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Author’s Note
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This novel is a work of fiction.

While it draws from emotional truths and lived experiences, the events, characters, and circumstances within these pages are imagined. The narrator shares my name, but she is not a record of my life. She exists as a literary lens — shaped by perception, misinterpretation, and the quiet space between who we are and who others believe us to be.

Me In Every Other Way is not a story about a single moment or identity. It is a collection of moments — some ordinary, some charged — in which understanding is attempted and missed. The misunderstandings in this book are not always unkind. Often, they are well-intentioned. That, too, is part of the story.

This novel is offered not as explanation, but as presence.
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About the Author
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Kristen A. Peters is the founder and steward of ISA Therapy, a neurodiversity-affirming, multi-modal framework developed to support relational safety, interdisciplinary collaboration, and individualized engagement across developmental stages. Her work is informed by both professional practice and lived experience as an autism parent, grounding the framework in ethical responsibility, practical application, and long-term sustainability. Peters is the author of The Modalities of ISA: A Multi-Modal Approach to Neurodivergent Care, which establishes the foundational structure of ISA Therapy and has received multiple five-star professional reviews from Readers' Favorite, as well as recognition from Midwest Book Review for its contribution to neurodivergent care and interdisciplinary practice. Through her authorship, Peters documents and safeguards the conceptual integrity of ISA Therapy, ensuring its responsible use across clinical, educational, and institutional settings. Her work frequently centers interior experience — the moments that occur after roles, expectations, and interpretations fall away. She lives with her family and writes in the margins of ordinary days, where much of this novel took shape. 

Sometimes people step into your life believing they already know where to stand.
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Chapter One: She Meant Well
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The vinyl chair was a deep, cracked burgundy, and the back of my thighs stuck to the seat with a persistent, rhythmic tackiness every time I shifted my weight. It was a humid Tuesday, the kind of Indiana afternoon where the air feels like a damp wool blanket, and the coffee shop’s air conditioning was humming a low, vibrating B-flat that I could feel in the soles of my feet. My iced latte was losing the battle against the room’s temperature; the plastic cup was slick, weeping condensation in long, jagged streaks that pooled at the base. I watched a single droplet move with agonizing slowness, navigating the ridges of the cup like a climber on a glass cliff, before it finally plummeted onto the table.

The floor tiles were an aggressive, matte-finish terracotta, octagons interlocking with smaller cream squares in a pattern that felt like a mathematical equation someone had given up on halfway through. Near the heavy oak leg of my table, there was a chip in one of the tiles. It was a sharp, white crater, a tiny canyon of exposed ceramic that looked like a tooth snapped off at the gum. I found myself tracing the edge of that chip with the toe of my shoe, over and over, back and forth, until the friction started to heat the leather.

The cash register offered another ding—a sharp, metallic punctuation mark. I started counting the seconds between the strikes. Twenty-four seconds. Then forty-two. Then eighteen. It wasn't a digital beep; it was a physical hammer hitting a bell, a sound from a different decade that felt oddly violent in the quiet of the room. The jazz track overhead had looped—a grainy, wandering saxophone solo that seemed to be searching for a note it could never quite find. I knew that solo. I had heard it three times since I sat down, each repetition making the music feel thinner, like a piece of tape being stretched until it was translucent.

I watched a paper napkin on the table next to me. It was one of those recycled, eco-friendly squares, unbleached and stiff, with a tiny embossed logo of a leaf in the bottom right corner. A single drop of condensation from my iced latte had fallen onto it, blooming into a dark, ragged circle that looked like a topographical map of a very small, very sad island.

Then, the frequency of the room changed. It wasn't a sound, exactly—it was a shift in the pressure of the air.

Three tables away, a woman—Katy—was vibrating. That’s the only word for it. She wasn't moving much, but the air around her was humming with a frantic, static energy. Her knuckles were white, fused to the handle of a faded navy diaper bag that was overflowing with the plastic-crinkle of half-empty wet-wipe packs. Her son was a blur of denim at her knees, his small, damp fingers currently hooked into the wicker threading of a display basket. He wasn't crying yet, but his breath was coming in those short, hitching gasps that signal a total system override is imminent.

Katy’s face was pale, except for two hot, angry circles of pink on her cheekbones. Her eyes were wide, fixed on the crumb-covered floor, her jaw set so tight I could see the corded muscles in her neck straining against her collarbone. She looked like she was holding her breath, waiting for the world to notice she was drowning.

I felt it then—that familiar, involuntary tug in my chest. It wasn’t pity; it was recognition. I knew the weight of that diaper bag. I knew the specific frequency of that toddler’s pre-tantrum whine. I didn't think about it. It was a muscle memory, a reflex sharpened by years of being the person who catches things before they shatter.

I stood up, the chair's legs letting out a short, high-pitched yelp against the terracotta. I didn't rush. I moved with a heavy, deliberate slowness, the way you approach a skittish animal. When I reached the table, I didn't look at Katy first. I looked at the boy.

I reached down. My hand didn't grab; it just drifted into his field of vision until his small, sticky fingers found my index finger. The skin of his hand was hot and tacky with sugar. I gently disengaged his grip from the wicker and pressed a discarded, smooth plastic milk-jug lid into his palm. It was yellow, circular, and cool. He stopped gasping. He turned the lid over, his thumb catching on the serrated plastic edge, his focus shifting entirely to this new, tactile geometry.

I kept my hand resting lightly on the edge of the table, near Katy’s shaking arm. I could smell the sharp tang of her lavender perfume mixed with the sour scent of spilled milk.

"He just needed a different weight in his hand," I said. My voice felt like it was coming from someone else, somewhere far away. "The wicker is too scratchy. The plastic is smooth. It’s okay."

Katy didn't move for a long beat. Then, she slowly lifted her head. Her eyes were bloodshot, the pupils tiny pinpricks of exhaustion. She looked at my hand on the table—still, steady, veins mapped out under pale skin—and then she looked at me. A single, shuddering breath escaped her, a sound like a tire losing air.

A look of intense, almost painful relief washed over her, but it was followed immediately by something else. A glaze of awe. She leaned in, her voice a fragile whisper that barely carried over the saxophone.

"Oh my god," she breathed. "You're so good at this. I’ve been sitting here for twenty minutes wanting to disappear. I wish I were as confident as you."

The air in my lungs felt suddenly thick, like I had inhaled a mouthful of the heavy, roasted coffee steam from the espresso machine. Confident. I didn't flinch. I didn't let my expression ripple. I kept my face a mask of practiced, gentle neutrality, but my gaze dropped, landing straight back into that white, jagged chip in the terracotta tile. I stared at the scar in the clay—the way it sat there, sharp and white and broken, while the rest of the floor pretended the pattern was still perfect. She wasn't looking at me; she was looking at a version of me she’d just finished inventing. She had stepped into my shoes and was already walking away in them, headed toward a destination that didn't exist.

The espresso machine behind the counter roared to life, a sudden, violent hiss of steam that swallowed the jazz and the register dings. A new customer pushed through the heavy oak door, bringing a gust of humid, Indiana heat that swirled around our ankles.

"Confidence is... well, it’s a very quiet way to stay standing," I said. The words felt thin, like I was offering her a handful of smoke.

Katy nodded quickly, not really hearing the words, already reaching for her bag. Her movements were slightly more fluid now that she had assigned me a role. She stood up, hoisted the diaper bag, and gave me a small, watery smile of gratitude for a strength I didn't actually recognize.

As she walked toward the door, her heels clicking a different, lighter rhythm against the tiles, I sat back down. The burgundy vinyl gripped the back of my legs again. The register dinged. Eight seconds. I picked up my iced latte. The puddle on the table had grown, spreading out until it touched the edge of my sleeve, soaking into the fabric in a dark, cold bloom. I didn't move to wipe it up. I just watched the jazz track loop back to the beginning of that same, searching saxophone solo.
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Chapter Two: On the Way
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The heavy oak door of the coffee shop didn’t just close; it sealed with a pressurized thud, a vacuum-tight suction that cut off the brassy saxophone mid-note and replaced it with the low-frequency, discordant roar of Muncie in the afternoon. The transition from the air-conditioned interior to the sidewalk was like stepping into a wet wool coat. The humidity didn't just sit on the skin; it clung, a heavy, invisible layer of Indiana moisture that turned the fine hairs on my forearms into tiny, damp antennae for the heat.

I started walking. My sandals made a rhythmic, slapping sound against the concrete, a flat thwack-thwack that felt uncoordinated against the backdrop of distant traffic. I focused on the sidewalk. It wasn't just gray; it was a mosaic of different eras of municipal repair. There were sections of smooth, pale cement from a few years ago, stitched together with older, darker slabs that were crazed with hairline fractures—tiny, jagged webs of black grit that looked like a map of a city that had been forgotten. In the expansion joints, the tar had bubbled and softened in the sun, catching the seeds of crabgrass and those stubborn, yellow-flowered weeds that pushed through the cracks with a violent, slow-motion persistence.

I passed the window of a vacuum repair shop, the glass thick with layers of old Scotch tape residue and a fine coating of street dust. Inside, the machines stood in a silent, chrome row, their hoses curled like sleeping snakes. I watched my reflection in the dark tint—a fleeting, distorted ghost of a woman in a linen shirt, her face a blur of neutral colors against the vibrant, faded "Open" sign that hummed with a faint, electrical buzz I could feel in my teeth.

Confident.

The word was still there, rattling around in my head like a loose marble in a tin can, hitting the sides every time I took a step.

I stopped at the corner, waiting for a red light that seemed to be stuck in a different time zone. A red minivan idled in front of me, its muffler emitting a rhythmic, metallic rattle—clink-clink-shhh, clink-clink-shhh—and a plume of exhaust that shimmered in the heat-waves rising from the asphalt. I focused on a dandelion growing out of a crack at the base of the light pole. Its head was a puff of white seeds, a delicate, geometric sphere of fluff. A few of the seeds were already gone, leaving behind the tiny, pitted brown core. I wondered if the remaining seeds were holding on with everything they had, or if they were just waiting for a gust strong enough to make the decision for them.

The light changed—a sharp, electric click from the control box followed by the sudden illumination of the white walking man. I stepped off the curb, the heat of the road rising through the thin soles of my sandals.

In the gutter, a discarded candy wrapper caught the wind. It was a bright, crinkly blue foil, dancing in a small, frantic whirlwind of grit, dried oak leaves, and a flattened cigarette butt. I watched it spin for three full rotations, the blue metal gleaming like a fake jewel against the gray iron of the storm drain grate, before the wind died and left it snagged in the bars.

She meant well.

The thought wasn't a sentence; it was a physical weight, like carrying a heavy stone in a pocket that was already starting to tear at the seams.

I turned the corner toward the parking lot, passing a brick wall where the mortar was crumbling into a fine, red sand that pooled on the ground. The sun caught the edge of my car's windshield at just the right angle, sending a jagged needle of light straight into my eyes. I blinked, the afterimage of the sun glowing a bruised, neon green against the backs of my eyelids, pulsing in time with my heartbeat.

My car was sitting under the skeletal shade of a stunted maple tree, its leaves curled and brown at the edges from the drought. I stood there for a moment, the heat of the black asphalt radiating upward, making the air around my knees feel thick and soup-like.

On the hood of the car, a single black ant was navigating the vast, topographical landscape of the silver paint. It moved with a frantic, jerky purpose, its antennae twitching in the stagnant air. It was a speck of life on a machine designed for speeds and distances it couldn't possibly imagine, seeking a purchase on a surface that was too hot and too smooth. It reached the edge of the hood, paused where the metal met the headlight, and then turned back, retracing its steps into the center of the heat.

I reached into my pocket, my fingers finding the cold, jagged teeth of my keys. I didn't get in right away. I just watched the ant. The air tasted like exhaust, hot metal, and the heavy, metallic promise of impending rain that never seemed to actually fall.
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Chapter Three: Enough to Get Home
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The chime inside the car was a flat, persistent ping—a digital nagging that I had managed to tune out until the needle on the fuel gauge finally settled below the red line. It felt like a personal failure, a small leak in the hull of my day. I pulled into the gas station, the tires crunching over a patch of dried glass that glittered like diamonds against the oil-stained pavement. The air here was different than the street; it was thick with the shimmering, chemical ghost of 87-octane and the sweet, rotting scent of a nearby dumpster baking in the sun.

I reached for my bag, my fingers sweeping through the familiar cavern of the side pocket, seeking the smooth, plastic edge of my wallet. Nothing. I tried again, my movements faster now, more frantic. I felt a stray hair tie, a crumpled receipt from three weeks ago, a lone penny—but the debit card was gone. I could see it in my mind, sitting on the edge of the kitchen counter next to the bowl of keys, a small rectangle of blue plastic that had suddenly become the most important object in the world.

I leaned my forehead against the steering wheel. The plastic was hot and smelled like artificial vanilla. I was stranded in a parking lot three miles from home because I had forgotten how to be a person for ten minutes. I called Shaun.

"I’m at the Marathon on Wheeling," I said, my voice
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