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Fucking Ronson ended my life on a Tuesday morning during my team's cross-functional standup. That was six months before I made a deal with the Devil for the power to get even.

My team wasn't big, so everybody was at the meeting—although Ryan was attending remotely. Dr. Melodie Frick was presenting. She was white, chubby, and a couple years younger than me at 40. I thought she looked more mature, though. Probably the stress of motherhood, which I had thankfully avoided.

"We're really excited about this round. In-tumor misfolding is right around 4%, in line with Tim's latest models. That's pretty much the same as last week." She couldn't quite contain the excited smile I saw tugging at her lips. "But this week, healthy-tissue misfolding is undetectable."

There was a moment of silence while everybody processed what was basically confirmation of a breakthrough. We could target the tumor without affecting healthy tissue. We all kind of expected that. We'd been working toward it for years, after all. It still felt like a big deal.

Tim broke the silence. "You're sure?"

Dr. Timothy Brandt was also around my age, white, with a receding hairline he was self-conscious about but actually made him look smart. He was wearing his glasses on a chain around his neck and one of those jackets with the leather elbows. His eyes sparkled with excitement and we shared a look.

Melodie smiled fully now. "In all eighteen fully-sequenced live samples, we saw significant in-tumor misfolding and could not detect healthy-tissue misfolding."

Melodie was speaking very carefully, and I saw where this was going the same time Tim did.

"So you need a better test," he said.

She laughed and nodded playfully. This had become a game for them, even if the testing itself was serious. Tim's computer models were at the core of our targeted peptides cancer therapy, spitting out genetic code for carefully broken peptides—and more recently, full proteins—that interfered with the proteins of cancer cells but not healthy tissue. But the models weren't reality, and Melodie's job was to find how the simulation differed from the real world.

"Yes," she said. "I have Jake and Cicily working on a new radio tagging study right now."

"We'll have that finished by the end of the week," said Cicily.

"Eh, I have PTO on Friday," said Jake. "It might be Monday or Tuesday."

"That's totally fine. Enjoy your trip," I said. "This is really exciting news. We can keep working while you look for anything we missed."

That was out biggest fear, of course. That we missed something. The carefully broken peptides we hoped would act as a therapy to destroy tumor tissue could potentially cause the same damage in healthy tissue. Since the misfolding propagates from broken protein to normal protein, causing the healthy protein to change structure to mimic the misformed one, any misfolding at all in healthy tissue could lead to a long-term degenerative effect for the patient. That's why the treatment requires a compete genetic sequence of the patient. It's input to the computer model to generate an individualized attack on the tumor, sparing healthy tissue.

"And you've got the training data?" Tim asked. He knew she did, but couldn't stop himself from double checking.

"Yep, all uploaded to the—" she stopped as fucking Ronson pushed open the conference room door and walked to the front of the room carrying a fat briefcase. About 35, tall, white, and attractive in the sense of having symmetrical features and good skin, his clothes fit perfectly and—despite being straight—he smelled like one of those leather and gunpowder colognes that only men like. He completely ignored Melodie, who gave way and stood near the wall waiting to finish her presentation.

"Hi Andrew," I said to the alligator in a polo shirt standing in front of my biochemist. "We'll be done in half an hour, if you want to come back then."

"Dr. Grey," he said in acknowledgement, and then turned to address the table. "Ladies and gentlemen, thank you for your valued service to Intrepics Biokinetics. I'm sorry to announce that we are discontinuing this project and eliminating all associated positions."

There were gasps around the room.

"You're—" I started.

"You are all eligible for severance in proportion to your term of employment here, as well as unemployment benefits from the state. Severance is conditional on signing a post-employment agreement. We suggest that you have a competent lawyer look at the document before signing it. If you would like to sign the document and receive severance, please have it returned by end of the day Friday."

"Andrew!" I nearly shouted. "What the fuck?"

He turned his cold, beady eyes on me. "Dr. Grey, you and your team's access and computer privileges have already been rescinded. Security is currently boxing up any personal belongings in your work areas, and you can pick them up on your way out. You're done here. And so is your lab. That is the fuck."

"This doesn't make any sense!" I protested.

"No, I'm sure it doesn't make any sense to you," he said coldly. He turned back to the rest of the team. "I have comprehensive exit packets for each of you, including the post-employment agreement document as well as information about how benefits and stock options are going to work."

Tim raised a hand and started to speak.

"Any questions that I could answer are covered in these packets," fucking Ronson said, and patted his briefcase. He set it down on the conference table and opened it to reveal a stack of thick Manila envelopes, each one with a name sticker on the front. He dropped the stack on the table and shut his briefcase again.

"There's a survey included if you would like to share any feedback about your employment at Intrepics, but I'd like to point out that sharing those opinions on public websites or with people you know is in violation of the post-employment agreement you will need to sign. Ryan," he said, addressing the video feed of our remote bioinformatics guy, "your packet will be sent to your overnight."

"Why are you doing this?" I finally managed to ask.

"Intrepics' business decisions are no longer your concern. Although, if we're being honest, business never really concerned you much, did it?"

He'd been hired after I was, based on a golf-course introduction and some handshake promise to increase ROI on R&D with a YBY improvement on all KPIs. So even though I'd been hired by the CEO with a promise of full autonomy for my lab, three years after we'd started, this sweat drop off an Ivy League ballsack became my boss. We never agreed on anything. All he wanted was numbers go up, and all I wanted was a cure for people's inoperable brain cancer.

"Yeah, but this is just insane, Andrew. We're making progress. We're on track. Our budget's stable this year."

"Irrelevant."

"We're under budget and on track to curing cancer, and that's irrelevant?" I almost shrieked at him.

"Yes, Dr. Grey. Irrelevant," he said with finality. He turned back to the group, "Thank you again for what you've done here. Please leave from here directly to the front security desk to collect your belongings. On behalf of all of us on the Intrepics leadership team, I wish you good luck in whatever opportunities the future brings."

And with that, fucking Ronson took briefcase in hand and breezed out.

We were stunned. Ryan disconnected without saying anything else. A couple other of the more junior team members just got up, sorted through for their packets, and left.

Tim looked around, baffled.

Melodie went back to her seat, collecting her packet along the way.

I was in shock.

Somebody asked me, "What are we going to do?"

I didn't answer. I was in the hallway screaming obscenities. Fucking Ronson was out of sight, retreating to the executive suite. That was fine. I wanted to talk to his boss anyway. I caught up to fucking Ronson by the time he got to executive reception, and I pushed into the room to hear him speaking to the receptionist.

"Davis, call security!" he ordered.

"Davis, I need to talk to Akers right fucking now!" I yelled.

Davis was like 20, Black, cute in a timid kind of way, and always dressed in the same pair of slacks. He'd just enrolled at Temple University and our CEO had somehow gotten the receptionist work classified as interning, so I knew we weren't paying him enough for this shit. He didn't deserve me yelling at him, but I needed to talk to Akers because fucking Ronson wasn't making any kind of sense.

For his sake, that shit head walked right by the reception desk and went into his office. He closed his door, leaving Davis to face me alone.

"Is he in?" I asked, pointing toward the CEO's office and already heading that way.

"Mr. Akers is not here today," Davis mustered.

I stopped short.

Rodney Akers lived in New York. On days he worked in the office, he commuted to Philly by helicopter. His own helicopter, which he parked in his back yard and piloted himself. I'd asked him about it once and he'd explained it was a lot less expensive than I might expect since the company covered fuel and insurance. He'd bought the helicopter for fun anyway, and it had almost been going to waste before he took over at Intrepics.

"Because he couldn't sack up and fire us himself."

"Oh shit. Is that what went down?" Davis asked with both curiosity and concern.

"Yeah! Fucking Ronson just laid off my whole team. All of us! No reason! And Akers isn't even here to tell me why."

Davis shrugged. "I can try to call him at home?"

"Yeah! Call him at home!"

The door opened behind me and a couple of dudes from our security office stepped inside. The next thing I remember, I was standing on the sweltering sidewalk trying to figure out how I was going to get five boxes of books and office crap back to Fishtown on the bus.

I took a taxi. I remember ugly crying in the back, and the driver awkwardly trying to assure me "it will get okay, dear." He was just a pair of eyes in the rearview, but he had a fatherly kind of tone to his voice, so I tried to take it as comforting instead of patronizing.

I piled my shit in the front hallway and went back to the kitchen. My little bong and stash box were right where I left them on the counter. I loaded up the bowl and hit it deep. I think I stayed sky high for the next two or three days straight, just in complete denial of what was happening.

I managed to read the document fucking Ronson wanted me to sign. Basically, in exchange for any severance, they wanted me to keep complete silence about my time working at Intrepics, give up all my stock options, and promise never to sue them about how I was fired. Even with a little bit in savings, I needed that severance, so of course I signed. I bet everybody on my team signed. I bet everybody always fucking signs. I scrawled my signature in such a fury that I tore through the page, sent the document off, and went back into my fog.

I figured I deserved a little vacation anyway, so I treated the next couple weeks just like that. I thought about actually getting out of Philly, but even in my denial I knew I'd come to regret spending savings on last-minute travel. So I got high, ate out, and took long walks. I didn't answer messages, and avoided everyone I knew because of course the first thing they'd ask is how I was doing. I wasn't ready to know how I was doing.

The issue was sort of forced when I needed to sign up for unemployment or miss my opportunity. That required I start applying for jobs. And that ended the vacation pretty abruptly.

I'd spent most of my life in school. Growing up, my mom had made it absolutely clear that I was going to college and getting an education. After I was born, she'd managed to get her associate's degree, and then her first job in accounting, and that had changed our lives. She said, "If community college means we can afford food and rent, imagine what you could do if you stayed in school all the way."

So I'd paid attention and gotten good grades. Not the best grades. I didn't like playing games for percentage points like the kids competing for valedictorian. But I got A's and stayed out of trouble. Not that I was a goody two-shoes either, reminding the teacher they'd forgotten to assign homework. I just kept my head down, worked hard, avoided the worst pitfalls of puberty, and kept my partying to the weekends.

Since it had worked so well in high school, I'd followed the same formula at university and graduated cum laude with a degree in biochemistry. Then it was across town into graduate school where I continued the trend, emerging 8 years later with a PhD in molecular biology and a dissertation about variation in protein expression. My dissertation got me a post-doctoral fellowship co-funded by a pharma company exploring targeted therapies. I got my first job in the private sector when that fellowship ended and the company brought me on full-time. From there I'd been been offered new positions at conferences or by recruiters based on the strength of my publications or even just the rumors of what we were doing.

All of which is to say, I'd never actually applied for a job before. I mean, I'd worked summer jobs and part time jobs and student jobs in high school and undergrad, and I'd had to put in applications to get those. But at 42, this was the first time in my life I had to go looking for the next step of my career.

Despite all its restrictions on badmouthing the company, Intrepics actually hadn't included a non-compete in their document. I'm not sure if they were trying to be 'nice', or if they just thought it would be unenforceable, but it meant I was free to work for the competition. I thought of Terry Dinkwell, who had his own lab doing targeted peptides at Bascher-Shale. We drank together at conferences and had a good enough time to keep in touch in the real world as well.

I got him on a video call. Terry looked tired, his skin pale ivory, what remained of his white hair unkempt and scraggly. On the wall behind him hung silhouette photographs of divers somersaulting from platforms.

"Hey, pretty lady! I bet I know why you want to talk."

"Oh yeah?"

"Yeah, your guy Ryan got in touch last week. Said your whole lab was laid off?"

"Pretty much."

"Well the bad news is, I can't help you, Jax. They closed our lab, too."

"What!?"

"Yeah. It's the whole field, actually." He said it like he was informing me of a death in the family.

"What?"

"Intrepics. Bascher-Shale. Codified Genetics. Avernco. All closed their targeted peptides units."

"That doesn't make any sense, Terry. You get a reason when they closed you down?"

"Just generic excuses about resources and priorities."

"What the fuck, Terry?"

He shrugged helplessly. "The best intel I have is from Anson over at Codified. And it's all hearsay. Literally. He heard from one of his friends, who has some kind of assistant's job, that there was a meeting with people from some of the other companies before the announcement. So it's definitely not coincidental—all the labs shutting down—but nobody knows why."

"What about Pepidics?" I asked. They were the only startup dedicated to targeted peptides.

"Radio silence."

"Huh? Even, uh, what's his name? Never shuts up with the promo stuff."

"Travers? Yeah. I checked his feed, and he hasn't posted since right around when that meeting was supposed to happen."

"So the suits got together and just decided not to cure cancer?"

"Pretty much what it looks like, Jax."

"They can do that?"

"Seems like it."

"It's not illegal?"

"I don't think so. I had a lawyer friend look into it, cause I wondered the same thing. Basically, there are laws against conspiring to screw over customers or commit fraud. But because our research isn't available to consumers yet, there's probably nothing that covers it. It's just business deals, far as the law is concerned."

"What about the FDA?"

"Please. We're years away from clinical applications. Promising stuff gets abandoned all the time."

"I don't get it," I said, but I was starting to.

"Somebody decided this therapy wasn't going to market, and made it happen across multiple companies."

"Who could do that?"

"Well, the FDA, for one," he said. "But it wouldn't be like this. There would have been hearings, an announcement, a clarification document on the announcement. It would have been a whole thing, and my boss would've been fighting it tooth and nail the whole way."

"Yeah, but they all rolled over."

"So I assume it's about money," he said with a kind of fatal finality.

"How does killing research make money?" I asked incredulously.

"Yeah, that part I don't understand either. Maybe the insurance companies?"

There was a moment of silence while we both just looked off screen, arranging our thoughts. I broke it first.

"So what're you going to do?"

He made an embarrassed face. "Well, my husband and I have been talking, and I think it's time I retire. I'm 62. We're not getting younger. And we've already got the farm in New Hampshire."

I nodded along, but I wasn't really paying attention. He said something about goats and bees and soap. When he asked me what I was going to do, I shrugged.

"There's gotta be plenty of work for a PhD, right?"

We exchanged some pleasantries and empty promises to maybe come visit, then said our goodbyes. I thought I was in a new layer of shock, but it morphed into something else very rapidly. Something like a sister of righteous indignation: enraged curiosity. How in the actual fuck could this happen? How did they get a bunch of different self-interested executives to all abandon millions of dollars invested in research that could generate billions in profits? And who were "they", anyway?

I didn't ruminate too long on it, though. Since Terry wasn't actually working anymore, I guessed I couldn't count him as a job contact for unemployment. I pulled up everybody's favorite professional social network and punched in some key terms relevant to my skills. 319 jobs available. I checked the top result.

The job was for a research position, working with machine learning and gene sequencers. I'd done lots of work with sequences direct off the machines, and I'd been around plenty of ML, so it seemed relevant enough to tick a box on the unemployment form. I hit the apply button. Then I noticed the little tag that "100+ applicants" had already done the same. The job description said a doctorate was required. Were there really more than a hundred qualified PhDs who wanted this job? I logged my application on the labor department's website and called it a day.

My job search the rest of that week was equally lackadaisical. I reached out to my social network, letting them know I was looking for work. Everybody made sympathetic noises and said they'd keep me in mind if something came up, but nobody had any concrete leads for me. I satisfied the state of Pennsylvania by clicking "apply" on the over-saturated job ads I found online.

I applied for a few university jobs, but I never heard anything back from them. I had the taint of industry on me and nobody wanted to sully their ivory towers. And honestly, I'd had enough of school by that point in my life. Education had seemed like the easiest path to a comfortable living, but I'd taken on almost a quarter million dollars of student debt to walk that path. I wasn't going to ever pay that back on an adjunct professor's salary.

I requested forbearance and got it on my federal loans. But I'd had to take out private loans to cover living expenses all those years, and those payments were due rain or shine. I unsubscribed from everything. I downgraded my phone plan. I turned off my air conditioner and opened the window to let in all the glory of Philadelphia's summer funk. But with rent and utilities and debt and food and other necessities, it still cost me more than a couple thousand bucks a month just to exist. At that rate, I was going to burn through my savings and severance in half a year. Maybe a little longer. Assuming nothing came up.

I looked at finding a cheaper place, but nobody was going to rent to me with no job. Not to mention the fees and deposits and expense of moving my shit would all work to deplete my savings even faster. I economized where I could and hoped I would find work before it all fell apart.
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Chapter 2
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I was home watching Invader Zim and researching biotech firms on a Friday afternoon when my friend Rachel texted.

"We haven't seen you in forever, sis. You can't just mope at home about your job. Come out with us."

I figured the "us" in question was Tabitha and Angel. And the "out" was some overpriced shit hole in center city. I loved Rachel like a sister, and her friends weren't too bad, but I couldn't remember ever going out with her and not blowing at least a hundred bucks.

"Can't. Gotta save cash. Thanks for asking though :)"

"No. My treat. Don't even bring your wallet, just your ID."

I hadn't been out since my little staycation immediately after getting fired. That was weeks before. I'd been in a kind of fugue state applying for jobs, sometimes ten a day—for all the good that did. It was like broadcasting messages to space for the aliens to answer. I definitely needed a break.

"Okay. Where? When? Outfit?"

"Meet at Broad and Chestnut? 9? Comfy but not frumpy. Nothing fancy. Skip the heels. We're walking."

I sent her a thumbs up and started getting ready.

I did some of what Rachel calls "performative femininity". She was the master of it, applying makeup and clothing and hair and scent with the deliberation of a special effects artist. She had completely different looks for work, for downtime, for getting laid; each designed with surgical precision for her target audience. Mom didn't have time for any of that shit and had straight hair herself, so I'd shown up to college with over-relaxed pigtails and drug store lipstick. I met Rachel during freshman orientation at Drexel, and she had immediately adopted me. She spent the intervening years trying to expose me to everything I'd missed. Between her fashion advice and finally going to a Black salon, I'd eventually figured some things out.

I put together jeans and a flowy loose top. The top was slashed through on the sides, and I'd never worn it because I was afraid it showed too much skin to be age appropriate. But no club ever had enough AC for summer in Philly, so fuck "age appropriate". Since Rachel said we were walking, I grabbed my favorite black Adidas with the sparkle stripe. I did my eyes with some liner and shadow and put on some maroon lipstick just a shade darker than my lips. Then I parted and teased my hair up into a pair of big, round afro puffs.

I grew up in Colorado next to an army base, going to school with military brats. Mom and the brats taught me "American" was the safe answer when somebody asked "what are you?", but that never felt like me. That was Mom. She's from Puerto Rico, but she ran away to escape her father's abuse and the church's guilt, then threw out the cultural baby with the family bathwater. She goes by Lizzie, does laundry on Sunday morning, and I learned more Spanish from Dora than I did from Mom.

Dad was Black. His family was huge and spread out all over the South, but Dad grew up in Nowhere, North Carolina, sixth of eight kids. He signed up for the army right after he finished high school, then married Mom a year later. She said he was doing great: got a promotion, reassigned to Fort Carson, selected for special forces training. Then he fell out of a helicopter three months before I was born. Killed on impact. I went to a couple Grey family reunions growing up. I felt loved and welcomed, met a hundred cousins, and got spoiled on real barbecue. But it just wasn't enough to build relationships.

Philly taught me who I was in ways no one ever had, and learning to love my hair was a huge part of that. When I was a kid, Mom begged her hairdresser to make my hair "manageable". I spent whole days crying at the salon so she could put me in a "regular ponytail" for school. By the time I was leaving for college, I was used to the misery. It was actually Rachel who badgered me into making an appointment in Philly and asking if there was maybe another option. I felt bald as fuck growing out the length after my chop, but I'll never go back.

And then there's my name. Jackson Grey. Sounds like a dude, right? Well, Dad's name was Jack. Mom thought he was afraid of starting their family too soon, so she named me right after she found out she was pregnant, trying to get him excited. Apparently it worked because he wouldn't shut up about being a dad. Mom said she was going to call me something else if I was a girl, but after Dad died, she had to keep her word. I get it. But I go by Jax. Or Dr. Grey.

Tonight I was definitely feeling like Jax, though. I looked good, and it felt good to shave and primp and get in my tight jeans. I was surprised to find I was even feeling a little horny. I laughed out loud at the thought of picking up a dude at the bar. At my age, it was always some asshole trying to cheat on his wife. An image of the hottest boy I'd fucked in college and the word "milf-hunter" floated unbidden through my brain. I shuddered and laughed even louder in revulsion.

If Rachel was paying for my drinks, I figured I could splurge on an Uber. The alternative was two busses, or a bus and Philly's solitary and notoriously sketchy subway line. So after a completely uneventful 10 minute ride, I was the first to arrive. I stood on the corner, looking east toward Olde City for Rachel, taking sneaky puffs on a Sativa vape pen.

After a few minutes, I saw Rachel appear from the crowd on the other side of the street. She was petite and spunky with a rainbow pixie cut and a septum ring. Her parents immigrated from Russia before she was born and their whole family looked like supermodels from a post-Soviet fashion magazine. Tonight, her style was smart and practical with low-cut jeans and a tank top and natural look makeup. I was a little surprised she was alone. I waved and waited for her to cross with the light.

"Heyyy!" she yelled when she was about halfway across the crosswalk.

I echoed her and put out my arms. She ran the rest of the way into them and we hugged.

As we released, she said in a tone of arc accusation, "It's been nine weeks and four days since I've seen you, Jax. I checked my calendar."

"That's obsessive."

She beamed at me. "You disappeared. I had to check. And that's when I realized it had been way too long."

"Yeah, I got la—"

"Laid off," she said, her face pinched with pity. "I know. That sucks so hard."

"No, but it's more than that."

She nodded understandingly. "You can tell me about it while we walk."

She took off west on Chestnut and I followed her.

"I thought you'd have Tabby and Angel with you."

"Well at first, I was going to invite them," she smiled evilly. "And also Ben and Ben. And Amy and Roger and Joel."

I groaned. That was pretty much her whole crew.

"But then I realized you probably needed to talk. And you'd never get a word in once Ben and Tabby got going."

She laughed, but I just grunted.

"So tell me," she said after we'd walked half the block in silence.

"They killed my career."

"That's silly, Jax. You'll bounce back."

"No, Rachel. You don't understand. I've spent literally the last fifteen years working on peptides. Now the whole thing is just gone."

"What do you mean, gone?"

"It's gone. All the labs doing targeted peptides. They're all closed. Nobody's doing the research anymore."

"But you've always said it was promising. You got funding before." She groaned. "God, all those grant applicants."

"It is promising!"

"Jax!" Rachel hissed, and I realized that I'd shouted that last bit.

I clenched my jaw and tried not to shout again.

"Back up," Rachel said with a calm I did not feel. "What do you mean all the labs are gone?"

I explained what I'd learned from Terry. Carefully. Around gritted teeth.

"That's absolutely apeshit bonkers, Jax," she finally said. "Do you have any idea why?"

"I mean, money, I assume. It's always money."

"Yeah, sure. But why? Like, how does it possibly make money?"

"I asked the same thing. But nothing the suits do makes sense to me. They're in their own little world."

Rachel frowned at that. She'd dated a House Ethics Committee worth of Wharton dudes before she stopped falling for their bullshit.

"I can usually see the angle, though," she said.

"The angle is that the labs cost a bunch of money already, and it's going to cost a bunch of money to bring it to market, and they don't have the fucking patience or vision to see it through!"

I was shouting again. I could tell by Rachel's cringe. I lowered my voice.

"We're ten years off. A hundred million at least. They're just cheap bastards."

"No, Jax," she said gently. "I mean, yeah, a lot of them. But not all of them. They wouldn't all make the same bet, especially if your treatment really will work someday. There should be some billionaire trying to recruit all of you. At cut rate salaries since you're desperate."

"There's a company in Switzerland. And of course China is researching everything. And I just found out there was a lab in Israel, but it fucking closed at the same time as the US labs."

"And you said there was a meeting before they shut down?"

"Yeah, maybe? I don't know the details. Terry only heard it through the grapevine, so who knows."

"That's weird enough on its own."

"Nah. They're always meeting and playing golf and making idiot decisions."

"But all of them? All? There's not one company doing your kind of work that didn't skip the meeting? And not one of those companies decided the presentation—whatever that was—was bullshit and kept right on trucking? You don't see a problem?"

"Of course I see a fucking problem!"

"Jax," she hissed again.

"But what the fuck am I going to do about it?"

"Keep your voice down."

I stomped along for a few more steps while I worked to compose myself. Rachel was leading us through Rittenhouse Square. I hadn't noticed we'd come so far. We must have been walking fast. I realized I was setting the pace and forced myself to slow down. I unclenched the fists I hadn't known I'd clenched.

"I'd be angry too," she said as we walked out of the park.

"I'm not angry," I said reflexively.

"It's okay. You should be angry. Something is definitely fucked up here. Maybe hit up the people you used to work with and see what they've heard?"

I took a deep breath and let it out, nodding at her suggestion. I was about to reply when she stopped walking, taking my hand for a moment to get my attention. I hadn't heard any bass, so I didn't expect to stop yet.

"We're here," she said with a big smile, pointing at the shop front.

When we were in college, I think the place had been some kind of furniture store. Now it had been converted into an axe throwing... alley? venue? Whatever. Through the front glass of the old showroom, I saw that they'd used floor-to-ceiling plywood to partition the open space into a number of narrow lanes. At the far end of each lane was a big red target painted onto vertical wooden boards nailed into a replaceable wooden frame. Couples and groups congregated at the near end of the lanes around standing-height tables cluttered with drinks and fancy bar snacks. In turn, each individual stepped forward to hurl a full-size axe at the target—with varied results.

Rachel waited for me to take it all in before she pointed down the street at a little tea house we'd been to lots of times. "Now, if you want, we can go down and get a tea and keep talking. You'll have to keep your voice down, shouty-pants, but I'm happy to listen. Or we can go in here and drink martinis and throw shit. Your call."

"I've got tea at home," I said and headed inside.

I spent the rest of the weekend taking care of my hangover and messaging my old team. Cicily and Jake had both found work easily enough and didn't care about what was happening otherwise; there's always demand for skilled hands-on specialists. Ryan left me on read, which I guess was fair enough. I couldn't find socials for Tanner and Greta.

Melodie said she was having the same luck I was, except she was married to some kind of lawyer. Their cutting back consisted of not taking a vacation this year. I guess her daughter was really mad about it. When I talked about all the targeted peptides labs closing, she just shrugged and said "weird".

I was really surprised that I couldn't get ahold of Tim, though. We'd started the lab together. We'd been in the same orbit even longer than that, friends of friends, then friends. We'd even fucked once, but it was more about semi-drunkenly celebrating a milestone than sexual attraction, and neither of us had ever brought it up again. I had his number, his email, plus a couple other chat handles and whatnot. I tried each of them in turn and got no reply. Didn't even get a little checkmark he'd seen the message. That was slightly odd. But Tim liked to travel, so I thought maybe he was disconnected from the grid in the mountains of Nepal or something.

I messaged Terry again asking if he knew anything new, but he just said "nothing real" and sent me a photo of what he said was soap. He also said the goat made it, though, and I don't want to know how.

So I got back to applying for jobs. I searched every biotech company I could remember seeing at a conference, looking for positions that might fit. A lot of them were big steps down from running my own lab and pursuing my life's work, but I applied for all of them.

I got a couple interviews. One through a regular application, and one through a friend of a friend who'd read my whining online.

The first interview went pretty badly, and I knew I wasn't getting the job by the time it was over. They wanted somebody who'd worked with a specific kind of protein modeling framework, and my experience with it was apparently too stale to impress them. I thought I answered their basic science questions pretty well, but that obviously wasn't enough. I got a form rejection the next day.

The second interview went a lot better. It was for an assistant investigator position in a molecular oncology lab. They wanted somebody who could manage the junior researchers and coordinate their work. It seemed right in my wheelhouse. I was answering their questions, making them laugh, asking interested questions back, describing my value to their lab.

But they pushed me for my salary expectations at the end, and you can't say "whatever you'll fucking pay me", so I just cut my last salary in half and asked for that. Both the old white dudes on the video call made little lemon-sucking grimaces before one said, "That's at the very top end of our range for this position." Apparently, "Great, so it's in range" wasn't the right reply, because they just ghosted me.

Unemployment was running out soon, not that it was enough anyway, so I started to get more desperate. I applied for anything in biotech or pharma that I could even remotely do. But as I went farther down in seniority of position, I got even less interest. One recruiter finally explained that I was simply overqualified, that nobody would believe someone who lead a lab would be happy slicing and staining frozen rat brains for microscope slides. And when I thought about it, I realized it was true. I'd be bored halfway through my first damn day. But I could have been bored and paid rent.

I sold my stuff. My rowing machine I used infrequently. A .40 caliber Glock an ex-boyfriend had bought me years ago. A bike I didn't use much since I'd gotten a Chinese-made electric scooter. Most of my furniture and appliances. A stereo microscope and some special lighting I'd gotten for a brief obsession with mushrooms. I'd been collecting DVDs since they were fancy, and I let go of a few flicks that had gotten big cult followings but I didn't care for. All together, that stretched me another month.

The only big thing I held out on selling was my jewelry. I'd never had any before I got my first real job. Mom had her K-Mart engagement and wedding rings, but never anything else. Not even earrings. When I was 12, I asked to get my ears pierced, and the tiny gold-plated studs they drove through my ears with a barely-sanitized pneumatic gun were the only jewelry she ever bought me. So after I started to make a real salary, I celebrated with a beautiful necklace of freshwater pearls.

A couple partners had gotten me rings and bracelets, but I'd bought most of my collection myself to celebrate big moments in my life. There was the silver bracelet with a fleck of ruby I'd bought on a rare vacation—London, with a friend I didn't talk to anymore. The big, round gold locket with a picture of my old dog Mole. The diamond earrings I bought with the bonus my second company gave me in return for a patent I got them—my go-to pair. There was a necklace and a pair of matching rings that go with a story I'll never tell anyone. I'd spent maybe ten thousand over the decade since I graduated, and I was holding onto that like a kind of nuclear option savings account.

The rest of what I had wasn't going to be worth much to anybody, no matter what I'd paid for it. Philly is a city of artists, and most of what I had was their work. Every wall of my house was covered in paintings, both framed and just hung up on the stretchers. Floor to ceiling, corner to corner. I rented a little storage unit down on Christopher Columbus for the pieces I couldn't fit, and I cycled them through when the mood hit me. I loved anything bold and bright and expressive, and I bought every piece for its warmth and energy. No lonely cold winter landscapes allowed.

I loved the little world of comfort and delight I'd built in my home, but I hadn't bought the pieces as an investment. I got them at fairs and galleries and stalls off the street, and I could barely remember where any of them were from or who the artist was. I couldn't see any way to make money by getting rid of them. Besides, I was already drifting into misery and depression, too broke to go anywhere but the grocery store or do anything but the laundry. Losing the beauty in my home would have broken me right then.

I kept applying for jobs, filling out menial forms on the labor department's website to keep my unemployment going for the final few weeks. One month before it was due to run out, a social worker from the unemployment office got in touch with me and set up an in-person meeting to discuss my "re-employability". I was honestly kind of excited, because I really felt like I could use some help. I'd applied for over 400 jobs by that point, everything from Vice President of Research and Development all the way down to night-shift Lab Technician I.

The social worker's office was down on Market street. It was starting to get a bit chilly, but that morning was warm enough that I could get away with slacks and a blouse with a nice knit sweater. I wore sneakers for the walk. I would have taken flats to change into, but I decided at the last minute I probably didn't need to impress the social worker. She couldn't actually just wave her wand and get me a job, right?

I got there a few minutes before my appointment and checked in with the front desk. There were only a handful of other people in the waiting room. At the exact moment the office clock read 9:30, a harried young woman came out and called my name. She was brunette, white, half my age, and reminded me of a woodland creature. Maybe a chipmunk. She seemed genuinely surprised when I came forward, like maybe people didn't show up for these meetings too often.

She introduced herself as Gloria and we went back to her office.

"So the first thing we want to do," she said after we'd sat down, "is get you a resume."

I smiled and pulled a copy of my resume out of my purse. I unfolded it and handed it to her.

"Oh! You've already got something," she said, again surprised.

"Sorry it's folded. Obviously I don't send it out that way."

She didn't acknowledge that and just looked down at my resume, skimming through it.

Finally she said, "This actually looks really good."

"Oh," I said with disappointment. "I had hoped maybe it was something easy like my resume was trash."

"Nope. This is just like what we'd recommend you put together. It's a little long, but I can see that you've had a lot of education and accomplishments, so that's not the end of the world."

"Okay."

"So let's talk about your applications. How many applications are you doing a week? It looks like you're only logging the minimum."

"Um... a week?" I said, stalling as I dug out my phone and pulled up my email app. I made sure to keep all my job applications in their own folder, so it was easy to see a count of how many. I did some math in my head. "I guess about forty?"

"Forty?" she asked, incredulous.

I turned the phone around to face her and held it out, "Look for yourself."

She took my phone and scrolled for a moment before pursing her lips, nodding, and handing the phone back with an apologetic shrug. "No doubt you're applying for enough jobs. And it seems like those are all relevant. So what's going wrong?"

I took my phone back, fighting back the impulse to just collapse into tears on the spot. I think I probably sounded pretty upset when I said, "I thought that's what I was here to learn."

"Usually when someone has trouble finding work, it's because they're missing something basic. Resume. Application volume. Interview clothes—you're dressed fine. Basic hygiene, even. Or they're gaming the system, applying to jobs they don't qualify for, playing out time on benefits."

"Okay. But I'm not—"

"No, obviously. I'm just trying to explain that we don't usually get PhDs in here. You've got all the education, all the experience. Your resume's on point. You're doing everything we'd advise you to do."

"So...?"

"Well, so I'm going to mark you down as compliant and re-employable, and you can finish out your benefits while you keep looking. I really wish you good luck, Dr. Grey."

I was stunned. I'd been there maybe 5 minutes. I'd waited in the fucking lobby longer than this girl had talked to me.

"That's it?"

"What do you mean? Pretty much."

"There aren't any resources? A job board? Contacts?" I may have raised my voice.

"As I tried to explain, our resources are targeted toward more basic deficiencies. We're really not equipped to offer much that would help in your situation. Our job board focuses mainly on unskilled positions and positions with on-the-job training. Companies looking for PhDs don't tend to get in touch with the job center."

"You don't know anyone who's hiring?"

She shook her head sadly. "It doesn't work like that. And even if I did, I wouldn't be allowed to make an introduction."

"So what am I supposed to do?"

She looked at me with pity and shrugged helplessly, "I think you're doing what you're supposed to. I hope your luck changes."

I glared at her silently for a moment, seething inwardly. I wanted to shout at Gloria, eviscerate her, tear her apart for the energy and tears I'd put into all those fucking applications lost to the void. For logging the tedious contacts on their broken website. I wanted to reach over the shitty veneer desk and shake that little chipmunk until some real advice fell out of her ears.

I think she saw what was going on in my head because she said, "Dr. Grey, I personally wish I could do more to help you. Cases like yours aren't very common, but they're so much harder on all of us. I'm really sorry."

I believed her, but I wasn't any less angry. She just stopped being the target. I wordlessly stood up and walked out. She probably said something behind me as I left, but she'd already stopped existing to me.

The main effect my meeting with Gloria the social worker had was that I stopped applying for every job I found. For the remaining month of benefits, I applied for the minimum number required by the state. I canceled the AI resume service I'd been using and just sent the same basic documents each time. If doing everything right wasn't working, what was the point of doing anything at all?

I walked home ranting to myself. I know I must have looked crazy. I was starting to understand exactly how you might wind up homeless and screaming insanity on the street corner.
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Chapter 3
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I made it past Christmas before I couldn't pay rent.

I'd tried everything I could think of by then.

For instance, getting a roommate had seemed like a good idea. But the reality was that I had zero income and a roommate would only stretch things for a couple more months. The handful of people who started off interested had pulled back once they heard about my situation. I think they were afraid they'd be on the hook for 100% of the rent when my money ran out. I guess they were right, actually.

I still applied for every job I found that seemed genuinely appropriate. Mostly research associate positions. A couple lead roles. Some project and lab management positions. Radio silence.

When it was clear my search for a job in science wasn't going to bear fruit soon, I started applying to retail and food service jobs. If I included my real work history, I didn't get any response at all. So then I tried leaving off my work history and just doing the most barebones application. I got a call back from a fried chicken joint I ate at sometimes. I happily set up an interview and arrived on time in clean casual clothes.

The manager, a Black woman ten years younger than me with Bantu knots and a gold collar necklace, looked me up and down before she asked, "So what you do?"

"Excuse me?"

"What was your charge?"

"My charge?"

"You stupid or just playing?"

I was confused and getting pissed. "I guess I'm stupid. I got no idea what you're talking about."

"You got no work history. I thought you was gonna be like eighteen."

"No, forty-two. I put my birthdate."

"More people screw that up than you would think."

"Oh," I said.

"So since you so old, you must've been inside for a minute."

"Inside?"

She finally looked at me like she saw me.

"You wasn't in prison?" she asked.

"Nope. Never even been arrested."

"So, what? You live under a rock or something? You in a cult? How come you ain't working?"

I stammered, trying to think of a good lie before I just gave up. "I was working."
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