen years, that a given number represented the bottom. She was
wrong every single time, and she understands now, sitting on an overturned
crate in a basement three rooms past the boiler, that she has no actual
evidence that seven, or eight, or nine-point-four, is any more genuinely a
floor than thirty-one ever was.

The realization doesn't arrive as a shock. It arrives the way water arrives
in a slow leak—something she's been standing in for a while without quite
registering that her feet were wet.
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•  •  •

She surfaces from the basement at 3:40, later than she meant to, dust on
her sleeves, and finds Ms. Kaur finishing the afternoon's cleanup in Room 12
alone, the children already gone for the day.

"You missed the entire afternoon," Ms. Kaur says, not unkindly. "Callum
wanted to show you something about his mechanism. I told him you'd see it
tomorrow."

"I'm sorry. I lost track of time."
"Where were you?"
"The basement," Helen says. "Reading old enrollment ledgers. I think I

might have just spent an entire afternoon confirming something I already
knew and didn't want to know quite this specifically."

"Was it worth it?"
Helen considers the boxes she's left half-sorted downstairs, the sequence

of numbers now sitting in her memory with a precision it didn't have this
morning. "I don't know yet," she says. "I think there's more down there. I
think I'm going to need a few more afternoons."

"Just don't miss another one of Callum's demonstrations," Ms. Kaur says.
"He waited twenty minutes."

"I'll make it up to him."
She will, the next morning, and Callum will show her the finished

mechanism—four days of not-finished having resolved, apparently,
sometime while she was three rooms past the boiler—and she'll watch it
work, watch the small pulleys catch and release in a sequence that does
something genuinely, unexpectedly elegant, and she'll mean it completely
when she tells him so.

•  •  •

She goes back down a third time that week, and finds, in a box she hadn't
yet opened, a stack of letters she doesn't immediately
recognize—correspondence from former staff, apparently kept rather than
filed, in the specific way institutions sometimes preserve things nobody
officially decided were worth preserving.
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Near the bottom, she finds the letter from Marguerite Aldwin, the
teacher who worked at Bellweather for twenty-three years before retiring,
the same letter Helen had asked her to write months ago as part of the
testimonial case, back in October, back when the case still felt like
something that might work. Helen had used it then—had quoted the line
about knowing every child who ever came through the school—without ever
seeing the letter's full text, only the excerpt Marguerite had sent by email.

The physical original is longer. Two full pages, handwritten, and near the
end, a paragraph Helen never saw:

I want to say something I couldn't quite fit into the shorter version I sent
you for your case. I don't think Bellweather closing is a tragedy in the way
people want tragedies to be simple. I taught for twenty-three years in a
building that got smaller around me every single year I worked there, and I
want you to know that I do not regret a single one of those years, even the ones
where I was teaching four children instead of forty. I think what you're doing
now—fighting honestly, without pretending the fight will definitely be won—is
exactly what the job has always required, in good years and in years like this
one. I am sorry you're living through this part of it. I am not sorry you got to
live through the other part first.

Helen sits with the letter for a long while, in the basement's dim light,
understanding that Marguerite had written her something true and
complete months before Helen had the actual experience necessary to
receive it fully. She hadn't needed the shorter version to make an argument.
She'd needed the longer version, now, simply to be told, by someone who'd
already lived the whole arc of it, that the fight and the loss were never
actually in contradiction with each other.

She folds the letter carefully and takes it upstairs with her, along with the
ledgers, understanding that some documents earn their weight only once
the person reading them has caught up to what they were always saying.

•  •  •

But that evening, driving home, she thinks only about the ledgers, about a
hundred thirty-two becoming seven across seventeen patient, undramatic
years, one ordinary September at a time, nobody ever announcing the
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specific year it became irreversible because nobody ever knows, in the
moment, which year that's going to turn out to be.
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C H A P T E R    1 7

Thirty-Two

She goes back to the basement the following week, this time with a specific
question rather than a general one: why thirty-two.

It's not an arbitrary number, she knows that much already, has known it
the whole seventeen years without ever once asking what specifically
produced it. Every classroom in the original building carries some version of
the same plaque, different numbers for different rooms, but Room 12's has
always struck her as the one that mattered most, perhaps only because it's
the one she happens to stand in every day.

She finds the answer in a board minutes folder from the year the building
was constructed, in the dry, formal language of municipal planning:
pursuant to the newly adopted state guidance on class-size ratios, and in
anticipation of continued regional population growth, the Board recommends
standard classroom capacity of thirty-two students per instructor, a figure
believed to balance individualized attention against the practical necessity of
efficient space utilization given projected enrollment trends.

Projected enrollment trends. She reads the phrase twice, feeling its
particular, dated confidence. Someone, in a room much like the one this
document describes, had looked at the available evidence and concluded,
reasonably, competently, that Bellweather's population would keep
growing, that thirty-two was a number chosen not as a ceiling but as a
sustainable, ordinary baseline for a town that fully expected to keep
needing more of everything indefinitely.

She finds the original architectural plans further back in the same box,
blueprints for a building meant to hold six hundred and forty students
across twenty classrooms, a gymnasium built to seat assemblies for the
entire student body at once, a cafeteria with a kitchen designed to prepare
hot lunches for six hundred children simultaneously. She finds a newspaper
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clipping, brittle and yellowed, covering the building's dedication ceremony:
a photograph of the mayor cutting a ribbon, a quote from him about
Bellweather's bright future, about the town's confidence that this building
would serve generations of children to come.

Nobody in that photograph looks like they were lying. Nobody looks like
they were even hedging.

•  •  •

She finds Robert again the next morning, catches him before the children
arrive, and asks him something that's been nagging at her since the
basement.

"Do you know why Room 12 specifically became the one we kept using?
Out of everything in this building, why that room?"

Robert considers this while he finishes wiping down a water fountain
nobody uses anymore. "Best light, for one thing. South-facing windows, gets
sun most of the day even in winter. And it's closest to the entrance, which
mattered more when there were more staff needing quick access to
different parts of the building. But mostly, I think, it's just the room that was
still in use when the last consolidation happened, so it became the default.
These things aren't usually decided all at once. They're decided by
whichever room happens to be occupied the day somebody finally admits a
decision needs making."

"That's a strange way for history to work."
"Most of history works that way," Robert says. "People like to imagine big

decisions get made in big deliberate moments. Mostly it's just whichever
room was already warm."

Helen thinks about this the rest of the morning, watching the children in
the room that became the default simply by virtue of already being
occupied on the day someone stopped pretending the building needed all
twenty of its classrooms. She thinks about the plaque above the door,
thirty-two written in paint that has faded from official signage into
something closer to an epitaph.

•  •  •
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That afternoon, while the children are at lunch, she takes the stepladder
from the supply closet and climbs up to look at the plaque directly, closer
than she's looked at it in years, close enough to see the specific
brushstrokes of whoever painted it, close enough to see, beneath the visible
layer, the ghost of an even older number that had been painted over before
this one—she can just make out the top curve of what might have been a
four, or possibly a six, some earlier, even more optimistic capacity that this
thirty-two had itself been a downward revision of.

She hadn't known that. Seventeen years of walking beneath this plaque,
and she's never once noticed that thirty-two wasn't even the building's first
guess.

She climbs down before anyone sees her standing on a ladder examining
paint, and doesn't mention it to Ms. Kaur, or to Robert, or to anyone.

She wonders, not for the first time that week, how many more layers are
underneath that one.
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C H A P T E R    1 8

Two Hundred

The photograph she's looking for isn't the one hanging in the front
hallway—that one's from 1988, three hundred children arranged in careful
rows against the building's east wall, the one she's passed thousands of
times and finally, months ago, compared against a 2019 version taken with
seven.

She wants something older. She finds it in the same box as the
architectural plans: a formal dedication photograph, the same ceremony
the newspaper clipping described, the mayor and the ribbon and the
building gleaming behind them, brand new, not yet worn by any of the
decades it hasn't lived through yet.

Behind the mayor, arranged on risers built specifically for the occasion,
stands what the caption identifies as the inaugural student body of
Bellweather Consolidated School.

She counts them.
She doesn't mean to, at first. She starts simply looking, the way you look

at any old photograph, faces slightly blurred by the camera technology of
the era, children in clothes that mark the decade as clearly as any date
stamp could. But somewhere around the third row, she notices she's begun
keeping a running number in her head without deciding to, and once she
notices it, she can't stop.

Twenty. Forty. She loses count once, near the back row where the
arrangement grows dense and the faces blur together, and starts again from
the beginning rather than guess.

Sixty. A hundred. She recognizes, distantly, a surname she thinks might
belong to a family still living in Bellweather—the Hartwells, maybe, whose
current descendant rides the regional bus route Anik showed her weeks
ago, twenty-two minutes, climate-controlled, the shortest ride on the
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manifest.
A hundred forty. A hundred eighty.
Somewhere past two hundred, she stops counting individual faces and

starts counting rows instead, multiplying rather than tallying, because the
precision has stopped being the point. She can see, without needing an
exact number, that this photograph holds somewhere between five and six
hundred children, arranged in a formation that fills the entire width of the
frame, spilling past its edges in a way that suggests the photographer had to
step back further than planned to fit them all in.

She sets the photograph down.
She doesn't cry, not exactly, though something in her chest does the

thing that precedes crying without quite arriving there—a tightness, a held
breath, the physical location where an emotion sits before it decides what
shape to take.

She has spent three months building a case measured in single digits.
Eight. Nine-point-four. A number small enough to hold in one hand, to
graph on a single sheet of paper, to argue about across a desk with Anik as
though the argument itself were the size of the thing at stake.

This photograph is not an argument. It's a fact, five or six hundred
children deep, staring back at her from a moment when nobody in the
frame had any reason to imagine the number could ever be anything other
than what it currently was.

She understands, sitting with it, something she'd been circling for weeks
without letting herself land on directly: that seven versus eight was never
really the question. Eight versus ten was never really the question. The
question, the actual one, underneath every smaller version of it she's spent
three months arguing, is the distance between this photograph and Room 12
on an ordinary Tuesday morning—a distance too large to be closed by one
family, or three, or even by every family within driving distance who might
plausibly choose Bellweather over the next decade.

She is not failing to solve a small problem.
She is standing very close to a very large one, and she has been mistaking

her proximity to it for the ability to move it.
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•  •  •

She finds one more photograph before she leaves the basement that day,
tucked into a folder labeled simply with a year—the year she herself arrived,
twenty-four years old, a new teacher standing at the edge of a group photo
she'd forgotten was ever taken. A hundred thirty-two students, exactly as
the ledger had told her, though the ledger's number had felt abstract in a
way this photograph immediately refuses to be.

She finds her own face near the back, younger than she remembers
being, standing slightly apart from the row of more senior staff, not yet
knowing that she would spend the next seventeen years watching the
number beside her shrink from a hundred thirty-two to nine-point-four,
one class photo at a time.

•  •  •

She brings the photograph upstairs the next morning, before the children
arrive, and props it against the wall beside the 1988 and 2019 comparison
she made months ago, so that all four now sit together: founding, her own
arrival, decline underway, and now.

Ms. Kaur finds her looking at all four side by side.
"Where did you find that one?"
"Basement. Dedication day. I counted them. I got past two hundred and

stopped being able to count individually, and there were still—I don't know.
Three, four times that many left in the frame."

Ms. Kaur looks at the photograph for a long moment, the particular
density of children filling every inch of the image. "It's strange, isn't it.
Looking at abundance like that. You'd think it would feel hopeful, seeing
how full this building used to be. Mostly it just makes the current number
feel smaller than it already did."

"I don't think I understood the actual scale of this until yesterday," Helen
says. "Not really. I've known the facts. I've known the numbers. I don't think
I let myself understand what the numbers actually meant until I tried to
count them one at a time and ran out of ability to keep track."

"What does it change?"
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Helen considers the question honestly. "I don't think it changes what
happens to Bellweather. I think it changes what I understand myself to have
been arguing about for three months. I thought I was fighting a local,
solvable problem. Get to ten. Get to twelve. I don't think that was ever what
this was. I think I was standing next to something enormous and mistaking
the small piece closest to me for the whole thing."

The children start arriving twenty minutes later—Toma at 8:36, Elsie at
8:44, Ren and Olin mid-argument at 8:51—and Helen watches all three
photographs from her desk for most of the morning, founding day and
decline and now, side by side, three hundred and change and seven and
eight becoming, slowly, nine-point-four, and she understands that she is
looking at a single continuous line, and that no version of her three-month
campaign was ever going to be capable of bending it back toward where it
started.
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C H A P T E R    1 9

What Changes

Toma stays late one afternoon that week, which is unusual enough that
Helen notices immediately.

"Everything okay? Erin's not picking you up?"
"She's coming at four instead of three. I've got time." He doesn't look up

from his phone at first, then does, which is rarer still. "Ms. Kaur said you
found some old photo. From when the school opened."

"Word travels fast in a room with eight people in it."
"Nine-point-four," Toma says, with the faint, distracted humor that's

mostly all Helen ever gets from him these days, and she laughs despite
herself. "Can I see it?"

She shows him, and he studies it longer than she expects, longer than his
usual attention span generally permits for anything not on a screen.

"That's a lot of people who used to care about this building," he says
finally.

"It is."
"Do you think any of them would recognize it now?"
Helen considers this. "I think the building, yes. I think what's happening

inside it, maybe not."
Toma nods slowly, still looking at the photograph. "I don't feel bad about

leaving, if that's what you're asking. I know you probably think I don't care
about any of this. I do care. I just don't think caring means staying
somewhere that isn't really built for what I need anymore. I think that's
allowed to be true at the same time as caring."

"I don't think you don't care," Helen says. "I think I understand, better
than I did three months ago, that leaving well might be exactly what a place
like this was always supposed to make possible. I don't think your leaving is
evidence that Bellweather failed you. I've started to think it might be
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evidence of the opposite."
Toma looks at her properly then, something briefly unguarded crossing

his face before the usual distracted ease returns. "That's a nicer way to
think about it than I expected you to land on."

"I've had a complicated few months," Helen says.
"Yeah," Toma says. "I've noticed." He hands the photograph back to her

carefully, the way Elsie had, the particular gentleness children develop
around things they understand to be fragile without needing to be told. "For
what it's worth, I think you did a good job with all of this. Whatever
happens."

He's gone by 3:58, out to Erin's waiting car, back into the wider life that's
mostly already claimed him, and Helen sits with his sentence a while before
she can make herself move on to the rest of the afternoon.

•  •  •

She doesn't tell Anik about the photograph, at first. She isn't sure, for
several days, what there would even be to say—I counted a crowd and
stopped believing in my own campaign isn't the kind of update she's used to
bringing to a formal district meeting.

But she brings it anyway, the following week, because she's found she
can't quite stop thinking about it and because some part of her wants to say
it aloud to the one person who has spent three months patiently, honestly,
showing her exactly this.

"I found the building's dedication photo," she tells Anik. "Five or six
hundred children. I counted as far as I could and then just—stopped being
able to."

Anik doesn't look surprised, exactly, though something in her face shifts,
softens slightly at the edges. "I've seen that photo. It's in the district archive
too, actually, a copy of it. I looked at it my first year in this job, trying to
understand what I was actually managing."

"What did you feel, looking at it?"
"Something close to what I think you're feeling now," Anik says. "The

specific vertigo of understanding scale you'd only known as a number. I
don't think anyone fully believes in demographic contraction until they've
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had to count something themselves and run out of numbers to hold onto."
Helen sits with this. "I think I've spent three months arguing as though

this were a problem I could solve with the right combination of families and
the right case to the right person. I don't think that's what this is anymore. I
don't think it was ever that, honestly, but I think I needed the photograph to
actually believe it."

"What does that change, for you?"
Helen considers the question seriously, the way she's learned, over these

three months, that every question in this process deserves to be considered
seriously rather than answered reflexively. "I don't think I'm going to stop
hoping for growth. If Priya's other friend calls, if the grandmother
reconsiders, if some family we've never met decides next spring that
Bellweather is exactly what they want—I'll take all of it, gladly, and I won't
pretend I don't want ten, or twelve, or twenty. But I don't think I'm going to
keep building a case anymore. I don't think there's a case left to build. I
think what's left is just—the year. However much of it remains. And figuring
out what I actually want to do with the part that's still mine to shape."

Anik nods slowly. "That's not nothing, Helen. Most people who go
through this process never actually get to that sentence. They stay angry, or
they stay in denial, straight through to the last day, and it doesn't change
the outcome, but it does change what the last day feels like when it arrives."

"What does it feel like, when someone gets to that sentence early?"
"Better," Anik says simply. "Not painless. Just—less wasted. You get more

of the actual time, instead of spending all of it fighting for time you were
never going to get."

•  •  •

That evening, Helen doesn't go home directly. She drives past the Meridian
building again, slower this time, and past the Cardinal with its four nights of
winter hours, and past the Christmas lights strung by the same two
volunteers on the same aging ladder, and she thinks about Diane Okafor's
folder, eleventh on a list of thirty-one, and about a photograph with too
many faces to count, and about nine-point-four children who will arrive
tomorrow morning at their usual times, unaware that anything in particular
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has shifted in how their principal understands the shape of what's
happening to their school.

She still doesn't know exactly what she wants the rest of the year to look
like. She knows only that the fighting part of it—the part built on
spreadsheets and cost analyses and careful arguments about transportation
routes—has quietly, without any specific moment of surrender, come to an
end.

What replaces it, she understands, walking back into her own dark, quiet
house, is something she hasn't had to figure out in seventeen years of
always having a campaign, a case, a next argument to prepare.

She's going to have to decide how to simply be present for whatever time
is actually left, without a case attached to it.

She doesn't know yet whether she's capable of that.
She thinks, turning on the kitchen light, that she's going to find out.
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C H A P T E R    2 0

Telling Them

Helen decides to tell them on a Monday in January, not because Monday is
significant but because she's run out of reasons to keep choosing a different
day.

She's rehearsed this in the car more times than she'd admit to anyone,
has tried out sentences and discarded them, has imagined Sera's face and
Mina's face and Toma's particular distracted calm receiving the news in
eight different configurations, none of which she trusts.

She gathers them after lunch, which is itself unusual enough that Ren
notices immediately. It's a Monday, which means Ambrose is home with
Priya today—Helen has already decided she'll call Priya directly this evening
rather than have him hear it secondhand from Leo tomorrow, a small,
deliberate piece of care she's still capable of even now, even exhausted,
even having run out of every argument she once thought might change the
outcome.

"Are we in trouble?" he asks, with the specific alertness of a child
cataloguing recent behavior for anything indictable.

"Nobody's in trouble," Helen says. "I need to tell you something, and I
want you to know first that whatever you feel about it—however you feel
about it—that's allowed. There's no right way to feel about what I'm about to
say."

Eight faces, plus Ms. Kaur standing quietly by the door, watching Helen
with the specific attentiveness of someone ready to step in if it's needed
and hoping it won't be.

"Bellweather School is going to close at the end of this school year,"
Helen says. "In June. This building won't be a school anymore after that."

She lets the sentence sit, the way she's learned to let hard sentences sit
rather than rushing to soften them with whatever comes next.
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Elsie's face does something complicated—relief and guilt arriving at the
same moment, visibly wrestling each other for which one gets to show first.
"Is that why we've been talking about the regional school so much?"

"That's why," Helen confirms. "You're all going to be enrolled there in the
fall. Toma's already mostly there. The rest of you will start fresh in
September."

"What happens to the building?" Callum asks, already, Helen can see,
working through some structural question of his own.

"Part of it becomes something else. Community services, mostly. The gym
stays open. The library becomes a branch of the regional library. It won't be
empty. It just won't be a school."

Sera hasn't said anything, and Helen watches her carefully, watches her
hands go still in her lap in the specific way that means something is being
processed rather than ignored.

"Sera," Helen says gently. "You okay?"
"I already know some of it," Sera says quietly. "The counselor. Ms. Ferris.

She's been telling me some things, so it wouldn't be a surprise. I didn't know
it was definitely happening, though. I thought maybe it wasn't definite yet."

"It's definite," Helen says, as gently as she can make the word land. "But
you have more support than any of us have ever had for something like this.
Ms. Ferris isn't going anywhere. The visits are still happening. I promise you,
we've thought about you specifically, this whole time."

Sera nods, slowly, and Helen watches her do the thing she's watched her
do before—work through a calculation nobody else can quite see the shape
of, until something in her settles enough to let her keep sitting in the chair
she's sitting in.

Ren and Olin exchange a look that Helen can't fully interpret, and then
Olin asks, with what Helen recognizes as genuine curiosity rather than
distress, "Will there be more kids there? At the regional school?"

"Hundreds more."
"Cool," Ren says, and Olin nods in agreement.
Mina raises her hand, which she still does even though there's no one

else to call on.
"Will Room 12 still be here?"
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"The room will still be here. It just won't have children in it every day, the
way it does now."

Mina considers this with her characteristic, uncomplicated seriousness.
"That seems sad for the room."

"It might be," Helen says, surprised, as she often is, by the specific angle
from which a six-year-old's grief chooses to arrive. "I think you might be
right about that."

Toma, when Helen looks to him, is quiet for a moment before speaking,
and when he does, his voice carries none of its usual distracted ease. "I
already knew, mostly. I've been doing the regional classes for a while now. I
guess I figured this was coming eventually."

"How do you feel about it?"
He considers the question with unusual care. "I don't know. Sad, maybe.

Not for me, really—I've basically already left. Sad for the building, I guess.
Sad that it's not going to keep being what it's been for you."

Helen doesn't have a ready response to that, and she's grateful, in the
silence that follows, that nobody seems to expect one.

Leo, five years old, three months shy of having ever known Bellweather as
anything other than exactly what it is, raises his hand last, the gesture
slightly delayed, copied from watching the older children do it.

"Where's my new classroom?"
"It's called Bellweather Regional. It has a very big library. And a real

basketball court, with two hoops."
Leo considers this information with total seriousness. "Two hoops is

more than we have."
"It is."
"Okay," Leo says, apparently satisfied, and returns his attention to the

drawing in front of him, the closure having registered, processed, and
resolved itself within the span of perhaps four seconds, entirely
proportionate to a five-year-old's actual stake in an institution he's
attended for three months.

•  •  •
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Elsie finds Helen alone at lunch three days later, waiting until the room has
mostly emptied, which is itself unusual enough that Helen sets down her
sandwich and gives her full attention.

"Can I tell you something that's going to sound bad?"
"You can tell me anything."
"I'm happy about it." Elsie says this quickly, like getting past a difficult

word before she can lose her nerve. "Not happy the school's closing. Happy
I get to leave. I keep feeling guilty about being happy, because everyone else
seems sad, or worried, or like they're pretending not to care, and I'm
just—I've been looking forward to this for two years, and I don't know how
to feel bad about a thing I wanted actually happening, even if it's happening
because something sad is happening at the same time."

Helen considers this carefully, understanding it as one of the more
honest things any of the children have said to her all week. "I don't think
those two feelings cancel each other out. I think you're allowed to be
genuinely glad about your own future and genuinely aware that something
real is ending, without needing one feeling to be false to make room for the
other."

"That's what you told me in the basement. About the ledger."
"I meant it then too."
Elsie considers this, turning her fork over in her hands. "I think I just

needed to hear it again. Once wasn't quite enough to actually believe it."
"You can come ask me as many times as you need to," Helen says. "I don't

think there's a limit on how many times a person's allowed to need the same
true thing repeated to them."

Elsie almost smiles at that, the particular relief of a twelve-year-old
realizing an adult isn't going to make her choose between two feelings she's
been trying, unsuccessfully, to choose between on her own.

•  •  •

Ms. Kaur finds Helen alone in the office that evening, the children long
gone, the building settling into its after-hours quiet.

"How do you think it went?"
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"Better than I expected. Worse than I hoped. I don't think there's a
version of that conversation that goes cleanly."

"There isn't," Ms. Kaur agrees. "I think you did it as well as it could be
done. You didn't dress it up. You didn't pretend it was something other than
what it is. I think that matters more to them than you realize."

"Sera knew already. From the counselor."
"That's good, I think. Better to have some of the weight distributed across

time than dropped all at once." Ms. Kaur pauses at the doorway. "Ren and
Olin seemed almost pleased."

"They did." Helen allows herself something close to a laugh. "I think two
boys who've spent a decade fighting exclusively with each other just heard
hundreds of new targets and felt something close to hope."

"There's something almost admirable about that particular kind of
resilience," Ms. Kaur says, and leaves Helen alone with the quiet, and the
empty desks, and the specific relief of having finally said the thing she's
been not-saying since September.

•  •  •

She calls Priya that evening, exactly as she'd decided she would.
"I wanted you to hear it from me before Ambrose hears it secondhand,"

Helen says, and tells her plainly, the same way she told the room after
lunch.

Priya is quiet for a moment. "I think some part of me has been expecting
this since the day I first asked you whether the school was closing. I just
kept hoping the timeline would somehow slip."

"It didn't."
"No." A pause. "Will he still be able to finish out the year? The two days a

week?"
"Absolutely. Nothing changes about that until June."
"Good," Priya says. "I don't want to take this away from him early, just

because it's ending eventually. He loves his Tuesdays and Thursdays. I'd
rather he keep loving them for as long as they're actually his to have."

"I think that's exactly right," Helen says, and means it, understanding, as
she says it, that this is precisely the instinct she's spent the whole
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conversation with her own students trying to model: not rushing to protect
anyone from an ending by cutting the good part short, but simply letting
the good part run its full, natural course, right up until the calendar itself
decides it's finished.
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C H A P T E R    2 1

Ordinary February

The strange thing, Helen discovers over the following weeks, is how quickly
the room returns to being ordinary.

She'd braced for something heavier—a lingering weight in the air,
children moving through their days with the visible burden of knowledge
they didn't have before. What actually happens is smaller and stranger: the
knowledge settles into the room's daily texture the way most hard facts
eventually do, present but not omnipresent, surfacing occasionally and then
receding back into the ordinary business of being nine children and two
adults in a room built for thirty-two.

Sera asks Helen, a few days after the announcement, whether she can
start bringing a copy of the regional school's map to keep in her desk, "just
in case I want to look at it during the day," and Helen says of course, and
that becomes simply another object in Sera's desk, alongside her books and
her pencils, no more remarkable, within a week, than anything else there.

Elsie starts talking more openly about the regional school's drama club,
which she's discovered through the online materials, auditions already
scheduled for a spring production Elsie has decided, with the confidence of
someone who has never actually acted in anything, that she's going to be
perfect for.

"You've never done a play," Ren points out, not unkindly, merely factually.
"There's a first time for everything," Elsie says, with the specific loftiness

of someone who has already decided the outcome and is simply waiting for
reality to catch up.

Ren and Olin's rivalry, if anything, sharpens slightly, as though the
prospect of an eventual dilution—hundreds of other children to compete
with, argue with, be measured against—has made them each determined to
extract maximum value from their remaining months of exclusive, undiluted

T H E   H U N G R Y   G O D S   U N I V E R S E

107



antagonism.
"I'm going to be better than you at literally everything at the new school,"

Olin announces one Tuesday, apropos of nothing Helen can identify.
"You're not even better than me here," Ren says.
"I'm better at composition."
"You are not."
Helen lets this run its course, the familiar weather system passing

through the room exactly as it always has, and finds herself, watching it,
unexpectedly moved by its total ordinariness—the specific gift of an
argument that doesn't know or care that it's one of a finite, dwindling
number of arguments left to have in this particular configuration, in this
particular room.

Callum's specialist instruction begins in earnest that month, a program
coordinator from the regional system visiting twice weekly to work with
him directly, and Helen watches him light up in a way she's never quite
managed to produce herself, watches him ask questions three levels beyond
anything she could answer, watches the coordinator—a soft-spoken man
named Desmond, clearly delighted to have found a student this
hungry—stay forty minutes past his scheduled time because Callum simply
won't let the conversation end.

"He's remarkable," Desmond tells Helen afterward. "I don't get students
like this often. Most kids his age haven't developed the vocabulary yet to
even ask what he's asking."

"I know," Helen says. "I've known for years. I just never had anyone who
could actually answer him properly."

"Well," Desmond says. "He does now."
It's the kind of sentence that should feel entirely like a victory, and does,

mostly, except for the small, persistent undertow beneath it—the
knowledge that this victory required exactly the thing Helen spent three
months fighting against.

•  •  •

Helen sits in on one of the sessions herself, near the end of February, mostly
out of curiosity about what Callum's education actually looks like now that

T H E   H U N G R Y   G O D S   U N I V E R S E

108



someone qualified is finally providing it.
Desmond has brought diagrams Helen doesn't fully understand,

something about tensile load distribution across asymmetric frameworks,
and Callum is already three questions ahead of wherever Desmond meant
to start, interrupting not out of rudeness but out of a hunger that clearly
can't wait for the explanation to arrive at its own pace.

"But if you offset the primary axis instead of the secondary," Callum says,
"wouldn't the whole structure redistribute the stress differently than the
diagram shows?"

Desmond pauses, actually considers this rather than simply redirecting
back to his prepared material. "Show me what you mean."

Callum sketches something rapidly on the notepad between them, and
Desmond studies it with genuine surprise. "That's—yes. That's actually a
more elegant solution than the one I was about to show you. Where did you
learn to think about it that way?"

"I didn't learn it anywhere. I just noticed it doesn't look right the other
way."

"That's called intuition, and most people your age don't have it yet in this
particular domain. Most people my age don't have it in this domain."
Desmond sets his prepared diagrams aside entirely. "Let's work from your
idea instead of mine."

Helen watches this exchange with something between pride and a
complicated ache—pride, because Callum is finally being met at the level his
mind actually operates on; ache, because she spent seven years watching
him reach for exactly this kind of conversation and never once being able to
provide it herself, however much she wanted to.

She doesn't say anything to either of them. She simply watches, and lets
it be exactly what it is: unambiguously good for Callum, and unambiguously
evidence of everything her campaign never managed to argue its way
around.

•  •  •

Sera's quiet visit happens on a Saturday in late February, arranged by Ms.
Ferris for a morning when the regional building sits empty except for a
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skeleton weekend staff and the particular hush of a place built for hundreds
currently holding almost no one.

Helen isn't there for it—it's Ms. Ferris and Sera's mother who walk her
through, at Sera's own pace, stopping wherever Sera wants to stop—but she
hears about it that evening, when Sera's mother calls with an update she
clearly needs to share with someone who'll understand its full weight.

"She found the reading nook first thing," her mother says. "The one
behind the reference section. She sat in it for almost twenty minutes
without saying anything, and I didn't push her to leave, because I could tell
she was doing something important, even if I couldn't see exactly what."

"Did she look at her locker?"
"She did. She's decided she doesn't like the color, which I think might be

the least of her worries and also, somehow, the exact right thing for her to
be worrying about instead. She asked if she could bring a magnet from
home to make it feel more like hers. I told her of course."

"How did she seem, leaving?"
"Quieter than usual, but not distressed quiet. More like she'd done a lot of

thinking and needed some time to finish doing it." A pause. "She asked, in
the car, whether the reading nook would still be there in September. I told
her yes. She asked how I could know that for certain. I told her some things
are certain enough to promise, even if nothing is completely certain, and
she seemed to accept that as an answer, though I'm not sure I fully believed
it myself, saying it."

•  •  •

Mina forgets her jacket on a Thursday in late February, an unremarkable
occurrence that happens perhaps twice a month across the whole of Room
12's population, and Helen calls her mother, and the jacket gets retrieved
the next morning, and nobody thinks anything further about it, because
there is nothing yet to think—it is simply a jacket, forgotten, retrieved,
exactly like every other forgotten jacket in the school's long, ordinary
history of forgotten jackets.

Nobody marks it. Nobody could. It will only become notable in
retrospect, months from now, if anyone happens to remember it at all, and
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there's no particular reason anyone should.
This is the texture of the last months, Helen is beginning to understand:

not a countdown, not a series of underlined final moments building toward
some announced conclusion, but simply life continuing to be exactly what it
has always been, indifferent to its own approaching edge, until the edge
arrives and only then, looking backward, does anyone realize which
ordinary Thursday turned out to matter.
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C H A P T E R    2 2

March

Robert finds her in the hallway one afternoon in March, the two of them
pausing at the same corner where they nearly collided back in December,
though the building around them has settled, by now, into something
quieter than it was then—no more basement excavations, no more urgent
research, simply the ordinary business of a school running out its final
stretch.

"You've stopped looking like you're looking for something," he observes.
"I think I found what I was looking for. I'm not sure it was what I expected

to find."
"Most people never are." He leans on his broom, in no particular hurry.

"You know I've been thinking about after, some. Once this stops being a
school."

"Are you worried?"
"Not worried, exactly. Curious, maybe. I've swept this building through

six different configurations already—more classrooms, fewer classrooms,
more staff, fewer staff. I don't think a seventh configuration is going to
trouble me the way it might trouble somebody newer to the place. But I'll
say this: I've swept a lot of school days. I don't know yet what it'll feel like to
sweep a day that isn't one."

"I don't either," Helen admits. "I've been principal here seventeen years.
I've never once had to think about what a non-school day in this building
would feel like."

"Well," Robert says. "Guess we'll both find out together." He returns to his
sweeping, unhurried.

•  •  •
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Leo has a birthday in March, his sixth, and his parents ask, almost shyly,
whether he could bring cupcakes to share with the class, a small tradition
Sarah explains they'd read about somewhere and hoped might still be
possible in Bellweather's final stretch.

"Of course," Helen says. "We'd love that."
Leo arrives the following Tuesday—his and Ambrose's shared day, which

means the full room for once, all nine of them together—carrying a box of
cupcakes he insists on holding himself the entire walk from the car, refusing
Marcus's offer to carry them for him.

"I made the frosting," Leo announces to the room, with the specific pride
of a six-year-old claiming credit for something he mostly watched an adult
do. "Some of it. I stirred."

"Stirring's the important part," Callum says, with unusual generosity,
looking up from whatever he's currently building. "Structure means nothing
without proper mixing."

Leo looks pleased by this endorsement, though Helen suspects he doesn't
fully understand it, and the cupcakes get distributed—chocolate, slightly
lopsided frosting, exactly the kind of homemade imperfection that makes a
six-year-old's claimed contribution feel real rather than performed.

"Make a wish," Mina instructs him, with the authority of someone seven
months his senior. "You have to close your eyes."

Leo closes his eyes with great seriousness, and the room goes, briefly,
unusually quiet, nine children and two adults watching a five-year-old—six,
now—make whatever private wish six-year-olds make.

Leo opens his eyes. "I'm not telling what I wished."
"You don't have to," Helen says.
"Okay," Leo says, satisfied, and eats his cupcake, frosting and all, with the

total unselfconscious pleasure of a child who has no reason yet to know
that some of his classmates are quietly, privately grieving something he's
still too young to have registered as worth grieving at all.

•  •  •
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C H A P T E R    2 3

The Playground

Spring arrives the way it always arrives in Bellweather, unhurried, the snow
retreating from the playground equipment in patches, the ground beneath
it turning to the particular mud that means recess will be a negotiation
between what the children want to do and what their shoes can survive.

The dispute that sends Ren to Helen's office happens on a Wednesday in
April, and it is, by any objective measure, entirely unremarkable: Ren and
Olin, arguing over whose turn it is on the tire swing, the argument
escalating past its usual verbal register into something involving an actual
shove, witnessed by Ms. Kaur from twenty feet away, resulting in Ren being
sent, red-faced and furious, to sit outside Helen's office for the first time in
nearly a year.

"You know the rule," Helen says, not unkindly, once she's called him in.
"Hands stay off."

"He said I already had three turns."
"Did you?"
Ren considers lying, visibly, and then doesn't. "Maybe two turns. Not

three."
"So he was wrong about the number, and you were still not allowed to

shove him."
"I know," Ren says, with the particular sullenness of a ten-year-old who

understands he's correctly in trouble and resents the understanding more
than the trouble itself.

Helen goes through the usual script—the apology, the reflection on what
he could have done differently, the ordinary machinery of a minor
playground dispute being processed into a minor lesson—and Ren
apologizes to Olin at lunch, and Olin accepts with the theatrical,
easily-restored grace of a sibling relationship built on rapid forgiveness, and
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by the following morning the two of them are back to arguing about
something in their shared online game as though the tire swing had never
happened.

Helen writes the incident up in her log, the same brief factual notation
she's written perhaps two hundred times across seventeen years—R. and O.,
playground dispute, physical contact, resolved—and closes the laptop, and
does not think about it again, and has no reason to think about it again,
because it is, in every visible way, identical to every other minor discipline
note she's filed since she became principal.

It will be the last one. She doesn't know that yet. Nobody could know that
yet, standing inside a Wednesday in April with two more months of ordinary
school days still technically ahead of them. It's simply an incident, filed,
resolved, indistinguishable in the moment from the two hundred that came
before it.

•  •  •

Toma stops coming most days in late April, a shift so gradual Helen almost
misses the exact point it happens—two days a week becoming one, then
most weeks becoming none at all, his attendance dissolving not through any
decision anyone announces but through the same quiet erosion that's
claimed everything else about Bellweather's slow contraction, just now
happening to a single seventeen-year-old rather than an entire institution.

She calls him, eventually, mostly to make sure nothing's wrong rather
than to enforce any actual requirement.

"Everything okay? I haven't seen you much this month."
"Yeah, sorry. The regional program's got me doing dual enrollment stuff

now, some of it's actually at the community college campus. It didn't really
make sense to keep driving back to Bellweather for an hour of independent
reading I could do anywhere."

"That makes complete sense. I just wanted to check."
"I'm not trying to disappear on you," Toma says, and there's something

almost apologetic in it, an acknowledgment Helen hadn't expected from
him. "I just think I'm already mostly gone. I have been for a while, actually, if
I'm honest. I think Bellweather's been letting me leave slowly instead of all
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at once, and I didn't want to make that feel like abandoning you by naming
it directly."

"You're not abandoning anyone. I think what you're describing is just
what a good ending is supposed to look like—not a door slamming, just a
gradual, natural drift toward wherever you were always headed."

"I'll come for the last day," Toma says. "I want to be there for that, even if I
haven't been there for much else lately."

"I'd like that," Helen says, and means it.

•  •  •

Mina asks Helen a question in May that Helen turns over for days afterward,
the particular kind of question only a six-year-old could ask without any
awareness of its actual weight.

"When I go to the new school," Mina says, apropos of nothing, midway
through an unrelated math worksheet, "will there still be a Room 12 there
too?"

"There won't be a Room 12 exactly," Helen says carefully. "The rooms
there have different names. But there'll be a classroom that's yours, the
same way this one has been yours."

Mina considers this with her characteristic seriousness. "Will it
remember me?"

"Rooms don't really remember people, sweetheart. Not the way people
remember rooms."

"That doesn't seem fair," Mina says, entirely without self-pity, simply
stating an observation about the structure of the universe that strikes her
as poorly designed. "I'll remember it. It should get to remember me back."

Helen doesn't have a good answer for this, and doesn't try to
manufacture one, understanding that some of Mina's observations are
simply true in a way that doesn't require a counterargument. "I think you
might be right," she says instead. "I think that does seem a little unfair."

"Okay," Mina says, apparently satisfied merely to have the unfairness
acknowledged rather than explained away, and returns to her worksheet,
the question resolved as completely, for her, as any question ever resolves.
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•  •  •

The last date gets written on Room 12's whiteboard on a Friday in early
June, in Helen's own handwriting, the way it's written every single school
day, the way it will continue being written every single school day right up
until the day it isn't.

She doesn't notice, writing it, that it's approaching its own last iteration.
She's thinking about the lesson plan for the morning, about whether
Callum's latest specialist session went well, about the particular slant of
afternoon light already announcing that summer is closer than she's fully let
herself register. The date goes up the way it always goes up: functional,
unremarkable, one more small daily act in a sequence of small daily acts
that has been repeating, with only the numbers changing, for seventeen
years.

Some Friday, in the near future she hasn't yet arrived at, will be the actual
last one. She doesn't know which. Neither does anyone else in the room.
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C H A P T E R    2 4

June

The last lunch happens on an ordinary Tuesday, eaten at the same desks
arranged for eating that have served this exact function for as long as any of
the children can remember, because with nine people and one adult, having
two spaces for eating has always seemed wasteful.

Ren and Olin argue about something in their game. Sera eats quietly,
methodically, her regional school map folded neatly beside her tray,
consulted twice during the meal with the particular calm of someone who
has, over months, gradually made an unfamiliar hallway into something
almost known. Mina tells a story about a dream that doesn't quite go
anywhere. Elsie mentions, again, something about the drama club auditions,
now successfully completed, a small part in the spring production secured
through what she insists was pure talent and Helen privately suspects was
mostly enthusiasm. Toma, present today though his attendance has become
almost ceremonial, barely looks up from his food. Callum eats with one
hand while adjusting some new mechanism with the other, a habit that has,
at this point, simply become how Callum eats. Leo and Ambrose, on
Ambrose's Tuesday, sit together and conduct a long, serious negotiation
over a single remaining cookie that neither of them seems to actually want
badly enough to fight over, the negotiation itself apparently more satisfying
than its resolution.

Nobody says it's the last one, because nobody yet knows it's the last one.

•  •  •

The last day of school arrives on a Friday in mid-June, distinguished from
every ordinary Friday before it by almost nothing except the calendar itself,
which has simply run out of days, the way school calendars always
eventually do.
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Helen writes the date on the whiteboard that morning, the actual last
date, though she still doesn't fully register it as such while she's writing
it—there's a report card to finish, a supply inventory Anik has asked for, the
ordinary administrative debris of a school year ending, indistinguishable in
its texture from every other June she's presided over.

The children arrive at their usual times. Toma, later than everyone,
present today specifically because he wanted to be, which Helen
understands as its own quiet gesture. Elsie, already talking about her
summer plans, already halfway gone in spirit if not yet in fact. Ren and Olin,
still arguing, the argument today concerning something that happened in a
video game the night before, exactly as ordinary as every argument that's
come before it. Sera, on time, in her usual seat, the map no longer needed
quite so urgently but still, out of habit now more than necessity, resting in
the corner of her desk. Callum, carrying his current mechanism, more
elaborate than any previous version, close to something he still insists is not
finished. Mina, unbothered, asking if it's the last day of school the way she'd
ask about lunch, receiving the answer with the same mild, forward-looking
curiosity she brings to everything. Leo, fully at home in a room he's
occupied for less than a full school year, indistinguishable now in his
comfort from a child who has never known anything else.

Helen finds a moment with Sera before literacy block begins, kneeling
briefly beside her desk the way she has all year.

"How are you feeling about today?"
Sera considers the question with her usual care. "Okay, I think. I keep

waiting to feel something bigger than I actually feel. Ms. Ferris said that's
normal. She said big days don't always feel big while you're inside them."

"That sounds like good advice."
"I think it is. I still brought the map, though. Just in case today decided to

feel big after all, and I needed something to hold." She pats the corner of her
desk where it rests, the same gesture she's made hundreds of times this
year, now carrying a slightly different weight than it did in January.

"You don't need it as much as you did."
"I know. I think I might keep carrying it anyway, for a while. Just because

it got me here doesn't mean I have to stop needing it exactly today." She
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looks up at Helen with the particular directness she's slowly developed
across the year. "Is that okay? To keep something longer than you
technically need it?"

"That's more than okay," Helen says. "I think that might be one of the
wisest things anyone's said to me all year."

They do an ordinary day. Literacy in the morning. A math review with
Mina that goes, as it always eventually does, from confusion to clarity within
the span of a single explanation. Callum's mechanism, finally, at 11:40,
declared finished, and it does something genuinely elegant when he sets it
going, small pulleys catching and releasing in a sequence he's spent the
better part of a year working toward, and Helen watches it complete its full
cycle and means it fully when she tells him it's beautiful.

Lunch. A quiet afternoon of project time. At 2:45, Helen gathers them for
the last few minutes of the day, the way she gathers them every day, and
says the ordinary things she says every day—good work, see you soon, take
care of yourselves—except this time there is no tomorrow attached to any of
it, no same time Monday, just the plain fact of summer arriving and,
underneath it, unspoken, unremarked upon by anyone, the plainer fact that
this particular room will not be waiting for any of them in September.

Ms. Kaur hugs each child individually at the door, something she's never
done on an ordinary last day of school, though nobody comments on the
deviation, as though everyone has silently agreed to let this one specific
departure from routine pass without needing to name what it means.

Helen watches them go—Toma to Erin's car, Elsie already texting
someone about summer plans, Ren and Olin still arguing all the way to their
mother's waiting minivan, Sera walking calmly beside her mother with the
map still folded in her bag, Callum carrying his finished mechanism with the
careful pride of someone transporting something fragile and important,
Mina swinging her mother's hand, Leo running the last few steps to Marcus
waiting at the curb.

She stands in the doorway of Room 12 after they've all gone, the room
quiet in the particular way rooms go quiet after children have filled them
and then, all at once, left.

The capacity plaque is still there above the door. CAPACITY: 32.
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She doesn't take it down. She simply turns off the light, the way she does
every ordinary Friday, and locks the door behind her, and drives home
through a Bellweather evening that looks exactly like every other June
evening it has ever produced, beautiful, quiet, and entirely unaware, in the
way only a town can be unaware, that anything in particular has just ended
inside one of its buildings.
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C H A P T E R    2 5

Inventory

The building doesn't empty all at once. It empties the way most things
actually end, in stages, across a summer that Helen spends showing up to a
school that has already, technically, stopped being one.

The formal transfer paperwork arrives the second week of July, and with
it a schedule: the library's collection gets catalogued and boxed for its new
life as a branch of the regional system, the gymnasium's equipment gets
inventoried and mostly left in place since the space itself is staying open,
the classrooms that haven't been in use for a decade finally get officially
decommissioned on paper rather than merely in practice, and Room
12—still, on the transfer documents, referred to as Room 12, as though the
number itself might outlast every other thing the room has ever been
called—gets emptied of its desks, its books, its capacity plaque left
deliberately untouched per an instruction Helen wrote into the transfer
notes herself, in a moment she didn't examine too closely at the time.

Do not remove signage from Room 12 without further instruction, the note
reads, and nobody has questioned it, and Helen hasn't yet had to explain,
even to herself, exactly why she wrote it.

Robert stays on. The building will need a custodian regardless of what it's
called, and he tells Helen, on one of the July mornings she comes by to sign
paperwork, that he's not sure what he'd do with himself if he didn't have
somewhere to sweep.

"Twenty-six years," he says. "I don't think I know how to be somewhere
without a mop in my hand."

"Will it feel strange? Sweeping a building that isn't a school?"
He considers this, leaning on the handle of the mop in question. "I don't

think so. Buildings are buildings. I've swept classrooms and I've swept
gymnasiums and I imagine I'll sweep whatever they turn the east wing into
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just the same. The building doesn't know what it's called. It just needs
someone to take care of it, whatever it's being used for."

"That's a generous way to think about it."
"It's the only way that's kept me sane for twenty-six years," Robert says,

and returns to his sweeping.

•  •  •

Ms. Kaur's next steps arrive with less certainty attached. She tells Helen,
over coffee in what used to be the staff room and is now simply an empty
room with a coffee maker nobody's yet decided to remove, that she's
thinking of actually retiring this time, properly, rather than picking up
another part-time position somewhere else.

"I thought I'd want another small school," she says. "Something like this,
three days a week, enough to keep my hand in without committing to more.
But I think what I actually wanted was this specifically. Not the shape of a
small school. This one. These children. I don't think I can simply transplant
that feeling somewhere else and expect it to take root the same way."

"What will you do instead?"
"I don't know yet. Garden, probably. See my grandchildren more than

three days a week allows. I think I've earned the right to not immediately
know what comes next." She looks at Helen carefully. "What about you? Has
anyone said anything about where you land?"

Helen has been asked some version of this question by several people
over the summer, and she still doesn't have a clean answer. "There's a
coordinator position, apparently. Working with other small schools going
through exactly what Bellweather went through. Anik mentioned it, almost
apologetically, like she wasn't sure if it would feel like an insult or an
opportunity."

"Which does it feel like?"
"Both," Helen admits. "I know this process better than almost anyone

alive, now. I understand what it costs a principal to sit across from a family
and tell them the truth without softening it into something false. I think I
could actually help people go through this better than I went through it
myself, the first several months." She pauses. "I also think it might be the
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strangest job in the world, professionally specializing in exactly the thing
that just happened to me."

"You don't have to decide this summer."
"No," Helen agrees. "But I think I already know which way I'm leaning."

•  •  •

She runs into Diane Okafor again in early August, in the parking lot of the
same administrative building, both of them there for entirely different
reasons that happen to intersect at the same elevator.

"Meridian's moving forward," Diane tells her, before Helen can even ask.
"Broke ground last week. I don't know that it's directly because of your
building, and I don't know that it isn't. The district found the resources from
somewhere. I've stopped asking exactly which somewhere, and started just
being grateful."

"I'm glad," Helen says, and finds that she means it without the
complication she might have expected to feel, months ago, hearing this
same news.

"How's your building?"
"Becoming something else. Slowly. I'm still getting used to walking

through it and not thinking of it as mine anymore."
"That takes longer than people expect," Diane says. "I've watched enough

buildings change hands to know that the paperwork moves faster than the
feeling does. Give it time. The feeling will catch up eventually, whether or
not you're ready for it to."

They part again at the elevator, the same way they parted before, two
women who've each spent a year fighting for a building, on opposite sides of
the same scarce well, arriving now at something that isn't quite friendship
but isn't nothing either—a mutual, hard-earned respect for what the other
one was actually up against.

Bellweather in August looks the way it looks every August Helen can
remember—the Christmas lights long since taken down, the Cardinal back
to its full seven-night schedule for the brief tourist trickle that passes
through on its way to somewhere else, the playground equipment hot
enough by midday that even the youngest children learn to avoid the metal
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slide until evening. Beautiful, still. Unhurried, still. The same town it's
always been, entirely unbothered by the fact that one of its buildings has
quietly stopped being what it was for a hundred years, going on regardless,
the way towns do, indifferent to the specific institutions that rise and empty
inside them.

•  •  •

She runs into Elsie outside the Cardinal in mid-August, the two of them
nearly missing each other entirely—Elsie taller than Helen remembers her
being just two months ago, or perhaps simply standing differently, the
particular new posture of someone who's spent a summer trying on the
idea of a different version of herself.

"How's the drama club going? Still rehearsing over the summer?"
"Twice a week. It's so much bigger than I thought it would be. There's a

whole tech crew, and a costume person, and the director's an actual adult
who does this professionally, not just a teacher who got assigned it." Elsie
says this with the specific breathlessness of someone still slightly
disbelieving her own good fortune. "I made two friends already. Real ones,
not just people I'm related to by proximity."

"That's wonderful."
"It is." Elsie hesitates, some of the breathlessness receding. "I still think

about Room 12, though. More than I expected to. I thought once I actually
got what I wanted, I'd just be happy and not look back. It's not really like
that."

"What does looking back feel like?"
"Smaller than I expected. Not sad, exactly. More like—I don't know. Like

checking a pocket to make sure something's still there, even though you
already know it is." She considers this description with visible satisfaction at
having found it. "Is that a strange way to describe it?"

"I don't think it's strange at all," Helen says. "I think that might be exactly
right."

Elsie smiles, something easier in it than the guilt-tangled relief she'd
carried all winter, and walks on toward whatever the rest of her August
holds.
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•  •  •

Sera's mother calls in late August, a week before the regional school's
orientation, and Helen braces herself before answering, the way she's
learned to brace for calls from that particular household.

"I wanted to update you," Sera's mother says, "since you asked us to keep
you posted. She did her last building visit with Ms. Ferris this week, right
before the year actually starts. The quiet one, before the crowds arrive for
real."

"How did it go?"
"She cried in the car afterward. Not a bad cry, I don't think—more like

something finally being real instead of theoretical. She'd been carrying the
idea of it for so long that actually walking the hallway seemed to let some of
the pressure out all at once."

"That sounds like relief, in its own way."
"That's what Ms. Ferris said too. She's already memorized her new locker

number. She's asked me four times whether the bathroom really is where
the map says it is." A pause. "I don't think it's going to be easy for her. I want
to be honest with you about that. I don't think one quiet visit undoes a year
of dread."

"No," Helen agrees. "I don't think it does either. I think it gives her a
better chance than she'd have had without it. I don't think anyone can
promise you more than that."

"I know. I've stopped expecting more than that. I think I've learned, this
year, to be grateful for a better chance instead of holding out for a
guarantee." Sera's mother is quiet a moment. "She still has the map. Folded
up, in her backpack. I don't think she needs it as much as she thinks she
does anymore, but I'm not going to be the one who tells her to stop carrying
it."

"Let her carry it as long as she needs to," Helen says. "There's no
expiration date on that kind of comfort."

•  •  •
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By the last week of August, Room 12 stands nearly empty. The desks are
gone, redistributed to the regional school along with everything else that
could still be useful somewhere with more children to use it. The books are
boxed. The window still lets in the same afternoon light it's always let in, the
light Sera once needed to be on a specific side of a room for reasons Helen
still doesn't fully understand and has stopped needing to.

Only the plaque remains, CAPACITY: 32, painted over its own earlier
ghost of a higher number, watching over a room that no longer holds any
capacity to speak of at all.

Helen stands in the doorway one last time before the transfer completes,
and for a moment—just a moment—she can hear it: Ren and Olin's
argument, Mina's question about lunch, Callum's mechanism catching and
releasing its small, elegant sequence, Sera's careful, methodical
page-turning, Leo's small feet running the last few steps to his desk by the
window.

The room stays quiet. It's just a room, empty, waiting for whatever comes
next to arrive and give it a new reason for existing.

She locks the door and doesn't open it again for three weeks.
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C H A P T E R    2 6

September

She comes back on a Tuesday in the second week of September, not
because anything requires her to but because Anik has asked her to do one
final walkthrough before the community services staff move their furniture
in, a formality, a signature on a form confirming the space is ready for its
next life.

The building feels different in a way she struggles, at first, to name. It's
not empty—Robert's already moved half the gymnasium's storage into
better order, and a small team from the regional library has begun setting
up the branch collection in what used to be the main office—but it no longer
has the specific quality of a school on the first Tuesday of September, the
quality Helen has felt every single year of her career, the particular electric
anticipation of a building about to fill with children who haven't yet arrived.

This building isn't waiting for that anymore. It's simply waiting for
whatever comes next, indifferent to the calendar's old rhythms, no longer
organized around the specific expectation that September means
beginning.

She walks the hallway slowly, the way she hasn't let herself walk it all
summer, past the old science wing, past the gymnasium where a handful of
regional staff are already testing the basketball hoops for the community
program starting next month, past the library branch taking shape in what
used to be the main office, boxes of donated and transferred volumes
stacked along walls that used to hold enrollment notices and disciplinary
forms.

It's strange, she thinks, how much of the building survives. She'd
expected, somewhere in the back of her mind all summer, to find it changed
beyond recognition, gutted, made unfamiliar by its new purpose. Instead it's
simply the same building, doing different things in most of its rooms, the

T H E   H U N G R Y   G O D S   U N I V E R S E

129



way a person might change careers without changing their face.
Room 12 sits at the end of the hallway exactly as she left it three weeks

ago—empty, quiet, the plaque still watching over nothing in particular. She
stands in the doorway for a while, the way she's taken to doing, and doesn't
go in.

She's turning to leave when she hears the front door open, footsteps in
the corridor behind her, and a small, familiar voice.

"This is it?"
She turns. Marcus is standing at the far end of the hallway, one hand

resting lightly on Leo's shoulder, both of them looking faintly confused, Leo
carrying a small backpack that Helen recognizes—she'd know it anywhere,
the specific blue with the dinosaur patch Sarah had sewn on herself
sometime in the spring.

"Helen?" Marcus says, clearly as surprised to find her here as she is to
find them. "I'm so sorry—we got the dates mixed up. There was an
orientation notice, and I could have sworn it said Bellweather, and Leo
insisted he knew the way, and I just—" He stops, looking around the
half-transformed hallway with visibly growing understanding. "This isn't the
regional school, is it."

"No," Helen says gently. "The orientation must be at Bellweather Regional.
I think the notice probably said that, and it's an easy mix-up to make,
especially since—" she gestures at the building around them, at Leo's own
history inside it. "Especially since he actually went here."

"God, of course." Marcus rubs his face. "I'm sorry. He kept saying he knew
exactly where his classroom was, and I believed him, because he did know,
and I didn't think to question it."

Leo isn't listening to any of this. He's looking down the corridor, past
Helen, toward the door at the far end that he clearly still recognizes, that
clearly still means something specific and immediate to him despite the
three months that have passed since he last walked through it.

"Where's my classroom?" he asks.
Helen kneels down to his level, the way she's knelt for children a hundred

times across seventeen years, though never quite for this particular
question, in this particular circumstance.
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"It's still there," she says. "Right where you left it. But it's not your
classroom anymore, sweetheart. You have a new one now, at the new
school. Remember? Two basketball hoops."

Leo considers this with his characteristic, total seriousness. "But this
one's still here."

"It is. It's just not for you anymore. It's going to be something else soon. A
place where grown-ups get help with different things. But it's still a real
room. It still exists. It's just—somewhere else, now, that your classroom
actually is. Does that make sense?"

Leo looks down the hallway a moment longer, working through this the
way he works through everything, with the unhurried thoroughness of a
five-year-old encountering a genuinely new idea.

"Okay," he says finally, and his shoulders drop half an inch, the whole
matter apparently settled.

"We should get you to your actual orientation," Marcus says, checking his
watch. "We're already going to be late." He looks at Helen, something
apologetic and grateful crossing his face at once. "Thank you. I don't know
what I would have said."

"You'd have figured it out," Helen says. "You always do."
Leo takes his father's hand and starts back down the corridor, and at the

door he turns, briefly, and waves at Helen the same way he waved from the
backseat of his parents' car nearly a year ago, the same small, decisive
gesture of someone who has already moved on to whatever comes next.

Helen walks back to Room 12.
She stands in the doorway a moment. The afternoon light comes through

the window at its familiar angle, catching dust that no one has swept, since
there's been no one here daily to disturb it.

She reaches for the light switch.
Through the corridor window behind her, she can just make out Marcus's

car pulling away from the curb, Leo's face turned back toward the building
for one more second before the car carries him around the corner and out
of sight.

She switches off the light.
Behind her, in the dark, the plaque is still there above the door.
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CAPACITY: 32.
There simply aren't thirty-two children.
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