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CHAPTER ONE







SCARLETT WAS ALREADY leaning across the table, laughing at something Mia said, and I couldn’t even hear the punchline. The bar was too loud, or maybe I just wasn’t listening hard enough. My drink sat between my hands, sweating slowly onto the table, untouched. It looked like I was part of the scene, but I wasn’t. I was data-collecting.

Mia tossed her hair over one shoulder and scanned the crowd like she was reading a room she had memorized. She had on that short leather jacket that always made her look like she belonged somewhere else. Scarlett, by contrast, was still in her faded scrubs, hair up in a loose knot like she didn’t care at all. Of course, that only made her more magnetic.

A guy had come over a few minutes earlier. Something about Scarlett’s eyes, or maybe her laugh. I didn’t catch what he said. She leaned in, replied, smiled. He laughed too loudly. Mia gave Scarlett a knowing glance, and then they both turned to me.

“What do you think, Ellie? Is he cute or just tall?” Mia asked.

I blinked. They were waiting. “Statistically speaking, tallness creates a false sense of attraction due to... symmetry,” I said, regretting every word even as I spoke them.

Scarlett smirked. “So... tall.”

“Tall,” Mia confirmed, and turned back to him with a grin.

That was my role. Color commentary from a distance. Never quite on the field.

The table was covered in condensation rings, half-melted limes, napkins with barely-legible scribbles. I sat between Mia and Scarlett, but it might as well have been another room. They both had this way of leaning into conversations like gravity tilted toward them. It wasn’t about beauty, not really. It was something else. A smoothness. A comfort inside their own skin that I couldn’t imitate, no matter how many times I tried to mirror their movements in the mirror at home.

They kept talking, flirting, laughing. I smiled when I was supposed to, nodded when it fit. I didn’t say much. I never did. No one seemed to mind.

The waiter passed and Scarlett ordered another round. I told them I was heading out. No one protested. Mia kissed my cheek, sticky with lip gloss. Scarlett squeezed my arm and said, “Text me when you get home, okay?”

“I always do,” I said, and slipped into my jacket.

The night air hit like clarity. My ears were ringing faintly, and I could still hear Scarlett’s voice in the back of my mind, warm and easy. I walked without looking back, past the bars and the smokers and the laughter I couldn't seem to join. I wasn’t angry. I didn’t blame them. I just wished I could be more like them.

Whatever it was they had, I was going to find it.







I KEPT WALKING past my street. Sometimes when I needed to think, I just let myself orbit the neighborhood like a lost satellite. The sidewalks were uneven, lit gold by overhead streetlamps, and my boots clicked steady against the cracked concrete. The night was cooler than I expected. I didn't mind.

I was running playback in my head. Scarlett’s body language had shifted five distinct times in the last half hour. Open posture when she was comfortable, tilted chin when she was interested, crossed arms when she got bored. Mia used physical touch in conversation, subtle and deliberate. She knew exactly when to place a hand on someone’s arm or flick her hair or raise her eyebrows. They didn’t plan it. That was the worst part. They didn’t have to. It was just how they were.

I, on the other hand, was a full collection of conscious corrections. Sit up straight. Make eye contact, but not too much. Smile. Nod. Don’t cross your arms. Don’t stare. Don't fidget. I had rehearsed so much of my personality that I couldn’t tell which parts were mine anymore.

I had done well on the exams. Better than well. I’d been published. I'd built a solid reputation in our department. People respected me. They listened to me, when we were talking about proteins or receptors or neurochemical triggers. But drop me into a social room and suddenly I became a poor translator of my own thoughts.

It wasn’t even about the guys they attracted or the compliments they absorbed. It was something more basic. I envied the way they moved through space. Like nothing could touch them. Like being looked at didn’t register as a threat, or a question to answer, or a test they might fail. Just something that happened.

I stopped in front of a closed bakery and looked at my reflection in the glass. Under the dim light, I looked tired. I was always tired. My face didn’t tell much of a story. Not like Mia’s or Scarlett’s. Their faces changed with every conversation. Mine stayed still. Easier to control that way.

I reached into my bag and pulled out my phone. Opened the notes app.

Observation 11: Increased sensitivity to perceived social contrast in group settings. Continued evidence of dissociative self-monitoring. Subject (me) remains hyperaware of body positioning, tone of voice, and group conversational dynamics. No observable improvement.

I saved it and kept walking. I didn’t need therapy. I needed a chemical solution.

The hypothesis had already formed weeks ago. I just hadn’t told anyone. Not yet.







BY THE TIME I reached my building, my buzz had completely faded. Not that there had been much to begin with. I had nursed half a drink over two hours, mostly to avoid questions. Drinking had rules too. The pace, the volume, the kind of laugh you were allowed to have depending on your blood alcohol content. Everyone else seemed to know them instinctively.
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