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Chapter 1 – Boy Wonder

[image: ]


At some point in their lives, every adult has wondered, “What would it have been like if I knew, as a child, what I know now?”

For Jay Simon, that wasn’t too far-fetched.

From the moment he could form sentences, Jay seemed to understand everything—the world, its noise, its secrets. He didn’t learn things; he simply knew them. His parents called it imagination. Teachers called it memorization. Doctors called it impossible. But none of them were right.

The world around him pulsed with information—streetlights humming with electricity, whispered arguments two houses away, distant news reports flickering through the static of someone else’s television. It was all there, and Jay absorbed it as naturally as breathing.

Outwardly, Jay Simon was just another ordinary boy. He scraped his knees on the playground, drew crooked dinosaurs in crayon, and talked too much about things no one else cared about. To neighbors, he was imaginative. To his parents, a curious little chatterbox who’d grow out of his “knowing phase.”

But Jay wasn’t pretending. The things he said—the random facts, the oddly specific comments about people or places he’d never seen—weren’t guesses. They were truths, pulled straight from the world around him. He didn’t know how to explain it. He didn’t even understand that it was strange.

When other children imagined monsters under the bed, Jay could name the make and model of the furnace two floors below, describe the faint hum of the electrical wiring in the walls, or recite a conversation happening on the next street over. His brain wasn’t learning—it was receiving.
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The playground In South Boston buzzed with life. Kids darted across the cracked rubber pavement, their laughter mingling with the sound of the Red Line rumbling somewhere underground. The smell of salt from the harbor hung faintly in the air.

Five-year-old Jay Simon sprinted through the crowd of children, sneakers slapping against the worn asphalt. His mother sat on a nearby bench with a Dunkin’ iced coffee in hand, chatting idly with another parent. Outwardly, Jay was like any other kid burning off a sugar rush — hair sticking up, knees scuffed, shirt half untucked. But his eyes told another story: calm, focused, too knowing for a child his age.

To Jay, the world didn’t sound like laughter and traffic. It sounded like information. Every car horn, every conversation, every hum of a nearby power line formed a pattern he could understand. He didn’t try to hear it — he just did.

He slowed mid-run, glancing toward a small boy building a sandcastle near the slide.

“You’re about to leave,” Jay said matter-of-factly. “Your dad just pulled up. He’s taking you to the dentist.”

The boy frowned. “No he’s not.”

Before Jay could reply, a woman’s voice called from the parking lot:

“Come on, sweetie! Daddy’s here — time for your dentist appointment!”

The boy froze. Jay just shrugged, unfazed. “Don’t worry. They’re only cleaning your teeth.”

The boy hurried off, still looking back at him like he’d witnessed magic. Jay turned and jogged back toward the swings, blending in with the laughter as if nothing strange had happened.

From the bench, his mother smiled absently, unaware of what had just taken place. She thought her son was just imaginative — maybe too smart for his own good.

Jay kicked at the dirt, squinting up at the skyline beyond the park — the cranes, the glint of glass towers catching sunlight. To everyone else, he was just a kid at play.

But not ordinary at all.
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It started small — so small that his parents laughed it off.

Jay spent most of his afternoons sprawled across the living room floor, crayons scattered around him like confetti. The TV hummed in the background — some reporter droning on about a lost cat in Back Bay. Without looking up from his coloring book, Jay said casually, “Oh good, they found the kitty. The one on that paper with the picture.”

His mother glanced over. “What kitty, sweetheart?”

“The one they’re talking about,” he said, still coloring.

But the report hadn’t said a word about it yet. Not until a moment later, when the anchor’s tone brightened and she announced, “In other news, the missing cat from Beacon Hill has been found safe...”

His mother froze mid-sip of coffee. She smiled, but it was tight, uncertain. “Lucky guess,” she muttered, more to herself than to him. Jay just switched crayons.

The strange moments continued, little bursts of insight that made no sense.

At dinner one night, inside a small family restaurant near the harbor, Jay set down his fork halfway through a chicken tender. “The lady who brings our food,” he said, “is talking to her boyfriend about money they owe. She’ll be back in a minute.”

His father raised an eyebrow. “That’s oddly specific, buddy.”

Jay just nodded, as though it were the most normal thing in the world.

A minute later, their waitress returned, her smile brittle and eyes slightly red. She poured more water, murmured a polite “Sorry for the wait,” and hurried off. Jay went back to eating, unbothered.

His parents exchanged uneasy looks across the table.

At the grocery store, Jay pointed toward the front of the aisle. “That man dropped his wallet by the fruit.”

“There’s nobody there,” his mom said, scanning the produce section.

But moments later, a clerk held up a black wallet and shouted, “Sir! You  dropped this!” The man turned around, visibly relieved.

Jay grinned. “Told you.”

His mom said nothing this time. She just kept pushing the cart, suddenly very aware of how quiet the store felt.

Later that week, the family was in the backyard. The grill hissed softly as his father flipped burgers, humming along to a Red Sox game coming through the kitchen window.

Jay was nearby with his toy truck, but his voice carried across the yard. “You should move that one, Daddy. It’s burning.”

His father chuckled. “Not yet, buddy. I’ve been grilling longer than you’ve been alive.”

He flipped the patty anyway — and froze. One side was charred completely black.

His father looked over his shoulder. Jay didn’t even glance up. He just kept driving his toy through the dirt, humming quietly to himself.
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That night, the headaches began.

At first, they came as faint pulses — the kind of dull ache a kid might get from staying up past bedtime. But as days went by, they hit harder, sharper, like invisible hands tightening around his temples.

One evening, while coloring again, Jay’s crayon slipped from his fingers. “Oww...” he whimpered, clutching his head.

His parents rushed in. His mother knelt beside him, panic rising in her voice. “Sweetheart, what’s wrong?”

“My head hurts,” he said, eyes watering.

His father looked grim. “That’s it,” he said. “He’s seeing the pediatrician tomorrow.”

Later, lying in the dark, Jay could hear everything — cars three streets away, the muffled chatter of the TV downstairs, even the hum of power lines through the window. Every sound carried meaning, like words whispered directly into his mind.

He didn’t know what was happening to him. Only that the world was loud — too loud — and his brain refused to stop listening. And at five years old, there was no way to explain that.
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The hospital smelled like disinfectant and lemon polish. Everything gleamed: the white floors, the silver rails, even the wide-eyed posters of cartoon organs smiling from the walls. Jay sat on the edge of an oversized examination table, drowning in a paper gown that rustled every time he moved. A faded stuffed rabbit dangled from his hand, its ear half-chewed, its button eye hanging by a thread.

His legs swung idly, though his eyes were still—far too still for a child. They followed the movements of the nurses as they prepped him, peeling sticky electrodes from a sheet and pressing them against his temples and scalp.

The machine behind him hummed to life. Green waves danced across a monitor like restless ocean tides.

In the viewing area beyond the glass, Mr. and Mrs. Simon watched nervously. His mother chewed at her thumbnail, his father stood rigid, hands in pockets. The low whir of the MRI next door echoed faintly through the corridor.

Jay rubbed at his temples.

At five years old, Jay didn’t have the words for it. Just pain, pressure, and flashes of things he couldn’t explain—headlines he hadn’t read, conversations happening in other rooms, numbers he didn’t understand but somehow knew were important.

Now, surrounded by blinking machines, he felt exposed. He looked at the monitor again and whispered to no one, “That spike’s from me blinking.”

The technician froze, glancing down at the readout. He hadn’t said anything aloud.

A while later, the doctor entered—a tall man with salt-and-pepper hair, a white coat creased from hours of wear. He carried a thick folder under one arm and a small stack of scans in the other.

“Mr. and Mrs. Simon,” he said, offering a weary smile before settling into a chair across from them. “Thank you for waiting. We ran a full neuroelectrical panel and reviewed the MRI data.”

He flipped open the folder. The pages within were a blur of colored graphs, jagged lines, and incomprehensible codes.

“Your son’s brain activity is... unusually elevated,” he began, the tone halfway between curiosity and caution. “We’re observing cortical spikes across several regions—particularly in the parietal and temporal lobes. His neural synchronization is off the charts for his developmental stage.”

Jay’s mother blinked. “I’m sorry, what does that mean?”

The doctor sighed softly and leaned forward. “It means his brain is running hot. Very hot. The amount of electrical activity we’re seeing... well, it’s remarkable. But not harmful.” He shuffled through the scans. “There’s no mass, no seizure indicators, nothing pathological. It’s as though his brain is... simply too awake.”

“Too awake?” his father echoed, brow furrowed.

“Think of it like this,” the doctor said, switching to analogy. “If most five-year-olds’ brains run like a toy train, your son’s is a bullet train. He processes stimuli faster than his body can compensate for. That could easily explain the headaches. It’s like overclocking a computer—brilliant performance, but it overheats.”

Jay’s mother exhaled a shaky laugh. “So he’s gifted?”

The doctor hesitated, then smiled faintly. “Gifted would be a fair word. Exceptionally high-functioning. His scans suggest an extraordinary degree of neural plasticity—possibly even hyperconnectivity. Frankly, it’s something I’ve never seen before.”

Her relief didn’t last long. “So... he’s okay?”

“He’s okay,” the doctor said gently. “Just... thinking a little faster than the rest of us.”

Jay sat quietly on the bed as the adults spoke, fiddling with the heart monitor clipped to his finger. Each beep seemed to echo his heartbeat exactly, steady and calm.

He knew what they were saying before they said it. He knew the doctor’s full name from the badge on his coat. He knew the nurse standing outside the door  just spilled her coffee.

He just didn’t know why he knew.

His mother smiled through thinly veiled worry. His father ruffled his hair. The doctor left with his folder of mysteries.

Jay watched the door close, his reflection faint in the glass panel beside it.

The monitor behind him hummed one last time before powering down. The room grew quiet.
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The backyard of the Simon home in suburban Boston was alive with noise and color. Balloons tied to the fence bobbed lazily in the late-summer breeze, their strings tangling together above the chaos below. A piñata swayed from a tree branch. Children shrieked down the Slip ’N Slide, their laughter rising above the hiss of sprinklers and the sizzle from the grill where Jay’s father stood, apron crooked, spatula in hand.

Plastic cups clinked on the patio where the adults gathered. The smell of burgers and sunscreen hung thick in the air. Jay’s mother stood with her sister near the grill, paper plate balanced in one hand, plastic cup in the other. The sounds of laughter and splashing filled the yard, but their voices stayed low.

“They’re still happening?” her sister asked, eyes flicking toward Jay as he tore across the grass, shrieking with the other kids.

His mother sighed. “Every few days. We took him back to the doctor last week. They did all sorts of tests—scans, wires, you name it.”

“And?”

“He said Jay’s brain activity is higher than normal. Much higher.” She hesitated, searching for the right words. “He told us it’s like his brain runs faster than it should—like an engine that never really shuts off. Nothing dangerous, apparently, but... it’s constant.”

Her sister frowned. “That sounds exhausting. Poor kid.”

“Yeah,” his mother murmured, her gaze drifting back to Jay. “Imagine being five and already thinking faster than the world around you.”

Across the yard, Jay was still laughing—hair plastered to his forehead, slip-n-slide glistening in the sun. To anyone else, he looked like an ordinary boy. To his mother, he was starting to look like something else entirely.

Jay paused at the folding table, grabbed a juice box, and jabbed the straw through the foil top. A neighbor wandered up beside his father, nodding toward the empty corner of the yard.

“So... where’s the bounce-house guy? Shouldn’t it be here by now?”

Before his father could answer, Jay spoke without looking up, his voice even and oddly certain.

“He’s not coming.”

The adults laughed, assuming he was playing pretend. Jay blinked at them, confused by their amusement.

“His truck broke down on the interstate,” he continued. “The axle snapped. He’s waiting for a tow.”

The laughter stumbled into an awkward silence. His father chuckled softly and tousled the boy’s hair.

“Creative as ever, buddy.”

Jay only shrugged, tossed the empty juice box into the bin, and sprinted back toward the Slip ’N Slide. Conversation resumed—lighter, forced. Then the telephone rang inside the house, its distant trill cutting through the chatter.

A moment later, his mother stepped out the back door, her face pale.

“That was the rental place,” she said, her voice shaky but loud enough for everyone to hear. “The bounce-house guy isn’t coming. His truck broke down... snapped axle, they said.”

For a few heartbeats, no one spoke. The hum of sprinklers filled the silence. Slowly, heads turned toward the lawn where Jay was shrieking with laughter, sliding down the plastic sheet in a spray of water.

The adults watched him—some unsettled, others frightened to admit what they’d just heard and seen. His father’s hand fell away from the spatula. His mother’s smile faltered.

Jay paid them no mind. He raced back to the top of the slide, slipping in the mud, cheering with the other kids. To him, the world had simply done what it always did—revealed itself.

But to everyone else gathered in that backyard, something had changed. The laughter of the party carried on, bright and careless, but beneath it lingered a quiet unease that none of them could name.
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Chapter 2 – School Years
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It should come as no surprise that Jay excelled in school. From his very first day, he had a way of answering questions before his teachers even finished asking them. He wasn’t being rude—he simply knew. But to his teachers, it came off as arrogance.

In first grade, Miss Carter had just finished chalking a simple subtraction problem on the board.

“Alright, class,” she said brightly. “What’s twelve minus five?”

Jay’s hand didn’t go up—he just spoke.

“Seven. But if you’re talking about apples and one’s bruised, it’s really six good ones.”

The room erupted in laughter. Miss Carter blinked, unsure whether to correct him or agree. “That’s... one way to look at it,” she said.

By third grade, it wasn’t cute anymore. Jay’s brain had outpaced the patience of most adults around him. When Mr. Greene gave a presentation on the solar system, Jay calmly raised his hand.

“Pluto’s not a planet anymore,” he said.

Mr. Greene frowned. “Jay, it is a planet. It’s right here in your textbook.”

Jay shook his head. “It won’t be for long. They’re already talking about it at NASA.”

A week later, a teacher’s newsletter mentioned the reclassification debate. Mr. Greene never brought it up again.
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By fourth grade, the other kids had stopped finding him funny. He corrected people without realizing it—grammar, dates, even which countries exported what. Once, during geography, Mrs. Briggs wrote “Brazil – Major Export: Bananas” on the chalkboard. Jay spoke softly but clearly.

“Actually, it’s soybeans and iron ore. Bananas are mostly from Ecuador.”

The class laughed at his tone. Mrs. Briggs scolded him, and the laughter stopped—but the distance stayed.

Mrs. Simon sat stiffly across from Mr. Carver, the principal, the next morning, her purse clutched tightly in her lap. Jay sat beside her, swinging his feet under the chair, oblivious to the tension in the room.

“Your son is exceptionally bright,” Mr. Carver began carefully, “but he has a tendency to... interrupt instruction.”

Mrs. Simon gave a polite smile. “He just gets excited, that’s all. He loves learning.”

Mr. Carver hesitated. “It’s more than excitement. He corrects his teachers—frequently—and sometimes with information they can’t even verify. It’s unsettling for the other students. And the staff.”

Jay looked up. “But I was right about the  bananas.”

Mr. Carver sighed. “That’s not the point, son.”

When they left the office, Mrs. Simon knelt down to Jay’s level. “Sweetheart, you can’t keep correcting your teachers. Even if you’re right, it makes them feel bad.”

“But they’re wrong,” Jay said simply.

She stared at him for a moment, unsure whether to laugh or cry.

Jay learned to stop volunteering answers. But it didn’t help. At lunch, the other kids whispered about him. Some called him “Robot.” One boy swore Jay could hear people’s thoughts.

At home, things weren’t much easier. His parents loved him, but they were tired. Tired of teachers’ calls, of neighbors’ whispers, of trying to understand a son who seemed wired differently.
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One night, near the end of fifth grade, they sat around the dinner table eating meatloaf. The conversation started with a familiar sigh from his mother.

“Your principal called again today,” she said gently.

Jay poked at his potatoes. “What about?”

“You corrected Mr. Turner again.”

“He said bats were blind,” Jay muttered. “They’re not. They use echolocation. He was wrong.”

His father set down his fork. “Buddy, you don’t have to point out everything that’s wrong. You’re... special. But not everyone understands that.”

“I’m not trying to be special,” Jay said. “I’m just trying to be honest.”

Mom exchanged a look with Dad, then reached over to squeeze Jay’s hand. “Honey, we’re proud of you. We just want you to have friends too. Maybe next year—just try to fit in a little more. Pretend to be normal, okay?”

Jay nodded, though the word pretend made his chest tighten.

Later that night, he overheard them whispering in the kitchen.

“Do you think something’s wrong with him?” his mother asked softly.

“No,” his father said. “He’s just... wired differently. We’ll figure it out.”

Jay sat at the top of the stairs, listening, his small fingers gripping the banister. He didn’t feel broken—but he was starting to understand what it meant to feel different.

By the time he finished elementary school, every teacher in the district knew his name. He had outgrown spelling bees, math competitions, and the patience of anyone who tried to teach him. What no one realized was that the more he knew, the lonelier it became.
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The morning air in Boston carried that back-to-school crispness — the kind that made kids’ new sneakers squeak louder and the city smell faintly of bus exhaust and possibility. Jay stood at the edge of the parking lot, backpack hanging low on his shoulder, watching the parade of cars pull through.

A black BMW rolled to a stop near the front walk. A boy about Jay’s age stepped out, hair slicked down with water, collar stiff. His father leaned across the seat, muttering something Jay didn’t need to hear to understand. The man’s cufflinks gleamed, but his eyes were tired.

“That car’s leased,” Jay thought. “He’s three months behind on payments.”

He started toward the front doors. A teacher marched up the steps beside him, a neat bob haircut framing her face, her smile just a little too practiced. The scent of floral perfume couldn’t hide the faint trace of stale coffee and tension.

“She’s trying to hold it together.” His thoughts holding a sort of pity, almost feeling bad for knowing. “Divorce papers went through last week. She’s not ready to talk about it.”

Jay kept his head down. A janitor pushed a squeaky cart past, mumbling about “that locker by the science wing.” Jay didn’t need to see it to know it was jammed again — it had been since last spring. Two boys near the bike rack argued about who had the better backpack, both trying too hard to sound confident. The smaller one didn’t realize his zipper had already split halfway open.

Jay reached the front doors and paused, taking a breath before stepping inside. The hallways buzzed with the familiar chaos of first period — slamming lockers, sneaker squeaks, laughter that bordered on panic.

He ran through his day in his head, not guessing, just recalling what he’d already absorbed. Homeroom with Ms. Callahan. Then English in Room 214, science on the far end of the building after that. Four minutes to cross the school — hallway traffic will make it tight, but if I cut through the atrium, I’ll make it with twenty seconds to spare.

He gave a small, private smile and joined the stream of students. Every movement, every conversation, every sound around him connected in a web of understanding — the world humming like a live wire.

To everyone else, it was just the first day of middle school.

To Jay, it was another day of pretending not to know.
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As time went on in school, some days were harder than others. Playing make believe was becoming daunting, and Jay was beginning to grow tired of hiding. He knew he was better off keeping it hidden, but it was increasingly more difficult. 

The hum of chatter filled the classroom as notebooks flipped open and pencils scraped lightly against paper. Posters of presidents and battle maps lined the faded green walls. The air smelled faintly of chalk and old books — the scent of a hundred lessons taught and forgotten.

Mr. Dawson, the history teacher, tapped a stick of chalk against the board. “Alright, next week’s test will cover material from Chapters Six and Seven...” he said, adjusting his glasses as he turned to face the class.

Before he could continue, Jay spoke — calm, certain, as though reciting a fact he had just read.

“The Revolutionary War,” he said quietly. “Mostly causes, dates, and the Declaration of Independence.”

The words hung in the air for a beat too long. Chairs squeaked as a few students twisted to look at him.

“Uh... how does he know that?” whispered a boy near the front.

Another rolled his eyes. “Because he’s a total know-it-all,” he muttered under his breath, loud enough for a few others to hear.

Snickers rippled through the room. Someone in the back added, “Teacher’s pet. Bet he stays after class to polish the chalkboard.”

Jay sank lower in his seat. He hadn’t meant to say it aloud. He’d been trying so hard to blend in, to do what his parents had asked — to keep the answers to himself. But sometimes the words just slipped out, like water seeping through cracks in a dam.

Mr. Dawson cleared his throat, breaking the tension. “Thank you, Jay,” he said politely, though the corners of his mouth twitched in faint confusion. “That’s... correct.” He turned back to the board and continued the lesson, pretending nothing had happened. The class didn’t pretend as well. Jay felt their stares long after the laughter died.

By lunch, the sting had faded, replaced by the dull ache of isolation. He sat at the end of a long table, the noise of the cafeteria washing over him — trays clattering, sneakers squeaking, the faint hiss of the soda machine near the wall. A group of kids a few tables away burst into laughter. He didn’t need to hear the words to know it was about him.

Across the room, a teacher struggled with the same soda machine, frowning as it refused to cooperate. Jay knew exactly what was wrong — the syrup line was twisted, easy fix — but he said nothing.

He stabbed at his macaroni, trying to ignore the noise, the stares, the strange weight of knowing everything and being understood by no one.

It wasn’t the teasing that hurt. It was the creeping realization that pretending to be normal was becoming harder than ever.
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The steady rasp of chalk against the board filled the room. Mrs. Kendall, in her floral blouse and square glasses, was halfway through a math lesson, white streaks powdering her fingertips.

“Now remember, class,” she said, writing as she spoke, “you always multiply before dividing.”

Jay’s stomach tightened. He could already see it—the small but crucial error. That’s not how it works. The rules were simple: multiplication and division went hand-in-hand, left to right. But the words were out of her mouth now, hanging in the air like a wrong note that no one else heard.

He stared at the chalkboard, the numbers almost glowing in his mind. He wanted to speak. He wanted to raise his hand, correct her, fix the order before the lie became the lesson.

But he didn’t.

He remembered his mother’s voice: Pretend to be normal, honey.

The class dutifully copied down the problem: 12 ÷ (2 + 4) × 3 = ? Mrs. Kendall turned, dusting her hands. “So, who can solve this one?”

“Eighteen,” a boy near the window said confidently.

“Very good!” she smiled.

Jay’s pencil froze mid-note. “No. It’s nine.” He thought. He could see every step of it, clean as a blueprint. But he stayed silent, copying the wrong answer into his notebook just like everyone else.

As the lesson went on, the squeal of chalk grated at him. The dust motes in the sunlight looked like they were mocking him, dancing to a rhythm only he could hear.

When the bell rang, Jay gathered his things slowly. As he slipped out of the room, he heard Mrs. Kendall murmur to another teacher in the hall.

“Funny thing,” she said. “I checked that problem again after class. Turns out the answer’s nine. Guess I mixed up the order.”

Jay didn’t react. He kept walking down the corridor, books hugged to his chest. He didn’t need to say a word. He knew.

Jay was almost to the end of the hall when he heard a voice behind him.

“Hey—Jay, right?”

He turned. A girl from his math class jogged to catch up, clutching a notebook to her chest. Her hair was pulled into a neat ponytail, a streak of graphite on her hand from a long morning of note-taking.

“You’re really good at this stuff,” she said, slightly out of breath. “Algebra, I mean. You just... get it. I was wondering if maybe you could help me out sometime? I’m totally lost.”

Jay froze. His first instinct was to nod, to say yes, to help. The equations were simple—numbers dancing in patterns he didn’t even have to think about. Of course he could help her.

But should he?

He remembered every teacher’s glance, every snicker in the cafeteria. The names, the whispers, the looks that said he wasn’t normal.

He managed a small, apologetic smile. “I’d like to, but... I don’t really know as much as you think. I just get lucky sometimes. There are probably people who understand algebra better than I do.”

The girl blinked, surprised. “Really? You always look like you’ve got the answers before anyone else.”

Jay shrugged. “Good guesswork, I guess.”

She gave him a puzzled look, like she wasn’t sure whether to believe him. “Huh. Well... okay. Thanks anyway.”

She turned to leave, and Jay watched her go—her friends waiting near the lockers, calling her name. She rejoined them, already laughing again.

He adjusted the strap of his backpack and kept walking, his sneakers squeaking faintly on the linoleum. He’d lied, and it felt strange—wrong, even. But as he reached the door that led outside, sunlight spilling through the glass, he let himself exhale.

He’d done the right thing. He hadn’t drawn attention. He hadn’t slipped.

For now, at least, his secret stayed safe.
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That night, the Simons sat around the kitchen table, the hum of the refrigerator filling the pauses between sentences. The air smelled faintly of garlic and tomato sauce—Wednesday was always spaghetti night.

Jay twirled a forkful of noodles while his parents exchanged quiet glances. His report card sat folded beside his plate, the corners still crisp from being pulled out of his backpack.

His mother smiled first. “You’ve been doing really well this year,” she said. “No phone calls from the principal, no... incidents.”

Jay nodded, stabbing another bite. “I’ve been careful.”

His father leaned back in his chair, crossing his arms. “Careful’s good, but you know—sometimes too good draws attention too.”

Jay frowned. “What do you mean?”

Mr. Simon gestured toward the report card. “Straight hundreds on every quiz, every test, every assignment. That’s impressive, son, but it’s also... unusual.”

Mrs. Simon added gently, “Maybe you don’t need to be perfect all the time. You could miss a question or two here and there.”

Jay blinked at them, confused. “You want me to get things wrong on purpose?”

His father chuckled softly, though there was concern behind his smile. “Not wrong, exactly. Just... human. High school’s next year, and things are going to change. Kids notice perfection. It makes them feel small. You don’t want to make enemies before you even start.”

Jay set down his fork, the clink of metal against porcelain echoing in the small kitchen. “But if I know the answer, it’s hard not to say it. It feels... wrong to pretend I don’t.”

His mother reached across the table, touching his hand. “We know it’s hard, sweetheart. We just want you to have friends, to fit in. Sometimes being right all the time can make people push you away.”

Jay looked at his plate, his throat tight. “What if pretending to be normal makes me more different?”

Neither parent had an answer for that. The silence stretched a moment too long before his father cleared his throat and said, “Just promise you’ll try. That’s all we’re asking.”

Jay nodded slowly. “I’ll try.”

His mother smiled again, though there was something sad in her eyes. She reached for his plate. “You want more sauce?”

Jay shook his head. He wasn’t hungry anymore.
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Upstairs, later that night, he sat on his bed staring at the ceiling. His textbooks were stacked neatly on his desk, his notebooks filled with perfect lines of writing. He could already hear the future—the laughter in the hallways, the whispered names, the quiet disbelief that would follow him wherever he went.

He closed his eyes and whispered to the dark, “I’ll try.”

But even as he said it, he knew it wouldn’t be easy.
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Chapter 3 – High School
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By the time Jay reached high school, the game had changed.

New building. New faces. Same old problem.

He’d promised his parents he’d try to “fit in” this time. So he stayed quiet in class, nodded along when teachers asked questions, and never, ever corrected anyone. It worked—for a while. The school placed him in advanced classes after his first round of placement tests. “Gifted,” they called it. Jay hated the word. It was just another way of saying different.

In English, while others puzzled over symbolism in To Kill a Mockingbird, Jay wrote essays that read like college-level dissertations. He earned praise from teachers but learned to add a few grammatical errors here and there—something to make it look human.

In Algebra, he answered every problem correctly but left a few blanks on each quiz. “Didn’t have time,” he’d say with a sheepish grin. The lie came easily now.

But pretending was exhausting.

Every day felt like walking a tightrope between normal and exposed.

Sometimes he’d overhear his teachers talking in the hallway.

“Simon? Brilliant kid. But odd.”

“Too perfect. No one’s that quick.”

The words stung more than he expected. Praise and suspicion came bundled together, and Jay couldn’t tell which hurt worse.

He ate lunch alone most days, headphones in—though nothing played. He just liked the silence, the illusion of tuning out the noise. But even through the dull murmur of the cafeteria, he could still hear everything—conversations, whispers, lies. It was the curse of knowing too much.
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One day during sophomore year, the courtyard buzzed with midday noise—shoes slapping pavement, laughter bouncing off the walls, the squeak of metal locker doors somewhere nearby. Sunlight spilled over the cracked asphalt, baking the patch of grass where students lounged and tossed crumpled paper into open trash cans like basketballs.

Jay, now sixteen, moved through it all with his backpack hanging loose over both shoulders. He kept his head down, his pace steady, hoping to make it to the next building unnoticed.

But that never really worked.

“Hey!”

The voice came from ahead—confident, sharp, impossible to ignore. Chase Donovan. Star quarterback. The kind of guy who could grin at a teacher and get an extra day to turn in homework.

He was flanked by Trev Marks and Deke Walton, both in letterman jackets, both grinning like they’d been waiting for this moment all week.

“Well, if it isn’t Mr. Know-It-All,” Chase said, stepping right into Jay’s path. “Got all the answers, don’t you?”

Trev laughed. “Careful, Chase—he might quiz you.”

“Nah,” Deke chimed in. “He probably sleeps with a dictionary under his pillow.”

A few nearby students stopped walking, curious. The courtyard shifted—like a current changing direction.

Jay stopped too, eyes darting, calculating. He didn’t want trouble. He just wanted to get to class.

Chase smirked and stepped closer. “C’mon, professor. Say something smart. Or do you only talk when there’s a teacher around?”

“Bet he’s got tomorrow’s homework memorized already,” Trev added.

“Maybe he’ll do our taxes while he’s at it,” Deke threw in, and laughter spread through the crowd.

Jay didn’t move. He could feel the weight of everyone’s eyes now—waiting, watching. The air seemed thicker, the sunlight hotter.

Then Chase’s tone dropped, quieter, but edged with real anger.

“You think you’re better than us? Always raising your hand, always showing off. You make us look stupid, you know that?”

Jay swallowed. He didn’t meet his eyes. His hands tightened around his backpack straps, knuckles white.

The circle around them closed in, the laughter fading into a tense hush. Everyone waited for something to happen—one word, one punch, one slip.

The courtyard had gone silent. Only the wind through the flagpole chains filled the pause between them.

Then, in a voice calm enough to slice through the tension, Jay spoke.

“I know things are rough at home,” he said. “That’s why you’ve been off your game.”

The words hit like a thrown stone. Chase’s jaw tensed, his grin faltered for the briefest moment. Around them, whispers started to buzz. Someone muttered a low “What the hell?” but no one laughed.

Chase forced a scoff, too loud, too practiced. “Nice try, man. You don’t know jack. So what else, huh? Prove it.”

Jay hesitated. He could feel every eye in the courtyard on him, the air charged like static before a storm. He shouldn’t. His parents’ warning echoed somewhere deep in his memory—but the moment had already tipped.

He exhaled slowly. “Your grades are slipping,” he said evenly. “Not because you’re dumb. You’re distracted. You feel helpless about your parents.”

Chase’s expression cracked—just a flicker—but the crowd saw it. The noise around them shifted, uncertain, uneasy.

Jay’s eyes darted across the circle, his words quickening.

“You—your dog chewed through your sneakers last night.”

The boy blinked in disbelief, looking down at his shoes as if he might still find tooth marks.

Jay turned, scanning faces.

“You—your grandmother’s the one sending you those pink envelopes.”

A girl gasped softly, hand rising to her mouth.

Finally, his gaze landed on another girl clutching a pink flip phone, her thumb nervously grazing the buttons.

“And you,” he said quietly, “you’ve got a text coming in... three... two... one.”

The phone chimed. The sound cut through the crowd like a siren. The girl opened it, eyes scanning the tiny green screen—and then her face fell. Tears welled instantly.

Jay’s voice softened. “I’m sorry,” he murmured. “He didn’t know how to say it. He typed eight different messages before he sent that one.”

No one moved. The courtyard, once alive with noise, was silent. Even the wind seemed to stop.

Jay straightened, his pulse pounding in his ears. “I don
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