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  Introduction




   




  Queens, New York




  March 17, 2013




  Taja




  “Hey, are you going to stand there all day or are you going to bat already?”




  “I’m coming, I’m coming,” I say, swatting flies all the way from the dugout. Coach Willis has this rule that at practice, every member of the team has to go to bat before leaving for the day. Man, I really think that this league is for everyone, because I suck. I mean, for real though. No pun intended. Even though I try my best to hide out and be one of the last ones (hoping to be forgotten), he still makes me bat knowing that I would be bad at it. I guess it’s safe to say that sports aren’t for everybody.




  “Any day now,” yells Kathleen, the leading pitcher on our team. And despite her taunting ways, she's actually pretty good. She's one of the best players in Queens that I’ve seen yet. I mean, who’s ever seen a 13 year-old throw 65-80 mph pitches. Just the thought of it is insane.




  “Alright Kathleen! Give me time.” As I near the plate, I do my best to get into batter’s position. Let’s see: knees bent, butt out, elbows up, and face the pitcher. I was never really taught how to correctly choose which side of the plate to bat from, so I stand on the right side simply because everyone else does.




  “Ready?”




  “Don’t I look it?” Norma, who’s currently playing catcher, tries her hardest to muffle a laugh. I glance at her with a snob-eyed look that reads, ‘please, don’t tempt me!’ It only takes seconds for me to realize that she understands, because before I know it, she's straightened her face guard and has gotten back into the catcher position. Glancing back at Kathleen, I assure her that I’m ready.




  As she whines back, I prepare myself for the killer, and in that instance it happens.




  Papp!




  “Strike One.” Darn it the luck. I completely flaked on that pitch. But not willing to let one pitch deter me, I get back into position.




  “Come on Taja, I know two year-olds who can swing better than that!” exclaims Kathleen as she tickles herself funny on the pitcher’s mound. I back off of the plate, shaking my head, as she struggles to pull herself together. She laughs so loud and hard that half of the team follows suit. With all of this anger on the inside of me, if God don’t hold me, I don’t know what will. Man, I told momma not to sign me up. But no, according to her, every child in her house has to be doing something, and I don’t have any problems with that. I'm glad to get out of the house most of the time, but not for this. She could've easily picked the chess team, the book club, or even the math club. Why in God's name did she have to pick softball?




  Looking up, it’s clear that Kathleen is still strung out on the giggles. I swear the next ball I hit is going straight for her mouth. She’s always got something to say.




  “Taja, come on. We have other people waiting to bat,” shouts Coach Willis, interrupting my thoughts. One would think that he would at least try to stop the other girls from laughing. But no, he’s too busy tampering with his iPhone. You see, City Hall dumps loads of money into companies who donate their time during the year with leisure services, because according to them (and I quote) ‘Our Children are Our Future.’ But here’s the problem with that, most of the people volunteering know absolutely nothing about the sport or working with children for that matter. So in my eyes, it would do us more justice to coach ourselves, but who would listen to a bunch of 11 & 13 year-olds? Feeling thoroughly defeated, I reposition myself at the batter’s plate anyway.




  “Ok Coach.”




  Kathleen winds up again, as if she’s really ready to play. One . . . two. . . .Wait for it. . . .




  I see it; it’s almost here. I’m gripping the bat, ready for the swing and . . .




  Papp!




  “Strike two!” cries Norma. As the words leave her mouth, I can faintly hear the murmur of giggles from the other players patrolling the bases. I look up to Coach Willis for some support or even help, but he’s already turned his back arguing with someone on the other end of the phone. All I can do is shake my head. “It figures.”




  “You know, I might as well throw anything, because you’re never going to swing. Ha! Ha!” The laughter that comes from her and the others has become more audible now.




  “Shut up Kathleen.”




  “Oh! Are we mad already?” She teases, doing her best to mock me. And the ring of laughter envelopes yet again.




  “I’m going to hit the next one, just you wait.” I angrily get back into position, tapping the plate to assure her that I’m ready. But this time, I step too close. She winds up, still laughing, but surprisingly, she manages to throw the pitch.




  Smack!




  The ball hits me dead in my left eye and like a feather tossed in the wind, I hit the ground. Holding my hands in front of my face, all I see is blood on my hands. Crying from both the pain and the sight of the blood (which seems to run faster by the minute), I cry out with a voice so loud that even I forget that it’s me. With tears in one eye and blood in the other, I cry and squirm on the ground mixing the dirt with my bloody tears. With everyone now surrounding me, all I hear are the screams which happen to be coming from me.




   




  Chapter 1




  




  August 5, 2013




  Taja




  It’s like jumping into the sea with no air to breathe, and being suffocated while others are still watching me. Trying to stand in sinking sand is like trying to catch fish on another’s dry land. Until you’ve felt the pain and sorrow, please don’t you dare question me about tomorrow. You see, I’m trying to explain to you the way that I feel. There’s no reason to second guess, I’m just trying to keep it real. I’m 11 years old and I’ve lost my sight in all but one eye. Now I have to learn how to live within the chains of being disabled which feels worse than a baby being caged in a cradle. Lord, Lord, what shall become of me . . . the blind man who once did see.




  During my 6th grade orientation, I walk through the halls alongside my mom and a counselor appearing just as lost as can be. Not only am I starting junior high, but I’ll be starting the year off as a new enrollee in the disability program here at St. Johnson Middle. I promise you, this year can’t get any more embarrassing. Just a few months back, I was normal and able. Now it’s August, and everyone is treating me like I’m five minutes from being mentally retarded. According to this new what’s-her-face, I have to be escorted everywhere I go. I can’t attend normal classes, because due to my new found ‘situation,’ I have to have a person assisting me at all times. Really? I have to show up for lunch everyday 15-30 minutes early with the ‘specially challenged’. I mean, I’m the most normal person in the group, and that’s not saying much. Just a few months ago, I was picked to be inducted into the honor’s program, and now I’m here.
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