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Dedication

For my husband, 

[image: ]


Have I told you yet?
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Chapter 1
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I always stuck to the same schedule. Wake up at the same time. Get dressed at the same time. Eat breakfast at the same time. Leave my apartment at the same time. I picked out my outfit the night before. My homework was finished before I went to bed. My planner stayed color-coded. My coffee order never changed. Predictability made life easier. Today was no different.

I arrived at English five minutes early and slid into my usual seat near the front.

Professor Bailey was my favorite professor on campus. Most literature classes spent half the semester pretending modern books were deep. Professor Bailey focused on actual literary works. Shakespeare. Austen. Dickens. People who had survived centuries of criticism and were still being read. She believed books should earn their place. I respected that. 

I opened my notebook. And immediately felt it.

The stare.

I didn't have to look. I knew exactly where it was coming from.

Isaac Rochelle. Again.

At this point, I was honestly impressed by his commitment. The man had asked me out four separate times. Four. Any reasonable person would've accepted defeat after two. Maybe three if they were exceptionally stubborn. Not Isaac.

For some reason, we kept ending up in the same classes. I still didn't understand how. He was a basketball player. A very good one, apparently.

I was not. The closest I got to athletics was speed-walking through Target when I only needed one thing.

Yet somehow, semester after semester, there he was. Always somewhere nearby. Always looking at me. Always pretending he wasn't.

Class started normally. Professor Bailey launched into Much Ado About Nothing with her usual enthusiasm. Something about deception and pride and love making fools of everyone involved.

Halfway through her explanation, she stopped talking. The room went silent. Professor Bailey narrowed her eyes. Uh-oh. Someone was about to get publicly embarrassed.

"Mr. Rochelle."

I smiled to myself. Definitely Isaac. 

He looked up. "Yes?"

Professor Bailey folded her arms. “Maybe if I moved Miss Sheffield to the very front, you would actually pay attention. Stop staring at the back of her head and turn your eyes to the board. You need to pass this class if you want to play basketball.”

The room exploded. Laughter. Gasps. A few dramatic "ooooohs."

I decided to do him a favor and keep facing forward. Unlike everyone else. Every single person in the room turned around. I wasn't going to be part of that.

Then I heard the crash. Metal hit the floor. Several people shouted. I turned instinctively.

Isaac's crutches had somehow ended up tangled beneath his desk. One had nearly taken out the guy sitting next to him.

Not that the guy noticed. Honestly, I wasn't convinced he'd blinked in the last fifteen minutes.

Isaac looked horrified. Completely. Utterly. Magnificently horrified.

And unfortunately, the second I looked back—We made eye contact.

His face somehow got even redder. For a brief moment, he looked like he was internally choking.

Then Professor Bailey rescued him. Or maybe put him out of his misery. I couldn't tell which.

I turned back around. The lecture continued. Class eventually ended. Life moved on. At least it should have.

The problem was that Isaac Rochelle didn't leave my mind. Not completely. I told myself it was because he was ridiculous. Because no sane person got caught staring that many times. Because he was a six-foot-something basketball player who somehow became nervous every time I looked at him.

That had to be it. Except it wasn't.

There was something about him.

Maybe it was the admiration. Not the dramatic kind. The quiet kind. The kind that showed up every time he thought I wasn't looking.

Maybe it was how hard he tried to pretend he was paying attention whenever I caught him staring.

Maybe it was the way his entire expression changed whenever I walked into a room. Like he'd been waiting for me to arrive. Like I'd become his favorite part of the day. I liked the way his eyes narrowed in on me. Like I was the only person alive. I liked the way he smiled when he saw me. Like I'd somehow become the center of his world.

And maybe that should have scared me. Maybe it should have annoyed me.

Instead, for reasons I couldn't quite explain, it made me smile until class ended. And for the first time, I found myself wondering what would happen if I finally said yes.
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Chapter 2
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I was still thinking about him as I packed my bag. Which was annoying. I didn't think about people very often. Not like this.

Yet somehow Isaac Rochelle had followed me out of Professor Bailey's classroom and into every thought afterward. I thought about him while stuffing my notebook into my backpack. I thought about him while walking across campus. I thought about him while waiting for my coffee. By the time I reached my usual spot beneath a large oak tree near the gym, I was actively trying not to think about him.

The weather was perfect. Warm without being hot. A slight breeze. The kind of afternoon that practically demanded a book. So I opened Much Ado About Nothing and started reading. For a while, it worked. I lost myself in the story. Until somebody started yelling. 

I looked up. Across the lawn, a golf cart had stopped near the athletic center.

Jack. I knew who he was mostly because he seemed physically incapable of being quiet. He jumped out of the cart and started walking backward while pointing dramatically at Isaac. I couldn't hear everything from where I sat. Something about athletes. Something about mentality. Something about walking.

Then Jack suddenly threw his hands in the air. “I’m grabbing the guys. We’ll hype you up.” And took off running. Actually running. Across campus. Like somebody had set him on fire. I blinked. What an odd person. 

My attention shifted back toward Isaac. Unlike Jack, he hadn't moved. He sat alone on one of the concrete benches. Crutches leaning against his legs. Phone in his hand. Head slightly lowered. Something about him looked different. Not physically. Emotionally. The spark I'd gotten used to seeing wasn't there. The nervous excitement. The ridiculous optimism. The constant hopefulness. It was gone.

For the first time since I'd met him, he looked defeated. And I hated that. I didn't know why. I barely knew him. But nobody should look like that. Nobody should carry themselves like they'd already lost.

Unlike most basketball players, Isaac never seemed aware of how much space he occupied. Even sitting down, he looked too big for the concrete bench. Broad shoulders. Long legs stretched awkwardly in front of him. Objectively, he was hard to miss.

Yet somehow he always carried himself smaller than he was. Most athletes walked around campus like they owned it. Isaac walked around like he was apologizing for being there. For somebody who spent his life playing basketball, he looked strangely fragile.

I watched him for another minute. He never moved. Never stood. Never even tried. The realization annoyed me far more than it should have. A person couldn't spend months on crutches because they were afraid. Well. They could. But they shouldn't.

I told myself I was walking over because he needed to get off those crutches. That was only part of the truth. The truth was that I was tired of watching him look at me like I mattered and never do anything about it. I wanted to know if the boy who stared at me in every class actually existed. Or if I'd imagined him.

I sighed and closed my book. The sound made him glance up. His eyes widened immediately. I almost laughed. Even now. Even after being publicly humiliated in class. Even after whatever conversation he'd just had with Jack. He still looked at me like I'd personally descended from Heaven.

I stood and started toward him. The closer I got, the more nervous he seemed to become.

"Isaac, right?" I already knew his name. Obviously. But starting a conversation with "I've noticed you staring at me for months" felt aggressive.

"Y-yeah." His voice cracked. 

Poor guy.

I glanced toward the crutches. "You won't walk?"

His eyes followed mine. For a second he looked embarrassed. Then he shrugged. "I don't know." A pause. "I guess I just don't have the motivation."

I pointed at him. "Correction."

His eyebrows lifted.

"You don't have the right motivation." Now he looked confused. Good. He should. 

I stood directly in front of him and held out both my hands.

Isaac stared. "What are you doing?"

"We're going for a walk."

The panic that crossed his face was immediate. "Grace, I really don't know if that's a good idea."

"We are absolutely walking today."

He blinked.

"And once we make it to the street," I continued, "you're going to ask me out." I smiled. "Again."

For a second I thought he
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