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“Men grow old, pearls grow yellow, there is no cure for it.” – Chinese Proverb
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“Are you ready to faint today, Phyllis?” I asked as I wiped my sweaty palms on my jeans.

Phyllis looked up over her computer screen, her gray eyes crinkling in the corners over her deep crow’s feet as she smiled. She shifted the peppermint in her mouth and nodded her head of short, gray hair. “Ready, sweetheart.”

I moved down the row of computers, wringing my hands together. “Howard?”

Howard, who always had a smile on his face, smiled even bigger over his screen. His rosy cheeks and bulbous nose glowed a brighter red today. “Are you ready?”

I forced a chuckle. The wringing of my hands turned into painful twisting as I made my way up the aisle towards the double doors. I stuffed my fidgeting hands into the pockets of my jeans and willed myself to chill. This was not a movie to be directed. These were not movie stars who were performing for me today. I was just a seventeen-year-old girl who had dreamed up The Plan and explained it to the people who came regularly to the Morgan Hills Community Center’s computer lab, a.k.a. The Regulars. They took their parts very seriously, which may help explain my nervousness.

Still looking at the double doors, I stopped at the third row of computers and glanced over at Matt in the fourth row. Matt’s friend Dalton, who was normally huddled right next to Matt in the far corner of the back row, had the key role in The Plan. I was apprehensive about giving such an important role to a junior high kid at first, but my mind was changed once I saw how excited he was about it.

Matt’s cell phone buzzed, and he answered. He shook his dark hair out of his eyes so he could read the text. “Dalton’s seen him, Jasmine. Mr. Blue’s coming,” he called over to me from the corner.

I nodded as my heart flipped over in my chest and turned to take my place at the front of the room. One of the double doors opened, stirring the air in this room and the hallway together. The door creaked loudly as it opened farther and creaked again before it clicked closed. 

Since this wasn’t a big Hollywood production, I didn’t have to yell, “Action!” I thought the word instead, trying to think myself into action. I exhaled slowly, forcing all the air from my lungs, so that my next breath might be normal. 

When I glanced over my shoulder, I saw that he really was here. Mr. Blue. He sat in the back row on the right side of the computer lab, but that side of the room was empty of computers. Matt and Dalton came up with the nickname Mr. Blue because he always dressed in blue jeans and a baggy blue-hooded sweatshirt. Every day the last three weeks, he’d shuffled into the lab, sat in his usual spot, and observed but never participated. When one of the Regulars or I made the slightest move to approach him and invite him to join us for a free computer class, he bolted out the double doors, his shuffled walk instantly lost. He appeared to be in his seventies, or about the same age as Phyllis and Howard. But no one ever saw him up close. No one ever talked to him. No one ever heard him speak. Mr. Blue was a mystery, and we decided to let him remain a mystery. 

Until today. Until The Plan.

My breathing was as normal as it was going to get, so I knelt next to Phyllis. “Pretend I’m asking you a question.”

Phyllis glanced sideways at me, a smile hinting at the lined corners of her mouth. She pointed at her computer screen and nodded.

One of the double doors burst open, causing the air in this room and the hallway to collide with an audible whoosh. Dalton wilted into a bloody, wailing pile on the floor right in front of the double doors, blocking anyone’s exit.

“Somebody call an ambulance!” Howard yelled before he even made it out of his seat. 

As the other Regulars jumped up, I rushed down the aisle. I passed Mr. Blue, who now stood next to his chair to better see the madness at the door, and knelt at Dalton’s side.

“Dalton, what happened?” I asked over his wailing. 

He sat clutching his hoverboard in one hand and his bloody knee in the other. The sweet and salty smell of ketchup filled my nose, and I wondered if Dalton had used the whole bottle.

“Somebody call an ambulance!” Howard yelled again from behind me. 

I was pretty sure I’d told him to say that just once, but whatever.

“I fell.” Dalton gasped. “Stupid hoverboard!” He flung it away from him, and it flipped towards Mr. Blue. 

Out of the corner of my eye, I could see that Mr. Blue hadn’t moved from beside his chair.

Dalton winced and wailed some more as he grasped his knee with both hands. Even his freckled face was red and splotchy as if he were crying.

I put my hands on his and said, “Let me see.”

He slowly pulled his hands away, and I positioned myself so Mr. Blue wouldn’t see that there was no wound.

Gasps of horror sounded behind me at the imaginary wound. Then, on cue, there was a grunt and a yelp. I looked behind me, and there was Phyllis on the floor in a faint. Howard used the table next to him to help him slowly kneel next to her and then began fanning her with both hands.

“Somebody call an ambulance!” he yelled again.

I tried to hide a smile as I turned to Matt, who was hovering over his friend. “Matt, go get some wet paper towels and some water for Phyllis.”

He snapped into action and gingerly stepped over all the bodies to get out of the double doors. Dalton leaned away from the doors so Matt could get through easier, but then scooted even closer to them once his friend was gone. 

Mr. Blue was still trapped in here with us, unmoving.

I turned to look at Phyllis lying gracefully on the floor. Howard was still fanning her, but with much less gusto. His hands were probably getting tired, so he switched to loud clapping, bringing his hands together again and again an inch from Phyllis’s nose.

Forcing the laugh back down my throat, I turned back to Dalton. His wails turned to moans. I rubbed his back and thought about French fries dipped in ketchup.

One of the double doors opened and slammed into Dalton’s side. 

“Ouch!” Dalton glared at the door, then scooted and leaned away from it as it creaked open.

“Sorry,” Matt grumbled as he entered. He carefully stepped over everyone and handed a cup of water to Howard, then knelt next to me with a pile of dripping paper towels.

Howard, who had stopped his clapping, said, “I think she’s waking up.”

As I attempted to unfold a soggy paper towel, I turned to Phyllis who was blinking her eyes and trying to sit up. She was really good at this. Howard helped her sip the water from the cup.

Matt and I cleaned the mess of ketchup off of Dalton. It covered his shorts, his shoes and socks, and the dingy brown carpet around him. We wrapped the remaining paper towels around his knee to hide his nonexistent wound. He kept wincing and taking sharp intakes of air as we worked. I shook my head at his brilliant acting ability.

“Go and talk to him,” Matt whispered to me.

I nodded and straightened up slowly, my body stiff from kneeling. My knees felt permanently dented. I turned towards Mr. Blue and looked at him closely for the first time. He still stood next to his usual chair, an amused expression on his deeply lined face. Maybe he wasn’t as impressed with our acting abilities as I was.

It was his eyes that held me frozen to the floor. They were a deep, penetrating blue. Familiar in a way, but I couldn’t say how. 

He broke my gaze and looked away, his face now blank. 

“He’ll be okay.” I gestured behind me. “It’s not nearly as bad as it looks.” I glanced behind me at Phyllis, who was now sitting up. “It looks like Phyllis is okay now, too.” I held out my hand towards him. “I’m Jasmine.” 

He made no move to shake it since both of his hands were buried in the big pocket on the front of his baggy blue sweatshirt. He wouldn’t meet my eyes again. 

I let my extended arm fall back by my side. “If you’d ever like to join us for a class, you can. Or you can just use a computer.” 

I was about to explain to him that it was a free class when he pierced me with his eyes again. He closed the distance between us in half a heartbeat and grabbed my shoulder roughly.

“Have you seen your sister lately?” he asked. 

Then he barreled out the door, light-footed and fast enough to avoid stepping on anyone as he went.

My hand fluttered to my silver padlock necklace as I watched Mr. Blue go. Shock and confusion washed over me like an ocean swell and took my breath away. I squeezed the padlock tight, hoping it would help bring me to shore so I could breathe again. I blinked as air entered my lungs, and I realized that The Regulars were all staring at me open-mouthed, all of them still on the floor.

“Okay,” I breathed. “Back to work.”

A thunderous uproar of questions filled the room. 

I faked a smile and shrugged. “He said no thanks. He just likes to sit in the back and listen,” I lied. “But he seemed very grateful that I asked him. He even squeezed my shoulder.” I could still feel Mr. Blue’s fingers digging into my skin, and I thought for sure I would have a bruise.

Matt and Dalton groaned. 

“So The Plan failed,” Dalton said.

“No way! I talked to him, didn’t I? We trapped him, didn’t we?” I said.

The Regulars all reluctantly agreed as they stood up and made their way back to their seats. Everyone chatted and congratulated each other for their fine performances. I allowed myself to be distracted from the dark cloud Mr. Blue had placed over my head and joined in the post-discussion of The Plan. My hand never left the padlock around my neck as I laughed and chatted with The Regulars, its solidness keeping me sane and my seams glued together.

Eventually, the excitement wore off and The Regulars settled back to stare at their computer screens once again. I wandered around asking and answering questions, the dark cloud following me wherever I went. 

In the last five minutes of class, The Regulars began shutting down all the computers and gathering their stuff. I ran out the double doors to clock out and then ran back into the computer lab. It was a class ritual to all walk out to the community center parking lot together and say our goodbyes.

Once outside, wind snapped at my hair, crisscrossing it in front of my eyes. My car sat under the twenty-foot video screen at the side of the parking lot. I sprinted through the flashes of color the commercial on the screen shot onto the wet pavement. Always the same annoying commercial. I gritted my teeth and fumbled for my car keys inside my jacket pocket.

Dalton began laughing. “Anybody got any French fries?” He pointed to his shoe, which oozed ketchup.

“You make sure to clean yourself up before you walk on your mother’s carpet,” Phyllis ordered, wagging a crooked finger at Dalton.

“I will,” Dalton said. “Hey, can we do The Plan again tomorrow? That was so fun!”

“I’ve seen enough ketchup blood, I think,” Howard said, chuckling as he shuffled next to Phyllis toward his car. 

I agreed, and Matt and Dalton groaned as they both hopped on their hoverboards. “See you tomorrow,” they hollered.

Phyllis and Howard waved. 

It was just after six in the evening, and the community center’s doors would be locked up tight soon. Because of money issues and the growing crime in Morgan Hills—the city’s nickname is Morgan Kills; no joke—the community center locked its doors in the early evening. The entire place was pretty much deserted. 

“Look good. Live good. Forever,” the young brunette on the video screen said above where my old, rusty car was parked.

“No thanks,” I spat.

The hovering, figurative dark cloud released its heavy load of questions as I climbed into my car. I gripped the steering wheel tightly as I recalled Mr. Blue’s words to me. The answer was no. I hadn’t seen my sister lately. No one had. Which meant Mr. Blue knew she was missing. He had to. 

As I drove off, the flickers of the video screens playing Pause commercials on repeat faded into night behind me. I breathed deep, but my heart chased each beat with another, harder one, still slamming from the run-in with Mr. Blue.  

I swallowed, suddenly feeling sick. What did he know?

There were few streets that didn’t have video screens, and those were the ones I took to get home. Instead of the perky brunette in the commercial, I always saw Vivian on her wedding day, all smiles and light, about to make the biggest mistake of her life by marrying the president and CEO of Pause. I didn’t need that memory stabbed into my eyes again and again.

Even if I did drive down the streets with video screens, though, it wasn’t like I could see well through the filth on my windshield anyway. One car equaled one car wash every six months according to Pause’s rules. That way they had enough of Morgan Hill’s shrinking water supply to turn their precious profit.

I clutched the thick chain and padlock around my neck while I pulled into my usual spot behind the mailbox. Mom needed to know about the old man. She would freak and threaten to move, but she wouldn’t leave. Her life was rooted here, to the last place we’d seen Vivian, and she’d stay until she knew both her daughters were safe.

“That’s a bunch of bull—” Mom snapped her mouth shut when she saw me and smiled into her cell phone. In front of her, the WindowWall played the evening news on mute. “Leland, that can’t be right. They can’t drop the case. There’s plenty of leads, but they just don’t want to see them. I’m telling you, Era has her hand in the pockets of the entire police department.”

Her blonde curls, streaked with silver around her face, fuzzed up near her ears. Vivian always used to tell her not to tuck her hair behind them because it would frizz. Stress made her do it, she said, and she was stressed all the freaking time. 

She hung up on Leland, the private investigator she’d hired to find Vivian, and faced me. “How was it today?”

I took a breath. “Some old guy asked if I’d seen Vivian lately.”

She blinked. Something between a gasp and an exhale puffed from her mouth. “What?” 

I shrugged like it didn’t matter, but of course it did. “He left after that.”

Mom sat back, her forehead creased. “Leland’s on his way over with one of his guys, so I’ll tell him. This old man might know something.”

“But what do we do?” I asked.

Mom’s eyes softened, and she looped a finger into one of my curls, so much like hers. “I honestly don’t know. Not report anything to the police, apparently. They want to drop Vivian’s missing person’s case because ‘they’re too busy.’”

“They still think she’s in Paris, or wherever, and that she’s just too happy to contact her family?” I touched the loops of the chain around my neck. “That’s bullshit.”

She frowned and side-eyed me. “I was going to say stupid, but that works too.”

A huge world map decorated the wall over Mom’s shoulder. The white border had yellowed, the corners punctured with dozens of tiny holes. Different-colored pushpins marked the places where postcards came from that weren’t in Vivian’s handwriting but were signed from her. Who would go to all that trouble to make it seem like Vivian was enjoying her life without us? Being married to the richest man in the world couldn’t make you forget your family. Could it?

“We’ll talk more about this once we’ve eaten,” Mom said and stood, smoothing her gray pantsuit. “What are you cooking?”

“Spaghetti with a salad and bread,” I decided.

“I’ll help,” she said, following me into the kitchen.

No, she wouldn’t, because I wouldn’t let her. I’d learned to cook to save us both.

Someone knocked on the door and I jumped. Mr. Blue had punctured a nerve or ten, it seemed.

Mom touched my arm, her eyebrows pinched together. “It’s just Leland, Jasmine.”

Of course it was.

She went to answer it, and as soon as Leland’s voice boomed through the house, I relaxed some. He knew all about Vivian and who she was married to since he’d been helping Mom since Vivian disappeared. And by helping, I also meant crushing on Mom.

While Leland’s and Mom’s voices formed hills of noise and silence, I found a pot and set the timer for fifty-nine seconds. Anything over five minutes a day from the kitchen tap earned a hefty fine from Pause. They owned and controlled mostly everything, including Morgan Hills’ water department, their main source before they added their “blue gold” enzyme to it. Demand was always much higher than supply, which basically meant it sucked to be us. Oh well. Never mind the peons who needed water to survive. At least Pause was making bank. I sighed as a thin line of water trickled into the pot.

Leland appeared around the corner of the kitchen dressed in work boots, faded jeans, and a tight black T-shirt that stretched over veiny muscles. The guy was too ripped if you asked me. He was younger than Mom with no trace of gray in his brown hair or wrinkles on his face. “So, Lightning Bolt ran into an old-man stalker, huh?”

Lightning Bolt because of my skills on the track. Second in the state in the 400-meter. I was speedy and damn proud of it.

“You shoulda decked him one,” he said.

I shook my head and eyed the timer. The pot wasn’t even filled a quarter of the way yet. “My fists aren’t as sure as my feet.”

Mom shot a glare into the back of his skull. “Hit an old man? Seriously?” 

Leland shrugged. “The guy sounds shifty.”

The timer dinged, and I immediately turned off the tap. Just enough water in the pot to boil noodles and not a drop more.

“I just want to know what he knows,” I said. “And how he knows it.”

“I bet...” Leland’s sharp gaze caught on something outside the sliding glass door in the dining room. He lunged toward it and batted the blinds out of his way, causing them to click and slide against each other.  

“Leland?” Mom said, her voice panicked.  

I followed his line of sight out the window above the kitchen sink, and gasped. Blue movement flashed.

Leland opened the sliding glass door and flew out into the backyard. 

Blue movement.

He was here.

Mr. Blue.
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Chapter Two
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Kids crowded the hallway, leaning against their lockers or sailing to first hour. More than one elbow jabbed me in the side. Constant chatter, shouts, and sharp laughter stabbed my ears. I gnawed the inside of my cheek and walked faster.

No clear path led to an exit in school. That was part of the reason I hated it so much. Too many people. Not enough space to run if I needed to, and I always needed to. Running didn’t wear me out. It fueled my inner batteries so I could function. Vivian used to say I was a wild animal who refused to be caged.

My gaze darted to the faces of the students, hoping I didn’t see an old, wrinkled one eyeing me over people’s shoulders. But all I saw was youth. They looked like stars in another Pause advertisement, which I was glad it wasn’t, because otherwise I would be nowhere near here. Still, the sight of all that young skin soothed my nerves. I hated how superficial that made me sound and—what was the word?—ageist, but none of my classmates had shown up unannounced in my backyard yesterday either.

Leland hadn’t caught him.

Four bodyguards sent by Leland showed up at my house just as the sun painted pink ribbons across the sky this morning. They were outside watching the school, which made me feel a bit better. The bodyguards were Mom’s idea. Since she had no idea where one daughter was, she was just a little protective of me

A stream of kids flowed into the business classroom in front of me. Elizabeth waved me over to our seats near the front, as close to the exit as I could get. Her dark eyes caught the fluorescent lights and twinkled excitement back. She gave a pointed look at the front of the room, and I followed her gaze. A substitute stood next to the video screen, arms folded so he could flex his piles of biceps. I tried not to snort as I sat.

“We got the hotty substitute,” Elizabeth whispered, a smile playing on her mouth. “The class next door got some old lady.”

“You’ve got a little...” I pointed to my chin. “Elizabeth, you’re drooling. Stop.”

She fingered the thick braid that hung down her back. “I can’t help it.” Her voice sounded dreamy, distant.

That time I did snort. “Whatever.”

The bell rang, and the substitute’s biceps unfolded. “Mrs. Humphrey is sick. You’ve just started coming up with your own business model. Continue with that.”

The whole class mumbled complaints, then shifted seats into their assigned groups.

“Well, see ya’.” I stood and made my way to the corner with a sigh. Away from the only exit.

“Mm-hm,” Elizabeth said behind me. She was still mentally undressing the substitute.

I hated my assigned group. Hated with a capital H. That brunette girl, whatever her name was, wore too much flowery perfume and leaned over the table so everyone could peek underneath her low-cut shirt. Across from her sat the new guy she licked her glossed lips at, the one who always wore flannels and dark sunglasses. His name was Ryan something or other. And finally, the guy who contributed the most drool to the group rested his head on his desk, snoring.

With a sigh, I sank next to the brunette.

Ryan nodded at me. “Late night?”

I shrugged, and I could see my shoulders hitch in the reflection of his sunglasses. Did I look like I’d had a late night? “Sort of.” I busied myself with pressing my thumb against one of the table’s embedded computer screens.   

But Ryan didn’t look away. I could feel his gaze in the prickle of my stomach.

The brunette cleared her throat. “So, anyway. Would you talk to your parents about me? Make sure they know how hardworking and dependable I am?” She curled a strand of hair around a finger and batted her eyelashes.

Ryan glanced at her, then slid a notebook over the surface of his computer screen. No one used real notebooks anymore. Not in 2044. Skulls and monsters illustrated the cover, but he tipped it into his lap before I could get a closer look. 

“I’ll talk to them, Larissa.” He thumbed his computer screen. “But in the here and now, I know who we shouldn’t model our business after.”

“Hmm.” Larissa leaned farther over her desk like she was about to lick his sunglasses.

“Pause.”

The name didn’t even come out of my mouth, but a bitterness stabbed into my tongue as if it had. Maybe because the word was spit out, like Ryan could taste the sour, too.

“They control the city’s water when water is a basic human right. We get fined if we use more than our share while they’re taking it and turning it into a huge profit.” Ryan shook his head. “And the Earth can’t support everyone if fewer people are dying if they’re drinking Pause. It’s not the natural way of things.”

Larissa rolled her eyes. “But don’t you want to live forever? That’s why I want to get a waitressing job. So I can earn enough tips to afford to be perfect and young forever.” She looked at him under the fringes of her bangs. “Unless you think I’m already perfect...”

Ryan took a pen from the spirals in his notebook and clicked the top again and again. No one used pens anymore. Who was this guy? “What do you think about Pause, Jasmine?”

My reflection stared back at me from his sunglasses. Out of the corner of my eye, Larissa’s smile faltered. Maybe Ryan ignoring her wasn’t quite the answer she was looking for.

“I want to blow up the Pause building.” The words rolled out before I had time to think. That summed up my feelings about the company, but it wasn’t the most politically correct thing to say. 

Apparently my group members agreed. They both stared at me, stone silent. Then Ryan clicked his pen faster and grinned, and it deepened the dimple in his chin.

Heat crept into my cheeks. “I’m just kidding,” I mumbled.

“Right.” Larissa dismissed me with a wave of her hand. “Anyway. Back to your parents and the restaurant.”

“How about we get back to our project instead?” Ryan asked.

“Let’s,” I said.

With a series of shared looks and more clicking of that damn pen, Ryan and I steered Larissa away from Pause’s business model. Our new plan gave natural resources back to the people by contributing a portion of our profits to dig fresh water wells all over the world. What a crazy concept. A business model that could actually help people? The horror! When Ryan came up with that idea, I couldn’t help my smile.

A minute or two before the bell rang, we called it good enough for the day. I tried not to gag as Larissa stuck out her chest, pretending to stretch. Behind me, Elizabeth threw glances over her shoulder at the substitute who hadn’t budged from the front of the room. Her group still worked but mostly argued, so I was stuck here.

The overhead lights faded in and out, throwing quick shadows over the room before the fluorescents won again. Everyone looked up, as if to see what trick they would do next. 

I caught my reflection in Ryan’s sunglasses again. He clicked his pen in short bursts and pauses. It took all I had not to snatch it away from him. A slow grin spread across his mouth, but it wasn’t for me. It looked like he’d just figured out a punch line, but I never heard the joke.

The bell rang. Even though my group sat at the back table, I got to the exit first. I needed to get far away from Larissa’s perfume and Ryan’s mad clicking and grin dimple. Elizabeth would understand my sudden escape. She always did.

I hurried down the hallway to the bathroom as fast as the gush of students would let me. The heavy door blocked out the stir of noise and craziness behind me.

Flowery perfume clouded the air above the sinks, smelling just like Larissa’s. I lifted the collar of my shirt to cover my nose. Someone had sent Jane, whoever that was, to hell via a lip-sticked message scrawled across all the mirrors. So nice of them. That would surely get the job done. 

I sighed into my shirt and pressed my thumb against the door of the last stall. A green laser scanned it, and the door clicked open. This was to monitor our toilet habits. I wished I was kidding. If we flushed more than five times per day at school, we were rushed to the nurse. It was because of the whole water-conservation thing enforced by Pause. They should’ve just given us porta-potties and called it good. 

Just as I finished my business, something clattered in the next stall over. 

I jumped.

Silence. Until a voice right outside my door growled, “Icaries shoes. Found you, Jasmine, and this time you can’t run.”

I shrank back.

An age-spotted and wrinkled black hand slipped over the bathroom stall door and held it shut.

My heart’s quick beats rushed blood to my ears, roaring inside my head. I roared louder. “Help!”

“No. Stop.” The person coughed. The door rattled, like the person was leaning against it. “Please, Jasmine, just listen.”

The growl had disappeared. A young voice spoke to me with a withered hand holding the door shut. A girl’s voice. Questions dripped into my brain and formed a lake behind my throat, choking my next call for help. 

The old girl coughed again. “It didn’t go as planned yesterday. He was supposed to just talk to you, that idiot.”

I shifted my weight to see something, anything, between the crack of the door of my stall and the next one over. Nothing. Just the hand that trapped me inside.

“Who are you?” I demanded.

“You’ll find out if you help us. And you should help us if you’re concerned about your sister. I think she’s in trouble.”

Her words poked a hole in my lungs. I grasped my necklace and tried to breathe. “Trouble? How?”

“There’s something... amiss with her husband, Shane. No one has been able to contact him for months.” The index finger of the hand draped over the stall traced figure eights into the door. “It’s very unlike him not to call.” The way she said it, almost wistful and lost, made me wonder if she wished Shane would call her.

Shane was Vivian’s husband, a nice, super-smart guy from what I could tell during their whirlwind relationship.

The rhythmic movement of the figure eights in the door sped up. No, not eights. The infinity symbol. 

I shook my head. “But Shane hasn’t disappeared. I’ve seen him on the WindowWall.”

The old girl cleared her throat. “Yes, he’s still the CEO of Pause and doing the monthly press conferences.” 

“So, what do you want me to do? Call him?” Because I’d already tried that. His secretaries always claimed he was in meetings. Like, all day apparently.

“No.” The figure eights stopped. “You’ll pretend you’re your sister at the next Pause press conference.”

I waited for more, but the girl didn’t continue. The second bell rang, signaling I was late, but I barely noticed. “That’s it?”

“Once we see what Shane’s reaction to you is—you dressed as Vivian, I mean—we might know more about what’s happened.”

Might know more. Might didn’t sound like much, but this plan could be more than what I had now, which was nada. I had to find Vivian, and if pretending to be her would help, then I would. We looked almost identical even though she was four years older, so it shouldn’t be too hard. 

“You’ll tell me everything you know if I say I’ll do it?” I asked.

“Are you saying you’ll do it?” She sounded surprised.

I tapped the padlock around my neck, one of my only ties to Vivian since she had the same one. “Yes. I’ll do it.”

“More information will be coming.” The wrinkled hand slid up over the door and disappeared. Hurried footsteps faded away.

I banged open the stall door and rushed after her. I’d have that information right now, thank you very much. But she raced past the lip-sticked mirrors at an impossible speed. Strands came loose from her gray bun and fell against the ebony skin on the back of her neck. Her white dress specked with blue flowers flapped behind her. I reached for her elbow.

“Now!” she yelled.

A loud bang erupted behind the bathroom door. She threw it open to a wall of smoke filling the hallway. I glimpsed a flash of bright pink before she disappeared through it—toenail polish through her blue open-toed flats. Neon pink toenail polish. 

The smoke rolled in thick waves into the bathroom from the hallway. I couldn’t see anything. Someone sounded the fire alarm. A cold shudder ran the length of my body and hooked my feet into the floor. The smoke closed in, triggering my claustrophobia and images of that horrible night long ago. Each quick breath sucked more smoke into my lungs.

I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t move.

A hand reached through the puffs of smoke, grabbed my wrist, and pulled. The person the hand was attached to crouched low, and so did I. The hand led me to the right. Smoke still gripped my lungs and burned, so I tugged up my shirt collar again to breathe easier. The smoke curled upwards, but I could still only see a couple feet in front of me. Gray and black threaded the sleeve of the hand I squeezed. It looked like flannel.

The hand pulled me down the stairs where there was hardly any smoke, and then a red exit sign appeared when we rounded the corner. Relief coursed down my scorched throat. I gasped and sprinted towards the sign.

Footsteps fell behind me, and I realized the hand no longer gripped mine.

As soon as I breathed in the fresh fall air outside, I doubled over with my hands on my knees. A soft wind sighed a false calm over the tops of the trees and between the strands of my hair. The sun’s rays stroked warmth into my back. But the coming sirens and the nervous chatter of the clusters of students outside the school cut right through the day’s phoniness. It was anything but calm.

I glared at the sun. “You can’t fool me.”

“I can’t?”

Ryan, crumpled on the ground behind me, breathed hard. He clutched his sunglasses instead of wearing them against the sidewalk’s brutal glare. 

“No, you can’t,” I said. “How did you know I was still in there?”

He just looked at me and shook his head. His eyes were blue, split with different hues of gold, like Morgan Hills Lake at sunset before Pause had sucked it dry. 

“You’re crying,” he said.

“I don’t... cry.” But even as I started to say it, a tear trickled down my cheek. I brushed it away and realized my whole face was wet. The memories. The smoke. It was probably enough to start up the nightmares again. Just what I needed on top of everything else. A burning that had nothing to do with smoke inhalation sharpened my voice. “Did you see an old lady run out of the bathroom?”

“I don’t make it a habit to see who comes and goes in the girls’ bathroom.” He smiled, and there was that dimple in his chin again. A backpack sat next to him, and he dragged it closer to him as he sat up. No one carried those anymore since school books were all online, and teachers didn’t even let you have backpacks in the classroom in case they carried weapons or drugs. Which meant he went to get it from his locker before the fire smoked him out. 

Scratch that. Before he found me and the fire smoked us out. That wouldn’t have been so strange, except seniors’ lockers lined half of the first floor’s hallways. The smoke was on the second.

“Jasmine, you all right?” Elizabeth shouted over the coming sirens from the parking lot. 
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