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PROTAGONISTS

Marcus Long (Age 13, 8th Grade)


•  Mature enough to understand his neurodivergence but struggling with


acceptance


•  Academically successful in STEM but facing increasing social


complexity


•  Navigating early adolescence with language-based challenges

•  Questioning why he has to work so hard at things others find easy

•  Beginning to think about future, independence, and identity

•  Dealing with the gap between intellectual understanding and


intuitive social navigation

Hank Long (Father, Age 45)


•  Has fully accepted his own neurodivergence

•  Serves as model for Marcus of successful neurodivergent adult

•  Struggles with watching Marcus face rejection and misunderstanding

•  Learning to let Marcus experience natural consequences while


providing support

Ellen Long (Mother, Age 43)


•  Exhausted after a decade of advocacy but refusing to give up

•  Preparing for Marcus\'s transition to high school and eventually


adulthood


•  Worried about Marcus\'s social isolation and romantic prospects

•  Learning to balance protection with allowing independence


ANTAGONIST

The Unwritten Social Code (Abstract antagonist)


•  Represents all the invisible rules Marcus can't intuitively grasp

•  Manifested through: teen social hierarchies, dating expectations,


online communication norms, unspoken dress codes, evolving slang,

sarcasm and innuendo, social status games

Derek Martinez (Age 14) - Supporting human antagonist


•  Socially sophisticated eighth-grader

•  Not intentionally cruel but casually dismissive of 'weird' kids

•  Dates Emma, creating tension in Marcus's friend group

•  Represents the effortless social world Marcus can't access


SUPPORTING CHARACTERS

Dr. Joyce Kinkead (Developmental-Behavioral Pediatrician, Age 50)


•  Helps Marcus and family think about transition to adulthood

•  Discusses sexuality, relationships, and independence with neurodivergent


lens

The Transition Team:

Principal Dr. Susan Martinez (Age 52)


•  High school principal, progressive and inclusive

•  Sister to Derek, complicates dynamics


Mr. Robert Chen (Transition Coordinator, Age 38)


•  Specializes in helping students with disabilities transition to high school

•  Focuses on self-advocacy and independence skills


Dr. Rachel Foster (School Psychologist, Age 40)


•  Continues working with Marcus on identity and self-acceptance

•  Helps him understand adolescent social dynamics


Ms. Jennifer Park (Speech-Language Pathologist, Age 36)


•  High school SLP focusing on pragmatic language for adolescents

•  Works on navigating complex social situations


Mr. David Washington (Special Education Teacher, Age 35)


•  Resource room teacher who provides organizational support

•  Teaches study skills and self-advocacy


Ms. Lisa Romano (8th Grade English Teacher, Age 42)


•  Understanding teacher who gets neurodivergence

•  Provides scaffolding while maintaining high expectations


Peers:

Emma Rodriguez (Age 13)


•  Marcus\'s longtime friend now interested in dating

•  Struggling to balance friendship with Marcus and new boyfriend Derek

•  Represents the way friendships change in adolescence


Tyler Chen (Age 13)


•  Still has ADHD, still loyal to Marcus

•  Also struggling with the social complexity of adolescence

•  Provides solidarity and humor


James Liu (Age 13)


•  Autistic friend who shares many of Marcus\'s challenges

•  More accepting of being different

•  Mentor figure for Marcus in self-acceptance


Zara Johnson (Age 13)


•  Has auditory processing disorder

•  Becomes a closer friend as shared challenges create a bond

•  Potential romantic interest who understands Marcus


Sophie Martinez (Age 13)


•  Derek\'s cousin, friend from elementary school

•  Caught between loyalty to Marcus and family loyalty

•  Represents complexity of adolescent friendship politics
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CHAPTER 1: THE DISTANCE
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Marcus sat in the cafeteria, watching Emma laugh at something Derek

said. They were sitting together at a table with the "popular"

kids—-Derek's friends. Emma had been spending more time there lately

and less time at Marcus's usual table.

"She's changing," Tyler said, following Marcus's gaze.

"She has a boyfriend now," James said matter-of-factly.

"Relationships change friend dynamics."

"But why does having a boyfriend mean she can't sit with us anymore?"

Marcus asked.

"She can. She's choosing not to," Tyler pointed out.

Marcus felt something twist in his chest. He and Emma had been friends

since second grade. They'd gone through speech therapy together. She

understood him in ways most people didn't.

Or she used to. Now she was part of Derek's world—-a world of easy

social interaction, casual confidence, and unspoken rules Marcus

couldn't decipher.

"Come on," Zara said, appearing with her lunch tray. "Who cares about

them? We're the interesting table anyway."

Marcus managed a smile. Zara was right—-their table had the robotics

kids, the anime fans, the band geeks. They were the "weird" kids, but

they were also the kids having actual conversations about things that

mattered.

Still, he couldn't help feeling left behind.

After school, Marcus had his weekly session with Dr. Foster.

"How's eighth grade treating you?" she asked.

"Everyone's changing. Emma barely talks to me anymore. People care

about things I don't understand—-who's dating whom, who's popular,

what brand of shoes you wear."

"Adolescence is complicated for everyone," Dr. Foster said. "But for

neurodivergent teens, it's especially challenging. The social rules

become more complex and more subtle."

"I hate that I have to think about everything. Other people just...

know things. They know what to say, how to act, what's cool."

"You're comparing your behind-the-scenes to everyone else's highlight

reel," Dr. Foster said. "Other teens are anxious and confused too.

They're just better at hiding it."

"It doesn't feel that way."

"Marcus, I want to ask you something. Do you want to fit in with

Derek's crowd?"

Marcus thought about it. "No. They're boring. They just talk about

sports and dating and drama. But I want... I want to not feel like an

alien. I want to understand the rules."

"Here's the thing about adolescent social rules: they're constantly

changing. Even neurotypical teens struggle to keep up. For you, it's

harder because you're also processing language differently, reading

social cues more slowly, and dealing with executive function

challenges."

"So I'm always going to be behind."

"You're always going to be different. That's not the same as

behind."

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 2: THE INVISIBLE CURRICULUM
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At home, Marcus tried to explain his frustration to his parents.

"Everyone knows things I don't know. Like today, someone said

'that's so mid' and everyone laughed. I didn't know what 'mid'

meant. By the time I figured it out, the conversation had moved on."

"Slang changes constantly," Hank said. "I don't know what 'mid'

means either."

"It means mediocre or average. But you don't have to know because

you're an adult. I'm supposed to know."

"Says who?" Ellen asked.

"Says... everyone. The invisible rule book."

Ellen and Hank exchanged glances. They'd been preparing for this

conversation.

"Marcus," Ellen began carefully, "you know how you've always had

language challenges? How your brain processes social information

differently?"

"Yeah."

"Well, adolescence makes that more apparent. There's what teachers

call the 'hidden curriculum'—-all the unwritten social rules that

most teens pick up implicitly. Dress codes, slang, social hierarchies,

dating etiquette, online communication norms."

"And I don't pick those up," Marcus said flatly.

"Not as quickly or intuitively as neurotypical teens," Hank said.

"But Marcus, here's what I've learned: most of those rules don't

actually matter."

"They matter if everyone else follows them and I don't."

"They matter in middle school," Ellen corrected. "They matter less as

you get older. Adults care less about what's 'cool' and more about

competence, kindness, shared interests."

"That's four years away."

"I know. And I know these four years feel eternal. But they're not

forever."

Marcus felt tears prick his eyes. "I'm so tired. I've been working















d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
\ The Invisible Rules

=

Navigating the
Hidden Social World
of Adolescence

PATRICIA MCGUIRE, MD, FAAP






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





