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​Chapter 1 – “Just Plain Different”
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With an extra stride in his step, Luke pranced into B2, humming and dancing to his mom’s favorite song.

“Back to life. Back to reality. Back to the here and now, oh yeah...”

“Soul to Soul is an R&B classic,” she’d always say, twirling carefree in the middle of their living room while the music blared loud enough for the neighbors two houses down to hear.

The memory brought a smile to Luke’s face—until it didn’t. He remembered how his mom used to stretch out her arms, trying to pull him into her dance, and how he’d always refuse.

“Ew,” he’d mutter, backing away.

“Come on, Luke,” she’d encourage. “Lighten up. Have some fun. Get social.”

Now, walking into the classroom, Luke’s eyes narrowed as he remembered how much he used to dance—alone.

“Who dances by themselves?” he asked under his breath.

His hand drifted to the back of his head. “Why didn’t I dance with my mom? I played video games by myself, drew for hours by myself, even danced alone. Maybe I didn’t want to dance with anyone because I didn’t have rhythm like she did. Two left feet—that’s me.”

He chuckled. “The next time I get a chance to dance with my mom, I just might,” he vowed.

“Kadonk!”

Luke stumbled over the extension cord stretched across the classroom floor and landed face-first near the electrical outlet beneath the dry-erase board.

Providian, perched comfortably in the teacher’s chair, one leg crossed over the other, raised a fist to his mouth to hide a laugh.

“I see you still got those two left feet,” he teased.

Luke smiled sheepishly, his eyebrows arched high. “How did you—how did you know I was just thinking that?” he asked, astonished. “Yup, still got ’em,” he admitted.

Providian grinned. “I see you were daydreaming, Luke—about your mom dancing in the living room when you were little.”

Luke’s eyes nearly popped out of his head. “Whoa! How did you know that too? That’s exactly what I was thinking!”

“I know all,” Providian said slowly, emphasizing each word. “By the way, you should be walking in here with an extra stride today—you did a great job with Brax.”

Luke tilted his head, still stunned. “It’s like you’re in my head.”

“Then tell me,” Providian said gently, “why didn’t you dance with your mom?”

Luke dropped his chin, amazed at how much Providian knew. “If you already know what’s in my head, I might as well admit it out loud. I should have danced with her. I always wanted to do my own thing—never cared about anyone else. I know it’s my autism that makes me different, but maybe I used that as an excuse to stay away from people, you know?”

Providian nodded quietly.

“No one knew about my autism back then, but everyone knew I was... different,” Luke continued. “I never did things the way everyone else did. It was like I was either stupid or weird. When I walked into this classroom, I thought about my mom dancing, and then I tripped over that cord and started remembering third grade in Mrs. K’s class—how I used to dance and twirl like an idiot. I never danced with my mom, but I danced alone. How dumb is that?”

Luke’s eyes glazed over as the memory unfolded in his mind. Back then, everyone knew he was different—except him. It’s clear now, but it wasn’t then.

Providian watched as Luke drifted deeper into thought. He waved a hand to get Luke’s attention, then pointed toward the blank space above him.

“Hey Luke,” he asked, “are you thinking about this memory?”

“Huh? What memory?” Luke looked puzzled.

“Here, look up,” Providian said.

To Luke’s amazement, a TV screen appeared out of thin air.

“I don’t know if I should look,” Luke hesitated.
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​Chapter 2 – “Whoever You Are”
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Luke peeked at the TV and watched a moment of his own life flash across the screen.

Little Luke — maybe five years before he was old enough to get a driver’s license — trotted into the classroom, trailing a few feet behind a pack of boys who burst through the door before him. Beads of sweat ran down his forehead, and his golden-brown face flushed red from fifteen minutes of recess under the springtime sun.

“Hey, take your restroom break if you need it,” his math teacher reminded him.

His big, round eyes were fixed in her direction, but his stare went straight through her.

“I’m assuming you didn’t go during recess when you were supposed to,” she teased, shaking her head.

When his blank stare didn’t fade, she waved her hands in front of him. “Do you need to go?” she asked again, raising an eyebrow.

He nodded and spun in two full circles as he ran to hang his backpack on the back of his chair. Most teachers thought twirling and running at the same time would someday prove dangerous, but Luke had perfected it.

He dropped his shoulders and sighed as the weight of his backpack slid off. Then, as if he were skiing down slopes and riding the Gravitron at the McKinley carnival at the same time, he spun his way toward the door.

“Stop spinning. You’re going to make yourself dizzy—at the very least,” Mrs. K cautioned.

He nodded twice, flashing an innocent grin to show he’d heard her—but he didn’t stop spinning.

“Tup, tup, tup!” His shoes tapped against the floor as he twirled down the hall, brushing his fingers along the cement wall as he went. When he returned from the boys’ bathroom, his reentrance mirrored his exit exactly.

“How is it that you can tap on the walls, spin, and run at the same time, Luke?” Mrs. K scolded, planting both fists on her hips. “Please make your way straight to your seat and slow down.”

By the time he plopped onto the red, spiky cushion on his chair, the other three boys in the small “hard-to-manage” class had already opened their textbooks and were waiting for Mrs. K to continue yesterday’s lesson.

“Mrs. K, are we going to work on the number line again today?” Luke complained.

Mrs. K cocked her mouth to one side. “Well, if you didn’t need the review, I wouldn’t have to review,” she said, only half amused. “If you want me to stop practicing subtraction, you have to master it. Can you do that?”

“Uh, of course,” Luke said, puffing up with confidence.

“Before we start the lesson, boys, take out your timed test—it’s in your math portfolio,” she instructed.

Amid the rustle of papers, Luke blurted, “Doughnuts. Doughnuts. Doughnuts!”

No one reacted. They were used to it. If Luke wasn’t repeating foods he saw on TV commercials, he was blurting out something random he’d heard on the internet or at home.

“Ready, boys?” Mrs. K asked, holding her phone timer in one hand. “The goal is to do one more problem than you did yesterday—at least.”

Luke tapped the tip of his pencil against his desk.

“I need a pencil,” he whined.

Mrs. K raised an eyebrow. “Luke, what should you do when you need a pencil?”

He sighed. “Raise my hand and wait until you call on me.”

“Uh-huh,” she nodded. “Why is it you know exactly what to do but can’t ever do it?” she teased.

She retrieved a pencil topped with an artificial plumeria and handed it to him. “Here you go, fresh plumeria,” she joked.

As she lifted her phone to start the timer, Luke stood, spun twice, and sat back down on his shins. He leaned in close, nose nearly touching the paper, ready to begin.

“Okay—go!” Mrs. K said.

Luke’s lips began to puff. “Pff... pff...” Spit splattered onto his paper. He chortled like he’d just seen an elephant on skates.

“Hey—quiet!” Mrs. K barked, crossing her arms. “One minute and thirty seconds,” she reminded.

Luke flailed his arms in sideways figure eights like an orchestra conductor. “Doughnuts! Dynamite! Dodo!”
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