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        I saw you first that day

        Wearing a red dress

        Your hair flying around your face

        Sunshine brushing your skin

        Lighting up your freckles like a road map to paradise

        I stood there, frozen, mesmerized by your smile

        I saw you first, girl

      

        

      
        [CHORUS]

      

        

      
        Your lips landed on mine

        Your perfume washed over me

        You promised me forever

        You held my hand at night

        But when the sun came out

        You disappeared

        Like the summer breeze, you just passed through my life

        You weren’t mine to keep

        You weren’t mine to hold

        You weren’t mine to love

        I thought you gave me your heart

        But realized it was only mine to rent

      

        

      
        I ran after you

        I called your number, at least a thousand times

        I sat on your front porch every night, for months

        But you never came back to me

        Our love story wasn’t meant to be

        It was only good for a season

      

        

      
        [CHORUS]

        Fall bled into winter

        The cold almost made me forget I’d ever had you

        Spring came and went

        I still see your face in my dreams

        I still smell your perfume on my pillow

        Did I make you up in my mind?

        Please tell me it was real

        Tell me it was real.

      

        

      
        [CHORUS]

        It’s been years, but you’re still on my mind

        I thought I saw you the other day

        With a ring on your finger and he holding your hand

        If only I had known your heart was only for rent

        I might have held on to you stronger that night

      

      

      

      
        
        Music and lyrics by Carter Hills

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          DAHLIA

        

      

    

    
      Twenty years old

      Hot tears etched their way down the delicate skin of my face. My heart leaped into my throat. I tried to scream to expel all the fury broiling inside me. In vain. No sound came out of my mouth. Not even the sobs building in the depths of me.

      This day should’ve been one to remember. One to celebrate.

      The happiest of my life so far. One to bring sparkles of joy to my eyes.

      Instead…

      I was a train wreck.

      A ball of sadness.

      A bomb about to explode.

      Anger and grief twisted around inside me. I didn’t know where one ended and the other began.

      How could this happen?

      My day should’ve been blissful—or I always thought that was how it was supposed to be. I had no idea, as I’d never put too much thought into this before.

      Right now, I didn’t have anything to feel festive about. I was about to shatter the heart of one of the two people I loved the most in this world. My insides roared and ignited into a blaze, burning everything in their wake.

      What had I done?

      My back found the wall behind me, and I slid down it, curling into a ball on the floor.

      I wrapped my arms around myself, trying to ease the pain. I wasn’t sick, not really, but the thought of breaking someone’s heart—someone I loved most of all—was enough to draw me into a spiral of darkness.

      I closed my eyes.

      My breath caught in my lungs. I coughed, trying to get rid of the heaviness in my chest.

      It wouldn’t go away.

      A faint knock on the door startled me.

      “Hey, Dah. Are you in here?” he asked.

      I said nothing. Because I had nothing to say, anyway. He’d find out soon enough.

      I closed my trembling fist and let reality kick in.

      Nothing would ever be the same again.

      I breathed in. One... Two... Three...

      Time to face the music.

      Yeah, no pun intended.

      Just a new chapter of life. One I wasn’t sure I was ready to tackle.
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      Seven years old

      Mama fixed my pigtails, and I put on my red dress, smoothing the silky fabric with my fingers. Today had to be perfect. Carter and I were doing our first real concert in the backyard. We practiced three songs—Johnny Cash, Garth Brooks, and Dolly Parton. The beating of my heart was weird, not calm and steady as it usually was.

      “Mama, can my heart run away from my chest?”

      “No, baby. Don’t worry, you’ll do great out there. Stress can be good. It happens to all your favorite country music idols too.” Mama kneeled in front of me and pulled me into a hug.

      “Even Johnny?”

      “Even Johnny, baby. It’s okay to be scared. To be excited. Or both.”

      What was Mama even talking about? Since when was being afraid okay? Darkness, spiders, snakes. There was nothing fun about being scared of something.

      Mama was wrong, like super wrong.

      My heart raced, and a strong pinch hit my stomach every few minutes. With my eyes closed, I took a big whiff of Mama’s perfume. Vanilla. I loved that smell. It always made everything better. Like the way I wrapped myself in one of Mama’s sweaters when I was sick, sad, or tired.

      Mama dropped a kiss on my forehead and got up. “I’ll see you downstairs when you’re ready.”

      At the doorway of my bedroom, she spun around and looked at me with her big blue-green eyes, bluer than mine, her red hair knotted at the back of her head. “You’ll do great, baby. I believe in you.”

      My heart hiccupped inside my ribcage.

      “Carter’s heart is in the right place. You two will be amazing together,” Mama said. Why did she always tell me that? Wasn’t everyone’s heart in their chest? Or had I been wrong all along? I prayed mine was in the right place too.

      With both hands, I cupped it to make sure and breathed out. Yes, my heart was where it should be. My hands stayed glued to my ribcage, feeling the flutter inside, not willing to risk it escaping.

      “Are you ready, Dah?” Carter asked as he walked into my bedroom. I spun a half-turn to greet him. A blush crept onto his cheeks at my sight. “Wow, you look pretty. Now I know why you insisted on wearing your red dress. It’s like your hair is on fire.”

      I twirled to show off my new dress, my copper pigtails flying at my sides. My best friend stuffed his hands into the pockets of his dark-blue jeans, the ones he called his lucky pants. He only wore jeans. Winter, summer, weekdays, weekends, that was all he ever wore. It suited him...in a way. Carter Hills had been my best friend forever. Like we were the best of friends in the whole world.

      I knew a secret about him…something I never revealed to him. Sometimes, he slept with his guitar in his bed, as if he considered it his friend too. I snickered just thinking about it. Carter didn’t know I had caught him the other morning with his arm wrapped around his guitar neck. I would never tell anybody, though. His secret was safe with me.

      “Is your heart banging loud inside your chest?” I asked him as I turned around to look through my bedroom window. From here, I could see all eight people sitting on white garden chairs, facing the wooden stage Daddy had built for us—the one I insisted he paint purple, my favorite color. They were all there. My parents, Carter’s parents, his older brother, Jeff, Addison—my other best friend—her twin brother Phoenix, and my nana.

      “It did earlier. Not anymore. Because we’re doing this together.” Carter came to stand next to me and quietly laced his fingers through mine. When I risked a look at him, a giant smile broke free on his face. “It’s okay, Dah. I’m here. We can do this. Just follow my lead, and I’ll take care of everything.”

      My shoulders didn’t feel so heavy now. I knew Carter was telling the truth. He would never let anything bad happen to me. Other than my parents and my nana, Carter Hills was my most favoritest person in the entire world. I trusted him with everything.

      When I was six, I was scared to swim in the big kids’ pool at the sports center. Carter taught me how to hold my breath and swim with my head underwater.

      And once, he carried me, piggyback, because I’d fallen from the swing at the park and skinned my knee. He had even dried my tears with the hem of his T-shirt that day and let me borrow Toby, his favorite stuffed monkey, for a week afterward.

      I turned sideways to face him and bobbed my head—just like the discolored frog that Daddy had on his car dash—and returned his smile.

      Carter’s eyes sparkled. “Let’s go then.” Right now—and most days—he looked as if he had just woken up with the wind in his hair, which I thought was funny.

      My fingers itched to brush the strands away from his forehead, but we didn’t have time. People were expecting us in the backyard.

      I grabbed my guitar from the little stand in the corner of my room. Last year, Daddy and I hadpainted my bedroom walls purple, and they looked charming. Everything else was white. The comforter, the curtains, the small square rug, the dresser, and the fluffy chair by the window. Mama called it my Princess Kingdom.

      One day, after school, when we were busy doing our homework, Carter said with a shrug, sitting cross-legged on my bed, “Dah, you should design beautiful things when you grow up. You always make boring and ugly things pretty.”

      I liked the idea. Anything could be made beautiful with a little help. Even that chair my nana loved so much. We painted it pink and added a white satin cushion, and it turned out to be charming. Charming was my nana’s way of saying amazing.

      Carter grabbed the guitar from my grip, and with his left hand still grasping mine, we made it to the backyard. The warmth of his touch helped keep my heart from doing gymnastics in my chest.

      Daddy, with a huge grin splitting his face, set two folding chairs angled toward each other on the stage and placed a single microphone on a stand in front of us. Mama had hung garden lights above the wooden platform, and Jeff had helped with the setup. Carter’s brother was almost ten, so he was a lot stronger than Carter and me. He always volunteered to help us out. Jeff was Carter’s other best friend.

      Nobody talked when we sat. Was I supposed to hear my own breaths? I closed my eyes and ran my fingers over my red dress. Birds chirped in the trees, and the sound of a lawnmower across the street broke the silence. I opened my eyes when I felt gazes on me. Everyone was staring at us. My mouth went dry, and somehow it felt like my throat had closed. With moist hands, I strangled my instrument.

      Carter placed his palm on my thigh, and as if he’d spread magic through me, I relaxed my grip around my guitar. “Don’t look at them, Dah. Look at me. I’m right here.” A wide smile brightened his face. Carter loved to perform.

      The sound of his voice gave me goose bumps, and I anchored my attention to his face. The gray irises—the same color as the sky before a storm. Tousled dark hair—he never took the time to comb. His beautiful face—the one that always calmed me down. Carter was my safe place in choppy times.

      I pinched my lips together, drew in a deep breath, and without a word, I nodded. I could do this. We’d rehearsed those three songs at least twenty times. Jeff had heard us play one night and told us we were pretty great. He was older and knew more about life than us. If he’d said so, then maybe we really were pretty great.

      I surveyed the small crowd.

      Jeff looked directly at me and gave me a small smile and a thumbs-up.

      I inhaled through my nose, like my nana taught me to do when my heart beat too fast, and rolled my shoulders back.

      Carter struck the first chord, and my throat relaxed. Yes, I can do this, I told myself as the first words left my mouth.

      My focus stayed on Carter the entire time my fingers strummed the guitar. A permanent smile seemed etched onto his lips as he sang with me all three songs.

      Jeff was right. We were pretty great.
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      Ten years old

      “One day, we’ll be at the top of the world,” Carter announced with a huge smile as he stepped on an old, empty wooden crate at the back of his garage, holding his guitar above his head like some sort of trophy.

      His garage was our rehearsing space. His daddy cleaned out a corner for us to practice after school, on weekends, and during the summer. With Jeff’s help—because he knew how to use the big stapler and the stepladder—I hung fairy lights across the ceiling. We used old furniture some neighbors were getting rid of to furnish our corner. Carter pinned a Johnny Cash poster on one wall, and I brought my glittery pink blanket to cover the ugly-brown-stained sofa Mrs. Canterbury, our seventy-six-year-old neighbor, had gifted us. Mrs. Canterbury loved our music and often asked Carter and me to play for her in exchange for cookies and homemade lemonade. Who could ever refuse such a deal? Not us. We loved cookies way too much. So, mostly on hot summer days, we played for our neighbor—which meant an endless supply of snacks and drinks. Sweet deal because Tennessee summers were hot as hell, as Mama often said.

      “We’ll have people cheering for us,” I said. “Imagine if we could have twenty people coming over to listen to us. It would be huge. We could make flyers and ask the postman to pass them to the neighborhood. Or maybe we could give them out at the grocery store ourselves.”

      Carter shook his head. “No, Dah, we’ll fill a stadium. Like the one where we went to see the monster truck competition the other day with your daddy.”

      “A stadium?” My heart made a funny flip inside my chest. “I don’t know, Carter. Won’t you be nervous if strangers come to see you sing? A stadium means a lot of people. Like a lot. At least a thousand. I’m not sure I want that. It’ll be scary. Twenty people are already one too many. Don’t you think it’s a big enough crowd?”

      “My daddy always says to dream big. I think twenty people are not enough, Dah.” Carter shook his head, still standing on that wooden crate. “We need to aim bigger. How about a hundred people? It would be huge if we could play for that many people.”

      My breath got stuck in my lungs, and I coughed. I rubbed my hands together. Carter’s head needed to be checked. Could he be suffering from heatstroke? I should go inside and get his mama. One hundred people? My best friend looked at me with big, rounded eyes. Was he serious? “A hundred people? Carter, I’m not sure even Johnny Cash had that many people coming to see him in concert. If we can get fifty people to pay for tickets to hear us, we’ll be rich and famous.”

      He pondered my words for a couple of beats. “You’re right. If we get fifty people to buy ten-buck tickets, we’ll be superstars.”

      I emptied my lungs. Okay, fifty was better than one hundred. I could do fifty. Or I hoped I could. The flip-flops behind my ribs returned.
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      Fourteen years old

      “Hey, Dah. Guess what?” I turned to come face-to-face with an overenthusiastic Carter. His stormy-gray irises lit up the school hallway. My best friend had gotten taller over the summer and was now towering over me by at least six inches. I had to tilt my head back to look at him if we stood too close to each other.

      Today, he wore his faded, ripped-at-the-knees black jeans and a fitted black T-shirt underneath a red plaid shirt. His usual outfit. Carter raked his hands through his mass of untamed dark brown hair.

      I inched closer to him and lifted my hand to comb the wild strands with my fingers. He bent his head forward to help me reach the back. A shiver ran from him through me as I massaged his scalp. It vibrated from my fingertips to my toes.

      “Here you go,” I said, my voice lower than I wanted it to be. Carter cleared his throat and averted his gaze. Lately, whenever we were alone, Carter looked at me in a way he never had before. His eyes darkened, and his lips formed a thin line. It sent a strange, fuzzy feeling down to my belly. I had no idea what to think of it. We always told each other everything, but this…this was different, and I was afraid to know what it meant.

      Phoenix and Addison, our joined-at-the-hip twin friends, passed us in the hallway. Phoenix clapped Carter’s shoulder. “Still on for tomorrow night?” he asked, waiting for Carter’s reply. Phoenix was a wide receiver on the football team and organized parties almost every week. Most times, I wasn’t allowed to attend. But here and there, if Carter was with me, Mama agreed to let me go.

      “It depends on whether Dah can come,” my best friend said with his usual I don’t care shrug. His attention drifted to me, telling me we didn’t have to go if I preferred doing something else.

      I blinked and hoped Carter got it. We were good at understanding each other without words. Through our silent exchange, I didn’t miss the look Addison gave him. She’d had a thing for my best friend for about a year now. Addison thought Carter was mysterious and hot. To me, he was none of those things, but rather smart, focused, and caring. Every time he was around, my girlfriend kept her head down and became mute. Her cheeks turned bright red, and her gaze stayed glued to the floor. Carter was clueless about her crush, and since he and I were also joined at the hip, Addison thought I was always in the way. But Carter was my best friend, and I was his. Nothing could change that. I didn’t want Addison asking him out because I preferred having him all to myself, so I refused to play a part in setting them up. It was a bit selfish, but the idea of my two best friends dating and kissing made me gag.

      No thanks.

      “Mama said I could go, only if you’re there and we come home before ten. But I promised my nana I’d visit her after school tomorrow, so I might be late.”

      “I’ll come to see her with you,” Carter said, watching me for a long beat, his hands shoved into his pockets.

      That stare again. The one that sent a wave of heat running down my spine and confused me—a lot.

      He broke eye contact and twisted his upper body to face the twins. “It’s settled. We’ll see you guys later.”

      Phoenix nodded and tugged at his sister’s hand. “C’mon, Addi, we’ll be late.”

      “See you later, Dah.” Addison waved at me.

      “So, where were we? Oh yes. My big news.” Carter clutched my shoulders. “Mark’s father owns a radio station in Nashville. Mark told him about the music festival we did last summer and the offer we got to play at the town’s Halloween bash. Anyway, his dad wants to interview us. Sometime next month.”

      “You’re kidding, right?”

      His grin widened—as if that could even be possible—and he shook his head.

      I twisted a strand of hair around my finger, not sure how to react to the news. “Wow, I don’t know what to say.” A truckload of scary thoughts bounced around in my head. “You sure we’re ready for that kind of publicity?” A tightness grew around my heart, and my hands became clammy. Could I handle all the attention?

      “This is our chance. We should practice the song we’ve been working on in case he asks us to play something. It’s better if we come up with an original, don’t you think?”

      I nodded, my brain still in overdrive. It took me a full minute to process the news.

      “That’s… I lack words. Can you gimme some time to deal with it? A radio interview is kinda big. I’m not a sucker for being in the spotlight.”

      Carter intertwined our fingers. “It’ll be okay, Dah. I’ll be right by your side. Just follow my lead, and I’ll take care of everything.”

      How could I not trust my best friend? For years, he’d repeated those same exact words to me every time I was nervous about performing.

      Never once had Carter failed to fulfill his promise to protect and care for me.

      Deep down, I knew that as long as I had him in my corner, I was safe.

      Around midnight, dressed in seafoam-green sleep shorts and an oversized black T-shirt that belonged to Carter, I waited cross-legged on my bed in the dark. I knew he was coming. He’d been coming over every few nights for the last seven years.

      Flutters danced in my tummy when I heard the knock on the window. Carter’s head peeked between the white curtains, and he grinned at me.

      “What took you so long?” I asked as I slid under the covers and flipped down the left side for him to join me.

      “Dad and Jeff were still up, arguing about a party Jeff went to. Something about booze and missing curfew. Anyway, I had to wait until they both had retreated to their rooms to escape.”

      Thanks to the high silver moon outside, I noticed twinkles in his eyes.

      “Why are you so happy?”

      He shrugged. “No reason. I’m always happier when I’m with you.”

      In blue plaid pajama pants and a white T-shirt, he joined me under the covers. We’d been having secret sleepovers for so long that it wasn’t even awkward to share a bed. Carter lay on his back and grabbed my hand in his, holding tight. I shifted on the mattress until our heads pressed against each other.

      “I’m always happier when I’m with you too. Good night, Cart.”

      “Night, Dah.”

      With my best friend by my side, I fell asleep knowing nothing could ever harm me.
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      “I’m almost done with this math homework. Are you still on for rehearsal tonight?” I asked Carter, sitting on my bed, cross-legged, my back pressing against the wall while he lay next to me on his stomach, his legs crossed at the ankles. He looked good as he focused on the paper in front of him. His hair, now longer, reached mid-ears, which I liked a lot, his T-shirt molded to the broad planes of his back, and his not-quite-skinny faded blue jeans showcased the lean muscles of his legs. Carter had started working out with his brother a few months ago, and it showed. We were now sophomores in high school, and my best friend sported the disheveled-on-purpose look girls always fawned about. I had to admit it really suited him.

      Last year, after our radio interview with Mark’s father, which got us a dozen gigs in the following months, my best friend had decided we should start writing our own songs. We were good at coming up with melodies, but putting words around those chords turned out to be a tedious task. I wasn’t super interested in this side of music, but Carter had the will and talent to write lyrics. He loved poetry and had always gotten all As for writing essays in English class. In the last four months, he had come up with two original songs. We now had three, including the one he wrote last year that we played at the radio interview.

      I admired him as he chewed on his ballpoint pen, oblivious to anything I said.

      As I leaned closer, he snapped out of his daze and met my eyes. His turned darker as he gave me a slow once-over. A wicked grin appeared at the corner of his lips, and I focused on his mouth. A few months back, I’d started wondering if Carter would ever kiss me. Some days I wanted him to—like really badly. And some days, I thought it would be weird. I’d never kissed anyone before, but would kissing my best friend feel like kissing my own brother? Not that I had a brother, but Carter was the closest thing to a sibling I had, and wanting to kiss him felt wrong. I had mixed feelings about my attraction to him. Every time we stared at each other, though, my heart raced.

      I loved and feared the sensation.

      All the girls at school now noticed him too, but Carter turned them down when they asked him on dates or fought to get his attention.

      And lately, I’d noticed something else.

      Carter never looked at any of those girls the same way he looked at me—with some sort of fondness in his eyes. I had no idea why, but I would never dare to ask him.

      Sure, we had this strong chemistry going on between us, but I could also be wrong about his feelings toward me. If I said something, it could make things weird between us, and I would never risk it.

      The other night, we went to the movies with a bunch of our friends, and Carter held my hand the entire time as if he were afraid I’d vanish. My heart drummed for hours afterward. I thought he’d say something to me on our way back—or the next day—but nothing. My best friend was giving me mixed signals. Our friendship was so powerful that it often overpowered my rational thoughts, and I overthought everything.

      Carter, still lying on my bed, gave me a quizzical stare. “Dah?”

      A warm flush crept up my cheeks. Could he tell what was going on in my mind? “Huh…sorry, got lost for a moment.”

      He tipped my chin up with his finger and studied me. “Everything all right?”

      I bobbed my head like a stupid girl with a forbidden crush. “Sure. I-I was wondering if you were still on for rehearsal tonight.”

      “Yeah. I’m stuck. I can’t write this song, anyway.”

      He smiled at me, and my pulse accelerated. More illicit thoughts made their way to my mind. Would kissing him jeopardize our relationship? Would I one day feel his lips on mine, his hands around my waist, and his heart beating against mine? Oh, my thoughts were veering toward dangerous territory.

      I chased the images away, feeling ridiculous. Carter Hills was sweet, generous, and ambitious, and he was my best friend, not my boyfriend.

      “I’m done with my homework. I’ll meet you at your place in an hour.”

      He brushed a strand of my copper hair away from my forehead, and tingles worked through me where our skin touched.

      “Sure.” He shoved his pen and notebook into his backpack, jumped to his feet, and adjusted his shirt before running downstairs. From my bedroom window, I watched him as he walked away, my insides coiling in a tight knot and a prickling sensation spreading over the back of my neck. More warmth rushed to my cheeks. What was this all about?

      Growing up was so confusing.
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        * * *

      

      Tonight, I was having dinner at the Hills’. Like most Tuesday and Wednesday nights. I was sitting alone at the kitchen counter working on a school project, while Carter was busy helping his daddy in the garage, and his mama was on the phone in her home office. Jeff came home fifteen minutes ago and went straight upstairs. He didn’t even say hi as he walked past me. I watched his back as he padded away and furrowed my eyebrows. That was rude. We weren’t friends like Carter and I were, but I still considered him family.

      Kind of.

      It’d been six months since the afternoon we spent in my bedroom, and I realized I had confusing feelings for my best friend. Not that I had acted on them, though. For some reason, it still felt wrong to think of Carter this way.

      With glue, Styrofoam balls, paint, and wooden sticks, I was putting the last few touches on Carter’s and my science project, a three-dimensional DNA model. Carter had assembled the entire thing last night to surprise me, and it looked better than I ever expected. He must have worked on this for hours, and I wondered if he even had time to sleep.

      Jeff came downstairs wearing only a white towel hanging low around his hips. His dark hair—the same shade as Carter’s but shorter—was wet, and pearls of water dripped down his bare torso. The moment he appeared, my eyes bulged, and I almost fell off my stool. I did my best not to ogle him and sipped on my water to hide what I was sure were flaming bright-red cheeks. In my defense, how could I keep my gaze from traveling to his muscled abdomen? Over his left pec, I noticed a small tattoo —some sort of symbol—and wondered what it meant. Many questions filled my mind. When did he get inked? Did it hurt? Did he plan on getting more tattoos? I suddenly realized I knew nothing about this grown-up version of Jeff Hills and wondered if the tattoo was there last summer when we all spent a weekend at the beach. Nah, I didn’t recall seeing it. Anyway, I would have noticed it, wouldn’t I? Or maybe not, we barely talked to each other back then. Even though I wasn’t a big fan of tattoos, I had to admit that, on him, the ink looked fierce. And hot.

      Forbidden.

      And badass.

      Why was I obsessing over some ink on Carter’s brother? It was stupid. I should focus on the DNA model in front of me.

      Jeff sauntered across the kitchen, stealing my attention, and my breath, as I admired every inch of him. Not as tall as Carter, but close enough, he had broader shoulders, and his skin was golden, like he’d spent the day under the sun. He worked out a lot and looked nothing like the boy from my childhood. He grabbed a bottle of water from the refrigerator, and my gaze drifted to the damp footprints he left in his wake. Jeff pivoted on his heels, and I held my breath when he looked my way. His gaze burned my skin. I failed at reading his expression. His irises, darker than usual, turned almost black. For a long second, he scanned the length of me, chugging the entire bottle in one gulp. I swallowed hard, staring at the working column of his throat and following a drop of water as it made its way down his neck.

      He winked at me as he walked out of the kitchen, his face still unreadable, and I thought I’d melt on the tiled white floor. I fanned myself with a piece of paper, trying to find my composure while my insides turned into a scorching puddle of molten wax.

      What had just happened?

      I dragged a shaky hand over my face, unsure of what I’d just witnessed, troubled by the reactions of my body.

      Carter joined me as his brother disappeared upstairs, brushing my upper arm with his long fingers. “You okay? You’re flushed. Are you having a fever?” His hand found my forehead. “Nah. You’re fine. What’s wrong?”

      My pulse picked up. I hated lying to him. We were always honest with each other. Carter told me all about the time Addison cornered him in the locker room after gym class and kissed him. I confided in him when I got my period and when I needed to buy a bra for the first time. But this? I couldn’t find it in me to tell him about my heated encounter with Jeff. Never would I allow myself to go crazy over my best friend’s older brother. This was just wrong, and it would crush Carter. His heart was precious and rare, like a priceless diamond, and I would never be able to hurt it on purpose.

      At fifteen, I now knew what Mama meant this entire time when she said Carter’s heart was in the right place.

      “It’s hot in here,” I said. Lame. Pathetic. In my head, I slapped myself as the words came out.

      He shrugged. “I’ll adjust the air-conditioning. Next time, don’t be shy. Ask Mama or Jeff if I’m not around. Or do it yourself. It’s super easy.” He stood and toyed with the temperature control. “There. All set.” He took his place at the kitchen counter beside me. “Sorry I’m late. Let’s finish this project before dinner.”

      I nodded, agreeing with the more-than-welcome change of subject.

      During dinner, I deliberately sat beside Jeff at the table, opposite Carter. I wouldn’t be distracted or get caught staring at his brother if we sat next to each other.

      “Can you pass me the salt?” Jeff asked me once we all dug into our food.

      Our fingers brushed, and an electric current traveled through me. I sucked in a breath and heard him do the same. The saltshaker fell from my grip, and in a quick movement, I dropped my hand into my lap, trying to hide my trembling fingers.

      What’s happening to me?

      My heart banged against the wall of my ribcage, and I feared it would land on the table for everyone to see.

      Carter kicked my shin under the table.

      Are you okay? he mouthed.

      Yes, I mouthed back, keeping my head low. Why was Carter always so perceptive about everything concerning me? He knew me like nobody else did. He could read my expressions even when I was struggling to come to terms with my own emotions.

      I attempted a small smile his way, and he returned it.

      I crossed my fingers behind my back mentally, hoping he couldn’t tell I was lying.

      His eyes said, You can tell me if something’s bothering you. A fleeting expression that I had a hard time figuring out passed through his eyes.

      Could he tell I was smitten with his brother? I had no idea, and I wished he couldn’t.

      Jeff pressed his thigh against mine under the table, and I was pretty sure my heart stopped. I died right there. Was he messing with me on purpose, or did he feel the electricity between us when our legs touched?

      “Hey, Mama. Dinner is amazing tonight,” he said. “I’m glad I didn’t skip it like I was supposed to. I think I should eat here, with all of you, more often.” His thigh pressed harder against mine. Was that a cocky grin on his lips? I banished my uneasiness with a sip of water, that went the wrong way, and ended up choking. Tears welled up in my eyes as I coughed, my lungs burning. Jeff turned his upper body toward me and rubbed my back with gentleness, and the warmth of his palm shot through me in addictive waves.

      When my cough subsided, I tilted my head his way. “Thanks,” I said in such a low, croaky voice that I feared he wouldn’t hear me.

      His hand lingered on my back for another minute, and we glanced at each other longer than we should have, neither of us breaking eye contact. I pressed my lips together as big knots tied my stomach. Did this mean anything, or was I making stuff up in my mind?

      “I couldn’t let you drown on a gulp of water, Princess,” he said, breaking the stare down, using the nickname he gave me when we were kids and I refused to jump into a mud hole, wearing my favorite white dress and glittery silver shoes.

      I plastered a small curl on my lips and brought my attention back to my dinner. Carter had missed the entire exchange between his brother and me, deep in conversation with his daddy about some hockey stats.

      Mrs. Hills cleared her throat, and when I looked her way, she beamed, offering me a warm smile I’d never gotten before. I’d always suspected Jeff was her favorite child. Not that any parent should have one, though, but Mrs. Hills was much more enthusiastic about Jeff’s antics than she was about Carter’s musical talent. Her oldest son held a special place in her heart—one I’d never fully understand. Most of the time, he could get away with pretty much anything.

      “Dahlia, dear, could you help Jeff clean the table? It’s his turn, and I need to discuss something with Carter.”

      I bobbed my head in agreement and rose from my seat.

      “Mama, we can talk later. Don’t make Dahlia do my chore.” There. Carter. Always thinking about me. Putting my needs first. Making me his priority. Protecting me.

      “It’s okay, Cart. I’m eating here all the time. And you always do the dishes with my daddy when you come over. Let me do this.”

      He grabbed my hand when I picked up his plate. “You sure?” he asked, so low only I could hear him.

      I nodded.

      We exchanged a small smile, and I followed Jeff into the kitchen. Once again, my heart went wild. My body temperature soared, and despite the air-conditioning, molten lava coursed through my veins. I stood beside him, and neither of us said anything as he washed and I dried. A few times, our arms brushed against each other, and the same zipping sensation I’d felt during dinner ran through me. I held my breath for as long as I could, hoping it would settle my heart. It didn’t work. I stepped to my left, leaving a gap between our bodies, needing to reset my boundaries. And calm my nerves. Seconds later, Jeff sidestepped to the left too, erasing the distance between us as if he needed to be close to me or as if my body attracted his.

      My thoughts were all jumbled in my head.

      With my mouth clamped shut, I kept my focus glued to the dishcloth in my hands and zoned in on my task of drying up plates, glasses, bowls, pots, and pans.

      When I fumbled to place the salad bowl away on the highest shelf, Jeff held my hips from behind with a feathered touch, moving me to the side. My knees weakened.

      “Let me do this,” he offered, his voice hoarse and his breath tickling my nape. Shivers ran through me. “Are you cold?”

      I shook my head, avoiding his eyes and forcing the words out. “No. I’m fine.”

      We breathed the same air for a full minute, neither of us breaking the awkward silence, before we finished putting all the dishes away.

      Once we were done, Jeff gave me one last heated glance and disappeared upstairs.

      He never came back down when Carter and I moved to the garage to rehearse the song we’d been working on for the last week.
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        * * *

      

      “I had another moment with Jeff the other night,” I told Addison as we were getting our nails done, a gift from her mother since she owned the place. “You should have seen him when he was fixing his truck. All hot and sweaty. Never before have I felt like this looking at a guy’s glistening chest. I’m telling you there were butterflies flying around in my stomach.”

      “Again? OMG. Dah, are you serious? Do you know if he’s attracted to you?”

      “No. Yes.” I sighed, feeling warmer all over. “I don’t know. Why would a senior be interested in a sophomore? I bet he thinks I’m just a kid, and he enjoys messing with me. I’m sure he knows he’s hot. Girls are throwing themselves at his feet, hoping he’ll ask one of them to be his prom date. I can’t compete.”

      “What does Carter think about you crushing on his big brother?”

      I buried my face in my free hand at the question, and a loud groan escaped my lips.

      “You didn’t tell him?”

      Her words amplified my guilt.

      I lowered my shoulders and exhaled a long breath. “No. I think Carter might be in love with me. You know…emotions and everything. There’s something different in the way he’s been looking at me lately. Like nobody else but me exists in his world. Like I’m his world. If he does love me—like love love me—then it complicates things.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Sure, I love him. Like a lot more than I should, but Jeff makes my insides vibrate. I can’t breathe when he’s around. And I can’t look at him either, because I’m worried he’ll see right through me. I’m sure he only thinks of me as his brother’s friend, no? Anyway, he’ll be in college next year. I’m being ridiculous. We would never work.”

      Addison pushed her baby-blonde hair over her shoulder and batted her dark eyelashes, making kissing sounds.

      I poked my tongue out at her and wrinkled my nose.

      “You’re so screwed, girlfriend.” She burst out laughing, and after a few seconds, I joined in.

      Addison was right. My crush on Jeff would get me in trouble.

      My laughter died as I got a sinking feeling in my chest. I was pining over my best friend’s older brother like a groupie, and I feared my best friend was pining over me. I could already predict the disaster coming my way and sense the pain that would follow.

      “If Carter had a thing for me, we could have gone on a double date,” my girlfriend said in a dreamy voice. “You two are too possessive of each other. Always have been. No wonder you never helped me out when I was obsessed with him.”

      I grimaced. “Huh, sorry?” It sounded more like a question, but whatever.

      “Don’t worry. I kissed him, and he freaked out. We weren’t meant to be, and I’m happy with Chris. He’s funny. And at least, Phoenix doesn’t want to kill him since he’s his friend. Not like with my ex-boyfriend, who he couldn’t stand. Now, back to you. What are you gonna do?”

      “I don’t know.” I truly had no idea what to do with my messy feelings for my best friend’s older brother.

      Addison burst out laughing. “I can’t wait to see how you’ll get out of this one, Dah.”

      Me too. I nudged her upper arm, and her laughter picked up.

      Thanks for the support, girlfriend.
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      “Thanks for driving us, bro,” Carter told Jeff when we were on our way to play at Southern ‘n’ Country, a music festival thirty miles south of our hometown and twenty minutes east of Nashville.

      Jeff shrugged as he eased the car onto the highway. “Anytime, guys. You’re talented. I’m always happy to help whenever I can. Anyway, Brendan and a few guys will join me later to watch you play.”

      In the back seat, I stayed quiet. Quieter than usual. I kept a low profile, admiring the scenery through the window.

      It’d been five weeks since that dinner when I’d realized I had it bad for Jeff, and my body ignited for the first time in his presence.

      From that day on, I’d tried my best to avoid him as much as possible. Carter told me his brother had never been home so often as in the last month. These days, each time Mrs. Hills invited me to stay over, I found a million reasons to refuse and to go back home. Yeah, I’d become this pathetic version of myself.

      Every time I refused his mama’s invitation, Carter used those stormy eyes of his—the ones I had a hard time resisting—to beg me to stay.

      My life seemed super complicated right now, and I didn’t know how to fix it, my feelings for the oldest Hills brother muddying everything.

      The time I spent away from Hills’ household, I spent it with Addison. She had volunteered to be my distraction—for my heart’s safety, or so she claimed the other day. We both knew it was bullshit, but I was grateful for her efforts. Maybe if I stayed away from Jeff, my escalating feelings for him would dissipate on their own. Maybe I’d grow some sort of armor, and his presence wouldn’t affect me anymore.

      There was no harm in a little wishful thinking.

      When Carter told me his brother would be driving us today instead of his daddy, I wanted to fake being sick—or losing my voice. Anything to keep me at a safe distance from Jeff. But I couldn’t jeopardize the band or hurt Carter just because I couldn’t be brave and pretend everything was fine for just a few hours. So here I was, riding with them in the most awkward silence we’d ever experienced.

      From the passenger seat, my best friend pivoted his upper body toward me and studied my face. “Dah, are you anxious? You’re not saying anything. Usually, when you’re nervous before a show, you can’t stop rambling.”

      This confirmed I wasn’t the only one freaking out about how weird we were being.

      I plastered a smile on my face, doing my best to hide how I was feeling inside since my best friend was an expert at reading me and my moods. “Yeah. I’m perfect. Just tired, that’s all. Don’t worry.”

      I tipped my head to the side but ended up being sucked into Jeff’s dark irises as he watched me through the rearview mirror. I tried hard to break the spell, but I couldn’t swallow. It was like my throat had shrunk over the last hour. I slid my shaky hands under my thighs, hiding my fidgeting from my best friend and his older brother.

      Jeff’s heated stare melted me in my seat. A pool of warmth rose to my cheeks. My spine tingled. I parted my lips to say something, but every word froze on the tip of my tongue.

      His eyes held mine for the rest of the ride. No matter how hard I tried to look away, I couldn’t. My gaze kept finding his every single time. Carter’s brother had gained control over my body. Whatever he did, I was pulled in his direction. He was a magnet, and I was made of steel. Weak and malleable steel.

      I flipped my copper hair over my shoulder, the soft waves bouncing down my back. Through the rearview mirror, Jeff followed my movements and muttered something I couldn’t catch from where I was sitting.

      My breath got stuck in my lungs.

      “Did you say something?” Carter asked him, looking up from his phone screen.

      “Nah. Huh…just cleared my throat.” Jeff and I exchanged a look through the mirror. He was lying, and it was obvious he knew I could tell.

      My skin itched, and my heart thundered. This was bad. Oh, so very bad.

      For once, I wasn’t anxious about the show we were going to give, though. Instead, I was busy pretending I couldn’t feel Jeff Hills’s soul-piercing gaze on me.

      “Okay, guys, we’re here,” he told us as he parked his gray pickup truck near the musicians’ entrance.

      Carter handed us passes to hang around our necks, climbed out, and rounded to the back of the truck. I trailed behind, desperate for fresh air and a little distance from his brother.

      Jeff met us seconds later and helped us unload our guitars and stuff from the cargo bed. “Hey, Dahlia…” My heartbeat went up. Fast. No Princess this time. Jeff reached for my hand. His fingers skimmed mine, and a million shivers bloomed under his feather-light touch. “Watch over my brother, would you?”

      I nodded, my mouth as dry as sandpaper and my heart flipping behind my ribs. “Huh…sure. Always.”

      He offered me a tight-lipped smile, and I forced myself to orbit out of his magnetic field.

      “We’ll be playing at six thirty,” Carter informed him, oblivious to every word and glance his brother and I had been exchanging. “It’s not even noon, so we’ll have time to rehearse some more. Do you wanna meet us before our set to grab a bite?”

      “Sure. But I think I’ll hang out with you guys in the meantime. I love watching you play. I’ve been doing it since you were seven-year-old kids. I consider myself your oldest and biggest fan.”

      Jeff’s grin woke up something inside me I couldn’t ignore. Amid my complicated feelings, spending our day with him didn’t seem like such a good idea right now. Would I even be able to focus on my music if he was around?

      Carter draped an arm around his brother’s shoulders, pulling him into their sibling hug, as I called it. “Yes, you are. I love you, big brother.”

      “Love you too, little bro.”

      Carter and Jeff were as close as Carter and I were, and it always showed.

      If I had any doubt my crush on Jeff—which I feared was now reciprocated—was messy, it had just gotten a lot messier. Someone—one of us—would suffer from a broken heart soon, and I wasn’t ready for it to happen.

      We retreated backstage around six, and Jeff left to meet with his friends. “I’ll see you guys later. Go, do your thing. I’ll be cheering you on from the crowd.”

      Jeff would be watching us—watching me. Why didn’t that occur to me earlier? My heart leaped into my throat. I couldn’t breathe. With my eyes closed, I inhaled through my mouth to loosen the coils forming around my stomach. It did nothing to ease the discomfort swirling inside me. I took another breath, hoping this time it would do the trick.
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        * * *

      

      After I searched the first floor, I ran upstairs, looking for my best friend. It’d been a week since Jeff had driven us to Southern ‘n’ Country and we’d rocked that stage. I had some great news that I couldn’t wait to share. Mr. Hills, whom I ran into in the driveway, told me Carter was somewhere in the house. I searched the first floor. No luck. The second my feet hit the next floor, I rushed to his room. I peeked inside. Empty. Where was he?

      Noises came from the bathroom.

      The door was open, so I lunged inside. I hit a wall. A human wall, made of skin and muscles. I almost fell back on my ass. I tipped my head and came face-to-face with Jeff. The warmth of his hand pulsed through my core. I hadn’t even noticed his hand on my waist until I realized he was the only thing keeping me from falling after I crashed into him.

      “Hey you,” he said as a greeting.

      The words tangled in my throat.

      “Are you okay? Did you hit your head?”

      I stood frozen, unable to utter a word, my feet glued to the floor.

      “Dahlia?”

      After a few seconds, I found my voice. “I-I’m…huh…okay. My head is… My head is fine.” Gosh, I sounded like an idiot. My eyes flicked down, and that’s when it hit me that Jeff was only in white boxer briefs. I tried to keep eye contact, but my gaze betrayed me. My eyes roamed over his corded forearms, ripped chest, chiseled abs, and strong thighs before landing—against my better judgment—on his boxers, where a subtle movement made my stomach flip. When I forced my eyes to shift to safer territories, a sly smirk lit up his face.

      “Were you looking for me, or are you checking me out?” He arched one dark brow, and I had to hold on to him to avoid falling. Collapsing. Liquifying. Dying.

      “Carter…I-I’m…huh…brother…looking for Carter.” Smooth, really smooth. I facepalmed in my head. My voice, too high-pitched and weird, had totally betrayed me.

      “He went to the store with Mom. He should be back soon. You want to hang out here while you wait?”

      I should’ve said no. I should’ve left.

      But I stayed.

      “Sure. But only if you get dressed first.” I grimaced. Then shut my eyes because I knew I was making a fool of myself. Were my cheeks on fire? Were they actually combusting? This was so embarrassing, like the most embarrassing thing I had ever said.

      A loud, deep chuckle escaped his throat. The sound of it calmed the storm raging inside me. It soothed me. I inhaled through my mouth, trying to look unaffected, but I wasn’t sure I succeeded.

      “Great. Follow me then.”

      Jeff tugged at my hand and led the way to his bedroom. My palm tingled in his, and I worried my bottom lip with my teeth, not sure how to act.

      I halted, inches from the threshold. If I stepped inside, would I even be able to keep breathing?

      Jeff turned around. “Don’t worry, I won’t scare you away. I made a playlist, and I have a feeling you’ll love it. Just sit on my bed.”

      I nodded because I was at a loss for words. I must have looked like a complete idiot. When I realized my jaw was hanging open, I clamped it shut.

      “Wait here. I’ll be right back.” He left his room, leaving me alone.

      I looked around. I’d never been in his space before.

      Carter’s room was decorated with music band posters and his guitars. His brother’s room was very different. It had bare charcoal walls with white trims, dumbbells stacked in a corner beside his bed, a computer set on his wall-length desk, and a midnight-blue comforter. The decor was masculine, raw, and smelled like him. Sandalwood and cinnamon.

      I sat on the edge of the mattress, fidgeting with a corner of the comforter. Just being here, in Jeff’s bedroom, felt like I was cheating on my best friend—like I’d entered enemy territory. My heart skipped many beats when Jeff returned, a white V-neck T-shirt stretched over his chest and biceps, and light-blue jeans hugging every curve of his legs. My eyes couldn’t look away, and my heart pounded harder. He took a seat beside me, offering me a can of iced tea, and placed a bowl of tortilla chips on the desk.

      “Thanks,” I said.

      His long jean-clad leg brushed mine.

      Electricity flared between us.

      Tightness grew around my chest.

      The butterflies in my stomach multiplied.

      We sat side by side for a long minute, neither of us breaking the silence, sipping our drinks.

      Once my nerves settled—sort of—I sucked in a shaky breath, along with a hefty dose of courage. “About that playlist…”

      Jeff’s face broke into a grin. “Yeah. Sure. Don’t move.” He sat at his desk and switched on the computer. I missed the warmth of his thigh against mine the second he rose to his feet. He clicked on a few tabs, and the music, a song I didn’t recognize, started playing from the speakers on each side of the screen.

      Bonding over music erased some of the tension in the room.

      As time passed, we made ourselves more comfortable and shared smiles.

      Little knots in my stomach loosened.

      Jeff was right when he said I’d love the playlist.

      “I didn’t know you liked indie music…”

      “There are a lot of things you don’t know about me, Princess,” he said, zeroing in on my face, all traces of playfulness now gone.

      This was it. The moment I’d die. Did my lungs puncture, or was I having a heart attack? Anyhow, something didn’t feel right in my chest. I closed my eyes and swallowed hard, my breathing slowly evening out.

      When I reopened my eyes, his were still trained on me. “You want to make one?” he asked. Was his voice huskier than before, or was it just my imagination playing tricks on me?

      I parted my lips but said nothing.

      He must have noticed my confused expression because he added, “A playlist? You want to make one?”

      “I’m…I’m not sure I know how,” I said in a low voice, avoiding the magnetism of his irises.

      “It’s super easy. I’ll show you. Here, take my seat.”

      Jeff tugged at my hand, and I got up and eased into the chair he had just vacated. He kneeled beside me and handled the mousepad, blanketing my hand with his larger one, his skin feeling soft on mine. His intoxicating scent enveloped me. I closed my eyelids and took a big whiff. Better.

      Each time our skin brushed, my heart swelled a bit more, pushing against my ribs.

      Time passed, and after a while, I forgot about my big news.

      Wherever Carter was, he still hadn’t come home.

      On his bed, a bit later, Jeff rested his back against the wall, his legs stretched out in front of him, as I lay on my front, my chin propped up on my crossed arms, beside him.

      In the last few minutes, my heart had decreased its thunderous beating, and the silence now felt comfortable.

      “I can’t believe we’ve never had a chance to hang out, you and I,” he said after a while. “You and Carter are always together. Like Siamese twins. He’s so protective of you.”

      I turned my head to stare at him. His posture was more relaxed than before. “Carter is my best friend. I’ve never pictured you as the guy hanging out with his younger brother’s friends. Carter is your⁠—”

      Jeff straightened his back and peeled himself from the wall. “I don’t care about your age, Dahlia. We’ve been around each other forever. I’ve never considered you to be only my brother’s friend…”

      What did he mean by that?

      The air around us changed in a second. Seriousness flashed in his irises. The intensity of Jeff’s attention on me seared my being, making me hot all over. I lost myself in the hypnotic pull of his eyes. Neither of us blinked. Neither looked away. The overzealous pounding of my heart made me dizzy.

      “There you are,” Carter announced as he walked into the room, breaking the moment. “Dad told me you were here. I’m sorry it took longer than expected. There was a fender-bender on the highway.” My best friend sat on the bed next to me, unaware of the connection simmering between his brother and me. “What are you guys doing?”

      I rose to sit on my heels, hoping to find my balance after the avalanche of overwhelming emotions I’d experienced since I came over earlier.

      “Listening to music,” Jeff shrugged. “And waiting for you to come home. You’re lucky I was around when your sorry ass wasn’t.” He winked.

      Carter captured him in a headlock, and they brawled, laughing like idiots, until they rolled off the bed and crashed on the floor, never breaking apart.

      The memory of why I came over returned.

      “Hey, Cart. When you’re done, I have something to tell you. It’s big.” He released his grip on his brother, my words acting like a fight breaker. His eyes flared as he rested on all fours on the hardwood floor. He raised one eyebrow, prompting me to speak. From the corner of my eye, I noticed Jeff looking my way with the same curiosity.

      Feeling self-conscious, I adjusted my shirt and pushed my thick braid over my shoulder.
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