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August 2006

I refused to let the first day of my freshman year at high school play out like it would in a typical teenage movie—everything moving in slow motion, me, the loner girl walking along the school corridor with books in hand while other teenagers jostled each other, laughing, cheering, and catching up with their friends after summer break. Nope . . . that wasn’t going to happen. Not to me. 

I’d been tossed from one elementary school to the next around Montgomery, New Jersey, over the years, thanks to my dad’s work as a mechanic near New Brunswick—before he took off when I was twelve—and my mom changing tavern jobs every few years. This wasn’t my first new school experience. I’d know kids here. Whether I wanted to associate with them was another thing. I wasn’t sporty, nor academic, nor popular, nor a techie geek. I was a musician and not the classical kind. I loved rock. All I wanted to do was learn music. Perfect the guitar. Master the piano. Once I graduated, I wanted to join a band and get the fuck out of this town. Forever. If I kept to myself and focused on music, freshman year at Montgomery High would be a breeze.

As I headed along the hallway lined with lockers, looking for my allocated number, girls giggled and hugged their friends. Guys rammed their books and bags into their lockers. Metal doors clanged and rattled as they were slammed shut. Noise and mayhem reverberated off every surface. The place stank of too much perfume and deodorant and reeked of too much testosterone—especially the rank quantity radiating off the jocks blocking the corridor, eyeing the girls and teasing them as they walked past. Dickheads.

As I passed one group of them, their lips curled and twitched with a who-the-fuck-are-you sneer. I didn’t care. I was a pint-sized stay-out-of-my-way kinda girl. I had friends; I just preferred my own company rather than that of others. But I wasn’t one to be shoved around. 

I clung onto the strap of my backpack and cruised along, avoiding any eye contact. But my skin prickled under the weight of all the stares. Was it my clothes? My Converse shoes were ratty and worn beyond their used by date. My short denim skirt had frayed at the hemline, but it was my favorite. My tattered Bruce Springsteen T-shirt was full of holes, but I’d never throw it out. 

Like at most schools, there were the rich kids, the average kids, and the poor kids. I was the latter. I was here because I had to be, and it was my ticket out of town. I’d use every resource this school had available to master music. I’d attend classes. Play and perform at every opportunity. Stay under the radar and out of trouble.

Rounding a corner, I scanned the locker numbers. 

Thwack! 

The slamming thud of someone being shoved against the wall of metal made me turn. Asshole Jock Number One pinned some poor lanky guy with shaggy dirty blond hair against the doors. Jock Number Two held a weedy, skinny guy with a helmet-shaped mass of big wavy brown curls in a headlock. Jock Number Three laughed and jeered, encouraging his buddies. They all looked to be about the same age as me but were twice my size.

“Give it up, Kyle. You dweeb,” Asshole Number One hissed at the guy held against the lockers. “You’re still the same douchebag as you were in elementary school. Always will be.”

Jock Number Three yanked Kyle’s backpack off his arm and rummaged through it. 

“Matias. Don’t.” Fear and defeat hooded Kyle’s eyes.

Matias pulled out Kyle’s lunch bag and held it in the air. “Woohoo! Got it.” He peered inside the bag. “Mmm. Sandwiches and home-baked treats. We love your mom’s cooking. Sweet.”

This had happened before? What the fuck? 

Jock Number One slammed Kyle against the locker again. “Don't hold out on me again, weasel.”

“Where’s yours, Hunter?” Jock Number Two shook and ruffled Hunter’s hair. 

“Hank. Stop.” Hunter winced and grimaced. “Ow!”

Matias grabbed Hunter’s backpack and retrieved his lunch. He held up the bag. “Well. Look what we have here, Hank and Trevor. More goodies for lunch.”

Fire quaked my pulse. I hated people who bullied others or thought they were better than anyone else. Kyle and Hunter in their ripped jeans and plain T-shirts didn’t look like they could afford the cheap cafeteria food, whereas the jocks in their brand-new Nikes, designer jeans, and football jerseys no doubt could afford to dine in five-star restaurants. 

I quickly scanned the hallway. No one seemed to care what was going on. That fueled my flames even more. I wouldn’t let these jocks get away with this. Furling my hands into fists, I dug my nails into my palms. My heart jumped like a mosh pit crowd at a heavy metal concert. I wasn’t a violent person, but I knew self-defense. And these hopeless guys needed help. I can do this.

Walking past, I rammed my shoulder into the dickhead, Hank, pushing him off-balance. As the jock spun to face me, I kneed him in the crotch.

He keeled forward. Collapsing onto the floor, he clutched his balls. “Ow! Fuck. You bitch.”

Asshole Number One, Trevor, was next. As I jabbed him in the kidneys, I kicked the back of his knee to break his stance. He turned his head. Shock flared in his eyes.

Yeah. I’m taking you on, asshole. 

Before he could utter a word, I placed my palm onto the base of his nose, crushed it inward and shoved it upwards. 

Trevor screamed. “Argh. What the fuck?” 

He let go of Kyle and stumbled backward. I tripped his ankle and he hit the hard ground with a thud.

“Bitch!” His pained scream resonated down the hall. 

Everyone turned. Oh, now they notice! 

Matias threw me an evil glare. His lip curled with a twitch. “What’s your problem, midget?”

“Dickheads like you.” I held out my hand for the backpacks. “Hand them over now or you’ll be next on the ground. Pick on someone your own fucking size. Seriously? What are you? Ten? Stealing lunches? You losers. Get the fuck out of here.”

Matias stood his ground. But the moment I stepped toward him, he flinched backward. I swiped the bags and lunches from his hands and turned to Kyle and Hunter.

“Here.” I handed Kyle his belongings. “Are you okay?” 

But as he took them, prickles darted across my skin. Something unnerving rippled through the air, struck my chest and spun my head. What the hell? Had the adrenaline from taking on three big bullies finally hit me? Yep. That must be it.

Kyle sucked in a deep breath. His intense espresso eyes flickered with gratitude and a fuckload of confusion. Did he feel that weirdness too? Surely not. He was just dumbstruck that I’d saved his ass. “Um. Yeah. Thanks.”  

Turning to Hunter, I handed him his lunch.

“You were awesome.” Awe and respect shimmered in his stunning azure eyes. “Thanks.”

Trevor scrambled to his feet, clutching his precious little nose. He glared at me, then glanced in one direction, then the other at the growing crowd. His face burned redder than a ripe tomato; clearly angry and embarrassed at being taken down by someone half his size . . . and a girl. 

“You broke my fucking nose,” he hissed. 

He stepped forward to push me on the shoulder, but I blocked his hand before it connected. “Seriously? You wanna take me on?”

I hadn’t broken his nose. There was no blood. No crooked bend in his bridge. Shame.

“Who the fuck are you, bitch?”

“No one you need to be concerned about unless I see you doing shit like that again.” My voice came out cool and calm, strong and stoic, but inside, I was shitting bricks. If these guys wanted to hurt me, I stood no chance. Three against one weren’t good odds. But I kept my game face on. “Grow the fuck up.”

Gasps and chuckles hovered through the groups of guys and girls watching.

Hank staggered to his feet, rubbing his nuts. 

Were they tears in his eyes? Cool. 

“Trev, let’s just go. I need an icepack for my balls.”

Trevor straightened the collar on his jersey. Smoke steamed from his ears. He stabbed a finger toward my face. “Look out, bitch. We own this school.”

I smirked. “Actually, the government does. Dipshit.”

Matias got up in my face. “You think you’re tough? Better watch your back.”

My knees knocked together. I didn’t want trouble. But I wasn’t going to back down. I lifted my chin and folded my arms. “Why? Do you want to see what I can do to you if you grab me from behind? It will involve breaking your wrist, your nose, and maybe a rib or two. How’s that gonna work for you and football season?”

Matias sneered at me. “Stay out of my sight.” 

I had no time for dickheads like this. “Stop being a bully and I will.”

He hissed, grabbed his bag, and took off down the hall with his friends.

Everyone cheered and clapped. I just snarled and gave them the bird.

So much for avoiding trouble. So much for staying under the radar.

“You kicked their asses.” Kyle grinned as he rubbed the back of his neck. 

His golden-brown skin showed off a fresh summer tan, but the bruises on his arm didn’t go unnoticed. My heart cinched. Did those assholes do that to him? Fuck. They looked nasty. I hoped I’d helped him, not made things worse. Would they hurt him again?

“You were amazing.” Hunter gave me a big goofy smile, revealing a crooked eye tooth. He’d almost be handsome if it wasn’t for his crazy hair and ultra-skinny physique. “Where did you learn to do that?” 

I shrugged my shoulder. “My old school had free jujitsu lessons for girls.” It had helped me on more than one occasion to keep a couple of my mom’s sleazy boyfriends or assholes like those jocks off me. I’d learned how to defend myself. I prayed I’d never have to do it again.

“You’re dynamite.” Hunter opened his locker and shoved his lunch and backpack inside.

“Think nothing of it. Catch ya.” I waved farewell and the corridor of chaos resumed with students slamming lockers, talking, and making their way to first class.

“Hey?” Kyle called out. “What’s your name?”

Not wanting any more attention, I ignored him. Heading along the hallway, looking for my locker, I managed to take all of five steps before I found it. I glanced over my shoulder. Kyle and Hunter watched my every move. Throwing them a thin smile, I opened my locker then shoved my bag onto the shelf and grabbed my books for my first class. I closed the door. The guys still stared at me, but not in a creepy way. Their gazes swarmed with gratitude and . . . intrigue.

I’d never had anyone look at me like that before. 

I guessed I had to be nice to some people in the school. I waved at them. “I’m Gemma. Gemma Lonsdale. Guess I’ll see you round.”
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A week later, during lunch, I sat in front of the piano in the school’s music room. Fellow students’ muffled laughs and chatter drifted through the closed door as they headed to the cafeteria or outside to eat, gossip, or play sport. Me? I hit replay on the YouTube video. Watching tutorials online was the only way I could learn the music I wanted to play. I couldn’t afford private lessons and the school’s music program rarely covered the genres or artists I liked.

The sharp snappy beat reverberated through the tiny tinny speakers. 

Mastering Justin Timberlake’s new song, “SexyBack,” was no easy task. But I would nail this song if it was the last thing I ever did. But the more I played, the more frustration furled through my fingers. I couldn’t play it fast enough or get the beat quite right. Clenching my teeth, I jabbed at the old ivory piano.

The door burst open, hitting the concrete wall. 

Thwack!

I jumped. My heart hit my skull. What the fuck? 

The two gangling guys I’d met on the first day, Kyle and Hunter, rushed inside, then slammed the door shut. They locked it and ducked below the glass windowpane.

The jocks who had bullied them stopped at the window. Hate flared in Trevor’s eyes when he saw me across the room. He rattled the locked door handle and sneered. I gave him the finger. He cursed, thumped the door, then took off.

My heart slowly returned to my chest; I’d been scared out of my wits. But concern for the two guys cowering on the floor lingered. I hit pause on my video. “You guys need my help again?”

They shot upright, spun around, and slammed their backs against the wall. 

“Oh. Hey, Gemma.” Kyle breathed a sigh of relief, but his brows pinched together as he glanced around the room. “What . . . what are you doing in here?”

“Mr. Benson gave me permission.” Under duress.

“He did?” Hunter gaped like he didn’t believe me. “How did you manage that?”

“He must like me.” Oh, no he didn’t. But he was terrified of what I might say or do. I’d seen him naked, and he’d banged my mom. Just before summer break, for whatever reason, he’d gotten mega drunk at the local tavern and fallen victim to my mother’s advances. I’d walked in on them at home going at it in her bedroom. Seeing his red, hairy ass in the air had not been pleasant. But it hadn’t been the first time I’d witnessed Mom cheating. My heart had grown a hardened wall when it came to my mother, but it ached for my naïve stepdad, Derek. So much for marriage. Deep down, I felt bad for Mr. Benson too. He seemed nice. A dude who loved eighties and nighties rock . . . just like me. He’d regretted what had happened and was petrified I’d tell his wife—the school librarian. I’d never have the guts to do so, but Mr. Benson didn’t know that.

“Lucky you. He has a reputation for being mean.” Hunter peered out of the window, checking to see if the bullies had gone. “He hates anyone who’s not in the marching band. That’s his thing.”

I grimaced. While I held respect for most musicians and performers, all those drums, brass, and wind instruments weren’t for me.

Kyle and Hunter still cowered by the door. I’d had my fair share of encounters with bullies over the years thanks to Mom’s reputation, me being short, and my obsession with music. I understood how hard some days could be. Resuming playing the piano, I jutted my chin toward them. “Why don’t you report Trev and his buddies?”

“Wish we could.” Hunter sighed, shuffled toward me, and took a seat on a nearby desk. “They were like that at elementary school, too. Reporting them will get us nowhere. Trev’s dad is the vice principal.”

“Roger Sanderson?” Oh . . . this school just got better and better. Not! Trevor would hate me too once he learned who I was. He probably already did.

“Yeah. You know him?” Kyle crossed the room. After tossing his lunch bag on the desk, he ripped it open and grabbed a sandwich out.

“Not really. My mom and Roger had an affair about twelve months ago.” No point in lying; they’d find out about Mom’s reputation soon enough. “His wife found out and divorced him.”  Another broken family thanks to Mom.

“Oh . . . do you have a dad?” Kyle unwrapped his sandwich and took a bite.

I tinkered at the keys. “I have a stepdad, Derek. He’s okay but not around much. He travels a lot for work. My real dad took off a couple years back. I haven’t heard from or seen him since.” I prayed and prayed every day he’d call or come home to take me away from this place. Every day I questioned why he hadn’t taken me with him. He’d known what Mom was like. That was what crushed my insides. He’d left me with her.

“Sorry about your dad.” Kyle lowered his chin. “Did my dad run him out of town by any chance? He’s the local head cop, the captain. He and his cronies think they own the place.” 

Different theory, but no. Dad left because my mom was a whore. But the undercurrent of spite in Kyle’s tone hurt my chest. Didn’t he get along with his father? But then, what kid got along with their parents? I didn’t know of any.

With a strained smile, Kyle held out half his sandwich. “Want some peanut butter?”

My mouth watered. There’d been no snacks at home for me to bring for lunch. I avoided the greasy cesspool of food offered in the school cafeteria as often as I could. I’d grabbed an apple today—that was it. “Um . . . sure. Thanks.”

I took the sandwich and had a nibble. Peanut butter had never tasted so good.

“What are you playing?” Hunter waved his finger at the piano keys.

“I’m learning. I’m not very good.”

“What kinda music? Classical? Jazz? Band?”

“Fuck no.” I grimaced. “Rock. Pop rock. Classic rock. The charts. The all-time favorites.”

Hunter’s eyes lit up. So did Kyle’s. Their electric vibe rippled and tingled my skin. Totally weird.

“Wanna show us?” Excitement jumped in Kyle’s voice as he pulled up a chair beside me.

My pulse quickened. I’d never played for anyone before. “Why would I do that?”

Hunter laughed and jumped off the desk. Grabbing a chair, he swung it around backward, and took a seat beside Kyle. “Music is our jam. Kyle here plays every instrument under the sun and can hold a wicked tune. Me . . . I’m a performer. I sing and play the guitar and the piano.”

Fire blazed in their eyes as they talked about music. I guessed we all had secrets and hidden talents.

“How long have you been learning the piano?” Kyle asked.

“Um . . . only about two years.” I tucked my hair behind my ear. “I’m self-taught. I’m much better on the acoustic guitar. My dad taught me before he took off. But I love the piano. The sound. The tone. The magic it can create.”

Understanding gleamed in Kyle’s eyes. He slapped his hand on the side of the piano. “Show us what you got?” 

“No . . .” I fidgeted with my fingers in my lap. “I’m not that good.”

“We won’t laugh.” Kyle’s tone softened. “Promise.”

Something in his smooth, reassuring voice made me believe they wouldn’t make fun of my poor skills. “Fine.” 

I reset the YouTube video and hit play. I hovered my hands over the piano then struck the keys, hitting every one with clumsy gusto. 

Kyle stood, moved behind me, and I could feel him watching my hands. Hunter took to the floor beside the piano and danced, shuffling, sliding, and spinning just like JT. No . . . better. For someone so lanky, damn, he could move. And then . . . he sang. Wow. What a voice. Shivers charged up my spine and down my arms and through every vein in my body. 

Kyle placed his hands on my shoulders and pulled them back. “Sit straighter.”

I refocused on playing but the warmth simmering across my skin beneath his touch distracted me. I missed a note. Shit!

“And relax your hands more,” Kyle added. “Your fingers are too tense. Hold your hands higher. Soft curled fingers, not rigid sticks.”

I spun to face him. “How do you know all this shit?”

He shrugged. “My mom’s a music teacher.”

“She is?” Holy. Freaking. Awesomeness. “I’d kill to have lessons.”

“So why don’t you?”

My heart cinched and shriveled as I twisted back around to face the piano. I slumped and stared at the keys. “Um . . . I can’t afford them.”

Hunter glided toward us, still doing his sexy hip sway. 

“Where the fuck did you learn to do that?” I asked.

“I’ve been taking singing, dancing and music lessons since I was six. I want to be a star. A rock star or a Broadway star or a dancer. I don’t care. I just love performing.”

“Dude . . . with that voice? Sing,” I said. His voice still hummed in my head. “You are amazing.”

“Nah . . . I’m just goofing around.” He leaned against the piano; a cocky smile curled across his lips as he flicked a wayward curl off his forehead.

Hmm. Clearly there was nothing wrong with his ego regarding his talent. But if that was him just goofing around, what would he be like performing when serious?

“Gem, if you wanna hear amazing, you should hear this one sing.” Hunter slapped Kyle on the back.

I gaped at Kyle. “You’ve had singing lessons too?”

“Yeah.” He scratched the side of his cheek. “My mom’s also a vocal coach.”

“Holy fuck.” My head spun with dizziness. Who needed The Juilliard School when you had your own professional teacher at home? Lucky him. “Well then? Let me hear you. Sing something.”

“Only if you join in.” Kyle dared me.

“I can’t sing.” Not that I’d really tried. I always sang at home when playing, but I didn’t like the sound of my own voice.

“Come on.” He nudged my arm. “Let’s play something easy. Do you know ‘More Than Words’ by Extreme?”

“Doesn’t everybody?” I rolled my eyes. Typing on my laptop, I found the lyrics online. “But I only know how to play it on guitar.”

“Cool.” Kyle rushed over to the wall and grabbed two acoustics off the rack. He handed one to Hunter and one to me. “You two play, I’ll do piano. Let’s give this a whirl.”

“I’m not singing.” I stood, then took to one of the chairs.

Kyle slid onto the piano stool. “Humor me. Please?”

Hunter sat beside me and propped the guitar over his lap. “I’ll lead. You join in.”

“Okay.” I strummed the guitar. It didn’t have the depth of my acoustic at home, but it’d do. I practiced the tune, recalling the notes and chords. It had been a while since I’d played the song, but it quickly came back to me.

“Ready? One. Two. Three. Go.” Kyle’s hands floated over the ebony and ivory like liquid silk. The tune tumbled from beneath his fingertips. He didn’t even look at the piano.

Total envy burned in every cell in my body. I wanted to play like that.

Hunter and I joined in, strumming in time with Kyle’s tempo. These guys were good. Way better than me. But I kept up.

Then Hunter sang. Holy. Shit. His voice was sultry, seductive magic.

But then Kyle joined in. 

A hot rush charged through my veins. My heartbeat quickened. The air around me warped. Holy. Fucking. Crap. While Hunter’s voice was deep and a touch raspy, Kyle’s was lighter, softer, more alto, but totally mesmerizing. Pitch perfect. Goose bumps darted over every inch of my skin.

What would these guys sound like when their voices broke? Just . . . wow!

Licking my lips, I swallowed the lump of awe lodged in my throat. I buried my nerves into the base of my belly. Taking a deep breath, I joined in the chorus.

I sang, mild and quiet. Hunter nodded, encouraging me to ramp up my volume.

My voice was nowhere near as strong as theirs, but I upped my effort. My fingers struck the chords in sync with Hunter. With my gaze glued to Kyle’s hands on the piano, the lyrics fell from my lips. I didn’t need the laptop after all. As we hit the last chorus, it hit me. We were singing in perfect harmony. Our voices melded beautifully and we were in tune. My heart thudded to a new rhythm, one that made the hairs on my arms stand on end. Electricity sparked in the air, sending my soul soaring around the room.

Magic. 

That was why I loved music.

At the end of the song, Kyle spun around. Golden shards flickered in the depths of his dark eyes. The buzz jumping off him caught me off-guard. “Gemma, your voice is incredible. Have you never had lessons?”

“Nope. Never.”

“Your pitch is perfect.”

“Really?” I wrinkled my nose. “Thanks.”

His leg jiggled. “With a little training, you’d be exceptional.”

“Yeah . . . well.” I plucked at the strings, unable to meet his gaze. My gut hit the floor. There was no way Mom would ever pay for me to have lessons and I couldn’t bring myself to ask Derek. He struggled month to month in his commission-based insurance salesman job and never seemed to have any spare cash after contributing to bills. Now I was old enough, once I found a job maybe I could take some lessons. But until then, nope. “Like I said, I can’t afford it.”

He rubbed the back of his neck. Nervousness jumped in his voice. “What . . . what if I taught you?”

“What?” Had I heard him correctly? 

“Do you love music?” Hunter lazed back in his chair, plucking softly on the guitar’s strings. “Do you want it to be your life?”

That was a no-brainer. “More than anything.” 

“Then let’s make a deal.” Kyle leaned forward and rubbed his hands together. “You help keep Trev and his dickhead buddies away from us, and I’ll . . . or we’ll . . . teach you how to play and sing.”

My mouth hit the floor. I glanced from Kyle to Hunter and back again, struggling to form words. “Are . . . are you serious?”

“Yes.” A beaming grin inched across his lips. “We never joke about music.”

But doubt pummeled my head and heart. “Do you think I’m that good?”

“Not yet.” Kyle shrugged. “But you will be. I promise.”

There was nothing else in the world I wanted to do more than play music. Since I had no money, no prospects, I had to take whatever opportunity or help that came my way. My gut cartwheeled and my heart beat to an overzealous allegro tempo. I’d never believed in fate until now. I was meant to meet these guys.

“Deal. I’ll see you here tomorrow.”
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The guys stuck to me like glue. Every time we walked the corridors or had a class together, they were always by my side. The bullies flung typical, gross, derogatory comments our way. “Fucktards,” “losers,” “muso geeks,” and “oh look, it’s the bitch and her ball-less babies” were the most common remarks, but at least the jocks weren’t physical. Maybe they were afraid I’d embarrass them again. Taking them on had been foolish. I was lucky my David and Goliath tactics had worked. I was a five-foot-four, petite fourteen-year-old going against brute, muscle-bound athletes. I wouldn’t stand a chance if they ganged up on me. But the few defensive techniques I’d unleashed on them had seemed to be enough to keep them at bay. 

Respect . . . peeps.

After a month of me catching up with Kyle and Hunter in the music room during lunch break, we’d found our groove—thirty minutes on piano, then the remaining time on guitar and singing. We were so consumed when playing, we often missed the bell and got into trouble for being late to class. It was worth it. I was a sponge and wanted to learn and absorb everything they knew.

Kyle always watched me. Not in an I’m-into-her way, but more like he was intent on identifying my flaws or mistakes to refine my skills. He was more patient than I ever could be.

And Hunter? He goofed around, dancing and singing half the time. He was incredible on the keys, but he came alive with a mic in hand. So not the wallflower he’d been outside in the hallways. Same with Kyle.

After churning out “Don’t Speak” by No Doubt on guitar, Kyle turned toward me. “Have you ever played electric?”

“Me?” I jerked my chin back. “No. Where would I get my hands on one of them?”

“Um . . .” His leg jiggled. He lowered his chin, unable to meet my gaze. “What would you say to coming over to my place? . . . With Hunter . . . so we could practice. I could teach you the electric or bass or drums or anything.”

My pulse strummed a tempo faster. To get my hands on an electric? Wicked. I rested my arm on top of the guitar. “How many instruments can you play?”

“Um . . . fifteen, I think.” He flicked his shaggy hair off his brow. Counting on his fingers, he rolled off the list. “Drums, violin, mandolin, cello, piano, guitar—electric and acoustic—trumpet, saxophone, clarinet, French horn, flute, bongos, tambourine . . . but my jam is the bass.”

Holy crap! Was he a music protégé? “Out of all those instruments, why the bass?”

He plucked the strings of the acoustic in his hands. “I love the feel of the thick strings, the way it resonates through the amp and the thrum I get through my whole body when I play.”

“Really?” I wrinkled my nose.

“Yeah.” Seriousness darkened his eyes. “When you find the instrument you love, it claims you.”

“I’ve only ever played acoustic and piano. They both kick ass.” 

Hunter plonked down on the chair beside Kyle. “Give me an electric guitar or a grand piano any day. I have to go to Kyle’s to play them. I can’t afford my own. But the moment I’ve saved enough pocket money or get a job, it’s the first thing I’m gonna buy.”

“So, what do you say?” Hope filled Kyle’s eyes. “My place? After school? We can practice every Monday and Thursday when Mom is out giving private lessons, and any day on the weekend that Dad is at work. We’ll be able to make as much noise as we like.”

“Um . . . I don’t know.” I rubbed my hand on my thigh. God, I wanted to play more and more. But did they really want to keep doing this? “You wanna keep playing with me, even though I’m a girl?”

“Hell, yeah.” Hunter play punched me in the arm. “You’ve got talent. We make a great team.” 

This was totally surreal, but my love of music overruled any other logic. “I’d love too.”

“Awesome. You can meet my sister, Emily.” The excitement in Kyle’s voice drained away. He sucked in a deep breath, struggling with an anguish I’d never seen before. “She’s um . . . sick. But she’d love you.”

My heart cinched. It didn’t sound like Emily had a cold. “Oh.” I softened my tone. “If you don’t mind me asking, what’s wrong with her?”

He stared at the whiteboard and dark clouds swallowed his eyes. “She has terminal leukemia.”

Oh crap.

“She was diagnosed when she was eight. Dad used to yell at her all the time to stop complaining about not feeling well—‘take an Advil and you’ll be fine,’ he’d say. Then one day she came home from school with a raging fever and swollen glands. Mom rushed her to the hospital. After running tests, that’s what they found.” Kyle’s shoulders sank as if his heart had collapsed. An undercurrent of pain meandered through his soft voice. “There’s no cure. Treatments don’t work. Nothing helps.”

I pulled my chair over beside Kyle and hooked my arm around his shoulders. “I’m sorry. That must be hard.” Nausea pooled in my gut. How horrid, knowing his sister wouldn’t survive. I’d never known anyone who’d died before. Kinda freaked me out. “How . . . how long does she have?”

“Um . . .” Kyle sniffled and straightened. “They originally gave her two years. It’s now been three. She’s not well, getting worse every day.”

Shit.

“She’s an angel. So tough.” Hunter’s eyes misted. “Music always puts a smile on her face. She’d love having us play.”

Kyle’s eyes glinted as he jerked his chin at Hunter. “Hunt’s got a crush on Em, but won’t admit it.”

“I do not.” Hunter’s cheeks broke out in red blotches. Oh, he so had a thing for Emily. “She’s like my sister. I’ve known her forever.”

A low chuckle rumbled in Kyle’s throat. He was tougher than I’d imagined. He turned to me. His eyes pleaded with me, like he needed this as much as I did. Maybe more so if it helped him deal with Emily’s illness. “What do you say, Gem? We’ll have more time. We can jam and learn new songs.”

Warmth stirred in the depths of my belly. It radiated into my chest and flooded my heart. “I’d love to. Let’s do this.”

“Do you wanna come over this afternoon?”

It was Thursday. Mom worked late. Derek didn’t get home till six. “Sure.”

That afternoon after school, I rode my bicycle with the guys to Kyle’s house. Hunter pointed out he lived a couple of houses down from Kyle’s place on the opposite side of the tree-lined road. I couldn’t believe they lived two streets away from mine.

Kyle’s old two-story house with its beige shiplap and small windows was neat and tidy. Sitting in the center of a large open yard, it was much newer and more modern than the crappy cottage I lived in.

We dropped our bicycles by the front door and Kyle led us inside. The smell of cigarettes, musty carpet, and cheap air-freshener hit me. 

“Em?” Kyle
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