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​Chapter One: The Blue Light.  
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Elias was seventeen years old the first time he realized he had spent an entire year watching the world through a window, and the realization arrived not as a shock but as a quiet confirmation of something he'd always known about himself. His room was in the back of the house, the smallest bedroom by far, with a single window that faced the woods stretching behind their property like a green ocean waiting to swallow anyone brave enough to enter. 

He liked it that way, preferred it actually, because from his desk he could see the seasons change in the trees without ever having to step outside and participate in them—the slow, magnificent burn of autumn setting the leaves on fire, the skeletal patience of winter stripping everything bare, the hesitant green of spring arriving like an apology for the cold. He watched without being watched, and that was the arrangement he had made with the world without ever consciously agreeing to it.

His mother knocked twice before entering, always, and he had come to understand this as a courtesy he'd never asked for but had somehow come to expect, the way you expect the sun to rise or the furnace to kick on when the house gets cold. She would bring plates of food—sandwiches cut diagonally into perfect triangles, apple slices arranged in neat fans, glasses of milk that sweated condensation onto his coaster in tiny beads—and set them on the corner of his desk without comment or expectation. 

Sometimes she'd touch his shoulder, a brief pressure that lasted no more than a second, and sometimes she'd just leave, the door clicking shut behind her with a softness that suggested she was trying not to disturb the careful quiet he had constructed around himself like a second set of walls. "I'm fine," he told her, every time she asked, and the words came out automatically now, a reflex rather than a response. "I know," she said, every time, and he never knew whether she meant she knew he was fine or she knew he was lying, and he never asked because asking would require a kind of vulnerability he wasn't sure he possessed.

And he was fine, really, if you defined fine the way Elias defined it—as the absence of disaster rather than the presence of happiness. He did his homework on his bed, propped against pillows worn flat from years of his spine pressing into them, the fabric faded in exactly the shape of his body like a fossil of his adolescence. He played video games with friends from school, their voices crackling through his headset like distant radio signals from a country he used to live in but had since left behind, and the games gave him something to do with his hands while his mind wandered to places he couldn't name. 

He listened to music that made him feel things he didn't have vocabulary for, staring at the ceiling and letting the chords wash over him like weather systems passing through an empty landscape, and in those moments he felt something approaching peace, or at least something that resembled peace enough that he couldn't tell the difference anymore. He had friends, or at least people who called themselves his friends, who would text him occasionally and invite him to things he always had excuses not to attend. He had grades that were good enough to keep his parents from worrying, or at least from worrying out loud. He had a mother who loved him and a father who worked too much and a life that was, by any reasonable measure that considered only external appearances, okay.

But okay wasn't the same as being there, wasn't the same as actually living inside your own life rather than observing it from a comfortable distance, and Elias understood this distinction even if he couldn't articulate it to anyone, least of all himself. At night, when the house settled into its familiar symphony of creaks and sighs and the occasional groan of old pipes waking from their daytime sleep, 

Elias would lie awake and simply listen. The furnace kicked on with a hollow thump that traveled through the walls like a heartbeat. A car passing on the street out front, its engine fading into the distance, taking someone somewhere while he stayed exactly where he was. Sometimes, muffled voices from the living room—his parents talking in tones too low to reach him, their words dissolving into unintelligible murmurs that might have been about anything or nothing—and he never tried to hear what they were saying because some doors, he understood even then, were meant to stay closed even when they were physically open. The blue light of his phone would illuminate his face in the darkness as he scrolled through photos of people he barely knew living lives he couldn't quite imagine for himself—parties where everyone was laughing with their whole bodies, arms around shoulders in ways that suggested intimacy rather than performance, moments captured and curated and presented as evidence that somewhere out there, life was happening and he was missing it. 

He wasn't jealous, exactly, because jealousy required wanting something you didn't have and he had stopped wanting things somewhere along the way without noticing the exact moment it happened. It was more like watching a nature documentary, fascinating and distant and clearly not his habitat, and he was the narrator describing events he observed but didn't participate in, safe behind the glass of his screen.

He told himself he was saving himself, protecting himself from something, and the vagueness of that something was part of its power. From what, he wasn't sure. From disappointment, maybe, or from the terrible vulnerability of wanting something and not getting it, of reaching out and finding nothing there, of offering your whole self to the world and having the world look away. Better to stay here, in the blue light, where nothing could hurt you because nothing could reach you. Better to watch the seasons change through glass, where the cold couldn't touch your skin and the heat couldn't make you sweat and the whole messy, beautiful, terrifying business of being alive remained safely on the other side of something you could close whenever you needed to. 

Better to be the one watching than the one being watched, the one observing rather than the one observed, because observation required nothing from you except your attention and attention was the one thing Elias had in endless, terrible supply.

—-
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​Chapter Two: The First love
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Her name was Mira, and she sat two rows ahead of him in English literature, and Elias noticed her the way you notice a particular tree on a path you walk every day—not really seeing it at all until one morning, suddenly, for reasons you can't explain, you do. She laughed at things the teacher said that weren't actually funny, a laugh that was more of a giggle really, high and bright and completely unselfconscious, and there was something in the sound of it that made Elias want to hear it again even if he had to sit through a hundred unfunny jokes to get there. She wrote with her left hand, her wrist curved in a way that looked uncomfortable but must have felt natural to her, and he found himself watching the way her fingers moved across the page during lectures, the small and intimate choreography of someone who didn't know they were being watched.

She had a habit of tucking her hair behind her ear when she was thinking, a gesture so quick and automatic that she probably didn't even notice she was doing it, and Elias found himself thinking about that gesture at strange hours—during math tests when he should have been calculating derivatives, in the shower with water running over his face, lying in his blue-lit room at two in the morning with the phone dark in his hand.

He didn't know how to talk to her. He had never learned how to talk to anyone, really, not in the way that mattered, not in the way that required you to actually reveal something of yourself rather than just exchanging information like two computers communicating across a network. For weeks, he rehearsed conversations in his head, entire dialogues scripted and revised and performed for an audience of no one, and the words felt right in his imagination but he knew they would fail him the moment he tried to speak them out loud. Hey, Mira. I liked what you said about the symbolism in that poem we read yesterday. Hey, Mira. Do you understand the homework assignment because I'm completely lost and I thought maybe you could help me. 

Hey, Mira. Hey. Hey. Hey. Nothing ever came out when he had the chance, when she walked past his locker or stood in line at the cafeteria or sat in front of him in class, and the silence between what he wanted to say and what he actually said grew wider and deeper until it seemed like an ocean he would never be able to cross.

Then, impossibly, miraculously, in a way that seemed like the universe was finally acknowledging his existence, she talked to him first.

"Elias, right?" She was standing at his locker, and the world had suddenly become very loud and very quiet at the same time, the hallway noise fading to a distant roar while her voice rang clear as a bell in the sudden silence. "You're in my English class. I'm Mira."

"I know," he said, and then immediately wanted to disappear because of course he knew, he had been watching her for weeks like some kind of creep, and now she knew he knew and what must she think of him? But then, realizing how that sounded, he scrambled to add: "I mean, I've seen you. In class. Obviously. We're in the same class. So I've seen you there. That's what I meant."

She smiled. It was a real smile, the kind that reached her eyes and crinkled the corners and transformed her face into something even more beautiful than he had imagined in his loneliest moments. "I'm having a study group Saturday," she said. "For the exam. A few people from class are coming. We're going to meet at my house and go over the material, and I thought maybe you'd want to come. You seem like you actually pay attention, which is more than I can say for most people in that class."

He should come. She wanted him to come. She had noticed him paying attention, had noticed him at all, had extended an invitation that required nothing from him except showing up, and showing up was something he could do, something he had done every day of his life even if only to sit in his room and watch the trees. "Yeah," he said, and his voice came out strange, too high or too low or something in between, but he pushed through it. "Okay. Yeah. I'll come. That sounds good. I'll be there."

Saturday arrived like a held breath, like the moment before something important happens when you're not sure whether you're about to be saved or destroyed. He spent an hour deciding what to wear, pulling shirts from his closet and holding them up to the light and rejecting each one for reasons he couldn't articulate, then changed three more times after he'd finally settled on something, then stood in front of the mirror for so long that his mother knocked twice and asked if he was okay. He almost didn't go at all—the thought crossed his mind at least a dozen times, each time more tempting than the last—but he went. He walked to her house, which was three miles away through neighborhoods he'd never seen before, and stood on her porch with his heart hammering against his ribs like something trying to escape his chest, and he rang the bell, and she opened the door, and she smiled that real smile again, and he stepped inside.

The study group was fine. He was quiet, but that was normal, that was what people expected from him, and Mira didn't seem to mind. He answered a question correctly when the conversation turned to a poem they'd analyzed in class, and Mira glanced at him with something that looked like approval, like recognition, like she was seeing him for the first time as someone who existed beyond the background of her
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