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Mel and Danny were lab partners, and neither was particularly happy about it. So when 

Ms. Desch told the new student to sit at their table, both hoped their situation was about to 

improve. Danny looked forward to talking to someone whose every response would not be edged 

with judgment, and Mel assumed the new student would keep Danny occupied so she could 

complete the in-class assignment without him getting in her way. They didn’t imagine chemistry 

class was about to get much, much worse.   

  “Hi, I’m Gina,” the new student said cheerfully. She tucked her long black hair behind 

her ears and put on her protective goggles.  

 “Hey, I’m Danny.” He grinned and made a show of adjusting his seat to make room for 

Gina next to him.  

 “…Six… seven…” Mel started counting the droplets out loud as she squeezed them 

carefully from the pipette into the beaker. 

 “And that’s Mel,” Danny offered before quickly moving on. “I can’t imagine it’s easy 

coming to a new place in the middle of the semester. If you ever need help with anything, you 

can ask me.” 

“Thanks, that’s really nice. Everyone’s been so nice. I think everything’s really great so 

far!” 

 Mel only raised an eyebrow as she placed the pipette gently onto a tray, having finished 

with it.  

 Gina peeked sideways at the instruction sheet. “I think I already did this experiment at 

my other school,” Gina said. “It’s ethanol next, right?” 
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 Mel stiffened and snatched the instructions up so only she could see it. “Y-yes, ethanol. 

Right, but it has to be a specific—” She removed the paper from in front of her nose in time to 

see Gina dumping an entire test tube of liquid into the beaker.  

 Mel jumped up from her stool which toppled over behind her with a penetrating crash. 

She clutched at her goggles while covering as much of her face as she could manage. The entire 

classroom went silent and turned to look at the sudden clatter.  

 Gina looked around innocently. “What?” The benign mixture had turned a pale shade of 

green, which made Mel bite her lip, because this was precisely the color it was supposed to be.  

 “You can’t just—just randomly mix chemicals together!” Mel seemed to raise her voice 

for her classmates more so than Gina.  

 “I was just following the instructions,” Gina said simply. 

 “That’s not what it looked like,” Mel huffed.  

 “Okay, settle down,” the teacher’s voice drifted from a table on the other side of the 

classroom. 

 “We’re fine, everything’s fine,” Danny gestured around to the other students who had 

already started turning back to their work.  

Mel took her time picking up her stool and checking her sweater for chemical spills to 

allow the redness in her cheeks to fade. Danny turned back to Gina. “I think Mel—she’s kinda 

used to doing things herself…” He trailed off, confused at his own attempt to defend his partner.  

“I was just trying to help,” Gina said.  

“Yeah! Yeah, we know that,” Danny said. 

“Always such a diplomat,” Mel said tersely to Danny as she finally sat back down. 

“Why don’t you take it from here,” Gina said. She extended her left hand to push the 

beaker back towards Mel’s side of the table.  



  Rubin/Reactive/3 

As Gina’s fingertips made contact with the beaker, a blinding flash of white light filled 

the room, and the glass shattered, shards shooting off in every direction.  

Mel ducked too late. A stream of dark blood began to flow from behind her ear, down her 

neck, until it was soaked into the collar of her yellow sweater. Danny’s goggles were scratched 

and he was dripping blood from his forearms which he had thrown up in front of himself and 

Gina. Gina was frozen in place but unscathed, except that her still-outstretched hand was covered 

in a fine grey dust, like soot.  

The beaker was completely obliterated into tiny, irregular beads of glass. The greenish 

liquid it had held rushed in rivulets off the side of the table.  

“Are you okay?” Danny looked from Gina to Mel and back and back again. He seemed to 

not have noticed his wounds. “Is everyone okay?” He bolted from his seat to help Ms. Desch 

survey the room for injuries.  

Mel was shaking. She lifted her head and stared at Gina, whose eyes were still wide with 

shock. 

“You’re bleeding,” Gina said.  

Mel swiped at the tickle she felt on her neck, then looked down at her own hand. She saw 

the palette of reds and browns, the shining wet pools that collected in the creases of her palm and 

her orange fingertips that were already dry and sticky.  

“Your hand,” Mel said.  

Gina rubbed her thumb across the pads of her fingers. The dust smudged and embedded 

itself deeper into her skin.  

 “I—don’t understand what’s happening,” Gina said. Then added, as if trying to convince 

herself, “Today was supposed to be normal.”  
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The two girls suddenly became aware of their shaken classmates, all stares and murmurs. 

In the chatter, Mel’s ears pricked up at hearing certain familiar names passed around like curses. 

Students from the school’s past famous for the strange things that would happen to them. Illana 

Green, whose tantrums caused so much structural damage in the old wing that the second floor 

collapsed onto the band practice room during rehearsal; Pretty Ricky who sent no less than seven 

students to the emergency room with debilitating heart palpitations in a single semester; Peter 

Voss whose rope-like, viscous vomit triggered uncontrollably every finals period from anxiety, 

making the entire school smell like cotton candy and stomach acid for weeks and inciting revolts 

from the janitorial staff. 

“Not another one,” Mel complained. “I thought we took care of this.”  

Danny emerged from the group of students, Ms. Desch close behind him. “Mel, you’re 

hurt.”  

“You too.” 

“Guess your spell didn’t hold after all,” he murmured.  

“Your what?” Gina said sharply. 

Mel shoved Danny and he yelped. 

“All three of you, to Principal Chen’s office, now,” Ms. Desch ordered. Danny winced, 

and Gina couldn’t tell if was from the teacher’s words or from the piece of glass he was finally 

digging out of his arm. 

“What, not the nurse?” Gina asked. Nobody answered her. 

 “Just…come on,” Danny said in a soft voice.  

Glass crunched under their feet as they walked out.  
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