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Chapter 1: The Weight of Expectations
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The San Antonio morning sun filtered through the blinds of the Lyles household, casting long, golden streaks across Marcy’s bedroom floor. At 6'4", Marcy had long ago learned to navigate the world from a height that often made her feel like a spectacle, but on the hardwood, that height was her kingdom. She rolled out of bed, her limbs long and coordinated, and performed her morning ritual—stretching. Her muscles hummed with the familiar tension of a body built for speed and endurance.

Downstairs, the house was already vibrating with the rhythm of a Saturday. She could smell the familiar tang of her mother’s cooking—Linda Lyles never let a day start without a full spread. As Marcy descended the stairs, she saw her father, Mark, sitting at the kitchen island, his eyes glued to a tablet displaying scouting reports. Even after his playing days in Europe had been cut short by an ankle injury, the game never left him.

"You're late for your reps," Mark said, not looking up, though a small smile touched his lips.

"I’m here, Dad," Marcy replied, grabbing a piece of toast. "Practice starts at ten. I’m hitting the court early."

Marcia and Marsha, her sisters, were already at the table, teasing each other about school drama. They were close, but they knew better than to interrupt the 'basketball time' shared between Mark and their star-athlete sister. Marcy looked at her reflection in the glass of the patio door—the light skin, the curls cascading down her back, and the small, distinct crescent moon birthmark on her cheek. It was her signature, just as her jumper was her calling card.

Her mind drifted to Dalvin. She checked her phone; a text from him popped up. Good luck today. You’re going to crush it. A warmth settled in her chest that had nothing to do with basketball. Dalvin was the only thing in her life that felt completely separate from her father's ambitions. While Mark saw basketball as her legacy, Dalvin saw Marcy as, well, just Marcy.

"Marcy!" Mark’s voice snapped her back to reality. "The Mustang isn't going to drive itself to the gym. Let's go."

As she walked toward the garage, she felt the familiar weight of the expectations placed upon her shoulders. She was the Salutatorian. She was headed to FAMU. She was the star. She turned the key in the ignition of the red Mustang, the engine roaring to life with a satisfying growl. It was a beautiful car, a symbol of her father’s pride and her own hard work, but as she pulled out of the driveway, she wondered for a brief, fleeting moment what it would feel like to drive in a direction that wasn't chosen for her.

She shook the thought away. She loved the game. She loved the challenge. She shifted the car into gear and headed toward the high school gym, ready to leave everything on the court.
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Chapter 2: The Sound of the Net (Expanded)
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The San Antonio humidity clung to the air inside the high school gymnasium, thick and heavy, but to Marcy, it felt like oxygen. The bleachers were packed, a sweltering, noisy sea of school colors and shouting parents. It was the Regional Semi-Finals, the kind of night that defined a senior's legacy. As she stood at the top of the key, waiting for the whistle, the roar of the crowd muffled into a dull, rhythmic hum. She was a spectacle, and she knew it. At 6'4", she wasn't just another player; she was the girl who had turned down state-level giants to commit to an HBCU.

The scouts from those major universities—the ones she had politely declined—were sitting in the front row, clipboards held like shields. They weren't there to celebrate her; they were there to see if they could find a flaw in the diamond they hadn't been able to buy.

Mark was there, too, hovering over the railing of the bleachers. He didn't look like a proud father; he looked like a coach scouting an opponent. His arms were crossed, his brow furrowed, his eyes tracking the way Marcy’s feet moved, the way she held her shoulders. It was a pressure she had carried since she was three years old, a weight that felt as much a part of her as her own skin. Tonight, the pressure felt heavier than usual. She had a point to prove: FAMU wasn't a compromise; it was her vision.

The whistle blew, a sharp, piercing sound that cut through the gym’s stagnant air, and the game erupted into chaos. The opposing team, the Northside Vipers, played a physical, almost predatory brand of basketball. Their center, a girl almost as tall as Marcy, had clearly been given one instruction: get into Marcy’s head and stay there.

Throughout the first quarter, the Vipers employed a suffocating double-team defense. Every time Marcy touched the ball, she was met with hard screens and elbows that found her ribs. During a timeout, as she walked toward the bench, the Vipers’ captain bumped her shoulder. "You really think a degree from FAMU is going to get you anywhere?" the girl sneered, her voice low enough to avoid the ref’s ear. "You're just another player fading into the background of a small program."

Marcy’s jaw tightened. She didn't respond, but the sting was there. She glanced toward the sideline. She met her father’s intense, expectant gaze—he was waiting for her to dominate, to show the scouts that he had molded a star. Then, she shifted her eyes to the far corner of the gym. There sat Dalvin. He had his laptop open, quietly working on an engineering problem, completely detached from the madness of the court. He caught her eye and gave a small, genuine smile—a nod of support that had nothing to do with her points or her scholarship. It was the only thing that made her feel human.

She took a deep, centering breath, the scent of floor wax, stale popcorn, and nervous sweat filling her lungs. The ball was inbounded. She didn't look at the scout’s table, and she stopped looking for her father’s approval. She focused on the rim.

When the pass came, she didn't just catch it; she pivoted with a fluid grace that made the Viper defender look like she was moving through quicksand. With a lightning-fast crossover, she created just enough space to rise up. At 6'4", her jumper was a thing of beauty—a high, parabolic arc with perfect backspin. The ball hung in the air, an orange blur against the bright, buzzing stadium lights, before snapping through the nylon net with a sound that felt like a gavel hitting a wooden block.

The crowd erupted in a frenzy. Marcy didn't smile, didn't celebrate. She turned back on defense, her face composed and lethal. She dominated the next three minutes, scoring eight unanswered points, putting her team firmly in the driver's seat. Her father was on his feet now, his earlier anxiety replaced by the familiar, addictive pride of seeing his daughter command the floor.

As the buzzer sounded for halftime, Marcy walked toward the locker room, her lungs burning, sweat trailing down her temples. The scouts were scribbling furiously, forced to acknowledge that she wasn't just a local talent—she was a force of nature. She had silenced the doubters for the evening, but as she reached for her water bottle, a hollow feeling settled in her gut. She had played perfectly, she had executed her father’s plan, and she had impressed the people who wanted to own her talent. She realized then that the hardest part of the season wasn't the competition on the court; it was the realization that in a few months, she would be three states away, and she had to figure out how to be Marcy, not just "Mark Lyles' daughter," in a world that hadn't been scripted for her.
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Chapter 3: The Ticking Clock
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The adrenaline of a game took hours to fade, leaving a metallic taste in Marcy’s mouth and a restless hum in her limbs. By the time she showered, packed her gear bag, and escaped the congratulatory hugs of her teammates, the gym was practically empty. The screech of sneakers on the hardwood had been replaced by the rhythmic whir of a janitor’s floor buffer.

She walked out to the parking lot, the humid San Antonio night air hitting her face like a damp towel. Most of the cars had gone, leaving her red Mustang sitting under the orange glow of a tall security light. Leaning against the hood, his hands shoved deep into his pockets, was Dalvin.

At 6'6", Dalvin was hard to miss, yet he had a way of shrinking his presence, of making himself seem small and unthreatening. It was a habit born from years of people expecting him to be aggressive just because of his height. Tonight, he wore a oversized hoodie and an expression that was softer than the concrete around them.

"Hey," he said as she approached, his voice low and steady.

"Hey," Marcy replied, a genuine smile finally breaking through her game-face mask. She dropped her heavy gym bag onto the pavement and leaned against the car next to him, letting her head fall back against the cool metal of the hood. "You stayed."

"Of course I stayed. I’m not letting you drive home alone after putting up twenty-four points and shutting down that Viper center," Dalvin said, nudging her shoulder with his. "You were incredible out there, Marcy. Seriously. You looked like you belonged on a professional court."

"Thanks," she whispered. The compliment from him felt different than the ones from her father. Mark’s compliments were always conditional, attached to a stat line or a specific play. Dalvin’s compliments felt like they were given to her, the person, not just the jersey.

She looked down at her hands, callous-worn and wrapped in a faint scent of athletic tape. "My dad is already at the house. He wanted to look at the tape from the first half. He thinks my footwork on the block was a second too slow."

Dalvin sighed, a brief puff of air that showed his frustration, though he kept his tone even. "You won by twelve, Marcy. And you’re the Salutatorian. When is it going to be enough?"

"When I’m in Florida, I guess," she said, the words slipping out before she could stop them.

The mention of Florida hung in the space between them, thick and heavy. It was the elephant in the room that they had been avoiding for weeks. FAMU was over nine hundred miles away from San Antonio. A sixteen-hour drive. A world away. Meanwhile, Dalvin was staying right here in Texas, heading to the University of Houston to pursue his engineering degree. Houston was only a three-hour drive from their hometown—close enough to come back on weekends, close enough to keep one foot in his old life. Marcy was cutting the cord completely.

Dalvin turned his head to look at her, the amber parking lot light catching the sharp angle of his jaw. "Have you thought about it? About what happens when the summer ends?"

Marcy swallowed hard, the crescent moon birthmark on her cheek tightening as she forced a small, uneasy smile. "I try not to. I’ve been keeping my head down, focusing on the playoffs, focusing on finals. If I stop to think about the distance, I feel like I'm going to lose my grip on everything."

"I don't want us to lose our grip," Dalvin said softly. He reached out, his large hand wrapping around hers. His skin was warm, a steady anchor against the cold dread rising in her chest. "We’ve been together since freshman year, Marcy. I’ve watched you grow into this amazing player, this brilliant student. I don't want to be the guy who holds you back, and I know your dad thinks I'm a distraction—"

"My dad doesn't dictate my heart, Dalvin," Marcy interrupted, her voice fiercer than she intended. She squeezed his hand back. "He dictates my training. He dictates my schedule. But he doesn't choose who I love."

"I know," Dalvin said, but his eyes told a different story. He knew as well as she did that Mark Lyles' shadow was long and wide. Mark didn't dislike Dalvin; he just saw Dalvin as an obstacle to Marcy's ultimate goal—the WNBA. To Mark, anything that wasn't basketball was a threat to the legacy he was trying to rebuild through his daughter.

A quiet settled over the parking lot, broken only by the distant hum of the highway. Marcy looked at the red Mustang her father had bought her. It was a symbol of freedom, a reward for her perfection, but standing here with Dalvin, she realized it was also a golden cage. It was meant to transport her to the gym, to the grocery store for her mother, to the future her father had mapped out.

"We have three months left," Marcy whispered, her eyes burning slightly as she looked up at the stars peeking through the Texas haze. "Let's just promise to make them count. No talking about the distance. No talking about airport schedules or long-distance plans. Just us, right now."

Dalvin looked at her for a long moment, searching her green eyes, before he nodded. He leaned down, pressing a soft, lingering kiss to her forehead. "Just us. Right now."

But as Marcy unlocked the driver's side door and watched Dalvin walk toward his own truck, the heavy thud of her heart felt like a countdown clock, ticking away the seconds of the only life she had ever known.
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