
Table of Contents

The Gold Star Variable

Introduction: The Mathematics of Loss

Chapter 1: The Gold Star Variable

Chapter 2: The Geometry of a Pact

Chapter 3: The Ghost in the Machine

Chapter 4: The Architecture of Silence

Chapter 5: The Static in the Signal

Chapter 6: The Quiet Competition

Chapter 7: The Static in the Brain

Chapter 8: The Fault Lines

Chapter 9: The Frequency of Truth

Chapter 10: The Weight of Glass

Chapter 11: The Survivor’s Debt

Chapter 12: The Shattered Mirror

Chapter 13: The Anatomy of a Tray

Chapter 14: The Unfiltered Frequency

Chapter 15: The Geography of Enough

Conclusion: The Weight of Being

Blurb

Also By Tanya G Govender

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​The Gold Star Variable 

[image: ]


​

​

​

​

​

​

​

​

​

​

​

​

​

​The Gold Star Variable 

First Edition, 7 May 2026

Copyright © 2026 Tanya G Govender
All rights reserved.
No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the prior written permission of the author.

While every precaution has been taken in the preparation of this book, the publisher and author assume no responsibility for errors, omissions, or any damages resulting from the use of the information contained herein.

​

​

​

​

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Introduction: The Mathematics of Loss

[image: ]


The world is made of numbers, though most people are too loud to hear them.

They hear the slamming of a bedroom door, the screech of a chair, or the frantic "Are you okay?" from a teacher who noticed you staring at a blank page for too long. But Jules Vance heard the truth. She heard the soft, rhythmic click-click-click of the counter in her pocket. She heard the precise, decimal-point difference between a 98% and a 100%.

To the faculty at Northwood High, Jules was a success story. To her parents, she was the structural beam holding up a ceiling that had been sagging for years. She was the "Gold Star Variable"—the constant in an equation where everything else was falling apart.

But constants are under the most pressure.

In the dark of her room, Jules realized that the only way to stop the crushing weight was to become lighter. To subtract. To fade. Because if you are made of nothing, nothing can hurt you. If you are invisible, you can’t be a target.

She didn’t realize that when you start playing the game of disappearance, the hardest thing to find isn't the win. It’s the girl you were before math took over.

​This isn't a story about a diet. It’s a story about a war—one fought in the quietest corners of the mind, where the only prize for winning is the terrifying realization that you’ve finally become a ghost.
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The air in the house didn’t just feel quiet; it felt thin, like the oxygen was being sucked out by the two people sitting at the mahogany dining table.

Jules stood at the top of the stairs, her fingers tracing the smooth, cold banister. She was already dressed: a crisp white button-down tucked into high-waisted trousers, her hair pulled back into a ponytail so tight it made her eyes look sharper. She had been awake since 5:15 AM. She’d already checked her GPA on the school portal four times, rearranged her desk, and highlighted her AP Bio notes in three different colors.

Control was a luxury, and Jules was a hoarder.

She took a breath and descended. In the kitchen, the atmosphere was a familiar brand of frozen. Her mother, Elena, was standing by the island, stabbing at a tablet screen while her coffee went cold. Her father, Mark, sat at the head of the table, his eyes fixed on a spread of financial reports as if they were written in a language only he could translate.

They didn't look up when she entered. They didn't have to. Jules was the "Good Variable." As long as she was there, performing her role, the equation of their marriage stayed balanced, even if the result was zero.

"Morning," Jules said, her voice bright and practiced.

"Your father and I were just discussing the summer internship at the firm," her mother said, finally looking up but with eyes that seemed to see through Jules rather than at her. "You’ll need to polish your personal statement by Friday. 4.0 students are a dime a dozen, Jules. You need the narrative."

"I’m on it, Mom," Jules replied. She moved toward the counter.

A plate of avocado toast sat there, waiting like a trap. Her mother had prepared it—a rare gesture of care that felt more like a chore. Jules looked at it. The bread looked dense, the green spread too thick, the calories humming like a low-frequency noise in the back of her brain.

Ninety-eight percent. That was the score she’d received on her Calculus quiz yesterday. Two percent had slipped through her fingers. Two percent of her was a failure.

She picked up a fork, her stomach tightening until it felt the size of a fist. Across the table, her father finally spoke, his voice like gravel. "Did you hear about the Grant boy? Early admission to Stanford. His parents must be relieved to have a son who doesn't need a safety net."

He didn't look at Jules, but the weight of the words landed on her shoulders anyway. Be the net, she told herself. If you are perfect, they won't have anything to fight about.

She took a tiny bite of the toast. It felt like swallowing clay.

Her phone buzzed in her pocket. She pulled it out, grateful for the distraction. It was a message from Sloane.


Sloane: Don’t bother with the cafeteria today. The smell of the mystery meat is making me nauseous already. Let’s just hide in the art wing during lunch? I need to finish the charcoal sketch.


Jules felt a strange, light-headed flutter. A "skip." If she skipped lunch, she could gain back that two percent of control she’d lost on the math quiz. She could be better than the 98%. She could be 100% empty.

"Jules? Are you listening?" her mother asked. Her eyes were tired, rimmed with the stress of a woman who knew her life was unraveling at the seams.

"Yes," Jules said, sliding the plate an inch away from her. "I was just thinking about the personal statement. I think I’ll focus on 'The Architecture of Discipline.'"

Her father actually nodded. It was the closest thing to a hug she’d had in months. "Good. Discipline is the only thing that doesn't betray you."

Jules grabbed her bag, her heart hammering a frantic rhythm against her ribs. She headed for the door, leaving the nearly full plate behind.

As she stepped out into the driveway, the morning sun hit her face, but she felt a sudden, sharp chill. She caught her reflection in the window of her car. She looked perfect. The ponytail was sleek, the clothes were expensive, and her skin was pale and clear.

But as she pulled out of the driveway, leaving the silent, suffocating house behind, all she could think about was the lunch she wasn't going to eat. She felt a rush of power so intense it made her fingers tremble on the steering wheel.

She was going to be the best. Even if there was nothing left of her by the time she finished.
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[image: ]


The hallway of Northwood High smelled of floor wax and desperate ambition. It was the kind of school where the trophy cases were overflowing, but the students looked like they hadn't slept since the ninth grade.

Jules found Sloane leaned against a locker in the art wing, looking like a charcoal sketch herself—all sharp lines and smudged edges. Sloane was wearing an oversized vintage sweater that seemed to swallow her whole, her eyes bright with a manic sort of energy that Jules found infectious.

"You look like you're plotting a coup," Jules said, sliding her backpack onto one shoulder.

"Worse," Sloane whispered, pulling a glossy flyer from her sketchpad. "The Spring Gala. It’s six weeks away. My mom already bought me a dress. Silk. Sage green. Size two." She bit her lip, a flicker of genuine fear crossing her face. "It doesn't fit, Jules. If I don't zip it up by the time she takes me to the tailor, I’m dead. She’ll do that thing where she sighs and says I’m 'taking after my aunt’s side of the family.'"

Jules looked at the flyer. The Gala was the event of the year—a mandatory display of status and beauty. Usually, Jules viewed it as just another box to check, but seeing the genuine panic in Sloane’s eyes triggered something in her.

"It’s just a dress, Sloane," Jules said, though she knew she was lying. In their world, nothing was just a dress.

"It’s not just the dress. I’m tired of feeling... heavy," Sloane said, her voice dropping. "Everything feels heavy. The schoolwork, my parents, this body. I want to feel light. Don’t you?"

Jules thought of the kitchen table this morning. She thought of the 2% she had lost to a math quiz. The weight of being the "Gold Star Variable" was a literal pressure on her chest.

"I want to feel like nothing can touch me," Jules admitted.

Sloane’s eyes lit up. She stepped closer, her voice a conspiratorial hum. "Let’s do it together. A health pact. No junk, no mindless eating, just... discipline. We’ll be accountable to each other’s accountability. If I want a cookie, I text you. If you want to skip the gym, I drag you there. We get in the best shape of our lives for the Gala. We show everyone we’re in total control."

The word control acted like a key in a lock.

"A health pact," Jules repeated. It sounded safe. It sounded productive. It sounded like something her father would approve of. "How do we start?"

Sloane pulled out her phone, her thumbs flying across the screen. "There’s this app. You track everything. Water, steps, macros. We can sync our profiles. It’s like a game, Jules. A way to see the progress in black and white."

Jules watched as Sloane downloaded the software. The icon was a simple, minimalist "V" for Vitality.

"Okay," Jules said, a strange, cold excitement blooming in her stomach. "Six weeks. We become the most disciplined versions of ourselves."

"The best," Sloane corrected, her smile sharp. "We’re going to be the best."

As the warning bell rang, Jules felt a shift in the air. The "seed" had been planted, and for the first time in months, she felt like she had a project that mattered more than her GPA. It wasn't about the dress for Jules. It was about math.

She opened the app on her own phone. The interface was blank, a white canvas waiting for her to dictate its terms. She entered her height and weight, and then, with a steady hand, she set a goal that the app flagged in red as "Ambitious."

Jules didn't care about the red flag. Red was just a color. Control was the prize.

"See you at lunch?" Sloane asked, already backing down the hall.

"See you in the art wing," Jules replied. "I’ll bring the water."

She walked toward her AP English class, her steps feeling lighter already. She wasn't just Jules anymore. She was a girl with a plan. And in her world, a plan was the only thing that kept the walls from closing in.
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The first week of the pact didn’t feel like a sacrifice; it felt like an awakening.

For Jules, the world had always been a chaotic place where her parents’ silence yelled and her teachers’ expectations loomed. But now, she had discovered a secret language—the language of numbers, and it was far more reliable than French or Calculus.

It started with the "V" app. Every night, before the blue light of her phone faded into the darkness of her room, Jules would scroll through her daily summary. The bar graphs were emerald green, signifying success. She had hit her step goal. She had stayed under her "limit." She had out-dispatched the hunger until it was nothing more than a dull, distant hum, like a radio left on in another room.

"You look... sharp today," Sloane whispered.

They were tucked away in the back of the library, hidden behind the oversized reference books that no one ever touched. Lunch was happening three floors below them, a cacophony of plastic trays and social hierarchies that felt miles away.

Jules looked up from her notebook. "Sharp?"

"Like you’ve been polished," Sloane said. She was holding a single celery stick, turning it over in her fingers as if it were a strange artifact. She looked tired, but her eyes were darting around with a restless, frantic energy. "I lost another pound this morning. The green dress? The zipper moved. I’m telling you, Jules, the math doesn't lie."

Jules felt a sudden
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