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1

My English teacher wanted everyone in the class to write an autobiography for their last assignment of the school year. So let me just start by saying, high school sucks.

Looking back, being twelve was even worse, I just didn't know it. I did ask myself why girls would start whispering when I walked past their lockers. They were not going to tell me, obviously. They seemed to be in some secret club. It was all quite annoying.  

But the one girl I wished would whisper about me,  never did. She didn't talk to, or hang out with anyone, in fact, except Cassie. 

The girl I'm talking about, as everyone in our school now knows, is Nora Hudson. I found out she was named Nora because her parents were fans of a singer named Norah Jones, who, in my opinion is pretty good. And her last name is also cool because it's the same last name as Kate Hudson, who played Penny Lane in the movie Almost Famous, which in my opinion was very good. 

By the time we were fifteen, I still thought Nora was the one girl in school I would want to hang out with. She had a spark to her without trying. She didn't do things to be accepted. Kind of like Kristen Stewart in one of her first movies. She was like that. The other girls called her aloof. 

I didn't have the opportunity to be aloof, because no one paid attention to me at all, including Nora. 

I think I said maybe thirty words to her before that day in high school I'm going to write about. I would try to think up some question to ask her about music to make sure she still had some vague awareness of my existence. I discovered she definitely did not like Screamo music, which I was quick to tell her I agreed with. But after I agreed, rather than asking me something back, she would just walk away—like a housefly had asked her if she had a windowsill to land on. That's what it felt like being around Nora. A housefly without a windowsill. 

I know a lot about music since my parents forced me to take piano lessons from the age of nine. But that's just what made me aware of music, not what made me know anything about it. I know about music by watching YouTube music videos and listening to Spotify in my room late at night. It's like a secret world feeding me a different dimension of knowing.  

Nora was a little too skinny compared to the cheerleaders, who all looked twenty. And she had to wear glasses when she was sitting too far back in class. But that's because the teachers wrote the words too small. I think they assumed they were going to run out of space. They didn't believe they could just say what they were being paid to teach us, because they knew we wouldn't be listening. So their solution, instead of actually trying to keep us interested, was Expo Markers and homework. 

What they didn't realize is, when they turned around to write things on the whiteboard, it was a signal for everyone to immediately stop concentrating on school and think about other things. 

In fact, here's some honest feedback for the teacher reading this: Most of what teachers write, and say, and try to mind-meld into our brains, is forgettable to begin with. And some of it is actually better to forget than to remember. 

I really never wanted to know the gory details about slaves being beaten on a boat they were being forced to row here from Africa. Hearing about it was bad enough without having to watch some gory movie about it, which was basically a cartoon, because the Board of Education couldn't afford to pay actors to make a serious movie about it. 

It's not like I was opposed to all gory cartoons. I like Rick and Morty, for instance. But Rick doesn't sit there and hammer you over the head with stuff. Rick is funny while he's being disgusting, which drives points home better, in my opinion, then anything you teach in high school. 

Anyway, Nora hated school even more than I did. In fact, sometimes she skipped class. I know that sounds irresponsible, but seriously, most of the classes she skipped were a total waste of time. The difference was, I didn't have the courage to skip. She did. 

I found out where she went when she skipped class. She would go across the street to 7-11 and get a coffee, and maybe a bag of pretzels, and then sit on the curb and listen to music on her phone until the next class. She would rarely skip two classes in a row. 

Then her parents found out because one of the teachers ratted on her, so they took her phone away, which is like being sent to Siberia. You can't look at your Instagram, or answer texts from friends. You're not even able to laugh at the fake texts that say, "Hi, how about lunch?" that you then report as junk and delete, which always feels good because you assume Apple will eventually find them and put them in jail, or at least throw them off of Apple. But more "hi" spam just keeps coming. 

As far as Nora's phone being taken away, I get it, punishments are things parents resort to if you don't do what they think is best for your future. 

Like, if I didn't practice piano after dinner, my parents would get frustrated with my lack of appreciation and tell me how much money a lesson with a private teacher costs. Now that I was old enough to be aware of money, I had to realize how expensive everything is. 

I also had to realize how my mom and dad both slaved away at their jobs to pay for things. When I was twelve, I couldn't have really told you if piano lessons cost more than a fancy dinner at The Shark and Lion Steak House, or a new shirt, or a used car for that matter. I was living in a dreamworld. I was a child. 

But when I was fifteen, I was acutely aware of the cost of things, because my dad made me acutely aware as part of what he called my ongoing education. I was also acutely aware that in a few years I would need to go to college, and then get a decent job, like the kinds of jobs my mom and dad had, unless I could do better.    

So now I knew that my piano lessons, which I hated and didn't want, and never asked for, cost more than the stock price of Alliance Bernstein Holdings L.P., which was the place where my dad worked, which, at the time he yelled at me about it was $33.56 a share. 

So basically, he yelled that a piano lesson was more than $33.56 per lesson. In fact, it was close to twice that much. 

But I tried to explain to him that I was not learning anywhere near even $33.56 worth of information. That's called not getting fair value. 

In fact, for the entire last year of lessons, the teacher  mostly just went over the same boring classical pieces he taught me the previous year. And I could clearly see that this guy, who looked like a homeless version of Mr. Rogers, would stifle a yawn every time I wasn't making a mistake. He wanted me to play every piece without making mistakes so he didn't have to teach my anything new. 

He would look at his watch fifty minutes into a lesson, and then re-look every minute or two, until right at fifty-nine minutes after he'd begin to pack things into his centuries-old leather briefcase, and then collect his money from my mom, and leave to torture his next victim.  

My lessons probably weren't even worth a gelato one-scoop cone, to be honest. And for sure, even the taste of the cone itself without the ice cream was better tasting than the sound of the music he had me learning. 

It's not like he had me playing Beethoven or anything good. After six years of lessons, I think I at least deserved Beethoven. But he disagreed.  

2

When I was thirteen, we didn't go to school. We stayed in our rooms and learned online, and wore masks outside, and watched people die on TV. 

My dad said the president was killing people by telling them to drink bleach. I'm not sure why a president would do that, but eventually he got COVID, and I think a few years after that he got arrested a bunch of times, maybe because he kept saying and doing crazy things like telling people to drink bleach. And then he became president again. My dad said he can't explain it. 

But it was a very boring year. I took way too many piano lessons, all by Zoom. And my mom and dad both worked from home, which was both good and bad. My mom and dad argued way more than they did before. Plus, I liked Nora even back then, but I didn't see her once that entire year. 

After COVID was declared over and we all went back to school, we were spoiled, wondering why we all had to wake up early and take busses in the dark, and eat the crappy lunch food in the cafeteria. 

It reminded me of prison. You see those scenes in movies where they're all in line in the cafeteria, wearing blue shirts with their names on them, uniforms, waiting for a bunch of slop to be scooped onto their little tin plates by mean people in white clothes. Same in our school. 

I longed for the days of COVID, when a far better lunch was served in my own kitchen by Mom or Dad. In fact, Dad would make his famous huevos rancheros for me before going back to work with a mug of coffee to keep him from falling asleep. 

Nora hated the cafeteria food too. I could tell. But while she was moving the food around on her plate like they were little video game characters, she was also talking to the one girl that would sit at her table, Cassie, and making her laugh. 

Cassie would crack up at something Nora would say and Nora
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