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            DON’T ASK ME

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        No, I won’t tell you twice

        I’m not here for anyone’s entertainment

        I’m not here to indulge in some meaningless fun

        No more games or tricks

        You want me, you’ll get the new me, the best I can be

      

        

      
        [Chorus]

      

        

      
        Don’t ask me, girl, no, don’t ask me

        Oh, oh, oh

        To be someone I’m not

        Don’t ask me, girl, no, don’t ask me

        Oh, oh, oh

        To pretend what we’re not

        Together or strangers, I don’t care what you tell the world

        But don’t ask me to lie ’cause this time I’m done playing

        This time, it’s you and me, because I’m ready

      

        

      
        No, I won’t tell you twice

        I want to stroll down the street holding your hand

        I want to kiss you even when people are watching

        No more games or tricks

        You and me in love, and happy is the only way it’s gonna be

      

        

      
        [Chorus]

        No, I won’t tell you twice

        No one else but me will ask for your hand

        No one else but me will promise you forever

        No more games or tricks

        I want you to believe in me, being with you is the only thing making me happy

      

        

      
        [Chorus]

        It took me a long time to realize what I wanted

        But then you left me, and my world crumbled

        Now this is me, telling you that I’m ready

        No more games or tricks

        No, no more games or tricks, baby

        This is what I want too, now I know that I can be

        The man you’ve always pictured me to be

      

        

      
        The one I had a hard time finding in me

        The one I thought got lost until you showed me

        That together we could be

      

        

      
        Don’t tell me, girl, no, don’t tell me

        That tonight you’re leaving me

        This time, I’ll run after you

        Until I can show you

        That it will always be you and me

      

      

      

      

      
        
        Music and lyrics by Carter Hills
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            CARTER

          

        

      

    

    
      Moving my legs out of the way, I bent forward to grab the pen that had slid from my fingers and landed on the linoleum floor of our class. Mr. Bell, the math teacher, was talking about something I couldn’t care less. I was usually a straight A student, but these days, my attention span in class lasted about ten minutes.

      My chair squeaked, and Dahlia, my childhood best friend, turned around with a hypnotizing smile, her copper curls floating over her shoulders. She raised a finger to her lips. “Cart, stop squirming.” Her eyes widened as she watched me, asking a silent question. Are you okay?

      I shrugged and stared at her. I knew she would be able to read my wordless reply. Yeah. Preoccupied. Don’t worry.

      Is it the band?

      I shook my head once. I didn’t want to tell her what it was about. The source of my distraction had long red hair, the color of fire. And moss-green irises I was always willing to get lost in.

      Yes, lately, I’d started having feelings for my best friend that couldn’t be categorized in the friend zone anymore. Well, it started almost two years ago. Blame it on my hormones, my growth spurt, or my age, but at fifteen, I was having a hard time staying indifferent to her with each passing day.

      The other night, she smiled at me in a way she never had done before, and it messed up with my composure. So much so that I had to leave the room and pretend to take a leak to calm the throbbing in my lower body. Yeah, Dahlia Ellis was bothering me in ways I’d never felt before.

      Last weekend, when I climbed in through her bedroom window and we spent the night with each other—in a bunking together kind of way, like we’d been doing since we were little kids without our parents knowing—I couldn’t sleep. All I did was picture how she’d react if I kissed her. What her lips would taste like. How soft her skin would feel under the pads of my fingers. If she would let me touch her in ways I’d never done before. It was pure torture to have her sleep next to me, our heads pressed together and our hands connected, and not being able to do anything about it when I yearned for so much more. For hours, I just watched her sleep, enjoying the closeness we’d always shared.

      That night, just the sound of her steady breathing was enough to send waves of warmth through my body.

      Dahlia turned around, switching her focus back on our math teacher while I lost myself in yet another daydream about her.

      I fidgeted with my pen, tapped my foot on the floor, twisted strands of my hair between my fingers, scratched my nape. Anything to prevent my thoughts from going to places that would harden parts of my body as her floral scent enveloped me.

      The bell rang, and I risked a glance at my notebook. There was nothing there except for some ideas for a new song I was working on. And doodles. Guitars and hearts. I sighed. I was now the guy drawing hearts in his books.

      I had to tell Dahlia how I felt—soon—or I would combust. This had become an impossible situation given how much time I was spending around her. Because Dahlia and I, we hung out together. All. The. Time. And we had music practice in our spare hours on top of that. Just the two of us. When we were seven years old, we formed the Ellis and Hills Band. And these days, we were getting attention on the music scene. So far, we’d performed at festivals and events. At weddings. We got interviewed on the radio last year and played our first original song. One day, we would tour the world and become as famous as all our country music idols.

      Now on my feet, I picked up my stuff, ready to bolt out of there. One more class and the day would be over. My breathing hitched as a small hand grabbed my elbow.

      “Cart, where are you going? You sure you’re all right?”

      I led Dahlia to a corner of the hallway, and she positioned herself before me, her fingers rubbing my scalp like she had always done when I was tense. Shivers traveled down the length of my spine. This girl. Everything she was got me addicted. My eyes locked on hers, and her shiny pink lips curled into the most blinding smile. All aimed at me. I blinked, trying to break the spell. If I didn’t, I would kiss her here and now.

      The only thing preventing me from being honest with her about my growing feelings was my fear it could jeopardize our relationship. Our friendship.

      What if she didn’t mirror my feelings?

      Was I ready to learn the truth the hard way?

      “I am. Just a lot on my mind. That’s all.”

      Dahlia nodded, withdrawing her hand from my hair.

      I missed the contact but relished the space she put between us.

      Love was so confusing. It always appeared simple in songs and movies. Even my parents made it look easy. But the truth was that if I couldn’t understand my own feelings, how would I be able to express them the right way?

      Phoenix and Addison, the school’s only twins and our best friends, joined us, and I thanked them mentally for their timely interruption.

      Addison averted her eyes. Since she’d cornered me in the locker room after gym class a few months ago and kissed me, she’d been avoiding me. That day, I freaked out and ran away without a word. I felt bad for doing so, and now it seemed too late to apologize. So, we were stuck with this awkwardness between us whenever we were around each other.

      “Hey, you two. We’re having a bonfire tomorrow night. Are you coming?” my friend asked.

      “I can’t. I promised my brother I would help him fix his truck,” I said.

      Addison addressed Dahlia. “And you? The entire football team will be there, and I need some girl company. Plus, it might be fun to watch them play, especially if it’s shirts versus skins.” She waggled her eyebrows, and Dahlia snickered behind her hand.

      “Addi, you know the rule. I’m not allowed to go unless Cart comes along.”

      “Dah, your mama loves me. She trusts me with her hair but not to look after you? Why isn’t she letting you come to parties with me? I’m not over-six-foot tall like Cart, but I can throw a mean punch.”

      Dahlia giggled, the sweetest melody I’d ever heard. “She thinks you’re too wild for me.” She leaned against me, and I pulled her closer. This was normal for us. Being affectionate with each other. Hugging. We’d always been. “Carter never gets into trouble. And Jeff always comes to pick us up if we wanna leave. I’m sorry. I don’t agree with the rule, but even if I plead my case, she won’t hear me out.” An apologetic grimace stretched her lips.

      A fragment of me felt bad that Dahlia couldn’t hang out with her other best friend because I had plans. But Mrs. Ellis was right. Addison Wilde, like her name implied, was a bit crazy sometimes. But she would never hurt Dahlia or do anything stupid that could harm her. Like her twin brother, she was trustable, honest, and caring. She just loved having a good time. Boys, booze, no rules. She always flirted with the forbidden.

      “Saturday night, the four of us. Why don’t we make plans?” I proposed. “I can even ask Jeff to drive us somewhere. As a thank you for helping him tonight.”

      Addison jumped and clapped her hands. “Oh, that would be awesome. Think he could drive us to Nashville? I heard there’s an outdoor concert this weekend, and I’m sure if we ask Mark nicely, he could get us tickets. The radio station his daddy owns always does giveaways, and Mark once said they get extra tickets for friends and family.”

      “That would be amazing,” Dahlia exclaimed, watching me and silently asking if I agreed with the idea.

      I nodded. “Count me in. I’ll deal with my brother. Addi, talk to Mark.”

      “Consider it done,” she said. “I’ll keep you updated tomorrow.”

      “It’s a plan,” Phoenix said. The bell for the next class rang. “We gotta go. Let’s talk later.” We fist-bumped, and he led his sister away. “Come on, Addi, don’t make us late.”

      They turned the corner, and Dahlia stepped away.

      “I’ll see you at dinner?” she asked.

      “Sure. Let’s meet at my place at five.”

      Most Tuesday and Wednesday nights, Dahlia ate at my house. Since our rehearsal space happened to be my garage, it was easier when she was already there, and we could play music before and after dinner on those nights after we attacked our homework. Often, Jeff would sit on the old couch and listen to us, giving us pointers and cheering us on. He was the one always driving us around when we performed. My parents weren’t super invested in my passion, so they usually didn’t follow us wherever we played. It stung. The idea my talent in music wasn’t appealing enough to them. I’d always suspected they preferred my brother to me. Their level of enthusiasm when Jeff did something always surpassed my own achievements and successes.

      Dahlia hugged me. “I have arts and a study group right after. I’ll see you later.”

      I hugged her back. A couple of seconds longer than usual.

      Since Dahlia and I were experts at understanding each other without a word, I wondered why she couldn’t tell I was madly in love with her by now. Was she this clueless, or did the thought that our friendship could evolve into something more, something we both knew nothing about, scare her too?

      One day I’d be brave enough to ask her out. On a real date. To her favorite restaurant. And I would write her a song. And kiss her on her front porch.

      A hunch told me, no matter what, Dahlia and I would be together forever.
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        * * *

      

      “Hey, can I come in?” I asked after I knocked on Jeff’s bedroom door. While mine was always a bit messy with clothes thrown on the bed and posters of my favorite music bands hung on the walls along with a couple of my acoustic guitars leaning against the dresser, my brother’s room was neat. With bare charcoal walls, white trims, a navy-blue comforter, and matching curtains, it lacked a personal touch. There was a stack of dumbbells right next to his bed, and a computer in the middle of his wall-length desk. Nothing was out of place.

      “Sure. How are things going?” he asked.

      “Great. Is something wrong? You’re never home, and it’s like you’re avoiding me. Did I do anything to piss you off?”

      Since the night he drove the twins, Dahlia, and I to Nashville, Jeff had grown aloof. And I missed my brother. We were inseparable most of the time, always looking out for the other. He once said we were twins born a little over two years apart, and I couldn’t agree more. He gestured for me to sit on his bed as he swiveled his chair to face me.

      “Got a lot on my mind. I haven’t picked a college yet, and Mom is on my back about it. She wants me to get a college education before enlisting or doing whatever else I’m supposed to do.”

      “What do you want to do?” I asked. The idea of my brother joining the Army awoke a weird feeling in the pit of my stomach. His intentions were noble. But the thought of his fighting in another country scared the shit out of me.

      “I don’t know. Maybe getting away from here is the right thing to do.” He dropped his head on the desk.

      “It can’t be that hard. Pick a college, get Mom and Dad off your back, then take some time to decide.”

      “Maybe you’re right. I’m sorry I’ve been distant.”

      I breathed in some courage and asked, “Are you serious about the Army stuff, though? I’m not sure it suits you.”

      He lifted his head and shrugged. “Yes. No. I’m not sure either. Maybe I could do some good, you know? Change the world or something. It’s not really about the Army, but more about helping people who might need it. Be part of something…”

      He didn’t give me time to reply before springing up and grabbing me in a headlock. We both started laughing and tumbled off the bed. With my now six-foot-five height, I towered over my brother by three inches. His shoulders were broader than mine and he was stronger, therefore it compensated for his lack of height.

      “I’ll drive you to the restaurant on Saturday night. Tell Dahlia she can come along if she wants.”

      Dahlia and I played in a restaurant owned by a coworker of her dad every Saturday night. It was great exposure and good money. Any occasion for Ellis and Hills Band to play in front of a crowd made me happy.

      We broke apart. “Thanks, man. I appreciate it. You should apply to be our road manager. I’m sure you’d be good at it. I might even get you a ‘Number One Fan’ ribbon to wear to every show. Something bright pink with glitter and flashing lights.”

      “You’re so stupid,” he said, laughing his heart out. “How about I treat you to burgers instead?”

      “With milkshake and Cajun fries?”

      “I wouldn’t offer anything less.”

      “Count me in. I’ll meet you downstairs in fifteen.”

      Bryce’s Burgers looked like it was straight out of the 1980s California, with colorful surfboards hanging on the walls. The walls were coated in a rich royal blue, while the ceiling shimmered with a soft silver hue. The staff donned vibrant leis and bright red shirts adorned with exotic birds, and everything about this place felt festive. And so out of place here, in Tennessee.

      Sitting in a booth, I studied my brother. By the tenseness around his eyes and his serious demeanor, I could tell something was bothering him.

      I pushed a handful of fries into my mouth and chewed as I asked, “So, whom are you taking to prom?”

      “Man, you’re gross.”

      “Any name?” I asked with a mouthful. “I heard there were at least ten girls who asked you to go with them already. Did you pick one?”

      He shook his head. “There’s only one girl I want to ask to prom. But I’m not sure she’ll agree to be my date.”

      “Who is she? Anyone I know?”

      He shrugged and averted his eyes. “It doesn’t matter. I won’t ask her.”

      “Since when do you chicken out?”

      He shrugged again.

      “C’mon, Jeff. Don’t be a chickenshit. Grow some balls. What’s the worst that can happen? Being rejected? So what? Girls are lining up to go with you. It’s not like you’ll end up going alone.”

      “I’m not even sure I wanna go. So, it doesn’t really matter.”

      “You can’t skip all the traditions, man. You’ve already bailed out on Homecoming and Winter Formal. You know Mom is dying to buy you a suit and take embarrassing pictures of you and your date, right?”

      He threw a fry at my chest.

      “Anyway, I don’t think I’m on this girl’s radar.”

      I fished a quarter from my pocket and smirked at him. “You asked for it. I’ll take the matter into my own hands. Brace yourself, big brother. Destiny will decide. Heads, you’re asking this mystery girl. Tails, you bail out on prom or pick a girl from your fan club. You should’ve asked for my help sooner. I’m a miracle maker, and I’ll fix your prom problems.”

      I tossed the coin, and it flipped multiple times before I caught it.

      Jeff watched me the entire time, mute.

      “Heads. The coin has decided,” I announced. “You ask her. I’ll give you two days to man up and get your head out of your ass. And I’ll need a full report in forty-eight hours. Don’t let me down, brother.”

      We stared at each other for a long minute. Something was wrong with my brother. He was usually much more outspoken than this. Perhaps he really liked that girl—as much as I liked Dahlia—and was afraid she wouldn’t return his feelings.

      “Promise me you’ll ask this girl to prom. No matter what.”

      He nodded. “I will.”

      Without another word, he moved to his feet. “Let’s get out of here.”

      I clapped his back before we reached his truck. “You’d tell me if something was wrong, right?”

      Jeff turned to face me. “Always. You’re the one person I trust the most, Carter. Never doubt it. Whatever happens in the future, just know I’ll always be there for you. No matter what. Even if I’m deployed on the other side of the world.” He swallowed as if overwhelmed with emotions.

      “Same, okay? Other than Dah, you’re my most favorite person. And if the girl doesn’t agree to go to prom with you, she doesn’t deserve you. You’re the greatest guy I know, and you deserve the best. Always.”

      “You really think that?”

      I bobbed my head before he circled his vehicle, and we both climbed inside.

      “Carter, I love you, man,” my big brother said after a while. “Never forget it.”

      “I know. I love you too.”
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        * * *

      

      Locked in my bedroom, I was giving the finishing touches to the song I’d been writing for Dahlia. After my conversation with Jeff two days ago, I had decided I should grow some balls too and ask my best friend out. I thought it sounded hypocritical to tell Jeff to act on his crush when I was the one who’d been avoiding mine for the last two years.

      Earlier, I had made a reservation for us on Friday night at the restaurant we always went to when we had something to celebrate. Dahlia loved their risotto, and it made her smile when we dined there. As long as she kept smiling, my life would forever be fulfilled.

      I heard her enter through the kitchen door minutes ago, and now she was talking with Mom downstairs.

      Since I came back from school, I had been so busy with my plan and hadn’t done the math homework that was due tomorrow. Once I was satisfied with the song, I rushed downstairs with my schoolwork and settled at the kitchen counter. Dahlia and I exchanged a grin as her gaze took me in while I flipped through the textbook. “You aren’t done?” she asked.

      “Nah. I had something to do first.”

      My heart galloped wild in my chest at the idea tonight would be the night. In the garage, I had put lilacs in a vase and set candles on the table. Purple ones because that was Dahlia’s favorite color. I had learned the new song by heart. I would pretend I needed her input on it, and then I would open my heart to her. Tell her what she meant to me. How much I loved her. That she wasn’t just my best friend, but my whole world. She would be scared it would change our friendship—I knew her—but I would assure her that it wouldn’t change us. Only make us better. Unstoppable. She and I against this world. She would worry about the consequences if we didn’t work out, but little did she know I had never been so sure of something. Dahlia and I belonged together. We had fifteen years of unconditional friendship and silent communication to prove it.

      She was helping Mom with dinner, and I was finishing my homework when Jeff joined us in the kitchen.

      His face was ghostly white and he looked like he was about to faint. I squinted, hoping he would talk to me. I guessed his asking that girl to prom didn’t go so well after all. For a moment, I felt bad for encouraging him, but I hadn’t known she would turn him down. I’d find a way to cheer him up. Tomorrow. Because tonight, I had plans.

      He neared us and cleared his throat. I watched him, wishing he would look at me. “Hey, Dah. I’ve been wanting to ask you something for a while now.” She glanced at him. “Will you go to prom with me?”

      Some sort of gasp passed my lips, and my eyes widened. Heat traveled to my face, and I dropped the pencil I was holding.

      I blinked. This couldn’t be happening. I was dreaming. No, it was a nightmare. How could he? He must have known how I felt. I was pretty sure the entire world could tell I was in love with my best friend.

      No doubt she would turn him down. Dahlia would never agree to go to prom with my brother. She was my girl. Always had been. Even when we were running around, the three of us as little kids, she was always drawn to me. From day one. She was my best friend. Jeff and she never hung out together. They could hold a conversation, sure, but that was the extent of it. They had never been close. Never been more than friendly acquaintances.

      Jeff was wrong, and now things would be awkward between all of us.

      His impromptu promposal fucked with my own plans to ask Dahlia out tonight. My fists clenched at my sides. This was a disaster.

      Mom gasped, and she pivoted on her heels to watch the scene unfold between them.

      I would have to comfort my brother and find a solution so my best friend wouldn’t avoid coming over from now on because Jeff made a fool of himself.

      Dahlia lifted her eyes and looked at Jeff. Then her gaze drifted to me and stayed fixed.

      Without her lips moving, I could hear all the words she didn’t speak out loud.

      We fixated on each other for a long beat as time idled while my heart fractured piece by piece, bleeding on the kitchen floor.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            CARTER

          

        

      

    

    
      A boulder of emotions forming in my throat clogged my airways, preventing oxygen from reaching my brain. This was a joke. This couldn’t be happening. The back of my eyes burned with unshed tears. Dahlia didn’t have to utter a word for me to understand what she was about to say.

      How could I have been so clueless?

      Did my best friend bear a crush on my brother all this time?

      Was this a nightmare, or was I fully awake and watching my life—and my heart—shatter at a slow speed without being able to prevent the impact?

      “So?” Jeff asked, rocking on his heels, waiting for Dahlia to answer.

      She inched closer to him and looped her arms around his neck, and he picked her up as if it was the most natural thing in the world. As if they had rehearsed this dance a million times before.

      My head spun.

      My mouth went dry.

      Every drop of blood in my veins transformed into ice.

      We were all in the same room, but for some reason, I felt like I was watching a movie I wasn’t part of. As if my life was unfolding on a screen and I had no right to interfere.

      Their chatter sounded miles away, and I blocked everyone out.

      My eyes stayed on Dahlia and Jeff, but I couldn’t see them.

      I averted my gaze, locking it in the distance. No, I couldn’t deal with this right now.

      Was this how being heartbroken felt like? Because it was the deepest kind of pain. If I could unfreeze, I would hurry away, hiding my humiliation far away from the two people I loved the most in this world. The ones who clearly didn’t need me right now.

      Many questions swirled in my mind, and their fast pace got me dizzy.

      How long had Jeff and Dahlia been infatuated with each other? Were they in love?

      Had they been playing me all this time when we were together, the three of us?

      Nothing made sense anymore.

      My hands got clammy, and the gears in my head turned faster, reaching a vertiginous speed.

      My heart lurched in my throat.

      I was going to be sick. Or I was going to curl up and bawl my eyes out. I needed to escape but my body refused to move, glued to the spot. Even the air reaching my lungs hurt on its way in.

      My fingers clamped the countertop, wishing the room would stop spinning too. And that I could breathe on my own.

      “Carter, set the table,” Mom said, the tone and her words hitting me like she’d slapped me. “Dinner will be ready in five minutes.” She turned to look at Jeff and Dahlia, sparks waltzing in her eyes. “You two make me so proud. I can’t wait to see you all dressed up.” She kissed Jeff’s cheek before hugging my best friend. “You’ll make my boy happy, Dahlia,” she whispered in her ear. “I just know it.”

      My heart plummeted to my feet, breaking the chains of my rib cavity.

      Even my own mother was against me on this one.

      Always and forever Jeff.

      Whatever he did, he could always get away with it. No matter if it hurt me in the process.

      Mom didn’t care at all about my feelings. Once again, she acted as if my heartbreak wasn’t important. Like I didn’t matter.

      No Carter, you’ll be okay. Or I know it hurts right now, but time will make things better. Or I know how you feel, but believe me, your heart will heal. Give it some time.

      Nothing. Just Carter, set the table.

      I waited, hoping sanity would hit her and she would hug me, trying to make me feel better. To infuse me with the motherly love I longed for at this moment. Instead, she returned to the sauce simmering on the stove.

      The two women in my life, the ones I thought loved me, had turned their backs on me tonight.

      Moisture pooled in my eyes, and I fought the tear dam about to rupture, plastering the most neutral expression I could muster on my face.

      Seconds later, Dahlia stood next to me and placed a hand on my forearm. As it always did, her touch soothed the earthquake growing inside me.

      I breathed out whatever air was left in my lungs and squeezed her hand. Our eyes met, and hers shone with unshed tears. Probably mirroring mine.

      In that instant, I could tell she was aware of my feelings for her and that hers weren’t reciprocated the way I wished they were.

      We both acknowledged in the silent exchange that things would never be the same. Our relationship would change. It already had. It would never be just Carter and Dahlia against the world anymore. That part had dissipated right in front of my eyes in the last few minutes.

      And the scars of my heart, the ones exposing the wounds of my heartbreak, would never fully heal. Even if I patched them up, there would always be a mark. For the rest of time.

      If I thought I was infatuated with my best friend, I was wrong. I wasn’t infatuated. I was in love. Dahlia was my entire world. Always had been. The one person I would sacrifice everything for, even my most precious dreams.

      Tears flowed down her cheeks, and for once, I had no idea how to fix her sadness. Because it wasn’t even close to the abyss swallowing me from the inside.

      “Hey,” she murmured.

      I nodded, unable to speak all the words I wished I could express.

      With a deep intake of air, I faked another smile on my lips. A part of me—the one not about to break into sobs—was happy for her. “I’m glad for you two. I was the one who wanted Jeff to ask the girl he liked to prom. I just didn’t know it would be you.”

      “I’m sorry, Cart. I shouldn’t have said yes so quickly. Jeff should’ve asked me in private, and we should’ve talked about this. The three of us. I don’t want things to be weird between us. You’ll always be my best friend. Forever. It changes nothing. It’s only prom, okay? We won’t make a big deal out of it. I promise.”

      I avoided the piercing gaze I could feel aimed at me.

      “We can talk after dinner.”

      Gathering all the courage I had left, I said, “No. No need to hear all about that stupid glittery chiffon dress you’ll want to wear.” I made a gagging sound and winked to ease the tension between us.

      She smiled. Maybe we could salvage our friendship.

      “Thanks,” Dahlia said, pulling me into her arms. The one place I always felt safe and protected. My arms fastened around her. “And yes, I’ll even try on the ugliest dress we find at the store just for your sake. And I might even let you take a picture if you promise not to laugh when you see me in it.”

      I shook my head and failed at reeling in the smile threatening to break free.

      Dahlia fisted my shirt, pulled me in, and kissed my cheek. “You’re the best.” She lifted the pile of plates and silverware Mom had placed on the kitchen island and took it upon herself to set the table.
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        * * *

      

      Spread on my back on my comforter, I threw a football to the ceiling, catching it before sending it back up. Jeff and Dahlia had left for prom about two hours ago. Since the night he asked her to be his date, I had tried to lock my emotions in, but every time my gaze landed on her, my heart twisted with pain.

      We both agreed, no matter what, our friendship was our priority. I couldn’t imagine a life without Dahlia Ellis in it, and she said I would forever be her best friend. Guess it was better than nothing. In the end, I preferred not dating her to losing her.

      With my sleeve, I wiped my teary eyes. Earlier, I had walked her from her house to mine. She looked so beautiful in the steel-blue gown that highlighted the striking color of her hair. Dahlia could light up a room with her presence only, but tonight she glowed. It crushed my heart to see her all dressed up for another guy. I ended up smiling for pictures along with them. Something clicked when I watched my brother and her pose together, though. Jeff was in love with the girl of my dreams. There was no hiding it. It was in the way he looked at her when she wasn’t aware.

      I also realized something else. Jeff had looked at her like this in the past. Before he asked her to go to prom. My own feelings had blinded me; hence, I didn’t notice it sooner.

      I tried to swallow, but it ended up in a choked sob when I moved to sit.

      The worst thing of all was that my best friend was also in love with my brother. There was no denying it either anymore.

      Mom made a big deal of their relationship tonight. She took at least a hundred pictures of them. Mrs. Ellis insisted on including me in her own photo shoot, stating those pictures of the three of us would become the memories we’d cherish later when we got older.

      Tears clouded my vision now. No matter what I told myself, I couldn’t keep my sadness in. Heart-wrecked, I wondered if the pain would ever subside. Maybe one day.

      When I confided in my friend Phoenix last week, he said I should get myself a girlfriend to forget about Dahlia. His reasoning made sense. What he ignored was that I didn’t want to hold another girl’s hand or kiss someone else.

      With both hands, I cupped my heart, as if its pounding could drive it out of my chest, and bending forward, I cried until the lining of my throat felt raw and the back of my eyes burned.

      When I heard Jeff’s pickup parking in the driveway sometime later, I should have been able to go to him to ask him a thousand questions, feigning interest in his night. Instead, I undressed in a hurry, locked myself in the bathroom, and let the stream of scorching water from the shower flush my sorrows away. Until I had no more tears left and I felt a bit lighter.

      Not in the mood to cross paths with him in the hallway or attract his attention, I tiptoed to my room and slipped under the covers, watching the clock on my bedside table tick each second. That night, for the first time, I didn’t join Dahlia in her bedroom.

      I lay in the dark instead, trying to figure a way out to heal the broken pieces of me and be happy for Dahlia and Jeff, who—I had no doubt—would get together for real sooner than later. I had to toughen myself, and my heart, up before it happened.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Sara picked me up, and we joined a group of her friends partying in a vacant lot on the outskirts of town. “I’m so glad you came tonight, Carter.”

      She kissed me, and I let her. She saw me as a big rock star, even though Carter Hills Band hadn’t been signed yet. The other day, Dahlia surprised me with merch and swag carrying our new band name and logo. She had made the decision to rename our band after me. She didn’t have to, but I appreciated the gesture. Our relationship was still fragile, but since Jeff left for college, we had started spending more time together. All summer, I kept myself busy by writing songs in the comfort of my bedroom, giving them their space and avoiding any awkward encounters. The one time I walked in on my brother and my best friend kissing, it took me two days to erase those images from my mind. No, thank you. They tried very hard to include me when they went out and to avoid getting too close every time I was around, yet I didn’t miss their heated stares and hands touching when they thought I wasn’t looking.

      After I decided to give Phoenix’s idea a go, he’d been setting me up with different girls, hoping I would click, like he said, with one. Last week I went on three dates with Tiffany. Now it was Sara. No matter however much I was willing to give it a shot, my heart wasn’t into it. It always felt wrong to date them, to hold their hands, to kiss their lips.

      I sighed and pushed my reluctance down, and Sara nestled between my arms, showing me off to her friends as if I were a prize she’d won. “This is my boyfriend, Carter. This is Emily. Chloe. And Chelsea.”

      A chill slithered down my back. Sara and I would never be a long-term couple, but perhaps I could still enjoy her company for the time being. As long as she didn’t get clingy, I could do this.

      My insides recoiled. I had become a version of myself I didn’t recognize.

      Not in the mood to play pretend, I left the party early and returned to my room, my sanctuary, to write music. Yeah, this was more like it. My self-therapy.

      Tomorrow, we were scheduled to play at Green Mountain Fest, and we had secured a bigger scene this year. The thought of it sent a rush of adrenaline through me. With music as the priority in my life, I could, no pun intended, move mountains.

      My phone went off, and I answered after the first ring. The sound of her voice soothed the agitated parts of me. “Ohmygod, Carter, can you believe we’re playing at Green Mountain Fest tomorrow? I’m not sure I’ll be able to sleep tonight.”

      “Are you still out with Addi?”

      “No, I’m back home. For once, I’m not sad about having a curfew. It will force me to try to catch some sleep. If I can stop pacing the house for more than a minute.”

      “We’ll be fine, Dah. You know I have your back. Always.”

      “Yeah, I know. I couldn’t do this without you. It’s way too stressful otherwise. My daddy wanted me to tell you we’ll be there at seven in the morning and to be ready.” She hesitated for a second. “Is Sara coming?”

      I sighed. I had forgotten I invited her. “She’s driving with her girlfriends. She’ll meet us there. Jeff should arrive after lunch. I’ll drive back with him. He’s coming home afterward.”

      Dahlia’s voice softened. “Yeah, he told me when we talked earlier. You must miss him.”

      “I’m not used not to having him around to mess with me.”

      The truth was that I was dreading how the return of my brother—even for just a few days—would impact the new equilibrium of Dahlia’s and my relationship.

      We remained silent for a beat. “Cart, do you wanna maybe come over?”

      My heart swelled in my chest. Last week, I was feeling down after arguing with my mother about my poor career choice—yeah, I wanted to be a musician and nothing else. I was good at it. Nah, I was great at it. From the first time I held a guitar, I could play a full song. It was instinctive. Something I could do without being taught. That night, I wanted to be with her, but I had no idea if it was still one of our things, so I stayed home, not wanting to risk doing something that would complicate our relationship even more.

      After I locked myself in my room, I decided tonight would be different. I was ready to sneak out and climb in through Dahlia’s window once again. We hadn’t had a sleepover in months, but tonight I needed her. No matter what the status of our relationship was, she was the one person who truly understood me. She got me. Without explanation. And for that lone reason, never would I be able to cut Dahlia Ellis out of my life. Even when it hurt me to witness her love for someone else.

      A wide smile shaped my lips. “I was hoping you’d say that. And I wrote another song tonight. I can’t wait to play it for you.”

      “Ohmygod, you’re on fire, Cart. Maybe you can record it on your phone, and I can listen to it when you get here. I’ll never get tired of hearing all the words and melodies you come up with. It’s fascinating how your brain works. I’ll get us snacks and leave the window open if you get here before I’m back in my room.”

      “See you soon.” And just like that, I recorded the song and ran away from the house which sometimes felt like a suffocating prison. If only my parents could support my dreams, things would be so much easier. All they cared about was college, no matter whether it made Jeff or me happy. There was more to life than being stuck at a job that didn’t make your soul vibrate. Regardless of how many times I tried to explain it, Mom always said I was silly for believing I’d be one of the lucky ones to make it big one day and to stop dreaming and come back into the real world.
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        * * *

      

      After the success of Green Mountain Fest, Carter Hills Band performed all over Tennessee. We got invited to festivals, town gatherings, special events. Dahlia and I were ecstatic. Every day, we could feel our dream becoming a reality. It was right there, ready to be grabbed.

      While in college in Nashville and working part-time in a bar, Jeff got us a meeting with a big-shot manager on the rise. After he came to see us play, we got signed to a major record label.

      Dahlia, Jeff, and I were seated in a booth at Bryce’s Burgers celebrating.

      Stud, the newest member of our band joined us and slid next to me. “We’re gonna travel the world and be rich and famous, you motherfuckers,” he singsonged, his face fixed into a permanent grin.

      He fist-bumped my brother and draped an arm around my shoulders to pull me closer.

      One day, we were playing at a festival when Stud Burgess begged to audition for us. Having nothing to lose, Dahlia and I gave him a shot, and impressed with his talent, Riley Burns, our manager, said we’d get a better offer if we brought him into our band permanently.

      My best friend and I were incredible together. But the three of us, we were magic.

      Carter Hills Band was all of us. Plus, Jeff, our unofficial road-manager. And our biggest supporter.

      “I feel like we’re gonna wake up from this and it will all have been a dream,” Dahlia said, sipping on her soda.

      I gripped her hand across the table. “I’ve told you we are ready for the big leagues. It’s about time you realize it too.”

      “Still, it sounds too good to be true. Can you imagine us touring Europe and having our songs played on the radio? Because I can’t.”

      Jeff leaned closer and kissed her cheek. “I believe it. You guys are destined for greatness.”

      From across the table, we exchanged a high five. “I agree with you, big bro.”

      “We’re throwing a party next weekend. With all our friends,” my brother announced. “I can be your official party manager too.” He nodded. “Yes, that title sounds pretty good.”

      Dahlia backhanded his chest. “We need to focus, not party too much. This is the chance of a lifetime. No way are we being stupid. No sex, drugs, and rock ‘n’ roll, guys. Not under my watch.”

      I laughed. “Dah, it’s us you’re talking about. Since when are we the wild ones?” I offered her my best smirk and wiggled my brows.

      She sighed. “Yeah, but don’t let it get to your head, Cart. Promise me, here and now, that you’ll never let success change you.”

      I extended my hand to shake hers. “Never. This is my dream right here. I’m not wasting a minute of it. You have my word.”

      Stud scratched his temple, confusion marking his face. With a scruffy blond beard and longish hair, he still looked like the roadie we met a while ago. Not the übertalented and versatile musician we all knew him to be. My friend was destined for greatness. “Dah, we can still party a little, right?”

      Her smile reached both ears. “As long as you don’t get into trouble and it doesn’t mess with the band, I guess you’re allowed to party sometimes. Anyway, we have a few years to go until we are twenty-one, so we won’t get invited to big club openings and stuff.”

      “Watch out, girl. Eighteen is the legal drinking age in most Canadian provinces. And parts of Europe too.”

      She flipped her wrist. “I’m not even afraid you two will be in a pretty pickle. You want this too much to blow it up. But pretend to be rock stars if it pleases you.”

      “That’s it, Princess. Keep the boys in line.” Jeff kissed her temple.

      We all chuckled and clinked our drinks together.

      “To you guys,” my brother said. “I’m proud of you.” He angled himself to face me. “And to you, little bro. I love you. So fucking much. All this time, you were right. I cannot believe this is happening. You deserve it.” We exchanged smirks. “You guys will be huge. I can tell.”
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      Dahlia, Jeff, and I were sitting at the table in my house. I had bought this place, a small bungalow on the outskirts of my hometown with some of the money from our signing bonus almost three years ago. It wasn’t huge or expensive, but it was all mine. White siding and navy-blue shutters, dark wooden floors, slate-gray walls, and straight-lined modern furniture, I loved everything about it. Dahlia had helped with the decor, and Jeff had put in some hours to renovate the place. My brother and best friend lived together a few miles from here. For all of us, White Crest, Tennessee, was still home. For now.

      Since we’d gone on our first world tour when we were eighteen, we’d been quite busy, barely ever taking any time off for ourselves. I’d never complain. I loved the thrill and adrenaline rush it provided. It paid off because a little over two years later, we had reached the top so many aspired to. Two albums and extensive world tours propelled us to stardom. Until we tumbled down. That period of our existence looked like a ghost of a dream while reflecting back. If it weren’t for the framed platinum albums on the living room walls and pictures of all of us performing on tour across different continents, gifted by Dahlia, I would think those moments had never happened.

      Dahlia and Jeff were talking, I was pretty sure of it, but all I heard was noise. White noise that didn’t reach my brain. They came over tonight after I’d been refusing to see them for weeks. The last time we were together, I had a meltdown in my hotel room in Australia after the final show of our second world tour. When my entire world had shattered in a matter of minutes and I lost everything I’d been working to achieve.

      The crowd screamed our names. The energy in the stadium was electric. I could feel it reverberating through my body. Their pulsating enthusiasm echoed in my blood. We made it. Carter Hills Band was at the top. The new sensation in country music worldwide.

      Unable to hide the smile splitting my face, I locked my arms around the necks of my bandmates.

      Nothing could steal this moment from us. From me.

      Until Dahlia met me backstage and her words stabbed me. Straight through the heart. “I’m pregnant, Carter.”

      For a long beat, I watched her. Not sure I heard her right.

      “Wait. What?”

      Keeping her gaze cast down, she refused to look at me. She kept going, as if eventually, I would agree with what she was saying. She was throwing all this shit at me, and I had no time to react. To process her words.

      “Carter, you and I…” She kept talking, but my brain refused to acknowledge what she was saying. “…It’s not right. I’m in love with Jeff.”

      No. She shouldn’t be. Dahlia and I were meant to be together. What more did she need to finally figure it out? It all sounded so wrong. Once again, I’d be the one left behind. The one with the broken heart.

      Every cell in me trembled with soul-crushing pain, anchored so deep I couldn’t pinpoint the source. My chest fractured in two. The ache spread all through my being. Like a house of glass, my walls were shattering and the pieces dispersing in every direction. For a quick second, I shut my eyes, hoping to find my bearings. And the control that was slipping away from me.

      In an attempt to salvage my bleeding heart, I sucked in a long breath, doing my best to keep my boiling emotions under wraps, and said, “Don’t say shit like this, Dah. We were never just friends, and you know it. I love you. I’ve always loved you. And you told me you love me just as much.”

      The need to touch her grew inside me, and my hands found her upper arms, keeping her in place as we faced each other. Did the despair in her eyes match what she could read in mine? When I spoke again—my voice rough from the show we just gave and the agony slicing through it—I did a poor job of hiding my true feelings from her. “Never say you don’t love me again. It’s complete bullshit, and you know it.” Why did she have to be so blind to us? To everything we were? She had no right to deny the depth of our connection because she knew better now.

      Tears cascaded down Dahlia’s cheeks. And her eyes… They didn’t light up her face anymore. They had lost their spark.

      We were about to drown, and I had no idea how to stop the darkness from engulfing us, its grip too tight around my beating organ.

      The next words passing her lips killed the remnants of hope waltzing in me. “We can’t be together, Carter. It’d kill Jeff. You know that,” she said in a choked voice between sobs.

      “Screw him. I love Jeff; he’s my brother. But I’m in love with you. Too fucking much. I want this with you. The family, the life, the future. Please, Dah, don’t lose faith in us. Don’t turn your back on me. I’ve loved you forever. You know it’s true. There’s no one else out there for me but you.”

      “I’m sorry, Carter. I’ve made my choice. Jeff proposed to me last night. We’re getting married next month.”

      As if I’d been gut-punched, I folded in two, unable to breathe on my own. She kept talking, and every word escaping her mouth sounded foreign. A crater of pain and sorrow grew inside me. Burying everything that was good in its cavity.

      “Don’t be sad, Carter. It’s for the best. You’ll be part of the baby’s life.”

      None of what she was saying was right. How could she be so wrong? About us? About everything?

      “I’m leaving the band.”

      At that instant, I thought I would die. Right there. After rising to the top, I was falling to my lowest of lows. So fast, I couldn’t do anything to stop myself from plunging into the abyss.

      The world spun around me, and no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t get a hold of it. To stop its motion. The pounding of my heart deafened me, drowning every one of Dahlia’s words. I must have blacked out that night because all my memories from there on were hazy. Like they weren’t mine. The next day, I was late for the flight bringing us back home, locked in the hotel room I had trashed, unable to talk or process anything, my entire self frozen in place. And all my dreams, gone.

      Since the night Dahlia left the band, I’d become a pro at hiding from my two favorite people and drinking my pain away. Guess they were tired of my avoidance because they both showed up at my house when I was out, acting as if they owned the place, prepping dinner and setting the table for the three of us. Just like old times. I bet they didn’t receive the memo I was out of the equation by now. Never again would it be the three of us together. That era was over.

      They had their own stuff going on. Things I wasn’t part of. Things I wasn’t allowed to envy. Things that didn’t concern me anymore.

      From my side of the table, I studied them. Even though they tried not to rub their happiness in my face, it poured out from them. It was sickening.

      Jumping to my feet, I sauntered to the kitchen, grabbed two beers from the fridge, and handed my brother one. At least I could pretend to be a good host even though I wasn’t in the mood for fake smiles and pretend play.

      Dahlia reached out over the table to grab my hand once I sat back down, but I retracted mine. She frowned at the gesture, questions swirling in her eyes. Even in my most wretched phase, she was the one person who always found a way to reach me. To help me heal. This time, it felt wrong to share that intimate connection.

      Like it was dirty somehow.

      I shook my head at her. “Don’t.”

      She brought her hand back to her side of the table. “Okay.” Her voice was a whisper. I could read on her face I’d hurt her feelings, but somehow, I couldn’t pretend to care because mine hurt so bad right now, I believed I would explode. Every truth I kept locked in, every emotion I never expressed before, would burst out all at once. And the mess it would leave in its trail would ruin us.  Forever. Taint us with secrets we weren’t ready for. And there would be no turning back. No way to fix us if I did. So, I kept my mouth shut.

      We ate in silence until my brother decided to speak up. “Carter, I’m aware you’re hurting. We’re all aware. Alienating everyone who loves you and becoming a drunk aren’t the solutions to healing. To get through this funk.”

      I kept my focus on my plate, playing with my food, my stomach too tight to eat anything.

      “Look at me, Cart.”

      “Nah, I’m fine,” I said. How could I let my brother see the truths I kept hidden in my eyes? I would never risk his seeing what was inside me. Instead, I kept avoiding the piercing gaze I could feel aimed at me.

      “Come on, man. We gotta talk about this. It concerns all three of us. You can’t avoid Dahlia and me forever. We’re not the enemies here.”

      I shrugged.

      “Cart, I’m trying. I really am. In the last year, we all went through some serious shit. I fucking hit rock bottom. And without both of you, I’m not sure I would be sitting here right now. Dahlia and you kept me sane through the struggles. All of them. And I’ll forever be grateful.”

      His hand found Dahlia’s, and they intertwined their fingers. As if it gave him the courage to keep going. I knew because having her next to me did the same to me too.

      Running the back of my hand underneath my nose, I did my best to keep my emotions at bay.

      “Cart,” Dahlia said, her voice broken and raw. “Please. Talk to me.” She paused. “Talk to us.”

      I shot my arms out on either side of me. “Why? Why would I need to open up to any of you? I’m just a third wheel in this”—my hand traveled between us—“relationship or friendship or whatever this is. When you got together, at least I still had the band, the music. Dahlia was still part of my life. Now I’m all alone. You all turned your backs on me. The band is gone. You’re having a baby, and you’re getting married. I can’t be stuck in the middle forever.” I spewed the venomous words. The ones burning my tongue as they spilled out from my mouth. “The thing is, I don’t have a fucking band anymore. I lost nothing short of everything. E-V-E-R-Y-T-H-I-N-G. All that I’d worked my butt off since I was just a kid.” I snapped my fingers. “Like this. All gone. Poof. One moment I was at the top of the world, having the best night of my life, and minutes later, it all came crashing down. Sorry if I don’t feel like being lectured about my lack of enthusiasm.”

      For the longest time, we all remained silent, the weight of my words heavy between us.

      “Cart,” my brother said in a tentative voice. “It doesn’t have to be this way. You’ll figure it out. You always do.”

      My chair scraped the floor as I pushed it back and moved to stand, my fork clinking against my plate when I dropped it.

      “What if I don’t want to? What if I have no idea how to process the loss? I feel cheated. It’s not just you two. It’s Stud too. He left me and moved to fucking Oregon. I’m just tired of always being the one left behind. The reasonable one. Maybe I’m done trying to fix things up. And be the nice guy. Maybe I just wanna be left the fuck alone for a change. Because I chose to.” I walked away from the table and grabbed the whiskey bottle on the countertop in the kitchen. The one that was starting to feel too much like a friend lately. Tilting my head back, I gulped a mouthful and wiped my lips with my hand. “You can see yourselves out. No need to clean up here. I might do it later. Or not. Who cares, right? I got nothing better to do anyway.” With a dozen strides, I reached my bedroom and slammed the door behind me before dropping onto my bed. The tears I’d been holding in for the last hour leaked from my eyes, tiny drops of lava carving their way into my skin.

      Sobs rocked my body, and after I threw the whiskey bottle across the room to avoid drinking myself numb, I curled into a ball and let the sadness finally express itself.

      Some time later, a small knock on the door broke the silence of my harsh breathing.

      “Cart, can I come in?” Dahlia asked.

      I didn’t reply.

      “Please. It doesn’t have to be this way. We said we’d talk about this, but you keep shutting us down. Shutting me down. We never talked about what happened between us that night. And we need to address it…to…huh…to move forward.”

      I remained silent. I had nothing to say. And the only thing I wanted to talk about, she didn’t wanna hear my thoughts about it. Anyway, I wouldn’t be able to break her heart. That I knew for sure.

      I heard Jeff’s muffled voice on the other side of the door. “Want me to give it a try?” he asked her.

      I didn’t hear Dahlia’s reply, but I knew she would refuse. In the past, when things got rough, I opened up to her first. Always did. Then I let my brother in.

      “Okay, I’ll run some errands. Call me if you need me. His refrigerator is empty. He can’t survive on a booze diet forever. I’ll go grocery shopping and be right back.” Jeff murmured something I didn’t catch, and seconds later, I heard the front door shut.

      Dahlia’s soft voice broke the silence once again. “Cart, I’m coming in.”

      I snorted. Whatever. She wouldn’t take no for an answer anyway.

      I opened my burning eyes to my best friend sitting next to me on the bed. “Why did it have to be him, Dah?” I asked after a beat, the lining of my throat sensitive after all the tears I’d cried. “Why couldn’t you choose me?”

      “Cart, it doesn’t have to be one or the other. I have a place in my heart for both of you.” I rested my cheek on the side of her leg, and she combed my hair back with her fingers. “Never in my life did I mean to hurt you. I love you too much, and seeing you suffer is my greatest pain.”

      “Dah, I miss you.” I hiccuped.

      “I miss you too.” Sadness coated her admission.

      “I need time. I’m not ready to forget and forgive just yet. The wedding… the baby… the band… that… us… It’s a tough pill to swallow. It’s too fucking much all at once.”

      She nodded. “When you’re ready, we’ll be here, okay? All of us. You’re a force to reckon with, Carter Hills. You always get back on your feet. I have faith in you. I always do.”

      Memories of a night I was trying to put behind me flashed before my eyes. I could still play every second of it in my head if I let myself.

      A fragment of my heart would never recover from the feeling of treachery.

      Closing my eyes, I drifted to sleep, barely sensing Dahlia when she lay on her back beside me, never letting go of my hand. For an instant, I imagined what life could have been if she had chosen me instead as I meandered into my dreams.

      When I woke up later, I searched the darkness for my best friend, patting the mattress beside me. She had left. The realization acted like a sting to my heart.

      On wobbly legs, with a dry mouth, I padded to the kitchen for water. Leftovers from dinner had been cleaned up, and the week-long dirty dishes piled up in the sink were gone. On the island was a piece of paper. I turned on the light and read it, the writing I recognized to be Dahlia’s.

      
        
        Cart,

        We’ll give you your space. Like you asked me.

        I’m sorry for everything. I hope one day we’ll all be able to move forward.

        I already miss you.

        Love,

        Dah xx

      

      

      My brother had added his own words below.

      
        
        Carter,

        I’ll always be there for you.

        As you were for me when I needed you the most.

        Just call me and I’ll drop everything.

        Don’t be a stranger.

        I love you, little bro xx

      

      

      New tears filled my eyes. Unable to look at the words they wrote, I crumpled the piece of paper and tossed it in the garbage can. When I returned to bed, I lay on my back, staring at the ceiling above me.

      Could I reinvent myself one day, or were all my dreams and aspirations forever gone?

      What if I was destined to be on my own always? I had no one to share my life with. Dahlia was slipping away. She was moving on. I was stuck here in the past, and in a life we would never spend together, with no idea how to turn things around.

      In that instant, I felt so alone—and lost—as I’d never felt before when darkness crept in. And the thought I would never recover from this loss scared me senseless.
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