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	For anyone who has ever been submerged in the darkness and found your way through to the light, this book is for you.

	 


 

	Warning – Per the request of The Side B reader group. Please have wine, tissues, and chocolate in hand. I’m pretty sure if you’ve read The B Side this is a given, but I’m doing my due diligence by extending the warning.

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	“Every man’s life ends the same way. It is only the details of how he lived and how he died that distinguish one man from another.” 

	– Ernest Hemingway
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	Amelia

	Present Day – Two Years After The Tour

	Last night, as I wrote about the crash, my hands trembled with such force Karen had to take my computer away. I spent the rest of the night crying, wrapped in her loving arms. Everything changed that night. One moment I was making love to Noah, and the next … total chaos. There were only two things I knew instinctively that night: I’d lost Belle, and I was in labor. 

	What happened after the impact has never been clear to me—mostly flashes of memories, which are hazy at best. Not being able to piece together the particular order of events was driving me crazy. For months, I struggled with soul-stealing nightmares, until I read the first part of Sawyer’s new journal. I’m not sure why he started with the accident, other than it was the coping mechanism he’d learned in therapy. But when he trusted me with his pages—all his innermost thoughts—it softened my heart. He let me read them because he wanted me to have a clear reference of what they saw, what they heard, and what they went through. He also wanted me to realize I wasn’t alone in what I was going through. They needed to be able to lean on me as much as I was leaning on them. 

	When I read his words, my world spun on its axis. I tried pretending I was reading a story and it wasn’t my life within those pages. But when I finished, pain shot through my chest as if I’d been stabbed in the heart with a dagger. Each breath more painful than the last, it felt as if it were being pulled out one millimeter at a time. Once I recovered from the shock, I was numb. I thought knowing would change something, make me feel better somehow. In a way it did, but in other ways, everything was worse. 

	That night irrevocably changed my life. It changed all our lives. Each of us lives with gaping holes in our hearts which will never be healed, no matter how much we try. And in the beginning, I didn’t try. I gave up; all I wanted to do was die. 

	I now see it wasn’t fair of me to put my grief above theirs while each of them, in the midst of their own issues, willingly took on mine. They tried so hard to lift me up just the slightest bit each day. It wasn’t much, but it was enough for me to not take a handful of pills and end it all. I thought everyone would have been better off without me, but in the deep recesses of my mind I knew I couldn’t leave Nate without his mother. He was the shining star in my darkness, even if it took me a long time to admit it. Motherhood wasn’t ever my dream, and Nate’s entry into the world was unconventional, but my son is the spitting image of Noah. He owns my heart just like Noah has since the moment he first smiled at me. Last night, before I went to bed, I sent him the second part of my pages. It was late, and he was probably asleep, but I had to do it before I chickened out. Besides, I owe him those pages … and so much more. I want to work my way through this for him, for us, for our family. I’m just not sure I’m strong enough. 

	This morning, I woke to the sun streaming through my window. The scent of freshly brewed coffee and cinnamon rolls leads me to the kitchen, where Karen sits with my Kindle. 

	“Good Morning, Amelia. How do you feel today?” With love in her eyes, she passes me a cup of coffee.

	 “I’m okay.” 

	“Good, and you will continue to be okay,” she says as she places a roll on a plate with a fork and a knife for me. “I finished the first part.” 

	The moment of truth. “What did you think?” 

	“Well, I may be biased, but I think it’s one of the best stories I’ve ever read. Even if you don’t publish this as the story you owe them, I think you could still publish it and it would be a best seller.” The way her eyes twinkle confirms she’s not placating me.

	“I’m not sure that’s something I’d ever do. Mostly, I’m curious to see what he thinks about it all.” 

	“You know he supports you in everything you do. He always has.” That is also the truth. “I’d like to stay and read the second part while you write the ending.”

	“You’re welcome to stay and read, but I’m not sure I’m going to be finishing.” Not after last night. 

	“Amelia,” she squeezes my fingers in hers, “what do we always say?” 

	“The only way out is through,” I whisper. 

	“Yes, and sweetheart, you’ve already been out and through. Sometimes, you have to go back and shut the door that was left open in your rush to escape. Another will open, but you have to first close that door.” 

	The tears begin to pour freely from my eyes. “But what if I can’t?” My sobbing words fall on her shoulders as she pulls me close to her. 

	“You are one of the strongest people I’ve ever met. Not only can you do this, you will do this. I’m not saying it’s not going to hurt, but losing him would hurt much, much worse.” 

	“Why is he so stubborn? Why is he making me do this?” 

	Her eyes soften as she meets my gaze. “Because two years is a long time to watch the woman you love wither away in front of your eyes. I know you don’t want to hear this, but he’s right, Amelia. You’re not living, you’re existing. There’s a difference.” 

	“Living hurts.” 

	“No, sweetheart. Pain hurts, tragedy hurts, loss hurts. But living makes the pain less. It moves the tragedies into the past. Loss should be a reminder to live each day to the fullest.” 

	Live today like there’s no tomorrow. 

	Sniffling, I ask, “How do you stay so positive?”

	“I’m not sure being positive has anything to do with it. There’s a cycle to life, Mel. Everyone is born with a death sentence. When we choose to live our days being sad and miserable, it’s a slap in the face to those who would give anything for one more day. Especially when those people are the ones who would be moving heaven and earth to make you whole again. It’s time for your light to shine again …for good this time. No more peeking out into the light only to retreat into the dark.” 

	I hate that she makes sense. Even worse, she’s absolutely right. 

	“Karen, can you call Anna? I’m going to take a shower. Tell her to bring her Kindle and tequila. If anyone else deserves to read this as it happens, it’s her.” 

	“Of course, but I also think we need to call Rory. Let’s put all these demons to rest.” 

	Rory. She’s got every right to be here. This divisiveness is killing their family. 

	“Okay. Rory, too. But warn her about the sex and not to read it. I can’t be responsible for traumatizing her. Not again.”

	“Consider it done.”

	I’m not sure there’s enough tequila in the world to write this last part of the story, but I’ll try for him. Fortunately, a couple of years ago, Sawyer wrote out what happened that night, hoping it would help with my memory. All I need to do now is hold on to the courage to retype his words before having to find my own again. 
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	The Accident 

	Sawyer

	Two years ago

	With the exception of Cadence – we’re having a boys’ night. Noah declined the invitation to join us because he didn’t want to leave Mel so close to her due date. I know I wouldn’t have. 

	“Do you think Noah is going to knock Mel into labor?” Wyatt asks, and the rest of the guys snicker. But not me. I’m too excited. 

	“I fucking hope so. I can’t wait to meet Noah’s kid. My nephew is going to be the shit.” 

	Noah and Mel are probably going to have the most perfect kid in the world. The two of them are so sweet and even-tempered. Mel’s got a little bad girl tucked away deep inside; it’s a riot when she releases her. Like the time she punched that girl at the hotel. That was one of the best things I’d ever seen. Or like the time I kissed her in my bathroom. Damn …I know I’m not supposed to think of her like that anymore, but that was still one of the hottest experiences of my life and I didn’t even make it to second base. Noah is a lucky bastard. 

	“Sawyer, Luther wants to talk to you,” Mac calls out, catching my attention. I love talking to Luther; we could shoot the shit for hours, but typically not at night. He likes to stay focused on the road when it’s dark. 

	“Hey, Luther, what’s up?” I ask, climbing up to the front. 

	“You see that?” he asks, gesturing in front of us. “My guess is it’s still a few miles out.” 

	About a quarter mile ahead of us, all I see is Noah’s bus and fog. Lots and lots of dense fog. 

	“Where’s the next exit?” 

	“About five miles ahead,” he replies. 

	“Call it. Tell the drivers to get off for the night.” 

	“You got it, boss.” 

	We don’t take chances with weather. I’m extra conservative that way, but I’ve seen people die before their time in tragic ways. I’m not going to be responsible for someone else’s death because my tour takes precedence. Fuck no. Life takes precedence. 

	“Guys,” I call out, “we’re stopping for the night. Bad fog up ahead.” My phone is already in my hand and I’m calling Noah. Suddenly grabbing onto the wall for support, a wave of nausea strikes me. 

	“What’s up, Sawyer?” Noah sounds happy as can be. 

	“Hey, we wanted to give you a heads up. We’re pulling off the freeway in about five miles for the night. Have you noticed the fog out there? It’s insane so we’re calling—” 

	My words are cut off when I see the explosion of light ahead of us. On the other end of the line, I’m met with blood-curdling screams before the call drops completely. The sound of metal against metal carries through the night. It’s muted by our soundproofed bus but still audible. I’m not sure what the hell just happened, but I instinctively know it’s about to change our lives. 

	My heart races as Luther slows the bus and talks to the other drivers, telling them to do the same. My mind is processing a million thoughts a minute as the guys yell, trying to understand what the fuck just happened. 

	“Call for help. Tell them we’re going to need choppers.” Luther is moving before I even get the words out of my mouth. 

	They hadn’t even entered the fog yet, but something took out their bus. As soon as our bus stops, I’m off and running. I’m shaking like a leaf and have no idea how my feet are even moving beneath me. All I do know is I need to get to Noah fast. Something is wrong with him; I can feel it. 

	Please, God, protect my family. 

	“Holy shit, Sawyer! Holy shit!” Wyatt’s screams travel through the night air behind me. 

	The ominous fog is still a bit in the distance, leaving the devastating scene in front of us clear and vivid. I’ll never be able to erase this from my mind. The entire front quarter of the bus has been sheared off and is ten feet away with a massive delivery truck impaled in it. The road is littered with glass and debris, and jagged metal and sparking electrical wires make it difficult to determine how to get inside.

	My thoughts continue to race as I cry out frantically for Noah, Mel, and Belle. My heart sinks in my chest knowing there’s no possible way Harold survived the impact. Hell, I’m not sure any of them could have. The bus is askew on its side, blocking the entire roadway. 

	“Noah! Mel! Belle! Please answer me! Where are you?” My frantic cries are balanced on a sob as I fight back my tears. I can’t lose my shit, not yet, they could still be okay. We have the safest buses in the industry. They have to be okay.

	Mac and Ryan are right behind me, and the echoes of Warren and Darren arguing in the distance about who will take Cadence back to the bus catch up to my ears. 

	“Noah, please answer me!” I scream. 

	The electrical system is sparking like crazy, and someone is working on spraying it down with a fire extinguisher, but I’m just focused on getting into this bus any way I can. 

	Turning on the flashlight on my phone, I carefully make my way through. Everything is in disarray. The kitchen and living area items are comingled; everything seems to be piled on top of something else. The impact was so significant it eradicated all the safety options put in place to keep the furniture down. My gut is screaming no one could have survived this. But I won’t believe it—can’t believe it—until I know for sure. 

	The others are calling out, having made their way into the bus with me. Their pale, stricken faces take in the scene with wide, fear-filled eyes. 

	“Alright, you guys, let’s move things carefully and see if we can find them,” I instruct, tears streaming down my face. I’ve never been so fucking scared in all my life. My family is in this disaster zone somewhere, but I have to remain calm if I’m going to be any good for them. 

	“Shh … do you guys hear something?” Darren asks. 

	Someone is moaning. Thank God. It means someone is alive. 

	“Over there!” Wyatt screams. 

	Mac and Ryan jump into action, moving the couch and table off the victim. It’s Noah. My tears begin to fall harder, but I don’t care as long as he’s alive.

	Falling to my knees next to him, I check his pulse. It’s strong, but he’s not moving. “Noah, can you hear me? Noah! Answer me!” My wounded cries go unanswered, but he continues to moan. 

	“Do you guys see the girls anywhere?” I call out as they carefully work their way through the bus, moving furniture one piece at a time. 

	“Noah, please talk to me. Do you know where the girls are?” 

	“Sawyer,” he gasps, as if breathing is the most painful thing in the world. “Mel … my room.” 

	“What about Belle? Was she in my room?” I press, hoping to keep him talking until help arrives. 

	“Belle … flew. She flew, Sawyer,” he answers through gasping breaths. 

	What the fuck does that mean? 

	“Is she in my room, Noah? Belle … did she go to my room?” 

	He gasps again, an awful, wheezy sound escaping him. Fuck, where are the emergency crews? 

	“She flew out … outside.” 

	No. He’s just out of it. That can’t be right. 

	Before I have a chance to say anything, Darren runs outside. 

	“Someone go with him!” I shout. Ryan runs after Darren and I hold Noah’s hand tightly. “We got you, Noah. Everything is going to be okay. Keep breathing.” 

	 “Mel … find Mel.” 

	“Sawyer,” Wyatt says, leaning down, “go to Mac. He found Mel. I’ll stay with Noah.” Wyatt is crying as he sits next to Noah and takes his hand from me. I don’t want to leave him, but I need to check on her. 

	Carefully making my way into the bedroom, I see her right away. The dresser is lying across her lower legs and her head is bleeding, but she’s awake. Before I can lean down and check her out, Darren’s wails echo though the night. I heard that cry when my mom found out what had happened inside J’s house that day. It’s the sound of unnatural loss. The animalistic cry you hear when someone has been left behind in the worst imaginable way. 

	My heart can’t take much more of this. We have to get them out of here before there’s any more loss. 

	“Princess, please talk to me,” I plead as I bend down. 

	Tears are streaming down her cheeks, but she looks at me stoically. “Sawyer, I’m in labor.” Her words are calm—too calm. She’s in shock. 

	Mac looks to me and down at the dresser. With a nod, I help him move it off of her. 

	What we find under the dresser is terrifying. Her pajama pants are soaked in blood. I’ve got no clue if she’s injured somewhere or if it’s from the baby. If they lose this baby it will kill them. It will kill us all. 

	“Oh God! Sawyer, it hurts!” she cries out. 

	I don’t know what to do. She can’t have this baby here. This is too much. Belle is gone. Noah and Mel … Harold. How do we tell their families? How do we come back from this? 

	“Sawyer, I know it’s a lot, man, but you’ve got to focus,” Mac says firmly. 

	“Okay, Princess, tell me what hurts.” 

	She hisses and blows through her mouth. “My back, my stomach, my wrist, my head, and my legs. Where is Noah?” 

	“Noah is in the front of the bus. He’s hurt, but I think he’s going to be okay.” 

	“Belle … She’s gone, isn’t she, Sawyer?” Tears continue to stream down her cheeks, but she’s trying so hard to be brave. 

	“I’m not sure, but I think so.” 

	“She was screaming. It was the worst sound I’ve ever heard. God, Sawyer, she must have been so scared and in so much pain.” Her breathing becomes rapid as she continues, “What am I going to do without her? And Cadence …” Mel’s bravado fails as she begins to wail. “Oh God, what is going to happen to Cadence if she doesn’t have her mom?” 

	“Shh, Princess, we don’t know anything for sure. Right now you need to focus on you. We need to get you to the hospital and check on Nate. Cadence will have all of us, and we’ll keep Belle alive the best we can. I need you to take a steady breath.” 

	She blows breaths in and out and groans when the pain gets bad. “Sawyer, where is Noah? Why can’t I hear him?” 

	“Wyatt, how’s it going in there?” I call out so Mel can hear his reply. 

	“It’s okay. His breathing sounds like shit but he’s still talking to me. He wants to know how Mel is!” 

	Unsure of what to say, I look to Mac for help, but he only shrugs.

	“Tell Noah he’s going to be a dad tonight. Mel’s in labor.” 

	A few minutes later, Wyatt enters the room. “Noah wants to talk to you, Sawyer. It’s okay, I’ll stay with Mel.” 

	“Sawyer, tell him I love him and I need him with me for this.” 

	“Will do.” 

	As I make my way back to Noah, I can hear his breathing getting worse. Thank fucking God I hear the choppers in the sky. Being out in the middle of nowhere really sucks sometimes. 

	“Mel says she loves you and needs you with her tonight. Are you ready to be a dad?” 

	Noah looks up at me with sad eyes. “I’m so fucking ready, but I’m pretty sure I’m going to miss it. Tell her I love her, and I’m sorry for everything.” His voice is raspy, his breathing shallow. “I need you to promise me something, Sawyer.” 

	“Anything you want, Noah, you know that.” I squeeze his hand and choke down my tears. I know he’s going to be okay, but he looks so fucking frail right now. 

	“When they get here, you need to go with Mel. She needs someone to hold her hand through this. I watched her with Belle and she was terrified. Don’t let her do this alone. Make them bring me to her as soon as they can. I don’t want to miss this for the world.” He gasps loudly and releases a painful hiss. 

	“What else hurts, Noah?” 

	“My head, my ribs … I think they’re cracked. That’s it. If I could breathe better and stand up without feeling like I’m going to tear a lung, I’d be with her now. Promise me, Sawyer.” 

	“I don’t want to leave you, Noah.” It’s pointless trying to hold back my tears. 

	“I love you, Sawyer, and I know you love me. I need you to do this. Take care of my wife and my son until I can. I need my little brother’s help. Please don’t let me down. Wyatt will stay with me.” 

	Mel’s groans carry from the other room as the bus is flooded with light. The emergency crews’ voices are getting louder as they come closer. I’m so fucking relieved they’re here. 

	“I promise, Noah. You won’t miss anything. I’ll make sure of it.” 

	“Is this the first victim?” one of the flight medics asks. 

	“Yes, this is my brother Noah Weston. His lungs are bad. His wife is pregnant and in the back of the bus. She’s in labor.” 

	“Show us where she is,” the other medic says as the first one attends to Noah. Two more medics climb on the bus behind him as I stand to lead him to Mel. 

	Once we get in the room, I fill them in. “She was pinned under that dresser over there. I don’t know if the blood is from an injury or the baby.” 

	“Ma’am, when is your baby due?” he asks Mel. 

	Mel’s only reply is a groan.

	“She’s due today.” I bend down so she can squeeze my hand. 

	Wyatt goes back to Noah as another medic comes in and reaches for her free hand. Mel screams when he lifts her wrist. 

	“She’s got a dislocated wrist. This is going to hurt, but I’m going to pop it back into place and splint it. You’ll feel better once it’s splinted.” 

	“Shouldn’t a doctor do that?” I ask, hoping they can wait. 

	“My name is Dr. Michaels. I’m a trauma physician at Harborside where we’re transporting your brother and his wife. We’ve got the best medical team and equipment in the state. Trust me, this has to be done.” He turns to the other medic. “Cut off her pants and assess her injuries.” 

	Taking Mel’s hand from mine, he quickly runs an I.V. and gives her hand back to me when he finishes. Within seconds, he pops her wrist back into place and Mel screams in pain. 

	Wyatt rushes into the room. “Noah wants to know why she’s screaming.” 

	“Dislocated wrist. How’s he doing?” I hate not being able to be in two places at once. Even if he hadn’t asked me, though, I’d never leave Princess alone. 

	“They’re getting ready to put tubes in his chest. He’s got a collapsed lung. The doctor said it couldn’t wait.” 

	Dr. Michaels looks at the other paramedic and tilts his head toward the front of the bus. “I need to get back to him. She goes first, get her on the board. She’s dilated to eight centimeters and we need to know if we’re dealing with any pelvic fractures. If she can hold out, no meds. The rapid scan is waiting and the second chopper is en route.” 

	The paramedic agrees to the plan and the doctor heads back to Noah. 

	“She’s got quite a few deep cuts on her legs, probably from the dresser,” the medic tells us as another medic joins him to get Mel on the board. “It doesn’t look like any blood is from the baby. How the hell is she so beat up but her abdomen untouched?” 

	“The bar, the soundproofing, and Winnie the Pooh,” Mel replies through a groan. They pause to see if she continues, needing as much history as possible. “I held on to the metal bar by the bed when we were hit. That’s how my wrist got fucked up. When I flew up, I slammed against the wall and my head hit the bar, but my belly was cushioned by all the soundproofing. Then, when the bus flipped on its side, my wrist snapped and I lost my grip and I fell. So did Pooh. My belly landed sideways on him.” 

	Turning to the medics, I fill them in. “My brother had a bar attached to the wall at the head of the bed so she could get out of bed easily while pregnant. The walls in here are covered in soundproofing, and Pooh is a three-by-five-foot stuffed animal I bought for the baby. Mel slept with him to take pressure off her lower back.” 

	Suddenly, the sound of a heartbeat echoes through the room. “Baby sounds good on the monitor. Heartbeat is a little fast, but I don’t think it’s anything to worry about. Call in and make sure OB is on standby in the trauma center,” the first medic says to the second before they carry her out of the room on the board. 

	 “Noah!” Mel calls out when she sees him on the floor. “I love you, Noah. Please fight, baby.” She’s crying, and after seeing the tube hanging out one side of his chest, so am I. 

	“I’m good, baby. You take care of Nate and I’ll be there soon. I love you so much. Be strong, Amelia, you’ve got this.” 

	“Noah—” 

	“You promised me, Sawyer. Take care of them. Please.” 

	“You got it, but only until you get there. Has anyone called my parents?” I ask.  

	Mac speaks up for the first time in a while, “Warren did, they’re on their way with everyone. They’ll arrive in a couple of hours.” I’ve never heard Mac sound so solemn before. 

	When we exit the bus, I spot Darren about fifteen yards away. He’s on the ground crying and rocking with Belle’s limp body clutched in his arms. Ryan is trying to talk to him, as are the first responders, but he’s ignoring them. 

	I turn away quickly and throw up in the roadway. My psyche can’t handle this shit. My best friend is in agony and I can’t do anything to help him right now. Mac’s arm is on my shoulder and he turns me to face him. 

	“Go with Mel. Darren is in shock. We’ll get him to the hospital, too. Just give him time to hold her one last time. It’s the only goodbye he’s going to get.” 

	“Cadence …” 

	“She’s with Warren and she’s fine. We got this, but Mel needs you and they’re about to take off. Go, Sawyer, now.” His firm tone brings me back to the here and now. Breaking into a run, I hop into the chopper just in time for takeoff. I’m able to stay with Mel while the medic keeps watch over her. 

	The trip to the hospital is the longest twenty minutes of my life. As soon as they unload Mel it’s absolute chaos. I try to follow the conversation, but the only thing I know for sure is they are scanning her in some sixty second body scanner to make sure she can deliver. 

	Once she’s out, I’m by her side and we’re rushed into a huge trauma room which is already set up with what they need for the baby. 

	“Get her out of these clothes and wipe her down as much as possible,” a doctor barks as he looks at his iPad. 

	“Multiple lacerations on her legs need debridement and sutures, her wrist needs to be cast, there’s a five centimeter laceration on the back of her head, three centimeter laceration to her forehead, and multiple contusions.” One of the many people is calling out all this information as the doctor keeps his eyes on the iPad. 

	What the fuck is he doing? 

	When he begins to speak, I understand. “She’s got three non-displaced fractures in her lumbar spine L2-L4. They’re going to make delivering this baby quite painful. No hip or pelvic fractures. All other scans are clear aside from the wrist.” 

	Once Mel’s clothes come off, someone immediately sticks an ultrasound onto her belly while a new doctor positions herself between Mel’s legs. The nurses manage to wipe her down fast and get a gown on her. I can’t imagine what Mel must be thinking right now because I’m dizzy with all of this and trying to remember every detail so I can fill Noah in. 

	“Baby looks good from what I can see on the scan and ultrasound. We’ll have to do a full check upon delivery,” the doctor says as she preps Mel for delivery. 

	“Sawyer, I’m scared.” Mel’s fragile voice reaches my ears and I’m about to lose my shit. My entire world is in this room and on that bus. Fuck, I need Noah and so does she.

	“I know, Princess, but I’m right here. I won’t go anywhere until Noah gets here. I promise.” I pull her hand to my lips and kiss her softly, hoping I’m giving her as much support as I’m taking from her. 

	“Amelia, I’m sorry for what you’re going through right now. I know you’re in pain, but I need you coherent. After you deliver, I will give you medication. My name is Doctor Giles and I’m about to deliver your baby. Do you know what you’re having?” 

	Dr. Giles is trying to be optimistic but I can tell she’s worried. 

	“A boy … Nathaniel. It means gift of God,” she whimpers as tears stream down her cheeks.

	“Okay then … Nathaniel is ready to meet his mom. You’re crowning. I’m so sorry because this is going to hurt like hell. On the next contraction, I need you to push, Amelia.” 

	“Noah’s not here, I can’t do this without him,” she wails. 

	My heart breaks for both of them. She’s such a mess I can’t even video this for her because I’m sure, other than Nate, she’s going to want to erase this night from her memory completely. 

	“You can do this, Princess. I told Noah I’d get you through it. Do it for him and do it for Nate. And for fuck’s sake, do it for yourself so you can get some pain relief. I got you, Princess, you just have to push.” 

	On the tail end of my words, she has her next contraction and releases a painful scream. The staff in the room exchange sad looks and I know this is far from normal. 

	“Good job, Amelia. His head is out,” Dr. Giles says.

	I look down so I can describe this moment for Noah and I’m in absolute awe as the doctor suctions his mouth. 

	“Mel, he’s got so much hair.” When I meet her eyes, sadness is all I see. “I’m going to tell Noah every fucking detail, Princess. I promise.” 

	Another contraction begins and the doctor tells her to push again. A few more pushes and a few more gut-wrenching screams and Nate’s finally out and screaming himself. 

	“He’s crying, Sawyer. Oh God, he’s crying. Is that good or bad? I don’t even know.” Mel’s working herself into a frenzy. They rush the baby to the side of the room and start checking him out. 

	“Amelia, I’m going to give you something to help you relax as well as some pain medicine. Not enough to knock you out because I still need you with me for a bit, but it’s enough to knock the edge off.” 

	“What about Nate?” she asks frantically as the nurse puts the meds in her I.V. 

	“Doctor, one minute Apgar is seven,” the nurse calls out as Mel’s eyes roll back a bit. At least she’s getting some relief and the medicine is starting to work. 

	“Doctor, five minute is a ten, respirations and oxygen are both normal. Eight pounds and ten ounces, twenty-one and a half inches long. Can Mom have a peek before sending him for his scans?” 

	Dr. Giles smiles and nods emphatically while she tends to Mel. “Yes, bring the baby to Mom.” 

	Noah is yelling out in the hall. Mel seems a bit loopy but she smiles. “Sawyer, get Noah. He needs to hold Nate first. He’s waited so long for this.” 

	“I want to wait with my wife! You can assess me in there.” Noah’s insistent voice carries into the room as I rush to open the sliding door. Wyatt is trying to calm him down but it’s no use. I’m sure it hurts to yell, but Noah is nothing if not determined to see his wife and child. 

	“Please. His baby was just born, let him hold him for just a minute.” 

	The doctors with Noah exchange concerned glances but relent. “For exactly as long as it takes for the results of your scan to load to my device and not a second longer,” one of them replies firmly.

	“I’ll wait here,” Wyatt says sadly, knowing they won’t let him in. 

	Noah’s bed is rolled in next to Mel’s. He looks like hell but he’s beaming. “Is he okay?” 

	“Yeah, Noah, he’s pretty perfect,” I tell him as the nurse brings Nate to meet his dad. I quickly pull out my phone so I can get a picture. The nurse carefully places Nate in Noah’s arms. Even though it looks hella painful for him, he couldn’t be happier. Noah tries to move him but can’t, so I help him lift Nate so he can give him a kiss. With one hand balancing the baby, I use my free hand to snap a few photos of this moment. 

	“Amelia, baby, I love you. Look what we made. He’s perfect, Mel, absolutely perfect.” Noah is crying and Mel is super loopy, but with every ounce of energy she has, she leans over and kisses Noah. 

	“I love you, too, Noah, so much. Nate looks just like you. He’s perfect.” She places a tender kiss on top of Nate’s head as tears stream down her cheeks. In the midst of everything, their joy is palpable. I allow myself a quick minute to be happy for them. Belle must be shining down on Mel right now. 

	“Amelia,” the doctor says, trying to catch her attention again, “I’m going to need you to lie back, please. We’re almost done. One more push to expel the placenta.” 

	Noah’s hands begin to tremble and his eyes begin to droop. I take Nate back and kiss the top of Noah’s head. Noah’s body slumps to the side as the doctors rush back in and the room once again turns into a frenzy. 

	“Noah, can you hear me?” one doctor asks. Noah mumbles, but he isn’t giving them the response they’re looking for. “Get him to the O.R. now!” the doctor calls out, and a team of people rush Noah from the room before I can even ask what is going on.

	“Where are you taking him?” Mel cries out softly. She’s completely drugged up and not coherent at all. 

	“Yes, where are you taking him?” I ask.

	“Noah’s scans show he has an epidural hematoma, which is bleeding in the brain. We need to get him to the operating room to stop the bleeding.” 

	What? No …

	 

	The doctor rushes out of the room behind the team pushing Noah’s gurney. This can’t be happening … not now. I stumble backward against the wall as I cradle Nate in my arms. Noah will get through this, he has to …

	For Nate.

	For Mel. 

	For me.

	“Give her the medication I ordered so she can sleep. We need to get her cleaned up, suture her wounds, and get her to the floor. Mr. Weston, please give the baby to the nurse for his tests. We’ll bring him back as soon as we’re done.” 

	I don’t want to let him go. He needs someone with him; he’s too little to fight by himself. Noah would go with him. “You’re not taking him anywhere without me.” 

	With an agreeable nod, the doctor relents. “That we can do. Follow the nurse to the scanner.” 

	As we exit the room, Wyatt is leaning against the wall crying. He tries wiping his tears away and follows us. When the nurse tries to take Nate, I don’t want to let him go. “Is it safe for him?” 

	“Safer than not doing anything. Because of the trauma, we need to get a clear picture.” She smiles kindly at me. “You’ll have him back in your arms in less than two minutes, unless there’s an issue,” she cautions softly as I hand him over. 

	Wyatt pulls me into a hug and we both dissolve into sobs. “Anna’s already on a plane with Sam,” he says, trying to catch his breath as he pulls back. “Everyone else is on their way. Mac said they finally got Darren away from Belle. That was the worst thing I’ve ever seen.” 

	“It took us twenty minutes to fly. They won’t be here for at least an hour,” I reply. 

	“I’m so glad the baby made it. How’s Mel?” 

	“Fucked up. Broken wrist, three broken bones in her back, so many cuts and bruises. And she still managed to push that baby out. I’m pretty sure she’s got a hell of a concussion, too.” 

	“Does she understand what happened to Noah?” 

	“I don’t think so, she was kind of out of it. She freaked when they took him, but they knocked her out right away. I’m not sure what we do, Wyatt. I need to be with Nate and Mel, but I need to be with Noah.” 

	“Noah is going to be fine. He didn’t survive Sara’s attack to give up now. He’s a dad and a husband. Noah isn’t going to give up.” 

	He’s right. Noah will be fine, we all will. Except Belle and Harold. 

	“When we were leaving, Mac was setting up all the security precautions for the hospital. Noah and Mel are supposed to be on some state-of-the-art VIP floor. Warren texted me and said he called Harold’s wife and it was the hardest thing he’d ever had to do. He also said your parents were going to wait to tell Veronica about Belle. They wanted her secluded on the private jet first.” 

	“This wasn’t supposed to happen, Wyatt. I should have been on that bus and Belle should have been on yours. It should have been me, not her.” 

	“Fuck that, Sawyer, it shouldn’t have happened at all. Cadence doesn’t deserve to grow up without a mother. Mel didn’t deserve to have what should have been the happiest day of her life turn into her biggest nightmare, and Noah … Fuck, man, Noah is a goddamn saint. He deserves this least of all.” 

	“Mr. Weston?” The nurse is smiling as she walks out of the room with Nate. “All his scans are clear. This little boy really is a gift from God. Most traumas don’t end this happily for the infant. Someone has this blessed baby.” 

	Belle … she somehow saved him. 

	I clutch Nate closely when she hands him to me. She looks at me and Wyatt and shakes her head. 

	“Let’s get the two of you into some clean scrubs while we bathe the baby. We’re moving Amelia to the VIP floor and Noah will be there after his surgery. You two can wait for the doctors and your family in the private waiting area. After you’re settled, I’ll bring Nate to you and you can give him his first feeding. How does that sound?” 

	It sounds like a terrible idea. His parents should be feeding him, not me. 

	“His parents—” 

	Her sympathetic eyes meet mine. “Are incapacitated right now, but I’m pretty sure they’d rather his uncle feed him than Nurse Reynolds, although it would be my pleasure if you’re not ready.” 

	Take care of my wife and my son until I can. I need my little brother’s help, don’t let me down.

	“It’s fine. I’d be honored to take care of Nate until they can. In fact, I’d prefer it.” 

	“Good. Let’s go get you all settled in. It could be a few hours before Noah is out of surgery.” 
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	Waiting 

	Sawyer 

	For the last hour, Wyatt and I have been pacing around Mel’s room. She’s completely out of it, but it makes us feel better to be with her and Nate. I’ve felt sick to my stomach all night and I hate that Noah is still in surgery. All I could think of while I was feeding Nate was how Noah was missing his first bottle. One thing I knew for sure is Mel wasn’t going to breastfeed, so at least I didn’t have that guilt plaguing my subconscious. 

	There’s a soft knock at the door and Nurse Reynolds peeks her head in. “The doctors will meet you in the waiting room in a few minutes. I’ll take the baby to the nursery until you come back. Amelia will probably sleep through the night, so we can take care of him while you rest.” 

	“No, I’ll take care of Nate, but thank you for the offer. I’ll come get him when we’re done.” 

	Wyatt and I exchange sad glances and walk to the waiting room. Within seconds, two doctors sit with us and I know right away it’s not good news. They have shitty poker faces. 

	“It’s bad, isn’t it?” I manage to choke out. 

	“Yes, Mr. Weston, I’m afraid it is. Noah suffered severe blunt force trauma to his head.” 

	Wyatt interrupts, “Yeah but he’ll be okay … right?” 

	“No, I’m sorry, he won’t be. There’s no easy way to say this … Noah is on life support but he has no brain activity.” 

	No …

	No …

	No … this isn’t happening.

	“Wait … what exactly are you saying? How is that possible? He was just talking to us and holding his son.” Wyatt clutches my shoulder as tears begin streaming down my cheeks. 

	“Mr. Weston, Noah was alert and oriented at the scene. His pupils were equal and reactive, he was completely coherent and responding properly. He complained of a minor headache but showed no signs of distress. His Glasgow Coma Scale was a fifteen, which is the best score you can get. His heart rate was elevated but nothing abnormal, considering the circumstances.” 

	The doctor sighs and meets my eyes. “Noah’s brain injury was what we call catastrophic. After impact, he went into what is called a lucid interval. Sometimes these intervals last only minutes, other times, hours. It’s why we needed to get him scanned immediately upon arrival. With his extensive injuries he was fortunate to make it to the hospital, let alone talk to his wife and hold his child. Many would say it’s a medical miracle.” 

	He’s not saying what I think he’s saying. This isn’t happening. Not to Noah. Please, God, not to Noah. 

	With a sympathetic gaze, he continues, “At this time, Noah is being kept alive by artificial respirations made by the life support. Once we remove those respirations, he will pass away. Noah developed an epidural hematoma when he struck his head. The bleeding inside his skull was severe enough to cause his brain to shift and herniate, which has left him with no neurological activity.” 

	My body breaks out in a cold sweat. I hear his words, understand them, but they’re not breaking through. 

	“He’s brain dead? Noah is brain dead?!” Wyatt exclaims, clamping down tighter on my shoulders.

	“Yes, I’m afraid he is. I’m sorry for your loss. I know this is difficult to hear, but we’ll monitor him over the next twelve hours. We’ll check his neurological functions in six-hour increments. While there is no hope for recovery, it’s hospital protocol and required by law. Do you know if your brother has an advanced directive, or someone assigned to be his medical power of attorney? We need to know his wishes. Otherwise, his wife will have to make them for him. In her condition, I’d prefer to not put more stress on her if possible.” 

	Brain dead.

	Noah’s brain dead.

	My brother is dead.

	The buzzing in my ears tries to swallow me alive but I push past it. Breaking down now isn’t an option—I have to be strong. I’m the only one who can be. 

	“I’m not sure. Noah was a planner. Our attorney would have all that information, but … I know for sure Noah wants to be an organ donor.” Those are words I never thought I’d have to say. 

	“If you could get hold of him in the morning, that would be best. In the meantime, you’re welcome to spend as much time with your brother as you and your family need. Mr. Weston, we’re very sorry for your loss.” The regret in his eyes is sincere, his tone nothing but compassionate. “As far as organ donation, we aren’t technically supposed to bring it up until he’s been officially declared brain dead, which will come after twelve hours. At that time, we’ll have a representative from the Organ Procurement Network come and talk to you and your family about the process and how it works.” 

	My resolve not to break goes out the window with his words. This is real and Noah isn’t coming back to me … ever. All his dreams and wishes … gone. Four kids lost their parents tonight, three people lost their spouses, two sets of parents lost their children—we should have never done this final tour. 

	I barely realize the doctors are leaving as Wyatt and I hold one another, sobbing. Fucking hell. How am I going to tell Mel? My parents … I don’t think I can handle that feral cry from my mom twice in one lifetime. 

	“What happened?” Warren cries out as he walks into the room with everyone else behind him. Wyatt and I pull apart and take them in. The vacant look in Darren’s eyes says more than words ever could. But that’s not the worst part. They’re barely five steps into the room when my entire family and Veronica rush in behind them. 

	“Sawyer, what’s happened?” my mom asks, clutching my dad tightly. Jordan, Diane, Rob, and Rory are all lined up with them. 

	“Sit down, guys. We need to talk.” My voice sounds foreign; I don’t even know where the will to speak is coming from. I’m doing everything I can to not let what the doctor said permeate into my psyche because when it does sink in, the reality of losing Noah may actually kill me. 

	They stumble to their seats and Wyatt and I do our best to relay the events of the night and what the doctor said. If I thought my mom’s grief at Jordan’s house was bad, I was wrong. This is a million times worse. I just broke all their hearts in one fell swoop, and the collective sounds of their grief is almost as painful as knowing I have to say goodbye to Noah. Darren is sitting on the floor against the wall, knees curled up to his chest, sobbing. 

	I wish I were with him. 

	“Where’s my baby girl?” Veronica manages to choke out. 

	“Didn’t you guys—” 

	“Mel is my baby girl just as much as Belle is … was …” she trails off, crying. “I need to see my Mel and her son.” 

	My mom stands up and clutches Veronica. “I’d like to see Mel and Nate as well, then someone needs to take me to see my son.” She sobs in agony, but she and Veronica hold each other tight. While my family and friends grieve and try to console one another, Cadence sleeps the night away in her carrier. I’ve never been happier to see her safe and sound. 

	As I lead Mom and Veronica to Mel’s room, I can’t stop the tears from falling. Wiping them away is pointless because they’re relentless. “She doesn’t know,” I say, pausing outside her door, “and I don’t know how I’m going to tell her.” 

	“The only way out is through, Sawyer. We’ll tell her together as a family. She’s going to need us all more than ever right now.” My mom is walking through the depths of hell but her family is still her focus. 

	After we enter Mel’s room, Nurse Reynolds brings Nate in. “I thought you might like him with you,” she says softly as she passes him to me. 

	“Thank you,” I reply, and she leaves us to grieve. Looking down at him now has a whole different meaning than it did an hour ago. My nephew is officially fatherless. I’m officially brotherless.

	Twinless. 

	Noah and I have always been connected. I don’t know who I am without him. We came in as a pair; I never imagined us going out any differently. I’m nothing without Noah. 

	Mom reaches over and takes Nate from me. “He’s the spitting image of Noah,” she says through a broken smile. 

	“Does she know about Belle?” Veronica asks as she sits by Mel’s bedside. 

	“She suspected, but I’m not sure how much she’ll remember. She’s pretty banged up and was in an excessive amount of pain. I still don’t know how she delivered him in that much agony.” 

	“She had an angel looking out for her. My Belle.” She turns her attention back to Mel. “Baby girl, I’m so glad you’re still here with us. I don’t know what I would have done if I’d lost you, too.” 

	My mom leans over and kisses Mel on the cheek before passing Nate to Veronica. “I’m going to go see Noah.” 

	She flees the room so quickly I don’t know what to do, but I’m compelled to stay and listen when Veronica begins speaking. 

	“Tonight will always be remembered as one of the worst days of our lives. Someday, as our sadness lessens, we’ll put the happiness ahead of the pain. Nathaniel, you are the bright light in our darkest day. You and your mama were saved for a reason. God knows what He’s doing even if we don’t understand. Happy birthday, little man. Welcome to the world.” 

	It’s through her words I’m reminded even more of Noah’s belief in fate. As Veronica cries over her losses, she’s also rejoicing over new life and the fact Mel was spared. If I know anything about Mel, she’s going to wish she wasn’t. We’re more alike than we are different, especially now that we’re the siblings left behind. 

	Exiting the room quietly, I give Veronica some privacy. As my body finds purchase against the wall, my legs give out and I sink to the ground. Burying my head in my hands, I’m sure my cries can be heard throughout the building, but I don’t care—my pain is all-consuming and it’s demanding to be set free. 

	Within minutes, Darren is sitting next to me, both of us lost in our grief. Eventually, Veronica comes out of Mel’s room with Nate. Darren, seeing Nate for the first time, stands and reaches his arms out to hold him. 

	 “He looks like Noah, look at all that hair. Belle would be so pissed she missed this. Life is so fucking unfair.” 

	This baby is like a healing balm when you hold him. Your sadness lessens because you want everything to be okay for him. Pulling my phone from my pocket, I pull up the photos I got of Noah when he got to hold Nate. 

	“This is all he’s ever going to have of his dad,” I tell them sadly. 

	Veronica gasps and holds my wrist. “And it will be the most precious gift he will ever receive. You need to forward those photos to your email or back them up to the cloud so you’ll always have them. I know Mel will be grateful for them. I’m going to the chapel. I need some time to try and get right with God.” 

	After she leaves, Darren and I move back into Mel’s room. No one else has been by yet. I’m sure they’re all keeping vigil over Noah. As much as I want to see him, I can’t when they’re all in there. 

	“She looks peaceful. How bad are her injuries?” Darren asks wearily as he takes a seat next to her bedside. 

	“Nowhere near as bad as they could have been. They said Nate shouldn’t have made it. You saw that bus … no one should have made it out. She’s got cuts, bruises, sprains and strains, a broken wrist, and three broken bones in her back. She’ll need help and be in pain for a while, but she’s alive.” 

	“That’s what Belle would have wanted. I just wish she’d made it out, too. Her and Noah. I don’t know what I’m going to do without her, what Cadence is going to do without her mom. What any of us are going to do without Noah.” He’s trying to hold back his sobs since he’s holding Nate, but it’s useless. 

	“I’m so fucking sorry, Darren … for everything.” 

	His shattered gaze meets mine. “It wasn’t your fault, Sawyer. I know this is how you compartmentalize shit, but knock it off. We all lost tonight. My losses don’t outweigh yours or hers … it’s all just fucked up. Cadence and Nate are the biggest losers in all of this..” 

	“Noah …” Mel calls out softly in her sleep. My heart can’t handle breaking hers. 

	There’s a soft rap at the door and Warren enters with a wide-awake Cadence. She’s excited to see Darren, and he forces a smile for her. “Hey, baby girl,” he says, standing and holding up Nate. “It’s your new buddy. Say hi to Nate.” 

	Warren brings Cadence close to Nate and she grabs his tiny hand in hers. It’s almost like she’s letting him know she’s got him. She’s very much like Belle in that respect already. I can’t help but wonder if they’ll be like Belle and Noah, even though they’re not here to guide them. Nature versus nurture and all that shit. 

	Darren and Warren swap babies and Warren chokes on a muffled cry as he holds Nate. Darren clutches Cadence to him like a life preserver; it’s the first time he’s held her since losing Belle. Taking a seat next to Mel, Warren looks back and forth between her and her son. 

	“It’s a miracle they made it out of the bus. The police said off the record it looks to be a high-speed collision, no surprise there. What they don’t know is what caused it … drugs, alcohol, mechanical failure or something else. We have to wait until they complete the investigation for an official determination. Regardless, no one should have made it out of that bus alive.” 

	Listening to Warren talk about the accident pisses me off. It should have never fucking happened. “I need to see Noah now.” I tell them before storming out of the room. When I make it to Noah’s room I pause outside the door. I don’t want to be an ass to anyone, but I need a few minutes with him. 

	When I walk inside, I’m surprised to see only my dad. When his eyes meet mine, I recognize the brokenness in them—they look how I feel inside. Wordlessly, he comes to me and pulls me into his arms. 

	“I love you, Sawyer. I don’t know if I say it often enough, but I hope you know it with all your heart.” He’s sobbing and clutching onto me as if his life depends on it. 

	“I love you, too, Dad. We’ve never wondered about your love for us. Neither of us, not once.” He straightens a little in my arms as if those words lifted him up somehow. “Would you mind if I had a little time with him alone?” 

	With a kiss to the top of my head, he releases me. “Somehow we’ll figure out a way to get you through this. I promise. You and Amelia both.” 

	After my dad closes the door behind him, I take a deep breath. Seeing Noah like this hurts me in a way I’ve never felt. I’m shattering somewhere deep inside and I don’t think whatever is breaking will ever recover. 

	His head is wrapped in a large bandage, and he has a tube breathing for him. He’s pale…I’ve never seen Noah before without color in his cheeks, he’s always been bigger than life. There are so many monitors—you’d think this was in an effort to save him, not to determine we need to let him go. 

	Pulling the chair as close to him as I can, I take Noah’s hand in mine and lay my head against his thigh. His hand is warm but never once does he move. I wish I could pretend he’s sleeping, but I know it’s not the case. 

	“Fuck, Noah, I’m so fucking angry right now.” My chest heaves as I gasp for air. “This isn’t how our lives were supposed to end up. In the last six months, every happiness you ever wanted was handed to you on a silver fucking platter. You and Mel were supposed to make all these gorgeous babies and I was supposed to find a girl as good as her and make some of my own.” 

	I’m hysterical and don’t even bother wiping away my tears. “Warren says the truck driver was speeding. You, Harold, and Belle better be kicking his ass hard up there. Are you there, though? Wherever there is? Because you’re still here with me right now and I’d give anything, Noah, anything at all to have you back. 

	“They said you were a medical miracle and you should have never made it off the bus. You had to have been in way more pain than you were letting on. Why didn’t you say anything?” I wish he would answer me. My chest hurts from crying and my throat is raw, but I have to talk to him while there’s still time.  “I did what you asked and stayed with Mel, but we should have had more words, Noah. If I’d known it was the last time we’d ever talk, I would have said so much more. You’re my best friend and the most amazing brother. I wish a brain was like a kidney and I could give you mine … you deserve to be here so much more than I do. Mel deserves her husband and Nate deserves a father.” 

	I’m trying to breathe through my sobs but it’s no use; this will never be okay. I don’t want to let him go. 

	“Sawyer …” I hadn’t heard Anna walk in. She leans over me and wraps her arms around me. “I’m so sorry, Sawyer.” Wrapped in Anna’s arms, I allow myself a few moments to grieve. I’m not only crying for me, I’m crying for Noah, too. I don’t care how much he believes in fate, he would have never been on board for this shit. 

	After a few moments, she crouches down next to me and turns my face toward hers. Anna has seen me at many stages of vulnerable before but she’s never seen me shattered. 

	“What can I do for you, Sawyer?” she asks as her own tears stream down her cheeks. Her hand covers the back side of Noah’s and her fingers grip mine, too, since I’m still holding him tight. 

	“Rewind time and have it be me.” 

	Shock mars her beautiful features as her tears fall harder and faster. “Don’t say that, Sawyer. We’d be just as lost without you as we’re going to be without Noah.” 

	“He’s got a wife and a kid, Bethie. I’d give myself a million times over for him to be here with them.” 

	She exhales softly as her determined eyes meet mine. “This is the most fucked-up situation we’ve ever been in, but this was fate.” 

	She sees the anger flare in my eyes and holds up her free hand. “Hear me out. It doesn’t matter what we think, Noah believes in fate. He’s talked about it since we were kids. His belief was the core of who he was, and for us to discredit that now isn’t fair to the way he lived his life. There’s not a doubt in my mind Noah would have called it fate to justify losing Belle. There’s nothing we can do but say goodbye, honor him and his legacy, and take care of Mel and Nate for as long as they need us.” 

	Anna has always been a straight shooter; it’s why we’re such good friends. She’s never been one to bullshit or sugar-coat anything. I might hate what she’s saying, but I also know she’s completely right. Noah would call this fate no matter how bad it sucks ass. 

	“You’re right, Bethie, but I don’t know how to let him go. I don’t know who I am without him. I’ll never be whole again.” 

	She sighs and takes a seat on the edge of Noah’s bed. I sit up and meet her gaze. “Gradually, Sawyer. We all take it gradually. First, we say goodbye, then we let him go because … he’s already gone, Sawyer. Then we take a pause and say a prayer for all the people he’s going to save. Noah’s last heroic act is to save lives. As we move from one day to the next we make sure Mel and Darren do, too. One day at a time.” 

	“Okay, Bethie, gradually. One minute, one hour, one day at a time.” 

	She swallows and nods. “Good. Other people would like to come in before Mel wakes up. Do you think you can handle that?” 

	If I had my choice I wouldn’t leave this room until after Noah is gone, but I can’t be that selfish. 

	“No, but I’ll try.” 

	There’s a soft knock at the door and my sisters and Rob poke their heads in. Their sadness is overwhelming. Right now, everything is just so fucking overwhelming. I need air. Diane hugs me as Rory sits next to Noah and cries. “Has anyone called Eli?” I ask, knowing Mel could use her friend. 

	“He’s on his way,” Rory answers. 

	Anna and I leave the room. I take a deep breath as she rubs my back. “Have you seen Nate yet?” I ask, and she shakes her head. “Alright, let’s go see him because he helps ease the pain.” 

	Anna follows me down the hall to Mel’s room and I’m surprised to see my mom at her bedside, clutching her hand. Nate is sleeping in the bassinette next to the bed and I scoop him out and into my arms. This little guy is the only reason I’m still standing right now. I’ll never break my promise to Noah; I’ll watch over him and Mel until my dying breath if they need me to. 

	“He’s Noah’s mini-me,” Anna says softly. 

	“Isn’t he?” my mom replies with a sad smile. “He’s the only thing keeping me from losing my mind right now. Knowing Noah was able to leave part of himself with us …” She doesn’t finish her thought, but we get it. I wonder if we all feel the same. I wonder if Mel will. She was so hesitant to have a child in the first place, I’m terrified for what is going to come next without Noah and Belle being here for her. I honestly don’t know if Nate will be enough to keep her going, but I hope he is. For all our sakes. 

	“Has she woken up at all?” I ask, passing Nate to Anna. 

	“She’s beginning to stir and has been calling out for Belle,” Mom answers. 

	The oppressive sadness hanging in the air between us is ridiculous. As much as I don’t ever want to leave this hospital, I can’t wait to get out of here. 

	“I’m afraid for her, Mom.” 

	She looks up at me with broken eyes. “Me too, Sawyer. But it’s up to us to get her through this, no matter how hard it is for us. It’s what Noah would want.” 

	Leaning down, I kiss her head and wrap my arms around her shoulders. “I love you, Mom, so much. I’m sorry I couldn’t save him.” 

	When she hears my words, she stills and stands, nailing me with her angry mom gaze. “Sawyer Weston, this is not your fault. Don’t ever blame yourself for this. The doctor says he was beyond saving. I’m so thankful I didn’t lose both of you tonight. I don’t know why you weren’t on your bus, but I’m so happy you weren’t.” 

	Perspective–it’s an odd thing. I wish I had been on the bus, I wish Belle had been saved, but I never once thought what it would do to my parents and sisters if they’d lost us both. This is too much to deal with right now. I should find J and get one of his anxiety pills. 

	“Belle … Noah … please answer me.” Mel is calling out in her sleep, and my heart takes a dive into my stomach. She’s not dreaming, she’s remembering. Taking the seat my mom just vacated, I grab her hand. 

	“Shh, Princess, it’s okay. We’re here and we’ve got you. You’re safe now, I promise.” 

	“Sawyer.” Her eyes flutter open with my words and I’m regretting speaking. Things are only going to go downhill from here.

	“Hey, Mel, we’re here,” I say as my mom pours her a cup of water. 

	“Here, sweetheart, take a drink.” She holds the cup to Mel’s lips. 

	“Can we please move the bed up a little bit?” Mel asks, her eyes becoming a little more focused with each passing second. Anna walks to her bedside with Nate in her arms and Mel smiles up at her. 

	“Anna, you look good with a baby.” 

	“Maybe someday,” she says as she lowers him to Mel. “Can you hold him?” 

	Mel releases my hand and nods. “I think so if you can prop him in my good arm. I don’t want to whack him with my cast..” 

	Anna lowers the baby into her arms, and we watch as Mel coos at him for the first time and places a loving kiss against his head. “I can’t believe how much he looks like Noah. Where is he?” 

	Reaching out for Nate, I hand him back to Anna as Mom and I exchange pained glances. 

	“I’m going to take Nate to meet Wyatt. I’ll be back in a few minutes,” Anna says. Mel doesn’t say anything, but her eyes are focused on us. 

	“Mel, what’s the last thing you remember?” I ask as my mom takes the seat next to me. 

	“Everything is foggy, Sawyer,” she answers on a sigh as tears begin to stream down her cheeks. “It wasn’t a dream, was it? Belle is gone, isn’t she?” Her pained words break my heart, especially since this is only the beginning of her nightmare. 

	“Yeah, Mel, she is.” Nodding, she closes her eyes. “Noah … I remember kissing Noah as he was holding Nate. Everything after that is fuzzy. Where is he?” Her tone is becoming frantic and my mom takes her hand again. 

	“Amelia, Noah was injured in the crash and needed surgery.” Tears are streaming down Mom’s cheeks. 

	“He’s okay, right? Noah’s okay?” She rips her hand away and tries to sit up further. The painful cries falling from her lips pierce me to my core. Her body is bent and broken but she’s only now realizing that herself. 

	“No, sweetheart, I’m afraid Noah isn’t okay.” 

	Mel stops moving and the color immediately drains from her face. “You’re lying!” she screams, and Mom pales at her accusation. 

	“Princess … Noah is on life support.” 

	“Wha- what do you mean? Life support?” 

	For the next few minutes, my mom and I explain everything the doctor told us, but Mel is in denial. 

	“No, I don’t believe you. I want to see him.” She pushes herself up and moves her legs over the side of the bed, crying out in pain. I rush to grab the wheelchair in the corner of the room. 

	“Mel, stop! Let me put you in the chair. You’re injured and you shouldn’t be moving around like this. Please let me help you … I promised Noah … please, Princess, let me keep my promise.” 

	She relents, her body sagging like a ragdoll, the fight in her suddenly gone. I lift her up and carefully put her in the wheelchair as my mom rolls her I.V. stand next to her. After removing her blood pressure cuff, the three of us make our way to Noah’s room in silence. Diane and Rob are with him when we walk in but exit wordlessly upon our arrival. 

	“Noah,” Mel cries out softly before wailing, “Oh God no … please no … Noah!” Before I can blink, Mel bounds out of the chair and into the bed with Noah. She curls into his side and rests her head against his heart. 

	My mom clutches my hand for strength as we helplessly watch Mel fall apart in front of our eyes. 

	“You’re wrong. I hear his heart beating. It’s strong and steady. Come on, Noah, wake up. Tell them they’re wrong. Tell them you’re just napping because you need to be extra strong so you can be Nate’s daddy. Please wake up and tell them, Noah … please.” 

	I’m not sure how long we watched as she cried, her head on his chest, listening to Noah’s heart beating in her ears. Long enough for me to pray she was right and we were all idiots. Long enough to hope love could bring him back to her … to us. Long enough to wish I’d left before she made her next request. 

	“Go get Nate for me.” 

	She never looked up, but my mom immediately complied. Within minutes she was back with the baby. 

	“Can you lay him on Noah’s chest please?” Mom again does as she’s asked and Mel wraps one of Noah’s arms around Nate, as well as her arm with the I.V. in it, and pulls them all into a family hug. It’s the saddest thing I’ve ever seen. Mom flees the room sobbing, but I can’t bring myself to leave, to give them privacy. Instead, I make my way to the corner of the room and try to distance myself as much as possible. She’s only got one semi-good arm and I may need to grab Nate at any given time. 

	 

	“This is our family, Noah. Me, you, and Nate. It’s everything you ever wanted, all you have to do is reach for it. Don’t leave us, Noah, not when we need you the most. Please, God, don’t take him from me. They’re all I have left.” 

	She’s wrong; she has all of us but she can’t see it through her pain. And it’s not my place to bring it up. Not now.

	Hours passed as I sat in the corner and kept watch over them. Each of Mel’s periodic pleas more heartbreaking than the last. 

	“Come on, Noah, time to wake up. Show me those gorgeous eyes and that panty-melting smile. Sing for us, please. Nate just got here and there are mud fights to be had, guitars to be played, lessons to teach, and you know he’s going to need a brother or sister. He needs his daddy, Noah, and we haven’t even had a year. We only got one Thanksgiving, one Christmas, one New Year, and you’re supposed to give me fireworks.” 

	She hiccups and sobs as Nate sleeps soundly, wrapped in their love. “Don’t forget you promised me fifty years, Noah … at least. Baby, please wake up.” 

	Tony walks in with his laptop bag hanging off his shoulder. When he sees the sight before him, he runs his hands through his hair and collapses into a chair next to the door. His eyes catch mine before he drops his head into his hands and cries. 

	Tony and Noah have always been close. They’ve been friends since high school and are both major planners. They geek out on plotting life’s unexpected scenarios. And even if they had a plan for this, I’m sure they never expected to implement it. 

	Making my way over to him, I place my hand on his shoulder. “Who called you?” I ask in a low tone. 

	“Warren did, after you got the news. I brought … the paperwork. Can I talk to Mel?” 

	With a nod, I reply, “I’m not sure how receptive she’ll be.” 

	A light rap on the door is followed by two doctors entering the room. They’re ones I haven’t seen before. Another doctor trails in behind them; he’s the one who gave us the news about Noah. 

	“Mr. Weston, we need to perform Noah’s six-hour assessment. It would be best if you all waited outside and we’ll let you back in when we’re done.” 

	“Go to hell!” Mel cries out from the bed. “I’m not leaving. Any tests you need to do you’ll do in front of me. You’re not killing him before his time. Noah’s still in there and he’s going to fight.” 

	With the patience of a saint, the doctor replies, “Very well, Mrs. Weston, but you and the baby will need to move during the testing.” 

	I take my cue and pry Nate out from under Noah and Mel’s arms. 

	“Amelia,” Tony says, “why don’t you let the doctors do their tests and we can go over Noah’s wishes?”

	“I’m not leaving, Tony. You can come back in and talk to me when they’re done.” Her head still on Noah’s chest, she doesn’t even look up. With a resigned sigh, Tony and I leave the room. 

	“So he had a plan for all this, didn’t he?” I ask once we’re in the hall. Diane comes up to listen and takes the baby from me. 

	“Yes, in fact … Noah updated everything a few days after the wedding. Advanced directive, medical power of attorney, will, you name it and it’s been updated.” 

	“Well … that’s good. I guess. At least Noah will get everything the way he wants it. I suppose that’s important right now.” Diane’s words echo through the hall, but the emptiness in them carries most of all. 

	Everything except his wife, his kid, and his life. 

	“I’m going to get some coffee. I’ll be back.” 
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	After taking a piss, and getting some coffee, I take a glance outside. There is a sea of people sitting vigil outside the hospital with signs and candles. Crying fans are everywhere, just waiting for some kind of update. I overheard Sam say he was posting one and needed approval. 

	I duck into an empty stairwell and close my eyes. We had a blast the past ten years, but none of this was worth the expense of losing Noah, Belle, and Harold. I’d give it all back in a heartbeat if I could. I’m trying to think what Noah would do right now and, picturing the fans outside, I know. 

	As I make my way back to the waiting room, I’m determined to do something good. When I enter, my eyes take in my weary family and it firms my resolve even more. 

	“Look, this is shit, but who wants a project?” 

	Eli looks up from next to Rory. I didn’t even realize he was here yet. “I’ll help. What do you need?” 

	“We need food. Catered, something good. Any price, it doesn’t matter. There are hundreds of people outside the hospital … get them food, too. Food for us, the staff, and the fans. It’s what Noah would do and therefore, it’s what we should be doing. If the staff can’t get out and is stuck eating hospital food, that’s an issue. And as much as we don’t want to eat, we have to. Mel needs us, Nate needs us, and Noah needs us to be strong for them.” 

	Warren smiles up at me and nods his head in approval. Even Veronica smiles at me as she kisses Cadence while she sleeps in her arms. “We’re on it, Sawyer. Go back to Mel and take care of her,” Eli says with tears in his eyes. 

	When I get back to the room, Tony is outside talking to the doctor and a woman. “It’s time to talk to Mel about what’s next. This is Mrs. Johnson, she’s the hospital transplant coordinator,” Tony informs me, and I give a slight nod. 

	“So … the testing?” 

	“Was what we expected, Mr. Weston. I’m sorry, but as I stated before, this is only a formality.” My heart drops. Even though I knew what to expect, I was hoping Mel’s impassioned pleas could make the impossible happen. 

	After entering the room, we pull four chairs to the bedside and Tony opens the dialogue. 

	“Amelia, can we have a conversation about Noah’s wishes?” 

	With a loud sniffle, her broken eyes meet his. “I guess so.” 

	“Two days after the wedding, Noah updated his documents. He has an advanced directive specifically prohibiting heroic measures to extend his life in an instance such as this. He’s also expressed his wishes to be an organ donor. Amelia, are you following me so far?” 

	“Yes,” she whispers. 

	“Okay, even though these are Noah’s wishes, he’s given you medical power of attorney, which means you have the choice of whether or not to honor these wishes. He’s put his faith in you, to choose what is best for him since he can’t. If you should choose to not be his medical power of attorney, he’s requested Sawyer be appointed.” 

	Fuck me.

	Mel gingerly sits up and grips the rail for support as tears stream down her cheeks. “But why? I can’t make this decision for him! Why would he do that to me? Why would he make me be the one to decide if he lives or dies?” Her emotional pleas are heartbreaking, but I understand her thoughts because I feel the same way. 

	“Because you’re his wife and there’s no one he trusted more than you to make sure his wishes and best interests are being looked after. Except for Sawyer, who has always been his designee until you became his wife.” 

	“Mrs. Weston,” the doctor intervenes, “I know this is an impossible situation and you should make an informed decision. Our hospital is one of the best neurological institutions in the country. We have technology other facilities would love to have at their disposal. That fact your husband made it for the birth of your son is a miracle. After twelve hours, and with two doctors’ signatures, we can officially declare him brain dead. We’re at the halfway point. If you would be comfortable bringing in specialists from other facilities to perform additional neurological checks, I’d encourage you to do so, but I don’t expect any other outcome.” 

	Mel’s eyes flare with anger. “So my husband’s life is only worth twelve hours? Is that what you’re saying?” 

	“No, not at all. I’m sorry for what you’ve been through, but many hospitals would make this call at six hours with the injuries your husband sustained. If there were some hope, any hope at all, I’d give it to you. With injuries as catastrophic as his, there isn’t any hope left.” 

	Mel’s eyes dart between us and Noah as tears stream down her cheeks. I feel like I’m swimming inside a fishbowl and I can see the world outside but nothing makes sense. 

	“Four specialists. Find them, Tony. Get whoever you have to, fly them from wherever you need to, I will pay whatever they ask.” 

	Then she turns her fiery gaze back to the doctor. “No less than twenty-four hours and four specialists. After that, I’ll give my consent only if all four specialists agree with the determination the other two already gave.” 

	She then turns to the transplant coordinator. “And you want my husband’s organs, right? I have to give consent for that?” 

	The coordinator meets her glare with a sympathetic look. “I’m here because the family said Noah wanted to be a donor. If that’s something you’d like, too, I will call in The Organ Procurement Network to get things moving. One of their representatives will come out to speak with you all a bit more. Mrs. Weston, I understand how difficult this is, I—” 

	“You what?” Mel asks softly. 

	“I was in your place last year when I lost my husband.” 

	“I’m sorry,” Mel says. “Noah is the most selfless person I’ve ever known. He would want to donate. I will give consent if, and only if, all six of these doctors come back with the same answers and not sooner than twenty-four hours.” 

	That’s it. Mel just set a ticking clock and the countdown begins now. 
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	Left Behind 

	Amelia 

	For twenty-four hours straight, I pray for a miracle I know deep down will never come. With my head resting on Noah’s chest, I listen to his heart beat every second I can. I only move long enough for restroom breaks, doctors to check him, and for them to check me. 

	Everything in my body hurts. I’ve never felt pain like this before, but the pain in my heart, in my soul, trumps anything my body is going through. Most of the time Sawyer sits in a chair in the corner while I cry, weep, and plead with God not to take Noah. I wait anxiously for Noah’s loving arms to suddenly wrap around me tightly and for him to kiss the top of my head like he’s done so many times before. But it never happens; Noah never so much as flinches. 

	When the last specialist finishes, Tony, Sawyer and I talk over the results. They all show the same thing, Noah is gone. Each of the doctors went over their results with us but we wanted to look them over one last time as a whole. Six of the world’s best neurological experts unanimously agree—nothing more can be done.

	After we finish, the doctors step back inside and have me sign the necessary paperwork. I can barely scribble a line I’m so upset. The hopelessness in the air suffocates us all. Before leaving, the doctors agree to sedate me so I can say my goodbyes. When I wake up, it will be over; however, it will only be the beginning of my nightmare. I’ve got no idea how to live without Noah and Belle. 

	With their deepest sympathies ringing in my ears, I know my time is up. I have to find a way to say goodbye to the love of my life so the people who have loved him his whole life can say their goodbyes, too. I’ve been selfishly taking up almost all of what little time we had left with him, but they had so much of his past and I had so very little. 

	Tony and Sawyer follow the doctors out, but Sawyer returns a few moments later with Nate. My son, who is perfect in every way and who I’m terrified to even touch. But I will for Noah, so he can say goodbye. Bringing the baby close, I line his lips up to Noah’s cheek and press them together. I know it’s not exactly a kiss, but it’s the best I can do, especially with the tube in the way. I pull Noah’s arm around Nate and position us into a family hug the best I can. 

	My eyes catch Sawyer’s—his are bloodshot and broken and my heart aches for him. I wish I could comfort him right now in his time of need, but I can’t even see past my own grief to help him with his. 

	“Say goodbye to Daddy, Nate,” I say on a sob as I pass the baby to Sawyer to take back to whoever has been keeping him while I’ve been here. When Sawyer leaves, I press the call button for the nurse so they can medicate me as I try to figure out how to say goodbye. The first thing I do is kiss his head, his cheek, and the corner of his lips before bringing my mouth to his ear.

	“I don’t know how to do this, Noah. How do I say goodbye to you when I just found you?” I pause and try to clear my throat. It’s pointless; I want to be strong for him, but my crying supersedes my strength. “We were supposed to be a family and now I’m alone. I can’t be the mother he needs. You should have been the one who lived, you are the better parent for him.” My sobs are uncontrollable, but I have to find a way to push through. “I pray you and Belle are together right now. Take care of her, Noah, watch over her for me. I’m not sure how to live without you both, or if I even want to. She’s my best friend and you’re the love of my life, what am I supposed to do without you guys?” 

	The door opens and I nod as the nurse comes inside. There’s never going to be a good time for this, and as much as I’d love to stay in Noah’s arms forever, his family is waiting. I pull his arm around me and rest my head over his heart. After injecting the medicine into my I.V. port, the nurse leaves and I feel it taking me fast. “I’ll love you forever, Noah. Thank you for loving me and showing me what love is. Please watch over Nate and me and if you can, keep me from messing this up. I’m so scared, Noah, but I love you, I love you … I love you …” 
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	When I wake up, the sun is streaming through the window of my hospital room. I feel like Noah is in those rays of light somehow. Mama and Eli are at my bedside and Sawyer is sitting on the floor in the corner of the room. His head between his legs, his body is wracked with sobs, and Nate’s bassinette is next to him. 

	“He’s gone?” I whisper. 

	Eli squeezes my hand. “Yeah, Mel, about three hours ago. I’m so sorry.” 

	Silent tears stream down my cheeks, but I’m numb. “How did I get back here?” 

	Mama looks to Eli and he shrugs. “Do you really want to know?” he asks, and I nod. “Sawyer carried you back and tucked you in before saying his goodbyes.” 

	My eyes dart immediately to Sawyer, a whole other piece of my heart breaking for him. He’s a good man, but he’s going to be just as lost as I am without Noah. 

	“Can you give us a minute?” I ask, and they both exit the room. “Sawyer, can we talk?” 

	He looks up at me and shakes his head. 

	“Fair enough. Can you at least come closer so we can cry together?” 

	He complies, wheeling Nate over with him. My eyes take him in like a much-needed breath. My body relaxes slightly as I see his tiny body move as he inhales and exhales. All Belle and Noah would have wanted is for their children to be safe, and they are. 

	“Thank you for taking care of us.” 

	Sawyer looks up at me and speaks through his pain. “I promised him I would, and I always will.” His hand meets mine and he squeezes it lightly. 

	“I think you would have even if you didn’t promise. But Sawyer … we’re … we’re not your obligation. You don’t have to be there. I won’t hold you to it. I don’t want to be anyone’s last promise or debt. You’re off the hook, okay?” 

	Those words are painful to speak because I need Sawyer right now. He’s all I have left. 

	“There’s no hook, Mel … you’re family. We look out for each other, always.” 

	The two of us settle back into our own grief and I eventually drift off again, letting the medication take me under so I can forget, at least for a little while. 
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	I wake up to Cadence babbling. When I look over, Eli and Darren are sitting next to me and Sawyer is sitting in the corner of the room. At least he’s in a chair this time, and he’s feeding Nate. 

	A pang of regret fills my heart that I’m not the one taking care of him right now, but I’m not ready. “Hey, baby girl,” Eli says as he gently squeezes my thigh. 

	“Hey,” I croak as Darren turns Cadence toward me. As soon as she sees me, she smiles, and I smile back at her through my tears. She’s Belle to a T. Darren looks about as bad as I feel, but at least he’s putting on a brave front for his daughter. 

	“The doctors say you can go home tomorrow and then we can all get out of here,” Darren says as he sets Cadence at the edge of my bed. Her fingers wrap around mine, and when she pulls them to her mouth, I feel it right away. 

	“She got her first tooth.” 

	“Yeah,” he says remorsefully. “Belle knew it was coming and she was right. I hate that she’s not here for this, for any of this.” Darren’s words split me open again and a steady stream of tears begin to flow. 

	“Me, too. What do you mean everyone can leave? Who’s here?” 

	“You’re joking, right, Mel?” From the look I give him he must be able to tell I’m not and he shakes his head in disbelief. “No one has left this hospital since you guys were brought in. Not one of us. We came in as a family and we go home as a family,” Darren chokes out. 

	“They don’t have to stay …” 

	“Yes, they do. Family sticks together. You’re one of us now, get used to it.” Sawyer’s tired-but-firm voice leaves no room for argument. “But just so you know, Diane and Rob left a little while ago to get back to the girls. They said to give you their love.” 

	A doctor and a nurse enter the room so Eli and Darren move to step out. Darren bends Cadence toward me and I place a kiss against her sweet little cheek. 

	“Mrs. Weston, how are you feeling?” the doctor asks and quickly corrects himself. “Physically, how are you feeling?” 

	“About the same, I guess. Sore, achy, broken, sad.” 

	The nurse moves to take my vitals and begins removing the tape from my I.V. when she’s finished.

	“We’re moving you to oral medications. You’ll be discharged with something for pain and anxiety, as well as an antibiotic for your wounds. We’ll go over all your discharge instructions with you in the morning. Please be mindful that you are slightly concussed and will have to take it easy for the next three to six months.” 

	“Why so long?” I ask in a panic. 

	“You have three fractured vertebrae. There’s no treatment for them other than rest, restrictions, and time. We’ll get you a brace to wear if it helps with the pain, but it’s not necessary if you’re careful.” 

	“I didn’t realize …” 

	“I’m sure you didn’t. It’s been a rough few days and you’re extremely lucky to be alive … so is your son. I’d go as far to say you’re both miracles. You’ll need lots of help, but it seems like you have a good family support system.” 

	“She does.” Sawyer’s statement, once again, is firm and commanding. 

	“Very well. Nurse Reynolds is going to help you through a shower and give you your first dose of oral medication. She’ll assess your limitations as well as show you how to care for your wounds.” 

	“Okay, thank you.” 

	The nurse helps me up. Never once does Sawyer make a move to assist, but he watches cautiously from the chair just in case. In the restroom, she helps remove my gown, and I gasp when I get a look at myself in the mirror. 

	I’m black, blue, and purple pretty much everywhere. After removing the bandages from my head, she proceeds to remove the rest from my lower legs, where lines of staples fill my skin. 

	“We want to keep these covered while you heal a bit more, but you can remove the bandages for the shower. You’ll want to avoid taking a bath until after your postpartum recheck.” 

	I’d imagined all of this so differently. Noah hovering over me in the hospital tending to my every need, acting every bit the proud father he would have been. As sobs wrack my body, I grab onto the safety bar on the wall. 

	With a sympathetic gaze, Nurse Reynolds nods toward the shower. “It will make you feel better even if it hurts. Do you want the shower chair, or do you think you can stand?” 

	I appreciate her for not making me feel weak, for not acting like I shouldn’t be grieving, for not making me feel any more vulnerable than I already do. 

	“I think I’ll be okay.” 

	She lines up some toiletries on a shelf in the shower and turns on the water, then puts a shower bag over my cast. “I’m going to stand here. If you need help with anything, I’ll get in with you. My scrubs can be easily changed if wet.” 

	“Okay.” As I step into the shower, the warm water feels like it’s pelting my skin in rapid fire. It’s on the softest setting, but fuck it hurts. 

	Between my painful hisses and my curses for not being able to get the shampoo in my hair properly, Nurse Reynolds takes it upon herself to step inside and help me. I’m too sad to be embarrassed about it. 

	“I have a daughter your age,” she says as she soaps up my hair. “You remind me of her.” She pulls the showerhead down and rinses my hair before conditioning it. “I was on duty when you were brought in. What you went through wasn’t easy, and what you’re going to have to go through next will be hard. I witnessed you giving birth to that little miracle in there and I know you’ve got a tremendous amount of fight inside of you. When you feel like you’re at the end of your rope, please remember that.” She sounds like she’s speaking from experience, but I don’t have a reply to give her.

	After she finishes my hair, she steps back out and dries off a bit while I finish. Never once does she worry about her own comfort as she waits for me. After helping me dry off, she helps me into what she calls after-delivery panties and a fresh gown. I’m not sure I feel any better, but I do feel clean. The last of any physical particles from that night have been officially washed down the drain. 

	Mama is sitting next to my bed when we come out of the bathroom; she looks so tired and worn. It makes me feel guilty I’m here when Belle isn’t. “Hey, baby girl, let me help you brush your hair.” 

	My heart floods with love for her. “Mama, can I have a hug first? Please?” 

	With tear-filled eyes, she gently wraps her arms around me. “That I most definitely can do.” 

	This woman is my world. The only one aside from Belle and Eli who has seen me through darkness before. 

	After Mama brushes my hair and helps me get settled in bed, Nurse Reynolds brings me some medications and I thank her for all her help. When she leaves, Karen and Owen come inside, followed by a girl who’s about my age. They step aside to let the girl do her business; she seems nervous. 

	“Mrs. Weston, my name is Debbie and I’m from the hospital records department. I know the timing isn’t the best but I need a moment of your time.” 

	Sawyer comes closer and stands next to me with Nate, practically waiting to go in for the kill if she missteps. I can see the determination in his steely gaze. 

	“We need to verify that Nathaniel is your son’s given name. It is what we’re currently using on his medical records. This document is his official birth record. I need you to confirm the information, make any necessary corrections, and fill in the blank spaces.” 

	I hold up my broken wrist so she can see the cast. 

	“Oh, in that case, I can fill it out for you. We’ll have you sign it the best you can with your other hand once you confirm the information. We’ve completed the parent information already so you can let me know if there are any changes needed when you review it before signing.” 

	Swallowing over the lump in my throat, I answer, “Okay.” 

	“Is Nathaniel his given name?” 

	“Yes.” 

	“What is the middle name going to be? Or does he have one?” 

	The memory of Noah and I deciding his name hits me hard. 

	“It’s perfect. Nathaniel, it is. What about a middle name?” I asked him. 

	“What if we wait to meet him for that? We can make a list and see if his personality or his looks match.” 

	“That’s perfect, Noah. Did we really just name our little boy?” 

	He chuckles at my excited squeal. “Yeah, Mel, we sure did. I love you.” 

	“I love you, too. Always.” 

	 

	“Noah. That’s his middle name. Nathaniel Noah Weston,” I tell her without a doubt in my mind. He looks just like his daddy and should carry his name. 

	Everyone around me is crying, but Karen nods frantically, as if my choice is the best thing she’s ever heard. 

	“Okay, please look this over and we’ll get it filed.” 

	After reviewing the document, I sign it the best I can and she leaves. I’m so tired. Between the shower, the medicine, and the stress, all I want to do is sleep. 

	“Amelia, we need to talk to you about something,” Owen begins, and Sawyer maintains his protective stance next to me.

	“Baby girl, we need to plan the services and would like your input,” Veronica finishes. 

	Services.

	Plural.

	My input …

	“Do whatever you want, but as far as my input goes … closed to the public and a joint service. I can’t do this twice. If that’s okay with you guys, the rest of it is details I don’t need to be a part of.” 

	“Mel …” Karen begins, but I close my eyes and shake my head. 

	“No, my husband and sister are … gone. I’m sorry if it’s selfish, but I can’t wrap my head around it. I don’t need a funeral to understand. If it were up to me, there wouldn’t be one.”

	My body begins to tremble as I feel the impending breakdown coming. “I’m not trying to be a bitch. I know people need closure. Make the arrangements and I’ll be there. I’m just not capable of anything else right now. I’m sorry.” 

	My sobbing steals my breath and my words as my body shakes uncontrollably. I’m not sure how Noah thought I was strong enough to make these decisions. I’m not. My strength came from him and now he’s gone. 

	“Alright, Amelia, we’ll take care of it,” Owen says, effectively ending the conversation. “Also, the nurse brought this for you.” Owen hands me a small bag. 

	I’m barely able to get it open, but my heart drops when I look inside. It’s the last of Noah’s effects. It’s pointless to try to stop crying at this point. 

	“There’s another bag with his clothes and shoes, but they’re probably not in a condition for keeping,” Karen adds softly. 

	I dump the contents onto the table in front of me—his wallet, his wedding ring, his eyebrow ring, and the guitar pick from Nate’s birth announcement. He carried it with him for luck. Whole lot of fucking good it did him. 

	“Karen, can you keep these for me until we get home?” I want to put Noah’s ring somewhere safe so Nate can have it one day. 

	“Of course,” she replies. 

	“Thank you. Now, can someone please get me a wheelchair? I need to go to the chapel.” 

	Mama reaches out for Nate and Sawyer gets the chair for me. After helping me into it, he pulls out his phone and texts someone. 

	“Is everything okay?” I ask, wondering what could be so important right now. 

	“Yeah, the rest of the hospital isn’t as private as where we are. They’re doing their best to keep people out, but I want Mac to clear the chapel just in case.” 

	Fucking fans and fucking paparazzi. My sobbing has barely subsided but I’m suddenly filled with rage. 

	Once we’re inside the chapel, Sawyer pushes me to the front where the candles are. 

	“You might want to move me away from those. I’m likely to burn this place to the ground given the chance.” 

	He pulls me back to the end of a pew. “Do you want to sit?” 

	“No, but you might want to leave for this.” If I didn’t know better, I’d swear he almost smirks at me. 

	“I’m not going anywhere, Mel. You do what you gotta do.” He sits on the opposite side of room and he hunches down, rubbing his face with his hands. He looks like hell and I wonder if he’s even slept. 

	“Mama always told Belle and me in our darkest hour we still have to find a way to get right with God. Because as much as God takes away, He’s also the one who gives. So I’m going to get real with You right now, God. You’re a motherfucking son of a bitch.” 

	Sawyer draws in a sharp breath, but I don’t care. My blasphemous soul can go to hell because it’s not any worse than where I am right now. 

	“Who the fuck do You think You are? Why am I here? You’ve taken away everything and everyone I’ve ever gotten close to!” My chest heaves and my body aches, but it feels damn good to get angry. “Every time I let love into my heart, You rip it away. You should have just taken me and put me out of my misery. Instead, You took two of the best people I’ve ever known. I don’t understand it and I won’t … not ever. What have You ever given me? A family who was ripped away one at a time? A husband to love but only for a short while? A best friend who was a sister in every way that mattered …” 

	My sobs are relentless; I can barely breathe. Everything in my body hurts as my anger succumbs to sadness once again. “That beautiful baby boy who looks just like his daddy but doesn’t have one anymore? What am I going to do with him? He needs Noah, asshole! He needs Noah …” 

	There’s no point in pleading and screaming anymore. I’m never going to be right with God after this. With my head in my hands, all my grief comes pouring out. Eventually, Sawyer picks me up and carries me back to my room, leaving the chair behind. 

	Karen is sitting next to the bed, with a bottle on the table beside her. She’s holding Nate and eyes me with a concerned gaze. When Sawyer puts me down, I’m still trying to catch my breath from all the crying. 

	“Amelia, I think it would be good for you to feed your son,” Karen says as she tries to hand me the bottle. 

	“I’m tired and sore. If you don’t want to do it, let the nurse do it.” I’m exhausted; the last thing I want to think about is Nate. 

	“I’ll do it, Mom. Why don’t you try and take a nap,” Sawyer says as he takes the seat next to her. With a hesitant glance thrown my way, she relents and gives the baby to Sawyer. My eyes are heavy and flutter closed as Sawyer takes over his brother’s job. 
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	The next morning, after a breakfast I barely touched, I’m given extensive discharge and follow-up instructions along with quite a few prescriptions. Karen is sitting in the corner with Sawyer and Nate and everyone else is on their way to the airport. 

	“Sawyer, can you give me a few minutes to help get Mel dressed?” 

	Sawyer picks up the car seat Nate is already snuggled in, sleeping peacefully. “I’ll be right outside if you need me.” 

	I can’t move. I’m not even trying. There’s no point because there’s nowhere to go from here. “Come on, Mel, if you stand up we can get this done quickly,” Karen says, and I notice her exhaustion for the first time. She’s aged a decade in only a few short days and it’s all my fault. I try to stand for her, but it hurts everywhere. 

	“Why are you helping me?” I wail as I sit back on the bed, exhausted. 

	“Oh, sweetheart,” she replies with nothing but a mother’s pure love reflecting in her eyes. “Because you’re our daughter, and we love you. Noah would want us to help you through this.”

	“But I’m not family anymore, am I? He’s gone and you’re not obligated to help me. It’s okay.” 

	“Amelia, you will always be our family. No matter what, that will never change. You are Noah’s wife, you are Nate’s mother, and you are our daughter.” Her voice cracks as tears begin streaming down her cheeks. “I know you’re hurting, we all are. But listen to me when I tell you this … The only way out is through. I know you can’t see it now, but until you can find your own way out, we will guide you through.” 

	“Karen,” I cry, collapsing onto her shoulder, “I can’t do this without him. I can’t live without him. We should have gone together and Belle should have lived.” 

	“Shh,” she whispers as her fingers weave through my hair. “There’s no rhyme or reason to life, things happened the way they were supposed to. I’m going to miss Noah, for the rest of my life but he would have wanted you to live. I won’t pretend this is going to be easy. But I will be here to help you, Amelia, every step of the way.” I’m amazed at the way she’s been keeping herself together for her family, but seeing her cry makes me feel even closer to her in this moment. 

	She unties the hospital gown and helps me get dressed. Somehow, I will my body to move enough to put on the pajamas she brought for me and climb into the wheelchair. I’m ready to go home … the thought of which sends me into a panic. 

	The door opens as I look up at Karen with fear-filled eyes. “Where am I going? I don’t even have a place to live anymore. And Nate … Oh God, I don’t even know where I’m going.” As I lower my head into my hands, Sawyer sends Karen outside. 

	The next thing I know, he’s crouched down in front of me, pulling my hands away from my face with his own tears covering his cheeks. 

	“You listen to me, Amelia Weston, my house is your house. It’s our house. No one is making you go anywhere. You were Noah’s wife and what was his is now yours. Nate’s nursery is ready and waiting for him. You’re family, Princess, get used to it. We’re not letting you go anywhere.” 

	“Okay,” I manage to choke out through snot-filled sniffles as Sawyer passes me a box of tissues. 

	“Hang onto that, you’ll probably need it.” 

	“Thank you.” 

	“Sure,” he says. 

	“No, Sawyer, thank you for giving me a place to go.” 

	“You don’t have to thank me for that. Friends help friends and I need you right now as much as you need me. Without Noah … He was my everything, Mel, and you’re the only one who truly gets that.” 

	After a few moments of silence between us, Karen and Nurse Reynolds come inside followed by Mac. 

	“Are you ready, Amelia?” Nurse Reynolds asks. 

	Am I ready to leave the last place I ever saw my husband alive? I have no words for her so I just give her a slight nod. 

	“Mel, you should know there are still a lot of people outside. They’re here for you and Nate.” Sawyer’s confession doesn’t exactly surprise me and yet it does. But when we finally make it to the doors of the hospital, I’m shocked at exactly how many people are here. They’re stretched as far as the eye can see. There’s a mass memorial with candles and photos, offerings of love and support. 

	“I want to see that,” I tell Sawyer, pointing to the massive display of love for Noah. 

	“Mel, I don’t think that’s a good idea,” he cautions. 

	“Fine. Mac, push me over there, please. Karen, can you put Nate in the car?” 

	Sawyer grumbles and pushes my wheelchair to the other side of the drive where the memorial is set up. When we reach the front, a hush falls over the crowd and no one moves. 

	As I gaze over this display of love, I’m crying before I realize it. There are photos of Noah everywhere, but not just him. Most of them are of the two of us or of our first family photo. This is their way of acknowledging our family. Because they’re still here even when he’s gone, it says so much. 

	Finally, I look up at Sawyer, who is also crying, and tug on his arm. “What’s going to happen to all of this stuff?” 

	“I guess someone will come along and toss it eventually.” That’s what I thought.

	“Can you get someone to take all the bears and stuffed things up to the children’s floor? And maybe collect the flowers and send them to patients who don’t have any family here? And the photos and signs … get someone to send those to me.” He looks at me like I’ve lost my mind. 

	“It’s what Noah would do, Sawyer. It’s what he’d want.” Next, I turn to Mac. 

	“Feel like yelling?” I ask, and a small smirk picks up on the corner of his mouth. 

	“For you, anytime.” 

	“Tell them thank you, that Noah would have loved their kindness, and to honor that we’re going to give the flowers and toys to people inside the hospital but that all their notes, photos, and signs will be sent to me. And tell them …” 

	I’m not sure about this next part, I’ll do it but for Belle. 

	“Tell them I’ll update the Slammed blog when I’m feeling up to it with a proper thank you of my own.” 

	I’m continuously wiping my tears away as Sawyer turns us around to face the crowd. They listen to Mac’s words with rapacious attention. Most of them are crying just like us, and for one of the first times ever, I feel for them. They’re suffering Noah’s loss in their own way. Just because they didn’t know him doesn’t mean they didn’t love him. 

	I don’t miss the few reporters in the crowd, or the flashing of their cameras, but there’s really no story here anymore. We’re just a family grieving; they’ll go away eventually. 

	Once we’re at the car, Sawyer and Mac help me into the back seat where Nate is positioned in the middle between Karen and me. He’s sleeping contentedly as if nothing is amiss, and I guess, in a way, for him it isn’t. This is the only reality he will ever know. That thought alone sends my emotions into overdrive once again. 

	“Are Noah and Belle back home already?” I ask to anyone who will give me an answer. 

	“Sweetheart, they’re flying back with us. The funeral home is meeting us there.” With her words, my grief again bubbles to the surface. I’m still crying thirty minutes later when we reach our destination. Mac carries me onto the plane. I don’t argue because I’m not sure I could have even made it up the steps. As Mac carries me to the far end of the plane, I’m overcome by the sadness shrouding all of their faces. Sawyer boards with Nate and straps him in between Karen and Owen. I’m glad; he’s probably a comfort to them and right now he’s an extra burden for me to deal with. Sawyer straps in next to me and then helps me with my seatbelt. As the plane takes off, my one good hand grips the arm rest and Sawyer peels my fingers off and holds my hand. He knows how scared I am to fly, but he doesn’t release me when we level off in the sky. His head falls back onto his seat and his eyes are closed. Within minutes, he’s asleep. If him holding onto me allows him some rest, I’ll give it to him because I’m going to need his help over the next few weeks. 
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	Everything Has Changed

	As we all walk into the house, I don’t know what to do. I feel Noah everywhere and just stand in the foyer like a lost puppy. 

	“Come on, Mel, why don’t I help you get settled in bed. You need your rest.” Eli’s kind words wash over me as I follow behind him. When we reach my room, it’s just as we left it after the Fourth of July, and it’s suddenly too much. 

	Noah’s shirt is tossed haphazardly onto the bed. Without thinking, I lift it to my face and inhale his scent. As I collapse onto the bed, I burst into tears once again. 

	Eli pulls me into his embrace. “Let it all out, baby girl. I’m here for you for as long as you need.”

	My eyes dart around the room, taking in all our memories. Noah had so many of our photos framed and put on the wall, the dressers, and the bedside table. Everything about this room screams “us.” But “us” is no longer a thing. 

	“I don’t want to be here, Eli. Why didn’t I die, too?” I sob, clutching onto his shirt. 

	“It wasn’t your time, Mel. If you had died, Nate would have, too. He’s the reward of your love. Someday, when you’ve gotten past your grief, you’re going to be thankful beyond words to have him with you.” 

	“I love him, but I’ll ruin him. I don’t know how to be his mom.” 

	Eli brushes my tears away. “The same way you loved Noah … with your whole heart. You’ll learn the rest as you go, and I’m here as long as you need me.” 

	“Thanks, Eli, but I think I need some time alone. Can you make sure someone is taking care of the baby, please?” 

	“Sure thing. I’ll check back in a little bit. Try and rest.” 

	He closes the door behind him and I walk to the dresser and pick up a framed wedding photo. Noah’s eyes were dancing with happiness and mine were filled with love. We were blinded by it and I’d never been happier. There’s a package next to it, and my stomach plummets as soon as I see the return address. 

	Taking the box with trembling hands, I sit on the edge of the bed. When I finally manage to get it open and pull out the album inside, my body slides to the floor. Noah and I were so excited about our maternity photo shoot. We haven’t seen these yet, not even online proofs—the photographer was old school and preferred the element of surprise. I’ve only turned one page in the album, but the guttural wails falling from my lips are far louder than my previous sobs. 

	Within seconds, Sawyer is at my side. When he sees what I’m looking at, he drops to the floor next to me. 

	“Noah would have loved these.” 

	His words hit straight to my heart. “Why is this happening, Sawyer? Why did we lose them? I’m so lost over Noah I haven’t even begun to process losing Belle. And these pictures are everything we dreamed of but now they’re literally just memories.” 

	He rubs his eyes with his hands like I’ve seen him do so many times over the past few days. “I don’t know, Mel. I don’t have any answers for you. I thought after what I went through as a kid I’d been through a lifetime of heartache. But this … it hurts so much more.” 

	The two of us sit, drowning in our tears and grief as I numbly thumb through the pages of this album. They’re everything Noah and I wished for when we had them taken. More than anything, I wish we could go back to that day. I want to be in the moment again where Noah is kneeling in front of me, kissing my belly, while he looks up at me adoringly. Nate’s name was carved in the sand in front of us. It took Noah over an hour before he considered it photo-worthy. I just want to hear Noah tell us how much he loves us, one more time …

	“Sawyer,” I say through my sniffles, “I know this is the worst timing, but was anything recovered from the bus?” 

	“You’re worried about things?” he snaps. 

	His reaction makes me feel awful. “No, well … not exactly. Our wedding album was on the bus. It’s irreplaceable. And Noah’s guitar, and my camera and laptop with all the pictures I’d yet to upload. They’re my last memories, Sawyer. Our last memories.” 

	I’d gotten so many more brother shots the last few days we were on the road and I can’t remember if I uploaded them to my computer and backed them up to the cloud or not. But my wedding photos … I can’t lose those, too.

	“I’m sorry, Mel, I honestly don’t know. I’ll find out for you, though. I promise.” 

	J peeks his head inside the room, and my heart sinks. He’s got huge black bags under his eyes and is incredibly pale. Noah was so excited for me to get to know Jordan better and I feel terrible we didn’t get the chance before. 

	“How are you feeling, Mel?” he asks timidly, still lingering in the doorway. 

	“Probably no better than you but with some physical pain thrown in. How are you doing?” 

	With a shrug, he walks in and sits on the edge of the bed above us and looks down at the album in my hand. “I’m fucking numb. This kind of shit shouldn’t happen to people more than once in a lifetime, especially to people like Noah.” 

	“Amen to that, brother,” Sawyer says as J looks over our shoulders at the photos. 

	“I’m going to miss his happiness so much. I hope Nate gets that from Noah most of all. No offense, Mel.” 

	“None taken, J. I hope everything Nate becomes all comes from Noah.” My answer quiets them, but it’s the truth. 

	“Mom sent me in here because Diane and Rob just got here with the girls and some food. She’s insistent both of you come to the table. Mel, Mom said you have to eat at least a few bites to take your meds and keep up your strength.” 

	“Let’s get this over with,” Sawyer says as he stands and helps me off the floor. 

	“Go ahead without me. I’ll be there soon. I need to use the restroom first.” 

	I never realized how many muscles sitting, standing, and wiping involve just to take a fucking piss. When I’m done in the restroom, I take a look in the mirror. Aside from the cuts and bruises, Karen isn’t the only one who looks like she’s aged. I have, too. 

	As I step out in the hall, I’m pulled to the nursery. This room was supposed to be the happiest place in the house. What I didn’t expect to see was Nate fast asleep in his crib. I cover my mouth to hold back my cries and watch him, wishing I could hold him and knowing I can’t. 

	“You won’t break him, I promise.” Diane’s tender words meet my ears as the tears escape my eyes. 

	“I’m pretty sure you’re wrong about that,” I whisper. 

	“Oh, Mel, I felt the same way with Saylor, but I promise it will get better. You’ll see. You just need some snuggle time.” She takes in my horrified expression and frowns. “You’re the best thing for him,” she states firmly. 

	“I got his dad and his aunt killed. I’m cursed, Diane, and the farther Nate stays away from me the better.” 

	Within seconds, her arms are wrapped around me, her own tears falling against my cheeks. “There is no one in this world who could have loved my brother more than you did. Or Belle. Amelia, trust me … this baby will be the best part of your life, but you can’t shut him out. If not for you, and if not for him, do it for Noah.” 

	“He’ll suffer for it in the long run.” 

	She places a kiss on the side of my head “No, Mel, you will. The only way Nate will suffer is without his mother’s love.” 

	I want to believe what she’s saying. “I love him enough not to hurt him like that. I’m bad luck, Diane.” 

	“Then so are we. Look at our tragic history. If you consider this bad luck, you have to account for ours as well. It’s not luck at all, Mel, it’s fate. And yours is to be the best mother you can be to Noah’s son. For whatever reason, this is the way things are supposed to be. Don’t waste a second being fearful because time waits for no one.” 

	She releases me and walks toward the door. With a reluctant glance over her shoulder, she leaves me alone. As I look down upon Nate, I wish with all my heart things were different. His life was supposed to be so much better than this. Leaving him to sleep, I notice the baby monitor is on. At least someone is taking good care of him. 

	Feeling lost, I wander back into my room, forgetting why I got up in the first place. I sit down on the bed as Saylor appears at the door, the sadness on her face plain as day. 

	“Auntie Mel?” she asks cautiously. My appearance probably scares her. 

	“Hey, Ladybug.” 

	She walks over to me and looks me over with her sad eyes, running her fingers across my cast. 

	“You’re one big ouchie. Can I kiss you and make you better?”

	The goodness in her reminds me so much of Noah. “You can try, but I’ve got a lot of owies and they might take a while to heal, even with all the kisses in the world.” 

	She climbs up next to me on the bed, leans over, and kisses my cheek. “My mommy says Uncle Noah and Belle are in heaven now. I’m going to miss them, but I’m glad they’re not there alone.” 

	She’s such a precocious child, but it’s nice to talk to someone who isn’t hovering over me. 

	“I’m going to miss them, too, sweetie.”

	She looks up at me with sad eyes, and I’m overwhelmed with the urge to hug her, so I do. Briefly. “Auntie Mel, Uncle Noah was the only one who called me Ladybug. Can you … still call me that? I don’t want to ever forget him.” 

	“We won’t let you forget him, Saylor, I promise. But if you want me to keep calling you Ladybug, I will.” 

	“Thank you. Grandma says you’re supposed to come with me to eat dinner.” With the determination of a grownup, she holds my good hand and tugs until I stand, leading me into the kitchen, never once letting me go. 

	Standing in this room, in the middle of everyone who was so near and dear to Noah and me, I’m at a loss. I feel their sadness, but I’m convinced the only ones who understand what I’m feeling are Sawyer and Darren. It makes me a judgy bitch because I know their loss is equally profound, but I can’t find it inside of me to accept their pain is as large as mine. 

	Karen leads me to the table and sets a plate in front of me. “Karen, I …” 

	“Even a few bites, Mel. Just enough so you can take your medicine,” she says, already knowing what I’m going to say. That’s a mother’s job, though, right? Belle would have been an amazing one. She would have helped me find my way and would be giving me so much shit right now for not hugging Nate and keeping him close. I just … can’t. 

	Everyone is here. Eli is sitting with Rory, but his eyes are locked on mine. He was there when my mom died—he knows how bad it got—and he’s worried because this is so much worse. Mama pulls up the chair next to me and lightly squeezes my thigh under the table. Marcus is right behind her with his hand on her shoulder. He’s her rock; I’m comforted knowing she has someone who can take care of her when I can’t. 

	Wyatt, Anna, Sawyer, Darren, J, Warren and Sam are all around the bar, and right next to Sawyer is Nate’s baby monitor. Knowing Sawyer is so willingly stepping in when I can’t–when Noah can’t—reminds me of a conversation Noah and I had a few days after the wedding. 

	“Hey, Mel,” Noah said as he stroked my arm while spooning me from behind. We’d just finished making love and I was beyond relaxed in his arms. 

	“Hmm …” I murmured, and he chuckled. 

	“Look, I know it’s not the best time for this talk, but I think it’s important after the Sara stuff. If something were to happen to us, who would you want to raise Nate?” 

	The seriousness of his tone made the hair stand up on my arms. I turned to face him. “I know you’re a planner, but don’t you think this is a bit much, Noah?” 

	His expression was pained just for a second before he flashed me a brilliant smile. “Humor me. I like to be prepared, and this is one of the most important preparations we can make.” 

	“Alright, I guess if it were up to me I’d say Belle. She’s the only person I know who would automatically fight for him if something went wrong. What about you?” 

	His green eyes met mine and his expression softened “Sawyer. There’s not a soul on earth I would trust more.” 

	Sawyer with a baby? I could understand his choice but still thought Belle would be more … responsible. “Maybe they could share? I think Belle would be more structured, especially with Cadence.” 

	“Yeah, maybe they could. Although, I think some responsibility would be just what Sawyer needs to put his head on straight.” 

	Wrapping my hand behind Noah’s head, I pulled his lips to mine. “It’s a good thing we won’t ever have to find out. You promised me a minimum of fifty years, Mr. Weston, and I expect to cash in each one of them.” 

	“Good, because I don’t ever make a promise I don’t intend to keep and my vows are the most important promise I’ve ever made. I love you, Mel.” 

	As I blink back my tears, my attention goes back to the baby monitor. Noah was spot on; I hate the fact I’m here to know that. 

	After eating a few tasteless bites, I push my plate away. Karen places my pills in front of me, which I take eagerly. All I want to do is go to sleep and dream of happier times. Mama helps me get ready for bed and after she hugs me goodnight, I reach out for her. 

	“I’m so sorry I couldn’t save her.” Unable to hold back the floodgate of tears that opens once again, she pulls me back into her embrace while she cries tears of her own. 

	“Oh, baby girl, it wasn’t up to you to save her. That was up to God. Belle was my world and I’m struggling to accept this. The only consolation I have is the rest of you survived. Those babies were meant to carry on their parents’ legacies. God gave us a part of them in these children, and I’m going to cherish every moment I have with them. Belle wouldn’t want you blaming yourself. Hell, that girl would want you to throw a party honoring her life, not mourn her.” 

	“Yeah, well, Belle didn’t always have the most realistic expectations. I’m going to miss her, miss them, for the rest of my life.” My sadness is overshadowed by my sleepiness as I release a yawn. 

	“Get some rest, Mel. I’ll close the door behind me. We’ll get each other through this, I promise.” 

	After she leaves, I turn on the baby monitor next to my bed. Noah had to have the best of the best so he picked a monitor where there’s basically a miniature video on each handheld portion. I think there are three, if I remember correctly. I have one, Sawyer has one, and Karen probably has the other. My eyes flutter closed as I watch Nate sleeping peacefully on the monitor. 
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	“Mel, you have to wake up!” Hands are on my shoulders and my eyes snap open. 

	“Jesus, Eli, you scared me!” My heart is racing, my body drenched in sweat. “What are you doing here?” 

	“It’s my night to take care of you.” He points to the big cushy chair in the corner, where his pillow and blanket lie. 

	“I’m okay. I don’t need a babysitter,” I grumble. 

	“From that nightmare you were having, I’d beg to differ.” He takes a seat next to me and hands me a cup of water from the nightstand. 

	“I was dreaming about the accident.” 

	“Yeah, I could tell. Are you still seeing your therapist?” he asks hesitantly. 

	“No, it’s been years.” 

	“If things don’t get better soon, you might want to start again. Look, I can’t pretend to even understand what you’re going through. But I do know what you went through when Iris died. This is … it’s worse than that.” 

	“I’ll be fine, eventually … but I appreciate your concern,” I reply as I hand him the cup. 

	“Will you, though? Be fine? Because I’d be a fucking mess. Hell, I am a fucking mess and this doesn’t affect me nearly as much as it affects you. There’s no shame in needing or asking for help, Mel.” 

	“I’m not helpless, Eli! I’m lost, sad, terrified, broken, angry, and so fucking alone.” I collapse onto my pillow and let the tears come again. 

	He leans down and kisses the top of my head before standing. “The last thing you are is alone, and I never said you were helpless. You’re one of the strongest people I’ve ever known, which is probably why you and Nate are still here with us. But even the strong need help. When we’re broken and weary and the fight goes away from us, that’s when our friends and families pick us up and carry us until we’re ready to pave our own way again. Let us carry you, Mel, until you’re strong enough to do it yourself. Let us be your family.” 

	Eli takes his place in the chair again and curls up with the blanket. I do need their strength to carry me through. But without Noah’s love, it all seems pointless. What could possibly be better on the other side of this grief without Noah and Belle? 
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	Goodbye

	It’s been ten days since we left the hospital. Ten days with a house filled with people. Ten days of hovering and tears. Ten days of pain and frustration. And two full weeks without Noah and Belle. 

	I’ve spent two weeks in a medication-induced haze, watching my son from afar. I haven’t held him, haven’t fed him, haven’t even changed a diaper, and no one has tried to make me. They know as well as I do that I’m detrimental to him. Hell, I’m pretty sure I’m detrimental to myself. 

	I spend most of my time in bed, ensconced in Noah’s scent still lingering on the sheets and pillows. But for how much longer? How long will I hear his voice in my head? How long will I smell him as if he’s right next to me? If I die today, I’ll still hear him, still smell him, still picture him in my mind. But then there’s Nate. I can’t touch him, but I can’t bear the thought of leaving him, either. Noah would hate me for these thoughts, so I try to push forward, one day at a time. 

	Each night, I watch the monitor as someone takes a rotation with my son. Even Darren spent a night juggling Cadence and Nate. He’s hurting as much as I am but he finds solace in our kids where I only find pain. Everyone cries when they hold him. Poor Nate probably thinks excessive tears are a normal part of life. 

	Today is the day I’ve been dreading most—the one where we have to say goodbye to Noah and Belle. It’s going to be a large service with only friends and family, but people have lots of “friends” in this industry. It’s going to be hell, but it would have been anyway. 

	All the kids are staying with Rob’s sister here at the house and her friend is coming to help her. They’re both teachers by trade; I’ve been assured they will be fine with the kids. I’m a horrible mother because I never even asked otherwise and only nodded when I was told. I know Darren and Sawyer wouldn’t leave these kids if they weren’t going to be safe. Plus, there’s so much security all over the place I don’t think anyone could easily get in. 

	I’ve been so drugged up I haven’t paid attention to the media, but even in my haze I see the stress Sawyer is carrying on his shoulders. Tony and Warren have been meeting with Mac and Ryan daily in the office, and whenever I walk into a room, the TV is quickly snapped off. It’s not like I will be searching this up on the internet when my phone and laptop are replaced; I have no desire to do so. Any emails with press-related inquires will be deleted, just like they were when my parents died. 

	“Ready, Mel?” Sawyer asks, stepping up behind me. I stand up slowly, the bruises may be healing some but my body still feels like it was hit by a freight train. 

	Mama helped me get dressed earlier and I’ve been staring out the window ever since. It’s been raining today, which is odd in the middle of summer, but it sure does make Veronica happy. She says only the best of the best get God’s tears at their homegoings. Out of all of this, even as angry as I am, that somehow gives me comfort. Belle and Noah are the best of the best. 

	 “I’ll never be ready for this,” I say, turning toward Sawyer. He’s dressed nice but looks like hell. 

	“Yeah, I know the feeling. Look, I wanted you to know all the non-essentials are going home tonight. It’s time we have some space and figure out what to do with Nate or how it’s going to work when everyone isn’t around. He needs some kind of normal, Mel. It’s time.” His words are soft and I know he’s just trying to find his way, too. 

	“Whatever you think is best, Sawyer. This is your home.” 

	“Don’t do that. This is our home. What was Noah’s is now yours, of that I’m sure. I … Fuck, this is hard. I need you here, Mel, okay? If you guys aren’t here I can’t be, either. Not alone without Noah. I meant it when I said we’re in this together for as long as it takes.” 

	“Yeah, okay.” 

	Taking my hand, he leads me out to the limos waiting in the drive. There are two of them, and we’re the last to get inside. I can’t bring myself to look at anyone even though I feel like they’re all staring at me. I close my eyes and rest my head against the seat and don’t open them again until we arrive at the church. 

	At my request, we got here last so everyone is already settled inside. We’re to enter through the back, which has been blocked off by police and private security. With my parents, I learned when you arrive first you have to listen to everyone’s condolences twice—once when they arrive and again when they leave. This is better. I don’t need to hear how sorry or sad everyone else is. I can barely handle my own grief. 

	We’re ushered into the first two rows and I promptly lose my shit when my eyes catch sight of Noah and Belle’s caskets side by side, with their larger-than-life photos next to them. Which in turn seems to cause a domino effect because everyone around me is now crying. 

	As I look at their photos staring back at me, it’s almost like I’m separated from my body. Before I can stop myself, I’m standing.

	Painstakingly slow, I make my way up to their caskets. Pausing, I lean my head against Belle’s casket first and kiss it. I whisper so only she can hear me—at least that’s my hope. “You will always be my sister, and I will love you forever, but never in a million years will I say goodbye to you.” 

	As the tears stream down my cheeks, I make my way to Noah’s darker casket. I lean across it with my entire body and put my ear to the wood and listen. I’m not sure how long I’ve been up here in front of everyone, but the hushed whispers grow louder. Eventually, Sawyer comes up and tries to comfort me, to see where my head is. 

	“Princess, let me take you back to your seat.” 

	“No, Sawyer. I’m trying to listen. I can’t hear it, but if I listen really hard I might be able to.” 

	“What are you listening for?” 

	“His heartbeat, Sawyer. Why can’t I hear it anymore?” I can hear Karen’s sobs and a few others over my tearful plea, but if they’d just be quiet and let me listen maybe I could stop their pain, maybe … he’s not really gone. 

	The next thing I know, I’m being lifted off Noah’s casket and carried out of the room by Sawyer. Tears are streaming down his cheeks and mine, and I keep asking him why the entire time. As he sets me down on the couch in the visitors’ room, he drops to his knees in front of me and takes my hand in his. 

	“Why, Sawyer?” 

	“I don’t know, Mel, but he’s gone, and he’s never coming back.” 

	Then Sawyer drops his head into my lap and sobs. I fold myself over him and cry with him because it’s all we can do. We’re two lost souls trudging through this miserable earth while the keeper of our hearts is on an entirely different plane of existence. At least I hope he is because if there’s no heaven I won’t ever see Noah or Belle again; I can never accept that. 

	There’s a knock at the door and Mac steps quickly inside closing it behind him. “They’re starting. Do you two want to come back out or …” Even Mac is at a loss. I’ve never seen him at a loss for anything. 

	“What do you want to do, Mel?” 

	“I don’t know. What do you want to do?” I ask Sawyer, turning his words back around on him. Considering my current mental state, I probably shouldn’t make the decisions. 

	“I’m not sure I want to go back out there, but I’m pretty sure Noah would do it for me. I can’t go alone, Mel, so I’ll stay here with you if you’re not okay.” 

	“I’m not okay, I’ll likely never be okay again.” The pouring rain outside catches my attention.

	“Does she need a doctor?” Mac asks, and when I turn my attention back to them I see real fear in Sawyer’s eyes. This day is hard enough; the least I can do is not make it any worse than I already have. 

	“No, I don’t. I’ll try not to let my crazy show anymore today. You’re right. Noah would do it for you and he’d do it for me, too. So we’ll do this for him.” 

	“You’re not crazy, Princess, you’re just left behind. I understand,” Sawyer says as he stands and helps me to my feet. 

	Mac ushers us back to our seats while everyone stares at us. They must all think I’m losing my mind after that. Who knows, maybe I am. 

	For the next hour and a half, we sit and listen and cry. The words spoken about Belle and Noah by friends and loved ones ripped me to shreds. There was so much I wish I could get up there and say because that’s what best friends do, but I’m too lost inside my own head to even think coherently, let alone speak that way. 

	After the service, we drive straight to the graveside, where I stay in the car and watch from the window. No one fought me too hard after claiming pain and exhaustion; it wasn’t a lie but it wasn’t exactly the whole truth. I just don’t have the fight left in me to see them bury the two people I love most in the world. 

	About halfway through the service, Eli joins me in the limo and knows exactly what I need. Wordlessly, he pulls me into a hug and lets me cry. We stay in this position long after the service is over—until the limo pulls up in front of the house. When he finally releases me, I feel alone instantly, but I better get used to it because this is my life now. 

	Everyone except Sawyer exits the car. When my eyes meet his it’s like looking in a funhouse mirror. We’re the same but different. Same grief, same vacant stares, same feeling of isolation, but I know he’s the only one who hurts like me. No one else can understand this feeling but him and Darren. 

	 “You ready for this?” he asks. 

	“Making small talk with people about my tragic loss and how happy I should be that our children survived? Yup. I’ve never been more ready for something in my life.” 

	Sawyer snorts at my words and I actually laugh—so does he. Soon, we’re both laughing so hard we’re crying. It hurts like hell, but neither of our tears are from my words, just the oppressive sadness surrounding each of us. 

	He helps me from the car and the house is teeming with people. I turn to him and whisper in his ear, “I know I’m not supposed to drink with my pills, but if you want me to play nice someone needs to get me a shot of whiskey.” 

	“I got you covered, Mel. One shot won’t kill you, just wait an hour to take your pills. Deal?” Considering I’m not supposed to take them for at least that long, anyway, it’s a no brainer. 

	“Deal.” 

	He leads me to the sofa and has me sit next to Anna. Across the room, Darren already has Cadence in his arms like a shield and Mama has Nate. Sawyer brings me my drink and hands Anna one, too. Whiskey and Coke has never tasted this good. 

	“Karen would shit if she knew what was in your cup,” Anna says with a light laugh. 

	“She probably would, but I’m sure she can understand my need,” I say, nodding my head toward Karen, who looks miserable in the middle of a crowd of people offering their condolences. As I continue glancing around, I notice a girl hugging Sawyer. She’s pretty, too pretty, and extremely handsy. Even after he released her, she’s still touching his arm. 

	Anna follows my stare and groans. “What the hell is she doing here?” 

	“Who is she?” 

	“That’s Lola. She briefly dated Noah in high school. It didn’t take him long to figure out she wanted the twin experience, if you know what I mean.” 

	“Together?” 

	“That’s what she wanted, but neither of them were up for that kind of thing. So she thought she’d try and get them one at a time. After Noah dumped her, Sawyer didn’t give her the time of day. She’s always been an attention whore, so it doesn’t surprise me she’s here. She must have come with her brother. He was good friends with the guys back in the day.” 

	“Guess she didn’t get the hint back then.” My eyes narrow as she loops her arm through Sawyer’s elbow. 

	“Lola is bad news, Mel, and Sawyer is in a bad place right now. Let’s just hope he remembers how much trouble she is.” 

	“The last thing I need right now is some stupid trick trying to trap Sawyer at his most vulnerable time. Noah would never forgive me for letting that happen.” 

	Anna’s eyes soften with my words. “I never realized you were so protective of Sawyer.” 

	“I’m protective of anyone Noah loved. But I love him, too. He’s family and one of the very few people holding me together right now.” 

	Anna’s hand rests softly on my thigh. “Look, Mel, I’m here for you. I can’t begin to replace Belle … and I wouldn’t ever try, but if you need a friend I can be that for you. Besides,” she pauses and looks around before continuing, “we haven’t told anyone except for Wyatt and Warren, but Sam is bringing us back to the L.A. office. With everything that happened he feels we’re needed here more so he found replacements for us in San Diego.” 

	“Thank you, Anna. I appreciate that more than you know.” I try to blink back my tears. “I’m sorry you have to come back. I know how important opening that office was for you.” 

	“I’m not. I love San Diego, but this is my home. Actually, Sam is giving me the promotion anyway. We only had a year left, so this is a good move for me. It’s just hard to be happy about it when my heart is broken. Noah was and will always be one of my favorite people.” 

	“Mine, too,” I whisper, leaning my head on her shoulder. 

	Darren walks over to us and stops in front of me. “Mel, can you hold Cadence for a few minutes, please? I have to take a piss and I don’t want any of these people passing her around.” 

	I want to say no but, between the pleading look in his eyes and the smile on Cadence’s face, I can’t. “Yeah, of course. Prop her against my cast so I can hold her steady with my good arm.” 

	With a look of relief, he passes her to me with her binky and her bear. “Hey, baby girl,” I say, and she keeps on smiling and cooing back. I haven’t been around many babies, but she’s always been such a happy girl. 

	“She’s adorable,” Anna remarks. 

	I nod. “She’s Belle through and through. This isn’t fair, Anna. None of this is fair.” 

	Out of the corner of my eye, I see Darren talking to Sawyer with Lola hanging out in the background just waiting to pounce. 

	“No, it’s not fair, but we can do our damnedest to make sure both these kids have the best life possible in spite of their rough start in life,” Anna says as she squeezes Cadence’s foot. 

	“Yeah, I hope so.” Wyatt is heading toward us with Nate in his arms. Anna stands and points for him to take her spot next to me. 

	“I’ve got to go to the restroom. I’ll be back.” She places a kiss on his cheek before she leaves. 

	Wyatt and I have hardly spoken since the accident, and I’m suddenly overwhelmed with guilt. Watching as he holds Nate makes it worse. He’s Noah’s best friend and I haven’t even thought about his pain. When I turn to look at them, Nate is smiling in his sleep. It’s the first time I’ve ever seen him do it and trying to hold back my tears is pointless. 

	“My God, he looks even more like Noah when he smiles.” My heart is racing; I’m doing everything I can to keep from losing my grip on Cadence. 

	“He does,” Wyatt concurs and then looks me in the eye. “Mel, I’m sorry I haven’t been around much for you. I wanted to be, but …” 

	“You’re lost in your grief. I get it, Wyatt. I feel the same way. No apologies are needed.” 

	“Thanks. Do you think I can … I’d like to stay in Nate’s life and yours. I don’t think I could handle losing you guys, too.” 

	“Wyatt, you’re family. Noah loved you and I love you. I expect you to be in our lives. Noah would want you around Nate for as long as you’re willing. These kids are going to have a lot of people looking out for them and they’re going to need it.” 

	“So how are you recovering?” 

	“Slowly, but the physical pain is nothing compared to the hole in my heart. I’d take on this kind of pain for the rest of my life for just a few more minutes with Belle and Noah.” 

	Wyatt looks back down at Nate and tucks his blanket around his arm. “Yeah, I don’t even know how you’re standing. I’m barely hanging on without Noah. I can’t imagine if I’d lost Anna, too.” 

	“It sucks.” 

	“You can say that again. If you need anything, call me. Even just to talk. Besides, I’m pretty sure you’re going to want to collect on that favor I owe you.” 

	His words make me chuckle a bit. “I’m sure you’re right. I’ll hold you to that someday.” 

	“Eventually, we’ll all be okay. Noah would want that. He’d want it more than anything.” 

	“I know, Wyatt. I just don’t know how to move forward right now.”

	“Me either, Mel.” 

	We sit together in mutual silence, holding onto these kids for dear life. As much as I try to block it out, voices carry in this big house and I’m reminded how thoughtless people are when they don’t think you’re listening. 

	“She should sell her story to the media. There are enough of them outside, she could make a mint.” 

	“Who do you think got his organs? Will there be some kind of tell-all about the celebrity transference?” 

	“Why isn’t she holding her own baby?” 

	“Did you see the way she lost it in the church? Someone should really have her committed.” 

	This is why I don’t talk to people I don’t know … because they’re assholes. 
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	Hours later, almost everyone has left. Lola finally took her cue to go after slipping Sawyer her number. I hope to God he has the good sense to throw it away. Tony has requested to talk to the band and family before he leaves, so we’re all gathered around the kitchen table and he’s pulling a stack of envelopes out of his briefcase. 

	“Normally, I’d do this in my office, but Noah was specific in his requests of how he wanted things handled.” 

	I can’t breathe. We just buried him and we’re already talking assets? I fumble my way into a chair and take a seat, clutching onto the arms of the chair for support. 

	“In each of these envelopes there is a video from Noah on a USB stick. He made these two days after the wedding. In your own time, when you’re ready, watch your video. He’s left each of you something in his will and there’s a letter inside breaking down your inheritance. When you’re ready, come talk to me and we’ll put things in motion.” 

	My tears are falling in rapid waves as Sawyer’s hand clutches my shoulder. He needs comfort, too, but I can’t give it to him right now. 

	“Why so soon?” I manage to choke out. 

	Tony shrugs. “It’s what Noah wanted. He didn’t want things to linger and wanted everyone to be able to move on quickly.” 

	“Excuse me,” I say, scrambling to my feet and moving as fast as I can to the backyard. Taking a seat on the edge of the grass, I stare out at the ocean. I can’t do this; I can’t go on without him. The thought of even trying has my stomach churning so hard and fast I barely have time to stand and lean over the wall before throwing up on the bluff below. 

	“Here,” Tony’s voice comes from behind me. He’s handing me a handkerchief to wipe my mouth. 

	“Thanks.” 

	He’s got one large envelope in his hand with my name on it—in Noah’s handwriting. 

	“I’m sorry, Mel. I thought it was too soon, too. But Noah had a mind of his own. There’s no time limit on this … watch it whenever you’re ready. If you need money or anything before you’re ready to watch, let me know. The bulk of Noah’s estate is now yours and Nate’s.” 

	“What if I’m never ready?” 

	His eyes soften as he nods in understanding. “Then I’m happy to talk over the estate with you whenever you might be ready for at least that. Also, there’s a video for Belle. I gave it to Darren, with explicit instructions to let you watch it if and when you want to.” 

	“Okay.” 

	“I thought he was crazy, you know? I thought he was just being prepared like we always were, but he insisted something was going to happen, almost like he knew it was coming.” 

	“What? He thought he was going to die?” My stomach lurches again and I grip the wall for support. 

	“He didn’t tell you.” Remorse flashes over his face. “Shit, I’m sorry, Mel. I assumed you knew. After Sara, Noah had this doomsday feeling. He saw his doctor and they thought it would get better, just some sort of PTSD from the shooting. Noah couldn’t shake the feeling, so he was hoping for the best and preparing for the worst. He told me he was going to talk to you about it, but with the baby and everything … he was probably waiting for the right time.” 

	“He must have been so scared.” 

	He shakes his head. “I don’t think so. Noah had never been happier than the last year after he met you. He told me he had everything he ever wanted in the palm of his hand and was holding onto it forever.” 

	Forever.

	“Well, our forever didn’t last very long, but I’ll cherish every second we did have for the rest of my life.” 

	“Let me know if you need anything, Mel. I’m only a phone call away.” Tony pulls me into a quick hug and releases me before handing me my envelope and heading inside. 

	I grab a bottle of water from the table and rinse my mouth a few times before sitting back down in the chair. The sun is setting; it’s a beautiful sight. Noah and I thought we would have infinite sunsets together out here like this. Instead, this is the first of many without him. 

	Long after the sun goes down, I finally go back inside. Sawyer is sitting at the kitchen table next to Darren and both of them are staring down at their envelopes. I toss mine next to theirs, grab the bottle of whiskey between them, and pour myself a shot. After tossing it back, I take a seat across from Sawyer. 

	“Is everyone gone?” 

	He looks up at me with bloodshot eyes. I’m not sure if it’s from the alcohol or his sadness, but my guess is the latter. “Yeah. The family is gone. Wyatt, Anna, and J are in their rooms.” 

	“Hey, since you’re both here, I’d like to talk to you about something,” Darren says, pulling our attention to him. “I know it’s a bad time, and you’re going to have to adjust to a new normal, but I was wondering if you care if me and Cadence stay here indefinitely. If it’s not cool, I get it—” 

	“Darren, you are welcome to stay here forever, if need be,” Sawyer replies without a second thought, and Darren turns his attention to me. 

	“Belle was my sister and that makes you my brother. You don’t have to go anywhere, Darren. You and Cadence always have a home wherever me and Nate are. Besides, it will be nice having them grow up together. They can share the nursery.” 

	He shakes his head. “No, that’s okay. I like having Cadence with me. I’ll just put a crib in my room.” 

	“Speaking of … Mel, I don’t want this to be uncomfortable for you, but Diane told me what you said about being unlucky.” The softness of Sawyer’s words surprises me. I figured he’d be angry. “You’re not cursed, Princess.” 

	“No, you’re not,” Darren adds. 

	“Thanks, guys, but I’m not sure I’ll ever agree with that.” 

	“Maybe not, but you’re going to have to get over it. Nate has one parent, Mel. Fucking one. And it’s you. I’ll help you for as long as you need, especially while you’re healing and on medication. But we’re going to have to wean you into Nate’s life a little at a time here. It’s not fair to make him suffer because you’re afraid. You have to get over yourself.” 

	“Get over myself? I’m trying to protect him!” I scream and pour myself another shot, knocking it back before continuing my rant. “If I had never agreed to go on tour, if I had never let Belle convince me to go to your show, Noah would be alive! Belle would be alive! And none of us would be feeling this soul-crushing grief!” 

	 “I know you need to get it out, Mel, but you’re not the only one with regrets. I wish I’d never convinced Noah to do one last tour. If I hadn’t been so selfish and wanted closure, this would have never happened.” 

	“If I hadn’t been a selfish prick and wanted Belle and Cadence with me every second, they wouldn’t have been there, either. This is no one’s fault, except for the asshole who took out your bus.” 

	“If the three of us have this much bad juju combined, this house is going to slide right off this bluff and into the ocean,” I reply dryly, attempting a joke. 

	“At least we’ll all go together. Until then, we’re going to figure this out, okay?” I can tell by Sawyer’s tone he’s hanging on by a thread. 

	“Okay,” I answer with a resigned sigh. 

	“Okay,” Darren replies. “We do this together, all of us.” 
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	Empty Spaces 

	Over the next four weeks, we develop a routine of sorts. Someone is always at the house during the day to help with me and the babies. Usually, it’s Karen. About a week after the funeral, she and Owen retired. Not because Noah left them financially solvent, but because they want to live the rest of their days with no regrets. Eventually, they plan to travel, but right now they’re hovering over all their kids and grandkids–the kind of love-filled hovering everyone needs right now. 

	I’ve weaned myself off all my medications except the anti-anxiety drugs. My back still hurts but unless it’s a really bad day, ibuprofen is all I will allow myself. I want to feel the pain and not be lost in a fog. I’m still having nightmares about the accident. Whoever is on night duty with the kids is usually on night duty with me, too. I feel helpless, but in a way, it’s a good thing because I can withdraw and not deal with things and no one gets upset with me. 

	At night, when I’m not sleeping, I watch the monitor and listen to Sawyer talk to Nate. Darren refuses to give up night duty with Cadence, but she’s also sleeping for longer stretches now that she’s eating some solid foods. He still gets up with Nate every other night so Sawyer can get some rest. I’ve been able to skate most of my duties and still haven’t held my son, but my cast comes off later today and I’m sure that’s going to change really soon. I’m terrified. 

	Right now, it’s three in the morning and Sawyer is singing to Nate. I relish finally hearing Sawyer sing solo and uninhibited and I love watching the tenderness between the two of them. Nate has no idea Sawyer isn’t his dad–his protector. But it breaks my heart at the same time because this should be Noah’s time with his son. The bonding he always craved. His chance to tell his son all the things he wanted. Instead, Sawyer tells Nate a story. It’s a slightly different variation each night, but I love listening to it. Once Sawyer finishes singing and feeding Nate his bottle, he changes his diaper and sits down with him and story time commences. 

	“Once upon a time, there was a famous rock prince named Noah. One day, Noah met his match in a true-life, rock-royalty princess named Amelia. The first time Noah saw Amelia, he knew he wanted her to be his queen, but Princess Amelia wasn’t so sure. Sometimes, princesses come from lands filled with ogres and not even the most handsome prince can break down their walls. But Prince Noah won her over with his friendship and, eventually, his love. When Princess Amelia finally gave in to the prince, they had a magical love affair. Their love created a new tiny prince. That’s you, Prince Nate. Prince Noah and Princess Amelia were never happier. Then, one of those nasty, mean ogres came and took Prince Noah and his friend Belle away. This made everyone in the rock kingdom very sad, especially Princess Amelia. To ease her sadness, all of Princess Amelia’s friends and family helped pick up the slack until she started to feel like herself again. One day soon, Nate, your mommy is going to realize her little prince is her whole world. Until that day comes, we’re going to keep loving you enough for both the prince and the princess.” 

	Every time Sawyer tells Nate the story, he falls sound asleep in Sawyer’s arms by the time the story is over. The sight of them together fills me with love. Knowing Nate is loved by so many, when I can’t even bring myself to show him how much I love him, makes the pain a bit better. After Nate is asleep in his crib, Sawyer comes to see me. Some nights we talk, and some nights I pretend to be asleep. Tonight, I pretend to be asleep. 

	The bed sinks down next to me and Sawyer lies down. With a soft sigh, he begins to speak. “He’s getting so big now. I mean, I know he’s only six weeks old, but his eyes are already green and bursting with the same happiness Noah’s had. It’s like being with him gives Noah back to me in a small way. Princess, I wish you’d let yourself love him. He needs you.” 

	Sawyer pauses and turns over, facing me. Even though I’m facing the wall I can still feel him at my back as his fingers brush against the bottom edges of my hair. 

	“I’m not sure at what point you need an intervention, Mel. I don’t know if this is grief, if it’s post-partum depression, if it’s really your fear of being jinxed. Whatever it is, I’m failing Noah. He wanted me to take care of you two and I’m trying so hard. It kills me to see you doing this to yourself, but I get it, too. I miss the fuck out of Noah. You and Nate make it a little easier for me, and I wish we could make it easier for you. Instead of sitting around all day listening to that sad playlist of death songs you made and watching videos of you guys, you need to focus that energy into your son, Mel. 

	“I’m lost here and I need a fucking sign. Something to show me what I can do to help you because I don’t think enabling you to ignore Nate is the way to go. But when anyone mentions how withdrawn you are, I lose my shit on them because I understand that, too. You lost your husband, your best friend, and your fresh start. I lost my brother, my best friend, the other half of my soul. I want you to go at your own pace, Princess, but I’m not sure how much longer I can carry us both.”

	With those last words, Sawyer kisses the top of my head and leaves. When he does, I allow myself to fall apart. 

	[image: Image]

	Getting my cast off was surreal. It was the last visual reminder of the accident. My pain is still real, but my staples and stitches came out weeks ago. My bruises are gone, and the only re-check I need is for my back. Sure, the physical scars will always be there, but the mental scars will never go away, either. 

	When I walk inside the house, I find Rory and Eli visiting with Karen. Sawyer and Darren are on the floor with the kids, and I say a quick hello before going to my room. A few days after the funeral, a new computer and phone showed up, along with a copy of my wedding album. Sawyer ordered them for me in the midst of all the hell we were going through, just like Noah would have. 

	We’re supposed to get all the stuff back from the bus as soon as the investigation is officially closed, which Tony swears should be any day. Thankfully, Noah’s guitar wasn’t on our bus like I had thought. It was on Darren’s bus since they practiced there before napping that day. One day, Nate is going to be able to have his dad’s prized guitar; it gives me a bit of peace I didn’t have before. 

	Back when my mom died, my dad was consumed with his grief. We both were, but in different ways. I found more solace in my friends, and Dad found solace in watching interviews, movies, videos, anything he could watch where he could see her, hear her, and enjoy her presence one more time. 

	I gave him a lot of hell for it—called it unhealthy, begged him to move forward for all of us—but it was futile. His drug and alcohol use became excessive, a way to escape the pain when he couldn’t be with her. I never understood why he tortured himself. I wanted to be enough to get him through because I was still here. And he loved me, I know he did, but not in the way I needed to be loved back then. I needed my dad but he was already lost. 

	Now, I understand. I can’t not listen to Noah sing, can’t stop watching videos and interviews. Snippets of the two of us together are fleeting, but they exist. We have more photos than anything. But our wedding video is my favorite; I can watch it in a twenty-four-hour cycle and not tire of it. Sometimes, I curl up in one of his shirts and spray it with his cologne while listening to the EP he made me for Christmas. I just need to feel Noah, and since Nate has family taking care of him, he doesn’t need me, especially not now. I’m too hurt, too sad, too lost inside of myself, living in memories. Functional people should be with him, not me. I know the day is going to come when I have to stop watching, stop wallowing, and start being a mother. But for now, I’m just happy Nate is too young to understand, to know what I went through when I lost my parents. Even if he’s missing my love now, he won’t remember it. I hope. 

	There’s a knock on my door and Rory sticks her head inside. “Can I come in?” 

	“Sure,” I reply, sitting up on the edge of the bed. Rory sits next to me and takes a look at my computer screen before shaking her head. “What, Rory?” I ask in an exhausted tone. I’m positive she’s going to jump my shit. 

	“Mel … I know it hurts. I miss Noah, too. But what you’re doing isn’t okay. You have to live for him.” 

	“Don’t tell me how to feel, Rory, or how to live. He was my entire world.” My seething words don’t even make Rory flinch. 

	“Noah believed in fate above all else. I have to believe in that, too … for him. He’d want us to focus on the positive things.” 

	“What positive things could there possibly be?!” I’m yelling now, but fuck her for trying to tell me to focus on the positive. 

	“Come on, Mel. I know it hurts, but be fair here. Even if it wasn’t good for us, good did come from this tragedy. A father of three got his heart and is able to raise his kids. Two teens with congenital defects got his kidneys, two visually impaired women each got a cornea, and a young mother got a liver. Six people, Mel. Six lives enhanced and spared because of Noah, even more if you count their families.” 

	I never wanted to know about the people Noah saved. Not yet, anyway, because I knew it wouldn’t sink in the way it should. Instead of finding some solace in those facts I’m filled with a furious rage I’m all too happy to unleash on her. 

	“What about my son, Rory? What about him? Doesn’t he deserve for his father to have been spared? What did he do wrong that he’s going to have to grow up without the only person who wanted him before he was conceived? Does Belle’s daughter deserve to grow up without a mother? It should have been me. I lost my husband and my best friend. My God, it should have been me, too. Why couldn’t we have gone together?” 

	In a flash, Rory jumps up. I see it coming, but I’m stunned. Rory fucking slapped me. “Stop being a selfish bitch! Get your ass up and out of bed. My brother didn’t stay with you so you could waste away. Noah begged Sawyer to stay with you and Nate. Live for them. Live for Belle, for Noah, put some good back into the ether. Acknowledge the fact there’s a whole family … hell, a whole goddamn world who lost him. You’re not in this alone. We can’t lose you, too, so wake the fuck up and let us help you. Live with us, cry with us, laugh with us, build his legacy with us, so people will never forget!”

	“You slapped me,” I say numbly. 

	“Fuck, Mel, did you even feel it?” she asks as she shakes her hand out. 

	“Not really,” I answer, and she starts crying. 

	“That’s the problem. You’re lost inside somewhere. We’re all hurting, but we’re checking in. You’re completely checked out. If you can’t let us help you, you’re going to have to get professional help.” 

	My mind flashes back to Sawyer’s words last night. They’re right. Karen and Sawyer are standing at the door and Sawyer’s eyes are flaring with anger. 

	“Did you really just slap her?!” he screams at Rory. 

	She nods. “I’m sorry, I just didn’t know what else to do. She’s lost! Noah would kill us if we let her continue down this path.” 

	“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to be a burden to you all … I’m going to go for a drive and clear my head. I’m not mad, Rory. I just need some time.” Pushing past Sawyer and Karen, I grab Noah’s keys and my purse and leave. 

	My hands tremble as I get behind the wheel of his car. I’ve never driven it, haven’t even been inside of it since we were home for Fourth of July. It smells like Noah, like home. I’ve got a plan, even if I’m not sure how to execute it. The first thing I do is go to Target and buy a sleeping bag, a flashlight, and some water. Next, I go to the bank and get cash. Lots of cash. 

	When I pull up to the cemetery, they’re closing the gates. As the guard goes to lock the side entrance, I catch his attention.

	“If you forget to lock this gate tonight I’ll give you a thousand dollars.” 

	He takes in my appearance, the sleeping bag, and my bottle of water. It’s probably my sunken eyes that sell him on it, though. 

	“If you’re not out by five a.m. I’ll be in trouble.” 

	“I’ll be gone by then, I promise.” 

	He holds out his hand and I pass him the money. “I’m sorry for your loss. I’ve been a fan of Bastards and Dangerous for a long time.” The gate closes behind me with his words. 

	“Thank you,” I whisper before walking toward where Belle and Noah are buried. My phone continues to go off with message after message and I pull it out to silence it before putting it back in my pocket. 

	This is the first time I’ve been here since the funeral. Pushing aside the flowers covering their graves, I lay out the sleeping bag between them. I’m half on Belle and half on Noah, but I face her first. 

	“Hey, Belle. You have no idea how much I miss you. I must talk to you a million times a day, but it’s not the same when you don’t answer.” I reach my arm out and lay it over the grass as if she can somehow feel me. Wishing I could feel her. 

	“Do you remember the night Sara shot me? You rushed into the hospital screaming for your sister and told me if I died it would have sucked. Well, it fucking sucks big, hairy balls. I miss you so much. Your laugh, your jokes, your never-ending positive attitude.” 

	Pausing, I pull some tissues out of my pocket and take a sip of water. 

	“I’ve tried to find some comfort in knowing you’re not alone. That you and Noah went together, and for as long as your family looked after me, my family can now look after you. But then I see Cadence smile or crawl … because she’s doing that now … and I become angry you’re not here for it.” My voice cracks as I try to choke back my sobs. “I hear your screams in my head, and in my nightmares, and I know your death wasn’t easy. You didn’t deserve to go out like that, Belle. You were such a good mom, a great partner, and the best sister and friend I could have ever asked for. 

	“You’d be so ashamed of me now. Both of you would. I’m worse than a horrible mother, I’m a completely absent one. I haven’t held Nate since before Noah died. I haven’t sung him a lullaby, or told him any stories, haven’t even tried to make him smile. But Belle … his smile is all Noah. His eyes are Noah’s eyes, his personality is Noah. He’s everything I could have wished for, and all I want to do is hold him and love him, but I’m so scared. 

	“Without me, he’ll have a chance at a normal life. Don’t worry, I’m doing my best to keep my distance from Cadence, too. I don’t want the black cloud of death that follows me hovering over our babies.” 

	Sighing, I run my hand over her headstone. “I’m trying to protect them, Belle. Maybe it’s wrong, but it’s all I know how to do. I love them so much, and I love and miss you more than I ever thought possible. Darren has a handle on it all, though. You’d be so proud of him, he’s a great dad. Please give my family hugs from me, especially Noah. I’d ask you to take care of him, but I have a feeling he’s taking care of you all.” 

	It’s dark outside now, the moon is full, and the stars are bright. I haven’t felt this peaceful in a long time. Too bad I didn’t bring my pills. I could have taken them all right here and died at peace under the stars with my two best people. Noah would say it was fate that I didn’t bring them. I’m going to call it a missed opportunity.

	 I sit up for a bit and lean against Noah’s headstone. 

	“I’m not sure why I’m here, Noah, other than I got my cast off and can finally drive. Rory and I got into a fight today, but I’m sure you already know that. I know she’s right, and deep down in my heart I know you’d be so disappointed in me. Nate is this perfect little innocent human, but I don’t think he’s hurting any without me. You’d be so proud of Sawyer, though. You were right, too. He would have been the perfect guardian for Nate should something have happened to the two of us. You don’t know how much I wish that were true. I’m lost, Noah, somewhere deep inside myself. I move through the days, I eat tasteless food, I shower, and then I drown in our memories. I don’t know how to be thankful for life anymore. I’m too bitter, angry, and sad to even try. Your mom keeps telling me ‘the only way out is through,’ and maybe she’s right. But I don’t want to go through. I want to drown in the darkness and stay in your arms for eternity.”

	There’s a light breeze and I swear I smell Noah, but it’s probably just the lingering scent from his car on my clothes. Even so, it makes me feel like maybe his spirit is here with me somehow. I’ve been here a long time; I’m sure Sawyer is worried, but I need this. Being here reminds me of a conversation Noah and I had in Vegas on our first trip. 

	“What’s your dream now?” I asked him. “I mean, you’ve accomplished more in twenty-eight years than most people do in a lifetime.”

	“I want a life. A domesticated one. My sister Diane and her husband Rob are happily married. My nieces are the light of their lives. I want that. I want a legacy, kids to love and carry on my life cycle. I want to grow old with someone and take care of them during all the shit life throws our way, knowing she’ll take care of me, too. I know it sounds morbid, but it’s easy to love someone through the good times, but the ultimate test of love is making it through the bad and coming out on the other side stronger than ever.” 

	“It’s not morbid. That’s as real as it gets. Too many people give up, they don’t fight, and they let go of the best part of their lives so easily. In the heat of the moment, everything seems so black and white, but life isn’t black and white at all. It’s in those shades of gray where we all get lost, question our morality, make the bad choices that affect the rest of our lives. Those make-or-break decisions are the crux of our being, and having the right person by your side is everything.” 

	He kissed me with such passion after that. My heart was beating so fast I thought it was going to explode. Now, I feel like my whole life is just one huge blob of gray. I’m haunted by the past, by our memories, but were they all just an illusion to begin with? Noah believed in fate, but how could anyone be so evil to give us everything and then tear it away so quickly? What plans could fate possibly have for me that would make that okay? 

	Another memory slams into me so hard I lose my breath. One night on the bus we were all drinking and playing a game. It was only a few weeks into the tour. I don’t think Wyatt could have ever known how prophetic his question would be. 

	We slammed down what had to be our fifth shot and I knew if I had more I’d pass out or throw up. Maybe both. 

	“Alright, my turn to ask a question!” Wyatt yelled out. 

	“Shh. Dude, not so loud, that was my ear you just yelled into,” Sawyer replied, rubbing his ear. 

	“Yeah, yeah, suck it up, buttercup. If you had the choice of having every happiness handed to you for a limited time, or never knowing happiness at all, which would you choose?” 

	Sawyer whacked Wyatt on the back of the head. “What a stupid fucking question. Why would I want something only to have it taken away? I’d rather never have it at all.” 

	“I’m with Sawyer,” I told them with a slight slur to my words. “Don’t give me something and take it away. It’s only going to piss me the fuck off.” 

	“Depends on what it is,” Darren said. “I mean, if it’s some really good pussy, I’m cool with having that for a limited time. But if it’s, like, really good pussy, who is also a cool-ass chick and someone I could spend my life with and not get sick of … yeah, fuck that. Don’t give me that and then take it away.” 

	“You guys are dumb. I’d be sad as fuck if someone took Anna from me, but I wouldn’t give up our time together for anything. She’s my every happiness.” 

	“Aww, Wyatt, you’re so fucking sweet. I want that someday. Some guy who talks about me to his friends the way you do about Anna even when she’s not here.” As I leaned my head against Darren’s shoulder Noah looked over at me and grinned. “You didn’t answer.” I said, pointing at him. 

	“You should know my answer. Fate gives and she takes away, but I’m going along for the ride as long as it lasts. If I were lucky enough for someone to give me every happiness, I’d enjoy it while it lasted, cherish every second, and worship her every day. Some people don’t ever get that.” 

	“Sometimes, I wonder how the two of you came from the same womb. You’re night and day,” Darren said, laughing. 

	“We’re alike in all the ways that matter,” Noah replied, and Sawyer agreed with a slight nod. 

	“Damn, Noah, did we jinx ourselves with that conversation? I miss you so much. It’s only been six weeks and the pain gets worse with each passing day. I can’t handle much more of it. I want to be with you and Belle. But whenever I consider it, leaving and joining you two, something stops me. Or should I say someone? 

	“Your legacy, Noah. I wish you were here to see him. He’s the absolute best of you, and even though I’m afraid to fuck him up, he’s still mine. He’s my link to you and … I don’t think he’d ever forgive me if I left him. I don’t think I’d ever forgive myself, either, no matter how much I want to be with you.”

	My tears are flowing freely as I pull my phone from my pocket and set the alarm for four in the morning. It’s already after eleven. I didn’t realize I’d been here thinking for so long. It’s nice being somewhere peaceful where no one is constantly hovering over me. Ignoring all the missed calls and messages, I tuck myself into the sleeping bag and lie down. 

	“This isn’t the kind of sleepover I ever expected to have with the two of you, but I guess I’ll take what I can get right now. Maybe I’ve officially lost my mind because sleeping in a cemetery alone, with my best friend and husband buried beneath me, is probably proof I’ve lost all my marbles. How would you handle this, Noah?” 

	Noah would do exactly what Darren is doing, what any other normal human being would do—he’d be cherishing his time with Nate. As I curl up into a ball, the torrents of tears and sobs come harder and faster. Breathing hurts, everything hurts, but it feels good to get it out. Letting the grief rip out of me and soak into the soil beneath me feels almost like Noah is helping me through. 

	I’ve been out here a long time. I should probably feel guilty for worrying them, but I haven’t had this much uninterrupted time to myself since the accident. It’s cathartic, but I feel like this is going to be my life from now on. Shrouded in an endless pit of grief. Is that a life worth living? I’m not so sure it is.

	[image: Image]

	“Fucking hell, Princess!” Sawyer’s voice travels through the night, but I’m convinced I’m imagining it until he lifts me into his arms. I thought I was dreaming him and I wonder how long he was yelling before I woke up. “Are you okay, Mel?” he asks, his tone much softer now as he clutches me to his chest, sleeping bag and all. 

	“I’m lost, Sawyer. I’m just so fucking lost.” My words are muffled between sobs. 

	“Me, too, Mel, I got you, okay?” Sawyer takes me to his SUV and sets me inside, pulling off the sleeping bag so he can strap me in. The clock on the dash says it’s two in the morning. 

	Once Sawyer pulls away from the cemetery, he turns his attention to the road. “You can’t disappear like that, Mel. Do you have any idea how scared I was?” 

	“I’m sorry. I just had to escape … Rory and just everything … I needed to breathe, Sawyer. Noah’s video taunts me from where it sits unopened on the dresser, Nate weighs so heavily on my conscience. I don’t know how to live anymore, Sawyer, but I don’t know how to die, either!” 

	Sawyer whips the truck to the side of the road, slams on the brakes, and turns to face me. “You don’t get to die, Princess. Not now, not on my watch. We will figure out a new way to live and it starts tomorrow for both of us. If you don’t want therapy yet, I can respect that, but I’m done giving you the easy way out. Tomorrow, you are going to start being the mother you’re supposed to be. You’ll do it for you, for Nate, for Noah, and for me because I can’t do it all by myself anymore, Mel. I can’t be alone.” 

	Sawyer drops his head to the wheel of the car and his chest heaves as he sobs. Reaching over, I pull his hand away from the wheel with mine. When he turns to me, I unbuckle my seatbelt and throw my arms around him. We stay like this, hugging, for a long time. Long after both of us have stopped crying. Eventually, he releases me and I put my seatbelt back on. Once we’re both strapped back in, he pulls out onto the road heading home.

	“How did you find me?” 

	“Tracked Noah’s car. I knew where you were for hours, but I thought you needed time. Once it hit midnight, though, I started to worry something had happened to you.” 

	“Something did. I think I officially lost my mind tonight.” 

	Sawyer looks at me and shakes his head. “Maybe you’re finally getting it back. The last few months have been hell, Mel. We’re all bound to break at some point, but it’s what we do after the break that defines us.” 

	“I’m going to need you, Sawyer.” 

	“I’m not going anywhere, Princess.” 

	We spend the rest of the ride lost in our thoughts, but every so often I catch him looking at me with a worried expression on his face. It reminds me of the time Noah disappeared to see Sara’s parents; and it makes me feel like shit. The last thing I want to do is worry Sawyer.

	When we walk inside, Darren is pacing. He turns and pulls me into a huge hug. “Are you okay?” 

	“Yeah, I guess I am.” 

	“You should have hit her back,” Darren says angrily. 

	“She didn’t deserve to be hit, she was doing what she thought was right. We’re all just doing what we can. I get it.” 

	Sawyer crosses his arms. “I told Rory to stay away for a while, Mel. No matter what she was trying to accomplish, she didn’t have the right to hit you. Not now, not ever.” 

	“I’m going to lie down. Goodnight, guys.” 

	As I walk down the hall, I pass my room and stand in the doorway of the nursery. The nightlights are on and I can see Nate sleeping soundly in his bed. 

	“Get some sleep, Mel. Tomorrow, we’re going to tackle motherhood,” Sawyer says, squeezing my hand before going to his room. 

	After I’m showered and in my pajamas, I stare at the photo of Noah and me on the bedside table. The one Belle took when we announced our relationship at the meet and greet. Neither of us had a care in the world. We lived each day of our relationship like the happy couple we were. I couldn’t imagine it any other way. From the second Noah and I met we were instant friends. Anyone with half a brain cell would want to fall in love with their best friend the way I did. But now I’m alone and I’m supposed to find a way to move on. Fuck that. 

	Turning on my phone, I scroll through the messages. A few from Karen and Darren, more than a few from Eli, and all the rest are from Sawyer. The last one he sent before he picked me up was a video link to “Hemorrhage” by Fuel—his way of letting me know he understood where I was and what I was going through. But it was also his way of letting me know I’m not alone. 

	Two months ago, I thought Noah and I were in this lifetime together. Now, the only thing I know for sure is Sawyer is walking this hell with me to the bitter end. I’d give anything for things to go back to the way they were, but if I can’t have that I’ll happily take Sawyer’s friendship. It’s the only thing I have to hold on to right now. 

	As if he’s reading my mind, my phone buzzes with an incoming message. It’s the link to “The Great Escape” by Pink. I don’t think there’s anything else he could have sent to make me understand exactly how he’s feeling right now. If there’s one thing I do know, it’s how grateful I am for Sawyer Weston. 

	 


Amelia – Present Day 

	When I look up from my computer to stretch a bit, Anna, Rory, and Karen are all engrossed in their Kindles. It’s bittersweet having them here, reading these pages. I’m not even sure why I’m letting them, but I know Noah would be proud of me. Writing all of this down has been one of the hardest things I’ve had to do yet. I’ve cried more tears the past few days than I have in the last few months. I’ll never get over losing Noah, never get past this lingering sadness that fills my heart when I think of him, and neither will Sawyer. Losing Noah pushed us together in ways I would’ve never thought possible, but as I typed out the words of my story, I was also able to finally admit to myself how much underlying chemistry there has been between us all along. 

	My computer dings with an incoming message and I instinctively know it’s from him. He’s had more than enough time to read the pages I sent him last night. Butterflies take flight in my stomach as my nerves kick into overdrive. My mouse cursor hovers over his message while I bite my lip in hesitation. My biggest fear isn’t his response, it’s opening all these old wounds again for him as well. I don’t think I could have done this with him here, or if he hadn’t finally given me an ultimatum, but I wish he were here with me reading it so I could gauge his reactions. The last thing I want to do is hurt him any more than I already have. Sawyer deserves all the happiness in the world, and I know Noah would want that for him. Taking a deep breath, I click on his message. 

	Hey Princess, 

	Wow. You’ve literally left me breathless. Your writing has always been good, that’s why we hired you after all, but this … it’s intense. While reading your pages, I realized a lot of things, the biggest of all being, I owe you an apology. I thought by giving you an ultimatum it would make you realize all the things I already know. What I’ve realized, instead, is we all go at our own pace and I’m a world-class asshole for making you try to move faster than what you’re ready for. You didn’t fall out of love, it was ripped away from you, and I know that better than anyone. I’m sorry for putting my dreams ahead of your fears. That’s not to say I don’t still wish you could make a decision because I do–and I think it’s what is best for us–but I’d never leave you for not being ready. Love isn’t about being on the same page, it’s about compromise and understanding. I’m sorry you’re going through this alone and that I pushed you into it. If you can’t do this now, if you’re not ready, then stop. We’ll talk when I get home, but my love isn’t going anywhere and neither am I. I promise. Sometimes, I forget this isn’t just about us falling in love and the consequences of that, it’s also about you being okay with loving someone else. Especially when that person is me.  

	My hands begin trembling again as I try to type back a reply. 

	Hey yourself, 

	Sawyer, please don’t doubt my love for you. My hesitation has less to do with you and more to do with my own fears and insecurities. But I don’t need to explain them to you; you know them better than anyone and recognize them before I do. Your words mean the world to me but so do your actions. You’ve been a great friend, a wonderful partner, and the best father figure to Nate. No one, other than Noah, could love him as much as you do. It’s time for me to catch up to life. To know if I can truly give myself to you as freely as I gave myself to Noah. I want that more than anything, which is why I’m trying to claw my way through the last of the darkness so I can live in the light with you. Don’t worry about me, either. I’m not alone. Karen, Anna, and Rory are here. Yes, even Rory. It’s time to bridge this gap between us all. Sawyer, I’m a mess, but thank you for loving me in spite of it all. I want you to read this as I go, so I’m attaching what I have so far of the last part of the book. This part hurts most of all so you might want a drink. I have a feeling the next bits will be better, though. Have faith in me just a little bit longer —I hope it will be worth it. 

	After sending the message, I head into the kitchen and knock back a shot. Anna meets me there and pushes her glass toward me and I fill it up for her. 

	“I’m proud of you, Amelia,” she says after tossing hers back. 

	“Why?” 

	“Maybe because most people would work something like this out with their therapist. I know you’ve already had your fair share of time on the couch, but still. Life hasn’t always been kind to you and you’re fighting. For a while I wondered what would happen when you and Sawyer started hooking up. I knew the first day we met that Sawyer had it bad for you and it nearly destroyed him when you married Noah.” 

	“Yeah.” 

	“Hey, don’t do that. Don’t be sad. You and Noah were given a brief infinity of bliss most people don’t find in a lifetime. You’ve found it twice, Mel. Noah would want this and Sawyer finally came to terms with that. It’s your turn to fully embrace the idea that it’s okay to love him with your whole heart. It doesn’t negate what you had with Noah. If anything, it shows how much of a gift Noah’s love was to you for you to want that again with someone else.” 

	After we knock back another shot, she smiles at me. “People think it’s wrong, Anna. They’re disgusted by us.” 

	Anna shoots daggers over to Rory. “She’s protecting her brother’s legacy by lashing out. The fans don’t know you and Sawyer. They’re just being keyboard warriors right now. Mel, you’re my best friend, so I’m going to tell you the truth. You and Sawyer are two of the most broken people I’ve ever met. You were broken before Noah, and you were positively shattered after him. But the beauty in that is you’re flawed in the same places. Noah knew that. We even talked about it once.” 

	“You did?” 

	“Christmas Eve, the day you got your tattoo. Noah and I were sitting in his office wrapping presents we didn’t want Wyatt and Sawyer to see. We were talking about how he was going to propose to you on New Year’s Eve. He asked me if I thought Sawyer still had feelings for you. I lied and said no.” 

	“Why did you lie?”

	She shrugs. “Noah knew I was lying, but Sawyer was trying really hard to let you go at that point. I knew he would do it for Noah. Anyway, Noah said some things I’ll never forget.” 

	“What did he say?” 

	With an easy smile, she leans back against the counter. “He said he and Sawyer were destined to fall in love with the same women and even though they were blessed with many things, this one thing was their curse.” 

	“Our families and their fucking curses,” I grumble, but she keeps smiling. 

	“He told me how well you guys had gotten to know each other and then he sort of offhandedly mentioned how you and Sawyer would have an epic love story. He thought it was ironic how scared of love the two of you are and was pretty sure you picked him because you were terrified you’d repeat your parents’ mistakes with Sawyer.” 

	“That’s not true!” 

	“I know, and so did Noah. I think he was just venting because he said the two of you would have an epic love story as well. Then he bragged about how smart and brave you were and said you’d never let yourself repeat your parents’ mistakes. He just wished you realized that. But then, with a huge smile, he said if you didn’t love him just a bit more than you loved Sawyer you wouldn’t agree to marry him when he asked you.”  

	“Oh God.” My hand flies to my mouth as the tequila begins to churn in my stomach. 

	“Relax, Mel. Let me finish,” Anna says, diving back into the rest of her story. “So I asked him, ‘What if she says no?’ and he flashed me his panty-dropping smile and said one day you’d say yes to Sawyer and he’d be just as happy for the two of you as Sawyer would be for him if you agreed to marry Noah.” 

	“What in the ever-loving fuck? Was he drunk?” 

	She laughs. “On love, maybe. I then pointed out how much closer you’d gotten since Sara and how much you loved him.” 

	“I loved him so much.”. 

	She nods at the wistfulness in my tone “He knew. I’m going to try to pull this as close to word for word as my eidetic memory will allow. He said he knew you loved him, and he wouldn’t be proposing if you didn’t, but that love wasn’t quantitative and he believed you could love someone with your whole heart and soul and still be in love with someone else. That one didn’t negate the other and he thought that described you and Sawyer. You were in love with Noah but you still loved Sawyer.”

	“Jesus …” 

	“Noah was a class act and he loved you both unconditionally. He felt like Sawyer was suffering silently because he was in love with you but didn’t want to hurt Noah, and he wasn’t wrong. But Noah, being the amazing man he was, wrapped up the conversation saying if you changed your mind and wanted Sawyer instead he’d be hurt but he’d also be happy for you both.” 

	Anna smiles at the memory. “And that’s the thing, Mel, he would have been. Noah didn’t say it with an ounce of sadness or jealousy, only love for his twin and for you.” 

	Tears fill my eyes and I knock back another shot. “That breaks my heart, Anna. I wish Noah would have talked to me about these things. It sucks knowing he and Sawyer had these painful conversations behind my back.” 

	“Noah and Sawyer always had painful conversations, but that’s a perk of being a twin. They could have those discussions and still be okay.” 

	 “I loved Noah with every ounce of my being. Back then, I didn’t think of Sawyer the way I think of him now, not with this kind of love. That’s what’s so hard. He feels like he’s second choice. I don’t feel that way, but if Noah were still here I would have never opened my heart to Sawyer like this. How do I show Sawyer I love him just as much as Noah but on a … I don’t know, a parallel plane? The love I have for both of them doesn’t intersect and it never has. I don’t love Sawyer more than I loved Noah and vice versa. I don’t compare them or even try to. They’re both amazing men in their own right. I hate how Sawyer feels like this is some kind of contest and he placed last.” 

	Anna wraps her arm around my shoulder and pulls me in for a hug. “These pages you’re writing today are the saddest but they’re also the most important to Sawyer because these pages tell the story of the two of you. Let your words show him how much you care for him. Let him feel your love for Noah could never negate your love for him. You know what else I’m proud of you for?” 

	With a groan, I look to her and shake my head. “I can only imagine.” 

	“You always think before you speak and you’ve never fully admitted your feelings for him as openly as you just did. Rory kind of hates you right now and you don’t give a flying fuck she’s within earshot. Writing this story has been good for you, Mel. It’s not a matter of do you or don’t you, can you or can’t you. It’s a matter of you getting past the point where you care what other people think about your life. Even though there have been ups and downs, you guys have been together since Nate’s first birthday. That’s longer than you were even with Noah. There are only two people in your relationship … you and Sawyer. Aside from you, there’s not a soul on earth who could love Nate as much as Sawyer does. Biology aside, he’s Nate’s dad in all the ways that count. It’s time to embrace your family and fuck anyone who has an issue with it.” 

	“It’s just so much to handle.” 

	She squeezes my shoulder. “Yes, but you’re almost there, Mel, and then you can breathe.” 

	“I hope so. I should get back to writing. Veronica is going to be here with Cadence soon because she has to work tomorrow.” 

	“I’ll stay and watch Cadence. You need to finish this book, Mel. I’m about halfway through the first part and can’t wait to dive into the second. I’ve heard stories, but since I was never really on tour more than a few days at a time, this is nice to read and see some of what I wasn’t around for.” 

	“Thanks for offering to stay. I could definitely use the help. Although, I can’t wait to see Cadence right now. All this writing about Belle and Noah is really bringing that sadness back to the surface. I need some baby hugs.” 

	Anna laughs. “You mean toddler hugs, right?” 

	“Ugh. Don’t remind me. They’re both getting so big so fast.” 

	Anna bounces her shoulder against mine. “Maybe you should think about giving Nate a sibling.” 

	“Jesus, Anna! Let me try to come to grips with my love life first.” 

	“I’m just saying … time waits for no one, and …” She looks up at me and her eyes soften. “I’m just going to be blunt. People say it’s too soon for you to be moving on and that’s one of your struggles. In the past, I’d have agreed with them, but I don’t feel the same way after seeing how Noah and Belle were ripped away from us. Every second with someone is a precious gift. Don’t let some arbitrary time or lack thereof set your course, Mel.” 

	My heart feels like it’s freefalling into my stomach, but at the same time Anna’s words make the most sense of all. Time is a precious gift and you never know when it’s going to be up.

	“Thanks for the pep talk, Anna. You always know how to set me straight.” 
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	InstaLove

	“Good Morning, Mel. Are you ready to do this?” Sawyer is standing next to my bed with a cup of coffee for me.

	Grumbling, I sit up and take the coffee from him. “I’m terrified, Sawyer,” I confess quietly. 

	“I know you are, Princess, but trust me on this, okay? You need this just as much as he does, you just don’t know it yet.” 

	 “Sawyer, I’ve never in my life wanted anything more than I do that little boy in the next room. Half of the tears I cry are for him. There’s an ache in my heart where he should be, but I’m bad luck, Sawyer. This black cloud that follows my family took Belle and Noah. I can’t let it take him, too. Maybe I should go away—” 

	Sawyer takes the coffee away from me and pulls me into a hug. “I promise, Mel, holding him will heal you in ways you can’t begin to imagine. And for the last time, you’re not cursed. Belle and Noah would be so fucking pissed at you right now for pushing your son away and blaming yourself for something caused by the actions of a stranger. They’d be pissed as hell at me for letting it happen, too.” 

	“I’m scared.” 

	“I’ll be there every step of the way, I promise. Go get ready and meet me in the nursery.” 

	Sawyer releases me and leaves, closing the door behind him. I look over at our framed wedding photo and lose myself in Noah’s bliss for a minute before forcing myself to try to do this. 

	A knock at my door delays the inevitable a few minutes. 

	“Come in,” I call out, and Eli comes inside. 

	“Shit, Mel, your face is bruised,” he says, coming closer and running his fingers over my cheek. 

	“Tends to happen when someone hits you,” I answer with a shrug. 

	“She should have never fucking touched you,” he spits out. 

	“Maybe not, but I get it, Eli.” 

	“Well, I don’t. I broke up with her.” His words stop me in my tracks. 

	“Not because of me?” 

	“Partly. Her hitting you was the last straw. Rory is a cool chick, but there’s no chemistry there. I was going to break up with her the day after your accident. When I got the call you’d been hurt I knew I couldn’t do it then. Getting to you was my only priority.” 

	“I’m sorry, Eli.” I’m not surprised, but I was hopeful it would work for them. 

	“I’m not. Rory’s a little young for me and she’s got her eyes on someone else, anyway. It’s a pipe dream, but who knows. We’re going to stay friends if she can leave you alone and let you grieve at your own pace.” 

	He takes a seat in my chair and I sit on the bed. “Is that why you’re here? To tell me?” 

	“If only. I’m here for a few reasons. Sawyer called me last night and told me you were sleeping in the cemetery. Mel … I can’t even believe I’m about to ask you this. Are you suicidal?” 

	Eli’s baby blues bore deep into my soul. I want to tell him no, but I can’t. “Possibly.” 

	“Fuck,” he says as he swipes a tear away from his cheek. “Baby girl, we need to get you back into therapy.” 

	“I know,” I answer, letting my own tears fall freely. 

	“Alright, so you know I can’t let you out of my sight until we figure this out, right? I want you to understand something. If you were to do that, it would destroy what is left of Veronica, of the Westons, not to mention what it would do to me. You’d make Cadence and Nate miss out on learning about their parents from the person who knew them best. You’d willingly be making Nate an orphan, Mel.” 

	Eli rises and comes to sit next to me, placing his arm around me. “We’re going to get you through this. I’m making you an appointment for today.” 

	“I’m sorry I’m so weak, Eli.” My words are choked on a sob. 

	He pulls me into his embrace and kisses the top of my head repeatedly. “You’re the strongest person I’ve ever met, Mel. But even the strong can’t handle it all.” 

	After a few minutes, I pull away. “Why else are you here?” 

	“Moral support. Sawyer told me about his plan to make you sink or swim with Nate today. If you swim, we’re actually going to work on some music.” 

	“You and Sawyer?” The shock in my tone makes him laugh. 

	“Crazy, isn’t it? He was working on some lyrics last week but wasn’t coming up with the right melody. I got Joey’s guitar out and we worked through it. He’s wants to work on it some more. Sawyer needs an outlet right now and he’s got to need it really bad to want to work with me. So do your best not to sink today because Nate isn’t the only one who needs you,” Eli says before leaving my room.

	Music is in Sawyer’s blood, but I wonder if working with Eli has more to do with him trying to avoid reminders of Noah. If that’s the case, it won’t work. Noah is going to be in everything we do for the rest of our lives. 

	I take my time showering and getting ready. Once I’m finished, I walk over to the nursery. Sawyer is inside holding a bottle. 

	“Perfect timing. I just changed him, but he’s hungry. It’s show time, Mel.” Sawyer walks to the doorway, leaving me standing just inside the room. I can’t see Nate from here, but I can hear sucking noises coming from his crib. 

	I inch closer until I’m finally pressed against the rail. My fingers grasp the edges as I look down at him. His green eyes find mine while he sucks on his hand. He’s wearing a pair of blue jammies that say “Daddy’s little slugger” on them, and my tears begin to fall. 

	Nate fusses, but I’m paralyzed. When his fussing turns to full-blown crying, I don’t know what to do. I look to Sawyer for help, but he doesn’t move. 

	“You can do this, Mel. Pick him up.” 

	That’s easy for him to say. 

	Instead of moving, my fingers grip the crib harder. My heart aches with incredible pain. Listening to him cry is killing me, but so is my fear. In my peripheral vision, Sawyer’s pushing buttons on his phone and that’s when the music begins piping through the surround sound in the house. Every room is linked to it, including this one. “Inner Demons” by Julia Brennan begins playing and a sob escapes me. 

	Sawyer comes closer and places a hand on my shoulder. “Pick him up, Mel. It will be okay, I promise.” As the second verse starts, my fingers release the rail of the crib. By the third verse, I’ve picked Nate up and am clutching him to me. The second he’s wrapped in my arms his cries magically cease. I breathe him in as my tears continue to fall. He smells like perfection, like Noah. I don’t even understand how that’s possible, but I inhale him like he’s the last bit of oxygen I’ll ever get. 

	“Oh God, Sawyer, oh my God.” 

	Sawyer guides me to the glider while I keep clutching Nate and kissing the top of his head. As his heartbeat syncs with mine and he lays across my chest, I cry it all out. Nate isn’t even fussing for his bottle anymore. Deep inside I know it’s because he needed this just as much as I did. 

	“This is the closest to Noah I’m ever going to be again. Why didn’t I do this before? I’m a horrible person, Sawyer.” 

	“No, Princess, you’re not. You’re the best kind of mom there is. You were protecting him from perceived danger the only way you knew how. But you’re not a danger to him, Mel, you’re his lifeline.” 

	“No, I’m not. He’s mine.” 

	Relief floods Sawyer’s features. “You’ll be okay to feed him?” 

	“Yeah, I think so,” I tell him, looking back down at my beautiful boy. 

	“Alright, I’m going to work on some music with Eli, but if you need me we’ll be right out in the living room.” 

	When Sawyer leaves, I turn Nate in my arms and look down at him. A huge smile breaks out on his face followed by a yawn. My heart melts as I allow myself these precious moments to enjoy him and feed him. 

	Nate falls asleep while eating and milk dribbles down his chin. I wipe it off and put him over my shoulder to burp him, wondering if I should while he’s sleeping. As he lays against me and I rub circles over his back, I hear Sawyer singing. The words are sad, but his voice is even more so. 

	Adrenaline courses through my blood

	But I’m not high 

	You’re my only drug

	Darkness closes in all around

	Grips my heart and slams it down

	Blood oozes

	People scream

	Smoke rises

	Where’s my queen?

	Hollow voices

	Bright lights flash

	Death surrounds me

	My whole life

	Is shredding fast

	It’s the same few lines over and over, but they tweak the music as they go. It’s haunting but beautiful. Acoustic, but the way he sings it is like he’s screaming low. It’s obviously not done yet, but it could be a hit. 

	That’s insane to even think about. The band would never continue without Noah. But will Sawyer? He doesn’t seem to want a solo career, but Noah wanted that for him so much. Not wanting to lay Nate down but knowing I should to build up some sort of routine with him, I put him back in his crib. 

	Something has been bothering me since yesterday, and since Eli and Sawyer are both here, I can ask them. When I walk into the living room, they stop what they’re doing and look up at me. 

	“Everything okay?” Sawyer asks cautiously. 

	“Yeah, he’s sleeping and he ate, he even burped.” Both of them smile, and Eli motions for me to sit next to them. “Um, I have a question you guys might know the answer to. Yesterday, when Rory was yelling at me, she said I needed to help you guys build his legacy. Do you know what she meant by that?” 

	They exchange hesitant looks and I sigh. “Look, whatever it is I’m not going to break. If I’m still standing here after last night, and after holding Nate for the first time in weeks, I’m okay, I promise.” 

	“Have you watched your video yet?” Eli asks, and I shake my head. 

	“Then you’re not ready, Mel,” Sawyer states simply. 

	“Have you watched yours yet?” I ask Sawyer, and he nods. 

	“I think I watched it too soon, so don’t go there if you’re not ready, Princess.” 

	“I just want to know what Rory meant. She shouldn’t have said anything if I can’t know, but she did, so would you please fucking tell me?” 

	“I’ll tell you, Mel,” Eli says, and Sawyer shoots daggers at him. “A condensed version.” 

	I lean back against the cushion and pull a pillow over my lap. “Noah left you a lot of money. He knew you struggle as it is with your parents’ money, so I guess it was mentioned somewhere that maybe the family getting together and starting a foundation in his memory could be a good way to help you.” 

	“Oh. Is this what you guys want, Sawyer?” 

	“We want you to be okay, Mel. Rory is struggling, too, because she’s focusing on the wrong things. Instead of grieving, she’s thinking about what she can do in Noah’s honor. If and when you decide you want to do something for Noah, we can talk about that and help you. If that’s what you want.” 

	“What I want is for things to go back the way they were before Utah. I guess I should be thankful Noah was a planner, right? But it’s almost too much. Videos and wills, advance directives and medical powers of attorney. His mind was constantly moving, but I was just basking in newly-wedded bliss. How come he didn’t trust me enough to talk to me about any of this? Why didn’t I have any warning?” 

	Eli pulls me close and I lay my head on his shoulder. I used to feel so safe in his arms, but now … I just wish he were Noah. 

	Sawyer releases a sigh. “He didn’t want you to worry. Seriously, Mel, Noah thrived on this kind of thing. I know he was stressed about that feeling he couldn’t shake, but Noah geeked out on being prepared. Besides, as soon as you delivered Nate, Noah would have made you go see Tony and put all that together anyway. He was just giving you a little time, not hiding things. Noah would have never hurt you like that, not in a million years.” 

	The doorbell rings and Sawyer gets up to answer it. 

	“That would be your therapist for the day. Are you ready for this?” Eli asks. 

	“You got my therapist to come to the house?” 

	“No, your therapist can’t get you in until next week because she’s out of town. This one was willing to make a house call.” 

	“Hello, Mel. How are you doing today?” Diane is standing next to Sawyer, looking at me with kind eyes. 

	“We’re going to let you guys talk,” Eli says as he stands and grabs his guitar while Sawyer gathers his music. I’m in shock; I didn’t even know Diane was a therapist. 

	“I’m not sure what to say,” I stammer as she sits across from me. 

	“Well, how about I go first?” she asks, and I nod in agreement. 

	“I’m probably not the best person for this. In fact, I know I’m not. I’m on leave from my practice because I’m still grieving. But because I know what you’re going through in some aspect, I couldn’t just sit by and let everyone worry about you without seeing how you’re doing for myself.” 

	“I held Nate today for the first time since the hospital,” I spit out. 

	“That’s good, Mel. How did it make you feel?” 

	“Like the worst person in the world because I hadn’t done it sooner.” She raises a brow at me and I continue. “Also, like I had a part of Noah back in my arms. It hurt so much, but it was the best kind of pain.” 

	With tears in her eyes, she smiles. “Last night, you slept in a cemetery. Can you talk to me about that?” 

	For the next hour, I open myself up to Diane. I’m not sure why. Maybe because I feel like it would make Noah happy. Or maybe because I know she was a huge part of Sawyer’s recovery when he was a kid. 

	“Did you become a therapist because of Sawyer?” I ask, needing to satiate my curiosity. 

	“In part. I knew I wanted to help people because I saw how much Sawyer and Jordan were affected by what happened to our family. It wasn’t until Sawyer was in high school and grew so much from his journaling that I decided I wanted to be a grief counselor.” 

	I didn’t realize she was a grief counselor. That makes all the sense in the world now. 

	“Mel, I’ve seen people so consumed by grief that it ate at them until they took their own lives. Thinking about suicide and actually taking steps toward it can be a fine line. But I don’t get the impression it’s one you’re walking.” 

	“I’m lost, Diane.” 

	“The best of us often are. Going back to therapy will be good for you. I’m willing to stay here all week until you can see your own therapist if you want me to.” 

	 “I think I’ll be okay, but could I call you if I need to?” 

	“Absolutely. In fact, maybe we can go to lunch with the girls when you feel up to it. They love you, Mel, and I think you could help fill a void for them, too.” 

	I’m not sure what it is about that idea but it makes my heart a little lighter. 

	“I’d like that a lot.” 
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	Later that night, Sawyer shows me how to give Nate a bath. “Who would have thought I’d be learning how to do this from you?” 

	“Hey now, I’m a pretty awesome uncle if you haven’t noticed already.” 

	“You’re a pretty awesome friend and brother, too, Sawyer. Thank you.” 

	“You’re welcome. So are you ready for your first night on baby duty?” he asks, effectively changing the subject. 

	“I think so. And if this goes well, I should probably step up and do it every night.” 

	Sawyer pauses and turns toward me. “Actually, I’d really like to keep helping you every other night. Being with Nate helps me feel close to Noah.” 

	“You’re not just saying that because you don’t want me to do this alone?” 

	“You’re never going to have to do this alone, Princess, but no. I’d do it by myself every night, but it was time for me to share him with you. Being with Nate makes me feel good and nothing else really does right now.” 

	Sawyer holds out a towel and I lift Nate from the baby tub so Sawyer can wrap it around him. “Yeah, Sawyer, I’d love the help. God, why does he smell so good? I just want to eat him.”

	Sawyer laughs. “I don’t know, but I understand the feeling. Some nights I want to hug him so hard just so he’s close, but I know he’s too tiny for all that just yet.” 

	Sawyer sits with me as I get Nate dressed and feed him his bedtime bottle. After I put him to bed, we go to the kitchen and sit at the table. 

	“Do you remember everything from that night?” I ask. 

	“Unfortunately. How much do you remember, Mel?” 

	He looks eager for my answer, and I wonder if he’s wanted to ask me this for a while. 

	“Noah talking to you on the phone, and then everything is in slow motion until my body hit the floor and I blacked out. After that, I don’t remember much. Flashes of people, things, lights. I remember talking to Noah on the way out of the bus and that they were working on him. I remember the fear and the pain.” 

	He’s listening to me with rapt attention, so I continue. 

	“I don’t really remember the flight, but I remember your voice keeping me calm. The way you held my hand … I knew I was safe with you. I remember how scared I was when they started hooking me up to all that equipment and cutting off my clothes and just how bad everything hurt. I didn’t know anything could hurt that much.” 

	“What about now, Mel? You don’t take your pills anymore, and you never mention the pain, but even with the cast off and all your stitches and staples out your back must still hurt.” 

	The concern on his face is touching. This is a whole other layer to Sawyer. I wonder if he’s changed from the accident, or if he’s always been like this deep down but kept that part of himself hidden. I have a feeling it’s the latter. 

	“There’s no pain unless I’m moving around. When I sit I’m good. It can get uncomfortable at night, and I’m sure I’ll still need a lot more help with Nate because of my lifting restrictions but I don’t like drugs, Sawyer. Especially after my dad. The ibuprofen helps knock the edge off. If I have a bad day I’ll take them, I promise.” 

	“Okay, you know what’s best for you. I have a question for you now. When you have your nightmares, what are you dreaming about if you don’t remember much?” 

	“Mostly Belle’s screams and the fearful feeling something is wrong with Noah. How scared I was when I felt the fluid rush between my legs. It’s weird, Sawyer. That’s why I wish I knew what happened because it’s all just these random flashes of things but the order doesn’t make any sense to me.” 

	He folds his hands together as if in prayer and shakes his head. “I’m sorry, Mel. I wish I could help you.” 

	“Me, too. I do remember being pissed you were watching me give birth. I was mad and scared about so many other things. But you were doing it for Noah and it made me happy at the same time that you were there doing that for him, for us, so you could give him those memories.” 

	Sawyer looks up at me with a smile so wide his dimple is showing. “I didn’t want Noah to miss a detail, but that was one of the greatest things I’ve ever seen. Don’t get me wrong, it killed me that you were in so much pain on top of the normal labor stuff, but I don’t know … watching a baby being born on a video and seeing it in person is so much different. Seeing that head of hair come out and then his little face, hearing him cry and watching his little hands curl up to his mouth … It was breathtaking, Mel. I know you didn’t really have a choice, but thank you for letting me be there.” 

	“I didn’t have much of a train of thought to kick you out, but I don’t think I would have. There’s no way I could have done it alone.” 

	“I’m glad.” He reaches over and squeezes my fingers. “Because seeing my nephew come into the world was one of the highlights of my life.” 

	Sawyer stands and yawns. “Goodnight, Mel.” 

	“Goodnight, Sawyer.” 

	Long after Sawyer goes to bed, I sit at the table and think about his words. That man has seen just about everything there is in the world and he called Nate’s birth one of the highlights of his life. I’m not sure what I’m feeling but I’m feeling and I have Sawyer to thank for it. 
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	One early morning, about five weeks later, there’s a light knock at my door. I’m up and watching the dolphins play in the ocean. 

	“Come in,” I call out, and Sawyer enters with one hand behind his back. 

	“Happy birthday, Princess.” He pulls a small plate with a cupcake from behind his back and hands it to me. “I know you said you didn’t want to make a big deal out of your birthday this year, but thirty is a big one and you at least deserve a cupcake.” 

	“Sawyer, thank you.” 

	“That’s not all,” he says, flashing me his dimple smile, and walks out to the hall before returning with a gift. “Don’t be mad, but there’s no way you would have sat back and let one of our birthdays pass without doing the same.” 

	I’m not much in the mood to celebrate this year, but I understand where he’s coming from. 

	“Open it,” he says, handing me his gift. 

	“Sawyer,” I gasp after tearing off the paper. My eyes fill with tears as I look down at the framed photo. 

	“It’s a reminder and a gift. Do you remember how mad you were when Warren told us it was your birthday? And how mad Noah was you didn’t tell us yourself?” 

	I laugh at the memory. “He called me a stubborn Scorpio.” 

	“And he was right. I know the last thing any of us want to do right now is party. But Noah would want us to celebrate you on your big day. I want to celebrate you, but I understand it’s hard. Next year, watch out. I’m going to make up for it big time.” 

	He leans down and kisses the top of my head. 

	“Thank you, Sawyer. I love it.” 

	“Happy birthday, Princess,” he says again, and leaves me alone with my memories. 

	The photo is of the five of us on the bus. The birthday cake had just been cut and we’re all laughing because it was filled with pineapple instead of strawberries—definitely not what they had ordered. It was kind of gross so we all ate around it, except for Darren. He loved it so much he scooped up all of ours and ate that, too. It was a great day. 
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	Merry Christmas Slammed Family, 

	My name is Amelia Weston and I’m Belle’s sister. I’m sure most of you are also aware I am Noah’s wife. I’m sorry it took me so long to update this blog for you all. Grief is a powerful emotion and I haven’t been myself lately. Who am I kidding? I’ll probably never be myself again. 

	Sawyer, Wyatt, Darren, and I would like to thank you for the outpouring of love and support you showered us with during our time of need. We know how much you all loved Noah and Belle and that you are going to miss them just as much as we will. 

	I’m sure you understand the guys will not be finishing out the remainder of the tour without Noah. For those of you who didn’t get to see the show, we are deeply sorry for that. 

	Since the accident, I’ve spent most of my time healing, grieving, and learning how to be a mom. This isn’t the vision I had for my life, and every day without Noah and Belle hurts more than I could ever begin to explain. But with the love and support from our families, I’m moving forward one day at a time.

	With Darren’s permission, I’m sharing a photo of Cadence and Nate taken this morning, on their first Christmas. Belle and Noah would have been proudly posting this picture to every social media outlet they could find, so we thought it was appropriate to share it with you. 

	In honor of Noah and Belle, Slammed has given me permission to post periodic updates to this blog. Don’t get too excited, I’m not a blogger–that was Belle all the way. But I am a proud mom and aunt and the least I can do is share some important milestones their children achieve. Besides, if I constantly post pictures they become worthless to the paparazzi. Our kids may be a bit safer out of their line of sight. 

	Enjoy your holiday, Slammers, and thanks for reading. 

	With love, 

	Amelia, Sawyer, Darren, Wyatt, Cadence, and Nate
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	Five Months And A Day

	Five months and a day—that’s how long it’s been since the accident. I’ve been going to therapy for the last fourteen weeks. Even though it’s a constant struggle, the thoughts of joining Noah and Belle are pretty much nonexistent at this point. I’ve come to understand I was never really a danger to myself, but it’s more about how I don’t know how to cope with this massive amount of guilt. 

	I’ve started writing Belle letters. I’m still not sure how to grieve for her, so I write down everything I want to tell her or talk to her about each week and seal it on Sunday. They’re just for me, and when I’m ready I’ll have to burn them, but it helps me feel closer to her. 

	The holidays were rough and the New Year was even worse. Sawyer kept me blissfully liquored up and took on more Nate duties for me through the harder days. Nate started crawling on Christmas day; I swear it was Noah somehow making his presence known. Cadence is walking now and with every single milestone these two hit, my tears flow in abundance. Mama comes over as much as she can to spend time with us, so does Karen. 

	Rory and I still haven’t talked much, but one of my promises to myself for the New Year is to finally sit down and watch Noah’s video. Maybe once I hear what he has to say I can listen to Rory with an open heart. It would hurt Noah, knowing Rory and I are at odds, so I want to make things right. Eli and Sawyer are still spending a good amount of time together. Unfortunately, up until Thanksgiving, Darren, Wyatt, and Sawyer were not. 

	I was convinced they all needed group therapy to learn how to stay friends without Noah, but something amazing happened. On Thanksgiving, Anna and Wyatt announced they’re having a baby. Anna is due in May and she’s having a boy. Something clicked into place after their announcement and they’ve been thick as thieves ever since, even bringing Eli into the fold. He’s getting ready to go on tour soon. I don’t know who is going to miss him more, me or Sawyer. 

	After Noah died, there was a part of me that was hesitant to let Eli comfort me. I didn’t want him to think we could try again. That was me being an idiot because Eli has so much more respect for me and Noah than to try anything like that. In fact, Eli has spent many nights in my big, comfy chair so he could be there to pull me from the nightmares plaguing me. 

	Tonight was one of those nights. The nightmare was so bad I tweaked my back and flared up my injury. Sawyer had just put Nate back to sleep when it happened. My nightmares scare him just as much as his scared me last year. After he coaxed me from the terror, he brought me a pain pill and a muscle relaxer. The doctor says I’m almost fully healed but these flare-ups could happen every so often. 

	As I lie here waiting for the pills to kick in, my mind races with all these errant thoughts. A lot of things have happened in the last few months. The most important being we found out the cause of the accident. It was truly that—an accident. The other driver had been coming down an incline when his brakes failed. No one knows why. He was forty-five with a wife and three young kids. 

	I feel like I should do something for them—Noah would have—but I’m just not sure what I can do. Anything seems like an empty gesture. The same thing goes for Harold’s family. The band took care of them, but there’s this nagging feeling that Noah would want me to do more. Which is another reason why I need to watch his video; I need to know what he expects from me. I spend my days still listening to the EP he made for me and a sad playlist I made that reminds me of him. Ray LaMontagne’s “A Falling Through” is setting the tone for my melancholy mood right now. 

	Every day, I show Nate and Cadence pictures of Belle and Noah. Cadence already says Mama and Dada and it’s the sweetest and most gut-wrenching thing. I know when Nate finally starts saying Dada I’m going to lose it. Even so, one of the things I’ve come to realize the past few months is Nate saved me. From the second I held him in the nursery that day, something clicked. I never imagined I could love someone the way I love him. It’s all-encompassing and I often hope Noah felt what I feel in that brief moment he was able to hold Nate in the hospital. 

	“Hey, Mel?” Sawyer calls from the doorway. 

	I blink back my tears and turn to him. “Come on in, Sawyer.” He’s holding his journal. He’s been writing in his spare time lately. I haven’t seen him without a notebook in his hands for months. He sits down on the bed and props himself against the headboard, so I follow suit. 

	“Even with therapy your nightmares are getting worse.” 

	“I’m sorry. You can just let me get through them … you don’t have to keep waking me up.” 

	He turns his green eyes to mine and they’re filled with pain. “I know what that’s like, Mel, and it fucking sucks. I’ve been working on a project for myself the past few months, but I realized tonight maybe it could help you.” 

	“What kind of project?” 

	He exhales and runs his hand through his already messy hair. “I guess you could say I’m chronicling my life with Noah. I started with the tour because it’s the freshest in my mind. Noah was more than my brother and twin, he was my best friend. I remember everything now, but someday I won’t.” 

	A single tear slips down his cheek and he brushes it away quickly. “The more I started writing, the more I realized I’m not only doing it for me. I’m doing it for Nate so he can really know his dad.” 

	“Oh, Sawyer … that’s … honestly the best gift you could give him.” 

	He laughs lightly. “I’m no writer, Mel. These are just recollections of what happened. The only people I’m comfortable sharing this with are Nate and you.” 

	“Me?” 

	“Yeah. There’s something I can share with you that might help. I started this journal the day after the funeral and I began with the night of the accident. Maybe if you read this, it will help jog your memory and eventually put your mind at ease enough to stop the nightmares.” 

	Holy shit. Do I want to read this?

	“How bad is it, Sawyer?” I whisper. 

	“Pretty much every detail from when I got on the bus until after you woke up. You don’t have to read it now, or ever, Mel. It was just an idea.” 

	Reaching for his hand, I squeeze his fingers. “Thank you, Sawyer. I’d really like to read it. It’s scary, but it might help.” 

	“Can I ask you something, Mel?” 

	“You can ask me anything you want, Sawyer. I’m always an open book to you.” The two of us talk a lot now. I’ve learned about their childhood and he’s learned about mine. We’ve bonded over a lot of Pop-Tarts these past few months. 

	“This playlist of sad songs you have going all the time is depressing. But how did the song playing right now end up in the mix?” He’s referring to “Meet Me Halfway” by Kenny Loggins.” 

	His question makes me blush. “It’s kind of embarrassing, but it’s sort of like my death anthem? My dad played it constantly when my mom died. When he died, I played it all the time to remind me of them. I did the same when my grandma died, so it was just a natural instinct to put it on this playlist. And because it’s kind of a song about fate and destiny, it reminds me of Noah.” 

	“That makes sense. I was just curious. We all have our musical likes and dislikes. Noah loved eighties music, so I was wondering if it was something he used to play for you.” 

	“No, I didn’t even know he had a soft spot for the eighties, but I do, too. It’s kind of bittersweet, you know? Learning things about him now. I want to know everything, but it makes me angry I didn’t have the chance to learn it from him myself.” 

	“We sure got fucking gypped, didn’t we, Princess? You know what kills me? Knowing my kids will never get to know their Uncle Noah. He’s always been the most important and influential person in my life and my wife and kids will never know him.” 

	I squeeze his hand again and catch his eyes with mine. “It would bother him, too, Sawyer. He was so proud of you. We often talked about what he wanted to do after the tour and do you know what he wanted most?” 

	“To be a dad, have sex, and make lots of brothers and sisters for Nate?” he says with a chuckle. 

	“Well, yeah,” I say with a smile, recalling Noah’s excitement for all of that, “but he wanted to manage you. Noah said you are the most talented person he’d ever known and he hoped you’d keep working in some capacity. Personally, I think he really wanted you to go solo.” 

	“He wanted to manage me?” 

	“More than anything.” 

	Sawyer leans back against the headboard and blows out a breath. “I’m not sure what I want to do, Mel. Right now, I know the first year isn’t for doing anything but being with you and Nate. I hope you don’t think I’m overstepping, and I know I can’t replace Noah, but I love the fuck out of Nate. I want to give him everything Noah would have, my time, my love, just everything.” 

	This vulnerable part of Sawyer is what drew me to him in the beginning. It’s the part of him that used to make me weak in the knees. This is the real Sawyer. Ever since the accident, Sawyer has been more of his true self than I’ve ever seen. 

	“Noah wanted you to be Nate’s guardian if something would have happened to us. We had agreed you and Belle could split custody. No matter what happens in the future, this is what Noah would want. You’re not overstepping, Sawyer. You’re the only person I trust to guide Nate in the same way Noah would have.” 

	Sawyer clears his throat. “Do you think you’ll get remarried someday?” 

	I’m still wearing my wedding rings. I can’t imagine ever wanting to take them off. 

	“Right now, I can’t picture it. I don’t want to be sad for the rest of my life, and I know there can be a lot of good step-parents out there, but … I don’t want someone stepping into my world and trying to guide my son. And I don’t see how a relationship could even work if I weren’t willing to bend on that a bit. Especially if there were other kids … eventually. In Noah’s absence, Nate is mine and yours to guide. I don’t expect you to be my co-parent. You’ve got your whole life ahead of you, but I hope you two will be close enough that he’ll see you often and not hesitate to pick up the phone when he needs you.” 

	“I’m not going anywhere, Mel. We’re in this together. We’ll figure out logistics and stuff when and if it comes to that.” 

	After yawning, I turn the question around on him. “What about you? Are you putting more thought into marriage and kids now? I know you mentioned in your wedding speech you’d been thinking about it.” 

	“I’ve always wanted kids. With the limited time I spent with Saylor and Emme, it cemented what I knew a long time ago. Now, with all the time I’ve spent with Nate and Cadence, I know it even more. The relationship part, though … I’m not sure. I don’t like letting people into my world. Maybe I’ll just hire surrogates or something and be the cool single dad.” 

	Sawyer would make an amazing husband, but I’m not sure I’m the right person to convince him of that. Selfishly, I don’t want to encourage him right now. The sooner he starts dating, the sooner Nate and I stand to lose him. I can’t imagine any sane girl out there will have much compassion for his relationship with his brother’s widow and her kid.

	Sawyer stands when Nate starts crying. “Do you want me to take over tonight? I know he’s teething and uncomfortable.” 

	“Nah, I got it, Mel. You need to rest. If you can’t sleep, read the journal. Maybe it can help.” 
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	An hour later, I’ve finished reading Sawyer’s journal and my heart is shattered into a million pieces. I haven’t cried this hard in a while. There are so many things I never knew, like Darren holding Belle’s body in the middle of the road. I can’t even begin to imagine what that must have been like for him. Even after all that, he’s still managed to push through for Cadence. It makes me feel like such a coward. 

	What hurts most is reading how selfish I’ve been. Not that Sawyer said so. On the contrary, his words perfectly explained my pain and grief. But this amazing family put my needs before theirs when we were all hurting so much. I understand Rory’s fury on a whole other level now. Everything they’ve done since the accident they’ve done because they don’t want to let Noah down. And also because they love me and my son. 

	There’s one other thing I have to know for sure. I have to see it for myself, so I head to Sawyer’s room. Even though it’s three in the morning, he’s sitting in bed strumming his guitar. 

	“Is it true?” I ask as he looks up at me. 

	“Is what true?” he replies, confused. 

	“You have pictures of Noah and Nate?” As I walk closer to the bed, he pulls his phone from the bedside table. 

	“I’m sorry I didn’t show them to you sooner. I wanted to, but with your injuries, I was waiting until you were better. Then there was the incident at the cemetery and the therapy. I wasn’t sure when a good time would be.” 

	“Now, Sawyer. A good time is right now. Please,” I plead as I climb up next to him. 

	Sawyer hands me his phone and I’m breathless as I look down at it. Noah’s eyes are filled with a happiness I’ve never seen, a peaceful glow radiates from him. His smile is everything. In the subsequent shot he’s kissing Nate; my heart fills and shatters at the same time. I’m not sure I could have handled seeing these before—I’m barely hanging on now–but they’re the best gift anyone could have given me. 

	“Thank you, Sawyer,” I tell him through my sobs. Sawyer sets his phone aside and pulls me into his arms. 

	“They’re backed up on my computer and the cloud, and I’m pretty sure everyone in the family already has them, too. I didn’t want to take any chances losing them. You can thank Veronica for that, it was her idea.” 

	Words begin flowing from my mouth as tears continue to fall from my eyes. I ramble about Sawyer’s journal, how painful it was for me to read it, and how it filled in so many missing pieces. I apologize again and again for being selfish. My medication has fully kicked in by now and I don’t hold anything back. Sawyer continues to hold me, comfort me, and reassure me in my time of need. 
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	The next thing I know it’s morning and I wake up alone in Sawyer’s bed. Freaked out, I’m wondering how and why I’m here, then it all comes back to me. After using the restroom and washing my face, I make my way to the kitchen for some coffee. 

	Sawyer is lying on the couch with a pillow and a blanket and Nate is lying on top of him. My heart aches at the sight. My mind easily flips Sawyer’s face for Noah’s as I imagine them together. At the same time, there’s a huge part of me that is in awe of the love between Nate and Sawyer; I’d never want to see that disappear. 

	As quietly as I can, I make Sawyer and myself a cup of coffee. I know as soon as Sawyer smells the coffee he’ll wake up. Even though he’s conditioned himself for late nights on the road, he’s still a morning person. When I set our cups on the table, Nate lifts his head and looks around. My little monkey is a morning person, too—the one trait he didn’t get from his daddy. 

	When Nate sees me walking toward him, he blesses me with a huge smile. His two bottom teeth have finally poked through. Again, it’s another beautiful moment laced with lingering sadness; Noah is missing another milestone. I’ve got to try and get past this because Nate and Cadence’s lives are going to be filled with milestones Noah and Belle aren’t here for. My therapist says I’m always going to be reminded of Noah and Belle in the happiest times and finding balance is key. I need to find a way to turn that sadness into happiness, be thankful I’m here to see these blessings, and celebrate with enough joy for all of us. 

	“Nate! Look at your new teeth!” I exclaim as I scoop him out of Sawyer’s arms. Darren and Cadence make their way out and Nate smiles when he sees Cadence toddling toward him. He thinks Cadence walking is the funniest thing and it makes him laugh big, deep, belly laughs that have us all in stitches. 

	“Dude! You’re going to be eating cookies with Cadence in no time,” Darren calls out as Sawyer sits up. 

	“Sorry, Sawyer, I didn’t mean to kick you out of your bed last night. I made you some coffee.” 

	Sawyer heads straight for the coffee and takes a few sips before talking. “It’s all good, Mel. Nate had a rough night, but he went right to sleep after those teeth popped through. I figured he’d be less likely to wake up if he were sleeping with me. Besides, you needed your rest after last night.” 

	“Yeah, speaking of … do either of you have plans today?” 

	“I’m free all day,” Darren says. 

	“Actually, uh, I have plans with Lola,” Sawyer replies, and Darren and I whip around in surprise. I’m not sure what I was expecting him to say, but it wasn’t that. 

	“What do you need, Mel? I can help you,” Darren asks, avoiding Sawyer’s comment like the plague. He doesn’t like Lola, either, from what Anna has told me. 

	“I’m going to watch Noah’s video today and I need someone to take care of Nate because … well …” 

	“Say no more,” Darren says, holding up his hand. “I’ll take care of him.” 

	“Are you really going to do it?” Sawyer asks with a concerned expression. 

	“After reading your journal last night, yeah. I have an appointment with my therapist tomorrow afternoon, so the timing couldn’t be better.” 

	“I’ll cancel on Lola.” 

	“No, you don’t have to. I don’t want to mess up your date.” 

	Sawyer laughs loudly. “It’s not a date, Mel. She’s been calling since the funeral and wants to catch up over lunch. I’m not going to get her off my back until I meet up with her.” 

	“You give us enough of your time. You should go. Darren will help today. I have to start doing more things myself. I’ve been selfish too long.” 

	“Hey, where is that coming from? You’re one of the least selfish people I’ve ever met.” Darren nails me with a what-the-fuck look and I respond with a shrug as I take Nate to change his diaper. He and Sawyer continue talking about it when I walk away. 

	“You know, Nate, Mommy has been a mess since Daddy and Auntie Belle went to heaven. Sometimes I wonder if I’ll ever get my life back on track, or if there will ever be a day when I’m not sad. You make everything better, baby boy. Mommy has to do something really hard today, so you’re going to spend the day with Uncle Darren.” Nate smiles and kicks his feet at my words.

	“If you want my opinion, you’re not doing any worse than anyone else in your situation would have. It takes time and patience, Mel. Fortunately, we’ve got that in spades.” 

	Sawyer’s words caress my soul, but I don’t turn around. I won’t be able to keep myself from crying if I do. I’m not sure why he feels the need to follow me when it’s obvious I need a minute. 

	“I canceled on Lola. Noah’s video wrecked me, Mel. Even if Darren can help with Nate, someone needs to be here for you.” 

	After picking up Nate, I spin around. “I don’t want to be your burden, Sawyer, and I don’t want to get in the way of you living your life. Even if it is with Lola.” 

	“Whoa … take three steps back and breathe, Princess. Number one … you’re not a burden, you are my friend. Number two … I get to choose how to live my life and family never gets in the way, family is always priority. And number three … what’s your beef with Lola?” 

	My eyes roll back and I take a deep breath. I could kick myself for saying anything about her. “Nothing. I just heard she was bad news back in the day and don’t want to see you wrapped up with someone like her. Noah wouldn’t, either.” 

	He leans back against the wall and smirks at me. “You know she used to date Noah, right?” 

	“Yeah, and I heard she showed her inner tramp and he dumped her ass.” 

	“She did, and he did, and I’m sure you also heard I turned her down, too. I’m not interested in Lola, Mel.” 

	With a sigh, I catch his gaze with mine. “It’s not my business if you are.” 

	“The hell it’s not.” 

	His vehement tone stops me in my tracks. “I don’t know what you want me to say, Sawyer.” 

	“I want you to say you’re going to hold me to a higher standard, Mel. I want you to say you’re going to call me on my shit. I want you to say you’re going to do anything and everything in your power to keep me in line like Noah would have! I’m doing everything Noah would have wanted and expected of me and I expect for you to do the same.” 

	“Sawyer, you’re a grown man and it’s not up to me to keep you in line. But I have called you out on your shit since day one and I will continue to do so. If you want me to tell you when I think Noah would agree or disagree, I can easily do that. Stay the fuck away from Lola. I don’t know if she’s crazy or just a whore, but one usually follows closely behind the other.” 

	With a smile too sinful for his own good, Sawyer begins clapping. “There she is. I was beginning to wonder if the snarky bitch inside you was still there. I’m glad to see she was just taking a breather.” Sawyer grabs Nate from me and kisses me on the cheek. “I love you, Mel. Thanks for showing me you still care.” 

	Sawyer takes Nate out of the room and leaves me standing behind in awe. He’s never told me he loves me before. I know he doesn’t mean it like that, but this whole incident is surreal nonetheless. 
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	Final Goodbye 

	A few hours later, I’ve taken three shots of tequila, written an entire extra page to Belle about how fucked up this is, and am now curled up with my laptop, tissues, and a rescue shot of tequila. The video is queued up and my finger has hovered over the play button for about a half hour now. I haven’t read the paperwork inside the envelope, but I know it breaks down my inheritance. Like I need another fucking inheritance. 

	Tossing back the last shot, I hit the play button and reach for the tissues. As soon as Noah’s smiling face appears, my heart feels like it’s rupturing. 

	“Hey, Mel! Damn, you’re beautiful. And yes, I fully realize I can’t see you right now, but in my mind I can, and I’m picturing you on our wedding night. When you finally watch this video, I hope you’re about ninety-five years old and creaming in your granny panties thinking about what a hot, young stud your husband used to be.” 

	Noah always knew what to say to make me laugh; it feels good to laugh with him one more time. 

	“These videos are hard to make, and I’m not sure I could update them again if I even wanted to. I’m sure I’ve told you by now that I’ve had an ominous feeling I just can’t shake, so this is me trying to be proactive by being able to say some important things to the people I love.”

	No, Noah, you didn’t tell me anything. I’ve been completely blindsided by this and I’m angry at you for that. But I love you so much for trying to protect me. 

	“I’m so in love with you, Amelia Weston. Fate brought you into my life for a reason, and I’ve never been happier. I know letting your defenses down and allowing love in was hard for you, but I hope it was worth it, Mel, because I can’t imagine my life any other way.”

	Nothing has ever been more worth it. 

	“It’s funny, you and Sawyer are so much alike in that aspect. I thought for sure you were going to pick him. Never in a million years did I think I’d be able to wear you down and show you how worthy you are of love. But each day that passed you showed me how amazing you are and how strong you are by pushing past your fears and demons and letting me inside. Thank you for that. Your love is the greatest gift I could have ever received. It’s amazing to think our love multiplied into a beautiful baby boy. He’s going to be perfect, Mel, just like you. And you’re going to be an amazing mother to him, I have no doubt.” 

	I’m bawling my eyes out. Noah was always so happy and so passionate about everything, especially love. He gave me so much in our limited time together, taught me so much, made me feel so much. I’m not sure I’ll ever be able to let him go. 

	“There are a few reasons I’m making this video. I know how hard it’s going to be for you to watch it, especially if something bad happened to me. I’ve had an amazing life, Amelia. I’ve been abundantly blessed with family, wealth, happiness, the love of a wonderful woman, and a child of my own. I’ve experienced love and loss. I was blessed not only with siblings but with a twin. My parents were the absolute best and my friends have always been an extended version of my family. I’ve never lacked for anything, and it’s important you know this. 

	“I think people are put on this earth for specific reasons. After the Sara incident, I felt like my reason was up. Like maybe fate intervened that night but it was only a temporary delay. I get how stupid that probably sounds, but I feel it in my gut. That’s why I’m making these videos, Mel. People need to know my hopes and wishes for them. They need to know how much they were loved by me and how much I know I was loved by them in return.” 

	I hit pause because my tears are falling too rapidly for me to even see the screen clearly. Noah has to be one of the strongest, most faith-filled people I’ve been fortunate enough to know. Belle was the second, and the fact I’ve lost them eats away at my heart. But seeing him on the screen talking to me fills my heart with the joy I’ve been missing for the last five months. Even though I don’t want to keep listening, I also can’t stop, so I press play.

	“We’ve talked briefly about some of this, but I’m going to whip through it again. My parents and family are well taken care of now. Please don’t cut any of them out of your life or Nate’s. They’ll be your lifeline, I promise, you just have to let them in. I’ve left Jordan enough to pay off the bar and then some. Don’t let him give it back. He’ll eventually approach you … don’t give in. Make sure Nate grows up with his cousins, they’ll be important to him. He needs to grow up with the stability of a good family. 

	“I know it’s asking a lot, but please take care of Sawyer, Mel. I can’t even begin to imagine how losing him would affect me. But Sawyer is much more jaded than I am. He’s been through so much pain and loss and this could push him to the point of no return. We’ve never really been apart. Twins have a special bond and ours is going to be severed forever. You and Sawyer are more alike than different, and I’ve watched your friendship blossom. Sawyer doesn’t trust anyone, Mel, and he trusts you. Be his friend, be there for him in my absence. Let him love you, and in turn love him back. You’re going to need each other. 

	“I’ve left my portion of the house to you. I’d like you to stay there with Sawyer for now. I understand if it’s hard, but it’s Nate’s home, our home, and it’s a place where you and Sawyer can be safe and heal together. I know none of this is going to be easy and I know you think you’re cursed. Baby, you are not cursed. Shit happens for a reason. Even if it doesn’t make sense to us, there’s still a reason. I know it’s asking a lot, especially now, but trust in that.” 

	Pausing the video, I yell out my frustrations. “Fuck you, Noah. Fuck you and your fate, and your reasoning, and your death. You should be here with us, and I’m so angry you’re not. Now I’m just supposed to have faith and believe it’s all for a reason? Hell no!” I hate this feeling, I hate being so angry, and I hate most of all that he’s not here anymore. 

	Unpause.

	“You done yelling at me now?” He chuckles, and I love and hate how he knows me so well. “Yeah, I know you’re not going to change overnight and that right now you’re probably pretty fucking pissed off. Truthfully, I’m not happy thinking I may not be around either. I’m going to miss out on a lot of truly epic shit, but that means you have to pick up the slack and enjoy everything twice as much. I mean it, Mel. You better enjoy the hell out of life if for no other reason than for the fact I’m not there to do it myself. 

	“I’d never trade it, though. If I had to choose a brief infinity with you, or never having you at all, I’d pick the brief infinity every time. My life has never made as much sense as it does when we’re together. I’ve never loved anyone the way I love you. And God knows I’ve never been happier or had better sex.” 

	Oh God, how I miss sex with Noah. That feeling of being loved while in his arms was like nothing I’d ever had before. Not even with Eli. 

	“Do you remember that day on the beach when we talked about there being more than one true love out there for people? I want that for you, Mel. If you’re not getting those fifty years with me, I want you to get them with someone who loves you more than his passion in life. Someone who will make you his passion like I did. And if you can find someone like that, I know he’ll be a good father figure to Nate because he’d never want to hurt you by disrespecting me. You deserve to have a family and Nate deserves to have those brothers and sisters we talked about.” 

	Who does he think he is? Encouraging me to find someone in his final goodbye? 

	“Now, I know you’re not going to be ready for any of that for a long time but when you are, just remember what my thoughts are. I never want you to feel guilty for loving again, Mel. Life is too short for regrets, and I’m sure Belle will be reminding you to live today like there’s no tomorrow more often than you’ll want to hear it, but she’ll also be right.” 

	If only he had known how much harder this would be because I lost them both. How much I miss her hugs, her guidance, and her sunshiny disposition. Damn, I’m really not drunk enough for this. 

	“Until you’re ready, maybe you could do something for me. I’m leaving you a lot of money, Mel. Even after taking care of everyone and leaving a very sizeable trust for Nate, it’s still a lot of money. I don’t want to tell you what to do with it, but I know how much you already struggle with your parent’s fortune. I’ve laid out a financial plan with Tony on how much money I’d like to see put aside for your future and Nate’s future, as well as any future kids you may have. You don’t like to think that far ahead, I know, but if you could do this for me it would make me happy because I’ll know you’re taken care of. 

	“As for the rest of the money, do something good with it. Maybe a scholarship fund or something to benefit people in some way. Find something you know I would have loved to do and do it for me. Build a legacy in my absence, and maybe my family can help. Especially Rory. I know she’s going to be lost and lashing out, so if she could be a part of whatever you set up, it can help both of you heal. If you wouldn’t mind keeping up the holiday dinners for Dr. Martin and his staff, you’d make me happier than I can even say.” 

	Sawyer and Warren did that for Thanksgiving and Christmas; maybe I can take it over from now on. Easter is coming up in a few months. 

	“Amelia Weston, you are the love of my life and always will be. I could sit here forever and talk to this camera but to be honest, you’re sleeping naked down the hall and we’re two days into our honeymoon. There’s nothing I want more right now than to go curl up with you and make love until I’m cross-eyed. All these videos have been a necessary evil, but they’re sad and emotionally taxing. I can’t begin to explain how much I hope you’re old and gray as you watch this and laughing about how paranoid I was for nothing. That would be my ultimate wish. Thank you for loving me, for being my wife, and for giving me my firstborn son.” 

	He blows me a kiss and the video cuts off. 

	After closing my computer, I curl into a ball and turn into an inconsolable mess. Within minutes, Sawyer is pulling me into his arms to comfort me. 

	“Why, Sawyer?” My question is nothing new, but his answer is. 

	“I don’t know, Mel, but be thankful you got to hear him say he loved you one last time. I know I am.” 

	How many people get that in a tragedy? Not many, I’m sure. “I just miss him so fucking much.” 

	“Me, too.” 

	Sawyer lays with me for hours while I cry and never once lets me go. Eventually, I cry myself to sleep with the images of Noah’s smiling face in the forefront of my mind. 
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	When I wake up it’s after midnight. I slept the entire day away. The baby monitor is on next to the bed and Sawyer is in with Nate. After using the restroom, I make my way out to go get something to drink but pause at the sound of Sawyer’s voice. 

	“Your mom had a rough day today, Nate. She’s going to be okay, though, she’s a fighter. I don’t know if I’ve ever met anyone tougher than her. Your dad was such a romantic, in love with even the idea of love, and his whole world centered around your mom. I think Noah needed closure more than the rest of us, Nate. I love him, always will, but listening to him talk to me after he was gone was so hard, and what he said … well, that’s an even harder discussion.” 

	I wonder what was on Sawyer’s video. I could never ask; they’re meant to be private, I’m sure. 

	“Today was your mom’s turn to watch her video, so she’s probably going to have a few rough days ahead of her. Don’t worry, little prince, we won’t let her drift away from you like last time. I promise.” 

	Blinking back my tears, I tiptoe away so he doesn’t know I was listening and grab a bottle of water and a few grapes. Noah’s video left me with a lot to think about. Most importantly, I need to go see Tony. Not only to discuss Noah’s estate but because I want to honor his preparedness and do some of my own. The way Belle and Noah were ripped away from me, I want to make sure there are safeguards in place for Nate should something happen to me. It’s time I start honoring my husband and this can be the first step. 

	“Hey, Princess, how are you doing?” 

	Sawyer grabs himself a water and some Pop-Tarts and sits at the table. Like so many late nights over the past few months, he passes me one. 

	“I think it’s time, Sawyer. I need to figure out how to honor Noah. I’m going to make an appointment with Tony.” 

	“Alright, it’s time I talk to you about something,” he says hesitantly. 

	“What’s wrong?” 

	“Nothing, I just don’t want to make you angry or upset you. And please believe me when I say this is completely up to you.” 

	“You’re making me nervous, Sawyer. Just spit it out.” 

	His eyes meet mine as he laces his fingers together. “The label has been starting to hound us about releasing an album. We’ve got some tracks we laid down that were never released and they know it. They’re our tracks, we did them here and we don’t owe the record company anything. They’re just trying to capitalize on Noah’s death.” 

	I’m not sure how that makes me feel, but my dad’s label did the same thing after he died. Industry standard, I suppose. “How does this affect me, Sawyer?” 

	“It doesn’t, really. We’re not doing it. And if we did, it wouldn’t be for the label. We would do it to fundraise for whatever foundation you set up or cause you decide to donate to, but … you do realize you own all of Noah’s music, rights, and royalties now, right?” 

	An overwhelming sadness settles over me at the thought. “No, I didn’t. It doesn’t surprise me, but I haven’t looked at any of the paperwork yet.” 

	“Don’t be mad, but the guys and I have been talking about how best to help you when you’re ready. We think you could make a huge amount of money to kick off whatever foundation you start by releasing Noah’s EP to you.” 

	Those words are like an arrow through my heart and I release an audible gasp. 

	“How could you even suggest that? You know how private Noah was! That EP is special to me, Sawyer. You want me to just sell Noah out like that?” 

	Sawyer is taken aback. “Fuck no, Mel. We’ll release whatever music you want from the backlist as a fundraiser. We just thought if you wanted to have the most financial impact, it might be something you’d like to consider. There’s a lot that would have to go into it, anyway. We’d need rights and permissions from each songwriter on the EP to even move forward. It’s a longshot at best. But what I know for a fact is Noah let down his defenses and sang to you in a worldwide televised feed. If he thought his music would help a good cause, I think he’d be on board.” 

	“But it’s my music, Sawyer! It was my gift. I don’t want to be selfish, but how could I take something so special and commercialize it to the masses?” 

	He scoots closer to me and squeezes my hand. “You can be selfish all you want. This is your music, Mel. It was just an idea, one of many. I’m sorry I brought it up. Let me know when you need help. The family is ready to sit down with you at any time if you’d like their help as well. You’re not alone in this, Mel.” 

	“Is this what everyone wants?” I ask softly. Why does everything have to be so hard? Why can’t Belle and Noah just be here with us? 

	“Wyatt, Darren, and I are the only ones who have discussed this. We want what you want. The only thing I want is to help you move forward. Each day you seem slightly better, each day I feel slightly better. I miss the fuck out of him, Mel, so if I can do something to help honor him and keep his memory alive, I’m all for it. When you’re ready.” 

	“I’ll think about it, Sawyer, all of it. I’m going to lie back down.” When I stand, I kiss his cheek and leave him alone at the table. Some days, life is just too hard.
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	It’s been a long day. I met with my therapist this morning and Tony this afternoon. The meeting with Tony was completely overwhelming. I don’t know what I was expecting, but finding out how large Noah’s fortune actually is was a big shock. I know I have to do something because all that money can’t just sit in accounts when it could be doing so much good. But what kind of good is the question. 

	I also filled out paperwork to make Sawyer Nate’s legal guardian should something happen to me. Darren is the backup if something happens to Sawyer. I can’t imagine separating Nate and Cadence; they’re already so bonded to each other. But if something were to happen to Darren, Nate would go to Diane. 

	I’m currently sitting on the beach watching the sunset while letting the day sink in. Wyatt should be here soon. I want to talk to each of them about what they think Noah would want. They’re his brothers and know him better than anyone. 

	It’s hard not to sit down here and remember being here with Noah. This house is one constant reminder of him. I’ve thought about moving out, to see if it would help, but the idea of not being here is even more painful than staying. I hate that I’m so confused by everything. 

	“Hey, Mel,” Wyatt says, plopping down in the sand next to me. 

	“Hey, Wyatt. How are you doing?” 

	“Ah, you know … same old same, I guess. Anna is over her morning sickness now, so that’s something good.” 

	“That’s really good. I’m happy to hear that. Thanks for meeting me. I was hoping we could talk about Noah and his wishes.” 

	Wyatt draws through the sand with his fingers, but his eyes are hidden behind his sunglasses. So are mine, for that matter. 

	“Sawyer said he talked to you last night about the EP.” 

	“Do you think Noah would want that? His EP out there for the world? You were his best friend, Wyatt. If anyone would know his thoughts on this, I should hope it’s you.” 

	“Shit, Mel, I don’t know. I think pre-Mel Noah would have never made that EP to begin with. Noah was gifted, but he was sort of shy. With you he wasn’t, with you, he was willing to share his talents because he knew it would make you happy.” 

	“He made me so happy, Wyatt. With or without his talents.” I remove my glasses to wipe away my tears. 

	“Honestly, I think Noah would shy away from the whole idea. But if someone came up to him and said ‘Hey, if you release this EP you could save some homeless teens, or fund some college scholarships, or pay for organ transplants for underinsured people’ … Whatever it may be, I don’t think Noah would have hesitated. Being altruistic was Noah’s second nature. The guy loved to spread happiness.” 

	“Yeah, I guess he did,” I reply with a sigh. 

	“How are you doing, Mel? Watching Noah’s video must have been hard. I know it was for me.” 

	“Each day is a struggle, but I’m pushing through. You guys help. Just your texts and being around really does help me want to push forward each day. Of course, Nate is my driving force behind it all. It’s hard to stay sad around him because his happiness is contagious, just like Noah’s was.” 

	Wyatt leans back in the sand and blows out a breath. “I know we’ll all be okay at some point, but Noah was my best friend for over half my life. I spent more years with him than I did without him.”

	“That was me and Belle.” 

	“Shit, Mel, I’m sorry. Sometimes I forget you got a double whammy in all of this. Well, not forget, but you know what I mean.” 

	“Yeah, I do.” 

	“I just never thought I’d have a kid Noah wouldn’t be an uncle to. That he’d have a kid and never be here to make that kid as awesome as he was.” 

	With a sardonic laugh, I turn and face him. “We’re in the same boat, Wyatt. Cadence’s first birthday is coming up. I want to give her the world’s best party but nothing will make up for the fact Belle isn’t here for it. And in a few months it will be Nate’s turn. Veronica and Karen spend so much time with them and I’m thankful. Diane and Rory and the girls are always over spending time with them. They have family. But the pieces I wish they had the most are gone.” 

	We fall silent for a bit and enjoy the early evening and the company of someone who understands. 

	“When Anna has the baby you guys should spend more time with us. All the kids should be raised together just like you all were. Sawyer … he’s a great father figure for Nate. Sometimes, I wish Nate had been twins.” 

	“Really?” Wyatt asks, sitting back up. 

	“Yeah, I wish he had someone to have that bond with, like Noah and Sawyer had. But then other times I’m so glad he’s not. Not only would it have been harder but God forbid something ever happen. I see how hard this is for Sawyer and how much he’s hurting. I wish I could help him somehow, but I think letting Sawyer help us is helping him. I wish that weren’t the case because I feel like we’re holding him back, but I guess he’s like Noah in more ways than I imagined.” 

	“Sawyer loves you guys. He’s always been focused on his family, more than Noah ever was. I think it’s because of what went down with J when they were kids.” 

	“Probably.” 

	Wyatt stands and dusts himself off. “Come on,” he says, reaching his hand down to me. “I need to meet Anna for dinner, but let me walk you back to the house.” 

	He pulls me into a hug. “Mel, do what feels right to you because I think whatever makes you happy would make Noah happy.”
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	Family Meeting

	It’s been two months since I watched Noah’s video. Two more months of thinking, watching videos, and listening to his music and the death playlist. Darren and I spent Belle’s birthday getting shit-faced while Sawyer watched the kids. It was the first birthday in twenty-one years I didn’t spend with her. 

	Tomorrow is Noah and Sawyer’s thirtieth birthday. Sawyer said to keep the day free–as if I ever go anywhere. He’s been absolute in his plans, so the family is coming over tonight to celebrate. I’m also going to talk to them tonight about a foundation for Noah. It’s time; maybe moving on with something positive to do will help alleviate all this lingering sadness I carry. It’s been seven months since the accident and the only thing I know for sure is life without Noah and Belle is the saddest place in the world. 

	“Amelia! Sweetheart, give me a hug. How are you doing?” Karen pulls me into her embrace and asks me the same question she always does. I love her so much. We’ve become so close these last few months; I’d be lost without her. 

	“I’m okay, Karen. How are you?” There’s been a shift in Karen. She’s laser-focused on the family but not in a hovering way. She looks tired and worn out, but she’s never without a smile. The more time I spend with her makes me realize how much Noah was like his mom. Losing Noah has certainly taken its toll on her; I can’t imagine how it must feel. As much as I miss Noah, if something were to happen to Nate, I’m not sure I could go on. 

	“I’m happy to be here celebrating Sawyer’s birthday, but I’m struggling a bit knowing it’s our first one without Noah.” 

	“I’m sorry, Karen. I know my own pain, but I can’t imagine yours.” 

	Sawyer just finished changing Nate and brings him to me. 

	“He helps, Mel. Having Nate with us helps immensely.” She holds out her arms for him and I pass him off to her. 

	“Ma, Ma, Ma,” Nate says when Karen kisses him, and he holds his arms out for me. 

	“Mel! When did he start that?” Karen squeals in delight, and Sawyer smiles from across the bar. 

	“He just started it yesterday. It makes my heart flutter every time.” What I don’t say is that I’m dreading the day he says any form of dad because it’s going to rip me to shreds. 

	“You’re such a big boy, Nate!” she praises him and takes him in the other room to tell everyone. 

	Sawyer has a strange look on his face so I move closer to him. “Are you okay?” 

	He shakes it off and smiles. “Yeah, just thinking.” 

	“About what?” I ask, bumping my hip against his. 

	He leans back against the counter and meets my eyes. “Do you really want to know?” 

	“Of course, Sawyer. You’re my best friend these days. I want to know everything.” His cheeks turn slightly pink with my words. In Belle and Noah’s absence, and with Eli on tour, Sawyer and I are the best of friends these days. 

	“Maybe I just have the blues. I’m fucking thirty now. Everyone around me is having kids, starting a family, and I’m not even dating. By the time I find someone and settle down, Nate will probably be in high school.” 

	What he says makes me feel sort of shitty. Maybe Sawyer would be further along if we weren’t holding him back. 

	“You’ll find someone when you’re ready, Sawyer, and I hope she’ll be worth the wait. You deserve the best. This has been a hard year for us all. If Nate and I are holding you back from …” 

	“Stop, Mel.” 

	“No, Sawyer, I’m serious. If you’re not going to the bar with J or dating more because of us, it’s okay. We’ll be fine. I’ll miss Noah forever, but I’m doing better now. And tonight, after we talk about the foundation, I’ll have something else to focus on.” 

	“Amelia, I promise you aren’t holding me back. It’s been a rough year and I’m not ready. You know I self-sabotage. I guess I feel guilty even thinking about moving on when Noah isn’t here to do that, too.” 

	I pour us both a Jack and Coke and take a sip while looking over at everyone chatting and laughing in the family room. If you were an outsider looking in you’d never know the kind of hell this family has been through the past year. 

	“Noah would want you to be happy, Sawyer. More than anything. I’m pretty sure his birthday wish for you would be to move on, fall in love, and be creative again.” 

	“Those are a lot of wishes,” he answers with a smirk. 

	“Well, Noah was nothing if not a positive thinker. I’m sure they all fall in line with his thinking.” 

	I know this isn’t the thirtieth birthday Sawyer was imagining. It’s been a hard day for us all; this would have been a huge Weston family celebration for the twins. Sawyer is good at talking to me about things, but he still holds back where Noah is concerned. I wish he’d open up more because maybe I could open up to him more, too. 
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	After cake has been served, the babies are asleep, and Saylor and Emme are settled in with a Disney movie, I gather everyone around the kitchen table. Wyatt pulls out the chair for Anna and helps her sit. She’s due in two more months and is getting more uncomfortable by the day. 

	“Amelia, what did you want to talk to us about?” Owen asks the question they all have been dying to. 

	“I’m ready to start a foundation for Noah. I want to call it The Noah Weston Foundation for Kind Acts. And I want to fund different things. This is where I need your help. I’d like each of you to email me a list of things you think Noah was passionate about.” 

	“Oh, Amelia,” Karen cries out as she covers her mouth. 

	“There’s more. I’ve been sitting on my parents’ inheritance for years, so I want different divisions within the foundation. I want to have The Belle Dixson Scholarship for the Arts. I want to do something that honors both of my parents as well. I’ve followed Noah’s request and set up financial security for me, Nate, and any future children I may have.” 

	A wave of pride flows through me as they all nod and smile at me. I’m going to make Noah proud of me. 

	“Other than the funds already set aside, I’m going to use the remainder of both of my inheritances to fund this foundation and really make it something wonderful.”

	Rory is crying and raises her hand. Things with us have been strained but she doesn’t need to act like she’s in school. 

	“Question, Rory?” 

	“Can I help please?” 

	“I’m hoping you all will. This is going to be a family effort. I have no clue what I’m doing, and the people who loved Noah most should be on the board of directors. Sam, I was hoping you could help me with figuring some of this out or pointing me in the right direction. Tony, if you don’t mind, I’d like your help, too.” 

	“I’d be honored, Amelia,” Sam says. 

	“Me, too. Count me in,” Tony replies. “Pro-bono,” he adds with a smirk. 

	Sawyer is beaming at me. I talked about my next announcement with him, Darren, and Wyatt a few weeks ago. 

	“Also, I decided if Sawyer and the guys can get the necessary permissions, I’m going to release Noah’s EP as the first official fundraiser once everything is up and running.” 

	“Mel, are you sure?” Anna’s shocked tone matches her expression. 

	“Yeah, I talked to Wyatt about it at length and he reminded me of something. No matter how much Noah would have hated the spotlight, if he knew it was going to help people he would have been all in. I just hope we can create something he would be proud of.” 

	Suddenly, everyone is talking at once and I’m being pulled into hugs from all directions. It still amazes me how easily I’ve fallen into this family and accepted their love and affection. It’s such a stark contrast from that first Thanksgiving. 

	As they all head back into the living room, I grab Sam’s arm. “Can we talk for a minute? Alone?” 

	With a nod, he opens the sliding glass door and steps out onto the patio. “Is everything okay?” 

	“I owe you an apology. It’s been seven months since the tour and we haven’t talked about the book. Sam, I’m sorry, but I need to pay you whatever I owe you for breach of contract. I know I still have a few months left but there’s no way I can write this book now. I’m not sure if I’ll ever be able to.” 

	His expression turns serious and his eyes lock on mine. “Amelia, you almost died. You lost your husband and your best friend. You could have filed any number of lawsuits but you didn’t. We’re even. No one expects you to write this book. Not now, and if someday you get the motivation to try your hand at it, then you know we will publish it. I hope you haven’t been worried about this along with everything else.” 

	Relief surges through my body with his kind words. “Not until lately. I really thought maybe I’d be able to do it, but each time I try … I just can’t. The computer expert Sawyer hired sent us everything he was able to recover from my laptop. It was all there, Sam. I did upload my camera that day, so I have all those pictures of Noah and Sawyer now. It was such a relief. But that’s when I realized I can’t do the book. I’m so sorry.” 

	Sam wraps his arms around me and kisses the top of my head. “We love you, Amelia, and we’re happy you made it through and stayed with us. Nate should be your priority now. Everything else is a moot point.” 
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	Hours later, when everyone is leaving, Saylor looks up at me while yawning. “Auntie Mel, can I come over and play with Nate this weekend?” 

	“Ladybug, you can come over and play anytime you want to.” 

	“Me, too?” Emme asks sweetly, and I drop down to their level. 

	“You, too.” 

	They both kiss me goodbye and then wrap their arms around Sawyer. “Happy birthday, Uncle Sawyer. We love you,” they call out in a singsong tone as their parents usher them out the front door. 

	They were the last to leave, so we head back into the kitchen for some cleanup. 

	“I’ve got it, Sawyer. Why don’t you have a beer and tell me what the surprise is for tomorrow.” 

	“On that note, I’m off to bed. I’ll see you in the morning,” Darren says before heading to his room. 

	“We’re getting memorial tattoos in honor of Noah. My friend Ben is coming over tomorrow and doing them here. Do you want in on the action? Ink up that virgin skin of yours, Princess?” 

	He’s so smug, but he has no idea. “My skin isn’t virgin, Sawyer. I’ve got a tattoo.” 

	His eyes widen in surprise as he finishes taking a draw of his beer. “No shit?” 

	“No shit.” 

	“What is it? Where is it?” He’s suddenly intrigued and it makes me laugh. I can’t believe Noah never told him. 

	“You really don’t know?” 

	He’s shaking his head, his eyes never breaking contact with mine. “It’s right here,” I say, motioning to where the tattoo is under my clothes, “and it says Weston.” 

	“Shut the fuck up. When did you get it?” 

	Taking a seat next to him, I grab his beer and take a sip. “Christmas Eve, not too long after everything went down with Sara.” 

	“Before Noah even proposed,” he muses. 

	“Yeah.” I look up at the clock and see it’s after midnight. When we sang “Happy Birthday” tonight, everyone sang to him and Noah. While I know it was instinct and they will always share a birthday, it also feels like Sawyer should be celebrated as well. 

	“Happy birthday, Sawyer,” I say, leaning in to kiss him on the cheek. He was in the process of putting his beer down, though, and when he turned I caught his lips instead. My heart races. 

	This is all sorts of wrong. 

	“Oh shit. I’m sorry, Sawyer. I didn’t mean …” 

	Sawyer flashes me that sinful smirk of his. “It’s okay, Mel. I know you were aiming for my cheek.” 

	“So uh … what do you want for your birthday?” Stammering, I change the subject. 

	“Just for the four of us to get our tattoos and toast to Noah.” 

	The sadness in his voice makes me feel bad. “Can we at least toast to both of you? I know you guys are twins, and it’s harder for you than everyone, but Noah would want you to be happy on your birthday.” 

	“Sure, but doing this will make me happy and so will getting started on the foundation. I’m going to be your right hand through it all.” 

	“I’d love that, Sawyer.” 

	Nate’s crying and I’m on duty tonight. “His Majesty awaits. Goodnight, Sawyer.” 

	“Goodnight, Princess.” 
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	“Are you sure you’re ready for this, Mel?” Wyatt asks, concern lacing his voice. 

	“I’m sure. There’s nothing more I’d rather do than get this tattoo.” 

	Before last night I hadn’t even given it any thought, but the idea of a memorial tattoo for Noah makes me happy. They’ve all already done theirs and they look great. It looks like a sheet of music paper with three lines. The first line contains the first line of musical notes from their very first song. The second line is where Noah’s name is. The third line is the last line of notes from their final song “Just an Illusion”. It’s surreal how everything has come full circle like this, but I think Noah would love it. 

	Since the guys have a lot of tattoos already, they put theirs where it made sense on their existing canvases. For me, I chose to put mine on my back on the left side of my shoulder. 

	The doorbell rings and Darren goes to grab it. “You ready to start, Mel?” Ben asks. 

	“Yeah, I’m ready.” 

	Mac and Ryan walk in carrying a couple of bottles of alcohol with bows on them and pull Sawyer into a hug. 

	“Someone let it slip you were getting memorial tattoos for Noah. Any chance we can get in on that action?” Mac asks.

	“You’d want to?” Sawyer asks, surprised, as my eyes fill with tears. 

	“Hell yeah. We spent the last nine years with you guys. We loved him, too,” Ryan adds. 

	“Shit, guys, you’re right. Of course you can join us. Maybe we should call Warren, too,” Darren replies as he looks around. 

	“That’s probably a good idea. Anna was pretty mad she couldn’t do it because she’s pregnant, but she says she’s getting hers as soon as she can,” Wyatt tells them. 

	“Alright, Mel, this may sting a bit, but you’ve had one before in a more sensitive spot. It won’t be any worse than that was,” Ben tells me as he turns on the gun. 

	Sawyer is texting on his phone and looks up at me with admiration when he finishes. “Who would have ever thought I’d be getting a tattoo with a princess?” 

	“Please, you’re lucky this princess deems you worthy of her time. Let alone, decided she likes you enough to be best friends with you.” 

	The guys laugh at my words and Sawyer takes a shot and smiles sinfully at me. “I completely underestimated you the first night we met.” 

	“Did you guys hear that? Sawyer just admitted he was wrong!” Wyatt calls out, and they all give Sawyer some shit. 

	“Hey, I’m secure enough in my manhood to admit my mistakes. In any case, Princess was a compliment … she turned out to be more of an evil queen.” 

	“Evil, my ass. You just don’t like being told things the way they are. I think it burns that rock star ego of yours just a bit.” 

	“Damn, Sawyer, every time I do a tattoo for you there’s usually some groupie drooling all over you. This is a nice change of scenery. You remind me of my wife, Mel. She’s pretty as can be on the outside, but it’s something special when her inner bitch comes out to play,” Ben says, chuckling. 

	Sawyer throws a look Ben’s way. “Hey, Ben, you know you’re tattooing rock royalty, right?” 

	Oh shit. It’s no secret, but Sawyer must have a reason for being a dick. Whatever it is, it better not fuck up my tattoo. 

	“I thought you were the rock royalty,” Ben tosses back good-naturedly. 

	The guys are gathered around with similar smirks on their faces. 

	“No, for real. You don’t know who she is?” 

	“Aside from Noah’s wife? No, man, you know I don’t keep up with that kind of shit.” Ben pauses what he’s doing and looks at Sawyer. 

	“She’s Joey Triton’s daughter.” 

	“The fuck?” Ben says, and pushes back from behind me for a minute. They all laugh as Ben stares at me in awe. 

	 

	“Why did you guys do that?” I grumble, irritated they chose now to fuck with their friend. 

	“Aw, don’t be mad, Mel. Ben is a huge Joey fan. He’s got a picture in the shop of him, his dad, and Joey at a concert. Sawyer just wanted to make him cream his pants a bit,” Darren says, still snickering. 

	“Alright,” Ben says, composing himself a bit and throwing a murderous glare their way. “Let’s finish this up and we’ll make yours look even better than theirs. It’s what they get for being assholes.” 

	Ben does make mine better by putting a small red heart next to Noah’s name. After he finishes, I go to my room and grab a few things I got for Sawyer. 

	When I come back in the room with his presents in hand, his eyes light up. “You got me gifts?” 

	“Mmhm. Even though you’re an asshole, I got you gifts.” 

	He passes me a shot of tequila, which I knock back immediately. The first present is a coffee mug with a picture of him and Nate on it. It says “World’s Best Uncle.” It’s super cheesy, but with his coffee habit I couldn’t resist.

	“This is so cool!” he exclaims when he opens it. 

	The next present is a big box filled with Pop-Tarts. I figured it was time to contribute to the fund. I’ve eaten my fair share of them lately, that’s for sure. 

	“Jesus, Mel, there’s enough in here to last us months. Good call.” 

	When he moves to open the last gift, my heart flutters. I wanted this birthday to be about him but I couldn’t let it go by without Noah being a part of it in some way. I took one of the brother pictures recovered from my computer and put it in a wooden frame with “Brothers Forever” engraved on it. 

	As he rips the paper off, his eyes lock onto the photo and fill with tears. It’s the two of them standing next to each other with their guitars at their sides and they each have an arm around each other. 

	“Thanks, Mel. I needed this today most of all,” he whispers as he blinks back the tears. Suddenly, he’s pouring everyone a round of shots and lifts his glass. “To Noah. Happy birthday, big brother, wherever you are.” 

	The doorbell rings and Wyatt lets Warren inside. 

	“Tattoos all around but no one called the gay guy. I see how you all are.” His eyes twinkle mischievously as he pulls Sawyer in for a birthday hug. 

	“Sorry, Warren, I’ve just had a one-track mind lately and thought it would just be like a brother thing. But then we included Mel, and when Mac and Ryan came and gave me shit I realized I was wrong not asking you all. We’ve all been like brothers these past ten years or so. My bad.” 

	Warren picks up the photo and looks at it fondly. “You know I’m just giving you hell. But I’ve definitely got room for a new tattoo. Looks like we’ll be keeping you busy a bit longer, Ben.” 

	“I came prepared. I know how you guys get once I open my case.” 

	“Should we call Veronica?” I ask Darren. She took both kids for the night, but it’s the first time either of them have spent the night away from us. 

	“I already did. She says they’re fine and we should enjoy ourselves. She’ll let us know if something changes.” 

	“In other words, ‘Don’t call me again. I raised Belle and Amelia and I know what I’m doing.’” 

	He laughs. “That’s pretty much the vibe I got.” 

	“It feels strange not having them here. I feel like I should be doing something.” 

	“It does, and we should be doing something. Enjoying ourselves for once,” he says as he puts an arm around my waist. 

	“Do you ever feel like they’re going to walk in the door any minute?” 

	“All the time. They were both so full of life it’s like that happy energy still lingers. Do you ever think about moving?” he asks in a low tone so no one else can hear. 

	With a nod, I reply, “More often than I’d like to admit. It’s hard living where we have so many memories, but I can’t imagine living without them, either.” 

	“Same here.” 

	“Don’t you two look cozy. Want to share what you’re whispering about?” Sawyer asks as he saunters up to us. He’s buzzed; it’s nice seeing him seem like his normal self. 

	“Just missing our babies,” I reply, not wanting him to know the whole truth. 

	“When did we get old? I fucking miss them, too. Remember when birthdays were for partying hard?” 

	“Some birthdays were spent partying too hard,” Wyatt answers, and Darren nods his agreement. 

	“Well, speaking of partying hard, are we still throwing a big bash for Cadence?” Sawyer asks, changing the topic. 

	Darren shrugs, but I nod enthusiastically. “Yes. All the family, two cakes, lots of pizza, and goodie bags for Saylor and Emme. The perfect party for a one-year-old.” 

	“Two cakes?” Darren questions. 

	“Oh yeah. Belle was big on babies having their faces smashed into a cake. So one for Cadence and one for the rest of us.” 

	“That seems like such a Belle thing to be into,” Darren says, rolling his eyes. 

	“Belle used to send me video links whenever she saw a really good one. I don’t know why she thought it was so funny. I always thought it was mean, but I know Belle would do it if she were here, so Cadence is going to partake. I’m sure Veronica will do it for us. I don’t have the heart.” 

	“Nate won’t get the same treatment?” Sawyer asks. 

	“Nope. He can have his own and eat it with his hands, but I’m not shoving his face in.” 

	“Come on, guys, enough kid talk. It’s a party … let’s get shitfaced,” Wyatt calls out as he pours another round of shots. 
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	After everyone retired to their respective rooms, Sawyer walked me to mine. I’ve had more tequila shots than I have in … I don’t even remember how long … and everything is swimming. 

	“Goodnight, Princess. Thank you for my presents.” 

	I lean against the wall for support and laugh when I almost fall. 

	“You’re welcome, Sawyer. Goodnight.” As I turn to go inside, I trip over my foot and start falling fast toward the floor. Sawyer reaches around my waist and pulls me flush against him. 

	“Careful, Princess. Let me help you.” He leads me to the bed and turns off the light next to it. I don’t even care that I’m still in my clothes. I just want to sleep. “Goodnight,” he says, leaning down. I expect him to kiss my cheek, but his lips float briefly across the top of mine before he turns and walks away. It was only the whisper of a kiss, but my whole body tingles. 

	It didn’t mean anything, though. We’re just drunk and it was a bit more friendly of a kiss than I’m used to. It’s not a big deal. At least that’s what I try and tell myself because, as I curl up under the covers, my heart feels like it’s a very big deal and not in a good way.
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	Unsteady

	Today marks ten months to the day of the accident. Each time we hit one of these markers we’re all a bit on edge. Something feels different today, though. Things haven’t been this tense since Cadence’s birthday. That was a rough day for us all, including Veronica, but we did our best and made it through. I think we’re doing okay because Cadence is one happy little girl. Her favorite word is daddy and she uses it often. She calls Nate “NaNa” and it’s adorable. 

	Rory was here most of the day going over some things for the foundation. The two of us are back to being friends again, which is good because I missed her. Sawyer thinks he’s close to getting some permissions from the artists who own the songs on EP, so that’s positive news. 

	Both of us were hungover the day after his birthday, and we’ve never mentioned the near-miss, not-a-near-miss kiss we had. It was fine by me because it was a mistake no matter what it was. Lately, he’s been spending more time in the garage working on music. I’m not sure what kind, or what he’s planning on doing with it, but I’m afraid to even ask. 

	As I work on clearing up the paperwork from our meeting today, Sawyer comes out of his room freshly showered and looking good. Too good. 

	“Going somewhere?” I ask. 

	“Yeah, I’m taking Lola out tonight.” 

	My heart races a million miles a minute with his words. 

	“I thought you didn’t like her?” I snap. 

	“She’s been there for me, Mel. I feel like I owe it to her, and maybe to myself, to try to see where this goes.” 

	“Oh, well … um … okay. Have fun.” 

	“Sure thing.” 

	“Hey, Sawyer?” I call out as he walks toward the door. 

	“Yeah, Mel?” 

	“Just be safe tonight, okay?” 

	His expression softens slightly. “Of course.” 

	When Sawyer leaves, I sit at the table and stare out at the ocean. Veronica has Nate and Cadence tonight, so I’m flying solo. Between her and Karen, they’ve been taking the kids at least once a month. It’s supposed to give me and Darren time to go out and do things, but neither of us ever do. It makes them feel closer to Belle and Noah to have them spend time with them, and for that reason alone I’d never deny them. It’s just lonely when they’re not here. 

	I spin my wedding rings around on my fingers and miss my husband more than ever. My nightmares have all but vanished with just a few rogue dreams here and there. After I read Sawyer’s journal, they started coming more frequently but in the right order, at least the order according to the journal. Then they slowed after a few weeks. Last night, I had the first one since this time last month. I know it’s the anxiety of what day it is that must be bringing them on. 

	I reach for my phone to text Anna and hesitate for a split second. Now that she and Wyatt are new parents, I hate to bother her. They had their baby last month; he’s the cutest little thing. Jacob Miles Smith made his appearance on May eleventh at three in the morning. He was a big boy at almost ten pounds, and he’s absolutely perfect.

	Fuck it. She would want to know this. 

	Sawyer just took Lola out on a date. 

	Within minutes, my phone is ringing. “Hey, Anna.” 

	“Are you kidding me?!” she squeals. 

	“Nope.” 

	“Jesus, Mel, did he give you any notice or anything?” 

	“No, but it’s not like he needs to. I’m not his mother.” 

	She blows out a frustrated sigh. “You’re one of his best friends and you live with him. Did she just show up there?” 

	“Hell no. I would have lost my shit. He knows better than that. What am I supposed to do, Anna?”

	“Noah would hate this.” She says and I hear her filling in Wyatt. 

	“Maybe she’s changed. Sawyer is a grown man and he wants more, Anna. Maybe Lola will be it for him.” The words taste foreign on my tongue. She’s bad news, I just know it. 

	“I’ll talk to him, Mel. Maybe if he hears it from me it will make a difference somehow. I’m not saying people can’t change, but I don’t think she’s one who ever will.” 

	“Maybe. I’m sorry to bother you with this I know you’re busy with Jacob. How is he, by the way? I miss him already.” 

	She laughs. “He’s good. You just saw him yesterday, but you’re welcome to come by anytime.” 

	“And you’re still feeling okay?” I don’t know when I suddenly became this mother hen to everyone, but it’s definitely become a new part of my personality. 

	“I’m great. Wyatt is a doting father and husband.” 

	“Good. Make sure you tell him I said to keep his O game away from you until the doctor says it’s okay.” 

	She cracks up and yells it out to him. I can hear him saying “yeah, yeah” in the background. 

	“What are you and Darren up to tonight?” 

	“He’s having dinner with his parents, the kids are with Veronica, and I’m sitting here spinning my wedding rings in circles and getting ready to drown myself in a bottle of tequila.” 

	Anna is silent for a minute. “Be careful, Mel. Remember what happened last time.” 

	I told Anna about how Sawyer kissed me. She hugged me and told me it would be okay and that it probably didn’t mean anything. I felt so guilty. I love my husband with my whole heart and I’d never want to do anything to hurt him. But Anna being her typical, blunt self, reminded me I can be married in my heart forever but I don’t have a physical husband anymore, and I technically didn’t do anything wrong. It felt wrong, though, even if a tiny part of it felt right. 

	“Yeah, I know, Anna. I won’t get too drunk. If I do, I’ll do it in my room.” 

	“You could come over if you want to.” 

	“No, you three enjoy your bonding time. I’ll be okay. I’ll talk to you later.” 
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	A few hours and a half bottle of tequila later, I’m listening to music and filling some photo albums with pictures. Building memories for Nate always makes me feel better. I’m building them for Cadence, too. I’ve got matching albums for them because they’re together in almost all their pictures. 

	I wonder if Belle was right and they’ll grow up and get married. How adorable would it be to have all these childhood memories of them at their wedding one day? But then I think realistically and think it’s more likely they will grow up like brother and sister and never cross that line. 

	“Unsteady” by X Ambassadors plays through the house and I stand up to get some water. Hearing shuffling by the front door, I check out what’s going on. Ryan is on guard tonight because the guys don’t leave me alone without someone guarding the door. 

	Sawyer and Lola are standing at the door and she hands him something. He sees me and shoves it in his pocket and pulls her in for a hug. Whatever it was fell, but he doesn’t realize it. 

	“Let me walk you out,” he says to her and pulls her outside quickly. 

	Walking over to the door, I pick up what he dropped and my blood runs cold. 

	I’m so furious as I walk back into the kitchen, I can barely put one foot in front of the other. Is this why he’s been acting strange lately? Because he’s using again? Fuck! 

	It takes every ounce of willpower I have to not go beat that bitch down so she can never give him or anyone else drugs again. I won’t live like this, and I won’t subject my son to this kind of environment. I wonder if Darren knows. Hell, I wonder if Darren is using with him. 

	“Dammit, Noah, what do I do now?” I scream, releasing a desperate sob. 

	“Princess, what’s wrong?” Sawyer asks, turning me toward him. 

	“Don’t fucking touch me!”

	“Seriously, Mel, you’re freaking me out. What’s wrong?”

	The concern on his face is evident, or maybe he’s an even better liar than I knew. “You have the audacity to ask me that?”

	“Is this about Lola? It was dinner, Mel. I didn’t even kiss her.” 

	I bring my hands together in a slow clap. “Well, fucking bravo for you. Were you too high to get it up, or were you just using her to score?” 

	Immediately, he reaches into his pocket and his face pales when his hand comes back empty. 

	“Looking for this?” I ask, waving the baggie in front of my face. 

	“It’s not what you think, Mel. I can explain.” 

	“Tell it to someone who cares, Sawyer. I’m done! I will put up with a lot of shit, but this isn’t part of it. How long have you been using?” 

	Fury masks his features as he leans back against the counter and crosses his arms. “Is that what you think of me now? That I’m a druggie addict liar? Do you know me at all?” 

	Tears begin falling from my eyes as I toss the baggie to the table behind me. “I thought I did, Sawyer, but I’m not sure anyone has ever surprised me more.” 

	I turn and go to my room, locking the door behind me. Once I have my pajamas on, I turn off the lights and cry myself to sleep. Just like I have on the anniversary of this day for the past nine months. But tonight, the pain is worse because I feel like Sawyer is slipping through my fingers and I can’t imagine my life or Nate’s life without him. 
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	When I woke up this morning, I pulled out my suitcases and opened them up on my bed. Now, I’m sitting here looking at the whales playing in the ocean, sipping my coffee, and debating my next step. 

	I’m freaking out on the inside but trying to stay rational. I can’t live here if Sawyer is using. I can’t have him around my son. But should I call the family and have an intervention? Karen and Owen can’t lose another child, and I can’t wrap my mind around why Sawyer would start using again. I know the anniversary days are hard, and we all cope the best we can, but why didn’t he talk to me if he was feeling this desperate? Why couldn’t he say something? 

	“Mel, can we talk?” Sawyer calls through the door. 

	“Come in.” 

	He gasps as he walks inside. “You’re leaving?” 

	With a sigh, I turn to where he just took a seat on the bed. “I’m not sure what I’m doing, Sawyer. I want to help you but I don’t know how. I thought we were friends.” Tears begin streaming down my cheeks again. He reaches out to wipe them away but I smack his hand. “I’ve never been as vulnerable with anyone as I have been with you since the accident. It breaks my heart you were hurting so much you couldn’t talk to me and went back to drugs.” 

	“Mel,” he runs his hands through his hair frantically, “you don’t understand.” 

	“Please enlighten me because I’m at a complete loss, Sawyer. Before last night, I never thought my heart could be broken any further. I was wrong. You shattered whatever was left. But I can’t raise my son in a house with an addict. I won’t.” 

	“I’m sorry. I was angry last night and let this go on too long. You were right, Mel. Lola was bad news.” 

	Releasing a combination of a snort and a laugh, my eyes lock on his. “Tell me something I don’t know.” 

	“Look, this is kind of embarrassing, okay? I took her to dinner at Duke’s and when we got in the car afterward, she did a line right in front of me.” 

	What the hell? 

	“She just busted it out right there?” 

	“Yeah. I was shocked, too. I was texting Wyatt back because someone told him and Anna I was making a bad life choice by going out with Lola.” 

	His tone makes me chuckle. “Well, it seems like that someone was right.” 

	“Yeah, you were. The whole way home she was telling me about her dealer boyfriend and how he’s the best in the business. That baggie was basically her calling card. My sample to test the goods for myself. She was hoping I could spread the word to my industry friends. I felt like I was being punked.” 

	I feel like a ten-pound weight has been lifted from my chest. “So you aren’t—” 

	“No, Mel, I’m not using again. I wouldn’t do that. Losing Noah was hard, and the urge was strong when it first happened, but do you know what was stronger? My love for you and Nate. He needed me, Mel, and that was more important than any high.” 

	“I’m sorry, Sawyer. I was drunk and it was a bad night. When I saw that, I freaked out. I don’t do well around drugs after my dad, and I felt like I’d somehow failed you.” I’m crying again, but this time he pulls me from the chair and into his arms. 

	“Don’t leave, Princess. I don’t have a clue what I’m doing with my life, but I do know you and Nate are the only things I’ve got that make it worth living right now.” 

	 “What about the drugs?” 

	“I ran them down the drain last night. That’s not my life anymore. I feel sorry for Lola that this is her future. She’s an addict who plays people to get her boyfriend business. I mean, he’s basically pimping her. She didn’t even mention him until after dinner. She was all flirty and touchy feely. I know I could have fucked her if I wanted to but all I could think about was coming home … to you.” 

	“Because me and my scrapbooking are such high excitement for a Friday night.” 

	He leans his head against mine. “Because you’re my best friend, Mel, and I missed you.” 

	“You better not let Anna hear you say that.” 

	He laughs lightly. “People can have more than one best friend. Both of us are blessed with many of them. You’re the one I spend the most time with, though, so you’re the one I miss most.” 

	The underlying tone to this conversation is heavier than I’m willing to admit to myself. Right now, I’m just relieved it was all a misunderstanding. 

	“Can we agree Lola comes nowhere near this house anymore? I can’t have that around my son or Cadence.” 

	“For sure. I told her I wasn’t interested and put her in the car so Ryan could take her home. I didn’t even want to be associated with her in case anyone was taking photos or something.” 

	“Okay.” 

	He kisses me on the head and stands us both up. “What time are the kids coming home?” 

	“Around five, I think.” 

	“Good. Get dressed and let me take you to breakfast.” 

	“You want to buy me breakfast?” 

	“I want to do a lot of things, Mel. I was sad yesterday, ten months is a long time to be sad. I know things will never be the same, but after last night I realized we need to start living a little more outside of this house and our bubble.” 

	He’s ready to move on. I knew it would come but it stings a bit. 

	“Sawyer …” 

	“Nope, no arguments. We’ve walked this road together thus far and we’re going to keep walking it together. If I’m getting out of my bubble, so are you. Breakfast and the farmer’s market, okay?” 

	 “You don’t play fair, Weston.” 

	“Neither do you, Weston. Get dressed.” 
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	The waitress brings our food and places a hand on Sawyer’s shoulder. “I’m sorry about your brother, sweetie, and your husband,” she says, turning to me. “He was one of the good ones.” 

	“Thanks,” he replies, and I nod. She’s an older woman, probably mid-fifties, with a kind smile. 

	“Let me know if you need anything else.” 

	As she walks away, he looks at me. “Sorry, I forgot I haven’t been in here since before the accident.” 

	“It’s alright. Do you know her well?” 

	“I guess … we used to come here a lot. Especially after pulling an all-nighter in the studio. The food is good, greasy, and fresh. This is Darren’s favorite breakfast spot.” 

	The diner is small and filled with mostly elderly people. No one blinked twice at us when we came in. 

	“Makes sense. It’s pretty low-key.” 

	He chuckles. “That’s why I like it. Darren has a love affair with their banana pancakes.” 

	Taking a bite of my banana waffles, I groan with pleasure. “I can see why.” 

	Sawyer pulls his lip ring into his mouth and bites down on his lip. He’s holding something back, I only wish he’d tell me what. 

	“Tell me one thing about you no one knows,” I say, trying to get him talking again. 

	He thinks about it for a minute and then flashes me an adorably shy smile. “When I was a kid, I wanted to be a doctor. Blood always made me queasy, but it was even worse after everything went down with J.” 

	“That explains why you always took such good care of me. You’re the only one who jumped at the chance to change my bandages.” 

	A slight blush creeps into his cheeks. “It might not have been for completely altruistic reasons. It was an easy way to somehow be able to touch you. Even so, you needed help, and Noah couldn’t do it after the Sara thing. Then, after the accident, you needed help and I didn’t want Eli putting his hands near you.” 

	Putting my fork on my plate, my gaze meets his. “You like to help people. There’s nothing wrong with admitting that. I never felt needy asking your for help. You would have made a good doctor, Sawyer. You still could if you wanted to. You’re young enough to go back to school.” 

	He laughs and shakes his head. “Nah, it’s not for me anymore. How about you? Tell me one thing no one knows about you.” 

	“The day I found my dad, the police were the ones to give me my birthday present and card after they cleared the scene. I’ve never opened them. They’re in my bottom dresser drawer.” 

	“How come?” 

	“I don’t know. Maybe because it’s the last gift I’ll ever get from him, or maybe I want to save it for when I really need to feel close to him.” 

	“And Belle didn’t know?” 

	An ache fills my heart because I lied to her and can never make it right. “No. I told her I opened it and it was just some jewelry. She would have never let me get away with not opening it.” 

	“Maybe you should think about why that is. Enough of this sad talk, let’s go to the farmer’s market and have some fun.” 
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	We had a fun afternoon and came home with lots of fruits and vegetables. We even stopped at the toy store and got Nate some presents for his first birthday. The house is already overflowing with baby toys, especially since Cadence’s first birthday, but you only turn one once and I can always donate them when they’re done with them. 

	Our fun day took a nosedive after Veronica brought the kids home. I’m sitting on the floor changing Cadence as Nate crawls right up to Sawyer’s legs and says the word I’ve been dreading. 

	“Dada.” 

	I know it’s a natural progression in language, and he hears Cadence say it all the time so I’m surprised he hasn’t said it sooner, but still … it steals my breath away. 

	Sawyer’s eyes meet mine because Nate is reaching up for him, so I nod for him to pick him up. I don’t know what to do, but Sawyer seems to hold his own. 

	“Hey, little man. Uncle Sawyer,” he says, pointing to himself. 

	“Dada.” 

	“Uncle Sawyer,” he says patiently, but now Nate thinks it’s a joke and laughs. 

	“Dada.” 

	“I’m sorry, Mel. I don’t know what to do but to keep saying it.” 

	“It’s okay, Sawyer. It’s natural, right? He sees Cadence call Darren that all the time and to him you’re his Darren. It only makes sense.” 

	Sawyer sighs with tear-filled eyes and hugs Nate close. My heart aches for all of us. This is an impossible situation, but I’m not sure I’ll ever be okay with Nate calling anyone else Dad.

	“You’ve got the best dad in the world, Nate, he’s just not here to do his job. You’ve got Uncle Sawyer, though, and I may not be the best but I make a pretty good substitute.” 

	“You are the best substitute, Sawyer. Thank you,” I whisper as I pull Cadence in for a hug. 

	“Ahmel,” Cadence says, placing a big, open-mouth, slobbery kiss on me. It makes me laugh, which makes her laugh and do it again. She’s such a little copycat. We think “Ahmel” is short for Auntie Mel. 

	The rest of the night I found myself sort of hoping Nate would call Darren Dada, too, but he never did. My son is a smart cookie and he knows what it means. 

	After the kids are in bed, Sawyer and I are sitting on his bed talking about some upcoming meetings he has this week with one of the songwriters. Both of us are in a little bit of a funk tonight. 

	“Mel, I’m sorry about earlier.” 

	“There’s nothing to be sorry for. I hate that Noah isn’t here for this, but it does sort of make me proud that Nate is smart enough to realize that’s what you are to him.” 

	“No, I’m not.” His tone is adamant while mine is resigned. 

	“I know, Sawyer, but you are in all the ways that matter. He’s too little to understand it now, but he knows who protects him and keeps him safe. Biology doesn’t make a parent, Sawyer.” 

	He turns to me with wide eyes. “No, it doesn’t, but love does. Noah loved the fuck out of him.” 

	“He did, and it’s what makes this all the more tragic. We can show Nate videos and photos and tell him until we’re blue in the face how much Noah loved him.” 

	“And we will,” he snaps.

	“Yes, of course we will. But at the end of the day, it’s your love he has. It’s your hugs that make him feel safe, it’s your voice that sings him to sleep. I know you want to be a part of his life, Sawyer, but I think over the next year or so you’re going to have to decide how big of a role you want because he’s already attached.” 

	“There’s no deciding. I want it all, Mel.” 

	Nodding, I turn back to him. “But your future wife might not, and your future kids may not understand. You really need to think long and hard about this.” 

	“There’s nothing to think about. Any woman who doesn’t understand this isn’t the kind of woman I’d want to spend my life with.” 

	“Fair enough.” 

	Part of me is relieved to know Sawyer is adamant about being in this for the long haul with Nate. The other part of me is worried Sawyer may sacrifice something good and end up resenting us. There’s nothing I can do, though, because this is our life now and Sawyer is an integral part. I wouldn’t be able to function without him. 
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	Happy Birthday 

	Today is Nate’s first birthday. The family has been here all day and things are finally winding down. We’re putting our love for my little guy in front of our pain, but that pain is just below the surface for us all. 

	Mama went to the cemetery and put down flowers. I haven’t been back since the night I almost slept there. I can’t; it’s too hard and honestly, it’s pointless. Noah and Belle’s spirits are long gone. I do feel like they’re looking down on us today but maybe that’s just wishful thinking. 

	Instead of going with her, I did the next best thing: wrote Belle a new letter and updated the Slammed blog. 
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	Hey Slammed Family, 

	It’s Mel again. This week marks a year since we lost Belle and Noah. It’s bittersweet, to say the least, because this week also marks a year since I gave birth to Nate. He’s the light of my life. Every day I spend with him is one I will cherish forever. 

	Today is Nate’s actual birthday and I’m trying not to focus on the sadness of it. Instead, I’m putting my blessings in front of the tragedy. Nate and I could have easily died in that crash, and while some days I wished I could have gone with Noah, I’m glad to be here now as the mother of a happy one-year-old. 

	Noah believed in fate, and one thing I do know is it was fate my son survived that horrendous crash. 

	This upcoming year is going to be filled with amazing things. We are officially launching The Noah Weston Foundation for Kind Acts. Noah was known for his generous spirit; we would like to continue that legacy in his honor. We’re working on releasing some previously unreleased music as our first fundraiser. I’ll keep you up to date once I have more information. Updating this blog is my way of trying to keep Belle close to my heart. You guys gave her life, and she loved being able to share all the good things with you. 

	The last post I did was for Cadence’s first birthday. Today, you’re getting Nathaniel Noah Weston’s first birthday photo. Next to his picture you’ll notice another first birthday image from years past. When you put them together, other than the age of the photograph itself, you can’t tell them apart, can you? Nate and Noah are twins twenty-nine years apart. 

	This past year has been hard, but it’s also given me the biggest blessing of my life. Today, and moving forward, I’m going to put my complete focus into my blessings. 

	Until next time, Slammed family. 

	With love, 

	Amelia 

	 

	“Damn, Mel, I can’t believe he’s a year old already,” Eli says as he wraps his arms around me and pulls me into a hug. 

	“Me, either. Thank you for coming back for this, I’m so glad you were here. I needed an Eli fix just as much as Nate did.” 

	Those baby blues of his meet mine. “I’m only a call away. If you ever need me, I’ll hop the first flight. The tour will be over in a few months and I’ll be back here annoying you before you know it.” 

	“Not possible. Well, maybe a little possible, but I’ll take annoying Eli over missing Eli any day. Be safe out there, okay?” 

	He hugs me tighter and whispers in my ear, “It was a freak accident, Mel. I’ll be fine. You have to try to get past this fear that as soon as someone leaves something is going to happen to them. But on the off chance it does, you know I love you always.” 

	“Me, too. I’m trying to get past it, but I’ve had to try to move past a lot of things this year. Being fearful is a work in progress.” 

	“Sawyer said he’s been trying to get you out of the house more.” 

	Of course he did. 

	“Yeah, we’ve been taking the kids to the park now that the paparazzi has backed off a bit. He reminds me often they need the chance to be kids.” 

	“And you, my dear friend, need the chance to enjoy life again. Stop living in the past and putting your sole focus on the kids and the foundation. Live your life because tomorrow isn’t promised to any of us.” 

	I pull back from him and shoot him a nasty glare. “It’s only been a year, Eli.” 

	“Exactly. You and Noah had less than that. I’m not trying to say your pain isn’t valid, but don’t let the best year of your life keep you from enjoying the eighty or so you have left.” 

	“Eighty?” 

	With a lopsided smile, he replies, “I’m bad at math, sue me. But fuck it, maybe you will get eighty more years and outlive us all. The keyword being ‘live’. Come on, Mel, it’s time. Take some baby steps to happiness.” 
“You’re a pain in my ass, Eli, but I love the fuck out of you. I’ll try, okay?” 

	“That’s all I can ask for,” he says, kissing me on the forehead. “My plane leaves in a few hours for Nashville. Let me know if you want to fly in for a show. I’ll hook you up.” 

	“Thanks, Eli. Travel safe.” 

	As I’m standing in the foyer after Eli leaves, Saylor flies into my legs. Sawyer is chasing her and she’s laughing uncontrollably. “Save me, Auntie Mel! Uncle Sawyer says he’s going to feed me to the fish!” 

	Sawyer is laughing just as hard as she is. “He wouldn’t do that, Ladybug. He’d miss you too much.” 

	“Hm, I didn’t think about that. I would miss my little namesake. Alright, I won’t make you fish food. But you have to give me some love before I let you go.” He swoops her into his arms. 

	Saylor throws her arms around his neck and kisses him loudly. “I love you, Uncle Sawyer.” 

	Her words melt my heart almost as much as the smile on his face does. He’s in full-blown dimple mode, making my heart flutter in a way it shouldn’t. 

	“I love you, too, Saylor.” 

	“Are you ready for your first cousin sleepover next weekend, Ladybug?” I ask, and she nods excitedly. 

	“Yes! Me and Emme made room in the playroom so Cadence and Nate can sleep in their travel beds with us. Mommy and Daddy said they have to sleep with us, too, so the babies don’t get into trouble if they wake up. It’s going to be so much fun!” 

	Saylor runs off and Sawyer grins at me. “It’s going to be okay, Mel. They’ll have a blast. It’s good for them to do this, and it’s what Noah would want.” 

	“I know, but they’re only one. Sleepovers at Grandma’s are one thing, but at their cousins … it’s just a sign of how fast time is going by.” 

	“We should do something.” 

	“Like what?” He’s got an evil look on his face and I’m not sure I like it. 

	“Let’s go to a club. We can go dancing.” 

	“Uh, I don’t think so.” 

	“Why not? I know you love to dance, Mel.” 

	“It wouldn’t … it wouldn’t be right,” I stammer.

	“The fuck it wouldn’t. Your best friend lived by the motto ‘Live today like there’s no tomorrow.’ You’re existing, Mel, but you’re not living. One night of fun won’t kill you, and I won’t take no for an answer.” 

	Sawyer saunters off, effectively ending our conversation, but there’s no way I’m in the mood to go clubbing with him. I can only imagine the siege of women who will descend upon us if we’re out in public. Just the thought makes me shudder. 

	“Hey, Mel, we’re going to get out of here. Call or text me if you need me later. I can come back or you can come over.” Anna pulls me into a hug. When she releases me, Wyatt hands me Jacob to kiss goodbye. 

	“You guys, he’s so perfect. I can’t believe he’s three months old already.” 

	They exchange a glance and Wyatt clears his throat. “We were wondering if you’d be interested in being Jake’s godmother. You can say no because I know you’re not in a good place with God right now, but we’d love it if you’d consider it.” 

	“Really? You want me?” 

	Anna smiles brightly. “Absolutely. Sawyer and Darren have already agreed to be co-godfathers. You’re our best girl, Mel. There’s no one we’d rather have than you.” 

	Placing a kiss on top of little Jake’s head, I nod. “I’d love to. Thank you.” 

	Wyatt takes him back and heads out to the car while Anna stays behind. “Mel, I know the next few days are going to be rough. I meant what I said. If you need anything, even to vent or just cry, call me.” 

	“I will, thank you.” 

	After they leave, I head into the kitchen and Nate toddles right to me. I scoop him into my arms and smother him with kisses. He started walking last month and now he’s pretty much running most days. 

	He rubs his eyes and yawns, and when I look up at the clock I see it’s already after eight. “Even birthday boys need their bedtime. Let’s give everyone kisses night night and get you in the bath.” 

	We make the rounds and Karen takes the longest with him. Her eyes are filled with tears as she wishes him a final happy birthday and sweet dreams. Then she hugs me hard and whispers into my ear, “We love you, Mel, and we’re so proud of how far you’ve come this year. Each day is a new chance to take another step. I know these next few will be hard for us all, but call if you need me.” 

	“You, too. Thank you, Karen.” 

	Nate is so sleepy he barely makes it through his bath. Once his jammies are on, I sit with him as he drinks his bottle. Cadence is completely off her bottle and binky now; that’s my next goal with Nate. 

	“Happy birthday, Nate. A year ago, your daddy and I were eagerly trying to get you to make an appearance into this world. He loved you so much. Do you remember how he used to sing to you when you were in my belly? Probably not, but he did it all the time. You loved hearing his voice, and he loved how you would kick when you heard him. I never thought anyone could love you as much as he did. Not even me. 

	“But you know what? I was wrong. I love you at least that much, if not more, and so does Uncle Sawyer. He loves you to the moon and back. You’re so lucky to have him since you don’t have your daddy. It’s hard to believe it’s been a year since you came into this world and your daddy and Auntie Belle left it. She would have loved you to pieces, just like she did Cadence.” 

	I look down and Nate is fast asleep. When I stand up to put him in the crib, Sawyer is standing in the doorway watching us. He was probably there the whole time. 

	“Ready to get drunk?” he whispers as I lay Nate down. I grab the monitor, even though he’s been mostly sleeping through the night the past few weeks, and close the door behind us. 

	“So completely ready to get drunk. Who is still here?” 

	“Just us and Darren, but he said he wanted to be alone with Cadence tonight and went to his room already.” 

	Sadness fills my heart. “Do you think we should get him anyway?” 

	“No, I think he needs time with his little girl to remember Belle. Go sit down, you’ve been going all day. I’ll get the stuff and bring it to the couch.” 

	A few minutes later, Sawyer appears with a tray filled with tequila, shot glasses, salt, limes, a couple of bottles of water, and cake. He’s thought of it all. 

	“Aren’t you thoughtful bringing cake, too?” 

	“Well, I know you have to eat so you don’t puke when you drink. Want Pop-Tarts instead?” 

	“Maybe. Depends on how drunk we get.” 

	He pours the first shots and cuts up the limes. “As drunk as possible tonight. Lick your hand, Princess.” 

	I do as he asks and he does the same before sprinkling salt on each of us. After licking it off, we take our shots and suck the lime. We repeat this three more times before we lean back to talk. 

	“Remember that night at Sully’s? You made fun of me for wanting food and now you’re supplying my need.” 

	He looks at me and laughs. “I was going through some shit and I was being a dick. I needed to get laid and took it out on you.” 

	“Ugh, don’t remind me. I’ll never forget the look in that skank’s eyes when she asked if we wanted to join in.” 

	Sawyer’s eyes widen. “She asked you that?” 

	“Oh yeah,” I reply, laughing. “Pissed Noah right off. She said something like she wasn’t into chicks but we could totally swap.” 

	He grabs his head and shakes it as he laughs hysterically. “No wonder Noah was so pissed. He was super sensitive about anyone asking us to swap or for a threesome.” 

	“Did that happen a lot?” I ask, pouring us more shots but forgoing the salt and lime this time. 

	“More than I’d like to admit. There are some freaky people out there. I mean, I’ve had my share of threesomes, for sure, but never with my own brother.” 

	This discussion could be interesting and I’m all for interesting right now since I’m floating on a drunken cloud. “Two girls and a guy, or two guys and a girl?” 

	With a wicked smirk, he knocks back his shot. “Both.” 

	“With Darren?” 

	“A few times.” 

	“With two guys, do you … do stuff with the guys?” He blushes and pours another shot. “Oh my God, you did! With Darren?” 

	“Fuck no. Why are we talking about this?” He’s still blushing; I think I’ve hit a sensitive spot with him. This is fun.

	 “Because I’m seriously intrigued. How far have you gone with another guy, Sawyer?” 

	“Intrigued in a good way?” 

	“Hell yeah. I mean, I don’t know about most women, but I know Belle and I both thought the idea of a threesome with two bisexual men is seriously hot.” 

	His eyes roam over me as if he’s seeing me in a whole new light. “Don’t get too excited, Princess. I’ve only kissed another guy once and it wasn’t for me. I’m a pussy connoisseur, not a dick enthusiast. But, uh …” 

	“What? Tell me. I won’t tell anyone, I promise.” 

	“Let’s just say it was kind of a fantasy fulfillment night so I let him go down on me with her.” 

	“Was it hot?” 

	“Yeah, but I closed my eyes. It was more of the two mouths at once that was hot. They were a couple and it was like a holy grail fuck for them because of who I am. I get the appeal, but at the end of the day I just want to sink into a tight, hot, wet pussy.” 

	“Jesus, Sawyer!” 

	“You asked, Princess,” he says with a chuckle and pours our next shots. 

	“Were you high?” 

	“As a fucking kite.” 

	“Can I ask you something?” 

	“Sure,” he says as we toss them back. 

	“How long has it been since you’ve had sex?” 

	“Fourth of July weekend last year, when I spent the rest of our downtime with J.” 

	“Wow, that’s a long time.” 

	He leans back on the couch and I lay my head on his shoulder, fully feeling the effects of these shots. 

	“There hasn’t really been an opportunity, I guess, and it just hasn’t been a priority. I’ve had my hands full lately.”

	“Mmhm. With your cock, I’m guessing.” 

	Oh shit. Did I really just say that? 

	Laughter comes barreling out of him. “You’re so fucking drunk, Mel, but I like it. You let your guard down. I’ll tell you all about my hand if you tell me how many times you’ve gotten yourself off lately.” 

	“I haven’t.”

	“What? Like not at all?” 

	“Nope. BOB got lost in the crash, I guess. If he didn’t, I don’t want to know what item number he is from the crash investigation inventory.” 

	Sawyer is laughing again. I forgot how much he laughs when he’s drunk. “You could have bought a new one or ordered one online. And what about your hand?” 

	“I don’t like using my hand for everything. It just doesn’t work the same. You need one for your clit, one to slide inside, but then your boobs are neglected. Enough about me, we were talking about your hand.” 

	“Princess, I use my hand almost every fucking day, sometimes more than once.” I’m blushing but I’m not sure why; his answer doesn’t surprise me. “Now that you’re drunk I want you to make me a promise.” 

	“Drunk promises aren’t very responsible, Sawyer.” 

	“Even so, I’m going to hold you to it. Promise me you’ll go to the club with me next weekend when the kids are gone.” 

	With a groan, I turn and face him. “I don’t want to be under siege from fans or paps. I don’t want you to take off with some chick and forget I’m even there so you can get laid. A club seems like a really bad idea, Sawyer.” 

	Sincerity shines in his eyes. “None of that will happen, I promise. I know a place with private VIP rooms. Just you, me, Darren if we can get him to come, and a good time. Come on, Mel, say yes.” 

	There’s nothing more I want in this moment than to make Sawyer happy even though I don’t understand why. “Okay, as long as you promise you won’t ditch me.” 

	“I’d never ditch you, Princess.” 

	“What do you miss most?” 

	Sawyer wraps his arm around me, pulls me closer, and sighs. “Everything. I miss his laugh and his happiness, talking to him about things no one else would get, I miss my brother, my friend. I miss his love most of all.” 

	“Me, too. Like everything you just said. Noah had a way of making it seem like everything was right in the world even when things were fucked up. He knew just what I needed to hear and when I needed to hear it. You’re good at that, too, Sawyer. You guys share that trait, among others.” 

	“What others?” he asks sleepily. 

	“I don’t know … you’re good at making me feel safe and getting me to talk. You make me laugh and you push me outside of my comfort zone. You made me be a mom and Noah would have been so thankful to you for that.” 

	“You didn’t need me, you would have been a great mom on your own. All you needed was the time to realize it.” 

	I can’t keep my eyes open anymore. “Thanks for making Nate’s first year a good one,” I mumble, wondering if he even understood what I just said. 

	“Thanks for letting me be a part of his life. It’s the best thing that’s ever happened to me.” 
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	In the middle of the night, I wake up bleary-eyed. I’m still drunk, and I miss Noah. I’m so lonely. It doesn’t ever seem like anything is going to fill this gaping void in my heart where Noah used to be. Feeling Sawyer’s arm around me, knowing his firm body is here, fills me with need. I know it’s wrong, but it’s been so long since I’ve allowed myself to feel anything and right now I’m feeling everything, with him. 

	His hand trails down my arm softly, and I don’t think he knows I’m awake. He’s so careful—probably hoping he doesn’t wake me up—but I allow myself this moment to enjoy these sensations. After a year of misery, I deserve something, don’t I? When a soft moan falls from my lips, he whispers, “Princess?” and fuck if that doesn’t make me even needier for his attention. 

	As I lean my head up toward his, I use my arm to pull his face to mine. Pulling his bottom lip into my mouth, I tug on his lip ring the way I’ve imagined too many times. I’m a horrible person, but I never claimed to be a saint. As he tightens his arm around me, his tongue tentatively seeks mine. This isn’t uncontrolled passion like our other kisses—this is soft, seductive, and exactly what I need from him. As his tongue caresses mine, my body floods with need. Maybe it’s the tequila, maybe it’s the loneliness, or maybe it’s just him.

	“Sawyer, please …” My anguished words are filled with desperation. 

	“Please what, Princess? You’ve got to tell me what you need.” 

	Why is he making this harder? 

	“Fuck me, Sawyer. Fuck my pain away. I need to you make it stop.” 

	He squeezes me tighter in his embrace and kisses the top of my head. “I can’t do that, Princess. The only way to ease your pain is to let it bleed out onto the floor while you drown in it.” With those words, he releases me and walks away. A minute later, the sound of his bedroom door closing echoes through the hall. 

	Not even Sawyer wants me now. Who can blame him? I’m a sad, pathetic mess. And he’s my husband’s brother. God, what is wrong with me? 

	As I stand up, the room begins to spin but I manage to grab my water and the monitor and head to my room. Hopefully, in the morning, I’ll realize this whole thing was one big nightmare.

	 


Amelia – Present Day

	Karen took a break from reading and made us all lunch. As we sit around the table, it’s quiet at first; that is, until Rory decides to finally speak up. 

	“Why didn’t anyone tell me you and Sawyer kissed first?” 

	“Because it wasn’t relevant to what is going on now, Rory. That night was a fluke, but it’s also the night Noah laid the groundwork to steal my heart,” I tell her. 

	“Everyone knew Sawyer had feelings for you but me.” Her words sound like a petulant child but I’m trying to have patience with her. 

	“Look, Rory, I don’t know what you want me to say. Sawyer had feelings but he was trying not to. Maybe everyone knew, but they didn’t matter to me at the time. My heart belonged to Noah one hundred percent.” 

	Anna looks up from her pasta and turns to me. “Do you really think that’s true?” 

	 “Of course I do. I’ve always had a bond with Sawyer, there’s no denying that. But never once did I question my decision to be with Noah. I felt terrible because I saw how badly Sawyer was hurting.”

	Pausing, I take a drink of my mimosa. “As I write these pages now, the one thing I do realize is even though I wasn’t in love with him back then, it’s probably why I was able to fall for him so easily now.” 

	Rory’s eyes flash with anger. “And you love him now, right? You think it’s okay to just step on your marriage and put us all in the middle of your sordid affair?” 

	“Rory, that’s enough!” Karen shouts. “Listen here, young lady, I’ve had enough of you judging Sawyer and Mel for making the best of an awful situation. There are things you still don’t know, but you’ll find out soon enough if Amelia continues telling the truth in this book. I strongly suggest you reserve your judgment for when you finish reading and know the whole truth. There’s a lot more than a black and white story here. Love is messy, Rory, and someday you’ll understand just how messy it can be. We’ll be there for you when that day comes, but please try to keep reading with an open mind.” 

	“It makes me sick, Mom, and it makes me miss Noah,” she sobs. 

	“I know, sweetie. Trust me, Noah would want you to know the whole story and he wouldn’t want you angry with Sawyer and Mel.” 

	“I’m going to go get some air.” I push away from the table and head out the back door. It’s cold out but it’s no longer raining. I don’t go down to the beach as much as I used to; it’s too hard. Noah and I had some of our best times down on that beach. 

	I lean over the wall and look out at the waves crashing against the shore. The sound calms me more than anything—it centers me when I’m off kilter. My phone buzzes in my pocket and when I pull it out there’s a video clip from Sawyer. I open it up to find “On the Road Again” by Willie Nelson. 

	Fuck.

	That means the roads are clear and they’re coming home earlier than what I was prepared for when they thought they were snowed in. I should have figured this would happen; snow rarely sticks in California if it’s not winter. It doesn’t matter now. They’ll be here in a few hours and there’s no way I’ll be finished with this book by then. He’ll just have to sit and read it with everyone else. I don’t know how this turned into me working my way toward a decision to the whole family sitting around reading something I never wanted to share in the first place. 

	I send a text back to him with a link to “Lego House” by Ed Sheeran and go back inside. It’s time to finish our story. 
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	Second Chances

	When I wake up, regret washes over me like a cold shower. But so does the realization Sawyer and I have been playing a dangerous game for months and it’s finally come to a head. I’ve got feelings for him. I don’t know when it happened, but it did. It’s wrong, and it’s dirty and sinful, but I’m starting to feel whole again. Sawyer makes me feel alive; it’s a heady sensation after the hell I’ve lived this past year. 

	Our kiss last night was everything I needed from him. If only I hadn’t fucked it up by asking him to take away my pain. That had to have hurt him. I’m so used to being able to say anything to Sawyer, but I crossed the line last night. I’ve got to figure out a way to make it right. 

	It’s still early and Nate is asleep. Sawyer is standing at the coffeemaker when I enter the kitchen. I look like death warmed over, but he doesn’t even flinch. 

	“Good morning,” he says as he sips his coffee and leans against the counter. 

	“Sawyer, about last night … I’m sorry.” 

	The heaviness I feel every morning when I wake up was still there this morning, but it was accompanied by embarrassment, regret, and longing. 

	“Why are you sorry? Because you wanted me, or because I wouldn’t fuck you?” His facial expression is stoic. I don’t know what answer I’m supposed to give him that would make this better either way. “Because I’ll tell you why I’m sorry, Princess. There’s only one thing in this world I want more than I want you and it’s never going to happen. We’re self-destructive people, Mel, and fucking our pain and anger away isn’t going to get us anywhere.” 

	“Sawyer—” 

	“No, let me finish. I’m tired of dancing around the obvious. Noah is gone, and we’re left picking up the pieces. Don’t you think I know it’s wrong to be in love with my dead brother’s wife? I’ve loved you from afar for long enough. If you want me, you’ll have to come to me. You need to want me for who I am, Mel, not because I remind you of something you’ve lost.” 

	It’s as if he’s slashed a dagger through my heart. I’ve never wanted Sawyer because he reminds me of Noah—just the opposite. Their looks are similar—not identical—but it’s hard to get past those eyes sometimes. Noah’s eyes were always full of love and life. Sawyer’s are filled with depth, sorrow, knowledge, and desire. I try to blink back the tears; it’s futile. Ever since Nate was born, my emotions have had a mind of their own. 

	“I’ve never wanted you for anything other than who you are, Sawyer. I know you’re not Noah, that you never will be Noah, and I don’t ever want you to be him, either. I’m sorry I didn’t realize you were in love with me. I love you, too, Sawyer, but I’m not sure how.”

	“I don’t need you to reciprocate my feelings, I’m just telling you they exist. I know better than anyone that you’re still in love with Noah.” 

	His sadness echoes through the room and my guilt is eating away at me. “Tell me, Sawyer, what’s the one thing you want more than me? Maybe I can at least help you get that.” 

	Sadness clouds his features as he shakes his head. “Noah, Mel. I want my best friend and my brother back. I need him. I need his advice, his friendship, and his heart and love for life. It should have been me, and I regret being where he should be every fucking day.” 

	The rawness of his words steals my breath as I crumple to the floor. The pain he told me to feel last night is working itself out of me in a god-awful way. Through my sobs, I begin screaming at him. 

	“Do you think that would make this better? How broken do you think we’d be without you? If it were reversed and you were gone, Noah wouldn’t be Noah anymore. He’d be a shell of himself and he’d feel exactly like you do now. And what about me? And Nate? What the hell would we do without you, Sawyer? You’re our everything!” 

	My words stun even me. Have I moved so far away from Noah that I wish for Sawyer instead? 

	“You’d have Noah, your husband, and you’d get through.” 

	“Yeah, just like we’re getting through now. I don’t want to live in a world without Noah, but dammit, Sawyer, I don’t want to live in a world without you, either. None of this is fair, life isn’t fair. Every day, a part of me wishes I’d died with them.” 

	“No, Mel, don’t say that.” His whispered words are filled with pain as he drops to the floor next to me and squeezes my hand. 

	Through stuttering breaths, I try to speak over my sobs. “Why? It’s the truth. You’re not the only one who lives with survivor’s guilt. But there’s this other part of me that knows I need to be here for Nate. If there’s one thing I can give Noah it’s to be a mother to his son. Something I never really wanted, and wasn’t good at in the beginning, but I loved him, Sawyer. I just couldn’t imagine living up to the kind of parent Noah would have been.” 

	He wraps his arm around my shoulders, letting me sob into him. “Nate needs you, Sawyer, and so do I. But I loved my husband and I don’t know how, if ever, I’ll be ready to move on or give you that part of my heart where Noah lives.” 

	“I don’t want Noah’s place, Princess, I want my own.” He practically chokes on his heartfelt words, and I feel awful. 

	“I know, Sawyer, and you have one. But I’m not sure the love and friendship I have with you can evolve into the same kind of love I had for him. I’m sorry, I know that’s brutal, but it’s true. I’m still numb a lot of the time. I’m tired, Sawyer. I’m sad, and I want a physical connection with someone. I want to be brought back to life. Sex and intimacy with someone may do that. And last night I felt it with you. Those beginning sparks of something incredible. I know it’s selfish that I want it to be you, but I can’t imagine wanting it to be anyone else. I’ve lost everyone who has ever meant anything to me. I can’t lose you, too.” 

	I’ve bared my heart to him. I’m literally crying and bleeding out on the floor like he asked. He hugs me tightly and releases me. “I need to think, Mel. I’m going to the beach.” 

	Mel. I’m always Mel when he tries to separate his feelings and Princess when he lets his defenses down. As much as I used to hate Princess, it feels like a kick to the heart every time he calls me by my name. 

	When Sawyer closes the sliding glass door behind him, I curl up into the fetal position and let the dam of tears burst. What kind of person wants her husband’s brother? Have I just been burying my feelings for Sawyer under my love for Noah this whole time? Or has Sawyer already secured his place in my heart without me even realizing it? That’s the part that scares me most of all. 

	I’m not sure how much time has passed when Darren finds me on the floor crying my eyes out. “Shit, Mel! Are you okay?” he calls out and sets Cadence down with her toys. 

	He gets on the floor and pulls me into his arms, trying to check me over. “I’m fine,” I cry out through another sob, but the concern on his face lingers. Nate starts crying, which makes me cry even harder. 

	“I’m going to help you to the couch and then I’m going to go take care of Nate.” 

	With a nod, I let him lead me there and I curl up with a pillow and watch Cadence play. She’s starting to look so much more like Belle; it makes me happy and sad at the same time. When Darren comes back, he puts both kids in their highchairs and gives them some breakfast. While they happily munch on some Cheerios, he comes back to me. 

	“Talk to me, Mel. What is wrong?” 

	“Sawyer loves me,” I manage to spit out. 

	“Shit.” 

	Darren walks away and comes back a few minutes later with coffee and a banana. “Eat this and then we’ll talk.” 

	As I sit up and sip my coffee, I watch Darren as he multitasks with both kids. He’s such an amazing dad and a great person. Belle chose right when she picked him. Mac strolls into the kitchen and the kids smile at him. They love Mac, and he loves them. I would have never guessed this big, burly bodyguard would be a baby magnet. 

	“Go do what you have to do, Darren. I’ve got the kids.” 

	Darren must have called or texted him. Great, everyone knows what a basket case I am today. 

	“Come on, Mel. Let’s go talk.” We walk to my room and sit on the bed. “What happened?” 

	 

	 “We got drunk last night and talked. Nothing new, but the talk took a more … sexual turn, I guess. I don’t know, Darren. I was drinking and I’m so lonely, and he’s Sawyer. Nothing happened and we passed out.” 

	“Okay, then, what’s wrong?” 

	“I woke up in Sawyer’s arms and felt … at home? I don’t know, but it felt right so I pulled his mouth to mine and kissed him.” 

	“This is obviously going to get worse,” he says, leaning up against the headboard. 

	“I’m so embarrassed. I asked him to fuck my pain away.” 

	“Shit, Mel. Talk about bruising a guy’s ego.” 

	My tears start falling again. “I didn’t mean it like that, though. Maybe I did. I wanted him in that moment. Him. Sawyer. Not Noah. But having sex with anyone the first time after losing someone is going to be hard, right? I didn’t mean it to be offensive, I was just being truthful.” 

	“Last time I went to my parents’ when the kids were gone, I left early. I went to the bar and fucked some random chick in the bathroom. She couldn’t have been more different than Belle. Blonde, voluptuous, legs for days on end. The old me would have brought her home and gone at it for days. It was the worst sexual experience of my life. It hurt so much that she wasn’t Belle.” 

	He looks at me with his own tear-filled eyes. “I had to get it out of the way. I’d hoped if I just did it … maybe the pain would lessen. It didn’t, it only made it worse. I wasn’t ready and I shouldn’t have pushed myself.” 

	“I’m so sorry.” 

	“Me too,” he replies with a sarcastic laugh. “I wasn’t trying to keep it from you, but you’re Belle’s best friend … and I was ashamed.” The raw pain exuding from him is like a mirror of mine. We’re some pair. 

	“You have the right to move on if you’re ready, Darren.” 

	When he smiles at me, I know I’m in trouble. “And so do you, Amelia. I’m sorry Sawyer told you he still loves you, but now that you know, you should also know he never stopped. At least I don’t think he did. He respected your choice and would have never gone after you once you and Noah were married. But love is love, Mel. You’re lucky enough to have someone who cares for you as deeply as your husband did. If you’re going to fall in bed with someone, I would imagine that could make all the difference in how hard it is to accept you’re fucking someone new.” 

	I knew today was going to be bad, but now it’s depressing on a whole other level. 

	“I can’t be with Sawyer, Darren. You know that.” 

	“Why not?” he asks. 

	“I’m pretty sure hooking up with my husband’s brother is frowned upon.” 

	“Who the fuck cares? Look Mel, I can’t tell you what to do or not do, but I can tell you we don’t get to pick who we love. I can also say if the kind of love I had with Belle were to find me again I’d grab onto it with both hands because I know how fast it can disappear.” 

	They were the perfect soul mates. At least Belle had that—she’d found her one true love. So did Noah. I guess there is some comfort in that–they died knowing they were deeply loved. 

	“What else happened to make you lose it on the kitchen floor?” he asks, pulling me from my thoughts. 

	I take a deep breath and fill Darren in on everything else up until he found me. 

	“You two have horrible timing. Today was the worst day for either of you to decide to let your feelings out. You guys will work this out, but will you do me a favor?” 

	“Sure, name it.” 

	“It’s been 365 days since Noah died and you’ve spent every one of those days with Sawyer. You didn’t even know Noah as long as you’ve known Sawyer now. Don’t discount being able to love him because I think you already do. Think of the qualities you’d want in a long-term partner and think of the qualities he’s shown you this year. I’m not saying this as his friend, either. I’m saying it as yours. You deserve to be happy, Mel, and that growth we all wanted to see in Sawyer, we’ve seen it this year. He’s so in love with you he hasn’t even fucked anyone else. That says more than I ever could.” 

	“I hear you, Darren, I just don’t know right now. I’m so confused.” 

	He leans his head against mine and squeezes my leg. “Today is going to suck. But remember, you decided this year was going to be better. Give yourself today but get back on the happy trail tomorrow. The last thing Noah and Belle would have wanted was our misery. I’m slowly realizing that more and more with each passing day. Besides, it’s hard to be sad all the time when we have the cutest kids in the world.” 

	“We really do, don’t we? At least if they had to leave, we got to keep a piece of them with us.” 

	“Get some sleep, Mel. I’ll keep an eye on Nate for a while. I could use time with him today anyway.” He kisses me on the head and leaves. I reach over and pick up a photo of Noah and me from the bedside table. We had so much happiness in such a small window of time. Imagine if we’d actually gotten our lifetime’s worth. 
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	“Back away from the door, Sawyer.” I hear Darren’s voice but keep my eyes closed. 

	“I just wanted to check on her.” 

	“She’s fine, no thanks to you,” Darren snaps at him. 

	“What’s that supposed to mean?” 

	“Do you have any idea what condition she was in this morning? I found her curled up in the fetal position crying so hard she left snot on the floor!” Darren is whisper-shouting, but I can hear every word. 

	“I told her.” 

	“Yeah, I know.” 

	“She doesn’t love me,” he says dejectedly. 

	“She doesn’t know what she feels. She’s hurt and confused and she feels guilty.” 

	“You don’t think I feel guilty?” Sawyer pleads.

	“I know you do. I don’t think this is a bad idea, but I’m not the one in the middle of your love triangle.” 

	“Well, I wish I wasn’t, either. Being in a triangle with your dead brother’s wife doesn’t exactly make me brother of the year, does it?” 

	“Wyatt told you he said it was okay.” 

	“That doesn’t make it right, Darren,” Sawyer adds with a sigh. 

	I’m so confused. Who said what was okay? 

	“Look, today was the worst day for all of this to happen. Give it time, Sawyer. It’s hard to jump back into sex and dating after what we went through.” 

	“How much time? I’d wait for as long as it takes, but what’s the point if it’s not going to be a positive outcome?” 

	“Being able to put someone else’s needs above our own is the true sign of love. You did it when you backed away from her in the first place. She did it when she kept Nate because she knew it would make Noah happy, and he did it by showing both of you love exists in the first place.” 

	Sawyer sighs and I can imagine him running his hand through his hair. “She said she’d go out with me this weekend to the club. Are you going to come?” 

	“Nah, after that girl in the bathroom I think I’m going to stay away from clubs and bars for a bit.” 

	“I’m getting a private room,” Sawyer tries coaxing him. 

	“It’s alright, you two should go and have fun. I’ll probably hang out with Wyatt. After this week, it will be good for you to both get out. I’ve been going out of the house more and more. You two are still the ones being hermits.” 

	 “I’m working on it.” 

	“I know. Let her sleep and come have a drink with me.” 

	Their footsteps echo down the hall and I turn over, releasing a breath. 

	Noah, I don’t know how to do this. I want my love to be for you, I want my heart to belong to you, but you’re not here and he is. Every day it gets harder to say no, to deny myself the touch of someone else. But why does it have to be him I crave? Why does it have to be all kinds of wrong? 
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	Later in the evening, I spend some time pulling out the photo albums and showing Nate pictures of Noah and Belle. It’s mostly just me pointing and saying “Daddy” and “Auntie Belle.” But it’s like he suddenly gets it, and as I’m pointing to Noah he says, “Dada.” The dam of tears bursts like never before. 

	“Yeah, baby, that’s your daddy.” 

	But as I go through the motions of putting him to bed, my heart aches. I don’t want Nate calling anyone else daddy, but I feel like I’ve just taken something monumental away from Sawyer. I’m so emotional today, I just don’t know what to think anymore. 

	Sawyer is walking up the hall as I’m coming out of the nursery. He takes one look at my face and pulls me into his arms. 

	“Why are you crying?”

	“I don’t know,” I say, sobbing into his shoulder. 

	“Come with me, we should talk.” Sawyer releases me from his hug but holds my hand as he pulls me to his room. We take our usual seats on his bed against the headboard and he turns to me with the saddest look in his eyes. 

	“I’m so sorry about earlier and about last night. Especially this morning. It wasn’t fair to dump my feelings on you like that.” 

	“It’s okay. What I said was mean and I didn’t want it to come off like that. The truth is I don’t know how to move on with someone else. And the fact I want it to be you is so fucking hard to wrap my head around.” Sawyer is inching closer to me as I’m speaking, and my heart feels like it’s going to pound out of my chest. 

	“I’m worried, too, but I can’t help how I feel about you, Princess.” 

	I bite down on my lip as his are now just a mere breath away from them. He’s going to kiss me, and so help me God, I want him to. 

	“Me, either.” 

	“Do you really want to try something with me? For me to be your first after Noah?” His lips press softly against mine and my arms are immediately around his neck, pulling him closer. 

	“Yes.” My breathless word is captured by his mouth. His tongue traces the seam of my lips and I relish the feeling. I open to him and our tongues meet, not tentatively like new lovers, but as if they’re old friends being reunited. A soft moan escapes me as he clutches me tighter, releasing one of his own. 

	“God, Sawyer, I want you.” 

	“You’ve got me, Princess, you always have,” he replies, pulling me on top of him so I’m now straddling him. As I suck his lip ring into my mouth and tug on it, he laces his fingers into my hair. His hardness presses up against me as I grind against him, needing to feel what this is doing to him. 

	Sawyer and I have never lacked chemistry, but this is different than before. It’s a deeper connection, not hurried or frenzied like our first kiss. We take our time kissing and getting to know what turns each other on. 

	Sawyer releases my hair and glides his hands under my shirt, caressing my ribs until they find my breasts. I sigh into his neck and bite down, easing the sting with a swipe of my tongue. His hips push up against me as he hisses his approval. When he licks a trail from my collarbone to my ear, I practically combust. 

	“You’re so fucking hot, Princess, and I bet you’ll be even hotter coming when I’m buried balls deep inside of you.” His sinful words push me to the point of no return. 

	Leaning back, I pull off my shirt and unhook my bra. “You talk a good game, Weston, now back it up.” When I slide out of my bra, Sawyer flips us over as his lust-filled eyes trail down my body. 

	He pulls his shirt up over his head and throws it to the ground. I tug his lip ring between my teeth and he groans with appreciation. As soon as I let go, his tongue darts into my mouth, stealing my breath and my sanity. 

	“Sawyer …” I hiss as his mouth leaves mine. His teeth clamp down on my hardened nipple and my body bucks into his, yearning for more. When his tongue circles my nipple to ease the pain, I practically melt into the bed. He repeats the bite on my other breast and my body thrashes under his, but in the best kind of way. 

	“You’re so fucking feisty,” he says with a devious glare as he slides one of his hands into my yoga pants. He cups my pussy hard as he rotates his attention between my breasts. I’m walking a tightrope between pleasure and pain; it’s euphoric. “You’re fucking drenched, Princess, and I haven’t even gotten to the best part.” 

	With those words, he slides a finger inside me and my eyes roll back in my head. “God, yes …” 

	A second finger works its way in and Sawyer groans. “So fucking tight.” He pulls my pants and my panties off. The wicked look in his eyes is about to set me off. He takes in every inch of my body and then drops his pants. I’ve always admired Sawyer’s body, but when he drops his boxers I have a whole new appreciation for what’s been hiding underneath. 

	His cock is hard and just the sight of it makes my mouth water. He walks to the bedside and opens his top drawer for a condom and I take the opportunity to flip over and pull him to me. As I lower my mouth onto his cock, I’m not sure I’ve ever been so blinded by need and lust before. With one hand around his base, the other lightly cupping his balls, I suck him in deep. When he hits the back of my throat, I choke back my gag and open wider, wanting to fit all of him inside. 

	“Jesus, Princess,” he gasps, gripping my hair and guiding my mouth up and down. “You’re so fucking good at this.” He hisses, and I swirl my tongue around the pre-cum beading at the head of his dick. Tasting him on my tongue floods me with need, so I release him and pull his mouth to mine. The carnal need for Sawyer to taste himself on my tongue is strong. He fucks my mouth with his tongue, seeming to enjoy the taste of himself, turning me on even more. 

	Lowering my mouth to his nipples, I tug his piercing into my mouth, and he smacks my ass. “Oh fuck,” I moan with delight, and his eyes light up. 

	“Fuck is right, Princess. It’s time to get dirty.” 

	He pushes me back against the pillow and crawls between my legs, spreading them wide open. His eyes meet mine as he swipes a finger through my wetness. When he sucks that finger into his mouth and licks it clean, I almost come. 

	Sawyer spares me no mercy; his mouth immediately suckles my clit and he lightly nips it between his teeth. My body arches from the bed, but he drops one hand over my waist and holds me down. “You’re not going anywhere until your pussy is drenching my mouth with your cum, Princess.” 

	With a combination of his tongue and a few well-placed fingers, I’m right on the edge. He slides his tongue inside of me and fucks me relentlessly with it. I’m drowning in pleasure, barely holding myself back from the most epic of all orgasms, when he pinches my clit between his fingers and sends me soaring on the biggest high as he licks up every drop of my release. 

	Sawyer looks up at me and languidly licks his lips. It’s so fucking sinful I can’t stand it. Then he rips the condom package open and sheathes himself before crawling up my body. Pulling my leg around his hip, he positions himself at my entrance but doesn’t push in. 

	“Are you ready for this?” he asks softly. 

	“Please, Sawyer, I need you.” 

	With my words, he drops his mouth to mine and kisses me relentlessly. I taste myself on his lips and it’s incredibly sensual. As his tongue plunges into my mouth, his cock plunges into me. 

	“Damn, Princess,” he says with a hiss, “you’re so damn tight.” 

	Sawyer drops his mouth back to my breasts and rotates between them. There’s pain, but there’s even more pleasure, and I feel myself building up again. I wrap my legs tighter around him and pull him closer to me so he’s as deep as he can possibly be. 

	“Jesus, Sawyer, what are you doing to me?” I cry out, meeting him thrust for thrust. 

	“Making your body a slave to mine.” My body trembles with his words. “Come for me, Princess. Let me feel that sweet fucking pussy choke my cock.” His mouth covers mine, his tongue matching his fucking, and with my legs wrapped around his waist and my arms around his neck, we’re fused together as one. Every part of me is rubbing against him and I can’t hold on anymore. I blissfully give everything I am to Sawyer. 

	“Sawyer … Oh, Sawyer! Yes!” My body shatters around him as he comes inside me with a ferocious roar. I’ve never heard anything so damn sexy and feral in all my life. 

	“Holy shit, Princess … that was …” 

	“Incredible,” I fill in as he wraps his arms around me and rolls us over so we’re still connected. 

	“Fucking life-altering,” he replies as his eyes shine with happiness. I wonder if mine do, too. I refuse to be sad right now because there was nothing about sex with Sawyer that I could ever regret. 

	We lay together in silence–the good kind, where we’re both letting the amazingness that just happened sink in. I love that he’s still inside me and still has his arms wrapped around me like he doesn’t want this to end. But when he finally pulls out to get rid of the condom, I feel empty. 

	He goes into the bathroom and comes back with a warm cloth. When he spreads my legs and starts wiping me off, I’m stunned. “What are you doing?” I ask in a teasing tone. 

	“Taking care of my Princess. Besides, you don’t want to sleep in all that wetness, do you?” he asks with a raised brow. Suddenly, my mind isn’t on the sex anymore; I’m thinking about sleeping in Sawyer’s bed. Can I do that? I mean, it’s not like we haven’t before, but it was innocent then and this is far from innocent now. 

	“Uh, no, definitely not,” I reply as my mind races. I will not feel guilty for this, but even as I think the words, my hand begins to feel heavy under the weight of my wedding rings. Is now the time I’m supposed to take them off? 

	Sawyer finishes drying me off and climbs back into bed with me, naked. “I’ve lost you already,” he says sadly. 

	“No, you haven’t. I just … It doesn’t matter. We can talk about it another time. I don’t want to wreck this. That was incredible and I don’t regret it. Do you?” 

	His hand caresses my cheek and he kisses my lips tenderly. “Not in a million years. Mel, I know we’re going to have some ups and downs, but if we don’t talk about them we’ll never get through them. What’s wrong? I promise I won’t be mad.”

	“I don’t know how to explain it. It was like I suddenly felt the weight of my wedding rings on my hand. I don’t think I’m ready to take them off, Sawyer, but what kind of person does it make me that I’m not?” 

	“It makes you an honest person. This isn’t going to happen overnight. I want to be in this with you for the duration, Mel. I’ve never met a woman who affects me the way you do. I’ve known since that first night you were different. But you didn’t feel the same way, and I can’t blame you. I know what I seemed like back then, but I’ve changed.” His words plead for understanding, but he doesn’t have to explain himself to me. 

	“Stop, you don’t need to tell me that. I know you’ve changed. I see it every day. I have so much love and respect for you, Sawyer, I can’t even begin to describe how much. This morning, when you said you wish it had been you, it killed me to hear you say that. You’ve become my everything, but that doesn’t change that what we’re doing isn’t right. If anyone finds out …” 

	Sawyer crashes his lips to mine and kisses me relentlessly until I’m struggling to catch my breath. “No, Mel, I don’t care if anyone knows. What we’re doing isn’t wrong. Unconventional, maybe. But wrong, never. I know you’re not there yet, and that’s okay I’ll wait as long as it takes. I love you. I’ve never had sex with someone I’ve had feelings for before and you’re not going to take that away from me. From us.” 

	His heartfelt words weigh heavily on my soul, but I think we need to test the waters first. “Can we navigate through this a little while, just the two of us, before letting people know what’s going on? I’m barely finding myself again and I need time to … acclimate to the idea of me and you being an us.” 

	The sadness in his eyes slays me, but he nods his agreement. “Okay, under one condition.” 

	“What’s that?”

	“You have to give this a fair shot, and it starts with you sleeping naked in my arms tonight.” 

	“Okay, but I have one more rule.” 

	“Shoot,” he says, snuggling closer to me and covering us with a blanket. 

	“My room is off limits for anything other than talking, okay?” 

	“That goes without saying.” 

	I curl up in Sawyer’s arms and fall asleep feeling safer and calmer than I have since Noah. I’m not sure what the hell I’m getting myself into, but at least I’m not in it alone.
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	Adjustment Period 

	The next few days were sweeter. Sawyer and I were stealing kisses when we could but still managed to keep things light. I think we both needed a bit of space after the night we spent in his bed. I was looking forward to our night out, but Saylor and Emme got sick and we had to postpone. The following week was more of the same. It was kind of nice doing the flirting thing with Sawyer and sneaking kisses. 

	That weekend, the guys met up with Rob, J, and even Eli flew in for his weekend off. They all went on their first male bonding trip to a cabin in Big Bear. It was supposed to be a fun trip to honor Noah and his promise to Sawyer that they would all still get together once a year to bond. It was especially important to Sawyer since he postponed the family Disney World vacation until October, in hopes we’d all be in a better place by then. I’ve already decided I can’t, but I’m hoping the rest of the group can make it work. 

	Unfortunately, what was supposed to be three days of fishing and fun for them turned into one night of drunken tears and a bunch of men letting their emotions get the best of them. They turned around and came home the very next day. For the most part, Darren and Sawyer hid in their rooms all weekend, but I was able to push my own issues aside long enough to spend some time catching up with Eli. 

	Spending time with Eli was a great distraction because while they were all up in Big Bear, Diane, Anna, Rory, and I had our own pity party here. It mostly consisted of reminiscing about Noah, crying, drinking tequila, and eating way too much junk food. All the kids had a sleepover with Karen and Owen, so we were free to drink as much as we wanted. 

	When Sawyer got home the next day and didn’t talk to me, I was irritated and tried chalking it up to him not feeling well and being upset about his shortened weekend. As the weekend went on, I realized he must have been having second thoughts, which was a relief because so was I. By the following week, I’d decided being with Sawyer was definitely a mistake. What kind of woman sleeps with brothers anyway, and twins at that? My moral compass is so far gone I don’t know my head from my ass anymore. 

	It’s been six weeks since we slept together. After the first week, Sawyer went from avoiding me to spending almost all of his free time in the garage working on music or whatever. He even blew off a foundation meeting. And while I was pissed, I was glad because no one would pick up on our tension and suspect something. I think both of us must have realized we moved too quickly and are now walking, talking, emotional disasters, doing our best to keep our distance from each other. Either that or Sawyer realized what he thought was love was only lust and he doesn’t know how to tell me he made a mistake. While he spends his days avoiding me in the garage, I’ve been sitting in my room trying to decide what to do about Noah’s things. 

	Diane brought it up the night she was over. When she walked into my room and saw his wallet and keys sitting on the dresser like they were just waiting for him to come in and grab them, she started crying immediately. Then she looked in the closet and saw everything just as he’d left them. She thinks I can’t truly have closure until I do something with his clothes and personal effects. As I lay back on the bed, I think about her advice. 

	“It’s been over a year, Mel, you have to move on. You have the biggest memory of Noah walking around this house every day. Nate will give you more pleasure than hanging onto things, I promise you.” 

	Her sympathetic gaze met mine, but I wasn’t sold on the idea at all. “This is his house, Diane, and these are his things. It’s not right to mess with that.” 

	“No, what’s not right is you living in a museum as if you’re waiting for him to walk back in that door. Noah is gone, Mel. There’s nothing that can bring him back to us. You need to think about sorting his things. Some stuff to keep for you or Nate, offer some things up to the family, and then donate the rest. Noah would love the idea of someone less fortunate walking around in his clothes.” 

	I opened the drawer and pulled out my anxiety medication. It’s something I was hardly taking at all, but ever since that night with Sawyer I’d been taking them consistently again. My therapist said it was normal, but at that point I didn’t even know what normal was anymore.

	“I’m not there yet, Diane.” 

	She leaned against the dresser and looked me over thoroughly as I popped a pill. “You seem different lately and I can’t put my finger on why. If you need to talk, I’m happy to be a sounding board for you. I’m also happy to help you with all this,” she added, gesturing around the room. “When you’re ready, of course.” 

	“Will I ever be ready? Because I feel like I started moving forward only to be thrown backward. Do you know this whole year I’ve missed Belle like crazy but I’m not sure how much I’ve actually grieved for her because I’ve been so busy being angry at Noah for leaving me and grieving for him? What kind of friend does that make me? What kind of sister?” 

	“I don’t think you’re giving yourself enough credit, Mel. I saw you at the funeral, I heard what happened at the cemetery, and I know you’ve been grieving for both of them. That’s why this has been so hard. I know this is going to sound clinical, but I’m going to say it anyway.” 

	I looked at her, hoping whatever she was going to say would put some kind of spin on this to make me feel better because I’m tired of being off kilter. 

	“Losing a friend is easier than losing a spouse. Not the loss itself but coping afterward. You’re doing all the things for Belle you know she would want. You’re taking care of Darren, of Cadence, and filling the void she left. You can rationalize that in your mind as still being a good friend. But losing your husband, your partner, your co-parent … it’s different. You lose intimacy, your sounding board, your true north. You’re grasping at straws to be okay with moving on without them, to figure out if and when it’s okay to love again someday, questioning everything you do and wondering if they would agree and want it, too. It’s never going to be an easy path to walk, but remember we’re here and you never have to walk it alone.” 

	“I miss him more than I ever knew it was possible to miss someone.” 

	“Sawyer is right there with you, Mel. You guys need to keep leaning on each other and you’ll find your way through.” 

	If she only knew. We’ve gotten ourselves into such a mess. I cross the room and open Noah’s closet and am overwhelmed by his scent. It wraps around my senses and pulls me into a false sense of security. Turning off the light, I close the door behind me and lie down on the floor. I’m not ready, not when I can come in here and imagine lying in the dark with him, sharing stories and our bodies. 

	“Mel, where are you?” Sawyer. Of all the times he wants to talk to me, he comes in here now. 

	“In the closet,” I call out, and he opens the door. 

	“What are you doing?” 

	“Going crazy. What did you need?” Short answers and to the point. This has been our routine for weeks now. 

	“Actually, I thought maybe I could convince you to come out with me to get some coffee and take a drive. I think it’s time we talk.” 

	“I’m perfectly comfortable sitting here drowning in the scent of my husband. Thanks, but no thanks.” 

	He sighs loudly and walks inside. Then he reaches down and pulls me up by the arms. “This isn’t a suggestion, Mel. And what you’re doing right now isn’t healthy. You’re regressing and that’s the last thing you need. Come on. Darren said he’ll watch Nate.”

	“Fine,” I mutter and put on my flip-flops. “But it better be a big-ass coffee and some pastries.” 

	“Anything for you, Princess,” he says with a laugh. 

	We climb into Sawyer’s SUV and take off. It’s strange going out with just him and no bodyguards. Maybe things will continue to die down now that the band isn’t putting out any more music and the tour has been done for over a year. The interview requests have slowed; I guess you can only hear no so many times before you give up. 

	He pulls off at his favorite coffee place and throws on a hat. “I’ll be right back.” 

	It’s a beautiful day and there are tons of people at the beach. It will calm down a little bit once school starts again but not much. California sunshine keeps people at the beach year-round. Sawyer gets back in the SUV with a bag of pastries and a tray of drinks—two waters and two coffees. One of the cups says “Princess” on it and I take it from the tray. He hands me the bag and I dig through until I find a vanilla scone. At least he knows what I like; that earns him some brownie points. 

	“So where are we going?” 

	“J called when I was in the coffee shop and said he needs to talk. Do you mind if we pop by there first? It will save him a trip later.” 

	“Sure, but where are we going afterward?” 

	“I just want to drive, clear my head, and talk. We need to talk, Mel.” 

	“Okay.” I’m dreading our talk. I’m not sure it can go anywhere positive. Hopefully, we can find a way to get back to normal, whatever that is. For someone who says he’s in love with me, he sure doesn’t act like it. And that’s okay because I’m sticking with my decision that letting Sawyer get me off was a really bad idea. Even if it was fucking phenomenal. 

	“Thanks for the coffee,” I say, hoping to break this awkward silence. 

	“It’s the least I owe you after the way I’ve been treating you.” His candid confession catches me off guard, sending us back into silence. 

	He pulls up in front of a cute little house. “I thought J lived in an apartment?” 

	“He moved a few months ago. I guess the bar is doing really well.” 

	We get out of the car and J opens the door before we even get to it. “Hey, guys. Welcome to my humble abode.” 

	The inside of the house is nice. It feels comfortable and well lived in. Our house is cold in contrast and definitely isn’t homey. Maybe that’s just Sawyer’s style because other than the kids’ toys, there’s nothing friendly about it. 

	Jordan has black leather furniture, wooden accent tables, and a huge TV. There are rugs throughout the house, covering the hardwood floors. 

	“Oh, look at your kitty!” I cry out, inching toward the orange and black cat sitting on the chair. He’s big and roly poly and I just want to squeeze him. The second I get close, he rears up and hisses, swiping his paw at me like he’s possessed by the devil. “Holy shit, what’s wrong with him?” 

	Jordan and Sawyer laugh. “Fuck if I know. He was a stray and I took him in. He’s an ornery son of a bitch so I named him Fat Bastard. I’m hardly ever here, so I don’t get in his way and he doesn’t get in mine.” 

	“Remind me to keep Nate away from here,” I grumble and sit down on the couch opposite of the crazy fucking cat. 

	“He’s not like that with everyone. He cuddles with me sometimes and I’m pretty sure Allie gives him a cat boner or something. Whenever she’s around, he curls up in her lap and purrs the whole time. He even licks her sometimes.” 

	“So what’s going on, J?” Sawyer asks as he sits next to me, which is a little too close for my comfort. I scoot farther down the couch, but Sawyer smirks at me and scoots closer. Asshole. 

	Jordan reaches for some envelopes on the table, handing one to me and one to Sawyer. “You can open them. Yours is just this month’s rent, Sawyer. Nothing big.” 

	I know exactly what is in this envelope and when I open it and see the check I close it and give it back to him. “Sorry, J, that’s yours.” 

	A confused look passes over his face as he tries to hand it back. “This isn’t a joke, Mel. You need to take this shit off my conscience.” 

	“I’m not joking, J. Noah made it a specific point in his video to me that I was in no uncertain terms allowed to take money from you. Not rent, not your inheritance.” 

	“That bastard. I don’t want his fucking money. I don’t need it.” He’s pissed, and Sawyer is watching our interaction carefully. 

	“Expand,” I say with a shrug of my shoulders. 

	They both whip their heads toward me and say, “What?” at the same time. 

	“Noah wanted you to use that money for something important to you. He was so mad at you that you wouldn’t let him buy you the bar outright in the first place. He told me early on he’d taken care of his family in his will. But later, the more we got to know each other the more I learned. He said he hoped you would fulfill your dreams one day and open more locations. This is your chance.” 

	“You’re seriously not going to take this money back?” he asks, his frustration growing. 

	“I can’t. In fact, it was a codicil of the will. If I take it back, I lose my inheritance. So if you don’t keep that money there will be no Noah Weston Foundation for Kind Acts.” I’m doing the best I can to say it with a straight face. Noah would have never put a stipulation on my inheritance and if J knows him at all, he’ll know that. 

	Sawyer flashes me a look that tells me he knows I’m fucking with J and it makes me want to smile, but I don’t. I keep my expression stoic. 

	“Noah wouldn’t do that. Why are you lying to me?” 

	With a smile, I reply, “Because Noah wanted you to have it. He didn’t put it in his will, but he really did put it in his video. Don’t make me go against his wishes, Jordan. My psyche can’t handle any more shit.”  

	“Well, what if my psyche can’t take it?” 

	Sawyer jumps in and takes the reigns, “J, you are his brother and he wanted you to have it. You’re the only one who has an issue with it, and I know you’re proud, but fuck … Noah was so fucking proud of you. Don’t do this for you, do it for him. Have you watched your video yet?” 

	“I can’t,” he answers, looking down at the floor. 

	“Do you want me to watch it with you?” Sawyer offers, and it makes me melt. That’s the last thing he wants to do, but he’ll do it for his brother. 

	“Yeah, but not tonight, okay? I’ve got a huge private party at the club to get ready for and I’m pretty sure I need to be drunk before or after or both.” 

	“Tomorrow?” 

	J looks Sawyer in the eye with determination. “Tomorrow. Any time after two. You know I need to sleep and you wake up way too fucking early for me.” 

	“Alright, I’ll see you tomorrow. We’re going to get out of here before Fat Bastard eats us.” 

	Jordan laughs and scoops the reluctant cat into his lap. “His bark is bigger than his bite.” 

	“Keep telling yourself that. He needs an exorcism.” I bend down and kiss J on the cheek. “Come over for dinner soon and play with Nate. He misses his uncle.” 

	“I don’t think he’s old enough to miss me, but let me know when and I’m there. Can I bring Allie?” 

	With a raised brow, I take a step back. “Are you going to finally admit there’s a you and Allie?” 

	His sheepish smile confirms it before his words. “Yeah, at least I think so.” 

	“Then yes, bring her. She’s sweet, J, you should hang on to her.” 

	Sawyer squeezes my hand to get me to stop talking but I pull it away quickly. J shakes his head and nails Sawyer with a glare. “Looks like I’m not the only one with shit to work out. Go take care of business, dear brother of mine.” 

	My heart takes a swan dive into the depths of my stomach. Jordan knows. Fuck, who else did Sawyer tell? Storming out of the house, I wait by the side of the truck until Sawyer hits the alarm to unlock it. We ride in silence for a while. I’m so frustrated with him and pissed off that people seem to know about what we did. Finally, Sawyer speaks. 

	“He’s my brother, Princess.” 

	“And so was Noah, Sawyer!”

	Sawyer clutches the wheel so tightly I’m surprised he can still turn the wheel when he needs to. After about twenty minutes, Sawyer punches in a code at a gate and pulls the SUV down a long, winding driveway. The house is beautiful and almost looks like an old plantation house. He continues driving behind the house and pulls up under a large oak tree. The yard is filled with them. 

	“Where are we?” 

	“My grandparents’ house. Well, I guess it’s my house now. I bought it when they died.” His confession shocks me. This place is beautiful. “I wanted to bring you somewhere to talk where we could be comfortable and speak freely.” 

	“There’s no point, Sawyer, we’re a mess. Everything is a mess.” I’m so emotional I just want to go home, but he brought us here and I know this place has to be special to him. 

	“Indulge me, Mel, please?” He gets out of the car and comes around and opens my door. Taking my hand in his, he leads me down a flagstone path to a cute little gazebo. We take a seat on a floral outdoor couch and I back up against the arm with my arms around my knees, facing him head-on, like I used to do when Belle and I were going to get deep. 

	“Alright, Sawyer, I’m here and I’m listening. Why don’t you start by telling me who knows about the two of us?” 

	Sawyer blows out a breath and scoots closer, wrapping his hands around my ankles. “J and Diane,” he confesses. My head spins. 

	“Why?” The anguished word falls from my lips and he squeezes me tighter. 

	“Fuck, and Rob and Darren, too,” he adds quickly. My heart is racing; I really wish I had my anxiety meds with me right now. “When we were in Big Bear, Darren and I thought we were alone. He told me he heard the two of us that night and was wondering if it meant anything significant.” 

	I close my eyes and put my head on my knees; I can’t look at him right now. “We weren’t as alone as we thought. J and Rob had come back because they were out of beer. Rob and I have history. He’s not a fan of my past behavior with women. We got into a fight. He accused me of using you and being a disgrace to my family. He sucker-punched me and I punched him back. J and Darren broke us up and took us to separate corners. While he was in his, he called Diane.” 

	“Was that before or after she came to the house that day?” 

	“Before.” His answer is so low it’s almost inaudible. It makes sense now, what she said about falling in love again. I feel like such an idiot. 

	“I was ashamed, Mel. I didn’t mean to betray you.” 

	“They must think I’m a whore.” 

	“Don’t you dare say that,” he says angrily. “You are the farthest thing from a whore. I fucking love you, Princess, and you’re making it out to be some sordid affair when you say things like that.” 

	“Isn’t it, though?” I ask through my tears. “He was your brother, Sawyer! What do Diane and J think about it, huh? You tell me how disgusting they think we are!” 

	“Diane was pissed at Rob. That’s the real reason she got so shitfaced with you that night. She’s happy for us, Mel. She’s on our side. It’s not surprising because she’s the only one in my family who has known all along how I’ve felt about you. She’s my sister and she’s a shrink, she’s always been my sounding board. She hears the shit that was too fucked up to tell Noah, at least right away. I never kept any secrets from him.”

	“Except when it came to me.” He averts his gaze from mine. “Sawyer, except when it came to me … right?” 

	He shakes his head. “No, I’m sorry, Mel, but he knew how I felt about you.” 

	I pull away from him and rush to stand, but the world spins around me and the dizziness pulls me toward the ground like a centrifugal force. As usual, Sawyer is there to catch me when I fall. He gently lays me down on the couch. “Don’t move,” he cautions sternly and runs off. Like I could move if I wanted to. 

	He’s back quickly with the water out of the truck and he leans me forward and sits behind me, positioning my body against his chest. “Drink this,” he says as he tilts the bottle to my lips. After taking a few sips, I push it away. 

	“Did Noah think there was something going on with us?” I’m terrified of his answer. My heart can’t take knowing Noah thought I was cheating. 

	“Hell no. I admitted my feelings for you in a drunken stupor and after that, I denied them. Noah didn’t believe me, but he let it go for the most part. Every once in a while, he’d say something and I’d deny it. If Noah thought there was something going on with us he would have never married you, he wasn’t that kind of guy.” 

	“What about J?” I’m trying to wrap my head around all of this but it’s too much, too soon. 

	“J’s torn. He was the first person to confront me about my feelings for you that first Thanksgiving. He doesn’t judge us, he’s just not sure how to feel about it. But he also said it’s not really his place to have an opinion on our lives and if we’re happy we should go with it.” 

	With my eyes closed, I release a deep breath. “Sawyer, this is a lot to take in.” 

	His arm wraps around me tightly, like he’s afraid I’m going to run away. “I know. It’s why I’ve been avoiding you. I’ve never done this before, Mel. Relationships, love, this isn’t me. I don’t know how to do this and I’m not good at it, but I want to try with you.” 

	The passion in his words is fierce. “Sawyer, when you were gone, I lost my shit over Noah again. You weren’t the only one avoiding talking. Maybe we moved too fast, or took a direction we never should have in the first place, I don’t know, but I—” 

	His finger moves against my mouth, effectively keeping me from speaking. “Don’t say another word. Don’t say it was a mistake, don’t say you want to give up. Give me another chance, Mel, please. Let me take you out tonight, to the club, on a proper date. Don’t end this because I’m an idiot.” 

	“It’s been six weeks, Sawyer. It’s okay, I’m not mad. We can try to go back to the way things were before.” It hurts me to say the words. I’ve never been this torn up over a man. 

	“I know it’s been six weeks. Six long weeks that my hand hasn’t been able to keep up with the needs of my cock because nothing can imitate the feel of your sweet pussy wrapped around me. Six agonizing weeks without tasting your essence on my tongue. Six weeks without hearing you sigh as you sleep. Four weeks without feeling your body against mine. Four weeks without tasting your tongue in my mouth, without feeling your arms wrapped around me, without seeing you smile. I know I fucked up, Princess, and I won’t ever do it again if you give me another chance.” 

	Damn him and his dirty mouth. Those words shoot my libido into orbit. I don’t care about the pain when all I want is for him to make me feel good. “Alright, we’ll go out tonight if we can find someone to watch Nate.” Everything in my body tells me this is a bad idea, that this can only end in more heartache. 

	“Darren already agreed to watch him.” 

	“You talked to him before me?” My frosty words only make him pull me closer to him. 

	“Actually, he told me to pull my head out of my ass and take notice that I’m not the only one who was miserable. He thought it would do us good to make up. You’ve been within my grasp for weeks and yet, you’ve never been so far away.” 

	With careful ease, I sit up, not wanting to get dizzy again. “Why did you bring me here?” 

	He flashes that dimpled smile and I melt under its shine. “I’ve always loved this house. When I bought it, my family thought I was insane. I guess that’s my fault. They thought I couldn’t let go of the childhood memories of my time spent here. The truth is, I’ve always thought this would be the perfect place to raise a family someday.” 

	“How long have you owned it?” I ask as he laces his fingers through mine. 

	“About eight years now. Like you, I have someone come out and maintain the pool and the yard. If you follow that path over there you’ll come across a treehouse where we had many sleepovers. And if you keep following it, there’s a creek down there, too. I haven’t done anything with the inside of the house. It’s dated, the wallpaper is probably older than me, but the house is huge and I figured one day I could gut it and redesign it with my wife.”

	Noah never mentioned anything about this house or spending time in a treehouse. It’s just another reminder of how little time I actually had to get to know him. But in a way, I don’t mind the not knowing. I like being able to learn things about Sawyer I don’t have to hear secondhand.

	“This place must have meant a lot to you.” 

	“Yeah, it did. There’s nothing but good memories here.” 

	“Well then, give me the grand tour.” 

	Sawyer spends the next hour showing me around his home. I’m blown away by the amount of land and privacy here. Even more so, how happy and relaxed he seems. Sawyer isn’t an uptight person by any means, but he seems to be in his element here. 

	“Why have you been living at the beach this whole time? You seem so at ease here.”

	He pulls me close and plants a chaste kiss against my lips. “I love the beach house. For a guy in a band in his early twenties, it’s the place to be. The band as a whole has incredible creativity there. There’s something about the ocean that brings it out in us, I guess. This house has always been special to me, but I don’t want to live here without a family to go in it.” 

	“Why did you bring me here, Sawyer?” I’m dying to know the answer and absolutely petrified at the same time. 

	“I think you already know the answer to that, Princess. Someday, I want this to be our home. I want Nate to grow up catching crawfish in the creek and spending nights in the magical treehouse with his cousins or maybe, if I’m lucky, his brothers and sisters.” 

	Needing a minute, I turn away from him, step over to the side of the porch, and look out onto the backyard. Hummingbird feeders hang all around and the pretty little birds flit from one to the next, sampling the sweet nectar. His arms wrap around my waist from behind as he rests his chin on my shoulder. 

	“I’m not talking about our immediate future, Mel. After the last few weeks, I wanted you to understand where my head is. I’m in this for the long haul and will do whatever it takes to get there. You need time and space? I’ll give it to you, to an extent. You still want to keep things secret for a while? I’m willing to deal with that. The only thing I refuse to do anymore is hide my feelings from you.” 

	Turning around in his arms with tears in my eyes, I lean my head against his chest. He moves his hands to my back and rubs soothing circles. “I’ve spent the last four weeks convincing myself this is a mistake. Missing my husband more than I ever have and kicking myself for betraying his memory. The fact remains he’s gone and we’re here. As much as I know this is a bad idea, I still want to see where it goes. One day at a time. That’s all I can give you right now.” 

	“I’ll take that, Princess. One day at a time.” He tilts my chin up with his finger and his mouth descends upon mine. The taste of his lips is enough to make me want to wrap my legs around him and fuck him right here and now, but we really should take it slow. There’s something about Sawyer’s kisses. It’s as if each stroke of his tongue against mine steals a piece of my anxiety and replaces it with calm. Being in his arms is relaxing and there’s no place I’d rather be.

	 


[image: Image]

	A New Beginning

	 My hands tremble as I look down at my wedding rings. I’m going on a date with another man. Isn’t this the point where I should be taking them off? I pull a silver chain from my jewelry box and slide my rings off. Bringing them to my lips, I kiss them tearfully and slide them onto the chain. I’m not taking them off completely, just moving them closer to my heart. 

	After I dry my eyes and finish applying my makeup, I step back and look at myself in the mirror. I haven’t put on a dress since their funeral. The first thing I notice is the shape of my hips and the fullness of my breasts. After having Nate, my body changed. Losing the baby weight wasn’t an issue because I barely ate for months. Things have definitely toned up since I started working out again, but I can’t believe I never paid attention to the more womanly shape my body has taken on. 

	My brown hair cascades over my shoulders, and my tight, red dress doesn’t leave much to the imagination. After tucking my ID, credit card, and anxiety medication into my black clutch I’m ready to go. My four-inch black Jimmy Choo’s will bring me closer to Sawyer in height and to his lips. 

	“Ready, Princess?” he calls out as he knocks on my door. 

	“Yeah, come in,” I answer as I psych myself up to have a good time. 

	He whistles. “Holy fuck, Mel.” 

	After catching a glimpse of him, I’d rather push him down the hall and straight to his bed. One look at him in his dark denim jeans, black boots, and charcoal-gray button-down has my pussy aching for him. My tongue darts across my glossy lips as he stalks toward me with a determined, predatory gaze. 

	His mouth crushes mine as he pulls me to him with one hand. I sigh into his kiss and let him elevate me to a higher place. As quickly as he starts, he backs us into the hall and pushes me against the wall. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to do that in there. You just look so fucking hot, I couldn’t help myself.” 

	I blush at his words and he brushes his thumb across his lips, checking for lipstick. “Smudge proof, don’t worry.” 

	A wicked smile flickers across his lips. “Maybe I should make it my mission to prove there’s no such thing.” 

	“Maybe you should.” 

	Suddenly, his eyes are wide and he grabs my left hand. His gaze darts between my hand and my necklace. “Shit, Mel, you didn’t have to—” 

	This time, I press my finger against his lips. “If this is truly a new beginning, yes I did. They’re still close to my heart, I couldn’t bear to lose them completely. But it’s okay, this is right somehow. It’s the next step.” I wish I knew what he was thinking right now, but considering the way he laces his hand in mine and squeezes it, I have an inkling. 

	Darren comes barreling down the hall as Nate and Cadence come running after him. “Damn, you two look sexy as fuck.”

	I crouch down and hold my arms open wide. “Come give me hugs and kisses, you two.” Cadence reaches me first and kisses me smack on the lips. She’s just about a year and a half now and owns so much of my heart she might as well be mine. There’s nothing I wouldn’t do for this little girl. Nothing. 

	Nate is only thirteen months, but he’s picked up a lot from her and is pretty advanced for his age. He climbs up onto my knee, practically throwing me off balance, and places a hand on each of my cheeks as he kisses me with a wide-open mouth. It’s adorable and kind of gross all at the same time; I’d never change it for the world. 

	Sawyer holds on to my arm to keep me steady and once I’ve had my fill of them, he helps me stand. “Have fun tonight. Don’t worry about us, we’ll be fine,” Darren says before swooping the kids up and running with them into the nursery. 

	We hurry to the door to avoid any crying. It’s usually fine, but Nate’s separation anxiety kicks in every once in a while and I won’t leave when it does. I feel like it’s his own form of PTSD kicking in since I didn’t have anything to do with him for so long. 

	As we step out into the driveway, there’s a Town Car waiting for us. With a raised brow, I look to Sawyer and he smirks as he opens the door. “I’m not going to apologize. I wanted a car with a divider so I could talk to you, or do things to you, that we don’t need Mac or Ryan seeing or hearing.” 

	“Hm, I wonder what those things could be,” I reply, and with my teasing tone he takes my hand and places it over his hard cock and groans. 

	“I should have worn slacks,” he grumbles, and I laugh. Then he pulls my hand to his mouth and kisses it. “I actually wanted to share something with you. Remember that song I was working on with Eli?” 

	“Yeah, it was really good. At least what I heard of it.” 

	“Well, I was limited in what I could let Eli hear because of the lyrics. But when I was spending time in the garage the last month, I laid down tracks for it and finally finished it.” 

	“Sawyer, that’s amazing. I’m so proud of you. What are you going to do with it?” 

	His shy smile greets me and he pulls out his phone. “Aside from play it for you? Nothing. It’s personal and private.” 

	“You mean I finally get to hear you sing solo?” 

	“That you do. I should warn you not to freak out or anything. A lot of times when I write lyrics, it’s another way of journaling. A way to purge those demons. But there’s always truth in them, so I want you to understand where my head was.” 

	“I understand that more than you think. We’ve talked about this before. It’s the same way with writing. There’s always truth buried somewhere inside my fiction. Does the song have a title?” 

	He scoots closer and wraps his arm around my shoulder. I could drown in his masculine scent. “Amphetamines.” 

	“Seriously?” 

	With a shrug, he replies, “I know, but it fits, Mel. You’ll see, listen.” 

	He presses play on his phone and a melody as haunting as the lyrics I heard previously begins to play. When his voice fills the car, I’m sucked in completely.

	Adrenaline courses through my blood

	But I’m not high 

	You’re my only drug

	Darkness closes in all around

	Grips my heart and slams it down

	Blood oozes

	People scream

	Smoke rises

	Where’s my queen?

	Hollow voices

	Bright lights flash

	Death surrounds me

	My whole life

	Is shredding fast

	Can you hear me? 

	I scream your name

	All while knowing

	Nothing will ever be the same

	Blood oozes

	People scream

	Smoke rises

	Where’s my queen?

	Darkness closes in

	Fates collide

	They are welcomed 

	To the other side. 

	But not you

	Not my queen

	Even if …

	You wear his ring. 

	Holy shit. He’s staring straight ahead as if he’s afraid to look me in the eyes. I can only imagine how hard that was for him. 

	I reach over and stroke his jaw, waiting for him to turn toward me, but he doesn’t. Instead, I turn his head and look him in the eyes. “Sawyer, that was stunning. You are so incredibly talented.” 

	“You’re not mad?” His fearful words are matched by an equally fearful expression and my heart fills with love for him. 

	I hike up my skirt and throw my legs over him so I’m straddling him. Cupping his face in my hands, I lean in close so my words whisper over his lips. “No, baby, I’m not mad. I’m in awe of your talent and I’m so fucking proud of you.” 

	As soon as the word baby slips off my tongue, my heart races. Not with regret but with the knowledge I’m falling in love with him. Before I have time to think about it further, he kisses me. Sawyer draws out this kiss—it’s slow, passionate, and his hands are locked onto my ass while each stroke of his tongue sets my body on fire. 

	We stay like this for the entire trip to the club. As the car begins to slow, we break away breathlessly. My lips feel swollen, and my face is flushed, but the blissful expression on Sawyer’s face is worth it. He moves his thumb to his lips again and I laugh. “This lipstick was worth every penny. You’re still nice and clean.” 

	“I wouldn’t mind being marked by you, Princess, that way everyone knows I’m yours.” 

	Christ, I’m pretty sure I just dripped a little down my thigh with his heated words. I wouldn’t mind marking him, either. I move off of him when the car stops and he helps me out. A guard is waiting at the back door of whatever club this is and ushers us inside. 

	Upon entering, it’s obvious by the lush lobby we’re in this is their VIP entrance. A busty brunette in a dress so low-cut her nipples are practically on display smiles flirtatiously at Sawyer. “Mr. Weston, welcome back. We’re excited to have you with us tonight.” She rakes her nails down his arm and I want to claw her eyes out. Instead, I exhale slowly and catch the slight smirk on Sawyer’s face with my reaction. 

	“Down, Princess, I’m all yours,” he whispers into my ear, nipping it when he moves away. 

	Busty Barbie leads us down a hallway illuminated with red lighting from sconces placed intermittently on the walls. She takes us into an elevator that lets us out on the third floor and then down another hall. She slides a key card into a door and passes the card to Sawyer, along with a business card. 

	“Everything is here as you requested. If you need anything, pick up the phone and dial the extension on the card and you’ll be sent directly to my personal line. Should you need anything else tonight, or … whenever, my personal cell is on the back. Feel free to use it anytime.” This breathy, obvious bitch is getting on my last nerve. 

	Sawyer looks down at the card and back at her. “Thank you, Dawn. I’m sure we’ll be fine, but I’ll call should we need anything.” 

	I turn around and roll my eyes so I don’t have to watch her fake ass anymore. The room is large and dimly lit, with windows overlooking the dance floor. Leather couches and a table topped with snacks and water on ice fill the room. A bottle of Patron and two shot glasses are in the center of the table. Looks like Sawyer thought of everything. I hear the door close, but my attention is captured by a bowl of condoms next to the couch. 

	Sawyer’s arms wrap around me from behind and his lips move to my neck. “Don’t be mad, Mel. She’s got no chance in hell with me.” 

	“Sawyer, what kind of club is this?” I manage to squeak out. He turns me to him, the sinful gleam in his eyes telling me all I need to know. “You brought me to a sex club?” 

	“Not exactly …” I flash him a dirty look and he laughs. “It is a sex club, but it’s also a regular club. Their members can pay for VIP perks, hotel rooms, and private rooms, and they also get special nights that aren’t open to the public. They actually have a sex night where it’s a little more risqué, but tonight isn’t that night.” 

	Pulling away from him, I cross my arms. “Did you rent a room?” 

	He throws his arms up in surrender. “No, Princess.” 

	“But you’re a member?” 

	“Well, yeah,” he says, smiling sheepishly. “But not for the reasons you think. Everyone here has to sign a non-disclosure agreement. No one who isn’t a paying member can get in on member nights. Tonight is a member night, so if anyone sees us in the hall or whatever they can’t say shit to anyone. I wanted to protect you because I know you’re not ready for anyone to know about us yet.” 

	“Oh … so what is the name of this club?” 

	He motions for me to take a seat and then sits next to me. “It’s called The Scene. It’s owned by a friend of Ben’s.” 

	Sawyer pours a shot of tequila and knocks it back. Then he pours another for me, licks his hand, and shakes salt on it. “Lick it, Princess,” he says, and although I’d rather be licking his cock, I do as he says and knock back the shot. He leans in with a lime between his teeth and I suck it before he spits it to the floor and pulls my mouth to his. 

	Sawyer kisses me with a desperation some women only dream of, and I return it with the same amount of reckless abandon. When he pulls away, it takes a moment for me to catch my breath. Once I do, I’ve got questions I’m dying to know the answers to. 

	“Have you ever used the rooms here?” 

	He leans back and angles his body toward mine. “No, the only rooms I’ve ever used here are like the ones we’re in now. And before you even ask, I’ve never been here on a date. Just with the guys. It’s a chill place to hang out and stay low key.” 

	“Do you know how many women you’ve slept with?” I blurt out. 

	He doubles over in laughter. “Where did that question come from?” 

	Now I’m laughing at my ridiculousness. “I don’t know. I guess you’re just really good at … being sexual? I figured it took a lot of practice?” 

	“Sorry, Mel, I couldn’t tell you how many girls I’ve been with. I’m not even sure I could give you a ballpark estimate. I know that’s probably a huge turnoff. Do you know your number?” 

	“Of course, but I’m not really proud of mine, either. I was kind of a whore in my teen years. Do you really want to know?” I’m hoping he says no because the only person who knows my number besides me is Belle, although it’s grown by one since she left me. 

	“No, I don’t. Thinking of you with other guys will only piss me off. I get you’ve been with Eli and Noah. I can handle that, sort of. It’s easier to deal with if I keep the mindset Eli had a small dick and you were doing him a favor.” 

	I practically choke on my water. “You believe that if it makes you feel better,” I tell him with a wink, and he groans. 

	“You know, Princess,” he says, moving closer to me, “I don’t think it has to do with practice so much as chemistry. I’ve never felt so connected to anyone. I’m drawn to you. Even when I should have been letting you go I was never able to keep you out of my thoughts.” 

	I want to admit I feel the same way about our chemistry, but if I do it’s like soiling Noah’s memory somehow. Noah and I were off-the-charts compatible, but no matter how much I don’t want to admit it, Sawyer and I are electrifying. I knew it all the way back from that first kiss we shared in his bathroom. 

	“Good, because I only want you to have eyes for me,” I reply, and he slides his hand up the skirt of my dress. “Sawyer, what are you doing?” The words fall from my lips as his finger slips inside of me. He pulls it out, brings it to his mouth, and sucks it in. When he’s finished, he drops to his knees between my legs. 

	“Tasting what’s mine,” he growls before swiping his tongue across my panties and inhaling loudly. “Fuck, Princess, the smell of your pussy makes my cock ache for you.” 

	“Sawyer,” I cry out as his fingers move my panties to the side and his tongue laps up my wetness, “the windows, we need to stop.” He chuckles against my pussy and the vibration lights me on fire. He pulls his head back and lowers my skirt. 

	“No one can see in, they’re one-way mirrors.” He pulls my mouth to his and shares the flavor of me on his tongue. I love how everything about him is so sexually charged, but it raises concerns about his capability of commitment. 

	“I need another drink,” I say as we separate. 

	“Your wish is my command,” He says, pouring us each a shot.

	“Can I ask you something?” 

	“You always ask me that, Princess, but there’s never going to be a time you can’t ask me anything. I love it when you say or ask what’s on your mind. I don’t ever want you to worry about anything.” 

	There he is, the sweet man who lives right under Sawyer’s rough exterior. 

	“Do you think with your sexual history you’d have a problem remaining faithful in a relationship?” 

	“I’m not a sex addict, Mel. I enjoy sex. I enjoy women. I especially enjoy you - much more than anyone who has ever come before you. The answer is no, I don’t think I’d have a problem being faithful. Especially being faithful to you. For me it was never really about having X-amount of women. It was about the release. Freeing my mind and relieving stress and anxiety. And sure, maybe some of it was kind of a high because so many women wanted to fuck me just because of who I am. But that’s the part that got old the fastest.” 

	“Really?” 

	“Oh yeah. I mean, it’s one thing to see someone and think ‘Damn, they’re hot, I’d like to hit that.’ It’s another thing to plot landing a rock star and hope to keep him tethered to you by getting knocked up. Or by hoping your pussy is the one to cast a magical spell and get him to want to be with you and buy you things. Groupies are the worst. It’s all about bragging rights.”

	 “So why did you do it for so long?” 

	“Because it was my only option. Blowing off steam with a quick fuck was better than any release I could get from exercise. I need sex, Mel. But something changed when I met you. Even the quick random fucks weren’t enough. You have no idea how guilty I feel for the amount of times I got myself off thinking of you.” 

	As he pours us both another shot, I let his words sink in and down my shot. I can’t even be mad at him, there’s no point. He’s allowed to get off to whomever or whatever he wants; in a way, it’s flattering he chose me.  

	“That day on the bus, the day I was supposed to be interviewing you and you were late. Were you really watching porn and jerking off?” 

	“Drink this,” he says, handing me another shot. After knocking it back, I grab a couple of crackers because I’m starting to get lightheaded. “I wasn’t watching porn, but I was jacking off to mental images of you riding my cock. For the record, it’s so much better than I could have imagined.” 

	“Shit, Sawyer,” I hiss. 

	“What? I’m being honest.” 

	“You sound borderline obsessed.” I’m only half-joking with him. 

	“Maybe I was, am, I don’t know. You’re the first woman who has ever made me feel, Mel. Our kiss in my bathroom was the hottest kiss of my life up to that point. But as I got to know you, I started to fall for you. Your smartass mouth, the way you didn’t put up with my shit but still wanted to get to know me. Me, not Sawyer Weston from Bastards and Dangerous. The way you loved my brother and my family. How you acted with Saylor and Emme. All of it, Mel. You fucking took my breath away. You still take my breath away. Dance with me.” 

	“There’s no music,” I say, relieved to lighten things up a bit. Sawyer grabs a remote from the table and presses a button. The room fills with the beats of the music I’ve been feeling beneath my feet all night. 

	He pulls me to my feet as the beginning notes of “Chandelier” by Sia pipe into the room. We move over to the window and look out at the people dancing below. Sawyer moves behind me and pulls my back to his front. His mouth moves to my neck as he blazes a trail of kisses along my collarbone. I’m completely buzzed and not even paying attention to the music anymore, just him and the incredible things he’s doing to my body. 

	Song after song plays while Sawyer plays my body like his own personal instrument. His erection presses into me and his mouth drops to my lips. His mouth never leaves mine as he pushes me back against the window. 

	“Open your legs wide, Mel,” his husky voice murmurs against my skin as he drops to his knees in front of me. He hikes my skirt all the way up and peels my panties off. We’re right in front of the window and I hesitate. “Remember, they can’t see anything,” he reassures me as his tongue greets my clit. He lifts one leg over his shoulder and groans. “I want these heels wrapped around my neck tonight when we get home.” 

	The thought of fucking him again makes me even wetter, and from the way he’s relentlessly working his tongue against me, he’s appreciating that fact. When his tongue hits my clit again, and his fingers slide inside of me, tingles flood my body as I grip his hair. 

	“I’m going to come, Sawyer!” He hooks his finger just right and as his teeth graze my clit, I’m off like a rocket. 

	As I ride wave after wave of endless bliss, he swaps his fingers for his tongue, making my body hum. The way he insists on drinking down every drop of my release makes me drunk with lust. With careful ease, he places my leg back on the floor and turns me around to face the window. “Lean forward, Princess, and keep your legs spread. I’m going to fuck you now.” 

	With my head against the glass, I hear the sound of his zipper and the tear of the condom wrapper. “Arms up,” he commands, pulling my dress over my head when I comply. I’m not wearing a bra with this dress because it’s got built-in support. His hands cup my breasts and he pinches my nipples. His whispered words flutter against my ear. “Imagine they could look up here and see us, Princess.” He takes one hand and thrusts his cock into me, making me cry out with pleasure. 

	“Do you know how fucking hot that would be for them to look up and see us fucking? For them to see your eyes roll back into your head as I thrust into your body? See that guy down there in the blue shirt by the D.J. stage? He’s looking up this way.” Sawyer moves a hand down to my clit and circles it while he pinches my nipple. “Do you think he can see us? He’d be so fucking jealous that I’m balls deep inside my Princess.” 

	“Fuck, Sawyer!” My orgasm comes without warning. My pussy clenches around his cock as he slams into me harder and harder. 

	“That’s it, Princess, ride my cock like you fucking own it because you do.” His teeth come down on my shoulder and he bites me again and again. The pain is exquisite. I know I’m going to bruise, but the thought of him marking my skin excites me. 

	“Make me yours, Sawyer, please!” My walls convulse around him again as he slams into me one final time. 

	“You’re so fucking amazing, Mel,” he says huskily into my neck after screaming his release. As my heartbeat comes back down to normal levels, I relish the feeling of his body clinging to mine. I know this is only the second time we’ve done this, but I love how he likes to hang on to me after sex. 

	“You’re sure they can’t see anything, right? Because that guy is still looking up this way.” He laughs against my bare skin and turns me in his arms. 

	“As much as I’d love for the world to know you’re mine, I’d never let anyone watch the way you fall apart under my touch. That is for my eyes only.” 

	Sawyer hands me some napkins to wipe off with while he disposes of the condom. Then he picks up my dress and helps me back into it. He even adjusts my boobs to make sure they’re situated right. That is such a man thing to do and it makes me laugh. 

	“What? You need to make sure the girls are looking good. I’m just helping you out.” 

	“Thanks, I’d hate to walk out of here lopsided.” 

	“Well, your freshly-fucked hair is a dead giveaway to what was going on in here.” His devious smile is met with one of my own. 

	“Yours isn’t much better than mine.” 

	“I’m sure it’s not, but men can use the just-fucked look as a style. Women, on the other hand, don’t typically opt for that look. It’s okay, though, I’m happy to give you that freshly-fucked look anytime.” 

	“Gee, thanks.” 

	Laughing, he pulls me into a hug and I melt into him. I still don’t know what it is about Sawyer but he just makes me feel so damn safe.

	“Do you want to stay and do some more drinking and dancing?” he asks as he releases me. 

	“No, I want to go home and wrap these heels around your head instead.” 

	He pulls my hand to his cock, which is already hard again, and groans. “This is what you do to me. Let’s get home.” 

	The two of us walk hand and hand back to the elevator and out to the main desk. Dawn is standing watch and looks like she ate something sour when she sees the two of us appear. She quickly schools her features and flashes a fake smile at us. Yeah, bitch, who gets the last laugh now? 

	“I hope you enjoyed your evening, Mr. Weston. We look forward to seeing you again.” I’m pretty sure I can taste her bitterness on my tongue. 

	“Thanks, we had a blast,” he replies without even looking her way. This is a much different man than the one who talked to her when we first arrived. 

	After helping me into the car, he turns to me. “There’s a time to be pleasant and a time to show people you know what assholes they really are. Don’t ever doubt my ability to be faithful to you when I’m being nice to someone to get something I want.” His eyes lock on mine; they’re radiating with such sincerity it leaves me breathless. “I’m in this for the long haul, Mel. Whatever it takes to end up in the house by the creek with you.” 

	When he lowers his mouth to mine, I lose myself in his kiss. I don’t think about Noah, or how messed up people are going to be over this situation. All I think about is Sawyer and how he’s brought me back to life. 

	 


Amelia – Present Day

	Anna and Rory are both finishing up the second part of the story while Karen is already done with the first part of the third and anxiously awaiting more. She’s in the kitchen making cookies since she knows the guys are on their way back now. 

	The doorbell rings and I call out, “I’ll get it.” I need to get up and stretch anyway. When I open the door, Cadence barrels into my arms. 

	“Auntie Mel!” she cries out, and I hug her close. Veronica looks down at me with all-knowing eyes as I stand up with Belle’s mini-me wrapped in my arms. 

	“Mmhm, I heard you’ve been writing and you didn’t fill me in.” 

	“Hey, Mama,” I say, putting an arm around her. “It wasn’t intentional, I just had to meet this ultimatum head-on. Before I knew it, I’d somehow thrown myself under the bus and let people read it.” 

	“You already know your heart, baby girl. And you know my thoughts on all this BS. Tell anyone who doesn’t like your choice to suck it up or get out. Life is too short and too precious to worry about other people’s feelings at the expense of your happiness. I don’t need to read your story to know you love him and would lay down your life for him. I got you, baby girl, even if the others don’t.” 

	Reason one billion and ten why I love this woman. “Thank you. So how was your weekend?” 

	“We had a blast, didn’t we, Mel?” Veronica calls Cadence Mel. Short for her middle name, Melody. She didn’t like the fact Belle named her something that couldn’t be shortened into something she deemed cute. 

	“I had fun with Grandma and we ate chocolate chip pancakes!” she says with a smile—Belle’s smile—and every time I see it, I feel like Belle is with me. 

	“Daddy!” Cadence screams, and I see Darren walking up the drive. They’re back. I release Cadence and she runs like a bat out of hell into Darren’s arms. She is the light of his life and vice versa. 

	Veronica places a kiss on my cheek and squeezes me tight. “Think about what I said. I’m going to go talk to Darren for a few minutes before my husband starts thinking he’s off the hook making dinner because I’m catching up over here.” 

	“I will, Mama. Drive safe.” She and Marcus got married a few weeks ago and they’re enjoying their newlywed bliss. Belle would have been incredibly happy for her. 

	Wyatt comes inside with a sleeping Jake and kisses me on the cheek. “I hear you’ve been working hard. I’m proud of you, and Noah would be, too, Mel.” 

	“Thanks, Wyatt,” I whisper. 

	Eli, J, and Sawyer are standing at the edge of the lawn. Sawyer has Nate in his arms but when Nate locks eyes on me, he points frantically and Sawyer releases him. He runs excitedly to the door and throws himself into my arms. “Mommy! I caughted a fish!” 

	“You did? That’s so cool!” I kiss the top of his head and inhale him deeply. He’s been gone for three days and I missed him like crazy. 

	“Daddy Sawyer did, too,” he says with a bright smile. Noah’s smile. Noah’s eyes. Noah’s floppy brown hair, and Noah’s love for everything. He’s even got Noah’s stubbornness. Uncle Sawyer never stuck. He still calls Noah “Daddy” when he sees him in pictures. And whenever we talk about Noah we call him “Daddy” because I will never take that away from him. But from the time he could say the words, Sawyer has been Daddy Sawyer. 

	Rory is still pissed about that, too, but everyone else is used to it. As much as Noah loved Nate, biology doesn’t completely make a parent. Sawyer’s love, time, and dedication make him just as much a father to Nate as Noah is. I think it was hardest for Sawyer to accept, but Nate is a stubborn two-year-old and there’s not much to do except go with what he wants in this case. 

	“Are you and Daddy Sawyer stinky like the fishes?” I ask while tickling him. 

	“No,” he replies through a mouthful of giggles. “Mommy, Cady!” he yells, pointing to Cadence. It was hard to decide to keep them apart this weekend, but they wanted to make a real go of the guys weekend again and it seems like this time it worked out better. Unfortunately, the timing didn’t work out for Rob to go. Diane is pregnant, with a girl again, and due any day. 

	“Go ahead, get Cadence, I know you probably missed her more than me.” As I release him from my arms, I hear his voice. 

	“It’s okay, Princess, I missed you enough for both of us.” As I rise, my eyes meet his and they’re filled with nothing but love. He pulls me into his arms and clutches me tight. “I’m so fucking sorry, Mel. I should have never done that to you.” 

	Through tear-filled eyes, I look up at him. “It’s okay. In a way, I’m glad you did. You’re right, Sawyer. You’ve all been right. I’m not living, not the way I should be. I’m still not done, but I’m going to finish and I’m going to give you an answer. One you deserve, I hope.” 

	He lowers his mouth to mine and kisses me eagerly. It’s been a long three days without him, but the clearing of a throat nips our welcome kiss in the bud. 

	“Eh-hem.” 

	“Back off, Watts, she’s mine now.” 

	“You wound me, Weston, now get the fuck out of my way and let me greet my best friend properly. I haven’t seen her in months.” 

	Sawyer releases me and Eli scoops me into his arms. “Hey, baby girl, I’ve missed you.” 

	“I missed you, too, Eli.” My muffled words vibrate against his shirt and he laughs. 

	“Sorry, I just needed to squeeze you. I hear you’ve been doing some novel-worthy writing this weekend.” 

	“Is that so?” 

	“Yup, your future husband, baby daddy, partner for life, or whatever the fuck you guys are going for told me it’s some damn good reading. Then he also said I couldn’t read it because it was for his eyes only.” 

	I roll my eyes at them. “The two of you are ridiculous sometimes. You can read it whenever you want, Eli. You already know all my drama. You should go say hi to Rory, she’s reading it now.” 

	“Yeah, maybe I’ll just go home and catch up with her another time. Give me a call when you make your decision, baby girl. Your heart will never lead you wrong.” Eli kisses me on the cheek and ducks out the door in a flash. 

	Sawyer chuckles. “Well, on the plus side, you know he’s got our back.” 

	“Rory asked earlier why no one ever told her you and I kissed first. I think she’s struggling reading this just as much as I struggled to write it.” 

	He releases a sigh and hugs me again. “I’ll deal with her later, but you’re my main concern right now. Want to go in the bedroom with me and write while I catch up on what you’ve written?” 

	“That would be really nice.” 

	“I missed you, Mel, and I can’t apologize enough for what I put you through.” 

	His heartfelt words wrap around me tighter than his hug. 

	“I missed you, too.” 
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	Thanksgiving Trouble 

	After our night at the club, Sawyer and I fell into an easy relationship. We let our friends in on our secret but kept the family out of it. At times, it was hard because they’re over often and aside from Rory, Owen, and Karen, pretty much everyone else knows. With as pissed off as Rob was, I couldn’t imagine letting the rest of them find out our shameful secret, so we spent months walking a precarious line between friendship and love in their presence. 

	The Disney World trip came and went, but we didn’t go. Only Diane and Rob, Rory, Karen and Owen and the girls went. For the rest of us, it was still too close to the good memories we shared in Florida with Noah. Especially for Sawyer and Mac. 

	I’m still wearing Noah’s rings around my neck so they’re close to my heart. I’ll never forget Karen’s reaction when she noticed. 

	 “You took off your rings,” she said with tear-filled eyes. 

	“Yeah, but I can’t take them off for good. I need them close to my heart for now,” I answered, clutching them between my fingers. 

	“It’s a step, and with each one you take you’ll start to move through the darkness and into the light.” 

	“Are you angry with me?” I asked, fearing she’d be disappointed. 

	“Amelia, why would you think that? You’re beautiful and you’re young. I loved Noah dearly, but I don’t want you to pine away for him forever. I want you to be loved, to give love again.” I pulled her into a hug and we cried together. 

	I feel like that was a missed opportunity. Right then I should have sat her down and told her about me and Sawyer. Oh well, we’ll come clean when the time is right. 

	Today is my birthday, and Sawyer says we’re celebrating hitting the other side of thirty in style. I’m not sure what that means but there was no arguing with him. I’m trying to figure out what to wear when he knocks and then opens my door. 

	“I could have been naked.” 

	“Then it would have been like it was my birthday. I can walk out if you want to strip, or better yet, I can stand right here and watch.” He licks his lips as if already imagining it. 

	“Perve.” 

	“Damn straight, but only when it comes to you.” 

	“Good, now what should I wear?” 

	His heated gaze has me flustered and he pulls my body to his and bites down on my neck. “Nothing.” 

	“Sawyer—” 

	His mouth crushes against mine and our tongues meet eagerly, stealing my breath and my sanity. When he pulls away, he rests his head against mine. 

	“Wear whatever you’d like, we’re going to the house by the creek. I’ve got a surprise for you. If I asked you for a favor, would you do it for me? No questions?” 

	Giving Sawyer a no-questions-asked favor could get me into a lot of trouble but it could also be a lot of fun. “Sure.” 

	“Bring your dad’s present and card with you.” 

	My heart races in my chest; I want to take back my answer. He sees the fear in my eyes and tilts my chin up. “Princess, I promise we won’t do anything you don’t want to. Just bring them, okay?” 

	“Okay.” 

	Two hours later, we’re sitting in his gazebo as the crickets and frogs chirp and croak the night away. Sawyer has some blues playing subtly in the background and we’re eating dinner under twinkly lights. 

	“Are you okay?

	“Yeah, why?” he replies with a furrowed brow. 

	“You seem nervous.” 

	“I’ve never done this before, maybe I am.” 

	“Done what?” I ask. 

	“You know … the whole romance thing.” 

	“This is beautiful, Sawyer, and it means more to me than you know. Thank you.” 

	A sigh of relief escapes him and he smiles brightly. “You’re welcome.” 

	After we finish our lasagna, we take our wine and sit on the couch. My dad’s present sits between us like a ticking bomb. Sawyer turns to me and nervously clears his throat. 

	“There were a lot of things I wanted to give you for your birthday. The more I thought about it, the more I realized they’re just things and you can buy your own things. Then, I realized maybe there is something I can give you that’s better than something bought.” He picks up the card and the gift. “The last thing I want is for you to cry on your birthday, but I think in this case tears would come regardless. You are the best person I know, Amelia Weston, but you have a hard time letting go of the past and moving forward.” 

	“Sawyer…” I’m choked up and don’t even know what to say, but when he flashes me his nervous smile again I know saying anything is useless. He’s out of his comfort zone, too. 

	“My gift to you, if you’ll let me give it to you, is freedom from your past. I’ll be here to hold your hand, wipe away your tears, and be your shoulder to cry on. This present is fifteen years past due, and I want to be able to help you eradicate at least one demon lingering in your closet. This is the one.” 

	My eyes fill with tears and my heart feels like it’s going to burst in a million pieces. This is the sweetest, scariest, most romantic thing. And for Sawyer to open his heart like this says more than I could ever convey. 

	With trembling hands, I take the card first and open it. I barely skim the words and dive right into the handwritten message inside. 

	My Mellie Sunshine, 

	Happy Birthday. You’re almost all grown up now and soon you’ll be leaving me to live a life of your own. I know the past couple of years have been rough and I’m not the dad you deserve. Losing your Mom wrecked me, but my vow to you this year is to get my shit together and be the man you deserve to guide you. Come Monday morning I’m going off to rehab, and when I get out we’ll start a brand-new adventure, just the two of us. You are my world, Amelia, and I love you endlessly. 

	Dad 

	Tears are streaming down my cheeks as Sawyer is doing his best to wipe them away. Setting the card down, I clutch his shirt and sob into his chest as he rubs my back and whispers comforting words into my ears. This hurts a lot, but my heart feels like a burden has been lifted from it. 

	When I’m all cried out, I look up at him and he wipes away the remainder of my tears. “For so long I wondered if it was really a suicide or an accidental overdose. I’m still not sure, but based on this I can believe he wanted help and I know he loved me.” I kiss him briefly while he hugs me tight. “Thank you, Sawyer, for always knowing what I need before I can admit it to myself.” 

	“You’re welcome, Princess, but we’ve still got one more to go. Are you up for it? Or do we need to save it until next year?” 

	His words make me smile; he’s just as persistent as Belle used to be but in his own way. I reach for the present and pull off the old, frayed ribbon and then the paper. Inside the box is a photo of my parents when they were young and in love. I’ve never seen it before and it leaves me speechless. 

	“You’re the perfect combination of them. You have his hair color and your mom’s eyes. His smile and her nose. I don’t know how I didn’t see it when we first met you.” 

	“You weren’t looking for it.” 

	“True. There’s something else in the box, Mel.” 

	Pulling my attention off the photo long enough to pull the last thing out of the box, I open the drawstring bag and gasp. “It’s my Mom’s locket. She wore this everywhere.” I pop it open and inside is a photo of me as a baby and my dad. I clutch it in my hand and hold it close to my heart. 

	“Thank you, Sawyer. This is one of the best birthdays I’ve ever had.” 

	There’s cake to be had and dancing to do, but as Sawyer puts his arm around my shoulder and pulls me close, I’m feeling a peace I haven’t felt in years. We don’t need words as we sit and look out at the stars, we just need each other. 
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	Things have been perfect the last couple weeks, maybe too perfect. Thanksgiving is right around the corner, and with Thanksgiving comes family. 

	“Mel!” Sawyer calls out from the office. 

	“I’m in the kitchen!” I just got back from the store with all the things I need to make sweet potatoes. I didn’t make them last year, so this time Darren made sure to ask since I’m in better spirits. I’m glad I went to the store alone, though, because I was flooded with the memories of when Noah and I went shopping for that first Thanksgiving. It’s hard to believe that was two years ago. 

	Sawyer flies into the kitchen and scoops me into his arms, spinning me around. “We did it, Princess, we fucking did it!” His excitement is contagious, but I have no idea what we’re celebrating. 

	“What did we do, babe?” 

	With dimples on full display, he backs me up to the counter and lifts me up. “We got the final artist to sign off on the EP. It’s time to move full speed ahead, Mel. Noah is going to be blowing up the airwaves.” 

	“Oh my God, Sawyer, that’s amazing.” My tears begin to fall–a combination of happy and sad tears. I’m still not sure this is the right thing, but I know with my whole heart Noah would want the exposure for the foundation most of all so we can help even more people. 

	Sawyer swipes away my tears with his fingers and kisses along the trails they left on my cheeks. Soon, his mouth is against mine and I tug his lip ring with my teeth. The action elicits a sexy hiss from him as he pushes himself against me. 

	“Damn, Sawyer, the way my body reacts to yours should be illegal.” 

	“It probably is in some states,” he answers before his tongue greets mine. My fingers slide through his hair and I open wider to him, wanting to taste every inch of his mouth. 

	“Oh my God!” The shocked scream comes from behind us, and I realize I must have forgotten to close the door when I brought the groceries in. 

	Sawyer pulls back slightly with his head against mine. “It’s going to be okay, Princess,” he says before looking up at Rory’s furious glare. Panic floods through me. I’ve never seen her this angry, not even when she hit me. 

	“Rory, let me explain, this isn’t as bad as it looks,” Sawyer begins, and I hop down off the countertop. 

	“Really? It looks like you’re about to fuck your twin brother’s wife. Am I wrong?” She inches closer and Sawyer steps between us. 

	I move away from his protection; I don’t want it and don’t need it. Whatever Rory has to say, I deserve. 

	“It’s not like that, Ror. I’m in love with her and I have been for years.” 

	Her furious gaze flits between us before it narrows in on me. “You are a fucking whore!” she screams, and I flinch. “Not just any whore, either. It wasn’t good enough to fuck one half of the BAD twins, you had to fuck the other one after the first one died. How dare you betray my brother like this, Mel? How fucking dare you?!” 

	“Rory, that’s enough! You have no idea what she’s been through, what we’ve been through, and how much we’ve agonized over this decision.”

	“Oh, fuck you, Sawyer! I’m sure you agonized just as hard over fucking Mel as you did Marilyn, right? You going to blame this on drugs this time, too?” She’s in his face, and I’ve never seen Sawyer as angry as he is right now. 

	“You two, stop, please. She’s right, Sawyer. I fucked up.” 

	“Damn straight you fucked up! Were you this much of a whore when Noah was alive, too? Were the two of you fucking behind his back?” 

	My head begins to spin and I have to hold on to the counter to keep my balance. That’s exactly what people are going to think. 

	“Enough!” Sawyer roars, and I’m so thankful the kids are with Mama today. “Rory, you don’t get to come into our home and accuse us of doing something hurtful to Noah. No one, not even you, could have loved him as much as me or Mel. There was never anything between us before he died. Grief does things to people and it bonds you in unimaginable ways.” He’s so angry his hands are shaking. 

	“I’m pretty sure the only one who loved Noah in this room is me. You’re fucking his slut, and since she’s fucking you that makes her worse than a whore. I mean, come on, what kind of person fucks a set of brothers, anyway? Aside from a floozy, a tramp, a hussy, a whore, a harlot, a tart … should I continue?” Rory says through her tears.

	“Get out of my house and don’t you even think about coming back until you’re ready to apologize and accept our relationship.”

	“Sawyer, no, you don’t mean that. I’m sorry, Rory, it’s my fault.” 

	“Tears aren’t going to get you out of this, bitch. Wait until I tell the family.” 

	Sawyer sneers. “Most of them already know. Now, get out and don’t come back.” 

	“Does Mom know?” she demands, not backing down an inch. When Sawyer doesn’t reply, she snorts. “Yeah, that’s what I thought, so that’s where I’ll start.” The door slams shut behind her and I slide to the floor, my body shaking like a leaf, the tears falling harder than they have in ages. Everything about us is wrong. Nobody is going to understand. 

	“It’s okay, Mel. Everything is going to be okay.” Sawyer sits next to me, trying to reassure me, but he doesn’t sound so positive himself.

	“No, it’s not. She’s right. Everything she said is right. I am a whore, and what kind of person bounces between brothers? Everyone is going to think we’re sick and disgusting.” 

	“It doesn’t matter what they think, the only thing that matters is us.” He reaches for my hand but I pull it away. 

	“Don’t you see? I’m bad for you and for your family. I won’t be the cause of your family splitting apart. I can’t, Sawyer. You’ve all been nothing but kind and welcoming to me and look what I’ve done.” 

	My chest heaves with every sob. Sawyer sits with me for ages trying to comfort me, but I’m too far gone. At some point, I hear Darren talking to Sawyer but their words are muffled. Shortly afterward, Sawyer carries me to my room and lays me on the bed. He pulls the anxiety medication from the nightstand that I haven’t taken in months and hands me one with a cup of water. 

	“I’m going to let you get some rest, but don’t give up on us, Princess. We’re just getting started.” With a kiss to my forehead, he leaves, closing the door behind him. The photo of Noah kissing me at their signing, our official coming out photo, mocks me from the nightstand. “Oh, Noah, where did I go so wrong? How did I get so utterly and completely lost?” 

	Is it even possible to make things right after this? I’m not even sure. 
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	I feel like my eyes have barely closed but it’s nearly dusk when I open them. My phone blinks at me from the nightstand and when I reach for it, I see there are missed calls from both Karen and Diane. A lot of them. 

	Before I can even give myself a moment to think about what to do next, her voice travels through the house and I jump out of bed. I’m sure she’s the first in a succession of Westons who are going to come unleash their fury on me. Who could blame them? Rory was right in calling it like she’s sees it—I’m nothing but a whore. Maybe I should just take Nate and go. They’d probably all be better off. 

	“Mom, now isn’t a good time,” Sawyer says, his voice becoming louder the closer he gets to my door. 

	“I’ll decide what is and isn’t the right time, Sawyer,” she replies. She doesn’t sound angry, just firm. 

	“I’m serious, Mom, you need to go home.” Sawyer is pissed. He’s in protective mode and has been since Rory unleashed havoc on us. 

	“Sawyer Joshua Weston! Get out of my way. I’m still your mother, and I don’t care if you’re a grown man or not, I’m not leaving until I see Mel.” 

	Wearily, I swing open my door. “It’s okay, Sawyer, let her have her say.” 

	With an apprehensive look between us, he steps back and allows her inside, but he doesn’t move. Karen turns and closes the door behind her, effectively locking him out. I’m sure he’s still listening at the door, though. 

	“Is it true?” she asks with tear-filled eyes. 

	“That I’m a whore who betrayed her husband with his brother? Yeah, I guess it is. Are you here to fit me with my scarlet letter?” 

	Just when I think Karen is going to unleash holy hell on me, she pulls me into her warm embrace. “Rory was wrong, Amelia. It wasn’t her place to judge you. You are not a whore, you did not betray your husband, and you don’t need to defend yourself to any of us. Least of all Rory.” 

	“What … why …” With an exaggerated sigh, I take a seat on the edge of the bed. “I’m not sure I understand.” 

	“No, I don’t suppose you do.” She takes a seat next to me. “Love and loss go hand in hand. You loved Noah and he loved you immensely, there’s no denying that. If Noah were still here, I have no doubt the two of you would still be as happy as you were on your wedding day.” 

	She pauses and walks to the window, turning her gaze to the sun setting over the ocean.

	“Sawyer has loved you from the moment he set eyes on you. He’s never said so in as many words, but a mother knows. The two of them always fell for the same girls. I used to think it was a curse, but now … maybe it’s a blessing. I know you love him, Amelia. You’ve always loved him in your own way. And I’d like to think Noah is pushing the two of you together somehow.” 

	My jaw drops with her words and she turns to me with a smile. “Maybe I’m being selfish, it wouldn’t be the first time. You’re our daughter, and with Sawyer you still will be. No one will love Nate like Sawyer does, and no one will be able to keep Noah alive for him the way Sawyer can. He’ll be Nate’s father in every way but never diminish that Noah is his dad. Seems like the best of both worlds to me.” 

	“Karen, I’m not there yet, and I don’t know if I ever will be. It’s been over a year and Noah is still this huge, gaping hole in my heart. My soul aches every day without him. Sawyer deserves more. He deserves better than I can give him, especially in my current state. Maybe even ever. He wants my love and I wasn’t sure I could give it to him. I didn’t know how to take that from Noah and give it to Sawyer. I tried, I really did, but seeing how Rory sees us, how everyone is going to see us, it makes me realize how wrong I was to try. How wrong the two of us are for even doing what we’re doing in the first place.”

	She sits next to me and holds my hand. “It’s not wrong. Unconventional, maybe. Noah wanted you happy. He would want this for you two and this isn’t speculation, it’s a fact. You need to have Sawyer show you his video from Noah. Maybe it will help you understand. I’ve said too much and I should go now. No one else will be coming by to bother you two. Just think about what I’ve said and don’t be so quick to push him away.” 

	With a kiss to my cheek, she heads to the door. 

	“Karen, you’re his mom, why would you encourage this?” 

	She pauses and turns back around. “They’re both my sons and I know them better than anyone. The sadness of losing Noah is with me every moment. But it’s like I told you when we first met, you’re a good friend to Sawyer and he cares about you deeply. I’m ecstatic to see Sawyer in love and letting happiness in again. Losing you to Noah hurt him immensely, getting you back this way is tearing him apart, too. His guilt is just as great as yours, I can see it in his eyes.” She sighs softly. “I’ve suspected there was something going on with you for a while now. You make each other happy, and you deserve it after the year you’ve both had. There’s no greater gift than loving someone who has been through the depths of hell with you and understands exactly how you feel. Together, the both of you can rise from the ashes and have happiness. Let his love in, Mel, and love him in return. I promise Noah will always be there, but you deserve to be happy.” 

	When she opens the door, Sawyer is propped up against the opposite wall with stormy eyes. Karen kisses his cheek and looks between us. “Heal each other.” Then, turning to Sawyer, her shoulders sag a bit. “Show her the video, Sawyer, it’s time.” 

	“Mom!” 

	“I know,” she says, cutting him off, “it wasn’t my place to tell her, but it’s time, Sawyer. Be angry with me if you must, but you need to do this before it’s too late.” 

	Karen shows herself out and Sawyer moves to the bed, propping himself up against my headboard, and settles in for a talk. 

	“Why does she want me to watch Noah’s video, Sawyer?” 

	He looks at me with sorrow-filled eyes. “After we got the videos, my parents asked each of us if they could see them after we watched them. I’m not sure if it’s because they wanted to have just a little bit more Noah, or if they wanted to be sure we were all honoring his wishes. I agreed before I saw my video, but after I watched it, even though I didn’t want them to see it, I felt like I couldn’t take back my word.” 

	“So she’s seen it, I get that. What is in there she wants me to see? I’m not sure I can go through another video, Sawyer. I haven’t even gotten up the courage to empty his fucking closet.” 

	He tilts his head back and looks at the ceiling. “It’s complicated, Mel, and if you want my opinion, if you can’t handle what Rory said today, you definitely can’t handle watching Noah’s video.” 

	“Do I need to? Is it a necessity?” 

	“My mom thinks it is. I’m not so sure. What he says could make you feel better or it could push you further away. It all depends on your state of mind.” 

	“Ha! I’d say my state of mind is pretty fucking fragile right about now.” 

	He runs his hand along the side of my face and gives me a soft smile. “I’d give anything to take away your pain right now and for you to believe Rory is wrong. She’s lashing out because she doesn’t understand. Rory has always been stubborn like Noah and she doesn’t like to see things from a broad perspective.” 

	“Sawyer—” 

	“Stop. I’ll give you whatever you need, Mel. Time, space, Noah’s video, name it. Just don’t end this. At least not before you know the whole story and for that, you need the video.” 

	“The holidays. Give me the holidays. I need time to think and figure out where my head is. Do you think you can keep Nate for a few days?” 

	“Days? Where the fuck do you think you’re going?” 

	“Eli isn’t taking a holiday break this year. He’s spending Thanksgiving in Arizona. I’ll fly there, watch his show, have dinner with him, and come back the next day. I don’t want to be here for Thanksgiving.” 

	 “Absolutely not. They can have Thanksgiving at my parents’ house and we’ll have our own here.” 

	“I’m not breaking your family up at the holidays, and it’s already supposed to be here like it is every year. Rory will be fine if I’m not around, and Nate should be with your family for the day.” 

	“Nate should be with you on Thanksgiving, wherever that is.” 

	“Please, Sawyer, I’ll fly out on Wednesday and be home on Friday morning. Don’t make me feel guiltier by making me stay.” 

	He shakes his head but eventually agrees. “Alright, I don’t like it but if this is what you need, I won’t stand in your way.”
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	Fun With Eli 

	“How was Thanksgiving?” I ask Sawyer as I’m getting ready for bed. From his extended sigh, I’m guessing not well. 

	“Miserable, and even more miserable without you.” 

	“What happened?” 

	“Do you even care, Mel?” he snaps, and I flinch. 

	“Of course I do.” 

	“Can I ask you something this time?” 

	“Sure, Sawyer, ask away,” I answer as I slide into bed. 

	“Do you miss me?” 

	“More than you could probably imagine.” 

	“I miss the fuck out of you, Mel. Come home.” 

	I laugh and turn off the light next to the bed. “I’ll be there in less than ten hours. Now, stop avoiding and tell me what happened.” 

	“You first. How was your day?” 

	“It was good. Eli and I spent the morning and afternoon together, I hung out backstage at his show, and they had dinner catered in for us. Afterward, I got to watch while he did some interviews and everyone fangirled all over him. I can’t tell you how much I don’t miss that part of touring.” 

	“That’s it?” he asks, surprised. 

	“Well, yeah, it’s a tour and a holiday, you know how busy things get. I mostly wondered what you all were up to today and Mama wasn’t able to fill me in since she was at Marcus’ house.” 

	He laughs. “Like Anna wasn’t texting you updates.” 

	“Not like you think she was. It was more about the amount of drama and lack of alcohol, but not what kind of drama.” 

	“Yeah, so Mom decided not to make her traditional egg nog. Since I prohibited anyone from spending the night, she used it as an excuse for people to not drink and drive. I’m pretty sure she did it because it’s Rory’s favorite and she’s pissed that Rory drove you away.” 

	“That’s not exactly fair,” I begin to protest. 

	“Fuck yeah it is. If Rory wouldn’t have been such a bitch to us, you would have never left. Saylor and Darren were really happy you made the sweet potatoes and left them for us all. I’ve got a picture for you, too, hang on a sec.” 

	My phone buzzes in my hand and I take a look. It’s a photo of Nate and Cadence eating their first batch of sweet potatoes. “Sawyer, that’s adorable! I should put that on Belle’s blog tomorrow.” 

	“I wish you would have been here for it. Families are supposed to be together on the holidays and there was enough drama with or without you. Rory sulked the whole time. My mom didn’t even speak to her. Diane tried to play go-between but once Rory figured out she knew about us, that was the end of that. My dad was oddly quiet, and everyone else sat around uncomfortably, waiting for it all to be over.” 

	Shit, that sounds miserable. “I’m sorry, I thought it would go better than that.” 

	“Just promise you aren’t going to duck out on Christmas, too.” 

	“I promise. Christmas is for families and besides, Eli will be home for Christmas,” I add with a light laugh. 

	“Not fucking funny, Mel. You’re not running from me and back to him, are you?” 

	“Sawyer, no. You know that’s in the past and if I can ever work it out in my head, my heart, and with your family, someday you will be my future. Okay?” 

	“We’ll figure this out, Mel, because I’m not letting you go.” 

	When we hang up, he sends me the video link for “Hold You in My Arms” by Ray LaMontagne, and my heart soars. Even when I’m lost, Sawyer is always trying to pull me from the abyss. 

	After I listen to his goodnight song, I send him one of my own, “Tangled Up In You” by Staind. No matter how fucked up I am, everything about me right now is exactly that. Tangled up in him. 
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	When I arrive home the next morning, Sawyer meets me at the airport with a grim look on his face. 

	“What’s wrong?” 

	“You’ll see,” he says, taking my hand and pulling his sunglasses back down. As soon as we exit the airport, we’re under siege by paparazzi. 

	“Amelia, is it true you and Eli Watts have rekindled your romance?” 

	Between camera flashes, more questions are shouted out.       

	“Is it true you and Eli Watts were married last night in a secret ceremony?” 

	“Amelia, don’t you think it’s too soon to be dating after losing your husband?” 

	“Amelia, where are your wedding rings? Is that an indicator you have already moved on?” 

	Holy shit. My head is spinning by the time Sawyer shoves me into the SUV and Ryan takes off like a bat out of hell. 

	“What the hell happened to spark all of that?” I cry out, and Sawyer passes me the L.A. Times. There’s a photo on the front page of the entertainment section of me and Eli hugging when he picked me up at the airport. 

	“This? Two friends hugging is what they’re going off about? Unbelievable.”

	Sawyer pulls my hand to his mouth and kisses it. “I’m sorry, Princess. The house is under siege, too.” 

	“Why is this even news? This makes me so angry. You don’t think it’s true, do you?” I ask, turning my attention to him. 

	“Come on, Mel, you know me better than that. I’ve seen Eli pull that same spinning hug on you every time he sees you for almost three years now. That hug is as innocent as can be.” 

	I take a picture of the photo and send it to Eli. 

	Have you seen me on the news yet? Guess we’re all the rage again. 

	 His reply comes within minutes. 

	Eli: Not yet but I can remedy this real quick. Give me five minutes. 

	Shit. 

	Please don’t do anything we’re going to regret. 

	He doesn’t respond for the next fifteen minutes and when my phone does finally ding, it’s a link to one of the most popular gossip websites. 

	Who is this gorgeous redhead Eli Watts has been spotted with around town? Rumors about him and Amelia Weston are just that if this morning’s lip-locked couple is any indication. Our reporters spotted her going into Eli’s room last night and leaving there with a classic morning-after look just a few moments ago. 

	Time to fess up, Eli. Who’s the hottie?

	I show my phone to Sawyer and he cracks up and pulls out his own phone. 

	“What are you doing?” 

	“Sending Eli my thanks.” 

	“Shouldn’t I be the one doing that?” 

	He flashes a killer smirk at me. “Well, you’re the one with slow fingers. Get to typing, Princess.” 

	He can be such a cocky bastard, but I’m dying to know who she is because I didn’t see her when I was there. 

	Who is she?

	Eli: Some fangirl who was hanging outside of the venue last night. She was hot and I got a heads up there could be some gossip about us so I figured I’d be able to have some fun and squash some rumors at the same time. 

	Did you get her number? 

	Eli: Nah, she was a one and done. Pretty sure she would have been a stage five clinger. 

	I love you, Eli. Thank you. 

	Eli: Anytime, baby girl. Tell Sawyer I got his back. 

	Eli’s text gives me the feels. It’s important to me Eli approves of who I’m with and based on our talks yesterday, he more than approves of me and Sawyer. Turning my attention back to Sawyer, I ask, “When did you win Eli over to the dark side?” 

	“I’m the dark side, am I? I guess I can see where you came up with that. Good thing for me, you like walking on the dark side.” 

	“Stop being a cocky bastard and fill me in. I’m curious. I thought you guys hated each other.” 

	“It turns me on when you call me names, Princess,” he murmurs against my ear, and I look down to the obvious bulge in his pants. 

	“You’re so fucking dirty,” I retort in a hushed tone. 

	He laughs. “You fucking love that about me.”  Crossing my arms, I sit back and glare at him. “To answer your question, I don’t know. After the Sara shit, we buried the hatchet, and he was always helping me taking care of you after the accident. We became friends. If I did something special, other than that, I’m seriously not aware of it.” 

	When we get home, the paparazzi are no longer lingering. Eli definitely worked his magic in my favor. When we get into the kitchen, there’s a tin on the table with my name on it. 

	“Cookies?” 

	Sawyer turns a frosty glare on me. “Yes, Mom said I had to leave those for you. She even put a note inside.” 

	As I pop off the lid and pull out the note, he never takes his eyes off me. 

	Amelia, 

	We missed you at Thanksgiving. I understand why you left but if you ever do it again, especially at a holiday, you’ll have to deal with my wrath. Sawyer was miserable without you. Remember what I said, you are loved, and no one but you believes the crap Rory said. She’s hurting and taking it out on you. I’ll see you before, but it goes without saying, I’ll see you at Christmas as well. Enjoy your cookies. There are twelve, and if there are any missing, you let me know. 

	Love, 

	Karen

	“Haha! You’re mad because she left me a cookie count in her note.” 

	“Can I have one?” he asks, flashing me puppy dog eyes. “Come on, Mel, you know her cookies are my favorite.” 

	I put the lid back on the tin and hop up on the counter. He steps between my legs and I put my hands on his waist. “You can have as many as you want if you make me a promise.” 

	“What kind of promise?” 

	“I did some thinking while I was gone. I’m struggling a lot with what Rory said. Even more, I’m struggling with why I can’t seem to pack up Noah’s things and what that means for us. I want to enjoy the holidays with you and Nate.” 

	“Me, too,” he says sweetly. 

	“We need to take a few steps back, okay? I’m going to start sleeping in my room again. And I want to stop having sex.” 

	“Are you serious?” he asks with wide eyes. 

	“Yes. We keep doing this hot, super-hot, cold thing. We jump into explosive, mind-numbing sex, but don’t you think it’s weird we’ve never made love?” 

	His hand cups the side of my face. “It’s not that I haven’t wanted to, but I didn’t think you were ready for that.” 

	Nodding, I agree. “I haven’t been. But I need to be if this is ever going to work. So, from now until the new year, no sex. We go slow. I need to dial back the whore a bit so I can make myself believe I’m not one.” 

	“I’m going to fucking kill Rory.” His venomous words make me sad. 

	“She’s entitled to her opinion and I need to figure out how to deal with that. After the new year I’m going to watch Noah’s video to you. By then, after a month of taking things slow and dealing with my internal conflicts, maybe I’ll be in a better place to move forward.” 

	“Whatever you need, Princess. But does no sex mean I can’t fuck you with my mouth?” 

	Damn, he’s got such a talented mouth that is good for so much more than singing. “For now, yes. But maybe we can gift each other oral for Christmas. After all, it would be rude to refuse a gift.” 

	“Well, if that’s the case, I’m going to gift you a specific amount of orgasms from my tongue that you have to claim on Christmas Eve and Christmas Day.” 

	“Thanks for the heads up. I’ll make sure to gift you some sixty-nine coupons. You know how much I like sucking you off while you’re going down on me.” 

	He laughs and pops a kiss on my lips. “And you say I’m dirty. You’re just as freaky as I am, Princess, but I fucking love it. You can have all the time and space you need because we’re going to get through this together.” 

	“Thank you,” I whisper against his lips. 

	“You’re welcome. Now, take what cookies you want because these bad boys are all mine.” 
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	Hey, Slammers! 

	Happy Thanksgiving Weekend! 

	This year, I missed Thanksgiving with my family and instead spent it with a dear friend of mine. Most of you are well aware Eli Watts and I were childhood sweethearts, but what you may not know is he’s one of my very best friends and was spending the holiday alone. Friends don’t let friends spend holidays alone, so I took a couple of days and caught up with my oldest and dearest pal. 

	On the way home, the paparazzi were in full vulture mode. I understand it’s their job, but this is my life. So I thought I would take this opportunity to clear things up. I’m not dating Eli, or seeing him in any form other than friendship. It’s true that I’ve taken off my wedding rings and keep them close to my heart around a chain. It was a hard thing to do but a necessary step in my healing. Noah and Belle have been gone for well over a year now. Each passing day is a painful reminder they’re gone but also a reminder I’m still here. I’ve debated about talking to you all about this, but I feel it’s important. I loved Noah Weston more than I’ve ever loved anyone. He was the light of my life until his light was extinguished. There is someone special in my life who has helped me through this past year and we’re tiptoeing into the waters to see if dating is something I’m capable of right now. 

	I know many of you are already judging me and thinking it’s too soon. I’m not necessarily sure I disagree with you, but then I’m reminded of my best friend and her zest for life. Belle didn’t just close her blog with “Live today like there’s no tomorrow.” It was her motto for how she lived her life and how she wanted me to live mine. Deep in my heart, I know Belle would be disappointed in me if I didn’t at least try to see there’s a brighter future out there for me somewhere. So, for her and these beautiful kids of ours, I’m dipping my toes into the shallow end of life. Enjoy this picture of Nate and Cadence eating sweet potatoes on their first Thanksgiving with real food. 

	Happy Holidays, Slammers! 

	Amelia
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	House of Cards 

	“That was painful.” 

	Sawyer brings a bottle of wine and two wine glasses and joins me on the floor. We’re leaning against the couch in front of the fire. 

	“It wasn’t as bad as Thanksgiving was,” he says as he uncorks the bottle. 

	“Really? I’m sorry I made you go through that alone.” 

	Today is Christmas and everyone just left to go home. I feel bad they’re not doing their normal family sleepovers, but I’m also relieved Sawyer and I get some time to ourselves. 

	Sawyer kisses me on the cheek and passes me a glass. “It’s alright. I’m glad you got to keep Eli company over Thanksgiving. Even though I wasn’t happy about it then, you needed time to think. Besides, I had Nate keeping me company and that’s almost as good as having you.” 

	“Speaking of Nate, how do you think he and Cadence are going to do as co-sleepers?” 

	For Christmas, we got rid of the cribs and put toddler beds in the nursery for Nate and Cadence. Tonight is their first night trying it out. 

	“I think they’ll be fine. The first few nights could be an adjustment, but they were so excited. I think it was the right call. It’s time Darren separates from her a bit.” Sawyer’s tone makes me think Darren may start bringing people home. I can’t picture it; I don’t think he’d ever bring some random chick to the house where our kids live. 

	“Whenever I think of how close he keeps her, I think about your journal and how you described him with Belle at the accident. It hurts my heart, and I completely get why he keeps her close. I hate Belle went through that, and thinking about her fear in those moments kills me, but I’m so glad you guys took Cadence to your bus that night.” 

	Sawyer runs his hand up my thigh and gives it a reassuring squeeze. “I’ve thought a lot about that night and the things that led up to it. It pains me to admit it, but I’m starting to believe in fate more than ever. Noah might have been on to something.” 

	“How can you even say that?” I ask, my eyes filling with tears. 

	“Because Cadence was teething for a reason. We switched up our sleeping arrangements for a reason. That bar … Winnie the Pooh … They saved you, Mel. They’re the only reason you’re still with me. What are the odds? Noah knew something bad was coming, and it sucks Belle was in the middle of it, but Mom said something at the hospital I’ll never forget.” 

	“What did she say?” 

	“She could have lost us both that night, Mel. What if Noah and I had both died? I don’t know why I was saved, but I can’t help but feel like it’s because I was supposed to be here for you and Nate.”

	“Well, I think fate is a crueler bitch than karma.” 

	“I don’t disagree with you, Princess, but as hard as it is to accept I’m still here, and I’m glad we’re together.” 

	We hear the slide of footed pajama feet against the floor before we see which kid is coming out of their room. Nate shuffles in clutching his new Build-A-Bear he got from Saylor and Emme for Christmas and immediately climbs into Sawyer’s lap. I grab our wine and put it on the table so it doesn’t get knocked over. 

	 

	“What’s the matter, Nate? Want to come here?” I ask, holding out my hands, but he clutches Sawyer while shaking his head. 

	“No, Daddy Sawyer,” he says firmly, and my heart plummets and bursts with happiness at the same time. Holy shit. 

	With wide eyes, Sawyer corrects him. “Uncle Sawyer, buddy, say Uncle Sawyer.” 

	“Daddy Sawyer,” he says again, turning into Sawyer’s chest, hugging him fiercely.

	“Mel, I’m sorry … I didn’t …” Sawyer stammers. My eyes are fixed on them. The family resemblance is strong. Any outsider looking in would assume Sawyer is his father. Nate’s eyes flutter closed as Sawyer’s hands rub continuous circles against his back. 

	Sawyer shakes his head and tears begin to fall. I’m not sure if he feels bad, or if he’s happy, but for some reason I feel like this is another sign from Noah. Just like last year when Nate crawled on Christmas for the first time. 

	“It’s okay, Sawyer.” 

	“How can you say that?” he hisses. 

	“Because to Nate you’re his dad. There’s no denying that anymore. We’ll still tell him about Noah and call him Daddy but it’s time we face the truth. No matter what happens with us, you’re Nate’s dad now.” 

	Without a word, Sawyer stands up and carries Nate back to his room. He comes back a few minutes later with tears streaming down his cheeks. 

	“This isn’t right, Mel. It’s not fucking right.” 

	He sits back down and grabs his wine, gulping it down. “I’m not so sure about that anymore. When Nate sees Noah in photos, he calls him Daddy. He knows Noah is his dad. But he called you Daddy Sawyer, he knows the difference.” My tears are falling as freely as his. 

	“We’ll keep correcting him until he stops saying it.” 

	Tracing my thumb across his lips, I press my head to his. “You can try if you want to because this is about your comfort level most of all. But I’m pretty sure my son knows what he feels. He feels you’re his father and he loves you so much he’s honoring you with that title, too.” 

	“Fuck, Mel, this hurts so much.” 

	“I know, but doesn’t it feel good somewhere inside to see how much you mean to him?” 

	Sawyer is quiet for a long time but eventually nods and hugs me as he sobs. “It’s a double-edged sword. Nothing has ever felt this good and hurt this much at the same time.” 

	“Seems to be the story of us right there.” 

	“We’re moving past that, Mel. We’re in a good place.” The pleading in his voice would bring me to my knees if I weren’t already sitting. 

	“I know, baby, and you’ll move past this, too. It’s sad, Sawyer, but it also makes me so proud. Proud of you for being everything Nate needs. Proud of him because he knows better than either of us what he wants from his relationship with you. You’ve been a better parent to him than I have. You caught us when the world was ripped out from beneath us.” 

	“I didn’t have a choice.” 

	“Oh, but you did. Out of anyone, you had the most right to fall into your grief and drown. When Noah died, you lost part of your soul and that’s something none of us can understand. You are so strong, Sawyer. Noble, loving, fierce, and still a fucking cocky bastard, but you’re my cocky bastard. I love you.” 

	His tongue meets mine with an easy grace. He cups my cheeks with his hands as he kisses me slowly and thoroughly. Our emotional state is raw but the love flowing between us is real. This is the kiss I’m going to remember until my dying day. The night Sawyer and I let down all the barriers between us and truly became one by the fireside. The night our son taught us the real meaning of love. 

	“I love you, too, Princess,” he says as he wraps his arm around me and we lean against each other in front of the fire. It’s me and him against the world and I’m more than okay with that. 
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	A week later, Sawyer approaches me with a USB stick in hand. I’ve put off watching Noah’s video. Sawyer has been patient, but he misses our intimacy and knows in order to get it back I have to watch this video. 

	“It’s time, Mel,” he says, handing it to me. 

	Clutching it in the palm of my hand, I bring my eyes to his. “Are you going to watch it with me?” 

	He swallows hard. “I will if you need me to, but I think you should watch it alone.” 

	I’m stronger now, but I’m still going to need some liquid courage to get through this. “Time for tequila shots.” 

	He follows me into the kitchen and takes out the tequila and shot glasses. Sawyer shoots one, and I toss back three. “Come here,” he says softly. 

	Sawyer brushes my hair from my face and cups my cheeks. “Remember, Mel, I loved you before the accident. Please, don’t forget that.” His mouth crashes onto mine and I moan as he steals my breath. He kisses me as if this is the last time and the thought petrifies me. 

	Once he releases me, he walks me to my room. “I’ll be in my room if you need me.” 

	After he leaves, I settle myself on my bed with my laptop. I understand why Sawyer wouldn’t want to watch this again. My video wrecked me; I can imagine his did the same to him. I lean back and press play, once again watching as Noah’s larger-than-life smile fills the screen. 

	“Hey, Sawyer,” Noah says sadly, running his hands through his hair. My poor Noah. I wish I could reach through the screen and hug him. 

	“I can’t imagine how fucked up this is for you right now. I’m sorry, man. Just know I would have tried like hell to stop whatever took me out, I’m sure. Fuck … this blows. Hopefully, this is all for nothing, but you know I had a bad feeling after that shit went down with Sara. Nothing has felt right since. Don’t get me wrong, I’ve had every wish fulfilled and I’m having a baby with the love of my life. But Sawyer, that feeling … it won’t go away. The doctor still thinks it’s posttraumatic stress, and I fucking hope he’s right. In case he’s not, I’ve got a few things to say.”

	The floodgates have already opened and tears are flowing endlessly down my cheeks. Seeing him again, hearing him talk to someone like they’re in the room with him, is breaking my heart. Why couldn’t he have told me? I wish I could have been his rock like he was mine. 

	“I love you and I hope you know that, that you’ll always know that. This past year for us was different. I don’t think I’ve ever felt closer to you and further apart at the same time. I know Mel was a huge part of that and … I owe you an apology. It was obvious you were attracted to her from the beginning, but at the time I was swept up in my own desire. Although you felt the need to tell me on many occasions you would never try to take her from me, you didn’t have to. I know you’d never hurt me on purpose. Marilyn fucked us up but we were better for it. You grew from that experience, we both did. When Mel came into the picture, I could see both sides of her and us. That probably doesn’t make any sense, does it? 

	“Mel has this wicked streak in her. She’s blunt and to the point, making her the perfect woman for you. And yet … she’s sweet and vulnerable, and even though she didn’t want to, she opened herself up to the possibility of love, making her the perfect girl for me. I’ve never loved anyone the way I love her, and neither have you. It’s okay, Sawyer. Don’t ever feel guilty for falling in love with a good woman. Especially one who could complete you and make you a better man. Even if she is my wife.”

	Noah swallows and grabs a glass of water, taking a gulp. He chuckles to himself and shakes his head. Where the hell is he going with this? 

	“For a hypothetical situation, this is still hard as fuck. Literal last words are a bitch. So I’m just going to spit them out. I expect you to take care of her and Nate if I’m not around. I know this will sound demented to most people, but you’re my twin and you’ll understand this. If Mel falls in love again and gets married, I hope to God it’s with you.”

	Pause. 

	Hold the fuck up. Please tell me this is not what I think it is. Noah, please tell me you didn’t do what I know you did.

	Unpause.

	“There’s no one else on this planet who will take care of them and love them like you will. They deserve that, Sawyer, and so do you, because the fact remains that right now … Amelia Weston is the only woman I can picture you making a life with. How fucked up is that? I’m not saying you won’t meet someone and fall in love and make a family. You can, and you should. But I know you, Sawyer, and I’ve watched the way you’ve let Mel inside your barricaded heart so easily. Even while you pushed me away, you let her deeper into your world. It hurt, but I understand it better than anyone. She has that effect on me, too.”

	Pause. 

	I’m going to be sick. “Noah, how could you do this? How could you put this kind of guilt and pressure on your own brother?” Bracing myself for more of this madness, I hit play. 

	“My wife loves me, and I know she always will, but I want her happy, Sawyer, and I want you happy. If the two of you can find that together, it’s fate. Even if I died tomorrow, I’d do it all over again to have this brief period of bliss with Mel. There’s no one I’d want to spend ‘‘til death do us part’ with other than with her. 

	“Don’t close yourself off and don’t shut down. Keep Mel from doing that, too. She thinks she’s cursed and this tour was supposed to cure that for her. Damn, for her sake, I hope it did. If not, one of us is going to have a hell of a time convincing her she’s not. The only other person I’ve ever met who is as broken as Mel is you. Heal each other, Sawyer, make each other whole in my absence. I’m going to leave Belle a video, too, telling her to make you guys see the light. If anyone can, it’s her. 

	“I’m not really sure what else to say. This already sounds like some backwoods redneck shit, doesn’t it? Take care of my kid and marry my wife, brother.” 

	Noah pauses and cracks up. His laugh wraps around me like a hug; I wish I could feel his arms again in the flesh. 

	“For real, Sawyer, it’s okay. If I could handpick anyone for Mel it would be you and vice-versa. Take care of Mom and Dad, Rory, Diane, and J for me. But especially Rory. She’s always been my sister and Diane has been yours, but Rory is going to need you now. Kiss the girls for me and remind them often how much Uncle Noah loves them, how much I love you all, because even though I’m not there my love always will be. 

	“And Sawyer, even if it’s not with you, make Mel have some more kids. Nate can’t be an only child and Mel is going to be the best mom, I just know it. With all of you in his life, I have no doubt Nate will grow up knowing how much I loved and adored him. Just promise me you’ll be happy, Sawyer. It’s all I’ve ever wanted for you. 

	“One last thing, I left all my rights and royalties for the music to Mel. My intention was for you, Wyatt, and Darren to split everything into thirds and have equal say, but the more I thought about it the more I realized it’s another way to keep Mel in the family. Other than the three of you, there’s no one I trust more to look out for my interests in my absence than her. She’s the best thing to ever come into our lives, Sawyer. Don’t ever forget that. I love you, bro, with all my heart. Until we meet again.” 

	The camera fades to black and once again, I can’t contain the guttural cries working their way out of me. This was a game changer. My house of cards has just come falling down around me. 
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	Unlike last time when I watched Noah’s video to me, Sawyer doesn’t come to check on me. He knows as well as I do this changed everything. It’s why his last kiss to me was more of a goodbye than anything. 

	I could throttle Noah, I’m so angry with him. How could he put that on Sawyer? Make him think he has to fall in love with me to fulfill Noah’s last wishes. Why would Noah put that on him? It’s a horrible thing to do to anyone, let alone your vulnerable brother in the midst of his grief. 

	I’ll never be able to trust Sawyer’s feelings for me are real after that. I have to get out of here, I need to drive. When I open the door, I can hear Sawyer splashing Nate in the bathtub. Good, easier to make a run for it. 

	Once I’m down the street, I pull over and send him a text letting him know I’m going to Anna’s for a while. He’ll leave me alone there. The whole way over there I can’t stop crying, can’t stop thinking about the video and about me and Sawyer. 

	No wonder he backed away from me after we had sex; he was having second thoughts. It probably wasn’t good for him, he just felt like he owed it to Noah to be with me. This whole time I’ve been keeping him from what he really wants—other women. 

	As I throw my car in park, their front door swings open and Anna and Wyatt are waiting for me. 

	“Jesus, Mel, you look like shit. Sawyer just called and said you were on your way over. What happened?” Anna asks. 

	“What happened is I found out I’m the biggest fool on the planet. My husband pimped me out to his own brother. Guilted Sawyer into wanting to be with me. This whole thing is one big illusion.” 

	Anna looks at Wyatt and he shakes his head. “That’s not true, Mel. Nothing could be further from the truth.” 

	“Have you seen Noah’s video to Sawyer?” 

	“No, I haven’t but I know–” 

	“No, you don’t know. I thought I knew, too. Until I saw the video. God, I’m such a fool. I fell for his game, hook, line, and sinker. How gullible could I be?” 

	Anna guides me into the house and Wyatt grabs his keys and kisses us both on the cheek. “I’m going for a drive.” 

	“Tell Sawyer he’s a bastard!” 

	“Come on, Mel, let’s get you something to drink and calm your nerves so you can explain all of this to me.” 

	Over the next two hours, Anna gets me shitfaced. Sawyer has been sending me text after text, but I’m avoiding him. And I tell Anna everything. 

	“You’re in love with him, aren’t you?” she asks softly. 

	“Yes, no, I think so. Shit, Anna, I’m still such a mess. I don’t know. But I have to be, right? Or this wouldn’t hurt so damn much,” I wail. 

	She hugs me. “It’s okay, Mel. I know you’re hurting and you believe what you’re feeling, but I’m going to give it to you straight. You’re wrong. Sawyer would never pretend to care for you if he didn’t.” 

	“No, you don’t get it,” I say, wrenching myself out of her grasp. “He doesn’t even know he was brainwashed into it. Noah played him like a fiddle and took advantage of his grief.” 

	She’s looking at me like I’ve lost my ever-loving mind. At this point, maybe I have. 

	“How about we get you settled in the guestroom for the night and we talk about this in the morning over a cup of coffee? It’s late, and Sawyer said he’s got Nate covered.” 

	I’m drunk as hell so it’s not like I have a choice. She gives me a pair of pajamas to borrow, along with a bottle of water and some ibuprofen, and leaves me to sleep. I pull out my phone and scroll through Sawyer’s messages, only stopping when I see he’s sent me a song. When I click on the link, it’s “Right Here Waiting” by Staind. In my alcohol-fueled haze, I send him back one of my own, “Gravity” by Sara Bareilles.

	Then, as I’ve become so accustomed to doing over the past year, I pray for the pain to stop as I cry myself to sleep. 
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	In the morning, I wake up feeling like shit and do my best to piece myself together before I beg Wyatt and Anna’s forgiveness for crashing in on them last night. 

	“Good morning,” Wyatt says, looking up from the kitchen table. “Can I get you some coffee?” 

	“Yes, please. I’m so sorry for last night, Wyatt, I just didn’t know where to go.” 

	He brings me the coffee and takes a seat. “It’s okay, Mel. You’re welcome here anytime. Anna had to go into work for a little bit, but she said she’d check in on you later.” 

	“Where’s Jake?” I ask, looking around for my adorable godson. 

	“He’s with my mom, she took him to the park. I’d like to talk to you about Sawyer if you can handle it.” 

	“I’m not sure what there is to say.” 

	As he sets his coffee down, his shoulders sag. “I’ve got thoughts and opinions on all of this. I’m not sure if you’re ready to hear them or take my words to heart. Sawyer is a mess, you need to talk to him. The video aside, he loves you, Mel. Sawyer has never loved anyone and he loves you. Don’t take that lightly.” 

	“Wyatt, it’s not that easy.” 

	“Nothing worth having ever is. After you’ve talked to Sawyer, if you want to talk to me as your friend, as Noah’s best friend, you let me know. I’ll pay off that favor I owe you in spades, but you have to be ready to hear what I’m going to say with an open heart. Deal?” 

	“Deal. Thanks for the coffee, but I should probably get home. No matter how upset I was, leaving like that was a dick move.” 

	Wyatt laughs. “Well, if anyone can understand being a dick, it’s Sawyer. Remind him of that if he gives you shit.” 

	On the way home, I stop off for pastries and coffee at Sawyer’s favorite place. I figure if we’re going to have a painful discussion we can at least do it with comfort foods. 

	He’s sitting at the table with bloodshot eyes when I come in. He doesn’t look like he slept a wink last night. 

	“Where’s Nate?” 

	“Darren took the kids to his parents for the day. Do you hate me, Mel?” His sorrowful eyes meet mine and my eyes fill with tears again. 

	I put the coffee and pastries down and sit across from him. “I could never hate you, Sawyer. I’m angry, so fucking angry, at Noah and at you.” 

	“Do you remember how I asked you yesterday to remember I loved you before the accident? Why do you think I did that? I knew you were going to be pissed and assume shit that wasn’t true.” 

	“Yeah, and do you remember how you kissed me goodbye right after that?” 

	“I didn’t kiss you goodbye!” 

	“Then what was it?” I demand. 

	“A kiss, Mel! It was a kiss. An I love you, I’m worried about you, and I wish I could watch that video with you but it would fucking steal my soul for a second time kind of kiss!”

	“Don’t you see it, Sawyer? He brainwashed you. He took away your ability to think rationally and planted the seed that you had to be with me and take over for him as my man, as Nate’s dad. It’s fucked up! You had buried those feelings for me after the wedding and he played on that. It’s not your fault, I understand.” 

	The look of abject horror on his face silences me. “Do you want the absolute truth?” 

	“The truth is all I ever want, Sawyer.” 

	He slumps down in his chair and blows out a breath. “The truth is I never stopped thinking about you. I tried to stop your wedding a thousand times in my mind. I didn’t care if Noah got hurt, I wanted you. I was willing to throw my relationship with Noah away if it meant getting the girl. If I’m guilty of anything it’s being a horrible brother, not being brainwashed by Noah.” 

	Wow. 

	“That may be true, but I still feel like there are other elements at play. This shouldn’t be so hard, Sawyer. Every time something good happens to us, something else shatters our bubble. Maybe this isn’t meant to be.” 

	“Don’t say that, Princess. You bring me to life. We’ll figure this out.”

	“I think you should date other people.” I practically choke on the words as they come out. 

	“What in the world are you talking about?” He’s looking at me like I’ve lost my mind. 

	“Noah tricked you into thinking this is how your life should be. I don’t want to be your obligation, Sawyer, I want to be your life!” 

	Within seconds, he’s on his knees in front of me. “Don’t you know you’re my Princess but someday I want you to be my Queen? There’s no one else for me, Mel, it’s you or no one.” 

	“I’m sorry,” I say, leaning over and kissing the top of his head. “You deserve someone who isn’t tainted.” 

	Pushing my chair back, I stand up and leave him on the floor. Walking away from him is one of the hardest things I’ve ever done, but I can’t cope with the thought that he’s with me out of guilt. 

	 


Amelia – Present Day 

	“How many times did you think I was insane over the last two years?” I muse. 

	Sawyer smiles as he looks up from his computer where he’s reading. “Not more than once or twice, why?” 

	“You’re a jerk.” 

	“Maybe, but I’m your jerk, whether you like it or not.” 

	I lean over and kiss his cheek. “Is everyone still out there catching up?” 

	Sawyer came back in here a few minutes ago with cookies and milk for both of us. 

	“They are. Everyone is on the most recent section, so they’ll probably catch up to you soon.” 

	“No pressure or anything. How did this turn into something I was doing to help me give you an answer to something everyone we know is reading?” 

	Sawyer flashes me his dimple smile. “You’re a good writer, Mel, and an even better person. Our family wants to see us happy and when I left, neither of us were in a good place. As far as Rory goes, I think deep down she wants to understand and she’s tired of the fighting and the anger. Thank you for inviting her.” 

	“I’d do anything for your family, Sawyer. You all have saved me more times than I can count.” 

	He pulls my hand to his mouth and kisses it tenderly. “Where are you in the story?” 

	“I’m just about to talk about your night with Dawn.” 

	He groans. “Just remember you love me and breathe through your anger.” 

	“I’ll keep that in mind.” 
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	Date Night 

	 It’s been a few weeks since I told Sawyer to date other people. Every day he finds a way to tell me he loves me and that I’m an idiot for pushing him away when we’re just going to end up together. 

	Tomorrow is Valentine’s Day and all day today I’ve been kicking myself for keeping him at a distance. After putting Nate to sleep, I finally work up the nerve to apologize to him, but what I see when he opens his door takes my breath away. 

	“Hey, Mel, what do you need?” he asks as he puts on his watch. Sawyer is dressed to kill and my plan to talk to him crashes and burns. 

	“Never mind, it can wait. Are you going out?” 

	His eyes rake me over and I feel like a slob. I’m in jeans and a t-shirt, but fuck, he could be heading to the Grammy’s with how mouthwatering he looks right now. 

	“Yeah, I have a date.” 

	“You what? I mean … good for you.” I’m stammering over my words as my heart breaks into a million pieces but it’s my fault this time. Maybe I wasn’t wrong after all. 

	“I’ve got a few minutes if you want to talk … about anything.” He’s giving me an opening, and I want desperately to take it, but I can’t. 

	“Who’s the lucky girl?” Like I even want to know. 

	“Dawn,” he says, like I’m supposed to know who that is. Then it comes to me in a flash. 

	“The hostess from the club?” I shriek. 

	The corner of his mouth kicks up in a grin. “The one and only.” 

	“So I guess you’re going to sleep with her.” Fuck, Mel, use your filter! 

	“Any reason why I shouldn’t?” he asks with a malicious grin. 

	Yes, because you’re fucking mine. 

	“Uh, no, I guess not. Have a nice night, Sawyer.” 

	Twenty minutes after he leaves, I text Anna. 

	Sawyer went out on a date with a tramp from that sex club. 

	Anna: Seriously? 

	That’s what he said. 

	Anna: I’m sure you don’t have anything to worry about, he’s just letting off some steam. I guess you didn’t talk to him? 

	No. Once I saw how good he looked I didn’t want to get in his way.

	Anna: Text him! 

	I can’t. Maybe this is for the best. 

	Anna: That’s bullshit and you know it. You need to tell him you love him. Don’t risk losing him to save face. Not now when you’ve both come so far.

	I send Sawyer the link for “Girl Crush” by Little Big Town and wait to see if he sends anything back. 

	Anna: Did you text him? 

	A song, I haven’t heard back yet. 

	Anna: Can the two of you ever grow the fuck up and use your words? 

	It’s our thing. 

	Anna: I know and if you weren’t fighting it would be adorable, but you are. 

	*sigh* I know, but let me see if he texts back. 

	A few minutes later, I get a link for “Over It” by Katharine McPhee. If I weren’t so sad at his song choice, it would make me laugh. 

	Quickly, I fire off the link for “Between the Lines” by Sara Bareilles, and when I don’t hear anything back from him or Anna for a bit, I decide to text Wyatt. 

	I know it’s late, but are you busy? I think I’m ready for that favor. 

	Wyatt: I’ll be there in twenty minutes. You better have your heart open for this, Mel. 

	I do. 

	Wyatt: See you soon. 

	Then I shoot off an apology text to Anna. 

	Sorry, I hope you two weren’t in the middle of anything. 

	Anna: Nope, gives me the perfect chance to wrap his Valentine’s Day gift. Besides, you need to hear what he has to say. It’s time all these secrets come out of their fucking closets once and for all. 

	I shoot another song to Sawyer, this time “Run Run Run” by Kelly Clarkson and John Legend. I get the tequila out and take a shot of courage before Wyatt gets here and then leave the bottle out in case he wants one, too. As Wyatt enters the kitchen, my phone goes off again. 

	“Hang on a sec, it’s Sawyer,” I tell him as I pull up the link. It’s for “Don’t Let Me Let You Go” by Jamie Lawson and my heart floods with hope. 

	Fuck it. I send him the one song that reminds me of both him and Noah, hoping he interprets the meaning right. After sending him the link for “Breathe Again” by Sara Bareilles, I turn my attention to Wyatt. 

	“Do you want a drink?” 

	“Maybe just some water, thanks.” After handing him a bottle of water, we sit down on the couch. 

	“The two of you are a mess, you know that, right?” he asks. 

	“For sure. I’ve never met anyone who drives me as crazy as he does, but he also makes me feel so incredibly loved in spite of all my flaws.” 

	“You’re both flawed, it’s why you work. Alright, Mel, after our talk you can consider us even. No favors owed. Noah was my best friend and there are some things I think I should keep to myself, but you and Sawyer are here and it’s more important to me that you both are happy.” 

	“Why do I feel like this is going to sting?” 

	He pats my hand. “Because it will, for a few reasons.” 

	“Okay, hit me.” 

	“I’m not sure the best place to start so I’ll go with my video. That was a motherfucker to watch, but I’m glad I have it. Noah asked me to look out for Sawyer. He wasn’t sure how Sawyer would take his video and losing his twin and thought maybe he would self-destruct.

	“Anyway, he wanted me to encourage Sawyer to be with you. I’m sorry, Mel, because I didn’t do what he asked of me. Truth is, I’m not sure how I feel about you and Sawyer. There are days I’m still struggling with not having Noah around. We’re all family, but to encourage you or Sawyer didn’t sit right with me. So I didn’t really do anything. If you love him, if he loves you, that’s something I think you should figure out yourselves and not because Noah or anyone else thought it was right or meant to be.” 

	His words fill my heart with joy. “Thank you, Wyatt. Sounds like you understand why I took Noah’s video to him the way I did.” 

	“For sure, but don’t thank me yet because I’m not completely innocent in this. The night of the accident, Noah begged me to tell Sawyer it was okay.” 

	That’s what Darren said to Sawyer outside of my room that day. “What was okay, Wyatt?” 

	“For him to love you. For the two of you to be together. It’s the first and only secret I ever kept from Anna. I didn’t tell anyone for about six months. It was something I needed to work out in my head and not be influenced by anything except my conscience and Noah’s wishes. It wasn’t until after Sawyer watched Noah’s video that I told him. In the beginning, I thought about telling him but we weren’t all in the best place, and then we were all trying to keep one foot in front of the other, you know?” 

	I pull my feet up under me on the couch and lean back. “I completely understand. You shouldn’t feel bad. You did what Noah asked in the end, you passed along his message.” 

	Wyatt shakes his head. “That’s where you’re wrong. I passed on his message to Sawyer, but I didn’t pass on his message to you. Part of me still doesn’t want to but I owe it to all of you. But first, I need to tell you what happened the day you were sick when we were in New York.” 

	“That started off as a bad day.” I reply, and he nods. 

	“We were at breakfast and Warren was pissed that Sawyer and Darren were late. Noah and I volunteered to go get them and, par for the course, fans were staking out the elevator so we ducked into the stairwell. When we reached the second-floor landing, we heard a man crying.

	“Noah held me back, recognizing it was Sawyer before I did. That’s when Sawyer confessed to Darren he was in love with you.” 

	“No …” Gasping, I cover my mouth. 

	“I’m afraid so. Noah already knew, but Sawyer was good at playing it off. I wanted to let them know we were there before things got bad, but Noah held me in my place. The more Sawyer cried, the more Noah’s body trembled. He was feeling every bit of Sawyer’s pain as he confessed to Darren how much your rejection hurt him.” 

	“Oh my God.” 

	Poor Noah.

	Poor Sawyer.

	 “Sawyer and Darren were hashing out Sawyer’s feelings. He was gutted by your kiss and rejection and was trying to find a way to balance his pain and his happiness for you and Noah. He wanted to tell Noah about the kiss, he didn’t want either of you carrying that burden around. Then Sawyer mentioned why you wanted to keep it secret, how you were protecting their relationship and family at the risk of your own, and Noah’s eyes lit up.” 

	“Why?” 

	Wyatt chuckles. “Patience, young Padawan, I’m getting to that. Sawyer started being self-deprecating, comparing all of Noah’s good to his bad. It was fucking brutal to listen to and even worse to see how much pain Noah was in listening and not being able to reassure his twin. At the end of it all, Sawyer pledged to do good things and never fuck up his relationship with Noah again.” 

	“That’s it?” 

	“No, but that’s all we stayed for. I thought Noah was going to lose it but instead he pulled me into an empty conference room and we texted Darren and Sawyer to get their asses to breakfast. Finally, I asked Noah what he was going to do. I thought it was going to be a Marilyn-level fuck up but as usual, Noah surprised the fuck out of me.

	“He begged me to never repeat what we’d overheard and confessed how awful he felt that he couldn’t help Sawyer through this no matter how much he wanted to. When I asked if he was pissed, do you have any idea what he said?” 

	“That he hated me? I can’t imagine him not being upset with me.” This conversation is painful as fuck. 

	“Nope, he said his main takeaway was that he’d officially broken down all of your walls. He kept saying, ‘She loves me, Wyatt, and she’s going to marry me. Maybe one day she’ll even have my babies.’ He was relieved, Mel. Instead of being angry he was blown away that you were protecting his family because of your love for him.”  

	“I was dumbfounded. Noah found what he considered the biggest silver lining in what should have been the biggest betrayal. I understood why you were protecting Sawyer, I would have done the same thing, but Noah was forever surprising me and this moment was no different. 

	“When you announced your pregnancy that night, I was so relieved. The timing couldn’t have been better. I knew it would be what finally got Sawyer to let you go. The genuine happiness Sawyer had for both of you was the icing on the cake. There were a few times after that when Noah said he sort of led you into a conversation where you could have told him what happened but you didn’t.” 

	“Oh no. He had to have been so angry with me,” I sob, wiping away my tears as I struggle to wrap my head around the fact Noah knew. 

	Wyatt laughs. “Noah was a saint, Mel. Any normal person would have been mad. He was so fucking proud of you for fighting to keep your family together. For not rolling over and throwing Sawyer under the bus. At some point, I started wondering if we should get him checked for some sort of chemical imbalance. No normal person could be as inherently good as Noah was.”

	“He was the best person I’d ever met, and I don’t think I’ll ever meet someone again with a heart like his.” 

	“I think you’re wrong about that. I’m pretty sure you’re raising him already.” 

	His words make me smile. My little Nathaniel is Noah to a T. 

	“Wyatt, why are you telling me all this? Why now?” 

	He leans back and exhales. “Because you watched Sawyer’s video and I’ve seen how destructive it’s been. Noah didn’t plant that seed. Mel. He didn’t convince Sawyer to fall for you and make a family with you. Sawyer has been on that road almost as long as Noah was. Right or wrong, first choice or second, Sawyer loves you. I wouldn’t be a true friend to you, Sawyer, or Noah if I didn’t let you know the backstory.” 

	As his words sink in, my phone buzzes. “You going to check that?” 

	“It can wait a minute. Tell me the rest. What have you been keeping from me, Wyatt?” 

	The pained expression on his face is heartbreaking. “Nobody knows this, except for Anna, but she was sworn to secrecy. I hope you’ll be able to forgive me but I had to tell someone. When we were in the helicopter on the way to the hospital, Noah was so content, almost euphoric. He was in this weird state of bliss out of nowhere, the medic even checked his med log to see if someone had given him something he wasn’t aware of.

	“He turned to me with a classic Noah smile and said, ‘Wyatt, at Mel and Sawyer’s wedding, tell them not to worry, it’s in the bag.’ 

	“I remember laughing and thinking he must have gotten some really good drugs and they just forgot to mark it down. I mean, you guys had just been married and you were having his baby. Then, he said, ‘Tell Mel she’s still going to cash in those fifty years as Mrs. Weston, Mrs. Sawyer Weston.’” 

	I’m stunned and still crying. 

	“I’m sure that’s how my face looked, too. I was in shock and then he dozed off. Like no big deal, whatever. When he woke up again, it was like nothing had ever happened. He was anxious and demanding to get to you and his baby. When he died, you were destroyed, rightfully so. There was no time for me to squeeze in a conversation about what he said. I felt torn. I didn’t want to say something and have it lead you to a path you would have never taken, and I didn’t want to keep something so important from you once you were on that path. So yeah, I understood exactly how you felt about his video because it’s how I felt about the secret I was keeping.” 

	I’ve wiped away my tears and am trying to catch my breath. “So why tell me now? After all this time?” 

	“Have you seen yourself lately? You’re a mess, Mel. It’s obvious to everyone but you how head-over-heels you are with Sawyer. And if you haven’t noticed, he’s a fucking disaster himself. Secrets have a way of coming out, and now they’re all on the table. I’m officially declaring my support for the both of you, not like you need it.” 

	I throw my arms around him and hug him hard. “Thank you for telling me. I’m glad I know everything now.”

	“Well, there’s one more secret I can’t tell you. It’s Sawyer’s to tell, and he’s promised me he’ll tell you before tomorrow.” 

	“Great,” I grumble. 

	He chuckles as he stands. “I’m pretty sure this secret will make you happy. Have some faith, Mel, I think it’s about time we all did. I’ll see you later.” 

	“Thank you, Wyatt. For everything. We’re totally even now. In fact, at this point, I probably owe you another favor.” 

	“I might take you up on that in babysitting hours. I think Jake needs a brother or sister.” 

	With a laugh, I pat him on the shoulder. “When you get Anna on board with that one, you let me know.” 

	After Wyatt leaves, I put away the tequila and open a bottle of wine. Turning on the music, I play the song I sent Sawyer earlier. I’ve listened to this song a lot lately. It describes my love for Sawyer and Noah perfectly. How my love for Noah still holds me back, but all I want is to breathe Sawyer in. 

	Earlier this evening, I took off my necklace with my wedding rings and put it away with Noah’s ring. It was an especially bittersweet moment—one I never thought I’d be faced with when Noah slid those rings on my fingers. I know it’s the right call; I can’t hang on to the past, not when Sawyer is my future. I was hoping he’d notice the subtle change but he was so focused on his date, he didn’t. 

	It’s after midnight and I should probably go lie down, but I know I won’t sleep. If he comes home smelling like her, I don’t know what I’ll do. God, what if he doesn’t come home at all? What if his head is between her legs right now? 

	“You must be in a reflective mood.” His voice startles me and I jump out of my seat, nearly spilling my wine. 

	“You just scared the shit out of me. What are you doing here? And why would you say that?” 

	He’s got flowers in his hands—a big bouquet of red and white roses filled with baby’s breath. He’d better not be bringing her back here or we’re going to have words. 

	“I’m sorry I scared you, that wasn’t my intention. I’m here because I live here and this is our home. And I say that because you shoot tequila when you want to forget or have fun, and you drink wine when you want to think or relax.” 

	“You think you know me so well.” 

	Sawyer moves closer and my breath catches. He really does look sexy tonight. He pulls his lip into his mouth and tugs on his lip ring. That move gets me wet every time and he knows it. 

	“I’d like to think I know you intimately.” 

	I move back into the living room, trying to put some distance between us. “Where’s your date?” 

	“She’s right here.” 

	“In our house?” My panicked tone brings his cocky smirk front and center. 

	“Did you read your texts, Mel?” 

	Shit, my phone. I reach down and grab it off the coffee table. 

	Sawyer: I’m on my way home. We need to talk. 

	P.S. I lied, I never had a date. 

	“You never had plans with her?”

	“Nope, I threw away her card in the room at the club. Why would I need it when I have you?” 

	My frustration with him takes over. “Why would you do that to me?” 

	He stalks toward me and places the flowers on the table before pulling me to him. I haven’t been this close to him in weeks but my body instinctively curves to his. 

	“Because, Princess, it’s Valentine’s Day and I want to do something. But in order to do it, you needed to talk to me. I figured if you thought I had a date it would at least get you mad enough to open up.” 

	“I was ready to open up before you left, but … Fuck, Sawyer. You hurt me! I thought you were off fucking Busty Barbie.” 

	He’s laughing. “I’m sorry I hurt you, but I didn’t know any other way to break through to you. You hurt me, too, Mel. I don’t know how many ways I can say it. I was in love with you before the accident and I’m going to love you for the rest of my life. Why would I downgrade to Busty Barbie when I’ve got a real live Princess right here?” 

	He brings his lips to mine and kisses me tenderly. Resting our heads together, his eyes meet mine. “Are we good now?” 

	“I think so.” 

	“Mel, I noticed it earlier and didn’t want to read into it, but …” His eyes drop to my chest, the hopeful lilt in his voice trailing off like he’s scared to even speak the words in case it’s not true. 

	“I’m taking another step, Sawyer. I don’t need the protection of those rings anymore. Not when I’ve got you to keep me safe.” 

	He closes his eyes briefly and they’re shining with love when he opens them. “Are we still taking things slow?” 

	“If slow involves sex then yes, we’re taking things slow.” 

	“Good,” he answers, leading me to his bedroom. “Slow is exactly how I want to take you tonight. I want to make love to you, Mel. Do you think we can manage that?” 

	My heart flutters like crazy and I pull his hand to my chest. “Can you feel that?” 

	A sinful smile spreads across his mouth “That’s from me?” 

	“That’s all you, baby. Make love to me.” 

	As I pull my shirt over my head, he works the button on my jeans. While kicking off his shoes, he manages to slide my pants and panties down. Lifting my legs out one by one, he slides his hands up the backs of my legs, pausing at the apex of my thighs and inhaling deeply. 

	“Fuck, I’ve missed the way you smell.” 

	He pulls my legs apart and his tongue dives in and flicks my clit. I fully expect him to work me to orgasm with his mouth but he surprises me and pulls back, continuing his journey up my body. Pausing long enough to unclasp my bra, I let it fall off my arms as he stands back, perusing my body from head to toe. 

	“You’re wearing far too many clothes, Sawyer. If I’m going to be your eye candy, you need to be mine.” I walk toward him as he slowly and methodically takes his time with each and every button on his shirt. 

	My hands move to his pants and unbutton them. As his slacks slide down his legs, I run my hand over his exquisite package. The wetness from his cock seeps through the cotton of his boxer briefs and I drop to my knees so I can pull them down and give him a proper hello.

	Using both hands, I stroke him until he throws back his head and hisses his frustration. Then I drop my mouth over him and suck him in. My tongue swirls around the tip of his cock while my hand works his length. I’m enjoying the taste of his pre-cum too much to give him the blowjob he deserves. 

	“Stop being a cock tease, Princess, and lie down.” He pops out of my mouth when I laugh, but he’s laughing, too, as he guides me to the bed. 

	Standing at the foot of the bed, his eyes rake over my body. As he lowers himself to the mattress, he reaches for my foot. He massages one, then the next, and it’s heavenly. I can’t hold back my cries of pleasure as he continues his massage all the way up my legs. 

	Sliding his fingers through my wetness, he teases me but doesn’t linger long. As if he can’t resist, he brings his finger to his mouth and sucks the wetness from it and his eyes roll back in his head. 

	Paving a blazing trail of kisses from my abdomen to my breasts, he takes his time licking and sucking me thoroughly, until his mouth finally catches mine in a slow, delectable kiss. When he pulls away, he moves his mouth to my neck, his lips caressing me in just the spot to make me buck beneath him. “Flip over, Princess,” he murmurs against my skin.

	When I turn onto my belly, he reaches for something on the table. I can’t see it but I feel wetness trickle down my back. He pushes my hair off to the side and works the oil into my skin. I’m so relaxed I could almost fall asleep. After rubbing it in, he begins to suck and lick it off. Leaning over my shoulder, he captures my lips with his. He tastes like vanilla and I deepen the kiss, wanting more of everything he’s giving me. 

	His erection presses against my backside and he groans against my skin. “Someday, Princess, I want you here, too.” 

	“Anything you want, as long as you’re careful.” 

	Groaning, he slides off of me and rolls us over, then reaches for a condom. When he’s fully sheathed, he settles himself between my legs and lowers his mouth to my breasts. 

	Paying equal attention to each one, he slides inside of me. 

	“Sawyer …” His name falls from my lips as I relish the sensation of him entering me after so long. I’ve missed this connection with him so much. 

	He laces his fingers through mine, and our bodies sync with each other. His thrusts are slow and deliberate, and so incredibly deep. Every time he pushes into me, I feel myself drowning in his love. He lowers his mouth to mine and steals my breath with his kiss. My orgasm builds but I don’t want to come yet. He pushes deeper and deeper, sensing my hesitation. 

	“Come with me, Amelia,” he says, and it’s not his words but the sound of my name on his lips that sets me off. It’s rare when he uses it and when he does, it’s everything. Clenching his hands tighter in mine, I let myself crash into him with everything I am. I’m never holding back from him again. 

	“I love you, Sawyer.” My words are whispered against his lips and with them he finds his own release. His body trembles and shakes against mine, as if he’s feeling it in every cell of his body. 

	“I love you, too, Amelia. For now, and for always.”  

	A little while later, we’re cleaned up and curled up together. I haven’t had a good night’s sleep in weeks but being in his arms feels like home. 

	Just as I’m beginning to fall asleep, he brushes his finger over my cheek. “Hey, Mel?”

	“Hm?” 

	“Will you move in here with me? I want you in my bed each night, I want your things mixed in with mine, I want you to make my bathroom messy, even though it will drive me fucking crazy.” 

	His words are passionate, but there’s an underlying hesitancy and I wonder how long he’s wanted this. “I’d love to drive you crazy, Sawyer. Name the time and place.” 

	“Tomorrow morning, your stuff to my room, I’ll even help you pack.” 

	“As long as you bring the coffee and Pop-Tarts, I’m in. I want to be wherever you are.” 

	Sawyer kisses me sweetly and we fall asleep, bodies entwined, and I know I want this with him for the rest of my life.
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	Unfinished Business

	Cadence turned two this week and I can’t believe so much time has passed. I have loved watching every second of her growth and consider myself beyond blessed to be here for it when Belle can’t be. Last month, Noah would have been thirty-one—another milestone he wasn’t here for. It was a hard pill for all of us to swallow. We did our best to make it through and make it special for Sawyer. I’m not sure he’ll ever get to a place where his birthdays are actually happy again, but I hope he can. 

	We have a foundation meeting next week so I can announce my final choice of causes to launch with. It’s been hard trying to narrow them down; I feel like something important is missing but I can’t put my finger on it. 

	Noah’s EP releases in June and the hype around it is staggering. Sawyer and I have a ton of interviews lined up over the next few months. Neither of us wanted to do them, to subject ourselves to the spotlight that way, but we’re doing this for Noah and we agreed to do it together. 

	I’ve also made a decision and I need to act on it today before I chicken out. It’s something Noah was supposed to help me with, which makes it a bit more difficult. Even so, I’ve made the calls and things are set up and waiting for me, I just need Sawyer to hold my hand. I’m hoping if I can get through this, I can get closer to being able to pack up Noah’s things. To get some final closure so I can stop holding back any piece of myself from Sawyer. Ever since Valentine’s Day, we’ve been closer than ever and I don’t want to lose any of the momentum we’ve gained. I’m tired of getting close to him only to have to take three steps back. 

	His arms wrap around me from behind and I fall into them with ease. “You’re up even earlier than normal.” 

	I spin around in his arms and hug him fiercely. “I need to do something today. Will you help me?” 

	“Of course, what is it?” 

	“I’d rather show you. Mama is keeping the kids until tomorrow, so now is the perfect time.” 

	“It must be important, you didn’t even wait for me to shower with you.” 

	“It is. Besides, last time we showered together we almost forgot to use a condom. We have to be more careful.” 

	His expression softens. “Would it be so bad if we forgot? Or stopped using them altogether?” 

	Whoa, where did this come from? 

	“Sawyer, this is a big conversation to try to have first thing in the morning before coffee. Can we table this for now and come back to it later?” 

	“I’ll agree because you have something on your mind. But I do want to come back to it soon, Mel. We need to start thinking long-term and it would be nice to give Nate some siblings that would be close in age.” 

	After he hops in the shower, I find my anxiety medication and take one. I’m not taking them so much anymore, but talking about certain topics really flares me up for some reason. Living in the now with Sawyer is all I want but whenever we begin to discuss anything future-related, I freak out. I wonder if it’s because I’m not over Noah yet and I haven’t fully accepted the loss of our future together. 

	That’s silly, though, right? Sawyer makes me just as happy as Noah did, some days it seems even more so. But I chalk that up to the short amount of time Noah and I had together. Whatever it is, it’s all the more reason why today is so important. 

	Once Sawyer is dressed, Mac picks us up. I’ve already given him the address and he stopped for coffee and pastries on the way over. 

	Sawyer looks inside the pastry bag and pulls out a butterfly donut. “You must be buttering me up,” he says before taking a huge bite. 

	“Maybe a little bit, but I also know what makes you happy and cinnamon tucked into the center of some dough seems to be your favorite.” 

	“You’re my favorite, but this is a close second.” While he groans his appreciation and continues eating, I sip my coffee and think about the day ahead of us. 

	We ride in silence, Sawyer giving me much-needed space. That might be one of my favorite things about him; he’s an excellent judge of my moods and adjusts accordingly. He can also be a bit moody himself and I pride myself on being able to pick up on them and give him what he needs as well. 

	When Mac pulls up to the gates of the estate, he punches in the code I gave him earlier and Sawyer lets out a low whistle. “Is this what I think it is?” he asks, looking out the window. 

	“If you think it’s my parent’s house, then yes.” Outside the front door is a pallet full of cardboard boxes, rolls and rolls of bubble wrap, and there should be quite a few tape guns and markers out there somewhere. 

	“What’s going on, Princess? It looks like a packing party.” 

	The car comes to a stop and we all get out. “Mac, you’re welcome to take a tour, hang out by the pool, make yourself at home inside, or we can call you when we’re done.” 

	“I’ve got my shorts and I’m ready for a dip. Thanks for the heads up, Mel. Let me know if you need help. I’ll come do the heavy lifting.” 

	“Hey! You trying to say I can’t do some heavy lifting?” Sawyer asks. Mac laughs while I try to hold back my own laughter. 

	“I think what Mac meant is we’ve got a lot to do and all hands on deck would be nice.” 

	“Or that I’ve got a hundred and fifty pounds on you, give or take, and it’s all muscle.” Mac’s still laughing. 

	“Yeah, yeah, Popeye. Go to the pool and eat your spinach.” 

	Mac heads off to explore, and I pull Sawyer down to my lips for a kiss. “Your body is hot, Sawyer, and your muscles are nothing to laugh at. But you pay Mac to be as big as he is for a reason. He keeps you safe, so you can keep coming home to me.” 

	“You always know just what to say, Princess. Now, tell me why we’re here. What’s really going on?” 

	Lacing my fingers through his, I look up at him. “I’m not good with closure, obviously. My dad has been gone for over fifteen years and this house is the same as it was when my mom died. I’m pretty sure I got my avoidance from him.” 

	“You’re babbling, Mel.” 

	“I know, but this is hard. Don’t get mad. The other day, I was sitting in Noah’s closet again.” 

	Sawyer exhales softly and squeezes my fingers tighter. “Why do you keep doing that to yourself?” 

	“Because I don’t know how to let him go, not completely. And I know it’s holding us back. Last night, I realized if I can’t even let my parents go and pack up their things, there’s no way I’ll ever be able to pack up Noah’s. This is me trying, Sawyer. The only way out is through, right? That’s what your mom tells me all the time.” 

	“I’m on board, Mel, with whatever you need from me, but I just wish …” He pauses, his eyes reflecting his pain. 

	“What do you wish, Sawyer?” 

	“It’s selfish, and I know things worked out this way for a reason and I wouldn’t change them for so many reasons, but I wish I wasn’t second best … that I would have been your first choice all along.” 

	His words make me gasp for air. “Sawyer, please don’t think that. I don’t know how to explain it. Honestly, the fact you feel that way makes me extremely sad. There is nothing second best about you. I don’t want to diminish the way you feel because if you are feeling this way this is something we have to rectify. Can we talk about this later? When we have all the time in the world to focus on how I can get you to understand there is nothing second place about you in my heart?” 

	“Yeah, I’m sorry I brought it up. Today is going to be a good day. Come on, show me Joey Triton’s house.” 

	Sawyer’s words have really affected me. He must be rationalizing those thoughts in his head because he’s seen how difficult it’s been for me to try to move on from Noah. But I have to make this right somehow. Sawyer is too incredible of a person to ever consider himself second best of anything. 

	“Wow, this place is amazing.” The awe in his tone makes me smile. I think Sawyer is fangirling a bit right now. 

	“Come here, let me show you something I know you’ll love.” I lead him down the main hall into my dad’s office, which is really two adjoining rooms filled with awards, guitars, and a desk. 

	“Holy shit, Mel!” Sawyer releases my hand and walks around the room slowly. He takes everything in as if it were a museum. 

	“Fuck, Princess, you can’t get rid of this stuff. Name your price, I’ll buy the house and everything in it, as is. We’ll turn it into a smaller version of Graceland or something.” 

	“If I thought you were serious, I’d give it to you,” I say with a smile. 

	“You’d just give me a multi-million-dollar estate? No questions asked?” 

	“Of course I would. Are you serious?” 

	“It’s tempting, but no. All I want is for you to get whatever closure you need. And maybe that Martin over there, that’s a fucking classic.” 

	He’s looking at that guitar like he looks at me when he’s about to devour my body. “It’s yours. Whatever you want, you can have. I’m thinking we can auction some of the leftovers off to raise money for the foundation.” 

	“You’re not keeping anything?” 

	“As we go through it all, I’ll figure out what is actually sentimental and put it aside. I’ve lived without anything in this house for most of my life, and I never spent much time here anyway.” 

	He spins around the room and shakes his head. “Okay, here’s what I think. We call Darren, Wyatt, Warren, and Ryan, and get them over here. Take an hour or so and walk down memory lane. Then pick a room and start there. After you’ve cleared a room of what you want, we can go through behind you and decide what any of us want or what to auction off. Anything left gets donated. They’ll get a kick out of being here and you get a clear conscience.” 

	“You’re sexy when you take charge,” I tell him, hopping up on the desk. 

	With a groan, he stalks toward me. “And you’d make my every fantasy come true if I could spread you out and fuck you over Joey’s desk. But since he’s your dad, and that has to be crossing some sort of invisible creepy line, we’ll forget I ever said anything.” 

	Taking his hand in mine, I lead him down the hall to my childhood bedroom and close the door. “Not over his desk, but how about in my childhood bedroom? That has to be all sorts of wrong on some level.” 

	He pushes me against the wall and holds my hands above my head. “So wrong, but so fucking right.”

	[image: Image]

	Three hours and three orgasms later, we’ve all found our groove. The guys have all busted a nut over the Triton legacy. It hasn’t been nearly as hard as I thought it would be to do this, either. Maybe after losing Belle and Noah, dealing with the loss of my parents seems further away and less painful. 

	“How are you doing, Amelia?” Warren asks as he enters my parents’ bedroom. 

	“I’m doing better than I thought I would be. I think I built this up in my head to be harder than it actually is.” 

	“Oh, I don’t know,” he says, looking at a photo of my mom and dad hanging on the wall, “I think this would have been very difficult for the woman who sat down in my office almost three years ago. But for the Amelia standing in front of me, who has ridden the flames of hell and managed to extinguish them, it’s a piece of cake.” 

	“I haven’t extinguished anything. Noah’s closet taunts me daily, as does his office.” 

	His expression softens. “Give yourself time, it hasn’t been all that long.” 

	“Mama packed up Belle’s apartment in less than a month.” 

	“That was a different situation and you know it. She didn’t have the luxury of letting it sit. And from what I understand, you haven’t gone through any of those boxes she has waiting for you, either.” 

	 “Well, maybe if I can do this, I can face those.” 

	Warren gives me a sad smile. “Even if it takes you another ten years, the world won’t stop turning. There’s no rush.” 

	“There is, though. I need to stop hurting Sawyer.” 

	“Is that what you think? That you’re hurting him by not erasing all traces of Noah? Come on, Mel, please tell me you don’t really believe that?” The astonished look he shoots my way slays me. 

	“I love him, Warren. But something is holding me back. If I can do this, I can move forward, right?” 

	Warren pulls me into a fatherly hug and lets me sob onto his chest. “You will always love Noah. Loving Sawyer won’t change that. It won’t put Noah on the back burner, and it won’t change what you had. And it shouldn’t. Every love is different and all the great loves of our lives should be unique. But Sawyer brings you to life in a different way.” 

	“How do you mean?” 

	“Noah coaxed you out of your shell. He made you his world and that made him happy. You two explored love and relished each new fun and happy thing. But you two were safe. There’s nothing wrong with that. You would have had a timeless marriage, and it would have been a privilege to be a part of your journey.” 

	He pauses and looks me over. “With Sawyer, you’ve blossomed. You’re happy and playful. You’ve thrived in your role as mother and aunt. It’s like your whole aura has opened another dimension. You give as good as you get and you’re living outside of the box. The two of you suffered one of the worst losses anyone could imagine and you rose out of the ashes drenched in love for each other. With Sawyer, your Triton shows, Amelia, and it’s pretty fucking incredible to witness.” 

	“Are you saying you think I picked Noah because he was safe?” The panicked words fly from my lips as I try to catch up with my emotions. 

	“Absolutely not. You picked Noah because he was the perfect man for you at the right time. The tides have shifted, Mel. Now Sawyer is the perfect man for you at the right time. You’re not any happier now than you were then, it’s just a different kind of happiness that radiates from you. And from him, he’s not that cocky bastard you put in his place that night.” 

	I nail him with a raised brow and he laughs, lifting his arms in surrender. “Okay, maybe he is, but he’s a lot more than that now. You challenge each other in all the best ways.” 

	Taking a seat on the edge of the bed, I make a confession. “I’m in love with him, Warren, head over heels, but I’m terrified of the future and I can’t talk to him about it. He mentions kids and I need anxiety pills.” 

	He takes a seat next to me and sighs. “I’m an old guy who has spent most of my years with rock stars. Most of them, commitment-phobes. That’s not you, Mel. It could simply be that you’re terrified to plan because you’re afraid it will be ripped away from you. Like your parents, like Belle, like Noah.” 

	He’s right.

	“I’m all for living in the moment. I did it for years before Sam. But there’s something to be said for living in the moment and still planning for the future.” 

	“Thanks for the pep talk, Warren. What do you say we finish up here and go back to the house and drink?” 

	“I say that’s a hell of a plan. Did I ever tell you about the time Joey and I threw your mom in the pool …”
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	Later that night, Sawyer and I are lying in bed and I’m tucked into his arm. My fingers trail over his chest and I’m overwhelmed with emotions. Maybe it’s the tequila shots we did, or maybe I’m coming down from an endorphin high from earlier today. 

	“Sawyer,” I whisper softly. 

	“What’s up, Princess?” 

	“Someday, I want to have lots of babies with you.” His arms tighten around me with my confession. 

	“Define lots.” 

	“Two, maybe three …” 

	He chuckles against the top of my head. “I consider lots five or six, but I’ll take two or three for now. Besides, since twins run in the family, it could be five or six kids in the long run.” 

	“If we have kids, do you think–” 

	“When, Princess, there is no ‘if’ allowed in that sentence.” 

	“Okay, when. Do you think you’ll love them differently than Nate?” The thought makes me sad, and he’s quiet for a long while. 

	With a sigh, he responds, “I might.” My heart shatters. “I’m not sure I could love any child more than I love Nate. He’ll always be my favorite kid, but you can’t tell anyone that, it’s like a parent handbook law or something.” Relief rushes through me, temporarily. “Do you think you’ll love our kids as much as you love Nate?” 

	 

	The question throws me because my automatic answer I want to give makes me sound like a horrible human. But I don’t want to hold anything back from Sawyer anymore, no matter how bad it makes me sound. 

	“Mel? Did I lose you?” 

	“I’m afraid I’ll love them more because they’re a part of you.” 

	He stills with my confession. “That will never happen, Nate is too awesome. If anything, you’ll just be like all the moms and claim you love them the same.” 

	“Can I ask you something?” 

	He laughs again. “I thought we already decided you could ask me anything, anytime.” 

	“You said you loved me before the accident. Do you know when you realized you knew?” 

	“It was the night at Sully’s. When you saved me from my sleep demons. That night, you treated me with love and compassion, and I knew I was already a goner.” 

	That was so early. Noah and I hadn’t even had sex at that point. 

	“The night you kissed me in your bathroom, I knew there was something special about you. Scary special. Belle and I even talked about it afterward.” 

	“You talked to Belle about me? How did that conversation go?” 

	“You know how Belle was, she had so many questions.” 

	Sawyer smiles. “She was a force to be reckoned with, for sure. What did she want to know?” 

	“She was blown away that you nicknamed me. She said she’d never heard of you doing that before. And she wanted to know what it was like to kiss you.” 

	He groans against my neck. “And what was it like, Mel? Tell me and maybe I’ll do it again.” 

	I whimper as he flicks his tongue against my heated skin. “I told her kissing you made me believe in the devil because nothing could feel that good without being completely damning to my soul. Our chemistry scared me.” 

	His mouth moves across mine, his tongue swiping over my lips and slowly dipping inside to meet mine. This feeling is everything it was back then and more. Before I can lose myself completely in his kiss, he pulls away, leaving me breathless. 

	“What did she say?” 

	“She said I shouldn’t push you away because if it felt that good you must have been sent by God himself.” 

	Sawyer chuckles against my lips. “Sounds like she might have been onto something.”

	“Hm, maybe she was,” I answer, lost in the memory. That was a great day. It was the first day I joined the tour. 

	“Is that actually how you felt?” he asks softly. 

	“Yeah, it really is. It scared me, a lot. All I could think about was my parents and what a disaster their marriage turned into with all that chemistry.” 

	Sawyer props himself up on his elbow and trails his fingers down my arm. “We’re not them, Mel, and we never will be.”

	“I know that now, but I was scared back then. Getting back on a bus, heading out on tour, it was all frightening but in the best possible way. My favorite thing about waking up in the morning was talking to you. Getting to know all the little things you deemed it okay for me to know. Becoming your friend was one of the best feelings in the world. But then …”

	“Then what?” he prompts.

	“We ended up in the same elevator the day I was drunk and you were with that groupie.” 

	He groans. “Don’t remind me. I was a complete ass.” 

	“You were, and I was so jealous. I wouldn’t admit it to myself then, but I was fuming. I wanted to scratch her eyes out.” 

	He brings his lips to mine and his tongue dips inside my mouth, taking a quick taste. “She was a horrible lay if that helps.” 

	“Jesus, Sawyer. No, it doesn’t.” But I can’t hold back my laughter. 

	“Why are you telling me all of this?” he asks. 

	“I’m not sure. I think I want you to realize my feelings back then weren’t so cut and dry. If I hadn’t been ruled by my fear, the decision between you and Noah may not have been so black and white. I hate that you feel like you’re in second place. It hurts my heart, Sawyer. A lot.” 

	Sawyer wraps his arms around me and kisses me again, deeper and slower. With each stroke of his tongue against mine I don’t just feel that spark of chemistry, I feel his undying love. When he releases me, I run my thumb across his lips. 

	“What about Noah? Did he know?” 

	“No, I never told him, there was no point. Whatever feelings I had for you were separate from him. Even though I played it safe, I don’t feel like Noah was the safe choice. At the time, he was the only choice I was comfortable with, and I will always cherish our time together and our son. But that says more about me than anything. I wasn’t ready for the overwhelming sensations that come from loving you back then, but I am now. The two of you cast some kind of spell on me. And I will never, ever, regret my time with him. I consider our love and marriage one of the biggest blessings of my life. I will always miss him.” 

	“Me, too.” 

	“Sawyer, you make me whole. You bring me to life, and you are also one of my biggest blessings. Someday, I’m going to figure out a way to write this down, to show you my feelings in a broad sense so you can understand it was never first or second, win or lose. It was … fate.” He groans, and I laugh. “I know, but I guess Noah rubbed off on me after all. Fate gave me to him to make his last days the best of his life. And fate gave me to you so the rest of our days can be the best days of our lives.” 

	 

	 “Sometimes, it gets to me that Noah had you. I was already second out of the womb so I’ve got issues in that department. If I get down in the dumps about it, I promise it will pass. Even if I was a little bit of a sore loser, I was happy for you and Noah. Without the two of you we wouldn’t have Nate and our son is the light of my life. He is all the best parts of you and Noah in one perfect little package. The way his eyes light up when he calls me Daddy Sawyer is the best high I’ve ever had. The point is, I know we’re where we should be right now and there’s no point dredging over the past again and again because we’re already living our future.” 

	It’s times like these I completely understand how I fell in love with Sawyer Weston. 

	“Sawyer?” 

	“Yeah?” 

	“Make love to me.” 

	He bites my bottom lip and flashes me that sexy-ass dimple. “It would be my absolute pleasure. And Princess, just so you know … you’re the only woman I’ve ever nicknamed.” 

	I’m not sure why that makes my heart soar, but it does. 
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	Something’s Missing

	Today, we’re at the building we secured for running the foundation. We’ve been doing everything behind the scenes out of the house up until now, but Sawyer and I decided to hold a lunch for the core group and give a few speeches as to why we’re doing this and what it means to us. 

	We’re all gathered in the conference room and Sawyer defers to me to begin. 

	As I look around at all of them, they seem so happy to be here. I hate to put a damper on their mood, but this is going to be sad before it becomes happy. 

	“Thank you for coming today. We have all been working tirelessly to get things organized to launch this foundation in Noah’s memory. It may be called The Noah Weston Foundation for Kind Acts, but Belle, my parents, Harold, and even Sara, will all be well-represented here.” 

	Taking a deep breath, I continue. “When we lost Noah and Belle, I lost a huge part of who I am. They were the two best pieces of me and I didn’t know how to process their loss. All of you helped me find a way to the other side of my grief. What you probably don’t know is that I spent so much time grieving Noah, that I’ve avoided fully accepting losing Belle. I write her letters, one a week, and put them in a sealed envelope.” 

	Karen gasps and Darren’s eyes grow wide. 

	“In the beginning, this was the only way I could cope. I’ve only written her two letters the past couple of months. Today, I wrote what I hope will be my final one. You see, losing Noah was devastating, but losing Belle … I think that’s what threw me over the edge. It was a snowball effect. I put all my energy into missing Noah and avoiding the reality that Belle is truly gone. She was my best friend and my sister for over twenty years. Each day I see her living through Cadence. She has Belle’s laugh, her smile, her personality. And each day it’s become a little easier to accept Belle is gone.” 

	My tears are streaming down my cheeks now, but they’re cathartic. 

	“Our children have been blessed with the best parts of Belle and Noah. We’re the luckiest people in the world to have pieces of them still with us. This foundation has given me hope, and by doing something in their honor, I’ve been able to feel a bit more at peace with moving forward without them. 

	“Noah’s love was one of the most incredible gifts I’d ever been given. I want that same love to radiate through this foundation and everyone who works here. This will be a happy place that helps make dreams come true. This foundation should encompass everything Noah and Belle were, what they believed in, and what they were passionate about. Which means our focus will be love, happiness, people, and the arts. Before we toast, I’m going to turn this over to Sawyer to say a few words.” 

	I take my seat and Sawyer stands, flashing everyone that dimpled smile of his I love so much. 

	“It’s kind of hard to follow Mel’s lead, she’s good with words by trade,” he jokes, and everyone laughs. It’s not really true anymore, but he wishes it were. 

	“This foundation is something Noah would have loved. Given time, I’m sure he would have started one on his own. Noah was retiring from touring, but he would have never retired from making people happy, including himself.” 

	Sawyer’s a bit choked up and takes a drink of water before continuing. 

	“These past two years have been hard for us all. We lost the heart of our family, but the Westons are strong and Noah would hate seeing how long we’ve mourned him. Starting this foundation is good for each of us because we were all touched by Noah and lucky enough to be loved by him immensely. 

	“There are still days when I wake up excited to talk to Noah. Those days are harder than the rest. Having Nate around really helps. I may have lost my twin, but a piece of him lives on through his son and that is a priceless gift. I’d give everything I have to bring Noah back to us but since that’s not an option, I’m pouring everything I am into the success of his foundation.” 

	Rory glares at him from her seat but at least she’s keeping her mouth shut. 

	“Over the next few years, we plan to release an album a year. Some music from the Tritons, some of ours, and some we’ll solicit from other artists. The industry is already buzzing about the upcoming release of EP, and I’ve got some meetings set up with artists to appear on future albums. I miss Noah every day and will do whatever I can to keep his legacy alive as long as possible. I know we all will. Everyone, please raise your glasses.” 

	As everyone raises their champagne, there’s not a dry eye. 

	“To Noah. May your love and spirit always be with us.” 

	Sawyer’s toast is perfect and I can’t help but think I feel Noah’s warmth in this room. 
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	It’s been a about a month since our soft launch at the foundation. It’s now up and running, and even though I wanted to be a bigger part of it, Sawyer and I decided to hire a larger staff. Rory is the only one in the family working full-time. In spite of how she feels toward me and Sawyer, she’s doing a phenomenal job. In fact, she’s already set up a fundraiser for the holidays to auction off donations Sawyer and the guys have been able to secure from their famous friends, as well as the stuff we got from my parents’ house which sold a few weeks ago.

	I’m so proud of everything we’ve accomplished and all the good things we’re doing in Noah’s memory. But recently, I started noticing a level of sadness taking over my life when I spent too much time focusing on it. I’m hoping I’ll be able to find a better balance someday, but I’m happy taking a step back and being a mom right now. And I think that’s where Noah would want my focus most of all. 

	His EP released a few weeks ago and has already gone multi-platinum. There’s already a lot of buzz about Grammy nominations and it makes my heart happy. Noah’s voice was a gift to the world; releasing this EP was the right choice. 

	Now, I’m sitting at the kitchen table going over the list of funds we’ve agreed upon so far. There are twenty on the list, which is a lot, so they won’t all roll out at once. I’m looking at the top six we’re starting with but it still feels inadequate. 

	The Noah Weston Fate Grant – for those who believe all things are possible

	The Belle Dixson Scholarship for the Arts

	The Triton Family Musical Scholarship for Underprivileged Youth 

	The Harold Scott Scholarship for International Studies 

	The Sara Stone Fund for Mental Health Awareness and Treatment

	The Bastards and Dangerous Musical Equipment Grant for Up and Coming Musicians

	 “Mommy!” Nate calls out as he and Sawyer come in with the groceries. “I got popsicles!” he says, clutching the box to his chest. 

	“I see that. Is Daddy Sawyer going to clean you up after you make a mess?” 

	“Of course,” Sawyer says as he places a kiss on top of my head. 

	“Where’s Cady?” Nate asks sweetly. 

	“She went to see her grandma, she’ll be back soon.” 

	“Okay, popsicle?” 

	Sawyer laughs at his one-track mind and puts him in his high chair. He’s pretty much outgrown it but sticky messes require containment. 

	“Why are you scrunching your face like that? It’s too pretty to be scrunched.” 

	“Something’s missing, Sawyer,” I reply with a frustrated sigh. 

	“Are you still going over that list? We’ve been around and around with this, Mel.” 

	“I know, but it’s eating away at me. It’s like Noah is telling me there’s something vital we’re missing and I have to figure it out.” 

	Sawyer’s shoulders slump and he abandons the groceries and takes a seat. “Do you remember when I asked you if I should start being more philanthropic after your run-in with Sara?” 

	“The day you were drunk?” I ask, remembering the conversation well. 

	“Yup, that was the day. A few days later, I read an article on the rate of homelessness among California’s college students. The numbers are staggering, Mel. It’s not just California, either. We’re just at the top of a long list.” 

	“That’s horrible. I had no idea.” 

	“Right? Me, either. So I started thinking about what our lives would have been like if we hadn’t gotten our big break, and I felt guilty.” 

	“Why?” 

	“Because I have a lot. Not as much as Noah did, but I’m not far behind him. I’ve made some good investments of my own over the years. For someone with so much, I sure didn’t pay it forward very well. Not like Noah always did.” 

	“Sawyer, you have a wonderful heart and you are extremely generous with your friends, family, and employees. You take care of people in your own way.” 

	“Yeah, I know, but after reading that I felt like shit, so I decided to do something about it.” 

	Sawyer exhales and his gorgeous green eyes meet mine. “What did you do?” 

	“I sat down one day and started calling universities in California. Some of them keep rosters of their homeless students, others have ‘unofficial’ rosters that faculty or students report. I told them an anonymous benefactor would like to donate housing or funds for housing for some of their students.” 

	Who is this man? I’ve always known Sawyer was good, but why hide this?

	“And what did they say?” 

	“Daddy Sawyer, I sticky,” Nate calls out. The popsicle is gone but his hands and face are a mess. Sawyer grabs a wet cloth and makes a game of it while wiping him down. Then he opens the high chair and scoops Nate out. Nate hugs him and gives him a big, loud kiss. “I love you, Daddy Sawyer.” 

	My heart melts every time, and lately … well, my ovaries are screaming they want more of that soon. 

	“I love you, too, Nate. Go play with your toys so I can talk to Mommy.” 

	“Okay!” he says as he runs toward the stockpile of toys in the living room. 

	“They said yes. But then I struggled with how to do it. There were so many kids and I could never pay for as many as I wanted to … I’d be broke. The day I was really agonizing over it, I was working on my laptop down in the garage. It was the first day Noah decided to record your EP and he walked in on me with all my shit spread out on the desk.” 

	“Noah knew?” 

	“Noah was my partner, Mel. I’m sorry we didn’t tell you. We didn’t tell anyone, at first. A lot of the time he was working on your music he was also working on this with me.” 

	This is it. This is what Noah was trying to show me. I know he’s been trying to get me to figure this out. I just know it. 

	“Can you explain all of this to me? Please,” I beg, and he tugs my hand until I rise from my chair and leads us to the couch. As we sit where we can watch Nate play, Sawyer throws his arm around my shoulder. 

	“Are you mad, Princess?” 

	“Never. I told Noah a thousand times and I’ll tell you now. Your money isn’t my business or my concern. I love you, Sawyer. Not your bank account, not your altruism, not your Bastards and Dangerous persona, just you—the man behind it all.”

	“That might be the sexiest thing anyone has ever said to me,” he says huskily against my lips. 

	“Well, maybe I need to step up my game.” His tongue meets mine, and I let myself fall into his kiss. As he pulls back, he sighs. “Explain, please.”

	With the sincerest of looks on his face, he begins. 

	“You should know this wasn’t something we were keeping from you forever. Noah never wanted to keep it from you at all. The day he found me, we laid out a plan, contacted Tony, set it all up, and went from there. It was the first time in a year we had something bonding the two of us. I needed that so much, you have no idea. In a way, it reminded me of us being kids again and having super-secret twin stuff no one else knew about or understood.” 

	“It made you happy.” 

	He smiles at me. “So fucking happy. And for the first time, I understood the high Noah got from helping others like he did. Once me, Noah, and Tony realized this was so much bigger than us, we started recruiting angel investors. Tony took care of most of it, but Noah and I brought in some close friends we knew would want to contribute and still remain anonymous.” 

	“But not me?” 

	“Not you, not yet. This sounds so lame now, but I didn’t want you to know and think I was doing it just because I wanted to be like Noah. You’re the one who inspired me to do it. After our talk in the kitchen that day, I wanted you to see me for more than what other people saw me.” 

	“You’re not being fair to yourself, Sawyer. You’re one of the most incredible people I know. You have the biggest heart and no matter what your reputation was, by now you have to know I know your heart.” 

	“Yeah, I do.” 

	“I’m so proud of you guys, tell me the rest. Don’t leave anything out.” 

	My eyes tear up as I imagine how excited Noah was for this. I’ve never been sure about the afterlife, ghosts, souls, or whatever, but ever since Noah died I swear he’s been giving me signals and signs. This was one of them. 

	“We started with California universities and they posted signs and sent out email alerts to their students. We had ten thousand applications in twenty-four hours. That’s when we realized we couldn’t do it alone. We tried for the first couple of months, but with our schedules and the sheer demand, it wasn’t conducive to helping people quickly. Instead, we set up a lottery system, those who were chosen were vetted, and they were housed after that.” 

	He squeezes me closer and continues. “By May, we were able to house a thousand kids. It didn’t seem like a lot, but it was something. It helped that the schools worked with us to get a lot of them in dorms and on meal plans with a discounted rate. Noah reminded me about an abandoned apartment building I bought a few years ago that was within twenty miles of one of the schools. I was going to dump it to a developer, but after talking it over with Noah and Tony we came up with a better plan. We worked with some businesses who donated time and supplies and got it ready to use in three months. Then, the accident happened.” 

	“Noah never got to see it?” 

	“He saw photos and loved it. It’s a large complex and can fit a thousand students. After the accident, I delayed the opening by four months. It killed me, but I wasn’t in the right frame of mind to move forward and I knew Noah would want me putting my own personal touch on everything.” 

	“Does anyone else know?” 

	“Only Tony and the other investors.” 

	“How are things now?” 

	“So far so good. It’s still a California-based project, but word has spread and donations continue to flood in. We’re up to three thousand kids now. What’s really cool is some of the kids who graduated last year are now working and have started sending in donations to help pay it forward.”  Sawyer looks down at Nate and shakes his head. “I think about Nate and it slays me. I’d die if that happened to him. Some of these kids come from incredible homes, but bad shit happens and they’re left grasping at straws. When I think about my own kid being in that situation it makes me work harder to help these kids now.” 

	“Hey,” I say, turning my body toward him “That will never be our kids, Sawyer. We’ve already made sure of that.” 

	A slight blush creeps into his cheeks and then he smiles. “You said our kids.” 

	With a quick glance at Nate, who is busy pushing cars around, I flip myself onto Sawyer’s lap. “Yes, I did. We will have kids, Sawyer, we just need to figure out when.” 

	“Now, Princess, I want them now.” 

	“Patience is a virtue.” 

	“Says no one, ever,” he replies with a pout. 

	“I need a little more time, but I promise it’s been on my mind a lot lately. I love watching you with Nate, it brings out so many emotions in me I can’t even begin to describe them. It also turns me on.” 

	His eyes glaze over with need as he hardens beneath me. “Thinking about turning you on turns me on.” 

	“Mommy, can I hug, too?” Nate pulls on the back of my shirt, and Sawyer’s excitement fades away beneath me. 

	He chuckles against my neck. “Kids always have the best timing.” 

	“Come on, Nate, climb up.” Within seconds, we’re all wrapped in a big family hug. This is my family. A bit different than I’d imagined in the beginning, but our love is real and so is our happiness. 

	After Nate is tired of us, he hops down and a lightbulb sparks in my mind. 

	“Sawyer, is Eli one of your investors?” 

	He pulls his lip ring into his mouth and tugs at it. Sawyer does this when he’s trying to find a way out of something. 

	“They’re private investors for a reason, Mel. I can’t confirm or deny that.” 

	“Mmhm, and did you guys ever think I might want to invest? Noah knew I was trying to figure out what the hell to do with my inheritance.” 

	This time, his tone is laced with sadness. “He was going to ask you when he took you on a tour of the apartment building. He wanted you to see what we’d been working on. By then it was more the element of surprise. You guys were married and you and I had been through a lot. I was excited for you to know, but ever since the accident … I’ve been enjoying it being my last secret endeavor with Noah and wasn’t ready to give that up, I guess.” 

	“That makes complete sense. Can you at least tell me the name now?” 

	With a wide smile, he responds, “The Sunshine Project.” 

	“Are you serious?” 

	He laughs. “We both thought it was appropriate. Joey called you Mellie Sunshine and we both agreed you’d brought more than your share of it into our lives. It seemed right, and Noah thought by doing something to honor your dad it would help you figure out where or how to invest your money.” 

	I’m rapidly blinking back my tears. “Is this apartment building close?” 

	“About an hour away. Do you want to go see it?” 

	I nod, and he stands, taking me with him and then setting me down. “Nate, you want to go for a ride in the car?” 

	Nate jumps up with his cars in his hands “Yes, Daddy Sawyer!” 

	After Nate is buckled into his car seat, the perfect idea hits me. “Sawyer, this is it!” 

	With a perplexed look on his face, he answers, “I’ll bite, what is it?” 

	“What you should use the vaulted music for! Yours and my parents.” 

	“For The Sunshine Project?” he asks, and I nod excitedly. 

	“Even if you split the proceeds three ways, to Sunshine, to the foundation, and to yourselves, I bet it would be a massive amount of money.” 

	“Noah also left a yearly endowment to the project that will continue to grow with interest. That’s part of his will that was only disclosed to me. Fucking hell, Princess, you’re brilliant and this is a perfect idea!”

	As we drive down PCH, with the ocean glittering under the sun and Nate singing his own singalong in the back of the car, I can’t help but think this is all a sign from Noah. A bit of fate is shining down on us today. 

	Suddenly, Nate belts out a lyric louder than the speakers and Sawyer and I exchange knowing glances. This little boy is going to take after both his daddies and his grandparents. God help us all. 
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	When we got back from the student dorms, I was still struggling to wrap my mind around it all. I’m so fucking proud of all the guys. In my heart, I know all the men near and dear to me are part of this project. While Sawyer bathes Nate, I add a few more causes to my list and feel like I can breathe a bit easier. 

	The Noah Weston Grant benefiting The Sunshine Project

	The Joey and Iris Triton Grant benefiting The Sunshine Project

	The Harold Scott Grant benefiting The Sunshine Project

	The Bastards and Dangerous Grant benefiting The Sunshine Project

	The Andy Reynolds Grant benefiting The Sunshine Project

	The last one is the driver who hit our bus. It finally seems right to do something in his honor. I hope everyone else agrees. 

	“You ready for bed, Princess?” Sawyer asks, placing a kiss on top of my head and looking over my shoulder. “Andy, huh?” he asks softly.

	I look up at his glassy eyes. “Do you mind? I feel like Noah would want this one most of all.” 

	“You’ve got an amazing heart, Amelia. I’m so proud to have a piece of it. I don’t mind. I think you’re right, Noah would want this.” 

	“Make me a promise, Sawyer.” I stand and wrap my arms around his waist. 

	“Anything, Mel.” 

	“Let’s not keep secrets from each other. Even though there were reasons, I’m finding out Noah had some small secrets from me and I don’t like it. Can we agree to be like Anna and Wyatt and no matter what it is we agree to vault, we tell each other as the exception?” 

	Suddenly, he’s hugging me tighter. “Hell yeah we can. There’s no one I want to keep secrets with more than you.” 
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	Wedding Blues 

	It’s been a week since Sawyer took me to the apartment building, and I’ve learned all about their group and the real estate Sawyer still has that he’d like to convert for more students. They’re even talking about a few buildings farther away and hiring a couple of full-time drivers to bus them back and forth to classes. Luther is at the top of our list to be in charge of the drivers. 

	“Damn, you look hot!” Sawyer exclaims as he walks in the room looking damn fine himself. Today is Mama’s wedding; it’s been such a bittersweet morning for me. I’m the matron of honor, and Mama gave me Belle’s favorite necklace, bracelet, and earrings to wear in honor of her. She said it’s a way to have both her girls with her on her special day. 

	“You don’t look too shabby yourself,” I reply, fidgeting with the bracelet. 

	“Breathe, Mel. It’s going to be okay.” He steps closer and stops me from tugging on the bracelet. 

	“I know, I’m missing her more than ever today, Sawyer. It will be two years next month since we lost them. How is it even possible?” 

	“Come here,” he says, pulling me into his comforting arms. “Today is supposed to be a happy day. Let’s focus on that. I know Belle and Noah got cheated, but they lived every day to the fullest while they were here. How many people can say that? It sure beats what we’ve been doing the last two years.” 

	I pull away, my anger flaring. “Yeah, well, maybe they wouldn’t be living each day to the fullest if they’d lost us!”

	“That’s not what I meant, Mel, and you know it. Please don’t pick a fight with me today. I want to go to the wedding and dance with my beautiful date and come home and make love to you. Today is about love, Mel, be a lover, not a fighter.” 

	He’s so fucking cheesy sometimes, my anger immediately dissipates and I bust up laughing. 

	“That’s my girl. I knew my Princess was in there somewhere.” 

	“Mommy!” 

	“Auntie Mel!” 

	Cadence and Nate fly into the room with Darren hot on their tails. I’m dying with their cuteness and pull out my phone to take a photo. Nate is the ring bearer and wearing a tux, and Cadence is the flower girl and wearing a dress similar to mine. 

	“Sorry, guys, they got ahead of me. What did I say about running?” Darren chastises them. 

	“No running until after Grandma gets married. Sorry, Daddy,” Cadence replies with a sweet smile that is all Belle. It gets Darren every time, and I’m pretty sure she knows it. 

	“It’s okay, monkey, just don’t do it again. We don’t want to make Grandma sad on her wedding day.” 

	“Okay, Daddy.” 

	“Okay, Uncle Darren.” 

	“I’m going to take them over there now and you guys can meet us there,” Darren says, ushering the kids out of the room. 

	“It still cracks me up that the notorious men of Bastards and Dangerous all have cars with multiple car seats in them.” 

	Sawyer flashes me a devious grin and paces toward me like a predator. I back up slowly against the wall; I would be all for this game if we weren’t on a schedule. “Princess, I’ll rock a mini-van like a motherfucker if you give me enough kids and car seats to fill it.” 

	His husky voice washes over me like the finest whiskey and as much as I want to tell him yes, I’ll have a thousand of his babies, I can’t. Not yet.

	“Soon, Sawyer, I promise. I need a little more time.” 

	“I don’t want to be an old man before I’m a dad again, Mel.” 

	Again. Just the use of that word makes me melt. He could have easily left it out. I throw my arms around his neck and pull his mouth to mine. “I promise, Sawyer, it won’t be that long.” 

	Sawyer’s mouth meets mine and he slides his hand up my dress, maneuvering his finger through the side of my panties and inside me, where I want him most. Groaning into his mouth, he kisses me harder and deeper before pulling back and removing his finger at the same time. 

	His lust-filled eyes lock onto mine as he sucks his finger into his mouth. I watch as he swirls his tongue around it and bite my lip as lust flows through me. “God, I want you.” 

	He kisses me again, this time soft and slow, and I taste myself on him. “I’m going to work you up every chance I get tonight. By the time we get back here you’re going to be begging for my cock.” 

	“What if we skip all that and I beg for it now?” 

	Sawyer throws his head back and laughs. “I’d love to hear you beg for it now, but we’ll be late for the wedding if we don’t leave in about two minutes.” 

	“Fine, but if you tease me like that all night you’d better be ready to keep it up all night because I’m going to fuck you ‘til morning.” 

	He leans down and bites my neck and I inhale deeply, wishing for more. As his tongue licks over the bite, his husky voice greets my ear. “Stamina has never been my issue and you know it, Princess. Threaten me with a good time all you want, you’ll be the one begging for mercy in the end. Maybe tonight you’ll finally let me have that ass. My cock has been dying for a new place to play on your body.” 

	“Fuck, Sawyer, let’s go before you make me come with your words.” 

	He pulls back and his gaze locks on mine. “That’s what I thought.” 
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	A few hours and many emotions later, Sawyer and I are dancing under the stars. I’m trying to be a good sport and have fun, but I haven’t been to a wedding since mine and Noah’s; this one is triggering so many memories. 

	Mama looks incredibly happy, even though we both shed a few tears before the ceremony. As I watch her and Marcus dancing, I want what they have. I had it once with Noah, and I want it again with Sawyer, but something is holding me back. 

	“You look a million miles away,” he says solemnly. 

	“I’m sorry, it’s been a long day.” With a sigh, I lean my head on his shoulder as the lyrics from I “Just Wanna Love You” by The Shires wash over us. I can’t help but feel the part in the song about the storm is where we are right now. We’re at an invisible impasse. As much as I thought I’d let Noah go, today has proved I haven’t—not completely—and it bothers me immensely. Sawyer deserves so much more than what he’s getting from me. 

	This wedding is starting to send me spiraling downward. My emotions are getting the best of me and I find myself clinging to Sawyer, wishing for relief. 

	“Do you want to go home, Mel?” 

	“Would you mind? I think I’m just … tired.” 

	“No,” he says sadly, “I don’t mind, but I’m pretty sure the word you were looking for there was overwhelmed. You’re lost in your memories of him, and there’s nothing I can do to change it or help you.” 

	Darren left with the kids about an hour ago, so Sawyer and I wish the happy couple a good honeymoon and make our way to the car. 

	We’re quiet on the drive home; I’m pretty sure Sawyer is upset. That makes two of us. I’m frustrated I’m having so many emotions tonight, and I’m even more frustrated he’s not being more sympathetic to me. 

	When he pulls into the driveway, he turns to me, his sadness slaying me. “I’m going to work on some music in the garage for a while. I’ll be in later.” 

	Just like that, all his promises from earlier are gone, but I’m not really in the mood at this point. “Alright, I’ll see you later.” 

	Inside, I kick off my heels and carry them to my room. The sound of giggling kids carries into the hall. At least they’re having a good night. 

	After putting on my pajamas, I go into the kitchen and open a bottle of wine. 

	“I thought I heard someone come in. You’re home early, what happened?”

	“Want some?” I ask, holding up the wine. 

	“Nah, I’ll just grab a beer, thanks.” 

	“Will things ever get easier, Darren? God knows I’m trying, but then something happens and bam … back three steps again.” 

	“I’m not sure, Mel. You’ve made it further than I have. I’m back to randomly fucking people, but it’s not messy when emotions aren’t involved. Belle’s the only person who has ever evoked those kinds of feelings in me.” 

	“Am I a horrible person? I love Sawyer, so much, but tonight brought back all the memories of my own wedding. Noah and I were so happy that night.” 

	Darren takes a long draw of his beer. “I don’t know, Mel. I don’t think you’re a bad person at all. Maybe if you were involved with someone outside the family it wouldn’t be as difficult. But you can’t help who you love, and you and Sawyer are pretty fucking perfect if you guys can get past all your shit. Besides, it was your first wedding since, maybe it won’t happen again.” 

	“Yeah, maybe not.” 

	As he picks at the label on his bottle, he looks at me. “Don’t think you were the only one affected tonight. Sawyer is being sensitive right now because he was reminded of your wedding, too. You’re not the only one who has lingering feelings and guilt about Noah. Sawyer is in this with you, Mel.” 

	“I know he is, but I don’t feel like he’s sympathetic to it anymore.” 

	“Shit, today was miserable for me, too. The last wedding I attended was yours, and Belle was my date. Her mom got married and she wasn’t there but I was. Do you realize how much that fucks with someone’s head?” He chuckles. “Well, yeah, of course you do. You’re not alone, Mel, we’re all here. But do you really need Sawyer’s sympathy? If it were me, I’d rather have his support.” 

	“Sawyer said he’s working on music. Do you know if he’s been working on anything new?” 

	Darren’s eyes widen in surprise. “No, but I wish he would. Sawyer needs that creative outlet. Hell, we all do. We could never tour again without Noah but fuck, I wish we could just jam and let out some stress without feeling guilty for doing it without him.” 

	“I think Noah would want that. To use your music as an outlet and a way to relieve some stress. He’d want you guys to be happy.” 

	Darren smiles and tips his beer bottle toward me. “And he’d want you and Sawyer to be happy, too. Today was rough, but for all his roughness, Sawyer is one of the most sensitive people I’ve ever met. Don’t be too hard on him, Mel. He loves you more than he’s ever loved anyone, except Noah.” 

	“Thanks, Darren.” 

	“Yeah, no problem. Can you watch Cadence tonight? I need a release of my own, if you know what I mean.” 

	“Sure, have fun, and double bag that shit.” 

	“You know it, Mel. Go talk to him, I’ll be here a little bit longer.” 

	I decide to take Darren’s advice and go downstairs to the garage. “Heathens” by Twenty One Pilots is blasting down here. Sawyer is sitting on the couch, crying, looking at a photo of him, Noah, and me. I back up against the wall and out of sight, feeling like I’m intruding on a private moment. Belle took that picture of us and I framed it for Sawyer that first Christmas we were all together. 

	Instead of bothering Sawyer, I head back upstairs, deciding it’s time to make another post on Belle’s blog. 
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	Hey, Slammed Family! 

	This late-night post is more for me than you. However, you are all my lifeline to Belle right now so there is no one I wanted to share it with more. 

	Today, our mama got married and Belle wasn’t here for it. Yeah, it’s been one of those days. Time is a strange thing, an infinite loop of happiness and sadness. Today was one of those strange times. Watching someone get married is one of the best feelings in the world, especially when it is someone you’ve hoped would find their happy ending for a long time. 

	Our mama deserves to be happy, especially after these past few difficult years. Next month will mark two years since we lost them. Can you believe that? In some ways it seems like yesterday, and in others it seems like a lifetime ago. 

	Tonight, I missed Noah more than I have in a while. His loss hits me at random times but at the wedding—my first wedding since ours—it hit me hard. It hit Darren and Sawyer hard, too, but for different reasons. 

	Darren went to his mother-in-law’s wedding without his bride. Even though he and Belle never officially tied the knot, Darren is family in every way. The last wedding he went to was mine, with Belle by his side. 

	And Sawyer, well … this is a bit more complicated and I hope you all will bear with me because I have some explaining to do. Today was also Sawyer’s first wedding since my wedding to Noah. The memories and guilt plagued us both just below our happiness. You see, it’s time to come clean with you, Slammed Family. Sawyer and I are a couple now. 

	This may surprise some of you, probably most of you, because we keep our relationship extremely close to the belt. For those of you who think it’s wrong and we’re assholes, join the club. There are a few family members who are right there with you. And at times, Sawyer and I are with you, too. 

	The rest of the time we are happy. We’re in love, and no matter how wrong it may seem, I would have never made it through the past two years without him. Sawyer is an amazing father to Nate and loves him purely, in a way no one other than Noah or I could. Nate has the love of a father, an uncle, and someone who keeps the memory of his own father alive daily all wrapped in one incredible package. 

	Why tell you this now in a midnight confession after a half a bottle of wine? Because I just saw something that broke my heart and I don’t know how to fix it. I thought maybe, by telling the world my secret, it could somehow help ease the hurt both Sawyer and I carry around. 

	If any of you have ever walked in total darkness and had to find your way to the light, you’ll understand my post. Losing Noah and Belle was the darkest time in my life. Having Sawyer with me to not only walk me through but understand my pain makes getting to the light almost bearable. I’m still not out of the dark completely but I’m working my way through as best as I can. 

	On a lighter note, I want to personally thank all of you for your support with the launch of The Noah Weston Foundation for Kind Acts. Your donations continue to pour in, as do your notes of love and support. You made the release of his EP beyond amazing. I used to struggle with releasing his album to me—to the world—but now, every time I hear one of those songs, it makes me happy to know his fans are experiencing the joy that was Noah Weston. He had the purest heart of anyone I’ve ever known. 

	I’m pretty sure his son will be a close second, followed by Sawyer. These Weston men are a caliber of their own. I consider myself blessed to be a part of their world. In closing tonight, I leave you with a picture of the ring bearer and the flower girl. Could these kids of ours be any cuter? 

	Much love to you all. 

	Mel

	 


Amelia – Present Day 

	With a sigh, I stretch my arms above my head. 

	“Where are you now?” Sawyer asks for about the umpteenth time. 

	I hit save and send him what I just finished. He’s only a chapter behind me and catching up fast. I’m making everyone else wait for the second half of this third part. I want Sawyer to finish it first. 

	“I’m about to write the last chapter. Well, the ending is still to be determined, but at least I’ll be caught up to the here and now.” 

	“Have I mentioned how fucking proud I am of you for doing this?” 

	“You might have, but can I ask you something?” 

	He laughs hysterically. “You’re never going to stop asking me that, are you? I’m yours, Mel, ask away.” 

	“What do you think about the book so far? Are you learning anything you didn’t already know? Does it make you feel any different about everything, or anything?” 

	“Put our computers on the floor for a second,” he says, passing his computer to me after I put mine down. “Come here.” He lies on the bed and pulls me into his arms. Using his hand to brush my hair away from my face, he kisses me tenderly. 

	“I’m not sure I can express everything I’ve felt while reading this book. You brought back some of the best times of my life and some of the worst. This story is real and it’s us. It’s everything, Mel, and then some.” 

	A sigh of relief escapes my lips and he brushes his over mine briefly. 

	“You know how you doubted my love for you was real until Wyatt told you his story?”

	“I wouldn’t say doubted, more worried it was a subliminal love.” 

	“Uh huh, anyway, I guess there’s always been this part of me that has kind of wondered the same thing. Was I just a substitution for Noah, someone you fell for because I helped you and maybe it was more of a … I don’t know … owed … kind of love? Do you know what I mean?” 

	“Yes, I understand what you mean, but you could have asked me.” 

	He sighs and brushes his lips against mine. “I was terrified of your answer. Through your words, I understand your love is as real as mine. Reading your emotions from our first kiss, and all of our interactions, proved that to me without a doubt.” 

	“What about the Noah scenes?” 

	“Amelia, I’m so happy my brother had someone who loved him as much as you did. His life was cut short but he experienced it all because of you. What I understand now, that I’m not sure I could have ever understood before this book, is we did have a spark but it wasn’t our time. The timing was yours and Noah’s and you lived it to the fullest. But Mel, the story is ours. Mine and yours, do you see that? From the first kiss in my bathroom, until whenever fate decides it’s over, this is our story.” 

	Tears are streaming down my cheeks. He gets it. 

	“So you understand now that you never were and never could be second best?” 

	“I do, Princess, I totally fucking do.” 

	“Can you also understand that it’s going to be natural for both of us to have days where something reminds us of Noah, and those days will be harder than others, but it doesn’t diminish our love? I need this most of all, Sawyer. I need to know you have my back even if my mind is temporarily lost.” 

	His hands caress my back in soft circles and his eyes are bright with love. “As long as you understand I’m here with you and can help you through it. No pulling away, no hiding out in Noah’s closet, no listening to your death playlist. In fact, I think your next order of business after the closet should be replacing that fucking playlist with something happier. Or something sexier we can listen to while we fuck our blues away.” 

	“I like that idea, and I have a surprise for you but I want to write the last chapter before I show you. Then, while everyone else is catching up, maybe I can relax for a bit.” 

	Sawyer bites his bottom lip and grins. “Actually, I was hoping you’d let me take you somewhere while they are all reading. I have something to talk to you about. Something I realized was long overdue when we were up at the cabin.” 

	Popping a quick kiss on his lips, I hop up and get our computers. “It’s a date, Weston. One more chapter and I’m all yours.” 
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	The Beginning of the End 

	Sawyer never came to bed that night, and my emotional state after that took a nosedive. Sawyer started spending more time in the garage over the next two weeks and I started spending more time in Noah’s closet. 

	The thing is, I was sad, but my time in the closet wasn’t all about Noah this time. For some reason, I feel close to him in here and I’ve been talking to him about Sawyer. I know it sounds crazy, but it helps me since Sawyer and I aren’t exactly talking. 

	Ever since the wedding, Sawyer has been pulling away from me and it hurts so much. After I saw him crying I’m hesitant to even try talking to him. He’s hurting; I don’t want to make it worse and I don’t know how to fix it. They’re leaving tomorrow to go to the cabin in Big Bear for their second try at an annual trip. More than anything, I want things to be okay with us before he goes. 

	Call it separation anxiety or PTSD, but I worry every time someone leaves the house. It’s subtle most of the time, but he’ll be gone for three days; a lot can happen in that amount of time. If something were to happen, I don’t want any anger between us. 

	I’m in the kitchen making coffee, trying to psych myself up to talk to him today and fix this, when he comes in fully dressed. 

	“I made you coffee,” I say, trying to open up a dialog. 

	“Thanks, but I’m meeting someone for coffee. A meeting with a new angel investor.” 

	“Oh, okay. Have a good day, I guess. Will I see you later? I’d really like to talk today.” 

	Leaning against the counter, he crosses his arms and stares me down. I hate when he does this; it’s intimidating and I don’t want to feel intimidated by the man who owns my heart. “Yeah, sure. I’ve got some errands to run and stuff to put together for tomorrow. I left you a list of stuff to pack for Nate if you have time, it would really help me out.” 

	Nate. He’s taking my baby away for three days. What am I going to do without them? I’ve never been alone in this house for more than a few hours, let alone three fucking days. 

	“Of course. Whatever you need.” I’m emotional, and I wish he’d just leave so I could fucking cry in peace. 

	“Thanks, Mel, I’ll see you later.” 

	Grabbing his keys, he leaves. No kiss goodbye, not even a second look back. I’m pretty sure Sawyer has finally decided he’s done with me. I thought after reading the blog post he’d be happy. I didn’t get a reaction out of him one way or the other. The readers, on the other hand, had plenty to say and a lot of it wasn’t kind. 

	Maybe that’s part of it for him. Not the readers but the family. Rory, Rob, and Owen are still causing issues. Well … that’s not fair. Rob has come around; he was even going to go with them until Diane’s due date interfered. I get a personal vibe from him that he’s not okay with us, but maybe it’s just me looking for something that isn’t there. Same with Owen. He hasn’t said anything one way or the other, but his lack of opinion makes me think it’s not favorable. And we all know where Rory stands; she becomes angrier and more bitter each time I see her. At least she maintains a professional manner in the office, albeit a cool one. 

	“Good morning, Mel,” Karen says, coming into the kitchen. She spent the night here last night because she was up late working on foundation business with me. Last week, she came over and found me in the middle of a closet meltdown. She’s been hovering ever since. It might have to do with me breaking down and crying about Noah and Sawyer and babbling about the things I kept from Noah and how they feel like lies even though I thought I was protecting him. She was quick to remind me some things Noah knew, and some he didn’t, but there were also things he kept from me. 

	Karen also reminded me that just because you’re in a relationship doesn’t mean you have to know every single thing the other person does. Sometimes, secrets aren’t a bad thing. But I don’t want secrets anymore and maybe I’m living in a bubble hoping for the impossible. 

	“Good morning, Karen. Did you sleep well?” 

	“Yes, but I always do when I’m here. The sound of the ocean is the best sleep medicine there is. Where is everyone? It’s awfully quiet in here.” 

	I pass her a cup of coffee and we both take a seat at the table. “Sawyer had a meeting. Darren took the kids to get breakfast before your big outing at the zoo today. They’re going to have a blast.” 

	“You’re welcome to come. It might do you some good to get out of the house.” 

	“Thanks, but Sawyer said we could talk when he gets home and I really need to see where we’re at. I think he’s going to break up with me.” 

	Karen’s mouth drops open but she recovers quickly. “Surely, things aren’t that bad?” 

	“I’d like to say no, but I think they are.” 

	“Amelia, Sawyer loves you and I know you love him. Whatever happens when he comes home, I think the two of you should take the weekend to reassess your feelings and reflect on how different your lives would be without each other.” 

	She squeezes my hand and I squeeze hers back. “I know how my life would be without him, I’d be miserable. I don’t need the weekend to know that, but maybe he does.” 

	“It will be okay. I’m going to get ready so I can get out of here and give you two a chance to talk.” 
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	I’m sitting in Noah’s closet listening to “My Immortal” by Evanescence, thinking about how I’m finally going to try to pack up this closet while they’re gone this weekend, when the door flings open with a bang. 

	Rage fills Sawyer’s features when he sees me sitting here. This is not what we need right now at all. 

	“Unfuckingbelieveable! Jesus, Mel, what the fuck are you doing to yourself?” 

	I scramble to my feet and come out of the closet. He’s already left the room. “It’s not what you think,” I call out behind him. 

	“Really? Then tell me what it is. Because it looks to me like you’re mourning your husband with your death playlist again and I’m getting really fucking sick of always being in second goddamn place with you!” 

	I wasn’t listening to my death playlist at all, just my awesome female singer playlist, but I’m sure now isn’t the time to bring up that minor detail. Although, to him, it’s probably not a minor detail. 

	“You’re not in second place with me, Sawyer. I wish you could understand that.” I hate this and I wish I could go back in time to Mama’s wedding and change that night. 

	Sawyer is pacing, practically ripping his hair out with his hands. “I’ve tried to let it go, but I can’t. I’m angry, and you’re regressing into this sad wife again. I can’t do this anymore, Mel. I thought I could wait forever for you, but I can’t.” 

	“Are you breaking up with me?” Panic rises in my voice. 

	“Maybe I am because there are some things I can’t get past.” 

	“Like what?” 

	“Let’s see, for starters, I’m tired of second-guessing everything I do with you because I’m wondering if Noah did it first. Or because I know he did and I don’t want to trigger any memories for you.”

	“Sawyer—”

	“No, let me get this out. Do you know how many times I’ve wanted to kiss your tattoo because it’s my name on your skin? But it’s also his and it was his gift, so putting my lips on that part of your body is pretty much off limits forever. Do you know how much that kills me? To know there is a part of you that will forever be off limits to my lips? Or how many times I’ve thought about putting rings on your fingers but never actually went there because he did it first and you only recently felt okay enough to take them off?”

	His face is getting redder and his eyes have never been filled with this much fury before. 

	“What about kids, Mel? We can’t have them because you did that with him, right?” 

	“Sawyer! You’re not being fair!” 

	“No, maybe I’m not, but fuck it, Mel. I’m tired. I want more. A thousand ways and a thousand times I’ve let you know how much I want you and backed off because you need time and space. I’m sick of everything! I want to make us a home, Mel. A real home, not a house we exist in. Not this shrine to everything Noah!”

	Ouch, that fucking hurts, but he’s not wrong; this house isn’t a home and it never really has been. 

	“I love my brother, but I’m so tired of living in his shadow when it comes to you. If you can’t even empty his closet, you’ll never make a home with me.” 

	“It was one bad night, Sawyer. That’s what I wanted to talk to you about.” 

	With a resigned sigh, he sits next to me. “That’s the thing, Mel, it wasn’t one bad night. It was the final straw for me in a series of reminders. The first thing you did after one setback was start regressing into the closet. I’m just a way for you to pass the time until things get real.” 

	My pulse races. He can’t end this. “You’re being unfair and you don’t know the whole story! Yes, I’ve been in the closet, not because I’m regressing but because I feel close to Noah in there for some reason. It’s like my confessional where I talk to him about you. I came to the garage to talk to you that night but I saw you holding that picture and crying and I didn’t know what to do. I wrote the blog post hoping you’d understand how much you mean to me. You’ve been shutting me out and I take that very personally. I’m not the only one who goes back and forth from hot to cold! What else should I be doing? What else can I do? I’ve been trying to give you space because you’re going through something right now but fuck, Sawyer, I’ve missed you.” 

	“Nothing, Mel, I don’t know. While I was down there looking at that photo, I realized what a complete fool I’ve been. Noah would want us happy and right now, I’m not fucking happy. So I’ve decided to do something that is either going to make me happy or lead me to eventual happiness because that’s what Noah would ultimately want for me. He wouldn’t want me to be miserable or hanging by a thread, waiting to see if today is the day I’m going to finally hit one of your triggers.” 

	“What are you going to do?” I ask fearfully. 

	“I’m giving you an ultimatum and whatever you decide, I’ll go with, but I need your decision by the time I get home on Sunday.” 

	Nothing in the world pisses me off more than an ultimatum but with Sawyer, it terrifies me. He’s serious this time.  

	“What is it?” I manage to choke out. 

	“You need to make a home with me, Mel. A real home where we live, both physically and with a zest for life. Some days you radiate happiness and other days you’re barely existing. I need you to radiate with me in a place that is warm and welcoming with drawings on the wall and even the occasional crayon scribble the kids leave when they shouldn’t. And yes, I said kids because I want them with you, in our home. We’re a family, Mel. At least, that’s what I hope for every fucking day. I want pictures of us on the walls. Me and you and our love.” 

	“What if I can’t?” 

	“Then I will always love you but I can’t be with you anymore. I can’t live in Noah’s shadow or his shrine. I know he was your past, he was mine, too. But I hope to be your future. It’s your call. I’d even be willing to stay here if you can get rid of Noah’s things and turn your old room into something productive. Maybe another nursery or an office for you. You’re lost, Mel. You need to get back to writing. If not the story you owe SOS about BAD, something else. One of your romances, a tell-all about Eli, whatever … just do something to get those creative juices flowing again. You need to live, Mel. Above anything else, that’s what Noah would want and it’s what I want, too.” 

	“So that’s it? Three days to decide?” 

	With a sadness so profound it steals my breath, he replies, “Yes, and I guess you could technically say three and a half. Nate, Darren, and I are staying at J’s tonight. It’s closer to the mountains and keeps him from having to come all the way out here. It’s why I asked you to pack him up earlier.” 

	“You’re taking him tonight?” 

	“He’ll be fine, I promise. You need this time … correction, we need this time.” I can’t wrap my head around any of this right now. “Come say bye to him. My mom dropped him off when I got here and she took Cadence to Veronica’s for Darren.” 

	Numb, I follow him out and smile at my son, who is excitedly holding the handle of his suitcase while Darren shows him how to roll it back and forth. It’s hard to believe he’s going to be two in just a few days. 

	“Nate, give Mommy a hug. We’re going to spend the night with Uncle J.” 

	“Mommy, I going fishing.” 

	As I pull him into my arms, my emotions take over and tears begin to fall. “I know you are, baby. You’re going to catch all the fish in the lake, I just know it. I’ll miss you.” 

	“I’ll miss you, too. I love you,” he says before he releases me and runs back to his suitcase. 

	Turning my gaze to Sawyer, my anger flares. “Keep Fat Bastard away from my kid.” 

	“He’s my kid, too, Mel. I’d never let anything hurt him.” 

	“See you when we get back, Mel. I’m going to take Nate to the car so you guys can talk.” Darren gives me a quick hug and darts out the door. He’d better run. He knew about this shit and gave me no warning. 

	“Well, I guess I’ll see you later,” I say, turning toward the bedroom. 

	“Mel, please get past your anger and understand where I’m coming from with this. I want to make a home with you. But I need all of you in order to do it. I won’t settle for less, and you shouldn’t, either.” 

	A few minutes after they leave, my phone dings. It’s a clip for “Sometimes Love Just Ain’t Enough” by Patty Smyth and Don Henley. It takes everything in me not to throw my phone. Instead, I lie down on our bed, mine and Sawyer’s, and cry. 

	I won’t let him do this to us, though. I’m back up in a flash and send him a link to “Always Take You Back” by The Night Terrors of 1927. I’m tired of crying, I’ve spent the bulk of the last two years crying for things that will never get better. Tonight, I’m making a few changes. For the first two, I need to take a drive. For the last one, tequila. Tomorrow, I’ll do what I should have been doing all along and sit down and write. It won’t be the story I owe them, but it will be a story all the same. 

	My phone goes off again before I leave the house. I dread looking at it, but I’m relieved when I see it’s a text from Darren. 

	Darren: I’m sorry I didn’t give you a heads up, but I think you both need this. Sawyer is having second thoughts, he’s hesitant to leave you alone. Then I started having second thoughts, too. He’s afraid you’ll start writing and drown in your sorrow all over again. 

	Why are you telling me this?

	Darren: Because I was an asshole and didn’t try and get you to work things out sooner. Are you okay?

	No, but I will be. You guys enjoy your trip. I’ll be here when you get back. 

	Darren: Promise? 

	Yeah, I am going to write. I have to in order to work this out. Wish me luck. 

	Darren: You don’t need luck, your words are gold – what you need is tequila. 

	I’ve got that covered … Is he still angry? 

	Darren: That wasn’t anger, it was fear. He’s worried what this means for you guys and he’s worried about leaving you to work it out alone. I’ll handle him, but you have to make this right. You guys belong together. 

	That remains to be seen, but I’m trying. Have fun this weekend. Gotta go. 
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	The sun is starting to set and dark clouds are rolling in. This cold weather is unusual for August in Southern California, but it matches my mood. Although I haven’t been here in almost two years, someone has because both Belle and Noah’s graves have fresh flowers on them. 

	“Hey, guys,” I say, taking a seat between them. “It’s been a long time and I’m sorry for that. I’m not even sure I feel like you guys are here, but I needed to get out of the house to talk to you today.” 

	A cool breeze begins to blow and I zip up my hoodie. “Anyway, I’ve kind of made a huge mess of things. If you’ve been watching, you already know this. I definitely have not been living like there’s no tomorrow. But I have been living, at least I thought I had until Sawyer pointed out all my flaws today.” 

	With a sigh, I lie back on the grass and look to the sky. Staring at their headstones hurts too much. 

	“Noah, I’m not even sure what to say to you. I love you, I will always love you, and letting you go has been the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do. It’s been two years without your smiles, laughter, advice, and love. In some ways it seems like yesterday and in other’s like it’s been forever. 

	“Our kids are the cutest, most amazing little humans to walk the planet. You guys would be so fucking proud of them. It’s like God knew the two of you were leaving and gave us mini replicas of you. They make our days better and a little bit easier, but they’re still no replacement for you.” 

	A car passes by on their way out, reminding me to hurry because it’s getting late. 

	“I’m sure you already know Sawyer and I are together now. I’ve talked to you about this every day for the last two weeks in your closet, Noah, but in case you’re not there I figured I could talk to you here today. You were right, I love him. It’s more than that, I’m head-over-heels in love with this man. He makes the pain of losing you hurt less with each passing day. He makes me laugh, and he’s such a wonderful father to our son. You’d be so proud of him, Noah, he’s a different man. But I may have blown it all to hell because I still don’t know how to say a final goodbye to you and pack up your things.” 

	I swipe at my tears but eventually give up; they’re going to keep flowing at this point. 

	“It’s not just you. I haven’t gone through your things, either, Belle. You know how I am with closure and goodbyes … they’re not my thing. Denial is an emotion I thrive on, I suppose. I did finally pack up my parent’s house and sell it, though. That’s some progress, right? You guys were taken from us so soon and so horrifically, I feel like at least your things should get some more time on earth when you couldn’t. Is that bad? And what’s really wrong with leaving a room filled with your things? I’m not even sleeping in there anymore.” 

	It’s as if I can hear them telling me, “You know why it’s wrong, Mel. You have to move on.” 

	And I know it’s all in my mind, my subconscious is telling me what I want to hear, but I wish it were them because at least they would be here. 

	“You know what’s funny? All this time I’ve been grieving and wishing for you to be back with us. The past few months when I have those thoughts, they make me sad, because if you were here I wouldn’t be in love with Sawyer. I guess that’s when I finally knew I’d really moved on. I hope that’s okay. Your video seems to indicate it’s what you wanted, but I didn’t know that when I started falling for him. Sawyer gets me, Noah, in all the ways you used to and even in some ways you didn’t.” 

	I stand up, dust my pants off, and turn back around toward the headstones. “I will always love you, Mr. Weston, and I know if you’d never been taken from us we’d have had an amazing life. I’m trying to honor your wishes and collect those fifty years with Sawyer. I love you with all my heart, Noah. Rest in peace, my sweet husband.” 

	I place a kiss to my palm and rest it against the top of his headstone and repeat the process with Belle’s. “I love you, Belle, and I miss you constantly. Thank you for leaving me with Cadence. With her here I at least have a piece of you with me all the time. She’s going to grow up to be an amazing woman, exactly like her mother was. I love you both, always.” 

	I’m still crying when I reach the car but my heart feels a little bit lighter. Now, off to my next order of business. 
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	It’s almost two in the morning when I climb into bed. I’ve taken care of everything I needed to and even got through it with a minimal amount of tequila. Going to the cemetery again was difficult, but once it was over I felt like a huge weight had been lifted from me. Talking to Noah and Belle was something I’ve needed to do for a while now. 

	When I left the cemetery, I went straight to my next item on my to-do list. It was easy and something I should have done a long time ago that maybe would have helped avoid this entire mess. 

	The last task was extremely hard but the right thing to do and hopefully done in the right way.  Time will tell on that one, I suppose. Either way, I did what I set out to do today. The flashing light on my phone catches my attention and I realize I haven’t checked it since I sent Sawyer that link earlier. So help me God, if Fat Bastard got my kid I’m going to go ballistic. 

	As I open the message, there’s a photo of Nate with that cat curled up next to him like a sweet little pussycat and the caption “Our son is a cat whisperer. Fat Bastard never stood a chance.” 

	A few minutes later, he sent me another link to “It’s Been Awhile” by Staind. 

	We may never have an easy love but we will never lack passion. Sawyer has more passion in his pinky than most men have in their whole bodies. I dig through my email and find an advanced copy of a song that was submitted for our next fundraising album last week; it fits perfectly. After sending him the file for “Now or Never” by Halsey, I turn off the light and try to get some sleep. Tomorrow is going to be the beginning of a rough three days. 

	When I wake up, the first thing I do is check my phone. There is absolutely nothing from Sawyer, which surprises me. Determined to get through these next three days, I send him one more song and hope it means something to him. 

	A few seconds later, he replies. 

	Sawyer: “I Have Nothing” by Whitney Houston, huh? That one could actually go both ways. You have 72 hours, Princess, make them count. 

	His words sting and I don’t bother texting him back. Instead, I spend the bulk of the afternoon doing something I should have done a long time ago—going through Belle’s things. I want everything in these boxes. Mama knew exactly what I would want, and I’m overcome with so many memories of Belle and me. I’ve stacked some pictures of the two of us on my old dresser in Noah’s room and then set my favorite one of her and me on the coffee table for inspiration. 

	I’ve got her notes and articles, as well as Sawyer’s journal, set up on the table. The sun is setting by the time I settle down to write with a glass of my favorite wine. I’m not ready for this whatsoever but for him, I’ll do it. 

	 


Amelia – Present Day 

	“I’m finished.” Well, caught up to real time anyway. Even so, I can’t believe I just wrote a book about our lives in three days. I’m not sure I’ll ever do anything with it; this book was for me and Sawyer. After all, we’re all that matters in this relationship. It’s sad it took me writing it all out to realize that, but I do realize it and I hope that’s enough. 

	“I’m proud of you, Princess. Send me the last chapter so I can read it and then I want to take you for that drive.” 

	“Actually, can you come with me for a minute? I want to show you something first.” 

	Sawyer stands and holds his hand out to me to help me up. Before I take it, I fire off the chapters to everyone else who is out there waiting for them with baited breath. “I need to pee. Can you tell them I sent them the rest and meet me back here?” 

	He kisses me on the cheek. “I’ll be right back.” 

	After using the restroom, I splash my face with cold water and look in the mirror. I’ve aged the past few years, not in a bad way, but I’m no longer the girl who climbed on their bus that day with high hopes for breaking a curse and keeping her demons at bay. 

	“Ready?” he asks with an easy smile, and I grab my keys. “Where are we going?” I shake my head at him and lead the way to my old room. Noah’s room. 

	“Impatient much? We’re going right here.” 

	“You locked the door?” he asks incredulously. 

	“I wanted to be sure you stayed out.” When I swing the door open, Sawyer gasps behind me. He walks around the room in circles before turning back to me. 

	“Why?” 

	“Because I’m head-over-heels in love with you, Sawyer Weston, and because it was time.” Boxes are stacked and labeled neatly in the corner, and all our pictures and photo albums are stacked up on the dresser. 

	“What are you doing with it all?” he asks hesitantly. 

	“Well, that was my biggest struggle of all. I know his things could benefit a lot of people and make decent money for the foundation, but I think the person who should decide what happens to them is Nate. When he’s old enough, he can go through all of it and decide what to keep and what to get rid of. I packed the office, too. We just need to move all the boxes to storage with the rest of my parents’ things.” 

	“I can’t believe you did this all by yourself. What about these?” he asks, gesturing to the photos on the desk. 

	“Yeah, that’s the hardest part, so I thought we could figure it out together. No matter how much you wish you were first, I can’t erase Noah from my past, and I don’t want to. And I think Nate should grow up in a house where there is a representation of the love between his parents as well. I can take everything out of the frames and put them in photo albums if hanging any of them on the wall will hurt you.”

	I turn to him and brush my hand across his cheek. “Believe me when I say, hurting you is the last thing I ever want to do.” 

	Sawyer’s fingers trail over the photo of Noah and me on our wedding day. “Will there be photos of the two of us on said walls?” 

	Wrapping my arms around him, I pull him close to me. “There will be an overabundance of photos of us. I want our love to shine everywhere it possibly can. Two years in the dark is a long time, Sawyer. You’ve led me into the light and I’d like to stay here with you, if that’s okay.” 

	He crushes his lips to mine and I open for him immediately. I’ve desperately missed his touch these past few weeks. When we part, his eyes are filled with love. “Does that mean you want to stay here at the beach?” 

	“For now, while we renovate our new home. I was thinking we could let Darren and Cadence stay here indefinitely. His house haunts him because of Belle and this house will still be ours, we have a lot of happy memories here. Besides, I don’t want to erase my memories of Noah and there are great memories here. But you’re right, it’s time to make our own memories, in our own home, with our own family.” 

	“I love you, Amelia Weston.” 

	“I love you, too, now go read that last chapter so you can take me where you wanted to.” 
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	When Sawyer and I left, everyone was sucked into the book. They barely even looked up at us as we walked out. Now, we’re pulling into the drive of his house which is lined with twinkly lights as far as the eye can see. 

	“What is all this for?” I ask, and he grins. 

	“You’ll see. Let’s go down to the gazebo.” 

	As we walk hand in hand along the lit-up path, Sawyer smiles the whole way there. We take a seat and listen to the frogs and crickets chirping. I have to admit, it’s peaceful. 

	“After we left the house and I gave you the ultimatum, I felt like shit. I knew I was in the wrong for a lot of reasons and Darren and Wyatt had no issue reminding me of it every five minutes. It wasn’t until we were up at the cabin and I was by myself under the stars that I was smacked in the face with a fact I failed to see before.” 

	Sawyer’s eyes are shining with sincerity as they gaze into mine. “I’m a cocky bastard, and it’s probably why I assume a lot of things without giving them much thought. That first night up there, thinking was all that I did. And then I implemented my plans.” 

	“What plans?” 

	“You’re about to find out, and I’m glad I did it this way or you’d have never believed me otherwise, especially after you beat me to the punch by showing me Noah’s room and agreeing to move in with me.” 

	“Sawyer, you’re being awfully vague.” 

	He pulls my hand to his mouth and kisses it. “I know, but maybe this will help.” Soft instrumental music begins to play; it’s so subtle it sounds like it’s coming from the trees themselves. Wyatt walks out holding up a big poster board. 

	“We’re going to play a dating game of sorts to see how well I know the two of us.” 

	“Are you serious right now?” 

	“As a heart attack.” 

	I’m in shock but I’ll go along with it. This is so un-Sawyer-like. “Alright, let’s play.”

	“Good evening, I’m Wyatt and I’ll be one of many hosts this evening. Our first question of the night is to Amelia. Well, they’re all to Amelia, so let’s get that out of the way. Mel, if someone asked you if Sawyer loves you what would you say?” 

	“I’d say yes.” 

	“Ding, ding, ding,” Wyatt says, flipping over the card, “Sawyer’s answer was yes.” 

	Wyatt walks off to where I can’t see him, and Eli appears holding a new card. 

	“I’m Eli, one of your sexier hosts tonight. The next question is, if someone asked Sawyer if Amelia loves him, what would he say?” 

	“He’d say yes,” I answer without hesitation. 

	“You’re correct!” he says, flipping the card. “Amelia is two for two.” Eli walks off and J replaces him. 

	“I’m J, your next host, and the best thing about me being here tonight is I don’t have to watch your man mope anymore. Seriously, Mel, it was borderline pathetic. Good luck on your question. Before Sawyer left, he gave you a ridiculous ultimatum … do you think he would actually leave you if you didn’t comply?” 

	This one is harder because Sawyer was serious when he left. But Sawyer is so much like me, passionate and heated in the moment. “No, he loves me too much, and I love him too much to give up.” 

	J flips the card and flashes his own sexy grin “The card says, ‘No, and I was a dick for doing it.’” 

	Darren struts out this time waving the card above his head, and it makes me laugh. “Darren here, studliest host of all. Your man sure does know how to pout, Mel, but you know what else he knows how to do? Brag about his woman. You should have seen how fucking proud of you he was when he started reading your book. Jesus, woman, he wanted to come straight home and wreck our weekend of drunken debauchery. Luckily, the fates and the weather colluded against him.” 

	“Fuck, Darren, your card,” Sawyer growls at him, and Darren flips him off. 

	“See? He’s an impatient fuck, but he’s your impatient fuck, so I guess that’s something. The question to you, my dear Amelia, is the following. Even if you two face adversity for the rest of your lives, and if Rory never gives you the time of day again, would you still remain faithfully in love with Sawyer? He was also asked this question, so I want both answers.”

	“My answer is absolutely, his was probably something like ‘fuck yeah.’” 

	He flips his card over and jumps up and down. “That’s my girl! She nailed both answers on the card, word for word.” 

	Darren walks away and Eli comes up carrying two cards and gives them to Sawyer. He pats his shoulder, wishes him luck, then turns to me and kisses me on the cheek. “Love you, baby girl. Can I read your book now?” 

	“Of course, Eli, I’ll send it to you when I get home.” 

	As he walks down the steps, he turns around. “Hey, Mel? Am I in it?” 

	“You know it, Eli. You’re a part of my life, right?” 

	“Always and forever. Later, gators, we out.” 

	Sawyer and I laugh as the guys walk off into the darkness. 

	“What’s all this about, Sawyer?” 

	“I’m getting there, Princess. Like I said, I had a bit of an epiphany that night. I realized everything I’d been saying to you was just words. All of my demands … get rid of Noah’s things, move into my house, we need to fuck, have my babies … none of my demands were backed up by any promises.” 

	“Sawyer, you’re not being fair to yourself.” 

	“No, Mel, I wasn’t being fair to you. Why should you give into everything I wanted when I wasn’t offering you anything in return? Sure, you had my love, and I hope you know it’s forever, but that’s just another empty promise, or it could be. I spent so much time worrying about stepping on Noah’s trail I didn’t realize I was missing opportunities to blaze one of my own.” 

	“We’ve both made mistakes, Sawyer, and I think tonight has proved we’re trying to fix them.” 

	“That’s what I want, Mel, more than anything. Close your eyes for a minute.” 

	Honoring his request, I close my eyes and my heart begins beating rapidly. I love when he gets like this and can’t wait to see what he has in store next. 

	“Open your eyes.” 

	After opening them, I blink a few times, but the image in front of me isn’t changing. Sawyer is on the ground, on one knee, holding a card that says “Will you marry me?” in one hand and a ring box in the other. 

	“Are you serious?” I ask, blinking back my tears. 

	“I’ve never been more serious about anything in my life. I’ve asked you for all the things I’d ask of my wife but didn’t have the forethought to actually ask you to be my wife. I just thought it was a given, and that was my biggest fucking mistake. Marry me, Mel. Make a home with me, make a family with me, and let’s build our legacy together and fuck all the damn time.” 

	The last line makes me laugh so hard I lose the grip on my tears and they flow down my cheeks. “Yes, I will marry you, and make babies with you, and a home with you, and definitely continue building a legacy with you.” 

	“No fucking?” he asks with a pout. 

	“Isn’t that a given?” I ask with a smile. “But there needs to be some love making in there, too. How else will we make all those babies?” 

	Sawyer drops the card and holds up the next one. It says “She’ll say yes.” 

	“Were you that sure of yourself?” 

	“Hell no, but I hoped your love for me was just as strong as mine for you.” 

	He stands, pulls me to him, and opens the ring box. When he hears my gasp, he grins in the sexiest way. “You’ve done the traditional ring, but I wanted something that represents us.” 

	In the box are two rings—a black gold band for a man and a black and rose gold ring for me. The center is a princess cut pink sapphire flanked with diamonds, with diamonds around the band, and the wedding band is all diamonds and pink sapphires in an alternating pattern. It’s breathtaking. 

	“Sawyer, I love it. Where did you find something like this?” 

	After he slides the engagement ring on my finger, he closes the box and tucks it in his pocket for safe keeping and then pulls me into his embrace.

	“Remember when I said I’d been wanting to put rings on your finger for a while now?” 

	I nod, and he continues. “I had them custom made. I guess that was the beginning of me blazing my own path, even though I didn’t realize it at the time.” 

	“I love them and I love you. Take me home, Sawyer, kick everyone out and make love to me.” 

	“It will be my pleasure.” 
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	When we arrive home, everyone is waiting for us in the living room. We might have taken an extra-long detour to make out a bit before we got here, but who can blame us? It’s been weeks since Sawyer has touched me properly. 

	We walk in hand-in-hand and immediately notice all their Kindles are closed. Karen is crying and Rory is sitting cross-legged on the couch. Anna and Wyatt are whispering and laughing. 

	“Do you want to tell them?” I ask Sawyer, and he pulls me close. 

	“Before you all talk to Mel about the book and the last few days in general, we have news.” 

	Darren, Eli, Wyatt, and J all wear the same smug looks on their faces. Even if they didn’t stay to listen from the sidelines, they know my heart. 

	“We’re getting married,” Sawyer tells them excitedly. 

	Karen is the first to jump up and congratulate us.

	“Amelia, you made it through. I’m so proud of you, sweetheart,” she says, pulling me into another one of her epic squeezy hugs. 

	“I wouldn’t have been able to without your love, Karen, thank you,” I whisper into her ear, and she holds me a little tighter. 

	After everyone makes the rounds and fusses over my unique ring, Rory finally approaches us. 

	She sighs and looks at us with apologetic eyes. “I owe you both an apology, a big one. Mom and Diane tried to tell me it wasn’t my place to judge you, but no one was sticking up for Noah, you know? It hurt so much to think you both forgot about him so easily. I realize none of this was even close to easy for you, either of you. Can you forgive me?” 

	Sawyer pulls her into a massive hug. “You’re my sister, Rory, there’s nothing to be forgiven for. If anything, I’m the jerk. We’ve never been as close as we should be, but I’d like to work on changing that. Noah would have been proud of you for sticking up for him. I know I was, even though I was pretty pissed, too.”

	“I’d like that.” Tears stream down her cheeks as she turns her gaze to me. “What about you, Mel? I was awful to you.” 

	“You were protecting my husband, Rory. I didn’t like your words, but I understood your passion behind them and was thankful you were still looking out for Noah. I really did love him and I always will in my own way. We all will. Noah may not be here in the flesh, but he’ll always be here in our hearts.” 

	I pull Rory into a hug so she realizes all is forgiven. Family is more important than any grudges and from here on out, I hope there won’t be any more anger. 
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	“They’re gone,” Sawyer says as he closes the door to our bedroom behind him. 

	“Indeed, they are. What are we going to do with our time?” 

	“Actually, I have a question for you. Something you didn’t explain in your book. Or maybe I missed it. What was the errand you ran after leaving the cemetery?” 

	With a smile, I point him toward the bed. “You caught that, did you? Go sit down and I’ll show you.” 

	Sawyer kicks off his shoes and takes a seat. I’m already in my pajama bottoms but didn’t want to put on my camisole just yet. Once he sits, I climb on top of him and straddle him. Reaching into the bedside drawer, I pull out a blindfold we’ve been having some fun with lately. 

	“Put this on.” 

	He bites his bottom lip as he slides it over his head. “We’re getting kinky tonight? Does this mean I get to spank that luscious ass of yours?” 

	“You’re getting ahead of yourself, Weston, but maybe.” 

	After taking off my shirt and bra, I hop off and remove my pants and panties, too. He sits perfectly still and bites his lip again. I straddle him and pull his lip ring into my mouth. 

	“You know what it does to me when you tease me with your lip ring.” 

	He grins. “I know.”

	I pull his hand between my legs so he can feel exactly how turned on I am. His hardness grows beneath me and he groans. He pulls his hand away and I hate feeling the loss. 

	“Keep the blindfold on, take off your clothes, and let me ride you, Sawyer.” 

	“Do I get to fuck that dirty mouth of yours, too, Princess?” 

	“If you’re lucky,” I reply, watching as he carefully maneuvers out of his shirt without knocking the blindfold off. I scoot off of him while he lies down and tugs his pants and boxers down, but I’m impatient and pull them off the rest of the way. 

	“I want your back against the headboard.” 

	“You’re sexy when you’re bossy,” he says as he quickly complies.

	I lower my mouth to his cock and he hisses as he laces his fingers into my hair and pushes me down onto his length. Once I’ve lubricated him with my mouth, I release him. 

	“You’re being a tease.” 

	“Trust me, you’re going to love the reason why.” I climb on top of him and slide down his length. The guttural moan that comes next is everything I was hoping for and then some. 

	“Condom, Mel … no fucking condom …” His words are strained, as are the muscles in his jaw. I love how fucking tense he is, how his hands are gripping my hips as if he’s afraid he’s going to do something he shouldn’t. 

	“No more condoms, Sawyer. We’re going to start working on some siblings for our son. Condoms would be counterproductive, don’t you think?”

	“Shit, Mel, it feels so good. I’m going to come.” 

	“Take off the blindfold, Sawyer … now.” I know he’s probably going to come fast once he takes it off, but Sawyer recovers quickly and I’ve got no problem helping him rise to the occasion again. 

	“Holy shit, Mel!” he exclaims as I slam myself down on his cock. I want him to feel every sensation right now as he looks at me. His eyes are locked on my chest, but I’m clenching his cock hard as he’s moving my hips into a rhythm that’s about to set me off. 

	“Fuck, Sawyer!” I cry out as I come around him. He doesn’t hold back, his release spills inside me and the sensation is beyond comparison. Sawyer’s hands are still locked onto my hips as we both come down from the incredible high we just experienced. 

	“Don’t you dare fucking move.” His eyes have never left my chest. “Princess, that was the best thing I’ve ever felt in my entire life. Who knew sex without condoms would be like that?” 

	Leaning forward, I kiss him and he opens to me, his hands finally leaving my hips and weaving through my hair as he funnels his love into our kiss. I feel him begin to harden inside me. I knew it wouldn’t take long for him to be ready to go again. When he pulls away, he pushes me back so he can look at me. His fingers move up to the tattoo over my heart, the one proudly displaying his name. 

	“Why did you do this? Especially when everything was so up in the air.” 

	Covering his hand with mine, I hold it over my heart. “Come on, Sawyer, as much as I was worried you’d leave, I still knew deep down you could never do it. We’re connected too deeply for you to abandon our love. As for the why … there are a few reasons.” 

	“Such as?” 

	“Most importantly, you own my heart so you should have a place there. The three most important men in my life have a place on my body now.”

	He looks confused. “I don’t get it.” 

	“I know, baby, but I’m about to explain it to you. When I got the Weston tattoo it was for Noah, but it was also for me and our kids. It was my way of showing him I was accepting the love of his family into my life, his whole family, and that includes you. I loved the idea of the placement of the tattoo being where I would grow future Westons in my body. Each one of my kids will grow above that name, they pass under it as they come out of the womb, and it was also me declaring myself a Weston. Your family is my family.” 

	“Noah never said anything,” he replies thoughtfully. 

	“I know, it was a private discussion. There’s something important you need to realize. Something I didn’t realize you were doing until you said so. Look me in the eyes, Sawyer Weston, because this is important.” 

	His green eyes meet mine and I smile. Taking his hand, I trail his fingers down to the Weston tattoo. “There isn’t an inch of my body I don’t want your hands or lips to touch. My body is my own and my tattoos are for me, just as yours have significance to you. I’m not going to let a piece of art on your body that may make me think of another woman keep me from enjoying every bit of you, Sawyer, and you shouldn’t, either. Even if … he’s your brother.” 

	“Yeah, but—” 

	“Nope, no arguing. What we do together is between us. How we enjoy each other is our business. The last time I looked you were still a Weston, and I’m about to be one twice over. Don’t give power to the tattoo, it’s just a thing. I belong to you, Sawyer, and my body is yours to do with whatever you please.” 

	“Anything?” he asks with a lascivious smile. 

	“Any fucking thing you want. I’m done holding back, Sawyer. I’m yours for the taking.” 

	“Well, Princess, let’s get started on the next fifty years,” he says as his mouth closes over mine. 
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	Three months later, Sawyer and I have finalized the plans for our new house and the construction begins today. We’re excited for this next chapter in our lives, and Darren was completely stoked when we said he could live here with Cadence. We did offer to let him come with us because our home is their home, but he wants to start his own new beginning with his daughter. I don’t blame him but I’m going to miss them, especially Cadence; she’s like my own child at this point. I’m not sure how she and Nate will deal with being apart but I’m pretty sure we will be one big rotating sleepover. 

	I got up early this morning and made Sawyer and me some coffee. I’ve got a surprise for him and have debated long and hard over how to give it to him. I think I nailed it, though. Karen came by last night and dropped off freshly-baked cinnamon rolls which will go perfect with our coffee. 

	“Morning, Princess,” Sawyer says with a yawn as he enters the room in his boxers. 

	He’s so damn good-looking. I’d be tempted to walk him right back into the bedroom if it wouldn’t wreck the surprise. 

	“Morning, I made you coffee and heated up your mom’s rolls for us. Come sit with me.” 

	Sawyer takes his usual seat across from me and I can’t help smiling when I look at him. A few days after he learned about my tattoo, he got one of his own. Same script, same place, but his says “Amelia” over the top of a Princess crown. 

	“Thanks, Mel. I don’t know why I’m so tired this morning,” he says, yawning again. 

	“I’m pretty sure I do. I think I have phantom cock syndrome.” Sawyer busts out laughing. “What? It’s got to be a real thing. You can’t fuck for that long and not have phantom sensations,” I say with a shrug.

	“You should send that to Rhymin’ Rieanne. Can you imagine the kind of song she could make out of that one?” 

	“I’m terrified to imagine and yet completely intrigued by the thought.” 

	“Hey, what the fuck is up with my coffee cup?” he asks, sloshing it side to side. 

	“What do you mean?” 

	“This is my favorite cup, Mel, and someone wrote inside of it. What in the world is going on?” 

	I was so curious to see how he’d react to this. Part of me thought he wouldn’t notice until the cup was empty, the other part thought he’d pour it out. Since he’s at the sink now, it was definitely the latter. 

	After he pours it down the drain, he looks inside of the cup and then rapidly turns around, practically running to me with the cup in hand. 

	“Is this real?” he asks as he shoves the cup in my face. Written on the inside of the cup is “We’re having a baby.” 

	I take the cup from him and bring his hand to my belly. “It’s real, Sawyer, you’re going to be a daddy again.” 

	He crushes his lips to mine, kissing me frantically, and then suddenly slows it down as if enjoying every second our tongues meet in harmony. 

	“Mommy! Is it our turn yet?” Nate calls out, and I break away from Sawyer laughing. I forgot about them. Oops. 

	“Yes, baby, come on out.” 

	Darren, Nate, and Cadence come down the hall wearing the following shirts respectively: Uncle, Big Brother, Cousin. “Daddy Sawyer, Mommy says there’s a baby in her belly!” Nate squeals. 

	Sawyer scoops him up and kisses him all over his face until Nate is laughing hysterically. “There is a baby in Mommy’s belly. We’re going to have to take really good care of her now so the baby gets here safe and sound, just like you did.” 

	“Can my daddy see the baby, too?” he asks.

	“Yeah, and my mommy? Can she see?” Cadence adds, and Sawyer scoops her up as well. 

	“I think your mommy and your daddy can see everything going on down here from heaven because they are the angels who watch over us. 

	Listening to Sawyer talk to the kids about Noah and Belle always gives me chills. Now that they’re getting older he talks about them a lot more. We all agreed to be as open as possible with them about everything; so far, it seems to be a good plan. These two love their parents in heaven as much as they love the ones here on Earth. 

	“Alright,” Darren says, kissing me on the cheek, “I’m taking these two to Wyatt’s to show off our nifty new shirts and to drop off theirs.” 

	“Theirs?” Sawyer asks. 

	“Yeah, I thought we should start this pregnancy off right. We’re going to do a maternity photo shoot with everyone wearing a shirt with their title and relationship to the baby. We’ve got a huge family so it will be a nice big portrait we can put on our new photo wall in the house.” 

	Sawyer looks at me with his jaw hanging open. “You made shirts for everyone in our entire family and extended family?” 

	I pull a bag from the chair and hand it to him. His is black and says “Daddy” in white letters across the front. “I did, but we need to wait until I have a belly because this one is mine.” I hold up a pink shirt that says “Mommy” over the breast area and “Baby” on the belly area. 

	“God, I fucking love you.” 

	“And on that note, we’re out. Come on, munchkins, let’s go see Jake!” The kids run off ahead of Darren and he gives us a wave as he takes off behind them. 

	“We’re having a baby, Sawyer,” I say, unable to contain my excitement any longer. 

	“One of many, I hope,” he adds wistfully. 

	Unlike my first pregnancy, I have no doubts this is everything I’ve ever wanted. Nate has proven to me that motherhood is nothing like I was afraid of. It’s filled with kisses and hugs and an abundance of love. Noah was the perfect man, and we had an amazing life, but the fears I used to carry with me never had time to be completely eradicated by Noah’s love. Especially since he was taken so suddenly. 

	After Noah left us, Sawyer stepped in and took over. I’ve grown into the person I should have always been with him. The woman I wish I could have been for Noah. The woman Noah deserved to meet and to love. I know he’s watching us and he’s proud of me. I am who I am because he gave me the best gift of all: the ability to love and be loved in return. 

	“I hope so, too. I’m ready to fill that massive house with love.” 

	“Our home, Amelia,” he corrects. 

	“Our forever home, Sawyer.” 

	 


[image: Image]

	Amelia

	Fifteen Months Later 

	Dear Belle, 

	I thought I had written my final letter to you, and then today I realized I’m not done talking to you yet. I feel you and Noah looking down on us and blessing us with your love every day. I’ll never understand why the two of you were taken away, but I think you both would be happy with how things turned out. At least, I hope so because nothing has been harder than living life without the two of you. 

	Today, Sawyer and I are getting married. Never in a million years would I have pictured myself saying those words, but I’m so incredibly happy. He’s the most amazing man, and I can’t believe I was lucky enough to be the one he fell in love with. We have two beautiful babies and a home filled with laughter and love. They say time heals all wounds, but that is a crock of BS. The place where you and Noah live in my heart will always be empty, but your children fill that void in a way that makes it hurt less. 

	Cadence and Nate are the best of friends and Darren is getting by. Out of all of us, he’s been affected the most. He’s trying to move on, but he’s having a hard time finding someone as special as you were. And since I’m talking to you, I can admit I think he got the shit end of the stick. Even though I lost Noah, we still had our wedding and our ‘til death do us part. It came faster than we could have ever imagined, but we still had it. I think Darren feels like he had everything he ever wanted within his grasp and let it get away. He’s become a brother to me and I love him dearly. Someday, I hope he’s lucky enough to find someone almost as amazing as you. I will always treat Cadence like my own, but it would be nice to have a mom who could fill in for you like Sawyer has done for Noah. I know that’s what you’d want for them more than anything.

	In any case, I’m rambling. I just wanted you to know that even though you’re not here today, you are my honorary maid of honor. Not even Anna could fill that void, although she’s become a wonderful friend in your absence. Today, more than ever, I’m missing my sister and that is why I had to write. After having Noelle, and watching the bond Cadence and Nate have with her, it started flaring up my memories of us. We had the best of times, Belle, and I cherish every memory. I promise our kids will have those kinds of memories, too. 

	I’d like to think you’re proud of me because I’m finally living today like there’s no tomorrow. I hope you’ll continue watching over us and that we’re making you proud. Maybe I’ll write you again someday—perhaps on Nate and Cadence’s wedding day.

	All my love, 

	Mel 

	 

	Sawyer and I are getting married at our new home. The wedding is at eight tonight and we’ll be standing in the gazebo surrounded by friends and family. The property is draped with thousands upon thousands of twinkly lights; it’s beautiful. 

	The construction was finished about three months ago, one day before we welcomed Noelle into the world. It was the closest girl name we could find to honor Noah and Belle. Sawyer and I wanted to honor them in our daughter. She’s got my hair and Sawyer’s green eyes. Nate is in love with his little sister; Cadence can’t get enough of her, either.

	I don’t remember a lot from Nate’s delivery, but I do remember the look in Sawyer’s eyes when he was born. He had the very same look when Noelle was delivered—his eyes were filled with love for our daughter. Once we were left alone to bond with the baby, I’ll never forget our discussion. 

	“Mel, I was wrong about something,” he said, watching our daughter nurse for the first time. It was something I never planned with Nate, but I wanted to do it with Noelle and I loved it. 

	“About what?” I asked, wondering what could possibly be bothering him. 

	“I know I said I’d love Nate more but I’m pretty sure I love them the same. They’re both amazing.” His wondrous tone made me smile. 

	“I have a confession as well. I thought I’d love her more but I love her the same.” Sawyer chuckled at our ridiculousness and bent over, kissing us both. 

	“We’re still bottle feeding, too, right? You’re going to pump as soon as you can?” That is mostly why I didn’t want to breastfeed Nate. Trying to balance pumping and milk storage on the bus would have been a nightmare and I wanted Noah to be able to feed him whenever he could. 

	“Absolutely, I’d never take this experience away from you. Even though I didn’t touch Nate, and I was in my own personal hell at the time, I loved watching you bond with him. I knew even then how much you loved him.” 

	“You look beautiful, baby girl,” Mama says as she zips up the back of my dress, pulling me from my thoughts. 

	“You do, Mel. Sawyer isn’t going to know what hit him,” Diane agrees while she feeds one-year-old Daisey. Diane is pregnant again, her bulging six-month belly supporting most of Daisey’s weight. This time, they are finally getting their boy and Rob is getting a vasectomy. They both agree four is more than enough to call their family complete. 

	“Auntie Mel!” Saylor calls out. It’s hard to believe she’s almost nine now and Emme is six. 

	“Yes, Ladybug, what’s wrong?” 

	“Can you tell Emme and Cadence I get to go first since I’m the oldest?” 

	“You know what, Saylor? I think I got it wrong. I’m looking at your beautiful face right now and I forgot how grown up you are. Instead of being a flower girl, how would you like to be one of my bridesmaids? You can walk down the aisle after Aunt Rory and right before me. I bet Uncle Warren would be thrilled to walk out with you on his arm. What do you say?” 

	Diane shoots me a beaming smile, and Saylor shrieks as she throws her arms around me. “Yes! Thank you, Auntie Mel, I promise I won’t let you down.” 

	“You could never let me down, Saylor, no matter what. Don’t ever worry about that, okay?” 

	“Okay,” she replies, still beaming. 

	“It’s time, you guys,” Anna says, waddling in, looking adorable as can be. She’s eight months along and having another boy. Wyatt was completely bummed, he wanted a girl, but Anna is ecstatic. She said girls aren’t her thing and although she will love any child in her life, she’s happy to be a boy mom all the way.

	“Places, everyone,” Eli calls out, and they all line up at the door. “Here we are again, baby girl. How do I always end up giving my favorite girl to someone else?” 

	“Because you’re the best friend a girl could ever have and we’re much better as friends than we ever were as more.” 

	“Right as usual, Mel. Are you ready for this?” 

	“I’m so ready for this. He makes me a better human, Eli.” 

	Eli laces his arm through mine “You make him one, too. Oh, and I’m supposed to tell you there’s been a last-minute change with the wedding march. There isn’t one. Keep pace with me and you’ll be fine.” 

	“What do you mean?” 

	“Trust me, Mel, this is much better.” 

	I try to calm my nerves as I watch my handsome three-year-old lead the way down the aisle. He’s an adorable ring bearer and proudly takes his place next to Sawyer. Cadence goes next, followed by Emme, Anna, Rory, Saylor, and now … it’s my turn. 

	A beautiful guitar melody begins to play. Sawyer’s prerecorded voice carries through the night, and I follow Eli’s lead as I listen to the words. 

	 

	It’s our time

	Take your place

	I can’t wait to see 

	Your beautiful face

	White dress

	Flower blooms 

	Pretty shoes 

	Walk to your groom

	There’s no time for fears

	Only happy tears

	You are so loved, my dear

	There’s no second-guessing 

	No will we or won’t we 

	Just me loving you 

	With you loving me, too. 

	So much love

	Fills this place 

	While our kids

	Watch and wait 

	Our vows freely spoken 

	The rings are exchanged

	We kiss through our tears 

	We take our places

	As Mr. and Mrs. 

	What a blessed day

	Always remember, 

	Our love is timeless 

	Our fears were for nothing

	This time we will bloom

	You’re my Mrs.

	I’m your groom 

	My true love

	This song is for you

	 

	Holy hell. I’m a crying mess, along with most of the crowd. Even Sawyer is wiping away a tear. I can’t believe he wrote and sang a sappy, anti-rock, wedding song for me. Eli places my hand in Sawyer’s before taking his seat. Sawyer squeezes it tight before reaching up with his free hand to wipe away my tears. 

	“Will you sing that to me when we’re alone tonight?” I whisper, still in awe. 

	“Anything for you, Princess.” 

	Nate is standing next to Sawyer beaming proudly as he holds his ring bearer pillow. As the minister begins to speak, I notice there is a ring missing from the pillow. We weren’t going to let Nate have the actual rings but Sawyer insisted we have some faith he could handle it. 

	“I’m sorry, can you give us a moment?” I say to the minister and then whisper the problem into Sawyer’s ear. 

	His eyes flick to the pillow and back to me and he shakes his head. Then he turns to our guests. “If everyone can stay seated for a moment we’re missing a ring and need to do a little backtracking to see if we can find it.” 

	Sawyer walks back up the aisle and shrugs when he gets there and comes back down. “What do you want to do, Mel?” 

	Wyatt, Darren, J, and Anna have come closer to see if they can help. I turn toward the crowd and something catches my eye. The odds are impossible. Wyatt notices it when I do and we both practically race off the gazebo, stopping in front of Mama at the same time. She’s holding Noelle and the diaper bag is at her feet. 

	My trembling hands clutch Wyatt’s arm. “What are the odds, Wyatt? We’re being crazy!” 

	He lifts the bag into his arms and starts digging through it. “No, crazy would be if we actually find the ring in this bag. That would be crazy.” 

	After emptying everything into my arms and not finding the ring, we put everything back. When he turns the bag sideways, I’m reminded of Nate’s favorite pocket. “Wait, Wyatt, check that side pocket. Nate is always tucking his cars and juice in there. It’s his secret spot.” 

	Wyatt puts his hand inside and pulls out Sawyer’s ring. “I’ll be a son of a bitch,” he whispers as I clutch his arm with trembling hands. The memory washes over me, and I’m certain he’s remembering, too.

	“Wyatt, at Mel and Sawyer’s wedding, tell them not to worry, it’s in the bag.” 

	A sob escapes me as Wyatt pulls me close and hugs me through my temporary lapse of mental faculties. We never told anyone about our talk, but Anna knew, and the way she’s covering her mouth next to Sawyer, she’s remembering right now, too.

	“Come on, Mel, if this isn’t a sign I don’t know what is. Get married first and then tell Sawyer.” He leads me back up the steps as I wipe away my tears. 

	“Are you okay?” Sawyer’s concerned tone washes over me, filling me with love. 

	“I’m fine. In shock, but completely fine. Marry me now, I’ll explain later.”

	“Deal.” 

	The minister begins again and Sawyer keeps my hands in his as he speaks. We decided to make this wedding as different as could be from my last one, so we’re exchanging our own vows. 

	“Sawyer, you may begin your vows,” the minister says, and Sawyer’s eyes meet mine. 

	“Amelia, it’s taken us a long time to get where we are today. You are the only woman I’ve ever met who has challenged me, and you continue to do so each day. It’s one of my favorite things about you. The past four years have been full of ups and downs but through it all, getting to know you and love you has been one of the greatest blessings of my life. We are blessed with two beautiful children, a wonderful home, an amazing family, and two guardian angels who watch over us and keep us safe. You’ve always been my Princess but today you become my Queen. I’m going to love, honor, cherish, and worship you, all the rest of my days. Will you do me the honor of becoming my wife?” 

	“I will,” I say as he slides my rings onto my trembling finger. 

	“Amelia, you may now begin your vows to Sawyer,” the minister says, and I keep my eyes locked on Sawyer’s. 

	“Sawyer, you fell in love with a paranoid mess.” He grins at me, giving me the courage to keep going. 

	“You say I challenge you, but you are the one who continuously challenges me. You’re constantly encouraging me to step outside my comfort zone to find the woman inside I’m meant to be. You taught me how to be a mother and how to love with reckless abandon. You gave me the strength to move on after the darkest days of my life. You covered me in a love so strong and secure I found my way out of the darkness and into the light once again. Every time I think I have you figured out, you surprise me in all the best ways. Life with you is never boring and never predictable. Even greater than your love for me is your love for our children. Your love and patience for them has no bounds. You are the best father, partner, and friend I could imagine. There’s no one I’d rather be secret-keepers with than you. I promise I will love and honor you all the rest of my days. But I will also continue to challenge you to the best of my ability, be your best friend, your favorite secret-keeper, and no matter what you call me, I will forever be your Princess. Would you do me the absolute honor of becoming my husband?” 

	“I will,” he says solemnly as I slide his ring onto his finger. 

	The sight of a wedding ring on Sawyer Weston’s finger does something to me. He was always the beast who could never be tamed. That’s what Belle used to say. It’s not true at all. He’s a man who wanted someone to love him in spite of his reputation, and I’m the lucky one who gets that honor. 

	As the minister speaks, I allow myself to get lost in Sawyer’s eyes. I completely tuned out the rest of the ceremony but as Sawyer’s mouth closes over mine, I don’t worry about it. This is the best part anyway. 
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	Once we receive hugs and congratulations, Sawyer pulls me into the house. Oddly enough, he parks us right in front of our photo wall. I let Sawyer choose which photos to put here and he surprised me by putting up quite a few of me and Noah. He said I was right and Nate needed to feel his parents’ love. All of his parents. He also hung up that photo of the three of us right in the center of the wall. 

	“What happened out there, Mel? Before the ceremony?” 

	How do I even explain this to him? 

	“Come on, Sawyer, there’s something you need to know,” I say, pulling him into our living room and sitting next to him on the couch. 

	I fill him in on the night Wyatt came over and all that he told me. I never wanted to tell Sawyer this because I felt like this secret should be kept. I should know better, though. Secrets have a way of coming out and I can’t expect him to share secrets with me if I don’t with him. 

	“Are you telling me Noah predicted our future?” 

	“I don’t know, babe, all I know is he was right. Maybe it was a fluke, or maybe it was fate and Noah got a flash forward before he died.” 

	Sawyer leans back against the sofa and exhales. “Wow.” 

	“I’m sorry I freaked out back there. I wasn’t sure how to process something like that and since I hadn’t told you about it, I felt even worse.” 

	“It’s okay, Mel. Technically, this was Wyatt’s secret. God knows me and Darren kept a ton of them from him and Noah. I’m not angry with you, but I do feel like somehow Noah just gave us his blessing … for real.” 

	“Me, too.” 

	“Here you two are. I wanted to give you something and was hoping to catch you in private,” Sam says as he walks in carrying a wedding present. 

	“Hey, Sam. Sorry, we had something to talk about but we’re all set now. You want us to open your present now?” I ask. 

	“If you wouldn’t mind.” 

	Sawyer looks at me and motions for me to do the honors. I open the box and fold back the paper to a hardback book—my new book that’s supposed to be coming out next month. Bastards and Dangerous, The Story of Us, by Amelia Weston. 

	I flip open to the first page and run my fingers over it as I read it... In my mind, this is the most important page in the book. 

	 

	For Noah, 

	As promised, this book is for you. 

	Thank you for teaching me to breathe.

	Thank you for showing me how to love. 

	Thank you for making me to believe in fate. 

	Thank you for leaving me with a piece of you. He reminds me daily all the ways in which loving you, and being loved by you, have blessed my life.

	Most of all, thank you for saying it was okay. 

	We’re trying to be okay together each day, because of you. 

	You’re the angel who showed two beautifully flawed people that it’s necessary to love and accept love in return. 

	You are our heart and soul and we miss you every day. 

	 

	I can’t stop the tears from streaming down my cheeks. “Maybe we shouldn’t publish this. Maybe it’s just supposed to be our story,” I sob, and Sawyer wraps his arms around me. 

	“It’s your call, Mel, I’ll do whatever you want. How about I leave you two to talk it over?” Sam says, kissing the top of my head as I continue to cry into Sawyer. 

	“Is that what you want, Princess? I’m with you all the way. We’ve gone around and around. It’s our story as much as it is yours. I thought you decided it was worth it since the proceeds are going to charity.” 

	Everything is right with the world when I’m wrapped in Sawyer’s arms. “It is. God, I’m being so ridiculous today. I feel them here with us, is that crazy?” 

	“No, I feel them, too, and I’m glad for it. They should be here, Mel. This is a happy day and they would be happy for us.” 

	“You’re right, and the book looks beautiful, doesn’t it?” 

	“It does,” he says, standing and helping me to my feet. “Come dance with me, Mrs. Weston. Let’s eat cake and spend the night under the stars with our family. What do you say?” 

	“Lead the way, Mr. Weston. The sooner we say goodnight, the sooner you can whisk me off for our honeymoon, where we can work on baby number three.” 

	He pulls me against him and slides my hand down to his cock. “You always know the right things to say to get me excited.” 

	“Well, I am your wife, it only makes sense I know best.” 

	“Fuck,” he groans as his erection becomes even harder. “Say it again, Mel.” 

	“I’m your wife … Mrs. Sawyer Weston.” 

	“Come on,” he says, pulling me quickly toward the door. “We need to wrap up this party so I can have my way with you again, and again, for the rest of my life.” 

	“Who is teasing who with a good time now?” 

	He pulls me close and brings his lips to mine. “I am. Always and forever, Amelia.” 
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	Hey Slammed Family, 

	It is with a heavy heart I announce this will be my last post to this blog. I’ve held it hostage long enough and it’s time to pass the torch to someone who will run it the way Belle intended all along. Slammed Magazine has an amazing blogger ready and anxious to take over this space and she’ll keep you updated on all things entertainment. Trust me when I say Belle would approve. 

	As for me, this past year has been a crazy ride. Cadence and Nate are both four years old now and growing like weeds. Noelle recently turned a year old and she’s a Daddy’s girl through and through. Sawyer, Darren, and Wyatt are working on music again, both for fun and in an official capacity. Weston Brothers Records is now officially open and looking for new indie bands who need a little help getting noticed. Noah, Sawyer, Darren, and Wyatt have always been brothers in every sense of the word, and now they’re in business together once again. 

	It’s my personal hope that one day they let us all hear their voices in new music. They’re all much too talented to stay away from the spotlight forever. 

	Since Sawyer and I got married nine months ago, a lot has changed. As you know, I released our story and it was an instant best seller. We received so many supportive messages after the release and Sawyer and I were both incredibly happy that you seem to understand our relationship a bit more now. 

	I’m enjoying life as a mom and an aunt immensely; that’s partially why I’m giving up this blog. Talking with you all got me through some dark times, and I’m thankful you stayed around to follow Belle and Noah’s legacy. I think this is the last step in healing, finally letting this blog go. A lot of you follow me on Instagram. If you want to keep seeing pictures of the kids, you can follow me or any of the guys there. 

	Before I go, I wanted to give you one last update. Sawyer and I are expanding our family from a family of four to a family of six. You heard me right. I’m six months pregnant and the twins are due at Thanksgiving. Talk about a blessing. My little Noelle is going to steal the official title as Daddy’s girl because she’ll be officially outnumbered when her twin brothers arrive. 

	Thank you, Slammed Family, from the bottom of my heart. Your comments over the past four years have helped get me through some tough times. In my last official signoff, I’m going to take this blog back to the spirit in which Belle intended all along. 

	Don’t forget – Live today, like there’s no tomorrow. 

	Xs and Os

	Amelia 

	 


Please join us in the Just an Illusion – EP reader group! -  https://www.facebook.com/groups/1916016678629629/ 

	 

	Want to know what Sawyer was thinking and feeling? Just an Illusion – Unplugged will hopefully answer all those questions for you. Anticipated release – January 2018. Add to your TBR –

	 https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/30833939-just-an-illusion---unplugged

	 

	 

	 

	What’s next from D. Kelly? The Evolution of Us releases October 2017 – Add to your TBR - https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/35442685-the-evolution-of-us 

	 

	Keep reading for the exclusive Bastards and Dangerous interviews by Amelia Greyson.
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	For those of you who stuck with this series, especially after the first few chapters of this book, I’d like to thank you most of all. This story was personal to me in a lot of ways and difficult to write. These books are by far my personal favorites out of all my books to date.  

	Releasing a book takes a village. Readers, bloggers, designers, editors, photographers, formatters, PAs, friends, PR teams, and anyone I may have forgotten, all contribute to a book’s release. The indie book world is an incredible village and I’m utterly blessed to be a part of it. Thank you for the pieces of yourself you give to me with every release. I appreciate you all so very much.  

	I can’t even begin to thank everyone, but I’d love to thank my PA, Ashley Griffieth. She’s been with me since before my first book ever came out and I’m thankful every day that she was brought into my life. 

	To my reader group, Dee’s Dirty Divas, you guys are the best. Thank you for being a part of my group and chatting away with me. 

	To the original Diva’s, D’s Divine Divas, I love you ladies with all my heart. 

	To the Side A and The B Side reader groups, you guys have been absolutely incredible. I love hearing all your thoughts and seeing your posts. I’ll be honest, I’m a bit scared to see what you say about EP, but I hope if there’s one thing you can take away from this book it’s that love still prevailed—even if, it wasn’t what you wanted or expected. Of course, you already know I’ve been filling the EP group with posts and I’m ready and waiting to talk to you all about it.  

	To my family, thank you for supporting me and loving me through yet another release. I love you more than you know. 

	To my husband, I know this isn’t the easiest career to support, but you love me in spite of it all. Thank you for constantly encouraging me and loving me. 

	For those of you who are waiting for more of The Illusion Series, the plan right now is for at least three more books. The first, Just an Illusion – Unplugged, is tentatively scheduled for January 2018. If you’re dying to see Sawyer’s side and inside his mind, this is your chance. It will be mostly—if not all—new material. If you’ve read Catching Kate you know I don’t like to rehash material in the alternate POV if I can help it. 

	The other two books will be Jordan’s and Darren’s. For those of you who aren’t in the group, a little-known fact is Jordan’s book was actually supposed to release first but I decided the story was better told this way. Hopefully, you all agree. 

	Thank you all for reading, for your reviews, and for the many emails and messages you’ve sent me about this series. Based on your messages, these books made you feel. As an author, my ultimate goal is to write a story that pulls you in so deeply you feel it all. 

	Until next time. 

	All my love, 

	Dee
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	The most important thing you can do for the authors you love is leave a review and tell your friends how much you enjoyed their book. If you wouldn’t mind taking a few moments to rate and review this book, I would greatly appreciate it. 

	Sincerely, 

	Dee Kelly 
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	D. Kelly, author of The Acceptance Series, The Illusion Series, and standalone companion novels Chasing Cassidy and Sharing Rylee, was born and raised in Southern California. She’s a wife, mom, dog lover, taxi, problem fixer, and extreme multi-tasker. She married her high school sweetheart and is her kids’ biggest fan. 

	Kelly has been writing since she was young and took joy in spinning stories to her childhood friends. Margaritas and sarcasm make her smile, she loves the beach but hates the sand, and she believes Starbucks makes any day better. 

	A contemporary romance writer, D. Kelly’s stories revolve around friendship and the bond it creates, strengthening the love of the people who share it. For all things D. Kelly, you can visit her website: http://www.dkellyauthor.com
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	The Acceptance Series –

	Breaking Kate – Book One

	Catching Kate – Book 1.5

	Releasing Kate- Book Two

	Loving Kate – Book Three

	Christmas with the Houstons – Book Four

	 

	Stand Alone Novels

	Chasing Cassidy

	Sharing Rylee

	The Evolution of Us (Coming Fall 2017)

	 

	The Illusion Series

	Just an Illusion – Side A

	Just an Illusion – The B Side 

	Just an Illusion – EP 

	Just an Illusion – Unplugged (Coming January 2018)

	 

	http://www.dkellyauthor.com/all-books

	http://www.dkellyauthor.com/mailing-list/

	Keep reading for the Bastards and Dangerous Interviews
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	Bastards and Dangerous Q&A by Amelia Greyson

	Hey, Noah! Thank you so much for sitting with me today for this interview. I’ve compiled a list of questions from your fans, as well as some of my own. Are you ready to get up close and personal with me? 

	Noah: I’m always ready to get up close and personal with you, Mel, you know that. 

	Great, now that I’m blushing like crazy, I’ll jump right in. This first question comes from Kim T. What’s your favorite guilty pleasure? 

	Noah: That’s easy … indulging in you. 

	Come on, Noah! That’s not what your fans want to hear. 

	Noah: Hmm … maybe not, but it’s the truth, and they asked for an in-depth personal interview. That’s about as personal as it gets. I hope. 

	Alright, this next question comes from Lisa A. Would you ever pose for Playgirl? 

	Noah: <Insert panty-dropping smile> Nah …some things need to be left to the imagination. The only one who gets to see my goods is the woman I’m intimately involved with. 

	That’s completely understandable. Our next question was asked by just about everyone. Boxers or briefs, Noah? 

	Noah: Why is everyone always obsessed with our underwear? Ladies, what we carry our package around in isn’t nearly as important as how we use our package. But to answer your question, I prefer boxer briefs. 

	I wonder how many of your fans are hitting up Calvin Klein on social media right now begging for a Noah Weston exclusive. 

	Noah: Probably more now that you planted the seed. Thanks, Mel. 

	Anytime, Noah, happy to help. 

	Noah: I’m pretty sure you secretly want to see the goods yourself. You know, if you ask nicely I might just show them to you.

	Have you always been such a flirt? That question is all mine. 

	Noah: I’m a friendly guy, and a lot of time it gets mistaken for flirting when it’s not. But with you, I’m definitely flirting, Mel.

	And on that note, let’s go to a question from Gayle C. Do you believe in fate? 

	Noah: More than anything else, except for love. We may never know how and why things happen, but I believe with my whole heart everything happens for a reason. 

	Does that have anything to do with why you do so many random acts of kindness? 

	Noah: Maybe? If you put good into the world, it can only result in more good things. I’ve been blessed with more than I need so why not share the good fortune? If it doesn’t have anything to do with fate at least it’s good karma, and we can all use as much of that as we can get.  

	What are you looking forward to most after the tour?

	Noah: Seeing what’s next. Ideally, it would have to be love, wife, and kids. 

	If you could collaborate with any artist, who would it be?

	Noah: Sawyer. My brother is, without a doubt, the most talented person I’ve ever known. 

	Favorite holiday?

	Noah: Thanksgiving. Being surrounded by all the people I’m thankful for every day is the best feeling there is. 

	Last question. If you could tell your sixteen-year-old self one thing, what would it be?

	Noah: I’d tell myself that one day I was going to meet an author who was going to change my life and she was worth the wait. 

	Thank you for answering my questions, Noah, and for all the flattery … it will get you everywhere. 

	Noah: Anything, anytime, anywhere, Amelia, you know that. 
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	Bastards and Dangerous Q&A by Amelia Greyson

	Hey, Sawyer! Thank you so much for sitting with me today for this interview. I’ve compiled a list of questions from your fans, as well as some of my own. Are you ready to get up close and personal with me? 

	Sawyer: Careful what you ask for, Princess. I’ve been known to bite. 

	Sawyer…

	Sawyer: Calm down, Princess, you know I’m only joking. Ask away but know I reserve the right to plead the Fifth. 

	Fair enough. This question is from Karie G. What is the hardest part of being famous? 

	Sawyer: The loss of privacy. Some days you just want to be able to take your family out to dinner but you can’t without being interrupted a thousand times. Everyone wants a hug, an autograph, a selfie. Don’t get me wrong, our fans are great and they’re why we’re where we are today. There’s not much I would change, but being able to have uninterrupted family time if I could change that? I would in a heartbeat. 

	Alright, this question is from Meghana S. What is the first thing that catches your eye when you spot a woman? 

	Sawyer: Her ass. <insert cocky smirk> What? I’m an ass man, at least if I see her from behind first. If it’s up close and personal, it’s usually her smile. 

	Her smile? Really? 

	Sawyer: Don’t be so surprised. There’s this thing about women when they smile. You can tell by the ease of it, by the lines in the corner of their mouths, by the way they throw their head back or even kind of shake their head as they laugh. Those are typically the women who know how to have a good time, who are confident in themselves, who are nice. I don’t get a lot of downtime with women, so when I do, I want to find one who isn’t a bitch looking for a celebrity fuck. Or even worse, a celebrity baby daddy.

	And speaking of celebrity baby daddies, how do you prevent that? 

	Sawyer: Well, there’s no surefire way to prevent a baby, I guess, but making it a cardinal rule to use my own condoms is a good start. Pulling out, even with a condom on, is the next best way. 

	How did this interview get so sexual? Let’s take it back a few notches, shall we? This next question is from Dana S. What is your worst habit? 

	Sawyer: Speaking before thinking. I’m forever doing things I regret because I act first and think later. 

	Cindy L would like to know … Batman or Superman? 

	Sawyer: Batman. Always Batman. 

	What is the best thing about being a twin? What is the worst? This question is all mine. 

	Sawyer: The worst is being attracted to the same women. It can make for some awkward situations. The best is everything else. Noah is my best friend, he’s my favorite person, he knows me better than anyone and loves me anyway. 

	Favorite holiday? 

	Sawyer: Christmas. There’s nothing better. 

	Is it better to give or receive? 

	Sawyer: Are we still talking about Christmas? Because, sexually, both are pretty fucking nice. 

	Yes, Sawyer, <insert exasperated sigh> we’re still talking about Christmas. 

	Sawyer: Well, then … not to seem too much like Noah, but giving is definitely better. The looks on my nieces’ faces are priceless. 

	This question is from Jacqui N. She’s an avid reader. Team Michael or Team Daniel from The Acceptance Series? 

	Sawyer: Considering I don’t read shit for romance, except for you, Princess … 

	Wait, you’ve read my book? 

	Sawyer: I’d read the fucking phone book if you wrote it. But like I was saying, I don’t know jack shit about romance teams. Even so, I’m going to go with Team Michael because my sister dated a Daniel once and the guy was a total asshat. 

	Alright, there you have it, Jacqui N. Sawyer is Team Michael for the win. Last question. If you could give your sixteen-year-old self any advice or words of wisdom, what would it be? 

	Sawyer: There was a girl who got between myself and my brother, and the whole experience is my biggest regret. I’d tell myself to never let that happen. 

	Thank you for spending some time with me today and letting me interview you. I know you don’t open yourself up for these things often. 

	Sawyer: I’m not sure what it is about you, Princess, but I don’t have the heart to tell you no when you ask for something. I’m pretty sure you cast a spell on me while I was sleeping or some shit, but in any case, you’re welcome. 
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	Hey, Darren! Thank you so much for sitting with me today for this interview. I’ve compiled a list of questions from your fans as well as some of my own. Are you ready to get up close and personal with me? 

	Darren: Sure, Mel. Just don’t go trying to bang my bongo or anything, that’s reserved for the other half of your troublesome twosome. 

	I wouldn’t dream of it! Let’s jump right into a question from Ashley J. What are your top-five favorite albums of all time? 

	Darren: That’s an impossibly hard question and so fucking awesome. I’ll give you the first five I remember having a big influence on me. Purple Rain by Prince, Thriller by Michael Jackson, Metallica’s Black Album, Hotel California by The Eagles, and Night Train by Joey and Iris Triton. Just to be clear, that last one isn’t because they were your parents but because it’s a fucking kickass album. 

	Thanks, Darren. I’m sure my parents would appreciate the shoutout. This question is from Misti S. What is the first thing you want to do when the tour is over? 

	Darren: I’m going to Disneyland! <insert laughter> Damn, I’ve always wanted to say that. For real, I’m going to spend some time with my parents. They’re getting older, and family is important, you know? 

	Yeah, I sure do. I think that’s sweet. This question has been asked by quite a few fans. Boxers, Briefs, Commando? 

	Darren: Commando, baby. 

	That was so much more than I needed to know. 

	Darren: Well, hey … you asked. When you’re touring, every second is important, so underwear of any kind wastes valuable seconds. I want to be able to unzip, cover up, and … well, you know the rest.

	Yup, sure do. Let the banging of the bongos commence.

	Darren: Exactly! You know what’s up, Mel. Even if Boy Band was the one to teach you the ropes. 

	And on that note, next question! This one is from Gayle C. Do you have a fantasy destination you’d like to go to? 

	Darren: We’ve traveled so much on tour but we honestly don’t get much time to enjoy where we go. I’d love to grab my girl and show her the Seven Wonders of the World. I think that would be an amazing thing to experience together. 

	I love that answer! I’m sure your girl would love that, too. <wink wink> Okay, let’s switch it up a bit. Tell me about the friendships between you and your band members. Are there any love/hate relationships going on? Or are you all actually good friends? 

	Darren: We’re all best friends … brother’s, really. Noah and Wyatt are the two serious ones, so they spend a lot of time together. Sawyer and I are more of the party guys, so we’re always together. It’s hard to explain. We’re all best friends, but we usually pair off. Noah and Sawyer’s relationship sort of supersedes all of that, though. Their twin connection is just … I can’t even put it into words, but I’ve always been envious. I’d love to have that kind of unique bond with someone else. 

	Me, too. Here’s an interesting question from Dana S. Do you have a favorite song you like to perform at karaoke? 

	Darren: Yes! The absolute best karaoke song is “Sweet Caroline” by Neil Diamond. Everyone knows it and ends up singing along. 

	Favorite Holiday? 

	Darren: Halloween, hands down. The combination of candy and scary shit is a guaranteed recipe for getting laid. 

	How do you guys always turn everything to sex? 

	Darren: You’re the author of The O Factor and you’re asking me that? You’re lucky we don’t talk to you about sex 24/7 because seriously, Mel, I have questions about your book and your inspiration for said book. 

	Moving on. This one from Kim T. should be safe enough. Do you have any pets? 

	Darren: Nah, pets and bands don’t mix. We’re far too busy to take care of an animal the way it deserves. Maybe once we’re done touring I might get a dog. I’ve always loved English Bulldogs and regularly donate to a few different rescues. 

	That’s so true but super sweet you give donations. Our next question is from Cindy L. If given the choice, would you pick cake or ice cream? 

	Darren: Both. I’m not a take it or leave it kind of guy … I want it all. 

	You remind me so much of this reporter I know. She likes to bang bongos in her spare time. 

	Darren: You’ll have to introduce me someday. <laughs> 

	Alright, last question. If you could give any advice to your sixteen-year-old self what would it be? 

	Darren: Don’t sweat the small stuff. Just live in the moment because things always have a way of working themselves out. 

	For some reason that’s exactly the answer I expected from you. 

	Darren: At least I didn’t disappoint. 

	I don’t think you ever could. It’s always a pleasure to spend time with you, Darren. Thank you for hanging out with me today and answering my questions. 

	Darren: Happy to do it, Mel, and I can’t wait to read it. 
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	Hey, Wyatt! Thank you so much for sitting with me today for this interview. I’ve compiled a list of questions from your fans as well as some of my own. Are you ready to get up close and personal with me? 

	Wyatt: I’m always ready to hang out with you, Mel. 

	I’m pretty sure that’s the first non-sexual answer I’ve received. 

	Wyatt: That isn’t surprising, but none of the other guys have a wife, either. 

	True. Let’s talk about Anna. Tell me about how you two met and how long you’ve been together. 

	Wyatt: Anna and I met in junior high. She was actually friends with Sawyer first. The two of us just connected. We talked all the time, hung out whenever we could, ended up dating, and never stopped. We got married earlier this year, and I’ve never been happier. She’s the love of my life. 

	Your story is so sweet and so is Anna. The two of you really do make the perfect couple. How about we move into some fan questions now? Are you up for that? 

	Wyatt: Ask away. 

	Ashley G. is up first. Who do you admire the most and why? 

	Wyatt: Noah … without a doubt. He’s my best friend and the most selfless guy I’ve ever known. I’ve literally watched him take off his shirt in the middle of winter and give it to someone who didn’t have one, along with his jacket and a wad of cash. That’s the thing about Noah, there’s nothing he wouldn’t do for anyone even if he’s never met you. He’s got this unflappable belief in fate I wish I could share. 

	How does Anna handle your time on the road? Does she get jealous of all the women around you guys? 

	Wyatt: Anna and I have strict rules about communication. We tell each other everything. If we didn’t, this wouldn’t work. I know it’s hard to believe a man can have women constantly throwing themselves at him and not cheat. Truthfully, like anything else, that gets old fast. I don’t want a woman who would so casually look at my wedding band then look the other way to have one night with a rock star. Fame is fleeting, but love is forever, and Anna is my rock. I’m sure there are times when she may seem jealous, but that’s when we make sure one of us visits. It’s not so much actual jealousy as it is the distance eating at us. 

	That makes a lot of sense. You two have something special, and it’s nice to hear how much you cherish it and how hard you work at keeping it. 

	How about we lighten things up? Kim T. has a question for you. What is your favorite guilty pleasure? 

	Wyatt: Eating Darren’s Fruit Loops in the morning. It makes him so mad because it’s his favorite cereal. I usually wake up first, so fucking with him is easy. I’m not a total asshole, though. I always have an extra box on hand so he can get his fill. He freaks out just as much as Sawyer does when Noah takes his brown sugar Pop-Tarts. 

	You’re so bad, but that’s funny. 

	Wyatt: Right? They’re so sensitive about their food. They should realize if it’s on the bus it’s a free-for-all. 

	Yeah, I’m pretty sure they don’t agree with that at all, but I see your point. You’re family and what’s yours is mine and vice versa. 

	Wyatt: Exactly! 

	Dana S. is up next. Do you follow any pre-show rituals? 

	Wyatt: I do. I call Anna and tell her I love her because her love keeps me centered. I also hug each of my brothers before we hit the stage. Those two things keep me grounded and keep reality in the forefront. It’s easy to lose yourself in the fame with fifty thousand fans clamoring for your attention. I don’t ever want to get lost in that fantasy world and forget who I am and where I came from. 

	While we’re talking about the guys and staying grounded, Meghana S. has a question for you. Is there ever any jealousy between the four of you and if so, in what regards? 

	Wyatt: Nah … I mean, nothing big. The only thing I can even remember is being bummed I can’t bunk with Noah. Sawyer and Darren would be much better bus mates, but there are reasons why things are this way. The main one being Darren and Sawyer on the same bus would be trouble with a capital T. And the second being Noah and Sawyer need their brother time. Those two are connected on a whole other level and don’t do well when they’re apart for extended periods of time. 

	So no fights over who has more photoshoots? Or who has the most fan mail or things like that? 

	Wyatt: <insert laughter> Not in years. Maybe in the beginning when it was all new we might have had little tiffs over superficial stuff like that. That kind of stuff gets old fast. I know we have like this ridiculous reputation of being rough and tough but we’re pretty laidback about everything. 

	Well, what you’re saying isn’t anything different than what I’ve seen so far. It’s nice to know what you see is what you get with you guys. 

	I want to ask you something I’ve been wondering for a while now. With seventeen American Music Awards and twelve Grammy awards, Bastards and Dangerous has obviously been well-received within the music community, but you are notorious for not attending the ceremonies and have even turned down appearance offers. The only year you did both shows was with your breakout album Lost. Can you tell me why? 

	Wyatt: We appreciate the awards and nominations, they mean a lot to us. We have done some performances and acceptance speeches via satellite so we could be there in some manner. The first year it was insane and so flattering. We were in high demand and didn’t have much downtime at all that year. We were able to take the people important to us to the shows that year, but after that tour was over we sat down as a group and made some tough decisions. You’re not a stranger to this world, Mel. It’s crazy at times. As much fun and honor came from the award shows, it wasn’t worth the stress of squeezing them into our schedules and making them priorities. We had to decide what events to schedule our tours around, our lives around, and oftentimes it came down to a scenario like … if you go to the AMAs you won’t be able to be home for Anna’s birthday, or the birth of your niece, or your parents’ twenty-fifth anniversary party. We have moments in the spotlight every day. Life is made of moments, family moments we’ll never get back, so we do what we can to be there. Unfortunately, that’s meant missing ceremonies. That being said, we’re all looking forward to going next year because we won’t be touring and we won’t have to make the choice anymore. 

	Thank you for explaining that. I know it’s hard for the fans to wrap their heads around why their favorite band wouldn’t go to such a prestigious event. Now, maybe they’ll understand a bit more as to why. 

	What’s your favorite holiday, Wyatt? 

	Wyatt: Christmas. I love the smell of fresh-cut trees, and our families get together, so it’s one huge celebration of family and love. 

	If you had to pick one, would you pick red licorice or black? 

	Wyatt: Red Vines Super Ropes … those are the shit! I used to get them at the baseball field. Red all the way. But not Twizzlers, that shit sucks. 

	Do you believe unicorns exist? 

	Wyatt: Sure, just because I haven’t seen one doesn’t mean they aren’t out there. I haven’t seen a lot of shit I know is real so why not believe in unicorns, too? 

	Does the same go for aliens? 

	Wyatt: You’re fucking with me now, but it’s okay. Yeah, same for aliens. 

	Yeah, I was messing with you, but we have to have some fun, right? Your interview was a little more serious than the others.

	Wyatt: That happens. I’m a pretty serious guy most of the time. I think it’s why Noah and I are such good friends. 

	Okay, last question. If you could go back and tell your sixteen-year-old self anything, what would it be? 

	Wyatt: Damn, that’s hard. My mom has always been a single mom. She was the best, but I know it was hard for her. When I got to high school, I really worried about her. She worked two jobs a lot of the time just so I wouldn’t miss out on anything. She wouldn’t let me work to pitch in because she wanted me to be a kid and enjoy my childhood. As soon as I got my first check, I paid off our house and gave her some money. Aside from Anna, my mom is my world. I’d tell myself not to stress about her so much because things were going to work out for her real soon.  

	Thanks for sitting with me and answering these questions, Wyatt. I’ve really enjoyed getting to know all of you in our weekly meetings and can’t wait to continue them. You’re all amazing men, and I’m honored to be able to call you my friends. 
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	Hey, Belle! Thanks for sitting with me today for a few quick questions. I think it’s important to learn a bit more about our favorite entertainment blogger who is keeping everyone updated on BAD this year. 

	Belle: Hey, Mel! You know I’m always happy to sit with you and shoot the shit no matter what it’s about. 

	Cool, my first question for you is a simple one. When did you first discover Bastards and Dangerous? 

	Belle: It was the summer before I started college. I’d gone to a club in Hollywood where they were playing. I was hooked right away. That was the summer they got signed, and I’ve followed their career ever since. 

	I’m pretty sure not many people know this next bit of information. The night at The Greek, where BAD announced Slammed had an exclusive about them in their upcoming issue, that was a surprise to you. How did you feel in that moment? 

	Belle: Oh my God, I was so freaking excited! I was always a huge BAD fan, and to end up with a job where I could follow their career and write about them was a dream come true. Then to be asked to write exclusively for them for a year, by the band themselves? I could die tomorrow and my bucket list would be complete. It was the most amazing thing ever. I’m still in shock. 

	Before taking this job you were one of the most influential entertainment bloggers/reporters around. Your Instagram followers were pretty steady at about three million last year. Could you tell us your current Instagram follower count and how it makes you feel? 

	Belle: The numbers are insane. Almost overnight, I went from three million to about fifty million. BAD has eighty million, so I’m pretty sure those numbers will continue to grow. It’s awesome but also a bit daunting. People should just know that while I’m definitely posting more things about BAD, I’m still posting other bands, and my daily coffee, my shoes if they’re cute, my nails when they’re looking badass. I’m still me, just with a cooler job aspect. 

	It was recently announced you’re going to spend the last three months of The Illusion Tour on the buses with the guys and me. What are you looking to accomplish in those three months? 

	Belle: Being up close and personal with BAD is going to bring a whole new level of depth to my articles. Flying in once a month and attending shows and doing some quick interviews is great, but fully immersing myself in the experience is every reporter’s dream. 

	Are any of the members of Bastards and Dangerous on your celebrity cheat list? 

	Belle: Uh, yeah! Darren Miller has been on my celebrity cheat list since I saw him play in that club. I couldn’t get him out of my mind. I kicked myself for a good year for not introducing myself to him back then. After having met him and getting to know him better, I see why I was so enamored with him. Thankfully, I’m not dating anyone, so I don’t need a cheat list. 

	Are you trying to tell us something, Belle? 

	Belle: <insert laugh> No, but a girl can dream, can’t she? 

	Hell yeah she can! What has been your favorite part of covering BAD exclusively so far? 

	Belle: When I come to the concerts and get to see how moved the fans are by the experience. Not just the fans in the audience, either. Smaller venues means less tickets, but the parking lots are always filled to the brim with tailgaters. Those people in the lots are so happy to even be in proximity of the band. It’s a heady experience for sure. One people will talk about for decades. 

	If you could see Bastards and Dangerous collaborate with someone on this tour, who would it be? 

	Belle: Wow, that’s hard! There are so many people I’d love to see them do something with but because of the acoustical nature of this tour I’d say Ed Sheeran would be a great mix with what they have going on right now. 

	So what is up next for you? Do you have any idea where your career will go after this tour? 

	Belle: You know me, I live by the seat of my pants. I’m sure whatever comes next will be a great experience. Life is such a mystery. I’m just along for the ride. 

	What’s your favorite pastime? 

	Belle: I’m in the beginning stages of dating someone new. You know how that is … kind of scary and awkward but also really fun. I guess you could say he’s my favorite pastime at the moment. 

	Is it serious with this guy? 

	Belle: I don’t really do serious. I’m all about having a good time. Of course, I’d never rule out serious someday with the right person. 

	Could this mystery man be Mr. Right? 

	Belle: You’re not going to let this go, are you? I’ll never say never, but what I will say is he’s Mr. Right Now. 

	Okay …We’ve been friends for twenty years, I know when to back off. Tell us your favorite must-have while writing. 

	Belle: A latte or wine and either fresh fruit or chocolate. The time of day determines which order I have them. 

	What do you prefer a man wear … boxers or briefs? 

	Belle: Who has time for underwear? Commando all the way, baby. 

	And on that note, I think our time is up. Thank you so much for sitting and chatting with me, Belle. 

	Belle: Like I’d rather be doing anything else. Someone else … maybe. But anything else, not on your life. 
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	Amelia Greyson! It’s about time I get my hands on you for some interview questions. Our Slammed readers have questions they’re dying to know the answers to. 

	Mel: I’ll do my best to answer them, but some things fall under my NDA so I might not be able to answer them all. 

	Excuses, excuses. It’s all good, girl, we’ll make it work. My first question is what everyone is wondering. Are you involved with any of the band members? 

	Mel: No. I’ve only been on the buses for a few weeks, so we’re just getting to know each other right now. 

	Alright, tell us what it’s like to share a bus with Noah and Sawyer Weston. I mean, girl …you’re in the middle of a double yum sandwich. 

	Mel: <insert laugh> Belle, sometimes you are too much! I love being on the buses and being able to take in the countryside as we drive along. Hmm, what can I tell you about the guys? Noah is a sound sleeper. He works late nights and sleeps in as late as possible. Sawyer is an early bird. It doesn’t seem to matter how late he’s up, he’s still awake bright and early taking in the sunrise over a cup of coffee.  

	How about the girls? Is it out-of-control crazy with women traipsing on and off the buses? 

	Mel: I’m pretty sure this is something that would be prohibited by my NDA, but the truth is, these guys aren’t like that. Wyatt is married and I’ve never seen him look twice at anyone who isn’t his wife. The rest of them do their job and get on the bus for the next stop. There’s no juicy gossip here, they’re just normal people doing a job. 

	Are they messy? Who is the cleanest? 

	Mel: Sawyer is a neat freak, which is nice since I’m on his bus. Noah isn’t messy but he’s not perfectly clean, either. I’ve got no idea about the other guys since I’m not on their bus. Warren has mentioned Darren and Wyatt drive him crazy with their mess, though, but you’ll have to take that secondhand. 

	What can you tell us about each of the guys that might surprise people? 

	Mel: There’s not a whole lot I can say, but I’m going to group them together as a whole for this question. They all have a reputation for being out-of-control jerks. I don’t think anything could be further from the truth. From what I’ve experienced, they’re four nice guys with a deep love for family. 

	I’m going to give you four categories and I want you to assign one member of BAD to each. Best Overall Personality, Funniest, Most Surprising, and Most Intriguing. 

	Mel: Funniest is definitely Darren … he makes me laugh often. Best Overall Personality is Wyatt. He’s just so easygoing with everything and I’ve never seen him down. Most Surprising … definitely Noah. That leaves Most Intriguing and it’s a perfect title for Sawyer. 

	Tell us about the book you’ve been hired to write. What makes this book different than most other band stories? 

	Mel: BAD hired me to write their story, but they don’t want a fluff piece. This book is going to be an insight into their lives, their families, and fans. The perks of fame and the pitfalls as well. I think the best part of it is they will proofread every word, so not only do you know it’s truly their story but it’s got their stamp of approval as well. 

	Most people may not realize you’re not a BAD fan. In fact, it caused quite a commotion when they found out you weren’t a fan of their music. Now that you’re immersed in it every day, have you changed your mind? 

	Mel: Way to put me on the spot, Belle. I’m not a fan of hard rock in general. But I’m fortunate enough to get to sit in on practice each day, and I have to admit I love their acoustic album. My favorite part of the day is getting to listen to them sing on the bus. It’s different than watching them on stage. They’re more relaxed and have fun with it. I take great joy in being able to witness them in that element. 

	One question I keep getting asked is if you’ve seen them naked. Have you had any accidental bathroom encounters? Middle of the night snack attacks? 

	Mel: Nope. Sorry to disappoint, but there have been zero naked encounters. They’re very respectful of my space and I am of theirs. We’re in close quarters so I have seen them in boxers and an occasional towel as they leave the bathroom, but nothing to get excited about. 

	Oh, Mel, if that doesn’t excite you there’s something wrong with you. Most people would cream their panties at the sight of Noah or Sawyer in boxers or a towel. 

	Do you find yourself inspired enough to start other books? Your first book, The O Factor, is a nationwide bestseller. Do you think BAD will give you the inspiration you need for your next book? 

	Mel: Well, their book is my next book. As for future projects, I’m not even on that wavelength. I can only write one book at a time and right now my head is in conceptualizing this book. I can’t say they won’t inspire me at some point because, as an artist, you never know when inspiration will come but so far it hasn’t happened. Sorry, ladies, no BAD themed romances in my foreseeable future. 

	Last question. Do you see yourself staying in touch with the members of BAD after the tour is over? Or is this strictly a work assignment for you? 

	Mel: We’ve all become pretty close in a short amount of time. We have so much more in common than I think any of us could have imagined. I’m pretty sure we’re forging lifelong friendships here and I’m really excited about that. I feel very blessed to be in the presence of these amazing men every day. I can’t wait to see where this journey takes us. 

	Well, there you have it, Slammers! My girl Mel gave us all the answers she could, and I’m sure we’ll get even more over the next few months. Thanks for talking to me, Mel! 

	Until next time – Live today, like there’s no tomorrow! 

	Xs and Os 

	Belle
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