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CHAPTER 1



PAIGE


“It’s quite simple, really.”


I stare across the long wooden table at the man on the other end of it—because sitting twenty feet away from me makes sense when we’re “in a meeting”—and he’s looking at me like I’m an incompetent little lamb he has to dumb himself down to speak to. I’m not.


I was the valedictorian of my high school and I’m going to graduate from college at the end of this year with a perfect GPA. He should know this. After all, he ran a background check, paid someone somewhere for access to all my personal records, and that was before he even made himself known to me.


This man, he’s what people call old money. There hasn’t been a day in his life when he didn’t have more than a person could ever need in their lifetime. I know because, like him, as soon as I found out who he was, I did my own research.


Of course, mine consisted of social media stalking and a few dozen Google searches, but it was all right there in big, bold letters: BILLIONAIRE AND CEO GRANT RANDOLPH V RUMORED TO RETIRE, BUT TO WHOM WILL HE LEAVE HIS LEGACY?


That was the headline that came up the very first time I took to the internet in attempt to learn a thing or two about the man who claimed he was my grandfather. The grandfather whom I had no idea existed until a little over a year ago.


I stare into his blue eyes—eyes that mirror my own down to the golden line curving around our pupils. I’d always known that I had my mother’s eyes. I guess I never thought deep enough to wonder where hers came from, but now I know.


It’s funny, when you have all you need in a parent, you never really stop to wonder what the other one might have brought to the table had they been there. Apparently, the answer is an obscene amount of money and unrealistic expectations.


What did he say? Oh yeah, he called this simple.


“I’m sorry, but I’m not so sure I agree.” I don’t agree. At all, but I have a feeling saying as much, and so directly, would be an error on my part. This man requires the sharpest of eggshells beneath your feet, and I learned that the very first day we met.


He looks at me with frustration, and maybe a little annoyance. “Which part of what I’m offering is confusing to you?”


“‘Confusing’ isn’t exactly the word I would use.”


“And what word would you use?”


“I don’t know…excessive?”


A low laugh comes from the man in the corner of the room, who has yet to introduce himself. For the first time, the man in the suit’s eyes lift from his laptop screen, locking with mine, and I hold my breath, unsure of what to expect to come out his mouth.


He’s…very handsome. Perfect teeth, chocolaty-brown hair, and bone structure even Cillian Murphy could appreciate. He smiles and it’s a little unnerving to have it pointed at me. Me in my leggings and baggy T-shirt and messy braid because Grant insisted I come here straight from my lesson at the local youth center.


“I think maybe the word you’re looking for is old-fashioned.” His lips curve higher as he glances toward my grandfather. “Isn’t that right, old man?”


“All right, fine.” Grant chuckles as he sits back in his seat, folding his fingers together and resting them on his stomach. “I’ll introduce you to my lovely granddaughter, whom you’ve been asking me about for weeks.”


“Weeks. Months. Who’s counting?” The man grins, closing his computer.


“You, apparently. Paige, meet Prescott. He’s the man of the hour around here. Keeps me in line among other things. Prescott, this is my lovely granddaughter, Paige.”


I wince, standing when he approaches with an outstretched hand. “Not so lovely at the moment, but Mr. Randolph—”


“Paige,” Grant chastises.


My cheeks flush a little. “But my…grandfather insisted I come here straight from work.”


“As he did me.”


I laugh lightly, looking over his perfectly tailored, deep-mahogany three-piece suit. “Right.”


“It’s nice to finally meet you, Paige.” His brown eyes hold mine. “I look forward to you schooling your grandfather on his excessive ways.”


“Easy, son. If you give us a few minutes,” Grant tells Prescott, and without another look, he heads out of the room—a massive conference room in the cliffside coastal home he’s apparently just converted into a satellite office here in Oceanside, making this the second piece of real estate he’s purchased based on where I live, the first being a large home just nine miles from Avix University.


I’m not sure if I should be honored or concerned.


“Paige, sweetheart.” The way he says sweetheart is more condescending than a term of endearment. Not that he’s endeared to me.


I’m pretty sure I am a representation of his biggest aversions— artistic, lower class, single. It’s not his fault, really. We just come from different worlds.


Grant continues. “It’s not as complicated as you’re making it seem, and sure, maybe Prescott is right. You could call it old-fashioned, because yes. This is how things were done in my time, and people who were born into my world, the world your mother robbed you of, still favor this direction. It has its benefits, even if those aren’t clear to you right now.”


I want to say I don’t know why it matters, but it’s his money, his company.


Grant reaches for his espresso, taking a small sip before leveling me with what I’ve come to recognize as his tactical expression. “I’m getting old, Paige. What the rest of the world has yet to learn is how my work ethic is catching up to me.” He pats his chest. “These old organs aren’t working the way they used to, and one day, most likely in the near future, I’ll have no choice but to step back. I trust the people around me to run this company effectively. Prescott has been with me since his internship, the others just as long or longer. There isn’t a single person I fear to leave in their positions the day my time ends, but do you know what none of them have and could never achieve?”


It’s a rhetorical question, so I wait for him to answer himself.


“Randolph blood doesn’t run through their veins.” His blue eyes hold mine. “You and I are the only two people left in this world who can claim that honor. Eighteen months ago I was defeated and searching for a way to save my family’s—our family’s—legacy. And then I found you.”


I swallow, trying not to break eye contact when I really want to.


“My company’s core focus is legacy preservation and estate management. We are the guardians of generational estates. The literal definition of what we do is protecting family legacy.”


I open my mouth, but all that comes out is “oh.”


Surprisingly, Grant chuckles, the creases at the corner of his eyes deepening. “Yes, sweetheart. Oh.”


My heart pounds a little harder in my chest. “So…if someone in your—” I pause when he raises a graying brow and start again. “If someone from our family doesn’t take over after you…”


“The Randolph family legacy will be no more. The entire business model will fall. We represent royalty, names so big you would fall out of your chair if I told you, and we are still here because they know the loyalty of the Randolph name. Without a Randolph, we’re just another company and their money and secrets and heirlooms are at risk of exposure, or so they would assume, and I might be inclined to agree.”


“But you don’t even know me. What if I’m a slimeball at heart?”


Grant smiles, the hairs of his mustache curling over his lips slightly.


Honestly, the man is intimidating to look at. I’m basically a fairy compared to him, he’s that tall and wide. His shoulders are thick and sharp under his suit, and his salt-and-pepper hair is much fuller than a seventy-five-year-old man’s should be, but there is an air of kindness to him I can’t ignore.


“I’m a fantastic judge of character, Paige. I can peg a person after a single meeting. Call it a superpower of mine.”


His half smile matches my own and he tips his head. “This company might be at risk of falling apart, but if I thought you would destroy it or tarnish the name, I wouldn’t be asking of you what I am. I would have sold it off and made peace with that.”


“But I’m a fifth-year college student and rec leader. I don’t even charge half the kids I teach.”


“Paige, you’ve taken every business class in the book.” Right, he’s seen my transcripts. “Obviously, the purpose of those was to help you navigate your interest in running your studio, but you have the knowledge up here.” He taps his temple. “And charity is a very big selling piece for new clients.”


I wouldn’t call my work charity, but okay, that still leaves the bigger issue. “I don’t think I’m the best person for this. It would be a huge risk on your part. Clearly, I am not good with money if the state of my studio tells you anything, and taking classes for a passing grade is one thing but running a bill—” I cut myself off, the word even hard to say. “Lucrative business like yours is another thing.”


“I have faith in you, Paige, and I would be here to help.”


Knots start to form in my stomach, and I shake my head. “To be honest with you, and I’d like to be, I don’t know that I’d even want to.”


“I know that.” He nods. “There is no denying it will be an adjustment, sometimes a small burden, but it wouldn’t only be yours to carry, now would it?” He raises a brow.


No. I guess it wouldn’t be, considering what his offer entails. “I just… I’m not ready to decide.”


“That’s okay, but I would like to request you give it a chance before you do. Can you do that?”


Can I?


Nerves swim in my veins, making me a little nauseous, but I nod, even if I’m not so sure it will turn out the way he hopes in the end.


He notices, clearly relying on his special skill, and pushes to his feet, coming my way. He smiles down at me, reaching out to squeeze my shoulder. “Do or don’t, Paige, I’ll still be here. I’d like to be a part of your family either way.”


Family.


My family.


That’s sort of the magic word now, isn’t it? Because I no longer have one of those.


Unless I count him.


I’d like to, I think, but this is all so…well, unbelievable. And new.


My smile is small, as unsure as it is hopeful, and he accepts it. Grant excuses himself then, and I’m left alone with my thoughts in a multimillion-dollar home he bought for fun.


Sighing, I drop back in my seat and look out over the Pacific Ocean, my shoulders feeling even heavier than they did before I walked through the door. But hey, at this point, what’s one more worry added to the overflowing list already threatening to take me down, right?


Dang.


I thought last year was challenging.


What the heck am I in for this time around?












CHAPTER 2



PAIGE


Holding on to the handle and the frame, I close the door as slowly as possible, doing my best not to draw too much attention, but when I turn around, I freeze. The professor stares back at me with a sharp frown, along with half the lecture hall.


My cheeks turn red, and I offer a tight smile in apology, tipping my chin down so I can use my hair as a shield as I climb the stairs up toward the middle row.


“As I was saying before the interruption.” Professor Michaels enunciates his words a little louder than normal, going back to his lesson.


The girl on the end of the row rolls her eyes, dramatically swiveling her head to make it a point that I’m blocking her view of the overhead for the whole two seconds it takes me to scoot past her and settle into the spot that’s been saved for me.


Chase reaches out in offering, so I gratefully pass him my shoulder bag as I slip into the seat, taking it back just as quickly so I can pull my things out.


“Ignore him,” he mutters. “He’s been too busy giving us his opinion on budgeting for retirement to actually get the lesson started.”


The frustration hidden in his tone has my eyes shifting his way, spotting the small frown that’s pulling at his brows, and I wonder what caused it, what he’s really thinking inside that head of his.


He can be really hard to read sometimes, and at others, his emotions are right there for all the world to see, even if the reason behind them remains a bit elusive.


He is elusive.


The guy who is always there but never quite in reach. It’s almost as if there’s a part of him he keeps hidden from everyone else, and just when you think you might understand, he pulls back and suddenly you aren’t so sure. But there is something alluring about the way he guards himself.


Maybe it’s because I know what it’s like to feel the weight of self-deprecation, now more than ever since my grandfather suddenly landed into my life, offering me a new one.


Somehow, it only makes me want to know him even more.


Of course, the only guy I’ve found myself curious about since my dad passed away during my freshman year here at Avix University comes with a billion complications. He’s a core member of the new friend group I’ve found myself welcomed into, so we’re a bit of a tangled mess of overlapping history and feelings, and sometimes it seems like Chase is as emotionally available as a locked door with no key in sight.


Or maybe it’s just you he’s not interested in, Paige, and it has nothing to do with the fact that your oldest friend and two-minute boyfriend is the guy who is going to marry the girl he thought he was in love with when you met him three years ago…


Dang, we are literally like a soap opera, aren’t we?


But at least in ours, everyone is still close, a family of irreplaceable friendships.


Chase’s eyes slide this way, locking onto mine, and I can’t help but notice they’re a little greener than hazel today. His gaze narrows in question, and I realize I’ve been staring at the side of his face this whole time.


“Sorry,” I mutter, quickly dropping my head to my notebook and hoping the heat crawling up my chest doesn’t make it past the high collar of my sleeveless bodysuit. And because I’m clearly hopeless, I peek at him in my peripheral, just in time to catch the smallest twitch of his lips as he refocuses forward, but his tongue comes out, erasing it with a swift lick before I can be sure.


“I’m going to keep the slides up,” Professor Michaels announces. “But I want you to work on the section questions the rest of class. When you’re done, drop them in the basket and you’re free to go. Make sure to highlight or tab the answers. We have our first exam next week and these will not be returned to you beforehand.”


Soft murmurs fill the room as everyone gets busy, and I sigh in relief, turning to Chase just as he does me. “Thanks for saving me a seat again.”


“Don’t worry about it. It’s not like I have to do much but toss my hoodie down and wait for you to show up,” he teases, pulling his phone from his pocket.


“Well, I appreciate it either way. I would offer to do the same for you next class, but the way it’s going, neither of us might have a seat if we bet on that.” I try to make light of the fact that I was late. Again. Not that Chase pointed it out, even though I’ve repeated the offense at least once a week since the semester started three weeks ago, thanks to my grandfather’s random I need to see you messages.


So far, his requests for me to join him haven’t been urgent, but there’s a bit of a trigger in there for me, one that I just can’t seem to push past.


The last message I got from my dad’s nurse was that he “needed to see me.” I had waited until after class to go find what was wrong, but by then it was too late.


My dad, the only family I had ever had, was already gone.


A soft ache forms in my chest, and I take a deep breath. He would want me happy.


Be happy, Paige.


“Plan on being late more often?” Chase teases after a few moments, and I glance over in time to catch a small curve of his lips.


I bite the inside of my own.


I’d like to see a full smile on him at least once. I’ve known him since his freshman year here at AU, having met through the whole “my friend fell in love with the girl he let down” situation.


I guess maybe that made me the enemy for a while, being that Noah was my only real friend and Ari, Chase’s best friend’s twin sister, became his entire world when, for a moment there, Chase thought the two could be more.


I think he realized pretty quickly they were never meant to be, but it’s clear the man still punishes himself for how he handled all that. But that was then, and this is now and a lot has changed.


And the Chase he is now doesn’t smile much, at least not a real, bright smile that isn’t built on something hollow—something that runs deeper than he lets on. He’s very cautious, polite in conversation, but avoids being the topic of any conversation at all costs.


“If I had it my way, I’d never be late,” I admit, trying to refocus. “I hate walking into a room and knowing everyone is staring.”


“Says the dancer.”


“I teach dance, I don’t perform. There’s a difference,” I chuckle.


His mouth opens as if he wants to ask me something, but he closes it on a swallow instead and looks to his notes. “Don’t worry. Your seat will be waiting for you every class, and if Michaels keeps using the power of persuasion as one of his teaching strategies instead of actual teachable facts, missing those first fifteen minutes isn’t going to hurt you any.”


“Unless it’s testing day.”


This time he chuckles, nodding lightly, though he doesn’t look up.


Flipping my book open to the tab labeled with today’s date, I get settled, folding my legs in my chair beneath me. To start, I read the questions and then go back to the first page of Section 12.


I’m skimming the paragraphs looking for common words, promising myself that I’ll read the material later this week, when Chase lets out a long sigh.


Peeking his way, I watch as he spins his pencil and starts tapping the eraser against the edge of his notebook, his phone drawn close to his eyes.


A small frown pulls at my forehead, and I drop my gaze to his open backpack. Looks like he forgot his book again. In fact, he has zero books in there at the moment.


I shift my things around and take out the thick binder in my bag, laying it sideways so it’s partially on my desk and his, using it as something hard to close the gap between our desktops. His head lifts, gaze tracking me as I take the textbook, set it over the binder, and angle my body so I’m more facing him than forward.


His eyes snap up to mine and I offer a small smile.


“Looks like someone forgot their book again.” He goes to say something, probably tell me he’s fine, so I quickly ask, “Do you need to read the questions first?”


He clears his throat, shaking his head. “I wrote them down yesterday.”


“Then you’ve accomplished more than me already. Is it okay if we just sort of scan for the answers again like Monday, or do you want to read and find?”


His eyes find mine. “You didn’t read it yet?”


My cheeks start to pinken, as clearly that means he did—no wonder he didn’t bring his book; he likely assumed he’d remember enough to know the answers. I huff, scowling at the page. “I planned on it but then—” I cut myself off, huffing again. “Honestly, I am a serial skimmer. It helps that I have a knack for knowing what’s important and what’s not. My brain sort of auto-categorizes data. I think it’s the whole eight-count choreographer thing or something because it’s always been that way.”


“And then there’s me.” He glares at his notebook, flipping the pages to show dozens of notes, highlighted and underlined. “But I do remember what I read most of the time, so I’ve got a good idea of the answers for half of these already. I just want to make sure. I need all the points I can get on the easy stuff in case I tank a test along the way.”


“You tell me what word to skim for and we’ll go from there?”


Chase gives a half smile, nodding, and we spend the next forty-five minutes with our heads together, finishing with ten minutes to spare.


We turn in our papers and walk out of the building, into the open quad area.


“Well, I guess I could have stopped for that dose of caffeine I was in desperate need of on my way here, after all.” I pause, telling myself just to ask. “Do you… Would you want to walk over and get one? The others won’t be headed toward the cafeteria for at least fifteen minutes.”


He’s glaring at his phone screen, but his eyes pop up to mine. “Uh…”


“It’s okay if not. I might still run over there, and I can just meet everyone in the dining hall if it takes longer.” I give a tight smile. “Don’t worry. You don’t have to save me a seat if I take a while.”


For a moment, there is complete silence between us, and I’m about to turn the color of a tomato, possibly even dash away, but then Chase shakes his head. “Yeah, no. I’ll walk you over.”


The frown on his face seems to deepen as he faces forward, stuffing his phone in his pocket, and when I don’t move to follow him, he glances at me over his shoulder.


“You really don’t have to walk with me. I’m happy to meet up with everyone in a bit. Honest.”


He curses lightly to himself and comes back this way, pausing in front of me. “Sorry, I’ve just… My head is a little busy right now. Come on.” He yanks his chin toward the café and slowly, I fall in step beside him. “Just smack me if you see me pull my phone out again, all right? Better yet.” He takes his phone from his pocket, powering it off, and swings his backpack around, stuffing the electronic in the small zipper pouch.


“You don’t have to do that on my account.”


“I won’t get a damn thing accomplished today if I don’t ignore it for at least a little while.” His shoulders tense, his eyes cutting my way as if he’s said too much when he’s said virtually nothing at all.


I want to ask him what’s been bothering him, as it’s obvious something has. He disappeared a lot this summer, backing out on some of the day-to-day plans we’d make at the last minute.


“I get it.” I level with him instead. “Trust me. My…grandfather…” I can’t help but chuckle. “God, I don’t think that will ever not be weird to say. Anyway, he’s sort of, I don’t know, needy? I don’t want to hurt his feelings because he’s trying and stuff. It’s all so new, so I haven’t really figured out how to go about things, basically making myself available when I’m not.”


“Sounds like a very Paige thing to do.”


I look up at him, wondering what that means.


Chase chuckles, seeing the question in my eyes, and faces ahead. “I don’t know, you’re like this…pretty little doll, all perfect and poised, always worrying about what other people think or need.”


My head snaps forward, and I go as far as to point my smile in the opposite direction of him to try to hide it, doing my best to rein myself in. The blood in my veins should not be dancing at his words, especially when he’s just being kind. I am far from perfect, and the poised thing is simply a result of a dancer’s posture—that and trying to appear a little taller than my five-foot frame. It’s sad really, maybe even a little pathetic, how nice it feels to hear him say that about me, but that’s me: starved for, I don’t know… something more, I guess.


Your secret billionaire grandfather is offering you an entirely new life. How much more could you possibly want, Paige?


“I’m sorry. If that sounded patronizing, that wasn’t—”


I whip around, reaching up to grip his bicep. “No, no. It didn’t. Thank you for what you said, and it’s true. Well, the last part.” I laugh lightly, walking inside the café as he holds the door open. “Hence, why I’ve been late so much.”


“So it’s the grandfather keeping you busy, then? Not the repairs at your studio or a guy or somethin’?”


I peek over at him, and that little frown of his is back as he stares at the menu. Was that anxiousness in his tone?


I shake off the thought, trying to decide how to respond. I’m too embarrassed to tell him the “studio repairs” are nonexistent because I spent the rest of my dad’s life insurance money on the building, leaving nothing left to insure the actual building after paying my tuition fees for this year.


“It’s most definitely a man.” My eyes lock onto hazel ones. “A seventy-five-year-old man who is built like a boxer, who doesn’t look a day over fifty-five, who I’m expected to call Grandpa.”


Chase laughs loudly and I can’t help but smile. “Needy. Got it, makes sense now.”


We’re next in line so I glance up at him again. “Will you let me get you a coffee or something?” I haven’t even finished my sentence before he tries shuffling from the line, intent on declining. “It will make me feel better about you having to fight off the scary girl with dark hair at the end of our row. I know she wants that middle seat we’ve claimed.”


Chase’s lips hook up to one side. “Does she now?”


“Oh yeah.”


“What makes you say that?”


I narrow my eyes playfully. “Did you really not notice she wore an Avix football shirt the last two classes?”


There’s a slight flare in his gaze, one that I think tells me he knows what I’m teasing at, and he might just like that I even caught on to a girl spotting him at all.


He plays along: “Maybe she has a boyfriend on the team?”


This is his way of saying he wouldn’t have noticed if I hadn’t drawn attention to her, right?


I bite back a smile. “Or maybe wearing the football hoodie has nothing to do with you and she wants that middle seat because she has OCD and sitting two to the right makes her eye twitch.”


He leans down. “Maybe she was born with that twitch.”


I gasp and Chase laughs, his hand landing on the small of my back.


“I’m playing. I still have no idea who you’re talking about.”


“Lies!”


“Like you, I’ve been a little too distracted to notice things.”


“Okay, that’s fair.” I step up to the counter, but then his words register, and my attention yanks his way. “Wait, what have I missed?”


“What can I get for you?” the barista asks, and I have no choice but to order.


“Can I get a small, iced chai latte with whipped cream and…” I look to Chase expectantly. “Please?”


He clears his throat. “A small chocolate protein shake.”


He tries to pull his wallet out anyway, but I use the tap feature on my watch to pay before he can and move toward the pickup counter.


“Thanks, Paige. You didn’t have to do that.”


“It’s just a drink. No big deal, I promise.”


“Right.” He nods, tension creeping back into his expression. “I’m going to use the restroom really fast.”


I nod, watching him go, and then turn back to watch the baristas at work.


It’s so crazy to think that this is finally my last year here. It feels like I’ve been here forever, and I mean, I guess I kind of have. Longer than high school, technically. Even if I did miss an entire year after my dad passed.


While I love it here, it will be nice to put this place behind me. To start the next phase of life and bring all the dreams my dad supported to life.


The claws of regret wrap around my lungs the moment I think that, and my heart starts to hurt for so many reasons. But the one I focus on is the dream that was on its way to becoming a reality, only for fate to step in and deal me the joker card yet again.


A storm, the kind we don’t see in Oceanside, the one that’s almost a myth to coastal California. It wasn’t a hurricane, nothing that big, but a freak weather system that rolled in unexpectedly, dumping more rain in one night than we’d see in a year there. The kind of storm that no one could predict, but when it hit, it flooded everything in its path. The water came first, and the damage was brutal.


What should have been an unfortunate inconvenience, though, turned into a complete disaster, and now the studio that was supposed to be my safe haven, the future home of Paige’s Playground, the youth dance and recreation center I’d wanted to open since as long as I can remember, is unrecognizable. If Mother Nature could have waited until graduation, then I would have been able to afford to add the “just in case” insurance for my building.


Unfortunately for me, I had none and the place looks worse each time I visit.


The floors are destroyed, as are most of the walls. The mirrors split from the pressure of the water, and tubs containing a decade’s worth of saved materials for costumes were reduced to a pile of garbage. Even the bathrooms need to be gutted. The water rot and mold are getting worse by the day because apparently I needed to remove the boards and plug in some fans to try to save the wood—my dad would have known that if he were here. But also plug in fans? To what and where?


The best I could have done even if I had known was hang them from the damn ceiling, which is not even possible. Sadly, I’m well aware that, the longer it sits, the more likely it will be that the entire infrastructure will need to come down.


I can’t even bring myself to look in my back room again after learning that was the space the roof caved in over, where my brand-new, still had the plastic protector on it, four-thousand-dollar sewing machine and heat press—which wasn’t too far off in price either—were. My official splurges for myself so I could save hours on costume making.


I never got to use either.


It’s time to face the truth here. By the time the year ends, I might not have a studio to consider, leaving my only option being the one my grandfather is offering.


Would I have to move away if I agreed? I might not have cared if he’d found me two years ago, but I have friends now. Real friends who care about me, that I care about. Sure, they have their own lives to build after graduation, but I know they want to stay close to each other, if only by migrating south to the beach every holiday or break they can manage. I thought, after a few years, I would try to buy something there too.


Would that even be possible if I signed the contract Grant has waiting for me?


Would I have to abandon my plans to be someone for kids who have nobody else?


Get a studio spot somewhere else and let go of the one that’s linked to my father?


A warm hand presses to my elbow, and my eyes fly open, a blurry Chase before me.


I blink rapidly, not having realized I’d closed my eyes and embarrassed by the moisture I feel building in my lashes. “Sorry, I…”


Worry lines his forehead, and he hands me my chai latte, his protein shake in his other hand.


Silently, we move toward the exit and step outside.


“Um,” I begin, hoping he won’t ask. “Looks like we passed the perfect amount of time. We might even get to the dining hall before the others.”


“No break for me actually.”


I look over at him in question.


“I have some work I need to get done, so I’m going to the library.”


“Oh, well, you’ll probably get to say hi in passing, at least.”


“Uh.” He stops walking so I pause and face him, lifting my hand to block the sun. “I’m going to go this way.” He points behind him. “I have to ask one of my professors something really fast.” He lifts his shake. “But thanks for lunch.”


I smile, waving awkwardly as he heads off in the opposite direction, skipping our preplanned group lunch for the second time in a row.


Facing forward, I head for the cafeteria, the others coming into view right away.


They spot me coming and Cameron lets out a low, teasing whistle, pretending to be pulling me toward her by an invisible rope, so I hurry my steps as much as my short legs will allow.


I notice the moment the boys realize Chase isn’t with me. Brady, one of his best friends, pulls his phone out right away, likely to text him. Unfortunately for him, Chase turned his phone off, so I doubt he’ll get a reply anytime soon.


Maybe he has just as much going on off campus as I do, though I doubt his is related to a massive amount of money that could change his future entirely.


Right?












CHAPTER 3



CHASE


I guess I’m a liar now, too. I’ll just add that to my ever-growing list of undesirable traits, fuckups, and failures. A list that is likely to grow if the last nine months are anything to go by. Hell, the last three years, really, if we’re counting all the ways I’ve gone wrong since my high school graduation. I thought everything would change for the better after that. Some things—the things I was most looking forward to—did, but for every positive shift in my life, there’s a counterreaction.


Escape the mayhem at home, create it among my friend group.


Fix things with my best friend, get a new coach who hates me (Dolton).


Ace all my classes so the future I mapped out is a guarantee, find out I might not even get the chance to graduate.


Fuck.


I can’t even entertain the idea of something good anymore, too afraid of what I’ll lose to balance out the gain.


I scrub a hand down my face, closing my eyes a moment, but I don’t stop walking. I don’t have any time to spare, and since I made up some bullshit about needing to see a teacher, I’m forced to walk all the way around the staff building and the back of the dining hall just to get to the library, when I could have cut straight across the grass.


It’s better this way, though, or else Brady, one of my best friends, would have given me shit and stated the obvious: that I still need to eat regardless of whatever else I had to do.


Thankfully, Paige took care of that issue for me today. I hated letting her pay, but I’m also glad I didn’t have to. A five-dollar protein shake, while all the fuel I need for now, isn’t what I would want to spend the money on when it won’t help me make it through practice later. No, I’ll have to chomp down a few protein bars the athletic department keeps stocked for us in the practice facility. It’s that or risk passing out when my new asshole receiver coach, Coach Dolton, drives my ass into the ground, like he seems dead set on doing every day. I could hardly walk the first couple weeks of practice this summer, he had us doing so many leg drills.


Sighing, I pick up the pace. If I get there early enough, I can get all the copies I need made and put away before my next class. That way I won’t have to draw attention to myself during our team’s mandatory study hall period by borrowing books in front of everyone.


We’re only a little over three weeks into the semester, and I’m already beat mentally, which is why I’m trying to win in the physical department. If my mind breaks down, I need my body to at least keep standing, but the way things are looking so soon into the year, I don’t know how long that will work.


I could talk to my friends about it. Mason and Brady have been there for me since I was twelve years old, and while I know they would understand, I also know there will be immediate disappointment, too. Not because of what my life has become but because I hid my problems from them. I can’t stand the thought of seeing the look of betrayal shining in Mason’s eyes when he looks at me. Not again. Not after I broke his trust by doing the one thing he asked me not to do growing up—fall for his twin sister. But we’re past that. I know I fucked up and that he loves me like the family that he and I—that all of our core friend group—have become. And family doesn’t give up on one another.


Or so says the people who have never known the opposite.


Guess it all makes sense now why I let myself become what I hate most: a self-serving asshole with little regard for the others affected by my bullshit.


I swear to god, if I sigh one more time, I’m going to smack myself.


I’m not that guy anymore, I tell myself.


I’m not.


It doesn’t take me long to get everything I need in the library, so I find an empty bench at the edge of campus, climb on top, and pull my phone from my bag.


The second I turn it on, the messages flood in.


Fifteen from my mom, two from her lawyer, and one from my dad.


I open his first.


Dad: I’m so sorry, son. I love you.


My jaw locks tight, but I refuse to get emotional. It’s been the same message every single day around this time. And nearly the same one every morning with an added I hope you have a good day, talk to you soon. Sometimes those messages helped me get out of bed, but other times they’re just a reminder of how fucked-up my current situation really is. I don’t have the heart to tell him seeing his name every morning on my screen sets off a chain reaction that has me fumbling to focus, not knowing what it is he’s going to say this time, what other bad news could possibly be delivered. But it seems I’m always waiting for it, that other shoe to drop— and for me it always does.


The only thing I have to hold on to right now is the fact that I’m safe for the time being. Before, I couldn’t wait for the weeks to pass, for the semester to end, if only to be done with finals and moving on to the next phase or the next season. Now, every time I go to bed, the next morning, it’s like I’m one day closer to everything falling apart.


I open my email for what must be the hundredth time in the last couple days, and I freeze when the response I’ve been waiting for is staring back at me.


I go to open it, but my thumb hovers over the sender’s name, a sudden wave of panic washing through me. Am I ready to find out the answer?


Delaying will get me nowhere. At least I’ll know.


My eyes skim over the formal response, pausing when I get to the line that matters:


We regret to inform you that we are unable to approve this request.


I close out and let my phone fall to my lap, dropping my face into my hands. The reason why doesn’t matter; I got the answer I was looking for.


Karma: three


Me: fucking zero.


But it’s okay. It’s fine.


If there’s one thing in my life I have control over, at least for the next four months, it’s my performance on the field.


And whether the newest addition to the AU coaching staff likes it or not, I’m going to fucking kill it.


It’s that lone thought that gets me through the rest of the day and allows me to keep my head held high as I walk into the locker room to get gear on for practice.


I will be the best goddamn receiver this school has ever seen.


I have to be.


“D amn, my boy!” Brady whoops, running up and bumping his shoulder pads into mine. “I ain’t never seen you so fucking fast.”


I grin, picking up a towel and swiping it across my head and neck. “It’s those running weights. I’ve been doing two miles in them every morning since we got here.”


“Well, keep that shit up.” Mason joins us, picking up a water bottle and squirting a mouthful, swishing and spitting it out a second later. “You shave any more time off that route, and it won’t matter who’s at safety. You’ll be there before they’ve even read the play.”


“That’s the plan.” I smirk, tugging my bags over my shoulders. “Hey, should we—”


“Harper!” Coach Rogan calls, and we all look his way. “Come see me after showers.”


I give a curt nod. “Yes, Coach.”


I can feel my cheeks turning red, but thankfully, the flush of a hard practice hides it.


“Coach been talking to you privately an awful lot,” Brady hedges. I swear, the guy’s got this knack for noticing things we all hope he wouldn’t.


Not wanting to lie to my friends any more than I have to, I go the silent route, shrugging a shoulder as I move ahead of them.


It’s purposeful, giving them a moment’s privacy to do that thing the three of us normally do, where we can look at each other and know what the other is thinking, only this time it’s about me. I don’t draw attention to it, just keep walking, going straight into the locker room.


Thankfully, some of the other guys start talking about a couple guys from the team we’re playing on Saturday, who have been calling us out on social media, so I’m able to strip down and hit the shower without the two trying to start a conversation I’m not ready to have.


It’s embarrassing enough that my coach is privy to all my dirty laundry. I don’t want to see pity in my boys’ eyes, too.


By the time the others are stepping into the showers, I’m stepping out. I make quick work of getting dressed, just throwing on some AU shorts and a T-shirt with my slides.


Coach’s door is open when I get there, but I make sure to close it behind me, sitting across from him when he motions a hand.


“Will do, thanks again,” he says to whoever he’s on the phone with, giving all of his attention to me with his next breath. “I saw the email you forwarded my way. How you feelin’?”


Shaking my head, I slump back in the chair. “Not sure, honestly. Disappointed, for sure.” But I deserve that. I deserve all of this. “But it’s not like I really thought it would work out. Applying was a stretch as it was, and I knew that before I even filled out the forms.”


He nods. “You’re in a tricky spot. Unfortunately, there isn’t much wiggle room for circumstance when it comes to financial aid. It’s sort of one of those you qualify or you don’t situations.”


“Yeah, the only part I’m annoyed about is not getting even a partial academic scholarship. I shouldn’t have even bothered. Saved the ten bucks it cost to get my transcripts rush printed.”


“Overall, you’ve kept good grades, son, so it was worth a shot. It’s just a competitive game out here when it comes to scholarships, so the slip you had at the end of last year puts those who didn’t ahead of you.”


“Yes, sir, understood, which is why I was expecting the rejection. The annoyance is coming from the fact that I let my personal mess get the best of me.”


He eyes me. “I didn’t say that to call attention to a failure, Chase. The opposite, in fact. You’ve held a 3.8 the last three years, with the exception of last spring. You had a tough year last year, and from what I can tell, you’re trying to handle this on your own. I’m assuming Johnson and Lancaster don’t know you nearly lost your spot on the team this year because of funding?” he asks, mentioning my friends by the last name.


“They don’t.”


“Can I ask why?”


I clear my throat. “Mason is busy. He has a family now, and Brady is also in a relationship. You saw that last season. They’re in good places in their lives, and I don’t want to bring them down with my…issues.”


“You realize they’re going to be upset when they find out.”


“I don’t see how they would, Coach.” I give him a pointed look. “My grant came through since I scraped by at the 3.0 mark last semester, which covered my tuition fees, and my partial scholarship from the team covered housing. I have nothing to worry about this semester.”


“And next semester?” he pushes, “The one you’re due to graduate after?”


Looking away, I run my tongue along the backs of my teeth. “Still working that out.”


“How many more responses are you waiting on?”


“One, but Mrs. Fredrick”—I mention the adviser he hooked me up with last year when shit first hit the fan—“said that one was the least likely to be approved, so not betting on it either.”


Coach Rogan nods, taking all this information in before leaning forward on his forearms. “Okay, so we know where we are with all that, then.”


“Yes, Coach. Right in the middle of shit creek.”


The man chuckles, and despite the literal dumpster fire that has become my life, my lips twitch. “Listen, Chase. I know it’s easier said than done, but don’t get discouraged, because the good that seems to have come out of this is your improvement on the field.” He holds my gaze strong. “You came back a different man, son. If your helmet were on and you weren’t out there with the last name Harper and the number thirteen on your jersey, my eyes would be glued to you, and I’d be asking every person I could find who the hell you were and how I could get you on my roster. You were good, really good, in fact, but I don’t think I have to tell you that you’re on the path of becoming great. You are aware you’re a top-five-ranked receiver across the nation, right?”


I avert my gaze, a tightness winding in my gut. “Yes, sir.”


“Chase.” He waits until I look his way, a knowing look in his eyes. “You should be proud of the work you’ve done. This is a huge accomplishment. You weren’t even on the board last year, and you’re top five just three weeks into the season.”


“Mason is a great quarterback, Coach. He always gets the ball where it needs to go.”


“And none of that would matter if he didn’t have a receiver he could trust.”


“It’s a team effort.”


“Chase,” he snaps. “Accept the damn achievement.”


A low chuckle leaves me, and I shake my head, pulling a deep breath. “Trust me, I’m trying but it’s tough. I don’t want to get complacent. I can’t get complacent. As you said, the season has only begun. A lot could happen in the next ten weeks.”


He knows what I’m saying without saying it—that this is my only chance.


That if I don’t do the nearly impossible and beat out thousands of receivers across the league, earning myself a spot in next year’s NFL draft—a less than 2 percent chance—then I’ll be a washout. The last three years of my life—last decade, really, if you count all the hard work from youth and high school football days, let alone academics—to get here will have all been for nothing.


After this semester, I’m cooked. Done.


If my name isn’t called come draft day, I’ll have nothing in my life that’s worth a damn.


Maybe then karma will pull its claws from my chest.


Then again, maybe not.


Maybe this is the consequence of that yellow brick road. The result of the U-turn I took, back to the point of the split, choosing the opposite path in the end, the one that not only hurt the girl I never should have allowed myself to get close to but also hurt my best friend.


It’s like I said to Coach: A lot can happen in a single season.


Maybe even more than I’m prepared for.












CHAPTER 4



CHASE


Game days. The only time of the week when my mind actually frees itself from the day-to-day stress. You’d think the pressure to perform would mess with my head even more, but it’s the opposite. Out here, I can let everything else go. Out here, I have a purpose. I’m needed, helpful.


Out here, I’ve never let anyone down and my teammates know, without a single doubt, that they can count on me.


The practices leading up to this hour are about perfecting my routes, memorizing and executing them with precision, proving to my quarterback that I am an asset he can depend on. It doesn’t matter that I’m the same man who disappointed him off the field because he knows he can depend on me out here.


This is the only place where someone else’s decision can’t control me. Sure, I don’t call the plays or decide where the ball is thrown in the end, but none of that matters. The moment my cleats hit the green—hell, the moment I step out of the locker room—the energetic crowd in the stadium above loud in my ears, I’m fucking free.


It’s just me and the work that needs done.


Out here on this field, with the lights bright above and the excitement in the air, my life is in my own hands. I have the control. It’s up to me, sink or swim.


And I’m a damn good swimmer.


The smoke blows through the tunnel, the massive shark’s mouth open wide, teeth looking sharp and sinister, or so the giant blowup makes it appear.


The roar of the crowds is loud, our fellow AU peers never letting us down when it comes to showing up on game day. The music blares, the announcers shouting over it, calling us to the field.


I bounce in place, swinging my arms and hopping from foot to foot.


For dramatic effect, Mason holds us back. He nods a few times, then starts to run out, the rest of us right there on his heels. We jog out to the center of the field, running through some stretches and basic drills as a team before separating into our respective position groups with our position-based coaches.


Dolton the dickhead comes out, grilling us through our routes, the backup quarterbacks in and taking reps. The dude who took Alister Howl’s spot this year is pretty good. Alister, the old second-string and pain in all our asses for our own reasons, transferred out for the year. I don’t mind when I end up in the new guy’s line for warm-ups; if I had it my way, I’d stay paired with Mase, but it’s always good to work with different quarterbacks.


Warm-ups are over before I know it, the game-day rituals done, and the time gets set up on the clock.


The kickoff team takes the field, so I move over to the bench, where Mason is looking over something on a tablet, and accept a water bottle from one of the trainers.


“What’s up?” I ask him, my eyes scanning the crowd.


“They benched Davies last minute,” he says of Idaho’s starting defensive end, the position Brady has been playing for a couple seasons now. “I’m watching what we’ve got on his replacement, but it ain’t much.” He frowns at the screen.


“Our line is solid. He won’t get through,” I remind him, but I know he’s going to stress regardless. A past injury that took you out for a part of the season will do that to you.


“You didn’t come say hi to the girls before the game.” Brady slides over, eyes on me when he adds, “Poor Paige had a tear in her eye.”


Mason smirks my way, and I force a frown, finally allowing my eyes to travel toward where I know the girls will be—sixty-yard line, four or five rows up. I find the little blond immediately, her light hair down, a yellow lace headband disappearing into the length. She’s smiling at Mason’s little boy, sitting on his mama’s lap. “Sure she did.”


“She did, I saw. It ran right down her cheek, messed up that dude’s number she had painted on there all pretty like.”


My head yanks his way, only to fly right back to the girl in question, but I catch myself quick in the knee-jerk reaction, and once again, I’m looking at my other best friend.


Brady raises a blond brow, but Mason just flat out grins.


I scoff, shaking my head. “Fuck off. Both of you.”


“Just admit you like her.” Brady tugs his helmet on, buckling his chin strap.


“Oh look, kickoff is over.” I swing my gaze to Brady. “D up.”


The man laughs, taking the field.


Mason stands up, and we wait on the sidelines for our defense to dominate, and with less than a minute gone from the clock, me and Mase and the rest of the AU starting offense jog out.


My heartbeat seems to slow, my breath leaving my lungs in slow motion. I get into position, toe on the line at the forty, my hands loose at my sides, and watch as the center drops his hand to the ball. Mason checks everyone’s placement, and then he calls the hike. The ball is snapped, and the second the leather leaves the turf, it’s like a shot of Xanax straight into my veins. A calm like no other washes over me, my muscles ease, and a long, slow breath pushes past my lips.


And then I’m flying down the field at full speed.


Let’s. Fucking. Go.


“Chaser with the motherfucking ninety-yard catch, baby!” I hear Cameron scream the second we walk out of the facility, my eyes moving right to where I know Brady’s truck is parked. She beams at me, her hand still cupped around her mouth like a megaphone.


I smirk, nodding my chin in her direction just as Brady wraps me in a headlock.


“How dare you outplay me in front of my girl, Harper.” He laughs, giving me a proper noogie like an asshole.


Grinning, I manage to shove him off and he just winks, slipping through the crowd and not stopping until he’s hopping up on the tailgate, taking Cameron into his massive-ass arms.


It’s still so strange that two of my closest friends since junior high are together now, but I couldn’t be happier for the pair.


Mason claps me on the back, moving as quickly as Brady did, taking his fiancée, Payton, and their little boy into his arms as soon as he reaches the group.


I don’t realize my steps have slowed until a few of my teammates bump me from behind.


“Sorry, man,” Fredrick throws over his shoulder, and I force my feet to move.


Instantly, the weight that lifted from my shoulders during the game is back, maybe even a little heavier than before. I don’t even realize my head is hanging until a hand comes into view, hovering just a few inches from my chest.


I jerk to a stop, my gaze snapping up and meeting Ari’s, Mason’s twin sister.


The second our gazes meet, all the regret and guilt pours in, choking me so when I open my mouth, nothing comes out.


She drops her arm, a small smile on her face. “You were five seconds from knocking me over, I was fully prepared to push you onto your butt if you kept coming,” she teases.


I don’t deserve a smile from her, but I’m grateful she always seems to offer me one.


“Shit, sorry. I’m just…postgame adrenaline, you know?” I lie, making an excuse of wanting to put my bag down to get away from her.


Instead of tossing it in the back, I climb into the cab of my truck, setting it on the floorboards, and let my eyes close. The adrenaline thing wasn’t a total lie, but it’s a different sort of crash, one that smacks me back to the reality of my situation.


I just wish I could let it all go for a while, but I can’t. It just won’t fucking go away.


I knock my knuckles against my temple, trying to block out the noise, to no avail.


My head falls back against the headrest, a long sigh escaping my lips, and I squeeze my eyes shut. When they open, my gaze lands on my rearview mirror, locking with a soft-blue pair.


I hold my breath, waiting for pity or worry or, worse, understanding, not that she could possibly, but that’s not what I get.


Those pretty, pink lips curve up on both sides, a bashfulness blended in as she blinks as an excuse to drop my gaze.


My lungs seem to open up a little, and an unexpected low chuckle escapes me, but then I remember what Brady said.


She has someone else’s number on her cheek tonight. My eyes snap back to the mirror, but she’s already turned away, disappearing into the crowd.


A frown pulls at my brows, and before I know what I’m doing, I’m pushing the door open and climbing back out, driven by a sudden need to know who she came to see play tonight, and studiously ignoring the frustration the thought causes.


It’s not like I care.


I mean, why would I?


I bend and fold, sliding through the crowd, doing my best not to get stuck in conversations, when I finally spot her several spots over. She’s talking to Payton as Mason loads up Little D.


My feet carry me that way, but then a few guys are in front of me, beers in hand already and phones out. “And here the dude is! Chase Harper, ladies. Chase, tell them how you learned to fucking fly!”


I scoff, my eyes bouncing back to Mason’s Tahoe to find the doors closed, no Paige in sight.


Damn it.


Whatever, it’s better this way. It doesn’t matter whose number she was wearing.


It wasn’t mine, and that’s what I need to focus on. That’s good. Great.


Clearing my throat, I entertain my teammates a couple more minutes, then turn back to my truck, only to stop short when a tiny, little blond is sitting on the tailgate all alone.


My feet seem to freeze in place.


She hasn’t spotted me yet. She’s looking down at her phone, her little legs swinging back and forth, hair shielding her face from view.


For some reason, I have to force my feet to move, and the closer I get, the more I see.


The yellow ribbon in her hair isn’t just a pale-yellow ribbon; it’s decorated with mini blue footballs, both colors identical to the ones spelling out AU Football on the hoodie I’m wearing.


I make it about a yard from her when her head snaps up.


“Hey.” She smiles.


My eyes fall to her cheek, the football that Cameron no doubt painted on it staring back at me, the number thirteen written in dark-blue paint, golden glitter all around it. Frowning, I just keep staring at the number.


My number.


She’s got my number directly on her skin.


“Oh.” Her hand flies up, hiding my number from me, and my gaze lifts to hers. “I’m sorry. Cam convinced me it would be fine because you didn’t seem to mind when I wore the shirt she made me last season with your number, and since Payton was wearing Mason’s, and Cam was wearing Brady’s, I just thought someone should… I mean, that I would cheer for you and—”


I don’t realize I’ve reached out until the warmth of her hand meets the underside of my palm. My fingers wrap around hers, and her mouth snaps shut. I feel her gaze burning into me while mine goes back to her cheek. Slowly, I meet her eyes again.


“I like it,” I find myself admitting, realizing that I do. Maybe more than I should, considering her explanation.


Did she only wear it so I wouldn’t be left out?


Because it’s obvious, even to her, the technical outsider of our friend group being as she only met us all here at college, that they’re all coupled up and it’s just me now, on my own.


She’s on her own too, my man.


I tense at the thought.


But is she? I’ve never heard much about her dating, but what do I know?


She disappears a lot, has a lot of dinners and meetings she goes to. Maybe some of those are dates.


“Are you sure?” she asks in a low tone I almost can’t hear over the noise. “Because you glared at it for a whole thirty seconds when you saw it and you’re glaring again now.”


“Brady said you were wearing someone else’s number.” The words escape before I realize I’ve said them. I open my mouth to add some excuse, so I don’t sound so…I don’t know, foolish? Pleased? But Paige’s cheeks seem to turn a darker shade of pink and now I’m staring at them for a whole new reason.


A blush.


Heat, swift and satisfying and admittedly surprising, spreads through me.


“Uh.” I look down, realize I’m still holding her fingers, and quickly release them, running my hand through my still-damp, freshly showered hair.


She draws her hand to her lap, folding it together with her other one. “You played well tonight.”


Pride sweeps in at her words, but I quickly push it away. “Thank you.”


She nods, and an awkward silence falls over us. I wish I knew how to make it go away, but I don’t know what to say. This is all a little strange.


She glances behind me and I know she’s looking for an escape, so I move aside, giving her a pass to walk away.


“Seems like everyone is filing out. I think most are going to the football house to celebrate.”


She nods and grips the tailgate, scooting herself all the way to the edge. I can’t help but smile when she has to jump, her feet are so far from the ground, and my truck isn’t even lifted.


She catches my grin, and her eyes narrow a bit, but I think it’s playful and I can’t help but turn my body so it’s facing hers again.


“What?” she finally asks.


“Nothing, Shortcake.” I fail at fighting the chuckle that escapes.


Paige laughs lightly, her palms coming out to give me a little shove.


Apparently, my subconscious is in control tonight because the next thing I know, I’ve got both her wrists in my hands, and I’ve pulled her a bit closer.


She tips her head back, and I mean all the way back, to meet my eyes.


A little hair is stuck to her face paint, right over the top curve of the number three, hiding the proof that it’s me on her cheek and no one else. For some reason, I don’t like that.


I slide my pinkie along her temple and down the side of her face until the blond curl is freed. I stare at the spot, a sense of approval I don’t quite understand warming my blood.


“There.” My voice comes out lower, almost…husky?


No. Can’t be that.


My eyes move to hers and she just stares.


“You played well tonight,” she whispers.


My smile is slow. “So you said. Thank you…again.”


“Oh” is her knee-jerk response, and then she shakes her head, embarrassment coloring her skin. “Oh yeah. Sorry.”


I bite the inside of my cheek, a foreign feeling growing within me. “You better run, or Brady’s gonna leave you.”


She watches a few seconds longer and then she nods, backing away, but she doesn’t look away.


I do, moving straight for the cab of my truck. I’m tugging the door open when she calls my name.


“Hey, Chase.”


I turn in time to catch her tucking her hair behind her ear.


“See you at the party?”


My throat grows thick, but she doesn’t let me answer, turning and skipping over to Brady and Cam. For that, I’m grateful. I don’t want to hurt her feelings, and I don’t know how to navigate a friendship with a woman, not anymore.


The last time I had a friend that I started to look at a little, well, more, I hurt a lot of people. I don’t want to hurt her—or anyone, for that matter.


So I don’t go home, where the party is kicking off.


I drive around to the back of the stadium and park in the farthest corner of the lot. I stay there until the sun rises, and when I wake, it’s with an overbearing weight of helplessness because I might have woken on another day, yet I’m still trapped in a nightmare.
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