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  1
The Edge of Average


Jonah moved like a shadow through the crowded hallway, shrinking from the chaos around him. Lockers slammed and laughter echoed off the walls, sharp and cruel. He kept his eyes on the scuffed tiles, trying to make himself invisible, but invisibility was a fairy tale – at least for him. 
“Hey, half-breed!” a voice halted him, mid-step. Marcus stepped out of the crowd, tall and cocky. A few others gathered behind him, grinning and snickering in anticipation. Jonah’s throat tightened. He gripped his books, his hands shaking slightly. 
“Hey, half-pint, you’re half-Jew, half-Christian, right?” Marcus sneered. “Guess that makes you confused and doomed.” 
The crowd chuckled. Jonah didn’t move. He’d learned not to flinch; it only fed them. 
Marcus leaned in closer, his voice a mock whisper: “Do your holidays cancel each other out, or do you get twice the guilt?” 
The laughter swelled. A flush crept up Jonah’s neck. He wanted to say something – shove past, scream – but he was petrified in fear and shame. He stared at the floor, waiting for it to crack open and swallow him whole. 
The bell rang, its shrill cry slicing through the noise. A teacher rounded the corner and the bullies scattered like cockroaches in the light. 
Jonah exhaled a breath he didn’t know he’d been holding. 
He slipped into his classroom, embracing the silence. Same seat: far corner, by the window, where he could pretend the sky might one day carry him away. He couldn’t wait for 2010, to start fresh in a new school. 
Chairs scraped. Whispers trailed behind him. They thought he didn’t hear. He did. He always did. 
He opened his notebook. The blank page blinked back at him. Slowly, his pencil moved, creating a symbol: a Star of David; a delicate crucifix; fire; wind spirals that curled in on themselves, like questions without answers. 
Outside, the wind stirred the trees. Inside, something else stirred, something more profound than anger, older than fear. 
He felt it under his skin, like static waiting for a spark. 
Eyes flicked toward him. He quickly covered the sketches, his heart racing. No one could see. Not yet. 
Because if they saw what he was becoming, they’d fear him for far more than his drawings. 

    
  The lunch period felt like an obstacle course, with clusters of kids on the verge of laughter or accusations. Jonah navigated through them all, slipping into the quiet sanctuary of the library. He chose the table farthest from the door, hidden behind rows of unread encyclopedias and dusty globes. The librarian looked up, recognition mixed with concern, but she was accustomed to his routine by now. Jonah unpacked his lunch, the kosher meat and prayer card contestants in a never-ending tug-of-war. He pushed them aside and opened a thick book on world religions, trying to lose himself in the pages, but feeling more lost than ever.
His stomach protested with a low rumble but he ignored it, resting his head on his arms. The sandwich remained untouched and the prayer card stared back at him. He nudged them farther away, as if distance could lessen their weight. It was always like this: a battle between traditions, played out in every corner of his life. Even his lunch was an arena for his parents’ unyielding beliefs, neither of which felt like his own. Jonah sighed, feeling the familiar heaviness settle in his chest. 
The librarian glanced over again, her eyes lingering, but she seemed to understand that Jonah was used to her silent acceptance – a rare gift in his divided world. She busied herself with the return cart, leaving him in the comfortable solitude he craved. His fingers traced the book’s cover in front of him, then opened it with careful reverence. The pages were a map of possibilities he wasn’t ready to navigate. 
He flipped through chapters, quickly skimming over histories and doctrines, absorbing and discarding each as he turned the page. Symbols from his dreams jumped out, familiar yet foreign, comforting yet strange. Jonah paused, staring at one that mirrored his earlier doodles, and his pencil moved almost automatically to trace it. The outline easily took shape, as if the lines had been etched into him long ago. 
He snapped the book shut, the noise sharp in the stillness, and took a shaky breath. More than ever, he felt the tug and push of the identities crowding him, like currents pulling him in all directions at once.

    
  The competing aromas of simmering tomato sauce and frying onions greeted Jonah as he arrived home, closely followed by his parents’ voices. The kitchen was a war zone of devotionals: a crucifix standing guard over a menorah, and two worldviews clashing in a way only Jonah seemed to notice. He paused, already weary of the struggle.
“Dinner in five minutes!” Maria announced cheerfully. 
Jonah sat at the table in a small, neutral country, knowing the truce would soon dissolve. 
The first volley came predictably, wrapped in good intentions: “Have you thought more about CCD?”
He caught his father’s glance, an unspoken warning for the coming confrontation. “Rabbi Goldstein said you could start bar mitzvah classes right away,” David added, barely missing a beat. They hadn’t even begun eating yet, and the tension of expectations already crackled around him.
Maria frowned, then looked directly at Jonah. “Father Michael saved a spot for you, cariño. I told him you’d be there.” 
“Well, it’s a shame I told the rabbi the same thing,” David said, and Jonah could hear the strain beneath his father’s steady tone. 
Jonah sank lower in his seat. “We did a new project in art today,” he interjected meekly, but neither parent seemed to hear him over the rising clatter of their debate. 
Maria’s fork clinked against her plate, the sound sharp. “Aren’t you tired of arguing about this?”
“Maybe, if you listened for once, we wouldn’t have to,” David replied, frustrated. 
Jonah distractedly picked at his food, a confusing mix of flavors, much like everything else in his life. “Can we talk about something else?” he asked, though his voice was so soft it barely carried across the table.
The silence lasted for a few seconds, before Maria made her next appeal: “Jonah, mi amor, this is important for your soul.” 
“And for your family,” David added, adjusting his glasses. 
They spoke over and through him, their voices blending into a wall of obligation. Jonah felt it closing in. His father’s dish and his mother’s sauce remained untouched, as he watched his own hands push them around, unable to settle on a bite. Even the air seemed tense, stretched to its limit with unspoken expectations. Jonah felt like a thread in a tangled web, pulled from all sides and ready to snap. 
Maria held her rosary, her emotional pleas growing in intensity as she expressed her desperation. “Your soul needs guidance, mijo. It’s our duty as parents.”
David sighed. “This is about heritage, Jonah. Your grandfather survived the Holocaust for you.” 
Each tried to claim the higher ground, and Jonah sank beneath their crossfire…
“Father Michael has expectations.”
“So does the rabbi.”
Their voices clashed like a rehearsed symphony, leaving Jonah as a silent spectator. The noise overwhelmed him until he finally erupted: “Stop it! Please!” His voice sounded different: deep. His chair scraped loudly as he stood up. Both parents froze, their shock more real than the tension that had filled the room moments earlier. 
Jonah felt his breath catch, the weight of his outburst hanging in the air. He looked at their stunned faces and struggled, his hands trembling with the effort. “I can’t be both things at once. I can’t be what either of you wants.”
Maria and David exchanged glances, uncertainty flickering between them. They began to speak, but Jonah didn’t wait to hear what they would say. He turned and left the table, his feet moving faster than he knew they could. The click of the door closing behind him punctuated the chaos he’d left behind. 
Jonah sat on his bed, a lonely figure amid the wreckage of his faith. Above him, a Star of David mobile hung, while the Virgin Mary’s silent gaze met nothing. He could still hear his parents’ muffled argument, like distant thunder that wouldn’t fade away. He wondered why they even stayed together.
Jonah opened his homework, hoping to lose himself in its routine, but even his words failed him. Instead, he grabbed a sketchbook and drew himself with a blank face. Outside, kids played basketball, their laughter drifting in the evening. Jonah turned a family photo face-down, the silence steady and complete, then curled up alone with his thoughts.
The thin walls offered little shelter from the voices below, now a constant background of guilt and righteousness. Jonah overheard snippets drifting up, familiar phrases that served as the soundtrack of his life: “for his own good” and “spiritual crisis”, punctuated by moments of silence that felt louder than the words themselves. 
He moved to his desk, where the clean pages of his homework awaited him. He picked up a pen, but his thoughts drifted back to the dinner table, to the relentless tug from both sides.
His fingers traced lines almost unconsciously as he sketched, each stroke more confident than he felt. The face on the paper stared back, empty and expectant, like himself. Jonah paused, pencil hovering, then pressed harder, darkening the lines as if trying to fill the void. But, no matter how much he shaded, the emptiness remained. 
Through the window, the world continued without him. The kids playing basketball seemed to inhabit a universe untouched by the conflicts filling Jonah’s home. Their shouts and laughter were an anthem of belonging, and he couldn’t help but feel each sound as a reminder of his exile. The ball thudded against the pavement, rhythmic and steady, and Jonah closed his eyes, trying to let the noise drown out everything else.
His gaze fell on the family photo beside him, a snapshot of harmony that felt as fragile and temporary as everything else in his life. Jonah reached out and tipped it over. It landed face down, resonating in the silence he’d created. He climbed back onto the bed, waiting for anything that felt like an answer.






  
  2
Neither Side


Jonah stood outside the kitchen, listening to the muffled rise and fall of voices. He opened the door, heart pounding in his ears like the ocean surf. His parents looked up, a flicker of surprise lighting their eyes, and Jonah felt both fragile and unbreakable. 
“I don’t want to choose between them anymore,” he said. 
He watched his father’s eyes drift downward, and his mother’s filled with emotion, each glance and tear revealing their own painful truths. They sat in stunned silence as Jonah took his seat at the table. The clash of devotionals – the crucifix and menorah – suddenly felt heavy and exposed in the light of his declaration. The room felt like an overly tight sweater, each thread pulling and itching. He glanced at their faces and knew he had torn through more than just the silence.
David pushed his coffee cup away, its scrape ringing out, his lips tightening into a thin line. “So, this is your decision then?” He didn’t hide the disappointment Jonah recognized would be there. David’s eyes remained fixed on the table, as if everything he feared was right in front of him, clear and unchangeable. Jonah nodded. 
Maria reached for a napkin, twisting it in her hands. “But, Jonah,” she began, her voice an aching blend of hope and hurt, “these traditions connect you to your ancestors.” She reached for his hand, her touch both pleading and comforting. “This is part of who you are.”
Her eyes, the same brown as Jonah’s, shimmered with unshed tears, filled with a mother’s faith in more than just a higher power. He flinched, not from her touch, but from the weight of expectation it carried, as if her belief in him was another thread tying him down. His breath caught in his chest and he fought the urge to stand, to leave, to escape the enormity of what he had set into motion. 
“I need to find my own way,” Jonah said, finally. He tried to meet her eyes and communicate with a look that he wasn’t rejecting them, but his fear and doubt crept in, and he dropped his gaze to his plate, where the breakfast Maria had made for him was still untouched and cold. The tension hung thick above them. 
His parents exchanged looks, a silent conversation filled with more history and emotion than Jonah could unravel. David sighed, a sound that seemed to drain the air from the room, leaving it flat and breathless. Maria shook her head, a slight motion that carried all the sorrow of a thousand broken hopes.
“This isn’t only about us, mijo,” she said; “your grandfather would be heartbroken.” Her accent grew stronger with emotion, drawing Jonah further into the web of family expectation. 
His grandfather’s mention was like salt on a wound. He tried to ignore the sting, the twist of guilt that formed knots in his stomach. “I know it’s hard for you to understand,” he said, “but I can’t live this way anymore.” His conviction surprised him, yet it left him feeling emptier. 
Maria’s tears spilled over. She let go of his hand, and the loss of warmth was sharp and sudden. “We love you, Jonah. We want you to know who you are.” Her plea hovered between them.
He hunched his shoulders, trying to make himself smaller, invisible, anything but the center of their relentless focus. “I need to figure that out myself,” Jonah whispered. 
The room felt impossibly large, the echoes of their past arguments bouncing off the walls and finding new life in this one. David’s silence was like an open wound, bleeding out the quiet Jonah craved but couldn’t fill. The ticking clock marked each second, its rhythm both relentless and comforting in its normalcy. Jonah watched the morning sun trace paths across the table, the rays highlighting just how alone he felt in their world.
“I’m sorry,” he said, though he wasn’t sure what for: hurting them, leaving, or being exactly who they feared he would be. He excused himself in a small voice that sounded like a child’s, an echo of his former self. As Jonah stepped back, he looked at them one last time, his heart twisting at their stunned expressions. 

    
  Jonah unpacked his lunch, the sandwich and apple reminders of other days and pressures. He already missed those days. He watched dust particles float in the light. When a prayer card slipped from his sketchbook, he left it stranded on the table, unwilling to acknowledge it. It was a reminder of the pain he had caused his parents earlier.
The hallway’s noise of kids rose and fell as the library doors opened and closed. Jonah’s eyes met Miss Martin’s, the school librarian, and her nod was like an unspoken promise to let him stay undisturbed. 
He looked down at the table, feeling the emptiness grow around him, a void that seemed to swallow even the faintest sound. It was a different kind of silence than at home, less intense but equally stifling. The muffled voices of youth group meetings kept echoing in his mind. Jonah pushed them aside, picking up the apple with fingers still trembling from the morning’s confrontation. He turned it over and over, examining its surface – smooth and polished on the outside – but aware of hidden bruises beneath. His appetite faltered, yet he took a bite anyway.
His eyes drifted to the sketchbook, and he hesitated before reaching for it, as if afraid that drawing might tether him to something he couldn’t escape. But his hands, used to expressing what his voice could not, moved on their own, tracing lines and curves with a confidence that contradicted his confusion.
The library doors creaked open, letting in a rush of sound before closing again. He could almost hear Marcus and the others, their laughter, and wondered how long it would be before they came looking for him.
Chairs scraped and papers rustled, but none of it was aimed at him. Jonah had chosen this exile, but still felt its cold grip around him. He unwrapped some of his sandwich, looked at its contents, then set it back down, the act of eating a contest he didn’t have the strength to participate in. Instead, he watched the library come alive with quiet activity, each movement amplified in the heavy silence. 
His gaze shifted back to Miss Martin, her familiar presence remaining a steady part of these new routines. She carefully shelved books, like artifacts in a museum, and Jonah suspected she understood more about isolation than her cheerful exterior suggested. When she looked his way again, it wasn’t with pity or intrusion, but with a gentle understanding that allowed him space to breathe.
Jonah leaned back, allowing the quiet to surround him like a blanket. The morning’s tensions felt distant, repeats of a life he was gradually unraveling, piece by piece. He could nearly forget the clash of cultures waiting for him at home, the pressure of expectations pulling him from all sides.
The noise of the hallway faded, its rhythm now more comforting than mocking. He found a strange solace in the impersonal sounds, a reminder that some things continued without his involvement, unaffected and indifferent.
Sighing, Jonah turned his attention back to the sketchbook. This time, he sketched without overthinking, the lines flowing as naturally as the conversations he’d once joined without hesitation. The symbols took shape with a familiarity that made them almost comforting, and he lost himself in the simplicity of ink on paper. 
The lunch period slipped by. Jonah looked at the prayer card again. He wasn’t ready to throw it away completely – not yet – but he left it where it was: a challenge; a reminder; a question demanding an answer.
When the bell rang, its chime pierced the silence with a clarity that brought him back to the present. Jonah packed his belongings, movements slower and more deliberate. He entered the hallway’s rush with renewed resignation, the mass of bodies and noise surrounding him as he navigated through the crowd. But his steps were more confident this time, a tentative acceptance of the space he’d created for himself and the uncertainty that filled it.

    
  Jonah heard his father’s voice carrying up the stairs, the smell of challah mixed with old arguments and his mother’s muted presence. Jonah’s room was quiet, but not for long. When his father appeared, Jonah froze, caught between running away and surrendering. They faced each other, time stretching like a rubber band, until David finally held out the bread.
The encounter was brief and silent. Jonah took the bread but couldn’t meet David’s eyes, afraid of what he might see reflected there. He placed the bread on his desk, beside the crucifix, the yarmulke and the prayer books, each piece linked to a past he wasn’t ready to embrace or leave behind. The room was a display of former selves; artifacts that mocked his effort to forge a new path.
The sounds from downstairs seeped through the walls, each note and prayer a reminder of the ritual he had left unfinished. Jonah felt the emptiness of his chair more strongly than if he had been sitting in it. The gap between him and his parents stretched beyond the physical, a chasm of silence and expectation that grew wider with each moment he hesitated to cross it.
Jonah sat on his bed, the soft surface a poor cushion for the brutal truths pressing in on him. He looked at the bread, its golden crust gleaming in the lamplight. The room felt too small and full of things he couldn’t escape, yet he knew that leaving it would mean confronting more than he was ready to face. He closed his eyes, letting the darkness wash over him like an incoming tide, erasing the stark lines of division, but replacing them with a restless, roiling sea of uncertainty. The house settled into a familiar rhythm, the sound of clinking dishes and murmured conversation forming a backdrop to Jonah’s solitude. 
Even though he was alone, Jonah felt watched. He longed for the simple clarity of the basketball game outside his window the night before, where the boundaries were clear and the teams were distinctly separated. But, in this private and suffocating space, every move felt like a betrayal of someone or something.






  
  3
Shadows and Eyeliner


Jonah hunched in his chair, feeling invisible and unnoticed until she entered their classroom. Her clothing was as dark as deep shadows, all lace and texture. Jonah watched her glide to the seat beside him and marveled. A murmur rose from the back as eyes turned, unaccustomed to such deliberate dissimilarity. His curiosity also drifted that way until he remembered himself, quickly shifting his attention back to Dina Matthews. Jonah’s clothing was plain next to her dramatic presence. 
She sat beside him, placing a worn book with strange symbols on its cover on the desk. Her dyed-black hair fell across her face, like a curtain and a shield at once. Jonah kept his gaze low, feeling exposed by her fearless display of her own strangeness. Even seated, she seemed taller, slender and confident. The room settled but her entrance still lingered. Jonah felt it in the darting glances from their classmates, and his mind raced over how her choice to sit there might make him stand out. He hunched further down. 
Dina’s dark eyes flicked toward him, as if sensing his retreat. They briefly caught his own before he looked away, cheeks burning, hoping the attention filling the room would soon turn elsewhere.
Dina turned her attention to the teacher, unfazed by the stares and whispers. Jonah envied her indifference, her apparent armor against what weighed so heavily on him. She carried herself with defiance, suggesting that the world was free to watch but not to touch.
He tried to focus on the board but felt his confidence falter, the familiar urge to vanish surging back. When Marcus stepped closer, with his typical smug expression, Jonah knew things were about to worsen.
“Hey, half-pint,” Marcus grinned. Another boy, a loyal shadow, followed close behind. Jonah tensed, clutching his books as if they could protect him. 
“Half this, half that,” Marcus sneered, “and not enough of either.” Jonah wilted, the familiar taunt pulling him deeper into his seat.
Dina turned, her interest piqued, her eyes sharp behind the heavy makeup. Jonah expected her to look away and leave him to the ritual humiliation, but she watched the scene unfold with unsettling focus. It made him uneasy, exposed in a way he hadn’t anticipated.
Marcus continued, encouraged by the attention: “What happened to your hair, Jonah? Tried to cut it yourself?” The boys snickered, their voices smug in their assumed power. Jonah wished for the safety of his usual obscurity, the invisibility that made him such an easy target. 
Before he could sink further, Dina harrumphed. “Fascinating,” she said, “how the intellectually stunted always gravitate toward the most obvious targets.” She tilted her head, a calculated move that made her scar catch the light. “Do you make a conscious effort to be so predictable?”
Marcus faltered, his sneer slipping away. The boys exchanged uncertain glances, caught off guard by the interruption. Dina’s gaze never wavered, undaunted by their boldness. Jonah watched, stunned, as the power dynamic shifted. The second boy, less sure about himself, tugged at Marcus’s sleeve. 
“Whatever,” Marcus muttered, backing away under Dina’s steady gaze. “Weirdo freaks.”
As they backed away, Jonah hesitated to look at Dina. Her rings shimmered as she moved, the occult symbols appearing foreign and strange. Jonah was not used to someone defending him, especially with such effortless confidence. He stared in part awe, part confusion, wondering whether he should say thank you, or if that would make him seem more foolish than he already felt. 
Dina regarded him, her expression unchanged. “Being invisible isn’t always the worst fate,” she said. “Sometimes being seen is more dangerous.” 
Jonah sensed a deeper understanding beneath it. He marveled at how effortlessly she summed up what he was experiencing. He nodded, gratitude catching in his throat. It wasn’t just about being spared the taunts, but the surprise of being noticed in a way that didn’t involve ridicule or pity.
Dina refocused on the front, leaving Jonah lost in his thoughts. He struggled to process what had just happened. Her words stayed with him, stirring feelings he was only beginning to understand. It felt like recognizing a fellow outsider. 
Jonah’s curiosity about Dina grew, as did the potential she represented. It unsettled him but also drew him in, like a gravitational pull in the isolation he’d grown used to. For the first time, someone truly saw him, and it didn’t feel like the curse he’d always believed it to be. He sat a little straighter, the air buzzing around him, not with fear, but curiosity about what might happen next.

    
  The courtyard was noisy during lunchtime, a symphony of clattering trays and shouts echoing off the school walls. Jonah saw her from a distance, a solitary figure amid a whirl of color and sound. Her back was turned to him, but he recognized her by how other students moved aside. Dina Matthews, cloaked in shadows and certainty, appeared untouchable. Jonah moved closer, his heart pounding in his chest.
“Mind if I sit?” he asked. She looked up and nodded.  
The seat was cold and uninviting. Jonah shifted his tray, unsure of where to place it. Dina went back to her reading, eyes scanning the yellowed pages of a book marked with strange symbols. Silence hovered over Jonah, as heavy as the noise outside their corner. He wondered if he’d made a mistake. “Thanks,” he mumbled, unsure if she’d heard. 
Dina turned a page, her long fingers brushing the edge. Jonah watched, captivated by how comfortable she seemed alone. It took him a moment to realize she had spoken. 
“You’re brave,” she said, not looking up. 
Jonah blinked, taken aback by her observation. “I am?”
“For sitting with me,” Dina replied, a hint of a smile forming on her lips. “Most people don’t.” She closed the book, finally shifting her attention to him.
Jonah picked at the edge of his sandwich, sorting through his thoughts. “I’m not most people,” he said, surprising himself with the honesty of it.
“I noticed.” Dina glanced at him out of the corner of her eye. 
He felt the knot in his chest loosen, and the awkwardness eased into something less overwhelming. “I wanted to thank you,” he began, his voice steadier now, “for what you said in class to those guys.”
Dina raised an eyebrow, both curious and amused. “I didn’t do it for you,” she replied, with characteristic bluntness. “I can’t stand watching people with the collective intelligence of a turnip harass others.”
Jonah laughed, the sound surprisingly natural in its ease. It was brief and caught off guard, but genuine enough to change the space between them. He felt relief – the kind that comes with realizing there’s no need for pretense. 
They ate in companionable silence, the school chaos fading around them. Jonah took a breath then plunged ahead.
“I think my parents are more like turnips than they’d like to admit,” Jonah confessed, watching for Dina’s reaction. “They can’t agree on anything, except that I’m doing everything wrong. My dad’s Jewish and my mom’s Catholic. They wanted me to choose one, but I couldn’t, so I chose neither.”
Dina looked at him with a gaze that was both comforting and unsettling. “And now they think you’ve betrayed them?”
“Something like that,” Jonah nodded. “I wish they’d understand, but instead they make me feel—”
“Like you’re the crazy one,” Dina said, her tone implying that she was familiar with the feeling.
“Exactly.” Jonah looked at her, noticing something of himself in her for the first time. 
Dina tilted her head, considering. “Crazy is subjective,” she said, her fingers touching the small scar above her eyebrow. “I’ve been called that more times than I can count.”
Jonah met her gaze, the questions forming again. “Why? Because of your clothes? The way you are?” He caught himself, suddenly aware of his own assumptions. 
Dina shrugged, unfazed by the questions. “My clothes, my books…” she motioned to the volume between them. “People fear what they don’t understand, and they really don’t understand people like us.”
Jonah watched her, the honesty of her admission like a mirror reflecting all his hidden doubts. “Us?”
“You didn’t fit in a neat little box,” Dina said, as if it were the most straightforward truth in the world. “I can relate.”
Jonah thought about the clash of traditions at home, the never-ending struggle to be one thing or another. The world felt less overwhelming in this small corner, where categories and expectations were less strict. He looked at Dina – truly looked at her – and saw a possibility he hadn’t dared to imagine. Dina returned his gaze with equal curiosity, her skepticism mixed with cautious understanding. Jonah realized that, despite her self-assurance, she was just as alone as he was.
His hand moved to his notebook, and the urge to draw overtook his hesitation. The symbols flowed effortlessly, with familiar lines and curves that mirrored those in Dina’s book. Jonah barely noticed the pen in his fingers, lost in the motion of ink on paper.
“Those are interesting,” Dina said, breaking the silence. Her eyes flicked to the drawings, then back to Jonah. “Faith doodles?”
Jonah stopped, suddenly aware of what he’d done. The page was filled with intersecting lines, the shapes caught in an unending dance. He swallowed, unsure of how to answer. “I don’t know,” he said, at last. “They keep appearing in my head. In my dreams.”
Dina studied the page. “They look familiar.”
“They’re from different religions,” Jonah explained, “but they shouldn’t go together. It’s like...” 
“Like they do,” Dina finished, her voice filled with certainty, leaving no room for doubt. Her interest was sharp, more intense than any response Jonah had expected. 
He nodded, slowly and hesitantly. “I don’t even know why I’m drawing them.” 
The lunch period passed quickly, with easy and oddly light conversation, despite what it contained. Jonah found comfort in the shared isolation, the sense that maybe, for once, he wasn’t alone in his uncertainty.
When the bell rang, it pulled him back to the world outside their secluded spot. 
Dina stood, her confidence in each step sharply contrasting with Jonah’s hesitant walk. But, as they merged into the crowd of students, Jonah felt more assured in his place. 
The hallway swirled with bodies and noise, an unruly ocean of motion that surrounded them from every side. Jonah and Dina moved through it like unlikely companions; a dark star and its improbable moon. Students parted and looked back, eyes wide, as if to verify what they’d seen. 
Dina held her head high, unfazed by the stares and whispers swirling around her. Jonah followed, energized by her presence and the protective circle she created. He watched her, a fragile hope growing in his chest. Maybe not being invisible wasn’t so bad. Dina seemed to absorb the attention with a confidence that both fascinated and intimidated him. Jonah couldn’t help but admire how she handled the judgmental looks with steady poise. She moved as if the world should adjust to her, not the other way around. The whispers reached his ears, fragments of disbelief and speculation, but they felt less cutting than usual. Instead, he found himself more concerned with how Dina managed to maintain such certainty in the face of it all.
A group of girls eyed them, leaning in to whisper furiously, before giggling and darting away. “Martinez-Cohen…” and “freaks…” they muttered, but it rolled off him like water. Dina’s presence muted the sting, turning it into background noise.
They reached Jonah’s locker, the crowd thinning as the warning bell rang. Jonah hesitated, the question lingering in his mind and heart. He glanced at Dina. “Can we do this again tomorrow?” he asked, hopeful.
Dina studied him, the pause lasting long enough for Jonah to second-guess himself. He half expected her to laugh or dismiss him, the request sounding as foolish and desperate as it did in his ears.
“I guess having one person who sees me wouldn’t be so bad,” Dina finally said, her expression softening enough to show her sincerity. “Same spot?”
Jonah nodded, relief and disbelief mingling in his chest. 
Dina seemed to sense his doubt, noticing how he was still half afraid she might change her mind. She gave him a quick nod, a sign of acknowledgment and acceptance. Jonah marveled at how much could be communicated without words. The moment lingered between them, comfortable in its newness. Jonah fumbled with his locker, distracted by the strange feeling taking hold: a sense of belonging that hadn’t been part of his world for a long time.
Dina turned to leave but hesitated, a thoughtful look crossing her face. “For what it’s worth, Martinez-Cohen, not fitting into neat little boxes isn’t a flaw.” Her eyes met his and Jonah saw a kindred spirit, someone who understood the challenge of resisting categorization. “It’s only inconvenient for people who need everything categorized.”
Jonah watched her walk away and wondered if she knew how much her words had meant.
The hallway was lively with sound and movement, but it felt different now. Jonah stood there, the books in his arms an afterthought. For the first time, the pressure to conform to a world that wanted him labeled and defined seemed less urgent. 
He turned to his locker, adjusting the straps of his backpack with renewed purpose. The usual weight of expectation still lingered, but it didn’t feel as overwhelming. Dina’s acceptance, her understanding, had lifted something within him. Jonah stepped into the flow of students with renewed confidence, no longer hunched and invisible. He felt the change, like he’d taken a small step toward claiming space that was undeniably his own. He no longer ducked away from curious glances or whispers. Instead, he walked with a confidence that even surprised him. The other students still watched, but Jonah was less affected and less concerned about fitting into their little worlds. He realized he didn’t care if they looked or whispered.
The sound of the bell echoed through the air as Jonah headed to class. The day felt brighter and more manageable, largely because of Dina. She had shown him something he hadn’t expected: that being an outsider wasn’t the same as being alone. It was a revelation that uplifted him, making him feel light and unburdened. He couldn’t help but smile, small but genuine, as he thought about their plans for the next day. 
The crowded school no longer seemed so overwhelming. Jonah moved through it with a new but welcome confidence. Jonah carried this new confidence with him as he entered his next class. It showed in the way he held himself, in the absence of his usual attempt to disappear. He took his seat with a clarity he hadn’t known before, eager to see where this new path would lead.






  
  4
Glimpses


The day before now left Jonah sitting straighter, with coolness a strange new presence in his bones. He found Ms. Winters’s chemistry class more manageable, and sat with his pencil tapping lightly, as certainty grew within him: Ms. Winters is going to announce a quiz.
She smiled and did exactly what he expected, which caught him off guard. 
Jonah’s heart pounded. The feeling he had sensed before returned, but now he recognized its shape and how it fit him, like a new but familiar skin. 
Students groaned in unison, but his pencil was already poised, hovering over a blank page. His breath caught as he sat in stunned anticipation, caught between fear and awe, terrified of this new power, which now seemed to reach into him and pull at the edges of everything he thought he knew.
He watched the quiz fly by. The class sounded distant, as if he were hearing them through a thin wall. Jonah blinked hard, feeling as if he were falling into an endless expanse of time. His answers were already complete and certain before he even realized it. 
Jonah handed the paper to Ms. Winters, his pulse pounding in his throat, battling the terror and excitement vying for space in his chest.

    
  By lunch, he was still too distracted to sit with Dina. Her sharp looks from across the courtyard went unanswered, his focus entirely consumed by the morning’s events. Jonah tried to open his sketchbook, but the pages blurred together as the same question echoed in his mind, each time louder than the last: how had he known what his teacher would do?
He couldn’t escape it, not even in the library, where the silence felt suffocating, each passing second highlighting his doubt. Jonah was sure of one thing: these premonitions were taking control of him, spreading to occupy every corner of his mind. 
He glided through the crowded hallway, shrinking beneath fluorescent lights and scrawled lockers. He moved like the invisible man, avoiding attention, until a sudden feeling hit him; the sharp sureness of what would happen next: Tyler Ramirez, shoelace dangling, was going to fall right in front of him. The vision swirled around Jonah’s mind, tightening with unbearable clarity. 
Tyler’s foot caught and he lost his balance, books spilling onto the floor. 
Jonah’s breath caught, uneven and strained, while others rushed to help. The hallway kept moving but Jonah stayed perfectly still. The prediction had unfolded exactly as he had seen it. Students paused to help Tyler, some laughing, others murmuring sympathy, as they gathered fallen notebooks and crumpled papers. But no one saw Jonah, frozen amid the chaos he had already witnessed, living through it once again. His thoughts crowded him, each shouting that it was happening all over again.
Jonah took a step back, his body stiff, fingers clutching the strap of his backpack, as if to hold himself steady. The conviction of his vision haunted him, terrifying and raw. He felt out of sync, each tick of the second hand on the wall clock feeling like a lifetime too long, too slow. The school continued around him, students flooding the hall as the bell rang, but Jonah was frozen in place, fighting against the panic that twisted inside him. 
He left the scene, barely noticing when he bumped someone’s shoulders. He believed more visions would surely follow, each more vivid than the last. His heart was pounding. It was overwhelming. He needed to escape, to find a place where he could breathe without feeling the tightening grip of what was still to come.
Jonah ducked into the bathroom, each breath ragged and wild. He leaned against the sink, trying to slow his heartbeat. When he finally looked up, his reflection stared back at him like a stranger, unfamiliar and startling. Jonah looked at himself, and the realization that he had lost control hit him hard. Panic started to grow inside.

    
  Jonah felt lost in the harsh disagreement cutting across the dinner table. His father and mother were arguing again, each convinced that their way was the only truth. The fight grew louder and closer, until it echoed in Jonah’s ears and mind. 
He knew what was coming: the sharp interruption of his aunt’s call. And when it happened, they barely noticed.
His mother’s voice was a mix of guilt and expectation. “You’re making this choice for him, David!” she insisted. “It’s not fair.” 
David scoffed: “He’s old enough to understand the importance of his heritage, Maria.” He looked to Jonah for support, but Jonah couldn’t speak. 
He felt a premonition crawling up his spine, drowning out everything else, until the phone’s shrill ringtone echoed through the room, followed by the bright letters of his aunt’s name. It happened when he knew it would. Jonah sat frozen between the argument and the assurance that overwhelmed him.
They kept arguing as if the call didn’t exist. Maria’s eyes were on David, heated and defiant. “Jonah, mi amor, you know what your grandfather would have wanted. Do you want to break his heart?”
His father’s response was instant: “We’ve talked about this, Jonah. Your future is at stake.”
His hands trembled and the fork dropped to the floor, the sound swallowed by the noise of their conflicting beliefs. They didn’t notice. Jonah wondered why they were even together. He tried to speak, to say anything that might make them listen and understand, but his voice quivered.
The phone kept ringing. Jonah picked at his food, his appetite gone, his heart pounding from everything happening. He felt the familiar feeling of being torn apart, with each side demanding more than he could give, the pressure of his premonition squeezing his mind until he could hardly breathe.
Finally, he pushed back from the table, the chair scraping loudly against the floor. The argument didn’t stop; it followed him as he left, leaving him with the echo of their expectations.

    
  He watched the bird outside as if it were more real than the classroom around him. Its wings beat at an erratic tempo, a song only Jonah could hear. 
He felt the certainty before the impact, as precise and brutal as the visions crowding his mind. The small body slammed into the window, the thud almost a relief. 
Jonah didn’t move, didn’t startle, his hands steady and his eyes fixed on the injured thing, until it fluttered up and away, taking part of his anxiety with it. The rest remained, unfurling in his mind.
The bird seemed impossibly tiny against the vast sky, its gray wings clearly visible against the blue expanse. Jonah knew the exact moment it would hit, and he felt certainty grip him like it always did, constricting and heavy. His fingers whitened on the edge of the desk and he held his breath, bracing for impact. The vision overshadowed everything else. 
Jonah remained perfectly still when the bird struck, observing the scene as he had expected. Students around him gasped and took a step back. The sickening thud echoed through the air, but Jonah didn’t flinch. He kept his eyes fixed on the fallen creature, watching each painful flutter and hop, as each second seemed to stretch longer than the last. Its recovery was uncertain, but a small part of Jonah’s tension eased as it finally took flight. The rest of it stayed, and a dark cloud of doubt hovered over him, persistent and unrelenting. 
Jonah looked around, but no one noticed how calm or distant he was. The other students chatted excitedly, with their initial surprise turning into laughter and exaggerated stories. The teacher tried to regain order, clapping her hands and telling everyone to sit down. 
He tried to focus, but the vision and its after-effects left him feeling even more detached and unstable. He heard the teacher say his name, but it didn’t sink in until she called it again, a little louder, her voice strained against the classroom noise. Jonah turned to her, and his attempt to respond surprised him: he managed a nod, a satisfying enough gesture, but he barely heard what she said. His thoughts drifted back to the bird, with its image in flight looping endlessly in his mind. It was all he could see and think about. 
How did I know? 
The question echoed and grew, bigger and heavier with each repeat. 

    
  That night, Jonah opened his locked journal, its pages filled with a sense of recorded certainty and desperation. He listed each vision, every precise detail. It was the only way he knew to keep his mind from slipping and to prevent the ground beneath him from crumbling. He wrote and wrote, capturing every moment of foresight until exhaustion pulled him into bed. Time blurred in a cycle of sleepless nights and endless predictions.
The blank page stared at him, taunting, until he pressed his pencil to paper and wrote furiously: 
“February 2nd, Chemistry Class. Ms. Winters calls on me. She announces a quiz. Already knew the answers. Finished before time was up.” 
He underlined it, his handwriting large and rushed. 
Another entry: 
“February 3rd, School Hallway. Saw Tyler fall. Tried to prepare. Couldn’t. So precise. Scared me.” 
The words scrawled across the page, the dark lines of graphite catching and tearing at the thin sheets.
Jonah paused, breathing hard, then flipped to a fresh page: 
“February 3rd, Dinner, Hear parents arguing. Phone rings, like I knew it would. Happens too fast. Can’t focus. Knew I’d drop my fork. Dropped fork, didn’t eat.” 
He needed to document every last fragment – a compulsion he couldn’t ignore. Another page filled, then another and another, each one adding to the chorus of certainty that was now his life.
When he finished, Jonah closed the journal with trembling hands, his mind as chaotic as the past few weeks had been. He was in bed, staring at the slow-moving fan above, each rotation too loud in the silent room. The questions were endless, and the anxiety worse than anything he’d ever known. How did he know? Would it ever stop? Jonah could feel himself unraveling, with sleeplessness fraying his thoughts. 

    
  New visions crowded his mind daily, pushing him to write, capture and understand what seemed senseless. He filled the journal, searching for something to ground him in everyday life. 
He tried to escape into his sketchbook, but couldn’t. The symbols were gone, and the urge to draw was overwhelmed by a need to understand what was happening to him. 
What Dina had said at lunch echoed in his mind, as sharp and cutting as when she first spoke: “They look familiar.” He found no comfort in the patterns now, and no relief in recognizing them.
Jonah pulled back further, keeping his distance from the world he couldn’t seem to escape anymore. He felt himself distancing from Dina, too. Her look, when he skipped lunch and missed meeting her in the library, was like a hook in his mind. He couldn’t tell her, he told himself. He couldn’t risk her thinking he was crazy.
In the darkness, the only light came from his phone screen, as he stared at an unfinished message. His fingers hovered over the keys and then deleted what he had written. Again. A sigh of frustration escaped him, filling the silence. 
“Something weird is happening to me,” one message started, then he quickly erased it, in doubt.
“Would you think I’m crazy if I told you I can see things before they happen?” He paused, reading and rereading. His breath caught, heart pounding with the intensity of his fear, then he deleted the text and shoved the phone back under his pillow. It took everything he had not to throw the device across the room, to let the doubt consume him. 
Jonah needed to tell someone, to share the impossible weight of what was happening. But the fear of her reaction was stronger, heavier than he’d expected. He wanted to believe that she’d understand, that she wouldn’t think he was making it up or losing his mind. 
Jonah closed his eyes, willing the tension to leave him and the anxiety to quiet down. The silence enveloped him, heavy and all-consuming. He opened his eyes, watched the fan spin around and around, and surrendered to the darkness.






  
  5
The First Shift


Jonah hurried to leave school the next day, taking his usual route past the bike racks, to avoid the main exit where bullies often wait. The area was mostly deserted, as most students had already left, with just a few bikes still chained to the racks. 
As he adjusted his backpack, Marcus Thompson and two friends stepped out from behind the school building, blocking Jonah’s way out. Marcus circled Jonah with a hungry grin; the goon squad trailed behind. Jonah wished he could disappear completely, to less than nothing – even less than the words Marcus threw at him:
“Better run back to your precious little family.” 
He could hear their laughter coil around him, each burst tightening the rope, and Jonah felt the familiar grip of panic. A blur, a flicker, like someone else’s life passing through a movie reel, showed him his steps, and Jonah wondered if he could move in time. 
“Going to let that star and cross save you, half-breed?” Marcus sneered, each word a punch before the real ones could land. Jonah’s heart pounded as he searched for an escape. He stepped back, desperation evident in every move, but their circle tightened. 
“What’s the matter?” another voice chimed in, full of gleeful malice. “Afraid of a little pain?”
The taunts kept coming, faster and louder, like a flood threatening to drown him. Jonah hunched over, breath shallow, eyes darting like a trapped animal. Jonah stood at the center, the point where everything converged, feeling the inevitability closing in on him. He wanted to disappear.
Marcus drew closer, his swagger unmistakable, fists clenched in eager anticipation. Jonah felt the ground shift beneath him, the world tilting as it focused in. A flash, a jolt, a surge that sent his heart racing, and Jonah saw the blow coming before it was thrown…
The blow moved like a slow wave, and Jonah saw the entire fight before it began, an unraveled ball of string. An intricate knot. His mind’s eye held each move, bright and crystal clear, impossible in its precision. Marcus first, with a right hook then a leg sweep… 
Jonah ducked, his body flowing like water, an effortless dodge that left him nearly breathless. Time stretched, suspended and liquid. Each second echoed through his bones, and Jonah slipped the leg sweep and the grab for his backpack. He twisted away from it all, as if he’d planned it for days. 
Jonah moved through the fight like a dream guided by a vision, each moment unfolding smoothly. He sidestepped Marcus’s grab, anticipation igniting, and predicted his next move before Marcus even thought of it. He experienced a clarity he couldn’t explain, his body alive with a sensation so sharp and bright it felt like light. Marcus lunged again, disbelief hardening his features into determination. Jonah moved first, slipping under an arm and dodging a strike. 
The foreknowledge was perfect, leaving no room for doubt. He turned, and
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