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			Dedicated to my best friend, Addie Bug. Thank you for reading my writings since sixth grade and for always believing in them. We did it!

			1 Thessalonians 5:11

		

		

		
			
			

		

		
			The Lord your God is with you; the mighty One will save you. He will rejoice over you. You will rest in his love; he will sing and be joyful about you.

			Zephaniah 3:17 (NCV)

		

	
		

		
			Chapter One

		

		
			Normally, I don’t hear the jingle of the golden bell attached to our diner’s door. But today, despite the hustle and bustle of Christmas tourists along with the locals coming in before they hit the downtown stores for last minute gift deals, I did. In between wiping down the butcher block countertops and refilling sugar packets, for the hundredth time, I glanced up.

			It was Ben. A warm smile swept across his face as he began to walk toward me. “Hey, Alexandra.” He sat at the single open barstool, pushing the sleeves up on his baseball hoodie and removing his hood to fully reveal his dirty-blond hair. I didn’t think you knew my name. He checked his phone before crossing his arms and plopping them on the counter. “I’m guessing this is what you’re doing over Christmas break.”

			“You can call me Lexi, and if what you mean by this,” I put airquotes around this, “is waiting tables, the answer is yes.” 

			He likely heard the disdain in my voice by the way he recoiled his arms back a bit, trying to recover his words. “I didn’t mean to offend you. I meant it as ‘I guess it’s just you and me for the next two weeks.’” He wasn’t trying to be rude.

			Ben and I went to the same school, always had, because it was a small town and all. We were both juniors, but we didn’t have the same friend group. Well, outside of Emily, of course, my best friend. Em was the social one of the two of us. Ben was the jock, and I, well, I wasn’t quite sure where I fit in the usual high school hierarchy.

			Placing a napkin of rolled silverware and a menu in front of him, I asked, “Is Stacey not around for the break?” Everyone knew Ben and Stacey were the power couple of junior year.

			His body deflated as he let out a big sigh. “Well, she’s not in town, and it wouldn’t matter anyway.” Looking down at his hands, he twiddled his thumbs. “She dumped me last week.” 

			Shocked, my eyes widened. This was news to me, but then again, with things being so busy at the diner and not having a social life outside of living vicariously through Em, it didn’t surprise me that I hadn’t been in the loop.

			“Oh, I-I’m sorry.” I glanced out the window at the toy store’s train display across the street. It drew a crowd of kids and adults alike. Then I tried to think of the right words to recover the conversation. 

			“Lexi.” Ben snapped me back to reality. “It’s okay. It’s probably for the best. She was distracting me when it came to school and sports anyway.”

			“Well, then.” I took my order pad out of the pocket of my maroon apron to take his order. “I guess it is just you and me over break, then. So, what’ll it be?”

			He scanned the menu. “You know what, I think I’ll have a glass of your grandpa’s famous eggnog.” It was the best in town. It wasn’t a secret recipe, though; he just always sprinkled extra nutmeg on the top, so it always smelled like the warmth of home and holiday cheer.

			“You got it.” I put my order pad back in its place and greeted the next customer. 

			With it being a packed house today due to Grandpa letting the other staff take off for Christmas, it was a true family affair. Grandpa and Dad were in the kitchen cooking, while Mom, Grandma, and I handled the people-side of the business. 

			Mom nudged my shoulder while bringing out a fresh pot of coffee to refill customers’ cups. “He’s cute,” she said in a low whisper. With a roll of my eyes, I knew she knew I agreed.

			

			Luckily, I heard Dad say, “Order up!” so I didn’t have to fully acknowledge her words.

			I grabbed the plate of pecan pancakes and another plate with our hearty ham and cheese omelet and golden hash browns to take to table three. I walked back to the counter and picked up the mug of Grandpa’s eggnog, the nutmeg smell already making me smile. Before bringing it to Ben, I caught myself staring at him. He didn’t have his confident, athletic posture I was used to seeing. He was taking his breakup with Stacey pretty hard.

			His hand ran through his perfectly messy hair, and I couldn’t get myself to look away from him. He looks like he needs a friend to talk to. I decided to bring him one of our savory cinnamon rolls that were the size of my hand. “It’s on the house.” I put the plate and the mug in front of him. He let out another sigh. It read as gratefulness as his eyes met mine before I went to check on other customers.

			 “Thanks,” he said. 

			There was something about Ben I always thought was untouchable, but seeing him here, heartbroken, he seemed normal. I thought about asking him if he wanted to talk about it, but fumbling over my words again with a boy I barely knew made my skin tingly. I hadn’t ever had a boyfriend, and I loved the thought of having one. However, I was always working at the diner, and I wasn’t the girl who caught the attention of boys. I wasn’t Em with her easy confidence, or Stacey with her . . . well, everything.

			During my shift, I continued to watch him from a distance, eating a bite or two of his cinnamon roll. I let my thoughts linger about what it would be like being with Ben. Would we become the power couple of junior year? I hadn’t ever noticed how handsome he was, but every movement he made was effortless. He had the golden boy, all-American demeanor about him, and girls definitely noticed him.

			“Refill?” I asked.

			“I’m actually good.” He tried slipping me a ten-dollar bill before sliding off the barstool. 

			“Don’t worry about it, remember?” I pushed the bill back toward him. He needed a little Christmas joy today, and Grandpa never minded it when I went with my intuition for meals on the house. 

			

			“Thanks, Lexi.” He put his wallet back into his jogger’s pocket. “I guess I’ll see you around, then?”

			“Yeah.” My eyes met the floor and then Ben’s. Suddenly, I was aware of every time my eyes blinked. “See you around.” Gathering the dishes to take them to the dishwasher, I turned to face Grandma and Mom. “You can stop your gawking now.” They separated and went back to managing their tasks.

			But something about the way Ben said my name and looked vulnerable, as he sat there without the fanfare of those cheering him on under stadium lights, made my heart stutter like my words.

			As I finished the rest of my shift, a smile crept on my face every time I thought of our brief conversation, praying it would be me and him for the rest of the break.

			***

			Luckily for me, I didn’t have to wait long for our next conversation. The next afternoon, Ben was back. And the afternoon after that. He learned around the two o’clock mark that our diner steadied in pace, and I began to adjust my breaks based on when he would drop in.

			We had claimed the corner booth as ours for thirty minutes. We’d discuss the most random things: from favorite movies, worst Christmas presents, and what we’d do if we won the lottery. It was nice because neither one of us really knew each other, so we could talk openly without preconceived notions.

			Once Christmas break was over, we’d go back to being hallway acquaintances, I was positive. But in these moments, it was nice for someone to enjoy my company other than my family. 

			“I guess I’d have to join the choir.” I covered my mouth with my hand to keep from spewing my sweet tea from laughter at Ben’s statement. A sudden warmth crept across my cheeks as he handed me a napkin to wipe my mouth. You didn’t have to know Ben long to know he couldn’t carry a tune. 

			“I like your laugh,” he said.

			“Okay, but really.” I folded the napkin and stirred my straw around in my cup, brushing by his comment. “What would you do if you didn’t have sports?”

			

			“I guess I would have to figure something out if it came to it. Sports are all I’ve known, outside of pleasing my parents with good grades. It’s how I know I can make my parents proud of me.” 

			We are all trying to figure out who we are in high school.

			“Can I ask you a more personal question?” It was the fifth day in a row we sat in the corner booth. Grandma and Mom had already come to love Ben, and Grandpa appreciated how much Ben liked his eggnog. A more personal question wasn’t too much to ask. 

			“You can.” He leaned back, putting his hands behind his head. “Doesn’t mean I’ll answer, though.” Gosh, he is charming. And his arms are so muscular. I’d learned he spent his mornings at the gym, even over break, which makes sense with him wanting to be the best athlete and please his parents. 

			With a wink, the corner of his lip turned upward. He caught me staring. I fidgeted with my straw again, hesitating. 

			“So, what’s your question, Lexi?” 

			Mustering the courage to ask him what I had longed to since the first day he walked in I spoke up. “What happened between you and Stacey?” He shifted, moving his hands back to the table from behind his head. I had made him uncomfortable. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t pry. That’s-that’s none of my business.”

			He cupped his hands around mine. A lightning-like jolt ran up my spine. Looking down at his short-cut nails, I focused on slowing my heartbeat. A guy hadn’t ever reached out for my hands before. He smiled again. Is it obvious I haven’t had a boy hold my hand before? Butterflies swirled in my stomach, but in the back of my mind, I knew my family’s eyes were on us. Keep your composure.

			“You know how Stacey is.” He shrugged, and I listened as if I knew how she was. “She gets bored easily, and I was another victim who fell for her pretty looks.” 

			I studied his face. His golden amber eyes were tender; his hair brushed his eyebrows. I moved my hands from his and sandwiched them between my legs and the maroon booth that matched my work apron. “Do you miss her?”

			“I did at first.” He winked again, his confidence shining through. “But then I talked to you.”

			

			As even my ears began to warm, I couldn’t help but give him a closed-mouth smile. A boy was interested in me, flirting with me. And not just any boy. Ben Taylor. One of the most popular boys in school. Truly not knowing how to respond, I tapped my phone. It read two-thirty. “My break is over.” I began to stand.

			“Wait.” Ben grabbed my hand. There was the lightning jolt again. I looked back toward him. “There’s a New Year’s Eve party happening at a teammate’s house. It’s to celebrate the New Year, of course, but also to see everyone since we’ll all be back in town. Would you want to be my plus-one?”

			“Like a date?” Hand to forehead. I didn’t mean to ask that outloud.

			“Yes,” Ben said with an amused chuckle. “A date.”

			A party. My first date would be at a party? I really wasn’t a fan of crowds. But I liked Ben, and I wanted to have a real date outside of the four walls of the family-owned business. “Emily should be there,” he added as an attempt to get me to go. What he didn’t know is that Em and I always spent New Year’s Eve together.

			“Yeah,” I responded. “I’d like to.”

			He let out a relieved breath. “Great. It’s a date. So same time tomorrow?” 

			“Same time tomorrow,” I promised.

		

	
		

		
			Chapter Two

		

		
			“Lex, you look good.” Em held both my hands and lifted me from my safe, comfy bed. “Really good. I pinky-promise.” She held out her pinky and I looped mine with hers. But why couldn’t Ben and I live in the corner booth for another week? Why did we have to enter reality, surrounded by our peers? 

			I had had over a week to prepare for my first real date. This was no longer two friends talking in the corner booth over Bing Crosby playing in the background. No, this was an actual date where he’d pick me up and we’d be. . . what? A couple? I didn’t even know what we were, but Ben inviting me to a party made the daydream of us being more than friends seem possible.

			Yet after spending every day since, Christmas included, trying to convince myself I was ready for this night, I still was completely underprepared. What would I do if he reached for my hand again? What were we to talk about when he picked me up? I knew our conversations had been so natural at the diner, but this night was different. I’d be moving into his territory. Plus, there were expectations of a New Year’s Eve kiss, but I never pictured my first kiss being with Ben. I always wished my first kiss would be with. . . No, nevermind, that will never happen.

			

			“I don’t know, Em. This all feels off to me.” I stood to fix my emerald-pleated dress that stopped above my kneecaps. I checked myself in the mirror, head tilted, as I lifted my arms up and then put them back at my waist. The long bell sleeves were my favorite thing about the dress, but was I too dressed up?

			“Trust me,” Em said as if she could read my mind, which she could, as she fiddled with my hair. “All the girls will be dressed up. I wouldn’t lead you astray.” True. She was all ready to go in her midnight blue satin dress. But knowing Em, she probably woke up excited about tonight, ready for the noise and the chaos. She thrived in these moments.

			Ben was picking me up at seven, and Em wanted to make sure she was back home by then. We had an hour left for her to finish my hair and help me pick the right pair of heels. 

			“I wish the three of us could all ride together.” Anticipation buzzed through me, but being alone with Ben for the first time since the diner made my stomach turn. And the last thing I wanted on this date was an upset stomach. 

			“Lex, you’re going to be fine. It’s typical to be nervous for a first date,” Em said, as she continued to play around with my hair. She tried a high-curled pony like hers, a low messy bun, and pulled back with a matching emerald bow. But after the scrunches of my nose in disapproval, we settled on letting my brown hair be down, resting below my shoulders, with soft curls.

			Once we finalized my shoes—flats, thanks to Em’s suggestion we’d be on our feet a lot tonight—we went to the living room, where my parents sat on the couch. Mom was already in her pajamas, wearing her fuzzy socks Dad and I had put in her stocking for Christmas. Her perfect way of spending New Year’s Eve was binge-watching reruns of Law & Order. 

			“You look beautiful.” Mom stood up to get a better look at me. She put her hands on the side of my shoulders and stared at me with glee.

			“Mom.” I leaned my head back. “Please, don’t make this a big deal.” But she had already made it a big deal. If she had it her way, she’d be bringing out her good camera to take pictures as if I were going to prom. 

			

			I heard Dad chuckle from the couch, his feet propped up on the coffee table, as I looked at him with a please-help-me, I’m-desperate glare. “You look great, kiddo.” He tossed an M&M in his mouth.

			I said goodbye to Em as she made her way across the street to her house. One thing I knew for a fact: Ben was not coming into the house. If he did, we’d both be trapped, and Mom would, indeed, break out the camera. 

			At six fifty-five on the dot, the doorbell rang. My heart pounded, excitement and nervousness all mixed up together. I opened the door to see Ben with flowers in hand. He wore dark denim jeans and a long sleeve chambray button-down. “You clean up nice.” I smiled.

			“You, too.” He smiled back. “Here, these are for you.” He extended the bouquet of yellow daffodils and yellow roses. They had a white ribbon tied around them. “I read yellow flowers represent new beginnings.”

			I put them to my nose, taking their sweet scent in. “They’re beautiful.” Okay, I can do this. This whole dating thing wasn’t bad, especially if it meant pretty flowers. “I’ll be right back. Let me put these in some water.” I didn’t want to leave him standing at the front door, but I wasn’t ready for him to see the inside of my house. I found a vase in the kitchen, filled it with water, and placed the flowers inside. I grabbed my coat out of the closet, gave my parents a quick goodbye kiss, and raced back to the door. “Sorry for making you wait.” I pushed my brown hair behind my ear as I walked out, shutting the door behind me.

			“No problem.” We started walking to his car. He drove a gray Honda Civic Sport, and I only knew the type of car because the entire class was in uproar when his parents bought him a brand-new car when he turned sixteen.

			In gentleman-like fashion, he opened the car door for me and placed his hand at the small of my back, like he was keeping me steady. Just the small touch of his hand made me wobbly though, in the best way.

			As he walked to the driver’s side, I adjusted my dress with my hands to cover the top of my thighs. His car was meticulously clean and smelled of the ocean. It was better than I had imagined for someone who lived and breathed the gym.

			

			“You look beautiful, Lexi,” he said as he started to drive. 

			We drove for a few minutes, admiring the Christmas lights still up on houses throughout the neighborhoods. Ben’s favorite light color was blue, I learned. Mine was the traditional white.

			“I’m really glad you agreed to be my date,” Ben said as he put his car in park. There was already a line of cars down the street. My palms were clammy with the thought of being introduced as Ben’s date. But I could do this. Ben Taylor chose me to be the girl on his arm. And again, I knew Em would show up any minute. I took a deep breath, as Ben opened the car door for me, and stepped outside. Taking in the fresh air was good for my lungs. “You ready?” Ben asked, holding his palm up. I pushed my hair back behind my ear again and smoothed out my dress to make sure my palms weren’t still sweaty, before taking one step toward him and letting my hand slip into his. 

			Please let this night go well, I quickly prayed.

			Ben sailed through the door of the colonial-style, red brick home like he owned the place. The noise hit me first. Loud music. Dozens of conversations layered over each other, everyone talking louder to be heard. He took my coat and put it in the pile of other coats in the entryway. We took hands again as I began to follow behind him. He said hello to everyone he passed. He knew everyone. Or, well, everyone knew him. 

			I didn’t expect the lingering stares. People’s eyes followed us, followed me. Studying me, were they trying to figure out who I was and why I was with him? Do they think I’m the rebound?

			“Taylor!” Sean waved at Ben from the kitchen table. Ben dashed to the kitchen. Still following him like a lost puppy, I found the majority of Ben’s baseball crew claiming their spot around the chips and dip. Ben let go of my hand to greet them in guy fashion: the one-hand grip to the chest and a pat on the back. “We’ve been waiting for you to show up. Tell us about your break. Where have you been?” All their eyes were on Ben. It was like he was some kind of superhero, and they were ready to revel in whatever he was about to say or do. I stood there with my hands behind my back, feet turned in, scanning the kitchen around me, looking for Em. 

			

			The kitchen ceilings were tall, with exposed wooden beams adding depth to the white walls. The marble kitchen island with its leather back barstools should be featured in Southern Home magazine. Every surface, from the gas top stove to the faucet on the sink and the double-door fridge, seemed to shine perfectly. Do people really live here? 

			“This is Lexi.” Ben took my hand to introduce me officially to his teammates. They exchanged questioning glances before Sean hopped down from the table, his red fluffy hair bobbing with the movement.

			“I don’t think we’ve ever been properly introduced.” He turned to bow and extended his hand. “I’m Sean,” he said with a straight face. “Ben’s closest of friends.”

			“It’s nice to meet you, Sean,” I spoke through my laughter.

			Ben leaned into my ear and whispered, “There’s that laugh I like so much,” before telling Sean to cut it out. Grateful for Sean’s sense of humor, my shoulders finally released tension.

			I saw one of the guys catch Ben’s attention and jerk his chin toward the living room. Ben turned to match his gaze; his jaw tightened. I peeped over my shoulder.

			And that’s when I saw her. Stacey Williams. To say she looked pretty was an understatement. She was gorgeous without even trying, with naturally curly blonde hair and dazzling blue eyes. She was your classic Disney princess straight from the movies. She knew it, too, with the way she stood tall, shoulders back like my grandma always had to remind me to do. Stacey, like Ben, naturally drew attention toward her. Boys were already surrounding her, willing to be her next victim. Stacey caught me staring. She managed to give me a slow once-over. She appeared satisfied I had noticed her. I shrank back. Suddenly, I was two inches tall. I quickly turned my focus back to the guys’ conversation. They were babbling about some mystery ski girl that Bryce, the catcher on the team, had met at a ski lodge over break.

			“Let’s get a drink.” Ben navigated me to the ice chests that lined the wall parallel to the kitchen table. “What do you want?”

			“Um.” I rubbed my arm up and down. “Sprite, please.” That would be a safe bet now since my stomach was turned inside out. 

			

			He grabbed a Sprite, brushing the pieces of ice stuck to the can back into the ice chest, and handed it to me. He grabbed a beer. “You okay?” I asked, looking up at him; his eyes weren’t as golden as they had been at the diner. 

			“I didn’t expect to see her here, is all.” He popped open the can and took a drink. My heart dropped to my stomach as he said the word her. Is he upset it isn’t Stacey by his side? 	

			I wished I could make him happy again, so I took his hand back. “Come on, let’s try to find Em. If it’s okay?” He nodded, and this time, I led the way through the massive house. 

			Not sure where I was going, I began to weave in and out of people from room to room. No sign of Em. I thought about going upstairs, but knowing her, she’d want to be where the most chatter was happening. Somehow, I had led us into a formal sitting room where the ceilings matched the kitchen. There was a fireplace lit, and I realized I brought us to one of the rooms where couples came to make out.

			There was a couch with mustard yellow pillows, currently unoccupied, so Ben and I sat so I could text Em. “Where are you? Looking everywhere for you,” I texted, praying she could read through the phone how I desperately needed her emotional support. “Sean seems like a good friend,” I said to Ben, making sure my phone had its sound turned on before putting it upside down on my lap.

			“He really is,” Ben agreed. “This is actually his house.” 

			Wow, I wouldn’t have guessed. . . It explained why he was so comfortable sitting on the kitchen table that probably cost more than all the furniture in my house.

			“I can tell your teammates idolize you. That’s gotta feel pretty good.” I crossed my leg over my other leg to turn more toward him. Ben scooted closer to me. I could tell he was starting to return to his upbeat self, especially as he took another couple sips of his beer. 

			“Most days. But honestly, between you and me, it’s more pressure to be on my A-game.” I didn’t know how to respond. He was opening up to me like he had done at the diner. This conversation had depth to it. “You want a sip?” He tilted the can toward me, his eyes beginning to regain some of their goldenness.

			

			“No, thank you.” I moved my head from side to side. “I-I actually don’t drink.” I checked my phone, realizing it was probably a turn off to him, but it was better he knew now. 

			“Hmm. . . doesn’t surprise me,” he said in a condescending-like tone, putting the can back to his lips. Why did his comment hit like a small dagger to my heart? Was he disappointed I didn’t want to drink alongside him? I didn’t care if he drank, but my parents would kill me if I did. Plus, I followed the rules. We were only seventeen. 

			“So. . .” I trailed off, waiting for him to pick up the conversation, praying he wouldn’t think this was an invitation for him to kiss me, though most of the people around us were. So much for waiting until midnight.

			He squeezed my hand, meeting my eyes. “I’m sorry, Lexi, I didn’t mean to freeze on you when Stacey showed up. It’s the first time I’ve seen her since the breakup.” There was the word her again. “We didn’t really end on good terms.”

			I wanted to know what he meant, but I saved my heart the details by not asking more questions. I squeezed his hand back. Pointing to his beer, I said, “Okay, maybe one sip.” He smiled. The taste was bitter, and Ben’s lips curled when my eyebrows furrowed and my nose scrunched. “Well, enough excitement for one night,” I told him, handing his beer back. My Sprite was much better.

			“But the night is just getting started.” He stood, taking my hand again. Ding! Ding! Finally, Em. I read her text and let out a sigh. “Everything okay?” he asked, reading my phone over my shoulder.

			“Yeah, apparently she had a flat tire and had to wait for her brother to help come fix it. She’ll be on her way soon.” I put my phone back in my silver crossbody purse, grateful Em suggested I bring it. I would have been even more grateful if she had informed me earlier of her flat tire situation, though.

			“Eric always saves the day,” Ben muttered loud enough for me to hear. What is his problem with Eric? They had been teammates before this year. Ben’s mood swings were giving me whiplash. As Ben tugged me along to another part of the house, I wasn’t sure how eager I was to follow him.

			***

			

			An hour or so passed, and Em still hadn’t shown up. What is taking Eric so long? Luckily, I was starting to settle in.

			Between a blur of conversations with Ben’s teammates and awkward small talk with people I barely knew, it became clear that being Ben’s date had made me popular by association. Everyone had known me as Em’s friend, but now they saw me as Ben’s new girl, and being his girl made everyone want to talk to me. I was special for once.

			Sean kept the jokes coming and Ben only drank one more beer before switching over to Dr. Pepper since I reminded him that he still had to drive me home. 

			We somehow managed to avoid Stacey. I suspected Ben’s teammates had something to do with keeping her away from us. They were like a wolf pack, protective of each other. Ben hadn’t left my side, which was nice. He wanted to be near me, and I wanted to be near him. His world was starting to captivate me. 

			“Having fun?” He put his hand at the small of my back, making me unsteady again. I nodded with a genuine smile. I think I am enjoying myself. 

			I turned at the perfect moment to see Em enter through the front door. “Lex!” She gave me the biggest hug, which I knew meant she was apologizing. 

			“Hey, Emily.” Ben tipped his imaginary hat toward her. “Nice of you to finally show up.”

			“Yeah, yeah.” She waved her hand up and down.“Apparently, to change a tire, you have to have a spare tire available.” The way she cut her eyes at me, I knew there was more to her story, but now wasn’t the time for her to go into details. She already seemed agitated. Her classic ponytail began to fall.

			“Well, I’m glad you’re here now.” I put my arm around her and Ben’s shoulders. I pulled them in toward me. “My two current favorite people are here. Now, what do we do as we wait for the clock to strike midnight?”

			“Karaoke?” Em asked bubbly. I thought back to the day in the diner where I knew good and well Ben couldn’t sing. 

			

			“Let’s do it,” I agreed for some odd reason. It would put me in the spotlight, but I was already there, so why not? Plus, part of me wanted to show Stacey I had hidden tricks up my sleeve.

			“I can’t sing,” Ben grumbled. “Y’all both know this.”

			“Oh, trust me, I know,” Em stated. “Remember the last party you sang karaoke?” Great. My best friend and my date already had inside jokes. I liked that they knew and seemed to like each other for my sake. “But,” Em continued, with a point of her finger. “What you don’t know is Lex actually has an amazing voice.” Slightly embarrassed by Em’s words, I made myself stand-up a little straighter. She was a great wing girl.

			Ben’s right eyebrow arched. “Really? You’ve been holding out on me, Wilder?” He sounded skeptical. “Now, I’m definitely in. Let’s go put our names on the list.”

			***

			By the time we were up, it was already eleven-fifteen. The night was flying by now with Em present, and it was pretty funny watching others do karaoke. We heard everything from “Dancing Queen” to “I Want It That Way,” all equally off-key. But my favorite of the night was watching Sean sing “Friends in Low Places” by Garth Brooks, with some of the baseball guys joining in every time the chorus played.

			“And drumroll, please,” Janice, a girl I knew outside of school somehow, said, enjoying her emcee duties a little too much. “Next up, we have our very own baseball captain, who’s going to lead us to state this year, Ben, and his date, Lexi!” Everyone clapped and a few people whistled as we made our way to the mics. My hands trembled, but Em gave me a thumbs up and mouthed, “You got this.” I decided to pretend this moment was the two of us—Em and me—acting goofy at one of our usual sleepovers, singing in our hairbrushes like when we were younger.

			Ben picked the song. To my surprise, he selected “Don’t Go Breaking My Heart.” The music began, and he sang the first line completely offbeat, but his fans loved it. Especially since he had no fear and added his own dance moves. 

			

			It was my turn. I gripped the mic and began to sing, surprised by the sound of my own voice working. I saw Ben’s mouth drop open from the corner of my eye. Em cheered. People from other rooms started to fill in the limited gaps, like they were intrigued to hear me singing next to Ben.

			Then I noticed Stacey leaned up against the doorframe between the living room and entryway. Her arms were crossed, and her lip pouted, as she watched from a distance. I forgot how long the song was, but I kept singing, even alongside Ben’s off-pitch words. Keep singing, I told myself, trying to follow along with his awkward dance moves. We were having fun.

			It was an out-of-body experience. The Lexi before Christmas break would not have braved this. The song concluded, and everyone roared with applause. People even shouted, “Go Lexi! Way to go, Ben!” I smiled; I’m sure it was a big goofy grin, too. Being praised was exhilarating.

			Ben picked me up and twirled me. His eyes were back to their full goldenness. “You surprise me,” he whispered and leaned in as if he was going to kiss me in front of everyone.

			Janice interrupted. “All right, you two lovebirds, save it for midnight.”

			My stomach flipped again. It was now thirty minutes until midnight, and I knew Ben was expecting a New Year’s Eve kiss. But, me? Was I ready for this—my first kiss—to happen so publicly? I guess, like karaoke, I was about to see what other surprises I was capable of tonight.

		

	
		

		
			Chapter Three

		

		
			Five minutes before midnight, everyone had somehow managed to pack themselves downstairs. People filled the living room, kitchen, and entryway, and they were even standing at the base of the staircase. All the perfume and cologne swirled together, making me a little lightheaded. Or is it my nerves creeping in?

			Em, Ben, and I were still in the living room, surrounded by Ben’s baseball teammates and a few of Em’s friends who went to our school and her church. We had a direct view of the 85-inch TV hanging on the wall above yet another fireplace. I still couldn’t believe Sean lived here.

			“Here you go, Taylor,” Sean said, handing Ben another beer. “Can’t toast with an empty hand.” My eyes darted at Ben, wondering what he would do. It had been two hours since his last beer, but he still had to drive me home. What if we accidentally got pulled over and his breath smelled of beer? Underage drinking, and then I would have to face my parents. Ben would surely disappoint his parents, too.

			Tssk! He popped open the can. I shook my head. “It’s okay to live a little.” Ben let his arm drape over my shoulders.

			Janice led the countdown: “FIVE. FOUR. THREE. TWO. ONE. HAPPY NEW YEAR!” Party poppers with confetti flew. Party horns and noisemakers rang in my ears. I didn’t think it was possible for the room to be any louder, but sure enough, it could. Em and I gave each other a big hug as “Auld Lang Syne” played. This was the seventh year in a row we’d celebrated New Year’s Eve together, though usually, it consisted of movies and snacks at one of our houses. I was thankful her tire situation hadn’t forced us to break our streak. “Happy New Year, Lex,” she shouted in my ear. “May this be your favorite year yet.”

			“Right back at ya, Em. Thanks for agreeing to change our tradition this year.” It was a quick exchange because I didn’t want Ben to think I had forgotten about him. His arm had moved from my shoulders as he stood up taller. Our fingers were now intertwined. Could he feel my heartbeat in the palm of my hand? I broke his eye contact, thinking he might find it to be a cue to kiss me.

			“Happy New Year, Lexi,” he said as he began to lean in for a kiss. It wasn’t that I didn’t want him to kiss me. I had expected we would kiss all night, but for some reason, I turned to the side, as his mouth landed on my cheek. He pulled away, ran his hands through his hair, and blinked blankly at me. My face had to be the color of a pink Starburst as panic rushed through my body. He probably regretted inviting me, wishing he hadn’t walked into the diner the first day of Christmas break. My stomach twisted like a pretzel for not being a good date. “I’m sorry, Lexi,” he said. “Did I do something wrong?” 

			Oh no, no, no. This was my fault, not his.

			I took both of his hands and looked up at him. His shoulders sunken. He wasn’t making eye contact with me. “Ben, look at me,” I insisted. “I promise you did nothing. This is. . . this is such a public space.” People were still celebrating, wishing each other Happy New Year. Yet, it felt like it was only Ben and I standing in the room. The noise no longer registered with my ears. I took one hand and put it to his cheek to turn his face to look at me. “Ben, I. . .”

			“It’s okay.” He looked down. His jaw was slightly clenched. “I shouldn’t have assumed we were going to kiss.” I let out a heavy sigh. Yep, disappointment. But what teenage boy wouldn’t be?

			At that moment, Stacey walked by the two of us. I hated to admit she smelled nice, like hints of jasmine. I should’ve known she was going to try and strike before the night was over. And now was her perfect opportunity since Ben’s teammates were being distracted by their dates. “Looks like your girl chickened out,” she said in passing. 

			Em shouted, “You broke up with him!” I didn’t appreciate the attention brought to me, and Em mouthed, “Sorry” to me. I couldn’t be mad at her.

			“Let’s get you home,” Ben said, navigating me back through the sea of people. He dug through the pile of coats and once he found mine, held it open as I put my arms through it.

			We weren’t the first to leave, but I knew he wanted to stay longer. Even Em lingered behind. When we made it back to his car, he didn’t open my car door. 

			He started the engine. We drove in silence. He kept his focus on the road, staying a few miles under the speed limit. About two minutes in, I started pushing buttons, trying to turn on the radio. Waiting for midnight was easier than waiting for this car ride to be over.

			He stopped me by grabbing my hand and placing it on the middle console, his hand not leaving mine. “I’m sorry,” he said in a hushed tone, glancing over at me. “I didn’t mean to turn this night sour. And about Stacey’s comment. . .” This was the Ben I had come to know. The one who owned up to his actions and let me into his thoughts. “Well, it was completely uncalled for.”

			“I’m sorry, too.” I really was. “I didn’t mean to lead you on tonight. And it definitely wasn’t that I didn’t want to kiss you. It’s just. . .” I wanted to tell him I hadn’t ever been kissed before, but he had probably already figured that out. I wasn’t nearly as experienced as Stacey, but that was probably evident too. Did he think less of me?

			“What, Lexi? You can tell me anything, you know.” 

			I didn’t know if I could. However, my family always told me honesty is the best policy. Being alone with a boy was all so new. Very new. And this thing wasn’t as spelled out as I’d like it to be. Not yet anyway. I messed with one of the buttons on my coat and said aloud without looking at him, “I haven’t ever kissed anyone before. And, I always imagined my first kiss being with someone where the relationship was a bit more. . .” I searched for the right word. “Defined.” Gosh, I sounded like a bore.

			

			“Makes a lot of sense.” He sounded relieved. He turned the radio on. His Spotify playlist popped up to an alternative rock band. I stayed quiet as he continued to drive me home, his hand still resting on mine. As he pulled into my driveway, he said, “You know, apparently we already have a song?” 

			I looked at him, one eyebrow raised. “Oh, we do?”

			“Yes, ‘Don’t Go Breaking My Heart,’ of course.” 

			I laughed, thinking back to Ben’s singing voice and dance moves. “I like that,” I said, as he put his car in park. “I did have a good night, by the way.” And I did, despite my fear of the crowd and Stacey’s comment. I didn’t want the failed kiss to ruin my night.

			“Lexi.” Ben turned his body toward me. “I know this may seem sudden, but I really enjoy your company. I wanted to ask all night, but no time seemed particularly right. But, would you be my girlfriend?” The heat of the car was dense as my heart accelerated. Despite disappointing him this evening, he still wanted me.

			Trying not to sound overly excited, I said, “I’d like that. I’d really like that.” Never did I think I was worthy of such attention from someone like Ben. Yet here I was sitting in his car, defining our relationship.

			“Then it’s settled. Miss Lexi Wilder, you and I are officially dating.” I am dating Ben Taylor. 

			And that’s when it happened. What he had been wanting the entire night. . . a kiss. He came closer to me. My heart thumped, my thoughts ran, and I feared he could hear the nerves. His lips met mine, and I met his. It was like the party. I had made a big deal out of nothing. I had finally had my first kiss. It was sweet, gentle. But anticlimactic. His lips were soft. He smelled nice. He leaned back toward my nose, looking down at my lips. I could tell he didn’t want this moment to end.

			Happiness bubbled up in my heart as I tried to wrap my thoughts around the fact that my first
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