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THE LATE AUGUST SUN beat down mercilessly on the cracked sidewalks of Bloomington, Indiana. Blue Thompson trudged home from her summer job at the local ice cream parlor, her feet aching in worn-out sneakers. The quaint college town, usually bustling with students, was eerily quiet in the lull before the fall semester began.

As she approached her family's modest two-story house on the outskirts of town, Blue caught sight of her mother's sleek BMW in the driveway. A mixture of hope and resentment stirred in her chest. Maybe today would be different. Maybe today, her mother would notice her.

Blue pushed open the front door, the familiar scent of lavender air freshener greeting her. 

"Mom?" she called out, her voice echoing through the house.

"In the kitchen, honey!" Tina Thompson's voice rang out, uncharacteristically cheerful.

Blue's heart skipped a beat as she made her way to the kitchen. There stood her mother, impeccably dressed in a crisp white blouse and pencil skirt, her blonde hair perfectly coiffed. She was pulling a tray of cookies out of the oven, filling the air with the warm, sweet aroma of chocolate chips.

"You're baking?" Blue asked, unable to hide the surprise in her voice.

Tina turned, her bright smile faltering slightly as she took in Blue's appearance. "Oh, sweetie. You look... tired. Rough day at work?"

Blue shrugged, dropping her bag on the kitchen island. "Same as always. What's the occasion?" She nodded towards the cookies.

"Oh, these?" Tina waved dismissively. "Just a little thank you to the Johnsons. They referred a big client to me." She beamed, her blue eyes. The same piercing shade as Blue's that sparkle with pride. "I closed a deal on that mansion on Kirkwood Avenue today. Biggest commission of the year!"

"That's great, Mom," Blue said, forcing a smile. She hesitated, then added, "I was wondering... school's starting soon, and I need some new clothes. My shoes are pretty much falling apart, too."

Tina's smile dimmed. "Oh, honey, I'm sure you can make do with what you have for now. Things are a bit tight this month with the new car payment and all." She gestured vaguely towards the driveway where the BMW sat gleaming in the sunlight.

Blue bit her lip, fighting back the urge to point out the designer handbag sitting on the counter or the fresh highlights in her mother's hair. Instead, she just nodded. "Right. Of course."


"That's my girl," Tina said, already turning her attention back to the cookies. "Why don't you go get cleaned up? I'm heading out to deliver these and then I have a dinner meeting with some potential clients."


Blue mumbled an agreement and trudged upstairs to her room. She flopped onto her bed, staring at the ceiling fan spinning lazily above her. The walls of her room were adorned with faded posters and photos, remnants of a time when her mother seemed to care more.

Her phone buzzed, and she fished it out of her pocket. A text from her best friend, Tyler Davis, lit up the screen.

Tyler: "Hey Blue! Want to hit up the mall tomorrow? New school year, new us!"

Blue sighed, typing out a response.

Blue: "Can't. No money. Maybe next time."

She tossed her phone aside and rolled over, burying her face in her pillow. It wasn't fair. Her older siblings, Jake and Alina, never seemed to have these problems when they were her age. They always had nice things, went out with friends, never seemed to worry about money.

As if summoned by her thoughts, her phone buzzed again. This time, it was an Instagram notification. Jake had posted a new photo of him lounging on a yacht, champagne glass in hand, somewhere off the coast of Miami.

Blue sat up, a determined glint in her eye. She'd had enough. It was time to find out how her siblings managed to live so lavishly while she could barely afford a new pair of shoes.

With trembling fingers, she opened her contacts and scrolled to Jake's number. It had been months since they'd last spoken, but desperate times called for desperate measures. She hit the call button before she could talk herself out of it.

The phone rang once, twice, three times. Blue was about to hang up when a deep, slightly slurred voice answered.

"Well, well, if it isn't my baby sister. To what do I owe the pleasure?"

Blue took a deep breath. "Jake, I need your help. I'm tired of being broke all the time. Mom's got money, but she never seems to have any for me. You and Alina always had nice things when you were my age. How did you do it?"

There was a long pause on the other end of the line. When Jake spoke again, his voice was clearer, more serious. "Blue, are you sure you want to know? Once I tell you, there's no going back."

Blue glanced around her room, at the peeling wallpaper and the secondhand furniture. She thought of her mother downstairs, baking cookies for clients while her own daughter wore shoes with holes in them.

"I'm sure," she said firmly. "Tell me everything."

Jake chuckled, a sound that sent a shiver down Blue's spine. "Alright, little sis. But not over the phone. I'll be in town next week. Meet me at the Crusty’s Café on Kirkwood Avenue next Friday at 7 PM. Come alone."

The line went dead before Blue could respond. She stared at her phone, a mixture of excitement and apprehension swirling in her stomach. Whatever Jake was going to tell her, she knew it would change everything.

~   ~   ~   ~   ~
[image: ]


THE NEXT WEEK CRAWLED by at an agonizing pace. Blue went through the motions at work and dodged Tyler's invitations to hang out, her mind constantly wandering to her upcoming meeting with Jake.

At the ice cream parlor, Blue found herself studying the customers more closely, wondering about their financial situations. She overheard snippets of conversations about college tuition worries, part-time job struggles, and the rising cost of living. It seemed everyone was feeling the pinch, but somehow, her mother and siblings seemed immune.

One particularly slow afternoon, her coworker, Samantha, caught her staring blankly at the tip jar. 

"Penny for your thoughts?" Samantha asked, nudging Blue gently.

Blue blinked, coming back to reality. "Oh, sorry. Just... thinking about money, I guess."

Samantha nodded sympathetically. "Tell me about it. My parents are freaking out about how we're going to pay for college next year. Sometimes it feels like we're all just one bad month away from disaster, you know?"

Blue nodded, thinking about the survey results she'd seen online about teen financial stress. She wasn't alone in her worries, but that didn't make them any easier to bear.

~   ~   ~   ~   ~
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AS THE WEEK PROGRESSED, Blue found herself paying more attention to her mother's behavior. Tina flitted in and out of the house, always impeccably dressed, always on her way to or from some important meeting. She'd leave money for takeout on the counter, but rarely sat down to eat with Blue.

One evening, as Blue microwaved a sad-looking TV dinner, Tina breezed through the kitchen, phone pressed to her ear. "No, darling, I can't possibly wear last season's Gucci to the charity gala. I'll stop by the boutique tomorrow and pick up something new."

Blue stared at her mother incredulously, but Tina was already halfway out the door, tossing a distracted "Don't wait up, sweetie!" over her shoulder.

~   ~   ~   ~   ~
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FINALLY, FRIDAY EVENING arrived. Blue stood in front of her mirror, scrutinizing her reflection. She had put on her best outfit, dressing up in a simple black dress she'd found at a thrift store, paired with her least scuffed pair of flats. Her long, dark hair was pulled back in a neat ponytail, emphasizing her high cheekbones and those striking blue eyes that had given her her nickname.

"I'm heading out, Mom!" she called as she descended the stairs. "Meeting Tyler for pizza!"

Tina's voice floated from the living room, distracted as usual. "Okay, honey. Don't be too late!"

Blue stepped out into the warm evening air, her heart pounding with anticipation. The walk to Kirkwood Avenue took about twenty minutes, giving her plenty of time to second-guess her decision. But as she approached the familiar red awning of Crusty’s Café, she steeled her resolve. There was no turning back now.

She spotted Jake immediately as she entered the restaurant. He was seated in a corner booth, looking out of place among the college students and families with his designer clothes and perfectly styled hair. When he saw Blue, a slow smile spread across his face.

"Lil’ sis," he said, standing to give her a brief hug. "Look at you, all grown up."

Blue slid into the booth across from him, nervously smoothing her dress. "Hi, Jake. Thanks for meeting me."

Jake waved down a waiter and ordered a pizza and two sodas before turning his attention back to Blue.

"So, you want to know the family secret, huh?"

Blue leaned forward, lowering her voice. "How did you and Alina always have money? Nice clothes, cars, vacations... How?"

Jake's eyes darted around the restaurant before he leaned in close. 

"It's simple, Blue. We took what we needed."

Blue furrowed her brow. "What do you mean? Did you steal?"

Jake laughed, leaning back in his seat. "Not exactly. We... let's say we convinced people to give us their money willingly."

As Jake began to explain, Blue's eyes widened. He told her about social media scams, about creating fake profiles and building trust. He explained how they would promise to multiply people's money through "investments" or "flips," starting with small amounts and working their way up.

"It's all about confidence," Jake said, his eyes glinting. "Make them believe you have the secret to easy money, and they'll throw their cash at you."

Blue listened, fascinated and horrified in equal measure. "But... isn't that illegal?"

Jake shrugged. "Only if you get caught. And we never do." He fixed Blue with an intense stare. "The question is, do you have what it takes? Are you willing to do what's necessary to get what you deserve?"

Blue hesitated, her mind racing. She thought of her mother's indifference, of the years of feeling invisible and neglected. She thought of the new school year approaching and how it would feel to finally have nice things, to not be the poor kid for once.

But she also thought of the customers at the ice cream parlor, of Samantha's worries about college tuition, of the countless people struggling to make ends meet. Could she really take advantage of them?

As if reading her thoughts, Jake leaned in closer. 

"Look, Blue. The world isn't fair. Mom's never going to change. She'll keep spending money on herself while you wear second hand clothes. You can either keep being a victim, or you can take control of your life."

Blue swallowed hard, her throat suddenly dry. She took a sip of her soda, buying time to think. Part of her knew this was wrong, that there had to be another way. But a louder part, the part that was tired of feeling invisible and worthless, was screaming at her to take this chance.

Slowly, she nodded. "Teach me," she said, her voice barely above a whisper.

Jake's grin widened. "That's my girl. We'll start your training tomorrow. By the time school starts, you'll be rolling in cash."

~   ~   ~   ~   ~
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AS THEY FINISHED THEIR pizza and parted ways, Blue felt a mix of excitement and trepidation. She was stepping into a new world, one filled with promise but also danger. As she walked home under the starry Indiana sky, she couldn't shake the feeling that her life was about to change dramatically.

The house was dark when she returned, a note from her mother on the kitchen counter: 

"Emergency showing. Don't wait up. xo Mom." Blue crumpled the note and tossed it in the trash, a familiar
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