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        Everyone thinks I’m a genius.

      

        

      
        Everyone is wrong.

      

        

      
        Sure, I finished Harvard at eighteen and now make crazy money at a hedge fund. But that’s not because I’m unusually smart or hardworking.

      

        

      
        It’s because I cheat.

      

        

      
        You see, I have a unique ability. I can go outside time into my own personal version of reality—the place I call “the Quiet”—where I can explore my surroundings while the rest of the world stands still.

      

        

      
        I thought I was the only one who could do this—until I met her.

      

        

      
        My name is Darren, and this is how I learned that I’m a Reader.
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      Sometimes I think I’m crazy. I’m sitting at a casino table in Atlantic City, and everyone around me is motionless. I call this the Quiet, as though giving it a name makes it seem more real—as though giving it a name changes the fact that all the players around me are frozen like statues, and I’m walking among them, looking at the cards they’ve been dealt.

      The problem with the theory of my being crazy is that when I ‘unfreeze’ the world, as I just have, the cards the players turn over are the same ones I just saw in the Quiet. If I were crazy, wouldn’t these cards be different? Unless I’m so far gone that I’m imagining the cards on the table, too.

      But then I also win. If that’s a delusion—if the pile of chips on my side of the table is a delusion—then I might as well question everything. Maybe my name isn’t even Darren.

      No. I can’t think that way. If I’m really that confused, I don’t want to snap out of it—because if I do, I’ll probably wake up in a mental hospital.

      Besides, I love my life, crazy and all.

      My shrink thinks the Quiet is an inventive way I describe the ‘inner workings of my genius.’ Now that sounds crazy to me. She also might want me, but that’s beside the point. Suffice it to say, she’s as far as it gets from my datable age range, which is currently right around twenty-four. Still young, still hot, but done with school and pretty much beyond the clubbing phase. I hate clubbing, almost as much as I hated studying. In any case, my shrink’s explanation doesn’t work, as it doesn’t account for the way I know things even a genius wouldn’t know—like the exact value and suit of the other players’ cards.

      I watch as the dealer begins a new round. Besides me, there are three players at the table: Grandma, the Cowboy, and the Professional, as I call them. I feel that now-almost-imperceptible fear that accompanies the phasing. That’s what I call the process: phasing into the Quiet. Worrying about my sanity has always facilitated phasing; fear seems helpful in this process.

      I phase in, and everything gets quiet. Hence the name for this state.

      It’s eerie to me, even now. Outside the Quiet, this casino is very loud: drunk people talking, slot machines, ringing of wins, music—the only place louder is a club or a concert. And yet, right at this moment, I could probably hear a pin drop. It’s like I’ve gone deaf to the chaos that surrounds me.

      Having so many frozen people around adds to the strangeness of it all. Here is a waitress stopped mid-step, carrying a tray with drinks. There is a woman about to pull a slot machine lever. At my own table, the dealer’s hand is raised, the last card he dealt hanging unnaturally in midair. I walk up to him from the side of the table and reach for it. It’s a king, meant for the Professional. Once I let the card go, it falls on the table rather than continuing to float as before—but I know full well that it will be back in the air, in the exact position it was when I grabbed it, when I phase out.

      The Professional looks like someone who makes money playing poker, or at least the way I always imagined someone like that might look. Scruffy, shades on, a little sketchy-looking. He’s been doing an excellent job with the poker face—basically not twitching a single muscle throughout the game. His face is so expressionless that I wonder if he might’ve gotten Botox to help maintain such a stony countenance. His hand is on the table, protectively covering the cards dealt to him.

      I move his limp hand away. It feels normal. Well, in a manner of speaking. The hand is sweaty and hairy, so moving it aside is unpleasant and is admittedly an abnormal thing to do. The normal part is that the hand is warm, rather than cold. When I was a kid, I expected people to feel cold in the Quiet, like stone statues.

      With the Professional’s hand moved away, I pick up his cards. Combined with the king that was hanging in the air, he has a nice high pair. Good to know.

      I walk over to Grandma. She’s already holding her cards, and she has fanned them nicely for me. I’m able to avoid touching her wrinkled, spotted hands. This is a relief, as I’ve recently become conflicted about touching people—or, more specifically, women—in the Quiet. If I had to, I would rationalize touching Grandma’s hand as harmless, or at least not creepy, but it’s better to avoid it if possible.

      In any case, she has a low pair. I feel bad for her. She’s been losing a lot tonight. Her chips are dwindling. Her losses are due, at least partially, to the fact that she has a terrible poker face. Even before looking at her cards, I knew they wouldn’t be good because I could tell she was disappointed as soon as her hand was dealt. I also caught a gleeful gleam in her eyes a few rounds ago when she had a winning three of a kind.

      This whole game of poker is, to a large degree, an exercise in reading people—something I really want to get better at. At my job, I’ve been told I’m great at reading people. I’m not, though; I’m just good at using the Quiet to make it seem like I am. I do want to learn how to read people for real, though. It would be nice to know what everyone is thinking.

      What I don’t care that much about in this poker game is money. I do well enough financially to not have to depend on hitting it big gambling. I don’t care if I win or lose, though quintupling my money back at the blackjack table was fun. This whole trip has been more about going gambling because I finally can, being twenty-one and all. I was never into fake IDs, so this is an actual milestone for me.

      Leaving Grandma alone, I move on to the next player—the Cowboy. I can’t resist taking off his straw hat and trying it on. I wonder if it’s possible for me to get lice this way. Since I’ve never been able to bring back any inanimate objects from the Quiet, nor otherwise affect the real world in any lasting way, I figure I won’t be able to get any living critters to come back with me either.

      Dropping the hat, I look at his cards. He has a pair of aces—a better hand than the Professional. Maybe the Cowboy is a professional, too. He has a good poker face, as far as I can tell. It’ll be interesting to watch those two in this round.

      Next, I walk up to the deck and look at the top cards, memorizing them. I’m not leaving anything to chance.

      When my task in the Quiet is complete, I walk back to myself. Oh, yes, did I mention that I see myself sitting there, frozen like the rest of them? That’s the weirdest part. It’s like having an out-of-body experience.

      Approaching my frozen self, I look at him. I usually avoid doing this, as it’s too unsettling. No amount of looking in the mirror—or seeing videos of yourself on YouTube—can prepare you for viewing your own three-dimensional body up close. It’s not something anyone is meant to experience. Well, aside from identical twins, I guess.

      It’s hard to believe that this person is me. He looks more like some random guy. Well, maybe a bit better than that. I do find this guy interesting. He looks cool. He looks smart. I think women would probably consider him good-looking, though I know that’s not a modest thing to think.

      It’s not like I’m an expert at gauging how attractive a guy is, but some things are common sense. I can tell when a dude is ugly, and this frozen me is not. I also know that generally, being good-looking requires a symmetrical face, and the statue of me has that. A strong jaw doesn’t hurt either. Check. Having broad shoulders is a positive, and being tall really helps. All covered. I have blue eyes—that seems to be a plus. Girls have told me they like my eyes, though right now, on the frozen me, the eyes look creepy. Glassy. They look like the eyes of a lifeless wax figure.

      Realizing that I’m dwelling on this subject way too long, I shake my head. I can just picture my shrink analyzing this moment. Who would imagine admiring themselves like this as part of their mental illness? I can just picture her scribbling down Narcissist and underlining it for emphasis.

      Enough. I need to leave the Quiet. Raising my hand, I touch my frozen self on the forehead, and I hear noise again as I phase out.

      Everything is back to normal.

      The card that I looked at a moment ago—the king that I left on the table—is in the air again, and from there it follows the trajectory it was always meant to, landing near the Professional’s hands. Grandma is still eyeing her fanned cards in disappointment, and the Cowboy has his hat on again, though I took it off him in the Quiet. Everything is exactly as it was.

      On some level, my brain never ceases to be surprised at the discontinuity of the experience in the Quiet and outside it. As humans, we’re hardwired to question reality when such things happen. When I was trying to outwit my shrink early on in my therapy, I once read an entire psychology textbook during our session. She, of course, didn’t notice it, as I did it in the Quiet. The book talked about how babies as young as two months old are surprised if they see something out of the ordinary, like gravity appearing to work backwards. It’s no wonder my brain has trouble adapting. Until I was ten, the world behaved normally, but everything has been weird since then, to put it mildly.

      Glancing down, I realize I’m holding three of a kind. Next time, I’ll look at my cards before phasing. If I have something this strong, I might take my chances and play fair.

      The game unfolds predictably because I know everybody’s cards. At the end, Grandma gets up. She’s clearly lost enough money.

      And that’s when I see the girl for the first time.

      She’s hot. My friend Bert at work claims that I have a ‘type,’ but I reject that idea. I don’t like to think of myself as shallow or predictable. But I might actually be a bit of both, because this girl fits Bert’s description of my type to a T. And my reaction is extreme interest, to say the least.

      Large blue eyes. Well-defined cheekbones on a slender face, with a hint of something exotic. Long, shapely legs, like those of a dancer. Dark wavy hair in a ponytail—a hairstyle that I like. And without bangs—even better. I hate bangs—not sure why girls do that to themselves. Though lack of bangs is not, strictly speaking, in Bert’s description of my type, it probably should be.

      I continue staring at her as she joins my table. With her high heels and tight skirt, she’s overdressed for this place. Or maybe I’m underdressed in my jeans and t-shirt. Either way, I don’t care. I have to try to talk to her.

      I debate phasing into the Quiet and approaching her, so I can do something creepy like stare at her up close, or maybe even snoop in her pockets. Anything to help me when I talk to her.

      I decide against it, which is probably the first time that’s ever happened.

      I know that my reasoning for breaking my usual habit is strange. If you can even call it reasoning. I picture the following chain of events: she agrees to date me, we go out for a while, we get serious, and because of the deep connection we have, I come clean about the Quiet. She learns I did something creepy and has a fit, then dumps me. It’s ridiculous to think this, of course, considering that we haven’t even spoken yet. Talk about jumping the gun. She might have an IQ below seventy, or the personality of a piece of wood. There can be twenty different reasons why I wouldn’t want to date her. And besides, it’s not all up to me. She might tell me to go fuck myself as soon as I try to talk to her.

      Still, working at a hedge fund has taught me to hedge. As crazy as that reasoning is, I stick with my decision not to phase because I know it’s the gentlemanly thing to do. In keeping with this unusually chivalrous me, I also decide not to cheat at this round of poker.

      As the cards are dealt again, I reflect on how good it feels to have done the honorable thing—even without anyone knowing. Maybe I should try to respect people’s privacy more often. Yeah, right. I have to be realistic. I wouldn’t be where I am today if I’d followed that advice. In fact, if I made a habit of respecting people’s privacy, I would lose my job within days—and with it, a lot of the comforts I’ve become accustomed to.

      Copying the Professional’s move, I cover my cards with my hand as soon as I receive them. I’m about to sneak a peek at what I was dealt when something unusual happens.

      The world goes quiet, just like it does when I phase in . . . but I did nothing this time.

      And at that moment, I see her—the girl sitting across the table from me, the girl I was just thinking about. She’s standing next to me, pulling her hand away from mine. Or, strictly speaking, from my frozen self’s hand—as I’m standing a little to the side looking at her.

      She’s also still sitting in front of me at the table, a frozen statue like all the others.

      My mind goes into overdrive as my heartbeat jumps. I don’t even consider the possibility of that second girl being a twin sister or something like that. I know it’s her. She’s doing what I did just a few minutes ago. She’s walking in the Quiet. The world around us is frozen, but we are not.

      A horrified look crosses her face as she realizes the same thing. Before I can react, she lunges across the table and touches her own forehead.

      The world becomes normal again.

      She stares at me from across the table, shocked, her eyes huge and her face pale. She rises to her feet. Without so much as a word, she turns and begins walking away, then breaks into a run a couple of seconds later.

      Getting over my own shock, I get up and run after her. It’s not exactly smooth. If she notices a guy she doesn’t know running after her, dating will be the last thing on her mind. But I’m beyond that now. She’s the only person I’ve met who can do what I do. She’s proof that I’m not insane. She might have what I want most in the world.

      She might have answers.
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      Running after someone in a casino is harder than I imagined, making me wish I’d downed fewer drinks. I dodge elbows and try not to trip over people’s feet. I even debate phasing into the Quiet to get my bearings, but decide against it because the casino will still be just as crowded when I phase back out.

      Just as I begin to close in on the girl, she turns the corner into a hall leading to the main lobby. I have to get there as quickly as I can, or she’ll get away. My heart hammers in my chest as I fleetingly wonder what I’ll say to her when I catch up. Before I get far with that thought, two guys in suits step directly into my path.

      “Sir,” one of the guys says, almost giving me a heart attack. Though I’d spotted them in my periphery, I was so focused on the girl that I hadn’t truly registered their presence. The guy who just spoke to me is huge, a mountain in a suit. This can’t be good.

      “Whatever you guys are selling, I’m not interested,” I say, hoping to bluff my way out of this. When they don’t look convinced, I add pointedly, “I’m in a rush,” and try to look beyond them to emphasize my haste. I hope I look confident, even though my palms are sweating like crazy and I’m panting from my run.

      “I’m sorry, but I must insist that you come with us,” says the second guy, moving in closer. Unlike his rotund monster of a partner, this guy is lean and extremely buff. They both look like bouncers. I guess they get suspicious when some idiot starts running through the casino. They’re probably trained to assume theft or something else shady. Which, to be fair, does make sense.

      “Gentlemen,” I try again, keeping my voice even and polite, “with all due respect, I really am in a rush. Any way you can frisk me quickly or something? I’m trying to catch up with someone.” I add that last part both to deflect suspicion of nefarious activity and because it’s the truth.

      “You really ought to come with us,” the fatter one says, his jaw set stubbornly. They each keep one of their hands near their inner jacket pockets. Oh, great. Just my luck, they’re armed.

      Struggling to find a way to deal with this unexpected event, I channel the natural fear from my situation into phasing. Once I enter the Quiet, I find myself standing to the side of our not-so-friendly duo, with the world mute again. I immediately resume running, no longer caring about bumping into the immobile people blocking my way. It’s not rude to shove them aside here, since they won’t know any of this, nor feel anything when the world returns to normal.

      When I get to the hall, the girl is already gone, so I move on to the lobby and methodically search for her. Seeing a girl with a ponytail near the elevator, I run over and grab her. As I turn her to get a look at her face, I wonder if my touch will also bring her into the Quiet. I’m pretty sure that’s what happened before—she touched me and brought me in.

      But nothing happens this time, and the face that looks at me is completely unfamiliar.

      Damn it. I’ve got the wrong person.

      My frustration turns to anger as I realize that I lost her because those idiots delayed me at the most critical moment. Fuming, I punch a nearby person with all my strength, needing to vent. As is always the case in the Quiet, the object of my aggression doesn’t react in any way. Unfortunately, I don’t really feel better either.

      Before I decide on my next course of action, I think about what happened at the table. The girl somehow got me to phase into the Quiet, and she was already there. When she saw me, she freaked out and ran. Maybe, like me, this was the first time she’s seen anyone ‘alive’ in there. Everyone reacts differently to strange events, and meeting another person after years of being solo in the Quiet definitely qualifies as strange.

      Standing here thinking about it isn’t going to get me any answers, so I decide to be thorough and take one more look at the lobby again.

      No luck. The girl is nowhere to be found.

      Next, I go outside and walk around the casino driveway, trying to see if I can spot her there. I even look inside a few idling cabs, but she’s not there either.

      Looking up at the flashy building towering over me, I consider searching every room in the hotel. There are at least a couple thousand of them. It would take me a long time, but it might be worth it. I have to find her and get some answers.

      Although thoroughly searching a building that huge seems like a daunting task, it wouldn’t be impossible—at least not for me. I don’t get hungry, thirsty, or even tired in the Quiet. Never need to use the bathroom either. It’s very handy for situations like these, when you need to give yourself extra time. I can theoretically search every room—provided I can figure out how to get in. Those electronic doors won’t work in the Quiet, not even if I have the original key from the room’s occupants. Technology doesn’t usually function here; it’s frozen along with everything else. Unless it’s something mechanical and simple, like my wind-up watch, it won’t work—and even my watch I have to wind every time I’m in the Quiet.

      Weighing my options, I try to imagine having to use physical force to break into thousands of hotel doors. Since my iPhone is sadly another technology casualty of the Quiet, I wouldn’t even be able to listen to some tunes to kill the time. Even for a cause this important, I’m not sure I want to go to those extremes.

      Besides, if I do decide to search the building, now probably isn’t the best time to do it. Even if I find her, I won’t be able to go after her in the real world thanks to those idiot guards in my way. I need to get rid of them before determining what to do next.

      Sighing, I slowly walk back to the hotel. When I enter the lobby, I scan it again, hoping that I somehow missed her the first time. I feel that same compulsion I get when I lose something around the house. When that happens, I always search the place from top to bottom and then start doing it again—looking in the same places I already checked, irrationally hoping that the third time will be the charm. Or maybe the fourth. I really need to stop doing that. As Einstein said, insanity is doing the same thing over and over again and expecting different results.

      Finally admitting defeat, I approach the bouncers. I can spend forever in the Quiet, but when I get out, they’ll still be here. There’s no avoiding that.

      Moving in close, I look in the pocket of the fatter guy to find out what I’m up against. According to his ID, his name is Nick Shifer, and he’s with security. So I was right—he’s a bouncer. His driver’s license is also there, as well as a small family photo. I study both, in case I need the information later.

      Next, I turn my attention to the pocket near which Nick’s hand is hovering. Looks like I was right again: he has a gun. If I took this gun and shot Nick at close range, he would get a bloody wound and likely fall from the impact. He wouldn’t scream, though, and he wouldn’t clutch his chest. And when I phase out, he would be whole again, with no signs of damage. It would be like nothing happened.

      Don’t ask me how I know what happens when you shoot someone in the Quiet. Or stab him. Or hit him with a baseball bat. Or whack him with a golf club. Or kick him in the balls. Or drop bricks on his head—or a TV. The only thing I can say is that I can unequivocally confirm that in a wide variety of cruel and unusual experiments, the subjects turn out to be unharmed once I phase out of the Quiet.

      Okay, that’s enough reminiscing. Right now, I have a problem to solve, and I need to be careful, with the guns being involved and all.

      I smack my frozen self on the back of the head to phase out of the Quiet.

      The world unfreezes, and I’m back with the bouncers in real time. I try to look calm, as though I haven’t been running around like a crazy man looking for whoever this girl is—because for them, none of that has happened.

      “Okay, Nick, I’ll be happy to accompany you and resolve this misunderstanding,” I say in my most compliant tone.

      Nick’s eyes widen at hearing his name. “How do you know me?”

      “You read the file, Nick,” his lean partner says, obviously unimpressed. “The kid is very clever.”

      The file? What the hell is he talking about? I’ve never been to this casino before. Oh, and I would love to know how being clever would help someone know the name of a complete stranger on a moment’s notice. People always say stuff like that about me, even though it makes no sense. I debate phasing into the Quiet to learn the second guy’s name as well, just to mess with them more, but I decide against it. It would be overkill. Instead I decide to mentally refer to the lean guy as Buff.

      “Just come with me quietly, please,” Buff says. He stands aside, so that he’s able to walk behind me. Nick leads the way, muttering something about the impossibility of my knowing his name, no matter how smart I am. He’s clearly brighter than Buff. I wonder what he would say if I told him where he lives and that he has two kids. Would he start a cult, or shoot me?

      As we make the trek through the casino, I reflect on how knowing things I shouldn’t has served me well over the years. It’s kind of my thing, and it’s gotten me far in life. Of course, it’s possible that knowing things I shouldn’t is also the reason they have a file on me. Maybe casinos keep records on people who seem to have a history of beating the odds, so to speak.

      When we get to the office—a modest-sized room filled with cameras overlooking different parts of the casino—Buff’s first question confirms that theory. “Do you know how much money you won today?” he asks, glaring at me.

      I decide to play dumb. “I’m not sure.”

      “You’re quite the statistical anomaly,” Nick says. He’s clearly proud of knowing such big words. “I want to show you something.” He takes a remote from the desk, which has a bunch of folders scattered on its surface. With Nick’s press of a button, one of the monitors begins showing footage of me playing at the blackjack table. Watching it, I realize that I did win too much.

      In fact, I won just about every time.

      Shit. Could I have been any more obvious? I didn’t think I’d be watched this closely, but that was stupid of me. I should’ve taken a couple of hits even when I knew I would bust, just to hide my tracks.

      “You’re obviously counting cards,” Nick states, giving me a hard stare. “There’s no other explanation.”

      Actually, there is, but I’m not about to give it to him. “With eight decks?” I say instead, making my voice as incredulous as possible.

      Nick picks up a file on the desk and leafs through it.

      “Darren Wang Goldberg, graduated from Harvard with an MBA and a law degree at eighteen. Near-perfect SAT, LSAT, GMAT, and GRE scores. CFA, CPA, plus a bunch more acronyms.” Nick chuckles as if amused at that last tidbit, but then his expression hardens as he continues. “The list goes on and on. If anyone could do it, it would be you.”

      I take a deep breath, trying to contain my annoyance. “Since you’re so impressed with my bona fides, you should trust me when I tell you that no one can count cards with eight decks.” I have no clue if that’s actually true, but I do know casinos have been trying to stack the odds in the house’s favor for ages now, and eight decks is too many cards to count even for a mathematical prodigy.

      As if reading my mind, Buff says, “Yeah, well, even if you can’t do it by yourself, you might be able to pull it off with partners.”

      Partners? Where did they get the idea that I have partners?

      In response to my blank look, Nick hits the remote again, and I see a new recording. This time it’s of the girl—of her winning at the blackjack table, then working a number of poker tables. Winning an impressive amount of cash, I might add.

      “Another statistical anomaly,” Nick says, looking at me intently. “A friend of yours?” He must’ve worked as a detective before this gig, seeing as how he’s pretty good at this interrogation thing. I guess my chasing her through the casino set off some red flags. My reaction was definitely not for the reasons he thinks, though.

      “No,” I say truthfully. “I’ve never seen her before in my life.”

      Nick’s face tightens with anger. “You just played at the same poker table,” he says, his voice growing in volume with every word. “Then you both started running away just as we were coming toward you. I suppose that’s just a coincidence, huh? Do the two of you have someone on the inside? Who else is in on it?” He’s full-on yelling at this point, spittle flying in every direction.

      This fierce grilling is too much for me, and I phase into the Quiet to give myself a few moments to think.

      Contrary to Nick’s belief, the girl and I are definitely not partners. Yet it’s obvious she was here doing the same thing I was, as the recordings clearly show her winning over and over. That means I didn’t have a hallucination, and she really was in the Quiet somehow. She can do what I can. My heart beats faster with excitement as I realize again that I’m not the only one. This girl is like me—which means I really need to find her.

      On a hunch, I approach the table and pick up the thickest folder I see.

      And that’s when I hit the biggest jackpot of the night.

      Staring back at me from the file is her picture. Her real name, according to the file, is Mira Tsiolkovsky. She lives in Brooklyn, New York.

      Her age shocks me. She’s only eighteen. I thought she’d be in her mid-twenties—which would conveniently fit right within my datable age range. As I further investigate the information they’ve compiled on her, I find the reason I was fooled by her age: she intentionally tries to make herself look older to get into casinos. The folder lists a bunch of her aliases, all of which are banned from casinos. All are aged between twenty-one and twenty-five.

      According to the folder, she does this cheating thing professionally. One section details her involvement in cheating both in casinos and underground gambling joints. Scary places by the sound of it, with links to organized crime.

      She sounds reckless. I, on the other hand, am most decidedly not reckless. I use my strange ability to make money in the financial industry, which is much safer than what Mira does. Not to mention, the kind of money I bring in through legitimate channels makes the risks of cheating in casinos far outweigh the benefits—especially given what I’m learning today. Apparently casinos don’t sit idly by while you take their money. They start files on you if they think you’re likely to cheat them, and they blacklist you if you get too lucky. Seems unfair, but I guess it makes business sense.

      Returning my attention to the file, I find little personal information beyond her name and address—just other casinos, games, and the amounts she’s won under different aliases, plus pictures. She’s good at changing her appearance; all the pictures feature women who look very different from one another. Impressive.

      Having memorized as much of Mira’s file as I can, I walk over to Nick and take my own file from his hands.

      I’m relieved to find that there’s not much to this folder. They have my name and address, which they must’ve gotten from the credit card I used to pay for drinks. They know that I work at a hedge fund and that I’ve never had problems with the law—all stuff easily found on the web. Same goes for Harvard and my other achievements. They probably just did a Google search on me once they knew my name.

      Reading the

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

