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I didn’t expect to be invited. When the letter from Gray’s father’s company arrived in the mail, I thought it was a mistake.

“You are cordially invited to the Stonebridge Foundation Annual Banquet,” it read in looping gold font, tucked neatly inside a heavy envelope along with a hotel keycard and a note:

“We’d be honored to recognize your achievement in person.”

The words didn’t fully sink in at first. My name wasn’t printed anywhere on the invitation, just the vague phrasing and the embossed logo of the Stonebridge Foundation. It felt surreal, like someone else’s life had gotten mailed to my doorstep. A mix-up. A joke. I nearly tossed it aside.

But I didn’t.

Instead, I found myself pacing in my room two nights later, fidgeting with the collar of a borrowed dress shirt in front of the mirror. It didn’t quite fit right, tight across the shoulders, a little too stiff in the cuffs. The tie was a clip-on, and my slacks had a thrift store tag I hadn’t fully managed to peel off. Not exactly black-tie ready, but it would have to do.

I wasn’t used to this kind of thing. Chandeliers. Canapés. Valet parking. I didn’t even know how I was supposed to act at a gala. All I knew was that tonight, they were announcing this year’s scholarship recipient in front of a room full of donors and executives. And I was that recipient.

I hadn’t told Gray.

He was the one who’d encouraged me to apply months ago. “What’s the worst that could happen?” he’d said, lounging barefoot on my couch with a soda in one hand and an SAT prep book he hadn’t opened in the other. I didn’t think much of it at the time. I only applied to humor him. I didn’t think I had a shot. Although I was desperate to leave this town.
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