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Brin

“Brin,” I said, practically shouting. That’s the third time I’ve had to tell him my name. Clearly, my taste in men is a crime scene, and intelligence isn’t the prime suspect.

“Such a pretty name for a pretty girl.” Okay, fine, he’s got the basics of flattery down. Too bad that’s where his skill set screeches to a halt.

My poor vagina is probably drafting a formal complaint. If it could talk, it’d be screaming, What the actual fuck, Brin? And honestly, I wouldn’t have an answer. This guy yanked my yoga pants and panties off like he was auditioning for a low-budget porno, dropped his jeans to his thighs, and now he’s thrusting that sad little thing like he’s gunning for the world record in rabbit humping. Spoiler: he’d win gold.

It’s time for a change. Not just the lavender walls of my apartment, which lately make me gag every time I walk through the door, but my entire life. It’s a dumpster fire with a side of regret.

“You’re so beautiful.” Ty’s voice snaps me back. Should I thank him? Nah, he doesn’t deserve the ego boost. I flash a tight smile instead. Besides, he’s using my vag like it’s his personal Fleshlight. He can’t last much longer, right? Right?

Why did I even invite him over? Boredom? Loneliness? Temporary insanity? If I’d known he couldn’t remember my name after meeting three weeks ago, I’d have sooner invited a raccoon from the alley. At least it’d have better stories.

Toilet paper, instant coffee, batteries for the remote. My mental grocery list loops like a mantra. Toilet paper, instant coffee, batteries for the—

“Fuck! Yes!”

Oh, thank Christ. He’s done. Six minutes of my life I’ll never get back. The worst six minutes, and I’m including that time I tried to “taste the rainbow” with expired yogurt.

“Holy shit, Brenda! That was fucking nice.”

I freeze. No. He. Didn’t.

“Brin. My name’s Brin.” Thank fuck I didn’t give him my full name, Brinley. It was far too big of a word.

“Sorry. Brin.” Ty rolls off me, collapsing onto the mattress like he just conquered Everest. Newsflash, buddy: you didn’t even make it to base camp. He’s acting like he won a trophy, but if I’m keeping score, he’s in last place. I could’ve spent my only day off this week scrolling X or soaking in a bubble bath, not enduring this tragedy.

“I wish I could stay tonight, but I gotta get up early,” he says, already pulling up his jeans.

The pathetic meter just exploded. This dude’s making excuses to bolt when I didn’t even ask him to stay. In fact, I’m mentally shoving him out the door so fast he’d get whiplash. Worst lay of my life, and he’s making excuses?

“Yeah, me too,” I say, and I’m not lying.

I got up and pulled my shirt back to my waist. My yoga pants and panties were beside me on the bed, so I was dressed in no time. Of course I was, because heaven forbid we get naked and have sex like actual adults.

“Maybe I’ll stop by tomorrow night.” Ty’s buckling his belt, not even glancing my way. If he had, he’d see my face screaming absolutely fucking not.

“I’ll call you.” Yeah, good luck with that, genius. I never gave you my number.

“See ya.” I’m halfway to the living room when he struts out, slamming the front door like he has something to be proud of.  

I rake a hand through my hair, trying to look less like I just survived a bad decision, when my phone buzzes. Callie.

“Hey, Cal. What’s up?” I snatch my keys and bolt out of the apartment, the lavender walls mocking me as I go.

“Please tell me you didn’t just fuck Ty Brason.” Brason? Shit, Callie knows his last name, and I didn’t. Add that to today’s growing pile of regrets.

“Technically, he was the only one doing the fucking.” Callie’s cackle hits like a lifeline, and I can’t help but grin as I hustle down the sidewalk, the humid Texas air clinging to my skin.

“Why am I not surprised?” Her voice is all sunshine, classic Callie. “But, like, why?”

“Boredom. He was cute. I invited him over.” I don’t need to ask how she knew. Callie’s my next-door neighbor, my partner-in-crime, and my coworker at Lara’s bakery. I can’t sneeze without her hearing it through the paper-thin walls.

“Well, I won’t roast your terrible choices if you take my shift tomorrow. Starts at one.” Not this again.

“You know I open at five every shift, right? I can’t drag my ass in at dawn and stay till nine at night. I’ll drop dead.”

“Just this once? For me?” Callie’s voice goes syrupy, and I can practically hear her batting her lashes. “The girls are going to Dallas! There’s a party, and Greg’s gonna be there. Please, please, please!” I sigh, my boots scuffing the cracked sidewalk as I speed-walk to Mack’s Market.

“Get Lara to cover. She owns the damn place.” I yank open the market’s door, the bell jingling like a warning. Four minutes till closing, and I need coffee to survive tomorrow’s sunrise.

“Brin, for fuck’s sake! Ty’s dick is, like, four inches on a good day. No way he wore you out enough to skip work!”

I freeze mid-aisle. What the—? Okay, true, Ty’s not packing, but how the hell does she know?

“Cal, what did you just say?”

She huffs, not even pretending to filter herself. “No big deal. I saw you two chatting outside the bakery. I thought he was cute, so I hooked up with him. But back to my shift—Greg’s gonna—”

“You hooked up with him?” I sputter. She laughs, like it’s no big deal.

“Yeah, he climbed on, humped like a jackrabbit, and bailed. Total letdown. But you already knew that, right? Why you acting all shocked?”

I slam my items—coffee, toilet paper, batteries—on the counter. Mack, the old cashier, gives me a knowing smile as he bags my stuff. “What if I liked him? Who does that?”

“It’d make me so happy if you took my shift, Brin. Please?” She dodges my question like a pro. Typical Callie.

“Fine,” I growl. I know it'll make her happy. “But you’re taking over the second you’re back in town.” She doesn’t even confirm, just hangs up. Classic.

“Why do I let people walk all over me?” I mutter, a question I’ve asked myself a hundred times this year.  

No time to dwell. Something slams into me from behind, and I hit the ground hard. “Go!” a raspy voice yells. I twist around to see a greasy, thin-haired guy barking at someone behind us.  

My brain scrambles. Two seconds to process: I’m in the way. Two guys, both with guns, are charging into Mack’s. The door’s locked—thank God. Mack’s probably barricaded in the back office or the cooler by now, and cops are likely on their way.  

My knees are bleeding, stinging like hell from the pavement. I stagger up, legs shaking, and back away as the two scream at the locked door.

“You! Give me everything you got!” The greasy one’s pointing at me.

I clutch the pocket in my yoga pants. A key, a phone with a bank card, and twenty-three bucks in my account. That’s it. “I—I don’t have—”

He lunges. I bolt. Not for my phone or my pathetic bank card—for my life. This dude’s got a gun.  

I veer around the corner of Mack’s, old red brick scraping my arm as I take the turn too fast. My lungs burn as I sprint, leaping over debris between buildings, dodging rusted trash cans.

“I swear to God, I’ll do it! Stop!” he shouts. Like hell I’m stopping.  

I cut left behind the abandoned bookstore, its lot a graveyard of junk. I scramble over a three-legged chair perched on a pile of God-knows-what, landing hard on my already trashed knees. Blood soaks my socks  

I glance back—he’s close. Too close. I dart right, into a narrowing alley I’ve never seen before. My heart’s pounding. What if it’s a dead end? What if—  

Darkness.

My world goes black.

I’m weightless, falling. Maybe. My eyes are open, but there’s nothing—just endless void. My scream rips through me as I flail, grasping for anything solid.  

Then I’m down. On the ground. Alive. I check for broken bones—none. It takes four tries to stand, my body trembling like a leaf in a December wind. My knees are a mess, the left one gushing blood, but I’m alive.  

The bastard’s gone. I lost him. But I’m lost too.

“What the fuck?” A light glows in the distance—not fire, but steady, like a tiny star trapped on earth.  

I’m standing on grass, too soft, too perfect, like walking on a cloud. Nothing about this feels right. “Hello?” I turn slowly, scanning for anything that makes sense. Nothing does.  

The sky above is night, studded with stars that shimmer too brightly, too close. I fell. I should be underground, not staring at a damn galaxy. “Hello?”  

Silence. I step toward the light, cautious. “Hello!” My voice echoes into the void. Then I hear it—water, flowing slow and steady.  

I near the first light, and another sparks to life farther ahead. “Oh... wow.” A white bridge materializes, stretching over a glassy river, its end swallowed by the dark.  

Greenwood, Texas—a speck on the map where I was born—doesn’t have rivers. Yet here it is, serene and impossible.

“Where the hell am I?”  
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Brin

I must’ve cracked my skull. That’s the only explanation. I slammed my head, got a concussion, and now I’m hallucinating this bizarre place while paramedics probably have me strapped to a gurney. I ran my hands over my body—knees shredded, palms scraped raw, but my head? Not a bump. Still, Greenwood, Texas, is nowhere in sight, and this dreamscape feels too real. The pain in my knees throbs with every step, leaves rustle in a gentle breeze, and the air smells like the sweetest flowers. Concussion or not, my brain’s putting on a hell of a show.

I forced a few deep breaths, my long, wavy hair sticking to my sweaty neck. My black yoga pants were torn at the knees, blood soaking through the fabric, and my loose gray T-shirt—still rumpled from Ty’s pathetic six-minute performance—clung to my back in the humid air. I looked toward the glowing lights in the distance. Another one flickered on, illuminating a bridge that shimmered like it was carved from a damn jewel.

“Fine. If I’m having a head-injury episode, I’m gonna explore this fever dream I conjured.” I limped toward the bridge, my sneakers squelching on the too-perfect grass. Who knew my mind was hiding this?

“Well, I’m not dead. So there’s that.” My imagination was in overdrive, which was something. “Probably wake up in a hospital soon.” A nice thought, considering my knees screamed with every step and my palms stung like I’d high-fived a cactus. For now, I’d play along with this fantasy—better than thinking about that greasy bastard with the gun back at Mack’s.

The bridge was unreal. At first, I thought it was marble, but when my sneaker hit the surface, it gleamed too perfectly. “Quartz? No, but some kind of crystal.” It was smooth as glass, reflecting the soft glow of the lights like a diamond catching candlelight. The river below sparkled, as if fragments of the bridge had melted into the water, rippling with starlight. I laughed, a sharp, disbelieving sound. “Where the hell did I come up with this?” If I was in an ambulance right now, I’d take this crystal bridge over a sterile hospital room any day.

I hobbled across, the bridge stretching endlessly into the dark. No daylight to show off its brilliance, just the eerie glow of those lights and a sky full of stars that felt too close, like I could pluck one from the void. Time’s weird in a concussion, but I kept going until I stepped off onto spongy grass. A path of tiny lavender pebbles—same shade as my apartment’s gag-worthy walls—stretched ahead.

“Of course the rocks are lavender.” I nudged one with my sneaker, smirking. “Yep, my brain’s warped.” That color was burned into my mind from Ty’s rabbit-humping session. These pebbles, though? Way prettier than my walls.
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