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Half a block from her building, she spotted a butt in the gutter, maybe an inch long, the filter damp. Her heart jumped, a sick thrill. She glanced around, confirmed that nobody was 
watching, and snatched it,
 stuffing it in her pocket.
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	ade’s eyes snapped open to the glare of her phone screen, the time flashing 8:47 AM like a personal insult. Her alarm hadn’t gone off… or maybe it had, and she’d swatted it silent in her half-sleep haze. Either way, she was screwed.


	Her shift at Bean Buzz started in thirteen minutes, and she was still tangled in her threadbare sheets, her tiny apartment smelling faintly of last night’s takeout.


	 “Shit, shit, shit,” she muttered, kicking off the covers and stumbling to her feet. Her dyed green ponytail, fading to a tealish-blue at the tips, swung wildly as she lurched toward her dresser. 


	She yanked on her usual outfit: a black thin-strap vest that showed off her freckled shoulders, ripped black jeans that hugged her legs, and sneakers so worn the soles were peeling. Her nose ring, a small silver hoop in her right nostril, glinted as she caught her reflection in the cracked mirror. 


	Her face was pale, with dark circles under her eyes, and her expression had already soured. No time for makeup, barely time to brush her teeth. She splashed water on her face, the cold shock doing nothing to lift her mood, and tugged her black cloth mask over her nose. The fabric felt suffocating, but it was 2020, and Covid-19 had turned masks into a grim necessity.


	Outside, the late summer heat slammed into her, the air thick and sticky even at this hour. The city streets were a weird mix of busy and desolate, everyone masked up, keeping their distance like they were all playing some dystopian game of keep-away. 


	Jade half-jogged and half-walked, her bag bouncing against her hip, the broken strap of her vest flapping. Her mood was absolute garbage. She’d barely slept because her neighbour’s dog had been barking until 3 AM, and her phone had been buzzing with late-night texts from her ex, who she’d blocked but who kept finding new numbers to harass her from. Now she was late for work. Again. Her manager, Tara, was going to lose it.


	She wove through the morning crowd, dodging a guy coughing into his elbow. 


	 “Keep your germs to yourself, dude,” she grumbled under her breath, her voice muffled by the mask. A woman in a floral mask shot her a look, but Jade didn’t care. She was too pissed off, too stressed, too everything. 


	The Bean Buzz sign came into view, its neon coffee cup flickering like it was on its last legs. She checked her phone: 8:59 AM. One minute to spare. She pushed through the glass door, the bell jingling like it was mocking her, and the cool blast of AC hit her sweat-damp skin.


	 “Nice of you to show up,” Tara said from behind the counter, her voice sharp enough to cut glass. She was wiping down the espresso machine, her mask pulled under her chin, which was against the stupid Covid rules but typical Tara. She did whatever she wanted, and no one called her out. Her dark hair was pulled into a tight bun, and her eyes were already narrowed, like she’d been waiting to pounce.
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