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​Chapter 1: Welcome to Adulting (It's Not What the Tutorials Promised)
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Alex stared at the email on her laptop screen like it was written in ancient hieroglyphics, except ancient hieroglyphics would probably make more sense than whatever corporate speak this was supposed to be.

"We need to circle back on the synergistic approach to implementing your neurodivergent-friendly classroom designs within our existing pedagogical framework."

She read it three times and still had no idea what Principal Richardson actually wanted, which was giving her the same energy as trying to understand TikTok comments from 13-year-olds when you're feeling ancient at 25.

"Leo," she said into her phone, pacing around her tiny San Diego apartment that cost more than her parents' mortgage but was apparently "a steal" according to her landlord, who definitely peaked in high school. "I think my boss just asked me something in corporate, but I only speak human. Also ADHD. Also anxiety. But definitely not whatever language that email was in."

"Read it to me," Leo said, and she could hear him trying not to laugh, which was rude but also fair because she'd probably laugh at him too if their situations were reversed.

After she read the email, there was a pause that lasted long enough for her to wonder if the call had dropped, which happened approximately 73% of the time because apparently phone service providers had decided that consistent connection was optional.

"I think," Leo said slowly, like he was translating from a foreign language, "he wants you to make your designs fit their existing teaching methods instead of, you know, actually changing anything meaningful."

Alex's stomach dropped like when you're scrolling through your camera roll and accidentally hit the wrong button and think you deleted everything. "So basically, he wants me to make it look like they're helping neurodivergent kids without actually helping neurodivergent kids?"

"That's corporate America, babe. Making things look progressive without actually being progressive. Like putting rainbow logos on social media for Pride month but not actually supporting LGBTQ+ employees."

The worst part was that this wasn't even her first rodeo with this kind of thing. In the three months since she'd moved to California and started working with the Oceanview School District, she'd encountered more bureaucratic nonsense than a DMV speed run.

There was a committee meeting where they spent two hours discussing whether fidget tools were "disruptive to the learning environment", while Alex sat there like the human embodiment of a facepalm emoji, trying to explain that fidgeting literally helped some brains focus better.

There was the budget meeting where they questioned whether sensory break spaces were "necessary" or just "nice to have," as if basic human needs were DLC content that kids had to earn access to.

And there was the parent meeting where one mom had asked, with the confidence of someone who definitely asks to speak to managers, whether accommodating neurodivergent students would "dumb down" the curriculum for "normal" kids.

Alex had managed to stay professional during that meeting, but internally she was screaming like when you're trying to explain something obvious to someone who's determined to misunderstand you on purpose.

Now she sat in her car outside Roosevelt Middle School, which was about to become her guinea pig for the first fully neurodivergent-friendly classroom redesign, staring at Principal Richardson's email and wondering if this was what imposter syndrome felt like or if she was actually in over her head.

Her phone buzzed with a text from Dr. Martinez: "How's the first day of implementation going? The kids are so excited!"

Right. The kids. The reason she was doing this in the first place.

She grabbed her bag, which was full of sensory tools, visual schedules, and about seventeen different types of fidget items that she'd tested herself because if it didn't work for her ADHD brain, it probably wasn't going to work for theirs, and walked toward the school entrance.

The hallway smelled like industrial cleaner and teenage angst, with fluorescent lights that buzzed like they had a personal vendetta against anyone with sensory processing issues. She found room 237, which was supposed to be her blank canvas, her chance to prove that classrooms could work with different brains instead of against them.

What she found instead was chaos, but not the good kind of chaos that led to creativity and breakthrough moments. This was the kind of chaos that happened when you put thirty middle schoolers in a room designed in 1987 and expected them to learn like it was still 1987.

Kids were practically bouncing off the walls, which wasn't a metaphor—some of them were literally using the walls as fidget tools, leaning against them, tapping them, sliding down them like they were trying to physically merge with the architecture.

The teacher, Ms. Peterson, looked like she was one disruption away from either crying or becoming a viral TikTok about teacher burnout. She spotted Alex and rushed over like she was seeing a lifeguard when she was drowning.

"Thank God you're here," Ms. Peterson said, and Alex could hear the desperation in her voice like she was ordering coffee at 6 AM after pulling an all-nighter. "I don't know what to do with them. They won't sit still, they won't pay attention, and I've tried everything the training manual suggested."

Alex looked around the room, taking in the harsh lighting, the rigid desk arrangements that looked like someone had played Tetris with furniture and given up halfway through, the complete lack of movement space or sensory accommodations, and felt her heart break a little for every kid who'd been told they were the problem instead of the environment being the problem.

"What if I told you," Alex said, pulling out her tablet to show Ms. Peterson the before-and-after photos of her previous classroom transformations, "that they're not broken? What if the room just isn't designed for how their brains actually work?"

Ms. Peterson looked skeptical, like Alex had just suggested that homework could be done via interpretive dance, but she was desperate enough to listen.

Alex spent the next hour explaining her plans: flexible seating that let kids move while learning instead of forcing them to sit still like statues, lighting that didn't feel like being inside a dentist's office, designated quiet spaces for when the world got too loud, fidget tools that were part of the classroom supplies instead of contraband items, visual schedules that made expectations clear instead of mysteriously implied.

"But will they learn?" Ms. Peterson asked, and Alex could hear years of traditional teaching methods in that question, like she'd been programmed to believe that suffering was a prerequisite for education.

"They'll learn better," Alex said confidently, hoping she sounded more sure than she felt. "When your environment matches your needs, your brain can actually focus on learning instead of just trying to survive."

That's when Principal Richardson walked in, looking like he'd stepped out of a stock photo titled "Concerned Administrator." He looked around the room, then at Alex's tablet full of redesign plans, then back at the room like he was calculating something unpleasant.

"Ms. Chen," he said, and his tone had all the warmth of a terms of service agreement, "I need to speak with you privately."

They stepped into the hallway, and Alex felt like she was being called to the principal's office, which was ironic because she literally was being called to speak with the principal, but the anxiety was the same as when she was seven and got in trouble for drawing during math class.

"I've been reviewing your proposals," Principal Richardson said, pulling out a printed copy of her designs that he'd annotated with red ink like he was grading a paper and she was failing. "And I have some concerns about the feasibility and, frankly, the necessity of these changes."

"What kind of concerns?" Alex asked, trying to keep her voice steady like she was asking a reasonable question instead of fighting for kids who couldn't fight for themselves.

"Well, for starters, the cost. Flexible seating, specialized lighting, all these accommodations... the school board is going to want to know why we're spending money on furniture when we could be spending it on actual educational resources."

Alex blinked like she was buffering, trying to process the idea that creating an environment where kids could actually learn wasn't considered an educational resource.

"And then there's the precedent," he continued, warming up to his theme like he was giving a TED talk about why change was bad. "If we make these accommodations for some students, other parents are going to expect the same treatment for their children. Where does it end?"

"Where does basic human decency end?" Alex asked, and immediately regretted it because that was definitely not the diplomatic response her situation called for.

Principal Richardson's expression shifted from concerned administrator to definitely not pleased administrator, like she'd just questioned not just his policies but his entire worldview.

"Ms. Chen, I think you need to understand that we have protocols here. Procedures. We can't just redesign our entire educational approach because a few students have... difficulties."

The way he said "difficulties" made Alex's skin crawl like he was talking about character flaws instead of neurological differences that were as natural as having brown eyes or being left-handed.

"With all due respect," Alex said, drawing on every diplomatic bone in her body, "these aren't difficulties. These are just different ways of processing information. And if we create environments that work for neurodivergent students, they'll work better for neurotypical students too. It's not special treatment, it's good design."

Principal Richardson looked at her like she'd just suggested they replace all textbooks with TikTok videos, which honestly might not be the worst educational innovation, but probably wasn't the time to bring that up.

"I'm going to need you to scale back your proposals," he said, and it wasn't a suggestion; it was a directive wrapped in polite language. "Something more... traditional. More in line with our existing framework."

Alex felt something snap inside her chest, like the moment when you realize the person you're arguing with isn't actually listening and never was.

"And if I don't?" she asked, because apparently her mouth had decided to be brave without consulting her brain first.

Principal Richardson smiled, but it was the kind of smile that belonged in a horror movie, not a conversation about helping kids.

"Then I'm afraid we'll have to reconsider our partnership with you and your... innovative ideas."

He walked away, leaving Alex standing in the fluorescent-lit hallway that felt
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