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It sounds like crying. Weeping. 


I sit on the toilet in one of the bathroom stalls. I should be in English class this morning. Technically I am. My backpack and books still sit under my desk while Mrs Derrickson teaches English. She started teaching The Legend of Sleepy Hollow and Washington Irving. Yes, it is almost Thanksgiving but once she started with Edgar Allen Poe and Algernon Blackwood back in October she could not jump off that literary horror train. I like the train. The class likes it. I like learning about old horror from before 1900. Sometimes the writers use sludgy wording but that was the time period before modern prose popped up in the early 1900s and changed everything.


As she started to read aloud the first chapter I raised my hand and pointed to the bathroom pass on the wall. I sat in the row next to it and a desk away so it was easy for her to understand what I needed. I had to pee in the worst way. Since I cannot speak I jiggled my leg up and down and pressed my elbows to my aching bladder. A couple of kids watching me giggled. If she could not see what I mean then she should take a mime class.


For the last two weeks I have been drinking coffee in the morning.


Are you sure you want to start this habit Miki asked me one morning at the kitchen table. Once you go down this road youll be a whore to caffeine. Always craving it. Doing anything or going out of your way for it. Its as bad as cigarettes and heroin. 


I flinched at her as I chewed my toasted waffle.


Why was my sister being so dramatic about coffee. She drank it all the time. When we were living in Manhattan we always had to stop at a cart and pick up a blue paper cup of coffee loaded with milk and sugar for her. Miki seemed fine drinking it. It picked her up. Made her faster and sharper. That is what I need. 


My freshman year at Nair high school has been hellishly difficult. Not only was the socialization hard but so was the school work. Rumors floated around that the school board messed with the curriculum this year. Giving advanced work to the grades. So even though I am in ninth grade they are giving us tenth grade work. 


My brain feels like mud in the morning. I break out of sleep from a deep unconscious state of exhaustion. So deep that I sometimes slip into the ether and the internet. I do not remember what I saw on the web. What sites I fell into but I have this electrical glaze over my mind. It never happened to me before. I usually have control over entering the ether.


A lot of the kids use drugs in my school. Mostly weed. I do not know how weed keeps them up since it is a suppressant. Kids mention pills too. Speed. Nair is a competitive school. Only smart kids go here. It is always listed as the top three public high schools in New Jersey. Often at number one. Most of the kids are pressured by their parents to do well here. If they fulfill the standards of education then they will have a better chance of entering the best college of their choice.


I am not that smart. But I am not stupid. Nair is also one of the few high schools in Jersey City that offers education to autistic teens. Classes that mix with neurotypical kids. Why they do that I have no idea. A regular high school could do the job just as well. Maybe because we autistics have a stereotype of being tremendously intelligent and savants. Some of us are but it is a small percentage. On average we have average or high intelligence. It really depends on our interests.


I used to go to Gertrude Stein School in New York. All the kids from sixth to eighth grade were on the spectrum. We all had a slow and steady pace. Again. Not because we are stupid. We learn differently. We hear and process words differently. Some learn a subject fast and some slow. Again I think it all depends on our interests. But we were never punished for learning slow. The teachers understood us and took their time. They were patient. 


Nair is different. A lot of the teachers here expect autistic kids to learn like the NT kids. They hold us to the same standards. Like in my algebra class. I hate algebra. I am failing it. I have no interest in it. I do not see how any human being would be interested in it and how anyone would use it in their daily life. The teacher Mr Colaneri does little to help me face or understand this challenge. Instead of sitting with me and teaching me he makes light threats and forces other kids to help me. Kids that pretend to help me.


But in English Mrs Derrickson makes sure both neuro types of students are on the same level in the lesson. She makes sure that I and the other autistics understand what is going on. English is one of the classes I am getting As in. The work is easy. I do not dread the homework when I go home. Sometimes I wish Mrs Derickson would give us more but then again I probably will not be able to do it since Colaneri assigns us fifty algebra problems a day. 


Colaneri has beaten my brain to exhaustion. Combined with maneuvering and figuring out this neurotypical world I have become exhausted at fifteen and need to be a coffee drinker. Or a drug addict.


The first time I sipped the black coffee my mouth puckered from the sour taste. It was worse than lemons.


Try putting milk and sugar in it Miki advised.


I poured the milk in until it leveled to the edge of the mug and dumped a few teaspoons of sugar into it. It appeared to be light and sweet like the way Miki asks for it. I think that is a NYC term. Since we moved to Jersey City whenever Miki orders it like that people flash her an odd expression.


I sipped it again and she was right. I made my new addiction pleasant. I drank two cups of coffee each morning and started to feel that perk. The sleepy electrical glaze vanished. But the constant peeing began. 


Right when I entered the school I felt the pressure on my bladder. The bathrooms were locked until homeroom started. There was no sense in asking for a pass. It took fifteen minutes for the teacher to do attendance and then the Pledge of Allegiance and morning announcement. I rushed to my first class and when the time was right I asked for a bathroom pass. It was art class so I was not missing an important lecture or lesson. We were all working on our pen and ink projects that were due after Thanksgiving. 


And like clockwork my bladder attacked again in second period. In English class. What is wrong with my body. I only had two mugs of coffee and all this liquid comes out of me. Felt like gallons.


The weeping in the stall next to mine continues. I lean over my knees and spot a pair of black shoes. Feet in white socks. The black pants did not appear bunched up around the ankles. The girl inside might be just using the bathroom to cry. It does not surprise me. Sometimes I feel like escaping someplace to cry about school.


Should I ask her if she is okay. Does she need help. Not ask her literally but I could slip her a note under the stall. My pad is in my pants pocket. It is my main use of communication with people. They prefer I use my AAC app on my phone. I type in my thoughts and it speaks in a fake British accent to the listener. Then again maybe I should not do both. She would be creeped out if she heard the voice suddenly speak in the bathroom. And even before she read the note she would think I am some kind of pervert that wants to get it on with her in the stall. There are many lesbians in school. There are also a lot of perverts in school that constantly talk excitedly about sex. I am not a lesbian or a pervert but the weeping girl does not know that.


Her toilet flushes and her feet shuffle. I stand and pull my pants and panties up. Her door opens. Making the hinges squeak. I crack mine open and peek through. The sinks are directly across from the stalls. Four of them with a long worn mirror over them. The glass probably got that way from the decades of girls checking their faces out. Vanity is a bitch. 


The girl dressed the same as me in a long sleeve school polo and khaki pants moves to the sink and turns on the faucet. She washes her hands and then splashes water on her face. Her long dark hair seems familiar. Like I have been staring at it all year in class.


The slim girl turns to pull a paper towel out of the dispenser and notices my head sticking out of the stall. My face tingles with embarrassment. My heart stops a moment. I wish it would stop for an hour. Long enough for the girl to leave. I know her. She is in my algebra class. Jordan Philips. Her face melts into a mixture of a frown and something like she found a dead unrecognizable animal on the floor.


I pop back into the stall. Close the door and latch it. Lean on it. Take deep breaths and hope she does not do anything about my snooping. I expect her to bang on the door and demand I come out so she can kick my butt. She does not.


Soft soled footsteps. The main door screams open and slams closed.


I wait a few more minutes. My face stops tingling and I breathe normally. I safely return to English class.
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Jordan Philips is beautiful. Guys call her the hottest girl in our Freshman class. She has long dark hair down to her back. A finely sculpted and delicate face with slight Asian features. Dark eyes. Smooth skin. A beautiful smile. And she is smart. She is one of the top two brains in my Algebra class. Older guys are always trying to talk to her and ask her out. It seems like she turns them down. I have never seen her walking down a hall with a boys arm around her shoulders or kissed against a locker. 


She is not the smartest student in my Freshman class. She competes with Andrew Wong for the number one position. At least in algebra. Mr Colaneri has a wall of shame that towers over my desk. All the students are arranged by grade every week. Jordan and Andrew hold at the top. Always. Nimrod Oliver and I switch back and forth at the bottom. Always.


Mr Colaneri uses Jordan and Andrew to teach the other students in group time. She has not yet tutored me. Andrew has the sorry task. Then again he does not do a damn thing to help me in algebra so I do not feel so sorry for him. Whenever I present a problem I tried to figure out he glances at it and tells me it is wrong. What is wrong with it. What did I do wrong because I have not one clue when it comes to this junk. He would never say. He moves on to the other kid that needs help and explains to them what they did wrong and how to fix it. That kid would gush on Andrew about how he is so helpful and smart. 


I do not understand it. Why wont he help me like he does the other kids. Does he think I am tricking Colaneri. Does he think because I am autistic I am good at math and I am only acting like this for attention. Maybe not. He has helped a few of the other atypical kids. Maybe because I cannot speak and gush verbal praise on him like everyone else does. Jeffrey reminds me of the girls in front of the bathroom mirror. They feed and grow over their vanity. Jeffrey feeds and grows overpraise. 


So I am dazing at the back of Jordans head while Colaneri goes over equations on the whiteboard. If she is so smart and beautiful and has her whole life ahead of her then why is she crying in the bathroom stall. Maybe like the other kids she struggles with the work. But unlike the other kids she does not smoke weed or pop pills to ease the stress. Crying is her stress reliever.


The class giggles.


Ms Radicci Colaneri says. Are you awake.


I hate how he says my last name. He makes it sound like a dirty word.


Jordan turns around to me. Her face blank. The rest of the class focuses on me too but they have smiles. All except Nimrod my partner in failure who sits at my side. My face tingles to the edge of combustion. I was spacing out again. Focusing so hard that I did not hear anything.


I stare at Colaneris ugly nose and nod.


Focus Ms Radicci the teacher says full of snide. Loathing. How I wish I could throw a pencil into his eye. And answer the question he says.


I shake my head and shrug. I have no idea what is going on. What step he is on in solving the equation. I am sure we are multiplying fractions but I have not figured that out yet.


The class giggles. Colaneri scrunches his face in annoyance. He calls on another student and receives the answer he wants. Which is just as well. I suck at algebra.
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Nimrod and I exit through the side entrance of Nair with the rest of the kids dying and relieved to get out. We step onto 7th Street and head towards Newark Avenue. We carry our backpacks filled with notebooks and the ghosts of our torture in the form of homework. Nimrod slaps his board to the sidewalk and pushes up speed. He weaves through the kids. Some are too busy talking to each other to care and some push him in annoyance or amusement. Nimrod does not seem to mind. He takes their attacks as a measure of his skill on the board. He holds his balance and never falls.


It has been a few weeks now since Miki stopped picking me up after school. Sticking to our plan to make me independent and build routines that make me feel secure before Christmas. The path is so simple. Down 7th Street. Up Newark. Then onto Palisade which brings me to Booraem Ave. Simple. Hardly any traffic lights. But anxiety still fills me up. I know I am acting crazy. Jersey City is not the mass hysteria of people and sounds and smells and lights of Manhattan. It only has bouts of craziness. Crowds and noises. Like when all the schools let out at the same time. Like now. But I am determined to accomplish this step in my life. If anything goes wrong I can always contact Miki. She promised to be home at that time and ready to come get me no matter what the situation. Scared to cross the highway that breaks Palisade. She will come to get me. I have nothing to worry about. I only have to promise that I would come straight home first. No sneaking around like I did before. Yet last time was not me sneaking around. I was helping my aunt so it should not matter now since she has been doing okay with her life.


But I still asked Nimrod to come with me that first day of mass independence. He also lives in The Heights. Further up a few blocks from our house. He normally takes Baldwin but he has no problem using Palisade for my sake. 


As the kids thin out at Newark Ave across the street from a tiny box called Healeys Tavern Nimrod waits with his board in his hand. Spinning it on its corner. He is never far from my sight since leaving school. I am sure he does that on purpose. Always watching out for me. 


Our friendship has gotten a lot tighter since we were kidnapped and held captive in the warehouse basement back in October. Since then his parents are dead set against him seeing me anymore. I am a troublemaker. Little old me who will never grow more than five foot three but might gain more than my one hundred pounds. A mulatto girl who appears more black than white and has no way to use her voice. A troublemaker. Whatever. If his parents only knew my psychic ability and hacking skills. They would lock Nimrod up for life.


Nimrod ignores his parents order and we continue to be friends. He is my only friend. He had others he used to hang out with before he met me but lately he ignores them or keeps conversation with them sparse. He no longer eats lunch with them. Only with me. And no. He is not my boyfriend. We are friends. I have a boyfriend already. Sort of.


Carrying his board we walk up the hill. Under the train overpass and past the ancient Harsimus Cemetery. We swing a right at Richard Williams High School and start up Palisade. The public high school is also emptying out. Our maroon polos contrast with their dark blue. They do not care about us. There is no rivalry between schools. But I do feel anxious. The kids are as rowdy and loud as the ones in Nair. Nimrod must sense my tension. He grabs my hand and keeps me close. He does not let go until after we cross highway 139 and reach Christ Hospital.


You okay he asks.


I nod. I am fine.


You got a lot of work tonight.


I nod and sigh. If we did not have another fifty equations from Colaneri I would have a light load. The other teachers give little or sometimes no assignments. They do not want to weigh us down and stress us out too much. At least not until midterm tests.
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