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St. Michael’s Church. Tuesday, 2:00 PM. The funeral of Dr. Harold Pemberton, Professor Emeritus of Molecular Biology.

Father Thomas Mitchell has performed 2,847 funerals in his thirty-one years of ministry. He has guided grieving families through tragedy, offered words of comfort in the darkest moments, and stood as a bridge between the mortal and the divine.

Bill Morrison is in the third pew. He is wearing his only suit. He has not worn it since his PhD defense. It smells faintly of mothballs and existential dread.

He did not expect to be asked to speak.

Father Mitchell did not expect what was about to happen.

No one did.

THIRTY MINUTES EARLIER: THE PARKING LOT

Dr. Pemberton’s widow, Eleanor, had found Bill outside the church.

“William,” she said, her eyes red, her voice trembling. “Harold always spoke so highly of you. He said you were the most... thorough student he ever had.”

“That’s statistically probable. I submitted a 47-page appendix with my dissertation. Most students submit three to five pages.”

“He mentioned that.” Eleanor attempted a watery smile. “William, I know this is last minute, but Father Mitchell said there’s time for one more person to share some words. Would you... would you say something about Harold? Something personal?”

Bill considered this.

“I’m not skilled at ‘personal.’ I could provide an accurate assessment of his contributions to the field of protein folding dynamics.”

“That would be lovely, dear.”

“I should warn you that accuracy and loveliness don’t always correlate.”

“I’m sure whatever you say will be perfect.”

She squeezed his arm and walked into the church.

Bill stood in the parking lot, suddenly aware that he had agreed to speak publicly about a dead man to a room full of grieving people.

FATHER MITCHELL’S SOUL: PRE-FUNERAL STATUS

Location: The eternal intersection of faith and flesh. Current status: CONFIDENT.

FAITH CENTER: “Another funeral. Another opportunity to shepherd souls through grief. We’ve done this 2,847 times. We are GOOD at this.”

COMPASSION LOBE: “The widow is in the front row. Eleanor. Married to Harold for 49 years. She’ll need extra attention during the committal.”

SERMON PREPARATION ZONE: “Remarks are ready. ‘Harold has gone to his eternal reward.’ ‘He rests now in the arms of the Lord.’ Standard comfort package. Reliable. Tested.”

FAITH CENTER: “Eleanor mentioned she asked a former student to say a few words. Some scientist. Bill something. Shouldn’t be more than three minutes.”

COMPASSION LOBE: “Scientists at funerals can be awkward. Remember the chemist at Mrs. Patterson’s service who kept mentioning ‘oxidation’?”

FAITH CENTER: “That was uncomfortable. But brief. This will be fine.”

HOLY SPIRIT RECEPTOR: “I’m picking up something. A strange frequency. Almost like... a warning?”

FAITH CENTER: “Pre-service jitters. Focus on the liturgy.”

THE SERVICE: 2:47 PM

Father Mitchell stands at the pulpit. The service has been beautiful so far. The hymns were sung with feeling. His homily on eternal life landed well. He saw Eleanor nodding, tears streaming, but peaceful tears. The tears of someone finding comfort.

This is what he trained for. This is what he does.

“And now,” Father Mitchell says warmly, “Dr. Pemberton’s former student, Dr. William Morrison, would like to share a few words.”

A man rises from the third pew.

Father Mitchell’s first thought is that the man moves strangely. Rigid. Mechanical. Like someone who learned human locomotion from a textbook and never quite mastered the practical application.

His second thought is that the man’s suit doesn’t fit properly.

His third thought, which will stay with him for the rest of his life, comes approximately ninety seconds later.

BILL: OPENING REMARKS

Bill reaches the pulpit. Two hundred faces look up at him. He doesn’t make eye contact with any of them. Eye contact is distracting.

“Dr. Harold Pemberton was my doctoral advisor from 2012 to 2017. In that time, I observed him to be consistent, methodical, and biologically robust for a man of his age. He was also generous. Over five years, he purchased for me an estimated 312 items from the departmental vending machine, primarily coffee, with the occasional packet of crackers. Adjusted for inflation, his contribution to my caloric maintenance totals approximately 1,847 dollars.”

Eleanor’s smile flickers. “Biologically robust” is not how one typically describes a beloved mentor.

Her daughter, Sarah, leans over. “Mom, who is this?”

“Bill Morrison. Your father’s favorite student.”

“He seems... odd.”

“Your father always said he was ‘unique.’”

FATHER MITCHELL’S SOUL: INITIAL READINGS

COMPASSION LOBE: “’Biologically robust.’ That’s an unusual opening. Clinical.”

FAITH CENTER: “Academics. Different communication style. He’s probably nervous. He’ll warm up.”

LITURGICAL PROTOCOL UNIT: “Good projection, at least. Clear voice.”

HOLY SPIRIT RECEPTOR: “The warning signal is getting stronger.”

FAITH CENTER: “Ignore it. Let the man speak.”

Bill glances at his notes. “He died of cardiac arrest eleven days ago.”

THE CONGREGATION: GROWING UNEASE

Several people shift in their pews. The past tense feels abrupt. Harsh.

Dr. Margaret Reeves from the biology department whispers to her colleague: “Is he going to explain HOW Harold died?”

Her colleague winces. “Surely not. That would be...”

He continues, helpful. “For those unfamiliar with the process, cardiac arrest occurs when the heart’s electrical system malfunctions, causing an irregular heartbeat that disrupts blood flow to the brain.”

Margaret closes her eyes. “Oh God. He is.”

FATHER MITCHELL’S SOUL: ALARM

COMPASSION LOBE: “He’s... he’s explaining the mechanism of death. To the widow. Who was THERE when it happened.”

FAITH CENTER: “This is unusual. Very unusual. But perhaps he’s building to something. Context before comfort.”

THEOLOGICAL REASONING CENTER: “What kind of comfort begins with ‘irregular heartbeat’?”

HOLY SPIRIT RECEPTOR: “I TOLD you something felt off.”

Bill does not pause. “Without intervention, consciousness is lost within 10 to 20 seconds, and biological death follows within 4 to 6 minutes as neurons begin dying from oxygen deprivation.”

ELEANOR PEMBERTON: FRONT ROW

The blood drains from Eleanor’s face.

She was there. She was holding Harold’s hand when it happened. She watched his eyes go distant. She counted the seconds while waiting for the ambulance.

She did not need a timeline.

She did not need to know about neurons dying.

She knew. She KNEW.

Sarah grabs her mother’s hand. “Mom. Mom, are you okay?”

Eleanor can’t speak. She’s back in the living room. She’s watching Harold collapse. She’s counting. Ten seconds. Twenty seconds. The neurons dying.

FATHER MITCHELL’S SOUL: ALARM PHASE TWO

COMPASSION LOBE: “Eleanor. Look at Eleanor. She’s reliving it. He’s making her RELIVE it.”

FAITH CENTER: “This can’t continue.”

LITURGICAL PROTOCOL UNIT: “We can’t interrupt. There are protocols. Decorum. We’ve never interrupted a eulogy in 2,847 funerals.”

PATIENCE RESERVES: “Depleting. This is unprecedented.”

FAITH CENTER: “Give him one more sentence. ONE more. Then we reassess.”

Bill looks up. “But I’m not here to discuss the mechanism of his death. I’m here to discuss his life.”

FAITH CENTER: “See? He’s pivoting. He’s moving to the life. This is better.”

COMPASSION LOBE: “Eleanor is still pale, but she’s breathing. We might recover from this.”

HOLY SPIRIT RECEPTOR: “The signal is still wrong. Something bad is still coming.”

He returns to his notes. “Specifically, his contributions to our understanding of protein folding dynamics, which will endure long after his body has completed the decomposition process.”

Two hundred people inhale simultaneously.

The word hangs in the air like a grenade with the pin pulled.

Decomposition.

At a funeral.

In a church.

With the casket ten feet away.

FATHER MITCHELL’S SOUL: RED ALERT

FAITH CENTER: “He said DECOMPOSITION. He said DECOMPOSITION at a FUNERAL.”

THEOLOGICAL REASONING CENTER: “In thirty-one years of ministry, no one has ever said ‘decomposition process’ during a eulogy. I don’t have a FRAMEWORK for this.”

HOLY SPIRIT RECEPTOR: “I TOLD you. The signal was CLEAR.”

PATIENCE RESERVES: “Down to 40% and dropping.”

ANGER MANAGEMENT SECTOR: “Let me handle this. I have solutions.”

FAITH CENTER: “What solutions?”

ANGER MANAGEMENT SECTOR: “Physical ones.”

FAITH CENTER: “We can’t ASSAULT a eulogist!”

ANGER MANAGEMENT SECTOR: “Can’t we? CAN’T WE THOUGH?”

DR. JAMES WHITFIELD: FIFTH ROW

Dr. Whitfield, chair of the biology department, watches Bill Morrison standing at the pulpit, apparently unaware that he has just dropped the word “decomposition” into a room full of grieving people like a biological bomb.

“Jesus Christ,” Whitfield whispers.

His wife elbows him. “Don’t blaspheme. We’re in a church.”

“I think blasphemy is the least of our problems right now.”

Every person in the church becomes acutely aware of the casket.

They had, through the gentle ritual of the service, managed to abstract it. To see it as a symbol rather than a container. To focus on Harold’s soul rather than Harold’s remains.

Bill Morrison has just reminded them that there is a BODY in that box.

FATHER MITCHELL’S SOUL: CRITICAL FAILURE

FAITH CENTER: “THE BODY. He’s talking about THE BODY.”

COMPASSION LOBE: “He POINTED at the casket. He GESTURED toward it.”

THEOLOGICAL REASONING CENTER: “The entire point of funeral liturgy is to draw attention AWAY from the physical remains and toward the eternal soul. He is doing the OPPOSITE. He is doing the OPPOSITE OF MINISTRY.”

HOLY SPIRIT RECEPTOR: “I think the Holy Spirit has formally abandoned this building. I’m getting nothing. Complete void.”

PATIENCE RESERVES: “25%. Below safe operating levels.”

Bill warms to his subject. “For those curious about the timeline, decomposition begins approximately 4 minutes after death, when cells begin autolysis, essentially, self-digestion. The enzymes that once served cellular function begin breaking down cell membranes from the inside.”

Eleanor makes a sound.

It’s not quite a sob. It’s not quite a gasp. It’s something in between. The sound of a woman who has just been told that her husband of 49 years is self-digesting.

Sarah wraps her arm around her mother. “Don’t listen. Mom, don’t listen.”

FATHER MITCHELL’S SOUL: SPIRITUAL EMERGENCY

FAITH CENTER: “Self-digestion. SELF-DIGESTION. He’s telling a widow that her husband is DIGESTING HIMSELF.”

THEOLOGICAL REASONING CENTER: “I studied for seven years. Augustine. Aquinas. The Catechism. The complete works of Chrysostom. NONE OF THIS PREPARED ME FOR AUTOLYSIS.”

FAITH CENTER: “Lord, forgive what I’m about to do.”

DR. PATRICIA LANGLEY: SIXTH ROW

Dr. Langley, a microbiologist, knows exactly where this is going.

“Oh no,” she whispers to her husband.

“What?”

“He’s going to mention the gut bacteria. I KNOW he’s going to mention the gut bacteria.”

He continues, oblivious to the room. “Within 24 to 72 hours, bacteria from the gut, primarily Clostridia and Coliforms, begin migrating through the body.”

Dr. Langley closes her eyes. “There it is.”

THE CONGREGATION: PEAK HORROR

The seventh-row woman is now openly gagging.

A man in the back stands up, apparently unable to remain seated.

Several people are crying, though it’s no longer clear if it’s grief for Harold or trauma from the eulogy.

Eleanor has stopped shaking. She’s very still now. The stillness of someone who has dissociated from reality.

FATHER MITCHELL’S SOUL: COMPLETE SYSTEM FAILURE

COMPASSION LOBE: “I’m shutting down. I can’t process this. There’s no compassionate response to BACTERIAL MIGRATION.”

PATIENCE RESERVES: “5%. CRITICAL.”

ANGER MANAGEMENT SECTOR: “INTERVENE. NOW.”

FAITH CENTER: “Lord, give me strength.”

Bill's voice stays even. “Dr. Pemberton, as a biologist, would have appreciated the irony. He spent his career explaining how proteins fold into ordered structures. Autolysis reverses that order. His own enzymes are degrading the structures he spent a lifetime describing, and the gut bacteria are now consuming him from within. The man who studied molecular order has become a demonstration of molecular disorder.”

SARAH PEMBERTON: FURY

Sarah’s grief has transformed into something else entirely.

“He’s saying Dad is being EATEN,” she hisses. “He’s telling Mom that Dad is being EATEN BY BACTERIA.”

“Shh,” Eleanor whispers, but there’s no strength in it.

“I’m going to kill him. After this, I’m going to actually kill him. The church has a garden out back. I’ll bury him there. Let HIS microbiome consume HIM.”

He presses on. “The funeral industry has attempted to delay this process through embalming, which involves replacing blood with formaldehyde-based solutions. However, this only slows decomposition; it doesn’t stop it. Within a sealed casket, the process continues, producing...”

FATHER MITCHELL: INTERVENTION

Father Mitchell moves.

He doesn’t remember deciding. His body acts on thirty-one years of pastoral instinct, overriding protocol, overriding decorum, overriding everything except the desperate need to MAKE IT STOP.

He appears at Bill’s elbow like a manifestation of divine intervention.

“THANK YOU, DR. MORRISON.”

His voice is too loud. Several parishioners flinch. The woman in the seventh row jumps.

“Thank you for those... illuminating words.” Every syllable costs him something. “I’m sure Dr. Pemberton would have appreciated the, ah, scientific perspective.”

Bill turns to him, his face showing nothing but polite confusion.

“I wasn’t finished. I hadn’t discussed putrefaction or the role of cadaveric fauna...”

FAITH CENTER: “CADAVERIC FAUNA.”

THEOLOGICAL REASONING CENTER: “What in the name of all that is holy is CADAVERIC FAUNA?”

COMPASSION LOBE: “I don’t know and I don’t WANT to know.”

PATIENCE RESERVES: “0%. Take whatever you need from other systems.”

“We’ll save that for another time.” Father Mitchell’s grip on Bill’s arm is firm. Perhaps too firm. This is not a pastoral grip. This is a ‘you are leaving this pulpit NOW’ grip. “Let us now turn to hymn 347.”

He steers Bill away from the microphone.

The organist, bless her heart, begins playing immediately. Twenty years of service. She knows when to provide cover.

Bill looks confused as he’s guided back to the third pew, but he doesn’t resist.

Father Mitchell returns to the pulpit. His hands are shaking. The congregation stares at him with expressions ranging from horror to gratitude to something that looks like shellshock.

Eleanor is weeping silently, her daughter’s arms around her.

The casket sits there, as it has throughout, now impossible to look at without thinking about what’s happening inside it.

“Let us sing,” he says, and his voice cracks slightly.

They sing.

It’s the most desperate rendition of “Amazing Grace” St. Michael’s has ever heard.

THE RECEPTION: CHURCH BASEMENT, ONE HOUR LATER

Bill stands by the vegetable tray, eating celery.

He’s noticed that people have been avoiding him. Several attendees have made eye contact, then quickly looked away. Two colleagues from the biology department walked in his direction, saw him, and immediately reversed course toward the coffee station.

He doesn’t understand why.

His speech was informative. It was accurate. It was, in its own way, a tribute to Dr. Pemberton’s life’s work. Who better to return to molecular disorder than the man who spent his career describing molecular order?

Dr. Whitfield approaches Dr. Okonkwo by the coffee station.

Whitfield leans in. “Did you hear Bill Morrison’s eulogy?”

Okonkwo exhales. “I heard it. I’m going to hear it in my nightmares for the next decade.”

“He calculated the dollar value of vending machine snacks Harold gave him.”

“Adjusted for inflation.”

“And then he described the gut microbiome eating Harold’s body.”

“While Harold’s widow was in the front row.”

They stand in silence for a moment.

“Should we... say something to him?” Dr. Whitfield asks.

“Say what? ‘Bill, you can’t describe decomposition at a funeral’? He won’t understand why.”

“No. He won’t.”

“He’s by the vegetable tray. He’s been there for twenty minutes.”

“Alone?”

“Of course alone. Would YOU stand next to the man who just lectured a grieving congregation about Clostridia?”

“Good point.”

They both look at Bill, who is examining a piece of broccoli with what appears to be scientific interest.

“Harold really did love him, you know,” Dr. Okonkwo says.

“I know. Harold once told me that Bill reminded him of himself. ‘Before I learned to pretend to be normal,’ he said.”

“You think Bill will ever learn to pretend?”

Dr. Whitfield watches as Bill apparently decides the broccoli meets his nutritional criteria and eats it.

“No,” he says. “No, I don’t think he will.”

Sarah approaches her mother with a cup of tea.

“Mom. You should sit down.”

“I’m fine.”

“You’re not fine. That man just told you Dad is being eaten by bacteria.”

“He’s not wrong.” Eleanor’s voice is hollow. “That IS what’s happening.”

“That’s not the POINT, Mom.”

“I know it’s not.” Eleanor looks across the room at Bill, standing alone by the vegetable tray. “Harold always said Bill was special. ‘He sees the world differently,’ he’d say. ‘He can’t help it.’”

“That doesn’t excuse...”

“No. It doesn’t.” Eleanor takes the tea. “But I don’t think he meant to hurt me. I don’t think he CAN mean to hurt anyone. He just... doesn’t understand.”

“Doesn’t understand what?”

Eleanor watches Bill eat celery with mechanical precision, alone, apparently oblivious to the devastation he’s caused.

“Any of it,” she says quietly. “He doesn’t understand any of it.”

THE CHURCH: UPSTAIRS

Father Mitchell kneels in the empty church, before the altar, in the silence that follows catastrophe.

FATHER MITCHELL’S SOUL: DAMAGE ASSESSMENT

FAITH CENTER: “We survived. Technically, we survived.”

COMPASSION LOBE: “Eleanor’s face. I keep seeing Eleanor’s face when he said ‘consuming from within.’”

THEOLOGICAL REASONING CENTER: “I have performed 2,847 funerals. I have buried children. I have buried murder victims. And yet that, THAT, was somehow the worst thing I have ever witnessed in this church.”

ANGER MANAGEMENT SECTOR: “I want it noted that I wanted to physically remove that man from the building. I still want to.”

FAITH CENTER: “Noted. But we don’t act on those impulses. We’re servants of God.”

ANGER MANAGEMENT SECTOR: “Even God’s servants have limits.”

FAITH CENTER: “Yes. And today, we found ours.”

COMPASSION LOBE: “He didn’t know what he was doing. He couldn’t know. You saw his face, complete confusion. He genuinely thought he was helping.”

FAITH CENTER: “I know. And that makes it worse somehow. He destroyed Eleanor’s peace, and he didn’t even understand he was doing it.”

“Forgive me for my anger,” Father Mitchell whispers. “Forgive me for the violence in my heart. Forgive me for wanting to silence him instead of understanding him.”

He pauses.

“And Lord... forgive him too. Whatever is broken in him that makes him see decomposition timelines instead of grief, bacterial colonies instead of bereavement... heal it. Help him.”

Another pause.

“And if you can’t heal it... at least keep him away from funerals.”

COMPASSION LOBE: “We stopped him before cadaveric fauna.”

FAITH CENTER: “Small mercies.”

THEOLOGICAL REASONING CENTER: “We still don’t know what cadaveric fauna IS.”

FAITH CENTER: “And we’re going to keep it that way.”

Father Mitchell crosses himself. He rises, knees protesting, and looks around the empty church.

The flowers are still arranged beautifully. The candles still flicker. The stained glass still casts colored light across the pews.

It’s still sacred space.

Even after decomposition timelines and gut bacteria and the phrase “consuming him from within,” it’s still sacred space.

That has to count for something.

FATHER MITCHELL’S OFFICE: LATER

He sits at his desk with a glass of communion wine.

This is not standard practice. Father Mitchell is not a drinking man.

But today was not a standard day.

He thinks about Dr. William Morrison. About the rigid posture and the mechanical speech and the complete absence of awareness that he was causing harm.

He thinks about Eleanor’s face.

He thinks about the word “Clostridia” and how he will never, ever be able to unhear it.

FATHER MITCHELL’S SOUL: FINAL THOUGHTS

FAITH CENTER: “What do we do with today? How do we file this?”

THEOLOGICAL REASONING CENTER: “Under ‘Trials of Faith.’ Subsection: ‘Unprecedented.’”

COMPASSION LOBE: “We need to call Eleanor tomorrow. Check on her.”

HOLY SPIRIT RECEPTOR: “I’m stabilizing. The connection is back. Weak, but present.”

FAITH CENTER: “Good. We’re going to need it.”

Father Mitchell finishes his wine.

Tomorrow, he’ll call Eleanor. He’ll check on the congregation. He’ll review the liturgy for Sunday’s service and make sure everything is normal and predictable and blessedly free of biological terminology.

Tonight, he just sits.

In thirty-one years, he’s learned that some days cannot be processed immediately. Some days need to settle like sediment in water, slowly sinking to the bottom where they can be examined without stirring up the whole system.

Today is one of those days.

He turns off his desk lamp.

“Lord,” he says quietly into the darkness, “if it’s not too much to ask... never again. Never again.”

He pauses.

“And please look after that strange man. Whatever he is, wherever he is, he’s going to need all the help he can get.”

THE VEGETABLE TRAY: SAME MOMENT

Bill Morrison stands alone in the emptying church basement, eating his third piece of celery.

The reception is winding down. People are leaving without saying goodbye to him. Eleanor was helped to her car by her daughter, who shot Bill a look he couldn’t interpret.

He doesn’t understand why everyone seemed upset.

His speech was informative.

His speech was accurate.

His speech was, objectively, a more thorough tribute to Dr. Pemberton’s legacy than any of the vague platitudes about “eternal rest” and “better places.”

Dr. Pemberton was a scientist.

He would have appreciated the science.

Wouldn’t he?

Bill finishes his celery and looks around the empty room.

For a moment, just a moment, something flickers across his face. Something that might be doubt. Something that might be loneliness. Something that might be the first faint stirring of awareness that he has, once again, done something wrong without understanding what.

But the moment passes.

And Bill Morrison walks out of the church, alone, into the afternoon light, already calculating the most efficient route home.
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Five Minutes
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A monologue by Neuron 7,412 of the Prefrontal Cortex, Expectations Management Division. Bill is on the couch. It’s 11:47 PM. He has opened Hinge.

* * *
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Here we go again.

11:47 PM. Bill opens the app. I feel the dopamine system warming up next door. They’re always eager. They never learn.

Swipe left. Left. Left. Left.

Bill has standards. Bill has very specific standards for a man who has not touched another human being in seven months.

Left. Left. Left.

Wait.

She’s... she’s pretty. Brown hair. Glasses. I watch Bill’s eyes move to the bio. I watch his pupils dilate. I watch the dopamine department lean forward in their chairs.

The bio reads:

“Sapiosexual. Intelligence is my biggest turn-on. Looking for deep conversations and genuine connections. I’d rather discuss philosophy over wine than go to a loud club. Brains > looks. Bonus points if you can teach me something new. Currently reading: Sapiens.”

Oh no.

Bill’s heart rate just spiked. The limbic system is on fire. I can hear the amygdala whispering, “This is the one. THIS IS THE ONE.” Serotonin is already crying tears of joy. The hippocampus is pulling up every memory of every rejection and saying, “It was all leading to this moment.”

Bill is looking at the word “sapiosexual” like it’s a golden ticket.

I’ve seen this before. I know what Bill is thinking. He’s thinking: “She wants intelligence. I have intelligence. I have a PhD. I study cellular mechanisms. I am EXACTLY what she’s looking for. The universe has finally recognized my value.”

Bill. Bill, no. That’s not what sapiosexual means. Sapiosexual means she wants a man who looks like he could be in a magazine but ALSO knows what wine to order. It means she wants a confident lawyer who quotes Marcus Aurelius at dinner parties. It means she wants a tech founder who reads one Naval Ravikant tweet and calls it philosophy.

It does not mean she wants a man who gets genuinely excited about gel electrophoresis.

But Bill can’t hear me. Bill is already in love.

He swipes right.

11:48 PM.

IT’S A MATCH.

The dopamine department has lost their minds. “SHE LIKED HIM BACK! THE SAPIOSEXUAL LIKED HIM BACK! THIS IS DESTINY!” Serotonin is planning the wedding. Oxytocin is naming the children. Someone in the temporal lobe is already composing the story they’ll tell at the reception. “We met on Hinge. She said she was sapiosexual. I knew right then that my PhD was finally going to pay off.”

I’m watching this happen. I can’t stop it. I’ve tried before.

Bill stares at her profile. Her name is Jessica. She has a dog named Biscuit. She went to Thailand once. One of her photos is at a bookstore. Bill is fixating on the bookstore photo. Bill is thinking, “She reads. She READS. We can talk about books. We can have DEEP CONVERSATIONS. She said she wants someone who can teach her something new. I can teach her about genetic expression. I can teach her about model organisms. I can teach her SO MANY THINGS.”

She doesn’t want to learn those things, Bill.

11:49 PM. Bill opens the chat.

The cursor blinks. The whole brain is silent. This is it. The first message.

The hippocampus pulls up memories of failed openers. “Hey” didn’t work. “Hi there” didn’t work. The one time Bill opened with a biology fact, the woman unmatched so fast it left a scar on the amygdala.

But this time is different. This time she’s SAPIOSEXUAL. This time she WANTS intelligence.

Bill types.

“Hi Jessica! I love that you’re into deep conversations. Also, Biscuit is adorable. What’s your favorite book?”

Good. Safe. Intellectually engaged but not overwhelming. References her bio. Shows he read beyond the photos. I approve.

Send.

11:50 PM. She responds.

“Haha thanks! I’m really into Sapiens right now. Super fascinating. What do you do?”

The dopamine department is now clinically manic. “SHE ASKED WHAT HE DOES. SHE WANTS TO KNOW ABOUT HIS INTELLIGENCE. THIS IS THE MOMENT. THIS IS WHERE BILL’S ENTIRE ACADEMIC CAREER BECOMES ATTRACTIVE.”

I’m watching Bill’s fingers. I’m sending warnings. “Keep it simple. Keep it casual. Say ‘I work in research.’ Say ‘I’m in biotech.’ Do NOT say the words ‘cellular mechanisms.’”

Bill types.

“I’m a scientist! A biologist actually.”

Okay. Okay, that’s fine. That’s respectable. Scientist is good. Biologist
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