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			I cannot teach anybody anything. I can only make them think.

				—SOCRATES

				It’s not the broken dreams that break us. It’s the ones we don’t dare to dream.

				—MR. SCHUE ON GLEE

			

		

	
		
		
			
			Author’s Note

			 

			

			I spent the entire 2016–17 school year with Andy Bramante and his science research students. I commuted daily to Greenwich High School, minus occasional days off to write, and traveled to Washington, D.C., Los Angeles, and multiple locations in Connecticut to report on the science competitions.

			I recorded more than seventy hours of interviews, conversations, and presentations. I also kept digital and analog notes from my time with Andy and his kids. It was impossible to be present for every scene in the book, so some have been reconstructed following extensive interviews.

			There are several instances where names have been changed. In each case, I’ve explicitly stated when I’ve done so.

		

	
		
		
			
			The Science Fair Circuit

			 

			

			Each year, Andy Bramante’s science research students compete in the following fairs/contests:

			
					
					Siemens Competition in Math, Science and Technology

					This contest was established in 1999 by the Siemens Foundation. Nearly two thousand students submit research papers. Five hundred semifinalists are named and compete live in six regional competitions, which culminate in a national competition every December. National finalists receive $25,000. A total of $500,000 in scholarship money is awarded, with the two top winners receiving $100,000 each. The final year of the competition was 2017.

					

					
					Google Science Fair

					Established in 2011, the Google Science Fair is a global fair where kids from all around the world submit their research online, as well as a short video explaining their work. Regional finalists are named, followed by finalists who are invited out to Google’s Silicon Valley headquarters to compete for the Grand Prize of $50,000 in scholarship money. (Google didn’t hold the fair in 2017 but is planning to bring it back in the fall of 2018.)

					

					
					Regeneron Science Talent Search (STS)

					Created in 1942 by the Society for Science and the Public, STS is for high school seniors only and is considered to be one of the most prestigious and toughest science and math competitions. From its founding until 1997, STS was sponsored by Westinghouse. From 1998 to 2016, Intel sponsored the competition. In 2017, biopharmaceutical company Regeneron took over sponsorship and increased the prize amounts. Entrants submit a lengthy, rigorous application similar to a college application. About eighteen hundred seniors apply; three hundred are named scholars, or semifinalists; forty are later named finalists. The top forty seniors are invited to Washington, D.C., for a five-day competition. Scholars receive $2,000, with an additional $2,000 going to each scholar’s school. The forty finalists receive a minimum of $25,000. At the event in Washington, the top ten winners receive prizes ranging from $40,000 to $250,000.

					

					
					Connecticut STEM Fair (CT STEM)

					Started in Westport, Connecticut, in 2001, this fair is for students in Fairfield County, Connecticut, and those at Amity Regional High School, located in Woodbridge, Connecticut. Roughly 250 students compete in the categories of health, physical, environmental, and behavioral science. They can compete with completed projects or proposals for yet-to-be-completed work. In addition to modest cash awards, CT STEM also awards scholarships to graduating seniors. As of 2017, three CT STEM winners were granted berths to attend Intel ISEF, the world’s largest science fair. Starting in 2018, the fair has also been granted four spots at the GENIUS Olympiad at the State University of New York at Oswego.

					

					
					Connecticut Science and Engineering Fair (CSEF)

					Founded in 1949, CSEF is the state’s oldest and only statewide science fair. More than six hundred students compete in the fair. There are major life sciences and physical sciences categories and ten special categories that cover everything from mathematics to biotechnology. The fair and its 106 sponsors give more than $200,000 in awards and scholarships, as well as seven Intel ISEF slots.

					

					
					Connecticut Junior Science and Humanities Symposium (JSHS)

					This competition is a collaborative effort with the research arm of the Department of Defense and is administered in cooperation with colleges and universities nationwide in an effort to promote scientific research. There are regional JSHS competitions held all over the United States and its territories. Winners advance to the national JSHS competition held each spring. CT-JSHS has been in existence for more than fifty years. Local competitors submit their research and a video discussing their work. Those who advance are selected to present posters of their work, or to deliver twelve-minute public presentations. Winners earn cash prizes ranging from $250 to $2,000. The top winner receives a four-year half-tuition scholarship to the University of Connecticut. The top five (first through fourth in orals and the first-place poster presenter) travel with all expenses paid to compete at the national JSHS competition, where winners receive $350 to $12,000.

					

					
					Intel International Science and Engineering Fair (Intel ISEF)

					Intel ISEF is the world’s largest precollege science competition, with nearly 1,800 kids competing from more than seventy-five countries, regions, and territories. It began as the National Science Fair in 1950 in Philadelphia and went international in 1958. Competitors must win Intel berths at local or regional affiliated fairs in order to attend ISEF, where $4 million in prizes are awarded, including one top award of $75,000 followed by two awards of $50,000.

					

					
					International Sustainable World (Engineering Energy Environment) Project (ISWEEEP)

					Founded by Harmony Public Schools in Texas, ISWEEEP is a global science fair that draws four hundred kids from sixty countries. ISWEEEP has affiliated fairs around the world, but kids can also apply directly to compete. Held annually each spring in Houston, ISWEEEP awards $100,000 in prize money and scholarships. Winners ranging from bronze to Grand Awards receive $150 to $1,500. (In early 2018, ISWEEEP announced that it will not be holding the competition this year, but it hopes to return.)

					

					
					Norwalk Science Fair

					This local fair is held each spring at Norwalk Community College in Norwalk, Connecticut. As many as eighty-five kids compete. Eight receive honorable mentions, and the top three winners receive $100 to $300.

					

					
					Phenomenon: Science Innovation Fair

					Started in 2015 by the Bruce Museum in Greenwich, Connecticut, this fair is open to students in grades nine through twelve in Fairfield County, Connecticut, and Westchester County, New York. Members of the public are welcome to meet the top ten competitors and learn about their work. The first-prize winner receives $1,000, second takes home $500, and the winner of the People’s Choice Award, voted on by the public, receives $250.

					

					
					GENIUS Olympiad

					This international fair focuses on environmental issues. It was founded by the nonprofit group Terra Science and Education Foundation. It’s held at the State University of New York at Oswego. Roughly five hundred students compete, vying for honorable mention, Bronze, Silver, Gold, Top Grand Gold, and special awards.

					

					
					Davidson Fellows Scholarship

					Founded in 1999, the Davidson Institute for Talent Development awards annual Fellow Scholarships of $10,000, $25,000, and $50,000 to high school students for their individual science projects. There is no live competition; work is judged based on the submission materials. Students are notified on or before July 15.
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			1

			 

			

			Andy

			On July 18, 2016, at 2:22 A.M., Andy Bramante’s cellphone buzzed with an incoming text. He rolled over in his bed, pulled his phone close to his face, and saw a message from Shobhita Sundaram.

			“Heyy—guess who’s a regional finalist for Google science fair??!” read the little text bubble.

			Squinting down at his phone, Andy tapped out a reply. “Yaaaaaayyyy!!!! So happy for ya!”

			Shobhi had spent her sophomore year in Andy’s science research class at Greenwich High School building an algorithm that could help predict which breast cancer drugs would be most effective in killing tumors. She’d taught herself to code in middle school and was also a masterful public speaker, a crucial weapon in the science fair world. Between the knockout algorithm and her impressive ability to tout it, Andy thought Shobhita—aka Shobhi, the Shobhinator, and Shobhi-Wan Kenobi—was poised to floor the judges at the Connecticut Science and Engineering Fair (CSEF), the gateway to Intel ISEF, the mother of all science fairs. So it had seemed a shocking oversight of sorts when she failed to place at CSEF back in March. It had also infuriated Shobhi’s mother, who’d wanted to send a scathing email to the judges.

			
			Now, as he read the text that Shobhi was a regional finalist for the Google Science Fair, where thousands of kids from all over the world submitted a slew of ambitious projects, everything from fighting drought with fruit to detecting lung cancer with a breath test, a sense of redemption washed over Andy. He was thrilled that Shobhi got her due.

			He fell back to sleep, but less than an hour later, his phone buzzed again. The 3:10 A.M. message was from William Yin, a rising senior and one of the most astounding kids Andy had ever had in his class.

			“Hi Mr. B.,” read the first text bubble.

			The second said, “Shobi [sic] and I are GSF regional finalists!”

			Ah, William. This was not so much a big surprise to Andy as continued validation for William’s invention. He’d developed a blueprint for a Band-Aid-like sticker that could be applied to the neck to detect the presence of atherosclerosis, the plaque that can break off, form a clot, and kill you with a heart attack or stroke. The Google accolade was the latest glittery float in a seemingly endless parade of William’s victories for his sticker.

			Andy tapped out a congratulatory reply that involved a lot of exclamation points, trying to make his delight register through his foggy haze. William would always be one of Andy’s most beloved, if crazy-making, students. There was a deep connection between the two, one born of brutally long days in the lab and the process of trying to work through the enigma that was William. But now Andy just wanted to get some shut-eye. He set his phone down on his night table, rolled over, and went back to sleep.

			When he finally woke up for good that day, Andy texted back and forth to get some more reaction from the kids about the news. Shobhi was especially giddy. The night before, she’d set her alarm to wake up at two A.M. Eastern time, when Google released the names. Shobhi figured if she wasn’t among this first cut of winners, she could just return to bed and sleep off her disappointment, rather than get up at a normal hour, learn she hadn’t advanced, and spend her whole day being dogged by it.

			
			Bleary-eyed, she woke up from her phone’s alarm, opened her laptop, and logged on to the Google Science Fair site. And there on the page announcing the one hundred regional finalists were her photo and project. (Her region being the Americas.) The sixteen global finalists would be named in August. Shobhi texted Andy that her parents were “soo happy” and “I was too…once my heart rate had gone back to normal. I swear I got a heart attack when I saw my face on the page.”

			For the second year in a row, there was just one school and one teacher in the world with two Google regional finalists: Greenwich High and Andy Bramante.

			

			—

			Andy’s science research class is unlike any other class at Greenwich High, a Connecticut public school behemoth with 2,650 kids. There is no curriculum, no tests, textbooks, or lectures. Students pitch individual projects that they work on throughout the entire school year with the goal of taking their discoveries and inventions out on the national and global science fair circuit. This is not the stuff of vinegar volcanoes and ant farms. Kids tackle problems like cancer, Parkinson’s disease, HIV, heart disease, cheap water filtration, and carbon dioxide capture, sometimes making discoveries that elude adult scientists three times their age.

			Andy Bramante arrived at GHS in 2005 as a chemistry teacher and picked up the research program the following year. In the years since, he has turned the program into a juggernaut, amassing one of the most impressive track records in America when it comes to kids competing in the science fair world. Year after year, his kids dominate the fair circuit and take home prizes in unprecedented numbers—all of which is particularly impressive because Andy is far from a career educator. He walked away from a successful run as a scientist in corporate America to teach high school.

			
			The stakes of everything that happens in Andy’s science research class seem to rise exponentially here in Greenwich, population 62,000, a beautiful seaside town that borders New York State and offers sweeping views of the Long Island Sound. It’s a town beset with competition, even beyond the usual suburban jostling for bigger houses, better cars, and sterling children. But beneath the readily apparent affluence, Greenwich is a multifaceted place—and a lot more diverse than you might think. At Greenwich High School, 21 percent of the student body is Hispanic, 9 percent is Asian, and 4 percent is African American. Greenwich also has considerable populations of immigrants and expatriates; GHS is home to kids from sixty-one countries. Twenty percent speak a language other than English at home.

			Andy’s class fully embodies this diversity and spans the poles of Greenwich privilege. He’s had a student whose family spent thousands of dollars to outfit a custom lab in their basement, as well as a kid to whom he offered a sweater, thinking he could use what for Andy was a holiday castoff. He regularly has students from families for whom money is so abundant, it’s an afterthought. By contrast, he teaches kids who live so far outside the money bubble, their families rent modest condos because purchasing a home in this town—the median home price is $1 million—is nowhere within reach. One year, a kid asked for an extension to pay the initial $150 project fee because he was covering it from his after-school job earnings. And when it’s become apparent that a kid’s family can’t pay for some of the extras, Andy finds a way to pick up the costs without ever mentioning it to the student.

			The common thread among all these families—the multigenerational Greenwich establishment as well as the new immigrants who live (figuratively and literally) far from the country clubs, rowing clubs, polo grounds, and lush estates—is that they want their children to get a superior education and have chosen Greenwich for this reason. But in so doing, they have entered into a uniquely competitive culture of achievement—one that plays out in Andy’s class.

			
			The science fairs hold a powerful draw for Andy’s students. For starters, there is prestige attached to even getting accepted to compete in a fair, where kids display sleek posters and give daunting oral presentations about their work. They stand in crowded, buzzing auditoriums, dressed up like mini adults (jackets and ties for boys, pumps and skirts or dresses for girls), fielding a barrage of questions from judges, as if defending a dissertation. The entire experience brute-forces them into a solo public performance where they expound on the intricacies of their projects, every word their own, propelled forward by the culmination of their hours in the lab, hard work, frustration, and, finally, show-worthy results.

			The fair experience is arguably one of the best facsimiles for an adult high-pressure situation, made more so because many competitions ban parents and teachers from the actual arena. So there are no supportive glances, open arms, and big hugs—or meddling. This isn’t like being on the debate team, which has the rah-rah aspect to it. Or being in a school play, where even if you fumble, someone else steps forward to fill the silence. No, these kids must demonstrate total mastery over their complex inventions and the underlying science. They have to describe in detail, say, the construction of a tiny polymer vessel loaded with cancer drugs and metallic particles that is guided directly through the bloodstream to a tumor by a handheld magnet over the skin. (That was an invention by one of Andy’s star veteran students.) And the science fair format can be a harsh about-face from Greenwich child-rearing culture, where, as one teacher put it, “every parent thinks their child is a special flower.” The judges don’t fan the flames of ego or puff the kids up. They take critical aim at their work, to insure the competitors both know the content and were actually the ones who produced it.

			In some of the entry-level fairs, the prizes are quaint: $25 Amazon gift cards or free museum admission. But as kids ascend through the fair circuit, they often vie for large sums of money—particularly in the über-elite contests where Andy’s kids compete—with individual payouts as high as $250,000, or the equivalent of a free ride to college.

			
			And beyond the money is the brief but bright light of fame they enjoy—going on late-night television, giving TED talks, getting invited to the Nobel Prize ceremonies in Stockholm. In all of these venues, they are cast as whiz kids, special beings whose intellects belie their ages.

			Andy is constantly besieged with snickers and commentary about how nice it must be to teach in such a cushy town—the implication being that the affluence gilds the road to science fair victory. The eye roll at the mention of Greenwich is one thing, but the suggestion that Greenwich’s wealth is the reason for his kids’ success is infuriating to Andy. There is never a shortage of encounters with people who imagine he has carte blanche to buy whatever his kids need, that he is coated in monetary pixie dust, and that his competitive edge stems from a phalanx of kids with plump piggy banks.

			The reality: for the science research program of roughly fifty kids, Greenwich High School’s science department allots Andy a grand total of $1,200 per year.

			

			—

			The news about Shobhi and William was a welcome start to Andy’s vacation. He had just begun to settle into the rhythm of summer, which for him always presented a crisis of sorts. Andy was many things, but idle wasn’t one of them. The insane pace, hours, and agony that he devoted to his kids throughout the year kept him at his natural stasis. He thrived on the craziness. So the arrival of summer didn’t see Andy sitting in a beach chair with a beer cozy and a magazine. Instead, he paced about like a freshly released animal that didn’t know it was free to roam beyond the confines of its cage. The freedom felt like a death grip, especially that first week without kids and his manic amounts of tasks.

			But by July 16, he’d reached a relative state of relaxation. He managed to log a beach day or two. He’d just splurged on a 2014 BMW F 800 GT motorcycle, which he’d been coveting for years. The bike was a fun and useful purchase because it provided a whole new dimension for one of Andy’s favorite pastimes: tinkering. He had an entire side business devoted to it, where he repaired and calibrated the kind of scientific instruments he’d worked with during his corporate life.

			
			Since he was never capable of total detachment during the summer break, he spent a sizable portion of his mental energy thinking about what lay ahead, going over his roster of students, making minor predictions about how their year in the class might take shape.

			The demand for Andy’s science research class was such that he made students apply for the roughly fifty spots. Every year he had to turn kids away, and over time, Andy had gotten better at the filtering process. He now puzzled over Romano Orlando, a junior who’d produced the single worst project proposal he’d ever received, an odd treatise about the need to make Greenwich High School green. It was Andy’s custom to jot notes to himself on the pitches as he worked through the stack. Romano’s was such a head-scratching combination of bad and weird, Andy just scribbled question marks at the top. And yet he decided to accept Romano, largely on the basis of a recommendation from the kid’s Honors Chemistry teacher.

			There was Danny Slate,* the charming, brilliant, and good-natured kid whose junior year project resulted in total collapse for a variety of reasons. Andy couldn’t shake the feeling that he’d be utterly disappointed if Danny, whose senior year would mark his third with Andy, exited the class without having completed a substantive project. In the spring, following the implosion of Danny’s attempt to link a biomarker called NAMPT to an increased risk of colon cancer, Andy and Danny read a scientific paper that suggested portobello mushrooms cooked at extremely high temperatures could generate battery power. The project appealed to Danny, an amateur chef as well as a budding science mind. He liked the novel aspect of it: mushrooms plucked from the produce section and cooked into batteries.

			
			William was coming back, and Andy was eager to see if his star student would pursue a brand-new project, something few seniors did. William’s sister, Verna, would be in the class. Verna was a kitten of a kid, a shy sophomore with braces and smiling, bright eyes that revealed much more than Verna was willing to say out loud.

			Also returning would be Olivia Hallisey, another of Andy’s most winning students. Olivia had become somewhat of a teen celebrity after her big score at the 2015 Google Science Fair, where she won the Grand Prize, collecting $50,000 in scholarship money and a nifty trophy made out of LEGO blocks, a nod to one of the major competition sponsors, for a cheap and novel Ebola test she’d invented. Olivia was part of the Hallisey family science research dynasty that was launched by her two older brothers, Will and Blake. The youngest Hallisey, Charlotte, was a freshman and Andy had heard that she might petition to join research.

			Sophia Chow, a shy, brainy girl who’d produced a deeply personal biology project her sophomore year, was coming back, and Andy had high hopes that she might be able to expand her work even further to make it really shine. She’d made it to only one fair the year before, for a host of reasons beyond her control, so he thought if her research panned out, she might be able to make some noise on the bigger circuit.

			The 2016–17 class would be a mix of veterans and newcomers—those who were wise to what it took to make it in Andy Bramante’s science research class, and those who had no real clue about the challenges that lay ahead.

		

		
			*  At the request of his family, his name has been changed, as have those of his family members.
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			William

			During his junior year, William Yin had read about a trendy meal replacement drink that was popular among Silicon Valley entrepreneurs. Soylent was hawked as having all the vitamins and nutrients you need, providing a two-thousand-calorie-per-day diet. It got a reputation for being a huge time-saver for enterprising people developing products and technology so critical to mankind that they could cease eating and just drink their meals.

			William quickly calculated he could save about seven hours a week leading the Soylent life and ordered a bulk shipment. He’d replace several meals a week with this liquid wonder.

			“It first started with powders and then it was bottled drinks. People would know me as that Soylent kid,” says William, adding a mild splash of a sales pitch with, “Five bottles a day, plus water to stay hydrated. You don’t have to take time to eat.” He emphasizes that last point as if saving the best feature for last.

			“Oh, my god. The Soylent,” says Andy, laughing at the memory. “We’d be standing around eating pizza and hold it in front of William, going, ‘Come on, you sure you don’t want to have some pizza?’ ” William never broke. Like some kind of loyal cult member, he espoused the benefits of his liquid meals and his increased efficiency, and he even ventured to say they tasted good. He now says he worked fairly hard to convince himself of that last detail.

			
			William sniffs. “Mr. B. isn’t willing to sacrifice taste for convenience.”

			William certainly liked the mental endurance aspect of Soylent—and being the butt end of so many jokes just made him double down on his determination not to eat that pizza. He wanted to stand out for his invincibility. And part of that was feeling like he was made of the stuff of the Silicon Valley crew—that he, too, could scrap food, increase his efficiency, and kick ass.

			It lasted several months, an admirable run.

			

			—

			The most precious commodity in William Yin’s life is time. There simply isn’t enough of it for everything he wants to accomplish.

			Even in the pantheon of smart kids, William stands alone. By the time he graduates in June 2017, he will have taken twenty Advanced Placement exams, the college-level, subject-specific tests that can get kids college credit before they ever set foot on campus. He self-studied for a quarter of them. The school schedule is such that he wasn’t able to actually take all twenty AP courses.

			To put the twenty AP exams in context, consider this: an extremely driven kid at GHS might take ten AP courses throughout his or her four years. (The school strongly discourages freshmen from taking any of the nearly thirty AP classes it offers.) But there’s no policy around self-study. No one’s policing kids who choose to teach themselves a year’s worth of college-level subject matter.

			“I liked the ability to learn stuff on my own without the confines of, like, teacher-imposed deadlines, and homework, busywork, that would often come with an AP class,” says William. “And freshman year, when I learned [AP] computer science, which was a decision that I made at the last moment, I really liked being able to sit at home and work myself through the computer science curriculum and look online, do my own practices, versus actually taking the course and following these guidelines constructed by the teacher, essentially.”

			
			He got the highest scores, 5s, on all but three exams. He felt a bit bruised by his 4s, despite the fact that they can still earn him college credit. Not being overly prideful, he chose to actually take the AP Spanish class after getting a 4 on the exam. He wanted that 5.

			In GHS’s eight-day, forty-eight-block cycle (a block being a fifty-eight-minute class), a student typically takes five or six classes—and has any given class six times in the eight-day cycle. As a sophomore, William went to see Suzanne Patti, his guidance counselor, with a list of the twelve classes he wanted to take.

			She flat-out told him the answer was no. So he left her office and embarked on a fact-finding mission to try to fashion a custom itinerary that would allow him to take everything he wanted. He surveyed his friends and teachers to get a grasp of the school’s complex master schedule. He tried to broker deals, asking teachers if he could attend some classes half-time and do the lab portion of chemistry apart from the rest of the class. The following week, he was back in Ms. Patti’s office with a detailed proposal that allowed him to take all twelve classes. She reluctantly relented.

			During his junior year, he took ten courses and got straight A’s, as he had freshman year. His habits and results stunned even the rest of the brainiac set at Greenwich High. Soon William transcended this set and his reputation took on somewhat of a mythical halo. The kids were quick to point out that William was his own thing.

			Danny Slate distills the whole Yin phenomenon as such: “If you try to compare yourself to Yin, you will lose every time.”

			

			—

			William’s drive has always been a source of chatter among the academic elite and their parents. People puzzle over what’s motivating him, what makes Yin (as he’s known and called) tick. The low-hanging assumption is that he must live in medieval-torture-chamber circumstances with his academics-obsessed Chinese immigrant parents standing over him, watching his every move until he produces pristine work. But William proclaims that the driving forces are totally internal. In fact, he feels grateful that his parents, Mark and Wendy, cut a wide berth around him. They tend to watch from the sidelines, supportive but not meddling.

			
			“A lot of it is my drive to achieve as much as I physically and possibly can. Like, I want to hit the limit, and that’s what I’m trying to do,” he says. “I feel like it’s fun to have this extreme level of stress. There’s a certain thrill to it.”

			In addition to the adrenaline junkie aspect to pushing himself to berserk levels, he also admits that he derives pleasure from standing atop the achievement mountain at GHS.

			“I’ve sort of established a reputation and I want to maintain it,” he says. “There’s this feeling that everyone sort of knows my name because I’m that crazy kid who took, like, twenty APs, or whatever.”

			Total domination, however, does not always lead to fulfillment. While William cut a swath through Greenwich’s academic elite, he only truly felt intellectually ignited in Andy’s science research class. Nearly everything else that school required of him felt like busywork, the mental equivalent of four years’ worth of needlepoint. Taking Honors Chemistry his sophomore year was a waste of time, he told Ms. Patti. He should have skipped it and gone right to AP Chemistry.

			What drew him to Andy’s lab was the independence to take an idea and devote himself fully to the intoxicating and maddening process that is science.

			“I felt like research offered me a freedom that I couldn’t find anywhere else in the school,” he says. “I don’t find as much of an ability to think outside the box in most of the courses that I take.”

			There were no boxes that needed to be ticked, no tests, just time and space for his mind to dissect and attack scientific quandaries of the highest order. Yes, there was a scientific method and specific ways to execute complex processes, but William was a visionary, someone whose mind could see around corners in ways that often eluded adults.

			
			Andy likes to point out that young minds are primed for scientific innovation. Kids don’t know what they don’t know and haven’t had as much mud splattered on their faces when it comes to disappointment and failure. Their teenaged tunnel vision can be a gift when it comes to the risk-taking and boldness that best serves science research. They plow forward, undaunted and unvexed by life’s pitfalls and rejections.

			History is populated with examples of scientific and technological innovators who achieved great things in their youth, from Newton to Galileo to Einstein, right on up through to Gates and Jobs and Musk. Certainly with the contemporary examples, these iconoclastic men were propelled forward by outsized smarts, yes, but also a certain myopic belief in their ideas, as well as life experiences limited by the fact that they were so young (early twenties) when they launched their first inventions.

			While Andy isn’t expecting or necessarily shooting for the next Einstein to come out of his lab, he drafts off the tailwinds of his kids, who often embark on their research with a youthful enthusiasm and energy (and naïveté) that is contagious. It’s a symbiotic relationship because when they sense he’s game, they ratchet up their efforts. This had certainly been the case with William. And through the priceless relationship he’d developed with Andy, he had gotten so much more.

			He had been accepted to the class as a sophomore, a time when many of Andy’s kids aim to produce a good starter project. Inaugural projects tended to take on simpler problems, like removing secondhand cigarette smoke from indoor air. William, by contrast, explored a few things before turning his attention to cancer treatment. He developed a cluster of nanoparticles that he engineered to perform two key functions: enhancement of radiation therapy and efficient drug delivery. He handily won a top prize at the CSEF, which earned him a spot at Intel. There, his project won second prize. (Of the roughly 1,800 competitors at Intel, only a few hundred go on to actually place.)

			
			Fueled by Andy’s class and the electric experience that is Intel, William started thinking of a project for his junior year. The summer before eleventh grade, he watched a surgery involving a patient with severe plaque in his carotid arteries and was left transfixed by a simple question: Why was there no cheap, easy test to screen people for the frightening predicament of walking around with gummed-up arteries, zero symptoms, and a strong chance of dropping dead from a heart attack or stroke? The stealth nature of such a dangerous condition haunted William. There had to be a better way.

			In his mind, he could envision a Band-Aid-sized sticker for the neck that would tell if someone had a dangerous level of plaque in his arteries. The model would involve nanoparticles, white blood cells, and pigskin as a stand-in for human skin. And he wanted it to be cheap—more affordable than an ultrasound or other expensive diagnostic technologies.

			When William went to Andy with his project, Andy could not quite believe what he was hearing. The design showed outsized enterprise on William’s part: He’d found a number of methods and practices and stitched them together to devise a truly innovative process and product. In theory, it was mind-blowing. Would it work? Andy had serious doubts.

			The need for pigskin sent William on a Kafkaesque expedition, which involved many people thinking he was a crank caller and slamming the phone down, followed by a trek to a Manhattan butcher—the only place that agreed to sell him the stuff. He brought the frozen skin to Andy’s lab, only to discover it was twenty times the thickness he needed. He made several attempts to manipulate it to his specifications, all of which failed. He and Andy stood over the roll of pigskin, spread out like a runner across the lab table, and puzzled over what to do.

			They eventually decided to try sausage casings that could be bought at ShopRite, and that Andy thought might be the proper thickness. William had recently gotten his driver’s license, so Andy sent him to the grocery store in the Yin family minivan. “Now, there’s a chick magnet,” Andy told William one day when he saw him tooling around in the old beater. One of the things Andy loved about William was that he could speak and joke plainly with him without any sugar on top. He could tell William when William was being a pill and pissing him off because, like family, neither of them was going anywhere. Andy was pleased to see his protégé triumphantly walking into the lab the following day clutching a bag of sausage casings. William shoved the useless pigskin in his lab table cabinet and set to work handling the delicate casings.

			
			After a stressful few months that led up to a characteristically panicked two-week sprint to finish the project, William’s invention took a top prize at the 2016 Connecticut Science and Engineering Fair, sending him to Intel for the second time, where he again won a second-place award. But at the prestigious global competition known as ISWEEEP, William not only won a Gold Award, he took home a Grand Award, which is given to the top invention in each of four different categories. His Grand Award earned him a trip to Stockholm to attend the Nobel Prize ceremony. Since he was only seventeen years old in December 2016, the time of the awards, he was able to defer the invitation to the 2017 event.

			As proud and pleased as Andy was with William’s success, working with William would come at a huge personal cost to Andy. William was so overextended, he showed up in Andy’s lab only when he could fit it in, something that swiftly pulled Andy’s irritation levers. (Andy is required to be in the lab when the kids are there.) William would stroll in at four P.M. or later, after he’d satisfied his other commitments, ready to clock a marathon session. Andy would lecture William about how the constant assumption that this was okay was an abuse of Andy’s time and goodwill. He wanted William to be fully cognizant of every concession he made and that, on some days, those concessions were exclusively for William. Other, less encumbered kids were more organized and efficient, whereas William worked on William time.

			
			He sometimes went incommunicado. But as deadlines approached, he would skip all his other classes and turn up in the lab early in the morning and stay until midnight. And then there were the hoarder tendencies, the pained look on William’s face when Andy would try to toss things like bubble wrap. Even for a careful and frugal guy like Andy, William’s inability to throw out a corner of tinfoil was extreme.

			“No! I could use that,” William would say, his arm reaching for junk headed to the trash. Kids took pictures of his scarily messy lab table and dubbed it “Yinsanity.”

			One day in the spring of 2016, Andy and the kids were nearly flattened by a creeping, foul odor in the lab. It was so vile it practically brought tears to their eyes. Andy walked around trying to identify the source of the stench. As he got closer to a lab table, he had a flashback. He flung open the bottom cabinet, and there, right where William had left it, was the bag of now decomposing pigskin.

			Oh, my god, thought Andy, horrified, but laughing. He’d be a genius if he wasn’t such an idiot.

			

			—

			One of the more enigmatic aspects to William is how his many achievements and self-declared near mania stand in such stark contrast to his outward manner. He speaks slowly and at a volume that barely rises above a whisper. Andy likes to joke that when all the other kids are shouting, “Mr. B.! Mr. B.!” William comes in with his throaty, whispery, ever-so-subtle, “Misterrr Beeee,” which could be almost frightful if you didn’t know him. He walks slowly too, lumbering along as if there’s zero urgency to anything he’s doing. (He once got separated in the Manhattan subway from Danny and a bunch of kids because he just doesn’t move that quickly.) And there are other contradictions about William that emerge in the most unexpected scenarios.

			Andy had been stunned the year before when he took William to Dunkin’ Donuts and William was completely paralyzed in the ways of ordering fast food. He stood wide-eyed before the racks of donuts, not only unable to make a choice but overwhelmed by what the choices were. It was as if he were a Martian deployed from some far reach of the galaxy to learn the intricacies of ordering a donut.

			
			“What…should…I…get?” William asked Andy.

			“Uh, whatever you want,” said Andy, tapping his foot. They were headed to the airport for a major competition.

			“But there are so many choices. What do you think?”

			“Well, you could get a donut. That would seem to be the popular choice here,” said Andy, growing uncomfortable as the girl behind the counter stared at William, who was oblivious. “Or a bagel.”

			“But if I get a bagel, what would I get on it?” William said.

			And so it went. How on God’s green earth could a kid who fashioned custom nanoparticles not be able to conquer the act of ordering a baked good? It was these moments that drew Andy close to the eye of the teenaged tornado and gave him that extreme sense of warmth, bemusement, and fulfillment. In the end, William ordered a goopy mess of a hot everything bagel, dripping with cream cheese, that stank up the inside of Andy’s pristine Volkswagen convertible. He loved so much about William and didn’t want to embarrass him, so he said nothing. Asking a kid to master the Beer-Lambert law to understand light movement through particle matter was one thing. Asking him to use a napkin and take small bites could cause unspeakable shame. Andy felt mildly ill as he watched the poppy seeds and onions flick off the bagel, decorating his seats and floor mats with William’s tortured selection. He was so distracted by the smelly dripping bagel, he missed the exit for the airport.
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			Danny

			When you arrive at the castle on Brookside Drive, one of the first things you notice is that for all of its splendor, there’s no front door.

			Turning onto Brookside from the Post Road, you pass an eclectic bunch of homes, unremarkable colonials and restored farmhouses. But at an abrupt bend stand two white stone pillars topped with lanterns. You drive through them and slow your car to a crawl, as you now find yourself in a dense bramble, the stuff of sprites and bubbling cauldrons. The road brings you to the castle façade, the center of which is hollowed out by an archway leading to an interior courtyard. The minute you step outside of your car, you’re disoriented by the immensity of the place, the massive stone towers flanking what might be the castle’s corners, towers that stretch to the treetops and look like gargantuan chess pieces.

			You resist the urge to shout “Hello? Anyone home?” because given the vast structure before you, even a foghorn would be futile. So you hesitantly tiptoe about, and soon your walk begins to feel like a prowl. Despite the forbidding stone walls, the stained-glass windows, and the lack of anything resembling the twenty-first century, you have to assume the place is wired and someone is laughing at grainy-image you lurking around in search of the front door, or any door. You think, This is a castle. Where’s the thick oak portal with iron hinges and a lion’s head knocker?

			
			You finally make your way to a small, unremarkable brown door tucked into a stone wall. Your eyes scan the doorframe and you spot a decrepit button that would seem to be a doorbell. You press it and hear nothing. You’re not sure whether to touch it again. If it does work, you don’t want to be that person repeatedly pressing the button. You continue to skulk around, listening for signs of life—voices, music, kitchen clamor, anything.

			With no response to the questionable bell, you walk through the arch and into the courtyard, which has an acoustic perfection. Against magnificent silence, you can hear every scratch of your footsteps, the lilting of your breath, the percussive shiver of the trees. Head tilted skyward, you do a slow-motion 360, like some rapturous tourist in a promotional video for castles. You’re still trying to take it all in when you hear a door creak open, the windowpanes rattling.

			You bellow, “I’m not trespassing! I just couldn’t find the front door!” You’re embarrassed, bumbling. You fear you’ve unintentionally landed the role of court jester; the joke is on you. But you’re elated to have found a human. Finally.

			You’ve arrived at Danny’s house.

			

			—

			Science has been a constant in Danny Slate’s life—something he was drawn to from a young age and for which he has a natural affinity. Some of this is because science was foisted upon him in a somewhat brutal manner while he was an infant. While his mother’s extended family was spending the December holidays in Saint John, she looked down and observed that her nine-month-old baby’s face had grown red and swollen to abnormal proportions. The family summoned the resort doctor to tend to Danny. They deduced he’d rubbed eggnog on his face.

			
			Eventually, a diagnosis was made: egg, peanut, tree nut, and shellfish allergies. Food allergies of this nature aren’t the same as having, say, an intolerance to dairy that leaves someone with a stomachache after eating ice cream. Danny’s allergies were much more serious, potentially fatal, a fact he had to learn to navigate as a toddler. He can’t remember a time in his life when he didn’t read food labels, carry an EpiPen, or have a full scientific understanding as to why something so innocuous as a peanut could kill him.

			It’s impossible to know if science would have come so easily to him had he not faced the burden of his food allergies. But he loved the probing nature of science, the constant stream of questions, the close examination and lack of easy answers. Not only did the material not tax him, it invigorated him. Little effort is required for Danny to understand advanced levels of cellular function, the behavior of bacteria, or energy creation.

			Where he sometimes gets tripped up is that science requires a fairly consistent amount of work. And here lies a pesky two-headed monster for Danny: selective laziness and persistent procrastination.

			

			—

			When Danny arrived at Greenwich High, there had been no question that he’d apply to Andy’s science research class. And in so many ways, Danny was a superb fit.

			Andy immediately recognized the brilliance, the verbal facility, the ease with which Danny could grasp and master most any scientific concept. But also apparent was Danny’s tendency to shuffle his feet when it came to real work, to schmooze in class and not quite get the ball over the line—all the while well-meaning, but working from embers and not fire in his belly. It was not unusual for Danny to shine laser focus in the lab on…the New York Times crossword puzzle.

			During his sophomore year, Danny looked at whether blood cultures were a viable alternative to antibody tests to detect Lyme disease, a project inspired by his sister’s bout with the nasty tick-borne illness that has plagued the Northeast for decades. The disease is especially pernicious because it often starts with nonspecific symptoms, like fatigue, flu-like illness, and joint pain. Lyme tests are fickle and can be unreliable.

			
			It was largely a data analysis project, one he mostly did with a physician uncle of his who was able to gain access to blood specimens that are nearly impossible for a high school lab to obtain. Danny showed that blood cultures are more effective in accurately diagnosing Lyme—and he took his project to the Norwalk Science Fair, a kind of starter fair where kids hone their presentation and public speaking skills.

			For his junior year, he wanted to compete at the Connecticut Science and Engineering Fair (CSEF). He procrastinated, and in the end, up against the deadline for submitting a research plan to the judges, the first step for entering CSEF, Danny struggled to come up with a project. He listed terribly, throwing the ship of ideas in his mind into a state of tumult. He started with something pedestrian and in his words “not that interesting or even scientific,” which was swabbing Chromebooks, the cheap laptops given to every student at Greenwich High, to see if Purell was effective in ridding them of germs (and whether they grew drug-resistant bacteria). He then slid in the complete opposite direction and pitched ideas that university-level scientists tackle and have not cracked. He briefly turned his attention to the idea of a vaccine for dengue fever, the tropical mosquito-borne virus. It became a rabbit hole of impossibles, so he moved on.

			His next idea: he wanted to see whether an enzyme called NAMPT is a biomarker for colon cancer—that is, whether its presence in the blood signals an increased risk of the disease. This was a relatively novel and good question. The problem: it required data from human blood samples of people who’d had colon cancer. He made inquiries at medical institutions and not a single one would give him the data. His father even put in a request at a high level with a major New York hospital, but to no avail. Once it became clear that Danny’s mission was for naught, his efforts wilted. With no shot at making any of the fairs, he retreated from the front lines and Dannied about.

			
			Ultimately, the crowning achievement of his junior year was becoming the Pizza Man. What started as a little treat for him and his friends—having his family’s nanny deliver pizza to some undisclosed location so Danny could smuggle it into Andy’s lab—became something he did for the entire class once every eight-day cycle. Danny is both generous and has natural social grace—he knew that the right thing to do was to provide pizza for the masses. And provide he did. He never asked the science research kids for a dime; he made no show of this gesture. What he did relish was the illicit manner in which he managed to get the stack of steaming pizza boxes past the security guards—who forbade food of any kind from entering the school’s science wing.

			This did not go unappreciated by Andy. He saw that Danny was giving where other teenagers might be greedy or clueless. Plus, Andy enjoyed watching his students descend on the pizza like seagulls on a shoreline carcass, as if starved and unlikely ever to eat again. Every time, the pizza vanished in seconds.

			Andy kept a watchful eye on all of his students—surreptitiously and overtly monitoring the various goings-on in their lives. He kept a mental log of their overall arc in the class. Danny’s Lyme project was good but a complete outlier for both of them because it was largely done off-site. The cancer project died a slow, predictable death. And here was Danny, headed into senior year without anything that exemplified his capabilities.

			So in the spring of junior year, Andy and Danny agreed Danny would pursue the portobello mushrooms as batteries project, where he’d cook the fungi at extremely high temperatures onto silicon wafers. If successful, they’d act as anodes—the positive charge for a battery. Danny liked the mushroom battery, even thinking he might try using a vegetable with more carbon, like carrots. That was Danny, immediately thinking about ways to expand upon a basic idea.

			
			Though seniors rarely embark on new endeavors, due to college applications and senioritis, Danny and Andy decided that if Danny could develop the mushroom battery, he’d be able to apply to the Regeneron Student Talent Search, the big-ticket competition for seniors only. But much more important than the contest or the money, Andy wanted Danny to leave the class with a true accomplishment under his belt. Andy couldn’t really bear to let any kid slip by, even if it meant sticking a fishhook in his mouth and yanking him up from the murky pond of inertia.

			So in the spring of 2016, Danny got to work. Standing with a pile of portobello mushrooms, he shaved off the skin and baked them in the lab’s high-temperature oven onto the two-inch-wide silicon wafers. During the heating process, the mushroom skins cooked and became completely flush with the wafer, creating silver pools on the surface, so-called nanoribbons, which are impossible to see with the naked eye. Their presence can be confirmed only by viewing the wafers beneath an electron microscope, a costly instrument that Andy doesn’t have in his lab.

			At the end of the school year, pleased with his wafers, Danny encased them in a little plastic container. He’d resume his project in the fall when he returned to the class.
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			Sophia

			Sophia Chow was in seventh grade when her body started behaving peculiarly. Something felt very wrong, as if there was a kind of cruelty being unleashed in her system. She became hypoglycemic, making her dizzy and weak. Pain flared in her left hip, an intense soreness more common in someone three times her age. And then there was the flattening fatigue, where she would walk through the door from school, collapse onto the couch, and fall into a comatose slumber for hours before barely being able to lift herself to eat and do her homework. She quit lacrosse because she lacked the strength needed to run for hours on the field. She retreated more and more, unable to do much except be still and conserve her energy. She often took a pass when friends invited her to go out.

			Then intense pain besieged her head. It invaded at unpredictable moments and was remarkable for its force and reach. From the top of her skull to the tip of her chin, Sophia felt as if her head were encased in a sinister grip. The insides pushed back, pressing against her skull, as if trying to fight their way out. Typical over-the-counter meds did nothing to ease this pain because it was anything but typical. And then she’d be tormented by bouts of insomnia, unable to sleep as she watched the numbers on her clock flick from two to three to four A.M.

			
			Her mother, Stephanie, took her to the doctor multiple times. Alone, the symptoms were disparate pieces of an odd puzzle. Together, they didn’t signal an obvious ailment. Whatever was dogging Sophia’s system seemed to lurk around her body and hide for periods, only to reemerge with a vengeance. She’d have stretches of feeling more like her old self, but something just wasn’t right.

			

			—

			Looking at Sophia, it’s hard to imagine internal physical suffering in someone so head-swiveling gorgeous. As a biracial Chinese-Caucasian girl, she received striking traits from both parents, with high cheekbones and feline eyes encircled by lashes so long and luscious, they probably have dreams of their own. Beneath her beauty is a quiet elegance. She lacks any teenage flash or ornamentation meant to accentuate the fact that she hit the DNA jackpot for aesthetics.

			She had always been a quiet, watchful, self-contained child with a mind organized like a card catalog. She loved going to Michaels and stocking up on arts and crafts kits. Sophia would sit by herself for hours, stringing and painting and gluing. When Gregg and Stephanie would take their young twins (Sophia’s brother, Brandon, was born minutes after her) on vacation, Stephanie says that inevitably the hotel room would devolve to tornado-like conditions and she’d be unable to find anything. No matter how small an object, even as a four-year-old, Sophia could pinpoint its whereabouts. To this day, she’s still the de facto family archivist, finding things for Gregg when he needs them and has no idea where they’ve gone off to.

			She’s always been drawn to pets, and given her serene demeanor it’s easy to imagine her getting a lion to pour her a cup of tea. But despite her outer calm, internally there burned an intense desire to excel—and a constant fear of falling short of anything but academic perfection. She approached her schoolwork with such gravity that Stephanie was constantly urging her to ease up and relax, the opposite of a tiger mom. (Brandon, a talented baseball player, was more chill in his approach to academics.)

			
			For her part, Sophia fully admits she doesn’t know how to be anything but a perfectionist. “I’m not so much competitive with other people but with myself,” she says. What she’d learned was that she had a natural drive, if not a passion for any one thing. The competitive culture of GHS could do that to you. You became so embroiled in trying to achieve, you didn’t even stop to consider what made you truly happy.

			

			—

			Her illness wore on throughout 2012, rearing its head without warning and then dissipating, but never fully disappearing. One day, as she and her mother were leaving the doctor’s office, and the physician was saying she’d run yet another round of tests, Sophia stopped Stephanie and turned to her. Sophia had been considering every possible thing that could be sapping her—talking to people and gathering ideas. She said just one word.

			“Lyme.”

			They locked eyes, pivoted, and walked back into the doctor’s office. They asked her doctor to add Lyme disease to the blood panel.

			The test came back positive. And so it was that the Chow family learned that it was Lyme disease that had been playing a cruel cat-and-mouse game in Sophia’s system for the past few years. It’s a nasty and often debilitating disease carried by the deer tick, which, because of its small size—about the tip of a ballpoint pen—is extremely difficult to detect. Not only was Sophia not aware she’d been bitten, she never had the hallmark sign that often, but not always, appears: a bull’s-eye rash, a distinct red circle around the bite.

			Following an initial sense of relief that they had uncovered the cause of the odd and painful symptoms, the family was terrified. They knew people who had been ravaged by the disease, unable to walk, their faces partially paralyzed. In addition to the fact that the severity of Lyme ranges greatly, the disease and how to treat it are controversial in the medical community. Some doctors don’t believe chronic Lyme disease—a version that can wax and wane for years following a single tick bite—exists. But since so many patients continue to suffer symptoms after the standard two to four weeks on antibiotics, some scientists believe there’s a condition called post-treatment Lyme disease syndrome, the symptoms continuing despite the absence of the disease in the bloodstream.

			
			The Chows decided to take Sophia to a Lyme specialist in Wilton, Connecticut. He immediately put her on a six-week regimen of strong antibiotics, which Sophia had an extremely tough time tolerating. They left her nauseous, and after years of all her Lyme symptoms, she sort of crumbled in the face of a new set of painful gastrointestinal ills.

			Then, one day during her freshman year at GHS, as she was still trying to get comfortable with the treatment, Sophia’s biology teacher, Dr. Gambino, pulled her aside.

			“I thought I was in trouble,” says Sophia.

			She wasn’t. Dr. Gambino had recommended Sophia for Andy’s class, which she’d never heard of. Her initial response: “That’s so weird. I’m not going to do that.” The free-form nature of the whole thing sounded daunting, so removed from the regular high school cycle of read, memorize, test. But after giving it some thought and talking to students in the class, she saw an opportunity.

			She’d try to cure Lyme disease.
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			Romano

			When Romano Orlando started playing football as a freshman at Greenwich High, he almost immediately got a bad vibe from one of the coaches, a guy who was widely known to be a hard-ass who mentally brutalized the players. People talked about him in terms of whether or not someone had what it took to handle him. If you could, cool. If not, you were a pussy, which the coach would openly scream at you.

			Football had been a constant in Romano’s life. He started out playing in the town’s pee-wee league and kept with it right into high school. At five foot nine and a half and 155 pounds, he has a solid medium build, not particularly broad but all muscle. He played strong safety freshman year and shifted to free safety as a sophomore, on the JV team both seasons. By his own assessment, Romano wasn’t an amazing player, but he was respectable and had been named MVP his final year in the town’s club league.

			The coach played favorites and was worshipped by some. But Romano sensed a targeted animosity from the guy, an ever-present seething, often silent, but other times very vocal. Not surprisingly, Romano didn’t love it when the coach barked “Pussy!” at him. Romano started to notice he had a complex cocktail of emotions around this guy and football. He carried an intense sense of dread, a desire to please, and a fear of falling short of the coach’s expectations. On the one hand, he knew the dude was extreme, a near parody of the nutjob coach who somewhere lost sight of the fact that this was high school ball—these players, many of whom hadn’t even started shaving yet, weren’t being groomed for the NFL. Still, Romano couldn’t quite shake the desire to perform and find good footing with this guy. It drove all his choices on the field, and not for the better.

			
			“So the last game we played, the quarterback threw a pass to my section [of the field] and the kid caught it and, you know, we were up by, like, three touchdowns, the last play of the game,” says Romano. “I could have just tackled him and, you know, be done with it, but I was so afraid that this kid made a catch in my zone, I was so afraid of what this man would say, that I panicked and instead of going in for the normal tackle, I went in for the big hit. But a lot of times that doesn’t work and it didn’t work. And he ran and got thirty more yards.

			“They blew the whistle, the game was over, and I walked back to the sideline, my head was sort of down. Everyone saw it. Like, I looked like a dumb-ass, going for the big hit. Everyone kind of thought I was doing it to be an ass, you know, to hurt the kid, but I was just so afraid to mess up.

			“Everyone was laughing. I looked up and I looked at the coach and hand to God, he stared right at me. For, like, two seconds, we locked eyes, and then he just looked back and kept walking.

			“It was the look, the sort of Greenwich look-down-on-you look, it was the look where it was like in my soul, the look where…it was bad and once that moment hit me, I was like, okay, this isn’t healthy.”

			Romano had considered walking away during the season, but Orlandos weren’t quitters. Romano’s parents, Kim and Rome, had instilled in their three kids the idea that quitting wasn’t available to them just because something didn’t come quickly or effortlessly. They didn’t puff their kids up the way many parents did in this town. No matter what, their kids needed to finish out a season and decide from there. So Romano had stuck it out, feeling tormented and never getting to that agreeable place with the coach. He’d been marked as a pussy from day one and that’s how he was going to finish.

			

			—

			
			The thing was, all this bad blood, verbal abuse, head-game shit was so anathema to Romano. He was handsome, popular, and a walking study in cool. Not cool in that he was going to peak in high school kind of cool, but cool in a way that stirred you to think about the meaning of cool. It was like the famous Supreme Court writing on the definition of pornography: you know it when you see it.

			Romano went against virtually every high school social instinct—ironically, the very instincts that drive the desire to be cool and protect social status. During the first few weeks of school, he noticed a kid with autism whom he knew from middle school eating alone in the cafeteria and invited him to sit with the popular kids. None of them welcomed the kid with open arms, but they also didn’t dare say anything to Romano.

			Romano could give a detailed breakdown of the GHS social hierarchy. In keeping with high school convention since the beginning of time, cafeteria geography reflected status. Every group had its place and there was nothing in the way of intermingling. Romano sat with the popular kids: the Neanderthal jocks and the blond queen bees. He caused a seismic rupture of decorum when, in tenth grade, he started dating a girl we’ll call Caitlin, from a midpopular table. But he liked Caitlin, admired her moxie in pursuing him. Plus, Caitlin had the approval of Romano’s older sister, Sophia, who vigilantly guarded her younger brother and was quick to disapprove of those wanting to date him, a line that was long and eager.

			

			—

			In the middle of his sophomore year, when Romano heard about Andy’s class, he had a visceral reaction to it. “I was like, this class sucks,” he recalls. “Six blocks, full year, screw that. Do you think I’m researching? That’s some BS. That’s some foofoo shit. I’m not doing that.”

			
			But then his take slowly shifted. “Once I started talking to my friend Haley [Stober] about her project, I was like, wait, you literally just research stuff? She’s like, yeah. I was like, it must be so intense and she was like, no, it’s like a relaxed environment and I was like, what do you mean?”

			He went out to lunch with Sophia Chow, another friend, whose endorsement of the class inched him forward. But the turning point came when Romano attended the science awards. He was there because he was on the science team (and also on the math team, two activities he wasn’t eager for his friends to know about) and he watched with awe as the science research kids dominated the awards. Rather than viewing them as a bunch of nerds, he saw astoundingly bright kids whose punch came from their intellect.

			“I remember that solidified it. Once I saw those kids get up there, I was like, those are the kids I want to be spending my time with. You know? Especially William Yin. He was on that stage more than Dr. Winters. I was like, that’s amazing. I’m with all these jarhead kids playing football and this coach who was making me feel like an ass. I’ve never had a man be
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