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​Chapter One
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CLANG!

The sound of shattering ceramic echoed through the restaurant like a gunshot. Grace stood frozen, a steaming bowl of potato soup dripping down her arm, the sting of the burn immediate and sharp. Her hands trembled as the plate she had just dropped rolled under a nearby table, coming to a slow, humiliating stop at a customer’s boot. “Oh, for Christ’s sake,” the man at the table muttered, his face flushed with irritation. He looked to his wife, who clutched their toddler closer, lips tight in disapproval. “Can we just get the check?” Before Grace could stammer out an apology, her manager swooped in like a vulture smelling blood. “You don’t have to pay for a thing, sir,” he said smoothly, cutting his eyes at Grace with thinly veiled rage. “We sincerely apologize for the inconvenience.”

The man grunted, snatching up his jacket. The family stood to leave. As they passed, the toddler turned in his mother’s arms and stuck his tongue out at Grace, who could only stare, stunned, her arm still burning from the soup. The front door closed behind them with a sharp ding, and the silence that followed was suffocating. “Goddammit, Grace!” She flinched at the sound of her manager’s voice. He was a thickset man with a gut that strained the buttons of his uniform shirt, sweat glistening on his bald scalp under the restaurant lights. The scent of cheap cologne and fryer grease clung to him like a second skin. “You just cost us a seventy-dollar tab,” he snapped. “What the hell is wrong with you?” “I’m sorry,” Grace said quietly, brushing soup off her stained apron. “My iron’s been low, and I got dizzy. I just—”

“I don’t want excuses.” He jabbed a sausage-like finger in her face. “You’re lucky I don’t fire you right now. You come in late, you leave early—” “I have to drop off and pick up my daughter,” she said, her voice cracking. He rolled his eyes. “Yeah, yeah. We’re all tired, Grace. We all have problems. You show up late again, and you’re done. Tighten. Up.” With that, he turned on his heel and stomped back toward the hostess stand, muttering under his breath. Grace stood there for a beat, heart hammering, soup cooling in sticky trails down her arm. She blinked hard, refusing to cry in the middle of the floor. Not here. The restaurant around her buzzed with forced cheer—booths lined in fake leather, floors sticky from spilled soda, servers weaving through narrow aisles with trays of deep-fried onion blooms and sizzling sirloins drowned in artificial garlic butter. A cowboy hat hung above the bar for kitschy ambiance, and a fake bull skull stared down from the wall like it was judging her life choices.

Grace ducked into the restroom, locking herself in the handicapped stall. She peeled back her sleeve and winced. The soup had left her pale skin angry and red, the burn tender to the touch. Her eyes stung, and not just from the pain. She caught her reflection in the mirror—brown eyes rimmed with exhaustion, long lashes doing nothing to hide the dark bags underneath. Her lips, naturally pink, were chapped at the corners, and her complexion was ghostly under the harsh fluorescent lights. Her brown hair was tied back in a loose ponytail, strands falling limp around her face, dulled by stress and neglect. Her apron, once white, was now splattered with food stains, soup clinging to the fabric like a cruel reminder. She pressed a damp paper towel to her burn, trying to breathe through the pain. She was a mess. And she still had hours to go.

Grace took a long, steadying breath, forcing her shoulders to relax as she stepped out of the restroom. The burn on her arm still throbbed, but she pushed it to the back of her mind. She walked straight to the manager, who stood behind the counter tapping away at the tablet like he was solving world hunger. “I threw up,” she said flatly, keeping her voice low but convincing. “In the bathroom. I think it’s the flu or something.” The manager wrinkled his nose and took a full step back, like illness might leap from her pores. He gave her a once-over, clearly debating whether it was worth dealing with her any longer. “Fine,” he muttered with a dismissive wave of his hand. “Just go. Don’t get anyone else sick.” No write-up. No official warning. Just a miracle in the form of disgust and apathy. Grace didn’t waste a second. She untied her filthy apron, tossed it into the bin, and grabbed her purse before heading out the back exit. Her car sat crooked in the lot, right where she’d left it—her beat-up old sedan with rust along the wheel wells and a persistent squeal in the engine that had been getting worse for weeks. The door creaked as she climbed in, and the ignition took two tries before the engine groaned to life with its usual complaint.

The dashboard lit up like a Christmas tree—check engine, low tire pressure, oil change overdue. She didn’t even flinch anymore. A mechanic was a luxury she couldn’t afford. Sighing, she dug out her phone and hit Jessica’s name. Jess answered on the second ring, her voice bright. “Tell me you’re finally off.” “I’m finally off,” Grace muttered. “Barely. I lied and said I threw up so they’d let me leave.” “Ugh, iconic. So what now? You want to go cry or get drunk?” Grace smiled faintly. “Little of column A, little of column B. Can you meet me?” Jess didn’t hesitate. “Say less. Thirty minutes. I’ll glam up, you bring the trauma.” Grace laughed, the sound weary but genuine. “Deal.” She hung up and leaned her head back against the headrest, staring at the cracked ceiling of her car. Just one day. Just a drink or two. Anything to feel like a person again.

Grace pulled into the dimly lit parking lot of the bar, her tires crunching over scattered gravel and broken glass. The neon sign above the door flickered like it was struggling to stay alive—kind of like her. She killed the engine and sat there a beat, mentally bracing herself to play “fun” for the night. Then she stepped out into the cool air, tugging her cardigan closed against the breeze. Jess was already waiting by the entrance, leaning against the brick wall like she was posing for a photoshoot. She was impossible to miss. A surgery doll brought to life—breasts far too perky to be natural, her skin tight and bronzed, hair bleached to a silvery blonde that glinted under the buzzing sign overhead. A sparkly bodycon dress clung to her curves like it had been poured on, and giant hoop earrings swayed as she greeted Grace with a grin and a two-cheek kiss.

“Damn, Grace,” Jess said, giving her a quick once-over. “You look like someone ran you over and forgot to reverse.” Grace snorted. “Yeah, thanks. I feel like it too.” Inside, the bar buzzed with early evening energy—mostly people in their twenties pre-gaming before a bigger night. They slid into two stools at the bar. The bartender barely glanced up as Jess tossed her platinum hair and ordered. “Mango margarita with sugar on the rim,” she said with a wink. “And make it cute.” Grace pointed at the well vodka. “Just that. Straight.” The bartender nodded and got to work. Grace exhaled, slumping forward against the bar like she could melt into the wood. “My rent’s overdue. My car sounds like it’s about to explode. And today at work, I dropped a tray of food, burned my arm, and nearly passed out in front of a family of four. My manager threatened to fire me if I’m late again.”

Jess made a soft tsk as she delicately licked the sugar from the rim of her drink. “Girl... you need a sugar daddy.” Grace blinked, then gave her a flat look. “Absolutely not.” “I’m serious,” Jess said, sipping her drink like she wasn’t talking nonsense. “All that stress? That’s what old rich men are for. They’re basically walking paychecks with liver spots.” Grace rolled her eyes and took a long pull of her vodka. “I’m not built for that life.” “Why not?” Jess said, twirling her straw. “You’re gorgeous. You’re just... tired. All I’m saying is, tired doesn’t pay bills. Rich men do.” Grace shook her head but didn’t argue further. She couldn’t afford the fantasy—but damn if it didn’t sound tempting.

Jess twirled the straw in her margarita with a lazy rhythm, the ice clinking softly as she rambled on, her voice equal parts buzzed and theatrical. “Okay, so last week? I went on this date with a guy who said he owned a yacht. Owned, Grace. Turns out it was a timeshare, and his ex-wife still had partial custody of the anchor or whatever. Total fraud.” Grace smirked behind her glass, sipping her vodka while Jess steamrolled ahead. “And then there was Ryan—remember that finance bro with the jawline? Yeah, he cried during Fast and Furious 9. Like sobbing. Not even a good cry. I had to pretend my contacts were bothering me just to make him feel better.” “You’re a saint,” Grace deadpanned.

Jess snorted. “I’m a mess. Full transparency? I think I have severe daddy issues. Like, I’m crushing on my therapist. Which is probably a sign I need another therapist.” Grace raised an eyebrow. “You’re telling your therapist that you’re into him?” “Not in those words. But I did ask if he ever breaks the rules for special clients.” Jess gave her a wicked grin before reaching into her glittery clutch. “Anyway, look what I got.” She produced two glossy tickets and handed them to Grace with a casual shrug. “Game’s this Saturday. Football or something. I don’t even know who’s playing—just bought them ‘cause I was supposed to go with that gym guy. The one who said he’d call me and then disappeared like a fart in the wind. Classic.”

Grace took the tickets, her fingers brushing over the bold block lettering and barcodes. “I hate football,” Jess added, licking salt from her hand. “But maybe you can use them. Take Sophia. Do something nice.” Grace blinked, surprised. “Jess... these are good seats.” “So?” “So, they’re expensive.” Jess waved her off. “Girl, I bought them on a manic upswing and I already emotionally divested. They're yours.” Grace softened, glancing down at the tickets again. Her heart tugged at the thought of Sophia—wide-eyed, probably asking a thousand questions, clutching popcorn in both hands, maybe even wearing a little jersey. She’d never been to a real game in her five years of life. Neither of them had. “You’re sure?” Grace asked. Jess nodded. “She deserves it. And so do you.” Grace smiled, her chest a little warmer than before. She’d pick Sophia up from kindergarten and surprise her. Maybe—just maybe—they could pretend life was easy for a few hours. Grace’s phone buzzed against the sticky bar counter, the shrill chime of her alarm slicing through the mellow hum of conversation and clinking glasses. She blinked down at the screen. 

Pick up Sophia  

Her eyes softened. “That’s my cue.” Jess gave her a playful pout. “Already? The night’s young!” Grace smiled and slipped the tickets into her purse. “Yeah, well, my baby girl’s the only date I’m interested in right now.” Jess stood and pulled her into a tight hug, her sparkly dress crinkling beneath Grace’s hands. “Tell her I said hi, and that I expect a full game-day selfie. With face paint.” Grace laughed. “You’re out of your mind.” “I try,” Jess grinned, giving her a wink. Grace headed for the door, her sneakers tapping across the floor as she pushed into the fading light outside. Her car was still sputtering, her uniform still stained, and rent still late—but for now, she had something to look forward to. Something bright in the middle of all the gray. She climbed into the driver’s seat, turned the key, and pointed the beat-up car toward the school. It was time to go pick up her little girl.

The schoolyard buzzed with the sounds of children laughing, backpacks zipping, and parents honking impatiently from the car line. Grace squinted through her smudged windshield, rubbing at the ache in her temple as the afternoon sun glared off the hood of the car in front of her. Her phone sat cradled in the cupholder, screen still glowing from the alarm that had gone off ten minutes ago. Pick up Sophia. It was the one reminder she never ignored—never could ignore. She’d been the kid always forgotten, always last to be picked up, watching the sky turn gold and pink as she sat alone on the curb. That would never be Sophia. Not if she could help it. A teacher appeared from the front doors, hand-in-hand with a little girl whose excited chatter floated through the air even from this distance. Grace’s tired eyes lit up. Sophia.

Her daughter’s long brown hair bounced with each step, but what always caught Grace’s breath was her eyes—bright, crystalline blue, like cracked ice under sunlight. A sharp contrast to her own muted brown gaze. Striking. Unforgettable. As they reached the car, the teacher—Ms. Ramirez, if Grace remembered right—opened the back door for her. “Thanks,” Grace called through the window. “No problem,” Ms. Ramirez said kindly. “She had a great day. Full of questions, as always.” Sophia giggled as she climbed into the back seat, her tiny hands clutching a glittery backpack. “Mommy, guess what? Did you know a T-Rex couldn’t even scratch its own nose? Isn’t that funny?” Grace turned in her seat, smiling at her daughter’s enthusiasm. “Sounds itchy.”

Sophia laughed again, blue eyes gleaming. She buckled herself in without being told—always Miss Independent—and then launched into another fact, something about space or dolphins or maybe both. Grace half-listened, heart swelling despite her exhaustion. Whatever the day had thrown at her—the burns, the yelling, the threats of being fired—it all faded for a moment as she looked at her daughter. Sophia was safe. She was smiling. That was enough.

Grace twisted around in her seat to get a better look at Sophia, who was now fiddling with the zipper on her backpack, her blue eyes wide with curiosity. “I’ve got a surprise for you,” Grace said, a playful lilt in her voice. Sophia’s hands froze. “A surprise?” she echoed, voice breathless with excitement. Her eyes sparkled as she leaned forward against her seatbelt. “What is it? Tell me, tell me!” Grace grinned, the first real smile she’d felt all day. “We’re going to a football game tonight.” Sophia gasped so loudly it startled Grace, her little hands flying to her mouth. “A real game? Like on TV?” “Like on TV,” Grace confirmed with a nod. “Tickets and everything.”

The squeal that followed nearly popped Grace’s eardrum, but she laughed anyway, drinking in the sound like medicine. Sophia bounced in her seat, legs kicking excitedly. “Can I wear my sparkly dress?” she asked, eyes shining with hope. “You can wear whatever you want, baby,” Grace said warmly. “It’s your big night.” Sophia beamed, already chattering about snacks and cheerleaders and whether they’d get to see the players dance in the end zone. Grace started the engine with a soft chuckle, easing the car into gear. For the first time in what felt like forever, she had something to look forward to, too.

As they pulled into the cracked parking lot of their apartment complex, the familiar dread settled back into Grace’s stomach. The afternoon sunlight cast long shadows across the faded yellow paint of the buildings, and there, taped right to their front door, was a glaring white paper fluttering in the breeze. Her stomach dropped. “Go on, sweetheart,” Grace said quickly, unbuckling her seatbelt. “Race me to the door!” Sophia shrieked with laughter, scrambling out of the backseat with her backpack bouncing on her shoulders. Grace was out of the car in an instant, crossing the lot in a few fast strides. She reached the door just before her daughter and peeled the paper off with a quick tug, crumpling the eviction notice into her fist before Sophia could catch a glimpse.

“You win!” Grace announced breathlessly, forcing a smile. “I always win,” Sophia giggled, pushing the door open with her little shoulder. Once inside, their modest apartment greeted them with its usual stale air and cluttered coziness. The floor creaked under their shoes, and the air still held the scent of the burnt toast from breakfast. Sophia kicked off her sneakers, tossing her backpack on the couch as she skipped toward her room. Grace ducked into the kitchen and shoved the crumpled paper deep into the junk drawer, trying to ignore the way her hands trembled. One problem at a time. She took a breath and headed to her room, ready to put herself together for the night. The small mirror above her dresser was scratched and chipped, but she made do, grabbing her makeup bag from the corner of the desk. As she dotted concealer under her eyes and reached for mascara, she heard the pitter-patter of tiny footsteps.

“Mommy?” Sophia peeked around the doorframe, a hopeful smile on her face. “Can I do makeup too?” Grace turned, one brow raised. “You want makeup?” Sophia nodded eagerly, already climbing up onto the edge of the bed. “Please? Just a little?” Grace chuckled, the sound soft and warm. “Alright, but only because it’s a special night.” She rummaged through her bag and pulled out a small, clear tube of strawberry lip gloss—the one with the glittery sheen that smelled like candy. Twisting off the cap, she gently dabbed a bit onto Sophia’s lips. “There,” she said with a grin. “You’re officially glamorous.” Sophia beamed at her reflection in the mirror, smacking her lips together. “I look like a princess.” “You always do,” Grace whispered, leaning down to kiss her daughter’s cheek before turning back to the mirror to finish her own face.

Sophia twirled once in the mirror, admiring her glittery lips, then darted off in a blur of giggles and bare feet, already halfway to her room to dig through her toy box. The quiet that followed left Grace alone with the muted hum of the old ceiling fan and the creaking groan of the building settling—sounds she’d long since learned to ignore.

She stared at her reflection for a beat too long, her eyeliner halfway done, wondering what the hell she was doing. A football game? With her daughter? In a shirt she hadn’t worn in two years and barely managed to wash? It felt... surreal. Her phone buzzed on the dresser beside her, flashing Jess  across the screen. She answered, wedging the phone between her shoulder and ear as she reached for her mascara. “Hey, you ready for your big night out with the jocks?” Jess teased, her voice sugary and mischievous. Grace snorted softly. “Please. I’m just going so Sophia can have fun.” “Uh-huh,” Jess drawled. “But maybe throw on something cute? Who knows, you might catch a player’s eye. Tall, muscular, loaded... can you say upgrade?”

Grace rolled her eyes, even though a small part of her considered it. Just for a second. Dating one of those guys could change everything—rent paid on time, Sophia in better schools, maybe even a working car. It was tempting. Dangerous, but tempting. “I'm not a gold digger, Jess,” she said, mascara wand paused mid-swipe. “That’s not who I am.” “I know, I know,” Jess said lightly, but her tone turned more serious. “But maybe just think about it. For Sophia’s sake. She deserves everything, Grace. And so do you.” Grace stared at herself in the mirror, lips parted slightly, caught between irritation and truth. She looked tired. Worn down. But for once, her lashes were long, her skin even, and her eyes—brown and lined with years of sacrifice—still held a spark of something. “I’ll think about it,” she said softly. “That’s all I’m saying.” Jess clicked her tongue. “Now go be hot and mysterious. You never know who’s watching.” Grace ended the call with a shake of her head and a faint smile, though the weight of her choices lingered like the smudged eyeliner under her eyes.

Grace stood in front of her closet, running her fingers over the fabric of her clothes, trying to decide. She didn’t have much, but the few pieces she owned had to work tonight. After a beat of indecision, she picked out a burgundy top—silky, figure-hugging, with a subtle V-neck that she thought might be a little sexy but still decent. Paired with her best pair of dark-wash jeans, it was the best she could manage on short notice. She spritzed on the cheap perfume she kept in her drawer, a floral scent that clung to her skin with a hint of desperation. She wasn’t trying to impress anyone. Really, she wasn’t. But she also knew it wouldn’t hurt to look the part tonight. To feel like someone other than the exhausted mom who was always juggling bills, a broken-down car, and overdue rent.

When she stepped into the living room, her heart melted a little at the sight of Sophia. Her sweet girl was twirling in her pink princess dress, the satin fabric puffing out around her as she giggled, the gold crown crooked on her head. Grace leaned against the doorframe, a soft smile tugging at her lips. “You look adorable, baby,” she said, stepping forward to tuck a stray lock of hair behind Sophia’s ear. “But you can’t wear your crown to the game. It’s not really a princess thing.” Sophia’s lips immediately poked out in a pout, her little face scrunching with disappointment. “But it’s my favorite, mommy,” she whined. Grace crouched down to her level, brushing her thumb over her daughter’s cheek. “I know, sweetheart. But the game is for big girls and boys. No crowns, okay?”

Sophia let out a soft, resigned sigh before nodding, taking off the crown and setting it gently on the coffee table. She looked back at Grace, a glimmer of excitement still in her bright blue eyes. “Okay, mommy. Can we go now?” Grace smiled, her heart swelling as she grabbed her purse from the table, slipping her feet into the pair of scuffed heels she had managed to scrounge from the back of her closet. “Let’s go make some memories, sweetie.” Sophia grinned, practically bouncing with joy as they headed out the door, Grace holding tightly onto her hand as they stepped into the night. As Grace started the car, she plugged the address into her GPS. The screen flashed the route—45 minutes. She felt her palms begin to sweat as she glanced over at Sophia, who was chattering excitedly about the game, her face alight with anticipation. But despite her daughter's enthusiasm, Grace couldn't shake the nervous flutter in her stomach. This was it. The big stadium. The place where all the games were held. Where people with real lives and real connections gathered. It was a world so far removed from her own.

She gripped the steering wheel a little tighter, trying to push away the creeping anxiety. You’re doing this for Sophia, she reminded herself. She had promised herself that she would give her daughter this experience. They needed this. She needed this. Trying to distract herself, Grace glanced at the rearview mirror, meeting her daughter’s excited gaze. “Okay, sweetie. Let’s play a game to pass the time. How about I Spy?” Sophia’s face lit up. “I spy with my little eye... something blue!” she announced with a grin. Grace glanced around the car, squinting. “Hmm, is it the sky?” she guessed, keeping her tone playful, though she was still trying to calm the nerves swirling in her chest. Sophia shook her head, her curls bouncing with the movement. “Nope! It’s your purse, mommy!”

Grace chuckled and gave her purse a slight nudge on the passenger seat. “Ah, I see. Okay, your turn.” Sophia thought for a moment, her brows furrowing in concentration. “I spy with my little eye... something green!” she said, grinning mischievously. Grace scanned the car quickly, spotting the green air freshener hanging from the rearview mirror. “Is it the air freshener?” Sophia burst into giggles. “Yep! You’re good at this, mommy!” Grace smiled softly, trying to shake the tightness in her chest. She couldn’t let her nerves get the best of her—not in front of Sophia. Instead, she leaned into the moment, focusing on her daughter’s joyful laughter and the warmth that spread through her as she listened. They kept playing, the minutes slowly ticking by, and Grace felt herself relax a little. It wasn’t perfect, but they were together. And for now, that was enough.

As the car finally rolled into the parking lot, the massive stadium loomed ahead, its towering structure illuminated by bright lights that seemed to pulse with excitement. Grace could feel the energy in the air, the hum of the crowd even before they stepped inside. She took a deep breath, trying to quell the nerves that were still swirling inside her. “Okay, sweetie,” Grace said, her voice soft but firm as she turned to face Sophia in the backseat. “Before we go in, we need to talk about a few things.” She waited until Sophia was looking up at her, her bright blue eyes wide with curiosity. “This is a big place, and there will be a lot of people, okay? So, no wandering off. You always have to stay near me. Do you understand?”

Sophia pouted, her lower lip sticking out in a familiar way. “But mommy, I’m a big girl. I can walk by myself,” she protested, crossing her arms with a defiant tilt of her chin. Grace softened but held her ground. She shot Sophia a pointed look, the kind only a mother could give—a warning without words. “This isn’t a play place, honey. This is where we sit and stay still. I need you to listen to me, alright?” Sophia’s pout deepened, but she nodded, still a little disappointed. “Okay, mommy. I’ll stay close.” Grace offered a gentle smile, relief flooding her as she reached over to adjust Sophia’s pink dress, making sure everything was in place. “Good girl,” she murmured, her voice tender but serious.

Grace grabbed her purse and slipped out of the car, the sound of the doors closing echoing in the night. She took one more steadying breath before she reached for Sophia’s hand. They had made it this far, and now they were about to enter a world that Grace had never imagined she would experience. As they made their way toward the entrance, Grace kept her eyes on her daughter, watching her every step. This was their night, their time to make memories, and she wasn’t going to let anything ruin it. Sophia, now walking in step with her mom, glanced up at her. “Mommy, do you think we’ll see one of the players?” she asked, her voice full of wonder. Grace smiled, squeezing her hand. “Maybe, sweetie. Maybe we will.” And with that, they headed into the stadium, the buzz of excitement rising around them as they entered a world that felt just a little bit out of reach—yet here they were.

As Grace and Sophia made their way toward the ticket booth, the crowd around them grew louder, the air thick with anticipation. They navigated through the sea of people, excitement buzzing in every corner of the stadium. But then, just ahead of them, a group of players in red uniforms emerged from a side door. Grace’s heart skipped a beat. Her eyes landed on one of the players, and for a split second, time seemed to slow. The sight of him, tall and confident, his broad shoulders filling out the jersey—her stomach flipped. No. It couldn’t be. She blinked hard, trying to shake the thought from her head, but it lingered, a shadow of something familiar. Was it? Her pulse quickened, but before she could get another look, the players were disappearing into the locker room, their voices drowned out by the growing noise of the crowd.

Sophia, oblivious to her mother's sudden tension, was bouncing on her heels, her blue eyes wide with excitement as she pointed eagerly toward the field. “Mommy, look! They're going inside! Do you think we’ll see them play?” Grace nodded, forcing a smile, though her mind was still reeling. “Yeah, sweetie. We might just get lucky.” She cleared her throat, trying to mask the unease that had settled in her chest. Sophia continued to chatter excitedly, completely caught up in the moment, but Grace couldn’t shake the nagging feeling that something had just shifted. She didn’t know who that player had been. But she could’ve sworn, for a brief, terrifying moment, that she’d recognized him.
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​Chapter Two
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Grace and Sophia made their way to their expensive seats right up front, the atmosphere of the stadium enveloping them. The lights were bright, and the air was thick with excitement as fans buzzed around, chatting and laughing, eagerly waiting for the game to begin. Grace tried to shake off the strange feeling that had settled in her chest since they’d arrived, but the unease didn’t dissipate. They had just been to the ticket booth, where Grace had asked the guy behind the counter who was playing tonight. “The Redhawks versus The Thunder,” he’d answered, his tone a little too distracted as he handed her the tickets. She hadn’t thought much of it at the time, but now, sitting in the plush seats, it felt like the world had narrowed down to this one unsettling moment.

Sophia was excited, her tiny feet bouncing on the seat beneath her, her blue eyes wide with anticipation. She looked at Grace with a grin. “Mommy, who are we rooting for?” Grace glanced around, trying to focus on the joy of the moment rather than the strange sensation still lingering in the back of her mind. She didn’t want to answer immediately, still caught up in thoughts of the locker room scene. Her eyes briefly flickered across the field as the team members in red and green uniforms started filing in. After a moment, she asked Sophia, “Who do you want to root for, sweetie?” Sophia scrunched up her nose, thinking hard for a second before pointing toward the team in red. “I like the red team!”

Grace smiled, pushing the nagging thoughts aside. “Alright, then we’re rooting for the Redhawks,” she said, glad to see her daughter’s enthusiasm was taking over. Sophia nodded excitedly, still jumping in her seat. The Redhawks were the home team, and the crowd was already roaring in their favor. Grace couldn't help but feel a small bit of relief in her daughter’s happiness, even if she couldn’t shake the feeling that something was about to happen—something that would change everything. The players weren’t on the field yet, but Grace’s mind kept returning to the fleeting glimpse of the man she thought she’d seen earlier. Her heart hadn’t slowed since, and the thoughts lingered like a shadow she couldn’t shake.

The crowd’s cheers erupted as the players came out onto the field. The stadium seemed to pulse with energy, the lights dazzling as the teams prepared for the game. Grace's heart began to race, her eyes scanning the field, instinctively looking for something—or someone—among the sea of players in their red and green uniforms. And then, just as the roar of the crowd seemed to hit its peak, Grace’s gaze locked onto a figure stepping out of the tunnel. He was tall, broad-shouldered, his red jersey fitting perfectly around his frame. But it wasn’t the jersey or the confident posture that made Grace’s stomach lurch. It was his face. Her breath caught in her throat as she recognized him. The man was smoothing his hair down, preparing to put his helmet on. His hair was dark, nearly black, but his eyes—those piercing blue eyes—were unmistakable.

Grace’s heart dropped, her hands suddenly trembling. He had the same eyes as Sophia. For a moment, everything around her seemed to blur. The sound of the stadium, the people talking, the light in her eyes—all of it faded into the background. She didn’t need to see anything else. She didn’t need to hear another word. She had known, deep down, that it was him. How could I have not recognized him sooner? Her mind was reeling, her chest tight. She hadn’t seen him in years, not since that fateful night. She hadn’t even known his name back then. But now, seeing him in front of her, everything rushed back—the memories, the confusion, the questions that had lingered in the years since.

If she hadn’t been here with Sophia, she would have left. She would have turned around, walked out of the stadium, and never looked back. But the little girl beside her—her daughter, with his eyes—was already so excited, rambling about the game, pointing at the field, utterly mesmerized by everything going on around her. Sophia was so full of joy, her voice high-pitched with excitement. “Mommy! Look! Look at
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