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BY MARIA ROSE

and in that moment I knew how it felt to hold a firefly...
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BEFORE YOU READ
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Before you begin Colton's story, I want you to know what he's fighting.

Acute Lymphoblastic Leukaemia (ALL) is a blood cancer that affects white blood cells—the cells that help your body fight infection. It's the most common cancer in children and teens, and while it has high survival rates (around 90% for children), relapse changes everything. When ALL comes back, as it does for Colton, survival rates drop to approximately 40-50%.

Treatment is brutal: months of intensive chemotherapy, constant nausea, hair loss, life-threatening infections, and the very real possibility that the medicine meant to save you might kill you first. Teens with cancer face not just physical challenges, but the emotional devastation of watching their peers live normal lives while they fight to survive.

This book doesn't shy away from how hard cancer is. But it also doesn't forget that behind every diagnosis is a teenager who still wants to fall in love, laugh with friends, and dream about the future.

Cancer statistics shouldn't define anyone's story—but understanding them helps us appreciate the fight.
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To the readers who seek out the saddest stories

then rage-quit if there's no happy ending.

I see you. I am you.

This one ends the way we need it to.
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Prologue
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A Brief and Totally Unnecessary Origin Story

Look, I know what you're thinking. "Why does this story need a prologue? Can't we just skip to the good parts where the gay disaster teenager suffers through his overprotective brother and his annoyingly hot best friend?"

Yes. We could. But apparently, context matters, and I've been informed by beta readers (my therapist) that people might want to understand why my brother and Hunter are Like That™.

So here we go. Buckle up. This gets depressing before it gets funny again.

*
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I was eight when my body decided to commit treason.

Hodgkin's lymphoma, in case you're wondering. The kind of cancer that sounds fancy and British, like it should come with a monocle and a top hat, but actually just means your lymph nodes throw a rebellion and try to kill you.

Caleb and Hunter were both ten. They were in fifth grade, probably concerned with important things like Pokémon cards and whether eating paste was still socially acceptable. (It wasn't, but that didn't stop Tyler Morrison.)

Then their little brother/best friend's little brother got cancer, and suddenly they had to learn words like "port" and "neutropenia" and "mucositis," which is a fancy way of saying "your mouth hurts so bad you want to die, but you're trying not to die, which is the whole point of this nightmare."

I don't actually remember a lot of it. I remember the hospital smelled weird—like hand sanitizer and sad coffee. I remember Caleb smuggling me contraband Goldfish crackers even though I wasn't supposed to eat anything that wasn't approved by seventeen different doctors. I remember Hunter sitting on the windowsill playing games on his Nintendo DS with the sound off so I could sleep.

Mostly I remember being tired. The kind of tired that lives in your bones and makes you feel like you're sinking into the mattress. The kind of tired where even keeping your eyes open feels like running a marathon.

And I remember The Night.

xxx

I almost died.

I don't remember this part either I was too busy being unconscious, dramatically circling the drain but I've heard the story enough times that it feels like a memory anyway.

Septic shock. My fever hit 105. My blood pressure tanked. Organs started making executive decisions about whether they wanted to keep working. (Spoiler: they did not.) 

They wouldn't let Caleb and Hunter in the room. Hospital policy or whatever. Something about "it's too intense for children to witness" and "we need space to work."

I heard later they camped out in the hallway.

For six hours.

Two ten-year-olds, sitting in plastic chairs meant for adults, listening to alarms and codes and the sounds of people trying to save me.

My mom says Caleb didn't move the entire time. Didn't eat, didn't drink, didn't go to the bathroom. Just sat there, staring at the door, like he could will me back to life through sheer force of concentration.

Hunter's mom tried to take him home. He refused to leave. Just shook his head and stayed glued to the chair next to Caleb.

When the doctor finally came out and said I was stable - that they'd gotten my fever down, that my organs were cooperating again, that I was going to be okay ... 

That's when they cried.

Not the dignified, silent kind of crying you see in movies. The ugly, snotty, hiccupping kind that makes your whole-body shake.

And somewhere in that hallway, covered in tears and exhaustion, two ten-year-olds made a pact.
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I found out about The Pact later. Much later. Like, when I was fourteen and screaming about how I should be allowed to go to a sleepover at Jake Morrison's house like a normal teenager.

"We promised," Caleb said, in that tone that meant the discussion was over. "We promised we'd never let anything happen to you again."

"I'm not going to die from a sleepover!"

"You don't know that."

Which, okay, fair. I didn't know that. But also, what kind of maniac thinks a middle school sleepover is a death trap?

My brother, apparently. And his best friend.

The Pact, as I understand it, went something like this:

1. Colton doesn't die.

2. See rule #1.

3. If ensuring rule #1 requires being overbearing, controlling, paranoid helicopter guardians who treat a perfectly healthy teenager like he's made of wet tissue paper and bad decisions, so be it.

4. Colton's opinions on rules #1-3 are irrelevant.

And here's the thing - I get it. I do. They were traumatized. They watched their baby brother almost die. They sat in a hallway for six hours thinking they might lose me.

But also?

That was eight years ago.

I've been in remission for four years.

I'm sixteen.

And I'm pretty sure I should be allowed to wear whatever socks I want (or no socks at all, if I'm feeling rebellious) without two grown men acting like I'm about to spontaneously combust.

But try telling them that.

Actually, don't. I've tried. It doesn't work.

*
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So that's the backstory.

Cancer. Near-death experience. Trauma bonding. The birth of the Dynamic Duo of Overprotective Nightmares.

Also, I should probably mention: I'm gay.

And I may or may not have been hopelessly, catastrophically in love with Hunter Hayes since I was fourteen years old and realized that the weird feeling I got when he smiled at me wasn't nausea from chemo side effects.

But that's a problem for Future Colton.

Present Colton just wants to wear his own damn socks.

(Spoiler alert: it doesn't go well.)

The Sock Incident
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CHAPTER 1
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The thing about surviving cancer is that everyone treats you like you're still dying.

I've been in remission for four years. Four. Years. I'm sixteen now, I can drive (theoretically, if Caleb would let me touch his precious truck), I can vote in two years, and I'm pretty sure I could join the military somewhere in the world, if I wanted to (I don't, but that's beside the point).

What I apparently cannot do is walk across my own kitchen floor in bare feet.

"Colton James Mitchell, are those feet naked?"

I freeze mid-step, one foot hovering over the tile like I've been caught sneaking out at 2 AM instead of getting a glass of water at 3 PM on a Saturday. Through my glasses—which have slid down my nose in that annoying way they always do—I can see my older brother Caleb standing in the doorway with his arms crossed, looking like a very disappointed bouncer.

"They're feet, Caleb. They don't wear clothes."

"Don't get smart with me." He's already moving, and I know what's coming. I make a break for it, but let's be real—I'm five-foot-six on a good day, built like a strong wind could relocate me, and Caleb played varsity football for three years. I make it approximately four steps before he scoops me up like I weigh nothing.

Because to him, I probably don't.

"Put me down!" I squirm, but it's useless. Caleb's already carrying me toward the living room, where he deposits me on the couch with all the care of someone handling a priceless vase.

"Socks," he says, like this is a reasonable demand. "You know the rules."

"The rules are insane!"

"The rules," comes a deeper voice from the doorway, "are there for a reason."

And there he is. Hunter Hayes, in all his six-foot-three, broad-shouldered, annoyingly handsome glory. My brother's best friend since elementary school, practically a permanent fixture in our house, and the other half of the Dynamic Duo of Overprotective Nightmares currently ruining my life.

He's holding a pair of my socks—the fuzzy ones with little dinosaurs on them that I definitely did not leave in the living room—and walking toward me with the kind of determination usually reserved for hostage negotiations.

"I can put on my own socks," I say, reaching for them.

Hunter holds them above his head. Because of course he does. "When's the last time you checked your feet for cuts?"

"Oh my god."

"Answer the question, Colt."

I hate when he calls me that. Well, I don't hate it, exactly. It's just that he says it in this low, rumbly way that does weird things to my stomach that I've been determinedly ignoring since I was fourteen and first realized that Hunter Hayes might be the most attractive human being on the planet.

Not that it matters, because A) he's straight, B) he's my brother's best friend, and C) he apparently sees me as a fragile baby bird that needs constant supervision.

"This morning," I lie.

"Liar." Caleb flops down next to me, effectively trapping me between two walls of overprotective muscle. "I asked you this morning and you said you'd do it later."

"I have done a lot of things since this morning. Very important sixteen-year-old things."

"Like what?" Hunter asks, sitting on the coffee table in front of me so I'm surrounded. "Playing video games and eating Hot Pockets?"

"Those are legitimate activities!"

"Feet," Hunter says, and holds out his hands.

I stare at him. He stares back. Caleb is grinning like this is the best entertainment he's had all week.

"I'm not doing this," I say.

"Then I guess we're sitting here all day." Hunter leans back, getting comfortable. "I've got nowhere to be."

"Don't you have a date with Madison or Brittany or whatever interchangeable blonde you're seeing this week?"

Something flashes across Hunter's face—too quick for me to read. "Broke up with her."

"It's been three days!"

"And?"

"And you're a commitment-phobe with the emotional depth of a puddle!"

"Feet, Colt."

We have a stare-off. I can feel Caleb shaking with silent laughter next to me. This is my life. This is actually my life.

With a dramatic sigh that I hope conveys exactly how oppressed I am, I stick out one foot. Hunter takes it with surprising gentleness, his hands warm and rough with calluses from working at his dad's garage. He examines my foot with the seriousness of a doctor performing surgery, turning it this way and that.

"See?" I say. "Perfectly fine. No cuts, no bruises, no stigmata—"

"Is that a splinter?"

I crane my neck to look. "That's a freckle!"

"Looks like a splinter to me," Caleb chimes in, the traitor.

"I will murder you both and make it look like an accident."

Hunter just smirks and starts putting the dinosaur sock on my foot with the kind of care usually reserved for defusing bombs. Then he does the other foot, and I try very hard not to notice how gentle his hands are, or how his thumb brushes against my ankle in a way that makes my skin tingle.

"There," he says, patting my now-socked foot. "Was that so hard?"

"I'm going to put this in my memoir," I say. "Chapter one: How I Was Infantilized to Death."

"You're not going to die," Caleb says automatically, which is what he always says, in the same tone that someone might say the sky is blue.

"Not if we can help it," Hunter adds, and there's something in his voice—something intense and a little dark—that makes me look at him. Really look at him.

He's staring at me with those stupidly blue eyes, and for just a second, I forget how to breathe.

Then my phone buzzes, shattering the moment.

I grab it off the couch, grateful for the distraction. It's a text from Sam Peterson—you know, the cute guy from my English class with the nice smile and the way of actually treating me like a normal human being instead of a glass sculpture.

Sam: hey! still thinking about that movie tomorrow? :)

I'm smiling before I can help it. Sam asked me to see the new Marvel movie tomorrow afternoon. Like, on a date. An actual date. My first date with a guy I actually like, who actually likes me back, and who doesn't see me as—

The phone is plucked from my hands.

"Hey!" I make a grab for it, but Hunter's already reading the message, his expression going from curious to dark in about half a second.

"Who's Sam?" he asks, his voice dangerously quiet.

Oh no.

"None of your business," I say, trying to snatch the phone back. "Give it!"

But Hunter's holding it up—because apparently, we're twelve—and Caleb's leaning over to read it too because personal privacy is apparently a foreign concept in this house.

"Tomorrow?" Caleb says, his voice going all dangerous-older-brother. "What's tomorrow?"

"Nothing!"

"Doesn't look like nothing," Hunter says, and he's doing that thing where his jaw gets all tight and ticky. "Looks like Sam wants to take you on a date."

The way he says "date" makes it sound like "ritualistic sacrifice."

"So, what if he does?" I'm on my feet now, all five-foot-six of righteous indignation. "I'm sixteen! I'm allowed to date!"

"No," Caleb says.

Just... no. Like that settles it.

"Excuse me?"

"You heard me. No."

"You can't just say no!"

"I just did." Caleb stands too, and suddenly I'm reminded that my brother is huge and terrifying when he wants to be. "We don't know this kid. He could be anyone. He could—"

"He could treat me like a normal person instead of a porcelain doll!"

"We don't treat you like—"

"You literally just put socks on me like I'm a toddler!"

"That's different," Hunter says, and he's standing too now, and I'm surrounded by two walls of overprotective insanity. "That's for your safety."

"Dating is normal! It's what teenagers do!"

"Not you," Caleb says, and there it is. The thing we never talk about. The thing that's always there, hovering in the background of every argument, every overprotective gesture, every time they look at me like I might disappear if they blink.

Not you, because you were sick.

Not you, because we almost lost you.

Not you, because you're too precious, too fragile, too important.

The anger drains out of me, replaced by something that feels an awful lot like sadness.

"I'm not dying," I say quietly. "I'm not sick anymore. I'm just... I'm just a kid who wants to go to the movies."

Caleb's face does something complicated. Hunter's jaw is still tight, his hands clenched into fists at his sides.

"Text him back," Hunter says finally.

Hope flares in my chest. "Really?"

"Yeah." Hunter's eyes are dark, stormy. "Tell him you can't go."

"Hunter—"

"Tell him you have plans."

"What plans?"

Hunter crosses his arms, and there's something almost wild in his expression. "With me. We're going to the movies tomorrow."

I blink. "What?"

"You heard me." He steps closer, and suddenly the living room feels very small. "You want to go to the movies? Fine. I'll take you. We'll make a day of it. Caleb can come too."

"That's not—that's not a date!"

"Exactly." Something that might be satisfaction flickers across his face. "It's better. It's safe."

I look at Caleb, hoping for backup, but he's nodding like this makes perfect sense.

"This is insane," I say. "You're both insane."

"Probably," Hunter agrees. He hands me back my phone. "Text him."

We have another stare-off. This one last longer. I can see that he's not going to back down—he never does, not when he thinks I'm in danger, even if the danger is just a nice boy who wants to buy me popcorn.

"I hate you both," I mutter, taking my phone.

"Love you too, little brother," Caleb says cheerfully.

I text Sam back, making some excuse about family plans, and try to ignore the way my hands are shaking with frustration. Sam sends back a disappointed emoji and "maybe another time?" which makes me feel even worse.

When I look up, Hunter's watching me with an expression I can't read.

"Happy now?" I ask.

"Ecstatic," he says, but he doesn't sound happy. He sounds tense, wound up, like he's barely holding something back.

"I'm going to my room," I announce. "Where I will walk barefoot if I want to, because it's my room and you can't stop me."

"We can hear you from downstairs!" Caleb calls as I stomp toward the stairs. "If we hear any barefoot walking, we're coming up!"

"You're both psychotic!"

"We prefer 'concerned'!"

I slam my door with perhaps more force than necessary and throw myself onto my bed. My phone is still in my hand, Sam's text still on the screen.

Maybe another time?

Except there won't be another time. Because Hunter and Caleb won't allow it. Because apparently - I'm not allowed to have a life that doesn't revolve around their paranoid need to protect me from literally everything, including cute boys and cold floors.

There's a soft knock on my door.

"Go away!" I yell.

The door opens anyway, because of course it does. Hunter slips inside, closing it behind him. He's got that look on his face—the soft one that he only uses with me, the one that makes my stupid heart do stupid things.

"Colt—"

"Don't." I sit up, pulling my knees to my chest. "Just... don't."

He sits on the edge of my bed, careful not to crowd me. "We're not trying to ruin your life."

"Could've fooled me."

"We just—" He runs a hand through his dark hair, looking frustrated. "You don't know what it was like. When you were sick. Watching you get smaller and paler and—" He cuts himself off, jaw working. "We can't go through that again."

"You won't have to," I say softly. "I'm healthy. The doctors said—"

"I don't care what the doctors said." His voice is rough, almost angry. "I don't care about statistics or remission rates or any of it. All I know is that I'm not—" He stops, takes a breath. "I'm not losing you. Not to cancer, not to some random guy, not to anything. Okay?"

My heart is doing that stupid fluttery thing again. "You can't protect me from everything."

"Watch me."

We stare at each other. His eyes are so blue, and he's so close, and I have the sudden, insane urge to just... lean forward. Close the distance. See what he'd do.

But I don't. Because he's straight, and he's my brother's best friend, and this weird protective obsession he has with me doesn't mean what my stupid brain sometimes wishes it meant.

"The movie better be good tomorrow," I say finally, breaking the moment. "And you're buying the popcorn."

His face breaks into a grin—a real one, the kind that makes him look younger, less intense. "Deal."

He stands to leave, and I think that's it, but at the door he pauses.

"Colt?"

"Yeah?"

"For what it's worth..." He looks back at me, and there's something unreadable in his expression. "Sam's an idiot."

"Why?"

"Because if I were taking you on a date?" His voice drops, goes all low and rough in a way that makes my skin prickle. "I wouldn't take you to some crowded movie theatre. I'd take you somewhere I could have you all to myself."

Then he's gone, the door clicking shut behind him, leaving me staring at the space where he was with my heart pounding and my brain short-circuiting.

What the hell was that supposed to mean?

Downstairs, I hear Caleb and Hunter's laughter, the sounds of them settling in to watch TV or play video games or do whatever it is overprotective maniacs do in their free time.

I flop back on my bed, staring at the ceiling.

Four years in remission.

Sixteen years old.

And somehow, I think the cancer might have been less complicated than whatever the hell is happening between me and Hunter Hayes.

A Date with Your Brother and His Best Friend
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COLTON'S POV

The thing about going to the movies with your overprotective brother and his equally overprotective best friend is that it's exactly as mortifying as it sounds.

Actually, scratch that. It's worse.

It starts at breakfast, when Hunter shows up at our house at nine AM on a Sunday—which should be illegal, honestly—looking unfairly good in a dark henley that shows off his arms and jeans that fit in a way that I'm definitely not noticing.

"We've got a big day planned," he announces, like we're going on some kind of expedition instead of to the local movie theatre.

I'm still in my pyjama’s—Star Wars ones that are probably too small but are comfortable, okay?—and I haven't even had coffee yet. Through my glasses, which I haven't bothered to clean, Hunter looks slightly blurry, which is actually an improvement because it means I can't see the way that henley stretches across his chest.

"The movie isn't until two," I point out, shuffling toward the coffee maker.

"Which is why we're starting with breakfast." Caleb appears from upstairs, already dressed and looking annoyingly alert. "IHOP?"

"I'm not going to IHOP in my pyjama’s."

"So get dressed," Hunter says, like this is a reasonable suggestion.

"I haven't had coffee."

"We'll get you coffee."

"I need coffee before I get dressed. That's how mornings work."

Hunter exchanges a look with Caleb—one of those wordless communication things they do that usually means trouble for me—and suddenly I'm being lifted off my feet.

"Hey!"

Hunter settles me on the kitchen counter like I weigh nothing, which is both annoying and does weird things to my stomach. "Coffee," he says to Caleb.

"On it."

"I have legs!" I protest. "Functional legs that work!"

"Mmm." Hunter's standing between my knees now, which is—that's a lot. That's a lot of Hunter in my personal space before I've had caffeine. "Those the same legs that tried to go downstairs without socks last night?"

Damn it. I thought I'd been sneaky.

"I was getting water!"

"In bare feet."

"My feet were hot!"

"Then you wear thinner socks." He's got that look on his face—the stubborn one that means he's not budging. "We talked about this."

"No, you talked at me about it. While physically restraining me. Which is basically kidnapping."

"It's not kidnapping if we're related," Caleb says, handing me a mug of coffee that's already got cream and sugar in it, exactly how I like it.

"You're not related to me," I point out to Hunter.

"Technicality." Hunter's still standing there, between my legs, his hands braced on the counter on either side of me. "I've known you since you were eight. That's basically family."

"Family that you're not related to. Which means taking me places against my will is definitely kidnapping."

"Who said anything about against your will?" His voice drops lower, and is it just me or did he just move closer? "I thought you wanted to see this movie."

"I did. With Sam. Alone. Like a normal date."

Something flashes in Hunter's eyes—something dark and possessive that makes my breath catch. "This is better than a normal date."

"How do you figure?"

"Better company." He grins, and it's the cocky one that probably works on all the girls he dates. "Better seats. And—" He reaches past me to grab my coffee, taking a sip before I can protest. "—we actually know how you like your coffee."

"That's my coffee!"

"Our coffee." He hands it back, and his fingers brush mine, and why is everything he does suddenly feel loaded with meaning? "Now go get dressed. Wear something warm."

"It's seventy degrees outside."

"Theatres are cold."

"Then I'll bring a jacket!"

"Colt." He says it in that voice—the low, patient one that somehow feels more dangerous than when he's being bossy. "Go get dressed, or I'm dressing you myself."

My brain immediately supplies several images of what that might entail, none of which are appropriate before coffee. "You wouldn't dare."

The look he gives me suggests he absolutely would dare and would probably enjoy it too.

I grab my coffee and slide off the counter, deliberately stepping on his foot as I go. He doesn't even flinch, just watches me stomp toward the stairs with what I'm pretty sure is amusement.

"Colton?" he calls after me.

"What?"

"Socks!"

I flip him off without turning around, which makes Caleb bark out a laugh.






HUNTER'S POV
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