
  
    [image: Just a Matter of Time]
  


  
    
      Just a Matter of Time

      A Young Adult Paranormal Short Story

    

    
      
        Charity Tahmaseb

      

    

    
      Collins Mark Books

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Just a Matter of Time

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by Charity Tahmaseb

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Just a Matter of Time

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        To: Sadie.Lin@email.com

        From: TimeThief@email.com

        Subject: You’re running out of time

      

        

      
        If time is money, then someone is robbing you blind.

      

        

      
        A Friend

      

      

      When the message landed in my inbox, from a fake account, I ignored it. It was spam. Or a joke. Or one of those random things that happen on the Internet—and if you fell into that time suck, then you deserved to get robbed.

      So I deleted it and went back to AP World History.

      But two weeks later, as I sat in the orchestra room, my hand clutched the neck of my violin like I might strangle it. I wondered if I really had run out of time—or become very bad at managing it. I’d been late for tonight’s special practice. I let the violin strings bite into my fingers, preferring pain to shame.

      I blinked, trying to figure out when the room had cleared. I blinked again as if waking from a dream and breathed in the stale, silent air. I looked from my own hands, still clutching the violin, to the ones on the clock.

      6:38.

      The fire of lost time started in my toes, raced up my legs and straight to my heart. I jumped. My music stand crashed into the director’s podium, but I didn’t bother to right it. In the storage room, my fingers fumbled with the closures to my violin case. I had everything locked in the cubby, but when I turned to leave, I nearly crushed my bow beneath the sole of my ballet flat. More wasted time.

      Bow tucked away, I sprinted to the lobby, fear like a fist in my stomach. The significance of the closed auditorium doors slammed into me—and me into them. The thud echoed, then died. Above me, the clock read:

      7:00.

      Muted applause reached me from behind the closed doors. A name echoed, one that sounded a lot like Sadie Lin. Somehow I’d missed the start of the National Honor Society induction ceremony. Missed it—and had no idea what to do. Should I barge in and demand my certificate and pin? Should I wait? Or was it better to hide? My legs shook, then gave out. I sank to the floor, closed my eyes, and let the linoleum cool my sweaty palms.

      Half an hour later, when the doors swung open, I was still slumped on the floor. Maya Milansky floated from the auditorium, gold pin glowing on her collar, certificate clutched in her hand. We hadn’t been friends since ninth grade, so when she spun and said, “We missed you, Sadie,” it wasn’t sympathy I heard in her voice. It was something sweeter—and nastier—all wrapped up in Maya’s fake red hair and the fake butterfly tattoo on her ankle.

      Other students filed out, followed by parents and teachers, each set giving me odd looks. The AP World History teacher, Mrs. Harmon, opened her mouth as if to say something consoling, but closed it and hurried off.

      At least none of the parents or grandparents belonged to me. If there was a bright spot to this night, it was that. My mom died when I was three. All my memories of her were misty things. My grandmother wasn’t well enough to attend—just a bad cold. Not that it stopped me from worrying. As for my dad? Well, the commute from Afghanistan was a long one.

      I decided to search out the NHS advisor, get my pin and certificate, and make up a story about the ceremony for my grandmother.

      Before I could stand, a shadow fell across my legs. Gordon Bakersfield stood so the toes of his shoes touched the heels of mine. In his hand, he held two certificates. He didn’t smile, or give me any sort of look born of sympathy. He simply stared; the intensity in his eyes unnerved me.

      I sighed. “I don’t have time for this.”

      “You’re right,” he said. “You don’t.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      When I left school that night, the hands on the clock read 8:15. I had no memory of the lobby clearing, or parents leaving, or Gordon Bakersfield vanishing from my sight. All I remembered was sitting on the floor, linoleum chilling my legs, the National Honor Society certificate and pin by my side. Had Gordon done that?

      Honestly, I didn’t care. All I wanted was to keep my 4.0 GPA intact and ace the SAT. No problem. Until recently.

      The next day, I stood at my locker, fingertips resting on the upper shelf, my gaze fixed on the dark inside. What had I wanted? To go to the library. Yes. But why?

      Someone brushed my shoulder as the bell rang—someone with spiky black hair, dark eyes, and an intense stare. A burst of something flowed through my body. I could breathe again. My mind cleared. Of course! I was going to spend lunch at the library and finish an extra credit report.

      Except. Gordon stood there, arms folded across his chest like he was guarding the way down the hall.

      “Excuse me?” I said.

      He stepped to one side. I grabbed a notebook and—before he could block the way again—raced up to the library.

      In the library, Maya Milansky was working on what was no doubt the same extra credit report for AP World History. I sat down three tables away. She glanced up from her paper long enough to throw me a sneer. I threw one back. It never reached its target. Gordon slid into the chair opposite mine and caught the full force of my snark.

      At least he blocked my view of Maya. Still. Back in ninth grade, I’d crushed hard on Gordon—one of those epic and deeply humiliating crushes. The kind that made you stalk his class schedule, so you could be at his locker when he was. The kind that had you biking past his house—multiple times. The kind where you confessed your entire heart to your best friend just to relieve a little of the pressure.

      That best friend might have been Maya Milansky. Gordon might have gone to the freshman dance with her. From then on out, I’d pretended that neither existed.

      Now I had no choice but to acknowledge at least one of them.

      “What are you doing?” I asked.

      Gordon shrugged. “Running interference.”

      World History was calling, so I said, “I don’t have time for this.” Whatever this was.

      “You’re right,” he replied, in an echo from last night. “You don’t.”

      I stared at him.

      “Where do you think she—” He swiveled in his chair, pointing at Maya. Her hair fell forward, hiding her face in a curtain of red. “—gets all the time?”

      Now it was my turn to shrug. Maya did everything I did—and then some—and managed to show up on time, too.

      He leaned forward, eyes fixed on mine. “You.”

      I felt that burst again, my mind clearing, my thoughts all at once my own. My hand reached for my notebook, but Gordon’s gaze transfixed me. My cheeks didn’t heat up. I wasn’t tongue-tied. But I couldn’t glance away, either.

      “Did you ever wonder where some people find the time and energy to do everything while everyone else desperately tries to keep up?” he asked.

      I nodded, slowly. For months now, the threads of my life had been hanging just out of my reach. No matter how hard I worked, I couldn’t capture them and weave them back together.

      “You know that saying, ‘time is money’?” he continued.

      “Yeah.”

      “And you know it’s possible to steal money, right?”

      “So?” I wasn’t exactly sure where Gordon’s train of thought was going, but I suspected the first stop was crazy-town.

      “If it’s possible to steal money. . . and time is money. . . come on, you’re on the honor roll. Do the math.”

      Right. Crazy-town. Either that, or this was some elaborate practical joke that Maya had cooked up. I pushed back my chair.

      “Really? You’re doing this? After last night?” So I missed the ceremony. Why rub it in? I clutched my notebook tight to my chest in a feeble attempt to stop the ache. “I used to think you were a better person than that.”

      I left the library without looking back.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “Sadie! Wait up!”

      Gordon’s voice chased me down the hall. My head felt heavy on my neck. My stomach growled. I could pick up something at the snack bar. An apple, maybe. Something to restore my blood sugar and stop the persistent throb in my temples. Except I wasn’t really hungry—not after the library.

      “Sadie, please!”

      Maybe it was that please, or the tone of his voice. I didn’t turn around, but I slowed down. When Gordon landed next to me, panting, I realized I’d stopped right in front of his locker.

      A flush burned my cheeks.

      “Hear me out.” Gordon raised a hand, as if that alone could hold me in place. “Then I won’t bug you anymore.”

      I nodded, too stunned to protest.

      “I know it sounds crazy, but it’s possible to steal someone else’s time.” He gave me that intense stare again. His eyes, I realized, weren’t just dark. They were the color of wet tree bark, but flecked with green. No matter how hard I’d tried during ninth grade, I’d never stood this close to Gordon before. The unfairness of that almost made me walk away.

      “People steal time,” I said, instead. “Right.”

      “Think about writer’s block. It’s the perfect example. Know where it comes from?”

      I gave my head a little shake. As much as I hated to admit it, writing essays was getting harder and harder. I’d taken to waking up spontaneously at three a.m., my head filled with words, and writing then. But that was the only time I could.

      “Ever sit down to write something but get nothing but a blank?” he asked.

      He’d just described my school day, nothing but a great big white space.

      “And even though you’re there, and you think you’re working,” he continued, “it feels like nothing. Or at least, that’s how I think it feels.”

      “Don’t you know how it feels?”

      He shook his head. “No one’s ever stolen my time.”

      Wow. This was insane. Gordon Bakersfield, of the epic ninth-grade crush, was insane. “You know what I think?” I said.

      He leaned forward, ever so slightly, like he was certain of the outcome. I almost hated to disappoint him.

      “I think you’re wasting my time.”

      After two years of confusion and hurt, being the one to walk away was epic.
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      For the rest of the week, I avoided Gordon. Or maybe he avoided me. The only person I couldn’t lose was Maya. Library at lunch? There she was, two tables away. On the bleachers during open gym? Directly across from me, a perpetual smirk just visible in the parting of her red curtain hair.

      And today, in the cafeteria? She stood up and moved closer to me.

      Closer.

      Fortunately, I’d finished my extra credit report early that morning—in another weird three a.m. writing session. First, I’d checked all the doors, even though I knew they were locked. With Dad gone, it was like the air had changed; it was thinner, harder to breathe, the house not just empty, but lonely.

      I was examining some applesauce on my spoon (how long I’d been holding it there was hard to say, but long enough to be embarrassing) when Gordon slid into the chair opposite mine.

      “Look, I know you think I’m crazy, but she is seriously killing you.” He whirled and nailed Maya with a look that made her head jerk back. If it weren’t for the whole crazy factor, I might have clapped—just a little.

      “No,” I said, “she’s just creeping me out. I can’t get away from her.”

      “Because she’s using you. She’s sucking up all your time.”

      I spared Gordon a glance before contemplating my applesauce again. “Right.”

      “Think about it. What about the violin solo that should’ve been yours?”

      His words knocked the appetite from me. I dropped the spoon. During auditions, my bow had come to a screeching halt. My violin hadn’t screamed like that since sixth grade. It was like I’d murdered it, and I certainly butchered the audition.

      “Where was Maya?” Gordon asked.

      “Outside the . . .” I trailed off, not wanting to confess she’d been right outside the door when I left the audition.

      “What happened today when she switched tables?”

      My gaze darted toward my applesauce.

      “Yeah. I’m sure it’s fascinating stuff.” He snorted. “But it took you five minutes to eat a single bite. And you know what she did during that time?” He jerked a thumb toward Maya.

      I shook my head.

      “Finished her extra-credit report. When did you do yours?”

      “This morning.” I raised my chin, but dropped it a second later, realizing the move highlighted the dark circles under my eyes. “At about three a.m.”

      “That’s probably the only time you could.” Gordon stood, hands planted on the cafeteria table. “Think about it
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