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IT WAS ONE OF THOSE days where my hormones were raging, and everything was out-of-whack. First, I blew up at my mom. She’d put my favorite tank top in the dryer on high heat, and it had shrunk. Either that or my boobs grew overnight. Doubtful.

Then my brother, Gary, left a puddle on the bathroom floor. A puddle I stepped in while wearing socks. 

“Gary!” I stomped across the hall and into his room ready to pummel him. He was facing his mirror, running a comb through his hair. 

I yanked my sock off and smacked him with it.

He didn’t appreciate that very much, and we got into a huge fight—me swinging my arms, him fending me off with the flat of his hand. I’d just gotten a claw into the soft flesh of his neck when I realized he wasn’t alone. 

Laughter from behind stopped me cold, and, eyes big as UFOs, I turned around super slow.

If I’d just eaten a bucket of sand, my mouth couldn’t have been drier. Jordan Merritt. He was smiling, perfectly straight white teeth gleaming, light dancing in his eyes.

Jordan was Gary’s best friend, and someone I’d known as long as I could remember. We’d grown up together. He spent nights at our house, ate our food, rode in our car. My dad had called him “son” and my mom doctored his cuts and scrapes. I could tell you what size clothes he wore, what his favorite colors were, what movies he loved and hated. 

He was as much my brother as Gary was. Or was supposed to be.

There was the trouble. Unlike Gary, who would always be related to me, always have the same mom and dad, same brown eyes, same honey-colored hair, sometime in the last year it had hit me that Jordan did not. Completely unplanned and out of my control, he’d changed from my brother’s bf into something I wanted worse than chocolate candy. And that was saying something.

My sock arched over my head, landing across my chest with a thwack. Gary started chuckling, and once again, I exploded. Wadding the sock up into a ball, I cornered him between his dresser and the closet door, with one shove planting it between his flapping jaws.

Jordan was snickering again, and it was all I could do not to turn around and stare. I had to get over this attraction I had, become sensible. But I could feel his presence affecting me, could see in my mind’s eye things the average girl with a crush on the average guy did not. 

Jordan shirtless, playing football with Gary in the back yard. Jordan in the neighbor’s pool, dunking me beneath the surface. Jordan escaping the shower to dash across the hall wearing nothing but a towel.

None of that had been shielded from me because he was one of us. He belonged here, like our dog, Gismo. But unbeknownst to my family, who accepted him in everything we did, all those little moments were now melting together in my overheated brain like so much ice cream on a summer’s day, and I would not be held responsible for my behavior as a result.

Gary spat out the sock, his pupils dark. “Get out of here.”

I obeyed, flouncing out the door into the hall. My mom was at the end with a pained expression on her face. She hated it when we argued. Guilty, I wrapped my arms around her and laid my head to her chest. “Sorry. I’m on tilt today.”

She laughed at that. “I noticed.”

I pulled back and proceeded toward the kitchen and stuck my head in the pantry. I mean, if I couldn’t have Jordan, then at least there was chocolate. One out of two was good.

“It’s early for that. Don’t you think?” my mom asked, eyeing the bar in my hand.

I proceeded to unwrap it and take a bite. “Probably, but I either relax or the steak knives’ll come out.”

She chuckled lightly.

“I actually hate it when I get this way,” I mumbled, my mouth full. “It’s like someone sautéed my insides in rancid oil and served them up with a plate of live eels.”

“That’s gross.”

Jordan’s voice came from behind. He was leaning on the kitchen doorframe. Man, he was fine. I stuffed the chocolate bar further in my mouth, aware I looked like a hog at the trough.

But then, if I’d seen him over the years, he’d seen me. He’d done all the things young boys typically do to girls a shade younger than them. I’d been picked on mercilessly, had pranks pulled on me, been shut out and closed off while they played games I was supposedly “too little” for. He was there the Christmas my Aunt Barb gave me my first bra, had walked into the laundry more than once and found me chest-deep in underwear. What memories I’d formed, he’d formed as well.

“But accurate,” I returned.

He gave a crooked smile.

“Maybe we shouldn’t trust you to drive.” This comment came from my brother who’d entered smelling like too much cologne. He was dressed for work, khaki slacks and a red polo shirt embroidered with the company logo.

“Where are you driving?” my mom asked.

I switched my gaze to her face. “The mall. I have to buy a birthday gift for Janene.”

“I can drive you.”

My head winged left. Had Jordan just offered to take me somewhere? I’d ridden in his Jeep before, but never alone. Always, Gary was there. Speaking of Gary, he didn’t look too happy Jordan had spoken, which was the other reason I had to get over my infatuation. Harmony. At no point in time, did Gary want to lose his best friend’s attention to his little sister, and I respected that.

“I’m sure she’ll be fine,” Gary said. “If she drives off the road, the road will see her coming and run.”

“Ha. Ha.” I made a face. I finished my candy bar and rose, tossing the wrapper in the trash can, then rinsed my fingers. 

“Actually,” my mom said. “If Jordan could take you, I’d feel better.”

I twisted her direction, my hands tangled in the dish towel.

“I don’t like you going to the mall alone.”

At that moment, I wasn’t sure whether to crow because Mom had endorsed me being alone with Jordan or because my brother looked like he’d swallowed a toad.

“That is ... if you don’t mind,” she said to Jordan.

“No problem. I have the day off.”

Her smile said she was grateful and pleased. My brother’s scowl said if she hadn’t been standing there, he would rupture. Ick. Not a pretty sight for anyone.

“It’s settled then. I have to visit your grandmother today anyhow and am leaving in about twenty minutes. This way I won’t have to worry.” 

She worried a lot. Ever since my dad died, she’d taken on a lot of responsibilities that used to be his, and as a result, way more pressure. Gary did his part to alleviate some of it, as did I, and Jordan frequently told her he loved her. None of that brought my dad back, but at least, she knew she wasn’t alone.

“You go and forget about us,” I said. “Jordan will be my hero today.”

I caught eyes with him then, and that same tingling rush swept up my spine which said I was this close to something I had no clue how to stop. 

Gary’s face loomed into view over Jordan’s shoulder, and it wasn’t nice. But this wasn’t my fault ... not Jordan volunteering, not my mom agreeing so easily. I glanced away. He didn’t have anything to get worked up over anyhow. Not like Jordan saw me as any more than he ever had, not like one trip to the mall would alter anything.
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“YOU READY?” JORDAN eyed Sedona Keyes from his place in the driver’s seat. She’d changed out of the too tight tank she had on earlier, and part of him was disappointed.

She gave a nod and snapped her seat belt into place. “I’m in. What made you volunteer anyway?” she asked.

Other than his growing personal feelings? Nothing. He held the thought inside, instead giving a shrug. “I had time.” 

Her face said she wasn’t sure she believed that. 

He cranked his Jeep and backed out of the driveway, pebbles from the flowerbed spitting from the tires. A pop tune blared from the radio, coming on midway through the chorus. With heartfelt tones, the artist sang about the dreams and wishes of true love. 

Jordan exhaled.

He’d been fortunate to spend so much time with the Keyes growing up. Gary was his best friend, more like a brother, really. They shared everything from shoes to clothing and fought over the rest. Sedona, over the years, had moved from the annoying little girl who ought to leave the room, to someone he treated like a sister, and lately, a girl with curves in all the right places. 

In his thinking, there were many reasons why they’d be perfect together. For one, they knew each other. He could order a meal for her at any restaurant, tell you what she’d say in almost any situation, and almost predict her next move. She was funny, often, like this morning over the top, and in his opinion, incredibly sweet.

The reason he held back from pursuing anything serious was Gary. Gary, for a reason unknown to him, was completely against it. The few times he’d been close to her at all, he only had to look at Gary’s face to see how inadvisable it was. Today was no exception, and frankly, he’d expected to get turned down flat when he’d offered to take her. Mrs. Keyes stepping in had worked in his favor, and yeah, it could be nothing would come from it except a few hours alone. But you never knew.

He’d admitted his feelings for her to his mom, and she’d smiled at him, the corners of her mouth trembling with amusement, then told him to pray. He had yet to figure out how to do that. What exactly was he supposed to say to the Creator of the universe about dating Sedona Keyes? Surely, God had better things to do.

“So ... Janene’s birthday, huh?” He attempted to shut off his rambling thoughts. He wasn’t familiar with many of her friends, but Janene had come over before.

Sedona ran one hand through her hair, and the breeze through the open window caught it, fluttering it behind her. “Yeah. I haven’t any idea what to get her though because she has everything. I figure I’ll know it when I see it.” 

She angled herself some, and the weight of her gaze warmed his cheeks.

“Gary wasn’t too happy,” she said.

A nervous laugh escaped him, and Jordan wished it back in vain. “Yeah.”

“I can’t figure him out,” she continued. “Seventeen years, and I’m no closer to understanding his mind than ever before.”

“It’s not so hard.”

Sedona’s expression turned curious.

“He’s jealous I think.”

One of her eyebrow’s arched. “Jealous of what?”

Having begun this topic, he now had to finish it, but didn’t quite have the guts to speak the truth. “And maybe afraid,” he added. “You know ... of things changing.”

Lines formed on her forehead. A look he recognized as one that meant she was thinking. 

“If he’s jealous
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