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Ms Radicci Mr Colaneri says. No stimming in class.


I sit at my desk and try to figure out the Algebra problem written on the whiteboard. Figure it out without dropping into the ether and using a special app to calculate it. I favor the apps on Google. But knowing how Colaneri has been since I started this class he would make me go to the whiteboard to show my work. No. I have no choice but to figure it out myself and to do that I need to think. And flapping my hands and rocking helps me think.


I flash him a dirty look but I do not think he is paying attention to me nestled in the center of the desks. The short bearded middle aged man with a pop belly that strains his shirts is probably staring at his list of unread emails on his computer as he waits for us to finish. One would think he would answer them with the time he spends on browsing them. But based on the times I go up there and peek at the screen he does not seem to do that. Maybe he is waiting for a certain someone to email him. A girlfriend. We know he is not married from the times he talks about how he has nothing to do at home except his wood projects in his workshop. I imagine a woman would not put up with their husband disappearing for that long after work. 


I glance around at the other kids in the class. A mix of neurotypicals and neurodiverse. We are all freshmen in Nair High School. All going through the same pressures and mazes of a new school and new way of life compared the minimization of middle school. I had switched for a few classes when I went to the Gertrude Stein School in Manhattan and felt frustrated with finding numbers on doors. Sometimes numbers on different floors. But here it is every period. Every subject. Multiple floors. The neurotypical kids probably do not have a problem. Maybe during the first week they did. Now the new system is ingrained in their brain. I am still getting lost despite writing the numbers down on the notebooks and finding the wrong floors. Plus I have a combination lock for my locker that does not help at all on my brain. Numbers. Numbers. Numbers. Names and numbers are my greatest weakness. So yes it has been stressful and based on seeing the other kids like me it has been stressful for them. 


Jordan sits ahead in the next row and scissors her skinny black pants legs as if she is trying to break the world record in paper cutting. Maddie I think that is her name sits next to me and taps her manicured fingers in the air as she focuses on the problem in her notebook. I suspect they are autistic like me based on their own stimming and asking Colaneri to repeat his questions in a direct manner. Colaneri should say something to them at least. They are stimming. Releasing their anxiety or going through the motions of thinking. Just like me. But no. He seems to be sectioning me out. And with probably good reason. 


This teacher has had it out for me since the first day of school. He gave us a foundation test. Something to gauge our understanding of Algebra. Okay. That seems reasonable. But then on the third day of school he reported the grades out loud. I was one of the lowest in the class. My theory was cemented when he made a large chart on the bulletin board that took up most of the wall. Cutouts of our names next to an ascending scale. Mine was third from the bottom. 


If I knew I was going to be humiliated after the test I would have cheated. Clearly he did not give it to gauge our knowledge but to see who his favorite students are in the class. If he just wanted to know where I am at in knowledge he would have kept it to himself. Also how does embarrassing me and the ten other students in the lower rung help them.


Now Colaneri said when he finished pinning our paper names up. Those of you who are not in the top two will need to work very hard this year. I expect to see everyone reach the top at least once a semester.


It has been three weeks and I lowered to the second to last and the same two names are on the top two. In fairness the two names Jordan Philips and Andrew Chang battled it out from one and two. They receive praise and shoulder rubs from Colaneri every Monday. If I was not so depressed about being such a loser I would hate them.


Times up he says and rises from his desk. Please switch papers with the person in front of you. He stands at the whiteboard and maps out the process for the problem while the kids in the first row walk their papers to the kids in the back. Luis who sits in the front row and had given me his paper does every step that Colaneri maps out on the board. He found the value of X. 


We swap back papers. I got the problem wrong. I am nowhere close to finding the value of X. Or my confidence.


The bell rings. Colaneri calls Nimrod Oliver and me to his desk. Rod as he said he likes to be called on the first day of school has dark skin and thick black hair that almost looks like a mohawk but shorter. He is not black. Definitely Indian. Or maybe East Island. It is so hard to tell in Jersey City. Since we all dress in the public school uniform I cannot be positive but since he keeps a skateboard in his locker I suspect he is a skater. 


Colaneri smiles through his gray and brown beard at us but I do not buy his friendliness. I can see the bastard deep inside him. Nimrod and I are the bottom two of the class. Anything he has to say to us is going to be bad. Maybe a condemnation to death.


Rod and Prudence he says. Starting tomorrow you will be in different study groups. 


Group work is important to our education or so it is hammered to us. I learn about being in a group of smart kids who hate me for bringing their group grade down. I suppose that is important.


Prudence will be in Andrews group and Rod you will be in Jordans Colaneri says. They will help you understand what you are doing wrong and with any luck you can bring your grade up. Between the three of us you are not off to a good start.


Nimrod sighs and stares off. Like me he probably wants to say something defensive. Sarcastic. Like why not teach us how to do it instead of asking the smartest kids to  teach your class. No they do not stand in front of the class and teach. But Colaneri asks the kids to answer every single question and has them explain how to do it. 


Also Colaneri says. I expect both of you to show up at tutoring today and every day after until your grade goes up.


I blurt out a laugh and flap my hands instead of covering my mouth. Looks like I am going to be in tutoring all year.


Something funny Ms Radicci he asks. You do realize that tutoring is during lunchtime. During my break. I dont get paid for it. I do it as a charity to the students. Lord knows I could use the time for myself.


From what I heard he only teaches four periods out of the seven. What does he consider those times when he does not have to face a class full of kids. Plus it sounds like he does more woodworking at home instead of teacher work.


Do we understand each other Colaneri asks. 


I nod and Nimrod says Yes.


Good he says. Here are your late passes.


**
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I find my usual empty table at the front corner of the cafeteria and take my lunch bag out of my backpack. The teachers sit close by and I figure this is the safest place to be at this time. Nair High School has a rep for being safe. Few fights and a big anti bullying program. But that does not stop people from treating others like crap. Case in point when I am in group work. I never felt such degradation before when I went to Gertrude Stein. We all helped each other when worse came to worse. There were no cliches of kids since we were all segregated from the outside world. Here people break off into groups. But it is confusing. All the kids within the groups seem different. Various incomes and races and interests. I even noticed a few that are neurodiverse. I considered approaching them. Figure it would be the easiest way for me to make friends but then I backed off. Approaching people and speaking is not my strongest trait. I would have to speak through my AAC app on my phone. Nothing like a robot trying to make friends with humans.


I eat the same thing every day. Apple slices. Peanut butter on honey wheat bread. A measured cup of pretzels in a plastic bag. All kept cool with a blue ice pack. It never seems enough. By the next period I am starving. Miki gives me lunch money but the food displayed here appears nauseating. To squishy. Too burnt. Too jiggly.


The walla walla of the kids talking brushes against my brain. It tenses my body. Every day at the end of school I always remind myself to bring my noise canceling headphones to school but I keep forgetting. Wearing them will not make me stick out or the focus of unwanted attention. A few other kids who must be on the spectrum wear that kind of style. Or I think they are on the spectrum. Maybe they are listening to music and have rich parents.


I scarf my peanut butter sandwich and wash it down with the bottle of water. If I eat in ten minutes that will give me a good twenty in tutoring with Colaneri.


Nimrod sits a few table away with some other kids. Their hair seems artistic or sloppy. Buzzed or colored. Studs on their ears. Maybe they are skaters too. Unlike me Nimrod does not eat but nurses a bottle of water. The kids smile and joke around him. Even though he is a part of the group and within the group he does not seem with them. Like someone pasted his picture on a television screen and the other kids are the sitcom. 


When our eyes collide I take a chance and wave and smile at him. He frowns and sips his bottle. A wave of humiliation crashes over me. Did I do the wrong thing. It should be okay for me to acknowledge him outside of class. After all we are the biggest losers in Algebra class.


I slump down and start on my apple slices. By the time I finish


Hey.


Nimrod stares down at me. His face straight and hard to figure out what kind of emotion is hiding inside him. His bag slung over his shoulder. So heavy it makes him crooked.


You going to tutoring he asks.


I open my pretzels and nod.


Im going now he says. I heard he gets mad if youre not there within the first five minutes. Maybe well get lucky and hell kill us. Or kick us out of school.


Has it been ten minutes. I check my cell. I lost track of time. Again. Panicking I pack up my garbage and food into my lunch bag and zipper it up.


Hey Nimrod says. Dont be in such a hurry. You might hurt yourself.


I squint at him as I pack up my backpack. I am not sure what he means. I do not detect mocking in his voice. Just a deadpan tone. Perhaps he was being sarcastic.


Nimrod and I walk down the hall and to the stairway. His legs are longer and he takes bigger strides. I work hard to keep close to his back. I do not want to enter that class alone. 


Up three flights and we are both painfully out of breath. The school does have one elevator that did not work until the second week of classes. Lucky for the school there is only one physically disabled student. Unlucky for the student who rides around in a wheelchair. From what I heard the teachers excused the student for not being able to get up to their classes on the other floors.


We quickly walk and pant down the hall to Colaneris classroom. The stairs killed my legs and burned my lungs. I am not used to taking all three at once. Usually I go to the second floor first for a class and then the third. Nimrod seems unfazed. Adjusting well. Maybe skaters are used to straining his body.


Colaneris voice wafts out from the open classroom door. Nimrod and I stop at the doorway. I start to feel a little like that student in the wheelchair. All the seats are taken. Even the ones for the computers against the walls. Everyone has their notebooks open and appears studious. I have no idea who these kids are. They are not in my Algebra class. They must be losers from all of his other classes.


Colaneri throws us a glance of annoyance. Like we are disrupting everyone but everyone focuses on the whiteboard with the Algebra problem on it.


Nimrod elbows me and points to an empty spot between a set of computers. He sits down on the floor and takes his notebook out of his bag. I do the same. It is a tight fit and our arms and shoulders touching sends anxiety through my brain and spine. But I concentrate on my breathing and convince myself that nothing bad will happen. How can it get worse than it is now.


Good Colaneri says to the class. Everyone understand that equation.


A few heads nod. Maybe the still ones are not listening.


Colaneri asks what problem they should do next. What are they having trouble with. Hands go up and he picks a kid. The student reads off the problem and Colaneri writes it on the board.


Can anyone figure this out he asks.


Two hands go up. He picks one student and they describe the steps. Colaneri writes it out on the board. The student gets it right.


Good Colaneri says. You all got that.


Heads nod. Mine is too confused. I did not get it at all. 


I glance at Nimrod who doodles angry cats on his notebook.


We are both doomed.
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Chapter 2
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The cop waits on our porch as we get out of my car. 


Since picking up Prudence from Nair she has had a sour puss on her face. Not surprising for a teenager in high school. I had one when I started my freshman year at Dickinson. But then I dropped out and got my GED. Unfortunately a new set of problems came into my life that I couldn’t escape so easily and kept the depression close to my heart. 


“How was school today?” I asked while maneuvering the car to 6th Street and back into the Heights.


Prudence stared out the side window, at the kids outside walking in groups or alone to their homes or the latest hangouts or Hamilton Park since it’s such a nice day, and shrugged, releasing the slightest of grunts. Was she thinking the same as me? Why wasn’t she with one of those groups? Or at least with one other kid? She’s been in the school for almost a month. If she asked to walk home with one of them to hang out, I probably would have said yes. There is a GPS on her phone so if an emergency came up I could always find her. True, I won’t let her walk to and from school on her own even though it’s down the hill, a simple thirty-minute walk from our house. Prudence seems to be on the same page. Names and numbers are not her thing but as she does something over and over her visual memory increases. She masters it. I suspect she’ll be on her own by the end of the year, if not earlier.


I didn’t feel a vibration from my phone in my back pocket. No text from her brain. Her preferred method of communicating to me and only me. Everyone else in the world she has to use her AAC app on her phone or write out her words on the notepad she pockets around. I imagine that frustrates her a bit, not being able to communicate the way the world prefers, the way she prefers. But I don’t think it’s a good idea to even reveal the slightest sign of her psychic ability to drop into the internet and control computers. I have taken so much shit from people with my own psychic ability that I know it would be even heavier on her since she is sensitive. Add that to the way the world treats her because she’s a nonverbal autistic? 


“Yeah,” I said. “School sucked for me, too.”


I bit my tongue before I could say ‘That was why I dropped out.’ I didn’t want her to get any ideas and fight with her. She knows about my educational history and never used it against me but at a time like this, I was afraid that she would. The softy that I am, I could give into her. Told her to drop out and try to make it on her own. At least for the moment, I would have given in. Then later I would have to go back on my word.
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