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    For everyone who has ever paused—just for a moment—and realized their whole life could change. May you find the courage to choose love, even in the smallest seconds.
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Chapter 1 — One Second, Everything
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The morning ran on rails—Maya liked it that way. Up at 5:45, bagel half with peanut butter, a banana, water bottle filled to the line she’d marked with a strip of blue tape because she’d read that rituals told your muscles what to do before your brain could panic. She laced her spikes in the same order every time: left shoe, right shoe, double knot, tuck ends. On the bus to the athletic complex she watched her last race again without sound, counting the frames between her drive phase and the moment she broke upright. Forty-eight strides on the back stretch. She wanted forty-six. Ms. Vega said a tenth here and a tenth there added up to scholarships and planes and an address that was not the one on Lakeview Avenue.

At practice the air smelled like rubber and winter. The track was a clean red circle; the sky was a flat white lid. Maya warmed up with high knees and A-skips, legs swinging in a metronome only she could hear. Her team-mates joked and called each other liars about homework. Maya smiled in the right places but held the count in her chest.

“Relax your jaw,” Ms. Vega called, walking beside her. Coach Vega’s ponytail was a metronome too, swinging in time with their steps. “You’re clenching like you’re fighting the air.”

“I’m in a fight with gravity,” Maya said around a mouthguard she didn’t need but liked to chew. “It started it.”

“Gravity listens better when you ask nicely.” Coach tapped the stopwatch. “Four by two hundred. Smooth out. Never let the second one eat the third.”

Maya nodded like she was taking an oath. The first rep was a song she’d memorized: push, push, rise, don’t panic. She caught the stagger ahead by the curve and let herself lean into the straight. Forty-five seconds. She wanted forty-four point five. She jogged the float lap, glanced at the bleachers. Ms. Vega’s clipboard was a shield; next to it stood a man in a windbreaker whose smile had a bureaucrat’s patience.

Scholarship board, Maya thought, and her skin tightened like she’d stepped into cold water. Ms. Vega had told her a committee member would be coming to watch practice before the invitational. They never said we’re judging you, they said we’re excited to witness your journey. Still, there was a number, a line she had to cross with her body to make somebody else’s spreadsheet nod.

Noor was waiting in the locker room when practice ended, already in jeans and a coat that made her look like a fashionable parka. “How many seconds?” she asked, because Noor tracked time like a lawyer tracks objections.

“Too many.” Maya shoved a damp curl under her headband. “Scholarship man was there. Clipboard. He clapped once when I didn’t die.”

“Ah, the applause of the spreadsheet.” Noor linked an arm through hers. “We are deeply moved.”

They walked out into a city that was always almost awake. The crosswalk outside the athletic complex flashed that insistent little neon man. Buses sighed. A man sold coffee from a cart and shouted compliments at strangers: “Love the scarf! You look like optimism!” Uri, the violinist who played out of season, stood by the deli and tuned a stubborn E string. Winter was the city’s honest face. The cold made everyone show themselves.

Noor peeled off to first period debate prep and Maya jobbed toward the public bus stop, hugging the route schedule to her chest like it might beg time to be kind. She was two blocks from River City High when the light changed at Page and Third—a lazy yellow that sang you have exactly this much time, and she did what she always did when the city threw down a dare: she sped up. It wasn’t reckless. It was exact. She saw the sweep of the walk signal counting down—6, 5, 4—and read the street like the back stretch. She could make that. She did.

She didn’t notice the boy with the camera on the corner because he didn’t exist to her yet. She noticed the wind shift that made her ponytail lift, the way her exhale fogged and then shredded, the texture of the crosswalk’s paint under her shoes. She felt the laugh punch its way out not because anything was funny but because her body knew how to exhale joy when a calculation hit just right: she had chosen and the world had agreed.

Then the city blinked.

It wasn’t a dramatic crash of darkness; it was a hiccup. Lights went out and came back like someone tapping a microphone—on, off, on—exactly one beat of a heart. The bus at the curb gave a surprised cough and stilled. The neon *Open* in the deli window sputtered and held its breath. The walk signal froze on a white hand mid-flicker, a little god deciding. Someone dropped a coffee lid and it spun, stilled, spun again, as if the rules had changed and then remembered themselves.

In that dead-fresh second, a slow-motion camera kept rolling. Battery power didn’t need permission.

Theo was exactly where he shouldn’t have been, which was also exactly where he always was: in the patch of space where something might happen. His cousin Julian, long-suffering and precise, had the deck of cards and a borrowed rubber ring; Theo had the grin that made children look for the string that couldn’t possibly be there. “Watch the blink,” he told his audience—two middle schoolers and a woman in scrubs on her lunch break. The trick hinged on timing: a flourish at regular speed and then, with the slide of a thumb and the tap of the screen, a stretch of time so thin you could see the trick’s bones and still not understand it.

“Blink and you’ll miss it,” Julian intoned solemnly.

Theo lived in those blinks. He loved the space where surprise and choice shook hands.

He’d set his phone to 240 frames per second because even the most boring thing looks mysterious when it’s slow enough; he’d done the trick twice, flubbed once, nailed it once. He was about to wrap when Maya sprinted into frame, the light at Page and Third a lazy yellow daring her to commit. Theo saw the calculation on her face, clean and quick, saw the set of her shoulders, the clean angle of her mouth when the laugh hit. It wasn’t a planned laugh; it was a physics laugh.

And then the world went soft at the edges. The power surge trimmed the noise, made the city hold its breath. The bus froze, the violinist’s bow hung midair, the coffee lid paused in its tantrum—and the camera caught Maya’s head turning at the exact moment she registered the quiet. In slow motion, the turn looked like a decision that had been waiting for its own light. She glanced up and right—toward the lens—surprised, not at being seen but at the idea that anything could hold still long enough to be witnessed.

Theo forgot he was supposed to say something charming. He kept filming because his thumb knew what to do.

The zap lifted. Sound came back all at once as if someone had lifted a lid: horns, a bus coughing, the violinist hitting a sour note and swearing. Maya was already past, a flash of a gray hoodie and a ponytail. The crosswalk returned to its regularly scheduled indecision. The slow-mo clip ended. Theo exhaled.

“Was that part of the trick?” one of the middle schoolers asked, a little awed, as if Theo might be in charge of the grid.

Theo thumbed back to the clip and watched the moment play. The world darkened, gentled, the yellow of the traffic light flattening to honey. A girl sprinted into the right edge, clean form, knees high; she laughed at the exact middle of the frame. It turned her from fast to bright. She turned her head, small and curious, the look an honest surprise that she could not possibly have choreographed. In the background a bus driver’s hands were still, and the steam from the street vent lifted like a blessing.

“I wish it were.” Theo swallowed. “I’d be rich.”

He posted reflexively because that was how you fed the tiny channel beast that lived on his phone and returned affection in views and the occasional mean comment. He trimmed the lead-in to two seconds, added a music bed that sounded like a heartbeat because he couldn’t help himself, and typed a caption—In the blink of an eye—and threw it into the world where everything either sank or glowed. He thought about not posting her face; then he realized that what made the clip matter wasn’t the claim to her identity but the recognition of the moment. He framed in tighter, cutting off most of her features, keeping the laugh, the turn, the sense of an unrepeatable math problem solving itself.

Twenty minutes later, on a bench outside River City High, he watched the notifications walk toward each other. Three hundred likes. Eight hundred. Two thousand. His channel had a baseline of supportive cousins and strangers who liked street tricks and city slices—three thousand subscribers who were mostly robots, probably, or people who snuck videos during algebra. But this was different. People were stitching the moment into their days.

Everything really did pause! one comment read. The way she laughs... it’s like she outran the power outage. Another: Needed this today. I forgot I could look up. And, in the language of the internet: lblink girl marry me.

Theo felt all the small, embarrassing things artists pretend are beneath them. Pride, yes. Also the hot flush of I found it that comes when luck and practice dance for once. He rewatched the clip so many times Julian rolled his eyes and swatted the phone. “We’re going to burn in the church of ‘one second,’” Julian said. “You need a real plan.”

“I have a real plan,” Theo said, and Julian raised both eyebrows.

“Name three steps.”

“Make the thing,” Theo said automatically. “Love the thing. Post the thing.”

Julian stared at him. “Get a spreadsheet,” he said, patient. “Or at least a calendar.”

Theo didn’t answer because he was seeing something. In the corner of the frame, reflected in the deli window, was a sliver of a logo—River City High Track & Field—with a small hawk he recognized from bus stop posters. The girl with the laugh... the laugh had a crest.

“Found you,” he whispered, and his stomach did a small flip that had very little to do with hunger or views.

Maya didn’t watch videos between classes. That was how the day got away from you: three minutes and forty seconds of other people’s lives became an hour. But she saw the clip because Noor sent it with a chorus of skull emojis and a text that read tell me I’m wrong.

She was going to text back you’re dramatic, but then she tapped and there she was, or the version of her that could be flattened into pixels. She hated and loved the way the slowed laugh sounded; it made her seem like a braver, softer animal than she felt. She wanted to crawl into the floor for a full minute. Then she watched it again, and the wanting changed shape. She was mortified, yes, because every part of being a teenager could be embarrassing if filmed, but she was also curious in a way that made her heartbeat pick up like splits at the curve. The boy behind the camera wasn’t framing her like she was a prop. He’d framed the second itself, the way the city had opened a little door and let a laugh through.

“Do I sue?” she asked Noor weakly at lunch.

“For what,” Noor deadpanned, “crimes against anonymity?”

“I didn’t sign a release.”

“Welcome to public space,” Noor said, then softened. “Are you okay? I can track him down and give him a stern lecture. No threats. Minimal sarcasm.”

Maya watched the clip again. She noticed the reflection in the deli window too—not her crest, but a pair of hands. The person filming had steady hands. She didn’t know why that mattered until she realized she wanted steadiness in a person who noticed things she didn’t know she was offering.

“I want to know who he is,” she said.

“Curiosity,” Noor said. “My favorite fuel.”

Maya was used to being looked at in a narrow way—how fast, how tidy, does she execute at the gun. The clip was a different gaze. It wanted something from the world besides proof. In the blink of an eye, the caption read. She couldn’t decide whether to be irritated at the obviousness or touched at the accuracy. Maybe both could live in the same rib cage. She clicked the account name: @teotheo. Three thousand subscribers. Street magic. Short city poems cut into thirty seconds. A video of his mother, maybe, at a counter handing a kid a lollipop for no reason. Another of pigeons taking off like a rumor. His face showed up on screen only by accident, reflected in a window or caught by Julian, who came into frame occasionally to say this is a terrible idea and then hold something steady while Theo did it anyway.

Maya closed the app because her heart didn’t know what to do with a stranger who used slowness like a tool. She opened it again because her brain didn’t like unsolved problems. She typed a comment and deleted it because anything she could say would sound like a joke she didn’t want to make yet. She dropped her phone into her bag like it was hot and concentrated on the pepperoni that had slid off her slice and was trying to burn her fingers.

After last bell she stayed late to run bleacher stairs, each step a stubborn argument with gravity. When she finally slipped out of school, the city had gotten darker in that sudden winter way. The deli window reflected a different slice of life now—kids in puffy jackets, a man wiping down the counter, the violinist counting coins. The crosswalk at Page and Third blinked its nightly dare. She stood at the curb and laughed under her breath, the same laugh, a ghost of it, because here she was again, being asked to choose.

She didn’t run this time. She waited for the light, because maybe not everything had to be won with speed. When the little white man arrived, she crossed like a person who didn’t want to tempt the
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