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Eli Thompson liked numbers.

Numbers didn’t move.

They didn’t twist.

They didn’t slide around on the page when he wasn’t looking.

But letters?

Letters were trouble.

On Monday morning, the sun poured through the tall classroom windows of Room 2B. The alphabet chart stretched across the wall above the whiteboard bright and cheerful. A was for Apple. B was for Ball. C was for Cat.

Eli tried not to look at C.

Mrs. Harper stood at the front of the room, smiling the way she always did when it was spelling time.

“Alright, class,” she said gently, tapping the board. “Today we’re working on short ‘a’ words. Who can spell ‘cat’ for us?”

Hands shot up.

Noah Brooks practically bounced out of his seat.

Maya Lopez raised her hand calmly.

Several others wiggled their fingers in the air.

Eli kept his hands in his lap.

He hoped she wouldn’t call on him.

He always hoped she wouldn’t call on him.

Mrs. Harper’s eyes moved around the room and landed softly on him.

“Eli,” she said kindly, “would you like to try?”

His stomach dropped.

The classroom suddenly felt too big, too bright, too quiet.

Eli stood slowly.

He could hear the shuffling of shoes.

The creak of desks.

Someone whispering.

He looked at the word written on the board.

Cat.

It was just three letters.

Three small letters.

He knew this. He *knew* this.

C.

A.

T.

But as he stared, something strange began to happen.

The C seemed to curl tighter.

The A leaned sideways.

The T stretched tall like it was trying to escape.

They weren’t sitting still.

They were dancing.

His throat felt dry.

“Go ahead,” Mrs. Harper encouraged softly.

Eli swallowed.

“C...” he began.

A few students shifted in their seats.

He tried to see the letters the way they were supposed to look. He pictured the alphabet chart. He pictured the flashcards from yesterday. He pictured the magnetic letters on the refrigerator at home.

The more he tried to grab the word, the more it slipped away.

“C... t... a...” he whispered.

A small snicker came from the back of the room.

Then another.

Noah’s voice, barely quiet enough: “It’s just a cat.”

A couple of kids giggled.

The sound felt like tiny pokes against Eli’s skin.

His ears burned.

His cheeks felt hot.

He could feel everyone looking at him.

He tried again.

“C... a...” His voice shook.

The letters flipped again in his mind.

Why wouldn’t they stay in order?

He knew the word. He’d heard it a thousand times. He’d seen cats. He’d drawn cats. He even liked cats.

So why couldn’t he spell it?

Silence stretched across the room.

Mrs. Harper stepped a little closer, her voice warm and steady.

“Take your time, Eli.”

He wished time would stop instead.

He wished the floor would open up and let him disappear beneath it.

He wished the letters would just behave.

He stared at the word one last time.

“C... a... t,” he finally said, but it came out uncertain like a question instead of an answer.

The room stayed quiet for half a second.

Then Noah laughed. “That took forever!”

More giggles.

Not everyone but enough.

Eli felt something heavy settle in his chest.

Mrs. Harper turned quickly.

“That’s enough,” she said firmly. The room went still.

She looked back at Eli and gave him a small nod. “Thank you for trying.”

Trying.

That word always followed him.

He sat down slowly.

His desk felt smaller than usual. His chair felt harder. He kept his eyes on his hands.

He told himself he didn’t care but he did.

He cared when the other kids read smoothly during story time.

He cared when Maya finished her worksheet first.

He cared when Noah spelled long words without even thinking and he really cared that a tiny, simple word like “cat” could make him feel so... small.

Mrs. Harper continued the lesson.

“Let’s all spell it together,” she said.

The class chorused confidently, “C-A-T!”

It sounded so easy when everyone said it at once.

Eli whispered it under his breath.

“C-A-T.”

When he said it quietly, it stayed still.

When he had to say it out loud alone, it scrambled.

Why?

He didn’t understand.

The rest of the morning passed slowly.

During reading time, students opened their books and took turns reading sentences about pets and animals. When it was almost Eli’s turn, Mrs. Harper gently skipped ahead.

“We’ll come back to you tomorrow,” she said kindly.

He knew she was trying to help but it felt like another reminder.

At recess, Noah ran past him on the playground.

“Hey, Eli!” he called out. “Need help spelling dog?”

A few boys laughed.

Eli pretended he didn’t hear.

He walked toward the far corner of the playground, where the fence met the big oak tree. He liked that spot, it was quiet there.

He traced letters in the dirt with a stick.

C.

A.

T.

They looked fine in the dirt.

They stayed where he put them.

He stared at the word.

“I’m not dumb,” he whispered to himself.

He knew he wasn’t.

He could build the tallest block towers in class.

He could solve math problems faster than most kids.

He could name every planet in order from the sun.

But spelling “cat”?

That was the hardest word in the world.

The recess bell rang.

Eli erased the letters in the dirt with his shoe before anyone could see them.

As he walked back inside, he passed the alphabet chart again.

C was still for Cat.

The letters looked normal.

Still.

Perfect.

He wished his brain would see them that way too.

He slid back into his seat.

Mrs. Harper caught his eye and gave him a reassuring smile, the kind that said she believed something he didn’t yet believe in himself.

Eli wasn’t sure what that something was.

Deep down, beneath the embarrassment and the giggles and the swirling letters, there was a tiny flicker of hope.

Maybe “cat” wouldn’t always feel this hard.

Maybe one day the letters would stop dancing.

Maybe one day he wouldn’t feel so small.

For now, though, the word sat quietly on the board.

C-A-T.

Three little letters and the biggest challenge of his life.
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